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Prologue
When they finally came for him, he was almost glad to go.
Two of the guards attempted to pull him to his feet, but the crushed bones gifted to him by the torturers refused to support his weight. Seeing there was no way he could walk or even stand, their captain muttered an oath and sent for a litter. One soldier ripped the last tattered remains of clothing from his blood-streaked, stinking torso while another fetched a bucket of cold water and a few cloths to wash him with. Too weak and sick to care, he let them do with him whatever they would, until a black-robed friar bent over him, waving a crucifix and spouting a string of homilies about reconciliation and the hereafter. Somehow, he found the strength to spit in the startled cleric's face and vomit forth a series of oaths and blasphemies so horrendous, his immortal soul's would-be savior instantly scuttled from the cell, crossing himself as he went.
Hardened though they were, even the soldiers fell back with signs against the evil eye and hasty incantations to whatever saint they believed in.
Fools! It's too bad I'm only a mortal man. If I were even half the witch you claim, you'd be dancing to a very different tune. Oh, Jeanne! I'm thankful you didn't live to see this day.
Blessedly, they'd never tortured the Maid. She'd gone to her fiery death as erect as ever: smiling and with her head held high, so secure had she been in her belief in those damnable voices of hers.
Had he really done those things? He'd been looking at the world for so long from the bottom of a wine cup, he really didn't know. Leaving his cousin to run the estates, he'd spent his days and nights brooding alone in his apartments, drinking himself into a stupor where he could no longer distinguish between dreams and reality. Only then could he fend off the nightmares and stop asking himself how such a magnificent quest could have gone so horribly wrong.
The soldiers pulled a white linen robe over his head and debated whether to put the miter with its cabalistic symbols on him now or save it Until he was chained to the stake.
He closed his eyes and watched Jeanne's silken banner with its glowing colors ripple against the morning sky. Riding at her side to yet another victory, he felt the movements of his great black destrier between his knees and savored the spring blossoms’ fragrance as they passed.
Blocking out the waiting mob's growl beyond his window, he harkened to the creak and jingle of a thousand harnesses and armored knights and all the other sounds of an army on the march. The land behind them was black with men, their ranks stretching as far as the eye could see. Beyond them, Jeanne's army swelled with volunteers from the surrounding countryside with their pikes and tools in their hands.
Again, he comforted Jeanne in his arms while they pulled the arrow from her shoulder. On the wintry eve of yet another battle, he wrapped her in his cloak against the cold then stood with her on the heights. Below them on the plain the golden pinpricks of a thousand watch fires stabbed the velvet night. But when he offered her the protection of his ancient name and a refuge in his distant manor she gently told him no.
“You were the first to offer me your sword and you'll be my last true friend when it's time for me to go. When we're done with this, I'll return home and live the rest of my life amid my cows and sheep as peacefully as it began.”
It was not to be. The shining King she crowned at Rheims amid clouds of fragrant incense and paeans so glorious as to make the angels themselves weep, evolved into a two-faced serpent. Jeanne's betrayal and abandonment were His Majesty's thanks to the savior of his throne. When the Burgundians sold her to the English, he lifted not one finger to save her and sabotaged the attempts of those who would. Those damnable clerics tried and retried her, imprisoned her as a heretic, then sentenced her to die by fire.
He went in disguise to Rouen and followed the proceedings dry-eyed. And during all the years since, he had never shed a tear for her. Powerless to save her from her chosen destiny, he granted Jeanne the only gift he could and offered the executioner a purse of gold to strangle her before he lit the fire.
The man swore Jeanne's gaze met his in forgiveness as he put his hands around her throat and that a shaft of light left her body at the moment of her death. Lancing into the darkened sky, it lit the heavens from end to end before his wondering eyes. Weeping bitterly, he stumbled away from her blazing pyre, and vowed to never again take a human life.
The prisoner could expect no such mercy today. The hungry crowd would be waiting in the Place des Armes, beastlike in its impatience to feast on his final agony and watch him writhe away from the flames’ lick against his living flesh.
Lining the streets ten deep, they'd hold up their children to catch a glimpse of the monstrous sorcerer who was about to pay for his crimes. His name was already a synonym for evil and he knew the legends would grow. He'd be the beast in the dark in countless horror stories and a monster with which mothers would threaten their children if they failed to behave.
When the soldiers carried him outside, he squeezed his eyes shut against the morning's unaccustomed brilliance. Propped in the waiting cart, with the decorated miter jammed firmly over his brow, the crowd's roar and stench hit him like a physical blow. The cart lurched and he fell sideways, sliding helplessly across its rough bottom. A splinter of wood pierced his cheek, barely missing his eye, but he scarcely felt the pain.
The soldiers yanked him up to face the hungry crowd once more. When he saw he was unable to hold himself upright with his broken hands, their captain took a length of rope and lashed him to the front rail.
Opening his eyes as the cart began to move, the condemned man spotted the friar. For good measure, he spewed forth another torrent of hideous invective against him and the stinking church he served; then he watched in amusement as the cleric dropped his precious crucifix in the mud and hastily formed the ancient sign against the evil eye. So much for religion. Something soft struck his face. Juice ran down his cheek and he realized what it was. A shower of rotten fruits and vegetables rained down from all sides, accompanied by roars of approval as each missile found its mark.
Again, he closed his eyes.
In their last encounter with the cursed English, Jeanne's troops turned back the invaders who'd oppressed France for so long. Had she not been captured, those final days would have been pure gold. But the Maid's shining future already lay behind her and her fate henceforth would follow a twisting, slippery road ending only in imprisonment and death.
The cart lurched to a stop and the crowd fell silent. He twisted in the ropes to gaze upward at his funeral pyre. Stepping outside himself, he watched the guards drag and push his unresisting body up the ladder. Seeing the executioner with the chains in his hand, a thought struck him. I have nothing with which to buy his mercy. When someone uncurled his fingers and pressed a coin into his hand, his eyes met the captain's. The younger man's eyes were awash with tears and he recognized one of his lieutenants from the battlefield.
He painfully turned up his palm to reveal the gleam of silver. The sum meant no more to him than a coin to toss to a beggar, but it represented a full month's pay to the captain. Summoning a faint smile, he whispered his thanks. But instead of giving him a merciful poison draft or a quick death by strangulation, the executioner thrust the coin back between his fingers. Then, crossing himself, the man muttered a hasty prayer.
Incredibly, that damnable monk had followed them up the ladder. While the executioner was chaining him to the stake, the friar once again waved his crucifix. Exhorting him at the top of his lungs to confess his sins, he ordered him to make his peace with God and plead for his immortal soul. Once again, he cursed the insistent cleric and spat in his face.
If he could have found a way to save his wondrous beloved fool from herself and those damnable voices only she could hear, he would have surely done so. Jeanne had been no more witch or heretic than he, and, the day those incense-swinging bastards condemned the Maid of Orleans, he'd forsworn his ancient faith and any belief he'd had in an afterlife.
Looking across the teeming square and surrounding streets, he wondered if Charles was watching. It was said the King had taken to his bed after Jeanne's execution and hadn't been seen again for three days. Doubting that His Majesty would display any such grief for him, he glanced up at the sky. A perfect day for a burning with nary a rain cloud in sight.
Judging by the sudden roar, he guessed the executioner had thrust the first brand between the pitch-soaked faggots beneath his feet.
An acrid sweet smell drifting past his nose told him he was right.
Closing his eyes for the last time, he focused his thoughts firmly on Jeanne and prepared to die as stoically as he'd lived.

Chapter One 
The Perfect Gentleman
It was a normal Friday afternoon at Minneapolis's International Airport. Amid the cavernous hubbub of a twentieth century population on the move, the terminal was a bustle with weary commuters and family members awaiting their loved ones. Outside, a slate-colored sky drizzled a dreary welcome onto the planes lined up on the glistening tarmac. After swooping down like so many silver birds of prey, they waited to ingest a fresh load of travelers and wing them to yet another far-off destination.
No one waited for Darcey Norris when she emerged from Asia Pacific's gate. A seasoned traveler, she looked neither to the left nor the right. In her early thirties with reddish-gold hair and delicate pale features, she was comfortable in well-worn jeans and a butter-soft suede jacket. Reaching for her cell phone to switch it on, she shifted her enormous purse's strap to her left shoulder and headed for the escalator leading to the Baggage Claims.
When a chirp sounded from the purse, she reached into its depths without breaking stride and pulled out the phone. Startled by the voice on the other end, she halted so abruptly a family of Japanese tourists almost cannoned into her. Ignoring their anxious bows and repeated apologies, she stopped in the middle of the concourse and let the crowd flow around her.
“Is that really you? How in the hell did you find me? Now? I know your office isn't that far but ... Oh, all right. I'll grab a cab. See you in about twenty minutes.”
Snapping the phone shut, Darcey thought for a moment. Resting her elbows on a nearby ticket counter, she flipped it open again and punched in a number.
* * * *
Well past the hour when most sensible Minneapolitans had gone home, Darcey emerged from the elevator of one of the most spectacular office complexes in the entire city. Below the suite's tall windows, the city lights twinkled against a rapidly darkening sky and beacons winked on the planes landing and taking off from the airport she'd just left.
Without waiting for an invitation, she marched across the darkened reception area to push open Baird McEvoy's red lacquered office door. Flinging her ancient carryall into one of the easy chairs flanking the lawyer's prized antique desk, she sank into the other and stretched her aching arms. Cramped and miserable after eight hours of travel, she'd planned on a hot shower and a comforting bowl of soup by her own fireplace, followed by a long, long sleep Until noon. In retrospect, she realized she should never have come here.
Baird's summons had been so urgent, she hadn't been able to find it in her heart to tell him no. Now she wished she had.
Cool and elegant as ever, her host gave her a half-smile. He moved to a well-stocked bar, busied himself with a couple of Waterford crystal tumblers, and handed her one. “Two fingers of JD on the rocks. Just the way you like it.”
When she gulped the smoky liquid and mutely held out her glass for a refill, he lifted a sandy eyebrow. Splashing more whisky over the remaining ice, he remarked “You a drinker now?”
Darcey set her glass on the edge of the desk and stood up. “Yes. No. I don't know. Right now, I'm so tired I can't see straight. It was nice seeing you again and auld lang syne and all that but I'm leaving before I pass out on my feet. Oh, and thanks for the drink.”
She was about to telephone for another cab when Baird grinned in that all-American way of his and wrapped a comforting arm around her thin shoulders. Leaning into him with a sigh, she suddenly realized he was wearing a tux. She'd never seen the normally jeans-clad Baird in a tux before. And that was when it hit her that at least fifteen years had passed since she fled his apartment on that awful winter night.
Darcey shook off the memory. “Were you going somewhere?”
“Symphony opener. Marty's been promoted to Concert Master and he gave me a pair of tickets.”
She reached for the glass and took a sip, rolled the whiskey around in her mouth and swallowed it. “You're still together?”
“Like a pair of old shoes. When he sees my empty seat, he won't be pleased. But he'll understand, I hope.”
“Who's the other ticket for?”
“No one. The concert doesn't start Until nine, which gives us a couple of hours. Why? You wanna go?”
Darcey glanced down at her worn jeans and shabby Nikes. “Like this? I'm itchy all over and stink worse than a barnyard.”
Still with his arm around her, Baird sniffed her hair. “You smell pretty good to me. The shower's in there and the dress shop downstairs is still open. Give me your sizes and I'll get you whatever you need.”
She indicated the carryall. “I'll take you up on the shower. As to the rest, thanks but no thanks. I've got clean undies along plus a custom-tailored outfit I treated myself to in Hong Kong.”
“Well then, what are you waiting for? While you're showering, I'll see about dinner.”
“We're gonna eat here?”
“Why not? The Del's still open and they deliver. At least, they will if I wave enough filthy lucre at ’em. There's a menu around here somewhere. Ah, here it is. Now what's your fancy?”
Defeated, Darcey sank back into the chair. “Dammit, Baird! You know how I am about Jewish food. Why don't you just admit you planned this whole thing? Marty gave you those tickets? In a pig's eye he did! That wop fiddler's so cheap, he's still got the first dollar he ever made and even I know those house seats don't come for free. Whose idea was this stupid tux by the way? Yours or his?”
“His. Marty can't help being Italian but I'll admit he's cheap. The last time we went to Europe, he bitched for virtually the entire flight about my extravagance. I'd booked us a private charter so I could stretch my legs, and you'd have thought it was his money for pity's sake. He finally shut up after I threatened to pitch him out mid-Atlantic and his miserable effing Stradivarius after him.”
Unlike Martin Brazzio, who'd struggled through the university by waiting on tables, doing odd jobs and playing at countless weddings and bar mitzvahs, the amiable Baird McEvoy was heir to one of the largest milling fortunes in the entire Midwest. A true workaholic, he was still putting in longer and harder hours than any first year associate in his firm. Despite never having had to worry about money in his entire life, he had amassed yet another fortune as one of the shrewdest corporate lawyers in the entire country. Or so Darcey had heard.
Perching his wire-rimmed glasses on his nose, Baird leafed through a sheaf of documents on the desk, then handed her one.
After reading it through, she looked up in disbelief. “You've got to be kidding. This is Max's will and he's asking me to.... Oh, no. There's no way in hell I'd even consider it.”
“You have to, Darce. There isn't anyone else. Besides, I promised Max I'd take care of things, starting with you.”
While that surprised her, she didn't rise to the bait. “How about you and Marty? Don't you have a yen for parenthood?”
“Uh uh. Even if we did, it wouldn't be this kid. Marty can't stand him, and if I don't get him out of the apartment pretty soon, the kid and I are both liable to find our clothes on the sidewalk.”
“He's staying with you?”
“When the IRS seized Grayhaven, he had no place else to go.”
“Whoa! Wait just a damn minute here. When the IRS what?”
“Max was up to his ears in debt and he hadn't been paying his taxes. Between the creditors, the sovereign State of Minnesota and the IRS, there's nothing left.”
“But you were his lawyer. You had to know.”
“I only did his will as a favor and you know ... er, knew Max Ravencroft. The man endowed the word secretive with a whole new meaning and I still have no idea what happened, let alone why. He was the best-known psychiatrist in the country and Grayhaven should have been a goldmine. Even the Vandeivers used to go there to dry out, for pity's sake. But I didn't know about the kid Until I opened the letter.”
“What letter?”
“The same letter that told me where to find you. The president of First National had instructions to forward it to me if anything happened to Max. It arrived the morning after his death and it's around here somewhere. As soon as I lay my hands on it, you can read it for yourself.”
Darcey grabbed her carryall. “Later. Right now, I'm going to take you up on that shower before I pass out on my feet. You! Get us some food! And you'd better have a damn good explanation when I return.”
He grinned and threw her a mock salute. “Yes, ma'am, anything you say. Incidentally, does Fayre know you're back?”
“I called her from the airport. Her latest squeeze is some software jillionaire by the name of Dick Seymour. They're on their way to Aspen in his private jet for a conservation thing. Saving the rain forest ... or maybe it was saving the whales. No, that was last year. Now I remember. She definitely said rain forest.”
The thought of her outrageous Southern grande dame business partner dissipated some of the gloom enveloping Darcey. She still couldn't believe that it had been less than five years since Fayre had entered her life. The Aruna Health Spa's grand opening in Hong Kong had been an unqualified smash, and the two of them were eyeing Beijing and Shanghai as their next franchise locations.
When she first met Fayre Montgomery, Darcey was a struggling widow. Her only asset was a run-down combination gym and health food store in South St. Paul named Aruna. It was there that she created a small line of food supplement capsules based on her Cajun grandmother's handwritten herbal recipes. To gain some much-needed publicity, she sank the last $2,000 from her late husband's life insurance into a homemade infomercial. After fast-talking a local station into extending credit for a month's worth of airtime, she donned her most colorful leotard and performed the on-camera pitches herself.
Dubbed the Ultimate Queen of Style, Fayre Montgomery's steel magnolia ways, constantly changing hair color and languid Southern drawl were famous to the point of being a cliché. The not always willing subject of a thousand skits and parodies, even she had to admit her image had become a bore. She'd been in Minneapolis to star at the annual Women's Festival and Home Show and her investment banker date had just bailed out on her, wife trouble, he said. Idly flipping through the channels in her hotel suite, the Aruna infomercial caught Fayre's attention.
With her quirky manner and awkward charm, Darcey Norris came across as an on-camera natural, and, within minutes of viewing her aristocratic college-girl pitch, Fayre was on the phone with Montgomery Enterprises’ financial manager. The two women met for lunch on the following day. They liked each other from the start and the rest was history.
With the biggest household name behind her since Nike burst on the scene with its Just Do it advertising campaign, Darcey's herbal line soon became #1 across the country. As instantly recognizable as Nike's Swoosh, Aruna's ubiquitous twin parrot logo adorned every imaginable product, from environmentally friendly baby diapers to their much-sought-after “Made in the USA” pure silk T-shirts.
Even though the latter were priced at what was to Darcey a ridiculous $100 a pop, the brilliantly colored shirts were selling out as fast as Aruna could get them into the stores, and that was only part of it. There seemed to be no end in sight and things couldn't have been more perfect.
As a high-powered businesswoman on the go, Darcey Norris had no room in her life for a troubled teenager, and where had Max gotten him anyway? Dr. Ravencroft wasn't the type to go around adopting orphans and he certainly hadn't been into charity. Well, that hadn't been strictly true. He adopted the orphaned Darcey after her grandmother died, but that was different. Besides being shirttail relatives, Aruna Severin and Max Ravencroft had been lifelong friends and that was why he'd taken her in.
Darcey's elopement to California with an Olympic athlete turned physical education instructor named Ted Norris infuriated Max. After he returned her letters unopened and refused to accept her calls, Darcey resigned herself to the inevitable. Max Ravencroft had disowned her and that had been that.
Her husband was in bed with another woman when his lover's apartment building collapsed in the biggest earthquake to hit California within living memory. Only the day before, he'd casually told Darcey over the breakfast table he was divorcing her. Then he'd packed his bags and left. He hadn't had time to remove her as a beneficiary from his $50,000.00 life insurance policy and, a week after his death, she lost the baby she'd never told him she was carrying.
With nothing to keep her in California, Darcey fled back to her Minnesota roots. Too proud to ask Max for help and unable to find a job that paid a living wage, she moved across the river and invested in a combination gym and health food coop in South St. Paul. She named her new business after the grandmother she'd loved so much, then she dusted off Aruna Severin's treasured herbal book and set up a manufacturing and packaging operation in the store's tiny kitchen.
* * * *
Emerging from Baird's bathroom with her hair slicked back, Darcey literally shimmered in a coppery silk tunic and matching loosely cut pants. She'd completed the outfit with flat golden sandals and a pair of enormous earrings set with chunks of sapphire to match her eyes. Catching his appreciative smile, she did a small pirouette.
“You like?”
“I definitely like. And now, Madame, dinner is served.”
He must have waved a great deal of filthy lucre around, reflected Darcey when a hovering black-tied waiter solicitously pulled out her chair from a small linen draped table and a second offered a silver trayed array of sizzling hors d'oeuvres. She looked accusingly at Baird. “This didn't come from the Del!”
He had the grace to look sheepish. “True. I called Jacques Marinen at La Charcuterie and asked him to send something over.”
“Oh, sure. And he did it just like that.”
“You don't like this?”
“That's not the point. Jacques Marinen is always booked up for at least a year in advance and he only talks to heads of state. He won't even return Fayre's calls.”
“Um, well. A couple of years ago, I got him out of a serious jam and, since then, I've become La Charcuterie's main investor.”
“You're his partner?”
He noted her glance at the waiters. “Don't worry about them. They're Jacques’ nephews and they don't speak English.”
They ate in silence for a while, then she said “All right.”
“All right, what?”
“Let me get a good night's sleep after the concert and I'll meet with you and the kid tomorrow. I'm not making any promises, mind you, but I will at least come see him.”
“The kid has a name incidentally.”
“Oh?”
“Charles Ferrault. He's sixteen, nice-looking, and very well-mannered.”
“Isn't he manic-depressive?”
“Some psychologist hung the label on him for want of a better word. Withdrawn would describe him better.”
“He and Marty don't get along?”
“Marty is ... er, a very jealous type. He's feeling his age and he doesn't want a good-looking kid like Charles around me.”
Darcey's fork clattered against her plate. “Baird!”
“Oh, don't worry. Any interest I have in Charles is strictly platonic. But Marty will never believe that in a million years. The kid deserves better than the hand life's dealt him and I'd like to help. Unfortunately, I'm caught between a rock and hard place, and the sooner he's out of my place the better. You do understand, don't you?”
She sighed. “Fifteen years ago, we could never have had this conversation. I've done a lot of growing up since then.”
“I tried to tell you a dozen times, but you and Max had it so firmly in your heads that we were the perfect couple. You never told him, did you?”
“I had enough trouble handling it myself. In high school, you lettered in every sport, you were pulling straight A's, you were the student body president, a physical hunk, richer than snot and a perfect gentleman. Baird, you were every girl's dream.”
He gave a short laugh. “A dream that was secretly lusting after my football coach. Unfortunately for me, Greer had no inclinations in that direction and he'd have knocked my block off if he'd known. For whatever it's worth, Darcey, if I'd been the least bit attracted to women, you'd have been the one.”
She continued to reminisce. “Then when my dorm's power went out after that ice storm, you let me stay in your apartment. You were so nice and the fact that you never tried to take advantage made me love you all the more.”
“Yeah. I was the perfect gentleman all right. I'd met Marty a couple of weeks before and we'd instantly clicked. Since he was rooming with five other guys, we could hardly meet there. We were doing our best to be discreet and it was our bad luck you came back from your ski trip a day early.”
“Max never knew, did he?”
“Not as far as I know. Nor do my clients. Corporate CEO's tend to be anything but politically correct and it would cost me one hell of a lot of business if they did.”
“Surely you must socialize.”
“Mary Larson runs an escort service out of this building's fifth floor. Whenever I attend some dog and pony show, she furnishes the date.”
“The Mary Larson?”
“Not only does our best-known TV celeb enjoy a very expensive drug habit, but she has a taste for the finer things that her salary doesn't begin to cover.”
“I suppose you're going to tell me you financed her too.”
“Well, as a matter of fact....”
When Darcey burst out laughing, Baird couldn't help himself and the two of them sat howling Until the tears ran down their cheeks and their sides ached.
“Monsieur?” One of the waiters pointed at the clock.
Baird sobered instantly. “We've got fifteen minutes, so we'd best get going.” He tapped a button on his cell phone. “Peter? We'll be down in just a second.”
While Darcey looked around for her wrap, he rattled off a series of instructions in perfect French and the waiters nodded. One began to pack up the dishes while the other opened the office door.
As the elevator doors slid open, Baird called after her, “I've got a couple of things to take care of here. Tell the chauffeur I'll be down in a minute.”
Chauffeur? In the old days, Baird wouldn't have been caught dead in a limousine and as for his speaking French.... Idly, Darcey wondered if he spoke Italian as well and how much of the change was due to Marty's influence. Well, she'd know soon enough. In the meantime, she determined to enjoy the rest of this thoroughly unexpected evening. Tomorrow's problems would arrive before she knew it, and until they did, she wasn't going to worry any more.
* * * *
A pounding on her apartment's outside door, punctuated by the doorbell's insistent buzz and the telephone's ring, awoke Darcey from a deep sleep. Less than a half-dozen people possessed her private number and, with the exception of Fayre, they knew better than to disturb her on the day after an overseas promotional trip. Fumbling around the bedside table with her eyes still closed, she located the receiver and jammed it up against her ear.
“Whaja want?”
“Wake up, sleepyhead. It's noon already. When you didn't come to us, Charles and I decided to bring you brunch.”
“You unnatural heathen! Why aren't you tired? Are you on speed or something? How in the hell did you get this number and where are you anyway?”
“Right outside your door. Come on, Darce. The food's getting cold.”
“Grr!”
Slamming down the phone, she fished around for her ancient chenille bathrobe, which should have been at the end of the bed. Naturally, it was on the floor. Cursing, she managed to locate one fuzzy slipper, but not its mate, and finally decided to go barefoot. If her appearance wasn't up to snuff, it was Baird's fault for not giving her any warning and as for the kid.... The kid! Halfway through the bedroom door, she did an abrupt U-turn and whipped into the bathroom. Blinking under the mirror's brilliant lights, she hastily dragged a brush through her hair to settle down the worst of its spikes, then swished mouthwash around her teeth and spat it into the sink. It would just have to do. Pulling the robe's belt even tighter, she hurried across the still-curtained living room, barking her shin against the coffee table and cursing as she went.
When she opened the front door, the first thing that struck her about the boy next to Baird was the color of his eyes. Clear golden yellow like a cat's and flecked with green and blue, they were fringed with a set of black lashes luxuriant enough to make Fayre Montgomery fall to the floor and weep with envy. His calm gaze left her feeling as transparent as glass and, just from the way he looked at her, she suspected there was little about the human condition he didn't know.
Taller than average and as supple as a willow tree, the only word to describe Charles Ferrault was beautiful. A heavy lock of blue-black hair flopped over his pale high forehead. When he raised his hand to smooth it back, she was struck by his extraordinary grace. Chronologically, he might be only sixteen, but this physically perfect creature had obviously left childhood behind him long ago. Even she could feel his sexual heat and now she could fully appreciate poor Marty's agitation. If Baird wasn't attracted to this kid, he had to be made of stone.
When he spoke, Charles’ voice was surprisingly low with an attractive break in it that was all of a piece with the rest of him. “Aren't you going to introduce us?”
“Oh ... er, sure. Darcey, this is Charles Ferrault, as if you hadn't already guessed. Charles, this is Darcey Norris. In addition to being one of my oldest friends, she was Max's adopted daughter.”
Charles dropped the bags he was carrying, raised Darcey's fingers to his lips and brushed them across the back of her hand. “Enchanté, Mademoiselle. Why did Max never tell me that I had such a beautiful sister?”
Baird pushed the door wide and strode into the apartment. “That's a long story and it can keep Until after we've eaten. Where's the kitchen? I assume you have one.”
Darcey fumbled behind her for the light switch and he stopped short of the coffee table just in time. “This is a lovely room, but you need to do something about the Sears Roebuck furniture.”
She sniffed. “This furniture belonged to my grandmother and it did not come from Sears. If you don't like the décor, you can always leave.”
Charles grabbed the rest of the bags and headed in the general direction of the kitchen. “Actually, it looks quite comfortable. And, Baird, you don't need to be such a snob. Some of your stuff is nothing to write home about either, starting with the furniture in your spare bedroom.”
“The furniture in my.... Why, you ungrateful pup! If that's all the thanks I get for rescuing you from the gutter....”
Baird followed Charles into the kitchen, then poked his head around the corner of the archway. “While we're getting this set up, why don't you get dressed? The zoo just got a pair of white tiger cubs and Charles wants to see them.” Seeing Darcey's mouth open in protest, he shook his head. “Go on. Shoo!”
With a glance behind him, he lowered his voice. “This is the most Charles has talked since Max died, and it's the first time I've ever seen him smile. Come on, Darce. Give the kid a break.”
“What choice do I have? Talk about being run over! I thought Fayre was bad but she's got a ways to go to catch up to you.” With a muttered curse, she whisked into her bedroom and slammed the door. Rooting around in her closet, she came up with a forest-green silk and cashmere designer creation and matching suede boots Fayre had insisted she buy during their last trip to Milan.
The softly draped top featured a huge cowl neck that doubled as a hood and the snug-cut stirrup pants fit her as comfortably as a set of old sweats. Facing herself in the mirror, she had to admit Fayre was right. The Italians certainly had a way with a sweater and this was one of their best. Hmm. I actually look sexy. Or I would to anyone except Baird. Then she wondered for the umpteenth time why she had such rotten luck with men.
Darcey emerged from her bedroom to be greeted by appetizing aromas from the kitchen. The balcony's sliding glass doors stood open to the sounds and sights of the river below and Charles was hastening back and forth in response to Baird's shouted instructions. He'd covered the wrought iron table with brilliant white linen, a bowl of multi-colored daisies, red and blue pottery, cut crystal glassware and a set of delicate porcelain handled cutlery she had never seen before.
Seeing her in the doorway, he pulled back one of the brightly cushioned chairs with a flourish. “Breakfast is served, Mademoiselle. While your omelet is being prepared, would you care for a mimosa? Or a croissant with framboise perhaps?”
“Good grief, Charles. I was thinking more in terms of a bagel with jelly and cream cheese and a cup of coffee. What, pray tell, is a mimosa?”
Deftly, the boy removed the top from a waiting bottle of champagne, half-filled a crystal tulip glass and topped it off with orange juice. “That, my beautiful sister, is a mimosa!” Before she could stop him, he'd mixed one for himself and was holding it up in a toast. “To your very good health, Mademoiselle, and what I hope will be a long and happy association.”
“I'll second that.” Baird stood in the doorway with a steaming silver platter. “Here, Darcey. Eat your omelet before it gets cold.”
“You made all this? I seem to remember a time when you couldn't even boil water.”
“That was then, this is now. Marty and I took a course with Julia Child when she was still doing such things. Splendid woman! By the end of the seminar, she even had Marty groveling at her feet. The two of us have been happily cooking ever since.”
“Speaking of Marty, where is he today?”
“Sulking in his apartment. You looked so spectacular last night, he got jealous. He's still in a snit.”
Darcey didn't dignify that with an answer. “What do you mean, his apartment? I thought you....”
“Lived together? Not exactly. Our places are across from each other in a restored building in the warehouse district. I divided the loft in two and we go back and forth. That way, he can practice his violin without disturbing me and I can play with my computers Until all hours without disturbing him.”
She glanced at Charles before saying anything further. The boy's eyes met hers in perfect understanding. “In case you're wondering, I know how it is between Baird and Marty. M-Max t-told me all about such things. He-he....” Unable to continue, his face crumpled, then he turned away and disappeared into the living room.
Darcey made to follow him when Baird caught her arm. “Leave him be. It all happened so fast. Max was cremated privately before Charles even had a chance to say goodbye. Forty-eight hours later, the process servers were at Grayhaven's front door with their writs and seizure papers and he was out on the sidewalk with no place to go.”
Darcey shook her head as he guided her back into her chair and poured her a cup of coffee. “How could that be? The Ravencroft Foundation alone had to be worth...”
“Nothing! Grayhaven was a bottomless money pit. Max had been robbing Peter to pay Paul for years and he'd been treating the Foundation as his personal slush fund.”
“Max was an embezzler?”
“For want of a better word, yes. My accounting staff has spent most of the past month trying to sort things out, but the further they delve the worse it gets. If Max hadn't died when he did, he would have done at least twenty years.”
“And Charles?”
“Max set up an independent trust. It should have been enough to put him through school and give him a decent start Until the IRS decided his inheritance was funded with stolen money and froze the account. They can't prove a damn thing. But by the time we fight it through the courts, there'll be nothing left of the trust and Charles will be an old man.”
“What was he to Max anyway?”
“His natural son. Charles's mother was a half-Cherokee exotic dancer named Genevieve Ferrault. Her stage name was Tempest South and she never told Max about the baby. When Genevieve died, Charles set out to find his father. After gathering up all of her cash, he invested it in a one-way bus ticket from New Orleans to Minneapolis. He turned up on Grayhaven's doorstep in a rainstorm clutching a letter from his mother, his birth certificate and a brown paper sack containing all of his possessions. That was four years ago.”
Darcey tried to imagine the cool silver-haired Dr. Ravencroft in a passionate embrace with a dusky-haired Bourbon Street stripper, and failed utterly. Baird saw her disbelief. “The affair happened all right, but Max flatly refused to acknowledge the kid as his. He did a DNA to settle the matter and it turned out he was wrong.”
“Then what?”
“Max did the right thing, but if they had any kind of a relationship you could have fooled me. A Grayhaven staffer took care of Charles and the good doctor would see him once a day for exactly twenty minutes. By appointment and just before dinner.”
She winced. “Max could be a cold fish all right. How did Charles feel about his father?”
“It's hard to say because this is the first time I've seen him display the slightest emotion. I had someone look at him when Max died and he was so withdrawn, Doc diagnosed him as autistic. Children's Services was about to toss him into a group home for the handicapped when I volunteered.”
“Obviously, they didn't know your...”
It was Baird's turn to wince. “Hardly. This ain't San Francisco, you know. Marty hails from a devout Catholic family, my mother's clan is steeped in three hundred years of solid Lutheran tradition, and, every time I see her, my Aunt Sigrid trots out yet another robust Norwegian lass. Speaking of which, there's a family reunion coming up next month. If you could see your way to going...?”
Was there no end to his gall? “No. I have a life of my own. Besides, I'll be in Paris to meet with a couple of fabric designers.”
“All month?”
“Just a couple of days.”
“And my reunion will happen to fall on one of those days.”
Darcey's guilty expression told Baird all he needed to know. He laughed and took the chair opposite her just as Charles reappeared in the doorway. “You want the cheese sauce and fruit salad?”
Baird grabbed a croissant. “Cheese sauce first. We'll have the salad after we've eaten, with the chocolate mousse.”
Drooling, Darcey dove into her omelet and savored every last bite. Still swallowing and speechless, she waved a hand at Baird, who promptly slapped a croissant onto her plate.
He shook a finger in her face. “You pig. You didn't even wait for the sauce.”
She emitted a small burp. “Can I have seconds?”
“Thirds, fourths, fifths, whatever you want.”
Charles set the bubbling sauce on the table, then he took a deep breath. “It's so beautiful here. You're right downtown, yet this feels just like an eagle's aerie.”
She grinned. “This balcony is why I bought the place.”
“You own it?”
“I own the top three floors of this building. The rents from the other two help keep me in the style to which I've become accustomed.”
“Baird said you were rich. You have something to do with Aruna, don't you?”
Baird growled “Charles!”
Darcey cheerfully ignored his embarrassment. “You might say I have a little something to do with Aruna. As for the other, I've been poor and I've been rich and rich is much, much better. Ain't that right, Baird? But how would you know, you silver spoon brat? You've never had to scratch for a dollar in your entire life.”
He spooned another omelet on to her plate and blanketed it with cheese sauce. “That's a crime now? Believe me, I did enough penance in my college days and it's a damn good thing my mother's folks had my inheritance tied up in trusts. Otherwise I'd probably have given away the lot.”
Watching her, Baird reflected on the paths their lives had taken. His father had been a well-known movie star and his mother a university drama student. They'd met during Sean McEvoy's annual summer stint at Minneapolis's Tyrone Guthrie Theater. Karen Osheim's staid Norwegian family had virtually disowned her when the couple eloped at the close of one of the legendary theater's most stellar seasons.
“Bad enough she picked a stage actor,” huffed Baird's grandfather Olaf, “but he had to be an Irish Catholic to boot.”
Following Sean and Karen's deaths in a fiery plane crash over the Atlantic, Olaf Osheim traveled east and braved the wilds of Manhattan to retrieve the infant Baird from the dubious care of the McEvoys’ Central American housekeeper. With the help of various female aunts and cousins, the 70-year-old widower then proceeded to raise his only grandson in his own image as a proper God-fearing hymn-singing fundamentalist Norwegian Minnesota Lutheran. Awed by the immense Osheim fortune, none of the Brooklyn based McEvoys had summoned the nerve to suggest that the boy be raised in his father's religion. They'd been much too intimidated to demand visiting privileges and Baird had grown up knowing nothing of his Irish relatives or that particular portion of his heritage.
Exactly when Baird realized he differed from his peers, he couldn't remember. Silent during the endless locker room brags about backseat conquests, he'd gone on several fumbling, sweaty dates with the high school's reigning cheerleader and wondered what all the fuss was about. The cheerleader put his hesitation down to shyness but he knew it was something else. When the legendary Damon Greer arrived at University High to coach its football team into their first championship season, Baird finally discovered what he was.
Twice divorced, and a legendary cocksman, the tall, dark-haired Greer spotted Baird as a comer the first time he stepped on the field. Throughout three matchless seasons, the younger man never disappointed his idol. With his Scandinavian good looks and diffident manner, Baird became a media darling. However, he remained popular with his peers because he could knock back a beer and tell sexual lies with the best of them.
When Damon Greer went to the state university as its athletic director, Baird passed up Purdue and Notre Dame and followed him. By the time he completed his junior year, his gridiron fame was nationwide and the pros came courting. With the Osheim fortune behind him, their offers meant nothing to Baird who was burying his anguish over the aggressively heterosexual Greer in extra schoolwork. When he opted for law school instead of the pros, the press suddenly grew bored with his straight arrow ways and sterling reputation.
By that time, Baird and Darcey were dating regularly and his delighted aunts and cousins began counting the days Until the wedding. Had Darcey not discovered him and Marty when she did, he'd probably have married her to please his family and led an increasingly unhappy double life. Her unexpected arrival had proved a blessing for him, if not for her, and he and Marty had been a monogamous couple ever since.
While Charles Ferrault was far more interested in the Osheim fortune than in Baird himself, the kid was dangerously attractive. What was more, he knew it. In the face of Marty's jealousy and his own impulses, Baird had become desperate to get the boy out of his life before something happened that he would bitterly regret. Darcey looked like an answer to his prayers. Shifting Charles’ allegiance to her should be no problem and from what he could see the process had already begun.
She finally pushed back her chair. “Oof. I've never been so full in my entire life.”
Baird took that as his cue. “Come on, Charles. No, Darcey. Go in there, put your feet up, and watch a soap opera or something. A good brisk walk is what you need and as soon as we're done in the kitchen, we're all leaving for the zoo to see those white tigers.”
* * * *
The streetlights were coming on when they returned.
Stuffed with hot dogs and certain she had at least one smear of mustard on her chin, Darcey shifted her purse to her other shoulder. Then she reached into the limousine for the riotously colored stuffed tiger the two of them had bought for her in the zoo's gift shop. Tired and sunburned, with aching feet and a faint suspicion of heartburn at the back of her throat, she hadn't had this good a time in years.
“You may as well come up and wrap yourselves around something tall and cold. You guys have been feeding me all day and I owe you that much.”
Baird nodded to the chauffeur. “Go get yourself some dinner. I'll call you in about an hour.”
Touching a finger to his cap, the young man put the limousine in gear, pulled away from the curb, and merged smoothly with the evening traffic.
“There's something to be said for that decadent form of transportation,” remarked Darcey as she rummaged in her purse for the electronic card that would admit them to her building, “There's also something to be said for doormen and don't I wish I had one now. Don't tell me I left without the damn thing.”
Baird grinned. “Okay, I won't. Is there anyone you can call?”
“Sure. Mrs. Lundberg if she's in. She's one floor down from me.”
“One of your tenants, huh?”
“If she isn't there, there's always Mr. Hashimoto. He's across the hall from her. We're always losing these damn cards and we buzz each other in all the time.”
“I know. In case you were wondering how Charles and I got in this morning, I happen to have a client in this building.” He watched her punch a number into her cell phone. “Doesn't that kind of defeat the purpose?”
“Of what?”
“Security. After all, isn't that why you have this system in the first place?”
“Oh, I suppose, but there is such a thing as being too fearful of your fellow-man. Mrs. Lundberg? This is Darcey Norris. Sorry to disturb you but I've locked myself out again.”
The lock buzzed and Baird was pushing the door open when Charles peered into the bushes next to the steps. “Wait a minute. There's something down there. Hey. It looks like a body.”
“Darcey, hold the door. I'm going to take a look.”
Shoving the cell phone in her jacket pocket, Darcey wedged her purse in the opening and followed Baird. “It's probably a wino sleeping off a drunk. They like this corner because it's out of the wind and the patrols don't come by nearly as often as they do on the other side.”
Baird bent over the body. “This man's not drunk. He's hurt. Darce, call 911.”
“You call 911. I went to med school, remember? Now get out of my way and let me see what's going on. Charles. Stick that tiger in the door and bring me my purse!”
After checking the man's breathing and putting an ear to his chest, Darcey grabbed a pencil-thin flashlight and shone it in each of his eyes. “Sir. I'm trying to help you. Can you tell me what happened?”
The man's matted eyelids flickered, and he looked straight up into her face. “Mon Dieu. Jeanne. Ce n'est pas possible.” His voice broke up in a fit of coughing and his head lolled to one side.
Darcey gently touched him on the shoulder. “Sir. Please. Help's on its way. Stay with me, dammit!”
“Ma'am?” One of St. Paul's finest loomed over her, and just beyond him, she could see his partner. Their car radio squawked and the other man moved toward it.
“The ambulance...” she said, “It's on its way.”
The cop gently brushed her aside. “In the meantime, let's have a look. Did you folks see or hear anything?”
Baird shook his head. “We were just going into the building when Charles spotted something in the bushes. At first, I thought he was a wino sleeping it off. Until I saw the blood.”
The second officer flipped open his notebook. “Your name and address, sir?”
Darcey interrupted. “Listen. He's saying something.”
The officer shook his head, puzzled. “I don't understand.”
“That's because he's speaking French. Well, a sort of French. Wait a minute. Let me see if I can make it out.”
“You speak French, Ma'am?”
“It's a bit rusty.” She pointed at Baird. “His is better.”
The lawyer's glance told her he'd rather be anywhere than here and she suspected he was cursing her under his breath.
“I speak French too,” Charles offered brightly.
Baird's expression grew even more morose. But whatever he started to say was lost in the ambulance's keening arrival. In a matter of minutes, the medical technicians had their patient on a stretcher and in the ambulance. Just as they were about to close the rear door, Darcey ran up to them. “Where are you taking him?”
“St. Dismas. Ma'am, he's in pretty bad shape and we just got another call.”
Rummaging in her purse, Darcey fished out a card and scribbled something on the back. “Here. Give this to the admitting doctor. I want to know how this man does.”
An increasingly nervous Baird pulled at her arm. “Just let these folks do their job. Social Services will take care of him. That's what they're there for.”
One of the officers held out his hand. “May I have one of those?” His eyes slid around to the lawyer. “Sir?”
Baird slid a flat gold case from his inside jacket pocket. He flipped it open and silently extended an ivory pasteboard square with two fingers.
The cop took it with a nod. “And the boy?”
“Charles Ferrault. F-e-r-r-a-u-l-t. He's staying with me.”
The second officer wrote in his notebook. “Just so we know where to reach you.”
Baird grabbed Darcey's arm and pointed. “I knew it.”
A television news truck was just rounding the corner with a small car bearing the insignia of Minneapolis's best-known daily newspaper right behind it. Before either vehicle had even stopped, the doors flew open, spilling out a videocam operator and two reporters.
“Are you done?”
“Yes, sir. At least for now.”
“Good. Come on Charles.”
Baird scooped Darcey into his arms and sprinted up the steps. He shoved the building door open, almost tripping Charles in the process, and slammed it in the face of the first reporter.
“Dammit, Baird! You put me down this instant! Oh, hell!”
“What?”
“You left my tiger outside.”
“I'll buy you another! I'll buy you a dozen! For pity's sake, it's just a stupid, stuffed toy!”
“You can't! It was the last one they had! Besides, it's the only gift you ever gave me.”
“It means that much to you? All right. Is there a side door to this place?”
“Just down that hall and to the right.”
“Charles. If you can retrieve that tiger without them catching you, I'll give you a hundred bucks.”
The boy's elfin face lit up in a grin. “You're on.” He disappeared down the passageway without another word and was back in less than two minutes with the tiger in his hand.
Darcey's eyes widened. “How did you do that?”
Charles shrugged, and looked expectantly at Baird.
The lawyer slid a slender calfskin wallet from his jacket with a sigh. “How do you want it? I've got a couple of big bills and some tens and twenties.”
“A big bill, definitely. Er, how big?”
“Not that big. How about a couple of fifties?”
Darcey watched Charles pocket the money. “That's one expensive tiger. Are you sure you don't want it back?”
She never questioned how Charles had gotten back into the building through a self-closing steel security door with no handle on its outside until long after he and Baird had left. At first, she told herself that he must have had some tape in his pocket and used it to hold the lock. Until she remembered that particular lock was tamper-proof. As countless delivery men and residents had learned to their chagrin, any attempt to wedge open that particular door or tape its lock would trigger alarm bells all over the building. Quite apart from all that, how had Charles managed to get all the way around a crowded downtown street corner and back in so short a time? Let alone run up and down the front steps unnoticed. The tiger had been lying in the middle of the top step where Baird had kicked it just before slamming the front door. She'd seen it through the glass as plain as day and Charles certainly hadn't gone out that way. He'd disappeared down the far passageway, then reappeared with the tiger in his hand as if by magic no more than two minutes later.
Magic? Nah.
There had to be a simple explanation and she was sure that once it came to her, it would be as plain as the nose on her face. However, by the same token, she knew she'd never rest easy Until she figured out what it was.

Chapter Two
Paradise?
The men in the doorway talked so softly that even with his sharp ears, it took him a while to recognize the language. Their English differed markedly from the bastard tongue to which he was accustomed and they were using terms and idioms he didn't understand.
Straining to learn what he could, he kept his eyes firmly shut and his breathing quiet and even. Footsteps approached the bed and he opened his eyes to behold a shining ebony face. The broad features creased into a wide smile, revealing large, perfect teeth. When it spoke, the creature's voice was female and delicately musical. “Doctor Burton? Your patient's awake.”
One of the speakers joined her at the bedside. Lanky and thin, with pale eyes and even paler skin, his red hair was cut so short his scalp shone through it; and his crisp white linen jacket sported a blue badge on its breast pocket. As he bent over the bed, the jacket gapped open to reveal a faded green top and matching cotton pants, the latter held up by a drawstring. Taking a sinuous black and silver Y-shaped tube from around his neck, the stranger placed its far ends in his ears. Before he could protest, a flat silver disc was pressed firmly against his chest. After moving the disc around to different spots, the man replaced the tubing around his neck and made a note on a paper hung at the foot of the bed.
“I'll ask the questions. You translate.”
