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    ONE


    BY THE TIME I WAS eighteen years of age—almost nineteen—I’d been many things. I’d been an orphan, a goatherd, and a slave. I’d been a missing prince, lost and found. I’d been a traitor’s son and a heroine’s. I’d been a scholar, a lover, and a soldier.


    All of these were true, more or less.


    Betimes it seemed impossible that one person’s mere flesh could contain so many selves. Mine did, though. I was Prince Imriel de la Courcel, third in line for the throne of Terre d’Ange, betrothed to wed a princess of Alba and beget heirs to that kingdom with her. And, too, I was Imriel nó Montrève, adopted son of Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève and her consort, Joscelin Verreuil.


    Imriel. Imri, to a few.


    When I gained my age of majority, eighteen, I tried to flee myself. My selves. I went to the University of Tiberium in Caerdicca Unitas, where no one knew me, and played at being a scholar. There I found friendship, passion, and intrigue. I found myself targeted by an enemy not of my making, and I dealt with it on my own terms. I found myself caught on the wrong side of a siege, and learned of grief, courage, and loyalty. I discovered that few people are wholly good or bad, and all is not always as it seems, including the very ground beneath our feet.


    And somewhere along the way, I found a little bit of healing. It wasn’t enough to undo all of the damage done to me when I was a child; that, I think, cuts too deep. But enough. Enough to lend me a little bit of wisdom and compassion. Enough to face the responsibilities of my birthright like a man. Enough to let me come home, even if it was only for a while.


    Enough to face one last self.


    My mother’s son.


    My cousin Mavros claims we must all face two mirrors, the bright and the dark. Perhaps it is true. I never thought I would confront the mirror of my mother’s legacy. When I was fourteen years of age, she vanished from the temple in La Serenissima where she had claimed sanctuary for long years. No one has seen her since, or no one living who will confess it. Before that time, I had seen her only twice. The first time, I thought her beautiful and kind, and I loved her for it. I didn’t know who she was; nor who I was, either.


    The second time, I knew. And I hated her for it.


    I thought she was gone from my life forever, but she wasn’t. In the besieged city of Lucca, a man spent his life to save mine. Canis, he called himself; Dog, in the Caerdicci tongue. I’d known him first as a philosopher and a beggar, and last as a mystery and a bitter gift. On the streets of Lucca, he flung himself in front of a javelin meant for me, and it pierced him through. He smiled before he died, and his last words stay with me.


    Your mother sends her love.


    So I came home. Home to Terre d’Ange, to the City of Elua. Home to Phèdre and Joscelin, whom I loved beyond all measure. Home to Queen Ysandre to agree to her political machinations; to Mavros and my Shahrizai kin. To Bernadette de Trevalion, who hired a man to kill me in Tiberium. To my royal cousins, the D’Angeline princesses; young Alais, who is like a sister to me, and the Queen’s heir Sidonie, who is . . . not.


    To my mother’s letters.


    For three years, she had written to me. Once a month the letters came, save when winter delayed their delivery; then a packet of two or three would arrive. I threw the first letter on the brazier, but Phèdre rescued it. After that, she saved them for me in a locked coffer in her study.


    I read them in single sitting, well into the small hours of the night. The lamps burned low in Phèdre’s study until they began to sputter for lack of oil. I refilled the lamps and read onward. Beyond the door, I could hear the sounds of Montrève’s household dwindle into soft creaks and sighs as its members took to their bedchambers.


    When I had finished the last letter, I refolded it and placed it atop the others. I put them away and closed the coffer, locking it with the little gold key. And then I sat for a long time, alone and quiet, my heart and mind too full for thought.


    By the time I arose, it seemed it must nearly be dawn; but I’d grown accustomed to doing without sleep during the siege of Lucca. I blew out the lamps and made my way quietly through the townhouse.


    “Imriel?”


    There was a lone lamp burning in the salon. On the couch, Phèdre uncurled. She reached over and turned the wick up a notch. The flame leapt, illuminating her face. Our eyes met. It was still too dark to see the scarlet mote on her left iris that marked her as Kushiel’s Chosen. But it was there. I knew it was.


    “I’m fine,” I said softly.


    “Do you want to talk?” Her gaze was steady and unflinching. There was no mirror in the world into which Phèdre feared to look. Not anymore. Not after what she had endured. I thought about what my mother had written about her.


    “No,” I said, but I sat down beside her. “I don’t know. Not yet.”


    Phèdre had read the letters. It was four years ago, when my mother vanished. Because I couldn’t bring myself to face the task, I’d asked her to do it, to ensure there was no treason in them, nothing that might divulge her whereabouts. There wasn’t. But I remembered how she had looked afterward, bruised and weary. I felt that way now.


    She watched me for a long moment without speaking, and what thoughts passed behind her eyes, I could not say. At length, she reached out and stroked a lock of my hair, a touch as light as the brush of a butterfly’s wing. “Go to bed, Imri. You need sleep.”


    “I know.” I swung myself off the couch, leaning down to kiss her cheek. “Thank you.”


    Phèdre smiled at me. “For what?”


    “For being here,” I said. “For being you.”


    In my bedchamber, I pulled off my boots and lay down on my bed, folding my arms beneath my head and staring at the ceiling. When I closed my eyes, I could see the words my mother had written swirling in my head.


    The first words, her first letter.


    You will wonder if I loved you, of course. The answer is yes; a thousand times, yes. I wonder, as I write this, how to find the words to tell you? Words that you will believe in light of my history? I can tell you this: Whatever I have done, I have never violated the precept of Blessed Elua. It is in my nature to relish games of power above all else, and I have played them to the hilt. I have known love, other loves. The deep and abiding ties of family. The fondness of friends and lovers, the intoxicating thrill of passion, the keen, deadly excitements of conspiracy.


    All of these pale beside your birth.


    I began to know it as you grew within me; a life, separate yet contained. Our veins sharing the same blood; my food, your nourishment. And then the wrenching separation of birth, the two divided and rejoined. When they put you in my arms, I felt a conflagration in my heart; a love fiercer and hotter than any I had known.


    You will remember none of this, I know. But in the first months of your life, I suffered no attendant to bathe you, no nursemaid to suckle you. These things, I did myself. Like any fatuous mother, I counted your fingers and toes, marveling at their miniature perfection, the nails like tiny moons. Your flesh, a part of mine, now separate. The veins beneath your skin where my blood flowed, the impossible tenderness of it all. In the privacy of my chambers, I held you close to my breast and said all the foolish things mothers say.


    I remember the first time you laughed, and how it made my heart leap. And yes, I dreamed great dreams for you—dreams you will call treason. But above all I knew I would never, ever suffer anyone to harm you. I, who had never acted out of spite (although you may not believe it), would gladly have killed with my own hands anyone who harbored an ill thought toward you.


    When I sent you away . . . if you believe nothing else, I pray you will believe this. I believed you would be safe in the Sanctuary of Elua. Safe from my enemies, and safe from the intentions of the Queen. Safe and hidden, the secret jewel of my heart. If I had known what would happen, if there was any way I could undo what was done to you, I would do it. I would humble myself and beg, I would pay any price. But there is none, none the gods will accept.


    Instead, I am afforded a reminder harsher than any rod, that cuts deeper than any blade: Kushiel’s justice is cruel.


    You will wonder if I loved you. The answer is yes; a thousand times, yes.


    One may be wounded in battle without feeling it. After we retreated from the first onslaught in Lucca, I was surprised to find a gash on my thigh, a gouge on my arm. And I was surprised now to find tears leaking from my closed lids. I’d known the letters had bruised and battered my heart. I hadn’t known my mother’s words had touched something deep and aching within me, something I had buried since I was ten years old and I learned who I was. Now it was cracked asunder.


    It hurt.


    It hurt because I had believed myself unloved, a political expedient; a cog in my mother’s vast ambitions. It hurt with a deep, bittersweet ache. For the laughing infant in his mother’s arms, for all that she had understood too late. I had spent so many years despising her, knowing only the proud, calculating monstrosity of her genius. It was hard to feel otherwise.


    Alone in the darkness of my bedchamber, I pressed the heels of my hands against my closed eyes and sighed. I couldn’t love her. Not now; likely not ever. But I could begin to forgive her, at least a little bit, for the things that had befallen me.


    In time, I slept without knowing it, sinking into the depths of exhaustion. At first I dreamed I was reading my mother’s letters still, and then the dream changed. For the first time in many months, I dreamed of Darsšanga. I dreamed of the Mahrkagir’s smile and the sound of a rusty blade being scraped over a whetting stone, and I cried aloud and woke.


    A figure at the window startled. “Your highness?”


    I sat up and squinted at her. There was light spilling into my bedchamber. It had been the sound of the drapes being drawn, nothing more. “Clory?”


    Phèdre’s handmaiden bobbed a quick curtsy. “Forgive me, your highness!”


    “It’s just me, Clory.” I ran my hands through my disheveled hair. “Is it late?”


    Her lips twitched. “Late enough, according to messire Joscelin. He thought you might want a bite of luncheon.”


    “Luncheon?” My belly rumbled. “Tell them I’ll be down directly.”


    No one mentioned the letters when I appeared, still yawning, and took a seat at the table. Joscelin gave me a quick assessing glance, and Phèdre merely smiled at me. Ti-Philippe and Hugues were there, bickering good-naturedly about who had neglected to fill an empty charcoal-bin in the garrison.


    “I thought we might spar later,” Joscelin offered after I’d filled my plate. “I’m out of practice since you’ve been gone.”


    Ti-Philippe snorted. “You?”


    “Well.” Joscelin looked mildly at him. “Somewhat, yes.”


    I didn’t believe it any more than Ti-Philippe did. Hugues laughed. “ ‘Alone at dawn the Cassiline stands,’ ” he declaimed. “ ‘His longsword shining in his hands. Across the cobbled stones he glides. Through the air his bright blade slides’ . . . Oh, all right,” he added as Joscelin rolled his eyes. “I’ll stop.”


    I laughed, too. Hugues was kindhearted and loyal to the bone, but his poetry was notoriously dreadful. “I’d like that,” I said to Joscelin. “Indeed, why not now?”


    He glanced at Phèdre.


    “There was a messenger from House Trevalion this morning,” she said quietly. “The Lady Bernadette wishes you to call upon her at your earliest convenience.”


    “I see.” I nodded. “Well, good.”


    Ti-Philippe raised his brows. “A clandestine affair? That’s swift work, young Imriel. You do know she’s old enough to be your mother?”


    “Hmm?” I scarce heard the comment. This wasn’t going to be an encounter I relished, but it was necessary and I’d be glad to have the matter resolved. I was weary of being persecuted for my mother’s sins. “It’s not what you think. It’s . . . a family matter, that’s all. She is my cousin, you know.”


    “Ah, well.” He grinned. “That never stopped anyone.”


    “Shall I go with you?” Joscelin asked.


    “No,” I said slowly. “It’s . . . somewhat I’d rather do alone.”


    He gave me a long, hard look. “All right, then.”


    After our luncheon was concluded, I borrowed Phèdre’s study to make a fair copy of a letter in my possession. Not one of my mother’s, this one. It was brief and inelegant, scrawled on a single sheet of parchment, a signature and a smeared thumbprint affixed at the bottom. It had been written by a man named Ruggero Caccini. In it, he divulged the details of his arrangement with Lady Bernadette de Trevalion, who had paid him a considerable sum of money to ensure that a deadly mishap befell me in the city of Tiberium.


    I’d found out about it. And I’d extorted the letter from him using a combination of blackmail and bribery.


    I daresay my mother would have been proud.


    I had the Bastard saddled and rode to the Palace. There was a sharp chill in the air, a harbinger of winter. It made the Bastard restless. I kept him on a tight rein and he chafed under it, tossing his head and champing at the bit. He was a good horse, though. Tsingani-bred, one of the best. I patted his red-speckled hide, thinking about Gilot and how much he’d wanted the spotted horse we’d seen together in Montrève the day I learned my mother had vanished.


    I wished I’d bought it for him, now.


    Gilot was dead. He’d been one of Montrève’s men-at-arms, the youngest of the lot and the closest thing to a friend I had among them. He’d gone with me to Tiberium, where I’d been a plague and a trial to him. He was killed in Lucca. He’d gone to protect me, and I brought him home in a casket. It was only two days ago that I had arrived in the City; two days ago that we had buried him. I missed him.


    At the Palace, I gave the Bastard over to an ostler with the usual warnings. The footman on duty swept me a low bow.


    “Prince Imriel,” he said. “How may I serve your highness?”


    “I believe Lady Bernadette de Trevalion is expecting me,” I said.


    He bowed again. “Of course.”


    I followed him down the marble halls. The Palace was a vast place. The City of Elua is the heart of Terre d’Ange, and the Court is the heart of the City. Betimes it seems half the peers of the realms maintain quarters there. Others maintain lodging elsewhere in the City, but spend their days loitering at Court—playing games of chance in the Hall of Games, partaking of entertainment in the Salon of Eisheth’s Harp, begging an audience with the Queen or a chance to present a case before the Parliament when it is in session.


    The young nobles play the Game of Courtship, testing out dalliances and angling for marital alliances. I’d never played it; nor would I, now. I was betrothed to a woman I barely knew; Dorelei mab Breidaia, a princess of Alba.


    House Trevalion’s quarters were on the third floor of the Palace. I’d visited them often when Bernadette’s son Bertran and I were friends. That had all changed the night he believed he’d caught me out at a treasonous intrigue, and I hadn’t been back since. The footman knocked for admission, exchanging low words with the attendant who answered. In short order, I was ushered into a private audience with the Lady Bernadette in her salon.


    “My lady.” I accorded her the bow due an equal. She sat upright and rigid in a tall chair. Her mother had been my father’s sister; Lyonette de Trevalion. The Lioness of Azzalle, they used to call her. She was dead, convicted of treason, along with her son Baudoin. They had conspired to usurp the throne. He had fallen on his sword; she had taken poison. My mother had betrayed them both, and it was her testimony that had convicted them. “You asked to see me?”


    Bernadette’s sea-grey eyes narrowed. “Do me the courtesy of playing no games with me, Imriel de la Courcel. My son Bertran said you had a message for me. What is it?”


    “As you wish.” I handed her the copy of Ruggero’s letter. “I hold the original.”


    She scanned it, then nodded once, crisply. “So. What will you?”


    I sighed. “My lady, what would you have me say? I am sorry for the death of your mother and brother. I am sorry for your time spent in exile. But I am not willing to die for it.”


    Her hands trembled, making the parchment quiver. “And with this, you could destroy me. Destroy House Trevalion, or what is left of it.” Her voice hardened. “So I ask again, what will you?”


    I sat, uninvited, on a couch. “Forswear vengeance.”


    Her eyes widened. “That’s all?”


    “More or less,” I said, studying her. Looking for lies, looking for the fault-lines of bitterness and anger and pride that lay within her. “Tell me, did Bertran know? Or your husband, Ghislain?”


    “No.” Bernadette de Trevalion closed her eyes. “Only me. It would kill them.”


    “Then why did you do it?” I asked her. “Why?”


