ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

CHAPTER 1

“I'mold.” Kiukiu stared in disbelief at her reflection. “I’m an old woman.” Her fingertips moved over
her lined face, lifting her wild, dry locks of greying hair, searching in vain for athread of gold. She was
so shocked she could only stare at the aging stranger in the mirror glass. “How long was | gone?’

“Many days, my dear.” Malusha had never called her “my dear” before. That in itself made Kiukiu
fearful. “Too many days.”

“There’saremedy, isn't there, Grandma?’ She turned to Malusha. “Tell me what to do, I’'ll doit. No
matter what itis.”

Malusha sat amoment, thinking. “I’ll go put the kettle on,” she said, easing herself up from Kiukiu's
side. Making teawas Mausha’ s remedy for al ills, great and small.

“Grandma, what do you know?” Kiukiu persisted.
“1 know that you wouldn’t be still in thisworld if Lord Gavril hadn’t flown to Swanholm to rescue you.”

“Lord Gavril?” The glass dropped from her fingers. She looked up and found herself staring into the
deep blue of Gavril’seyes. “You're alive?” She forgot her own distress and just gazed up at him. “But
they said you were dead. They showed me the tower, they showed me where the lightning struck—"

And then she realized that he must be able to see every wrinkle, each strand of dull grey hair. She
covered her face with her hands, turning away from him, not wanting him to see her like this.

“Kiukiu?’ he said. He said her name so gently—and yet she could detect the bewilderment in his tone.

“Don’'t look at me. Please.” Thiswas the reunion she had dreamed of for so long. But in her dreams, she
had been unchanged by the Ways Beyond. She had run to greet him, her arms outstretched, her golden
hair loose about her shoulders. “That evil old man,” she muttered. “He lied to me. He made me think
you were dead, and all to trick me into his trap.”

“What old man?”’

“Kaspar Linnaius. He sent me into the Ways Beyond to look for you. And then, when | couldn’t find
you, he spun me some foolish story. And | believed him! Why didn’'t | trust my own instincts?’ She was

file:///K}/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah9620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c01_rl.htm (1 of 14)15-1-2007 15:50:40



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

so angry with herself that she began to shake. “Why did | let him use me?’
“So you got lost in the Ways Beyond, searching for me?’

She nodded. Though even as she did so, she was aware that this was not the whole tale. There was more,
much more, and she could not remember what it was, only that it made her shudder even more to think
of it.

“Don’t cry, Kiukiu.” He put his arms around her and held her close, stroking her hair.

“I’m not crying!” How could he bear to hold her, to touch those dry, faded locks? Tears spurted, hot
against her fingers. She wanted to bury her face in his shoulder and feel safe, comforted and cherished.
But all she could think of was the haggard, faded creature she had seen reflected in the mirror.

“It wasn't lightning that struck the Iron Tower, Kiukiu. It was the Drakhaoul.”
Her sobs subsided alittle. So he also had something to confess.

“l was dying. And it rescued me.” Hislips hardly moved against her hair, asif he were whispering to
prevent the Drakhaoul hearing what he said.

“Dying? So the story was in part true?’ She felt another shiver run through her. He had suffered, she
could sense it now, and he was not entirely healed. And there was something different, disturbing, about
him, almost as if the Drakhaoul had begun to leach its darkness into his soul.

“In part.”

“Oh, Gavril,” she whispered. One hand, wet with her own tears, crept out to touch his face. What cruel
things had they done to himin that asylum? What damage had they inflicted?

“Tea sready,” announced Malusha, bringing over three brimming mugs. “Y ou get this hot drink down
you, my girl.”

Kiukiu tried to take a sip of the fragrant liquid but her hands were shaking so much that she could hardly
raise the mug to her lips. She managed a little but then the sides of her mouth begin to sag as the sense
of loss welled up from deep within her again. Old. I’'m old before I’ ve lived my life. She sobbed
helplessly into her tea, unable to stop herself, even though she knew that Gavril and her grandmother
were watching her.

“Drink your tea.” Even though Malusha spoke quietly, Kiukiu heard a note of brisk command in her
voice. She shakily lifted the mug again, slopping tea over the top. She still couldn’t stop the tears and
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now she no longer knew who she was crying for: for Gavril, damaged by the asylum; for herself; for
their uncertain future . . . The teatasted salty—though even the taint of her tears could not disguise
another richer flavor. There was a potency in the dark, sweet liquid that spread heat throughout her
whole body, right to the tips of her fingers.

“What’sin this?’ she asked suspicioudly.

“Something to restore you,” said Malusha. “You're al skin and bone. There's moorland honey from my
bees, for one.”

“Honey, Grandma?’ Kiukiu said muzzily. “It tastes like mead to me.”
Malusha shrugged. “Mead’' s made from honey.”

The warmth of the heather mead spread into Kiukiu's mind, seeping through the bitter thoughts,
numbing the pain. She yawned and tried to force her lids to stay open. She mustn’t drift back into sleep.
If shefell asleep, she could find herself back wandering those vast halls among the wan, confused spirits
of the Newly Dead—or, worse still, gusted far from those she loved by the whirlwinds into that
nightmare realm of dust and shadows.

“That’sright,” Malusha whispered, gently prising the mug from her fingers. “Just lie back. Y ou're safe
here.”

“How can | be sure?” Kiukiu murmured.

“Be sure of what?’ Drakhaoul-blue eyes gazed piercingly into hers.

“That thisisn't adream?’

She felt his hand close around hers, his grip firm and warm. “Does this feel like a dream, Kiukiu?’

“No. .."” Theorange glow of the firelight was receding as her eyelids drooped but still she could see the
intense blue of his eyes burning into hers through the gathering mists of seep.

[]

Kiukiu' s eyes closed at last and her breathing came slowly, regularly. Gavril let go of her hand and rose
to hisfeet.

“ She should sleep soundly now,” Malusha said. She shook her head as she watched over her
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granddaughter, her wild locks wispy as an old man’s beard against the glow of firelight.

A burning shiver of nausea speared through Gavril’s whole body. He tried to concedl it, turning away
from Malusha so that she should not seeit in his face. He had overspent himself. He had used up the last
of his strength in his desperation to save Kiukiu, and now the terrible cravings had begun in earnest. He
crouched by the fireside, hugging the hunger in, hoping he could try to stave off the worst of the pangs
for alittle longer.

“It’ s never been done. Not without cost.” Malusha seemed to be talking to herself, shaking her head and
twisting atassel of her brightly colored shawl between her fingers.

Gavril glanced over at Kiukiu—at the faded, shrunken shadow of the girl he loved so much—and
another tremor of anger throbbed through him. He was not used to feeling so helpless.

“Malusha.” He took hold of the old woman by the shoulders, forcing her to look into hisface. “Tell me
al you know.”

“Isthat you or your daemon talking?’

“Doesit matter?’

“First you will let go of me, Drakhaon,” Malusha said in an icy voice.
His hands fell away. “Forgive me.”

“Yes,” she said, staring searchingly into hisface. “It is growing stronger. | am not sure that | could cast
it out now as | did before. It has meshed itself far deeper into you, and it is drawing strength from some
distant source of power. | sense others of itskin at large in our world.”

He could hide nothing from those disapproving dark eyes. “Eugene and the Magus set them free. There
are five—and now that the Serpent Gate has been breached, more could follow.”

“‘Only the Emperor’s Tearswill unlock the Gate,” that’s what the Blessed Serzhel said,” Malusha

muttered. “Kaspar Linnaius.” She swore and spat onto the flagstone floor. “Do you know how old he
Is?’

Gavril shrugged. “He looks about eighty . . . maybe eighty-five.”
“Guess again.”

“Ninety?”
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“Kaspar Linnaius was born one hundred and sixty years ago.”

Was Malusha playing games with him? He had never heard of anyone living beyond a hundred years, let
alone a hundred and sixty. “But how—?"

“An alchymical elixir. A little dose of that could do my poor Kiukiu aworld of good right now.”
“Then I'll go back to Swanholm and find Linnaius and his lixir.”

Malushatapped hisarm. “Y ou’ve aready flown far. A journey to Tielen and back will use up the last of
your resources. How long before you need to feed again, Drakhaon?”’

Another shiver of nausea burned through his body. He bit back a groan, hoping she had not noticed.
“Isthere any aternative?’ The words came out in asnarl. “Would you prefer to fly there yourself?’

“The alternatives?” Sheignored his gibe. “I’ ve heard tales of shamansin Khitari, north over the
mountains. It'sjust asfar, if not farther.”

“Khitari?’ The name made him think of the exotic, dusty scent of black and green tea in the kitchen at
the Villa Andara, and the black-and-gold lacquer boxes his mother kept her precious teas in, decorated
with pictures of dragons and lion dogs. “What'’ s so unique about these Khitari shamans?’

“They're said to live very long lives. There's alegend of a secret healing spring.”

Gavril shook his head impatiently. “| haven’t time to search all Khitari for some legendary spring.” His
throat and mouth were so dry it was becoming hard to speak, in spite of the tea he had drunk. And the
cravings had begun to affect his mind. The coolness of pure water, miraculous healing water, rushed
through his fevered thoughts, promising a cure for the waves of nausea. As a stronger pang wracked his
body, he dropped to his knees, hugging his burning stomach, trying not to cry out.

Malushajust stood there, looking down at him.

“You'reno useto her like this,” she said.

“Why—is there—no other—way?’ Each word came out on a gasp of pain.

“Because mortal men are too weak to bear such a powerful daemon for long,” she said dispassionately.
“It’ skilling you, Gavril Nagarian, just asit killed your forebears.”

“lt—told me—I could set it free by sending it home through the Serpent Gate. But it lied,” he whispered,
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between pangs. “It used me.” Now he remembered—and the bitterness of remembering enhanced the
sense of betrayal that had haunted him since Ty Nagar.

“And how long can you last in this condition? Before you attack some defensel ess child?”’

He shook his head, no longer able to speak. He had expended too much of his power in the duel with the
Emperor.

“There s fresh water in the well outside,” said Mausha.

Outside, the eerie twilight of the long summer evenings had crept over the moors. In the courtyard, he
began to wind the bucket down into the well, only to double up again with the griping pain. He let go of
the handle and slid down, his back against the mossy stones of the well wall. The bucket splashed into
the water far below with a hollow clank. Next moment, he was retching and a dark slime came up. He
lay back when the first spasm was over, feeling the heave and ache of histortured rib cage. He had used
up the last of his strength bringing Kiukiu from Swanholm.

“Thereis nothing to restore you here.” The Drakhaoul Khezef spoke through the receding waves of
nausea. “ You must hunt while you still have the strength.”

Gavril heard the Drakhaoul’ swords as if through drifting smoke. “Don’t make me,” he begged, his
voice hoarse with retching.

“The summer nights are short in Azhkendir. And you are far from the nearest village.”
Gavril closed his eyes, seeing little flickers like firesparks fizzing across the darkness. “No,” he said.
“What use will you be to Kiukiu if you die?”

Gavril felt awry, mirthless smile curling his lips. The Drakhaoul always knew how to compel him to do
what it wished, at the same time making him believe he was acting in his own interests.

“And you will die, Gavril, if you don’t feed soon. Listen to the beat of your heart. Feel how it strains and
judders.”

“At least let me take adrink of water.” Gavril set about drawing up the bucket. He plunged his head into
the cold, peaty, moorland water, asif he could drown out the daemon-voice in his head. Then he gulped
down as much liquid as he could before the vomiting began again.

A soft flutter of wings startled him. On the crooked tiles of the roof perched arow of Arkhel’s Owls,
white as ghosts against the dusky sky. Fierce golden eyes stared curiously at him. Malusha'slords and
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ladies were preparing to flit off across the darkening banks of heather to hunt for their prey.

“1’m not so different from you now, am |, my lords and ladies?’ he whispered. “A predator of the
night...”

Scarlet fire scored his mind. A wordless cry of fury and frustration shivered across the moors, and the
sky turned black as smoke.

The cry pierced Gavril’s mind like a spear of flame. He dropped to his knees, clutching his temples, as
the old wound from Baltzar’ s botched surgery throbbed and burned.

“What—was—that?’ he gasped as the flames died down.
“Sahariel,” Khezef cried, ignoring Gavril. “Sahariel, wait!”
“Who is Sahariel ? Another Drakhaoul ? Where was it going?’

“Heis searching. Searching for one of the Blood. Artamon’s blood.”

“I must find Kaspar Linnaius.” Gavril stubbornly repeated the words under his breath as he forced
himself back toward the coast and the Saltyk Sea. But with each labored wingstroke he felt himself grow
weaker. It seemed that he had been flying over rugged moorland for hours without number—and still
there was no sign of the sea. And the pounding blood in his ears and temples was like the thud of an
ominous drum.

“What use will you be to Kiukirilya if you die?”

What angered him the most was that he knew that Khezef was right. He was pushing his body to the
limit of its capabilities.

And then he saw the spires and bell towers of a great cathedral dark against the grey dawn sky.

“Thisisn't Narvazh. Thisis Azhgorod!” In his exhaustion, he had flown directly south, not west to the
coast and was approaching the capital. “How could | have been so stupid . . . 7” And then he lost control,
spiraling raggedly down, helplessly trying to right himself before he hit the ground.

He crashed into bushes on the stony scrubland just outside the city walls. And there he lay, one hand
weakly clawing at the raw earth, trying to find the strength to push himself up. He was so spent that he
closed his eyes, no longer caring whether he died or no.
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“Gone? What d’you mean gone?’ Kiukiu cried.
“Well, there was little point in him staying moping about here, was there?’

Kiukiu felt a stab of anguish, cold as a splinter of icein her heart. “You’ ve driven him away. Y ou and
your plain speaking, Grandmal!”

“He’ s gone where he can be of some use to you. Nothing salves a guilty conscience better than alittle
productive activity.”

“And if hefails?’ Dire possibilities began to occur to Kiukiu. “Am | to be thisway for the rest of my
life?’

“Now, now.” Malushatook hold of Kiukiu's hands in her own and pressed them firmly between her
gnarled fingers. “Let’s have none of that kind of talk.”

“But why couldn’t he stay alittle longer? Was it that he couldn’t bear to look at me?’ Kiukiu had
sustained herself for the long months they were parted with the hope that somehow everything would
turn out for the best and they would be happily reunited. But all that had happened only served to drive
them further apart.

Suppose we' re not meant to be together? For the first time she glimpsed quite another future from the
one she had so often imagined, the drab prospect of alifelived apart from Lord Gavril. What hope is
there for us now? Every time he looks at me, he'll see the old woman I’ ve become and know that
somehow it was his fault.

“Child, | need to ask you some questions.”
“Child, Grandma?’ Kiukiu said. She could not hide the bitternessin her voice. “I look as old as you.”

For once, Malushadid not rise to her barbed response. “Y our memory’s still hazy. But | want you to try
to remember what errand the Magus had sent you on when you strayed into . . . you know where.”

“Why? Will it help?’ Kiukiu said doubtfully.
“It might. What were you doing? Think, Kiukiu, think hard.”

Kiukiu screwed her eyestight shut and tried to concentrate. But every time she remembered the
desolation of the place of whirling winds and dust, she could only shudder and clutch her armsto
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herself.

“After al thetraining I’ ve given you, it was very careless of you to let yourself wander that way.”
The criticism stung. “| didn’t go there on purpose! | would never have—"

“And yet, there you were. And there you would have stayed if Lady |ceflower and |—"

“Yesand I'm very grateful,” snapped Kiukiu. “I’'m not so gullible as to go marching back into the
Realm of Shadows just for my own amusement. And | remember nothing, so it’s no use questioning me
further.”

Little Zlata, the youngest servant in Lady Stoyan’s household, was up before the rest of the household.
Her first task of the day, winter and summer alike, was to clean out the tiled kitchen stove and light a
fresh fire.

Y awning, her head full of sleep, she went out into the backyard to empty her heavy bucket of ash and
cinders. Then she opened the door to the shack where chopped firewood was stacked. She had just
begun to fill her bucket when she thought she heard a faint groan.

“Who'sthere?’ Her voice quivered. She hated the shack because of the spiders that lurked in the
woodpile; only last week one had dropped into her hair and she had screamed, shaking her head like a
madwoman to dislodge it. And hadn’t Cook warned her to beware of beggars who liked to steal in at
night to shelter?

“Helpme...”

Now that her sight was better accustomed to the gloom, she caught a glimmer of blue as a shadowy form
turned to gaze at her.

“Keep away,” she said, backing toward the open door. “Or I'll call Yegor. HE s very strong.”
“Water . .."

She could see him more clearly now, a dark-haired young man, well-favored, with blue eyes that gazed
so appealingly into hersthat she felt her suspicions melting away. He didn’t look like a beggar, but
then. ..

“What are you doing in here?’ she demanded. “Y ou’ re trespassing.”
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“Just . .. water. Then I'll go.”
From the droop of his head and the faintness of hisvoice, he looked as if he couldn’t go anywhere.
“Are you hurt? Were you robbed?’
He nodded weakly.

“Cook saysthere' s agang of cutthroats lying in wait for people coming out of the taverns. Looks like
they stole everything—even your clothes!”

He raised one hand pleadingly but the effort obviously cost him dear for he suddenly slumped forward,
asif he had fainted.

Alarmed, she ran out into the yard to draw water from the well.

“Here,” she said, kneeling beside him. She dipped a corner of her apron into the cold well water and
dabbed at his head and neck. She could not resist running her fingers through hislong, thick dark hair; it
was so soft to the touch. It was difficult to be certain in the dim light, but she thought she could make
out blue bruises on his body. He must have taken a bad beating, for as she wiped his skin with the wet
cloth, he drew in his breath between his teeth, moaning softly.

“I’'m sorry,” she said, afraid she had made matters worse. “I’ll go and call for help. You should see a
surgeon.”

“No.” His hand shot out and gripped her wrist. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me.” There was such urgency in
his voice that a surge of fear shot through her. She tried to pull free but he only gripped her more tightly.
“1 need you.” His blue eyes burned with hunger. “Don’t be afraid.” But she was afraid, mortally afraid,
as he drew her down to him on the dusty, spider-ridden floor in the darkness behind the high-piled logs.
Hadn’t Cook warned her about young men and their importunate needs?

“P—please don't—"

“Y ou touched me with such kindness, such tenderness.” He stroked her face, her throat, slowly, gently,
as he spoke. “Will you let me—"

“Don’'t hurt me.” She could feel his breath on her neck and it was hot as smoke. But when his mouth
sought hers, she began to realize that he had some other, darker intent—and that what he wanted was
more than she was willing to give.

“Forgive me,” he murmured, cupping her face in his hands. She found herself staring into his eyes, and
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it was asif shewas gazing into a brilliant midnight sky. Everything, the fear and pain, receded, until she
felt herself drowning, drowning deep in starlight . . .

Gavril awoke from a confused dream of savage ecstasy to find he was holding a girl in hisarms. There
were dark red stains on her linen apron and there was a warm, metallic taste in his mouth. He touched
her pale cheek and she murmured something inaudible. Her head fell back against his shoulder and he
saw with rising horror the bloody lacerations in her throat and breast.

“Why?Why, Khezef?' Hetried to staunch the blood that was still leaking from her wounds.

“Go. Leave her,” urged the Drakhaoul. “ Do you want to be found? You haven't time to waste.”

Gavril laid the girl down and edged away, a step at atime, unable to take his eyes from her. She was
only a servant, he saw now, and a kindhearted one who had taken pity on a stranger.

“She deserves better than this.” Tearsfilled his eyes, blinding him.
“She was naive. Gullible. Now, go before we're discovered!”

Gavril went out into the yard. The city was stirring to life; he could hear horses’ hooves and carts rolling
past in the street outside. Someone had begun to open the shutters that overlooked the yard.

He felt Khezef unfurl hiswings and lift him effortlessly into the air. His great shadow cast the house and
yard beneath into darkness as he wheeled around and turned his back on the rising sun.

Y et as he flew away over the city, histears still fell, hot tears of shame and remorse that scalded his eyes

as they dropped onto the wooden roofs of Azhgorod. Her blood had restored his strength and his health—
but nothing would clean the stain from his conscience.

Kiukiu drowsed by the fire, afraid to fall asleep in case she found that Malusha' s cottage was only a
dream and she was still trapped in that dark prison realm of dust and shadows.

Why was | there? she asked herself. Why can’t | remember?

“Help us, Kiukirilya.” The children came clustering about her again, the dead children with their dark,
imploring eyes and their terrible wounds. Behind them, a white shore stretched into the distance, washed
by aclear azure sea.
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“Help us.” A girl with hair as sleek as black silk reached out to her. The long, black silk was blown by
the sea breeze as she moved closer, to reveal the gaping slit marring her slender throat.

“Tilua?’ Now Kiukiu gasped as the memories came rushing back, like the frothing tide on the shore.
And with them, came the terror. Thiswas Tilua, the wraith-child who had taken possession of little
Princess Karila, the very spirit she had been sent to exorcise.

“1 tried to help you. But you tricked me, al of you. Y ou trapped me in the shadows.” And they must
have planned to trap her again. “Because of you, I’ ve grown old before my time.”

“Please, Kiukirilya.” Tiluaseized hold of her hands. “Y ou’re our only hope.”

“Let me go.” Kiukiu snatched her hands away from the wraith-child’ s grasp. She could feel the panic
rising within her. “Let me go back while | can.”

“Wedidn't want to do it.” Tilua began to shiver, wrapping her arms about her thin body asif she were
cold. “He made us. Heis aways listening.”

“It'sno use.” Kiukiu tried to back away. “I can’t risk staying here. Don’t you understand?’

“He' saprisoner like us. He plansto escape . . . and he believes you will try to stop him.” Tilua began to
glance around uneasily, asif fearing she would be overheard. “He was very angry with us when he
found out we' d been talking to you.”

“He's coming,” one of the boys cried. “Hide!”

The children scattered. Tilua pulled Kiukiu down into the bushes. They crouched behind huge, fleshy
green leaves that reminded Kiukiu of rhubarb leavesin the kastel kitchen garden. And suddenly she felt
sick and chilled, overpowered by a sense of black foreboding. The sensation was so strong that she
wanted to shrink away—and yet she felt compelled to see who was coming. Peeping out beneath the
underside of one of the giant leaves, wide as a parasol, she saw that clouds of a dark vapor were drifting
across the white sands, tainting the clear air.

A figure moved within the darkness, preternaturally tall, turning its head slowly from left to right, as
though searching. And asit came closer, Kiukiu felt an irresistible urge to rise from her hiding place for
aclearer view.

“Don’t look at him,” hissed Tilua. “Whatever you do, don’t look in his eyes.”

And yet the temptation was so strong that she could not endure it. One glance, one little glance, that was
all she needed so that she might know her adversary . . .
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Dull glitter of scales as black asjet, flecked with streaks of moonsilver, furled wings, a shadow-creature
that stalks the starlit night.

“Drakhaoul,” Kiukiu murmured. Though this one was so much more powerful than Gavril’ s daemon.

As the questing head swiveled around toward her, Kiukiu felt the penetrating gaze of deep-slanted eyes
settle on her hiding place—not two, but three, red as blood rubies, the third set deep in the creature's
forehead.

“Soit’syou,” she whispered. For she recognized him. He had appeared to her once before, the winter’s
night that the beacon had first awakened the children. Had they been connected since that day?

The dark Drakhaoul fixed its burning gaze upon her.

“Did you think you had escaped me, Spirit Snger?” His voice, darkly seductive, stirred fragments of
memories that made her shudder. “You tried to steal my children away from me. Now you will serve me,
Nagazdiel, prince of thiswasted realm.”

“Your children?’ In spite of her terror, Kiukiu could not help challenging the arrogant claim. “In what
possible way can they be yours?’

“Their blood was shed in my name. They were sacrificed to me and they bring me what | need most of
all: the life force of Artamon’s children so that | can grow strong again. Srong enough to break free.”

“You're feeding on children? Live children?’

“1 fed on your life force too.” And now she remembered—and the memory made her feel faint with
nausea.

Leathery coils enwrap her body. “The more you struggle, the more tightly | will embrace you,” whispers
a soft voice. The breath is slowly being crushed out of her as the coils tighten around her. A tongue
flickers out of the darkness and dlithers between her lips, into her mouth . . .

“Ahh!” Kiukiu opened her eyes and saw it was only Malusha bending over her, not the dark Drakhaoul.
“1 never really escaped, Grandma,” she said, hearing her own voice speaking asif from far away. “He let
methink | wasfree. .. but he's still using me.”

“What's al this nonsense?’ Malusha demanded. She squatted beside Kiukiu and, placing one hand on
her forehead, gazed searchingly into her eyes. “Don’'t you think I’d have noticed if you’ d been careless
enough to let yourself be possessed? And who isthis‘he,” if you please?’
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“A Drakhaoul. But far more powerful than Lord Gavril’ s daemon. His name is Nagazdiel.”

“Nagazdiel? Is that what he calls himself now?’ Malusha passed her hands over Kiukiu's body. “Well, |
can’'t sense any Drakhaoul in you now. And | sensed nothing when | found you.”

“Hesaid. . . hesaid he' d been feeding on my life force.” Even admitting it made Kiukiu feel so guilty,
asif it were her fault that he had preyed on her.

Malusha sat back on her haunches. “Well, he must be a gy, subtle one, for | can’'t detect atrace. Unless
he’'s only preying on you while you sleep.”

“Ugh.” Even the thought made Kiukiu feel queasy. “Now | won’t dare close my eyes.”

“But you're still not telling me everything, child, are you?’ Malusha s shrewd gaze made Kiukiu glance
away, ashamed.

“They call themselves the Drakhaouls' children. They were sacrificed to bring the Drakhaouls into this
world. Their spirits are trapped in the Realm of Shadows. And he—Nagazdiel—forces them to gather
life force from living children to make him strong enough to break free.

“Just how did you discover al this?’

“Little Princess Karila has been very sick. So Linnaius asked me to discover what was wrong with her
and |—I found that she was possessed.”

“But these children were sacrificed centuries ago. What woke them?”’

“All | know for sure,” said Kiukiu, who was becoming more agitated as each of her grandmother’'s
guestions raised another fear in her mind, “isthat it's to do with the ruby that belonged to Emperor
Artamon. The ruby that can open a gateway between our world and the Realm of Shadows.”

“The ruby that the Blessed Serzhel warned us about.” Malusha’s voice was quiet now.

“1t has to be the same one. Because Nagazdiel said—he said five are now at large in our world. Five
Drakhaouls, Grandma. Someone opened the Serpent Gate and let them in.”
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CHAPTER 2

“Spy. Tielen spy.”

Pavel Velemir felt the muzzle of lovan Korneli’ s pistol press against his skull.

So thisisit. Theinglorious end of my career in the Emperor’s secret service. Shot in cold blood by a
fanatical insurgent.

He waited, his body tensed, his stomach sick and cold, for lovan to pull the trigger.
“Stop, lovan! Put down your weapon,” cried Minister Vashteli.

“Why? We' ve caught him in the act,” came back lovan’s sneering reply. The muzzle pressed harder
against Pavel’s head. “Talking to his Tielen masters.”

“Do you dare to disobey me, lovan Korneli?” The minister’s voice cut like aknife. Pavel stood frozen,
not daring even to breathe. “Put down your pistol now.”

Why couldn’t he think of anything right now but Rai'sa? Wasn't his whole life supposed to flash before
his eyes?

“Now.”

lovan let out a grunt of frustration and slowly lowered his arm. Pavel felt a chill of sweat break out all
over his body, in spite of the heat of the day. He had tried not to flinch, not wanting to give lovan the
satisfaction of seeing hisfear.

“Don’t you think he might be useful to us?’ demanded Nina Vashteli. “Have you no sense at all?’
“We shot the others.”

“We executed certain Tielen prisoners,” she said tersely. “Soldiers, all. But | will not sanction the
execution of this man. Not yet. He might have information that we could use.”

Oh wonderful. Spared from summary execution, only to be put to the question.
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The sound of cannon fire echoed outside, followed by distant shouting.
“What now?’ Nina Vashteli hurried to the window to gaze out over the rooftops.
Pavel eyed lovan, wondering if this was his chance to make arun for it.
“Stay where you are, spy.” lovan brandished the pistol. “Don’t even think of it.”

“Minister!” One of the citadel militiaburst in. “King Enguerrand’ s flagship has just sailed into the
harbor. Everyone's out in the streets to welcome him. Y our presence is requested straightaway.”

“King Enguerrand has come himself?’ Pavel saw alook of surprisein NinaVashteli’s eyes, swiftly
concealed. “You were in Francia, weren’t you, Pavel? The Francians are not fond of using the common
tongue, | understand.”

|'s she giving me the chance to redeem myself? Pavel swallowed; his throat had gone dry with fear. “|
speak fluent Francian, Minister. | would be happy to act as your interpreter.”

“Bring him along then, lovan.”

lovan stared at her. “ There must be othersin the university, Minister, students of Francian literature and
culture—"

“1 need an interpreter right now,” she said. “Pavel, | want you to listen for me. Not to the official
speeches of welcome, but to the other background conversations. Do you understand?’

He nodded. “I do.”
“Serve me well in this, and we may be lenient. lovan?’
“I’m right behind him, Minister.” lovan glowered at Pavel. “And if hetriesany tricks. . ."

Pavel could not help but reflect, as he was manhandled down the stairs, that 1ovan might achieve far
morein lifeif he learned how to be charming.

The harbor at Colchise was filled with white-sailed ships. The Francian fleet had formed a barrier across
the entrance, trapping the merchantmen and fishing boats inside. Francian soldiers, resplendent in
surcoats of royal blue and scarlet, marched briskly through the winding streets to the lively beat of snare
and kettledrums. Behind them came the standard-bearers, waving the embroidered banners of the
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Francian royal house to the swaggering lilt of a marching song. The emblems of the golden salamander
and the silver rose of the Poet-Prophet Mhir could be seen on every flag and livery. And the inhabitants
of Colchise ran out to greet them, or leaned out of open windows to wave and cheer their deliverers.
Girls threw flowers and blew kisses, children ran alongside the marching soldiers, and dogs barked,
adding to the uproar. Last of all came Enguerrand and his senior officers, riding purebred white-maned
Enhirran horses whose silky coats shone like silvered sand.

Curiousfor afirst glimpse of the King of Francia, Elysia Andar strained far forward from her place on
the balcony of Lukan’s house as the roya party rode into view.

“Careful, you could fall,” cautioned Palmyre, grabbing hold of her.

“He’ s so young. Y ounger than Gavril. Young . . . and rather charmingly shy, | would guess,” Elysia
said. She turned to Rafael Lukan, who stood watching, arms folded.

“What do you make of this, Lukan? Were you consulted?’

“Thisisall Nina sdoing.” He still stared at the Francians, not meeting Elysia’s gaze. “And no, the
revolutionary council was not consulted. If we had been, | would have opposed it.”

“Why?" Elysia asked, masking a stirring of unease.

“When was the last time you were in Francia, Elysia? The Commanderie has been conducting a brutal
campaign against anyone who dares to challenge their ideas. I’ ve no doubt they’ |l pursue it here.”

“On the other hand, this could bring wealthy Francian families to spend their summersin Vermeille,”
mused Elysia, who was sorely in need of new clients. There had been little call for portrait paintersin
Smarna of late, and she had expended most of her life's savingsin her search for Gavril last year.

“Have you no scruples, Elysia?’ said Lukan reprovingly.

“We dl haveto eat,” shereplied with a shrug.

Pavel scanned the reception. lovan Korneli had been at his side during the formal introductions, a surly
shadow, deprived of his pistols by King Enguerrand’ s bodyguard.

Then, lovan was no longer there. Pavel had been acting as trandator for the Smarnan ministers, most of
whom had no more than a rudimentary grasp of the Francian tongue. And after the conventional
diplomatic platitudes had been exchanged, the formidable Ruaud de Lanvaux had suddenly steered the
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conversation into afar more sensitive area

“1t has not escaped our attention in Francia that you harbor some dangerous and controversial
intellectuals herein Smarna.”

The Smarnan Minister of Finance blinked in surprise as Pavel trandated the Grand Maistre’ s words.
“Dangerous to whom, precisely, Grand Maistre? We like to encourage a spirit of rigorous debate in our
universities. We believe it makes our students into rational, well-balanced individuals who can be of use
to Smarna.”

Pavel saw the Grand Maistre’ s eyes hardening.

“All this only encourages lax morals and social unrest,” de Lanvaux said coldly. “And without the
disciplines of the church’s teachings, your society will soon decay into a mire of decadence.”

Nina Vashteli swept up, her face set in awide, gracious smile. She must have sensed the rising tension
for she said briskly, “Maistre de Lanvaux, you must come and meet our patriarch, Father Zenon.” As she
led the frowning Maistre away, Pavel took the opportunity to ask one of the Smarnan guards what had
become of lovan.

“A message came from his home. Something to do with his brother Miran.”

Miran, Raisa, and lovan Korneli’ s younger brother, had been the first to fall in the siege of Colchise,
gravely wounded by a Tielen bullet. Pavel paused, wondering whether he should slip away to find out
how the young student was faring.

“Pavel!” NinaVashteli had spotted him and was beckoning imperiously.

He heaved a sigh of resignation. This was going to be along evening.

From the crowds of students gathered at the gates of the walled cemetery, it seemed to Pavel asif the
whole university had come to pay their respects to young Miran Korneli.

A young woman went up to the open grave, sinking down beside it in abillow of black silk skirts. She
cast in abunch of sweet herbs and white roses.

“Sleep well, little brother,” she said, her voice breaking.

Only then did Pavel redlize it was Raisa—whom he had never seen in skirts before—wearing a
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mourning dress and wide-brimmed veiled hat. As she raised the vell, he saw how pale she wasin the
drab funeral black, how red her eyes and nose from weeping.

One of the students at the graveside began to sing softly. Othersjoined in and soon the singing was
swelled by the voices of the hundreds of mourners outside. The song throbbed defiantly, triumphantly,
into the sky. Pavel did not know the tune or the words but he recognized the fervent spirit and power of
anational anthem and felt a sympathetic ache at the back of his throat.

What' s happening to me? Why am | so moved? | never even knew the boy.

Beside Raisa, his arm protectively tight around her shoulders, was her elder brother lovan, dashing the
tears from his eyes with the back of his hand.

| should cut my losses and vanish now, while lovan is distracted. | could already be on board ship for
Tielen or Muscobar.

Y et still Pavel stood there, his eyes fixed on Raisa Korneli.
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CHAPTER 3

Kaspar Linnaius awoke in darkness, feeling the bed on which he lay swaying to and fro. From the
slapping sound of water outside, he guessed he must be on board a ship. He tried to raise his head and
found he was bound securely to the bed, with ropes securing him at wrists, waist, and ankles. And he,
who had never experienced seasickness in hiswhole life, felt queasy and faint as the vessel pitched, his
heart thudding erratically against hisribs, and avile, billious taste fouling his mouth and throat.

How could he have been so foolish as to let his guard down? He had underestimated Celestine de
Maunoir’s cunning—and her desire for revenge. The ship crested awave and he groaned as the motion
shuddered through his body.

Celestine must be taking him back to Franciato stand trial. Though he was as good as condemned to
burn at the stake already; the trial would be a sham, awarning to others who dared to pursue the study of
alchymy, or other darker arts. He must escape. He knew the Emperor would do all he could to free him,
but even Eugene had never had to face the Inquisitors of the Francian Commanderie.

Hervé de Maunoir, Celesting’ s father, had been Linnaius's most promising student at the
Thaumaturgical Collegein Francia, before the Commanderie had begun its ruthless campaign of
persecution. The youngest Magus in the College, Hervé had been assisting him with the devel opment of
the Vox Aethyria when the agents of the Commanderie had raided his house, carried off documents and
plans, and encouraged his God-fearing neighbor to publicly accuse him of communing with evil spirits.
She had heard them, she said, speaking through magic crystals.

Linnaius had escaped with the crystals;, Hervé had not been so fortunate.

The ship split agreat wave, sending another shudder through Linnaius's body. He must warn Eugene.
And he was close to the one element he could control without recourse to books or alchymical potions:
the wind. He struggled to move his hands, straining against the rough cords that bound his wrists. The
effort all but exhausted him and he groaned aloud again, ashamed that he should prove so weak in
adversity.

“My powers. My powers. ..” Heclosed his eyes, listening to the sounds outside the ship’s creaking
hull, seeking with his sixth mage-sense for the currents of air that filled the ship’s sails, moving it across
the sea toward the shores of Francia. But he was so enfeebled that he could scarcely detect the wild
breath that drove them onward.
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Still, he'd be damned if he would let himself be beaten by a woman, even if she was de Maunoir’s child.
He could almost smell the wind gusting outside, a strong, briny scent, charged with rain and grey cloud:
astorm wind. Another effort of will would bring it under his control. His mind sought it, merged with it,
was one.

Linnaius felt the wind surge straight through his body and twirl out again through his fingertips.

The timbers of the ship trembled. Distant cries came from up on deck. Linnaius lay back, his heart
pounding. He had broken out in a cold, clammy sweat. He had no idea how long he could control this
wind, but he had to try.

Drenching rain blew in gusts across the deck of the beleaguered Francian ship. The wind battered her
sails and whipped the waves into great rolling breakers so that she pitched and tossed helplessly. Up on
deck, the sailors battled to regain control of the vessal.

