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PROLOGUE

The gypsy stood in amoonlit circle of blossoms, dancing dowly to the rhythm of the drums. Shewas
naked, conceded only by acurtain of wild black hair that tumbled just past the curve of her waist. Onthe
ground outside the circle crouched the drummers—three withered, silver-haired ssters. Like the dancer,
they wore no clothes, only a coat-ing of white clay that had dried and cracked in thefolds of their sagging
in.

If the women were aware of their watcher, they showed no sign. Roused from his dumber by the
throbbing of Vigtani drums, the man had followed the sound into the woods and pressed himsdlf into the
shadow of atree, becoming onewith its dark shape— a silent voyeur, held captive by sight of the
dancer.

The Vigtanamoaned with each swirl of her hips, turn-ing dowly in the moonlight. She wasluminous.
She extended one perfect arm aoft, tracing a serpentine path through the air, fingers unfolding like afan.
The hand dropped dowly, descending past her face and across her torso like afeather drifting to the
ground. She began to chant in low, unintelligible tones.

The moon overhead was swollen with power. The dancer threw her head back and stretched both
armstoward the sllver orb, commanding its strength to flow into her.

Thevoyeur felt its power too.

He knew it was forbidden to watch—that no man, |et done a giorgio, anongypsy, was meant to
witnessthis sacred ritud ThiswasaVigani dance of the iunaset the night of afull moon.

Y et no one noticed him. No clucking females sought to drive him away with shaking fists. No tribal
captain brandished ablade toward histhroat. And no rauni, or tribal queen, threatened him with a curse
or theevil eye.

To the voyeur, this proved that he had powers of his own. He squared his shoulders and stood
sraighter in the shadows, Soon, he mused, he would be nearly as potent as the god the dancer hoped to
summon. It could be that he was dready. Perhaps that was why the drums had roused him from his
dumber, had drawn him into the dark wood; it was he she called, and not some elusive being.

He knew thiswoman; he had seen her before, in the Vistani camp, her dark eyes and wine-colored



lipsfas-cinating every giorgio and gypsy maedike. Aslord of the manor and leader of his own band of
thieves, the voyeur had been invited to stay by the campfire. There she had danced, her bright silks
swirling and her round hipsrolling, until hislonging had grown amaost painful. Then, of course, he and the
other gior-gios had been dismissed from the camp. But no one would dismiss him tonight. And tonight,
the dancer was even more bewitching.

She snatched something small from the ground besifde her feet and held it aloft. It was a clucking black
hen. "Ravalah,” sheintoned. Strangdly, the hen fell slent. "Ravalah-niri."

The dancer arched her back and held the bird above her, plucking itsfeathers until they fell upon her
breasts like black snow. Her body glistened with swest, and the feathers clung to her damp skin.

"Ravdlahniri," shesad again, pleading, dmost in awhisper.
The voyeur saw that her face was wet with tears.

The dancer plunged her sharp nailsinto the hen, digging her fingers deep into itsliving breast, then
killed it with atwist of the neck.

The drumbests quickened.

"Goddess of the moon,” said the woman, "send me Ravallah. Let him pass out of the darkness and into
me, that he may show us the way through the mists. Show usthe way home."

Blood streamed from the hen, and the gypsy clutched the bird to her heart. Her tearsran red.

The drumbesats reached a savage pace. The dancer placed her hands upon her thighs, letting the dead
bird fal to the ground. She shifted her weight quickly from one foot to the other, chanting, swaying her
hips, painting her smooth skin with the hen's darkening blood. The voyeur was spellbound.

Shelet her head fdl forward, then rolled it from shoulder to shoulder asif the weight were too greet to
cary.

"Ravalah cometo me" she pleaded, amid astrange chorus of sisterly moans and sighs from thetrio of
withered drummers. "Come and show metheway."

The voyeur did not know Ravallah, did not know who or what he was. It hardly mattered. From the
pieading intonations, he gathered that the gypsy's summons had never been answered. Theselandswere
not the kind where prayers were heeded—at least not the prayers of ordinary men.

But certainly he was no ordinary man. The voyeur dug hisfingersinto his hands, until hisnailstore his
flesh and dampened his pamswith his own blood. Hefdt drunk with the promise of transformation. On
this night he would will himself to be something greater. He would shed hisweakness and cast out the
pathetic creature he loathed, the one who toadied to other lords. Who were these gypsies who camped
on hisland asif it were their own? He had feared them once. Mow they would fear him—fear htm and
worship him.

"/ am Ravdlah," hecdled. It wasalie, yet hedmost bdieved it himsdlf.
The drummers stopped. The dancer continued to sway.

"l am Ravalah," he repeated. He entered the clear-ing. A vein pulsed in hisforehead, echoing the
rhythm the drummershed let fal Slent.

He drew his sword, and the withered sisters stared with watery eyes at hisblade. They did not rise. He
swung his weapon and diced through the first crone's neck. The others did not cry out. Hewhirled, asif
per-forming his own macabre dance—alunaset ritual to celebrate the harvest—and beheaded the
second drummer. Thethird sister bowed her head, then he spun again and struck it off.

The pae sphererolled acrossthe circle of blos-soms toward the dancer. When it cameto rest, its
milky blind eyes gazed skyward, glowing faintly. Dirt and fragments of leaves clung to the moist ssump of



its neck.
The gypsy dancer was frozen in place, her face awash with horror.

The voyeur stepped into the circle. He kicked the head aside, then took hold of the dancer's hair,
grasp-ing it behind her neck and pulling it backward to lift her face. Her only reaction was a vacant stare.
He brushed the dark tears from her cheeks, staining them with the blood from hislacerated pam. He
traced a path across her skin with afingertip, meandering from her neck to her breasts, to the fullness of
her right hip. Initswake, hisfinger left afaint red trail The tendons on his hand were raised and taut, and
the skin was turning black. He did not notice. Hewastost in atem-pest of his own creation.

"l am Ravdlah," he said, now for the third time. His tone waslow and measured. "And | am hereto
show you theway."

ONE

Marguerite's head snapped back violently, striking the narrow wooden planks behind it. A single blow
vanquished her dumber, and the dreamsthat came with it retreated into oblivion. Her eyesflew open.
The wagon plunged into another muddy rut and, for asec-ond, held fast. The stout gray ponies snorted
loudly, jerking their headsin protest. Marguerite's skull struck the wall again. Then the wagon pulled free.

Night had fallen, and the gypsy caravan journeyed through a sea of darkness. The air was cold and
wet and pungent with the smell of pinesthat crowded againgt the road. Marguerite's head throbbed, and
her neck ached. Sherighted herself on the wagon seet, then pulled the green hooded cloak around her
like acocoon. It did little to ease the chill that had invaded her body.

She stared at the driver beside her. His eyes did not leave the road, though what he could see through
the black shroud of night, she could not imagine. Hewas fully two headstaller than she and nearly twice
as broad at the shoulders. Beside him, she looked a child—not nearly the woman of twenty that shewas.

A red gem adorned the side of his nose—amark of vanity, but to Marguerite it resembled ablood
blister. A smilar bauble pierced his brow, while atrio of smal gold hoops dangled from hisleft ear. His
black hair, oiled and dicked closeto hishead, fell in greasy ringletsto his shoulders.

She sniffled at the cold air and caught his scent: amixture of damp wool, acrid tobacco, and spicy
swest. His namewas Arturi, but she knew little else about him. It didn't matter, she supposed—not as
long as hefulfilled his purpose and ferried her to her new life. Fortunately, hewould not beiniit.

Asayoung girl, she had viewed the Vigtani with awe, drawn by their aura of danger and their dark
physicd dture. They had passed through her village each year, bringing ponies from the distant land of
NovaVaasaor performing sensua gypsy dances to enhance the harvest. She had watched them in secret
{ her father would never have approved), reveling in thethrill. In fact her first kiss had been bestowed by
aVigana, ayoung rake whose lips had suddenly and lightly fulfilled an e even-year-old's fantasies,
leaving her quivering but unscathed. Her childishillusions had faded with time, of course, but Marguerite
remained fascinated by the Vigtani's wild, mysterious manner. Proximity must quell desire, she thought.
Now, sitting next to Arturi's rank body, Marguerite felt no attraction whatsoever. Shelonged for her
journey to be over.

Asif reading her thoughts, Arturi drew the wagon to ahat. About ten paces ahead, the road forked
into two equaly dark branches. Without aword, the Vistana stepped down from the seat and strode to
the sde of the wagon, where he busied himsalf with some ropes.

"Why are we stopping?’' Marguerite asked, craning around the seet to peer at him. Her head felt heavy



and dull, asif it had been embamed while she dept.

Arturi didn't answer. Marguerite could bardly make out the next vardo in line—the graceful upward
curve of itsroof, the swaying sacks and darkened lanterns sus-pended from the eaves. The remaining
wagons in the caravan, two or perhaps three, were obscured by the night For amoment, Marguerite
wondered if they were still nearby, but then she heard the chickens clucking in their crates secured
beneath the vardos. A bear groaned; the beast was tethered at the rear. Inside these rolling chambers,
women and children dept. Marguerite, how-ever, had not been invited to join them. Shewasa
pas-senger—living cargo, nothing more.

Arturi grunted something unintelligible to the driver of the second vardo. The Vistana, an older male,
nod-ded and came forward to help pull at the ropes.

Marguerite's eyes began to penetrate the darkness. The feathered shapes of the pines cameinto view
aongsdetheroad. Tendrils of dow-moving mist swirled around the base of their rough black trunks.

"Why have we stopped?’ she asked again. "Are you adjusting the load?’

Arturi chuckled, and, for thefirst time since their journey began, he spoke. ™Y ou might say that. Soon
well be one woman lighter.”

"Thiscan't bethe place," Marguerite protested. "L ord Donskoy would not have his bride deposited in
the middte of nowhere. And surely not in the dead of night.”

Arturi arched his brows, mocking her with hissmile. "Wouldn't he?"

She gtiffened. Could the tribe have some treachery in mind? Were they breaking their end of the
bargain? No, they wouldn't be paid in full for her passage until the journey was done. But what if they
didn't care?

Marguerite pulled hersdf up to her full height, mustering her strength. She said evenly, "Y our
arrangement with my parents was that you would deliver me to Donskoy's keep. We can scarcely be out
of Darkon."

Arturi scowled. "Darkon isonly amemory now. Thisisthe place, and wetravel no farther. Donskoy's
own men will take you the rest of the way."

He and his companion freed Marguerite's bridal chest from benesth the vardo, then set it at the edge of
the road- The trunk was not much to look at, a plain brown box decorated with afew smple carvings.
Besideit, the two men laid a second crate from benesth the vardo, a black oblong box aslong as
Margueritewastail. It was cruddly built, with planks that gaped aong the side and heavy spikesdrivenin
at the corners.

"That isn't mine," Marguerite said. "1 brought only the square chest.”
"It belongsto your lord,” said Arturi. "For thetime being.”
"What isit?' Marguerite asked.

Arturi shrugged. "Cargo. And none of your concern, | imagine." He glanced a her intently. "But
because you are curious, | can assureyou it is nothing of importance. | believe the contents are ultimately
des-tined for Barovia."

Marguerite was intrigued; she had heard of Barovia once but thought it lay an eternity away from
Darkon, if it existed at dl. She had no time to ponder the exotic name, however. Arturi reached up to
guide her from the wagon sest, and if he had been any more forceful, she would have landed face down
in the muck.

"How could we possibly have reached Donskoy's lands?' she asked. Her head throbbed as she
spoke. " thought the journey would take severd days.”



"Y ou have been adeep longer than you know," replied Arturi. "Besides, the trip went quickly—
thanks, in part, to your new lord's eagerness.”

He leaned uncomfortably close to Marguerite, so that their bodies amost touched and his mouth
hov-ered just above hers. She smelled liquor mingling with his tobacco and swedt.

"Can't you fed your lord's presence?’ He dropped his voice to a degp whisper. "No? Can't you fed
the heavinessin the air, theway it presseslike aweight?"

Marguerite stepped backward, pulling her cloak around her neck defensively. His boldness astonished
her.

Arturi pressed forward. "Y our lord is not the only onewho is eager. So are the others,”" he whispered.
"Can't you fed their old eyes upon you, watching? Watching and waiting?' Helicked hislips. "Y ou have
entered a sticky web, sweet giorgia. Take care not to get eaten.”

Marguerite took a half-step back, then jutted out her chin. "!f you're trying to frighten me," she said,
"you'll haveto try harder. I'm not the little fool you imagine." Despite her bravado, she shivered.

Arturi laughed. "What | can imagine and what you actually know are worlds gpart, miss, with a
bottom-less pit between them. But just the same, I'm sure you're nobody's fool, save perhaps your own.
Now, | suggest you stand back even farther, unless you fancy being soiled aswe pass." He pulled her
brusquely toward her belongings at the side of theroad. "Sit here and wait. Donskoy's men will come
shortly.”

Marguerite's head swam, and her ssomach seemed about to turn inside out. !t was more than fear; she
felt queasy and flushed. "Please stay with me," she pleaded, changing her approach. "1 don't think I'm
well. What if Lord Donskoy's men are delayed?’

Arturi turned his back and walked away.

Marguerite cdled after him, struggling to sound imperious. "I demand that you wait with me! Arethe
Vigani asimmora and untrustworthy as haf of al Darkon presumes?' Ho sooner had the words
escaped than she regretted them. "Besides,” she added, "you won't get your full payment if you abandon
r.rell

Arturi continued to ignore her. Marguerite squinted into the darkness, following the Vistana through the
purple night shadows with her eyes. He passed his vardo and went to the fork in the road, where he
with-drew hisknife and carved something into the trunk of atree. Then he stepped into the brush and
bent over. When hereturned, he was carrying asmall sack.

He shook it at Marguerite. A soft jingle camefrom insde. "Y ou see?' hesaid, jeering. "The ded is
com-plete, ™ He spat on the ground.

Marguerite opened her mouth to protest, to ask him once again not to abandon her, but she stopped
ghort. It wasfutile.

Arturi climbed back onto the wagon seat. He smiled grimly at Marguerite. "Endari oitir. Missde
Boche." It wasthe Vigani farewel. "Endari uitir."

Arturi waved to the driver behind, then gathered the reins and dapped them across the ponies backs.
The wagon lurched forward and passed into the dark embrace of the forest, veering left at the fork. The
remaining vardos followed solemnly. None of the dri-vers gave Marguerite so much as aglance. Eventhe
tethered bear paid her no attention asit lumbered past.

Marguerite watched the last vardo vanish into the night, then heard a soft whinny behind her and
turned.

Something shone in the darkness—the glint of asil-ver bridle chain. A deek black horse took shape,



step-ping crisply toward her, straining its head sideways againgt the tiff restraint of thereins. One dark,
watery eye rimmed in white met Margueriteé's gaze. The beast snorted, spraying gouts of steam fromits
nogrils.

Upon the horse rode aman dressed in black from head to toe. A heavy cloak grazed the top of his
high boots. His head was covered by ablack felt hat with anarrow upturned brim and arounded crown.
Marguerite had never seen the Vistana before, yet he must have belonged to Arturi'stribe. He shared the
same brown-olive skin; the same strong, straight nose; the same high cheekbones and full, wide mouth.
But unlike Arturi'sface, hiswas well balanced, and completely unpitted and unpierced; he wore no
jewdry except asingle hoop, bardly visible upon hisright ear. The gypsy's clothing was smpler and
darker than Arturi's, and more somber than the Vistani garb worn even among the most austere tribesin
Darkon.

Marguerite marveled at the smoothness of the Vis-tanas skin; it seemed completely unlined, likea
boy's, though his expression and demeanor were that of someone at least thirty or more. His dark, wavy
hair flowed to his shoulders without pomade or grease to contral it. It was shot through with white
around hisface, creating akind of halo againgt which his dark eyes gleamed.

He smiled at her, then tipped his hat. The eyestilted downward at the corners, and they looked alittle
sad.

Marguerite forced hersdlf to break the stare. She nodded but said nothing. She did not want to appear
meek, nor did shewish to invite the improper com-pany of astranger. Caution was warranted.

In adeep voice, the Visanasaid, "Arturi can be off-putting.”
She wondered how he knew.

"Nonetheless, he spoke the truth/' continued the man. His voice was oddly soothing. "Wait here as he
told you. Donskoy's men will arrive soon. And thereis no safety in the cover of these woods."

Again Marguerite wondered at the extent of his knowledge. He spoke asif they knew one another, as
if they had passed the entire journey chatting together in some cozy conveyance. Prudence dictated she
remain on guard, but she felt the tenson easing from her body.

The Vistanarode to the fork and reined his horse to a stop. The beast pawed impatiently at the
ground. Though full morning il lay an hour beneeth the hori-zon, false dawn was gpproaching; the sky
had light-ened to pale gray, against which the rider and his horse stood in dark silhouette. The gypsy
turned toward Marguerite, tipped his hat again, then guided his horse toward the left fork. A roiling cloud
of migt suddenly drifted acrossthe road, engulfing hisform. When it passed, the man had vanished.

Marguerite sat on the oblong box Arturi had placed beside her bridal chest, suddenly more aonethan
before. Waiting seemed her only option. She pulled her cloak near. Theworst dangerslay behind in
Darkon, shetold hersdlf, with the fiends of Lord Azarlin's secret police, those inhuman monsters who had
ravaged her sheltered and smplelife. Ahead lay the promise of sanctuary, perhaps even affection.

She drew her knees up onto the long black box and rested her head upon her arms, her cloak flowing
around her like atent. Her gaze remained fixed upon the road ahead. A trio of little gray-and-white
warblersflitted past; they were vista-chiri, the bright-songed followers of gypsy caravans. Except for the
birds and the lightening sky, the scene remained unchanged.

Marguerite tried to imagine the men who would come to retrieve her. Perhaps they would steer a
car-riage in which Donskoy himself rode. She wondered what he would think of her, whether she would
please him. So much depended on it. Certainly others had found her desirable. But if Donskoy knew of
onesuitor in particular, he might be repulsed.

Creaking wood and jangling chains disrupted her thoughts. She started and rose.



A narrow old wagon drawn by atired gray horse was approaching from the right side of thefork. The
cart groaned and clattered, protesting the kettle-holes and jagged rocks beneath its wheels. On the bench
huddled two men. The driver wastdll, narrow, and rigid, like awooden polein adim dark coat. He
looked even taller because of hispeculiar fur hat, which resembled a black bee hive built upon his head.
Despite the uneven ride, he swayed only dightly.

His companion, in contrast, jiggled like half-jeled lard. He sat bardly as high asthetall man's shoulder,
yet his haunches eclipsed nearly two-thirds of the bench. With hisridiculous grin, he looked like a squat
happy toad swaddled in tattered brown woolens. His elbows bowed outward and bounced with the rest
of him, creating the impression that he had just told ajoke and was nudging his companion to emphasize
thepunchline

The wagon drew to ahdt. Thetall man tipped his head toward Marguerite. Like hisbody, his pasty
face was long and narrow, with damp gray eyes set beneath a pae silvery brow. A fringe of white hair
dangled benegth therim of his hat.

Thedriver said, "Marguerite de Boche, | presume?’ Helifted one eyebrow to punctuate the question.
Therest of hisface remained strangely immobile.

Marguerite nodded, but could not find the words to speak.

"Allow meto introduce ourselves. | am Ekhart, and thisisLjubo.” Ekhart waved at his oafish
companion. "We are humble servants to Lord Donskoy. It is our pleasure to escort you to your new
home."

Ekhart'swords were practiced and polite, but he barely moved his jaw as he spoke; his mouth looked
likealong incison drawn horizontaly across hisface. The gash was rimmed by apair of thin, bumpy
tjps— grayish pink and dightly raised, like scar tissue. At the corners, they were so dry and scabrous
that to smile might cause them to bleed.

Ljubo grinned ridiculoudy, exposing his broken and stained teeth. " So very nice to meet you." He gave
quick little nods as he spoke, asilent and staccato yes-yes-yes to underscore hiswords. Even after the
nodding stopped, his sagging red cheeks continued to jiggle.

"Thefedingismutud,“ replied Marguerite. "For atime, | was afraid no one would come.”

"Yes" said Ekhart. He paused, asif annoyed by the burden of conversation. "It can be lonely out here
inthewild."

Ljubo oozed off the seat and plopped his feet onto the road. Hislegs all but disappeared asthey
bowed to absorb the shock of hisweight.

He waddled toward the cargo. Ekhart watched care-fully but made no moveto assist.

Marguerite watched too. Ljubo's hands were stubby and round. He wore the tattered remnants of
woolen gloves, and hisfingertips, |eft bare, were dirty and rough.

Despite hisamost crippled gppearance, the squat man readily hoisted Marguerite's bridal chest into
the back of the cart. But he struggled with the heavy oblong box, succeeding only in lifting one end until it
stood upright like a sarcophagus. Ekhart grunted, then reluctantly climbed off the wagon to help. Beside
Ljubo's doughy shape, the tall man looked brittle.

They secured the box, then Ljubo hefted himsdlf into the wagon alongside the cargo, leaving the bench
freefor Marguerite. He grinned again and gestured toward the sest.

Ekhart extended his hand. "Milady," he said curtly. He hel ped Marguerite onto the perch, then settled
beside her and reclaimed the reins. The horse turned the wagon through the neck of the fork, and they
jour-neyed in the direction from which the men had come.



Morning wasfuil upon them, though no sun wasvisble- Thear was till damp, and the sky glowed
faintly with acold white light Black spruce and heav-ily fringed pinestowered beside theroad asfar as
the eye could see, leaning toward one another asif ready to fall. Some had aready toppled against their
neigh-bors, with tangled rootstilting out of the soil like bod-ies unearthed from the grave.

"Isitfar?' Marguerite asked.
"Haf an hour, maybeless" Ekhart replied.

Marguerite nodded and smiled faintly. She was glad the journey was near an end. Though part of her
feared the future, she did not regret her decision to leave Darkon. She could not. There had been no
choice.

"You'relucky," said Ljubo behind her. Ekhart frowned and glanced over his shoulder, but Ljubo
ignored the look.

"Oh?" said Marguerite. She wondered if Ljubo had somehow been reading her thoughts.

"Often thisroad can't betraveled at dl. The castle gets seded in for months at atime, what with theice
or mud or fallen timber. Then, when we can travel out again, weve dl but forgotten the paths. Some of
them—"

"Ljubo," Ekhart interrupted. "Do not prattle on like afool/
Marguerite turned to smile at the man behind her. "Oh, but I'm interested.”

"Of course, milady," Ekhart replied evenly, "but it should be your lord's pleasure to acquaint you with
your new home. He would be displeased—rather, quite disappointed—if we stole that opportunity by

spesking out of turn.”

Ljubo fdl dlent and stared at his nails, which were caked with reddish brown soil. He began to pick at
the frayed dry skin around the nail bed, showering hislap with tiny flakes. He appeared to be
disintegrating. Marguerite returned her gaze to the road.

For amoment, sheremained silent aswell. But her curiosity was piqued. Determined to learn
something about her new home, she tried another tack. " Perhaps you wouldn't mind telling me about
yoursaves, then," she said. "Are you native to these parts?'

"No, miss," Ekhart replied. He offered nothing more.
Marguerite was not daunted. "And how isthat you serve Lord Donskoy?
"Weretrieve things," chimed Ljubo, "like—"

"Such asyoursdlf, Mistress de Boche," interrupted Ekhart. "But 'retrieve’ is not the best description of
our tasks. Ljubo does not choose hiswords wisdly. [ am the stable master, and Ljubo is my assistant.
Therefore we handle matters of conveyance.” He paused. A little musclein hischeek pulsed, "Truly, it
would be best if you reserved your questions for Lord Donskoy."

Marguerite did not wish to vex him, so sheremained slent.

The wagon journeyed on. Soon the dense evergreens gave way to a patch of beech and aspen. The
forest retreated from the road, leaving marshy ground in itswake. Dead grass and fetid brown pools
spread on either Sde, dotted with brambles and rocky outcrop-pings. The tangled shrubs had refused to
iet go of their withered leaves; they shivered as the wagon passed.

Margueriteinhaled deeply. The coal ar sung her nogtrils, filling them with the nauseating smell of
rotting flora. The road turned sharply, and her ssomach twisted dong with it. Bile rose suddenly in her
throat, and she choked it back. The wagon plunged once more into the forest. A black, icy stream
flowed along one side. Then the road began to rise, and they passed over alittle stone bridge that
crossed the stream.



Ljubo nudged Marguerite. "L ook there," he said.

Without warning, the keep confronted them. The massive block of gray stone thrust up from alow rise,
looming nearly twice as high asitswidth. A low cur-tain wall extended beforeit, crumbled and gaping,
with only the skeleton of agate remaining. A higher wall extended from the |l eft Sde of the keep, creating
acourt. To theright, the ground gave way to a steep ravine. Round towers jutted from the corners of the
castle and flanked the entrance. Decay had ravaged the entire structure. Dark red-brown lichens now
spread their lacy fingers across the sonework and hung from the crenetation like doughing skin. Tall,
narrow windows pierced the upper haf of the keep. Where they were barred, the ironwork had rusted
and wept, creating long, dark streaks on the facade below.

"Impressive, huh?' said Ljubo.

Marguerite felt afresh wave of nausea. She held her breath for amoment, then replied quietly,
"Indeed.” The keep wasimmense and chilling. Like Ljubo, it appeared to be faling apart. She hoped the
lord of the manor wasin better repair. Then she chided hersdlf. Besides curiosity, pessmism was her
worst trait—and it was one she had intended to leave behind in Darkon.

The wagon drew to ahat before the main entrance. Ekhart helped Marguerite down from her perch.

"l must assist Ljubo briefly inthe stable,”" he said stiffly. "Then | will return to escort you. Please wait
here"

"What about my brida chest?' asked Marguerite tensely. Suddenly she felt apang, asif parting with
her possessons—thelast vestiges of her former life— meant losing more than cloth and afew mementos.

"Ljubo will bring the chest to your chamber,” Ekhart replied. Then he climbed back onto the wagon
seat and guided the horse toward the doors that breached the wall flanking the castle. The doors opened.
Ljubo gave aquick little wave from the back. Then the wagon disappeared through the gap.

Once again, Marguerite stood waiting, deposited like asack of goods. She shivered. Somewhere just
along the edge of her vision, she saw adark shape moving. Shelooked toward the wood, but discerned
only the swaying of abranch. The shape flickered again, disgppearing at the corner of the castle. Wasit,
she wondered, aman perhaps? Someone observing her arrival?

Marguerite shook her head. "Y our imagination,” she said aloud. It was a phantom planted in her mind
by the unsavory Vistana, who took pleasure in creating unesse.

Marguerite gazed at the long Stair before her. It seemed to stretch and retract subtly, beckoning. She
was cold and weary, and smply standing made her more so. Who was this Ekhart to detain her? Wasn't
he, indeed, soon to be at her command? Of course, he might be more than just a servant to
Donskoy—his clothes and his manners suggested as much. She decided to climb the stair anyway, but to
wait for Ekhart at the top.

The steps were narrow and awkwardly spaced. Each had been worn smooth by the not-so-gentle
caress of countlessfeet. Marguerite tried to picture those who had passed before—loyal soldiers, lords
and ladies, aswarm of hunched and hairy monstrosities prepared to batter the door above. For some
reason it was easier to imagine adeparture; in her mind's eye, men tumbled from the maw above like
broken teeth. She grew dizzy with each step she took. She began to count them— thirty, thirty-one—but
soon lost track.

When she reached the top, Marguerite felt disori-ented and weak. Perspiration had glued fine wisps of
reddish-gold hair to her forehead. Ahead lay the door, at the end of the short and gloomy passage
embraced by the flanking towers. The door's wooden planks stretched to twice her height and were
bound in rusty iron, The surrounding stones had been carved into an ornate relief of twisting vines,
clawed, grasping hands, and ghoulish faces with gaping sharp-toothed maws. The faces were pitted and
haf thefingers had falen away, asif claimed by leprosy.



Marguerite stepped forward, hesitantly. The doorswere parted dightly, with the right side leaning
inward. A thin, dark shadow bled between them. Without thinking, Marguerite cdled out "Hall," then
added, "Isanyonethere?' The voice did not seem like her own.

The doors parted farther, groaning on their hinges like awounded warrior stirring on afield of dead. A
musty breeze caressed Marguerite's face. Suddenly her head felt even lighter, her footing unsure. She
swayed backward.

A iff hand gripped her elbow. It was Ekhart She had failed to notice his ascent.
"You weretowait," he said sharply. Hisfingers bit into her skin, and she turned to look a himin pain.

He eased his grip. Apologeticaly, he added, "Excuse my impertinence, miss. But it isnot for my sake
alonethat | ask your cooperation—I am carrying out Lord Donskoy'sinstructions. Please heed what |
say. | amto escort you."

"I'm sorry,” shereplied. "l was growing so cold and tired. | wasafraid if | stood till too long | might
not be ableto move again.”

He brushed past her and pulled the door open another foot. "Y ou may comein now," he said evenly,
then passed through.

Marguerite did as she was told, dipping between the doorsinto the cavernous room beyond. It was
dark and dank. Marguerite imagined she could hear the sound of running water. She began to step
forward.

"Not that way," said Ekhart. "Never that way. Y ou must turn, and rise again.”
"Whet liesthat way?' asked Marguerite.

"Animpatient fool'sdemise," Ekhart replied dryly. He was standing in an open doorway to the left. A
nar-row staircase curved upward behind him. "Just afew yards across from the door, a pit plunges deep
into the ground. It is adefensive structure, designed by whoever constructed this keep. Invading hordes
were expected to rush straight on and plummet to their deeths. To follow suit would be.... suicidal. And
most unfortunate for one o young.”

"Thank you for thewarning," said Marguerite quietly.

Thewall behind Ekhart waslit by atorch; it gut-tered En the breeze. When he was sure she was
follow-ing, he turned and ascended the Hair.

The passage led to alarge, torch-lit foyer that was almost completely barren. The dark stone floor had
"een strewn with herbs. Their scent was strange and exotic—a mixture of deep, grassy notesand a
swedt, earthy smdll that Marguerite could not identify. They crunched beneath her suede boots.

Somewhereto right, Marguerite could hear aman and awoman speaking. The woman laughed.
Mar-guerite paused to listen further.

Ekhart clucked histongue. "Thisway, Missde Boche," hesaid. "I will show you to your chamber.”
"My chamber?' asked Marguerite. "Does Lord Donskoy know I'm here?"

Ekhart stretched the dry skin at the corners of his mouth into something resembling asmile. "Lord
Don-skoy will receive you this afternoon, in the meantime, | would suggest you take this opportunity to
refresh yoursdlf. Surely you would like to make a good impression. Perhaps you should ngp. | mean no
insult, of course, but the journey has Ieft you looking rather worn and tired.”

Reluctantly, she nodded. She was, indeed, exhausted. The sickly sweet smell of the herbshad a
dizzying effect. She followed him to the next level, growing wearier with each sep, It was asif thewhole
castle were a soporific drug.



They traveled down awide, dimly lit hal. In her growing fatigue, Marguerite ssumbled, and Ekhart
turned to catch her arm.

"You see?' hesaid. "You are too tired to meet any-onejust yet.”

They turned, passing severa doors, and climbed another three steps. With each one, Marguerite
seemed to grow weaker, until she could barely stand. Findly, Ekhart paused before an arched door,
insart-ing akey.

Asthe door creaked open to reveal the dark cham-ber beyond, the last of Marguerite's strength
drained away. She swooned. Ekhart's bony fingers clutched her arms, and awhirlpool of blackness
closed in. Hisrasping voice swirled past her on aninky wave: "Wesk. Liketheladt little bitch.”

Then Marguerite heard, and fdlt, nothing more.

TWO

When Marguerite awoke, she was nestled in the pit of alarge, soft bed enclosed by a cocoon of
wine-red draperies. Soaring dark posts and a massive wooden frame held the curtains and the canopy
aoft. Beyond the softly wavering walls, she heard the crackling of afire. A breeze toyed with abreachin
the cloth a the foot of the bed, creating atdl, thin line of flickering gold light. A heavy blanket made of
gray rabbit pdtslay before the glowing fissure. Upon the peltslay alily white robe trimmed in beigelace.
Marguerite smiled— the robe was a gift, no doubt, from her husband-to-be. The castle might be
crumbling around them, but he still had an eyefor finery and a penchant, perhaps, for gestures of
affection.

Someone was shuffling across the wood floor in the room beyond. Marguerite crawled forward to
probe the narrow gap between the curtains, gentling parting the cloth. A maid, perhaps fifteen or sixteen
years old, was placing a kettle before the hearth, where afire blazed, Shelooked frail and thin, her body
al hard lines and angles, Marguerite could see the girl's Skele-ton poking againgt her smplelinen tunic
and long brown overskirt. Her brownish blond hair was bound in athin plait that hung down her back
likearat'stail, emerging from benesth alittle brown linen cap.

Marguerite reached for the white robe and pulled it around her, covering her nakedness. Sheimagined
Ekhart's cold, tiff fingers undoing her traveling clothes, brushing againgt her bare skin, but she shook the
notion from her head. Certainly thisgirl or another maid-servant had undressed her. A haunting phrase
drifted just beyond the edge of her memory, some-thing Ekhart had said as they entered the room. It
hovered, teasingly, then was gone. Marguerite thought perhaps she had dreamed it. She turned her
attention to the girl.

"Wedl met," she said. The words sounded siff and formdl.

The girl turned to her and nodded but said nothing. Her features were ddlicate, her skin pale. Theflesh
beneath her light brown eyes was dark with fatigue, two purplish crescents on asalow field.

Marguerite smiled aswarmly as possible. "I'm Mar-guerite de Boche," she said. "But you must know
that dready. Thank you for lighting thefire, if that'saso your doing.”

Stiil the girl said nothing, though she nodded again and smiled faintly with downcast eyes. A log
exploded, showering the hearth with sparks. The girl nervoudly brushed them aside.

"What's your name?' Marguerite asked.
The girl touched her own lips and shook her head.
"l don't understand,” said Marguerite.



The girl repesated the gesture.

"You can't Speak, isthat it?"

A smplenod camein response.

"Oh, I'm sorry," Marguerite replied. She didn't know what to say beyond that.

The mute girl bused herself around the room, pur-posdly avoiding Marguerites gaze. Shelit aseries of
fat candies, creating adozen pools of warm yellow light, idands In asea of shadows.

Marguerite surveyed her new quarters. Besides the massive bed, the chamber held severd
ancient-look-ing pieces of furniture. Two heavy wooden chairs flanked thefire like thrones, worn siik
cushions resting upon their seats. A small service table huddled beside each chair, and a matted fur rug
lay between them; but for this, the floor was bare, save for the straw and herbs that had been strewn
fredy about. Marguerite scanned the shadows for vermin but saw none. To the right of thefire, near the
windowed stone wall, stood awash stand and aluxuriantly talt mirror that reflected the warm glow of the
candles and the hearth. Againgt the wall loomed an enormous cabinet. Marguerite's smal bridd chest sat
besideit.

The mute girl reached for akettle near thefire, then filled a porcelain basin upon the wash stand. Steam
drifted into the air like smoke. The girl stepped toward the bed and pointed to the dop jar just benesth
the edge.

Marguerite puzzled for amoment, then said, "No, thank you, it hasn't been used." She was not
accus-tomed to apersona maid.

A muffled knock sounded at the door. Before Mar-guerite could reply, the door creaked open and an
old woman entered. She was small and stooped, dressed completdly in black. Her rough, layered skirts
swept the floor, and a simple scarf covered her head.

Marguerite assessed the woman, and in turn the woman gazed at her. The visitor's plump face was
deeply crinkled, the skin chalky and dry. She had an intense stare, with round dark eyesthat sparkled
like apossum's. Thewrinkled lips parted in asmile.

Marguerite had expected to see gums, but the teeth were unusualy white and strong.

The old woman clasped her withered hands before her. "Zo, you are awake." Her voice was low, but
it crackled with age, and she spoke with an accent unfa-miliar to Marguerite. "That is good. Ekhart
informed usthat you fainted earlier. Areyou fedling better, my child?’

Marguerite nodded.

"Very good. But you must not worry if you fed alittletired for atime. A new home requires
adjust-ment. And you may till be somewhat weak from the potion your escorts gave you."

"The potion?' asked Marguerite,

" am only assuming, of course,”" the woman replied. "But it is customary to introduce a deeping potion
on journeys such asyours. A passenger who is adeep islesstroublesome for the Vistani, yes?!

Marguerite felt awave of indignation. This certainly explained her prior nauseaand her embarrassing
swoon into Ekhart'sarms.

The old woman added, "I have even known of one caravan who ferried giorgios heaped in acart like
the undertaker's corpses, but of course the passengersyet lived. | trust your own journey was more
pleasant?’

Marguerite nodded, stunned. In truth she had no recollection of how she had spent her journey. She
had evidently dept the wholetime.



"l am Zoda" continued the old woman, " cook and companion to Lord Donskoy. And when thetime
comes, | shdl serve asyour midwife; you could ask for no one more skilled or better suited." She
pointed at the mute girl. "And thisis' Y elena. She has no tongue, as you might have guessed.”

Y dena stood in the shadows beside the door, head bowed, almost invisible.

"Yes, thetongueisgone,” Zosarattled on, "but her other parts remain functional. She can still be quite
useful when my own hands grow tired. Will you need Y elends assistance to dress, Marguerite?'

Marguerite shook her head.

Zosiashooed the girl away with two sharp, quick waves of her hand. Y elena curtsied, then opened the
door and retreated into the dark hall beyond. The heavy door creaked shut of its own accord.

"Doyou fed hunger?' asked Zosa
"Yes" replied Marguerite. Suddenly she redlized that she was famished.

"That is convenient. Lord Donskoy awaits you downgtairs and expects to dine with you soon. Y ou can
find your own way after you have dressed. Go |eft from this door and follow the hall to the first sair, then
dimb down to the foyer. The door just oppositeisyour goa. Carry acandle and guard it well; the

passages aredrafty.”
Margueritefdt asif she had been issued instruc-tions for invading an enemy’s camp,

"l have looked in your chest," Zosiaadded. "Y our clothes are not suitable. Lord Donskoy expects his
wifeto dressin amanner that compliments his stature. The cabinet contains severd gownsthat he has
procured.” She stroked her chin thoughtfully, her eyes diding up and down Marguerite's body asif to
measureit. "Put on the purple silk. I'm surethat it will fit to satisfaction.”

Marguerite did not know quite how to respond to this barrage, so she nodded and said, "I'm sure it
will befine"

Zosacontinued, "Pull the bdl ropeif you wish Y eenas assstance, after dl. Unfortunately, neither she
nor the bell can aways be relied upon.”

The old woman gestured toward a silk cord that hung beside the door. Then Zosia herself passed into
the hall, her exit marked by the dull thud of wood against wood.

Marguerite stood aone. The room seemed strangely silent, though the fire still crackled and thewind
howled softly in the flue, adistant ghost. She gazed around the chamber. It seemed dmogt familiar, asif
she had stood here along time ago or had seen this place in adream. But then she had often read tales
about ladiesin their keeps.

Savefor the exterior wall, which was stone, the chamber was paneled in carved wood. It had asingle
shuttered window set deeply into the corner. On ether side of the fire hung tapestries—one depicting a
fox treed by apack of hounds, the other portraying a group of noble ladies standing beside agarden
fountain.

Marguerite went to the wash stand and cleaned her face. Then she opened the greet cabinet and
peered inside. A gasp of astonishment escaped her lips. A dozen dresses hung on wooden pegs, with
their accoutrements folded and stacked bel ow. She fin-gered the fine fabrics—smooth silks and plush
velvets and soft, supple wools, each arich, vivid color, includ-ing anoble's scarlet and purple. Oddly, the
gowns gppeared to be of dightly different lengths. A cloth-of-gold skirt caught her eye, and she fingered
the fabric until she noticed arusty stain in the folds. So they are not new, thought Marguerite. Shewas
thrilled nonethe-less. Such a collection befit the wedlthiest of ladies, representing a high, uncommon
stature. She had heard tales of the great, decadent fetes that Lord Aza-lin hosted in Darkon, but surely
not even the nobles and favored trollopsin attendance could boast such finery. Marguerite withdrew the
purplesilk as Zosa had recommended, noting its wide neckline and tight bodice. Theivory underdeeve



wastightly buttoned to the writ, with the overd eeve wide and sweeping. A matching velvet mantle lay
folded below in the cabi-net, but this she left inside.

Marguerite removed her robe and replaced it with the purple gown, then ingpected hersdlf in the
mirror. The dressfit well enough; it was alittle loose about the shoulders, perhaps, but It hugged her
dender waist and fell from her hipsin agraceful cascade. She was more concerned about how Donskoy
would find her.

Would he be pleased by how her amber hair formed afine cloud about her face, by how it fell dmost
to her wai st? Perhaps he would find her bowed mouth and upturned nose too girlish? She had dark eyes,
not blue like her mother's, and if helooked closdly, he would see that they contained little flecks of violet.
Her grandmother had liked to tease her that they showed a hint of gypsy blood, as did her skin, which
was smooth and the color of milk-tea. Marguerite doubted the claim, but she thought Lord Donskoy
would enjoy thishint of the exotic. Her mother had told her that men liked the spice of foreign beauity.

Marguerite lifted her hair to examine the skin of her neck. To her relief, the marks were dmost gone—
barely noticeable. The memory of the blood-sucking soldier who had |eft them—the kargat officer from
the secret police—would take longer to fade. But no good would come of thinking of that now; it had
ended when she left Darkon.

Marguerite took adeep breath, gathering her courage, then stepped into the hall. Shefollowed Zosas
ingtructions and found the designated door in the foyer. There she stopped, hesitating.

She smoothed her skirts, pinched her cheeks, and drew hersdlf up straight. Earlier she had been eager
and hopeful for this meeting. Now a dozen questions flooded her head, borne on awave of
apprehension. Could she hide her displeasureif he were an old her-mit, asleprous as Ljubo? And, ugly
as he himsalf might be, would Donskoy find some fault in her gppearance or manner and cast her out? Or
worse yet, would he use her to seek a sadist's pleasures? None of these horrors had been forecast, of
course. The Vistani matchmakersin Darkon had painted a picture of an average lord of
better-than-average means, thirty years her senior but robust, donein aremote land, seeking an heir and
ayoung wife's com-panionship. The matchmakers had areliable reputa-tion, and they had claimed the
union was ordained by fate. Y et there was aways a chance the gypsies had lied. More than oncein her
past, hope had been the forerunner of despair.

Marguerite dismissed her fears with adeep breath. Sheforced her ddlicate lipsinto asmileand
knocked gently.

No one answered.
Sheinhaled sharply, then knocked harder.
Thistime, aman's deep, muffled voice bade her to enter.

She pushed the door open and was greeted by a haze of yellow-brown smoke, caustic yet faintly
sweet. Acrossthe dimly lit room, adender gentleman sat in alarge, plush chair. Hishair was gray, but his
posture was straight and elegant. A long, dender white pipe protruded from hislips—the source of the
smoke. The ornately carved stem dropped in alanguid curve to the center of his chest beforejoining a
bulbous bow! cupped in hisright hand. He wore apair of black gloves. Upon seeing her, helaid the pipe
on asidetable and rose from the chair.

Marguerite breethed a sigh of relief. While the man before her was more than twice her age, hewas
neither deformed nor decrepit. He looked about fifty, of average height and dender build- An air of
dignity surrounded him. For amoment, he studied her, push-ing agloved hand through histhick slver
hair. She curtsied weakly and smiled, not wanting to speak before he addressed her. The man bowed his
head and returned her amile, amost mockingly.

Then his grin became genuine and broad. "I am Milos Donskoy," he announced, "and the sight of you,



my lovely bride, coufd warm even adead man's blood."

He came forward with abold, exaggerated stride, like a performer making a grand entrance on stage.
Marguerite stood still, unsure of her own role, certain only that she should not retreat. When he reached
her, he clagped her handsin the softness of his black suede gloves. Beneath the supple leather, hisflesh
was hard, his grip firm. Helifted one of her handsto hislips and kissed the top of her fingers, dropping
hisgaze. A peculiar sensation crept up her spine. Hislipswere cool upon her skin, but his breath was
warm.

Marguerite studied the pale face before her. He had heavy eydids set benegth a strong forehead and
wiry brows. His nose was straight but hawklike; below it, afull white mustache overshadowed a bowed
mouth that was ddlicate and dmost feminine. The smooth, clean-shaven jaw had relinquished itself to his
neck—aexcept for the point of his chin, which was till strong and rounded, with alittle cleft she found
amog charming.

Helifted his head. His eyes were a startling ice blue, marred only by the web of finered veins
surrounding them. He locked gazes with Marguerite, suddenly seri-ous. The silence was discomforting.

Then hissmilereturned. "Y ou do speak, do you not?

"Yes, of course," Marguerite sammered, suddenly redlizing that it was she who had been silent. Long
before her journey had begun, she had practiced an introduction. She had memorized an entire roster of
witticisms designed |o entertain and to impress. But aH her clever ideas had retreated to the most
inaccessible corners of her mind. Mow, like vexing little demons, they refused to be summoned forth. I'm
S0 sorry, my lord," she continued. "I'm Marguerite de Boche."

"So | gathered," he replied with awink. "l was expecting no other bride-to-be.”
Shefdt the color rising to her cheeks.

"Furthermore,” he added, "you have no cause to be sorry, my dear." He released one of her hands but
kept the other. "Have you recovered from the journey?"

"Yes" sheanswered. "Almog.”
"Wdl, I'm certain amed and afull night's rest will restore you completely.”

He gestured broadly to a sofa at the side of the room. "L et us Sit for amoment together." He dipped
his hand to her waist. "The dress becomesyou,” he murmured.

Marguerite stiffened alittle, and he removed the hand. She chided hersdf for her gpprehension.

Before the sofawas alow table. A tegpot had been set dongside adecanter of brandy. He offered her
both; Marguerite chose the tea. Instead of pouring, he looked into the shadows at the edge of the
chamber and beckoned.

To Marguerite's astonishment, the mute girl appeared. Apparently, the servant had been lurking in the
corner, elther cloaked by shadow or behind the cover of one of the voluminous tapestries.

"Y ou have met Y elena, have you not?' Donskoy asked.
Marguerite nodded, marveling at the girl's sedth.
"She'srather quiet but useful," added Donskoy, "when she remembers her ingtructions.”

Marguerite felt apang of sympathy for the girl. Zos\ahad described the servant in much the same
way—asif Ydenawere somekind of tool, broken yet till functiona. Marguerite wanted to ask how
Y elenalost her tongue, but she refrained. It was aforward question, much too forward to ask this soon,
and per-haps embarrassing or painful in front of Y elena. It was even possible that Donskoy had had
something to do with the injury. Marguerite dismissed the thought as soon asit entered her mind. She had
no reason to believe such athing.



The waiflike servant decanted abrandy for Don-skoy, keeping her eyes fixed on the floor. Then she
poured teafor Marguerite and presented alittle cake. Marguerite accepted it gratefully, but it proved dry
and stale. She took one more bite and set it aside, focus-ing on the tea. Y elena retreated to the shadows
like a beaten dog.

Donskoy watched Marguerite carefully, "i did not have much prepared, because we will be dining
soon.”

"Thisismorethan satisfying," Marguerite replied. It wasalie, of course. The cake had left alingering
taste, reminiscent of moldy earth. Shetried to wash it awvay with more tea, but met with limited success.
She hoped the meal would be more palatable,

"And isyour chamber to your liking?' Donskoy asked.

"Y es, very much so. The bed isimmense and soft, and there's no trace of vermin whatsoever. I'm
unac-customed to anything so grand.” ft was the truth.

He laughed softfy. "I would not call my castle grand anymore. No, it has begun to crumble, asyou
must have noticed. It ismy own doing.” He sighed. "1 was married once. Did the gypsiestd| you that?"

She shook her head. They had not.

"My wifedied tragically,” he continued, fixing his gaze at some point in the shadows. "'l do not careto
discussthe details. | mention it only so that you understand what your arrivad meansto me. Itismy
chance for rebirth. For decades after my first wife's death, | became aslonely and as brooding asthe
land around us. | did not embrace life, and | entombed mysdlf in despair.” Heturned to her. "It has been
my curse. But you, my dear, will change dl that, won't you?"

Marguerite felt awave of compassion. "Of course," she replied. Without thinking, she extended her
hand and placed it on his. Redlizing how bold that might seem, she began to withdraw it, then felt his
gloved hand firmly seizing her own.

"You," hesad, "will help restorethis placeto glory." Hisvoice was low and even. It wasvirtudly a
com-mand. "Will you not?'

Marguerite nodded, wincing at the tightness of hisgrasp. "'l wilt certainly try."
"No," hereplied, "Y ou will do morethan try. Together, we must succeed.”

Marguerite felt her compassion aroused again, along with her ingtinct to nurture. Apparently, she and
Donskoy had something in common—adesireto build afuture that would block out the past.

For amoment, Donskoy seemed lost in thought. Then histone and hisgrip relaxed. "But first," he said
chearfully, "we shdl share aproper med."

Marguerite noted how quickly his moods seemed to change, how complex the thoughts behind his
well-chosen words appeared. Or perhaps he was smply as nervous as she.

Donskoy led her acrossthe foyer into ahallway, then onward to amodest hall established asadining
room. A fire blazed in the hearth. In the center of the chamber lay adark rectangular table. It held two
place settings with silver goblets, one at each end before a high-backed chair. There was no other
seat-ing. Additional furnishingslined the Sides of the chamber, but they were draped in sheets, an
audience of ghosts.

Donskoy seated Marguerite, then walked to the opposite end of the table. Asif by some silent cue,
Y elenaregppeared, bearing atray. She decanted red wine into the goblets. Then shelifted thelid froma
platter. Four tiny carcasses Jay at the center. She pre-sented three to Donskoy, and the last to
Marguerite. They were birds, prepared with their shriveled heads till attached, laid to rest in nests of
barley. Y elenascuttled out of the room.



"A loca ddicacy?' Marguerite asked, picking at the fragile, bony mass before her. With each probe,
the head jostled on its broken neck.

"Seasond, | suppose you might say," Donskoy replied. "They're vista-chin. Migrant birds. | netted
them mysdlf for the sport of it. Mot much meat, but they make a satisfying appetizer.”

Marguerite took afew bitesto be palite, but she refrained from any further dissection. It discomforted
her to devour the songbirds who trailed the Vistani. Some peasantsin Darkon claimed the birds were
spies. Her grandmother had once told her they might even be gypsy spirits, for they shared the Vigtani's
uncanny ability to flit in and out of shadows, dipping o easily into the Unknown.

Donskoy did not appear to notice her hesitation. While he snapped off little wings and raked them
through histeeth, she Spped her wine and feigned a smile. She thought it odd that he had not removed his
black gloves before handling the moist flesh.

Y elenaregppeared, struggling with an even greater platter. Marguerite took inventory with growing
hunger. Thisfare was much more familiar to her, and the rich aromas resurrected her gppetite. Soon her
plate was hegped with succulent hare and enormous mushrooms, accompanied by creamy white turnips
and blood-red beets. Marguerite was ravenous. She had to force herself to eat dowly, so asnot to
appear uncultured.

The wine flowed readily with the meal. Donskoy chatted idly about the food and the room, the recent
period of misty weather. He raised atoast to her hedlth, their union, and their future sons. Before she
redized it, the wine had seeped into every sinew, loos-ening her findy woven defenses. Her head grew

light.
Donskoy speared hislast piece of hare and devoured it heartily. "1 hadn't much appetite before you
came" hesad. "l should thank you for returning it"

"I'm glad you're pleased,” Marguerite replied. "1 was afraid you might actualy send me back,” The
words escaped before she could contain them. She hoped they wouldn't plant a suggestion.

"Mot at first Sght, certainly,” said Donskoy, licking the juice from hislips. He gazed at her with an
gopre-cidivelittlesmile.

Marguerite fdlt like the next course, but she didn't entirely mind.

Donskoy motioned to Y denato refill their goblets yet again. Y ou aretruly quitelovely," he said,
wiping hislipson acloth. "And more charming than | had alowed mysdf to hope.”

"Thank you," shereplied. "Y ou are very kind."
"Some might consider agirl of twenty alittle old for marriage, but you remain appedingly fresh.”

Marguerite did not know how to answer such a peculiar compliment. Still, she was glad not to have
appeared stae.

Donskoy continued, "And do | please you aswell?'

"Of course," she answered quickly. "1 am very fortunate.”

Helooked at her for amoment, then smiled. "You arelying just alittle” he said. "But that isdl right,”
"No, | do fed fortunate," she protested. "I—"

Heraised hishand to interrupt her. "I have steered the conversation badly, toward topics that will
either become treacle or uncomfortable. We understand one another's needs, | believe, and if not, that
will certainty comein time." He paused, dabbing his mustache with the cloth again. "Why don't you tell
me about yoursdlf and your family?'

Marguerite hesitated. Ironically, these were not comfortable subjects elther. She was unsure precisay



how much Donskoy knew. She would be truthful, she resolved, but discrest.

"I comefrom avillagein Darkon cdled Mdanuv," she said. "Just south of Nartok on the Vuchar
River."

" About aweek'sride from Avernus, Lord Azdin's cadtle, isit not?"
Marguerite was surprised. "Y ou know of Darkon's Avernus?

"By reputation,” hereplied. "Geography isone of my interests. | traveled agreat ded in my youth.
And, of course, Lord Azdlin's nameis quite familiar to me."

"l have never traveled farther than Nartok before thistrip,” shesaid. "So | am not asworldly asyou,
my lord. | still do not quite understand how the gypsies brought me here. Perhgps it was magic.”

Donskoy chuckled.

"No, | meanit sincerely,” Marguerite prattled on. 'Have you ever heard the assertion that the mists can
be magical, perhaps even animate? And that the gyp-sies can mold fog into mounts and ride them
whenever they please?'

"Y our descriptionisrather fanciful," Donskoy replied. "I mysdf find the mists quite nausesting and
oppressive. And | can assure you, your journey had more to do with gold than magic. Whichisto say,
with my payment, aswell asyour father's contribution. Tell me about your family."

Margueritewinced. "My father isthe village magter.” At least, he would beif he were dtill there, she
thought. She hoped her parents had fled Maanuv. Otherwise they might be dead.

"Y es, that was my understanding,” said Donskoy. "That your father was a petty bureaucrat—no insult
intended. He had come down abit intheworld, | believe.”

"You arewell informed. Father was a baron; he ruled asmall city in the north before | was born. He
clamed he preferred the smpler life of Maanuv, fur-ther removed from the politicsof Lord Azdin's
court.” Marguerite began to sumble over her words, fearing that she had painted herself astoo common.
"l do not mean to say we were poor, of course; we lived very well by local standards. Though, naturaly
wedid not liveaswell asthis,”

"Indeed. Y ou must fed proud to be marrying so wdll. All thisisyoursto enjoy, with scarcely adowry."
He spoke mockingly, and Marguerite could not tell whether hiswords were sincere.

