Notes:

Scanned by JASC

If you correct any minor errors, please change the version number below (and in the file
name) to a slightly higher one e.g. from .5 to .95 or if major revisions, to v. 1.0/2.0 etc.
Current e-book version is .9 (some formatting errors have been corrected—but OCR
errors still occur in the text. Unproofed)

Comments, Questions, Requests (no promises): daytonascan4911@hotmail.com

Notes: This book is not proofed. You will find some errors, though it should still be very
readable.

DO NOT READ THIS BOOK OF YOU DO NOT OWN/POSSES THE PHYSICAL
COPY. THAT IS STEALING FROM THE AUTHOR.

Book Information:

Genre: Epic Fantasy

Author: Sarah Ash

Name: Prisoner of the Iron Tower

Series: The Tears of Artamon

Prisoner of the Iron Tower

Book 2 of The Tears of Artamon

By Sarah Ash

PROLOGUE

Gavril Nagarian, Lord Drakhaon of Azhkendir, opened the door to Saint Sergius s shrine. Candleflames
from ochre beeswax candles shimmered in the gloom. The air smelled of bitter incense and honeyed
candlesmoke.

Theradiant figure of the Blessed Sergius dominated the ancient murd, staff upraised to defend his flock
from the dark Drakhaon. Even the saint’ s face had been covered with gold leaf by the artist. In contrast,
only the Drakhaon’ s eyes glinted in the candldlight, jeweled with chips of blue glass. Therest of his
winged daemon-form had been painted black as shadow.

“Now itisfinaly gone, and | am done.” Gavril’ swordswent echoing up into the shadows of the vaulted
roof, where the angelic hosts stared down at him with their painted eyes. The strength suddenly drained
out of him and he sank to his knees before the saint’ s stone tomb.

The heavy nail-studded door to the shrine was flung open with such force that it crashed into the stone
wall. Candleflames wavered in the fierce draft and some blew out, guttering trails of smoke.

Warriors of his druzhina stood in the doorway. Foremost among them was Bogatyr Askold, first officer
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and commander of his bodyguard, who came striding down the aide toward him.

“What have you doneto yoursdf, my lord?” Askold' s voice was harsh with grief and accusation. “What
have you done}”

The others crowded around, so close he could smell the pungent damp of their fur cloaks and the swesat
of their bodies.

Askold seized hold of Gawril.
Gavril tried to wrench himself free but, his strength exhausted, he could not break away.

“Forgive me, my lord, but it’sthe only way to be certain,” muttered Askold, twisting one arm behind his
back. Gavril heard the whisper of stedl against lesther as Askold drew a knife from his boot.

A flash of fear flickered through hismind. Did they mean to kill him?In this dangerous mood, hisown
men could turn againgt him. And then he winced as Askold drew the knifeblade across hiswrist in one
smal, expert stroke.

Thewarriors crowded closer, staring as blood began to well up from the shallow incison and drip onto
the flagstones.

Gavril stared too.

Red blood. Crimson-red. Human-red. Without atrace of daemon-purple.

A shuddering sigh echoed around the shrine.

Askold let go of him. “So the Drakhaoul isgone. And with it, all your powers.”

“Y ou broke the bond! Y ou broke the bloodbond that binds usto you!” cried out scarred Gorian.
“Y ou betrayed us!”

“I didwhat | had to,” Gavril said wearily. “1 did what should have been done centuries ago.”

“Azhkendir was safe,” said Barsuk Badger-Beard, his gruff voice unsteady. “No one dared attack us.
But now that it' s gone, who knows what will happen?’

“You cdl yoursevesmy druzbinaV Gavril raised his head and stared at them, chalenging. ” Then act like
warriord”

Eyes stared back at him, dark with hogtility. He could see the glint of their unsheathed sabresin the
guttering candldight. If he did not win back their dlegiance now, he was as good as dead.

“WEe ve driven Eugene of Tiden out of Azhkendir. Now we must learn to fight without daemonic powers
to protect us. To fight like men.”

“Didn’'t you hear what Lord Gavril said?’ A younger voice rang out, passonate with anger. Gavril saw
Semyon, the newest member of the druzhina, hisfreckled face flushed red. “1 swore to defend you, my
lord. I haven't forgotten how you saved my lifein the sege. My oath till holds.”

“Aye, and minetoo,” said Askold. He kndt at Gavril’ sfeet. “Forgive us, my lord.”

Gavril kndlt down too and placed his hands on Askold' s shoulders, raising him to hisfeet. “We ve much



todo,” hesaid. “Kastel Drakhaon isin ruins. Will you work with meto rebuild it?’

It was not until he left the shrine to walk across the monastery courtyard with Semyon and Askold at his
sdethat he heard again the far-distant echo of the Drakhaoul’ s dying voice, each word etched infireon
hismind:

“Why do you betray me? Divide usand you'll go insane. ..."

The old fisherman Kuzko and hiswife found him lying on the seashore, so battered by the waves and the
rocksthat his clothes were torn to shreds. For days he wandered between life and desth—and when he
returned to himself, he no longer knew who he was. The seahad stolen his memories from him. The only
distinguishing festure was asignet ring on his broken right hand. .. but the device had been worn so
smooth by the seaand the rocks that it was impossible to tell with any certainty what it had been.

So they caled him Tikhon after their own lost son, drowned years before in another night of terrible
storms, and they nursed him dowly back to hedlth. Many weekslater, when he could walk again, he
began to help with atask or two: mending nets, carrying wood for thefire.

Everything had to be relearned, even speech; he waslike agreat child, limping dowly after Kuzko,
gpeaking awkwardly, asif histongue would not obey hisbrain. Y et he seemed cheerful enough in spite of
his deficiencies—although sometimes he was suddenly overcome with aterrible wordlessraging that
could not be assuaged.

Tikhon was helping old Kuzko mend the boat, caulking aleak in the storm-battered hull with agtinking
mess of oakum and pitch that Kuzko had boiled up over adriftwood fire. The wind blew keen and raw
across the bleak idand shore. There was nothing to be seen here for miles but seaand rocks. The sky
was pae with scudding clouds. Until Kuzko noticed one cloud blowing toward them, darker than the
rest, moving faster than the others.

“Storm coming,” he shouted to Tikhon. “Best find shelter till it passes.” He gazed up into the ky. This
was no ordinary stormcloud; it was moving too fagt, its course erratic and unpredictable. And asit

tumbled nearer, the light began to fade from the sky and the shordine turned black as night.

Tikhon stumbled after his adoptive father—but his damaged body betrayed him and, with agargling cry,
he fell on hisface on the pebbled beach.

The old fisherman started back toward him. “Come on, lad!”
The dark cloud hovered overhead. Lightning crackled—and Kuzko dropped back, covering hiseyes.
Tikhon let out another cry of terror as he cowered in the lightning’ s beam.

Kuzko watched, helpless, as with a sudden, sinuous movement, the cloud wrapped itsdlf like adark
shroud around Tikhon. The lad convulsed, his body wracked by violent shudders, twisting thisway and
that asthough struggling with some invisible shadow-creature.

And then the struggle ceased. The darkness had disappeared—and the sun’s pale winter light pierced the
scudding clouds.

Kuzko dowly picked himsdlf up. “T-Tikhon,” he sammered. Thelad lay unmoving. Tearswelled in his
eyes. He had seen his son taken from him once—was he to have to endureit al again?

“Tikhon?’ he said, extending a shaking hand to touch the boy’ s shoulder.



Tikhon's eyes opened. He sat up. Each movement was lithe, precise, controlled. He looked at Kuzko
and said, “Wheream |7’ His voice was no longer durred.

“Areyou dl right?’ quavered Kuzko.
The young man looked down at himslf, frowning. “I think s0.”
“You'recured. It sam-miracle” Kuzko felt weak now. “ Come, Tikhon, let’s go tell Mother—"

“Tikhon?" The young man dowly shook hishead. “I fear you must have me confused with someone ese.
My nameis Andrei.”

CHAPTER

Adtasia Orlovaleaned on therail of the Tielen ship that was carrying her back home to Muscobar across
the Straits. Cold seaspray blew into her face, her hair, but she did not care.

She was bearing Count Ve emir's ashes back to Mirom. It was Feodor Veemir who had brought her to
Tielen on the pretense that wreckage from her brother Andrei’s command, the Srin, had been washed
up on the shore. She had gone, eager that there might be the faintest glimmer of hope that Andrei was not
drowned but lying injured in some remote fisherman’s hut, only to find that it had al been aruseto
display her charmsto the Tielen court and council, to persuade them that she would make a suitable
bridefor Prince Eugene.

Well, Count, she thought, gazing into the rolling seamist that hid the coastline of Muscobar from view,
you have paid the ultimate price for your treachery. You used me heartlessly. You lied, you twisted
the truth to further your own ends, and now you are dead.

But even now she was not sure she believed the evidence of her own eyes. What she had witnessed in
the snowy palace yard had shaken her to the very core.

There crouched adark-winged creature, veiled in ablue shimmer of heat. And—most horrible of
al—the burning remains of something that had once been Feodor Velemir, Muscobar’ s ambassador to
Tiden, lay inacharred, smoking heap at itsfeet.

Drakhaon.
In that one moment al certainties had been seared away.

“Altessal” Nadezhda, her maid, came up to her, carrying awool shawl. “You'll catch a chill up hereinthis
bitter wind.”

“Don't fuss, Nadezhda. I’ m fine.”

Nadezhda took no notice and draped the shawl over Astasia' s shoulders. “Please come below and warm
yourself.”

“Not yet,” Astasiasaid distantly. “In awhile...”



The cloudy sky and the choppy sea mirrored her mood. She felt numbed. Whenever shetried to sleep, she
saw the Drakhaon of Azhkendir rear up out of the darkness and then, oh then—

The one moment she could not forget, the moment when the dragon-winged daemon had turned its piercing
blue gaze on her and she had recognized Gavril Andar.

Elysia Andar had tried to warn her, but she had refused to listen. Y et now she knew it to be true. Gavril,
the one man she had ever alowed to hold her, to kiss her, was possessed by a dragon-daemon—

“Altessa.”
She turned to see that one of the Tielen officers had come up on deck.

“We have received an urgent message from Mirom, altessa, that concerns you. Will you please come
below?’

Reluctantly, Astasia followed him belowdecks to the captain’s anteroom. Chancellor Maltheus had sent an
escort of the household guard to protect her... or to prevent her from running away?

A group of officers were gathered around the table; they bowed as she entered.

“Isthere astorm coming?’ she asked, taking off the shawl. The fine mist of seaspray still clung to her hair.
“Should we seek harbor and sit it out?’

“The message comes from Field Marshal Karonen, atessa. He reports there isrioting in Mirom. It seems
that your parents have been trapped in the Winter Palace by a mob of dissidents who are threatening to
torch the palace and al inside.”

Astasia gripped the edge of the table to steady herself. “Dissidents?’ she repeated.
“Y our father has requested our help. It seems the situation is quite desperate.”

“My father isasking for help?’ Astasiasaid. If nothing else, this brought home the severity of the situation.
Her father never asked for help.

“The Field Marshal isready to lead arescue force into the city, altessa. Just give the word and he will
liberate the palace.”

Astasiagazed warily around at al the Tielen officers. She could not help noticing the detailed map of
Mirom that lay outspread on the table. They seemed so well-prepared...

“We understand there has been unrest in the city for some months,”
said one.

“Well, yes—" she began, then broke off. How could she have been so blind? Maltheus had sent the soldiers
with her as part of the invasion force. What better way to infiltrate Tielen soldiersinto the heart of the city?
Dissidents or no, Muscobar was about to be swallowed up into the growing Tielen empire.

“Prince Eugene is determined to quell any last stirrings of rebellion before your wedding takes place.”

“Of course,” she said coldly. They were still looking at her expectantly, and she realized that they were
waiting for her command.

“Tell the Field Marshal,” she said, knowing she had no choice, “to put down the rebellion—and with my
blessing.”

Astasia struggled up on deck against the prevailing wind, into araw, red dawn. As the ship sailed up the
broad Nieva, she noticed that the gilded dome of the Senate House had been reduced to a smoldering shell.
And while at first she had believed the red glare in the sky to be the rising sun, surely no dawn could glow



that
brightly?

No, the West Wing of the palace was on fire. She heard the crackle of the flames, the tinkle of breaking
glass as panes burst in the heat; she saw the haze of smoke sullying the freshness of the dawn.

They were burning her home.

“No!” she cried aloud, gripping therail to steady herself. Now she could hear shouts from the shore; a
confusion of people was swarming over the neatly clipped boxes and yews. Guards |eaned from the
windows, aiming muskets at the rabble, firing. A ragged rat-a-tat of fusillades answered.

“Y ou must go belowdecks, altessal” One of the Tielen officers came toward her, pistol in hand. “It’s not
safe up here!l”

Screams carried on the wind, shrill above the rattle of gunfire. There were running silhouettes at the West
Wing windows, dark

against the blaze of the flames. Where were Mama and Papa? Where was her governess, poor, dear
Eupraxia? She would be so flustered by the panic and the fire—

“There are people trapped in there!l” she said to the officer, grabbing his arm and stabbing her finger at the
burning building. “We must get them out!”

A musket ball whizzed over their heads, grazing the nearest mast, showering them with sharp splinters of
wood.

“We're doing all we can,” he said, hurrying her toward the hatch.

The battle for the Winter Palace lasted little more than an hour. Astasia crept back up on deck and
watched as more and more Tielen soldiers swarmed into the gardens, driving the rebels before them,
rounding them up at musket-point.

By now the West Wing was well-alight, and she saw looters risking the Tielen guns to carry away brocade
curtains, pictures, fine porcelain... Too late, some servants formed a bucket-chain while others scooped
water from the river. Flames burst through the roof. Rafters cracked and the whole structure collapsed
inward with a crash likerolling thunder.

Shocked beyond speech, she stood with her hands clutched to her mouth. The clouds of acrid smoke
carried the vile smell of burning: timber, molten glass, and, worst of all, human flesh.

“1’ve made some tea, altessa.” She had not noticed that Nadezhda had emerged from belowdecks.
“Y ou’ ve eaten nothing for hours. Y ou need to keep up your strength.”

“Mama,” Astasiawhispered into the billowing smoke. “Papa...”

“Teawith adrop of brandy, that' [l warm you up.” Nadezhda took her by the arm and steered her back
below.

At about four in the afternoon, a party of Muscobar officers came on board and asked to speak with her.
Sick with worry, she hurried to meet them.

“Colonel Roskovski!” she cried, so glad to see afamiliar face that she wanted to run up and hug him.

“Altessa,” he said, clicking his heels and saluting her. He looked haggard; he was unshaven and his



immaculate white uniform jacket was covered in smears of soot. “ Thank God you' re safe.”
“Isthere... isthere any news of my parents?’

“They are under the protection of Field Marshal Karonen,” he said stiffly.

“But they're dive?’

“1 believe so. Altessa—" he hesitated. “1 have been obliged to surrender control of the city to the Field
Marshal.” She saw now that not only was he exhausted, but there were tearsin his smoke-reddened
eyes—tears of humiliation and defeat. “1 am dishonored. | have failed your father.”

“Not surrender, Colonel,” she said, dismayed that such a proud and experienced soldier should openly weep
with shame in front of her. “1’m sure you and your men did everything you could to save the city. But the
odds were overwhelming. Without Tielen’s help—"

“Altessa Astasial” One of the Tielen officers came running up. “ The Field Marshal requests a meeting.”

Her heart began to beat overfast, a butterfly trapped in her breast. This was to do with her parents, she
was sure of it. How would she find them? Even if they were physically unharmed, the last few days would
have taken aterrible toll on Mama s nerves. And Papa. ..

“Colonel,” she said, “please accompany me.”

It seemed that there were Tielen soldiers everywhere: lining the quay as Astasia disembarked, guarding the
Water Gate, and patrolling the outer walls where the rebels had smashed down the iron railings as they
stormed the palace.

Even though the officers steered a carefully chosen path, Astasia saw soldiers carrying out bodies from the
courtyards and piling them onto carts. Through an archway she glimpsed some of Roskovski’s men cutting
down a palace guard who was hanging from alamppost, his white uniform red with his own blood.

“Were many killed?’ she asked, determined that she should not be treated like a child.
“Enough,” Roskovski said tersely.

She wanted to avert her gaze from the bodies, but found she could not look away. One bright head of hair,
asfiery asafox’s pelt, caught her eye. One of her mother’ s maids, Biata, had hair of just that unusual
shade...

The woman’s head lolled at an unnatural angle over the edge of the cart, eyes fixed, staring out from a
wax-paeface. A trickle of blood from both nostrils darkened her lips, her chin.

io

“Biata?’ But what point wasthere in caling her name when she was beyond hearing? And even as
Astasawatched, the Tielens unceremonioudy flung another body onto the cart, right on top of her. They
were not distinguishing rioters from pal ace servants, they were just clearing away corpses.

Adasagarted forward, outraged, and felt afirm touch on her shoulder.
“These men mean no disrespect,” said Roskovski. “They' re merdly following orders.”

“Butit'sBiatal” Astasiawas ashamed to hear how high and tremulous her own voice sounded. Shewas
trying to behave asthe heir to the Orlov dynasty should. And yet dl shefelt wasacold, sick sense of
dread. They had wanted to kill anyone who was associated with her family. It could have been her own
body dung like an animal carcassinto thet cart.

“I would have preferred to spare you such sights.” Roskovski shot adisapproving glance at the Tielen



officer leading them.

The city now lay muffled in the winter dusk, eerily quiet after the din of theriot. Smoke still rose from the
ruins of the West Wing; the choking smell of ash and cinders singed the evening air.

“Where are you taking me?’ she asked the Tielen officer asthey passed through the inner courtyard and
entered the palace by an obscure door. A stone stair led into adank subterranean passageway, lit by
linkssetinthewadll.

“Thisisno placeto bring the dtessa,” protested Roskovski.

A sméll of mold pervaded the air and the floor was puddled with water; Astasialifted her skirtshigh,
wondering uneasily whether she had walked into some Tielen trap.

“Isthis part of the servants quarters?’ she asked, glancing at Roskovski for reassurance. “I don't
remember ever coming here before.”

Roskovski cleared histhroat awkwardly. “Thisleads to the rooms used by your father’ s agentsto detain
and question those suspected of crimes againgt the state.”

Adtasastopped. “ The old dungeons from my great-grandfather’ stime? But my father had them
converted to wine cdlars. He wouldn’t condone the use of such ancient, unsanitary conditionsfor—" She
stopped. How naive she sounded. There was so much she did not know about her father’ srule as Grand
Duke. Now she began to won-

u

der what cruel tortures had been inflicted down herein the interests of the state, while, unknowing, she
had danced at her first ball in the palace above. There was so much she had been shielded from. Had the
riotersimprisoned her parents down here? Had they put them to the question? The sick fedling in her
stomach grew stronger, as did the unwholesome smell. It was asif the dank water glistening on the walls
and pooling on the floor were 0ozing in from the Nieva, bringing with it the city’ s stinking effluent.

At the end of the tunnel they came out into asmall room. At adesk sat atal, broad-shouldered manin
Tielen uniform, poring over dispatches by lanternlight. When he stood up to greet her, he had to stoop,
the ceiling was so low.

“Karonen at your service, dtessa”

“My parents,” Astasiaburst out. “Where arethey?” Fidd Marsha Karonen cleared histhroat, evidently
uncomfortable. “That iswhy | requested your presence in thiswretched place, dtessa. Thisiswherethe
insurgents imprisoned them. Now they are reluctant to come out, fearing further ill-trestment. | am hoping
you might persuade them that theinsurrectionisat an end.”

They sat Sde by side on awooden bench, blinking in the lantern-light of a cramped, windowless cell.
There was an unmistakably fetid odor of stale urine and unwashed flesh. How long had they been
imprisoned here? At first Astasiadid not even recognize her mother in the lank-haired, listless woman
who stared blankly at her.

“Mama, Papa,” she said, her voice trembling, her arms outstretched.

The Grand Duke haf-rose from the bench. “Tasia? Little Tasa?’ he said, hisvoice trembling too. “Yes,
Papa, it' sredly me” Agtasaflung her armsaround him and hugged him tightly.



“Look, Sofie, it' sTada,” the Grand Duke said. The Grand Duchess gazed at her, her face il
expressonless. “Mama,” Astasiasaid, kneding beside her mother, “we' red| safe now.”

“Safe?’ the Grand Duchess said with alittle shiver. “Did they molest you, Tasa? Did they lay handson
you?’

“No, Mama. I'mfine. But you're not. Y ou must come out of this cold, damp place and warm yoursdlf.”

The Grand Duchess shrank back, cowering behind her husband. “No, no, it’snot safe. They’rein the
palace. They're everywhere. They want to kill us.”

“Mama, look who'swith me.” Astasatook her mother’ s chill hand and pressed it between her own.
“It' sFHed Marshd Karonen of Tielen. He has taken the city from the rebels. He has rescued us al.”

“Tiden?" said the Grand Duchess distantly. “Now | remember. Y ou were betrothed to Eugene of Tielen,
weren't you, child?’

“Come, Mama,” coaxed Agtasia. “Come with me. Wouldn't you like some hot bouillon? And clean
clothes?’

The Grand Duchess glanced nervoudy at the officers standing in the doorway to the cell. Then she
clagped Agtasa shand. “ All right, my dear,” she said in awavering voice, “but only if you'recertainit’'s
sae”

Safe? Adasathought as her mother ventured out of the cell, leaning heavily on her arm. Poor, foolish
Mama. If I’ ve learned one thing in the past weeks, it’s that nowhere is safe anymore.

Agtasastood in an anteroom in the East Wing, gazing around her. Slander—hateful, obscene
dander—had been daubed in red paint across the pale blue and white walls. The windowpanes had been
smashed. And she did not want to look too closdly at what had been smeared over the polished floors.
Therioters had dashed or defaced everything in their path that they had been unableto carry away;
everywhere she saw the evidence of their hatred. But at least the East Wing wasintact and her parents
were being warmed, cossetted, and fed by the few faithful servants who had not fled.

Shewas not in any mood to be comforted. Her home had been violated. She hugged her arms around
hersdlf, chilled by an dl-pervading feding of desolation.

Feodor VVelemir had foreseen al this. Had she judged him too harshly? Had he anticipated the coming
storm and sought to prevent it?

“Altesa”
She swung around to see the broad-shouldered bulk of Field Marshal Karonen filling the doorway.

“I have news of hishighnessfor you, from Azhkendir.” He camein, followed by severa of hissenior
officers. The winter-grey and blue colors of the Tidlen army filled the antechamber.

“News?’
“Prince Eugene has been gravely wounded,” said Karonen brusquely, “in a battle with the Drakhaon.”
The daemon-shadow of the Drakhaon suddenly billowed up, dark as smoke, in her mind.

“Ah,” shesad carefully, aware they were al watching for her reaction. “Wounded—but not killed?’



“WEe velost many men, but the princeisdive. Magus Linnaiusistending to hisinjuries. The prince was
most anxious to ensure that you were unharmed. He would like to spesk with you.”

“With me?’” Astasalooked at him, uncomprehending. “But
how?*
“Itiscdled aVox Aethyria”

When he showed her, shewondered if the Field Marshd had taken leave of his senses. She saw only an
exquisite crysta flower—arose, perhaps—encased in an eaborate tracery of precious metals and glass.

“It' svery pretty, Field Marsha, but—"

“Y ou must gpproach the device and speak very dowly and clearly. The crysta array will transmit your
voicethrough theair to hishighness”

“What should | say?’
“I believe his highness has a question he is most eager to ask you.”
“ Altessa Astasia.”

Adtasia, sartled, took a step back from the crystal. A man’ s voice had addressed her from the heart of
therose. “What kind of trickery isthis?’

“No trickery, atessa, | assureyou,” said Karonen, his dour expresson relaxing into asmile. Heturned
the Vox toward him and spokeinto it. “ The altesssais unused to our Tiden scientific artistry, highness.
Sheisrecovering from her surprise at hearing your voice from so far away.” He beckoned Astasiato his
Sde

Adasafdt her cheekstingle with indignation. She was not going to be shown up as an unsophisticated
schoolgirl. Shewas an Orlov. What would her father have done on such an occasion? She approached
the Vox Aethyriawith determination and said loudly and clearly, “I must thank your highness, on behalf

of our city, for sending your men to quell the riots and rescue my family. I—I trust you are making agood
recovery from your injuries?’

Field Marsha Karonen nodded his approva and adjusted the V ox so that she could hear Prince
Eugene sreply.

It wasfaint at first, so that she had to bend closer to the crysta to hear.

“Indeed; and | amin much better spirits already for hearing your voice, and knowing you are safe
" Forma as hiswords were, she thought she detected—to her surprise—an undertone of genuine
concern. Does he care about me a little, then? “ | had fully intended to lead my men to free the city
myself, but fate decreed otherwise. Now | want nothing more than to meet you. I’ ve had to wait
far too long and, charming though your portrait is, it'sa poor substitute.”

Agtasa sthroat had gone dry. She could sense what was coming next. Am | ready for this?

“We must meet, altessa, and soon. | have plans—great plans—for our two countries, but unless
you are at my side, they will all be meaningless. Will you marry me, Astasia?’

“The dtessawill not be disgppointed, highness.” The vaet straightened the blue ribbon of the Order of
the Swan on Eugene' s breast, gave onefind tweek to thefinelinen collar, alast spray of cologne, and



withdrew from the prince’ s bedchamber, bowing.
Eugene of Tilen forced himsdf to confront hisreflection in the cheva mirror.

At first he had ordered al mirrorsin the palace at Swanholm to be covered, unable to bear the ravages
that his encounter with the Drakhaon had wrought. Now that he was dmost recovered, he forced himself
to look every day. After dl, he reasoned, his courtiers were obliged to put up with the sight of his
disfigurement, so why shouldn’t he?

He had never been vain. He had known himsdf to be strong-featured—certainly no handsomefairy-tae
prince from one of Karila' s stories. But it still pained him to see the ravages of the Drakhaon’ sFire: the
scarred and reddened skin that pitted one hand and one whole side of hisface and head. And hishair
had not yet grown back as he had hoped, though there were sgns of asoft, pale ashen fuzz, therich
golden hues bleached away.

How would Agtasiareact? Would she shrink from him, forced by court protocol to make a public show
of tolerating what, in her

heart, she looked on with revulson? Or was she made of stronger stuff, prepared to search deeper than
superficid appearances?

He squared his shoulders, bracing himself. He had conquered awhole continent; what had he to fear
from one young woman?

He pushed open the double doors and went to meet his betrothed for the first time.

The East Wing music room had escaped the worst of the attack. Built for intimate concerts and recitals, it
was crammed to overflowing with the military dignitaries of the Tidlen royd household, leaving little room
for the Orlov family and their court.

Adtasasat on adais between her parents; afourth gilt chair ssood empty beside hers. First Minister
Vassan stood slently behind her. Still in mourning for her drowned brother Andrel, her family and the
court were somberly dressed in black and violet. A tense silencefilled the room; the Mirom courtiers
seemed too bewildered by the rapid succession of events that had led to the annexation of Muscobar
even to whisper behind their black-gloved hands.

A blaze of military trumpets shattered the air.
“Hisimperia highness, Eugene of Tiden!” announced amartid voice.
The Tielen household guard came marching in, spurs clanking. Astasafdt her mother shrink in her seet.

“It'sdl right, Mama,” she whispered, patting her hand, trying to suppress her own nervousness. Then she
saw dl the heads in the room bowing, the women sinking into low curtsies.

He was here.
Sheroseto her feet, pressing her hands together to stop them from shaking.

Prince Eugene camein, accompanied by Fidld Marshal Karonen. She noted that he too wore ablack
velvet mourning band. Wasit asasign of respect for their loss, or had he too lost someone dear to himin
thefighting?

They had warned her about hisinjuries. She did not think hersalf squeamish, but she stedled herself



nevertheless, hoping she would not let anything of what she might fed show on her face.

He stood before her, but Hill she stared at the golden Order of the Swan glittering on his breast, unwilling
to meet hiseyes.

“Welcome, your highness,” she said, dropping into afull court curtsy, one hand extended in formal
gresting.

She sensed adight hesitation, then agloved hand took hersin afirm grip, raising her to her feet. Still she
did not dareto look at him, even as shefdt him lift her hand to hislips.

Look, you must look, shewilled hersdlf, aware that everyone in the room was watching them with bated
bregath.

“You are every hit as beautiful asyour portrait, altessa.” Hisvoice was strong, confident, colored by a
dight Tidlen accent. He dill hed her hand in his.

She could no longer keep her gaze lowered. She looked a him then, forcing hersaf to concentrate on his
eyes. Blue-grey eyes, clear and cold asawinter’ s morning, gazed steadily back. But dl the skin around
them was red, blistered, and damaged. She waslooking into the ruin of aface.

Gavril did this. She was s0 shocked she could not speak for amoment. How crudl .

“Y ou flatter me, your highness,” she answered, forcing firmnessinto her voice. She must not forget that
thiswas aso the man who had ruthlessly ordered Elysia’ s execution. “Please...” She gestured to the gilt
chair that had been set for him beside hers.

He stepped up onto the dais, towering above her. He bowed to the Grand Duke and Duchess, to
Vassan, and then sat down.

Adtasia cleared her throat. Thiswasthe part of the ceremony she had been dreading the most—because
it sgnaed to the world the end of the Orlov dynasty.

Her father rose from his chair and took her hand in his.

“My—my daughter has a gift for you, your highness” he said. Hisvoicefdtered. “ A gift from the heart of
Muscobar. Accept it—and with it, her hand in marriage, fregly given, so that our two countries may be
united asone.”

Agtasatook the jeweled casket her father was holding toward her and knelt before Prince Eugene,
offering it with both hands raised.

The prince opened the casket. The Mirom Ruby glowed in hisfingerslikeaflameasheheld it doft: a
victory trophy.

“Thelast of Artamon’s Tears!” Hisvoice throbbed now with an intensity of emotion that startled Astasia.
“Now theimperia crown iscomplete.” He helped her to rise and took her hand, closing it over the
ancient ruby clutched in hisfingers.

I?

“Today anew empirerisesfrom the ashes of Artamon’ sdreams. Altessa, from the day we are married in
the Cathedra of Saint Simeon, you will be known as Astasia, Empress of New Rossiya.”

He drew her close and she fdt—asif in awaking dream—the pressure of his burned lips, hot and dry,



on her forehead, and then her mouth.
Fidd Marsha Karonen turned to the astonished court.
“Long live the Emperor Eugene—and Empress Adtasial”

After ashort, sartled silence, the cheers began. Astasia, her hand il in Eugen€e's, glanced at her
father—and saw the Grand Duke surreptitiously wiping away atear.

CHAPTER

“Would your imperia highness careto take alook? Thetailor wheeled the full-length mirror acrossthe
dressing room.

Eugene had permitted himsdlf this one luxury: new clothes for the coronation, though he had
stipulated—to the master tailor’ s profound disappointment—that they must not be in any way ornate or
extravagant. He stedled himself and glanced at hisreflection. He had chosen the uniform of the
Colond-in-Chief of hisHousehold Cavary for hiswedding outfit: the gold-frogged jacket cut of the
finedt, softest pale grey wool, subtly decorated with braid. On his breast he would wear the Order of the
Swan, suspended from a pae blue ribbon.

“If your imperid highness could raise your right arm so—" histailor muttered through a mouthful of pins,
making little markswith chalk.

Eugene had not believed himsdlf to be vain; he had thought himself above such worldly conceits. But
now, as he caught sight of his damaged face in the mirror, he knew he was as susceptible as any man. It
was aface ghoulish enough to scare children on the Night of the Dead, one half till angrily red beneath
the gligening film of new

in.

“Doesthe braid on the cuff please your highness?’

“Thebraid?’ Eugene forced himsdlf to concentrate on the details

of thetailoring. “Why, yes. It snot too ostentatious.”

There had been so many calls on histime, so many ministersand

ambassadors to entertain from the world beyond the empire, that

Eugene redized he had hardly spent more than five minutes alone with Astasasince the betrothal.

Thiswas not the best way to start a relationship with the woman he had chosen to be his empress. He
had sensed Astasia ftiffen as he embraced her, as his burned cheek brushed against hers. He could
understand her revulsion; he felt much the same every morning as he faced hisown reflectionin the
shaving mirror.

He must maketimeto pay her avisit; she would be chaperoned, of course, but it would still afford an
opportunity for conversation.

In the meantime, he would send another betrotha gift. Amethysts would enhance the creamy pallor of her
skin. He would ask Paer Paersson to select something rare and exquisite that would please her. He



would have selected the gift himself, but he was due to attend a crucia meseting with Kyrill Vassan.

Eugene seated himsdlf at agresat gilt and marble-topped desk that had been rescued from the flamesto
sign and sedl the documents presented to him by First Minister Vassian. Gustave hovered behind him,
darting forward from time to time to shake sand to set wet ink, or melt afresh stick of wax.

“S0,” Eugene said ashe set hissedl inthe fina blob of scarlet wax, “this concludes my part, | believe?’
He stared down with a swelling sense of satisfaction at the written confirmation of his victory: Muscobar
wastruly hisat last.

“Yes, highness” Vassan iffly bowed hisslvered head. “ The lawyers have been awaiting these fina
documents. Therewill be plenty to occupy them, now that Muscobar has been swallowed up by New
Rossya” Still bowing, heleft the study. Wasthat last comment afaint flash of defiance? The First
Minister had seemed detached, coldly yet politely aoof, during the Sgning ceremony. Eugene could not
help wondering if Chancellor Matheus would have shown such detachment if the situation were reversed.

“Stand clear!” From outside came the shouts of workmen, and then a crash of falling masonry, followed
by arising cloud of dust: mortar and crushed plaster. Work on reconstructing the gutted wing had aready
begun, generoudy funded by the Tielen treasury.

“And the plansfor the coronation, Gustave?’
“Arewdl in hand, highness. All theinvitations have been issued, °ven to Enguerrand of Francia”

Eugene rose and shook his burned hand, which was stiff and sore from signing. The sudden flash of
agonizing pain made him wince, but he turned hastily away, pretending to gaze out of the window so that
Gugtave should not natice. The pain dowly subsided.

“I want representatives from al five princedoms to attend—and be seen to attend. We will show the
world—and Francia, in particular— how well New Rossiya s enlightened idedl s can work for the good
of the people.”

“I| can't marry him.” Astasiasat frozen in front of the mirror. She could till fed Prince Eugene slipson
her own. Kissing her. And every time she remembered, shefelt ashudder of revulsion. She despised
hersdf for it. But she kept seeing again the unnaturd red sheen of his burned face, the glisten of the
fragile, new-formed skin that looked asif it would ped and flake away at the dightest touch, leaving a
horrible 0ozing mess of raw flesh benesth—

She shuddered again. “1 can't even bear to think of it.”

There came adiscreet tap at the door and, as it opened, she saw in the mirror the round, plump face of
Eupraxiabeaming a her.

“Praxial” Astasa sprang up and, forgetting al rules of propriety, ran to fling her aams around Eupraxia's
generous girth. “Dear Praxia, how I’'ve missed you.”

“Altessa.” Eupraxia hugged her to her broad, lace-covered bosom. “Let melook at you.” She gazed into
her charge' sface and Astasiasaw tears glisening in her governess swarm brown eyes. “How paeyou
look. Where are those pretty roses?” And she gently pinched Astasia' s cheek.

“I’'m so much happier for seeing you and knowing you're safe, Praxia” Astasiacaught hold of Eupraxid s
plump hand and pulled her to Sit on thelittle Tiden-blue sofabeside her. “1 was afraid you' d been caught
upintheriots”



“Andif | hadn’t been caled away to the country to nurse my sister, | dread to think...” Eupraxia shook
her head, making her little grey curlstremblelike catkins. “But let’ stalk of happier matters, my dear. The
wedding!”

Agadaforced aamile.

“What' sthis?'Y ou' ve snared the most digible bridegroom in the whole continent and—oh no. You're
not till pining for that unsuitable young Smarnan portrait painter, are you?’

“Certainly not,” Astasasad vehemently.
“Then why the doleful eyes?’

“Because—oh, Praxia, I'm so ashamed to say it, but | can’t bear for him to touch me. Am | so shdlow
that | can only see hisdisfigurement?’

“There, there.” Eupraxia stroked her hair, just as she used to when Astasawas alittle girl and had
broken her favorite doll. *Y our fedings are quite understandable. Y ou've led ashdtered life. You've
never had to tend to soldierswounded in battle or look on such terrible injuriestill now.”

“It' strue” Astasiahad seen 5o little of theworld until the last weeks of insurrection, fire, and bloodshed.

“What mattersiswhat’ singde, not outside. If the prince is awarmhearted man, agood man, you will
cometo ignore his outward gppearance.” As Eupraxia continued in thisvein, Astasanodded from time
to time as though agreeing. But none of Eupraxia swords comforted her in theleast. “ Giveit time, my
child.”

Agasawasinfinitely grateful that Eupraxiahad not chosen this moment to lecture her on her duty as sole
Orlov heir. Her governess had neither been outraged by her confession, nor had she reacted hysterically
as her mother Sofiawould undoubtedly have done. Now, as Astasiarang for Nadezhda to bring tea, she
felt more than alittle guilty, remembering the many times she had defied her governess or had driven her
to distraction with her whims and headstrong moods. In the last turbulent weeks she had begun to
wonder whom she could still trust, and Eupraxiahad proved hersdf atrue and loyd dly.

She sat and sipped strong, sweet tea and offered Eupraxia some of the little sugared vanilla biscuits she
had brought from Swanholm. It delighted her to see her governess smile gppreciaively as she sampled
the Tielen sweetmeats; she had dways enjoyed such treats. Eupraxiainquired after her parents hedlth
and Agtasainquired about Eupraxia ssster. But al the while, Astasia’ s mind kept wandering. 7s it so
hard a thing, after all? To let him touch me, kiss me? To just close my eyes and pretend...

But what kind of a marriage is built on pretense?

“Time, imperid highness,” said Doctor Arensky, washing his hands "i the basin provided and drying them
on alinen towd proffered by hisassgtant. “Timeisagreat heder.”

Eugene heard the doctor’ swords and understood only too well what lay behind them. He said nothing at
firgt, but the breath he let out sounded like asigh, ragged with despair.

“Y ou were recommended to me as the most eminent physicianin your field,” hesaid. “Are you saying
that there’ s nothing you—even you—can do for me?’

“Quitefrankly, highness, you are most fortunate that the skin tissue has not become corrupted and there
isno sign of necrosis. That would have led to a hideous and agonizing death.”



“I"ve seen men die of gangrene.” Eugene needed no reminding of the putrefying stench of agangrenous
wound. “And | have funded research a the University of Tiden into finding aremedy.”

“Indeed, your highness s patronage is much appreciated in medica circles,” Doctor Arensky said with a
little bow.

Eugene, irritated beyond patience by Arensky’ s evasive manner, got to hisfeet and faced him. “I amin
congtant pain, Doctor. Whenever | talk, smile, est—even when | kissmy little daughter. Every single
faciad movement aman can make, causes me pain. It isthe same with the hand. Tell methetruth. Will the
pain ever grow less?’

The expression of professiona detachment faded and the doctor’ s eyes registered genuine surprise at the
bluntness of hisquestion.

“I wish | could offer your highness amiracle cure. But, gpart from opiates or soothing unguentsto dull the

pain—
Eugene made adismissive gesture.
“Once the skin has been damaged by afire of such intengty, it never repairsitself properly.”

It was stark confirmation of what he had aready suspected. “ So thisisthe face that | must show to the
world for therest of my life” He stiffened his shoulders, straightening hisback asif hewere asoldier on
parade, standing to attention before his commanding officer. “Nevertheless, | have decided to endow
another post at the university in Mirom so that research may be pursued into afflictions of the skin and
their possible cures.”

“Y our imperia highnessisvery generous,” murmured Doctor Arensky, bowing low thistime.

So that some other poor wretch may one day be spared the suffering Gavril Nagarian has forced
me to endure.

But once Arensky had bowed his way from the room, Eugene

sagged, gripping the desk to support himsalf. He redized he had been sustaining himself with the hope
that there might yet be some cure. Now he knew the truth: He must live with this burned face until the end
of hisdays.

Y et in afew minutes he must attend an important meeting. He made a supreme effort to compose himsdif,
to hide the crushing disappointment that had overwhelmed him. Soon he would be crowned
Emperor—and the Great Artamon’ s successor could not alow himsdlf to show the dightest Sign of
vulnerability.

As Eugenetook his place at the head of the table, he scanned the faces of the dignitaries he had
summoned to discussthefind plans for the coronation. Count Igor Golitsyn, aflamboyant dandy of the
Orlov’s court, had been appointed Grand Master of Ceremonies. Chancellor Maltheus was there, next
to the ancient Patriarch Ilarion of Mirom who was atended by two of hislong-bearded archimandrites.
Thelir robes exuded afaint but distinct smdll of bitter incense. Opposite them stood two envoys from
Khitari; their beardswere aslong asthe priests', but as fine aswisps of silk, reaching amost to the hems
of their black-and-jade brocade jackets.

“Please be seated, gentlemen.” As Eugene sat down, he saw that one chair was till empty. “But whereis
the Smarnan ambassador?’



The representatives from the Muscobite Senate glanced uncertainly at one another.
“I will look into the matter Sraightaway,” said Gustave, hastily making for the door.

“Remind me of the name of the Smarnan ambassador, First Minister,” said Eugene, trying to hide his
irritation.

“Garsavani,” said Vassan. Silencefollowed. Eugene wasin no mood to exchange pleasantries, he was
gtill brooding on Doctor Arensky’ s bleak prognosis.

“Whilewewait for news of Ambassador Garsevani,” Mdtheus said tactfully, “ perhaps we might cal
upon the Master of Ceremonies, Count Golitsyn, to talk us through the rehearsal plans for tomorrow?’

The count rose, bowed to Eugene, and began to read from aleather-bound notebook.
“At nine o' cock, the carriages will set off from the Winter Palace...”
Golitsyn, athough renowned for having penned severd successful

comedies for the Mirom stage, spoke with asingularly flat and uninteresting drawl. Eugene haf-listened,
trying to keep his mind from wandering; he could not help noticing thet the elderly Patriarch was nodding
off, lulled by the count’ sdreary tones.

“And then, at midday,” droned Golitsyn, “atwenty-gun salute will befired from the Water Gate—"

The door opened and Gustave came back into the room. He had been absent for amost half an hour.
The Patriarch started and opened hiswatery eyes, blinking.

“Forgive me, highness” Gustave was bregthless, asif he had been running.
“Wdl, whereishe?’ Eugene demanded.

“It seemsthat Ambassador Garsevani has been recalled to Smarna.”
“Recdled?’ said Mdtheus, one bristling eyebrow quirked.

Eugene said nothing. There could, of course, be apressing persond reason for Garsevani’ s sudden
departure.

“It would have been courteous to send word,” said Galitsyn, “but then, the Smarnans...”

Maltheus pounced on this seemingly innocuous aside. “What gives the Smarnans the right to behave so
discourteoudy to hisimperia highness?’

Count Golitsyn turned dowly to him with aknowing smile and ashrug. “ 1’ ve alittle villadown there, on
the coast. Always take my own staff with me; the locals are bone-lazy. Too hot, you see; they spend
mogt of their timeidling in the shade, drinking and arguing.”

“So are no Smarnan dignitariesto attend the ceremony?’ said Eugene, unwilling to let the matter rest.

Golitsyn clicked hisfingers and his secretary handed him the ledger containing the list of guests. The count
ran hisfinger down page after page, concluding his search with alittle shrug.

“Not one?’ Eugeneingsted. “Not even one of the ministers?’

“Wall, thereisthe Countess Tamara, but she isaMuscobite by



birth.

Eugene glanced a Mdtheus, who gave an dmast imperceptible nod. This sudden disappearance of
Ambassador Garsevani could be interpreted as a snub. He hoped it was not an ill omen. He turned to the
Petriarch, forcing the matter from hismind.

“And now, your holiness, to the seating plan in the cathedrd.....”

“Y ou ddlivered my gift to the atessa?’ Eugene emerged from the meeting well over an hour later than he
had planned.

“Jugt asyou ingructed, highness,” said Gustave. “And | sent your apologieswith it.”

“My gpologies?” And then Eugene remembered. “Tea.” He struck his forehead with hishand in
frugtration. “ Teawith the Grand Duchess. And if Garsevani hadn’t played usdl for fools—" He started
out down the corridor with Gustave following after.

“And now the dtessaisat afitting for her wedding dress,” panted Gustave.
Eugene stopped. “ So when will she be free?’

“Not until you' ve left for the dinner a the Admiralty, highness”

And so another day would have passed without spending any time with her.
“What did she say to the gift?’

“Shesaid it wasvery pretty.” Gustave' stone was guarded.

“But did shetry it on?’

“Not in my presence.”

“Ah.” Eugene turned and began to walk dowly back toward his gpartments. Perhaps Astasiawas not
impressed or excited by jewds. He wanted to send something to apologize for hislack of attention.
Something more persona than jewels.

“Violets” hesad. “To match her eyes. Gustave, can you find alittle bunch of violets, no matter what the
cos, and deliver them to the altessa? I’ Il write a card to accompany them.”

“Violetsin winter?” The secretary shook hishead in bewilderment.
“| place greet faith in your ingenuity, Gustave,” Eugene said with asmile.

“Hemay beaTiden, but he has exquisite taste, Asasa.” The Grand Duchess exclaimed in ddight over
the betrotha giftsthat had been accumulating on Astasia s dressing table. Eugene had sent anew treasure
every day: adiamond-and-sapphire necklace yesterday with matching drop earrings; today a string of
amethystsfashioned like violets. Earlier presentsincluded black pearls, agold-and-amber jewelry “sket,
and crysta bottles of attar from rare black desert roses. “Y ou’ re such alucky girl.”

“Yes Mama,” said Adasalistlesdy. The giftswere expensive, true, and each piece of jewery beautifully
crafted. Y et her mother was far more excited about them than she; she found it difficult to show much
enthusiasm about cold stones, even if they were worth asmal fortune. Y et, if nothing ese, they had
brought a flush to her mother’ swan cheeks and a brief sparkleto her eyes. Sofiatill woke at night,
breathless and terrified, shrieking for the guard to come to her rescue. And though Astasia had found her



mother’ s moods overbearing at timesin the past, she was secretly relieved to see glimpses of the haughty
Grand Duchess returning again.

But these gifts... she picked up one after another and then set them down again on the marble-inlaid
table. They told her nothing of the man she wasto marry except that he was very wesalthy. He had
probably not even chosen the gifts himsalf, but ordered one of hisimperia staff to select them.

How little | really know about you, Eugene.

“Tasa, if there sanything you need to ask me about your wedding night, now’ sthetime, whilewe' re
aone” said Sofiasuddenly.

Adasafdt her face flame with embarrassment.
“Redly, Mama, |—"

“He sfathered achild, so | don’t think you need have any worriesin that area, athough there were some
whigpers—dander, I'm sure— when he adopted that Arkhel boy from Azhkendir...”

Worse and worse! Astasiaclosed her eyes, praying that Mamawould not rattle on like thisin front of
some Tielen dignitary at the wedding.

“My little girl’ sgoing to be awoman, amarried woman.” Sofiaembraced Agtasia, hugging her close as
tears coursed down her cheeks. Astasia hugged her back, desperately trying to think of an excuse to get
away before Sofiaembarrassed her further with more talk of the wedding night.

There came alittle tap at the salon door and Nadezhda popped her head around.
“A gift from hisimperid highness” she announced.

“Ooh!” cried Sofiaexcitedly, clagping her hands together. “What will it be, Tasia? A little amethy<t tiara
would go well with the necklace...”

Nadezhda came in and, demurely bobbing a curtsy, presented Astasia with a delicate lace-bound posy of
violets and snowdrops.

“Oh,” said Agtasia, surprised. “Flowers. Real flowers.” Thelittle posy appealed to her so much that she
pinned it to the shoulder of her dress.

It wasthefirg gift he had sent her that touched her heart. Violetsin winter.

CHAPTER

It wasthelast of the five rubies, crimson as Smarnan wine, cunningly fashioned by ancient craftsmenin
the form of ateardrop.

Thefifth tear of long-dead Emperor Artamon was about to be reunited with itsfellows for thefirst timein
centuries. And for thefirst timein centuries, one man had dared to fulfill his dreams of an empire. Eugene
of Tielen had battled to reunite the five princedoms of Artamon’s shattered empire—and had won.

The coronation was tomorrow. The Emperor had attended his find fitting some days before. Adjustments
had been made. Theimperia crown must be finished before dawn—and to that end, the best jewdersin
Tidlen had been shipped across the Straitsto Mirom and installed under armed guard in the East Wing of



the Winter Palace.

Paer Paersson, the master jeweler, worked late into the night with his craftsmen to complete the setting
for the Orlov ruby: a golden sea eagle, wings outspread, claws open to clutch the stoneto its breast.

All thejeweers and their apprentices stood waiting to witness the find moment in the crestion of their
new Emperor’s crown. They had labored for months, fashioning the settings from the most precious of
materids. gold, pearls, and exquisitdy cut tiny diamonds.

Paer Paersson carefully lifted the ruby from its box and, with skilled fingers, placed it inits setting. The
othersfell slent, watching respectfully. Only theticking of the ornate clock on the mantel could be heard.

With afind twist, the master jeweler gently fixed the stone in position. He placed the crown onto a
cushion of rich purple velvet and set it on thetablein front of him.

“Atlast,” hesad, letting out along Sgh. “Send word to hisimperid highness. Tell himitisready.”
The youngest gpprentice sped away across the courtyard toward the imperia apartments.

In the candlelight, the rich rubies glowed red. The craftsmen of the Jewelers' Guild stood admiring their
masterpiece in reverent slence.

The rubies glowed more intensaly. Paer Paersson took off his spectacles and rubbed histired eyes. Even
without his spectacles he could see that the glow from the gems was growing brighter. And he could
sense asound so low it was almost avibration—as if aheavy carriage were passing across the
courtyard.

“Master Paersson,” whispered one of the other craftsmen. “What' s happening?’

The vibration had become alow buzz. Thelouder it grew, the more the brightness of the rubies
increased. Fivelights, like bloodstained flames, burned at the heart of each teardrop stone.

“Have you ever seenthelike?’ Paer Paersson leaned closer. The buzzing grew louder, the flames burned
more brightly.

“Move away, Master Paersson.” The jeweers began to back toward the door, bumping into one another
intheir confuson. “For God' s sake, move away!” But Paer could not move; fear and wonder held him
bound to the spot.

The room glowed like afurnace—and the heart of the furnace wasthe imperia crown.

Eugene of Tielen hurried across the courtyard toward the jewelers workshop. He was so eager to see
Artamon’ srubiesin the finished crown that he had not waited for Paer Pagrsson to bring it to him, but
had come himsdf.

Now he hdted, seeing ared glow illuminating the windows of the workroom. Was the room ablaze? He
could not discern any trace of smoke.

Puzzled, he pushed open the door. The youngest apprentice, following close on hishedls, et out ayelp of
terror.

Each of thefiverubiesin theimperid crown burnedinitsfiligree

o



seitings. And adeep buzzing filled the room, notes of five low pitches twining about one another like the
droning of ahive of bees.

“Stay back, highness,” Paer Pagrsson warned.

“But thisis quite extraordinary. Artamon’srubies... alive.” Eugene moved forward, ignoring Paer
Paersson’ swarning. “One of you go and fetch the Magus.” He had to raise his voice to make himself
heard as the hum of the stones grew steadily louder.

Suddenly five jets of crimson light shot out, one from each ruby, arcing upward toward the ceiling.

Eugene sprang back, shading his eyes. The craftsmen cowered away, hiding their faces. The gpprentices
whimpered with fear.

Thefive shafts of ruby-fire meshed together, fusing into asingle column of light.
It pierced the celling of the craftsmen’ sworkroom like a spear.

Eugene ran out into the courtyard, gazing up into the black of the night Sky. Therubies spearshaft of light
went shooting upward into the starry heavens like a blood-streaked comet, illuminating the pale stones
and columns of the Winter Palace in its glow. For amoment the stars themsalves were stained red, as
though with blood.

Servants and troopers of the Household Cavary dowly gathered in the courtyard in awestruck silence.

And then—as suddenly asit had begun—the light died. The night air was chill, clear, and slent—except
for the hushed murmurings of Eugen€e' s astonished household.

Eugene stood staring up at the empty sky. The stars glittered again, cold and white-blue asthetiny
diamonds Paer Paersson had cut for his crown.

A man appeared silently beside him in the darkness. And even in the uncertain starlight the prince sensed
that it was Kaspar Linnaius, Magus and Roya Artificier. Eugene beckoned him to a secluded corner
where they could not be overheard.

“Wdl, Magus?' he said quietly. “What does it mean?’

“Indll truth, highness,” came back the Magus svoice, cam and distant, “I do not know. | have never
seen itslike before. Perhaps we may take it as agood omen? A blessing from Artamon, bestowed on the
first man great enough to restore his broken empire?’

“Oh come now, Linnaius, you know | am not in the least superdtitious. Y ou may circulate this pretty
myth, if you wish, to reassure my people... but | need answers. Scientific answers.” He approached

the master jeweler. “Pagr, isthisthefirgt time you have witnessed this phenomenon?’
Paer Paersson nodded his head, evidently still too shaken to speak.

“And perhapsthelast,” Eugene said pensively. “Linnaius, speak to our archivistsin the morning. Send
scholarsout to al five princedoms. | want to know if such athing ever happened in Artamon’sreign. |
want to know the history of the rubies. | want this thoroughly researched.”

Thedarm bell of Kastel Drakhaon clanged out a frantic warning, shattering the night.

Gavril Nagarian clambered up the broken tower stairs, one precarious step at atime. Bogatyr Askold



followed close behind.

The Kdika Tower had taken its share of the bombardment during the siege. Ragged holes gaped in the
wadlls, letting inthe cold night air. Y et till it stood, Volkh' stower, where other sturdier watchtowers had
fdlenin the attack.

Gavril reached the top and pushed open the door that led out onto the roof.
“What new mischief can it bethistime?’ grumbled Askold as they scanned the darkened horizon.
Below, servants and druzhina came hurrying out into the courtyard, pointing to the heavens.

A digtant column of fiery light, thin as a scarlet thread, pierced the dark skiesto the east. The crystdline
brilliance of the constellations overhead flushed red as blood.

Inthat moment, it felt asif thefiery bolt of light speared Gawril’ s brain and a current of energy shivered
through his mind. He strove to speak, but histongue was frozen.

“What d’'you mean, dragging us all from our warm bedsfor this, Semyon?’ Sosia, the kastel
housekeeper, chided. “It’ sjust the northern lights, you silly boy!”

“I"ve never seen ‘em burn bloodred before,” muttered Askold at Gavril’ sside.

And just as suddenly as the column of light had appeared, it van-"hed, leaving the stars sparkling
diamond-clear above their heads. “What d'you think it was, Drakhaon?’ said Askold. “ Some new

Tid
en wegpon?*

“I don’'t know.” Gavril found he had regained the power of speech.

$

His head cleared. “But whatever it was, we should stay on our guard. Eugene of Tielen won't forgive us
S0 eadlly for defegting him.”

Kiukiu was helping Lady Elysiasort through apile of sheets and blankets that had been dug out from the
rubble when the darm bell began to clang—aharsh, terrifying sound in the cold of the night.

“Now whatever can the matter be?’ Lady Elysalet drop the blanket she was mending and went to the
window, raising the oiled cloth that had been nailed across the frame to keep out the worst of the drafts.

Kiukiu heard running feet, druzhina and servants caling out to one another. She could not move. Please
let it not be the Tielens, she prayed silently.

“What isthat light?’ said Lady Elysia, peering out, her voice hushed with wonder.

Kiukiu went to get up and join her at the window—and her mind was suddenly filled with voices,
children’svoices, dl screaming out in terror. “Oh,” she whispered. “Who are you?’

She stands gazing out at a great expanse of moving water, bluer than Lake IImin. Children
surround her, pulling at her hands, her clothes, their eyes wide with fear and despair.

“Help us, Spirit Snger. Set usfree.”



“1—1 can’t. There are so many of you... and | don’t even know your names.”

As she gazes at their pale, dead faces she sees that each child bears a red, ragged knife-wound
across the throat. Horror numbs her. Who could have done such a terrible thing to these innocent
children?

And then she senses she is being watched. Turning slowly, she sees a tall figure behind her, clothed
in glittering darkness. It is watching her with two luminous eyes as slanted and strange as the
Drakhaoul’s— and a third eye, crimson as a bloodstained flame, burns on its forehead. And such
a feeling of dread overcomes her that she cannot back away, even though every instinct tells her
she must flee.

The children cry out again, clustering around her, clinging to her in fear.
“Please help us.”

“Kiukiu.” Someone was caling her name. The blue water faded r elaht. the children’ s piteous pleading
grew fainter until she

o
“Areyou d| right, Kiukiu?’

Kiukiu nodded. Shefelt alittle sick and disoriented. “What happened?’

“You fainted. Sit up dowly. That' sright. Luckily the blankets cushioned your fal.”

“I'm sorry.” What must Lady Elysathink of her?“ Sometimesl...”

Elysianodded. “ Gavril hastold me of your gift. What did you see? Doesit help to talk about it?’

Kiukiu hugged her arms about her body; she felt cold now, chilled to the bones. “ Sometimes| hear
echoesfrom long ago in the kastel. The stonesremember...”

On adark, londy shore far from Mirom, Andrel lay adeep on astraw palet in the fisherman’s cottage.
A sudden spearshaft of light pierced his dreams, coloring them red as spilled blood.

Hegaveacry and sat bolt upright.

It must be aflare, sent up by aship in distress.

“Ship ontherocks!” Still half-adeep, he fumbled hisway to the doorway and stared out into the night,
scanning the empty sea.

A flaming column stretched from earth into the heavens on the distant horizon, staining the black seared.
A rushing sound suddenly filled hisears, asif acrowd of midgeswere swarming in hisbrain. Little flashes
of fiery light flickered across hisvison. His head spun.

“That’sno distressflare” Kuzko, hisvoice thick with deep, appeared behind him.

Andrel struggled to reply. Wordstried to force themsalves from his mouth, but when they came out, they
seemed meaningless.

“Nagar’ s—Eye,” he heard himsdf sammer. “Take—me—home.”



“Yes, lad.” Kuzko's hand came down on his shoulder. “And if only you could remember where home
was, we' d get you back to your folks on the next spring tide.”

And then thefiery column disappeared, as swiftly asif it were a snuffed-out candleflame.

Andrei blinked, rubbed his eyes. He turned to Kuzko.

“What did | say?’

“Take me home,” repeated Kuzko.

“Beforethat.”

“A place name, maybe. Not one | recognized. Nagar’ s Eye. Isthat where you hail from, Andrel?’

Andrei shook his head. The name meant nothing to him. And the disgppointment now seemed amost too
gresat to bear. For amoment it seemed asif his memory had been unlocked. But whatever had been
awakened by thefiery column had been just as swiftly extinguished.

Kuzko uncorked a stone bottle of spirits; he swallowed a swift mouthful, then passed it to Andrel.

“I'velittle enough left, but you look asif you could do withiit, lad. Take agood swig. It'll help you
deep.”

Adtasafretted on the foggy quayside, shivering in her warmest fur-lined cloak. Shewaswaiting to
welcome Karilaand her entourage to Mirom.

Their arrival had been delayed because of the little princess s sudden indisposition. Her Great-Aunt
Greta, the Dowager Duchess of Haeven, had sent amessage to say that she had delayed the voyage of
the royal barque because Karila had developed a nasty cough on the journey down from the Palace of
Swanholm. And then they had encountered seafog in the Straits.

It was strange, Astasiareflected, that she was soon to be stepmother to Karila, when their relationship
was more akin to that of older and younger sisters. She had aways dreamed of having ayounger sister to
play with, but Mama had never been robust enough to produce another child.

Pdace servants brought abrazier of dow-burning cods and Astasiagratefully held her frozen handsto
the warmth.

Wisps of fog began to roll acrossthe city; the lanterns on the rigging of the great ships dimmed.

“Y ou mustn’'t stay out here any longer,” whispered Nadezhda. “ Y ou' |l catch your degth of cold. We
can't have you sneezing your way through the service tomorrow. Just imagine—when his highnessraises
your wedding vell, he's not going to want to see ared nose and be greeted with a sneeze, ishe?’

Adtasiacould not help smiling in spite of the cold. “But | must be here to welcome Karilato Mirom.”
“Wecome her insdethe paace, infront of alargelog fire,” insgsted Nadezhda.

“Roya barque approaching!” came ashout from the lookout to the members of the new imperia
bodyguard.

“Atlast,” whispered Astasig, relieved that her freezing wait was nearly over.

Princess Karila slittle entourage had just begun to disembark at the River Gate outside the Winter Palace



when the night sky was pierced by abrilliant beam of fire.

“Holy saints preserve usl” Nadezhda hagtily made the sign to avert evil. “It’ snot those insurgents again,
trying to burn the palace?’

Astasia gazed up at the crimsoned stars. She had never seen anything like this before. It was a once
grikingly beautiful, and oddly disturbing. ..

Karila, muffled up in her fur-lined cloak, hat, and mittens, waited dutifully on deck with Great-Aunt Greta
for the sallorsto lower the gangplank onto the quay.

She had never made such along journey away from Swanholm before.

“There sthe Winter Palace, my dear, wherewe' |l be staying,” said Great-Aunt Greta, her breath issuing
from her mouth in frosty clouds.

A spear of fire suddenly shot up into the night sky.

Karilagave asharp cry. It was asif the crimson spear had pierced her throat. A wash of blood began to
drip down from the wound, tingeing the whole world fiery red.

She dropped to her kneesasa swirl of violent and incomprehensible images glittered and shifted in her
mind.

An indigo sea washes onto a bone-white seashore...

“Whatever’ swrong, child?’ Great-Aunt Greta gripped hold of her and tried to pull her back to her feet.
Her throat felt asif it were choked with blood. Shetried to speak, but all that came out was coughing.
The sailors on the Tielen royal barque had abandoned their tasks and were pointing up at the sky.

“Back to work!” shouted amilitary voice impatiently. “Have you never seen fireworks before?’ It wasa
lieutenant of the imperid bodyguard, athough from his accent, Astasiarecognized him asafellow
countryman.