Below, Celestine struggled toward the Magus' s cabin. Every lurch of the vessel flung her against the
wooden walls, but she fought on until she reached the cabin door and unlocked it. The door flew open
and she stumbled inside.

The Magus lay bound to the bunk as they had left him. But one finger, his right index finger, was
moving slowly. And though his eyes were closed, she saw afaint smile on his pallid lips by the light of
the flickering lantern.

“Thisisyour doing.” Another great wave threw her against the wall of the cabin. She grabbed hold of
the bunk head to try to steady herself. “Make it stop!”

“Release me,” he murmured, his voice barely audible above the roar of the storm, “and | will do asyou
&.”

“But what good will it do if you sink the ship?’
“Release me. . . and no one will be harmed.”

Celestine had dedicated her life to tracking down Kaspar Linnaius and bringing him to justice. She was
not prepared to let him go.

A sound of splitting timber came from above deck—followed by a great shout and a terrifying crash.

There was a spell she had read in her father’ s grimoire, a binding spell. She would risk her own
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reputation as a member of the Commanderie in using such a powerful trick of the forbidden art, but as
the ship shuddered, helplessin the blast of the storm, she had little alternative but to try.

She closed her eyes, concentrating with al her heart and will, seeking deep within her for the gift she
had inherited from her dead father. She found its source and raised one hand, pointing at the Magus.

“In bonds invisible, | bind thee,” she whispered. She could feel the coils of power slowly unraveling and
rolling down the length of her arm into her wreathing fingertips, wrapping themselves about him. And
she sensed that Linnaius could feel them too. She heard him whisper, “No!” even against the groaning
and creaking of the timbers of the ship.

“Now, sleep.” She dipped into the little bag of dustlike granules she had found in hislaboratory, and
softly blew on her fingertips, sending the dust to settle over him in a powdery cloud.

His lids began to close and his finger ceased to move as the protest died on hislips. The wind suddenly
dropped and the waves stilled. The sickening pitching and rolling stopped and the ship lay becalmed.

Celestine let out along, slow breath. She had meshed him in aweb of his own making; the sleepdust had
worked on him, just asit had when he had used it on her at Swanholm. She had feared he might have
made himself immune to his own devices. Just as long as no one from the Commanderie had witnessed
what she had done. . .

It was only then that she realized the cabin door hung open and Jagu was standing in the doorway.

“How could you, Celestine?’ Jagu’s eyes burned dark in his pale face. He was soaked, wet locks of
black hair plastered across his forehead. “ Our order is dedicated to the eradication of the occult arts.”

Jagu had been her loyal partner and companion in the hunt for Kaspar Linnaius. Now she saw the
unspoken accusation in his face. How could you keep your powers a secret from me?

“Y ou took avow to abjure all such practices. A holy vow.”

She gave alittle shrug. “ There was no other way to subdue him. If | hadn’t stopped him then, we could
al have drowned.”

“But if Maistre de Lanvaux hears what you have done—" Jagu broke off. He seemed to be searching for
areason that might sway her to his point of view. “Remember what they did to your father, Celestine.”

“No one will know if you say nothing, Jagu,” she said lightly. Could she still trust him?“No one knows
what happened here but you.”
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CHAPTER 4

The Emperor of New Rossiya adjusted the collar of his uniform. Then he turned to check his appearance
in the mirror, and caught his breath. He had forgotten, in the heat of the moment, the changes wrought in
him by the Drakhaoul Belberith. The face that gazed back at him was that of his younger self: smooth-
skinned, clear-eyed, with not atrace of scar tissue. And his hair had regrown, regaining its original
softness, with awayward wave if not kept short in aregular military trim. Even the color had returned, a
rich shade of gold, just asit had been when he was a boy.

“The Francian ambassador’ s here, highness.” Gustave hurried in—and when did he not appear out of
breath, to impart some new setback these days?

As Eugene turned away from the mirror, he caught the hint of a grim smile of satisfaction on his own
lips. “Good. | hope he' s ready to grovel. Or that he has a plausible explanation for the appearance of the
Francian war fleet in the Straits so close to our shores.” He set out at his usual brisk stride, Gustave at
his heels.

“He doesn’t have the air of a chastened man. And he's brought his own bodyguard, thistime. They're
waiting in the courtyard, armed to the teeth.”

“Now, isn't that revealing?’ Eugene halted. “ They anticipate a hostile response.” Although it would not
be productive to be moved to anger by anything the ambassador might do or say, Eugene was forced to
admit that he felt insulted. “ Do they think me little better than some savage tyrant? Do they think us
incapable of negotiating like rational men?’

The Francian ambassador, Fabien d’ Abrissard, was waiting in the library, attended by two plain-suited
men carrying dispatch bags; all three bowed as Eugene entered. As the Francian raised his head, Eugene
noted with silent delight an expression of astonishment flicker across the ambassador’ s dark eyes. If
nothing else, his altered appearance had momentarily distracted Abrissard from his mission and given
him something new to wonder about.

“Who are these gentlemen?’ Eugene gestured to the attendants. “1 understood this to be a private
meeting.”

“To which | see you have brought your secretary,” d’ Abrissard said, all traces of his earlier astonishment
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expertly concealed.

“ S0 you have come, Ambassador, to explain to me the presence of the Francian war fleet off our
shores?’ They sat either side of avast and ornate marble-topped desk, the attendants standing silently
behind d’ Abrissard’ s chair. “How do you justify this?” Eugene pushed Enguerrand’ s |etter across the
desk to the ambassador, who cast a cursory glance over its contents.

“Know also that we have in our possession the five rubies known as the Tears of Artamon. Ancient law
decrees that whosoever holds all five stonesis entitled to govern all five princedoms of Rossiya. We
therefore assert our right to be called Emperor and impose our holy law upon all five princedoms as well
as Francia”

“What isthereto explain?’ D’ Abrissard’ s dlight curl of the lip could have been interpreted as a smile of
condescension.

“1 left the Tears of Artamon in Kaspar Linnaius' s keeping. Kaspar Linnaius, who was forcibly abducted
from this palace by your agents.” Eugene leaned back in his chair, not once taking his eyes from

d’ Abrissard' sface. “It follows, therefore, that your agents stole my rubies from Linnaius. | would
appreciate it if they could be returned. Then | could find it in my heart to forget the whole unfortunate
incident.”

“Your rubies, imperial highness?’ d’ Abrissard said haughtily. “ The Smarnans maintain that they never
made Tielen agift of the Smarnan Tear.”

“1 had no idea you were here to represent Smarna as well as Francia, Seigneur d’ Abrissard.” Eugene
allowed himself adlight raising of one eyebrow at d’ Abrissard’ s allegation. He was damned if he was
going to let the Francians distract him with such petty insinuations. He suddenly leaned forward across
the desk. “The rubies belong to me, d’ Abrissard. | want them back. If your master returns them, | am
willing to forget that this whole sorry incident ever occurred.”

D’ Abrissard—to his credit, Eugene grudgingly allowed—did not falter.

“That,” he said, “is out of the question.”

“l see.” Eugene said. “ So this means war.”

“Why incur such an unnecessary loss of life? King Enguerrand is ready to talk terms.”

“Terms?’ Eugene echoed, unable to keep the contempt he felt from coloring his voice. “Y ou mean my
capitulation? Does Enguerrand truly believe | will sign my empire over to him so easily?”’

Gustave leaned forward and murmured in his ear, “Chancellor Maltheus is standing by to enter into
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negotiations with the Francians to buy you alittle more time.”

Eugene nodded. He had absolute faith in Maltheus. “| understand that Chancellor Maltheusis prepared
to meet with your First Minister to discuss the situation.”

D’ Abrissard frowned. “His majesty the king wishes to talk with you, face-to-face.”

“1 will not talk with King Enguerrand until the Francian war fleet withdraws to neutral waters.” Eugene
rose, knowing that this would oblige the ambassador to rise too. He had heard all he needed to hear for
now.

“And that is your imperial highness's final word?”
“Good-day to you, Ambassador.”

Fabien d' Abrissard and his bodyguards bowed stiffly and withdrew. Eugene sat down again and unrolled
amap of the western hemisphere on the desk, securing the outer corners with the heavy inkwells of gold
and agate and a paperweight in the shape of the Swan of Tielen.

“So much for diplomacy,” he said with asigh. He had played his next move in this game of empire
Enguerrand had initiated. It was a gamble, one calculated to call Enguerrand’s bluff. He moved one of
the inkwells, placing it at the opening of the River Tildven, then another swan paperweight at Haeven,
opposing it.

“Why were we not made aware of Enguerrand’ s ambitions sooner?’ he muttered. “Or was | so obsessed
with Gavril Nagarian that | ignored the warnings?’

Marta, Karila s governess, and Lieutenant Petter stood before Eugene, their eyes downcast, as though
expecting an imperial reprimand. Eugene saw Marta steal a glance at the young lieutenant, then color
and look swiftly away. So the chaste Marta had fallen for dashing Fredrik Petter? He could think of
worse matches. And the strength of their feelings for each other could work to his advantage in the
current situation.

“At ease, Lieutenant. | don’t know what you imagined | had summoned you here to explain,” he said,
“but aslong asit didn’t endanger my daughter, then | have no interest in it.”

Thelittle sigh of relief that issued from Marta' s lips did not escape him. And Petter’ s stiff shoulders
relaxed.
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“There are difficult times ahead,” Eugene said, “and | think in the circumstances, it would be better to
send my daughter farther north to stay with her great-aunt at Rosenholm.”

Another glance, questioning this time, flew between the two.

“Marta, you must travel swiftly, so please select only those members of our household here who are
essential to her well-being to accompany you. And, Lieutenant Petter, I’ m placing you in charge of the
princess' s security. | want you to take a small platoon of the Imperial Household Cavalry with you to
defend Dowager Duchess Greta’ s manor, if need be.”

“Can | select the men, highness?’ asked Petter eagerly.

“| trust you to choose the very best men for this assignment. It will ease my mind to know that my
daughter is safe.” Safe and as far away from the Francian fleet as possible—and from Belberith’'s
hunger for innocent blood . . .

“And the Empress?’ asked Marta.

Eugene answered the question with as little emotion as possible. “My wife will remain with her parents
at Erinaskoe. The Francians appear to be on amicable terms with Muscobar.” It was afiction to preserve
his dignity, but even so, he hated to lie to his own household. He had already been obliged to weave an
elaborate story involving the masked ball to explain away his daemonic appearance when he returned
from Ty Nagar. If the truth of Astasia sflight leaked out, yet more invention would become a necessity
to cover the humiliating fact that his wife had left him.

At thefirst news of the Francian threat, Eugene had ordered that the Vox Aethyriae and the trained staff
who manned them should be moved to a suite of rooms in the very heart of the palace. Now he hurried
there to check on one or two points that were puzzling him.

“Get me Chancellor Maltheus.”

The pastoral tapestriesin their soft shades of gold and summer green had been covered with unrolled
maps of the empire. And the room was filled with the murmur of voices and the dry scratch of pen nibs.

“The Chancellor, highness.” The secretary operating the Vox linked to Tielborg and the Tielen Council
rose from his place in front of the device so that Eugene could speak with Maltheus.

“It doesn’t look good, Maltheus. Our friends seem very determined to presstheir case. I’ ve called
Enguerrand’ s bluff. Now all we can do iswait.”
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There was a pause, then Maltheus' s voice came through, crackling and indistinct. “There’'s some
concern here about the current state of our munitions.”

“What do you mean?’

“The council urgently request your presence at the Fastness, highness. It seems we are not as well
prepared to repel an attack as we would wish.”

Maltheus's words puzzled Eugene. The armed forces of New Rossiya had no equal; they were better fed,
better clothed, and better equipped than any others in the quadrant. He could only assume that the
councillors had been thrown into panic by this unanticipated threat from the Francians.

“Please reassure the council that I' Il be with them as soon as all is made secure here at Swanholm.”

Gustave placed aleather folder on the desk beside him. “The dossier on Enguerrand of Franciathat you
requested, highness.”

Eugene |leafed through the carefully scribed pages.

“Enguerrand, second son of Gobain |1 . . . sickly child, much influenced by his mentor and confessor
Ruaud de Lanvaux, Grand Maistre of the Commanderie. Raised to dedicate his life to the church, he
found himself heir to the throne when his older and more vigorous brother, Aubrey, died unexpectedly
in a hunting accident. Enguerrand was anointed king three years later on the death of hisfather.”
Eugene remembered Prince Aubrey, atall, well-favored young man, with the strong chin and
straightforward manner of his father, Gobain. But Enguerrand? Had Enguerrand been the pale,
bespectacled boy he had at first taken for ayoung cleric or confessor, hovering shyly behind his
confident brother? And what had wrought this extraordinary change in him?

Eugene closed the folder and beckoned Gustave to his side. “If there is no further communication from
the Francians by the morning, then we must stand ready to defend the empire. After meeting with the
council, I will ride to Haeven and join the Northern Fleet there.”

“1 will see that the appropriate arrangements are made,” said Gustave.

“And,” Eugene lowered hisvoice, “is there any news on that other matter of significance we spoke of ?’

Gustave slowly shook his head.
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So there was still no word of Astasia.

Eugene found himself back in her rooms, obsessively searching for any clues among her abandoned
possessions, any little scrap of note or scribbling that might hint at where she had gone.

Asyet, the news of her disappearance had been skillfully suppressed. The official story he had put out
was that she had gone to Erinaskoe to visit her ailing father. Thus far, no one had questioned or checked
the truth of the tale. The scandal that would inevitably follow when the news broke had merely been
postponed. There would be whispers of illicit affairs and secret lovers, trysts and betrayals. The fact that
Lieutenant Valery Vassian had deserted his post at the same time had not yet been commented upon, but
it would not be long before some court gossip began to circulate. Ironic, then, that the appearance of the
Francian fleet had proved a distraction.

A frown creased Eugene’ s brow. He had put young Vassian in a position of trust and responsibility at
Astasia’ srequest. Damn it all, he had even grown to like the young man, had begun to look for ways to
promote him. And now he had betrayed his trust. Was it possible that there had been someiillicit liaison
between the two? They had known each other since childhood; they had danced together at Astasia's
first ball.

Eugene went to the window and gazed out over the gardens, as she must have done many times when he
had neglected to return as promised to take supper with her. The green of the parterres, the pleasant
gravel walks among beds of scented roses and herbs stretched out below, all bathed in the milky evening
radiance of the White Nights.

How desperately lonely she must have felt to be driven to flee the summer delights of Swanholm. Wasiit
loneliness that had made her spend so much time in the company of the Francian singer, Celestine de
Joyeuse? Far too much time, Lovisa had commented disapprovingly. Then he had merely been pleased
to hear that Astasiawas amusing herself making music, one of her greatest pleasures. Preoccupied as he
was with his search for Ty Nagar, he had brushed aside Lovisa's concerns. Now he began to wonder if
the singer had been sent on another mission to spy on the court, or worse, to poison his young wife's
affection for him, to fill her impressionable mind with rumors and slander.

But as he stood in her bedchamber, surrounded by her discarded clothes, her romantic novels, even the
pretty little shoes of powder blue leather that she loved to wear even though they pinched her feet, he
felt an aching emptiness sweep through him. Thiswas not injured pride, as he had tried to pretend to
himself when hefirst learned of her flight. He had not realized how much she meant to him until now.

“And | never knew,” he murmured. “I never knew how much | loved you, Tasia.”

He had not intended to fall in love with her. Now he began to think of all he wanted to show her in
Tielen, the secret places he had played in as a boy when Swanholm was just aroyal hunting lodge: the
little trout stream beyond the northern birch woods; the heathlands where the sweetest, juiciest
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cloudberries grew in summer; the goatkeeper’ s hut, where old Anneke would give visitors crumbly,
creamy goat’s cheese to eat. There was so much to share with her, all the little pleasures he should have
made time for but had told himself he would attend to later, when he had defeated Gavril Nagarian and
tamed the Smarnan rebels.

And now she was gone.
Eugene sat on the bed and let his head sink into his hands.

Was it too late now to persuade her back? Would there be anything to come back to if the Francians
defeated the Northern Fleet and took Tielborg? Would Enguerrand force him to abdicate—or worse?

Even when he held the dying Jaromir in his arms, even when he crawled, horribly injured, from the
charred remains of his army outside Kastel Drakhaon, he had not once given in to despair or doubted
himself. But faced with the very real possibility of defeat, he felt al the certainties on which he had built
his life melt away. He knew for the first timein hislife how vulnerable he was, and the weight of
responsibility for his people weighed so heavily on him that he sat slumped, crushed by the enormity of
the burden.

“You can easily defeat Enguerrand’ s fleet.”

He started, glancing around as if the voice had come from someone in the room, not his own head.
Belberith had not spoken for along while—and now the shock of hearing the Drakhaoul whisper deep
within him left him speechless.

“Use my powers, Eugene. Protect your empire, make your people safe.”

It was atemptation that he had resolved to resist.

“No. Do you think | have forgotten what such an attack would do to me?”’
“A small priceto pay for the security of your empire.”

Seductive words, seductive promises. For amoment he saw the Francian fleet in flames, sinking in the
Straits as he swooped low overhead, breathing lethal fire on his enemies.

“How many men are you prepared to lose before you change your mind? | have seen how much you care
for the warriors who serve you.”

“No!” Eugene said again. The temptation was strong, but so was his command of strategy. He and his
generas had fought many successful campaigns together. Only when all elsefailed. . .
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“Then why did you summon me, Emperor? | am the most powerful weapon you possess in your armory.”

Something in Belberith’ s persuasive tone made Eugene remember Gavril Nagarian’s warning. “It winds
itself into your will, your consciousness, until you no longer know who isin control.”
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CHAPTER 5

“1 can sense him. My brother Khezef.”

Belberith’ s voice penetrated Eugene’ s deep. In an instant the Emperor was awake, sitting upright,
gazing around the bedchamber.

“What do you mean?’
“Heis approaching.”

“Khezef? Gavril Nagarian’s Drakhaoul 7’ Eugene wondered if he were still dreaming. Wasn't it only in
nightmares that such things could happen? He remembered one terrifying recurring dream from
childhood in which he was pursued through a warren of dark tunnels by afaceless warrior. Each time he
turned and vanquished his pursuer, he would turn a corner and there was his nemesis again,
indestructible and relentless. “How can that be? | destroyed Gavril Nagarian. | saw him fall in flames
into the seaat Ty Nagar.”

“He burned, he fell, but he is still alive. Khezef, my brother, restored him.”
Eugene leaped out of bed and grabbed his robe de chambre. “ Then why is he coming to Swanholm?’
“l cannot tell. | did not summon him.”

Eugene went to the window and flung open the shutters, leaning out over the wide stone sill to scan the
park. The soft air of the light summer night was enriched with the creamy scent of roses in the gardens
below. The watersin the lake lay like a smooth sheen of dark glass beneath the pale sky. Wisps of mist
hazed the distant woods.

There was no sign of awinged shadow. Was Belberith merely playing with him?
“Heishere”

“Where?’ The tension was beginning to grow. He had vowed never to use his powers again, for fear of
what harm he might do to his own people while Belberith still controlled him. “ And what does he
want?’
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Even now Gavril Nagarian could be lying in wait. Eugene took out a pistol, loaded shot, and primed it.
“uch puny weapons are no use against a Drakhaoul.” The scorn in Belberith’ s voice rankled.
“Just find me this Drakhaoul,” Eugene said, “then we'll see.”

A sudden sensation of surprise splashed like adrop of cold rain in hismind. “Heisin the courtyard
below.”

It was as brief as a shiver, but it left Eugene' s nerves twitching. He just could not get used to sharing his
most private emotions and thoughts, or to the eerie feeling that he was never alone. Wasiit this that drove
the Drakhaons of Azhkendir to retreat to their dark, lonely kastel?

If Gavril Nagarian had come to attack the palace, he could already have destroyed the whole building
with Drakhaon’s Fire. The invisible wards were no longer protecting his palace as Kaspar Linnaius was
not there to maintain them. Swanholm was vulnerable.

If Nagarian intended to strike at him here, Eugene would have no choice but to call on Belberith's
powers again—at whatever cost—to defend Swanholm. And this time he would make sure Gavril
Nagarian did not leave the battleground alive.

As Eugene made his way down the main stair, the thought occurred to him that perhaps it was as well
Astasiawas not here after all. But that did little to lessen the ache in his heart.

In the hall, he encountered Lieutenant Petter.

“There san intruder in the palace,” Eugene said, keeping his voice low. Petter’ s eyes widened. “Tell
your men: No oneis to challenge him. Shadow him, by all means, but keep a good distance away.”

“But highness—"
“Leave this oneto me, Lieutenant.”

He saw Petter open his mouth to object, then snap it shut again. Petter knew better than to question his
word.

God knows, | have no time for this, with Enguerrand of Francia’ s war fleet in the Sraits. Still in robe de
chambre and dlippers, Eugene padded on across the courtyard. Unless Nagarian isin league with the
Francians. That disturbing possibility had not occurred to him before.

And then when he saw where Belberith was leading him, his suspicions increased: Linnaius' s rooms.
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The sun was still high in the sky. Gavril had been in the air since morning and from his growing
weariness he knew it must be evening.

“How can it still be so light?”

“Don’t you remember your childhood in Azhkendir? Here, in the north, the sun never setsin high
summer. Your grandfather Zakhar told me they call this time the White Nights.”

“1 remember nothing of my early years.” Gavril was scanning the parkland groves for somewhere to
land unobserved. Only later, as he made his way on bare feet toward the palace, did he realize that
Khezef had not only remembered Zakhar, but had spoken to him with almost human sensibility.

A clock in the stables struck eleven.

There were sentries patrolling the palace grounds and guarding the doors. Gavril dlipped through the
formal gardens and went through the stables to the servants quarters without once being challenged.
There he borrowed a servant’ s livery left on top of an overspilling laundry basket.

Disguised in the imperial colors of Swanholm’s household staff, Gavril moved silently through
courtyard after courtyard toward the Magus's stair. Head down, he hoped he would look to any sentry
who challenged him asif he were on an errand.

This was where he had encountered Princess Karila and Khezef had spoken to the little girl, calling her
“his child.” To Gavril’s astonishment, she had seemed utterly unafraid of him. Since then, Khezef had
not once mentioned their mysterious connection or sought to explain it. And Gavril had been so
obsessed with his search for Kiukiu that he had put it from his mind.

But other memories returned. He had found the Magus' s rooms in utter disorder, turned over asif they
had been ransacked by thieves. Were others after the Magus's life-prolonging elixir too?

Gavril reached the archway that led to the Magus's stair. Still no one challenged him. The place seemed
deserted. Wasit atrap? He had expected to encounter a guard or two already.

Gavril hurried up the stone stair and found himself in front of the Magus' s apartments. Temporary
repairs had already been carried out and the shattered door had been replaced with a sturdy new one. He
tested the handle of rope-twisted iron; it was locked. That was only to be expected; he would have been
even more suspicious of atrap if the door had swung open to admit him.

Gavril extended hisright hand, fingers pointing at the lock. He closed his eyes, concentrating his energy,
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sending it down the length of his arm to crackle blue in the gloom at his fingertips. Just enough, not too
much . . . The metal began to glow, red then white-hot. The singed wood smoked, giving off an acrid
smell of burning, and the lock melted away. Gavril nudged the door open with hisfoot.

Inside, the outer room looked much as it had when he had come for Kiukiu. The broken glass had been
swept into a corner. The many scattered ancient volumes torn from the shelves had been stacked in piles.

“Where do | begin?’ Gavril muttered to himself, picking up abook and examining it in the fading light.
“And where’' s the Magus?’

“1 was hoping you might be able to enlighten me on that point.”

Gavril dropped the book and spun around. Too late he sensed the distinctive aura of Drakhaoul-glamour
—and found himself staring into the eyes of Emperor Eugene.

“Are you indestructible, Gavril Nagarian?’ the Emperor asked, almost as if amused at the thought, yet
the grim line of his mouth suggested otherwise. And little glints of energy, green as emerald, flickered
about hisfingertips.

Gavril said nothing. Every muscle of his body was taut, ready to defend himself. Why didn’t you warn
me, Khezef?

“Have you come to give yourself up?’ Still the blue-grey eyes stared at him. And still Gavril said
nothing, though all the while, his mind was whirling with plans of escape. “Y ou broke out of
Arnskammar. You're afugitive. A condemned criminal.”

Gavril gave the slightest of shrugs, assessing the chances of making a break for it.

Eugene took a step toward him. The aura of emerald energy crackled more intensely. Gavril stood his
ground although it took all his nerve not to back away. The last time they had met, Eugene had bested
him in avicious aerial duel of fire and sent him tumbling into the depths of the Azure Ocean. Every
sinew, every nervein his arm and shoulder ached at the memory of the fiery breath that had seared his
flesh to the bone.

“Why are you in the Magus s rooms?’ Eugene’ s tone of voice was deep, almost intimate. “What exactly
IS your purpose?’

“My purposeisto find Kaspar Linnaius.” Gavril kept his eyes fixed on the Emperor’s.

“Y ou come too late. He' s been abducted.”
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“Abducted?’ Gavril could not hide his surprise. “By—by whom?’
“By Francian agents.”

“Francian agents?’ Slowly Gavril began to understand that Eugene was in earnest. “ So all thismessin
here...”

Eugene kicked a fragment of shattered glass aside. “They ransacked the place. They seemed to know
what they were looking for.” He came closer to Gavril. Only then did Gavril register that the Emperor
was wearing nothing but robe de chambre and dlippers. “What are you looking for, Nagarian?’

“Y our Magus abducted one of my household. He sent her on a dangerous mission. So dangerous that she
amost died. He left her here—alone, unconscious, slowly wasting away—in these very rooms. If | had
not come for her—" He stopped, trying to get his emotions under control. “He has an elixir that could
restore her. If she doesn’t get the elixir, she will die.”

“And what were you going to bargain with?’ Eugene’'s expression was unreadable. “Y our freedom?
Your life?

“There was to be no bargain.” Did the Emperor believe he was crazed enough to give himself up to
Tielen justice a second time? “1’ ve vowed to do everything in my power to find Kaspar Linnaius and his
elixir.”

“ She means much to you then, this Kiukirilya?’

How could Eugene know her name?“Yes,” Gavril answered, the fierceness of his tone masking his
surprise. “Let me go, and | will bring your Magus back.”

“You'd go to Francia and snatch him from his captors? From the dungeons of the Francian
Commanderie?’ Eugene seemed to be considering the implications of his suggestion.

“1 have some extensive experience of prisons, as you may recall.”

Eugene took another step toward him. Gavril still stood his ground, although there was barely a foot
between them. And he caught the subtlest glint of greenish light in the Emperor’ s eyes. Belberith.

Gavril was so close to his enemy that he could see clearly the miraculous changes wrought in him by the
daemon. Eugene' s damaged face was restored, all traces of the terrible burns Gavril had inflicted on him
gone.

But did Eugene know what else had happened on Ty Nagar after he had flown away in triumph? Did he
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have any idea what his overweening desire for power had unleashed?
“Andif | let yougo. .. what guarantee do | have that you will bring Linnaius back to me?’
“My word.”

“Your word?" Again aflicker of green lit the Emperor’s eyesin the gathering dusk. “Y ou gave me your
word once before, Gavril Nagarian. Y ou swore to mein Mirom that you had cast out your daemon.”

It was a deliberate challenge.

“Do you think that | would have let myself be arrested if | had still had my powers when your men came
to Kastel Drakhaon?’

A clatter of running feet on the stair broke the growing tension.
“Ensign Anckstrom, with urgent intelligence for his imperial highness!”

Gavril glanced questioningly at the Emperor and saw uncertainty in his eyes, alook al too vulnerably
human.

“Enter, Ensign,” Eugene called, and Gavril saw how skillfully he concealed that brief |apse as he turned
to greet the message-bearer.

Ensign Anckstrom saluted the Emperor, handed over the folded paper, and stepped back. His eyes
flickered toward Gavril, then he stared straight ahead, as if on the parade ground.

“1 see.” The Emperor looked up from the paper. “I believe we may have stalled them for alittle while.
Tell the Admiral | will speak with him shortly.”

“Very good, highness.” The ensign hurried away.

“It seems,” said the Emperor, “that we both have too much invested in Linnaius' s survival to let the
Francians keep him.”

Eugene looked at the young man he called his enemy, the only man ever to have defeated him in battle.
He had gone there determined to destroy Gavril Nagarian once and for all. But he began to see that
doing so might not be the best course of action in the circumstances. Y et the possibility that Nagarian
was party to Minister Vashteli’s Francian pact could not be ignored.
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Extraordinary situations call for extraordinary solutions.
“You may not be aware,” he said, “that in our absence, Enguerrand of Francia has invaded Smarna.”
Gavril Nagarian stared at him, wide-eyed.

“The Smarnan rebels called on their Francian allies for help. They’re all out in the streets cheering the
liberating Francian army to the skies. Asyet they have no idea that Enguerrand has laid claim to the five
princedoms, asserting his right to be Emperor over mine.”

“The Francians are in Smarna?’ At last Gavril Nagarian spoke. He seemed bewildered by the news.
Either he was an accomplished actor—or, as Eugene had begun to suspect, Minister Vashteli had not
bothered to consult him.

“ And Enguerrand has the Tears of Artamon to substantiate his claim.”

A glimmer, like distant lightning, briefly lit Gavril Nagarian’s eyes. Eugene remembered that he was
negotiating not just with the young Clan Lord, but with his daemon as well.

“Your mother Elysiais still in Vermellle, | believe?’
Nagarian glared at him. “Are you proposing that we become alliesto fight against Francia?’

A large moth blundered against the windowpane. Eugene, nerves on edge, glanced up and saw Gawvril
Nagarian make the same startled reaction.

A plan had been forming in Eugene’'s mind. He would make Gavril Nagarian a gesture of good faith. A
gesture that he would find hard to refuse.

“Bring the Magus back alive from Francia, Nagarian, and | will pardon you.”
Gavril wondered if he had heard the Emperor aright.

“1 consider myself aman of honor.” The blue-grey eyes gazed back intently into his. Thistime there was
no trace of Belberith’s malign glimmer. Eugene was speaking from the heart. “And | do not break my
word.”

“Kaspar Linnaius' s life for mine?’
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“You heard aright.”
“And my druzhina?’
“If that’ swhat it takes, then yes, your druzhina too.”

The magnanimity of the gesture astounded Gavril. Eugene had played a complex double game with him
before. He could not believe that there was not a catch.

“Why isthe Magus so important to you? Y ou have Belberith. Y ou have no need of alchymical
weapons.” Gavril could not let this fact go. “Y ou could swoop down on Smarna and defeat this Francian
pretender to your throne with one blast of Drakhaon’s Fire.”

“You know why, Nagarian. Y ou know all too well.”

It gave Gavril agrim kind of satisfaction to hear Eugene make this admission. So he too had experienced
the terrible thirst that could only be quenched by innocent blood. Had he killed to satisfy the cravings?
Did he now know the guilt and shame that came all too soon afterward to sear the soul ?

“In al faith,” Eugene said slowly, as though sharing atruth so intimate that he hardly dared speak it
aloud, “1 believed myself arational man, aman of science. It was only when science failed me that | was
impelled to seek forbidden powers. Now | am sickened by what this daemon has driven me to do. How
do you live with it?’

Gavril had not expected this. It was a question that demanded the utmost honesty. “ Between us, we
could scorch the Francian invaders from Smarnan soil,” he said slowly, choosing each word with care.
“But | know—and you do too, now—that such a huge expense of power would drain us utterly. And
then we would be driven to seek out innocent blood. More innocent blood. Each time, the daemon
restores the outward appearance but eats away at the soul. That’s what drove my father to seek out a way
of subduing the Drakhaoul within him.”

“By using Altan Kazimir’' s experiments?’

“Which you then used against me.” It still angered Gavril to think he had agreed in good faith to submit
to Kazimir’ s elixir, little knowing that the Magus had laced the doctor’ s potion with a debilitating
alchymical poison.

Eugene shrugged. “In my place, you would have done the same.”

“In your place, | would have requested negotiations.”
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Eugene made a little shake of the head, asif dismissing Gavril’ s words as naive and inexperienced.
“Altan Kazimir,” he repeated. The doctor’ s name seemed to have given him an idea

The clock in the stable courtyard struck midnight in a slow, measured chime.

“And how do you plan to infiltrate Enguerrand’s Commanderie?’ asked Eugene. “I’ve no firm
intelligence yet asto where they are holding Linnaius.”

“1 was not planning adirect assault by Drakhaon’s Fire,” Gavril said dryly, “for fear | might fry the
Magus along with his captors.”

“So what exactly did you have in mind?’
“I'll go as a painter, in search of new commissions.”

Eugene nodded. “ That might work. But how will you finance yourself? How will you furnish yourself
with paints, brushes. .. ?

Gavril had come to Swanholm to consult Kaspar Linnaius; he had not anticipated he might have to
undertake a hazardous journey to Franciato find him. He was, he now realized, utterly unprepared for
such an enterprise. And he did not like Eugene’ s pointing that out to him.

“My secretary will provide you with a purse of Francian coins that you can wear on a chain around your
neck,” said Eugene. “Then all you need do is invent some story to explain your ragged state.”

Only ashort while ago they had faced each other in a bitter duel to the death. Now they stood side by
side, partnersin an uneasy alliance against an unexpected enemy.

“Imperia highness!” Ensign Anckstrom had returned. “ The Francian fleet is on the move. Admiral
Berger thinksit is making for Haeven.”

Gavril glanced questioningly at Eugene.

“I"veidled here long enough.” There was a suggestion of barely restrained excitement in Eugene's
voice, asif he could not wait to meet the Franciansin battle. “Wait in the courtyard below,” he said to
Gavril. “I'll send Gustave to you.”

Gavril nodded and as he made to leave, Eugene stopped him, one hand resting on hisarm. “Bring
Linnaius back, Nagarian. He is a scientist of rare genius. And my friend. He deserves better than to die
at the stake.”
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Y et even as Eugene spoke, Gavril felt as though Belberith’ s glittering mal achite eyes were staring
directly at him, penetrating through flesh and bone, to where Khezef lurked, hidden deep within the core
of his being. And though he had heard no words, he was certain the Drakhaouls had been in silent
communication with each other.

Gavril waited, as bidden, in the courtyard. Through the archway he saw soldiers of the Imperial
Household Cavalry making their preparations to escort the Emperor into battle. Everything was achieved
with a quiet efficiency that did not fail to impress Gavril. And he found himself almost beginning to feel
a grudging admiration for the man he only knew as his enemy. Faced with this unexpected threat,
Eugene was camly getting ready to protect his country. His men needed no blood oath to bind them to
him; they followed him because they loved and admired him.

“Lord Nagarian?’ A grey-suited official of Eugene' s court came toward him from the palace. “His
imperia highness asked me to deliver these to you.” Without the slightest evidence of surprise at this
unusual transaction, he presented Gavril with aleather purse and a chain.

“Thank you.” Gavril weighed the pursein his hand.
“And he thought this map might prove useful too.”

Useful ? Gavril, shamed to think that he had not once considered to plan the route from Tielen to Francia,
nodded his thanks.

“Khezef!”

Gavril turned to see alittle girl limping toward him. She was dressed only in athin white nightdress and
her feet were bare.

“Princess?’ said the official. “What are you doing out of your bed so late at night?”’

Princess Karila seemed not to hear him, her eyesfixed only on Gavril. But when she spoke again, it was
In atongue he did not recognize, unfamiliar words pouring out of her mouth.

He felt a shudder deep inside him, then Khezef began to speak in the same alien tongue. Glancing at the
princess, Gavril saw that she was in atrancelike state, her clear blue eyes darkened as though by
shadow.

“Princess?’ said the official again, in tones of concern.
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“Don’t try to wake her,” Gavril said softly. “She' s sleepwalking.” He went down on one knee before
her, gazing into the shadowed eyes that stared right through him, seeing only the Drakhaoul within.
What hold does she have over you, Khezef? Eugene’ s little daughter looked so pale and fragile that he
feared for her. What is the connection between you?

The princess suddenly let out alittle cry and sank toward the cobblestones. Gavril caught her before she
reached the ground.

“1’l take her back to her bed,” said the official, kneeling beside Gavril. “How she got past the guards, |
have no idea.”

Thelittle girl’sfair head drooped against Gavril’ s shoulder. She weighed so light in hisarms. . . and she
looked so thin and sickly. He found himself suddenly overwhelmed by a surge of fiercely protective
feelings. Were Khezef’ s emotions overspilling and merging with his own?

“Don’'t forget me!” Karilawhispered as the official gathered her up in his arms and carried her away.

“Don’'t make me go away, Papa.” Karila stared imploringly up at Eugene. “Please don't. I' | be safe as
long as you are here—"

“1’ve made my decision, Karila.” This parting was going to be difficult for the both of them. He forced a
smile onto hislips. “Besides, you know how fond Great-Aunt Gretais of you.”

“And what about my pets? Martasays | can't take Pippi with me. Who's going to look after Pippi while
I’'m away?’ Her lower lip had begun to tremble. He swept her up in his arms and kissed her tenderly.

