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 ONE

 IT ENDED with a dream.

 Ten years of peace, the ancient Oracle of Asherat-of-the-Sea promised me; ten years I had, and in that
time, my fortune prospered alongwith that of Terre d'Ange, my beloved nation. So often, a time of great
happiness is recognized only in hindsight. I reckoned it a blessing thatthe Oracle's promise served also as
warning, and let no day pass withoutacknowledging its grace. Youth and beauty I had yet on my side, the
latter deepening as the years tempered the former. Thus had my old mentor, Cecilie Laveau-Perrin,
foretold, and if I had counted her wordslightly in the rasher youth of my twenties, I knew it for truth as I
leftthem behind.

 'Tis a shallow concern, many might claim, but I am D'Angelineand make no apology for our ways.
Comtesse de Montrève I may be,and indeed, a heroine of the realm—had not my deeds been set to
verseby the Queen's Poet's own successor?—but I had come first into myown as Phèdre nó Delaunay,
Naamah's Servant and Kushiel's Chosen,ananguissette and the most uniquely trained courtesan the
realm hadever known. I have never claimed to lack vanity.

 For the rest, I had those things which I prized above all else, notthe least of which was the regard of my
Queen, Ysandre de la Courcel,who gifted me with the Companion's Star for my role in securing her
throne ten years past. I had seen then the makings of a great ruler inher; I daresay all the realm has seen it
since. For ten years, Terre d'Angehas known peace and abiding prosperity; Terre d'Ange and Alba,
ruledside by side by Ysandre de la Courcel and Drustan mab Necthana,the Cruarch of Alba, whom I am
privileged to call my friend. Surely the hand of Blessed Elua was upon that union, when love took root
where the seeds of political alliance were sown! Truly, love has provedthe stronger force, conquering
even the deadly Straits that divided them.

 Although it took Hyacinthe's sacrifice to achieve it.

 Thus, the nature of my dream.

 I did not know, when I awoke from it, trembling and short of breath, tears leaking from beneath my
closed lids, that it was the beginning of the end. Even in happiness, I never forgot Hyacinthe. I hadnot
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dreamed of him before, it is true, but he was ever on my mind.How could he not be? He was my oldest
and dearest friend, the companion of my childhood. Not even my lord Anafiel Delaunay, who tookme
into his household at the age of ten, who trained me in the arts ofcovertcy and whose name I bear to this
day, had known me so long. What I am, what I became, I owe to my lord Delaunay, who changedwith a
few words my fatal flaw to a sacred mark, the sign of Kushiel'sDart. But it was Hyacinthe who knew me
first, who was my friendwhen I was naught but a whore's unwanted get, an orphan of the NightCourt
with a scarlet mote in my left eye that made me unfit for Naamah's Service, that made superstitious
countryfolk point and stare andcall me names.

 And it was Hyacinthe of whom I dreamed. Not the young man Ihad left to a fate worse than death—a
fate thatshould have been mine—but the boy I had known, the Tsingano boy with the black curls andthe
merry grin, who, in an overturned market stall, reached out hishand to me in conspiratorial friendship.

 I drew a deep, shuddering breath, feeling the dream recede, tearsstill damp on my cheeks. So simple, to
arouse such horror! In my dream,I stood in the prow of a ship, one of the swift, agile Illyrian ships Iknew
so well from my adventures, and wept to watch a gulf of waterwiden between my vessel and the rocky
shore of a lonely island, wherethe boy Hyacinthe stood alone and pleaded, stretching out his arms and
calling my name. He had solved a riddle there, naming the source ofthe Master of the Straits' power. I
had answered it too, but Hyacinthehad used thedromonde, the Tsingano gift of sight, and his answer
wentdeeper than I could follow. He won us passage across the Straits whenwe needed it most and the
cost of it was all he had, binding him tothose stony shores for eternity, unless thegeis could be broken.
This Ihad sought for many years to do, and in my dream, as in life, I hadfailed. I could hear the crew
behind me, cursing in despair against the headwinds that drove us further away, the vast expanse of grey
waterwidening between us, Hyacinthe's cries following, his boyish voice calling out to the woman I had
become, Phèdre, Phèdre!

 It shivered my flesh all over to remember it and I turned unthinkingtoward comfort, curling my body
against Joscelin's sleeping warmthand pillowing my tear-stained cheek on his shoulder—for that was the
last and greatest of my gifts, and the one I treasured most: Love. Forten years, Joscelin Verreuil has been
my consort, and if we have bickered and quarreled and wounded each other to the quick a thousand
times over, there is not a day of it I would relinquish. Let the realmlaugh—and they do—to think of the
union betwixt a courtesan and aCassiline; we know what we are to one another.

 Joscelin did not wake, but merely stirred in his sleep, accommodating his body to mine. Moonlight
spilled through the window of ourbedchamber overlooking the garden; moonlight and the faint scent of
herbs and roses, rendering his fair hair silver as it spread across thepillows and making the air sweet. It is
a pleasant place to sleep andmake love. I pressed my lips silently to Joscelin's shoulder, resting quiet
beside him. It might have been Hyacinthe, if matters had fallen outotherwise. We had dreamed of it, he
and I.

 No one is given to know what might have been.

 So I mused, and in time I slept and dreamed that I mused still until I awoke to find sunlight lying in a
bright swathe across the bed-linens and Joscelin already awake in the garden. His daggers flashed steel
ashe moved through the seamless series of exercises he had performedevery day of his life since he was
ten years old, the training-forms ofa Cassiline Brother. But it was not until I had risen and bathed and was
breaking my fast that he came in to greet me, and when he did, hisblue eyes were somber.

 "There is news," he said, "from Azzalle."

 I stopped with a piece of honey-smeared bread halfway to my mouthand set it down carefully on my
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plate, remembering my dream. "Whatnews?"

 Joscelin sat down opposite me, propping his elbows on the tableand resting his chin on his hands. "I
don't know. It has to do with theStraits. Ysandre's courier would say no more."

 "Hyacinthe," I said, feeling myself grow pale.

 "Mayhap." His voice was grave. "We're wanted at court as soonas you're ready."

 He knew, as well as I did; Joscelin had been there, when Hyacinthetook on the doom that should have
been mine, using thedromonde totrump the offering of my wits and consecrate himself to eternal exile.A
fine fate for the Prince of Travellers, condemned to an endless existence on a narrow isle amid the deep
waters that divided Terre d'Angeand Alba, bound to serve as heir to the Master of the Straits.

 Such had been the nature of his bargain. The Master of the Straitswould never be free of his curse until
someone took his place. One ofus had to stay. I had known it was necessary; I would have done it. And
it would have been a worthwhile sacrifice, for had it not beenmade, the Alban ships would never have
crossed the Straits, and Terred'Ange would have fallen to the conquering army of Skaldi.

 I had answered the riddle and my words were true: the Master ofthe Straits drew his power from the
Lost Book of Raziel. But thedromonde looks backward as well as forward, and Hyacinthe's answer
wentdeeper. He had seen the very genesis of thegeis itself, how the angelRahab had loved a mortal
woman who loved him not, and held hercaptive. How he had gotten a son upon her, and how she had
soughtto flee him nonetheless, and perished in the effort, along with her beloved. How Rahab had been
punished by the One God for his disobedience, and how he had wreaked the vengeance of an angry
heartupon his son, who would one day be named Master of the Straits. How Rahab brought up pages of
the Lost Book of Raziel, salvaged from the deep. How Rahab gave them to his son, gave him mastery of
the waters and bound him there, on a lonely isle of the Three Sisters, condemning him to separate Terre
d'Ange and Alba, for so long as Rahab's ownpunishment endured.

 This was the fate Hyacinthe had inherited.

 For ten years and more, I had sought a way to break the curse that bound him there, immersing myself in
the study of Yeshuite lore in thehope of finding a key to free him. If a key existed, it could be foundin the
teachings of those who followed Yeshua ben Yosef, the OneGod's acknowledged scion. But if it did, I
had not found it.

 It was one of the few things at which I had failed utterly.

 "Let's go." I pushed my plate away, appetite gone. "If something'shappened, I need to know it."

 Joscelin nodded and rose to summon the stable-lad to make readythe carriage. I went to change my
attire to something suitable for court,donning a gown of amber silk and pinning the Companion's Star
onto the décolletage, the diamond etched with Elua's sigil glittered in itsradiant gold setting. It is a
cumbersome honor, that brooch, but if theQueen had sent for me, I dared not appear without it. Ysandre
wasparticular about the honors she bestowed.

 My carriage is well-known in the City of Elua, bearing on its sidesthe revised arms of Montrève. Here
and there along the streets, cheerful salutes and blown kisses were offered, and I suppressed my anxiety
toaccept such tribute with a smile, for it was no fault of my admirers thatmy nerves were strung taut that
morning. Joscelin bore it with hiscustomary stoicism. It would have been a point of contention betweenus,
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once. We have grown a little wiser with the years.

 If I have patrons still, they are fewer and more select—thrice a year, no more and no less, do I accept
an assignation as Naamah'sServant. It has proven, after much quarrel and debate, a compromiseboth of
us can tolerate. I cannot help it that Kushiel's Dart drives meto violent desires; I am ananguissette, and
destined to find my greatestpleasure mingled with pain. No more can Joscelin alter the fact that heis made
otherwise.

 I daresay we both of us know that there are only two people in theworld capable of truly dividing us.
And one . . .

 No one is ever given to know what might have been.

 Hyacinthe.

 As for the other...of Melisande Shahrizai, we do not speak, savein terms of the politics of the day.
Joscelin knows well, better than any,the hatred I bear for her; as for the rest, it is the curse of my nature
and a burden I carry in silence. I offered myself to her, once, at theasking-price of her son's
whereabouts. It was not a price Melisande waswilling to pay. I do not think she would have sold that
knowledge atany price, for there is no one living who holds it. I know; I have soughtit.

 It is the other thing I have failed utterly in finding.