“Fireworks?’ she repeated.

“I'll wager it' sarehearsal for tomorrow’ s celebr ations by the Royd Artificier and hisaides, highness.

|—
A ghrill cry interrupted hiswords.
“Hdp! The princess!”

Forgetting decorum, Astasia gathered up her skirts and ran across the frosty cobblestoward the Tielen
royd party, Nadezhda and the lieutenant hurrying after her.

As Adtasacame closer, she could hear the dry, indstent sound of a child coughing. “What’ swrong?’ she
asked, peering into the lantern-light. The coughing went on, rasping and painful.

“I said we should have stayed in Tidlen,” fretted an elderly voice, “but shewas so insstent.”

“Kar?' Adasiaasked anxioudy. The huddle of maidservants parted to let her through. She saw the
elderly Dowager Duchess Greta supporting a hunched little form that shuddered and strained to draw



bresth.
“Ta— da—" Thechild tried to say her name, but only began to cough again.

“Wemust get her indoors at once.” Astasawent to pick up thelittle girl hersdlf, but the young lieutenant
gdlantly stepped in and siwvung the princess up into hisarms.

“| said the weather was too foggy, but she was so eager to come.” The dowager duchess sounded asiif
shewas at her wit's end as she followed the lieutenant to the River Gate where a carriage was waiting to
drive them into the palace.

“When did thissickness begin?’ Astasia offered her arm to the dowager duchess, who leaned on her
heavily asthey crossed the quay.

“Wdl, my dear, it sdwaysalittle difficult to tell with Karila; you know she' sasickly child. But thislatest
alment hastheroyd physcians baffled.”

Eugene looked down at his daughter asthe Orlov’ s physician examined her. Hetried not to breatheina
hating, sympathetic rhythm; hetried not to wince as the physician’s sharp fingers tapped at the thin,
misshapen back. Karilaendured it dl without complaint. Perhaps she wastoo tired to complain, or
perhaps this had just become anormal part of her life.

“Papa,” croaked Karilaat last. Her hand rose, seeking his.
“Herel am.” Hetook her hand and sat on the bed beside her.

“I can gill be Tasd sbridesmaid tomorrow, can't 17’ Blue eyes |ooked imploringly into his. He glanced
up a the physician and saw him gravely shake his head.

“WE |l see how you arein the morning, Kari.” He kissed her flushed cheek. “Now you must rest.”

Outsidein the dressing room, he faced the Orlov’ s physician. He had heard plenty of Tielen doctors
prognosticate gloomily since Karila s birth nearly eight years ago. He was hoping that afresh opinion
might offer hope of different treatments, different cures.

“Wdl?" hesad, trying not to sound too hopeful.

The Orlov’ s physician took off his spectacles and rubbed his eyeswearily. He seemed to be searching
for theright words.

“Imperid highness,” he said eventualy, “your daughter isvery sick.”
“Karilahas never been well.” Eugenetried to keep histemper in check.

“The maformation of her spine has compressed her rib cage, making it difficult for the lungsto
expand—"

“Yes, yes. All thisiswell-documented.”

“But her present maady is unusud, highness. It hasdl the sgns of akind of wasting sckness. But a
wasting sckness unlike any other | have encountered in Mirom.”

“Unusud?’ Theword carried aweight of warning. “How 07’

The court physician hesitated again. “Y our highnesswill forgive me, but the reputation of the achymica



weapons employed by your army has reached to al parts of your empire. Isthere any way the princess
might have inhaed some noxious fumes?’

“Certainly not!” The answer was out of Eugene' s mouth before he had stopped to think if the physician’s
suggestion could bein any way possible. Karilawas fascinated by Kaspar Linnaius, but the Magus
would never have alowed her anywhere near his laboratory when he was experimenting. No, there had
to be some other explanation. “ So what can you do for her?’ he asked curtly.

“I can burn soothing vapors near her pillow to loosen the tightnessin her bresthing. And | shdl prescribe
some nourishing oilsto build up her strength.”

“But the prognoss—’

“Isnot good.”

“Papa...” The hoarselittle voice called from the bedchamber.

ig

Eugene hurried back to her bedside to see her gitting up, clutching
the sheetsto her.

“Youmust liedown, Kari. Try to deep.”

“They said it was fireworks, Papa, but it wasn't fireworks.” She sank back on the pillows. “It was a
dragon-path. Through the sky.”

Hefet asudden chill. Karilaand her dragons. At first he had thought she would grow out of her
obsessive interest. But when the Drakhaon had invaded Swanholm, she had fearlesdy confronted it. She
had spoken with it. There was—though he had no idea why—a connection between them.

“A dragon-path, Kari?’ he asked.
“To show... theway home.” Her lidsdowly closed; her voice
faded.

He stood staring at her as she drifted into deep, desperate to question her. Wasit just some fancy of her
fever, this dragon-path? Or was there some deeper revelation concealed in her drowsy words?

As hewalked away from her bedchamber, he heard the dull strokes of the great bells at Saint Simeon’s
Cathedral striking midnight. The coronation would take place in twelve hours.

Hemust force hisworries from his mind; hislove for Karilamade him vulnerable. Prince Eugene could
afford to beindulgent toward his only child. Emperor Eugene of New Rossya could not.

CHAPTER

The day of the coronation-wedding dawned bitterly cold and grey. But Astasia had been up long before
dawn, submitting hersdlf to the ministrations of her attendants, while ladies of the Mirom and Tielen courts
gossiped and preened in the anteroom. Eupraxiawas supervising her toilette, aided by Nadezhda and
Agtasa smaid of honor, Lady Varvarallyanova, the dowager countess s granddaughter and Astasia' s
closest friend since childhood. Varvara had recently returned to Mirom from the city of Bel’ Esstar,
bringing exquisiteivory lace for the wedding gown.



“You look so pale, Tasa,” she said as Nadezhda laced Astasiainto the gown. She leaned forward and
playfully pinched her cheeks.

“Ow!” Agasadapped a Varvara sfingers. “What' sthat for?’
“To give you some naturd color. Eupraxiawon't alow rouge, will you, Praxia?’

“Certainly not,” Eupraxiasaid through amouthful of hairpins. “Rougeisfor ladies of easy virtue—and
actresses.” Her governess s cheeks were flushed aready, Astasianoticed, and little pearls of perspiration
dewed her cheeks and upper lip. Poor Praxia. All thiswastoo much for her.

“All theladiesat llsevir’ scourt areusing it in Bel’ Esstar,” Varvara continued, her brown eyesglinting
mischievoudy. “1 have apot or two herein my reticule. See? Thisoneis caled  Pouting Pomegranate' ...
and this, ‘Carnd Caress —"

Eupraxiachoked and spat out the hairpins onto her pam. “Enough,
.0

In spite of hersdf, Astasiafelt asmile begin to bresk through.
“That’ sbetter,” cried Varvaragally.

“Such apity thelittle princessis not well enough to attend the ceremony,” said Eupraxia, fixing the
pearl-and-diamond wedding tiarain place in Astasa sdark curls.

“She'll be so disappointed.” Astasia had been to check on Karila s progress and had been told the
princess was deeping. Poor little Kari, brought al theway acrossthe Straits, only to fdl ill on the eve of
thefedtivities.

Adtasiarodeto the cathedra with her father, Grand Duke Aleksdi, in the ceremonid Orlov carriage. The
old carriage had escaped therioters wrath, and the proud sea eagles that perched on each of the four
corners of the roof had been regilded to glitter in the foggy morning.

The great square around Saint Simeon’ s Cathedra wasfilled with row upon row of uniformed soldiers.
Behind the ranks of grey-clad Tielen troops and White Guards of Muscobar, Astasia saw the people of
Mirom, her people, silently huddled together, muffled up in grestcoats and fur hats against the cold. No
one cheered. They just sared. Astasiapulled her white velvet cloak closer. Their silence was frightening.

They still hate us. They will always hate us.

Candles burned in every niche of the cathedra. The dull gold of the screen of icons around the dtar
gleamed like awinter sunset, sun sinking benesth lowering clouds.

Adtasawas hagtily ushered into aside chapdl, away from the echoing murmur of the eminent wedding
guests thronging the aides. Dark-painted icons of haloed saints stared down at her, their faces emaciated,
their eyeswild with holy revelations. The richly dressed courtiers of the new empire seemed small and
unimportant benegth their stern gaze.

A glowing cod brazier gave off thin blue smoke, awelcome hest in the chilly cathedrd. Astasaheld her
numb fingersto the glow to try to restore some feeling, as her bridesmaids crowded around, fastening
then straightening the gold and lace train of her gown.

“Ready, my dear?’ inquired the Grand Duke.



A last, wild desireto fling down her bouquet and run from the cathedral overwhelmed her. And then she
looked into her father’ s eyes and saw alook she had never seen before: alook of pride, mingled with
bitter resignation. He was a broken man, crushed by this double defeat. She could not run away now.
Shecould not let him

down.

“You arethelast of the Orlovs,” he said, leaning forward to kiss her forehead. She smelled spirit on his
breath; he had needed courage to appear in public today and hand his daughter and country over to this
foreigninvader.

“Oh, Papa,” she whispered, squeezing his hand.

A choir began to sing as Astasia appeared. Boys' voices soared into the echoing dome like aflight of
white doves.

Flowers spilled from urns and gilded baskets: hothouse rosesin white and gold, myrtlesand lilieswith
their orange-stamened hearts. But the sweet scent of the flowers was swamped by the overpowering
bitterness of incense billowing from swinging censers. Venerable, bearded priests, white-garbed for the
wedding, mumbled prayersin every side chapd Astasaand her entourage passed.

He looks utterly confident, Astasiathought as Prince Eugene took his place before the dtar, beside
her. But then, thisis not the first time he has been married...

The chair finished their anthem. In the Silence, the guests coughed and shuffled their feet.

The elderly Patriarch llarion, who had been standing near the dltar, tottered forward to greet the bride
and her father. A group of young girls standing by with baskets of rose petals ready to scatter, hurried to
their places. The choir began the epithdlamium and, before Astasiaknew what was happening, Patriarch
Ilarion had placed her hand in Eugene' s and was pronouncing the words that made them man and wife
before God. She could not even remember whispering, “| take thee, Eugene...” She could only
remember gazing, mesmerized, into hisgrey-blue eyes.

And now he was leaning forward to kiss her. She could not, dared ™°t, flinch away thistime. She steded
hersdf. His hands were warm 2nd firm on her shoulders as he drew her toward him. How strong he as.
She shivered and closed her eyes as his mouth touched hers.

After, shefound hersdf looking up into Eugene s eyes and saw that

they burned with emotion. Theintensity of his gaze made her forget the red, scarred skin that marred his
face. No one had looked at her in that way before.

“Now you are mine, Adtasia. Y ou need never fear for your safety again,” he said softly, each word
charged with the same intensity of fegling that she saw in hiseyes. “1 will protect you.”

And then he turned to present her to the congregation. She glimpsed her mother and Eupraxia sobbing
into their lace handkerchiefs. Even Varvarawas wiping away atear.

/ am his wife. Soon we shall have to do more than kiss...
The thought sent ashiver through her whole body. How could she think of such athing in the cathedral!

Eugene led her to the ceremonid throne beside hisand, as her maids rearranged her heavy train, she sat
down. Then hetook theimperia crown from the shaking hands of the Patriarch and raised it high over his



own head, then dowly lowered it until it rested on his burned scalp.
Trumpets blazed triumphant fanfaresfrom al corners of the cathedrd.

And as Astasawatched, she thought she saw afaint glow of fire radiating from the Emperor. Though it
might have been caused by asudden ray of sunlight penetrating the gloomy cathedrd, catching light inthe
crimson depths of the five Tears of Artamon...

Grest tiered chandeliers—hagtily imported from Tiden—Ilit the Hall of Black Marble with waterfals of
crystd light. Eugene had ordered an army of craftsmen to restore this room in the Winter Pdlacefirst so
that he might officidly receive the overtures of goodwill from the many foreign ambassadors and
politicians who had attended his wedding and coronation.

L avish refreshments had been provided: silver trays of glossy caviar piled on sparkling crushed ice were
being carried around to the eminent guests. Eugene had decreed that the food and wines should represent
the best each of the five princedoms could produce. All kinds of smoked and pickled fish delicacies
represented Tielen: from pike and sturgeon to ed and river trout, al served on little squares of rich black
bread with sour cream. Muscobar provided the finest vodkato drink with the caviar. Rich Smarnan
wines were offered with rolled dices of dried beef, olives marinated in fiery ail,

or little cakes of honey and nuts. But Khitari had supplied the most exotic selection; Khan Khalien had
sent five of hismost skilled cooks to prepare the dishes and, in their emerald brocade jackets and
tassdled hats, they were exciting as much comment from the guests as the delicious spicy parcelsand
crigp crackers they had cooked. Only Azhkendir was poorly represented: All that could be found in the
food halls of the Muscobar merchants were afew barrels of salted herrings and somejars of cloudberries
and lingonberries from the moors. Eugen€e s chefs had avoided the herrings and, displaying considerable
culinary imagination, had popped the berriesinto tiny shells of dmond tuile, subtly adding florets of
liqueur-flavored cream.

“It'shard to imagine any dish less representative of that harsh, barbaric country,” Eugene heard
Chancellor Mdtheus declare as he crunched one of the dainty tartlets.

“May | offer my congratulations, imperia highness?” A tal man of distinguished bearing placed one hand
on hisheart and inclined hishead in abrief bow.

“His excelency, Fabien d’ Abrissard, the Francian ambassador,” Chancellor Matheus said, shooting
Eugene asgnificant look from beneath his bushy brows. Relations between Franciaand Tidlen had been
chilly since Eugene' sfather Karl had defeated a Francian invasion fleet some twenty-five years before.

“Let ushope,” Eugene said smoothly, “that this heralds a new relationship between Franciaand New
Rossya”

“Indeed,” said Abrissard, equaly smoothly, “Franciais most eager to place our relationship on a
different—"

“Imperid highnessl” A veiled woman suddenly pushed through the throng. “1 come to beg for your
protection, imperid highness”

Instantly Eugen€e' s bodyguard surrounded her.

She was dressed in widow’ s black, her rich chestnut hair bound back in a severe chignon. In her arms
she carried ababy, an infant of no more than four or five monthsold.

Eugene saw—to his acute embarrassment—Fabien d’ Abrissard raise one e egant eyebrow at this



intrusion. Did the ambassador think the child was his?

“Protection for my son, whose father waskilled in the recent war in Azhkendir.” The woman'svoice
throbbed with emotion; he saw courtiers standing close by glance uneasily a one another.

“Lilias Arbdian,” Chancdlor Matheus murmured in hisear. “One of Veemir' sagents.”

Eugene frowned. How had she gained admission to this prestigious reception without an invitation? And
was the child another of Velemir’ s bastards?

“Award her an army widow’ s pension, Matheus. The usua arrangement.” He made to move on.

“Only now, imperid highness, can | tell thetruth.” She lifted her child, drawing back the ddlicate lace
shawl from hislittleface. “ Thisis Artamon Arkhel—L ord Jaromir’ sson.”

A lightning flash of memory flung Eugene back to abare wintry hillsdein Azhkendir. Jaromir Arkhe
gazed at him, asking eagerly, “Lilias? And the child? Arethey safe?’

Blinking back sudden, unbidden tears, he put out his undamaged hand to touch the soft cheek of thelittle
child.

“His son?’ The baby’ sfinewigpsof hair glinted gold, dark Arkhel gold in the candidight.

He became vaguely aware that Ma theus was whispering, “ She' s an adventuress, highness. Shewas
Velemir' smigress, then Volkh's. Don’t trust her...”

Hedid not trust her word—but he trusted Jaromir’s. In dl the bitter ashes of loss, one faint hope
suddenly glimmered. He could not bring his dearest Jaromir back to life—but he could carefor hisson,
and ensure that the boy’ s rightful inheritance was restored.

A plan began to form in hismind. Now that he was crowned Emperor, it wastimeto bring Azhkendir to
hed.

“Y ou presume much, Madame Arbdlian, in giving your son an imperia name. Choose him an Arkhe
nameingeed, and | will see you both want for nothing.”

“Then let him be cdled Stavyomir,” she answered, unabashed, “after his grandfather, Stavyor.”

Eugenelaid hishand on the baby’ s golden head. “1 rename you Stavyomir Arkhd.” The child did not
whimper or flinch a histouch, but stared back at him with wide, wondering blue eyes. Your father
should be here at my side, little one, to share in the victory celebrations. His death will not go
unavenged.

“I must confessmysdf alittle surprised not to encounter any delegation from Azhkendir at the
celebrations,” said Fabien d’ Abrissard. “Until now,” he added, gazing after Lilias Arbelian as she was
ushered

away by red-faced palace officids. He turned back to Eugene. “Indeed, rumor hasit, imperia highness,
that the Drakhaon and his household are till defying your claim to his kingdom.”

How like a Francian to make such a malicious—yet apt—Ilittle dig in front of so many illustrious
guests. Eugene stared levelly back at Fabien d’ Abrissard, refusing to dlow hisindignation at the
ambassador’ sinsolent observation to show.

“| can assure you, ambassador,” he said, “that the Drakhaon no longer presents any threeat to the stability



of theempire.”

“And the atrocious weether conditionsin Azhkendir have prevented Lord Stoyan from attending the
ceremony,” Chancedllor Mdtheus put in hadtily. “L et me introduce you, ambassador, to...”

AsMadtheus led the ambassador away, Eugene beckoned to Lieutenant Petter, his newly appointed aide.
“Ask Field Marsha Karonen to attend mein my study,” he said softly. “1 have urgent ingtructionsfor the
Northern Army.”

“Return to Kastel Drakhaon, imperid highness?’ Fidd Marshd Karonen looked at Eugene, his
pepper-and-salt brows raised in an expresson of incredulity.

“I learned some weeks ago from a secret source,” Eugene said, rather relishing the dour Karonen's
reaction, “that Gavril Nagarian haslost thet certain advantage he held over us. I’ ve been biding my time,
Karonen, waiting for the right moment to crush that rebellious little country. And now that moment has
come. The heir to the Arkhel lands was here, in the palace, tonight. Lord Jaromir’s son.”

Karonen’s brows shot up again. “He sired ason?”’

“His mother managed to smuggle him safely out of Azhkendir. She brought him here.” That wispy hair of
dark gold, those wide blue eyes, were dl that he had | eft to remind him of dain Jaromir, who had been
dearer to him than any brother. “It’ stime the Arkhels were restored as the rulers of Azhkendir and Clan
Nagarian toppled from power.” As he spoke, Eugene redlized that he had been waiting for this
opportunity along time. “How soon can you mobilize your men?’

“The Northern Army is stationed on the border between Muscobar and Azhkendir.” Karonen pointed to
the map spread out over Eugene' s desk. “ The weather’ s il pretty chilly up there. No sign of athaw
yet.”

“Issue extrawinter rations, new boots, and gloves—and fire-sticks.” Eugene felt the same glow of power
and confidence he had experienced in the cathedrd earlier that day. “ This mission takes priority.”

“And my orders?’

“Arrest Gavril Nagarian. | want him dive, Karonen. | want him to stand trial here in Muscobar so that the
wholeworld can hear of his crimes against us and our empire.”

Varvaraand Nadezhda set to work to release Astasafrom the tight lacing of her wedding dress. In the
anteroom, the flower girls— the daughters of the noble houses of Tielen and Muscobar—chattered and
giggled together, esting little quince jdlies flavored with rose or lavender, and Spping sparkling wine.
They were waiting for the next part of the ceremony, the singing of the traditiond bridal song asthe
Emperor was brought to the Empressin the brida chamber.

Eupraxiaand Grand Duchess Sofia, exhausted by the long day’ s excitements, both reclined on velvet
chaiselongues, resting their swollen feet. Sofia smaid had brought asilver tray of little ddicaciesfrom the
reception, aswell asacrysta bowl of fruit punch, and the elder ladies were sampling the sweetmesats
with enthusiaam.

Adtasialet out adow sigh of relief asthe lacing was undone and layer after layer of frothy lace and deek
satin did down about her ankles.

“My ribs ache from dl that whalebone,” she said, drawing in adeep bresth without congtraint for the first
time snce dawn.



“But you looked exquisite,” said Varvara, stroking her cheek.
“Theselittle dmond biscuits are ddlicious,” said Sofia, reaching for another.

“How clever of the pastrycooks to shape them into the emblems of the five princedoms,” said Eupraxia,
nibbling the sugared head of a swan.

“Eugene has such excellent taste,” Sofiasaid, dipping her biscuit in her glass of punch. “Didn't he choose
my lovely daughter ashis

bride?*

“Oh, Mama.” Astasia hoped her mother was not going to start weeping again. She was apprehensive
enough about her brida night without having to dedl with Sofia’semaotionsaswell.

“Come and give your mother akiss”
Astasiadutifully bent down to be smothered in her mother’ s perfume-scented embrace.

“I promised I’d pay acal on Karila, to see how she' sfaring,” she said, extricating hersdf from her
mother’ sarms.

“That poor, Sckly littte mite,” said Sofia, dabbing at her eyes. “You'll give the Emperor strong children,
hedlthy children, my dear. A son!”

Adasafled, making toward the suite of roomswhere Karilaand her entourage had been ingtalled.

Guards of the new Imperia Household Cavalry were posted at every door, staircase, and corridor.
Eugene had decreed that the safety of the imperid family was of paramount importance, so she made
dow progress, as every guard saluted her.

“Don’'t announce me,” she whispered to the guard at Karila s door. “ The princess may be adeep and |
don’t want to disturb her.”

He nodded and quietly opened the door for her. In the anteroom, the Dowager Duchess Gretadozed in
achair beside the crackling fire. The bedroom door was gar and, as Astasiatiptoed closer, she heard a
man’svoice,

“... and then the Swan Maiden flew down to the prince' s side. Spreading her snow-white wings, she
spun around—and he saw she was no longer aswan, but a beautiful princess...”

The Emperor was reading his daughter a story. She could just see his burned head leaning closeto Kari's
golden curls as she snuggled up to him, gazing at the picturesin the book of fairy taes.

A feding of shame overcame her. Kariladidn't notice her father’ s disfigurement—or if shedid, it was
irrdlevant to her. She saw only the father who loved her enough to find time to read a bedtime story on
the day of his coronation. Y et she, his bride-to-be, had dmost pulled away thefirst time he kissed her,
partly out of fear that she might cause him hurt, partly out of an instinctive revulson she could not repress.
And she knew he had sensed her hesitation.

Now shefdt asif shewereintruding on arare snatched moment of intimacy between father and child and
was just about to creep away when Karilasaid drowslly, “Y ou like that story too, don't you, Tasia?’

Eugene looked up and saw her. He looked surprised.



“I just cameto see how Karilais—" she began.

“The doctors say she needs her rest,” said Eugene, smiling at Astasiaover Karild s head.

“I’'mnot a al deepy, Papa.”

“Seepy or not, no more storiestonight.”

With asigh, Karilalet hersdf be tucked in and kissed good-night.

“You kissmetoo, Tada,” she commanded in acroaky voice.

Astasiakissed her cheek and fdlt the heat emanating from the little body. The fever had not yet broken.
“Must be up early,” murmured the child into her pillow, “to get ready... for thewedding...”
Agtasamet Eugene s gaze as she rose from the bedside. She saw him silently shake his head.

They went out into the anteroom where the dowager duchess till dept, her mouth dightly open, emitting
the gentlest of snores.

“Y ou saw how shedidn’t protest once?’ Eugene said, keeping hisvoicelow. “If shewerewell, she'd
have demanded another story, and

then another .

“I know,” she said, remembering Karila' s eager appetite at Swan-holm. His concern for Karilatouched
her heart and she found she had drawn alittle closer to him.

“Agtasial” The dowager duchess was awake. “ Eugene! Do you young people have no respect for the old
customs?’ Agtlasia hagtily moved away. “ The bridegroom must be brought to hisbridein the bridal
chamber. And the flower girls must sing the wedding song; they’ ve been practicing it for days.”

Adtasiaknew she was blushing and was annoyed with hersdlf. Y et when she glanced sdeways at
Eugene, she saw he looked as discomfited as she, dmost like an overgrown schoolboy caught in
midprank.

The sweset voices of the flower girlsfaded as they went singing down the echoing corridor, leaving
Adtasia and Eugene aone together for thefirst time. Astasaknelt down on the flower-strewn carpet and
let some of the white petd s drift through her fingers.

“Orange blossoms at the end of winter,” she said wonderingly. “ Even my father’ s gardeners have not
achieved such athing in the hothouse at Erinaskoe.”

Eugene smiled, glad that hislittle surprise had pleased her. He excused himsalf and went into his dressing
room to change out of hiswedding clothes. When he came out again, he saw Astasiagulping down a
glass of sweet musk wine.

Is she so terrified of what is to come that she has to fortify herself

with wine?

With her dark hair unbound about her shoulders and her dark eyes gazing uncertainly at him, she could



not have looked more different from golden-haired Margret. And the scent of her skin was different,
exuding acool, clear perfume that reminded him of bluebell woodsin spring. Then he checked himsdif.
What was he doing? He had vowed he would not let himself think of Margret tonight.

Adasaslently offered him aglass of wine. Hedrank it straight down. When helooked at her again, he
saw shewas shivering in her thin silk-and-lace nightgown.

“Come closer to thefire,” he said, reaching out to her. “You're cold asice.” Hetook both her handsin
his own and rubbed them to warm them, as he would have done for Karila

“It dwaysfeds damp on thisside of the paace, evenin summer,” she said. He could hear her teeth
chattering. “| th-think it stheriver.”

“I will have my craftamen take alook.” Gently, he pulled her closer to him in thefire sflickering shadows.
“Drafts and damp can befixed.” Shedid not resist, but rested against him o that he could fedl her
dender body shaking with cold. .. and gpprehension. “They drained marshlands to build Swvanholm, so
they are skilled in these matters.” He talked on about Swanholm, saying nothing of great importance, just
talking until he sensed her beginto relax alittle in hisarms. She could not know that he was as
apprehensive as she— maybe more 0. It was not that she did not excite him; now that he held her close,
it was that no matter how hard hetried, he could not keep the images of another bridd night, nearly nine
years ago, from returning to haunt him.

“Don’t befrightened,” he said into the softness of her dark hair.
“I'mnoat,” shesad alittleindignantly.

Margret had gently teased him until the awkwardness of their firgt night together had melted into laughter.
But Astasa till seemed in awe of him, reluctant to respond to his caresses. Had some madicious Tiden
courtier insnuated that he pined for Margret, that she could never replace her in hisheart?

Or was sherepelled by hisinjuries?

He swept her up in hisarms and carried her to the great swagged bed, with its garlands of flowers. He
would proveto her that he had banished the ghosts of his past.

Hewould proveit to himsdf.

CHAPTER

Gavril stumbles on across a hot, dark shore. Sars gleam red overhead, unfamiliar constellations,
half-obscured by poisonous fogs.

Every step burns the soles of his bare feet. The air stinks of sulphur; every breath he drawsin
sears his mouth, histhroat, hislungs. In the distance, a cone of fire smmers; choking fumes and
vapors drift past. Glossy foliage drips moisture onto the grey, glittering volcanic sand.

The ground shudders beneath his burned feet, pitching him forward into the sand. The sea is
sucked back from the shore. He can seeit, boiling and churning, building high into one vast tidal
wave that will sweep in with the next tremor and drown him—

Gavril wokewith agart. But al he could see were the lime-washed walls of his bedchamber, whitein the
first light of dawn. He was soaked in swest asif he redlly had been trapped on aburning shore by a



volcanic eruption.

Sincethe night of the column of fire, the dreams had begun. They were dways the same, dwaysleaving
him with the same sk, despairing feding that tainted hiswaking hours. Drakhaoul ...

They had been one. They had thought and acted as one to defend Azhkendir. But at such aterrible cost
to his own humanity that he had torn the dragon-daemon from deep within him and cast it out. Wasthis
aultry volcanic shore the place it had ended its whirlwind flight? Was this the last it had seen of thisworld
asit dowly, painfully, faded from existence?

“Ahh, Gawril ..."
He could il hear itslast harrowing cry.
It was the last of itskind. And | destroyed it.

Ever sincethe horrors of the Tiden invasion, Gavril had dept badly. During the day he worked dongside
his men to repair the kas-tel, hauling stone, timber, and date, 1aboring hard to repair the damage inflicted
by Eugene sarmy. He pushed himsdlf to the limits of his physical resources, scraping the skin from his
knuckles, sraining musclestill they ached.

Hetold himsdlf that he was doing it to hel p his people—but in the darkest depths of his heart he knew he
worked himself to the point of exhaustion day after day to try to forget the terrible things he had done
when the Drakhaoul possessed him.

Only one of the kastel staff duded him: Kiukiu.

Did shefed ill a easein the Nagarian household now that she knew shewas of Arkhel kin? Or did
she—at some deep, wordless level—fear him for the injuries he had inflicted upon her?

There was a connection between them, a connection forged in blood. But he could not forget that he had
hurt her, had nearly killed her. Whenever they passed in the kastel and their eyes met, he saw only
forgiveness and love in her shy gaze—and found himsdlf looking away.

He knew heloved her—but could he ever trust himsdlf not to hurt her again?

“I should tell him.” Days had passed since the night of the crimson light, but sill Kiukiu had not brought
hersdlf to tell anyone of her vision. The shadow-cresture had been so like the Drakhaoul ... and yet how
could it be? Lord Gavril had destroyed it.

Kiukiu set down the empty water buckets and rubbed her aching arms.

All water for the household had to be lugged from the old well in the stableyard, asthe kitchen well was
clogged with rubble.

She had hoped Lord Gavril might be back from Azhgorod today; he had ridden there with Bogatyr
Askold and some of the druzhina, in search of materiads that could not be found on the estate: lead,
Putty, and window glass. And as Azhgorod was along day’ sride from the kastd! ...

She began to wind the first bucket down into the well, hearing it clank hollowly against the dank, mossy
sdesuntil it hit the water far below. She leaned out over the ragged rim of the well to check that the
bucket wasfull. The water was dive with ripples and her reflection broke up into spinning circles. All
those poor, dead children. She shuddered as she strained to wind the heavy bucket up again. The
Drakhaons of old had committed terrible atrocities as the Drakhaoul drove them to seek out innocent



blood to feed their cravings. Like as not, the ghost-children were victims of the Nagarians uncontrollable
lusts. Therebuilding work in the disused East Wing must have disturbed the place where their bones had
been buried. Except. ..

She heaved the bucket up onto the top of the well, cold water doshing over the top and splashing her
dress. She yelped and hastily pinched the water out of the thick folds of cloth.

Except for that endless span of blue. She had never in her life visited the sea, but she had seenitin Lady
Elysa sportrait of Lord Gawril, the portrait that had caused her to fal in love with him long before she
hed ever met him.

“Kiukiul” cdled Sodafrom the kitchens.
She divided the well water between her buckets.
“Kiukiu, where sthat water for the soup?’ caled Sosaagain.

A small wisp of asigh escaped. She wished she could stop hersdlf thinking about Lord Gavril. Was he
deliberately avoiding her? They had barely exchanged more than the briefest greetingsin the past few
days. But then, he had been so busy organizing the rebuilding work.

If hetruly loves me, he'll speak when he' sready, shetold herself as she braced her legsto pick up the
buckets again. Or wasthat just the kind of foolish self-delusion that servant girlsindulge in when telling
love-taes around the kitchen fire?

“Why have you brought me here? Can’t you hear my boy’ sblood crying out for vengeance?’

“Grandma?’ Kiukiu recognized her grandmother’ svoice, shrill with fury and hatred. What was she doing
here? She had |eft her in the care of the monks at Saint Sergius s monastery; the damaged kas-tel wasfar
too drafty and damp for an elderly woman.

“And where smy granddaughter? Tell her | want to leave tonight.”

She hurried to the courtyard to see two of the monks hel ping Mausha down from their cart. Brother
Cosmas, from the Infirmary, looked utterly bewildered by her vehement protests.

“Thereyou are, Kiukirilya,” he said, hisworried frown melting into asmile of rdlief. “'Y our grandmother
inggts she wants to go home. But Brother Hospitaler says she' s not strong enough to make the journey
done”

“Nonsense!” indsted Mausha. “Kiukiu, go and get the deigh ready.”

“It'stoo late to set out now, Grandma,” Kiukiu said. She would have to use her strongest powers of
persuasion. “Comeinside and I'll make you sometea. Tomorrow we' |l plan the journey together.”

The monks nodded gratefully at Kiukiu.
“Stay here?” Mdushacried. “I’ d rather you turned me out on the moors.”
“Just one night,” Kiukiu pleaded.

“Then put mein the stables with Harim. 1 won't cross that bloodstained threshold.” Malusha spat on the
flagstones.

“There salittle drying room in the laundry. Warm. Near the stables.”



“Near the stables? Wdll, | supposeit’ll haveto do...”

Kiukiu realized from the heavy way Maushaleaned againgt her that, in spite of her show of defiance, her
grandmother was utterly spent.

Kiukiu settled Mausha underneath the hanging sheetsin achair in the drying room and knelt down to
tuck her blanket around her.

“Let melook a you, child.” Maushaleaned forward and tilted Kiukiu'schin to one side.

Kiukiu inginctively raised a hand to cover her throat as her grandmother’ s gnarled fingertips touched the
ragged scars|eft by the Drakhaoul.

“Why areyou gtill here, Kiukiu? How can you bear to stay under the same roof as the man that mauled
you?’

“You know very well,” Kiukiu said defensively, “that the Drakhaoul drove him toiit. It wasthe only way
to save him. | wanted to save him.” Why didn’t her grandmother understand? “ 1t was my choice.”

Malusha shook her head. “ And what do you think he thinks every time he seesyou? Y our scars remind
him of adeed he'd far prefer to forget.”

Then that’ s why he’ s been avoiding me. He' s ashamed of what he did. Kiukiu's hand closed on the
scars, pressing into them asif
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her touch could somehow erase them from her body. She wished Mausha had not put into words the
fear that had been haunting her for days.

Mausha gave adisdainful sniff. “I thought you said it waswarm in here. I'm chilled to the bone.”
Thefireinthelittle brazier that dried the linen had burned down to glowing embers.

“I'll go fetch fresh kindling.” Kiukiu fled, glad to have an excuse to escape. As she hurried down the
passageway she could still hear her grandmother muttering virulent little curses against the House of
Nagarian under her breath.

Dusk had falen. As she crossed the yard, she heard a soft, hooting call. Out of the shadows Lady
| ceflower came swooping down in ashiver of snowy wingsto land on her shoulder. She had waited for
dark, to follow her mistress from the monastery.

“You can't say here, my lady,” Kiukiu said, glancing uneasily around for fear someone had seen her. Old
feuds died hard and she knew the druzhina’ s ingtinctive reaction at the sght of an Arkhe Owl would be
tokill it. “It' sthe summerhouse for you.”

She set out across the darkening gardens. Lady | ceflower seemed to understand for she took off from
her shoulder, circling above her head.

“Plenty of miceto eat,” Kiukiu said, ducking under the broken doorframe to enter. The owl dighted ona
rafter above her. The summerhouse smelled of mouse droppings and rotting wood. This was where she
and Lord Gavril had hidden Snowcloud, tending to hisinjured leg. The summerhouse had become their
Secret retredt.

So why did her heart pain her so when she remembered those first stolen meetings?



“Youmust stay here” Kiukiu told Lady Iceflower, “until Maushaiswell enough to go home.”

Even as she spoke the words a oud, she remembered how heavily her grandmother had leaned on her
am,

She will need someone to care for her, and | amthe only family she has left. But that will mean
leaving Kastel Drakhaon... and Lord Gauvril.

“A toast, boyard” roared Lord Stoyan, raising hisgoblet high. “To Lord Gavril of Azhkendir, who drove
the Tiden invadersfrom our land.”

“To Lord Gavril!” roared back the guests.

Gauvril bowed his head to acknowledge the honor. The hdl in Boris Stoyan’ s house was filled with the
wedlthy boyars of Azhgorod and their retainers; the firelit room was hot and filled with afug of steaming
mulled wine and the damp fur of their cloaks and coats. He raised one hand for slence and as
glowing-cheeked facesturned to him, said, “And atoast to my loya druzhina, who vaiantly defended
Kastd Drakhaon againgt Prince Eugene sarmies.”

He saw Askold' s eyes gleam in the firdight as the boyars repeated the toast, cheering and stlamping until
his ears rang with the sound. The other druzhina nodded their approva and held out their goblets as
serving girls came around to refill them. Dunai, Askold' s son, seized hold of one of the girlsand kissed
her, only to receive aloud dap. This caused great amusement among the other druzhina.

“A ladies man, just like hisfather!” crowed Barsuk, flinging his arm about the young man’ s shoulders.

Gavril stole aglance at Askold to see how he was reacting and saw, at last, the hint of asmile curling the
Bogatyr’slips. “Young fool,” he sad, not without pride. “ Deserves dl he gets”

“A word with you, Lord Drakhaon.”

Gavril turned around to see Lord Stoyan beckoning him to one side. Even though the boyar’ s face was
flushed with hest, his eyeswere still clear and shrewd.

“Any news from beyond the borders?” Gavril asked, keeping hisvoice low.

“Nothing, if you mean any sign of Tielen troops returning. But a caravan of merchants came over the pass
from Muscobar on their way back to Khitari aweek ago.” Lord Stoyan drew him farther away from the
noisy throng. “Their command of the common tongue was poor, but they said there had beenrioting in
Mirom. Half the city, even the Winter Paace, was st &fire. It ssemsthe Tiden armies arrived just intime
to put down the rebdllion.”

“So Eugene’ s men have taken Muscobar.” Suddenly Gavril sensed they were celebrating their victory far
too soon. “Whereis Eugene?’

Lord Stoyan gave an expansgive shrug. “Y ou and your men have dedt him aharsh blow. He sbusy in
Mirom, playing a emperor. Hewon't be back in ahurry.”

The heat in the hdl and spicy mulled wine had made Gavril’ s heed
muzzy. He went out into the night to take afew breaths of crisp, cold
ar.

Bright torches burned outside L ord Stoyan’s mansion. Across the square he could see the shadowy



outline of the Cathedra of Saint Sergius looming high above the wooden houses of the city, its pires
blacker than the night sky. The muddy dush underfoot, churned up by dedges and horses, had frozen
into hard rutswith the night frogt. 1t was difficult to walk without dipping.

Gauvril stopped alittle way from the mansion. Roars of men’ slaughter and gusts of rowdy song carried
from the shuttered windows. He wasin no mood to join in the revelry tonight. Boris Stoyan’ s news
should have reassured him. The Tielenswere far too busy securing their valuable prize, Muscobar, to
bother about an impoverished little kingdom like Azhkendir. But there was this nagging fegling of unease:
Were they celebrating too soon?

Why am | worrying? Eugene has seen the Drakhaoul’ s power firsthand. And he can have no idea
that | have cast the Drakhaoul out.

He turned to walk back to the mansion and heard soft laughter close by. In the ydlow lanternlight he
caught sight of aman and agirl, aramswound tight around each other. He recognized young Dunai by his
fair braids, and the girl looked remarkably like the serving maid who had dapped him so loudly inthe
hall.

Hewalked on, but in his heart he felt asudden emptiness, asif he had lost avita part of himsdf. Kiukiu.

How had it taken dl thistime for him to see how much he needed her? What must she think of him,
awaystoo busy, inventing excuses not to be alone with her?

The Drakhaoul was gone. He could not harm her, he knew it now, and he must do al he could to make it
up to her.

He d buy her a present. Nothing ostentatious—some blue ribbons, maybe, or some soft kid glovesto
protect her fingers. And then he d ride back ahead of his men; after tonight’ s celebrationsthey’ d
probably make adow gart in the morning.

Theinvasion was over and the Tielenswere gone. It wastimeto sart living again.
“I’ve brought you some porridge, Grandma.”

But Maushd s chair was empty, the rugs cast onto the floor. Kiukiu
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set the bowl down and stared around, perplexed. Surely she hadn’t gone to the stables? Her
grandmother had seemed sofrail, so tired, hardly capable of walking to the courtyard, let alone
atempting ajourney by deigh.

Y et once Mausha had an ideaiin her head, she was stubborn enough to see it through, no matter what
the physical cost.

Kiukiu hurried down the narrow passageway and went out into the stable courtyard. Sure enough, there
was Mdushain Harim’s stall, patting Harim’ s shaggy coat and whispering in histhick-furred ear. He was
already harnessed, ready to be strapped to the deigh.

Kiukiu found hersalf dmost speechless with exasperation.
“Grandma, where do you think you're going?’

“Home, child. | don’'t belong here and you know it.”



“But you' re not well enough—"
“Harim knowstheway; dl | haveto doisst inthedeigh and he'll dotherest.”
“Hometo acold cottage, dl on your own?’

“All on my own? Have you forgotten my lords and ladies? They’ || be waiting for me. I’ ve dready sent
Lady Iceflower on ahead. I’ ve neglected them long enough.” Mausha s eyes glittered rheumily in the
gloom of the gtdl. “1 can't stay here. Here, where the Nagarians tortured my son.”

“And| can'tlet yougo done” If Mausharefused to stay in Kastel Drakhaon, then she had no choice
but to see her safely back to her cottage.

“But your heart is here, Kiukiu.”
Kiukiu felt her face go warm with a sudden, uncontrollable blush. Were her fedings so easy to read?

“Y-yes, but he won't begrudge me afew days. Just afew daysto make sureyou'redl right...” Shelet
out alittlesigh. “I'll go ask Sogafor some provisons.”

“We ve preciouslittieto go around asit is, Kiukiu.” Sosawas rummeaging through her remaining sone
crocks. “Heaven knows, thisis alean month at the best of times and those Tidlensruined haf my stores.
Nobody wantsto eat burned buckwhest or rye... Here.” She emerged from the pantry carrying two
loaves of dark rye and some strips of dried mest. “That' |l have to do. Take astoppered jug
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andfill it from the de barrel in the laundry; that one’ s not been spoiled.”

“Thank you, Auntie Sosia” Kiukiu came forward to take the provisons and, to her surprise, found
hersdf squeezed in ahard, swift embrace.

“You'reagood girl, looking after that tetchy old woman with never acomplaint.”

Kiukiu nodded and backed hastily out of the pantry, unused to such a show of effusiveness from her
aunt.

Shedrew the de and went back to the stable courtyard to find Malusha aready Stting in the deigh,
bundled up in old blankets and furs. Harim’ s oat-sweet breath steamed the air. Behind them, the
druzhina’ s steeds stamped and snorted in their stals, impatient for exercise. One stall was still empty,
she noticed, the stall of Lord Gavril’ sfavorite horse, jet-black Merani.

“Ivar?’ shecaled. Thelanky stableboy came out from one of the nearby stdls, trailing his wooden rake
behind him. “ Did the Drakhaon leave no word of when he would return?’

“He sthe Drakhaon; he does as he pleases” Ivar gave a shrug and turned away to continue raking out
theddls.

“Hurry up, child. The sun’saready climbing high in the sky and the dark comes on soon enough!”

So there was not even the chance to say good-bye. Kiukiu took Harim by the bridle. She led him out,
the deigh runners bumping over the muddy cobblestones, trying to ignore the dark achein her heart.
Perhapsit wasfor the best...

Good-bye? What am | saying? Am | leaving Lord Gavril forever ?*“My poor bones!” Mausha



complained, grabbing hold of the Sde of the juddering deigh.

“WEe I be on compacted snow soon. Hold tight.” Kiukiu led Harim the long way around, away from the
burned, scorched ridge where so many Tidlens had died. No one from the kastdl choseto use the old
road anymore; the scarred earth exuded atainted air of desolation and degth. The road wound upward
above the kastel, past aruined watchtower where agang of druzhina whistled and chanted asthey
labored to repair the damage.

Asthe moorlands opened out before them, Mausha began to sniff the air.
“Best hurry. Thaw' s coming fast.”

And asif to confirm her words, a skein of grey geese appeared high overhead, their wild cries carrying
onthewind.

Kiukiu squeezed in beside her grandmother and gave two sharp tugs on the reins. Harim put his shaggy
head down and dowly set off across the snow.

The wind blew keenly across the moorlands and though there was no longer a bitter taste of winter toit,
it ill stung Kiukiu' s eyesto watering. Yes, it wasthe wind, shetold herself angrily as she stared out at
the blear of cloudy sky through tear-blurred eyes.

Beside her, her grandmother said nothing, lulled into adoze by the movement of thedeigh.

Soon they would reach the wide tarn and the icebound beck that flowed into it from the distant
Kharzhgylls. Harim would pull the deigh so much more swiftly aong the frozen watercourse.

Far ahead, something moved, ablack speck against the blur of white. Kiukiu sat up, straining to see.
Renegade druzhina—or Tielen deserters? Two defenseless women aone on the moors stood little
chance, dthough they had nothing worth stealing except aloaf of bread and ajug of ale. Maushahad
falen adeep before she could weave acloak of mist around the deigh, and she had not yet taught Kiukiu
that useful trick.

Kiukiu sat upright and clutched the reinstight, her pams sticky with sweeat againgt the worn legther.

A lone horseman was speeding toward them. She felt her thudding heart trip abeat or two. The horse
was black, jet-black. Could it— could it be?

“Kiukiul” Hisvoice carried to her on the keen wind.

Harim’ s earstwitched at the sound of hisvoice and his steady trot fatered. It wasdmost asif he were
expecting her to hdt him.

“Lord Gavril,” shewhispered. Her heartbeat thrummed in rhythm with the gpproaching hooves. There
was no avoiding this encounter.

“Where are you going?’ he cried ashe drew near.

“I’'m taking Malushahome.” She steeled hersdlf not to look at him, concentrating on the snowy track
ahead.

“Why now?’ There was bewilderment in hisvoice. “I—I thought—"

“Thaw’scoming. W€ |l travel much faster before theice melts.” Kiukiu swalowed back any suggestion
of emation.



Lord Gavril pulled Merani around, forcing him to match Harim' s pace beside the deigh. Harim dowed to
astop.

Go

“And you were just going to dip away unnoticed? Without even saying good-bye?’ Lord Gavril svung
down from Merani’ s glossy back and approached the deigh.

Kiukiu's heart thudded faster, but she glared resol utely ahead, willing herself not to look him directly in
the eyesfor fear shewould lose

dl reolve.

“There' sbeen so much to seeto...” Lord Gavril made an awkward, self-deprecatory gesture.
“You'rethe Lord Drakhaon,” she said with alittle sniff.

“I had to be sure,” he said, dmost asif spesking to himsdlf.

“Sure?’

“Kiukiu—"

“Yes?' It wastheway he pronounced her name. She found herself helplesdy, recklessly, gazing into his
eyes. Say what’sin your heart. Say it!

Gavril gazed into Kiukiu' s eyes and felt his courage fall him. He had ridden ahead of his bodyguard to try
to make sense of hisfedlings. He had chosen to go on alone, against Askold' s advice, because he
needed time to think. All the way back from Azhgorod he had been rehearsing what he would say to
Kiukiu. And now— before he had fully worked it out—here she was and he was tongue-tied.

There was only oneway to put it to the test. He reached out and, taking her hand in his, drew her from
the deigh until she was standing close to himin the snow.

“My lord?’ shesaid in awhisper. Theicy wind whined about them and he saw that she was shivering.
“You'retrembling, Kiukiu.” Was she afraid of him?
“Jjustcold.”

He had to be sure that—in spite of her protestations—she would not flinch from him. And he had to be
sure of himsdf, surethat the lust for innocent blood was finaly purged from his system.

Hedrew her closer until he held her pressed againgt him, hisarmstight around her. Sowly he felt the
trembling cease.

“Look at me” hesaid.
Sheraised her head and looked steadily at him.

His hands moved to cup her face, tilting her mouth to meet his. Still shedid not flinch away ashislips
touched hers.

Adgtasid s kiss had been swest, her lips cool asthe delicate sheen of hyacinth petals. But to kissKiukiu
was to taste the rich earth of Azhkendir; her mouth was warm and she kissed him back with apassion
and intengity that surprised him.



“Areyou going to leave meto freeze to deeth here?” inquired atesty voice from the deigh.
“I haveto go,” Kiukiu said softly.

“I know.” Still he held her close, reluctant to let go of her now that he knew how much she mattered to
him. “Isthere any hopefor us, do you think?’ he said at last, hisvoice unsteady.

“Arkhel and Nagarian? No good' || come of it,” Maushamuttered to hersalf.
“Takeno notice,” Kiukiu said in awhisper, blushing benesth her freckles.

The blush charmed him. “When we' ve finished the work on the Kaika Tower, then | will comefor you.
Whether your grandmother likesit or not,” he added.

A smilelit Kiukiu sface, sun piercing winter clouds. “I’ll wait for you,” shesad. “Gawril .”

Hefound himsalf smiling too, happy to hear her say his name without any trappings of rank or class. Not
Lord Drakhaon, just plain Gavril. What better confirmation that he wastruly himsdlf again?

“Kiukiu!” Maushawas fully awake now and glaring at them from her cocoon of furs.

“I must go.” Kiukiu drew away from him, turning back toward the deigh. Still he kept hold of her hand.
“Shdl | ridewith you?’

“No need. Harim will take good care of us.”

“Trave safdly, then.” Helet go of her hand &t last and she climbed back into the deigh. “We Il be
together again soon.”

She gavetherensalittletug, clicking her tongue. Harim raised his shaggy head and obediently lumbered
off.

Gavril stood in the snow, watching the deigh until he could seeit no longer. Thewind off the mountains
gtill whined across the moorlands, but he no longer noticed its keen edge.

Merani gave an impatient whinny and nudged his shoulder. It was only then that he remembered the gift
he had brought for her: apair of soft-fringed gloves of brown kidskin that he had carefully placed insde
his saddlebags, ready to giveto her.

He smiled again. Now he had the ideal excuseto pay her avisit.

Til wait for you... Gavril* Eachword glowed, asthough etched in gold on his heart. She would help
him forget the darkness that flooded into his dreams a night. She would show him theway to livea
amplelife again, free from the shadows.

CHAPTER

The hours of daylight grew longer. Wooden struts and props shored up bulging walls, ladders blocked
the passageways, and the kastel echoed to the ring of hammersand chisdls.

Gavril and Askold were at work repairing the wing that overlooked the gardens. And dl the time Gawril
was busy shoveing sand for mortar or carrying out buckets of broken plaster, his mind wasfree of the
horrorsthat haunted his dreams. Besides, hefet akind of companionship working sde by sde with his



household, sharing the common aim of the restoration of their home. They were il in awe of him, but
not in the way they had been when the Drakhaoul gifted him with its daemonic powers. Therewas ill a
bond between them, but it was abond of shared adversity, strengthened and enriched by mutual respect.

Askold straightened, wiping swest from his brow with the back of one hand. “Look, my lord,” he said,
jabbing agrimy finger down the garden. “ There's someone down by the old summerhouse. A woman.”

“A woman?’ Gavril glanced around, hoping that it might be Kiukiu.
“Lookslike your mother.”

Thiswas not the firgt time Gavril had glimpsed Elysiawandering donein the neglected gardens. He
sensed that the hint of thaw in the air had made her restless.

He wiped his hands clean of mortar and went out into the overgrown rose garden that had once been her
ddight. Shewasknedling in thelast of the snow near the ruined summerhouse.

“Look,” shesad intones of delight. “ Snowdrops.”

i
Gavril helped her to her feet. “ Shdl | pick somefor you?’

“No. They look so pretty herein their natural setting. Y esterday | found yellow aconites behind the
summerhouse. Spring will soon be here—and the thaw.” Then she placed her hands on his shoulders,
gazing into hiseyes. “I want to go home, Gawril. | want to bein my own house, with my own things about
me again. | want to see the white lilacsin bloom in my gardens. And think of our poor PAmyre! She must
be wondering if I’ ve sailed off the edge of the world by now.”

“All theway back to Smarna? It' s so far to go alone.” A smile appeared, both sad and wry at the same
time. “1 fled Azhkendir once before, remember? With you just alittle child.”

“But what about the Tidlens? It’ s been weeks now, and there' s been no news from beyond the
borders—’

Shetook his hand and pressed it firmly between her own. “ Smarnawill be safe. From what | heard at
Swanholm, Eugene was intent on conquering Muscobar. Why would he bother with an insgnificant little
republic like Smarna?’

Every time she said the name, memories came surging back— memories of the warm, wine-gold
Smarnan sunshine.

“Lord Drakhaon!” Ivar the stableboy came hurtling toward Gavril and Elysaasif propelled froma
mortar. “Oleg' sfound something inthe celar!”

“Oleg?’ Elysasad with aknowing little smile at Gavril. “ So the wine fumes have given him visons
agan?’

Gavril hurried on ahead and arrived just as Oleg emerged from the darkness of the wine cellar carrying a
great canvas amogt astal ashimself. He propped it up against the wall and began to brush away the
thick veil of dust and cobwebsthat covered it.

Gavril gtared asthe portrait of ayoung man wasrevealed. A young man who, except for the coal-black
of hisglossy hair, resembled him so closdly he might have been gazing at hisown reflection. “My
father}” hewhispered.



The only portrait he had seen of Lord Volkh was the brooding, grim-browed painting that hung in the
Gresat Hdl, executed by some unknown artist of the old forma school. But the young man in this picture
had been portrayed with askillful, naturdistic touch. The artist had caught an expression a once
charming, idedligtic, and proud in the dark blue eyes.

Hisfather siood on awhite bal cony overlooking a sun-bright bay,

his black hair touded by the breeze off the sea. He was informally dressed, hiswhite linen shirt open at
the neck. Theonly sign of his status was the golden chain around his neck from which amagnificent ruby
pendant hung, crimson as vintage wine.

From the way the artist had captured the subject’ s smile, Gavril had no doubt that it was his mother’s
work. Wasn't this how they had met, the young Drakhaon commissioning hisfirst portrait—and faling in
lovewith the painter?

Volkh's eyes seemed so full of hope and optimism, unclouded by any premonition of what wasto
come...

The portrait blurred astears trickled down Gavril’ s cheeks. He let them flow, unashamed to be seen to
weep for the father he had never known.

“| thought it was burned.” He had not noticed old Guaram, who had been Lord Volkh'svalet, till then;
now the old man shuffled forward to ingpect the canvas more closdly. “That’ swhat my lord ordered:
‘Burnit. | can’t bear to look on it anymore,” he said.” He turned on Oleg, wagging an arthritic finger. “ So
what wasit doinginthe cdlar?’

Oleg shrugged. “No idea. Someone must have hidden it.”
“My portrait?’

Gavril heard the mingled emotionsin his mother’ svoice: surprise and regret. He hastily wiped the tears
from his cheekswith hisdeeve.

Elysahad arrived, closely followed by Sosaand the serving maids.
“Mother?” Gavril said.

She stood utterly still, gazing at her work. By now word had spread, and the echoing din of hammers and
saws ceased as the druzhina working in the Hall laid down their tools and came out to gaze at the
portrait. Lord Volkh’s name was whispered as they respectfully removed their fur caps before the image
of their dead magter.

“I was good then, wasn't 17’ Elysasaid at last, haf-jesting. But Gavril could hear the profound sadness
that lay benesth her words. He put hisarm around her shoulders.

“There was no one to touch you, Mother.”

“Flatterer!” She kept her tonelight, but she would not meet his eyes, gazing steadfastly at Volkh. She
went up to the canvasto examineit. “ There's some damage here—and here on the corners. Probably
mice, but it could easly be restored.”

By now alittle crowd had gathered in the hallway. It soon became obviousto Gavril from their murmured
comments that the younger members of the druzhina had never seen the portrait before either.



“That splendid ruby,” he said. “Didn’'t you wear astone like that
sometimes, Mother?*

Her hand crept to her neck, as though unconscioudy fedling for the jewel. A deep blush colored her
cheeks. “It was awedding gift from your father. It should have goneto you, Gavril. And now...” Her
voice dropped. “My jewdry is at the Palace of Swanholm with my paints and the rest of my luggege. |
doubt I'll ever seeit again.”

“No matter,” Gavril said, wanting to spare her embarrassment. “1’ [| commission anew framefor the
portrait. It will hanginthe

Great Hdl again.”
The murmurs changed to nods and mutters of approval.

“And therewon’'t beaHadl for it to hang in if you layabouts don’t get back to mending the roof!”
Askold' svoice cut through the gossip

likeawhip-crack.
The servants scattered; the druzhina trooped back to work until
only Gavril and Elysiaremained.

“Smarnan light.” Gawril gill stared at the painting, recognizing the balcony on which Volkh stood and the
view of Vermeille Bay beyond. He had been mired so long in the darkness of the Azhkendi winter, he
had dmaost forgotten the intengity and clarity of the summer sun. Suddenly he found himsdlf yearning to
paint again—ayearning so strong it was like aphysical ache.

But painting was aluxury he could only afford when the repairsto the kastdl were finished. There would
be views of the moorlands and the distant mountainsin spring to capture, and the clear, cold Azhkendi
light would be both inspiration and challenge to a painter who had not lifted a brush in many months...
“It' stimefor meto go home,” Elysasad softly.

A gateway gapes open, darker than a thunder-wracked sky. Little crackles of energy fizzle across
the opening. And now he sees the bolts of energy are forked tongues, flickering from the carven
mouths of great winged serpents whose coils tower above him, forming an archway leading into
darkness. And high above, a serpent-eye, blood-red, transfixes himin its burning gaze—
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Lying therein the darkness, Gawril tried to reason what the dreams might mean. Did they presage some
cruel punishment to be inflicted upon him by the Tidlens? His mother had told him the little she knew of
Magus Kaspar Linnaius, Eugene s court achymist, who had tried to kill him with subtle poisons. She was

certain he possessed occult powers and had seen him control the wind with atwist of hisfingers. If the
scarlet thread of light that had caused such chaosin his brain emanated from Linnaius—

Except that the vivid dream-images had atinge of Drakhaoul glamor about them.
It's... asif it hasleft its memoriesin my brain.

He could not deep. Helay garing at the lime-washed walls, fill haf-wandering in thefire-riven
dreamworld.



If only Kiukiu were here. Shewould hold him in her arms and stroke his hair and he could lose himsdlf in
her embrace... But she wasfar away in Arkhel country, the other side of the moors, caring for her
grandmother.

“You think you can live without me, but without me you will go mad. ...”

“Two ice-breaking vessds sailed out of Arkhelskoye yesterday, my lord.” The messenger wasasailor,
rough-bearded and smelling strongly of tobacco. “ The port master sends his compliments and invites my
lady to make her way to the port in readiness for her passage to Smarna.”

“So the thaw hasredly begun at last?” Gavril asked. The news was not entirely welcome. Not just
because it meant Elysawould leave him and the parting would prove difficult for them both, but also
because, if ice-breakers could sail out of Arkhelskoye, other ships— Tidlen men-o'-war—could sail in.
He must summon the boyarsto discuss ways of protecting the harbors from unfriendly foreign powers.

“Thethaw iswell under way, my lord.”
“I'll goand tell my mother.”

Gavril came upon Elysiaat work on the portrait of hisfather, paingtakingly cleaning away the dust and
grime, watched by old Guaram.

“The port’sopen,” hesaid.

“Mmm. Good...” She seemed to only half-hear him, concentrat-mg al her atention on the painting.
“Y ou can go home, Mother.”

“Then dl themorereason | should finish this” She smiled at him and continued with her work.

One fact about the canvas had been bothering Gavril. Now that it had been cleaned of its shroud of dust
and cobwebs, it was even more

obvious.

“My father was Drakhaon, wasn't he, when he came to Smarna?’

“Hewas,” sad Elysadigractedly, picking at aloose chip of oil paint with afingernail.
“Thenwhy isthereno sgn of it?’

She turned to face him, her auburn brows drawn together in afrown.

“The Drakhaoul only leaves the Drakhaon’ s body at the moment of death to seek out hisheir. Isn't that
right?”

“I painted him as| saw him,” Elysasaid, gazing at the portrait. Her voice softened, her hand, till holding
the fine brush, moved dmost caressingly over the dark, painted locks of hair.

“But look. Hiseyes, hishair, hisskin—al normal. Not even aglint of Drakhaoul blue—"

Shesghed. “Valkh told methat in his case, it was different. The druzbina made him Drakhaon when his
father, Zakhar, disappeared.”

“My grandfather disappeared?’ Thiswas new territory. But then, there was so much about the Nagarians



she had kept from him.

“Lord Zakhar set out on avoyage.” Old Guaram now spoke up. “ My father went with him. They never
returned.” The old man’svoice quavered. “But yearslater, a black thundercloud came speeding over the
mountains, swift as an eagle, seeking out Lord Volkh. 1t was the Drakhaoul. We knew then that Lord
Zakhar was dead, and my own father with him.”

“But why? Why did my grandfather leave Azhkendir?’ Guaram gave arheumdtic little shrug. “ That
question dways haunted your father, my lord. He spent hoursin the Kalika Tower going through Lord
Zakhar’ sbooks, searching for clues.”

“The books belonged to Lord Zakhar?” Gavril had puzzled over

the books | eft open in hisfather’ s study at the time of his murder. The

turbulent events of the past weeks had pushed them out of hismind.

Now he knew he must find them and examine again the cryptic
scribblingsin the margins.

Go,

“Mother, don't forget to pack,” he called back over his shoulder as he hurried away.

“What isthereto pack?’ Her voicewasdry. “1 only have the clothes I’m wearing, remember? We left
Swanholmin quiteahurry.”

“Good morning, Lord Gawril!” A cheerful voice hailed him from high above. He looked up to see
Semyon'’ sfreckled face grinning down from arickety platform.

“Morning, Semyon.” Gavril continued on beneeth the scaffolding toward the doorway to the Kdika
Tower.

“Drakhaon! Thereparsaren’t finished...” Semyon came diding down the ladder at breakneck speed.

“I'll be careful.” Thelower door had been blown off its hinges so Gavril had to clamber over shattered
timbersto reach the spira stair. A cold blast of air reminded him that one ragged hole in the tower wall
still gaped open to the eements. He made hisway dowly up the ruined gair, testing one step at atime.

As he opened the door to hisfather’ s study, arush of memories overwhemed him. He saw it glittering
with Doctor Kazimir’' s tubes and alembics, transformed into a chemical laboratory asthe scientist

worked on the dixir to reverse the Drakhaoul’ s influence on his mind and body. And then the Tidlens had
come...