“Listen, Kari, | promise you that the servants will take good care of your animals. Now | want you to go
straight back to Marta to get ready for the journey.”

He put her gently down but still she clung to him. “Come back safely,” she said in a muffled voice.

Although it was nearly one in the morning, Gavril could still read the map in the soft, pearly light of the
White Nights. The most direct route to Francia was to cut down across Tielen on a southwesterly
bearing, and cross the Northern Sea toward the more temperate countries of Allegonde, Tourmalise, and
Francia.

Just before he folded the map and dlid it into the purse, he spotted alittle footnote in the margin in neat

file:///K /eMul e/l ncoming/Ash,%20Sarah%20-%20T ears%2... 20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974 oeb_c05_rl1.htm (11 of 16)15-1-2007 15:50:44



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

secretarial handwriting: “We suspect that our friend may be held at the Commanderie Forteresse in
Lutece.”

As Gavril sped away from Swanholm through the pale night, he was almost tempted to veer off course
to see for himself the bold Francian war fleet that was threatening the security of the New Rossiyan
Empire.

Only as he flew doggedly on, the grey waters of the Northern Seafar beneath him, did he begin to
reflect on the cursedness of his luck. He had gone to Swanholm for Linnaius's elixir, thinking his
greatest problem would be to enter the palace grounds undetected. Persuading the Magus to help restore
Kiukiu had seemed the lesser challenge. And then to find such areversal of his expectations. the Magus
abducted and the Emperor offering to talk termsin the face of this unexpected situation . . .

Until that night he had felt nothing but bitter hatred for Eugene. How could he forget the long months he
had been confined in the Arnskammar Asylum, and all at the Emperor’s command? Now, he found
himself prey to conflicting emotions. Could he trust Eugene to keep hisword? Could he trust him at all?
His manner had been brusque but that brusqueness was more credible than if he had made some effusive
show of friendship.

Or had Belberith wrought this change in Eugene? Belberith and Khezef were kindred; had the link
between the Drakhaouls also woven some invisible connection between their mortal masters? This
thought was so disturbing that he put it from his mind.

Sunlight glittered on the rippling waves below. Gavril had been in the air for many hours. He wastiring
and tiring fast. The steady beat of his powerful wings began to slow and there was still no sign of land.

The children had been out gathering mushrooms in the woods and they were | ate getting home for their
supper.

“Look,” said little Loic suddenly, pointing up at the sky. “There san angel!”

“Don’'t be so stupid,” said his sister Kristell, dragging him onward by one hot, sticky, resisting hand. But
she looked nonethel ess, and stopped, her mouth gaping open. Loic was aways seeing things that were
not there, but this time he was not telling tales. A great, winged creature flew slowly toward them, its
shadow scarring the twilit sky. And afaint shimmer seemed to emanate from its body, blue as the
uncertain starlight of early evening.

By now the other children were staring. Kristell could see from the creature’ s faltering, ragged
wingstrokes that it wasin trouble. She had never heard of such athing. Weren’t angels beings of might
and power, defenders of all that was good? When she looked at this creature, she saw nothing but
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shadow.
“The angel’ sfalling!” said Loic.
“That’ s never an angel,” said fair-haired Méelle.

And as the children stood watching in the meadow, they felt adry, hot wind from the creature’ s wings
fan their hair asit passed overhead. A dark whirlwind whipped across the long grass, tossing the long-
stemmed daisies this way and that. When Kristell looked up again, the sky was empty.

“Where'sit gone?’ She gazed around, bewildered.
“Therel” Loic started out across the meadow.

“Come back, Loic.” She ran after him, the others following, and came to a sudden halt when she saw
what he had found.

A man lay facedown in the long grass, asif he had fallen from the sky. But there were no wings
sprouting from his shoulders and no golden halo shimmered around his head. He was near-naked,
clothed only in shreds and tatters. Kristell drew back, tugging Loic with her.

“Where are hiswings?’ whispered Melle.

Kristell risked another glance. She gave alittle cry. The man was unlike any other she had ever seen. His
wild dark hair glimmered, streaked with the dark blue of the night sky. Could he be Loic’s angel?

“Come away,” Kristell ordered. She was the oldest; she must take charge. “We're late. Maman will be
angry.” Loic seemed not to hear her. “She’ll send us to bed without supper again.”

“Ishe dead?’ Méelle quavered.

“Angelsdon’t die, stupid,” put in Brice, who was standing, arms crossed, affecting an indifference
Kristell suspected he did not feel. Loic had picked up a stick and was creeping toward the man.

“Come away!” Kristell said again, stamping her foot.
Loic reached out and poked the man with his stick. The man gave alow groan.
All the children shrieked.

“See? He's not dead,” Loic said and stuck out histongue at Melle.
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“We should go and get help.” A shiver of apprehension ran through Kristell’ s body. “He may be hurt.”
The man let out another groan and tried to lift his head but the effort was too great and he dropped back.
“Father Herblon says we must help peoplein need,” said Melle pioudly.

“Where are your wings?’ Loic asked, squatting down beside the man’s head. “Did they burn up when
you fell from the sky?’

The man muttered something in atongue Kristell did not recognize. He began to cough, a horrible
retching sound. She started to back away. And then as he lifted his head, she saw his eyes. Eyes
glittering blue as the distant stars. Staring at her.

“Brice, you're the fastest. Run to the village and fetch help.”
Brice nodded. He seemed glad of the excuse to get away.

“You two, pick up your baskets, and follow Brice. I'll stay here.”

Gavril slowly returned to consciousness from adark place of searing hest.

When he tried to move, he felt every muscle in his exhausted body protest. Once again, he had
overreached himself, and now he must pay the price. He had forced himself to fly farther than ever
before, and there was no strength left in him.

He could feel his heart beating too fast, too loud, straining against hisribs.

A clear, high voice spoke to him. He opened his eyesto see a girl bending over him. Her face betrayed a
mixture of emotions: fear, compassion, and strangest of all, curiosity. He could not understand what she
was saying, but she seemed to be asking him a question. He tried to speak but all that issued from his dry
mouth was a dragging groan.

A pure white aura surrounded the girl, soft as evening mist. A breath of fragrance wafted over him every
time she moved, afresh, aluring scent that made his body crave to breathe in more. He tried to raise his
hand to touch her face but the effort was too much and his arm dropped limply back.

She spoke to him again, rapidly, breathlessly. And now, between surges of nausea, he began to decipher
alittle of what she was saying. He had not used the Francian language since traveling abroad as a young
art student, visiting churches and museums.
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“Areyou. . .anangel?

If he had not felt so sick and wretched, he would have laughed aloud at the bitter irony of her question.
What kind of angel would see through her translucent skin to the pulsing of her life's blood? What kind
of angel would crave the sweet taste, the warmth, of that blood? Only one of the fallen.

“Now,” whispered the Drakhaoul, “while no one elseis nearby.”

“She thinksI’m an angel.”

“Feed,” Khezef urged.

“She’slittle morethan achild . . .” And yet, even as the Drakhaoul whispered in his mind, he felt his
resistance begin to melt. A blaze of blue daemonfire seared through his mind. And driven by awill
stronger than his own, Gavril found himself reaching toward the girl. He caught hold of her by the wrist,
pulling her down.

She began to scream—but he clamped one hand across her mouth, smothering her cries. And once her
struggling body was so close to his own, he felt another hunger, fiercer, darker than his own—a
desperate thirst for mortal blood that could never be fully assuaged.

“Use my power,” breathed Khezef, his voice suddenly darkly sweet and smooth as honey.

“Why do you fight me?’ The honeyed words issuing from Gavril’s mouth were no longer his own. “You

called me angel. Help meto fly again.” He could feel Khezef speaking through him, and, although he
fought to resist, hiswill was overmastered.

Kristell gazed up into the face of her wounded angel. His eyes glimmered blue as starfire.

“Help me,” whispered the angel. He bent closer toward her, until she felt herself drowning in the
midnight blue of his eyes. She felt hislips brush hers, soft as the touch of feathers. Kissed by an
angel . ..

“Yes, yes, I'll help you, angel,” she whispered back.

And then shefelt hislips on her throat. No longer feather-soft, but scorchingly hot, sending shivers of
fear and delight through her body.
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She was rising into the dark of the night sky, toward the dazzle of the evening stars, slowly at first then
dizzyingly fast. Her little world of village and meadows dropped away and was soon so far below and so
insignificant that all she could see was the pure white light of the stars. . .

Gavril heard distant voices through the ecstasy of clean, pure blood that had flooded his whole body
with warmth and pleasure. He looked up and saw lanterns and torches, bright splashes of light in the
darkness.

“Kristell! Kristell!”
They were searching for the girl. And when they found her . . .

Kristell lay in hisarms, her head lolling back against his shoulder. Flecks of blood stained her fair hair.
Her eyesflickered upward. “Angel,” she murmured.

Gavril blinked. He was himself again. Khezef, sated, had withdrawn into that dark shadowplacein his
mind, leaving him staring in horror and disgust at what his daemon had made him do.

“Kristell!” The search party was drawing nearer.

“Don’'t die, Kristell.” Gavril could only stare at the damage he had inflicted on the girl. How white her
skin looked in the starlight, deathly white. He felt tears trickling down his cheeks, tears of bitter remorse.
He laid her down gently on the crushed grass where he had taken hisfill of her and rose to his feet.
Slowly, he began to back away from his prey.

The voices grew louder, more frantic. He could hear hounds, panting and baying.

Blinded by tears, he turned on his heel and ran. Just before he leaped into the air, he heard awailing cry
from far below. They had found her.

As he skimmed away into the night, he knew that he could not always run from the scene of his crimes.
One day he would be judged for what he had done—and he would have to pay the penalty.
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CHAPTER 6

King Enguerrand’ s chateau at Belle Garde revealed itself through the morning mists, a delicate
confection of pepper-pot towers and turrets, each topped with a weather vane forged as a gilded
salamander or afull-sailed galleon. A fairy-tale castle, Astasia thought, or an extravagant illustration
from one of Karila' s storybooks.

She alighted from the carriage and stood beside her brother Andrei in the cour d’ honneur, as atroop of
royal guardsmen assembled, pikes on shoulders, to escort them to the sweeping central stair.

“For us?’ she said to Andrel, bewildered.

“So it seems.” He was glancing around under frowning brows, his eyes wary, shadowed. She did not
know thisnew Andrei at al; ever since they left Tielen, she had begun to realize how atered he was by
his terrible experiences. The laughing, devil-may-care boy she remembered with such affection had
drowned with his men off the rocky coast of southern Muscobar. The Andrel who had been washed
ashore was very different indeed. And since that moment of utter terror when they had seen the
Drakhaon flying low over Haeven as they were about to embark, he had become even more withdrawn.
She could only suppose that he was preoccupied with worries about the alliance he had forged with
Francia. And she had preoccupations enough of her own.

“Empress. Prince Andrel.” A grey-haired palace official came forward and bowed. “May | welcome you
on behalf of his maesty, King Enguerrand, to Francia? | am the steward of Belle Garde. Hismgjesty is
still away on pilgrimage and has asked me to make you welcome in his absence.”

The suite of roomsthe king’s steward allocated to Astasia was situated on the first floor in one of the
many towers; Andrei and Valery Vassian were to be accommodated in an adjacent tower.

Astasia stood at the window and gazed down at the formal garden below. She and Andrei had been
invited to dine that night with Queen Aliénor, Enguerrand’ s mother, whose formidable reputation had
traveled even as far as the Winter Palace in Mirom.

“What am | doing here?’ Astasia whispered. She had been sick for the second time that day and still felt
gueasy. She could only suppose that the strain of her flight from Tielen was affecting her. On board the
Melusine she had pretended she was seasick, even though the weather was calm. On land she had
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blamed the meal they had eaten in port, even though no one else had been affected. But soon Andrei
would ask her what was ailing her. And she had told no one but Nadezhda of her condition, not even her
husband.

Another pang of nausea overwhelmed her and she gripped her stomach. “My unfaithful husband,” she
said. Each word tasted bitter as the bile burning her throat. She had seen Eugene alone with Lovisa at the
ball. She had seen them talking intimately together. “My deceitful, scheming husband.”

Astasia opened awindow, hoping that a fresh breeze might help dispel the nausea.
Another new court, with different customs and etiquette to learn, another language to struggle with . . .

“If only | weren't so tired.” She had fled Swanholm, but in fleeing she had merely substituted one
unfamiliar set of circumstances with another. And in Swanholm, she had been the mistress of the palace,
the highest in rank in the land, whereas here she was merely a guest, an exile.. . . afugitive.

An embarrassment.
She sank down in alittle fauteuil.

What have | done?

“You're looking rather pale, my dear,” said Queen Aliénor. The endearment held no warmth and the dry
brush of the queen’slips on Astasia’s cheek felt more like the peck of some predatory bird than a
welcoming kiss.

“My sister found the long journey tiring,” Andrel said gallantly and Astasia glanced gratefully at him.

“We are delighted to entertain Aleksei Orlov’s children at Belle Garde,” said Aliénor, still without the
trace of asmile. Astasiafelt asif the Queen Mother’s eyes were boring into her, laying bare all the
secrets she was concealing from the world.

“We are most grateful for your generous hospitality,” said Andrel with a hint of his old charm.

When Astasia saw the long dining table laid out for dinner, and the glint of fine silver cutlery and crystal
glasses, she began to feel faint again. There would be many wearisome courses, endless toasts, and the
necessity of making polite conversation in the Francian tongue.

| must go through with this somehow. She was angry with herself for such weakness. If only for Andrei’s
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sake. ..
“Empress, you will sit on my right hand,” ordered Queen Aliénor, “next to the Comte de Pouzauges.”

Astasia saw an elderly gentleman smiling at her through a pair of pince-nez precariously balanced on the
tip of along, thin nose.

“l waslast in Mirom when your grandfather was Grand Duke, my dear,” said the comte nodding.

“Really? How interesting.” Astasiawas finding it hard to keep a smile on her face. All she wanted was
something plain to eat, alittle soup perhaps, and some grilled fish . . .

The Queen Mother proceeded to request her chaplain to say grace. Astasia bowed her head, expecting a
short blessing. | must be feeling faint from lack of food. If only | could just eat a little bread . . .

But the chaplain was still praying, invoking the blessing of holy saints Astasia had never even heard of.
She felt herself swaying and gripped the sides of her chair, making her own silent prayer that this ordeal
would soon be over.

Then silver covers were lifted from the dishes with aflourish by the servants, revealing piles of tiny
roast birds, little feet and beaks intact.

“Ortolans!” exclaimed Astasia s neighbor with relish. “Let me serve you, imperial highness.”

Astasiatried to look away, feeling another surge of nausea. “No, no thank you,” she said faintly. Savory
smells assaulted her from all sides; odors that a few weeks ago she would have found delicious and
appetizing now filled her with disgust. Glancing around her, she saw the courtiers eating with
enthusiasm, crunching the tiny birds whole—bones, beaks, and all.

“And how is your mother, Sofia?’ inquired the Queen Mother, fixing Astasiawith her gimlet stare. “It
must be at |east ten years since we met.”

“Mama has retired to our country estate at Erinaskoe,” Astasia said, moving her fork around the untasted
food on her plate. “Papa has not been well and she felt the air would be good for his health.”

“Quite so,” said Queen Aliénor. “And you, my dear? You're still looking very pale. Y ou should take
some red wine.” She raised her hand, beckoning to a servant to fill Astasia’ s glass.

Astasia watched helplessly as the wine, dark as blood, was poured.

“1 had hoped,” said Queen Aliénor, in a confiding tone pitched loud enough for all around her to hear,
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“that you might have proved a suitable bride for my son. But events have overtaken us.”

“Me?’ Astasiafelt adeep blush suffusing her face and neck. She had never been aware that Enguerrand,
bookish and fanatically devout, was a prospective suitor. Now she sensed that the Queen Mother was
openly criticizing her for making an unsuitable match.

“A toast,” continued Queen Aliénor, raising her glass, “to my son Enguerrand and our brave men
accompanying him on his new venture!”

Astasiaraised the glass to her lips and pretended to drink, barely moistening her lips. She became aware
that Andrei was looking at her over the rim of his glass as he drank. What exactly was this new venture
of King Enguerrand’ s they were celebrating?

A court official appeared and approached the Queen Mother, bowing and presenting her with a sealed
letter. She broke the seal and, fishing out alittle pair of spectacles on a golden chain about her neck,
perched them on the bridge of her nose to read.

“1 have news from the king,” she said, gazing severely at the diners. Instantly the table fell silent, al the
guestslooking at her, asif they had been reprimanded by a strict teacher. “He is pleased to announce
that, following the liberation of the republic of Smarnafrom the Tielen occupation, our ships are now
pressing on toward Tielen.”

A round of applause greeted this news.

“Toward Tielen?’ whispered Astasiato Andrel across the table. “What’ s happening? | thought
Enguerrand was on a pilgrimage.”

“It was awise moveto leave Tielen, my dear,” said Queen Aliénor, who had overheard. “ Enguerrand
has challenged your husband’ s claim to the empire. | suspect there will be war—and very soon.”

For a moment the candlelight and the glittering silver dimmed. Then Astasia blinked and found the
Comte de Pouzauges and Andrel were supporting her.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.
“Your sister isunwell, Prince Andrel,” said Queen Aliénor accusingly. “ She must see a physician.”
“My sister isfatigued after our long journey. Please excuse her, majesty.”

“Fatigued or no, | will send my physician to her.” The Queen Mother was still staring at her.
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“Oh no, no, | thank you,” whispered Astasia, horrified at the thought. A physician would know within a
few moments exactly what her condition was, and she wanted to keep her secret to herself. It seemed
wrong to tell the whole world when the one who should have known first was still ignorant that he was
to become afather again.

As Andrei escorted her up the dark stairsto her rooms, afigure suddenly slid out from the shadows.
Astasia bit back acry.

“1 didn’t mean to startle you, altessa,” said afamiliar voice in their home tongue.
“Valery! What are you doing here?’ demanded Andrei.
“Just making sure your sister can sleep safe and undisturbed.”

“S0 you' ve been keeping guard, Valery?’ Astasiawas touched by this show of solicitude. “That’s very
kind. But I'm surethere’'snoneed. . .”

Astasia heard the astrological clock in the courtyard strike two as she lay, sleepless, in the rose-canopied
bed. The mattress was lumpy and instead of soft feather pillows, there was a hard and unyielding bol ster
on which to rest her head. And she was tired, exhausted by the traveling and the strain of the past few

days.

But she could not sleep for thinking of Eugene. Ever since Queen Aliénor had read King Enguerrand’' s
|etter, she had felt overwhelmed by afeeling so strong that it was like a physical ache.

It must be guilt. | feel guilty at running away from my duties as Empress. And so | should. What will
become of Karila? How could | leave my little stepdaughter at such a time? There was certainly plenty
to feel guilty about. Now it would look to the world asif she was the betrayer, running to the court of
her husband’ s enemy. “But | had no idea,” she said into the bolster, over and over again. “No idea!”

In the darkness of the unfamiliar bedchamber she imagined again Eugene’ s expression, stricken,
uncomprehending, as he entered their rooms and realized she was gone. At first, during the flight from
Swanholm, this thought had given her a bitter kind of satisfaction. But now she remembered how
awkward he looked at the start of the Dievona’'s Night Ball, when she had guided him through the
obligatory steps of the opening dance. She had glimpsed a hint of vulnerability then and had found it
strangely endearing. None might be Eugene' s equal on the field of battle, but in the ballroom, he would
have been hopelessly lost without her.

But what about Lovisa, hateful, ice-blond Lovisa, with her perfect manners and her perfect appearance,
meeting secretly with Eugene? What was her hold over him? Was she experienced in the arts of love?
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Did she know how to please Eugene in ways that Astasia had heard hinted at court, in little whispered
conversations between the women courtiers behind fast-fluttering fans? The very thought made Astasia
feel uncomfortably hot beneath the linen sheets. He must think me so ignorant.

And most shocking of al, there had been Celestine de Joyeuse' s revelation. Astasia knew Kaspar
Linnaius to be Eugene' s most trusted servant. If it was true that Kaspar Linnaius had sent a storm to sink
the Muscobite fleet, then surely only one man could have given the order.

How could she live with a man who had plotted her brother’ s death to clear his way to the throne of
Muscobar?

But now, in the oppressive darkness, doubts began to assail Astasia. Would Eugene have stooped to such
underhanded tactics to achieve his ams? He was ruthlessly ambitious, true, but he was also a man of
honor.

“A man of honor with amistress,” she complained, turning restlessly onto her other side, smoothing out
the creases in the sheet covering the bolster.

And then she heard again Eugene’ s words of warning wreathing through her mind: “Now you are
Empress, there are many who will seek to insinuate their way into your affections. . . Be careful, my
dear.”

Had she been careless? Had Celestine swayed her mind and heart, with her sweet smile and friendly,
confiding manner? There had been such adelicious thrill in conspiring together that Astasia had never
once asked herself what Celestine' s true motives might be.

If Tielen and Francia are now at war, what am | doing here in the enemy’s court?

Astasia sat up and rang the little bell for Nadezhda. Her maid came in yawning and rubbing her eyes.
“l can’'t sleep, Nadezhda.”

Nadezhda plumped up the bolster and smoothed the sheet over the top.

“I’ll seeif | can find some proper pillows for you tomorrow. These Francian maids are very hoity-toity,
looking down their noses at me asif | were beneath their contempt, so | might have to flutter my
eyelashes at the footmen.”

Astasia amost managed a smile at Nadezhda s vexed tones.

“1 just can’t settle. | keep thinking of . . .”
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“A cup of lime flower teawill help you sleep. Though heaven knows where | can find somewhere to
boil water in this drafty old castle—"

“Nadezhda,” Astasiasaid, “have | made aterrible mistake?’

Nadezhda stopped on her way to the door. “I’m sure it’s not my place to say.”
“Have | been too hasty? Should | have stayed?’

“It'salittle late now for regrets, atessa. Here we are, in Francia.”

“1 wish we'd gone to Erinaskoe.”

Nadezhda turned around. Even in the flickering light of the candle she was carrying, Astasia saw the
relief in her eyes.

“That could still be arranged, altessa. At least in our own country, | can make myself understood.”

“We have so little money.” Even as she spoke, Astasia realized that the thought of staying at Erinaskoe
with Mamawas infinitely preferable to staying at Belle Garde. Especially as her secret would soon
become more difficult to conceal. “I might have to sell some of my jewelry.”

Nadezhda shrugged one shoulder. “Needs must, altessa.”

“There was so little regard for me at Swanholm that no one even tried to prevent me leaving!”

“Ah.” Nadezhda came back toward the bed. “But have you considered the extraordinary events that took
place the day we left, altessa? The Emperor was nowhere to be found.”

“Gone hunting, indeed! Did he think | was so naive asto believe hisfeeble little alibi?”’
“And then that creature flew over when we were about to embark. Remember the panic, the confusion?’

Only then did another horrible possibility occur to Astasia. She had been so wrapped up in her own hurt
feelings that she had not thought through the implications of what she had seen. Had the Drakhaon been
winging its way to Swanholm to take afinal revenge on Eugene? A feeling of dread crawled through her
whole body. She had seen what the Drakhaoul had done to Feodor Velemir. Suppose Gavril had
attacked the palace? Suppose he had seared Eugene to a charred, smoldering corpse—

“Isthere any news from Tielen yet?’
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“The old manis still asleep,” Jagu said to Celestine as he emerged from Linnaius's prison cell. He
lowered his voice. “What did you do to him? Y ou'll need a story to cover yourself for the Inquisitors.
They’ll ask. You know they’ll ask.”

Celestine tossed her head impatiently. Since they had arrived at the Commanderie Forteresse to deliver
thelir prisoner, Jagu had become increasingly edgy. And in their working partnership, she had aways
relied on him to be the levelheaded one.

“1 only used his own magic to subdue him. A little slegpdust—what possible harm could there bein
that?’

Men'’s voices could be heard farther along the dark stone passage. Jagu took hold of her arm and hurried
her in the other direction. “As agents of the Commanderie, we took avow. We vowed to abjure all kinds
of alchymy.”

She shook his hand from her arm. “Only you know what happened on board ship. Only you know what
he intended to do. If | hadn’t stopped him, we' d all have drowned.”

They came to a halt halfway along the passageway in the uncertain light of a guttering lantern.

“They won't see it that way.” He was staring at her so intensely that she drew back a step. “They haven't
forgotten that you are de Maunoir’ s daughter. Take off the spell you placed on him, Celestine. Before
they guess who is responsible—and put you on trial too.” Wasiit true then, as she had begun to suspect,
that he had begun to harbor feelings of aless than professional kind for her? She felt a dark, exultant
thrill at the possibility. It was seductively gratifying to be desired by the austere, ascetic Jagu—and to
anticipate the power such desire might bring her.

“If your vow is so important to you, Jagu, why don’t you tell them yourself?’
Jagu still stared at her, his pale face twisted in an expression of anguish.

“Why, Jagu,” she said, reaching out to stroke one fingertip across his pale cheek, “1 do believe you
would put my well-being before your loyalty to the order.”

Andrei sat alonein histurret bedchamber. He kept staring at his reflection in the dusty mirror by the
flickering light of asingle candle.
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“1 know you’re there,” he muttered to the haggard face that stared back at him, red-eyed from lack of
sleep. “Reveal yourself. Reveal yourself to me!”

Again, he relived the moment of possession. Again, he stood on the jetty at Haeven, gazing out over the
sea as the stormclouds came rolling in across the Straits. But these stormclouds did not bring rain and
wind; they flickered with unearthly lightning, streaking the sky with violet, scarlet, and gold.

They were kindred to the spirit who had healed hisinjuries and restored his lost memory. The spirit who
had promised him a great future—before fleeing. And as he stood on the jetty transfixed by their dark
aura of power, he knew that they saw him. Suddenly he knew their names, crying them aloud over the
wind and rumbling thunder.

The stormclouds whirled about him and in the roaring darkness, he saw the glitter of eyes staring at him,
amethyst, like a dusky evening pinpricked with stars.

“Adramelech,” he stammered before the darkness overwhelmed him and he fell forward into a place of
shadows.

When he next opened his eyes, it was to see sailors peering down at him. As they helped him to hisfeet,
he found a new strength, a new vigor pulsing through his body. He felt charged. Renewed. His senses
were sharpened; he saw more clearly and heard the smallest sound.

But since that reawakening, he had been troubled by flashes of visions, and voices had whispered in his
head. Whenever he had tried to sleep, he experienced the unsettling sensation that he was no longer
alone with his own thoughts. As alittle child he had been terrified by a ghost story his nanny told

him . . . and now he felt echoes of that same nameless terror, as though he were being haunted by some
vengeful revenant.

“Adramelech,” he said to his candlelit reflection. Was it atrick of his slegp-starved mind, or had aviolet-
hued light flickered in his eyes as he spoke the name aloud? “ Show yourself. I'm not afraid of you!”

“Andrei,” whispered a voice, soft as sleep.
“Where are you?’ He rose to hisfeet, staring into the shadows in the darkest corner of his turret room.

“Here.” Was that a shiver of laughter, malicious and mocking? “l have been with you since we |l eft
Tielen.”

“ Stop playing games with me!”

“Thisisno game, Prince Andrei. | am yours to command.”
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“What do you mean, command?’ That voice—wasit really coming from within him? Or had he gone
mad? The first healing spirit had spoken to him in this manner.

“1 can tell you secrets. Do you want to know a secret about your sister?”
“My sister keeps no secrets from me,” Andrei said loyally.
“S0 she'stold you sheis carrying the Emperor’s child?”

Astasia was pregnant? This was one complication that had not occurred to Andrei at all. He was so
surprised that he could not speak.

“S0 she hasn't told you,” Adramelech continued. “Nor anyone else, it seems. She's quite secretive, your
little sister. What elseis she hiding fromyou, | wonder? Can you really trust her?”

“Why shouldn’t | trust her?” Andrel said hotly.

“1 can make you powerful. Do you want to learn to fly? Do you want to learn how to destroy your
enemies with fire? You have only to command me.”

“Tofly?” Andrei echoed, torn between skepticism and longing.
“Go to the window. Open it.”

“What—now?’

“It' sdark. No one will seeus.”

Andrel hesitated. Madmen leaped off ledges, claiming they could fly. Madmen also heard voices in their
heads. Was he mad too? And yet he found himself moving toward the casement, reaching for the latch

of the diamond-paned window, opening it. A soft breath of warm night air touched his face, faintly
perfumed with the scent of the yellow roses climbing about the base of the tower. Moonlight touched the
turrets and weather vanes of the chateau with antique silver. Far below lay the grey waters of the moat.

If he fell from thisheight, if his body didn’t smash onto the graveled path, it would cleave the cloudy
waters of the moat and he would drown.

“Don’t you trust me?”

“Why should I’?" But now he had swung his legs out over the sill, asif his body was no longer in his
own control, but maneuvered by the spirit to do its bidding. And a memory stirred in hismind, a
memory he had later dismissed as an impossible dream.
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The war ship plows on toward him, carving its foaming furrow through the waves.

Deep within him, he feels something stir. His heart twists, then cracks open within his breast. Sars
explode across his vision. A wordless cry bursts from his mouth as a dark whirlwind envelops him. And
suddenly they arerising, water cascading fromtheir sodden clothes, rising fromthe sea.. . .

“S0 you have flown before, Prince Andrei?”

“1 remember—I remember crashing back into the sea.” Till then he had suppressed the memory; now the
feeling of terror amost overwhelmed him. The spirit—his spirit—had suddenly let him crash back into
the waves, abandoning him and old Kuzko. He had survived, but Kuzko had not.

“You were remade by one of my kin. | can detect traces of his presence. But then he deserted you?”

Andrei clutched his handsto his head. The memory of being abandoned by his guardian spirit came back
to him, raw as an unhealed wound.

“How do | know you won’t desert me too? How can | trust you?”’

The spirit did not answer immediately. Then it said, its voice low, urgent, “Let go, Prince Andrei. Let go
of your fears, and become one with me.”

Let go? Andrei tensed, willing himself to do as the spirit commanded him, but somehow he could not
obey. He felt the rough stone of the sill to which he clung, hisfingertips digging in, his knuckles
clenched. He was not ready to die.

“You know my name, my secret name. You called me and | came to you. Call my name again and put
your trustin me.”

Something of the old, reckless Andrel awoke at this challenge.

“Adramelech!” he cried aloud—and a fast-rushing wind tore him from the window ledge and hurled him
far out into the night. His body was shaken by a convulsive shudder that seemed to rip his flesh and
sinews apart. A mist of whirling stars melted before his eyes—and he was flying. His shout of terror
transformed into awhoop of elation. He was skimming through the air above the dark treesin the
grounds of the chéteau on wide shadow-wings.

“1 will not desert you as my brother Khezef did.”
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Andrel abandoned himself to the thrill of flight. The sensation of swooping like an eagle through the
night was utterly intoxicating. He could taste the air, the woody, earthy tang drifting up from the ancient
oak forests far below.

He flew on until the moon had set. Soon he could see the distant glimmer of awide river winding
through hills and meadows, grey in the starlight. And on the far horizon he glimpsed the looming
shadow of agreat, ancient city. Lutece.

His emotions were more intense than with anything he had ever experienced before. He felt powerful.
Hefelt invincible.

Then athought entered his mind. Lutece was far from Belle Garde, at least five days’ ride. Why was he
flying straight toward the city? Was Adramelech carrying him aimlessly through the night to accustom
him to the sensation—or was there some other purpose to their journey?

“It must be time to turn back,” he said.

“Can’t you sense his presence? Heis here.”
“Who is here?” Andrel did not understand.
“Khezef.”

“The spirit who healed meis here, in Francia?’

A shimmer of vivid emotion flickered through Andrei’s mind. “1 have unfinished business to settle with
him. And so do you.”

“Wait.” Andrel felt asif he were being sucked into awhirlpool. Adramelech was taking control of him
and he did not like the sensation at all. “I’'m not ready. Not yet. And | have many urgent matters to sort
out at Belle Garde that cannot wait. | must be back before dawn breaks.”

For amoment, Andrei felt the spirit’s strong will resist his. And then a calmer feeling seeped into his
mind.

“Of course, Prince Andrei, you are not yet used to the rigors of flight.” Was that a dlight hint of
condescension tainting the spirit’ s placating words? “ My power s are yours to command.”

Andrei looped around in the air, turning away from the crowded chimneys, towers, and spires of Lutéce.
To know he could fly was enough for one night. He wanted to wash his mind clean of every petty
earthbound concern and just relish the feel of the wind on his body.
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A brassy braying of horns woke Astasia. She pushed back the rose-pink hangings around her bed and
stumbled sleepily to the window. She could hear hounds yapping and barking as she opened the
casement and gazed down to see what all the noise was aboui.

A hunting party was assembling in the courtyard below. Not just the young noblemen of the court were
riding to the hunt; Astasia could see severa noblewomen dressed for the occasion with elegant little
feathered hats perched on their crimped hair and dainty boots showing beneath daringly slashed riding
skirts. Crops and gloves in one hand, they sipped glasses of sparkling wine and chattered with the men
as grooms led out their horses from the stables.

The Master of the Hunt took up his horn and blew three short blasts; and, still chattering and laughing,
the courtiers climbed into the saddle and rode away, the hounds frolicking eagerly about. Servants
followed after on a cart, with food hampers and bottles of wine.

Astasia watched them go, squinting into the gleam of the rising sun. The great green forests surrounding
Belle Garde would be so cool and refreshing at that hour of the day, smelling of moss and ferns and
summer dew. It looked such an enjoyable excursion that even though she loathed hunting, and especially
the shooting of deer, she felt left out.

Was Andrel one of the party? She had not spotted him from up here—but the sunlight was so bright, it
had not been easy to identify individual faces.

Nadezhda popped her head around the door.

“1 can see ther€'ll be no idling in bed here with all that racket below,” she said tartly. “Are you ready to
rise, altessa, or would you rather take your ease this morning?’

“I might aswell get dressed.” The truth was, Astasia thought as she drifted listlessly around the
bedchamber, that she had no ideawhat to do or where to go in this foreign court. The thought of
spending time with the formidable Queen Aliénor was not in the least appealing. Y et she was not certain
how long she could keep to her room under the pretense of being fatigued before the queen sent her
physician to examine her.

| need to talk with Andrel and soon. We cannot stay as guests of the Francian court indefinitely. And
then what shall we do, where shall we go? The prospect made her head ache.

Sipping a cup of green tea, she penned a swift note to her brother and asked Nadezhda to see it was
delivered.
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“And ask if there’ s any further news about Tielen,” she added. Nadezhdarolled her eyes.

Hunting horns sounded in the far distance, one answering another.

Andrei turned over on his side. This mattress was damnably uncomfortable. It felt just asif he waslying
on rough ground, with dry moss, twigs, and stones for his pillow.

Green daylight filtered down onto Andrel, penetrating his closed lids. He opened his eyes and found he
was staring up at a high canopy of interlaced branches overhead: oak, sycamore, and beech.

The hunting horns blew again, closer thistime.

“What in God' sname?’ Andrel stared down at himself in alarm. He was nearly naked, his body barely
covered by afew remaining shreds of clothing. He scrambled to his knees in alarm, grabbing a handful
of dock leaves for modesty’ s sake. He could hear the breathy clamor of hunting hounds in the distance
and by the sound, he guessed they were coming hisway. Too late he remembered that the Comte de
Pouzauges had invited him to aday’ s hunting in the forest. The last thing he wanted was to be
discovered lurking, like awild man, in the woods. Or worse still, for the hounds to pick up his scent and
pursue him like awild boar. “Why didn’t you warn me this could happen, Adramelech?’ he hissed.
“And why did you let me sleep so long?’

“You wer e exhausted by the flight. You needed to sleep.”

“And what do | do now?’” Angry and still half-asleep, Andrel stumbled in bare feet over twisted roots
and dry leaves. “ Get me out of this, Adramelech!”

“Do you wish to fly back to the chateau?”
“Damn it, how can | fly in broad daylight? It's not as if dragons are often seen around here, isit?’

After ahalf hour or so’s slow and painful progress, through brambles and stinging nettles, Andrei
spotted a shimmer of water ahead. And more of the comte’ s conversation from the night before began to
return to him.

“If you tire of hunting, there’s awell-stocked lake in the forest. The king has alittle lodge on the shore;
we'll rendezvous there for lunch.”

He began to improvise a desperate scenario as he approached the lake; he could already hear voices, and
as he crept closer to the edge of the trees, he saw servants busy setting up tables in front of the rustic
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lodge. He heard the clink of glasses being unpacked and smelled the delicious odor of roasting fowl.
They had built afire and were aready spit-roasting duck over the blazing logs. Andrei’ s empty stomach
rumbled like a drum.

“This had better work,” he muttered as, shaded by the thick rushes, he slipped into the cold, viscous lake
water, trying to repress the shiver of disgust that rippled through his body. Midges hovered over his
head. Wading farther through the slimy mud between the rushes, he steeled himself and dived.

A few seconds later he came up, spitting out the foul-tasting water, wreathed in waterweed. Then he
hauled himself out onto the bank. Dripping, he waited a minute or two, out of sight of the lodge. Then he
began to shout in Francian.