    Her eyes opened; her lips twisted. “You have to ask? Because I hurt, Imriel. I miss my brother. I miss my mother. I grieve for my father’s disgrace, my husband’s disgrace. You?” She shrugged. “I was willing to abide. When my son befriended you, it galled me. Still, I tolerated it. But when Bertan caught you in the midst of conspiring treason, it brought it all back.” Her cheeks flushed. “All the old hurt, all the hatred.”


    “And so you thought to kill me for it,” I said softly. “Despite the fact that the Queen herself declared me innocent.”


    “I wanted you to suffer like Baudoin did!” Her voice rose. “And I wanted your mother, your cursed mother, to know what it felt like. To feel her actions rebounding on her and know her role in them. To hurt like I do.”


    My old scars itched. “You have no idea,” I said. “None.”


    Bernadette de Trevalion looked steadily at me. “What will you?”


    At least she had courage. She made no effort to lie, no plea for undeserved mercy. I returned her regard for a long moment. “First, understand this. What Bertran overheard that night was a lie.” She opened her mouth to speak and I cut her off. “Duc Barquiel L’Envers was behind it, Bernadette,” I said wearily. “There’s proof. That’s how he was pressured to relinquish the Royal Command your husband now enjoys.”


    Her mouth worked. “Why would he—”


    “Elua only knows.” I spread my hands. “L’Envers has wanted me dead since I was born. And you very nearly obliged him.”


    She turned pale. “I didn’t know.”


    “Now you do.” I stood. “My lady, I’m no traitor. I never have been. You, on the other hand, conspired to murder a Prince of the Blood.” I nodded at the letter she held. “You ask me what I will. Ruggero Caccini’s letter stays in my keeping as surety. But if you forswear all vengeance against me for my mother’s misdeeds, I promise you, it will never come to light. I will never speak of this incident.”


    Bernadette hesitated. “Why would you make such a promise?”


    “Because your son Bertran was a friend, once.” I smiled grimly. “Not a very good one, as it transpired, but a friend. Because your husband is the Queen’s loyal Commander and a hero of the realm. Because the Queen ardently desires peace among her kin. And mostly because I am sick unto death of being caught up in the bloody coils of things that happened long before I was born. Do you swear?”


    She raised her chin. Oh yes, there was pride there. “In the name of Blessed Elua and Azza, I swear to forgo all vengeance against you, Imriel de la Courcel.”


    Her voice was low, but it was steady. I nodded once more. “My thanks, my lady.”


    “Imriel.” Bernadette rose and caught my elbow as I turned to go. Old anguish surfaced in her sea-grey eyes, complicated with guilt and dawning remorse. “I didn’t know, truly. I’m sorry.”


    I gazed at her. “Good.”


    After I took my leave of her, I visited one other place within the Palace. The Hall of Portraits was a long, narrow room on the second floor. A row of windows along the outer wall admitted a wash of wintry light. The interior wall was lined and stacked with portraits of the scions of House Courcel, rulers of Terre d’Ange for some three centuries.


    I’d never set foot in it before. But after reading my mother’s letters, I reckoned it was time. I made my way toward the far end of the hall. Family members were clustered together, stacked in groups. There; there was Ganelon de la Courcel, Ysandre’s grandfather, and his wife above him. There was no portrait of Lyonette de Trevalion, his sister. I daresay that had been removed after her execution. But there, beside him . . .


    I read the name on the frame’s brass plaque: Benedicte de la Courcel.


    My father.


    You will wonder about your father. There are few left, I think, in Terre d’Ange who knew him well, well enough to speak of him. He spent long years in La Serenissima, and there were things that happened to poison him against his own legacy. You may hear that it made him bitter, and it did. We D’Angelines are not a people who take well to exile, even though it be for political advantage. This I know all too well.


    But this I will tell you: He was a brave man, and a noble one in his own way. He fought for his country as a young man. He believed what he did—what we did together—was in the best interests of Terre d’Ange. He believed in the purity of the bloodlines of Blessed Elua and his Companions. He believed the nation cried out for a pure-blooded D’Angeline heir.


    You.


    I stared at the portrait. I didn’t remember my father. He died when I was only a babe, killed in the fighting in the Temple of Asherat where my mother’s final treachery was revealed. He’d been an old man, then. She had played on his prejudices. He’d been willing to condone the assassination of the Queen, his own grand-niece, to pave the way for a pure-blooded heir. Me. If he’d lived to stand trial, I daresay he would have been convicted of treason.


    As for my mother, she’d already been convicted, long ago. Her life was forfeit if she ever set foot on D’Angeline soil.


    The portrait depicted a serious-looking young man. It was formal and a bit stiff, and I thought it must have been painted when he was scarce older than I was. I could see a little of my own face in his; only a little. The strong, straight line of the eyebrows, the angle of his jaw. He didn’t look like a man who laughed often, but he didn’t look unkind, either. Mostly, he looked like a stranger; someone I’d never met.


    There was no portrait of his first wife, the Serenissiman. No portraits of the children they had borne together, disowned by House Courcel due to other intrigues. But there was a second painting hung above his, veiled with drapes of sheer black muslin. It was there because of me; because Queen Ysandre insisted on acknowledging me as a member of House Courcel. It was veiled because of the death-sentence on her. I pulled back the drapes and gazed at my mother.


    Melisande.


    She bore the unmistakable stamp of House Shahrizai. I bear it, too. The blue-black hair that grows in ripples, the deep, deep blue of the eyes. It was a good portrait. Her eyes seemed to sparkle with untold secrets and her generous lips were parted slightly, as though in the next instant she might laugh or smile, blow a kiss. I touched my lower lip with two fingers, thinking of the portrait I’d allowed the artist Erytheia to paint of me in Tiberium, lounging in the pose of Bacchus. Same mouth, same shape.


    There was a click-clicking sound. “Imri?”


    I tensed at the intrusion and turned my head to see Alais, with her pet wolfhound padding beside her, nails clicking on the marble. A pair of the Queen’s Guardsmen hovered discreetly in the doorway behind her. I relaxed. “What are you doing here, villain?”


    Alais pulled a face at the nickname. “I come here sometimes. But I heard you were here. You know how it is in the Court, everyone keeping track of everyone else’s comings and goings. What did Lady Bernadette want of you?”


    “Oh, she was hoping that Bertran and I would make up our quarrel now that I’m back,” I said casually. “We never really did, you know.”


    “Well, it might help if he apologized for the way he behaved to you!” Alais came alongside me. “Your parents?”


    I nodded. The wolfhound Celeste pushed her muzzle into my hand. I’d known her since she was a pup. She had been my gift to Alais. I scratched absently at the base of her ears, watching Alais contemplate the portraits. She’d grown up while I was gone. A little lady, now, almost fifteen years old. Her small face was dark and intent. Alais took after her father, Drustan mab Necthana, the Cruarch of Alba. Mixed blood. There were those in Court who still thought as my father had done.


    “What do you think?” I asked her.


    “Of them?” Alais tilted her head. “He looks . . . uncomfortable. Like his skin’s too tight. That’s what I always thought. And she . . .” Her expression turned wistful. “I never dared look at her before. But she doesn’t, does she? The world fits her just right.”


    “I read her letters,” I said softly.


    Alais shot me a startled glance. “What did she say?”


    “A lot,” I said. “A lot that added up to nothing.”


    She nodded somberly. “Adults talk that way, don’t they?”


    I nearly laughed, then thought better of it. Though I was an adult now, we had been children together. Alais was wise beyond her years, and she had dreams that came true sometimes. She’d dreamed I met a man with two faces and it came true, in Lucca. “Yes,” I said. “They do.”


    Why?


    You asked me, and I will try to answer. It is a child’s question, the first and last and best of all questions that may be asked. Why? Why did I do what I did? Did I know it was treason? Yes, of course.


    So . . . why?


    Ah, Imriel! Son of mine, I will say to you what I have said to others: Blessed Elua cared naught for crowns or thrones. It is a human game, a mortal game. I imagine you will say it was not worth the cost of innocent blood spilled in the process, since it is what Phèdre nó Delaunay once said to me. Mayhap it is true. And yet, countless numbers of those she would deem innocent never hesitated to engage in a death-struggle for these things, these mortal tokens of power.


    What does it mean to be innocent? It is impossible to move through this life without making choices that injure others. My choices were bolder than others’; and yet. If they had not chosen as they did, they would not have suffered for it. We are all driven by desires, some simple and some complex. In the end, we all make choices.


    In the end, no one is truly innocent.


    I shook my head to dispel my mother’s words. Her betrayal of House Trevalion was the least of her sins. Long before my birth, her machinations had brought Terre d’Ange to the brink of conquest. Thousands had died fighting against the invasion of the Skaldi that she had orchestrated, D’Angelines and Albans alike. And yes, it was their choice to struggle against it, but . . . ah, Elua! Surely the choices were not equal in weight.


    Small wonder there were those who longed to see her suffer.


    “Imri?” Alais’ brow was knit with concern.


    “Yes, my lady.” With an effort, I gathered myself, smiling at Alais and closing the muslin drapes. My mother’s face vanished. My father’s continued to gaze somberly from the wall. I bowed to Alais. “I place myself at your service. What will you?”


    She looked away, one hand buried in the wolfhound’s ruff. “Please don’t make mock of me, Imriel.”


    “Alais!” Startled, I went to one knee. “I wasn’t.”


    “All right.” She stole a sidelong glance at me. “Do you ever think . . . do you ever wish she had succeeded? Or think they might have been right?”


    I gaped at her. “My mother?”


    Alais nodded at the portraits. “The both of them.”


    “No.” I took her free hand and squeezed it. “Never.”

  


  
    

    TWO


    AGAIN!”


    In the gloaming, Joscelin’s teeth flashed as he took a stance opposite me, his wooden sword angled before him. I grinned in reply and launched a fresh attack.


    Our blades flicked and clattered as we circled each other in the courtyard, testing each other’s defenses. There was hoarfroast beginning to form on the slate tiles and I placed my feet with care as we revolved around each other. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Joscelin’s feet move. Hugues’ bad poetry not withstanding, he did seem to glide. His footwork was intricate and impeccable.


    He was good; better than I was. I daresay he always will be. At ten years of age—the age at which I was learning to beg for mercy in the Mahrkagir’s zenana—Joscelin entered the Cassiline Brotherhood and began to train as a warrior-priest. Day after day, he had trained without cease.


    It wasn’t just the training, though. There were other Cassiline Brothers. But none of them had ever made his choice. None had ever been tested as he was.


    I pressed him on his bad side; his left side, where he was slower. His left arm had been shattered in Darsšanga. He relinquished ground in acknowledgment, step by gliding step, and I pressed him. And then, somehow, he leaned away from my thrust with a subtle twist of his torso and I found myself overextended. The sharp point of his elbow came down hard on the back of my reaching hand.


    “Oh, hell!” My sword fell and my hand stung. I shook it out.


    Joscelin chuckled.


    “Show me?” I asked.


    “Here.” Setting down his blade, he placed one hand on my belly and the other on my lower back, applying pressure. “Weight on the rear foot, knee flexed. See?”


    I leaned as he’d done. “I feel off balance.”


    “Widen your stance.” Joscelin nudged my forward foot. “Better.” He patted my belly. “It all flows from here, Imri. You can’t be stiff. Have you kept up your practice?”


    “No,” I admitted. “Gallus Tadius didn’t approve. He had us training with—”


    He wasn’t listening. He was smiling across the courtyard. Nothing had changed, but his face was alight. Since there was only one person in the world who made Joscelin Verreuil’s face brighten so, I knew without looking that Phèdre was there.


    I looked anyway. She stood before the doors that opened onto the courtyard, hugging herself against the cold as she watched us spar. There was so much love and gladness in her eyes, I had to look away. What I wanted wasn’t meant for me.


    “Show me?” she asked, teasing.


    Joscelin laughed, low and soft. He crossed over to her and placed his hands on her, as he’d done to me, only not. Not at all the same. She twined her arms around his neck, the velvet sleeves of her gown falling back to lay them bare, white and slender. He bent his head to kiss her, his wheat-blond hair falling forward. For the span of a few heartbeats, nothing else in the world existed for them.


    I stooped, picking up our fallen swords. It shouldn’t hurt. When I was younger, when I was a child, it wouldn’t have. I loved them, I loved them both so much. They rescued me out of hell and they paid a terrible price for it. Together, we found healing. We reknit our broken selves as a family, and their love lies at the core of it. I will never, so long as I live, begrudge either of them the least crumb of happiness. They have earned it a thousand times over.


    It did hurt, though. I never thought it would, but it did.


    Ah, Elua! Jealousy is a hard master. I’d known love and I’d known desire, but never the two at once; not this kind, the kind that shut out the world. And there was a darker strain, too. Like it or no, I was my mother’s son; Kushiel’s scion, albeit a reluctant one. It was there, it would always be there. Phèdre was Kushiel’s Chosen, born to yield; Naamah’s Servant and a courtesan without equal. It was there between us, it would always be there.


    My mother had written of it.


    When, I wonder, will you read this? Not soon, I think. You are too angry now. I think you will be older. I think you will be a man grown.


    I should speak of Phèdre nó Delaunay.


    You will wonder, did I love her? No . . . and yes. I will tell you this, my son: I knew her. Better than anyone; better than anyone else.


    I let out my breath in a sigh, wondering what Phèdre had made of those words. When all was said and done, I do not think she disagreed. Still, whatever lay between them, it was Joscelin she loved. And he knew her, too. I watched her withdraw from him, smiling. In the lamplight spilling from the open doors, I could make out a faint flush on her cheeks.


    “Are you coming, love?” she called to me. “It’s perishing cold out here.”


    “I’m coming,” I said.


    How is it that two people so unlikely, so unsuited, find one another? I thought about it that night, watching them at the dinner table. And I thought about the fact that I was unlikely to do the same. I had met my bride-to-be, Dorelei mab Breidaia, the Cruarch’s niece. She was a sweet young woman with a lilting laugh, and I couldn’t possibly imagine sharing the kind of all-consuming passion that I craved with her.


    I heaved another sigh.


    “Why so somber?” Hugues asked me. “Did Messire Cassiline give you a drubbing?”


    “No,” I said, then amended it at Joscelin’s amused glance. “Well, yes.” I flexed my bruised hand. “It’s not that, though. I think . . . I think I would like to go to Kushiel’s temple on the morrow.”


    “What?” Joscelin stared at me in disbelief. “Are you mad?”


    I hadn’t known what I was going to say until the words emerged from my mouth. I mulled over them. “No,” I said slowly. “I think I need to make expiation.”


    “For what?” He continued to stare.


    I thought about my recent excursion into extortion and blackmail. I thought about the soldiers I had killed in Lucca, about Canis with the javelin protruding from his chest and Gilot after the riot, battered and broken. I thought about cuckolded Deccus Fulvius and mad, dead Gallus Tadius standing above the maelstrom, meeting my distant gaze as he dropped his death-mask. I thought about the night Mavros took me to Valerian House and the morning after, when I grabbed Phèdre’s wrist and felt the pulse of desire leap.


    “Things,” I said.