The druzbina had nailed up sheets of vellum to cover the broken windows so that the room was infused
with aturgid sepialight, even a midday. At least the books and maps were protected now from weather
damage—athough it was necessary to light alantern to read or write in the gloom.

There were gtill fragments of glass everywhere: colored shards from the shattered windows and fine,
clear splinters from Kazimir’ s broken phias. Before the repairs, wind, deet, and smoke had blown in,
causing yet more damage to hisfather’s maps and books,; some lay open, sodden pages a mush of paper

pulp.
“They must 4iill be here” he muttered. “ They must be”



Thefirst time he had come to the Kaika Tower with Kaostya, he had noticed the books lying on his
father’ s desk. At the time he had wondered why Volkh had been so interested in titles such as Through
Uncharted Seas: A Sailor’s Account of a Perilous Voyage of Exploration. Now he wondered if his
father and grandfather had also been

JO

cursed with the Drakhaoul’ s dreams and had been searching for clues asto their origins in these ancient
volumes.

The top of the desk was covered in alayer of dirt, dust, and broken glass. Gavril began to brush the debris
away. Beneath, he could just make out two or three volumes. The first was Travels in the Westward Isles,
but as soon as he picked it up, he could see that a corrosive chemical of Kazimir’s had leaked onto it,
burning a great, brown-edged hole into the heart of the book:

The tempest had blown our vessel so far from its course that we found ourselves far beyond the bounds of
our maps and charts,

the page that lay open read.

Almost dead for lack of fresh water, we sighted land toward nightfall of the third day and anchored in the
bay of an uncharted island, lush with green vegetation and fresh springs of clear water.

Having slaked our thirst and refilled our water casks, we made camp on the shore. In the dark of night, we
were awakened by aterrible sound, like groaning or roaring. Some of the more superstitious men called on
the names of the holy saints to protect them—

Therest wasillegible. Gavril put the book down and picked up ancther, trying to suppress the growing
feeling of frustration. As he brushed the dust from the cover, the title glinted dully in faded gold: Ty Nagar:
Legends of the Lost Land of the Serpent God.

“Ty Nagar,” Gavril whispered and felt a shiver, as though saying the name aloud invoked some latent
enchantment long dormant in the dusty pages. He opened the book gingerly and, flicking through the first
few pages, saw with a growing sense of excitement that most of the text was intact:

The fabled land of Ty Nagar cannot be found on any chart or map. Although mentioned in the ancient
chronicles of the Rossiyan Empire, scholars have long dismissed its existence as mere fable. However, as
this account by Captain Hernin records, there may be some truth in the old chronicles after all. When his
ship was blown

off course by atempest, he and his crew found themselves sailing in , uncharted waters far to the west...
Gavril leafed on through the rough-edged pages until he spotted some paragraphs marked in red:

Therelies oneidand far to the south, dominated by the cone of avolcanic peak, said by the people of these
isles to be sacred to the powerful Serpent God of their ancestors. They will not go there, as they maintain
that theidland is haunted by hungry ghosts and ghouls who suck the blood of unwary travelers.

Another legend tells how the priests of the Serpent God, Nagar, built agreat temple to their god, at the
heart of which was a gateway to the Realm of Shadows. From this gateway they conjured powerful
daemon-spiritsto do their bidding—until Nagar himself, furious at such sacrilege, caused fire to reign down
upon the temple—

Gavril turned the damaged page with great care. —and its priests, slaying them all.

Here, for the first time, he spotted words scribbled in the margin of the text. Excitedly he raised the open
book to the lanternlight, moving it first left, and then right, trying to decipher the lurching scrawl.



The burden has grown too heavy for me. The cravings are too strong to bear. | must go away and try to put
an end to things, once and for al.

The burden. Gavril felt his heart beat faster as he recognized what the writer described but dared not name.

Beneath the books lay the crumpled star chart. Gavril smoothed it out and studied it. Now he saw it was
not, as he had originally thought, a map of the skies over Azhkendir. Unfamiliar constellations were pricked
out in silver and white on the ultramarine wash of sky. And someone had scribbled figures in the margin.
Readings from an astrolabe, perhaps?

“Lord Zakhar?' Gavril muttered. Was it the Drakhaoul that had
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driven his grandfather to sail off on that perilousjourney, never to return? A journey beyond charted
territory to seek out alost idand known only in ancient legends? What had they hoped to find?
Expiaion?Or afind divison?

“/ amthe last of my kind.”
Was the Drakhaoul trying to find away home?

Thethird volume, Through Uncharted Seas, which lay open close by, wasfull of tiny divers of broken
glass, lethdly sharp. As he shook the book to didodge them, he felt one prick hisfinger.

“Ow!” A drop of blood dripped onto the yellowed page—mortd red, asif to remind him he was free.
Thekastd bdll suddenly began to clang again.

“What now?’ Annoyed at the interruption, Gawril let the book drop and went to the door.

“My lord!” Semyon shouted from the stairwell. “The Tielens. We re under attack!”

“It can't be.” Gavril stared down from the tower roof at the Tielen regiments surrounding the broken
walls, ablur of blueand grey uniforms.

Had time turned back on itself? Had he only dreamed the destruction of Eugene’ sarmy? Or wasthis
some ghostly force come to haunt him? They looked real enough from the top of the Kalika Tower.

In the courtyard below, Askold had mustered the pitifully small number of those druzhina fit enough to
fight. Crossbows were loaded, aimed at the Tidlens.

Thistimeit looked hopeless. There weretoo many. All the Tielen soldiers bore fireearms. muskets,
carbines, and hand mortars. Now that he had rid himsalf of the Drakhaoul, the crossbows and sabres of
his bodyguard would prove little use against the firepower of Eugen€e s élite troops. Even as he watched,
shivering in the morning damp, he saw a group of officers detach themsalves from the ranks and ride
forward under awhite flag of truce toward the archway that led into the courtyard. One dismounted and
entered beneath the archway.

“Hold your firel” Gawril cried.
Askold went to meet the newcomer.
“What do they want, Askold?’ Gavril called down.

“You, my lord. They want to speak with you.”



To speak with him. The words were so ordinary—yet he knew that he wasin mortal danger. Helooked
down at hisfinger and the red blood oozing from thelittle cut.

They know. God knows how, but they know | am no longer a threat to them. Why else would they
have taken the risk?

Wild plans of escape whirled through hismind. If he made for the secret tunnels under the East Wing, he
could dip away unnoticed into the forest. But that would certainly lead to brutal reprisas—and
executions. What kind of man would save his own skin and leave his household to face the
consequences?

He had little choice but to see what it was the Tidlens had to say to him.

As Gavril went out into the courtyard, Elysiacame hurrying up to him. “Don’t go,” she said, catching hold
of hishand.

He squeezed her hand as reassuringly as he could and walked out unarmed across the mossy
cobblestones, heavyhearted in the knowledge that this time there was no Drakhaoul to save him or his

people.

The Tielen officer—ayoung, brown-haired man not much older than himself—saluted briskly. Heheld a
rolled parchment weighted with ablue wax sedl.

“Lord Gavril Nagarian, | comein the name of the Emperor Eugene.”
Gavril heard hismen murmur thetitlein disbelief.
“Hisimperid highness has charged meto read you the following decree:

“ *“We herewith order the arrest of the renegade warlord, Gavril Nagarian, sometimes known as Gawril
Andar, for crimes againgt the New Rossyan Empire” ”

Somewhere behind him he heard Elysiacry out, “No!”

“‘In his place we gppoint Lord Boris Stoyan as Imperid Governor of Azhkendir, until young Stavyomir
Arkhel isof an ageto be proclaimed Arkhaon.” ” The officer finished reading from the parchment and
rolled it up again, tucking it indde his greatcoat.

“Andif | declinethe Emperor’sinvitation?” Gavril asked wryly.

“We have orders to counter any resistance with the utmost force. Y our kastel isto be razed to the
ground and al members of your household executed.”

Gauril raised his head and gazed at the ranks of well-armed, mounted Tielen soldierswaiting outside. It
seemed there was no choice but to go with them.

“What are these crimes my sonischarged with?” Elysiademanded. “ Defending his people againgt an
invading army?What kind of acrimeistha?’

One of the older officers who had been observing, dismounted and came into the courtyard; the other
sduted him smartly, clicking hisheds.

“Karonen, Commander of the Northern Army,” he said brusquely, grey mustache bristling in the cold. “|
undergtland, madame, that any legd proceedings againgt Lord Gavril will be merely aformdity. The
Emperor isnot avindictive man. Heis merdy anxiousto restore the Arkhelsto their rightful positionin



Azhkendir. | believe he mentioned the possibility of exile with regard to your son.”
The druzhina began muttering among themsdves.

“That'sasmay be,” said Elysia, folding her arms, “but will my son be properly represented? If heisto
gand trid, he must have lavyerd”

“My orders, madame,” said Karonen with ahint of weary disdain, “are to escort Lord Gavril to
Muscobar—or to destroy the kastel.”

“Wdl, my lord?” said thefirgt officer to Gawril.

“It seems,” Gawvril said, hearing the words issue from his mouth asif another were speaking them, “that |
must comewith you.”

“Who isin command of the kastel garrison?’ demanded Karonen curtly.
“I am.” Askold took a step forward. He stared at the Field Marshd through narrowed lids.

“Y ou will surrender your wegponsto Captain Lindgren. He and his regiment will be Sationed here; a
further two regimentswill beingalled in Azhgorod, afourth a Arkhelskoye, and afifth on the eastern

Askold stared at Karonen. “We are the Drakhaon's druzhina,” he said dowly, stubbornly. “We are
oath-bound to die in the defense of our master rather than surrender.”

“Askold,” Gavril said. “Do asthe Fiedld Marshal says. | want no more degths.”

Askold turned and Gavril saw scornin hiseyes. He stared a him asif he were astranger.
“Y ou dishonor us, Gavril Andar. Y ou dishonor your own bodyguard.”

Hiswords cut Gavril to the heart. His own men—whom he was

trying to defend—didn’t want his self-sacrifice. Locked into their archaic warrior code of honor, they
didn’t understand what he was trying to do for them. For a brief while he had been their warlord, but
now they looked on him as aweskling and a deserter.

“We rewadting time.” Karonen signaled to two of the waiting soldiers. They marched forward and
placed their hands on Gawril’ s shoulders.

“My son needswarm clothes!” Elysiaprotested. “At least let me fetch him a coat—"
Karonen shrugged. He beckoned the soldiersto lead Gavril after him.

“I'll bedl right, Mother,” he said, forcing abravery he did not fed into hisvoice.

“I'll bethere, Gavril,” shecried. “I have friendsin Muscobar. Friendsin high places!”

Gauril tried to look back over his shoulder, but the troopers were increasing their pace now, walking him
briskly under the archway. The last thing he saw was the druzhina go dowly forward, one by one, to
drop their weapons at the Tielen captain’ sfeet.

CHAPTER



The Empress Astlasasat in front of her mirror listlesdy brushing her hair. Nadezhda usualy performed
thistask for her, but she had dismissed her early, wanting to be done with her thoughts.

Shewas remembering her bridd night.

All the ladies-in-waiting had teased her with lewd tales about men’slusts and appetites. And it was not as
if she had been ignorant of what was expected of her. But she had not anticipated this remoteness.
Eugene had been courteous, even respectful, as though the act of consummation were somefaintly
embarrassng but necessary diplomatic procedure. He had murmured some affectionate words. .. but she
felt they were spoken out of duty, rather than spontaneous fedling.

She had seen the portraits of golden-haired Margret, hisfirst wife, a Swanholm. Perhaps he still held her
in hisheart and she could never hope to compete with the distant, dead beloved in his affections.

Or perhaps he will never see me as anything other than a commodity in a political transaction. At
least Gavril loved me for myself

alone.

“And where are you tonight, Husband?’ she asked. “Oh yes, urgent affairs of state.” All through dinner,
he had had a distant and preoccupied look in his eyes. She had tried to make conversation, telling him
that Karila s cough was much improved, but he had only nodded distractedly. Then he had made his
excuses and | eft before dessert, kissing her on the top of the head just asif she were hiseder daughter,
not hiswife.

The bristles snared on atangle. Eyes smarting, she dropped the silver-backed brush and picked the
knotted strands gpart with her fingertips.

“I'm not crying,” shetold her reflection angrily. It was only atangle of hair. “I’m not crying.”

Her reflection stared back through the gauzy light of the candle-flames. Sheforced hersdlf to smile, willing
the tearsto stop.

| am Empress now. | have a duty to my country and my husband.
“More coffee, highness?’ asked Gustave.

“Why not?’ Eugene stifled ayawn. He had stayed awake into the small hoursto read the reports
specidly prepared by the Mirom Senate, fortifying himself with strong coffee. It was atask he had
intended to delegate to Maltheus, but after afirst glance, he had seen that he needed to understand fully
for himsdlf the chaotic state of the Muscobar finances that had led to the uprising.

It made sorry reading. The Muscobar economy seemed precarious, largely based on shipbuilding,
exports of iron from foundries close to the Nieva, and herring. The Orlovs had drained the country of
money to fund their lavish lifestyle. All the nobles owned large estates that were only just salf-sufficient
enough to feed the life-bound peasants who served them and worked their lands. Both the army and
navy, starved of investment, had not enough revenue left to pay their men. There was no state schooling
and thefew hospitalswere run by rdigiousingitutions.

“If your highness has no further requirementstonight?’

Eugene looked around and saw Gustave was il in attendance. “1 didn’t mean to keep you up o late,



Gustave. | can seeto mysdlf.”

By three in the morning, Eugene was rubbing his deep-starved eyes as he outlined aplan to turn around
Muscobar’ s economy. It would have to be negotiated with both Tielen and Muscobite councils, for it
involved asubstantial amount of investment from Tielen coffersto exploit Muscobar’ s natura resources
and to develop manufacturing industries. It would mean persuading the Muscobar nobility to part with
many of their peasant-servantsto work in the new factories. Silk mills and looms could be established on
each estate. Though thiswould not be an easy task. He would have to buy the nobility’ s support with
promises of privileges and subsidies. They had been used to alife of indolence and luxury for far too

long.
Theflameinthe oil lamp began to gutter and athin thread of

black smoke snaked upward; the wick was amost burned out and the light was too dim to read by.

Eugene rose from his desk and stretched his stiff back. He had heard Saint Simeon’ s clock strike three
some while ago. It wastoo late to disturb Astasia. As a precaution, he had had Gustave set up hiscamp
bed in hisstudy, just asif he were on campaign. He kicked off his shoes and took off his jacket by
firdight. He raked the embers of the dying fire and replaced the fireguard. He liked doing things for
himsdf. So much lessfuss.

Thear was chilly now that thefire had died down; he pulled the blankets around him, emptied hismind
of al extraneous thoughts, and let deep take him.

At dawn Eugene woke and got swiftly out of his camp bed, fired with the plans he had been devising for
Muscobar. It was a brisk morning and he was up before the servants had reached his study to make the
fire. No matter. He had accustomed himself to cold mornings and to managing on little deep on
campaign. He even found this regime invigorating. Besides, he was|ooking forward to the meeting with
the Senate today. His plan for Muscobar would encounter some opposition, but he was confident he
could persuade even the most reactionary diehardsthat it wastimeto change. His enlightened ided s had
brought prosperity and contentment to Tielen. And if Muscobar could be swayed, then maybe
recalcitrant Smarna could be influenced aswell.

Ever snce the dissidents torched the Senate House, the members of the Senate had been meseting in the
Admiraty, amagnificent colonnaded building painted white and brilliant blue, on the banks of theriver.

Eugene rode to the Senate at the head of his bodyguard. To his pleasure, people going about their daily
businessin the streets stopped to watch the caval cade pass by, and he distinctly heard cheering and saw
smiling facesin the crowd. He acknowledged their greetings with awave of the hand and anod of the
head, smiling back with genuine warmth. This could only be agood omen for the reforms he was
preparing to put to the Senate.

“The free wine and beer on coronation night were much appreci-

ated in the city, highness,“ murmured the captain of the bodyguard. ” And the silver coin you gave to each
child

As Eugene dismounted and climbed the broad Admirdty steps, he could not but notice that the central
pediment of the building was ill ornamented with the two-headed gilded sea eagles of the Orlovs.

Inside he was greeted formally by representatives of the Senate and shown to alofty council chamber
whose painted walls and ceiling showed billowing seascapes dominated by magnificent warships and
rosy-bosomed sea nymphs.



The senators all roseto their feet as he entered and took his place at the head of a great ova table, with
Matheus at hisright hand. His bodyguard silently stationed themsdlves around the great chamber.

“Please be seated, gentlemen.” As Eugene sat down, he noticed the chair to hisleft was till empty. “But
whereisKyrill Vassan?’

The senators glanced uncertainly a one another.

“Thisismost unusud; the First Minister has never, in my experience, been late before, imperid highness”
said one, evidently embarrassed. “1 will look into the matter Sraightaway.”

Eugene nodded. He had seen the glances exchanged and wondered briefly if Vassan's absence could be
interpreted as alast silent protest againgt the annexation of his country.

Chancdlor Matheusroseto hisfeet and, after clearing his throat, began to addressthe Senatein the
common tongue.

“Now that we are united in one empire, Tielen isready to share the benefits of her experiencein
commerce and manufacture with Muscobar.”

AsMadtheus gave abrief outline of Eugene's plans, Eugene himsdlf studied the faces of the listening
senators, searching for any hint of gpprobation or objection.

“Thisisdl well and good,” caled out a dark-bearded senator, “but how isthisto be financed? With
more taxes?’

“As soon asthe First Minister arrives, the Emperor will address us himsdlf on that issue,” said Matheus
with extraordinary restraint, Eugene noted.

“And | seethe Emperor hasfilled this chamber with his bodyguard,” cried out another. “Isthisto ensure
we all vote in favor of the plan? Are those who abstain to be arrested?’

Eugene glanced up a Matheus.
S

“The bodyguard dways accompany hisimperia highnesswherever he goes” Mdtheussaid mildly. “They
are dl specidly chosen men whose sole task isto protect the Emperor—"

The door opened and aman hurried in. It wasthe officid who had goneto fetch Kyrill Vassan.

“There sbeen aterrible tragedy,” he sammered. “The First Ministe—" He held out a piece of paper to
Eugenein atrembling hand.

As Eugene read aloud the handwritten message, he noticed it was faintly speckled with tiny spots of dark
red:

“I have dedicated my life to Muscobar and her people. But | have failed in my duty to the city of Mirom
and to the House of Orlov. | can see no other course of action but to end it al. May God have mercy on
my soul. Vassian.”

Eugene looked up and saw the shocked expressions of the senators. “I takeit heisdead?’ he said
quigtly.

“And by hisown hand.” The officia took out a handkerchief and wiped his swesating face, trying to



concedl ashudder.

“Y ou saw the body?’

The man nodded.

Patriarch Ilarion had begun to shake his head; the senators were muttering among themsalves.

“A tragedy, indeed,” Eugene said, sinking back down into his chair. He cast the blood-spotted note onto
the polished table. If Kyrill VVassian had wanted to sabotage his plans for Muscobar as hisfina gesiure,
he could not have chosen a better—or more drastic—way to do it. Even with a suitable respectful pause
to honor the dead, no member of the Senate would have his mind fully on the matters under consideration
if they proceeded.

“| suggest we adjourn, gentlemen,” he said, “and meet again tomorrow. ”
Maltheus turned to him, one eyebrow dightly raised.
“Now what?’

“We send our sincerest condolences to hiswidow and family. We assure Madame Vassian that she shall
want for nothing. | suspect that an imperid vist would seem somewhat insengitive under the
circumstances.”

S
“Kyrill Vassanisdead?’ shrieked Sofia. She collapsed onto asofa, weeping noisily. “ A suicide?’

“Mama, Mama, please don't upset yoursdlf.” Astasiawas as shocked as her mother at the news, but
Sofia sloud criesdrove al other thoughts from her head.

“What will your father say? 1t will undo him utterly. He had such faithin Vassan.”

“Mama—" This uncontrollable weeping would surely lead to afit of the hysterics, and Astasiadid not
want Eugene to come in and see her mother in such astate. She began to back away toward the bellpull,
ready to summon help.

“And poor, dear Elizaveta, she must be quite distracted with grief. What a disgrace for the family. That
handsome boy of hers, Vaery, now dl his prospects are ruined. Why didn’'t Kyrill think of such athing?
Why?" Sofiahad begun to breathe too fast, taking in little hiccups of air between sobs. Astasia hastily
tugged the bellpull and hurried back to her mother’ sside.

“Remember what the physician told you, Mama,” she said, “you must breathe dowly. Inhale—then let
the bresth out steadily.”

Nadezhda appeared.

“Smelling sAlts, quick!” Astasiasaid, seeing her mother’ s lashesfluttering rapidly, her eyesdiding
upward.

Nadezhda swiftly regppeared with alittle slver and crystd bottle, which Astasawaved benegth her
mother’ s nogtrils. Sofiawrinkled her nosein disgust and let out asharp sneeze. Her sobs dowly calmed
and shefumbled for Astasid s hand, gripping it in her own. Astasia patted her mother’ shand as
soothingly as she could.



“Fetch my mother some brandy, please, Nadezhda.”

Nadezhda gave Astasiaalittle glance of sympathy and knelt down beside the Grand Duchess, placing the
glassfirmly in her shaking hand, steering it to her lips.

All the while shewastrying to cam her mother, Astasia had had no time to examine her own fedings. But
now she could imagine dl the horrible little details: the sound of a shot from the stables, Elizaveta hurrying
out, the stableboy trying to hold her back, knowing what aterrible sight lay within. ..

AndVdery Vassan... How would hisfather’ s suicide damage his

career? He had been one of Andrei’ s close circle of cadet friends from the Military Academy, often the
butt of practica jokes, but good-natured enough to laugh them off. Shefelt ashamed of the times she had
teased him. Now that Andrei was not here to protect hisfriend, she must take on that role hersdlf. She
would speak to Eugene as soon as possible.

Sofialet out another sob.

“Oh, Mama.” Astasa settled herself on the sofanext to her mother. “Y ou and Papaneed alittlerest, a
change of air. It will do you both good.”

“Smarna s o far,” sniffed Sofia. “ Couldn’t we cometo stay at Swanholm with you?’

Mamain Swanholm, ordering everyone about, taking charge before Astasia had had achanceto
establish herself as mistress of the palace?“ The Straits can be very rough at thistime of year,” she said
hastily. “ And you know how you hate storms a sea, Mama. What about Erinaskoe? Y ou haven’t been
therein over ayear. Thevaley’'s so pretty in the spring. Papa can potter in his glasshouses and you can
walk in the Orangery. Why not send word to the housekeeper to air the rooms?’

All the flagsin Mirom were lowered to haf-mast to honor the late First Minister. Mogt of the court and
Senate put on mourning bands, though Eugene heard some muitter that they could not respect aman who
had taken hisown life.

Eugene made adtrategic retreat to his Sudy and called Chancellor Mdtheusto join him for alate lunch.
Gustave arranged for a cold collation to be served, with severa bottles of Matheus sfavorite Tilen
beer.

“And if things had gone as we had planned,” Matheus said, draining hisglass, “I’ d be on my way back
to Tielborg with the morning tide to ask the Tielen council to fund and support your plans for Muscobar.”

Eugene studied the little bubbles dowly rising through the clear liquid to the top of hisglass. He was il
mulling over the consequences of Vassan'ssuicide.

“Do you anticipate much resistance?’

“Only from the nationalist contingent. I’ [l remind ‘em we' redl part of one empire now,” said Mdtheus
with abroad amile, “and

that there are benefits to be regped for Tielen aswell as Muscobar from thisinvestment.”
“And thenthere sSmarna....”

“Smarna” Matheus et out aderisve guffaw. “What an extraordinary lack of diplomacy: caling back
their ambassador, staying away from the coronation. Everyone was talking about it.”



“Precisdly s0. When we should have been celebrating the union of the five princedoms, one was notable
by its absence.”

Gustave knocked and announced, “ The directors of the Mirom Charitable Society and the School Board
are here to meet with you, imperia highness. I’ ve shown them into the Nieva Room.”

“Still on your mission to educate the poor?” Matheus asked.

“A man should be able to write his own name—and read. How else can he hope to better himself?
Come, Mdtheus,” Eugene said, placing hisarm around Matheus' s broad shoulders, “ come and help me
gart asmdl revolution of my own in Muscobar.”

Men and women of the Charitable Society had gathered in the long reception room that overlooked the
river and theriver gardens. Eugene moved among them informally, listening to their suggestions, making a
few of hisown. Soon he redlized there was considerable res stance to his plans.

“And wherewill wefind the teachersfor dl these schools?” one woman asked in disapproving tones.

“Surely you can't intend to include the Street children?” added another. “Not without debusing and
bathing them dl firs.”

“Especidly the street children,” Eugene sad. “ And the school day will start with anourishing med for
them dl just asit doesin Tielen. No one can work efficiently on an empty stomach.”

This information was received with astonished slence.

“A good barley soup costs little enough to prepare,” volunteered athird woman, who had kept silent until
now. The other two turned on her, lgpsing into the Muscobite tongue, so that Eugene could not follow
their argument.

At that ingtant, Astasia came into the room. The arguing charity workers stopped in midflow and sank
into curtsies. Eugene looked at Astasia with gratitude over their bowed heads; perhaps she would be
ableto sway them with her winning smile and enthusiasm.

/J\_
“I’'m so sorry to interrupt.” She walked up to him and said softly, “Can | ask afavor of you?’
Surprised, he nodded, wondering what request she was about to make.

“Vassan'sson, Vaery. Hewasafriend of my brother’s. Could you find some way to give him apostion
so that he can support his mother and sisters?”

Why had she chosen this moment to make her request? It was just the kind of spontaneous,
ingppropriate interruption he might have expected from Karila

“Wewill tak of it later,” he said, trying not to show his annoyance. Hetook her by the hand and
addressed the vigitors. “The Empressis, | believe, very interested in our proposed education program.”

He could sense that she was |ooking askance a him. He pressed her hand, saying, “I am so pleased to
have your support, my dear.”

And suddenly the unreceptive throng was smiling and applauding.

What magic had she wrought to persuade them?



Beyond the smiling faces, he saw Gustave in the doorway. He left Astasiato the appreciative reception
and went to see what was the matter.

“Refreshments will be served now, asyou ordered, highness,” Gustave said in aloud voice, flinging the
doorswide to admit liveried servants carrying silver trays of sweet wine and cakes.

Then he continued quietly, “I thought you might be interested to learn that a detachment of the Northern
Army hasjust entered the city. They have an Azhkendi prisoner with them. They aretaking him, asyou
ordered, to the Naval Fortress on Gunwharf Idand.”

Eugene | eft the Winter Palace by the River Gate and, accompanied only by two of hismost trusted
bodyguard, crossed to Gunwharf Idand.

They arrived asasmall, curious crowd gathered to watch the coach with its barred windows pass under
the archway of the forbidding fortress.

“Do you wish to interrogate the prisoner yoursdf, imperid highness?” asked the commanding officer.
Eugene shook hishead. All he wanted was to look again on the

#

face of the man who had bested him and nearly brought al his plansto nothing.

He stood alittle apart from his soldiers, to watch the prisoner emerge from the carriage.

The prisoner descended dowly, awkwardly, to the cobbles, hampered by his shackles. Pde and
unkempt, with several days growth of stubbled beard, he looked around him, blinking dazedly in the

daylight.

The last time they had met, those blue eyes had stared at him, rilled with hatred and anger asthe
Drakhaon swept down on him and his men from the wintry sky.

Now al he saw was a bewildered young man, alone and bereft of his powers.

Hewould almost have fdt pity for hisenemy had the rain not started to fdll, the cold drops stinging his
burned skin. He had to live with the pain of the injuries the Drakhaon had inflicted, to the end of hisdays.

Now Gavril Nagarian would learn what it was to suffer the bitterness of defeet.

CHAPTER

“Stop moping around, Kiukiu, and fetch me some beeswax.”

Kiukiu started. Where did her grandmother keep the beeswax? In the earthernware jar next to the
honeypot? Or dongside the wood varnish in the row of tarnished little glass bottles on the high shelf? As
she stood staring up at the rows of jars and pots on the shelf she could think of only one thing.

Gavril Nagarian.
He had promised he would come for her as soon as the work on the Kalika Tower was complete.

“Do you want meto mend thisgudy for you in thislife or the next?’



Malushawas regaining her strength by the day, and as her strength increased, her tongue grew more tart.
Kiukiu went up on tiptoe to reach alittle black pot on the end of the shelf. Uncorking it, she smelled the
pungent richness of the degp ochre beeswax gathered from her grandmother’ s hives.

“Hereitis.” She brought the pot to Malusha, who was bending over the wooden frame of the damaged
ingrument, fiddling with pliers and wisps of wire.

“If you want to cal yoursdf aproper Gudyar, you'll haveto learnto do all thisfor yoursdlf. | won't be
here forever and | want some peace and quiet in the Ways Beyond. | can't have you popping up
whenever you' ve broken apeg or snapped astring...”

Kiukiu dipped back into the shadows. It was best to let Grandma mutter and complain to herself while
she carried out the repairs.

*

The hegt from the fire was becoming gtifling in the little cottage. She felt muzzy-headed. She needed fresh
ar.

She crossed the courtyard, stepping over the hens as they skittered around on the frozen earth. As she
passed underneath the archway that led out onto the moorlands, she murmured the secret words
Mausha had findly taught her. Migts parted in aswirl ... then formed again behind her, concedling the
cottage from view.

Mausha had ingsted on maintaining the charmed skein of invisibility she spun around the cottage to hide
it from passershy—not that there were any, Kiukiu reasoned, so close to the desolation of the Arkhel
Waste.

Kiukiu stood for awhile, dazzled by the paeness of the daylight. The moors were till white with snow,
and the horned peak of Arkhel’s Fang was half-hidden by awresth of woolly snowclouds. But the air
tasted sweeter and the wind that blew from the mountains had logt its keen bite. And here and there,
spines of gorse and lingon-berry protruded from the snow, darkly green. High overhead, a skein of
grey-winged geese flew, returning to their summer nesting grounds.

Winter was dowly dying.

How long had it been since Gawvril had kissed her good-bye? His absence had cast her life into shadow.
Thefirgt spring light seemed muted; the dight hint of warmth in the air brought her no pleasure.

Kiukiu set out, her worn leather boots sguishing through the dushy snow, tramping away from the
cottage.

“1 will comefor you...”

Kiukiu frowned up at the cloudy sky. How long did it take to finish work on the Kalika Tower? She had
thought it would be a matter of days. Now the days had become weeks.

But he had promised. He had promised he’ d come back for her. Unless...
Another skein of grey geese skimmed past overhead, startling Kiukiu with their forlorn cries.

“Why can't | fly likeyou?’ shecried. “Why can't | fly sraight to Kastel Drakhaon and find out for mysdlf
what' s hgppening?’



At thisrate of thaw, travel by deigh would beimpossiblein afew days. And then the journey would turn
into along, dreary trudge across the moors, skirting the treacherous marshlands and quagmires that il
lay icebound.

If only I didn’t have this sick, sore feeling around my heart...

She turned and marched back into the cottage. Her grandmother glanced up at her from the coil of wire
she wastwigting to make anew string.

“I’m going back to Kastel Drakhaon,” Kiukiu announced, “and nothing you say can siop me.”
Something waswrong at the kastel. Very wrong.
Kiukiu pulled on thereins, standing up in the deigh asHarim dowed to a halt.

The main road leading to the kastel was trampled to the bare earth as though many horses and heavy
carts had passed over it. No fresh snow had falen for severd days now. She would have to dismount
and lead Harim.

“What' s happened here, Harim?’ she whispered.

L ooking down from the high road among the trees, she saw flagsfluttering from the kastdl towers, flags
of grey and blue.

Thecolorsof Tiden.

And now she noticed men a work on the scarred earth of the escarpment where Lord Gavril had
attacked the besieging army. Shelet the reins drop and hurried to the edge of the road, peering down
through the low-hanging branches of fir and pine.

What were the Tidlens doing? Building new fortifications? Great mounds of raw earth had been piled up.
They seemed to be tunneling deep into the ground; she could see shafts lined with planks of wood,
pulleys from which swung huge buckets filled with earth. Sentries armed with carbines patrolled the
perimeter.

Kiukiu fdt acold, snking sensation in the pit of her scomach.
The Tielens had taken the kastel. Where was Lord Gawril ?

“Hey, you up there!” A sentry had spotted her. He pointed his carbine directly at her. “ Come down!
| dentify yoursdlf.”

“P-please don't shoot. I'm coming, I’'m coming...”

The Tidlen soldiers guarding the gate took charge of Harim and brought Kiukiu before their commanding
officer, Cgptain Lindgren.

The captain had ingaled himself in the Great Hall. All the Nagarian portraits had been taken down.
Where Lord Volkh had once stared sternly down from the dais, anew picture in an ornate gilded frame
had been hung, garlanded with Tidlen colors. Kiukiu kept gazing &t it, recognizing the tall, imposing figure
as Eugene of

°)
Tiden. A flash of memory jolted her back to the barren, burned battl efield—and her first sight of Eugene,



lying horribly burned outside the kastel ... though this portrait depicted him clean-skinned and unscarred,
staring proudly out as though scanning the world for new countriesto conquer.

Beneath hisroya master’ s portrait sat Captain Lindgren, engrossed in reading asheaf of dispatches. He
glanced up at Kiukiu and spoke in Tielen to the soldiers who had brought her in. Then he set the
dispatches down.

“Who are you and what is your business here?’ he said in the common tongue. He did not speak
brusquely, yet Kiukiu felt her kneestrembling.

“My name—Kiukirilya. I-1 work here.” She saw him reach for a brown-bound ledger, open it, and scan
aligt of names.

“Your nameisnot onthislist. Can you explain why?’

“I've been away. Caring for my grandmother.”

He shut the ledger with a snap and |ooked up at her, unsmiling.

“Can anyone here vouch for you?’

Her mind wasin aturmoil. All she could think was: “What' s happened to Lord Gavril? Whereishe?’
“Anyonein the kestd?”’

“My aunt. Sosa.”

“The housekeeper?’ He clicked hisfingersto the soldiers. “Bring her here.”

One of them left the Hall and returned with Sos a—a subdued Sosia, who followed him without aword
of protest.

“Auntie?’ Kiukiu cried, relieved to see her dive.

Sosia seyeswidened on seeing her. She shook her head asif in disbelief.

“Whyever did you come back, Kiukiu?Y ou should have stayed with Maushal” she cried in Azhkend.
“I didn’t know. | didn’t know—"

“Peaseidentify thisyoung woman for me,” interrupted Captain Lindgren.

“This)” Sosasad, her manner suddenly meek and cowed, “ismy niece, Kiukiu.”

“Please confirm her rolein the kastel household.”

“Maidservant.”

“Why was| not given her name before?”

“She was given leave to go care for her grandmother. | didn’t expect her back so soon.”

“If sheisto Stay, she must earn her keep,” the captain said. “We have too many mouthsto feed here asit
is. | will not tolerate idlers. Isthat understood?”



“Yes, Captain,” Sosasad. “ She can take up her old dutiesin the kitchens again.”
“Y oung woman, please inscribe your name on the household role here.”

“M-my name?’ Kiukiu shot Sosiaan agonized glance.

“Do your best,” Sosiamouthed at her.

With reluctant fingers, Kiukiu took up the pen and dipped it in the inkwell. She had had so little
opportunity to practice writing—Iet done sign her name. When shelaid the pen down again, the untidy,
blotched result marring the captain’s neatly inscribed list made her glance away, her face red with shame.

Hetook back the ledger and she saw him shake his head as he looked at her efforts.

“InTiden, dl children must attend school until they are twelve; obvioudy thisdoesn’t happenin
Azhkendir.” But therewas no censurein hiswords. “Wdll... al that will change now.”

Wastheinterview at an end? Kiukiu shot another glance at Sosia
“Somy nieceisfreeto go?’ Sosaventured. “Back to her tasksin the kitchen, that is?’

Captain Lindgren looked up a Kiukiu again. His expression was severe. “Y ou must understand that no
oneleaves or entersthe kastel without my permission. Written permission. Anyone caught bresking this
rulewill be severely punished. Isthat clear?’

Kiukiu nodded.

“Now, you may both resume your duties.”

Sosiatook hold of Kiukiu by thewrist and hurried her outside.
“What' s happened?’ Kiukiu burst out.

“Sshl Not here” Sosia pushed her toward the servants quarters. Only when they werein Sosia slittle
room, with the door shut tight, did Sosialet go of Kiukiu' swrist. She had clutched her so tightly, her
fingers had left red marks.

“Whereishe?' Kiukiu demanded. “Whereis Lord Gavril?’

“Oh, Kiukiu, such troubles here—" Sosiabegan to speak and burst into tears, wiping her eyeswith a
corner of her apron.

Kiukiu' simagination overflowed with terrible possihilities. “Ishe dead? Tdl me, Auntie!”
“Lord Gavril was getting ready to take his mother to the port. And then—they came.”
“TheTidens?

“They arrested him. They took him away, Kiukiu.”

“Where?’

“To Muscobar, the Tielen commander said.”

“Why didn’t the druzhina defend him?’



“Lord Gavril forbadeit. There were too many in the Tielen army. He gave himsalf up to stop them
attacking the kastdl.”

Kiukiu just stood there, stricken.
“Imustgotohim,” shesad at last.

“Y ou heard what the captain said. No one leaves without his permission. We' re prisoners here, Kiukiu.
Only Lady Elysia stands a chance—and she' s been to see the captain every day since he arrived,

begging for an exit permit.”
“I know secret ways across the moorlands—"

“It'snot just getting out, Slly girl,” Sosasaid sharply. “It' sgetting in to Muscobar. These Tidensare
gticklersfor papers. orders, permits, everything hasto beinwriting.”

“But | can't just stay here doing nothing when hel sal aonein prison!”

“Think straight for oncein your life, Kiukiu. Muscobar isfar away. Y ou have no money. Y ou have no
influence. Y ou’ re akitchen maid. A nobody.”

Kiukiu scowled at her.

“And don’t pull that sour face at me! If you want to stay here, you'll have to earn your board and
lodging, same asthe rest of us.”

“Sosa Come seewhat they’ vefoundin Lilias srooms.” Kiukiu recognized the shrill voice outsde as
Ils’ sand shefet ashiver of repulsion. 119, the highest ranking of the maidsin the kastel, had made her life
bel owstairs a constant misery.

“What now?’ Sosiaasked, raising her eyes heavenward.
“Comequick!”

Sosia opened the door and hurried out; Kiukiu trailed reluctantly after her, dreading the inevitable reunion
with the rest of the kastel gtaff.

/ don’'t belong here anymore. | belong with Lord Gavril.
Kiukiu hovered in the doorway, watching while the kastel servants crowded closetolls.

“The men were digging through the rubblein Lilias s gpartments,” IS gabbled, “and they dragged this out
from under one of the falen beams.”

“Areher jewelsin there?’ Ninushaasked, her voice soft with desire. “ She had such gorgeousjewdry...”

One of the Tidlen soldiers came up behind Kiukiu and pushed her aside. “| am to supervise the opening
of thistrunk,” he announced. “Captain’ s orders. Any weapons found inside are to be confiscated.”

The servants drew back, muttering to one another.
“He |l confiscate anything of vaue, you mark my words,” whispered Ninusha.
Kiukiu edged alittle closer, curiousin spite of hersdif.

Dented and filthy with masonry dust, the trunk did not look particularly promising. The Tielen soldier



unshesthed aknife and did itsthick blade between the lid and base, grunting with the effort. Suddenly,
with aclick, thelock broke and the lid sprang open, powdering the onlookers with a fine shower of dust.

“Ohhh,” said Ninushagreedily. “Clothes...”
“Takethem out,” the Tiden ordered Sosia.

“All thesedresses...” Sosapulled out one after another from the trunk, until the flagstone floor looked
likeawaterfal of jewe-bright silks and taffetas. “ One for each day of the month.”

“Morelike every day of the year,” murmured Ninusha, her dark-lashed eyes wide with longing. “How
could she bear to leave them behind?

“Servesher right,” said Ils with asniff, “for stedling another girl’ sfiance.”
“Y ou were never engaged to Michailo!” cried Ninusha

“We had a secret understanding.”

“An understanding? Isthat what it’ s called nowadays?’

Kiukiu kndlt beside her aunt in the billowing folds of Lilias Arbdian’swardrobe, reaching out to touch the
shining folds of silk. So soft, so luxurious compared with the rough linen of her own patched skirt...

“What should we do with them?’ she asked wonderingly.

“Burnthem,” said Sosa “Burn anything to do with that treacherous

woman. If it weren't for her, our Kostyawould gtill be dive. They're bad luck.”

Ninushalet out ashriek of dismay. “Burn these? But they’ re— they’ re far too beautiful to burn.”

“Welost our belongingsin the bombardment, didn’t we, Ninusha?’ added IS cunningly. “We ve only
got what we' re wearing now. Right, Sosa?’

“If you think these are suitable for doing the housework in, then think again,” said Sosatartly. “These are
lady’ s clothes. Besides, they’ d haveto be let out to fit you, Ninusha.”

Ils gaveamaliciouslittle laugh as Ninusha colored crimson at Sosa s gibe. Kiukiu was glad that, for
once, shewas not the butt of 115’ s spiteful humor.

“What' sdl the excitement about?’ Lady Elysiaappeared in the doorway. At once IS and Ninusha
dropped respectful curtsies, heads lowered. “ Are you thinking of opening adressmaker’s, Sosa?’

“The men dug thistrunk out of the ruins of the West Wing, my lady. They belonged to—" Sosa swords
dried up, asif unwilling to pronounce Lilias Arbelian’ sname doud in Lady Elysa s presence.

“To my late husband’ smistress?’ Lady Elysasaid. The serving girls gawped at one another to hear her
gpeek of Liliasin such blunt terms. But Lady Elysia seemed unconcerned, picking up agown of milky
jade taffeta from the pile and examining it. “ She had good taste—and a skillful dressmaker.” If shewas
distressed by the mention of Lilias sname, she did not show it.

“We were—unsure of what to do with them, my lady,” said Sosa.

Kiukiu saw Ninushagivells anudgeintheribs.



“We'redl short of clothes, my lady,” 119 said.

“Wadll, then, help yourselved” Lady Elysasaid gaily. “I’m going to choose something. Thisonein jade
green, | think. All my dothesare fill in Swanholm.” And then she noticed Kiukiu. The brave merriment in
her face and voice fatered amoment as she held out her handsto her. “Kiukiu, they didn’t tell me you
hed returned. We must talk.”

Kiukiu heard the whispering begin as she went over to Lady Elysa ssde.

“When did she appear?’ hissed IIs. “ And where' s she been?’

“Choose yoursdlf adresstoo, my dear,” Lady Elysasaid, pressng Kiukiu’'s hand warmly.
“Let the others choosefirgt,” Kiukiu said, eyeslowered.

“Blueisyour color,” Lady Elysasaid, ignoring her. She knelt and pulled out asilk dresstherich blue of
summer cornflowers. “Thiswill suit you very well.” She hdd it up againgt Kiukiu, who felt hersdlf blushing
at dl the attention.

“It' slovely,” she said softly, stroking the silk againgt her cheek. The other servants plunged greedily into
the pile of dresses. IIs and Ninushawere dready bickering over adress of mulberry silk, tugging it
between them. Even old Marfa, who looked after the kastel poultry, had grabbed a dress of heliotrope
bombazine.

“Come,” Lady Elysasaid to Kiukiu. “Let’ sleavethemtoit.”
Lady Elysiaopened the door to the Drakhaon’ s chamber and beckoned Kiukiu inside.

Kiukiu felt her heart falter alittle as she entered the familiar room. Lady Elysialaid the dresses on the
four-poster bed. Therich tapestries ftill hung on the walls—as did the portrait of Lord Gavril asaboy
that she used to dust so tenderly, hoping that one day ...

“Sit down, Kiukiu. Would you like sometea?’ Lady Elysalifted alittle kettle from the fire and poured
steaming water into a ceramic pot, releasing the gentle fragrance of green Khitari tea.

“I-1 should serve you, my lady—" Kiukiu ssammered, embarrassed.

“You'remy guest,” Lady Elysasaid, smiling. “Besdes, you' vetraveled along way today, if I'm not
mistaken. Y ou must betired.”

“I came dong the River Karzh; it’ s till frozen over.” Kiukiu took the bowl of teaand cradled it in her
fingers. “I1t would have taken at |east two days by the moorland road.”

Elysiatook up her teaand sat down opposite her on the other sde of thefire.

Kiukiu spped her teaand fdlt the ache that had stiffened her neck and shoulders soothed dowly away.
She had not realized until then how tense shewas. “Lady Elysia,” she said, looking at her through the
gauzy seam risng from thetea, “where are dl our men?’

“The Tidenstook away their wegpons,” said Lady Elysia. A sigh escaped her lips. “ Then they put them
in chains. Captain Lindgren has set them to digging mineshafts. It seems he believes the estate lands
contain vauable minerd deposits.”

“They’ re making them work—in chains?” Kiukiu set her empty



teabowl down. The thought of the proud druzhina being forced to dig tunnels appaled her.

“If Emperor Eugene believes|’m going to Sit here and do nothing to help Gavril and hismen, he' svery
much mistaken.” The sadness had faded from Elysia s expression, which was now one of stern resolve.
“I"m taking the deigh and going to Azhgorod tomorrow, Kiukiu, to petition the governor. Captain
Lindgren has agreed to write me a safe-conduct |etter and introduction to Lord Stoyan.”

“Can | cometoo?’ burst out Kiukiu. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she realized how
foolish they sounded. “No. Of course not. Why would Lord Stoyan pay any attention to me?’

“I fear,” Elysasad digantly, staring into the flames, “that he won'’t pay attention to any of us. The matter
isout of hishands.”

Kiukiu dipped away when no one was looking with abowl of scraps and |eftovers gleaned from the
Tidens dinner. Months ago she had crept out of the kitchens, night after night, to feed Snowcloud, the
young snow owl she and Lord Gavril had rescued. But now the scraps were intended for adifferent

purpose.

Firg she did into the stables, where she found Harim contentedly munching from anosebag. “ Timefor
you to go home,” she whispered in hishairy ear. Checking to see no one was about, she led him out into
the courtyard.

“Where re you taking that pony?’ demanded someone from the shadows behind her.

“Goon.” She patted Harim’ s sturdy rump hard and sent him trotting off into the dusk. “Go hometo
Grandmal”

“Kiukiu?’

Sheturned to see Ivar, the stableboy, watching her, arms folded, chewing on ahaystalk.
“I"'m sending him home to Grandma. The Tidlens have no need of him.”

“They’re uang ponies down in the mine.”

“Wdll they' re not usng my Harim.”

He shrugged. “Don’'t worry. | saw nothing.” He went back into the stables, calling teasingly back over his
shoulder, “But don't forget— you owe me afavor now, Kiukiu.”

Kiukiu blushed. So he wants me to kiss him, she thought. And his voice hasn’t even broken properly
yet!

y

Now that Ivar had gone, she gathered up the bowl of scraps and set out toward the escarpment where
she had seen the diggings.

She managed to dip past two sentries without being noticed and made her way through the fast-gathering
dark toward the mine-workings where the Tidlenswere lighting torches.

Surely they can't still be working now that it’ s night? Then she remembered that it was dways dark
underground.

As she came nearer, she saw agroup of Azhkendi men lying down around the dying embers of afire.



Were they deeping? She thought she recognized the straw-fair hair of the nearest prisoner. Crouching
down, she threw apebble at his back, whispering his name. “ Semyon!

Semyon, it sme.*
Herolled over and she heard the clinking of chains.

“What isit?’ he asked. His eyeslooked dull and glazed and he moved duggishly, asthough only
half-awake.

“Food,” she hissed, pushing the bowl toward him. “Y ou look haf-starved.”

“Food?’ he repeated dazedly. And then he grabbed the bowl and started to cram the scrapsinto his
mouth, chewing ravenoudy. His blanket dropped away and she saw with horror how thin hewas, dl skin
and bones.

“What' sthat noise?’ It was one of the Tielens, who had spotted the movement. Kiukiu shrank back into
the shadows, crawling out of

Sgnt.
By thetorchlight, she saw him take the bowl from Semyon and hit
him, hard.

“Hungry, areyou?’ The Tiden turned the bowl over so that al the remaining scraps el out onto the
earth. “Let’ stest how hungry you redly are.” Laughing, he ground them into the earth with the hed of

his boot.

Kiukiu began to edge away, terrified lest she be caught. And as she retreated, she saw, through
tear-hazed eyes, Semyon desperately scrabbling for the few scraps the Tielen had trodden on.

Azhgorod was the ancient walled capitd of Azhkendir. Round watchtowers stood at every gate to
protect the wooden houses crowded together beneath the black spires of the Cathedra of Saint

Sagius.
In more southern climes, the last snows had melted and spring had

come. In Smarna, thewhite lilacswould bein bloom in the gardens of the VillaAndara But herein
Azhkendir, the last throes of winter till gripped the country in agauntlet of ice.

ElysaAndar shivered as her deigh skimmed closer to the city— though whether from the chill of winter’s
last snows or from the powerful memories that came surging back to her, she could not be sure.

She had first come to Azhgorod in atroikajingling with sweet-toned silver bells, ayoung bride nestled
close to her hushand benesth soft white furs, unaware of the waiting shadows that lay ahead.

And now here shewas, aquarter of acentury later, her estranged husband nated, returning to beg
permission to vist her imprisoned son.

Then, the black dragon standard of the House of Nagarian had hung from every watchtower and spire.
Clansmen of the Drakhaon’s druzhina rode as escort beside them. The people of Azhgorod clustered
together, straining for a closer glimpse of their young Lord Drakhaon and his bride.



Now the blue and grey pennants of Tielen fluttered from the watch-towers, emblem of the empire of
New Rossyathat had swalowed up Azhkendir and the other surrounding countriesin its gaping maw.

The deigh reached the main road and began to bump over rutted mud and churned snow. Elysahad to
grab hold of therail to hold herself steadly.

Her deigh-driver turned around.

“Looks like they’re checking everyone in and out, Drakhys.” Ivar had gone pal e benegth his freckles.
She had chosen Ivar, the oldest stableboy at the kastdl, as her driver. All Nagarian men of fighting age
had been put to work in Captain Lindgren’s mine, even the detsky—the keep boys—none of whom
were much above fifteen summersin age.

“Don’t cadl me Drakhys, Ivar,” shesaid. “They'd arrest usfor that alone.”
“Suppose they suspect—"

“Our papersarein order. They have no reason to refuse us entry. Just relax.” Even though she forced
hersdlf to speak calmly to Ivar, her ssomach was churning, dreading the encounter to come, yet fearing
just as much being turned away at the gates.

They were close enough now to see soldiersin the uniforms of the

G

army of Tiden manning the gate. Others patrolled the walls, carbines on their shoulders.

“Madame ElysaAndar.” The officer glanced at her as he scanned the letter Captain Lindgren had
written. His face was expressionless, giving nothing away. She was glad she had inssted the captain use
her professiond name. “I see you come from Smarna. A long way to travel in winter, madame.”

“Youwill lso seethat | am aportrait painter,” she answered pleasantly. “I go where my work takes
rre”

“And you seek an audience with his excellency, the governor.” He frowned at the papers as though
questioning their authenticity, then handed them back. “'Y ou may proceed.”

Ivar’ sfreckled face had turned bright red with relief when he clambered back into the driver’ s seet. She
nodded but said nothing, not trusting herself to spesk yet.

The narrow dtreets of the city were dark and gloomy, overhung with carved wooden ba conies and meta
shop signs. The street was hard with rutted ice. Ahead the way was blocked by two larger deighs. And,
from the shouts and cursing, Elysia guessed the coachmen had come to blows.

“Ivar, you'll haveto find somewhereto leave the deigh while | go on ahead on foot.”
He glanced at her doubtfully. “A lady done? Inthishig city?”

She laughed. His concern for her safety was touching. Though she suspected he was equally anxious
about how he was going to maneuver the deigh without accident.

“I’'mused to big cities, Ivar. | spent many weeksin Mirom, remember? Y ou go and find aplace to stable
the horses, then meet me at the Governor’sMansion. It’sin the main square, opposite the cathedral.”

She swung her feet out over the side of the deigh, lifting the jade skirts of Lilias sdressto avoid the wet



dush of ice and mud pooling in the ruts, and set off beneath the low-hanging bal conies.

She let her memory guide her, hurrying as best she could over the dippery mush of frozen snow, past a
covered market ripe with the earthy stink of onions, winter kae, and turnips, where tradesmen hollered
their waresaoud, their bresth stleaming in the cold

ar.
Theiron-tongued bells of Saint Sergius s Cathedral dinned out,

filling the city with their cdlamor. Following the sound, she came out of the narrow street into the greet
sguare and found hersdf gazing up at the cathedral, adark blur againgt the pallor of the sky.

Thetown resdence of Lord Boris Stoyan, Chief Boyar of the Council of Azhgorod—and recently
appointed Governor of Azhkendir by the Emperor Eugene—stood next to the Council House. It wasa
sturdy, unpretentious mansion, built in the traditional Azhkendi style, with carved wooden shutters and
bal conies, and aroof pitched at a steep angle to alow the snow to dide off. Only the Tielen sentries
guarding the front door, and the blue and grey flag of Tielen hanging over the entrance, distinguished it
from any other rich merchant’ shousein Azhgorod.

Elysasteded hersdf and approached the entrance, papersin hand.
One of the sentries stepped forward to examine her documents.

“Hisexcdlency isvery busy,” he said in the common tongue, his accent clipped and awkward. “He may
not see you today. You'll have to wait with the other petitioners.”

“But I've come along way to see Lord Stoyan.”

The sentry opened the great door and curtly indicated that she should go in. “Wait in the first room on the
|eft. The door isopen.”

“You'll make surethat Lord Stoyan receives my letter?’
“We have asystem here. Y ou must wait your turn like therest.”

The petitioners, dl older men dressed in fur coats and hats, were huddled close to alittle wood-burning
stove. Elysianodded to them, but they al looked away asif she were not there.

Where was Ivar? He had only been to Azhgorod once before, he had told her, to the Butter Fair. And
then he had been eight years old. But why was she fretting about what had become of Ivar? Hewasold
enough to take care of himsdlf. Perhapsit was easier to worry about the little concerns of the moment
than to remember the true reason for her vist.

The door opened and aneatly dressed maidservant camein.
“Madame Andar? Please come with me.”

Elysiaglanced up, surprised that she should be called so soon. The other petitionerslooked at her
resentfully and one or two began to murmur behind their papers.

Ignoring them, she swept out of the room, following the maidservant.

She was shown into alarge, painted wood-paneled chamber. A fire
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of logs crackled in the great stone fireplace, filling the room with the sweet cidery scent of burning apple
wood.

“Soyou are ElysaAndar.” It wasawoman’ svoice, cool and yet tinged with afamiliar accent, which
Elysiacould not quite place.

Elysiaturned, caught off guard, and saw ared-haired woman in the doorway.
“I-I"m sorry, madame, you have me at a disadvantage. Are you Lady Stoyan by any chance?’

The woman came closer. Elysia singtincts as a portrait-painter noted that she was plainly yet eegantly
dressed in agown of black and violet—the colors of mourning. Her hair was more russet than red, her
skin wasrichly creamy, and her eyes were alanguid yet intense green. In spite of the sober colors of her
costume, Elysiadetected a strong aura of sensudity ... and something else, less easily defined, that made
her fed distinctly unessy.

“Lady Stoyan?’

Thewoman smiled, ateasing, knowing smile. “No. I'm not the governor’ swife, madame. Or should |
cdl you Drakhys?’

Elysiafdt the heat from the gpple-wood fire color her cheeks. Ignoring the dy dig, she pressed on. “I
think there' s been some mistake. | came here to see Lord Stoyan and my petition isfor his attention
only.”

“Y ou want permission from hisexcdlency to go visit your son Gavril in prison. But why should his
excellency grant you or Gavril Nagarian any favors?’

“| fail to see what this hasto do with you, madame.”
“My nameisLilias Arbdian, and my son is Stavyomir Arkhel. Now do you understand?’

Lilias Arbelian. Her late husband Volkh's mistress. Elysia stared at the younger woman who stood
before her so camly, evidently enjoying her little moment of triumph. Beside Lilias she felt dowdy,
middle-aged, and desperately needy. And then there was the matter of the jade-green dressfrom Lilias's
own trunk that she was wearing. Surely Lilias had noticed by now?

“Ah. My Khitari jade silk,” Lilias said, saring at the dress. “ Jade redlly doesn't flatter an older
complexion.”

Utterly embarrassed by now, Elysiafelt aflush of heat redden her face and neck. She opened her mouth
to reply, then thought better of it.

“| seeyou know who | am.”
“Yes” Elysasad, recovering alittle. “ Altan Kazimir hastold me agreet dedl about you.”
To her satisfaction she saw adight frown darken the limpid green of Lilias seyes.

“I don’'t know what you hope to achieve from thisinterview, Madame Arbelian,” she continued,
determined to maintain her advantage, “ but if you’ ve nothing of significanceto say to me, then | shal not
waste my time—or yours—any longer. Please tell me when Lord Stoyan will grant me an audience.”

“Perhaps | have not made mysdlf clear.” Lilias svoice had ahard-edged ring to it now, al the earlier
sweetness gone. “ Since my little son Stavyomir was named heir to Azhkendir by the Emperor himsdlf, the



governor and | have grown quite... close”

Quite close. Well, of course, Elysiathought, and she had been afool not to observe how Lilias's
mourning dress had been subtly dtered to enhance and display the milky bloom of her full breasts. A
flurry of tart commentsfilled her mind, but she forced hersdlf to leave them unspoken.

“Y ou may be unaware, Madame Arbelian, that | have good friends at the court in Mirom.”

“Ohredly?Wdll, | have been at theimperia court in Mirom and | find that old alegiances have dtered
congderably since Eugene became Emperor. First Minigter Vassan, for example.”

“Oh?’ sad Elysauncertainly.

“Put abullet through hisbrains. Such atragedy for the family. They say he killed himsdlf because he had
faled in hisduty to protect Muscobar.”

The news of Vassan's suicide shocked Elysia. She had only met him on ahandful of occasions, but she
remembered him as adignified, self-composed man, who, unlike many at court, had shown her courtesy
and understanding.

“I'msosorry,” said Liliascdloudy. “I hadn't redized you knew him.”

Another potentid aly dead. Elysiatried not to let her disappointment show. “And | am sorry to hear that
such afaithful servant of Muscobar isdead,” she said, forcing her voice to remain steady. “But | must
remind you, Madame Arbdlian, that | came hereto seeLord

Stoyan. My letter of introduction from Captain Lindgren is addressed to Lord Stoyan himsdlf, not to
yw.“

“Well now... what ashamethat | discovered your |etter was aforgery—and was obliged to destroy it.”
Lilias suddenly drew apaper from her low-cut bodice, moving toward the szzling fire.

Too late Elysarealized what she was about. She darted forward, hands outstretched to try to wrest her
precious letter from Lilias, but the younger woman moved the more swiftly. With aflick of thewrigt, she
cast Captain Lindgren’ sletter into the flames.

Elysialet out acry and seized the tongs, trying to pull the letter from thefire, but it wastoo late. The
paper had been consumed, crumbling to black ash.

“Shame on you, Madame Andar, for stooping to such alow trick. Did you think you would get away
withit?” A little smile played about Lilias sfull lips. “1 believeitisavery serious crimeto forgethe
signature of one of the Emperor’ s officers. | should report you to the authorities.”

“It was no forgery and you know it.” Elysiastood, still clutching the tongs like awegpon. She was so
angry shedid not trust herself to say more.

To her surprise, Lilias|et out apiercing scream.
“Help me, hdlp me!”
The doors burst open and two of the Tielen guard hurried in.

“Sheattacked mel” Lilias, her face twisted in anguish, pointed atrembling finger a Elysia. “With thefire
tongd”



“Drop the tongs, madame.”

Elysalet the firetongs dip from her grasp as the guards advanced. Lilias had begun to sob into addlicate
lace handkerchief.

“Bravo, Lilias Arbdian,” Elysasaid, forcing as much cold contempt into her voice as she dared. | had
not redlized you were such ataented actress.”

“Come, madame.” One of the guards gripped her by the arms and started to propel her toward the
doorway.

“What shal we do with her?’ the other asked. “Take her to the city jall?’

“Oh no, | am not avindictivewoman,” cried Lilias. “Madame Andar was distraught to hear news about
her son. |—as a mother— can understand how concern for one' s child can make arationa

woman behaveirrationdly. Escort her from the mansion, please— and ensure sheis not readmitted.”

But asthe guards hustled Elysiaout, Liliassaid in alow voice in Azhkendi, “ Did you think | would help
you and your darling son? Understand thet | will do everything in my power to ensure Gavril never
returnsto Azhkendir!”

CHAPTER

“Gavril Nagarian, you are accused of treason against the Empire of New Rossya”

After weeks of confinement in a subterranean cdll, Gavril’ s eyes ached. He squinted into the pale
daylight, trying in vain to identify afamiliar face among his accusersin the courtroom.

The chief of the three judges|eaned back in hischair, staring at him fixedly asthe prosecuting lawyer read
out the charges again.

“... that you brutally murdered Count Feodor Veemir... broke your sworn pledge to Eugene of
Tiden... The prisoner will stand to hear the sentence.”

Weak and faint, Gavril forced himsalf to concentrate on keeping upright. Hiswrists and ankleswere
shackled so that he could do little but shuffle when prodded by his guards to move forward.

“Wel?" Thejudge looked down at him dispassionately. “What do you haveto say in your defense?’

Hislife depended on the outcome of thistrid. And yet he knew in his bonesthat it was al ashow. He
had been judged guilty long before the trid had begun.

“| acted to defend my people.” His voice sounded so quiet in the vast wood-paneled courtroom.
“Eugene of Tielen attacked my kastel. Y es, | fought back—but only under extreme provocation.”

“That’ s not the story we have heard these past days.” The judge adjusted his pince-nez spectacles on his
nose as he read from his notes. “We have heard from the few surviving witnesses that you

ignored hisimperia highness srequests for safe passage through Azhkendir. And when offered
reasonable terms of surrender, your answer was to turn your fearsome wegpons of destruction on the
Tiden army in avicious attempt to assassinate hisimperid highness®

The factsweretrue, but so distorted in the Emperor’ sfavor that they made Gavril appear aduplicitous
villan.