“Where the devil are my clothes?’

Two servants were lowering wine bottles into the lake to cool them. They looked up when they heard
Andrei’ s cries. After awhile, one of the men ventured toward him.

“What iswrong, sieur?’

“My clothes have been stolen! | left them here while | was swimming.” Andrel pointed to the mossy
boulder, improvising recklessly. “ Some damned thief must have been watching and sneaked off with
them when no one was looking.”

The other servant had joined the first; both exchanged blank looks.

“There’ s nothing in the lodge to wear, sieur, but some old clothes his majesty keegps for hisfishing
trips,” said thefirst. “1 could bring thosetoyou . . .”

Not long after Andrei had dressed, the hunting party arrived at the lodge. Andrei gazed down at himself
in dismay. The leathern breeches were made for a much shorter man, and the effect, combined with an
itchy woollen jerkin and a pair of clogs, had transformed him into a peasant.

He watched the courtiers dismounting and heard the animated chatter as the men compared their hunting
prowess and held up bloodied trophies, and the women gossiped in the shade. How could he mingle,
dressed in these ludicrous garments? And then he spotted a lone figure hovering on the edge of the
chattering courtiers, evidently alittleill at ease.

“Vassian.” Andrei called to him from the lodge doorway, beneath a massive pair of red deer antlers.
“Over here, Vassian!”
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Vassian stared at him—and then burst out laughing. “Good God! What happened to you, Andrei ?’

“1 went for aswim, left my clothes on the bank,” Andrei explained, “and when | came back, everything
was gonel”

The Comte de Pouzauges came up, aglass of red wine trembling in his palsied hand. “Bon Dieu, is that
really you, Prince Andrei? | thought Jerome had taken on a new groundsman.”

Andrel forced a smile. He had been humiliated enough aready and his patience was fast running out.

“All your clothes stolen, en?I'll send one of the grooms back to Belle Garde to fetch an outfit from your
rooms.”

“Why did they lodge Andrei in aturret room?’ Astasia puffed as she slowly climbed the steep winding
stair, Nadezhda following behind. “ And why didn’t he come to see me when | sent a message?”’

“I"m sure he' sjust sleeping late, altessa, you know what young men arelike. . .”
“But | need to speak with him.” Astasiareached Andrei’s door and tapped. There was no reply.
“Perhaps he' s gone hunting with the other courtiers after al?’ Nadezhda was out of breath too.

“My brother was never that fond of hunting, unless there was a wager involved.” Astasia knocked again,
more forcefully this time. When there was still no reply, she tried the door handle and, with awailing
creak, the ancient-timbered door slowly opened inward.

“Andrei?’ she called, stepping inside. The lime-washed walls of the turret room were painted in the
fashion of a century ago: quaintly stylized patterns of gillyflowers and marigolds wound in garlands
around the arched windows. Even the arched ceiling was painted; little suns, moons, and stars
glimmered gold against awash of blue. Astasia, who had become accustomed to Eugene’ s restrained
tastes, found herself wondering if she had stepped back into her great-grandparents’ time.

“It looks as if your brother isn’'t here, either,” said Nadezhda, picking up Astasia’ s note from where it
lay, unopened, on the floor.

Astasiawas still trying to catch her breath. “ All that climb for nothing.” It was too bad. Just when she
had summoned enough resolve to act, he was nowhere to be found. She went to the open window,
fanning the fresh air onto her glistening face with her hand.

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah9620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c06_r1.htm (16 of 19)15-1-2007 15:50:44



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

Clothes had been carelessly discarded around the room, a sock here, a shirt there. Nadezhda began to
pick them up and shake them out, folding and tidying as she went.

“Andrel must employ avalet,” said Astasia, unable to hide her disapproval of her brother’s slovenly
habits. “It’'s not seemly for aman of hisrank to travel without servants.”

“Looks like his bed’ s not even been dlept in,” said Nadezhda, drawing back the heavy curtains around
the four-poster. “ Perhaps he found some pleasant company last night,” she added with alewd little
chuckle.

“Nadezhdal” said Astasia. “Even Andrei can’t have had timeto . . .” Although Nadezhda could well be
right; Andrei’ s appearance had excited much whispering and coquettish giggling behind fans among the
young Francian ladies of the court.

“Well,” she said with asigh, “we will have to go ahead and make our own plans without benefit of
Andrel’s advice.”

“Thereisaways Lieutenant Vassian,” said Nadezhda slyly.

“Valery Vassian? Oh no, | can’t be seen to be conferring with him unchaperoned. Tongues would wag
and my reputation would be in ruins.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Astasia realized how
foolish they sounded; she was a runaway wife and her reputation had been ruined the day she fled
Swanholm.

“Even though he’ s ruined his good name to follow you and your brother to Francia?’

Astasiawinced. Vaery Vassian had deserted a promising career in the New Rossiyan army to
accompany them. And desertion was a capital offense in Tielen, especially in time of war. Even if she
were to plead on his behalf, amilitary court would be unlikely to take her evidence into consideration.
“All the more reason for not making matters worse,” she said firmly.

“But he's our best hope.” Nadezhda turned to her, her face set in a determined expression that Astasia

recognized well. “He can come and go freely. He could sell your jewelry and arrange passage for us to
Mirom.”

“Well . ..” Astasia could see the merits of Nadezhda's plan. “All right, then. But any conversation that
takes place between us must be seen to be well within the bounds of propriety—and yet not easily
overheard.”

“Who round here speaks our home tongue?’ Nadezhda' s expression was triumphant.

“Of course. It must be the summer heat that’s making me so stupid and slow.”
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“It’ sthe baby, altessa,” said Nadezhda soothingly. “It’s the baby.”

The hunting party eventually returned as the sun was setting behind the forest, crimsoning the tops of the
trees. Astasiawent to look for Andrel among the courtiers and spotted him in the stables, talking and
laughing with two demure young noblewomen.

“There you are!l” she cried, hastening toward him across the straw-strewn cobbles.
He turned his head.

“Andrei”?’ Astasiadrew back from her brother. It must have been atrick of the fading light, for she
caught an unnatural glimmer in his dark-lidded eyes. “Andrei, are you all right? You look . . .”

“I"'m fine.” Hisreply was abrupt. “Just alate night, that’s all.”

“Yes,” she said. She could not keep a tone of reproval from her voice. “I know. Nadezhda and | went to
find you this morning.”

He laughed but the laughter sounded forced. She was sure he was hiding something from her. “A heavy
night’s drinking. Francian brandy is powerful stuff.”

“Au revoir, cher prince.” The Francian girls entwined arms and moved away, whispering together. One
blew him akiss, Astasia noticed.

“Who was she, Andrel ?’
He gave a shrug.

“Y ou must be careful. We're guests here; it wouldn't do for you to seduce some Francian duke's
daughter.”

“Y ou never used to be so prudish, sister.”
“And you never used to keep secrets from me.”
“Areyou sure,” he said, turning to stare deep into her eyes, “that there aren’t some secrets you’ ve been

keeping from me? One in particular?’
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She found herself backing away. There was that glint again, strange and unsettling. How could he know?
Had Nadezhda let drop some little hint?

“Congratulations, sister,” he said. “When is the happy event expected?’ He was smiling at her now but
she did not feel in any way reassured.

“Who told you?’
“Let'sjust say .. .| guessed.”

“Isit that obvious?’ Astasia s hands hastily covered her stomach. Dear God, if Andrel had noticed, then
how many others had too?

“Don’t you think | should have been told?’ His tone of voice was light and playful now. “After all, | am
to become an uncle.”

“Stop teasing, Andrei.”
“But it’s happy news, Tasia.” He opened his armsto her.
“You mustn’t tell anyone. Least of all Queen Aliénor.”

Once she would have run into his arms to hug him. Now she hesitated.
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CHAPTER 7

A hasty council of war had been summoned in Tielborg Fastness, the ancient stronghold that stood on a
rocky island in the center of the River Tildven. Once the home of Eugene’ s ancestors, the House of
Helmar, the drafty old castle had been neglected by Prince Karl in favor of his hunting lodge at
Swanholm in summer, or the winter palace on the banks of the Tildven.

Once ayear, Eugene rode through the streets of the city to perform the ancient ceremony (which dated
back to Prince Helmar’ s time) of opening the new session of parliament. But that day there were neither
cheering crowds waving flags nor military bands to greet him; the city was in a somber mood, chastened
by rumors of imminent war.

“Our situation is critical,” said Eugene. “1 have rglected King Enguerrand’ s claim to New Rossiya. It is
certain that he will now send in histroops.” He surveyed his ministers, seeing a variety of expressions
around the table, ranging from angry bewilderment to glum determination. “And now | come to ask you:
how ready are we to meet thisthreat?’ His gaze rested on Axel Boden, Chief Minister of the Admiralty.
Boden had been an unusual choice for the post, as he was a naval architect, not aretired admiral.
Although Eugene had approved the appointment, he was aware that Boden wasiill at easein the
formidable company assembled in the council chamber.

“Asyou know, imperial highness, Admiral Janssen has sailed on the Dievona to join Admiral Berger
with the Northern Fleet in the Straits. They are our first line of defense against the Francians.”

“And how are they armed?’

The minister stuttered alittle. “W—with the standard supplies, as stipulated by your highness, for all
warships patrolling the Straits.”

“Powder, shot, cannons? Alchymical weapons?’

Sweat glistened on Boden' s forehead. “ Our alchymical stores are greatly depleted. We deployed a
considerable amount in the bombardment of Colchise. Then we lost valuable munitions when so many
of our vessels were sunk by Lord Nagarian.” He reached for his handkerchief to wipe his brow.

“And we lost more supplies when Froding's Light Infantry were decimated in Smarna,” added Colonel
Soderham, whom Eugene had newly promoted to chief of staff.
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“Lord Nagarian again.”

Eugene sat staring at the map of his empire spread on the table in front of him, rolling a pencil between
finger and thumb. The news was not entirely unexpected, but no less unwelcome.

“But surely we have reserve stocks?’
An embarrassed silence followed.
“No reserves?’ Eugene repeated.

Boden cleared his throat. “We requested Magus Linnaius to manufacture fresh supplies. But he has often
been away on your highness's business of lateand . . .”

It was true and Eugene did not need to be reminded of the fact. He had sent Linnaius out to research the
fabled land of Ty Nagar, leaving him little time to work in his laboratory. He looked up from the map.
“Until the Magusis returned to us, we must use our remaining supplies as sparingly as possible.”

“Then we must face the genuine possibility,” said Boden, “that the Francians may defeat us.”

Around the table, Eugene saw his ministers shaking their heads at this grim prediction. He could not
remember a council meeting more subdued.

“Come now, Boden,” he said, forcing an optimism that he did not feel, “what’ s this talk of defeat? Our
men have been put through the best training any soldier or sailor could hope for. Our military academies
are the envy of the western quadrant. Our officers are selected for their exceptional skillsin leadership
and strategy. They will drive back the Francians without recourse to achymical weapons.”

“Even so, highness,” said Colonel Soderham, “we must devise an alternative plan to put into practice if
the Francians break through our defenses and take Haeven.”

“Chancellor Maltheus and the council have called up the Tielborg Militiato help defend the capital,”
said Baron Sylvius, who had remained silent until then.

Soderham let out a bark of laughter. “ A hundred doddering veterans and a gaggle of spotty boys
wielding pikes and muskets?’

“With respect, Colonel, you could be called a veteran yourself,” said Sylvius, alittle aggrieved.

“Where' s the Northern Army?’ Soderham called, ignoring this last comment. “Where's Field Marshal
Karonen? Let’s send in the crack troops.”

file:///K}/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah9620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c07_rl.htm (2 of 14)15-1-2007 15:50:45



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate
“Karonen isin Muscobar, on the Azhkendi borders,” said Eugene, “training the Muscobar Army.”

“Then bring back our Northern boys, highness!” Soderham thumped the table with hisfist. “Bring 'em
where they’ re needed!”

“And leave the Azhkendi borders undefended?’

“We need not concern ourselves about Azhkendir.” Eugene had some sympathy with Soderham’ s point
of view. But to call back the Northern Army from Muscobar across the Straits would require a massive
deployment of troop ships. And it would take time. They needed reinforcements immediately. He turned
to Ekman, the Minister for Munitions, a pallid Northerner with thinning gingery hair. “ This new
munitions factory we opened outside Haeven to supply the fleets. Who isin charge overall?’

“Well, | am, highness, but—"

“We still have the Magus' s notes at Swanholm, though they are in a state of considerable disorder.
Could the ingenieurs manufacture fresh supplies using the Magus's formulag?’

The minister slowly shook his head. “The Magus was very secretive about his methods. And we are
talking of highly volatileingredients. . .”

In the ensuing pause, Eugene could hear Soderham tutting disapprovingly. His ministers seemed
defeated already by the Francian threat. Sylvius was doodling abstractedly.

“Why are you wasting your time with these fools?” breathed a dry, subtle voice in hismind. “You have
no need of your Magus now. Together we can wreak as much havoc on the Francians as Gauvril
Nagarian wrought on your Southern Fleet.”

“No!” said Eugene aoud, striking the table with clenched fist as he willed himself to ignore the
daemon’ swords. Then, seeing the startled glances from his ministers, he continued, trying to cover his
outburst, “ There is one man, a doctor of science, who might be able to decipher the Magus' s notes, or
analyze the components of the remaining powder.”

“D’you mean that bespectacled Muscobite fellow you appointed last year to the new chair of chymical
studies at Saint Ansgar’s College, highness?’ said Sylviusin his quiet drawl. “He's caused quite a stir
among our academics, | hear, with his. .. erm ... unconventional lectures.”

“Altan Kazimir?’ said Ekman doubtfully.

“lsn’t that exactly what we need right now? An unconventional, original thinker?’ said Eugene.
“Gentlemen, what other options do we have?’ He had not forgotten that this same Altan Kazimir had
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achieved where all other magi and daemon-hunters had failed; he had developed an dlixir to subdue the
Drakhaoul’ s powers. “Have Professor Kazimir sent to me. Straightaway.”

When the ministers had departed, Eugene took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. It was his fault
that the empire was in such a predicament. His obsession had made him blind to the rapidly changing
situation in Francia. He had concentrated all his energy into seeking a Drakhaoul of hisown, in the
belief he would then be invincible,

“Use me,” whispered Belberith.
“This battle must be won by human forces alone.”

“ And when you see your men lie bleeding, dying at your feet, will you still be so stubborn? When your
enemy sets Haeven afire and you hear the screams of defensel ess women and children burning in their
own homes, what will you do then, Eugene?”

The temptation was strong. He could so easily use his powers to obliterate the Francians. Eugene, who
all hislife had been so sure of his own mind, was suddenly pitifully indecisive.

“No,” he said slowly. “The priceistoo high.” He had killed once already to replenish his daemon-
tainted blood. He could remember nothing of the kill itself, but the evidence had been discovered in the
parklands at Swanholm, the bloodied and torn body of ayoung servant girl. No one had suspected him.
Why should they? No one knew of Belberith’s unseen, malign presence, save the Magus, Gavril
Nagarian, and his own daughter, Karila.

“The life of one innocent, sacrificed to save so many? Only one, one who will die anyway if the Francian
forces break through your defenses.”

“Have you so little faith in my strategic skills, Belberith?’ Eugene was unable to restrain awry smile at
the daemon’ s assumption he would lose.

“You cannot win this battle without great loss of life. Use me and only your enemies will fall.”

“No!” Eugene was determined to remain resolute, no matter what blandishments the daemon used. How
could he have been so deluded? His search for Ty Nagar now seemed a kind of madness. But there was
no time for the luxury of self-recrimination. The enemy was sailing closer to the shores of Tielen by the
minute, and he must be with his men to defend his homeland.

“Asyouwish...” said Belberith, but there was no tinge of acquiescence to Belberith’swords. More,
Eugene detected, atinge of amusement, as though the daemon from the Realm of Shadows knew him

file:///K}/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah9620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c07_rl.htm (4 of 14)15-1-2007 15:50:45



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

better than he knew himsalf.

“Still no new information from our agents in Francia?’ Eugene paced the Communications Room, hands
clasped behind his back. He had transferred most of his intelligence team from Swanholm to Tielborg
Fastness, where the delicate Vox Aethyriae could be more successfully defended. Swanholm had been
designed as a country seat, a palace to delight the senses, not afortified bastion against invaders.

Gustave rose from the Vox tuned to the New Rossiyan Embassy in Lutece; another secretary discreetly
dlipped in to take his place.

“No word. | can't help wondering, highness, if some of our communications have been intercepted—and
our agents arrested or forced to go to ground.”

“Intercepted? How?”’

“Pavel Velemir took agreat risk in revealing the workings of the Vox to the Smarnans. And now they
have used it against us.”

It was the nearest Gustave had ever come to criticizing one of his decisions.

“And what of diplomatic immunity?’ demanded Eugene, noting the criticism, but not rising to it. “We
have made no move against Abrissard and his household.”

“1 have been in touch with our embassiesin Allegonde and Tourmalise. They have heard little more than
us. It seems that the Francians have acted alone. The official bulletins announced that Smarna has
broken away from New Rossiya and has welcomed its Francian liberators.”

“We need news from inside Francia, not this official pap,” Eugene burst out. Several of the secretaries
flinched at this uncharacteristic display of frustration.

Who was fueling his anger? Was it the daemon Belberith speaking through him, urging him to act?
Eugene’ s soldierly instincts told him that it was not yet time to strike back at the enemy; self-restraint
was essential until the situation became clearer.

“We still have other means at our disposal.” Gustave beckoned him to the window. “ Slower, and alittle
vulnerable to aerial attack.”

Plump grey-and-white feathered birds sat preening and cooing on the ledge outside.
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“Carrier pigeons?’
“When dl elsefails. . .”

“Don’t forget that the Francians are fond of their food. Our messengers could end up in africassée or a
casserole.”

“Oh, these are tough old birds,” said Gustave, with the hint of a smile hovering about hislips. “I doubt
the Francians would find them palatable, even after several hours' stewing.”

Professor Altan Kazimir settled back in his comfortably upholstered leather chair with a glass of good
red wine and adjusted his spectacles to read the minutes of the Imperial Chymical Society’s last meeting.
The insistent tolling of the college bell in the quadrangle outside reminded him it would soon be time for
dinner.

He set down the papers and rubbed his hands in anticipation of the good meal to come; Saint Ansgar’s
College treated its academic staff well and the food at high table was delicious.

“Professor Kazimir?” A loud voice called his name. He looked up over the rim of his spectacles,
frowning. Was this some undergraduate prank, designed to lure him out into the cloisters where he
would be pelted with flour or whitewash? Best to ignore the pranksters; they would soon tireand go in
search of some other victim.

The door burst open. Kazimir leaped up, spilling hiswine. Two tall, uniformed soldiers loomed in the
doorway.

“Wh—what is the meaning of this?’ Kazimir tried to disguise the quiver in his voice.

“We come on the Emperor’ s business.” One thrust aletter into his hands. It bore the imperia seal, and
Kazimir seemed all fingers and thumbs as he tried to break the seal and open it. The message was brief:

To Professor Altan Kazimir:
Y our presence is urgently required. Please be so good as to accompany these officers directly.

Eugene.

“Directly?” Kazimir could hear the dinner bell ringing again. “But | wasjust about to dine—"
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“We have a carriage waiting at the college gate.”
“l see.” Kazimir stifled asigh. There was roast goose on the menu and strawberry meringue for dessert.
“The Emperor is waiting, Professor.”

There was obviously to be no arguing with his escorts. As the guardsmen hurried him through the
cloisters, he caught afaint whiff of sage, apple, and onion stuffing wafting tantalizingly from the college
kitchens.

Eugene paced the Knights' Hall, pausing every now and then to gaze out the narrow window at his
capital city below. A portrait of hisfather Karl, painted severa years before his decisive victory over the
Francian fleet, hung on the wall. Eugene swung around on his hedl to gaze at the portrait. It showed
Prince Karl gazing out with a young man’s optimism and pride. He was dressed in the uniform of the
Household Cavalry, his hair still golden and crisp, his face fresh-complexioned, showing no sign of the
debilitating heart condition that would shorten hislife.

“What would you have done, | wonder?’ Eugene asked the portrait. But the situation would never have
arisen. His mother, Eleanora, had been devoted to his father. She had retired from public life after her
husband’ s death, afflicted by grief. And Eugene was sure that Prince Karl had never once given her
cause to mistrust him.

“Professor Kazimir, highness,” announced Eugene’ s new adjutant, Anckstrom’s youngest son, Rolf.
“l—imperial highness.” Professor Kazimir bowed low. “How may | be of assistance to you?”

College life evidently suited Altan Kazimir, for his hollow face had filled out and Eugene noted that the
gold buttons on his waistcoat of damson velvet were undone to accommodate a swelling waistline.

“You may have heard, Professor, that Tielen isunder attack. The Francians are threatening to invade.”
“The Francians?’ Kazimir repeated, his eyes glazing over.

“They were also inconsiderate enough to abduct Kaspar Linnaius, leaving us with inadequate supplies of
alchymical powder to defend ourselves. That’s why |’ ve summoned you here tonight.”

“Me?’ said Kazimir warily.
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“At the time of Linnaius's abduction he was working on a new, volatile material mined in Azhkendir.”

At the mention of Azhkendir, Kazimir blanched. He began to shake his head. “I’ m very flattered that
you should consider me, imperial highness, but | don’t really think I’'m suitably qualified to undertake
such an important project—"

“All the material isherein Tielen, Professor.” Eugene cut in across Kazimir’s babbling. “Unfortunately,
the Magus' s notes are in considerable disorder. | believe you are the only scientist experienced enough
inthefield to help us.”

“Herein Tidlen?’ Kazimir seemed only to be concerned that he should not be forced to have anything
more to do with Azhkendir. “Well then, I—I will do al I can to help you.”

Eugene nodded. “I have arranged for you to be transported to the munitions factory at first light. All the
Magus' s remaining papers have been collected and brought here from hislaboratory; I’ d like you to look
them over tonight and compile alist of what equipment you’ll need to start work.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Kazimir kept rubbing his hands together nervoudly.

“So that’ s settled, Professor?’

A strange rumbling issued from Kazimir’s direction. “ Er—there was just one thing.”
Eugene nodded indulgently.

“1 missed hall this evening. A little food would set me up for the night’s work.”

“Thisis hopeless,” muttered Kazimir as he turned over page after page scribed in the Magus' sfaint,
spidery handwriting. All the pages were torn and crumpled; on some the ink had run into great blotches
and the words and diagrams were indecipherable. There were fascinating yet frustrating glimpses into
failed experiments. By midnight he had come to the conclusion that these random scraps had been
gathered from Linnaius s wastepaper basket, and he was looking at ideas the Magus had tried and
rejected.

“Pods of soap beans to make the smoke black; arsenic oxide and arsenic sulfide; wolfsbane and aconite,”
read Kazimir aoud. “Mix with croton oil to bind . . .” He shook his head. “But thisisletha stuff, even
for those who are preparing it. | trust the workers at the factory are wearing masks and gloves; if they
inhal e the fumes, they’ Il start to bleed from the mouth and nose.”
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In the distance outside his little chamber, he was constantly aware of the sound of activity, even so late
into the night: horses clattering over the drawbridge; soldiers mustering in the courtyard; large pieces of
ordnance being dragged over the cobbles and loaded onto barges. Preparations for war.

“Thereis of course one other possibility.” Kazimir picked up one of the papers and held it to the lamp to
seeif there was any hint of invisibleink. “Ahh . ..” He fumbled in his capacious pockets and brought
out alittle stoppered phial. There were many ways to hide writing from curious and prying eyes, he
himself used a special invisible ink occasionally, an ink whose formula he had deciphered from an
ancient Djihari alchymical manuscript in Saint Ansgar’s College.

Sure enough, his hunch was correct. As he sprinkled alittle of the liquid onto the paper, faint letters and
symbols began to appear. Swiftly he held the paper to the flame again to seal them with heat before they
wavered and vanished again.

He was flattered that the Emperor had chosen him for this vital project, but he was also apprehensive.
How would Eugene react if he failed? It was tempting to pretend he knew more than he did. It would be
only too easy to set up fake experiments.

He pulled off his spectacles to wipe his tired eyes. There was ssimply not enough information to work
with, only tantalizing fragments of some greater experiment.

“Surely his assistants must know something of his processes,” he muttered.

The flame in the lamp wavered as the door silently opened. Kazimir looked up to see the Emperor
standing behind him.

“Don’t get up,” the Emperor said quietly.

Kazimir wound his spectacle wires securely back around his ears and refocused on the crumpled papers.
“1 confess I’m not making much progress here, imperial highness.”

Eugene sat on the opposite side of the desk. His eyes glinted with a fevered intensity in the lamplight.
“Our timeis running out.”

“If | could speak with the Magus' s assistants.. . . surely he left formulae for his alchymical explosive
powders behind?’

“Formulae? Oh yes,” said the Emperor with awry lift of the brows. “But formulae that require the
inclusion of rare alchymical compounds. They are attempting to analyze and duplicate them at the

factory laboratories as we speak.”

“Duplicate them?’ Kazimir looked up, alarmed. “Some of the ingredients mentioned here are not only
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volatile in certain combinations, they can prove lethal.”

“1 understand from Minister Ekman that all his scientists are experienced in the use of volatile
materials.”

“Highness, | really must advise that you send an urgent message ordering them to cease work.
Immediately.”

The Emperor’ s carriage rattled through the cobbled streets of Tielborg, throwing its occupants from side
to side as it negotiated the narrow corners.

Eugene would have preferred to have ridden on ahead to the munitions factory with his messenger, but
he wanted to continue to interrogate Altan Kazimir who, for al his apparent lack of self-confidence,
seemed to be the only scientist in Tielborg to understand how the Magus's mind worked.

“Linnaius’' s books were stolen when he was kidnapped by Francian spies,” Eugene said. “My agents
have no idea why these few papers were left behind. | can only assume that the Francians were careless
—or inahurry.”

Kazimir grabbed hold of the swaying cord grip as the carriage slewed wildly to the left as it took another
bend. “And no one else thought to check for hidden texts?’

“No one else was clever enough to discover them.”

And then the ground shook with aterrifying rumble. The sky flashed with a lurid and dazzling brilliance
as deafening thunderclaps made the city tremble. But the night was fine and there was not arain cloud in
the sky.

“We'retoo late.” Kazimir pulled down the window and stuck his head out as the coach slowed down.
“We'retoo late.”

Eugene opened the door and jumped down into the street. The coachman was trying to settle the startled
horses. Shutters were flung open in the houses and shops on either side and heads poked out. Everyone
was talking at once.

“Are the Francians attacking?’

“What' s al that smoke?’
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“Isthe city on fire?’

All Eugene could see was afiery glow lighting the sky and clouds of pale smoke. It looked asif his
warning had come too late.

“Let me take you there,” urged Belberith.

“Drive on, coachman,” said Eugene, ignoring him and clambering back inside.

Not much remained of the munitions factory. The second explosion had blown the roof off and the
ensuing fire was sweeping through the buildings with vicious intensity. The broken walls were
silhouetted against the flames which still leaped and roared into the sky, giving off clouds of foul,
choking smoke.

Attempts were being made to pump water from the River Tildven but each time the rescuers ventured
close, they were beaten back by the ferocity of the flames.

“No one could survive such a conflagration,” Eugene said. “Poor devils.”

At his side Kazimir kept shaking his head. He seemed dumbstruck; the glow of the flames was reflected
in the glass of his spectacles.

Another carriage rolled up to stop close by and Minister Ekman stumbled out. He had obviously been
woken from his bed as he had pulled a jacket over his nightshirt and had carpet slippers on his feet.

“Thisisadisaster,” he said, staring as though hypnotized by the sight of the burning factory.
“Our warning came too late,” Kazimir said in awhisper.

A sudden series of loud retorts went off from within the flames, spewing out fragments of brick and
metal.

“We must move everyone farther away,” said Kazimir agitatedly. “There may be more explosions still to
come.”

“How many workers would be employed at this hour?’ Eugene asked Ekman.

“We run two shiftsin summer; the second shift finishes at eight in the evening. But the chemists have
been staying here late into the night, analyzing the Magus' s powders, as your highness requested.”
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“And now we have lost them all,” said Eugene. It was a bitter blow. In one ill-charged experiment, the
main munitions factory had been destroyed—and with it all their scientific expertise.

A third carriage came rattling over the stony ground and stopped to let Chancellor Maltheus descend.
The heat from the burning buildings was intense and Maltheus was mopping his face with a
handkerchief.

“Fortunate that the wind is blowing the fumes away from the city,” he observed. “Could it have been
Francian saboteurs? Do we have any eyewitnesses?’

Ekman was conferring with one of his clerks. “It seems that we have one survivor; the night watchman
was blown clear. Hisleg's broken, his hair’ s singed, but he's dive.”

“How can we keep news of this one quiet?’ Maltheus caught Eugene’ s eye. “A blast that loud must have
been heard out in the Straits! Once the Francians realize we' ve lost our main munitions factory, they’ll
launch a full-scale attack.”

Eugene had been thinking the same. “ There’ s nothing we can do. Francian sabotage, or unfortunate
laboratory accident, we must make do with what we have.”

Another imperia carriage rolled up and Gustave clambered out, clutching a dispatch. One look at his
secretary’ s face told Eugene that the news he bore was not good. He opened the dispatch, reading by the
light of the burning factory.

“Well, gentlemen,” he said. “ This news comes from Admiral Berger. The Francians have made their
move. It has begun.”

Eugene gave the order to evacuate the streets closest to the waterfront in Haeven. If the Francians started
firing on the port, the houses and taverns on the quays would be the first to be hit. All able-bodied men
of fighting age were to be issued with weapons to defend the town. And all the elderly, women, and
children were to be given temporary shelter in the churches beyond the harbor.

A swift sloop was awaiting the Emperor, ready to transport him down the River Til&lven to Haeven and
the Northern Fleet. But there was still one thought troubling Eugene. He hesitated, scanning the
assembled dignitaries and troops of the Imperial Guard lining the river quay. Where was Gustave? He
was itching to get to the action, yet at the same time, reluctant to embark without any fresh news of
Astasia’ s whereabouts.

He paced his study.
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Now he was about to engage the enemy forces—and, even though he was protected by Belberith’'s
powers, he knew he was not invincible. He had kissed Karilafarewell in Swanholm, but Astasia’ s flight
had deprived him of the chance of saying any kind of good-bye, should he fall in battle. There was so
much he wanted to say to her, so much he wanted to put right between them, and he knew he might
never have the chance.

He seized pen and ink and started to scribble a hasty note, scratching out, blotting words in his desperate
eagerness to express his feelings.

My dearest wife,

| write this on the eve of battle in case | do not return. Of late, | realize that | have neglected you—and |
want you to know how deeply | regret this. Our brief months together have truly been the happiest of my
life. Can you ever find it in your heart to forgive me, Astasia?

Y our devoted husband, Eugene.

He was just folding the letter and sealing it with his signet ring, when Gustave came in. On seeing the
name inscribed on the letter, Gustave raised one eyebrow inquiringly.

“Isthere any new intelligence yet?’

“A young woman closely resembling the Empress was seen disembarking from the Melusine at Fenez-
Tyr in Francia, highness. The same Melusine that sailed from Haeven not long after her disappearance
from Swanholm. But that’s all our agents have been able to report so far.”

“Francia.” What on earth had possessed Astasiato go to Francia? Was she there as a guest of
Enguerrand’ s court? There had always been strong links between the royal houses of Francia and
Muscobar.

Or had she been abducted?
“In the circumstances, how am | to deliver this, highness?’

“Y our ingenuity has never let me down in the past, Gustave,” Eugene said, smiling at him. “You’ll find
away.”

“Godspeed, highness,” said Gustave with more fervor than Eugene had ever heard before in his voice.
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Eugene laid a hand on his shoulder. “ Farewell, Gustave.”

And if we all come through thisalive, | will seeto it that Gustave is suitably rewarded for his servicesto
the crown. A country estate and a title.. . . But not too far from Swanholm—for what would | do without

him at my side?
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CHAPTER 8

Blood. There was dried blood on the shreds of Gavril’ s clothes, blood spattering his hands and body, the
taste of blood on hislips.

Clean. Must wash myself clean.

He had flown farther inland under cover of night, following the course of awide river. But now the
bright dawn of early summer was lightening the horizon.

The girl’ s blood that he had gulped down with the desperation of a starving man burned into his skin. He
felt sure that the bloodstains must gleam fiery red in the daylight, marking him for the monster he was.
All he wanted was to try to scrub the tainting marks of guilt from his body.

He landed in a rushy meadow by the river and walked along through morning mists rising like clouds of
thistledown, searching for a sheltered place to bathe. Soon he came to a bend in the river, where the
water had carved out a shelving pebbled shore, and plunged in.

The cold of the rippling water took Gavril’s breath away. He surfaced with a shout, spitting out a
mouthful, then shaking his head like a dog. He tugged up a handful of waterweed and started to scrub at
the bloodstains, scrubbing until his skin was sore.

But no matter how clean his skin was, he could not rid himself of the black shadow of remorse
shrouding his soul. He had killed again. Or Khezef had killed, taking control of him, forcing him to do a
deed so abhorrent to his own nature that just thinking of it made him loathe himself.

As Gavril pulled himself up onto the stony shore, he forced himself to walk barefoot over the sharpest
pebbles, wincing at the acute pain they caused. But he found no relief from the guilt in this self-inflicted
penance.

Still dripping, he limped on until he found firmer ground, a grassy field, warmed by the morning sun.
There he flung himself down on the turf and let the sun dry his body. The river had |eft the taste of mud
and green duckweed in his mouth and throat.

Lying staring up at the fresh summer blue of the sky, Gavril was forced to acknowledge that Khezef was
growing stronger. With each kill, the Drakhaoul’ s hold over him increased. He had tried to impose his
will on Khezef, but Khezef had overmastered him. Even now, he wondered how much longer he could
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shield hisinnermost thoughts from the daemon. There were times when he sensed that his own identity
was slowly disintegrating and merging with the Drakhaoul’ s.

How can | stop it? Before | become his slave, forced to do his bidding against my will?

The diligence bound for Lutéce jogged onward through the stifling afternoon heat.

Gavril had been reduced to stealing clothes from awashing line. He had left coins on the window of the
farm cottage before two large dogs came snarling after him and chased him into a nearby spinney.

Now, attired like a peasant farmer, he had paid his passage to the capital city and, wedged between a
priest and a smartly dressed apothecary, was on hisway at last. Sitting opposite him was a bourgeois
family: the husband reading a newspaper, his harassed-looking wife attempting to amuse their two
young daughters by reading them a story.

Lulled by the rocking of the coach, Gavril fell into a deep sleep.

“ Adramelech,” Khezef whispered, his voice searing through Gavril’s dreams. “One of my kindred is
near at hand.”

Gavril started awake. The other passengers in the coach were staring at him. He must have cried out in
his sleep. The man next to him drew his coattails closer to him.

“Excuse me.” Gavril coughed, hoping they might excuse his cry as a cough. The matronly woman
opposite him stared pointedly out of the window. Her husband hid behind his newspaper. Their pigtailed
daughters giggled behind their hands and kicked each other.

Gavril gazed uneasily out of the window. All he could see was the dusty green of fields and tall trees.
“Near at hand.” How near? Was there a winged shadow pursuing them, high overhead?

“Where are we, if you please?’ he asked stiltedly in his schoolboy Francian.

The black-garbed priest was the only one to reply. “We are approaching the city of Lutece,” he said,
enunciating each word slowly so that Gavril could understand.

“Thank you.”

Still the Drakhaoul’ s warning whispered through Gavril’s mind as he gazed out of the window at the
passing countryside. Adramelech. Khezef had greeted one of the Drakhaouls from the Serpent Gate on
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Ty Nagar with the same name. Had Adramelech come in search of Khezef? Or was the daemon-spirit at
large in Francia?

By now Gavril could make out the towers and church spires of Lutece on the horizon. They passed
windmills, their sails clacking and whirring in the dry summer breeze. The diligence passed through a
massive stone archway and entered the city. Soon the driver steered it into the courtyard of a coaching
inn and jumped down to let his passengers out.

The bourgeois and his wife hurried their daughters away, shooting suspicious glances back at Gavril
over their shoulders, asif to make sure he was not following them.

Gavril was stiff after sitting so long on the hard seats. He was hot too, and the coarse material of the shirt
and trousers he had appropriated was proving unbearably itchy. Worst of all were the thick brown
woollen socks, which rubbed his heels and made his feet sweat. He looked like afarm laborer. He hoped
that he had not acquired any extralivestock of the biting kind with the clothes. Besides, if he wasto
make a convincing portrait painter, he would have to find an outfit that was far less homespun. And,
most important of all, some paints.

He wandered aimlessly for awhile until he caught afamiliar smell seeping from a shop doorway. It was
anostalgic smell, reminding him of his mother’ s studio. Inside the shop, he stood, eyes closed, breathing
in the potent blend of turpentine, white spirit, and ails. It was like finding a little pocket of homein this
unfamiliar city.

