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CHAPTER ONE


No one would deny that I have known hardship in my time, brief though it has been for all that I have done in it. This, I think, I may say without boastfulness. If I answer now to the title of Comtesse de Montrève and my name is listed in the peerage of Terre d’Ange, still I have known what it is to have all that I possess torn from me; once, when I was but four years of age and my birth-mother sold me into servitude to the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers, and twice, when my lord and mentor Anafiel Delaunay was slain, and Melisande Shahrizai betrayed me into the hands of the Skaldi.


I have crossed the wilds of Skaldia in the dead of winter, and faced the wrath of the Master of the Straits on the teeming waters. I have been the plaything of a barbarian warlord, and I have lost my dearest friend to an eternity of lonely isolation. I have seen the horrors of war and the deaths of my companions. I have walked, alone and by night, into the vast darkness of an enemy encampment, knowing that I gave myself up to torture and nigh-certain death.


None of it was as difficult as telling Joscelin I was returning to the Service of Naamah.


It was the sangoire cloak that decided me; Melisande’s challenge and the badge of my calling that marked me as an anguissette, Kushiel’s Chosen, as clearly as the mote of scarlet emblazoned since birth in the iris of my left eye. A rose petal floating upon dark waters, some admirer once called it. Sangoire is a deeper color, a red so dark it borders upon black. I have seen spilled blood by starlight; it is a fitting color for one such as I, destined to find pleasure in pain. Indeed, the wearing of it is proscribed for any who is not an anguissette. D’Angelines appreciate such poetic niceties.


I am Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève, and I am the only one. Kushiel’s Dart strikes seldom, if to good effect.


When Maestro Gonzago de Escabares brought the cloak from La Serenissima, and the tale by which he had gained it, I made my choice. I knew that night. By night, my course seemed clear and obvious. There is a traitor in the heart of Terre d’Ange, one who stands close enough to the throne to touch it; that much, I knew. Melisande’s sending the cloak made it plain: I had the means of discovering the traitor’s identity, should I choose to engage in the game. That it was true, I had no doubt. By the Night Court and by Delaunay, I have been exquisitely trained as courtesan and spy alike. Melisande knew this—and Melisande required an audience, or at least a worthy opponent. It was clear, or so I thought.


In the light of day, before Joscelin’s earnest blue gaze, I knew the extent of the misery it would cause. And for that, I delayed, temporizing, sure in my reasoning but aching at heart. Maestro Gonzago stayed some days, enjoying the hospitality I was at such pains to provide. He suspected somewhat of my torment, I do not doubt. I saw it reflected in his kind, homely face. At length he left without pressing me, his apprentice Camilo in tow, bound for Aragonia.


I was left alone with Joscelin and my decision.


We had been happy in Montrève, he and I; especially he, raised in the mountains of Siovale. I know what it cost Joscelin to bind his life to mine, in defiance of his Cassiline vow of obedience. Let the courtiers laugh, if they will, but he took his vows seriously, and celibacy not the least of them. D’Angelines follow the precept of Blessed Elua, who was born of the commingled blood of Yeshua ben Yosef and the tears of the Magdelene in the womb of Earth: Love as thou wilt. Alone among the Companions, only Cassiel abjured Elua’s command; Cassiel, who accepted damnation to remain celibate and steadfast at Elua’s side, the Perfect Companion, reminding the One God of the sacred duty even He had forgotten.


These, then, were the vows Joscelin had broken for me. Montrève had done much to heal the wounds that breaking had dealt him. My return to the Service of Naamah, who had gone freely to Elua’s side, who had lain down with kings and peasants alike for his sake, would open those wounds anew.


I told him.


And I watched the white lines of tension, so long absent, engrave themselves on the sides of his beautiful face. I laid out my reasoning, point by point, much as Delaunay would have done. Joscelin knew the history of it nearly as well as I did myself. He had been assigned as my companion when Delaunay still owned my marque; he knew the role I had played in my lord’s service. He had been with me when Delaunay was slain, and Melisande betrayed us both—and he had been there that fateful night at Troyes-le-Mont, when Melisande Shahrizai had escaped the Queen’s justice.


“You are sure?” That was all he said, when I had finished.


“Yes.” I whispered the word, my hands clenching on the rich sangoire folds of my cloak, which I held bundled in my arms. “Joscelin . . .”


“I need to think.” He turned away, his face shuttered like a stranger’s. In anguish, I watched him go, knowing there was nothing more I could say. Joscelin had known, from the beginning, what I was. But he had never reckoned on loving me, nor I him.


There was a small altar to Elua in the garden, which Richeline Friote, my seneschal’s wife, tended with great care. Flowers and herbs grew in abundance behind the manor-house, where a statue of Elua, no more than a meter tall, smiled benignly upon our bounty, petals strewn at his marble feet. I knew the garden well, for I had spent many hours seated upon a bench therein, considering my decision. It was there, too, that Joscelin chose to think, kneeling before Elua in the Cassiline style, head bowed and arms crossed.


He stayed there a long time.


By early evening, a light rain had begun to fall and still Joscelin knelt, a silent figure in the grey twilight. The autumn flowers grew heavy with water and hung their bright heads, basil and rosemary released pungent fragrance on the moist air, and still he knelt. His wheat-gold braid hung motionless down his back, runnels of rain coursing its length. Light dwindled, and still he knelt.


“My lady Phèdre.” Richeline’s concerned voice gave me a start; I hadn’t heard her approach, which, for me, was notable. “How long will he stay there, do you think?”


I turned away from the window that looked out at the garden loggia. “I don’t know. You’d best serve dinner without him. It could be a good while.” Joscelin had once held a vigil, snow-bound, throughout an entire Skaldic night on some obscure point of Cassiline honor. This cut deeper. I glanced up at Richeline, her open, earnest face. “I told him I am planning to return to the City of Elua. To the Service of Naamah.”


Richeline took a deep breath, but her expression didn’t change. “I wondered if you would.” Her voice took on a compassionate tone. “He’s not the sort to bear it easily, my lady.”


“I know.” I sounded steadier than I felt. “I don’t choose it lightly, Richeline.”


“No.” She shook her head. “You wouldn’t.”


Her support was more heartening than I reckoned. I looked back out the window at the dim, kneeling figure of Joscelin, tears stinging my eyes. “Purnell will stay on as seneschal, of course, and you with him. Montrève needs your hand, and the folk have come to trust you. I’d not have it otherwise.”


“Yes, my lady.” Her kind gaze was almost too much to bear, for I did not like myself overmuch at this moment. Richeline placed her fist to her heart in the ancient gesture of fealty. “We will hold Montrève for you, Purnell and I. You may be sure of it.”


“Thank you.” I swallowed hard, repressing my sorrow. “Will you summon the boys to dinner, Richeline? They should be told, and I have need of their aid. If I am to do this thing before winter, we must begin at once.”


“Of course.”


“The boys” were my three chevaliers; Phèdre’s Boys, they called themselves, Remy, Fortun and Ti-Philippe. Fighting sailors under the command of Royal Admiral Quintilius Rousse, they had attached themselves to my service after our quest to Alba and the battle of Troyes-le-Mont. In truth, I think it amused the Queen to grant them to me.


I told them over dinner, served in the manor hall with white linens on the table, and an abundance of candles. At first there was silence, then Remy let out an irrepressible whoop of joy, his green eyes sparkling.


“To the City, my lady? You promise it?”


“I promise,” I told him. Ti-Philippe, small and blond, grinned, while solid, dark Fortun looked thoughtfully at me. “It will need two of you to ride ahead and make arrangements. I’ve need of a modest house, near enough to the Palace. I’ll give you letters of intent to take to my factor in the City.”


Remy and Ti-Philippe began to squabble over the adventure. Fortun continued to look at me with his dark gaze. “Do you go a-hunting, my lady?” he asked softly.


I toyed with a baked pear, covered in crumbling cheese, to hide my lack of appetite. “What do you know of it, Fortun?”


His gaze never wavered. “I was at Troyes-le-Mont. I know someone conspired to free the Lady Melisande Shahrizai. And I know you are an anguissette trained by Anafiel Delaunay, who, outside the boundaries of Montrève, some call the Whoremaster of Spies.”


“Yes.” I whispered it, and felt a thrill run through my veins, compelling and undeniable. I lifted my head, feeling the weight of my hair caught in a velvet net, and downed a measure of fine brandy from the orchards of L’Agnace. “It is time for Kushiel’s Dart to be cast anew, Fortun.”


“My lord Cassiline will not like it, my lady,” Remy cautioned, having left off his quarrel with Ti-Philippe. “Seven hours he has knelt in the garden. I think now I know why.”


“Joscelin Verreuil is my concern.” I pushed my plate away from me, abandoning any pretense of eating. “Now I need your aid, chevaliers. Who will ride to the City, and find me a home?”


In the end, it was decided that Remy and Ti-Philippe both would go in advance, securing our lodgings and serving notice of my return. How Ysandre would receive word of it, I was uncertain. I had not told her of Melisande’s gift, nor my concerns regarding her escape. I did not doubt that I had the Queen’s support, but the scions of Elua and his Companions can be a capricious lot, and I judged it best to operate in secrecy for the moment. Let them suppose that it was the pricking of Kushiel’s Dart that had driven me back; the less they knew, the more I might learn.


So Delaunay taught me, and it is sound advice. One must gauge one’s trust carefully.


I trusted my three chevaliers a great deal, or I would never have let them know what we were about. Delaunay sought to protect me—me, and Alcuin, who paid the ultimate price for it—by keeping us in ignorance. I would not make his mistake; for so I reckon it now, a mistake.


But still, there was only one person I trusted with the whole of my heart and soul, and he knelt without speaking in the rain-drenched garden of Montrève. I stayed awake long that night, reading a Yeshuite treatise brought to me by Gonzago de Escabares. I had not given up my dream of finding a way to free Hyacinthe from his eternal indenture to the Master of the Straits. Hyacinthe, my oldest friend, the companion of my childhood, had accepted a fate meant for me: condemned to immortality on a lonely isle, unless I could find a way to free him, to break the geis that bound him. I read until my eyes glazed and my mind wandered. At length, I dozed before the fire, stoked on the hour by two whispering servant-lads.


The sense of a presence woke me, and I opened my eyes.


Joscelin stood before me, dripping rainwater onto the carpeted flagstones. Even as I looked, he crossed his forearms and bowed.


“In Cassiel’s name,” he said, his voice rusty from hours of disuse, “I protect and serve.”


We knew each other too well, we two, to dissemble.


“No more than that?”


“No more,” he said steadily, “and no less.”


I sat in my chair gazing up at his beautiful face, his blue eyes weary from his long vigil. “Can there be no middle ground between us, Joscelin?”


“No.” He shook his head gravely. “Phèdre . . . Elua knows, I love you. But I am sworn to Cassiel. I cannot be two things, not even for you. I will honor my vow, to protect and serve you. To the death, if need be. You cannot ask for more. Yet you do.”


“I am Kushiel’s Chosen, and sworn to Naamah,” I whispered. “I honor your vow. Can you not honor mine?”


“Only in my own way.” He whispered it too; I knew how much it cost him, and closed my eyes. “Phèdre, do not ask for more.”


“So be it,” I said with closed eyes.


When I opened them, he was gone.









CHAPTER TWO


When last I entered the City of Elua, it was riding in triumph in the entourage of Ysandre de la Courcel, fresh from victory over the Skaldi, with the Royal Army and Drustan mab Necthana and the Alban contingent at our side. This time, my return to the city of my birth was considerably less dramatic, although it meant a great deal to me.


It is a powerful thing, homecoming. I had come to love Montrève, with its green mountains, its rustic charm; but the City was my home, and I wept to see its white walls once more. My heart, a year and more accustomed to the sedate pace of the countryside, stirred within my breast and beat faster.


We had been long days on the road, while the brisk weather of autumn turned to the chill of impending winter. When I had travelled before, it had been with no more than my companions and I could carry on sturdy mounts. Now, we were accompanied by laden wagons of wool, product of the last shearing of the season, with an entire wagon for my goods, which included the volumes and scrolls of Yeshuite research I had accumulated within a year.


It was a goodly amount, for the followers of Yeshua were a prolific folk. Their history is ancient, reaching back long before the time when Yeshua ben Yosef, the true-gotten son of the One God, hung upon a Tiberian cross, his blood mingling with the tears of the Magdelene to beget Blessed Elua. I had not yet discovered in their writings a clue to unravel the geis that bound Hyacinthe, but I was yet hopeful.


Also in our train was a wagon for our gear, tents and foodstuffs, and pack-mules for my retainers’ possessions. There was even a pair of saddle-horses we led unridden, fresh mounts for Remy and Ti-Philippe, who dashed back and forth between our slow party and the City.


“You’ll need a carriage,” Fortun said pragmatically as we drew near to the City. “It won’t do for the Comtesse de Montrève to ride astride, my lady. But I reckon it can wait until we’ve sold the wool.”


“It will have to.” I had supposed, before Ysandre’s Chancellor of the Exchequer had informed me that I was the inheritor of Delaunay’s estate and never-claimed title, that all D’Angeline nobles had coin in abundance; in truth, it was not so. I drew a modest income from my holdings at Montrève, and I had funds from the recompense of Delaunay’s City house. It had been seized upon his death, when I was judged in absentia to be his murderer. Now, my name was clear, thanks to Ysandre’s intervention. In the City of Elua, it is known that I loved my lord Delaunay well and had no part in his death; as he named me his heir, so did I inherit. Still, I had no wish to dwell in the place where he died.


So, his estate of Montrève I inherited, and I accepted recompense for the sale of his home in the City; but the proceeds from the former went toward the payment and equipage of my retainers, and the latter toward the purchase of a home for us. Of the small amount that remained, I confess, a great deal went into my library.


Those purchases, I did not regret. All knowledge is worth having, Delaunay used to say; and I had every intention of putting what I garnered to good use. But it left me with little in the way of capital.


I had a diamond, once, that would have financed the beginnings of a salon any courtesan might envy. Thinking on it, I touched my bare throat where it used to hang. I would rather have starved than profit from that gem.


As we rode nigh to the southern gate, Fortun raised the banner of Montrève; green, a crescent moon in argent upper right, and sable crag lower left. The City Guard hoisted their spears in answer, a shout sounding from the white walls—Ti-Philippe, dicing with the Guard, had been awaiting our arrival. I heard a ragged chant arise, all too familiar: the marching-song of Phèdre’s Boys, born out of our desperate quest to Alba.


Glancing at Joscelin, I saw his shoulders set with resignation.


So we entered the City.