The judge raised his head from his papers and gazed out at the crowded courtroom. “ Over five hundred
Tielen men werekilled in that ondaught. Five hundred! Including the Emperor’ s oldest friend, Generd
Lars-Gustave Anckstrom, aveteran soldier who risked hislifein battle countless timesfor the good of his
countrymen.”

A murmur of outrage went around the courtroom. Gavril closed his eyes, wishing that somehow he might
wakeand find it al adream.

“Only by God' s grace was our beloved Emperor spared from annihilation—although the imperid doctors
say hewill bear the scars of that terrible attack to the end of hisdays. Gavril Nagarian, it isthe opinion of
this court that you are guilty on dl counts. | have no dternative by the laws of the empire but to sentence
you to death by public execution.”

Gavril heard the words asif from avery great distance. He tried to make sense of them.
So Eugene wanted him dead.

“Y ou will be taken from this court to the imperia prison, to await execution—"

“Wait!”

A man had risen to hisfeet at the back of the courtroom. Tall and broad-shouldered, he strode forward
into the shaft of daylight.

“Y-your imperid highness?’ The judge bowed his heed, evidently confused by this unscheduled
interruption.

A whisper gusted about the courtroom like a gathering wind.

It was Eugene. Plainly dressed, unadorned with medals or ribbons, the Emperor must have been sitting,
listening to the tria, unnoticed by the rest of the court.

Gavril sared at hisenemy, seeing dl too clearly in the daylight the damage he had inflicted at the height of
hisfrenzy. Half the Emperor’ s face had been scorched by Drakhaon’ s Fire, as had the hand he had
raised to hat thetriad. The wounds still looked raw and painful.
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Gawril swalowed hard, sensing that Eugene must hate him as much for ruining hisface asfor defesting
himin bettle.

“Higtory shows usthat too many rulers have stained their reignswith the blood of their enemies.” Grey
eyes, chill asawinter sky, scanned the silent courtroom. “What will it achieveif | take thisyoung Clan
Lord'slife? Too much blood has been shed dready in this conflict. Let the court record that | revoke the
death sentence. Let it be known that Eugene of Tielen has begun hisreign as Emperor with an act of
mercy, of forgiveness”

One by one, the people in the crowded courtroom rose to their feet, applauding the Emperor’ s speech.
Gawril blinked.

“We have heard the evidence from a number of medica doctors. We have heard of the prisoner’s
episodes of madnessin hiscdl, causing hisjalersto restrain him to avoid injury to himself.”

The judge nodded dowly.



“We conclude, therefore, that Gavril Nagarian is afflicted with agrave and incurable disorder of the mind.
A danger to himsdaf—and to others. We recommend that he be taken to an asylum, where he may be
cared for in complete security until the end of hisdays.”

Tothe end of hisdays? Locked away to rot in alunatic asylum? What mercy wastherein such a
sentence? Till that moment, Gavril had managed to keep control of himself. But now he lunged toward
Eugene, screaming doud hisfury. “I’'m not med!”

His guards grabbed hold of him by the shackles, forcing him to hisknees. But still he shouted out till his
throat burned, twisting and struggling to escape their restraining hands.

“Don’t do thisto me, Eugene! I'd rather die. Kill me, but don't lock me away!”

One of the guards struck him, bringing him crashing down onto the polished boards of the courtroom
floor. Rough hands restrained him, forcing him to stay down.

“Look at the wretched fellow,” he heard Eugene say to one of hisaides asthey waked away.
“Obvioudy quiteinsane. Let’ strust our physicianswill be ableto cam hisfrenzy...”

Footsteps. Coming nearer.

Gavril lay curled in on himsdf, numb with dread and despair.
0J

What new torment had his captors devised to enliven hislast hours before they removed him to the
lunatic asylum?

His body was marked with fresh bruises where they had manhandled him out of the courtroom. His
wrists and ankles were rubbed raw where the shackles had chafed away the skin. Y et the physical
discomfort was nothing to his menta agony.

Was heinsane?

It was true that there were whole days he could not recall since they arrested him weeksago in
Azhkendir, gaping blanks in hismemory. But then, he had traveled blindfolded and shackled for much of
thejourney, first in abarred coach and then by seg, in the lightless bowels of a Tiden warship, so that he
had logt dl track of time.

The only certainty was that he was no longer athreat to Eugene. He had fought the Drakhaoul that
possessed him, and he had won. But in ridding himsdlf of the Drakhaoul, he had betrayed his people.
They had looked to him to defend them—and he had destroyed the only means of defeating Eugene's

achymica wegpons.

A key turned in the lock and the heavy door creaked open. Lanternlight illumined the cell, so bright that
Gavril flung his hands over hiseyes. Voices conferred in alanguage he gradudly cameto recognize as
Tiden. They seemed to be arguing. One, strong and commanding, soon overruled the others.

The door clanged shut. Gavril dowly opened his eyes, peering warily through hisringers.

A tal man, lantern in hand, stood gazing down a him. The bright glow of the lanternlight reveaed the red,
puckered scars marring hisface.

“Eugene?’ Gavril whispered, lowering hishands.



“At least you're lucid enough to recognize me.” Eugene spoke in the common tongue, with just the
dightest trace of a Tielen accent. “ After your outburst today, | feared you were beyond help.”

“S0 you came to see the dangerous lunatic—alone.”

Eugene held the lantern up closeto Gavril’ sface. Gavril shied away, eyes stung by the brightness of the
light.

“Linnaiuswasright,” Eugene said, lowering the lantern. “ Y ou have rid yourself of your powers.
Or—more accurately—you have rid yoursdlf of the creature that made you so powerful.”
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“What does it matter to you? Y ou' re Emperor now, and I’m your
prisoner.”

“Y ou could have taken the whole continent for yoursdlf. Y ou could have seared me and dl my armiesto
ash. Y ou had the power to do it, Gavril Nagarian. You could have been emperor. And you threw that
power away. | want to know why.”

“It was destroying me!”

“Surely there was some way you could have come to control the creature?’ Eugene leaned closer.
“Impose your will on it? Subdue

it?"

“You'reimplying that | was not strong enough to master it?” Gavril said dowly. “ And that another, less
weak-willed, could have forced it to obey him?’ He began to shake his head. *Y ou have no ideawhat
you are saying. It windsitsdf into your will, your consciousness, until you no longer know whoisin
control!”

“Tell mewhereit hasgone, and | will see your sentenceisgresatly reduced. A year in confinement, little
more.”

“Why?’ Gavril stared up a the Emperor. “Why isit so important for you to know? Don't you understand
what I’'m saying? Sooner or later, it destroys you. It refashionsits host, body and mind, to resemble the
being it oncewas.”

“| seelittle evidence of that refashioning in you now.” Eugene held the lantern closeto Gawril’ sface,
gazing searchingly into his

eyes.

“There are till traces.” Gavril held up his shackled hands. “Look at my nails. See those streeks of blue?
And my hair—though your doctors have shorn most of it away”—he ran one hand ruefully over the short
prison crop they had given him after clipping his cobat-streaked locks—*for reasons of hygiene. But the
ggnsarefading

fadt.

Inadigtant part of hismind he found himsalf wondering why he wastalking to Eugene, reveding what
littlewas | eft of hismystery. Had he said too much? Or had he said just enough to condemn himsdlf to the
asylumfor life?



“You gtill have not answered my question.” Eugene' s eyes probed his, grey sted now, hard and
determined. “Where did the creature go? | have evidence it passed east over Swanholm. But after that,
its

trail went cold.*

“| savered the link between us. Don't you understand? | don't

ioc,

know whereit went." Gawril forced himself to control the desperation in hisvoice. ” It told meit would die
without a Nagarian host to sustain it. For al | know, it’ saready dead.”

Eugene stepped back from him.

“Youfool,” he said, hisvoice quigt, expressionless.

Suddenly Gavril’ s confused mind made a connection. He understood why Eugene had come in secret to
interrogate him.

“So you want to become Drakhaoul,” he said, bitterness darkening hisvoice. “Y ou have thewhole
continent of New Rossyain your power; you have Astasia Orlovaas your bride, and it’ s till not enough
for you! Be thankful that the crestureis dead. Be thankful that you don’t have to endure the unnatural
lusts and desires the creature imposes on its host—"

“I,” Eugene said coldly, “have had greater men than you silenced for such insolence. | have stripped their
families of everything—even their name.”

Gauril felt asudden fear chill his heart. For one moment he had forgotten that this man was Emperor and
could destroy the people he loved with asingle word. He had endangered his mother, his household, his
bodyguard. .. and hisfaithful Kiukiu. They might be far away from thisdisma prison, but nonewould
escape the Emperor’ swrath.

He swallowed. “Forgive me, your highness. | forgot mysdif.”
“Wadll. It'sgone... and theré sanendtoit.”

But Gavril heard no hint of resgnation in Eugene svoice. He did not doubt that Eugene, no matter what
he had said to him, would send his agentsto al corners of hisempire and beyond to trace the Drakhaoul.

Nothing would be l&ft to chance.

Somewhere nearby water dripped, amonotonous, repetitive sound, regular astheticking of an ancient
clock. For sometime now, Gavril had fdlt asif there were agreat weight pressing on his chest, ajacket
of iron dowly tightening, stifling his bresthing.

Theweight, he had begun to realize, was the burden of his own fear—fear for the future and the life he
would not be allowed to live. Instead, an eternity of imprisonment stretched aheed, aliving degth. Sowly
he closed hiseyes... and found he wasflying.

In the weeks of confinement he had dmost forgotten what it was

HO

liketo fly. Chill, pureair streamed past him, through him—cleansing al the petty concerns of theworld
far below.



A dark ocean, cold and black asink, stretched beneath him now. He hurtled aimlessly onward, borne on
atumultuous sormwind of

despair.

And now hefelt arawness a the core of hisbeing, asif he had been wrenched in two and lost avital part
of himsdlf. And this soul-wound was bleeding hislife away.

Somewhere far off, adistant voice howled itsgrief aloud. “ | am weary of thisworld.”

And something awoke within hisbrain. Livid spatters of light exploded across hisvison. A horrible
twisting, shuddering feeling gripped hiswhole body. Hefdl to the floor, limbs contorting. | want to go
back to my own kind.” “H-hedp—’

Littlediversof light pulsed through his mind, and with each new pulse his body convulsed again.
“Prisoner’ sfitting!”

Men'’ s voices began to shout close by. The cell door was flung open. Vaguely, through the dectrica
storm ravaging his brain, he saw boots, heard commands. “ Get restraints! Hurry!”

“He could bite histongue off. Put this stick in hismouth.” Hands grabbed hold of him, clamping hold of
his head, wrenching hisjaws open, forcing in awooden ruletill he began to gag. “Hold hisarms.”

“No, don't touch him yet. Not till he'scamed down—" There's something in my head! Hetried to tell
them what was wrong, but the wooden rule pressed down on his tongue and only inarticul ate, gargling
sounds came out.

And just as suddenly asit had burst into life, the kernel of brightnessin his mind died down. He went
limp, unresisting. “ Thefit's passing. Now' s the moment, quick—" The guards pinioned hisarms behind
his back, trussing him so that

he could not move.
“Send for agtrong sedative. We can’'t have him throwing afit like
thisinthecarriage.”

One of the men went hurrying away. Another bent down and— none too gently—prised the wooden rule
from Gavril’ smouith.

il
“Not mad—" Gawvril said in agasp. “Tel the Emperor—it' s till dive. | can hear it—in my head.”
He saw the soldiers glance at one another.

“Humor him,” whispered one.

“Of coursewe Il tell the Emperor.”

“H€ [l—reward you—"

“Her€ sthe sedative.” One of the guards knelt beside Gavril. “Now then, Nagarian, this|l cam you
down.”

“No, nodrugs” Gavril twisted his head away. He must stay conscious. Once they sedated him, he would



be unableto tell Eugene what he had experienced—and hislast hope of reprieve would be gone. “I'm
perfectly sane—"

“Get hismouth open. Hurry.”

They thrust the rule back between his gritted teeth. The pain was dmost unbearable, but till he fought
them. Onefetched afunnd and forced it into his mouth, pouring the sedativein till it trickled, cold and
bitter as poison, down the back of histhroat. Coughing, hetried to spit it out.

“Thisone safighter. Hold him down. It' Il start to work soon.”
They tugged out the funnel from between Gawril’ s clenched teeth.
“I'mnot mad!” hecried with dl theforce of hislungs. “I’m— not—"

Already histongue fdt swollen, duggish. The words sounded durred. And the brightness of the lightswas
dimming asif afinevel of mist were drifting through the cdll. Hislimbsfet heavy, unwiddy. The faces of
his guards seemed to be dowly floating away from him, their saring eyeslike lanterns glimpsed through
mist.

“See?1 told you. Gave him enough to fell ahorse. HE Il be out of it for hours. By that time he'll be on his
way totheasylum...”

“Don’'t lock me away. Please don’t lock me away...” Thewordsformed in hisdulling brain like soap
bubbles—and popped before he could speak them.

Hewasfdling back now, faling dowly back into soft clouds.
Not mad . . .

Arnskammar Asylum for the Insane was armored to withstand the storm winds that frequently pounded
the remote cliffs on which it sood. The local inhabitants nicknamed it the Iron Tower, for the stone from
which it was built was veined with ore. When wet with

rain or tidespray, its massve wals glistened with the dour, brown sheen of newly forged iron. It had
origindly been afortress, one of two built by the Tiden princesto defend Arnskammar Point, the most
southern promontory of Tielen.

In these more stable and enlightened times, the Tielen council had converted one of the fortressesinto a
secure hospita in which to house those distressing cases whose insanity could not be cured by
conventiona treatment. Also, wealthy and titled families had been known to pay for the confinement of
difficult relatives whose scandal ous behavior had proved an embarrassment. The government was
rumored to house dangerous prisoners of state there too, those whose anarchic ideas would make them a
danger to

ociety.
It was to Arnskammar Asylum that the Emperor Eugene had sent aprisoner in alocked, barred carriage.
The patient’ sidentity was to be kept secret; he was referred to only as Number Twenty-One. All that

was known about him was that he was not a Tielen by birth and that he had—in his
madness—committed aterrible crime againgt the New Rossyan Empire.

“Thelate Count Veemir once hinted to me, Eupraxia,” said Eugene as he and Astasia s governess stood



gazing at the betrotha portrait, “that the relationship between my wife and Gavril Nagarian was
considerably more than that of patron and artist...”

Eupraxia s eyes widened; he saw a deep flush spread across her face and throat.
“Therewas never any evidence of impropriety, your imperia highness” she said staunchly.

“I am not seeking to smear my wife' sreputation. My sources, however, tell methat Gavril Nagarian was
once thrown out of a court reception for attempting to kissAstasia.”

Little pearls of perspiration glistened on Eupraxia s brow; she dabbed at them with alace handkerchief.
“Yes, but my Tasawas blamdessin the affair. The young man’ s behavior was unpardonable—"
“Thank you, Eupraxia. Y ou may go.”

When the flustered Eupraxia had withdrawn, Eugene sat back, mesmerized by Gavril Nagarian' s portrait
of hiswife. Y oung though the painter was, he had managed to capture her usive air of wistful-

ness. Thiswas no mere forma likeness; it communicated something more profound, hinting at a greater
intimacy than was norma between gtter and painter.

The girl inthe portrait stared past Eugene, her dark eyes wigtfully fixed on some distant, unattainable
desire. Such freshness, such a sweet smplicity of nature shone through. .. and yet therewas aso an
undeniable melancholy, doubly poignant in one so young.

She seemed so distant. He had put it down to anatura shyness at first and found it not unappedling.
Now he sensed it had become abarrier to keep him at adistance. When he had consummated the
marriage, he had tried to murmur words of tendernessto assure her of his good faith and appreciation.
But she seemed not to hear, turning away from him and pretending to deep.

Perhaps she harbored fedlings for someoneelse.

Eugene frowned at the portrait. Even now he could not rid himsdlf of Gavril Nagarian. His presence till
lingered, tormenting him with doubts and unanswered questions.

The young man had shown great promise as a painter. Some said the line between artitic talent and
madness was adender one. But it was not the brief flowering of Gavril’ staent that concerned him now,
it was the unspoken text behind the portrait. A text that spoke of arelationship between stter and artist
that transcended the bounds of propriety.

What'sthis? Am| jealous of a wretched lunatic? | amruler of five countries, Emperor of New
Rossiya; | have no need to envy any man alive.

And yet, and yet...

Astasia has never once looked at me like that. Her eyes have never once gazed into mine with that
soft, yearning sweetness...

She doesn’t love me. | had hoped that she might grow to love me when she knew me better ...
There was adiscreet tap at his study door and Gustave appeared with a dispatch on asilver tray.

“Thishasjug arrived, imperid highness”



Eugene broke the sedl and swiftly scanned the contents of the nestly written report.

... toinform you that the patient has arrived at Arnskammar. His guards were obliged to administer
heavy sedatives before transporting

the patient as he was suddenly gripped by afit of such extreme violence that it seemed amost asif he were wrestling
with someinvisible force.

Some invisible force... The dispatch dropped from Eugene' s hand. An uneasy feeling gripped him. Wasiit
possible that Gavril had lied to him about the Drakhaoul ?

He locked the doors of his study. Then he uncovered the glittering crystal voice-transference device, the
Vox Aethyriathat communicated directly with Magus Kaspar Linnaius far away in his laboratory at
Swanholm.

“Is Gavril Nagarian still possessed by the Drakhaoul ? Isit in any way possible?’
The device crackled into life and the Magus' s voice, calm and distant, replied.

“We are still ignorant of the true nature and provenance of this Drakhaoul-creature, highness. It is
an aethyric being, incapable of existing long in this world without a corporeal host. But your
daughter Karila appears to have communicated with the Drakhaoul the night it passed over
Swanholm.”

“Karila?’ echoed Eugene. Suddenly he felt chill sweat dampen his forehead and palms. His beloved little
Karila, in contact with this dangerous spirit? “Why was | not told of this before?’

“ She only confided in me a day or two ago when she returned to the palace. She came to beg me to
take her as a pupil.”

“The child is seven years old!”

“Your daughter is gifted. Such unique gifts often reveal themselves at an early age. But | will do
whatever your highness commands in this matter.”

Karila, gifted in the magic arts? Thiswas not at all what Eugene had expected.

“The frustrations of her considerable physical handicaps may have significantly enhanced her
mental powers. ..."

“Y ou’ re saying she can communicate with these aethyric beings?’
“It appears so.”

For amoment the absurd idea entered Eugene’s mind that if he were to bring Karilato Gavril Nagarian, she
could tell him if he were till possessed...

And then the preposterousness of such a suggestion made him dis-

missit. What kind of afather would take hislittle daughter to amental asylum where the criminally insane
were confined? The shock of the experience could damage her for life. No, there would have to be another

way.
“Have you ever been to Arnskammar, Magus?’

Gavril listened to the wind buffeting the tower. Far below he could hear the smash of seawater against
rocks. It was an oddly comforting sound, reminding him of those rare stormy daysin Smarnawhen the
cloud-churned sky would turn the blue waters of Vermeille Bay to choppy grey and wind would whip the
tops of the darkening wavesinto afrenzy of white foam.



Vermellle... the VillaAndara, his childhood home. Would he ever see it again?

He rose from the bed and went toward the high, barred window, standing on tiptoe, straining to look out. All
he could see was a grey, endless expanse of seaand cloudy sky.

His cell must be at the very top of the asylum tower. Another precaution to ensure escape was impossible.
And now he would stay locked away here till the end of his days, never to see his mother again, never to
stroke Kiukiu's soft hair or gaze into her eyes...

From now on he was just a number.

Number Twenty-One.

CHAPTER

Adgasaawoke with thefirst light of dawn. She was alonein the great velvet-siwagged bed.

“Eugene?’ she said deepily. When there was no reply, sheleft the warmth of the bed and, wrapping a
brocade gown around her, padded in bare feet to tap on Eugene' s dressing-room door. Still no reply.

The Emperor must haverisen early again. He had no taste, it seemed, for lingering in bed, but preferred
to keep to hisdtrict military regime.

She opened the door to his dressing room and found hersdaf staring into her own face.
The betrotha portrait.

When had Eugene ordered it to be moved here, to his dressing room? It had been on public display in
the Hall of Black Marble, garlanded each day with fresh flowers. What did it mean? Did he wish to have
it closer to him, in amore private place? Was it some sign of deeper affection? Or did he haveiit
removed from public display for some less persona motive, such asthe artist’ s disgrace?

Shelooked at it again and felt asharp pang of guilt. It was Nadezhda who had first told her the outcome
of Gavril Nagarian'strid and sentence. The next day the verdict waswiddly reported in the daily
journds. The journaists had made much of the Emperor’ s magnanimity in sparing the life of the lawless
young warlord whose barbarous attack on the Imperial Paace of Swanholm had nearly killed little
PrincessKarila

Gavril was beyond her help; he had committed aterrible crime and

must pay the price. But there might be something she could do for Elysia She till felt awarm affection
for the portrait painter who had been as cruelly duped as she by Count VVelemir’ s political machinations.
Thevery least she could do wasto request a safe conduct hometo Smarnafor Elysa Animperia
pardon would be even better. Surely Eugene could not wish to avenge himself on her; her son wasno
longer athrest to him, locked away for lifein hisdistant prison-asylum.

Another pang of guilt assailed her. She remembered a sunlit summer room, her hair stirred by awarm sea
breeze. She remembered talking to ayoung man more easily, more frankly, than she had ever talked to
anyone ese. And she remembered his eyes, blue asthe summer sea, amiling at her over therim of the
canvas as his brush dabbed skillfully at hispalette. ..

Forget him! shetold hersdf, pulling her robe more closely around her. The Gavril Andar | knew is
dead.



The Emperor and Empress sat together by thefire, sharing arare moment of privacy after dinner. They
lived their waking hoursin public now—=Eugene with hisministers and generds, Asasa attending function
after function to represent her husband: opening afoundlings hospitdl; welcoming the wives of the Tidlen
dignitariesto Mirom; attending a subscription concert to raise money for the veterans of the recent
hodtilities. Astasa ssocid diary wasfilled for the next twelve months.

Coffee had been served, strong and black as Eugene preferred, with adash of spirits. Astasahad
declined the coffee but nibbled one or two of the little amond biscuits as she sat beside her husband.
Husband. How strange that word sounded, even now. She wasjoined by law to thistall, powerful man
who was drinking his coffee like any other man, absentmindedly dipping an dmond biscuit into the dark
liquid and then quietly cursing as hdf fel into the cup, necessitating some hasty fishing with hisslver
Spoon.

Even now Eugene was working; important papers had arrived tonight from one of hiscommandersin the
fidd.

Thefire crackled in the grate, the gilded clock (another Tielen import) ticked on the mantelpiece. Astasia
picked up athird biscuit, then replaced it. Was this the moment to ask him about Elysa? The sllence
could amost be described as companionable—except that she

us

was bored. Elsawhere in the palace, there was dancing tonight—anava ball. Shewas till tempted to go
back to join Varvaraand her ladiesin the ballroom, if it were not for the fact that her feet werered and
sore. Her own fault. Why had shefoolishly, vainly, ingsted on wearing those new powder-blue shoes?
The pointed toes were so pretty, but utterly unsuitable for walking the long corridors of the new convent
school Eugene had set up for daughters of the army.

Y es, there was no doubt that Eugene was trying hard to win the citizens of Mirom with his new schools
and hospitals. Something her poor, foolish Papa had neglected to consider. ..

Eugene looked up from the dispatch he was reading. “ Oh and Mdtheus tells me the council has
commissioned awedding portrait of us both, to hang in the Great Chamber in Tielborg. Y ou will need to
warn your ladies-in-waiting to make your wedding gown ready for agtting.”

“A wedding portrait?’ Thiswas her chance. Heart begting alittle faster, she said, smiling, “1 know of an
excdllent portraitist, Eugene.”

“Mdtheus has dready seen to it. He has brought in the services of Maistre Josse from Francia. He
believeswe have no portrait artists of suitable staturein Tidlen.”

“In Tielen, maybe 0. But in Smarna—"
He st the papers down and looked at her, frowning. “What are you suggesting, Astasa?’

What, not whom. She felt the smile begin to fray alittle a the corners of her mouth, yet shewas
determined not to be put off. “ElysaAndar.”

His eyeslooked on her coldly now, bleak asawintry sea.

“She haslost her livelihood—and al because Count VVelemir made her go to Tielen to deliver my
portrait.” Astasia heard hersdlf babbling and tried to dow down, to sound mature and reasonable. “Why
should she be punished for her son’s crimes?’



“Y ou must understand that it would be utterly inappropriate to employ Elysa Andar. So many of my
people lost sons, hushands, and fathersin Azhkendir at her son’s hands.”

“She was agood companion to me, Eugene.” Astasia persevered even though she sensed he was
becoming irritated. “Could you not at least let her go home? As agestiure of goodwill on our wedding?’
Sherose and gently laid one hand on his shoulder. “For my sake?’

He gazed up into her eyes. Still he did not smile back at her. “Doesit mean so much to you?’

She nodded, fedling like achild again, cgoling Papafor somelittle treat she had been forbidden by
Mamaor Praxia

“Then a passage will be granted.”
“Tonight?You will seetoit tonight?’
“I will ingtruct Chancellor Matheus tomorrow. It will be digpatched to Captain Lindgren straightaway.”

“That ismore than generous!” Agtasia, ddlighted at her triumph, kissed him. Eugene caught hold of her
wrigt and held her close, gently yet firmly, before she could pull away.

“You have awarm heart, Astasia,” he said, gazing intently into her eyes, * but take care. Now you are
Empress, there are many who will seek to insinuate their way into your affections and take advantage of
your kindness. Be careful, my dear.”

Her earlier elation drained away as she saw he wasin deadly earnest.

“And never dlow yoursdf to be aone with anyone, no matter how well you think you know them. There
are some fanatical individuaswho would not hesitate to harm you—or Karila—if they thought it would
influenceme”

It was her first spontaneous display of affection, Eugene reflected as Astasawithdrew to prepare for
bed. That soft press of Astasia slipsto hiswasthefirst kissthat he had not had to initiate. The first time
she had not closed her eyes as she leaned close to hisburned, disfigured face. And dl for Elysa Andar’s
sake.

Adtasia had left behind the book she was reading; he picked it up and saw it was aromantic nove, its
prose trembling with high passion and peril. She was till aschoolgirl in so many ways, as charmingly
wayward and naive as Karila. Was it possible that this perplexing, charming child-woman could grow to
lovehim?

But did he dareto let himsdf grow fond of her? In alowing her aplacein his heart, he would make
himsdlf vulnerable. An emperor could not afford such aweskness.

And yet, she had kissed him. She would be waiting for him now, in their blue vel vet-hung bed.
The clock struck eleven. Hetook up the novel and had reached the

door when there was a smart tap and Gustave appeared, bearing a

folded paper on asilver tray.

“Well, what isit?’ Eugene said alittle curtly.

“A matter that requires your attention, imperia highness.”



Eugene stifled a sigh and opened the paper, hastily scanning the
message, transcribed from aVox Aethyria

From Governor Armfeld, Old Citadel of Colchise, Smarna. Negotiations have broken down with the
Smarnan council. They refuse to accept the terms of the annexation. They maintain that ownership of the
Ruby of Smarna does not legally entitle hisimperial highnessto impose Tidlen rule. They refuse to levy the
taxes which are paid by all other citizens of the New Rossiyan Empire.

He lowered the paper, tempted to crush Armfeld’s message and hurl it into the fire. He had not anticipated
trouble so soon—and in the smallest, least significant of the five countries.

“Will your highness send areply?’ Gustave hovered, ready to take dictation.
“I'll speak to Armfeld myself.”

Eugene set out at a brisk stride, with Gustave hurrying along behind. It was not until he sat down at the V ox
Aethyriathat he realized he was till holding Astasia’ s novel.

And what had he just promised Astasia, that he would send word to Azhkendir that Elysia Andar was free
to return to Smarna? He closed his eyes and rested his head against his hand. He had allowed himself to be
swayed by hisfeelings—and, as ever, it had proved to be imprudent. Now if he reneged on his promise,
Astasiawould believe that her wishes counted for nothing. He would attempt to explain that it was a matter
of national security and she would shake her dark cloud of curls, pouting her pretty mouth...

Besides, what real harm could Elysia Andar do in Smarna? Her activities would be much easier to monitor
in Vermeille than in remote Azhkendir. She might even prove to be useful. He would just have to take extra
precautions.

He turned to Gustave. “Before | deal with Armfeld, get me our embassy in Francia.”
il

It was well past onein the morning by the time Eugene had dealt with the mattersin hand to his
satisfaction. As he rose from the desk, yawning and stretching, his hand knocked something to the floor.
Bending down to pick it up, he saw it was Astasia’ s novel. It had fallen open at the place she had marked
and as his eyes strayed down the page, he read:

“My paace, my whole court will be yours,” cried the Tsar. “Oh, Elise, my dearest Elise, you will be
avenged. Tears of blood will repay you for the tears you have shed...”

He snapped the book shut, shaking his head. Such romantic nonsense. And yet powerful in the influence it
must exert on its readers, even on Astasia. Had novels such as this colored her expectations of life? Did
she secretly expect him to match up to the dashing, tortured heroes in her favorite fiction?

If so, | must be something of a disappointment. He approached their apartments, nodding to the sentries
on guard as they saluted him.

In their bedchamber, he saw her lying asleep, her dark hair unbound, like black silk on the pillow. Even now,
to look at her sleeping, her dark lashes, her delicate pale complexion made him catch his breath.

“Astasia?’ he said gently, bending down, his lips brushing her cheek. “Y ou forgot your novel.”

She murmured something he could not quite catch and turned over, away from him, snuggling her face into
the pillow.

He sighed and quietly began to undress, then dipped into bed beside her, making as little movement as
possible so as not to disturb her.



It was the start of the Spring Festival in Tielen tonight. Eugene gazed at the sunlight sparkling on the distant
Nieva. All week the young people would be dressing in white costumes to dance around bonfires and
wander the streets until dawn, drinking and singing to welcome in the spring. Here across the water, in
Muscobar, they did not burn spring bonfires or sing into the small hours. Instead, Astasiatold him, they
waited another whole six weekstill Kupala s Eve. So to honor his homeland' s festival—and maybe to
guench a pang of

homesickness—he had ordered agrand formal dinner at the palace and afireworks digplay on the Nieva
to impressthe citizens of Mirom. “Thevistor from Franciais here, highness” Gustave announced. “I’'ve
shown himinto your private study, as requested.”

Gustave had left the study door discreetly gjar so that Eugene could take a moment to observe the new
ariva.

The young man seemed at ease, looking thoughtfully at an oil painting of sunset a sea, leaning forward
from time to time as though to inspect adetail of brushwork or a signature, then stepping back to assess
the effect again.

So thiswas Pavel Veemir, Feodor Veemir' s nephew. The likeness was striking.

“I’ve aways been particularly fond of that seascape,” Eugene said quietly. “I1t was commissioned by my
father.”

The young man started and then, effortlesdy recovering his self-composure, placed both hands on his
heart, bowing low in the Muscobar fashion. A lock of honey-gold hair flopped down over hiseyesand
he flicked it back with a cardlesstoss of the head. *Y our imperid highness.”

“How like your late uncleyou are,” Eugene said, smiling affably. “ Other people have told me so too.”
Pavel Velemir smiled back, asmile of heart-stopping charm. He had not only inherited his uncle’ s good
looks but aso his pleasant, easygoing manner. “What miracles of restoration you have accomplished here
at the Winter Palace, highness. From the tales coming out of Muscobar, it was feared that the place had
been burned to the ground.”

Eugene sat down at his desk and gestured for the young man to sit opposite him. “Y ou were abroad at
thetime of your uncl€ sdeeth, | believe?’

“I wasin Francia. Grand Duke Aleksel sent me as undersecretary to our ambassador there. | have a
certain skill with languages.”

Eugene nodded indulgently. He knew the redl reason for Pavel Velemir’ s placement in the embassy: at
thetime, hisagentsin Franciahad derted him to the arrival of anew spy from Muscobar.

“I’'m looking for an agent to undertake amission of considerable delicacy. Y ou might be the idedl
candidate.”

“I'm flattered, highness.” Another hint of that heart-stopping smile. “But fird...” Eugene unfolded a
document he had kept to hisside

of the desk. “Am | correct in thinking that you have inherited nothing from your uncl€e' s estates?’
The young man’ssmilefaded.

“Infact, | undergtand that at the time of his death, the count’ s affairs were found to bein tota disorder.
What wasit heleft you—hisart collection?’



“Hisroomsin the Winter Paace here were ransacked by the revol utionaries. The paintings that were not
looted were defaced or burned.” Eugene saw that Pavel Veemir had clenched hishand into atight fist.
For amoment Eugene was vividly, painfully reminded of another passionate, fatherless young man:
Jaromir.

“So you have nothing.”
The young man's chin jerked up defiantly, asif countering ablow.

Eugene smiled. He had not been so impressed by Pavel Vedemir’s good looks that he had failed to notice
that hisimmaculate white shirt wasfrayed at the cuffs, or that the polished sheen of hisriding boots could
not quite concedl the fact that they had been mended once too often. Pavel was making abrave job of
conceding hisimpoverished state, and that could only work to Eugene' s advantage.

Eugene leaned forward across the desk. “Work for me, Pavel, and | will seethat you never want for
anything again. Do you know Smarna?’

“Of course. My mother used to take avillaon the coast every summer when | wasachild.”

Eugene dlowed himsdf another smile. His sources had done their research well. “ And you' ve heard that
there' strouble brewing there? A rebelion?”’

“What do you want meto do?’

“Become part of that rebellion. Convince them that your heart burns with the same passion for freedom
astheirs. And then...”

“And then?’

“You'reaninteligent young man. Exactly how you act on that information, | leave to your discretion. But
fulfill my trust in you, Pavel, and you will go far. Rossyaisanew empire, ayoung empire— and | need
men and women of promiseto protect our interests. What do you say?’

Pave looked at him directly. “I am honored, highness, that you have chosen me.” His clear hazel eyes
betrayed not the dightest trace of guile. Had he inherited Feodor’ s gifts for deception aswell ashis
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charming smile?*But wouldn't it help my missonif | had astrong motive to convince the Smarnan
revolutionaries of my hatefor Tiden? | need to engineer some public dight—and ensure it iswitnessed by
oneor two influentia people. That way it will be reported abroad in court journas and gazettes.”

Good! thought Eugene, warming to him even more. Not just a handsome face. “I will leave the details
to you. | imagine you can be quite creative when the Situation allows.” He rose; Pavel rosetoo. “And this
isfor you,” he added, holding out the folded document, “ Count Pavel VVelemir.”

Pavel stared a him amoment and then opened the document. “My uncl€ stitle—and the deedsto his
edtates?’

“Y ou may continueto cal him *uncle’ if you wish, but he named you as hisonly son and heir in this
second, secret will,” Eugene said, intrigued to see that the news had made the young man flush an angry
red.

Pavel Veemir refolded the will, meticulousy smoothing down each crease. He looked up a Eugene, the
angry flush gone from his cheeks, hishazel eyes cam and shrewd as he handed back the document.



“Imperia highness, | believe this could be the key to my public disgrace. Isthere anyone you trust
implicitly among the younger Tielen nobility, who could be made party to our plan?’

“Y ou want meto transfer your uncle' s estates as a gift to one of my court?’
“And when | protest volubly, you could have me thrown out.”

“Then | would likeyou to join usfor dinner tonight. My wife Astasiais most eager to hear the latest news
from Francia” Eugene could not resist setting another little test; his sources at the Mirom court had
warned him that before her betrotha, Astasia had been seen to dance with Pavel Velemir on more than
one occasion.

“I"d be delighted, imperia highness.” Therewas not even aflicker of reaction to the mention of her name.

Pavel Veemir walked swiftly aong the gravel paths of the Rusalki Gardens. In the white-painted tubs,
rare tulips bloomed, their heavy burgundy heads feathered with cream and gold. In Francia, the first roses
were dready in bud, but thisfar to the north, the spring flowerswere only just opening.

He passed the Rusalki Fountain, which sprayed fanning jets of water high into the mild air. Courtiers out
grolling in the afternoon sun stared curioudy as he strode past, making for the River Gate. Y oung
ladies-in-waiting whispered and giggled behind their [ace-gloved hands.

So the gossip that had haunted him was right. He was not Feodor Velemir’ s nephew. He was his son.

He dowed. It was not asif he had never suspected histrue parentage. But he was angry with his mother.
Why had she never told him the truth? He was no child, damn it; he was twenty-three.

Asto the circumstances of his conception, he could only guess. An early forbidden romance between his
mother and her libertine cousin, Feodor.

He had reached the wild garden that lay beyond the austere formal parterres and tubs. Here the grasses
grew high between dders and the fresh green of weeping willows, dl artfully planted to give the
impression of anaturd river meadow.

He snapped off adender alder branch and struck angrily at thetall grasses.

Throughout hisyears at Mirom’s Military Academy he had been forced to endure the sneering comments
of his blue-blooded, highborn fellow cadets.

He had fought more than one sabre-dudl in defense of his mother Xenia s honor.

Hedashed a aydlow iris, neatly severing the flower fromits stak. There were officersin the Mirom
army who would bear the scars of their insolence to their graves.

It was Uncle Feodor who had rescued him from the drab prospect of an undistinguished military career,
steering him into the Muscobar diplomeatic service. Why had he never acknowledged him ashisson? To
avoid shaming his mother? Had he planned to revedl himsdlf at some later stage? Or wasit just too
inconvenient in hisbusy life to burden himsdf with the duties of afather?

Just when did you plan to tell me, Uncle Feodor ? Another irisflew spinning fromits stalk.

But it was nearly timeto dressfor dinner. Thiswas not the moment to let hisfedingsrun riot. And the
Emperor had singled him out from dl his other agentsfor acrucid mission.

If he had learned one thing from his natura father, it wasthe art of deception. Wasit not Feodor Velemir



who had initiated him into the shadow-world of espionage?
He reached the River Gate; ayoung officer stepped forward to bar hisway, hand extended.
“Y our pass, please.”

There was something familiar about his stance, his bearing. Pavel produced his pass and, as he handed it
over, stared at the young man’sface. “Good God,” hesaid. “Vaery Vassan.”

“Pavel!” said Vaery, obvioudy equaly surprised.
“Lieutenant Vassan, if I'm not mistaken,” Pavel said dryly, “in the Tielen Household Cavary.”

It had never been difficult to embarrass Vaery when they had been cadets together, and Pavel noted
with some satisfaction that, lieutenant or no, Vaery was dlill easily flustered.

“We redl oneempire now, yes?’ Vdery sad, hisvoicealittle overloud. “ And it’ sthe Imperid
Household Cavalry. Seethisimperid purple trimming on the collar?”

“Of course” Pavel said easlly.

“Quite frankly”—Vaery dropped hisvoice—*and not wishing to insult old Duke Aleksd, the conditions
are so much better than in our own army. Good pay—regular pay, Pavel!—and decent lodgings and
food. Training in maneuvers, wesponry, strategy—we were trested shabbily in Mirom. Remember
Colond Roskovski ?’

Pave nodded, remembering dl too well Roskovski’ sirascible outbursts and lunatic lectures on military
tactics.

“Why do you think | joined the diplomatic service?” he said, relaxing alittle. He dlowed himsdlf to
remember that Vaery had not been one of his persecutors at the Academy, and had suffered quite afew
torments of hisown.

“I seeyou'reinvited to dinner at the paace tonight, too,” Valery said, ssamping his pass and handing it
back.

“Too?" Pavel looked a Vdery, wondering if he might be the oneto involvein hisplan.

“The Emperor honored me with an invitation aswell. And now that you're here, | begin to wonder if he's
invited our whole year from the Military Academy.”
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The Emperor favored an informa approach to entertaining his dinner guests, borne of long years on
campaign and an ingrained impatience with daborate dining rituas.

So when Pavel and VValery met in the antechamber, aliveried servant presented them with atray of
crystd glassesfilled with aguavit— acustom more usud a military dinners.

“To abrighter future, then,” Vdery said, raisng hisglass. “To theempire.”

Pavel shrugged and clinked hisglass againgt Vdery’s. The aquavit was clean-tasting, sharp in the throat
asabreath of icy air. He glanced around the antechamber, wondering who el se the Emperor had invited
from his Mirom past.



The double doors at the far side of the antechamber opened. The murmur of conversation ceased asthe
guests drew back from the doorway, bowing.

The Emperor Eugene and the Empress Astasia, accompanied by two of her ladies-in-waiting, had
entered the antechamber. Astasiawas dressed in awatered silk gown of hyacinth blue. Sapphires and
diamonds glittered at her throat and in her elaborately arranged dark hair. Y et in spite of her formal court
attire, Pavel dtill saw the young girl in white mudin who had once so intrigued him.

Suddenly hewas back at hisfirst court ball, thrown in honor of Astasia Orlova s eighteenth birthday. In
her smple white gown, she had seemed to him more exquisite than dl the bgjewel ed women of the
court—even the flamboyant beauty of the famed tragedienne, Olga Giladkova. With her cloud of soft
dark hair and wide, violet eyes, Astasia had completely bewitched him. He and VValery had competed to
partner her in dance after dance. It had not gone unnoticed at thetime.

Was that why he had been sent back to Francia so swiftly afterward?
Adgtasawas coming nearer, welcoming the guests with smiles and polite little exchanges of greeting.

He shot asideways glance a Vaery and saw that the lieutenant’ s face had turned red. Vaery started to
fiddlewith his<tiff imperia collar asif it weretoo tight. Did he till have fedingsfor Astasia? Surdly it was
not the heat that had caused him to flush so deeply ... “Lieutenant Vdery Vassan; Pavel Velemir of the
Muscobar Diplomatic Service,” announced an equerry.

Vassan clicked his hed's and saluted; Pavel bowed. Asheraised his

head, he saw Agtasiagazing a him intently. It was only for a second; amoment later her expresson was
composed, her smile digtant.

“Lieutenant Vassan, | am delighted to see you' ve joined the Imperid Household Cavadry.” She extended
her hand and Pavel watched Vassian fumble aclumsy kiss. “1 had grest respect for your father. | know
you will serve the empire as dedicatedly as he served Muscobar.”

Then sheturned to Pavel.

“And welcome, Pavel Velemir. It seems so long sincewe last met in Mirom. | trust thejourney from
Franciawas not too tedious?’

Hetook her hand and held it to hislips. In spite of the warmth of the late spring evening, her dender
fingerswere coal.

No mention of hisuncle. Well, it was hardly surprising, under the circumstances.
“The weather was clement and the seas were kind, highness,” he said formally.
“Did you attend the balet in Lutece?’

The question took him by surprise. “On severad occasons.”

Her violet eyes were suddenly aight with interest. “Y ou must tell me dl about it! | am determined we
should invite the company to the new theater at Swanholm—" She broke off, glancing uncertainly at
Eugene, as though sensing that she had stepped beyond the bounds of imperia propriety.

Eugene nodded indulgently at hisyoung wife, then moved on, obliging her to follow.

Pavel let out adow breath; he had the distinct sense that he and Vassian had just been tested by the



Emperor.

“So where syour next misson?’ Vassian took out alinen handkerchief and mopped his forehead. Pavel
could tell he was forcing the polite conversation for even as he spoke, his eyes strayed after Astasa.
“Back to Francia?

Pave gave him abrief smile. “Probably.”

“Damnit,” Vassan said in asudden burst of feding. “ She' sradiant, isn't she? Too good for the likes of
us. And yet if things had gone otherwise for Muscobar, if Andrei Orlov hadn’t drowned—"

The double doors opened again, reveding acandldit dining table beyond. A ddicious savory smdll
wafted out; Pavel recognized the bittersweet aromaof fennd and fish bisque.

“Dinner isserved.”

“It ismy custom, as many of you know,” the Emperor announced as servants discreetly and efficiently
removed the dessert plates from the long dining table, “to reward those who have served the empire
fathfully.”

Pavel glanced up. Thiswas his moment. In the golden candleglow, he saw that dl the guests were looking
expectantly at the Emperor. Astasia had inclined her dark head toward her husband.

She looks at himasif she worships him. Is she a skillful actress— or is that genuine, unfeigned
affection?

“And itismy pleasure, this evening, to honor the loya service of one whose actions preserved much of
this beautiful paace in the recent insurrection—Colond Anton Roskovski.”

Eugene must have an ironic sense of humor, Pavel thought, to have chosen his old nemesisfrom the
Military Academy. Thisshould prove interesting.

“What?" muttered Vaery Vassian to Pavel under the cover of the polite applause that greeted the
announcement. “Rabid Roskovski ?’

Pavel shrugged, watching the colond rise to acknowledge the applause with a stiff military bow. Any
moment now—

“Colonél, in recognition of your service to Muscobar and the empire, | am pleased to bestow upon you
the house and country estate that bel onged to the late Count Velemir. Asthe Count died without
legitimate heirs, it seemsto me only fitting that you should—"

“Without legitimate heirs?” cried Pavel, legping to hisfeet and upsetting his chair. “ That estateisrightfully
mr,e”

“Steady there, Pavel.” Vassan rosetoo, catching hold of him by thearm. “Y ou must have taken adrop
too much—"

Pavel shook off Vassian' srestraining hand and started toward Roskovski. Everyone was staring at him.
“I am Veemir' s nephew!” Pave reached the head of the table. He could sense the stir among guests and
servants, knew that at any moment now, he would be wrestled to the ground and thrown out.

“How dareyou, sr!” spluttered Roskovski. If Eugene had forewarned him, he was more than adequate
to therole of the insulted party. “How dare you make a scenein front of the Emperor and Empress!”



“I demand my rightsl” Pavel shouted. “I’ll duel you for it, Roskovski. Pistols at dawn in the Water
Meadows—"

“I believe your fight iswith me, young man,” Eugene said coally. “The Veemir etatesare mineto
dispose of as| choose. Y ou are quite obvioudy not fit to take on the responsbility.” He clicked his
fingersand four of the Imperia Household Cavary hurried in. “Remove this man immediately.”

“You Tidlen lackey, Roskovski! Cal yourself aMuscobite—"

Asthe guards wrestled him to the polished floor, Pavel caught aglimpse of Astasia s pdeface saring at
him, her dark eyeswide with dismay. And for abrief moment, he felt ashamed.

What must you think of me, Astasia? One day, maybe you'll learn why.

Then one of the guards struck him a stinging blow on the chin and he sagged in their grip. Asthey
half-dragged, haf-carried him from the dining room, he heard the shocked whispers begin.

They flung him out onto the square at the front of the palace. As he picked himsdf up off the cobbles, he
yelled out for good measure, “D’ you think you can treaet me like this, Eugene, and get away with it? You
haven't heard the last of me. Y ou haven’t heard the last of Pavel Velemir!”

Hisjaw throbbed. That guard had hit him pretty hard.
And so my new career begins. With a jawful of jangled teeth and a swollen face.

Ruefully, he limped away in search of someice.

CHAPTER

Gavril openshiseyes. It ispast midnight in the Iron Tower and his cell is utterly dark. And yet he senses
that heisnot aone.

“Who'sthere?’

Eyes glimmer in the darkness, blue as starlight. And something blacker than the darknessitsaf rears up
out of the night until it towers above his bed.

“/ have returned, Gavril Nagarian.”
“Drakhaoul?’ His heart is pounding with fear and awild, unbidden joy. “Why have you come back?’

“You could not live with me—but now you cannot live without me. Do you want to stay here until
your body withers with age?’

Stay here until heisafrail old man too senile to remember how long he has been imprisoned, too
damaged to care? He springs up from the bed. He turns to face his banished daemon, armswide to
embraceit.

“Take me, then. Take me away from this place.”
The Drakhaoul enfolds him, close, closer, until heisdrowning in an ecstasy of shadows...

His body spasms, arching in one final convulsion of possession— and from somewhere buried deep



within him he hearsthat subtle voice whisper in triumph.
“Now you are mine again, Gavril. Now we act, we think, as one.”

Hissight blurs, then clears. Suddenly he can see everything in the moonless dark of the cell. He can hear
the sounds of the night, from the wheezing snores of the prisoner in the cell below histo thetick of
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the clock in the exercise-yard tower. He can even smell the tobacco smoke wafting from the warden's
pipe and the brine of the waves pounding the cliffs below the Iron Tower. Until now, he has forgotten
how the Drakhaoul sharpens every sense.

“What are you waiting for, Gavril ?’ the daemon whispers. “ Go to the window. Tear out the bars.
Feel the salt of the sea breeze on your face. Launch yourself out onto thewild wind ...”

Gavril opened his eyes, the Drakhaoul’ s soft voice il echoing in hismind.

It was raining. The drab brown of the cell walls enclosed him, lit by the dull dawn light that stresked the
stones.

Hisworld was bathed in awash of sepia. Therain showered against the Iron Tower in erratic bursss—a
dirty-colored rain, not slver shot with sunlight. The clouds hung low in the sky, layer upon layer, heavy
with morerain to come.

Soit had just been adream. A crud illuson of escape and freedom, made cruder till by the fact that it
had seemed so redl.

Gavril lay motionless, staring up at the square of rain-wet sky, striped with metal bars. Once, when he
and the Drakhaoul had been one, he could have used the daemon'’ s strength to wrench the barsfrom
their sockets, then flown free on powerful shadow-wings. But now there was no hope of escape from
this bleak prison. Even his name had been taken from him.

Gavril blinked in the daylight. The paving dabs glistened, wet and dippery underfoot. A warder was
taking him to the exercise yard. Gavril walked dowly, dragging hisfeet, hearing the clank of his shackled
ankles. Thetouch of the rain on his shaven head was cool and refreshing. There was adight smell of
damp earth in the air that reminded him of spring. He wondered what day it was. What month.

“I will come for you....” He heard himsdlf making the promise to Kiukiu that he would now never be
ableto keep. He pictured her going to the door of her grandmother’ s cottage and gazing out over the
empty moors, day after day. Who was there to protect her, now that he was gone? What would happen
if the Tielens came searching for her?

“Keep up, there.” Hiswarder sounded impatient.



Ashewalked, Gavril examined in hismind the events at Kastel Drakhaon. Every day it wasthe same; he
found himsdlf obsessively going over what had happened, trying to work out how he could have better
planned the defense of hisdomain. The Tidens had out-maneuverd him; their military strategic experience
was far superior to hisown. Karonen had taken out hislookouts before they could even raise the darm.
By the time the warning reached the kastd, it wastoo late to run.

But where could | have run to? And what price would my people have been forced to pay for my
cowardice?

“No! No!” It wasaman’ svoice, dmost incoherent with rage and despair. “Let go of me!”

Gavril’ swarder ran ahead through the archway. Gavril tried to run too, but the shackles tripped him and
he fdl to one knee. In the courtyard beyond he saw another prisoner struggling with severa warders.

“I’'m not mad! I1t'sall afabrication!” yelled the man. “I know secrets! State secrets that could bring down
Eugene sempire!”

“Slence, Thirteen.” One of the warders struck him hard across the mouth and the prisoner’ swild
shouting changed into ayelp of pain. The next moment, Gavril saw him kick out and send one of the
wardersflying.

“I will be heard! I will—"

It took four wardersto hold him down, kicking and writhing, on the wet pavement. The one who had
struck him hit him hard once more, causing afountain of blood to spurt from hisnose. The prisoner let
out agargling cry, but sill twisted and fought in the hands of the warders.

“Enough!” Gavril started forward, with no ideaiin his head but to stop the besting.
“Stay back, Twenty-One.” Hiswarder glanced around. “ Stay out of this.”

“Let him be. Can't you seehe'shurt?’ cried Gavril, till coming on, fists clenched.
“And unless you want ataste of the same treatment, you'll stay back.”

Gavril hated. Helooked down at his clenched fists and saw the shackles around hiswrists. Hewas as
powerless as the wretched Thirteen.
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“I want to see alawyer.” The protests began once more, more mumbled than shouted thistime, from a
bleeding, broken mouth. “I demand ancther trid. A fair trid!”



“Get him back to hiscdl.”

Still protesting, Thirteen was dragged away. By now his coarse prison shirt and breeches were torn and
dained.

Gavril’ swarder exchanged quiet words with Thirteen’ swarder, alittle distance away. “Thishas
happened once too often. Tell the director.”

Thirteen’ swarder nodded and followed after his charge.

“Wasit necessary to hit him so hard?” Gavril said, anger sill Smmering.

Hiswarder did not reply.

“Wdl?Wasit?

Hiswarder turned and stared at him, his eyes hard with hodtility.

“What makes you think you have the right to express an opinion?’

Gavril gtared back, at aloss for words. The prison clock struck the hour, adull, unmelodious chime.
“Speak out like that again and you' Il be disciplined. Severely disciplined. Now, back to your cell.”
“And my exercisetime?’ Gavril demanded.

“Y ou heard the clock. Exercisetimeisover.”

In the darkness, Gavril lay awake, unable to deep. Somewhere in the Iron Tower below, another
prisoner was weeping, a crazed, droning sound that went on and on.

Had he been tortured to let out such wretched cries? Or was this the madness that set in after years of
incarceraion in Arnskammar? Surely he must stop soon...

Gavril tried to block out the desolate sound of weeping, burying his head under the thin, scratchy blanket.
If only he could deep. But hismind was restless, churning over the thoughts and fears that the daylight
kept at bay. The only escape wasin dreams. He lived more in theworld of hisdreamsthanin the
drabness of hiscold, rain-chilled cell. In his dreams he was not a prisoner. In his dreams he was not
Twenty-One, or even Gavril Nagarian. In hisdreams hewasfree. ..

Colors shimmer inthe air around him, so vivid he can taste them: yellow, tart as lemon zest;
purple, heavy with the musky sweetness of

autumn grapes,; sea-aquamarine, tinged with a hint of brine; fern-green and gold of anise-savored
fennd...

Now he can glimpse translucent forms darting and swooping around him. He senses the beat of
wings, fast and light asa bird's, stirring soft whirring vibrationsin the scented air. Brilliant eyes
glimmer close, staring at himwith curiosity, then blink and vanish. He feels the kiss of
gossamer-soft lips, breathing spice-scented breath...

He raises his hand to greet these fleeting apparitions, overcome with delight and wonder —and
feels himself slowly borne upward with them, light as a drift of soap bubbles...

Gavril awoke to hear the splatter of wind-driven raindrops against the roof dates of the Iron Tower. His



mind was iill filled with swirling colors; hisbody ill fet light enough to float. The Drakhaoul’ s memories
must be seeping into his dreams again. Theimageswererichly sensud, yet tainted with adisturbing aura
of darkness. He did not want to be drawn back into the darkness.

In prison in Mirom he was sure he had heard the Drakhaoul’ svoice. But if the Drakhaoul was still &t
largein theworld, why had he not heard it since that night? Madmen heard “voices’ that told them to
commit terrible deeds. Did that mean he was truly mad?

He pulled his blanket closer, listening to the incessant patter of the rain overhead. He wished he could
dream of more comforting things. He tried to picture his bedchamber at the kastel: hisfather’ s hunting
tapestries of red and gold; the warmth of the burning pine logsin the grate, the aromatic scent of the
curling smoke evoking the green shadows of the greeat forest of Kerjhenezh that lay beyond the kastel
walls. And Kiukiu knedling at the grate to tend the fire; Kiukiu impatiently pushing aside astraying strand
of golden hair as she raked the glowing embers, wiping asmut of ash from her cheek with the back of her
hand...

“Stay with me, Kiukiu,” he whispered. He was cold, and dawn was gill hours away. “Help me keep the
dreams at bay.”

Gavril sneezed awracking sneeze that |eft him shivering.
“Onemorecircuit.” Hiswarder lounged against the wall of the exercise yard, picking at ahangnail.

Gawril pushed himsdlf on. His head ached, his nose was blocked, obliging him to breathe through his
mouth, and histhroat was

sore. Just a head cold. How could a simple cold make him feel so wretched?

He sneezed again. Now his nose began to stream and he had no handkerchief. He stopped, obliged to wipe
hisnose on hisdeevelike alittle child.

“Keep moving, Twenty-One.”

Elysiawould have made him a hot drink of honey and lemon juice to stop the shivering. Pamyre would
have brought him clean handkerchiefs, freshly laundered and ironed, smelling of lavender from the villa
gardens.

He lumbered doggedly on, forcing one foot to follow the other. If they could just allow him one extra
blanket to keep warm at night... But he had asked and been told bluntly, “No specia privileges.” So he
must endure the damp and the cold as best he could...

The sound of voices made him raise his head. Through cold-bleared eyes he saw two warders supporting a
prisoner who walked with a strange, lolling gait.

“Time'sup,” said his warder, jerking one thumb in the direction of the Iron Tower.
Gavril stared at the prisoner. He moved like one who has forgotten how to walk.
“Left foot now,” ordered one of the warders, but the prisoner did not seem to understand. “ L eft!”

The prisoner began to make some kind of reply, but the words came out all jumbled and slurred together.
“Trying... am...”

He was close enough now for Gavril to see that the man’s head had been shaved and bandaged. Blood had
leaked out and dried brown on one side of the bandages.



“Right foot.”

“Sh-shorry...” The man tried to raise his drooping head. Gavril recognized Thirteen, the prisoner he had
seen shouting and demanding his rights afew days ago.

Gavril’swarder placed one hand on hisarm, trying to move him on. Gavril shook the hand off.
“What have you done to him?’ he demanded.

“None of your business.” The hand gripped harder.

“Those bandages. The blood.” Gavril stood his ground. “Has he been tortured?’

“Shut your mouth!”

Gavril’s cold turned feverish by nightfall. He huddled in the corner of his cell, cocooned in his threadbare
blanket. In most prisons, inmates could buy comforts such as a brazier of coals to keep warm or extra
blankets. But he had no money at his disposal and no family or friends nearby to pay for such necessities.

He could not keep from thinking about Thirteen. Those bloodied bandages, that shambling gait... Wasit
torture, or had Thirteen harmed himself in his rage and despair? His teeth began to chatter uncontrollably as
he pulled his blanket tighter. If it was torture, when would it be his turn?

As hot and cold chills ran through his body, he tried to sleep. Fever-fueled images began to leak into his
mind. He kept starting awake, only to see fleeting impressions of jewel-flecked eyes, daemon-eyes, staring
a himin the dark.

“No,” he heard himself mumbling. “Leave me be.”

The air trembles. A thunderous darkness looms. A feeling of foreboding overwhelms him.

The bruised sky is rent apart. A ragged gateway gapes, as though some nameless power has ripped
the very matter of this world asunder.

A sound issues from the gateway in wave after sickening wave, the sound of disintegration, a
grinding and groaning that judders through him until he feels himself drawn helplessly toward the
rent in the sky.

Then he is sucked into a whirling vortex; a chaos that crushes all consciousness from him—

And spits him out into a harsh, dry place. Light washes over him, the cruel, blinding light of an alien
sun.

The gate still gapes behind him, darker than a thunder-wracked sky. Little crackles of energy fizzle
across the opening. It seems to him that the bolts of energy are forked tongues, flickering from the
carven mouths of great winged serpents, whose coils tower above him, forming the great arch of the
door. And somewhere high above, a serpent-eye, bloodred, fixes himin its burning gaze.

The gate—still a chance of escape.

He flings himself back toward the darkness and the curling fiery tongues lash out, binding him,
spread-eagled across the gate. They sear into hiswrists and ankles, a white-hot agony.

“Let me go!” heroars. He screams his rage aloud, yet no sound emerges. He is mute.

There are forms, vague and shadowy, looming up out of the intolerable brightness of the unknown
sun. Strange, deep voices issue from his shadow-captors.

“Do not approach it yet. It is still too strong. Wait till it weakens.”



“ See how it shimmers. Like a dragonfly in the sunlight.”

“Let me go!” he screams again, but still his plea goes unheard. And now he feels his life force
ebbing from him. The harsh rays of the sun are draining it fast. He is fading...

“Itslight is dimming. We will lose it!”
“Wait!” That one voice again, which buzzes in and out of his consciousness, is commanding.

This terrible sun is searing the luminous liquid from his veins. The air is too thin; it is poisoning him.
Heisdrying to dust, like a fallen leaf.

“Dying... help me...”

Anguish bleeds through him. He is dying here, alone, torn from his kin, against his will.
“Send it back. Look—it isin torment.”

“Nol”

“The doorway is still open—"

“Then | will shut it.”

The bloodred glare is extinguished. With a sucking sound, the gaping rent seals itself—and his |ast
means of escape is gone.

Frenzied rage shudders through him. What do they want of him? What possible use can they make of
him? They will pay for what they have done. If it is the last thing he does, he will make them suffer
as he has suffered at their hands.

“By all the gods—what’ s happening to it?”’
“ Stand back.” That cold, authoritative voice again.

“Can't you see? We're killing it! 1t’sin some kind of death-throes. We should send it back. Before
we have its death on our consciences.”

“ Daemon-spirit. Can you hear me? | can save you. But first you must give me your allegiance.”

“Never!” he cries back with the last of his strength—although he has no idea whether his tormentor
can hear him.

Eyes stare into his. Strange eyes, not luminous and dazzling like those of his own kin, but small,
fringed by flesh and curling fronds of

hair. Ugly eyes, hardened by a hunger for power and dominion. This creature with the small, ugly
eyes wants more than his allegiance. It wants to dominate, to bend him to his will. To make him his
own.

“He' s coming round.”

Gavril could smell the breath of his captor, foul with the reek of raw onion. He tried to turn his head away,
and felt strong hands pressing him into the bare boards until his spine protested.

“Hold him down. He may attack again.”

“Let—me—go.” Hetwisted his head from side to side, desperate to free himself, but still they held him
pinned down to the floorboards.



“Twenty-One.” This new voice came from farther away; it was crisp and businesslike. “| will give you a
choice. If you give me your word not to attack my warders, | will order them to release you. If you cannot
give me your word, | will be obliged to order them to shackle you and administer a sedative. Now—which
isit to be?

“No—more—sedatives,” he heard himself begging. Begging! How low had he fallen? He swallowed back
the feeling of self-loathing that rosein histhroat.

“Release him.”

The pressure on his arms and legs did not relax. “Isthat wise, Director? Y ou’ ve seen how strong heis
when he'sin one of hisfits.”