Donskoy's eyes lowered briefly, diding to her bodice, then back to her face. "No holdings, but your
other charmsare obvious," he said. "How isit that you did not marry sooner? Certainly there must have
been auitors.”

"One" shesad quietly.
"But you did not marry, or. . ."
"Oh;, no," shereplied. "He died before any forma arrangements were made."

"How very unfortunate,” said Donskoy evenly. He watched her closely from acrossthetable. "How
did it heppen?'

"His neck was broken." Marguerite chose her words with care. "No one saw it happen. Apparently he
was thrown from his horse." Though she had meant to be honest, thiswas only half true. Her beloved's

spine had been snapped by the same member of Lord Aza-lin's kargat who had opened her eyesto the
secret ter-rors of Darkon.

Shewaited uneasily for Donskoy's reply. The wine had diminished her sdf-control; without warning,
shefound hersdf on the verge of tears. She did not wish to offer or remember anything more.

Donskoy broke the silence. "It seems we both have known tragedy. Let usforget the unpleasantries of



the padt, then, and focus on the future—at least for tonight.”
Marguerite nodded at him gratefully, saying nothing until the wave of emotion passed.

He smiled and continued, "Y es, we have happier topics before us. Such as our own marriage. | hope
you will be content with avery smple, private cere-mony. The subsequent fete will be somewhat
grander.”

il will be content with whatever pleasesyou,” she said softly.

*My land is remote and without many inhabitants, As| have become more reclusive through the years,
30 too hasthe local population. Occasiondly | enter-tain guests from neighboring lands. Otherwise
vistorswerare. But | can muster apriest. And | will leave other arrangementsto Zosia. Will the day
after tomor-fow be too soon for you?"

"No," shereplied.

"Good." Herose from thetable. "Then | shal see you in your wedding gown, the day after tomorrow.
We shdl marry after the sun has passed its peak."

"Won't | seeyou beforethen?' she asked.

Hewalked over to her chair and took her hand, then kissed it lightly. "Would you like to?"

"Yes," she answered truthfully. Courtship was by no meansinherent to their arrangement—nor was
com-panionship, for that matter. Still, she had hoped to get to know him better before the wedding. Or,
more to the point, before the wedding night. The thought of it sobered her.

Donskoy touched her shoulder gently. "As much as your eagerness pleases me, | regret that | cannot
com-ply. | have other mattersto attend to before we wed. Tomorrow, I'm afraid, you must find ameans
to enter-tain yoursalf. Perhaps you could take awalk outside. Ekhart will accompany you to see that you
do not becomelost or injured. Theterrain can be chalenging.”

The thought of astroll with Ekhart did not appeal to Marguerite. "Or | could look around inside the
castle," she suggested. Td like to get to know my new home.”

Donskoy paused. "'If you wish to explore the keep, | would prefer to accompany you. Or that you ask
Y elenato do s0. Unfortunately, she will be rather busy making preparations for the wedding."

"Am [ not to roam freely?" Marguerite asked, some-what affronted.

"Of course. Within limits. And when you are familiar with the dangers. Until then, you are freeto pass
aong the corridors you adready know. You are hardly aprisoner.”

"Ekhart warned me about the pit in the foyer,” Mar-guerite said. "And | will certainly exercise caution.”

"The pit isnot the only danger. The keep has many twists and turns, and much of it liesin disrepair.
The doorsin the lower levels are particularly unreliable, and prone to holding fast. Y ou might become
disoriented or lost. Or worse." He smiled at her. "And | would not wish to lose you so soon.”

"l see" Marguerite replied.

"l have an extensive library that you might enjoy. Theroom at the crest of the stairs near your chamber
houses part of my collection. Y ou can read, [ assume?"

Margueritefet alittle sting. "My upbringing was perhaps smpler than some, but not without
educartion. In fact, | used to read stories as a glutton eats sweets. | dso read music, and | can play the
davier and lute”

"Redly," he answered dryly. "'l was unaware of such talents. | am not agresat lover of song, but the
castle does have amusic room of sorts. No one hasvisdited it in years. | will haveto show it to you after



wewed."
Lord Donskoy gripped her shoulder alittle more firmly. Marguerite sensed his annoyance,

"1 will look forward to our time together,” she said. "And tomorrow, awak outsde and avisit to the
library will makefor afull day.”

Hetook her hand and kissed it again. "Until the wedding, then. Now Y elenawill escort you back to
your chamber.”

Heleft her.

Marguerite and Y elenawalked quietly through the winding corridors and up the stairs, cutting a
glowing path through the darkness with atorch. When they reached the door, Y elena opened it and went
to check thefire. It wasfully stoked. Apparently, someone had prepared the room earlier.

Y elenaturned and dunk from the room, pulling the door shut behind her. A moment later, Marguerite
heard adull metal click. When she went to the door to investigate, she discovered it waslocked. No key
wasin thelock on her sde. She knocked softly. "Y elena?' she called. No one answered.

Marguerite Sghed. Tomorrow morning, of course, or perhaps even later tonight, Y elenawould return
to restore the fire. In the meantime, she wasto remain alone and in thisroom. Despite Donskoy's
assurances asto her freedom, she felt more like a prisoner than the mistress of the keep.

She walked to the window and drew open the shut-ters. The glass was covered with a delicate frost.
Marguerite blew upon it and watched a dark spot appear. The water melted away in apeculiar pattern,
forming three linesrunning parald toward the sill. Marguerite shrugged and wiped away the rest of the
frost, looking off to the terrain she would explore tomorrow- An amber light pulsed deep in the wood. A
fire, she thought to hersdlf. Or perhaps agypsy camp. But then she remembered Arturi'srefusal to
venture any farther onto Donskoy'sland. More likdly, it was smply atraveler or adistant farmer's watch.

Shivering againg the cold, Marguerite closed the shutters. Then she stripped off her fine gown and
crawled onto the soft, feathery bed, pulling its curtains closed behind hen

THREE

Marguerite woke once during the night, roused by awoman's hearty laughter. When sheredized it
must have been a dream, she sank back into dumber's deegp embrace. In Darkon, dreams had often
disturbed her deep, bringing unwelcome visitors. But thankfully, for the rest of thisnight, no other
phantoms made their presence known.

When she woke again, her mouth was dry and cot-tony, and her head felt leaden. She sat up and drew
on her morning coat, vowing to imbibe lesswinein thefuture.

Theroom was cold. A tiny cloud of breath took shape before her lips, then drifted avay and
dissolved. Beyond the bed's velvet curtains, the morning light beckoned. She rose, cringing at the touch
of theicy floor beneeth her feet. One of the shutters on the win-dow had swung open, alowing a
sunbeam to pene-trate the chamber. She must have failed to latch the shutter the night before.

The castle seemed unnaturally quiet. Embers glowed softly in the hearth, but the flames had died out.
Marguerite scurried to the heavy door and tried the handle. It fill held fast. Disgruntled, she strode to the
hearth and tossed another log onto the grate. The cods stubbornly resisted her offering. She poked and
prodded at their charred remains until at last they relented, and the log burst into flame. For amoment,
she watched the tongues of flame devouring the wood. Then she went to the nightstand and lifted the
water pitcher to her lips, drinking gratefully.



From outside came the muffled echo of whedls grating harshly againgt stone. Marguerite padded to the
window and drew open the remaining shutter, wincing at the sudden brightness. Though a ddlicate pattern
of frost partialy obscured the view, on the drive below, she could still make out ablack carriage behind a
team of dark horses. A dender, feminine form stood beside the coach with a gray-haired man. The
woman merged with the black shape of the car-riage, disgppearing insgde. The man patted the door.

Ekhart, perhgps? thought Marguerite. No, this man was not astall or asrigid. Further, hishandswere
black. Marguerite remembered Donskoy's gloves. She rubbed the glass hagtily. The man stepped out of
view and the coach lurched forward. Marguerite noticed along dark crate secured to the back of the
conveyance—the same crate that had accompanied her to the castle. Shortly thereafter, a horse cantered
away from the keep. It overtook the carriage and assumed the lead. Apparently Donskoy was provid-ing
an escort. Theroad turned sharply, then both the rider and the coach disappeared into the dark folds of
the forest.

Marguerite recalled the laughter that had roused her during the night. 1t had been awoman's. While the
source could have been a servant, it certainly was not the tongueless Y elena, and Marguerite had
observed no sign of frivolity in anyone e se at the castle—save Ljubo. The explanation that cameto mind
did not please her. Donskoy had entertained avisitor, one he did not wish to reveal, A paramour
perhaps? It was not out of the question. Y et he had claimed that guests were rare. All that morose banter
over not embracing life, she mused. And meanwhile, he was embracing the warm flesh of awoman.

Perhaps. Perhaps not. There were probably count-less explanations- The mysterious visitor could have
arrived only that morning, for example. And the laughter Marguerite had heard might well have belonged
to someone g, if not to her own fertileimagination.

But who was this woman, then? A well-wisher? Family? Marguerite reminded hersdf that she knew
very little about Donskoy's history. The Vigtani in Darkon had claimed helived virtualy alone, but that
did not preclude avisiting relative or two. Thiswoman might have been Donskoy's cousin, for al she
knew, or hissigter. Better asister, of course. Cousins were gill competitors.

The door opened behind her. Marguerite turned as Y e ena entered, carrying atray with bread and a
pot of tea.

"Good morning, Yeena," Marguerite said eventy. She abandoned her conjecture about the woman in
the carriage. It wastimeto interrogate her jaller.

Y dlenanodded shyly.
"I would like to ask you afew questions," said Mar-guerite.
The tongueless girl looked surprised and pointed meekly to her lips, shaking her head.

"No, of course | don't expect you to answer. Not with words, But you are quite capable of
undergtand-ing me, and communication is not beyond you."

The servant stared at the floor, and Marguerite's anger was softened by pity—softened, but not
dis-solved.

"Did you lock mein thisroom last night?" she demanded.

Y elenalooked up, her eyes wide benegth the ruffled rim of her cap. She shook her head no.
Marguerite was almost convinced. Duplicity seemed beyond this poor girl. But appearances, Marguerite
knew, could be deceiving. Even the innocent could mask thetruth.

"Well, someone did," she continued, "and now you are here. So you must have used akey to enter.”
Again, Y denashook her head no. She walked to the door.
"Do not leave yet," Marguerite commanded.



The mute paused and pulled at the door, with no result. She tugged again and it opened, scraping
againg the floor. Shelooked a Marguerite with a questioning expression.

"That proves nothing," said Marguerite harshly. "It waslocked before. Mow it isnot.”

Y et even as she said the words she began to doubt her conviction. It had been locked the night before.
She had heard the key, and had pulled with al her might. But this morning? Perhaps she had not tried as
hard. She began to wonder whether it was worth pur-suing the matter with Yedenaat al. Thegirl'sfearful
expresson told her it was not. For now, the servant'slife seemed difficult enough.

"All right, welll forget about the door,” Marguerite said softly. "But wait herewhile| dress. I'd liketo
edat breakfast downgtairsin the kitchen.”

Y elena shook her head and pointed at the tea pot.

"What now?" asked Marguerite. "Yes, | seewhat you've brought, but | prefer the kitchen. Surdly it
isn't filled with some mysterious peril. And you can guide me there, should someone object to my leaving
this room without an escort.”

Y elenasmply nodded. She moved to thefire, look-ing guilty, then bowed her head and made a
gesture from her heart toward Marguerite.

"Apoiogy accepted,” Marguerite replied.
The servant mustered afaint smile, tight-lipped as dways. She took the kettle from the fire and filled
the wash basin, then waited while Marguerite dressed.

Marguerite chose her clothing carefully. If she wasto explore the grounds and woods outside the
castle, she would have to be prepared. She donned along, heavy tunic with split Sdes, cinching it at the
waist with awide belt. Then she pulled on leggings and tall boots. Because she intended to leave directly
after breakfast, she took the green woolen cloak aswelt,

"All right, then," shesaid. "To the kitchen.”

Y elenaturned and fed the way. They descended the same stair to the foyer, then followed a passage
that seemed to skirt the back of the dining hall in a series of jogs. With only an occasiona sconceto
provide light, the corridor gave no hint of the time of day. Don-skoy wasright. The castlewas a veritable

labyrinth.

Y elena opened adoor and they descended a short stair, then turned sharply and entered alarge room
with ablazing hearth. A heavy oak table lay in the center. Bundles of herbs hung from the beamsin the
ceiling. Baskets and barreslined thewalls.

Zosiastooped by thefire, girring akettle. She rose dowly and turned, her expression impassive.

"Good morning,” Marguerite said brightly. "I trust you won't mind the intrusion, but I'd like to have
breskfast here. | wasfedling abit cooped up in my chambers.”

"Then the wandeln you have planned for later should provide much satisfaction,” said Zosa, inadeep
and throaty voice. "The wander ing-out-of-doors,

| mean to say. That iswhy you are dressed so, isit not?"
"Y ou are very observant,” Marguerite remarked.

"Only the blind could miss such obvious signs, child,” Zosareplied. She cackled. "Y elena, feich
Mar-guerite some ae and bread. And perhaps some smoked edl to thicken her blood. She looks a bit

pele”

Marguerite seated herself upon arough chair before the table while Y eena scurried in compliance,
probing one of the small storerooms adjoining the kitchen.



When afull platter and mug lay before Marguerite, Zosiamotioned for the servant to leave. Ydena
hes-tated for amoment. When Marguerite did not object, the mute gir! curtsed, then crept up the stairs
and dis-appeared.

"Z0," said the old woman. "Y ou have aready grown weary of your chamber. Doesit not suit you?”
"No, it'snot that. Theroomisquite nice," said Mar-guerite."But—"
"But you are restless. That is natura. 3 too was rest-less once.”

"l was about to say," Marguerite added quickly, "that | did not appreciate being locked in my
chamber."

Zosiaraised an eyebrow in mock surprise. "Locked in? How peculiar. Perhaps the door swelled and
became wedged into place." She paused for amoment and winked, then added, "And whereisit that
youwould liketo go inthe middle of night?"

"Nowhere. That's not the point—"

"Ah—" interrupted Zosa. "Then perhaps while experiencing awalking-dream you locked the door
yoursalf? To keep someone out, not in. Did something disturb your deep?!

"No," said Marguerite, exasperated. She had the feding Zosawas not listening—or that she was
listening, yet talking to someone else, Then Marguerite recalled that her deep had been disturbed by a
woman's laughter. She decided to switch to amore interesting subject. Y elenacould not speek of the
vis-tor, but Zosia could. Marguerite chewed on a piece of bread for amoment, wondering how best to
approach the topic. If the strange woman's presence was meant to be kept from her, she would have to
be deft.

"l saw awoman here thismorning,” she announced lightly.

Zosasdark eyes sparkled. "Did you, child? A woman with raven hair perhaps?’

"l don't know," Marguerite replied. " She was outside the castle with Lord Donskoy thismorning.”
"Ah," sad Zogasmply.

Marguerite paused, expecting more, but the old woman added nothing further. "Yes," said Marguerite.
"'She must have been aguest here overnight.”

Zosatook asmal bundle of herbsfrom the mantel and began grinding them with amortar and pestle.
"And what makes you think that?* asked the old woman, seemingly disinterested.

"I heard her laughing while | dept. She woke me.”

"Y ou must be mistaken, my dear. Y ou heard the normal sounds of the castle. Don't et them disturb
you. The stones have absorbed much through the centuries; it isonly natural that they should let
some-thing out.”

"l did not hear astone," retorted Marguerite.

Zosaturned to her and smiled dyly. Her black eyes sparkled."Why do you not smply ask what you
arethinking?Y ou want to know who thewoman is.”

"l am curious, yes," said Marguerite.
"Curious, nauraly,” said Zosa, chuckling. "It isone of your little faults.

Affronted, Marguerite started to reply, but Zosia stopped her with araised hand. *Tsk," the old woman
sad. "Allow meto answer your question. The woman is a close acquaintance of Donskoy. They have
known each other for many years, since Donskoy first asssted her in amatter of some procurement. She
vigts him when the mists are willing. He would not like you to know of her yet. But she knows of you.



And sheis, no doubt, intrigued. Still | think Donskoy wantsto treasure you for atime, so as not to share
his new bride with any otherstoo soon."
"Shareme?’

"Simply to digplay you. Thiswoman might be alittle jealous, you see. But you need not be jeal ous of
her. Y ou will be Donskoy's bride, not Mistress Jacque-line Montarri. Of course, you must not let it be
known that | have told you these things. Y ou must alow your husband to think he reveals his own secrets
to you, when he chooses."

Marguerite was stunned. She had not expected a complete expose, yet she had done nothing to stop
it. Now she wondered if this might have been atest, alittle game designed to measure her loyalty to
Donskoy,

Zosiasghed. "You are gpprehensive now," she said. "Curiosity can sometimes lead to that State.”

Y| do not wish to keep secrets from my husband,” said Marguerite. " Or to show didoyalty before we
evenwed."

"Oh, but you do keep secrets, do you naot, child?" Zosareplied. "About yoursdlf." She cackled again.
"And some, you keep so well that even you have forgotten them,”

Marguerite was silent. Clearly, the old woman had unusua powers of perception—perhapseven a
gypsy /guru's perception. But Marguerite had never heard of any Vistanawho had embraced a sedentary
life. The Vigtani were, by nature, nomads. She began to sus-pect that Zosiawas a sorceress. A witch. Or
perhaps she had smply made awell-ca culated guess, hoping to trick Marguerite into reveaing some
flaw.

Zosiacontinued, "Yes, of course, | seeagreat dedl. For asan old woman | have seen so many things,
S0 many times, that | now recognize them without effort. Do not fear an old woman, Marguerite.”

“I'm not afraid of you." It was true. Compared to other threats she had faced, Zosia seemed quite
managesble.

"Good. Itisal right that we speak together. Soon | shall seem like agrandmother to you, and you will
come to know me as Donskoy'sfirst wifedid.”

"Hisfirg wife?' Marguerite asked. She had posed the question without thinking, intrigued by this new
glimpseinto Donskoy'slife. It was bold and improper to pry—even unwise, if Zosiaintended to report
thisindiscreet behavior to the lord of the castle. Still, Mar-guerite could not resist.

Zosiahad turned to busy hersdlf at the kettle, seem-ingly obliviousto Marguerite's spoken and
unspoken questions. Perhaps her old ears had not heard,

"Donskoy told me hisfirst wifedied in atragedy.”
"Did he?' Zosiaasked. "That israre. It is not asub-ject he enjoys.”
"Wdl, hedidn't speek at length.”

"I should think not, dear child. Even he would not dwell on the dead white entertaining his new bride
for thefirst time. Even later, | doubt your lord will ted you more. Donskoy prefers that the dead should
rest, you see, though whether he acknowledges them or not cannot dter their condition.”

"How did shedie?'

Zosasghed. "It was very long ago, and an equaly long tae. Some day, perhaps, | will shareit with
youl.

But now, | must return to my work."
Marguerite felt dismissed. It was odd, she thought— hadn't Zosia hersdlf broached the subject?



The old woman hobbled over to her and patted her hand. The touch was dry and coot. "We will talk
again tomorrow, before thewedding,” she said. "Mow why don't you begin your explorations outsde?
Shdl | send Y denato find Ekharf?"

Marguerite hesitated. Another test, perhaps? Don-skoy had not quite insisted that she walk with a
chap-eron, yet the desire was clear.

Zosiaanswered her own question. "No, naturally you do not wish the company of atiff old man, soll
will share with you another secret—away out through my garden. And then you will enjoy your wandetn
alone" Sheraised afinger a Marguerite. Y ou must take care not go very far and become lost. For then
| shdl have to send Ekhart with the hounds to search for you.”

"l won't get lost," said Marguerite. Tm accustomed to hiking. In Darken | often ventured into the
woods, and | never lost my way."

"Very good. Remember what | have said to you; do not venture very far. If the mistsrise up, they can
be ... disorienting." She paused and frowned. "Have you truly finished eating aready? Such atiny
appetite, likethe viga-chiri."

Marguerite had barely touched the oily chunks of edl on the wooden platter before her.

"For now, yes," she answered, "but I'll take another piece of bread with me—if that isdl right." "But of
course," said Zosa. The old woman led Marguerite to asmall door acrossthe room, which let out into a
winding hall. The rough stone walls stood bardly ashoulder's width gpart; the cavelike celling hung so low
that Marguerite stooped benegath it. The corridor ended before another door, which opened onto asmall
outdoor court, com-pletely surrounded by high walls. Despite the looming enclosure, the court housed a
garden. Neat rows of short, withered plantsfilled one sde. The only living florawas a cabbage, brilliant
scarlet, glazed with frost. Tiny mounds of earth occupied the other half of the court, resembling miniature
graves, freshly dug. Smdl glass domes flanked a cobbled walk that split the graveyard in two. Set with
their mouths to the earth, they reminded Marguerite of cupping jars, the kind hedlers used to suction and
burn human skin while"bringing forth the blood.”

Zosiahobbled across the court, her black skirts sweeping the earth. Marguerite spied adark form
crouching at the base of thefar wall. A large cat, per-haps? That would complete the strange picture—a
sorcerous old woman, a garden of oddities, and ablack cat familiar. But when the creature moved, it
exhibited none of acat's grace. Rather, it half sham-bled and half hopped toward Zosia. The old woman
scooped up the animal, stroking and cooing as she turned back toward Marguerite. In her aiamslay an
inordinately large, jumpy toad. Forget the cat, thought Marguerite. This amphibious wonder wasthe size
of asmall dog. Itsskinwas dry yet gleaming, asif amass of bubbling and frothing tar had hardened to
glass. The creature paddied onefat, clawed leg impatiently through the air, then quieted, fixing its damp,
glisten-ing gaze on Marguerite. The eyes gppeared to be set more closdly together than an ordinary
toad's. Mar-guerite was both fascinated and repul sed.

"Thisis Griezdl," said Zosa, in avoice that resembled asoft growl. She stroked the creature's flat
head and clutched it to her breast. "Our restless Griezellbub.”

Marguerite recalled an old wives tae about hags suckling their familiars from mystica teetsthat oozed
blood ingtead of milk. Like agrandmother to me, indeed, she thought.

Noting Marguerite's gaping expression, Zosaclucked, "My dear, it isonly atoad, though most
cer-tainly aqueenly specimen. Surely you have seen toadsin Darkon.”

"Of course," Marguerite replied, "but | guess I'm not so well acquainted asyou.”

"No? Then perhaps you will be soon." One of Griezdl'sdark eyesclosed in awink. "I have heard
clamsthat abed full of black toads ensures concep-tion, especidly on the wedding night.”

Marguerite grimaced. She hoped Donskoy would put no storein such adisgusting superstition. "'l have



no intention of deeping with toads," she said firmly, "whatever their powers may be."

Zosachuckled. "I am only teasing you, child. Oh, yes, it istrue that toads can be useful for medicind
purposes, as any good cook and wise woman knows. But Griezellbub is much too unusual to be reduced
to pickled liver and powdered bone." She cackled. "Asif such athing were possible.”

Still nestling the cresture in one arm, Zosiaturned to the far wall and probed the stonework. She
uttered something Marguerite could not understand, and an opening appeared. A tangled curtain of dead,
woody vines hung just beyond.

"My secret escape,” said Zosawith aferd, satisfied grin. "Though in redity itismore of a
convenience. It'sonly asecret to my enemies.”

Marguerite parted the vines and stepped outside. The magica door shut behind her. She turned and
ran her hands over the stones.

"Zosa?' shecdled.

Therewas no reply. Part of her fet rdlief; it was fill morning, yet she had experienced enough
eccentric-ity for oneday. A mysterioustrollop, agrinning toad, atongueless servant, and awitchy
cook—not one of them made the castle cozy, and Marguerite was glad to leave them behind. Clearly she
would haveto find her own way back into the keep. But for now, shewasfree.

FOUR

Outsdethewall, aclean, moist breeze caressed Marguerite's face. Sheinhaed deeply, savoring the
air's comparative freshness. She had not redlized just how dank the castle had been. Even the
atmosphere of Zosa's courtyard had been permeated by amusty, earthy smell. Marguerite felt revived.

She stood upon a narrow, mossy path that hugged the doping base of the castlewall. Vines covered
the masonry, yet they seemed to shy from the path, leav-ing it untouched. The ground fell away steeply
on the other side, sinking into awooded ravine—adeep, for-bidding tangle of gray scrub and leafless
trees. The towers protruding from the wal ahead and behind looked identical. Marguerite took a moment
to orient herself. Thewalled court surrounding the stables lay on the opposite side of the keep. Ahead lay
the road.

Using the vinesfor support, she followed the dim path toward the front of the castle. About hafway
there, the ravine turned sharply away, plunging into the evergreen forest. A swath of gray, leaflesstrees
marked its path, pointing toward the horizon like death's bony finger. The green-black forest blanketed
theterrain al around it, snking low, then rising again in wavestoward arim of sable mountainsthat

pushed againg the gray, misty sky.

The previous night, Marguerite had seen a campfire burning deep in the wood. Shetried to recall its
location. If it were visible from her window, it had to lie somewhere ahead and to the left. As she gazed
into the dense primeva wood, she wondered how it had been possible to spot the fire. Surely the trees
would have blocked the light.

She padded aong the path until she reached the corner of the castle. To go any farther, she would
have to enter the clearing and risk being seen. Even now, she imagined Ekhart's stern, reproachful gaze
upon her, his scabrous lips bent in acondemning frown. Just ahead, another path appeared to dip into the
evergreens. She scampered to the cover, then ducked into the trees. Panting, she turned and iooked
back toward the clearing. No one had seen her. Mar-guerite's spine prickled. At least, it appeared no
one had followed.

The pines pressed in around her. She stroked their soft, feathered branches and drank in their scent,



rev-dling in their heady embrace. She headed deeper into the wood. The path soon ended, splintering
into myr-iad fingers of soft ground that wrapped themsalves around the trunks of trees, then disappearing
com-pletely beneath the carpet of needles. Marguerite broke a branch to mark her passage, in case she
should lose her direction on the return.

Somewhere in the distance, she could hear a soft rushing—asmall waterfal perhaps, or astream
surg-ing over acourse of rocks. She followed the sound. In time, her path merged with adeer trail
skimming the edge of ashdlow cliff. Below, she could see aribbon of black, glistening water.

She walked on until she came upon a broad, open expanse of rock sparsely covered with gray-green
lichens. It overlooked asmall waterfall below. She sat near the jagged edge, gazing acrossthe chasm at a
wavering wall of branches. The drop to the water measured at |east fifteen feet, but the stream was
nar-row; with arunning start, she could probably gain the other side. Y ears ago, when she had shared
thefallies of reckless children, she might have attempted it. Now she contented herself with the thought.

She sat for amoment, enjoying the solitude as she finished the bread she had carried with her. Of
course, she was not completely aone. She had the company of the creatures into whose realm she had
intruded. She scanned the treesfor sgns of them. From the flat crown of ablack spruce, an enormous
raven took wing, circling once overhead, then veering out of sight. Upon the towering skeleton of a
lightning-struck hemlock, Marguerite spotted a great owl, Sitting motionless, watching her with bright
yellow eyes. It had twisted its head amost backward on its gray-brown body.

How patient it must be, she mused. Come nightfall, when moonlight touched this clearing, the owl
would gill be watching—waiting to glimpse some smal furry shape asit scurried across the open space.
Then the mgestic bird would swoop down silently, gliding in for thekill. What must this quiet predator be
thinking of her now? That she wasin theway, no doubt.

She called out agreeting: "Whooo . . .* The owl blinked, looking bored, and turned away.

Marguerite smiled. She leaned back until she lay spread-eagle on the rock, her cloak spread beneath
her likeapair of great green wings. A swath of gray sky hung low overhead. In summer, the sun would
pierce the opening in the bower and strike the rock.warming it and everything upon it. She would lie here
and offer herself to its heat. Thiswould be her private spot—her sanctuary- Here, she could read or
sketch, pursuing the pleasant occupations of noble ladies. Or perhaps she would smply gaze at the
clouds drtfting overhead, losing herself in daydreams. Some summer day. Mot now.

Fedling asense of achievement, sherose, brushing herself off. It wastime to head back to the castle,
She did not want Ekhart to discover she was missing and then come looking for her—especialy not if he
were to be towed by some beastly pack, as Zosia had sug-gested. Marguerite could amost hear the
hounds now, whining and baying, eager with anticipation.

But it was not baying that she heard.
It was someone, or something, screaming.
The high-pitched sound was distant and muffled at firg, filling the trees dl around her.

Then it came again, sharp and chiiling- It cut into her suddenly like abarb, tugging and tearing a her
nerves. She gasped and held her hands to her ears. The sound echoed in her skull asif she had trapped it
there.

Marguerite dropped her hands and forced hersdlf to listen. Someone might be hurt, after all, and need
assstance. Thethird cry struck her like a black wail— strange and spectral, unnatural and cold. She had
never heard or felt such athing before.

She began to run.
Whether she stumbled toward the sound or away from it, she could not tell. She smply felt compelled



to run, to keep moving, and that compulsion led her ever deeper into the forest.

When at last she stopped, she had no idea where she stood. She was hopelesdy lost. She scolded
her-salf. She had alowed her imagination to run away with her—literaly. In al likelihood the sound had
issued from an anima. Death was common in afor-est and usudly as unpleasant asit was natura. When
seized by ahawk, arabbit could scream like afrantic chiid. The hapless victim she had heard was
something larger, perhaps, but probably an anima nonetheless,

She ligtened carefully to the sounds around her. No scream came. If only she could hear the sound of
thefalls, she might find her way back. But the breeze had picked up; al she heard now was thewind
sighing through the canopy overhead, and the occasiond creak of protest from awinter-chilled branch.

She stood, turning adl around. The trees pressed in, blocking the horizon. She crouched and studied the
ground. It seemed that she had run downhill, rather than up, but the terrain had rolled, so she could not
be sure. Marguerite took her best guess and started walk-ing, scanning her path for landmarks.

In time she entered a part of the forest where afew naked beech and oak treesintermingled with the
pines. Occasiondly she saw adark form flitting between the trees alongs de her—araven perhaps, but
too large. She kept on.

The forest floor grew tangled. Her pace dowed as she struggled to keep the brambles and scrub from
tearing a her hands and face. She had stopped to wrestle her cloak free of athornbush when she
spot-ted adark gray shape about twenty paces away—an abandoned hunting shack, she wondered? Or
adove-cote'?

She neared the structure.

To her amazement, it was an old, rotting vardo—a gypsy wagon—cloaked by aweb of |eaflessvines.
Initsprime, it must have been elegant. Pale, weeth-ered streaks of gilding were il visible upon the
swirling patterns that had been carved in the pan-€led base. Ornately turned braces till adorned the
eaves of the barrel-shaped roof, though half had fallen away. An octagona window wasfitted in therear
door; remarkably, itswine-colored glass remained intact. It was etched and hand cut; asinglewild rose
gprouted within.

The vardo reminded Marguerite of a skeleton she had discovered long ago in the woods of Darkon. A
stag had caught its leg in amass of brambles and had died. Ondisturbed by predators, the deer had
remained on the bed of thorns until its flesh had dissolved and the brambles had woven atangled grave
over its bones. Like the stag, the sight of the vardo touched Marguerite with sadness; her chest and
throat tight-ened in sympathy. A thing of grace and motion had been ruddly stilled. The vardo should
have been burned rather than abandoned. In this passive, undig-nified state, it appeared unnatural .

How long had this wagon been here? she wondered. Certainly more than a decade. She could see no
sign of aroad or arut that would have carried it to this spot.

Something rustled softly in the trees. Marguerite paused, scanning the areaaround her. She had the
strangest sensation that she was being watched. She smiled. She wasimagining things. One dwaysfedsa
surge of paranoiaupon discovering atreasure, amysery.

She moved in closer, pulling the vinesfrom the rear of the vardo. She stooped down and looked
beneath the wagon. The whedls had well-turned spokes, and these too had once been findly gilded. A
shallow, painted black box with tiny holes was stilt strapped to the bottom. Though the paint had faded,
Marguerite could still make out the design of agreat, coiled serpent with golden scales.

A man's deep voice spoke behind her. "It's a snake charmer's vardo.”

Marguerite scrambled to her feet and turned, and found hersdlf facing atall, dender figurein
black—the gypsy who had passed her on the road, just before Ljubo and Ekhart had come.



He smiled, fixing his dark, luminous gaze upon her. Marguerite Sghed with relief. Then sherecalled the
screams, and a horrifying image legpt into her mind. Perhaps the victim was human after dl. She sarted
to run—or tried.

The Vigtanas arm caught her wrist and tugged her back with tremendous strength. He pulled her
agang him, clamping an arm firmly around her shoulders. One hand covered her mouth.

"Promise me you won't cry out,” he said softly, "and I'll release you"

Marguerite nodded. Sheintended to break the promise just as soon as the hand left her mouth—but
then sheredlized it might only serveto anger the gypsy. After dl, who would hear her but him?

Heloosened his grip and turned her to face him, one hand on each arm, pressing them to her sides.
"Don't beafrad."

"I'mnot," shelied, whispering hoarsdly. She tiff-ened her jaw in asemblance of dignity and defiance,
but her legs trembled beneath her. She hoped it wasn't obvious.

He studied her. When he spoke, histone was conde-scending. "Let merelieve you of your fear. | have
no intention of spoiling Donskoy's bride before the wed-ding night. If such gamesinterested me, | would
have seized you yesterday on the road.”

Margueritewas sllent. What he said wastrue. "Then why have you seized me now?" she blurted.

He released her arms. "To prevent you from bolting like afool again. As| said on the road, these
woods are not safe.”

"Asyou areliving proof!" shereplied. His answer had surprised her, for it meant he had not smply
come upon the vardo and discovered her. "How long have you been watching me?

"Since you invaded my solitude by crashing past,” he replied smoothly. "In fact, it is| who should be
affronted by thismesting."

"Thisismy land," sheretorted. "I'll do as| please here."

He smirked. "Y our land?"

"Donskoy'sland,” she corrected hersdlf. "What are you doing on it?
The Vigana shrugged, then replied lightly, "1 wish only to help you."
"Your help | can do without.”

"Areyou certain? Perhaps you should think on the matter."

"l am certain,” she said emphatically. "And you still haven't answered my question.” She looked
around, then softened her tone. "Did you lose your horse?!

"No," hereplied.
Shewaited for an explanation, but he offered noth-ing more.
Then whereisit?' she asked.

"Do you intend to question me like some backwater constable? Y es, | can see that you do. To ease
your mind, | will be patient. My horseisroaming fredly. It will return when | have need of it."

"How convenient for you," she said tersely. " So, if you didn't lose your mount, why didn't you continue
with therest of your tribe?'

"They are not my tribe," he answered smoothly.
"But you traveled with them—"
"Asdid you, but you are not one of them.”



"And you look likethem. A little bit anyway."
He exhded sharply, asif in disgust. "To the crude eye of giorgios, most Vigtani look dike."
"Arturi and his caravan refused to come so near to the keep. Why did you?'

"We have dready established that | am not of his caravan. They do asthey are paidto do. | do as|
am compelled.”

"That's an odd choice of words. From your behav-ior, | imagine you do asyou please.”

"l admit that | do not shun pleasure. Nor, | imag-ine, would you, if you were not shackled to a
gior-gio's notion of etiquette. Nonetheless, we al must face unplessantriesfrom timeto time. As
Donskoy's bride-to-be, you are doubtlessy acquainted with that concept.”

She scoffed. "1t's highly improper to insult my lord while trespassing on hisland.”

"l am not the best judge of propriety. What seemsto you an insult isto me a statement of fact. Mow, if
you do not wish my help, | shdl leaveyou."

"We have aready established that | do not need your assstance,” she said sarcadticdly.

"No?' heanswered. "I thought certain you were lost and wished for someone to guide you back to the
castle. Apparently, | was mistaken." He turned and began waking away. The air was heavy with mist;
tiny droplets of water coated the fine, wooly hairs of hisdark jacket, forming aglistening skin.

Wasthis atrick? she thought, or some manipulation? If she asked for his assistance, he would gain the
advantage. Reluctantly, she had to admit that he dready had the upper hand. Without his help, she had
little chance of getting back to the keep before night-fall. She waslost, and to make mattersworgt, the
glowering sky threatened rain. While there was no guarantee this man actualy knew the way, he
repre-sented her best option.

"Wait," shecdled.
He stopped and turned, offering her athin, sdf-sat-isfied amile. Y es, Marguerite?'

She exhaded sharply, struggling to abandon her pride. Then it struck her that he had used her name,
though she had never offered it. "Y ou seem to know agreat deal about me.”

"Arturi and his caravan described you fredly,” he replied.

"No doubt they misinformed you, though my name isindeed Marguerite. What isyour own name,
then?' she asked. "'l do not enjoy the disadvantage.”

"Ramus," he answered. He tipped his hat.

"Well, then, Ramus, | would indeed be grateful if you would smply point mein theright direction.”
"That wil) not be sufficient,” hereplied. "Follow me, and | will escort you back to your well-cut walls."
She began to protest, but he had aready turned. If she did not follow, she would lose him.

The Vigtana carved ameandering path through the underbrush. It was difficult to converse asthey
walked, but Ramus seemed uninterested in speaking further. She remained afew steps behind, studying
him. He walked gracefully yet with strength, penetrat-ing the undergrowth with ease. He seemed to know
ingtinctively when to wend Ieft or right around each obstacle, never leading her toward a snag that would
forcetheir retreat. She hated briefly to adjust her cape, and redlized that nearly all the snapping and
thrashing had been caused by her comparatively clumsy gait. Ramus seemed to her like agreet cat, a
panther. Suddenly shefet awkward and ridiculous by comparison.

Asagirl she had fancied hersalf skilled in the woods. It was a private pride, of course—ladies did not
"go aloping,” as her father said. "The only women who wander are gypsies, whores, and sdll-swords.



Stray too far from home, and you'll meet with danger or disgrace.”" How ironic that in the end, he had
been forced to send her away in the hands of the gypsies he privatdly insulted, into the arms of aman no
one knew.

At last she coutd see the dull glow of aclearing ahead. A light rain wasfaling, but the trees protected
them from itsfull force. Ramusturned to her. "We are nearing our god," he said. Helet her passhim just
near the edge, then reached out and held her arm, pulling her back into the obscurity of the woods.
"Mar-guerite,”" he whispered.

She steded hersdlf, thinking that some advance on his part might follow. Instead Ramus pointed into
the clearing, where Ljubo was walking. A livid and bloody shape hung over the plump man's shoulder.
The Vistanapulled her gently to the ground, so that they crouched together, watching as Ljubo made his
own way acrossthe field. Through the heavy vell of branches, Marguerite struggled to see what he was
carrying. Wasit asack stained with blood? Or atorso of some kind? She shuddered.

"Perhapsit isyour damsdl in distress," Ramus said quietly, answering her unspoken query. Heleaned in
closer, speaking in her ear. "Perhapsit's the tender meat you imagined suffering beneath my lecherous,
murderous hands." He laughed softly and gently kneaded her arm with hisfingers. "Y es, she proved to be
abore, so | took my revenge on her."

Marguerite flinched, then saw that Ljubo was hauling the carcass of alarge swine. Oddly, therear legs
of the pig had been severed, and they now swung from Ljubo'sbelt. "A boar," she said dryly.
"Very funny.”

"The pig might disagree,” the gypsy replied. "lan't it remarkable how fear of the blade binds men and
ani-maJs together? Horses, pigs, giorgios—when they stand at the brink of death, nogtrils brimming with
their own blood and fear, the screams sound very much dike.”

They rose together, and she turned to him in amazement. "What avulgar description,” she whis-pered
hoarsdly. "And i notice you did not include Vis-tani in the equation.”

"Vigani fear one thing more than the blade," he said.
"Oh, dotdl," shereplied. "What might that be?'

"Confinement. When the alternative is being trapped or held captive, aswift death is sometimes
meraful.”

Marguerite recalled the series of screams. "I don't think the pig's death was so swift," she said quietly.

"No," Ramus answered, "maybe not. But no doubt you wili soon be tasting its succulent flesh, and
think-ing only of your own belly's pleasure. Thekill por-tends a celebration. When isyour wedding to
occur?'

"Tomorrow."
The Viganasniffed. "Heiswasting no time," he said. "But that was expected.”

Before Marguerite could reply, Ramus gently cov-ered her mouth to silence her, pointing toward the
clearing again. Marguerite gasped. Ekhart was strid-ing across the clearing after Ljubo, behind three
hell-ish black hounds. Had Zosia betrayed her? The animas had hulking, muscular bodies with massive
chests and low-set haunches. Froth and drool dangled from their lips asthey strained at their tethers.
Ekhart hdted them in the center of the field, then turned toward the woods where the refugees hid.

The gypsy's lips brushed her ear. "Hot aword," he whispered, in avoicelike abreeze. " Y ekori-akiri.
Let meshidd you.”

Margueritefelt astrange surgein the air around her as Ramus's other arm dipped around her shoulders
and drew her back into the shadows of the trees. She stared at the hounds as they sniffed the air. The



dogsremained slent.

But Ekhart had not paused to scent the couple in the wood. A third figure entered the scene.
Mar-guerite's heart sank; it was Donskoy, riding toward the castle. What was he doing here? Hadn't he
planned to be away until tomorrow? Evidently, plans had changed.

Donskoy reined in his mount before the tall, thin man. Distance muffled their conversation, but
Don-skoy's annoyance was obvious. He circled his horse around Ekhart, growling a him, berating him
with some unintelligible tirade. The horse's hooves loosened muddy bits of turf, flinging them abot.
Donskoy raised his crop, swinging it through the air about Ekhart's head. The old man never flinched, but
the great hounds sank to the ground, cowering. The sky grew darker, lowering, asif to reflect Lord
Donskoy's wrath.

Ramus stood behind Marguerite as she gaped at the scene. He whispered into her ear. "When you
face Lord Donskoy, | would not tell him about our meeting or reveal how far you wandered into the
woods. It would not bewise."

"l have no interest in your advice," she hissed, not turning to meet hisgaze. Anxiety lent asted edgeto
her voice. "Y ou take me for something | am not. A vir-tuous woman does not keep secrets from her
hus-band—certainly not to protect the interests of another man.”

"Another burst of propriety?* Ramus mused. "You dip so easlly into therole. | pray you are as good
an actresswith him. It'strue that a noble wife does not converse with strangers about personal matters.
Of course, agood giorgio wife aso does not meet with unfamiliar men under circumstances such as
these”

"Thisishardly my fault."

"lsn't it? Who dragged you into the wild? Protecting my interestsisthe least of your concerns. And you
are not Donskoy's wife—not yet."

Shefelt Ramus's eyes burning upon the back of her neck. She had no reply. Surely Donskoy would
not be angry with her about the situation, she thought, attempting to conjure hope. The day's events were
such asmal matter, atrivia transgression. What had she done but go for a stroll? Perhaps he was upset
about something else. Then she remembered his capricious changesin mood, hisfirm attemptsto con-trol
her movement. A smple fact remained: she had ignored hiswishes. She knew in her heart it would not go
unnoticed. Asto Donskoy's response—and as to whether he would refuse her hand because of this
transgression—she had no idea.

Marguerite stood silently, watching the two men as they headed through the drizzling rain toward the
castle and disappeared through the gate to the stables. Ramus was right. She had put herself ina
compromising position. She had not let Ekhart accompany her, and she had wandered too far. Time had
galoped on; night appeared to be gpproaching. Certainly Zosia had encouraged her lark, but she done
was responsible. She had risked everything. And it wastoo late to change it.

When she turned to say goodbye, Ramus was dready departing. His black shape dipped silently
between two trees; then he was gone.

Marguerite bolted across the clearing toward the main entrance to the keep. The wind whipped
through the air above the turf, creating clouds of fine, stinging spray. She made a plan as she raced. She
would go directly to her chambers. If Donskoy confronted her about her wandering, she would not lay
the blame on Zosia—it was afeeble excuse anyway, and it might only serveto bring the old woman's
wrath upon her. She might say sheleft by the front door, meaning only to walk the clearing, then foolishly
succumbed to the lure of the forest. Contrite and apol ogetic, she would admit to having lost her way; that
much would be obvious from the circumstances. But as to Ramus, she would not mention him.

She hurried up the long flight of stone steps, twice dipping on their wet surface and faling to her hands



and knees. She prayed the doors would not be locked, sparing her the humiliation of battering on them till
someone—probably Ekhart—appeared from within. By the time she reached the summit, shewas
soaked to the skin.

To her astonishment, Y elena stood at the entrance, holding the great door gjar. The tongueless waif
motioned franticaly for Margueriteto hurry, emitting gravely little squesks from her cavernous mouth.
Marguerite did not need the encouragement.

They flew up the stairs. Marguerite dowed their progress twice—first to seize atorch to light their
way, next to stop at the library near her chamber. Indis-criminately, she grabbed three books from a shelf
while Y denafidgeted and squeaked behind her. As Marguerite turned to leave, Y elenaran toward her
and kndlt on the floor, using her own skirt to mop up amuddy puddle. It had barely been perceptible.

When they reached the room, Zosia stood by the hearth. She put afinger to her lips. Y elenagrabbed
the books from Marguerite and dropped them on the table by thefire. A pot of tearested there aready,
beside acup with atrace of leaves at the bottom, asif it had just been emptied. Y elena proceeded to
grip Mar-guerite of her garments. Then the giri shoved alinen shift over Marguerite's head, handed her a
pair of dip-pers, and pushed her into the chair by the hearth. Marguerite responded like a puppet, too
exhausted to resist. She put her faith in her accomplices.

Y elenarubbed a shawl over Marguerite's damp hair in afruitless attempt to dry it. The mute was il
struggling when aknock came at the door. Marguerite grabbed a book and opened it to the middle,
quickly righting it when she saw the volume was upside down. Zosiamotioned to Y éena, who picked up
the teatray and shuffled toward the door, head bowed low. Tearswelled in the mute girl's eyes.
Apparently, shefeared for hersdf; Marguerite could not imagine that the ser-vant felt such empathy for
her.

"Yes?' Marguerite called. But the door had already opened, and Donskoy now stood upon the
threshold, surveying the scene. He held asquare bundle under one arm, wrapped in black cloth. Yelena
dunk past him, never meeting his gaze.

Donskoy entered the chamber and flung the pack-age onto the bed, then strode to her side.

"S0," he said, reaching down to kissthe back of her fingers. "Areyou enjoying my library,
Marguerite?"

"Y es, thank you,” was her only reply. It took alE her concentration to keep the hand Donskoy held
from shaking.

He let the hand drop and pulled the book from her lap. " Secrets of Swordplay,” he said. "My dear, are
you expecting a contest?"

"I'm alittle curious about the subject,” she replied.

"Ekhart tdls me you wandered out without him thismorning.”
"Yes" shesad, "I'm sorry, [—"

"l sent her out with Yelena," Zosainterrupted.

Donskoy sneered. "Y elena had other mattersto attend to."

"It wasfor avery short time," said Zosiasmoothly. "Ekhart's company is hardly pleasant for ayoung
woman."

"Ekhart told me she has been gone the entire day."

"Ektiart,” replied Zoga, inalow, gravelly voice, "is mistaken. Apart from her excurson, Marguerite has
vidited your upstairslibrary. She spent the remaining time with me in the kitchen, where we discussed
how a bride might please her husband.”



Donskoy chuckled darkly, "if 1 catch your drift, old woman, you are not asuitable ingtructor.” He lifted
the other two books from the table, and smiled as he read thefirst title: YA Good Woman's Primer. Let's
read a bit shal we? 'When you go out in public, shun question-able associates, but surround yoursdlf with
compan-ionswho are suited to your position. Keep your gaze eight feet in front of you and on the ground
without looking at any strange woman and most certainly not at any strange man ...."" Donskoy smiled
with amusement. "This should be an easy matter for you. Y our only suitable companion hereisme, and
rarely would you meet astranger.”

The second volume, Marguerite saw, wastitled Van Rtchten's Guide to the VistanL

Donskoy did not voice the name. Instead he scowled and flung the book into the fire. "Worthless
dop," he muttered. "1 must pay more attention to my library. And what are you doing here now, Zosa?'

"l have been reading Marguerite's tealeaves and telling her what awondrous day she will have
tomorrow."

Donskoy was slent, smiling dyly. Marguerite felt sure he knew the entire scene was aruse, but for
some reason, he chose to accept it—or to ignoreit. !f he acknowledged that hiswife and his servants
had deceived him, he would have had to act upon it.

He pointed to the bed. "I have brought you agown," he said solemnly, "for the wedding.”

"Thank you," Marguerite began, "but—" She saw Zosa's admonishing look and Donskoy's own tense
reaction. "But you aretoo kind."

"Until tomorrow, then,” he said. He kissed her hand gtiffly, squeezing it so tightly that Marguerite
winced. Then he turned to leave the room.

Marguerite exhded dowly. "Zosa—" shesaid.

The old woman put afinger to her lips, then tipped her head toward the door. "Y elenaand | will come
to ready you in the morning,” she said. Then, Zos a, too, eft the room.

AsMarguerite dumped in the chair and closed her eyes, she heard the dull click of akey in thelock.

HVE

Marguerite lay haf-awake through most of the night. Time and again, she dipped into the murky pool
of dreamsonly to rise abruptly to the surface, panicked and gasping for air. With each ascension, the
demons from which she had fled dithered back into the black depths, patiently awaiting her return.
Mever did they brave the light and invade her con-scious thoughts. When fatigue claimed her at last,
morning was near; outsde, apale, cold glimmer lit the horizon. Shefdl into adreamless, numbing deep.

When she awoke, Y etenas hand lay upon her shoul-der, gently shaking her awake. The sallow face
before her was lesstroubled than it had been the previous night, but even in her hazy half-lucidity,
Marguerite could not missthe new disfigurement; an ugly wedl lay across Y elena's cheek. The tongueless
girl greeted her with afeeble smile, lipsfused as one. Then she went to the window to throw open the
shutter.

Marguerite rose and stretched, gazing about the room, struggling to clear the cobwebs from her head.
The chamber was dim, but it was as warm and wel-coming as she had ever seen it. The bed curtains had
been pulied aside and tied with gold ribbon. Flames danced in the hearth, as the logs popped and
crackled in contented submission. A tray with tea, bread, and hard cheese sat upon on the table by the
fire. A large bouquet of dried flowerslay besideit, faded and mummified, yet still tinted in delicate shades



of ivory and lavender.

Marguerite stretched, then shook her head. A round wooden tub had been placed before the hearth
and lined with linen sheets. Long, lazy ghosts of steam rose from the water's surface. She could not
imagine how Y eenas bony body had managed to haul the tub into her room, much less the heated water.
Ljubo per-haps? And al the while she had dozed.

Then it struck her. Today was her wedding day—the day of bonding till death. She had known, and
yet she had let this knowledge be blurred by the remnants of deep. An eddy of conflicting emotion rose
within her—hope churned by doubt, longing tainted by fear. 1t's only wedding jitters, she thought,
releasing an unconscious laugh. Every bride succumbs. But shedid not fed like "every bride.”

The events of the previous day drifted back to her on awave of guilt. Perhaps she should tell Donskoy
about her experience after dl. So many questions remained unanswered. Therotting vardo wasa
curiogity; did Donskoy know of it? Who was Ramus, and why was he in thisland? Donskoy probably
didn't know, but he might beinterested in learning of the gypsy's presence. Of course, by now, Ramus
hed doubtlesdy moved on. Vistani sldom lingered in any place.

Marguerite knew, however, that she would volunteer nothing to Donskoy. While she regretted the
sub-terfuge, her guilty conscience would not control her. The matter had been settled already. Now was
atimeto look forward. Shewas grateful to Zosaand Y denafor their assstance. They had risked a
great ded with their web of whitelies, and she did not wish to betray their kindness. Moreover, if she
were honest with her-sdlf, she would have admitted that she enjoyed shar-ing a secret with this pair;
together, they had created afortress of femininewile. After al, what had Donskoy been doing yesterday?
She would never be dlowed to questioniit.

A knock came at the door, and Zosia entered with-out waiting for areply. She surveyed the scene,
shak-ing her head. "Zo little progress,” she said in her inimitable husky tone. "Y ou haven't eaten,
Marguerite, and your bath isgrowing cold.”

“I'm not hungry," Marguerite replied.
"Tsk. Then do as Zosa says. Into the tub now."

Marguerite stripped to the skin and dutifully stepped in, immersing her legsto the knees, it wasa
standing tub; there was not room enough to sit. The water had been scented with rose petals. Zosia
reached out and gently turned her backward, then forward again, inspecting her asif buying abolt of
cloth. Then the old woman began to bathe her, humming softly as she siroked Margueriteslimbs.
Occasiondly Zosavoiced the words to the tune, asif she had suddenly remem-bered them, but the song
wasin alanguage Mar-guerite did not understand.

Marguerite studied her own body in the mirror opposite, wondering what Donskoy would think of it, if
shewould please him. Her plump, round curves proved that she had eaten well, though not to excess; her
family had never known famine. Her skin was smooth and unblemished, save for the faint marks on her
throat. She drew her fingers across the flecks, wondering if they would be apparent enough to draw her
husband's notice when the two of them were aone and unclothed. The marks of the snake.

Zosiasad softly, "Y ou needn't worry. The vampire only touched you at the neck, did he not? Y ou are
gtill pure enough for Lord Donskoy."

Marguerite's mouth dropped open. "How did you know?"

Zosacackled. "Y our secrets are not so secret after dl, eh? Y our lord knows of thisincident aswell,
but it doesn't concern him. Heisawaorldly man, quite capa-ble of overlooking the unpleasantrieshe
deemsit best to ignore. What mattersto him isthat you are strong and pure, the perfect wife, the
gppropriate vessd for hischild. Y ou have worried for naught.”

Marguerite was amazed. If Donskoy knew these things, why had he questioned her so over dinner?



The answer was obvious. He had wanted to test her. Fortunately, she must have passed, for their
wedding was soon to occur.

Y elenastood beside the bed, struggling to unwrap the ominous black bundle Donskoy had delivered
the previous night. Marguerite had hesitated to open it hersdlf, fearing the contents might look asgrim as
the cover. She had once read atale about a place where brides wore black to signify the death of their
youth and innocence. Here in this macabre fairy-tale keep, anything seemed possible.

In her trunk lay the smple but precious dress she and her mother had prepared together: awhite shift
with agaily embroidered bodice, and awide-sweeping overskirt adorned with a profusion of
multi-colored ribbons. Her mother had cried with virtualy every stitch, haf with joy, haf with sorrow, in
away that only mothers can. Marguerite wished she could have hon-ored that memory by wearing the
gown, but her mother, she knew, would understand. A wedding marked aturning point, after which a
bride honored her husband above dt others—after which there was no turning back.