In some parts, it was small, and in others, vaster and more lovely than I remembered, gracious and proud. Ti-Philippe scrambled down to meet us, and led us inward, along the winding course of the river toward the Palace. In the street, citizens paused and watched curiously, marking our passage. I could hear the rumors begin to spread. To the east, the hill of Mont Nuit sloped upward. The Night Court was there, with its Thirteen Houses, where I had received my earliest training; in Cereus House, First among the Thirteen. At its foot lay Night’s Doorstep, my refuge, where Hyacinthe had established himself as the Prince of Travellers.


That was the past. The future lay before us. In sight of the Palace, at the juncture of a narrow street, Remy met us. After a hurried conference, Ti-Philippe took stewardship of the wool-wagons, leading them to the worsters’ district.


“My lady.” Remy grinned, and swept me a bow from the saddle, rising to point down the street. “Your quarters await you!”


If anyone might question the wisdom of allowing my wild sailor-lads to seek out lodgings for us, their fears would be mislaid; they were jealous of my honor, Phèdre’s Boys, and no one was allowed to mock it save they themselves. Hidden away in the shadow of the Palace, it was a charming house. It had a tiny courtyard near overgrown with shade vines, a stable and a deceptively generous layout, being narrow, but deep. There was ample room for our party.


“I contracted a kitchen-mistress,” Remy said anxiously, “and a day-maid. There’s a lad to help with the stables, and I reckon between the three . . . four of us . . .” he shot a glance at Joscelin, “. . . we can do what else needs doing. Will it suit, my lady?”


I stood in the entry, where the winter light filtered cool and green through the hardy vines. “It will suit,” I said, catching my breath in a laugh. “It will suit most admirably, chevalier!”


Thus did I take up residence as the Comtesse de Montrève in the City of Elua.


My first invitation arrived before I’d scarce gotten settled; no surprise, for I’d written to Cecilie in advance that I was returning. We had maintained a steady correspondence during my time at Montrève, for in addition to being one of my oldest acquaintances—and one of the few I trusted nearly as much as I did Joscelin—she was a delightful correspondent, her letters laden with bits of news and gossip that I relished to no end. I accepted her invitation at once.


“Phèdre.” Meeting me at her door, Cecilie Laveau-Perrin enfolded me unhesitatingly in a warm embrace that I returned without reserve. Her light-blue eyes, set in a face no less beautiful for encroaching age, glowed as she held me at arm’s length. “You look well. Country living must suit you.” Smiling, she gave Joscelin the kiss of greeting. “And Joscelin Verreuil! I am still jealous of Cassiel’s claim upon you.”


Joscelin flushed to the roots of his hair and murmured something in reply; he had been more gracious, the last time. “With your permission,” he said stiffly to me, “I’ll see if I can find the scholars’ hall that Seth ben Yavin spoke of, and return for you in a few hours’ time. I’m sure you and the Lady Cecilie have much to discuss.”


“As you wish.” It was awkward, this formality between us; I could have bitten my tongue at the tone of my voice, though it was no cooler than his.


Cecilie raised her eyebrows, but said nothing until we were seated in her lesser parlor, the cozily appointed room where she received her intimate friends. A maidservant poured wine and brought a tray of delicacies, withdrawing with the immaculate discretion of one trained to serve an adept of Cereus House. “So did the strain of your starcrossed union prove too great, my dear?” she asked then, kindly.


“Not in Montrève, no.” I shook my head and took a sip of wine, then drew a deep breath. “I am returning to the Service of Naamah.”


“Ah.” Cecilie rested her chin on her fingertips, regarding me. “And Messire Joscelin grieves. Well, I did not think Naamah had done with you, Phèdre,” she said, surprising me. “You were born to be one of the great ones, not to waste your youth on sheep-shearings and barn dances. How old are you? Twenty?”


“Twenty-two.” A touch of indignation in my tone made her smile.


“You see? Scarce out of girlhood.” She toyed with a strand of pearls, but her pale blue eyes were shrewd. “Although I’ll allow that you’ve seen and done things no Night Court adept could survive. Still, in ten years, you might come into your prime. Is it only that, my dear, or is it Anafiel Delaunay’s game you seek to play?”


I should have known she would suspect it. Cecilie had been the one to train us, Alcuin and me, in the arts of love; she had also been one of the few who knew what Delaunay was about. For a brief moment, I considered confiding in her. I trusted her discretion. But it would worry her; and it could endanger her, too. And unlike Joscelin and my chevaliers, Cecilie was no warrior sworn to my protection, skilled in the arts of defense. It cast Delaunay’s dilemma in a different light, and for the first time I sympathized with his desire to shield me in ignorance.


“I’m sworn to Naamah, and not to House Courcel,” I said lightly. “Unlike my lord Delaunay. But you may be sure, I’ve not forgotten what I learned in his service. I will keep my ears open and my wits about me. If I learn aught that Ysandre should know . . .” I shrugged. “So much the better.”


Not entirely convinced, Cecilie leveled her gaze at me. “Be careful, Phèdre.”


As an adept of Cereus House, she had cause to know. In the Thirteen Houses of the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers, Naamah’s Service was an item of faith. As Naamah had lain down with strangers on Blessed Elua’s behalf, so did we; but we were mortal, and where power intersects with pleasure, there is danger. Adepts of the Night Court dabbled with great caution in political intrigue. As a peer of the realm, I risked all the more. No one living had done it.


Placing a candied rose petal on my tongue, I let it melt in a wash of sweetness. “I will,” I promised. “What news have I missed?”


“Ah, well!” Her eyes danced. “Despite the Cruarch’s visit this summer, it grows obvious that the Queen is not with child. Now that winter stares us in the teeth, speculation mounts as to whether or not she will take a lover; and if so, whom.”


“Does it indeed?” I murmured. “Do you think she will?” We were D’Angeline. Love as thou wilt. She would not have been the first, nor the last.


“No,” Cecilie said decisively, shaking her head before sipping her wine. “Ysandre was raised as a pawn on the playing field of marital alliance; she knows how to play the game and commit to none. Any mind, I hear she is committed to him. If House Courcel provides an heir, he or she will be half Picti.”


It was true; I had reason to know it. Against all odds, the marriage of the Queen of Terre d’Ange and the Cruarch of Alba was a love match—and the Strait that divided them was nigh as deep as the one between Joscelin and me.


“Still,” Cecilie continued, “it is open season on the position of Queen’s paramour, and contenders abound.”


“If Ysandre is not troubled, I’ll not trouble myself.” I took up the wine-jug and refilled our glasses. “What of the Skaldi? Have the borders been quiet?”


“As the grave.” There was satisfaction in her tone. “Somerville was awarded a duchy, you know; sovereign in L’Agnace. No one disputes it. The Royal Army’s been approved to stand down, now. Camaelines hold the border.”


“D’Aiglemort’s men?” I glanced up, surprised. Cecilie nodded.


“The Unforgiven, they call themselves,” she said softly. “They bear black shields.”


We were both silent a moment, remembering. Only a few of the Allies of Camlach had survived the battle of Troyes-le-Mont, where the Skaldi warlord Waldemar Selig had united his people, leading an invasion against Terre d’Ange. He had had reason to believe he would prevail, encouraged in his endeavors by Melisande Shahrizai, who played a deep-laid game. I know, for she sold me into slavery among the Skaldi when I learned her plan. I do not think she meant me to survive. I did, though. In the deepest winter of Skaldia, I survived to become Selig’s mistress, and I learned his plan, escaping in time to warn Ysandre. It was enough, by the nearest of margins. Ysandre sent me to Alba, and I brought the Cruarch’s army to my country’s aid. In the end, only Melisande escaped unscathed.


I could have done none of it without Joscelin.


The Allies of Camlach had been vassals of the traitorous Duc Isidore d’Aiglemort, Melisande’s ally, whose fatal conspiracy had opened the door for the Skaldic invasion and nearly brought ruin on the nation. Isidore d’Aiglemort is dead now, and he died a hero at the end.


I was there, watching from the parapet, when he led the charge against Waldemar Selig’s army. It was the Allies of Camlach who had driven a wedge into the massed Skaldi, and d’Aiglemort himself who slew Selig. He didn’t live to tell of it; not many men of Camlach had survived that charge. Those who had lived had vowed themselves to driving the invading Skaldi far beyond D’Angeline borders.


The Unforgiven. It was a disturbing name.


“Did you hear?” Cecilie changed the subject, poring over the tray of dainties. “Prince Benedicte has remarried.”


“No!”


“Oh, yes.” She looked amused. “Do you suppose the passions of the flesh wither with age, my dear?”


“But he must be . . .”


“Only sixty-aught,” Cecilie said complacently. “And twelve years a widower. Ganelon was his elder, by a considerable amount. He took a Camaeline lass to wife, whose family was slain in the war. Tourande, Tourais, something like that. They’re expecting a child, come spring. I didn’t tell you?”


“No,” I said absently. “What does it betoken, for the throne?”


“Naught that I know of.” She nibbled at a bit of marchepain. “As Ganelon’s brother, Benedicte is still formally next in line, but he has two daughters to succeed him, although I understand Thérèse is imprisoned for her part in Isabel L’Envers’ death.”


“And Barquiel L’Envers?”


“The Duc L’Envers.” Cecilie set her piece of marchepain down unfinished. “If you’re wary of anyone, be wary of him, Phèdre. Ysandre is thick with her uncle—and I do not say it is wrong, for blood calls to blood. But House L’Envers was ever ambitious, and he was your lord’s enemy, you know. Ysandre may be Isabel’s daughter, but she bears Rolande’s blood.”


I knew; I knew it well. The Duc Barquiel L’Envers was high atop the list of peers I mistrusted. As it happens, I also owed him my life.


“Well,” I said reflectively. “A proper hornet’s nest, it seems.”


“When were politics aught else?” Cecilie gave me a long, evaluating glance. “If you’re going to do this, we’ll need to set you up properly, Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève. In living memory, no peer of the realm has chosen to follow Naamah’s Service. You’re going against fashion, my dear.”


“I know,” I said. “But Naamah’s arts are older than Terre d’Ange itself, and her service is ancient among us. I was her Servant before I was a peer. There was honor in both, once, and neither precluded the other. I swore an oath, Cecilie. I made the dedication and released a dove in Naamah’s name. Do you say I should gainsay it?”


“No,” Cecilie sighed. “Nor will the Queen. Do you plan to maintain a salon?”


“No.” I smiled. “I never did, in Delaunay’s service. My . . . patrons . . . prefer to set their own terms, on their own territory. I am an anguissette, after all.”


“Well, if anyone can restore the luster to Naamah’s Service, it’s you, child.” She cocked her head. “You’ll at least need the services of a proper attendant. Have you a seamstress in mind? If you’ve not, I’ve word of a lass in Eglantine House who might do.” I shook my head. “Have you registered with the Guild yet? You’ll need to do that, now that you’ve made your marque. Oh, Phèdre!” Cecilie clapped her hands together, eyes sparkling. “We’ve so much to do!”









CHAPTER THREE


“I found the scholars’ hall. The yeshiva.”


We had not spoken of it on the ride back from Cecilie’s; Joscelin had not offered, and I pushed him on little these days. Pouring more tea, I raised my brows and waited.


“I met the Rebbe.” He cleared his throat and sipped at his tea. “He’s . . . a rather formidable figure. He reminded me of the Prefect.”


“Did you speak to him of studying there?”


“I mentioned it.” Joscelin set his cup down. “He thought I was interested in converting,” he said dryly. “Mayhap I should consider it.”


The Cassiline Brotherhood had a peculiar relationship to the followers of Yeshua; in many ways, they held the same beliefs. I felt a creeping sense of alarm, which I hid. “You didn’t tell him about Hyacinthe, then.”


“No.” Rising, Joscelin wandered the study, running his hand over the newly built shelves and cubbyholes. “I thought it best to wait. Phèdre, do you really think there’s a key?”


“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “But I have to look.”


Somewhere, far to the west, on a lonely island, my Prince of Travellers spun out his days in apprenticeship to the Master of the Straits, condemned to serve out the terms of Rahab’s curse. It was a sacrifice he had made for us all, a bitter bargain. If he had not, the Alban army would never have succeeded in crossing the Straits, and the Skaldi would have conquered Terre d’Ange. But, oh! It was a cruel price to pay. For so long as the One God punished the disobedience of his angel Rahab, the curse would endure; and as the Master of the Straits had said, the One God’s memory was long.


Elua disobeyed the commandment of the One God, but he and his Companions were aided by our Mother Earth, in whose womb he was begotten. Silent these many long centuries, She did not seem inclined to intervene once more—and this affair was none of Hers. No, if there was an answer, a means of breaking an angel’s geis, it lay in the ancient doctrines of the Yeshuites.


It had been done, I knew; there were tales of heroes who had defied the will of the One God’s emissaries, outwitting them with guile and scholarship. But those were in the days when angels walked the earth and the gods spoke directly to their people. Now the gods kept their counsel, and only we lesser-born mortals, whose bloodlines bore faint traces of ichor, were left to the stewardship of the land.


Still, I would try.


“Well, I will speak to him, if he will hear me.”


“He’ll be amused at the novelty.” Joscelin’s tone was dry again. “A D’Angeline courtesan speaking Yeshuite. He had a hard enough time hearing it from me.”


I have a gift for languages, but that wasn’t what he meant. I closed my eyes against the pain; Joscelin’s, mine, piercing at the core and welling outward in misery. Elua, but it was sweet! The pain of the flesh is naught to the pain of the soul. I bit the inside of my lower lip, willing the tide of it to subside, horrified in some part of me that I could take pleasure in it. Melisande’s face swam in memory behind my closed lids, sublimely amused. True scion of Kushiel’s line, she would have understood it as no other.


“Remy found a carriage.” Joscelin changed the subject. “I sent him to Emile, from Hyacinthe’s old crew. He still has the stable in Night’s Doorstep.”


“How much did he spend?”


He shrugged. “He got it for a song, he said, but it’s in dreadful shape. They think they can repair it. Fortun’s grandfather was a wheelwright.”


I ran my hands through my hair, disheveling the mass of sable curls. I didn’t care for this penny-counting, necessary though it was. My father had been a spendthrift, which was how I came to be bond-sold to Cereus House as a child; it made me wary of debt. Still, I didn’t have to like it. Joscelin watched me out of the corner of his eye. “How long, do they think? I should send word to Ysandre.”


“Three days, mayhap. Less if they’ve naught else to do.” He made an abrupt movement, gathering the tea tray. “It’s late. I will see you in the morning, my lady.”


There were barbs on the words, his formal address. I endured them in silence and watched him go, leaving me alone with the remorseless pleasure of my pain.