“And |’ ve also seen how drained he is when the fit passes. He'll hardly have the strength to drag himself to
his bed.”

The warders |oosened their grip on him and moved away.
“Now just stay where you are amoment longer, Twenty-One. Skar—the appliance, if you please.”

A lean, sallow-skinned young man came forward and placed a crown-shaped metal device on Gavril’s
head. He proceeded to adjust and tighten the device until it pressed hard into his temples. Director Baltzar
bent over, peering at the contraption and checking it was secure.

“Take down the measurements, Skar.”

“What are you doing to me?’ Sweat chilled Gavril’ s body. He had the distinct impression that the director
was planning some unpleasant medical investigation.

“Hold ill, Twenty-One. I'm merely making some observations
for my notes. Hmm. There* The metal band waslifted from his head. " That will beal for now.”
Gawril sat up.

“Now, Twenty-One,” said Director Batzar in acalm and reasoning voice, “that isthe second fit you have
thrown thisweek. Isthere anything you can remember that might have provoked the seizure? Think
back—if you can.”

“I have aname, not anumber,” he said sullenly.
“The number isto protect your anonymity, Twenty-One, and the
reputation of your family.”

“I have nothing moreto tell you.” Gavril was not going to reved anything of hisinnermost self to this
lackey of Eugen€e's, for dl Director Batzar’ skindly manner.

“I heard him cry out, ‘ Daemon-spirit!” ” put in Onion-Bresth
hepfully.

“No voicesin your head? Voicestelling you what to do?’
Gavril opened hismouth to reply, and then closed it.

“Y ou can earn privilegesif you cooperate, Twenty-One. How



much exercise does Twenty-One take each day?* the director asked
the warders.

“A turn around theinner yard in the mornings,” Onion-Breath

sad.

“That’ s not enough for ayoung man like you, isit? 1’ ve seen how fit, supple bodies can declinein here
without adequate exercise and fresh air. | have devised ahealthy regime for our more compliant inmates
that keeps the musclestoned—"

Gavril was hardly ligening. One thought aone possessed him.
“Paint.”

“Paint?’ Director Batzar echoed.

“I am apainter. | want to paint. | want paper, charcoals, pastels,
watercolors—"*

“Privileges have to be earned,” grunted Onion-Bregth. “Didn’t you hear the director? Don’'t you think
you should gtart by earning ashave? Look at you. You look like awild animal.”

“Givemetherazor and I'll shave mysdlf,” Gavril sad, glintinga

twisted smileat him.

“And | was born yesterday.”

“Good-day to you, Twenty-One.” Director Batzar turned toward the door. “Remember what | said.”

Skar opened the cell door for his master and Gavril caught aglimpse of the landing and spiral Saircase
beyond. Ingtinctively, heroseto hisfeet, making alunge for the open doorway.

Onion-Bregath grabbed him in an arm lock and flung him back onto his narrow bed.

“He snot ready for privileges, thisone,” he said, shaking hishead a Gavril asif he were adisobedient
child. “H€e strouble.”

“Just let me paint!” Gavril cried after the director. “1 want to paint!” The door clanged shut and he heard
bolts shot, keys clanking asthey locked himin again.

The next day Skar brought him alist of conditions. First he must agree to ashave. If he agreed to the
shave, he would be alowed back into the inner exercise yard. If he completed the morning turn for a
week without attacking any of the warders, he would be alowed some paper and abox of watercolors.

Gavril agreed. What had he to lose? But he wondered who had given permission for him to be dlowed
to paint again. Thetimelag meant that Director Baltzar must have consulted a higher authority. Had the
permission come from the Emperor himsdlf?

Gavril sat staring at the treasures laid out on the little wooden table before him, as a starving man stares at
food. A ceramic mixing dish, severa brushes of good quality sable and of different thicknesses, alead
pencil, astick of charcod, ajug of water, and abox of paints. He took out each little brick of



compressed color, one by one, and examined it.

Madder lake, ultramarine, green earth, dark grey smalt, blue verditer, rich gamboge yellow, even—and
he smiled wryly to himsdf— asquare of brown dragon’ s blood. Fanciful name, “dragon’sblood.” That,
he knew al too well, was dark and purple.

But it wasagood selection, full of possibilities. It must have been sent dl the way from Tielborg or some
other Tielen city where there were artists and shops to supply their needs.

And there was paper too. Sheets of fine quality paper with just the right texture to absorb alittle of the
paint, but o let it flow smoothly in awash. He picked up the stick of charcod and snapped it in half, a
better length for sketching. He held the half poised above a clean sheet of paper, then glanced toward the
door and thelittle round spyhole. Were the warders watching him, waiting to see what

he would draw? Were they hoping for some clueto his secret, most private thoughts that would help
them to break hiswill and make him compliant?

But the urge to draw became too strong. Let them watch. They would never understand. He wasn’t even
sure he understood this compulsion himsdlf. It was just something he had to do. Something that confirmed
hewas gtill Gavril Nagarian and not just anumber.

The weak afternoon sunlight was fading and it was dmost too dim to see. At Arnskammar, the setting of
the sun meant another day was dready over for the inmates of the asylum. Nighttime and the hours of
darknesswere for deeping. Candles were arare privilege to be earned only after months of untarnished
behavior.

Gavril laid down his charcod tick and looked at what he had drawn.

A great stone archway, carved out of twisted serpentine bodies, filled the first page. Winged serpents
with cruel hooked claws protruded into the center of the arch, as though to rip to shreds anyone rash
enough to venture undernezath.

Once he had started to draw, it had seemed asif another will was guiding his hand. Only the Kill, the
bold style, thelittle details, were his own, giving substance to half-remembered snatches of dreams.

The second sketch detailed the top of the arch: aterrifying serpent-head, fanged jaws gaping wide, and a
single eye staring maevolently. He had put one daub of color onto the drawing. A blob of vivid red,
carmine and madder lake mingled, that made the single eye glow likealiving jewd.

How can | have drawn it in such detail when I’ ve only glimpsed it in dreams?

His suppertime bow! of soup had gone cold; little globules of fat glistened unappetizingly on top of the
pale brown liquid. He had hardly noticed when the warder had brought it in.

sit somewhere| visited asa child?

Or wasit just hisown fevered imagining, conjured from those words underlined by his grandfather in the
ancient book inthe Kalika Tower library?

Ancther legend relates how the priests of the winged Serpent God, Nagar, built agreat temple, at the heart
of which was a gateway to the Realm of Shadows. From this gateway they conjured powerful
spirit-daemonsto do their bidding...



In the twilight, he lay down on his bed and stared at the barred window as the sky deepened from cloudy
grey, streaked with little veins of sunset fire, to arain-swept black.

A gateway to the Realm of Shadows...

Eyes stare into his, hungry for power and dominion. This cruel creature that holds him bound in
chains of fire wants to bend himto hiswill. To make him his.

He cannot breathe the thin, barren air of this alien world. He feels his consciousness waning.
“You are mine, daemon. | conjured you from beyond the Serpent Gate. Now you will serve me.”
| will never be your dave.

“Give me your powers, daemon. Obey me—or die.” As his captor leans closer, he catches the
alien odors of his strange body of flesh, bone, and blood. Strong, delicious odors of salt and
metals, water and carbon. The promise of life, strength, continuance—

“Itslight isfading,” cries another voice. “ It'stoo late.”

“Not yet!” insists his captor. “ Listen to me, daemon. | am severing your bonds, the bonds of fire
by which | have bound you. Now you will do my bidding.”

His captor stands so close now he can see the warm life-liquids pulsing through his veins, can
smell their nourishing warmth.

| will never be your dave. But you will be mine.

His captor raises hishandsin the air. At his command, the winged serpents’ tongues uncurl their
fiery hold from histortured limbs.

“Free!l” Released, he springs forward to embrace his captor. To unite aethyrial spirit with alien
flesh.

For one nauseating moment, he feels his captor’ s flesh and bone rejecting him, shuddering
uncontrollably at this obscene assault. Suddenly everything slows as he lets himself flow into his
host, slowly merging until he is completely absorbed into this strange new

body. Together they topple forward onto the ground. The host twitches and jerks in the sand and
dust, trying to reject him, to vomit

him out.
And now it is he who shouts aloud in terror, “ Help me!”

Theinner exercise yard was asmall courtyard surrounded by high brownstone tower walls, blind except
for narrow arrow dlits.

Gavril paused for bregth in hisdaily circuit and gazed up at the sky. It was spring, no doubt of it, even
though there was no sign of leaf or flower, not even aweed pushing up through the courtyard cobbles.
The sky high above was a ddicate shade of blue, the color of speckled eggshells. The air felt soft and the
fresh breeze smelled somehow... green.

“Keep running!” bawled hiswarder. “Y our time’ s nearly up. Y ou’ ve got three more circuitsto
completel”



Gavril bit hislip. No point aggravating hiswarders and losing his paints. For now he would play their
game. He began to run again, forcing his unwilling body to move.

It would take along time to regain his agility. The long weeks of confinement and the heavy dosing with
sedatives had dowed his

whole system.
Must keep fit. Must keep alert. Must sweat the drugs out of my
bodly.

“Time sup!” It was not Onion-Breath today, but another he had nicknamed Lanky. Lanky wasatal,
shambling man whose stooped frame gave no hint asto his congderable strength. Gavril continued
running.

“| saidtime’ sup!” Lanky tossed Gavril the threadbare square of linen that served him asatowe.

Gavril caught the towel and wiped the sweat from hisface. Then he bent over, gasping to regain his
bresth.

“You're one of thelucky ones,” observed Lanky morosely. “Y ou’ ve got privileges. There' ssome here as
hasn't been outsdein years.”

“Inyears?’ Gavril graightened up. “How s0?7’
“No friendsin high places”

Gavril cast aglance behind him as Lanky led him away. To beincarcerated herein the same cell year
after year... He shivered in spite of the sweat dampening hisbody. He knew he only enjoyed this taste of
fresh air because Eugene wanted something of him. Eventu-

PR1SONER OF THE IRON TOWER

aly Eugenewould tirein his search for the Drakhaoul, and his privileges would be withdrawn. And he
would beleft to molder here forever.

“Clean yoursdf up!” Lanky ordered, pushing himinto hiscell.

A bowl of tepid washing-water stood on the table with hislittle ball of yellow asylum-issue soap besideit,
“to last you hdf ayear, 0 be sparing!”

“Where are my pictures?’ He had |eft them in apile on the table. Now they were gone.
The door clanged shut. Lanky had locked him in.
“My picturesl” he cried. He thudded hisfistsin fury againgt theiron door. “Where are they?’

They must have taken them while he was in the exercise yard. For what purpose? What could they learn
from them? To anyone uninitiated in hisfamily history, they would be meaningless. Hewasnot at all
certain he understood them himsdlf.

But the very act of taking away the one thing that was significant to him was aviolation. He had stlaunchly
endured innumerable petty dights and humiliations since the life-sentence was imposed. Now he saw that,
for dl the so-cdled privileges, Eugene had ensured that the loss of his name meant the loss of hisidentity.



Hiswishes counted for nothing. He was no one.
“Damnyou, Eugene!” heydled ill histhroat wasraw. “Damnyou to hell and dl itstorments”
Director Batzar handed the sheaf of drawingsto thevisitor.

“Theman’smind isdeeply disturbed,” he said. “And yet he' s evidently an accomplished artist. What a
tragedy. Perhapswe should try to persuade him to paint atill life... or some flowers?’

“So you do not subscribe to the view that this outpouring of violent and disturbing imagesisin some way
therapeutic for atroubled mind?” inquired hisvisitor mildly.

“Indeed | do not!” Director Baltzar said with more vehemence than he had intended. “| fear it may
encourage him to dwell more on such dark fantasies. It may feed the flames.”

“ And hisbehavior?’

Bdtzar sghed. “My wardersreport that he has been shouting and banging at his cell door for hours. | am
reluctant, in dl truth, to bring you to him while heisin such avolatile sate.”

“You have reduced his medication, as requested?’

“Much against my better judgment, yes. But as your instructions come from the Emperor himself...” He
ended with a shrug, and then wondered too late if he had acted presumptuously in expressing a contrary
opinion to the Emperor’ s specia envoy.

“You are amedical man, Director. How do you interpret these
drawings?"

Baltzar felt even more uncomfortable now. He sensed he was, in some way, being judged by his visitor. But
in what respect? Surely not his medical achievements? His degrees—from several eminent
universities—were displayed on the walls of his study. His dissertations on the disorders of the human mind,
bound in brown vellum and tooled in gold, lay on the desk for all visitorsto see and consult. Y et when he
spoke, he found his mouth uncomfortably dry. He swallowed hard.

“1 suspect they are the expression of some deep and unresolved conflict of the mind. These terrifying
portrayals of great fanged snakes could be interpreted as his fear and resentment of authority.”

“Hm.” The visitor nodded, apparently satisfied with this interpretation, but Baltzar did not feel in any way
reassured. “We have talked enough. Take meto him.”

“What, now?”’

“Now.” Thevisitor's pale eyes stared directly into his own. Baltzar blinked. He had been about to say
something, but his mind was utterly empty.

“Wh—what was | saying?’

“Y ou were about to take me to Twenty-One,” said the visitor. “Yes. Of course.” Baltzar rang alittle bell to
summon the warders on duty.

Gavril lay listlessly on his bed. He had lapsed into a daze, staring at the clouds endlessly drifting past his
high window. Even blinking

seemed an effort.

Why had he been deluding himself with these crazy dreams of escape? There was no escape from



Arnskammar. He was confined here

for life.

Now he wished he had died in the defense of Kastel Drakhaon,

fighting sde by sidewith his druzhina.

Footsteps echoed on the landing outside. He did not bother even to raise his head. What was the point?
Keysjangled. The locks creaked and the door swung inward.

“You have avisitor, Twenty-One.”

A visitor ? Gavril turned over, in spite of himsdlf.

A wisp-haired, frail old man entered the cell. Behind him Lanky shuffled from foot to foot in the open
doorway, awkward and ill at ease.

“You may go now,” the old man said.

“I’m not allowed to leave anyone alone with Twenty-One. Governor’s orders.”

“The governor’ s orders are that you return to the ward-room. | will send for you when | need you.”
To Gavril’ s surprise, Lanky nodded and shambled away, shutting the door behind him.

“Good-day to you, Lord Gavril,” said the visitor. The old man’s eyes gleamed like quicksilver in the dull light
of the cell. Gavril found he could not look away. Now he saw that the old man’ s frail appearance was only
ashedll, a carapace hiding a dazzling power-source from the everyday world. And that power, he sensed,
was as cold and inhuman as a force of nature.

“Who are you?’ he gasped.
“We have met once before, Drakhaon. Do you remember?”’
Gavril shook his head.

“Y ou broke through my defenses. No one has done that before. But then, you were so utterly determined to
rescue your mother.”

“You were at Swanholm?’ Nothing but a chaos of memories remained from that frenzied flight, when he
had swooped down on the enemy’ s stronghold to snatch Elysiafrom the Tielen firing party. When he could
dill fly...

“Y ou owe your surviva to theintervention of one individual. Y ou were exhausted, your powers all but
spent. If she had not begged meto stay my hand, you would not have left Swanholm alive.”

Gavril still stared at the visitor. His memory was fogged in mists. One moment alone of that day remained,
lit with ahorrible clarity.

A dark-haired young woman stares at him across the smoking, charred remains of Feodor Velemir,
her eyes wide with revulsion and terror.

She knows him now for the daemon-monster he has become. She
knows—

“Adada Wasit Asasa?’



“You till do not know me?’ the old man said, not answering his question. “My nameisLinnaius. Kaspar
Linnaius”

“TheMagus?’ Elysahad warned him of the Magus's powers. And now here he was, trapped in thislittle
cell, with no means of escape and no one to defend him. It was asif he were stripped naked. “What do
you want of me?’ His shoulder blades grazed the wall. He had ingtinctively backed away, without even
knowing he was doing so. But there was nowhere else to go.

“You are of consderably greater vaue to the Emperor alive than dead, Nagarian, | assureyou. | am only
hereto ask you afew questions, that isal.” Slender fingers reached out to rest on hisforehead, the back
of hishead.

Gavril shuddered at histouch. Hefdt asif his skin were brushed by dead, dried husks of insects. And
then alittle flare of Drakhaon pride, too long subdued by the physicians drugs, suddenly rekindled. “ Get
out of my head.”

Hefdt the Magus sfingertips snatched from hisforehead asif
singed.
“Itisinyour best intereststo cooperate,” Linnaius said quietly.

“The Emperor has taken everything from me. Everything! Must you take the last of my sanity too? And
then he stopped as atidal wave of sensations, images, fedings rushed through his mind. He gripped hold
of hishead in both hands, overwhelmed.

He saw the faces of his druzhina, eyes hitter at their betrayal, as one by one they went to surrender their
weaponsto the Tielen soldiers. He saw Elysia, distraught, her hands desperately outstretched asif she
could tear him back from his captors. He saw Kiukiu turning to wave to him as her deigh set out across
the snowy moorlands. He heard his own voice confidently shouting, “ | will come for you. ... We'll be
together again soon.”

“Ahh...” Anaching moan of grief and losswelled up from deep inside him. He raised his head and stared
at the Magus directly. “What have you doneto me?’

“Unlocked your memory, that’ sal. The sedative drugs had dulled
your brain.*
And protected me from the torment of living with the knowledge of all | have |ost.

“So did you find what the Emperor sent you herefor?” Hewould not let himself be intimidated by
Kaspar Linnaius, powerful though he knew him to be.

The Magus stared back a him along time without answering.
“Y ou spoke the truth to him, asyou perceived it,” he said after along while. “That | can verify.”
“Don’'t spesk to meinriddies. Tl mewhat you found.”

“Y our Drakhaoul isindeed gone. But you are not entirely free, are you, Gavril Nagarian? It hasleft you a
legacy of memories, goanning many human lifetimes. .. and maybe more, besides.”

“More?” Gavril fdt atremor of unease, even though the Magus' s diagnosis was ambiguoudy phrased.



“I cannot tell.” Linnaius s pale eyes seemed to grow more trand ucent as Gavril gazed at him. Silver
eyes—seer’ s eyes—probing deep beneath the surface of the everyday world. Time dowed as he found
himsdlf unableto look away.

Dazzled, Gavril blinked.
And found hewas donein the cell. Alone—and filled with the anguish of bitterly remembered |oss.

Why had Linnaius committed this cruel act? What had he wanted him to remember? And how would he
useit againg him—and dl he held dear?

CHAPTER

“What do you make of these, highness?’ Linnaius gestured to a sheaf of watercolors that spilled out from
an open portfolio, their imagery dark-drenched with blood and shadows. “ They are al the work of Gavril
Nagarian.”

Eugene lifted sheet after sheet from the desk. His eyes ached from looking at the vivid swirls of violent
color as he tried to make some sense of the chaotic images of nightmare and madness.

“So thisiswhat Drakhaoul -possession does to aman’s mind,” he murmured. Snakes coiled and writhed
around atall archway; glittering daemon-eyes glowered from the smoke-wreathed cone of an erupting
volcano. “The incoherent daubings of a madman.” He cast them down on the desk. “ There’s nothing of use
to us here, Linnaius.”

“Onthe contrary.” Linnaius drifted closer to the Emperor and, with one spindle finger, began to outline
certain images. “We see here an island—or isthmus—dominated by a single volcano. This crescent-shaped
group of starsin the sky looks more than alittle like the constellation we call the Sickle in Francia. And
look, highness, at this gateway. It stands within an ancient temple, a portal enwreathed in winged serpents,
daemons or minor gods. One crowned serpent dominates the gate and in its eye socket burns a sacred
flame, red as

volcanic fire.”

“Y ou think these images are clues to the daemon’s origins?’

The Magus raised one gossamer eyebrow. “1 am certain that

Gavril Nagarian knows more than he has revealed in these paintings.

He resisted my attempt to probe his mind with considerable force."

Eugene picked up the watercolor and stared at it, tilting it from side to side, trying to make better sense of it.
“Then if he will not talk to us... he might open his heart to afriend?’

“Therewas one | glimpsed close to his heart—before he countered my intrusion. A young woman in
Azhkendir. The name | caught was ‘Kiukiu.” "

“Kiukiu? That's awoman’s name?’
“ Azhkendi names can sound crude to more refined sensibilities,” said Linnaius fastidiously.

“Let’s contact the garrison commander in Azhkendir by Vox Aethyriaand seeif he can find anyone of that
name.”



Linnaius was looking at him, his pale eyes veiled. Eugene sighed. “Y ou disapprove of my plan.”
“1 merely ask your imperia highness to consider what your true motives are.”

“You know—" Eugene checked himself, unwilling to speak his darkest obsession aoud. “Y ou know my
wishes on that subject.”

“And you know my advice, highness.”

“But if it istrue that the Drakhaoul can heal its host... Look at me, Linnaius.” Eugene gestured with his
burned hand to his damaged face. “Isit any wonder Astasia still shrinks from me?’

“Highness,” Linnaius said, the dlightest glimmer of asmile illuminating his pale eyes, “we both know that it
is not only the Drakhaoul’ s healing powers you desire.”

Now that Linnaius had called his bluff, Eugene felt a certain relief. He could speak freely.

“How can | keep the empire together if others wield greater power?’ A frown passed as fleetingly asa
distant cloud across the Magus's face.

“Ask yourself, highness. If the Drakhaoul’ s power is so great, why are the Nagarians not rulers of the
world?’

It was a question that had kept Eugene awake at nights. “ Unnatural lusts and desires ...” Gavril
Nagarian had said.

“Thereisawaysapriceto be paid,” the Magus said, asif reading his thoughts.

Kaspar Linnaius threw aveil of concealing shadowsilk over his sky craft. He had deflated the canvas
balloon sail, wrapped it up, and

placed it in the wooden hull. No one would notice it now in the shadowy forest glade; a passing monk or
charcod-burner would see nothing but the lichened trunks of the greet firs of Kerjhenezh.

He st out to walk the last quarter-mile to the monastery. His progress was dow; today he felt the damp
of spring rainin his bones. He would need to concoct another phid of the life-preserving dixir that
sugtained him.

At last the whitewashed walls of the Monastery of Saint Sergius could be glimpsed ahead through the
trees.

He passed fishponds, murkily green and till, and then came to an orchard of apple trees, their branches
covered with asnowfal of blossoms. At the far end of the orchard he could see bee skeps tended by an
€lderly monk.

“Good-day to you, Brother Beekeeper. Where can | find the abbot?’
The white-bearded monk replaced the lid on the skep and straightened dowly.

So the damp is affecting your old bones too, Brother, Linnaiusthought. I’ d offer you a draught of
my elixir—but if you knew what went into its preparation, you’ d be sure to refuse.

“He sinhissudy; I'll takeyouto him...”

“You'll understand, Magigter Linnaius,” said Abbot Y ephimy, “that the brothersand | permit only the
most devout and learned of scholars accessto our precious archive.” He gazed severdly a Linnaius, who
sensed he was being assessed and found wanting. “But since you come on the Emperor’ s business, |



cannot deny you. Though | must ingst you wesr these archivist’ sgloves a al timeswhen you handle the
ancient parchments.”

“Thank you, Abbot.” Linnaiustook the thin, white silk gloves and eased them onto his gnarled fingers.
“The Emperor was confident that you would help in our researches.”

“Pleasefollow me”

Y ephimy led Linnaiusinto the monastery library. 1t had a deep barrd-vaulted roof, with agdlery beneath
lined with bound volumes. On the ground floor severd of the monks were busy copying manuscripts,
gtting at high, doping desks surrounded by pots of ink and pens. Each desk was placed in awindow
embrasure to take advantage of the natura light of day, which wasfiltered by diamond-

paned glass. Some of the copyists glanced up asthey walked quietly past, and nodded to the abbot. The
only sound was the scratching of nibs and the occasiona dry cough.

At the farthest end of the library was alittle nail-studded door; unlocking it, the abbot showed Linnaius
into aroom so smdl it was scarcely bigger than amonk’ s cell. No windows et in the daylight here;
Y ephimy used ataper to light the lanterns.

Every book on the dark-stained shelves was chained. And every book was an ancient volume, the
leather bindings faded and stained. Y ephimy selected one bound in dark leather, red as dried blood, and
laid it on the desk with aclinking of the chain that secured it.

“I think thisiswhat you'relooking for, Magus,” hesaid. “1 believe thisvolumeisunique. Theonly
surviving copy, and we hold it here at Saint Sergius.”

Linnaiuswaited until the abbot had withdrawn and closed the door before lifting his white-gloved hands
to the precious book.

This hand-scribed copy of the Rossiyan Chronicles, entitled The Glorious Life and Martyr’s Death of
the Blessed Serzhel of Kerjhenezh was quite unlike any of the others he had researched so far. For one,
it was written in the obscure Old Church Azhkendi, not the common tongue, and it would take dl his
consderable philologica skillsto make sense of the ancient language:

And so it came to pass in the eleventh year of the glorious reign of Artamon the Great that Volkhar, the
fifth and youngest son of the Emperor, was shipwrecked off the southern coast of Djihan-Djihar and
thought to have drowned. The Emperor and all his court mourned the young prince for three months, and
none were seen to grieve more than his elder brothers—although it had been whispered by malicious
tongues that, being jealous of Artamon’s fondness for Volkhar, they had caused his ship to founder.

But ayear amost to the day that the prince’ s ship went down, a merchantman put into port at Mirom and
among its passengers was none other than Prince Volkhar. The Great Artamon ordered a week of
celebrations to be held throughout his empire in honor of the prince’ s return. And he was even more
delighted when Volkhar presented his father with a magnificent ruby as large as a goose egg, which he had
discovered during histravels.

The Emperor showered the young prince with so many favorsthat his brothers looked on him with
suspicion, fearing he would supplant them in their father’ s affections.



Such was the envy of the older princes that they fell to bitter feuding among themselves. In his despair and
fury, Emperor Artamon declared the ruby must be accursed and bade Prince Volkhar return it whence he
had found it.

The prince set out to do his father’ s bidding. But his jealous brothers waylaid him and took the stone from
him by force...

Linnaius read on, turning the leathery pages with care. Thus far he had not seen any great variation from
the other versions of the Rossiyan Chronicles he had consulted. The warlike exploits of Artamon were
enumerated. The violent feuding between the princes was described in stilted archaic terms. And then the
text reverted to the life of Saint Sergius, which the title had promised. After pages of pious deeds, Linnaius
began to wonder if this manuscript would offer any new insights after al.

Then the history of Archimandrite Sergius seemed to leap forward suddenly:

And so the Blessed Serzhei wrestled with the daemons al that night and day. At last, feeling his strength
waning, he called in his mortal agony upon the heavenly warriors whose names must not be uttered except
by the pure of heart. Armed with the might of the Righteous Ones, Serzhei banished the daemons from
Rossiya, and bound them in a place of torment for all eternity. Y et there was one who still defied him and
all the hosts of heaven.

Linnaius leaned closer. “Ah,” he said softly. “Just as | suspected.” A secret text had been hidden behind
the intricately hand-scribed words. He was well-practiced in prizing ancient scholars' secrets from arcane
manuscripts, but it gave him a specia satisfaction to unravel this one, which had been so cunningly
concealed.

Some hidden texts could only be read by moonlight, others were revealed by a sudden shaft of lightning.
Others still required the concocting of alchymical solutions that, when applied with the greatest care to the
vellum, would force them to disclose their secrets—although one had to be careful that they did not also
release a breath of lethal

poison at the same time, to ensure that their innermost treasures were never revealed.

Y et thisincunabulum was different. It was embedded within the words themselves, like a cypher. Linnaius
had only to apply a sprinkling of mirror-dust (an old mages' trick) and the hidden text appeared, glimmering
in the lamplight.

And as Linnaius leaned closer, he thought he heard a far-distant murmur of deep voices that sent a shiver
through his body. It was a curse and a very powerful one too; centuries after it had been pronounced, the
resonances still lingered, awarning to the unwary:

“ Seven. They were Seven, the Dark Angels of Destruction.

“ Accursed be the barbarous priests of Ty Nagar who first summoned these dread warriors to do
their bidding. And thrice accursed be the sons of Artamon who sought the power s of the Seven for
their own selfish ends and brought down their father’s mighty empire.

“ And blessed be Serzhei of Kerjhenezh, who called upon the Heavenly Guardians to help defeat the
evil ones. With his holy staff, he bound them until the very end of time.

“ Accursed be he who seeks to release them from their eternal imprisonment. ”

But now, to Linnaius's surprise—and he had thought that nothing could surprise him still—what looked
unmistakably like the contours of a map, glowed faintly beneath the text.

Little phosphorescent stars appeared as the map slowly revealed itself. And brighter than the rest
glimmered six stars of cobalt-blue.

Linnaius, entranced by the sorcerous artistry of the device, realized that he was looking at a chart of the



heavens.

He began to sketch furioudly, trying to set down as accurately as he could the position of each star. But fast
as he worked, the map faded faster, almost asiif it had guessed his intent.

Soon, to hisfrustration, it vanished, hidden once again behind the chronicles of Serzhei’slife. And even
though he sprinkled more precious mirror-dust onto the manuscript, nothing happened.

He looked at his hasty sketch. The chart he had copied had been drawn centuries ago; there was little to
suggest any familiar constellations. Except that the six blue stars looked remarkably similar to the Silver
Sickle.

He leafed on through the manuscript, doubly wary now, in case it concealed some powerful ward to protect
its contents. But there was

no further hint of thaumaturgy until he cameto thefina page. Here alaconic motto concluded the life of
thesant:

Though degth stills my earthly voice, through her songswill | tell my tde to those yet unborn.

Thefird letter of the motto was illuminated with the most exquisite draftsmanship. It showed awoman
segted, playing amany-stringed zither. A dark doorway yawned behind her, and emanating from the
doorway the illuminator had drawn insubstantial shapes, some with human faces and weirdly beautiful,
others grotesgue and frightening: desth-daemons whose hollow eyes and mouths were contorted into
writhing grimaces of pain and terror.

“A Spirit Snger,” Linnaius murmured.

Kaspar Linnaius scudded on in his sky craft above the moorlands of Azhkendir. Where there had been
nothing but the bleak whiteness of snow, he now saw avivid blur of different greens; reeds and rushes
hemmed the boggy pools, and great banks of gorse were about to burst into fountains of yellow blooms.

All the moor beneath him was fresh green until he spotted the dark scar of the burned escarpment, the
charred bank of earth where hundreds of Tielen soldiers had perished, incinerated by Drakhaon's Fire.
Even if he had not known that thiswas the place of such terrible carnage, he would have sensed the grim
auraemanating fromiit, the lingering taint of daemonic breath. Nothing would grow there for years.

Circling lower, heidentified the pale blue and grey of the many New Rossyan flagsfluttering from the
towers of Kastel Drakhaon and caught the sound of picks and shovels.

“Ahh,” muttered Linnaius. “Lindgren’ smine.”

Captain Nils Lindgren had written to the Emperor, sending samples of minerals and sdts he had
discovered while exploring the Drakhaon’ s confiscated estates. The Emperor had passed the samplesto
hisRoyd Artificier for anays's, and Linnaius had been pleased to report the results of hisfindings:
Azhkendir wasrich in untapped minerd resources. The Emperor had then given the order to open up
minesto exploit this new discovery to thefullest.

Far below, men were excavating, digging atunnel deep into the hillsde. A cart appeared, laden with
stones and earth. Workers heaved on ropes, putting al their strength to shifting the cart. Even from this
height he could see that their ankles and wrists were shackled together. Armed Tidlen soldiers stood
around, directing the work. These prisoners, he guessed, must be the surviving members of Gawril
Nagarian’ s bodyguard, the barbarous druzhina, condemned to hard labor for their part in the recent
troubles.



Thewind carrying his craft whined and squalled above the earthworks. One of the druzhina glanced up,
eyes gquinting againg thelight. All he would have glimpsed was a cloud, scudding low acrossthe sky.
But Linnaius, reluctant to risk being seen, began adow descent at the edge of the forest, beyond the
mine-workings.

He concealed the craft in ashroud of shadowsilk, making sure it blended into the background of rough
bark and damp moss. Then he followed awinding path down toward the kastel. It was not long before
he was chalenged by Tielen sentries. Lindgren had the grounds well-guarded, Linnaius reflected, as one
of the soldiersled him to find the captain.

NilsLindgren wasin the Great Hal with one of his subordinates, correcting plans with rule and pencils.
“Magus,” he said, straightening up as Linnaius gppeared, “you honor us.” Helaid down histools and,
clicking his hedstogether, sduted smartly. “Have you come to check on our progress?” He gestured to
the planslaid out on the table. “ Asyou can see, my engineers have been busy. Thisfirs seam isaready
yielding good results. We' re going to blast a second tunnd later thisweek. | could give you atour later,
when you' ve rested from your journey. And | think you might be intrigued by these samples |’ ve taken
from the escarpment. They’ re unlike anything I’ ve ever seen before.” He held out asmall stoppered phia
containing adark, crumbling substance that emitted afaint phosphorescent glow.

“Thank you,” said Linnaius, giving the phia acursory glance before dipping it into the pocket of his
jacket. “I'll submit the contentsto afull alchymica andysis.” The young man's eagernessto develop the
mining project showed in his eyes and the hedlthy, wind-burned glow of his complexion. And these
resources could certainly be used to increase the new empire s military resources. “But thet is not the

primereason for my vigt. I've cometo ask you if thereisacertain young Azhkendi woman workingin
the kastdl. She goes by the name ofKiukiu.”

He saw alook of puzzlement cross Lindgren’ sface; the young captain had evidently not yet learned to
conced hisfedingsvery successtully.

“I would like to spesk with this young woman aone, you understand?’
Lindgren found histongue. “But she sa scullery maid, just a peasant girl—"

“Sheistheone” Linnaiusingsted camly. “Bring her to me.”

CHAPTER

“If I never see another turnip again, it’ll betoo soon,” sighed Ninusha, scraping away one by one at an
earthy pile of root vegetables.

“What rubbish you talk sometimes, Ninny.” 119 flounced past and dammed down apile of greasy potsin
front of Kiukiuwithout aword. “ ‘Never see another turnip again,” ” shemimicked in asngsong
voice. “You should ligten to yoursdlf!”

“Look a my hands. My nails are dways chipped and dirty. Why can’t those Tielens give us some decent
food to cook?’

Kiukiu glanced at her hands as she plunged the potsinto the water. Her nails, so carefully hardened for
playing the gudy, had become soft with dl thiswashing and scrubbing.



“You'relucky there'sany food to edt at al,” came Sosid sreply from the pantry. “If it weren't for the
Tidensbringing their army supplies, we' d have starved by now.”

“But Tiden army rations—" Ninusha pulled aface. “Pigs eat better.”

“Not Kastel Drakhaon pigs.” Sosiacame out and pulled up a handful of pedingsfrom the floor and
examined them critically. “Y ou’ re wasting too much, Ninusha. Cut finer, girl.”

“I an—otv/” Ninushadropped the knife and sucked her finger. “Now see what you' ve made me do,
Sosa I'mbleeding!”

“Go find acobweb to put onit.” Sosatook up the paring knife and began scraping away at the
half-pedled turnip Ninusha had abandoned.

It'sasif nothing has changed, Kiukiu thought, scrubbing at ahard
rim of dried soup-scum. It’s as if Lord Gavril had never come back. Did | dreamiit all ?

And then she felt a strange, unsettling sensation, as though a gust of cold, elemental wind had blown
through the kitchen. The little hairs stood up on her arms.

A Tielen soldier appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Which one of you isKiukiu?' he asked.
Kiukiu sensed the others were staring at her. “| am,” she said, letting the pot sink back into the dirty water.
“Y ou are to come with me. Now.”

Kiukiu hesitated a moment, wondering what this meant. She was sure it could not be good, whatever it was.
She dried her hands on her apron and followed the soldier from the kitchen.

“What has my niece done?’ cried Sosia. “Let me accompany her—"

The soldier put out one arm asif to prevent her. “ She isto come alone.”

They passed Ninusha on her way back from binding her finger.

“Been anaughty girl, have you, Kiukiu?" whispered Ninusha. “Is the captain going to punish you?’

Kiukiu paid no attention; she felt again that unsettling sensation, as if every room of the kastel had been
infiltrated by eddies of moorland wind. And as they approached the door to the Kalika Tower, the sensation
grew stronger.

“In here.” The soldier held the door open. “Up the stairs.”

“In Lord Gavril’s study?’ She hung back, the sense of apprehension increasing. “Why?’

“Goonup,” he ordered, giving her alittle push.

Reluctantly, she began to climb the spiral stair.

Kaspar Linnaius opened the door to the Drakhaon’s study. A little sigh of satisfaction escaped hislips.
Books. Maps. Star charts.

Even though the tower had been damaged in the bombardment, he saw that the empty windowframes had
been patched with parchment and the holes in the wall filled. That aone told him that the contents of this
room were of considerable importance to Gavril Nagarian.

“So thisiswhere the great warlords of Azhkendir planned their campaigns.”



He could not resist rubbing his hands together at the sight of so
G

many books. And here, on the desk, left open as though the Drakhaon had been interrupted in the midst of
his researches, lay several ancient volumes with underlinings and footnotes scribbled in red ink.

“Ahh,” he said aoud, picking up the uppermost book and murmuring the words under his breath as he read:

“ ‘Therelies oneidand far to the south, dominated by the cone of avolcanic peak, said by the people of
these isles to be sacred to the powerful Serpent God of their ancestors.” ”

A little stain of reddish-brown, darker than the crimson ink, spotted the margin; it looked like human blood.
Linnaius read on:

“ ‘... the priests of the Serpent God, Nagar, built a great temple to their god, at the heart of which was a
gateway to the Realm of Shadows.” ”

“Nagar!” he murmured triumphantly. The same name that he had read in the concealed text at the
monastery. This could be no coincidence. The House of Nagarian could well be named after this ancient
Serpent God.

“ *From this gateway they conjured powerful daemon-spirits to do their bidding—' "

The door opened and a young woman appeared. He looked at her, sensing in spite of her drab servant’s
clothes a distinctive and radiant aura.

Could she be one of the Azhkendi Spirit Singers?
But all he said was, “Comein, Kiukiu. | have been waiting for you.”

Kiukiu stared at the man. She had thought doddery Guaram was the most ancient person she had known,
but this wispy-haired stranger looked so frail he must be even older than Guaram.

“Sit down.” Hisvoice, though quiet, was authoritative. Appearances could be deceptive. Here was the
source of that glamorous power she had sensed. Who was he—and what did he want with her?

“1 bring you news of Gavril Nagarian.”
“Gavril!” She cried his name doud before she could stop hersdlf; too late she clapped both hands over
her mouth. But there had been no newsin such along time—

“Please 9t down.”

“Isit bad news?’ Peopletold you to Sit down before bresking ill tidings: sickness, disaster, desth... Let
him till be alive, she prayed slently.

“Heisdive” said the old man, asthough he had read her thoughts, “but heis confined in an asylum.”

“*Anasylum’? lsn't that where they send people who are mad?’ Tears of distressfilled Kiukiu's eyes.
And then shefelt anger welling up from deep insde her. She knew only too well what the druzhina did
to their prisoners. “Mad, or driven mad? Has he been tortured?’

“Asto the cause of his madness, we hoped you could enlighten us, Kiukiu.” The old man gazed at her
with his cold, pae eyes. For amoment shefelt dizzy, whirled high into aspira of cloud and wind. Then
she blinked—and found she was sitting down opposite the old man. How long had she been absent?



And what had he done to her in that time?

“Who areyou?’ shewhispered, gazing warily at him.

“My nameisKaspar Linnaius.”

“Isit my fault, Kaspar Linnaius, that Gavril is...” She could not say the word “mad.”
“Isit because he drove out that daemon-creature to save me?’

“How did hedriveit out, Kiukiu?’

“My grandmother Maushahelped him.”

“Mausha,” repeated Linnaius pensively.

Kiukiu hed the horrible feding that, in merely naming her grandmother, she had in some obscure way
betrayed her.

“And what killsdid your grandmother use to do what countless mages and doctors of science had failed
to achieve?’

“How isthisto help Gawril 7’ burst out Kiukiu.

“I haveit on the authority of the Emperor himsdlf,” Linnaius said, suddenly formd, “that if you answer my
questions honestly and truthfully, you will be granted avist.”

Kiukiu's mouth dropped open. Her heart began to flutter. All she could think was that she would see him
again, after al theselong months—

“So how did your grandmother cast out the daemon?’

“SheisaSpirit Singer. A Gudyar, likeme.” Now she could not stop herself from answering his
questions. A visit, her heart sang, a visit...

“And Gudyars cast out daemons?’ The quiet, insstent questions kept coming.

“Gudyars can travel between thislife and the Ways Beyond.”

“So you are shamans?’

“I don’t know that word.”

“You tak to the dead?’

Kiukiu gave ashiver. “ Sometimesthey talk to us. They ask usto bring them across, back into life.”
“I would like to meet your grandmother.”

Kiukiu, the trance shattered, looked up at Kaspar Linnaiusin darm. What secrets had she blabbed out
to this stranger? Ma ushawould be so angry with her.

“Gawril Nagarian needs your help, Kiukiu.”
Kiukiu nodded dowly. “I’ll takeyou to her.”



Forgive me, Grandma, she begged silently. It’sjust that | can’'t stop loving Gavril, no matter how
hard | try. Can you remember what it was like to love someone like that?

The cloudy waters of the monastery fishpond gave little hint asto what stirred benegth thelily pads; only
the occasiona telltale bubble burst on the surface,

Abbot Y ephimy had been gtting patiently in the sunshine, waiting for atug on hislinefor over an hour.
Hewasin no hurry. The fishponds were at the farthest end of the monastery gardens and the abbot was
relishing the solitude, listening to the twittering of thelittle birdsfluttering to and fro in the nearest forest
trees, the hum of the bees busy collecting pollen from the meadow flowers...

“Two pilgrims are here, asking to speak with you, Abbot,” announced a voice suddenly.
Abbot Y ephimy started and saw young Brother Timofel on the other side of the pond.
“Saht You'll frightenthefish.”

“Sorry, Abbot.” Timofel went bright red.

Y ephimy sighed and laid down hisfishing rod. His peaceful moment was at an end. In truth he knew he
was fortunate to have snatched so long in the sunshine undisturbed.

Brother Timofel led the way back through the kitchen gardens; Y ephimy cast a knowledgeable eye over
the progress of their vegetables as he walked.

“Those early onions need thinning out, Brother Timofe. And thefirst crop of radishesareready.”

Spring radishes for supper with fresh bread, butter, and salt, Y ephimy thought with pleasure asthey
approached the main courtyard.

“Who are these pilgrims and what do they want?’ he asked.
“They say they wish to pray in Saint Sergius s shrine. But they’ re not Azhkendi.”

Y ephimy saw the visitors waiting at the door to the shrine. They wore black robes and their heads were
cowled; it was not the habit of any religious order he recognized. Thetadler of the two leaned on ameta
gaff.

“Welcometo Saint Sergius, my brothers,” he said warmly, opening hisarmswide to greet them. They
turned, and he saw with surprise that one was awoman.

“We are members of the Francian Commanderie, Abbot,” said the man. He spoke the common tongue
with an unfamiliar accent, which made him dightly difficult to understand. “Is there anywhere more private
where we could talk?’

Y ephimy took them to his study.

“Now, what isthisredly about?’ he asked. Rilgrimsdid not usudly request private audiences, they
preferred to spend their time praying in the shrine.

“Theleader of our order has been monitoring the disquieting growth of daemonic activity in this part of
the world. We have been sent to investigate.”

“Ah,” said Y ephimy, folding his hands together. “ The Drakhaoul.”



“Isthat its Azhkendi name?’ said the woman.

Y ephimy frowned at her. “1t has never reveded itstrue name. And your leader will be pleased to learn
that the daemon has been cast out.”

“Cast out, maybe, but not destroyed,” said the man. “Members of our order tracked it along the Straits.
We bdieveit may have goneto ground in Muscobar.”

“What?" Thiswasnewsto Y ephimy. Disturbing news. “It' still at

large?' And he had been so certain Mausha had banished it; he had witnessed its last desperate flight
from the shrine.

“We believe so. And that iswhy the Grand Master of our order has commissioned the reforging of
Sergius s Saff.”

“Sergius s Saff?” Y ephimy repeated, bemused. “Y ou have Sergius s Staff? But how? The Chronicles
date that it was shattered in Sergius s last battle with the Drakhaoul.” He rose, staring at them with
suspicion. “Exactly who are you—and what is this Commanderie?’

“We are Companions of the Order of Saint Sergius, Abbot,” said the man. “Our order is dedicated to
the destruction of dl daemonic influencesin theworld. Asfor the staff, well, legend hasit that the founder
of our order, Argantdl, fled Azhkendir with the shattered pieces and had it repaired in Francia. All the
pieces—save one: the crook, which we understand you keep here, in the shrine.”

“Lord Argantd was Sergius sfriend,” said Y ephimy dowly. “But the Chronicles do not record what
became of him.” He did not know whether to believe these two strangers who spoke so knowledgesbly
of secret matters known only to the monks at the monastery. “ So. Show methisrelic.”

The man placed hismeta staff on 'Y ephimy’ s desk and unscrewed the top. He tipped the shaft gently and
out did an ancient, charred length of wood, fragments bound into awhole with bands of golden wire.

Y ephimy put out one hand and touched it. Hefdt adight tingle in hisfingers as though the ancient wood
dtill vibrated with avestige of the saint’ s power. He stared at it, overcome by awe... and adistinct pang

of envy.

“This should be kept here, with Serzhei’ sbones.” Y ephimy looked at the two visitors hopefully. “ Have
you cometo return it to the shrine?’

“Y ou misunderstand our intentions, Abbot.” The man’'seyes hardened. “We are on thetrail of this
daemon. We intend to use the staff to destroy it.”

“But there are otherson itstrail too,” said the woman, “and what they intend endangersus dl. Have you
hed any visitors here at the shrine, claiming to be scholars researching the Sergius archive?

“Why, yes. One called Kaspar Linnaius was here recently, on the Emperor’ s business.”

“Kaspar Linnaius?’ The woman exchanged a glance with the man. They seemed concerned—and adso
excited.

“Wereyou aware, Abbot,” said the man, hislean face drawn, “that some of the manuscripts here contain
hidden texts? Texts that only the most skilled adepts can unlock? Texts that hide secrets better |eft
unreveded?’



“Of coursel am.” Yephimy fdt asif he were being reprimanded for some ecclesiastical misdemeanor.

“And that one of your manuscripts may hide the location of the other four daemon-warriorsthat Sergius
defeated and turned to stone?’

Thiswas newsto Y ephimy. He felt humiliated that he had been reveded to know nothing of these
treasures, firg the staff, and now a secret map. ..

“Will you give us Sergius s golden crook?’ said the woman. “ So that we can defeat the daemon and
send it back to the Realm of Shadows?’

Y ephimy sighed. If he refused, they might suspect him of harboring some secret sympathy with the
Drakhaoul. And yet, to hand over one of the shrine’ s most sacred treasures to these sirangers. ..

“I cannot answer for my brothers without consulting them,” he said. “But | offer you the hospitdity of the
monastery while we discuss your propostion.”

The man leaned forward and placed his hand on the abbot’ sarm, staring intently into hisface. “This
matter is urgent. | beg you, Abbot, do not discusstoo long.”

“What have you done, Kiukiu? Why have you brought him here?’

Malushastood in the doorway of her cottage asif trying to prevent them from entering. Her eyeswere
dark, narrowed in an expression of bitter hatred and distrust.

“Him?’ Kiukiu rubbed her eyes. She had the oddest fedling that she had just flown across the moors
from Kagtel Drakhaon, skimming high like agrey-winged goose returning to its spring breeding grounds.
“H-how did | get here?’

“What have you done to my grandchild?’” Mausha hurried across the courtyard, scattering hensin front
of her, and put her arm around Kiukiu. “What spell have you laid on her?’

Kiukiu dowly redlized that Maushawas not talking to her anymore, but to Kaspar Linnaius, who stood
dlently besde her.

“ThisisKagp—" she began.

“I' know who heis” Maushasad, still staring frodtily at Linnaius. “And what heis. But | don't know
what brings him here when he' s quite aware he' s not welcome.”

“I come on the Emperor Eugene sbusiness,” said Linnaius. “ The same Eugene who was patron to
Jaromir Arkhel while helived, and isnow godfather to his son, Stavyomir.”

“Hisson?’ Mausha seemed utterly confounded. “An heir?’

“The Emperor has named young Stavyomir the next Arkhaon of Azhkendir. | thought you might be
aware of the fact, asyou served the Arkhel family for so many years.”

Maushawas slent amoment. Then she said, “I think you' d better comein.”

“Why didn’t you tell me, Kiukiu?’ Maushawhispered angrily as Linnaius waked past them and into the
cottage. “About the Arkhe child?’

“I didn’t know for sure,” Kiukiu whispered back, cowed by her grandmother’ swrath.



“And now you' ve brought that cursed wind-mage here.”
“I didn’t bring him! He brought me.”
“Don’t argue, child. What does he want?’

“Information for the good of the empire,” said Linnaius. In spite of hisgreat age, his hearing was
obvioudy il extremely acute, thought Kiukiu resentfully.

“It’ d better be for the good,” Mausha said, shutting the door hastily as one of the hens attempted to
follow them ingde, “ seeing as how you had theill mannersto bresk through my veil of concealment.”

The ingant the Magus entered the cottage, there had been atirring and a shuffling among the roosting
snow owls perched high above their heads. Linnaius glanced up and Kiukiu saw him blink in
agonishment.

“And now you' ve disturbed my lordsand ladies,” complained Mausha. “They’ re very suspicious of
strangers and they get very moody at thistime of year. Y ou don't want to go artling them; they can be
vicious when they’ ve got a clutch of eggsto protect.”

“Beieveme, | have no intention of harming them,” Linnaius said, fastidioudy drawing hisgown up to
avoid apile of owl droppings.

“Or ther chicks”

“So what isthe information your Emperor wants from me?’

“Y ou cast out the daemon-spirit, the one that calsitself Drakhaoul 7’

“I did,” said Mdushadiffly. “ That was a considerable achievement.”

“I could not have doneit if Lord Gavril had not wished it s0,” Maushasaid, dill coldly formal.
“But you did not send it back to the Ways Beyond?’

“And wherewould | havetaken it in the Ways Beyond?” Kiukiu sensed agrowing tension between the
two. A glowing stick on the fire suddenly snapped, sending ahiss of sparks up the chimney, and she

jumped.

“It was not adead soul, Kaspar Linnaius, seeking expiation for itssins.” Mausha s voice grew softer.
“Even that dread place of dust and despair that we dare not name is not its true home.”

“Then’—Linnaius drew closer to her—"*what isit?’

“Why do you need to know?’ Maushaasked dyly. “ There seems to be a connection between the
daemon and the Emperor’ s young daughter.” For thefirst and only time, Kiukiu heard Linnaiusfalter.
Wasit possiblethat this cold, caculaing old man gtill nourished alittle warmth in his heart? Mausha
shrugged. “What' sthat to us?’

“Sheinggsthe daemonis Hill at large somewherein our world. And now that thereisan Arkhel heir for
you to protect—"

“| cast the daemon out from Gavril Nagarian, but it was too strong for me. It fled before | could destroy
it



“Then thiswill interest you. | have learned from my researches that only one man was ever strong enough
to imprison such aethyric daemons. Serzhel of Kerjhenezh.”

“Y our point, wind-mage?’
“1 have not the skillsto talk to the dead, but you and your granddaughter—"

“Have you any ideaof therisk in such aventure?’ Maushashook her grey head. “ Serzhel islong dead.
He hastraveled far, deep into the Ways Beyond—"

“I'll doit,” said Kiukiu suddenly, impulsively.
“You'll do no such thing!”
“I'll doitif you let mevidt him,” Kiukiu said to Linnaius.

“Him? Oh no. You're not till hankering after the Nagarian boy?’” Maushaturned on the Magus. “What
nonsense have you filled her head with?’

“A vidt can bearanged.” The Magus s pae eyesrested on Kiukiu.
Malusha seized hold of Kiukiu's hand and pressed, none too gently, on each of her fingertipsin turn.
“Ow!” Kiukiu snatched her hand away.

“Soft asbutter,” her grandmother said disapprovingly. “When wasthe last time you did any practice, hm?
Asl thought.”

“I couldn’'t play the gudy inthekastel,” Kiukiu protested. “Not with al those Tidlen soldiersaround.”
“I would prefer to interrogate Serzhei mysdlf,” said the Magus.

“And well you might, but what you' re asking is not only dangerous, it’ s very difficult.”

“So you' re saying such amesting is beyond your abilities?’

Kiukiu heard the challenge and knew that her grandmother would be unableto resist.

Mdushaglared a the Magus. “ Do you know nothing of our craft?1 can only bring adead spirit back to
thisworld with alock of hair, abone, or some such thing to anchor it here. Unlessyou' rewilling to offer
your body for it to inhabit? | thought not. And I’m not in the business of creating spirit-wraiths, so don’t
even ask.” She glanced accusingly at Kiukiu, who felt her cheeks burning at the memory of what she had
once unwittingly done.

Malusha had worked steadily since winter to repair her broken gudy; now shetook it down from the
shdf and unwrapped it from its brightly colored wool blanket. Kiukiu found alayer of fine dust had
settled on her instrument; she gave a surreptitious puff to blow the dust away.

“Hal” Maushasaid, missing nothing. “ So now we shdl have to waste va uable time tuning this neglected
instrument.” She handed Kiukiu the littleiron key she used to tighten dack strings. “And you' d better use
aplectrumor you'll cut your fingers.”

It felt odd to Kiukiu to sit and hold the gudy again after so many long weeks of housework at the kastel.
Just to pluck the strings and fedl the resonances reverberate through her body reminded her of
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what she had been forced to bury deep within her. Now she felt a sense of liberation. Here she had no
need to pretend; she could be who she truly was: a Spirit Singer.

When the tuning was finally done to her satisfaction, she looked up from the gusly and saw her
grandmother gazing at her intently, the firelight glinting in her eyes.

“We're going together, child. You've never had to travel so deep into the Ways before. There are dangers
you’'ve never even imagined in your darkest dreams.”

Kiukiu nodded, secretly relieved not to have to go alone.

“And while we're gone,” Malusha said, turning to Linnaius, “you can make sure the fire doesn’t go out.
And no mage-mischief while we're away, or my lords and ladies will peck your eyes out.” She picked up
the gudly and struck a slow succession of notes. “Kiukiu, copy me. Thisisthe Golden Scale. We'll need it
where we' re going.”

“The Golden Scale?’ Kiukiu had forgotten until now that she still had much to learn. And she needed al her
concentration to copy the unfamiliar sequence of pitches that Maushawas plucking. Y et she did discern a
golden quality to the music they were creating. The air seemed to glow with the richness of the sound. A
gilded mist filled the little room and the firelight grew dim, receding until there was only the throb of each
note, as warm as rays of evening sunlight, and she was rising through sunset clouds in a glory of bronze and

gold.

“I"ve never been here before, have 1?7’

“Thisisthe deepest I’ ve ever taken you, child.” Malusha was skimming upward beside her, and now Kiukiu
saw her grandmother as atall young woman again, her braided hair brown, her voice strong and true, her
back straight.

“We could be sisters,” Kiukiu said with heartfelt emotion. “1 always wanted a sister.”

“Pay attention!” Malusha snapped. “Even here, you must be on your guard. Even here, Lost Souls can
waylay and entrap you to feed on your life force. Never forget—we are intruders.”

“A bossy older sister,” Kiukiu whispered. And then the burnished clouds parted and a distant sound
breathed through the air like a perfumed breeze.

“I can hear music,” said Kiukiu, gazing around her. “ Singing. Such strange, beautiful singing...”

“Thisis going to be harder than | thought.”

I'ji
“Why?’ Kiukiu felt herself drawn toward the sound of the singing. She began to drift in the direction of the
music.

Malusha stopped her.
“But | want to go and join in—"

“We're trespassing here to help your Lord Gavril, though heaven knows why; he doesn’t deserve it for
what he did to you. Now stay close and don’'t wander off.”

Ahead of them, crowning alittle hill, stood a high-walled garden; Kiukiu could seetall cedars rising above



the weathered stones of the wall as well as oaks and white-flowering chestnuts. They reached the top of
the hill and found themselvesin front of finely wrought, gilded iron-work gates.

As Malusharaised her hand to push the gates open, two gold-armored warriors suddenly appeared, barring
their way with crossed scimitars. Half-blinded by the light radiating from their faces, Kiukiu threw up one
hand to shield her eyes.

“We are pilgrims from Azhkendir,” said Malusha. “We seek counsel from the Blessed Serzhei.”

“Serzhei’ swork in Azhkendir is complete,” said one of the warriors. His voice rang out like a brazen
trumpet call. “Why do you disturb his rest?’

“A daemon-warrior isat large in our world. It callsitself the Drakhaoul.”

Kiukiu ventured a glance through her fingers at the warriors. Though light still shimmered around them like
wings of golden flames, she managed a glimpse of their faces, at once terrible and beautiful, as they
consulted each other with alook.

One dowly pointed to the ragged scars on Kiukiu' s throat. Kiukiu gave alittle cry when the scarred skin
began to burn, as though afiery liquid had been dripped onto her body. She looked down and saw the scars
were glowing. Her hands flew, too late, to cover her throat.

“Y ou bear the mark of a Drakhaoul.”

“All the more reason for usto seek Serzhei’shelp,” said Malushadryly.

“Y ou know well enough, Spirit Singer,” said the firgt, “that such athing is forbidden.”
“Why?’ burst out Kiukiu.

“You are trespassers here. Y ou must return to the world of the living.”
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“Very well,” Maushasaid, though Kiukiu heard not the dightest hint of resgnation in her voice. “ Come,
child.” She strode off away from the gate, Kiukiu hurrying after.

“Sowe' rejust going to give up?’ Kiukiu cried.

“You heard, Kiukiu, we' re trespassers.” But Ma ushawas not going back down the hill, she was skirting
the edge of the walled garden.

“Ah.” Kiukiu understood what her grandmother intended; here, in the Ways Beyond, walls were not
necessarily abarrier to Spirit Singers. “But won't they come after us?’ She glanced uneeasily over her
shoulder, expecting to see the winged guardians swooping down on them.

“Without adoubt. But isthat going to stop us?” Ma usha stopped and gazed up a thewall. “1t shouldn’t
be too difficult to shin up here; there are plenty of toe-holds.” And she started up the wall, grunting as she
pulled hersdf doft.

Kiukiu could not help giggling. Her grandmawas climbing over thewadll, just like alittle girl scrumping
gpples!

“Don’'t dawdle,” Mausha hissed from the top and disappeared over the other sde. Kiukiu began to
climb, and though the stones grated againgt her fingers as she clung on, she found she could clamber
upward as eadily asif she weighed nothing whatsoever. She jumped down, landing beside Maushaon
gravel between thetdl chestnuts.



They stood in aformal garden with knots and winding paths and intricately cut topiary. The sound of
running water came from fountains playfully carved to resemble whiskered carp, which sprayed crysta
jetsinto theair from their pursed mouths. Kiukiu recognized herbs growing in the beds as they walked
past and heard the summery droning of bees among the cloudy banks of lavender.

“It'sjust like the monastery gardens back home,” she said, surprised.

“Where else do you think amonk would want to be?’” Mausha strode on, plunging into adark maze of
high yew hedges, with Kiukiu still lagging behind. “ And keep up! | don’t want to have to search for you
too.”

At the heart of the maze, they cameinto around garden with asundid at its center.

“Hereit isaways summer,” said agentle voice. Kiukiu saw agrey-robed man rise from a garden seat
and come dowly toward them.

She did not need to shidld her eyeswhen she looked at him, athough no matter how hard she blinked,
shedid not quite seem able to focus on hisfeatures.

So thisis our patron saint, Serzhel . Awed, Kiukiu found she had lost her voice. He seemed so
mild-mannered for avanquisher of daemons.

“We have cometo ask for your guidance, Serzhel,” said Mausha. Her tone was much more respectful
now than when she had answered the warriors at the gates. “How did you banish the daemons from the
world of theliving?’

For awhile, Serzhel did not answer, nodding his head asif lost in contemplation. All Kiukiu could hear
was the splash of the fountains and the droning of the bees.

“I could not have banished them had | not called upon the Heavenly Guardiansto help me. And even
then, the one you name Drakhaoul burned me with hiscold fireand | died, my task incomplete. But there
ismore. Let me show you.”

He beckoned them toward the sundial. Asthey drew near, he placed both hands, palms down, on the
ancient stone. Kiukiu blinked again as the center of the did melted away. Tiny, jewd-bright figures, like
theilluminations drawn by the monksin thelibrary at Saint Sergius, moved across a painted landscape,
complete with atiny range of mountains and barques bobbing on a choppy sea.

“Y ou must understand that the danger was too great to ignore. Artamon’s sonswere tempted in their
arrogance to summon daemonsto settle their bitter rivary. It had to be stopped or &l Rossyawould
have been seared to an arid wasteland.”

Kiukiu was staring at one of the figures; there was adark glitter about it that she recognized only too
wall.

“Drakhaoul,” she said softly.

“That isthe nameit devised for itsdf in Azhkendir, but it has an older, more ancient name. Onceit was
kin to the guardians you saw at the gateway.”

“The ones with the golden armor?”’ Kiukiu found the ideaamost impossible to conceive. “But they’re
angels—"

“Even angels can be tempted to fal from grace. The Drakhaoul and its kin were banished to the Realm of



Shadows. But there was agateway to that realm from your world, which powerful and arrogant magi
breached using aruby imbued with the blood of children.”

“Child sacrifice,” Maushamurmured. “ The daemon’s craving for innocent blood...”

“The Drakhaoul was once an angd?’ perssted Kiukiu. “And priestskilled children to make it serve
them? That’ shorrible”

“It must be sent back the way it came,” Mausha said dowly, as though reasoning out loud, “ by opening
this gateway, wherever it may be. But not by killing children, surdly?’

“Andwhereisthisgateway?’ asked Kiukiu. “Isit in Azhkendir?’

“How can | besure, if | tll you, that you will use thisinformation for the good of theliving?’ Therewasa
darker hint of warning in Serzhel’ s voice now. “Or that otherswill not forceit out of you and useit to
fulfill their own selfish desires? For that is how it was with the sons of Artamon. Y ou have seen the
terrible damage that one Drakhaoul-daemon can wresk; imagine the devagtation if more werelet loose.”