The black bundle was so well tied that Y elena had to fetch aknife to cut the string. To Marguerite's
relief, the servant extracted an ivory and blush gown from within. 1t was sheer and glistening, and flowed
fromitshiding placelike liquid slk. Thelong train trailed behind as Y € ena stepped back from the bed
with eyeswide, asif shewere pulling aworm from the earth and had discovered it was endless. The
gown's cut was narrow and dim through the bodice, flaring dightly at the hips. The deeveswere wide
and flowing. It was amasterpiece, made of layer upon layer of tranducent fabric, each no thicker than a
layer of skin.

The remaining preparations passed in ablur of nimble hands and muffled compliments. Before she
knew It, Marguerite stood in her gown before the mir-ror, wondering where her own flesh ended and the
dress began. The fabric was remarkable; soft and vel-vety to the touch, yet faintly crinkled, and shot
through with tiny glistening threads like capillaries.

Zosatook Yelenaand left, saying that Ekhart would come to escort Marguerite to the chapdl.
Marguerite was dismayed, but did not object. Asthe castle cook, Zosiawould be busy with
preparations, aswould Y elena. Besides, therole of escort called for afatherly figure, and, asde from
Donskoy himsdlf, Ekhart was the only man appropriate. Certainly, Ljubo would not have made agallant
figurefor the short journey.

Marguerite sank into achair before thefire, letting her eyes close, forcing her breaths to become more
even. A log burst, erupting in sparks, and she leaned forward quickly to check her skirts. Something
hissed and spat beside the grate. Marguerite looked closdly. It was the book Lord Donskoy had thrown
onto the fire the previous night. Amazingly, it had not been destroyed. The cover seethed and bubbled
faintly, but the pages were dtill visible at the side; they had not been reduced to ash.

Glad for the distraction, Marguerite reached into the fire with a poker and dragged the book forward,
alow-ing it to coal. It seemed a shame to burn any tome, especidly a scholarly work. She took the black
shroud in which her wedding dress had been wrapped and placed it over the book, lifting it carefully from
the floor so as not to soil her hands or gown with soot. Slowly she pushed the cloth into place, until the
book was securely wrapped. Shelooked around the room. The cabinet door hung open. Margueritelaid
the charred book inside, near the back.

A knock sounded from the hall. Marguerite barely managed to close the cabinet before Ekhart opened
the chamber door and stood at the threshold, saying nothing. Marguerite felt asudden chill. She went to
him quietly, forgetting the dead bouquet of flowersthat had been on the table when she awoke.

The pair walked in sllence. At thefirst turn, Ekhart turned and stared ddliberately at her—alook full of
contempt and condemnation. Marguerite's temper flared. Who was Ekhart to judge her? Who . . . Her
unspoken tirade quickly faded. Her mind had dipped easily into this diverson, but she knew thiswas no
time for abattle of wills. She struggled to focus on the upcoming ceremony, and she felt a sudden,



peculiar desireto look "fresh." The word echoed in her mind, though she could not determine why.

Ekhart led her through the castle with adow, tiff gait, never varying his even pace. Once, she
stumbled on the hem of her gown and, to her horror, |eft aragged piece lying on thefloor. The torn fabric
seemed to shrink and curl, becoming dark pink at the edge. Ekhart tugged on Marguerite'sarm, and she
abandoned the piece behind her.

Soon each twist and jog in their winding path was mirrored by aturn of her somach. Wedding jitters,
she repeated slently. Every bride succumbs.

In time she and Ekhart stood at the threshold of a chapel. How they had reached it, Marguerite could
not say. Ekhart sank his bony fingersinto her elbow and whispered, " Stay here until the priest calsyou
forth." He looked at her, then sneered and added, "If you can manage.”

Ekhart stepped across the threshold and walked toward the front of the dark chapdl. His silhouette
quickly faded into the shadows.

Marguerite gazed after him. The chapel was small, but the ceiling soared to an impossible height, asif
to penetrate the reelms of gods. In the inky darkness, she could not discern the apex of the vault; she
knew the distance only by the pointed window set high overhead. Light streamed through the crimson
glass, creating a pale shaft of color that pooled like blood when it struck the floor near the front of the
church, ft wasthe only light of any brightness. The left wall was rent by arow of tal, narrow windows,
but the shutters were closed tightly upon them; each dark, heavy panel wasillumined by asmal candle
fixed in abracket besdeit. The tapers struggled in vain to brighten the nearby area, but inches from each
flame the darkness won ot.

Slowly Marguerite's eyes adjusted to the scene. Pews blackened with age emerged from the shadows.
Near the front of the chapel two dark figures sat flank-ing the aide—onetall and dim, the other small and
stooped. They were mirrored by another unmoving pair seated near the back of the chamber. Marguerite
struggled to discern the nearer couplesidentity, but failed; they were facing away.

A light flared a the front of the chapel, revedling adark figure in ahooded robe. His fingerswere
groking aline of candles on the aitar, coaxing the wicksto life. Marguerite blinked. He held no taper, no
burning candle whose fire would be shared with the others. Instead he needed only the long, curving nails
of hisfingers. A mere touch ignited the flames.

The dtar resembled along platform cloaked in indigo velvet. By the feeble, flickering light, she could
see small, dark shapes resting before the candles—a pair of goblets, perhaps, and a collection of objects
that refused to let her eyes define them.

The hooded figurelifted around gold censer and moved dowly about the room, filling theair with a
sweset, musky haze. As Marguerite watched, waiting for her cue to enter, she wasfilled with dread. She
closed her eyes and thought of Darkon, recalling dreams of awedding that never was.

In Maanuv, had she married, Marguerite and her beloved would have knelt outside, before the sacred
stones, to exchange their vows. Afterward, jubilant brothers and burly cousins would have borne them
through the streets on chairs held doft, ribbons streaming from the rungs. She had witnessed count-less
weddingsin thistradition, and in her mind's eye, she was there now.

Bards followed behind, singing joyous proclama-tions. Villagerslined the Streets, showering the bride
with flower petals. After the procession had passed through this gauntlet, the entire crowd celebrated the
event, indulging infood, wine, and song until their very souls had been sated. When at last the sun
touched the horizon, the conveyors lifted the couple again and carried them home, straight to the wedding
bed. The bearersretreated then, of course, but al through the night, friends and family passed below the
bedroom window to tease the lovers with bawdy jokes and songs of procregtion. Everyonereveled in
the cel-ebration. When the cock crowed, the villagers knew it would be time to resume their smple, quiet
routines.



Remembering how she had once anticipated that day, Marguerite felt something precious had been
sripped from her. It was not her dead bel oved she missed; her grieving for him had ended when she
began her journey to Donskoy's land. Rather, she missed the familiar traditions, and she longed to wrap
hersdf in the comfort of ritual. The coming wedding— her real wedding—might be steeped inritud, but
she sensed there would be nothing familiar or comfortable about it.

Marguerite's eyes snapped open as someone coughed at the front of the chapel. The priest stood at
the altar once again. He had removed his hood, reveding a hairless head so white that it glowed and
pulsed in the flickering light. Donskoy stepped out of the shadows and took his place beside the priest,
who beckoned to Marguerite. She began to walk down the aide, asif stepping into adream.

When Marguerite passed the first pew, she glanced to see who would witness this union. Ljubo and
Y elena sat near the back of the room. She passed ten empty rows beyond, most of them gray with dust.
Zosiaand Ekhart sat just before the foremaost pews, which, of course, would have been reserved for
family, had any attended. The onlookers continued to stare ahead, not meeting her gaze. Mot even Zosa
turned to smile reassuringly upon her. 1t wasif Marguerite were to be wed among the dead. A gentle
rasping echoed through the church; it was the sound of her own gown, dragging acrossthe cold stone
floor. Shelonged for music. Donskoy would not have shared this desire, of course; he had said asmuch
to her earlier.

AsMarguerite neared her betrothed and the priest, she studied their unwavering eyes. Donskoy's were
wide and reddened. The priest'swere pale and almost colorless, save for atinge of pink. White lashes
adorned them like adusting of snow. His browslacked color aswell. An abino, Marguerite thought.

The priest lifted ared sash from the altar and dipped it around his neck so it draped over hischest. As
he turned, the light from the candles danced across his smooth skull, creating a cap of writhing tat-toos.
He began chanting in an ancient tongue.

The abino motioned for her to knedl, and she sank dutifully to the ground. The cold, hard stone stung
her knees, but she didn't mind; anumbness had begun to permeate her body. Donskoy took his place at
her sde. When shelooked a him, his eyeswere closed, his thoughts seemingly e sewhere. He must have
sensed her gaze, however, for he turned and took her hand reassuringly. His soft glove caressed her
fingers as he leaned forward to whisper into her ear.

"I will trandate,”" he murmured, "so that you under-stand the ceremony and its meaning.” He squeezed
her hand gently. "It isredly very quaint, full of tradi-tion and lore, I hope you will enjoy it."

The abino lifted a necklace of white petals from the atar and placed it around Marguerite's neck. Ther
Spicy-sweset scent enveloped her, prickling her nogtrils,

"A mark of your chadtity,” said Donskoy, "and asymbol of your fiddity in thefuture.
The priest droned on as he placed awreath of net-tles around Donskoy's neck.

Donskoy returned to her ear and said softly, "To ensure my potency, though | shall not need it.” He
kissed her tenderly upon the cheek, and for the first time, she fdlt relatively at ease. It was not to last.

The priest drew ashining blade from the folds of hisrobe and passed it through the air, making a
pattern like a star. Candldight glinted on the steel as he took Marguerite's hand. She braced hersdlf in
anticipation of the sharp pain to come, but felt only the barest caress as he stroked the blade across her
palm. The surgeon-priest released her and she stared at her unmarred skin. At firgt, the cut seemed
merely sym-bolic, amere brush, not abreaking of her fragile shell. Then, dowly, athin red line appeared.
Marguerite held her hand doft and watched the blood asit brimmed in the gash, then trickled in Streams
down her arm until it merged with the deeve of her gown and disap-peared. Presumably, the priest cut
Donskoy as well; she was too dazed to watch.

Lord Donskoy turned to face her directly and raised his hand asif to touch aninvisible barrier;



inginctively Marguerite did the same, mirroring his gesture. He pressed his gloved flesh againgt her bare
skin—pam to pam, finger to finger, wound to wound. He spread her fingers and dipped hisown
between them, clasp-ing her hand firmly. The priest made a cryptic pro-nouncement, then began to wind
adtrip of ivory linen snugly over their touching hands and wrigts. The damp cloth smelled of sulphur and
smoke. Mar-guerite's skin grew hot beneath it.

Donskoy's voice was degp and dow. "And so we are bound in flesh," he said.

The abino lifted the pair of slver goblets from the dtar and presented one to each of them. Dark red
winefilled the vessdls, viscous and gleaming. Don-skoy spat into Marguerite's goblet, then thrust hisown
under her lips. She returned the gesture awkwardly. When she had finished, atiny strand of sdiva
escaped from her mouth. There was no discreet way to removeit. She had no hands free; one hung at
her sde, bound to Donskoy; the other held the gobiet. To her astonishment, Donskoy leaned in quickly,
licking her mouth with adarting tongue. It was S0 deft, she hardly fdlt it. Hisarm snaked itsdf gracefully
around hers and they spped the warm, bitter liquor while entwined. The wine caressed her throat and
descended dowly into her body, pooling in her ssomach.

"And so we are bound in spirit," Donskoy mur-mured, hislips now moist with the red stain.

They drank until the goblets were empty. Marguerite swayed as the priest took the vessels away, and
shefet Donskoy'sfirm grasp holding her in place.

"Onefind stage, my dear,”" he whispered hoarsely, "arite of fertility. Then we will be done.”

The priest withdrew along, dender needle from his sash. Marguerite's eyes grew wide with darm. She
wriggled once in Donskoy's embrace before regaining her self-contral.

Zosa stepped forward with atiny pillow,, upon which asmall, dark egg wasresting. The priest
pricked both ends of the shell, then returned the nee-dle to his sash. Marguerite sighed with relief, glad
that she was not the one to be pierced. Zosia presented the pillow to the priest, then retreated. Donskoy
gingerly picked up the egg.

He smiled knowingly a Marguerite. "Take haf into your mouth and hold it gently with your lips"” he
ingtructed. "'l am to blow the white through. Do not crush the shell or lose your hold, or you will bring bad
luck upon us both." Donskoy winked and whis-pered in her ear. "l do not believeit mysdlf, of course.
But it isonly proper we appease the priest and his so-called gods.”

Marguerite suppressed the urge to laugh at this assertion. Propriety certainly varied with the territory.
Shetook the egg asit was offered, and wondered sud-denly whether Donskoy's first wife had undergone
the same ceremony. Marguerite pushed the question aside. It would not do to think of the dead while
cele-brating amarriage.

Donskoy put hislipsto the other Sde of the shell, leaning in gently. It was the most peculiar kiss
Mar-guerite could imagine. There was nothing sensual about the exercise; she had to concentrate fully
upon holding the egg and adjust to Donskoy's every change in pressure so as neither to let it drop or be
crushed. Shefeit the contents of the egg dipping into her throat. Donskoy pulled away from her, and the
priest retrieved the half-empty shell, crushing it force-fully beneath hisfoot.

The priest motioned for the coupleto rise. They stood facing one another, till bound at thewrist. As
the albino dowly unwound the gauze from their skin, Lord Donskoy leaned forward and kissed her
inti-mately. When at last he released her, Marguerite's fin-gers were stiff and sore. No evidence of her
cut palm remained, and the priest was gone.

"Congratulations," announced Donskoy. "Y ou are my bride. Until death do us part, you are mine."

The four onlookers held their pamsto the sky and rapidly snapped their fingers. Apparently, this
counted as applause.



Her husband turned to the audience asif he were addressing alarge crowd. He flung hisarmswide to
embracethem all, crying, "And now, my friends, we must celebrate!" Then he turned to Marguerite,
grin-ning wildly, "Ah, yes'" hesaid in alow, gutturd tone. "And now we must feast!"

Ljubo shambled to thewall and flung open the first shutter. A glorious shaft of light entered through the
blue glass and pierced the room. He proceeded to the next window, and then each in turn, until he had
flooded the chapel with ariot of colored rays—red, blue, green, and gold. Marguerite's heart lifted with
each new exposure.

Lord Donskoy put hisarm around her waist and began steering her down the aide. It was not until they
reached the last pew that she noticed afifth guest had entered the chapdl.

In the back row, well away from the windows, sat an elegant young woman in ajet traveling cloak.
Shelooked like aporcdain doll with dark curls, ghosily skin, and enormous green eyes. A wide red
ribbon encircled her long, dender neck.

As Donskoy led Marguerite toward the door, the woman'slips parted in aperfect smile.
"Congratulations," she said, mouthing the word so dowly that Mar-guerite could see her shining white
teeth and her tender pink tongue. The word itsdf was barely audible.

Donskoy stopped and stared, asiif surprised to dis-cover the new guest. Then he nodded curtty to the
woman and swept Marguerite across the threshol d.

SIX

After departing the chapel, Marguerite and her new husband entered the keep done. A singletorch
flick-ered far ahead, afeeble beacon shining across asea of blackness. She found hersdlf nearly blind,
but Don-skoy seemed unaffected by the murk. He dipped his arm around her waist and led her up a
narrow soping passage, sveeping her aong asthe wind carries aleaf. When they had walked for severa
minutes, he paused, drawing her aside.

"How do you fedl?' he asked, pressing her back againgt the cool, damp wall.

"A littlestrange," shereplied. Strange, yes, and somewhat unraveled—till loose from the wine,
per-haps. But not so loose that she had forgotten the woman in the chape!.

Donskoy stroked her cheek with hisglove, then lifted ahandful of her hair to hisnose. "In agood way,
| trust," he said. He snuffled the hair softly, then drew alock over histongue.

The gesture seemed oddly begtid, and Marguerite knew that she should reply, but her own tongue had
become heavy and uncooperative. "Yes" shesaid findly. "In agood way."

Donskoy'sfingers did to her shoulder, drawing her gown aside. The hand dipped to her waist, resting
on her hip, as histeeth scraped teasingly across her bare collarbone.

He has announced a feast, Marguerite thought. Per-haps | am to beit. Perhaps, after dl, there will be
no jubilant celebration, and no one to ferry me to a care-fully appointed wedding bed. Lord Donskoy
intendsto sed our union in the dungeons. She braced hersdlf.

Donskoy pulled away, smirking dyly. He winked, not saying aword, then straightened her gown and
patted her shoulder. They continued their winding ascent.

Marguerite smiled. It appeared that her husband had a sense of humor. In acorner of her mind, agreat
door was dowly closing, locking out the past. Admit-tedly, Donskoy was mercurial and the apparent
prod-uct of arcane traditions, but he was not the horror she had fled in Darkon. Isolation and despair had
made him rough; he would mellow in time. She would help. And they would succeed as man and wife, if



left unim-peded—if no oneinterfered.
"Who was the woman in the chapd ?' Marguerite asked boldly. She dready suspected the answer.
"Thewoman?' Donskoy's voice was casud. "That was Zosawho joined us at the dtar.”

Marguerite kept her tone equally casuad and light. "No, the woman in the back of the chapel. Wearing
the black cloak."

"Ah." He paused briefly. "An unexpected guest.”
"Youdid not invite her?"
"Not directly."

Marguerite found this curious. "1 hopei am not the cause of some misunderstanding. Certainty | would
welcome any friend of yoursto the castle.”

"How generous,”" said Donskoy curtly. "And how amusing that you congder such invitationswithin
your purview." Histone remained light, yet it carried a subtle note of warning. She had asserted herself
too forcefully.

"l only mean to say that | look forward to meeting any friend of yours, and that you do not have to
worry about my reception. | shal entertain any visitor with the same graciousness as you do yoursdlf."

Donskoy gave athroaty chuckle. "That is generousindeed.”
"Isour guest Jacqueline Montarri?"

Lord Donskoy halted dbruptly, hisfingers pressng into her waist. "How do you know that name?' he
asked. Histone was soft, yet measured.

"l saw Miss Montarri yesterday morning. | saw her only briefly, and Zosiatold me who shewas.”
Mar-guerite did not reveal that she had seen Donskoy aswell,

"Zosaspeaksfar too fredy.”

Marguerite answered chattily, asif deaf to any underlying tenson. "Actudly, Zosatold me very little.
Just the name, and that Jacqueline Montarri isan old friend.”

They walked on, and Marguerite patiently awaited his next response.

"Well, it doesn't matter,” Donskoy added resolutely. " Jacqueline's presence comes as something of a
sur-prise, but you would have become acquainted with her soon enough. She visits quite frequently. |
must warn you that she may seem rather coarse, despite her elegant exterior."”

Margueritewas not at al surprised by thislast revelation.

Donskoy continued, "Shewill join usfor the feast | have planned. My associates are dready waiting in
the great hall to meet you. We shall celebrate the marriage.”

"Y our associates?' Marguerite asked. The term was peculiar. Certainly alord might have henchmen,
sol-diers, hirdings. . .

"Loyal followers," explained Donskoy, "companions even before J became alord. But that isthe past.
And now, we look forward."

Without warning, they had gained the foyer, Don-skoy led her to the opposite Side, to apair of wide
doors. "Ready?" he asked.

She nodded.
He flung open the doors, exposing the castle's great hall. Marguerite gazed in awe at theimmense



cham-ber before her; it was at least four timesthe size of the room in which they had previoudy dined.
Shefdt asthough she had shrunk. The celling vaulted upward through the next two level s of the keep,
past anarrow galery and into the shadows. A row of chandeliers descended from this
darkness—spiders of iron and wood, dangling from strands of rusty chain, their legs aflame with myriad
candles. An enormous, gaping fireplace glowed in the left wall. Smoke and ash whirled before the open
hearth like gray snow stirred by a sudden draft.

At thefar end of the hall rose adais supporting the lord's high table, which was freshly dressed in white
linen. Marguerite noted that table seemed small; but perhapsthiswas intentional, to make the lord seem
large. Twin rows of rough-hewn tables and benches created a broad aide that led directly to the honored
position. All of the tables were empty, save the pair just before the platform, which were occupied by
about two dozen men, sullen and silent. Marguerite felt a catch her throat.

A manin ablack and red doublet rose from his seet, lifting his pdmstoward the ceiling. He began to
snap hisfingers. Sowly, the other men followed suit, one by one, until the room wasfilled with asound
like a hundred pebbles dropping.

Donskoy gripped Marguerite's hand. "Smile," he said. "And show them how tovely you are, how full of
life"

He led her forward across the herb-strewn planks, past the empty dust-covered tables, past the grimly
nodding men and up the shallow stepsto the dais. All the while, Donskoy's followers continued to snap
their Fingers. Thelord took his placein the throndlike chair at the center of the table, before an elegant
sdtcdlar made of slver. He motioned for Marguerite to St beside him. Then he raised his hand, and the
men ceased their strange gpplause, taking their seets aswell. They began to murmur softly among
themsalves, throwing the occasiond glance in Mar-guerite's direction. One of the men nudged his
com-panion and whispered into the fellow's ear, then both laughed darkly.

From this new vantage point, Marguerite could bet-ter view her audience. They formed an incongruous
picture of fine clothing and imperfect bodies. One man was missing hisright eye and haf hisface; it had
caved in dong aterrible scar. Another had only one hand; the left arm ended in afingerless sump. A
third had a hump. Others seemed less tattered, but even the fittest suffered some small deformity, such as
acauliflower ear or ablind white eye, or aprofusion of soresand bails.

Smiling siffly, Marguerite whispered a question to her husband. "Do these people live in the castl€?"

Donskoy chortled. "No, my dear,” he said, patting her hand. "Rest assured. My associates may lodge
here on occasion, but they devote most of their timeto ... ah, watching the borders of my land. They
pre-fer thewild, and | admit | prefer the solitude. Y ou have nothing to fear from them. No doubt they are
jedlous, but they would never dare harm my pretty wife, if that's your fear. They are not asrough asthey

Marguerite breathed asigh of relief.

Her husband continued, " Of course, they are easily summoned, should | require them. They are dways
closeat hand."

The places had already been set and the wine poured, with full jugsresting on each table. A pewter
platter and mug lay before each man, while Donskoy and Marguerite were to dine with fine silver and
goblets of preciousred glass. The men were dready drinking. As soon as Donskoy had taken his sedt,
they had returned to their libation and chatter. Y elenarustled in through adoor behind the dais and
added athird setting at the end of the high table. Marguerite raised a brow, recalling the uninvited guest,
the woman.

Donskoy did not acknowledge Y elend's actions. He stood, raising a glass toward his associates. "l
present to you my bride, Marguerite," he bellowed. The men lifted their mugs and gave ahdf-hearted
hail. Mar-guerite nodded politely, but few met her gaze. The men's attentions had turned to the rear of



the hall, to the sound of large doors opening.

The white-skinned woman from the chapel entered. She swept in asif she hersalf werethe keep's
mis-tress, well acquainted with every nook and shadow. Marguerite frowned. The men rose from their
seats and they lifted their mugs again, thistime toward the new arrival. The woman'straveling cloak was
gone, displaying adeek gown of dark green silk. It fit snugly to the hips, then flared to alow movement.
Thewide neckline boldly exposed her neck and shoulders, while the tight bodice thrust her round white
breasts up toward her collarbone. Y ards of black lace dripped from the gown's snug deeves and trailed
from thewaist like atail. As she crossed the floor, the dress rustled and hissed. Like asnake through
autumn leaves, thought Marguerite.

The woman dithered up the aide, nodding to each associate in turn. Pearls had been woven inthe
plaits of her raven hair. She stepped onto the dai's, and draped her pale white hand across the table to
Don-skoy, who pecked her fingers fiffly.

"Jacqueling” hesaid, "may | present my wife, Mar-guerite Donskoy, nee de Boche."

Jacqueline nodded to Marguerite. "Delighted, I'm sure.” She darted her pink tongue ever so dightly
between her scarlet lips, which echoed the color of avelvet ribbon encircling her neck. "Your brideis
quite striking, Milos" she added. "An unusua sort of beauty. Those huge dark eyes againgt that pale
amber hair. | never imagined you could unearth such a spec-imen from the piddling corners of Darkon.”

"l beg your pardon?' Marguerite was incredul ous.

"Is Darkon not your home?" Jacqueline asked coyly.

"Y es, but—"

"Oh, I meant no offense. Y ou must tell me al about your roots then, Marguerite. Later."

Donskoy bade them sit. Jacqueline took her place at the end, where she enjoyed a vantage of both her
companions. As Donskoy extolled the quaint rituas of the wedding and the lovely quaity of hisfresh
bride, Y dlena shuffled in with atray, presenting apair of fin-ger bowlsto the women. The servant's cheek
was gtill marred by the long wedl that looked like aleech suck-ing her vitaity—what little remained to
her.

Jacqueline toyed with acurl of her black hair, ingpecting it carefully. "It was indeed an entertaining
ceremony,” she said, not bothering to look up. "I'm so pleased | couid attend.”

"And | am pleased to see you are fedling better,” Donskoy replied, afaint chill in histone.
"Thank you, my friend. Y our kindnesswarmsme."
"Wereyou ill?" asked Marguerite. "Then surdly you should not have traveled.”

Jacqudine smiled condescendingly. "How sweet of you to worry. It isnothing serious. | am proneto
headaches, which can be maddening, but rardly fatd."

Marguerite noticed afaintly bruised band of flesh that rimmed the woman's neck ribbon, and
wondered if perhaps the fabric had been drawn too snugly.

"But | haven't aglimmer of pain now," Jacqueline continued, stroking a pale finger thoughtfully ong
her jaw. The nail was short but pointed, and stained red with henna. She brightened. "Indeed | fed likea
new woman, thanks to Donskoy's generous gift. | couldn't wait to get home before | opened it.”

From the dim corners of her memory, Marguerite recaled the black box—the crate that Arturi had
unloaded, and that she had last seen lashed to the back of the woman's carriage. Marguerite wondered
how this could possibly have effected a cure. She was about to inquire when Donskoy interrupted.

"Y es, the new gown becomes you, Jacqueline. And home iswhere | thought you were destined. What
has prompted your return?”



"You did, | thought,” she answered swestly.

"And how might | have done that?' he asked.

"Soon after we parted, the road became impass-able, blocked by timber.”
Donskoy seemed surprised.

Marguerite found the entire exchange quite curious. "How could that have been Lord Donskoy's
arrange-ment?" she asked. "Are you suggesting he scurried out beforehand and felled the trees himsdlf?”

Donskoy smirked.

Jacqueline smiled knowingly. "The unconscious will," she murmured. Her emerad eyesflashed,
reflecting the shimmer of her dark silk gown. "One should never underestimate its power."

"Y ou spesk too dramaticaly,” said Donskoy.

"And you underestimate yoursalf," replied Jacque-line. "Thereisvery littlein thisdomain that does not
reflect your wilt, my friend, or bend to your wishes."

Donskoy gave alow chuckle. "Except women, per-haps." He patted Marguerite's hand. "Y ou see,
Mar-guerite, my land tends toward self-destruction, especialy during the spring, when one might expect
just the opposite. But | am surprised to hear of it now."

"Well, if you doubt it," Jacqueline replied, "you must seefor yoursdf."

"That won't be necessary,” Donskoy said. "1 will send Ljubo and Ekhart with afew associatesto clear
theroad for you tomorrow."

"A few fdlentreesis hardly self-destruction, Lord Donskoy," Marguerite offered. "It must bea
common occurrence when the soil is saturated and the roots are weak. Redlly, such attributions make
things seem grimmer than they truly are.”

"Take note, Jacqueline,” Donskoy replied. " Already she offers afresh perspective. Shell bring renewa
tothisland yet, you shall see”

"Yes | shdl," said Jacqueline, smiling smugly. "And | shal enjoy the spectacle.”

An awkward pause ensued. Then Ljubo and Y elena entered bearing thefirst course: two peacocks,
cooked fully feethered. Thelr brilliant turquoise and emerald tails had been spared from the heet, then
reattached with skewersto stand aoft. The necks, too, had been wired erect. Y elena strained under her
load, but Ljubo waddled contentedly as usua, bob-bing so that the bird's feathers waved before him like
an exotic many-eyed fan. Marguerite suppressed asmile. He made a perverse sort of harem girl, she
thought. For that matter, he made an equally unsa-vory eunuch. The peacock's 10ose head nodded in
agreement on its spike. Ljubo had made an effort to formalize his attire, meeting with some success; he
wore aclean black woolen tunic over histattered trousers, and his ragged fingers had been freshly
wrapped in crisp white bandages, aready soiled by the juices of the bird.

It occurred to Marguerite that she had assumed the castle harbored afew other handsto serve
Donskoy— that somewhere, in the keep's foreboding recesses, lurked chandlers, chamber maids,
pantlers, foot-men—not many, perhaps, but certainly afew. Now she began to wonder if the foursome
she had dready met maintained the castle in its entirety. Even given the general state of decay, it seemed
impossible. Shelooked around for any sign of Ekhart or Zosia. Neither was present; perhaps they were
employed behind the scenes.

Ljubo plunked his platter directly in front of Jacque-line, who sneered at him, then teasingly blew him a
-;SS. Ljubo chortled as he and Y elena retreated.

"A toadt," said Donskoy. "To my bride"



"To new faces," added Jacqueline, lowering her eyesto cast aknowing look at Donskoy. If he
reacted, Marguerite did not notice.

AsYeenaand Ljubo brought forth other dishes and bread, the feasting began. Donskoy carved a
piece of the peacock and placed it on Marguerite's platter. "It is my pleasure to serve you, my dear"

"Take note of that, Marguerite," cooed Jacqueline. "' Such words rarely come from hislips. Y ou may
never hear them after tonight.”

Donskoy ignored the remark, afact that annoyed Marguerite even more than the comment itself. She
fought to keep the heat from rising to her face.

"Y ou mentioned home," said Marguerite, intent on taking the high ground as hogtess. "Whereisthat,
Jecoueing?'

"Barovia. My edtate liesthere.”
"Isit adifficult journey?'
"It can seem that way at times, especially for some-one who lacks my resourcefulness.”

Jacqudine withdrew adagger from somewhere under the table; Marguerite assumed it had did froma
sheeth on her thigh.

"Always carry your own blade," said Jacqueline, relieving the bird of half itsflesh. "It'san old rogue's
adage. Mot hogsfail to supply something suitable, though Milosis, of course, an exception.”

"A rogue's adage?' Marguerite asked. "Y ou don't look the type.”
"Redlly . ., And how doesthe type look?"
"More utilitarian in dress, perhaps. Lessfragile.”

"l assureyou," said Jacqueline, "I am not so fragile. But | will take that as acompliment. It hasindeed
been many yearssince | had to struggle amongst sav-age company to maintain myself. Many years, in
fact, snce mutua interestsled me to Donskoy. Do you still remember that night, Milos?!

"l do," hereplied.

"Those times were perhaps rougher,” said Jacque-line, "yet in many waysricher. As| recal, Milos,
you were flush with the rewards of a successful venture.”

"Yes" hereplied, smiling. "Highly successful. And, as| recall, you intended to share in those
rewards— without an invitation."

Marguerite intervened, fearing their reverie might soon become await that encircled them completely.
"What kind of venture'?" she asked.

Jacqueline merely smiled, and Donskoy sat chew-ing, asif to consider hisreply before answering.

"Doesit surprise you, Marguerite, to learn that | was not born to this so-called grandeur?' He waved
his hand at the room.

"No. | suppose | knew it."

"And how isthat?'

"No mention of family, perhaps, no coat of arms, no portrait gdlery. I'm not certain.”
"Perhaps | smply prefer to keep my ancestors well-buried.”

Marguerite pondered for amoment. She had known that Donskoy was not born to this castle. Then
sherecdled. "I believe Ekhart told me you were not the keep's origina owner, and you yourself said you
‘came'to this place.”



"Indeed, that is possible. It would seem my lovely bride harbors adegp memory, aswell asaclever
wit. | 1l haveto take care what | say."

"1 wish you wouldnt,” Margueritereplied. "A hus-band and wife should share dl thingsintimately, and
thereby build afortress, and let no others assault it."

Jacqueline chortled. Donskoy slenced her with alancing gaze, but asmirk pulled gently at the corners
of hislips

"Y ou've been reading the Good Woman's Primer, | wnagine," he said with some amusement. "And of
courseyou are correct.” He stroked his goblet against Marguerite's cheek, letting it drop to her
collarbone. She fdt atrickle of spilled wine and quickly dabbed her chest with the edge of the tablecloth.
"But do not trouble yoursdf," hewhispered. "Later we shdl sharethingsintimately.”

Marguerite tensed; clearly her husband's demeanor was getting loose. " So," she said, "you weretdling
me about a successful venture.”

"Was|?'

"Please do. | want to sharein al your successes, past and future. What sort of venture wasit?'
"How shdl | putit... 7'

Jacquelinechimed, "May | asss?"

"Y ou may not," Donskoy said firmly. He patted Mar-guerite's hand. "I have played many roles, my
dear, but at thetimein question, | was a procurer—no, akind of savior. | made it my businessto fulfill
certain specia and difficult needs of those who had the meansto pay well. Gresat lordsin name, some of
them, though of course| wastheir equa by right. If not their superior.”

"Don't you mean by rite. Lord Donskoy?" quipped Jacqueline.

Marguerite did not catch the meaning.

"l do not," he growled in disgust. "' Such are your own concerns.”

"Forgive me, Donskoy," said Jacqudline, in avoice as smooth as melted butter. "I could not resst the
pun.”

Donskoy sneered. "Thereisvery littleyou resg.”

"Touche, mon cher."

Donskoy added, "Besides, to linger on eventslong past isamark of weakness. Thisisatimefor
looking forward."

"l agreeentirdy,” replied Jacqueline. "Thefutureisrich with possibilities”

Marguerite wanted very much to hear more about Donskoy's history, but she decided not to pressthe
matter. Staring at Jacqueline's young face, she could not imagine that thiswoman had seen anything "long
past”; Jacqueline was remarkably well preserved, doubtlessly by some dark magic. Donskoy steered the
conversation toward more banal topics, such asthe quality of the wine, which he described as "arecent
import.” The feast progressed; eventually the greet pig arrived. It offered an obscene amount of mest.
When Marguerite commented as much, Donskoy sug-gested she learn to enjoy such excesses, then
informed her that Zosiahad away with old flesh; it would hardly go to waste. The body of the pig went
to the associates. Ljubo planted the boar's head on the lord's high table. The mouth was stuffed with the
ani-md s own heart. As Jacqueline and Donskoy smacked their lips noisily, Marguerite sipped at her
wine, trying not to meet the boar's shriveled stare.

"So, Marguerite,” ventured Jacqueline. ™Y ou are from Darkon.”

"Yes, from avillage near Martok."



"I've heard an interesting legend about Darkon,” said Jacqueline. "Do you know it?"

"How could I," quipped Marguerite, "when you haven't described it." She felt emboldened by the -ine.
"They say that Darkonian soil leeches memories from those who tread upon it too long.”

If they were correct, wed dl be amnesiacs.”

‘But how would you know?"

“I beg your pardon?'

"How does a man know what he has forgotten, after he no longer knows he knew it a al?

Aninteresting point." Marguerite paused for amoment. "But an amnesiac understands his plight
because he knows what he should recal, even though he can't recall it."

"Y ou two are boring me," said Donskoy. "Since when did peasant lore and superstitions become the
stuff of polite discourse? | visted Darkon many times, and | remember every moment.”

"And are they pleasant memories?' asked Marguerite.
Donskoy drank heavily from hisgoblet, then let out asigh. "Some. . ." he murmured.

Both his companions awaited his next comment, but Donskoy had fallen slent, immersed in hisown
thoughts.

Jacqueline dabbed her lips, then cleaned her dag-ger and retired it. "Wdll," she said to Marguerite, "l
have not visited Darkon, and | should like very much to go. I've heard that Castle Avernus, Lord Azalin's
keep, holds many treasures that could turn one's head.”

"No doubt,” answered Marguerite dryly, thinking that Jacqueline would fit well with Azalin's reputed
decadence. "But Darkon lies quite far from here. One needs the assistance of the Vigtani to traversethe
ter-rain with any certainty. And I'm not sure | could rec-ommend the trip. My own passage was not very
pleasant.”

"It painsmeto hear it," said Jacqueline, with only atrace of sSincerity. "But then, in the hands of the
gyp-sSes, one wonders how you survived at al."

Marguerite laughed. "I understand your attitude. Yet | can't forget that it'sthe Vistani who brought me
to Donskoy's atention. | think afew sinister caravans color the reputation of the entire race.”

"Y ou're much too generous. In my experience, the only useful caravans are those who swear fedlty to
gold. And Donskoy finds even their stench so strong he can barely abideit. Both he and | know just how
deep the Vidtani treachery can run, and what kind of misery they breed.”

Donskoy dammed afist on the table. Marguerite jumped, then stared at him, agape. The associates,
who had been content to enjoy their own conversations, ceased talking aswell. The hall fell silent, but for
the crackling of thefire and the cresking of wood. It was asif the scene had frozen. When at last
Donskoy spoke again, hisvoice was strained yet even. "Jacqueline,” he said deeply. "Y ou must choose
your topics more care-fully." His pale blue eyes had turned to ice.

Jacqueline arched a brow but said nothing, For atime, no one spoke at al. Then Donskoy excused
himsdf from the table, saying that he would return momentarily. He strode out of the hal, and the
associ-ates resumed their rumbling.

Jacqudine smiled sweetly at Marguerite. "Touched anerve, | guess. But helll recover. He dways
does."

"What did you say to set him off?' Marguerite asked. "What treachery did he endure?’
"None but hisown,” said Jacqueline crypticaly. She glanced furtively toward the men at the nearby



tables, then leaned in close to her companion. "May | speak freely with you, Marguerite?'
"Of course." Marguerite braced hersdlf for an inddi-cate comment.
Jacqueline's voice remained honey-swest. "Y ou think of me asathresat, do you not?'
"Why, no—"

"But you do, | fear. Y ou think of me as somekind of competition. Y ou mustn't, though. Donskoy
desires ason. Moreover, he has become obsessed with the notion of sowing his seed on pure ground. It
has been many years since |l fit that description, and | can assure you, motherhood doesn't interest mein
the least, nor does a permanent residencein thisgrim and primitive palace.”

"And precisely what are your interests?" asked Mar-guerite boldly.

Jacqueline laughed. "Yes," she said. "Perhaps amore direct approach isbest. May | share a secret
with you, Marguerite?'

"If it pleases you," said Marguerite cautioudy. She did not trust this woman any farther than she could
sneeze. And certainly any "secret” this snake-woman shared would be some kind of lie, amanipulation.

"Do you not wonder how | came here?" asked Jacqueline.
"[ assumeyou camein acariage.”

"How quaint. Yes, of course, in acarriage, But when the mists are heavy, it's very easy to lose your
way. Sometime ago | acquired the meansto navigate amost aswell asthe Vidani themsaves—the
means, yes, but unfortunately not the mastery. | have spent many yearstrying to understand my treasure,
tapping the finest mindsin my pursuit. Mow | dareto hope my skillsareimproving.”

"How nicefor you," said Marguerite. "But I'm not sure | follow your story.”

"Thepoint s, it could be nicefor you aswell," replied Jacqueline.

"l beg your pardon?”’

"Business, Marguerite. That ismy interest. Y our husband hopesto achieve akind of spiritua renewa
through you. |, on the other hand, would like to effect amore tangible renai ssance—one that is measured
in gold. Lord Donskoy once reveled in hisbusiness, but no more. Oh, he dill dabbles, but he will never
seethingsreach their full potentid again. I, on the other hand, have both the means and the desire.

Donskoy oncerdlied on certain Vistani tribes for hismohility. Soon | could fulfiil the samerole, and
more. All | requireis his support. And of course, the benefitswould flow to him aswell asto you.”

"Jacqueling," Marguerite protested, "I have no ideawhat you're talking about. And | truly think—"

"Well talk more of thisin the future,” Jacqueline interrupted. Shetipped her head toward the door.
"When things become clearer, you may find we under-stand one another better."

Lord Donskoy had returned to the hall. A smileflickered across his face; the stormy mood appeared
to have passed. Before returning to the head table, he stopped to talk with some of his associates.

Marguerite looked a the woman beside her, but Jacqueline did not return the glance. She was smifing
sweetfy in Donskoy's direction. Without turning her gaze, she said, "Are you happy here, Marguerite?'

"Yes, of course.”
"And do you deep wel? No bumpsin the night to awaken you?"
"l have dept well for the past two nights.”

"Y ou have heard no strange creaktngs, Marguerite?' Jacqueline spoke softly, and she continued to
smilein Donskoy's direction. "No unearthly shadows have come to hover about your bed?"

"Mothing has disturbed my deep,” Marguerite said. She did not add that the only unearthly shadow she



had seen had been lurking outside the keep, on the day she arrived. "Why do you ask?!

"No reason,” Jacqueline said, till not looking at Marguerite. "E find Donskoy's castle somewhat . . .
bothersome & night.”

Donskoy gave a hearty laugh, then turned away from his associates. As he approached the head table,
Jacqueine's smile became coy, and she leaned closer to Marguerite. "I'm glad to hear the castle treats
you better than it doesme,” she whispered. "A good night's rest iswhat you need to stay fresh.”

Sensing that it would not to do to probe further about Miss Montarri's troublesome nights, Marguerite
sghed with exasperation. Fresh. Why must everyone speak asif she were aitem growing stalein the
pantry? Why must everyone be so eccentric?

Donskoy took his place behind the high table. "What we need now," he announced loudly, "isthe
entertainment!” He motioned to Ljubo, who was standing at attention near the men'stables. "Alert
Ekhart,” he commanded. "And fetch the hounds.”

This development took Marguerite by surprise. Shetried to imagine what would follow, daring to hope
that the strange, somber banquet might give way to amore traditiona celebration. In the castles of
romantic tales, afeast never ended without the awe-inspiring turns of ajuggler and acrobats, and the
cheerful songs of amingirel. Perhaps Donskoy was kegping them in the wings. Marguerite shook her
heed; it seemed unlikely. But what then? In Darkon's fortress Avernus, she had heard, "noble" guests
often debauched themselves in the company of the castle guard, creating an obscene frenzy of pain and
plea-sure for the amusement of the grest lord Azalin.

The door at the rear of the hall opened, and L jubo reappeared, preceded by a hobbled beast that
dragged itsalf forward on the ground. A leather hood concealed its head, but the rest of the body was
exposed. It possessed the features of severa animals, mostly bear and boar. A naked gray tail curled
over itsdark, bristly back. The dender rear legs, smdl for itsimmense bulk, ended in tiny hooves that
clacked sharply against the smooth stone floor. The forelegs, covered by black shaggy fur, terminated in
apair of great bear paws. Itsleft front leg had been twisted around and bound againgt its flank with a
barbed tether. Though Marguerite could not see the creature's face, she could hear it breathing heavily
ingdeitshood. The nervous beast was swinging its head back and forth, from sideto side.

The associates leaned forward at their tables, their eyesflickering with anticipation.

Marguerite wasfilled with pity and fear. "What is this @bomination?' she whispered to her husband.
"Have you never seen such an anima?' Donskoy asked lightly.

“No."

"Y ou have led such ashdtered life, my angd. This creature was a gift from aLord Markov, aboon for
afavor | oncepaid him. Infact, it is one of three such creatures he awarded me.”

Marguerite wondered what had become of the other two, but she did not voice the question; she had
no desireto hear the answer. Doubtless, she would see for herself soon enough.

Ekhart entered the room with atrio of black hounds, securely leashed. He reached forward and cut
their tethers.

The hounds scrambled toward the prey. When they came within striking range, they moved dowly into
position, circling. The hooded beast swung blindly. Still, it landed the first blow, drawing five red iines
across adog's shoulder. The hound did not flinch, pressing forward to receive another wound. The
maneuver gave its companions opportunity; they moved in behind the beast and fixed their jawson its
hind legs. The beast turned wildly, but it wastoo late; its attackers had aready ripped itstendonsto
bloody shreds.

The creature toppled, then struggled to right itsdlf, its usdlesslegs diding back and forth and painting



the floor with red stresks. The hounds circled, darting in to snap at the pitiful beast until the thing, too
exhaugted to flail at its attackers any longer, lay till and panting, its neck fully exposed.

Drooling, the dogs began to gather near the head of their prey. The creature's great barrel of achest
heaved dowly and painfully, and Marguerite imagined she could hear its drumming heart.

Donskoy raised a hand. Ekhart whistled, freezing the hounds. Whimpering and whining, they returned
tohim.

"Azroth shal have the honor,” announced Donskoy.

The man nearest to the high table left his seat and walked over to the beast. With his short sword, he
dashed at the back of the creature's head. It was not akilling blow. Asthe beast writhed, Azroth
snatched at the hood, now bloodied but free, and removed it.

Marguerite gasped. The creature had the head of aboar, but the eyes were unnatura—like aman's
eyes, shethought. Its gaze, filled with fear and supplication, fell on her, silently pleading for mercy from
the one soul who might grant it.

Marguerite winced and turned away.
She heard Azroth's sword strike again. The creature gave asharp cry.

Marguerite did not look up, but she fet astring of moist droplets strike her face, then she saw thetiny
red stains upon her gown, aspray of blood. Azroth had struck an artery.

"Sweet Marguerite." Donskoy gentty wiped the blood from her face with acloth. " So innocent and
gentle. Doesthis sport pain you? Y ou said yourself the creature was an abomination.”

Marguerite did not offer an answer, nor, she knew, did her husband really expect one. When she
looked up, Ljubo was dragging the bloody carcass from the hall.

Donskoy rose. "Thefeast hasended,” he announced. "All hail my bride.”
"Hail," droned the men, voices bare of enthusiasm.

"All hall therenewd."

They raised their pamsto the celling and snapped their fingers.

"Come, my dear," said Donskoy. "L et usleave them. | have eaten well, but | am ill ravenous.” He
turned to Jacqudine. "Entertain yoursalf asyou wish. Ljubo and Ekhart will assist you in the morning.”

"You aretoo kind," said Jacqudline. "Marguerite, it has been a pleasure to meet you.”
Marguerite merely smiled.

The man who had dain the beast spoke up. "And isthisal for the entertainment, then, my lord?’ His
voice sank low with subtle menace. ™Y ou promised us more."

Donskoy chuckled. "Yes, of course. And | have kept that promise.” He nodded to Ekhart. " Show
them to the dungeons.” With a gracious wave, he added, " Gentle rogues, faithful friends, your prize
awaits."

They filed out dowly, the men's faces twitching in childish anticipation.

Marguerite mustered the courage to ask the ques-tion that had formed in her head. "What prize awaits
them, my dear husband?'

Donskoy looked at her beneath lowered lids. "That isnot your concern, my dearest. Y ou must
concen-trate on the prize that awaits you."



SEVEN

Donskoy led Marguerite to the foyer. Wicked laugh-ter drifted up from the depths of the castle, distant
and muffled. His men were enjoying their prize.

The couple crossed into the Sitting room where they had first spoken. Now the hearth was cold, the
black embersvoid of life. A small arched door lay in the cor-ner. Donskoy withdrew a key and opened
it, and with abow and aflourish of his hand, he motioned for her to enter.

Marguerite closed her eyes and stedled hersalf, half-expecting to enter some chamber of horror—a
gdlery filled with a contorted and unnatura menagerie, suffed yet animate; adank closet with asoiled
pallet and darkly stained manacles, where"unfresh” wives wereleft to rot. She swallowed hard to regain
her composure; her imagination was running amuck.

As she crossed the threshold, she exhaded sharply, her relief mingled with awe. She had stepped into a
strange and lovely dream, afantasy in red. One by one, the heavy thoughtsthat played in the back of her
mind and weighed on her spirit Smply melted avay— the crude men, their pox and their disease and
their wicked games, her fear that Donskoy's tastes might run in smilar veins. Soft opulence envel oped
her.

No other room in the castle had coverings upon the stone or wood floors, save for herbs and straw,
and the occasiond pdt. Herein thissmal chamber, layers of ornate red tapestries and plush fur rugs
cloaked the polished planks, leaving only the outer rim of the floor exposed. Long swaths of crimson
velvet hung from the pandled walls, pooling on the dark, gleaming wood. The ceiling waslow and divided
into gilded squares, each housing a carved rosette, tinted scarlet. A single chandelier dangled in the center
of theroom. It resembled alarge, ornate cage of gold filigree, imprisoning acircle of wax candles carved
in the shape of doves. Long strands of red glass beads dripped from the bars of the cage like sparkling
droplets of blood. They tinkled softly, stirred by the soft breeze that rushed through the open doorway.

The room was lush, lavish, and decadent, unlike any place Marguerite had ever seen.

"My private sdlon,” murmured Donskoy. "My oasis from decay and despair. | hopeit pleasesyou." He
peded off hisjacket and tossed it thoughtlessly onto the floor.

Marguerite nodded.
"I an glad," he continued. "'l do not extend the honor of avidt to just anyone.”

He watched as she continued to survey the room and its furnishings—the plush red divan, stretched
languidly before apair of low round tables; the throne-like chair and stout square table sitting beside it,
each resting proudly on lion'slegs, the profusion of red vel-vet pillows scattered acrossthe floor. A warm
fire-place glowed on the left Side of the room, with achimney and a golden hood to keep back the
smoke. \n exotic water pipe rested on the floor nearby, its glass bowls red and as round as a spider's
abdomen, the long hose coiled besideit like a patient black snakewith adim slver head. A row of white
marble pedestal's stood aong the opposite wall—the kind that displayed bustsin agalery, though they
were head-less a present. On the rear wall loomed afruitwood cabinet with gleaming inlaid panels and
carved rosettes that echoed the pattern in the ceiling. Mar-guerite redlized she had seen similar designs
once before, though in asmaler piece—achest her father had imported from Lamordia, a northern land
noted for its craftsmanship.

Donskoy settled himsdlf on the floor beside the water pipe, lighting it with adender stick from thefire,
"Sit." He motioned toward the divan. "And let your-sdif relax.”

She obeyed, at least the first command. His second wish would be harder met.
Donskoy pressed thetip of the black hoseto hislips, inhaing deeply. Marguerite stared. When he



exhaled, she noticed that the silver tip was shaped like the head of a cobra; the artisan, too, had
envisoned aserpent and conjured its likeness.

"Have you never seen ahookah?' Donskoy asked.
Marguerite shook her head. "It comesfrom Sri Rgji."
Marguerite had never heard of this place. "It sounds exotic."

"More like asteaming pit. | no longer travel abroad, of course, but it isone place | do not miss. There
isasmalt present on the table before you," said Donskoy. "Y ou may openit.”

Onthetable rested asilver tray with a decanter of plum brandy-wine and two blood-red goblets.
Besidethetray lay asmall, square black bundle. Marguerite picked up the package and rel eased the
gold cord that bound it. The silk wrapping fell away to expose another shimmering cord and another
ebony layer. Benesth it lay yet another. Donskoy smiled with amusement as she pedled away the
wrapping, ventur-ing ever deeper. At last, she held asmall, square wooden box, lacquered and gleaming.
It appeared to have no lid.

"How do | get insde?" she asked.
"Try," he responded smoothly, taking another deep draft from the pipe.

She wrestled with the impenetrable block, stroking and prodding, shaking it lightly and pondering its
muffled rattle. She searched its surfaces repeatedly for any sign of ahinge or latch,

"ftisapuzzle" he added.

"So | gathered,” she said, her somach fluttering like an excited child's. She struggled for severd
min-utes. Then it dawned on her that this might be some kind of test, which she might befailing. Her
brow fur-rowed at the thought.

"Perhaps | am glad you cannot open it,” Donskoy said gently. "It marks you as without guile.”

He took the box from her hands and fondied it until it did it gpart in two pieces, one cantilevered over
the other. Then he returned it to her hand.

Nestled in the bottom haf was a brooch—a circle of gold, two arms bound by an entwining ribbon,
upon which amessage was inscribed.

"What doesit mean?' she asked.

"Forever," he said darkly, asif making it so*
"It's beautiful. Shal | put it on?"

"Pleasedo.”

She pressed the pin through the bodice of her gown, and as it emerged from the other side, it pierced
her fingertip. She gave alittle squesk, then lifted the fin-ger to her lips, but Donskoy was faster—moving
to her hand and taking it in his own gloved grasp.

"Allow me," he said, gently sucking the blood from her wound. "Y ou taste so sweet.”
Despite hersdlf, she blushed, and her jaw tensed.

"But you aretoo cold," he added. "Y our hands arelikeice. | can fee! it even through my gloves." He
reached for the decanter of wine, filling the glass. He settled back into the cushions beside the water pipe
and gazed upon her, continuing his smoke.

His stare was unsettling. Marguerite could amost see the busy whirl of thoughts behind his eyes, but
she could not read them. They sat quietly. She sipped the wine, then gazed a the small hands wrapped
around the glass, her skin smooth and blue-white. What is he waiting for? she thought. Though shefet no



desirefor him, shedid, at least, desire the consummeation. The silence was palpable, swelling around her.
A log erupted on thefire. The sparks drifted like red falling stars onto the hearth, dying on impact.

"The brooch is beautiful," she offered at last, aware that she had repeated hersdlf. "Thank you."

Donskoy made alittle ring with hislips and blew out adow, long puff of smoke. "Asareyou,” he said
from beneath hooded lids. He drew histongue across the stiver tip of the hose. "Drink thewine and let

me look at you. It isnot necessary to spesk.”
Marguerite shifted uncomfortably. "Recline, if you would," he murmured.

She put down the wine glass and pulled her legs up onto the divan, nestling her back againgt apillow.
Donskoy threw another log onto the fire; the edges of hisfine linen shirt reflected the flame, defining his
sl-houette with afaint red glow.

He kept hisback to her, ill facing the hearth. "I do not wish you to be anxious," he said. "I cannot
tolerate an unwilling wife. | have had my fill of it. Do you undersand?’ Hisvoicewaslow and levd, yet it
car-ried a desperate, nervous note. Perhaps that was it: he was nervous. She could not read him.

"Yes" shesaid quietly. Sheretrieved her glass and sipped at the wine.

"I will not make the same mistake twice," he mut-tered, dumping onto the pillows. Still, he did not ook
a her.

Intime, he repeated, "1 will not make the same mis-take twice. To drag ablack-haired hellion into my
bed only to see her cold and withered, spewing bile a my touch. | dreamed shewould yied intime.
Beware of your dreams. Marguerite, for they shall lead you into the deepest pits of despair.”

He shifted and stared at the ceiling, attached to his pipe asif it were alifeline. He seemed unaware of
her presence entirely.

"It had to be done," he said firmly, eyesred and swollen. "And | was, . . " Helaughed sourly, then
coughed, choking. *, . . triumphant." His eyesrolled; the whites rose like twin moons. "Perhaps...."

Hewaslong slent after that, apparently drifting, adeep, though his eyes remained partly open.
Mar-guerite wondered how much she couid trust his ddir-ium. An hour passed, and she too began to flirt
with unconsciousness. She shook hersaf awake and stud-ied Donskoy's ill body, then redlized she
could not make out therise and fall of his chest. Suddenly it occurred to her that he might be dead. A
short mar-riage, after al. And then what?