 It matters less, now; a little less, though there is no surety whereMelisande is concerned. Ysandre
thought my fears were mislaid, onceupon a time, colored by ananguissette's emotions. That was before
she found that Melisande Shahrizai had wed her great-uncle Benedicte de laCourcel, and given birth to a
son who stood to inherit Terre d'Angeitself. Now, she listens; now, I have no insight to offer. Though Be
nedicte is long dead and his conspirator Percy de Somerville with him,Melisande abides in the sanctuary
of Asherat-of-the-Sea. Her son Imrielremains missing, and I cannot guess at her moves.

 But my Queen Ysandre worries less since giving birth to a daughtereight years ago, and another two
years later. Now two heirs standbetween Melisande's boy and the throne, and well guarded each day of
their lives; a more pressing concern is the succession of Alba, whichproceeds in a matrilineal tradition.
Unless he dares break with Cruithnetradition, Drustan mab Necthana's heir will proceed not from his
loins,but from one of his sisters' wombs. Such are the ways of his people,the Cullach Gorrym, who call
themselves Earth's Eldest Children. Twosisters he has living, Breidaia and Sibeal, and neither wed to one
ofElua's lineage.

 Thus stood politics in Terre d'Ange, after ten years of peace, theday I rode to the palace to hear the
news from Azzalle.

 Azzalle is the northernmost province of the nation, bordering thenarrow Strait that divides us from Alba.
Once, those waters were nighimpassable, under the command of he whom we named the Master ofthe
Straits. It has changed, since Hyacinthe's sacrifice and the marriage of Ysandre and Drustan—yet even
so, no vessel has succeeded in putting to shore on those isles known as the Three Sisters. The strictures
change, but the curse remains, laid down by the disobedient angel Rahab. For so long as his punishment
continues, the curse endures.

 As the Master of the Straits noted, the One God has a long memory.

 I felt a shiver of foreboding as we were admitted into the courtyardof the palace. It might have been
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hope, if not for the dream. Oncebefore, my fears had been made manifest in dreams, although it took a
trained adept of Gentian House to enable me to see them—and theyhad proved horribly well-grounded
that time. This time, I remembered.I had awoken in tears, and I remembered. An old blind woman's
words and a shudder in my soul warned me that a decade of grace was comingto an end.

 TWO

 YSANDRE RECEIVED us in one of her lesser council chambers,a high-vaulted room dominated by a
single table around which wereeight upholstered chairs. Three men in the travel-worn livery of House
Trevalion sat on either side, and the Queen at its head.

 "Phèdre." Ysandre came around to give me the kiss of greeting aswe were ushered into the chamber.
"Messire Verreuil." She smiled asJoscelin saluted her with his Cassiline bow, vambraced arms crossed
before him. Ysandre had always been fond of him, all the more so since he had thwarted an assassin's
blade in her defense. "Well met. I thoughtyou would wish to be the first to hear of this oddity."

 "My la..."I caught myself for perhaps the thousandth time; bearing the Companion's Star entitled me to
address the scions of Elua asequals, a thing contrary to my nature and training even after these many
years. "Ysandre. Very much so, thank you. There is news from theStraits?"

 The three men at the table had stood when the Queen arose, andYsandre turned to them. "This is Evrilac
Duré of Trevalion, and his men-at-arms Guillard and Armand," she announced. "For the past year,they
have maintained my lord Ghislain nóTrevalion's vigil at the Pointedes Soeurs."

 My knees weakened. "Hyacinthe," I whispered. The Pointe desSoeurs lay in the northwest of Azzalle in
the duchy of Trevalion, closestto those islands D'Angelines have named the Three Sisters; it was therethat
the Master of the Straits was condemned to hold sway, and Hyacinthe to succeed him.

 "We have no news of the Tsingano, Comtesse," Evrilac Duré saidquietly, stepping forward and
according me a brief bow. He was a tallman in his early forties, with lines at the corners of his grey eyes
suchas come from long sea-gazing. "I am sorry. We have all heard muchof his sacrifice."

 They would, in Azzalle. It was there that we had come to land, D'Angelines, Cruithne and Dalriada,
carried to the mouth of the Rhenusby the mighty, surging wave commanded by the Master of the Straits,
the wound of our loss still fresh and aching. And it was Ghislain nóTrevalion who met us there; Ghislain
de Somerville, then. He has abjured his father's name since, and for that I do not blame him.

 "Be seated and hear." Ysandre swept her hand toward the table.

 Although the realm is at peace, they maintain the ways of vigilance at Pointe des Soeurs; the Azzallese
are proud, and wary of the fact thatthe rocky promontory lies close by to the border of Kusheth. Even in
times of peace, it is not unknown for the scions of Elua's Companionsto skirmish among themselves.
Blessed Elua, conceived of the blood ofYeshua ben Yosef and the tears of Mary Magdelene, nurtured in
thewomb of Earth, sought no dominion here, where he was welcomedopen-armed after his long
wanderings. He made this place his home,and Terre d'Ange it was called ever after in his honor.Love as
thouwilt, he bade us; no more. It is another matter among his Companions— Azza, Naamah, Anael,
Eisheth, Kushiel, Shemhazai and Camael—those fallen angels who secured his freedom and aided his
passage, and whodivided the realm betwixt them. Many gifts they gave us; and dissension,too. Only
Cassiel took no part, remaining ever at Elua's side, the Perfect Companion.

 They are gone, now, to the true Terre d'Ange-that-lies-beyond.Once, and once only, a peace was made
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betwixt the One God and Mother Earth, that it might be so. Only we, their scions, are left tobear out
Blessed Elua's precept as best we might—but we are his descendants and our story continues. And this,
then, was the tale thatemerged, told first by Armand, who had been on night watch when itbegan.

 "Lightning," said Armand of Trevalion, "such as I have never seen;blue-white and crackling, my lady,
great jagged forks of it, all comingfrom a single cloud, some ten miles from the coast." He shrugged his
shoulders. "I cannot be sure, in the dark, but it is in that direction the Three Sisters lie; I am as sure as any
man can be that the cloud overlay them."

 "Surely there is nothing so odd about a storm," Joscelin said mildly.

 Armand shook his head. "I have seen storms, Messire Cassiline,natural and otherwise. This is my third
turn of duty at Pointe desSoeurs. This was no storm, and I have never seen its like. It was acalm night,
with the sky black as velvet and every star visible savewhere the cloud blotted them out. With each flash
of lightning I couldsee the underbelly of the cloud, violet and black, shot with glimmersof gold. I stood on
the parapet in the stillness ofa spring night andwatched it. Then I went to fetch the commander."

 "He describes it truly," Evrilac Duré affirmed. "All around us was calm, but though the waves rippled and
the insects sang at Pointe desSoeurs, we could see the skies split open and the seas in a fury aboutthe
Three Sisters." He folded his hands on the table. "I have seen manystrange things, living on the Straits.
No man or woman, Alban orD'Angeline, would deny it. Tides that defy the moon, currents that run
backward, eddies and whirlpools and unbreaking waves. You yourselfhave seen the Face of the Waters,
is it not so?"

 "Yes." It is a thing, once seen, never forgotten.

 "So it is told," Duré murmured. "But I have never seen the like ofthis, nor heard it spoken. For the better
portion of the night it continued,striking ever faster as Armand and I watched from the parapet. Beau
tiful, it was; and terrifying. In the final moments before dawn therecame one last burst, a flash so bright it
fair washed the sky in blindness,and a great crack of thunder. And a voice, crying out; a man's voice,it
seemed, but so vast it carried over sea and wave. A single cry." He fell silent a moment. "Then nothing."

 "Woke the garrison, it did," the third man, Guillard, offered. "Andme the first out the doors, with the sky
greying in the east. I saw thewave come and break ashore, and what it left in its wake. Fish, eels, you
name it; thousands, there were, flopping and dying on the stones.A great ring of a wave, like the ripple
from a cast pebble." He shookhis head. "All along the shore, as far as the eye could see, writhing and
flopping. Never seen the like."

 "So." I frowned. "You saw a cloud, and strange lightnings; then awave, which brought many fish ashore.
What of the isles? Did youattempt the Three Sisters?"

 Trevalion's men exchanged glances, and Evrilac Duré's foldedhands twitched. "We did not," he said
shortly. "Our orders are to watchand report. I sent word to my lord Ghislain, and he bade me bring
notice in all haste to her majesty the Queen. This, I have done."

 He was afraid. I saw it in his eyes, the tight lines around his mouth. I could not blame him. Men of
Trevalion had died assailing the Straits;a good many of them under Ghislain's command, some dozen
yearsgone by. It was no fault of his, but the orders of the old King, Ysandre'sgrandfather, Ganelon de la
Courcel. Still, they had died, and I could not fault Duré for fearing. I was afraid, too.

 Ysandre cleared her throat. "I've already sent couriers to alert Quintilius Rousse, Phèdre. But he is away
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on excursion to Khebbel-im-Akkad, and not due to return until summer's end. I thought you wouldwant
to know. It is my understanding you have made quite a study ofthe Master of the Straits."

 "Yes." I passed my hands over my face, wishing the Royal Admiralwere not gone. Quintilius Rousse had
been there, when Hyacinthe madehis choice; moreover, he had a long-standing quarrel with the Masterof
the Straits. It was Rousse who had tested the defenses of the ThreeSisters, year upon year. If there was
any man fit to try them again, itwas he. I had only useless lore on my side—and Joscelin, who waslittle
help at sea, for my own Perfect Companion, alas, was no sailorand was more oft than not found retching
over the rails.

 "What do you make of this?" Ysandre's gaze was kind. She hadknown Hyacinthe, if briefly, and knew of
our long friendship.

 "I don't know." I raised my head. "The Master of the Straits saidit would be a long apprenticeship.
Mayhap it is only that, some phenomenon of power, a demonstration. But it is in my heart that it maybe
something more. With your permission, I would like to investigate."

 "You have it." Ysandre bent her gaze on Evrilac Duré, not withouta degree of asperity. "Messire Duré, I
will not command any man ofTrevalion to assail the Three Sisters . . . but I will ask. If Phèdre nó
Delaunaywishes to travel thence, will you carry her?"