Thedrowsy air grew warmer, releasing wafts of scent from the herbs. And the buzzing of the beesamong
the blue lavender spikes grew louder. The hazy sky filled with the sound of beating wings.

“Ohno,” whispered Kiukiu. “They’vefound us.”

“Only the emperor’stears,” Serzhel said, “will unlock the gate. But take great care. For others of its
daemon-kin may seize their chance to escape and—"

“Enough!” Thetwo guardian warriors from the gate dighted, one on either side of Serzhei. And now
others appeared, hovering overhead, golden hair and wingsflickering like flames. Alarmed, Kiukiu
shrank back toward her grandmother. “Y ou were ordered to leave.”

“Forgive us.” Kiukiu held her hands out imploringly to Serzhel. “We didn’t mean to do anything wrong.”

One guardian took hold of Kiukiu, the other, Mausha. At their touch, Kiukiu felt her scars begin to burn.
“Why can’'t you help us?’ she cried to them, filled with frustration that so few of their questions had been
answered.

“Only one pure of heart may cal upon the Heavenly Warriorsto defeat the Drakhaoul.” The guardian
warrior’ svoice was sern.

“And you have defied us once dready,” said the other. “Y ou must go now, and never return.”

Kiukiu let out alittle cry as she waslifted high into the air and the guardians bore them upward through
the gilded sky on fiery wings.

Kiukiu opened her eyes.

Shewas sitting by thefirein her grandmother’ s cottage. The gudy lay silent on her lgp. Thefingers of one
hand were deeply scored with the marks of the gudy strings. The other hand clutched protectively at the
base of her throat where her scarred skin still burned.

“Marked by the daemon,” she whispered, overcome with shame. “ Tainted.”
Beside her, Mausha dtirred.

“I’'m getting too old for this.” Shelaid her gudy down. “Put the kettle on thefire, Kiukiu. Let’ s have some



t%,”

A man rose from the seat on the other side of the fire; Kiukiu jumped. She had forgotten that the Magus
was il there, waiting for them.

“Wel?" hesad. “What did you learn?’ Kiukiu lowered her eyes, too ashamed to say. “Makethetea,
Kiukiu,” ordered Mausha. “1 can’t abide talking with adry throat.”

Kiukiu bused hersdf at the range, putting in ablend of healing herbsfor her fingers and restorative herbs
to revive them after their journey in the Ways Beyond. She could sense the Magus s growing impatience;
she knew Maushawould take amalign pleasure in making him wait.

And indeed, not until she had taken severa long Sips of her favorite herbal tea, sweetened with honey,
did Maushadeign to answer his question.

“We ve heard tales of an ages-old war between the Drakhaoul’ s daemon-kin and the Heavenly
Guardians,” she said, setting her mug down. “And unless you can find someone as pure of heart as
Archimandrite Serzhe to summon them, no Heavenly Guardians are ever going to cometo our aid.”

“I"d guessed that much from the manuscript at the monastery,” Linnaius said.

There was something odd about hislack of reaction, Kiukiu thought as she drank her tea, balancing the
mug carefully in her sorefingers. Had this just been some kind of test? No matter what it was, shewished
that her grandmother would not provoke him with her gy little digs and send him away, his promiseto her
urtfulfilled.
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“There was one other thing Serzhei told us,” continued Malusha, almost teasingly. “Just as we were thrown
out for our pains...”

“And that was?’

“*Only the Emperor’stears will unlock the gate,” ” said Kiukiu. “But we never heard where the gate
was. They wanted to keep it secret.”

“Ah.” Thisobvioudy meant something to the Magus.

“So?7 Maushasad, her eyeshbright in thefirdight. “Werisked much for you and your little Tidlen
princess, Linnaius. Theleast you could doisto tel uswhat it means.”

“ “The emperor’ most probably means Artamon,” Linnaius said obliquely.

“It doesn't take ascholar to figure that one out! And what about this ruby? Imbued with the blood of
children?” Maushawas no longer teasing, Kiukiu saw; shewasin deadly earnest. “I’ll not be party to
any practiceinvolving thekilling of children, and neither will my Kiukiu.”

“I'll' have to pursue my researches further.” Linnaius began to walk toward the door.

“Y ou seem very keen to be on your way, wind-mage.” Malusha eased hersdlf up out of her chair.
“There’ smoreto thisthan you're teling, isn't there? And what about that visit you promised my Kiukiu?
Have you seen the state of her fingers? She' sruined them— and dl on your Emperor’ s behdf! Show
him”

Kiukiu rductantly raised her hand, showing her sore, swollen fingertips.



“Y ou understand, I’ m sure, that there are ordersto be filled out and signed by the Emperor himself.
Gavril Nagarian isavery dangerous man and heis confined in aplace of the utmost security. But | will
et the processin motion. | will return when | have more news.” He turned on hished to leave.

“The Emperor’ sdaughter,” Kiukiu said. “She’ sonly little. She could be the one pure of heart.”

“An innocent child?’ Linnaius stopped as though this had not occurred to him before. Then he nodded
and, opening the door, disappeared into the courtyard.

CHAPTER

Gullsdrifted lazily overhead on the warm breeze. Elysia stood in the middle of the quay a Vermeilleand
closed her eyesfor amoment, taking in adeep breath of Smarnan air. Oblivious of the noisy bustle
around her—the unloading of bundles of furs from the merchant ship that had brought her from
Arkhelskoye, and the loading up of barrels of Smarnan wine for the return journey—she just stood there,
letting the familiar smellsand traders crieswash over her. Even the pungent reek from the fish market
wasdl the more wecomefor itsfamiliarity.

Home. I’m home. She gazed around her, blinking afilm of tearsfrom her eyes. There was arichnessto
thelight here, awarmth that gilded the red tiles on the cafes and tavernslining the quay, that enhanced the
vibrant colors of their painted walls. deep sea-blue, pepper scarlet, and rich earthy ochre. No one paid
any attention to the shabbily dressed, middle-aged woman who stood enraptured by a scene of such
unsurprising ordinariness.

Findly she picked up her bag and set off long the quay. It wasawak of sometwo milesto the Villa
Andaraaong the upper dliff road, but she had no money for a carriage and, after the long voyage, she
wasglad of the exercise.

And then she saw the soldiers. Tielen soldiers. They had set up abarrier at the end of the quay and were
checking everyonein and out. Even though she knew she carried a pass stamped with the Emperor’s
officia sed and Sgnature, she dtill fet ashiver at the sght of those

i
blue and grey uniforms. Even herein Smarna, the power of the new empire was making itself felt.

“Inline, lady, liketherest,” ordered asoldier, officioudy waving her into along queue waiting ingde a
roped-off area.

Elysaglared at him but did as she wastold.

“Bloody Tidlens. Think they own the earth,” muttered a balding merchant in front of her. Hewas
sweeting in the morning sun and mopping at his shiny forehead with ahandkerchief. “I’ ve got busnessin
the citadel. And now I'm late.”

“How long hasthis been going on?’ Elysiaasked quietly.

“Since Tielen annexed Smarna. In't it the same e sawhere? Passes to comein, permissionsto leave,
extrataxesto pay—"

“I wouldn’'t know,” shesaid, “I’ vejust arrived from Azhkendir.”



“Papers,” demanded the officer on duty, waving his hand in her face. “ Paperdl”

She handed over her safe-conduct |etter without aword and saw, with some satisfaction, how he stared
a the Emperor’ ssignature.

“Madame Andar. Y ou may go.” Hefolded up the paper and presented it to her with acrisp salute.

As she passed through the barrier, she could not help but notice that he had made anote of her name and
had whispered it to one of his men, who went hurrying away toward the customs house.

So even here | amto be watched. The brightness of the Smarnan sunlight seemed to dim alittie asshe
watched the Tielen vanish inside, doubtless to send a message to Eugene' s agents that she had arrived in
Vamdlle

And then she shrugged. What could she do about it? She turned her back on the Tielen soldiers and
began to wak aong the winding cobbled lane that led upward out of the harbor toward the cliffs.

Pdmyre was pegging out aline of washing in the gardens of the VillaAndara. A good breeze was
blowing off the sea and the wet sheets would soon be dry. She bent to pick up another handful of pegs
from her basket, stuck one between her teeth, then saw two feet placed opposite hers on the other side
of the haf-dangling sheet.

“Shall | hold thet for you?” inquired afamiliar voice,
“Elysia?”
“Thevery same.”

The pegsfdl into the grass. PAmyre gave alittle shriek of joy and tried to embrace Elysaacrossthe
clothedine.

“Why didn’t you send word?’ Palmyre ducked under the line of sheets and hugged Elysia properly, tears
streaming down her cheeks. “If I'd known, I'd have—"

“Goneto alot of unnecessary fuss and trouble on my account,” said Elysia, laughing and weeping at the
sametime, “when dl | want isagood cup of tea, PAmyre, and to deep in my own bed, with the sound of
the sea outside my window.”

“Teait shdl be,” PAmyre said, drying her eyes on her gpron, “and anything ese you desire.”
Elysasat on theterrace, PAmyre beside her, and lifted her face to the afternoon sun.

“I can't tell you how good it isto be back,” shesaid. “And | can’'t quite believeit to be true. Pinch me,
Pdmyre”

“Ohyou'reback dl right,” PAmyre said fondly.

“I'm till not surewhy Eugenelet mego.” Elysa s smilefaded. “I wonder whether Astasiahad some
influence”

“The Empress Adtasa?’ Pamyre said in impressed tones.

“And he has Gavril.” Elysiahad made a pact with hersdf that she would not even alow hersdf to think of
Gavril’splight until shewasin apodtion to start petitioning for hisrelease.



“So the storiesin the papers are true?” Pamyre ventured. “He' s been imprisoned?’

“For life. Yes” Elysastood up and walked to the edge of the terrace. She leaned on the balustrade,
gazing out at the blue of the bay, feding the sea breeze tirring in her hair. Thelast of the white lilacswere
in bloom and their sweet scent drifted to her from the wild garden below. “Thefirst snowdrops were just
opening, PAmyre,” she said softly, “when they came and took him away. | haven't seen him since that

ey

Palmyre said nothing. Elysiaguessed from her silence that she was upset aswell. PAimyre had been a
second mother to Gavril—sometimes more of amother, Elysathought, remembering al the timeswhen
she had been away from home on acommission and Palmyre had made his supper, tucked him upin
bed, and told him stories of seamonsters and mermaids that she had learned from her seafaring father.

“So how’sLukan?’ Elysaasked, turning away from the bay.

S

“Lukan?’ PAmyrelowered her voice. “ Something' s brewing a the university, Elysia, and he' sright in the
thick of it.”

“Oh?’ PAmyre swords suddenly made Elysia deeply uneasy. Lukan had dways been apassionate
believer in democracy. He would not have taken kindly to the imposition of imperid rule.

Palmyre glanced around, checking to ensure there was no one else within earshot. “ The Tidlens are not
popular. There ve been... rumblings.”

“I hope Lukan knows what he' s doing; he has no idea how powerful the Tidens have become. They'll
crush anyone who dares to oppose them.” Then Elysiashook her head, forcing laughter into her voice.
“Listento me! And when did my views become so reactionary?’

Padmyre was|ooking at her with an awed expression. “Y ou must have been through someterrible times
inthelast months.”

Elysaswalowed. Y es, she had seen things she could till not bring herself to talk abouit.

“Wadll, there€' sno point dwelling on what can’t be undone,” she said briskly. “1 must look forward now.”
Resolute of purpose, she set off across the terrace steps that led down to the shore.

“Where are you going?’ Pamyre caled after her, dismayed.

“Oh, PAmyre. Haven't you guessed? To see my old, dear friend Professor Rafael Lukan. We have much
to talk about.”

In the heart of the Old Citadel of Colchise wasalittle tavern, much frequented by students and artists.
Like many of the dwdlingsin Colchise, Vardo's Tavern had been hewn right into the side of the cliff on
which the citadd stood; the doorway was surrounded by an exuberantly climbing rose, aready blooming
with a profusion of scented yellow flowers. The courtyard garden was strung with paper lanterns, whose
soft, flickering lights had dready attracted hovering moths in the warm dusk. Wonderful spicy smells of
cooking wafted up from the tavern’ s kitchen: garlic, rosemary, and tomatoes stewed with chopped
onionsand bay leaves...

Elysafdt asudden stab of anguish as she stood looking down at the crowd of students gathered below,
drinking Vardo's cheap red wine, talking and laughing together. This had been afavorite haunt of
Gavril’s. How wasit that she stood here tonight and he was so far away, locked up for lifein some



remote Tielen prison with madmen and murderers?
For life? Not if | have anything to do with it!

She tucked awandering strand of hair back in place and went down the winding rocky stepsinto the
throng of drinkers.

She heard L ukan' s deep, resonant voice long before she located him. Even now, its digtinctive timbre
sent alittle shiver through her. She and Lukan had been loversfor many years after sheleft Volkh
Nagarian, and even though their passion had cooled with the passing of time, they had remained good
friends

“And now this Tielen self-gppointed governor, Armfeld, has the nerve to ban public meetingsin the
university. Without any process of consultation with the faculty board.”

A roar of disgpprova rose from the other drinkers. She had arrived at an opportune moment. Anti-Tielen
fedingswere obvioudy running high.

“What canwe do?’ called out agirl’ svoice. “Can we alow them to sllence us?’

“They have no rights—congtitutiona or otherwise—to overrule the faculty,” Lukan said. “Not even the
Smarnan council canintervenein university matters.”

Elysia pushed closer to the dcove where Lukan was holding forth.

“They have no rightsin Smarna, anyway!” yelled out aman’svoice, young and impassioned. “Did we
ask to be annexed?”’

“No!” shouted the students.

“Did Smarnaask to be swallowed up by thisimperiaist dictator?’
“No!”

“So what are we going to do about it?’

Heavens, Elysathought, still resolutely pushing forward to get closer to Lukan. This sounds like a
full-blown revolt. Do they have any idea what they are up against?

She emerged right at the front of the gathering. There was L ukan, his craggily handsome face crowned by
an untidy tumble of slvered black hair.

Helooked up, about to speak again, and saw her.

“Elysa” He legped to hisfeet, knocking over glasses, and came straight toward her, seizing her in his
armsand hugging her close.

She had forgotten how strong he was. Breathless, she looked up into hiswarm, dark eyes and felt, for
thefirst timein so many weeks, aglimmer of hope.

“Look whoitigl” he cried to the whole tavern, hisarm around her
shoulders. “Elysa Andar. Returned to usfrom thejaws of hell, isn't that right, Elysa?’

AsLukan steered her to a seat beside his, she was aware that everyone was staring at her now.



“Returned from Azhkendir,” she said, “to fight for my son’srelease.”
“Soit’strue?’ Lukan said, hisvoice somber. “ Gavril isin prisonin Tiden?’
“And sentenced to life imprisonment.”

“What' sthat got to do with us?’ shouted out a student.

“Morethan you might imagine,” she answered camly, resolving not to lose her temper with hecklers.
“I'm not only hereto fight for Gawril. I'm hereto fight for Smarnatoo, if need be.”

To her surprise, acheer arose at these last words. What am | doing? she wondered, panicking. If
Eugene' s spiesare here tonight, I’ll be branded a troublemaker —and then what use will | be to
Gavril ?

“Wecome back, Elysial” cried Lukan, kissing her heartily on the mouth.

She gazed up into his eyes, glad for once to have astrong arm to lean againgt. For thefirst timeinalong
while, she knew she was not alone.

Elysastood beside L ukan and the other members of the newly formed Republican Alliance benegth the
citaddl. Behind them were ranged hundreds of students. The morning was bright and a crisp breeze blew
off the bay, fluttering the many Tielen and New Rossyan standards that had been hoisted on every
flagpole and turret of the OId Citadel. Of the crimson and gold flag of the Smarnan Republic, there was
nosgn.

Governor Armfeld had taken up residence in the Smarnan council chambers, high in the ancient citade
itsdlf, overlooking Vermeille Bay. From the large numbers of troops he had deployed about the citadd, it
looked asif he was making ready to defend his basein case of trouble.

A woman, grey-haired and smartly dressed, came briskly up to Lukan. Elysiarecognized Nina Vashtdli,
Minigter of Jugtice, and First Minister of the Smarnan council.

“Isthiswise, Lukan? To confront the Tidens head-on? If they fed threatened, they may retdiate.”
igj

“Haven't you tried to negotiate? And how has Armfeld answered our requests? With bluster and
prevaricaion.”

“It’ strue that the man isno diplomat,” NinaVashtdli said sourly.

“Firg he triesto impose these ludicrous taxes, now he hasthe gdl to close the university. Wewon't be
trested like thig!”

Elysiahad noticed atir of movement up on the ramparts.
“Look.” She pointed. “Here comes Armfeld’ sresponse.”

Shadowed againgt the brightness of the morning sun, aline of soldiers had appeared on the upper
battlements. Sun glinted on the metd of their carbines.

“Thisdoesn't bodewell,” murmured Lukan. He shaded his eyes against the sunlight, gazing upward ashe
assessed the opposition.



“Y our gathering is unlawful!” shouted down one of the soldiersin the common tongue. “ Governor
Armfeld ordersyou dl to go home.”

Thiswas met with jeering from many of the sudents.
“Let himtdl usso himsdlf!” oneyelled.
Elysaglanced unesslly at Lukan.

“I am Professor Rafael Lukan,” he called out. “Tell your governor that since he has closed down our
university, | am obliged to lecture to my students out here instead.”

A great raucous cheer arose a hiswords, sending the grey and white gullslining the rooftops flapping
and screeching into the air.

“And today’ slecture will be on the virtues of democracy and republicanism,” Lukan said, baancing
himsdlf on the rim of an old well to address his audience, “ compared to the evils of autocratic rule and
dictatorship.”

13 Sop! ”

Lukan turned dowly around. Elysialooked up to see where the voice was coming from. A
florid-complexioned man had appeared on the ramparts. He seemed agitated.

“Y ou have no right, Professor Lukan, to openly incite these young people to rebellion. | must caution you
that you are committing an offense of the highest treason against the New Rossyan Empire.”

“I am merely continuing with my classes, Governor. Order your men to reopen our university and we will
clear the streets and trouble you no longer.”

“But your lectures are seditious, Professor Lukan. | cannot alow you to preach revolution herein the
dregts—or in the university.”
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“Then at least let them discussthelr differences with you, Governor,” said Nina Vashtdli.

“I had hoped better of you, Minigter,” Armfeld said. “Why do you dly yoursdf with these
troublemakers? Thereis no place for discussion here. Go home. All of you!”

Elysaheard adisturbance in the crowd of students behind her. A young man, bespectacled and earnest,
pushed hisway through to Lukan'sside.

“Look, Professor.” He pulled afolded cloth from inside his jacket and shook it out. “ Theflag! Our flag!”

Crimson and gilded chevrons unfurled and glinted in the sun. In the center of the cloth, a
gold-embroidered merman with ascaly tail held doft atrident.

“Well done, Miran.” Lukan clapped the young man on the shoulder. “Now we have our standard again.”

Another of the students came running up, holding abroom handle. With alittle improvisation, the
standard was soon lashed to the broom. Miran climbed up beside Lukan and brandished it in the air.
Another deafening cheer went echoing around the citadel walls.

“I’'mwarning you, Professor!” spluttered Armfeld from the ramparts. “ Send these young people home, or
| will be obliged to take action.”



“Lukan.” Elysawas growing increasingly apprehensive. Shetouched hisarm. “The Tiden military is
ruthless. They don't think aswe do.”

“They wouldn’t darefireon us,” Lukan said, arrogantly confident. “We outnumber them, five to one.”
“They have dchymica weapons. They don't need to outnumber us.”
Shesaw him hesitatefor thefirst time.

“Alchymica wegpons?’ He glanced down at her, hisdark brows drawn closein afrown. “No. He
wouldn’t dare. There are women and children here.”

“Governor Armfeld!” NinaVashteli called up to the ramparts, her voice stern. “ Can’t we come together
and discuss these mattersin amore civilized way?”

“Tell your mob to disperse!l” shouted back the governor. He pulled out awhite handkerchief and began
to mop hisface.

“What isthereleft to discuss?’ yelled alight, passionate voice. Elysia saw that another student, face
concealed under a broad-brimmed hat, had leaped up beside the standard-bearer. “What do we want?
Tidensout! Tidensout!”

“Tie-lensout!” Other students nearby took up the cry, thumping on doors to emphasize the rhythm.
“Tid-ensout!”

“N-now look herel” Armfeld tried to raise hisvoice, but it was drowned in the angry chanting.

Elysiasaw how red the governor’ s face had become. The hand that held the white kerchief suddenly
waved in one decisive, furious gesture. Shots rang out and little puffs of white smoke could be seen
issuing from the barrels of the left-hand row of carbines.

The Smarnan standard wavered—and the young man holding it fell to the cobbles.

Suddenly the shouting died as L ukan caught Miran in hisarms and lowered him gently to the ground. The
other student jumped down to help support him. There was no sound in the citadel now but the distant

crying of gulls.

“Oh no, no,” Elysaheard herself murmuring. The bespectacled student lay pale and limp; blood gushed
from awound at the base of histhroat. Without even thinking, she had taken out her handkerchief and
pressed it hard to thewound inapad. If it’s an artery that’ s been damaged, she thought, remembering
her anatomy classes, strong pressure must be applied or he will bleed to death.

“A doctor. Get adoctor!” cried out the other student, pillowing the boy’ s head against his knee.

Elysia swhite handkerchief had already turned red with blood. Lukan handed her another, dready
folded.

Miran tried to murmur something.
“Hold on, Miran,” urged the student. “Don'’t try to talk. Just hold on.”

“We need to get him out of the street,” Elysiasaid. Hold on, she echoed slently to the injured boy, trying
not to remind herself that he was not so much younger than her own son; it could have been Gavril who
lay here, bleeding hislife out on the cobbles, felled by aTiden bullet. ..



A gtretcher wasimprovised from aladder draped with coats, and Miran was hurried into a nearby
doctor’ ssurgery. Elysiafollowed af-

i
ter, aware that the students were massing outside. The silence that had followed the shooting of Miran
was now replaced by an angry buzz that grew steadily louder.

She remembered the crowd that had raged for vengeance outside the Winter Palace in Mirom. Innocent
blood had been shed then too. There would be ariot now; she recognized the signs. And nothing
Governor Armfeld could do would stop it.

“My brother has been shot. And why? Because he dared to hold up our Smarnan flag!”

Elysiapeered out through the little window and saw it was the other student who had seized the standard
and was standing at Lukan’ s sde on the top of the well. The broad-brimmed hat she had been wearing
lay on the ground, and dark auburn hair streamed unbound about her shoulders. Her voice throbbed with
bitter emation.

The citadd square had filled with protestors. And now Elysia saw weapons. axes, pitchforks, sabres,
pistals. The Smarnans were by nature easygoing—but when they cared about a cause, they would fight
to the desth.

“Take care, dear Lukan,” she murmured. “ Oh please take care.”

The spring sun shone on the imperia dockyards, but the brisk wind off the Nieva stung like awhip.
Eugene, well-protected by his greatcoat, hardly noticed the cold. He wasinspecting the warships of the
Southern FHeet, which had put into Mirom after arefit in Tielen. And he smiled as he surveyed the new
pride of hisfleet, the iron-prowed Rogned. The fierce figurehead portrayed the fearless warrior-princess
of ancient Tielen legend, gilded braids streaming behind her as she thrust her spear toward the waves.

“What do you think of her, highness?’ asked Admira Janssen, who had been accompanying him on his
tour from the hold to the upper decks.

“Shelooks superb,” said Eugene. “But how does she handle under sail?”’

“Oh she' sfast. She completed her tridswith flying colors. Sturdily built—but with agood wind, she can
outrun al the others.”

“We may need her,” Eugene said, nodding, “and sooner than we anticipated.”
“Smarna?’ Janssen’sjovia expression became grave.

Smarna. Just the sound of the name was beginning to irritate

M
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Eugene. It seemed to represent dl that frustrated him in his effortsto unite the empire.

“The negotiations have broken down. Armfeld’' s latest report is frustratingly vague, but he may well need
backup.”

“Just give theword, highness,” Janssen said loyally. “We |l be ready.”



They hustled Gavril into another tower. The room into which they brought him was empty except for an
iron chair and awooden trolley covered in acloth. Gavril halted in the doorway, staring at the chair and
the leather restraints fixed on the arms and feet.

“Torture?’ he said. Hisvoice came out in ahoarse whisper. “Do you mean to torture me?’

“Whatever gave you that idea?’ Director Baltzar appeared. He was dressed in abrown overall and wore
abizarre headpiece with asingle thick glasslens attached to it, not unlike ajeweer’ sloupe. “No, I've
brought you here to cure you, Twenty-One.”

“But 'mnotill!”

“Put himinthechar.” Batzar turned away and busied himsalf with unwrapping the contents of the cloth
onthetrolley.

The two warders began to drag Gavril toward the chair.

“Just what do you intend?’ Panic overwhelmed him. He dug hisfeet in, ressting their effortswith al his
drength. “Leave me be!” He rammed hisfoot into one of the warder’ s shins. Thewarder let gowith a
shout of pain, and hopped away, cursing.

The other kicked Gavril’ slegs out from under him and pinned him to the floor with the weight of his
body.

“Stubborn to the end,” Baltzar said with ashrug. “Hold him steady.” He came up to Gavril and, even
though Gawvril squirmed and turned hisface away, pressed a cloth to his nose and mouth. A strong
chemical smell issued from the cloth and suddenly the room wavered asall the strength lesked from his
body, leaving him week and limp as a marionette.

A strong light shone above him. He blinked, unable to focusin its dazzling rays.
Wheream?

Hetried to move his head—and found that it was firmly clamped. A thick leather collar had been
buckled about his neck so that any movement other than blinking wasimpossible. He looked down and
saw that hiswrists were buckled to the arms of the chair in which he sat. Another wide belt secured him
at the waist. When he attempted to move hisfeet, he found his ankles were secured aswell.

A shadowy form appeared above him and leaned in close to raise one of hiseydids.

Herecognized Director Bdtzar.

“Soyou'reawake,” Batzar said. Hisvoice boomed hollowly, asif heard through water. “ Good. This
procedure only worksif the patient is conscious.”

Procedure? Gavril tried to narrow his eyes againgt the glare of the overhead lantern to see what Baltzar
was about.

“Stand ready to swab, Skar,” Bdtzar said. “Y ou know how profusely theseincisonsin the scalp bleed.”



Gawril caught the glint of sted in Baltzar’ s hand as he leaned forward again. Behind him he saw an array
of scapels, probes, and tweezerslaid out on thetrolley.

“What—are you going to do—to me?’ Each word came out so dowly, as histongue and lips moved
duggishly againgt the effects of the drug.

“We are going to cut into your skull to free the pressure on the part of your brain that has been giving you
these delusions, Twenty-One. You cal it your ‘daemon.” But from my extensive researches, | suspect it
istheresult of someinjury or disease of the brain.”

“No!” Gawril cried out with dl hisforce. “The daemon isgone—"

“Y ou will be so much more placid when we have finished the procedure. Y ou may fed alittle pain during
the operation—but when it isdone, | assure you, you will be an atered man.” Bdtzar’ seye glinted

through the sngle magnifying lens.

Terror surged up from deep inside Gavril in ablack, choking wave. He had heard of the technique of
trepanning and its frequently disastrous results. This self-styled doctor intended to cut into hisbrain.
When he had finished with him, he would be no more than adrooling idiot, incapable of remembering his
own name.

“Helpmel” Gavril shouted, though he knew there was no one who could cometo hisaid. “Help—"

And then hefelt thetip of the cold steel blade dice into his scap. Something warm trickled down one
Sde of hisforehead—and was wiped away.

They are cutting into my bead. They want to excise my daemon— but all they will do is amputate
my memories, my dreams, all that goes to make me who | am. Why is there no one to help me?

And now he heard the sound of asmall drill boring into his skull,

fdt the terrible juddering as the bone resisted the bite of the metd. Until, with asickening crunch, thetip
went right through, penetrating the soft tissue of hisbrain.

Thelantern-lit room imploded in a chaos of colored shards and dark stars. And then there was only the
darkness.
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CHAPTER

Every day Andrei forced himsdf out onto the long expanse of empty grey sandsthat stretched into the
distant horizon, shrouded in seafog. And every day he managed to walk alittle farther, as his damaged
body dowly, miraculoudy, repaired itsdlf.

One evening, much like another, Kuzko and his adoptive son sat on either sde of thefire asIrinacleared
away the remains of the fish-and-onion stew they had eaten for supper.

“You'll bewanting to go find your own folks soon,” Kuzko said with asigh, lighting his tobacco pipe.

“If only | knew whereto start looking.” Andrei stared into the flames. “Or who they are...”



His namewas Andrel. That much he remembered. But no more. There had been no cluesin the
waterlogged shreds of clothing that had clung to his body; the sea had washed them clean of any
diginguishing marks.

“We know you' re asailor and we know you' re from Muscobar.” Kuzko drew on his pipe, letting out a
dow, reflective puff of smoke. “ Otherwise we' d have had trouble understanding each other, hm? But
Muscobar’ s a big country with plenty of ports up and down the coast. We're out on the farthest tip here
on Lapwing Spar. Land's end, with only the Iron Sea beyond. Far from anywhere. Nobody bothers
much about us... and we don’t bother them.”

Andrei frowned, concentrating his gaze on astick, forked like astag’' s horn asit glowed white-hot, and
then suddenly crumbled away to ash.

Hismemory, likethelittleidand, was gill shrouded in impenetrable fogs. Sometimes, in dreams, he knew
he glimpsed familiar, well-loved faces and he would wake, cdling out to them, armslongingly
outdtretched. .. only to find that the elusive memories had vanished again and hewas cdling out in
gibberish.

“Now that spring’ son itsway, I’'m planning on going over to the mainland for provisions.” Kuzko tapped
out the tobacco dregs and reached for his pouch. “Irina s been nagging me for days...”

“Y ou're running out of baccy, otherwise you wouldn't bother to make the journey, would you, old man?’
cdled out Irina. “Never mind whether we have enough teafor the samovar!”

“I'll get news at the tavern,” continued Kuzko, ignoring her. “Now that the thaw’ s under way, the
merchantmen’ll be stopping off at Y amkhaagain. Any wrecks, up and down the coast, they’ Il know.
Y ou come aong too, Andrei. Maybe someon€ Il recognize you there.”

Andrei shivered. And it seemed asif somewhere degp within hismind, avoice whispered, “ No, not yet.
It'stoo soon. ..."

Director Bdtzar looked down at his patient. Twenty-One sat dumped in achair, staring dully ahead.
Skar stood behind the chair.

“Twenty-One?’ Bdtzar sad crisply.

The patient did not even respond to the sound of hisvoice.
“How long has he been like this, Skar?’

“Since he came round, Director.”

Bdtzar sroked hischin pensvely.

“But there have been no more fits? No more shouting out?’
“He doesn't seem too aware of anything.”

“Any fever?’ Batzar lifted the bandages around the patient’ s skull, exposing the blood-encrusted stitches
where he had sewn up the surgical incisons.

“A little oozing, alittle pus from the wound, but it seemsto be responding satisfactorily to treatment.”

Bdtzar bent over the patient and lifted one of hiseyelids. The man’s pupilswere dilated.



“Gawril Nagarian,” Baltzar whispered, “can you hear me?’

Very far away, a voice calls hisname. But heis lost, wandering along an endless grey road where
everything is shrouded in fog and

nothing is familiar. And then there is only the monotonous grinding throb in his head, a horrible
sound that vibrates throughout his whole being.

Lost. Never get home. Wherever homeiis...
Never.

“Nagarian?’ echoed Skar. “Isthisthe Azhkendi lord? The one who tried to kill the Emperor and his
daughter?’

“You didn't hear that!” snapped Baltzar. In his desperation to dicit aresponse from the patient, he had
committed an unpardonable breach of confidentidity. “Remember the contract you signed? Everything
you witness within these four walsisto be treated with the utmost discretion.”

“Understood.” Skar nodded. “Buit, Director, do you think the operation may have damaged him? By
now, they usudly show some sign of consciousness.”

“Areyou impugning my methods, Skar?’ demanded Bdtzar. “| hardly think it’syour place, asmy
assdant, to question my clinical—"

“Director.” Skar pointed at Twenty-One. “Look.”
A sngletear rolled dowly down the patient’ simmobile face.
“Hescrying.”

Andrei waded back through the shallows, the cold, brackish tide lapping againgt his sea boots until he
stood on the bleak pebbled shore, gazing after Kuzko’ s boat, the Swvallow, bobbing itsway out across
the choppy waters of the Iron Sea.

Thiswaswhereit had happened. Thiswas the place the lightning bolt from the rolling stormclouds had
gtruck him.

That szzling flash of blue fire had restored his powers of speech but scoured his memory clean of dl
except hisfirst name. He could have awife and children mourning him, yet he had no recollection of
anyone but Kuzko and Irina.

“Why can't | remember?’” Andrei yelled to the distant horizon. “ Who—am—I?’
A bolt of lightning suddenly scored through hismind.

“Ahh...” Dizzy, he staggered back up the beach, one halting step at atime, until hefdl to hisknees,
panting, clutching & his heed.

It was asif something within him was struggling to escape.

Irinahummed to herself as she pegged her wet washing to the line. There was agood drying breeze
today, not so fierceit would tug the clean clothes from the line. The breeze would set Kuzko and the
Swallow on afair coursefor Yamkha—and the sooner he was gone, the sooner he would return with the
much-needed supplies.



A man’ svoice cried out from the shore.

Above the wet sheets and shirts she caught sight of Andrel coming back up the beach, saw him ssumble
andfdl.

Poor lad. He' d made such good progress, but he still needed more time to regain his strength. The sheet
she was pegging up was left dangling as she set out to help him. Then a sudden seamist, grey as smoke,
gusted across the narrow spar of land. Bewildered, she blinked, trying to peer through the billowing fog.
Andre was dtill lying sprawled on the sand.

“Andre!” she called, her voice ghill with darm. He made no reply.

Her heart started to thud. Why must the lad have arel apse now that Kuzko was gone? She hadn't the
strength to drag him back to the hut al on her own.

The seamist swirled about her, yet not so thickly that she could avoid seeing Andrel sart to twitch and
writhe.

“Another fit?" Thelad needed her; that was al that mattered. She gathered up her heavy worsted skirts
and hurried down the shore toward him.

Andrel lay helpless on the sands, unable to move.

“When | found you, you were damaged almost beyond repair. And so was |, cast out from my
rightful lord

Petterns of light pulsed acrosshissght. “ But | read in your blood the trace of Artamon’s seed. It
called to me. It revived me. So | have remade you, refashioned you as best | could. Yet you still
resist me. Don’t fight me, Andrei, let me help you.”

Wasthis somekind of idand spirit? It spoke of hedling. What did it want of him? All he wanted wasto
remember who hewas. Words formed in his mind—dow, clumsy words.

“Why—can’'t I—remember? Tell me—who | am.”

“Andre?’ cdled aquavering voice.

Andrel opened his eyesto see the wrinkled face of an old woman bending over him.
“Therenow,” she said asif she were soothing achild. “Y ou were having abad dream.”

Kuzko had been gone for five days now, Andrel reckoned. Irinaseemed unconcerned, busying herself
feeding her chickens and working at her sawing.

“He ll have met friends. HE Il be back when he' sready. Gives me achance to clean up after him, theold
curmudgeon...”

Sometimes she forgot herself and called Andre “Tikhon,” the name of her drowned son. He never
corrected her. It was such asolitary life for her here a land’ s end. The nearest neighbors were over a
two-mile swalk away across the dunes.

A sudden shiver of restlessness went through Andre. He set out from the cottage and walked up through
the reedsinto the dunes. A glimmer of pae, high cloud hid the soring sun. Beyond the calm, lapping green
of the empty sea, the horizon was hazy with mist. The air felt softer today, milder. High overhead flew a
skein of wild geese, honking exuberantly asthey set out for their spring feeding grounds.



Two weeks ago, walking at this speed would have exhausted him. Today he felt exhilarated, hardly
naticing the lag, lingering stiffnessin hismended legs.

“Ahoy there, Andrei!”

He spotted Kuzko' s little boat and hurried down the shingle to help Kuzko pull it out of the shalows up
and onto the beach.

“Thanks, Andrel,” said Kuzko, clgpping him on the shoulder and gazing intently into hisface. “Andrei,
lad—" he began, as though about to ask aquestion.

“And about time too, Kuzko!” caled out Irina. Kuzko let his hand drop away, turning to face hiswife as
she hurried down from the hut to greet him.

Andrel was eager, desperately eager to ask Kuzko what news he had gathered in Y amkha, but there
were sacks of provisonsto be unloaded first and alittle keg that smelled strongly of spirits.

“Careful with that keg,” Kuzko warned with awink.

“Did you remember my thread and needles?’ Irinafussed around them. “ And the beeswax for polishing?
And—"

io,

“All in good time, woman,” growled Kuzko. “Y ou can brew us up sometea.” Hetossed her abag. She
caught it and sniffed it, abroad smile dowly lighting her worn face.

“Real teal” She hugged Kuzko to her and planted akiss on his mouth.
“Cost measmall fortune, that did. Don't waste it, now!”

Kuzko' s weather-wrinkled cheeks were red with aglow that spoke of hourswhiled away in the tavern,
and his eyes were bloodshot. Irinadrew away from him, tutting.

“We don't have asmal fortune. So how exactly did you pay, Kuzko?’

Kuzko shuffled from foot to foot, suddenly embarrassed.

“A littlefavor | agreed to do,” he muttered. “For an old friend.”

“Favor?’ Irinarepesated loudly.

“Y ou remember Baklan?’

“Baklan, the smuggler? Oh, Kuzko, you promised me you wouldn't risk it again. You'retoo old.”
“It'sonly alittle consgnment to be ddlivered to Gadko's. Andrel’ |l give me ahand, won't you, lad?’
Andrei nodded, not entirely sure what he was agreeing to.

“And if you get caught?’ Irinawas il cross; her foot tapped againgt the earth floor.

“A few barrds of aguavit in an old fishing smack?Who' s going to pay attention? There’ s greater
concerns out there, Rina”

L ater when the provisions had been stored safely away in stone crocks and jars, they sat down around



the firewith mugs of strong, black tea sweetened with Irina s gpple jam.
“So,” Irinasad, “what’ sthe newsin Y amkha?’

“Big news!” Kuzko rolled hiseyes. “ Seems old Duke Aleksa’ s been deposed. Therewasariot in
Mirom and half the city burned to the ground. Some are saying the rioters collaborated with the Tidens,
othersthat the Tielens sailed down the Nieva and bombarded the city.”

“Mercy onus” Irinasaid, setting down her tea. “ The Tidlens?’

“They'rein charge now.” Kuzko noisily drained histeato the dregs and wiped the last drops from his
mustache with his deeve. “We have an emperor. Emperor Eugene.”

“What does that matter to us out here?’

“Could mean more taxes. Customs duties. And there' stalk of acensus. | saw Tielen soldiers—only a
handful, mind you—at the harbor.”

“Andwhat did Duke Aleksa ever do for us?’ Irinasaid with ashrug. “What did the Orlovs carefor us,
thelittle people? They spent al Muscobar’ s money doing up their fine palaces. We' rewell rid of them, |

sy.

“Oh we' re not quiterid of them yet, Rinamy love. Eugene' s made Aleksai’ s daughter his empress.
EmpressAgtasa”

Andrel ligtened, the mug of teagoing cold between hisfingers. The names, the names...
“Didn’t old Aleksal have ason too?’ Irina asked.

“Y oung Andre? The night of that terrible sorm in the Straits, his ship, the flagship, went down, dl hands
lost.” AsKuzko was speaking, Andrel redlized he was|ooking searchingly at him again ashe had earlier
on the shore. “They say she had too many cannons and the weight sank the ship. Truth is—nobody
knows because it seems nobody survived.”

“Terrible,” whispered Iring, saring into her teamug. “What awagte...”

Aleksdl... Astasia... Orlov...

“Where did the ship go down?’ Andrei demanded. “Wasit far from here? And what was she caled?’
“TheSzrm.”

A shiver ran through Andrei’ sbody. “1 know that name,” he said dowly.

“Andre,” began Kuzko awkwardly, “I’ ve been thinking. They say nobody survived. They say dl the
crew drowned. But—"

“Youthink I’'m Duke Aleksai’slost son?” Andrel got up, knocking over his stool. He clutched his head,
asif he could wrest the memories from hislocked brain.

“Stands to reason, lad. The storm that night washed you up here, on thisvery beach.”

“Then why—why can’t | remember anything? And Andrei, overcome with bitter frustration, flung open
the hut door and went out into the darkness.



The night was as dark asthe foul-smelling pitch Kuzko used to caulk the hull of hislittle boat. Andrei
stumbled, unseeing, dong the
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shingle, blind, deaf to the mean blast of the wind off the lightless sea, or the menacing rattle of the
incoming tide fast clawing itsway up the pebbled beach.

“Why!” heydled at the black sea, straining histhroat until it was raw. He dropped to hisknees on the
damp stones, sobbing with frugtration. “ Why can't | remember?’

“Why do you need to know?”

The voice was softer than the whisper of thetide.

“Who'sthere?” Andrel jerked around. “Come out! Show yourself!”
“1 am the one who healed you.”

It was that voice again, the one that had haunted his fevered dreams when he was hovering between life
and deeth.

“I'm going mad. Halucinating.”

“Think of me asyour spirit-guardian... if it helps.”

“I don't believe in spirits. Angels or daemons.”

“1 can help you unlock your memory. But only when you are ready.”

“Doit. Do it now!”

Thevoicefdl slent and al he could hear was the chitter of stones swirled around by the encroaching tide.
And then the fog in hismind melted away and aflood of memoriesrushedin.

Facesflickered before him in the dark like phantasms. Adtasia, hissigter; hisfather Aleksel, careworn
with affars of sate; hismistress Olga, with her bewitching amile...

He stood on the quay on agrey, windswept morning. Hisroya-blue naval uniform glittered with golden
buttons and epaul ettes, but the collar was damnably tight.

His mother and father were there, shivering in the fierce wind off the River Nieva. And hisbeoved sigter,
dark-eyed Agtasia, came running forward, flinging her arms about his neck to hug him asif shewould
never let go...

And now hewasin alittle boat, being rowed out toward a great warship anchored midstream. Her
wood-and-iron hull towered above him; arope ladder was lowered for him to scramble up. Asthe
oarsmen brought the little boat around, he gazed up and saw her figurehead: a gold-feathered bird with
the face and bare breasts of a

voluptuoudy beautiful woman. He read the name: Snn, Spirit-Bird of Paradise.

Andre opened his eyes and found himsalf sorawled facedown on the cold shingle, with afroth of tide
lapping closeto his head.



“I am Andrei Orlov.” He spoke the words out loud.

Sowly hedrew himsdf upto hisfeet. “I am Andrel Orlov!” he shouted with dl the force of hislungs
acrossthe black sea.

CHAPTER

“My lord.” Kuzko and Irinawent down on their knees on the dirt floor of the hut.

“I’d be dead if it weren't for the two of you. Y ou saved my life. I'll never forget that.” Andrei went to
help Irinaup.

“But you' re the Grand Duke now.” Kuzko kept his eyes averted, staring embarrassedly at the floor.
“Asfor that... ignt my father Aleksal il dive?’

“Oh dear, dear,” whispered Irina, throwing her apron over her face. “And | said such things. About your
family. Forgiveme, my lord, forgive me”

“If the Emperor Eugene believesmedead...” Theimplicationswere too immense for Andrel to takein all
a once. He only knew that the Tielen tyrant who had usurped hisfather’ s throne would not be pleased to
seeariva clamant return from the grave.

Hetook Irinaby the arms and gently eased her down into her chair by thefireside. “Listen to me. What
you' ve learned from me tonight must stay our secret. Asfar aswe'real concerned, I'll revert to being
Tikhon, ashipwrecked sailor.”

Kuzko nodded, gnawing on the stem of his pipe.

“But | need to find out how the land liesin Mirom. Any chance of atrip up the Nievato Mirom for
supplies, Kuzko?’

“Won't you be recognized?’
“Not with thisbeard,” Andrel said wryly, stroking the curly growth darkening hischin.
Z0}

“I haven't traveled that far since | was ayoung man. It'salong journey, my lor—Tikhon.” Kuzko
corrected himself. “ And who' sgoing to look after my Rinawhile we re gone?’

“There |l be agenerous reward for your kindness.” The magnanimous words were out of Andrel’s mouth
before he had thought. If he was penniless Tikhon, how was he to gain accessto the revenues from his
edtates?

“I can't pretend that wouldn't be appreciated,” Kuzko said gruffly. “But there’ s aso the question of your
hedlth. It' shard work sailing alittle boat like my Swallow. The spring tides can be treacherous out in the
Straits—and she’ snot built sturdy likeawarship.”

Gavril lay immobile, staring at the sky through his high, barred window. Clouds drifted past. He could not
even lift his damaged head from the pillow. Every time he blinked, the cell wavered and contracted
before his eyes, leaving him as nauseous and dizzy asif he were on a storm-tossed ship.



From timeto time, aterrible throbbing pain pulsed through histemples. He dreaded itsreturn, for with
the pain came hallucinations: grotesque and disorienting. He thought he saw Director Batzar and his
lean-faced assistant bend over him, wielding saws and scapels.

“We dlice the top of the skull off, like the shell of a boiled egg,” he heard Baltzar say as the saw
blade began to grate into his head and his own warm blood began to drip down into his eyes,
“ and then we scoop out the diseased parts of the brain—"

And then the dripping blood became a crimson curtain, blinding him. They prized off the top of his
skull and exposed his raw, pulsing brain to the cold air—

“Help me,” whispered Gavril. “I can’t go onlikethis”

“Mirom,” murmured Andrel. The Swallow had just rounded abend in the broad Nieva, weaving in
between great merchantmen and warships, just another little fishing smack amid so many others bobbing
on the swirling waters. And now the prospect of the city lay before them, half-hidden by the forests of
mastsand sals.

Asthe Swallow dowly drew closer to the city, the ravages of the citizens revolt and the Tideninvasion
began to reveal themsalves. The spires and star-spangled onion domes of the Cathedra of Saint
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Simeon il glittered, gold and azure and crimson, againgt the cloudy sky. But the great dome of the
Senate House was blackened like aroasted eggshell, cracked and half-open to the sky.

And asthe strong current of the Nieva propelled them onward, the ruined facade of the West Wing of
the Winter Palace loomed up on the right bank. Fire had seared to the very heart of the building, leaving
aroofless, charred shell.

The view of the fire-blackened ruin blurred. Andrel turned away, angrily dashing hishand across his eyes.
Buildings could be restored and rebuilt. But the people who had died in the revol ution, they could not be
brought back. And hisinheritance, hisright to succeed hisfather as ruler of Muscobar, how could that
ever berestored?

Andre’s plan wasto seek out an old, influentia friend of hisfather’ sand confidein him. First Minister
Vassian seemed to be the most suitable choice; Vassan' seldest son, Valery, had been in hisyear at the
Military Academy and had, he suspected, been quite serioudy smitten by Astasa s charms.

And yet, as he made hisway from the quayside toward the more affluent quarters of the city, hefelt a
growing sense of unease. Everywhere he looked he saw Tielen soldiers, the Tielen tongue was spoken on
every sreet corner. Even if he was permitted an audience with Kyrill Vassan (which wasfar from
certain, given the shabby state of his clothes and untrimmed beard), did the First Minister ill wield any
influencein Tiden-ruled Mirom?

Vassian' stown house was an imposing mansion, its stucco frontage painted in pae blue and white, the
colorsof agpring sky. As he approached, Andrei saw that al the blinds were drawn. He halted,
confused. What did this mean? Was the family away? Had Eugene sent them into exile?

He decided to go around to the servants entrance. Even if the family was not at home, they would have
left a housekeeper and amaid or two to care for the property.

After knocking and ringing the bell severd times, dl without reply, he had just decided to give up when



he heard footsteps echoing hollowly within, and the door opened a crack.
“What isit?’ demanded asurly voice.

Hewould haveto bluff hisway in. “1 heard there was work in the gardens,” he said, improvising. “ Spring
planting—"

“Wall, you've had awasted journey. The houseis shut. Good-day.” And the door dammed in hisface,

Andrei stepped back. He was unaccustomed to such churlish trestment. Hisfirst instinct was to pound on
the door again and demand to speak to someone in authority. And then he looked down at his shabby
clothes and remembered. He was Tikhon, son of a poor fisherman. No one would let him near the First
Miniger.

Sowly he made hisway back to the front of the house. In hismind’ s eye he saw the blinds open, the
sparkle of candles at every window, the First Minister and hiswife Elizavetain forma evening dress,
standing at the open door to welcome their guests. ..

“Such atragedy.” A bent old woman stopped beside him to gaze at the house, shaking her head as she
spoke. “A tragedy?’

“Didn’'t you hear? It was abad business. | used to do their washing, you know,” she said confidentialy.
“Hiswifefound him in the stables. Dead.”

“Dead?’ Andrei repeated, astonished. “| had no ideathe Minister wasill.”

“It wasauicide,” shesaid. “Heblew out hisbrains.” She patted hisarm and then shuffled on, il
muttering to hersdf, “That poor woman...”

Andre turned away. The blank windows behind him had hidden this horrible secret. What had caused
Kyrill Vassan, avenerable and astute statesman, to fall into such black despair that suicide seemed the
only honorable solution? Who e se remained in Mirom from Vassian’ s ministry whom he could approach
for advice? How many Orlov supporters had died in the revolution?

At aloss asto what to do, he wandered the streets of the city like avagrant, head down, the collar of
dead Tikhon'sjacket pulled up to avoid the dightest risk of being recognized. He skulked in dingy aleys,
drawing back into dark doorways whenever he saw anyone gpproaching too close.

Now amorbid desire gripped him. Here hewas, little better than aghost haunting the streets of hishome
city. He had to know how Mirom had commemorated the drowned heir to itsruling family. Had the city
fathers erected amemorid to the lost crew of the Srin} Had young women wept and left flowers and
tearstained letters of farewd| benegth it?

He searched the avenues of the fashionable Admiraty Quarter where prosperous merchants and naval
officerslived.

The statues of his august forebears stood in tree-lined squares here, most prominent among them, the
monument to his Great-Uncle Nikola Orlov, who had died a seain askirmish againgt the Tielens. But
where was the memoria to Andrel Orlov and hisvaiant sailors? He too had died at seg, sailing to
confront the Tidlens. But because they had perished in astorm, had he and his men been deprived of
their heroes memorid?

The unjustness of it brought a bitter taste to his mouth.



Or were there to be no more monuments to the Orlovs now that Eugene was Emperor?

He began to ask passersby if they knew where the Srin Memoria wasto be found. Some looked at him
blankly. One or two spat when he mentioned the name of Orlov. The owner of the newsstand outside the
NievaExchange looked a him quizzicaly.

“The Emperor’ s commissioned a bronze statue to stand in the Winter Palace Square. And can you guess
who it will be?” The newsdeder gave him awink from one rheumy eye. “Himsdf, of course!”

Andrei turned away. His heart felt cold as stone. The city where he was born, which he had been
destined to rule as Grand Duke, had forgotten him.

He sat down on a bench benegth the trees opposite the ornate facade of the Grand Theatre and watched
seagullls squabbling noisily over acrust of bread.

What did | do with my life here? Frittered it away on gambling, pretty actresses, and parties.
Andrel the Good-Time Boy? No. Andrel the Wastrel; Andrei the Good-For-Nothing. Small wonder
no one's cared to erect a memorial to me; what was there worth commemorating?

A playhill, blown by the wind, landed at hisfeet. He picked it up and read:

OlgaGiladkova, recently returned to Mirom from her triumphant winter seasonin SmarnaasLelain The
Corsairs.

A memory of long-lashed eyes, smoky-grey, gazing into his, ahusky voice murmuring, “Don’t forget me,
Andrei. You know | will dwaysbeyour friend...”

“Olga,” Andrel said doud. The need to see her again overrode every other thought in hismind. Olga
could be trusted with his secret. Olgawould never betray him. When they had become more than friends,
she had shown him the secret entrance to her dressing room, used to avoid the crowds of admirerswho
pursued her after every performance.

“What asecretivelot you actorsarel” he had whispered as she led him, hishand in hers, along the dark
tunnd.

“Every actor needs aquick escapeif his performance has not found favor with the public,” she had
whispered back.

“And every actress needs adiscreet way to smugglein her admirers?’

Andrei dowly limped toward the aleyway that led around the back of the theater. Away from the
sculpted statues of voluptuous muses and floral garlands that adorned the splendid facade, the rear of the
great building was plain brick, shabby and neglected, with dead weeds poking from cracksin the mortar.
If there were amatinee today, the little door might be unlocked.

He glanced around to seeif anyone was watching. He was done. The rusty latch to Olga slittle door
was giff, but after afew tugs, the door opened inward.

Andrei fumbled hisway aong the damp, dark passageway, remembering to count the number of paces,
as Olga had taught him. Thirty-one, turn to the left, nine, stop and fed for the handle.

Silently closing the door behind him, he sniffed the air, recognizing the familiar musky scent of Olga's
favorite tobacco. The secret passage brought him into atiny, chilly room housing awater closet and
rose-painted porcelain hand-basin. Through the velvet-curtained doorway lay her dressng room. His



heart began to besat faster. He raised one hand to draw the curtain aside just enough to take a swift look
ingde. If Masha, her dresser, was there, he would have to wait till Olgawas aone.

Insde he glimpsed the gilded mirror surrounded by the soft glow of candles, the cluttered dressing table
strewn with pots of greasepaint, rouge, and powder. A woman was Sitting at the mirror, humming to
hersaf as she dabbed at her face with a powder puff. And what an unforgettable face: strong-featured,
the mouth overlarge and generous, deep-set grey eyes, dark as aNovember evening. A dight haze of
blue tobacco smoke perfumed the air from adender cigar left burning on asaucer.

“Olga,” Andrel said, moving so that she could see hisreflection in the mirror.

The powder puff dropped from her hand.

“Who are you? And how did you get in here?’

He saw her hand move toward thelittle slver bell, ready to summon help.

“Don't you recognize me, Olga?’ Hisvoicetrembled, in spite of himsdlf. “I1t'sme. Andra.”

“Andrel isdead,” she said to hisreflection. But her hand stayed where it was—close to, yet not touching,
thebell. “Areyou hisghost?’ She asked the question asif the ideain some way intrigued her.

“Dol look likeaghost?’

“Y ou look like aman who needs the attentions of agood barber. If you are Andrel, ghogt, then proveit
to me. Tell me something only Andrei could know.”

Andre swallowed hard. What shared secret lay buried in hisfaulty memory that might convince her? He
saw her hand inch closer to the bell. If sherang for help, al waslost.

“For my last birthday you sent me acopy of The Forbidden Tryst, thefirst play | ever saw youiin. |
opened thelittle packagein front of my family—and my mother was scandaized when alace-trimmed
scarlet garter fell out.”

Therewas apause. Suddenly her grave expression transformed into an expansive, welcoming smile. She
rose from her dressing table, armswide, and hugged him close.

“My lost boy! Where have you been? Making usal so sad! Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdlf.” She
held him a arm’ slength. “ And, my darling, you badly need abath!”

“Sorry,” he said, grinning through the tears that had filled his eyes. “Thiswasn't quite the reunion | had
planned.” And then he remembered. “Olga—you mustn't tell asoul. No oneknows |’ m till dive. This
must be our secret.”

“Y ou can trust me; you know that.” She went to the outer door and bolted it. “ There. Now even Masha
will haveto knock to beletin.”

Suddenly the dressing room wavered before his eyes and Andrel was forced to grab at the dressing table
to steady himsdlf.

Olgapoured him alittle glass of spirit from asguat bottle. “Here, drink this. It's karvi from Smarna. It
warmyou up.”
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Andre swallowed the whole measure of karvi in one gulp and felt the strong spirit glow itsway down his
throat.

“Thanks. I'm ill not quite recovered.”
“Sit down. And tell me where you' ve been dl thistime.”

Helowered himsdlf iffly onto athreadbare armchair draped with aflower-embroidered shawl. He had
not wanted to revea hisweaknessto her.

“The Srin was blown onto rocks in the storm. | was pulled from the sea by an old fisherman and his
wife. They nursed me back to hedlth. But the seatook my memory. They caled me Tikhon. By thetimel
remembered my real name—" Hefdtered. “ Eugene was Emperor.”

Olgareached for another dender cigar and held it to the candle-flame until the tobacco glowed.
“So what do you planto do?’ she said, taking in a deep breath of the musky smoke.
“Togoseemy family.”

“The shock could kill your father.”

“Why 07’

She blew an degant little ring of smoke from her red lips. “Heisabroken man, Andre. It's rumored that
he' s had a stroke. He' s gone to Erinaskoe to recuperate.”

A gtroke. Hisfather Aleksal had aways seemed so strong, so robust. He could not imagine him
weakened by illness.

Hisdistress must have shown in hisface for she drew closer, her voice softer.
“You didn’'t know?1 should have redized. Forgive me, Andrei.”

“So | amto remain incognito dl my life? Or invent anew identity? It sounds like the plot of one of those
absurd melodramas you delight in gppearing in.”

“Y ou have anew identity aready: Tikhon.” Shelet her fingertips touch his cheek, stroking his beard.
“Olgal” he said, angry that she would not take his predicament serioudly.

“And now you're crosswith me,” she said, pouting.

“I'verisked my life coming to you. Trusting you with my secret. No one el se knows but you.”

“I'm flattered. Thewhole affair isdelicioudy dangerous. But | have some advicefor you. If—and
when—you must break the news

to your family, do it gently, alittle at atime. Lay atrail of clues... let them build up their hopes again day by
day, week by week. And Andrei—* Shelaid her hand on his shoulder, all the earlier playfulness gone from
her voice. ”Be careful how you go about it. Y our very existence could be seen to pose athreat to the new

empire.



“Y ou think Eugene—"

“Put yourself in his place.”

“Evenif | were to openly pledge my alegiance to him and the new empire?’

Olgawas silent amoment, considering what he had said. “Is that what you really want, Andrei ?’

“You were bornto rule, Andrei. But it is still too soon.” Thevoice, dry and sinuous as Olga scigar
smoke, drifted through Andrel’ smind. He started, glancing up, wondering if he had inadvertently spoken
his thoughts aoud.

“All’sfar fromwdl in this new empire,” Olgasaid, stubbing out the last of her cigar in atobacco-stained
saucer. “You know I'vejust come back from Smarna? Thefirst night we played Solove’s Blood
Masguerade, remember it? The one where the corrupt king is nated by the rebelsin the middle of
amasked ball? Wdl, there was ariot! The whole theater went mad with excitement, cheering and
screaming when the king is shot. We had to bring down the curtain. After that, the Tielen governor closed
the theater for two days. And he forbade usto perform the play again. We had to content ourselves with
harmless romantic nonsense like The Corsairs and Soraya’ s Secret—

Someone tested the door handle. Andrei legpt up.
“Madame Olga,” awoman’ svoice cried, réttling the handle. “ Time to get ready!”

“Oneminute.” Olgarosetoo. “You must go, Andrei. Much though | love my faithful Masha, sheis utterly
indiscreet and babbles my secretsto anyone and everyone without thinking.”

Andre hurried into the chilly little washroom. Hisleg was less stiff now that he had rested it. Olga opened
the door, letting in adank bresth of stale air. Andrei turned to go—and then turned back on impulse,
kissng Olga hard on the mouth.

“Ugh—that beard tickles,” she said, grimacing. But she did not pull away.
It was 0 long since he had kissed agirl, any girl. Y et thefedings

the kiss stirred were disturbingly powerful. He wanted the sweet, tobacco-scented warmth of her bodly.
Hedid not want to let her go.

“Madame Olgal” shrilled Masha s voice from beyond the dressing room door. “We re running late!”
“Let themwait!” cried back Olga.
“And if anyone asks—" hewhispered in her ear.

“Trust me.” She gave him alittle push into the secret passageway and blew him akiss as she latched the
door, leaving him in darkness.

The pure, delicate voice soared higher, each little cascade of noteslike clear water faling, or alone
thrush fluting inthe dill, close air beforerain.

Celedtine de Joyeuse, the celébrated Francian singer, stood with one hand lightly resting on the
fortepiano. She was much younger than Astasia had imagined from her illustrious reputation—not more
than twenty-four or twenty-five. She was dressed in agown of rich mulberry silk, with asingle orchid
pinned in her golden hair, and looked to Astasia quite the epitome of fashionable Francian e egance.



The song came to an end and for amoment the last perfect notes hung in the air. Then the gpplause
began. Astasia clapped and clapped, unable to restrain her enthusiasm. Celestine sank into adeep curtsy,
one hand clasped to her breast, murmuring her thanks before rising and gesturing to her accompanist.

Thefortepiano player rose, unsmiling, and bowed his head. A tall, gaunt young man with pale skin and
long, straight dark hair, he had morethe air of an ascetic or amonk than amusician. Astasiathought she
caught a secret, subtle little glance that passed between singer and accompanist. Can they be lovers?
shethought, thrilling at theidea.

“And now, we would like to perform for you the song ‘ October Seas,” set to the words of your
celebrated poet, Solove.”

More applause greeted thistribute to Mirom'’ sfavorite author.

That Francian accent is charming, thought Astasia, Sighing as she remembered how hard she had
striven to learn to pronounce the Francian tongue. Celestine de Joyeuse must have a gift for
languages aswell asmusic...

Astasaglanced at her husband asthe recital continued. Eugene was staring beyond theillustrious
Cdedinewith adigtant, dightly frowning expression. She could sense he was not enjoying himsdf. She
had hoped that the visit of one of the most celebrated musicians

of the day might change his opinion of the art and might even give them something to discusstogether.
Eugene had aready confessed to her that he had no ear for music. Give him arousing military march to
whistle and he was happy. This music was too subtle, too refined for histastes. And then the artistry of
Cdedting ssinging overwhelmed dl other thoughts, and the music—uwild, soulful, and free—possessed
her. During the applause, she saw Gustave appear and make his way toward them. He whispered
something to the Emperor she could not

catch.