    Joscelin shook his head. Phèdre rested her chin on one hand and fixed me with a deep look that gave away nothing. I returned it steadily. “You’re sure?” she asked. “It’s like to stir memories. Bad ones.”


    “You go,” I said. “What do you find in it?”


    She smiled slightly. “Oh, things.”


    I nodded. “I’m sure.”


    I wasn’t, not really; at least not on the morrow. I couldn’t even say of a surety what had prompted the urge. After Darsšanga, I would have said I would never voluntarily submit myself to any man’s lash, nor any woman’s. And yet, the idea had fixed itself in my thoughts.


    By morning, Joscelin was resigned. “You know, betimes I think you are a little mad, Imriel nó Montrève,” he said to me in the courtyard outside the stable, holding the Bastard’s reins.


    “You never said that to Phèdre,” I reminded him.


    “Ah, well.” He grinned despite himself. “In her case, there’s no question.” His expression turned sober. “Imri, truly, I know the dead weigh on you. I know it better than anyone. And I may be Cassiel’s servant, but I don’t deny Kushiel’s mystery. It’s just that it may be different for you.”


    I swung astride. “Because of what happened to me?”


    “Yes.” His eyes were grave.


    “I know,” I said. “But Joscelin, I’m tired of having a terrified ten-year-old boy lurking inside me. And I need to deal with my own blood-guilt and . . . other things. You told me I’d find a way, my own way. So I’m trying.”


    “I know.” He let go the reins. “You’ll see him home safe?” he said to Hugues. Ti-Philippe had offered to go, too, but I’d rather it was Hugues. If the ordeal took a greater toll on me than I reckoned, I trusted him to be gentle.


    “Of course.”


    It was another cold, bright day in the City of Elua, the sky arching overhead like a blue vault. All the world seemed to be in high spirits. Hugues brought out his wooden flute as we rode and toyed with it, then thought better of it, tucking it away.


    “It’s all right,” I said to him. “Play, if you like.”


    He shrugged his broad shoulders. “It doesn’t seem right.”


    “Have you ever been?” I asked.


    “No.” His face was open and guileless. “I’ve never known the need.”


    It had been a foolish question; I couldn’t imagine why he would. I had known Hugues since I was a boy, and I’d never known him to say an unkind word. I wondered what it would be like to be him, unfailingly patient and kind, always seeing the best in everyone. I tried to look for the good, but I saw the bad, too. The flaws, the fault-lines. I was of Kushiel’s lineage and it was our gift. My mother’s gift, that she had used to exploit others.


    But I was Elua’s scion, too.


    I wondered, did Elua choose his Companions? Nothing in the scriptures says so. They chose him as he wandered the earth; chose to abandon the One God in his heaven to wander at Blessed Elua’s side until they made a home here in Terre d’Ange, and then a truer home in the Terre-d’Ange-that-lies-beyond.


    He loved them, though. He must have. And if Blessed Elua found somewhat to love in mighty Kushiel, who was once appointed to punish the damned, then mayhap I would, too.


    Elua’s temples are open places; open to sky and grounded by earth. In the Sanctuary of Elua where I grew up—until I was stolen by slavers—the temple was in a poppy-field. I used to love it there.


    I’d never been to one of Kushiel’s temples. It was a closed place. Though it was located in the heart of the City, it sat alone in a walled square. There were no businesses surrounding it; no shops, no taverns, no markets. The building was clad in travertine marble, a muted honey-colored hue.


    “Funny,” Hugues mused. “I’d expected it to be darker.”


    “So did I,” I murmured.


    The gate was unlocked and there was no keeper. We passed beyond it into the courtyard, hoofbeats echoing against the walls. I thought about the wide walls of Lucca, so vast that oak trees grew atop them. A young man in black robes emerged from the stables.


    “Be welcome,” he said, bowing.


    We gave our mounts over into his keeping. I watched the Bastard accept his lead without protest, pacing docilely into the stable, and thought once more about the Sanctuary of Elua and an acolyte I had known there.


    Hugues nudged me. “This way.”


    The stairs leading to the entrance were steep and narrow. The tall doors were clad in bronze and worked with a relief of intertwining keys. It was said Kushiel once held the keys to the gates of hell. House Shahrizai takes its emblem from the same motif. The door-knocker was a simple bronze ring, unadorned. I grasped it and knocked for entrance.


    The door was opened by another black-robed figure: a priest, his face covered by a bronze mask that rendered his features stern and anonymous. Or hers; it was almost impossible to tell. The sight made me shiver a little. He—or she—beckoned without speaking, and we stepped into the foyer. He waited, gazing at us through the eye-holes of his mask.


    “I am here to offer penance,” I said. Save for a pair of marble benches, the foyer was empty of all adornment and my voice echoed in the space.


    The priest inclined his head and indicated the benches to Hugues, who took a seat, then beckoned once more to me. I followed, glancing back once at Hugues. He looked worried and forlorn, his wide shoulders hunched.


    I followed the black-clad figure, studying the movement of the body beneath the flowing robes, the sway of the hips. A woman, I thought. I wasn’t sure if it made me more or less uneasy. She led me through another set of doors, down a set of hallways to the baths of purification.


    Although I’d never gone, I knew the rituals. I’d asked Phèdre about it once. It used to bother me that she went, betimes. I was fearful of the violent catharsis she found in it. The dark mirror, Mavros would say.


    And now I sought it.


    The baths were stark and plain. Light poured in from high, narrow windows. There was a pool of white marble, heated by a hypocaust. The water shimmered, curls of steam rising in the sunlight. The priestess pointed at the pool.


    “Do you know who I am?” I asked her.


    She tilted her head. Sunlight glanced from the mask’s bronze cheek. In the shadows of its eye-holes, I could make out human eyes. The bronze lips were parted to allow breath. I thought she would speak, but she didn’t answer, merely pointed once more.


    I unbuckled my sword-belt, pulled off my boots, and stripped out of my clothing, piling it on a stool, then stepped into the pool. It was hot, almost hot enough to scald, and yet I found myself shivering.


    “Kneel.”


    A woman’s voice, soft and sibilant, emerging from between the bronze lips. I knelt, sinking shoulder-deep in the hot water. It smelled vaguely of sulfur. She took up a simple wooden bucket, dipping it into the pool. I closed my eyes as she poured it over my head in a near-scalding cascade; once, twice, thrice. When no more water came, I loosed the breath I’d been holding and opened my eyes.


    The priestess beckoned.


    I clambered out of the pool, naked and dripping. Water puddled on the marble floor. She handed me a linen bath-sheet. I dried myself and looked about for a robe, but she pointed at my piled clothing.


    “Seems a bit foolish,” I muttered. She said nothing, so I put on my clothes and followed as she led me out of the baths, feeling damp and anxious.


    We entered a broad hallway with a high ceiling and another pair of massive, bronze-clad doors at the end of it. The temple proper. The doors clanged like bells as they opened. My mouth was dry.


    Kushiel’s inner sanctum.


    All I could see at first was the effigy. It towered in the room, filling the space. I wondered how they’d gotten it through the doors, then realized the entire temple must have been built around it. His arms were crossed on his breast, his hands gripping his rod and flail. His distant face was stern and calm and beautiful, the same visage echoed in the mask of the priestess who led me, and those of the priests who awaited us.


    One held a flogger.


    I couldn’t help it, my throat tightened. At the base of the effigy was the altar-fire. A few tendrils of smoke arose. The stone walls of the temple were blackened with old soot. The flagstones were scrubbed clean, though. Especially those before Kushiel’s effigy, where the wooden whipping-post stood.


    “Damn it!” I whispered, feeling the sting of tears. I thought about Gilot. No more tears, I’d promised him when we set out for Tiberium. Impatient at myself, I strode forward. I made an offering of gold and took up a handful of incense, casting it on the brazier.


    Fragrant smoke billowed. I’d offered incense to Kushiel in the ambassadress’ garden in Tiberium; spikenard and mastic. This was different. This was his place.


    A bronze mask swam before me. A priest, a tall man. He bent his head toward me. “Is it your will to offer penance?”


    “Yes, lord priest.” I blinked my stinging eyes, rubbing at them with the heel of one hand. “Do you know who I am?”


    “Yes.”


    A single word; a single syllable. And yet there was knowledge and compassion in it. Behind the eye-holes of his mask, his gaze was unwavering. The decision was mine.


    I spread my arms. “So.”


    Hands undressed me; unfastening my cloak, unbuckling my sword-belt. Anonymous hands belonging to faceless figures. Piece by piece, they stripped away my clothing, until I was naked and shivering in their black-robed midst. A heavy hand on my shoulder, forcing me to my knees. I knelt on the scrubbed flagstones.


    Hands grasped my wrists, stretching my arms above my head. I willed myself not to struggle as they lashed rawhide around my wrists, binding them tight to the ring atop the whipping-post. The incense was so thick I could taste it on my tongue, mingled with the memory of stagnant water, rot, and decay.


    The chastiser stepped forward, his bronze-masked face calm and implacable. He held forth the flogger in both hands, offering it like a sacrament. It was no toy intended for violent pleasure, no teasing implement of soft deerskin. The braided leather glinted and metal gleamed at its tips. It was meant to hurt.


    My teeth were chattering. All I could do was nod.


    He nodded in acknowledgment and stepped behind me.


    I braced myself.


    Ah, Elua! The first blow was hard and fast, dealt by an expert hand. White-hot pain burst across the expanse of my naked back. I jerked hard against my restraints, feeling my sinews strain near unto cracking. Again and again and again it fell, and I found myself wild with panic, struggling to escape. I flung myself against the coarse wood of the whipping-post, worrying at it with my fingernails. And still the flogger fell, over and over.


    I saw Darsšanga.


    Dead women, dead boys. The Mahrkagir’s mad eyes, wide with glee.


    Phèdre, filled with the Name of God.


    Brightness.


    Darkness.


    All of the dead, my dead. Darsšanga, Lucca. Everyone’s dead.


    Kushiel’s face, wreathed in smoke.


    “Enough.” The tall priest raised his hand. I had ceased to struggle, going limp in my bonds. On my knees, aching in every part, I squinted up at him. “Make now your confession.”


    I craned my neck. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “And I will try to be good.”


    There was a pause; a small silence. I let my head loll. From the corner of my eye, I saw the tall priest gesture. There was the soft sound of a dipper sinking into water, and then another voice spoke. “Be free of it.”


    A draught of saltwater was poured over my wounds. I rested my bowed head in the crook of my elbows, sighing at the pain of it.


    It was done, then. My penance was made. The anonymous hands untied my wrists and helped me to stand. Patted dry my lacerated back, helped me to dress. Though I stood on wavering feet, strangely, I felt calm and purged.


    “So.” The tall priest regarded me. “Is it well done, Kushiel’s scion?”


    If I had wished it, I thought, he would have spoken to me as a man, mortal to mortal, both of us grasping with imperfect hands at the will of the gods. I didn’t, though. I bowed to him instead, feeling the fabric of my shirt rasp over my wounded flesh. It was a familiar feeling. I’d known it well, once. This was different. I had chosen it.


    “It is well done, my lord priest,” I said.


    He nodded a final time. “Go, then.”


    Hugues leapt to his feet when I entered the foyer. “Are you . . . how are you?”


    I ran my tongue over my teeth, thinking. I could taste blood where I’d bitten the inside of my cheek, and the lingering taste of incense. Nothing else. I hurt, but no worse than I’d hurt after a rough training session with Barbarus squadron. The weals would fade. And I wasn’t scared inside. “I’m fine,” I said, surprised to discover it was true. I smiled at Hugues. “Come on, let’s go.”

  


  
    

    THREE


    SOME DAYS AFTER MY visit to Kushiel’s temple, the Queen threw a fête to celebrate my return to the City of Elua.


    It was a small affair as such matters went. Given free rein, she would have thrown a larger one—and I daresay Phèdre would gladly have aided her—but I had left the City under a lingering cloud of suspicion and recrimination, and as glad as I was to be among my loved ones, my return was tainted by what had gone before. I preferred a smaller engagement.


    Duc Barquiel L’Envers would not be in attendance, which was good. My unwelcome nemesis was the Queen’s uncle on her mother’s side. The plot he had conceived against me had been simple and effective. A mysterious messenger, a whispered password, a note indicating a clandestine meeting. That was all it had taken to convince far, far too many peers that Melisande Shahrizai’s son plotted treason, including some I counted as friends. Some of them had apologized after the Queen publicly proclaimed my innocence.


    Others had not.


    Bertran de Trevalion was one of those, and despite my wishes, he would be attending. I’d greeted him civilly upon my return. I was glad to know he’d been ignorant of his mother’s intrigues, and I’d made my uneasy truce with her. Still, I’d rather not have to be polite to them at the dinner table just yet. Being targeted for murder had that effect.


    “I’d truly prefer it if House Trevalion wasn’t in attendance,” I said to Phèdre.


    “I know, love.” There was a slight furrow between her brows. “Believe me, so would I, and Joscelin, too. But there are blood-ties between House Trevalion and Courcel, and other ties, as well. You know how Ysandre can be about such such things. This is the price of the choice you made, and unless you wish to change your mind, you’ll have to bear it.”


    I shook my head. “I made a promise.”


    I’d made my choice, in part, because of the Queen. Ysandre de la Courcel, the product of a contentious marriage and inheritor of a throne plagued by treachery, had a fierce determination to heal old wounds and unite the members of her family in harmony. It had not, however, extended to holding her uncle accountable for his actions in the public milieu. It still galled me, and all the more after learning that Bernadette de Trevalion had tried to have me killed because of it. Somehow, I blamed him more than I did her.


    “At least Maslin de Lombelon won’t be there,” Phèdre commented.


    “He’s still in disgrace?” I asked. She nodded. “Why did he do it, anyway?”


    Maslin de Lombelon was a minor lordling because I’d made him one. I’d given him an estate, Lombelon; the smallest of my holdings. I’d done it because I knew he loved it, and I thought we understood each other, at least a little bit. His father had been a traitor, too. I’d been wrong. He’d left Lombelon to enlist in the Queen’s Guard, where he glared daggers at me at every opportunity and later disgraced himself by administering a beating to one Raul L’Envers y Aragon, who was also distant kin to the Queen.


    Betimes, returning to the City made my head ache.


    “Raul challenged him,” Phèdre said dryly. “Maslin carried it too far.”


    The first time I’d seen Maslin, he’d been attacking pear trees with a pruning hook. I wouldn’t have cared to cross him then, and that was before he learned to wield a sword. By all accounts, he was very, very good. And for some obscure reason, my cousin Sidonie was fond of him. Even before I left, there were rumors they were lovers and that she’d promised him the captainship of her Guard one day.


    “I wonder why,” I mused.


    Phèdre shrugged. “Some slight Maslin offered to Colette Trente. An ungentle rebuff, mayhap. Lord Amaury was angry, too.”


    “Hmm.” I tried to peer at the wax tablet on which she was scratching a list. “So no Maslin, which is all to the good. Who else is attending?”


    “You’ll see.” She covered it with one hand and smiled at me, one of those heart-stopping smiles that no poet could hope to describe. “There’s a surprise, somewhat I didn’t tell you in letters. You’ll like it,” she added when I looked dubious.


    “Will I?”