Shewalked to hissde, gently nudging him. "My lord?' she said softly.

He gasped and flung an arm across hisbrow asif to shidd it from ablow. His eyeswidened, white
with ter-ror. "Who goes there?' he rasped. His face had twisted into a hideous mask, contorted beyond
recognition.

"Y our wife," she whispered with darm. "So!" he hissed. "The wretched succubus returns. See what

you have wrought!" He snared her wrist in acrushing grip and bared histeeth wildly, asif ready to
attack. She winced and struggled to wrench free.

"Lord Donskoy," she pleaded. She knew he did not see her. "It isl, Marguerite.”

The white blaze dowly faded from his eyes, and his entire countenance melted into aboyish grin. "Ah,
Marguerite,” he said lightly, asif they had just encoun-tered one another on some bucolic garden path.
"Have | been neglecting you?'

She shook her head, dazed by pity and fear, mas-saging her tender wrigt.

Hewinked. "Ah, but | think | have." He reached up and took her hand again gently, drawing it to his
face and inhding. Then hetugged playfully at her dress. "Come, Marguerite. Come and lie down beside
me"



Reluctantly, she stretched out at his side. He removed her dippers, then smoothed the fabric of her
dress over her body and surveyed her dowly with his eyes—following thelong rise of her legs, the gentle
curve of her somach, her chest rising and falling in short, rapid bresths. He turned and lifted thetip of his
hookah toward her mouth. When she turned away, he took a draught from the pipe himsdlf and leaned
over her, sedling her lipswith his. Then he dowly exhaed, filling her lungs with warm smoke. Marguerite
choked and coughed, her throat burning with the acrid fumes.

Helifted his head. "Are you nervous?' he asked softly, pressing his hand to her chest. Y our heart
bestslike arabbit's."

"No," shereplied. "l annot.”
His hand did left, fingersworking like a blind man reading runes. "Does this please you?'

"Yes" It was not entirely alie. Her head had begun to swim out to sea, while her body wastaking
another trip entirely.

Heamiled. "It pleasesme aswell." Hisfingerstoyed with the brooch on the dress. "And did my
present entertain you?'

She hesitated, unsure of his meaning. "The brooch isvery beautiful.”

"What | mean to ask ... iswhether you enjoyed the unwrapping.”

She nodded.

"Then you won't mind if | sharein your pleasure. Shdl | unwrap my gift now?"
"Oh," Marguerite said, fedling stupid, "but | have nothing for you."

Donskoy chortled. "Oh," he mocked, "but you are sorely mistaken.”

He freed the brooch from her gown and gently flicked his thumb over the pin's sharp point. She looked
down, wide-eyed, to see him plant the point in the valley of her breasts, poised at the edge of the gown's
neckline. He gently lifted her chin with hisfree hand. "Close your eyes, Marguerite,” he said, touch-ing his
soft black fingertipsto her lids. "And trust." He did his suede fingersto her mouth. "Close your lipsand
ligen.”

She heard afaint scratching sound as the edge of her gown bit into the nape of her neck and pressed
into her collarbone. Then the fabric popped, releasing its grip, and asharp point defined atingling path
from her ster-num to her navel. When Donskoy lifted his hand from her lips, the dresslay open across
her torso asif flayed apart. Her chest looked strangely wrinkled and white in the gap. Then sheredized
that it was not her own flesh she saw. Thefina layer of slk—barely perceptiblein the dim light—dtill lay
intact againgt her skin.

Donskoy tossed the brooch carelessy aside and began to pedl away the gown. He worked dowly and
methodicaly, layer by layer. She closed her eyesagain, Iulled by the hypnotic hiss of hisbreath. The final
layer clung to the hollows of her shape asif it had taken root; his gloved fingers picked gingerly at the
edges of the silk, then roiled the fabric away with firm, even strokes. He continued to knead her muscles
well after the dress had gone, beginning with her fingers and arms, then turning to her feet and working
dowly up her legs until sheimagined her own skin would start to pedl away willingly. She moaned and
stretched like acat.

Hedid his cheek over her body. "So sweet," he murmured. "And so fresh."

She heard agiggle, then realized it was her own. Donskoy removed his clothes—all but the black
gloves. Then he proceeded to move over her anew with agonizing downess, leaving no inch unexplored.
Hetook her hand and gnawed softly on her fingertips, then traced a path up her arm with histongue. At
the tender white crux of her elbow, he lingered, lapping like akitten at bowl of cream. She shuddered.



"My just desserts,” he murmured. He chuckled at his own pun.

Marguerite turned her head toward the hearth and watched the flames licking at the wood, as Donskoy
was a her. She grew hot asthe cods.

A soft tinkling drifted to her ear like some magical summons. Slowly and of its own accord, her head
turned toward the sound. The red beads quivered in the chandelier. One greet crystal hung from the
bot-tom; it turned to and fro, flashing rhythmicaly, pulling Marguerite into its grasp. She looked down
and saw her body far below, saw herself and Donskoy, entwined and merging, like angry snakes,
writhing before the fire. Without warning, she spiraled downward, plunging into the core of her flesh asif
it were apool and she were a stone. Once there, she found she was not aone. She twisted sensuoudy
under the invader's assault, returning each ondaught in kind.

Her mouth was dry, her throat parched. Donskoy's black hands trampled over her dick skin like
furtive animals, like hounds hot for the fox. No longer soft, they seemed hard and sharp, lightly scratching
her skin.

"Milos. . ." she moaned.

A dark growl of pleasure echoed through the room. Marguerite could not tell from whoselipsit came.

* k % % %

Marguerite awoke to find Donskoy's body cupped around hers,
"A sonismade," he murmured against her neck.

She wondered how he could be certain, though of course she did not voice her doubts. She was silent,
feigning deep. The past hours were ablur, recaled like changing weather—cool, then hot, then coo!
again. Memories scurried forward to be acknowl-edged, but she brushed them aside. Her head
throbbed, <till poisoned by the wine and the smoke.

After amoment Donskoy rose and groaned, stretch-ing before the fire, Then he proceeded to dress
him-sdf. "Arise, my fair one" he sad dramaticaly. "For methinks you are not deeping,”

Marguerite rolled over and reached for her dress, then saw the pife of fabric, shredded and faintly
pink. She sat up, drawing asmall fur rug around her shoul-ders. Donskoy was adjusting hisgloves. He
went to the cupboard and unlocked it, then opened the doorsjust adiver, withdrawing ared gown from
the dark dit between them. He tossed the gown over to Marguerite and relocked the cabinet, returning
the key to his pocket.

"My gift to adeserving wife," he said smply. He bent to kiss her, pushing away the pdt. "My very
desarving wife.

Shegmiled fechly.
"Raise your hands, and | will dressyou.”

He dipped the silk gown over her head. When the dress encased her, and the brooch ornamented its
neckline, Donskoy led Marguerite to the door and locked it behind them, then escorted her to her
cham-ber. Sheleaned on hisarm for support, wondering if he intended to share her bed. They did not
speak until they reached their god.

"Seepwdl," hesad, kissng her softly on the cheek. "I shall see you in the morning.”
Marguerite's question had been answered. Shefound hersdf relieved.

She stepped across the threshold and turned to close the door, but it was already shut. A key rattled in
the lock, securing her for the night.



EIGHT

Heavy-headed, Marguerite crossed to the hearth, her red gown rustling as she walked. The dresswas
aJittJe long and snug through the shoulders, but other-wise splendid—uworth a peasant's wages for haif a
year, an extravagance that should have thrilled any girl of parochid roots. And it did please her. But thrill?
No more than trying on agarment that was merely borrowed. She went to the wash basin and splashed
her face with cool water, then patted her skin dry.

In Marguerite's absence, Y efena had tended the chamber. The fire was freshly stoked, the wooden tub
gone. The desiccated flowers had been planted in avase, and a steaming pot of tea sat on the table. She
lifted the lid and sniffed; the brew smelled of blackber-ries and honey. As prisons went, herswas not
without its comforts.

Marguerite poured herself some of the teaand sank into achair before thefire. So thisishow it ends,
she thought—her wedding day, the event she had so long anticipated. She shut her eyesand let afew
frag-mented images drift across the black field behind her lids: the strange ritud with the dark egg, the
brilliant flashes from the stained-glass windows, the fountain of blood from the fallen beast. And, findly,
the con-summation in the red salon, an event recalled more by her body than her mind. Her chest flushed
a the memory, and her thighstightened. The occasion was hardly the "impersonal rite" that her mother
had steeled her to expect; but then, Donskoy's castle held many surprises.

Marguerite wondered if hisfirst wife—the "black-haired hellion™ he had murmured about in the salon—
had endured a similar wedding day. Obvioudy, the tragedy of the woman's degth still haunted
Donskoy— and after twenty or thirty years? Marguerite would not understand her husband until she
knew more about hisfirst wife's deeth, however horrible or incriminating that might be. Only then could
they hope to mold a future together; otherwise, Donskoy would forever remain the strange mercurid
measter, while she played hiswell-kept prisoner, some kind of prize purchased solely for breeding. Ina
castle with so few friendly faces, it was alondly prospect.

Wearily, Marguerite went to the bed to draw back the covers, then stayed her hand. In the hollow at
the center of the soft mattress, there was adight swelling where something lay hidden benesth the
embroidered counterpane. The lump shifted. Marguerite stepped back. She drew in her breath, watching
as the swollen mass approached the edge of the bed, moving dowly benegth the woolen cover. Then the
mass stopped. Marguerite stood beside the bed, immobile. The thing remained frozen aswell.

Marguerite had faced thiskind of thing before. "All right, you," she bresthed, grabbing the poker from
besidethefire. "No vermin tonight. No errant cats, no overgrown rats, no—"

She whipped off the counterpane. There sat Griezell. Zosias queenly toad, black and shining against
the whitelinens. It gazed at her dyly with itsenormous, protruding eyes, Zosaswordsin the garden
drifted back to her: Some say a bed filled with toads ensures conception, especialy on the wedding night.

Marguerite cursed. "Tell your mistress her joke isn't funny. Besides, you're late. Y ou should've been
wait-ing in Donskoy's salon, though I'll bet you haven't got the nerve.”

Griezd| blinked, and Marguerite imagined the creartures wide dit of amouth lifted subtly toforma
gmile. Shelet out atired laugh.

"Well, as| told your mistress, | do not bed with toads." Grimacing, she poked at the creature's cool,
dry hide. The gleaming bumps rippled under the poker'stouch. "Off," she commanded. "Off and out.
How did you get in herein thefirst place?’

Griezd| did not budge.



"Fine. You're atoad, after al. Perhaps you're too stupid to understand me.”

Griezdl'sthroat swelled, forming a huge goiter. With its broad mouth dightly parted, the toad emitted a
horrid, reverberant rasp—Iong, deep, and hoarse. It reminded Marguerite of adesth rattle, or of an old
man dearing phlegm from hislungs.

"That's enough,” she snapped in disgust. Y ou probably do understand, and | wouldn't be surprised if
Zosaundergiandsyou in turn. So you can tell her | am not amused.”

Marguerite returned the poker to its place, then -;cked up the toad with arms stiffly outstretched. The
gpaniel-sized creature hissed and paddled, and if it had wanted to, it could have wriggled from her arms
or drawn blood with its claws. But the toad had bowed ; to her authority, at least for now. She carried
Griezd|-bub toward the door. Then she remembered the click of the key—Donskoy had locked her in.

Griezell made another goiter and rasped, thistime breaking the hoarse sound into short, staccato
rattles. Like laughter. Marguerite gasped and dropped the toad at once. Griezell hissed, then shambled
toward one of the tapestries flanking the fireplace. With twenty hounds and a frightened fox looking on,
the toad disappeared into the wall. Marguerite wondered whether the little black beast had the fabled
ability to teleport—moving from one place to another without actudly traversing the space between.
Either that, or it had become insubstantial, a specter. Unless. . .

Marguerite heard the faint sound of stone scraping againgt stone. She cautioudy stepped toward the
tapestry, haf-expecting some kind of trap to be sprung. The cloth wavered softly, teasing her, then
Seitled.

She stared at the wall. Every sinew in her suddenly reawakened, tense with excitement. If her guess
was correct, the wal had opened to permit Griezell's pas-sage. There was a secret door, just like the one
in Zosids garden. Then she recaled how the old woman had spoken aword to shift that portal, amagical
com-mand. If such athing were required here, Marguerite was tost. But it couldn't be; Griezeltbub did
not speak, did he? And the toad had gone through.

"Griezdl." She shook her head. Did sheredly think it would answer?

Marguerite picked up apiece of kindling from the stack beside the hearth, then put the end of the stick
to the tapestry, poking the belly of ahound. Nothing happened. She poked again, then walked to the
sde of the heavy fabric, lifting the edge. Behind it lay thewall, firm and stony, seemingly impenetrable.
Seem-ingly, she repeated to hersdlf.

A faint scrabbling and hissing drifted out from the cover of the tapedtry.
"Griezdlbub," she repeated. " Show me how.”
Her answer came—the scrabbling again, so soft she might haveimagined it.

Marguerite went to the edge of the tapestry and dipped into the black diver of space behind it, diding
flat dong the wal until she came to the place where she thought Qriezell had disappeared. The heavy
cloth pressed againgt her back. It smelled musty and blocked the light completely, making her nose burn,
her eyes blind. Sheran her hands over the wall ; searching for some kind of tatch. There was none. She
continued to probe, stretching high, then low, cover-ing every spot she could reach. After several
minutes, the weight and the sour stench of the tapestry became unbearable; she imagined herself pressed
flat like aflower in an old book, dowly dying between its mildewed pages. Gasping, she dipped out from
benesath the shroud and returned to the room. Mold and clotted strands of cobwebs clung to her head
like anewborn's caul. She went to the basin and rinsed her face, pulling the worst of the dregs from her
hair. Then she returned to the wall and stared at it. The cresturesin the scene stared back.

She heard another muffled hiss, impatient and sharp.
Tofollow atoad, must | be one? she thought. She crouched at the base of the tapestry, which hovered



just abovethe floor. Here, the sound of Griezell's hiss-ing became acute. She lifted the bottom of the
rank slk. Blocks of gray stone confronted her.

Something glistened in the candlelight—atiny pool at the base of agtone. It was asif therock were
weeping, or perhaps drooling. She pressed hard on the surface of thisblock. It gave way, and an
open-ing appeared, barely an arm's length high, equally narrow. Beyond lay the black, snakelike throat of
atunnel. Griezdl'singstent little hiss echoed in the darkness. Marguerite stared in, hesitating. The door
did shut, narrowly missing her head.

Heart drumming, half with fear and half with anticipation, sherose and swiftly retrieved acandle from
thetable, fitting it with aguard againg drafts. Then sheretrieved a second candle, unlit, and dipped it into
her garter. She looked around the room. Will | need athird? she wondered. After dl, she mustn't be
caught inthe dark. But if either candle blew out in agust, she would have no way to rdight it. No timeto
hesitate, shetold hersdf. No time. Griezell might not wait.

Armed with the smal fire, she opened the passage again and crawled ingde, pushing the candle ahead
of her as she went. Her progress was dow and discom-forting. She yanked the skirt of her gown up
toward the neck and tucked it into the bodice so her knees were free. Her woolen hose tore on the
stones. After the third bend in the tunnel, she saw awall looming ahead. Griezdll huddled at the base. The
creature turned to face her, flashing arow of sharp tittle teeth, dripping with drool. Then it pushed a a
stone, trigger-ing another door, and went on.

The door closed before Marguerite could reach it. At the base of the wati lay alittle puddle of
Griezdlt's sdlivato mark the spot. She pressed upon the stone's cool surface, and a door opened in the
same fashion asthe last. Marguerite emerged in the space beyond. She stood dowly, ignoring the
complaint of her cramped limbs. Her skirts escaped from her bodice and dropped to the floor.

She found hersdlf in achamber shaped like her own, but it was smdler and ruined, her room's
gtill-born twin. The crumbling hearth pitted the opposite wall like ablack, empty wound. Tattered, filthy
sheets clung to the modest furnishings. The bed stood com-pletely naked, stripped of the mattress,
curtains gone from the spires. The rope supports had been gnawed or rotted and now hung limply to the
floor. In the outer wail rose atal, thin window, bare of giass, The broken shutter hung crazily askew. A
diver of moonlight pushed padt it, cutting awhite path acrossthefloor. Initsglow lay ahesp of leaves
and dirty rags. Some-thing wiggled insdeit. Marguerite thrust her candle forth like aweapon. A mouse
squesaled on the mound, then scurried away, abandoning anest of writhing pink babies, hairless and blind.

Qriezdl sat beside the chamber door, hissng impatiently. The creature was right; thiswas only part of
the journey, not afitting end. Asif to confirm her con-clusion, a cold, wet breeze dunk in through the
open window. She shivered, then strode to the door and yanked. It gave way noisily, and the toad and
the woman went out together.

[nthe hall outside, Marguerite paused to listen, afraid she might have aerted someone to her escape.
But no footsteps came. The castle was quiet. She heard onfy afew distant cresks, the moaning of old
wood.

A wave of excitement washed over her. Moments ago she had been a prisoner, powerless and small.
The rest of the castle had loomed all around, taunting her with its forbidden mass. Now she had mastered
one of its secret arteries—a passage that Donskoy would never show her, even if hefulfilled his promise
of acastletour. And Y etenaor Zosa—would they too have kept her ignorant of this escape? It didn't
matter. Soon, she mused, she would discover more of the castle on her own. In thisway, she might
eventudly cometo possessit—not by right, of course, but in spirit. While her husband and the others
dept, she could gtroll the keep asits haughty mistress instead of its Smpering captive.

Marguerite took amoment to orient hersalf. Her own room, she thought, was somewhere to the left.
Griezdl hissed again and hobbled off to the right, then disappeared around aturn in the passage.



Marguerite hesitated, wary of following a creature most likely Zosiasfamiliar, and her confidence
ebbed. Still, inthe wake of her bravado there remained a bit of courage. And, even stronger, her
curiosity. Mar-guerite hurried after her bumpy black guide, one hand lifting her skirt to keep from
tripping, the other firmly clutching the candle.

Thetoad traveled remarkably fast. It moved at the edge of her sight or just beyond, ateasing shape
along thewall. They cameto atower stair and descended itswinding path. Cold gusts poured through a
series of arrow ditsin the exterior wall. Mar-guerite turned her back to them and held the candle low,
wishing she had thought to bring ashawl. The red gown |eft her shoulders and the top of her spine
exposed. Further, itslayered skirt was awkward and noisy, swishing as she walked. But there had been
no timeto don anything else.

Marguerite followed Griezdl turn after turn down the stairs, descending until she grew dizzy. She
stopped suddenly, as atorch, blazing somewhere below, hurled Griezell's silhouette againgt thewall. The
shadow looked immense and looming, ahorrible hunch-backed mongter. Just as quickly, it shrank and
disap-peared. Marguerite walked after it. When she passed the torch, she saw that the flame was
actudly quite weak; soon it would burn out. It stood guard before adoor. She wondered where the door
led and pressed her ear againgt it, discerning nothing. Then she hurried after Griezell.

In time they came to a second door, small and arched. With the toad's yellow eyes upon her,
Mar-guerite lifted the iff tatch and put her shoulder against the wood. Reluctantly, it gave way, opening
into another passage. This soon led to yet another door, which opened onto another stair in the labyrinth,
leading down il farther. Before she descended, Mar-guerite mentally counted the landmarks they had
passed. She hoped no one had heard her progress. It dawned on her that adanger lay in wandering too
far, where no one could hear her criesif she wereinjured and in need of help. Still, she went down. . ..

Shefdt asif she were descending into the depths of the Abyssitself. From the distance camethe
sound of water, churning and lapping: the Styx, perhaps, she wondered. The air grew more stde. It
seemed to push and pull at her body in long, pestilent drafts, asif the castle were dowly breathing.

At last the stair ended, intersecting a passage with rough-hewn walls that extended both left and right.
Marguerite lifted her candle in each direction. The passage was short, ending with an ironbound door at
ether end. GriezeHbub was nowhere in sight. She paused, listening for the toad's familiar hiss, the
grue-somerasp. Nothing. Griezell had vanished.

Marguerite consdered turning back, then laughed at herself. It was not asif the toad were acomforting
companion or a capable bodyguard. What difference did it makeif Griezell had gone? No doubt the
crea-ture was seeking ameal. And here in the depths, Mar-guerite could seek something
else—something that would offer cluesto Donskoy's history, or to that of his dead wife: the castle crypts.

Sheturned right and ventured through the first door. The chamber beyond smelled of copper and
mildew.

Shelifted her candle, startling arat, which squealed and fled to the shelter of adark corner. The
trappings of atorture chamber sprang into being around her. To Margueritesrdlief, they seemedin
disuse. Sherecalled her vision of Donskoy's associates after the banquet. If torture had been their final
bout of "enter-tainment,” it had not occurred here. A large, broken cage dangled from the celling in one
corner. Immedi-ately below it lay ablackened fire pit, bare of coas. An empty rack stretched nearby.
Rusty chains and broken shackles hung from thewalls; below them, the floor was dark. In the far corner
she spied a stout wooden table. An assortment of implements rested upon it—pocked blades, rusty
pliers, bent picks. Among them were two meta collars, each with screwsfor tightening. Sharp spikes
lined theinner sur-face of the bands. Without thinking, Marguerite put ahand to her throat to protect it.

Beyond the table lay another door. Marguerite approached it cautioudy, then pulled hard. It refused to
open. Something cold seeped into the bottom of her dipper, and shelooked down, discovering adark



00ze bleeding across the threshold. Hagtily she piucked up her skirt and stepped away. The muck could
be anything—and she had no desire to see it more clearly. Sheleft the torture chamber and went down
the hal, past the stairs and through the age-darkened door at the opposite end.

In thisroom, the walls presented an orderly patch-work of marble panels stacked one atop the other.
In the center rose aseries of rectangular biers, upon which knights and ladies, carved from stone, lay
deeping. Marguerite had found the crypt.

She held out her candle and let itsflickering light illuminate the pandls of the tombs. Names did past in
the darkness: Serboinu, Petelengro, Lafuente..... with dates from centuries long past. In the corner was
the tiny stone tomb of an infant. The cover lay on the floor, smashed into a hundred pieces, the small
cavity that it had once covered now empty of anything save spidersand dust.

Marguerite moved dowly down thewall, shining her candle upon the name of each occupant. There
were many sSmilar surnames, though her husband's was not among them. Thisdid not surprise her grestly;
Lord Donskoy had acquired the keep, and his ances-torsrested el sewhere. Still, she hoped to come
across a least onethat bore his surname, one that would list the given name of hisfirst wife—no onein
the castle spoke it in Marguerite's hearing, as though merdly saying it were enough to earn the lord's
wrath. Per-haps, if she were fortunate, the crypt might even have an epitaph that suggested the nature of
the woman'stragic degath.

Marguerite was nearing the end of the wall when the crypt of "Lord Vtadimir Vatrashki" caught her
eye.

Cold isthisBed which | Do yet Looe, For 'tis not as Cold as the Ones Above.

She furrowed her brow and moved on.

Thenext crypt read, "V aeska Donskoy. Home For-ever." Marguerite's flesh went chill. In such adank
and dark place, the epitaph read more like a pronounce-ment of punishment than alament of grief or
love, and she found herself wondering how carefully Don-skoy had considered the words before having
them struck onto hiswifé'stomb. There was nothing else, not even the customary dates of birth and
death, asthough anyone laying eyes on the crypt was expected to know the particulars of Vaeskaslife.

Marguerite stood before the sepulcher for many moments, holding her candle close to the cover, as
though she might learn more of her predecessor by smply staring at the name. After atime, the darkness
of the tomb began to close in around her, a crushing presence—and she redlized that the vault was not as
dlent asit should have been.

Asin thetorture chamber she had visited earlier, thisroom had another door in the back wall. From
behind this barrier, so muffled and soft that Marguerite could not even hear it if she bresthed too loudly,
came agentle purl of water. Curious asto the cause of the sound, she went to the door and pulled it
open.

The space beyond seemed a part of theland itself, a cavern with rough walls of basalt. Only the
smooth stone steps leading down from the door had been carved by man. Below, asmall black stream
snaked lazily acrossthe floor, its surface dowly churning at each broad turn. Marguerite descended.
From some-where Far above came a soft wind, moaning down from a deep recess in the jagged ceiling.
She remem-bered the pit that Ekhart had warned her about inside the castle's main entrance, and his
warning about the demise of "impatient” invaders. Perhaps this was the bottom.

Marguerite reached the foot of the stairs and fol-lowed a path of doping stone aong the edge of the
dark water. The stream seemed to end at the wall ahead, though she could tell by the swirling currents
that it Ssmply sank benesth the rock and continued to flow. She turned to retrace her steps, and saw a
shape floating toward her, bobbing in the water. A log, per-haps. She held forth the light.

Then she screamed.



It was awoman's body, lying face down in the water. Marguerite regained her composure, letting a
faint hiss escape her lips. She stepped closer to observe the corpse. Stop quivering, she admonished
hersdf. The dead can cause no harm. Unbidden, her vampiric suitor from Azalin's kargat cameto mind,
and she added aoud, "Those who are truly dead, at any rate.”

The corpse'slong black hair swirled around her head like anest of shining edls, The dark strands
con-trasted starkly with the woman's thin white blouse, which clung to her swarthy flesh in shreds, held in
place by atight purple corset. The cadaver's arms, cloaked in billowing deeves, were spread wide like
thewings of an angdl. A delicate web of chainsand coins defined her narrow waist, from which red and
green silks swirled about her like scarves. Thelivid feet were bare, the ankles circled in gold.

A Vigtana, thought Marguerite. But how did her body get here?

She looked again at the stream's Sow currents. Of course. Thiswas an underground river, or at least
its branch. The gypsy must have begun her journey upstream. Perhaps she had even come from another
land, eventually drifting to this natura tomb. How ironic that the nomad'sfina journey had occurred after
desth.

Marguerite thought briefly about what she could do. Alert someone, and let them know of her own
wander-ings? Certainly not. Attend to the body alone? Equally distasteful. And even if she had the
fortitude to drag a corpse out of the water and bury it hersdlf, the Vistani had their own customs. A
"proper” funera meant something eseto them entirely.

The water gurgled, and the body dowly began to roll over. Marguerite watched with lurid fascination.
It must be the release of internal gases, she thought. She had read of that once. Still, shetook afew steps
back.

When the gypsy's body rolled onto its back, Marguerite's mouth dropped open. She had steeled
her-sdlf for the worst—a bloated face, abobbing eye loosely tethered to its socket, along, pale worm
wrig-gling free of an orifice. After al, death held no vanity. But the Vistanaremained beautiful,
extraordinarily preserved. Indeed, she looked as though she were deeping upon ablack, watery bed.
The corpse's soft bosom rose and fell with the swells of water, and her lips seemed full and ripe. The
eyes began to move dowly beneath the woman'slong-lashed lids, like adreamer's, Marguerite pressed
forward with her candle. It must be atrick of the light. Without warning, the woman's eyes flew open,
locking their abyssal gaze on Marguerite.

Marguerite froze, suddenly parayzed. Her mouth fell open, and shefet acry welling upinsde
her—but no scream came. A motion flickered at the edge of her awareness; the woman's hand wasrising
out of the water, the long fingers uncurling dowly, opening like aflower.

Marguerite jerked back, screaming. She turned and fled, shielding her candle with her hand as she
climbed the stair. Too frightened to look back even after she reached the top, she rushed into the crypts
and dammed the door shut. She would have barred it, had there been the means.

Instead, she scurried past Valeska's crypt, through the tomb and out into the hal, aso closing this door
behind her. Only then did she stop to breathe, press-ing her back to the wood asif to bar it. Her chest
heaved like abdlows. Her candleflickered madly, fill-ing the hallway with spasms of light.

Wiait, shetold hersdf. What if the woman is dive? Marguerite could not imagine someone surviving a
journey through an underground stream, but neither could she imagine adrowned corpseraising ahand
to gesture & her.

Perhapsthe Vistana needed help. If that were so, Marguerite couldn't abandon her. Guilt woutd haunt
her forever—if not the woman hersaf. Marguerite pressed her ear to the door but heard only the silence

of crypts beyond.
She had to know. She put her hand to the latch and lifted it, then gingerly pushed the door open—just



acrack. Nothing happened. What had she expected? Her mind was playing tricks on her; she had only
imagined the open eyes, the fixed stare, the dead woman's subtle, welcoming smile. . , . Maybe, just
maybe, Marguerite had imagined the entire body. After al, Donskoy had forced his hookah smoke upon
her; who knew what effects it might have had? Per-haps she had experienced akind of strange waking
dream, brought on by the hookah and the foul dungeon air.

Marguerite pinched hersalf hard and winced. Then she opened the door and dowly retraced her steps
through the crypt. She paused by Vaeska's tomb to gather her courage. The sound of her own breathing
echoed through the vault. She clenched her jaw and opened the next door, then stepped onto the sair,
holding her candle out toward the dark stream.

Therewas no corpse, at least not where Marguerite could see. Grinding her teeth, she descended the
dair, then walked along the bank until she had inspected the entire surface of the small stream. The
woman was gone.

Perhaps the body had been caught by a current and dragged downstream. Else it had been sucked
under the surface and now lingered somewhere below, wait-ing for its chance to re-emerge. Marguerite
didn't like the thought of that. She turned to leave.

When she cameto the top of the stair, she saw that the door had swung shut, though she couldn't recall
the sound. No matter; she put her shoulder to the wood and pushed. It held fast. Frantic, she pushed
again. Then shelaughed. She reached for the latch and pushed athird time. The door swung open with
ease. As she stepped past and closed it from the other side, she felt something cold on the back of her
hand. It was agticky black fluid, dripping from the door in asort of pattern. The pattern looked vaguely
familiar— three lines danting down to theleft, running pardld until they intersected afourth. Likethree
lines of wind-driven rain, striking the ground. What wasit—a devil's mark? And who had |eft it? Had
someone lurked here in thisroom while she explored beyond? Could Griezell have made such asign?
Sheraised her candle, scanning the vault around her, but she was aone; only the epitaphs of the dead
shoneinthelight.

Marguerite rubbed the ooze on her skirt. Then she hurried from the tombs, scurrying up out of
dungeon and into the keep proper, up the winding stairs, past the low-burning torch now hissing and
spitting black smoke. She cameto the disma room with the nest of blind mice and the secret passage to
her own |ocked chamber, then winced at the loud creak as she opened the door and went inside.
Crouching beside the stone wall, she searched for the trigger. The pas-sage opened, and she went
through, emerging at last in her own room. All the candles till burned in their holders, adozen warm
buds of light. Thefire crackled in the hearth. The chamber seemed warm and wel-coming. Even safe.

Marguerite caught her reflection in the mirror. The scarlet dress was soiled and torn. Moreover, her
hair was dightly singed; she could smell its bitter scent. She must have been cardless. She set down the
offending candle and pedled off her soiled gown, then remembered the spare candlein her garter. It was
gone. No matter; astray candle was hardly incrimi-nating. She pulled ashawl around her chemise, then
put akettle on the fire and began combing the cob-webs from her hair. She stared at the red silken heap
on thefloor. Maybe Y elena could save the dress. And if Donskoy asked her to wear it again tomorrow?
WEell, she couldnt.

Marguerite picked up the rumpled gown and stuffed it into the back of her wardrobe cabinet. Her
hand met something square and solid. The book. She had forgotten it completely. In the cabinet lay the
fire-scarred manuscript titled Van Rich ten's Guide to the Vistani, till wrapped inits black shroud, where
she had hidden it just before Ekhart arrived to take her to the chapdl.

She extracted the parcel and carried it to the hearth, laying it on the table beside her favorite chair.
Then shetook the kettle off the fire, filled her wash basin, and scrubbed the grime from her hands and
face. A drange noise, like the flutter of bird wings, sounded behind her. She turned and saw Van Richten
's Guide lying open, its pages turning as though stirred by adraft.



But theair in her chamber was till.

Marguerite drew in a short gasp, then stepped over to the charred tome. The wash cloth dipped from
her trembling hand. On the sooty page before her lay a section marked "traiaks.” At the top was asquare
enclosing adot: marked by lord. Below it wasthe Sigil she had seen in the crypt, three linesintersecting
the ground. The caption besideit read: cursed.

Her ssomach knotted in fear.

it was no coincidence that Griezell had shown her the way to the crypts, then disappeared. Someone
had meant her to encounter the body, to see the Sgil, to find its meaning in this book. But who? And was
she the one cursed? She had done nothing to deserve such afate. Perhaps Destiny had singied her out
with itsbony, pointing finger. Perhaps. . .

Cursed,

She crawled into bed and pulled the covers up to her neck. Sleep would not come easily.

NINE

Marguerite dept fitfully, turning in her bed until her body had dug itself alinen grave. She dreamed of a
Vistana, ablack-haired hellion, who opened her coal-dark eyes and rose from the icy stream deep
beneath the castle. Sowly the woman came, adark goddess ascending, drifting up the stairsand gliding
through the halls until at last she stood outside Marguerite's door. Mere wood could not prevent the
agypsy's pas-sage; she entered. Her red lips parted, whispering wordsin soft, even measure: The seed he
has sown. Sheraised her white, dender finger toward Mar-guerite, who lay paralyzed in her bed. The
seed he has sotvn shdl sedl his damnation. And the gpparition came nearer, with arms outstretched,
dipping over Marguerite's body like acold, black shadow, sedling her in atomb.

* k *k k %

"Marguerite”

The voice cameto her from above, from nowhere, degp and commanding.

"Marguerite, you must rise”

She struggled to lift hersalf from the depths. Her eyesfluttered open, and she squinted at the light. It

was morning. The curtains on the right side of her bed had been parted, and Lord Donskoy loomed in
the gap.

"Good morning,” he said brightly- He was smiling. "Rise, my fair one. | have summoned Zosato look
after your welfare."

"My welfare?" Marguerite asked groggily, rising to her ebows. The vestiges of her dream flitted at the
edge of her awareness, taunting her, but the phantom before her demanded her attention. She puzzled
over Donskoy'swords. "But | an not ill."

Donskoy gave afeeblelaugh. "No. Y our stock istoo strong for that to happen, after mere daysin my
com-pany. But you may bewith child.”

Marguerite pulled hersdlf up from the pit, resting against the pillows. The fragments of her dream
dis-gppeared, dipping behind oblivion's curtain. "With child?" she gasped. Then quickly she added, "
pray that istrue, for | know how much it would please you—how much it would please rneaswell." If



Donskoy had discerned the dip, or even cared, he didn't show it.

"A s0n," hesaid. "A son would please me. Last night | was certain my seed took hold. But hopeisa
vixen, and emoations spawned from passion can decelve even the most potent gods, if one believesin
such things. That'swhy | have asked Zostato confirm your condition.”

"Zoga?'
"Y es. She knows how such things are determined.”

Even | know how such things are determined, thought Marguerite, and then mentally added, but not
the morning after.

The velvet walls at the foot of the bed parted, as astage curtain might be drawn back to reved the
open-ing scene of adrama. Zosa crouched before the fire, prodding at something beneath the grate.
Enshrouded in her coal-black blouse and skirt, with ablack ker-chief covering her head, she reminded
Marguerite more than ever of aVigtani witch.

Y elena's small rough hands pulled aside the remain-ing bed curtains, anchoring them to the posts. She
shyly avoided her mistress's gaze but nodded feebly when Marguerite greeted her with asimple "Good
morning." Zosa's dark head bobbed along with the girl's. Donskoy pointed afinger a Y eenaand
motioned toward the corner. The mute curtsied meekly, then shuffled to her place, head bowed. She
diffened, asudden victim of taxidermy.

" am ready to begin now, lord," said Zosacrisply. She withdrew asmal iron rod from the hearth and
lifted it toward the window, turning it dowly to exam-ineitin thelight. A dick green-biack mass covered
the end of the instrument. She approached the bed, holding the rod before her asif it were an eager
divin-ing stick and Marguerite were the hidden water.

Marguerite hoisted herself to the edge of the bed and siwung her legs around so they dangled above the
floor. "But surdly it'stoo soon for such tests," she said quickly, making an effort to sound bright. " Surely
you can't tell inaday." The sudden movement made her head swim.

"It's never too soon,” Donskoy replied firmly, regaining the voice of command. "Lie back and keep
ill." Then he added softly, "Y ou have nothing to fear, Marguerite." Helooked over his shoulder. "Does
she, Zosa?'

Marguerite lay back and blinked hard. Perhaps she was dreaming. Perhapsthiswas afarce.
"Ohnay, nay . .." said the old woman soothingly.

She stepped to Donskoy's side and spread her lipsin agenuine smile. "Mot from my feeble hands.”
She blew on thetip of therod asif to cool the dimy glob clinging to it. The center of the mass glowed
vividly from within, like adying ember teased back to life, except that the heart shone green.

Donskoy pulled Marguerite's nightshift up to her chest. Ingtinctively she moved her handsin agesture
of modesty, then forced hersdlf to remove them. The blood roseto her cheeks, coloring them scarlet.

Donskoy gave ahusky laugh. "Still so shy? | should be affronted, but it becomes you, Marguerite. |
will turn away and let Zosiaapply the saveto your abdomen. Thisiswomen'swork, after dl. My part is
done." He took a seat before the hearth.

Marguerite eyed therod in Zosias hand nervoudy. "Won't that burn?' she asked. If ever therewerea
rude awakening, surely thiswasit.

"Of coursenoat," chided Zosia "What do you think of me, child? | am letting the mixture cool. | shall
aoply it with my own finger."

"What isit?"

"Hani" scoffed the old woman, teasing. "Would you have me reved al my secrets before breskfast?!



Donskoy chuckled darkly.

Marguerite fdt the color draining from her face. She had imagined Zosaas her friend, her confidant.
But she didn't realy know the old woman. She didn't redly know anyone here. Suddenly it wasjust as
easy to think of Zosiaas Donskoy's faithful executioner, and Y elenathe silent witness, Or perhaps Zosia
would serve astorturer, applying "justice" whenever he, the greet lord, demanded it.

Zosiaobserved Marguerite's blanched expression. "Dontt |et your wits scamper off like amad hare,"
she scolded. "The salve contains only herbs and afew private ingredients, proffered by your lord," She
gath-ered some of the goop on her finger, then added, "Each is quite ordinary alone, but mingled together
they makethe test run true.”

Zosagently rubbed the sticky substance over Mar-guerite's ssomach, just below the navel, tracing a
pair of warm circles, oneinsdethe other. The salve trailed behind the old woman's white finger like the
gligen-ing, dimy wake of acrawling dug. A sour smell pricked Marguerite's nostrils, and she wrinkled
her nosein disgust.

Zosamotioned to Y elena, who came forth and wrapped the rod in alinen sheet. The girl took this
bundle and retreated to her place in the shadows.

"Do you wish to observe the next step, lord?' Zosaasked. "Itisas| described it earlier.”
"No," Donskoy replied smply. "But | will observe the outcome.”
"Very wdl." Zosawithdrew abrown egg from the folds of her wide woolen skirts.

Margueritelifted her brow, haf in amusement, half in disbelief. "In these lands, | sensethat eggsdo
more than bind flour." She spoke in atow voice so Donskoy might not overhear. Zosia suddenly
reminded her of agreat black mother hen.

The old woman clucked her tongue. "Hush, child. Did no one ever teach you of such spells? Did you
never read of them?"

Marguerite could not suppress asmile. Her mother's only spell had been turning cream into buitter.
"No. But | am aware that cusomsvary."

"TsK. Thisisno custom, asyou say. No quaint little fairy-taleritua. And no trivia matter to your lord."
She shot aglance over her shoulder at Donskoy, who coughed, shifting uncomfortably in the chair.

Marguerite redized her faux pas. "Nor to me," she said firmly. Then she recdled an old saying,
some-thing the old women in the village had sometimes muttered. "Ovum raptum e<t," she said. That's
about eggs, isnt it?"

Zosiacast her asharp look. " "'The egg has shattered.’ To the ignorant, it warns of acoming disaster.”
She dropped her voicelow. "Or foretellsamiscarriage.”

"Oh." Thetalk of disaster made Marguerite think of her dream and the gypsy's curse. It frightened her,
but she did not dare speak of it now—mnot in front of her peevish husband.

"l know another saying,” growled Donskoy. "He who wishes eggs must endure the clucking of hens.”

Zosaput afinger to her lipsand cast another glance over her shoulder. Marguerite could not catch her
meaning. Was the old woman asking her to play aong?Her mind raced. If awedding rite of fertility
caled for her to swallow the egg, what might she do to prove conception? Hatch it? And if Zosiameant
to rig the test, proving a pregnancy where none existed, she would refuse. Time had away of turning that
particu-lar ruseto ruin.

"Finish thetest now," said Donskoy. The edgein hisvoice could have cut stone.

Zosacracked the egg into a clean porcelan pot beside the bed and motioned to Marguerite. ™Y our
own water will tell thetale. Mind you to hold your shift so the salve does not smear.”



Marguerite Sighed, then reluctantly complied, haf curtsying with her nightshift held aoft. Then she
stepped aside, her face red with embarrassment. Sheld heard of seers who read tealeaves, seerswho
divined the future from atill pool, but never seerswho looked for their answersin apoal likethis. Zosa
mumbled something while sprinkling an herb into the pot.

Curiosity won over Marguerite. "How doesthiswork?'

The old woman stared intently into the pot. "if the egg floats to the surface with the yolk swirled
through the white, you carry adaughter. If it floatsintact, with the yolk whole from the white, you carry a
son. But if any part of it faillsto rise, your belly liesvacant." Her voice dropped aslow asthe Abyss.
"And if it bubbles and seethes," she said dowly, "if it churnsand rails, you carry the spawn of afiend. A
mongter child, twisted in body and spirit."

Recdling her dream, Marguerite gasped.

Donskoy exploded, "Faughl What nonsense are you babbling now, you old witch?' He strode to the
bed-side and stared into the pot with red-faced revulsion, then turned away. He did not meet
Marguerite's gaze.

Marguerite forced herself to peer into the pot. The egg lay at the bottom, still and intact.
"You are not with child," announced Zosasmply.
Marguerite dmost smiled. The dream-curse had been just that, adream.

"Wretched hag," growled Donskoy. "Y ou have done the test wrong." He raised his hand, then stayed
it, waving the black glove contemptuoudy.

Zosaseyes darkened. "1 have done nothing wrong, my lord,” she said evenly. "The pot tellswhat it
will tell; I am only the reader.”

"Then there must be some other test. Do another,” he commanded.
Zosaclucked. "A few are known to me, but | doubt you would prefer them."
"Such decisons are mine alone. What other tricks can you perform?”

Zosiastroked her plump chin, and her black eyes sparkled in their nest of wrinkles. "l canwrap a
sev-ered finger in alock of her hair, and suspend it over her somach. If the Powers are willing, the finger
points out the truth.”

"Doit," hesad. "Take Y denasfinger; she can man-age without one."

Y elena gasped and dropped the rod to the floor; it landed with amuffled thud. The girl clutched her
hands to her chest and sank back againgt the wall, asif the shadows might keep her safe.

Marguerite was mortified. "Surely,” she began, "surdly, thereés—"

Zosaraised her hand. "Alas, my lord, Y elenasfin-ger would serve no purpose,” the old woman said
smoothly. "The finger must belong to the one who lay with the mother-to-be." She winked at Marguerite.
"Mow, | might work the magic with just afingertip, but the less flesh we take, the more closdly the charm
holdsits secrets. | have seen the appendage of along-fingered man spin like amaple seed whirling to the
ground, while amere scrap of skin has crumbled into ash before my eyes, too weak to withstand the
orded of questioning.”

"Rubbish,” said Donskoy. "A rubbish test. Y ou seek to vex me, old woman. What else can you do?

Zosiaexhaded sharply. "Perhaps you would do bet-ter to look toward Marguerite hersdlf, Lord
Donskoy. She could stand at a crossroads with anewly sharp-ened ax, then drench it with her water and
bury it. When morning comes, she must dig up the ax and repest the gesture. Mine times she must water
and bury the blade. Then, if the ax showsrugt, sheiswith child."



"Ninedaysof this?"

"At least," said Zosaimpatiently. "And the test isnot so sure asthe one | have dready completed.
After nine days of wetting, even an ordinary blade can decay. In your lands, | would consider that a
certainty—in hdf thetime."

Donskoy shook his head and began to pace.

Zosacontinued, "Moreover, a crossroads harbors danger, Lord Donskoy. Peasants and certain
Vigtani bury suicidesthere to hold the restless spirits at bay— even your own lands may not escape such
use. And if the dead hear a pregnant woman scrabbling above them—if her scent or her digging disturbs
them—then they may rise as ghouls and eat through her belly to reach the tender morsdl inside.”

Marguerite remained sllent, mouth agape.

"Take heart, Lord Donskoy," said Zosa. "And redis-cover your patience. Margueriteisyoung and
heathy. She will bewith child soon; | have seeniit.”

"So you have sworn,” he grumbled, turning to glare at the old woman. He behaved asif they stood
aone asif Marguerite was of no more consequence than arug. "Then when?' he demanded.

"it may be never if you continuein thisfashion,” Zosareplied with anote of warning. "A dry field
sel-dom blooms. Y ou must pay it some attention.” She stepped to hisside. "And take care what attention
you give. Nervous women bear wesklings. The sickly yield worse. If this child isto serve in the manner
you hope, you'd do well to heed an old woman's advice."

Donskoy sighed, then returned to the chair by the fire. He drummed his black suede fingerson the
am-rest, asif to keep pace with his galloping thoughts.

"Thereisanother test | might recommend,” Zosia continued soothingly. "The oldest test of al."

Donskoy twisted hisface in awry expresson. "What, pray tell? What must we sever or piss upon and
bury now?"

"Itisthetest of time. If the moon passes through its phases and Marguerite does not bleed, thenintime
shewill grow full hersdlf."

Donskoy snorted. "For that bit of wisdom, | hardly needed you, old woman."

"Patience, my lord,” Zosareplied. "Marguerites bely will swell with life soon enough. And ! will
pre-pare for you anew smoking potion, to help diminish your internd pain.”

Marguerite looked toward the old woman. So it was she who kept Donskoy's pipe burning.

Donskoy growled. "Patience," he muttered- "I should be its master by now." Herose from the chair.
"Forgive me, Marguerite, if my eagernesshasmadeyouill at ease.”

"l am not so fragile” Marguerite replied evenly.

"Good. For the next month, | shal be the picture of patience. Y ou shal visit mein my salon each day.
And after amonth, we shdl rgoice.

"l am sureyou areright, Milos."

"Cal me Lord Donskoy," he said, walking toward the door. "Or simply lord' will suffice.” At the
thresh-old, he paused and turned. "Zosasuggeststhat | pay you some attention. After you have dressed,
join mein the sitting room outside my salon for breakfast. We will discuss how to spend the day most
pleasantly." He clasped his gloved hands before him, nervoudy working the fingers; they resembled two
black-furred spiders coupling.

"I'll be there soon, my lord,” Marguerite replied.



"Seethat you are," said Donskoy, stepping across the threshold.

Zosiastood by the hearth, gathering up the compo-nents of her strange tests as Y dena hovered
nearby. Marguerite gazed at the old woman, studying her dark cronish looks, her unmistakable gypsy
looks. Stag-nant or not, the old woman had to be Vistani. An out-cast, perhaps?

Sowly the pieces of apuzzle began to tumbleinto placein Marguerite's head. Donskoy'sfirst wife was
ablack-haired hellion named Vaeska. In the water Mar-guerite had seen abiack-haired gypsy—an
apparition, asign. Could it be that Vaeskawas agypsy? Zosia had known her—she had said so.
"Soon," she had told Marguerite, "soon you will look upon me as Don-skoy'sfirst wife did.”

A flurry of questions rushed forward in her mind, each of them angrily demanding attention. Zosahad
brushed her queries aside before, but perhaps now she would be more willing. For now, Marguerite was
Donskoy'swife.

"Zoda," shesad evenly.
The old woman turned. "Y es, my child? Y ou can wipe away the salve; it has served its purpose.”

Marguerite struggled to find the words, fearing that Zosawould smply scurry off, avoiding her
guestions. "I'd like you to tell me about. . . Vaeska."

Zosiaseyesflashed, and Y eienas dark mouth gaped. The mute dropped the rags she had gathered
and kndlt to pick them up. When she had finished, Zosa dis-missed her with aflapping wave. Y dena
scurried out the door. The old woman turned to Marguerite.

"Vdeka," shesad, asajailer might question his prisoner. "How do you know that name?”'

Marguerite hesitated, not wanting to give away her vigt to the crypt. If Griezdll was not Zosas
informant, it would be unwiseto revea her escape. "Lord Don-skoy told it to me."

"Hahf" cackled Zosa. "He would never speak her name—especidly not to you.”
"Hewas deiirious. He did not know what he said.”

"Hmmph."

"And | have seen her aswdl.”

Zosasbrow rose.

Marguerite added quickly, "In adream.”

Zosagmiled. "You are very sendtive for agiorgia. But then, you and Vaeska share aconnection in
Don-skoy."

"Then shewas Donskoy'swife. Hisfirs wife"
Zosafrowned. "He considered her as much. But it was not amarriage sanctioned by her tribe."
"Were you her mother?'

Zosiashook her head. "But | tended her. We suf-fered here together. Sheand I, true Vistani no more.”
Zosaturned, walking toward the door. ™Y ou must dress now. Lord Donskoy will be angry if you keep
himwating."

"Before you go, tell me how shedied.”

"I havetold enough,” replied Zosagiffly. "And | warn you, speak of thisno more—especidly where
Donskoy might hear."

With that, she opened the door.
"Wait!" Marguerite's command sounded more like apleathan an order. "I ... | dreamed of acurse,”



To Marguerite's astonishment, Zosia's face showed no surprise or darm. Without asking any details,
she amply nodded.

"Y ou needn't fear the curse, my child." The old woman stepped into the hall. "V adeskameans you no
harm. Sheisrestless and proud, but she bears you no malice. For you, she knows only sympathy."

The door swung shut.

TEN

Breskfast was asmple affair in the drawing room outside Donskoy's salon—a piece of dry bread; a
diceof cold, salty meat of unknown origin; and asour wine so laden with dross that Marguerite had to
grainit through her teeth. After each sp she dabbed her gums surreptitioudy, so asnot to smile at her
hus-band with clotted teeth.

Donskoy stared off into space while they ate, asif resigned to her company. | have disappointed him,
shethought. But if his coolness came from the results of Zosiastest, his expectations seemed patently
unfar.

Donskoy dabbed his mustache with acloth. "Well then," he said suddenly. "I promised you atour of
the cadtle, did | not?!

Marguerite nodded.
He sghed, and she added quickly, "But we can undertake it another time, if it digpleasesyou.”

"No, no," hereplied, tossing the ngpkin on thetable. "Thisisyour home now. And one must fed at
home, | suppose, to be a home. In truth, you have aready seen the only roomsworth occupying. But if it
will dispel your curiosity and make you content, then perhaps aquick tour isoverdue. At any rate, it will
alow meto point out certain dangers of which you should be aware."”

At once, Marguerite thought of Vaeskafloating in the underground river, and of the dripping mark of
the curse. She wondered whether Donskoy would take her to the dungeons. And if he did, would the
tralak remain? Would he too see Vaeskas body rising from the water? Such an event might push him
over the edge. Unless he knew, of course; unless he had seen these things himsdlf. And in that case, she
could not imagine he would take her below.

Donskoy rose and stretched, ng her. "Thisisbound to be adirty business. Would you liketo
changeyour attire?"

She shook her head.
"Then wait herefor amoment.”

Hedipped into hissalon, closng the smal arched door behind him. When he returned, aring of large
skeleton keysjangled in hisleft hand. "The tour begins.”

Donskoy began by leaving the sitting room and leading Marguerite across the foyer. He gestured to a
door beside the main gtair. "The guard room, at onetime,” he announced. "With an armory and deeping
quarters above. Unless you wish to impae someone with a polearm, this room should not interest you."

He made no move to open the door.
"Have you never required guards, then?' Marguerite asked, "if o, thisland must be quite peaceful .



Donskoy laughed dryly. "Y ou make it sound like a paradise. | have my associates, of course, but | do
not require an army. No one daresto invade. Thisway, Marguerite.”

He strode toward the great hal, and they went in together. During their feast, the straw and herbs upon
the floor had seemed freshly gpplied. Only aday later, the mixture clung to the stonesin moist, dark
clumps, completely void of any sweetness. Marguerite brushed a hegp asde with the point of her shoe. A
shining bee-tle darted out, careening across the floor in search of new cover.

Donskoy led her to adoor at the left Side of the hall and inserted akey intherusty lock, then gavea
shove. The door opened just acrack, releasing asour gust.

"Here lies one of the dangers | mentioned,” Don-skoy announced. Histone held only the barest
inter-est. "It's the throne room, or once was, | suppose. It seemsto me that the castle has undergone
many changesthrough the years. Thefloor of thischamber isentjrely unsafe. Half of it hasfdlen, plunging
to an old storeroom below.” He stepped aside and gestured toward the gap. "Do you wish to peer
indde, my dear?'

Marguerite shook her head. The stench was unpleasant.

"Aninteligent woman," said Donskoy, shutting the door and turning the lock. "Perhaps | chose wisdly
after dl."

Marguerite et the barb pass without response.

"Beyond the throne room liesthe solar,” Lord Don-skoy continued, "a private gpartment for the lord of
the keep—for mysdlf, | suppose. But it's nearly asruined as the throne room, so naturally it goes unused.
After dl, | havemy sdon.”

"How many years have you lived in the keep?' Mar-guerite inquired.
"Too many," he answered vaguely, "ft has been both aboon and abane.”
"Were any of the previous residents kin to you?' she asked.

"Y ou mean, was the keep passed to me by some fluke of relation? Hardly. | acquired dl that | possess
without benefit of blood—not my own anyway. More-over, | no longer remember my peoplein any
detall. | was sent away for study at ayoung age, but | struck out on my own assoon | was able. Now |
cannot even recall my family'sfaces. Like the castle, some of the older recesses of my mind have
crumbled.”

Fearing amorose turn in his mood, Marguerite pointed to another door, opposite. It stood dightly gar.
"What liesthat way?' she asked lightly.

"Ah, the gair to the gdlery. The door remains unlocked at most times. Y eenaseemsto like the perch.”

Marguerite peered overhead, gazing at therait and the long, dark space that stretched behind it. The
shadows shifted, asif afigure had moved forward, then retreated. Perhapsit was Y elena, hovering there
now like sometimid bird bereft of her wing feathers. Or perhaps. . .

"We can go up, if you like" said Donskoy. "Y ou'll \\x\6 afew empY'y \aon.\es chambers oft the
bal cony, reserved for cackling and stitchery, and no doubt for cuckolding in bawdier times."