“Ah,” said Eugene. He nodded and leaned toward Astasia. “Forgive me. Some officid business| must
attend to.” He rose—and the rest of the audience rose too. Court etiquette. “ Demoiselle de Joyeuse,” he
sad, “you have enchanted us with your delightful voice. Please do not think me rude; sate affairsintrude
upon my pleasure and | must attend to them.”

“Y our imperiad highnesshonorsme.” The singer sank into another deep curtsy as Eugene | eft the room
with Gudtave at hisside.

Therecita continued, but Astasiacould no longer concentrate on the music or surrender to its spell. She
knew it must be some matter of import to have drawn Eugene away from such a prestigious gathering.

Two senior officerswere waiting for Eugenein his study, tricornes respectfully held at their sides.

“Troublein Smarna, highness.” Eugene recognized the elder of the two as Henrik Tornberg,
Commissar-Generd of the Southern Army. “A rebellion.”

“What kind of rebdlion?’

“They’ ve declared themsdves arepublic again. The rebels have attacked our men garrisoned in
Vermellle. They have taken Governor i Armfeld hostage.”

Thiswas unacceptable. Though Armfeld was adamned fool to alow himsdf to be captured so easily.



“Maps, Gudtave.”
Gustave unrolled amap of Smarnaon the desk.

“Thisrebelion must be put down immediately,” Eugene said, pinpointing Vermeille with one finger. “Any
hint of weakness on our part would be fata for the empire at this early stage.”

“From what we can gauge, highness, the rebels stronghold, the
Old Citadd of Colchise above Vermelle, isvulnerableto attack by sea.”

Eugene studied the coastline, pensively tracing the wide sweep of Vermeille Bay with onefinger. Wasn't
Vermellle where Gavril Nagarian had grown up? Could there be some connection between the Smarnan
rebellion and Gavril Nagarian that his agents had failed to identify?

Helooked up at Gustave.

“Isthis anything to do with Nagarian’ simprisonment, Gustave?’
Gudave gavealittle shrug.

Eugene had no time for recriminations now. Swift action was essentid.

“With afair wind, Admird Janssen could make Vermeillein three days with the Southern Flegt,” he
mused. “ Gustave, get methe admira. How are our menin Vermellle holding up againgt the rebels,
Tornberg?’

“Wdl enough, highness”
“Tel them reinforcements are on their way.”
Tornberg sdluted and hurried away, followed by his adjutant.

Eugene gathered up the map and went with Gustave to the communications room. His empire of New
Rossyawas young and the bonds that forged it were al too fragile. He had anticipated resstance to his
rule—but not in degpy Smarna, theleast paliticaly active of the five princedoms.

“Admird Janssen, highness,” Gugtave said, pointing to the Vox Aethyria.

“Janssen?’ Eugene cleared histhroat. Thiswas no time for any show of indecison. “Taketheflegt to
Vermellle Bay. Theré stroublein Smarna”

“And how shall we respond to this trouble, highness?’ came the crackling reply.

“Crush it. Show no mercy. Even if it meansrazing the whole citade to the ground.”

CHAPTER

Kuzko and Andrel sailed the Swallow into harbor at VVarangaya, close to the wide mouth of the Nieva
eduary.

The port was famousfor itsflourishing leather and fur trade—and | yet there, among the merchantmen
anchored in the harbor, towered a Tidlen warship, astandard of sky-blue and gold glittering fromits|



topmost mast in the gusting seawind.

“Seethat?” Kuzko jerked histhumb toward the ship. “ That’ sthe | flag of the new empire. Though it
looksliketheold Tiden flag to me”

They tied up with other little boats a the far end of the quay, well | away from the big ships. The sunwas
setting beneath alow-hanging canopy of dark grey cloud, and the last streaks of green and gold lit | the
harbor buildingswith astrange, lurid glow.

“Wind son theturn,” said Kuzko, sniffing the air. “'Y ou can only| smdl the tannerieswhen it’ sblowing
from the north.”

The stink of rotting herring mingled with the raw reek of hides | from the tanneries made Andrel’ s eyes
water.

“Ever been to Gadko's?’ asked Kuzko. Andre shook his head.f “ That' s where we' re bound with our
little‘ odivery.” ”

At last, Kuzko's business was concluded and the barrel's handed over with anod, awink, and a secret
handshake.

Thetaproom at Gadko' swas dark and overheated, the air adingy yellow fug of tobacco smoke. Andrel
followed Kuzko as the stocky old man elbowed hisway through the throng of drinkers: shaven-

headed merchants from K hitari, traders, Tielen sailors on shore leave. In hisworn coat and seaboots, he
wasindigtinguishable from any other fisherman.

Hewastired. So tired his bones ached. He had overestimated his stamina, and the limp in his shattered
leg had become more pronounced as the day wore on. He dumped down in adarkened alcove away
from thefirdight and rubbed it hard, asif the friction would lessen the dragging, bone-deep ache.

“Hereyou are, lad.” Gadko placed afrothing mug of hot cumin-spiced alein front of him. “On the house.
That'll st youright.”

“Thanks.” Andrei drank it down, fedling the heat seep into hisbody, dulling the nagging pain.

In the corner closest to the fire, an old man started to croon a Muscobar |ove song, tapping out arhythm
with the bowl of his pipe against his mug. Another took up abadaika and began to strum dong. One by
one, others set down their mugs and joined in; even Kuzko added hisrusty bassto the refrain until the
smoky air vibrated with their voices.

“Silencein the name of the Emperor!”

A gust of wet night air blew in. Andrei glanced up and saw that five burly Tidlen sailors had entered the
tavern. They dl brandished clubs.

“| sad slencel”

The balaaka chords stopped abruptly, but the singers continued on for abar or two before their voices
trailed away.

A manin aneat grey uniform came forward into the firdight. He carried a gold-tipped officer’ s baton.

“Shore leaveis canceled. All crewmen areto return to the Olava sraightaway.”



A generd groan arose. The five heavies began to push their way into the crowd, clubs raised menacingly.
“The Emperor has promised extrarum rations for every man who ison board within the hour...”
One by one, Tiden sailors emerged, making their way reluctantly toward the open door.

“I've plenty of rum here!” came adurred voice from near thefire. “ Tell the Emperor what he can do with
hisextraraions—"

Jogtling ensued. A man suddenly went flying acrossthe floor, to land in an ungainly tangle of aamsand
legs near the door. Two of the

Tielen crewmen scooped him up and dragged him out into the night; Andrei could hear him swearing and
protesting asthey hustled him acrossthe quay.

The Tielen saillors made one last tour of the tavern, glowering at anyone who stood in their way.
“Shore leave canceled?” Andrel had sensed tensoninthe air. “Is Muscobar under attack?”
“Careful, lad,” cautioned Kuzko.

But Andrel no longer cared who heard him. “What' s going on?’ He dammed his ale mug down on the
table. Heads turned. Suddenly he became aware that everyone was staring at him.

“Timeto go, Tikhon.” Kuzko rose and began apologizing loudly. “You' |l have to excuse my boy. Hewas
injured in the recent fighting. He gets confused sometimes...”

Eugene woke with agtart. It was not yet dawn, but his soldier’ singtinctstold him it wastimeto rise. He
went to the window and drew back the heavy folds of blue velvet to gaze out at the wide Nieva, afaint
glimmer inthefading night.

The Southern Fleet had set sail for Smarna. The rebellion would be crushed before it had achanceto
spread. He had ordered that no news of the uprising be published in Muscobar until the citadel was back
under Tielen command and Armfeld released. He had little doubt that the rebels, poorly armed and
untrained, would soon surrender under the barrage of Tielen cannon.

So why did he fed this continuing sense of unease about the whole affair? Gustave, pragmétic as ever,
had murmured to him that his misgivingswere anaturd reaction to thisfirst challengeto hisrule as
Emperor.

“Therewill dwaysbe afew who resst your authority,” Gustave had said camly, “and you must be
prepared for such rebellions. Even the Great Artamon had to put down the uprising in Khitari when Khan
Konchak sacked hisgarrison at Lake Taigal and executed histax collectors...”

But he needed Smarna In hisfather’ sday, Smarna had proved avital defensivelink in driving back the
Francian war fledt.

He went back to the window. A fresh, pale spring light sheened the eastern horizon. The spires of the city
churches glimmered like spears of gold piercing the risng mists. The sun would shine on Mirom today—

J
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but what was the weather like out in the treacherous Straits where the fleet was assembling?
“So when do we set sail 7’ asked a deepy voice from the bed. Astasia had woken up.

Eugene stopped pacing amoment. “ * Set sail’?” The question came out more irascibly than he had
intended, and he saw her blink amost asif he had shouted &t her.

“For Karila s party.”

He had forgotten Karila s birthday! He had been so preoccupied with the worsening Situation in Smarna
that it had dipped hismind. He saw that Astasiawaslooking at him, waiting for hisreply, and hefelt a
stab of guilt.

| promised Kari we would come home to Swanholm. She was too ill to attend the coronation; how
can | break my word now?

“ She sexpecting usto be there.”

My only daughter is growing up, and | have not been there to share these precious weeks with her.
A deeper-buried fear till nagged him. And if her health continues to give cause for concern, these
weeks may become all the more precious...

“Wind stricky thismorning,” Kuzko said asthey |eft the shelter of the harbor and ventured into open
sea. “Wesather’ son the turn.”

The waves were choppy, flecked with milky foam.
“Shdl wewait for fair westher?” Andrel glanced uneasily up at the cloudy sky.
“Na,” said Kuzko. “I’ve handled my Swallow inworse”

A strong gusting crosswind suddenly caught in the paiched sail and tilted thelittle Swallow, lifting her
prow right out of the water. A great Tielen warship was sailing toward them and they were being blown
right into her path.

“Tikhon!” ydled Kuzko, legping to tug on the ropes.

Thetall warship’sironclad prow cut aswirling furrow through the grey-green water, towering high above
them, drenching them with cold spray. Andrel grabbed hold of thetiller and pulled with al his strength.

“Harder!” Kuzko roared through the din of the churning weters.

“Thewind sagaing us,” Andrel yelled back. All his efforts seemed in vain. They were being driven right
beneath the warship’s prow; they would be smashed to matchwood.

IS

“Nouse” hecried. “I can't control her! | can't—"

A jagged flicker, lightning-blue, burst in his brain and went fizzing down into hisarms, his hands.
Suddenly hefdt his muscles pulsing with strength. He tugged at thetiller.



The Swallow bucked and yawed wildly. The cresting wake caught her and spun her aside.

“Hold fast!” Kuzko'svoice carried faintly to him as awave drenched the deck. Blinded by the water,
Andre gripped thetiller, leaning into it with the weight of hiswhole body until he could shake the wetness
fromhishair, hisginging eyes.

“I'vegot her!” he cried, voice raw with triumph. “We ve made it! We' ve—"

Only then did he see the second shadow looming up to their left. Another warship in full sail, bearing
down on them fast. To thelookouts on high, thelittle fishing boat beneeth their bowswould beinvisiblein
this wind-whipped sea

Kuzko stood, mouth agape, staring up at the mighty ship.

“Jump, old man!” Andre let go thetiller and flung himself at Kuzko, trying to push him over the sdeinto
the sea.

The second warship smashed into the Swvallow. Andrel was flung into the sea even as he grabbed at
Kuzko. Splintered timbersflew up into the air. And then there came the hollow roar of the seaas Andrei
went under. Freezing water squeezed the breath from his body. Blackness flooded hismind. He came up
again, choking on the sdt-bitter water, armsflailing, gasping for air.

“Kuzko! Kuzko!” Againgt the crash of the waves, hisvoice was asthin asa seegull’ s cry. Hetrod water,
trying to stay afl oat as the wash from the great ships came billowing back toward him. Now he saw there
was athird—and afourth approaching close behind. A war fleet. If they weren't drowned, they’d be
crushed by the heavy vessdls.

“An—drei...” Thecry was so faint he scarcely heard it. Turning his head, he caught sight of Kuzko
clinging to aplank, grey head just above the water.

“I"'m coming!” Hetook inalungful of sdty air and struck out toward him. “Hang on!”

Skar tramped up the winding stair in the Iron Tower to check on the progress of his patient.
Twenty-One' s condition had been giving

him some cause for concern. He had devel oped a dow-burning fever since the operation, and had been
dternately mumbling and shouting out incoherently. Often he pawed at the dressings on his head, picking
at them, then tearing them off asif they were somekind of infected scab.

Skar unlocked the cell door and placed alantern on the table.

“Bright. Too bright.” Twenty-Onerolled away from the light, muttering and hiding his eyes.
“I’ve brought your medicing,” Skar said.

“No—more—medicine.” His speech was badly distorted.

“I’'ve mixed it with honey to makeit taste good,” Skar said patiently, asif humoring achild.

Twenty-One peered out a him suspicioudy from behind hisfingers. His skin glistened with afeverish
sheen and his eyes burned overbright in their darkened sockets. With his shaven head, crisscrossed with
half-healed scars, and sunken cheeks, helooked to Skar like one of the damned.

“Here. Drink it dl down.”



Twenty-One' s hands shook so much that Skar took back the glass and held it to the man’ s lips himsaif.
He still seemed unable to drink properly, and some of the willow-bark infusion dribbled out down the
gdeof hischin.

“Bitter,” he mumbled.

And then his head jerked up and hiswhole body went rigid. He seemed to be listening with gresat
concentration.

“Hep me!” he cried out. He lurched off the bed and half-fdll, haf-shambled, one leg dragging, head
raised toward the barred window.

Skar watched, fascinated. He had heard nothing.
Twenty-One raised one shaking hand toward the bars.
“Can you—hear me?’ His body, exhausted by the effort, gave way and he fell to the floor.

“It—is—close by,” he said as Skar tried to hoist him back onto the bed. “Why doesn’t it answer me? It
iIs—soclose”

And then he started to weep: great gulping sobs. “1—cast it out. It—will never come back. Never.
Never.”

Skar found himsalf embarassed by this uncontrolled display of emotion. He picked up the lantern and
withdrew, leaving the damaged man wailing and cursing.

Andre struggled againgt the pull of the current and the dragging undertow from the wake of the Tielen
fleet. He did not ask where this extraordinary burst of strength came from; he just fought the waves. He
had nearly drowned once before. He was not going to let the seaclaim him again.

Kuzko' s head bobbed closer. Andrel made agrab for him. Kuzko' s face was pallid with cold and fear
and hiseyesralled wildly in hishead.

“Catch hold of me!” Andrei tried to roll onto hisback so that he could begin to pull Kuzko aong with
him, hisface tipped upward, out of the freezing water. But Kuzko clung grimly to his plank. “Let

go.*
“My Swallow,”’* Kuzko gasped.

“Let her go.” A wave smacked into them and they went under. Andrei dragged Kuzko back up,
coughing out alungful of seawater. Glancing behind he saw afifth warship sailing toward them, white sails
filled with thewind, cutting through the bucking waves.

“Helpme.” Andrel closed his eyes, not knowing to what power he was praying, only that he could see no
way to swim clear of the clean, cruel might of the metal-clad prow, churning the wavesto foam.

Deep within him, he felt something gtir. His heart twisted then cracked open within his breast. Stars
exploded across hisvison. A wordless cry burst from his mouth as adark whirlwind enveloped him.

The warship ploughed on toward them, carving its foaming furrow through the waves. Andrel gave one
last desperate tug a Kuzko' s waterlogged body, trying to lift him from its path.

And suddenly they were rising, water cascading from their sodden clothes, rising from the seaasthe



great ship’s prow hit the plank.

Andre found himsdlf hovering above the waves, clinging onto Kuzko' s dangling bodly.

“ Make for land.”

Land. He cast around—and saw aflat grey shoreline beneath arugged headline amile or so away.
“I can't; it' stoo far—"

“Don’t fight me!”

Thevoice urged him onward.
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Wingbeats echoed in his head, thro Dark wings bore him upward, onw mind was dazzled with asparkle
of dreaming with hislast conscious tho from him? Or had adark angdl’s Kuzko to the Ways Beyond?

“So how ishe?’ Baltzar asked, ter in Twenty-One' s door and peering in.
“Worse” Skar said bluntly.
Twenty-One lay unmoving on the bed.

“Since hislast outburst, he' s lapsed into astupor. Nothing seemsto rouse him. It' samogt asif he'sgiven
up thewill tolive”

Batzar frowned at the prisoner.
“And theinfection?’

“The wounds are healing cleanly on the outside. But | fear the infection has gone deep and invaded his
bran.”

Batzar snapped the shutter closed.
“And what will wetdl hisimperid highnessif he dieson us?’

“Would hisimperia highness care?’ said Skar with ashrug. “Plenty of prisonersdie before thelr
sentences are up. Prison air is not so wholesome. Diseases spread too rapidly for usto control.”

Bdtzar had been biting hislip. He knew this prisoner was different from the rest, life sentence or no. He
knew the Emperor was dtill interested in his progress. Had his medica experiments gonetoo far this
time?

“He could have caught typhus,” Skar said.

“Yes,” Baltzar said, nodding. “An outbreak of typhus. Tell the other wardersto avoid this part of the
tower and tell them why. We can’t have amagjor outbreak on our hands. We'll keep thisonein
quarantine. Then if the inevitable happens—’

“A limeburid to avoid theinfection spreading.”



“A hygienic necessty.”

Two passengers on the deck of the Francian ship following closein the wake of the Tielen war fleet saw
thelittle fishing boat crushed by the man-o*-war. Asthe captain dispatched arescue party and the
Francian sailorslowered arowboat, the passengers watched from therail of the upper deck.

“Jagu.” Thewoman clutched at her companion’sarm, pointing. “Look. What in God' s nameisthat?’

Jagu raised the eyeglass he had been using to observe the Tidlen fleet and focused it on the wreck of the
fishing boat.

“Whatever it is, it'snot of thisworld.” He passed her the glass.

“There were two men in the water. Now | see only one—and that abomingtion.”
The sailorswere gaining on the wreckage now.

“Theangestone,” urged the woman. “Use the angelstone.”

Jagu pulled out acrystal pendant from inside his shirt and held it up high. The clear crystal muddied and
turned black asink.

“A warrior-daemon,” the woman whispered, “from the Realm of Shadows. This could be the one. If only
Abbot Y ephimy had not been so stubborn, we could have had Sergius s Staff....”

“Turn back!” yelled Jagu to the rowers, but they were too far away to hear hisvoice.

“Twenty-One. Can you hear me?’ Skar bent over the prisoner. There was no response. He lifted the
man' swrigt, fedling for apulse. When hefound it, it was so faint and irregular it was hardly there. He
looked s0 gaunt, his skin grey and pallid, his eyes sunken in their bruised sockets. Days of fever had
exhausted him; hisweakened body had no resources lft to fight theinfection in hisbrain.

Skar stood up and gazed at his patient. That rattling, wheezing sound in the throat did not bode well at
al.

Twenty-One was dying. He must dert Director Baltzar.

And then he thought he heard the prisoner whisper something through cracked, dry lips. At first it
sounded like nothing more than a gutturd sigh. But then he thought he heard a name, though it was no
name he recogni zed. Probably nothing more than the last jJumbled utterances of afractured mind.

“Drakhaoul... help me...”
The black-winged daemon hated in midair asthough listening. 1t shuddered.

Suddenly it let out awailing cry, inhuman and desolate. Then it began to plummet toward the waves,
losing itshold on its human burden.

“Doesit sense us?’ Jagu said. “Doesit know we are near?’
PRISONER OF THE IRO

For amoment daemon and man d Then awhirlpool began to churn the and cursed, gripping the sides of
theways, dmost capsizing. And out ¢ Celestine saw a shadow rise, dark across the waves.
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Andre hit the water. The force from his body.
Blackness.

And then he was being lifted by many hands, strong hands, and et down onto the wooden boards of a
ship.

He dragged himsdlf to hisknees, retching up alungful of briny water. He was freezing, drenched to the
skin, shivering till histeeth clacked togethe—but somehow ill dive.

Hisrescuers returned, carrying someone ese. They laid their burden down beside him. Pushing hiswet
hair out of his eyes, he saw Kuzko lying next to him, inert, limp, unbreathing.

“Kuzko!” Andrei prized the old man’s mouth open and tried to blow his own warm breeth into him. After
awhile, exhausted with the effort, he sat back on his hedls and pressed on Kuzko's till rib cagein the
hope of forcing it into some semblance of movement. The old sailor’ shead lolled back, mouth gaping.

“Comeon, Kuzko!” Andrei laid his head against the damp chest, listening for a heartbesat. “Don’t desert
me now, old man!”

It was no use. Somewhere between the seaand the ship, Kuzko' s spirit had fled its body. All hisfrantic
effortshad beeninvain.

Andrei laid Kuzko's body down on the deck and with clumsy, numbed fingers, closed his eyes.

One of the sailors came up and wrapped a blanket around Andrei’ s shoulders. Andrel’ s heart felt as
though drenched with a cold and bleak despair. Kuzko had saved him from the sea. Why had he not
been able to save him in return? And how could he break the newsto Irina? First the sea had taken her
son, and now her husband.

He crouched down beside Kuzko' s till body and wegt.

Shadow-wings, fast beating outside the Iron Tower ... “Who's... there?’
h.

Eyesglimmered in Gavril’ s cdll, blue as sarlight. And something blacker than darknessitsalf reared up,
towering above his bed.

“You called to me, Gavril Nagarian.”

“Dra—khaoul?” So many times he had dreamed this, and now he was o weak he could hardly whisper
the words he wanted to say. Hetried to lift one hand to welcome his banished daemon, but the effort
was too great and his hand flopped back uselesdy onto the bed.

“What have they done to you?”
“l—don’t know. So weak. So wrong—"



“You could not live with me—and now you cannot live without me.”

“Take me. Take me away from thisterrible place”

The Drakhaoul enfolded him—close, closer—until he was drowning in an ecstasy of shadows.
“Now you are mine again, Gavril. Now we act, we think, as one.”

Hissight blurred, then cleared. He could see again.

“Where shall we go?’

“Home...” Gavril’s heart burned with a sudden longing. “My home.”

“To Azhkendir?’

“No... to Smarna.”

Skar was crossing the inner courtyard on hisway to check on his dying patient when he saw the skies
darken. Stormclouds were blowing toward them across the Iron Sea. A sudden cold wind whined about
the asylum walls. Then blue lightning shivered across the sky and struck the Iron Tower.

Skar felt the shock asif it had pierced his body. He dropped to one knee, gasping.

Director Batzar ran out into the courtyard. He gripped Skar by the shoulders, pulling him to hisfeet.
“What in God'sname—" he shouted above the whine of the wind, pointing to the tower.

Skar looked up. Stormclouds, black and eectric-blue, swirled about the top of the tower. Little crackles
of energy lit the darkness. “A lightning ball?” he shouted back.

A sudden explosion rocked the tower. Theiron bars burst asunder and stones rained down into the
courtyard. Skar pushed the astonished Baltzar out of the way just as a huge block of masonry crashed

down where they had been standing. Other warders hurried out into the yard, roused by the commotion.

Skar raised his eyesto gaze at the broken tower. For amoment he saw—or thought he saw—a grest
winged creature, darker than the rolling stormclouds, launch itself from the jagged top of the tower and
go skimming off acrossthe dark sea.

He blinked, rubbing hislightning-dazzled eyes.
The clouds were dispersing, blowing away as swiftly asthey had come.

“The p-prisoner,” ssammered Director Bdtzar. “ Twenty-One. No one could have survived adirect
lightning srike.”

The tower stair was strewn with rubble. Twenty-One’ s door had been blown off its hinges. Through the
doorway they could see daylight and fed the fresh breeze off the sea.

Skar gingerly entered the room and found himself staring at the open sky through a great gaping hole
blasted in the tower wall. All the roof tiles had gone and only afew broken beams remained overhead.
Scorch marks blackened the stones. Wind whistled through the

gap-
“Whereishe, Skar?’ asked Director Bdtzar, gripping hold of the doorframe. Hisface was pale as grudl.



“Whereisour prisoner?’

Theimperid barque lay at anchor on the River Gate quay; Eugene could see the New Rossyan standard
fluttering from her topmest. All wasready for the voyageto Tiden. And yet he ftill lingered herein his
study, reluctant to leave for no good reason that he could explain to himself.

If we don’t sail soon, we'll be late for Kari’ s birthday celebrations. But sending her birthday
greetings through the Vox Aethyriawould prove a poor substitute. What kind of father am | ?

If only there was some news from Smarna. If only he had been able to take command of thewhole
operation himself. It was not that he didn’t trust Janssen; it was just that he preferred to be with his
troops, in the heart of the action. And then there was this odd sense of foreboding that had troubled him
al day. Premonition, or seasoned soldier’ sintuition? Whichever, it had never deceived him in the past.

“Highness”

Eugene did not even turn from the window; he recognized Gustave's
voice.

“Yes, yes, they’ rewaiting for me. I’'mon my way.”

“There s some new intelligence just arrived. From Arnskammar.”

“Arnskammar?’ Eugene spun abruptly around. “Let me see” It was aletter, sedled with the official sedl
of the Asylum Director.

Eugene cracked open the sedl and hastily scanned Director Batzar's
neat handwriting:
To hisimperia highness, Eugene, Emperor of New Rossiya.

It iswith the utmost regret that | write to inform you of the demise of the prisoner known as Twenty-One.
A terrible storm hit the coast and lightning made a direct strike on the Iron Tower in which the prisoner was
confined.

Eugene lowered the paper dowly, not bothering to read the rest.

“Gavril Nagarian, dead?’ he said softly. “Can this be true? Or is this some new piece of Azhkendi
spirit-mischief, designed to deceive us?’ Helooked at Gustave, who stood patiently waiting for
indructions.

“No one must know of this” he said, “not until | have had it verified by independent investigators. Send a
|etter to Batzar informing him that no onein the prison isto bresthe aword of thison pain of death.”

Gustave bowed and hurried away.

But if what Baltzar writesistrue, then | have lost the last surviving link to the Drakhaoul and its
arcaneorigins...

“I need verification,” he said doud. “Proof that Nagarian istruly dead. Proof, if need be, from the Ways
Beyond.”

CHAPTER



Andrei stands on the observation deck of the Sirin, telescope in hand, scanning the calm,
moonsilvered sea for enemy war ships.

Out of nowhere, a wind comes spearing across the sea and smacks into the ship, setting the waves
violently churning.

The night sky boils black with stormclouds.

“ All hands on deck!” Andrei bellows, straining his voice to be heard above the roaring of the
storm.

The warship bucks and rolls, caught in a maelstrom of wind and wild-whipped tide.

The deck fillswith crewmen, hauling on ropes, shinning up masts, frantically trying to furl the
sails.

Andrei fights his way toward the quartermaster at the wheel, pulling himself, hand over hand, up
the tip-tilting deck.

“Hold her steady, man. Steady*. Or we'll hit the rocks.”
“It’ s no use, Commander —"
The prow smashes into the rocks.

Timbers splinter, metal buckles. Ice-cold spray and fragments of shattered timbers rain down on
the terrified crew.

“ Abandon ship! Abandon ship!”

Scrambling across the deck toward the rail, Andrei is flung off balance. The ship heaves. Water
gushesin.

“ She' sgoing down!”

He' s diding now, diding helplessly down the slippery deck, down toward the icy sea.
“Must save my crew. Must make sure they're safe.”

He makes a grab at therail, clinging on with one hand.

“ Commander! Jump! jump!”

A groaning sound fills his ears, the groaning of the hull asit grinds against the rocks.
“ She' s going down, Commander! Save yourself!”

She' s sinking fast, too fast for himto reach the boats.

The wind slams the sinking ship into the rocks again. Towering waves crash down, drenching him,
cold and bitter with the taint of salt. Gasping at the chill of the water, he flings off his heavy
uniform coat, sabre and belt, and pitches into the black vortex of water ...

“Andrel?’



“Drowning... I’'mdrowning!” Heflaled wildly, fighting the deadly pull of the ravening sea

A hand caught hold of his. “Y ou’re safe now.” The cam voice penetrated the roar of the storm, the
creaking of his shattered ship.

Andre sat bolt upright and found he was staring into apair of gold-lashed eyes. Soft daylight lit the little
cabin and the smple bunk on which he had been deeping.

“I—I’m so sorry. | was dreaming.”

“It must have been quite some dream,” his companion said, gently releasing his hand.

He nodded, still staring into her soft blue eyes. “I know you. Y ou sang in Mirom last winter. Celestine—"
“De Joyeuse. I'm flattered you remember me.”

“Cededtid invoiceaswell asin name,” hesaid. “How could | forget?’

“The daemon-cresture that attacked you,” she said, ignoring the compliment. “ That would be enough to
give anyone nightmares.”

“That was not what | was dreaming about. My ship went down in the Straits some months ago. The old
man, Kuzko, rescued me. And now—" Andrel choked at the memory. “Now he'sdead.”

“You don't talk like acommon sailor, Andrel.” She was|ooking a him curioudy.
Hefdt himsalf suddenly overwhelmed by the desire to unburden himsdlf and tell her everything.
“Where are you bound?’ he asked.

“Why, to Swanholm, to sing for Princess Karila s birthday at the request of the Emperor’ swife, Adasa”

“Adasa” herepeated. At last he saw away to make himself known to hissister. And hefelt
dangeroudy closeto tears. “ Demoiselle de Joyeuse,” he began in the Francian tongue, “may | confidein
you?”

“The captain has just informed me we Il reach Haeven by morning.” Jagu ducked down as he entered the
little cabin to avoid hitting his head. He set down a bottle of red wine on the table and proceeded to pour
with asteady hand. “ So we' ve aday or two in hand before we' re expected at Swanholm.” He handed
Cdegtineand Andrel aglass of wine and lifted hisown in atoast. “To your miraculous survival, my Lord
Andrel.”



“Miraculous?” Andrel took asip of the wine and nodded his appreciation: It was dry, yet enriched with
just enough musky sweetness to soften the back of the paate. “If you hadn’t sent out your men to the
rescue—"

“I was thinking more of the creature that plucked the old man from thewaves,” Jagu said.
Andre set hisglassdown. “You saw it, then?’
“What wasit, Andrei?’ said Celestine, gazing earnestly at him.

“It hedled me. Whether it was a pirit that haunted the place where | was shipwrecked, or it sought me
out for some purpose of itsown, | don’t know. All | know isit healed my body and restored my mind.”

“It hedled you?’ echoed Cedlestine, glancing at Jagu. “Did it ever reved its purpose to you?’

“Not on Lapwing Spar, no. But in Mirom it spoke to me. It said, * Y ou were bornto rule. Butitistoo
soon.” ”

“Borntorule” said Cdestine thoughtfully. “ And then it abandoned you?’

“I don’t know why. For amoment | thought | heard adistant voice crying out for help.” Andrel gulped
down hiswine, trying to block out the memory of those last chaotic moments when he thought he was
drowning again. “But it might have been Kuzko.” Hisvoice fatered and Jagu refilled hisglass. “Where
was Eugene swar fleet going in such ahurry?’

“We asked oursalves the same question,” said Jagu, his pale face stern. “Who knows where Eugene's
ambitionswill leed himnext...”

“Our countries have aways been dlies, Andrel,” Celegtine said in Francian. “Y our command of our
languageis excellent. We understand each other well, do we not?Y ou have been deprived of your

right to rule Muscobar by this new regime. Y et your family also claims descent from the Emperor
Artamon. Had matters gone otherwise, you could be emperor of al Rossya.”

As soon as he had heard her speak the words aloud, Andrei knew they were true. The spirit that had
healed him had & so awoken that ambition Smmering deep within him. He had asmuch aright to rule dl
five princedoms as Eugene of Tielen.

“I could be emperor,” he said dowly. “But how? | have no country, no name, no troops at my disposal.
The Muscobite army and navy have been absorbed into Eugene sforces.”

He saw Cdlestine and Jagu consult each other with another glance. Then Celestine turned to him and
sad, “We bdlieve our magter, King Enguerrand, would be very interested in meeting you.”

The old covered market in Colchise had become atemporary hospital for the casudtiesinjured in the
clashwith the Tiden garrison.

Elysareturned to help bathe and bandage the wa king wounded. Many were students, but there were
older townspeople as well who had joined thefight.

“Would you like some tea?’

Elysiagtraightened up from the gashed templ e she was bandaging and shook a stray lock from her eyes.
It was the student girl with auburn hair. She smiled.



“Thank you, I’d love some. And so would my patient here.” He was the baker’ s apprentice from Vine
Alley, agood-hearted boy with unruly black curls. “What' s happening &t the citadd?’ Elysiatook the
mug of teagratefully and drank. Her back was tiff with bending over her charges, and from the dight
throbbing over one eye, she could sense a headache looming. “It’ sgone very quiet out there.”

“Still agtalemate,” said the girl. “The Tielens have retreated and barricaded themsdalvesin. They're
refusing to talk terms unlesswe surrender. They'rein for along wait!”

“And your brother?” Elysalaid ahand on her shoulder. “How ishe?’
“Miran?’ Thegirl’ sfierce expresson faded and Elysasaw fear in her eyes. “ Still fighting. I—I hope.”

“Raisal” A manwith hair the samerich red-brown asthe girl’ s came pushing through the throng toward
them. “Miran’ sasking for you.”

Thegirl gave Elysiaalook that betrayed so much hope that her heart bled for her. She squeezed the
gir’shand. “It'll bedl right,” she said, praying that it would be.

“Coming, lovan!” called Raisa, and hurried away.
“That young hothead lovan Korndli is out for blood.”
Elysiaturned to see L ukan behind her, dowly shaking his head. “How s0?7’

“He sgot agrudge againgt the Tidens. Seems some Tiden merchant cheated hisfather in abusiness
venture some years ago. The old man logt dl hismoney and had to sell the family home. Or that’ sthe
way lovan tellsit. Now that Miran’s been shot, he's out for revenge.”

“Lukan, isthere any civilized way to stop this? Before Eugene loses dl patience and sends hisarmiesto
crush usinto submisson?’

“Dear Elysa, such talk might be judged treasonable!” Even though he spoke lightly, she detected agrim
note underlying hiswords. “ Can you imagine lovan Korndi and hisfriends agreeing to acivilized
solution? It sagtdemate.”

Andrei gazed out across the Straits from the long jetty at Haeven. The salty wind had dropped, but a
fresh breeze dtill touded hishair.

The sun was setting and had haf-sunk benegth the low clouds, illuminating the western horizon with a
vivid dazzle of sormy gold.

So much had happened, he could not yet takeit dl in. The Francians had treated him with kindness and
understanding; they had even listened to his concerns about Irinaand had made him aloan of money to
send to her by atrusted courier. And what had surprised him the most was that they had accepted him
without once questioning his story. He had no papersto prove hisidentity, not even an unusua birthmark.
He could be an impostor, a pretender to the Orlov dynasty, plotting to dupe the Francian government.

“Andre.”

Helooked around and saw Celestine de Joyeuse approaching, alavender gossamer shawl wrapped
about her throat againgt the evening damp. The soft shade made her blue eyes appear even more
luminousinthetwilight. Shesmiled & him.

“What adramatic sunset,” she said. “Does such asky herad more stormy weather to come?’



Stormsin the Straits. He remembered the terrible tempest that had

sunk the Srin. There had been no warning that night, not even a sunset such as this. “No,” he said. “The
weather can prove fickle off these shores, even for the most experienced sailor.”

“1 have news for you from King Enguerrand.” She handed him a sealed letter.

He broke the seal and stared at the strange dashes and symbols, perplexed. “Is this some new Francian
alphabet? It means nothing to me.”

Celestine let out a soft laugh. “It is encrypted. Jagu has the codes to decipher the encryption at the tavern.”
She slipped her hand beneath his arm. “Let’s go back now before | catch a chill out here and spoil my
voice.”

To our royal cousin, Andrei Orlov of Muscobar, from Enguerrand of Francia:

We are most heartily relieved to hear of your miraculous rescue. Please rest assured that news of your
survival will not be revealed until you judge thetimeisright to do so.

We extend the hand of friendship to you and assure you of awarm welcome at our royal court. We also
have new intelligence of events that took place toward the end of last year, which will both disturb and
intrigue you.

Our representative in New Rossiya, Ambassador d’ Abrissard, will soon arrive in Haeven. He has some
proposals to make, which we believe will be to our mutual benefit...

Andrel was rowed out through a brisk dawn breeze to meet with Fabien d’ Abrissard on board ship.

“Eugene’ s agents are everywhere,” the ambassador said as he welcomed Andrei into his paneled
stateroom in the stern. “Here, at least, we are on Francian territory. Coffee to warm you this chilly
morning?’

“Thank you.” The square windowpanes afforded a view over the Straits: an expanse of rain-grey sea and
pale clouds.

The ambassador clicked his fingers and his secretary poured Andrei coffeein adelicate white and gold
cup. After living so long in a poor fisherman’s cottage, Andrei had grown unused to such refinements and
he handled the flimsy china nervoudly.

“And our guest might appreciate a dash of brandy.” Had Abrissard seen his hands tremble? The
ambassador’ s expression gave nothing away; although hislips smiled at Andrei, his manner was cool and

detached. The secretary added a measure of brandy to Andrei’ s cup and discreetly withdrew, closing the
door softly behind him. For a moment the only sound was the lapping of the water against the ship asiit
rocked gently at anchor.

“Were you aware that the power behind Eugene’ s empire is one Kaspar Linnaius, a renegade scientist
wanted for crimesin Francia?’ Abrissard asked.

Andrei shook his head.

“We have reason to believe that this same Kaspar Linnaius was responsible for the sinking of your ship.”
“Sinking the Srin} But how? She went down in a storm.”

“A storm that came out of nowhere on a calm night?”’

“Why, yes—"



“A similar event occurred some years ago in the reign of Prince Karl, when the Francian fleet was
wrecked by a disastrous storm.”

“But what possible proof could you have?’ burst out Andrei.

“The testimonies furnished by two of Linnaius's students,” said Abrissard smoothly. “ They confirmed that
this self-styled ‘Magus' can command and control the winds.”

“That’s preposterous.”

“We have awitness. The night of the storm, one of the grooms at the Palace of Swanholm confirms that he
saw Linnaius create a storm that brought down trees in the parkland. | should emphasize now that this
intelligence is of the highest confidentiality.”

Andrei sat back, trying to grasp the full implications of what Abrissard was saying.

“This should not be so difficult for you to accept, Andrei Orlov,” said Abrissard in the softest, smoothest of
voices. “Y ou, who have been touched by a daemon.”

“You're implying that Eugene ordered Linnaius to sink my ship? Doesn’t that count as assassination?’ At
firgt, the news had left him stunned; now anger began to burn through.

Abrissard shrugged eloquently. “In war, such terms do not apply.”

“And my sister has married thisman!” Andrei could sit still no longer; he rose and strode to the window to
gaze out at the sea. A watery sun had begun to show beneath the clouds, catching the tops of the waves
with flecks of silvery gold.

“You’'re ambitious, Andrei Orlov. Do you care about the future of Muscobar?’
“Of course| do!” Andrei said hotly.

“Then come to Francia. King Enguerrand assures you of the warmest welcome at his court. He has
plans—great plans for the future. Those plans will include you, if you so wish.” Andrei turned and stared at
Abrissard. He heard what the ambassador was saying— and yet not putting into words. Francia had old
scores to settle with Tielen.

“You were born to rule, Andrei,” the daemon-spirit had whispered to him in Mirom. Now he began to see
that that ambition might be fulfilled with such powerful aliesat hisside. If it were not for the fact that
Astasia had married Eugene.

“And my sister?’

Abrissard’s proud gaze grew colder. “Y our sister has committed herself to Eugene. It may be difficult to
persuade her to change her allegiances.”

CHAPTER

Gavril felt warm sunlight on his closed eyelids. He opened. and saw a cloudless sky above him. Helay on
grass, springy; as he turned his head, he saw little tufts of white daisiesin the grass, and smelled their faint
honeyed scent.

“Wheream | 7" ‘t

“Near your home. But you need human nourishment tu you.” He heard the Drakhaoul’ s voice
resonating within J* like adark breath of fiery wind. He had never imagined he w;n so glad to hear that

voice again. }



“How long have | been here?’ It was an effort just to £ H words. He was so tired he just wanted to lie
back in the sun * ~ back into unconsciousness.

“Long enough for me to heal the injuriesto your brain, are still weak from loss of blood.” ‘t
Gullscircled high overhead, white against the brilliant bk ‘ t,sky. 't

“Why did you come back?’ he asked drowsily. * »

“Your need was too great.”

Sleep washed over Gavril. When he awoke again, the moved across the sky toward the west. It was late
afternoon

He sat up and began to take stock of hisbearings. “N. H* home,” the Drakhaoul had said. Was he on the
cliffsabove YBay? Hetried to get to hisfeet but his legs were so crumpled back to his kneesin the grass.

“What's he doing here?’
Nand

the

our

he

“Lookslike he' s been injured. Could be one of the rebels from the citadel.”

V oices sounded close to Gavril. Prison warders? He threw up his armsto protect his head.
“It'sdl right, son. We re not going to hurt you.”

Sowly heredized that they were speaking Smarnan. He opened his eyes and saw two men—vineyard
workers, from the ook of them— bending over him in the golden light.

“Y ou' ve taken anasty cut to the head there, boy. Have you been in thefighting?’
“Fighting?’ Gawril repested, confused.

“Fghting the Tidens”

“Tidens” Gawvril’ sfists clenched &t the hated name.

“Can you wak, son?’ The older of the two nodded to the other, and between them they hoisted Gawril
to hisfedt. “Where are you making for?’

“Vermelle”

The two workers glanced at each other.

“I wouldn’t go back there right now. Not in your condition. Vermeilleis swarming with Tiden soldiers.”
“He can come back with ustonight, Jarji, can't he? He can deep inthe barn.”

They hoisted Gavril up onto their ox-drawn cart and jogged back through the warm dusk to the vineyard.

Thevineyard women made afuss of him, tutting in horror over hiswounds and ingsting on feeding him
soup fortified with their own rich red wine to “build up his strength.”



It was s0 good just to Sit in the kitchen, fedling the warmth from the fire on the range and to smell the hot
peppery steam rising from the spicy meat soup. Good to hear the chatter around him in his native
language. Good, above al other things, to know he was free.

“How’ sthingsin the citadd?” Jarji asked him suddenly.
Gavril blinked, at alossto know what to say.

“How can you ask him that?’ said Jarji’ swife, Tsinara. “1t' sawonder he can remember his own name
with ahead wound like that. What did you find out down at the village?’

“Professor Lukan and the students have taken Governor Armfeld hostage. They’ re threatening to shoot
him if the Tidensdon’t withdraw. But now they say an imperial war fleet’ sonitsway.”

$

One of the workers came into the kitchen.

“Haven't you heard? Thefleet’ s been sighted off Gargara. It'smaking straight for Vermeille Bay.”
Ligtening to their conversation, Gavril began to redlize that Smarnawas not asafe placeto be.

“VemelleBay?' It wasthefirg time he had spokenin awhile and they dl stared at him. “But if they fire
onthecitadd, it'll be amassacre.”

The sun-gilded sands of the Smarnan shore swarmed with Tielen soldiers. Warships, anchored out in
glittering Vermeille Bay, had trained their powerful cannons on the Old Citadd of Colchise perched high
on the cliffs beyond the pink and white stucco villas.

Elysagtood on the balcony of the Villa Andara and watched the guns from the warships blast the citadd.
Tiles shattered to flying shrapnel, flames spurted from roof timbers, clouds of smoke besmirched the clear
blue sky. The ancient walls began to crumble under the relentless bombardment.

“No. Ohno,” shewhispered to the bright morning air. “Raisa. lovan. Lukan.”
The cannonfire shook the villato its foundations, deafening as overhead thunder.
A man came stumbling into the orchard garden below.

“Elysal” he cried in avoice rough with fear and exhaustion. “Help me!”
“Lukan?’ She grabbed up her skirts and went hurrying down to the garden.

He had collapsed to one knee in the dewy grass. As she reached him, heraised hisfaceto hersand she
saw blood trickling from ajagged gash above one eye. “ They' re after me.”

“Can you makeit to the villa? Here. Lean on me.”

The guns thundered again and she felt him flinch, hisweight heavy againgt her shoulder. She braced
herself and started dowly forward, a step or two at atime. The cannonfire made her heart thud like a
kettledrum in her chest. Suppose they turned the guns on the houses next? They would al be blown to
i eces.

“Why?’ she said, breathless hersalf now with the effort of sup-Porting him. “Why has Eugene atacked
lﬁ!



They reached awrought-iron bench benesth the balcony and
Lukan sank onto it. She sat beside him and pressed her handkerchief to the gash, trying to stanch the blood.
“Eugeneisatyrant. He doesn't believe in negotiating.”

His voice came faintly now, and she saw from the greyish pallor of his skin that he was near to fainting. He
was too heavy for her to carry into the house on her own. What would revive him most efficiently, brandy
or water?

“Just because Eugene got his hands on some ancient ruby from the Smarnan Treasury, he thinks it gives
him theright to own usall...”

Brandy, she decided as L ukan rambled defiantly on. He needs brandy.
“We must fight to remain independent. It's our birthright...”

Another violent barrage of cannonfire shuddered along the cliffs. From where they sat they could see the
fiery explosions, the jagged, broken walls of the citadel, with smoke pouring out as the fires took hold.

Shouts erupted at the far end of the garden. Elysia recognized the clipped tongue al too well. “Tielen
soldiers!” Sherosein aarm. “Inside, Lukan; quick.”

The handkerchief dropped as she was hustling him in at the garden door. Too late she glanced back as she
locked the door and saw it lying there by the bench, stained bright red with Lukan’s blood. Too lateto go
back for it now.

“1 thought I’ d given them the dip.” Lukan slumped against the wall, one hand clasped to his gashed head.
“Let me out at the front, Elysia. If they find me here, God knows what they’ Il do to you and Palmyre.”

Elysiawas busy with her keys, unlocking the door to her studio, trying to steady her shaking hands. “You're
not going anywhere in your condition.”

The door swung open and she pushed him inside, hastily locking it again behind them.

Canvases lay stacked in piles against the walls. Easels had been draped with dust sheets to protect the
unfinished works that lay beneath. Dim light seeped in through long linen blinds; the air was pungent with
the sméll of oil paints and turpentine, tinged with the dust of long months of neglect. Elysia had not yet
confronted the task of cleaning up in here.

Men called to one another in Tiglen.
“Quick. Under this dust sheet.”

She pushed L ukan down, forcing him to crawl behind a pile of tall portrait canvases and draped more sheets
on top. Booted feet came clattering up the wide steps.

“Open up!”

A man stood high on the rocky promontory, gazing out across the

sea.

He stood motionless, tensed for action. But within his heart and

mind there blazed a cold and vengeful rage.

He could see them in the bay below, the imperial war fleet, sent to crush the rebellion in Colchise.

“Eugene!” he cried, hisvoice strong, rasping raw with anger. “This time you’ ve gone too far. Y ou took my



freedom, my name— but you shan’t take Vermeille!”

The rage burned more fiercely within him, flooding through his veins with galvanic power. The Emperor’'s
war machine would show no mercy to the Smarnans.

“ But they have a chance if we go to their aid.”
He slowly stretched his arms wide. Blue light crackled and hissed from his clawed fingertips.

He stared at the phosphorescent flickers of light, the physical manifestation of the daemonic energy he felt
pulsing through his body. Such terrible power...

Far beneath him waves crashed against the jagged rocks, sending up bursts of white spray. If he had
misudged, he would fall to an agonizing death, his body smashed against the rocks.

“We are Drakhaon.”

Hetook a step back, steeling himself. “Then don't fail me now.” And crouching low, he ran toward the
edge of the cliff and leaped into the void.

“Open up!” Thistime the Tielen soldiers used the common tongue and there was no mistaking their intent.
One battered on the villadoor; from the din it sounded asif the butt of a carbine was being used.

Elysamet Pamyrein the hall.

“Listen to that! If they’ ve damaged the paintwork, they’ |l have me * deal with,” Palmyre said, rolling up her
Seeves.

“Stal them,” Elysawhispered. “Tdl them I'mill.” She hadtily retreated to the upper landing, where she
could watch what was happening.

“Coming, coming,” called PAmyre loudly, bustling back down the corridor. She reached with a shaking
hand for the door handle and opened.

Tiden soldiers stood there: big lads, raw-shaven, in their blue and grey uniforms.
“Moveasde”

Pdmyre positioned herself so that her generousfigure filled the doorway, arms folded across her chest.
“What do you want?’

“You're harboring arebd. We saw him come thisway. We must search your house.”
“Thereare no rebels here”
“Then how do you explain this?’ He dangled the bloodstained handkerchief under her nose.

Pamyretook in adeep breeth. “I can’t let you in without my mistress s permisson. I’'m only the
housekeeper.”

The Tidens glanced at one another. The one who was acting as spokesman colored a deep red. He
couldn’t have been much more than twenty, Elysiathought, brashness barely concedling hislack of
experience.

“Then fetch your mistress.”
“She'sill inbed.”



“Too bad.” He nodded to the others.

“Stop!” PAmyre cried, raising her asamswide to block their way. They took no notice, rudely barging
past her into the hall. Elysiahagtily pulled asilken peignoir over her day-dress and tugged the pinsfrom
her hair, letting it tumble about her shoulders.

“Two of you take the stairs and search the upper floors,” the Tielen ordered. “ And you two follow me.”
He had kept to the common tongue, Elysiaredized, so that Pamyre should not mistake hisintent.

She took adeep breath and went to the head of the staircase just as two of the soldiers came running up,
taking two dairsat atime.

“What isthe meaning of thisintruson?’ she asked in afaint voice, one hand clasped to her forehead asif
she had a headache. They hesitated a moment, glancing uncertainly at each other.

“Take her downdtairs,” said one.
“You. Comewith me.” The other raised his carbine, pointing it at her.
It would not be wise to provoke him, Elysiadecided, doing as she was ordered.

She came downgtairsjust in time to see the young officer fling open the double doorsto her sdon. His
men followed, their boots leaving smears of mud dl over her precious Khitari carpets.

The windows of the salon overlooked the bay. As PAmyre and Elysia stood hel plesdy watching the
soldiersthrust bayonetsinto the sofas and cushions, they could see the Tiden fleet till firing upon the
bel eaguered citadd, could see flamesrising from housesin the shdlter of itswalls.

The Tielen soldiers paused amoment to watch as another salvo crashed into the citadd.
“Our lads ve breached thewalld” one said, grinning at Elysia. “It' sal over for you Smarnans now.”

Elysia, lips pressed together to avoid speaking her true fedings, could see only too well. The beach was
covered with running men, line after line of grey and blue uniforms, bayonets fixed, advancing relentlessy
on the citaddl.

And then a shadow passed across the sun, dimming the spring brightness of the morning.
“What' sthat?” The Tidens gazed up at the sky.

Elysiamoved toward the windows, peering apprehensively out at the bay.

“Dear God,” Palmyre whispered, “what is that?’

Swooping down from the peerless blue sky came adark cloud, moving swift asthewind, casting its
shadow over the soldiers on the sands. Even asthey stopped to gaze up &t it, aterrible brilliance
emanated from it—aglittering breath of flame so bright it seared Elysa seyes.

For amoment the whole sweep of Vermeille Bay wasirradiated in asurging bluetide of light.

“Ahh.” She clutched at the sill, eyes clenched shut againgt the cruel brightness, water leaking from her
lids. When she opened them at last and blinked away the streaming tears, she saw &t first only the
dark-winged shadow circling over the bay. Through her dazzled sght she could not be certain, but it
seemed to her that she was seeing theimpossible,



“Gawril,” shewhispered. “Oh, Gavril, isit you?’ The Tidlens had falen slent, trangfixed, mouths gaping
open. For where there had been hundreds of Tielen soldiers on the sands, there was nothing now but
billowing smoke and ablanket of choking grey cinders blowing away into the air. And the dark-winged
creature was swooping back across the waves, straight toward the Tielen fleet.

The magts of the Tidlen warships lay below him, aforest of white-draped tree trunks.
The cannonswere silent now.

As he siwooped over them, he could hear human voices crying out in fear. They were moving the
cannons, trying to angle them upward to bombard him. Cannonballs whistled toward him.

A crud laughter welled up inside him as he swerved to the right and then to the left, snaking acrossthe
sky. Exhilaration powered him, and an insatiable desire for revenge.

The shots went wide. Some cannonballs fell into the waves, some thudded back down, smashing into the
Tidens own ships. The cries of fear changed to anger and panic.

Eugene sfleet was at hismercy. He could exterminate every Tidlen crewman, every officer. And the
Emperor would be | eft with no significant sea power to defend hisempire.

Princess Karila sat watching the children invited to her eighth birthday party asthey played blindman’'s
buff.

She had tried to join in with the party games, but her twisted body had let her down. Too dow to keep
up, she had tripped on the hem of her new blue gown and falen flat on her face. Some of the younger
children had pointed and laughed until they were shushed by their titled mothers, and bewigged servants
had rushed forward to pick her up and dust her off. Bruised and humiliated, she had swallowed her
tears—refusing to cry in front of the rude little boys—and limped back to her gilded chair.

Her great-aunt, Dowager Duchess Greta, clagpped her handsin vain for sllence. “ These games are too
boigteroud Let’ s play adifferent one now.”

“No!” jeered the young guests, too caught up in the excitement of the chase.
Karilagtifled asigh. She gazed at her birthday cake: an elaborate

confection of sponge cake, vanillacream, and pink sugared rosebuds. Her ssomach fluttered, queasy at
the thought of so much cream and sugar.

Great-Aunt Gretaingtantly misinterpreted her look.
“Timefor cakel” she cried, clapping her hands again.
“Cake! Cake!l” shouted the children, jumping up and down.

The fluttering in Karila's ssomach increased. If only Papa could be here. But now that he was Emperor,
imperid busness had kept him far away in Mirom with her slepmother, Astasia

Her eyes strayed to the pile of presents, Papa s foremost among them: an exquisitely carved and painted
musica automaton of agirl holding alittle gilded cage containing a songbird. WWhen wound, the
mechanica girl pirouetted and the bird opened itslittle beak and fluted a strange, wistful tune. And he had
promised another magical surprisefor her—

“Timeto cut your cake, Princess!” Pgpa s magordomo wheeled the extravagant cake on alittletrolley in



front of her and placed aknifein her hand.
“Don’t forget to make awish,” whispered Great-Aunt Greta.

Karilasghed again as she placed the tip of the knifein the center of the vanilla cream. Her wish would be
thesame asit was every year. She closed her eyes and wished with al her heart.

Please make me whole. Make me like other children.

She pressed hard with the knife, feding it Snk into the soft sponge. The children cheered.
Then abolt of star-blue flame flashed through her mind. Suddenly she was burning hot.

“ Child, my child...”

“Drakhaoul!” shewhispered. “You'redivel”

The knife clattered to the floor, spattering her dress with specks of cream and jam. And shefelt hersdlf
fdling, faling—

The Tidlen soldiers tore down through the gardens of the Villa Andara, their search for Lukan
abandoned.

Elysaand Pmyre watched them from the salon, amid a snow of festhers from the dashed cushions.

“Nothing | can't fix with agood upholstery needle,” Pamyre said. She sat down abruptly on the ripped
sofa. Her face was white underneath a glisten of sweat, and her breathing was shalow and fast.

“We both need aglass of brandy,” said Elysa, going straight to the crystal decanter on the sdon table.

“What wasit?’ PAmyre said faintly as she sipped her brandy. “What was that creature? It just flew down
from the skies and destroyed them.”

Before Elysiacould reply, the door opened. Elysawhirled around—
but it was only Lukan.

“What happened?’ He hurried to the windows and gazed out. “ Two of the men-o'-war are going down
inflames, and the others are heading out of the bay. And the Tielen soldiers—"

“Brandy,” said Elysia, handing him aglass. L ukan swallowed the generous measure she had poured him,
inonegulp.

“I’d best go down to the citadd.” He gave her back the empty glass. “ They’ Il need me there.”
“Not with your head gashed open!”

“Y our brandy has magical retorative powers, Elysa” hesad,

flashing her agmile.

“But that creature. Supposeit' still out there?” cried PAmyre. “Cresature?’ He stopped, seeing Elysia's
expresson. “Youdon't

think it could be—*



“How could it be? He' simprisoned so far from here.” Tears clouded Elysid s eyes, tears of sudden
hope. The thought that he might be free again glowed like abright star in her breast.

“Nonethdless... Gavril come back to defend his countrymen?’ said Lukan. “There sonly oneway to find
out. Keep al the doors locked and barred, ladies. Don't let anyonein but me.”

“Why isthere no word from Janssen?’ muttered Eugene. He had delayed the departure for Swanholm,
unwilling to leave until he had officia confirmation that the siege of Colchise had been brought to

anend.

He started to pace the polished boards of his study again. From time to time he stopped and gazed out to
the broad Nieva. Ships passed to and fro on the fast-flowing river and the sight of their masts reminded
him only too vividly of hisown Southern Fleet, engaged at this very moment in abloody battle with the
insurgentsin Smarna. He spun the great painted globe he had brought from his palace a Swanholm until
hisfingertip rested on Smarna.

Such insubordination had to be quelled—and swiftly.

His agents assured him that the leaders of the rebellion were academics, mostly artists and philosophers.
Idedligts, all, with little or no military experience. So when he dispatched the fleet, he had expected afew
minor skirmishes—and a swift, contrite capitulation. Not afull-blown sege.

“Imperia highness.” Gustave gppeared in the doorway.
Eugene sivung around.

“Newsfrom Smarna, highness.” It couldn’t be good. Gustave, who usudly maintained an inscrutable
expression, looked shaken. “ The Southern Fleet...”

“Tdl me!”
“It has been destroyed.”
“Destroyed?’ Eugene repeated. He stared at Gustave' sblank face. “Impossible!”

Gustave proffered a paper. His hand shook. “| took down every word from Admira Janssen over the
Vox Aethyria”

* ‘Tell—the Emperor—attacked,” ” Eugene read the missive doud. * * Regiments ashore—wiped out.
Few survivors. Three men-o’'-war holed, three more on fire—two sinking. Retreat? ”

“Let me speak to Janssen.” Eugene crushed the paper in his hand and pushed past Gustave, making for
the office where severa VVox Aethyrias were monitored, each device tuned to a different part of the
empire.

Two undersecretaries were working in the office; both leaped up and bowed as Eugene strode in and
seated himsalf at Gustave' s desk.

“Janssen? Janssen! Thisis Eugene. Answer me. What in God' s nameis going on?’

“—nhighness—it came—from nowhere—swooped down over the bay—"



Eugenefdt hisskin chill asif adraft had seeped in from off theriver.
“ ‘It ?What do you mean ‘it’?’

“—qgreat, dark-winged—" The admira’ swords cameindistinctly and Eugene had to crouch closeto the
deviceto catch them. “—sheet of blinding light, like blue flame—"

Eugene' s skin suddenly burned with ashiver of fire. Theterror he had experienced on that wintry
escarpment outside Kastel Drakhaon returned, asit did still in the dead of night. Hefelt his scarred face
and hand tingle a the memory of that cleansing blueflame.

b
“No,” hemurmured, “it can’t be. He told meit was destroyed. He gave me hisword!”

The sunlit glitter of the seabelow dimmed. Suddenly al the power drained from Gavril’ sveins. He began
to spird down toward the surging waves far beneath. Hismind, hiswill, was being torn in two.

“What' swrong?’ he gasped.

Mortd terror overwhelmed him. He heard the roar of the rolling waves, felt the sting of the cold seaspray
on hisskin as he hurtled helplesdy downward.

“Don’'t let medrown!” he cried. “ Save me, Drakhaoul!”

“Don’t fight me...” At last the Drakhaoul’ svoice crackled to lifein hisbrain. “ Drained... don’t know
how long . . . can sustain... Make for land.”

Hefdt hisfagt-tumbling body hit the waves. He shut his eyestight, dreading to fed the seaclutch a him,
pulling him under. Saltwater filled histhroat and lungs. Down he sank, too week to strike back up toward
the surface.

CHAPTER

“Karilal” Eugene cried, running down the candlelit passage toward his daughter’ s bedchamber. His heart
besting erraticaly, he flung open the door and went in.

“Imperid highness.” Marta, Karila' s governess, rose from her chair and curtsied. Her face was pale, her
eyes dark-shadowed asif she had not dept in along while.,

“How isshe?’ Eugene heard hisown voice asif from far away. “1 cameasfast as| could.”
“Thedoctorsthink sheispast the crisis.”

Karilalay in her golden swan bed, fair hair spread in atouded aureole about her head. Eugene kndlt
beside her. He watched to seeiif the sheetsrose and fell regularly with her breathing, as he had watched
S0 often before.

Y es, shewas Hill breathing. Thank God.

How many times, in hisworst imaginings, had he come to her bedchamber to find her lying cold and till,
hischild, hisonly child, al that Margret had |eft him? His heart was torn between theimpulse to pick her
up and hug her close, and terror lest such an action should disturb her healing deep and provoke a



relapse.

“Eugene?

He blinked away the tears that misted his vision to see Astasiain the doorway.
“She'sdeeping,” he said softly.

Therewas arustling sound as Karilamoved her head.

“Papd s here, Kari.” Eugenetook Karila s hand in hisown, fegling how hot and damp it was.
“Papa.” The gticky fingersclung tightly to his. “I saw it. | fdtitsbreath.”

“Hush, now,” Eugene said, smoothing astrand of hair from her forehead. “ Nothing to worry abot.
Papa sherenow. And Tasia” He glanced up at Martaaccusingly. “ She s il feverish. Rambling.”

“It cdled to me,” whispered Karila. “It caled meits child. Drakhaoul’ s child...” And then asif the effort
had utterly exhausted her, her eyes closed and shefell back onto the silken pillows.

“Kari!” Eugene dtill clasped hold of her hand, pressing it between hisown. “What do you mean?’

“Eugene.” Hefdt Agtasia shand touch his shoulder, agentle yet firm pressure. “ Eugene, she doesn't
know what she’ s saying. We should let her deep.”

“Yes” sad Martagternly, “she needsher deep.”
“I'll stay with her,” said Astasa

“No need for that, imperid highness, I'm well used to caring for the princess.” Martaspoke with a
certain chilliness, which did not escape Eugene' s notice. Marta had been Margret’ s maid and confidante;
it was inevitable, he supposed, that she should resent anyone he chose to supplant her mistress—even
though Margret had died in childbirth eight long years ago.

He dowly let go of Karila s hand and stood up.
“Cdl for meif there’ sany changein her condition. No matter what hour of day or night.”