Questions? This airy pastel-colored room bore no resemblance to any torture chamber he'd ever seen. But that didn't necessarily mean anything. He'd heard some tales about Saracen practices....Was this female a Saracen? And if she was, what was she doing here?
Flashing those perfect teeth again, the woman pushed the bedclothes aside and laid cool crimson-tipped fingers against the bottom of his wrist. His left hand was fastened to some sort of paddle and swathed in a spotless muslin bandage. Turning his head slightly, he saw his right hand had been similarly bandaged and restrained. He was clad in a clean cotton gown patterned with tiny blue flowers, similar to the one she wore.
“My name is Tasha Vernon,” she said in passable French. “This is Doctor Burton, and it's 10 o'clock on Monday morning. You were found in the street two nights ago, and you're in St. Dismas Medical Center. Now it's your turn. What's your name?”
His name was right there on the tip of his tongue but he couldn't quite grasp it. He was ... who? Elusive and just beyond his reach, the information danced against the edges of his memory. He recalled an acrid sweet smell drifting past his nose, a black robed figure waving a crucifix, a flash of silver, the executioner's rejection of his offering and beneath his steel-gray helmet, a young man's eyes suddenly awash with tears. Of his name he could find no trace.
Could he be dead? But if he was dead, this place was unlike any Paradise he'd ever imagined. Maybe he was dreaming, and any moment now, he would awaken to the growl of the mob and the flames’ caress against his living flesh. Or was that place a dream and this the reality?
His interlocutor tried again. “What is your name, Monsieur? Where are you from and who did these things to you?”
Merde. The answer was right there, but no matter how hard he reached... “Je suis ... Je suis...” Dredging into the furthest reaches of his mind, he strained and came up with nothing.
Seeing his obvious effort, the woman patted his arm. “No matter. It'll come to you.”
One of the men spoke impatiently. “What's he telling you?”
“Nothing. He seems unable to remember a thing including his own name.”
He interrupted, haltingly at first, and struggled to wrap his tongue around the unfamiliar words. “Since I speak your language, Messieurs et Madame, you do not need a translator. I would very much like to assist you, but I cannot remember. Tell me, am I your prisoner?”
The second man approached the bed. With his bright blue eyes and silver hair cut en brosse, he had the bearing of a warrior. He carried no weapons, nor did he wear the armor and insignia of a man at arms. His only mark of authority was a gold and enamel badge on his belt.
“No, sir, you're not our prisoner. But the marks on your wrists and ankles indicate that you were someone's. Did you see your torturer's face? Would you recognize him again?”
“As is the executioner's privilege, his face was masked. How else could he ply his dreadful trade and lead a normal life?”
“A normal life? Who in the hell are these people and where in the blazes was this?”
The black translator's mouth had fallen open in apparent shock.
“They did it at the bidding of the church. And Charles of course.”
The doctor exclaimed “A Satanic cult. I just knew it!”
The silver-haired soldier, if that's what he was, kept his attention on the bed. “Who's this Charles? Does he have a last name?”
He closed his eyes, recalling the mob's snarl and the flames’ crackle around his bare feet. “Charles Valois is the King of France. It was he who signed the warrant for my death. But why would he set aside my sentence and sell me to our enemies?”
“No one sold you and France has no king. They've been a republic for two hundred years.”
“France a republique? C'est impossible. What sorcery is this?”
The first man tapped the second on the arm and beckoned him outside. He strained to hear what they were saying but their voices were too low.
The woman fussed with the pillow under his head. Then she frowned at a box-like device mounted on a brilliant silver pole next to him. The thing emitted chirping insect sounds and he was shocked to see a transparent snakelike tube strung from a soft clear bag on a hook above him. The tube ended in a needle inserted beneath the skin of his left arm.
“Sacre bleu! You're poisoning me!”
Before the woman could stop him, he reached over and yanked the monstrous thing from his arm with his teeth. When she attempted to force him back against the pillows, he whacked her as hard as he could on the side of the head with the paddle holding his right hand. Ignoring the knives of pain shooting from his outraged fingers to his shoulder, he erupted from the bed with a roar, and the silver pole and its sinister contents hit the floor with a resounding crash.
One of the men flew back into the room and punched a button set in the wall. Behind him, the soldier tugged a blue steel object from a holder at his belt. From the way he pointed it, the strange device had to be a weapon, but it was unlike anything he had ever seen before. While he puzzled over it, the room filled with people dressed in the same cotton garb as the woman. Within seconds, they had him back on the bed, trussed like a Christmas goose, with the needle replaced in his arm. The strange device fell silent, then began rhythmically winking with its small green eye. A couple of the newcomers assisted the stunned woman to her feet and led her to a chair, and the last thing he saw, as he sank into oblivion, was her fathomless black gaze boring remorselessly into his.
* * * *
When Darcey finally telephoned St. Dismas, she was immediately put through to the chief of medical services. “That's all I can tell you, Mrs. Norris. He became violent yesterday morning, attacked a nurse, and was transferred to the psychiatric wing. He's currently in the secure ward.”
“What about his injuries?”
“I'm sorry but I can't discuss that. Have the police not been in touch with you?”
“Yes, but they didn't tell me anything either. What are you going to do with him?”
“Since we can't keep him here for more than a few days, we'll probably ship him to the state hospital at St. Peter. He's in no shape to be put out on the street, no one has claimed him and he appears to be homeless.”
Darcey shuddered. “What would it take to keep him at St. Dismas?”
“Money. Unfortunately, he doesn't have any.”
“How much money?”
“More than a couple of thousand. Why? Do you know someone who'll help?”
“Maybe. Let me make a few calls and get back to you. Are you going to be in for the rest of the day?”
“Until four. After that you can call my service and leave a message. They'll know where to reach me.”
“Thanks, Doctor. Hopefully, I'll be back in touch before then.”
Darcey set down the receiver and riffled through the Rolodex on her desk. After she found the number she sought, she sat looking at it for a few minutes. The darkly brooding Raymond da Silva had been Ted Norris's college roommate and they'd bumped into each other in a South St. Paul grocery store soon after she'd set up Aruna. One thing had led to another and it hadn't been Until a couple of days later, over lunch in a Mexican cantina, that Raymond told her he was a priest.
In the face of her obvious chagrin, he lifted his beer in a mock toast. “The collar not only distances me from the folks I'm trying to help, but pretty girls like you refuse to go out with me when I'm wearing it.”
Intrigued, Darcey asked him what he did and he explained about St. Vincent's.
Using a small cadre of dedicated volunteers, donated supplies and a couple of used vans given him by the archdiocese, he'd scour the city's streets and parks night after night, bringing blankets, clothing and food to the homeless and physically rescuing those who were too weak and sick to care for themselves. Handsome as the devil, an incredibly fast talker and gifted with more charm than any one man was entitled to, Raymond wangled an old riverfront warehouse out of one of Minnesota's stodgiest corporations along with the wherewithal to convert and maintain it. Then he sweet-talked his archbishop into backing his fledgling center for the homeless. With the converted warehouse in hand and the press and the archdiocese behind him, the charismatic Father da Silva had then proceeded to cut a panhandling swath through the Twin Cities’ monied upper crust from which its shell shocked denizens never fully recovered.
Until Fayre Montgomery entered her life, Darcey accompanied Father Raymond on his midnight runs at least once or twice a week. Aruna's skyrocketing success soon made that impossible, but she'd remained the center's staunchest advocate. After she began making serious money, she became one of St. Vincent's mainstay contributors and, even though she seldom saw him these days, she still counted the priest among her closest friends.
He answered on the second ring. “Querida! How are you? As beautiful as you are, that picture doesn't begin to do you justice.”
“What picture?”
“You mean you don't know? Querida, you're all over the front pages plus you made the 10 o'clock news. Aruna's president rescues homeless man from death. What are you trying to do? Cut in on my action?”
“All I did was call 911. The press showed up with the ambulance. I've been home ever since with the doors barred and the phone and TV shut off.”
“Pobrecita. You sound as if you're under siege. But something tells me this isn't a social call. What's up?”
“Am I that transparent?”
“Darcey, my love, we've been at the annual Christmas card stage for at least two years. Your calling me out of the blue like this can only mean you want something.”
“Oh, Ray, I'm sorry. I didn't realize it'd been that long.”
“It's not your fault. We have two more centers opening in Texas and New York, plus the ones in Europe, Africa, and Asia. I've been globetrotting so much, I no longer remember where I am when I wake up in the morning. You caught me between trips and I'm due to pull out again day after tomorrow.”
“No more midnight runs, huh?”
“Hardly. Nowadays, my midnight runs are on the rubber chicken circuit and I probably spend more time ducking the press than you do. When I started St. Vincent's, this was hardly what I had in mind.” He sighed. “But I've become a prisoner of my own success.”
“Yeah, right! TIME's Man of the Year, Nobel prizewinner and now they want to make a movie about you. Hobnobbing with those celebs on the champagne circuit must be really tough.”
He chuckled. “You should know. Tell me, did that Saudi prince really offer you your weight in gold to come live with him?”
“You know, Ray, you really do need to quit reading the Enquirer. For pity's sake, you're a Nobel laureate now!”
“I love the Enquirer. Especially the ads in the back. And since when did you get so stuffy, Miss Priss? How about telling me what you want over lunch at La Cucaracha? My treat.”
She giggled. “Don't tell me that place is still in business. I thought the Health Department shut them down long ago.”
“They've tried several times but Mama Calderon has a friend at City Hall. She pays a small fine, promises to clean up her act, and within a couple of days, she opens right back up again. How about it, Darce? You wanna split a pound of fajitas for old times sake?”
“How can I resist? Does she still do those jumbo margaritas with the garter round the stem?”
“Bigger and better than ever. When shall I come get you?”
“What are you driving? One of the vans?”
“A dealer across the river loans me a Porsche when I'm in town. I'm trying to talk him out of a couple of Mercedes SUVs and he's seriously considering it.”
It was her turn to sigh. “I can remember when you were tickled shitless to get your hands on a used Ford Econoline. What are you screwing around with Mercedes for? Those things run almost a hundred grand apiece. Surely, you can get by cheaper.”
“They're not for here. Central America has some rugged terrain and the high buck SUVs are just about the only vehicles that'll hold up. Land Rover's been really good to us but the Brits are about tapped out. Now it's the Germans’ turn.”
“What color's the Porsche?”
“Red.”
“Mmm. How can I resist? All right, one o'clock, my place. Do you know where I live?”
“Sure. The Beau Rivage, right across the bridge. Which door?”
“What have you been doing? Keeping track?”
“You're pretty high profile and your address is in the paper.”
“I'd best wear a wig and go out the side door then. Look for a frizzy blonde in a red pants suit and high heels. I'll be just up the street.”
“Robert Street side?”
“On the Robert Street side.”
Two hours later, Darcey crumpled her umpteenth paper napkin and pushed back her chair with a contented sigh. Noting their empty plates, Senora Calderon's two hundred pounds of firmly corseted black silk grandeur bustled over to the table. “Some flan for the senorita? Or a dish of fried ice-cream, perhaps?”
When Darcey shook her head, Mama Calderon frowned at the grinning Raymond and shook a plump beringed finger in his face. “As for you, Padre! Kai yi! You're so thin these days, you wouldn't even make a respectable toothpick. Senorita, I have known this one since he was smaller than a grasshopper. He's still worse than any jumping bean and he never did eat right or mind his momma, God rest her soul.”
A shrill beep issued from the depths of the huge suede purse next to Darcey's feet. She reached for her cell phone with an apologetic smile. “Baird what? Charles, you're not making any sense! Put your head down between your knees and take some deep breaths, then you can tell me exactly what happened. Sure, I'll hold. Just take your time. Now, let's go through it again. Uh huh. Uh huh. Where did they take him? Are you there now? What about Marty? He said that? He's just upset and I'm sure he didn't mean it. Look, it'll take me about twenty minutes to get there. Charles! Stop crying and listen to me! Go wait in the cafeteria by the south door. Get yourself something to eat and I'll be there as soon as I can.”
“Querida. What is it?”
She took a deep breath and rummaged for a tissue. “Baird McEvoy's had some sort of stroke. He was talking to Charles, then just fell to the floor. When Charles couldn't revive him, he called 911. Martin Brazzio lives right across the hall and he came when he heard the ambulance.”
“The violinist? I knew Baird was a friend of yours but who's Charles?”
“If you'll run me over to the university hospital, I'll explain on the way. Or else you can take me back to Beau Rivage and I'll get my own car. Come to think of it, that would be better.”
“No, Querida. You're as white a sheet and shaking like a leaf. I've taken the afternoon off, and it might be better if I was there.”
“You mean in case ... Oh no, Ray. It's not possible. Not Baird.”
He beckoned to Senora Calderon. “Let's settle up later. The lady has an emergency and I need to take her to the hospital.”
Her sympathy obvious, the old woman nodded. “But of course. Go do what you need to do.”
As they sped across the river toward Minneapolis, Darcey sat silent, staring at her hands in her lap. Finally, Raymond broke the ice. “All right. Who's Charles and what is this about?”
She took a deep breath. “It started a couple of days ago when Baird called me at the airport. You remember Max Ravencroft, don't you?”
“Ah, yes. The good Dr. Ravencroft. Lots of talk about good deeds but when it came to actual donations or hands-on charity the man was tighter than Toby's ass. They say we shouldn't speak ill of the dead but he was something else.”
“Did you know he was my adoptive father?”
“Darcey, I'm sorry. Give me a minute to get this foot out of my mouth.”
“Not your fault. Max disowned me when I ran off with Ted. That's why I never talk about him. Charles is his son.”
“By who? Dr. Ravencroft wasn't married.”
“Years ago, he had an affair in New Orleans, but he didn't find out about Charles Until he was twelve.”
“Then what?”
“When his mother died, Charles bought a bus ticket and set out to find his father.”
“Max died from a stroke, didn't he?”
“Yes. It was very sudden. He more or less left Charles to me in his will.”
“Baird was Max's attorney?”
“When Grayhaven was seized by the IRS, Charles had no place to go. Baird took him in.”
“I see. And Martin Brazzio. He seems to be more than just a neighbor. Where does he fit into this?”
“He and Baird are...”
“Lovers?”
“You knew?”
“Darlin', that's one of the worst kept secrets in the entire Twin City area. The only ones who don't know are Martin's and Baird's families, and even they've got an inkling. But the two of them are so well-liked, no one really cares. Baird's one of St. Vincent's mainstays, just like you. In a sense, I've been his father-confessor.”
Darcey tried to imagine the cool competent Baird McEvoy baring his soul to a Mexican priest who was younger than he was. “He confides in you?”
“He and Marty both. I've been their spiritual advisor since they first met and I witnessed their vows when they decided to commit to one another. That's what really got me started on the road to the priesthood.”
“But the Church...”
“Let's just say I've never shared it with my bishop and leave it at that. Marty's a regular communicant at St. Kate's, and a better Christian would be hard to find.”
“But isn't...”
“What Baird and Marty do in private is no concern of mine. I don't actually know any more than you do and it's not my place to judge them.”
She bit her lip. “Well, actually, I do know....”
“And that's what prompted you to come tearing ass over to Ted's place that night? I remember it well. He kicked me out with no place to go right after you called him. It was 30 below and I wound up sipping lukewarm coffee in one of the airport restaurants Until morning.”
“Oh, Ray, I'm sorry. Ted said you'd gone to your girlfriend's.”
“He knew I didn't have a girlfriend. At least, no one who'd take me in on that short notice.”
“Not to speak ill of the dead, but Ted really was a jerk.”
“He was that. Even then, I thought you were way too good for him.”
“Priests aren't supposed to say things like that.”
“Priests are as human as anybody else. Do you have any idea how good it is to talk with someone like you? You don't call me Father in every third sentence, nor do you treat me as if I'm a different species?”
“Between you, Baird and Ted, that's the story of my life. Baird's gay, Ted was unfaithful, and you're a priest. Manwise, if it wasn't for bad luck, I wouldn't have any at all.”
“Speaking of Baird...”
“Do me a favor and see what you can do with Marty. Whatever he said to Charles has the kid distraught. If Baird's aunts and cousins show up, the shit really will hit the fan.”
Raymond drew up to the hospital's emergency entrance. “If they haven't taken him to the ICU, Baird's probably still here. You go get Charles while I find Marty. As for the Osheims, we'll have to cross that bridge when we get to it.”
* * * *
Charles sat alone at a plastic-topped table near one of the cafeteria's big windows. He was nursing a Coke in a large paper cup and Darcey had never seen anyone more forlorn. She dropped in the chair opposite him. “Baird's stabilized and it doesn't seem to be as bad as they thought. He's on his way up to the ICU.” Catching his startled look, she belatedly remembered her blonde wig. “It's a disguise. You know. To dodge the press. They're still camped outside my door.”
He managed a weak half-smile. “I ... didn't recognize you. You don't...”
“Usually dress like this? I got this suit from Fayre Montgomery.”
“The Style Queen?”
“You've heard of her?”
“The fat guy played her on Saturday Night Live. It was pretty funny.”
“Fayre hates Saturday Night Live with a passion, especially the fat guy. They've invited her to host one of next season's shows.”
“Will she do it?”
“Of course. I'll probably be on too. In a supporting role, of course. Around Fayre, everyone takes a supporting role.”
“You're going to be on Saturday Night Live?” Charles sounded awed.
“In a purple leotard, with a couple of parrots, no less. It'll be a spoof of one of my infomercials.”
A beep issued from the depths of Darcey's purse. “Hold on a minute.” Retrieving her cell phone, she flipped it open. “Ray? We'll be right there. Come on Charles.”
The boy pushed back his chair. Still clutching his Coke, he meekly followed her across the crowded cafeteria and into a nearby elevator. Emerging into Intensive Care's bustle of activity, and the smells and sounds of hospitals everywhere, they saw Raymond near a set of glass paneled double doors. “You must be Charles. My name's Ray da Silva. I'm a friend of Baird's.”
Darcey looked a question at the priest.
“He just regained consciousness. Marty's with him and Sigrid Osheim's on her way up with a niece.”
“Can we...”
“Yeah. But only for a couple of minutes.”
Beside her, Charles drew in a sharp breath. The paper cup crumpled in his hand, spilling dark brown contents down the front of his pants. Raymond gently took the mangled remains and tossed them in a nearby trash bin. “Here, let's get you into the bathroom and clean you up. Darce, ask for Heidi Severinson at the desk. She'll take you to see Baird.”
Marty met her in the doorway and she took him in her arms. He was no taller than she and when he wept into her shoulder, she held him and stroked his hair until he calmed down. Finally, he stepped back, his eyes refusing to meet hers and his embarrassment obvious. “I ... er...”
Darcey glanced around the unit. She located a box of tissues next to the bed and silently handed it to him. Marty turned away and blew his nose a couple of times and when he turned back, was once again the dapper Italian concertmaster.
A cold shock thrilled through her when she saw Baird watching them. Marty's eyes followed hers, and he murmured in her ear, “He can't talk right now but everything else seems to be functioning.”
She moved to the bed and took one of Baird's hands in hers. “You know, sport, if you want to be the center of attention, there are better ways.”
Marty touched her on the shoulder. “The doctor's here and I'm going to leave the two of you alone for a minute.”
Baird's eyes met hers and he half-smiled. Almost as if she could read his mind, Darcey continued. “I haven't gone blonde and this red suit belongs to Fayre.”
She noted his sudden frown. “In case you're worried, Charles is outside with Raymond da Silva.” A sob welled up from her chest and she forgot what else she was going to say. Baird squeezed her hand and she pulled herself together. “Charles can stay with me Until this is over. You may be the all-time master at blackmail, my friend, but this is out and out ridiculous. The minute you're on your feet, you and I are going to have a heart-to-heart talk.”
The charge nurse's blue-clad figure appeared in the doorway. “Mrs. Norris? Your time's up and a Miss Sigrid Osheim is here.”
When Baird rolled his eyes, Darcey stifled a giggle. “Thanks, Heidi. Miss Osheim is Mr. McEvoy's aunt and I doubt that he wants to see her. All right, Baird, I'll go fend off Aunt Sigrid. That's if Marty hasn't done it already.”
Marty's slight figure appeared behind the nurse. “I'll leave that pleasant chore to you. Aunt Sigrid's trying to palm off one of her nieces on to me and I don't feel like dealing with all that Norwegian gusto. Did I hear you say you're going to take Charles?”
When she nodded, he fished a key from his pocket. “This is to Baird's apartment. I'll have Peter pack his things and take them over to your place. Did you drive?”
Darcey shook her head. “Ray da Silva brought me.”
Marty smiled for the first time. “In a red Porsche, I'll bet.”
“How did you know?”
“If the bishop ever finds out that Ray's picking up frizzy blondes in that Porsche, he'll downgrade him to a used Chevy Cavalier and order him to wear his clericals. And that'll just be for starters.”
“Who's going to rat on him? You?”
“Only if you don't agree to keep Charles.”
She sighed. “First Baird and now you. All right. If I don't keep him, I'll find some other place for him to stay. Are you happy now?”
Raymond was waiting in the hallway. He gave her the dazzling smile that had so bewitched her the first time they met and Darcey wished fleetingly that she'd gone after him on that terrible night instead of Ted. With an effort, she wrenched her mind back to business. “Lest we forget, my friend, our lunch was in aid of a homeless Frenchman at St. Dismas. I take Charles, you take him.”
The priest let out a gusty sigh. “You frizzy blondes are all alike. Hard as nails and with a hidden agenda besides. And here all the time, I thought it was me charming self you wanted to see.”
“Don't you dare go Irish on me to get out of your end of the deal.”
“How can I help myself, love? Me mither's name was O'Donnell after all. A lovely lass she was too, with hair redder than any sunset and a disposition to match.”
Darcey rolled her eyes. “I can hear the faiths and begorrahs now. Keep it up, Ray, and I'll rat to the bishop myself about you picking up blondes in that Porsche.”
He looked injured. “All I did was buy you lunch and give you a ride to the hospital. Ah, well, they say no good deed goes unpunished.”
She giggled. “We'd best find Charles and be on our way. Marty's staying here and he'll call if there's any change.”
Too late, she saw Baird's great-aunt bearing down on them. At 86, the doyenne of the Osheim clan was as erect and formidable as ever, and her foghorn voice was such the little blonde with her actually winced. “Darcey Severin, as I live and breathe. Is that really you? What have you done to your hair?”
Darcey belatedly remembered her wig and found herself babbling. Sigrid Osheim always had that effect on her. “Miss Osheim. How nice to see you. Or it would be if the circumstances were better. Actually, I'm Darcey Norris now. Hello Eva. The last time I saw you, you were in Junior High. I've just come from Baird. His friend Martin Brazzio is with him and they say he's much better. Baird, I mean, not Marty. Have you met Father da Silva? Father, this is Miss Sigrid Osheim, Baird's aunt, and his cousin Eva Larsen. Charles, there you are. Come meet Baird's Aunt Sigrid and his cousin Eva.”
Raymond's fingers dug into her elbow. “It's time we were going. Ms. Osheim. Eva. Delighted to have met you. Come on, Charles.” Hustling Darcey down the hall, he hissed “You've been doing so well, don't lose it now. Baird's going to be all right. I had a chat with one of the nurses and she gave me all the particulars.”
“That's supposed to be confidential.”
“I know but I have my ways. You said something about getting back to that doctor at St. Dismas by four and it's now a quarter Until. That's if you still want me to take a look at your Frenchman.”
“Oh, Ray, would you?”
“It'll either have to be this afternoon or first thing in the morning. In case, you've forgotten, I'm leaving for Asia day after tomorrow and I'll be traveling for the next month. Now, tell me exactly what you want me to do.”

Chapter Three
Cloth of Gold
Following his transfer from Baird's Minneapolis loft to her apartment, Darcey enrolled Charles in one of St. Paul's better private schools. He settled into a set of regular routines with surprisingly little fuss and Baird's chauffeur delivered the rest of his things on a weekday while she was at her office. Her condominium's former owner had been an orchid fancier, and Charles asked somewhat shyly if he might use the empty conservatory across the hall for his art projects.
Darcey gladly gave him the key. Although she was curious to see his work, she sensed the boy's reserve and decided to wait until he was ready to show it to her on his own. When she finally got back to her office at Aruna, her desk was piled so high, she didn't even notice the passage of time and two weeks went by before she knew it.
Known affectionately as the Parrot Building because of the brilliant jungle murals on its walls and the pair of magnificent blue and gold macaws holding daily court in the lavishly carpeted lobby, Aruna International's headquarters occupied a sprawling brick warehouse in St. Paul's Midway industrial district. The Parrot Building had become a “must-see” stop on Chamber of Commerce tours. Fayre's insistence on a fully equipped auditorium ensured frequent mentions in the press and the generous parking space didn't hurt.
The auditorium was available to non-profit groups at no fee and Darcey and Fayre hosted several glittering events per year, including a much-sought-after international gathering of literary prize-winners they had enticed away from one of Minnesota's most prestigious private colleges.
From what Darcey heard, that wasn't all the enticing her partner had done. The wife of the seminar's chairman remained conveniently behind in Europe and the gentleman's rosy glow and warm glances at Fayre hadn't been lost on anybody. When his eyes and hands began straying in Darcey's direction, she said firmly, “What you and Fayre do is your business, but leave me out of it.”
He smiled cheerfully and shrugged. “It was worth a try. Tell me, are you one of those man hating lesbians I keep hearing about?”
Darcey was only sorry she wasn't holding a plate of spaghetti at the time instead of shrimp salad. As it was, the mayonnaise stains never would come out of the chairman's beautifully tailored $5,000 raw silk suit and his elegant blond hairstyle was totally ruined.
When she told her, Fayre had merely given one of her throaty chuckles and poured herself another glass of champagne. “He's not going to be chairman much longer and from what I hear, it's going to be a very expensive divorce.”
* * * *
On this particular night, Darcey was returning from an obligatory appearance at the Manufacturing Association's annual banquet. The guest of honor had been a silver-haired United States senator. Unfortunately, there had been no Fayre in sight to take him off her hands.
The man possessed powerful trade ties and Aruna desperately needed his help in resolving a sticky customs matter. Luckily for Darcey, the politician's lust for money proved even greater than his yen for her and a quick call to Fayre's business manager soon arranged matters to everyone's satisfaction. Much to her relief, the senator had happily left the banquet on the arm of a buxom television news hen whose promiscuity was almost as well known as she was.
Seeing Charles’ light, Darcey poked her head in to say goodnight. He looked up from his book with a smile. “How was it?”
“Ugh! The only thing worse than the food was the company. Why is it that men who are perfectly civilized in a business meeting start treating me like furniture whenever their wives are around? As for the wives, puhleeze!”
“Why? What's wrong with them?”
“Nothing if your sole aim in life is to play golf, lie in a tanning bed, or go shopping. They're the type of women who buy hard backed novels by the yard just as long as the covers match their décor. They spend more time coloring their hair and getting tummy tucks than they do with their children, and, after five minutes of conversation, they start repeating themselves.”
“Um. Why didn't you just visit with the men?”
“When their wives are around, they turn into a different species. They cluster in corners, turn their backs when I approach and they wouldn't make eye contact with me if their lives depended on it.”
“Interesting. Such men would never follow a woman into battle would they? Even one like you.”
Darcey laughed. “I'm beginning to appreciate what Joan of Arc must have endured.” Now why did I say that? she wondered.
“How about some hot milk before you go to bed? You sound as if you need to unwind.”
“Hot chocolate sounds better and I think there's some mix in the kitchen. You want to join me?”
Charles stood almost as tall as Baird and watching him reach into the cupboard for the cocoa, Darcey reflected on how physically attractive he was. “A couple of aspirin would probably go good too. No, don't bother. I'll get'em.”
He'd excavated a bag of miniature marshmallows from she knew not where and a frothing mug awaited her on her return. She buried her nose in the fragrant steam, then delicately ran her tongue around the mug's rim. “I haven't had hot chocolate like this since...”
“Your grandmother died?”
“How do you know about my grandmother?”
“You named your business after her, didn't you?”
“That still doesn't explain how you know about her.”
“What if I said Max told me?”
“Did he?”
“I asked him about the photograph on his desk. He said she was a friend named Aruna Severin who had died years before. There's a resemblance but her hairdo was way too old-fashioned for her to have been your mother. I put two and two together.”
“What did Baird tell you?”
“He said you were an old acquaintance from high school who was connected with Max. I thought you were one of Max's girlfriends Until he explained.”
“Did Max have many girlfriends?”
“These cute little interns would come to stay at Grayhaven during the summers. They were students from Max's seminars and they'd generally leave quietly after about a month.”
At a loss for words, Darcey slowly tilted the mug, and savored the last few drops in its bottom. Charles took it from her.
“You want some more?”
“Heavenly days! Look at the time. You've got school tomorrow and I'm expected at an 8 o'clock breakfast meeting.”
He set the mugs in the sink and ran water over them. “In case you've forgotten, tomorrow's a holiday. Can't you cancel your meeting and stay home?”
“Why?”
“I finished my sculpture. Besides, I want to go see Baird.”
“I don't know if he's up to having visitors yet. He's only been home a couple of days and Marty said....”
“Marty's just a jealous old lady. If it were up to him, Baird would never see anybody. Sheesh! You'd think he owned him or something.”
Darcey thought it wise to change the subject. “Maybe I'll stay home at that. The breakfast is a Chamber thing and heaven knows I got a gutful of those guys tonight. Yeah, I'll cancel, but only if you promise to show me your sculpture.”
“It's a deal. Now, go have yourself a hot bath and go to bed. I'll clean up.”
Just as Darcey was drifting off to sleep, she remembered something. Unless he'd changed radically, Max's cluttered desk hadn't even had room for an extra paperclip. So where would he have set her grandmother's photograph? Assuming he'd even had one.
With the exception of her wedding portrait, Aruna Severin had never posed for a photograph in her entire life. She once caught Darcey taking a picture of her with a classmate's borrowed camera and gave her a hiding she'd never forgotten.
“That's a tool of the devil,” she'd raged, “and an eater of souls.”
Embarrassed, Darcey returned the camera with some mumbled excuse about money. She'd never had the nerve to ask about the snapshot and Aruna Severin's tissue-wrapped wedding portrait still reposed where it always had, in her bottom dresser drawer. When she left for college, her grandmother's picture had gone with her and Max hadn't even known of its existence.
* * * *
When Charles’ key grated in the conservatory lock on the following morning, Darcey didn't know what to think. With unanswered questions piling up in her head, she didn't know how to articulate the first one. He flung the door wide and she gasped.
Pools of color glowed from the huge canvases stacked against the walls, while the center of the sunlit, glass-roofed space was dominated by a ... Fashioned from a glowing green material she couldn't identify, Charles’ sculpture soared toward the open ceiling, its two sides meeting in a graceful carved peak reminiscent of the lacelike ceiling traceries of Europe's great Gothic cathedrals. She wasn't sure what she was looking at except it was some sort of an arch.
“What ... what is it?”
Despite his smile, Charles eyes were anxious. “Don't you like it?”
“Yes. I like it. It's just that I hadn't expected anything so spectacular. And these paintings!”
She moved closer. “Why these are historical scenes. Oh, Charles, this Nativity is truly exquisite, and what's this one?”
“The Field of the Cloth of Gold, where King Henry VIII of England and Francis I of France met to declare a truce in 1520. Did you know some of the participants bankrupted themselves just to put on that one display?”
“You're a student of history?”
“Maman was very proud of her ancestry. She said we were descended from one of the Casket Girls in Quebec and our family moved to Louisiana when it was still French Arcadia. When they arrived, New Orleans was a settlement in the swamps. She'd read to me about the great kings, their ladies, the wars, the feasts and the goings on at the medieval courts. We lived in a tiny apartment near the French Quarter, but by the time she was done with one of her stories, I felt as if I was in a palace.”
“My grandmother was the same way. I was literally weaned on French history. By the time I was twelve, I knew more about medieval Europe than I did the United States. Minnesota was a shock. To Max, history began with the French Revolution and the Declaration of Independence and my high school teachers were about as bad. The way they told it, nothing much happened before the 1790's except Shakespeare and King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, and if we wanted to know about them, there were plenty of movies we could watch.”
“You too? My history teacher had an idea that Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci were one and the same. He told the class Michelangelo was French.”
“Because of the Mona Lisa, I'll bet.”
“Oh, not only that. He was under the impression Michelangelo and Joan of Arc were contemporaries and that she had something to do with the Sistine Chapel's ceiling.”
“Didn't she?”
Darcey's gaze was so solemn Charles looked at her in disbelief. Then he burst out laughing. “Don't tell me you had Coach Graebner too.”
“You mean he's still around? That old fart and his pop quizzes. I only made it through his class by sneaking into Max's office and poring through his Britannica after he'd gone to bed. At that, I barely squeaked by with a C.”
“Well, they're actually pretty good at Crichton. Right now, we're discussing Henry VIII and the Reformation. I told Mr. Terrell about the Field of the Cloth of Gold and he's invited me to bring it to class next week. My only problem will be how to get the damn thing on the bus.”
“Speaking of which, how did Peter haul all of this stuff? These paintings surely didn't fit in the limo.”
“He rented a van. We made several trips and the arch disassembles.”
“Do I owe him for the van?”
“Marty took care of it. He said it was worth it to get me out of there.”
Darcey made a mental note to reimburse Marty at the first possible opportunity. Tentatively, she touched one side of the glowing green arch. “What's this made of?”
Charles reeled off a long scientific-sounding name.
“That doesn't mean anything. Tell it to me again, in plain English.”
“It's a liquid polymer that can be cold molded. Once I have a rough block, I can sculpt it and add the finishing touches.”
“What makes it glow?”
“That's a property of this particular material. It's used for switches and buttons in military tanks and was only declassified a few months ago.”
“Isn't it expensive?”
“I found it on a government surplus web site, realized it would be perfect for my project and sneaked the order onto one of Max's credit cards. They were practically giving the stuff away and I planned to repay him out of my allowance.”
“Your allowance?”
“More of a paycheck really. Max paid me minimum wage to clean the halls and patient rooms.”
“That sounds like Max.”
“Did you have to do that too?”
“After my grandmother died, Max sold her house in New Orleans and put her furniture in storage. He banked the money and drew on it for my expenses. There was enough left over to pay my way through college and his attorney sent me the balance after I ran away to California. I gave it to my husband to set up his business.”
“What did he do?”
“Ted had been a Olympic javelin thrower. He'd won a bronze and was using the publicity to build himself a reputation as a personal trainer. I was his first project and he was pretty good. So good in fact that he caught the eye of one of his clients. Her father was an executive with one of the big studios. Ted was nothing if not ambitious and she was his next step up the ladder.”
“He left you?”
Darcey smiled bitterly. “Not for long. The big earthquake happened the next day. His girlfriend's apartment building collapsed and the workers dug their bodies out of the rubble two days later. The irony was they'd been planning a trip to Europe. He put it off because one of his clients was playing in the World Series. Ted was going to try for his endorsement.”
“Then you came back to Minnesota?”
“Ted turned me on to health and fitness issues. He was a nutrition freak like my grandmother and I built on that to start my business. The trend to natural foods and alternative medicine was just beginning and I got lucky.”
“Baird told me, then he gave me a couple of Aruna's books to read.”
She laughed. “After doing his best to turn me into a blimp, raise my cholesterol level to the moon and give me a nutritional heart attack.”
“Speaking of Baird...” She sighed heavily. “Okay, you win. I'll give Marty a call and take you over there after lunch.”
“How about lunch on the way? Big Boy's running a special and I'll buy.”
“Oh, all right. But if I don't get back on my diet pretty soon, none of my clothes are going to fit. And you don't even want to know what Fayre's liable to say about that.”
“Speaking of Fayre, am I ever gonna meet her?”
“She's due in next week for our annual employee convention. We show a video of the past year's accomplishments, followed by a luncheon with champagne and the works. After that, we give out a slew of awards and bonuses and everyone goes home stuffed and happy. Would you like to come?”
“It sounds neat. How old are your employees?”
“If you mean, are there any young cute females, the answer is yes. We have some high school students working part-time in the shipping and mail departments.”
“I'd definitely like to come.”
“Aren't there any sweet young things at Crichton?”
“The only girl in my class weighs more than I do. Besides that, she's got spots.”
“Oh, all right. I'll arrange it with your principal. You can come to the luncheon and meet Fayre.”
Just as she was turning to go, a face in one of the paintings caught Darcey's eye. Puzzled, she turned back. Charles followed her glance.
“That's Charles the Seventh's coronation at Rheims. Some historians claim that Joan of Arc actually placed the crown on his head. Others say she stood nearby with her banner, which is how I've portrayed her.”
“The knight behind her in the shadows. I know him.”
“That's Gilles de Rais. He was a member of Joan's elite guard and an interesting character in his own right.”
“This wasn't in any picture or history book. I've actually seen him. I just wish I could remember where.”
Charles shrugged. “He was probably an actor in some TV show or commercial and I subconsciously gave my knight his features. I do it all the time.”
Darcey felt an irrational sense of relief. “That's probably it. He looks so familiar though. Ah well, it'll probably come to me.”
“It probably will,” agreed Charles, and he smiled.

Chapter Four
A Full-Blown Rose
According to the date on his wall, it had been at least two weeks since he had awakened to this dreamlike world with its profusion of strange devices, smells and sounds. The liquid dripping down the tube into his arm was obviously not doing him any harm and he'd become accustomed to the box on the silver pole next to his bed. It had been company of a sort. Now that the box and its winking green eye were gone, he actually missed them.
The television had been another matter.
Hearing voices and music from the opposite side of the room, he opened his eyes to see who was talking and went into total shock. A disembodied face hung in the shadows and as he watched in fascinated horror, the lips moved and spoke. Instead of emanating from the image, words and music issued from the pillow beneath his head. Try as he might, he could make no sense of them.
The face faded into an image of a burning building, then reappeared again still talking. Unable to tear his eyes from the apparition and powerless to escape from the bonds that secured him to the bed, he waited in terror for the thing to cross the room. But it never did. The face disappeared into a succession of visions, some blood-wracked and violent, others tranquil and beautiful. And through it all ran a babble of meaningless sound.
Was this another torture perhaps? And if so, what were his captors trying to accomplish?
Aside from sticking a tube in his arm, they hadn't actually hurt him and despite being given nothing to eat or drink, he felt a remarkable absence of hunger. A warmth in the area of his loins told him they hadn't offered him any other amenities either. He was wondering if his jailers planned to leave him wallowing helplessly in his own wastes as they had at Nantes when the door opened and the room flooded with brilliant light.
The newcomer was a cheerful redheaded Amazon almost twice his size. Unlike the dusky French-speaking Tasha Vernon, she exuded warmth and life. The top of her blue-flowered uniform was short-sleeved and she possessed the largest arm muscles he had ever seen on either a man or a woman. She introduced herself as Patsy Clark.
Patsy took one look at the moving images on the wall, and banished them with a flick of her hand. Then she pulled back his bed covers. After removing the restraints on his wrists, she changed the linens and cleaned him up without comment. Once he was dry and comfortable, she brought him a bottle made of some semi-translucent material whose handle hooked over the side of the bed rail. Then she picked up a smoothly polished ivory object next to his pillow.
“This is your remote control. See these buttons. If you want the television over there on or off, all you have to do is press this red button. This green one changes the channels and the other two control the volume. If you need me, press the blue bar on the bottom.”
He rolled the word across his tongue. “Television?”
Patsy turned over the paddle to which his right hand was attached. She helped him, somewhat awkwardly, to push the red button with his knuckle, and the image which had so terrified him promptly reappeared.
With the light on, he saw the image was a moving picture within a polished wooden frame. Trimmed in silvery metal, the box was mounted on a shelf two-thirds of the way up the opposite wall and the accompanying sound came from the ivory device on his bed. Following Patsy's suggestion, he pressed one of the other buttons. He continued to press and the sound increased. When he pushed the one next to it the sound diminished again. Finally, he pressed the red button again and the area within the frame went blank.
“Television,” she said patiently, “is designed for your entertainment and to help you pass the time. Have you never seen it before?”
Slowly, he shook his head. Tele came from the Greek word for carry, and as for a vision, he had certainly seen plenty of those. “This blue bar at the bottom? It will summon you?”
“Either that.” She pointed to a round mesh screen set into the wall behind his head. “Or you'll hear a voice from there asking what you want?”
As the slow days passed, he became accustomed to this magic called television. Once he mastered the intricacies of the remote control, the images and sounds began to make sense. Patsy explained that the sequences were called programs. All day long, one would follow upon another in a truly bewildering array. When he grew bored, he could keep pressing the green button Until he found another selection that would interest him more.
While she could easily flip him over with one hand, Patsy's touch and voice were amazingly gentle. After the removal of the paddles and bandages, she patiently worked on his aching fingers several times a day, flexing and bending each one in turn and encouraging him to exercise them. Cheerfully tending to his most intimate needs, she never seemed to notice the inevitable erection that followed his daily bath. One day when he could use his hands again, she gave him the washcloth with the admonition, “You do it.”
On this particular morning, he found her smell incredibly erotic and he reflected that it had been a long time since any woman had warmed his bed. When she bent to straighten the sheet, he surrendered to his impulses and pulled her head down. Pressing his mouth against hers, he gave her a long lingering kiss. Her eyes widened and she tried to pull her head up. He grasped her tightly by the curls at the nape of her neck and kissed her again, forcing his tongue between her lips and tasting and savoring her essence.
Instead of protesting when he finally let her go, Patsy gazed down at him as if she'd never seen him before and the look of respect on her face amounted to actual awe. Finally, she found her voice. “You're a Frenchman all right. I've never been kissed like that in my life and after three husbands, I thought I'd seen it all.”
“You're not angry?”
“At such a compliment? That's what it was, wasn't it?”
It was the first time Patsy ever saw him smile, and an answering warmth spread from her stomach to her knees. His sensuous mouth curved upward and a wicked light danced in his eyes. “But of course. ma chere, you are an earthbound goddess and I worship every inch of you from your bountiful breasts to your magnificent buttocks and proudly curving belly. I yearn to lose myself in your deepest mysteries and if I never emerge again, I will die a happy man.”
“Do you talk like this to all the girls? I'm not exactly eighteen, you know.”
His words washed over her like warm honey. “No immature jeune fille can possibly compare to a perfected woman in the full bloom of her maturity. That is what you are, ma belle. A glorious open rose poised on the knife-edge of eternity.”
The entranced Patsy's hand wandered to the top button of her uniform and sweat began to trickle between her thighs. Saved by a knock on the door, she pulled herself together and greeted the visitor with a smile. “Father Ray. You haven't been by in so long, I'd almost forgotten what you looked like.”
Ray? What kind of a name is that? She called him Father too. Does that mean he's a priest?
“Ah, Patsy, my love. Every time I see you, you're more beautiful.”
Is this her lover then?
“But I'm way, way too much woman for you. Don't bother to deny that was going to be your next line.”
No, he's not her lover. Who is he then?
Father da Silva grinned. “Any woman is one too many for me. All joking aside, when are you going to quit this chop shop and come to work for me at St. Vin's? I'm in dire need of a medical services director and you're everything I've been looking for.”
“But that's not why you're here.”
“No. But as long as I am....”
“You thought you'd put in your pitch. Honestly, Ray, you only need a new director because you wore the last one out. I'm not cut out for sainthood the way she was and I like having a life of my own. Incidentally, why are you here? I thought you were supposed to be gone Until the end of the month.”
“Some trouble erupted in one of the countries I was visiting and the local authorities shipped me home. Your patient happens to be one of my charges and I came by to see how he was doing.”
“Ah, so that's why he's still here instead of in St. Peter. Which sponsor is footing the bill this time? Or is that a deep dark secret between yourself and God?”
St. Peter? His captors had talked once before about sending him to St. Peter. And here he wondered again if that was simply another term for executing him.
“Actually, I took him on as a favor to one of my sponsors. Something about him interested her, but she's hardly in a position where she can be perceived as helping him directly.”
Patsy couldn't help herself. “What did he do? I'll bet she's a respectable married lady and he talked dirty to her.”
The priest's eyebrows shot upward. “Is that what he's been doing to you?”
It was Patsy's turn to grin. “That's for me to know and for you to wonder about. Let's just say I've heard worse and that he's made me a true believer in everything that they say about the French.”
Ah, there's some hope for me then.
“Do you want off his case?”
“Hell, no. Things had just become interesting when you came barging in.”
“I interrupted something?”
“In another five minutes you would have.” She glanced at her watch. “It's time to feed Lothario here, but one of the nursing students can have the pleasure while you and I hike down to the cafeteria. They're doing Mexican today and who knows? If you buy me a good enough lunch, I may even consider your offer.”
Thirty minutes later, Patsy set down her fork with a contented sigh. “No wonder I can't lose any weight.”
“Even I have to admit that was pretty good,” said the priest, “and now I want to talk to you about your patient. Have you gotten him out of bed yet?”
She shook her head. “No way. The bones in his left foot are so badly crushed, Doc Preston's giving serious thought to amputation. Even if we got him on a set of crutches, his hands would never take the weight. In a few weeks maybe but not now.”
“He'll need a motorized wheelchair then.”
“Do you have any idea what one of those babies costs?”
“My sponsor can handle it.”
“You're moving him to St. Vin's?”
“We can do more for him there and he needs to be looking at something other than the four walls of a hospital room.”
She giggled. “And me.”
“How about it, Macushla? Why don't you come with him as his private duty nurse? Then you can continue with whatever it is you've started.”
“For shame, Ray, and you a priest. You know I'm an old married lady with grandchildren yet. As for him, he can't be much over thirty. If he's even that.”
“If I thought for one minute you were playing around with one of your patients, I'd be calling your supervisor right now. You're not, are you?”
“No, I'm not. But that lad's got a severely wicked smile, a honeyed tongue and an even more wicked kiss.”
“He kissed you?”