    Phèdre nodded, her eyes sparkling. She was still in the prime of her beauty, and when she smiled like that, she scarce looked older than Claudia Fulvia, whose husband I had so thoroughly cuckolded in Tiberium. “Don’t you trust me?”


    I smiled back at her. “Always.”


    It was true. There were only two people in the world I would trust with my life and beyond. If I were standing on the edge of a cliff and Phèdre or Joscelin bade me close my eyes and step off it, I would do it. It was why I struggled so with my feelings.


    “What about . . . the other matter?” I asked.


    “The Unseen Guild?” Phèdre lowered her voice, glancing at the door of her study. I rose and closed it. “I’ve not had time yet. But I found the reference to the blind healer’s notation you mentioned. I was thinking of asking Ti-Philippe to make a discreet inquiry at the Academy of Medicine in Marsilikos. They should have a copy in their archives.”


    That was the other thing I’d learned in Tiberium; that games of power and influence were played out across the face of the earth by a hidden consortium of players. I’d been recruited to be a part of it, a choice I had refused. I wasn’t entirely sure of the extent of their influence, nor was Phèdre.


    But whatever it was, my mother was a part of it.


    “Do you think it’s safe?” I asked.


    The frown-lines were back between her brows. “Nothing’s certain. But all the world knows I keep a vast and extensive library. There’s naught anyone should find amiss in one of my retainers seeking to add to it. And Ti-Philippe’s not a green lad, he knows what he’s about, even if he needn’t know why.”


    “True.” The healing welts on my back were itching. I worked my shoulders, feeling the scabs tug and crack. Phèdre’s expression changed, touched with rue. “What?” I asked.


    “Ah, love!” She shook her head. “ ’Tis nothing, only that you’ve grown so. I remember worrying, after Darsšanga . . . you were so small, so thin. Bird-boned.”


    “Not anymore,” I said lightly.


    “No,” she agreed. “Not anymore.”


    We were silent a moment. We had been victims together in that place, that dark place. We understood each other. But Phèdre had entered it willingly, knowing what she would face. It was worse, I think, than she could have guessed; but she endured it and survived. And after my visit to Kushiel’s temple, I understood us both more than I had before. His mercy was harsh, but it was not without purpose.


    “Well.” I leaned down to kiss her cheek. “I look forward to my surprise.”


    The days passed swiftly. I spent long hours sparring with Joscelin, feeling my skills return. Betimes I set aside the trappings of the Cassiline style and sparred with him using a sword and buckler, the way old Gallus Tadius had insisted we train. I surprised him a few times, too. Gallus had made a passable soldier out of me.


    I began brushing up on my Cruithne.


    I spoke the Alban tongue well enough, but I wanted to be fluent beyond reproach. Come spring, Drustan mab Necthana would set sail to Terre d’Ange, bringing my Alban bride. We would be wed in the summer, Dorelei and I. And when the Cruarch of Alba set sail in the fall, I would go with them. I would leave behind Terre d’Ange to become a Prince of Alba and beget heirs to a foreign kingdom.


    All my days, I thought, would pass swiftly until then.


    I spent time in the salon of Favrielle nó Eglantine, Phèdre’s terminally ungrateful couturiere. I’d travelled light to Tiberium, and most of what I’d brought back with me was unsalvageable. The clothing I’d returned to was ill-fitting now. I’d put on muscle through the shoulders and I’d lost weight elsewhere due to short rations. Despite Eugènie’s best efforts to fatten me, I remained leaner than I’d been.


    So it was that I attended my own fête in smart new attire: a sleeved velvet doublet and breeches of Courcel blue, a deep midnight hue. The doublet was adorned with silver stitching and the buttons were silver with an impress of lilies on them, which I thought was a bit much. It was open at the throat, revealing the pointed collars of the white cambric shirt beneath, lace protruding at the sleeves.


    At the fête, Alais gasped to see me, clasping her hands together. “Oh, Imri! You look so—”


    “Silly?” I suggested, offering her my arm.


    “No.” Her small, dark face was very serious. “You look beautiful.”


    It was a beautiful gathering; we D’Angelines are a pretty folk, as my friend Eamonn was wont to say, conveniently forgetting that he was half D’Angeline himself. I wished he was here with me, but he was off on a quest of his own, pursuing the Skaldic bride he’d wed and lost, taken away by her disapproving kindred.


    The fête was held in one of the Palace’s smaller banquet halls, with no more than a few dozen peers in attendance. At one end, a long dining table was laid with white linens and gilded plates, awaiting our pleasure. At the other end, where people were milling and talking, a fire roared in the tall hearth and there were couches set about for sitting and conversing.


    I paid my respects to Queen Ysandre, who was holding court before the hearth. She waved off my bow and rose to give me the kiss of greeting.


    “Well met, young cousin,” she said with a smile. “Tonight we rejoice to have you home and safe.”


    “My thanks, my lady,” I said politely.


    Ysandre de la Courcel was tall and slender, with an elegant, clean-cut profile that looked well on the side of a coin. Alais looked nothing like her, except for the violet hue of her eyes. I wondered where Sidonie was. I hadn’t seen her yet.


    Phèdre and Joscelin were following in our wake, and I moved aside to let them greet the Queen, marking how Ysandre relaxed in their presence, her demeanor warming. I had been taught to observe such things.


    “Imriel de la Courcel!” a light voice remarked. I turned to see Julien Trente. He had been a friend once. He was one of those who had apologized, and I had resolved to set my lingering resentment aside.


    “Julien.” I clasped his hand. “How goes the Game of Courtship?”


    “Well enough.” He studied my face. “You’ve been having adventures, I hear. Will we be hearing tales of derring-do tonight, I hope?”


    “I hope not,” I said.


    “Such false modesty!” Another voice, warm and teasing. Mavros Shahrizai slid an arm over my shoulders. “It’s unbecoming, cousin.” He gave me an affectionate squeeze, then greeted Alais with a deep bow. “Well met, your highness. I’ll wager you know a few of our reticent prince’s secrets, don’t you? Imriel’s often spoken of your friendship.”


    Alais glowed under his attention. It made me smile, albeit sadly. Too few of the peers of the realm paid heed to Alais, and now that her betrothal to the Alban prince Talorcan—her Cruithne cousin and the brother of my own bride-to-be—had been announced, I doubted it would change for the better.


    “Imriel.” Bertran de Trevalion hailed me cautiously. “Well met.”


    I clasped his hand. “Bertran.”


    He took a deep breath. “I understand . . . my mother said you had a very good talk the other day and certain matters were made clear. And I’m . . . if I wronged you, I’m sorry for it.”


    “Yes, we did. And yes, you did.” I glanced over at at Bernadette. She stood beside her husband Ghislain, who was deep in conversation with Joscelin. They had fought together during the Skaldi invasion. I used to wish I’d been born earlier, in an era that called for heroism. After Lucca, I felt differently. “Thank you, Bertran.”


    “You’re welcome,” he mumbled. “I am sorry, Imri.”


    To my relief, he made a hasty retreat. Bernadette looked in my direction once. There was a combination of apprehension and guilt written on her face. I gave her a brief nod of acknowledgment.


    “Here, cousin.” Mavros slid a goblet of red wine into my hand. “Mayhap this will help remove that look that says you’d rather be elsewhere.”


    “My thanks.” I took a sip and felt the hair on the back of my neck prickle. I glanced over at the door and met Sidonie’s eyes as she entered the hall.


    “What—?” Mavros followed my gaze. “Ah. Still?”


    “No.” I shrugged. “It’s just . . .”


    “An itch begging to be scratched, is it?” he mused. “You’ve got to watch out for the brittle ones, Imri. It’s not always pretty when they break.”


    “Shut up, please,” I muttered.


    Mavros raised his hands. “As you wish, your highness.”


    I liked Mavros, I truly did. Our relationship had been uneasy at first, but I’d come to terms with my Shahrizai kin. House Shahrizai was loyal to family above all else and he’d stood by me without flinching when I was under suspicion. But why on earth I’d told him about my furtive feelings for Sidonie—which I barely understood myself—I cannot fathom.


    One of her attendants accompanied her: Amarante of Namarre, whose mother was the head of Naamah’s Order. They bowed their heads together, whispering as they strolled.


    “Imri!”


    I nearly jumped at Phèdre’s call. She approached me with a strange woman in tow. I frowned, trying to place her. Not D’Angeline, neither young nor old. There was an olive cast to her skin that could have belonged to any one of half a dozen nations, and her gown was plain and somber, though well-made. Phèdre’s face was alight with anticipation.


    The woman bowed her head. “Shalom, your highness.”


    Her accent and the sound of her voice made me think of stars, a vast field of stars, hanging over an endless lake. Habiru. She had greeted me in Habiru. “Morit?” I whispered incredulously, dredging the name from my memory.


    She smiled. “You remember.”


    “Name of Elua!” I found myself laughing. “How not?”


    I learned that there were a dozen of them, an entire delegation of Sabaeans sent to Terre d’Ange to study among the Yeshuites here; and too, to study D’Angeline theology. Only Morit had been invited to attend the fête tonight, owing to the service she had done us, but Phèdre had met the others.


    I forgot about everything else, listening avidly as Morit described the chaos our visit had sown in Saba, a land forgotten by time. It was far away, far south even of distant Jebe-Barkal, and the descendants of the Habiru Tribe of Dân who had lived there for isolated centuries practiced customs that scarce existed elsewhere.


    They had not known of Yeshua ben Yosef, whom their brethren elsewhere had acknowledged as the mashiach, their savior, after he was slain by the Tiberians.


    And of a surety, they had not known of Blessed Elua, who was conceived in Earth’s womb, engendered by the mingled blood and tears of Yeshua and Mary of Magdala, who loved him. Earth-begotten Elua, claimed by no god, who made Terre d’Ange his home.


    At the time, I’d been too young—and too haunted—to imagine what it must have been like to have all of one’s beliefs turned upside down, to learn one’s people had moved on to hold new truths, new beliefs. To find that the world was so different. But since then, I’d stood atop a building in flooded Lucca and watched Gallus Tadius open a portal onto the underworld and send the floodwaters straight to hell, just as he’d promised.


    It must, I imagined, have felt somewhat the same.


    “What now?” I asked Morit. “Will your people become Yeshuites, do you think?”


    “Or D’Angelines?” She looked thoughtful. “No. I do not think so. But perhaps some Yeshuites will become Habiru again.” I wanted to speak more with her, but the call to dine came and she was seated too far away to allow for conversation. “We will speak later,” Morit promised. “Lady Phèdre has been very gracious.”


    I had been given a place of honor next to Sidonie, who sat at her mother’s right hand.


    “Cousin Imriel,” she said in her cool, measured tone. “We’re so pleased to have you here with us tonight.”


    I kissed her proffered cheek. “Are you indeed?”


    “Of course.” A faint smile curved her lips. Unlike Alais, Sidonie resembled the Queen. The same fair skin, the same fine-cut features. There was a time she had feared me, and there was a time I had found her unbearable. And then there had come a hunting accident, and I’d flung myself atop her in the woods, thinking to protect her. The danger turned out to be imagined, but in the space of a few heartbeats, everything had changed. Now the danger lay between the two of us.


    There was desultory small talk at the table while course after course was served: veal tarts, suckling pig, stewed cabbage and quinces, and more. I applied myself to my food and ate with a good will, conscious of Sidonie’s amused gaze.


    “Did they not feed you in Tiberium?” she asked.


    “In Tiberium, yes.” I wiped my mouth with a linen serviette. “In Lucca, no.”


    “Tell us about Lucca, Imriel.” There was a conciliatory note in Bertran de Trevalion’s voice. “We’re all eager to hear about your heroics.”


    I gave him a long look. “I survived a siege, that’s all. There were no heroics.”


    Across the table, Alais said, “But what about when you cut off—”


    “My lord Bertran.” Sidonie’s clear voice carried over her sister’s. She glanced at her mother, who made a gesture of acquiescence. “My lords and ladies, fear not that you will lack for tales of heroism this evening. In honor of our cousin’s safe return, and in honor of our admired Sabaean guest, Gilles Lamiz has composed a new tale, a familiar one from an unfamiliar perspective.”


    The Queen’s Poet entered the hall to a round of applause and bowed deeply. “I am indebted to the Lady Morit for this tale,” he said, then began.


    “My thanks,” I whispered to Sidonie.


    She nodded without looking at me.


    Gilles Lamiz told the story of how Phèdre and Joscelin and I had gone to Saba, seeking the Name of God. Only this time, he told it from the perspective of the Sabaean women; how they had marveled at the news we brought, how they had debated whether or not our appearance among them was an omen. How they had decided among themselves to aid us, and Morit had taught us to read the stars and chart a course across the Lake of Tears to find the hidden temple.


    I rubbed my palms, remembering the blisters. We had rowed for hours that night, hours and hours. Mostly Joscelin, but Phèdre and I had taken turns, too.


    He didn’t tell the part about the temple and what had transpired there. No one truly knew except Phèdre and the tongueless priest who tended it. But he told of our return, and how the light had shown from her face and the Sabaeans had known that the Covenant of Wisdom was restored.


    “Thus did the words of Moishe bear fruit, a fruit at once wondrous and bitter, for we were restored in the world, though a stranger led the way; and yet did he not bid us to aid the stranger among us? For we were strangers ourselves in the land of the Pharaohs, and their hearts are known to us,” he concluded.


    The applause that followed was thoughtful, and I was glad to hear it. D’Angelines are a proud folk, but we can be insular. It was brought home to me in Caerdicca Unitas that we think too seldom about our role in the broader world.


    That has changed under Ysandre’s rule, but change comes slow. There are still those who look askance at Sidonie and mutter about a Pictish half-breed heir.


    I stole a glance at her, thinking about the unfettered laughter she had loosed in the woods. It was the only time, I think, I had truly heard her laugh. Brittle, Mavros said. I didn’t believe it.


    She raised her brows slightly. They were a burnished gold, almost bronze; darker than her hair. The same shape as mine, the same shape I’d seen in my father’s portrait. Cruithne eyes, Pictish eyes, black and unreadable. I could read most people’s eyes. But my sixteen-year-old cousin had been raised from birth to inherit a nation and keep her thoughts to herself, and I could not read hers.


    “Did you like it?” she asked.


    “Very much,” I said.


    Her smile came and went. Dark currents, stirring. “I’m glad.”


    Ysandre ended the dinner with a pretty speech welcoming me home and reaffirming her gratitude for my decision to wed Dorelei mab Breidaia and ensure a peaceable succession in matrilineal Alba. I made a little speech of thanks, which Phèdre had insisted I prepare. And then cordial was served and we were given leave to depart or mingle, according to our pleasure.


    We stayed, of course. I was the guest of honor and it would have been an insult to leave before the Queen did, and she was still conversing. Morit left, and the members of House Trevalion, too; as early as protocol would allow. For that, I was grateful.


    Alais and Sidonie left. I watched them go, Sidonie holding her younger sister’s hand. Her lady-in-waiting went with them.


    “Ye gods!” Mavros flung himself down on the couch beside me. “My bollocks ache. I’d like to get that priestess’ daughter alone in a room for a few hours.”