It took only two days to restore the carriage to a presentable shape, sufficient to arrive at the Palace in a style befitting the Comtesse de Montrève. I sent word to Ysandre, and had a reply by royal courier that afternoon, granting an audience on the morrow. He stood waiting while I read it, elegant in blue Courcel livery, and bowed graciously when I told him to tell the Queen I would be honored to attend. There was a trace of curiosity in his eyes, but he didn’t let it show in his manner.


That there were stories about me, I knew full well. Thelesis de Mornay had included my tale in the earliest drafts of the Ysandrine Cycle, the epic poem documenting Ysandre’s tumultuous ascension to the throne in the midst of war. There were other stories, too, passed about by word of mouth. Most of my patrons were discreet, but not all.


So be it. There is no shame in being a Servant of Naamah, nor an anguissette. We are D’Angeline, and we revere such things. Other nations reckon us soft for it; the Skaldi found otherwise. But too, it is as I have said—our blood has grown thick with mortality, and one such as I, marked by a celestial hand, was a rarity.


It is not a thing, I may say, in which I take pride; I grew up in Cereus House, where the crimson mote in my eye marked me not as Kushiel’s Chosen, but merely as one flawed beyond the canons of the Night Court. It was Delaunay who changed that, and named me for what I was. And in truth, I have no special gift beyond the transmutation of pain, which has been as much curse as boon to me. If I am skilled at language and logic, it is because I was well taught; Alcuin, who was a student with me, was better. It is only a quirk of fate that left me alive to exercise them, while he and Delaunay perished. Not a day passes but that I remember it. I would give up all that I have gained to change that past. Since I cannot, I do the best I can, and pray it does honor to their memories.


It was strange to have the Queen’s Guard bow at the Palace gates, to be met by liveried servants and enter the halls with an entire entourage in tow. If Joscelin was grave, Phèdre’s Boys were on their best behavior, trying hard to look dignified. I didn’t worry about Fortun, sober by nature, but Remy and Ti-Philippe had a talent for mischief.


Ysandre received us in the Hall of Games, a vast, colonnaded salon where the Palace nobles liked to gather for gaming and conversation. I spotted her with two of her ladies-in-waiting, pausing to observe an intense game of rhythmomachy. Her own Cassiline guard, two Brothers clad in ashen-grey, stood a discreet distance away. Not young, either of them, but their straight backs defied age. Few of the Great Houses follow the old traditions any more, sending their middle sons to serve Cassiel.


“The Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève!” our escort announced loudly.


Heads turned, a few murmurs sounded. Ysandre de la Courcel came toward me with a smile. “Phèdre,” she said, grasping my hands and giving me the kiss of greeting. There was genuine pleasure lighting her violet eyes when she drew back. “Truly, I am happy to see you.”


“Your majesty.” I curtsied. Ysandre looked much the same; a little older, worn by the cares of the throne, but with the same fair beauty. We were nearly of an age, she and I.


“Joscelin Verreuil.” She rested her fingertips on his arm when he finished his sweeping bow. “I trust you have been keeping my near-cousin safe?”


It was Ysandre’s jest, to name me thusly. Of a surety, there were ties of neither blood nor marriage between us, but my lord Delaunay, who had taken me into his household, had been dearly beloved of her father Rolande. Indeed, that love had gone deeper than many suspected, and Delaunay had sworn in secret an oath to ward Ysandre’s life as his own.


“I protect and serve, your majesty.” Joscelin smiled, warmth in his words and not irony. Whatever lay between us, his loyalty to the Queen was undiminished.


“Good.” Ysandre looked with amusement at the bowed heads of Remy, Fortun and Ti-Philippe, who had all dropped to one knee before her. “Well met, chevaliers,” she said kindly. “Does your service still suit, or does the sea beckon you back to my lord Admiral Rousse?”


Remy grinned up at her. “We are well content, your majesty.”


“I am pleased to hear it.” Ysandre looked back at me. “Come, Phèdre, tell me how you have been keeping. I am sure your men will find ample entertainment in the Hall of Games, and I am eager to learn what has brought you back to the City of Elua.”


If it had been strange to enter the Palace as a peer, stranger still to stroll the Hall at Ysandre’s side, her Cassiline guards trailing us. It had been different, after the war, when everything was still in a jumble, Albans and Dalriada everywhere, and my services in constant demand as translator. This measured order was like the Palace of my youth, which I had attended only at the behest of noble patrons.


“Matters proceed well, it seems,” I observed to Ysandre.


She smiled wryly. “Well enough. We are fewer than before, I fear, but our alliance with Alba has given us new strength. Drustan will be sorry to have missed you.”


“And I him.” There had been a strong sympathy between us, the Cruarch of Alba and I.


“Come spring, he’ll be back.” There was a faint trace of longing in Ysandre’s voice; I doubt it would have been evident to anyone not trained to listen for such things. “So tell me, was Montrève too rustic for your liking?”


“Not entirely,” I answered honestly. “It is very pleasant. But there is a matter I am pursuing that I cannot follow from the isolation of a country manor.” Ysandre looked at me with interest, and I told her of my research into Yeshuite lore, my dream of finding a key to unlock Hyacinthe’s prison. I could not help but mark, as we walked, how all eyes in the Hall of Games followed the Queen, and a hum of speculation followed in her wake. Nobles contrived to place themselves in our path, moving aside with a bow or curtsy; I could see the offers plain in their faces, men and women alike.


Ysandre handled it with an absent grace. “Your Tsingano lad, yes. I wish you luck with it. They are a strange folk, the Yeshuites.” She shook her head. “I do not pretend to understand them. We welcome them openly in Terre d’Ange, and they accept our hospitality on sufferance.”


“There is no room in their theology for Blessed Elua, my lady. They cannot reconcile our existence, and it troubles them.”


“Well.” Ysandre’s fair brows arched. “They have had some time to grow accustomed to the notion. Have you come to a decision on the other matter?” she asked then, changing the subject. “You are still vowed to Naamah, unless I am mistaken.”


“Yes.” Unthinking, I twisted a ring I bore on the third finger of my right hand; black pearls, given me as a patron-gift by the Duc de Morhban. I smiled. “If I bare my marque,” I said, “you will know my answer, my lady.”


Ysandre laughed. “Then I shall have to wait and see.” She swept her hand about the Hall. “They will be wondering, you know. They’ve naught better to do.”


“I have heard as much,” I said reservedly.


“Majesty.” A man’s voice spoke, deep and silken; from the corner of my eye, I caught a swirl of black and gold, intricately patterned, as a figure rose from a deep-backed chair. He bowed, then straightened, and I caught my breath. His blue-black hair hung in plaits like tiny chains, and eyes the hue of sapphire were set in a dangerously beautiful face, skin like ivory. He smiled, showing white teeth, and fanned an ornate deck of cards. “You promised me a game of batarde.”


I knew him; I had last seen him in the company of his cousin, whom he had betrayed.


“I did, my lord Marmion, but I did not say when,” Ysandre replied lightly.


“I shall await the day.” His deep blue gaze rested on my face. “My lady Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève,” he said, caressing my name. My knees turned to water. “For a short life, you have a long history with House Shahrizai.”


Along with his sister Persia, Marmion Shahrizai betrayed his cousin Melisande, mayhap the most dangerous act any of their House could undertake, giving her unto the custody of Duc Quincel de Morhban, the sovereign Duc of their province of Kusheth. I watched them bring her into Ysandre’s impromptu court at the fortress of Troyes-le-Mont, after the battle was won. I was there at the hearing, where Melisande was accused of treason.


I gave the testimony that condemned her.


“My lord Shahrizai.” With all the willpower I could summon, I made my voice cool. “Your loyalty to the throne has prospered you.”


He laughed, and bowed. “How not, when it has such a lovely occupant?” he said for Ysandre’s benefit. “Her majesty is wise beyond years, to recognize that the treachery of one member of a House does not taint all born within it.” With one last florid bow, he turned away.


I let out a shaking breath.


“I should have warned you.” Ysandre gave me a compassionate glance. “He’s been a great help, actually; we uncovered several of Melisande’s allies thanks to Marmion. I’d forgotten about your . . . long history with his House.”


“Allies.” I wrestled my thoughts into order. “But not Melisande?”


“No.” Ysandre shook her head. “She’s gone well and truly to earth, Phèdre, like a fox; and I suspect she’s far beyond the borders of Terre d’Ange. Wherever she is, her power here is broken. What allies she had, have been executed, and no one, I think, would be fool enough to trust her with a bounty on her head. I promise you, you’ve naught to fear from Melisande Shahrizai.”


Once upon a time, I was young and naïve enough to have thought a Queen’s reassurance beyond question. Now, I merely smiled and thanked Ysandre for her concern, holding my fear in check and gazing about the Hall of Games, wondering where the traitors lay.


Of their presence, I had no doubt.









CHAPTER FOUR


The key to finding the traitor in the Queen’s inner circle was hidden in that night at Troyes-le-Mont. Of that much, I was certain. Melisande Shahrizai had vanished from a well-guarded chamber in a fortress on high alert, and someone had helped her do it. If I could figure out how it was done, I would have the beginning of a trail to follow.


It was Fortun, the steadiest of my chevaliers, who hit upon the notion of mapping out the route of Melisande’s escape. “Do you know where she was held, my lady?” he asked thoughtfully. “The ground floor, or the second?”


Joscelin gave me a long look.


“It was the second floor,” I said.


Melisande had sent for me that night and, like a fool, I had gone, meeting with her in her royal prison cell. What had passed between us was of no account, save that it left me shaken. Afterward, I retired to the high walls, wishing to be alone with my tangled emotions, awaiting her execution at dawn. For all that she deserved it—there was no doubt, in the end, that Melisande Shahrizai had conspired with the Skaldi warlord Waldemar Selig to overthrow the throne of Terre d’Ange—I couldn’t bear to watch. She had been my patron, once.


It had never come. Instead, daybreak found two guards dead outside her chamber, and a third at the postern gate.


“So if the corridor was here . . .” Kneeling beside the low table in my sitting room, Fortun plucked a long-stemmed iris from a vase and laid it lengthways atop the table. “How far from the stairs?”


I counted on my fingers, remembering. “Three doors. No, four. Her chamber was the first door past the corner.”


“Here, then.” He broke the flower’s stem, bending it at an angle, then setting an empty cordial glass at one end. “And the stairs, here.”


“Yes.” Leaning over the table, I studied it. “Near enough.”


Across the room, Joscelin shoved himself to his feet. “Phèdre.”


“Yes?” I glanced up from the table.


“Leave them out of it.” His expression was unreadable. “If you insist on playing dangerous games, so be it. Don’t drag these poor, besotted boys into your intrigues. I can’t protect the lot of you.”


“Did I ask you to?” I felt my ire rise. “If it disturbs you so greatly, then leave. Throw yourself at the feet of the Prefect and beg forgiveness. Or go tell Ysandre I release you from my service, and beg leave to attend her. She’s used to having Cassilines around.”


Joscelin gave a short laugh. “And let you go hurtling into peril with three half-trained sailors to ward you? At least allow me to keep from dishonoring the last vow I’ve kept, Phèdre.”


I opened my mouth to reply, but Fortun cleared his throat, intervening. “Quintilius Rousse does not pick half-trained soldiers for his flagship, brother.”


“It’s not the same.” Steel glinted from Joscelin’s vambraces as he shifted in frustration. “You’re trained to battle, not to protect and serve. It’s not the same at all.”


“I am learning.” Fortun’s voice held steady.


Their gazes locked, and I held my tongue. What would it profit, to come between them? Joscelin had to choose freely, or not at all. After a moment, he threw up his hands with a sound of disgust.


“I wish you the joy of them,” he said harshly to me, and left the room.


I hadn’t thought he would go. I stared after him.


“He’ll be back,” Fortun said calmly. “He cares too much to leave you, my lady.”


“I’m not sure,” I whispered. “I didn’t think he’d go at all.”


“Here.” Without looking at me, Fortun bent back to the table, his broad hands moving objects. “If this is the lower level and the postern gate is here . . .” he placed a vase at one corner, “. . . and this the passage . . .” he moved a lacquered coffer, “. . . there would have been guards here and here.” He marked the spots with his finger. “Whoever led Melisande to the postern gate had to pass these points. So did others, no doubt, but still . . .”


I rubbed my aching temples, trying to concentrate, trying not to think about Joscelin. “They were questioned. We were all questioned, Fortun. If there were anything there, believe me, Ysandre would have seized on it.”


“What if they weren’t the right questions?” he asked.


“What do you mean?” I frowned at the table, remembering. As one of the last people to see Melisande alive, I’d been questioned at length. In the end, I was exonerated, if only because it was my testimony that had condemned her. Ysandre was looking for treachery, or evidence of treachery. No one questioned admitted to seeing anything of the kind. But what had they seen? “You’re right. There was a guard at the foot of the stair, too. And someone had to pass them all, to get to her chamber. Melisande couldn’t have killed those guards herself. One, mayhap. Surely not two.” I began rearranging the pieces on the table. “If we had a list of who passed them, that night, to compare to the other . . .”


“We would have a shortlist of suspects.” Fortun’s eyes glowed. “My lady, this is somewhat that we can do for you. For you to question the Queen’s Guard, it would seem amiss. Even my lord Joscelin is not on . . . easy terms, if I may say it, with the rank and file. But three ex-sailors, former soldiers of Admiral Rousse . . . we could ask. Drinking, dicing; these are things we know, things that loosen men’s tongues. He is trained to protect and serve, and not to battle. It is not the same thing, not at all.”


He looked smug enough with it that I laughed, then sobered. “Truly, Fortun, this is a dangerous business. If anyone suspected what you were about, you would be in grave danger.”


“My lady, if you think any of us sought security in your service, you are mistaken.” His brows knitted in a dark scowl. “We are sailors, after all, and bound to adventure. If we have deemed you a star worth setting a course by, do not belittle our decision.”


“Why did you do it?” I asked him. “Why me?”


“I saw you on the battlefield of Bryn Gorrydum, carrying water to the wounded and dying. And after, when you made us chevaliers. I know the Admiral asked it of you. His sword was nearly as long as you’re tall.” One corner of his mouth crooked at the memory. “Queen’s emissary. You looked like someone had hit you over the head. How could I choose otherwise?”


I sighed and rumpled my hair. “All right, then. Learn what you may. But never . . .” I poked his chest for emphasis, “. . . never let them suspect you are aught but simple chevaliers, eager to relive your moments of glory and pore over the mysteries of nobility.”


“Don’t worry. I have a good-luck name, my lady.” Fortun smiled. “My mother swore it on my name-day.”