“Up close and personal. If I could only get my Johnny to kiss like that. Let's just say it's a good thing you came in when you did.”
“Are you sure you don't want off the case?”
“I don't have that black belt for nothing, you know. After what he did to Tasha, the administration figured I was the only nurse who could handle him.”
“They're probably right. But isn't he on medication?”
“In the old days, he'd have been pumped to the gills. Now they've got all these new laws and the administration is skittish. Especially when it's a patient who can't use his hands or walk.”
“Is he still delusional?”
She frowned. “He talks so little, I don't really know. He's fascinated by the TV though. He watches it constantly, especially the boring hospital channel.”
“The one where they discuss medical procedures?”
“Yup. A couple of surgeons were droning about cardiac bypass as opposed to angioplasty the other day and he was absolutely enthralled.”
“Do you think he understood?”
“He seemed to and he was certainly taking it all in. Whoever he is, he's well educated. The terminology didn't faze him a bit.”
“How do you know?”
“He discussed it with me afterwards and he knew what he was talking about.”
“I thought you said he didn't talk.”
“He doesn't generally. That day he did.”
“Mmm. How is he otherwise?”
“Judging by this morning's performance, he's definitely feeling better. He's also eating which he wouldn't at first. Coffee seemed to be an entirely new experience and he's constantly asking for extra sugar.”
“Are you saying he actually likes hospital food?”
“Loves it. In fact, he enjoys Jell-O so much I always grab him some extra. And you don't even want to know about the first time he saw a banana. Once I showed him how to peel and eat it, you'd have thought he'd died and gone to heaven.”
“What does Doctor Cohen say?”
“He's told me to go along with the delusion. If he honestly believes he's from the fifteenth century, we're to treat him as if he is.”
“I see. Does he have any idea he's in a psych ward or that you're a psychiatric nurse?”
“Uh uh. Aside from his delusion and the fact that he's unable to remember his name, he seems as sane as you and me.” Patsy glanced mischievously at the priest. “Well, me anyway.”
“For a slur like that, Querida, I ought to make you buy your own lunch. But joking aside, my sponsor says St. Dismas's bills are getting a bit high. She wants him moved to St. Vin's as soon as possible and she's willing to spring for some private duty nursing plus physical therapy. How about it?”
“What about his foot?”
“He can return for outpatient treatments Until the doctors make up their minds. One of my vans is wheelchair equipped so that shouldn't be a problem.”
“When are you going to move him?”
“I was thinking tomorrow morning.”
“Where are you going to put him? The infirmary?”
“Nah. A room on the first floor should be good enough. Except for his foot, he doesn't require special care, does he?”
“He's not exactly ambulatory and the administration has been deliberately keeping him in isolation because of the Tasha Vernon incident.”
“You don't think he should be interacting with the other residents?”
“I don't know. Doctor Cohen has him scheduled for a session at 3:00 and he's thinking of hypnosis to bypass the amnesia. We should probably run it by him then.”
“Would there be any objection to my sitting in?”
“If we use the observation room with the one-way mirror you and I can watch in comfort.”
“Sounds good to me. Where is this famous room?”
Patsy glanced at her watch. “Meet me at the desk at 2:45 and I'll escort you. Now I'd best get back to my patient and hope like hell he didn't try anything with the student who was supposed to feed him his lunch. That instructor of theirs is a real Neanderthal and the woman has no sense of humor whatsoever.”
* * * *
After the hypnosis session, the observers settled themselves around Dr. Cohen's desk. The afternoon sunlight reflected off the psychiatrist's enormous horn-rimmed glasses, giving him the look of a short rotund owl. “While I don't believe in reincarnation in any manner, shape or form, this patient's story has given me enough doubts that I asked Professor Aristotle Mulcahey to sit in. He specializes in Fifteenth Century Europe and the early Renaissance. Dr. Mulcahey?”
In contrast to the amiable rumpled psychiatrist, the historian was thin and ascetic with square wire-framed glasses and a neatly trimmed blond beard. “This man's statements about his alleged past life are astonishingly accurate. The real Gilles de Rais was the prototype for Charles Perrault's Bluebeard and one of the most fiendish serial killers in history. However, a school of thought now holds that he was as innocent and maligned as Richard III. The scion of a wealthy family in Brittany, Gilles de Rais was a hereditary Baron and an authentic military hero. He first distinguished himself on the battlefield at the age of sixteen. Wealthy in his own right through his father and grandfather, he married an heiress in 1420 and was a member of the Dauphin's court at Chinon when Joan of Arc arrived. Charles appointed the Baron de Rais to Joan's special guard and made him a Marshal of France after the coronation at Rheims. Given their history together, the Baron may have tried to rescue Joan, probably in defiance of the king's orders. By going to Rouen, he risked his life because the English wanted him as badly as they did the Maid. After her execution, the Baron de Rais left the royal court and retired to Brittany. There he began living so extravagantly, his family petitioned the King to give them control of his affairs. When Charles granted their petition, the Baron withdrew from society. That's when he allegedly became involved with alchemy and Satanism. It's interesting that this man recalls his scientific experiments in detail but nothing about the Satanism. Far from dabbling in alchemy or seeking the philosopher's stone, Gilles de Rais displayed a keen interest in mathematics, astronomy and mechanics and his mind moved along the same channels as Leonardo da Vinci and Galileo's. While he wasn't an atheist, the events surrounding Joan of Arc's trial and execution caused him to question the Church's actions. That would have been enough to get him condemned as a heretic. The Duke of Brittany had much to gain from Gilles de Rais’ financial ruin and it was at his behest that the Baron was arrested and put on trial. The Satanism and child murders are inconsistent with everything else we know about de Rais. The heresy charge alone might not have been enough to guarantee a death sentence and the Duke may have decided to gild the lily. Here's where the stories differ. When he was faced with torture, the real Gilles de Rais confessed to the ritual murders of 120 children. He publicly repented and went piously to his hanging in the city of Nantes. This man's injuries are consistent with torture methods of the time and he claims he was condemned to burn, not hang. He says he didn't go to his execution at all piously and that he spat in the face of the monk who tried to pray with him.”
The priest's voice was thoughtful. “He also knows nothing of the repeal of the judgment against Joan of Arc in 1456 or her canonization in 1920.”
Patsy looked from the one to the other. “So, what's the verdict?”
Dr. Cohen threw up his hands. “I've given him every imaginable test and none of them indicates the slightest abnormality. Aside from his persistent delusion that he's from another time, this man appears as sane as you or I. And considering what he's endured physically, he's remarkably well-balanced.”
“What about the violence?” asked the priest.
Patsy smiled. “I can answer that. According to Tasha, the IV setup terrified him and he honestly thought he was being poisoned. The administration was a lot more upset about the incident than she was and it was they who ordered her removal from his case. I haven't had any trouble with him. At least not that kind.”
“What kind of trouble have you had with him?”
When Patsy told him, Dr. Cohen didn't chuckle as she expected. He glanced at the professor and Dr. Mulcahey cleared his throat. “That type of behavior would be consistent for a man in the early fifteenth century. Especially if he were a noble. Have you never heard of the droit de seigneur?”
“Droit de what?”
“A barbaric custom described by Charles Dickens in A Tale of Two Cities, and one of the causes of the French Revolution.”
“I remember something about a doctor being sent to the Bastille after attending a woman in childbirth.”
“She was raped on her wedding night by the lord of the estate on which she lived. According to the droit de seigneur, he did nothing wrong. Deflowering a new bride was his hereditary right.”
“That's horrible.”
“The droit de seigneur dates from prehistoric times when the deflowering of a virgin was considered physically dangerous, and the task was traditionally assigned to the tribal leader. In certain parts of rural France, the practice persists to this day.”
“It sounds like something a man would invent,” sniffed Patsy, “but that still doesn't explain why he came on to me.”
“He observed you performing menial tasks and assumed you to be a servant. In the fifteenth century, bedding him would have been part of your duties and most men of his class wouldn't bother to ask. Rape of a lower class woman wasn't deemed a crime Until much later. Your right to say no would have been as foreign a concept to him as the droit de seigneur is to you.”
“If he really is from the fifteenth century,” said Dr. Cohen. “Which we all known to be impossible. But he sees himself that way, and no matter how deep I delve, I can find no evidence of any other identity.”
Father Raymond nodded. “Lieutenant Barker's given his prints to the FBI and they haven't come up with anything either.”
“So what's to become of him?” asked the professor.
“St. Vincent's was founded to take care of the homeless. I'd say he fits the description.”
Patsy was surprised. “You're holding to your original plan?”
“His wheelchair's being delivered late this afternoon and my sponsor's okayed his transfer to St. Vin's.”
“What about the INS?” asked the professor, “Aren't they going to give you trouble?”
The priest shook his head. “Only if he tries to earn a living, and his chances of doing that are pretty slim. Besides, where are they going to send him when no one knows where he's from?”

Chapter Five
The Seduction
“Darling. You look absolutely wonderful.” Fayre Montgomery air-kissed a space just behind Darcey's left ear and whispered, “Who's the lad?”
Darcey gave Charles a quick glance, but he was surveying the linen covered tables and a bevy of high school girls who had just come in.
“A stray wished on to me by Baird McEvoy. It's a long story.”
“It must be. He's absolutely divine but isn't he a tad young for you?”
“Good grief, Fayre. Is that all you ever think about? Incidentally, where's Mr. Software?”
“Back at the hotel catching up on his sleep. For such a young guy, he sure doesn't have much energy.”
“To do what? Oh, for pity's sake, don't even try to answer. It was a hypothetical question.”
“Sarcasm doesn't become you, Darcey. As soon as your young man tears his eyes away from those sweet young things by the door, you can introduce us. Then I want to hear all about you and Baird McEvoy and how this came to be. Incidentally, does he have any older brothers?”
“No, he doesn't, and it's a temporary situation.”
“In other words, I should mind my own business.”
“Not necessarily, but this isn't the time or the place to go into it. If we're ever going to get this show on the road, people need to start taking their seats.”
Darcey signaled to the chief waitress and taking Fayre firmly by the arm, urged her toward the flower-laden head table at the opposite end of the room. When Charles made to follow them, she smiled and gestured to a nearby secretary. “Melisse, why don't you seat this young man at the couriers’ table? I see Mary Jo Glaser over there and she looks a bit lonely.”
University High's current homecoming queen looked anything but lonely but Darcey's word was law. The secretary took the hint and grasping Charles firmly by the arm, she led him across the room. As she made the introductions, Mary Jo looked up and her cool blue eyes met Darcey's. This was a young woman who intended to go far. Her father was a former professional football star who owned two major banks, a chunk of one of the country's leading hockey teams and an airline and she wasted little time on those she considered nonentities.
In his first foray into local society, Charles Ferrault could go further and do worse. As Mary Jo's lunch partner, he would be in capable hands, and it might even lead to something.
Fayre was watching the by-play with amusement. Her delicate kitten like features made her seem far younger than she was. Abundant chestnut hair fell in seemingly artless waves over the silver-gray velvet shoulders of her Karl Lagerfeld jacket but her green eyes’ shrewdness belied an otherwise innocent expression.
Outside a veritable waterfall of jeweled chains, pearls and beads and a leather skirt short enough to be virtually non-existent, Darcey suspected she wasn't wearing much else. Knowing Fayre would never rest until she had ferreted out the entire story, she snapped, “We have an awards luncheon to get through, and in case you've forgotten, you're the featured speaker. Now go make nice to the mayor. He left his wife at home and he's dying to meet you.”
“Oh, I already know Boudoir Brucie. He never brings his wife to these things and why she puts up with him, I'll never know. A couple of months ago, one of his girlfriends’ husbands came home early and Brucie hopped out of the bedroom window stark nekkid. He zipped over the back fence and was going hell for leather across the neighbors’ yard when someone spotted him and called the police. The cops picked him up two blocks away and took him home.”
Darcey eyed the handsome dark-haired politician. A darling of the political right and the Moral Majority's standard-bearer in an upcoming congressional primary, he was in earnest conversation with St. Paul's Archbishop. After five children in seven years, Mayor O'Brien's long-suffering wife was pregnant yet again and she felt a strong urge to stick her knee where it would do some good. “I heard his limousine has a signaler to turn the lights green so he never has to stop?”
“It does.”
“How do you know?”
“He demonstrated it the last time I was in town and that wasn't all he wanted to demonstrate.”
“I'll bet. What did you do?”
“I passed. I don't mess around with married men. At least, not while they're still attached.”
“Ssh. Here he comes.”
“Ah,” said the mayor, linking arms with Darcey. “May I escort you two lovely creatures to our table?”
Fayre's slight snort sounded suspiciously like a stifled laugh but Darcey was all innocence. “Why, Your Honor, we'd be delighted. I didn't realize you already knew Fayre.”
His handsome features froze slightly. “I do? I'm sorry, Miss Montgomery, I meet so many people these days I don't always remember.”
Darcey was merciless. “She said it had something to do with turning the traffic lights green.”
The mayor's blue eyes grew cold. “I don't recall any such incident and I believe they're signaling us to take our seats. After you, Mrs. Norris.”
Fayre dimpled up at him and decided to rescue Darcey. “Well, I certainly do. We didn't do much more than click a couple of glasses of champagne in the back of the limo, but I remember that green lights trick very well. Do you still do it, Your Honor?”
“Uh ... well, actually, no. The signaler was invented for police and emergency vehicles and the manufacturer had loaned me a prototype to try out. I must have given Miss Montgomery a lift somewhere and completely forgotten about it.”
“Oh, he gave me a lift all right,” murmured Fayre, “but when we reached my hotel, I said ‘no’ and sent him home to wifie.”
* * * *
Charles wondered how much more of this he was going to have to endure. The Nordic girl was so self-involved she hadn't even noticed his boredom and the only spark of interest in this whole dull event came from Darcey's partner Fayre. Now there was a woman with substance. The lady was anyone but who she seemed and behind her glistening façade roiled enough conflicting emotion to fuel the fevered imaginings of a thousand Shakespeares.
Southern belle, my eye.
Fayre Montgomery had started life as the illicit offspring of a steelworker's college-student daughter and a black political leader who hadn't had the sense to keep his pants zipped during a wild weekend of student protests in 1964. Known then as Maria Cuminsky, their daughter spent her formative years among the street gangs of Pittsburgh. She and her alcoholic mother had lived on her grandfather's small pension in a semi-detached brick house on the fringe of what had once been a thriving blue-collar neighborhood.
By the time Maria reached her early teens, the Rust Belt's losses had taken their toll. The noisy steelworkers who once thronged the neighborhood taverns on busy Saturday nights had long since vanished, along with their paychecks and the prosperity they brought with them. A new breed moved in and Maria, with her mixed blood, felt right at home with them even if her grandfather and mother didn't.
Her sullen beauty and proud manner soon caught the eye of one of the neighborhood gang leaders and he ordered two of his lieutenants to bring her to him. Far from being afraid, she matched him stare for stare and when he ordered her to strip, she just laughed. Intrigued by her defiance, he gestured to his people to leave them alone. Maria assessed the many luxuries of his high-rise apartment and finally looked him over slowly from head to foot. “You're the first man I've ever seen in a purple satin robe. I thought only kings wore such things.”
“Actually it's a caftan but I am a king. Ask for whatever you want and I'll get it for you.”
“What will you expect in return?”
He dropped gracefully onto the huge round bed's multitude of velvet cushions and patted the leopard-skin coverlet. “Come over here and find out.”
“And if I don't?”
“You mean am I going to force you?”
She nodded.
He preened. “I won't have to force you. Honky bitches like you drop in my hand like ripe fruit.”
Her head went up. “First of all, I'm no honky. As for dropping into your hand....”
“What do you mean, you're no honky? You shore look white to me.”
“My father was as black as you. Blacker even.”
“Aw, come on girl. With a name like Cuminsky, you expect me to believe that?”
“That and a whole lot more.”
“Who was your daddy anyway?”
When she told him, he whistled. “Does he know about you?”
“Nope but I plan to remedy that situation real soon.”
Her would-be-lover threw back his head and laughed. “And he's just been nominated for Secretary of State.”
She frowned. “You're educated and you sure as hell don't talk like any homeboy.”
“And you sure as hell don't talk like any Polack. Maria Cuminsky. What kind of a name is that?”
“A good name. It was my grandmother's.”
“I'm sure. In the circles your father moves in it won't get you very far.”
“How about an African one then?”
“That's worse. Your daddy was at least smart enough to hang on to his original handle. Duplessis is as aristocratic as hell and he's as entitled to the name as his preening Dixie cousins. Hell, he's got more money than the rest of ’em put together and if he wants a plantation to go with it all he has to do is buy one.”
“He's that rich?”
“The movement was made for someone like him. Let's just say he knows an opportunity when he sees it and he's never missed a one.”
“How would you know?”
“Sugar, if you're his daughter, I'm your brother.”
Her mouth dropped open. “That's how you got educated?”
“He's been paying hush money to my momma for years. Only she ain't white.”
“If it ever got out that he had a half-white daughter...”
“Now you're getting it. What proof have you got?”
“Not much.”
“Did your momma never tell him?”
“She didn't figure it would do any good. She's dark-haired and I guess she hoped I could pass.”
“You did didn't you?”
“Until she got drunk one day and shouted it to the whole neighborhood. After that....” The lump in Maria's throat cut off the rest of her words.
* * * *
Off in a world of his own, Charles had been using his paranormal abilities to scan Fayre's mind and become so fascinated with her memories his plate sat untouched. When it became obvious to Mary Jo that he was paying no attention to her or the award ceremony, her sharp voice jolted him back to his present reality. “Honestly, Charles. Are you spaced out or what?”
“Oh ... er, I'm sorry. What were you saying?” Belatedly, he took up a fork and began picking at his food. Some sort of shrimp and rice thing, it was apparently a tribute to Darcey's Cajun roots.
As the interminable speeches droned on, Aruna's multitude of employees approached the dais to receive their awards. Mary Jo's name was finally called. Self-involved as always, she had decided she was well pleased with this reticent stranger from Louisiana and was already trying out possible combinations of their last names. So concerned was she about her father's probable reaction to her new swain, it never occurred to her that this newcomer's heart might be committed elsewhere.
Resisting the temptation to scan Fayre again, Charles shut off his internal recorder and focused his attention on Mary Jo. Now he really looked at her, she wasn't too bad. With the right kind of training, she might even be passable. Not as a Premiere of course. Only the daughters of the Elite qualified for that exalted rank, but as a Tertiary, she might do very well. In his mind's eye, he undressed the unwitting Mary Jo and visualized her in the clinging gossamer tunic and massive jewels of the Tertiary's station. Her Nordic figure might be too slender for most tastes but she suited him.
He preferred his women thinner than normal anyway and that put him in mind of Ylia. Premiere she might be, he wanted the arrow-like princess to be his and his alone and if he pulled off this production, he planned to demand her as his prize.
This production.
Had that damnable knight not interfered, he wouldn't have had to bother with this century at all. Thanks to the Baron de Rais’ gold, Jeanne D'Arc had been dead by the time he reached her and the rules forbade him from returning a second time.
Unwilling to abandon his project after having come so far, Charles had hastily revised his scenario. The Maid might be gone but her bloodline was not, and he began searching across the centuries for a suitable replacement among the D'Arc brothers’ descendants. He had almost been ready to give up when he found Darcey Norris. With her sapphire eyes, delicate features and red-gold hair, this twentieth century look-alike might have been the Maid herself. In fact, when he first laid eyes on her, he had briefly wondered if she was Jeanne reincarnated.
Now, all he had to do was place his new star onstage with her erring troubled knight and bring their tangled stories to a satisfactory conclusion. Unfortunately, that was going to be easier said than done. For the first time since his arrival on this backward planet, one of its inhabitants was presenting him with a real challenge. Watching his quarry laugh and talk with Fayre, he reflected that he would have to bring her to heel as soon as possible. Somewhat to his surprise, he was actually looking forward to the taming of this stubborn merchant queen. In fact, bending Darcey Norris to his will might even be fun.
* * * *
When they reached Darcey's apartment, Fayre slipped off her high-heeled pumps, then she flopped on the overstuffed couch and put her feet up. “Ah. That's better.”
Darcey rummaged in the refrigerator, “Hey, Charles! You want a Coke?”
His warm eyes met Fayre's. “What are you having? Champagne?”
Their hostess returned with two bottles of imported beer and a can of Coca-Cola. She tossed one of the beers to Fayre, who popped the cap and took a long satisfying swallow.
“Champagne, nothing. Until you've reached legal age, young man, you're sticking to sodas.”
Fayre smacked her lips and set down the bottle. “How old are you, Charles? Darcey hasn't told me a thing, I'm having to drag it out of her one sentence at a time.”
Scooting a hassock next to the couch, he sat looking up into her face. “I'm sixteen and an orphan. What else would you like to know?”
The phone's ring interrupted Fayre's answer. Darcey swore under her breath and picked it up. “No, Ray, that's perfectly all right. What did Dr. Cohen say? I see. Well, tell the hospital to keep sending the bills to you. We can straighten them out later and I'll shoot you a check for the wheelchair this afternoon.”
Fayre cocked an eyebrow. “One of your private charities?”
“Father da Silva from St. Vincent's. It has to do with the homeless man we found a couple of weeks ago.”
“I remember something on the news. You and Baird McEvoy came across him just outside this building. Right?”
“Actually it was Charles who spotted him. Baird called 911 and like a dummy used my name. The press was right on the heels of the ambulance.”
“Mmm. Hadn't he been tortured or something? And no one knows who he is?”
“Something like that. Ray ... er, Father da Silva just sat in on his hypnosis session and he says the man is still claiming to be from another century.”
“What's your interest in this?”
“I'm a sponsor of St. Vincent's and I was there when he was found.”
“Well, don't do anything that'll reflect on Aruna's image. I'm all for charitable contributions but you don't want to become involved in this more than you can help. Raymond da Silva's one hell of a hunk and a rumor about the two of you is the last thing you need.”
“Coming from you, that's pretty rich.”
“Meaning what?”
“You know very well.” Belatedly, Darcey recalled Charles’ presence and bit off the rest of what she'd been about to say.
Fayre unfolded herself from the couch and slipped on her shoes. “We can continue this another time. Charles, it was nice meeting you. Dick Seymour has a conference in Paris the day after tomorrow, and he's promised to take me to dinner before we leave. We've got reservations at La Charcuterie. I was going to invite Darcey to join us, but it looks as if she has her hands full here. Don't either of you bother to get up. I'll let myself out.”
Charles looked at her speculatively. “The same Dick Seymour who bought all those paintings in London last month?”
“Yes, he's the same Dick Seymour. How do you know about that?”
“He's going to bid at the Louvre auction, isn't he? Then he's planning to digitize the paintings and sell the reproductions exclusively through his online network.”
“No one's supposed to know about the Louvre auction. It's invitation only and closed to the public.”
“Really? It's just amazing what you can find out on the Net these days, isn't it?”
“Oh, heads will roll over this one. Well, I had best get back to the hotel before he sees it on Hard Copy or something.” Fayre air-kissed a space next to Darcey's cheek. “Goodbye, love. I'll call you as soon I get to Paris.” With a wave at Charles, she was gone.
“That's quite a lady,” remarked Charles as Darcey picked up the tray and headed for the kitchen.
“Yes, she is, and we've never had an argument until today.”
Charles smiled to himself. Street-wise in a way Darcey would never be, Fayre Montgomery was a lot more protective of her partner than the younger woman realized. After watching the questions about him form in her mind, his remark about Dick Seymour had been a stroke of genius. He'd picked up the information about the Louvre auction from Fayre herself when she'd been idly wondering what to wear to the event in question.
The software magnate's plan to take control of civilization's best-known paintings and reproduce them exclusively via the Internet was one of the art world's best-kept secrets. If he'd read her right, Fayre had a financial stake in her lover's new enterprise and, in the face of a possible security leak, any concerns she might have had about his intentions toward Darcey were instantly forgotten.
* * * *
Three weeks later, Darcey had just returned home from her latest trip to Paris. Pulling the front door closed behind her, she dropped her keys in a brass ashtray and tossed her carryall on the nearest chair. She riffled through a waiting stack of mail on the hall table, saw nothing of interest and tossed it aside. Seeing the living room curtains were still drawn, she opened them and flung the doors wide to the balcony.
Smelling the sunlit air, she reflected that one of the things she hated most about her life was coming home to this emptiness. Sounds from the bridge and the river below helped break the heavy silence, but did little to ease her loneliness. With each succeeding birthday, she sensed her biological clock running down and she would yearn anew for the warmth of a man's arms and the bursting of his seed within her. At such moments, all her losses would return to haunt her, but none ran so deep as the child she had never borne.
She'd told no one outside the California hospital about Ted's baby. When one of the nurses attempted to comfort her, she looked at the woman dry-eyed, then made a crack about Mother Nature granting her the abortion she hadn't had the guts to obtain on her own.
Well, at least she was out of Paris with its myriad of lovers. Entwined in each others’ arms, they had infested the bridges, the streets, the cafes, and the hotels. Everywhere else, she'd seen young couples with their children and that had been even worse.
Fayre had been no help. During their one evening together, flushed with triumph over their success at the Louvre auction, she and Dick Seymour hadn't been able to keep their hands off each other. The software king had lasted longer than any of Fayre's other paramours and the huge emerald on her partner's left hand wasn't lost on Darcey.
She'd soon wearied of Fayre's incessant babble about a wedding in Venice with white doves circling overhead and a flower-bedecked gondola procession down the Grand Canal. Finally, she pleaded a sick headache and fled to the solitude of her suite at the Ritz and the dubious company of French television. Despite his surface affability, she knew Dick Seymour had been glad to see her go.
A grating key in the door jolted her back to reality and she was reaching for the nearest phone when she remembered Charles. Weak with relief, it was all she could do not to hug him.
“Oh, it's so good to see you. You're going to love what I brought you from Paris!”
Unaccustomed to such exuberance from her, Charles looked a little wary. “It's good to see you too. But I didn't expect you back until tomorrow night.”
Too late, she saw the figure in the doorway behind him. “I guess not. Hello, Mary Jo.”
The girl recovered quickly. “Hello, Mrs. Norris. Charles has a math test tomorrow and I was going to help him study. If you'd rather be alone....”
Unwilling to give her ambitious employee the satisfaction of saying she'd been run off, Darcey merely smiled. “Not at all. I'll order us up a couple of jumbo pizzas from DeLisi's and after that I'll make it an early night. Or would you prefer Chinese?”
“Er. Pizza would be just fine.”
“Charles, why don't you do the honors? Get the house special with the extra toppings, and use the MasterCard. Tell them there's an extra twenty in it for the driver if he gets here within a half hour. Oh, and have them throw in some breadsticks and antipasto while you're at it. Is there anything to drink around here or do we need to get that too?”
Mary Jo hefted the bag in her hand. “I brought something.”
Besides your toothbrush? This girl probably carried condoms in her purse and noting Charles’ absence of textbooks, Darcey seriously doubted that the two of them had made plans to study anything outside each other.
After a long heavenly shower, she emerged from her bedroom to find a fragrant Italian feast set out on the coffee table.
“Where's Mary Jo?”
“She ... er, remembered there was something her dad wanted her to do tonight.”
“What about the math test?”
“There isn't any and if there was, she's the last person I'd ask for help.”
“Why you devil, you! Does she know you're only sixteen?”
“Do I look sixteen?”
“Actually, you don't. And just how many of these so-called study dates have there been since I've been gone?”
“Would you believe me if I told you this was the first one?”
“Was it?”
“Yes. And she called me, not the other way around.”
“Now, that I believe.”
He tore the wrapping from one of the pizzas, releasing a celestial aroma of oregano, tomato sauce and garlic. “You don't like her much, do you?”
“What makes you say that?”
“You're like a couple of strange dogs circling each other and I keep asking myself which of you is going to take the first bite.”
“Speaking of bites...” Darcey scooped up a couple of sizzling cheese-laden squares and made herself comfortable on the couch. Seeing the sauce drip down her arm, Charles grabbed a half dozen paper napkins. “Here, I've got some plates as well.”
With her mouth full, Darcey waved at the coffee table and he picked up the remote control.
“The Classic Channel is running the original ‘Affair to Remember’ with Deborah Kerr and Cary Grant. You wanna watch it?”
“I've seen that thing three times and I'm sick of TV. Why don't you put on some music?”
“Like what?”
“Oh, I don't know. You pick something.”
He smiled and did something to the CD player.
The sound that came out of it was like nothing Darcey had ever heard. More like a rushing wind than music, no wind ever sounded like that. Behind the wind came voices, ethereal as mist and so soft she thought at first she only imagined them.
One soared above the rest. Clear and sweet as a spring morning, yet sharp enough to shatter crystal, the song pierced into Darcey's very soul. The voice sang of ancient battles won and lost, kingdoms rising and falling, magical swords and epic heroes.
Lost in waves of melody, Darcey forgot where and who she was. At the end of it all, a promised land still lay just beyond the singer's reach and her mourning melded with her own wellspring of sorrow. They became as one and, at the song's end, she sat sobbing helplessly with the tears pouring down her cheeks.
Charles dropped to his knees before her. Taking a spotless handkerchief from his pocket, he gently wiped her face and without knowing exactly how she'd gotten there, Darcey found herself cradled in his arms.
Then he kissed her.
To the end of her days, Darcey would never find an adequate description for that kiss. Fire and ice, steel and velvet, it held the aching loneliness of the marathon runner and the benison of fresh cool water to a lost traveler dying from desert thirst.
Reaching into her body like a flame, Charles’ ravening hunger found hers and he sucked it into himself. Greedily, they fed on one another's passion, coming together again and again until, utterly spent, they collapsed in an exhausted heap on the floor.
When a ray of sunlight crept along the carpet, Darcey was the first to awake. Shivering in the morning chill, she suddenly realized she was naked. Sprawled next to her, with his legs entangled with hers and still lost in a haze of sleep, Charles Ferrault was as nude as she and as beautiful as the day she'd first seen him. His dark lashes lay like feathers against his pale cheek, and his half-open lips were as inviting as a....
Darcey jumped back as if she'd been stung. What in the hell was happening to her? For pity's sake, this was a sixteen-year-old kid. In the back of her head, she could hear Fayre's mocking laughter, and her partner's sarcastic comment echoed again and again through her aching skull. ‘He's absolutely divine. But isn't he a tad young for you?'
Charles stirred and opened his eyes. He yawned hugely and reveled in his awakening. Gathering himself together, he rose to his feet in a motion as fluid as a cat's. “You are indeed a wonder. On Artemesia, you'd be a Premiere.”
Suddenly, all Darcey could think about was her bedroom's welcoming darkness and the safety of her old chenille robe. Abruptly feeling her nakedness, she was reaching behind her for the door handle when she saw blue tatters on the floor. As she burst into tears, Charles laughed and wrapped his own robe around her. “Let it go. Believe me, my love, that poor rag is a remnant of your past you no longer need.”
Snuggled into the soft velour, she looked up at him, disbelieving. “Aren't you cold? The heat isn't on and it can't be more than 30 degrees.”
“In the mountains, I'd break the ice and go swimming on mornings like this.”
“What mountains? You're from Louisiana, there are no mountains around there.”
He flung the balcony doors wide and stood between them, stretching luxuriously. “Am I?”
“Are you what?”
“From Louisiana? That was a fish story I told Max. I come from much further away than that.”
“But the DNA. Baird told me....”
“Child's play. Such primitive tools you people have.”
“I suppose you're going to tell me next that you're not really sixteen.”
“However did you guess? Darcey, you're becoming positively telepathic.”
“Last night? What was that all about?”
“A man has needs and you're a far more interesting bedmate than Mary Jo could ever hope to be.”
“Oooh!” Darcey wrenched open the bedroom door, almost fell inside, and slammed it in his face. “That's it! You're out of here! You.... You....”
When Charles’ arms wrapped around her from behind, she almost jumped out of her skin. He put his lips against her ear and whispered “You're angry because I gave you pleasure? I came to you like spring rain on an arid desert, and this is how you thank me? There are women on Artemesia who would pay a million gelder crowns for just one night with me. I poured my essence into you. My lovemaking cost you nothing. And you're unhappy?”
“How did you get in here? You're supposed to be on the other side of that door.”
“I'm not, am I? And as long as we're in your bedroom....”
She wriggled out of his arms. “No!”
“What do you mean, no?”
“Just that. I don't know how you got in here but I want you out.” Her voice rose to a shriek. “Out of this room! Out of my house! Out of my life!”
“Hmm. You and Baird have something in common after all.”
“Don't tell me you tried this with him!”
“Of course I did. The problem with Baird is he's tiresomely monogamous. He preferred cold showers to me. That's why I had to deal with him in another way.”
Darcey went rigid. “What do you mean, deal with him in another way?”
“Baird McEvoy is as healthy as you or I. Outside the stroke I gave him, he's never been sick in his life. Even now, he should live to be at least 100.” As she sank on the edge of the bed, speechless, Charles picked her up as easily as he would a feather and settled her under the covers. “I'm going to make us some breakfast.”
She looked up at him from the pillows as if she'd never seen him before. “Am I your prisoner?”
“Not exactly. But I wouldn't touch the phone if I were you. Or the door. Just relax, my love, and I'll be back in a little while.”
He returned with a gourmet breakfast that he patiently fed to her, bite by reluctant bite. When she was done, he lifted her from the bed and ordered her into the bathroom.
Like an automaton, she obeyed. While she showered, he selected her wardrobe for the day, then made up the bed and disposed of the breakfast dishes.
She emerged from the bedroom to find the apartment's living room as neat as a pin, with no signs of what had occurred the night before. Charles calmly handed her a stack of messages. “After I checked your voicemail, I called your secretary to say you're under the weather and won't be in until the end of the week. Fayre and Dick Seymour are on their way to yet another art auction, in Rome this time. She wants you to be her maid of honor at the wedding and I'm invited too. Since the nuptials aren't for another two months, I called her back and said we'd be there.”
“Will we?”
“Probably not.”
The way he said it chilled Darcey to the core of her being. Seeing her expression, he smiled. “I'm not going to bite you, and when the time is right, I will give you an explanation, I promise.”


Chapter Six
Au Revoir
Patsy took a quick tour around Gilles’ room. She had trimmed and shampooed his hair the night before and he didn't look bad in the sweat suit and matching quilted jacket that had just been delivered from one of St. Paul's leading department stores. When she slipped a soft tan moccasin on his right foot and arranged the jacket over his shoulders, she read the thanks in his eyes.
He shifted his heavily bandaged left foot to a more comfortable position on the footrest and his hand hovered over the electronic control.
“Don't touch that. They'll show you how to operate it at the center.”
“The center?”
“St. Vincent's. I explained it all last night.”
While Gilles’ English had improved, his speech was still slow and heavily accented. “Ah. Father Raymond's place for the indigent. Of all the things I have been in my life, I never thought a homeless beggar would be one of them. Did he provide these fine garments too?”
“Er, no. Those came from his sponsor.”
“Sponsor?”
“Father Raymond has no money of his own. There are various wealthy people who....”
“You mean he has a patron. I've been a patron in my time.”
Patsy decided to play along. “A patron of what?”
“The arts. I ... How you say?... subsidized writers, artists, musicians, actors, singers and dancers. I even took a part in a pageant once. My performance was quite well-received.”
“That must have taken some money.”
“I had money. At least I did until my family ... er....”
“What did they do?”
“My wife and my cousin disapproved.”
“Did you have no children?”
His face darkened. “A daughter. I seldom saw her.”
“Did you have any other children?”
“A son and another daughter but they were not legitimate. There was only one other woman I cared for enough to marry but she told me no.”
“What of your children's mother?”
He looked shocked. “Fabienne Leportiere was a servante. I took care of her and acknowledged our children. That was enough.”
“What became of them?”
“I have no idea. The Duke of Brittany was my liege lord and it was he who brought the charges of sorcery and murder. Maybe the King granted him my lands after....” he broke off.
“Was that who tortured you?” Patsy's voice was very gentle and she motioned to the orderly to wait.
“So that's why he did it. Le salaud. To my shame, I broke after they used la botte. I started babbling like an idiot and told them everything they wanted to hear.”
“La botte? What is that?”
“They used it to crush my foot. Even when they used the strappado and broke my fingers, I didn't.... But after la botte, I would have done anything to make them stop.”
“Was your confession true?”
“I don't know. All those nights they said I was ... I don't remember. Any more than I remembered my name when I woke up here.”
“But you remember it now.”
“Oui. Your dotteur Cohen, he used some kind of sorcery to bring it back. Hypno-no-”
“Hypnosis. There's nothing magical about that. You can do the same thing to a bird on its back, just by stroking its throat and breast.”
“Vraiment? It seems to me that my master-falconer once told me something of the sort. But le dotteur didn't....”
“He uses light. It accomplishes the same thing.”
“How do you know?”
“I was watching through a mirror. As long as we're on the subject, what is your name?”
“Gilles. Gilles de Rais.”
Patsy was frustrated. “Is that the only name you remember?”
“It is the only name I have.”
She motioned to the orderly. “Take him to the emergency entrance. They just called to say the van is waiting.”
His dark eyes met hers in entreaty. “Are you not coming with me?”
Impulsively, Patsy bent to kiss his cheek. “I wish I could. But they'll take good care of you at St. Vincent's. Goodbye, Gilles.”
He lifted her hand to his lips. “Au revoir, ma belle. For as long as I live, I will never forget you.”
“Nor I you.”
Turning away to hide her sudden tears, Patsy picked up a sports bag and thrust it at the orderly. “Here's the rest of his stuff. The van's in a no-parking zone so you'd best get going before they call again to ask what's keeping him.”
* * * *
When they took him to the doctor's office for his hypnosis session, Gilles had been groggy from the drugs they had given him and lying on a wheeled stretcher. He'd kept his eyes closed most of the time and the trip to and from his room had been pretty much of a blur.
Now that he was sitting up and fully awake, strange sights and sounds and smells assailed him from every side. The floors shone like the finest multi-colored inlaid marble and half the walls seemed to be made of glass. Blue-clad women turned to watch them pass and some smiled at him.
Their attire no longer shocked him. He'd learned over the past few weeks that males and females dressed alike here and no one seemed to think anything of it.
The moment they were out of Patsy's sight, the orderly dropped the bag in Gilles’ lap. “As long as that witch isn't here to see, there's no need for me to be carrying this.”
Wisely, Gilles kept his mouth shut and simply listened to the orderly greet this person and that during their progress down the hall. Finally, they stopped in front of a pair of massive wooden doors. The orderly fished a card from his pocket and inserted it into a slot in the wall. A plate above the slot lit up with a series of multi-colored numbers and he slapped a steel disk next to the slot with the palm of his hand. The doors slid apart with a slight hiss, revealing an identical corridor to the one they had just left.
The orderly's relief was obvious. “I'm always glad to be out of that nut-house. No offense intended.”
Soft chimes sounded overhead at intervals, followed by disembodied female voices stating messages Gilles couldn't even begin to decipher. As they proceeded down the second corridor, he noticed that his escort's feet made no more sound than Patsy's had. There were others in the halls whose shoes clacked as they walked.
Finally, they stopped before another pair of closed steel doors. This time the orderly didn't use a card. He pressed the lower of two black buttons set into the wall, then watched the flashing numbers above them. The numbers stopped flashing and the doors hissed open.
Carefully, the orderly maneuvered the chair over the sill but Gilles winced nevertheless.
“Sorry about that. Your foot's pretty sore, huh?”
As Gilles nodded, he noticed the badge on the man's white jacket. Manuel Lopez. Another Spaniard? Was Spain in league with the English now or was this man a prisoner like himself?
The doors were closing when a woman hastened to join them. The orderly leaned over and pressed a button and they opened again. The woman started to thank him, then suddenly recognized Gilles. Her mouth fell open and he smiled, a trifle wistfully. “Mademoiselle Vernon, please accept my profound apologies. I am not given to striking women. My only excuse is that I was not myself.”
“No apology is necessary, monsieur. You're leaving us?”
“For a place called St. Vincent's. Do you know of it?”
He felt something like a shove against the base of the chair and a rushing sound filled the tiny room. Neither the orderly nor Tasha Vernon appeared alarmed. The rushing sound stopped and the doors opened to reveal a different corridor from the one they'd just left. Without answering his question, Tasha Vernon stepped out with a wave of her hand and the orderly pressed a button next to the doors.
“Next stop, Emergency.”
The doors closed again and the numbers began to flash. Gilles had just noticed they were in descending order when they stopped on 1 and the doors opened.
As they made their way through the milling crowd in the corridor, he saw a familiar figure in a black cassock. “You must really rate,” muttered the orderly, “if the big cheese himself came to get you.”
Big cheese? Gilles assumed that was a term of opprobrium for someone in authority. “Father da Silva? What makes you think he's here for me?”
“You're going to St. Vin's aren't you? Why else would he be here?”
Father da Silva spotted them and beckoned to someone at the back of the crowd. “Tim. Go get the van and bring it up to the entrance. We'll be out in a minute.”
The orderly plucked the bag from Gilles’ lap and waited respectfully. “Father? Do you want me to take him outside for you?”
Hazel eyes twinkled in response to Gilles’ questioning look, and a hint of a smile quivered around the priest's mouth. “I'd appreciate that, Manuel. Have you got some paperwork for me?”
Gilles would have liked to have seen what was in the bulky envelope Manuel handed over but knew better than to ask. While the priest disappeared in the direction of a high desk, beyond which bobbed the heads of two women, Manuel swung the wheelchair around and headed for a glass wall right in front of them. Gilles was bracing himself for a collision when the wall slid aside.
A steady beating hum pervaded the chilly air and there stood the strangest conveyance he had ever seen. Constructed of gleaming steel, and decorated with painted enamels in various shades of white, gray and blue, the thing had wheels. There wasn't a horse or any other draft animal in sight and how it was going to move he had no idea. In the road just beyond, similar conveyances in different colors, shapes and sizes whizzed past each other in opposite directions and at blinding speed. The humming sound came from them, and now he knew without a doubt that he was in a dream.
* * * *
“Mind if I sit with you?”
The speaker balanced a food-laden tray in his left hand. Of indeterminate age, and moderate build and height, he had the ruddy, broken-veined cheeks and nose of one who loved the grape too much, faded blue eyes, and a shock of unruly white hair. Without waiting for Gilles’ nod of consent, he slid the tray onto the plastic-topped table and dropped into the wooden chair opposite him.
“You're the one in Paddy's old room ain't yer?”
“Paddy?”
“Patrick O'Dowd. He was here for nigh on ten years. Then two months ago, he kicked the bucket, just like that.”
“Keecked the boquette?”
“He bought the farm. Went to the big barroom in the sky. You know. That's right. Tim said you were a Frenchie, and don't speak the lingo too good. He died.”
“Ah. I see.”
Gilles’ new companion grabbed a chicken leg in his left hand, then extended his right. “The name's Farrell. Farrell O'Connor. I've been here almost as long as Paddy and ye might call me the mayor of this outfit.”
Gingerly, Gilles offered a couple of fingers in return, and tried not to wince at the other's bone-crushing handshake. “I am honored to meet you, Monsieur. My name is Gilles de Rais.”
“Jill? Ain't that a girl's name? Why don't I just call you Derry?”
“As you wish.”
Gilles returned to negotiating the soup spoon from the bowl to his mouth which even now was no easy task. Farrell watched him for a moment. “Wouldn't if be easier if you had that in a cup? Hey, Tim. You got any clean mugs in the kitchen?”
The red-haired youth behind the counter grinned. “Sure. You'll find ’em in the first cupboard behind the door.”
Farrell muttered something under his breath. It sounded, to Gilles, suspiciously like an oath. “Lazy good-for-nuttin'. He would niver have sassed Paddy that way. If we wait on him, yer soup'll be colder than a witch's tit, so I may as well get the damn stuff meself.”
Since his soup was already cold, Gilles reflected the delay wouldn't make much difference. As Farrell pushed back his chair and headed for the kitchen, he sighed, and decided to make do with the bread and cheese instead. Farrell returned within a few minutes with a steaming white mug. “As long as I was up, I got ye some fresh.”
He took Gilles’ bowl and spoon, and carefully set them on a neighboring table. “It won't go to waste, yer know. The kitchen cat loves the stuff.”
Gilles smiled his thanks and wrapped his hands around the mug, appreciating the warmth against his aching, half-healed fingers. Compared to his temperate coastal province, this place was bone-numbingly cold. Yet, according to the red-headed Tim, the winter here had scarcely begun. Ah, ma belle Bretagne, will I ever see you again?
Abruptly, the night of his arrest came back to him.
A faint scent of wood smoke and apples had hung in the autumn air, and just before they blindfolded him, he'd seen the night sky spangled with stars. Once again, he heard the clop of his horse's hooves against the courtyard's polished cobblestones and the clang of weapons against armor as the Duke's men-at-arms took him away. When their embarrassed captain confronted him in his bedchamber, Gilles had no idea what he was talking about. A native Breton like himself, the man had served under him in a score of battles and the Baron had saved his life on at least two occasions. Too ashamed to meet his gaze, Gilles’ former sergeant looked past his shoulder and stammered, “My lord Baron, please dress yourself and come with me. Since the night is chilly, you would do well to bring a warm cloak. And if you don't mind, I will have your sword.”
Gilles’ eyes had flashed his anger. “I do mind! What if I refuse?”
The captain gestured to the men behind him. “Then, I will just have to take it and you. Please, my lord, don't make this any more difficult than it already is.”
Gilles swore under his breath. “Where in the hell is my guard and how did you pass unchallenged?”
“I can answer that.” Gilles's cousin Alain lounged in the doorway. The younger man was fully dressed and seemed perfectly at ease. “The guards are at their posts and I've assured them nothing is amiss. These men are here on legitimate business, and I suggest, for both our sakes, that you do exactly as they say.”
“What do you mean, for both our sakes?”