 Evrilac Duré swallowed visibly, lifting his chin a fraction. They areproud, in Azzalle, and she had stung
him. My Queen had learned somefew things about manipulating people herself since first she ascendedthe
throne. "Majesty!" he said sharply. "We will."

 Thus were our plans laid. Ysandre dismissed the Azzallese to seekfood and rest, leaving instructions with
the Secretary of the Privy Pursethat they were to be rewarded and our excursion generously funded.
Joscelin and myself, she invited to take repast in the garden with her,which I was glad of, now being
hungry for my interrupted breakfast.

 The late morning sun lay like balm on the greening flora, twice thesize of my own modest garden and
three times as well tended. It wasa rare moment of intimacy we shared with Ysandre over egg possets
and the first early fruits of spring. There were few people in the realmthat the Queen trusted implicitly. Of
all the honors she has bestowed upon me, that is the one I cherish the most.

 The Chamberlain of the Nursery brought Sidonie and Alais, Ysandre's daughters, to greet their royal
mother as she dined, and I must confess it was a pretty sight. The elder, Sidonie, was a grave girl, witha
straight, shining fall of deep-gold hair and her father's dark Cruithneeyes. I saw much of both parents in
the young Dauphine, and less inher sister Alais, who was small and dark and prone to private mischief. It
was she who clambered onto Joscelin's lap, butting her curly headbeneath his chin. Joscelin laughed and
let her toy with the buckles onhis vambraces. He was good with children, better than I.

 Ysandre smiled with a mother's resigned indulgence, stroking Sidonie's shining hair as her eldest knelt
beside her, absorbed in windingviolet stems through the wrought iron of a table-leg. "Alais doesn't taketo
most people thusly, my lord Cassiline. Mayhap you should considerfatherhood; you seem to have the
knack of it."

 "Ah." Joscelin slid his arm around the child, holding her in placeas he reached for a dish of berries. "I've
broken vows enough withoutinsulting Cassiel's grace, my lady."

 The Queen raised her fair brows at me, and I returned her gazeunblinking.
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 We had thought about it, of course; how not? But there was a truthto Joscelin's words, and a deeper
truth I did not voice to Ysandre. Ihave an ill-luck name, given me by a mother who knew a great deal
about Naamah's arts, and not much else. My lord Kushiel marked meas his own, and he has cast his
Dart in places further and more deadlythan I might have dreamed. Who is to say, if the dubious gift of an
anguissette is hereditary? I have never heard that it is; nor have I heard it is not. I am what I am, and
there is no point in regretting it. I daresayI would not have survived such adventures as have befallen me
if itwere not for my unique relationship with pain.Lypiphera, they namedme on the island of Kriti;
Pain-bearer.

 Nonetheless, I had no desire to pass this dubious gift on to anychild of my blood, and I had never
invoked Eisheth's blessing to openthe gates of my womb. It is harder to watch another suffer than to
endure it oneself. There are forms of pain even ananguissette will avoid.This was one of them.

 "So be it," Ysandre said gently, nodding at the Companion's Star upon my breast. "I always thought you
were saving your boon for yourchildren, Phèdre. A duchy, a royal appointment; even a betrothal, may
hap. I have given my word."

 "No." I fingered the brooch and shook my head, answering withhonesty. "There is naught that I need or
desire, my lady, save thatwhich is not within your power to grant." I smiled ruefully. We aregotten on the
wrong side of godhead, we D'Angelines, and the OneGod has washed his hands of Blessed Elua's
descendants; not even aQueen can alter that fact. "Can you bring the dead to life, or give me the key to
lock the One God's vengeance? Aught else I might desire, you have laid at my disposal."

 "I would that it was more. My debt to you is great." Ysandre roseand paced, pausing to gaze across the
verdant expanse of her sanctum.No herbs here, but only flowers for her pleasure, lovingly cultivated by
her gardeners. Near the gate, four of the Queen's Guard loitered attheir ease, at once relaxed and
attentive, while the Chamberlain of theNursery stood by and servants in the livery of House Courcel
awaitedto attend her pleasure. The Dauphine Sidonie sat cross-legged on the flagstones, humming as she
wove a garland, and young Princess Alaistugged at Joscelin's braid. "There is no news of Melisande's
boy?"

 "No." I said it softly, shaking my head, although she could not see."I would tell you if there were, my
lady."

 "Phèdre." She turned around, eyeing me. "Will you never be donewith forgetting it, near-cousin?"

 "Probably not." I smiled at her, leaning over to pluck a handful of violets from Sidonie's lap and plaiting
them expertly into an intricategarland. I had done as much when a child myself, attending adepts in the
Court of Night-Blooming Flowers. "There," I said, setting it atopher head. The child glowed with
pleasure, rising to run with carefulsteps and show her mother.

 Some things a courtesan can do that a Queen cannot.

 "Very lovely," Ysandre said, stooping to plant a kiss on her daughter's forehead. "Thank the Comtesse,
Sidonie."

 "Thank you, Comtesse," the girl said obediently, turning round toface me. Her sister Alais loosed a
sudden chortle and steel rang as shehoisted one of Joscelin's daggers from its sheath. The guardsmen
started to attention at the sound, relaxing with laughter as a chagrined Joscelin cautiously pried the hilt
from her small fingers. The Dauphine Sidonielooked appalled at her sister's breach of decorum; Alais
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looked pleased.

 Ysandre de la Courcel looked resigned. "Mayhap you have the rightof it," she said wryly. "Elua's
blessing upon your quest, Phèdre. Andif you pass the Cruarch's flagship on your journey, tell him to
makehaste."

 THREE

 I HAVE known other losses as grave as that of Hyacinthe's sacrificeand some worse, in other ways.
The brutal murder of my lord AnafielDelaunay and his protege Alcuin are things I do not forget, any more
than I forget how my chevaliers Remy and Fortun were slain on Benedicte de la Courcel's orders, cut
down before my helpless eyes forthe sin of their loyalty.

 Their loyalty to me.

 But the awfulness of Hyacinthe's fate was unique in that it wasundiminished by time. He was not dead,
but doomed. For eight hundredyears the Master of the Straits had ruled the waters from his lonely
tower—eight hundred years! And Hyacinthe had made himself his heir. No amount of grieving could
wash away his sentence, and I could neverforget that while I lived and laughed and loved, he endured,
isolatedand islanded.

 It took no more than a day to make ready to travel. For all that Imaintain one of the foremost salons in
the City of Elua, renowned forgracious entertainment and discourse, I have not lost the trick of ad
venturing. Joscelin, ever-prudent, had sent to Montrève for Philippe,my dear chevalier Ti-Philippe, to
accompany us the moment Ysandre's courier had appeared at our doorstep. Left to my own devices, I
wouldhave spared him the journey; and I would have been wrong, for Ti-Philippe, the last of Phèdre's
Boys, came pelting hell-for-leather into the City, a familiar gleam in his eyes.

 "I owe the Tsingano my life as much as do you or Joscelin, mylady," he said, catching his breath in my
antechamber. "And have nearly foundered three horses to prove it. Let your seneschal oversee the shear
ling lambs without me; I will ride to Pointe des Soeurs with you! Besides, you may have need of a
sailor.”

 After that, I could not deny him. And Ti-Philippe had brought withhim a companion, a stalwart shepherd
lad from the hills of Montrève;Hugues, his name was, a fresh-faced boy no more than eighteen or
nineteen, with ruddy cheeks and dark hair, eyes the color of rain-washedbluebells stretched wide at all he
saw. Ti-Philippe grinned at me asyoung Hugues bowed and stammered, blushing a fiercesome shade of
red upon meeting me.

 "He's heard tales, my lady, like everyone else. Since you come tooseldom to Montrève, I thought to
bring him to the City. Besides," headded judiciously, "he's strong as an ox."

 I could believe it, from the breadth of his shoulders. Ido travel toMontrève, and make it my residence at
least a few months of everyyear, but the truth is, my estate prospers without me. I have an ableseneschal
in Purcell Friote and his wife Richeline, and Ti-Philippe enjoys lording over the estate without me,
playing the role of steward to the hilt and dallying with the eager lads and maids of Siovale. I haveheard it
said—for I pay attention to such things—that nigh unto aquarter of the babes born out of wedlock in
Montrève are my chevalier'sget. Well and so; I could not fault their mothers for the choice. He is a hero
of the realm, my Philippe, awarded the Medal of Valor byYsandre's own hands.

 And I saw the self-same hero worship in young Hugues' grey-blueeyes, cast onto Ti-Philippe and
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reflected larger on Joscelin and myself. "Well met, Hugues of Montrève." I greeted him in formal tones,
playingthe role in which fate had cast me. "You understand that this is no Maylark, but an undertaking of
the utmost solemnity?"

 "Oh, yes!" He gulped, stammering once more, color rising beneathhis fair skin. "Yes, my lady, yes! I
understand in the fullest!"

 "Good." I pinned my gaze sternly on him. "Be ready to ride atdawn."

 Hugues muttered some wit-stricken acquiescence; I don't know what. As I turned away, I heard him say
ina stage whisper to Ti-Philippe, "I thought she would betaller!"

 This, I ignored, though Joscelin's cheeks twitched with suppressedmirth. "What?" I asked irritably,
rounding on him when we were inprivate. "Does my stature amuse you?"

 "No." Joscelin disarmed me with a smile, sliding his hands beneaththe mass of my sable locks. "He is
bedazzled by your reputation andyou would have to be seven feet tall, to match your deeds, Phèdre nó
Delaunay. I'd need to stand on a footstool, to kiss you." He did kissme, then, bending his head. I caught
my arms about his neck. "Averitable Grainne mac Connor," he murmured against my lips.

 "Don't tease," I begged, tugging at his neck. "I'm no warrior, Joscelin."

 "Naamah's warrior." He kissed me again, loosening the stays of mygown. "Or Kushiel's. As well one of
us knows how to use a blade."