    “You waste your time, my friend,” Julien Trente advised him, leaning against the couch. “She’s loyal to the Dauphine.”


    Mavros gave him a slow, smoldering look. “Well, I’d not mind trying.” He slapped my knee. “Come, Imri! Let’s take ourselves off to the Night Court and ease our aches with Naamah’s sweet succor.” He gauged my expression. “Not Valerian House, no fear. I’ve somewhat lighter in mind.”


    “You go.” I nodded at Ysandre. “I’m honor-bound.”


    “What of you, young lord Trente?” Mavros cocked a brow at him.


    Julien blushed. “I’m game.”


    “Good.” Mavros swung himself upright. He gazed down at me with an odd mixture of predatory affection and concern. “Next time, mayhap?”


    Come spring, my bride would arrive. Come summer, I’d be wed. And come fall, I’d depart Terre d’Ange for Alba, a country still wild and half civilized. I didn’t fear it. Already, I’d travelled farther in my life; much farther. But I was D’Angeline, and the blood of Blessed Elua and Kushiel ran in my veins. However damaged I might be, even a stunted tree may seek the sunlight. And in Terre d’Ange, that meant love in all its forms.


    Whatever lay between Sidonie and me, it was not to be. It was a foolish infatuation, the lure of the forbidden. Nothing more.


    And I wanted more.


    So much more.


    “Next time,” I promised. I stretched out my hands, warming them at the hearth. I thought about Claudia Fulvia, who had driven me half mad with desire in Tiberium. I thought about her brother, too; Lucius, who had kissed me on the eve of battle. And I thought about Emmeline nó Balm who had been my first, and all the girls and women I’d known, and Jeanne de Mereliot, who had welcomed me home with love and healing. “All of them,” I said recklessly. “All the Houses of the Night Court. I want to visit them all ere I’m wed.”


    Mavros grinned. “All of them?”


    “Well.” With the weals of my visit to Kushiel’s temple still healing, I amended my boast. “All save one.”

  


  
    

    FOUR


    IN THE WEEKS THAT FOLLOWED, the good news was that Bernadette de Trevalion made an unexpected decision to return to Azzalle for the winter, taking her son Bertran with her. I didn’t blame her, though I wondered what she told Bertran and Ghislain. Once they had gone, it seemed easer to breathe at the Palace.


    The bad news was that I spent less time than I might have wished in the Houses of the Night Court, and a good deal more immersed in foreign cultures.


    One, of course, was Alba’s.


    The matter of succession in Alba had been a point of contention for as long as I could remember. Now, at last, it was settled in a manner pleasing to everyone. In accordance with matrilineal tradition, Drustan mab Necthana had named his nephew Talorcan his heir. I was to wed Dorelei, Talorcan’s sister, and our children in turn would be named Talorcan’s heirs.


    And Alais had consented to wed Talorcan to satisfy the demands of concerned peers that Terre d’Ange might wield influence in Alba in every generation. Although she would not rule nor her children inherit, one day she would be a Cruarch’s wife.


    Since the agreement was made, Alais had been appointed a Cruithne tutor that she might learn more about the country, and we agreed that I would benefit from taking part in her lessons.


    The tutor’s name was Firdha, and although she was small, she was imposing. When I first encountered her, she cut a fierce and upright figure, standing in the center of the well-lit study that had once served as the royal nursery. Her iron-grey hair was as thick and coarse as a mare’s tail, caught at the nape of her neck by an elaborate pin, and her eyes were like polished black stones. In one hand, she held a golden staff in the likeness of an oak branch.


    Behind her back, Alais mouthed the word “bow” at me.


    “Bannaght, my lady,” I said, bowing deeply.


    Her black eyes flashed. “Daughter of the Grove.”


    I straightened. “Your pardon, my lady?”


    “Firdha is an ollamh,” Alais informed me. “A bard of the highest rank. That’s the proper greeting. Even my father uses it,” she added. “An ollamh is the king’s equal.”


    “And my superior, I take it?” I asked. There was the faintest glint of amusement in the bard’s eyes. I bowed a second time. “Bannaght, Daughter of the Grove.”


    Firdha inclined her head. “Greetings, Prince.”


    So my studies began. There were no books, no scrolls. Alba had no written tradition. Everything worth knowing was committed to memory. Firdha had studied for twelve years to gain her rank, and she knew hundreds upon hundreds of tales—a vast history of Alba and Eire, encompassing all manner of lore and law.


    The islands were a strange place. Once, I daresay, our people wouldn’t have found them so. We share a distant ancestry in common, or at least some of our people do. There were dozens of tribes in Alba, but they reckoned themselves divided roughly into four folks: The Tarbh Cró, or people of the Red Bull; the Fhalair Bàn, the White Horse of Eire; the Eidlach Òr, or Golden Hind of the south; and the Cullach Gorrym, or Black Boar.


    Those were the true Cruithne—Drustan’s folk, and Firdha’s, too. Earth’s oldest children, they called themselves. They had borrowed many customs from the others, but they had held the islands first.


    “Many thousands of years ago, we followed the Black Boar to the west,” Firdha said with a certain satisfaction. “Long before you D’Angelines learned to count time on your fingers, the Cullach Gorrym were in Alba. The Tarbh Cró, the Fhalair Bàn, the Eidlach Òr; they all came later.”


    Mayhap it was true, but then had come the Master of the Straits and his curse. For almost a thousand years, there was little exchange between the islands and the mainland. Alba and Eire were sealed, and they had grown strange to us. The curse is broken now. It is a lengthy tale, but Phèdre broke it for all time with the Name of God she found in distant Saba. There is still a Master of the Straits—Hyacinthe, who was her childhood friend—but the Straits themselves are open, and he is an ally.


    “What of the others?” Alais asked. “Did they come later, too?”


    “Others?” The bard’s creased eyelids flickered.


    “Somewhat I heard my father say once.” Alais frowned. “The Mag . . . Maghuin—”


    “Hush.” Firdha raised one hand. “The folk of Alba are divided into four,” she said, repeating her lesson. “And the Cullach Gorrym are eldest among them.”


    There followed a lengthy tale of how Lug the warrior led his people to follow the mighty Black Boar, and the boar swam the Straits, and the hump of his back was like an island moving toward the setting sun, and Lug and his people built hide boats and covered them with black tar, and followed. And then more, about how Lug stood upon the shore and cast his spear, and where his spear struck, a spring of sweet water bubbled from the earth to form a river, and there Bryn Gorrydum was founded.


    It was a fine tale and one of many such as I would hear over the course of the following months, filled with ancient heroes, magical beasts, and sacred springs. I listened to it with pleasure, but with a nagging curiosity at the back of my thoughts, too.


    “So who are these others?” I asked Alais afterward, when Firdha had departed. “And why didn’t she want to speak of them?”


    “I don’t know.” Alais leaned down to scratch Celeste’s ears. The wolfhound was lounging at her feet, content to doze in a patch of sunlight. “I remember the name, though. It was Maghuin Dhonn, Brown Bear. That’s why I thought mayhap he was talking about a different people, and not just another tribe among the Four Folk.”


    “What did he say say?”


    Alais shook her head. “I couldn’t hear, really. He was talking to Talorcan and they were being quiet. When he saw me, they talked of somewhat else.” She regarded Celeste, who thumped her tail obligingly. “There’s unrest in Alba, you know.”


    “Still?” I asked lightly. “I thought I’d settled all that.”


    There was a touch of amused pity in Alais’ smile. “Not all of it.”


    “So tell me.”


    She shrugged. “Talorcan says it’s only old clan feuds and that there’s always fighting of that sort in Alba. But Dorelei says there are some who feel Father is too beholden to Terre d’Ange.”


    “Funny,” I said wryly. “That sounds familiar.”


    “I know.” She smiled again, but sadly this time. “Are other countries truly so different, Imri?”


    “Yes,” I said. “But people aren’t.” I kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry, Alais. They’ll love you.”


    “I hope so,” she said softly. “I had a bad dream about a bear, once.”


    “A true dream?” I asked.


    “No,” she said. “A nightmare.”


    “We’ll protect you,” I said. “Won’t we, Celeste?” The wolfhound lifted her head, brown eyes clear in the slanting sunlight. Her tail thumped again, stirring gleaming motes of dust.


    “I hope so,” Alais repeated.


    The time I spent among the Sabaeans and the Yeshuites was more pleasurable. Phèdre had indeed been a gracious hostess, opening her house for a series of salons where they might meet and converse.


    There were not as many Yeshuites in the City of Elua as there once were. Their numbers have dwindled during my lifetime as hundreds, then thousands, set forth toward the distant northeast in accordance with a prophecy. Far north, farther even than the farthest reaches of Skaldia. It was the one thing above all others that perplexed the Sabaeans.


    “North!” Morit exclaimed. “If this Yeshua was the mashiach, why would he send the Children of Yisra-el north? Did Moishe toil for forty years in the desert to win our people a berth of snow and ice? I do not believe it.”


    There were nods and murmurs of agreement from the Sabaeans. It was strange to see Phèdre’s household filled with so many somber scholars all at once, when she was wont to entertain more colorful gatherings. It pleased her, though. In deference to their ways, she wore an unadorned gown of brown velvet with a modest neckline, her hair caught in a plain black caul. She still shone, though. I do not believe Phèdre could look drab if she tried.


    “I did not say I believe it.” Seated cross-legged on the floor, Eleazar ben Enokh spread his hands. His thin face was lively with interest. “There are passages in the Brit Khadasha that suggest it, and there are passages that suggest otherwise.”


    “Bar Kochba,” another of the Yeshuites murmured. “ ‘And he shall carve out the way before you, and his blades shall shine like a star in his hands.’ ”


    Phèdre and Joscelin exchanged a glance. He touched the hilts of his twin daggers. There was a story there about young Yeshuites he’d taught to fight in the Cassiline manner. Ti-Philippe told me once. He knew, he’d been there.


    “But why north?” Morit asked in frustration.


    “Yeshua spoke of making a place in cold lands to await his return,” Eleazar said to her. “For my part, I believe he spoke in parable, and the place of which he spoke is the wastelands of the human heart. It is there that we must await him.”


    “You believe he was the mashiach?” one of the Sabaean men challenged him.


    Eleazar was quiet a moment. He was a mystic, and Phèdre had befriended him many years ago in her long quest to break the curse that bound the Master of the Straits. He had heard the Name of God when she spoke it. “I do,” he said slowly. “For I have found beauty and goodness in his words, and the promise of salvation. And yet I believe there is much that is hidden to us. What is it, this thing we call salvation? Who are we to discern the will of Adonai?”


    “So.” Morit smiled. “We are not so different, perhaps.”


    “No.” He smiled back at her. “Not so different.”


    It was true, what I’d said to Alais.


    True, and not true.


    They debated this and many things. I liked listening to them. It was much like the conversations we had in Tiberium under Master Piero’s guidance, seeking to define the nature of salvation, of goodness, of justice. Only they spoke in Habiru, not Caerdicci, and I stayed quiet and listened as best I could.


    “What of this Elua?” one of the Sabaeans inquired. “You are silent, Lady Phèdre, and yet you alone among us have come closest to touching the mind of Adonai. Do you believe Elua, then, was the mashiach? Why do you not speak?”


    “It is too big for words,” Phèdre said simply. “Ask your own untongued priests, for I can speak of it no more than they can.”


    Some of them were put out by her refusal, but Eleazar nodded. “You were given a gift,” he said. “Gifts do not always come with understanding; or not one to which we may give voice. Is it not so?”


    “My thanks,” she said. “Yes.”


    “I’ll say it, then.” Unexpectedly Joscelin lifted his head. His fair hair gleamed in the lamplight. “Yes,” he said firmly. “I believe it. I do not claim it is true for all folk, but for me, at least, Blessed Elua is the mashiach.”


    It surprised me a little, and yet it did not. Alone among Elua’s Companions, Cassiel followed Blessed Elua out of a belief that the One God had been wrong to turn his back on his misbegotten son. The Yeshuites called Cassiel the Apostate. They believe he will relent one day and return to the One God’s throne, and Elua and his Companions will follow. The Cassiline Brothers believe it, too. But Joscelin had passed through damnation and beyond, and he believed otherwise.


    I did, too.


    We spoke of it after our guests had left, after a fashion. There was somewhat I’d heard that I’d never asked him about, and I was curious.


    “Is it true you nearly converted to Yeshuism?” I asked him.


    “Where did you hear that?” Joscelin eyed me.


    “Gilot,” I said. It was true, although I knew he’d gotten it from Ti-Philippe.


    “I thought about it,” Joscelin said. “It was a long time ago.”


    “Why?”


    He got up to prod the fire, squatting with effortless grace. His unbound hair curtained his face momentarily. I knew it hid the place on the upper curve of his right ear where a chunk of flesh was missing, taken out by a bandit’s arrow by the Great Falls above Saba. “Salvation,” he murmured. “What, indeed, does it mean? At the time, I thought I knew. I thought myself in need of it, and the Yeshuites offered it. And all it cost was faith.”


    “But you didn’t,” I said.


    Joscelin shook his head. “No,” he said. “In the end, the cost was too high. I was unwilling to lay love on the altar of faith. Instead, I found my faith in love.”


    We would have spoken further, but there was a commotion at the door. I thought it was one of our guests returning, but it proved to be Mavros calling on me.


    “Name of Elua!” He laughed. “I saw your guests leaving. What a dour lot!” He bowed graciously to Joscelin, which he didn’t have to do. “Messire Cassiline.”


    “Lord Shahrizai.” Joscelin inclined his head. He tolerated Mavros, but he had little fondness for any member of House Shahrizai.


    “My lady.” Mavros’ expression changed, and I knew Phèdre had returned.


    “Hello, Mavros.” She gave him the kiss of greeting with serene composure. A little shiver ran through him as he returned it; I could see the myriad braids of his hair quiver. I could have punched him for it, even though I knew what he was feeling.


    “Ah, well.” He cleared his throat. “You did promise to come with me, Imri. And I’ve got both the Trentes in tow, and a fair escort to keep us safe.”


    My face felt hot. “Where are you bound?”


    “Alyssum House.” There was a wicked challenge in Mavros’ eyes. “I thought we’d follow the alphabet. Do you have a better idea?”


    There were Thirteen Houses in the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers, known more familiarly as the Night Court. Each of them catered to a different taste. The patrons of Alyssum House fed their fancies on illusions of modesty. It might not have seemed a titillating notion elsewhere, but D’Angelines were not known for their modesty, and that which is rare is always prized.


    I glanced involuntarily at Phèdre.


    “Go.” She sounded amused. “You’ll come to no harm at Alyssum. Go, with my blessing.”


    I wasted no time in obeying.


    The night was cold, but it was warmer in Mavros’ carriage. Julien and Colette Trente were there, huddled under fur blankets. As the carriage lurched into motion, Colette squealed and threw herself in my arms.


    “Imriel!” She kissed me effusively. “I’m sorry I couldn’t attend the fête.”


    “No matter.” Her soft warmth was dizzying. I hugged her, forgetting I’d ever been wroth with the Trentes. “ ’Tis good to see you.”