“Look at the signature and seal on the warrant. They come from the Duke himself. If we're not careful, these estates and everything else we own will be forfeit for your crimes.”
As if by magic, a dagger appeared in Gilles’ left hand and he reached for his ever-present sword. “What crimes? Explain yourself before I slit your lying throat.”
Being all too familiar with the Baron's formidable battle skills, the captain and his men drew their swords in turn. Still holding his blade at the ready, Gilles abruptly sheathed his dagger. “Give me that warrant! If I'm being arrested, I'd at least like to know why.”
“The charge is heresy, my lord. His Grace has others but they're presently under seal.”
Belatedly, Gilles took in the captain's badges and his coat of arms. “His Grace? What does the Duke of Brittany have to do with this?”
“It was he who brought the charges, my lord.”
“If the charge is heresy, why does this warrant come from the Duke rather than the Church.”
The captain cleared his throat. “As I said, there are other accusations. His Grace will explain when you come before him. Please, my lord, either dress yourself or we will take you as you are.”
Seeing Gilles lower his sword, his cousin took a step forward. “Let me give you some help.”
“Stay away from me!” growled the Baron. “Unlike you, you impotent fop, I'm perfectly capable of dressing myself.”
Since his appearance was to be before the Duke, Gilles arrayed himself carefully in a crimson velvet tunic richly embroidered in gold, matching hose and a fine pair of Spanish leather boots. Regretfully, he surrendered the exquisitely worked Damascene sword and jewel-handled dagger that had been his father's gifts to him on his tenth birthday. These particular weapons would be impossible to replace and knowing the ways of such men-at-arms, he doubted he would ever see them again.
After picking up his great fur-lined cloak, he drew the ruby signet from his left forefinger. He'd not been without that ring since his father's death but he had a sudden premonition that he would have no further use for it. Contemptuously, he tossed it at his cousin, barely missing his head. “As the new lord of Tiffauges, you'll have need of this.”
In Gilles’ last sight of him, the younger man had been on his hands and knees, scrabbling frantically under the bed where the ring had fallen. Alain's posture seemed appropriate and only the presence of the waiting solders had prevented Gilles from aiming a massive and well-deserved kick at his lying cousin's posterior. Then, realizing he had nothing further to lose, he'd given him the kick anyway.
Farrell's harsh voice returned him to the present. “Doncha like the soup?”
Hastily, he brought the mug to his lips and drank. A rich blend of meats and vegetables, the concoction was delicious and he savored the warmth spreading from his throat to his stomach.
Farrell pressed on. “You looked as if you were a million miles away. Wanna talk about it?”
Gilles dunked a piece of bread in the remaining broth. He put it in his mouth, chewed for a moment, then swallowed. “Thank you for asking but there is really nothing....”
“You're tellin’ me to mind my own business, huh?”
“Non. It's just that....” He broke off and stared at the doorway. “Mon Dieu! Who is that?”
Farrell's voice was slightly contemptuous. “Sponsors. Father Ray's givin’ ’em the usual tour. Then he'll hit ’em up for money. They like to come and look at us because it makes ’em feel superior.”
Gilles’ eyes met those of a young man in the doorway and a shiver went right through him. The last time he'd seen that face, it had been beneath a royal crown and it would have been hard to say whether he or the King had been the angrier. Deliberately courting arrest, he'd slowly turned his back on his monarch, then stalked from the royal audience chamber, never to return. Lost in his memories, he scarcely noticed the people standing next to the youth. By the time he got around to looking at them, the group had left and was on its way to its next destination.
As they turned away from the dining room, Charles gripped Darcey's elbow so tightly, she gasped. “That man looked as if he knew you and he didn't seem to like you one bit.”
“He doesn't.”
“I know him from somewhere. Isn't he the man we found next to the steps?”
“He's also the knight in my painting. Come on, they're getting away from us.”
“You said he was an actor!”
“No, I didn't. I said I might have subconsciously given him the features of someone I'd seen. That's exactly what I did.”
“But you only saw him for a few seconds and it was dark.”
“That wasn't our first meeting. I know him very well, and so, my dear, shall you.”
Darcey went numb. Torn between her steadily increasing hunger for Charles’ touch and her paralyzing fear, she shrank from his devastating coldness. She still wasn't sure what he was but his power over her was absolute and she believed everything he said. For the past two days, she had kept telling herself she was in the middle of a dream from which, any minute now, she was going to waken. The problem was she didn't really want to wake up because the idea of returning to her previous arid existence was almost more than she could bear.
A horrible thought struck her. “Oh, my lord, Charles! You didn't use anything, did you?”
Too late, she saw Raymond da Silva, and the priest's eyes told her he'd not only heard her words but that he'd understood. “Querida? When I saw you weren't with the group, I came back to find you.”
“I ... er, I'm not feeling very well. I need to go home and put my feet up.”
“We have a bed here. You look terrible and I doubt you're in any shape to drive.”
Charles spoke quietly. “Thank you for your concern, Father. Since I have my permit, getting Darcey home will be no problem.”
When Raymond looked as if he was about to argue, Darcey caught the flash in Charles’ eyes. I'll go with you. I'll do anything you say! Just leave him alone! 
Charles shepherded her outside without another word. As he was closing the front door, she looked back. Father da Silva stood silent in the center of the foyer and behind him in the dining-room doorway, she saw the silhouette of a man in a wheelchair.
* * * *
Raymond heard Gilles’ sudden intake of breath and turned around. St. Vincent's newest resident was as white as a sheet and his hands were shaking. His room was only a few feet away and the priest took the wheelchair's handles. “Tim. Do me a favor and finish up the tour. Take them to the director's office, feed them some drinks, and I'll join you in a few minutes.”
Farrell was curious as ever. “Anything I can do, Father?”
“Yes, you can. Organize something in the rec room and keep everyone busy until Tim gets there.”
Farrell's scowl told Raymond that wasn't what he had in mind at all. As the center's self-appointed mayor, he had little choice but to do as the priest directed. The moment his back was turned, the old Irishman would be in Gilles’ room with his prying questions and insatiable curiosity, and maybe that wouldn't be all bad.
After Paddy died, Farrell O'Connor had expected to be awarded his predecessor's sunny corner room with its full-length French doors opening on to the garden, and he'd packed his possessions for the move. When Paddy's room had been given to a rank newcomer and a foreigner at that, the new mayor's displeasure had been felt all over the building.
* * * *
The first time Gilles entered the recreation room, the other residents had fallen silent. Mindful of Farrell's exhortations to boycott the newcomer, they hadn't even glanced in his direction. Unfortunately for Farrell, their lack of welcome backfired. Gilles was too busy concentrating on his chair's controls to pay them any attention and by the time he looked up, Tim had been there with his hand extended. As the Center's assistant director, Tim enjoyed a status Farrell could only dream about. He'd been as curious about the newcomer as everyone else and the steel braces on his legs gave him a fellow-feeling for Gilles’ predicament.
Gilles appeared not to notice the residents’ coolness or was choosing to ignore it. He spotted the chessboard in the corner and went toward it.
Tim followed him. “You play?”
When the other man looked up, Tim was struck by the utter sadness in his eyes.
“I did. Once upon a time.” Abruptly, Gilles dropped his gaze and turned his chair away.
“No, I mean.... Would you care for a game?”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course. The only decent chess partner I ever had in this place was Paddy, God rest his soul. You're surely no worse than those numb nuts over there.”
When Gilles smiled, Tim knew he understood the situation perfectly.
“Numb nuts? Is that perhaps the same as cabbage-head?”
“You mean chowder-head. Yeah, that about covers it.”
Gilles backed up and turned to face the board. “Black or white?”
Tim pulled up a chair opposite him. “Paddy always took white.”
They played in silence for the next twenty minutes and Tim realized he was up against a master. Finally, Gilles moved his knight's pawn. “Checkmate.”
Tim couldn't believe his eyes. “Damn! How did you do that?”
Gilles merely smiled and laced his fingers under his chin.
The younger man scrutinized the pieces in front of him. Then he pushed back his chair with a sigh. “Are you sure you aren't Russian?”
“Russie? Why do you ask that?”
“The only people who play at this level are the Russians-or maybe Bobby Fischer in his heyday.”
“Bobby Fischer?”
“You're championship material, Gilles. Who taught you to play?”
“My grandfather. He learned the game from a merchant who had traveled to Cathay and he taught me when I was very young. The day I won my first game, he put the board away and never played again.”
“Why?”
“He said the torch had passed and it was time for him to retire. He died a few months later.”
“Did you play after that?”
Gilles’ face shadowed. “Yes. After I went to court.”
Tim concluded this was a painful subject and dropped it. Having his own history to contend with, he knew when not to pry uninvited. His chess games with Gilles became a daily event after that but the two of them never discussed it again.
* * * *
When they reached Gilles’ room, Raymond asked in French, “Are you all right?”
Gilles’ voice grated. “That woman. Who is she?”
“Darcey Norris. She's one of our major benefactors and your sponsor.”
“The young man with her?”
“An orphan named Charles Ferrault. Like you, he's one of her protégés.”
“He didn't behave like any protégé.”
“You're very astute. How much did you hear?”
“Enough to tell me he's her lover and that she's not happy.”
“You deduced all that from just a few words?”
“In a royal palace, you survive by watching and listening. An overheard fragment of conversation has saved many a courtier's head.”
Raymond took a small bottle from the bathroom cabinet and shook a couple of pills into his hand. He ran water into a tumbler and offered it to Gilles. “Take these and get some rest. I'll look in on you in about an hour and we'll talk again.”
Obediently, Gilles swallowed the tablets with a gulp of the water.
“Do you need help getting into bed?”
“Merci. I can manage.”
After the door closed behind the priest, Gilles lay looking at the ceiling, until his eyelids grew heavy from the sedative Raymond had given him. Sliding off the edge of the world, he sank into sleep. Then he began to dream.
* * * *
“I have to tell you, this is embarrassing.” The Dauphin's eyes were so pleading Gilles assumed he'd lost his shirt at gambling again.
“What is it this time? The tailor refused to deliver the new surcoat you ordered? Or did the head chef threaten to quit again?”
“For pity's sake, someone will hear. You know I'll make it up to you just as soon as I'm crowned.”
If you're ever crowned.
While Charles was doing his utmost to maintain appearances, his gallant masquerade was wearing thin. Legitimate heir or no, the Dauphin's small court grew more and more threadbare and dispirited as the relentless months marched by. With Burgundy waxing ever stronger, and the English army so close it was virtually knocking on Chinon's door, that possibility appeared more remote every day.
Gilles drew several gold coins from his pouch and pressed them into the Dauphin's hand. “Here, Charlot. These should be enough to keep the wolf from the door for a week or so. By then, I should have more. Has there been no word from the Pope?”
“Yes. But it wasn't good. He says he's still examining Henry's claim, and as long as I'm not crowned....”
The Baron pounded his fist against the wall. “Damn him to hell! He knows full well you're the rightful king. What will it take to convince him?”
“My coronation by the archbishop at Rheims. Nothing more and nothing less. Henry is an anointed monarch. I am not.”
“That upstart son of a whore!”
Charles half-smiled. “Who may not even have been married to his father. I know. I've heard the stories too. But the fact remains, Henry wears the crown of England and now he claims that of France. Your anger is commendable, my friend, but who's to stop him? Burgundy's murder remains unforgotten and it was an Armagnac who sank the blade into John the Fearless's back.”
“Not you.”
“Not I. But I was there and by the time I realized what was happening, the deed was done. Philippe will never forgive his father's assassination and as long as the road to Rheims remains blocked, so will the path to my crown.”
“If we could raise the siege of Orleans....”
“We may as well wish for the moon and throw in the stars for good measure. No, Gilles. Even a general as gifted as you can't raise a siege without an army and I have none to give you. What we need is a miracle and I don't see any lying around, do you? As it is, I can scarcely maintain the guard in this place and I wouldn't even be doing that if it weren't for you. Maybe I should give up this hopeless quest and retire to Spain while I still have something to retire with.”
Watching the Dauphin pace the floor of the small antechamber, Gilles de Rais frowned. There must be something he could do. But what? “What of this message from Vaucouleurs? Robert de Beaudricourt is nobody's fool. He says you should receive this girl and at least hear what she has to say.”
“Assuming the silly bitch even gets here. She's crossing enemy territory and even in the best of times that trip takes over a week. Unfortunately, the pigeon arrived too late for me to send a message to stop her from leaving. De Beaudricourt must be out of his mind. According to this, he's not only given her supplies for the journey but six men at arms as well. With his garrison as thin as it is, that's insanity!”
“Maybe so. But if de Beaudricourt's that sure what do you have to lose by receiving her? You yourself said we need a miracle. Maybe she's it.”
The girl's trip took eleven days and Charles’ incessant vacillating almost drove Gilles to the point of insanity. The Dauphin would always hew to the opinion of the last person he talked with and the Baron suspected the royal mistresses were among that number. Charles’ wife, on the other hand, was anything but featherheaded. Unfortunately, she and her husband were at odds and it was unlikely he'd either seek or follow her sage advice.
The girl and her party had been within Chinon's walls for two days when Charles had an idea. “All you need do is pretend to be me. Heaven knows, you're imposing enough and a gold circlet on your brow should add the final touch. She has no idea what I look like and this'll expose her for the pathetic fraud she is. Voices from God indeed!”
Gilles went along with the masquerade willingly enough. At that point, he'd have done just about anything to keep the Dauphin happy and end his incessant wavering back and forth. A cruel trick but a necessary one, the impersonation should expose this so-called mystic from Lorraine as the deluded fool she was and consign her pathetic dreams to the trash heap where they belonged.
The ladies of the court giggled and curtseyed as the heralds blew their trumpets to salute Gilles’ entry into the main audience chamber. Clad in a sober black robe of fustian and looking exactly like a priest, Charles slipped in a side door to stand quietly at the back of the glittering assembly.
As he took the throne, one of the bolder ladies caught Gilles’ eye. When she winked, a smile quivered at the corner of his mouth and he lifted a questioning eyebrow. Seeing her answering nod, he was reflecting dryly that the coming evening might not be such a waste after all when all heads turned toward the opposite door.
A slight blue-clad figure had just entered the audience chamber and an abrupt silence fell. Dozens of eyes watched Jeanne D'Arc's steady advance toward the throne where Gilles lounged with his chin resting on his hand. When she reached him, the courtiers gave a collective sigh and he languidly extended his right hand.
Jeanne scarcely glanced at him. Instead, she turned away and began to push her way through the crowd, searching the faces of this one and that. Finally, she stopped in front of the astounded Charles. Dropping to one knee, she bowed her bright head and kissed the Dauphin's right hand. “Your Majesty. I have come to save France.”
“What makes you think I'm the King?”
Jeanne rose and looked him straight in the eye. “St. Michael and St. Catherine have told me so. They have brought me here to raise the siege of Orleans and clear the road to Rheims so that you may be crowned.”
“Even if I believe you, Jeanne d'Arc, what am I to do for an army?”
Her answer rang clear across the room. “Give me a banner, a horse, and a suit of armor, Your Majesty, and you shall have your army!”
Unnoticed, Gilles had crossed the audience chamber to where the two of them stood. Taking the jeweled coronet from his head, he handed it to Charles. He drew his sword and dropping to one knee, offered it hilt-first to Jeanne. “You are indeed God's messenger and I'll be proud to follow you to Orleans.”
As the courtiers gasped, she took the sword and solemnly returned it. “Thank you, my lord.”
Getting to his feet, Gilles stepped to one side as the remaining company came forward, one by one, to kiss the King's hand. Finally Charles spoke. “Jeanne d'Arc, will you consent to be examined by the Duc d'Alencon and my council?”
She flushed slightly. “Of course, Your Majesty. Whenever Your Majesty wishes.”
“If they are satisfied as to the truth of your claims, I will meet with you again. Then you shall have your banner, your armor and your horse. In addition, I will appoint a special guard to serve and protect you.”
Only then did Gilles notice the two youths who had entered the room with Jeanne. Sober in gray-brown homespun, they had the sturdy build and wind-burned complexions of those who spend most of their lives outdoors and the same red-gold hair and sapphire eyes as she.
“Are these your brothers?” Seeing her sudden smile, he suddenly realized how young and untried she was.
“Yes, indeed, my lord, and they've traveled many a weary mile with me.”
He smiled down at her in return. “I am the Baron de Rais but you may call me Gilles. Titles become tiresome around a campfire and I have a feeling we'll be sharing more than a few.”
“Well, there'll be no campfires tonight,” said Charles, “and dinner awaits.”
The Dauphin proffered his arm to his patiently waiting wife. She curtseyed to him in a swirl of gauzy veils, jewel-encrusted velvet and rustling gold brocade. The trumpets sounded again as the doors to the banqueting hall were flung wide and accompanied by the mellow sounds of viols and flutes, the glittering assembly made its stately way to dinner.
* * * *
Startled awake by the sound of the door, Gilles opened his eyes. The crowd's murmurs faded and, instead of the shifting lights of torches and candles, he saw plain white walls and radiant sunshine. When the music continued, he belatedly recalled where he was and looked around for its source. Farrell stood in the open doorway and the sound was coming from a black and silver box in his hand. “Father asked me ter look in on yer and I thought ye might like to have a radio. Paddy left me his and that gave me an extra.”
Radio? Is this another entertainment device, or something else? Recalling the man's initial hostility, Gilles response was cautious. “You are very kind.”
“Eh, it's nuthin'.” Farrell took a step into the room. “Are ye feelin’ better?”
Gilles elbowed himself up against the headboard. He desperately needed to piss but his uninvited guest was showing no signs of leaving. Finally, he grabbed the portable urinal from the bedside table. Unfortunately, his still weak fingers failed to cooperate and the urinal slipped out of his hand. Luckily, the damn thing was empty. Dropping it was embarrassment enough.
Farrell retrieved the urinal and handed it to Gilles without comment. When he was done, he took it into the bathroom and emptied it, then rinsed and returned it to the bedside table.
“In me younger days, I was a medic in the Navy. Saw plenty a action too. Father told me why ye can't use the crutches and what happened to yer foot and now I understand why he gave ye this room. But ye needn't get too fond of it. Ye'll be movin’ soon enough, ‘n’ if this place had a reliable elevator, ye'd be upstairs with the rest of the lads right now.”
Far from being offended, Gilles was mildly amused. Molded by war since his sixteenth year, his years of experience with grizzled battlefield veterans had taught him a thing or two about territorialism. When it came to the ranks, he'd had his own forms of discipline, and, wherever possible, he'd enforced them by consensus rather than fear. While he tolerated certain things the other commanders did not and laughed as loudly as his troops at the pithy jokes they told, punishment for crimes such as thievery from a comrade had been instant and severe. The women who followed in the army's train and performed the cooking and the washing were safe from his attentions. Those who chose to pair off with the foot soldiers, or who'd followed their husbands to war and brought their families, knew that they would remain unmolested as long as they were in the Baron de Rais’ regiment. Unlike his fellow knights, he spent many a night on the cold ground with his men rather than recline in a silken tent and enjoy luxuries they did not. Food and loot were shared equally and he'd not been above taking his turn at foraging for supplies.
During his years of battle, Gilles had known many Farrell O'Connors. The backbone of Charles’ army, his foot soldiers had doggedly marched hundreds of weary mud-soaked miles through wind, rain and snow. And fought many a skirmish at the end of it before they'd even had a chance to rest. As long as such men drew breath, no English usurper would ever sit on France's throne and their deadliest insult had been, “Lying Burgundian.”
The few measly coins they received from the paymaster were not what drove them. While every last one of them would rather have been at home, they burned with their love for France and their aching desire to free their motherland from her violators. Each village destroyed by the invaders had been their own, every woman raped their sister, wife, mother or daughter, and woe betide any Englishman they caught. Only when Gilles complained mildly that he needed an occasional prisoner for interrogation would they turn one over intact. The Burgundians fared even worse and his chances of retrieving one of the latter before he became crow forage had been virtually nil.
Now he understood O'Connor, Gilles knew he could deal with him. “You saw action, you say? In other words, you fought for your country just as I did.”
Farrell perked up instantly. “You a veteran? Which theater?”
Theater? Gilles assumed this was another word for venue. “I served in France.”
Farrell shook his head. “You're way too young for WW II. Vietnam possibly. But France? Nah!”
“Vietnam?”
The other man eyed him speculatively. “Father said ye had a bit of a mental problem. Shell shock?”
“What is that?”
“You know. Loss a memory, stuff like that.”
“What has that to do with shells?”
“Shells, as in incoming. Mortars, rockets and such.”
Now Gilles was really lost. Sea shells? Building materials? And what, in heaven's name, is a rocket? “"I am sorry, but I have no idea what you are talking about.”
“Were ye hit on the head maybe? Or did ye come down with combat fatigue?”
“Oh, you mean this? When I awoke, I didn't remember. Now things are coming back.”
“How did ye get hurt anyways?”
“I was tortured.”
“During the war?”
“Non. Later.”
“By criminals?”
Gilles was saved from having to answer by Father Raymond's appearance in the doorway. “Well, I see you two are getting along. The sponsors are finally gone and I want everyone in the rec room for an announcement. Farrell, will you see to it?”
The Irishman looked almost relieved. “Sure, Father. It'll take about twenty minutes to round ’em up. Ye want the mothers and children too?”
“Everyone. Something's come up you all need to know about and the sooner I make this announcement the better.”
* * * *
The assembled crowd looked at Father Raymond open-mouthed and the room fell silent. Finally, Farrell cleared his throat. “How can this be? And after all these years too.”
As if in response to a signal, everyone else started to buzz.
The priest held up his hands for silence. “Because of our proximity to the river and the airport, this site has become so valuable to our landlords they can no longer justify its use as a homeless center.”
“Oh, that's rich,” snorted Farrell. “Thanks to corporate greed, St. Vin's is goin’ ter be as homeless as we are. How long have we got, Father?”
“It's not as bad as all that. The corporation's given me the better part of a year to find a new place. As soon as I heard, I began looking around and I already have a line on some possible locations.”
“Out in the sticks, I'll bet!” Gilles turned to look at the speaker. A stocky woman in her mid-forties, her round face was set in a scowl. “And how am I supposed to get to work from there?”
“I know how many of you depend on the bus lines and our closeness to downtown and I can assure you, I'm keeping that in mind. Mrs. Sanchez. If worst comes to worst, I'll find you another residential situation.”
“Oh, sure. In one of the homeless shelters. The children and I will have beds in a common dormitory with a bunch of drunks, we won't be able to stay there during the day, and how's that gonna look on my personnel file?”
“You're on the waiting list for a subsidized apartment, Mrs. Sanchez.”
“Along with how many others? Be honest, Father, outside of St. Vin's, there isn't any place for me to go. If there were, I'd be there already.”
As the recreation room erupted into a hundred conversations, Gilles gradually worked his way to one of the corners. A bed in a common dormitory and no place to stay during the day? He didn't much care for the sound of that and like Mrs. Sanchez, began to wonder what was to become of him.
Until Farrell mentioned them, he'd had no idea that there were women and children in the building and was brought up short by a little girl standing in his way. With her blonde hair confined in a pair of braids and huge eyes of deep cornflower blue, she could have been no more than five years old.
“Hello. My name is Tanya and this is my dolly.”
Gravely, he took the proffered toy. It had dark hair, high cheekbones and slanting eyes, and was clad in a colorful trousered outfit made of silk. “She's beautiful. Does she have a name?”
“Mulan.”
“Mulan?”
The child snatched the doll from his hands and cradled it in her arms. “You know. After the movie. Haven't you seen Mulan?”
“Tanya, stop bothering the gentleman.” A second pair of cornflower blue eyes smiled down into his, from a face so beautiful it took Gilles’ breath away. “I'm sorry, sir, she got away from me.”
He smiled back. “She wasn't bothering me. In fact, I was rather enjoying her conversation. Is this your daughter?”
The vision extended her hand. “Yes. I'm Melanie Staasveldt and this is Tanya.”
He took it somewhat gingerly. “I am Gilles de Rais. Do you live here?”
“No. I'm one of the Women's Shelter volunteers and Tanya's sitter was sick today. You're French aren't you?”
“Oui. What is the Woman's Shelter?”
“Let's find some quiet place where we can talk and I'll tell you. Come on, Tanya. If you're a good girl, I'll buy you a soda.”
Melanie's form fitting blue trousers and silky oatmeal-colored sweater left absolutely nothing to the imagination. As she walked away, Gilles appreciated the rippling lines of her gracefully curved buttocks. Thankfully, the rug over his knees hid his inevitable response. His experience with Patsy had taught him that attitudes about sex in this place were totally different from his own and he gritted his teeth in frustration.
This woman was no servant despite her humble garb. The fine golden chain around her neck and the diamonds on her fingers told him she was of his own class. As such, she would have to be approached differently, if he approached her at all. He was pushing the control on his chair to follow her when a hand dropped on to his shoulder.
It was Father Raymond. “I need to see you in my study.”
Regretfully, Gilles watched Melanie and the child vanish from his sight. “Yes, Father, of course.”
When they reached the priest's dark-paneled office, Raymond was so uncharacteristically quiet, Gilles wondered what was on his mind. Finally, he spoke. “I've just heard from your sponsor.”
“Ma patronne?"
Raymond switched to French. “Oui. She's been talking with the doctor and they've reached a decision about your foot.”
Gilles just looked at him.
“It's not healing right and the bones are so crushed there's no way to repair them.”
“And...?”
“I'm sorry, Gilles, but it's going to have to come off.”
“When?”
“You're scheduled to go to the hospital tomorrow night. The surgery will be first thing the next morning.”
“And after that?”
“You'll be fitted with a prosthesis as soon as you're healed.”
“What is that?”
“An artificial foot.”
Gilles thought of the peg-legged veterans he'd seen begging in the streets. The inevitable debris of war, now he would be among their number. “I see.”
“Also,” Raymond held out a silver coin. “The police would like to know if you've ever seen this before.”
Gilles turned the coin over in his fingers. This sum had once meant no more to him than alms for a beggar but it had represented a full month's pay to the captain. With a sudden shock, he realized its giver, along with the King and the mob hungering for his execution, had been dead for more than 500 years. This pathetic fragment of silver was all that remained of an entire world he'd once known and he was so overwhelmed by desolation and loss, he could think of nothing to say.
Raymond's voice was gentle but insistent. “You've seen this before?”
The anguish in Gilles’ eyes was answer enough and there'd be plenty of time for the police to question him after the surgery.
Like this man's memories, the coin came from fifteenth century France. Along with a strange piece of headgear covered with cabalistic symbols, it had been found near where he'd been lying. Together, they bore out the theory he'd been the victim of some gruesome Satanic ritual. Beyond that, the investigators had found nothing. The perpetrators were still as much of a mystery as Gilles himself and Raymond was almost willing to believe they were every bit as lost in time as he.

Chapter Seven
Master of Time
Charles was tinkering with the glowing green arch when Darcey entered the conservatory. Without turning his head, he said, “Pass me that tool, will you?”
Silently, she picked up a slender object from the table next to him and placed it in his hand. About two by four inches and not much thicker than a credit card, at first she thought it a plain black piece of glass. Looking closer, she saw flashing symbols in its depths. With a mutter of thanks, Charles inserted the tool into a couple of different slots on the arch's side, then slid it into a holder on his belt.
“If you don't mind my asking, what are you doing?”
“Calibration and targeting. A tick either way can make all the difference and I'd just as soon avoid being a pre-historic meal for a sabertooth tiger.”
“Prehistoric meal? What in the hell are you talking about?”
Folding an arm around her, Charles drew Darcey into the arch's shadow. “Would you like to go traveling with me?”
“Where?”
“Anywhere you wish.”
She tried to wriggle away but he held her fast.
“Dinner's ready, and things are gonna burn if I don't get back to the kitchen.”
Charles made an odd gesture in the air, almost as if he was scribing something and Darcey could have sworn she saw a flash of golden lines where his hand had just been.
“No, they won't. I've shut everything off, and locked the front door.”
“But....”
He stroked her hair. “Just relax and hold on to my hand. When we arrive, stay close to me. You are an observer only. No matter what you see, you must say and do nothing. And don't, for pity's sake, touch anything. The past is a fragile delicate entity and it must remain exactly as it is, no matter what the cost.”
“The past? Are you saying you can travel back in history?”
“My people have long been masters of time. When we talk about studying antiquity, we mean it literally.”
“What about the future? Can you travel there too?”
“While we have the ability, we would consider such a venture highly ill-advised.”
“Why?”
“The present is very precious to us and certain things should remain a mystery.”
I can't believe I'm having this conversation. “Does this have anything to do with your paintings?”
“They are souvenirs of where I've been and can never go again.”
Her eyes locked onto the exquisite Nativity scene leaning against the opposite wall. “Then, you....”
“A group of shepherds came down from the hills in answer to a summons only they could hear. The sky was thick with stars, the very air was alive and the entire universe held its breath. Even the beasts were aware, though their human owners were not. This was a very special child and I should have liked to have remained to watch him grow.”
“Did you know who he was?”
“Of course, and it's a mystery to me why your fumbling backward planet should be the only world to have been so honored. But it's also, I might point out, the only world which fell from grace.”
She looked up into his eyes. “Who are you really and why are you here?”
“The residents of Earth are beginning to reach for the stars. No longer content with their planetary limits, the hunger to colonize is in their blood. My people are charged with regulating the universe and keeping its spiritual and mortal entities in balance.”
“Aren't the other worlds inhabited?”
“Not by such as you. On some of them, the climates and inhabitants are so alien and terrifying, even I dare not go there.”
Could he possibly be telling the truth? With a sudden chill, Darcey recalled Charles’ stunt with the stuffed tiger and his casual remark about what he had done to Baird.
“Are you some sort of angel sent down here to keep us in line?”
“No, Darcey. In my own way, I'm as mortal as you. Believe me, I'm not here to save your world. In fact, I wouldn't if I could.”
“Then I'll ask you again. Why are you here?”
“In a society as perfect as mine, entertainment has become something of a challenge. It's like the old saw, what do you give a man who has everything? When all goals have been achieved and everyone has everything they could possibly need or want, there's nothing left to aspire to. You can't have highs where there are no lows. Nor, where there are no tears, can there be any particular joy.”
“Are you saying you've intruded yourself into my life and taken it over because you're bored?”
For once, Charles seemed taken aback. “I hadn't thought about it in quite those terms. Imperfect as you are, Darcey, you've added a dimension to my existence that wasn't there before and I find you truly fascinating. But that isn't what this is about.”
“What is it about then?”
“A contest.”
“A contest?”
“In search of a new entertainment to while away the time, the Elite decided to hold a contest. Not among themselves, of course, but for those of my class who might want to scale another rung of the social ladder.”
“Ah, so you do have social classes, then.”
“Of course. That's the nature of things.”
“You're not an Elite?”
“As a member of the Tertiary class, I was reared to give and receive physical pleasure. When I told you of women on Artemesia who would pay a million geldercrowns for one night with me, I spoke the simple truth.”
“Do you aspire to be Elite?”
“Not particularly. However, should I win the contest, there is one woman I plan to demand as my prize.”
“Why don't you just take her?”
“As the Emperor's daughter, Ylia is as far beyond my reach as the stars are from yours. According to the rules of the contest, the winner can claim any prize he or she wants.”
“What if this Ylia doesn't want to be your prize?”
“Ah, but she does, and it is for her sake that I agreed to come live on this backward planet for ten long years. To win her, I must fashion an entertainment that will not only touch her father's heart, but it must also make him smile. Since the Emperor is an incurable romantic, I chose one particular episode in your history and that is what I submitted to the judges. They approved it unanimously and now I have to deliver.”
“What does any of this have to do with me?”
“Normally nothing. And had the historians told the truth, I would never have visited this particular century. Thanks to them, I miscalculated and my star was dead before I reached her.”
“Your star? I thought you couldn't touch anything in the past.”
“In this case, I could. It's permissible to retrieve a subject from the past when they are at the point of death. But only then. For my calculations, I relied on reports that Joan of Arc perished in the flames. The timing must be exact to the last millisecond and it never occurred to me that she might have been strangled beforehand. It was a not uncommon practice and I should have remembered that a medieval executioner derived most of his income from bribes by the condemned's family and friends to give their loved one a merciful death. In Joan's case, there was at least one man wealthy enough to pay whatever he might ask.”
Darcey's eyes turned to Charles’ depiction of the coronation at Rheims and the knight in the shadows behind Joan's shining figure. “What are you saying?”
“While Joan was idolized by her followers, this man saw past the mystic to the woman and fell hopelessly in love with her. To Joan, he was a good friend, nothing more, and therein lay his tragedy and eventual undoing. A charismatic leader who enjoyed almost as much power and adulation as the king, he was France's greatest military hero Until Joan came on the scene. Any other man in his position would have been violently jealous. Yet the proud Baron de Rais deferred to the Maid. He even consented to serve in her special guard.”
“Because he loved her.” Darcey's voice was very soft.
“His love for her first ennobled and then utterly destroyed him.”
“How?”
“Gilles de Rais had a gift for seeing things as they really were in much the same way a child does. He had little patience with politics. Charles, on the other hand, was a consummate politician. He used Joan as a sacrificial lamb in order to cut a deal with Burgundy.”
“He betrayed her?”
“The night she went to Compeigne, the King kept Gilles de Rais and her guard behind. After Joan and her brothers became separated from their main force, she was unhorsed and they surrendered. Charles knew very well that Gilles would never have let that happen. The Baron hated the Burgundians only slightly less than he did the English and he and her guard would have fought to the death to keep the enemy from capturing her.”
“Why would Charles have done that? Joan was one of his truest friends and the only reason he was crowned.”
“Being the King's friend was the worst fate that could have been visited on her. When Shakespeare said ‘Put not your trust in princes,’ he knew whereof he spoke. To put it mildly, loyalty and gratitude were not part of Charles the Seventh's makeup. He wanted a treaty with Philippe of Burgundy so badly, he could taste it, and would have paid any price to achieve it.”
“He sold Joan out?”
“Backwards, forwards, and sideways. Compeigne had all the earmarks of a trap. The King not only never lifted a finger to rescue Joan after her capture, he probably sabotaged the efforts of those who would. It's a fact that his treaty with Burgundy came about soon afterwards. While he did dispatch a ransom offer, his emissary didn't arrive until after Burgundy sold her to the English. The heresy trial was probably part of the deal but I don't think he intended for Joan to get hurt. When she recanted and agreed to wear women's clothes, Charles must have thought he was off the hook. The problem was the English wanted her dead and weren't about to settle for anything less.”
“They double-crossed him?”
“Probably.”
“Gilles de Rais realized all this?”
“After Joan's death, he broke with Charles and retired to his estates in Brittany. There, he kept a more lavish court than the king's. His extravagances soon became such, his family petitioned Charles to let them take control of his financial affairs. When the King granted their request, the embittered Baron turned to alchemy, Satanism, and child murder in an apparent attempt to recoup his finances. At least, that's how the story goes.”
Darcey shook her head. “Somehow that doesn't wash. I mean look at the man. He was Joan of Arc's best friend and protector, a Marshal of France and a confidant of the king. A Satanist and child murderer? His previous behavior doesn't bear that out.”
“Would you like to find out for yourself?”
“You mean go back there to see what actually happened. But what difference would that make?” Her mouth dropped open. “Our homeless Frenchman. He's telling the truth, isn't he?”
“Of course.”
“Is he a murderer?”
“I honestly don't know. The only way to find out is to go back there. Are you willing?”
“What if he's guilty?”
“That's a risk we'll have to take.”
Feeling like a tiny rudderless ship on some vast uncharted sea, Darcey took a deep breath. Then she reached for Charles’ hand. “I'll take that risk.”
* * * *
Suddenly, they were on the edge of a deep woods. Off in the distance, an owl hooted. The wind sighed and a dark cloud scudded across the face of the moon.
Something brushed the side of Darcey's face and she jumped. Then she realized she was wearing a cloak and hood made of some soft woolen material. She moved her foot and felt the weight of a heavy skirt against her legs and ankles. The skirt was so long it almost brushed the ground and the bodice beneath the cloak was tight against her ribs.
Dimly she made out Charles’ dark figure in the fitful moonlight.
“Ssh. Stay out of sight until he's passed and don't even breathe.”
Darcey obediently shrank back into the shadows as approaching hoof beats sounded against the forest's mossy floor. The horse that burst from the trees was the largest she'd ever seen. Even in the moonlight, she could see the darkness of his coat. She couldn't make out the rider's face and wasn't sure she wanted to.
The wind whipped the horseman's cloak back from his shoulders to reveal what looked like a bundle against his chest. He held it close with one hand and was handling the reins with the other. A thin wail came from the bundle and Darcey's mouth went dry.
As the horse and rider crested the hill in front of them, Charles whispered, “That was one of the children who vanished during the months before Gilles de Rais was arrested. His manor is just over there.”
“We have to save that child.”
As Darcey started forward, Charles pulled her against him and put a hand over her mouth. “That child was murdered over five hundred years ago and there's nothing you or I can do about it now. You agreed to my terms remember? No matter what you see or hear, it's imperative that you remain a silent uninvolved observer. If you want the truth, you must go through with this. Your other choice is to leave. In which case, you will never know. Do you want to stay? Yes or no.”
When Darcey finally stopped struggling and nodded her answer, he removed his hand. “All right then. It's time to join the festivities.”
* * * *
Darcey had never really believed in evil before, but the moment she saw the entrance to the subterranean stone temple with its flaring torches and sinister artifacts, every hair on her body rose and stiffened.
Had she been a cat, she would have hissed and fled, and only her desperate need for the truth kept her from following that first instinct. Sickly sweet and underlaid with something bitter, the smoke's scent caught in her throat. Mindful of Charles's admonition to remain silent, she bit her lips and swallowed hard.
He thrust a piece of scarlet silk into her hand. A delicately fashioned mask with jeweled embroideries around the eyeholes, she obediently slipped it over her head. Charles’ face was similarly concealed and a half dozen equally anonymous hooded figures followed them through the artfully hidden entrance into a torchlit tunnel. Whether their companions were male or female was impossible to tell.
In answer to a question from an armored sentinel in the temple's doorway, Charles flipped up his palm. What he showed him, Darcey couldn't see, but it evidently satisfied the requirements. The guard grunted something unintelligible and she suspected he was not wishing them a nice day.
A high dais commanded the pillared stone room's opposite end, and a massive upside-down gaudily painted crucifix loomed over the black-draped altar in its center. There was no question about the gender of the voluptuous, heavy-breasted creature standing arrogantly on the dais. With a black silk scarf across her face as her only covering, the woman slowly sauntered to the altar and draped herself across it. As she did so, a pair of muscular male acolytes appeared amid puffs of reddish smoke. Nude save for their black masks and a few strategically placed straps, they could have passed for twentieth century male strippers or models for a sex aids catalog.
Seeing them under any other circumstances, Darcey might have giggled, but not here. Desperately trying to recall what little she'd read about the Black Mass and similar ceremonies, all she could remember was that they were extremely nasty and usually included sexual degradation and bloodshed as part of the entertainment.
After fastening the woman's wrists and ankles to the corners of the altar, the acolytes dragged in a pair of enormous candleholders, setting one at the altar's foot and the other at its head. Studded with multi-colored gems and molded in the shape of serpents, the golden pillars appeared to writhe in the smoking torches’ fitful light. A pair of black candles completed the tableau and as soon as the second flame was lit, the assembled worshippers began a slow rhythmic chant.
Seemingly out of nowhere and as if in answer, a fourth figure materialized on the dais and Darcey's heart jumped into her throat. Save for the scarlet cloak streaming back from his shoulders and a massive golden pendant on his chest, the newcomer was as naked as the woman on the altar and the two acolytes. The mask covering his face was sculpted in the likeness of a goat and his lithe body gleamed in the candlelight as if oiled.
One of the acolytes returned with a knife and a golden bowl. The priest set the bowl between the woman's breasts and raised the knife with a cry in a language she'd never heard before. The congregation's chanting grew louder and faster. The second acolyte approached and fell to his knees before the altar.
When Darcey saw what lay in his arms, her gorge rose and she could no longer look.
The congregation abruptly fell silent and a shrill wail pierced the heavy stillness. It was abruptly choked off and an enormous sigh went up from the assembled watchers.
Darcey kept her eyes firmly closed. As if sensing her distress, Charles put an arm around her. Praying this was only a bad dream and that she would be awakening soon in her own bed, she leaned into him for comfort.
But this was no dream.
When she opened her eyes again, she still stood in the temple. The Satanic priest was raising a white circular wafer toward the looming crucifix and chanting a prayer in Latin. The wafer resembled a communion host from Darcey's Catholic childhood in New Orleans and she realized with a cold shock, that was exactly what it was.
Carefully setting down the wafer, the priest poured something from the bowl into a waiting jeweled chalice. He lifted the cup high above his head and cried out again.
Guessing the chalice's contents and what the priest was about to do to the consecrated host, Darcey found herself unable to bear the desecration of everything she had once believed in. She muttered, “Charles! For God's sake, get us out of here!”
* * * *
Suddenly, they were at the edge of the woods again.
In an effort to cleanse the temple's stench from her lungs, Darcey tore the mask from her face and took great gulps of the clean night air. Her outraged stomach got the better of her and she sank to her knees, retching. Finally it settled down and, when she spoke, the words scraped like gravel in her throat. “After we return, you can send that murdering devil back to the pits from whence he came.”
Even in the dark, she could see Charles’ eyes glitter. “Are you sure?”
“Of course I'm sure. Dear God, how much more do I need to see?”
“If we leave now, we can never come back.”
“To this sick age? Who would want to?”
“What makes you think this age is any sicker than yours?”
“Good grief, Charles, why do you even ask? I mean just look at them! They make war on one other for no reason. They burned Joan of Arc at the stake for heresy and you saw what just happened in there.”
“That's not true of your century?”
“No!”
“Pardon me if I'm wrong, but isn't yours the era of Bosnia and Kosovo, the slaughters in Rwanda, the necklacing victims of South Africa, women stoned to death in Afghanistan for showing one body part such as an arm or their eyes in public, a man dragged three miles to his death because of the color of his skin and the six million Holocaust victims of World War II?”
“I had nothing to do with any of that and you know perfectly well what I mean!”
“What do you mean?”
“That's not the norm! In my century, ordinary people have constitutional rights.”
“Such as?”
“If someone's accused of a crime, they have the right to legal counsel and a fair trial.”
“Did Gilles de Rais receive a fair trial?”
“That was in the fifteenth century. It's not the same.”
“He's in your time now. Doesn't your Constitution say something about the shadow of a doubt?”
“What do you mean, a shadow of a doubt? You were an eyewitness to murder. He's as guilty as sin and you know it!”
“Knowing it and proving it are two very different things.”
“Yes, but....”
“Are you certain, in your heart of hearts, that you saw Gilles de Rais on that dais?”
“Who else could it have been? For pity's sake, Charles, this is his property and he did confess.”
“After hours and hours of brutal torture. As long as we're here, would you like me to show you exactly what they did to him?”
“No, thank you. The medical reports were graphic enough.”
“Before we go back, I want you to consider a couple of things. You never saw the priest's face and you didn't actually witness any killing.”
“Maybe not, but you certainly did!”
“I didn't see the priest's face either.”
“But you witnessed the killing!”
“How do you know? Maybe my eyes were closed too.”
“Don't play games with me! You saw!”
“So what if I did?” He took her by the arms and looked deep into her eyes. “While we now know these things actually happened, the who and the why are still a mystery. You claim to be a seeker after truth, Darcey. If that's the case, why do you want to leave before you've found it?”
“Do you know the truth?”
“Perhaps, but I'm not the issue here.”
“What in the hell do you mean by that?”
“This is about you, Darcey, and it always has been.”
“Me?”
“Fate has brought you to this point and much depends on what you decide to do now. You're free to return to your own time and take up your life as if we'd never met, or you can stay here and play out the hand you've been given.”
“What if I choose to go back?”
“None of this will ever have happened. You'll awaken in your own bed, go to the office as usual, and remember nothing.”
Darcey looked toward the crest of the hill. Above it, the sky had lightened and she watched the clouds’ color change to pale rose. A warm breeze caressed her face. In it, she sensed a faint tang of the sea. “What will happen to him?”
“Gilles de Rais will return to the stake from which I plucked him and I'll lose the contest.”
“Why?”
“The Emperor's a romantic. He doesn't care for sad endings.”
As the wind tugged at Darcey's skirts, she threw the hood back from her face and ran her fingers through her hair. It had grown in the past month and now was almost shoulder-length. “There has to be more to it than that.”
“There is.”
“You aren't going to tell me what it is?”
“No.”
“And if I go back now, I'll never know.”
Charles said nothing. He'd already told her all he dared and the decision was hers alone to make.
She looked up into his face as if puzzling over something. “You don't love me, do you?”
“The man you seek is elsewhere. I'm merely a traveler along the way.”
“Am I carrying your child?”
“Wasn't that what you wanted?”
“Not like this.”
“If you go back now, there will be no child. But if you stay....”
Recalling the babe she had lost, Darcey's eyes pricked with tears. About Ted Norris, she cared nothing but the new life growing beneath her heart had been another matter entirely.
A tear spilled down her cheek and Charles brushed it away with his finger. “Had she lived, she would have looked exactly like you.”
Darcey didn't ask how he knew because she already had the answer. “In any other age, they would have dubbed you Sorcerer and burned you at the stake.”
“They would have had to catch me first.”
“All right, you win. I'll stay.”
Charles gave a silent sigh of relief and extended his hand. “There's an inn in the village and our horses are just beyond those trees.”
* * * *
Darcey's secretary gave an exasperated sniff. “I'm sorry Father, I have no idea where Mrs. Norris is. She left a message with her service that she would be out of town indefinitely and to direct all such queries to me. Oh, and she said you're to submit the Frenchman's bills here and that I'm to pay them out of our contingency fund. Do you know what I'm talking about?”