Marguerite bit her tongue, sure that truth lay in another direction. She stared at the gdlery, but saw no
further movement above.

Donskoy continued, "On the opposite side from the ladies roomslies aportrait hall, though at present
the frames hold only dust. One day, when we have chil-dren and can fill the castle with life, we will
restore the gdlery. But for now | see no reason to venture there.”

"Then of coursewe will forgo the climb," said Mar-guerite.



He nodded.

She noticed afant smile pulling at the corner of his mouth, and she knew that her compliance pleased
him.

Donskoy said, "If you do go up there done, perhapsin search of Y elena, be mindful of therail.”
"Isit unsafe?!

He shrugged, then answered smply, "For the incau-tious." He scanned the wall beside the fireplacein
the great hall. "Somewhere there's a secret passage lead-ing to the gallery." Hetugged at his mustache,
pon-dering. "Ho, | believe the passage extends from the throne room, so alord or vassal might stedl to
the gallery unobserved and look down at the hall. Or spy upon theladies, | suppose.”

Marguerite struggled to sound light. "How intriguing.”

"Mot very," he said. "Ekhart tells me this place has many such passages. All liein disrepair, and none
of them leads outside, much lessto anywhere new, so they are both useless and redundant.”

Marguerite stayed her tongue. Did he know more than he let on? Was he probing to see whether she
knew something more of secret doors, pressing her toward confession?

Donskoy continued, "'If ever you should discover such a passage—inadvertently, of course—then |
Sug-gest you stay clear. It would be so easy for something to crumble or mafunction. Y ou might find
yoursdf entombed inawal, while I might find myself without awife, once again.”

" am sufficiently deterred by your description,” she said quietly, wondering if he was hinting at the
tragedy that cost Vaeska her life. "But I'm sure | won't dis-cover such apassage. I'm not that clever.”

"Y ou aretoo clever to meet such afate, or so | would hope," he said. Lord Donskoy pointed to the
rear of the hall. "Through there, of course, lie old pantries, abuttery, agtair to the grest ovens where our
nonexistent serfs might bake their weekly bread. Zosaand Y elena used the ovensto prepare our feast.
Otherwise Zosia prefers the smaler kitchen, which gives accessto her garden. They arelinked by a

passage.”

Marguerite did not revedl that she dready knew of Zosias kitchen—and of the garden beyond. And
she certainly could not comment on the garden's secret door.

Donskoy took her arm and led her out from the hall. They crossed the vestibule and climbed the stairs
leading to her own chamber.

"Do you ever wonder who your companions are in this part of the keep?”
Marguerite lifted her brow. "My companions?’

"Inthe figurative sense, of course. Y elenaacts asif the rooms are haunted. | imagine sheisonly
hesitant to add their upkeep to her duties.”

"It isso much for onewoman,"

Donskoy paused asif to counter, then frowned, say-ing nothing. He opened one room after the other,
reveding empty, decaying chambers. Half held only dust and long strands of cobwebs that waved from
the celling as he pushed forth the door. The others con-tained afew formless pieces of furniture draped in
damp-looking sheets.

"You see?' he said. "Mot worth your curiosity. Y our own chamber is by far the largest and the best. A
sanctuary well worth your gppreciation.”

Marguerite began to grow tired. "Y es, It'sawonder-ful room. | am honored to haveit." And | should
be, she thought. He has obvioudy taken great painsto make it so comfortable.

"Thanksgo in part to Zosia, | suppose," Donskoy added. " She selected the chamber for you, knowing



it to be among those least affected by rot." He forged ahead, moving down the hall asif eager to berid of
an unpleasant chore. "Mow then," he mumbled. "What ese might | show you? Through the first door
down in the vestibule, you can reach the east wing and the old workshops. A chandler'sroom, ajoinery,
ahermit's cell or two intended for visiting clergy. [Naturaly we have no need of that wing. | suggest you
let it go unexplored.”

And what of the dungeons? thought Marguerite. What of the curse’? But she did not voice these
thoughts.
"Arethere many levels underground?’ she asked.

Heraised abrow. "Indeed. But | must ingst that you leave them unexplored aswell. They areriddled
with tricks and traps, and the air isfoul. The combination could prove dangerous, if not fatal."

"l see" she answered quietly, wondering if it had proven fatd in the past.
"Y ou told me you were an accomplished musician, did you not?" asked Donskoy.

Marguerite gave anervous laugh. "1 am not accom-plished, I'm afraid. Though | can play the clavier
and lute, my skillsare not redlly exceptiond.”

"l do not ask because | desire aconcert,” Donskoy replied. " So you needn't fret. However, during our
first meseting, | did promise you aglimpse of the music room. | shal take you there now. It isnot far.”

They headed down the hall, passing the door to her own room. The passage jogged, and they followed
it to atower stair—the tower stair, which she had descended in secret.

Donskoy began to climb, but Marguerite hesitated.
"Is something wrong?' he asked.
"No, |—"

Marguerite was about say, | wondered what lies below, but she stopped herself. Two steps down lay
the candle she had dropped the previous night. The taper must have fallen from her garter as sheraced
back to the sanctuary of her room, fleeing Vaeska's apparition.

"Y ou must not lag behind,” chided Donskoy. " Cer-tainly awoman of your youth can keep stride with
r.rell

Shefollowed his ascent, ignoring the cool blasts from the open arrow dits along the way.

The stair ted to a haf-rounded chamber. Lord Don-skoy held the door open, and Marguerite stepped
through. In the center huddled alarge instrument benegth a gray blanket: the clavier, presumably. A
lopsided stool and alute with broken strings stood sadly againgt the wall, Beside them was aharp,
threaded with cobwebs.

"What acoincidence," said Donskoy. "1 have both your instruments of choice.”

Marguerite stepped to the clavier and lifted the sheet, which bore alayer of dust asthick asfur. The
keys beneath it were soiled. She pressed one gingerly, and the instrument gave out a sour, muffled cry, as
if inpain.

Cursed, thought Marguerite. Suddenly it dawned on her she had been viewing the notion of acursetoo
directly. It did not portend some great horrendous event. Rather, its effects were immediate and obvious,
vigbleal around her in the castl€'s Seady decay and its melancholia, just as Lord Donskoy had implied.
But would she too succumb and dowly rot? Would her mind soon have its own "crumbling recesses,”
like that of her hushband?

"Theingrument isworsethan | recdl,” Donskoy said, gesturing toward the clavier. "' Perhaps some day
well repair it, so you can entertain yoursdf.”



Marguerite pressed another key, but thistime no sound came at dl. "It may be beyond repair,” she
sad sadly.

"1 might procure another, | suppose, though cargo of thissizeisdifficult to transport. Or you might wish
to come here for other reasons. Thisisagood place for reading when you tire of your own room. On
warm days, of course, for thefirepit issmal, and some of the glass panes are missing from the window.

Y denacan clean things here, if youd like"

Why would | wish to visit this sad place? she won-dered. Asif summoned, she walked toward the tall
diver of awindow, aglow with apaelight.

Donskoy prattled on. "Fed freeto come here and entertain yoursalf when you will. At least by day.
Con-trary to your belief, you are not my prisoner, Mar-guerite.”

She made no response. A breeze wafted in, and she savored its coolness upon her face.

Then sheleaned out. The view was breathtaking. The dark green-black sea of pines spread in waves
toward the gray horizon. She had not redlized how high she had climbed. It was asif the music room
were perched as near as possible to the limits of the sky, so that the gods might hear the musicians and
smile upon them. It seemed oddly complete. Above, the tower soared straight into the heavens. And
below, well . ..

"How far do your lands extend?' she asked.
"Asfar asyou can see, hereplied.

Thefresh air was bracing, refreshing, and she hated to pull away. Thetour had left her drained. She no
longer had any wish to revigt the dungeons. Hot today.

Donskoy suddenly stood beside her. ™Y ou are a pic-ture, standing here with your hair aight. | am glad
you do not observe the common style and keep it covered with some silly wimple.”

Margueritefet ablush in her cheeks, unbidden, amost ashamed that she was vulnerableto hisflattery.
"Youdoride, if | amn not mistaken," he said.

She nodded. "Passably.”

"Then would you like to explore the terrain? It can much more uplifting than these crumbling walls.”

Margueriteturned. "Yes. I'd like that very much.” She meant it sncerely. The thought of leaving the
cadtlelifted her spirits greetly.

"Then, by dl means, let us depart.”

* * % % %

The stable yard was a broad, muddy expanse. In the most remote corner rose the dung heap, its base
as solid and ancient asavolcano's. A long, two-story wattle-and-daub building huddled against the castle
wall opposite the keep. Thewall's crenelated crest loomed twice as high above to meet the cap of leaden
sky. Stables and anima pens occupied the lower half of the building. One end housed a smithy'sfirepit,
stone cold. The second floor, ostensibly, held storage rooms and workshops. Time and the e ements had
treated the structure unkindly; athird of the mossy wood-shingled roof had collapsed.

Marguerite had expected the court to be as empty of life asthe castle itself, but she was pleasantly
sur-prised. A flock of black geese wandered at will, honk-ing noisily. A goat blested, and she spotted it
near the gate, tethered on acircle of well-trodden ground. A peacock strutted around the perimeter of
the court with adow, lurching motion, dragging its closed tail behind. In the stables, arow of black,
swishing horsetails sprouted from broad gray rumps. The tails swept dowly and rhythmically over the
gaesof dosed gdls, like unnaturd pendulums, their effect strangely hypnoatic.



An angry growl broke the trance, and Marguerite turned toward the sound. Ekhart was working the
hounds near the rear of the court, setting each onein turn to the savaging of abloody rag. He
commanded the activated beast to dive lft, then right, then called off the attack to exercise his authority.
Marguerite watched with amixture of disgust and fascination, then turned her head away.

"Shdl we?' said Donskoy, gesturing toward the stables and taking Marguerite's hand.

She used the other to lift her skirt. For the occasion, Donskoy had given her anew gown of wool as
blue as sapphire, with amatching cape and gloves. The court's flagstones lay haf-buried in mud, and the
geese had covered them further with an impressve array of dick droppings. She stepped forward
cau-tioudy, staring at the ground.

A sound ahead drew her attention. Ljubo appeared, leading ahandsome gray gelding and asmaller
white mare, dirty, and with asagging back. Obvioudy, the mare was meant for her.

"A thousand pardons, Lord Donskoy," said Ljubo, bowing deeply and peering up from benegath his
fleshy brow. "1 was taking the mounts out front. Y ou never come here to retrieve them—and-and, good
day, Lady Donskoy." Hiseyes did readily in Marguerite's direc-tion, and he grinned. Something dark
and green flecked his broken teeth.

Donskoy replied, "Margueriteisthe curious sort. | thought sheld like to see the stables.”

"Yesyes, of course," answered Ljubo, head bob-bing. "And I've given her Lightning as you
uggested.”

"Sol see”
Marguerite stared up at the weary-looking horse.

"Pay no heed to the name, my bride," Donskoy added. "The mareis called Lightning because she acts
asif she'sbeen struck. Shell never bolt, if you pardon the pun. She'stoo numb to spook easily.”

L jubo clutched Marguerite's hand, soiling her blue suede glove with his grubby rust-colored fingers,
then helped her up into the saddle, doubtlesdy leaving asimilar stain on her behind. Marguerite ignored
theintimacy of the gesture, working to maintain her bal-ance. She shifted uncomfortably and the horse

stomped.
"You did say you could ride," said Donskoy flatly.

Marguerite nodded, struggling to adjust her skirtswithout diding from her perch. ™Y es. Only not
recently. And usudly apony.”

Donskoy sighed. "We could make adjustments, | suppose.”
"I'mfing" shereplied. "Just rusty."
He grunted, then swung into hisown saddle.

"Take amoment to acclimate yoursdf,” he said. "Have Ljubo lead you by the rein if necessary. | have
ameatter to discusswith Ekhart.”

Donskoy gave the gray asharp kick and rode toward the back of the yard.
"Areyou dl right?" asked Ljubo, taking therein. "Hold onto her neck if you fed unsure.”

Marguerite would have preferred her leggings and atunic to the dippery blue gown, but gradudly she
felt more comfortable. Ljubo led her in abroad turn.

"You look very lovely today," he prattled, wiping adeeve acrosshisnose. "Very lovely indeed.”
"Thank you, Ljubo."

"It'sso nicefor Donskoy to have awife.”



"Yes," she muttered, adjusting hersdf in the saddle asit swayed. "Very nice.” Then it occurred to
Mar-guerite that an opportunity lay before her—one she shouldn't pass up. She glanced over her
shoulder. Donskoy was still speaking to Ekhart from the saddle, waving adark hand to punctuate his
dory.

"Ljubo," shesad quietly. "May | take the reins now?"

"Okay," he said smply, handing her theleathers.

"But | want you walk here close besideme, in case | should fall.”

Ljubo happily complied. "Likethis, milady?"

"That'sright. Likethat."

They turned, walking away from Lord Donskoy.

"Ljubo," said Marguerite, with calculated smooth-ness. "Would you like to be my friend?"
Her admirer bared his broken teeth. "Oh, yes, Lady Marguerite. I'd like that very much.”
"Good. I haven't many friendsto talk to, you know. Y eenais mute.”

Ljubo nodded. "No tongue.”

"l waswondering if you could tell me about the castle," ventured Marguerite,

Ljubo eyed her over his shoulder, then muttered, "Ekhart doesn't like meto talk."

"But Ekhart isn't with usnow," Marguerite replied evenly. "Soit'sdt right.”

Ljubo stared at the ground, then shot her ady glance. "Soit'sal right," he repeated, lifting one cor-ner
of hisfleshy mouth.

"Did you know Vateska, Donskoy'sfirst wife?' she asked.

Ljubo stopped suddenly, and the horse hated beside him, not needing any prompting. He looked
away, rubbing his hands nervoudy.

"Vaes—" He stopped short of saying the whole name. "Lord Donskoy'sfirst wife, she's dead.”
"Yes, | know. | want you to tell me how."

"Can't say," said Ljubo quietly.

Marguerite found this odd. "Why not?

Ljubo would not meet her gaze, "Ekhart wouldn't likeit," he whispered, "It's forbidden—even to say
her nameisforbidden.”

"Forbidden?' Marguerite asked. "Why?"'

Ljubo's only response was to shake his head. He cast a nervous look toward the corner where Ekhart
wasworking and said nothing.

"What'swrong? Why are you so afraid?' Marguerite started to reach for his shoulder, then drew back,
aterrible prospect taking shape insde her mind. "What happened? Did Lord Donskoy kill her?!

Ljubo's round head snapped around to look at her. "Oh, no. Lord Donskoy loued her. But—"
"But what?' Marguerite perssted.

"Shedidn't likeit here. She didn't want to Stay, and she got sick.”

"Sick? How?'

"Strange sick. Crazy sick. She got weak, and then she got strange.”



"And then shedied,” Marguerite concluded.

Ljubo was quiet. He looked nervoudy toward Don-skoy and Ekhart, who continued their
conversation acrossthe yard.

Marguerite said gently, "Y ou can tell me, Ljubo." Shetouched his cheek with her hand. "After dl, we
arefriends”

Ljubo's eyes darted. Heticked hislips.
"Tdl me" whispered Marguerite. "How did Vadeskadie?'

"Shedid it hersdf,” said Ljubo suddenly. His eyes were wide and frightened. " She jumped into the pit.
Zosasaid it wasthe only way she could escape.”

"Zogatold her tojump?' Marguerite gasped.

Ljubo frowned. "No—she said it after. When wewent down to ..." He bit hisiip, allowing the sentence
totral off.

Margueritewas quiet. Animmense relief settled over her. She had not allowed herself to confront it,
but the fear had lingered al dong—the fear that Lord Donskoy had murdered hisfirst wife. But it wasn't
true. What wasit Ramus had said? That gypsies fear confinement. Perhaps that was why Vaeska had
com-mitted suicide. Donskoy had kept her under lock and key, just as he imprisoned Marguerite. For
Vaeska, perhaps, it had been too much to bear.

"| shouldn't havetold you, Lady Marguerite.
"Y esyou should have, Ljubo. Y ou did the right thing."
"No," he hissed. "I shouldn't have spoken of her. It's forbidden.”

The sound of clattering hooves brought them both to attention. Lord Donskoy was coming across the
courtyard.

Marguerite leaned down and placed ahand on Ljubo's shoulder, asif steadying hersdlf. "1t will be our
secret.”

Her husband arrived before Ljubo couid respond.
"Ready now?" he asked, frowning at the sight of Marguerite touching the stablehand.
Marguerite pulled hersdlf upright. "Reedy.”

Donskoy swatted his gray with acrop. The horse lurched forward, starting toward the gate.
Marguerite nudged Lightning after him.

Meanwhile Ljubo raced toward the gate in awild waddle. Purple-faced and damp, he barely had time
to lift the crossbar and push the great doors apart before Donskoy passed beneath the lintel, preceding
Mar-guerite by severd lengths.

As she emerged behind him, shefdt asif atight-ness had been eased, asif she had been freed from
the dark, tortuous gullet of some bilious beast and cast back into the open air. The deep wall of pines
stretched out to her |eft. She peered into the festhered screen and saw hersdlf, two days earlier, huddled
in the protective embrace of the gypsy. Ramus—that was his name. Incredibly, she had dmost forgotten.
Donskoy paused and alowed her to come dongside. Then they trotted down the road together.

The clearing ended, and the pair dipped into the forest, passing over the little stone bridge. Theroad
was soon joined by the black, glistening stream, which flowed attentively dong itsflank. Marguerite
wondered about the water's source—a spring, per-haps, bubbling up from the depths? Perhaps these
same depths gave rise to the stream that ran benegath the castle. Perhaps, in fact, thisvery water flowed
through the dungeon, skulking through the bedrock like a prisoner tunneling an escape route, re-emerging



well clear of thewalls. Marguerite half-expected to see the gypsy's smiling gpparition bobbing down the
brook, but the shining water offered up nothing. The road turned sharply, and the stream trailed away
into the pines.

They came upon the fetid marshes, with their blood-red brambles and rocky outcroppings, unchanged
snce Marguerite had passed herein the jostling cart with Ljubo and Ekhart (After only days, what had
she expected?) The dender leaves il clung sparsely to the shrubs, like abald man'slast hairs, and once
again, they seemed to shiver a her passage. Then Marguerite noted that one thing had changed: she no
longer found the scent of decaying flora quite so nausesting as before. Either the last remnants of the
Vigtani degping potion had |eft her body completely, or she was becoming acclimated to her new home.
Indeed, the bitter, earthy scent seemed faintly pleasing, and sheinhaled it deeply.

At thefork, the couple paused. They had been rid-ing for about half an hour. Mear this spot, Arturi
and his caravan had deposited Marguerite, along with her bridal chest and the strange black box. The
place had tost its foreboding edge.

Donskoy reached out and plucked Lightning'sreins, drawing the mare closdly aongside hisown
mount. He pecked Marguerite on the cheek. "Still fresh, my dear?"
"Yes" shesad. "It'sexhilarating.”

"l an glad,” Donskoy replied. "I used to take this ride often with Ljubo and Ekhart, dong with afew
associates, but now their company bores me. Unless some extraordinary event dictates otherwise, they
go done." Hereached into hisjacket and withdrew asil-ver flask. "A libation to keep you warm. From
here, the air may grow colder.”

She spped tentatively at the mouth of the flask, encountering a spiced, thick liqueur that tasted of
honey. It delighted her tongue.

Donskoy fixed his eyes on the roadside and scowled suddenly, swinging down from hishorse. A smdll
sgil had been carved into one of the trees beside the neck of the fork. Marguerite squinted. It appeared
to be an upside-down triangle crossed by aline, but she could not get agood look. Donskoy withdrew a
blade and began erasing the symbol, savagely tearing the bark from the tree.

"Wretched Vidani," he grumbled. "They leave their marks asfregly asdogs.”

"What do they mean?' she asked. Sherecalled that Arturi had made asignin the dirt, but he had done
nothing to the tree. Of course, she could have failed to notice the mark. Or perhaps another caravan had
passed thisway in intervening days. Or perhaps, not a caravan, but a single man. Ramus.

"They?' Donskoy growled, scraping busily.
"Themarks"

"Nothing. Just insults to my honor, and now, | sup-pose, to yours. They gain power only if we
acknowl-edge them. So don't speak of them again.”

Don't speak of this. Don't venture there. Don't. . . Don't what? What next?

Donskoy returned to his saddle, saw her pinched face, and reached over to retrieve the flask from her
hands.

"They are nothing. Signposts|eft by those who would claim every road astheir own. Don't let them
trouble you." Hetook athick swallow of the honeyed brew, then replaced the stopper and returned the
flask to hisblack velvet saddiebag. "Ready?'

Marguerite nodded.

Lord Donskoy backed hisgelding in atight circle, surveying thefork. Then he dug hishedsinto its
flanks, steering it left, the direction in which Arturi and his caravan had gone after gecting Marguerite.



She hesitated, watching her husband, then followed directly behind. His back was asrigid asasword, as
if his spine had been encased in iron. When it appeared to melt and his countenance relaxed, she urged
her horse forward until she came aongside him.

"Your lands are beautiful " she said. "Where doesthisroad lead?"
"Totherim. Theedge of my domain."
"| thought that was quitefar.”

"Sometimesit seemsthat way. And sometimes not,” he said. "Like matter over mind. But the views are
worth thetrip.”

The forest hemmed in the road. It was rougher here, with scraggled saplingsfilling the underforest and
pockets of sharp-looking oak. Thetrail began to rise dowly. Mow and then, Marguerite could see a
distant red cliff, rocky and bare, jutting out from the face of the low mountains.

Asthey rode, afog settled in. Soon, it swirled around them like a soup. Marguerite's hair grew damp
with droplets.

"Should we go back?" she asked.

"Why?t

"We cannot see.”

"Wearenot logt," he said smply. "But we may be near the edge.”

The horses started to climb out of the fog, and Mar-guerite was forced to lean forward and grip her
mare's neck to keep her balance. Then the road crested aridge and, on the other side, began to traverse
the hill-side above a deep, sweeping vdley filled with a sea of mist. Here and there atiny idand of green
pierced the vell, the tip of aspruce.

Marguerite heard asound in the distance. Someone was calling. A woman, crying anxiousy. Another
voice answered. And then amale, calling to the rest. Marguerite could not make out the words—they
were muffled. The tones, however, carried anote of dis-tress. The phantom voices echoed acrossthe
vdley, firs near, then far, then near again. It wasimpossibleto tell how distant the peopletruly were.

Donskoy reined his horseto ahdt and listened. He tugged at the corner of his mustache
contemplatively. He appeared unconcerned.

"Arethey gypses?' Marguerite asked.

Donskoy barked out alaugh. "What makes you think that?
"They aretravelers.”

"Vidani rardly losether way inthe migs™”

"If the people arelost, shouldn't we help them?"

"Help them?' He gave adark laugh. ™Y ou don't even know them, who, or what, they are. Besides,
|—we—cannot reach them. They must cometo us.”

"l don't understand,” Marguerite replied.

Donskoy studied her damp face. "No, | suppose you do not. Perhaps | should acquaint you with one
of the strange truths of our realm, which only afew seem to have mastered. Do you remember
commenting on the legends that the mists can be magica? On the night you first cameto me?"

"Yes But | only haf bdieveit."

"Believeit in full. Those mists hemin my lands, ebbing and flowing like thetide. They arelike astrange,
great sea, cloaking dangers more horrifying than you can imagine. The Vistani boast the ability navigeate



this seq, and they seem virtualy immune to the dangers within. And, too, there are afew without gypsy
blood who manage passage through other means, though never aswell. Jacqueline Montarri is one such.
But they are dl exceptions.

"| believe there are currentsin those mists, strange tides or tendenciesthat are more . . . ethereal than
tangible. One of those currents leads near to my land. It often carries the lost, the forsaken, those who
attempt to journey through the fog without aid of the gypsies, or who smply find themsavesimmersed.
The people we just heard are undoubtedly adrift on such acurrent.” He sighed. "But suchiislife. Let us
return to the castle." He steered his horse back down the road.

"If there are dangers, as you say, then we should help those travelers,” Margueriteingsted. "Isthere no
way?'

Donskoy looked at her sternly. "Never presumeto tell mewhat | should or should not do, my dear.”

"But..."

She hit her tongue; hisjaw had becomerigid.

He smiled, and added, "Though, in this case, you are quiteright, of course. We should not leave them
to drift. And wewill help them find their way. After we return to the castle, I'll send Ekhart and Ljubo
back to attend to them.”

"Won't that take hours?'
"They are not as near asyou think; it'satrick of thefog."
"We could call out to besure. . ," shesaid softly.

"And perhapslead them into greater danger Mot likdly, they will only become morelost, searching for
your phantom voice—or fleeing its sound, which the mists might ater to sound like amonstrous roar. No,
your attempts would cause more harm than good. Ekhart and Ljubo are quite practiced at such things.
Come, let us go. The sooner we reach the castle, the sooner my men will return.”

He turned and started down the road at a canter. Reluctantly, she followed.

*k k%%

When they rode into the castle nearly two hourslater, Marguerite was exhausted, Donskoy, in
contrast, seemed remarkably spry. They stopped their horses before the keep. The lord dismounted and
gave asharp whistle, then helped Marguerite to the ground. Her legs were tired and unsteady. Ljubo
emerged from the stables to take the horses.

"Y ou havent forgotten the travelersin the fog, have you?' Marguerite asked.
"Of course not, my dear,” Donskoy replied, taking her hand.

"Travelers?' piped Ljubo behind them. His eyes sparkled, and histongue darted ever so lightly
between his broken teeth.

"Yes, Ljubo," said Donskoy evenly. "Travelers. Wewould like you to effect arescue, if possible.”
Ljubo L ooked puzzled.
Donskoy continued, "Y ou and Ekhart must see to them as usua. Summon the associates, if you'd like."

"Yesyes, of course," said Ljubo, nodding. He rubbed hisfraying fingerstogether. "At once, Lord
Donskoy. Arethere many?'

"At least three"
"Three. Three. Yes, wel, threeisthree."
"But maybemore. . ."



"Ah-yes." Ljubo nodded asif he were incapable of stopping the motion. "Y es-yes, Lord Donskoy."
Then he turned and waddled hagtily back into the stables, tugging the horses behind him.

Marguerite and Donskoy climbed thelong stair toward the looming keep.
"Does this happen often?' she asked, legs protest-ing the ascent.

"I do not understand your meaning."

"A rescue attempt. Y ou used the phrase 'as usud' with Ljubo.”

"Often enough, but not every day. It appearstied to the moon. Don't let it trouble you. Ljubo and
Ekhart have the Stuation well in hand.”

"Will they go Sraight avay?
"Straight away, my dear. Y ou can be sure." He gripped her hand firmly. "It isno longer your concern.”

And he was correct: Ljubo and Ekhart did depart immediately. As she and Donskoy crested the final
dair, the two men burst from the stable doors, riding side by side at the front of thejostling cart. The
wagon bed carried a small mass covered by a black tarp. Beside it crouched the three hounds, pressed
low againgt the boards. Ekhart held the reins. He gave a curt nod at Donskoy as the wagon moved
swiftly past. Ljubo grinned wildly over his shoulder, one arm clutching alantern. Helifted the other hand
to wave to Marguerite, then quickly returned it to the seat, grip-ping it for support asthe cart careened
acrossthe clearing and went out of sight.

"You see?' said Donskoy. "They are making hagte. If your travelers are still adrift near the rim, Ljubo
and Ekhart will take care of them soon.”

Marguerite did not like the sound of that. Some-where, buried in the back of her mind, wasa
com-ment—something relevant, something Ljubo had said to her asthey rode together to the castle
when she arrived. She struggled to recall it. Something . ., Then Ljubo's voice echoed inside her mind:
"Weretrievethings, like. . ." followed by Ekhart's curt interruption. Like the logt, thought Marguerite.
But surdly therewas nothing snister inthat . . .

"Comeingde, my dear. | am feding invigorated by our excursgon.” Indeed, hisface, normaly pasty,
seemed flush with excitement. "We shdl retireto my sdon.”

Suddenly, she did not like sound of that either.

ELEVEN

In the crimson cocoon that was Donskoy's salon, the lord peeted away his outer wear and tugged the
bell-pull to summon Y eena. Thefire burned brightly benegth its golden cowl, the velvet pillows upon the
floor were plumped and nestly arrayed, and the red hookah with its Slver-headed snake sat poised
before the hearth, ready to serve its master. A sweset, musky scent filled the air. The room had been well
tended in their absence.

Y elena appeared at the door to receive Donskoy's command for food and libation, then scuttled away
in compltance, scarcely acknowledging Marguerite's wel-coming smile. Marguerite felt somewhat
abandoned.

Donskoy removed her cloak and gently tugged off her matching blue gloves, then bade her sit on the
red velvet divan. Hisown gloves, of course, remained in place. She noted they were faintly soiled from



the day's activity; astreak of something clear and shining had crusted upon the black suede. As her
husband leaned close, she smelled the strange perfume of swesat, smoke, and horses that now permesated
hishair and clothing.

"Do you think well have guests tonight?' she asked, sdlf-conscioudy smoothing her skirts. " Per-haps
we should tell Yelenaand Zosa"

"Guests?' Donskoy strode to the fire and looked down at the water pipe.

here

Donskoy chuckled. He left the hookah unattended and retrieved hislong, dender white pipe from a
wooden stand on aside table. "Perhaps,” he said.

"Have you entertained such travelers before?"

es" Margueritereplied. "If Ekhart and Ljubo are successful, perhapsthey will bring the travelers

"After afashion. But one does not often encounter strangers who make good—" Donskoy had
reached into the fire with ataper to light the pipe, and he paused now, bringing the bowl to red, glowing
lifewith afew gentle puffs, then finished, "—who make good guests.”

"l see," replied Marguerite, though she did not. She stared at the carved stem of Donskoy'sivory pipe,
which displayed astrand of interwoven humanoid bodies, writhing and entwined, mouths agape, likea
crowded scene from purgatory.

Y elena gppeared bearing atray with two chdices and ajug of wine, along with afinger-bowl of
scented water and a cloth, which she carefully laid on the small round table before Marguerite. After a
second brief foray, the mute returned with asilver tray laden with meats, cheeses, and padtries. A pair of
roasted starlingslay dead at the Sde, their feathers twice speckled, first by nature, then by the oven's ash.
After the mouse-haired mute had decanted the wine, Lord Donskoy dismissed her.

Marguerite dipped her fingersin the bay-scented water to wash. Her husband Ieft his pipe to burn itself
out on the stand and busied himsdlf in his cupboard behind her. She peeked over her shoulder and
glimpsed histurned back, the cabinet door open just adiver asbefore. She looked away, fearful of what
would happen if Donskoy caught her spying.

When hereturned, hewore afresh pair of gloves. Ashelifted hischaliceto hislips, Marguerite stared
at the plush, velvety suede covering his hands. Donskoy caught her glance.

"Y ou are curious about the gloves." He uncoiled two fingers from the stem of his chaice and waved
them subtly, like antennae.

"No." Then she added, "Well, perhaps alittle.”

Donskoy's face told her she should have held her tongue; the dismay was obviousin his expresson,
and his response was menacingly low. "It is none of your business.”

"No, of course not,” said Marguerite, adding quickly, "my lord." She hoped the pause had not been
percep-tible. Suddenly, shefet asif she had wandered into atrap, had become tangled like afly inthe
middle of a spider'sweb, and now the spider was approaching.

"Do my gloves disturb you, Marguerite?' asked Donskoy, wriggling his black, furry fingers.

"No, my lord," shereplied evenly, regaining her composure. "Y our fashions may intrigue me, but, as
you say, they are none of my concern.”

He studied her.

Marguerite pulled her lipsinto asmile, intentionally demure, then dropped her gaze. She Sipped from
her chdice, awary bird.



To her surprise, Donskoy did not drop the subject. "The matter is somewhat embarrassing, and so |
rardly speak of it. But you are my wife, so | shdl con-fessto you that | suffer acertain.. . . deformity.”

She gave noreply.
"Do you not wish to seeit?' Donskoy asked, asif daring her.

Marguerite hesitated, suddenly redizing that she did not wish to look upon his deformity—not redly.
Once she had seen it, she might be unable to forget it, might think of it hidden beneath the sheath of his
gloves each time he probed or caressed her skin. And yet. . .

And yet shewas curious. "Only if you wish to show me," she said. "But it is not necessary. | must
admit that! am actudly quite fond of your gloves.

"Yes" hereplied, stroking afinger across her cheek. "They are very soft and fine, are they not?"
She nodded.
"Another timethen," hesad.

Marguerite nodded again, and wondered whether her head would soon bob unceasingly of itsown
accord, tike Ljubo's. Soon she too might be the affable fool.

Donskoy continued, "L et us not speek of this matter anymore tonight.”

"Of course. | won't mention it again, my lord." She stared at her lap asif it suddenly held gresat interest
and thought to hersdf, Another entry to thelist of things not mentioned and things not done. Marguerite
wished she had not led him inadvertently toward thistopic in thefirst place. Perhaps something trite and
inconsequentia would bresk the tenson that remained. He might be gppeased by some silly feminine
remark; it seemed to fulfill hisexpectations of her.

*| am amazed," she said, "that Y eienaand Zosia can accomplish so much. Thisfood, | mean. And
attend-ing to the castle. Granted, we require only afew rooms, but till their efforts are astounding.”

"Yes," Donskoy replied. " Somehow they manage. Zosia can be amagician in the kitchen when she
wantsto. And at timesit seemsamost asif the castle sustainsitself, such asitis." He speared a piece of
mesat and gobbled it up.

Marguerite ate too, glad to discover that the flavors were pleasing, with heavy notes of mustard, garlic,
and onion. Sheleft only the birds untouched. It was a common enough dish, but she didiked picking at
the carcasses. The pastries tasted of sweet honey and almonds, and they did not seem stalein the least.
For awhile, she focused on the food; it kept her from thinking of the liaison to come. Donskoy ate
without spesking, licking hislips, eyeing her asif she were edible. When he had finished, he suddenly
reached under her skirt and began to remove her stockings. Marguerite held a pastry poised in her
fingers, her mouth open with surprise. He moved his hand unex-pectedly, and the pastry dropped to the
ground.

* k *k k%

An hour later, Marguerite found hersalf back in her room, the door securely locked. Weary from the
day's activity, she readied herself for bed, though the sun itself had only just retired, and the sky had not
yet gone black. She stripped to her chemise and pulled on apair of dippers and adressing gown.

Her firgt intimate encounter with Donskoy had been strange and surredl, alanguid dream, disturbing yet
perversely thrilling- It had lasted for hours, or so it seemed, and the details had blurred in her mind. In
contrast, the second coupling had been acute, brisk, and rather unpleasant. She had tried hard not to
reveal her reaction. Not that he was attuned to such things.

Marguerite noticed that the shutters on her window hung open, and she went to close them against the
cold. Something in the darkness beyond caught her eye. Deep in the foret, the phantom fire pulsed



again, a heartbeat in the body of wood. Ramus. Marguerite did not understand why he stayed, or if he
had gone, why he had returned. What does he want here? she won-dered. He purposefully avoided
Donskoy; the cadtleitsdlf did not seem to draw him. Maybe he was seeking his own tribe, awaiting some
kind of rendezvous. He had told her that Arturi's caravan was not hisown. And it did seem that Vigtani
traveled theroads, at least asfar asthe fork. The fork—where Vistani |eft their marks on atree for other
gypsiesto discover.

Marguerite recalled the new tralak she had seen during her outing with Donskoy. In her wardrobe
cabi-net, she knew, lay the haf-charred manuscript penned by Van Richten. With these pages, she could
probably decipher the tralak's meaning. Marguerite eyed the closed door of her cabinet suspicioudy, asif
afiend lurked behind it. Y et what harm could come from consulting the book? It was only abook after
dl.

Marguerite's hand was poised on the cabinet door when the sound of an approaching wagon drew her
away. She went quickly to thewindow and saw Ljubo and Ekhart returning. Pressing her nose against
the glass, she strained, searching for silhouettesin the wagon. She sighed with disappointment. Therewas
only thetal thin Ekhart, the squat form of Ljubo beside him. The back of the wagon appeared fuller,
however. A lumpy mound rose in the bed, covered by atarp. The three black hounds stood upon it
proudly, like climberslaying claim to asummit. Their black shapes swayed wildly with the motion of the
wagon. It was awonder the beasts didn't tumble out. One of them threw its head back and heraded their
return with afrightful howl. For amoment, Marguerite imag-ined ared fire burning deep withinin its
throat, asif she had seen the door to akiln thrown open. Then the wagon, and the image, passed out of
view.

Shelonged to get acloser 0ok, to rush to the stables, where she could observe Ljubo and Ekhart
unloading the cart. What would she see? An unsettling image came to mind. Perhaps now it was a cart
full of corpses—or acart that mimicked it, whose dead were only deegping. But then she thought no, not
bodies. That was silly. Zosia had planted the suggestion, when describing how some Vidani caravans
bore passen-gers through the mists. But what el se might Ekhart and Ljubo have brought? Surely it would
bedl right if she went to the stablesto observe their arrival. Mar-guerite was hafway to the door before
she remem-bered Lord Donskoy had locked her in for the night.

She gazed at the hounds in the tapestry, and con-sidered the secret passage they guarded- A locked
door need not deter her. Yet it could be dangerous to venture away from her room so early. The castle
did not deep. Someone might see her.

Exasperated, Marguerite let out asigh. She thought of the toad, Griezellbub, who had aided her so
deftly in her first escape. He had not visited since that night. She pictured him before her, his mouth wide
with amocking grin. "If you weretruly useful,” she said doud, spegking to the air, "you'd be my spy. My
spy, you ugly little beast.” But she knew he answered to Zosia, or to no oneat dl,

"1 will go out,” she announced softly, feding asud-den surge of recklessness. "And | will smply refuse
to get caught." Marguerite tossed off her dressing gown and wriggled into along dark tunic with split
sdes. Then she knedled before the tapestry like a suppli-cant. Thewall god answered her prayer, and
she crawled into his arms, entering the passage. The decaying chamber at the other end appeared
unchanged. Marguerite tiptoed to the door and pressed her ear against the wood. Nothing. She opened it
just acrack, grimacing at the familiar protest of its hinges. Turning Sdeways, she dipped into the hal. She
did not carry alight, for it might announce her presence.

Totheright lay the stairwel | leading to the dungeons. The stables, however, could be reached only by
passing through the foyer below—at Eeast asfar as she knew. Marguerite turned |eft, and headed down
the hall, as quiet asamouse. She came to the broad, curving stair and began a careful descent. On the
wall, the torches burned in their iron sconces. Below, she could hear aman spesking—Ekhart, per-haps.
She dared not venture too close; with her luck, he had the hounds. If he did, the dogs would scent her



and scrabble up the stairsto point her out. Fragments of Ekhart's muffled report drifted up to her.
"Fve" Ekhatsaid."...easy .. ."
Marguerite dared to move a step closer.
“, ., somedlver. ., jewdry . ..wineand sugar."
Shetook another step,
Ekhart continued, "... so we brought..."

A second man snapped out areply. "Idiot!" Mar-guerite had moved close enough to hear al his
words, and to tell that it was Lord Donskoy himsdlf. "When my wifeis near, you'll make no
procurements for the mere whims of MissMontarri.”

"Asyouwish, my lord," replied Ekhart. "It was at Ljubo'sinsistence. Besides, there was some mention
of moreto follow, so we thought—"

"Well don' think, old man," Donskoy intervened. "Y ou've managed it badly.” Thelord paused, then
chuckled. "And since when do you answer to Ljubo? No, | know you, Ekhart. And | suspect you have a
few whims of your own concerning the cargo. En? Am | right?'

A muffled grunt, haf alaugh, cameinreply.

Donskoy continued, "Though | suppose | cannot blame you. Come with me to the drawing room, then,
and share anightcap while we discuss your ingructions.”

At that moment, Marguerite heard someone coming down the stairs behind her—coming softly and
swiftly. She pressed hersdlf to the wall, hoping desperately that whoever—whatever—was coming would
not notice her lurking in the shadows.

Directly behind Marguerite, Y elena gasped loudly and dropped her candle. It rolled down the last
three steps and into the foyer beyond.

"Ekhart, wait!* Donskoy hissed, hisvoice close below. "Did you hear that? Between Y elena and that
disgusting toad of Zosds, this castle has far too many ears.”

Footsteps approached the base of the stairs. " Show yourself!" Donskoy bellowed.

Marguerite put afinger to her lips. Y denashook her head frantically and tugged on Marguerite's
deeve, pointing to the top of the sairs. Then the mute girl hastily descended the dairsinto the foyer.

Marguerite dunk back around the corner, retreating three steps up. She heard a sudden blow in the
foyer below, followed by a soft exclamation of pain.

"Worm!" spat Donskoy. "Were you eavesdropping again?' Another smack punctuated his question.
"Too many earsentirdy. Well that can befixed. If | catch you skulking about again, I'll cut off both of
yours."

There was pause* then Ekhart said, Til handle the cargo. Y ou .needn't worry."
Donskoy grunted his assent. Y elenas soft whimper-ing accented hiswords.

"Quit whining, wench/ he muttered. "Go with Ekhart and assist as he requires. And be sure you clean
up after him."

Marguerite crept up the sairs, promising herself that she would find some way to improve Y eenas
treatment. Donskoy expected the girl to materialize whenever he required, yet if she happened to be near
when he did not want her, she suffered for it.

With that vow, Marguerite hurried through the hal! and dipped into the decaying room next to hers as
quietly as possible. She stood behind the door amoment, listening. When she was sure no one had



fol-lowed, she knelt before the wall and opened the secret passage, then crawled inside.

The stones did into place behind her. She scrabbled quickly through the tunnel, suddenly eager to be
safein her bed. But when she reached out to open the por-tal into her own chamber, the stones remained
motionless

Aninvoluntary groan rosein her throat. Marguerite pushed with al her might, but nothing happened;
thewall refused to shift. She remembered Donskoy's warning: " The passages are crumbling and proneto
failure, and you might find yoursdf entombed inawal."

Her heart thundered in her ears, the only sound in the otherwise till passage. Sowly, methodicdly, she
began to push every sone that barred her path. Still, nothing happened. Marguerite pounded her fist
againg the stone sherecdled asthetrigger. Thistime, the wall gave way. She lifted the tapestry and
scrambled to freedom.

Safely in her chamber, she stood, breathing heavily. "ldiot,” she whispered. She had been stupid and
clumsy, lacking both stealth and common sense. If Y elena could surprise her so readily, then why not
Ljubo or Ekhart, or Donskoy himself? Further, she had not even imagined the secret passage could
mal-function, though her husband had warned of the pos-sibility that very day. She would not venture
through the tunnel again—not without good reason. Ekhart's activity seemed meaningless compared to
the prospect of dow suffocation, or the thought of being discovered and relocated to one of the miasmic
chambersthat typified the keep.

Marguerite removed her tunic and returned it to the wardrobe. Staring insde the cabinet, she recalled
what she had been doing before Ekhart and Ljubo's return distracted her. She donned her dressing gown
and with-drew Van Richten's Guide to the Vistani from the ward-robe, then took it to her chair by the
fire. There she sat and unwrapped the black shroud, spreading it over her lap. Theinnermost folds of the
cloth were coated with ash; she worked dowly, taking care not to soil her gar-ment. The book seemed
to weigh no more than afeather upon her thighs. Gingerly she leafed through the pages, those that il
allowed themselves to be parted. At length she rediscovered the pictures of tralaks. There again wasthe
symbol that the book had opened to of its own accord, three lines striking afourth: cursed A shudder ran
down her back; she reminded hersdlf of what Zosia had told her, that VVaeskas ghost intended her no
harm.

What was the symbol on the road? A triangle of some sort, pointing downward. The book showed a
triangle and aline, which wastitled "recent murder," but thetip pointed up. There was another with a
crossthroughiit, entitled "ancient murders.” She could find nothing quite like the overturned triangle
Donskoy had removed from the tree, but it did not seem awild guessto think that it had something to do
with desth, Perhgpsit meant "suicide"; that seemed fitting for an inverted version of the murder symbol.

Sowly and carefully, she opened the book to another section, curious what she might find. Most of the
tomewasillegible, asif theink had literadly ignited and burned away. Whole chapters had been fused
together, the pages having melted and become one. It was odd, she thought. She had never seen
parchment or ink behave in thisway before. Then she laughed at hersdlf: neither had she ever seena
book that would not burn, or that opened of its own accord.

A title on apage caught her eye: "Torture and ter-ror." The chapter appeared to contain Van Richten's
theories on curses and the evil eye—the Vigtani's strange ability to cause enchantments with amerelook.
Most often, those enchantments were maevo-lent. Marguerite remembered Ramus's penetrating gaze,
how it filled her with warmth and threatened to melt away her caution. It had not seemed harmful, but had
she not looked away. . . . Suddenly another face came to mind, another set of dark, penetrating eyes.
Vaeskaseyes. Zosa had assured her that VVa eska meant her no harm. But what if Zosiawaswrong?

Then she admonished hersaf doud, borrowing aphrase from Zosia "Don't let your imagination run off
like amad hare, Marguerite/' She continued to took through the book for answers; she had nowhere else



to turn. She could only make out afew words here and there, describing horrid afflictionsthat a Vigani
curse might cause: acondition caled "the body mdit," which converted aman into gooey liquid; apassing
mention of gangrene; something about the conversion of one's skeleton to a baglike form. She shuddered.

Then anintriguing phrase caught her eye: "black hands." According to Van Richten, they could mark a
man who had wronged the Vistani; the author made note of athief who had robbed a caravan and found
his own skin discolored by the act. Marguerite thought of her husband's black gloves, but there was no
con-nection; they were only gloves, after al. The hands themsdves were not black—not that she knew
of. He suffered from some sort of deformity; that'swhat he had told her. Shelet her mind wander over
the possi-hilities: festering bails, skin like asnake's, amissing digit or two, or the reverse—a skinny extra
finger tucked dongside its sturdy brother, like awithered worm. Or athird eye, perhaps, rooted on the
tip of histhumb. Whatever Donskoy's deformity was, it did not cripple him; his hands remained strong,
his grip hard and firm—Iike avise, when he wanted it so.

Marguerite looked down and saw that her own hands had become black from handling the book. She
shivered. Carefully she rewrapped thetomein its black cloth and returned it to her cabinet. Then she
washed the ash from her hands, relieved to see her own clean skin once again.

Her weariness came back to her, now twice asintense as before. It had been afull day, she mused, full
of exploration and of being explored. She removed the dressing gown and, with her last bit of strength,
crawled through the bed curtainsto curl her body into the pit of the mattress,

She dept for hours. Asacloud of bats whedled in the sky outside the castle, Marguerite dreamed once
more of the dark-haired gypsy, who rose from the black water and parted the rock and stepped out into
the green-black sea of trees. Marguerite followed behind her, watching asthe Vistana dipped in and out
of view, and then disgppeared. In amoonlit clearing, Marguerite found her again. The gypsy was
dancing, moving dowly, naked but for the myriad snakes that hung from her armslike black scarves.

And then the dream ended. Marguerite shifted in the pit of her bed and dept on, dumbering asthe sun
climbed from its nightly grave; she dept asit rose high overhead and merged with the cold gray haze that
covered Donskoy's land.

*kkk*k

When Marguerite awoke, Y elenawas stoking the hearth. A breakfast tray lay on the table nearby. The
mute girl turned and headed for the door.

"Wait." Marguerite dipped out from between the walls of her velvet tent. "I want to speak to you.”

Y elena paused and turned her head, gazing at Mar-guerite wearily from benegth the little brown cap
she dwayswore. The girl's face was a puffy palette of pale gray-and-purpie shadows, and her lips had
fused inafrown.

"It ssems| should thank you again,” said Mar-guerite, "for not giving me away."
Yeendslips parted dightly, releasing adeep sigh.

"l am very grateful." Marguerite added boldly, "Don't you want to know how | got out?"
The mute rolled her eyes, then shot a glance toward the tapestry.

She knows then, thought Marguerite. "Wdll, as| said, | am very grateful. And you can rest assured that
| won't cause thistrouble for you again.”

At this, Y elena gave a sharp squeak—alaugh, per-haps, but completely lacking in mirth. The servant
curtsied and jerked her head toward the door.

"Of course," said Marguerite. "Y ou may go. | only wanted to thank you."
The mute girl curtsed again and departed. Mar-guerite dipped out of bed, padding after her. Shetried



the handle on the door and to her rdlief, found it unlocked. After washing at the basin, she went to the
hearth to inspect the breakfast tray. It held adab of cold mest, faintly green aong one edge; the usual
piece of bread; and aewer of cold wine. She sniffed the wine and wrinkled her nose. Despite the heavy
dose of cloves, she could tell it was horribly sour; some of Donskoy's barrels must be going bad. Or else
Y elenawas making a satement. Then Marguerite noticed something else on thetray: asmall piece of
parchment, folded in half. She opened it, and discov-ered a note from Lord Donskoy.

My wife, it read. / trust you dept well. Y ou must content yourself with reading thismorning. In the
afternoon, cometo my salon. —D.

Marguerite fed the parchment to the fire and stretched. At least the rest of the morning was hers. And
the door was open. Given this stregk of fortune, she had no intention of languishing in her room with a
book. Instead, she planned to visit the stables, where she could examine the cart she had seen returning
last night. It would probably be unloaded by now, but certainly Ljubo would tell her about the travelersin
the mists. She smiled thinly, recaling her last furtive con-versation with the man. Y es, Ljubo would talk.
Ljubo, after al, was her friend.

Dressed in high boots and asimple woolen shift betted low round her hips, Marguerite emerged in the
court. It had not been easy to find her way aone, and she had come to several dead ends amid the
castle's jumbled and rotting storerooms; finally she had closed her eyes and followed her memory likea
dream. Mow she stepped out toward the stables, crossing the flag-stones that were dick with mud and
dung. She looked for Ljubo or Ekhart but saw only the other animals. The black gaggle of geese moved
through the court like a raucous cloud. The goat bleated from itstether, and the peacock continued its
walk around the perimeter like asullen guard. Five dark horsetails and one that was dirty white hung
over the stablewadls, dl inarow.

The wagon had been parked in an open stall. Mar-guerite picked her way across the court and peered
insde. The wagon bed itself was bare to the rough boards. On the ground nearby, however, lay the
black tarp, draped over ajumbled mound. She lifted the edge, discovering abarrel labeed "sugar” and a
few unmarked crates- She probed alittle further, unveiling along black chest. It resembled the crate that
had accompanied her from Darkon. Marguerite knelt before it, fingering the clasp.

"Looking for something"?"
Marguerite jumped, falling backward onto her seet. It was Ekhart, looming behind her, shovel in hand.
"No, |—," she sammered. "Well, yes, actualy.”

Marguerite brushed hersdlf off and stood to face him. They stared at one another, her own eyesliquid
and chalenging, hisgray and frozen.

Ekhart said sourly, "And that would be ... 7

"It isnone of your business" retorted Marguerite huffily. "1 am the lady of this castle now, and you shall
address me as such.”

Ekhart sretched histhin lipsinto an even wider line, which for him counted asasmile. "All right then.
Lady Marguerite,”" he mocked. "Isthere some way that | might assist you?”'

"No, Ekhart. Thank you," she said iffly. "I was
looking for Ljubo.” <

"Indeed. And what would you require of my man-servant?'

"Y our rnan-servant?'

"He answersto me."

"| thought he might tell something about your excursion yesterday.”



"Did you?Why don't you ask meinstead?"

"Ail right, Ekhart. | wanted to know what became of the travelers.

"Travders?'

"Yes. The peoplelogtinthefog. | heard them calling out myself, so spare me any denia.”

Ekhart rubbed his chin and chortled. "No. | would not even attempt it. What isit, precisely, that you
would know?"

"Just as| said. What happened to the travelers?

"We were unableto locatethemintime.”

"Y ou mean they are dead?”’

"Wes"

"How?' Marguerite's voice was qui€t.

"The mists hold many dangers,” Ekhart replied matter-of-f act! .

"But what kind of dangers? Surely you must have some ideawhat occurred.”

"Animas. Predators. It's difficult to say. Not much evidence remained, if you can grasp my meaning.
Or shdl | paint you amore detailed picture?!

"No, thank you," shereplied. She waved a hand toward the crates. "And these things,”" she added.
"Y ou took them."

"Of course," said Ekhart. "The dead have no need of such possessions where they are bound. Why
should we not benefit? Don't pretend you are shocked, milady. Half the gowns you wear were obtained
inthisfashion." He tapped the shove against the dirt floor and stared at her, one white brow raised. "Will
that be dl then, Marguerite?’

"Y es, Ekhart. Thank you. Y ou may go."

Helaughed. Tm afraid not, Lady Marguerite. | take my orders from Lord Donskoy. | am here on his
behdf, infact. And | believeit isyou who must go. Are you not expected soon in Lord Donskoy's
son?'

"Mot until thisafternoon,” shereplied.
"Y ou have underestimated the hour."
Marguerite looked up at the sunless sky. Was that possible? Had she dept so long before she arose?

"And of course," continued Ekhart, "you will want to change your éttire before you see your lord, and
‘freshen up* abit."

Marguerite flushed with annoyance. His comments were rude and improper, but he was right. When
she returned to her room, she exchanged her boots for silk dippers and donned the purple silk gown, the
one she had worn on the night she had first met Donskoy. Per-haps the gown would bring her luck.

Shefound her husband in his sdon, ditting beside the hearth, nuraing the tip of hiswater pipe. He
greeted her with ared-eyed leer and smiled.

"Do you dance, Marguerite?' he asked abruptly.
Her mouth gaped. "I'm not sure what you mean.”

"l mean, do you dance? | mean do you strip yourself bare and bend like awillow, and weave your
wicked little spellsin the moonlight?"



Marguerite paused, her expression blank. He was ddlirious again.

"No," hesaid. "I didn't think s0." Then he patted the pillow beside him on the floor. "No matter. You
can dance for me another way."

*kkk*k

The following morning, Marguerite found anew note on her breskfast tray. Donskoy carefully dictated
her whereabouts in the castle—her chamber, the music room, the library, and of course, his salon. Ekhart
had told him of her visit to the stables, and Donskoy had not been pleased. He said that such for-ays
were "beneath” her. Further, he instructed her to keep contact with "al servants’ to aminimum, for to
behave otherwise was unbefitting the lady of a castle. When Marguerite sought out Zosiaor Ljubo, she
could not find them.