“Havel ever failed to do so before, highness?” Marta said. But there was no resentment in her voicethis
time.

Eugene went to take Astasa sarm, but she drew away from him and walked swiftly from Karila's
bedchamber.

“Adada?

Shedid not reply, but kept on walking. She was obvioudy upset by Marta s snub. He knew he should
go after her and soothe her hurt feelings, but first there was the matter of the Drakhaoul.

Astasia hurried into her dressing room and locked the door behind her. She stood, back pressed up
againgt the door, angrily sniffing away tears. She poured cold water into abowl and splashed her face,

dabbing at her reddened eyes with the corner of adampened handkerchief.



What' s the matter with me? Why do | cry at every little slight, every insignificant upset? | knew
this was not going to be easy.

She untied her cloak and sat down at her dressing table.

Eugene had not come after her. But what had she expected? He probably thought she was being petty
and childish, and he had far weightier matters on hismind. Why should he noticeif hiswife sfedings
were wounded?

Besdes, it was not so surprising that Marta had acted coldly toward her. Hadn't she cared for Karila
since her mother died? And she suspected Marta had never forgiven her for snesking Karilaout of the
padaceonthatillicit deigh ride—

Martd s protective fedings toward Karila were understandable. But Eugen€' s reaction—

Adgasid sfingers strayed to apot of sugared almonds:. vanilla, rose, and violet. She sdected oneand
popped it in her mouth.

When the news of Karila s collgpse had come, Eugene had abandoned everything. They had traveled
day and night to reach Swanholm asfast as possible.

At least he cares for someone. Shelooked up and caught the shadow of awry grimacein her
reflection.

“Yes. He caresfor her daughter,” she whispered.

The flower-perfumed sugar coating the amond, usualy her favorite swest, tasted odd. Sickly. She spat
the dmond out into her palm.

A horrible thought entered her mind. Suppose someone was trying to poison her?

“No, no... | mustn’'t think thisway. I'm just tired after al thetraveling.” Why would anyone hate her so
vicioudy asto want her dead?

Drakhaoul’ s child? Eugene hurried toward Linnaius slaboratory, not even seeing the salutes of the
guards he passed at each doorway. Histhoughts were in ferment. Was shejust inthe grip of avivid fever
dream? Or was she dlill linked in some inexplicable way with the Drakhaoul ?

“Oh Kari, Kari,” he muttered as he crossed the outer courtyard. “What did you mean?’

As he gpproached the Magus s gpartments, the lanternflames suddenly glowed with an intense brightness
and the outer door swung dowly open to admit him.

A large telescope was positioned at an open casement window. On the desk, star charts had been
unrolled: maps of the heavens, with the congtellations marked out in silver and gold on a background of
rich cobat-blue.

“Wecome home, imperia highness.” The Magus appeared from behind the telescope.
“Gavril Nagarian swore to me that the Drakhaoul was dead!” Eugene cried.
The Magus nodded.

“And Director Baltzar reported that Gavril Nagarian waskilled in afreak storm that struck the Iron
Tower last week. So how isit that our fleet has been destroyed by something that—judging by the



reports—is the Drakhaoul ? What' s happening, Linnaius?’
Linnaius gazed a him, hisexpresson disquietingly cam.

“Has Batzar furnished you with any physica proof that Gavril Nagarian is dead? Surely there must have
been some fragments of charred flesh, bone...”

Eugene leaned over the star chartstoward Linnaius. Y ou said the Drakhaoul could not survive without a
human hog.”

“I il know too little about this aethyric daemon that calsitsaf Drakhaoul. Karilasaid it was dying when
it passed over Swanholm. | can only conjecture that it may have bonded with anew host.”

Did Linnaius not understand what was at stake here? The pride of his navy had been destroyed. He felt
the defeat as acutely asif alimb had been blown off in battle.

“And if my Southern FHeet had not been decimated, | could have let mattersrest. But hundreds of
men—good men—have died in Smarna. It hasto be the Drakhaoul. Karilasaid so hersdlf, tonight.”

TheMaguslooked at him, al attention now. “What precisdly did she say?’

“Shesaidit caled to her. It caled her its—" he stumbled over the word, not knowing until then how
much it had disturbed him, “its child. What in God' s name does she mean? My own daughter!”

“So sheisdtill in communication with it?” The Magus stroked his chin with spindle fingers. “ Then who
better to tell uswho is behind this Smarnan business? Let me search her mind—"

“Shehasahigh fever!” Thisplan had aready occurred to Eugene and he had dismissed it. He could il
fed Karila shand clinging trustingly to his; it would be unpardonable to force asick child to use her
nascent powers while she was so week. “ There must be another way to determineif Gavril Nagarianis
dead.”

“Then thereis no dternative but to look in the Ways Beyond,” said Linnaius.

Chiefs of staff were waiting for Eugenein the Walnut Anteroom. Spread out on the desk was a detailed
map of the continent. An old map, Eugene noted wryly, showing each country in adifferent color: Tielen
pale blue, Muscobar mustard yellow, and Smarna, rebellious Smarna, in an ingppropriately innocuous
shade of rose pink.

Littlelead models of battle tents and ships marked the positions of the New Rossyan armies and fleets
deployed around the empire. Colonel Soderham, asilver-haired veteran who had lost aleg in Prince
Karl’s Francian campaigns, was moving the models about the map.

“What are these forces here?’ Eugene pointed to two model tents close to the border between Smarna
and Muscobar. One was painted with the Tielen swan, the other with Muscobar’ s two-headed seaeagle.

“That's Generd Froding'sLight Infantry, imperid highness” said Soderham.

“Froding?’ Eugene looked puzzled. “What' s he doing in Muscobar? | thought he was supposed to be
down in Southern Tielen on maneuvers.”

“Ah, but if you recall, highness, Colond Roskovski asked if we might hold ajoint exercise on Muscobar
territory. To get the men used to working together.”



Eugene remembered Roskovski’ sreputation rather too well; when the Tiden army invaded Mirom, the
irascible Muscobar commander had put up adisastroudly ill-planned defense. He suspected that a man of
Roskovski’ s arrogance would not listen to advice, even from the experienced and genia Froding.

“Pull Froding’s men out of there. Leave Roskovski guarding the border, if he must, but send one of our
dragoon regiments garrisoned in Mirom to keep an eye on him.”

“Straightaway, highness.” Soderham saluted and murmured to one of his adjutants, who immediately
sped off.

“And Froding?’ Soderham asked, leaning over the map, ready to move the Tielen tent on Eugene's
command.

It wastimeto test histheory. If he had learned one thing about Gavril Nagarian in their last conflict, it was
that hisingtinctsto defend his people would override any concerns about his own safety.

“Let’ s give the Smarnans something to keep them busy. Little forays and retreats—take atown here, a
villagethere.” Eugene felt a sudden yearning to be back in the field with his men. He relished thiskind of
cat-and-mouse strategy, keeping the enemy guessing where he would strike next. “ Tell Froding to split
his men up into raiding parties. And keep them on the move.”

Adtasawas il staring at the bowl! of sugared amonds when there came a discreet tap at the the door.
She hadtily dried her eyes.

“Comein.”

A Tidlen lady-in-waiting appeared. She had the trand ucent complexion and ice-blond hair of those born
inthefar north, and her eyeswere of the palest grey-blue.

“Whereis Nadezhda?' Astasiaasked, surprised not to see her own maid.

“Hisimperia highness has asked meto attend to you while you are at Swanholm,” answered the woman.
“I have assigned Nadezhda tasks more appropriate to alady’ smaid.” Even though her manner was
polite, there was afrostiness about her that did not endear her to Astasiain theleast.

It would have been considerate to have consulted me about this first, Eugene, thought Astasia, as
the tears threatened to flow again.

“And your name?’ Shetried to stop her voice from wobbling.

“CountessLovisa. | am cousin to hisimperid highnesson hislate father’ sside.” Her tone of voice grew
frodtier till. “1 was presented to you at the coronation.”

“Of—of course.” But there had been so many Tielen courtiers presented to her that day, she could not
possibly be expected to remember them all!

“I've cometo tdll you that the musicians from Francia have arrived, highness”

“Musicians?’ Karila s sudden iliness had completely put the musiciansfrom Astasia smind. Shehad, ina
moment of presumptuousNess,

it now seemed, taken it upon herself to invite them to Swanholm to perform for Kari’ s birthday. She had
been planning to tell Eugene of her little surprise, and now events had overtaken her.

“Where are they to be accommodated?’



“ Accommodated?’ She blinked her tears away, determined not to show any weaknessin front of the
countess. “ Surely the lodging of our vigitorsis not my responsbility.”

“Indeed, no. But for Fredrik, our mgordomo, to make appropriate arrangements, it is essentia for himto
know who is expected and when.”

Now her abilities to manage a great house were being openly criticized!

“And Demoisdlle de Joyeuse asksif she might be granted afew moments of your time to discusswhich
of the various programs they have prepared you think would be most suitable.” Countess Lovisa handed
her apaper sealed with anivory ribbon.

Astasia opened the paper and saw not the expected list of songs, but a brief message:

If your imperia highness could vouchsafe me aminute or two in private, | have some news of persona
ggnificanceto impart.

Adtasia closed the | etter before the countess could stedl aglance @t it.
“Have her shown to the Music Room, please. | will meet her therein afew minutes.”

News? Astasia felt a sudden conspiratorid thrill. She went into her dressing room and dabbed cold water
on her lidsto try to disguise the signsthat she had been weeping.

Celegtine de Joyeuse was standing at the window in the Music Room, one hand resting on the exquisite
marquetry of the fortepiano lid, gazing out at the park beyond. On seeing Astasia, she sank into adeep
curtsy.

“What a charming room. If the acoustics are as pleasing as the decorations, this should prove a ddightful
musicd experience.”

“Pleaserise, demoisdlle” Asasasaid, smiling.

“| am so sorry to hear of your stepdaughter’ sindisposition, highness. Would you prefer to postpone the
recita?’

Astasiawas only too aware that Countess Lovisawas still hovering behind her.
“You can leave us now, countess,” she said pointedly. The countess bowed and slowly withdrew.
Astasiawaited until she heard the double doors click shut. Then she hurried over to the fortepiano.

“You said you had something to impart to me,” she said, keeping her voice low. “ Something of personal
significance.”

The singer nodded her head. “Great personal significance.”
“So what isit, Demoiselle de Joyeuse?’ Astasiafelt even more uneasy now.
Celestine looked at her from clear, cool blue eyes. “Is there nowhere more private?’

Astasialooked back at her uncertainly. Never allow yourself to be alone with anyone, no matter how
well you think you know them. Eugene had warned her. There are some fanatical individuals who
would not hesitate to harm you or Karila if they thought it would influence me.

Celestine seemed to notice her hesitation. “And you are right to be wary. Y ou have no reason to trust me,
Empress. For all you know, | could be an assassin sent by the Francian court to seek revenge on the House



of Tielen for past defeats.” She gave Astasia aradiant smile. “But | assure you, when you hear the news |
bring, you will feel quite differently toward me. That, at least, is my hope.”

Celestine' s angelic blue gaze promised startling revelations. And Astasia found herself desperate to know
what Celestine had to tell

her.

“1 have little skill at the keyboard,” she confessed, “but if | were to attempt to accompany you, perhaps you
could tell me the news you bring between verses?’

Celestine shot her a shrewd little look. “An ingeniousidea.” Shelifted abook of songs from the top of the
fortepiano and began to leaf through the pages. “ Do you know ‘ The Waterfall’ ?”

Astasia settled herself on the seat and took alook at the music. She pulled awry face. “Too hard. All those
running notesin the left-hand...”

“Thisoneisjugt right. ‘ Summer Evenings.’ A beautifully simple melody, a deceptively smple
accompaniment. And in my native

tongue, which is not so familiar to the Tidens, | believe,” she added with amischievous little smile.

“I’ve never played this one before,” Astasia stared at the notes, biting her lower lip in concentration, “so not
too fast, demoisdlle, | beg you.”

“Don’t forget the key signature,” whispered the singer after her first attempt faltered on a clumsy
dissonance.

Astasiafelt herself blushing. “I wish I d devoted more time to practicing my sight-reading,” she said,
ashamed. Thistime, the opening phrase flowed more smoothly and Celestine began to sing.

“In summer... when the swallows swoop overhead...”

At first Astasia could only think about placing her fingers correctly on the keys. And then she thought with
asudden thrill: 1"'m making music with this gloriously gifted singer!

“Empress,” sang Celestine, “your brother is alive.”
Astasia sfingers stumbled. She stopped playing. She stared at Celestine. “ Andrei—alive?’
“Shall we keep the song going?’ suggested Celestine gently.

Astasiatried to focus on the notes in front of her, but all she could see was a blur. Wrong notes and slips
proliferated. Andrei is alive. Her fingers skittered wildly over the keys until, in an agony of excitement, she
played a crashing chord and sprang up from the keyboard.

“Where ishe? In Francia?’ She could not hold the questions back any longer. “How is he? And how do
you know?’

“Heisin remarkably good health, al things considered,” Celestine said. Her expression was serious now.
“Helost his memory after his ship went down.”

“He was badly hurt?’ Astasia could not keep the distress from her voice. Even though she was Empress
now and knew she must act with composure, this was her brother they were discussing, her brother whose
death had made her cry herself to sleep night after night. “ Tell me the truth!”

“We rescued a man from the wreck of afishing boat. It was your brother. It seems that he was washed



ashore nearly dead, and was nursed back to health by an old fisherman. The old man had no idea who he
was, and renamed him Tikhon.”

“My poor Andrei.” Astasiafelt sick and cold. Andrei, barely aive, clinging to life on some desolate
wintry shore. “He must think we abandoned him.” The thought was dmost too hard to bear. “I must see
him. Whereishe?’

Celegtine did not spesk straightaway. She gazed earnestly into Astasia sface.

“My dear Empress, your brother finds himsdf in avery difficult Stuation. Y our hushand has taken the
throne that was rightly his. If he were to come forward now, what would the Emperor do?’

“I’'m sure Eugene would welcome him to court,” Astasasaid in arush of emotion. “For my sake.”

“Think again, imperid highness.” Clear blue eyes|ooked at her frankly. “ Some dissident e ements might
seeyour brother asasgnificant riva to your husband’ s authority. His resppearance could cause
cons derable damage to the stability of the empire.”

“But Andrel would never do anything to hurt me,” protested Astasia

“The consequences could be disastrous,” said Celestine with afirmness of tone that surprised Astasia
She spoke more like a seasoned palitician than a court musician. “ He was very reluctant to have metell
you the news—Ilet done your parents—for fear it would place you dl in an impossible Stuation.”

“But my parents should know. Papa has been a broken man since the news came of hisloss. And
Mama—"

“Even 50, highness”

Astasia began to wonder if there was some other reason for Andrel’ s reluctance to declare himsdlf. Was
Cdedtine hiding something from her?

“Have hisinjuries changed him in someway? Tdl methetruth, demoisdle”
“Hisphysicd injuries have heded quite miraculoudy.”

“So wherewill hego?He can't stay in afisherman’s hut.” Astasia had begun to devise possible ways for
Andrei to assume hisrightful place at court. Suppose she hid him away at her parents' country estatein
Erinaskoe until she could explain to Eugene. ..

“Hiswish,” Ceegtine said, “isto see you once more and then to begin anew life. Far away from
Muscobar.”

“How far?” Adasastammered. All her joy at hearing the news he
J

was dive was fast seeping away. She could not understand why Andrel wanted to go so far away from
hisfamily.

“I have aletter for you.” Celestine did finger and thumb into her decolletage and discreetly extracted a
thin diver of folded paper from beneath her lace fichu. Astasia opened it, feding the paper till warm from
the hest of the Singer’ s body.

Dearest Tasia,



| am so eeger to see you and our parents. Demoiselle de Joyeuse will reashure you, | hope, that | am once
again sound in mind and body. Let us meet soon. Y our loving brother, A.O.

Thewriting—Dbig, bold, and untidy—was unmistakeably Andre’ s hand. So were the misspellings. She
shook her head over it affectionately. “He was never much of ascholar.” And then she had an ingenious
idea. It wasinspired by the latest romance she had been reading: astirring tale of passion, deception, and
intrigue... but Celestine did not need to know that.

“Thereisto be amasked bl here a Swanholm for Dievona s Night—a Tielen spring tradition, it seems.
If I could arrange for you and your accompanist to beinvited as members of my party—"

“For Dievona sNight?’ Celestine considered the proposition. “Waell, my next recitd isto be givenin
Bedl’ Esstar. The wesather is clement and the seas are cam. If we delay our departure to attend the ball, |
think we shdl sill make Allegondein good time.” Shelooked at Asasiaand smiled. “That'samost
ingenious solution, highness”

“| shdl provideidentica costumes,” Astasia promised.

“And then you and | will secretly exchange masksfor alittle while, allowing usto smuggle your brother
in, disguised as Jagu.”

Adtasia smothered a ddighted giggle. “Just don't let anyone ask Andrei to play the fortepiano, or our
charade will be discovered!”

Celegtinelaughed too. “And | will be Empress of New Rossiyal Or will 1? For who'll be able to guess?’
“We must wear powdered wigsto hide our hair color, in the style of the court of Bel’ Esstar.”
“Great confections of white curls, topped with galleons—or doves.” Celestine was giggling too.

“1 don’t know how to thank you, demoiselle.” Astasiahad not felt so dizzily happy in along time; she
reached out and clasped the singer’ s hands in her own, pressing them warmly. Since Varvaraleft court, she
had lacked afriend, awoman of her own age to confidein. It was going to be such fun planning this
escapade—and at the end of it, she would see her dearest Andrei again.

“Please, highness,” said the singer, pressing her hands in return, “ callmeCelestine.”
In her dreams, Karila could run asfast as any normal healthy child...

How blue the sky is. And how warm the wet sand 0ozing beneath her bare feet. She runs along the
white sands, darting in and out of the lapping tide, agile as the little crabs she sees scuttling to hide
as she approaches. A flock of birds flies screeching overhead, their feathers bright as flame; one
feather comes drifting down out of the sky and she jumps high to catch it. She holds it up to see the
colors shimmer in the sunlight: It is streaked scarlet, orange, and gold. Laughing, she sticks her
treasure in the woven belt around her waist. The other children will be so envious!

And then she hears the sound of distant gong-drums. Slow and solemn, pounding out a strong
rhythm.

She gazes out across the sea. Other children run down onto the shore.
“Whoisit?”

She can see a boat skimming over the sea toward them, its crew rowing to the steady beat of the
drums.

One of the older boys gives a cry, pointing. “ Look—it’s a serpent-boat. Hide!”



Now she can just make out the carved head of a serpent on the prow, painted in green and gold,
with a staring bloodred eye and ravening jaws.

Another boy grabs her by the wrist. “ Quick. Let’s go!”

She lets herself be dragged up the beach into the shelter of the trees. “ Why must we hide?” she asks.
“ Are they bad men in the serpent-boat?”

The boys look at her scornfully. “ Don’t you know anything?” says the older one, keeping an eye on
the shore as the drumming gets louder.

)
“She'sonly little,” says the other. He squats down beside her. “ Haven't you heard about Nagar?”
She shakes her head.

“ Every year the priests come from the Sacred Island. Every year they choose children to go back
with them. Special children.”

“Why?”
The older one makes an impatient grunt. He is still watching the shore.
“To serve the Serpent God.”

The Serpent God glares fiercely from the prow of the approaching boat.
“ Suppose they don’'t want to go?”

“If the priests choose them, they have to go.”

“ Can they come home again?”

She sees the boys glance at each other.

“No one ever comes home from the Sacred Island.”

Never to come home again? She stares at them, horrified.

“ Does the Serpent God gobble them up?” she asks.

The older boy shrugs. “ Who knows? Now keep quiet. They' ve landed.”

Men with shaven heads have jumped down from the serpent-boat and are pulling it up the beach.
Their white robes gleam whiter than the sand.

“Ti—ua! Ti—ua!”
She starts. She can hear her sister calling her name.

The boys put their fingersto their lips. “ Don’'t answer,” the older one whispers. “ Don't give us
away.”

Linnaius silently opened the secret door that lead into Karila' s bedchamber. Marta sat in a chair deftly
stitching a tapestry on a needlepoint frame by the light of the fire. The Magus sprinkled a few grains of
sleepdust onto his palm and gently blew them toward her; within a moment or two, the needle dropped from
her hand and her head nodded sideways.

Linnaius crept toward the princess's swan bed. Karila stirred in her sleep. “ Serve... the Serpent God...”



she murmured.

Linnaius blinked in surprise. Was she dreaming? What did she know of Serpent Gods? He extended his
hand toward her forehead— and then halted.

Eugene had expresdy forbidden him to search her mind. Y et if histheory was correct, Karilawasthe key
to the secrets her father so yearned to unlock.

His hand stole out again, fingertips resting lightly on her forehead. He closed his eyes, concentrating. He
would not intrude too far; she would not even remember...

Except there was not one mind here, but two! Two girls, onefair, one dark, staring at him, their faces
blurring, merging, oneinto the other’ s, blue eyesfading to black, and black to blue.

Thiswastoo complicated for him to unravel. This needed the skills of a shaman, used to walking with
gpiritsand lost souls.

He gazed down at Karila. She seemed quieter now, asif histouch had calmed her, charming the last
vestiges of fever from her body. But this other soul residing within her, thisdark girl who made her dream
of Serpent Gods, must be dowly draining what little strength she had. And with her weak condtitution,
she needed dl her energy to keep dive.

“Seep well, little one.” He gently stroked her golden hair. “1’ll kegp watch over you now.”

The physician’ s news was encouraging: Karila s high fever had broken and she was deeping peacefully.

This had not prevented Eugene from going to check for himsdlf before dealing with the affairs of the day.
It was not that he did not trust Doctor Amande, it was just that he needed the reassurance. Then he sat

down at his desk to read his dispatches. The first was from Admiral Janssen.

The casudty list of those dead or missing in action a Vermeille Bay made depressing reading. Many
were gtill unaccounted for. And asfor Governor Armfeld...

“Let the Smarnans shoot him,” Eugene muttered. “He' sno use to New Rossyanow.”

They had lost the flagship Rogned, the pride of hisfleet, and four men-o‘-war. Two had gone downin
flamesin Vermeille Bay and two more had sunk asthey attempted to flee the assault. The rest were
limping back to the nearest Tielen dockyards at Haeven, many in need of weeks of repairs.

Theloss of the Rogned grieved him the most. He had supervised the designs himsdlf; he had visited the
dry dock in Haeven frequently

during her construction. The most advanced ship of her kind, she had proved as vulnerable asthe rest to
thisvicious attack from the air.

And now with Janssen’ sfleet out of commission, New Rossyawas unprotected on its southernmost
shores.

He could not keep his eyes from straying to the map his cartographers had recently drawn of his new
empire. Never before had it looked so clear: whoever held Smarna could control the Southern Ocean
beyond Vermeille Bay, with its new trade routes—and protect the Straits from attack by sea. Smarna
was il of vitd importance. And Smarna gtill arrogantly proclaimed itsindependent status asarepublic.

But he would win it back—by whatever means.

Kiukiu was hanging out washing behind Malusha s cottage, the wooden pegs clamped between her teeth.



Her fingertips were hedling and she fdlt stronger today, heartened by the warmth of the bright spring
sunshine. There were even flowersin Ma usha s kitchen garden aswell asadugting of pink and white
blossoms on the apple trees.

Y esterday it had come again, that unsettling shimmer of daemon-blue, faint and very far away.
Madushahad fdt it too.

“That cursed dragon-daemon is till at large,” she said, shaking her head. “ That’ s twice now we' ve both
sensedit.”

Kiukiu nodded. Had the Drakhaoul taken possession of a new host? Was such athing possible? And
then a cold wind gusted across the moors, making the wet clothes flap violently, spattering her with drops
of water. Her arms were suddenly pitted with goose bumps. She gazed up into the sky, rubbing her chilly
ams, to seeif arainstorm was on itsway.

A smdl cloud flitted across the blue sky.

“The Magusl” Had he come to redeem his promise? Was she to see Gavril at lagt, after dl these
interminable weeks of waiting? She ran around to the front of the cottage, dmost tripping over the hens,
and gazed eagerly about.

“Kiukirilya” The voice came from behind her. She jumped. Kaspar Linnaius had appeared seemingly
from nowhere.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that!” She put one hand to her breast to

try to cam the wild thudding of her heart. Only then did she think it was maybe not so wise to speak
disrespectfully to such avenerable Magus.

“Isyour grandmother in?’

“Where else would she be?’ she said. “ She doesn't leave the cottage these days.” She went to lead him
indde—and fdt Linnaius shand on her shoulder.

“ have news,” he said.

“Oh?’ She swallowed hard. News never meant anything good these days. Had her request been turned
down?

“The Emperor has gracioudy agreed to grant you permission to vist Gavril Nagarian.”
“Oh!” Shelet out ashriek of excitement. “ Thank you, thank you, Magus!”

“Y ou undertook a perilousjourney to help hisimperia highness. In recognition of that service, he has
asked meto take you to Arnskammar.” There was even the dightest glint of asmilein theMagus spde
eyes. “ Just as soon as you have performed one more task.”

“Another task?” Kiukiu was unprepared for this new condition. “ Right now? |—I haven't finished
hanging out the washing—" Her words died awvay under his stern gaze. “No. Of course the washing can
wait. I'll just tell Grandma—"

“Tell mewhat, precisely?” Ma usha gppeared, amstightly folded.



“I have the Emperor’ s permission to take your granddaughter to visit Gavril Nagarian.”
“That' sasmay be, but you haven't got mine.”
“Oh, Grandma, please—" burst out Kiukiu.

“And,” said the Magus evenly, “I aso have been granted permission to take you to young Stavyomir
Arkhe in Azhgorod.”

“I can take mysdlf, thank you very much, I'm not so decrepit | can't drive my own pony cart over the
moors.”

Why must her grandmother aways be so stubborn? Kiukiu gazed at her in frustration, wondering what
would possibly make her change her mind.

“Then it would be awasted journey,” said the Magus, “for no oneis granted admission to the household
without aspecid permit from the Emperor.”

“Please, Grandma,” pleaded Kiukiu. “Y ou know how much this
meansto me. Let me go to Arnskammar—and then you can visit the baby.*
Marsh ducks flapped overhead in aragged “V,” quacking rowdily.

“It would be about the right time to sing the Naming Song.” Malusha seemed to be talking to hersdif,
garing toward the hazy ridge of the Kharzhgyll mountains. “ And if he'snearing Sx monthsinage...” Her
gaze hardened, fixing on the Magus with stern intengity. Y ou can take her to Arnskammar, foolish girl
that sheis, but no good' sgoing to come of it. You'll only upset yourself again, Kiukiu.”

“I' know,” Kiukiu said defensively. Why did Grandma aways have to spoil things?

“And you,” Madusha stepped down and came close to the Magus, jabbing one finger a him, “you take
good care of my granddaughter. If anything happensto her, I'll summon something up from the Ways
Beyond that’ s beyond your worst nightmares.”

“Grandma, please,” murmured Kiukiu, horribly embarrassed. If Maushakept on baiting the Magusin
this childish way, she was certain he would just shrug his shoulders and leave.

“Go get your cloak, Kiukiu. It'scold in that sky craft of his”

Kiukiu sped indoors. Her cloak was made of pieces of worn blanket that she had stitched together. It
was far from elegant, but it would keep her warm.

She heard ashiver of wingsand Lady |ceflower dighted on the back of Mausha' s chair, saring at her
with suspicious golden eyes.

“You can’'t come with me, Lady Iceflower,” Kiukiu said. “Y ou have to go greet the new Arkhel lord. But
watch out for hismother, Lady Lilias.” Sheraised her voice so that it carried outside. “ Shel sanasty
piece of work.”

The owl let out asmall, curious hoot and swiveled her head right around, watching Kiukiu intently as she
put on her well-darned mittens.

“I'mready.” She picked up her gusly and went toward the door. Her stomach twisted with sudden
gpprehension. Shewas going to vist Gavril—and she must stedl hersdlf to see the changes that prison



hed wrought in him.
“Wish meluck, my lady. I’'m going to need it.”

CHAPTER
Gavril clawed hisway out of the seaand crawled dowly up the sandy beach.

Each waterlogged breath was an effort. Water bubbled in histhroat, streamed from his nose and mouth.
Hislungswerefilled with it. He coughed and retched until hisrib cage ached.

Some salty seawater came up, frothing onto the sand—and with it afoul black dimethat seared his
gullet. Thetagte, bitter as caulking tar, tainted his mouth and bregth.

He stared down at what he had vomited up: ablack oily puddie polluting the silver sand.
So it begins again.

Hetried to raise himself but his head pounded with the sounds of the shore, the rush and fall of the waves
againg the sand, even the distant mew of gullswhedling high overhead.

Must find shelter. Can’t stay here...

Helet himself drop back down onto the sand. The soft silvered grains grated againgt his cheek. He had
no strength left. All that remained within him wasthis sensation, asif hisinnards had been scoured with
burning cods.

“Water,” he whispered. His lids drooped, seared by the brightness of the sun, and a burnished darkness
that stank of flame and smoke enveloped him.

RaisaKorneli reined her mare Luciole to a halt on the sands and shaded her eyes againgt the wine-gold
dazzle of the setting sun. Lukan

had given the order to separate so they could search the little coves and beachesthat lay beyond the
headland for Tielens, and she would do anything for Lukan.

They had rounded up afew stragglersin Vermellle—terrified survivors who had witnessed the
annihilation of their fellow soldiers and had willingly surrendered. But there were more, she knew it—
desperate men who must have watched their fleet abandon the attack and sail away, leaving them to fend
for themsalves.

She jumped down from Luciol€ sback and tied the reins to the branches of a stunted seapine. Taking
her pistol, she primed it and set off down the sandy track that wound down toward the beach.

The sky was il abrilliant blue, but the sea beneath was darkening as the sun sank, touching the farthest
waterswith gold. And the evenstar had aready appeared, low in the western sky.

Such aday. At dawn they had woken to the crash of Tielen shellsand grenades againgt the citadd walls.
Death had seemed inevitable. She had seized the Smarnan standard from the hands of a dying student
and had clambered up on the broken battlements to swing its tattered, bloodstained shreds defiantly at
the Tielen soldiers massing the beaches. She had felt shrapndl and shards of splintered stone whistle past
her head, powdering her hair with dust. Exhilarated, angry beyond reason, she had screamed her
defiance at the Tidlens.



And as she sood widlding the great standard, she had witnessed the unimaginable. The destruction of the
Tiden amies on the sands far below.

A cool breath of wind, sat-tinged, stirred her hair. It felt good. Good to be dive. Good to smell and taste
the freshness of the sea-stung air. The colors of the twilight seemed so much more intense because she
had come so closetolosingit al.

Beeswere gill busy in the dunes, droning around the honey-scented spikes of seahally.

“Takecare, Raisa,” Lukan had said, letting his hand rest on her shoulder. “ These Tidens are dangerous.”
Hisdark eyesgazed into hers. “Cdll for hpif you find any survivors.” She hardly heard what he was
saying. “Don’t tackle them on your own.”

Her imagination began to weave scenes of high dramain which she flung herself in front of him to save
him from a Tielen bayonet, falling to liedying in hisarms, hiswarm tears dripping on her face ashe
whispered, “1 dwaysloved you, Raisa, and now it istoo late...”

She moved swiftly on, scanning the empty sands. Seagulls strutted and preened near the tide’ s edge, digging
with their sharp beaks in the wet sand for worms. She wanted to capture a Tielen for Lukan. What better
proof of her loyalty to the cause—or her loyalty to him?

She knew these little coves and beaches from childhood. She knew every hiding place in the cliffs, every
bramble-choked cranny from the games she had played with her brothers. (“Tomboy Rai’sa,” they had
teased her, “you should have been born aboy!” And she had tossed her unruly hair and answered: asif she
cared!)

And then she saw him. Not hiding behind arock. Lying sprawled, asif drowned and washed up by the
mercilesstide like driftwood. It could be atrap. She crept closer, clutching the pistol tight.

No trap. This one looked way beyond help.
Cautioudly she prodded him with the muzzle of the pistal.
“Hey! Wake up!”

There was no response, not even an involuntary twitch of muscle. She dropped to her kneesbeside himin
the sand.

His waterlogged clothes were shredded to tatters. She could see terrible scars on his head, but they were
not fresh wounds. And even though his clothes were stained by seawater, she could see no signs of Tielen
colors. A sailor, maybe, young and good-looking... A deep sigh swelled in her breast. He was about the
same age as her brother lovan. Too young to drown.

She reached out her left hand, still holding the pistol in her right, and felt for a pulse at the side of his throat.

She detected afaint throb of life beneath her fingers. Her drowned sailor gave a groan. She snatched her
hand away asif scalded, sitting back on her heels and leveling the pistol at his head. “I’ ve got you covered,
Tielen!”

He gave a sputtering cough and convulsed, spewing up a mess of seawater and slime onto the sand. She
drew back, disgusted.

“Don’'t try any tricks.” She held the pistol in both handsto keep it steady. Why were her hands trembling?
She had faced the enemy on the broken battlements of the citadel. She had seen the naked aggression in
the Tielens' eyes as they charged toward the barricades. This

was just one man.



“Don’t—shoot.” The words came out on a rasping breath as he sslumped back onto the sand, eyes shut.
“Not—Tielen. From Smarna.”

“Smarna?’ she echoed, voice taut with suspicion. “Proveit.”
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His mouth twisted into the semblance of awry smile. “Proof? My word. That's all—the sea has left me.”
“So where do you come from? |dentify yourself.”

“Vermeille. | came home when | heard of the revolt.” He spoke in fluent Smarnan, without atrace of a
Tielen accent. And then the water bubbled in his throat again and he rolled over, retching exhaust -edly.

Rai’ sawatched, still wary. He seemed in no fit state to attack her, but it could be aruseto lure her into a
sense of false security.

“Water...” Theword wasfaint, asdry asif all moisture had been seared out of his body.

She hesitated, then backed away toward Luciole, who was standing patiently by the pinetree. A quick
rummage through her saddlebag and she found her |eather water bottle, half-full. She went back to the
sailor. Helay till now. Kneeling beside him, she tugged the stopper from the water bottle with her teeth.

“Notricks,” she said. “There' swater here. Drink.” She raised his scarred head, propping him against her
knee. Awkwardly, she poured some of the tepid water into his mouth. Some slopped out down his chin,
dripping onto her riding breeches. The water had been sharpened with a measure of Smarnan eau-de-vie to
disguise the taste of old leather, a huntsman’ strick her brothers had taught her.

The sailor’ s eyes suddenly opened again and he gazed directly up at her. She blinked, astonished to see how
brilliantly, radiantly blue they were.

Trick of the twilight, she told herself, trying to quell the sudden feeling of unease that shivered through her.
“You're a—woman.”

She clapped a hand to her shirt. Had it gaped open, revealing her secret? She had bound her breasts tight
and cut her auburn hair short to fight beside her brothers on the barricades. How had he known? “Y ou
saved me. What is your name?’

“Rai’sa.” What was she doing, telling him her name? Y et there was something about him that compelled
her to answer.

“Rai’sa?’ Hisvoice was still hardly more than adry whisper. He raised one hand to touch her cheek and
shefelt ashiver of heat run through her.

“Rai’sal” Someone shouted her name, shattering the strange intensity of the moment. She looked up guiltily
and saw horsemen with

flaming torches riding onto the beach, her brother lovan at their

head.

“Here, lovan!” she called back, waving.

They urged their horses across the sands until they formed a semicircle around Rai’ saand the sailor.

“What' sthisthetide’ swashed up?’ lovan dismounted, pistol in hand. “More wreckage from the Tielen
fleet?” He dowly lowered the pistol until it was pointing directly between the sallor’ seyes.

“No!” shecried, legping up. “He' s Smarnan!”



“Isthat what hetold you?” A grim smiletwisted lovan's broad mouth. She heard the click as he primed
the pistal.

“lovan!” She grabbed hold of hisarm. There was aflash and a deafening crack as the shot went wide,
skimming low over the shore toward the sea. The horses started, rearing in panic. One of lovan’s

men SWore.

“For God'ssake, Rai’sa.” ovan shook her off with aviolence that threw her tumbling onto the sand. “|
could' vekilled you!”

“Since when do we shoot strangers on sight?” She struggled back to her feet. “What' s got into you,
lovan? At least give the man a chance to speak for himself. Look at him. He sno threat. HE's
haf-drowned!”

He gripped hold of her by one shoulder, fingers gnawing into her flesh. “We' re at war, little Sster, or had
you forgotten?’ In the torchlight she saw the desperation and exhaustion in his eyes.

“How could | forget?” She forced the anger from her voice. And then she asked the question she had
ridden out from Vermeille to escape. “Miran? Ishe—"

“Still holding on by athread. So the doctorssay...” Helet go of
her.

It was the shooting of Miran, the youngest of the three Korndli children, that had triggered therevolt in
the citadel. Miran, her favorite brother—bookish and gentle, more interested in philosophy and poetry
than in warfare—had been thefirst casudty of the Sege. “lovan!” shouted one of the men. “Do we
continue the search?’ lovan passed one hand over hisdirt-smeared face asif trying to

callect histhoughts.
“No. It'stoo dark now. Let’ stake the prisoner back to the citaddl.
WEe Il interrogate him there.”

“Water...” Gavril heard avoice pleading from the sulphurous clouds of hisfevered dreams. After awhile
he came to redlize that the croaking words wereissuing from his own throat. He opened eyelids as stiff as
old parchment and gazed blearily about him.

It must be near dawn, he reckoned, as a pale shaft of jagged light fell on him through a broken-paned
window.

“Water...” Hislips could bardly frame the word. Histongue, leather-dry, clacked againgt his paate. His
mouth seemed filled with cinders. It was asif dl the moisture in his body had been seared away, leaving
him a desiccated shell.

He had forgotten the terrible toll the attack would take on his body. Now he knew again the redlity of the
thirst that could never be quenched by water aone.

All around him lay sprawled figures. Slegping, he hoped, not dead. One man near him gave agrunting
snore and turned over on hisside. Wegpons lay piled in corners. The smdll of swesaty feet and unwashed
bodies hung stalein the air. This chamber was being used as an improvised barracks. And then he saw it.
An earthernware water pitcher. So close, al he had to do was reach out—



Metd bracelets bit into hiswridts, arresting his effortswith ajerk. He was shackled, hand and foot. He
could not even crawl toward the prize he craved.

“Water...” Hetried again. Even to enunciate that sngle word cost him enormous effort. If hedidn’t get
water soon, hewould die.

A door clanged open.
“Dawn muster! Wake up!” avoice bellowed. “On your feet!”

The sprawled figures dowly began to move. Groaning and yawning, men stretched siff limbs, scratched
themsalves, sat up.

“Out in the courtyard! Quick!”

They shuffled around Gavril, clumsy with deep. No one seemed to care he was there.

“Another sugpect! Chain him up!”

Gavril recognized the snarling voice of lovan, the rebel who had tried to shoot him the night before.

A man was flung onto the floor close by; two of the militiagrabbed him by hisarmsand clamped
shackles onto hiswrists and ankles.

o

“Claims he' sfrom Muscobar. Claims he'scometo join the rebdlion.” lovan aimed aviciouskick &t the
man’s back; the prisoner jerked but did not cry out.

These are my countrymen... and they are behaving no better than the Tielen invaders. What's
happened to us? Gavril closed his eyes, sickened at what he had seen, sickened by his own weakness.

“Stop, lovan! That’senough.”

It wasthe girl, Raisa, who had found him last night on the beach. She would help him. If only he could
muster the strength to cal to her.

“Raisa Water...”
The next moment, someone thrust atin cup of water into his
hands. “Here”

Hedrank, water streaming down his chin, soaking into histattered shirt. He didn’t care. Y et the more
water he gulped down, the more his body craved. “More.” Thisburning thirst seemed unquenchable. She
refilled hiscup.

“The citadel is crawling with Eugene s spies,” lovan was saying loudly. “Put them al up againgt the wall
and shoot them. That’ sthe only form of negotiation Eugene understands.”

“Minigter Vashteli isready to interrogate the prisoners,” announced one of the militia.
“The onewho sayshe's Smarnan first.” 1ovan came and stood over Gavril. “Unshackle him.”

The militiaman knelt to unlock the shackles around Gavril’ swridts, leaving his ankles chained together.



“You. Onyour feet.”

Stll dripping, Gavril got unsteadily to hisfeet.

“Look a him! He' stoo wesk to plead his case,” Raisahissed to
lovan.

lovan shrugged.

“At least give him something to restore his strength.”

“And then you' Il stop nagging me?’ lovan pulled ameta flask from ingde hisjacket. “Here. Smarnan
brandy.”

Gavril took aquick swig from the flask and winced as the brandy scorched his parched throat. His
senses sharpened alittle. “My name,” he said dowly, “is Gavril Andar. Rafael Lukan will vouch for me.”
Therewas no point complicating mattersfurther by giving his Azhkendi name and title.

“Andar?’ Raisaechoed. “But Gavril Andar disappeared last year.”
“| told you not to trust him,” lovan muttered.
“Lukan’swith the Minister now.” Raisaturned to her brother. “Let Lukan decide the matter, lovan.”

“Bring him to the council chamber, then.” lovan kicked out at the water pitcher, sendingit rolling into a
corner.

The council chamber, highin the Old Citadel, had been hit in the bombardment. Tarpaulins had been
draped to cover agaping hole in the roof, and piles of debris, tile shards, shattered beams, and plaster
had been sweypt to the side of the chamber.

A tal man and awoman were talking together in low voices; they turned as, ankle-chains chinking, Gawril
shuffled into the chamber.

“Lukan!” whigpered Gavril, unable to restrain his emotion a the Sght of afamiliar face after solong in
prison. “Lukan, it sme.”

Lukan stared at him, afrown of puzzlement creasing hisface. “ Gavril?’ he said. He came closer. “ Gavril
?" Then he gave a shout that echoed around the broken rafters and hurried up to Gavril, flinging hisarms
about him and hugging him. “Welcome home!” He held him a arm’ slength. “But—dear God, what have
they doneto you?" Gavril saw concernin Lukan'sdark eyes. “I hardly recognized you at first, with your
head shaved—"

Thiswasin no way the happy homecoming he had dreamed of so often in the bitter cold of Azhkendir.
He wastoo aware of lovan standing close by, stroking the barrel of hispistol.

“How shdl wetell your mother?” Lukan was saying. “We don’t want it to come astoo much of a
shock—"

“My mother?’
“Yes, she'sup a the villaright now.”

Elysawas here, in Smarna? A red haze swirled before Gavril’ s eyes. He swayed on hisfeet. Pride alone



had kept him standing to face his captors, and he was not sure how long he could sustain the effort.
Lukan caught hold of him and steadied him, both hands resting on his shoulders.

“So who isthis young man, Lukan?’ asked the woman, coming forward.

“Y ou know his mother well, Minigter. Thisis ElysaAndar’ s son, Gawril.”

“Then why is he chained like a prisoner?’

“lovan?’ Lukan turned to lovan Korneli, smiling. “Would you like to explain to Minister Vashteli why Gavril
isin chains?’

“Because,” lovan said, scowling, “we were ordered to round up anyone found on the beaches. And we
found him—nhis clothes wringing wet—as if he'd just swam ashore from one of the sinking ships.”

“1 see.” Minister Vashteli gazed searchingly at Gavril. “Gavril Andar, can you explain why you were found
in such suspicious circumstances?’

It was time for the truth. “I came to help you.” One of the minister’s elegantly plucked brows quirked in a
look of surprise. “To help us?’

“You?' burst out lovan, hisvoice hot with scorn. “I have a... weapon,” Gavril said, choosing hiswords
with care. “ A lethal weapon. Y esterday | unleashed it on the Tielensin the bay. But in using it, | almost
drowned. If Raisa had not found me...”

“Tell us about this weapon,” said Minister Vashteli, her eyesfixed on his. “Isit somekind of explosive
device? Those who watched from the citadel were half-blinded by the brightness.”

“And what of this dark-winged creature?’ said lovan. “Many witnesses insist they saw awinged creature
sweep across the bay just before the attack on the Tielen fleet. How do you explain that?’

Gavril closed his eyes amoment. He was still so depleted by the effects of Baltzar’s clumsy surgery that he
feared he might blab too much and give himself away. Even the use of the word “weapon” now seemed
ill-judged; lovan, for one, would not let the matter rest. “Why did you not confer with usfirst?’ said
Minister Vashteli. “We could have stood together as allies against the Tielens.”

“And from where exactly did you launch this weapon?’ brokein lovan. “From the sea or the land? Isit
some kind of fire-rocket?’

Gavril was losing patience with lovan’s constant goading. “Isn’t it enough that | cameto your aid? Does it
matter where | launched the attack? The Tielens are gone!”

Minister Vashteli exchanged along look with Lukan. Then she nodded. “Y ou are free to go home, Gavril
Andar. Please send my regards to your mother; she has supported us wholeheartedly throughout this
ordeal.”

“You'd better call in at my housefirst,” Lukan said, flashing Gavril a conspiratorial smile. “For abath and a
change of clothes.”

Free to go home. Those four simple words meant so much. Not home to an empty villa, but hometo his
mother, his paints, and his own bed. And was it too much to hope that Kiukiu might have accompanied
Elysiato Smarna and was waiting for him even now?

As he turned to follow Lukan from the council chamber, the minister came up to him, touching him lightly
on the shoulder. “ And thank you. On behalf of us all. You saved us.”

“Thistime, maybe,” Gavril said, managing awry smile.



Elysialooked down in puzzlement at the note that had just been ddlivered into her hands. It read:

I’ve found him and he will be with you very soon. But thisisto warn you, dear Elysia, to be prepared for
what you will see. He has suffered much at the hands of his captors. Try not to be too upset, for his sake.

Your loving friend, R.L.
Elysia clutched the letter tightly.

“Thank you, dear friend, for the warning,” she whispered. Then she hurried back inside the house, calling
out, “Palmyre! Gavril’s coming!”

Suddenly shewas dl in atizzy, ideas skittering through her head like windblown petals. What should she do
first? Check that there was clean, lavender-scented linen on his bed and that the room was well-aired, with
garden flowers spilling from abowl on the window-sill? Or should she lay out some clothes for him—for all
his clothes were still here, freshly laundered and pressed, waiting, against al hope, for his return.

“Isthe kettle on? He may want tea.” She almost collided with Palmyre in the hall; she seemed to be on a
similar route. “Or maybe he may just want to be alone for awhile, to rest—"

“Elysia,” Pamyre said, patting her hand reassuringly, “it will be al right.”

“And | won't weep when | see him; | mustn’'t weep. It won't do any good to either of usif | do—" Elysia
broke off, hearing the sound of hooves and carriage wheels on the gravel drive. She clutched at Palmyre's
hand. “Is that—?"

Palmyre seemed speechless with excitement.

“Look at us” Elysasaid, breaking into laughter. “A couple of silly women, too flustered to go to the
door to greet him! What will hethink?” And she ran to fling open the front door, hurrying out into the
drive, just asthe door of the barouche opened and Gavril stepped

down.

She stared amoment, shocked to see his shaven head, his gaunt face, and sunken eyes. Then, joy and
relief overwhelmed dl other fedings and she rushed to embrace him. But athough he hugged her back,
she could sense achangein him, awariness, and something e se that she could not yet define—something
darker, more ominous.

What have they done to you in that terrible prison, child? her heart cried out. But al she did was
wind her arm around him and lead him toward the open door where Pamyre stood, so overcome with
emotion that she could only nod speechlesdy and amile.

Asthey reached the doorway, Elysiaglanced back over her shoulder to see L ukan waiting, watching
from inside the barouche.

Thank you. Her lips framed the words as sheinclined her head gratefully to him. Thank you, dear
friend.

Footsteps on the landing. Keys jangling in the lock of his cell. Skar’ s lean face in the lanternlight,
eyes chill in their lack of expression, as he bent over him—

Gavril woke with a start. He was breathing fast, pulse racing, terrified that Skar had cometo take him
back to Director Batzar and hisrazor-sharp scalpels. And then he heard it. The sound of the sea, but not
the crash of the storm tides raging againgt the rocks below Arnskammar. Thiswas the gentle, reassuring
wash of summer tides|gpping againgt the pae sands of Vermeille Bay. The sound that had lulled him to



deep in childhood and whispered through his dreams. He lay back, staring &t the half-open window, the
gauze curtains drifting alittle with the night breeze off the bay. The faint scent of jasmine wafted in from
the terrace below.

No, he was not dreaming. He was herein hisown bed, in the Villa Andara. After months of enduring the
deprivations of Batzar' s asylum, he was no longer a number to be maltreated and experimented upon.
Hewas Gavril again.

Helet hisfingers run over the clean linen of the sheets. Crigp, clean sheets, scented with lavender from
the villagardens. He had forgotten how good it was to enjoy this smple comfort.

At peace, he drifted off to deep, and did not wake again until morning.

Elysiatapped on Gavril’ s bedroom door and went in, carrying a cup of chamomile tea, a plate with
fresh-baked rolls, and Palmyre' s apricot and dmond conserve. The windows were wide-open and the
curtains billowed and flapped in the morning breeze. Her son stood on the bal cony, gazing out acrossthe

blue bay.
“Breakfadt, Gavril,” shecaled.
He looked back over his shoulder. “Thank you.”

She set down the cup and plate and went out to join him. For awhile they stood side by sidein silence.
Then he said, gtill gazing out to sea, “Don't be surprised if there are strands of bluein my hair when it
regrows.”

She nodded. So it wastrue.

“I guessed as much.” She wanted to ask him so many questions. What redlly happened to you? Who
inflicted these terrible injuries? Y et she knew she must let himtell her in hisown time, in hisown way.

“If it hadn’t come back to mewhen it did, | would have died.” Hisvoice was distant, his eyes ill rested
on themisty horizon. “Itsfirst act of compassion. Who would have thought it possible?’

“It rescued you?’

Heturned to face her. The Sight of his scarred head till made her somach lurch, but she must not let him
see her digtress, for fear it might break his courage.

“I il don’t know how it knew. But it came back and healed me. Now | begin to wonder. Arewe
destined to be one until | die?”

She saw the shadow-glitter in his eyes, as she had seenitin Volkh'seyestoo. And she felt bleak despair
chill her heart. He had come back to her. But he was no longer her son; he was Drakhaoul. And she,
better than anyone, knew that doomed his chances for any hope of true happiness.

Then, smitten with guilt at such thoughts, she reached out and folded her arms around her
daemon-possessed son, hugging him tight.

“Drink your teabefore it goes cold,” she whispered.
CHAPTER



Kiukiu rubbed her eyes. She was standing beside the Magus, high up on the windswept top of a steep,
rocky hill. Far below, abroad green river wound through the center of agrest city: acity full of spires
and towers and the risng smoke from innumerable chimneys. She had never seen so many houses
crammed together before—or so many ships crowding theriver.

“Wherearewe?’ she asked in amazement. “ That is Tielborg, capita city of Tiden,” said Linnaius. “But
why have you brought me here?” Shewas still degpy, her mind not yet fully awvake. “L ook behind you.”

Sheturned and saw aruin dominating the crown of the hill. A grest hall of ancient stone, its broken walls
towered above them, guarded by weatherworn statues of tall warriors, helmed for battle. The Magus
beckoned her toward it. The sun was sinking westward, gilding the ancient soneswith arich, warm light.
But as she came closer, she saw only the lengthening shadows cast by the giant warriors.

Gazing up as they passed undernesth the arched gateway, she noticed that the worn stone had once been
painted, and that little traces of blue and ochre till remained. Now she saw the stern-faced warriors
were winged, each wing-feather carved with exquisite artistry.

“Heavenly Guardians?’ she murmured. And then she found hersdlf in a courtyard, where another
unexpected sght awaited. Tielen

soldierslounged around, their horses cropping the grass growing up between the cracked flagstones. On
seeing the Magus, the soldiers straightened up and ayoung officer came to meet them, saluting with
dacrity.

“Lieutenant Vassan at your service, Magus. Hisimperia highness awaitsyou in theinner court. | am
under ordersto conduct you to him straightaway.”

“Where are we?” whispered Kiukiu asthe lieutenant led them farther into the ruin. The daylight was
dimming and she felt a sudden chill envelop her. “It fedslikeatomb.” She hugged her gudy tightly to her,
asif it could ward off evil spirits.

Lieutenant VVassan brought them into avaulted inner chamber as high as the nave of the monastery
church in Kerjhenezh. Ther footsteps echoed hollowly in the gloom. Torches had been lit and placed in
linksaround thewalls, and by their flickering light she caught glimpses of worn carvings and warlike
friezesthat depicted battles from long ago. Armed horsemen trampled the broken bodies of their enemies
underfoot, hacking and stabbing in afrenzy of daughter. Kiukiu averted her eyes. The place reeked of
spilled blood and carnage.

“MagusLinnaiusishere” announced the lieutenant, standing to attention so iffly Kiukiu feared the
shining buttons on his uniform would pop off.

A tall, broad-shouldered man walked toward them out of the shadows. The instant she glimpsed his
burned face, she knew him.

“P-Prince Eugene?’ she sammered.

“Emperor Eugene,” prompted Linnaius, “and you must not speak unless spoken to. When you reply, you
must call the Emperor *your imperid highness.” ”

So you're the one who' s caused us so much heartache. She fumbled a curtsy. You' re the one who
took Lord Gavril from us and made the druzhinayour daves. Y et when she looked into hiseyes, she
could not help but fed sorry for him. His features, once handsome, had been ruined by the extensive
scarring where he had been seared by Drakhaon’s Fire. And she glimpsed what he strove to hide from



others, the shadow of the congtant pain, darkening his clear, incisive gaze.

“So you're Kiukirilya, the Spirit Singer,” the Emperor said.

#

Suddenly she redlized she was standing before the Emperor of al New Rossyawith her hair mussed,
wearing her old, creased washday dress. Embarrassment overwhelmed her. What must he think?

“I'd like you to help me find the answer to aquestion.” He was still speaking to her and shewasnow in
such amuddle she could hardly hear the words. Should she reply? What was it she was supposed to call
him, ‘your high imperianess? No, no, that couldn’t be

right——
“Wdl, Kiukirilya?" The Maguswas prompting her again. “Can
youdoit?

“Dowhat?’ shesaid helplesdy. She had spent her lifein service, dways doing as she was bidden and
being beaten if she made amistake. She was not yet used to being asked.

“Summon the spirit of the Emperor Artamon, to answer his high-ness' s question.”
She gtared at the Magus, dumbstruck.

“We are standing in his mausoleum now. His sarcophagusliesin

the chamber below.”

Kiukiu felt her skin crawl. Had they any idea of the risks of such aventure? Thiswas not just any spirit; it
was powerful and ancient.

“Remember our arrangement,” Linnaius said quietly. She hated him in that moment for reminding her.
They held Gavril, and they knew she would do anything to see him again.

“Don't keep hisimperid highnesswaiting,” Linnaius whispered.

Had they no idea of the careful preparation required for such asummoning? Did they expect her just to
wave her hands and conjure

agpirit out of theair?

“I'll need something that belonged to the Emperor. A lock of hair,
or nail paringswould work even better.”

Eugene glanced at the Magus. “What do we have, Linnaius?’
“Let’sgo downinto the burid chamber.”

Lieutenant Vassian clicked hisfingers and two of the guardsmen took the torches from the wall to light
their way.

The Emperor set off at abrisk pace, but Kiukiu hung back, reluctant to descend into the subterranean
darkness of the buria chamber. Back home with Mausha, her spirit-summonings had been smple affairs.



Piotr from the village inn wanting to ask his grandmother her secret ingredient when brewing kvass, or
poor Y eenaneeding to say

asecond farewd | to her littlest daughter, dead at only five years from the winter sickness. They had been
affecting ceremonies, with many tears shed, but they were hedling tears, and the relatives had gone away
at peace with themsdlves afterward. And the spirits were gentle and benevolent, though more than alittle
confused at finding themselvesin a cottage filled with roosting snow owls.

As she crept down the dusty stone stairs, she felt the air get colder and mustier. It smelled old, stale, and
unwholesome.

In the center of the chamber stood a stone plinth; on the plinth was a massive stone sarcophagus,
sculpted to represent the Emperor’ sbody lying in sate. At hisfeet lay curled ahound. Once, likethe
warrior guardians outside, the likeness had been covered in bright paint and gold leaf. Now only the
faintest traces remained, outlining a stern carved face with long, curling stone locks and beard.

Kiukiu looked on therigid face and shivered, feding again that dark dread.
“Open thetomb,” said Emperor Eugene.

The guardsmen took a crowbar and began to lever the heavy stone lid off the base. The yellow
torchflames flickered in a sudden draft. One guardsman paused, glancing around uneesily.

Isthere something else in here? A sentinel, set here by Artamon’s magi to guard his body?

Kiukiu took out her gudy and began to tuneit. The flames flickered again and amost went out. One of
the guardsmen swore under his bregth.

“Linnaius, we haven’'t come hereto listen to arecitd of folk music,” she heard the Emperor say
impatiently. “ Areyou surethisistheright girl ?’

The guardsmen were grunting and swesating with their efforts. Then suddenly the sarcophaguslid did
open.

Thetorcheswent out asif someone had doused them with water. Kiukiu heard the guardsmen fumbling
with tindersand cursing in the dark. She struck afirst flurry of notes and the echoing sound of the gudy
gringsfilled the burid chamber.

She could sense the sentingl now, close a hand. She struck another *lurry of notesto forceit to revea
itsdlf.

Shefindly saw it, limned in pae ghoulfire, crouched a the foot of the sarcophagus like the faithful hound
ready to spring. Maushahad
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told her of tomb sentindls, but thiswas the first she had ever seen. And now it knew she could seeit, for
it turned its face toward her, snarling.

“Thereyou arel” she breathed. She had trapped it just in time. And she knew now exactly what it was. A
bodyguard, dain in the Emperor’ stomb to guard his master’ s body. His bones must lie somewherein this
vault: unburied, unmourned. The trapped spirit had forgotten al but its eternal mission: to protect the
tomb. But the snarling skull of aface, the clutching, clawing fingers, still held the power to indtill pardyzing
fear—and maybe much worse.



Her fingers were shaking as she began to play the Sending Song, so much so that she missed anote,
marring the perfection of the ancient ritud.

The sentinel snatched its chance. Freed from the gudy’ shold, it let out ashriek and sprang straight
toward the Emperor, hooked nails clawing, jaws opened wide to breathe a pestilential miasmain hisface.

“Stop!” Kiukiu struck the holding chord again, with as much force as she could muster.
The sentind frozein midlegp.

Thistime she knew the others could see it. The Emperor stood his ground, staring with extraordinary
sangfroid at the decayed ghoul-face so close to hisown.

Her fingers found the deep, dow notes of the Sending Song and the taut form sowly relaxed.
“Go,” shewhispered. “ Y our task isdone. You arefree.”

The sentindl’ s pale form shimmered, then swiftly began to fade until, like wisping candlesmoke, it drifted
avay.

Linnaius clicked hisfingersand alittle flame blossomed like a golden rose in the darkness. By itslight,
Kiukiu saw the guardsmen— white-faced and evidently shaken by what they had glimpsed.

“Man the entrance to the chamber,” the Emperor ordered. “No oneisto disturb us. Understood?’

They seemed only too glad to be given the excuse to leave, dmost tripping over each other in their haste
to reach the stairway.

“Now, Kiukirilya,” the Emperor said, wiping hisbrow with ahandkerchief. “Let’ s get this over with.” He
behaved so calmly, but now she could see he was asrattled as hismen. And, in truth, if she dared to
admit it to hersdlf, she wastoo. But this had to be done.

Sheforced hersdlf to approach the dais and climbed up beside the gaping stone tomb. She peered inside,
half-fearing that a second sentinel-ghoul would come shrieking out and bregthe its mephitic grave-stench
in her face.

In the uncertain mage-light, she saw amummified corpse, partidly falen to dust, the withered skinlike
parchment, with the bones protruding through. The grave clothes, once fine linens embroidered with
purple and gold thread, had al but rotted away. She could smell afaint odor of old tomb-spices, bitter
sdlts, and resins. And—oh horror—there was what she had foolishly asked for, the last long grey strands
of dry hair clinging to the skull.

Closing her eyes and wincing with revulsion, she reached in and with shaking fingers pulled out alock of
the dead Emperor’ shair.

“Forgive me,” she said. Grave robbery was not her usud practice. Already she could hear Malusha
scolding her for breaking the ages-old code of the Gudyars. She sat down at the foot of the sarcophagus,
her gudy across her knees. She was trembling. She prayed the fragile strands of hair would not crumble
to dust before she could call their owner back to the vaullt.

Jugt this one summoning, shetold hersdlf, and then they will be satisfied.

“Y ou must not look into the spirit’seyes,” she said, staring directly at the Emperor. “Whatever the spirit
may say, no matter how persuasiveit may be, never look into its eyes.”



“Why?" asked the Emperor bluntly.

Kiukiu answered, equdly bluntly, “ Spirits cannot resist the desire to become flesh again. It will try to
possess you.”

“How could we prevent such athing, wereit to try?’ asked the Magus.
“Y ou must burn the hair. The spirit will beforced to return to the Ways Beyond.”

“| doubt such aprecaution will be necessary,” said Eugene. He sounded so confident. Had he no idea of
the seductive power of summoned spirits? Or the weakness of mere mortasin the face of such
persuasions?

She placed the lock of hair before her on the dusty flagstones and sat back to begin the Summoning
Song.

Kiukiu closed her eyes as she played the long, dow notes, sending her consciousness far out from the
burid vault into the burnished gold of the sunset. As she played, she made hersdf repesat doud the names
of the note patterns, arepetitive litany:

“ Twilight. Starlight. Midnight. Memory.”

Each resonant pitch carried her farther onward, drifting from the palelight of dusk toward the Sarless
darkness... and beyond.

And then she saw him. Tall, broad-shouldered as Eugene himself, he was gliding toward her through the
eterna dusk asthough pulled by an irresistible force. It had to be Artamon.

“Comewith me, Lord Artamon,” she said.

“Memory. Midnight. Sarlight ...” She must keep playing, each notein itsright place or the pattern
binding the spirit would fail and it would bresk free.

She opened her eyes. Mist wasrising from the ground of the vaullt.

A man appeared, half-hid