 That he did full well, Joscelin, my Perfect Companion. Like Ysandre, I owe my life to his skill with
daggers and sword; many timesover. All of Terre d'Ange knows of his match against the renegade
Cassiline and would-be assassin David de Rocaille. I have never heardof another swordfight that brought
an entire riot to a halt. If he isequally proficient with that other blade with which nature endows mankind,
fewer folk know it. They would not expect it of a CassilineBrother, once sworn to celibacy.

 I hadn't, either. But I knew better now.

 Joscelin's hands were gentle on my skin; it is seldom in his heartto be aught but gentle with me, though I
am ananguissette, Kushiel'sChosen, and find pleasure in pain. But we have learned together, heand I,
and he knew well enough how to make a torment of gentleness.The Cassiline discipline is a stern one. I
felt it in the calluses of hispalms, of his fingertips, as he disrobed me. With infinite skill he rousedme, until I
ached with yearning and begged him in earnest to make anend of it. When he entered me at last, I sighed
with gratitude, wrappingmy legs about his waist. Looking at his face was like gazing upon thesun; the love
that suffused it was almost too much to bear.

 "Phèdre," he whispered.

 "I know." I buried my face against his shoulder and held him forall I was worth, memorizing the feel of
him against me, within me,surging with desire steadfast as a beacon. He was the compass by whichI had
fixed my heart's longing, and filled with him, I was replete. I heldhim hard, my voice coming in gasps.
There were tears in my eyes,though I couldn't have said why. "Ah, Joscelin! Don't stop. As youlove me,
don't stop."

 I felt him smile, and move within me. "I won't," he promised.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 And he didn't, not for a long, long time.

 Thus did we make love that night, the last night of our long peace.I daresay Joscelin could scent change
on the wind as well as I; we hadbeen together too long not to think alike, and ours was a bond forged
under the direst of circumstances. Afterward I fell straight into satedsleep and slept dreamlessly. Any
tears I had wept, the night breeze haddried upon my cheeks, and I awoke to a clear spring morning.

 No matter how dark the quest, there is a freedom in the commencing. Always, my heart has risen at the
beginning of a journey, andthis one was no exception. My competent staff had seen to all of ourneeds,
and Eugenie, my Mistress of the Household, fussed incessantlyover the provisioning of our trip. We
would lack for naught.

 My own fortunes had prospered in ten years of peace. My father, whom I remember vaguely, was a
spendthrift with no head for money.Had he been more prudent, I would not have been indentured into
servitude in Cereus House, first of the Thirteen Houses of the NightCourt. As a hedge against fate, I have
always invested wisely, aided bygood advice from my factor and my connections at court and elsewhere.

 Nor does it hurt to be the foremost courtesan of the realm. Betimesthere have been outlandish offers for
my favor—and betimes I havetaken them. Naamah's portion I have tithed generously to her temples;the
rest, I have kept.

 Evrilac Duré and his men were well rested from their travel and faced the return journey with a better
will than they had shown inYsandre's council chamber. He raised his eyebrows to see our party
assembled, for we numbered only the four of us with necessaries carriedon pack-mules.

 "Only four, my lady?" he inquired. "I thought you would bring amaidservant, at the least."

 "My lord Duré," I said pleasantly. "We are travelling cross-countryto a forsaken outpost to assail the
Master of the Straits in his own domain, not paying a social call on the duchy of Trevalion. I havecrossed
the Skaldic wasteland in the dead of winter on foot, and beenstorm-blown to Kriti in the company of
pirates. Will you not credit mewith some measure of competence?"

 He laughed at that, flashing white teeth; the Azzallese love a showof pride. And so we set out across the
greening land beneath the auspicesof spring. As the marble walls of the City of Elua fell behind us, I filled
my lungs with great breaths of fresh air and saw Joscelin do the same. Guillard and Armand stole
admiring glances in my direction as we rode,and young Hugues sang for sheer exuberance. He had a
prodigious setof lungs in his broad chest, and his voice was sure and true.

 "He reminds me of Remy," Ti-Philippe said at one point, dropping back to ride alongside me, a shadow
of sorrow in his smile. "He beggedto come. I couldn't say no."

 I nodded, the old grief catching in my throat. Remy had been thefirst of my chevaliers, the first of
Phèdre's Boys to pledge himself untomy service. I had watched him die. I was never free of the chains of
blood-guilt, that awareness forged in the ceremony of thethetalos in aKritian cavern. Nor did I forget the
living, whose numbers are nevergiven to us to know. Would he have sung so freely and joyously, this
stalwart lad, in a Terre d'Ange ruled by Melisande Shahrizai? I believedhe would not. I could never
know for sure.

 "I am glad you brought him," I said gently to Ti-Philippe, whosmiled in full.

 "He writes the most abysmal poetry," he said. "Much of it dedicatedto you, my lady, these two days
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gone by. 'O lily-fair, with raven-cloaked hair; O star-drowned eyes, like night's own skies.' '

 At that I laughed, as he had meant; to be sure, Hugues' presence lightened the journey and it passed
pleasantly enough. We made goodspeed northward along the Aviline River and into the province of
Namarre, thence turning westward toward Pointe des Soeurs. The sunshone brightly on our travels. In
the vineyards, pale green tendrils werebeginning to curl on the stands of brown, withered grapevines and
the silvery leaves rustled in the olive groves. We saw Tsingani on the roadfrom time to time, making their
way from the early spring horse-fair at the Hippochamp in Kusheth; there was no mistaking them, white
teeth flashing against their brown skin, their women wearing their wealth in gold coins strung in necklaces
and earrings, or sewn intobright scarves, chattering in their own tongue mixed with D'Angeline.

 Hyacinthe was a prince of his kind, his mother had always told him;the Prince of Travellers, for so they
called themselves, doomed to wander the earth. I had believed it, when I was a child; when I was older,
I thought it a mother's fond lie, for she was an outcast among herpeople, deemedvrajna, tainted, for
having loved a D'Angeline man andlost her honor. As it transpired, it was the love that had been a lie.
Hyacinthe's mother's honor had been lost in a careless bet, laid by acousin who must needs then trick his
headman's daughter into a seduction to settle his debt with Bryony House.

 It was true, after all. Hyacinthe's grandfather Manoj was the Tsingan kralis, King of the Tsingani. And he
had welcomed his long-lostgrandson with open arms when he met him.

 That, too, Hyacinthe had sacrificed. He had committed an act that wasvrajna when he used the
dromonde on my behalf, that gift of sighthe had from his mother to part the veils of past and future. It is
forbidden, among the Tsingani, for men to wield thedromonde. But Hyacinthe had done it, and the
Tsingan kralis had cast him out once more.

 These things I thought on as we travelled, remembering, and I sawJoscelin's gaze sober when it fell on
the companies of Tsingani in theirgaily painted wagons.

 We avoided cities and larger towns, staying only in modest innssuch as catered to couriers along the
roads where the proprietors lookedaskance at my features and murmured speculation, but asked no
questions. Twenty years ago, few D'Angelines recognized the mark of Kushiel's Dart; there had been no
anguissette in living memory. Now, they know. I have heard it said that country lasses hungry for fame in
Naamah's service will prick themselves to inducea spot of red in the whitesof their eyes. I do not know if
it is true; I hope not. They do not doit in the City of Elua, where any urchin in the streets of Mont Nuit
would know it for a sham. I would have thought, as a child in theNight Court, I would rejoice to have my
name regaled throughout the realm; now, a woman grown, I kept my mouth shut on my fame andthought
of other things.

 It took a matter of some few days to reach Pointe des Soeurs, whereour company was greeted with a
certain awe, part and parcel as wewere of the legend over which they maintained a watch. Duré's men
Guillard and Armand affected a careless swagger, relishing their role asescorts, and the commander
himself, Evrilac Duré, cast an indulgenteye on their antics.

 I think the garrison at Pointe des Soeurs was a lonely one, for thefortress overperches the sea and there
is no village within ten miles' ride; they grew starved, there, for polite company and news of the broader
world. Still, I do not think they were expecting such news aswe brought and the men fell silent when Duré
called for volunteers forour excursion.

 "Are you feared?" It was stocky Guillard who challenged his comrades, jeering. "I tell you, the Queen
herself, Ysandre de la Courcel,said to the commander, 'Messire Duré,' she said, 'I will not commandany
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man of Trevalion to assail the Three Sisters . . . but I will ask.'What have we seen to fear, lads? Fish?"
He thumped his chest. "I tellyou,I'm going!I'll not be left behind to hear secondhand stories aroundthe
fire!"

 After that, the volunteers came forward in twos and threes, untilDuré had to turn them away. Young
Hugues watched it all with open-mouthed delight, his face glowing. I smiled at his pleasure, and won
dered what we might find.

 Following on the heels of an afternoon repast, Armand and Guillardshowed us about the fortress and its
grounds. Here, I was told, the wavehad broken on the stony shores, bearing its stricken load of sea-life. I
paced the curve gravely, examining the drying corpses of fish left lyingon the shore. Atop the parapet,
Armand pointed northwest across thegrey rippling sea, toward where a faint shadow lay on the horizon,
nearest of the Three Sisters. There, he told me, the cloud had hung andthe unnatural lightning played,
quiet now since their departure.

 I listened well and nodded solemnly. High on the fortress walls, thecries of gulls resounded in the salt air
along with the fainter sounds ofDuré's men making ready a ship for the morning's sojourn, checkingthe
rigging and tending to minor details.

 "What do you make of it?" Joscelin asked that night in the sparechamber we had been allotted. He had
his baldric in a tangle on hislap, oiling the leather straps against the salt tang of a sea voyage. Ilooked up
from the Yeshuite scroll I was reading—the Sh'moth, chronicling the flight of Moishe from the land of
Menekhet and the partingof the seas. My old teacher the Rebbe would have chomped at his beardto see
me handling a sacred text bare-handed and familiar, but he wasdead these seven years past, his weary
heart faltering in his sleep.

 "Nothing." I shook my head. "Little enough they have recorded ofRahab, and naught to do with Elua's
get. A few similarities, mayhap.No more. You?"