    “And you.” She ran her hands appreciatively over my shoulders.


    “Oh, it’s Imriel, now, is it?” Julien inquired. “What will Raul say?”


    Colette looked sidelong at him. They were cut of a piece, the children of Lord Amaury Trente, who was one of Queen Ysandre’s most trusted nobles: eager, friendly faces, topped by curling brown hair. “He knows who he’s wedding. He’s half-D’Angeline himself, you know.”


    “Now, now, my loves.” Mavros wagged a lazy finger. “Tonight’s for honoring Naamah’s pleasures.”


    “So it is.” I set Colette from me, gently but firmly. “You’re wedding Raul?”


    “I am.” She looked defiant. “But he’s in Aragonia now. And anyway, it needn’t mean—”


    I raised my hands. “I know,” I said. “Believe me, I do.”


    Mavros chuckled.


    Outside the confines of the carriage, the horses’ hooves clopped steadily along the frosted flagstones. I drew back the curtains and peered out. One of the outriders saluted me. We crossed the Aviline River, the hoofbeats sounding hollow over the bridge, and passed soon through the district of Night’s Doorstep. All the taverns were alight and lively, and a part of me yearned to tarry there. But we passed onward and began to ascend Mont Nuit.


    “So what passed between Raul and Maslin of Lombelon?” I asked Colette. “I heard Maslin gave you insult and Raul challenged him.”


    “Maslin!” Julien nudged his sister. “Tell him.”


    “He was rude.” She crossed her arms. “Very rude. I merely expressed the thought that I found him appealing in a certain brooding fashion. His response was quite ungracious. Raul took offense on my behalf when I told him. It was all very foolish.”


    “Mayhap Maslin’s interests lay elsewere,” Mavros said smoothly. “Mayhap he had an itch in need of scratching.”


    As much as I liked my cousin, betimes I hated him.


    “The Dauphine,” Julien affirmed. He withdrew a flask of brandy from the inner pocket of his doublet and drank deep before offering it to the rest of us. “Dear Sidonie. That’s where Maslin’s aspirations lie.”


    “Oh, Sidonie!” Colette said scornfully. “She wouldn’t.”


    “No?” Mavros tipped the flask and drank. “I heard she did.”


    “No, no,” Julien said drunkenly. “She’s got the priestess’ daughter. And she took her to the Night Court, just as we’re going. All very discreet, but that’s the rumor I heard.”


    “What?” My voice rose.


    “Well, what would you have her do?” Mavros’ tone was logical, but his eyes gleamed in the dim light of the carriage. “Grant her favors to one of the dueling cocks of the walk that hang about the Court and watch the feuds ensue?” He wagged his finger at me. “Ah no, dear cousin! Our young Dauphine is far too cool-headed to be carried away by passion. If she was of a mind to take a man into her bed—and why shouldn’t she?—she’d sooner trust to the discretion of Naamah’s Servants.”


    I glared and snatched the flask from him, swigging brandy.


    “Was it Alyssum House?” Colette asked her brother, who opened his mouth to reply.


    “No, wait.” Mavros forestalled him. “Let me guess.” He tilted his head back and pursed his lips in thought. “Not Dahlia,” he said. “It’s too obvious, isn’t it? She’s haughty enough as it is, she’d not seek more of the same. No. Camellia, mayhap? Nothing less than perfection should suit a princess. But no, she might not care to be reminded that her lineage renders her less than perfect in the eyes of Camellia House. And I think we’ve already seen that our Dauphine favors unwavering devotion. So.” He narrowed his eyes. “Heliotrope.”


    Julien shook his head. “Jasmine.”


    “Jasmine!” Mavros’ brows shot upward. “Well, well!”


    I laughed softly in the darkness. Among the Thirteen Houses, Jasmine catered to sensuality, pure and simple. Phèdre’s mother had been an adept of Jasmine House. Ti-Philippe had once said there were adepts there would leave you limp as a dishrag, half drowned in the sweat of desire.


    “Well, well,” Mavros repeated.


    “It’s just a rumor,” Julien said. “It may not be true.”


    I believed it. I had caught a glimpse of what lay beneath Sidonie’s surface. It wasn’t brittle and it wasn’t cool. And I half wished we were headed for Jasmine House. It was a mortifying thought, but I wanted to study the adepts and guess which one she’d chosen, which one bore the memory of her naked skin against his. But then came the sound of one of the outriders answering the gatekeeper’s query, and we passed through the gates and arrived at our destination.


    Alyssum House had a deep courtyard lined by tall cypress trees. It had twin entrances with high pointed arches, both deeply recessed.


    “Which one—” I began to ask. No sooner had the words left my lips than a pair of adepts emerged; a woman, robed and veiled, and a man, clad in a long surcoat with a high collar. He bowed to Colette without meeting her eyes and beckoned her toward the left-hand entrance. She giggled and went with him.


    The veiled woman ushered us into the right-hand entrance. I felt at once uneasy and aroused. She led us into a private salon. With a shy gesture, she drew back her veil to bare a lovely face, though her gaze remained averted.


    “Be welcome, my lords,” she murmured. “I am Agnés Ramel, the Second of Alyssum House.” A light flush touched her cheek. “We have all manner of adepts to serve you. You may whisper your desires to me.”


    I felt a fool when my turn came, bending to whisper into her delicate ear. I seek a woman. Surely there was naught out of the ordinary in it, and yet her flush deepened and her eyelids trembled.


    Amid hushed apologies, her steward brought the contracts. We all signed them and paid our patron-fees, and one would have thought there was somewhat unnatural in the transaction for all the embarrassment it caused.


    “This way,” she whispered.


    I had been to only two Houses of the Night Court, and they were very different. Here, there was no easy commingling. What Mavros and Julien had chosen, I couldn’t say, but I had to await my turn before I was ushered into a room filled with female adepts, standing in a line. All of them were robed and veiled, but the robes they wore were of sheer linen, almost transparent in the lamplight. I could make out the shapes of their bodies; tall, slender, plump, short, firm. At a word from Agnés, they unveiled and stood with eyes downcast.


    The remembered odor of stagnant water haunted me. It was too much like the Mahrkagir’s zenana, the women awaiting his summons in dread. I did not like the way it stirred me. “I’m sorry,” I said thickly. “I fear this is not for me.”


    Agnés Ramel twisted her hands together in an agony of embarrassment. “My lord, please! Do not be cruel.”


    Near the end of the line, one of the adepts glanced up at me. A quick glance, swift and darting, and then her gaze was lowered once more.


    “All right,” I said recklessly, pointing. “Her.”


    Her name was Mignon, and once I had chosen, she led me to a private chamber. There, I gazed at her. Her limbs beneath the sheer linen were soft and rounded, and she made me think of a dove. She looked away.


    “Will you put out the lamps, my lord?” she whispered.


    “No,” I said. “Mignon, this is a game, is it not?”


    “Would you have it be so?” She did look at me then, her eyes full of soft wonder. “No, my lord. There are those among us who believe that Naamah trembled at what she did when first she lay with a mortal man—at the audacity of it, at the shame of it, at the glory of it.”


    “Shame,” I murmured, sitting on the edge of the bed.


    “Shame is a spice, my lord,” Mignon said softly. “Why have you come here if you do not understand this?”


    “Because,” I said, “Alyssum starts with an ‘A.’ ”


    “Then I will have to show you.”


    It was not, I think, the way assignations usually went in Alyssum House; or mayhap it was common. I do not know. Mignon sat on my lap and stroked my face, her fingers quivering. She rained soft kisses on me, her breath quickening, and pressed herself against me. Her body trembled in truth, and yet she radiated heat and the tips of her rounded breasts were taut with desire as they rubbed against my chest. She whispered in my ear, telling me in a broken voice all the things she wished me to do to her, until I groaned aloud.


    I understood.


    There was pleasure in it, and it was a pleasure akin to the violent ones I had known in Valerian House, though it was different, too. I did all that she wished, and all that I wished, too. And yet I could not relish the shame. For her, it was purging. For me, it was not.


    When we were finished, she wrapped herself once more in her linen robes. “I’m sorry, my lord. I wish I could have pleased you better.”


    “Don’t be.” I leaned down to kiss her, but she turned her head away. “Mignon!” I said her name sharply and she glanced up involuntarily. I smiled at her. “I have learned somewhat about myself this night, and that is a valuable gift. Thank you.”


    She gave me a shy smile in return. “You are welcome.”


    Afterward, in the carriage, the other three compared their experiences. Mavros, as usual, was pleased with himself, and the Trentes had found it a great lark.


    “Oh, the way he blushed!” Colette laughed. “I bade him take off his shirt, and he went red all over. It was sweet. Did yours blush, Julien?”


    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “She begged me to blow out the lamps, and I did.”


    “Silly boy,” Mavros said. “That’s part of the fun.” He studied me. “And you, Imri? You didn’t care for it?”


    I shrugged. “Not as much as you did.”


    My Shahrizai cousin grinned. “That’s true of a great many things.”


    That night I lay awake for a long time, thinking about Alyssum House, wondering what manner of patron went there as a matter of course, whether they went to purge their own shame or to revel in that of the adepts. Whether Naamah appreciated the reverence done to her there. I supposed she must. Desire, like love, takes many forms.


    And I thought about Sidonie, too.


    Jasmine House. I wondered if it were true. Somehow I didn’t doubt it.


    Well, well.

  


  
    

    FIVE


    DIOGENES,” I SAID FIRMLY.


    Favrielle nó Eglantine clamped her jaw so hard the crooked little scar on her upper lip turned white. “Can you not talk sense into him?” she spat at Phèdre.


    “Why not Diogenes?” Phèdre replied. “Can we not do a Hellene theme?”


    Due to the distraction of Lucca’s siege and my uncertain return, we were late in commissioning costumes for the Longest Night; truly late, and not just in terms of Favrielle’s reckoning. That wasn’t why she was angry, though.


    “Rags!” She loaded the word with contempt. “You want me to adorn a Prince of the Blood in rags.”


    “And a lamp,” I added.


    “Why?” Favrielle demanded of Phèdre.


    “I’ve no idea,” she said tranquilly. “ ’Tis Imriel’s fancy. And after what he’s been through in the past year, I’m minded to let him have his way.” She paused. “If you’re unwilling, we can always go elsewhere . . .”


    Favrielle merely glared at her. It was a bluff, but it was one she wouldn’t call. It was ever thus between them. In the end, Favrielle conceived of a notion that pleased her well enough. I would portray asceticism in the persona of the Cynic philosopher Diogenes, and Phèdre would portray opulence in the persona of the D’Angeline philosopher Sarielle d’Aubert, who was renowned in her lifetime for travelling with a retinue of attendants prepared to cater to her every whim.


    “I reckon that would be me,” Ti-Philippe observed.


    There was a reason for my choice. The Cynic’s lamp was a symbol of the Unseen Guild, and I was minded to serve notice that I knew it. I’d been caught up in my Alban studies and personal affairs, but I hadn’t put the Guild altogether out of mind. It would be interesting to see if anyone reacted to the sign of the lamp. There was a risk, but not a great one. The Guild knew I was aware of its existence; they had sought to recruit me in Tiberium through Claudia Fulvia. In the end, I had refused. Still, I was curious to know if it operated within Terre d’Ange.


    We hadn’t learned much since my return. Ti-Philippe had paid a visit to the Academy of Medicine in Marsilikos and brought back a copy of the system of notation devised by a long-ago priest of Asclepius who lost his vision; a complicated series of notches and strokes intended to be read by touch. Members of the Guild used it for secret communication. My mysterious protector Canis had given me a clay medallion in Tiberium that bore the Cynic’s lamp on its face and a hidden message etched on its edges. It was mere chance—and Gilot’s ill luck—that had led me to the temple of Asclepius, where a priest told me its meaning.


    Do no harm.


    The chirurgeon’s credo, the Guild’s warning. It was Claudia who confessed that it meant a member of the Guild had placed me under his or her protection. The medallion was gone—I’d crushed it to bits in a fit of anger—but I had made a sketch of it, and I intended to have a silversmith craft its likeness.


    Exactly why, I couldn’t say, except that it was an unresolved mystery. I wanted to know. The Guild had done a good job of shrouding itself in secrecy. Like the folk of Alba, they left no written trail. Still, there was a human trail, and one never knew what inadvertent reaction one might provoke.


    The same held true for Alba.


    I hadn’t forgotten about Alais’ Maghuin Dhonn. I didn’t broach the subject again with Firdha—her withering glare stilled my tongue—but there were other Cruithne in the City of Elua. Not many, truth be told; the Albans preferred their green isle to our white-walled city. Still, there was the honor guard.


    Drustan had left half a dozen of his men to serve as Firdha’s honor guard while the esteemed ollamh tutored his daughter. They were all proven warriors among the Cullach Gorrym, and they made for a striking sight when one came upon them in the Palace, their faces etched with woad tattoos.


    I made it a point to seek out their company. At first they were reticent in my presence, until I had the very good idea of convincing them to accompany me to Night’s Doorstep. There was a tavern called the Cockerel there, and it had a long history. It was a Tsingani place, mostly, although young D’Angeline nobles still went there to fancy they were living dangerously. There was no danger for me. It was the place where Hyacinthe had told fortunes when he was still the merry young Tsingano half-breed I knew only from stories, and not the fearsome figure I had met. I had told the story of freeing the Master of the Straits from his curse there more times than I could remember. The owner Emile had been his friend, and he would defend to the death any member of Phèdre’s household for what she had done.


    “My prince!” he roared when we entered. “Our gadjo pearl!”


    I suffered his embrace, which rivaled Eamonn’s for bone-cracking strength. The Cruithne grinned. “Emile,” I wheezed. “These are the Cruarch’s men.”


    “Ah!” He let me go and clapped his meaty hands. “Ale! Ale for the Cruarch’s men!”


    There was ale, then, and a great deal of it. Emile and I toasted to Drustan and then to Hyacinthe, and the Cruithne drank, too. Other toasts followed, and I made a point of offering a toast to Dorelei, my bride-to-be.


    “You are a lucky man, you know.” Kinadius, the youngest of them, studied me. “You do know this, yes?”


    “Yes,” I said honestly. It was true, in its own way. “I do.”


    They exchanged glances among themselves. “Few of your countrymen would feel the same,” murmured their leader, Urist. He was old enough to have fought at Drustan’s side in the war of the Skaldi invasion, and I understood the Cruarch regarded him highly.


    I shrugged. “There are always those who fear change. Is it not the same in Alba?”


    “A great deal of change has come swiftly to Alba.” Urist took a deep draught of ale. “Some think too swiftly, yes.”


    “The Maghuin Dhonn?” I asked.


    Kinadius, startled, dropped his tankard. Several of the Cruithne cursed and leapt up to avoid the spreading pool of ale, and a barkeep hurried over with a rag. Urist folded his arms and stared at me. His features were hard to discern in the intricate patterns of blue woad that made a mask of his face, but his eyes were as black as stones. “What do you know of them?”


    “Only the name.”


    “It’s ill luck to speak it.” Kinadius shivered.


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Because they did a very bad thing long ago, and brought shame upon themselves and upon Alba.” Urist’s unblinking eyes held mine. “We do not speak of it. We do not speak of them.”