Gazing around, Gavril saw shelves lined with jars with gold and black lettering, much like those in an
apothecary’s, except that these were filled with pigments, ready for grinding, or sold by the gram for
artists to prepare by their own methods. There were tall cabinets with drawers containing arainbow
selection of pastels and different thicknesses of charcoals. Other cabinets were devoted to papers for
watercolorists. Canvases had been stacked in height order against a back wall, from the smallest square
to the greatest expanse, fit to paint aroyal banqueting scene or a dramatic sea battle. . .

Smoke, fire, and deafening explosions flickered through his mind.

Why had the thought of a battle at sea come to him so vividly at that precise moment? He had left the
Emperor preparing to defend Tielen from the Francian war fleet; even at that moment they could be
engaged in a desperate struggle for the empire. Gavril glanced around the shop. All he could hear was
the quiet murmur of conversation: the relative merits of sable and squirrel brushes were being debated in
one corner; in another, awoman was examining a boxed set of pastels, holding each stick up to the light
to examine it while the shop assistant hovered nearby. There was no hint of war to be sensed in here.
Even on the streets he had seen no sign of marching troops.

“Can | help you?’ A stooped old man stood at his elbow, staring at him suspiciously.
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Gavril remembered his peasant clothes; he must look an unlikely artist, even an impoverished one.
“Yes,” hesaid. “| want to buy paints.” His command of Francian was barely adequate for the task, so he
jingled the coinsin the purse loudly and began to point out the articles he wanted to purchase.

As he left the shop, he checked how much money he had left. He needed new clothes and a bed for the
night. And above all, he needed a well-fitting pair of shoes. He was not sure if the remaining coins
would cover all these necessities.

The sound of shouting and jeering caught his attention. At the end of the street he could see people
gathering on the broad avenue. Uneasy, yet curious, he went closer to see what had caused the uproar.

Soldiersin black uniforms had surrounded atall house. The front door was wide-open and the sound of
terrified screams and protests came from inside. Just as Gavril arrived, he saw more soldiers emerge,
dragging a man along with them.

“Lucien! Lucien!” A woman flew after, crying out at the top of her voice, her hands extended, asif to
claw back the man who was being arrested. The man shouted to her as the soldiers bundled him down
the steps, his voice breaking.

For Gavril, the scene brought back memories, still raw and painful, of his own arrest by the Emperor’s

troops. And when he saw a black carriage with barred windows driven up and the man flung inside, the
memories became even more vivid. He knew only too well what it was to be forcibly taken prisoner, to
lose everything that mattered to him—even his own name.

Now the soldiers were carrying out crates and boxes overflowing with books and papers. The crowd
began to taunt the prisoner and shake their fists at him. Amid the jeering, Gavril could distinguish one
word, shouted again and again. Heretic.

The woman sank down and began to sob as the sealed coach drove slowly away, followed by the
soldiers carrying their spoils. Several of the crowd ran after, still shouting abuse.

“What is happening?’ Gavril asked in his broken Francian. “Where are they taking him?’

A soberly dressed man in front turned around and began to speak. Gavril understood every third word or
SO.

“Forbidden . . . dangerous. . . scientific. . .”

“May | ask, friend, what you are carrying in that bag?’ said another voice in the common tongue. A man
stood beside him, dressed in the same funeral black as the soldiers. He pointed to Gavril’s newly
purchased art case. “Would you be so good as to open it up for me?”’
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“1 am an artist, newly arrived from Smarna,” Gavril said. He did not like the smooth tones of his
interrogator but he was not going to argue and draw attention to himself. He opened the case and
displayed his paints and pastels.

The man cast an eye over the contents and nodded. “Y ou seemed remarkably interested in what you
witnessed here.” His smooth tone had not altered but Gavril knew he was being cautioned. “Let me give
you alittle advice, my Smarnan friend. Don’t involve yourself with these heretical dissidents. The so-
called freethinking favored by some of your Smarnan compatriotsis not in favor here. The
Commanderie is dedicated to the eradication of such dangerous and seditious ideas—and those who
promulgate them.”

“Thank you,” Gavril said, forcing himself to keep his face amask. “I will remember.”

“Now move along,” said the Commanderie official, turning to the other onlookers. “There' s nothing
more to see.”

Asthe crowd broke up, Gavril walked slowly in the direction the coach had taken. If the Commanderie
were taking the man they had arrested to a prison for heretics, then it was possible Kaspar Linnaius
could be confined there too. It could even be the Forteresse that the Emperor’ s secretary had mentioned.

But the black coach was gathering speed and by the time Gavril reached the busy square at the end of
the avenue, he had lost sight of it among the many other carriages and carts crossing and crisscrossing.

And now he could not think of anything but the official’s warning. If Smarna had welcomed in the
Francian fleet asits liberators, the rebels would realize their mistake all too soon—especialy the
students and their professors who had fought on the barricades at Colchise.

“Rafael,” he murmured, “take care.” For Rafael Lukan was exactly the kind of radical philosopher
whose writings the Commanderie would describe as seditious and heretical. The freethinking professor
could be in far more danger now than under the Rossiyan occupation.

“Psst! Over herel”

Gavril glanced around and saw a hand frantically beckoning to him from aside alley. He hesitated. But
what had he to lose? A tiny glimmer of blue fire crackled at his fingertips. If this was afootpad, he had
picked the wrong victim in Gavril Nagarian.

The narrow alley was rank with the stink of rotting refuse and cats. The one who had beckoned Gavril
went ahead, slipping into a shadowed doorway.

“What is this about?’
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The stranger turned to face him. Even in the dim light, Gavril could see that he was of middle years,
stockily built, with thick chestnut-brown hair and beard, speckled with grey.

“1 heard what you said to Inquisitor Méoir. Y ou're one of us, friend.”

“Of us?’ Gavril still suspected atrap.

The stranger pointed to Gavril’s case. “You're an artist.” He held up his hands, grinning. “See?’ Close
up, Gavril could make out the engrained paint residue staining his fingernails. He looked down at his
own hands, the claw-nails glinting Drakhaoul-blue. In this half-light, the unnatural color could easily be
mistaken for paint.

“The name's Lavret. Budoc Lavret.”

“Not the Lavret?’ Gavril stared at him, amazed—then took the outstretched, paint-stained hand and
shook it warmly. “Lavret of the Young Girl Spinning? And The Dice Players? The intensity of light in
those canvases—"

“Stop, you'll embarrass me,” said Lavret, grinning wider. “And we can’t stay here. You've just seen
what they do with freethinkers who dare to oppose the Commanderie. Unless you're interested in
religious painting, you' ve made awasted journey to Francia.”

“I’'m aportrait painter. The name's. . .” Gavril longed to tell Lavret hisrea Smarnan name but dared
not risk such arevelation. Instead, another name came into his mind, authentically Smarnan, yet unlikely
to raise any suspicionsif they were overheard, “Korneli. Miran Korneli.”

“Well, young Miran, al | can offer you is a safe haven overnight with fellow artists.”

“I"d like that.” It felt strange to be addressed by another’s name. “Thank you.”

Budoc Lavret led Gavril up flights of steps and through winding alleys before emerging on a windy
hilltop ridge with an impressive view of the river and the more fashionable and prosperous quarters laid
out below.

“My studio,” Lavret said, gesturing to a ramshackle building, more an abandoned warehouse than what
Gavril had imagined as a successful artist’s residence. “Comein.”

Gavril sniffed the air; there was a strong whiff of turpentine that reminded him poignantly of home. He
followed Lavret down anarrow, ill-lit passageway that opened into a great, airy space beyond, which
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rose five stories up to exposed timber roof struts. Canvases of all sizeslay stacked against the lime-
rendered walls; awork in progress was propped on an easel and the worn flagstone floor beneath was
splattered with splashes of bright colored paints, asif some fabulous bird were roosting in the rafters
above. The tall, lozenge-paned windows were grimy and matted with cobwebs, yet light streamed in, all
the more interesting to Gavril’ s painterly eye for being filtered through the dirt.

“In my grandfather’ stime it used to be asilk factory,” Lavret said. “Then all the mulberry trees caught
blight and died . . .” Gavril nodded absently, drawn to the half-finished painting on the easdl. It showed
an angel appearing to the prophet Mhir in avineyard, a scene much favored by religious paintersin the
previous century. He turned questioningly to Lavret, who gave an apologetic shrug.

“Not quite the Lavret you know, hm? When | go out, | always leave this pious work on show, in case
any uninvited visitors happen by.”

A door at the far end of the studio opened and a delicious smell wafted in.
“Papa? We'rein the kitchen.”

Gavril saw a young woman in the doorway. And to his dismay, he sensed Khezef wake at the sight of
her.

“Come and meet my daughter Trifine.” Lavret, beaming, was hugging his daughter. He beckoned Gavril
toward them. “ This young painter is from Smarna, Trifine. His nameis Miran Korneli.”

“Demoiselle.” Gavril went up to Trifine and bowed. Trifine burst into giggles at thiswhich, to his
shame, made the color risein his cheeks.

“No need to be so formal, Miran,” she said, reaching out and pressing his hand between her own. “All
artists are welcome here, especially those out of favor with the Commanderie.”

“Ahhh,” breathed Khezef in avoice laced with desire.

Gavril forced asmile at Trifine and nodded. She was the model for the angel in the unfinished canvas,
thick, chestnut hair of the same rich shade as her father’s, cascaded down her back, barely restrained by
tortoiseshell combs. And though her nose was tip-tilted, giving her face acharmingly homely air, her
deep-set brown eyes had a disturbingly sensual luster.

“We can eat now, if you like,” Trifine said, going ahead into the kitchen.

“I"ll bet you're famished, Miran,” Lavret said. “1 was always hungry when | was your age.”
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A savory steam rose from a cooking pot bubbling on an ancient range set in awide fireplace. Gavril
realized, as he sniffed the enticing smell, perfumed with bay leaves, thyme, and rosemary, that Lavret
was right; he was starving.

Three men were seated around the long kitchen table, drinking red wine. They rose as Lavret and Gavril
camein.

“Meet Miran Korneli, afellow painter,” Lavret said. “Introduce yourselves, gentlemen.”
“Herbot, watercolorist,” said the first, tall and stooped, with alugubrious expression.

His companion, grey-haired with a neatly trimmed beard, bowed to Gavril with the precision of a
military man. “Similien, specialist in engraving.”

“And I’'m Bastian.” The third, young and good-looking, had already sat down again. He greeted Gavril
with alazy wave. “Budoc’ s apprentice.”

“Who'sfor coq au vin?’ called Trifine from the range.

Gavril wiped the last of the gravy with acorner of crusty bread and pushed away his empty plate.
“More chicken, Miran?’ asked Trifine, ladle in hand.
“It was excellent, but I’'m full, thank you.”

Standing at the range, her cheeks flushed with the heat and soft tendrils of her chestnut hair framing her
face, Trifine looked like a goddess of the kitchen.

“So desirable,” whispered Khezef,
“You cook very well, Trifine,” Gavril added, willing the daemon to be silent. “It was delicious.”

“Morewine?’ said Bastian. Gavril shook his head; he had drunk only a mouthful or so, but already felt
strangely light-headed. Perhaps I’ mtired after thejourney . . .

“You're very abstemious,” said Bastian. “Unusual for an artist!”

“So what brings you to Francia, Miran?’ asked Herbot, turning hislong, melancholy face toward Gavril.
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“There' s not much work for aportrait painter in Smarnathese days. All the rich families who used to
spend their summersin Vermeille have been scared away by the fighting.”

“Miran arrivesin Lutéce and who does he run into?’ Lavret said, lighting up along-stemmed pipe.
“Inquisitor Méoir, no less.”

“Méloir!” Trifine set down the plates she was clearing away with a bang. “ Papa, you were careful,
weren’t you? You didn’t risk—"

“No, no,” said Lavret, drawing on his pipe. “But Professor Sekondel was rather less fortunate.”
“Ah!” said Similien. “ So the rumors | heard are true.”
“They took him and they took all his books and papers too.”

“This Professor Sekondel,” Gavril said, “what did the Commanderie want with him? What was his
crime?’

“No crime, except to pursue his scientific research, like any learned man,” said Lavret.

“Research that is forbidden by the Commanderie,” added Similien. Herbot said nothing but slowly
shook his head. Bastian |eft the table to help Trifine clear away the dinner dishes.

“Where were they taking him?’ asked Gavril. Thiswas his only lead so far as to where Linnaius might
be held prisoner. “And what will become of him?”’

Herbot pulled a grimace. “There’ s an old fortress outside the city walls that the king gave the
Commanderie as their new headquarters. They’ll interrogate him there and hold atrial.”

“A tria? A tria that anyone can attend?’ When Gavril had stood trial for crimes of war in Mirom, it had
seemed that half the city was there, crammed into the courtroom.

Lavret let out a shout of laughter. “Y ou Smarnans have no idea, have you? The Commanderie are judge,
jury, and executioners. And why is that? Because they have a holy right to do so. Oh—and the king is
their most fervent acolyte”—the mocking tone in his voice took on a harder edge—" so whatever the
king decreesis carried out. And the king decrees whatever the Commanderie tells him to.”

“Hush, Papa,” said Trifine. “Y ou never know who'’slistening.”

A stout silver tabby sauntered in, sniffing the air. It brushed up against Trifine' s skirts, mewing
plaintively.
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“Go and catch mice, Madame Mistigri, and earn your dinner,” Trifine said, shooing the cat away.

Gavril was assessing the information, scant though it was, wanting to learn more yet not daring to risk
too great an interest in case his hosts began to suspect his motives. “But will your friend, Sekondel, be
allowed visitors? | saw awoman at his house—hiswife?’ Mistigri started out toward the table, winding
herself around chair legs, tail high—until she came to Gauril.

“Surely the Commanderie are not so coldhearted that they would deny his family—" Suddenly, Mistigri
drew back from him, hissing and showing her teeth, fur bristling. Startled, Gavril looked into her opal
yellow eyes and saw feral fear and loathing.

This has never happened before. Isit you, Khezef, can it sense you?

Trifine knelt and stroked the cat, trying to calm her, but Mistigri would have none of her soothing and
shot away, squeezing under the kitchen door.

“1—I1"m not much good with cats,” Gavril said, trying to laugh it off, aware that they were all staring at
him.

“Well, you'll have to keep the mice from gnawing my canvases in the studio tonight, Miran,” said
Lavret, laughing too. “And I’ [l bet you' d make a better job of it than poor Mistigri. She’s getting lazy in
her old age.”

“Trifine spoils her with tidbits,” said Bastian, but Gavril did not miss the sidelong look he gave him.

The studio was silvered blue with moonlight; Lavret’s canvases glimmered in the soft light. Gavril
paused, hearing the faintest scuttling of tiny paws from the farthest corner.

Trifine camein, carrying arolled mattress and a blanket. “1 hope you don’t mind sleeping in here. It'sa
bit drafty, and . . .”

“And there are the mice.” Gavril finished her sentence, unable to restrain agrin. “Believe me, Trifine,
I’m just grateful that your father took mein. | would have been slegping under a bridge tonight. Sharing
with afew miceisasmall priceto pay for shelter and a good supper.”

“Shall | bring you a candle?”’

“No; the moonlight isall | need.” Gavril took the bedroll from her and laid it down on the flagstonesin a
lozenged patch of moonlight. When he straightened up, she was still there, picking up a handful of
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discarded brushes. “Papais so untidy. Whenever hiswork isn’t going well, he just throws his brush
down. And brushes are so expensive.”

“Sheisattracted to you,” whispered Khezef. “ She could be of useto us. . .”

The silvered shafts of moonlight filtering down from the tall windows had turned Trifine’' s rich brown
hair to bronze.

“Let me clean those brushes for you.” And when she hesitated, Gavril held out hishand. “1 am an artist,
remember. | could grind pigments for your father, prepare canvases—"

“That’smy job,” came avoice from the doorway. Surprised, Trifine dropped the brushes. Bastian stood
there in the shadows, arms folded across his chest, watching them.

“Don’t worry. I'll be moving on soon.” Gavril knelt and picked up some of the scattered brushes,
handing them to Trifine.

“Just aswell,” said Bastian, with asmile in hisvoice as if he were making ajest of it.

[]

Gavril wakes to starlit darkness. As he lies drowsing between sleep and waking, he sees the pale figures
on the great canvas slowly detach themselves and come floating across the studio toward him.

Lavret’s angel bends over him, her long, dark hair brushing his face. Her white robes slip slowly from
her shoulders. . . and he sees terrible wounds, encrusted black with dried blood, in her throat and
breasts.

“Remember me, Drakhaon?” she whispers from pallid lips. “It was days before they found my broken
body in the gorge.”

He clutches his hands to his face, trying not to ook, but through his fingers, he sees her white skinis
blotched and discolored with decay.

“Gulvardi?”

“Remember how we kissed?” She leans closer still. “1 thought you loved me. But all you wanted was my
blood.”

“| called you my angel.” A small, slender figure glidesto Gavril’s side. “1 saw you fall from heaven. |
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only wanted to help you.”
“Kristell.” Her name tears from his throat in an agony of self-loathing.
“Why did you kill me?” asks Kristell.

“l didn’t mean to. | didn’t want to.” He begins to sob uncontrollably. “It made me. It took contral. |
wanted to die.”

“My mother cried too. | whispered to her to stop crying but she couldn’t hear me.”

There are so many more pale figures gathering in the shadows, their eyes hollow, their moonlit bodies
gashed with wounds that |eak stains of darkness.

“But who are you?”’ he asks, bewildered. They are coming closer now, clustering about his bed. “Why
are you here? | don’t recognize any of you.”

“We are the Drakhaon’s Brides. You took our blood so that you could live.” Fingers, thin as bone, reach
out to stroke his face, his body. “Now we want yours, Drakhaon.”

Their long threads of faded hair are soft and sticky as spidersilk. Their lips have shriveled away,
revealing yellowing teeth in blackened gums.. . .

[]

“Y ou were shouting out in your sleep.”
“l was?’ Gavril gazed up at Trifine uncertainly.

She sat down beside him on the floor, hugging her knees, like a schoolgirl. He began to wonder if she
was younger than she affected to be. “Y ou’ ve been in a battle, haven't you, Miran?’

He looked away, no longer able to hold her gaze. “| have.” Dear God, what did she hear me say?
“It must have been terrible.”
He nodded and felt her hand on his arm, a tentative gesture of comfort.

“We heard about the uprising in Smarna. Y ou were with the students, weren't you? How brave to take
on the Emperor’sarmy.”
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“Not brave,” he muttered. “Rash. Foolhardy.” If he were to tell her the true substance of his nightmare,
she would snatch her hand away, recoiling from him in revulsion. Though he had seen enough horrorsin
the field to give sane men nightmares. “So . . . what did | cry out?’

Her brown eyes grew wide. “Blood,” she whispered.

Gavril tried to sit up but felt the studio tilt alarmingly as dizziness swept through him. Suddenly his
whole body was soaked with sweat. Heat sizzled from his skin. And then he began to shiver asthe
drenching sweat gave way to fever chills and the aching began.

Faces appeared in the darkness. He saw the hollow eyes of the Drakhaon’ s Brides hovering above him
and flung up his arms to protect himself.

“Leave me be!” he cried out.

“Must be atouch of summer river fever,” said aman’svoice. “Best give him a draft of willow bark.”

Gavril woke again in the night. The fever had abated but he felt so dizzy he could hardly lift his head
from the mattress.

“What' s wrong with me?’ he whispered to Khezef. “Why am | so weak? Y ou’ ve healed me before,
Khezef; why can’'t you heal me now? | haven’t thetimeto beill.”

“Maybe the blood is no longer enough.”
“Not enough? But I—you—took so much that the girl died. She died, Khezef!”

“Yes, | have mended your body and your mind too. But these injuries have taken their toll. You have
been without rest—and your body needs time to recover. And even then, | fear the blood may still not be
enough.”

“What are you saying?’ Gavril heard the Drakhaoul’ s words with growing alarm. “That I’ m dying? But
there' s still so much to be done, Khezef. So many people are depending on me—"

“All the more reason for you to give yourself time to heal from this sickness.”
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Was Khezef playing him false again? Or was the Drakhaoul telling him plainly what he had refused to
acknowledge: that he had overstretched himself and was paying the price? He had believed himself
indestructible—but it seemed he had reached the limits of his capabilities.

“You are only mortal,” whispered Khezef. * Even gifted with my powers, you are not invincible. And |
must cherish you, for you have given me life in thisworld.”

“Papa, my foot’s goneto sleep,” Trifine said plaintively.

“Just a moment or two longer, Trifi,” muttered Lavret through the brush he held between his teeth as he
dabbed at the canvas. “Just hold the pose—"

“Papa!” Trifine hopped off the dais where she had been standing and sat down to rub her foot.

Lavret let out agrunt of frustration and threw down both brushes. “1 said only a moment longer, Trifi.
Now a cloud’s come over the sun and the light’ s altered.” Muttering under his breath, he stomped away
toward the kitchen.

“Don’t forget I'm modeling for free!” Trifine called after him. “Madelon La Brune charges double if
you don’'t allow her a proper break. And Véronique said she' d never come back after the last time,
remember?’ Shetried to put her weight on her foot. “Ow!” she cried, hopping. “Now I’ ve got cramp.”

Gavril put down his sketchbook and went over. Too weak still to leave the studio, he had tried to while
away thetimein drawing. “Here,” he said. “Let me help you.”

Trifine pulled a grimace as he helped her onto a stool. He knelt and prised the rope sandal off her foot.
Then he began to massage her cramp-distorted toes. Her feet were small but strong, with high arches,
just as he had drawn them. And in spite of the summer sunshine outside, they were cold.

“Thank you,” she said, her face relaxing. “Can | see now?’
“Seewhat?’ he said, sitting back.

“1 know what you’ ve been doing. Sketching me.” She darted up from the stool and snatched the
sketchbook before he could stop her.

“They’'re only sketches.”

She was gazing at his pastel drawingsintently, leafing over page after page. He had concentrated on
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little details: the drape of the fabric, her hand, the tilt of her chin. He had limited himself to ochre and
umber, highlighted with touches of white.

“But they’re good. They’ re very good.”

It pleased him beyond words to hear her praise his work. It was so long since he had used his craft that
he feared he had lost the skill.

“We must show Papa.”

He reached out and gently caught her by the arm. “No,” he said. Lavret would ask too many questions.
“They’re only sketches. Later, maybe, when I’ ve had the chance to work on them.”

“What must we show Papa?’ Bastian was standing in the doorway watching them. There was araw edge
to his voice that belied the smile on hislips.

Gavril’ s hand dropped away from Trifine' s arm.
“Miran’s been drawing me.”

“Oh, has he indeed?’ Bastian came over and snatched the book from Trifine. “1 don’t like this. Not at
al.”

As Bastian flicked dismissively through the pages, Gavril watched, arms crossed.
“Why are you so angry, Bastian?’ Trifine asked. “What' s the harm of afew sketches?’
“A few sketches of you wearing nothing but a flimsy sheet?’

“Why, | do believe you're jealous.” Trifine walked up to Bastian, her sheet trailing over the dusty floor,
and poked him in the chest, grinning.

“First he’s mixing paint for your father, then he' s using you like some cheap ten-sous model for his
sordid drawings—"

Bells began to chime, ringing out until the walls of the old factory seemed to tremble with the din.
Thiswas no ordinary call to prayer; it sounded more like awarning.

“What's going on?’ Lavret Bastian and Trifine hurried outside and Gavril followed, slowly.
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Had Eugene, impatient and under attack, ignored their pact and flown to rescue Linnaius himself? Gavril
shaded his eyes and looked up into the bright summer sky, searching in vain for awinged shadow.

“I’ll go and find out.” Bastian hurried away, disappearing down the little alleyway opposite.
“Take care, Bastian!” Trifine called anxioudly after him.

“I’ll go too.” Gavril started out in pursuit of Bastian over the weed-choked cobbles but Lavret stopped
him.

“You'll never catch up in your condition; young Bastian runs like a hare. And then how will you find
your way?’

Gavril turned back with a shrug as the bells dinned on.
“Coffee, Miran?’ called Lavret.

But Gavril lingered outside the studio, gazing down over the city. He thought he could hear the faintest
sound of cheering voices carrying upward on the clear air. What were they celebrating? Another victory
for Enguerrand’ s armies?

He heard a grunt of exasperation from the studio. “That damned cat! She's only gone and walked across
my palette. Look—rainbow paw prints al over thefloor . ..”

Gavril went in and found Lavret scratching his head over his sullied paints. “And now I’m out of flake
white—and that ochre | was using for highlights.”

“I’ll be happy to help,” Gavril said. “Tell me what kind of consistency you prefer—and I' [l grind fresh
pigment and mix up what you need.”

“Ruaud de Lanvaux has returned from Smarna,” Bastian announced. The bells were still ringing in the
city below.

Gavril, pestle in hand, looked up from the white lead he was grinding into a fine powder. “Smarna?’ he
said. He did not like to be reminded of the unexpected alliance Smarna had made with King Enguerrand.
He had begun to wonder if the world had gone mad.

“What are you doing?’ Bastian demanded, coming over to where Gavril was working. He picked up the
mortar and stared into it, sniffing suspiciously and moving it from side to side to check the consistency.
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“You'’ve put in too much turpentine.”

“He' s put in just the right amount,” came Lavret’s calm voice from behind the easdl. “ Tell us more,
Bastian.” He came out from behind the canvas, wiping his brush on arag. “Why is de Lanvaux back?’

Bastian put the mortar down. “ There' stalk of an execution. A sorcerer they’ ve been hunting for years.”
“A sorcerer?’ said Gavril. “Or aman of science?’

“They usually don’t make much distinction between the two. They say he' s the last of the mages;
they’ ve been hunting him for years.”

It had to be Kaspar Linnaius.

“But isthere any news of Professor Sekondel?” Trifine called from the kitchen. “Isthere any date for a
trial?’

“Who saysthey’ll bother with atrial? In their eyes, he’ s guilty and they have hiswritingsto prove their
case. It'll be the scaffold for him—or worse.”

“There must be something we can do to save him,” she said. “Isn’t there an influential patron you could
ask, Papa?’

Lavret slowly shook his head. “We' re powerless. De Lanvaux has informers everywhere.”
“Where do they hold these executions?’ Gavril asked.
Bastian gazed at him curioudly. “Why would you want to know, Miran Korneli?”

Gavril realized, too late, that he should not have asked such aleading question. “Do you think me such a
ghoul, Bastian, that | would want to go and watch?’

“They call it the Place du Trahoir,” said Trifine quietly. “And | pray to God that the professor is spared
the horrors inflicted on the other poor souls condemned to die there.”

“Why s0?’

“Because that’ s where they burn people at the stake.”
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CHAPTER 9

“Why couldn’t we bring Pippi, Marta?’ Karila asked yet again and saw her governess raise her eyes
heavenward.

“You know very well why. There was no room for a pet deer in the coach. There was precious little
room enough for us and Doctor Amandel.”

“But who will look after Pippi and the others while we' re away?’
“The servants have their instructions. They’ll feed the animalsin your menagerie.”

“I miss Pippi,” said Karila, heaving asigh. “1 wish someone could bring her here to Great-Aunt
Greta's.” But she knew that there was not the slightest chance that anyone would respond to her wish.

“Now finish your handwriting practice, highness. We have still some arithmetic exercises to complete
before lunch.”

Karilalet out another sigh. Laboriously she began to trace aline of looping I’s. “Is there no word from
Papa?’

“No word today.”
Karila sighed again and made a small blot.
“Repeat the line, please,” said Marta crisply.

“ Suppose the Francians ride into Swanholm.” The thought struck Karila suddenly as she dipped her pen
nib in the inkwell. “ Suppose they kill my menagerie for food? Papa says that an army needs lots of food.
All the fighting makes men hungry.”

Marta said nothing but pointed sternly to the page.
Karilarepeated the line and began to copy out a verse about the virtues of being a well-behaved child.

“And | missTasia,” she said. “Why couldn’t she come with us to Rosenholm?’
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Marta hesitated. “Y ou know the Empress has gone to Muscobar,” she said, but a dlight flush had
darkened the governess' s cheeks and Karila suspected she was not telling the whole truth.

After lunch, Karilaaccompanied her great-aunt for a stroll in the gardens. Rosenholm Manor was much
farther north than Swanholm and, in the brief summer, the gardens bloomed with sweet-scented roses.

“Yellow roses are quite my favorites,” said Great-Aunt Greta, stopping to sniff at a cascade of apricot-
gold blooms. “Which ones do you like best, Karila?’

“The crimson ones.” Karilawas stroking the petals of adark red rose, dark as blood. It felt like the
softest, silkiest velvet. And then she experienced the most curious sensation: someone was watching her.
She looked up, staring out across the rose garden. There was a man, standing in the archway. Servants
usually hurried from one task to another and did not stop to smell the sweet-scented roses or gaze idly at
the gardens. So he could not be a servant. “Why is that man watching us?’ she asked.

Marta looked too, as did Great-Aunt Greta, raising her lorgnette to her eyes to peer at the stranger.

“Oh, you mustn’t mind him,” she said. “Poor fellow, he's still recovering from hisinjuries. Y our father
sent him here to recover.”

“Papa sent him?”’
“His mother owned the neighboring estate. Countess Ulla Alvborg.”

“Wasn't she afamous beauty at Prince Karl’s court?” Martasaid. “I remember hearing my mother speak
of her. Bewitching, she said, with white-blond hair.”

“Poor Ulla.” Great-Aunt Greta seemed to be talking to Marta now, the conversation passing to and fro,
like a shuttlecock, above Karila s head. “Driven to an early grave by her husband’ s shockingly licentious
behavior.”

“And her son?”’

“Injured on active service in Azhkendir.” Great-Aunt Greta’ s voice dropped to a confidential whisper.
“Lost hiswits. Battle-shock. The Emperor took pity on him and restored his mother’ s estate and title.
But he's’—and she mouthed the words—" not really right in the head.”

“Doesn’'t it bother you, Duchess?’” said Marta. Karila heard the unease in her governess' s voice. “Does
he just stand and stare—like that—very often?’

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah9620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c09_rl.htm (2 of 8)15-1-2007 15:50:47



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

“Oh, Oskar’s harmless,” said Great-Aunt Gretawith alittle laugh. “ The muttering, the staring, it can be
disconcerting at first. But for poor Ulla's sake, | give him dinner once in awhile and ensure his valet has
enough funds to clothe his master in a manner befitting his station.”

Karila, half-hearing the adults' conversation, peeked out over the bloodred roses at the injured man.
From what she could see, hisinjuries reminded her of Papa’s after he had fought the Drakhaon in
Azhkendir. That red, burned skin, with its silvered gleam, was just the way Papa’ s face and hand had
looked.

Had he also been wounded by the Drakhaon in battle?

Marta and Great-Aunt Greta were still absorbed in their discussion. Much against her will, Karilafound
herself turning to look again—and saw to her alarm that the man was slowly making his way along the
path toward them.

“Marta.” Shetugged at Marta’'s hand, wanting to go before he reached them. “Marta, let’s move on.”
“Don’t interrupt your great-aunt, highness, it’s very rude.”
“But Marta—"

“Daemon’s child!” Oskar reared up from behind a rosebush, his burned face contorted, his finger
stabbing toward Karila. “ The damned fiend has laid his mark on you. Now we will al burn!”

Karilagave a scream and hid behind Marta.

“Oskar!” cried Great-Aunt Greta. “How dare you shout at the little princess. Make your apologies at
once.”

But Kariladidn't want the man to apologize, she just wanted him to go away. His pale eyes terrified her;
they blazed with a virulent and unreasoning hatred.

She heard the man mumble afew words. “S—sorry, Greta. D—did it happen again?’

“Yes, and it must stop.” Great-Aunt Greta’ s voice was crisp with disapproval. “Or | shall be obliged to
have you confined to your room while there are other guests here.”

“J—just can’t c—control it. S—sorry.” And Oskar lurched away.

One of the servants came out of the house and hurried toward the dowager duchess. “He gave me the
dlip again, your excellence,” he said. Karila, peeping out again, saw that the man’s cheeks were almost
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as red as the roses with the exertion of running.

“Yes,” said Great-Aunt Gretaicily. “We know. And it must not happen again, Benno. Y ou must keep
him in his rooms. These outbursts are getting more frequent by the day. | would not want to have him
confined in Arnskammar, but . . .”

“1 understand.” Benno was bowing and backing down the gravel path in Oskar’ s direction as he spoke.

“You're very generous toward this unfortunate young man,” observed Marta. Karila watched as Benno
caught up with Oskar and tried to persuade his master to leave the rose garden. Oskar did not seem very

eager to go.

“My dear brother Karl was once very fond of his mother. Of course, nothing could come of such an
attachment, you understand.” Great-Aunt Greta' s voice had dropped to a confidential whisper, Karila
noticed, the tone that adults adopted when they were discussing matters unsuitable for young ears. And
yet young ears were much keener at picking up these little wisps of gossip and conjecture. “It was hard
for Ulla, left alone up here for months, while her husband was away fighting in the Francian Wars.
Count Alvborg was ajealous man, and rather too keen on his liquor. He treated the boy very harshly. Is
it any wonder Oskar has lost his wits?’

“No! No!” Oskar was resisting Benno's attempts to lead him away. “ She is one of them.” He flung his
arm out toward Karila. “Can’t you see? She will destroy us all!”

Karila shrank back behind Marta.
“Perhaps the princess' s physician could examine him?’ suggested Marta.
“A second medical opinion would certainly be appreciated,” said Great-Aunt Greta, nodding slowly.

Then she seemed to forget all about the disturbance and put her arms around Karila, hugging her. “Poor
sweet! Y ou must find this very dull. Would you like me to invite some children to tea?’

Karilatried not to scowl. “Children to tea” always ended with the young guests playing energetic games
involving much running around—and Karila sitting, obliged to watch because of her disabilities.
“Maybe in aweek or two,” she said, forcing asmile.

Besides, she had Tiluaand the other children to play with.

Oskar Alvborg could not sleep. He was still in pain from the injuries Gavril Nagarian had inflicted upon
him. At night, in the moist, humid warmth of the brief northern summer, his damaged skin felt asif a
swarm of tiny creatures were crawling acrossit. He would drop into a doze, then wake, screaming,
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trying to brush off the milling insects.
Benno camein, lamp in hand, yawning until his jaw cracked.

“Get them off me! Get them off!” Oskar was in afrenzy, rubbing his face on the sheet, clawing at his
sKin.

Benno knelt beside him and held up the lantern. Oskar blinked, dazzled.
“Look, Oskar. There' re no insects. They'real in your mind.” He tapped his forehead.

“Inmy mind?’ cried Oskar in horror, imagining a horde of minuscule ants burrowing into his skull,
nibbling their way through his brain with tiny sharp mandibles.

“No, no, what possessed meto say that?’ Oskar felt Benno lay one hand on his trembling shoulders.
“What | meant was that you were having a nightmare again. I'll mix a draft to help you sleep.”

Theimage of thelittle fair-haired girl illumined Oskar’s mind, bright as Benno’s lampflame. And there
was the other child lurking behind her, as he had glimpsed her in the rose gardens, dark-haired, with
eyes as dark as death.

“She shouldn’t be here,” whispered Oskar. “ She will draw them to us. She must go.”

Scarlet light bathed Oskar’ s troubled dreams. The sky was afire. But these flames were rich with the
dying light of the setting sun, a pure and translucent red.

And as he gazed into the setting sun, he thought he saw a figure coming toward him out of the light, its
arms outstretched as if to embrace along-lost friend. And a voice spoke to him, a soft, consoling voice.

“You have been gravely wounded. Let me heal your wounds.”

“Yes,” Oskar heard himself say with his whole heart, even though he knew he was dreaming and his
wish could never be granted. “Heal me. Make me whole again.” He rose from his bed not certain if he
was still dreaming.

Still the dazzling figure came on, until Oskar thought he could make out the form of awinged man, with
radiant locks of scarlet and golden hair crackling around his shoulders. Most compelling of all were his
eyes, eyes that burned with such heat and intensity that Oskar feared he would be consumed by them.
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“Trust me,” breathed the soft voice. “Don’t flinch. At first you will feel intolerable heat. And then you
will come through the flames, reborn and renewed.”

Oskar gazed into the flaming eyes and found himself transfixed. “1—trust—you,” he gasped, and then he
was enveloped in the fiery embrace.

All went black. He felt the flames ripple across his body, searing away the damaged skin. A scream of
agony tore from his parched throat. He was being flayed by fire. He was burning and no one could hear
hiscries.

Then the flames flared up so brightly that they became cold, white, purifying. He lay back, bathed in
their chill light, floating on alake of pale fire. After that there was no more pain. Just afeeling of serene
tranquillity, as though all the cares that had beset him had melted away . . .

As he floated there, his healer whispered words that puzzled him.

“Your blood drew me to you, Prince Oskar.”

“I’m not a prince.”

“The blood of your ancestors burns strongly in your veins. The blood of the Emperor Artamon.”
“How can that be? My father was Count Alvborg. There' s no royal blood in our house.”

“Then perhaps Alvborg was not your true father.”

“What?’

“Perhaps your mother hid your true parentage from you. Perhaps she was forced to do so by the
reigning House of Helmar.”

“1 will not hear my mother’s good name tarnished.” Oskar was growing increasingly irritated by this
dream. He willed himself to wake up.