CHAPTER FIVE


Joscelin did return, late that evening; I did not question him, and he did not offer an explanation. We greeted each other in the morning, courteous as two strangers. He performed his exercises in the secluded rear garden, flowing gracefully through the Cassiline forms, steel blades weaving, breath frosting in the crisp air. I watched him, and felt my heart ache within my breast.


How strange, how compelling a pain; to cause injury to a loved one.


One thing else I did, when driven to it: I ran away.


Properly speaking, I rebelled. I used to do it at Cereus House, and I did it at Delaunay’s. Although I will say, if I may, that there was more in it than simple rebellion. It was a game, with my lord Delaunay; if I succeeded at it, there would be no repercussions.


I was no child, now, to run to Night’s Doorstep and the comfort of Hyacinthe’s antics. Still, it was a comfort to slip unnoticed from under the eyes of my well-meaning guards, go to the stable and convince the simple lad, Benoit, to saddle a horse for me. I led the gelding cautiously into the street, where Benoit considerately latched the gate behind me.


Once astride, I was free.


I rode away from the Palace, exhilaration singing in my veins, hard put to remember the last time I was well and truly on my own. It is an oddity, how having retainers binds one. Without their concerns to think of, I had only my own. I made my way to the river, and followed it to the market square, where criers hawked their wares.


It was the doves that put it in my head, dozens upon dozens of them, caged offerings huddled against the cold. Choosing the smallest out of pity, I paid for a gilt cage.


“My lady has an eye,” the vendor said obsequiously, transferring the bird. “This one, he is small, but he has a will to survive.”


“Elua hear you, and grant it is so.” I smiled, leaning down from my mount to take the cage in hand. The gelding snorted and tossed his head. “This one is for Naamah.”


The vendor performed an elaborate bow, smiling at me sidelong. My dove rattled his wings against the gilded bars and the gelding shied, shod hooves ringing on the cobblestones; people cheered as I kept my seat. I was a dreadful rider, once. That was before I fled Waldemar Selig’s steading on ponyback, through the direst winter. I have spent a good bit of time astride, since then. Strange, to look back and see how skill was acquired; at the time, I only thought to stay alive.


With my head up despite the snapping cold, I rode through the streets to the Temple of Naamah. If people called out and saluted me along the way, it was not because I was the Comtesse de Montrève or Phèdre nó Delaunay—they could not see, from the street, my telltale gaze—but only because I was young, and beautiful, and I rode without care, bearing a dove for Naamah.


The Great Temple of Naamah in the City is a small structure, but lovely with gardens; even now, with winter’s breath in the air, it held warmth and bloomed. I gave my mount over to a stable-lass who met me with lowered eyes, and walked alone to the temple, carrying the birdcage. An acolyte met me at the door.


“Be welcome,” he said, bending in his scarlet surplice to give me the kiss of greeting. His lips were soft, and I knew, in a way, I was home. He looked at me out of eyes the color of rain-washed lupine, eyes that studied my own. “Be welcome, anguissette, and give honor to Naamah.”


I took his arm in one hand, carrying the gilded cage within my other, and entered the Temple of Naamah. Up the long corridor we walked, to the vast statue that awaited us at the end: Naamah, her arms spread wide in greeting and embrace. There, beneath the oculus, we awaited the priest.


Priestess, it was; I knew her when she emerged, attended by acolytes. Long hair the color of apricots, and green eyes tilted like a cat’s; she had been an acolyte herself, when I was dedicated. The priest who had dedicated me had died of the fever during the Bitterest Winter, as so many had done. “Well met, sister,” she said in a murmurous voice that nonetheless carried to every corner of the temple, and kissed me in greeting. I gripped her elbow with my free hand, steadying myself; it had been a long time, and the presence of Naamah’s Servants was a heady thing. “You wish to rededicate yourself?”


“Yes,” I whispered, holding aloft the gilded cage. “Can you tell me if it is Naamah’s wish that I do so?”


“Ah.” The priestess fingered the collar of her scarlet robe and turned to gaze up at Naamah’s face, welcoming and benign above us. “In the City alone, there are many hundreds of Naamah’s Servants,” she said softly. “Three hundred at least in the Thirteen Houses of the Night Court, and for every one who serves at that level, there are others who aspire to lesser heights. In Namarre, they number in the thousands. No village throughout the land, I daresay, but has one or two called to the Service of Naamah. You would be surprised at how many ask that question. Is it the will of Naamah that I serve her? To each one, I give the same answer: It is your will that matters. No less than any other, the Servants of Naamah keep the covenant of Blessed Elua. Love as thou wilt. Naamah’s path is sacred to us, for she chose of her own will to win the freedom and sustenance of Blessed Elua with the gifts of her body. It was her choice, and she does not compel her Servants to follow.” With that said, she turned back to give me a long, considering gaze. “To you, I answer differently.”


Her acolytes murmured, drawing near to listen. I set down the birdcage and waited. The priestess smiled and reached out to touch my face, tracing a line along the outer curve of my left eye.


“‘Mighty Kushiel, of rod and weal/Late of the brazen portals/With blood-tipp’d dart a wound unhealed/Pricks the eyen of chosen mortals,’” she quoted, citing the very verse with which Delaunay had identified my nature. “I cannot chart your course, anguissette; your calling lies beyond Naamah’s purview alone. You are Kushiel’s Chosen, and he will cast you where he will. Only Elua, whom even the Companions follow, knows the whole of it. But you are Naamah’s Servant as well, and under her protection, and to that I may speak. You ask, is it the will of Naamah that you serve her? I say: Yes.” Wrapping her robe about her, the priestess gazed into the distance. “Tens of thousands of Servants of Naamah,” she mused aloud, “all following a sacred calling. And yet our stature diminishes across the land. Whores, catamites, trulls . . . I have heard these words, spoken with harsh tongues. Not by all, but enough. Too many.”


It was true, for I had heard it myself. Such words had not existed in our tongue when Elua and his Companions trod the earth, and peers and commoners alike delighted in Naamah’s Service. It was different, now, and the customs of Terre d’Ange were tainted by those of other nations. I had not chosen an easy course.


“How long has it been since an enthroned ruler summoned the Dowayne of Cereus House for counsel?” The priestess’ sharp green eyes measured my thoughts. “Four generations or more, I think. Too long. It is not my place to restore the glory of the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers, but the glory of Naamah . . . yes. I know who you are, Phèdre nó Delaunay.” She smiled, unexpectedly. “Comtesse de Montrève. Your story is known, and it is told, a sangoire thread woven deep into the tapestry of war and betrayal that nearly sundered our nation. Because of you, the scions of Elua and his Companions have returned to the Houses of the Night Court, playing at fashion, grasping at secondhand glory with thoughtless ardor. But you are a peer of the realm, now. Is it Naamah’s will that her presence breach the Palace walls to shine once more at the heart of Terre d’Ange? To you I say, yes.”


I met her eyes and held them. “Politics.”


Her smile deepened. “Naamah does not care for politics, nor power. Glory, yes. What does your heart say, sister?”


I shivered, and had to look away. “My heart is torn,” I murmured.


She touched my face again, gently. “What does Kushiel, say?”


It burned this time, her touch, heating my blood so that it rose in a warm blush. Priests and priestesses, they have that damnable surety about them. I wanted to turn my face against her palm, taste the salt of her skin. “Kushiel’s will accords with Naamah’s.”


“Then your question is answered.” The priestess took her hand away, calm and undisturbed; I nearly fell yearning against her, but kept myself steady. “And I will pose mine again. Is it your wish to be rededicated unto the Service of Naamah?”


“Yes.” I said it strongly this time, and stooped to open the birdcage. I took the trembling dove in my hands and straightened. “It is.”


The acolytes stumbled against one another in confusion, then one bearing a basin of water came forward to offer the aspergillum to the priestess. I stood, the dove’s quickbeating heart racing against my palms, as she flicked a few drops of water over me. “By Naamah’s sacred river, I baptize you into her service.” So I had stood, scarce more than a child, while Delaunay and Alcuin waited proudly behind me. No one awaited me now. I opened my mouth obediently for the portion of honey-cake, the sip of wine. Sweetness and desire. Elua, but I ached with it! And chrism at the last, oil upon my brow, for grace. When I was a child, I’d no notion of what it meant; now, I prayed I might find it in Naamah’s Service.


It was done, and the priestess and her acolytes stepped aside. I knelt before the altar, the statue of Naamah, holding the dove in closed hands before me. Opaque, those sculpted eyes; we find in her service what we bring to it. “My lady, be kind to your Servant,” I whispered, and released the dove.


I did not watch, this time, as it launched free of my hands and winged its way to the oculus. The priestess and her acolytes did, tracking it smiling. I did not need to watch to know my dove found its way. With bowed head, I knelt until I felt the priestess’ hands at my shoulders, bidding me to rise.


“Welcome back,” she said and kissed me; I felt the tip of her tongue dart between my lips and had to keep myself from clutching her wrists as she released me. The priests of Naamah are not quite like any other. Her long green eyes glinted in the slanting light of the temple, wise and knowing. “Welcome back, Servant of Naamah.”


Thus it was done, and I stumbled twice leaving the temple, leaning hard on the arm of the acolyte who had admitted me. A dam may hold for a hundred years, but once it develops a chink, the rushing tide comes after. Thus did I feel, having dammed the terrible force of my desires for a year and more. The dam had cracked when I opened Melisande’s parcel and found my sangoire cloak; the flood was not far behind.


I do not mean, if I may say it, that I loved Joscelin the less, nor desired him less for it. From the first, even when I despised him, I found him beautiful. And to those who think a Cassiline, unschooled in the arts of love, no fit match for a trained courtesan, I may say they are wrong. When he surrendered to it—and he did—Joscelin brought to our bed a desire wholly untutored, but as pure and wonder-struck as Elua’s first wanderings on mortal soil. That is a treasure no one else has ever given me, nor ever could. What I taught him, he learned as if he were the first to discover it, eager and natural as a new-minted creature.


It was enough, for a time.


No longer.


So it was that I rode home, torn between exhilaration and guilt. Dusk was falling when I reached the house, and by the stable-lad Benoit’s downcast gaze, I knew he had been chastised for permitting me to leave alone.


“Benoit,” I said, causing him to lift his head with a jerk. “I am mistress of this house.”


“Yes, my lady,” he mumbled, taking my reins. I couldn’t blame him for it; if I hadn’t felt the same, I’d not have regarded my escapade as an escape.


Nonetheless, I told him firmly, “You do no wrong in obeying my wishes. I will tell them as much.”


He mumbled something else, hurrying toward the stable and leading my horse at a trot. Chin upraised, I swept into the house.


They were all there, waiting. The day-maid sketched me a quick curtsy, and whisked past to make her escape. Remy and Ti-Philippe would not meet my eyes; Fortun gazed at me expressionlessly. In the background, my kitchen-mistress Eugènie waited nervously.


And Joscelin strode forward to grasp my shoulders. “Phèdre!” My name burst from his lips, harsh with anxiety; he shook me a little. “Blessed Elua, where in the seven hells have you been?”


His fingers bit into my flesh and I closed my eyes. “Out.”


“Out?” The white lines of rage stood out on his face, so close to mine. His hands clenched hard. “You idiot, one of us should have gone with you! Whatever it was, there is no reason for you to go unescorted, do you understand? Whoever Melisande’s allies are, they know damned well who you are!” He punctuated his words with hard shakes. “Never, ever go out unattended, do you promise me? What on earth would possess you—?”


Hard, his hands on my shoulders; my head rocked with the force of his fury as he shook me. Ah, Elua, it was sweet! The violence of it was spark to tinder for me.


Whatever was reflected on my face, Joscelin saw it; his hands fell away. “Blessed . . .” he whispered in disgust, turning away from me, his voice trailing off. When he spoke, it was without looking at me. “Don’t do it again.”


“Joscelin.” I waited until he turned. “You knew what I was.”


“Yes.” His voice was brief. “And you what I was. Where does that leave us, Phèdre?”


I had no answer, so gave none, and presently he went away. Remy released a long-held breath and fingered the dagger at his belt.


“My lady, if he harms you, Cassiline or no . . .”


“Let him be.” I cut him off. “He is in pain, and it is my doing. Let him be.”


“No.” It was Fortun who spoke, slow and thoughtful. “It is Cassiel’s doing, my lady. And even you can do naught about that.”


“Maybe.” I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “But I chose my course, and it is Joscelin who bears the price of it.”


“Stupid to speak of blame when the wills of the immortals are involved.” Ti-Philippe, irrepressible as ever, fished a pair of dice from his purse and tossed them high, grinning. “Let the Cassiline stew, my lady; I am told they thrive upon it. Fortun says we have questions to ask, and quarry to pursue!”


“Yes.” I dropped my hands and gazed at their open, eager faces, steeling my resolve. “We do. And I must plan my debut.”









CHAPTER SIX


In the end, my decision was made for me. There are patterns which emerge in one’s life, circling and returning anew, an endless variation of a theme. So musicians say the greatest sonatas are composed; whether or not it is true, I do not know, but of a surety, I have seen it emerge in the tapestry of my life.


I received an invitation to the Midwinter Masque at the Palace.


The first such event I attended was as a child not quite ten, at Cereus House. It was there that I saw for the first time Baudoin de Trevalion, Prince of the Blood. He is dead now, executed for treason, along with his mother Lyonette, who was sister to King Ganelon and called the Lioness of Azzalle. I used to spy upon her for Delaunay; there was a marquise among my patrons who answered to the Lioness of Azzalle. It wasn’t Delaunay who brought down House Trevalion, though. That was Melisande’s doing, Melisande and Isidore d’Aiglemort. None of us guessed, then, why Melisande would do such a thing; Baudoin ate from the palm of her hand, or near to it. He gave her the very letters that condemned him, correspondence between his mother and Foclaidha of Alba, plotting to seize the throne of Terre d’Ange.


I know, now; everyone knows. Melisande knew Baudoin would not have defied his mother openly for her sake, and she had a greater target in mind. Terre d’Ange and Skaldia combined, an empire the likes of which no one has seen since the days of Tiberium’s rule. D’Aiglemort was only a pawn, though he didn’t know it until the end. I know, I’m the one who told him.


Thus my first Midwinter Masque. And my last . . . my last had been the last assignation I ever took as Delaunay’s anguissette, and the only time Melisande Shahrizai ever contracted me as sole patron. I earned my marque, that Longest Night, with the patron-gift she made me. It is the only time, in a hundred assignations, I ever gave the signale, the code word of surrender that requires a patron to cease. I gave it twice that night, and the second time for no reason beyond the fact that Melisande ordered me to speak it.