    “The ollamh refused to, but the Cruarch spoke of them,” I said. “To Talorcan.”


    They exchanged another round of glances. “The Cruarch has a country to rule,” Urist said firmly, “and Talorcan is his heir. There are matters that must be addressed. But among ourselves, we do not speak of them.”


    “The bear-witches still have the power to curse,” Kinadius muttered. “At least the women do. Shrivel your loins, they will.”


    “Or make ’em burn,” another offered. Someone laughed.


    “Aye, and change shape in the middle of the act and devour you whole!” Deordivus poked a finger at me. “Starting with your manhood. You stay away from ’em, Prince.”


    Another jug of ale arrived, and with it came Emile to ply me to tell him about the siege of Lucca. So the conversation turned, and I was obliged to tell the tale. The Cruithne had not heard it—I had not spoken overmuch of it in public—and they listened with interest as I told of arriving in the city of Lucca to celebrate the wedding of my friend Lucius Tadius, only to find the bride kidnapped and, within a day, the city besieged by her captor.


    They nodded when I described how Lucius came to be inhabited by the spirit of his dead great-grandfather, the warlord Gallus Tadius, who organized the defense of the city. Such tales were not strange in Alba, where a woman might eat of a salmon and give birth to a bard.


    When it came to the battle, I made much of Eamonn’s role. In truth, it needed no exaggeration—Gallus Tadius had appointed him the captain of our squadron, and Eamonn had acquitted himself with honor. But he was a prince of the Dalriada, of the folk of the Fhalair Bàn, and it pleased the Cruithne to hear it. The Dalriada were a sovereign folk unto themselves, immigrants from the island of Eire who maintained a foothold on the far western shores of Alba, but there was a long history of alliance between the Cruithne and the Dalriada.


    They were pleased by my deeds, too. “You’re not so green as I reckoned!” Deordivus slapped my shoulder. “You’re owed your first warrior’s markings, Prince. Or at least once you’re wed and dedicated as one of us.”


    “Oh?” I said.


    “Right here.” Kinadius touched the center of his brow, which bore an elaborate design of an inverted crescent containing trefoil circles, pierced from below by a V-shaped symbol. “The warrior’s shield and spear.”


    “Ah, no!” I gazed at him in dismay.


    “Do you not wish to declare kinship with the Cullach Gorrym?” He grinned. “They’ll look a treat with your big blue eyes.”


    “You are jesting?” I asked.


    They laughed. “Not really,” Urist added.


    “I’ll think on it,” I muttered, and beckoned for more ale.


    At any rate, the evening ended amicably and they seemed to like me better for it by the time it was over. We rode back toward the Palace together, and Deordivus began teaching me the rudiments of a Cruithne drinking-song. When I made to part company with them and head for the townhouse, Kinadius insisted on escorting me.


    “Drustan would expect us to do it for Talorcan,” he said to Urist. “If Imriel is to be a Prince of Alba, should we not treat him as one?”


    The older man’s face was unreadable in the starlight. “As you will.”


    “Come, then.” Kinadius blew out his breath in a plume of frost and gave me a sidelong look. “Let’s race. Unless you’re scared?”


    “Care to wager?” I asked.


    It wasn’t a wild race. I’d done that once with Gilot and nearly run down a party of merry-makers, and it was early enough that folk were still abroad, torch-escorted carriages clopping along the streets. We rode vigorously, though, weaving in and out among them. I kept the Bastard well in hand. He was quick and surefooted and fearless, and I’d ridden him almost blind in the darkest nights of Lucca. I could have won handily, but I was mindful of what Phèdre had taught me of diplomacy, and I let Kinadius draw abreast of us at the end.


    “Well run!” he said cheerfully. “At least Dorelei’s wedding a man knows how to sit a horse.”


    “You’re fond of her,” I said.


    Kinadius nodded. “We grew up in the same household. I’d thought to court her myself one day.”


    I didn’t know what to say, so I said, “I’m sorry.”


    “Ah, no!” He shook his head. “ ’Tis for the best, and those of us who are the Cruarch’s men know it. I bear you no ill will.”


    “My thanks.” I put out my hand.


    He clasped it firmly. “You’ll be mindful of what we said tonight?”


    “About the warrior’s markings?” I grimaced. “Oh, yes.”


    “Not that.” Kinadius smiled, but only faintly. “I was jesting, you know. Urist holds to the old ways more than some of us. No, I meant the other thing.” He squeezed my hand, cutting me off when I opened my mouth, then leaned over in the saddle, speaking in a low tone. “They sacrificed their diadh-anam. That’s why the ollamh will not speak of them.”


    “Their what?” I asked, bewildered.


    He let go my hand and placed two fingers over his lips, shaking his head once more. “I’ve said too much. Ill luck. Good night, Prince!”


    I watched him take his leave, then shouted for Benoit to open the gate. He came out grumbling and sleepy-eyed to admit me, then led the Bastard into the stables. I went inside the townhouse and found Phèdre still awake in her study.


    “Hello, love.” She set a paperweight on the scroll she was studying and lifted her chin when I leaned down to kiss her cheek. “You smell like the bottom of an ale-barrel. Did you learn aught tonight?”


    “Mayhap.” I sat cross-legged at her feet. “What’s a diadh-anam?”


    Phèdre’s beautiful lips moved soundlessly, shaping the word. I gazed up at her face and watched her search her memory. She had studied Cruithne as a child, long before it was commonplace in Terre d’Ange. Anafiel Delaunay, who had been her lord and master, had taught her. As it transpired, he’d been a man much ahead of his time. “God-soul?” she hazarded at length. “I don’t know, love; it’s not a word I’ve heard before. Why?”


    “Because whatever it is, the Maghuin Dhonn sacrificed theirs,” I said. “Phèdre . . . I’m not so sure what I’ve gotten myself into with Alba.”


    “Nor am I,” she said softly. “But we will find out.”


    I leaned my head on her knee, as I had done since I was a child. She stroked my hair with gentle fingers. It wasn’t the same; it never would be. But it was enough, and I could endure it.


    “I don’t want to leave you,” I whispered.


    “I know.” Her voice broke. “Imri—”


    I bowed my head, resting my brow on one upbent knee. Unwanted desires racked me; my own, the echo of my mother’s words. “You know I have to?”


    “Yes.”


    It was implicit; there was a compact between us. I could not stay in this place. I had debts of honor to fulfill and desires that would never be sated. The kind of love with which the gods had blessed Phèdre and Joscelin wasn’t destined to be mine. But if I couldn’t be happy, truly happy, I could at least try to be good. I sighed, straightened, and stood. “Tell me what you learn?”


    “Always.” Phèdre’s dark eyes were grave. “And you?”


    “Yes,” I promised. “Always.”

  


  
    

    SIX


    BEHOLD!” MAVROS FLUNG UP his arms. “Bryony House.”


    Even from the courtyard, it stood in marked contrast to Alyssum. It was a grand structure, three stories high, with steep gables. Every window was ablaze with light, and the mullions were adorned with ornate reliefs of bryony vine. When the door opened, laughter and music and the rattle of dice spilled out.


    We were ushered into the receiving salon, which was modeled after the Hall of Games in the Palace. A throng of D’Angeline nobles played at games of chance and skill—dice, cards, rhythmomachy, and other, more obscure games. The atmosphere was sharp and charged.


    “Lord Mavros!” A tall woman with black hair piled in a high coronet greeted us with a curtsy. Her black gown was cut low in the back, showing off her marque. Delicate tendrils of bryony climbed her spine, sprouting pale flowers above the spade-shaped leaves. “It’s been too long.” She straightened and appraised me with unabashedly calculating eyes. “Prince Imriel. Welcome to Bryony, your highness.”


    “Imri, this is the Dowayne, Janelle nó Bryony,” Mavros said. “Watch your purse.”


    She tapped his arm with a folded fan. “Never wager what you can’t afford to lose, for Naamah will take all you have and more. What are you after, you naughty child?”


    Mavros smiled lazily. “Tokens.”


    On the Longest Night, there are two fêtes of note in the City of Elua. One was at the Palace, and the other was held at Cereus House, first among the Thirteen. It is a night Naamah’s Servants celebrate among themselves, and no one, not even a Prince of the Blood, may attend without a token.


    “Is that so?” Her wide mouth curled. “And what do you offer for them?”


    Mavros spread his arms. “What would you wager?”


    “A challenge!” Janelle nó Bryony flung back her head. “Let’s put it to the crowd, shall we?” She gestured toward the corner, and an attendant there struck a massive bronze gong. The sound reverberated and an expectant hush followed. “A challenge!” she repeated. “Lord Mavros Shahrizai and Prince Imriel de la Courcel come begging a wager for tokens! How shall we judge them worthy?”


    “Mavros,” I muttered under my breath.


    He nudged me. “Hush. You wanted this.”


    True and not true. I had argued that we bypass Balm House, next in the alphabet, for I had already been there and experienced Naamah’s healing grace. But I didn’t understand what gambit Mavros was playing, and whatever it was, it had me on edge.


    Patrons shouted out suggestions, profane and amusing and vile. Janelle nó Bryony listened, nodding, until she heard one that took her fancy echoed a number of times. “The hourglass?” she murmured. “That would suit. Indeed, so well that I’ll take the challenge myself. And I shall choose the contestant.” She pointed at me. “Are you minded to accept, your highness? If you lose, I win a forfeit of my choosing.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling foolish. “I don’t understand.”


    “ ’Tis a simple matter, sweet prince.” Janelle stepped close to me, caressing my cheek. Her grey eyes shone. “I seek to please you in the time allotted,” she breathed in my ear, making the hair at the nape of my neck stand on end. “And you seek to outwait me. Will you play?”


    “Here?” I glanced at the avid crowd. “I think not.”


    “No, no, I’ll not put you on display.” She pointed toward the second story, where a specially constructed chamber overhung the balcony, lined with silk curtains. “There.”


    Behind her, Mavros was shaking his head in warning, looking dubious. Elua knows what he had expected, but it seemed he didn’t like the odds of this wager the Dowayne had conceived. But I thought about Claudia Fulvia and what she had made me endure, and I smiled at Janelle. “All right,” I said lightly. “Why not?”


    “Oh, very good!” Her nails trailed down my throat and over my chest. “Come.”


    It was something, it seemed, for the Dowayne of Bryony House to take on a challenge personally. She led me up the sweeping staircase while the throng cheered and laid wagers. From what I could hear, none or few of them favored me. We entered the dais chamber, strewn with cushions and hung with fretted lamps. A pair of adepts closed the drapes behind us, and Janelle opened those facing the salon. Below us, the crowd milled.


    “Bring the hourglass!” she called.


    A bare-chested male adept with the Bryony mark brought forth a tall, slender hourglass capped with silver at both ends and wreathed in trailing vine. The crowd parted to make a space for him.


    Janelle nó Bryony raised her hand. “Let it begin!” The adept overturned his hourglass. Sand began to trickle through its narrow neck. Janelle closed the drapes and turned to me, letting her gown slip from her shoulders. Her skin was white in the lamplight, and there was rouge on the nipples of her high, firm breasts. I swallowed at the sight. “You were unwise, sweet prince,” she said, her voice soft and mocking. “Have you not heard the first rule of Bryony House’s patrons? Never wager against its Dowayne. I will enjoy choosing a forfeit.”


    I wanted her, badly. But I didn’t much like her. I bared my teeth at her in a cold smile. “A Dowayne should gauge her patrons better, my lady.”


    “Defiance!” One eyebrow arched. “This will be fun.”


    All of Naamah’s Servants are adept in her arts. As the crowd below chanted and clapped to mark the passage of time, Janelle sank gracefully to her knees before me. Her hot breath penetrated through my breeches. My phallus leapt in response, stiffening.


    I stared at the draped ceiling.


    The Dowayne of Bryony House performed the languisement on me. She did it with excruciating skill. I could feel the muscles of her cheeks and throat milking my phallus. I thought of Claudia and nearly lost all control. No. So I did the only thing left to me and thought of Darsšanga. It went on for a long time. The unseen crowd’s roar grew louder, clapping turning to stamping. I felt her hands, growing urgent, cupping my testes, squeezing and rolling them; her urgent finger probing my anus. My body went rigid with shock and pleasure, and I overrode it.


    “Duzhmata,” I whispered. “Duzhûshta, duzhvarshta.”


    Ill thoughts, ill words, ill deeds.


    The gong sounded and the crowd of patrons erupted in cheers, demanding to know the outcome. On her knees, Janelle released me. She bowed her head for a moment, then gazed up at me, and there was no mockery in her face, only puzzlement. “Why are you crying?”


    I rubbed away the tears with the heel of my hand. “I told you. You should gauge your patrons better.” I pulled up my breeches and fastened them. My arousal had faded, leaving behind a dull, unfulfilled ache. I extended her hand to her, then retrieved her gown. “Here.”


    She dressed without comment and made to draw back the drapes, then paused. “Tell me, highness. Was the victory worth the cost?”


    I thought about it. “Probably not.”


    Janelle nó Bryony inclined her head. “Well, then.”


    With that, she opened the drapes and presented me to the shouting throng, sinking low in an elaborate curtsy of acknowledgment and defeat. I looked down at their upturned faces and listened to the sound of my name being chanted. Wagers were settled, coins changing hands. Mavros, his cupped hands overflowing, winked up at me. Janelle fished a pair of ivory tokens from her purse and tossed them to him, and the crowd roared some more before turning to other pursuits and fresh pleasures, fueled by avarice and desire.


    Afterward, during the carriage ride homeward, I was quiet. Mavros hummed to himself in contentment, dividing our spoils. “Here.” He poured a handful of coins into my lap, making a point of showing me the ivory token. “Mind you don’t lose this.”


    I tucked my share away. “I didn’t think you’d wager on me.”


    “Ah, well.” He shrugged. “You’re a stubborn one. I know that much about you.”


    “Too stubborn, mayhap,” I mused.


    “Mayhap.” Mavros considered me. “Imri, listen. I was all for this idea. After two Houses, I’m not so sure. Me, I can find pleasure in anything, but you’ve got a way of battering yourself to pieces against your own desires.”


    “You know why,” I murmured.


    “I do.” He nodded. “Some of it, at any rate. But listen, beneath the trappings of pleasure, these are Servants of Naamah, sworn to her service. When we indulge ourselves in the Night Court, we make reverence to Naamah in the ways we like best. When you choose instead to wrestle with your own despite, you do Naamah a disservice.”


    I looked away, knowing Mavros was right. “What would you have me do?”


    “Stop picking at scars,” he said laconically. “Scratch the itch.”


    “Easier said than done,” I said.


    He shrugged again. “You asked.”


    I thought about his words in the days that followed, and we didn’t visit any more Houses. I went instead to the Temple of Naamah, to make an offering and beg forgiveness lest I had offended. To my surprise and pleasure, Phèdre and Joscelin elected to accompany me.


    It was an unpredictable day, with an unseasonable warm breeze blowing. Everywhere in the City, people had exchanged heavy winter garb for lighter attire. Dense clouds scudded across the sky, broken by patches of brilliant blue.