The priest sighed. “Sure, Mrs. Rosenstein. Don't you?”
“Not really.”
“You're not in the least bit curious?”
He could almost feel the lady bristle. “That's not part of my job description. Was there anything else?”
“That pretty well covers it. Thank you, Mrs. Rosenstein.”
“Good day, Father.”
While the redoubtable Mrs. Rosenstein didn't exactly slam down the phone, the sharp click in Raymond's ear came pretty close. But he couldn't find it in his heart to blame her. The poor soul must have been fielding calls like his all morning and her patience was obviously wearing thin. This abrupt disappearance wasn't at all like Darcey and it worried him. The woman had a major conglomerate to run and from everything he'd heard, her management style was strictly hands on.
A discreet inquiry to a faculty friend at Crichton Academy did little to ease his mind. Charles Ferrault was also absent and like Darcey's, the date of his return was indefinite.
When Raymond finally located her in the South of France, Fayre Montgomery was not only vague about her partner's whereabouts, she appeared unconcerned. “Darcey has good people working for her and Aruna practically runs itself. I can't remember the last time that girl treated herself to a real vacation; and goodness knows, she's got one coming. I wouldn't worry about it, Father. If I know Darcey, she's vegetating in the woods somewhere and she'll surface when she's good and ready, full of vim and vigor, and loaded for bear.”
* * * *
As they went to mount their horses in the inn's cobblestone courtyard on the following morning, Darcey gave Charles a puzzled glance. “You said we weren't to touch anything or even speak. Yet here we are eating the food, drinking the wine, sleeping in a strange bed, and interacting with the people around us as if we were one of them.”
He smiled down at her from beneath his plumed hat. “You haven't looked in a mirror lately, have you, my love?”
“Er, no.”
“Do you notice anything different about me?”
Now that she really looked at him.... Odd that she hadn't noticed the change in Charles before but the fact remained that she hadn't. Probably because she'd been preoccupied with managing her cumbersome fifteenth century costume, the nauseating food set before them, and a strange language of which she was lucky to understand one word in ten. And the smells! Compared to the inn's cacophony of odors, a twentieth century cattle barn would be a fragrant delight and right now, she'd give just about anything for one can of bug spray and a long hot shower.
Doffing his hat, Charles swept her an almost mocking bow from his saddle. “The Count de Rainier-Fosseur at your service.”
A perspiring groom hastened over with a mounting block and helped Darcey arrange herself awkwardly on the patiently waiting white mare. Charles tossed the man a coin and turned his horse toward the courtyard gate. “Come, Madame. We're expected imminently at Tiffauges and the good Baron must be done with his devotions by now. If we hurry, we'll be there in time for the noon repast.”
She caught up with him when they reached the road. “Just who are we supposed to be anyway? And by the Baron, do you mean Gilles de Rais?”
“In answer to your first question, I'm a distant cousin from Angouléme and you, my love, are my wife Adrienne. If you'd looked in the mirror this morning, you'd have seen that your hair is now dark brown, your face a perfect golden-skinned oval, your nose slightly Roman, and your eyes a deep emerald green. Henceforth, until we're done with this charade, you will call me Raoul.”
“And?”
“The good Baron is indeed Gilles de Rais. Since his family took over his financial affairs, Gilles has become a social recluse and he seldom if ever emerges from his apartments. The only people he sees these days are his mistress Fabienne, their two children and the household servants who tend to his needs.”
“But if he's our host....”
“Gilles’ cousin is our host and it's at his invitation that we're here. Incidentally, I was joking about the Baron's devotions. After the Maid was executed, Gilles turned his back on the Church and he won't permit a cleric within a hundred yards of him. It's rumored that he's gone completely mad, has commerce with creatures not of this earth and is exploring dangerous mysteries best left untouched.”
“What does any of this have to do with us?”
“The Count de Rainier-Fosseur was a physician of some renown and his wife inherited a special knowledge of the occult from her mother. Adrienne possessed a remarkable gift for seeing the future. Even the King was said to consult with her on occasion.”
“These were actual people?”
“Certainly. Presently the real count and his wife hang suspended in a twilight existence somewhere between the future and the past. When we leave this place, our memories will become theirs and this particular history will remain intact.”
Darcey noticed Charles’ eyes had darkened to a deep steel gray and considered his shoulder-length blunt cut hair and slim black mustache quite becoming. “Knowing you, there has to be more to it than that.”
“You wanted the truth. This is the only way we're going to find it.”
A thought struck her. “These people came to the ceremony last night. That's how the guard could see you.”
“And recognize the symbol on my palm.”
“Which means the Count de Rainier-Fosseur and his wife are Satanists. But you just said Gilles’ cousin invited them.”
“I did, didn't I?”
“That can't be a coincidence.”
“It's not.”
Darcey glanced over her shoulder to see a man and woman following them. The man was mounted on a shaggy pony and the woman rode a brindle-colored donkey laden with bundles. Six helmeted men-at-arms with brightly colored surcoats over their chain mail brought up the rear. “Who are they?”
“My valet, Junot, and your maid, Luce. You saw them last night and again this morning.”
“I thought they worked for the inn. Do they know about...?”
“There's nothing about us they don't know. Luce has cared for Adrienne since her birth, and Junot grew up with the Count on the Rainier estate.”
“Before we came here, I'd had some idea that Gilles was in this alone.”
“Organized Satanism has long flourished in France. Reaching into the highest reaches of society, it has many adherents. A true religion, the worship of the devil is a traditional family affair and the ritual you witnessed last night is not as uncommon as you might think.”
Darcey shivered despite the morning sun's warmth. “Are you saying...?”
“Raoul and Adrienne were initiated by their respective parents when they were very young.”
“And Gilles?”
“I didn't say anything about Gilles.”
As they crested the hill overlooking the Baron's gray stone manor with its half-dozen slate-covered roofs, she pulled up her horse next to Charles and they waited for the servants and soldiers to catch up.
Fortunately for Darcey, her mare had an extraordinarily placid nature. This business of riding sidesaddle in long skirts was an awkward affair in itself and not being a horsewoman by any stretch of the imagination, there was no way she could have handled a more spirited mount. She glanced at the mound concealing the subterranean temple and shuddered.
Charles’ eyes followed hers. “In broad daylight, and going about their normal routines, these are ordinary people. It's just at night that they like to play dress-up and meddle with unknown forces they don't begin to understand.”
“All of them?”
“Not all of them. Even though he doesn't believe a word of it, the priest knows very well what he's doing.”
“How do you know?”
When Charles turned his horse away without answering and began picking his way down the hill, Darcey saw the two servants and the men at arms had come up behind them. He had evidently been watching their approach and it was unlikely that any of them had heard what he said.
Junot dismounted and took her horse's reins. Leading her mare and the shaggy pony, he started after Charles. The maid Luce had also dismounted and assisted by one of the soldiers, she and the burdened donkey brought up the rear.
Now she saw the opposite side of the hill in broad daylight, Darcey's breath caught in her throat at the thought of the midnight horseman's breakneck speed. Not only was this slope unbelievably steep, it was littered with boulders. How the horseman found his way down without taking a nasty spill had to have been pure dumb luck.
“Luck had nothing to do with it,” remarked Charles as they clattered over the lowered drawbridge toward the manor's black-beamed front door. “He was born here and knows every inch of the estate like the back of his hand.”
Accustomed by now to her companion's mind reading tricks, Darcey shrugged. Conscious of the avidly listening Junot and Luce, she thought it wise to keep her mouth shut and concentrate instead on the sights and sounds around them.
The manor's heavy door swung open at their approach to reveal a narrow passageway and a bustling sunlit courtyard at its opposite end. Squawking chickens scattered away from their horses’ hooves and a rangy tan and white hound which had been asleep on the wide stone steps by the front door got to its feet barking. A handsome black-haired woman stood by the carved stone well in the courtyard's center. Better dressed than the servants around her, she was shading her eyes with her hand.
Something about her arrogant stance teased Darcey's memory. Before she could frame the question, Charles answered it. “That's Gilles’ mistress, Fabienne Leportiere, and if I'm not mistaken, here comes our host.”
As he swung his leg over the saddle and slid down from his horse, an intense looking young man with dark hair hastened down the steps. “Raoul! At last! And you've brought the exquisite Adrienne.”
With the help of Junot's steadying hand and a mounting block proffered by a waiting groom, Darcey followed Charles’ example. Grateful for the solid ground beneath her trembling legs, she shook her rumpled velvet skirts into some semblance of order. By now she'd become used to the feel of the tall headdress she wore and had almost forgotten about it until she saw the shadow at her feet.
The young man bowing over her hand was quite handsome in his richly embroidered tunic and yellow and blue bicolored hose. “Comtesse Adrienne, welcome to our house.”
She dimpled at Charles. “La, Monsieur le Comte. You may have a rival for my affections.”
Their host's dark eyes smiled down into hers. “Tell me how I can steal you from Raoul and make you mine.”
Charles laughed. “In matters of the heart, Adrienne is free to do as she pleases and if I know her, she is ready to sell her soul for a hearty meal and a cup of wine.” He lowered his voice. “Or she would if she hadn't done so already.”
The young man hissed, “Do not say such a thing even in jest. This is not Paris, you know. Or even Angouléme.”
When a cloud crossed the sun, Darcey saw a balcony she hadn't noticed before and a man half hidden in its shadows. His fierce eyes caught hers and try as she might, she was unable to look away. “Who-who is that?”
Their host looked where she was pointing. “Why that's my poor sick cousin, the Baron. He's the patient Raoul has come to examine. If he hadn't chosen to lock himself away in his apartments, I would have had to confine him for his own safety. He's quite mad, you know.” He took her by the arm. “Time enough for such weighty matters after we've broken bread together. Come my lady. Fabienne has been preparing all morning and to waste such a fine repast would be a shame.”
“Fabienne?”
“Since Gilles’ wife is elsewhere and I am unwed, Fabienne Leportiere is Tiffauges’ unofficial chatelaine. She warms my cousin's bed and bears his children but she will never be more than that.”
“Why not?”
Their host looked shocked. “Even if Gilles were willing, the King would never countenance such a union. Nor would our liege lord.”
Charles nodded. “How is His Grace these days?” Alain de Rais glanced at Darcey before replying and he continued. “I have no secrets from Adrienne. Our host refers to the Duke of Brittany, my dear.”
Darcey nodded sagely even though she had no idea what he was talking about. “Of course.”
It was Alain's turn to speak. “There are tales of a dark horseman who steals children from their beds and the tenants are in an uproar. The whispers about Gilles have reached His Grace's ear at Nantes and he's sent a messenger to the king. It will not be long now.”
* * * *
The manor's graceful sunlit hall was an agreeable surprise and the savory smells rising from the laden banquet table teased Darcey's appetite. Alain looked at her quizzically. “You have no objection to Fabienne and the children eating with us, I hope. We are country folk here and not much given to standing on ceremony.”
The other woman's face was cold and the small girl and boy standing behind her avoided Darcey's eyes. “I have no objection. In fact, I would be charmed to have them join us.”
“I too,” said Charles and he swept Fabienne a bow. When she responded with a curtsey, the little girl picked up her skirts and awkwardly followed suit.
Darcey looked around. “Before we eat, I should like to....”
Fabienne laid a hand on her arm. “After such a long ride but of course. Children, take your places at the table. The comtesse and I will be right back. Do you wish to send for your maid, my lady?”
As Darcey opened her mouth to say yes, she heard Charles’ voice in her mind. Go with her and learn what you can.
Having been introduced to the inn's somewhat smelly facilities on the previous night, Darcey had some idea what to expect, and the manor's well-appointed garderobe came as a pleasant surprise. As much dressing area as toilet facility, the well-ventilated room boasted sweet-scented rushes on its stone floor, a hammered metal mirror on one of the whitewashed walls and a silver bowl and water-filled ewer on a nearby table with a stack of snowy cloths beside them.
Fabienne watched her squat over the sunken hole in the floor. When she was done, she handed her a small cotton square with which to cleanse herself. As Darcey straightened up and shook out her skirts, she reflected that the absence of underwear had its advantages in certain situations. “This is one of the finest garderobes I have ever seen. The royal palace has none better.”
Unlike the other servants’ almost unintelligible patois, Fabienne's softly accented speech was surprisingly understandable. Darcey's compliment obviously pleased her. “Vraiment? Actually, we have three. One for each floor.”
 The servants in the attic apparently don't count, reflected Darcey, and they probably have to make do with a communal bucket. She poured water into the bowl from the silver ewer, and while she was rinsing her hands, she flashed the other woman an ingratiating smile. “As the manor's chatelaine, you must have a great deal of responsibility.”
This was evidently a favorite subject with Fabienne and she heaved a gusty sigh. “Ah, yes indeed. And it is even more since the Baron....”
“Has been ill? This must all be very difficult for you, Madame. Perhaps my husband will be able to help him.”
“That is what we hope and pray, Comtesse.”
Their eyes met in the mirror's hammered surface. “In recognition of your special relationship with the Baron, why don't you address me as Adrienne? And I shall call you Fabienne.”
Fabienne appeared to be turning something over in her mind. “Has your husband said anything to you about our festivities?”
Suddenly Darcey knew where she had seen this woman before. To hide her reaction, she concentrated on drying her hands on one of the snowy towels. “Yes, he has. We have our own in Angouléme, of course, but I understand yours are something quite special. They will be wondering what's become of us and the thought of that fine repast is driving me to distraction. After we are done eating, perhaps we can talk further.”
Fabienne smiled at her in the mirror. “Why certainly, Adrienne. I'm looking forward to it.”
* * * *
Fabienne's flat expressionless black eyes met Darcey's across the table. Neither cold nor warm, the woman's gaze was as empty as if the soul behind it was dead. Her son's chill glance matched his mother's but his tiny sister bounced in her seat, her merry eyes dancing and her rosebud mouth quivering on the verge of a giggle.
“Marie-Bernarde! If you cannot sit still, you will leave this table.”
Chastened, the little girl shrank back while her brother smirked. Reaching timidly into the bowl between her and Charles, she snatched a sweetmeat and stuffed it into her mouth. Not to be outdone, the boy speared a chunk of fruit on the end of his knife and solemnly offered it to Darcey. Taking it, she smiled her thanks.
Whatever else Gilles de Rais and his mistress might be, their children were utterly charming. Especially the irrepressible Marie-Bernarde.
Alain guessed her thoughts. “Marie-Bernarde is five and Jean Baptiste is eight. She was recently betrothed to the second son of the Sieur de Lyon, and if Gilles has his way, Jean Baptiste will follow him into the military. As the son of a Marshal of France, he should do well despite his father's differences with the king. Speaking of which, is it true the D'Arc family is badgering His Majesty again? Was it not enough that he ennobled the Maid's brothers and left them their lands despite the bill of attainder against her?”
Charles spoke. “It's true that the D'Arc family is again petitioning His Majesty to appeal their sister's conviction to the Pope. But the King wants no part of it. He values his treaty with Burgundy and he feels the less that is said about that unfortunate incident the better. Were it not for the common people, he would never speak of the Maid at all. They openly revere her as the savior of France and go in solemn procession throughout the city on each anniversary of her death.”
“They're not the only ones.” Fabienne's voice had become a hiss and she jerked her head toward the stairs. “After Gilles laid eyes on that witch, he was never the same. He was besotted with her to the point that he lost his reason. In fact, he still is.”
Abruptly, Darcey recalled Charles’ words. His love for her first ennobled, then utterly destroyed him. “Were you with the Baron at Chinon, Fabienne? Did you know Jeanne D'Arc?”
“The Dauphin's court had no place for such as I. Even Catherine remained behind.”
“You mean the baroness.”
“Oui. La Baronne.” Coming from Fabienne, the title was an epithet. “Catherine was with child and her husband had tired of her. At Chinon, he was pursuing other interests.”
 As in other women? And just where did you fit into all of this?
Fabienne's tone grew defensive. “I helped the Baronne with her wedding gown and I was her personal maid and confidante. She broke her heart over him, poor lady. Some say he tried to poison her.”
“Surely you do not believe that!”
“Adrienne, I no longer know what to believe. Gilles’ behavior becomes stranger with each passing day and that is why Alain begged Monsieur le Comte to come. Even now, it may be too late.”
“What do you mean?”
Fabienne hastily glanced over her shoulder. “Later, Comtesse. Since we are done here, perhaps you would care to join me in my solar while Monsieur le Comte visits the Baron. Children! Go to your lessons.” A servant whispered something in Fabienne's ear and she gave Darcey a sharp look. “Your maid Luce has fallen ill, apparently from something she ate. Do you wish to see her?”
Darcey pushed back her chair. “But of course. Cha—er, Raoul, would you come with me? Perhaps you can help.”
When she saw Luce's gray face against the pillow, it was obvious to Darcey this was more than a mere stomach ache. Pressing her hands against the servant's abdomen, she found it as stiff as a board and didn't need her moans to confirm that she was in severe pain.
Charles gently moved her aside. “Here. Let me see what's going on.” He palpated Luce's neck and looked into each of her eyes, then stepped back from the bed. “Fetch the priest to shrive her soul because there is nothing to be done.”
“But surely....”
His voice in Darcey's mind silenced her protest. In your century, we could help her but not here. I have a way to ease her pain but cure her I will not.
Her eyes silently accused him and he looked coldly back. I cannot interfere with the past except to ease her pain. This woman has been poisoned and there is no antidote.
Darcey's hand flew to her mouth. Poisoned? By whom?
Fabienne's voice was silky smooth. “Monsieur Le Comte, are you sure you cannot help this poor creature?”
“I would that I could, Madame, but this is a condition far beyond my humble powers. As you said, it must have been something she ate. Did you not tell me once, Adrienne, that Luce had a certain fondness for wild mushrooms?”
“Er, yes I did. I do not care for such delicacies myself but she would forage for them constantly. The fruits of the field, she called them, and a dish fit for a king.” Although Darcey knew this to be an outright lie, she was following Charles’ lead. In a display of anguish that was not entirely feigned, she fell to her knees beside the bed and took the suffering woman's hand in hers. Ease her pain, dammit.
Almost instantly she sensed Charles’ response.
Luce's work-roughened hand fell limp against the coverlet, and her eyes closed. Her ragged breathing evened out and she appeared to be asleep.
Charles’ voice in Darcey's mind was adamant. From now on, you will eat and drink nothing unless I tell you it's safe. Especially if it is offered by Fabienne. She poisoned Luce, I know not why, but it has to do with you.
Me? What have I done to incur her enmity?
Alain de Rais’ eye has fallen on you and something more than mere friendship lies between him and Madame Fabienne.
She's jealous?
Adrienne is a notorious flirt and sadistic besides. Fabienne's distress over Alain would amuse only her.
What of the Count? Doesn't he care?
They're two of a kind. While Alain pursues the Countess, he will entertain himself with the servant.
Except that this is no game to Fabienne.
Being unfamiliar with the social cruelties of the most sophisticated court in Europe, she has no understanding of such things.
But if Fabienne is involved with Alain, what of the Baron?
What indeed? It is time for me to leave Luce in your tender care, ma cherie, and do what I came here to do.
You're going to see Gilles de Rais?
That's the general idea.
Darcey turned back to Luce. Seeing a thread of dark drool at one corner of the servant's mouth, she took a damp cloth and wiped it away. By the time she looked up, Charles was gone.
Fabienne leaned solicitously over the other side of the bed. “Adrienne? She appears to be sleeping. I can have one of the maids keep watch and send for you if she awakes. This woman is more than a mere servant to you, is she not?”
Recalling Charles’ script, Darcey nodded. “Luce was my wet nurse. She stayed on to care for me after I was weaned.”
“Ah, I see. Come. You look tired and you need to rest.”
Darcey struggled to her feet. “I do feel a bit tired at that.”
Drooping a little, she allowed the solicitous Fabienne to put an arm around her and lead her to the stairs.
* * * *
Suddenly, she was elsewhere. The weighty skirt around her ankles was gone and she and Charles were watching a tableau at the other end of a darkened room.
A man sat slumped over an ornately carved table with his head in his arms. A second figure bent over him and, with a start, she recognized the count. As she started to open her mouth, Charles placed a finger against her lips. Wait and watch.
As if he'd heard, the Count raised his head and peered into the room's dim shadows, then turned back to the table. Opening a carved wooden casket, he extracted a small golden vial and weighed it in his hand as if debating. Having apparently come to a decision, he poured the vial's contents into a jeweled goblet and stirred it with his finger. After carefully wiping the finger on his tunic, he took the man by the hair and yanked him upright. Darcey gasped at his brutality as the man groaned. Again, Charles motioned her to silence.
“Drink!” ordered the Count and he pressed the goblet against his half-conscious subject's lips.
When the door opened, Darcey heard a swish of silk. Without turning around, she knew Fabienne stood behind them. “He's drunk again, isn't he? I should have guessed when his last meal came back untouched.” She came further into the room. “Why are you giving him more wine?”
“As long you're here, you can help me. Here, hold his head up while I open his mouth. You want this matter resolved, don't you?”
“Yes, but....”
“Gilles de Rais will never grant you his name and you cannot be the true mistress of this house for as long as his wife lives. On the other hand, your Alain is more than willing to take your hand in marriage once his cousin is out of the way. Those children are Alain's, are they not?”
In the light from the window, Fabienne looked like a scared rabbit. “If Gilles were to ever find out...”
The Count let go of the Baron's hair and he slumped forward. “What will you give me, pretty one, to ensure that he doesn't?”
“Alain...”
“Alain's a man of the world.”
“But I...”
“Have your festivities taught you nothing? I am the high priest of the inner temple and the mortal personification of the horned god whose name we dare not utter. As a sworn servant of the Order, you are mine to command.”
Fabienne bowed her head. “Yes, Master.”
“When we are done here, you will conduct me to your chamber and there you will demonstrate your obedience to your sacred vows. If you please me, I will not punish you as you deserve. Now, help me with this.”
In fascinated horror, Darcey watched the Count tilt the Baron's head back and trickle the goblet's contents into his open mouth.
But he isn't the priest. He was standing beside me in the temple when ... Fabienne was the naked woman at the ceremony but who was the priest? And who was the horseman with the stolen child? Was he Gilles de Rais or Alain? What was it Charles had said when she wondered how the horseman had made his way down the hill without breaking his neck? Luck had nothing to do with it. He was born here and knows every inch of the estate like the back of his hand.
Exactly when she sensed the other presence, Darcey was never able to recall. She never saw or heard it but it was definitely there. She had never believed in ghosts and the spiritual tenets of her childhood were long since behind her. True, she would attend Midnight Mass at Christmas and light a candle to her grandmother's memory, but that gesture was no more than sentiment and a nostalgic salute to days gone by.
This was something else. Ancient, terrible and colder than a subzero winter wind, the newcomer's intensity was bitter enough to suck the breath from her body. Yet the air was totally still. No mere force of nature, this was a sentient being. It knew they were there and what was more, it hungered for them.
Almost before Darcey felt the presence, Charles reacted. He reached for something in his pocket and abruptly, the two of them were in a tangle at the foot of the green arch in his studio. Panting, he scrambled to his feet and thrust the slim black tool into the arch's far slot.
“Pray we closed the portal in time!”
Darcey's head came up. “Pray? You're telling me to pray?”
“As you never have in your life! Jeanne D'Arc was your ancestor. If you ask her, she will protect you!”
Seeing he was deadly serious, Darcey closed her eyes. “St. Joan, if you exist, I beseech you, come to our aid!”
A sudden fragrance filled the studio and a sense of peace enveloped her, the likes of which she had never known before. The tendril of bitter cold, which had followed them through the portal, disappeared as suddenly as it had come and Charles sagged to the floor. “Merci,” he muttered. “Merci.”
Darcey looked at him wide-eyed. “She exists! I prayed to her and she came to our aid.”
He smiled wearily and knuckled his eyes. “Of course she exists. Jeanne is as real as you or I, ma chere, and now that you have finally acknowledged her, it will be up to you to complete the task she began over five hundred years ago.”
“The English have long since left France and I just don't see myself....”
“On a white horse at the head of an army? There are other ways to lead, ma chere. France is free of the English invaders, it's true, but not the darkness which brought them. Jeanne stood against the Beast and His servants killed her. The man she tried to save still lives and in his redemption, you will find your own.”

Chapter Eight
The Trial
“I will never plead guilty to such a thing, and it is beyond my comprehension why you would bring this ridiculous charge!”
The banqueting table had been removed for the occasion and a gilded throne and two lesser chairs beside it were the only furniture on the high dais. The great fireplace at the hall's far end contained only cold ashes and brilliantly colored wall tapestries billowed in the constant drafts through the hall.
The Duke of Brittany shifted in his seat. A thin man approaching middle age, his sparse locks beneath the ducal coronet had long since turned gray and he huddled into his fur-lined velvet robe for warmth. His Grace's normally amiable features wore an unaccustomed scowl and his pale blue eyes would have rivaled a snake's for sheer coldness. “Are you sure you won't reconsider, my lord? This is a painful matter, to say the least, and I am sure these honorable ecclesiastics have better things to do than listen to your fruitless denials.”
Gilles glanced at the clerics flanking the Duke's hunched figure. The younger of the two, a pale tonsured monk barely out of his teens, refused to meet his eyes but the elder appeared to be studying him. A rotund professorial type, the priest's ample belly and red-tipped nose indicated his love for the trencher and the wine cup rather than the exigencies of monastic discipline and the Baron suspected that he resented his arousal from a comfortable bed for this early morning hearing.
“If I am to be awakened from a sound sleep and forced to travel on horseback for two days with my hands bound and my eyes covered, why should these reverend fathers be spared?”
The Duke's voice cracked across the great hall like a whip. “You are no longer on the battlefield, my lord, and your respect for Holy Mother Church would be appreciated!”
Gilles bowed. “I have nothing but the greatest respect for Holy Mother Church and I can assure the reverend fathers I am no heretic. As for you, Your Grace, the remainder of these absurd charges is a tribute to your vivid imagination and I cannot begin to imagine where you will find the slightest proof. Even in battle, I never made war on women and children. To accuse me of such things during a time of peace is nothing short of preposterous!”
The older priest leaned forward. “It is my understanding that you have been more than a trifle lax with your daily devotions. When did you last receive the Sacraments, my lord Baron?”
“It's been some time, Reverend Father, but that omission surely does not brand me a heretic!”
“Ah,” countered the priest, “but it is important to strengthen our bulwarks against Satan on a daily basis, is it not? Especially for one who was associated so closely with the d'Arc witch.”
The Baron maintained his self-control and his voice remained even. “Jeanne d'Arc was no witch. As a Frenchman, you should be blessing the Maid rather reviling her. The purest of God's creatures, she died a martyr to her Christian faith and it is only because of her courage and vision that Charles Valois rules France today instead of the English usurper.”
“The bill of attainder against the d'Arc woman still stands!” snapped the priest. “By defending such a heretic you condemn yourself! However, I'm a fair man and I am hereby setting a hearing at the Bishop's palace for two days hence. At that time, I will consider testimony and witnesses for both sides before forwarding my conclusions to my superiors. In the meantime, you will be conveyed to the prison at Nantes and there you will be held close until such time as this matter is concluded. This is as much for your safety as anyone's, my lord. The local peasantry is demanding your blood for their childrens’ lives. Were you accessible to them, they might not wait to exact their revenge.”
Gilles’ eyes turned to the Duke. “What of the civil charges, Your Grace? Are you going to grant me a fair trial?”
“You are the foulest of murderers!” hissed the Duke. “So why don't you just admit to your crimes and make your peace with God? It wasn't enough that you poisoned your own wife! You compounded that attempted murder with a slaughter of innocents on a scale unseen since the time of evil King Herod when he sought the life of Our Blessed Lord and forced him to flee with his mother to Egypt!”
“When I did what? For shame, Cousin, is that the best you can do? You know as well as I that Catherine's health has always been poor. As for slaughtering innocents, I have no idea what you're talking about.”
“We shall see.” The Duke beckoned a black-hooded executioner and his assistant forward from the shadows at the back of the hall. “How far must I go to loosen your stubborn tongue?”
The Baron raised his chained wrists. “How can I possibly tell you of matters about which I know nothing? For the past four months, I have been confined to my apartments with a wasting illness. During that entire time, I have seen no one outside a few servants, my mistress, and my children.”
“You saw a physician by the name of the Count Rainier-Fosseur did you not?”
“Well, yes. My cousin Alain brought the Count from Angouléme because he knows much of this type of illness. But so what?”
“It is the Count and your mistress, Fabienne Leportiere, who bring these charges against you. As a devout Christian, what the Count observed during his recent visit to your manor horrified him to the point that he could not keep silent, if only for the sake of his conscience and immortal soul. In view of what has come to light about your wife's illness, your mistress states she is now in mortal fear for her own life and those of your children. Why don't you confess and spare yourself from being put to the question? Then, I can at least guarantee you a merciful death.”
“I have done nothing! I did not poison Catherine and I have never threatened Fabienne or our children! What have you done to her that she should say such a thing?”
“Fabienne Leportiere has come to us of her own free will. The woman obviously loves you and she is in great distress. She argues that you suffer from an illness of the mind and do not know what you are doing. The Count says differently. I must weigh his informed conclusions as a physician and a man of the world against the biased pleas of an ignorant servant who has never left the bounds of your estate.”
The Baron stubbornly shook his head. “I know nothing of any murders and I have never had any truck with the devil or his minions.”
Out of patience, the Duke of Brittany rose from his throne and pointed at Gilles. “Take this criminal and do what you must! I do not wish to see or hear from him again until he has confessed! Once he has done so, you will convey him to the Bishop's palace for his trial on the heresy charge. As soon the Church has pronounced sentence you will bring him before me again. The blood of those slaughtered innocents cries out to heaven for justice and by all that is holy, I am going to give it to them!”
When the executioner put his hands on him, Gilles wrenched himself away. “I am innocent, I tell you! I am innocent!”
* * * *
“Hey! Hey! Hey! Settle down before you wake the whole building.”
Gilles opened his eyes to find Father Raymond looking down at him. “I was dreaming? I am sorry. I did not mean to disturb anyone.”
“You were screaming loud enough to wake the dead and something tells me this is going to be a long night. Farrell, why don't you start a pot of coffee and see if there's anything in the kitchen to go with it?”
When the priest yawned and stretched, Gilles noticed his fleecy red robe and matching slippers. “Unfortunately, I have to leave for the airport at seven and I'll be gone for two weeks. Since we've already had to postpone your surgery once, why don't we hold off until I get back?”
“Surgerie? Oh, you mean my foot. No, I do not mind waiting.”
A clatter sounded in the hall and Farrell backed into the room balancing a tray full of steaming mugs and a plate. He slid the tray on to the end of the bed and looked expectantly at both of them. “Well. Are ye goin’ to continue yacking in that Frog lingo, or do I get ter hear what's goin’ on? If not, I'm off to me bed and be damned to the pair of ye!”
Raymond lifted an eyebrow. “Goodnight, Farrell. And thanks.”
The Irishman sniffed. Then he grabbed a couple of cookies off the plate along with a mug of coffee and left the room without another word. As the door banged behind him, Gilles sighed. “It seems that Monsieur O'Connor is, how you say, upset with me again.”
Father da Silva pulled a chair closer to the bed and addressed himself to the remaining coffee and cookies. He handed one of the mugs to Gilles who cradled his hands around it gratefully. “He'll get over it. Do you want to tell me what you were dreaming about?”
“A man and a woman came to the manor a few days before my arrest. He was a physician while she ... when she rode into the courtyard, I could have sworn that I knew her. But her eyes were those of a stranger. Had I ever seen that face at court, I would surely have remembered it.”
“She was that beautiful?”
“She was that beautiful.”
“And the man?”
“The physician.” Gilles spat the word. “He was my chief accuser at the trial.”
“What of the woman?”
His face twisted. “She died, that's all I know. I was accused of killing her but I knew nothing of it. She was found in a shallow grave near the woods with her throat slashed. The body of my daughter was buried nearby.”
“Was this before or after your arrest?”
“The guards told me in prison after the Duke's torturers had done their work. By then, I was willing to say whatever they wanted. When the Duke accused me of her murder, I confessed to that too. Such a beautiful creature. The pity of it was I never even knew her name.”
* * * *
Gilles had been right in his assessment of the old Irishman's love for the grape and the two of them spent several memorable evenings together drinking and playing cards in his room. They gambled for green pieces of paper he had learned to call dollars and savored a dark beverage Farrell termed whisky.
To Farrell's apparent chagrin, the whisky affected Gilles’ concentration not at all. He had the same affinity for cards he did for chess and at evening's end, the stack of green paper on his side of the bedside table would be consistently larger than Farrell's. When Gilles tried, good-naturedly, to return his dollars, the old Irishman snorted. “'Tis pure beginner's luck and I'll clean yer clock yet, ye ornery Frog.”
Gilles suspected that Father Raymond knew all about his gambling sessions with Farrell and was deliberately turning a blind eye. Having had no love for clerics in the past, he was deeply suspicious of the priest's motives. But Father da Silva's simplicity and obvious goodness had worn down his defenses until he was almost ready to accept the priest's offhand invitation to Sunday Mass in the center's modest chapel. Almost, but not quite.
Father da Silva didn't press the issue. Then one day, he dropped a leather-bound book on Gilles’ bed. “A friend at the university came across this and he'd like your opinion.”
Intrigued, Gilles flipped through the gilt-edged pages, then settled down to read. The book was in French and thanks to television and the newspapers Farrell brought him, he could decipher the text quite readily. Lavishly illustrated with gorgeous reproductions of medieval illuminations, the work purported to be a history of Jeanne d'Arc. Some of the inaccuracies made him chuckle but by and large, he found the story fascinating.
More than thirty years after her execution, the D'Arc brothers’ persistence finally shamed King Charles into petitioning the pope to set aside the attainder of heresy against their sister. But it was the common people's stubborn reverence for the Maid that kept her memory green. Much to the nobles’ displeasure, they continually hailed her as the savior of France. Her legend grew until five hundred years later she was officially elevated to sainthood by the same church which had so callously condemned her.
Knowing Jeanne as he did, Gilles could imagine her response. Mystic or no, the Maid's feet had been firmly planted on the ground. When the occasion warranted, her language would wax as salty as any common trooper's and she liked an earthy joke as well as the next one. She had also had a far better understanding of the royal court than the scheming nobles around Charles ever realized. Yet, there had been a certain delicacy about her that was totally lacking in the aristocratic ladies who had been Gilles’ previous prey.
When her face began to haunt his dreams, he realized he'd fallen seriously in love with her. A wealthy and titled Marshal of France, he had much to offer and he was stunned when she declined his proposal. It was typical of Jeanne that she told no one of what had passed between them and she continued to treat Gilles with the same friendliness she always had. If she felt his brooding gaze on her, she made no sign, but that day spelled the end of their former easy comradeship. A certain distance grew between them and never again would she walk with him alone.
As Gilles read, he made notes in a unique shorthand of his own on a yellow pad beside him. Then he came across his own name. Shaking, he read what the storyteller had to say and, suddenly disgusted, he hurled the book across the room. Bluebeard indeed! Jeanne had jokingly coined the term during a hard fought campaign when they'd marched day and night with few opportunities for rest. Laughing with her, he'd rubbed his hand across his chin's sprouting stubble and even after he'd been clean-shaven again, the nickname stuck.
As he'd surmised, his reputation as a monster had come down through the ages and, like Jeanne's, his legend had grown. When he read he'd been hanged and that furthermore he had gone piously to his execution, he wondered from which supposed eyewitness the historian had gleaned that particular nugget. Or had his ducal cousin revised the official account? Burning was for common folk, not nobles and he supposed it was possible the King was unaware of the manner of his execution. Come to think of it, Charles might not have known about the torture either. His Majesty's feelings on that particular subject were well known and even after the rift between them, he had still considered the Baron de Rais his friend.
Slightly embarrassed, Gilles retrieved the book from the floor, straightened its wrinkled pages and continued to read.
Adrienne de Rainier-Fousseur. Now, where had he heard that name before? He recalled a tall lady with green eyes dismounting from her palfrey in the manor's courtyard. Two days later, she'd been found with her throat slashed, said his torturers. The butchered body of his five-year-old daughter lay nearby and that, they claimed, was the outrage which precipitated his arrest.
When the torturers described his beloved Marie-Bernarde and the manner of her death, Gilles gave way to despair. Remembering nothing of the fevered nights before his arrest, he confessed to anything they wanted to hear and in the end, he'd come to believe in his own madness.
According to this particular history, the luscious Adrienne Rainier-Fousseur wasn't murdered at all. Widowed three years later at the age of 25, she repented of her frivolous ways. After taking the veil, she attained the rank of Prioress of the aristocratic convent named the Ladies of Paris and died peacefully in her sleep, full of honors, at almost sixty years old.
A luxurious refuge for surplus princesses, discarded royal mistresses and the like, the Ladies of Paris didn't subscribe to enclosure, hair shirts, physical penance or vows of poverty. Resplendent in exquisite brocades, fur-trimmed velvets and a panoply of jewels to rival the queen's, the elegant nuns spent their quiet days in prayer and other pursuits suitable to their cloistered station. What memories they must have had as they dreamed their solitary nights away between silken sheets.
Gilles wondered how many of his old flames had been among them.
During his brief civil trial, he intercepted a glance between the supposedly distraught Fabienne and his cousin Alain. That look had been enough and he asked himself how he could have been such a fool. When he opened his mouth to speak, one of the guards stopped it with his hand. The Duke nodded his approval. “Your confession is enough, Baron de Rais. Anything further lies between yourself and our blessed Lord and you'd best pray He shows you more mercy than you did those poor innocent babes.”
Suddenly Gilles realized none of it mattered any more. Fabienne, Alain, the Duke of Brittany, even the King himself had been dust for four centuries, yet he still lived. As he closed the book, the irony almost made him laugh.
* * * *
Gilles’ surgery was postponed twice more. First, an upper respiratory infection left the surgeon unwilling to operate. Then, Father Raymond was called away to an emergency on the other side of the world and no one else could sign the authorization. Now, with his cold cleared up to the surgeon's satisfaction and Father Raymond on hand to take care of the paperwork, the big day had finally arrived.
Just as Gilles was leaving his room, Farrell came down the hallway. St. Vincent's self-appointed mayor had long since forgiven him and he seemed almost as anxious about the surgery's outcome as Gilles himself. As usual, he had something in his hand and when he set it in Gilles’ lap, the brown paper package gave a faint gurgle. Having a suspicion of its contents, Gilles’ lips twitched.
Farrell's harsh voice interrupted his thoughts. “What's so funny? If ye don't like me gift, I can find a good home fer it.”
Gilles hefted the package. “I imagine you can but I believe I would appreciate it more. Thank you, Farrell.”
“Eh, ’tis nuttin'. Ye take care of yerself, ye hear. I'll be up ter see ye as soon as they quit cuttin’ on yer.”
Gilles glanced at the bandages and winced. The doctors at the hospital had first soaked his foot in strange smelling liquids, then slathered on unguents of various kinds, including one that was made from seaweed. Finally they'd bathed it in a strange warm light. After warning Gilles against looking directly at the light, they gave him eye protectors to wear. Made from a dark greenish material, they were as transparent as glass but thin and tough and flexible. Unfortunately, none of the treatments worked. His hands had finally healed enough to support him on a set of crutches but touching his foot to the ground was still enough to make him yelp.
On his arrival at the hospital, a young female attendant in a blue top and pants helped Gilles out of his clothes and into a cotton gown. When she went to pull the curtain around the bed, he stopped her. “S'il vous plait, I like to see what is around me.”
She frowned. “I thought you might like some privacy.”
A concept unknown in Gilles’ time, the people of the twentieth century set great store by this notion. So much so, in fact, they actually referred to certain body parts as 'privates'. Normal functions were concealed behind closed doors, life's most delightful celebration was performed in secret and such carnal commerce was not considered a polite subject for discussion.
“Patsy Clark? She is here?”
The attendant gave him a strange look. “She works in the psych ward.”
“Psych ward? What is that?”
“It's a place where ... Never mind.” She picked up the telephone and punched in a couple of numbers. “Patsy. We have a new admit who says he knows you. Yeah, he's French. Room 703, Pre-Op.” After listening for a moment, she smiled and set down the phone. “Patsy'll be by in a couple of hours. Apparently, you made quite an impression.”
“She impressed me too.”
“I'm not even going to get into that. Nor am I going to take official notice of that package there. Just do me a favor. Don't sample it until you go home.”
“I can not drink it here?”
“With the drugs we'll be giving you, alcohol is not a good idea.” She hefted the package. “That's what this is, isn't it?”
“The drugs are to kill the pain, no? Does whisky not do the same?”
“Taken together, they'll do more than kill the pain. The combination'll kill you right along with it.”
For the first time since he'd arrived in this alien century, Gilles was seriously considering putting an end to his existence. The act of suicide had always seemed the ultimate cowardice, but when he really thought about it ... Farrell's gift could be the answer and he filed the information for future reference.
After the attendant left, he dozed for a while, and awoke to find Jeanne and the King beside his bed. Charles’ dark head was bare and his slim fingers lacked their usual complement of glittering rings. Elegant as always, His Majesty would make sackcloth look like velvet and his plain modern garb suited him.
Like her royal companion, Jeanne was clad in unrelieved black. Her red-gold hair fell to her shoulders in soft waves and in the soft light, her eyes appeared huge.
Midway between waking and sleep, Gilles decided to stay in the dream. It was pleasanter than reality, and given the choice, he would gladly remain in this twilight whispering world forever.
Jeanne spoke in English. “Are we in time?”
Charles moved to the foot of the bed. “It would seem so. Had they already amputated....”
“Can you help him?”
“Not here.” The King switched to French. “Gilles, can you hear me?”
He blinked and opened his eyes to find the two of them still there. Any moment now, the attendant would come bustling in for some procedure or other and they'd be gone. Until she did, Gilles decided to stay with the dream. “Yes, Charlot, I hear you.” He added as an afterthought, “Aren't you supposed to be dead?”
Jeanne spoke in English again. “He knows you?”
“I wear the visage of the King and you....”
“Look like her?”
He found their murmured exchange irritating. “What do you mean, you wear the visage of the King? Are you not he?”
His visitor switched to French. “No, Gilles. I am not he. Charles Valois has been dead for over four centuries and he'll trouble you no more.”
Gilles studied the woman's face. “You resemble her greatly but now I see you are not Jeanne. Your name is Darcey Norris, is it not? While I am not ungrateful, Madame, your interest puzzles me.”
She replied in French, a mite haltingly. “We found you in the street. You were injured and I was in a position to help.”
“And your companion here? Father da Silva called him your protégé.”
“This is Charles Ferrault. He was my adopted father's natural son and he has no other family.”
“What are you doing here?”
“We heard you were scheduled for surgery. That they're going to amputate your foot.”
“I am still at a loss to know why you are here.” He was literally drowning in this woman's eyes. Even knowing what he knew about her and Charles, all he wanted was to put his mouth against hers and....Dear God! What was happening to him?
Despite his denial, Charles’ voice was that of the King. “We're here to save you.”
“From what?”
The young man smiled. “The first time, I plucked you from a burning pyre and brought you forward through time.”
“What are you? A sorcerer?”
“I've been called that.”
Gilles eyes cut to Darcey. “What is this man to you?”
She flushed. “My adopted brother.”
He snorted. “He is your lover, Madame. It's as plain as the nose on your face.”
“I'm not Darcey's brother and as for being her lover ... Once I have delivered you to my master, I will go on my way.”
“What master?”
“My Emperor.”
“What am I to him?”
Charles shrugged. “In my perfect world, we know little of conflict or true emotion. So, to educate ourselves, we borrow from the tragedies of others. As an unabashed romantic, the Emperor has become caught up in your story. However, his romantic inclinations do not extend to his immediate family. I made the mistake of aspiring to wed his only daughter. My mission here is my punishment.”
“You are from Cathay?”
“Further away than that.”
“How could any place be further than Cathay?”
“My home is on another star and I've come to take you there.”
If only that were true. But this was a dream, and in a dream, anything was possible.
“Now?”
“Now.”
“What of the attendant?”
“All she'll know is that you disappeared from your room.”
Gilles looked up at Darcey. “Are you coming too?”
She smiled at him for the first time and it was as if the sun came out and all the birds in the heavens began singing at once. “Of course. I wouldn't miss this for the world.”
Suddenly, Charles looked unsure of himself and very young. “The only thing is, such a translation is difficult. For those with a physical impairment, it can be doubly dangerous. I will take you first to my studio and we will make the final arrangements there.”
Before Gilles could ask how he planned to accomplish that, the air around him began to swirl. Charles and Darcey's faces wavered and the roaring in his ears was nearly unbearable.
Suddenly, everything quieted again and he was in another place. A silent shadowed room bathed in a faint green glow that did little to hold back the dark. Charles dropped to one knee beside him and took his wrist. “Your pulse is racing and your temperature's up. This is not good.”
He did feel somewhat warm and Darcey's hand on his forehead wasn't helping any.
“I'll get some aspirin,” she said.
That was a word he'd heard before. Aspirin was supposed to help a fever, except his wasn't that kind. This dream had become remarkably concrete and was beginning to take on the aspects of a nightmare. When the attendant came to wake him, he'd be grateful for the reality he'd been so anxious to escape. He closed his eyes and opened them again. Charles was still holding his wrist and Darcey had returned with a glass of water. As she bent over him, he breathed in the scent of her. Her hair brushed his face, and he groaned.
“Are you in pain?”
 Nothing a night with you wouldn't cure.
Oddly, he had never entertained such thoughts about the Maid. The love he'd felt for Jeanne had been akin to his adoration of his daughter Marie Bernarde. His only desire had been to protect her from harm and her misunderstanding of his motives had been a knife in his heart. Had they married, he would never have touched her. Keeping her safe at his side would have been enough.