Well and so, that is my history with the Midwinter Masque. When Ysandre’s invitation arrived, I took it for a sign—which is how I came to stand frowning at my wardrobe.


“I have nothing to wear.” Irritated, I flung the doors of the wardrobe closed and sat with a flounce upon my bed. Gemma, the day-maid, set down her feather-duster and stretched her eyes at me; by her standards, I had gowns aplenty.


“My lady,” she said timidly. “What of the grey velvet? It is passing lovely, and I . . . I have a brother who is apprenticed to a masquer, he could make somewhat to match; a diadem of stars, mayhap, or a mist-maiden . . .”


“No.” I dismissed her suggestion, but kindly. “Thank you, Gemma. If I were going anywhere but the Palace, it would do nicely, and you are good to offer. No, I need somewhat else. If I am to debut as a Servant of Naamah among my peers, it must be somewhat no one has ever seen.” Chin in hands, I mused. “Cecilie is right. I need a seamstress.” Gemma ran for paper—she had been quick to discern my ways—and I penned a swift note.


As a former adept of Cereus House and one of the great courtesans of her time, Cecilie Laveau-Perrin’s status was undiminished within the Night Court for, within a day, I had an appointment to meet with Favrielle nó Eglantine, and if I thought my own standing had aught to do with it, I was disabused of the notion within minutes of meeting my prospective seamstress.


All of the Thirteen Houses claim different strengths; as all of the Thirteen hold to different versions of Naamah. Eglantine is the artists’ House, and her adepts are skilled in a dozen disciplines: players, poets, artists, musicians, dancers and tumblers. And, it would appear, clothiers. Even so, all adepts must make their marques before dedicating themselves to their artistic pursuits, and I was puzzled as to how a young clothier had risen to renown while still under the aegis of her House.


I was not puzzled for long.


“Comtesse,” Favrielle nó Eglantine greeted me briefly, sizing me up in one wry glance. “You realize you’ve chosen the worst possible time to request my services? I have two dozen adepts clamoring for masque attire, and this is scant notice.”


Taken aback, I blinked. She was no older than I; younger, perhaps, by a year or two. Wide grey eyes and a mop of red-gold curls, a charming sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose—there is a limit, within the canons, of the number allowable for beauty. Favrielle’s met it. What did not was the scar that marred her upper lip, twisting it slightly.


She saw me take notice. “Shall we get it out of the way? I am flawed goods, Comtesse,” she said in a voice laden with irony. “Unfit for patrons, with a marque to meet nonetheless. This compels me to take commissions, when my Dowayne allows it. And inconvenient as it is, I cannot bypass this opportunity. So shall we do business?”


“How did it happen?”


Favrielle sighed. “I slipped in the bath,” she recited tonelessly, “and split my lip.” Glancing at a note, she raised her eyebrows. “The Palace masque, yes? Is that what you want?”


“Favrielle.” I touched her arm. “I understand, a little. I grew up in Cereus House, flawed, unfit to serve.”


“And now you are Kushiel’s Chosen, the Comtesse de Montrève, bringer of the Alban army, heroine of the Battle of Troyes-le-Mont and the Queen’s pet courtesan.” Her scarred lip curled. “Yes, Phèdre nó Delaunay, I know. And when you can transform me into the same, let me know. Until then, tell me what you want to wear.”


Stung, I lifted my chin and made my reply coolly. “Something fitting for the first peer of the realm in a hundred years to debut as a Servant of Naamah at the Royal Masque.”


“Fine.” Favrielle crossed her arms. “Strip.”


It had been, I found, a surprisingly long time since I subjected myself to the critical gaze of a Night Court adept. I stood naked in the fitting-room of Eglantine House, surrounded by mirrors while Favrielle paced around me, grey eyes narrowed, measuring me here and there with an impersonal touch, draping bolts of various cloth over my shoulders to study the lie of it.


“You could be taller,” she said grudgingly; there was not much else for her to criticize. I may have been absent from Naamah’s Service for a year and more, but I had not let myself go. “It makes for a better line. At least you’re proportioned well.” Satisfied, she nodded curtly. “Put your clothes on and I’ll tell you what I think.”


Obediently, I dressed and waited in the draping room. A blushing apprentice brought mint tea, pouring gracefully. Favrielle emerged to join me, taking an unceremonious gulp of tea.


“Costuming will be ornate this season,” she said abruptly. “Heavy brocades, layers of skirts, lacework and trim, triple-slashed sleeves, masques an arm-span broad. Prosperity on the heels of war and all that. If I tried to outdo for you what I’ve already begun for others, I’d have you in so many layers you’d scarce be able to move. So.” Her cup clattered on the tray as she set it down and reached for a length of fabric. “You want to stand out, anguissette? We go the other way. Simplicity.”


I fingered the fabric; a silk jersey spun so fine it flowed like water through my fingers. “On what theme?”


“You know Mara’s Tale?” Favrielle raised her brows inquiringly. I shook my head, and she made a sound of disgust. “Kushiel’s Chosen, and ignorant as a pig. Livia . . .” she turned to the apprentice, “. . . run to the library and fetch me Sarea’s History of Namarre. The illustrated version.”


I opened and closed my mouth, deciding discretion was the wiser part of couture. Ignorant as a pig! I spoke five languages with passing fluency, and had unraveled the riddle of the Master of the Straits. But it was true that Eglantine House was a repository of more lore and learning than the academies of Siovale, and much of it unknown outside their bounds.


“Here.” Favrielle opened the leather-bound book and pointed to a glowing illustration; a slender, dark-haired woman clad in a crimson gown that flowed like flame. Her hair was upswept in an elaborate coif of ringlets, and a sheer black veil hid her eyes. “‘In the fifth year of Elua, Naamah lay with a man condemned for murder,’” she read aloud, “‘and his skin was fair and his eyes as black as coal. And he was hanged by the neck until dead, but Naamah had taken his seed unto herself, and she was with child. Unto Naamah was born a daughter in the sixth year of Elua in Terre d’Ange that was, and that daughter she named Mara. And Mara bore the curse of her father’s blood, and went with her eyes veiled. In atonement for the curse she bore, she went unto Kushiel, and in pity he granted her penance and made her his handmaiden.’” Over my faint sound of protest, Favrielle closed the book. “You see?”


I did. “You think she was an anguissette.”


“It’s a likely story.” Favrielle shrugged. “We’re not supposed to tell it,” she admitted grudgingly. “Beggars, princes and shepherds are all right, but the Night Court doesn’t like it known that Naamah lay with a murderer. Still.” Biting her knuckle, she regarded me. “Some know it. I thought you might. You’d make a good Mara.”


It was true; more than true, it was brilliant. I eyed the closed volume. “Is there any chance I might have a copy made of that?”


“No.” Favrielle’s reply was curt. “You’re interested in the book?”


“‘The fruit of the future is rooted in the soil of history,’” I said in flawless Caerdicci, quoting the historian Calpurnius; the look of surprise on Favrielle’s face was deeply gratifying. “Never mind. I’ll speak to the Dowayne. Tell me your idea for my costume.”


Taking a deep breath, she did, sketching it out in swift, elegant lines on a piece of foolscap. It was gorgeous, and it was perfect. I wished it had not been, for I did not like her overmuch, but once seen, I could not forget it.


“We’ll need to leave a seam open, there . . .” she pointed, “. . . and stitch it closed once you’re wearing it. If your maid is handy, she might do. It’s the only way, with the back so low. But with your marque, it would be a crime not to.” Favrielle tapped the stylus absently against her teeth and gave me a skeptical look. “I’d have expected to find you welted from stem to stern, from the stories I’ve heard, but you’ve skin like cream.”


“I heal clean,” I said briefly; it is the only blessing to being an anguissette. Kushiel’s Chosen would not last long were it not so. “What would be the cost?”


“Five hundred ducats.” Her words were blunt.


It is a tribute, I think, to my self-control that I did no more than blink. It was an outrageous amount. It was also an amount I did not possess. “I beg your pardon? I thought you said five hundred ducats.”


“The fabric will have to be dyed to order. It’s a rushed job.” She shrugged. “You will recoup it in a night, if you well and truly intend to enter Naamah’s Service, Comtesse. And I have my marque to think of. What I do for the House is reckoned my upkeep. The Dowayne has granted me leave to take your commission. I cannot afford to charge less.”


“If the costume is a success, you will have patrons from the Great Houses of Terre d’Ange knocking at the gates of Eglantine House for your services,” I observed. “And your Dowayne will not turn them away. Three hundred, no more.”


“The design is sound,” Favrielle said flatly. “Whether or not it succeeds depends wholly on your fortitude, and I would sooner put my faith in my coffer. Four hundred.”


“If you find another anguissette whose fortitude you like better, I would be interested to hear it. Three hundred fifty.” I didn’t have that either, but I would find a way.


“Done.” The young seamstress gave a faint smile. They do not drive so hard a bargain as Bryony House, who know well the erotic power money holds, but they are no slouches in Eglantine. None of the Thirteen Houses are. “I will send for the Chancellor to draw up the contract. Livia, bring my pigments. I must match the color of your marque, Comtesse.”


We were some time concluding our business. I hoped that Favrielle would warm to me once our bargain was struck, for I felt a reluctant sympathy for her and I misliked such animosity in one my own age, but her manner was unchanged.


It would be a stunning costume.


I found Remy awaiting me in the outer sitting room. A bronze-haired boy clad in the green and white of Eglantine House leaned on his knee, watching agape as Remy showed him the trick of walking a copper coin across his knuckles.


“My lady,” my chevalier greeted me, making the coin disappear, and seemingly pulling it from the boy’s hair. “Here,” he said to the lad. “You keep it, and practice.”


The boy giggled; darting forward, he planted a kiss on Remy’s lips, then slithered away, skipping out of reach and doing a handspring out of pure high spirits.


Remy watched him wonderingly. “Truly, were you like that as a child of the Night Court, my lady?”


“No.” I shook my head. “It would have been reckoned brazen, in Cereus House.” Night-Blooming Cereus prides itself on offering beauty of a most ephemeral nature; I was taught delicacy of conduct, there. “My lord Delaunay made me learn tumbling, though,” I added, “and Hyacinthe taught me some sleight of hand.”


“You can turn handsprings?” Remy asked it straightfaced, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye with the scarcest hint of amusement.


“And pick locks.” I daresay he didn’t believe me; it made me laugh. “Come. I need to visit my factor, to see if he’ll advance me a loan. I’ve just signed a contract I can’t pay, chevalier, and I need to do somewhat about it.”


My factor in the City of Elua was a man named Jacques Brenin. I’d been referred to him by no less than the Chancellor of the Exchequer himself, and his reputation was stainless. Unfortunately, the very stringency that made him an irreproachably honest agent rendered him reluctant to make me the loan I requested.


“My lady,” he said, clearing his throat, “I can only advance funds for goods vouched in kind. I cannot indulge in speculation against your . . . probable income . . . as a Servant of Naamah any more than I can next spring’s shearing. Certainly there are factors willing to do so, but I tell you, I do not advise it. If you wish to pledge a portion of the acreage of Montrève as surety, or the house in the City . . .”


“No,” I said firmly. “I will not barter with my lord Delaunay’s inheritance, nor the roof that houses my retainers. In conscience, I cannot do so.”


Jacques Brenin spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “If you are not willing to take these risks . . .”


“Messire Brenin.” I cut him off. “I do offer goods in kind.” Slow and deliberate, I rose from my chair and began to unlace my bodice. He wet his lips with the tip of his tongue and stared as I slid the sleeves from my shoulders and let my gown fall to my hips, turning as I did so.


I had seen, in the mirrors at Eglantine House; I did not need to see to know how my bare skin glowed in the dim lamplight of my factor’s office. And rising from the dimples at the small of my back to the final at my nape was my marque, the bold, intricate design etched in black, with crimson accents. It had been inked by Master Robert Tielhard, the greatest marquist of his day.


My factor swallowed audibly. Without haste, I drew my gown back up and laced my bodice. When I turned around, his face was pale. “You offer your services as surety if you should default on your loan.” He kept his voice even with commendable effort.


“I do.” I smiled. “But I do not think I will default.”


“Neither do I,” Jacques Brenin muttered, scribbling out a receipt. Licking his lips again, he handed it to me. “Take this to my treasurer, she will advance you the funds. Repayment within sixty days at a rate of twelve percent. And Elua help your patrons.”


I laughed. “Thank you, Messire Brenin.”


“Don’t thank me,” he said dryly. “I find myself hoping you default.”









CHAPTER SEVEN


In the days that followed, there was little enough to do in preparing for the Midwinter Masque. I went once to Eglantine House for Favrielle to check her measurements, but the draping proper awaited the arrival of the fabric.


A good time, then, to meet with the Rebbe.


It was Joscelin who arranged the meeting; he had become friendly with this grand Yeshuite scholar—Nahum ben Isaac, his name was—insofar as Joscelin became friendly with anyone in those days.


The day was cold and sharp, and I was glad of the carriage affording protection from the wind. We did not linger in the courtyard, but hurried into the hall.


Knowing some little bit about Yeshuite sensibilities, thanks first to our friends Taavi and Danele, who gave us succor on our flight from the Allies of Camlach, and latterly to Seth ben Yavin, the young scholar who had tutored me in Montrève, I dressed modestly. It is not my way to flaunt myself as a Servant of Naamah—whatever certain prudish Cassilines may think—but I have my vanity. Nonetheless, I put it aside to meet the Rebbe, donning a gown of brown worsted which I used to wear travelling, and a thick woolen shawl. Well-made, but the sort of stuff a rustic noblewoman might don for commonwear. With a woolen cap on my head, my hair coiled in a braid, and sturdy boots, surely, I thought, I was the very picture of drab modesty.


That is what I thought at home, anyway. When we entered the hall of the yeshiva, where charcoal braziers battled the chill


and the sound of children’s voices murmuring filled the air, it was another matter.


In a sea of foreign faces, a D’Angeline stands out like a beacon, flashing that deadly beauty that cuts like a blade. In the City, among my own kind, I forgot; here, as voices fell silent and Yeshuite children raised wondering eyes, I remembered. What must it be like, for them? I had offered Cecilie an apology on their behalf, but still. To see the blood-lineage of an errant branch of their own mythology stamped in the faces of the folk who surround them; it must be a strangeness. Yeshua ben Yosef walked the earth, and died, and was risen. So they believe, with enduring stubbornness; he is their Mashiach, the Redeemer and the King-to-Come. But Blessed Elua, whom they do not acknowledge, walked the earth as well, and he and his Companions peopled a nation. There is no D’Angeline peasant, no matter how mean his origins, but has a tale in his heritage of a celestially begotten ancestor; mayhap it is only that Azza tumbled his thirty-generations-ago grandmother in a haystack, but there it is.