“But you are awake . . .”

Oskar sat up. He was lying on his bed and from the rumpled state of the sheets, it looked asif he had
been struggling with an imaginary assailant in the night. Sunlight poured in through every chink and
hole in the shutters.

“Go and look at yourself in the mirror.”
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Oskar pushed aside the tangled sheets and hurried to the mirror. Even in the shuttered daylight, he could
see hisreflection clearly. He was just not sure it was his own reflection.

He gazed along time, gently touching his smooth, flawless skin with trembling fingertips. He ran his
fingers over his head, feeling the thick, soft locks of pale fair hair that had regrown overnight. He smiled
for the first time in many months—and saw the youthful face that Gavril Nagarian had ruined smile back
at him.

“That treatment Doctor Amandel gaveme. . .”
“Let the others believe he worked this miracle. Only you and | will know the truth of the matter.”

Oskar looked around the room, searching in vain for his miracle-worker. “Where are you? Show
yourself.”

“Look inthe mirror once more.”

Oskar obeyed. At first he saw only his healed body with its sleek skin and itsfine, pale hair. Then it
seemed that another shadowy form superimposed itself, emerging through his reflection as though from
deep within him. He glimpsed a cruel, proud face, with deep, slanted eyes that burned like coalsin their
sockets. And what |ooked like the silhouette of powerful furled wings protruded from his shoulders.

“Who are you?’ stammered Oskar.

“Some call me Araziel, others Arazyal. But to you alone | confide my true name: Sahariel. Think of
Sahariel asyour guardian spirit, my prince.”

“But why choose me?’

“Your blood called to me. You are descended from the Great Artamon. You were born to rule, Prince
Oskar.”

“To rule? What do you mean?’

“1 have been searching for you a long time, Artamon’s child. And now that | have found you, we shall
fulfill our destiny.”

““Our destiny’?” Yet even as Oskar gazed at Sahariel, the image swirled like drifting smoke and
vanished.

“It’ stime to find answers, my prince, answers about your true parentage . . .” The soft, subtle voice
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faded into silence and the sounds of early morning reasserted themselves in Oskar’ s consciousness:
sparrows chirping in the tangle of climbing roses and ivy outside his window; the distant patter of
servants feet asthey hurried down the side stairs from their attic quarters to start work; the regular tread
of the sentries Lieutenant Petter had posted around the manor house to protect the princessin case of a
Francian attack.

Benno had left a glass decanter of eau-de-vie on alittle table by the bed. Oskar poured himself a
measure to steady his nerves and swallowed it in one swift gulp. The spirits seared a burning path down
his throat but did nothing to calm the turbulence in his mind.

Born to rule. Descended from the Great Artamon. It’ stime to find some answers. . .

A flaming comet rushes through the northern sky. All of Great-Aunt Greta’s household run out and gaze
upward, chattering excitedly and pointing.

“It's a meteor, not a comet,” Doctor Amandel says pedantically.

Karila alone stands staring at the “comet.” Why can’'t they see it for what it truly is? |s she the only one
who can make out its great wings, itsfiery scales of scarlet, orange, and gold? Or its dark eyes that
gleam, bright as burning coals? Drakhaoul eyesthat fix on her with sinister and murderous intent.

Karila sat upright in bed, clutching the sheet to her.

“It'shere,” she whispered, glancing anxiously around. “It’s here.”
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CHAPTER 10

Astasialooked again at the gilt-edged invitation from Queen Aliénor and gave alittle shiver of distaste.
“And your reply, highness?’ asked the lady-in-waiting in haughty tones.

“Must | reply now?’

“Itisagreat honor to be invited to play cards with her majesty after dinner.”

Astasia hated to play cards; she would much rather have walked in the cool of the gardens or danced.
She had no head for the cunning little strategies employed in the card games her mother enjoyed, and
she had no taste for the petty squabbles such games provoked among the older ladies of the Mirom
court. Y et she could sense the disapproving stare of the queen’s attendant as she hesitated, longing to
think of an excuse and failing. It would not do to offend her royal hostess.

“Why then,” she said, forcing asmile, “1 accept.”

“Deep breath, altessa,” encouraged Nadezhda, tugging hard at the fastenings on Astasia’ s blue satin
evening gown.

Astasia held her breath until she felt she would burst as Nadezhda struggled to do it up.

“It'sno good,” Nadezhda said as Astasia let the breath go in arush and the tight bodice sprang open
again. “Your waistline is disappearing.”

Astasiafelt tears pricking at her eyes. She flopped down in a chair, trying not to cry. “There must be
another dress | can wear tonight.” She looked up at Nadezhda pleadingly, only to see her maid shaking
her head. “Then you must let it out.”

“There' s not enough material to let it out any further.”
“Then sew mein.”

“Certainly not!” Nadezhda made the sign against evil. “Don’t you know the old saying, highness? It's
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very bad luck—the worst kind—to sew clothes on aliving person. It’s like sewing them in their shroud.”

“Fine. So either | offend Queen Aliénor by not attending her soiréee, or | go and set all the ladies
whispering behind their fans at my ill-fitting, unfashionable dress.”

Nadezhda was already on her knees, riffling through the contents of Astasia's little traveling trunk.
“Ahal” Astasia heard her say in triumph. She rose, holding out afine lace stole.

“No one iswearing those this year—" began Astasia, then as Nadezhda bustled about her, folding and
pinning the stole with expert fingers, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. “Why, Nadezhda, you're
so clever.” Sheturned around once, smoothing down the dress over her thickening waist.

“Now dry those tears,” said Nadezhda, observing her with a critical eye, “and enjoy yourself.”

Queen Aliénor’sintimate soirée, which Astasia had imagined to include a dozen guests at most, turned
out to be alavish affair. A little band played in one corner of the hall, sweetening the air with popular
airs de cour. Servants moved among the guests, offering glasses of sparkling wine.

The queen, who missed nothing, glanced up the moment Astasia entered and fixed her with a piercing
stare.

“Come and join me, child.” It was acommand, not to be disobeyed. Astasiafelt the eyes of the whole
company follow her as she made her way through the cardplayers to the queen’ stable. “Y ou play
lansguenet? The Comtesse de Lucé has just lost us this round. Y ou can partner me instead.”

Have they noticed my dress? Astasia meekly nodded her thanks to the comtesse, who rose from the
marquetry card table with a piqued toss of her flame-colored hair. All the women were exquisitely
dressed in somber-hued dresses of taffeta and rich silk, embroidered with little seed pearls and
diamonds. Beside them, Astasia' s pale blue gown looked insipid—a young girl’ s dress, more suitable for
afirst ball than such a distinguished gathering.

She lowered her eyes and cast a quick glance at her cards. It was a weak hand and she could do little
with it. After much deliberation, she selected what she hoped was a safe card and placed it on the table.

The queen frowned alittle but did not comment, speaking instead to the fourth player at the table, an
elegant woman of middle years. “Madame de Romorantin, do you have news of your husband?’

“Indeed | do,” said Madame de Romorantin. Astasia became aware that she was glancing at her, toying
with the fine pearls around her neck, as though not entirely at ease.
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“Then please share it with us.”

“Your son has honored my husband with the command of the fleet sailing to Tielen.” Madame de
Romorantin glanced sidelong at Astasia again.

Astasiaonly half heard what she said; al her attention was concentrated on playing her next card.

“Y ou need have no concerns about speaking in front of the Empress,” said Queen Aliénor. “It must be
common news now that she has left her husband.”

Astasia, who was leaning forward to place another card on the table, dropped it. Her hand shook as she
retrieved it and laid it on the others.

“My husband is very confident that Tielen will soon capitulate,” Madame de Romorantin said with a
smile.

“Capitulate?’ Astasialooked up from the card table, not certain that she had heard aright.

“Oh dear.” The queen tutted as she saw the card Astasia had played. “How vexing. Y oung women these
days have no head for cards.”

“The new Francian fleet will prove more than a match for the Tielens,” went on Madame de
Romorantin. “Should it come to a battle, that is.”

“But why?’” Astasia could no longer concentrate on the game.

“1 should have thought that you, my dear, would know better than most.” Aliénor gave her a severe
glance above her spectacles. “ The House of Tielen has controlled the trade routes to the south for too
long. Y our estranged husband, and his father before him, have used practitioners of necromancy and
alchymy to achieve their ends. Y our own brother nearly died because of their meddling in the dark arts.
Now that we have their Magusin our custody, the days of Tielen’s supremacy are at an end.” The queen
paused. Astasia sat there, trying to keep control of herself as the choking feeling of panic grew stronger.
“It isfortunate that you have chosen to remove to Franciato raise your child, far from the dangerous
influence of its natural father.”

“M—my child?’ Astasiafelt her whole body grow hot. Had the queen guessed her secret?

“Y our brother told me. Though | had guessed as much myself, from your sickly demeanor. Which, by
the by, has been commented upon at court.”

“Andrei told you?’ Astasiafelt betrayed. Her own brother had blabbed her secret to this horrible
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meddling old woman?

As she was sitting there, burning with humiliation, Andrei strolled over, accompanied by Valery
Vassian. He bowed gracefully to the queen and approached the table, gazing over Astasia’ s shoulder at
her cards.

“Andrel,” she whispered, “how could you?’

“With that hand, I'd admit defeat, if | were you.”

She gazed up at him and saw his mouth quirked in ateasing smile. Had he no regard for her feelings?
“As my brother’s so good at cards, he should take my place,” she said.

“This game is growing tedious,” said the queen, casting down her cards. “I think | shall play tric-trac
instead. Would you care to join me, Madame de Romorantin?’

When the queen rose, the others at her table were obliged to rise too. Astasia stood up, glaring at Andrei.
She had been publicly humiliated, then snubbed by Aliénor, and it was all his fault. As soon as the queen
had moved away, Astasia gathered her skirts and marched toward the door.

“Tasia?’ Andrei called after her, causing both courtiers and liveried servants alike to stare. Was her
ordeal never going to end? She swept on, head held high, not once turning back, ignoring him as she
entered the |ofty tapestried passageway that led back to the tower where she was lodged.

How dare he treat her in this fashion! The old Andrei had loved to tease her—but he had been sensitive
enough to know when to stop. It had been bad enough having to undergo the queen’s disapproving
scrutiny, but to be lectured on her husband’ s crimes was doubly mortifying. She felt asif al her clothes
had been stripped away, revealing her swelling breasts and belly to the whole court.

The great tapestries Astasia passed depicted armored horsemen from ancient legend, trampling their
enemies underfoot and carrying off their women. Abandoned infants lifted their chubby handsin vain
for pity. She shuddered, averting her gaze.

And what was this talk of Francian ships and Tielen capitulating? All this while she had been worrying
in case Gavril had attacked Swanholm, when the real threat had come from an entirely unexpected
quarter.

“Come back, Tasia” She could still hear Andrei calling, his voice still tinged with that new, unpleasant
note. “What' s the harm? How long was it to be before someone noticed?’
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She turned then. “What'’ s the harm, Andrei? Have you lost your mind?’ She spoke in their home tongue,
afraid that someone might overhear them and report back to the queen. “Didn’t you hear the admiral’s
wife? Her husband is sailing to attack Tielen. And—or have you forgotten—I’m the wife of the Prince
of Tielen. They could use me against Eugene.”

“But you hate Eugene. Y ou told me so yourself. Why else would you run away?’ That odious drawling
tone grated on her nerves. “Don’t tell me, little sister, that you' re regretting your decision?’

“Don't ‘little sister’ me, Andrei.” Astasiaturned and walked swiftly on, her fists clenched at her side,
only too aware already of the damage he had done.

Again he caught up with her, neatly stepping in front of her to block her way. “I’'m sorry, Tasia. | didn’t
mean to upset you.” His eyes brimmed with concern and the mocking tone was gone.

“Let me pass.”
“1 was only concerned for your safety—and that of your child.”
“Y ou have a strange way of showing it.”

“You're upset. That's natural in your condition. But you must think of your health—and the baby’s.” He
reached out to take her handsin his.

By then Astasiawas utterly confused. A few moments ago, she had hardly recognized her own brother.

“I"m only glad that you agreed to come with me.” He pressed her hands between his own, a gesture of
reconciliation from childhood days. “ The thought of you cut off in Tielen, with the Francians
invading . . .”

Astasia gazed searchingly into Andrei’ s face, trying to discern whether he was in earnest or merely
dissembling. She had always adored her dashing big brother, and she found this unpredictable behavior
disturbing.

“Y ou would never hide anything from me, would you, Andrei”?’ she said softly, gazing up into his eyes.

“Listen, Tasia. Events have overtaken us. | had no idea the Francians were planning—" He glanced
round. Slipping her hand under his arm, he began to stroll along the corridor, obliging her to accompany
him.

“Andre?’
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“1 thought | saw one of those tapestries move. We may well be observed.” He was silent until they
reached the shallow stone stair that wound upward to Astasia srooms. “At least here you are far from
any fighting. And the queen has generously arranged for her physician to attend you.”

“I'mnot ill!"” she said sharply. “And what fighting are you talking about?’

“You don’t imagine your husband will just hand over his country to his oldest enemy without a struggle?
We're talking about Eugene of Tielen here, Astasia. He's probably on board his flagship already,
training his cannons on the Francians.”

But Astasia had been baited enough for one evening. “I have a headache, Andrei. I’'m going to lie down.
Good night.”

Astasiatore off the carefully pinned lace stole and flung it on the floor. What was the point in
dissembling anymore? Now her secret was common knowledge.

Why did you do it, Andrei? Desperate for fresh air, she opened the casement window and leaned out,
breathing in the sweet fragrances of the summer night rising from the flower beds below: heliotrope with
its cherried perfume, and clove-scented pinks.

His excuses did not ring true. She sensed that there was more to this than he was prepared to tell her.
Perhaps—and the thought made her hug her arms about herself in apprehension—he had entered into
some covert agreement with Enguerrand, an agreement that involved her.

As Andrei entered the Great Hall at Belle Garde, he saw the gold-framed portraits of generations of the
Francian royal house staring haughtily down at him. Each stern face exuded an aura of power and
authority. And, sternest of all was the black-robed woman who sat awaiting him, stiff-backed, one hand
resting on an ebony walking cane. A great painted globe had been placed beside her. He saw why the
gueen had chosen this place for their meeting. Here, her will was reinforced by the presence of her many
royal ancestors.

“So, Prince Andrei,” said Queen Aliénor, “now that you have had time to reflect on my son’s proposed
aliance, what is your decision? Are you with Francia?’

“l am with Francia,” said Andrei without hesitation. “But as for my countrymen . ..” Heended in a
shrug. Both the army and navy had undergone significant reforms under Eugene’ s leadership. He had no
idea where their loyaltieswould lieif put to the test.
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“We are aware of your father’s enforced abdication. We are also aware that, even without an army
behind you, your presence hereis of considerable significance. It only serves to emphasize Eugene's
isolation. One by one, hisformer allies are deserting him.”

“Would her pious son be so eager to welcome you if he knew your secret, | wonder?” Adramelech’s
mischievous question startled Andrei; he glanced at the queen, wondering if she had noticed his
discomfiture.

“Even now, my son’sfleet is sailing to challenge Eugene in the Straits,” Queen Aliénor pushed herself
up, leaning on her cane, and beckoned Andrei closer. She tapped with one nail on the globe. “ Smarna
welcomed Enguerrand with open arms; | suspect he may encounter more resistance in Tielen. But with
you and your naval experience a hisside . . .” She scrutinized him, her cold eyes narrowed as though
trying to read what he was thinking. “We have more ships ready to sail from Fenez-Tyr, Prince Andrei.
We would like you to take command of the Aquilon; she’s afast frigate, with thirty-eight guns. What do

you say?’

To command his own ship again? This possibility had not occurred to Andrei and the queen’s proposal
took him by surprise. For abrief moment, the memory of the wreck of the Srin arose like a cresting
wave, threatening to overwhelm him. Had he lost his confidence, let aone his ability to command, in
that terrible storm?

And then avoice, dark as the smoke of battle, whispered deep within him. “With me to guide you, you
will proveinvincible.”

“The Aquilon?’ Andrel drew himself to hisfull height. “1’d be proud to accept.”
“1f you ride tonight, you can be aboard the Aquilon at Fenez-Tyr by tomorrow evening.”

“If you take to the skies, you can be there much sooner.” Again that maliciously playful tone had crept
into Adramelech’svoice. Andrel frowned. How could he arrive tonight when he was not expected until
the following day? It would not be the best way to take up his new command.

“And how will your sister fare while you are away at sea?’ The queen was gazing out at the gardens
below.

Andrel saw Astasia walking slowly through the rose gardens, Nadezhda trotting alongside, holding up a
lace parasol over her mistress' s head to keep off the sun. There was adistinct air of dejection about the
way Astasiamoved; Andrei hardly recognized hislively, graceful sister in this sad, drooping figure.

He had been so intent on pursuing his own ambitions that he had neglected to think of her. Now he felt
guilty that he would be leaving her so soon.
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“It' svery warm today,” he said, asif that would excuse her listless demeanor.
“Your sister isunhappy here,” observed Aliénor.

Andrel’s mind was already far away, excited at the thought of assuming his own command again. He
racked his brain to think what might lift Astasia’ s spirits. “ She enjoys music. She much values the
friendship of Celestine de Joyeuse—"

“Mademoiselle de Joyeuse is very busy at present.”

Andrei wondered why he had not seen Celestine since they landed. Disappointed, he tried to think of
another idea. “Astasialovesto dance. A ball, perhaps or—”

“In her condition, vigorous exercise is not to be encouraged. Besides, the Commanderie have banned all
public performances of ballet. Those girls' flimsy costumes were a disgrace, inflaming unsuitable
passions!” The queen spoke so severely that Andrel did not venture another suggestion.

“Just as | thought,” continued Aliénor. “Like so many young women these days, she has nothing of
value to occupy her mind. But before we set about improving her spiritua life, | would like my
physician to examine her. Y ou may tell her to expect avisit.”

Andrei hurried down the grand escalier. His own command again! And, at last, the chance to strike back
at Eugene.

“The chance to avenge your drowned crew.”

Courtiers were coming up the stair past him. As he passed them, he recognized eager Nikifor, his
youngest midshipman; dour-faced Ship's Master Daniil, who had taught him more about the sea than
any of his naval academy tutors; his friend and right-hand man, Lieutenant Dmitri Borisov, grinning
lopsidedly—

Even as he stared the familiar faces blurred, as though seawater were washing over them, and began to
decay before his eyes, until nothing remained but hollow-eyed skulls, wreathed with squirming
lugworms.

Andrel stopped, grasping at the smooth, marble rail.

Faces from the Srin. His crew, his shipmates, his first command.
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The ghastly vision faded and there were Enguerrand’ s courtiers, all looking askance at him and
whispering to one another.

He stumbled down to the hall, still feeling sick and shaken.
“ Adramelech? What kind of cruel trick was that?” He leaned against a painted pillar.
“Areyou al right, highness?’ inquired a servant.

“Fetch me aglass of wine. No—brandy.” When the servant returned, Andrel took the glass and raised it.
“To the crew of the Srin,” he cried, not caring who heard. “Rest in peace, lads,” and swallowed it down
in one gulp.

“Your own command, Andrei? And a Francian ship?’ Astasiagazed at her brother warily. Here was
another unexpected development and one that was not at al welcome. Once Andrel had left Aliénor’s
court, who would be there to protect and defend her?

“l must leave as soon as possible.”
“Why the haste? Are you going into battle? With Eugene?’
He gave an awkward little laugh. “Now, Tasia, do you really expect me to answer such a question?’

“But with you gone, Andrel, | shall know no one here.” It came out rather more plaintively than she had
intended, but the truth was that she felt more isolated as each day passed. She found Queen Aliénor
intimidating and the young Francian noblewomen ignored her.

“Vassian is staying. Good old Vaery—you know you can rely on him to protect you.”

The chance meeting between Astasiaand Vaery Vassian was carefully stage-managed by Nadezhda.

Astasiawent into the gardens to feed the royal carp, whose prodigious size and appetites were famous
throughout Francia. As she threw little morsels of bread into the l[impid green waters of the moat, she
was astonished to see the great whiskered fish swarm to the surface and fight fiercely over the food.

“Look at the size of that one, all black and gold.” Nadezhda pointed excitedly. “He' d feed afamily for a
week!”
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“He's quite the bully. Look how he pushes all the others aside.” Astasia glanced up to see Valery
Vassian coming to join them on the wooden bridge, the sun catching ambered glintsin his dark hair. He
bowed formally to her.

“Would you care to visit the royal aviary?’

“I’ve given all my bread to the carp,” said Astasia, brushing the crumbs from her fingers, “but yes, |
think | would like to see the birds. | hear there’ s a parrot that mimics Queen Aliénor.”

There were courtiers strolling in the gardens, so they said little of consequence to each other, talking of
the weather and the game of jeu de paume which Valery had played against a Francian vicomte and
won.

When they reached the aviary, they found themselves alone among the great ironwork cages. Only the
whistles and whooping cries of the brightly plumaged birds could be heard, and would make their
conversation hard to follow for any Francian spy shadowing them.

“Ooh, look at that one with the blue feathers,” said Nadezhda, tapping on the wire. “Here, pretty,
pretty .. ."

“How can | be of serviceto you, altessa?’ Valery said softly.

“Valery, you ve always been a good and faithful friend to me and my family.” Astasia suspected he
would read far more into her words than she intended. But what choice did she have? His devotion to
her would be well rewarded when she reached Mama and Papa at Erinaskoe. And if he was still prepared
to look on her so adoringly in her current condition, then she need feel no shame in appealing to him for
help. “1 miss my parents, Valery. And I’'m worried about Papa s health. | wondered”—and she held out
the necklace in both hands—*“if you could sell this for me and use the proceeds to arrange passage for us
to Muscobar?’

“You know I’ d do anything for you.” He took the necklace from her and as he gazed at it, his eyes
widened. “But thisis one of your betrothal gifts from the Emperor. It's a unique piece, specialy
commissioned for you. Amethysts and diamonds. | remember hearing him remark on it once—and how
pleased he was to see you wearing it at the reception for the Allegondan ambassador.”

“Redlly? | had not thought that Eugene took any notice of such trivial matters.” Although the words
came out coldly, Astasiafelt alittle pang at Vaery’ s words. Eugene rarely complimented her on her
appearance, so it was a surprise to hear that he had not only noticed but appreciated the way she was
dressed. “| can't afford to be sentimental, Valery. And | really do want to leave as soon as possible.”

“And your brother is accompanying us?’
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“No!” Astasiatried to calm the note of panic that crept into her voice. “He has business to attend to here
in Francia. I’'m sure he'll join us soon. It will,” and she improvised wildly, “it will give me the chance to
break the news of his survival gently to our parents. Given the poor state of Papa’s health . . .”

Valery nodded; to her relief, he seemed perfectly satisfied with this explanation. “It may take me alittle
timeto find ajeweler, let done agood price, highness. My command of the Francian language is less
than perfect and many don’ t—or won’ t—speak the common tongue.”

“1 know | can trust you to do what’ s best, Valery,” she said, smiling at him with genuine affection.

But when Valery had gone, she sank down onto a bench, her heart beating fast.

“Altessa?’ Nadezhda produced a handkerchief scented with orange water and dabbed her forehead.
“I"'m all right, Nadezhda.” The mingled smell of bird droppings and overripe fruit in the food troughs

was becoming overwhelming in the afternoon heat. “Let’s go and walk in the rose gardens, where the air
IS sweeter.”

“1f your highness would be so good as to raise hisright arm,” said thetailor. It was Andrei’ sfina fitting
for his captain’s uniform and the dapper little naval tailor was making the last adjustments to the royal
blue coat. Andrel was impatient to be on hisway; his few belongings were already packed and now this
perfectionist of atailor was fussing over afew extra stitches.

One of the queen’ s femal e attendants appeared in the open doorway. “If you please, Prince Andrei, the
gueen wishes to speak with you.”

“What, now?’ Andrei gestured irritably at the tailor, who, his mouth full of pins, made a helpless
gesture.

“When the queen sends for you,” said the lady-in-waiting sternly, “it is inadvisable to keep her mgjesty
waiting.”

“Were you aware, Prince Andrei,” asked Queen Aliénor, “that your sister has been selling her jewelry?’
Andrel shook his head.

“Your friend, Lieutenant Vassian, was seen visiting a number of jewelersin Lanthenay today on her
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behalf. He then booked passage on a post-chaise for three travelers.” Aliénor leaned forward and sharply
tapped him on the arm. “| really do not think we can let awoman in her condition travel post-chaise.
And certainly not alone with such a handsome young companion as Lieutenant Vassian. The scandal
would be difficult to live down. It could tarnish your whole family—and at such a delicate time, when
you are preparing to reclaim your right to the throne.”

Andrei paced histurret room. Now, just as the Francians had shown proof of their confidence in him by
giving him his own command, Astasia sirrational behavior was threatening to place his career in
jeopardy.

“But then she' s always been unpredictable . . .” Only ayear ago she had been foolish enough to et
Gavril Nagarian kiss her in public, at a soirée, where anyone, even the servants, could see.

“If she leaves Francia, she will be beyond our control.”
“Control?’ It was an odd word to use and it made Andrei stop pacing.

There was the dightest of pauses. Then Adramelech said softly, gently, “I can see into your heart,
Andrei, and | know how much Astasia means to you. How can you allow your only sister to undertake
the long and arduous journey to Muscobar in her delicate condition? If she were to miscarry at this
stage in her pregnancy, it would seriously endanger her health . . .”

“Why are you so concerned about my sister’s health?’
“Because | only want what you want, Andrei. And you want to be certain that she is safe.”

It annoyed Andrei to admit it, but Adramelech was right. “Of course. If there' s a big sea battle brewing
in the Straits, the last place she should be is on a ship going to Muscobar. And to travel overland from
Smarnain the heat would soon exhaust her.”

“You know what'’ s best for her and her child. Even if she cannot yet seeiit is the best solution, she will
come to understand.”

Put in such simple terms, it made perfect sense. Any mother-to-be would make the baby’ s health her
first priority. Adramelech had named himself Andrei’ s guardian spirit and now it seemed he was taking
care of Astasiaaswell.

“Yes. Even if she protests, she'll soon realize how dangerous such along journey could be.”
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“Is everything packed?’ Astasia whispered, even though no one was close by to hear what they were
saying.

“Yes,” puffed Nadezhda, struggling to force the clasps shut on the bulging traveling trunk. “Although |
could swear we' ve more than we started out with from Swanholm.”

“Impossible!l” Astasiawas jittery with excitement; she flitted about the room, checking under cushions,
opening and closing drawers to make certain she had left nothing behind.

“That’ s done.” Nadezhda sat down on top of the trunk and wiped her shiny brow on her sleeve.

“Sowe'reready?’ Astasiaturned to her maid, breathless with excitement. “We can escape this horrible
place?’

“Just as soon as Lieutenant V assian comes with the barouche to take us to the town.”

“Oh, | can’'t wait for usto be on our way!” Astasia clasped her hands tightly together to try to stop them
trembling. “Just think; we'll see Mama again, and Papa—"

There came a discreet tap at the door and Nadezhda went to open it. Valery Vassian stood in the
doorway. “All’sready, atessa,” he said with asmile.

“Thank you, Vaery,” she cried, hurrying to the open door.

Nadezhda waited for Vaery’s man to remove the bulging trunk. “Mind you’ re careful with that and
don’t you dare drop it, or I' [l box your ears.”

Astasiawas already halfway down the stairs with Vaery following close behind.
“The barouche iswaiting for usin the stable courtyard. It’ s less conspicuous there.”

“You think of everything, Vaery.” A new energy drove Astasia; after dreary days of inaction and
aimlessness, she felt asif she were floating down the stairs and away from the dour presence of Queen
Aliénor.

The sticky heat of |ate afternoon had been tempered by a cool breeze. Evening sunlight warmed the slate
tiles of the turrets and the twisted barley-sugar chimneys of Enguerrand’ s chateau with arich golden
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light.

AsAstasiatook Valery’s hand to step up into the barouche, she gazed back up at the little tower that had
been her refuge in Francia. She felt nothing but relief that she was no longer to be a guest at Queen
Aliénor’s court.

“What have you arranged, Valery?’ she asked. Nadezhda, who had been making sure that the trunk was
firmly secured with rope, climbed up to sit beside her.

“1’ve booked us rooms at the coaching inn in Lanthenay; we leave at dawn tomorrow for the port. A
light supper awaits us.”

The coachman shook the reins and turned the horses' heads toward the wide archway and the little
bridge across the moat.

Astasia sat back as the barouche rattled slowly forward over the gravel. Then aline of the Francian
Royal Guard appeared, marching to block the archway. The driver called to the horses and the barouche
slowed to a stop.

“What is the meaning of this?” Astasiarose and glared at the guards. “Let us through.”
“I’'m sorry, altessa, but | can’'t do that.” An officer approached the barouche.

Astasiaglanced at Valery and saw from his bewildered expression that he was as confused as she. Why
was her perfect plan faling apart? And just as everything was going so smoothly?

“What’ s wrong with taking a pleasant little drive on a summer’s evening?’ She used her sweetest tone,
favoring the officer with one of her most appealing smiles.

“A littledrive?’ said adrawling voice. “All the way to Fenez-Tyr—and beyond?’

“Andrei?’ Astasia saw the line of armed guards part to let her brother through. He was wearing a royal
blue uniform.

“Let me help you down, Astasia.” He raised his hand to her.
“1’m going home, Andrei,” she said, ignoring his outstretched hand. “And you can’t stop me.”

He laughed then, just as he used to when she was small and wanting her own way. “Do you think |
would let you risk such a hazardous journey in your condition? Besides, Tasia, there sawar on.” He
looked over to Vaery Vassian, hisindulgent expression fading. “And you, Valery, I’'m surprised you
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agreed to put my sister in danger.”
Valery blushed and stared at the floor of the barouche. Astasia found herself wishing that he would draw
his sabre, grab the barouche reins, and charge the soldiers blocking the archway, knocking them off the

bridge into the moat . . . But Valery was not made from the same valiant mold as the heroes of her
favorite novels.

“Andrel,” she said, her eyesfilling with tears, “I just want to go home. To Mama. Don’t you
understand?’

“This matter is beyond your brother’s control, Empress.” Queen Aliénor entered the courtyard, flanked
by two dark-robed priests. “I must insist that you remain here as our guest until hostilities have ceased
between our two countries.”

“Guest?’ Astasia s legs no longer seemed strong enough to support her. | will not faint. Not in front of
that woman. She gripped at the side of the barouche to stop herself from falling. “Y ou mean prisoner,
Queen Aliénor.”

“See that the Empress is escorted back to her rooms.” Aliénor turned on her hedl and went back into the
chéteau. The priests came directly toward the barouche and waited for Astasia to descend.

“Valery,” whispered Astasiain one last, desperate appeal, “help me.”
He gazed at her helplessly, his brown eyes dark with distress.
One of the priests put out a hand to help Astasia down.

“Don’'t you dare touch me!” She glared at him with such fury that he hastily withdrew his hand. Head
held high, amost blinded by tears, she began to walk back across the courtyard, which had begun to
darken with the first evening shadows.

“Andrei? Isthisyour doing?’ Astasia challenged her brother.

“1 only wanted to ensure you were safe. Queen Aliénor seemed so concerned for your health. | had no
idea they were planning on using you. The queen spoke only of the dangers of sailing to Muscobar when
there was fighting in the Straits—"

“Using me?’ The full implications of what he had said began to sink in. They had manipulated her,
played on her trusting nature and her gullibility, and fool that she was, she had fallen into their trap.
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“Using me—to force Eugene to surrender?’
“That seemsto be the idea”
Anger welled up inside her. “How could you, Andrei?” She lashed out at him.

He caught her hand before it struck. “I had no idea what they intended, Tasia, believe me.” Hisvoice
was harsh, histoneintense. “Y ou’ve got to believe me.”

“1 will not be held to ransom. Y ou have to get me out of here.”

He released her hand. “ Since when have you become such aloyal, loving wife? It can’'t be more than a
year since you were loudly protesting that you would rather die than marry Eugene of Tielen. A year
since | came upon you kissing Gavril Nagarian in the gardens of the Villa Orlova.”

Astasia’ s hand burned; he had gripped it so hard he had left ared mark. “ That’s unfair, Andrei.”
“Y ou begged Papa not to marry you to Eugene. What' s caused this change?’
Astasiawas rubbing her crushed fingers. “1 didn’t know Eugene then.”

“Remember the Orangery? Just afew weeks ago?’ His tone softened. “Y ou wept, Tasia. Was that the
reaction of a happily married woman?’

“1 was weeping because of you, Andrei.” Astasia gazed defiantly into his eyes. “Isthat so hard to
understand? | hadn’t seen you since the day you sailed away on the Srin.” It wasn't entirely the truth,
but in the circumstances, it was more than he deserved.

“Aren’t you forgetting that Eugene invaded Muscobar?’

“And aren’t you forgetting that Eugene’ s army rescued our parents and servants from the rioters? If
Field Marsha Karonen hadn’t come to our aid, Mama and Papa would have been murdered and the
Winter Palace burned down.”

“Eugene has no right to my throne, Tasia.”

“Your throne?’ So wasthiswhat it was all about? Before the sinking of the Srin, Andrel had never
seemed much concerned about his birthright. He had been happiest squandering his money on horse-
racing, gambling, and beautiful mistresses. “What have the Francians promised you, Andrel ?’

“What isrightfully mine.”
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Again she caught that dark glint in hiseyes. It was aglint of longing, of greed and desire, mingled.
“Muscobar? But it’s not theirs to give.”

He looked at her, one eyebrow quirked.

“So that’ s the deal you' ve brokered? And all this cosy little brother and sister talk is meaningless
blather.” She drew herself up to her full height. “Y ou’ ve betrayed me, Andrei.”

“You'll come to see things differently soon, Tasia. You'll thank me.”
She did not answer. He did not deserve an answer.

She heard him turn on his heel and leave the room. There was a chink of keys as the guard outside
locked the door again.

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah9620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c10_rl.htm (17 of 17)15-1-2007 15:50:48



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

CHAPTER 11

The Kirstina, flagship of the Northern Fleet, was engaged in close combat with the Francian invaders.

Eugene leaned on therail of the Dievona’ s observation deck, assessing the situation. Admiral Berger had
positioned the Northern Fleet in a defensive position across the wide mouth of the River Tildven.
Behind them lay the port of Haeven.

“It’ stoo dangerous for you to be on deck, imperial highness!” yelled Admiral Janssen. Another
broadside from the Francian men-o’-war thundered out across the sea toward the New Rossiyan fleet
and hit the mainmast of the Kirstina. The great mast split with a shuddering creak and crashed down
onto the deck. Faint cries came to them as fleeing sailors were crushed beneath. Both men watched,
helpless, asthe falling sails and rigging swept many more into the churning sea.

Eugene swore under his breath.
“This defensive strategy isn’'t working, Janssen.”

If Linnaius had not been kidnapped by the Francians, he could have twisted the winds with his fingertips
to give the New Rossiyan fleet the advantage, sending the Francians broadside to their own ships,
creating chaos and destruction.

“We gtill have enough alchymical firepower to hold our own,” said the admiral, scanning the scene with
his glass.

“But for how much longer?’

“Why do you let the enemy destroy your men and your ships?” A voice whispered in his mind, a daemon-
voice scorched and dry as smoke. Eugene tried to ignore the Drakhaoul, concentrating all his attention
on the enemy ships. “Use me. Use my power. Your power, Eugene.”

“1f we could only get adirect hit on their magazine.” The temptation to give in to Belberith was growing
stronger by the minute.

“They’re closing on the Kirstina.” Janssen trained his eyeglass on the ships in the vanguard of the
Francian fleet. “By God, that man-o’-war’s moving fast. They’re going to board her.”
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“And my orders, in such an event, were to save those last alchymical mortars and grenades until such an
eventuality.”

“Berger issued your ordersto al our captains, highness. They know their duty. But it’srisky. If the wind
turns, the fumes will blow back toward our men, disabling them.”

If the wind turns. Linnaius would have prevented this whole catastrophe.

“Can’t we move another vessel to plug Kirstina's place in the line?’ Eugene was growing more restless
by the moment. “Wasn't that the strategy we agreed?’

“1I"m more concerned, highness, about that little squadron that’s moving off toward shore.” Janssen
handed him the eyeglass.

Sure enough, five frigates had broken away from the main Francian fleet and were boldly sailing directly
toward Haeven.

“They’re going straight for the port. Block them. Block them!”
Janssen spoke to a lieutenant hovering nearby, who sped away.

A thunder of guns rang out, echoing and reechoing across the sea. Cloudy smoke besmirched the clear
blue of the summer’s day, drifting across the water, thick as seafog.

“They’re firing on the port.”
Thiswas not going at all the way Eugene had planned.
“Don’t forget the cannon we positioned on the jetty. They have orders to return fire.”

“But have they the range, highness? These little Francian frigates are fast and deadly. They can cause
much damage, yet stay clear of the guns onshore.”

“We're not yet outgunned—or outmaneuvered.” Eugene heard the defiant words issuing from his mouth,
yet in his heart he knew they were merely playing a defensive game when they should be on the attack,
driving the Francians back across the Straits.