When Darcey handed him a couple of white tablets, her eyes told him all he needed to know. Behind this stranger's sophistication was a lonely little girl crying in the dark and he understood that she too had been a loser in the lists of love. As he struggled to a sitting position on his makeshift pallet, she asked, “Do you need some help?”
“Merci. I can manage.” Taking the carved crystal tumbler, he obediently swallowed the pills. Gulping the ice-laden water, he savored its coolness against his parched throat. Then he laid his head back against the pillows.
Charles’ face reappeared above Darcey's shoulder. “By now, the attendant has checked your room and found you gone. They're searching but no one will think to look here. Only Father da Silva suspects that all is not as it should be.”
“Are you saying he knows you for what you are?”
“He deals with the world of the spirit and he appreciates certain things other men do not.”
“An enlightened priest? I did not think such a creature existed.”
“In your day, they didn't. Nowadays, they're not uncommon.”
“The church tolerates this?”
“In this century, the Catholic church is only one among many. The Inquisition is no more and the pope's temporal power is long gone.”
Gilles lay silent, absorbing what Charles had just said. One church among many and no temporal power? The notion was almost too heady for him to contemplate. “What of heresy then?”
“Individual churches may discipline or expel members for heresy, but there is no civil punishment.”
“How can that be?”
Listening, Darcey debated the logistics of explaining the legal separation between church and state, in one hundred words or less, to this fifteenth century feudal knight. For the first time in her life, she appreciated the revolutionary concepts of the American Constitution and how little she really knew of the turbulent times in which he had lived and fought.
Instead of answering, Charles turned Gilles’ head to one side and touched an instrument to his ear. “Your fever is down, I see, and your pulse is back to normal.”
The green glow in the room had intensified and Gilles saw that it came from a structure above their heads. It looked like some sort of arch.
“Hold him,” said Charles.
Just as the air around them came alive, Darcey kneeled and took Gilles in her arms. In a nightmare vortex of sights and sounds, and too sick and frightened to appreciate where he was, he clung to her as a child might to its mother. Then the blackness descended and he knew no more.

Chapter Nine
Artemesia
The afternoon sky glowed brilliant copper above the mountains behind the watcher and he shifted his weight to his opposite elbow. A puff of dirt below him materialized into two figures riding side by side, one scarlet-clad and the other in plain dun. Squinting through the glasses, he focused on the scarlet rider's high-boned features, yellow amber eyes, and wind-tossed ebony mane. As if sensing his gaze, the rider scanned the looming cliffs with a frown.
Her gray-haired companion glanced behind them. “There's nowt here but lizards and scorpions, m'lady, and no one knows we're here.”
The scarlet rider remained silent and continued to scan the cliffs on either side of the defile through which they were passing. In answer to a signal only she could hear, she pressed a deep blue gem mounted on the tip of her ornate saddlebow. The gem's color changed from blue to yellow, then to a steady glowing white. Her beast stumbled, momentarily breaking into her thoughts. She glanced at the weapon at her hip, debated, and decided to leave it where it was.
A matching jewel on the watcher's left wrist glowed white and he scrambled to his feet. His own beast stood tethered behind a nearby rock and within seconds he was in the saddle and picking his precarious way down the stony mountain path.
Watching his approach, the dun-clad woman's mouth formed an O of surprise. “How could he know?”
Her companion chuckled in her throat. “Proscribed he may be, but he knows.”
The older woman began to chitter. “He's still proscribed? Then he's not even supposed to be on the planet, let alone here in the Forbidden Lands.”
At that, the lady threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, M'Vina! When was he ever where he was supposed to be?”
“But m'lady, you're promised to Prince D'Kon two moonrises hence. Had I known who....” At the sight of her mistress's face, M'Vina's voice faltered and died away.
“D'Kon is a spawn of twisted magic like all his misbegotten kind! I'd as lief bed with a python!”
“Some say that's exactly what he is.” The watcher's words might be slow and measured but his green and blue-flecked eyes told another story. “Well met, my Lady Ylia. Isn't this a little far for a post-prandial constitutional?”
Seeing his sudden smile, the Princess's heart lurched. “Perhaps. But if we tried meeting in the marketplace, my father's guards might take exception to your presence.”
“Not to mention—what was his name again? D'Kon. Why this match to a man you so obviously despise? Surely your father doesn't think that ill of you.”
Ylia's eyes dropped to the jewel on her saddlebow where rainbow colors chased each other across the gem's glittering facets. When he raised the jewel's mate and turned it toward her, the air between them hummed and crackled. No longer able to bear the strain, she broke down in tears.
As overcome as she, the watcher longed to put his arms around her and bury his face in her shining hair. But he made no sign.
“When they took you away, I felt as if my heart had been plucked from my chest. I fell to my knees before my father's throne, watered his feet with my tears and pleaded to go with you. Instead of giving me leave, he demanded to know how far matters had gone. When I told him, he called me a whore and banished me from his sight.”
“That doesn't sound like Leonidas.”
“Not the Leonidas you know. He changed after the N'Prvi came.”
“Starting with the serpent he married. Tell me, does she still live?”
Her eyes bright with tears, Ylia could only shake her head. Moving closer, he reached out a hand to comfort her. Seeing Ylia's nod, he swung a bronzed leg over his saddle and slid from his mount. “Come, Princess, and walk with me. M'Vina, would you mind the beasts until our return? N'Gor will give you no trouble. He's besotted with your lady's mare, besides that, I've ensorcelled him.”
Before her attendant could protest, Ylia joined him on the ground. “The aura of these gems will shield us from prying eyes and you said yourself no one knows we're here.”
Grumbling under her breath, the dour-faced M'Vina took their beasts’ reins, then turned her mount. “There's a drinking pool half a span back. I'll await you there.”
The watcher lifted a gauntleted hand in answer, then beckoned to Ylia. “Up there is a cave where we can be private.”
“Your home?”
“For the moment.”
Twenty minutes later, and half out of breath from her unaccustomed climb, Ylia rounded the last bend in the mountainous path. Far below them, M'Vina and the three beasts were no more than a moving black dot. Seemingly oblivious of her presence, the watcher gazed across the plain toward the distant city. She moved close to him and laced her fingers in his. “You miss it, don't you?”
He shuddered. “You don't know how much. But it was either this or....”
“And the Council needed a volunteer. But surely you're courting death or worse by returning before your mission is done. When I received your message and the jewel....”
“I knew you'd come. But how did you persuade M'Vina?”
Laughter bubbled beneath her words. “M'Vina has a passion of her own. A young Tertiary named Grayle.”
“A sworn Sword Bearer and a Tertiary? The stars must be trembling in their courses at the very thought! Did this Grayle reciprocate?”
“Did he ever! Early one morning, I came on them in the falconry: naked as newborns and sucking greedily on one another's....”
It was his turn to chuckle. “No need to elaborate. So she went from jailer to conspirator in one fell swoop. Since it was M'Vina who betrayed us, that's a worthy turnabout if I ever saw one. But are you not afraid she'll kill you to ensure your silence?”
“A sworn Sword Bearer? Harming her designated charge would violate her most basic programming.”
“Her love for a Tertiary doesn't?”
“Not in the same way.”
“Aren't the Sword Bearers sworn to celibacy?”
“Hardly. But they're only supposed to stick it to their own kind. Tertiaries are off limits.”
“Why?”
“The Elite don't like competition and the Sword Bearers might get ideas.”
“Are you saying some conflict has finally arisen in this perfect world of ours?”
She raised her eyes to his. “Your banishment and my imprisonment were only the beginning. Before she died, the serpent empress bore my father a son. Ever since then, her N'Prvi brother has held sway at the imperial court and Leonidas no longer heeds any words but his. Even the Tertiaries are grumbling. But only among themselves, you understand, when they think no one else is around.”
“A Tertiary unhappy? That I find hard to believe.”
“Nevertheless, it's true. If the Tertiaries ever had a leader, you were he. Since you've been gone....”
“If that is so, my beloved, I've come back none too soon. And since I've accomplished my mission, the Council will not sanction me.”
“Already? But you still have five years to go.”
“The Council allotted me ten years. They didn't say I had to use them.”
She moved into his arms. “Oh, my love, you don't know how I've missed you.” Feeling his muscles stiffen, she looked up. “I thought we were alone.”
The woman near the mouth of the cave fidgeted in obvious embarrassment. Slightly built with shoulder-length red-gold hair and a remarkable pair of sapphire blue eyes, she was clad in a plain black flight suit. “I'm sorry Charles. I didn't realize we had company.”
The Princess looked surprised. “Who's Charles?”
The corner of the watcher's mouth twitched. “I am. Or I was.”
“And she is....”
“One of the objects of my quest.”
“I didn't realize you were bringing them with you.”
“Under normal circumstances, I wouldn't. This is a special case.”
Ylia's brows drew together. “A special case?”
He put a finger under her chin and raised her face to his. “Surely you're not jealous of a mere Tertiary?”
Ylia contemplated the woman's boyish figure and pale undistinguished features. “She's a Tertiary?”
“Of course not. But you seem to have forgotten that I am of that class.”
“Yes, but ... You're different.”
“The serpent empress didn't think so. She expected me to pleasure her and her alone and she was highly displeased when I....”
“Preferred me.”
“I was bought and paid for, you know, even if her brand-new husband knew nothing of it.”
“Tertiaries aren't supposed to have preferences. Under the law, you were supposed to go where you were sent.”
Obviously unable to follow their Artemesian tongue, the woman by the cave just looked at them. Ylia turned her head. “She doesn't understand, does she?”
He raised an eyebrow. “Our speech or us?”
“Our speech, you oaf. Do you have a translator with you?” He reached into a pouch at his belt and handed her a small greenish cylinder. Ylia twisted its end and watched him replace the device in his pouch. “Now she can follow our conversation. Who is she?”
“A native of Aretz. They call it Earth.”
She shuddered. “I thought that place was primitive and uninhabitable.”
“Only parts of it. Some of Earth's countries are actually quite pleasant.”
“What does she know of us?”
“Very little. I thought you might enlighten her.”
“You said objects of your quest.”
“There's one more. He's asleep in the cave.”
“Why did you bring them here?”
“He's in need of a healing Earth cannot provide.”
“But for that you need to....”
“Go into the city. I know.”
“How are you going to bring them with only one beast?”
“I didn't say I only had one beast.”
“Have you notified the Council?”
“Not yet. I wanted to see you first.”
“You wanted to see me? Why?”
He smiled and ran a finger down her cheek. “I needed to know if I was true to my Tertiary nature. Obviously I'm not.”
Ylia glanced at the woman from Earth. “Did you and she....”
“It was necessary.”
The woman shot him an angry look. Then she turned her back and slowly walked into the cave.
“She seems insulted by your comment.”
“Her people have a different attitude toward such matters. Also, she believes herself with child.”
“By you?” Ylia threw back her head and shouted with laughter. “She's not, is she?”
“Of course not. On Earth, most offspring are unplanned and she assumed....”
“Unplanned? Are you saying they exercise no control over their reproduction?”
“None whatsoever, save for some primitive artificial barriers. And they frequently overlook even those precautions.”
Inside the cave, Darcey went to check on the sleeping Gilles. Exactly where they were, she wasn't sure but she suspected this place was Charles’ home planet, Artemesia. If the transition had been difficult for her, it must have been doubly so for Gilles. His dark hair was damp with sweat and when she touched his shoulder, he shivered. Still feverish, he muttered something unintelligible and turned over on the makeshift pallet. Out of habit, she pulled back the silvery blanket to inspect his injured foot and noted the blood seeping through the bandage with a sense of shock.
A shadow blocked the doorway's light.
In her flowing scarlet cloak, loose silk trousers, and jeweled suede boots, the newcomer could have come straight from the pages of some comic book fantasy. This must be Charles’ Imperial Princess, and now that Darcey had seen her, she could well understand his yearning.
Ylia's huge yellow eyes gleamed in the shadows like a cat's and even in the cave's dimness her waves of jet-black hair literally sparkled. Her lilting intonations matched the Princess's exotic looks. “Is he ill?”
“What does it look like?” Charles crossed the cave in one stride and kneeled next to the pallet. He peeled back one of Gilles’ eyelids and frowned. “If we don't get him to the city by nightfall, this will all have been in vain.”
“Since he's in no shape to ride a beast, how do you propose to get him there?”
“You forget. When the Council gave me this assignment, they granted me certain powers.”
“You're not supposed to use them here. Magic is reserved for the....”
“N'Prvi? Like your python prince perhaps?”
She flushed. “D'Kon is not my python prince.”
“You've promised to wed him two moonrises hence, and he is N'Prvi is he not? You said yourself that your father heeds no one else.”
“True. But now you've accomplished your mission, he'll have to listen to you.”
“Don't count on it. If there's one thing I've learned from my sojourn on Earth, it's duplicity.”
“Leonidas does not lie.”
“Maybe not, but what of the Council?”
She looked uncertain. “The Councilors are honorable. They set you a task and you've fulfilled it.”
“I have and I haven't. Tell me, are there any N'Prvi on the Council?”
“One.”
“Let me guess. He's your intended, D'Kon.”
“He's only one vote among a hundred. What do you mean, you have and you haven't?”
“Because of an unforeseen complication, I was forced to take some poetic license with the original script.”
“You changed the script?”
“It was the only way I could fulfill the Council's intent.”
“The woman. She's not your original star.”
“How did you guess?”
By now, Darcey had had enough. “I have a name, you know, and I'd appreciate an explanation.”
Ylia looked at her as if she'd suddenly sprouted a second head. Charles, on the other hand, seemed amused. “I was wondering when you'd find your tongue. Please forgive my rudeness. This is Ylia, the Princess Supreme of Artemesia and my true name is Achir. Until Ylia's favor fell on me, I was a mere Tertiary who was for sale to any Supreme or Elite who had the wherewithal to meet my price. Ylia, my dear, this is Darcey Norris. On Aretz, she's a merchant queen. Here she would be an Elite at the very least. Possibly even a Premiere.”
 Merchant queen, huh? Darcey rather liked that.
“Correction!” snapped Ylia, “The serpent empress's favor fell on you and when we met in the garden you mistook me for her. By the time you found out....”
“It was too late. You could have told me at the outset, you know.”
“I know. But you were so beautiful, I couldn't resist you.”
Remembering Charles’ first kiss, Darcey shivered. Then she blushed to the roots of her hair. Seeing her reaction, Ylia smiled. “He hasn't really explained, has he? Tertiaries are programmed to fall in love with whatever partner they're pleasuring at the time and to fall out of love with them the moment they're done. I adored Achir from the first moment I saw him and afterwards, for some reason, he did not cease to love me. Since I was the Princess Supreme and High Priestess of the Central Temple, dalliance with any male was strictly forbidden. Especially a Tertiary.”
“You were some sort of Vestal Virgin?”
“What's that?”
“A group of women pledged to a lifetime of celibacy in an ancient civilization on Earth called Rome,” said Charles. “They ranked with the Emperor himself and were held in the highest esteem.”
Ylia looked thoughtful. “Interesting. What if one of them fell from grace?”
“Such a thing was virtually unheard of. I imagine they would have gotten the death penalty.”
“Compared to that my punishment was light.”
He chuckled. “Only because the serpent empress didn't want her bridegroom to learn my true destination. M'Vina was one of her Sword Bearers and Her Majesty paid both of us quite handsomely. Considering the alternative, I was happy to shade my testimony and cut a backroom deal with the leaders of the Council.”
“They knew?”
“Of course they knew. The only one who didn't was Leonidas, and I doubt she ever told him. He was so besotted with her, it was hard telling what his reaction would have been.”
“And she arranged for M'Vina to be my jailer to ensure my silence. Do you think her brother knew?”
“The N'Prvi are telepaths. They know everything.”
“Why didn't they just kill you out of hand?”
“While a Tertiary may fall out of love, that doesn't necessarily apply to their partners.”
“And the N'Prvi....”
He shrugged. “That was how the empress's favor fell on me. She saw me during a banquet at his house. As is customary with the Supremes, she was masked and I never saw her face.”
 He? Darcey thought of Baird McEvoy and reflected that Marty Brazzio had been luckier than he knew. “Why do you call them serpents? Are the N'Prvi not of your race?”
Charles—she must learn to think of him as Achir—turned away before replying. “Eons ago, the N'Prvi came here from another star and no one knows their origin. Until a few years ago, they kept to themselves on a huge island in our western sea called Unciala. No one who went there ever returned from its shores and the sailors in our fleets gave the place a wide berth. The N'Prvi are rumored to be shapechangers and to possess mystic powers. Our people know something of magic but that of the N'Prvi is something else again. About fifteen years ago, our western coastal towns began experiencing inexplicable phenomena. Water spouts would appear in their harbors out of nowhere and strange fish, the likes of which they'd never seen before, would clog their nets. When they'd go to pull them in, the fish would disappear leaving a trail of blue luminescence behind. No matter what the fishermen did, they couldn't rid their nets of the stuff. When they replaced them, the luminescence stained the new ones too. Since it seemed to be coming from the water itself, the Emperor sent out flyers to trace the color. The source was Unciala. Unwilling to land anyone on the island, their squadron's commander ordered one of his fighters to shoot a message unit onto one of the beaches. The N'Prvi replied almost immediately. They said the blue luminescence and the strange fish were harmless and that it was simply their way of trying to establish communications. Then they sent an official delegation to the imperial court.”
“The serpent empress. She was part of this delegation?”
“She was its leader.”
“And it didn't take her more than twenty-four hours to enmesh my father in her coils.” Ylia's voice was bitter.
“Why do you call them serpents?”
“The N'Prvi symbol is a striking serpent. Some say it is also their shape of choice.” Achir took Darcey by the shoulders and looked deep into her eyes. “Whatever lay between us ends here. I will either be dead by nightfall or Ylia will officially be mine.”
All she could think of was his first kiss, and a wave of desolation washed over her. Either way, Charles would be as dead to her as if he'd never been. Her heart turned to lead and she wondered dully if she would ever feel anything approaching an emotion again. To her surprise, he seemed to understand. As was his wont, he stroked her hair and she found his touch strangely comforting. “The companion you seek is elsewhere, ma chere. The day you find him, you will fall out of love with me as easily as you fell in, and in the end, you will find it was just as I told you. All I am is an easily forgotten traveler you met along the way.”
“Never forgotten,” she whispered. A sob in her throat choked off whatever else she had been about to say.
He smiled and hugged her to him. “We'll meet again, ma chere, and when we do, your heart will be whole again. Now, I must go. In three hours, we'll be at the city gates and that's when you must do what you need to do. From now on, Gilles’ life depends on you, and so, my love, does yours.”
Numbly, Darcey ran over his instructions. The cave's second room—the one Ylia hadn't seen—held the glowing green arch from his studio and that, he'd told her, was the key to their salvation.
In his brief silk tunic, with a golden headband around his brow, gem-studded bracelets on his bare arms and jeweled sandals on his tanned feet, her erstwhile lover was a study in pure masculine beauty. Compared to him, Michelangelo's David was a pale shadow and Raphael's glorious angels a humdrum nothing. This gorgeous creature had never belonged to her. He answered only to himself and now she must surrender him to the exotic woman at his side.
With his customary grace, Achir picked up a brilliant blue cloak and threw it across his shoulders. Then he extended his hand to the waiting Ylia. Darcey followed them outside and watched their careful descent down the mountain's rocky path. Just before they disappeared from sight, they turned and waved. She waved back and they were gone.
Alone now, she returned to the cave to find emerald beams vibrating through the air from the second chamber. Awakened by the lights, Gilles opened his eyes and blinked at her silhouette in the doorway. “Who are you? And where am I this time?”
Stung by his utter helplessness, Darcey sank to her knees and felt his pulse. It was uneven and thready and she didn't like his color. “Are you in pain?”
Gilles shifted his injured foot and winced. “No more than usual. I have become used to it.” Looking up into her face, his eyes widened. “You are my patronne. Non?”
“Patronne? I suppose. Don't you remember? I'm Darcey Norris.”
He frowned. “Ah, Madame Norris. And what of Charles Ferrault?”
“We're alone here, and his name isn't Charles. It's Achir.”
“And this place?”
“This cave is in a mountain range on Achir's home planet, Artemesia.”
“Is this another dream? I've had so many lately.”
“You're not dreaming. Achir brought us here for some purpose of his own. He said you needed healing.”
“But how did he bring us here? Is he, how you say, a...?”
“Sorcerer? To tell you the truth, I don't really know. While he has powers beyond my understanding, they may not be magical. You've seen things in my century that would have been incomprehensible in your own. But that doesn't make them sorcery.”
“Charles is not here?”
“He's on his way to the city with the Princess and her attendant.”
“What city? And what Princess?”
Darcey fished a small box from her flight suit pocket. She pressed a button and the screen on its face came to life. Frowning, she deciphered the text. “The planet Artemesia is ruled by the Emperor Leonidas and the Council of One Hundred. The empire's capital city is named Ziva. This society has several social classes. First is the Supreme or ruling class whose female members are known as Premieres. Next come the Elite, then the Sword Bearers and finally, the Tertiaries. All needs are provided by the state and any physical labor is performed by androids or robots.”
“What is an android?”
“A machine with the form and characteristics of a human being.”
“And a robot?”
“A similar machine. But it does not appear human.”
Noting that Gilles’ voice had become fainter and his breathing shallow and labored, Darcey glanced at the timepiece Achir had left her. Three hours, he had said. With one hour left to go, it was time to prepare for their next transition and pray that Gilles survived it.
* * * *
When Achir and Ylia caught up with M'Vina at the drinking pool, the beasts were nipping at each other in their impatience to be gone. The Sword Bearer had all she could do to hold them. “Ensorcelled, my ass! Here! Take this brute before he pulls my arm right out of its socket. Why we didn't take a flyer is beyond me. Striders!”
Achir grinned. “Ah. You just don't know how to talk to them. Come on, N'Gor. Show the ladies how nice you can be.” With a practiced hand, he twisted the halter rope under the strider's bearded jaw and forced his head forward. Off-balance, N'Gor had no choice but to fall to his knees. Almost before the stallion knew what was happening, Achir's leg was across his saddle and he was upright again.
When Ylia whispered in the mare's ear, the huge creature kneeled and bowed her head. “You see,” said the princess, “I'Fail and I have a perfect understanding.”
M'Vina's voice was dry. “Unfortunately, I don't speak this beast's language and I lack Achir's muscles.”
Leaning from his saddle, Achir plucked the startled Sword Bearer from the ground and swung her atop her waiting beast. “Your strider's hungry and ready to head for home. All you need do is hang on.” He tapped the gem on his wrist twice, then twice again.
Its counterpart on Ylia's saddle glowed dark red and M'Vina jumped as if stung. “What in the Great Mother's name was that?”
“Buzzed your earpiece did it? I'm just letting an old friend know we're here.”
“You have an ally in the city?”
“Who do you think arranged for my beast and the other comforts of home?”
“How long have you been in that cave anyway?”
“Long enough to notify Ylia where to meet me. I hadn't expected you to join us, until she told me the reason.”
The old woman flushed. “I—um—well.”
“There's no shame in it, M'Vina. Do you want to meet with him again?”
She hung her head. “I cannot. I don't....”
“Have his price? Stick with us, Sword Bearer, and you'll be with Grayle as much as you want.”
“Or dead,” she muttered.
Thanks to their mounts’ effortless pace, they reached Ziva's shining green walls in less than three hours. Achir had forgotten the sheer joy of racing across the Forbidden Lands with the wind at his back and even M'Vina seemed enjoy the ride. As they neared Ziva's gold-barred gates, they swung open. Instead of the armed guards Achir had been expecting, an elegant noblewoman awaited them. Still beautiful despite her graying hair, and resplendent in a gold-trimmed purple toga, she sported a similar jewel to his on her left forefinger.
“Well met, my friends! Achir, you're as beautiful as I remember and the Tertiary has been the poorer for your absence. Come. Several Councilors await us at my villa and they're curious to hear what you have to say.”
Achir's gaze met hers steadily. “In answer to the question you have not asked, Great Lady, I did complete my mission.”
Her silvery eyes searched the gateway behind them. “Where are your subjects?”
“One of them is not doing well. This last translation was hard on him.”
“He's ill?”
“He's injured and direly in need of a healing. That's why I cut my mission short.”
The lady gestured to a soberly clad servant at her side. “Signal the temple for a MedEvac. What kind of injury?”
“His foot was crushed in a primitive torture device and it refuses to heal.”
She gestured to the servant again. “Tell them to include a scanner and a bone-setter. I will go along to supervise. What of the woman?”
“Aside from the usual side-effects, she's fine.”
Achir held out the green cylinder. “To communicate with her, you'll need this. But you'd best hurry. In case I failed, I gave the woman instructions for a translation to the temple but it's unlikely the man will survive it.”
Like a giant dragonfly, a blue and silver flyer settled to the ground behind the noblewoman. The flyer bore the insignia of Artemesia's imperial house. As she moved regally toward it, a door dropped down from its side to reveal a set of steps. “I'd best be on my way then. M'Vina, conduct these two to my villa. My steward is expecting them.”
Watching the flyer lift into the sky and dart toward the horizon, M'Vina remarked “I had no idea you moved in such exalted circles, Achir. Maybe there's hope for us after all.”
Even Ylia was impressed. “In my entire life, I have never seen the Domina Ophelia greet anyone at the gates. Not even her husband, the High Prefect, and she thought very highly of him.”
Achir was relieved by their assumption that the Lady Ophelia's interest in him was of a romantic nature. Better that, he supposed, than the truth. The Council President had her own set of secrets, of which he was only one, and he wasn't about to incur her displeasure by revealing it, especially at this stage of the game.
* * * *
Darcey was just settling Gilles in the arch's shadow when she heard a skittering in the outer room. Fearful that some wild beast had invaded the cave, she tugged the odd-shaped pistol from her belt, thumbed it into life, and sidled along the wall. She wasn't sure how to use the damn thing but it comforted her to have it.
Just before leaving, Achir had dropped a dark blue gem into her hand. “If all else fails, press this. Help will come, eventually.”
 Well, no time like the present, thought Darcey. Sliding her free hand into her pocket, she found the stone and squeezed it between her thumb and forefinger.
A yowl went up from the other side of the wall. “Good grief, Domina! Don't you know what that damn crystal does to an earpiece?”
A contralto voice replied, “I haven't touched it, my dear Ambrose, and Achir is at least a hundred miles from here.”
“Then who...?”
“Darcey Norris? I assume that is you. Please do poor Ambrose here a favor and stop pressing that jewel. We come in friendship, I assure you, and mean you no harm.”
Darcey relaxed her fingers. The help she sought was apparently here and she stepped into the beams of light playing around the doorway. “Achir set up the coordinates and I was preparing to translate us to the city.”
The tall woman in the center of the outer room gestured to a slender brown-haired man beside her. Clad in unrelieved black robes, he had the face and demeanor of a scholar rather than the servant Darcey had first assumed him to be.
The woman inclined her head. “Achir said you might be in need of assistance. I am the Domina Ophelia of the Fourth Imperial House and this is Ambrose. He is a temple physician. Our flyer is just outside.”
Darcey sagged with relief. “My companion in there is ill and I'm not sure he'd have survived another translation.”
Ambrose nodded gravely and fingered the pack slung from his shoulder. “Then I'd best take a look at him. Domina?”
“Do whatever you need to. I want to talk to this young woman.”
If this Domina was Achir's secret ally, he must move in very high circles indeed. Ophelia's fine skin and supple figure might belong to a young girl but her huge silver eyes told another story entirely. Standing well over six feet, the lady's imposing manner was that of a personage of consequence and Darcey wondered how old she was.
“I'm sorry but there are no chairs or any place to sit.”
The Domina's voice was dry. “That's my fault, I'm afraid. I'm not used to dealing with details and generally leave such matters to the servants. In this case, secrecy was of the utmost necessity and the fewer who knew of Achir's return, the better.”
“You furnished this cave?”
“Along with Achir's strider, his communicators, and a few other things.”
“Like his wardrobe?” Darcey couldn't help herself.
The Domina noted her amusement. “A Tertiary's garments are suitable to Achir's station. Otherwise, people might question his being in the company of the Princess.”
Ambrose reappeared. “Domina. I have the man stabilized but his condition is grave. The translation from Aretz to Artemesia has compromised his immune system and I daren't treat him here.”
Darcey looked from the one to the other. Neither looked as if they were used to physical labor. Wrestling the half-conscious Gilles into the other room had been bad enough and she wondered who was going to carry him to the waiting flyer. As if reading her thoughts, the Domina lifted her hands and Gilles came floating through the doorway. When he stirred and made as if to turn over, Ambrose caught him in midair, steadying him and the pallet on which he lay. Then he guided them across the room and outside.
Darcey hadn't noticed the gathering darkness. Achir's three hours were long since up and it was night. As she followed the Domina to the flyer, she shivered and remembered Charles’ words all those seeming eons ago.
In the mountains, I'd break the ice and go swimming on mornings like this.
What mountains? You're from Louisiana; there are no mountains around there.
Naked as a jaybird in the 30-degree Minnesota chill, he'd stood between the open balcony doors and stretched. Am I?
Are you what?
From Louisiana. That was a fish story I told Max. I come from much further away than that.
Well, Toto, reflected Darcey as she settled in one of the flyer's surprisingly comfortable seats. This sure as hell ain't the sovereign state of Louisiana and it's certainly not Kansas. Come to think of it, I haven't seen a yellow brick road either. But that doesn't necessarily mean there's no Wizard of Oz.
* * * *
Gilles walked the battlefield with Jeanne, searching out the survivors of that afternoon's slaughter. The crimson-slashed sky matched the stains beneath their feet, and bands of human vultures roamed from horizon to horizon stripping corpses and wounded alike of anything they might have valued in life. When she shivered, he knew it wasn't from the cold.
“In a royal palace,” he said, “they know nothing of this side of war. The most blood His Majesty ever sees is on a stag hunt, and even then, someone else does the killing for him.”
Her clear eyes met his. “You don't hunt, do you?”
“Not since I was fifteen. Taking life is easy but I have yet to see anyone create it.”
“You're a strange one,” she remarked. “You've been soldiering since you were sixteen yet you abhor killing in all its forms.”
“I dream of the day when I will be done with war.” He stopped and listened, then beckoned to the stretcher-bearers behind them. “That English knight there. Treat him gently and save his armor for me. I'll pay you its worth.”
“This is a grand victory,” she said. “We've raised the siege of Orleans, the road to Rheims is clear and His Majesty will be crowned at long last.”
“A grand victory indeed. Let's hope His Majesty will be suitably grateful.”
Gilles could scarcely make out Jeanne's features in the gathering gloom. Even so, he knew she was smiling and in his mind's eye, he could see her eyes’ sparkle. “Oh, I'm sure he will be. Surely he will see this is no time to rest! The invaders still hold the north and we have many more battles to fight before France is truly free!”
“After the coronation, we'll talk with His Majesty about the north. And Paris.”
“Paris.” On Jeanne's lips, the city's name was a benediction.
“Paris,” he murmured, “We must go on to Paris.”
* * * *
“What did he just say?” asked the Domina, “Even with this translator, his language is strange to me.”
Darcey listened. “He's speaking of Paris, his country's capital city. Evidently, he's dreaming.”
Ambrose took an instrument from his pack and touched it to Gilles’ forehead. “With the drugs I've given him, that doesn't surprise me. This man's resilience is astonishing. He's already responding and he should recover well. Who is he?”
Darcey started to explain when the Domina interrupted. “All in good time, Ambrose. Can you not see this poor child is exhausted?”
In her concern for Gilles, Darcey hadn't even thought about herself. “I am pretty tired at that.” Leaning back into her seat, she savored its comfort and couldn't have gotten up at that moment if her life depended on it.
Cold metal pressed against her lips. Obediently, she opened her mouth. The stuff was bitter on her tongue but she managed to swallow it down.
“This should hold you for now. As soon as we reach the temple, I'll give you a proper examination.”
The temple. Charles had said something about a temple. No, not Charles. His name was Achir. Then there'd been something about Oz and a yellow brick road. That was it. They were on their way to see the wonderful wizard of Oz. She was Dorothy and they were in the field of poppies. Beautiful blood-red poppies all around. So sleepy. Mustn't go to sleep. Mustn't ... go ... to....

Chapter Ten
The Wizard
The N'Prvi prince's towering form cast no shadow in the noonday sun and it was whispered about the imperial court that he never slept. On this particular morning, he was pacing the Emperor's private garden, deep in thought, when a nervous page approached.
Without looking up, the prince extended a slim bejeweled hand. “Give me the message.”
The page proffered a small shining globe and in his haste to flee, tripped over his own feet. As he tumbled in an embarrassed, quivering heap near the hem of D'Kon's black velvet robes, the prince's unwinking gaze met his full force. Instead of the anger he expected, the N'Prvi's multicolored eyes glinted with amusement. “Foolish boy! If I was going to bite you, I'd have done so already.”
Stammering apologies, the page scrambled to his feet and raced away across the garden as fast as his trembling legs would go. He swore to himself he'd never carry such a message again, and when he saw the girl in green again, he was going to tell her so.
“I'll wait for you here,” she said, dropping gracefully onto the multicolored marble rim of the Butterfly Fountain in the Damsels’ Courtyard.
Besotted with her emerald eyes, creamy skin and the tendrils of copper hair wreathing her perfect face, all the page had seen were unspoken promises of bliss. The task she set him appeared so simple, he never thought to ask her name.
Hastening back from his errand, he preened slightly. He was a nice-looking lad and he reflected that her interest in him was perfectly natural. But when he reached the Court of the Damsels, the girl in green wasn't there. None of the courtiers or their ladies had seen her, nor did they know who she was.
As he frantically searched the courtyard and surrounding area, he failed to notice a copper and emerald dragonfly clinging to a rose petal at the fountain pool's edge. Caught by a sudden wave as she skimmed too close to the water, the dragonfly's wings were too soaked to fly and no one nearby cared enough to save her. A golden carp, cruising just beneath the water's surface, spotted the floating petal and its desperate passenger and by the time the dejected boy returned from his hopeless search, fish and dragonfly were gone.
While the love-smitten page chased after a dream that would haunt him for the rest of his days, Prince D'Kon pored over the globe's contents in his private laboratory at the other end of the palace. N'Va's death saddened him deeply but her mission here was done and there'd been no other choice. As closely watched as he was, direct contact had been impossible and even in her dragonfly form, she could find no way to reach him through the magical barrier set up around him by the Domina Ophelia.
Reasoning that same barrier was not proof against palace servants going about their normal business, it had been N'Va's idea to use an Artemesian emissary.
The page had had every right to be afraid. Under normal circumstances, his life should have been forfeit and it would have been D'Kon's duty to separate the boy's spirit from its mortal envelope. That was why he'd chosen not to look at him.
The moment the prince's fingers touched the globe, he had known that N'Va, being N'Va, had chosen to die in her emissary's stead. Bowing to her final wish, he'd sent the boy safely on his way. Now, save for himself, the last of the N'Prvi had joined their brethren among the stars. Soon Unciala itself would be no more and the mysterious island on which no native Artemesian had ever set foot and lived would sink into the ocean depths from which it came. But even though his people were gone, their legacy would live, thanks to N'Va's courage and self-sacrifice.
The prince fingered the globe for which his beloved had surrendered her life. The repository of a million years of N'Prvi wisdom and magic, this artifact was the ultimate object of the Domina Ophelia's desire. Even now, her agents were probably questioning the hapless page, but his answers would do them no good. Now the globe was in D'Kon's hands, the Domina's magic could no longer touch him and she already knew the dangers of direct confrontation. With N'Va, she might have had a lever but the boy meant nothing to him.
Even so, he reflected, it might have been kinder to follow his original plan. The Domina's questioning would be far from gentle and it was unlikely that her hapless subject's body or spirit would survive intact. Had he killed him, the lad would have suffered no pain and his soul would have been released into a joyous existence far beyond mortal imaginings.
Gracious and beautiful though they were, the universe's most gifted people had forgotten their original mandate. Instead of maintaining its spiritual and mortal entities in balance, the planet's denizens had come to view their solemn charge as a source of entertainment. Like insects skimming over deep water and heedless of the dark shapes moving below its surface, today's Artemesians lived only for the pleasure of the moment. Bored and jaded with their perfect lives, they sought out the conflicts and tragedies of others, savoring them like fine vintage wines. The beautiful blue and green planet Earth was a particular favorite and they vied among themselves for the most interesting and passionate histories to bring before their Emperor who was the most heedless romantic of them all.
This latest contest was a case in point.
The N'Prvi empress's ill-advised passion for the Tertiary Achir would have come to nothing. D'Kon had seen to that. When he discovered her foolishness, the empress pleaded with her brother not to reveal her secret to her husband and it was then that she'd told him she was carrying Leonidas's son. This culmination of the N'Prvi's hopes and dreams took precedence over all else and for the sake of the child he agreed to hold his peace.
Unaware of the Domina's interference, D'Kon dispatched the Sword Bearer, M'Vina, to cancel his sister's assignation with Achir. By the time he found his message had been intercepted, the unwitting Achir had already met Ylia in the garden. Had it been up to the prince, the Tertiary would have died instantly to ensure his silence and Ylia would have been immured alive within the temple walls for her transgression.
But it had not been up to D'Kon and Leonidas would have none of it. Obviously, a deal had been struck between the Domina Ophelia and the Council leaders to protect Achir and Ylia from a certain death sentence. Not a word was breathed about the empress's role in the affair, and the Domina eloquently persuaded the still unwitting Leonidas that the lovers’ forcible separation would be sufficient punishment.
While the empress lived, the Domina Ophelia had never dared challenge D'Kon's position at the imperial court. Even now, in his political decline, she still trod carefully.
During those heady early days when he was first elected to the Council, he walked the corridors of the palace and the Council chambers without let or hindrance. Only he had known that no N'Prvi female could create a new life without losing her own and that his sister's days were numbered.
To his surprise, the newborn crown prince became the light of the widowed Leonidas's life and much to the Domina's displeasure he continued to enjoy the Emperor's favor.
Leonidas waited five long years for Ylia to get over her passion for the Tertiary Achir. When she summarily refused yet another eligible suitor, he finally lost patience with his stubborn daughter and, without consulting either of them, publicly pledged the unwilling Princess to D'Kon. Their marriage ceremony was to take place two moonrises hence, invitations had been flashed across the length and breadth of the galaxies, lavish preparations were underway and the wedding guests were already arriving.
While he could appreciate Ylia's dismay, the N'Prvi prince knew the Princess's objection was not to his looks. With his flowing silver mane, golden skin and glittering jewel-colored eyes, his appeal to Premiere and Elite females left him with no need for the purchased affection of the Tertiaries. As long as he refrained from impregnating his bed partners, he looked forward to browsing among them indefinitely and, marriage or no marriage, he intended to do just that.
Then, just a few days ago and for no apparent reason, the Domina Ophelia had struck at him directly. How she learned of the fall of Unciala and the globe's existence was a mystery to D'Kon. But she had and along with his intense dislike of the woman, his respect for her increased. Undetectable from his side of the forcefield the Domina secretly set up around him, it was only by chance that he had learned of its existence from N'Va. When her magic failed to penetrate the barrier, N'Va resorted to a more primitive means of communication by smuggling her brother a handwritten warning beneath one of the platters on his breakfast tray.
Each time he left his apartments, the Domina Ophelia's forcefield closed around D'Kon like a bubble and he sensed hundreds of hostile eyes following his every move. Imprisoned as effectively as if chained in a dungeon, the prince gave no indication of anything amiss and behaved in public as he always had, smiling and chatting with the Emperor and coldly aloof to everyone else.
While nothing about N'Va's note had activated the android servants’ sensors, by its very nature the globe would have set off every one of their alarms. With the globe safely in his hands, D'Kon possessed the means to dissipate Ophelia's magical barrier and match his powers one on one with the Domina's. At the same time, he sensed Ophelia was playing some deep game of her own. Her machinations had something to do with Ylia and the Princess's hopeless love for the Tertiary Achir, and until he knew exactly what his wily adversary was up to and why, the prince deemed it wise to leave things exactly as they were.
* * * *
Darcey woke briefly as someone carried her from the flyer, then sank into sleep again. How long she slept, she never knew but when she finally awakened, she'd never felt so refreshed. Vaguely, she recalled a field of scarlet poppies and walls of shining green, then remembered she'd been dreaming she was Dorothy. This place might not be Oz but the jury was still out on the wizard. A distant faucet was running. No, not a faucet. It was a river or a stream. Trees rustled overhead and birds twittered sleepily in their branches.
 Is this a forest? And where am I anyway?
A gentle voice said, “You're in the Healing Hall of the central temple at Ziva.”
Darcey's eyes flew open. “Ambrose?”
“The very same. While you slept, I took the liberty of examining you. For an earthling, you're an extremely healthy specimen. Attractive too.”
She swallowed hard but had trouble formulating the question she most wanted to ask.
“You're not with child, my dear, if that's what worrying you. Achir knows better than that and he had no business deluding you in such a fashion.”
Abruptly, Darcey realized she was stark naked and that whatever she was lying on had molded itself around her body's contours. Whenever she moved, the bed reshaped itself to her new position and felt and behaved exactly like a cloud. As if sensing her unease, Ambrose picked up a gossamer sheet and draped it over her. “Is that better?”
“Are you reading my mind?”
“Would you rather I didn't?”
“Yes. No. Are you a doctor?”
“I thought we established that back at the cave. The Domina Ophelia sends her warmest regards and an invitation to breakfast at her villa.”
Darcey looked around. “But....”
Ambrose smiled. “Suitable attire will be provided and I'll send someone to assist you with your bath.”
“What about Gilles? Is he...?”
“Your companion's being tended elsewhere. He sustained some grievous injuries and his overall health, unfortunately, is not nearly as robust as yours.”
“What's this place? A hospital?”
“In a sense. Since you were merely tired, I placed you in the Garden of the Spirits. This is where our patients come when they're almost ready to go home. Your companion's in our central medical facility and it'll be some time before he's well enough to be transferred here.”
“Can I see him?”
“Since he's unconscious and being prepared for surgery, there'd be little point.”
“What surgery?”
“The repair of his crushed foot. It's a delicate procedure and the task will be far from easy.”
Darcey wrapped the sheet around herself like a toga and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “I'd like to observe.”
Ambrose looked slightly nonplussed. “Are you sure?”
“I don't faint at the sight of blood if that's what you're worried about.”
“Perhaps you should discuss it with the Domina.”
“If you're going to be that way about it, then you can just....
She'd forgotten Ambrose's mind reading abilities. “I'm sorry, Madame Norris. I didn't mean to give offense. Of course you may observe. But now....”
“I know. The Domina Ophelia awaits.”
Two blond-haired servants in flowing white tunics waited nearby. One assisted Darcey to her feet while the other offered a soft green robe. Unable to tell if they were male or female, she puzzled over it. “As androids, they have no gender,” said the ever-helpful Ambrose.
Reflecting that some mental privacy would be nice, Darcey followed the soft-footed pair across a delicately carved bridge. A perfect replica of an ancient Roman spa stood at its far end complete with statues, bubbling pools, massage tables and steam rooms. As she shucked her robe and handed it to one of the waiting servants, she thought about the Domina Ophelia. Judging by what she'd seen, the wizard of this particular Oz could very well be a witch and it was entirely possible, she supposed, that the green-walled city of Ziva contained more than one.
The spa's amenities were so extraordinary, she began taking mental notes for future reference until it occurred to her she might not have a future. Artemesia was who knew how many light years from Earth and getting home was going to involve a whole lot more than clicking her heels together and making a wish.
* * * *
The wheeling gulls cried a raucous welcome to the approaching day and the distant horizon flushed faint rose. The tide was about to turn and Gilles’ tiny sailboat leaned half on its side in the glistening mudflats. He'd thrown his boots and hose beneath the seat and he waited, half-shivering, in the salt-stained breeze. Hearing a faint sound, he turned to find Jeanne d'Arc behind him. Her bright hair hidden, she was wrapped from head to foot in a black velvet cloak. “You surely weren't leaving without me?”
“How can you be here? You're dead.”
As she picked her way over the shoreline's black pebbles, Jeanne's cloak fell open to reveal a homespun white blouse and red woolen kirtle. Like Gilles', her feet were bare and they left tracks when she reached the flats. “Death is merely a passage from one existence to another, my friend. You risked your life to be with me at the end and did what you could to ease my passing. How can I do less for you now?”
“You did love me then.”
“As much as one human being can love another. That is why I came to be with you today.”
“But not in the way a woman loves a man.”
When Jeanne's huge eyes widened, he felt himself drowning in them. “What does that matter now? Long before I met you, I'd given my vows elsewhere. But for what it's worth, if I had ever been tempted by a man, you'd have been the one.”
He sighed. “And now it's too late.”
She threw back her head and laughed. “Gilles, you're incorrigible. Is that all you ever think about?”
“Only when I'm with you.”
Seawater foamed around their ankles and the boat began to lift. “Have you ever sailed before?”
Jeanne took off her cloak and tossed it onto the seat, then she scrambled over the side. “Never. But you grew up here, didn't you?”
“I could sail as soon as I could walk. I'm a pretty fair fisherman too. We won't starve.”
“We won't starve anyway. Not where we're going.”
“That's true, I suppose.”
“You wanted to see Bretagne again and this is as good a starting point as any.”
Sneaking a glance at her legs, he joined her in the boat. There was a companionable silence while he hoisted the sail and arranged things for the trip.
“You don't have to do this, you know. Your mind still dwells on the pleasures of the flesh and your mortal life is far from over.”
“As a half-crippled beggar out of my time and in a strange land? What kind of life is that? No, Jeanne. I'm better off dead.”
“You don't know that. I told you this was merely a passage from one plane to another but I never said your new existence would be a happy one.”
“Isn't yours?”
“Yes, but mine is an entirely different case. I'd completed my mortal journey and made my peace with God and man. You haven't.”