    I bought a dove from the vendors outside the temple, carrying it in a gilded cage. The Great Temple of Naamah was a modest place, a round marble building surrounded by gardens. Even in winter, it was green with cypresses and yew trees, filled with the cooing of sacred doves.


    “My lady!” The acolyte at the door bowed low at the sight of Phèdre. “We are honored.”


    Phèdre was one of Naamah’s Servants, too, and she has taken it to places farther and more terrible and wondrous, I think, than any adept of the Night Court might dream. It has been many years since Naamah called her to service, but if she did, I daresay Phèdre would answer. But today was not that day. She merely looked calm and peaceful as we entered the temple. I showed the acolyte my dove and told him my desire, and he went to fetch the priest.


    “So.” Joscelin tilted his head, gazing at the statue of Naamah that stood beneath the oculus at the apex of the dome. “You were dedicated here?”


    “Twice,” Phèdre agreed. They stood side by side, hands entwined. Naamah’s arms were open as though to embrace the world. Her face was soft with compassion and desire, bathed in a shaft of sunlight from above. After a moment, a slow-moving bank of clouds passed overhead, dimming the light. Joscelin laughed softly and shook his head, and I thought about what he had said about being unwilling to lay love on the altar of faith.


    “Prince Imriel.”


    I started at the priest’s voice. He stood waiting, hands folded in the sleeves of his scarlet surplice, attended by a pair of acolytes carrying the implements of his office. I guessed him to be around Joscelin’s age, although he had the sort of smooth, tranquil features that made it hard to tell. His hair was ash-brown and it fell straight and shining to his waist.


    “My lord priest.” I approached the altar and knelt, setting down the birdcage. “I come to make an offering.”


    “Why?”


    The priest’s eyes were a sooty grey, long-lashed and disconcerting in their openness. I rubbed my palms on my thighs. “Because I fear I may have transgressed unwittingly,” I said slowly. “And I wish her grace upon me.”


    “Do you?” he asked steadily. “It may come at a price.”


    “I know.” I glanced involuntarily at Joscelin. “Yes.”


    “Then let it be done.” The priest took an aspergillum from one of his acolytes and dipped it in a basin of water, flicking me with droplets, then smeared chrism on my brow. “By Naamah’s sacred river, be cleansed of all transgressions,” he intoned. “By the touch of anointment, be blessed in Naamah’s sight.” He nodded at me. “Make your offering.”


    Kneeling, I opened the cage. The dove huddled at the bottom, round eyes wary. I cupped her in my hands, mindful of the fragile bones, the swift-beating heart. “Forgive me,” I whispered to her. “I know how it feels.”


    When I stood and opened my hands, two things happened. The dove launched herself in frantic flight toward the oculus, and the cloud-bank overhead passed. An unexpected blaze of sunlight once more streamed down upon us, broken only by a wild flurry of beating wings as the dove winged its way free of the temple. I felt my heart soar and laughed aloud for the sheer joy of it.


    “Naamah is pleased.” The priest’s grey eyes crinkled. “Are you?”


    “Yes,” I said simply.


    “Good.” He bowed to Phèdre. “Well met, my lady.”


    She smiled at him. “Do you not remember me, Raphael Murain? Somehow, I’m not surprised to find you here.”


    The priest laughed. “I didn’t think you’d remember me.”


    Something passed between them; a shared memory. Joscelin raised his brows and offered no comment. We took our leave of the temple and lingered for a moment in the gardens outside. I gazed at the roosting doves and tried to guess which one was mine, but they all looked more or less alike.


    “I could never tell,” Phèdre said, guessing my thoughts.


    “It’s funny, isn’t it?” I mused. “The vendors breed them in order to sell them to supplicants to set them free. And yet, if there were no temple, there would be no need for cages in the first place.”


    “True,” Phèdre agreed. “The will of the gods is strange.”


    I glanced at her. “Was he a patron?”


    “Raphael?” She looked surprised and amused. “Oh, no. I was. He was an adept of Gentian House.” She laughed at my expression. “Ah, love! It was a long time ago, and I’d need of counsel in the matter of a dream. Speaking of which, I think I’ve found somewhat that you and Alais might find of interest.”


    “Oh?” I said. “What?”


    “A story about a bear.”


    When we returned to the townhouse, she showed me. It was in a text by the Tiberian historian Caledonius, who had served as a military tribune in Alba during the uprising of the Cruithne under the leadership of Cinhil Ru. I knew that story, of course. Cinhil Ru was the first Cruarch of Alba. He united the multitude of warring tribes and made a pact with the Dalriada. They defeated the Tiberian forces occupying Alba and drove them out, across the Straits, never to return. Drustan mab Necthana was descended from his line; and so, for that matter, were Sidonie and Alais.


    This began earlier, though.


    It was an account of entertainment gone badly awry. The Governor of Alba had staged public games to keep his men entertained, and bear-baiting was a common sport in those days. Caledonius wrote with enthusiasm of its bloody merits. In this instance, the bear was to be chained in the amphitheatre and pitted against a handful of captive Pictish rebels armed with short spears.


    I read about how the bear was the size of three ordinary bears, how it tore the stake to which it was chained from the ground and slaughtered the Picts. How it clambered into the stands and slaughtered scores of spectators, and tore apart the Governor’s box with its claws, then took the Governor by the scruff of the neck and shook him like a dog, nearly severing his head. It took Caledonius’ men over an hour to slay it, though they shot it so full of arrows it bristled like a pin-cushion.


    When it was done, they skinned it, and found a human body inside its pelt.


    I shuddered. “Not a pretty tale.”


    “No,” Phèdre said thoughtfully. “The rest is all about Cinhil Ru and the uprising and there’s naught in it that’s not written elsewhere. Caledonius survived the battles and and the retreat. He spent the rest of his days in a country villa outside Tiberium, eschewing war and politics. And to the end of his life, he had nightmares.”


    “About the bear?” I asked.


    She nodded. “It’s all I could find.”


    I debated whether or not to tell Alais the story. In the end, I decided not to. She’d already had one nightmare, and there was no need to feed her fancy with bloody tales. I thought about asking the ollamh about it, too. I daresay Firdha suspected—or mayhap she’d heard I’d been asking her honor guard about the Maghuin Dhonn—for she fixed me with a challenging stare at our next session, black eyes glittering.


    “Did you have a question, Prince?” she asked.


    I returned her gaze without blinking, until her knuckles whitened where she gripped her gilded oak branch. There were fault-lines. For all her lore, for all the hundreds upon hundreds of tales she knew, one unspoken truth could render so much a lie. I could say so, and humble her with it, earning her enmity in the bargain.


    Or I could wait and ask Drustan mab Necthana, whose business it was to speak of such matters. There was no hurry. My wedding was months in the offing, and if the Cruarch truly wished for it to take place, he would deal honestly with me.


    “No, Daughter of the Grove.” I inclined my head, ceding the victory. “No question.”


    “Good,” she said dryly.


    For once, I felt wise.

  


  
    

    SEVEN


    NAME OF ELUA!”


    The feverish whisper of gossip surged through the crowd assembled in the Palace ballroom on the Longest Night: Sidonie de la Courcel, the Dauphine of Terre d’Ange, had usurped the costume of the Sun Prince.


    I laughed aloud when I heard it. It was the last time in years, mayhap, that I would celebrate the Longest Night on D’Angeline soil, and I felt strangely lighthearted. Doubtless some of it was due to my own costume, for there was a certain freedom in being clad in rags—albeit rags of coarse, undyed silk—barefoot and unmasked, my hair unkempt and tangled. It was scandalous in its simplicity, and Favrielle herself had evinced a certain grim satisfaction with it.


    But Sidonie had outdone me.


    “Is it true?” Phèdre asked Ysandre, her eyes alight with mirth.


    “Oh, yes.” The Queen laughed. “Don’t you think it meet?”


    “Why not?” Phèdre raised a glass of cordial. “Joie!”


    They drank; we all drank. The clear cordial burned a pleasant trail down my throat and made my skull expand. Ti-Philippe shook his head to clear it, and the absurdly unnecessary gilt-fringed parasol he held for Phèdre bobbed dangerously.


    I steadied his arm. “Careful, chevalier.”


    He gave me a lopsided grin. “Found an honest man yet?”


    I held my silver lamp aloft. “Still searching.”


    “Be careful with that, love.” Phèdre kissed my cheek. Her gown was a shimmering column of crimson silk, draped with gold netting into which a thousand tiny mirrors were sewn, and she scintillated with every movement, casting myriad points of light around her. Opulence, indeed. It wasn’t Favrielle’s finest work, but it would serve.


    “I will,” I promised.


    It was already hot and crowded in the ballroom, redolent with the aroma of fresh-cut evergreen boughs, beeswax, and a hundred competing perfumes. Soon the odor of roasted meats joined the fray as the Queen’s kitchen staff began loading the massive table with all manner of savories. I decided to make a circuit of the room before I found myself swept into the merriment. I had my lamp and I wore the medallion I’d commissioned from the silversmith, my sole adornment. If anyone was going to react to either in a suspicious manner, it would likely be earlier than later. Or at least I was likely to note it earlier; wine and joie were flowing in abundance.


    As it proved, the response revealed little.


    My costume drew reactions aplenty; for its daring lack, not its accoutrements. I began to give up on my plan when Mavros nearly fell down laughing at the sight of me.


    “Oh, Imri!” he gasped. “It’s, it’s . . .” He caught himself and gave his head a shake. “Well, it’s quite fetching, in a unique way.” His blue eyes gleamed behind his mask, an ornate affair of black leather with tall, spiraling horns. “Tell me, have you seen your sweet cousin?”


    “Not yet,” I said. “But I’ve heard.”


    “Look yonder.” He slid one arm around my waist and pointed with his free hand.


    I looked.


    By tradition, the Sun Prince awoke the Winter Queen to youthful rebirth in the Midwinter Masque we enact every year on the Longest Night. It is an old ritual, with roots going back to before the coming of Blessed Elua, and there is a distant connection between the Sun Prince and the ruler of the land. Mostly that is all forgotten and it’s only pageantry, nowadays. But Baudoin de Trevalion resurrected it as a symbolic gesture when he was plotting to usurp Ysandre’s inheritance. I remembered how Sidonie asked me last year, when I came attired as a Skaldic deity of light, if I thought to play the Sun Prince. In answer, I’d offered her my oath of loyalty.


    She must have remembered, too. And she was using the costume to serve notice to the peers of the realm that she had no intention of being supplanted as the heir to Terre d’Ange.


    Gold; cloth-of-gold. Her gown was gold, her shoes were gilded. The half-mask that hid her upper face was gold, and the sun’s rays burst outward gloriously from it. Lest anyone should mistake the symbolism, she carried a gilded spear in her right hand.


    Sidonie’s head turned as though I’d called her name. I raised my lamp in salute. I could see her lips move in a smile beneath the half-mask, and her spear dipped briefly in reply.


    “Well, well,” Mavros murmured in my ear.


    “Oh, hush.” I shrugged him off me. “Is Roshana here?”


    “No. There’s a Kusheline fête. Most of the family in the City is there.” He read my expression. “I was supposed to invite you, but trust me, Imri, you wouldn’t have liked it. And anyway, we’re going to the Night Court later, yes?”


    I was still watching Sidonie. “Right.”


    Mavros gave me a shove. “Go on, I’ll find you.”


    I hadn’t gone more than a few steps in her general direction before I was waylaid by an older woman with a beaked mask and a towering headdress of feathers. “Prince Imriel!” She inclined her head, surveying me with a disapproving gaze. “What costume is this, pray?”


    “Diogenes,” I said. “My lady . . . ?”


    “Marguerite Lafons, Marquise de Lafoneuil.” Her lips thinned. “My estate lies on the western border of the duchy of Barthelme. You are aware of your holdings, are you not?”


    “Yes, of course.” I’d visited it exactly once. “Well met, Lady Marguerite.”


    “Are you aware that now that you’ve reached your majority, you’re entitled to a hereditary seat in Parliament as the Duc de Barthelme?” She didn’t wait for my answer. “No, I didn’t think so. No one’s claimed it since your father went off to La Serenissima. Young highness, I want a word with you.” One hand clamped firmly on my elbow. “You’ll do me the kindness of filling a plate for me while you listen, will you not?”


    The habit of politeness was too deeply instilled in me to protest. I escorted the Marquise de Lafoneuil to the Queen’s table, where I procured a pair of seats and directed the serving staff to fill two plates, reckoning I might as well eat in the bargain. Meanwhile, Marguerite Lafons filled my ear with the inequities of taxation on the Namarrese wine trade. It went on at great length, but it seemed the gist of it was that there was a tax on the wine itself and a cooper’s tax on the barrels, both of which the vintner was forced to pay.


    I sat, chewing and nodding, as she expounded on it, thinking about Canis in his barrel. I thought about Gilot, too. I’d planned to make him steward of one of my two estates. He would have liked it, I thought; and he would have done a good job, too.


    “Well?” the Marquise demanded. “Does that not seem unjust?”


    I swallowed a mouthful of squab. “It does, my lady.”


    “You’re wasting your time, Marguerite,” a familiar voice drawled. “Yon princeling is bound for Alba, as surely as his father was for La Serenissima.” A booted foot descended on the edge of my chair and a male figure leaned over me, arms propped on one knee. “Isn’t that right, your highness?”


    “Duc Barquiel.” I glanced up at him. “What a pleasure.”


    Barquiel L’Envers, the Queen’s uncle, snorted. He wore the same Akkadian finery he’d worn to the last Midwinter Masque, and he hadn’t bothered with a mask either, only a turbaned helmet. “Lies don’t become you, lad, any more than those rags do.” He stroked my hair with a gauntled hand. “Nor this tangled mane. I thought you might keep it short. It was quite becoming.”


    I went rigid with fury and stared at my plate, afraid I might strike him. I hadn’t the slightest doubt he’d strike back, and a good deal of doubt over which one of us would prevail. I had youth on my side, but Barquiel L’Envers had a name as a formidable fighter. He’d been Commander of the Royal Army for a long time, before Ysandre made him step down.


    “Barquiel!” Marguerite Lafons said tartly. “Leave the lad be. You always were a bully.”


    A chair scraped. “Hear, hear,” a new voice said.


    L’Envers straightened. “D’Essoms?”


    I raised my head to see who had put that incredulous note in Barquiel L’Envers’ voice. There were two men: one tall and D’Angeline, one slight and foreign. The D’Angeline smiled at me. He had dark hair and hooded eyes. “You must be Imriel de la Courcel. Well met, your highness. Childric d’Essoms, formerly of the Court of Chancery, lately ambassador to Ephesium.”


    “Well met, my lord.” I stood, ignoring L’Envers, and reached across the table to clasp d’Essoms’ hand. I didn’t know who he was, but if Barquiel L’Envers didn’t like him, I did. My silver medallion swung forward as I leaned over, and I heard d’Essoms’ companion take a sharp breath. At the same time, there was some commotion a few yards away; a fresh swirl of gossip, the crowds parting.


    “Pray, your highness, come and—” Childric d’Essoms stopped. A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Phèdre nó Delaunay,” he said softly.
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