A week passed. Marguerite entertained hersdlf by reading afew mundane selections from thelibrary,
and, when that grew stale, she collected the makings of atapestry with Y elenas help and set to work on
it in the music room. Her hand was not steady or prac-ticed. She often pricked her fingers and had to
stop the work to keep from staining the fabric with blood. It was awonder, she thought, that she had
once helped in preparing her own wedding gown—the white gown she never wore. 1t saddened her to
think of it. Darkon . . . her mother'sface softly illumined by thefire. . . thelong nights spent stitching and
chatting together: these images rose before her. Sometimes, she knew, her mother had torn out
Marguerite's own poor stitches and later redone them in secret, in the hours just before dawn. Marguerite
had not minded. It al seemed so distant now, so unredl, like stories she had read in adream.

Soon the days gained their own kind of rhythm. First breakfast in her room, aone. A visit to themusic
room. Reading and gtitching. And, if the weather was passable, ashort walk with Ekhart at Donskoy's
behest, "to keep her hedlthy and fresh.” Then, asthe afternoon waned, the obligatory visit to Donskoy's
sdon for theritua coupling. Thiswasfollowed by din-ner with her husband, who clearly preferred that
they eat in sllence. After awhile, Marguerite preferred it too.

TWELVE

One day merged with the next, until more than afort-night had passed since Margueritesarriva. A
cold gray haze hung over theland, unchanging. Theroutinein the castle remained the same aswéll, but
with the dow pro-gression of hours, a certain tension began to emerge between Marguerite and her
husband. She could do nothing to easeit, despite numerous attempts. Twice she suggested to Donsky
that they again ride over hislands. And twice he declined, ingsting she wak the grounds with Ekhart
instead. In another effort to please her hushand, Marguerite spoke of the travel s they might one day
undertake with their children. Lord Donskoy became venomous and spat at her.

"Do you seek to torment me?" he hissed. "Y ou know | cannot leave.” But Marguerite did not know,
and shedid not redly believe him.

Thetrue cause of Donskoy's displeasure was clear. Once, while he lay with Margueritein hisred
salon, Donskoy rested his hand upon her bare stomach.

"Do you not share my desirefor an heir?' he asked, tracing a circle across her skin. He proceeded to
draw another circle within it, mimicking the pattern Zosiamade on the mornings of her frequent
pregnancy tests. After thefirst divining, Donskoy had remained patient, as he had promised. But now his
patience was wearing thin, and Marguerite fdt itsloss acutdly.

"My lord," she said, noting that the pressure of hisfingers on her somach had increased. "Y ou know |



desire ason as much asyou do." The scene was S0 queer, yet so typica, that Marguerite began to
wonder if she were the one who partook too freely of the hookah smoke.

"Yet | doubt your sincerity,” Donskoy replied, mov-ing his hand, plucking idly at her skin. "'l wonder if
perhaps you do something to keep my seed from tak-ing hold." He pressed his sueded finger into the
cleft between her ribs, and Marguerite felt pinned to the floor like a bug collector's specimen.

She swallowed hard to steady her voice. "Surely you don't redlly believe that, Lord Donskoy. Why
would | do such athing?"

"l could not venture aguess," hereplied. "For cer-tainly you must know what happens to wiveswho
don't conceive.”

Marguerite kept slent,

"They are set asde," Donskoy continued, "discarded for the usel ess vessel s they've become. Sloughed
off like old skin and cast into the mists." He paused, chortling darkly. "Or they're sold, passed to some
gold-rich party who has no interest in their capacity to multiply. Sold for pleasure. Sold for parts. . . . "
Hisfingerstrailed across her body, and he kissed her gently on the thigh. "But I'm sure you wouldn't
alow that to happen to you, my dear."

"No, my lord," shereplied quietly. Marguerite closed her eyesto block out the scene, but what she
saw behind her lidswasworse. "No," she repeated, in avoice too soft for anyoneto hear.

k*kkk*x

Two days later, when her blood came, Donskoy could not contain hisrage and struck her, Stunned,
Mar-guerite fled the sadlon and hurried to her room, wherefor thefirst time, she wished the door could be
locked from theingde.

Briefly, shethought of leaving. But to go where and do what? She had known only two homesin her
life, and despite her idle daydreams, she had never wan-dered far from either. Life with Donskoy was
gill preferable to eternal unlife—the fate she surdly would have known had she stayed in Darkon. And
she had pledged hersdlf to be hiswife, giving her sacred promise before a priest—though apriest like no
other she had ever seen. If only she could bear her husband an heir, her fortune would turn.

Thefollowing morning, her tray contained the usua note from Donskoy. It included avelled apology
and announced that he would not require her companion-ship that day- For amoment, Marguerite
imagined him making arrangements for her sdle. Then she managed to dispel the notion. /\V o, she thought,
hewould remain in his salon, savoring the tender bite of his hookah, obliviousto everyone and everything
beyond the boundaries of his own mind. Marguerite dressed and went down to the kitchen to seek the
only solace possible. To seek the assistance of aVistani witch. She hoped that Zosiawould be there.

The smell of garlic and boiling meet grew stronger in the passage as Marguerite approached the
kitchen. She paused at the threshold, staring into the room. On the table lay apair of rabbits, skinned and
readied for the spit, their pink musclesfirm and glistening. Nearby was amortar and pestle, apile of little
skele-tons resembling frogs, and alarge wooden bowl fitled with mash. Small piles of dried herbsrested
inacir-cle upon awooden platter. At the center of the platter lay adimy heagp of tiny purple-red orbs,
presumably roe. It occurred to Marguerite that she had seen com-paratively little evidence of Zosias
cooking until thistime—usudly she saw only the resultswhen Y denamateridized from the shadows
bearing afully laden tray.

Zosiasquatted upon athree-legged stool before the fire, her black skirts spreading on either side. Her
dark, kerchiefed head was bent toward the sooty maw of the hearth. The embers glowed red, and a
thick, churning smoke swirled from beneath the lintel, but Zosia appeared oblivious. She hummed a sort
of dirge as she worked, dow and somber. A pair of cauldrons dangled above the fire on metal hooks. As
Marguerite looked on like a curious mouse, the oid woman swung one of the pots toward thefireand



floated her hand above it, Sfting adark powder into the steaming mix.

If Zosawas aware of an audience hovering in the doorway, the witch showed no Sgn. The longer
Mar-guerite stood watching, the more reluctant she became to announce her presence. She began to
wonder if the old woman ignored her expresdy; per-haps Zosia knew of Margueritesfailure to conceive,
and now disdained her as much as Donskoy.

After afew moments, Zosia ceased her humming and clucked impatiently. "Well, comein, comein,
girl. Don't just stand there gaping.”

"How did you know | was here?' Marguerite asked, stepping into the room. She sat on the bench
besde the table, eyeing the collection of ingredients.

Zosashrugged, pulling the pot away from thefire. She gazed at its surface intently, asif expecting
some response. Then shetossed in apinch of black powder. A puff of blue smoke rose from the pot,
hovering, then fled up the chimney. "Y ou ask aquestion of very little consequence,” Zosia continued.
"How do | know you are there? | have earsand anose, do | not? And | have eyes.

Suddenly Marguerite felt someone el se's eyes upon her. She turned and discovered two yellow orbs
shin-ing at her from ashadowy corner. Gradually, she dis-cerned Griezellbub's black body squatting in
the murk. The toad's meaty tongue shot out toward an unseen target. Marguerite blinked in surprise.
When shelooked again, Griezdt's throat was swollen and lumpy, with a snakestail wriggling between his

tips.

"Ask me something of vaue," Zosia continued. "For today | am seeing quite clearly again. Likeold
times, amogt. Do you not seek my help?"

Marguerite pulled her eyes awvay from Griezell. "Yes" she sad. "How do you know?"

Zodashrugged again. "Why esewould you visit? | know welt what occurred last night. Where else
could you turn? Fortunately for you, | can assist.”

"How, when even | do not know what | am seeking?'

Zosiachortled. "But you do, Marguerite, you do. Y ou wish to avoid another month like thisone.”
Marguerite stared at thefloor. "Yes. At least the ending.”

"Donskoy was most displeased- He accused you of spoiling your own field, did he not?!
"Hedid," replied Marguerite, her eyes growing moigt.

"And he accused me earlier of assigting you. Did you know that, my child?!

"No. I'm sorry for any trouble I've caused.”

"TsKk. | can handle your lord. Of course | dissuaded him of any notion that | was responsible. |
promised him once again that you would become pregnant soon. And you must, Marguerite, before
another month isout, or thingswill become very unpleasant for usall.”

"Why did you promiseit, Zosa? Y ou have only made thingsworse. Isn't it possible that | cannot have
achild by Donskoy? Such things are not in your con-trol."

Zosacackled. "If you believe | am powerless, then why are you here?!

"I didn't know what elseto do," ssammered Mar-guerite, "who elseto see. Even thisisarisk. Donskoy
prefers| remain alone, that | seek no one's company but his. But of late—"

"Silly girl," said Zosasoothingly. "Havefaith. | will hep you. The years spent here have diminished my
powers, it istrue, but | can till lay the course for what must be. | know of a potion that will help you
concelveachild.”



"Andit works?'
Zosiascowled at her. "Ts/c. Of courseit does. Why esewould | suggest it?”
"And are there risks?'

Zosaclucked impatiently. "Everything holds arisk. If you do nothing, the risks are greater. Now, do
you wish my help or not? | have no time for games.

Marguerite paused. "Yes" she sad. "Make methe potion.”

"Nothing worthwhileisthat smple, my dear. First, you must do something for me. Go out into the
forest and find the web of aspider, awhite spider. Thetimeisright for this harvest; the moon iswaxing.
When you have found the web, bring the silken strandsto me, and | will make a philter for you to drink.”

"You speek inriddles” sad Marguerite. "Are you saying | must gather the web by moonlight?”

Zosaeyed her carefully. "Precisdly. And it must be tonight. | have seento it that your lord remains
indisposed until tomorrow, but when the dawn comes, he will once again be keen to your whereabouts.”

Marguerite said nothing, pondering the dreadful prospect of venturing into the forest after nightfall.

Sensing her fear, Zosatook atin box from the rough-hewn shelf above the hearth and withdrew atiny
leather pouch on astring. She placed the pouch around Marguerite's neck and whispered, " Something to
keep the beasts at bay. But fear not. Marguerite. The time for your death has not come."

Later, as Marguerite pushed past a pine branch in the thick of the forest, she clung to those words,
They gave her comfort until another phrase came to mind: "afate worse than death.” Nervoudy she
fondled thelittle pouch around her neck, pulling it to her nose. It smelled of garlic and mustard and
something else she could not i dentify—something earthy and sour What-ever lay in the pouch,
Marguerite prayed its strength was as potent asits stench.

She had donned leggings, boots, and a heavy tunic, tying asmall satchel at her waist. Thinking an early
gtart was prudent, Marguerite had dipped out after lunch. After al, who knew how long it would take her
to find awhite spider? Zosia had offered little in the way of clues. But if Marguerite could locate the
spider by day, she reasoned, then she could gather its web as soon as the sun fell, sparing herself amore
difficult seerch in the dark.

The very notion that a spider web could solve her problems seemed aridiculous fantasy, but she had
no other hope, so she devoted hersdlf to the effort.

Hours passed, and alight rain fell intermittently, dampening Marguerite's clothes. She sought websin
the crevices of rocks, between the rotting limbs of fallen trees, and beneath the low, sagging branches of
the forest. She found spiders aplenty—small, large, black, brown, hairy, bad. But none of the eight-eyed
crestures that stared back at her or darted for cover had awhite body and white legs. Eventually, the
sght of so many spiders and other skittering bugs made her flesh crawl. Marguerite began to imagine that
someone's eyes were congtantly upon her. She never saw them, of course, but she could fed them, like
soft claws scrabbling at the base of her neck. She won-dered if Griezellbub had followed her into the
forest. Later, she thought of Ramus, who had watched her as she wandered before. Certainly by now, he
had departed Donskoy's land.

The daylight waned. Marguerite continued her search at the clearing near the waterfall, where she had
rested during her previousforay into the woods. As night fell, the mist cleared, and the sky became a
dark vault teasingly flecked by low clouds. At least the moon wasin Marguerite's favor. Cloud-shadows
raced across the ground like hounds on the hunt. Their fleeting images taunted Marguerite; more than
once she sarted and cried out, mistaking the play of light for an anima rushing past, or perhaps a spirit.

Mow and again she saw them—the eyes of the for-est, frozen in the glow of the moon. The
scampering mouse, seized by the owl; theweasd dinking furtively through the brush, with something



smdl and soft initsjaws. Once, as she huddled bresthlesdy at the base of atree and clutched at the
leather pouch around her neck, a huge black shape shambled past. Marguerite saw itsyellow eyes
shining in the dark. She thought of the beast from the banquet—the hideous sacrifice that had been part
bear, part boar, part . . . ese. But the silhouette lumbered on, leaving her unscathed. Marguerite told
hersdlf it was an ordinary bear.

Time was running out. She plunged deeper into the wood. She dropped to her hands and knees,
willing her eyesto find the webs of spiders. The wind moaned plaintively, achieving aclear, sorrowful
note. Then sheredized it was not thewind at alt; it was an instru-ment—aviolin. She thought at once of
Ramus. She crept through the forest toward the sound, which drew her like asiren's song.

Findly she saw him, standing near the old vardo, holding a shiny black fiddieto his chin. He had built a
amal fire, and itswarmth lit hisface with yellow-gold light. His black horse stood nearby, nosing the
ground.

Marguerite crawled beneath the pungent skirts of ahemlock and hid, amused that the tables had
turned. Mow she was the watcher. She pressed hersdlf low to the ground, oblivious to the dampness that
seeped into her clothing. The music held her spellbound. The gypsy played beautifully, stroking and
compressing the strings of hisviolin until they cried out in eation and agony.

Marguerite thought he must be playing for himsdf or smply serenading the night. But then she saw
white wigps of fog rise from the soil and swirl about Ramuss body. They caressed him, coiling teasingly
around hisfingers and around the dender bow, streaming between the strings of the violin. Asthey
passed through the instrument, they stretched and bent, assuming the shape of three Vistani women. They
were ghosts, ephemerd as smoke, as smooth as white glass. They rose through the air, and the music
swdled to echo the rhythm of their whirling dance. Digphanous white skirtstrailed behind them likethe
talls of comets.

Soon Ramus closed his eyes and dowed histune.

The women clagped hands, moving three as one. Their features were indistinct, but something about
them suggested age and sorrow. They sank toward the ground. The soil steamed beneath them. Ramus
continued to play, his notes somber and dow. The women's ghostly white heads began to melt avay
from their shoulders, dripping down their bodies like candle wax. Then their bodies sagged and dumped,
and the shoulders disappeared, and the breasts, and the hips and the legs—melting away until nothing
remained but awhite cloud upon the ground. Then even that disappeared.

Ramus moved hisfiddle from his chin and stared into the forest. Marguerite held her breath, not daring
to move. Shelay directly in the path of his gaze.

The gypsy walked across the clearing to where his black horse stood waiting. He dipped the violin into
an embroidered satchel that hung from the saddle, then retrieved his round-brimmed hat from the
pom-mel. The horse snorted, pawing nervoudy at the dirt. Ramus stroked the anima's muzzle and
whispered something to quiet it. Then he turned once again toward Marguerite's hiding place.

"Logt again, Marguerite?' he asked, flashing awhite smile. Hetipped his hat.
Marguerite did not answer, hoping that if she remained silent, she might dso beinvisible.

"Mot coming out?' asked Ramus. "Then you must mean for meto clamber in after you. A pleasant
invi-tation indeed.”

Marguerite wormed her way out of her hiding place, fegling graceless and chagrined. Shetook a step
for-ward, then stopped, leaving severa paces between them. Still she fdt hisattraction, and it amazed
her. She swayed, unsteady. And she said nothing, for sud-denly nothing at al would come to mind.

"So we meet again,” Ramus said deeply. "1 hope you enjoyed my serenade.”



"l did," shereplied, dmost in awhisper. "It was magica.”

Maeither of them spoke of the spirits. It occurred to Marguerite that Ramus had summoned them with a
powerful spell. If she mentioned his magic, she might somehow fall prey to its power. The dance lay
between them tike a secret, something intimately shared.

"Do you know the legend of the Vigtani violin?' Ramus asked, reaching forward to stir thefire.
Marguerite shook her head.

"Thefirg violin, it issaid, was created to lurealover. A young Vistanalonged for the affections of a
girl who spurned him. So deep was his desire that he sought the aid of dark powersto win her. The
powers consented to help him. In payment, they demanded the spirits of the boy's brothers and ssters.
The pow-ers bound them into the strings and bow of thefirst vialin, then gave the instrument to the boy,
S0 that he might serenade his sweetheart. When the boy played, the violinfilled the air with hisfamily's
pain, aswell astheir remembered joys, and the girl was spellbound. Unfortunately, she loved the
musician only when he played, and eventudly the sound of his victims drove the young man mad. He
killed himself. But the next Vistanawho took up the instrument found he could reproduce the sound with
al itsbeauty. And so the violin was born."

"What asad story," whispered Marguerite.

"Indeed. But only alegend.” Ramus looked up from thefire. " So, what brings you out after nightfal,
Mar-guerite? Wasit me you sought? Did | lure you with my violin?'

"No," said Marguerite, struggling to think of some excuse for her wandering. She did not want to share
her secrets with Ramus. "1 was merely restless.”

"Ah. My kind well understandsthat fedling. But it must take agreat dedl of restlessnessto drivea
gior-giafrom her cozy bed and into the forest after dark. Are you finding your home so unpleasant then,
Mar-guerite, that you must escape into the night?”

"Not at dl," shelied. "We are very happy at the keep."
Ramuslaughed softly. "l anglad,” hesaid. "Though | must say it issurprisng.”
"Andwhy isthat?' she asked, indignant.

Ramus shrugged. "L ord Donskoy's reputation sug-gests otherwise. But if hetreatsyou well, | am glad
to hear it. | must admit that you do not appear entirely abused.” He smiled ady smile. "Of course |
mysdlf could treat you better, and please you in ways you cannot imagine.”

She had anticipated the advance, but it unnerved her nonetheless. "I'm certain | don't know what you

Ramuss dark eyesflared, and his voice sank low, "And I'm certain that you do.”

Marguerite expected him to step toward her, to touch her, but he made no move. "Y ou mistake me,"
shesad, "for another type of woman."

"| think I understand you quite well," hereplied. "But | am no fiend. Y our answer isno, then?'
"es"

Hechortled. "Yes?'

"No."

"Such apity for usboth. But if you won't alow meto coax the music from your ingtrument, perhaps|
can help you find what you are seeking.”

Marguerite blushed. "I am seeking nothing. | told you | wasjust restless.”



"Indeed. Just as you were not lost the other day?

Y our pretenseisfoolish. | saw you scrabbling about the forest floor, and | watched your face grow
dark with the setting of the sun. If you arelooking for something, you should let me assist. | know the
woodswdl. Alone you may never succeed.”

Marguerite consdered thisfor amoment. The Vis-tani spent their livesin the wild, and their reputation
astrackers and woodsmen knew no equal . Perhaps Ramus could help her after all—if she could trust
him. He stood beside his horse, smiling. He had summoned the dead, it was true, and made afew roguish
advances, yet Marguerite did not fear him. Strangely, she did not dread him in the least. And she did not
wish for himto leave her aone.

"Don't laugh," she said, "but | am seeking the web of awhite spider.”

Ramus chortled. "Not pregnant yet, isthat it? And _ord Donskoy knows no patience.”
Marguerite'sface grew hot,

"Perhaps| can help there aswell," he continued, "and we won't be needing aspider.”
"You aretoo bold,” said Marguerite huffily. "I don't want your help after al.”

Ramus stepped closer and touched her arm. "For-give me, Marguerite. | did not mean to offend you—
ruly. Perhaps| spend so much time aone that rudeness comes easily. Please allow meto assist you. |
Know whereto look, and it is dangerous for you to continue this search alone.”
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Reuctantly, she accepted his help. Claiming they would do better on foot, Ramustook his satchel from
his mount and dapped it on the flank; the horse van-ished into the shadows. They wandered together into
the woods. He explained that the spider she sought could be found only in a cave. Marguerite protested
at firgt, thinking Zosiawould surely havetold her as much, but she followed anyway. She had enjoyed no
success on her own.

The pair waked down into the hollows, and then up again, until they reached a sharp outcropping of
rock, jutting up toward the sky.

"A caveliesnear thetop,” Ramussad. "Indde, | believe well find the spider you need.”

Carefully they picked their way up the dope. As promised, they came upon the mouth of acave.
Mar-guerite stooped, following Ramusslead, then emerged in an immense chamber. A strange red moss
coated the walls, lighting the cavern with afaint lumi-nescence. Stalagmites rose up from thefloor,
reach-ing out toward their twins above. Between the pinnacles, great webs hung like lacy sails. Small
white bones were scattered about the floor below.

Marguerite noticed afirepit near the center of the cave. A stack of kindling and small brancheslay
besideit. Someone had been here before—Ramus, undoubtedly. After all, the cave provided anatura
shdlter.

"Sit," said Ramus, "and rest awhile. I'll build afire. Then well wait for the spider to crawl into view. Ef
weremain quigt, it shouldn't take long."

Marguerite stood gazing about the chamber, awestruck. The webs wereimmense, and she could only
wonder about the size of their maker. "But | don't need the spider itsalf,” she protested gently, "only the
web."

"Until we see the spinner, we cannot be sure of the product.”

Marguerite heard the crackling of afire behind her. She turned, and saw that Ramus had aready
mounded kindling in the black hollow and summoned aflame. She wondered at his skill. Something
nagged at the back of her mind, some incons stency between the fire and the Vistanas statement, but she



was too weary and cold to bring it to the fore.

Ramustook ablanket from his satchd and spread it near the fire. He bowed deeply, then motioned for
Marguerite to Sit. She smiled and complied. The gypsy added asmall log to thefire, reaching across her,
brushing her arm. He sniffed, then reached out and lifted the pouch from her neck. "What's this?' he
asked, wrinkling hisnose.

"Protection,” she said. "Zosiagave it to me. Don-skoy's cook. She'saVistani too, or was. She's rather
secretive.”

Ramus raised a brow, and Marguerite suddenly feit foolish.
"Anyway," she continued, "Zosatold rne thiswould keep the beasts of the forest at bay."

Ramuslaughed darkly. "Somehow | doubt it." He sniffed the pouch again and grimaced in disgust.
"Though it could deter anything with asengtive nose. And it might aso deter the spider.” He tugged at the
string circling Marguerite's neck and broke it, throw-ing the pouch into the fire. The flames reared up,
angry and green, then subsided and began lgpping at the edges of the leather.

"Thanksalot," muttered Marguerite.

Ramus looked a her and smiled. "Don't worry. | will seethat you return to the keep safely. You
should trust me, Marguerite. What other stranger has trested you so kindly?!

Marguerite did not reply. She wished she were home safein her chamber, carrying the child of the lord
sheimagined Donskoy could become—surdly would become, if she pleased him.

"Areyou cold?" asked Ramus, putting hisarm around her shoulder.

"No," she said, withdrawing hersdlf. It waslike drag-ging her body through water.
"Thenlet us St quietly. The spider will comeif weremain Hill,”

Marguerite nodded, staring at thefire, in time, she became hypnotized by the flame,

A tap on her shoulder broke the spell. Ramus pointed toward the corner of the cavern. A creature as
large as adog was dangling overhead, dowly descending. It was white and trand ucent, glowing like the
maoon. Ichor dripped from its jaws as its legs touched the cavern floor.

Without bothering to rise, Ramus withdrew a dagger from hisbdt. With asharp flick of hiswrigt, the
blade soared toward its mark, planting itsalf deep in the spi-der's abdomen. The creature fatered, curling
itslegs around the dripping wound, mouth working inces-santly. And then it was Hill.

Marguerite scrambled to her feet. Her heart drummed in her chest.

"You see?' said Ramus calmly, dowly rising to stand. "A smple matter. Mow am | certain to whom
the webs belong.” He walked to the spider and with-drew his blade from its body. Two legswiggled, a
final gesture. The Vistanawiped hisknife on arag from his satchel and returned it to its shesth.

Marguerite suddenly recalled her quest. Shelet out her breath and approached the webs, giving ample
berth to the spider's corpse. She extended a hand overhead but found she couldn't reach. Ramus
stepped up behind her, standing so close she could fed the brush of his clothing, and he reached up to
procure astrand. Marguerite took it from him shyly, tucking it into her pouch. Ramus doused the fire, and
they went out of the cave together.

"l suppose | should thank you,” said Marguerite.

"It would be appropriate, but | did not assist you to earn your gratitude.”
"Nonetheless" sad Marguerite, "'l am grateful.”

Ramus smiled. "Y our thanks are accepted.”



Hewhistled for his horse. When they reached the bottom of the dope, the beast was waiting. He
returned his satchd to the saddle, then, as the woods were too dense to ride, they walked together. At
length, they returned to the old vardo.

Marguerite stared at thefirepit. The codswere il glowing, though Ramus had extinguished the flame
before they |left. She remembered the spirits, and could not resist voicing the question that teased her
thoughts.

"Whileyou played. . ."

"y e

"| observed something strange.”

"Something strange?' Ramus echoed. His voice was teasing, dmost daring Marguerite to continue.
"Y es. Three women. Specters.”

Ramus smiled. "Y our sight iskeen for aglorgia.”

"Who were they? The spirits, | mean. And how did you summon them?"

Ramuswaked to his horse and withdrew hisviolin from the saddle. Y ou know how,"

Redlizing hisintent. Marguerite Sarted. "I haveto return to the castle," she protested. "Don't summon
them now."

"If you don't wish to know the answer, you shouldn't ask the question.” Ramusllifted hisvidlinto his
chin, drawing the bow across the strings. Marguerite turned, looking at the wall of forest that lay between
her and the keep. "1 have to go," she said, but her feet did not move.

"Dont be afraid.” Ramus continued to play.

Themusic did into Marguerite's body, pulling her gently toward the gypsy. She heard Ramus whisper,
"Y ou have nothing to fear. And much to learn about your lord, your land. Wouldn't you like to know its
secrets?’

Marguerite opened her mouth to reply, but no words came. The spirits were rising before her, three
women, returning. They caressed Ramus as before, diding through the strings of the violin, then risng up
to dance sensuoudy in the sky overhead. One of them beckoned to Marguerite.

Ramus ceased his playing abruptly, and the women vanished.

For amoment, neither spoke. Then Marguerite regained her voice. "Who are they?' she whispered.
Ramus stood across the clearing. His eyes burned into her. "Members of my tribe."

"Dead members?'

Ramus laughed darkly. "Indeed. Thanksto your lord."

Marguerite hestated. "My husband?'

Helaughed darkly. "Donskoy daughtered them. Heisarogue and amurderer, evil incarnate. And you
aehislatest prize

"l don't believeyou," shesaid hoarsdy. "You arelying.”

"Am |?' Ramus stepped close. He seized Marguerite by the arms. " Then you are abigger fool than |
thought. But not so greet afool asyour lord."

Shetried to pull away, but he held her fast

Hisfaceloomed near. "It isamusing to me. Amus-ing that aman who cares nothing for respectability,
who knowsit as aveneer that cloaksthe dark perver-sions of haf the noblesin his acquaintance—that



this beast so ardently seeks a pure bride, and seeksthereby a pure get of hisown. It'sasthough he
thinksthat by immeraing himsdf in your purity he can plunge into the holy waters of heavenitsdlf and
make himsdlf clean again—asif he could somehow bury himself in the sanctified soil of your body and be
reborn anew. But helsafool, blinded by his own wickedness. Y ou look heavenly, I'll admit, but you are
neither agoddess nor an angdl. Like Donskoy, you arejust afool, for you play the gamewith him."

"And what are you, then, besides horribly crue?' "Perhaps afiend, after dl." Ramuskissed her onthe
mouth, and despite her horror, Marguerite felt the heat swelling within her. She struggled.

"But | am afiend you cannot resst,” Ramus growled, "and a better match for you than he" Marguerite
wrenched herself free. Y ou are wrong,” she hissed. VI can ress.” Sheturned away from the vardo,
running toward the safety of the keep. He did not follow. Y et even as she raced through the wood, she
heard hislaugh ring-ing through the trees.

THIRTEEN

It was nearly dawn when Marguerite emerged from the forest. She followed the path at base of the
castle wall, groping for the secret passage that led to Zosias garden court. She and the old woman had
agreed upon this route—agreed that when Marguerite returned she would ddliver the sticky white strands
of the web directly to the kitchen. To her relief, the secret door lay open to receive her. She turned,
giving one more glance to the forest. No one had followed. She parted the curtain of vines and stepped

through.

As Marguerite entered, she heard arustle in the cor-ner—aretreating rodent, perhaps, or the toad
Griezell-bub, acting as a sentry to announce her return. She paused to look about. The garden seemed
changed since her firgt vist, though she could not yet tell why. The crimson cabbage still blazed, visble
eveninthedim light. And the glass domes of the cupping jars il lay nestled againgt the soil, negtly
arrayed, but no longer vacant. A reddish brown fluid had bubbled up from the soil beneath each
trand ucent prison.

Marguerite crouched beside one, studying the con-tents more closdy. Thefluid divulged its myriad
parts.

Thousands of red ants surged over the corpse of asmall frog, scouring away itsflesh. Thejarswere
death domes, miniature crematoriums whose con-tents were kissed and stroked by living flames. Inthe
next jar lay amouse or rat; only thetiny tufts of gray-brown fur and awormdke fragment of white tall
hinted at the nature of the thing.

Beneath the find dome, the ants had begun their retreet, draining back into the soil. In their wake lay
the skeleton of alizard, as smooth and white asif it had been cleaned with lye. Perhaps these strange
ingredients are meant for Donskoy, Marguerite hoped. Or perhaps Zosia needed the components to mix
with the white spicier web.

Marguerite pulled her cloak around her, then went to the corner of the garden and opened the small
arched door that led to Zosias kitchen. She entered the twisting passage beyond. At the opposite end,
she gently pushed open the second door, and was met by the warm, blazing light of the cooking fire.

Zosadi) squatted on the three-legged stool before the hearth, gazing into her pot. It looked asif she
had scarcely moved since Marguerite last spoke with her.

"Z0," the old woman said huskily, "you have brought it then." She did not bother to turn toward her
vigtor. ™Y ou have obtained the web."



"Yes," Margueritereplied. "I haveit here." She untied the strings of the satchel at her waist and held the
parcel out toward Zosa. The old woman remained distracted. Marguerite put the sack upon the table,
which was now clear of the bowls and herbs and the skinned carcasses.

"Z0s3a," began Marguerite. "I'd like to ask you about something." She wanted to query the old woman
about Ramus, and his assertion that Donskoy had dain the Vigtani tribe. And about so many other things,
sheredized.

"Therewill come another timefor questions, my child/ Zosiasaid. "But now you'd best return to your
room. The castle will soon be waking,"

"Ancther time?' Marguerite asked.

Zosadismissed her with awave of her hand. "Thereis dways another time. Go now. But remove your
boots firs—youll leave atrail of mud straight from my kitchen to your door."

Marguerite tugged off her boots, then hesitated.
"Go, got" urged Zosia. "Y elenahas seen to it that your chamber is unlocked.”
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With the door to her room gently pressed shut behind her, Marguerite shed her muddy clothing and
gazed at her reflection in the mirror. Her cheeks were stresked with dirt, and her hair was atangled
mess. She pushed out her sscomach, making it round, and ran her hands over the skin. Then she pushed
out her cheeksto match, imitating the wind-god personified. She deflated with along hiss. After washing,
she climbed naked into the bed, hoping to steal an hour of steep before Y elena appeared with the
breakfast tray, which would hold Lord Donskoy's written ingtructions for the day.

It seemed asif Marguerite's dumber had only just begun when Y elena's hand poked at her shoulder.
Marguerite groaned and lifted her still-heavy lidsto squint weerily at the intruder. Then she pulled hersdlf
up to her ebows and blinked in surprise.

It was apparent that more than amoment had passed. The bed curtains had been parted and tied to
the posts. The shutters on the window hung open, alowing a shaft of white light into the room. Thefire
blazed, freshly fed. And on the table before the hearth lay the familiar sllver tray bearing Marguerite's
break-fast, dong with Donskoy's parchment note. She cringed at the thought of seeing him again,
recaling the sting of their last encounter. But she didn't expect to be summoned back to his saon quite
yet. Unless histastes ran otherwise, he would wait severd days before he renewed their liaisons.

The mute held out a steaming stone cup. Mar-guerite swung her legsto the floor and steadied her-sdif,
then took the vessdl from Y eends raw, bony hand. Despite the steam, the surface of the cup was codl.

"What isthis?' asked Marguerite, forgetting for the moment that her tongueless maid could not
respond. The answer came to mind as she gazed into the ves-sel and saw the white hairlike swirls moving
across the surface of agreenish brown fluid. "Did Zosa send this?*

Y e enanodded.

Marguerite lifted the cup to her nose, prepared to grimace. Then she sniffed hard. Oddly, she could
smell nothing at all, except perhaps atrace of smoke. Shelifted the vessal toward her mouth, but when
the cold rim touched her lower lip, she did not drink. Instead, she pulled the cup away and stared once
again at the strange mixtureingde.

So thisisthe potion that will make me the mother of Donskoy's son, Marguerite thought. She didn't
redlly wish to bear hischild, sheredized; the thought of it held no joy. But it certainly was the next logica
step— what had to be. The black stream of fate was dowly turning. The future would come, an
unstoppable force. And if Marguerite were not pregnant? If shefailed her hushand? Surdly that would
carry her to afete worse than the swelling of her ssomach, worse than abloody birthing in which her own



vitality flowed out with the child, worse than gloomy years of moth-ering Donskoy's son—a son upon
whose shoulders the weight of the entire future would be fantastically placed. But who could say? Maybe
Donskoy wasright. Maybe their fortunes would magically turn with the birth of an heir. Certainty Lord
Donskoy believed it wastrue. Marguerite herself scarcely dared to hope.

She downed the brew. Theicy, tasteless fluid coursed into her scomach, then spread across her loins
and limbs. It left her even drowsier than before. Y denatook the chalice, and Marguerite sank back into
the bed, descending into the pit, succumbing to a strange, numbing deep.
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A week |ater, the routine had resumed asif her hus-band's rage and Marguerite's foray into the woods
had never occurred. Donskoy became eager and attentive in the salon, bolstered, perhaps, by Zosias
renewed promise that his efforts would soon be fruitful. Mar-guerite tried twice to seek out Zosiaand
query her about Ramus's claim that her husband had murdered members of histribe, but both timesthe
old woman rudely dismissed her from the kitchen, ating she was too busy with Lord Donskoy's brews
and had no time. Zosia admonished her to look toward the future, and soon Marguerite did precisely
that.

One morning, she opened the parchment on her tray to discover an unusua message: Donskoy was
expecting company. Marguerite was to dressin man-ner befitting the lady of the keep, and be prepared
to greet Miss Jacqueline Montarri in the afternoon.

After breakfast, Marguerite requested a bath. Two hours later, Ljubo and Y €lena had finished
wrestling with the tub and heavy pails of hot water. Marguerite doused her hair and scrubbed hersdlf pink
while'Y eena stood in attendance, adding more hot water from asteaming kettle in afruitless attempt to
keep the bath from growing chill. When Marguerite had fin-ished, Y elenaheld out alarge linen sheet that
had been warmed by thefire. By the time Marguerite had dried, arranged hersdf in agown, tied the last
layer of blue silk to her waist, and coaxed her shining tressesinto submission, she heard the clatter of
whedlsin the distance.

She went to the window and saw a smart black con-veyance approaching across the clearing. To
Mar-guerite's astonishment, she saw that it had no driver, ft was pulled by two black horses, but the reins
stretched back to an empty bench where there shouid have been a man—or some other creature to hold
the leathers. Instead, the straps smply lay on the seat, as though Miss Montarri's driver had dropped
them there when he abandoned her.

The carriage drew to a halt before the keep. The door swung open, and Jacqueline hovered on the
step until Ljubo arrived to help her down. She wore a sweeping emerald cioak, and her black hair spilled
loosely over her shoulders. She must have sensed Marguerite's gaze from above, for shelooked up
toward the window and flashed a smile aswhite as snow. Ljubo looked up aswel, grinning broadly,

Marguerite went to the door of her room and hurried down to the foyer. Ekhart stood at the crest of
the stairs, fiffly at attention. Terse and to the point, he instructed Marguerite to proceed to the drawing
room. There, she encountered Lord Donskoy, who sat before the fire, puffing hisivory pipe. Thelord's
gaze raked over Marguerite, and he smiled approvingly.

Ekhart appeared in the door "Miss Montarri has arrived,” he announced dully as Jacqueline stepped
past. She dropped her cloak into Ekhart's hands, exposing her bare white shoulders and her signature
green sheath. Ekhart grunted and gave a tiff forward bow, then left the room.

Asthe usud greetings were exchanged, Y denaarrived with atray, bringing brandy-wine and swests.
Jacqueline pedled off her long biack gloves and melted onto a sofa, curving her body into asensud S.
The mute girl decanted the wine, serving Donskoy firg, then Jacqueline and Marguerite.

Jacqueline put her glassto her lipsand gently licked the edge, smiling over the rim. "Marriage must
agree with you, Marguerite,” she said, "Y ourelooking only alittle worse for wear."



Marguerite ignored the jibe. "What brings you to the keep, Miss Montarri?* she asked sweetly.
"Pease, cal me Jacqueline. Y ou're not sorry to see me, | hope.”

"Not at dl. | am pleased to have the company.”

Donskoy grunted but said nothing. He puffed on his pipe, staring hungrily at his guest.
Marguerite continued, "Isthis a pleasure trip, Jacqueline?’

"After afashion. It haslong been my pleasure to visit Donskoy—didn't you know that? And | dways
try tomix in abit of business.”

"A little business, you say?' asked Marguerite. Per-haps Donskoy intended to sdll her after al. Her
eyes did from Jacqueline, who gazed at her with sparkling green cat-eyes, to Donskoy, who continued to
dare a his emerald-sheathed guest.

"Mm-hmm," said Jacqudline. "Nothing extraordi-nary. It would bore you, I'm sure,”

Marguerite found hersdf studying Jacqueline's face. Something seemed odd about the woman's
appearance—hut what? She had noticed nothing amiss when the woman entered the room—there was
the same languid bearing, the sametiny pinched wais, the same delicate gesturing of finely boned hands.
Jacquelings face was dy and expressive, just as before. Her tone was alittle tighter perhaps, but the
phrasing and accent seemed familiar—precisely as Marguerite recaled. Y et something was not quite the
same. Granted, Marguerite had seen the woman onty once before, by candldight, and amonth had
passed since then. But there was something markedly differ-ent about her—about her facein particular.

"Y ou seem changed, Jacqudine.” At once, Mar-guerite bit her tongue; certainly she could have been
more deft.

"I seem changed?" echoed Jacqueline coyly. "How so0? All for the better, | hope.”
"Actualy—yes™
"My goodness, you seem disappointed.”

"No, | mean—well, | do believe you look younger. Y es, younger. If | didn't know better, I'd say | was
look-ing upon the younger sster of the woman | met last month.™

"How utterly sweet of you, Marguerite. And aston-ishingly keen, | might add, How could you know
that | have enjoyed weeks of pampering and relaxation? | do indeed fed like anew woman, but it's
pleasing to hear my good fortune is reflected in my appearance, how | am thoroughly refreshed and
ready for anew endeavor."

"A new endeavor?"

"A little excitement. A little business, as| said. But..." She looked toward Donskoy. "Such affairsare
nothing for the likes of your pretty little head. Isthat not cor-rect, Milos?'

Donskoy shot her acurious glance. ™Y ou needn't concern yoursdlf with Marguerite's pretty head, if
that'swhat you mean."

"Of course not. | have no concerns, really—merely the greatest admiration. What alovely head she
has, indeed . . . Y ou know, | had dmost forgotten just how lovely sheis, Milos, just how greet your
catch. Have you ever pondered the aesthetic possibilities, Milos, the combination—

"Jacqueling" growled Donskoy. "Remember your-sdlf, my dear.”

Marguerite shifted uncomfortably at Donskoy's "My dear.”" The sound of it |eft abitter taste on her
tongue. Lords might have their mistresses, but must they flaunt them? Wasthisinsult to be her punishment
for failing to conceive? Or something worse? By the gods, she thought. Could it be? Was Jacqudline a
merchant who dedlt in discarded wives?



"What kind of endeavors are you planning to under-take?' pressed Marguerite. "And does it involve
me?'

Donskoy and Jacqueline were consumed with mirth. "Certainly not," said Donskoy.
"Then what kind of endeavors?'

"Oh," Jacquelinereplied, "just an excursion with Lord Donskoy's associates, if | can persuade him.”
Sheshifted in the chair; the dit of her green gown parted, revealing alength of smooth thigh.

Donskoy chortled. He rose and walked toward thefire, turning his back to them both. Marguerite
caught aglimpse of hisupturned lips. This gathering amused him somehow. And why not? Here sat two
women whose only gpparent role was to entertain him. He was indeed lord and master, his harem
complete. Only the swelling of hiswife's belly might improve the scene. But that did not gppear to be
troubling him at the moment. He rubbed his gloved hands before the fire—a habit, perhaps, for they
could not be cold. Marguerite wondered what kind of thoughts were at play in hismind.

"Perhgps you can persuade him, Marguerite,” said Jacquedine. "Y ou see, Milos haslargdly retired from
the life we knew, ever since he cameto this castle. But his associates, whose unique talents are utterly
wasted of iate, they Hill long for theroad. | know it, for i fed the same urge. Until recently, | could offer
little to change things mysdlf, but fortune has turned. And now | could indeed lead them, in Lord
Donskoy's name, of course.”

"Lead them into what?' Marguerite asked.

"Why, grestness, danger, the fields of wealth beyond these lands.”
"That's rather vague, don't you think?'

"Perhgps not knowing every detall is part of thethrill," said Jacqueline.

"We can discussthislater, Jacqueling” Donskoy said, turning away from thefire. "Assuming we
dis-cussit at al. At any rate, such things need never con-cern my wife. Do | make mysdlf clear?”

"Of course," replied Jacqueline demurely, "my lord." Shelicked her glassand stared directly a
Mar-guerite, taunting. "Whatever you desire.”

Marguerite's face burned red.
Donskoy did not even look at Marguerite; instead his eyes were diding up Jacquelingslong white leg.

"Miss Montarri and | have persona mattersto dis-cuss, matterswith which | do not wish to burden
you, Marguerite. | won't be needing your company any-more today. Y ou may go to your room."

"Y ou don't wish meto cometo the sdlon?' said Marguerite. It astonished her that she wanted it—that
shedid not relish being replaced. But she feared any reection might last for more than just one afternoon.

"No," Donskoy replied. "I may not require your company tomorrow, either.”
Marguerite rose reluctantly, catching Jacquelings dy smile.

"Good day, Marguerite" said Jacqudine.

"Good day, Jacqueline,” shereplied, struggling not to sound too sour.

Marguerite turned and |eft. As she crossed the foyer beyond the sitting room, she heard Donskoy
turning the key in the door of hisred salon.

FOURTEEN



Jacqudine's laughter trailed away behind the salon's closed door. So, I've been dismissed, Mar-guerite
thought, seething with resentment.

As Donskoy had instructed, she started back toward her chamber. Jacqueline brought out the worst in
her; with each step, the prickle of anger at the nape of Marguerite's neck grew hotter. When she reached
the door to her chamber, she stopped abruptly. Then she hoisted her skirts and spun on her heet, striding
back down the hall to the stairs. She descended quickly, then padded across the foyer toward the
drawing room. Trying not to be seen, she peered around the edge of the open door frame. The room
beyond remained empty, as she had expected. And the door in the corner, which led to Donskoy's red
sdon, was il closed.

Marguerite entered the drawing room and crept toward the small arched door. When she reached it,
she crouched and peered through the keyhole. Only the end of the red divan wasvisible. A green dress
lay upon it, emptied of its bearer. Marguerite pressed her ear to the hole. She felt acool stream of
ar—aong with arush of excitement. She could overhear the conversation aimost perfectly. Donskoy
was speaking.

"Marguerite will conceive soon,” he said. "Mark my words. Zosahas seeniit.”

"Zosa?' replied Jacqudine contemptuoudy. "Bah! I've never understood why you trust that crone.”

"What doestrust have do with anything? | find her useful. But Zosaisredly quite harmless, Jacqueline.
| do not understand your irrational Fear of her."

"Itisnot fear, Milos. | anwary. | have not lived so long or so well without my share of wit."

"Indeed, my dear. Y ou possess more than your share. After dl, you command the intellect of many
scores of women, aswdl asinfinite charm.”

"Quitetrue. So you might indulge aclever friend when shetellsyou to remain on guard, eveninthe
midst of your ddirium—adeirium, | might add, that your darling Zosaisal too eager to promote.”

"Dear Jacqueline. Fretting makes you, too, an old crone, and al for no cause. Zosaserves me well;
that iswhy | endure her. Her potions merdly offer ameansto entertain mysdlf between your anxioudy
awaited vigts. | remainfully in control.”

"I do not require your idleflattery, Milos. Listen to what | say. Y ou are too dependent upon Zosaand
her brews."

"Y ou are mistaken, my dear. | am dependent on no one, not even you."

"No?You liveyour lifewalowing in the throesin some aleged curse, when half of thehex isjust a
dark fantasy fabricated by aconniving old Vistana."

"Ah, the crux of it surfaces again. Y our own abnor-mal fears, your own hatred toward the dark-eyed
dregs of thisworld. Do not attempt to settle your old scores through me, Jacqueline.”

"If the subject weren't so painful to you, I might remind you of your own grudge againgt their kind. But
that shouldn't be necessary—you can never forget, can you, Milos?"

"Enough, Jacqueline!" He paused, but the recovery was smooth. "Why must you pick at every scab till
it bleeds? Thisis an old conversation, and my patience does know alimit. | shal tel! you again: Zosais
not athreat. Vistani witches|ose their powers when they do not wander. Sheislike atiger without teeth
and claws, completely tame. We shdl end thistopic now, Jacque-line, before you sour my temperament
completely. | endave Zosia, the reverseisafantasy. The old hag serves auseful purpose. Marguerite
sarvesauseful purpose. And you, my dear, might also serve apur-pose, if you could remember it. You
did not come dl thisway to quarrel, did you?"



"No, indeed,” replied Jacqudine. A little catlike growl rippled up from her throat.
"Then comecloser.”

"Why?" she purred. " So that you can endave me too? So that i might know the merciful hand of Lord
Donskoy?'

He chortled. "If you desireit. Come closer. Y ou sometimesforget who is Lord, but | can be merciful.
Infact, | shdl dlow you to punish me some more with your sharp little tongue.”

"Hmmm. So tempting. But not yet," she teased.
"Why delay?Y ou would not have that particular tongue but for me."

"For the game. Only with you can | turn my own condition into such adelicious diversion, and | indst
on savoring the chance. How would you iike meto look tonight? A redhead, perhaps? A blonde? Y ou
appear particularly robust this evening. Perhapsit shall be many.”

Still crouched outside the door, Marguerite gasped— haf from jealousy, hdf from the picture
Jacquelinegs words conjured in her mind—then she clamped her hand to her mouith.

"Hmmm, Donskoy?" Jacqueline continued- "Tell meyour pleasure.”
"Y ou present many interesting options, | agree. And it is so seldom that you grant mefirst choice.”

"l am feding generous,” came Jacqueline's coy reply. "After dl, you have had to endure the company
of your parochid little wife for weeks. It'sawonder you haven't died of boredom. Shal | open the
cabinet and choose one of your old favorites?'

"| done open that cabinet,” Donskoy said sharply. Hisvoice carried an unmistakable warning. "'l know
you areitching for aglimpse of the old ledger. But mark my words, it's not to be."

"Donskoy, | am hurt. Thisisno timefor business. Please, by dl means, open the cabinet yoursdlf. If |
amitching, asyou put it so vulgarly, it isonly with the urge to entertain you,”

"Hah. The woman spesks of vulgarities asif they offend her."

Therewas a pause, abrief rustle. Unable to see what was happening, Marguerite imagined Donskoy
tending the hearth.

Jacqueline continued, " Shall | make the choice smple, and go without? 1 shall lose my eyes, but | shal
yet seeyour fire. And | shdl lose my ears, but | shal yet hear your eager pleasfor release. Pity, though; |
shall be unableto speak.” She gave adark little laugh. "But perhaps you would like that, mon cher?'

Donskoy chortled juicily.
Marguerite grimaced in disgust

There was a sudden noise behind her. Startled, Marguerite fell over backward, turning her head
sharply toward the sound. Griezellbub crouched just inside the drawing room. Histhroat swelled, and he
made the hideous sound of the degth rattle. When he had fin-ished, he pulled his mouth wide, asif to grin
proudly. Then he shambled out of Sght.

Marguerite sllently cursed the toad, then quickly returned her ear to the keyhole.
She heard Donskoy asking, "What are you doing, Jacqueline?’

"Didn't you hear that—that rattle? Y our little bride might not be so dull after dl. Perhgps sheis
eaves-dropping. I'd accuse Ljubo or Ekhart, but they know better than to play the voyeur.”

"It was probably Y eena," Donskoy said. " She wriggles about the keep likeaworm in asdt barrel "
"Nonethdess, | shal investigate." Jacqudling's voice was playful. "Without the ribbon, hmmm?"



"Y ou would open the door like that? Hah! | thought you too vain for such a spectacle.”
"Then you thought wrong. A moment please. Mow this could be amusing.”

Marguerite stood up so quickly that her vision began to blacken. She raced across the drawing room
into the foyer, then pressed herself against the wall beside the entrance. There was no time flee any
far-ther. The door to the salon had creaked open, and she could hear Donskoy calling out from within.

"Why Jacqueling,” he cried, between bouts of mirth, "you've literdly lost your mind. Come back here
and st thingsright. | choose the one you har-vested last month—my expensive imported gift.”

Marguerite shivered. She could only guess at the perverse game Jacqueline and Donskoy were
playing, but her mind had conjured an unbelievable image— one she could not dispd. Surdly shewas
wrong.

A long pause ensued. Marguerite could hear some-one stirring in the drawing room, but no one spoke.
She dared not move.

Then Donskoy cdled out again. "Jacqudine? Areyou dl right?"

"No one," came Jacqueine's disappointed reply. Shewas Hill in the drawing room. "Pity,” shesaid. "l
should have liked to see the reaction.” Her voice began to fade. " So thisis the one you choose? The one
| am wearing now?'

The sdlon door closed again, muffling Donskoy's reply. Marguerite peered around the corner. The
room was empty. She drew in her breath, then crept back to her sation at the keyhole.

Donskoy and Jacqueline were both laughing.

Jacqueline cooed, "Are you sure? It could be very interesting without."
"Perhaps," Donskoy replied. "But | would missyour tips."”

"Mmmm. No doubt.”

"Without lips you have no voice."

"Why Milos," cooed the temptress, her words drip-ping with honey. " So often you scold me for
excessive chattering.”
"I do not wish you to speak/

"What then?' asked Jacqueline coyly. She paused, then laughed darkly. "Ah, | believe | understand.
Shdl | cry out then, Milos, cry out like some weak wench desperate to summon the castle guard? No
onewould come, of course. Even if your men were here, even if Ekhart did not think me some recurrent
rash, | coutd scream and scream, and no one would come.”

"Yes," said Donskoy smply, asif ordering abiscuit for breakfast "I'd tike very much to hear you
scream.”

Marguerite's face went white. Ashamed and repulsed, she fled from the chamber and raced up the
stairs, desperate to escape the perversions of her hus-band's salon.

She found the door to her chamber hanging open, and Zosiastting in the chair by thefire. Griezeltbub
squatted upon her bed. Both the old woman and her toad turned to stare at Marguerite, one with eyes
that were dark and sparkling, the other with immense yel-low orbs.

"Curiogity satisfied?' Zosachuckled.
Marguerite ignored the question. "Why in the name of the gods are you here?" she asked hoarsdly.
"For thetest,” replied the old woman. She rose, bringing forth a chamber pot.

"Thetest?' exclamed Marguerite. "But you dways comein the morning.”



"Mot for this," said the old woman. "Thistest will be specid. And it must be done now."

She handed Marguerite the pot. Marguerite sighed, returning the container when she had finished. By
now, this strange event was dmost commonplace. More than aweek had passed since Marguerite drank
the potion, and two tests had occurred since then. Both had confirmed she was not with child.

"Why isthistest so specid?' Marguerite asked.
Zosaturned and walked toward the door. "Because when | am finished, it will show you carry ason.”
Marguerite gasped. "But isit true?"

Zosashrugged. "Maybe yes, maybe no, but either way it will be true soon enough. And for your sake,
Donskoy must believe it istrue now."

"But if | don't conceve—"

"Youwill,"” said Zosa "l have seenit. But first, we must cam Lord Donskoy. He grows too anxious,
and an anxious man fathers anervous child.”

Marguerite was too bewildered to protest. Then she thought of Donskoy down below with Jacqueline.
Perhaps Zosiaknew best.

The old woman motioned to Griezell, who leaped from the bed and shambled to the door. Then both
the toad and the old woman departed.

Marguerite sat down at the edge of her bed. For amoment, she was quiet. Then she pressed a pillow
to her face and screamed. And in the castle below, within the red walls of Donskoy's salon, another
scream echoed her own.

HFTEEN

Marguerite lay in her bed, drifting uneasily toward deep. She wondered whether Zosia had showed
her husband the results of the doctored test. Night had fallen hours ago, but Donskoy might still be
preoccu-pied with Jacqueline Montarri, barring visitors from his sdlon. Even for such amomentous
announce-ment, Zosawould wait.

From outside came anoise that brought Mar-guerite upright in an instant. She sat insde her bed
curtains, listening. The sound came again: along, peculiar wait, resembling the eerie moan of awounded
cow. The hairs on the nape of her neck roseliketiny quiils.

For amoment, Marguerite hid behind thewalls of her velvet tomb. Then came the familiar crunching of
whed s on gravel and the anxious, muffled whining of Ekhart's hellish pack. Marguerite climbed out of
bed and went to her window. She parted the shutters only dightly, afraid that the light of her hearth would
draw the gaze of someone outsde—asif it were her actions that should be hidden under cover of night.

She needn't have worried. Earlier the clouds had opened themsalves and drenched the land, Now the
sky was amogt clear, the moon full and bright. Its pale yellow glow readily overpowered the fegble light
from her window.

Marguerite squinted, studying the scene below. Shefailed to see atortured cow, but she realy hadn't
expected one; the sound that drew her from bed had not seemed natural. Ekhart stood beside his wagon,
holding alantern aloft. Three black shapes crouched in the back—the hounds, readied for the hunt.
Besidethem lay along black crate.

Ljubo stood in the clearing beyond, facing away from the castle. He waved his lantern back and forth,



asthough signaing. He appeared to be waiting for something—someone. The associates? Jacqueline?
The dark-haired woman had mentioned an excursion in the drawing room. But wouid she and Donskoy's
men go out in the dead of night? Marguerite sniffed and shook her head, answering her own question.
When dse? The night suited this crew quite well.