Another round rumbled out as the breakaway Francian squadron fired on Haeven again. In therolling
clouds of smoke, Eugene saw the bright flicker of flames.

“They’ ve hit the customs houses,” said Janssen, squinting into his glass. “If the wind turns, it’' |l fan the
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flames and set the quay alight.”
“Make your move now,” urged Belberith. “Beforeit istoo late.”

Eugene was not used to adopting a defensive strategy and the worsening situation was making him feel
decidedly insecure. What if the Francians broke through their line? What then? How long could they
hold them off until Karonen brought the Northern Army across from Muscobar?

“1 will not let Enguerrand take Haeven.”

A deafening rumble from the Northern Fleet cannons was answered by the Francian attackers. A swift
Francian man-o’-war was making toward the Dievona, coming about, the wind filling her great sails.
Eugene could see the Francian standard clearly, the golden salamanders of Enguerrand’ s house overlaid
on a background of blue lilies. He could even read her name, Tonnerre, the Thunderer, emblazoned in
gilt dlongside her fierce-eyed goddess figurehead.

“Raise your arm. Even from here you can disable her.”
Janssen was yelling orders to the helmsman. “About! About! Bring her about!”

The wind was still al in the Francians' favor. Eugene watched, fascinated, as the gun ports opened and
the cannons’ mouths opened on the Dievona.

Slowly heraised hisarm. A faint flicker of green fire crackled at his fingertips.

“The smoke onshore from the burning houses will conceal us. Make an excuse.”

The temptation was growing too strong.

The timbers of the Dievona shuddered as cannonballs thudded into the hull of the Gunilla astern.

Orders were bellowed from one officer to another, voices cracking as the men strove to make themselves
heard above the boom of the cannons.

At Eugene’ s side, Janssen swore and struck the rail with hisfist.

“Too close, highness.” Janssen turned his sun-reddened face to Eugene, his blue eyes watering with the
drifting smoke. “ For the empire’ s sake, | beg you to leave on my barge. | don’t want to be recorded in
the history books as the admiral who allowed his emperor to be blown to bits.”

“Y our men cheered me when | came aboard. They’ |l have a pretty poor opinion of an emperor who
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|eaves the ship at the first sign of an enemy cannonball.”

A lieutenant appeared and saluted. “ She's holed belowdecks, Admiral. We're taking in water.” His
uniform was drenched. “ The carpenters are on to it, but she'slisting.”

“Lieutenant Tapper, | place the Emperor in your care.”

The young man'’s face flushed and he straightened, saluting again with a smart flick of the wrist. “Please
follow me, imperial highness.”

“Godspeed, Janssen,” said Eugene. “ And confusion to Francia.”

“And I'll keelhaul you myself, Lieutenant, if the Emperor arrives onshore with a single drop of water on
him,” added Janssen.

Tapper grinned as he hurried Eugene across the flooded deck, his shoes squeaking on the wet planks.
They climbed swiftly down the little stair to the main deck and the smoky air, bitter with the tang of
gunpowder, enveloped them. The fug was filled with the shouts of the officers. Some of the sailors put
their backs into the capstan; others nimbly climbed the rigging, al striving against the wind to maneuver
the Dievona into a more advantageous position.

And just beyond the smoke, Eugene was al too aware of the shadow of the Tonnerre looming closer,
close enough soon to put out grappling irons.

A sudden volley cracked out and a deadly hail of shot whizzed from the Francian deck, rattling into the
rigging, severing ropes that whiplashed into sailors' faces. Eugene instinctively ducked, pulling Tapper
down with him behind the capstan.

“Chainshot! Take cover!”

“Return fire!” A party of marines was stationed farther up the deck, ready to repel boarders.

From the sound of their returning volley, Eugene recognized the hiss of Linnaius' s alchymical canisters
as they exploded.

“At last,” he whispered. Thiswould buy the Dievona the time she badly needed to defend herself. Wisps
of alchymical smoke began to drift across from the Tonnerre. “Come, Lieutenant.”

But Tapper did not reply. And now Eugene saw that the young lieutenant was clutching his shoulder, his
lips pressed firmly together to suppress a groan of pain. Blood oozed between his fingers, bright red
against the damp grey cloth of his uniform.
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“Let’s get you below to the surgeon.” Eugene put an arm around Tapper’ s waist and hoisted him up.
“No—highness—" Tapper began to protest.

“Save your strength, lad.” Eugene began to help the stumbling lieutenant across the deck, past other
fallen crewmen, over boards aready slippery with blood.

Another blast from the Tonnerre made the whole ship judder. A sailor, shot from the rigging, came
crashing down onto the deck. Eugene, accustomed as he was to the carnage of battle, grimly pressed
onward. But Tapper was dragging his feet, leaning more and more heavily against Eugene’ s shoulder.
The lieutenant was losing blood fast. The alchymical canisters had only bought them alittle time to
reload.

“The Francians are winning. Your men aretiring, they are outnumbered and outmaneuvered. If you
don’t make your move soon, it will betoo late. . .”

They reached the companionway. Two midshipmen popped up out of the smoke, their faces smeared
with oil and smuts.

“We'll take the lieutenant, highness.”

The sound of frantic hammering came from below as the carpenters labored to plug the hole in the
Dievona’s side. In the darkness, sailors hurried to and fro, supplying the carpenters with wood and nalils.
Powder monkeys scampered past, carrying fresh cartridges of powder for the guns. Ordered disorder,
Eugene thought, which would suit his purpose well.

“I'll follow you below.”
“But my orders—" said Tapper faintly.
“Your orders are to report to the surgeon, Lieutenant.”

This was the moment. The midshipmen had seen him; with luck they would report back to Janssen that
the Emperor had gone belowdecks. It would be madness to launch ajolly boat under such heavy fire.
Now he saw there was no other way to protect his people. There was no need for a significant
expenditure of power. A few subtly aimed blasts would cripple the Francian ships and give them the
advantage they so desperately needed.

Tapper was lifted down the companionway and carried below. Eugene, resolute now, hurried back up
the steep stair and scanned the deck. The marines were reloading their carbines for a second volley. But
the holed mainsail drooped dangerously low overhead, obstructing half the main deck, as the sailmaker’s
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crew tried to mend the damaged rigging. And the shouted orders from the quarterdeck could hardly be
heard now for the constant din of the Francian guns.

Eugene could just make out the jolly boat intended for his escape, dangling from the davits on the poop
deck. In spite of the repeated retorts from the enemy guns, the little crew was still intent on lowering the
craft; severa oarsmen already sat on their benches, oars raised.

One of them spotted him through the smoke and cried out, “The Emperor. Prepare to launch!”

“Belay that order!” Eugene bellowed, his voice cracking with the strain of making himself heard. “Belay

Another Francian broadside blasted out and the impact flung Eugene onto his hands and knees as the
flagship rocked. A broadside from the New Rossiyan cannons answered them. His ears rang with the
sound as he staggered to his feet.

Thejolly boat had disappeared from sight. He could hear nothing but cries of distress from all quarters.
The Dievona was in trouble.

Belberith guided him across the bloodied deck, into the gusting yellow smoke of the battle, where the
hot air tasted of saltpeter and sulfur.

Eugene found himself at therail, high over the churning sea, a sea that was stained crimson and littered
with splintered wood and broken bodies.

He lifted his arms wide to the sky and closed his eyes. For afleeting moment he remembered the
promise he had made to himself. Was this how Gavril Nagarian had felt when he stood on the cliffs
above Vermellle and had seen the New Rossiyan ships bombarding Colchise? Had he felt this same
cold, incisive anger that burned like chill firein his heart?

“Now, Belberith!” he cried, his voice ringing out above the bellow of the guns.

Admiral Janssen agitatedly paced the deck, pausing at each crossing to lean out and peer into the
swirling smoke.

One of the lieutenants came running up, his once-immacul ate waistcoat smeared with blood and powder.

“Any news of the Emperor? Well?’
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“He was last seen” —the lieutenant bent double, gasping for breath—*taking Lieutenant Tapper to the
surgeon.”

“But was he in the jolly boat? When the davit tackle jammed and she tipped the crew into the water?’
“No one—can be—sure. We're still—picking up survivors.”

“You' d damned better be sure.” If the Emperor were lost overboard, drowned whilein hiscare. . .
Janssen felt a cold sweat dampen his whole body. How would he be able to live with the shame?

“Incoming!” yelled the lookout. “ Take cover!”

Janssen heard the hissing shriek of the cannonballs as they roared from the Francian guns. He grabbed at
the lieutenant, pulling him down, as the broadside struck.

A sickening creak rent the air. The mainmast had taken a direct hit. Splinters of shattered timber flew
everywhere, alethal rain, as the shattered mast began to topple.

“Prepare to repel boarders,” yelled Janssen, struggling to his feet and reaching for his pistols.

The Drakhaon Eugene hovered high above the battling ships. From here he could see that Haeven was
alight. The Francian cannon had set fire to the customs house and the flames had spread to the
warehouses behind. One, filled with barrels of spirits, was blazing fiercely with pure blue flames, like a
brandysnap pudding. Although the gunsin the Swan Tower at the head of the quay were still thundering
back at the invaders, Eugene could see a detachment of Francian soldiers disembarking, preparing to
rush the Tower.

| must be careful. | must not expend all my power, no matter how tempting . . .
He wavered, torn between defending the port and the listing flagship.

Another explosion boomed out below, the whizzing hiss of cannonballs, followed by the crack of
shattering timbers.

“My Dievona!” Eugene hurtled down through the hot rush of air, exulting in his daemon-driven speed,
plunging into the rising fumes. The flagship had taken another direct hit to the mainmast; from the
numbers of men massing on the deck of the Tonnerre, he guessed that they were preparing to board the
disabled Dievona.
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He had lost one flagship to Gavril Nagarian; he was damned if he would lose another—and to
Enguerrand of Francial

As he swooped low over the Tonnerre, he could tell that the crew were too intent on their prize to notice
the shadow above them, darkening the sky. At thisrange, he could sear them all with Drakhaon’s Fire
and—

No. He must not lose self-control. He would distract them.

He drew in abreath and hissed alightning bolt of green fire into their topsails. Cries and shouts rose
from the deck below; as fragments of blazing sail began to drop onto the crew, he saw them scatter,
confused, running for buckets and pumps.

The Tonnerre was still too close to the Dievona for him to risk amajor conflagration. Fire in the hold,
near the powder room, would not only blast the Francians apart but would catch his own men and ships.
But if she limped out to the open sea, he would make matchwood of her.

He swirled around in the smoke-fouled air and darted back to spit another jet of fire.

“Why stop there?” Belberith urged. “You have the Francian fleet at your mercy. Destroy it now and be
done with it.”

Tempting words. Eugene could feel Belberith’s power pulsing through his whole body until he was sure
he must glow like afalling star. But he had made a promise to himself, and he was a man of hisword.
He wheeled high above Haeven, scenting the stink of burning flesh mingled with the flames and rising
smoke from the decks of the Tonnerre.

“Enough,” he said.

“How can it ever be enough? Make Enguerrand pay for his arrogance. Make him pay for what he has
done to your people.”

The tactician in Eugene had nearly been overruled by the daemon’s wiles. But he had fought enough
campaigns to know when to hold back. The Francians were confused; they had not yet looked to the
skies to see what had set the Tonnerre alight. He had bought Janssen enough time to steer his disabled
ship into the shelter of the port while another, smaller warship sailed to fill her place in the defensive
line.

He circled slowly overhead, watching to see what the Francian admiral would do next.

Veiled from sight by the thick fug of rising powder fumes and smoke, it was a while before Eugene
noticed that the Tonnerre was running up signal flags. Winging closer, he began to decipher the
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message. The royal blue Francian colors still flew from the topmast, albeit holed and tattered, so this
was by no means an admission of defeat.

Pull back, Eugene read, and regroup.

From his vantage point he surveyed his Northern Fleet. The Kirstina was in a sorry state. All masts shot
away, she was burning and many of her men were in the water, clinging to floating rigging and timbers.
The flaming hull of the Gunilla was slowly sinking.

And the five frigates he had spotted making for Haeven were no longer in view.

“Can you be sure that your ships have driven them off?” Belberith, as always, was playing on his
deepest misgivings.

“How can | be sure?’ Eugene was looking in vain for the frigates. “ They’ ve retreated for the moment.”

“Oh, thereis oneway,” and the daemon’ s voice was suffused with a dark, teasing humor, “but you still
refuse to accept my aid. You're proud, Eugene, but you' re stubborn too. And your stubbornnessis
blinding you to the fact that the Francians have the advantage in this battle. They still intend to destroy
you.”

“Highness, thank God you're safe!” cried Admiral Janssen. “When we took that second broadside, |
knew you and Tapper were making for the jolly boat. Then when the davit tackle failed and the boat
tipped over, | feared . . "

“1 fell overboard.” Eugene pulled the borrowed greatcoat closer about his wet, naked body. “But there
was plenty of driftwood to cling to. And here | am, thanks to our good sailors. It'll take more than afew
Francian broadsides to fell me, Janssen!” And then seeing that Janssen’ s bright blue eyes were moist
with tears, he laid his hand on the admiral’ s shoulder in reassurance. “Y ou and your crew did an
outstanding job.” Janssen’ s unexpected show of emotion touched his heart; such loyalty was beyond
price. “But the battle is far from won. They’ll be back. The question is when. And can we rout them this
time?’

“Dievona’ s in urgent need of repairs. With your permission, highness, | suggest we make for the
Imperial Dockyards.”

“Do whatever you judge best, Janssen.”

“Highness—there are clean, dry clothesin my cabin. My man will furnish you with whatever you need.”
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Eugene nodded his thanks. As he left the poop deck, he saw a party of sailors laboring to lift a broken

section of yardarm that lay across the main deck. One of the top-men had fallen from the rigging and lay
trapped beneath. And from the moan of pain that he let out, Eugene realized that he was still conscious.

“Poor wretch,” he muttered, hurrying to join the rescue party. As he put his shoulder to the heavy timber
and heaved with the other men, he felt Belberith flood his body with a surge of power. With a grunt of
effort, he felt the timber move, and the injured man was dragged clear.

Eugene bent over him and put his hand on his shoulder while his shipmates tended his wounds.

“My brave boys,” he said. “We' ve got the Francians on the run now.”

“God save the Emperor,” the man whispered through bloodstained lips.

In the Admiral’s cabin, Eugene hastily put on dry clothes. Janssen’s valet, respectfully averting his eyes,
stood by to assist him. The stockily built Janssen was at |east a head shorter than Eugene and much
broader in girth, so the clothes were far from a perfect fit. He took the shaving mirror from the taciturn
valet and checked his reflection. And then checked it again, holding the glass to the light by the cabin
window to be sure.

His hair had grown. When he had embarked, it had been short-cropped, military-fashion. Now the longer
locks at the back touched his collar. And—though maybe it was a reflection off the waves—his natural
shade of gold seemed to radiate an unnatural greenish tinge. He put the mirror down abruptly and, in
doing so, saw that hisfingernails glinted in the daylight like chips of emerald.

Gavril Nagarian’s warning words whispered through his mind once more.
“It refashions its host, body and mind, to resemble the being it once was.”

Eugene stared fixedly at the sea, no longer seeing the wreckage from the battle floating past, or the
smoke still rising from the burning port. A sick, cold feeling of foreboding overwhelmed him.

And | used so little power . . . He grasped at the little table to steady himself.

“You look exhausted, highness,” said Janssen’s valet, in the soft burr of Northern Tielen. “ A glass of hot
grog will soon restore you.”

“Thank you,” Eugene said absently.
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While the valet disappeared to warm up the rum, Eugene slowly lowered himself into Janssen’s chair
and rested his head in his hands.

How long before others notice? And how can | explain it away?

The Imperial Dockyards lay to the west of Haeven. Eugene’ s father had established a school there
twenty years ago, bringing in many young apprentices from all over Tielen to learn the shipwright’s
trade.

“Something’ s amiss.” Janssen had been training his eyeglass on the coast for the past ten minutes or so.
“That smoke' s not blowing across from Haeven. The wind’ s in the wrong direction.”

Now Eugene began to feel even more uneasy. Had all thisfire and fury been meant to distract them from
the Francians' real target: the heart of Tielen’s shipbuilding industry? It was vital to keep the Francians

from attacking the yards where essential refitting work was being carried out on the remaining vessels of
the Southern Fleet.

A whistling sound interrupted his troubled thoughts. Broadshot and cannonballs splashed into the water
just short of the Dievona’ s damaged prow.

“Bring her about!” yelled Janssen. “Who the deuce is firing on us now? Our own men? Can’t they see
our colors?’

Eugene peered through the drifting smoke and fog. There were colors flying from the flag post,
certainly, but they were abrilliant royal blue. He swore under his breath. “1t looks as if those Francian
frigates reached the dockyards before we did. They’ ve turned our own guns on us.” It was a strategy
both audacious and cunning. Whoever had planned it, he felt a grudging admiration for his daring.

Another cannon volley whizzed dangerously close to the Dievona, so close that the spray soaked Eugene
and Janssen.

“What now, Admiral?’ Eugene asked, beating the water from his jacket.
“We're running low on munitions. We'rein no position to deal with fire from land as well as sea.”

“Then we have no other choice but to retreat.”
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The Dievona put into port at Haeven and Eugene disembarked to the cheers of his men and those
citizens brave enough to venture back into the town. There was little to cheer about. Many buildings
around the harbor were still smoldering; others were charred shells. The air was still filled with smoke
and the acrid smell of burning. The grim legacy of the sea battle was being washed up on the beaches
downriver: broken bodies, both Francian and Tielen, from the damaged warships.

Tired though he was, Eugene insisted on visiting a makeshift hospital where many of the casualties,
townspeople and sailors, had been moved. Admiral Berger joined him soon afterward, his face il
smeared with smoke from the battle.

“Any word from the dockyards?’ Eugene asked him quietly. Berger shook his head.

One of Janssen’s lieutenants came hurrying up. “We're receiving a communication from one of the
Francians through Vox Aethyria, highness. He saysit’s urgent.”

Admiral Janssen had established atemporary command headquarters in the naval recruiting office
which, fortunately, had escaped the worst of the bombardment with only afew shattered windows.

Eugene and Admiral Berger were shown to the Admiral’ s office, where one of the lieutenants was
operating aV ox.

“Who isit?’ Eugene asked Janssen.
“He says he will only speak with you, highness,” said Janssen.
“Very well.”

“The Emperor is here and ready for your message, Francia,” said the lieutenant. Eugene settled himself
beside the lieutenant at the desk and adjusted the Vox so that he could communicate with the Francians.

“My name is Ruaud de Lanvaux, Grand Maistre of the Francian Commanderie. King Enguerrand has
instructed me to speak to you on his behalf.”

“1 prefer to conduct any business concerning the empire face-to-face, Maistre de Lanvaux,” replied
Eugene coldly. He knew the name well enough aready; his agents had documented too many of the
Commanderi€e’ s ruthless purges of intellectuals in the name of their religion.

“Were you aware, Emperor, that your wife Astasia is currently in Francia?”
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“What of it?” Eugene felt arising sense of apprehension. What game were the Francians playing now?
“Areyou holding my wife hostage? Answer mel” Had she been abducted? All this time he believed she
had left Swanholm of her own accord, angered and bewildered by his neglect.

Naive, trusting Astasia. Why had she not gone home to her parentsin Muscobar? What had made her
run to Francia, straight into the arms of the enemy?

“1n the circumstances, we suggest that it would be inadvisable for you to use any more unconventional
weapons against our ships.”

“Inadvisable?’
“| refer to the attack on the Tonnerre.”

Was this a reference to the alchymical weapons? Or—and the thought brought a cold sweat to his brow
—had he been glimpsed, in Drakhaon form, hovering high above the Francian fleet?

“The safety of your wife and unborn child must be of the utmost importance to you, Emperor.”

So they knew Astasia was with child. And his assumption—based on the little marked calendar he had
found in her dressing room after she had fled—was correct. “Where is my wife?’ he asked and in spite
of al his self-control, he heard his voice tremble. And at atime when it was essential to stay calm. “Let
me speak with her.”

“Your wifeisin a place of safety . . . for the time being.”

Eugene glanced up at the waiting officers. From the stunned looks on their faces, he saw they were as
shocked and confused as he. “What are you saying, de Lanvaux?’ His growing anxiety for Astasia’s
safety had given him arank, dry taste in his mouth. He swallowed hard, wishing there were a glass of
water or aquavit to hand to moisten his|lips.

“King Enguerrand wishes to propose negotiations.”

So that was the crux of the matter. Negotiations—or terms of surrender? Eugene gave another glance to
Janssen, who raised his eyes wearily to heaven. Then he replied, hisvoice firm again, “Y our warships
entered our waters and fired on my fleet and on the innocent citizens of Haeven. | am not willing to
negotiate until the Francian fleet withdraws.”

“l see. Perhaps | did not make our terms clear.” Ruaud de Lanvaux’s cool arrogance was growing
increasingly infuriating. “1 will leave you a little time to consider his majesty’ s offer. Until noon
tomorrow. Perhaps you will look on it more sympathetically after consulting with your ministers. | am
sure they will agree that there is no need for any more bloodshed.”
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The hissing crackle that underlaid the Grand Maistre' s words ceased abruptly before Eugene could
reply. He looked up and saw his officers staring at him.

“They abducted the Empress?’ said Janssen.

“The Empressiswith child?’ said Berger.

Eugene had no adequate answer to their questions. He could only nod.
“ Perhaps Enguerrand wants to propose a ransom, highness?’

“The man’s acting more like a damned pirate than a head of state!” spluttered Janssen. “Holding a
pregnant woman against her will.”

“They wouldn't dare touch a hair on her head. It would be unthinkable.”

“They seem willing enough to fire on innocent civiliansin Haeven,” said Eugene.
A cry went up in the street outside. “ The dockyards! The dockyards are on fire!”
“Goddammit!” cried Janssen, throwing up the window and leaning out. “Is it true?’
A group of shipwrights had arrived, all jostling and talking at once.

“The Francians spiked our guns and threw them into the sea.”

“Then they set the workshops alight.”

“The caulking vats went up like torches.”

“Did you catch the name of the frigate leading the raid?’

“ Achille—no, wait, it was Aquilon. The Aquilon.”

Eugene saw that Berger and his officers were gazing at him expectantly. He sensed they were hoping
that he would come up with a new and ingenious solution to their dilemma. But all he could think of at
that moment was Astasia.

The Francians had outmaneuvered him.
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Eugene could not sleep. He stood at his window, staring out at the dying glow reddening the western
horizon that was not a glorious sunset but his blazing Imperial Dockyards.

“Oh Astasia, Astasia,” he whispered. “Why did you go to Francia? How did they entice you there? And
asfor our child. ..” Hefelt ahollow achein the pit of his stomach at the thought that any harm might
come to them. Had she been rash enough to let the news slip out? Or was her condition obviousto all
around her?

“ And where are you, Gavril Nagarian? What about our pact? Or have you abandoned me too?”’
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CHAPTER 12

Slowly Linnaius raised his eyes to scan the great vaulted chamber. His vision was no longer clear, as
though the mists of age and time, held at bay for so long by the elixir, were clouding his sight. Black
banners hung from the roof timbers high above his head. Tall, arched, lead-paned windows let in agrey
daylight, filtered through lozenges of cloudy glass.

Linnaius became aware that a great many men, all robed in black, had filed in and were watching him
from the benches around the walls; the murmur of their voices echoed dully around the chamber. To his
left he could just make out a heavy table at which sat three scribes, pens poised over open ledgers. And
in the center of the chamber in atall-backed chair, sat one man to whom they all deferred, one man who
was addressing him now in a cold, dry voice that made his aging heart flutter with agitation. It was
Ruaud de Lanvaux, Grand Maistre of the Commanderie. The one who, over twenty years ago, had made
it hislife's mission to hunt down and destroy all who practiced the science of alchymy.

“Kaspar Linnaius, you stand before this Commanderie court accused of the most heinous crimes. We
will furnish proof that you have practiced heretical and forbidden arts. And we have the evidence to
confirm your guilt, taken from your laboratory in Swanholm.”

Linnaius closed his eyes as the Grand Maistre continued to speak, listing the many heretical crimes of
which he was accused. He had expected no less from his captors. The trap had been cleverly sprung and
must have been long in the planning. If only he had not become so involved in the Emperor’ s obsessive
search for the lost island of Ty Nagar, he might have been less careless of his own safety. But when the
five Tears of Artamon had pulsed to life in the imperia crown, radiating a column of rubied light toward
the stars, he too had become obsessed with unraveling their mystery . . .

“Your fellow magi and students from the College of Thaumaturgy were condemned to death at the stake
some twenty years ago. Y ou fled, leaving them to face the justice of the Commanderie.”

Faces flickered before Linnaius' s failing vision, accusing eyes stared into his, as they had many timesin
waking dreams. wise old Magister Gonery, his tutor and mentor; Goustan de Rhuys; his own students:
enigmatic Rieuk, quirky genius Deniel, and, most gifted of them all, Celestine s father, young Hervé de
Maunoir. And then he heard the dying cries of the condemned as they burned on the Commanderie's
pyres, all their invaluable scientific knowledge and scholarly mage wisdom brutally eradicated in the
name of religion.

“But now the time has come for you to be judged, just as they were. Have you anything to say to the
court?’

file:///K}/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah9620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c12 rl.htm (1 of 13)15-1-2007 15:50:49



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

Wearily, Linnaius opened his eyes. “| can seelittle point, as by your own words, | know you have
already condemned meto death.”

The Grand Maistre slowly nodded, asif Linnaius had merely confirmed an earlier assumption. “I am
sorry to hear that you show such contempt for our legal process. Nevertheless, it is my wish that the
evidence against you is produced here in the court, so that all may see that justice has been done in the
name of the Commanderie.”

“1 ask the court, then, that | may be allowed to sit down.” Linnaius could feel hiswithered legs buckling
under the strain of standing. “1 am, as you can see,” he added dryly, “no longer in the first flower of
youth.”

The Grand Maistre raised one hand. A wooden chair was brought for Linnaius by two of the Guerriers.
“Thank you.” Linnaius slowly lowered himself into the chair, hearing his sinews creak and wincing at
the strain this simple movement placed on his bent spine. How ludicrously old and feeble | have become

in such a short time. | don’t believe | have the strength to summon the smallest breeze to my assistance.
And yet . . . they still seem afraid of me.

[]

Jagu and Celestine waited in the antechamber outside the courtroom to be called to testify against
Kaspar Linnaius. Both were dressed in full Commanderie uniform.

A little window was half-open, like a porthole, into the courtroom, and Jagu had listened to the
testimonies given to the court with an increasing sense of unease. Their turn would be next. And from
the way the Inquisitor had been framing his questions, he was certain that their motives would be
minutely examined and any weaknesses exposed. It was not just Linnaius who was on trial here; the
whole system of ethics underpinning the Commanderie was being revealed to public view. If a cankered
shoot were to be discovered, it would be ruthlessly excised.

“Let metestify, Celestine. For us both.”

Celestine stared at Jagu in surprise. “But |’ ve waited along time for this, Jagu. | have to do this. For my
father.”

“Your father? That’s precisely the reason you have to let me speak.”

Her blue eyes widened, then narrowed. He found himself thinking irrationally that they were exactly the
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color of the little speedwell flowers that starred the fields in spring on the manoir where he grew up.

“Don’'t you see? They will use your evidence to condemn Linnaius—and then they will condemn you
too. You know too much. And you are your father’s child.”

“Ruaud de Lanvaux will protect me,” she said stubbornly.

“Ruaud de Lanvaux doesn’t care about you—or me, Celestine. He cares only for the reputation of the
Commanderie.” Why couldn’t she see the danger? “We' ve been of use to the cause. But now the world
has changed. Has it ever occurred to you that we know far too much?’

She turned from him toward the window overlooking the courtroom so that he could no longer see her
face, like awayward child who still wants her own way but knows she islosing the battle.

“They’'re calling our names,” she said distantly.

A Guerrier opened the sturdy door to the courtroom and she moved forward slowly, amost asif in a
trance.

Had she heard a single word of what he had been saying? Take care, Celestine, Jagu prayed as he
followed her inside. | couldn’t live with myself if anything were to happentoyou. . .

[]

“Your name is Lieutenant Jagu de Rustéphan?’ asked Inquisitor Visant, checking his notes.
“Itis.”
“Can you tell the court, Lieutenant, why you visited Saint Sergius' s Shrine in Azhkendir this year?’

Why did such a simple question make him feel so uneasy?“1 and my companion went to request the
return of the saint’s golden crook from Abbot Y ephimy.”

“But while you were at the shrine, you learned that Kaspar Linnaius had been there before you?’

“Yes.” Jagu cleared histhroat. “I1t seems he had been sent by the Emperor Eugene to research the life of
Saint Sergius.”

“Rather an unlikely project for one who has dedicated hislife to the black arts, don’t you think?’ The
Inquisitor glanced at Kaspar Linnaius, who sat hunched in his chair, head drooping forward, almost as
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though it weighed too much to lift.

“That was precisely my thought as well.” Jagu was puzzled. The Inquisitor’s line of questioning seemed
to be concerned with their earlier unsuccessful mission to Azhkendir, whereas he had been expecting to
be interrogated about their investigations in Swanholm. Was Visant hoping to trick him into some
revelation by this diversion?

“And what did you learn about the accused’ s researches?’

“Abbot Y ephimy was unaware that The Life of the Blessed Sergius contained a hidden text. When |
attempted to reveal the contents, it became apparent that its secrets had recently been accessed. My
guessisthat Kaspar Linnaius had already unlocked the cypher.”

“Please tell the court the nature of the hidden text,” said Visant smoothly.

“It—" and Jagu hesitated, wondering how much of what he had read there was forbidden information.
“It was about the five sons of Artamon; it told how they came to acquire daemonic powers.”

This provoked a mutter of disapproval in the courtroom.

“Silence,” ordered the Grand Maistre. He turned to the Magus. “ So your imperial master has been
conferring with daemons, Kaspar Linnaius?’

Linnaius slowly raised his head, revealing his wizened features. Jagu stared in shock. The Magus had
aged greatly in the days since his arrest, and even the lively, malicious gleam in his eyes had dulled. He
looked so frail and ancient that Jagu imagined he might crumble to dust if roughly treated.

“Answer me, Linnaius. Did Eugene of Tielen employ you to summon daemons? The kind they call
‘Drakhaoul’ in Azhkendir?’

Linnaius mumbled something inaudible. The two Guerriers beside him grabbed hold of his shoulders
and forced hislolling head upward.

“Old man,” said Visant, going over to stareinto hisface, “it’s uselessto lie. We have evidence that
daemons have entered our world. Before Dievona s Night in Tielen there was just one abroad. Now
there are five.”

“l—did not—summon them,” said Linnaius slowly, thickly, asif histongue were swollen. “It was the—
Eye”

“What Eye? Don't prevaricate. We need the truth.”
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“The Eye of Nagar,” whispered Linnaius and fainted.
“Nagar?’ echoed de Lanvaux. “The Prince of Shadows? | think we have heard enough, Inquisitor.”
“Stand down, Lieutenant,” said Visant to Jagu, closing his book.

“We will resume this afternoon,” said de Lanvaux, “to allow the accused time to recover.”

“Celestine de Joyeuse,” said Inquisitor Visant, pronouncing each syllable of her name with exaggerated
care. “How long have you been a member of the Commanderie?’

“Since childhood,” answered Celestine in her clear voice. “| was orphaned at the age of five and taken
into the convent of Sainte Azilia.”

Jagu gazed at her standing before the court in her plain black robe, her golden hair drawn back under a
simple linen coif, and thought how beautiful—and vul nerable—she looked. He no longer had any idea
whether such thoughts were impure, only that he would run through fire rather than see her harmed.

“Y ou have showed great zeal in your quest to track down Kaspar Linnaius,” continued Visant.
Be careful. Jagu leaned forward. He' s out to trap you.

“1 acted only as any member of our order would in the circumstances,” replied Celestine coolly. “1 was
given my ordersand | carried them out.”

Jagu relaxed alittle. She had not fallen for Visant’ sfirst snare. But there would be more traps, and each
one more subtle than the first.

Visant was consulting a sheaf of notes. “Considerable zeal,” he said at last, looking up. “| see from the
ship’slog that the ship bringing the prisoner to Francia nearly foundered in a sudden, violent storm. Can
you explain to the court what happened?’

“Linnaius used his arts to summon a stormwind and blow us off course, back to Tielen.”
“Y ou witnessed him performing thisrite?’
“I did.”

Jagu tensed. He alone knew what Celestine had done to ensure Kaspar Linnaius did not work his dark
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arts. If anyone else had observed what had happened in the cabin and whispered the truth to the
Inquisitor, they were both doomed.

“And if the accused is so powerful a magus, why did he not succeed in his endeavor?”’

“Hewasweak,” said Celestine with alittle shrug. “The effort exhausted him. | saw his hand drop back
and his eyes close. | believe he may have suffered some kind of stroke.”

“l see,” said Visant. “And as a member of our order, you took certain vows?’
“Yes”

“Including a vow to abjure the use of the forbidden arts?’

Jagu closed his eyes, dreading the next question Visant would surely ask her.
“Yes”

Visant paused, as though going to ask another question, then suddenly turned away, returning to his
desk. “1 have no more questions for Guerrier de Joyeuse,” he said, then added, “at the present time.”

“Stand up, Magister Linnaius.”

Linnaius had been drifting in a daze of disconnected thoughts. Without the elixir to keep his wits sharp,
he found it hard to concentrate. Or had he just nodded off to sleep for afew moments? He had the
impression that he might have said more than he intended, blurting something out that would finally
condemn him.

His guards took hold of him by the arms and brought him forward, step by shambling step, to stand
before the Grand Maistre.

“The court has heard enough.” Ruaud de Lanvaux’ s figure was a blur of darkness towering over him. “It
istime, Kaspar Linnaius, that you pay the ultimate price for those crimes you have committed against
God and mankind. Tomorrow at dawn you will be taken to the Place du Trahoir and burned at the stake.
And may God have mercy on your soul.”

So they were going to burn him, just as they had burned his fellow mages years before. Hislong yearsin
exile now seemed but a postponement of the inevitable. He had gambled and cheated death many times.
Thistime, hisluck had finally run out.
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“Guerrier de Joyeuse,” Ruaud de Lanvaux said, gazing intently at Celestine, “there were momentsin the
courtroom yesterday when | began to have doubts about your loyalty to our cause.”

Jagu felt his heart stutter a beat or two.

“| can assure you, Maistre, that you need have no worries on my account,” said Celestine without the
slightest hesitation.

“Isthat so?’ Ruaud de Lanvaux still gazed at her, almost as though he sought to penetrate those wide
blue eyes and read the secrets she hid so artfully behind her frank and innocent expression. Jagu’s
anxiety grew. “Well, | am about to offer you the opportunity to prove yourself, Guerrier. I’m sending
you both back to the monastery of Saint Sergiusin Azhkendir.”

“To Abbot Y ephimy?’ Jagu had not expected this.

The Grand Maistre took out a pendant that hung on a golden chain about his neck and held it up to the
light. The purity of the crystal was sullied by swirls and surges of darkness, asif ink had leaked into
clear water.

“They are here,” he said softly. “Here, in Francia. | do not know what they intend, but they walk among
us, and we must arm ourselves against them. Before it istoo late.”

“Too late?’ Celestine echoed, glancing at Jagu.

Jagu had been examining the angelstone. “ There are two close by,” he said. “ See? There are streaks of
blue—and purple—in the darkness.”

“And there are others still, farther off.” Ruaud de Lanvaux replaced the pendant around his neck. “And
If we don’t make a stand against them, they will open the Gate to the Realm of Shadows and lay waste
to our world. That istheir nature; they are angels of destruction. Since Nagar corrupted their minds and
their wills, they have forgotten they were once creatures of light.”

“If you intend to reforge Sergius's Staff,” Jagu said, remembering Abbot Y ephimy’ s polite but firm
refusal of the Commanderi€’ s request, “the abbot and his brothers were most reluctant to hand over the
golden crook.”

“He even asked us to give them our part of the staff,” added Celestine.
“1I"m sending a detachment of experienced Guerriers with you,” said Ruaud. “ The good brothers won’t
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refuse thistime.”
Celestine had aready left the room when de Lanvaux beckoned Jagu back. “You’ll be in the Drakhaon's

demesne,” he said quietly. “Don’t neglect to gather any intelligence that could be of use to usin the war
to come.”

The bells of Lutece began to ring again. But this was no paean of welcome; they were al tolling
together, making an ominous, doleful clangor. Gavril threw down his sketchbook and came out of the
studio.

“What' s happening? Who's died?’

“No one,” called back aweaver who was hurrying past, “yet. They’ re burning a heretic in the Place du
Trahoir.”

Gauvril fell in beside the man. “Lucien Sekondel ?’

“Much worse! One of the old mages, condemned for using the black arts. A soul-stealer, by all
accounts.”

It had to be Linnaius. But why had there been no public announcement of the execution? Did the
Commanderie suspect there might be a rescue attempt?