So the children stared, and the young woman leading them. Joscelin cleared his throat. “We are here to see the Rebbe,” he told them, blushing—although they were not staring at him. Only me. “I am sorry, we are early. Please continue.”


To my surprise, the young woman colored too. “Caleb, tell the Rebbe his friend Joscelin Verreuil is here,” she said to one of the boys in charmingly accented D’Angeline. “And . . . I am sorry,” she said to me, “who shall I say is with him?”


“I am Phèdre nó Delaunay,” I said, remembering to add, “the Comtesse de Montrève.”


“Oh!” Her color deepened, and she clapped a hand over her mouth. Removing it hastily, she pushed the boy gently toward the door. “Make haste, Caleb.”


He must have done so, for a tall man of middle years and a solemn face emerged in short order. “I am sorry, Comtesse,” he said, giving a brief bow. “We expected you at three bells, but the Rebbe will see you now.” He allowed a small smile for Joscelin. “Brother Verreuil. A pleasure, my apostate friend.”


“Barukh hatah Adonai, father.” With an answering smile, Joscelin gave his Cassiline bow. “This way,” he said to me, gesturing.


How often had he been here since the first visit? It had not been long, and yet he was familiar with the passages, striding surely along at the rear as our escort guided us. There were small cubbyholes for study; I heard the murmuring voices of older scholars reciting passages that were half-familiar to me.


The Rebbe’s quarters were larger, though poorly illumed. He kept us waiting a moment in the hallway, before our guide ushered us into his study.


Joscelin had spoken truly; Nahum ben Isaac cut a formidable figure indeed. Despite the withering effects of age, one could see he had been doughty in his youth, and his broad shoulders still strained at the black cloth of his jacket. He must have been nearly eighty; his hair was almost wholly white, shot with a few strands of black. He’d not lost a whit of it, either—his sidelocks almost hid the dangling ends of his prayer shawl and his square-cornered beard fell midway to his waist. Fierce eyes glowered at me from a face like crumpled parchment.


“Come in.” His voice was as strongly accented as the young teacher’s, but harsh with it. Joscelin bowed, murmuring the blessing again, and took a seat on a low stool at his feet; to my surprise, the Rebbe patted his cheek. “You’re a good lad, for an apostate.” The pitiless gaze came back to me. “So you’re the one.”


“Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève, father.” I inclined my head. I did not curtsy, though it cost me a good deal of effort. Comtesse or no, I am trained to be subservient to authority, and the Rebbe had it in abundance.


“A Servant of Naamah.” The words fair curdled on his tongue. “Call it what you will, I know what you are, girl, fancy titles and all. Why would one such as you want to study Habiru and the teachings of the Mashiach?”


We call them Yeshuites; so they call themselves, now. Before, they were the Children of Yisra-el. But before that, even, they were a tribal folk on the outskirts of Khebbel-im-Akkad, and Yeshuite scholars still call their ancient language by that name. If the Rebbe thought I would blink in confusion, he was mistaken. I am still one of the few D’Angelines who understands the divisions of the Cruithne, whom Caerdicci scholars name the Picti. Delaunay made me learn such things, and I have not lost the trick of it. I took a seat on a second stool, spreading my skirts carefully about me.


“I have some knowledge of the teachings of Yeshua ben Yosef, father,” I said, drawing a deep breath. “All the descendants of Blessed Elua and his Companions know the tale of the Mashiach, for it is, too, a part of our history. But it is the older teachings that interest me; the Tanakh, and most especially such midrashim as have been recorded in writing or passed from ear to ear. And for that, I must study Habiru.”


The Rebbe did blink; I daresay he never expected to hear such words from the mouth of a Servant of Naamah. Nonetheless, he repeated his question relentlessly, although there was a crafty gleam in his fierce old eyes now. “Why?”


I answered with a question. “What do you know of the Lost Book of Raziel, father?”


“Bah!” Nahum ben Isaac made a dismissive gesture. “You speak of the book of all knowledge, that Adonai gave to Edom the First Man? Tales to entertain children, no more.”


“No.” I shook my head, surety giving me strength. “What of the Master of the Straits, father? Is he a tale to frighten children?”


He chewed thoughtfully on a corner of his beard. “Sailors say he is not. Sailors lie. But a schism eight hundred years long across a piece of water I could shout across does not lie.” Yes, it was definitely a crafty light. “You say it has somewhat to do with the Sefer Raziel?”


“Yes.” I leaned forward. “And the angel Rahab, who begot a child on a mortal woman. For this, the One God punished him; but Rahab brought up pages—scattered pages, from the Lost Book of Raziel—from the deep, and gave them to his son, and bound him to endure the length of his punishment as the Master of the Straits, unless someone could penetrate his mystery and take his place.”


The Rebbe chewed fiercely; I don’t think he was aware of what he was doing. Not with his beard, at least. “You tell a good story,” he said grudgingly. “But it is only that.”


“No.” Joscelin intervened quietly. “Not a story, father; I was there too. I have seen the Face of the Waters, and been carried on the crest of a wave that never breaks. And I know the Tsingano who penetrated the mystery. He was . . .” He hesitated, then finished the thought firmly. “He was a friend of mine.”


I was grateful to hear him say it. Joscelin caught my eye and smiled ruefully; for a moment, it was as if nothing had changed between us.


“A Tsingano!” The Rebbe seemed horrified; no one but holds the Tsingani in the lowest of esteem, I fear.


“He was a prince of his kind,” I said sharply, “and gifted with the dromonde, that looks backward as well as afore. He was my friend, and I beg you do not mock him to my ears, father.”


“Pay it no mind.” The Rebbe waved his hand dismissively again. “So.” He fixed me with his gimlet stare. “Do I understand, Naamah’s Servant? You wish to study Habiru and learn a secret to unlock the chain that binds this Tsingano friend of yours. You seek a means to force the messengers of Adonai Himself to obey.”


“Yes.” I said it simply.


To my great surprise, the Rebbe began to chuckle. “Well.” Shaking his head, he picked strands of his beard from the corner of his mouth. “Well, well.” Perhaps he did know, after all, that he chewed his beard. “I am compelled by the word of Yeshua to give succor where I may,” he said mildly, “and it seems you make a case for it after all, Naamah’s Servant. You claim to have studied with Seth ben Yavin of L’Arene, and he writes to me that you are not a bad pupil, despite the fact that you would make the Magdelene unrepentant blush. But he is a young man, and I do not trust the word of young men any more than I do sailors. Tell me, what does this mean?” From within the depths of his beard, he brought forth a pendant, worn close to the heart on a chain about his neck.


I had only to glance at it once; the symbol, wrought in silver, was known to me. A broad, flat brush-stroke atop two legs, it looked like, with a tail squiggled on the left. “It is the word Khai, father, combined of the Habiru letters Khet and Yod.”


“And what does it mean?” He looked cunningly at me.


“It means ‘living.’” I made my voice firm. “It is the symbol of the resurrection of Yeshua, a pledge that the Mashiach rose from death and lives, and will return as the King-to-Come and establish his reign on earth.”


“So.” Nahum ben Isaac tucked away the pendant beneath his beard. “Seth did teach you something, it seems. And yet you do not believe.”


I offered the only answer I had. “Father, I do not believe or disbelieve. I am D’Angeline.”


“Even a D’Angeline may be redeemed.” The Rebbe adjusted his prayer shawl. “There is no sin, of the blood nor of the flesh, so great but that the Mashiach’s death may not redeem it.” He glanced at Joscelin as he said it, and Joscelin did not meet my eyes. “So be it, then. I will teach you, Naamah’s Servant, insofar as I am able.” I opened my mouth to thank him and he raised a finger, gesturing me to silence. “This I ask. For so long as you choose to live a life of indecency, you will come only when I summon you. You will heed our ways, and speak to no one. Our children shall not lay eyes upon you. Do you agree to these terms?”


I made to retort, stung, and thought better of it. Hyacinthe’s face rose in my memory; alight with merriment, black eyes shining, his teeth flashing in a white grin. Eight hundred years, condemned to a lonely isle. “Yes, father.” It bears saying that I can sound very meek when I choose to do so. “I will abide as you say.”


“Good.” The Rebbe clapped his hands. “Then for the next week, you will study the Be’resheith, the first book of the Tanakh. We will begin, as it is written, ‘In the beginning.’ And when I summon you, you may be sure, I will question you.” His glare returned. “In Habiru! Do not speak to me of this language you call Yeshuite, is that clear?”


“Yes,” I murmured. “Thank you, father.”


“Barukh hatah Yeshua a’Mashiach, lo ha’lam,” the Rebbe intoned, and waved his hand. “Now go away. And wear something decent, when you return.”


Outside, Joscelin looked sidelong at me and fidgeted with the carriage-team’s harness. It was quiet in the courtyard, no children in sight, Elua be thanked. I did not want to give offense on the heels of our agreement. “He is a very great man, Phèdre,” Joscelin said with restraint. “He does not mean to insult you.”


“And I am a living insult to all that he holds holy,” I replied calmly. “I understand, Joscelin. I will do my best not to tax him with it. If he can help us find a way to free Hyacinthe, that is all that matters. Unless you fear I will intervene in your redemption.”


It was hurtful, my last words, and I knew it. He shuddered as if they pained him. “I am not seeking redemption,” he said, his voice low and savage. “It is only that the Rebbe is the first one to tell me that I need neither share Cassiel’s damnation nor discard my vows as facilely as if they were naught but some outmoded convention!”


“Joscelin!” I took a step back, startled. “I never said that!”


“No. I know. But you have thought it.” He shuddered again, turning away to needlessly check the harness buckles. “Get in the carriage,” he said, his voice muffled. “I’ll drive you home.”


It was a long ride home, and quiet and lonely in my carriage.









CHAPTER EIGHT


It was on the following day that Thelesis de Mornay called upon me, and I greeted her visit with unfeigned delight. The Queen’s Poet was an unprepossessing woman with features that might almost have been homely, were it not for her luminous dark eyes and musical voice. When she spoke, one heard only beauty.


“Phèdre.” Thelesis embraced me with a smile, eyes aglow. “I’m sorry I’ve not had a chance to see you sooner. Forgive me for coming unannounced.”


“Forgive you? I can’t think of anyone I’d rather see,” I said, squeezing her hand. It was true. Once, when I thought I was suffering the gravest sorrow of my life, Thelesis had drawn me out of it; it had been nothing more than childish jealousy, I know now, but I have always treasured her kindness and tact.


And Delaunay treated her as an equal, and trusted her. When Joscelin and I escaped from Skaldia and made our return to the City, only to find ourselves condemned in absentia of Delaunay’s murder, it was Thelesis who aided us in secrecy and won us an audience with Ysandre. I trusted her with my life, then, and I would again.


“Here.” She turned to her footman, dressed in the livery of House Courcel, and nodded. He held out a large wooden box. “I brought a gift.”


“You didn’t have to do that,” I protested. Thelesis smiled.


“I did, though,” she said. “Wait and see.”


We adjourned to the sitting room, and Gemma brought glasses of cordial. Thelesis sipped hers and coughed once, delicately.


“Your health still troubles you?” I asked sympathetically. She had caught the fever, that Bitterest Winter, that killed so many.


“It will pass.” She pressed her hand briefly to her chest. “Go on and open it.”


The box sat on the low table before us. I pried the lid loose and peered inside, pulling out wads of cotton batting to find it concealed a small marble bust. Lifting it out, my hands trembled. I held the bust aloft and gazed at it.


It was Anafiel Delaunay.


The sculptor had caught him in the prime of his thirties, in all his austere beauty; the proud features, a faint wryness to his beautiful mouth, irony and tenderness mingled in his eyes and the thick cable of his braid coiling forward over one shoulder. Not the same, of course, in its marble starkness; Delaunay’s eyes had been hazel, shot with topaz, his hair a rich auburn. But the face, ah, Elua! It was him.


“Thank you,” I murmured, my voice shaking; grief, unexpected, hit me like a blow to the stomach. “Thank you, oh, Thelesis, Blessed Elua, I miss him, I miss him so much!” She looked at me with concern, and I tried to shake my head, waving it off. “Don’t worry, it’s not . . . I love this, truly, it’s beautiful, and you are the kindest friend, it’s only that I miss him, and I thought I was done with grieving, but seeing this . . . and Alcuin, and Hyacinthe, and now Joscelin . . .” I tried to laugh. It caught in my throat, thick with tears. “Now Joscelin wants to leave me to follow his own path, and thinks even of becoming a Yeshuite, oh, Elua, I just . . .”


“Phèdre.” Thelesis took the bust gently, setting it on the table and waited quietly throughout the sudden onslaught of sobs that wracked me. “It’s all right. It’s all right to mourn. I miss him too, and he was only my friend, not my lord and mentor.” It didn’t matter what she said; she might have said anything in that soothing voice of hers.


“I’m so sorry.” I had buried my face in my hands. I lifted it, blinking at her through tears. “Truly, this is the most wonderful thing anyone has ever given me, and I repay you like this.” I said it politely, though I couldn’t help sniffling.


“I’m glad you like it. I commissioned it from a sculptor who knew him well, once.” She touched the bust, stroking it with a rueful touch. “He had an effect on people, Anafiel Delaunay did.”


I nodded, scrubbing at my tear-stained face. “He did that.”


“Yes.” Thelesis regarded me with her quiet gaze. “Phèdre.” One word, naming me. It is a poet’s gift, to go to the heart of things in a word. “Why?”


With anyone else, I might have dissembled; I had done it already with Cecilie, and indeed, with Ysandre de la Courcel herself. But Thelesis was a poet, and those dark eyes saw through to the bone. If not for illness, she would have gone to Alba in my stead. I owed her truth, at least.


“Wait,” I said, and went to fetch my sangoire cloak. Returning, I gave it to her, a bundle of velvet folds the color of blood at midnight. “Do you remember this?”


“Your cloak.” Her head bowed over it. “I remember.”


“It saved my life, in a way.” I found I was pacing, and made myself sit. “Ysandre’s man-at-arms remembered it too, the day Delaunay was killed; an anguissette in a sangoire cloak and a member of the Cassiline Brotherhood, seeking an audience with the Princess. It proved our story. But I never saw it, after that day. I took it off in Melisande Shahrizai’s quarters, where she poured me a glass of cordial.” Remembering my own, I picked up my glass and drank, grimacing. “I woke up in a canvas-covered wagon, halfway to the Skaldi border, wrapped in woolen blankets and no cloak in sight.” There had been considerable more between, but Thelesis had no need to know it. It involved Melisande, and the razor-sharp blades they call flechettes, and a good deal of me screaming. Everything but my signale and Quintilius Rousse’s message for Delaunay. I have dreams about it still, and Elua help me, some of them are exquisite. “I got it back this autumn.”