 Joscelin shrugged, looking steadily at me, his strong, capable handscontinuing to work oil into the
leather. "I protect and serve," he saidsoftly.

 Once, he had known more than I of Yeshuite lore; they are near-kin, the Cassiline Brotherhood.
Apostates, the Yeshuites call them. Ofall the Companions of Blessed Elua, Cassiel alone came to follow
himout of perfect purity of heart, a love and compassion the One God, inhis ire, forswore. Yeshuites
claim the others followed Elua out of arrogance, defying the One God's rule; Naamah for desire, Azza
for pride,Shemhazai, for cleverness' sake, and so forth. Kushiel, who marked mefor his own, was once a
punisher of the damned; it is said he loved hischarges too well. Mayhap it is so—but Blessed Elua bid
them,love asthou wilt.And when the One God and Mother Earth made their peaceand created such a
place as had never before existed, Cassiel chose to follow Elua into the true Terre
d'Ange-that-lies-beyond, and he aloneamong the Companions acknowledged damnation, and accepted it
ashis due.

 He gauged it worth the price. That is the part they cannot explain,neither Yeshuite nor Cassiline. I do not
think they try.

 I know more, now, than any Cassiline; and I daresay many Yeshuites. It was still not enough. Rising
from the bed, I went to kneel at Joscelin's side, pressing my brow against his knee. He did not likeit when
I did such things, but I could not help the ache of penitence inmy heart.

 "I thought I would find a way to free him," I whispered. "I trulydid."
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 After a moment, I felt Joscelin's hand stroke my hair. "So did I," I heard him murmur. "Elua help me,
Phèdre, so did I."

 FOUR

 IN THE morning, we set sail.

 It is not a long journey to the Three Sisters from Pointe des Soeurs. Nonetheless, a stiff headwind
sprang up against us, making our coursedifficult as we must needs beat against it in broad tacks. The
galley wasa fine and suitable vessel with a shallow draught and wide decks, flying the pennant of
Trevalion, three ships and the Navigators' Star. It feltstrangely familiar to have the sensation of sea-swell
beneath my feet,and I soon recovered the trick of swaying to balance myself with it.

 Duré and his men were capable, and had they not been, I daresayTi-Philippe would have filled any lack,
for he scrambled over the shipfrom stem to stern in high spirits. He had been a sailor, once, underthe
command of the Royal Admiral, Quintilius Rousse. The awe-stricken Hugues trailed in his wake, fit as an
ox, while my Perfect Companion leaned against the railing, pale and sweating.

 As I have said, Joscelin was no sea-farer.

 Despite our to-and-fro approach, it was only a few hours beforethe coast of the Third Sister grew solid
on the horizon. I stood in theprow and watched the island grow larger in my vision, a curious reversalof
the terrible dream that had awoken me little more than a week ago.

 Intent and focused, I did not see that we were not alone on theStrait.

 It was a cry from the crow's nest that first alerted me, but in moments, we could all of us see. There,
across the surging grey waves, afleet of seven ships was making its way, coming from the opposite angle
to converge on the same point.

 If you pass the Cruarch 's flagship on your journey, tell him to makehaste.Ysandre de la Courcel's words
had been in jest—it was in springthat Drustan mab Necthana came to stay with her, and there was evera
prize granted to the first person who spotted his sails—but there could be no doubt of it. The lead ship
bore a great scarlet square of a mainsaildisplaying the Black Boar of Alba.

 "Drustan!" I breathed, and ran to tell Evrilac Duré, abandoning myvigil in the prow. He stared at me in
disbelief, then looked and saw theproof of his own eyes and gave orders to his helmsman to change our
course, making to intercept the flagship of the Cruarch of Alba. We had to go to oars, beating across the
choppy waters.

 They saw us coming and halted, lowering sails to idle at sea asDuré's oarsmen heaved and groaned, the
other six ships dropping anchor behind the Cruarch's. I saw him at a distance, a small figure acrossthe
waters, recognizable by his crimson cloak of office and the flash ofgold at his throat.

 "Drustan!" Ti-Philippe said at my side, frowning. "What in sevenhells is the Cruarch of Alba doing
making for the Three Sisters? Heought to be headed for port, and the Queen's bedchamber."

 "I don't know." There was a second figure beside him, smaller andslighter. Not one of his warriors, I
thought, gazing across the water. Itwas not until we drew nigh that I recognized the figure as a woman,
and not until we hove to alongside them that I realized I knew her.She was Drustan's youngest living
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sister, the middle daughter, Sibeal.

 I saw him smile, dark eyes grave and unsurprised in the whorls of blue woad that tattooed his face,
raising one hand in greeting. "Phèdrenó Delaunay, my brother Joscelin," the Cruarch of Alba called from
his ship, "well met."

 His D'Angeline was excellent; it ought to be, for I had taught him.I gripped the railing and stared at him,
Duré's men murmuring behindme. "My lord Drustan," I said in bewilderment. "How do you comehere,
and why?"

 Drustan mab Necthana nodded to his sister, who raised her chin togaze at me across the divide. She had
the same solemn eyes as herbrother, seeming even wider-set for the twin lines of blue dots thatetched her
cheeks. "Sibeal had a dream," he said simply.

 It was only meet, after that, that our forces were conjoined. It tooksome jostling and maneuvering to
enact the transfer, but the seas becameoddly calmed and we managed without much difficulty. Some few
ofEvrilac Duré's men joined us; most did not, with varying degrees ofrelief, and Duré ordered the
sea-anchor dropped. Drustan helped meaboard his flagship himself, returning my embrace warmly when
I flungboth arms about his neck and gave him the kiss of greeting. There arefew people I like better and
admire more than the Cruarch of Alba.

 And when it was done, we heard his sister's dream.

 They are seers of a sort, the women of the Cruarch's line. Whenwe arrived on the shores of Alba, it was
Drustan's youngest sister,Moiread, who gave us greeting; there to meet us, she said, in answer to a
dream. Moiread is dead, slain these many years ago by a TarbhCró spear at the Battle of Bryn
Gorrydum where Drustan regained histhrone. I saw that happen, too. Many more would have died, if not
forJoscelin. The Cruarch has named him brother since that day.

 "I saw a rock in the waters," Sibeal said softly, speaking inCruithne. "And on it stood a crow. I saw the
skies open and the lightnings strike, and the crow stretched out its wings in agony. I saw thewaters boil,
full of serpents, and the crow could not fly. I saw the skiespart and a white dove fly forth and land upon
the rock." She huggedher arms around herself and gazed toward the island of Third Sister. "I saw the
waters rise and the serpents lash their tales, and the crow couldnot fly," she said. "I saw the dove land
and open its beak, and vomitforth a diamond. And then I awoke." Her troubled eyes turned to me."You
have dreamed it too."

 "No," I whispered; my hand rose of its own accord to touch thenaked hollow of my throat. There had
been a diamond, once. Melisandehad put it there. "That is, yes, my lady Sibeal, I have dreamed. I
dreamed of Hyacinthe, no more."

 "Hyacinthe." She spoke his name with a Cruithne accent, a faintfrown creasing the downy skin betwixt
her brows. "Yes."

 "They say," Drustan mab Necthana said, "that a fortnight past,lightning flashed and the seas rose. So I
have come to see."

 "My lord!" The words came out sharply. "It is not fitting, that youshould risk yourself in this fashion!
Even now, the Queen awaits youin the City of Elua. Letus go, my lord. It is what was intended."

 Evrilac Duré shifted behind me; at either side I had Joscelin andTi-Philippe, who knew the risks and
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counted them full well. Drustanmab Necthana, the Cruarch of Alba, merely gazed at me. He had been
there, when Hyacinthe paid the price of our freedom. If he could havepaid it himself, he would have. He
had not forgotten any more than Ihad.

 We had always understood one another, he and I.

 "Then let us go together, Phèdre," he said quietly. "One last time.Sibeal has had a dream that is a riddle
demanding an answer. This Imust do.”

 Thus it was that I came to the island known as Third Sister for asecond time, borne as I was the first, on
the flagship of the Cruarch ofAlba. Whether or not the Alban sailors were affrighted, I cannot say;they
were men hand-picked by Drustan, their worth measured in theelaborate degree of tattooing that swirled
their arms and faces, and theyshowed no fear as they hoisted sail. The D'Angelines onboard murmured
amongst themselves as a sudden wind bellied our crimson sails,making the Black Boar surge and billow.
Joscelin was pale, thoughwhether with fear or seasickness, I do not know. Ti-Philippe's featuressettled
into unwontedly grim lines as he cast his eye on the steep,looming cliffs of Third Sister. Young Hugues
shuffled from foot to footin an excess of excitement.

 Drustan looked purposeful, and his sister Sibeal, serene. I felt sick.

 I had forgotten how the island rushed upon one, how the ingresswas hidden by high, steep walls. 'Twas
a mighty wave had brought usthe first time. This time, it was the wind that picked us out like a child'stoy,
bearing us into the cliff-flanked harbor. I had forgotten how theopen temple sat atop the isle, the endless
stone stair cascading down toa rocky promontory.

 Where a lone figure awaited us.

 Even at a distance, I recognized him. My mouth opened to admitan involuntary sound, squeezed out by
the unexpected, painful contraction of my heart.

 Hyacinthe.

 He lifted one hand and the wind went still. Our ship drifted, bornon bobbing wavelets toward the shore.
He lowered both hands and ashuddering ripple arose in the scant yards that separated the ship's planks
from the rock shore, the water heaving and churning. And he stoodthere, very much alone, clad in
breeches and doublet of a rusty black velvet, salt-stained lace at his breast and cuffs.

 I made a choked gasp and he gave a rueful smile, his eyes, Hyacinthe's eyes, dark and aware in his
familiar, beloved face, taut fingersoutstretched at the churning waves. His hair still spilled in blue-black
ringlets over his shoulders, longer than when I had left him. Tinycrow's-feet were etched at the corners of
his eyes, always wont to smile;his eyes, Elua, oh!