A dender woman astride adark horse appeared from the direction of the stables, then turned her
high-spirited mount in asharp circle. Doubtlesdy it was Jacqudine. She wore black leggings and tunic,
like aman, though her silhouette remained decidedly femi-nine. Lord Donskoy came next, pulling his
mount alongside Montarri's. He raised ablack, shining object to hislips, a crescent-shaped horn, and the
peculiar wail sounded once more.

After severa moments, arider emerged from the forest that ringed the clearing and approached the
castle. One by one, adozen men followed suit, streaming out of the wood. They were Donskoy's
associates, clad in black. Among them, Marguerite spied two guests she recognized from the wedding
feast, aman with ahumped back and another with only one arm. They each brought a hound or two of
their own. Ljubo greeted the newcomers with anod, then shambled to the wagon and climbed up beside
Ekhart.

With the party fully assembled, Donskoy'sloya pair dimmed their lanterns. Ekhart raised awhip. It
arched through the air, then cracked sharply over the ponies backs. The cart jerked forward and
rum-bled into motion. Theridersfel in behind, in pairs. Following the mud-and-gravel track, the
procession snaked across the clearing and dipped into the woods beyond.

Marguerite knew where they were headed: to the rim, where lost travel ers were brought close by the
currentsin the mists. And thistime, she could hardly convince hersdf that Donskoy's men were
attempting arescue.

At firgt, she had no intention of following. Her chamber was locked, and the secret passage in her wall
had proved dangerous. Besides, what wasit to her how her husband and his men entertained aguest?

Marguerite paced, a caged animal. The houndsin the tapestry watched as she passed back and forth.
Without thinking, she made aholy sgninthear, mimicking agesture she had often seen in Darkon, when
the village priest found it necessary to enter atemple defiled by undead.

Moments later, she had donned her leggings and her traveling gear and was crouching before the
tapestry. She triggered the moving stone, then fol-lowed the dank artery toward the adjacent chamber,
slently mouthing aprayer to keep the mechanism working. To her relief, the secret door &t the opposite
end swung open, alowing her exit. When the door to the hallway groaned and screeched, she did not
evenflinch.

"L et them hear me,"" she whispered defiantly. "1 am not a prisoner.” But her bravado wasfdse; she
knew that only Zosa and the mute remained in the castle.

Marguerite went directly to the stables, seeking the horse with the ridiculous misnomer of Lightning.
One of the other mounts might have been faster, she knew, but her lack of skill made her choose the
familiar beast. She rooted through the tack room for a saddle and bridle, then struggled to prepare the
horse. Lightning puffed out her belly to keep the saddle loose, but Marguerite was wary. She waited until
the horse exhded, then drew the cinch tight. With bridle dipped over the maresflickering ears, sheled
her mount to the gate and parted the enor-mous doors. When they were closed behind her, she hoisted
hersdf into the saddle.

Glancing backward only once, Marguerite pro-ceeded down the rutted track that led to therim. The
road was muddy and laced with puddles, but agrassy hump rose in the center above the muck.
Marguerite kept Lightning to this ridge, hoping to make better time. She was not sure what she expected
to accomplish by following her husband and his associates; certainly, she knew better than to dare
interfere with whatever they were doing. But she had to see, to learn for hersdlf if her darkest fears had



substance.

As she crossed the stone bridge, adark shadow swooped low past her ear—an owl perhaps. She
gripped the mare's neck and pushed on, riding steadily until she reached the fork in the road. There she
alowed hersdf to pause and regain her breeth, wishing she had thought to bring aflask of something
warm to drink, or least a skin of water. The wagon's tracks confirmed her suspicions about the group's
plans; the mud showed the clear imprint of hooves and whedls, leading to the right, toward the rim.

Marguerite followed. The trees pressed in around her, dark and menacing. Shaken by thewind, a
black spruceflaileditsarms, freeing arain of loose conesto assault her. Lightning twitched and whin-nied
asone struck her flank. Marguerite reached forward to pat the mare's neck, but the gesture was as much
to reassure hersdf as her mount. She tapped her hedl's againgt the horse's belly, and Lightning trotted on.

Astheroad began to climb into the hills, fast, low-flying clouds cast flickering shadows acrossits
sur-face. Soon, Marguerite knew, she would be approaching the spot from which she and Donskoy had
gazed down at the mist-covered valley. She dissmounted and led her mare by the reins, picking her way
carefully over the sharp boulders that sprouted up from the rough track.

After severa minutes, Marguerite heard voices ahead. Shetied Lightning to atree and continued on
foot. When the voices grew louder, she left the road and, ignoring her fears, climbed over the top of the
ridge. A short distance down the other side, she stopped and crouched on the hill, peering out through
the branches of a shrub.

On the moonlit dope below, near the edge of the valley's swirling mists, she could see her husband
Sit-ting on his horse beside the wagon. A column of horses, now minustheir riders, waited on the road
behind the cart. Ekhart and Ljubo stood close by with the pack of hounds—the three from the castle and
many more. Donskoy's associ ates had arrayed them-selves on the hillside below the road, spacing
them-selves severd yards gpart to form along line. Each was armed with amace or flail. Jacqueine
paced back and forth behind them, carrying a shortsword, which glinted brightly in the silvery light of the
full moon.

Whatever they werewaiting for, Marguerite knew it had nothing to do with helping lost travelers. Why
would they need weaponsto effect arescue?

Not asou! dtirred for several minutes—only the trees, surging and sighing in the wind. Then
Mar-guerite heard voices out in the mist, echoing up the foggy valley. A woman spoke soothingly to a
nervous, sobbing child, summoning him close. Men muttered warnings. They sounded very near, but
Marguerite knew it for atrick of the midts.

Donskoy lifted the black horn to hislips and blew, repesting the awful wail Marguerite had heard at the
keep, The associates hid their weapons behind their backs. Ekhart's hounds began to bay.

"Here!" caled Jacqueline. "Here, to safety!”

A figure scrambled up the bank, hisface twisted, his clothing torn. It was ayoung man in robes—a
cleric, perhaps. A large medallion hung round his neck. When he saw the line of Donskoy's associates,
his expression changed to one of relief. He turned and caled something to his companionsin alanguage
Marguerite did not understand.

Donskoy blew his horn again, and his associ ates shouted more encouragement to the wayward
travel-ers. "Cometo us, to safety!" Jacqueline cried.

More slhouettes appeared at the swirling edge of the mists, following the cries of encouragement. The
young cleric climbed the dope and fell on his knees before the closest associate, clasping his hands
around the man'slegs and uttering foreign words that sounded to be an exclamation of relief and
greitude.

Then the cleric saw the moonlight glinting on the head of the associate's mace, which was protruding



from behind amesty thigh. The young priest released his grasp and started to rise, clutching at the holy
symbol around his neck.

The"rescuer” gave asharp laugh. He swung his mace, splitting the clericshead iike ared melon. The
other travelers, now half-emerged from the mists, heard the awful crack and stopped in their tracks,
cry-ing out in confused voices—whether to each other or to the dead priest, Marguerite could not tell.

It mattered little. At that moment, Donskoy's asso-ciates raised their wegpons and rushed down the hill
inawe! |-practiced charge, falling upon the stunned travelerslike a pack of wolves,

Jacqudine squealed with glee and rushed over to the falen cleric. Sheripped the medallion from his
corpse, putting it to her teeth to test its meta, then dipped the disk into her pocket. Something on the
man's hand caught her attention. As Donskoy's asso-ciates daughtered the other travelers, she severed
the dead cleric'swrist. Then she sheathed her sword and pulled aring from his stubby finger.

The surviving travel ers turned, attempting to flee from whence they had come. Ekhart released the
hound pack. The dogs sprang into the mists, snap-ping and snarling, driving the hapless wanderers back
to mest their gruesome fates.

Apparently not dl the travelers were helpless. A fireball raced up the path and licked at the line of
associates, engulfing two, and lashing out toward Jacqueline. In the crimson flash, Marguerite could see
one of the associates ditting an old woman's throat.

When Jacqueline felt the kiss of the flames, she legped back unharmed, then spouted obscenitieslike a
barroom wench who'd just been bilked. Sheyelled for acounterattack, but it was hardly required. A
hound bayed, then came running up the dope after the offending spellcaster, biting at hisheds. The
terri-fied mage, distracted by the growling beast at his back, did not even see the blade that clove his
skull.

Then came the young women, herded like fright-ened sheep before the dogs. Jacqueline cackled. The
women wore fine garments. Some carried parasols, asif prepared for a daytime picnic. From their
shocked faces, it was clear they had no ideawhat had occurred to change their plans.

Onegirl shonelike gold among the rest, with her tangled blond locks spilling over her shoulders,
obvi-oudy abeauty despite the twisted expression her fear had wrought. Ljubo seized her by the hair
and drew her up the dope.

Jacqueline screeched at him. "'Ljubo, remember yoursdf! Y ou must leave the head unmarred.”

The girl writhed. Ljubo shoved the quivering blonde toward the road. Blood streamed from her mouith;
she had bit her own tonguein terror.

"Oh, for pity'ssake," sneered Jacqueline. "Look what you've done, you silly twit. I'll have to take care
of you now." Shewalked over to the girl. "Don't be afraid, child. Thereisnothing to fear. Promise me
you'll behave, and I'll make sure that no harm comes to your pretty head.”

Thegirl nodded feebly.

Jacqueline pushed the blonde to her hands and knees and, with one swipe of her sword, beheaded her
The gold tresses poured onto the ground. "No harm above your neck, that is," laughed Jacqueline. She
shesthed her sword and picked up the head with great care, examining it in the moonlight. Apparently
satisfied, she carried it to an embroidered satchel rest-ing on the ground nearby. She tucked the head
neetly insde.

Then she motioned to Ljubo. "Now you may have her."

Ljubo grinned and scooped up the headless corpse, cradling it in his arms and scampering off into the
woods. Therest of the bodies were soon neeatly arranged on the road. Five or six associates worked the
row like black vultures, stripping clothing and jew-elry, stuffing it into bags. Some of the victims moaned



and twitched astheir limbs were picked clean; appar-ently not al the victims were dead.

Donskoy rode dong the gruesome line, then stopped and pointed to one of the femaes. Ekhart called
for Ljubo, but seeing him gone, scowled and snapped at an associate to help him. The pair returned to
the wagon, then dragged the long black box from the back and carried it over to the woman Lord
Don-skoy had indicated. They set the crate beside her and poked at her form. When she squirmed
feebly, they stuffed agag into her mouth. Finally the men lifted her into the box, secured thelid, and
returned the crate to the back of cart.

Marguerite sat on the ground at her hiding place, her eyes damp, her ssomach churning. She had
sus-pected foul play, and yet the scene was even more gruesome than anything she could have
envisoned. Before Donskoy and his men finished their ghoulish business, she had to return to her mare
and leave. Shetried not to think about what she would do then; after what she had seen, it was
impossible to imag-ine returning to the catleto live with Donskoy. But what choice did she have? She
knew no other placein thisland.

Marguerite forced herself up. ho sooner had she risen to her feet than one of the hounds turned toward
her and began to bay. Someone raised alantern and shined it in her direction.

Marguerite started up the hill at sprint, then ssumbled, sending a shower of rocks down the dope. A
man's voice cried out in astonishment, then barked an darm.

Marguerite bolted over the top of the ridge and down the other Side, into the night, afrightened hare
fleeing for her life.

SIXTEEN

Marguerite ripped the reins free of the twisted branch and scrambled onto the back of her marelikea
frantic monkey, then assaulted its Ssdeswith her hegls. The horse jerked its head and kicked savagely,
attempting to throw off the demonessthat clung to it. But Marguerite stuck fast, so the mare gaveinto
her demand and sprang down the boulder-strewn road. When the horse stcumbled on ajutting stone,
Mar-guerite realized her feet were ti!l flailing. She reached forward and patted the mare's neck,
murmuring ner-vous apologies and reassurances. Lightning took the rein and chose her own pace down
the rest of the steep dope.

Over the crest behind them, the hounds continued to bellow. Marguerite could hear their masters
shout-;ng, catling the dogs together in some semblance of order. In her mind's eye, she saw Donskoy
scanning the ridge with his coid leaden gaze, saw him question-ing his associates as to what or who they
had seen. Sheimagined agray pal soreading over hisface as he cameto redize it had been his own wife,
suppos-edly snug in her plush prison at the keep, spying on them in the darkness, observing al that had
occurred. And what would he do then? she wondered. What would her punishment be? For in
Donskoy's domain, she had learned, the punishments could be harsh indeed. If Zosiahad convinced him
she was with child, she might escape hiswrath. But only until he knew the truth, only until he redized he
had been tricked. Then hisanger would flare twice as hot as before.

If only the potion had worked, she thought It might work yet—she could sense it—but she was running
out of time. Assuming, of course, she had not run out aready.

Over the crest, the hounds bayed. They were eager for the hunt, but she could hear the shouts of their
masters, commanding them to wait until everyone was assembled and the wagon was |oaded. Marguerite
thought of the black crate and its cargo. She won-dered if thiswas the way a barren wife might find
her-self set aside: clubbed into sensel essness, stripped bare of ail possessions and securdly crated, then



carted away to Jacqueline Montarri's manor, or deliv-ered to another fiendish collector, ferried to some
obscure pit of torment in along black box.

The road began to level; she had cleared the steepest part of the ridge. She whipped the reins hard
over Lightning's neck and spurred the horse into agallop. The mare could smell her rider'sterror; likea
scknessit spread through the beast's flared nostrils and into her lungs, then through her blood to her
quivering flanks. For the first time the name rang true; Lightning opened her gait into athundering galop,
gretching her knobby white legs asif the hounds of hell were on her tail. The horse could not long
maintain its speed, but Marguerite clung to Lightning's neck, her hands tangled in the coarse white mane,
whispering hoarsdly for the mareto go fagter till, obliviousto al common sense.

Soon thefork lay ahead. Lightning dowed, then began to veer |eft toward the keep—the most familiar
path. Marguerite dragged hard on the bit, struggling to steer the horse to theright. The castlewasthe
only sanctuary she knew, yet it wasthe last place she wanted to go. To her relief, the mare curved right
and sped into the darkness, along the road that had brought Marguerite from Darkon. From home. Some
part of her knew this home no longer existed as she remembered it, but she shoved that thought aside.
Neither reason nor logic could catch hold among her tumbling, panicked thoughts. She was heading
home to Darkon. And if not to Darkon, then away. Anywhere but back to Donskoy's keep.

Clouds of mist drifted across the wagon track like huge, rolling ghogts. She rodeinto their midst. One
of the clouds struck her like an icy wave breaking upon the shore, leaving her shivering and wet
Marguerite heard a scream and realized it was the horse, neighing in protest—or fear. She dowed the
pace, but continued on. The clouds multiplied and huddled closer, growing large; soon they loomed al
around like great white, buffeting wings. Lightning stopped in her tracks.

Marguerite clucked her tongue and gently squeezed her mount's flanks with her thighs. The horse
reared, and Marguerite did back onto its rump, fully out of the saddle. Her hands gripped the gtiff
pommel in desper-ation until the horse dropped back onto its forelegs. Through some miracle she
remained seated. She dragged hersdlf back into place and fumbled for the reins, then felt for the stirrups
with her clumsy, flailing feet. When she had recovered, the white fog sur-rounded them completely,
blotting out the landscape, concealing the road benegth Lightning's hooves. The horse'swhite knees
seemed to mdlt directly into the mist. Marguerite became aware that a quiet had settled over the wood.
She heard only her own bregth, mingled with the heavy breathing of the horse, echo-ing strangdly, The
mare's sides heaved under her legstike abellows.

Marguerite gently urged the horse forward. Light-ning stepped backward instead and began to turn,
dowly spinning. Marguerite pulled back on thereinsto sgnd ahdlt, but it wasto no avail; the horse
con-tinued to whirl through the white mistslike aleaf caught in an eddy, until Marguerite became
disori-ented, losing al sense of direction. A white dream had ensnared her. Something moaned in the
distance, muffled and malevolent. Long white shapes stretched and pulled through the air around her.
Something brushed againg her face. Margueritelaid hersdlf flat on Lightning's neck, clinging desperately,
afraid to lose her on'y anchor to the things she knew. The fog dipped over and around them like
liquid—asif it were amilk seaand she and the mount were suspended deep benegth its waves, drowning
asthey spun help-lesdy toward the bottom.

And then the fog started to clear. The horse stood rigid, the haze draining away a)3 around, departing
with ahushed hissing. The road became visible again, dark and damp below Lightning's hooves. The
black feathered walls of Donskoy's forest loomed up on either sde. Tendrils of mist swirled through the
branches like retreating specters. The horse pawed the dirt nervoudy, testing for support. Likeitsrider,
the anima sensed that something unnatural had occurred. Marguerite urged her mount forward—hop-ing
that forward was till the direction she desired.

They rounded a bend, and the road dipped out from the forest, By some crud trick, or an even darker
magic of the migts, they now stood miles from the point where Lightning had begun to spin. On either sde



of the road spread afetid marsh dotted with blood-red brambles—the same marsh that lay halfway
between the keep and the fork. Just afew miles ahead stood Donskoy's castle. And directly behind her,
bel-lowing in the distance, came the hounds. It seemed asif space had folded in on itsdlf, cresting asimy
chute that had carried Marguerite and her horse in the oppo-site direction from that in which they had
meant to go.

The mare lurched forward, then stopped and took three steps back. Confused and panicked, Lightning
seemed oblivious to any command issued by Mar-guerite's clenching thighs and urgent hands. A dark
shadow, about astall asaman but much broader, dithered across the road ahead. Lightning reared,
amost toppling over backward. The mare's head twisted backward in the air, and for an ingtant the horse
and Marguerite exchanged panicked glances, both with mouths agape, Lightning's single visble eye now
wide and rimmed with white. Already half-unseated, Marguerite found hersdf flying through the air. She
landed on awet cushion of grassin the marsh beside the road. Her mount kicked once, then thun-dered
down the road toward the keep.

Marguerite stood dowly, wincing at the sharp pain in her right shoulder. She was mired to mid-calf.
Her thoughts raced, and she struggled to quiet them. Perhaps Donskoy will not be angry, she thought.
Perhaps she could still reach the keep before him, and then Y elenaand Zosiawould help cover for her as
they had done before, help make excuses, claim she had never |eft

"Perhapsthe fal has knocked you sensdess,”" she muttered derisively. On foot, she could never
out-race Donskoy and his men. It seemed that two choiceslay before her. She could stagger back to the
castle, sod-den and bedraggled, to face her husband and his associates. The prospect was as humiliating
asit was horrific. Or she could flee into the woods—and then what? She couldn't hide forever, and
escaping her husband's domain posed aformidable challenge. Lord Donskoy had told her the mists held
him captive on hisland, and it was now painfully clear that she was a prisoner here as well—how ese
could she have set out for Darkon only to find herself nearer to the very keep she wasfleaing?

The Vigtani could master the fog. She had to find Ramus.

Marguerite turned and waded Into the marsh. The hounds might not track her over the water, she
rea-soned. Later, she could veer into the woods and ook for the gypsy. Ramus would help her; he had
helped her twice before. Mounds of pae grass dotted the marsh, pushing up from the muck like heads
cloaked inlong, stringy hair. After struggling through the water for what seemed an eternity, Marguerite
climbed onto amound and legpt from one to the next. It was faster than wading. Now and again the soft
ground pitched her back into the mire, but she continued on until she heard the hounds whining on the
road behind. She stopped short, then scrambled behind a clump of bare brambles and turned to face her
pursuers.

Onthefar Sde of the marsh, haf-a-dozen lanterns hovered motionless. For amoment, the dogs milled
about the edge of the marsh. But then the lanterns began to move on, and Marguerite saw the dark
shapes of severd riders galoping up the road, back toward the keep.

She veered |eft, making toward ablack wall of pines on the bank of the marsh. Brackish water had
seeped through the seams of her leather boots, and her feet ached with the cold. Her legsfelt asif her
veinswerefilled with mud. Exhaustion sobered her. Y ou're afool, she thought. A damned foal, traipsing
into adark wood aone a midnight, haf frozen, hoping for the company of alone gypsy, aVisanawho
seemed more phantom than man, and someone whom she knew she should not trust completely.

And yet, as always when she needed him, there he was at the edge of the marsh, afigurein black
leaning casudly againgt the silver trunk of adead, limblesstree. The slhouette was unmistakable, but
Marguerite stopped, rubbing her eyes, thinking the vision might be another trick of the migts.

"Ramus?’ shewhispered.
He signded her with flash of white teeth.



She trudged forward to meet him. He took her hand and pulled her toward drier ground. When they
stood on the forest floor, he turned to her and raised abrow expectantly. Stiti, he said nothing.

"Aren't you going to speak?' she whispered hoarsdly.
Helooked at her, dark eyes glinting like biack spheres. Marguerite's tegs buckled, and he gripped her

arm, then suddenly leaned toward her like ahawk swooping for the kill. He pressed hislips againt hers.
His tongue probed her mouth and seemed to lengthen, dithering toward the back of her throat.

"Stopit," she choked, pulling away. She pushed at him. "What do you think you're doing?'

Ramus laughed. "Pardon me," hereplied, ady smileon hislips. " Surely amarried woman knowsthe
answer. | thought it prudent to warm your blood. Y ou look half-frozen."

She gtared at him in astonishment, clutching her arms across her chest. Her cheeks did grow hot; she
felt them redden with anger and embarrassment. Marguerite looked away from him to avoid his gaze,
suddenly aware that he might be attempting some kind of magic. She began to wonder if the castle might
have been a better choice after dll.

I'm sorry, Marguerite,” said Ramus soothingly. "I should not tease you. Obvioudy you've had adifficult
night.”"

"l have,” she sammered. "How did you know?"

He chortled, raking her wet body with his eyes. "Besides the obvious signs? I've been watching. From

adistance, of course, but I've been watching. I'm never far from you, Marguerite. Haven't you redized
that by now?'

"Then you know. Y ou know about my husband and his associates, and about her, that . . . creature,
his paramour.”

"| told you the last time we met that your husband isvile. But | suppose, like most giorgios, you deny
the true eye within in favor of the deceiving eye without."

She kept silent, ashamed.

Ramus continued, "And, like mogt giorgias, you are not made for the elements. Even afirebrand will
shiver itsdlf out, if exposed too long. Comewith me. I'll take you someplace warm.”

Marguerite hesitated.

He shook hishead. "Trust me," he said. "Or don't. Who knows? Perhaps you can make it back to the
castle before you drop dead from the chill or become the meal of some hungry beast. Follow me or not.
Asbefore, it'syour choice.”

Marguerite kept silent. Hadn't she sought out hishelp in the first place? Still, she wished she didn't
requireit at al—wished that she felt certain she could survive acoid night in a haunted forest done, and
could find her own way back to Darkon. But even if she could make afire from damp wood, even if she
could escape the piercing fingers of cold and keep back the forces of the night, she could not navigate the
mists. Only the Vistanj could manage that—or someone with powerful magic, like Jacqueline. And
Jacqueline was not an appealing guide. Y ou could lose your head if you kept company with Jacqueline
Montarri.

"Please," said Marguerite softly. "I do trust you. Can you help me leave this place?’
"L eave your husband?'
"Yes. And go back to Darkon, my home."

Ramus laughed darkly. "Tonight is not the time to depart. First, we must seek sheiter and get you dry
and warm. Then tomorrow we shal see whether you ill wishto flee”



He whistled softly. Marguerite heard arustling in the trees, and Ramus's horse appeared. The Vigtana
swung up into the saddle and pulled Marguerite up behind him. They passed into the forest together.

There was no path. Marguerite pressed her body behind the gypsy's, trying to shield hersdlf from the
clawing of branches. But the branches were soft, stroking her with pungent, feathered arms. The rhythm
of the horse was hypnotic; she pressed her face against the damp, musky wool of Ramus's jacket and
closed her eyes.

When she reopened them, they had reached the base of acliff. It looked familiar, and Marguerite
real-ized she had indeed seen it before—the night she had sought out the white spider's web for Zosias
potion. Ramus dismounted, then reached up and helped Mar-guerite down from the horse, gripping her
firmly at the waist. When he released her, Marguerite's knees buckled, weak from the cold. With effort,
she straight-ened them and stood.

"Canyouwak?" he asked.
She nodded.

He started up the rocky dope. Marguerite plodded on behind, stumbling, and he seized her hand to
steady her, drawing her upward.

They entered the cave. A smoky hazefilled the air; afire dready blazed in the center of the cavern.
Ramuss dark satchel lay nearby, beside alog cut to make astoal.

Shelooked about curioudly.
"My sanctuary,” he said. "And it has no other occu-pants now. Y ou'll be safe heretill the dawn.”

She was shivering with cold. Ramus retrieved ablack wool blanket from his belongings and tossed it In
her direction.

"Take off your clothes" he commanded. "Or you will grow weaker still. Y ou can wrap yoursdf inthis
while your garments dry by thefire."

Marguerite looked about for some kind of privacy. Ramus shook his head and laughed softly, then
stepped out of the cavern. She glanced over her shoulder. When she was certain he had actudly left, she
stripped off her muddy wet clothes and spread them out over a stalagmite, then settled beside thefire
with the blanket pulled around her like atent. She sat as close to the flames as she dared; ill, she
shivered. The blood bubbled and burned in her feet and calves, they ached painfully asthey warmed.

Ramusfeigned arough cough, then stepped back into the cavern. A small kettle lay besdethefire.
The bottom and sides were black, but Marguerite could still see the ornate designs etched inits sides.
The Vistanawent to his satchd and withdrew ametal cup and asmall white kerchief, negtly folded. He
opened the cloth carefully, then sifted haf the contentsinto the cup before folding back the white cloth
and returning it to his satchel. He added the water from the kettle to the cup, then waved hishand to
dissipate the steam.

"Herbs," he said, passing her the cup. "To give you strength.”

Marguerite wrapped her hands around the mug, grateful for anything warm. She sipped at therim, and
abitter, searing teawarmed atrail from her throat to the pit of her belly. She sighed. It occurred to her
that the brew might contain something she did not wish to swallow. She quickly brushed the thought
asde; obvi-oudy the teawas medicind. And apart from afew roguish advances and his mysterious
ways, Ramus had given her little cause to be so wary.

The warmth of the tea spread to her limbs, melting away the cold ache that had seized them,
Marguerite lay besdethefire. Her lids sank of their own accord, then fluttered and sank again. The
embers glowed before her like ared-gold haze.



Music began tofill the cavern. Lazily, sherolled her head toward the sound. Ramus stood beside the
fire, one biack boot planted upon the log he had cut to make astool, playing hisviolin. She listened,
enrgpt and dreamy, saying nothing. Ramus watched her as he played, his dark eyes damp and warm, his
lips gtretched into the dightest glimmer of asmile. Thefire cast aglow upon the polished fiddle, and upon
his shining black hair, which seemed shaped from the same gleaming piece of cod. He was playing
dowly, methodicaly, diding the bow back and forth, then back again, spawning the most bittersweet
stream of notesthat Marguerite had ever imagined. Hisfingers on the neck of the instrument fascinated
her; she watched them asif nothing else existed, watched them arch and dance, moving like the white
spider that once had inhabited the same cave. And then sud-denly, as she stared at the fingers on the
vialin, it seemed to her that those same fingers were stroking her neck, her spine, her thighs, asif she
were the instrument being played. Ramus pressed deeply into a string and shook it teasingly, then moved
to another and pressed again.

A soft moan of pleasure escaped Margueriteslips. The music had pierced her heart, then mixed with
her blood and flowed out into her body, flowed through her, dipping into the deep, dark recesses where
thingslie forgotten and denied. She gaveintoit, tdling her-sdf there could be no harmin listening. The
music coursed into her and sought out her terror, then gently carried it away. Gone were her thoughts of
Donskoy orchedtrating the murder of the lost travelers, gone were the images of Jacqueline and her lovely
embroi-dered sack, filled with the golden-haired head. Gone too was the picture of Ljubo, scuttling into
the woods with his beheaded prize flung over his shoulder, like the carcass of the swine he had brought
back for the wedding banquet. And gone were Marguerite's thoughts of the keep, her memory of the
cold cou-plingsin the red salon, brusque and endless. She heard only the music of the fiddle, felt only its
warmth, knew only its agony and bliss.

She became aware that Ramus had moved beside her, had drawn the blanket from her body. Her flesh
shimmered with sweet; she felt aflame. His hands did over her, and his skin pressed againgt hers. The
violin had been set aside, yet the music continued. Hisfin-gers played at her thighs. Marguerite did not
resst; she was molten. They meted into one another, merg-ing like two parts of the same melody, and
with ever aquickening tempo, they moved passionately through the phrases, notes rising and faling, then
risng higher il until at last the music crested in afierce, climactic crescendo.

In the quiet that followed, Marguerite felt herself set-tling back into her body, regaining asense of its
weight. It wasif she had been lifted out of it entirely.

Ramus had wrapped himsdlf around her, warm yet strangely light, like steam. Her mind drifted, and she
knew she no longer wanted to return to Darkon. She wanted to stay with Ramus, if he would have her,
and travel the mistswherever they might lead, asfar away from this domain as possible. Part of her
redized it was afantasy, but it was S0 sweet, so gppedling, that she allowed hersdlf to pursueit.

After atime, Ramus rose and dressed himsdlf, then stepped toward the mouth of the cave. Outside, it
was till dark. He cocked his head. Then he stepped back into the cavern, picked up Marguerite's
clothes, and tossed them on the ground beside her.

"Get dressed,” he said. "It'stimeto part ways."

"Part?' shesaid. "l thought you would help me return to Darkon, or at least help meto go elsewhere. |
thought—"
"Y ou were mistaken.”

"Mo. Y ou said we would talk of it. Y ou were going to take me back to Darkon, | can't go adone. |
need your help to get safety through the migts.”

Ramusturned and looked at her strangely. "1 could not take you through the mists, Marguerite, even if
| desired it. If Donskoy choosesto sedl you in, thereis nothing | can do to stop him. Now get dressed.
I'm taking you back to the keep,"



"No, | can't. | don't want to return to the keep." Her words quickened. "How can you suggest such a
thing?Y ou have told me that Donskoy murdered your tribe. If you send me back, you'll only be adding
my blood to hishands. Surely you can't be so cruel. Surdy—"

"Y ou arewrong, Marguerite. | hear his hounds in the wood. Y our husband is searching for you even
now. Itisyour fateto returnto him."

"But hewill kill mel™

"Hewill not. Lord Donskoy wants one thing morethan al else. A son, And now he believesyou are
pregnant, Zosa showed him thetest last night. He will never let you leave, so you must return to him.
Unpleasant, | agree, but he will not harm you so long as he believes you are with child.”

"How do you know these things?'

"l know dli that occursin the castle. | shareabond with Zosa. . . and with Donskoy aswell."
"Bond? What sort of bond?"

Ramus did not answer.

"What bond could you share with Donskoy?' Mar-guerite demanded, struggling into her clothes. "He
isafiend. | don't—I can't go back to him. If Zosia has deceived him, she has only delayed the inevitable.
Hewill find out soon enough. A month will pass, and then helll know. Helll seethat | have not conceived.
And then I'll be dead. Or worse." Her voice ascended to a higher pitch. "Or worse. He has warned me.
Let meleave herewith you. Else! shall certainly depart thisdomain in along black box!"

Ramus merely chuckled.

"ltistruel” shecried.

"Thetruthis, amonth wili passand you shdl grow round with child."

"Y ou can't possibly know that."

"But | do. | have given you agift, Marguerite. Our paths may part, but | have left something behind.”
Marguerite stared at him with a shocked expression. "What do you mean?'

"The web, Marguerite,” Ramus said. "Or do you think Zosa's potions as barren as your husband?”'
Margueritésjaw fdl, and she said nothing.

"Y ou wanted me to keep you safe,” said Ramus. "1 have done so in the only way | can. Lord Donskoy
isrotting from the inside out. He can no longer spawn ason. So | have done you the courtesy. | have
spared you your head, pretty giorgia. How | suggest you use it wisdly. Return to the keep and act as
though nothing has happened. Play the role you seized upon so eagerly just ashort time ago. Donskoy
will dote on his burgeoning bride. Play him well, and you will survive to see my son born.”

Marguerite sat down hard. Of its own accord, her hand passed over her ssomach. "1 don't believe you

Ramus shrugged. "That isnothing to me."

Outsde, in the distance, Marguerite could hear the hounds baying. They were growing closer. Her
panic rose.

She scrambled back to her feet. "Did you use me only to win your vengeance? Is your heart as black
as Donskoy's?'

Ramus threw his satchdl over his shoulder, then turned to look at her. "It isnot."

Then take mewith you," shewhispered. "Y ou must.”



Ramus shook his head sadly. "Y ou do not know what you ask. Y ou do not know what | am.”

"I know enough,” shesaid. "'l know | cannot bear to stay here, i know that only you can help me
escape. | know your touch.”

Ramus choked on abitter laugh. ™Y ou know noth-ing. Y ou have no ideawhat [ am."”
Outside, the dogs began to howl.

Ramus continued, "Shall 1 show you then, what you must fear?"

"l am not afraid of you," she said. "Whatever secretsyou hold, | do not fear them,”

The Vigtana shook hishead. "Y ou should, Thisiswhat | am." He closed his eyes and clenched hisfists.
"Watch carefully, and then ask yoursdf whether you want to go with me till.”

Sowly, he unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it from his body, and then each garment in turn, until he
stood naked before her, adorned only by the play of light and shadow that fell across his smooth,
sculpted skin. Each muscle was cleanly defined; compared to Ramus's body, Donskoy's seemed a statue
of soft white dough. The Vigtanas powerful arms bulged with muscle and vein.

And then it seemed that the veins rose higher and propagated, pressing themselves up against the
restraint of histranducent skin, until apale blue net covered his entire form. The whole of his body
rippled beneath the strange mesh, quivering as though his flesh were a separate entity, struggling to bresk
free of the restraining blue web.

Some of the veins darkened, becoming blue-black as they rose higher than the rest. They marked the
joining of each gppendage to histrunk, of each finger to the palm. Like seams. Like someone had sewn
him together.

Ramusraised hisindex finger high, and the nail lengthened into along black talon. It was astrange, ugly
thing that sprouted from the end of hisfinger, not like an overgrown fingernail, but like a bone grown too
long. He began to cut himsdlf, dicing three degp gashes down his chest, then another across his
som-ach. Three diagond lines, raining down to afourth. The Vistani Sgn of the curse.

Snakes of red mist poured forth from the wounds. They hissed with blue forked tongues, writhing until
their talls dipped from his body; they wriggled away into the night, dissolving into smoke asthey left the
cavern.

Marguerite sat shaking upon the ground.

"Y ou areflesh and blood." Ramus's voi ce seemed to rise from the cavern floor. "And what am 1? Do
you know, Marguerite?' Hiswounds began to close and disappear.

Marguerite'slips quivered, and she fdt tears spilling from her eyes, burning on her cheekslikefire. Her
head shook dowly.

"l am blood and migt," Ramus continued, “the thing that steals your bresth while you deep, the thing
that pours nightmaresinto your ears, the thing that makes you grow old and feeble before your time. Do
you dill want me, Marguerite?'

Horror-struck, she said nothing.
He laughed, then turned toward the mouth of the cave. "I thought not.”

Marguerite heard asmdl voice speaking closeto her. It was hersdlf, uttering something softly, a
half-choked reply. "Yes," she rasped.

Ramus paused. "Y es, what?"
"Yes. .. i gill want you." Shetasted the salt of her tearsin her mouth. "1 ill want to go with you.”



Ramus laughed again, more darkly than before. "My own race livesin fear of me—those who know
what | truly am." The hounds howled again, thistime from the base of the dope. "But you, thelittle
giorgla Y ouwould haveme."

"YS,"

Then he said soberly, "Morésthe pity then. But, Marguerite, you should understand by now that
desire and degtiny rarely share the same path.”

And then he was gone.

Marguerite sat huddled on the cavern floor, quietly rocking herself, one smal hand nervoudy picking at
the other. Outside, she heard the dogs scrabbling up the dope. She started to rise. The dogs. They had
tracked her. But how? She had left no trail. Of course, how did not matter.

She had to escape. The woods might concedl her; shewould hide out. She did not need Ramus.
Surely, other gypsiestraveled across Donskoy's land from time to time. She would wait near the fork,
lurking, until at last she spotted them. Or perhaps she could leave Donskoy's domain without a Vistanas
aid. If desperate enough, she could stow away benesath Jacqueline Montarri's carriage, and—

"Weil, wdl, well." The voice came from the mouth of the cavern.

Marguerite turned. Ekhart stood just outside, accompanied by two of Donskoy's associates, a
half-faced brute and aman with only haf aright arm. She shouldn't have been surprised to see
them—she had heard the dogs—but somehow she was. Mow that Ramus had Ieft her, everything
seemed afog.

Ekhart continued, "The rabhit haslegs. But not for long." The associates dipped into the cavern, seizing
Marguerite by the arms. She thrashed, but it was use-less. Even the one-armed man had aniron grip. He
poked a her with his stump, diding it toward her throat asif it were aknife.

"What now, Ekhart?' Marguerite hissed. "Will you strike me with aflail and pick my body clean?"

Ekhart snorted, but his somber expression scarcely changed. "A pretty prospect. But das, your lord
intends to keep you safe from harm. For awhile yet." The associates dragged her to the cavern entrance.
Ekhart leaned in close, and she could smdll his sour, bilious breath. " For afew months. But when that
child isborn, Lady Marguerite, it might be a different pic-ture then. Then you'l learn what it isto obey.
And when Donskoy has done with you, you'll answer to my hand.”

Ekhart ran hisdry, rough fingers over Marguerite's cheek. She spat in hisgray eye, but he hardly
blinked. He pulled histhin lips afraction wider, then lifted his hand to his eye and wiped the spittle from
hisface. He touched hisfingersto hislipsand blew Marguerite akiss.

"Enjoy your insultswhile you can,” he said deeply, "They won't |ast forever.” He turned and started
down the dope.

The associates chuckled, shoving Marguerite after him.

SEVENTEEN

At the base of the cliff below the cave, Ljubo stood waiting with the hounds milling about hislegs.
When the snuffling beasts noticed Marguerite and her escorts, they commenced a chorus of eager baying.
Ekhart sillenced the pack with awave of his hand.

Morning was upon them, turning the sky to the color of stedl.



"Good day, Lady Marguerite,” called Ljubo pleas-antly. "We're so pleased to have found you.”

Marguerite did not respond. She noticed that her hand had begun to turn blue, so tightly wasthe
half-faced associate squeezing her wrist.

Ljubo began his characteristic nodding, then pulled hisfleshy lips gpart to reved hisflecked grin. The
gesture was as sudden and lewd as adrunkard spreading his cape to expose himsalf. As Marguerite
neared, she saw that a piece of pink, shredded meat jutted out from between the yellow clutches of the
fat man'steeth. She recdled theimage of him waddling into the forest with the headl ess corpse dung over
his shoulder, and her gorge rose up. She choked it back, swallowing hard.

Seeing her revulsion, Ljubo turned his head shyly, then looked at her askance from beneath the avning
of hisfleshy brow. "So pleased to see you again,”" he murmured. "Y esindeed.”

"Oh, shut up, Ljubo,” snapped Ekhart. "There's no need to keep fawning over thisbedraggled little
bitch, evenif sheiswheping. Or will be*

"Yesyes," sad Ljubo, rubbing hisraggedy hands together. His smile never faded. "Just trying to make
her fed welcome.”

"A wasted effort,” said Ekhart. He looked at Mar-guerite contemptuoudly, diding his eyes across her
body. " She's managed to take, but | have my doubts shell cometo term.”

Margueritésright wrigt, still caught in the grasp of the haf-faced associate, was growing numb. His
com-panion loomed close behind, touching her hair from timeto time, or nudging her with the sump of
hisforearm. She could fed hisfetid breath upon her neck.

"Y ou can release her now," said Ekhart, addressing the associate. He winked at Marguerite—and she
thought to hersdlf that this was the greatest display of expression she had witnessed upon hisface. He
con-tinued, "Y ou won't run, will you Lady Marguerite?' He made the title sound obscene. "Though t'd
likeitif youdid..."

Marguerite smoothed her tunic and struggled to stand on her own. Her clothing was till damp, and she
was panicked and cold, but she hoped Ekhart couldn't see her trembling. *[ have no reason to run,” she
sad evenly. "I am going home, escorted by my husband's faithful servants. [ am glad you found me." She
thrust out her chin. She had bitten theinside of her lip, and it was bleeding a Jttle, and she hoped thiswas
not too apparent.

Ljubo snorted hard with mirth, then drew his deeve across hismoig, fleshy nose. Ekhart shot hima
glancethat could pierce armor. Thefat man's eyesrolled meekly away, and he stared off into space.

With the associates flanking her and Ljubo and the hounds at the rear, the five figures walked together
through the forest. Ekhart moved just ahead. Mar-guerite could not help comparing hisrigid, brittleform
to Ramuss sinewy, catlike body. Shetried to thrust the gypsy'simage from her mind.

In time the group emerged from the wood and stepped out onto the road. The cart ood waiting, with
the pair of weary gray ponies anchored in the rig-ging before it. The associate's horses were tethered

nearby.
The one-armed man and his haf-faced companion swung astride their mounts. "Will you be needing us
anymore?' asked the former.

Ekhart shook his head. "No indeed. Ljubo and | can handle the likes of thislittle rabbit. She may bolt,
but shewon't get far.”

"Until next month, then," said the man. ""Unless Donskoy summons us sooner.” Hewhistled along, low
note, caling his hounds, which cameto stland beside their master's horse.

Ekhart tipped histdl hat to the associates but said nothing. The men rode away, with most of the dog



pack trailing behind.

Ljubo bowed deeply and motioned to the wagon. As Marguerite looked back into the forest, Ekhart
cupped her elbow. She shook his hand loose, then pulled her-saf onto the bench. Ekhart did into place
beside her, pressing hissidefirmly against hers. He pressed alittle harder

"No indeed," he said. "Thislittle rabbit won't be run-ning again. Mot unless she likes to be hunted. Do
you. Lady Marguerite? Do you like to be hunted like an anima And what dank hole would you push
your proud little head into next?"

Marguerite turned her face sharply away. Ekhart made a gesture to Ljubo, who bounded into the
wagon bed, followed by the remaining trio of hounds. Mar-guerite cast awary glance over her shoulder.
To her relief, the black crate was gone. The wagon lurched forward, jostling dong the track, carrying
them back to Lord Donskoy's keep.

Presently Marguerite's somach began to lurch with the motion of the wagon. Her face paled, and she
lifted atrembling hand to cover her mouth.

Ekhart smiled. "Not feding well, milady? Just like the last trip we made together, just afew short
weeks ago. But aready you look much older. Not very fresh at dl. Soon you'll be shriveled and ugly,
and wholl want you then?'

Marguerite lowered her hand and gave him anicy stare. "It must be the company I'm keeping,” she
said dryly. Her somach twisted painfully, and she was forced to ook away.

Ekhart chortled. "Let's see how Lord Donskoy likes hislady when she beginsto rot just like the rest of
lﬁ"

Marguerite's eyesfluttered. Shefelt aqueer, hollow ache rising in the upper reaches of her gut, opening
like awound, dowing expanding with the rocking motion of the cart.

Ekhart continued, "Oh, it takes quite along timefor some, like Donskoy himself, and for me. The
strong among us are barely affected by thisland, compared to the weaklings. But someone so frail as
you? Doubt-less you'll be doughing your own fingersjust afew days after you've doughed the child.
Y ou'll run them through your hair one day, thinking you're losing it, and your hand will come up bad
instead.”

Ljubo gurgled with mirth in the back of the wagon, but a quick took from Ekhart stilled him instantly.
Ekhart droned on. "Who'll want you then, Lady Mar-guerite? Maybe even | won't have a use for you

Marguerite had never heard so many words spilling from the old man's lips. Suddenly, she could
contain her nauseano longer. She held her head over the side of the wagon and retched. When she had
finished, she pressed her face to her shoulder, embarrassed. But the humiliation was nothing compared to
theterror that had taken root inside her, growing with each turn of the cart's whedls, with each turn that
brought them closer to the keep.

Ekhart gave the ponies asharp Siap with the reins. They lurched suddenly in surprise, spawning afresh
wave of nauseain Marguerite. She choked it down. Ekhart sneered. " Such a pity you'reill," he said.
"Donskoy won't be pleased. Doesn't bode well for the child. Better hang on to that baby, Marguerite. It's
the only magic that'll keep histemper at bay."

The cart jostled and creaked. Marguerite struggled to keep her head high, her eyesfixed ahead. She
felt unsteady, but she refused to give Ekhart the pleasure of reacting. She would not let him see her
swoon, nor would she dlow him to goad her into areply. She set her jaw, hoping her face would
become apae gray mask like hisown.

The black stream ran aongside the road, winking reflections of the pale dawn light. Then thewagon



traveled over the arched stone bridge. Mot long now, she thought, hot long before the keep rises up to
swalow me. She closed her eyesto shut out the image, gripping the sde of the wagon to keep from
fdling.

Unbidden, Ramus came to mind. She remembered the horrific display he had made, cutting into his
own skin to release the crimson serpents. It must have been anillusion, she thought. It had to be. He did
it to frighten me away. She remembered his"gift"—the child he clamed to have | eft behind. That, too,
was probably a Me, another fiendish trick. And then she remembered histouch, the sweeping phrases of
the violin's song, and suddenly she wasn't sure anymore whether truth was any better than alie.

The Vistanas words haunted her. "Go back to your husband, and act asif nothing has happened.”
How could she possibly manageit? Y et how could shedo anything dse. . .

Marguerite fet atear spilling from one eye, and she hastily wiped it away. Ekhart must not see her
frailty. Shefelt sckly and weak, and terrified at what lay ahead. It took al ( her strength just to remain
seated on her own, to keep from leaning againgt his stiff gray arm for support. But she would not let him
seeher yidd.

Thewagon cameto ahat. "Home again, home again,”" chimed Ljubo. "Don't you worry, Lady
Mar-guerite. Soon you'll be snug as athug in your bed. Lord Donskoy won't be mad for long. He gets
angry at me too sometimes, but he dways cools down soon enough.”

Marguerite opened her eyes and saw the keep looming before them. She was not prepared for the
wave of fear that washed over her a the sght. She felt weak and flushed; cold runnels of swest trickled
down her face. With trembling hands, she began to smooth her tangled hair, trying to make hersdlf
presentable, to make hersdf fresh.

"Worried?" Ekhart asked, climbing off the wagon.

"Cold," sad Marguerite quietly. It wastrue. Her teeth chattered together, rattling in her head. "Just
c-c-cotd.”

"What apity." Hetook Marguerite'sarm and pulled her off the bench. " And weak no doubt. | suppose
I'll haveto help you up the sairs.”

He dragged her to the steps. With each footfall, Marguerite grew more weary. It was as before, when
shefirg arrived, only her condition was much worse. When they reached the top of the airs, she turned
her face and retched dryly. Her ssomach was empty.

"I'm sorry,”" shesaid feebly. «[—"

Ekhart steered her through the door and pulled her up the curving stairsinto the foyer. Struggling to
regain her composure, Marguerite braced hersdlf against thewall,

"l can make rny way alone from here" she said. "I must return to my chamber. Lord Donskoy can vist
methere. | must lie—"

Ekhart snorted. ™Y ou must comewith me." He tugged her forward, leading her into the drawing room.
Her husband stood before thefire, pacing. Jacqueline sat in achair nearby, examining her henna-red
nails, They looked up. Donskoy's face was a pale mask of anxiety. Jacqueline smiled with atrace of
smug amusement.

"Y our wife," announced Ekhart smply, "has been retrieved.”

"Zounds," said Jacqueline. "What happened to her hair? Mot such a preity head now. And her skinis
pos-itively green. Poor Marguerite, isit thefever? | hopeit isn't catching. Where on earth have you been,
dear? Welve dl been worried absolutely to death.”

As Jacqueline prattled on, Donskoy's stare burned into Marguerite. His anxiety quickly gave way to



rage, coloring his cheeksastormy purple. "Wel?" he demanded. "What haveyou to say?" .

Hisanger struck Margueritelikeaclub. "I must beg your forgiveness," she said meekly, curtsying so
deeply that she dumped to her knee with exhaustion.

When no one moved to assst her, she struggled back to her feet. "I have made a mistake. It will not be
repeated.”

"A mistake?' said Jacqueline coyly. "Which mis-take might that be? Where have you been?’

"| followed you," she said.

"So now | suppose you pick locks," boomed Donskoy.

"Wl it'snot thet difficult after al," said Jacqueline, "though it surprises methat she could manageit.”

Marguerite continued, "No. | discovered atunnd attached to my chamber. | was curious asto where it
led. And later, seeing you gone, | followed. | did not mean any harm.” She regretted having mentioned
the passage, but she did not want to suggest that Y elena had forgotten to lock the door.

"No harm?' Donskoy boomed. "No harm?' He strode toward Marguerite and took hold of her arm,
forcing her to her knees. Y ou are carrying my son, you little wretch. It doesn't matter what you do to
yourself, but as you are with child, | expect you to behave accordingly."' He raised his hand. His open
palm hovered like athreat over her head.

Marguerite gasped and struggled for the words with which she might defend hersdlf. "The child,” she
whispered.

Donskoy's expression softened for an ingtant, then his mouth twisted in amaevolent sneer. "Then |
must aim for your face to teach you alesson.”

"Tut. What apity," Jacqueline chirped.
Zosaswept into the room, Y denain tow. "Lord Donskoy!" the old woman snapped.
He turned to face her.

"Think of the child!" Zosia continued. "Y ou should have summoned me as soon as Ekhart returned.
Can you not seethat the girl isill? If you value your son, you will leave her to me now.”

Donskoy released Marguerite, then turned aside. "Take her," he said sullenly. "Take this mongrel out of
my Sght.”
Jacqueline gasped. "Milos. Areyou going to let aservant dictate your behavior?'

Donskoy turned hisanger on her. "Hold your tongue, Jacqueline. Y ou forget your own place. The
dramawith my wife hasended.”

Y elenaand Zosa pulled Marguerite to her feet, then helped her from the room.

In Marguerite's own chamber, they worked swiftly to remove her clothes and put her into the bed.
Zosiaplaced her hand on Marguerite's forehead, and then on her somach. She frowned.

"Too hot," Zosasaid. "Too hot. Y ou are burning with fever." The old woman turned to Y dena. "Get
the herbs—the ones | mixed this afternoon. Bring them to me now.®

Y elena scuttled out of the room.

Margueriteturned to Zosa "Ramus,”" she mur-mured. "Ramus said—"

"Shhhh," whispered Zosia. "Do not spesk child. And do not mention that name again.”

Marguerite allowed her eyesto close.

"Look at me, child." Shetook Marguerite's chin and shook it. "L ook at me and listen. Do not spesk of



what occurred last night. Do not mention it again, do not think of it again. Do you understand?’

Marguerite nodded feebly. "But how do you know?' sherasped. "Y ou couldn't know it dl ..." Her
mouth had become a desiccated hollow with athick, limp tongue, making it difficult to spesk.

Zosaplaced two pale, bony fingers on Marguerite'slips, which were now rimmed with white,
"Shoosh. Do not mention it again,”" the crone murmured. "Not again.”

Y elenareturned with the herbsin asmall pewter mug, and doused them with hot water from thefire.

Zosalifted Marguerite's head and pressed the cup to her lips. "Drink," she commanded. "Y ou are very
sck, Marguerite. You must rest.”

Marguerite swallowed something bitter and hot, then Zosia's crinkled, dark-eyed face faded from
view.

*kkk*k

She awokein afog of confusion. Donskoy sat before the firein her chamber, smoking his white pipe
as he gazed sullenly into the flames. Immediately, Marguerite let her lidssink low, so that he would not
know she was conscious. Sleep, or itsilluson, might shelter her alittle longer.

A knock came at the door, and Marguerite heard it open. She did not turn her head to look. She
heard a soft rustle and muffled footsteps, and then awoman spoke.

"How isthe patient?’ It was Jacqueline.

"Still unconscious, thanksto you. But Zosa says she will recover intime. She hedlsas she degps”
"Thanksto me?How could this possibly be my doing, Milos?

"She saw you a the rim. She was babbling about it in her deep.”

Marguerite clenched her fists under the sheet. She hoped she hadn't babbled about anything else. She
closed her eyes hard and listened.

"Then she must have seen you aswell, my friend," Jacqueline quipped. "And your associates, And
Ekhart and Ljubo . . . | hardly acted aone or without your consent.”

"True enough. But it was the shock of your actionsin particular that drove her into the forest. Ekhart
saw her. After you beheaded that girl, Marguerite raced into the woods like a panicked fawvn. We could
have lost her to the mistsforever.”

"Oh, don't beridiculous. She couldn't get far. And if she ran headlong into the fog she would have
drifted back soon enough. A little worse for wear, perhaps—"

"E am not amused, Jacqueline. Mot inthe least.”
"Forgive me, Milos. | meant no offense.”

"My own childisin her bdly."

"So you believe Zosa? That she carries your son?”'
"l know it."

"['mglad for you, my friend. Truly | am."

"Indeed.”

"No, | mean it Sincerdly. Thisiswhat you've hoped for, after dl. But it doesn't mean that you and |
can't share afew dreams, too, doesit?

"Y ou dream only of onething—finding your own head."



Marguerite let out an involuntary moan. For amoment, her vistorswere silent.

After atime, Jacqueline continued, "Well, wouldn't you do the same, if you could track down the one
thing that made you vulnerable? But that Isnt al | desire, Donskoy. Y ou know it isnot. | seek your
con-tentment aswell. And | could assist you much more— if only you would alow it, if only you would
trus mejust alittle”

Donskoy grunted.

Marguerite turned her head, ever so dowly, to free her ear from the pillow. But she dared not open her
eyes.
"For decades | have proved my unswerving affec-tion and loydty to you," Jacqueline continued.

"Indeed,” replied Donskoy. "Y ou have provided awelcome diversion. | suppose | do owe you a debt
of gratitude on that account.”

"And you could thank me, Milos, by giving methe ledger, and the services of twenty of your best

"No. Gather your own henchmen if you wigh; it iswithin your capecity.”

"Ah, but they would not share the unique talents of yours. Ten men, then. And just a page or two from
the ledger. Lord Azalin's preferences, for example. And aletter of introduction from yourself."
"No."

"Why not, Milos? With your introduction to his court, | could take up your busnesswhere you left off.
Pesase, Donskoy. Tell mewhat Lord Azalin desires most, and how much heiswilling to pay.”

"And what makesyou think Lord Azdin will receiveyou at dl?*

"Y our reputation can scarcely have faded. Y ou were an extraordinary procurer. With aletter of
introduc-tion, | could win an audience. And, of course, once he seesmein person, and once he [earns
what | know about Lord Strahd, and how much | despise Lord Strahd aswell he does, then surely
Azdinwitl drike an dliancewith me."