“How?” Thelesis asked carefully.


“Gonzago de Escabares.” I rested my chin on my hands and gazed at the bust of Delaunay. “A friend of his met a woman in La Serenissima; a beautiful woman. She gave him a parcel to carry for his friend, who was going to meet the Comtesse de Montrève.” I gestured at the cloak. “That was the whole of it.”


“Melisande.” She breathed the word. “Phèdre, have you told the Queen?”


I shook my head. “No one, except Joscelin and my boys. They know. I asked Ysandre when she received me, if she’d heard of Melisande’s doings. She has sent word to every major city from Aragonia to Caerdicca Unitas, and no one has seen her. Benedicte de la Courcel is in La Serenissima. Ysandre is sure he’d clap her in chains if she showed her face. Nothing.”


“Benedicte de la Courcel,” Thelesis said tartly, “has a D’Angeline child-bride and is preparing to become a father again in his dotage. By all accounts, he’d not notice if Melisande kicked him in the shins.”


“Mayhap.” I shrugged. “Be as that may, she’s hidden herself well. But one thing I know, and that is that someone helped her walk out of Troyes-le-Mont alive. And whoever it was, it was someone powerful enough that none of the guardsmen posted that night even questioned him. Or her. The guard at the postern gate was killed by a dagger to the heart. Whoever did it, got close enough to do it unchallenged.” I spread my hands. “You weren’t there, Thelesis. I was. I can count the number of people that would have included on my fingers. And this cloak?” I plucked at it. “That’s Melisande’s message, the opening gambit in her game. Whoever it was, I have a chance of finding them out.”


The Queen’s Poet looked sick. “You have to tell Ysandre. If not her, then at least . . . at least tell Gaspar. He would help.”


“No.” I said it softly. “He’s one of the ones I count, Thelesis.”


“Gaspar?” She looked incredulous; well she might. Gaspar Trevalion, the Comte de Forcay, was one of the few people Delaunay had trusted unquestioningly. He’d even stood surety for Gaspar when the net fell on House Trevalion.


“Gaspar,” I said relentlessly. “Thelesis, whoever it is, they fought on our side, don’t you see? It had to be someone we trusted, beyond thought. Those guards, they wouldn’t have let the Duc de Morhban through unchallenged, sovereign of Kusheth or no. Promise me you’ll say nothing. Not to Gaspar, nor Ysandre . . . not to anyone. Whoever it is, if they know what I’m about, it will silence them, sure as death.”


“So you think,” she said wonderingly, “you truly think that they will hand it to you, as a Servant of Naamah, in careless pillow talk.”


“No.” I shook my head. “I am not as foolish as that, I promise you. But I think the threads are there, and if I am lucky—Naamah willing, and Kushiel—they may let a loose end dangle, that I might discern the pattern they are weaving. It is a long chance, I grant you. But it is a chance, and the only one I have. Melisande plays fair, by her own rules. If the chance were not there . . .” I hoisted a fold of the cloak, “. . . she would not have sent the challenge.”


“I think you are mad.” Only Thelesis de Mornay could have made the words gentle. “Madder than Delaunay, and I thought he was mad for honoring that ridiculous vow to Rolande de la Courcel.” Well she might, for Delaunay had suffered a great deal from the enmity of Rolande’s wife, Isabel L’Envers; but my lord Delaunay kept his promises. Now all of them are dead, and it is the living who must bear the cost. Thelesis dumped the sangoire cloak back into my lap, and sighed. “But I will honor your request just the same, because you are Delaunay’s pupil, and you bear the mark of Kushiel’s Dart, and it is in no poet’s interest to cross the will of the immortals. Still, I wish you would reconsider it. The Duc L’Envers, at the least, has no interest in seeing Ysandre dethroned.”


“Barquiel L’Envers,” I said, “is high on my list of suspects.”


Thelesis de Mornay laughed ruefully. “Anafiel,” she said, addressing the bust of Delaunay, “you should have been made King’s Poet in my stead, and left this one to the mercies of Valerian House.” If I had not gone to serve Delaunay, it is true, Valerian would have bought my marque. It is their specialty, to provide adepts who find pleasure in pain. But they did not find me. Delaunay did. “Well, so,” Thelesis said, changing the subject. “What is this about Joscelin Verreuil joining the Followers of Yeshua?”


I am not ashamed to admit that I poured the story out to her, and she listened unjudging, as only a truly good friend may do. When I was done, she pressed my hand in sympathy.


“He is in pain,” she said gently, “and you have wounded him deeply, meaning or not. His choice is his own, Phèdre, and you cannot make it for him. Allow him this space, then, to choose. When the One God sent his messengers to summon Elua back, it was Cassiel handed him the dagger to make his reply. But I have never heard Elua asked it of him.”


She was right, and I could not speak against it. I fiddled with my cloak instead, folding its luxurious mass. “Do you think it’s true?” I asked presently. “That Yeshua has the power to redeem sin?”


“I don’t know,” Thelesis said thoughtfully. “The ways of gods are strange, and Yeshuites do not reckon sin as we do, any more than Cassilines. I cannot say. The Hellenes claim the descendants of the House of Minos have the ability to cleanse a man of a blood-curse; it is a gift of Zagreus, after they atoned for . . . well, you know the story.” I did, for I bore the ill-starred name of a queen of that line. “But I have heard, too, that few mortals can bear the process at less than the cost of their wits.”


I shuddered; it was a frightening thought. “Well, Elua grant that neither of us need find out. I will heed your advice, and give Joscelin leave to choose. So a priest foretold for him, once, that he would ever stand at the crossroads, and choose and choose again. But I am fearful, that this Rebbe presents him with a third path.”


“All paths are present, always,” Thelesis de Mornay said philosophically, “and we can but choose among them.” She stood. “Phèdre, thank you for your hospitality, and for your . . .” she smiled, “. . . for your trust. I will honor it, with the promise you have asked. Promise me in turn that you will have a care, and divulge to Ysandre aught that you learn.” She raised her eyebrows. “I take it that you do not suspect her, at least?”


“No.” I laughed. “Not Ysandre. Other than myself, and probably Joscelin, Ysandre de la Courcel is the one person I am sure had no interest in seeing Melisande freed. And if I’d not been there, I’d likely suspect myself as well. Thelesis, thank you.” I rose to embrace her. “I’m sorry to have made a fool of myself. Truly, I will cherish this gift beyond words.”


“You are welcome.” She returned my embrace. “Phèdre, please know that you have a standing invitation to call upon me at the Palace. For any reason.”


“I will,” I promised, escorting her to the door.


When she had gone, I returned to my sitting room, gazing at the bust of Delaunay. Ah, my lord, I wondered, what would you tell me if you could speak?


Beautiful and silent, his marble face kept its oblique, secret smile.


I was on my own.









CHAPTER NINE


The fabric for my costume had arrived, and a courier had sent word from Favrielle nó Eglantine that I was to come for a fitting. One matter, however, pertaining to the Queen’s Masque remained unsettled.


“I would like you to come,” I said to Joscelin, “but if you want to maintain your vigil, I will understand.”


We had made peace, after a fashion; he had brought me a silent offering of apology, a beautifully wrought plinth of black marble on which Delaunay’s bust now stood. Where he had gotten the monies for such a thing, I did not know, nor did I ask. Later I learned that he had pawned a jeweled dagger for it, a gift of Ysandre.


“I think it might be best if you took one of the lads,” Joscelin murmured. “I don’t . . . It’s been a long time since I held Elua’s vigil on the Longest Night, Phèdre, and I think I am better suited for it than sharing joie with nobles right now.” He gave a faint smile, to remove any hurtfulness from his words. “Let Fortun escort you; he’s more sense than the other two.”


“All right.” I stooped to kiss his brow on my way out; he shivered under it.


So it was that Fortun accompanied me to Eglantine House, where Favrielle eyed him with approval. “Asmodel,” she said, measuring the breadth of his shoulders with the span of her arm. “One of the seven courtiers of hell, who served under Kushiel. We’ll put him in a black velvet doublet and hose, and a great bronze key on a chain about his neck. A simple horned domino, I think; black satin. A fitting attendant for Mara. Noreis!” Raising her voice, she beckoned to a tailor. No adept, he hastened to obey. “Will you see to it? Something elegant, not this season’s forsaken nonsense.”


“Of course.” He bowed his head. Genius rules in Eglantine House. If Favrielle was unfit to serve Naamah, she clearly reigned over the fitting-room.


“Very well.” With a sigh, Favrielle turned back to me. “Let’s see what we have.”


Once I had stripped and donned the half-sewn gown, I had to admit a grudging acknowledgment of her skill. Truly, it was splendid. The scarlet of the silk jersey-cloth matched the accents in my marque perfectly, and it flowed on my skin like a living thing. Standing on a stool while Favrielle grumbled about me, gathering and pinning, I gazed wide-eyed at my reflection in the mirror.


“Favrielle, my sweet!” The door to the fitting-room swung open to admit a tall adept in his mid-thirties, with merry eyes and a handsome, mobile face. “Where’s my three-layered cloak for the Troubador of Eisande? I’m commissioned for Lord Orlon’s fête tonight, and the Dowayne promised him a private performance!” Catching sight of me, he stopped and swept an elaborate bow. “Forgive me, gentle lady . . .” His resonant voice trailed off, and the merry gaze turned sharp as it swept up the length of my marque. His eyes met mine in the mirror, looking for the scarlet mote. “My lady, indeed. Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève, if I am not mistaken.”


“Roussillon nó Eglantine.” I smiled. His satires were famous in Night’s Doorstep; I’d heard him declaim, once. “Well met.”


“And me without an ounce of doggerel!” He made a dismayed face, then struck a pose. “Waldemar Selig was a warlord,” he declared. “Waldemar Selig had a big sword. But his plan fell apart, thanks to Kushiel’s Dart, and Waldemar Selig got Isidore’d.”


Across the room, Fortun gave a snort of repressed mirth. He had been there, on the battlefield, when Isidore d’Aiglemort slew Waldemar Selig. It cost him his life, but I reckoned Terre d’Ange’s greatest traitor won his redemption in destroying her greatest enemy.


Still, it was good to be able to laugh.


“I’m not done,” Roussillon said mildly, and cleared his throat. “Mighty Selig turned his back, when he divulged his attack, to the men of his barbarian horde. His loins, how they burned! Too late, Selig learned, a skilled anguissette is not safely ignored!”


I laughed aloud, clapping my hands; Roussillon swept me another bow, and Favrielle muttered in disgust. I winced as a carelessly wielded pin scratched me.


“The trim needed stitching,” she said crossly to the satirist. “I’ll have it sent to your room on the hour. Now get out, and stop distracting me with your wretched verse!”


He mimed fear convincingly, and I was hard put to keep from laughing again. “Thank you,” he said then to Favrielle. Catching up her hands, he kissed them despite her best efforts to swat away his grasp. “You are a very angel of clothiers, precious one, and I shall light a candle to your name.” Releasing her, he smiled at me, this time without any artifice. “May I say that it is an honor to meet you, my lady. Naamah’s Servants are in your debt.”


“Thank you.” I returned his smile gravely. He laughed, gave one last swirling bow, and departed.


“Blathering jackass!” Favrielle muttered, picking up a dropped pin and driving it hard through the silken fabric. The fine stuff gave easily, and she buried the pin nearly an inch deep in the flesh at the base of my spine. I barely had time to gasp.


Pain, fiery and radiant, burst outward in concentric circles, pulsing and contracting. It washed over me in ripples, acute at the core, sweet as it spread. A red haze occluded the vision in my left eye, blurring my reflected image. Somewhere, behind it, I sensed the bronze visage of Kushiel, rod and flail crossed on his chest, stern and approving.


When it cleared, Favrielle knelt staring up at me in blank astonishment, holding the pin she had withdrawn. She blinked and closed her mouth. “That must be . . . inconvenient.”


For once, her voice held no censure, just a certain wry sympathy. I drew a long, shuddering breath. “Yes.” I released my pent breath. “An anguissette is not exactly a convenient thing to be.” Through long discipline, I made my tone match hers. “It doesn’t mean I like you any better.”


Against her will, Favrielle nó Eglantine laughed.


When I returned home, I found Joscelin agitated and the Rebbe’s solemn pupil awaiting me. He rose as I entered the room. “It is suitable for the Rebbe to see you now, Comtesse,” he said. “Will you come?”


I sighed. “He really means when he summons me, doesn’t he? All right.” I brushed the front of my gown; it was a finespun blue wool, less drab than what I’d worn before. “Give me a moment to change into something the Rebbe would find suitable. Fortun, tell Benoit not to unhitch the team.”


The Rebbe’s pupil gave a slight smile. “Your attire is fine, Comtesse. You mustn’t take everything he says to heart. He may disapprove of Servants of Naamah, but I believe he was having a jest.”


I made a face, which was probably not an appropriate response for a peer of the realm. “The Rebbe’s humor leaves somewhat to be desired.”


“Perhaps.” The Yeshuite ducked his head, hiding another smile. “But he is a very great man, and he has earned the right to his small jests, I think. Shall we go?”


He had spoken truly; Nahum ben Isaac made no comment on my clothing, but merely sat me down at a desk and brought forth a scroll from the cabinet in his study. Joscelin sat quiet on a stool. “Now,” the Rebbe said decisively. “We will see.” Unfurling the top of the scroll, he revealed the opening words of the Be’resheith. With a pointer, he indicated the first sentence. “You will read until I tell you to stop. And then you will tell it to me again, in your own tongue. And we will see.”


Following the pointer—it was a holy scroll, one used for services, which may not be touched by human hands—I read aloud in Habiru, smoothly at times, faltering at others. Each time I stumbled, the Rebbe corrected me; impatiently, I thought, but then he would gesture for me to continue. When at last he motioned for me to stop, I took a deep breath, and recited the entire tale in D’Angeline, all the way through the covering of the earth with the great flood.


The Rebbe leaned back and listened, chewing thoughtfully on his beard. Periodically, he nodded with something resembling approval; periodically, he winced.


When I was done, he looked grudgingly at me. “You studied a translation, I suppose.”


“No.” I shook my head. “I’ve read it in translation before, father, in the past. But you told me to study it in Habiru, and I did.”


He gave me a suspicious glare. From the corner, Joscelin spoke up. “Phèdre is a gifted linguist, father. The Queen sent her to Alba because of it.”


