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 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.

 

 …. 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."