“Meaning?”
“As an unfinished soul, you won't belong in my world either.”
“What do you mean, an unfinished soul?”
“You call such beings ghosts. Still bound to their previous lives, they stay trapped forever in a formless void between the two planes of existence.”
“Do they do harm?”
“Some of them. It depends who they were and the circumstances of their passing.”
A fresh breeze came up and he wet his finger to note the wind's direction. By now it was full daylight and the morning sun sparkled on the gray green waves around them. “Even so, there is nothing here for me.”
“You're determined to do this then.”
By way of an answer, he trimmed the sail to the freshening breeze. As they headed out to sea, she remarked, “Then there's no more to be said.”
* * * *
The reconstruction of Gilles’ foot had gone well. Fresh from a surprisingly pleasant breakfast with the Domina Ophelia, Darcey watched the proceedings in awe and they were now in the recovery module.
Ambrose pressed a button on the monitor next to his patient's gurney and frowned.
“What's the matter?”
“He's not responding. His systems are going down and there seems to be no way to stop it.”
“Is he going to die?”
“If we can't reverse the process, yes.”
“There must be something you can do.”
Darcey looked down at Gilles’ sleeping face and on an impulse traced his cheek with her gloved finger. He stirred slightly and sank back into unconsciousness again.
“I'm scanning his mind,” said Ambrose, “and he doesn't want to come back. That's why he's not responding.”
“He's willing himself to death?”
“Something like that. This phenomena is not unknown among the primitive tribes of your planet and it seems to be going on here. Has he ever talked of suicide?”
“I don't know. I wasn't around him much and whenever I was he was pretty sick.”
“I can see that. There's one thing I can try....” Ambrose hesitated. “If I do, you must never tell the Domina.”
“Why don't you want me to tell the Domina?”
“Let's just say she would—er—not approve.”
“I don't care, Ambrose. If it's the only way to save him, do it.”
“Do I have your word?”
Darcey almost danced with impatience. “Of course you have my word.”
“All right then. Watch him closely until I get back.”
Ambrose was gone only a few minutes before the door of the recovery module hissed open. Taller than average, the newcomer was built like an Artemesian but something about him told Darcey he was not. With his face concealed within the hood of his black robes, he reminded her of a medieval engraving of Death she had once seen. All he lacked was the scythe.
“This is Prince D'Kon,” said the doctor. “He's graciously consented to help us.”
D'Kon. Now where had she heard that name before? Ah, yes. It had been in the cave. Was this Ylia's python prince? As he threw back the hood from his face, the newcomer's glittering multicolored eyes were not amused. “Is that what the Princess calls me these days?”
“Oh—er—Your Highness. I didn't mean....”
“In answer to your question, I'm D'Kon. And who's this?”
“His name's Gilles de Rais.” And what can you do for him that Ambrose can't?
The prince's austere features relaxed into a faint smile. “I can do a great many things Ambrose can't. Presently this man is adrift and alone on a vast spiritual sea of his own making. I can bring him into safe harbor if you wish.”
“Will that save his life?”
“Such as it is. In return....”
She heard Ambrose's sharp intake of breath. “What do you wish in return, Your Highness?”
“I'd like to spend some time alone with this man so that I can study him. Do you have an objection?”
“I'll have him conveyed to your apartments as soon as he's well.”
“Don't trouble yourself, Ambrose. I can translate him easily enough and leave an android in his place. That way, the Domina will never know.” The prince's brilliant eyes swept over Darcey. “Come to think of it, I'd like to study her too. In detail.” Far from being offended, Darcey's horrified look appeared to amuse him. “How badly do you want to save his life, dear lady?”
“Don't I have something to say about this?”
“Please relax, Ma Donna, I only want to study you. What did you think I had in mind?”
Darcey wasn't sure if she should be relieved or insulted. “What do you mean, study us?”
The prince bent over Gilles. “First, I must bring this reluctant soul back from the void and return him to his mortal envelope. Then I'll need to know what brought your patient to this pass.”
As D'Kon sank his glittering fangs into Gilles’ throat, Ambrose grabbed the startled Darcey and held her firmly against him. “You said anything, remember? The N'Prvi are the People of the Serpent and this is how they heal.”
She wriggled, but to no avail. “You've done this before?”
“Many times.”
“Without the Domina's knowledge?”
Feeling her relax, Ambrose let go of Darcey's arms. “Many things go on without the Domina's knowledge. It's better that way.”
“Why?”
“The Domina Ophelia has her own private vision of what Artemesia should be. I don't happen to agree with her.”
“Isn't she a...?”
“Witch? Sorceress would be a better word. Yes she is, and her powers tend to go to her head more than a bit.”
The prince straightened up. “This man will live. Now I must return before the Domina realizes I'm missing. I'll translate him early in the morning when things are quieter. You too, Ma Donna. After I've examined you, I'll send you safely back to your home planet.”
“What of the Domina?”
“By the time she realizes there's nothing left of you but a holographic image, you'll be long gone.”
 Is Ophelia the Wicked Witch of the West? And if so, where do Achir and the Princess fit in? She claims to have brought him back in secret, yet Ambrose knows all about it. “What's the Domina's relationship to Achir?”
Ambrose gave her a sharp look and the prince said, “You're brighter than you appear, Ma Donna, even though some of your terms elude me. I have my own theories about what lies between the Domina and Achir. How much the Tertiary realizes is anyone's guess, but the Princess Ylia is every bit as unwitting as her father.”
“Achir possesses magical powers.”
“With such a patroness, I wouldn't doubt it. Finding out how he obtained them should be an interesting exercise in itself. Now I must go. Until later, my dear Ambrose, and thank you.”
“What are you thanking me for, Your Highness? I've done nothing.”
The prince gave Gilles a thoughtful look. “Oh, you've done rather more than you know. By bringing this man to my attention you may have given me the answer to my dilemma. For that alone I'll be eternally grateful.”
* * * *
In her villa's inner courtyard, the Domina tapped her sandaled foot. “This girl in green must still be somewhere in the palace. With her coloring, she sounds like one of the Lessia tribe. But they're all accounted for, you say.”
The android bowed. “Yes, my lady. Half of them are at their summer homes on the Black Coast and the rest were watching the live chess tournament on the West Lawn. Only Fernanda Lessia was missing. She was enjoying an assignation with one of the guardsmen and she doesn't even own a green dress. We checked.”
“Hmm.” The Domina eyed the hapless page. “Did this lady speak to you or did you greet her?”
He flushed and studied his feet. “I tripped over the hem of her gown and she caught me as I fell. I—um—thanked her.”
“Was this gown low-cut?”
“Er, well....”
“Did you even look at her face?”
“Of course I did. She invited me to sit beside her on the edge of the fountain and we talked.”
“Didn't you have duties to attend to?”
“I'd finished my errands and was about to take a break.”
“How convenient. While this conversation was going on did it occur to you to ask her name?”
“She looked like one of the Lessias and I knew who she was. Or at least I thought I did. It was only later when I couldn't find her that I realized....”
“That you'd never seen her before. Typical. All you were really thinking about was how to get her into bed. Isn't that true?”
The tips of his ears turned bright pink. “Domina. I assure you....”
“Oh, please! You forget that I've spent a lifetime at this court. There's not a one of you that hasn't been tumbled at least once. With you, I suspect it's been more than once.”
“My lady! She wasn't like that, I swear.”
“What did she promise you then?”
“She didn't exactly promise anything.”
“Then how did she persuade you to undertake such an errand?”
“I—I—don't remember. All I know is it seemed important to her and it became important to me. It was only when I entered the Emperor's garden and saw him waiting....”
“That you realized what you'd gotten yourself into. Fool! You've gotten yourself enmeshed with the N'Prvi and their schemes, and you brought D'Kon the one device he can use to defeat me.”
“The p—prince, yes. But she couldn't have been.... Surely, I'd have known.”
“How?”
“Her h—hands were warm and her aura was soft and glowing. No matter what shape they assume, the N'Prvi are never warm, and they had no aura.”
“You're a seer?”
Timidly, the page raised his eyes to meet Ophelia's. “On my mother's side.”
“This girl possessed an aura?”
“She cast a shadow too.”
“Hmm. What did she tell you about the globe you carried to D'Kon?”
“Nothing. She said it was a practical joke and that I should just hand it to the prince and leave before he opened it. I thought it was a dressed up visi-message.”
“Why didn't she take it to him herself?”
“She didn't want him to know who it was from.”
“Why didn't this globe set off the sensors?”
“I put it in my shield-pack.”
“What's a shield-pack?”
“We use them for visi-messages and animated trinkets and such. If we didn't, the sensors would be going off all the time.”
“How did you get past the forcefield?”
The page's mouth dropped open. “What forcefield?”
The Domina realized she'd said too much. “Never mind. It was just a little something I set around the prince's apartments. Er, to discourage the curious.”
“The prince wasn't in his apartments. The lady said I would find him in the Emperor's private garden and that's where he was.”
“I see. What did he say when you gave him the globe?”
“N-nothing. Except....”
“Go on.” The Domina's foot tapped ominously.
The page repeated what D'Kon had said.
“Describe this globe.”
“It fit in the palm of my hand and was quite heavy.”
“What was it made of?”
“I-I'm not sure. It was gold colored and smooth like glass but warm. The surface ... It's hard to explain.”
“Try!”
“The s—surface felt like water and it moved.”
“Moved?”
“The way water moves. But it wasn't wet.”
“Why did it not occur to you this was no ordinary errand?”
“I assumed she was one of the prince's mistresses.”
Given D'Kon's reputation with the ladies that was a natural enough conclusion.
“Had you carried such a message to the prince before?”
“Er, no.”
“You said she cast a shadow.”
“Y-yes. The N'Prvi do not cast a shadow.”
The boy closed his eyes, remembering. “And she smelled....”
“Smelled? Of what?”
“It's hard to describe. She smelled like honeysuckle after sunset, the lake in the early morning, a....”
“No need to wax poetic. She had a scent.”
“And the N'Prvi....”
“Don't remind me. The N'Prvi have no scent. They cast no shadow. They possess no warmth.” The hapless page's eyes remained closed and he looked as if he was praying. Perhaps he was. “Don't you realize, you poor fool? Your girl in green was none of those things. She bewitched you and placed an image in your mind.”
His eyes flew open, indignant. “How could she? I'm a seer!”
The Domina merely snorted. “Take him away. I'll decide his fate after I've had a chance to think about this.”
As the androids left with the terrified page, a hanging over a nearby doorway twitched aside. The Domina turned to find Achir smiling at her. He'd shed the Tertiary's gaudy gems and gossamer tunic and wore a plain red toga similar to hers. “Poor little sod. Mother, I had no idea....”
“This is no joke. And stop calling me Mother!”
“Ah. You prefer to continue your polite fiction that I'm your....”
Ophelia swept across the inner room's glittering tiles to a silver table at the room's far end. Grabbing a gem-encrusted carafe from a waiting tray, she splashed its foaming contents into a matching beaker and took a hefty slug. Achir raised an eyebrow. “Pointon Caravel at this hour?”
The Domina half-filled a second cup. “Why don't you join me? Or is your head not up to it? The elixirs of Earth are a mite weak and after five years there maybe that's all you can handle.”
Accepting the cup and the challenge, Achir tilted back his handsome head. He opened his mouth wide and poured the russet liquor down his throat in one shot. Carefully returning the beaker to the tray, he swiveled to face the Domina. And staggered only a little.
She chuckled. “You're your father's son all right. I should've known better than to challenge you. Why don't you sit before you fall?”
He wove his way to a nearby couch and flopped his length on to it, blinking. “Are you satisfied? And what was all that about anyway?”
“You. And the throne.”
“The throne? What in the hell are you talking about?”
“First you will become Ylia's consort. Then you will take the throne.”
“But Leonidas. The crown prince.”
“Details. Princes have accidents all the time. As for Leonidas....”
“Oh, no, Mother. I'll have no part of this.”
“You'd rather return to being a Tertiary?”
He shook his head.
“I told you. They're just details. D'Kon worries me though. I had him under control. But now....”
“How do you know you still don't?”
“Don't what?”
“Have D'Kon under your control.”
“When he received the globe, I assumed....”
“Maybe it was just a practical joke. Because you can't find the girl doesn't mean she doesn't exist. There are more ways in and out of the palace....”
“How do you...?”
“Oh, Mother. Secret assignations with married ladies are a way of life over there. It was my business to know.”
The Domina flushed. “You are indeed your father's son.”
“After the midwife delivered me to his house, he raised me and taught me his trade. I see no dishonor in it.”
She shuddered, remembering the birth. “I couldn't ... My husband would never have understood.”
“Why did you continue the pregnancy?”
The answer was written all over her face.
“You loved him. But that still doesn't explain....”
“Oh, Achir. How is it that you understand so little about women?”
He reared up, insulted. Until he remembered Darcey's yearning for a child. “You wanted to be a mother?”
“Unfortunately, the Prefect Atreus knew he was sterile, and he was of the old school.”
“You could have told him I came from the bank.”
“Not Atreus.”
“So you hid your condition, bore me in secret and sent me to my father.”
“Along with a wealth of geldercrowns and gems. He had no need to put you to work.”
“As the Emperor's cousin, you had a position and a title in your own right. Why didn't you just get a divorce and take my father as your official consort? It surely would have been cheaper.”
The Domina just looked at him.
“Ah, I see. You were ambitious even then. With the Lord High Prefect at your side it was easier to attain the Council and then the presidency. Without his backing, you'd have amounted to no more than another imperial ornament.”
“I was going to talk Atreus into adopting you.”
“Sure you were. Until you found out I'd been initiated and was already a member of the Guild. Adopt a son who'd been a Tertiary? Tsk, Domina. That would never do.”
“Your father....”
“Double crossed you? Of course he did. There was no flaw in his programming. He did exactly as he was supposed to and fell out of love with you as soon as your affair was over. Incidentally, Mother, how did you induce him to part with his seed?”
“I—er....”
“You used a forbidden spell on him? Where did you get it?”
“In Earth's ancient past, they knew of such things.”
“How did you obtain such a spell?”
“I m-made a bargain.”
“With whom?”
“He has many names. He was cold. So cold. The woman you went there to retrieve used her powers to bind him and she alone had the key to his chains.”
“Are you saying this whole thing was a plot to free a demon?”
“In the guise of an elaborate production to amuse Leonidas and the Elite. They had no idea who you really were or where your scenario originated. If you'd plucked Jeanne from the stake as you were supposed to and brought her together with her knight, she surely would have come around to his way of thinking. Then we could have seduced her into giving up the key.”
“We?”
Ophelia ignored his question. “Once Jeanne recognized they'd been saved by magic, it would have been so simple. Her trusted voices not only betrayed her, they led her and the dearest friend she ever had to horrible deaths. Why wouldn't she abandon her beliefs? Her knight did.”
Achir remembered Darcey's prayer and the Maid's answer. Thanks to Jeanne's intervention the Beast was still bound. But for how long? His sudden instruction to Darcey had come into his head from he knew not where. Recalling the night of the Nativity and certain other wonders he'd seen, he could only assume that some greater power than the Domina's was at work here.
“Why didn't you tell me this before?”
“It never occurred to me you'd change the script.”
He gave her a long searching look. “This Beast is the source of your powers, is he not?”
She gazed steadily back. “And yours.”
“But surely....”
“Don't you understand, Achir? I did this for you. You'll be the greatest sorcerer who ever lived. Through Ylia, you'll rule the universe and no one will ever know you were my son.”
“How can I possibly have the Beast's powers?”
She said simply. “You inherited them.”
“From you?”
When Ophelia slowly shook her head, Achir finally understood. “So that was why he followed us. He recognized me as his own.”
“He followed you?” Her voice rose to a near shriek. “Are you saying you could have freed the Beast and you didn't?”
“I feared him, and I didn't know. When I told Darcey to pray, the Maid came in answer. She forced him back through the portal.”
“That's impossible! Jeanne d'Arc is dead.”
“Not her spirit. And there's a mystical link between her and Darcey Norris.”
“Your merchant queen is a reincarnation of the Maid?”
“No. Jeanne d'Arc's on another plane of existence altogether.”
“Which means she could be here. First the vanishing girl in green and now the Maid. I don't like this.”
“You were the one who told me about Jeanne d'Arc, Mother. You encouraged me to believe that she died unjustly and deserved a second chance.”
“Up until now, I'd considered her legend little more than a harmless fairytale. While it's true that her voices bound the Beast his minions captured and condemned her before she could incarcerate him permanently.”
“Why didn't you fetch her from the stake yourself? You certainly had the power.”
The Domina bowed her head. “You don't understand. I bargained with the Beast for a son. Plucking the Maid from the stake and persuading her to free him was part of our agreement. But he wanted you to do the deed, not I. That was why he gave you his powers.”
“Salvaging Jeanne d'Arc wasn't enough for him, was it? He needed to corrupt her as well. Had it not been for my miscalculation, your sorry scheme might very well have worked.”
“Wait! Where do you think you're going?”
“I need to think about this. Alone!”
Powerless against her son's retreating back, Ophelia muttered something under her breath. Then she dashed her half-filled beaker against the nearest wall. The delicate crystal shattered within its net of gem-studded gold, splattering the contents across the shining marble. Almost mesmerized, she watched the foaming liquid drip down the multicolored traceries. As the Pointon Caravel pooled on the golden tiles beneath her sandaled feet, it occurred to the Domina that this most precious of all the universe's elixirs was the exact color of contaminated blood.


Chapter Eleven
Bluebeard
Darcey had just arrived in D'Kon's shadowed whispering world. After what she'd seen him do in the temple clinic's recovery room, she should have been terrified but for reasons beyond her understanding, she didn't fear the N'Prvi prince at all.
“I can't abide your atmosphere for long,” he told her by way of greeting, “so please understand that I'm not avoiding your company. Just make yourself at home. If there is anything you need or desire, all you need do is wish.”
This apartment was certainly comfortable but she had to wonder about His Highness's decorator. The unrelieved black walls were straight out of Edgar Allen Poe and any moment now she expected a raven's head to pop out from behind the burgundy velvet draperies. All the place lacked was a rousing burst of funeral music and she suspected that if she were to wish for such a thing a full pipe organ would be instantly provided. And probably the great Johann Sebastian Bach himself to play it.
D'Kon's cool voice interrupted her thoughts. “This is not to your liking, Ma Donna?”
Darcey remembered her manners. “Oh, er, it's very nice. The color scheme's a tad unusual but I'm sure I'll get used to it.”
Now she looked more closely, this claustrophobic collection of Victoriana seemed vaguely familiar. Flanked by bronze floor lamps in the shape of decorously draped maidens, massive dark furniture dominated the shadowy room. A rich Persian carpet softened the black and white marble floor, a potted palm in a hammered brass stand overflowed one corner and a gilded Chinese vase filled with peacock feathers set off the velvet-draped archway. She puzzled for a moment and then it came to her. “You got this from my memories! Except for the walls, this could be my grandmother's drawing room in New Orleans.”
“What about the walls?”
“Hers were paneled.”
“Paneled? What is that?”
“Wood painted to look like ivory and carved in a series of big squares like picture frames.”
When D'Kon raised his hands, something shimmered in the air between them and the black walls disintegrated and rebuilt themselves. “Like that?”
The awestruck Darcey beheld a perfect replica of Aruna Severin's drawing room. “Exactly like that.”
One by one, she pulled details from her childhood memories and one by one, they dutifully appeared. A gilded snuffbox here, a bisque china rose there. Radiant in green, blue and gold, her grandmother's Dresden lords and ladies ranged themselves neatly along the mantelpiece. A piping shepherd boy joined them with his dimpling lace-clad shepherdess. Just as a magnificent pair of life sized yellow and scarlet Chelsea parrots appeared at either end of the white marble mantel, Aruna's beloved red ormolu clock materialized in its center. To Darcey's delight, the clock whirred and clicked, then in delicate bell-like tones began to chime the hour. “This is lovely,” she said.
The prince looked pleased.
She glanced above the mantel and an antique circular curved mirror promptly appeared. The ornate gilded frame was outlined in small golden balls and topped by an eagle with an orb in its outstretched claws. “I used to watch myself in this all the time. Or at least, I did until Grandmére caught me. She had a matching mirror on the opposite wall. They faced one another and I tried counting the room reflections once. When I realized they were infinite, I gave up.”
“Infinite.” As the second mirror appeared, D'Kon rolled the word around in his mouth. “These curved mirrors are most interesting. What was their purpose?”
“They were just ornaments.”
The prince shook his head. “They were more than that. I have to think about these mirrors and some other objects in your grandmother's house. Your companion will be waking soon and it might be wise for you to be there. Now I will leave you, Ma Donna. Again, if there is anything you need or desire, all you need do is wish for it.”
“Like a pair of ruby slippers?”
It was D'Kon's turn to look perplexed. “Certainly, but why ruby slippers?”
Arching her toes, she turned the glittering pumps from side to side, eyeing them in the light. “I don't really. It was just a childhood fantasy.” The ruby slippers promptly disappeared.
“Your companion is about to wake and I must go.”
Darcey glanced toward what she guessed to be the apartment's second bedroom. “I'll take care of him.” But when she turned to thank her host, she found herself alone.
* * * *
Between refreshing gulps of flame from his crystal holder, D'Kon studied the molten silver surface. Not quite satisfied, he passed a feathery tendril over the controller to increase the sound, and fiddled with the color balances. Thanks to N'Va's globe, he had the mix and temperature exactly right and he could now monitor the Domina Ophelia's every move.
With a pang, he recalled the ardent lakes he would never see or bathe in again. But the inexorable rains had come and Unciala's protective pall could only withstand the planet's invasive climate for so long. With hardly any N'Prvi left and their ability to reproduce long gone, the elders decreed that this time they would not flee. Then they had chosen D'Kon and S'Ta as their ambassadors to the Artemesian imperial court.
At 5,000 and 3,000 respectively, he and his sister had been the youngest of the N'Prvi and the most likely to survive. Their initial transmutation had been unbelievably painful. At first, they couldn't tolerate their new shapes for more than a few minutes, let alone the oxygenated atmosphere they were forced to breathe. As time went on, they acclimatized to their human limitations, doggedly extending their endurance from one hour to two, then three and finally, a full day. Their new bodies also came with some unanticipated capabilities and it was one of those that almost proved S'Ta's undoing.
In either of her incarnations, his sister had been extraordinarily beautiful and the Emperor's interest in her came as no surprise to D'Kon. It was too bad Leonidas couldn't have seen her as she really was, he reflected. But he could never have done so and lived.
Coming from a society as harmonious as Unciala's, D'Kon and S'Ta had been totally unprepared for the politics at the imperial court or the cauldron of emotion seething beneath the masks of everyday courtesy. Save for the Emperor, no one in the green-walled city of Ziva was as they seemed and the courtiers’ jostling for the slightest imperial favor had to be seen to be believed.
Intrigued by the exotic strangers, Leonidas kept them at his side, S'Ta for her languid beauty and D'Kon for his perspicacity and mordant wit. This thoroughly dismayed the courtiers but their open hatred of the two N'Prvi only strengthened the Emperor's determination to bring S'Ta to his bed.
Repelled by Leonidas's attentions, she sought solace with D'Kon. Sliding into their module's fire pool one night, she rolled her coils over and over in its burning depths as if trying to cleanse herself. “How can I do this when his flesh disgusts me so?”
“Is it the idea of another human body mingling with yours?”
“Just his. There's something about him...” S'Ta shuddered and ducked her plumed head directly into the soothing flames.
At ease on his lofty marble perch, D'Kon took several gulps from his crystal holder and waited for her to surface. “You're not going to get rid of his kisses that easily. The elders....”
“Don't remind me. It's just that....”
He ached for her. “If I could take your place, I would.”
“I know. But I don't want to be alone here either.” They were not about to break faith with the elders and they looked at each other for a long moment. “Tomorrow,” she said sadly, “I will persuade him to propose.”
D'Kon uncoiled and stood rigid, brushing his multi-colored crest against the module's ceiling. “We still have tonight.”
With a shake of her magnificent crest, S'Ta reared out of the lake to meet him. Reaching downward in a sinuous arc, D'Kon entwined his neck with hers and together they undulated into the roiling sea of flame. Wrapping S'Ta gently in his tendrils, he pressed himself along her full length, deliberately abrading their shimmering skins in order to mingle his juices more fully with hers. Melding into a single communion, they achieved a degree of rapture impossible for any other species and floated there in inexpressible harmony for the rest of that perfect night.
A sudden hiss returned D'Kon to the lonely present. He made a subtle adjustment and the silver's glittering surface settled down again. By now his other guest should be awake and the lady would be telling him where they were.
The Ma Donna's modest desires occupied no more than a fraction of the prince's attention and her wide-eyed astonishment amused him. He had been materializing a pipe organ for her from one of Earth's greatest cathedrals along with a replica of Johann Sebastian Bach to play it when her inexplicable desire for funeral music evaporated. After he conjured up a truly handsome pair of ruby slippers, she hadn't wanted them either and that was when he gave up trying to fathom Darcey Norris's strange motivations.
* * * *
One moment he was on the boat with Jeanne, then he was somewhere else. Floating in a formless void that was not so much darkness as absence of light, he feared he'd become one of the homeless spirits she'd described. Belonging to neither one existence nor the other but trapped somewhere in between.
When he opened his eyes, he beheld another strange room. He had no idea where he was but no longer cared. It was enough to be alive. A rose-colored light burned by the bed and the lavender scent reminded him of his childhood. His half-Spanish mother prized the fine linens from her native land and she'd fussed over their laundering and care almost as much as she had her two sons. Strange that he should think of her now. His parents’ marriage had been a love match and they were truly happy until his mother died from a fever. He'd been only ten when his broken-hearted father had followed her a year later.
On the day after his wedding, sixteen-year-old Gilles left for the battlefields of northern France. During the turbulent years that followed, he saw his wife only occasionally. When word came of his daughter's difficult birth, he felt little and within the hour was planning campaign strategy with his fellow-commanders.
The door latch's scratching broke into his thoughts. Expecting Farrell O'Connor, he started to make a coarse joke that died stillborn. From her shining hair in its net of pearls to the froth of seafoam green barely concealing her delicate ivory breasts, she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. He lay silent drinking in the sight of her. “You're ... you're not Jeanne.”
“I keep telling you. My name is....”
“I know your name, Madame Norris. Tell me, am I awake or is this yet another dream?”
“This is no dream, I assure you. Try moving your foot.”
“My foot?” He wiggled his right toes.
“The other one.”
Gingerly, he flexed his left ankle and realized his hands didn't hurt. Nothing hurt, in fact. Not even... “Mon Dieu! What has happened?”
Darcey twitched the sheet aside. “Have a look for yourself.”
As he lifted his left foot and peered at it, the cool air against his bare skin reminded Gilles he was naked. Embarrassed, he ceased his scrutiny and scrambled to sit up and cover himself at the same time. Noting his discomfiture, Darcey chuckled and rather unkindly held on to the sheet. “Believe me, my Lord Baron, you don't have a thing I haven't seen before.” She retrieved something from the foot of the bed and tossed it in his direction. “Here, put this on. The bathroom's in there and you can join me for breakfast whenever you're ready.” Then she swept out leaving a thoroughly bemused Gilles to contemplate his navel and the lace-trimmed nightshirt in his lap.
Given his months of inactivity, he could actually walk quite well as long as he hung onto the nearby furniture like grim death and took things very, very slowly. Bewildered by the bathroom's multitude of strange devices and trying to remember what he'd seen Farrell do, he took a chance and relieved himself in what he assumed to be the correct apparatus. Not daring to turn handles or push levers, he completed a sketchy toilette as best he could. Once he was done, he cracked the bedroom door slightly and peeked through the opening. Clad in this stupid garment that came scarcely to his knees and in dire need of a wash and a shave, he felt like a complete fool. But he was desperately hungry. The odors from the other room tantalized him beyond belief and after carefully assessing its furnishings he plotted his route to the table.
To his relief, Darcey Norris was nowhere in sight. The bitch could apologize for her mockery all she wanted but even if she begged his forgiveness in tears and on her bended knees, he'd be damned if he'd allow her near him again. He didn't plan to ask her about the bathroom either. If it was the last thing he ever did, he was going to learn those strange devices on his own even if it meant growing a full beard and smelling like a hog in the interim.
Just as he achieved the table and sank into a chair, Darcey reappeared. She'd been monitoring his painful progress from behind one of the archway's draperies but wasn't about to tell him.
When their eyes met, Gilles’ resolutions went out the window. Anything this glorious creature asked of him, he would do. In fact, he was willing to beg, roll over, or even play dead just to see her smile. Fortunately, that wasn't necessary.
She began removing covers from the dishes. Every one of his favorites was there and she heaped his waiting plate with whatever he wanted. Picking up a tined utensil from beside her plate, she slid a piece of food on to it and raised it to her mouth.
Gilles followed suit a mite clumsily. He had seen such utensils at St. Vincent's but had never used one. “This is a fourche. Non?”
Darcey nodded and proffered a dish. “Try these mushrooms. They're absolutely delicious.” Abruptly recalling the servant Luce's final agony she set the dish down again. “On second thought....”
He caught her hand. “What troubles you so?”
Noting his use of the intimate tu rather than vous, she replied in kind. “Something that happened....” Realizing he'd have no idea what she was talking about, she began to flounder. “It was back in your time. The Countess Adrienne de Rainier-Fousseur....”
His head jerked up. “The Comtesse?”
“She ... her servant Luce was p-poisoned. It was blamed on mushrooms but he said it was poison.”
“Who?”
“Ch—Charles.”
“How would he know?”
“W—we were there. He was the Count and I was the Countess.”
“Charles was my accuser?”
“No. We were long gone by then.”
“But how could...?”
“We borrowed their.... Oh, this is very difficult to explain.”
“Try.”
Haltingly, she described her trip back in time with Charles, including the Black Mass, Luce's death and the Count's exchange with Fabienne. Gilles withdrew his hand and sat silent for a long time, staring down at the tablecloth. Then he slowly raised his eyes to meet hers. “Do you believe I did those things?”
When she looked away it was like a knife in his heart. “I ... I never saw the horseman's face. He could have been Alain.”
“Do you really think that?” He had returned to the formal vous.
“I—I don't know.”
“Admit it, Darcey. The horse you described was my charger Agramant and he would allow no one on his back but me. Quite apart from that, Alain was a poor rider. He could never have negotiated that hill in the dark.”
“They were drugging you. You were out of your mind. You didn't know what you were doing.”
“They drugged me? Who?”
“I watched the Count put something in your mouth. Then he forced you to swallow it. You were drunk.”
He gave a short laugh. “A not unusual circumstance. If the truth be known, that was my wasting illness.”
“You weren't really sick?”
“I've always been disgustingly healthy. Except for battle wounds, of course.” His face darkened. “And the torture.”
“You're still weak,” she said, “but that will pass.” Then she had a thought. “You have scars?”
“Didn't you notice?”
“Hmm. The Satanic priest was naked.”
“And unscarred?”
Darcey almost shouted with glee. “His body didn't have a mark on it!”
Casually, Gilles lifted his shirt. “As you can see, I have a sword slash from my shoulder to my hip.”
She reached across the table to trace the white line with her finger. “There's no way you could have hidden this.”
When Gilles shivered, it wasn't from the cold. Controlling himself with difficulty, he continued to use the formal vous salutation. “So. You are now satisfied I was not the priest. What of the horseman?”
“It could have been a different horse.”
“I knew that hill like the back of my hand.”
“You may not have been the only one.”
He thought for a moment. “My stable master Quesnel was Fabienne's uncle. He was born on the estate and he could have ridden Agramant, I suppose. From what you say, many of my people were involved.”
“Most of them would be my guess. That's probably why the children were stolen from villages outside the estate. They would hardly have been willing to sacrifice their own.”
 Save for Marie Bernarde. “The murders stopped when I was arrested?”
“That still doesn't make you responsible.”
“The cold presence in my apartments. Do you know what it was?”
“Charles called it the Beast and he told me Jeanne d'Arc had bound it in some way. When it followed us through the portal I prayed to her and she came and drove it back. He said there's a mystic bond between us and that I have inherited her mission.”
“The English invaders have long since been driven from France.”
“But not the darkness that brought them.”
Gilles looked at Darcey as if seeing her for the first time. “How do you know all this?”
“Charles told me.”
“With Jeanne, it was St. Michael and St. Catherine. With you, it's Charles.”
“Actually, his name isn't Charles. It's Achir.”
“You'll be telling me next your real name is Jeanne D'Arc.”
“Well....”
“That was just a joke.”
“But my name really is Jeanne D'Arc! Actually, it's Jeanne D'Arc Catherine Michele Severin Norris. Darcey was just a nickname. A few years ago, I made it legal.”
“When I called you Jeanne....”
“You were actually using my right name. It's just that....”
“She was Jeanne and you are Darcey.”
Noting Gilles had reverted to the more intimate tu salutation, she took his hand in hers. “Why have you not asked where we are?”
“I wasn't sure it mattered.”
“Well, it does.”
“All right. Where are we?”
Darcey told him.
* * * *
Uncomfortable in his skimpy nightshirt and acutely conscious of his bare legs, stubbled chin and generally unwashed state, Gilles’ shifted from one foot to the other. He surreptitiously rubbed his left sole against the velvet carpet and was appreciating the sensation when it occurred to him he was no longer having trouble getting around.
“All right,” said Darcey, “why don't you just admit that you have no idea what any of this stuff is and we'll start from there?”
“This is a garderobe, non?”
“Actually, it's a bathroom. A bit primitive for this place, I suppose, but it's what I'm used to.”
He eyed the gleaming black fixtures with their crystal and gold fittings. “This does not look primitive to me.”
As Darcey named each item and demonstrated its purpose, he was relieved to find he had selected the correct apparatus in which to piss. Impressed by the mechanism, he examined the tank's inner workings and pressed the handle several times.
“The flush toilet was invented a little over a hundred years ago,” she said patiently, “and it hasn't changed much since.”
Gilles abruptly lost interest. Moving into the shower stall, he gazed rapturously upward. “What is this?”
Unable to resist, Darcey pulled the crystal knob forward, then rather unwisely giggled. Save for an initial gasp at the spray's sudden explosion, Gilles stood silent letting the warm rivulets run over his head and upturned face and his nightshirt plastered itself against his surprisingly muscular frame. Darcey was appreciating the soaked fabric's transparency when his arm suddenly shot out. Before she could protest, he yanked her into the shower, fine silk gown, net of pearls and all. Then he thrust her under the water. “Now,” he said, “we will see who is the real joker.”
Gasping and sputtering, Darcey could hardly see. Her sodden skirts wrapped themselves around her ankles, effectively imprisoning them and her elaborate hairdo chose that precise moment to disintegrate. Pearls scattered against the stall and floor like miniature rifle shots, then washed toward the drain where they piled themselves into a shimmering, glistening heap. Freed from its netted cage, her hair tumbled around her face but she was unable to brush it out of her eyes or even move because Gilles had her by the wrists. When his urgent mouth sought hers she struggled briefly, then surrendered to his plundering.
Plunder he did. Easily encircling her wrists in one hand, he backed her against the wall. Then he ripped her bodice apart so efficiently she knew he must have done it before. This was developing into a pure and simple rape and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Or was there?
Gilles was suddenly holding empty air. Skidding on one of the loose pearls he landed hard on his bare bottom, coughing and sputtering and with no idea how he got there. Dry and comfortable in a set of magically created jeans and a loose silk sweater, Darcey watched him coolly from the other side of the bathroom. Wishing up a pair of fluffy towels and a luxurious velvet robe, she placed them within easy reach of the shower stall. Then with her arms folded, she waited for the embarrassed Baron to recover.
“Thank you, Your Highness,” she murmured. In her mind's eye, she saw the N'Prvi prince's answering smile.
Clambering to his feet, Gilles ripped off his soaked nightshirt and tossed it next to the stall. After pulling the crystal doors closed, he used a brush and a bottle of scented gel to scrub himself from head to foot. Carefully avoiding the treacherous pearls, he stepped out of the shower. Darcey handed him a towel and he wrapped it around himself with a mutter of thanks.
“You'll find clothes in the bedroom,” she said. “Whenever you're ready, I'll help you shave.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Are you not afraid of me?”
She smiled and shook her head but stayed out of reach of his hands.
“What you did there, that was sorcery. Non?”
“You could say that. Around here, if you want something, you just wish for it.”
“Vraiment?"
“Vraiment."
“Hmm.” He eyed Darcey speculatively and suddenly her clothes were gone. Blushing, she grabbed the other towel and covered herself as Gilles shrugged himself into the robe she'd provided. “Obviously, you are not the sorcerer.”
Prince D'Kon stood in the doorway. “Am I interrupting a delicate moment?”
Darcey's eyes flashed. “Absolutely not! And I'd appreciate my clothes back if you don't mind.”
The prince gave a tiny nod and clad in her sweater and jeans again she glared at the unrepentant Gilles. “When I said you could wish for whatever you wanted, this wasn't what I had in mind! As for you, Your Highness....”
The prince's lips twitched. “You were looking at him. Why shouldn't he look at you?”
“It's not the same thing!”
“Why not?”
Gilles interrupted. “You said something about helping me shave.”
Darcey was tempted to tell him what he could do with that notion but D'Kon was watching. “Actually, it's simple. This device is called an electric razor and you can shave yourself with it. Here. This is the switch.”
He ran the buzzing razor across his chin, then set it down. “Farrell had one of these.”
“And?”
“I think I can manage. Now if you would leave me alone for a few moments....”
Back in the apartment's drawing room, Darcey asked “You were watching us, weren't you?”
“Would you rather I didn't?”
“Isn't that why we're here?”
“Yes and no.”
“No?”
D'Kon sighed. “There is a pattern behind all of this and it is being guided by a force far greater than I.”
“The Domina?”
“No. The Domina is part of the pattern but she does not understand it.”
“This has to do with the Beast, doesn't it?”
“You are very perceptive, Ma Donna, and a worthy successor to the Maid.”
“You're the second person to tell me that.”
“Really? Who was the other?”
“Achir.”
This apparently surprised the prince. “Achir? Can you remember his exact words?”
“He said ‘Jeanne stood against the Beast and His servants killed her. The man she tried to save still lives and in his redemption you will find your own'.”
“He actually said redemption?”
“Yes. It was so unlike him, his words stuck in my mind. Up until that moment, Charles—er—Achir had always been so sure of himself. Then he suddenly changed. It was as if....”
“Someone else was talking through him?”
“Come to think of it, yes.”
“Mmm. What else did he say?”
She thought back to the night of the Black Mass. Charles had just brought them out of the temple and he'd taken her by the arms and looked deep into her eyes. Since he was still masked she had been unable to read his face. But she'd sensed the change in his voice. "While we now know these things actually happened, the who and the why are still a mystery. You claim to be a seeker after truth. If that is the case, why do you want to leave before you've found it?"
“Do you know the truth?”
“Perhaps. But I'm not the issue here.”
“What in the hell do you mean by that?”
“This is about you, Darcey, and it always has been.”
At the time, she had assumed Charles was still pursuing his own private agenda. Now she wasn't so sure. When he detailed the abuses and atrocities of her own time his voice had actually shaken. Passion wasn't something she had previously associated with Charles. His lack of emotion had both attracted and repelled her but after that night he seemed more....
“Human?” D'Kon's voice broke into her thoughts.
“You're right,” she said. “After that, he actually seemed to care. It wasn't just an act.”
“Had he fallen in love with you, perhaps?”
She shook her head. “With me, he was simply doing what he was programmed to do. He's in love with the Princess Ylia. He was always honest about that.”
“Not a word I would generally apply to one of his class. The Tertiary are born deceivers and colder than an arctic frost.”
“Why?”
D'Kon closed his eyes, remembering. “Did not one of your poets say ‘He who loves, gives hostages to fortune'? How else could a Tertiary perform and remain whole?”
“Are you saying they're happy?”
“Of course. Artemesia is as close to your concept of perfection as we could possibly make it. It is our model of what a human society should be. Your philosophers and poets have long dreamed of such a place. Some call it Paradise, others Utopia.”
“What do you mean, as close as you could make it? Are you saying the N'Prvi are responsible for all this?”
“When we arrived, the climate was violent and inhospitable and the planet's inhabitants were primitive fur-clad hunter gatherers. With our tools and wisdom, we rearranged this planet and its people into what they are today.”
“But it's still not perfect.”
His eyes were sad. “No, and it never will be. Our controls are failing. Once they are gone, this planet and its people will revert to what they were before we came. Unciala has already vanished into the sea and I am the last of my kind.”
“The Domina....”
“By meddling with concepts beyond her ken, the Domina Ophelia has loosened our controls still further. She is actually hastening Artemesia's demise.”
“Paradise lost,” murmured Darcey.
He sighed. “Paradise lost, indeed.”
“So where do we fit into all this?”
“At first, I thought you came here merely by chance. Now I'm not so sure. A greater power has appropriated the Domina's original plot and incorporated it into another undertaking altogether. What you say about Achir is interesting and it explains much about the conflict which has arisen between him and the Domina.”
“What is their relationship anyway? Surely she's not in love with him.”
“Did you not know, Ma Donna? Achir is the Lady Ophelia's son.”
“But he's a Tertiary. How could she do such a thing to her own son?”
“Her husband was the High Prefect. He did not sire Achir and he would not have understood.”
“But surely....”
“The Domina bore Achir in secret. She sent him that same night to his supposed father along with enough geldercrowns and jewels to keep them in luxury until the end of their days.”
“Achir's father was a Tertiary?”
“Achir's father was the Beast.”
“What?"
“Achir derives his powers from the Beast and they are fully as great as the Domina's.”
“Are you saying Achir is some sort of demon?”
“Possibly. From what you've told me, he may be an entirely new species. I will have to think on this and study him some more.”
How long the Baron had been in the doorway, Darcey had no idea. Their eyes met and her heart almost stopped. In contrast to Achir's studied grace, Gilles was pure granite. Nowhere near as tall or beautiful as the Tertiary he was still what her grandmother would have called a fine figure of a man. Dark-eyed and black-haired like his Spanish mother, he had the open features and ruddy complexion of a true Breton and even in his simple fisherman's sweater and blue jeans looked every inch the aristocrat he was.
Despite his complex history, the Baron de Rais appeared to be a relatively simple individual and Darcey thought she understood why he'd fallen so deeply in love with the Maid. Unlike Chinon's scheming courtiers, he'd been a true believer and he'd never participated in their intrigues. The goodness in him must have responded to the goodness in Jeanne and his friendship with the beleaguered Dauphin had evidently been the genuine article. Stupid he was not. Wise to the ways of men from his years as a battlefield commander, Gilles de Rais had apparently kept his own counsel at Chinon and allowed the scheming nobles around him to see no more than he wanted them to see. The betrayal had not come from them but from the King and it was Charles's treachery toward Jeanne that had ultimately driven him from the royal court. According to a history she'd read, the King never understood why Gilles turned against him. If he regretted the loss of their friendship he made no sign but he never said a word against the Baron to his dying day.
Gilles spoke in English. “Why do you speak of demons?” From the glint in his eye, he must have been listening for some time.
“We were discussing Achir. You remember. You knew him as Charles Ferrault.”
“Ah, yes. He is your lover, is he not?”
“I explained all that.”
“Ah, so you did. A very good explanation it was too.”
He was laughing at her, dammit. “Achir is not my lover. He's going to marry the Princess Ylia.”
“A good step up for him, no doubt. This Princess, she is jealous, no?”
“She has no reason to be.”
“If you were mine, I would not let you go so easily.”
“Since I'm not yours, the question is moot.”
“Moot? What is that?”
“Oh, er. It means your remark has no relevance.”
“You're saying I would let you go if you were mine?”
“Yes. No. How did we get on this subject anyway?”
“It is a fine subject and one I would very much like to pursue further.”
“Are you flirting with me?”
His eyes were totally innocent. “What does this mean, to flirt?”
D'Kon rose from his chair. “You have a saying, Ma Donna, two is company and three is a crowd. You obviously have things to discuss and I will be back tomorrow morning. There is a garden just outside and I am sure you can entertain yourselves until my return.”
Gilles’ lips twitched. “I'm sure we can. Sacre bleu! Where did he go?”
Darcey shrugged. “Prince D'Kon is a sorcerer. He likes dramatic entrances and exits.” She noted his wince as he took the chair D'Kon had just vacated. “You really went down hard, didn't you?”
He switched to French using the intimate tu. “One moment, you were in my arms and the next you were across the room. Ai, that hurts!”
Darcey answered in kind, and noted her French was improving. “Well, let that be a lesson to you. A lady prefers to be asked.”
“Oh? I assumed that's what you were doing.”
“You mean just because...?”
“When a lady enters a garderobe with a man who is in an advanced state of dishabillé it does send a certain message. Especially after she has just looked at him naked without so much as a blush. You are no jeune fille, Madame. When you turned on that water, you surely knew what would happen.”
“You weren't going to ravish me then and there?”
“Of course. Wasn't that what you wanted?”
“No. If I had, it wouldn't have been rape would it?”
He rubbed his newly shaven chin and gave her a thoughtful look. “Maybe you and Jeanne have something in common after all. Like you, she had a clever mind and she knew how to play with words. Since ravishment is not your style, Madame, what do you want from me?”
“As in sex? Please stop calling me Madame.”
“Isn't that what we're talking about here? What would you like me to call you?”
Beginning with ma chere, a hundred endearments rolled through her mind. She looked at his square competent hands, imagined them cupping her breasts, then sliding under the waistband of her jeans. “Darcey will do.”
Noting tiny beads of sweat on her upper lip, he leaned forward until his knees touched hers. “Darcey it is. And you may call me....”
She drew up her knees and scrunched still further into her chair. “I know your name perfectly well.”
“You never use it.”