 "Hello, Phèdre," Hyacinthe said softly. "It's good to see you."

 His eyes went deeper and darker than ever I had seen, his pupilstwin abysses, blackness unending. And
around them his irises constrictedin rings, shadow-shifting, oceanic depths reflected in a thousand
wavering lights. I heard Joscelin's cracked exclamation, saw those unearthly eyes shift.

 "And you, Cassiline." Hyacinthe bowed from the waist, ironically."My lord Drustan." His voice changed.
"Sibeal."
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 "Hyacinthe!"Ibreathed, nails digging into the railing. "Oh, Hyas. . . name of Elua, let us come ashore!"

 He shook his head, locks stirring, fingers still outstretched at thesea and a crooked smile quirked his
mouth. "I can't, Phèdre, don't yousee? I don't dare. You're the only ones I've let get this close, and I
wouldn't if I didn't trust you. Once you set foot ashore, thegeis isinvoked." He bowed again, this time to
Drustan. "Half the riddle isdone, my lord Cruarch; you have wed Ysandre in love, Alban andD'Angeline
united. For the rest. . ." He shrugged. "I will not ask anyone to take my place."

 I was weeping open-eyed, the tears running heedless down mycheeks. As if from a distance, I heard
Drustan say, "There was a stormthat was no storm, ten days ago and more. What does it betoken?"

 "He is dead." Hyacinthe's voice was quiet, yet it seemed to comefrom everywhere and nowhere. It had
never been so, in my memory."The one you called the Master of the Straits. What you have seen isthe
passage of power."

 "Then come!" I caught my breath, regaining control of my voice,and spoke fiercely. "Come with us! Let
it be ended."

 Hyacinthe smiled, and his smile was terrible, not reaching the dark-ringed abysses of his eyes. "Do you
think I can?" he asked, and relaxedhis fingers, making to step onto the surging waves that bordered us.

 All at once, the worldlurched. I can find no better word to describe it. While we remained stationary,
adrift on the waters, and Hyacinthesought but to take a simple step, the very mass of the world itself
shiftedin a nauseating fashion. And in that few feet of water, somethingchanged, opening; an abyss deeper
and darker than aught in Hyacinthe'seyes, a bottomless, sickening void around which my world suddenly
pivoted and in its depths, a radiant and dreadful presence moved, adefiant, destructive rage. I thought,
for an instant, that he had done it,had completed the step and bridged the gap between us...and thenthe
world righted itself, and I found we were adrift still, the abyss andthe presence gone and Hyacinthe bent
over double on the shore, gaspingfor air. He raised his haunted eyes, and his voice, when he spoke,
belonged to the Tsingano lad I remembered.

 "Yousee?" he panted, sweat beading his brow. "It cannot be done. Merely to try is like dying. I ought to
know, I've done it enough times."He straightened slowly, as if the motion pained him. "Let it be pro
claimed," he said formally, "since you have come, that the Straits havea new Master. Let it be proclaimed
that all who seek passage will be welcome. The Cruarch's truce holds. While Alban and D'Angeline find
love in common, the Straits shall remain open."

 "Hyacinthe." I felt Sibeal's gaze upon me and said his name like adesperate prayer. "Is there no way to
free you?"

 He looked up at me, almost close enough to touch, and the sorrowin his eyes was ocean-deep. "I have
not found it, Phèdre. Have you?"When I shook my head in wordless denial, he gave his terrible smile,
fine lines crinkling at the corners of his eyes. "Then let all knowledgeof my curse be buried and forgotten.
If you love me, Phèdre, let themforget. For you see, I am still young enough and new enough at it to
scruple at passing it on to any other. While my will holds, no vesselshall be allowed to land on these
shores." Hyacinthe spread his hands."But I am getting older, you see," he said softly. "The Master of the
Straits was Rahab's get, on a woman who was first-born to Elua's line.I am not him, with three parts
ichor in my veins to one part blood, toendure eternity unaging." He swallowed, then, hard. "Let them
forget.Then, when all I have known and loved has passed from this earth, when I am a withered husk,
then when my scruples give way, I willhave less on my conscience."
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 My dream came back to me with terrible clarity; the gap, the widening void of water and Hyacinthe
receding, his boy's voice crying outmy name in vain. "What is it?" I made myself ask, forcing my voiceto
steadiness. "Hyacinthe, when you tried to step off the island, therewas a presence, in the water. Is it
Rahab?"

 "Him, or an invocation of him. Yes." Hyacinthe went still. Ourship bobbed gently on the water, lines
creaking, wavelets churning andmilling. "You do know a way."

 "Yes and no." I took a deep breath and gazed into the empty bluesky. "There is a word. The Yeshuites
claim the One God is namelessand unknowable, but it is not so. Adonai, they call him; Lord, nothing else.
But He has a name, and it is a word, spoken, that all His servantsmust obey. Even Rahab." I looked at
Hyacinthe. "That much, I havelearned. But," I shook my head, "the Name of God eludes me. I donot
have the knowledge.”

 Something moved in Hyacinthe's oddly changeable eyes; power,mayhap, stirring in the depths...or
mayhap only hope. "You can findit."

 "Hyacinthe." His name caught in my throat. "I've been looking,for ten years! There are Yeshuite scholars
who have devoted their lives to it, going back in an unbroken line since before Blessed Elua walked the
earth. I will never, ever stop looking, I swear to you, but after tenyears, I do not hold a great deal of
hope."

 Hyacinthe looked away.

 "Tsingano." Joscelin's pragmatic voice broke the silence. "You havethedromonde. What does the gift of
sight tell you?"

 "Thedromonde." Hyacinthe gave him his dire smile. "I see an island,Cassiline; I see wind and sea. What
do you think? I have seen naught else since I came here."

 "What of Phèdre?"

 The question hung in the air between them. The intense black pupilsof Hyacinthe's eyes blurred, losing
focus. "Phèdre," he whispered. Inthe old days, he would never speak thedromonde on my behalf. "Ah,
Phèdre! It is a vaster pattern than I can compass. There are branchingsbeyond which I cannot see, and
each one lies in darkness. Kushiel bars the path, stern and forbidding, his hands outstretched. In one
hand, heholds a brazen key, and in the other . . ." His gaze focused abruptly."And in the other, a
diamond, strung on a velvet cord."

 I touched the hollow of my throat.

 "It is my dream." Sibeal's voice spoke softly in Cruithne. "It is as I have seen."

 FIVE

 IT WAS a somber journey back to Pointe des Soeurs.

 We parted ways with Drustan mab Necthana and his entourage atsea; they would sail east, putting in at
the harbor of Trevalion, whereGhislain and his wife Bernadette looked for their arrival. Evrilac Duré'smen
were in restrained good spirits, uncertain what had transpired, glad of their survival. I leaned in the prow
and watched the water part beforeus, thinking.
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 "Iknow."I cut him off sharply.

 What had Melisande to do with Hyacinthe's fate? Nothing. Of the many things for which I blame her,
that is not one. Ill-luck, it was, a destiny laid down eight hundred years gone by, and my Prince of Trav
ellers caught in it. I could not shake the memory of my final glimpseof him. Hyacinthe had raised his
hands, and the seas had answered, alimpid, rising swell that caught our vessel and turned us, carrying us
plunging through the narrow entry and into the open seas. I had seen his lips moving as he did it, uttering
words of command.

 How could he, who now held such power in his hands, look to mefor aid? It had grown unreal to me in
his absence, this role in which he was cast. Now, having seen, I doubted the measure of my ownmeager
skills. In ten years, what had I found? A rumor, nothing more;a tale buried in legend. The Rebbe had told
it to me long ago, beforeLa Serenissima. Lilit, the first wife of Edom, had fled his dominion; theOne God
sent his servants to bring her back. She had laughed andspoken His name, sending them back.

 Well and so; I had not lied, I have spoken with many Yeshuitescholars since first I heard that tale. There
are branches of mysticismwithin the Yeshuite religion, and those that hold the five books of theTanakh
itself is but the Name of God written in code. To each letterof each word a value is ascribed, and the
resonance of every word towords of like value studied endlessly. Yet I never met a one whoclaimed the
Name of God was known.

 Now, there are fewer Yeshuites in the City of Elua and elsewhereacross the realm, and their thoughts
turn ever northward. The exodusthat began ten years ago has continued, and rumor comes from the far
northeast that they are forging a nation in the cold wastes. Not all agreethat it is this which the prophecies
of Yeshua ben Yosef intended—myold master the Rebbe did not—but the dissenters grow fewer every
year. What he feared has come to pass: The Children of Yisra-el aredivided. Of those who remain, their
eyes turn increasingly toward thefuture, and less and less to the past. And I...I am D'Angeline. When the
One God sought to bid Elua to his heaven, Blessed Elua and hisCompanions refused. I am a child of
Elua, Kushiel's Chosen and Naamah's Servant, and I have no place in such matters.

 But for Hyacinthe.

 There is a Hellene myth, which tells of a man who had leave toask a boon of the gods. He asked for
immortality, and failed to ask foreternal youth in the bargain. The mocking gods granted his wish to the
letter. Never dying, ever aging. At the end, when he had shriveled tonaught but a dry, creaking thing of
sinew and bone, they took pity onhim and turned him into a grasshopper. How long? The myth does not
say. To this day, I cannot hear the grasshopper's song without a shudder.

 We passed a quiet night at Pointe des Soeurs, and in the morning, took our leave of the place. Evrilac
Duré offered to send an escort withus, which I declined, though I thanked him graciously for the aid he
had already provided. We broke our fast at dawn, and were on theroad a scant hour later.

 Joscelin, having already ascertained my mood, kept wisely silent onour journey, and Ti-Philippe knew
well enough to follow his lead. Itwas young Hugues, prattling endlessly about the encounter, who would
not let matters be. "They say his mother was the Queen of the Tsingani,with gold on every finger and gold
scarves for every day of the week,and if she cursed a man, he would fall down dead. Is it true, my lady?"
he asked eagerly. "They say he told fortunes in the marketplace whenhe was but a boy, and Palace
nobles would line up to wait their turn!"
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 "He stole sweets," I said shortly, "in the marketplace. And hismother took in washing."