“Hah. I have heard that story.” The Rebbe plucked a few strands of beard from his bottom lip, and gave me his cunning look. “Well, then. You will read it again, child, line by line. First in Habiru, then in D’Angeline. And perhaps—perhaps—if you make it through without too many mistakes, I will tell you a tale my own master told me, about the Sefer Raziel and the disobedience of Rahab.”


On this stool, Joscelin settled and prepared for a long wait. I sighed, and began again.


Nahum ben Isaac was an exhausting teacher. If I thought young Seth had taught me well, I was disillusioned that day. A great many of the mistakes I made in pronunciation and translation, he had allowed me, slight as they were. No surprise, I suppose; for the first weeks, he could not even look at me without blushing. But slight mistakes accumulate, and grow to gross errors if unchecked. The Rebbe allowed me no mistakes, and halted me repeatedly during this last reading to correct some minor point until both of us were irritable with it.


“Blame!” he said crossly, correcting me a third time; it was a mistake in translation I’d got lodged in my memory. “Not sin, blame! Blame! Only Yeshua was without sin!” Emphasizing the point, he rapped my knuckles smartly with the pointer.


With a faint scraping sound, Joscelin surged to his feet, daggers half-drawn before he realized what he was doing. When he did, he looked mortified. “Forgive me, father! I . . .”


“Are still more Cassiline than anything else.” Looking up at Joscelin, the Rebbe chuckled into his beard. “Well, apostate, we will see.” Fingering his khai pendant, he nodded at me. “You did not embarrass the Tanakh. Master these verses, and next time I will tell you of Rahab and the Lost Book. Maybe there is somewhat in these children’s tales you may use.”


“Thank you,” I said gratefully, standing. My muscles had grown cramped from sitting so long, and my mind felt taxed. Oddly enough, it was not a bad feeling. So it had been when I was a child in Delaunay’s household, and he used to push Alcuin and me to cram our minds full of history and politics and language. I had fretted at it, then, though I learned. Now I knew the value of it. “I will come at your summons, father, whenever I am able.”


Joscelin, still red-faced, made his Cassiline bow. “Ya’er Adonai panav elekha, father, please accept my apology. I was half-drowsing, and did not think.”


“So like a child, you rest safely in the presence of Yeshua, hah!” The Rebbe gave his cunning smile, and poked a finger at Joscelin. “There is something to think about.” He made a wave of dismissal. “Now go.”


Outside, Joscelin moved like a man in a dream, hitching the team and making ready to drive. I longed to say a word to draw him back, but what that word might be, I did not know.


Arriving at home at dusk, all three of my chevaliers were clustered in the reception salon, with Gemma hovering over Ti-Philippe and pressing a cool, moist cloth over his right eye.


“Don’t tell me,” I sighed. It had been a long day.


“It’s not what you think, my lady.” Ti-Philippe pushed Gemma’s hand away and grinned at me, revealing a bruised and swollen visage. “We didn’t get caught, or any such thing. We were dicing in quarters with the Palace Guard, like you said.”


“One of ’em accused Ti-Philippe of cheating,” Remy said helpfully, “and we quarreled. Then he said somewhat about you that we didn’t take kindly. So we showed him the error of his ways.”


I flung myself into a chair. “And how much trouble are you in?”


Remy coughed. “Not much. The Captain of the Guard agreed we had the right of it and put the fellow under reprimand. We’re allowed back, all right. But there’s, um, a small fine for causing a disturbance in their quarters.”


“How small?”


“Twenty silver regals.” He squirmed. “We promised you’d send it around.”


“Fortun?” I looked imploringly at him.


“I’ll take it tomorrow,” he said calmly. “And you can dock our retainers for it, if need be. But my lady, there’s somewhat else you should know. The lads learned a few things that might explain how Melisande Shahrizai escaped.”









CHAPTER TEN


At Fortun’s words, a sharp excitement seized me, and my weariness fell away. I’d as soon have heard their news right there and then, but for the habit of discretion. Delaunay’s servants had been hand-picked and trusted; though I liked them, mine were not. “Gemma.” I turned to the day-maid. “Would you see if Eugènie has aught prepared for dinner? ’Tis early, but I’m fair famished. If you would be good enough to serve whatever is ready, that will be all.”


Gemma pouted, but did as I bid. Happily, there was a lamb stew with fennel ready to serve, and loaves of warm crusty bread. I thanked the kitchen-mistress and dismissed her for the evening, over her grumbles; Eugènie did not trust that a D’Angeline noblewoman could get along without at least one trained servant. I would have laughed at that, another time. In the Skaldi wilderness, I boiled pottage with melted snow and survived. I’d not have thought I could either, before I had to. Of course, I’d not been a peer of the realm, then, but highly prized courtesans are not exactly known for woodcraft. I learned to build a fire in a blizzard with naught but a flint and damp tinder on that dreadful flight with Joscelin. No adepts of the Night Court can claim as much, I daresay.


At any rate, we were soon enough seated at the dining table, and Remy and Ti-Philippe told their story over bites of rich stew and warm bread, washed down with plenty of wine.


“So,” I asked directly, “you found the men who were on guard the night Melisande escaped?”


Ti-Philippe, his mouth full of stew, shook his head vigorously. “No, my lady,” Remy answered for them both, pulling a rueful expression. “That, no one seems to know, exactly; we have a couple of names, but no one knows where they’re posted, and we dare not ask too closely if you don’t want us to arouse suspicion. It may be that they’re not attached to the Palace Guard. If they were among the men the Royal Commander sent to Camlach, they’ve been ordered to stand down, and it will be a hard job finding them. But we found somewhat almost as good.”


“Go on,” I said, intrigued.


“House Shahrizai is at war with itself.” Ti-Philippe grinned lopsidedly. “The two that betrayed Melisande? Marmion and Persia? Well, Persia’s dead.”


“What?”


“Oh, yes.” Remy took a long drink of wine, eyes sparkling. “It was an accident, in Kusheth, my lady; a fire in her manor-house. Only a few of the Lady Persia’s men-at-arms, they did not think it an accident. And neither did two of her kin. So they have sponsored them, three men-at-arms, to the Palace Guard, where they could keep an eye on Lord Marmion.”


“They think Marmion did it? Her own brother, and an ally at that?” My mind began to tick over the possibilities. A dreadful thing, yes, but dreadful things have been known to happen even in the Great Houses of Terre d’Ange.


“This fellow,” Ti-Philippe said, “Branion, his name was, he said it was the Lady Persia that the Duc de Morhban approached first. She was the one persuaded Lord Marmion to join her in giving over their cousin. This Branion, he thinks Lord Marmion only went along with it so he could set her free. Now Melisande holds him in high regard, all the while he holds the Queen’s trust. Only Persia must have known something, or guessed. And now the House is split over it, but they don’t dare accuse him without proof.”


“Marmion might have got past the guards at Melisande’s chamber,” I said thoughtfully. “They knew he was her cousin; they’d have let him in to speak with her on the eve of her death. They did me. Joscelin.” I turned to him. “Ysandre questioned the Shahrizai. There was talk about that, at least; they were under a lot of suspicion. Didn’t one visit Melisande that night? After . . . after I did?”


He tore off a hunk of bread, frowning. “Yes. But it was Persia, not Marmion. She needed to beg Melisande’s forgiveness, she said.” He shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s true. But she did leave, and well before daybreak. The guard at the stairs backed her story, or Ysandre would never have let it go. He saw her coming and going.” Joscelin paused, then added, “Ghislain de Somerville said he saw her leave the audience hall in tears, after Ysandre was done questioning her. He said it was the only time he’d ever seen one of House Shahrizai cry.”


“But not Marmion.” Deep in thought, I rapped my spoon against my empty stew bowl. “Well. Even if he did visit Melisande, the guard at the postern gate would have challenged him. So if he was involved . . .”


“There still had to be someone else,” Fortun said, finishing my thought. “Someone the guard would have trusted.”


“Yes.” I set down my spoon. “Which gives us a new question: Who is in league with Lord Marmion Shahrizai, and why? And the answer to those questions . . .” I smiled, “. . . lies in my purview.”


“Phèdre,” Joscelin murmured, gazing into his wineglass. “Have a care with the Shahrizai.”


“He’s not Melisande.” I did not need to add that Marmion Shahrizai was as the pale moon beside the blazing sun next to his cousin. Joscelin knew it. Poets wrote odes to Melisande Shahrizai, although I never heard one that did her justice. They still sing them; they just change the names. Even inadequate verses were too beautiful to sacrifice to politics.


“No.” He gave me a hard look. “But a viper is no less dangerous for being small. And if Marmion Shahrizai arranged the death of his own sister, he’ll scruple at naught.”


“I’ll be careful.”


“Ysandre favors him,” Ti-Philippe announced. “So the guards say. He makes her laugh.”


Well he might; from time out of mind, House Shahrizai has produced deadly skillful courtiers. None of them have ever held the throne—nor even the sovereign duchy of Kusheth—but they have amassed tremendous amounts of wealth, and a network of influence rivaled by none. If Marmion was in league with Melisande, then he had sacrificed some of his allies in gaining Ysandre’s trust. If any survived, they must be nervous.


“Well,” I mused aloud. “If the Captain of the Guard allows it, maintain contact with these disgruntled Shahrizai retainers, and learn what you may. More than ever, it’s important that we find the men on guard that night at Troyes-le-Mont.”


“Yes, my lady!” Grinning, Remy gave me a crisp salute. “We didn’t do too badly, though, did we?”


“No,” I said. “Not badly at all. Except for the fighting part.”


“My lady!” Ti-Philippe protested. “He said we were lackeys to a—”


“Stop,” I said mildly, cutting him off. The words died in his mouth. “Philippe, you have pledged your service to an anguissette and a Servant of Naamah. If the jests you hear are no worse than the ones you have made yourself, then you will be quiet and swallow them.”


Muttering, he subsided into some semblance of acquiescence.


“What if they are worse?” Remy inquired.


“They couldn’t be,” I answered him dryly.


It may seem at times as if a riddle has been chased to ground, all possibilities exhausted, all avenues of inquiry covered. So it seemed to me that night, but in the morning, a new thought struck me. Thelesis de Mornay, the Queen’s Poet, had interviewed many of the survivors of Troyes-le-Mont, taking copious notes for her epic of the Ysandrine Cycle. Mayhap there was somewhat in her notes that might prove useful.


I voiced my suggestion to Joscelin as he came in from his morning’s exercises, and he nodded agreement. “It’s worth a try, at any rate.” He smiled. “I missed her visit, the other day. I’d not mind seeing her.”


We arrived at the Palace at midday, and were swiftly granted audience. Thelesis’ rooms in the Palace were spacious and well-appointed, with an elegant mural of Eisheth at her harp on the eastern wall and a lovely bronze statue of the Tiberian poet Catiline. For all of that, they were a mess, strewn about with books stacked in teetering piles, carelessly heaped scrolls and half-scratched parchments. Truly, a working poet’s quarters.


“Phèdre, Joscelin!” The ink smudged on her cheek took nothing away from her glowing welcome. “I’m pleased you’ve come. Joscelin Verreuil, let me look at you.” Thelesis took his hands, regarding him with pleasure. “You look splendid,” she declared. He bent to kiss her cheek. Thelesis de Mornay was one of the few people for whom Joscelin felt unalloyed affection.


“So do you,” he said fondly. “I hope you’ve been keeping well.”


“Well enough.” Thelesis gestured to her blazing fireplace. “Ysandre makes certain there’s no chance of my taking a chill,” she said, amused. “It’s hot enough for a steam bath in here, most of the time. I hope you don’t mind. So tell me, what brings you here?”


I told her, and watched her expression turn keen and thoughtful.


“I took some notes, I remember that much. Ghislain de Somerville was dreadfully upset; his father had entrusted the watch to his command that night.”


Joscelin and I exchanged a glance. He shook his head slightly.


“You don’t suspect—” Thelesis began, then stopped. “Ghislain. You do.”


“I don’t want to,” I said. “We travelled under Ghislain’s command from the banks of the Rhenus to the mountains of Camlach. He could have laughed in my face, when I proposed we offer Isidore d’Aiglemort a chance at redemption, and he didn’t. But still.”


“Not Ghislain,” Joscelin said firmly. “I don’t suspect Ghislain.”


I shrugged. “What did he tell you?”


Thelesis moved stacks of paper and books, unearthing a bulky folio tied with leather thongs. “I think this is the right one,” she said ruefully, glancing at a marking scratched hastily on an upper corner. “This may take a moment.”


We sat quiet, waiting while Thelesis de Mornay shuffled through sheaves of parchment.


“If it were verse,” she murmured, “I’d have it committed to memory, you know, but I chose in the end to give scant play to Melisande’s disappearance . . . let her be a footnote in the annals of history, after all, it is better than she deserves . . . here it is.” Holding her notes at arm’s length, she read aloud. “‘And the night passed fair quiet, with the solemnity appropriate to an eve whose dawn brings the execution of a member of D’Angeline peerage. I made my rounds at one bell, and three, and five, and all was quiet. Then with the changing of the guard at dawn, all seven hells broke loose, when Phanuel Buonard made to relieve the guard at the postern gate and found him dead of a knife to the heart. He ran shouting through the lower halls for my father, and I caught him to ask what was the matter. By the time he had told me, half the guard had mustered in the lower quarters, and I had to order many back to their stations. By now, my father had emerged, and assumed command unthinking. He wasted no time in ordering a detachment to the second floor, to Melisande Shahrizai’s chamber where she was confined. There, he found her guards slain; one with a dagger to the ribs, and the other with his throat cut. The chamber itself was empty.’” Thelesis cleared her throat and looked up apologetically. “That’s all, I’m afraid. It’s not much help.”


“Nothing we didn’t know, at any rate,” Joscelin observed.


“That’s not true.” Pinching the bridge of my nose in thought, I glanced up to meet their surprised gazes. “We know that it didn’t happen before five bells. We know that Ghislain commanded the watch that night, and not his father Percy. We know that the death of the gate-keep was discovered before the disappearance of Melisande, and we know the name of the man who discovered it. And we know that the gate-keep and the guards at Melisande’s door were not killed in exactly the same manner.”


“Phèdre, there are a dozen different killing strikes with a dagger,” Joscelin said reasonably.


“Mayhap.” I shrugged. “But it is worth noting, nonetheless.” I turned to Thelesis. “Thank you, indeed. Was there anyone else you spoke to about that night?”


“No.” She shook her head, regretfully. “Would that I had, now. If you’ll trust no one else, I still think you should speak to Ysandre.”


“I will,” I said. “When I know somewhat more.”
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