Why did his voice sound exactly like a purr? And his language was so damn suggestive. Hell, the way he talked he could make a request for a cup of coffee into a dirty proposition. She switched to English. “All right. I'll call you Gilles. Are you satisfied?”
He replied, in French. “Non, ma belle. I hunger for only one thing.”
She stuck to English. “The kitchen's over there.”
He teased his finger tips down her bare arm and noted her shiver. “You know very well what I mean. Whenever I see you, I think of nothing else.”
Darcey jerked away, crossing her arms over her breasts to hide their hardened nipples. “I'm ... not ... interested.”
“Yes, you are. It's just you are not—how you say? a...?”
“One night stand.”
“Did I say you were?”
To his relief, she had not only switched to French, she was using the intimate tu again. “Just because I'm not a virgin, you think I'm fair game.”
That was when Gilles knew he was right about Darcey. He ached to punish the men who had so callously misused her, starting with that slimy weasel Charles Ferrault. “I think no such thing. You are a beautiful shining creature who has never been loved in the way you deserve.”
Darcey gave a small moan. Gilles was seducing her with words as thoroughly as Charles had with his music and she was loving every minute until she remembered what he'd almost done in the shower. He definitely needed to suffer some more. “How do you know? Incidentally, Prince D'Kon mentioned a garden. I sure could use some fresh air.”
When she went to stand up, he pulled her onto his lap teasing her lips with his tongue until she opened her mouth. His hands were busy elsewhere. With nothing beneath it but bare skin her sweater posed no barriers. Reaching the waistband of her jeans, his fingers hesitated for the merest fraction of a second. Where Gilles learned about snaps and zippers Darcey had no idea but he seemed to know what he was doing. Moving downward, he found exactly the right spot. She arched her back with a groan and he laughed softly. Cupping his hands around her bare buttocks, he gave them a squeeze and gently set her on her feet. Then he unfolded himself from the chair and wrapped an arm around her. “I have a garden of my own to show you. Come.”
She grabbed for her jeans which were falling around her knees. “Uh. I....”
Silencing her with yet another kiss he swept her up in his arms and carried her into his bedroom. “We will do this in comfort,” he said. Gently laying her down, he threw off his clothes and began to play with her body like a musician with his instrument.
Darcey had never really looked at a man's erection before. Gilles’ was a perfect sculpture and as natural as the rest of him. Soft and warm and heavy as ripe peaches, she took his balls in her hands and caressed them. “You are really beautiful,” she whispered. He smiled his answer, and sensing she could wait no longer, slid himself into her and possessed her utterly.
Outside the open window, the shadows lengthened into dusk. One by one, starry pinpricks began to litter the darkling sky. A perfect silver orb rose from behind the garden wall and slowly paced its way across the heavens. Locked in each other's arms, and afloat on a gentle sea of their own making, the lovers saw none of it.
D'Kon watched over them through his silver mirror. Soothed by the pool's gentle hiss and comfortable on his marble perch, he took a refreshing gulp from the holder at his side and was content.
* * * *
When a bar of sunlight touched her face, Darcey was the first to awaken. Looking down at the still sleeping Gilles, she recalled Charles's words in the cave. "The companion you seek is elsewhere, ma chere. The day you find him, you'll fall out of love with me as easily as you fell in. All I am is an easily forgotten traveler you met along the way."
 You were right about one thing, she reflected, I'll never forget you. But I'm not in love with you any more.
* * * *
After a long lazy lunch, Gilles was stretched on the grass with his head in Darcey's lap. She tickled his nose with a leaf and he sneezed. “I wanted to see if you were awake.”
“I'm awake. What do you want?”
“Have you any idea what he plans to do with us?”
“Who?”
“The prince. We haven't seen another living soul since we've been here. There are no sounds either.”
“What do you mean, no sounds? I hear birdsong and the wind in the trees.”
“Yes, but no people sounds. We're somewhere in the imperial palace. We should have at least seen a servant by now.”
Gilles leaned up on his elbow and listened. “I see what you mean. He is a strange one, this Prince D'Kon. He lives alone and appears to have no relatives or friends.”
“D'Kon has relatives. The Emperor Leonidas is his brother-in-law and the Crown Prince is his nephew. That much I learned from Charles—er—Achir.”
“Why did he bring us here?”
“I'm not sure. After he—um—healed you, he told Ambrose he wanted to study you, that you might be an answer to his dilemma. It has something to do with his feud with the Domina Ophelia.”
“Ah, the mysterious lady who is Charles’ mother. He is no friend to Charles then.”
“Charles—er—Achir hates D'Kon. So does the Princess Ylia.”
“Because the Emperor wants to marry her to him?”
“N—no. There's more to it than that. I'm not sure it has to do with the princess at all. They said something about the serpent empress.”
“But you told me she is dead.”
“The empress is. Her son is not.”
“D'Kon fears for his nephew?”
“I—I'm not sure. Oh, this is all so complicated. Ambrose and D'Kon are on one side; the Domina is on the other, the whole planet's on the skids, and Ch—Achir ... I don't know what to think.”
“Then don't. Whatever is going on, ma chere, it is outside our control. And as long as we can't do anything about it, let's enjoy what we have.” He pulled her down and slid his hand under her shirt. “I'll teach you about tickling.”
She tried to wriggle away, but he held her fast.
“Gilles! Ooh! Stop that! I can't stand it!”
Suddenly he was on top of her, holding her down with his knee while he opened snaps and buttons. “Hmm. What's this? A harness? The women of your century have some strange clothing indeed.”
“For your information, that's a bra. It's supposed to make me look—er—fuller.”
He eyed the lacy cups and underwires. “Why?”
“Well, I am kind of small.”
Tossing the bra aside, he nuzzled her breasts. “Mmm. These remind me of an ode by King Solomon himself. It was in an illustrated bible my grandfather commissioned from the monks at Claremont.”
“The nuns claimed the Song of Solomon was about the city of Jerusalem.”
“What nuns?”
“I went to school in a convent you know.”
His voice was stern. “You do not belong in a convent and the Song of Solomon is not about Jerusalem.”
“We didn't think so. Mother Marie-Patrice caught some of us giggling over it and gave us detention.”
Gilles’ face abruptly darkened and he closed his eyes as if in pain.
“What is it, love? What did I say?”
“Rien. A bad memory. That is all.”
“No, Gilles. This is more than a bad memory. What hurt you so? Was it your wife?”
“Not my wife ... Marie-Bernarde. She ... They....”
“Your daughter?”
“How do you know about my daughter?”
“I was there. I saw her.”
He got to his feet and paced, head lowered and fists clenched.
“Gilles? What is it?”
“You do not know?”
“Know what?”
“They said I murdered her. That I slashed her throat....”
Darcey stood up stunned and her hand flew to her mouth. “No, Gilles. That's not possible.”
His voice grated. “Other children died. Why not her?”
“She wasn't ... yours. Fabienne and Alain would never....”
“Don't you understand, Darcey? I came in the night and stole them from their beds. Then I stood in the temple with a red cloak streaming from my shoulders and a mask over my face. Those little ones cried until I silenced them with my knife. I offered the purest blood in Christendom in a golden chalice to the horned god whose name we dare not speak but I swear on my mother's grave and everything she held dear I did not kill Marie-Bernarde.”
D'Kon's tall figure cast a black shadow across the grass. “That was the cruelest of all their lies. Marie Bernarde lived to a ripe old age and died peacefully in her bed surrounded by her children and grandchildren.”
Darcey looked at Gilles as if she'd never seen him before. “You really did those things, didn't you? You came in the night and stole those children from their beds, and you spoke of the horned god whose name.... Bluebeard indeed! You bastard! You son of a bitch! If I had the power I'd send you back to the stake from which Charles plucked you.”
Gilles stood silent, absorbing her verbal blows. Then he turned without a word and walked slowly up the terrace steps and into the apartment. D'Kon watched him go. “Darcey Norris. Are you ready to return home?”
“There's nothing for me here. Not anymore.”
“Are you certain?”
“You heard him. He confessed.”
“Did he?”
“Gilles de Rais was a Satanist. He presided over their sick ceremonies. He murdered all those children.”
“How do you know?”
“I never told him the priest's cloak was red or about the golden chalice. How else could he have known?”
“You're sure.”
“I'm sure.”
“Are you not curious as to what will become of him?”
“If it were up to me, I'd execute him. You'll have to do as you think best.”
The prince smiled. “I generally do. Promise me one thing, Darcey Norris.”
“What?”
“Do not kill his child.”
“What are you saying?”
“If you do not promise, I will not send you back.”
“You have absolutely no right....”
“Yes, I do. This is what you have been yearning for, Ma Donna. Now that your dearest wish has been granted, treasure it.”
“But he....”
“Gilles knows nothing of this and my plans for him do not involve you.”
“What are you going to do with him?”
“The Baron de Rais has been granted a second chance and it is time for him to begin the work of his redemption. Take his gift in the spirit with which it was given. I promise you will never regret your decision.”
The air filled with fragrance and a sense of unutterable peace stole over Darcey. “She's here, isn't she?”
“You are her namesake, her spiritual daughter and her blood. Jeanne d'Arc has watched over you from the day of your birth and she'll aid and comfort you in the months ahead. You have your own mission to fulfill, Darcey Norris, and all will come clear in the fullness of time.”
“Will I ever see you again?”
“Perhaps. Now I am returning you to the temple. Officially, Gilles never awoke after his surgery and the Domina is anxious to return you to your home before the Emperor discovers you're not Achir's original star.”
“She hasn't missed me?”
“The android I left in your place is quite convincing. Achir might not have been fooled but he has other distractions these days.”
“Like the Princess Ylia.”
“I've informed the Emperor that I have no wish for a bride who is besotted with another. He's finally agreed that Ylia could do worse than take Achir for a consort.”
“All's well that ends well, then.”
“Perhaps. Presently, the Domina's plans have been thwarted. Her son has no wish to sit on Artemesia's throne and the Crown Prince is well guarded.”
“He is in your charge?”
“That is why I am here. The Crown Prince is the N'Prvi's hope for the future. My sister sacrificed her life so he could be born.”
“Your people planned this all along?”
“Perhaps we too were the instrument of a higher power.”
D'Kon drew a bemused Darcey toward him and wrapped her in his velvet cloak. Exposing her throat, he watched a blue vein pulse in the side of her neck. Then he bared his glittering fangs.
* * * *
The phone's ringing woke Darcey from a deep sleep. With her eyes still closed, she fumbled around the bedside table until she found the receiver. She jammed it against her ear and sank back into the pillows. “Whadja want?”
Only one person chuckled like that.
“Fayre?”
“It's about time you got back from wherever you've been hibernating.”
“Charles....”
“Who's Charles?”
“You know. The kid Baird McEvoy wished on to me.”
“Baird McEvoy? Since when have you been talking to Baird? According to the paper, he's in Europe with that boyfriend of his. You know. The violinist.”
“Baird called me at the airport after Max died. It was about his will.”
“Max died? When?”
“I'd just come from the Aruna opening in Hong Kong.”
“From where? Darling, the Hong Kong opening isn't for another month. And the last I heard, the good Dr. Ravencroft was alive and well and still not speaking to you.”
“Fayre? What day is this?”
“October 5th. Why?”
“It can't be.”
“Sweetie, I've got a calendar in front of me and you're scheduled to go to Hong Kong exactly one month from today. Honey, you don't sound good. Now, don't argue. I'm coming up there.”
“Where are you?”
“Chicago. I just met the sweetest man. He's got his own private jet and I know he'll be glad to....”
“Dick Seymour.”
“What did you say?”
“Is his name Dick Seymour?”
“Yes. But how could you possibly know that?” The Domina must have sent me back in time. None of it's happened yet and I'm not supposed to remember. Now what am I going to do? Wait, maybe it's not going to happen. Am I going to meet myself on the way to the bathroom or has this all been a dream?
“Darcey? Are you there? Answer me.”
“I—er. I think I'm going to be sick.”
“That's it. I'm calling a doctor right now. Who's that neighbor of yours downstairs? Wait a minute, I've got the number around here somewhere. Mrs. Larsen. Mrs. Olson. That's not right. Ah. It's Mrs. Lundberg. Darcey! Stay put Until someone gets there!”
“Fayre.”
But her partner had hung up.
* * * *
“Darcey? It's all right, Mother, I got her back.”
“Mmm. Charles? What are you doing here? You haven't happened yet.”
“Just let me recalibrate.... It's all right, Darcey. Everything's going to be all right.”
“He told me he did it. He confessed.” Tears flowed, soaking the linen beneath her cheek.
Charles’ arms went around her. She breathed deep drawing in his scent, then opened her eyes. “He didn't remember. He didn't know.”
“He knows. The scarlet cloak. He said....”
“The torturers told him what to say.”
“You mean they....”
“Achir! You have to tell her.”
“Shut up, Mother.”
“Don't call me that.”
“Tell me what?”
The Domina's eyes were sad. “He never awoke.... Oh Darcey, I'm so sorry.”
“Did I dream it then?”
“You were asleep by his bed. Ambrose moved you here.”
“How long...?”
“Three days.”
“I've been asleep for three days? But Fayre....”
“Won't remember.”
“I was back there at the wrong time.”
“I know. Are you ready to go home?”
All she had to do was click her heels together and make a wish. Oh, if it were only that simple. “Yes, Charles. I'm ready to go home.”
* * * *
The phone shrilled. Reaching out, she knocked it off its stand.
“Darcey? Are you there?”
Fumbling, she located the receiver, dragged it under the sheet covering her head. “Mmm. What is it, Fayre?”
“I've been calling and calling. When did you get back?”
 Last night. Last month. How the hell should I know? “Last night. Late.”
“Where have you been?”
 The other side of the moon. A manor in France. My grandmother's drawing room on another planet. “Out of the country.”
“Alone?”
“I met a man.”
“It's about time....”
“No. You don't understand. It....” A sob welled in her throat, choking her. “It didn't work out.”
“What about Charles?”
He did it then. I'm not going to meet myself on the way to the bathroom. “He met a girl. He's gone.”
“Typical. Are you coming to the wedding?”
“Of course. Where and when?”
“We decided Venice was a bit much. Here.”
“Where's here?”
“Palm Beach.”
“Palm Beach? You?”
A throaty chuckle. “Dick borrowed this place from a friend. You should see it, love. Pure art deco with hordes and hordes of soft-footed servants.”
“And you in white satin.”
“How did you guess?”
“Did you go blonde?”
“As in Jean Harlow? Platinum's not my style.”
“I suppose not. When?”
“This weekend. Just family, plus a few hundred friends.”
“And the press?”
“Of course the press. It'll be a Montgomery production. Very retro. Why don't you get yourself a slouch hat and some big gabardine slacks? Then you can be Marlene to my Rita.”
“Rita?”
“As in Hayworth. I've decided to go sultry.”
“Marlene? I'd rather be Garbo.”
“That works for me.”
“What day is this?”
“Wednesday. We'll send the jet Friday.”
“Just for me?”
“Hell, no.”
“On second thought, I'll fax you my flight number. Have someone meet me in Miami.”
“Suit yourself. The wedding's informal by the way. Me in my bronze satin and you in the hat and slacks.”
“I thought you said white.”
“You said that. Rita wore bronze.”
Darcey giggled. “What's the groom gonna wear?”
“A very nice Armani. I got it for him last month.”
After hanging up, Darcey lay for a while orienting herself. Her hand traced the gentle curve of her belly. Do not kill his child. “Did I really promise that?”
 Yes, you did. It was the price of your return home.
“A promise under duress.”
 Was it?
“He's a murderer.”
 Are you sure?
“He confessed.”
 Under torture.
“No. To me.”
 He doesn't remember.
“Charles said that.”
 I know.
“What are you going to do with him?”
 Why should that concern you? 
“He is the father of my child.”
 So.
“And you made me promise....”
 I know, I know. You'll be watched over, but do not concern yourself about him.
“You're not going to tell me what's become of him.”
 You said he should be returned to the stake.
“Is that what you did?”
 That was what you wanted, wasn't it?
“Yes. No. Tell me you didn't!”
 I didn't return him to the stake. The fire that burns him now is of another kind entirely.
“What kind of fire?”
 Nothing you need concern yourself with. Suffice it to say he is not as he was. I gave him a choice and he took it. 
“That's all you're going to tell me?”
 Return to your own life, Darcey. Be happy.
"Return to my own life."
Darcey smiled to herself. Then she turned over and went back to sleep.
* * * *
As Gilles entered the apartment, the walls around him shivered and fell away, leaving him in a roofed courtyard open to the elements on every side. Outside, the lowering sky turned gray, then black. Sheets of rain hissed down, turning the garden to a swirling yellow-brown flood. The floor under his feet shook, tumbling him to his knees. Then it turned transparent and beneath the shining expanse he beheld a sea of roiling, multicolored flames. So bright were they, he was forced to shield his eyes.
Coming from behind him, the prince took his elbow and pulled him up. “This is my home as it really is. That lake of fire is the force that gives me life and the rains, like the servants of the Beast, are a constant threat. I am the last of my race and if my heritage is to survive you must do your part.”
Gilles was sobbing now. “What can I possibly do for the likes of you? I have nothing and I am nothing! Darcey was right. All I am fit for is to die! So why don't you send me back to my own time and the stake from which I was plucked and be done with it?”
“Your time is now!” hissed the prince, “and it matters not one whit to me what you did in the past. But if I am to use you in my service it must be with your consent.”
“In your service? What can you possibly want from me?”
“I cannot travel any distance from here save in my mind and I can only remain in this frail, mortal form for limited periods of time. I need a physical emissary to lead the forces of the Maid against the Beast and his servants and prevent his foulness from spreading beyond the limits of Earth. Already through the Domina Ophelia and her son Achir he has infected Artemesia and I will have all I can do to cleanse this beautiful place and protect the life of my sister's child.”
“You're saying I can go where you cannot? But why me?”
“A perfect, gentle knight, Baron de Rais, you were the first to offer the Maid your sword and you stood by her until the very end. When you discovered his betrayal, knowing full well what you were doing, you publicly turned your back on your King and all the honors he'd bestowed on you. Few of your peers would have had the moral courage to do that.”
“A perfect, gentle knight!” Under any other circumstances, Gilles would have laughed. “I failed the Maid! Had I been at Compeigne, she would never have been captured and King or no King, had I known where she was being held, I would have rescued her a dozen times over. All I could do in the end was buy her a merciful death.”
“You did more than that. Your intervention saved her from Achir and the Domina. Achir was going to pluck her from the stake as he did you and bring her forward in time. Once she had Jeanne in her hands the Domina planned to corrupt her with magic and use her to free the Beast.”
“Who is this Beast? Do I know him?”
“Once you might have served him. He is the horned god of which you spoke to Darcey, to whom you claimed to have sacrificed the purest blood in Christendom.”
“Might have served him? Don't you know?”
“No one knows save the Beast himself. You were drugged by your mistress and her lover to the point that you could no longer tell the difference between reality and the fevered dreams they wished on you.”
“Are you saying I was innocent? That my confession to Darcey...?” Gilles’ anger rose in his throat, strangling him.
While the prince remained calm, he did not relax his grip on Gilles’ elbow. “Your confession could well have come from such a dream. Then again, it might not. After your family took the control of your affairs away from you, you lacked money for the first time in your life. Some say you turned to the powers of darkness to recoup. You did some strange things during those years did you not?”
Gilles shuddered. “At one time, I would have done anything.... In an effort to turn lead into gold I even sought the philosopher's stone. Until one night, I saw the stupidity of it and turned instead to trying to decipher how things around us worked with one another. Like the planets in their courses and effect of the moon on the tides.”
“That is where you first ran afoul of the Church?”
“Non. My belief in the Maid's innocence did that. But what does it matter now?”
“It doesn't and that is what I have been trying to tell you. Thanks to Achir and the Domina you have been given a second chance at life. Will you use it to undo some of the wrong that has been done?”
“What of her?”
“Who?”
“Darcey.”
“If you agree to serve me, you and she may meet again. If you don't, you never will.”
“That will be my reward for serving you?”
“Give me ten years of your life, Gilles, and that shall be your reward. In the meantime, the Maid will keep Darcey safe and you will know what becomes of her. That is my word to you.”

Chapter Twelve
Homecoming
“Come on, Jenny. We haven't got all day.”
The little girl handed her puppy into the chauffeur's waiting arms. “His name's Reilly. Remind Uncle Marty he needs lots of walks.”
The chauffeur nodded gravely. “I won't forget.”
Darcey sighed. “Since she got that pup, she doesn't think about anything else. Tell Baird thanks for the use of the limo.”
“He's glad to do it, Ma'am, and he was sorry he couldn't get here to see you off himself.”
“His clients have to come first, and it's good to see him back at work. How are you liking Grayhaven?”
“It's quite a change from the loft and Father da Silva's folks certainly keep the place lively.”
She grinned. “I imagine they do. How's Marty taking to the new surroundings?”
“Baird's building him a studio away from the main house. He seems to like them just fine....”
“The residents don't bother him?”
The chauffeur chuckled. “He's started a music appreciation class for the kids. He even has me running them to concerts in the bus.”
“Since when do you drive a bus?”
“That's what I used to do before Baird hired me. A big old cross-country Greyhound. After that, I drove for a couple of music stars. That got old real quick, what with the drugs and drinking and all. Plus I never got to spend a night at home.” He saw the question in her eyes. “I'm not gay if that's what you're wondering.”
For the first time, she noticed the wrinkles around Peter's eyes. He wasn't as young as she'd first thought. “I wasn't....”
“Sure you were. Everybody does who knows Baird and Marty. I had a wife and a couple of kids until a drunk driver.... Then I got to drinking myself and lost my chauffeur's license. Baird does a legal clinic one day a week. That's where he found me.”
Salvage, she thought sadly. Is everything in life a salvage operation?
“Come on, Momma, there's the pilot. He's waiting for us.”
Darcey made out a blue uniform with gold stripes on the sleeve just inside the Lear's open doorway. “Why so he is. You go on and pick out a seat.”
When she proffered a bill, Peter shook his head. “It was my pleasure, Ma'am. That little Jenny. She's sure a live wire, isn't she?”
“She certainly is. Yes, baby, I'm coming!”
Darcey gave the puppy's head a quick caress and ran toward the waiting jet. Hastening up the steps after Jenny, she passed the waiting pilot with scarcely a glance, and sank into one of the huge leather seats.
“Captain Derry says I can help him fly the plane. Can I, Momma? Please, please.”
A cabin attendant hovered. “Ma'am? If you and the young lady would please fasten your seatbelts, the captain's preparing for takeoff. He's asked me to bring Miss Jenny up front as soon as we're airborne.”
Darcey glimpsed a dark head beyond the cockpit's doorway. “That's very kind. You're sure she won't be too much trouble?”
“Oh no, Ma'am. The captain loves kids.”
“He isn't the regular pilot, is he?”
“He's filling in while she's off getting married.”
Darcey returned the girl's smile and noted the absence of a name tag on her trim uniform. “What's your name?”
“Sabine, ma'am. Sabine Dufours.”
“French?”
“Yes, ma'am. So's Captain Derry.”
While Darcey fastened her seatbelt, she mentally ran over her appointments. This was Jenny's first trip to Paris and she was going to make time for her, no matter what.
The little girl's nose was glued to the window during takeoff and Sabine had disappeared, presumably to her own seat. Spotting her in the cockpit, Darcey realized the attractive Mademoiselle Dufours was also the co-pilot and chuckled to herself at yet another example of Fayre's penny-pinching ways.
A veteran of countless transatlantic flights, she hadn't had much sleep the night before and leaned back and closed her eyes. Almost ten years had passed since Jenny entered her life and if she ever felt a pang over those distant adventures with Charles and Gilles, she stifled it instantly. She couldn't imagine a time without her daughter and Baird and Marty had turned out to be perfect surrogate fathers.
The King Charles spaniel was a gift from Marty and despite the fact she was no dog lover even Darcey had to admit the little creature was cute. Weekends at Grayhaven had become a regular event and she was giving serious thought to moving out of the Beau Rivage apartment and into a regular house. Fayre of course, was all for it. Lately she'd been deluging her with referrals to architects, a veritable flood of real estate advice and reams and reams of floor plans.
The fact that she and Dick Seymour were still childless might have had something to do with that. Lately, the Style Queen had been making noises about adoption. From a remark when Fayre's attention was elsewhere, Darcey suspected it was more her idea than Dick's and that he was less than sanguine over the idea.
Aruna and Montgomery Enterprises had grown by leaps and bounds since Fayre's marriage to Dick. Both companies now belonged to some international conglomerate, which had offered them so many billions, they'd have been crazy to turn them down.
The conglomerate's chairman was a mild-mannered Japanese gentleman with the most exquisite manners Darcey had ever seen. Taking a leaf from Fayre's book, she extracted a solemn promise from him in an excruciatingly tender moment that he would leave Aruna exactly as it was. After he swept her off to Japan and showed her aspects of his homeland and culture the average tourist never sees, they both realized it wouldn't work. Parting with no regrets he returned to his wife and family and she to her work and Jenny.
There had been no one since.
Charles’ paintings stood against the walls in the conservatory just as he'd left them. Outside of covering them, she'd left them alone. One more had been added since her return from Artemesia. Where it came from, she never knew. It appeared on the easel one day and she visited the darkened studio throughout her pregnancy to look at it again and again. What it meant she had no idea. All she knew was it was a gift from Charles. As such, she cherished it.
After Jenny's birth, she had the painting framed and it had hung in her bedroom ever since. The sunlit seascape was from the perspective of a woman on the black, pebbled shore. Her red-gold hair and black cloak streamed backward in the breeze and she cradled a sleeping child in her arms. The scene was so realistic, Darcey could smell the tang of the salt-laden air and hear the cry of the gulls and could never make up her mind whether the sailboat was coming into shore or leaving. Some part of her hoped the sailboat was coming in and the woman was smiling a welcome. Better that than the tears of farewell.
Only in the wee hours of the morning when she was still half asleep did she ever think of Gilles. The night of Jenny's birth, she encountered him in her dreams. He looked at her the same way he had when she'd shattered him with her arsenal of words. Then he slowly turned and walked away. She wanted to cry out to him to stay but the plea choked in her throat and she woke with tears on her face.
“Momma,” Jenny held out a menu. “I'm having a hamburger with everything.”
Darcey smiled. No matter where they went or what she offered her, Jenny always wanted a hamburger with everything.
“Momma? Why are you crying?”
“Oh, I don't know. Just some memories, I guess.” Darcey opened the huge menu. “My goodness!”
“The smoked salmon is excellent, Madame. It came fresh from Scotland this morning.”
“Er, did you eat?”
“Yes, thank you, Madame. Captain Derry and I had our lunch earlier.”
Eyeing the younger woman's lush figure, Darcey wondered what else they had been doing and if her blonde locks were natural. Between herself and this mid-twenties tanned goddess it was no contest and she suddenly felt old. “The salmon sounds fine.” She ran her finger down the offerings. “Um. Dark bread, unsalted butter, and a green salad with vinaigrette.”
Sabine took the menu. “And to drink?”
“A Bloody Mary. Lots of Worcester sauce and a celery stalk.”
“Coming right up. Jenny, will you give me a hand?”
Huddled into the soft blanket and soothed by the sounds of the plane, Darcey noted a stack of daily papers on the table next to her. Dozing off, she thought, Cashmere and Scottish salmon. A girl could get used to this.
* * * *
As the plane taxied in via a little used runway at the far end of Paris’ busy Orly airport, a black stretch limousine waited on the tarmac. Darcey was surprised Fayre had gone to this much trouble on top of loaning her Dick's plane. Certainly she never had before.
Maybe it was because Jenny was along.
Sabine waited at the top of the steps. “Welcome to Paris, Madame. I hope you enjoyed the flight.”
“I certainly did. And thank you for taking such good care of my little girl. Where's the captain?”
“He had a couple of things to take care of. You are cleared through Customs already. Captain Derry radioed them before landing.”
Darcey was impressed. French Customs was notoriously finicky toward Americans and Fayre complained about them constantly. “Be sure to tell him thanks. I don't know how he managed it and I'll be glad to fly with him any time.”
Sabine's smoky blue eyes were solemn. “I'll be sure to do that. If I see him again.”
“You're not friends?”
“Not in the sense you mean. My husband is waiting at the terminal. Enjoy your stay in Paris.”
Husband? “Grab your bag and we'll give you a ride. Oh, and thanks again for everything.”
“It was my pleasure.”
A uniformed airport official opened the limousine door and Darcey flashed him a smile. Jenny was already inside, bouncing on the seat. “We're going up the Eiffel Tower all the way to the top. You promised.”
“Hotel first. Tower later.”
After they dropped off Sabine, Darcey reached into her purse for her cell phone. “That's funny. I could have sworn I charged this before I left. What are you doing, sweetie?”
“Don't limos usually have a phone? Uncle Dick's does.”
“Why don't you see if you can find it?”
In short order, Jenny located a state of the art stereo, a color TV complete with a DVD video player, some splits of expensive champagne on ice and a set of glasses, a whole array of luscious looking snacks and drinks, but no phone.
When she couldn't find the button controlling the divider, Darcey rapped on the glass. “Is that driver deaf? Come on, answer me!” For the first time since leaving the airport she glanced out the window. “Hey! This isn't the way to our hotel.”
Watching Darcey unsuccessfully try the door and the window controls, Jenny suddenly sat very still. “Momma. I'm scared.”
“It's all right, baby. I won't let anything happen to you.”
As they left the outskirts of the city, the limousine picked up speed. Then, it abruptly turned off the main highway and started following a series of winding country roads. Passing through small villages with unfamiliar names, they drove on and on.
Suddenly, the speaker beside Darcey came to life. The language was French and the voice was male. There was a teasing familiarity about its intonations, try as she might, she couldn't place it. “Madame, you and la petite have nothing to fear, I assure you. And please accept my profound apologies for any inconvenience or distress this may have caused you. We will be at our destination in a little while. In the meantime, please make yourselves comfortable.”
Inconvenience? I'll tell you about inconvenient! Darcey was opening her mouth to answer when the speaker clicked off. She tried to make out the driver's face in the rearview mirror but the smoky gray of the glass divider made that impossible.
“Momma, what did the man say?”
“He said we've nothing to fear and that we'll be wherever we're going in a little while.”
An apparently relieved Jenny opened one of the cabinets and foraged around. “Ooh, look! They've even got Snickers and ice-cream!”
Is the food safe? He'd said we weren't in any danger. Surely they wouldn't poison the food. Not after going to all of this trouble. Darcey's hand shook slightly as she reached for one of the splits of champagne and a couple of crackers. Nestled next to the crackers were several small crocks containing pate and creamy herbed cheese. In another cabinet, on a bed of crushed ice, she found a selection of succulent black and green grapes and some tiny strawberries she suspected were wild.
“Go ahead, sweetheart. And why don't you look through those videos to see if there's anything you like?”
“These things? But they're not tapes. How do they work anyway?”
“No, honey, they're DVDs. See there's where they go.”
While Jenny attempted to decipher the French titles and the intricacies of an unfamiliar TV set, Darcey forced herself to remain calm. She glanced at her watch, then realized she'd forgotten to adjust it. What time had the plane arrived at Orly anyway? Between Jenny's excitement at being in Paris and her speculation about Sabine's relationship with the mysterious Captain Derry, she hadn't thought to check.
No one would be looking for them before tomorrow morning. If she didn't show up for her meeting, the fabric designer would assume her jet lag had caught up with her and that she was sleeping in. She'd told the Paris office to expect her when they saw her. Knowing the hotel, they'd hold the suite for a couple of days and bill the company whether she used it or not.
Certainly, no one in the States would be worrying. Peter had seen them aboard the plane, and she wasn't in the habit of checking in to say she'd arrived safely.
Did their mysterious abductor know all that? Darcey hoped against hope he didn't.
Having mastered the DVD player, Jenny started a video featuring a couple of overmuscled bare-chested male rock stars with huge manes of blond hair. Their names and faces were totally unfamiliar and as for the music.... She'd also unearthed a couple of cans of Coke and was absorbed in piling an elegantly crested porcelain plate with an awesomely unhealthy assortment of commercial snacks. Recalling the gargantuan lunch she'd put away on the plane, Darcey shuddered. In addition to her hollow leg, her daughter obviously had the digestion of a goat.
“Are you sure you want to drink both of those? I don't know how long it's going to be before a rest stop.”
Immediately, she kicked herself. Jenny had been completely distracted and now....
The limousine turned down a leafy lane and stopped in front of a set of elaborately curlicued wrought-iron gates. The gates swung open, closing again as soon as they were through.
The rambling stone farmhouse, with a riot of roses and honeysuckle around its cheerful blue doorway, was a far cry from what she'd been expecting. Dracula's castle it was not and there was nothing sinister about the cheerful, middle-aged woman who came to greet them. A pair of golden spaniels romped around her feet, stumpy tails wagging an eager welcome, and an assortment of robust looking ducks and chickens pecked busily around the edges of the white-graveled driveway.
By the time Darcey looked, the driver was gone from his seat. She caught a glimpse of his back as he disappeared into the house.
The woman spoke excellent English. “Welcome to La Cerise, Madame. You and la petite must be tired after your long journey. My name is Marie Therese and I will be looking after you.”
“Fine!” snapped Darcey. “You have a phone, I presume.”
The blue eyes were amused and surprisingly shrewd. “I am sorry, Madame, but we do not. Le maitre does not care for such devices.”
“Be that as it may, we need to get out of here. You do realize you're party to a kidnapping don't you? If you help us, I'll make sure the authorities go easy on you.”
“That is very kind of you, Madame, but hardly practical. The only authority here is le maitre. He has his own reasons for bringing you to La Cerise and he wishes you and la petite no harm. Come. Your rooms have been prepared and I am sure you would like to ... how you say ... freshen up?”
“Look, if this is about money, I have plenty. I'll make it worth your while.”
Marie Therese acted as if she hadn't heard. “Don't bother with the limousine. Even if you did manage to start the engine it has an anti-theft device and will only go a short distance. The estate is very large and except for the driveway you do not know the way to the road.”
“Momma? I need to go.”
“I hear you, honey. Marie Therese or whatever your name is, I assume you do have a bathroom.”
When she took Darcey's elbow, the older woman had a surprisingly strong grip. “This way, Madame.”
Damn. She'd hoped to get a look at the license plates.
The farmhouse was as beautiful inside as out and under any other circumstances would have been right out of Darcey's dreams. Gleaming parquet floors were covered with priceless Persian silk rugs and the oversized chintz-covered chairs and sofas invited her to shuck her shoes and curl up in their depths. A bank of white-framed windows overlooked a sunny garden and, through an archway to the side she glimpsed a blue and white tiled stove, a massive butcher-block table, and an overhead rack of gleaming copper utensils.
Their hostess pointed, and Jenny fled into a small room just off the main entrance slamming the door behind her.
I told her not to drink that second Coke.
Marie Therese's voice in her ear made her jump. “My orders are to take you upstairs and lock you in with la petite. You strike me as a sensible woman, Madame, and I realize you are doing your best not to scare her. That is most wise and I'm sure le maitre would approve.”
“Le maitre! Doesn't this ... kidn ... er, man have a name?'”
“But, of course. And so do I. But it is not Marie-Therese and after tonight you will not see me again. Ah, ma petite. Your maman and I are about to go upstairs. Will you come along with us? Non, non, Bibi. You and Manot must stay!”
Jenny bent to caress the wriggling dogs. They slurped pink tongues in the general direction of her face and she rolled on the floor with them in a paroxysm of giggles. With her elbow still in Marie Therese's firm grip and painfully aware of the armed manservant by the door, Darcey watched her helplessly. “Jenny, that's enough! It's time to go upstairs.”
“How long are we going to be here, Momma? You promised to take me to the Eiffel Tower. You promised.”
“Yes, honey, and I will.”
“When?”
Darcey looked squarely at her captor. “When?”
“As soon as le maitre....”
A shadow passed the window and the woman broke off. “Come, Madame. Upstairs. Now.”
These people aren't terrorists and they're not going to hurt us. I know they're not.
Upstairs and halfway down a blue-carpeted hallway, Marie Therese unlocked a white paneled door. “I have laid out a cold meal for you in the salon and there is Coca Cola for la petite. You should be quite comfortable. Le maitre will be back late this evening and he wishes you to dine with him. After la petite has gone to bed, of course.”
Oh, I'll dine with him all right, the son-of-a-bitch. If we haven't gotten out of here first. Darcey looked hopefully at the bank of windows on the other side of the sunny room. Her hopes faded at the sight of a delicate iron tracery over each one. The suite's outside door boasted a modern, efficient-looking lock and Marie Therese pointedly hefted the key in her hand. “The view is of the lake, Madame. It has some fine pike in it. Big enough to eat a small dog, so they say.”
“What, no piranha?”
“Comment?”
“It was a joke. Jenny, go pick out which room you want.”
The silent manservant had followed with their bags and he set them down just inside the door.
“Merci, Robert. And now I will leave you, Madame. As you see, there is a television with—how you say?—videos. Also, some magazines and a selection of books.”
“How thoughtful!”
“Le maitre is a thoughtful man. If you wish anything, there is an intercom by each bed.”
“I wish to leave here. Now.”
Her answer was a closed door and the click of the key in the lock.
Jenny fell asleep in her chair, too tired to watch the improbable blond-maned giants gyrating on the giant wall screen in front of her. Gently, Darcey picked her up and placed her under the bed's waiting covers and let her hand linger against her daughter's slightly flushed cheek.
Oh, God, please. Get us out of here.
A sudden fragrance filled the room, followed by a sense of utter peace.
“Jeanne! You're here, aren't you?”
Always, my child. And you are quite safe.
Darcey muted the television. Grabbing a soft knit blanket from the back of the couch, she shrugged it around herself. Then she lay in the lengthening shadows, lulled by the silent movements on the screen. Sabine's features came and went amid a murmur of voices and a dark face looked out from the shadows behind her. If she could once distinguish it she would know....When a soft tapping on the outside door jerked her awake, Darcey realized she'd been dreaming. A key clicked in the lock and the door opened, spilling light into the darkened room from the corridor.
“Madame?” It was Sabine. In place of her flight uniform, she wore a cable knit sweater and immaculately pressed jeans and her blue eyes were cool.
“You! I suppose the mysterious Captain Derry is in on this too!”
“He was also your chauffeur, Madame. It was a long flight and he needed to rest.”
“Le maitre?”
“He would like you to join him downstairs. I will stay with la petite.”
“Is that a threat?”
“Mais non. Why should I threaten you?”
Darcey looked down at her bathrobe. “I'd best change.”
Sabine looked slightly amused. “We are in the country and dinner is informal.”
“Not this informal.” Suddenly nettled, Darcey flounced into the other bedroom and slammed the door.
* * * *
When she reached the bottom of the staircase, he had his back to the room and he was gazing into the fireplace. An image came into her mind of a woman on a black-pebbled beach with her child in her arms and she knew without a doubt who he was.
“It was you who sent the painting!”
As he turned slowly to face her, he looked exactly the same as he had the night Jenny was born. “Will the sailboat finally come into harbor ... or leave forever?”
“What?”
“This is why you are here, Darcey. I paid a bitter price and the only boon I ever asked was to see you again.” His hands dropped to his sides. “I can see now it was a mistake. Tomorrow, I will take you and la petite back to Paris.”
“You paid a price? What price?”
He turned away again. “Prince D'Kon.... It's a long story. You would only weary from the telling.”
Darcey caught the scent of lilies and a sense of peace came over her. “Try me.”
He crossed the room and took her by the shoulders. “Do you really mean that?”
She smiled up at him. “As long as you've gone to all this trouble, Monsieur le Baron, what about this dinner you invited me to?”
“Oh, yes. Dinner. How about a drink first? Is Scotch okay?”
“I notice your English is much improved. Scotch would be fine.”
Much later, when they were sipping Calvados and coffee, he told her of his bargain with Prince D'Kon.
Nibbling on a dessert of fresh fruit and soft creamy cheese, she remarked in French, “What took you so long?”
“Comment?"
“It has been over ten years, Gilles. And there is the little matter of our sharing a daughter.”
“If you will recall, Darcey, it was you who gave me my congé. Not the other way around.”
She noticed he'd returned to the formal vous and bit her lip. “Yes, well.... The night Jenny was born....”
He just looked at her.
She could be formal too. “It wasn't a dream, was it? You were really there.”
“She is my daughter too. When I turned to go you wept.”
“Why didn't you...?”
“I was not ... free.”
“Are you now?”
He sighed. “Yes.”
“Why are you so unhappy?”
“I dreamed of this moment. Of your face in the candlelight. Of us talking. Now I see it was a mistake. We have no future together. We never did.”
“Why don't you let me be the judge of that?”
“You're not angry with me?”
“I was. But I'm not now.”
“What changed your mind?”
“She did.”
“Sabine?”
“No.”
He looked honestly bewildered. “Who, then?”
“You really don't know, do you? Prince D'Kon once said you were adrift on a sea of your own making. Is that what the painting is about?”
“Yes, Darcey. The painting is the key.”
“If that boat heads out to sea, you'll die. That's what you're telling me. Aren't you?”
“The prince said I was free to go wherever I wished. Without you....”
“If I say ‘no’ you'll kill yourself? That's one hell of a burden to place on me, Gilles!”
“Now you are angry again.”
“Damn right!”
Gilles voice deepened and he reverted to the intimate tu. “You are so beautiful when you're angry.”
“Of all the motheaten lines you could have come up with....”
He shoved back his chair and it went clattering. “Enough, Darcey! This is getting us nowhere. I'll take you and la petite back to Paris in the morning.”
“And then?”
“That is no concern of yours.”
“Oh, sure. And some day I'll have to explain to Jenny what really became of her father.”
“Why?”
“I've never lied to my daughter and I'm not going to start now.”
He was so close to her chair she could feel his body heat and the house's silence closed around them like a blanket. “Our daughter.”
Please, don't look at me like that. Do you have to be so attractive, dammit? “All right. Our daughter.”
“Do you love me, Darcey? Yes or no.”
“I—I.... What kind of a question is that?”
“I'd sooner die than spend the rest of my days without you.”
“Dammit, Gilles! This isn't fair.”
“Who said love was fair?”
“That's life, not love.”
“It's the same thing.”
 Adrift on a sea of his own making.... She stood up and faced him. “It doesn't have to be that way.”
“I think it does. We're not just from different worlds, Darcey. We're from different times. We have ... nothing in common.”
“We have a child! You saw Jenny, dammit. How can you deny her?”
He smiled. “I have no wish to deny our daughter.”
“You son-of-a-bitch! You're playing devil's advocate!”
“Did it work?”
Let him come in to shore. “Are we anywhere near the sea?”
“Why do you ask?”
“That sailboat is real, isn't it?”
“It lies on the flats, waiting for the tide.”
“Where?”
He glanced at the darkened windows. “A path at the end of the garden leads down to the beach.”
“Your boat has a brown sail?”
“Yes.”
“You don't need to do that.”
“If you don't stay, it will be no concern of yours.”
 Why me? Oh, Lord, why me? 
You can say ‘no’ to him, Darcey. You have the right.
They stood in silence, looking at one another.
“Don't stay with me out of pity, Darcey. Or for Jenny's sake.”
“You don't want much from me do you?”
“Yes, I do. I want you to love me as much as I love you.”
The day you find him, you will fall out of love with me as easily as you fell in... “And if I don't?”
“You are free to go.”
“Leaving you to die.”
“Captain Derry!”
“Jenny! What are you doing out of bed?”
“Sabine fell asleep and I heard your voices. Momma, has Captain Derry come to take us home?”
“That's up to your mother, ma petite.”
“Can we see the Eiffel Tower first?”
Darcey looked from Jenny to Gilles and back again. With her curly black hair and huge dark eyes there was no question whose child she was. “Yes, sweetheart, Captain Derry's come to take us home. But first he's promised to show you around Paris while I go to my meeting. Then he's personally going to escort the two of us up the Eiffel Tower all the way to the top.”
“'n after that?”
“After that....” Darcey hesitated.
Gilles’ lips curved upward in a sudden smile and a wicked light danced in his eyes. “After that, Jenny, I am sure your mother and I can think of something to do. No immature jeune fille can possibly compare to a perfected woman in the full bloom of her maturity. And that is what she is, ma petite. A glorious open rose poised on the knife-edge of eternity.” He dropped to his knees in an attitude of prayer. “Marry me, Jeanne D'Arc Catherine Michele Severin Norris.”
Jenny's widened into saucers. “Momma! Is Captain Derry perposing?”
“Yes, hon, he is. Gilles, please get up this instant and quit making a spectacle of yourself.”
“Is he going to be my daddy?”
Knowing full well that he had the home court advantage, Gilles remained exactly where he was. “Am I?”
“Oh, this is not fair!”
Looking from her daughter's pleading face to Gille's gentle smile, Darcey knew when she was licked. “Yes, Jenny, he's ... he's going to be your daddy.”
Gilles dropped his head. With his long quest ended and happiness finally within his grasp, all he could feel was an aching sense of loss. Ten years as D'Kon's chief agent on Earth had exacted their inexorable toll on his mind and spirit and he hadn't told Darcey the half of it. Far from being over, his allotted task had scarcely begun and he sensed the Beast's servants stirring in the darkness as they chewed over this new development. The wards around La Cerise would hold firm, of that he was certain, and he was confident of his ability to protect his beloved and their child. Where his sword had once sufficed he now had other weapons at his disposal. Artifacts of enormous power given him by D'Kon along with the magical talents he'd longed for when his accusers dubbed him Sorcerer and condemned him to the stake.
A small pair of arms went around him and a soft voice whispered in his ear, “Don't you know Mommy's crying? If you're going to be my daddy you must give her a kiss and make it all better.”
He looked up and Darcey's shining eyes met his.
“Yes, I must,” he murmured, almost to himself, “and I will make it all better, I promise.”
The End
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