  

 "Hugues." I rounded on him, drawing my mount up short. "Yes. Hyacinthe had thedromonde, and his
mother before him. She told fortunes, and sometimes people gave her coin; mostly, they were poor.She
ran a lodging house for such Tsingani as did not disdain a woman who had lost herlaxta, her virtue, and
she took in laundry and changed her profit for gold coin, such as you have seen around the necks of half
the Tsingani women on the road. Do you think her son was markedfor this destiny?"

 Blood rose to his fresh cheeks. "I did not mean..."

 I sighed. "I know. It is a splendid, terrible tale, and you have beenprivileged to see a glimpse of it.
Outside Azzalle, I do not think theyeven tell it. But Hugues, never forget it is real people who live out
suchtales and bear the price of the telling, in grief and guilt and sorrow."

 He fell silent, then, and lowered his handsome head, and I feltremorse for having shamed him. We
stayed at an inn in the town ofSeinagan that night, and Hugues excused himself from the commonroom to
retire early. Ti-Philippe, offering no comment, accompaniedhim.

 It was pleasant in the common room, whitewashed walls freshlyscrubbed, a fire to ward off the evening
chill of spring smelling sweetlyof pear wood. "You were hard on the lad," Joscelin said quietly, notlooking
at me, running his fingertips over the sweating earthenwarecurve of a wine-jug. "He's excited, no more.
He meant no harm."

 "I know." I put my head in my hands. "I know. It's just that itgallsme, Joscelin. To see Hyacinthe thus,
and be helpless. It is a painin my heart, and I take no pleasure in it."

 "Would that I had been the one to answer the riddle." Joscelinraised his head abruptly. "Is that what you
want to hear? I would thatI had, Phèdre. Better for all of us if I had. If I could trade places withhim and
spare you this pain, I would. But Ican't," he said savagely."I'm not clever, like you, and I have no gift of
sight to aid me. Onlythese." He turned out his hands, palms upward, callus-worn. "It hasbeen enough,
until now." His expression changed. "And could be still,if you convinced him," he said slowly. "I do know
the answer, don'tI? I don't need to be wise or gifted, not anymore. All I need is forHyacinthe to let me
set foot on his shores.”

 "Joscelin, no!" I stared at him in horror. "How can you even thinksuch a thing?"

 "Ah, well." He smiled faintly, wryly. "It would solve your problems."

 "Idiot!" I grasped both of his hands hard in mine. "Joscelin Verreuil,if you think for one minute I would
grieve over you one whit less than I do for Hyacinthe, you are a blessed fool," I said in exasperation. "He
is my oldest and dearest friend and I love him well, but you..."Ishook my head. "You are an idiot. And if
you think I'm going to walkinto darkness without you at my side, an idiot thrice over. You're notgetting
out of it that easily."

 His fingers closed over my own. "Then I shall stand at the crossroads," he said quietly. "And choose,
and choose again, wherever yourpath shall lead. I protect and serve."

 They were words that needed to be spoken between us, and in themorning I awoke with a resolved
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heart and made greater effort to begracious to those around me. Thus we made good time on the road
and returned the City of Elua to find the word of Drustan's arrival hadpreceded us by a day, brought by
Azzallese couriers riding at a breakneck pace to receive Ysandre's reward.

 The Queen heard our news with grave compassion, taking note ofthe passage of power and Hyacinthe's
words thereon. I daresay she wasgenuinely sorry for his plight—but there are limits even to a Queen's
power. Ysandre had a realm to govern and her beloved husband, thefather of her children, was making
his way to her side. There wasnaught she could do. If there had been, I would have asked it; wouldhave
spent the boon, long-hoarded, she had granted me with the Companion's Star.

 But there was nothing.

 As a matter of courtesy, I consulted with the Master of Ceremonieson preparing the way for Drustan's
entry into the City; it is one of the great rites of spring nowadays, and I was there at its inception. Once,
there were precious few D'Angelines who spoke Cruithne. Now, trafficis brisk between our lands, it is
taught in many schools and Ysandredoes not lack for translators. The children of the realm do not need
mycoaching to greet the Cruarch in his own tongue.

 One distraction I had in the days before his arrival, and that was acabinet meeting of the Guild of the
Servants of Naamah. It is the onlyappointment I have ever sought, and I have served in the cabinet since
the days of La Serenissima, designated as the Court liaison. They reckoned themselves lucky to have me
at first—over a hundred years it hasbeen, since a member of the peerage served on that Guild—but they
did not always like the reforms I proposed. We voted on one that daythat had Jareth Moran, the
Dowayne of Cereus House, tearing at hishair in frustration.

 "If we have sunk four thousand ducats into an apprentice's marqueand training, my lady," he said
carefully, "and he or she is found unfitto serve, wemust have a way of recouping our investment!
Elsewisewe will be bankrupt."

 "Then choose more wisely, my lord Dowayne," I said remorselessly, "or have more care with your
adepts. For those who are reckonedunfit have no way of recouping their lives."

 Jareth glared, but made no retort, mindful of my history. I had beena child in Cereus House, reckoned
unfit to serve by virtue of the scarletmote in my eye. It was my lord Anafiel Delaunay who knew it for the
sign of Kushiel's Dart and bought my marque, training me in the Naamah's Arts as well as the arts of
covertcy. And with the gifts of mypatrons I earned my freedom, inch by inch, paying the marquist to etch
its progress on my skin. For each assignation, I paid, and my marqueis complete. It rises from the base of
my spine to the nape of my neck,a briar rose wrought in black, accented with drops of crimson.

 If it signifies that I am Naamah's Servant, it also announces that I am a free D'Angeline, with no debt
owing to be possessed by another.It is hard-won, my marque, and I have used the stature I have earned
along with it to enact changes. No more were the Thirteen Houses ofthe Night Court allowed to set
marque-prices for children sold intoindenture, such as I had been. Now, it was all apprentices, or such
children as were born into the Night Court and freely raised therein.Anafiel Delaunay would not be able
to buy my marque today as he hadwhen I was ten.

 That was my doing, too, and I reckoned it well-done. For all thatmy lord Delaunay owned my marque,
he had been the first to teach me that it was wrong to treat people as chattel. He did not permit it,in his
household. All Naamah's Servants must enter the bargain of theirown accord, but I do not think the
choice was made so freely in theNight Court as in Delaunay's household. Now, it is. The Queen herself,
newly a mother when I proposed the reform, backed it wholeheartedly.
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 And I do not think the ranks of Naamah's Servants have dwindled for these measures; indeed, if
anything, they have swelled since I roseto prominence.

 "Naamah lay down in the stews of Bhodistan with strangers thatBlessed Elua might eat," said the
priestess of the Great Temple ofNaamah with considerable amusement. "Not to fatten the wallets of the
Dowaynes of the Night Court, my lord Jareth. We find this proposalmeet. If an apprentice is reckoned
unfit to serve, it is meet that theDowayne of his or her House provide a means for them to serve outthe
terms of their indenture in the time allotted. No more, and no less."

 "You ask us to findemploy for persons unfit for Naamah's Service?"the Dowayne of Bryony House
inquired. "It is unreasonable. We donot have the means to serve as a referral agency for failed adepts."

 "Will you tell me Bryony House cannot find a half a dozen suitableclerkships for a trained apprentice?" I
asked cynically; everyone knowsthe financial acumen with which Bryony's adepts are instilled. "I am
sayingthat the system of indenture as it exists is imperfect. It allowslegal means whereby an apprentice
may become a virtual slave to hisor her House."

 There was a silence, at that; D'Angelines like to reckon themselvesbetter than the rest of the world, for
we are closer than others to ournation's begetting. Even the meanest peasant among us can trace his or
her ancestry to Elua or one of his Companions, who gave us manygifts. We have not practiced slavery
since Blessed Elua trod our soil.Love as thou wilt,he bade us; slavery by its very nature violates his
Sacred Precept. And owing a vast debt against one's marque is almostas bad as being a slave, when one
is prevented from receiving patron-gifts.

 I have acouturiere, sharp-tongued and gifted, who was a failedadept, flawed by a scar that rendered
her unfit by the tenets of the NightCourt; fifteen years or more, it might have taken Favrielle nó Eglantine
to make her marque on the commissions her Dowayne allowed her—meanwhile, her youth fled and her
genius gone to make the marquesof her erstwhile companions. It did not happen, for I used my own
earnings to pay the price of her marque and buy her freedom. But therewere others, and I did not have
the means to save them all.

 Even my freedom had been bought. That was Melisande's doing.

 And the diamond . . . the diamond had been her gift.

 In the end, they passed the measure by a slim margin, as I hadgauged they would. The representatives of
the street-guild had naughtto lose, and the Temple of Naamah had endorsed the measure. It wasthe
Night Court that stood to be inconvenienced . . . but not so greatlythat its Dowaynes were prepared to
stand in opposition to the rest of Naamah's Servants.

 Especially me, the Queen's favorite.

 Afterward, I spoke with Bérèngere of Namarre, the priestess of theGreat Temple, thanking her for her
support in the matter. In a way, Ihave known her since I was scarce more than a child; she was there,as
an acolyte, when I was first dedicated into the Service of Naamah.When I was rededicated, it was she
who performed the rites.

 "There is no need," she said simply, folding her hands inside thefull, elegant sleeves of her crimson robe.
"The measure was a goodone. You have done good things in this cabinet, Phèdre nó Delaunay."
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 "I have tried." I flushed at the compliment; one does, from a member of the priesthood.

 Bérèngere smiled, her green eyes tilted catlike in their regard. I remembered the taste of honeycake on
my tongue, and her kiss; sunlight gilding the pinions of my offering-dove as it beat its wings toward the
oculus. "Pride, they have in the Service of Naamah; pride and passion,"she said, watching the Dowaynes
of the Night Court leave. "I do notbelittle these things, nor begrudge them coin and glory. But the heartof
the matter is love." Her gaze returned to me. "There are a thousandreasons why Naamah chose to lie
with strangers, to give and receivepleasure as she did. Devotion, greed, modesty, perfection, solace,
genius,atonement, mastery, desire . . ." She named the attributes of the ThirteenHouses. "All of them are
true, but the chiefest among them is love.Always love."