"l have no intention of writing you aletter, or of lending you my associates.”
"But why not?" Jacqueline's pout was dmost audible.

"Because my sonwill carry on, Jacqueline. My son, when heis of age, will take the name of Donskoy
abroad, and rekindle the old business. My son will restore my weath and rebuild my land. Not you,

Jacqudine”

"Y our son, you say. After dl my years of unswerving devotion.”

"Wes"

"And just how do you expect to accomplish thisfeat? Y our own men think you're too far rotted to sire
anything."

"Have you forgotten so soon? Marguerite is preg-nant. She carriesa son.”

"Soyou said. And | havelittle doubt that she's asfertile as any barnyard bitch. But surely don't imagine
that the bastard in her belly isyours?’

Marguerite's eyesfluttered open in horror. Quickly, she let them drop, daring to leave afringe of lashes
through which she could watch her husband and his paramour.

Donskoy's face went white. He took a draft from his pipe, then pressed out his chest and stood erect,
sud-denly the stout soldier. His eyes flashed with anger, and avein in his cheek was twitching. ™Y ou
cannot vex me, Jacquedine,” he said evenly, his voice dripping with contempt. "Y ou are a pathetic, jeal ous



woman. Y ou've stooped very low to try to hurt me. But thistime, my dear, the ruse does not become
yw.“

"At least | have the courage to face facts. Unlike you—sucking at Zosias brews, nursing your pathetic
fantases. Are you aman or amewling lamb? Think on it, Milos. For weeks you've lain with Marguerite,
gaining nothing but alittle pleasure. And now, sheis miraculoudy with child. Only anidiot would dismiss
the coincidence.”

"Stay your tongue,” hissed Donskoy. "Mot aword more. Not one word or you wilt find you have
some-thing in common with my mute.”

Even through her half-closed eyes, Marguerite could see the dark woman's anger. Jacqueline's chest
was heaving, and her words rushed out in atorrent.

"Could it be," she said, brows arching madly, "that someone el se plowed the field while the farmer lay
deeping? Who knows how many times she has snuck into the wood, what degenerate may have crossed
her path? Perhaps one of your own men took afancy to her. Or better yet—ah, yes, better yet . . ."
Jacquelingseyesflared. ... A gypsy. Wouldn't that berich, Milos? Y ou struggle to eradicate the strays,
but they leap to your land like fleas upon arat. Y es—agypsy lover. That would be rich. Marguerite's
bastard could be ahalf-breed at that."

Donskoy's hands were clenching and unclenching, and his face had turned purple with rage. Heraised
hisfist and swung it across Jacquedings face. She let out a pathetic, half-choked squed and sank to her
knees.

Marguerite bit the inside of her lip to keep from making asound.

Jacqueline gripped her head with both hands. Don-skoy stood beside her, afaint smile on hislips.
Neither turned toward the bed where Marguerite lay quaking. They were oblivious.

Jacqueline rose dowly to her feet, swaying dightly, her fingersworking nervoudy at her neck. Then she
pulled them away and stared at Donskoy defiantly.

"Don't ever strike me again,” she said, her voice heavy and low. "Not ever. Do you understand?'

Donskoy grabbed the fingers of asuede glove and yanked it off, reveding awithered hand as scaly
and black asarat snake. Heflexed hisfingers, and five long talonsjutted out from hisfingertips. The
claws resembled those that had appeared at the end of Ramus's finger, round and sharp, like abone
pushing up through the skin.

Marguerite gasped—she could not help it—but neither Donskoy nor Jacqueline noticed. They were
occupied with other matters.

Donskoy swung his black hand, dedling another blow to his paramour's cheek. Blood and sdliva
sprayed from her mouth, but thistime she barely douched. Incredulous, she dowly touched her lips,
dabbing at the blood, then held her hand before her eyes and stared aghast at the bright liquid rubies
adorning her fingertips.

"Milos" shewhined. "I cannot bdieveit! What have you done?"

"Something long overdue,”" Donskoy replied, tug-ging hisglove back on. "1 only wish | had struck you
harder. Lucky for you, theurgeis past. Pleasureisfleeting, asusua.”

"Y ou—you brute!"

Jacqueling's hands flew to the red velvet ribbon at her throat, then did swiftly around to the back of her
neck, where she fumbled benegth the black curtain of her hair. When shelowered her arms, the crimson
rib-bon was entwined through the pae fingers of her right hand. And the ribbon was writhing like aliving
beast,



Jacqueline's head wobbled on her neck, then tilted forward and fell off her shoulders. She cupped her
hands and easily caught the head, clutching it upside-down at her waist. The shining hair trailed to the
floor like sheets of black rain. She lifted the orb and turned it around to face her empty shoulders. The
stump of her neck bent forward, asif Jacqueline were some-how examining her own amputated head, as
if she had another set of eyesingde her neck with which to ingpect the gridy orb.

The head's red lips gaped in horror, while its wide green eyes darted frantically about the room,
pan-icked and lost.

After abrief ingpection, Jacqueline flipped the head around so that it faced away, then shook the
black, gleaming tressesinto piace. With one swift move, she circled the thing over her body until it
hovered over her neck, then brought it forward to rest on the stump. Her left hand remained pressed at
her temple asif to steedly it. Sheraised her right hand, still holding the red ribbon, and opened her fingers.

The ribbon writhed free, one long end undulating back and forth in the air, probing eagerly. Jacqueline
guided the ribbon to her throat. The scarlet worm dithered into place, circling the seam of her head and
neck, then snuggled itsalf down in the subtle groove. Once again, the ribbon appeared to be no more
than an ordinary velvet band, worn afraction too tight.

Marguerite, too stunned to react even had she dared, continued watching through the curtain of her
dark lashes, her body rigid with terror.

Jacqudine's face shuddered like apot at the bail.

"Youidiot!" Shewithdrew akerchief and dabbed at her ragged lower lip. ™Y ou have marked me!
How could you do such athing?'

Donskoy glared at her icily. ™Y ou should know by now that | brook no insultsfrom anyone." Hisvoice
was deep and even. "Not even you, Jacqueline.”

"But you have marked my face!" Her anger gave way to adistress that was digtinctly feminine.

Donskoy chuckled. "Oh, come now, dear. It's not asif you lack aspare. Y ou possess more heads
than afop owns hats. | know of least six kept here, and hun-dreds more at your home, and you collect
new ones every month."

"But you disfigured me!" Jacqueline repested. "How could you have done such athing™? Never have
you treated me so crudly, Milos." She sniffed indig-nantty. Y ou know every one of my facesis precious
to me, and every one must be absolutely perfect. And now you have ruined my favorite."

"They ared| your favorites," retorted Donskoy dryly.

"But | don't own many ssterly facades—only two from this set. What would your wifethink if | were
to show up wearing something from another family?*

"I doubt the charade will fool her much longer,” Donskoy said. "Marguerite saw you harvesting ahead
intheforest. She may be smple, but sheishardly anidiot.”

"But you indsted—"

"| thought our habits might disturb her, but that hardly matters now," Donskoy said. "Margueriteis
findly pregnant, and Zosiawill attend her. And she does carry my son, Jacqudline, i will forgive your
petty outburst thistime—after al, you are awoman and doubtlessy more weak-headed than most—but
| forbid you to imply | have been cuckolded. Say it again, and it will be the last peep heard from any one
of your perfect mouths.”

Jacqueline paced, smoothing her skirts and finger-ing her neck, pondering. She dabbed at her Up, then
turned to Donskoy with aamile.

"Of course, Milos. Let usnot mention thislittle spat again. And | shall forgive you your indiscretion.



Y ou were not yoursalf when you struck me." She stepped to his side and stroked hisarm. "We can
continue to be good companions, can we not"?"

Donskoy did not respond, so sheflicked his earlobe with her tongue, then proceeded to suck it.
"We can gill entertain one another, can we not?"
Donskoy smiled, but till he said nothing.

Jacqudine continued, "I know you do not wish to forgo our diversions merdly because you have awife
and child. That kind of attitude may befit smpletons and peasants, but not us, my dear.”

Donskoy grunted and pulled away from her, then went to the table to fill achalice.

Jacqueline draped herself in achair beside him, pulling her white thigh free of her gown. ™Y ou know,
Milos, upon giving it further thought, \ applaud your plansfor the child, ftisonly naturd, after dl. But—"

"But what, my friend? And mind your pretty tongue.”

"But ... it will be many years before your son becomes aman. And in the meantime, |, asyou know,
amthe equd of at least three ordinary men. So why don't you alow meto get things Sarted for your
son? Let it be my gift to you both. He will never have the knack of traveling the mistsas| do.”

Donskoy's expresson was as cold asice. "No."

Jacqueline parted her puffy lipsto protest, but she saw that further conversation wasfruitless. "Then |
am departing,” she said. Donskoy did not reply.

Sherose from the chair huffily and strode to the door, her skirts rustling as she went. When she
reached it, Donskoy said, "Jacqudine.”

"Yes?' she answered hopefully.

"Stay away amonth or two, until Marguerite has had timeto recover. Isthat clear?

"Perfectly,” Jacqueline snapped. "Perfectly.” And the door swung shut behind her.

EIGHTEEN

Marguerite's sickness continued and grew worse. At times she felt ablush rising in her cheeks, aflicker
of her old sdf returning. But mostly she remained heavy and week, drifting in and out of afitful degp with
little digtinction between morning and night.

A month passed, bringing awet winter full upon the land. From her bed, Marguerite could hear tiny
arrows of ice pelting the window panes. One morning Zosiaannounced snow and helped her to the
window to look out. But instead of a pristine blanket, Marguerite saw only agray, dushy sea

That night, after the castle was quiet, there was arustling outside. Too weak to drag herself up, she
pulled back her bed curtain and, through the window, saw great clouds of whedling bats silhouetted
againg adiver of moonlit sky. Later, she dreamed of Vaeska, and of the shattered infant's tomb she had
seeninthecrypts.

Zosaand Y denavidted continudly. They flitted in and out of her chamber, ministering to her like
bees. She asked them about the whedling bats. The mute's eyes remained blank, and Zosiaonly clucked
her tongue. Mightmares were to be expected, she said.

The old woman stung Marguerite's arm with sharp little cuts, and poured potions down her throat.
Y elenaarrived like clockwork to help her from the bed to the chamber pot. And as night approached,



the mute girl rolled her aside to change the grayish sheets. Mar-guerite surrendered to her keepers, just
as she surren-dered to her sickness. It was easier that way.

Donskoy cameto her aswell. Sometimes he would just sit beside the bed and stroke her damp cheek
with hisglove. Occasionaly he would stretch out dlongside her and clutch at her belly from behind,
whispering his ddlight at the progpect of ason.

It did not seem to bother him that shewas soiill.

Y et intimeit worried Marguerite. During alucid moment, she asked Zosa about the child, if it might
be harmed by her fever. The old woman assured her that the next month would be difficult, but the
sick-nesswould pass. It was to be expected, Zosia said. Natural. Marguerite was not reassured. She
had seen pregnant women in Darkon, and while some became weary or gected their breakfasts, none
suffered acondition as grave as her own. But she was too wesk to argue.

One morning, Marguerite awvoke to find adark shape looming on the sill of her window, watching her
with apair of great white eyes. It was so black that it appeared to have no depth, atwo-dimensional
gtain. She cried out and called for Y eena, who was tending thefire, to summon Ljubo to chase the
gpparition away. The mute girl only looked out the window and shrugged, then returned to her duties.

Asthe third month progressed, Marguerite at last grew stronger. And it was then, as her mind cleared
and she faced her circumstances, that she began to be truly afraid. Her legs were swollen and spotted
with blue marks, and they ached at dl times. That aonewas not unusud. But there was another sign that
something was amiss. Although only three months had passed, her somach had swollen to immense
proportions. It hung low on her belly, making it diffi-cult to walk. Something wasterribly wrong, she
thought; something was unnatura . When she voiced her concernsto Zosia, the old wornan clucked her
tongue and said Marguerite was imagining things. Everything was as to be expected. The baby was
gtrong, asserting itsdlf.

Oneday, as she sat by the window while Zosiafed her, Marguerite looked out and saw the courtyard
swarming with snakes. The serpents were every-where, crawling up the wals, even dithering aong the
sl of her own chamber's casement. Marguerite gasped, and asked Zosaif she saw the creatures. The
old woman nodded and replied that of course shedid, her calm tone implying that an infestation of
thou-sands of serpents was a common occurrence.

After that. Marguerite kept her window closed and avoided looking outside, but it did her no good.
She saw the serpents, and a hundred visions far more frightening, even with her eyes closed. She began
to wonder if her fever had driven her mad, but Zosiaassured her that she was quite sane. These events
were to be expected. Natural.

Marguerite began to dream of her escape. She remembered Ekhart's threats, the scraping of hisdry,
rough hand against her cheek. When the baby came, she would be expendable. Somehow, if she were
strong enough, she might yet sted away to Darkon. She pretended that she was fegling better, but that
shedtill needed Y elenas help to walk, so that no one would know her true abilities.

Her heavy cabinet had been shifted to stand before the secret passage. One day, while alone,
Marguerite padded across the floor and attempted to moveit. It stood fast, and the strain of her effort
brought such asharp, piercing pain to her ssomach that she doubled over and dumped to her knees. The
anguish passed, and she opened the cabinet to search for her hidden copy of Van RIchten's Guide to the
Vidanl. The charred tome might help her find the meansto travel the mists—or tell her how to call up the
gypsieswho could ferry her home, if such athing were possible.

But the book was gone.

Thinking that it might have did to adifferent hiding place when the cabinet was moved, Marguerite
pawed through the gowns hanging ingde. They fdt lighter and shifted strangely in her hands. She pulled a
deeveinto thelight. It was her purple gown, its yards of silk dashed to ribbons. She pushed it aside and



examined the next gown. The blue one had been smilarly abused. Fully haf the garments within had fallen
prey to someone's blade—or, more likely, to Donskoy's talons. She only hoped that his rage had long

Snce passed.
Marguerite went back to the bed and sat on the edge. All her secrets had been discovered. The
pas-sage. The tome.

But not dl.

Lord Donskoy did not know about Ramus. Jacque-line had taunted Donskoy with the suggestion of a
bastard, but she did not know about the gypsy either. How could she? She had made alucky guess,
running through aroster of possibilities. If Donskoy believed her—if he even suspected Marguerite's child
was not his own—nhe did not show it.

In truth, Marguerite herself couid not say who had fathered the baby that grew within her, pushing her
belly to such strange extremes. The gypsy had claimed it was his. But Ramus couid have lied.

There was one person who seemed to know the answers. Marguerite chided hersdlf for not seeing it
sooner. "It isas expected.” During the past months, Zosia had intoned the phrase so often that it had
become like amonkish chant.

Marguerite waited impatiently for the next visit. Mow that her patient was growing sironger, Zosia
appeared less often, sending Y elenain her stead. Still, the old woman came every day, and was due to
arrive soon. Marguerite settled into her bed and waited.

At last, the door creaked open. Zosias black shape swept across the threshold, then shambled to the
table beside thefire. She carried ablack velvet pouch, and atray with apitcher and achaice. Marguerite
watched through ditted eyes as the old woman poured aliquid into the chalice, then pinched some herbs
from the purseinto the vessd, mumbling some-thing unintelligible. Zosaturned to eye her patient.

"Zo. You're awake," said the crone, though Mar-guerite's eyes were held purposefully shit.
Marguerite lay till, astonished.

"Why the game, my child?" Zosiaclucked. "1 know you do not deep.”

Marguerite opened her eyes. "How did you know?"

Zosashrugged. "I know much. Yet | know little. Now drink your tea"

Marguerite complied, then said, "Yes, | think you do know agreat many things. And I'd like to ask
you about some of them."

Zosachortled. "That is not such agood idea, depending on what you wish to ask. | know many things
that would make you squeamish.”

"No doubt," said Marguerite evenly. "But I'd tike to know one thing in particular—how much you can
tell me about Ramus."

"Ramus?’

"Yes. A Viganawho viststhisland. He spoke of you; you must know himin turn." She paused,
remembering. Y ou must know him, Y ou forbade me to spesk his namethe night | returned.”

Zosacackled. "Heismorethan avigtor.”
"What do you mean?’
"Heis as bound to thisland as Lord Donskoy. He was born here. These are hisroots.”

"But heisaVigtana," Marguerite protested. "Heis—" She stopped hersdlf, recalling how Ramus had
extended ataon from the end of hisfinger, just as she had seen Donskoy do when he struck Jacqueline.



Is something wrong, my child?* Zosia asked.

Marguerite shook her head. What she was thinking could not be. ™Y ou sent me to him. on the night
you told meto search for the white spider'sweb."

The old woman cackled. "I sent you after something to heip you conceive,” shereplied. | did not tell
youwheretofindit."

"But you knew | could find the web in only one place, a place that only Ramus could help mefind.”

Zosiapursed her lips. "Perhaps. Perhaps not. Y ou are growing agitated, my dear, It is not good for the
baby. Rest now, and we will talk iater."

"Ramus said that he had a bond with you,” Mar-guerite said, refusing to be brushed aside. "And with
Donskoy aswet!. Who ishe?'

"I think you know," Zosiaresponded. "It was not dways difficult for Donskoy to Sreachild.”
Marguerite gasped.

Zosiasmirked, then collected her tray and turned to go.

"Wat!"

The old woman sighed. "All right, child. One more question, then | shal go.”
"Who isthe father of thisbaby?' Marguerite asked.

Zosiaraised abrow. "Not a pretty question for a married woman to ask."
"Thisisnot apretty place.”

"I would have to perform arite to know that answer."

"Yes," sad Marguerite. "And you've dready doneit, I'm sure.”
Zodasmiled at her. "Not so light-headed after dl, my child.”

"IsRamusthe father?'

Zosashrugged. "What doesit matter? Donskoy believesit ishis. And after the child isborn, he will
require you no more, despite al his sweet promises. Then | will help you return to Darkort. That iswhat
you truly want, isit not? In exchange for the baby, | will send you home.”

Marguerite fdt the color rigng to her face. "A mother should not leave her child.”
"Intime, you may think otherwise,"

"No. | will not make thisbargain with you." Marguerite swung her feet to the floor. "I won't
abandon—"

As she sarted to rise, the dull pain of a over-stretched muscle shot through her somach. She hissed,
then eased hersdf back onto her bed. Inside, Marguerite had the faint sensation of gnawing, asif
something were scratching &t her belly.

Zosaraised abony finger. "Thisis enough distur-bance for one day. Y ou carefor the hedth of your
unborn; that isgood. Y ou must rest now." She walked out the door. With her hand on the latch, she
paused. ™Y ou cannot escape the future, Marguerite. Y our mind will turnin time.”

The door creaked shut behind her.

Marguerite collapsed back on the bed. "No," shewhispered. "'l will not barter my child to buy my own
future

k*kkk*x



Hours later, after the pain had passed, she rose from the bed and went to the cabinet. Taking care not
to strain, she pushed at the massive piece of furniture again, thistime from the back instead of the side.
She could not dideit, sherealized, but perhaps she could causeit to tip, toppling forward. Of course the
result-ing crash would be deafening. She would have only one chance to scramble behind the furniture
and open the secret passage—assuming she could reach thetrigger at al. So she could not overturn the
cabinet now. Thiswould haveto be atest, adry run. If she could budgeit at all, shewould take it on
faith that she would be ableto toppleit later.

She dipped her fingers behind cabinet and pulled until they ached. It failed to move even the width of a
fingernail. She searched the room for any object that might provide leverage. Therewasastool ina
corner. She carried it to the cabinet and forced aleg between the back and the wall, then jerked. Theleg
snapped off at the center, leaving the stool with ashort, ragged stump.

Then Marguerite saw the poker on the hearth. She picked it up; it was warm, but not searing. With the
tip inserted in the dim, dark space behind the cabinet, she tugged. The metd dug into the stonewall,
loosen-ing the mortar, yet the neither the cabinet nor its wooden frame yielded an inch.

A soft twinge of complaint rose from Marguerite's belly, but she did was not ready to give up yet. She
opened the cabinet doors and pushed her gowns aside, exposing the back. To her dismay, the wood
appeared to be asingle piece; there were no gapsto dig at. Still, this seemed the best way to get to the

passage beyond.

Shethrust the poker into the fire until it grew hot. Then she touched it to the back of the cabinet,
char-ring thewood. An acrid smdll filled the room.

When the panel became soft and black, she chipped at it with the end of the poker, creating asmall,
jagged depression. It would be dow going, sheredized, but eventudly, she could create a hole, then pry
and chip at the edges to makeit large enough to crawl through. She would bum and burrow her way to
freedom.

She only hoped that after al her efforts, the door at the other end would till function.

k*kkk*x

Three weeks passed, then amonth. Donskoy scarcely visited her a al anymore, which cameasa
relief. Zosiahad told him that constant rest was imperative for the health of his son, and that he should no
longer join Mar-guerite in her bed, whatever the purpose. Lord Donskoy readily complied. Hisonly
interest wasin the child; Mar-guerite was now just the carrier.

Zosahersdf came to Marguerite's room each morning to lay a hand on her somach and administer a
potion. Y elends vists were more frequent. She accompanied the old woman to help lift Marguerite from
the bed and walk her about the room, and the mute girl returned alone three times thereafter each day,
like clockwork, to bring broths and assist Mar-guerite with her personad matters. Each time shel€ft, the
dull click of aturning key sounded in the lock.

Between visits, Marguerite toiled at the back of cab-inet, praying that no one would discover her
work. Shetired easlly, so it was only possible to labor for aquarter hour a atime, dowly picking and
chipping away at the wood. The panel seemed petrified, as hard as rock. Before returning to bed, she
tried to conceal the damage by covering the hole with garments, but she knew her project would be
readily dis-covered if anyone looked closdly.

Fortunately, Marguerite had little reason to dressin finery, and few of her gowns could have covered
her enormous belly anyway. And then, there was the damage, the dashed slk. Y denahad little reason to
open the cabinet.

Asfar as her attendants knew, Marguerite ill remained bedridden, moving only occasiondly to achair
by thefire, and then with help. She worried that Zosiawould see through her ruse, but so far, theold



woman had said nothing to suggest she knew of her patient's true condition. She encouraged the
mother-to-be to rest as much as possible, for the baby's sake; to al appearances, Marguerite was

complying.
After atime, asthe hole neared completion, Mar-guerite told Y elenashe was feeling well enough to
eat solid food. She requested hard cheese and bread. Of these, she ate half, then stowed therest in her

cabinet, She had no idea how long she would be traveling when she made her escape. But some
preparations were in order.

Finally, the hole was dmost large enough to crawl through. Just two more days—one if she pushed
her-self—and Marguerite could make her escape. If she waited any longer, she might be unable to walk.
Her sscomach was larger than that of any pregnant woman she had ever seen, though by her count she
was only five monthsinto her term.

Her plan was crude and desperate. She would steal down to the stables and take one of the horses,
then ride out to the fork and turn right. She had never rid-den past the rim. Perhaps her escape lay that
way. It was not agood plan, she knew, yet it seemed her sole chance. Once the baby was born, she
would be expendable. She knew it was true. And she did not wish to leave without her child.

Marguerite was comparing her own wide girth with the size of the holein her cabinet when she heard a
carriage approaching. She had heard the same sound twice before. And both times, it had heralded the
arriva or departure of Jacqueline Montarri. Apparently, with Marguerite bedridden, Lord Donskoy had
forgiven hisfriend and welcomed her back to the keep.

Marguerite went to the window and glimpsed Jacqueline's dender form emerging from her carriage,
heading toward the entrance to the keep. Ljubo stood at the back of the vehicle, examining afrayed
rope. It had come loose from the parcel it entwined— the long black box.

Ljubo grabbed the crate and tried to wrestle it back onto the cargo platform. The box shifted suddenly
and dipped to the ground, falling open. Marguerite put her hand to her mouth, stifling acry. The crate
was empty. Sherealized it would probably not remain that way for long.

The moon waswaxing, nearly full. That meant the currentsin the mists would be bringing more "lost
travelers' to the rim. Jacqueline had not come smply to see Donskoy. Asusud, sheintended to mix
business with pleasure. And, as usua, she would not go home empty-handed.

A smile spread across Marguerite'slips, one that was uncharacteristically wicked. Suddenly she knew
how she was going to escape Lord Donskoy's castle.

*kkkkk

That night, after the moon had fully risen, Mar-guerite heard Lord Donskoy sounding his horn outside
on the grounds. His companions gathered as they had done before, preparing for another excursion.
Marguerite spied on them from her window. Soon the cart and the riders departed, a ong with their pack
of hounds. It reminded her vaguely of the hunts she had seen in Darkon—her father and hisfriends, riding
out in pursuit of astag. But in Donskoy's domain, the notion of a hunt was much more digtinctive.

Marguerite gathered afew belongingsin amake-shift sack: awater skin and food, dagger and flint, a
wool cloak and apair of leather gloves. She dso included the brooch Donskoy had given her on their
wedding day, the oneinscribed "forever." Without funds, she might need something to trade. Then she
selected atunic that would fit over her bulging ssom-ach and placed it in the cabinet beside her high suede
boots. After that, al that remained was the waiting. Marguerite settled in achair before thefire.

Hourslater, the cart and horses returned. Asthe rid-ers dismounted, Marguerite heard Jacqueline's
purring voice and Donskoy's warm replies. The party had been successful; her husband wasin agood
mood. That meant Jacqueline would stay the night, as Marguerite had hoped. And in the morning, after a
light breakfast, the dark-haired woman would depart—but this time the black box on her carriage would



bear a souvenir from her trip to the rim. Mar-guerite crawled into her bed, satisfied.

Just after dawn, Y denaand Zosia gppeared for the morning regimen, bringing her breakfast. The mute
girl asssted with the nurse-maiding, then I eft the room.

"Y ou have grown much stronger,” said Zosia. " Per-haps you would like to step outside today. Some
fresh ar might do you good.”

"Maybe tomorrow," said Marguerite, feigning weari-ness. "I don't want to take any chances." Her
heart drummed and her breathing was swift. She hoped Zosiawouldn't notice.

The old woman grumbled, then lifted Marguerite's nightshift to fed her ssomach. She raised her brow,
then went to the black purse she aways brought with her, extracting a needle attached to astring.
Mar-guerite pushed down her shift and sat up, crossing her arms over her ssomach.

"What'sthe needlefor?' she demanded, unwilling to lie passively benegth a sharp meta object.
Zosasnorted. "'l think your timeis growing near. | want to confirmit.”
"That's not possible," Marguerite protested.

Zosashrugged. "The needlewill inform me. | will suspend it above your belly as| ask the question,
and it will spinto reved thetime of your delivery. Don't worry. Therewill be no pricking.”

Reluctantly, Marguerite pulled her shift up for the test. Zosiabegan to hum, watching the needie asit
turned one way and then the other, spinning in the air above Marguerite's somach.

"Not long now," the old woman announced. She returned the needle to her purse, "hot long at dl."
"That can't beright,” Marguerite protested. "How could the baby be coming this soon?"
"Thetest tdlsthetruth. But you needn't worry, my dear—thisis perfectly naturd.”

"Itisnot natural!" Marguerite sad. "I'm only five months aong. If the baby comes now, it will not
urvivel"

Zosiaclucked. "Y our sickness has caused you to lose track of time. There's nothing to fear. The baby
isvery strong, and he wants to be born. Soon he will come."

The old woman |eft the room. Marguerite climbed out of bed and donned the clothes she had set
adde.

Zosas prediction had unnerved her, but she couldn't believeit wastrue. And evenif it were, it only
con-firmed that the time to flee was now.

Marguerite retrieved the sack that held her belong-ings, then reached through the hole in her wardrobe
to trigger the secret passage. To her relief, the portal scraped open, She pushed her gowns aside and
wriggled through the gaping hole, entering the tunnel beyond. She was so broad that her belly scraped
againgt both wals, but she managed to reach the opposite end without getting stuck.

Marguerite triggered the swinging stone. For what she hoped would be the last time, she crawled into
the room beyond, groaning as she struggled to her feet. At the chamber door, she uttered asilent prayer.
Donskoy might have locked it, she knew, once he had discov-ered her use of the secret passage. She
held her breath and tugged. To her reli€f, it gave way. Muttering thanks to the fates, Marguerite dipped
into the hall.

Timewas not on her side. In three hours, maybe less, Y elenawould go to Marguerite's chamber and
find her missing. But Jacqueline Montarri might depart much sooner. With one hand supporting her
stomach, Marguerite made her way to the circular stair and descended. She kept her back to the wall,
eyes darting as she went, vigilant for any sign of com-pany. As she dipped through the foyer, she could
hear Lord Donskoy and Jacqueline chatting behind the drawing room's closed door. She did not stop to



ligen.

After completing the tortuous route through castle's abandoned wing, Marguerite stepped cautioudy
out-side, into the court that held the stables. She ducked behind abarrel for cover. The expanse before
her seemed huge and hideoudly exposed. Jacqueline's deek black carriage stood acrossit. To her
dismay, Ljubo was aready busy &t the front, securing the horsesin the rigging. Marguerite peered at the
rear of the conveyance. The long black crate had not yet been loaded.

Having finished with the horses, Ljubo disgppeared into the low building behind him. Marguerite
scanned the court for any sign of Ekhart, but neither he nor the hounds were in sight. She saw only the
usua menagerie: the flock of black geese, the weary pea-cock, the tethered goat. She rose from her
hiding place. Then she ran—or came as closeto it as pos-sible—hurrying across the muddy flagstones.
She dipped once, and the black geese honked excitedly, but no one heeded their darm. Marguerite
ducked into one of the empty stalls near the coach. As soon as she was safely behind the gate, she

collapsed.

She had arrived just intime. A sharp pain shot through her somach, asif something had taken hold
insde and had begun to twist. Curled on her side, Marguerite cupped her hand over her mouth to muffle
her cry. After along, horrible moment, the pain passed, and shelifted hersdlf to her knees. The exer-tion
of running had been too grest; from here on, she knew she would have to be more careful.

Outsde in the court, therswas a scraping noise, as if something were being dragged. A monstrous
grunt followed, then the scraping briefly resumed. After it stopped again, footsteps sounded, trailing away
inthedistance.

Marguerite found a chink near the top of the gate and looked out to see what had happened. Ljubo
was waddling across the court toward asmall door that led into the keep.

After he disappeared indde, she took achance and crept out, moving along the front of the stables
until she reached the carriage. Jacqueline's coach required no driver, as Marguerite had observed the first
time she saw it gpproaching the castle. Though Jacqueline had never said as much, Marguerite had
concluded that the conveyance's magic both drove itself and guided its passenger through the disorienting
mists that surrounded Donskoy's lands.

She checked under the carriage and then peered inside, looking for somewhere to stow away. But the
only cargo platform lay on the back, in plain view, and there was no other place to hide. Marguerite
sghed. A comfortable place to ride would have been asking too much.

She went to the stable, where Jacqueline'slong black box gtilt lay in the back of Ekhart's cart, hang-ing
partway over the back edge. With great effort. Marguerite climbed aongside the crate. It wasrelatively
crude, like the one that had accompanied her from Darkon, with dender gaps between its rough black
planks. It seemed unfair to call it acoffin; if placed underground, it would quickly fill with soil and water
and worms. But then again, many paupersreceived less.

Marguerite gritted her teeth and pushed out the latch pin, then lifted the rusty hasp and opened thellid.
Inside lay awoman, plump and white, lying on abed of straw. She was naked, but for ablack wool
blanket crudely wrapped round her body. She had snowy blonde hair and awide red mouth, which a
the moment was stuffed with a gag. Leather straps bound her hands and feet. Marguerite pushed at the
woman's flesh. Though the captive didn't stir, clearly shelived; her skin was soft and warm, and her chest
was subtly risng and fdling.

Drugged, Marguerite thought. Of course. She her-sdf had made the trip from Darkoninasmilarly
unconscious state—though she had not been stuffed in abox. Y et that was precisaly how she intended to
make her escape.

Idedlly, Marguerite would have removed the woman from the crate and hidden her away, then taken
her place. But the Situation was far from ideal. She had neither the time nor the strength to move the



heavy captive. And there was till the matter of the latch. If her plan worked, she would need to open it
fromtheingde.

Marguerite closed the crate and studied it. There was afair amount of play to the lid; the hinges holding
it to the box wereloose. And the fastening at the side was ordinary: aflat piece of metd with adot,
hinged to drop over around loop, through which atapered pin was wedged to secure theflat piece. A
chain anchored the pin to the box so it could not be mis-placed.

Marguerite removed her sheathed dagger from her traveling sack and climbed aongside the
unconscious woman. Carefully shelowered thelid, giving it alittle shake until the hasp fell Into place. A
small gap remained—just enough so she could dide her dagger through the crack and fiddle with the
latch; with luck, she could didodge the pin from the insde, then push the hasp open.

Unfortunately, there was no easy way to secure the pin after she wasinsde the crate. Left dangling, it
might invite investigation, but she had to risk it.

Shelay very Hill in the box. At length, she heard someone coming. A man grumbled sourly. Theimage
of Ekhart sprang to mind. Ljubo spoke in response, whiny and apologetic.

"Butit'sred heavy," hesaid. "Wouldn't ask for your help getting her onto the carriage it she weren't so
fleshy. And you know Miss Montarri would be mad if | dropped the box and bruised her cargo.”

Ekhart groaned. "Let's get on withiit. I'll climb in the wagon and push the crate your way to get it off
theend.”

The wagon rocked as Ekhart climbed into the bed. He stepped to the back of the coffin, near her
head, then growled, "Idiot. Y ou've left the hasp undone. | suppose you opened it to get another look?"

Ljubo did not deny it.

The hasp rattled, then Ekhart commanded Ljubo to lift. The two men heaved and groaned. Inside the
box, the sound of wood scraping against wood was magni-fied, deafening. Marguerite felt hersalf drop as
the crate |eft the wagon bed. The box swayed like acra-dle. Then it waslifted onto another support. She
heard ropes being dragged over the top and pulled down into place. We must be on the carriage now,
she thought, wondering whether it would be necessary to cut through the ropes at some point. She hoped
they hadn't been pulled too snugly to prevent her from pushing the lid up enough for her dagger.

Another pain squeezed her belly, and Marguerite bit into her own shoulder to keep from crying out.

"Told you it washeavy,” said Ljubo. "Red heavy."

Ekhart grunted. "Not Montarri's usud taste. Must be passing this one on to Count Strahd. A nice
plump vir-gin to offer dong with her taxes. Never hurts to appease thelocad lord.”

"She'saclever one, MissMontarri.”

"She'sabitch,” retorted Ekhart. "But what woman isn't? Take the carriage around front and wait,”

Marguerite heard Ekhart walking away, then dlowed hersdlf to exhde. After amoment, the carriage
lurched and began to roll forward. There was a short pause while Ljubo wrestled with the gate, then
another lurch forward, another pause, another creak of the doors. Findly the carriage moved dong the
drive, crunching in the gravel, and cameto arest before the main entrance. Marguerite furrowed her
brow, trying to keep her sweat from rolling into her eyes.

it was not long before she heard the lilting tones of Jacqueline Montarri's voice. "Mitos," she cooed.
"Asaways, it has been delicious, I'm so pleased we've put aside our differences, at least for the moment.
| hope your son will arrivein good hedth.”

"Zodasaysit won't belong,” Donskoy replied.
"Redlly? It seemsrather soon.”



"Mot to me, my dear. To me, it has been an eternity.”
"Wdl, | must go, Shdl | return to you in another moon?'
"Seethat you do."

Jacqueline purred, " Splendid. I'll have asurprise for you the next timei come. One of my new heads
knows someinteresting tricks, and I've been practicing.”

Donskoy chortled and bade her farewell.

The coach rocked as Jacqueline stepped insde, muttering something softly. Then the carriage began to
move again, proceeding down the drive and turning away from the keep.

in her impossibly tight quarters, Marguerite sighed in satisfaction. Soon, she would reach Barovia. It
was an unknown destination, and the chalenge of escap-ing the box still lay ahead, but for the moment
shedidn't care. The worst was behind her. In afew short hours, she would be free of Donskoy and his
accursed domain.,

NINETEEN

Inside the moving coffin, Marguerite struggled to find a more comfortable position, shoving at the soft
flesh of her unconscious companion. Earlier she had imagined this very picture with horror—she,
stretched pronein the darkness, encased in along black box. But in that scene Marguerite had been
riding to her doom. Now she was traveling to freedom; she was escaping Lord Donskoy's domain.

Sheknew, of course, that trialslay ahead, impossible tests of her luck and wit. The carriage that bore
her cof-fin was heading to the unknown land of Baroviainstead of her familiar Darkon. And when they
reached their destination, she would have to escape the box. Mar-guerite pictured hersdlf legping from
the coffin with her dagger fiercely dashing, taking an astonished Jacque-line by surprise. Thewoman's
head would tumble off with one swift strike, then shewould flgp her aamsin confusion like afreshly
beheaded chicken.

Marguerite Sighed. The picture was fa se; the bold assassin had not been preposterously pregnant. She
felt asickening twist in her somach, reminding her of the truth. Her best hope of escape, she decided,
wasto wait until the box wasleft unattended; then she could free the hasp with her dagger and climb out
unseen. Such an opportunity seemed highly improba-ble, but she would not have gotten even thisfar had
shelet hersdlf worry about likelihoods.

A sudden pain disrupted her thoughts. Marguerite felt asif acrushing weight had suddenly descended
upon her abdomen, She bit her tongue to keep from screaming, afraid that Jacqueline's ears might be
sharp enough to hear.

The carriage crossed over the arched bridge; Mar-guerite could hear the change in timbre asthe
wheds|eft the soft dirt and began grinding against the gravel-flecked stone. She closed her eyesand
envisioned the whedls, making turn after turn, and focused on their image until the pain had subsided.

A horrible thought sprang to mind, and she struggled to deny it. What if the baby were coming after dl,
coming now, while she rode in a coffin lashed to Jacqueine's carnage? Marguerite thought briefly about
calling out to attract her conveyor's attention. But aless suitable midwife could not be found, even if one
searched every fiery corner of theinfinite Abyss, Jacqueine might help with the ddlivery, but afterward,
shewould certainly return both mother and child to Lord Donskoy—yperhaps in exchange for the ledger
she wanted so badly.



Marguerite had witnessed severa birthsin Darkon, and she struggled to recdll the particulars. Thefirst
pains could be false, she knew. Sometimes vexing spasms came and went weeks before the birth.
Per-haps that was happening to her now.

Thefetid air of the marsh began to fill the coffin. Again, the broad band of muscle began to tighten
around Marguerites bly, filling her abdomen with the anguish of Iabor. She feit asthough some giant
had taken her in hand and was trying to squeeze the entrails from her body. The agony was worse than
before; to hide her screams, she pulled the gag from the blonde woman's mouth and stuffed it into her
own.

The unseen band continued to tighten. Marguerite felt the dagger dip from her hand, disappearing
some-wherein the dark.

Then at last, the band crushing her belly began to loosen. Asthe spasm subsided, shefelt something
warm and damp spreading beneath her. She reached down, hoping she had merely lost control, but
fearing she had begun to bleed. Neither had occurred. Her water had broken. The painswere not false
after ail; the baby was on itsway.

"Don't panic,” she bresthed aoud. Marguerite struggled to remember the births her mother had once
described, and how long those labors had lasted. She might yet have a couple of hours before her own
baby came, perhaps even aslong asaday. And if shewere lucky, they might till reach Baroviaintime.

The carriagerolled on.

At length, another wave came. Marguerite felt the child dipping lower inside her belly, and then spasms
spread to her back and her legs, more like a sei zure than a contraction. Something iswrong, she thought.
Somethingis...

A scream rose up through her throat and hated behind her gag, momentarily, before gathering enough
force to send the rag shooting from her mouth. An ear-splitting screech spilled from Margueriteslips, as
loud as ashrieking banshee. Her body began to writhe and twitch of its own accord. She thought of her
lost dagger and hoped she would not cut hersdlf, but she was pow-erless to stop the thrashing.

The carriage jolted to a halt.

Marguerite tried to clamp her jaw shut, to stifle her scream, but the pain was too great. She managed
only to choke back the sound, hardly enough to keep from being heard.

She fumbled for her dagger, knowing the effort was fruitless. Even if she could recover the blade, she
would be unableto widd it. A paroxysm had seized her entire body.

A clatter echoed through the coffin as someone fumbled at the latch, then the Itd of the crate flew open.
Daylight assaulted Marguerite's eyes. She could see the shape of awoman's head silhouetted againgt the
brightness, but nothing more.

A shriek of surprise sounded overhead. It became a crow of ddight, and Marguerite's vision cleared
enough to recognize Jacqueline Montarri peering down at her. The face had changed somewhat, but her
identity was unmistakable.

"Two for the price of one!” cried the woman, laugh-ing hysterically. "Two for the road!"

Marguerite tried to speak, to ask for help, but she could only manage astrangled croak. Her limbs
con-tinued to twitch uncontrollably. Her ssomach legped and jumped, asif the child within were trying to
punch itsway out.

Jacqueline studied Marguerite with a puzzled expression. " Stop thatl Stop it once!™ she com-manded.
"This. . . thisdemented farce will not save you. | am not so easily fooled.”

Marguerite felt her tongue dip between her teeth, then asharp pain. Her mouth filled with the taste of



copper—her blood. She had bitten her tongue. A warm stream spilled from her mouth and began to run
down the side of her chin.

Jacqueline's eyes widened in shock. "What isthis?' she exclaimed. "Thisisn't right. Thisls—" She
stepped away from the box. "Well, I'll not have this on my shoulderd™

She dammed down the lid and rattled the pin into the hasp. A moment later, the carriage began to turn.

By the gods, no, Marguerite thought. Her body was shuddering less violently now, but she ill felt
weak— terribly weak, asfeeble asan invaid. Please, no, she pleaded silently.

Like acold black shadow, despair dipped into the box and covered her. They were heading back to
the keep, back to Lord Donskoy, who would go mad when he discovered what she had attempted.
Perhaps he aready knew. Marguerite's hand scrabbled feebly againgt the wood overhead, pushing at the
lid. She searched again for the missing dagger, but it had dipped away and lay lost somewherein the
cramped darkness. She heard her own voice echoing inside the box, moaning morein fear than pain.
They were heading back to Lord Donskoy's keep. And she was too wesk to do anything about it.

Thelandmarks passed in her mind dowly like the scenes from anightmare—the marsh, thetrickling
stream, the arched stone bridge. Every few minutes the crushing pain returned, like agreat fist squeezing
her swollen belly, each time worse than the last. She trembled and screamed and convul sed, battering
againg the coffin wals until her limbs ached with bruising. At length, she began to experience anew sort
of agony: something insde, tugging a her entrailslike atiny claw, dragging a her muscles until the smdll
of her back burned with anguish, pulling and pulling until it fet asif her snewswould rip free of their
roots.

Findly, the carriage whedl's began to rumble more dowly, announcing their arriva at the keep. In
moments, the coach drew to ahalt, it rocked once, then Jacqueline's muffled voice sounded just outside
the coffin.

"Never mind the horses, Ljubo Fetch your master. Tell him to come at once!”

A soft rasp sounded near the foot of the crate—arope being loosened. Marguerite's pulse pounded in
her ears, filling them with aroar so loud that everything she heard seemed to come from adistance. Her
body was in constant agony now, aburning weariness punctuated every few minutes by the cramping
aches of labor. She pushed at the lid one more time, making afina, feeble attempt to escape the casket.
Then shelet her hands drop back over her face, too weak to continue.

Marguerite heard Jacqueline undoing the rope at the head of the coffin, then the crunch of boots on
gravd.

"Jacqudine?" It was Donskoy. Marguerite's hus-band. "What are you—"
"Milos," Jacquelineinterrupted. The pin clattered from the hasp. "Have you tost something, perhaps?’
Thelid opened.

Marguerite saw Ljubo's face leaning over her, eye-ing her quizzicaly. Then ablack glove grabbed him
by the shoulder, jerking him aside, and Donskoy's face appeared where the stagehand's had been before.

"What isthis?' he gasped.
Marguerite was too weak, too frightened, in too much pain to answer.

Donskoy's skin darkened to the color of a Kartakan beet, then he seized Marguerite's hair and lifted
her head.

"Did you think you would run off with my son? Bet-ter not to think at al, you little wretch! Thiswill be
thelast time you disobey me." He began to pull Mar-guerite out of the coffin. "Get out of there—and quit
gheking like animbecile”



Jacquelinelaid ahand on hisarm. "Milos—"
Donskoy shook her off. "What?2"

Jacqueline flinched and stepped back, raising both handsin mock surrender. "Far be it from meto
come between aman and hiswife, but you may wish to take care,” she said. "I have never seen awoman
shake like that. Something isnot going quiteright.”

"Going?' Donskoy asked. "What do you mean?"

"Just look at her," Jacquedine said evenly. "What do you see? Sheis not shaking from fright alone.
Open your eyes, Milos. Can't you see through your own anger? Her water has broken and her [abor has

begun.”

The color drained from Donskoy'sface asrapidly asit had appeared. He released Marguerite's hair,
leaving her head to drop limply back into the coffin, and then heleaned in close. Heran his gloved hand
over her heaving somach. Marguerite recoiled a his touch, wishing that she had her dagger in hand,
wish-ing she had the strength to plunge it into her hus-band's throat. But she did not. She could do
nothing but lie benegth his rummeaging fingers.

"Isthistrue?' Donskoy demanded. His breath was heavy with the acrid smell of hookah smoke. "Isthe
baby coming aready?’
Marguerite nodded weakly.

Donskoy turned and grabbed L jubo by the neck of histunic, then pushed the plump man toward the
keep. "Get Zosa," he growled, "and Ekhart aswell. Get them now." He turned back to the coffin and
peered over the edge at Marguerite, his sunken eyes burning with anger—no, it was more than anger.
Hatred. "' So, you chose to depart in acoffin. Well, if the child is harmed because of your stupidity, you'l
know this box again soon enough. Soon enough!™

Marguerite struggled to pull herself up out of the crate, but fell back.
"Liedill," Donskoy hissed. "Wait till the old woman comes.”

It was only amoment before Zosia's black-ker-chiefed head peered in at Marguerite. Beside her
stood Y elena, pa e and trembling, her dender fingers pressed to her mouth in horror. Thewrinklesin
Zosias brow deepened and her mouth bent downward.

"How long have you been feding the pains?’ she asked.

"I don't know," said Marguerite weakly. "A few hours. Maybe more. Please help me, Zosa. Help the
Zosidsdark eyes narrowed. "Take her upgtairs,”" she commanded.

Ljubo and Ekhart placed the crate on the ground, then reached inside and lifted Marguerite. Their
rough handling touched off another convulsion, but so exhausted was Marguerite's body that they had
little trouble restraining it. They carried her up the long flight of steps and into the keep. Ljubo looked
down at Marguerite, grinning reassuringly even as her back arched up with the unnaturd paroxysm and a
hoarse scream rose once again from her raw throat. The pain swallowed her, and Margueritefell into a
strange, dreamy Sate. She was like aboat on awavering sea of air, floating round and round up the wide
circular gairs. The figures and faces around her seemed dis-tant, muffled. Hands carried her, but they did
not redlly touch her.

Ljubo and Ekhart bore Marguerite to her chamber and laid her on a clean sheet that Y elena had hastily
spread upon the mattress. Zosiagently rolled Marguerite onto her side, till she lay facing the edge of the
bed.

"Bring meragsand atub of hot water," she boomed at Ljubo. Andto Yédena, shesaid, in alower



intona-tion, "and bring my black bag from below."
Donskoy loomed behind the old woman. " She is quiet now. Is she dead, dead with her eyes open?’
"Of coursenot,” said Zosia. "See how her chest yet risesand falls.”
"And what of my son?Will helive?'

"I have not foreseen his death—but then, | have not seen this either. Who can say, Lord Donskoy?"
Her tone was amogt taunting. "Not this old woman. Not your tamed Vistana."

"My son mugt survive," said Donskoy breathlesdy. "Do what you must to ensureit.”
"Of course," answered Zosa. "And now you must go."
"No." Thereply was short, decisive.

"Birthing and midwifery are the province of women. Y denawill go to you when the child isborn. You
wiil only add to Marguerités distress.”

"l am staying/' Donskoy said firmly. "Marguerites distressis nothing to me. And you will seeto it that
the baby is not affected.”

Zosashrugged. "Asyou wish," she said huskily. "But please, Sit by thefireif you would. 't may be
hours yet. Marguerite may cry out, but you needn't worry. Screams alone are not bad portent.”

Donskoy grunted, then settled in by thefire. "Ljubo!™

The fat man poked his head through the door—M ar-guerite did not even remember him and Ekhart
leav-ing—and asked, "Y es, milord?!

"My white pipe, and quickly!" Donskoy ordered.
Zosapulled off Marguerite's shift and adjusted her position.

Jacqueline, who had been hovering the whole time near the fireplace, made a sour face, then headed
for thedoor. "If you will excuse me, Milos," shesaid, "I will take my leave. | have aways consdered
motherhood a messy business—best to be avoided whenever possible.”

Without speaking, Donskoy waved her out the door.

Y elenascurried into the room with Zosias black satchd. When the mute girl saw Lord Donskoy, she
stopped short and curtsied feebly, then hurried to the bed.

Zosiawithdrew asmal scrap of leather, cut thin, like paper. She unfolded it dowly. Insdewasa
brown salve. She stroked it over her patient's bulging stom-ach, cooing. So lost in pain was Marguerite
that she barely noticed asthe oid woman turned her, pulling her feet off the edge of the mattress, until she
half-hung and half-squatted besideit. Y eena climbed onto the bed to hold her arms from behind.

It was only amoment before another crushing ache came. Marguerite felt her body splitting, opening
like aflower. She grunted and screeched through her teeth.

"Yes," Zosahissed excitedly. "Come out to us, little one. Come out to us now."

Marguerite felt the child begin to pass out of her. She looked down, and saw adark head, then a
perfect shoulder, and alittlefist, clawing and grasping the air.

She cried out in terror. Thetiny fingers were black, and talons sprouted from the tips.
"Hush," commanded Zosa. "Heisadmost here”

Marguerite began to sob. With asickening twigt, the baby did free of her into Zosia'swelcoming
hands-

Y elenagasped and shrank away, scurrying from the room.



"What isft?' Donskoy demanded. Marguerite looked again, and again she saw the dark hands and the
tiny claws. And there was some-thing more. Upon the baby's chest lay a hideous pur-ple mark—three
linesat an angle, running parald, danting down to strike another.

She opened her mouth to scream, but no sound escaped her lips. For amoment, the room went dark,
and somewhere in the distance, Marguerite heard her baby crying. Then at last her Sght returned. She
looked down upon the babe in her arms, a pink-skinned boy, amazing in his perfection. Marguerite put
her finger to his pursed little lips, then guided the infant to her breast, and smiled.

*kkk*k

Lord Donskoy rushed to the bed. Hiswife was clutching an empty blood-stained shroud to her breast,
rocking it gently. Zosiastood nearby with aswaddling cloth, wrapped around asmal form. Itsblack,
clawed hand groped the air.

Donskoy backed away, disbelieving, then spun at once toward the fire and seized a poker.

Zosacackled, dlowing the bundle in her aamsto dowly unfold. Insdeit, Donskoy no longer saw a
child. Instead, he faced ablack stain, a shadow, which dipped smoothly onto the floor, then rose up
before him like abehemoth. A pair of eyes glowed whitein the darkness.

Blindly, he swung, but the shadow disappeared. The poker struck the ground, landing with a peculiar
noise, muffled and wet. At the sound, ared wound opened on Donskoy's face, extending along one
cheek. The skin puckered and boiled beside the mark. A chasm formed from histempleto hisjaw, and
his ftesh caved inward, disappearing into the fold. Don-skoy clutched ahand to his bloody face and
screamed, dropping to hisknees.

Zosacontinued to cackle. "The seeds you have sown,” she said huskily. "The seeds you have sown ..."
Lord Donskoy turned to her in terror. "What are you saying?'

Zosids voice became taunting and dark. "Have you forgotten Vaeskaswords, my lord? Have you
forgotten your love so soon? The seeds you sown shall sedl your damnation. The blood of your blood
shdl bring you to your /cnees.”

"It cannot be," he whispered. "It cannot be."

"Butitis... The sonyou forced upon Vaeskahas returned to fulfill her curse. Toend it at last.” The
old woman tossed her head back and laughed wildly. "Though it will not end as you had intended.”

Donskoy staggered forward, gazing at Zosain dis-belief.

"I will not fal for your trickery, old witch, With my own hands, | ripped that child from Vaeska's
womb. With my own hands| laid it to rest.”

Zodaspat at him. "And with my own hands, | brought htm back."

Donskoy struggled to hisfeet. Again he raised the poker, thistime a the woman before him. Out of
nowhere came the shadow, assuming the form of an enormous serpent, coiling swiftly around his neck.
He struggled to throw off the beast.

"Strikedl youwish," laughed Zoga. "Y ou cannot strike him down."

Donskoy stumbled toward the window. Still armed with the poker, he broke out the glass, creating a
maelstrom of sparkling shards. He made one last cry and wrenched the snake from his body, sending it
fly-ing from the keep.

When the great serpent thudded to the ground, it was Donskoy's body that crumpled, hisleg wrapping
backward beneath him, hisback twisting sharply. He lay ill on thefloor, hiseyesrolled back in his
head.



Zosiaspat on hiscrippled, till body. "The old lord isdead,” she rasped. "And the new lord has come.”

In her arms she held atiny bundle. Shelooked briefly toward Marguerite, till cradling the empty
shroud at her breast, rocking gently in the bed. Then Zosiaturned and left the room.

EPILOGUE

Marguerite dreamed she was rocking her baby, though somewherein her mind she knew her arms
were empty. The gypsy vardo did into arut and jerked sharply, throwing her head back against the
planks. She awoke with astart.

In the darkness beside her, the driver called Arturi cleared histhroat. The caravan was returning to
Darkon.

The hours after the birth had been ablur. Marguerite had babbled incoherently, unable to control
hersdf, terrified and yet ashamed. Her life, her body, her mind—not one had seemed her own.

Zosiahad taken care of the arrangements. What Jacqueline had said was true—Darkon was a place
for forgetting. Soon after Marguerite returned to its soil, shewould cease to recal her former life. A new
iden-tity would riseto take its place. Arturi had agreed to take her just acrossthe border. He claimed it
was safer there; trouble was brewing at the heart of the domain. Marguerite did not care. One placein
Darkon was as good as the other.

The wagon approached the fork and veered I ft.

Asthey dipped between the towering pines, Mar-guerite spied a dark-haired rider just behind the vell
of theforedt, astride ablack horse. He tipped his hat and flashed a smile, then was gone.

Marguerite shut her eyesagain.
She was going back to Darkon.
And in Darkon, she would forget.