Everyone in Lutéce seemed to be going in the same direction as Gavril: to the Place du Trahoir. Why
were they all so eager to see an old man burned to death? They were just ordinary citizens: clerks,
seamstresses, tradesmen; some were even carrying little children asif it were a carnival outing or afair,
not an execution.

Do the resentments still run so deep, twenty years and more after the sinking of the Francian fleet? Are
they here to seejustice done for the drowning of their sons and fathers?

As they approached the place of execution, the pace slowed and the narrow streets became choked with
people.

“What’ s the problem?’ Gavril heard the tension in his voice. He was beginning to fear he had left it too
late to snatch Linnaius from his captors.
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Squashed too close to his neighbors, oppressed by the smell of sweating bodies in the summer’s heat, he
drew himself up to hisfull height, straining to see what was causing the holdup. He could just make out
aline of black-uniformed Commanderie guards; they seemed to be checking each onlooker’ s identity
before they let them through into the square.

“Hey, stop shoving!” A heavy-jowled man right in front of him turned around and glared. “Wait your
turn, like everyone else.”

Damn. What had seemed a straightforward plan was beginning to fall apart. Gavril dropped back,
lurking in a doorway, out of the press of people.

Thiswas as close as he was going to get to the Place du Trahoir. He had planned to survey the lay of the
land before making his move. The Commanderie were obviously nervous about the possibility of alast-
minute rescue attempt.

| can’t let him burn. Not while Kiukiu’ s future depends on him.
Hefelt jittery. Khezef was fully aert, sharpening every sense.
“What are you waiting for, Lord Drakhaon?”

A deep, muffled bell began to toll close by; Gavril could feel the dull vibrations of itsiron tongue
through hiswhole body. A great roar arose from the Place du Trahoir. Beyond the dense press of people
ahead, the black-robed Guerriers of the Commanderie must be leading the old Magus to the stake.

Have left it too late?

Gavril looked up and saw people leaning out from the upper stories of the houses and shops. He spotted
anarrow aley to the left. And behind loomed the twin bell towers of an ancient grey-stoned church, its
carved saints and gargoyles blackened with age and soot.

He forced his way through the crowd to the opposite side of the street, ignoring the indignant cries. The
dingy, refuse-strewn alley must lead to the church. He sniffed the air as he ran; was that the smell of
burning? As he stumbled up the church steps toward the door that led into the church, past the blind
beggars rattling their ams cups, he felt the whole building shudder as the deep-throated bell began to
toll again.

Too late, it dinned. Too late.

There was no time left to survey the place of execution from high up on one of the bell towers.
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“Khezef!” he cried with all the force of hislungs, flinging hisarmswide. The air about him shivered.
The pale blue of the sky turned thunder black. His mind was riven with jagged lightning.

Then he wasrising, rising high above the bell tower to swoop across the Place du Trahoir, far below.

Kaspar Linnaius heard a great roar as he wandered, lost in atrance, caught between memory and
dreaming.

He stood on the shores of Ty Nagar, the lost island, and saw the fire cone of the volcano glow red.
Beneath his feet, the sands trembled with the roar from deep within the volcano’s core. . .

“Linnaius,” the Drakhaon Eugene cried to him. “Climb up on my back and I’'ll carry you to safety.”
“Linnaius?’

He opened his eyes, blinking in the bright daylight. The cart in which he had been traveling had jolted to
astop. He gazed around dazedly. So many people. Nothing but faces, al staring up at him.

“Stand up, Linnaius.” Hetried to obey his guards' command but, with his hands bound, he had not the
strength to push himself to hisfeet. They lifted him and another great roar assaulted his ears. It was the
crowd. They were shouting at him, their faces contorted and ugly with hatred. Some spat; others pelted
him with rotten fruit.

“Heretic!”

“Murderer!”

“Burn him. Burn him!”

“It’ stime, old man,” said one of the guards, prodding him.

He tottered across the boards of the cart and onto the platform beyond. He lost his balance once but they
yanked on his ropes, steadying him. His vision wavered in the clear light. Somewhere close by a bell
was tolling, adark, funeral dirge, not just for him, but for al the mages burned to death by the
Commanderie. And there was the pyre, a wooden stake to which they would tie him as they had tied his
fellow mages years before. 1t was banked high with bundles of kindling; from the strong smell, they had
impregnated the wood with pitch to make it burn well.

If I’'m fortunate, the smoke will suffocate me before the flames even reach my feet.
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A tall figure stepped forward; Linnaius squinted into the sunlight, trying to make out who it was.

“Kaspar Linnaius, you have been condemned to die at the stake for your many heresies and crimes
against the Francian state. Recant now and receive the consolation of the church.” Linnaius recognized
the cold and measured tones of Ruaud de Lanvaux, and atiny spark of pride awoke. If he wasto die, he
would not go to his grave without one last attack on his enemies.

“1 have no interest in consolation,” Linnaius said. “| have dedicated my life to the pursuance of my craft
—and to science. You can kill me, but others will follow, othersfired by the same desire to decipher the
secrets of nature. Y ou cannot stifle us forever. Call us what you will: magus, alchymist, scientist—"

“So beit.” Ruaud de Lanvaux struck the tip of his staff onto the scaffold, making the boards tremble.
“Die then, unshriven, without consolation, or absolution for your sins.”

Linnaius tried to hold his head high as the guards lifted him onto the pyre and tied him to the stake. This
was not how he had planned to end his days. He had lived for so long that he knew there were few to
mourn his death. But one remained dear to his heart.

“Karila,” he whispered. “Little Kari, will you remember me? Y ou were to be my last apprentice. There's
so much | wanted to teach you.”

He tried to fix the image of the princessin his mind, to remember her eager blue eyes, her questing,
curious expression. So like her father Eugene in her incessant desire for knowledge.. . .

Pale flames flared in the sunlight. The guards were torching the pyre. They began to toss extra kindling
onto the bales of wood at hisfeet. To his horror, he saw books, his lifetime' s work, thrown into the
blaze. Pages of experiments, observations, formulae, al in hisintricate, meticulous handwriting, began
to blacken and burn.

“No!” he cried. “Not my books—" The clear air was suddenly tainted with rising smoke and tears began
trickle from his eyes. Cindered fragments of text flew up past his face, disintegrating as he watched.

So there would be nothing left.

And | had dared to hope that you might come to rescue your loyal servant, imperial highness. . . It was
becoming hard to breathe; each breath stung his throat and lungs. And he could hear the flames
crackling at hisfeet.

Sothisistheend of it all . . . consumed in the flames of my own lifetime’swork . . .

The air trembled. Screams came from the crowd.
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Linnaius raised his smoke-stung eyes. Through the rising smoke he saw a vast hook-winged shadow
darkening the hazy sky like a thundercloud as it came swooping down toward him.

“My Emperor,” he murmured, “isit you, at last?’

Gavril swooped down over the Place du Trahoir and heard the terrified screams of the crowd below. He
had only one aim: to free the frail old man before he suffocated.

Linnaius was already drooping in his bonds as the flames licked at the bundles of wood about his feet.
Too late, tolled the bell. Too late.

Gavril heard a shout of command and, with aloud retort, musket balls came whizzing toward him from
aline of armed guards. If they hit him, they did no more damage than the glancing sting of a cloud of
midges.

“Reload!”

Gavril felt acruel, vengeful laughter welling up within him. With aflick of his powerful tail, he knocked
the men over like so many ninepins, and darted toward the Magus, claws outstretched.

There was no time to untie the old man. Dark wings beating fast, Gavril hovered over the searing flames
and tugged at the stake with his claws. Choking black smoke billowed up into his eyes but still he
strained until the stake came loose and he lifted it free of the pyre.

L aboring with the weight of the sturdy wood stake and the limp body bound to it, he rose slowly into the
ar.

Below, the people were in panic, running into one another, as they tried to flee, crushing several
unfortunates underfoot. The smoky air was rank with the smell of fear.

“Stop, daemon!” Ruaud de Lanvaux still stood, one hand raised, pointing directly at him. “I command
you—stop!”

“Kill him!” Khezef hissed. Gavril felt the daemon’s hatred bright as a searing flame. “Kill him now.”

Gavril hesitated, conflicted. There were so many people below. If he destroyed the Grand Maistre with
Drakhaon’s Fire, he could harm many innocent bystanders.
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The weight of the stake was slowing him down. He winged doggedly onward, up and away from the
Place du Trahoir, wheeling high over the city.

“You didn’t hesitate over Feodor Velemir.”

“1 thought he was going to kill my mother!” Gavril turned northward, heading toward open country and
the rugged coast far beyond.

“We should have destroyed him while we had the chance.”

“My mission wasto rescue Linnaius.” Gavril wastiring aready, weighed down by his burden. He was
looking for shelter below, a secluded valley or coppice where he could land without being seen.

Soon he was descending slowly, awkwardly, toward the glimmer of water. He landed by alittle lake,
fringed by tall reeds and bulrushes, and laid the stake down. With two strokes of his sapphire-sharp
claws, he cut Linnaius' s ropes. The old man rolled over onto the grassy bank and lay without moving.

Gavril prodded Linnaius gently, questioningly, with one wing tip.
“Magus,” he said.

There was no response. Trying to subdue the rising sense of alarm, he tried again, more forcefully this
time.

He had not planned on transforming back to human form until they were back in Azhkendir. Now he had
no choice.

“Damnit al!” hecried aloud. He pitched forward onto the grass. He felt his shadow-glamour slip from
his body and knew himself a man again, naked and vulnerable.

The old man lay faceup to the sky, his robe scorched at the hem. His toes were red and burned. His skin
was greyish yellow beneath the smuts and cinder stains.

“Magus! Can you hear me? Y ou' re safe now.”

Linnaius till lay inert. There was only the faintest hint of a pulse. Gavril laid his head on the old man’'s
chest, listening for a heartbeat.

So many hopes were depending on the successful outcome of this mission. Had he left it too late to
come to the Magus' s rescue?
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CHAPTER 13

“Kiukiu? Come and give me a hand here, will you?’

Kiukiu heard her grandmother’s voice asif from far away. She was standing gazing out across the
moors, as she had done every day since Gavril left. The crags of the Kharzhgyll Mountains blurred into
amisty haze in the afternoon heat and the brightness of the summer sun hurt her weak eyes. Even her
sight had lost its keenness.

“Kiukiul”

Malusha sat on the cottage doorstep shelling peas, a battered straw hat shading her face from the sun.
“Go and pick me some spinach, will you? Peas and young spinach will make us a nice omelette.”
“He’ s not coming back,” Kiukiu said flatly.

“And what makes you think that?’

“He’ s been gone too long. All he had to do was return to Swanholm and fetch the Magus. Now it’s been
daysand days. . .”

“And had you not thought that the Magus might have been off on his travels again? Wind mages are
notoriously difficult to track down.”

But all Kiukiu could think of was the sad, wrinkled face she had glimpsed in the mirror and the aching
tiredness in her bones that seemed to emanate from the despair in her heart.

Malusha put the bow! of peas down on the step and rose, putting her hands on Kiukiu’ s shoulders.

“Have alittle faith, child,” she said. “It'stoo early to give up hope just yet.”

Kaspar Linnaius lay, as one dead, on the mossy bank beside the lake.

Gavril tore a strip of cloth from the hem of Linnaius's robe and went to dip it in the cool water of the
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lake. Mallards were swimming farther out; a pair of moorhens, startled by his sudden approach, flapped
off into the reeds with sharp, stuttering cries of protest.

He returned and began to dab at the Magus' s temples, hoping the cold water would revive him.
Linnaius' s skin looked almost translucent in daylight, as if worn thin by the passage of so many years.

“Don’t die on me now, old man.” It was a command. This decrepit body held the key to the secret elixir
that could restore Kiukiu.

Linnaius let out along, wheezing sigh. He murmured something so faint that Gavril had to lean close to
his lips to catch what it was.

“My books. . .”

The sound of distant voices calling out across the water startled Gavril. He glanced round. Two little
boats were sailing toward them from the far side; he could hear the splash of oar strokes already.
Fishermen, in all likelihood.

“You're safe for now, Magus,” Gavril said. “But we can’'t stay here.”
Linnaius reached out an emaciated hand, plucking at Gavril’s arm.
“Gavril Nagarian?’ he whispered. “Why you? Y ou have every reason . . . to hate me.”

“Let’sjust say that | want afavor in return.” Hisrelief at finding the Magus still alive was tempered by
the fact that the old man looked so frail and ill.

“Ohél” One of the oarsmen stood up, shouting and gesticulating. Gavril could not understand what he
was saying but he understood the gist of it. They were trespassers. It was time to be moving on.

“We've along journey ahead of us,” he said to Linnaius, raising him and propping him against one knee.
“Can you cling to my back?’

Linnaius's eyelids fluttered closed; he was still drifting in and out of consciousness.
“No,” said Gavril. “You'retoo weak. I’m going to have to carry you.”

He braced himself and lifted the Magus in his arms just as one of the fishermen jumped out into the
shallows and came striding toward them, sending moorhens scattering in panic.

“Khezef!” Gavril cried. The air about him whipped into awhirling kaleidoscope of glittering smoke.
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Gavril burst into flight, toppling the fishermen into the water, his wing tips scraping the drooping
branches of the nearest willows. Then he was powering upward into the summer blue of the sky,
climbing in a steep ascending spiral, almost drunk with the delirious joy of flight. The shouts of the
astonished fishermen dwindled until all he could hear was the singing of the wind.

He felt he could fly forever onward through the clear air, free of the constraints and complications of his
life below.

Gavril wastiring. He flew on through the eerie grey light that was neither night nor day. All the while he
was above the Saltyk Sea, the air tasted of brine. But now he detected a moister, greener flavor that
smelled of peat and mossy streams. The moorlands of Azhkendir.

The grey half-light was melting into the pale brilliance of early dawn and he could hear the whistling
calls of birds wading in the moorland bogs. He scanned the lonely expanse far beneath for Malusha's
cottage until, at last, he sensed her presence. She might be able to conceal her home from passing
travelers, but with Khezef to sharpen his senses, Gavril could see through the illusion her clever cantrips
had created.

And now that he was within sight of his destination, he found himself gripped with apprehension that at
some time during the journey, the old man’s spirit had quietly fled.

He spiraled slowly down and landed on a bank covered with honey-scented heather alittle way from the
cottage. He had just laid the Magus gently on the soft purpled bank when the air was filled with flapping
wings and all the owls rose from the roof of the cottage, screeching in alarm.

“Whatever’ s the matter?’ cried atetchy voice from inside the hidden cottage. Malusha appeared through
the mists. “Oh. It'syou,” she said, squinting at him, in the morning sun. “Dear me. We can’'t have
Kiukiu seeing you like that, can we?’ Tutting, she disappeared into the cottage, reemerging with an old
blanket. “Cover yourself up, Drakhaon.”

He was too tired to argue. Wrapping the blanket around his nakedness, he crouched down in the heather
beside the Magus, checking for a pulse.

“You’'d better bring him inside.”

He lifted the old man again. As he walked slowly past her, she put out one hand and touched his
shoulder. “Look at you,” she said disapprovingly, shaking her head.

He gazed down at himself then and saw that, in the bright sunlight, the skin on his arms and shoulders
was stippled with tiny specks of copper and blue. Scales.

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Ash,%20Sarah%620-%20T ears%2...20the%20Serpent%20Gate/Ash_0553901974_oeb_c13 rl.htm (3 of 9)15-1-2007 15:50:51



ChildrenoftheSerpentGate

Inside the shuttered cottage, Gavril blinked, trying to accustom his eyes to the darkness.
“Lay him on my bed.”

Linnaius's arm drooped limply over the side of the wooden bed as Malusha sat beside him and listened
for a heartbest.

“What’s going on?’ asked avoice, durred with sleep. Gavril glimpsed Kiukiu sitting up in her narrow
bed on the far side of the fireplace.

“Oh!” She snatched up her blanket, her eyes peeping over the top. “Gavril?’ she said uncertainly, asif
she was not certain it wasreally he.

“The same.” He went over to her but she shrank away, hiding her face.

“Open the shutters, Kiukiu,” ordered Malusha. “And give the Lord Drakhaon one of my old shirts before
he dazzles us.”

Kiukiu scuttled out of bed and unlatched the shutters, letting the daylight stream into the cottage. She
stared at Gavril asthe light illumined his glittering skin.

“It's. .. beautiful,” she said softly. She tentatively touched his shoulder, stroking the jeweled blue
scales. “Like adragonfly.”

He covered her hand with hisown. Y et when he gazed into her eyes, he saw the shadow of other ghostly
eyes gazing back: dead Gulvardi, Kristell . . .

His hand dropped.
“You'd forgotten,” she said. “Y ou’d forgotten how old I look.”

“No, Kiukiu.” How could he ever begin to explain? All the strength suddenly drained from him and he
sank onto a chair.

“Fetch the Lord Drakhaon adrink, Kiukiu,” called Malusha

Gavril forced himself to look around the cottage for familiar objects to focus his thoughts on. Nearest to
him, he spotted a bowl! of brown-speckled hens' eggs, freshly collected. Malusha and Kiukiu must have
been making bilberry jam, for severa glass pots filled with the dark, rich preserve stood on the dresser.

And someone had been busy with aneedle: apair of stockings lay over the side of achair with one heel
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and toe neatly darned.

“Here.” Kiukiu handed Gavril an earthenware beaker filled with tea, avoiding his gaze. He drank, raising
the beaker with both hands to still the trembling in his hands.

“How is Linnaius?’ he asked Malusha.

“He' svery weak,” she said, her eyes clouded, “and he seemsto have lost his powers. What happened to
him?’

“And why did you take so long?’ put in Kiukiu.
“He s been in a Francian prison. They were about to execute him when | found him.”
Malusha touched the charred hem of Linnaius' s robe. “It looks asif you were just in time, Drakhaon.”

“Yes; but was |, Malusha? They burned al his books. Suppose he doesn’t remember how to make his
elixir of eternal youth?’

“Lord Gavril needs clothes,” Kiukiu muttered. She was searching, as Malusha had bidden her, for one of
her old chemises. There was a battered wood traveling trunk in the cottage that Malusha sometimes
delved into for odds and ends of materials; it smelled strongly of dried moth herbs, artemisia, and
lavender cotton. Kiukiu slowly lowered herself onto one knee, hearing her joints creak, and unfastened
the big metal clasp.

The smell of the bitter herbs made her eyes water but, undeterred, she plunged her hands in and began to
rummage through the layers of old clothes.

“There must be something here he could wear.”

Her searching fingers encountered a barrier. A sheet of leather, which, when prised off after much
fumbling, revealed another layer of clothes, compressed by the weight of the contents on top.

“What' sthis?” Kiukiu lifted out some linen shirts, faded from white to yellowed ivory with age. Then
came a couple of pairs of breeches and a jacket. A little decorative seam of embroidery in blue-and-gold
thread outlined the stand collar and cuffs on the shirt. The breeches and jacket were cut from a soft
indigo, light-woven wool. They were fine clothes, Azhkendi-style, and she could only wonder to whom
they had belonged.
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And hidden beneath lay agusly, with rusting strings, its plain, polished wood still brown and glossy, like
the shell of afreshly peeled conker.

“You want me to wear these?’ Gavril pulled aface as he held up the old clothes Kiukiu had dug out
from the bottom of the trunk. Then he saw her crestfallen expression and immediately felt ashamed. She
was doing all she could to help him. And he couldn’t go to see the Emperor wrapped in an old blanket.

“Forgive me. They’ll befine.”

“How does he look, Grandma?’ Kiukiu led Gavril back toward the fireplace. Malusha, who was pouring
more tea, looked up and stared. She set the pot down with abang, spilling tea on the table. Her mouth
dropped open, slack with surprise, and she let out a strange, soft cry.

“Whatever’ s wrong, Grandma?’

“My boy. My poor boy.” Malusha kept shaking her head.

“These were my father’s clothes?’ Kiukiu had never once imagined that Malusha had kept any
mementoes of her murdered son. And she had unknowingly given them to Lord Volkh’'s son, Volkh who
had ordered Malkh'’s death.

“I"ll take them off at once,” said Gavril.

“No,” said Mausha. She wiped her eyes on a corner of her apron. “What' s the point of keeping them for
the moths to nibble? My boy doesn’t need them anymore, and you do.” She picked up the teapot again
and continued filling the mugs. “Y ou’re much of a height, you and Malkh. And when | saw you in the
doorway, | ... It wasjust an old woman’'s foolishness, that’s all.”

“I’m so, so sorry.” Kiukiu was utterly mortified that she had managed to upset her grandmother and
embarrass Lord Gavril at the same time.

“So I’'m wearing adead man’s clothes. . .” A small, wry smile appeared on his lips and vanished again.

The sudden twang of untuned gusly strings distracted them both. Malusha appeared, carrying her son’s
instrument, and put it down on the table.
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“There slittle point leaving this to rust away any longer. It needs work. Much work! Find me my pliers,
Kiukiu. Let’s put some new strings on and see how it sounds.”

Kaspar Linnaiuswas floating in a chill grey sea, bathed in mist. Numb with cold, he sensed that he was
beginning to drift slowly and inevitably into oblivion. So that when he heard a voice calling his name, he
was reluctant to summon the energy to reply.

“Let me be,” he murmured.

But the insistent calling continued; and through the mists, he thought he saw a brown-haired shaman
woman wading toward him, her dark eyes burning bright with life.

“| said let me be.”

“Oh no, Kaspar Linnaius, you don’t dip away from me that easily! You have work to do.”
“Tootired...”

“Take my hand.” Before he could protest, she had grabbed hold of his hand and—

Linnaius opened his eyes and saw the shaman woman bending over him, still holding his hand in
hers. . . only now she was crooked with age and the fingers that clutched his were knotted with
rheumatism.

“Atlast!” she said triumphantly, releasing his hand. “I thought we'd lost you.”

“Where am |7’ he asked and heard only a hoarse whisper issue from his throat. Every word cost him
great effort; the inside of his mouth and tongue were so parched he could hardly speak.

“At my cottage. And you don’t deserve to be, for what you did to my granddaughter.”
“Malusha?’ He knew her now. “But how did you—7"
“You have my lord Drakhaon to thank for rescuing you,” she said.

In the gloom behind Malusha, Linnaius could just make out the faintest glimmer of dark sapphire: two
eyes, daemon-blue, watching him.

“Y ou snatched me from the pyre.” Now Linnaius began to remember and as he did, the memories came
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rushing back in afirelit dazzle. “But my books—they’re gone, all gone.” Linnaius rocked to and froin
grief, mourning his lost writings. Not just all hislife’swork burned, but that of his teachers before him.
So much precious knowledge painstakingly collected had been eradicated in that one brief blaze. So
many experiments meticulously recorded, even the unsuccessful ones, and annotated so that others
might learn from his mistakes.

Tears squeezed out from his dry eyes and trickled down his cheeks. “They burned my books.”

“Now what shall we do?”

Gavril could feel Malusha staring tensely at him in the gloom of the cottage. Kaspar Linnaius had |apsed
back into deep sleep, lulled by one of Malusha' s sedative teas.

“Y ou think he won't be able to remember how to make the elixir?’ He glanced across at Kiukiu' s silver
head, nodding as she dozed by the fire. The thought that his journey had been in vain was aimost too
hard to bear.

“He'saghost of hisold self. Without the elixir, he’s dliding fast into senility. Did you see how he wept
for his books? The old Kaspar Linnaius would never have allowed himself such a sign of weakness.”

“1 promised the Emperor | would bring him back alive.”

“Well, he'salive, I'll grant you, but not much more. The Emperor will be sorely disappointed if he was
relying on him to use his old skills.”

Gavril could hear Linnaius's breath wheezing and rattling as he slept. “Is there anything you can do for
him, Malusha?’

“I"ll prepare some ginseng tea.” Malushaturned to the jars on her dresser and pulled down alittle
wooden caddy. “It’s good for afailing memory.”

“Let me take him back to Swanholm. There may be some papers left in his laboratory to jog his
memory. Anything.” A sudden spasm twisted Gavril’s body and he doubled up, clutching his stomach.

“How long can you continue in this fashion, Drakhaon?’ She was standing watching him.
“It’ll pass,” he said, gasping.

“Have you taken alook at yourself? A really good look?’ She knelt to open an old chest of tooled
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|eather and took out a bronze-framed mirror, holding it out. When he hesitated, she thrust it into his
hands. “Go on. Do it.”

“Isthisatrick mirror?’ Gavril heard the edge to hisvoice as he stared in disbelief at hisreflection. “Is
this another of your illusions, Malusha?’

Even in the dull light inside the cottage he could see that his eyes gleamed unnaturally, luminously blue.
And his hair had grown overnight, the long dark locks streaked with sapphire and cobalt. His
cheekbones had become more prominent, his nose sharper, his nostrils flared. When he looked at
himself, he began to see the Drakhaoul he had glimpsed in his dreams made flesh. And again he
remembered his father’ s warning, the warning he had repeated to Eugene:

It refashionsits host, body and mind, to resemble the being it once was.

“How can | go among people looking like this?” he whispered.

“Don’t ask me, ask your daemon,” Malusha said, pouring water into the kettle.
But before Gavril could reply, he felt atremor go through him.

“Khezef . . ."

Someone else—far distant—had called his daemon’s name. And Gavril found himself making for the
cottage door, his limbs moving, though not by his own valition, controlled by awill far stronger than his
own.
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CHAPTER 14

The air was heavy, laden with sticky moisture, and swarms of black flies hovered over the boggy pools.
Little birds whistled and called from the gorse bushes and high overhead a pair of buzzards wheeled in
lazy circles. Gavril stumbled over grassy tussocks, through banks of curling fern and honey-scented
heather, until he could feel awhisper of mountain breeze on his face. It blew keen and fresh from the
Kharzgylls even though the upper crags were shrouded in afternoon haze.

“What are you doing to me, Khezef?' he cried aloud.

“Slence!l Can’'t you hear my brother calling to me?” There was a harsh tone of authority in the
Drakhaoul’ s voice that Gavril had never heard before.

“No—you listen to me, Khezef!”

“Khezef . . .”

Was that an echo? Gavril heard—or felt—someone else call the Drakhaoul’ s name once again.
“But this concerns you, Gavril.” Khezef softened histone alittle.

“Khezef.” There it was again, the briefest shimmer of sound, like the whining drone of abee. As Gavril
stood still, eyes closed to listen, he realized that all the moorland birds had fallen silent. “Join me.
Together we can take back the Eye of Nagar.”

“1 cannot join you, Belberith. Not yet. There iswork to be done here.” Khezef’ s reply was guarded.

“Other forces are moving to conspire against us. If we don’t work together soon, all may come to
nothing . . .” Belberith’svoice faded until all Gavril could hear was the breeze stirring the purple heather
at hisfeet. The little birds began to twitter again in the gorse but Gavril still felt alooming sense of
unease, as though a storm were building far away.

“1 thought you and Belberith were at odds with one another.”

“You and Eugene have been at odds,” Khezef made the subtle correction. “We are only here to do your
bidding. Isn’t it natural that Belberith should wish to aid his master Eugene take back what has been
stolen from him? The rubies that adorn his emperor’s crown? The symbols of hisimperial power?”
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Gavril did not feel reassured by Khezef’s words. How long had the Drakhaoul s been in communication?
And what was their true intent? A great boulder lay across Gavril’ s path; he propped himself against the
moss-covered stone. “ Tell me who you really are, Khezef, you and your kindred.”

At first Khezef did not answer. But images began to flicker rapidly through Gavril’s mind; fleetingly he
saw a battalion of winged warriors swoop past, each one as dazzling as afalling star.

“Nilaihah the golden-tongued, the Poet,” said Khezef. “Belberith, the Warrior, of the Malachite Armor.”
“The Warrior,” echoed Gavril.

“ Adramelech, the Dreamer, Weaver of Twilight; Za’ afiel, the Spinner of Winds; Nagazdiel, Ruler of the
Night.”

“And you?’
“Seven,” Khezef said, ignoring his question, “we were Seven. Once, we wer e free, spirits of the aethyr.
And then the ones you call the Warriors of Heaven enslaved us. They gave us powers, terrible powers of

destruction. We were altered to be the instruments of their justice. But our prince, Nagazdiel, rebelled.
We fought for our freedom and we lost. For that rebellion we were condemned to the Realm of Shadows.

“We never asked to be brought through the Gate into your world. But now we are here, we have no wish
to go back to the Realm of Shadows. Would you want to return to that lonely prison cell in
Arnskammar? For all eternity?”

“No. But if all Seven return, you' |l bring about the end of my world!”

“ And had you never thought that maybe this was meant to be? That nothing you say or do can stop it
happening?” Gavril recognized the subtle, persuasive tone that he had heard Khezef use before. “Why
are you still tormenting yourself, Gavril? Surrender your will to mine. Be one with me, and this mental
anguish will cease. Forever.”

Peace of mind. To abandon thisincreasingly futile struggle against impossible odds, to givein and let
his identity merge with the daemon’s. . .

And then he thought of Kiukiu. “How can | forget those | love, who love me?’

“One mind, one purpose,” continued Khezef, asif Gavril’s questions were irrelevant. “We can change
you. We can make you indestructible. Immortal.”

“You call thisimmortality? Y ou use us—and as we age and die, you just cast us aside and take new
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bodies. You can't exist in this world long without flesh and blood to clothe and protect yourselves.”

“You misunder stand me. My prince—whose hame you bear—has powers far greater than my own. Set
him free, and he will remake your mortal body. | have begun the process, but only he can finish it.”

“Wait.” Gavril had only just begun to understand what Khezef was suggesting. “Y ou mean | would
become a daemon. An angel of destruction. Gavril Nagarian would be gone.”

“Not gone, but altered. Translated.”

The Drakhaoul had never spoken so bluntly before and Gavril could only wonder what had prompted
this frankness. “Khezef,” he said at length, “you came back to me when | was dying and gave me life
again. But | can’'t accept what you' re offering.”

Kiukiu watched as Linnaius sipped his ginseng tea and saw how alittle trickle dribbled out down one
side of his mouth. His palsied hands shook as he put the mug down.

Am | looking at myself? she wondered. Is this how | shall be soon, if he doesn’t regain his wits and
remember the recipe for the elixir?

“Magus,” she said, “do you recall anything about how to make the elixir?”’
“Eh?’ Linnaius cupped one hand over his ear, leaning toward her.
Now his hearing' s failing as well.

She knelt beside his chair, feeling the stiffness in her knees, hearing the joints crack. “ The elixir,
Magus,” she said loudly. “Y ou need it—and so do |.” She wondered if she would be able to get to her
feet again without assistance. “Tell me what ingredients you need and | will find them.”

He looked at her blankly. There was a milky cloudiness veiling his eyes. Then he bared histeethin a
skull-like grin. “Ha! Wouldn’'t you like to know? Y ou don’t steal my secrets from me that easily.”

Kiukiu stifled asigh of frustration. “ The Emperor needs you, Magus. But what use are you to him like
this?’

Malusha whispered into Kiukiu's ear, “I dlipped something in histega; it should soon loosen his tongue a
little.”
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“Grandmal” Kiukiu said, shocked.

“Don’t tell me your dixir contained agrimony.” Malusha continued in aloud, provocative tone.
“Agrimony? Pah,” said Linnaius dismissively. “Any true magister knows that’ s inefficacious.”
“Then it has to be the plant they call ephedra, from the east.”

Linnaius began to giggle, as if she had said something extraordinarily amusing.

“If he doesn't rally soon, we'll have to risk a Summoning,” Malusha said to Kiukiu as tears of laughter
ran down the Magus's cheeks.

“But who would we summon?’
“Seeif you can charm the name of his master out of him.”

“Me?’” Kiukiu wondered if she could charm anyone ever again with her wizened face and faded hair.
But if the Magus's sight was as weak as hers, then maybe she might succeed. She remembered times at
Kastel Drakhaon when she had tried to coax old Guaram to tell her about Lord Gavril, little intimate
details that a man might share with hisvalet.

“Gulvardi—no, no!”
Kiukiu started, hearing Gavril cry out in his sleep.

“Bad dreams, guilty conscience,” said Malusha, shaking her head.

“Wake up.”

Gavril started awake to find Kiukiu kneeling over him, one hand on his shoulder, shaking him. In the
half-light, he could not see the wrinkles on her face, or the grey of her faded hair, only the blue of her
eyes, which still shone clear as a spring sky.

“What’' s wrong?’
“Y ou were shouting out in your sleep.”
“What did | say?’
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“It sounded like names.”

“Names.” The horror of the dream still polluted his mind.
“Gavril,” she said, “tell me what you were dreaming about.”
“I can’t.”

“Tell me.”

“Innocent blood,” he whispered. He put his hands over hisface. “They come back to me whenever | try
to sleep, Kiukiu.”

“Ah,” she said. She sat back on her heels. “Drakhaon’s Brides.”

“It made me doit,” he said through hisfingers. “It took me over. Now | can’'t alwaystell who'sin
control. | know | have to put things to rights, but | don’t know how.”

She said nothing.

Silence hung between them—where there had never been silence before. At length he said, “I’ve killed,
Kiukiu. The first one—"

“The first? How many were there?’

“She was running away from me. | tried to stop her, but she fell before | could catch her. She fell down a
ravine. There was nothing | could—"

“And the next?”’

“1 was all but spent after | brought you back here.” How pathetic the excuse sounded—and yet it was the
truth. “Without her, | would never have reached Francia.”

“Was she the last?”’
He shook his head. The words would not come. He saw a young girl’ s face, sweet and trusting. Kristell.
“You killed her?’

“1 tried to fight it. But it made me. It forced me. When | came back to myself, it wastoo late.” Burning
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tears trickled down his cheeks at the memory and he felt no release in them. “I’m beginning to lose my
human face, Kiukiu,” he said, his voice choked. “In spite of the.. . . the blood, I’m changing.”

She put out one hand and tentatively touched the glitter of scales on his cheekbones.

“And if my outward form is Drakhaoul, | can’t be sure how long | can still be’—he hesitated
—“myself.” He gazed at her, wanting her to forgive him. “Help me, Kiukiu. Please help me.”

“S0o it’sgrowing stronger.” Her voice was expressionless, asif she were deliberately holding back from
telling him her true feelings.

“Ever since the Serpent Gate was breached and its kindred let loosg, it’s been growing stronger. They
seem to draw strength from one another.”

She just looked down at her hand, asif at aloss for words. He pushed back the blanket and, slinging the
shirt over his bare shoulders, padded across the worn flagstones toward the door.

Kiukiu made no move to follow him. And was it so surprising, considering the crimes he had just
confessed to? He pushed open the cottage door and went out to the well.

Kiukiu had supported him unquestioningly throughout the long months of transformation and exile. But
iIf she rgjected him now, then he would be utterly alone. Was this the same feeling of black despair that
had overwhelmed his father when Elysiafled Kastel Drakhaon?

Better to have said nothing.

Kiukiu's fingers were damp with Lord Gavril’ s tears. She slowly raised her hand and pressed it against
her withered cheek. She no longer knew what to feel. His confession had shocked her beyond words.
Now she knew that he had attacked three innocent girls and that those glittering blue claw-nails had torn
into young flesh. She knew that the sensitive mouth that had kissed her so tenderly had been stained with
warm human blood. Worst of al, she had learned that three lives full of promise had been extinguished
to satiate the Drakhaoul’ s obscene hunger.

And yet he had wept. And they were bitter tears, tears of remorse and despair. If she rgjected him now,
he might lose all hope and et the daemon possess him utterly. Even now, the Drakhaoul might be
working its malign influence on him, seeping its dark poison into his heart and soul, destroying the last
vestiges of his humanity.

“But how can | help you, Gavril, how?’
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Gavril sat on alichened boulder, staring out across the moorlands, at the distant grey wasteland that lay
beyond at the foot of the mountains. The grey scar created by his father’ s fury, where nothing grew and
no birds sang.

The Drakhaouls were instruments of destruction. Their poisonous breath seared the earth and turned it to
dust and cinders. If Khezef’s kindred were allowed to remain at large, all New Rossiya could soon
become one empty, polluted waste.

“What point istherein staying here?” Khezef seemed restless, eager to move on. “You have unfinished
businessin Tielen.”

Gavril thought of Kaspar Linnaius and the promise he had made to Eugene. He shook his head. “The old
man is too weak to survive another journey. He needs to rest and regain his strength.”

He heard afinch give a startled cry. Kiukiu was making her way toward him through the misty banks of
heather, shading her eyes with one hand against the sunlight.

“They were never meant to be in thisworld, were they?’ she said. A soft breeze stirred her ash-grey
hair. “Innocent blood brought them through.”

Fragments of half-forgotten Drakhaoul-dreams were stirred up from Gavril’s memory. She knew. Y et
how?

“Linnaius took me to Swanholm to heal Princess Karila. But she wasn't sick. She was possessed by the
spirit of adead child. This child—Tilua—is linked by blood to your Drakhaoul, Gavril.”

“Tilua . ..” Gavril heard Khezef echo the name. “For one moment in the dark between worlds, we were
one. And then we were torn apart.”

“Tiluawas the sacrifice?’

Kiukiu nodded. “I tried to send her spirit to the Ways Beyond, but it can’t leave thisworld. Not while
your Drakhaoul is still here.”

“What are you saying, Kiukiu?’

“1 think,” she said slowly as though working the idea through as she spoke, “that if | could someh