 "I know," I whispered. I did. I have loved all my patrons, at leasta little bit. It is not a thing I tell to
Joscelin, who would not understand.For all that he was a priest, once, he was Cassiel's, and such things
Cassiel does not comprehend. Naamah's priestess understood.

 "They forget, in the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers," she said."All the great Houses. Cereus,
Heliotrope, Valerian, Jasmine . . . evenGentian, with their visions. They forget, or comprehend only a
pieceof the whole. You remember. Always remember." Bérèngere of Namarre reached out with one
slender hand, laying delicate fingertipsabove my heart. "The true offering is given in love."

 I shuddered under her touch with fear and desire, almost as if shewere a patron. "My lady," I said,
making myself deliver the wordscalmly. "I have been told my path lies in darkness. What do you see? Is
it Naamah's will that I suffer?”

 She shook her head ruefully, hair the color of apricots shiningagainst the silk of her robe. "I am a
priestess and not a seer, Phèdrenó Delaunay. This, I cannot say. Only that your knowledge will serveyou
true, in the end, if you do not fear the offering." Withdrawing hertouch, she folded her hands once more in
her sleeves."Love as thouwilt,"she quoted. "Even Naamah's Servants follow Blessed Elua, in the end."

 It was not the most comforting of advice.

 SIX

 DRUSTAN MABNecthana came to the City of Elua.

 There was feasting, and fetes; Joscelin and I turned out to meethim, of course, a part of Ysandre's
entourage. And I wore the Companion's Star upon my breast, and had Ti-Philippe in attendance with
Hugues as his wide-eyed guest, and we pelted the Cruarch with rose-petals and sighed, charmed, with
the others when the young PrincessAlais hurled herself at her father at the gates of the City. She clung
about his neck like a monkey, wrapping her legs about his waist, and Drustan smiled, burying his face in
his daughter's hair and walking half the distance to the Palace, despite how his twisted left foot must have
pained him.

 Truly, it would have warmed a heart of stone.

 It warmed Ysandre's heart, I know; and I could not find it in mineto begrudge her. No monarch has
risen to the throne of Terre d'Angeunder graver circumstances than Ysandre, and none has held it with
more courage and compassion. If I seem to damn my lady Queen withfaint praise, it is not my intention. I
have cause to know, better thanany, to what mettle Ysandre's spirit is tempered, and I could not askfor
any finer.
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 No, my discontent lay with the shadow on my own soul.

 It is no one's fault but my own that I underwent the ceremony ofthethetalos on the island of Kriti, and
came face-to-face with the chainof sorrow and suffering that had arisen from my actions. If I had not
transgressed, I would have been purged of the knowledge and cleansed to face life renewed and
forgiven. I know, for I saw what transpired inthe heart of Kazan Atrabiades, who was my friend; friend
and lover,and one-time captor. But Ihad transgressed, and I could not be absolved. The mystery into
which I stumbled was not meant for me. WhatI saw, I must remember and endure.

 So I had, for ten years, and the pain of that knowledge had lainburied. Now, Hyacinthe's plight had split
the healed flesh and the scarson my soul bled anew.

 I went, when I had the time, to my last ally among the Yeshuites, the mystic scholar Eleazar ben Enokh.

 He is held in awe and disdain among his people, Eleazar ben Enokh.Awe, for he is among the last of his
kind and his knowledge is prodigious for all that he is young to it; disdain, for he looks backward and
inward, pondering half-forgotten mysteries while the rest of his folklook increasingly to the north and the
future. It is with Eleazar that Ibegan studying the Akkadian language; and that too, his people disdain.

 They are wrong, I think—Eleazar thinks it too. There are fewtongues older than that which is spoken
among the scions of the House of Ur, whose hero Ahzimandias led his people out of exile in the desertto
reconquer their ancestral lands. Khebbel-im-Akkad, they call it;Akkad-that-is-reborn. Once upon a
time, they were near-kin, the Akkadians and the Yeshuites. The Habiru, they were called then, the
Children of Yisra-el; their language is still called the same. But whenthe Akkadians conquered, the
Children of Yisra-el were dispersed andflung to the winds, their Twelve Tribes disbanded, Ten of the
Twelvelost and the purity of their mother-tongue diffused.

 So it is said, at any rate.

 When the empire of Persis arose and overthrew the Akkadians, theroyal court of the House of Ur fled,
deep into the Umaiyyat, wherethey were succored by the Khalifate of the Umaiyyat. And there, for a
thousand years, they maintained their traditions and language unaltered,and nurtured revenge. It was in
Eleazar ben Enokh's heart that somewhere in the deep past, Akkadians and the Children of Yisra-el
sprangfrom the same root. El, their deity was called; El, that is: God, whose True Name is unknowable.
Now the Yeshuites think less on the Nameof God, having affixed their faith to His son Yeshua ben
Yosef, andthe Akkadians care little for El, having reconquered Persis in the nameof Shamash, the Lion of
the Sun, in accordance with Ahzimandias'vision.

 But Eleazar ben Enokh, a Yeshuite who dwelt in the City of Elua,kept his heart attuned to his One God
and courted Him with profoundmeditation, fasting and reciting hymns, composed in Habiru and Ak
kadian alike, seeking betwixt the two to find the original root words,the First Word of Creation that
spoke the world into being—for that,he believed, was the Name of God.

 I sat with him as he did, for we had become friends, Eleazar andI, of the unlikeliest sort. I knelt on mats
in his prayer-room,abeyante,as I was taught long ago in the Night Court, sitting on my heels withthe
skirts of my velvet gown composed around me. Eleazar knelt too,and rocked, inclining back and forth
and keening all the while in hisstrong voice. Betimes he arose and danced about the prayer-room, hop
ping and spinning, his spindling limbs akimbo beneath his black robes,head thrown back in ecstasy.

 I daresay it looked humorous; I know his wife Adara smiled, ducking her head to hide it as she brought
water and crusty bread boughtfresh at the market into the prayer-room to make ready for her husband
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who would be ravenous when he broke his fast. To her credit, it neverdisturbed her that her husband
kept company with the foremost courtesan in the City of Elua.

 "Father of Nations!" Eleazar gasped in Habiru, "Lord of the DivineCountenance! Hear me, Your meager
worshipper, and grant me themerest glimpse of Your throne! Ah!" He went rigid, kneeling, armsoutflung.
"Abu," he whispered, reverting to Akkadian, "Abu El, anakubasû kussû."

 God, my Father, let me come before your throne.

 A look of bliss suffused his face, the straggling ends of his blackbeard quivering. I knelt patient and
watched, while Eleazar ben Enokhdescended slowly through the realms of Yeshuite heavens and
returnedto the here-and-now. I knew, when he opened his kind, brown eyesand shook his head, that he
had returned empty-handed.

 "I have no name."

 The words were spoken with ritual sorrow. He believed, Eleazar ben Enokh, that he beheld the
Presence of God in his transports, andthat one day he might return with the Sacred Name writ fast upon
hisheart. I nodded in acknowledgment, bowing low before him.

 "I am grateful for your efforts, father," I said formally. Eleazar sighed and sat cross-legged, his bony
knees poking sharply into hisrobes.

 "Yeshua have mercy on us," he said sadly, "but we have lost thegift of it since we followed the Mashiach.
He sent His Son to redeemour broken covenant." He broke off a piece of bread and looked at itas if it
were strange and wonderful in his sight, placing it on his tongueand chewing slowly. "It is said— " he
swallowed a mouthful of bread,—that one tribe alone never faltered, that is the Tribe of Dân." Eleazar
shook his head again. "Adonai is merciful, Phèdre," he said softly, "andto us He sent His Son, Yeshua
ben Yosef. I catch a glimpse of Histhrone, of His almighty feet; no more. For the rest, there is Yeshua."
He smiled, and joy and sorrow alike were commingled in his mien. "Itis upon his sacrifice that our
redemption now depends. I do not think Adonai will make His sacred name known anymore to the
Children ofYisra-El. Perhaps He will do it for Elua's child."

 "Elua!" My voice was bitter. "Adonai cared so little for his ill-begotten scion Elua that he wandered
forgotten for a hundred yearswhile Adonai grieved for your Yeshua! I do not think He will share His
name with one such as me."

 "Then perhaps the Tribe of Dân holds it in keeping." Eleazar ignored my sharp tone and scrubbed at his
face, weary with long prayer."If you can find them."

 To that, I said nothing; every Yeshuite knows the myth of the LostTribes. Most believe, if they venture
an opinion, that they went north,beyond the barren steppes, where Yeshua's nation is to be founded in
preparation for his return. Whether or not it is true, I do not know.Only that in the writings of Habiru
sages before the coming of Yeshua,the Tribe of Dân is never mentioned among the exiles.

 "And mayhap Shalomon's Ring lies forgotten at the bottom of myjewelry-box," I said, "but I don't think
so." Rising, I repented of myill grace and stooped to kiss his cheek. "Keep searching, Eleazar. YourGod
is fortunate to be served with such devotion."

 He nodded, tearing off another piece of bread and placing it in hismouth. I left him there, chewing
meditatively, the remembrance of gloryilluminating his narrow features. Adara showed me to the door,
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whereI pressed a small purse of coin into her hands. "A token," I said, "in gratitude for your hospitality."
So I said at every visit. Eleazar would never have taken it—or if he had, he would have given it away
within the hour—but Adara knew the cost of bread and what was needful to allow her beloved husband
to continue his contemplations untroubled.

 "You are always welcome in our house, my lady." There was suchgentle sweetness to her smile. "It tears
at his heart to think how yourfriend suffers for Rahab's cruelty."

 Such is the carelessness of gods, I thought as I made my way home. And we are powerless against it.
Even here, in the blessed realm, whereElua and his Companions gave us surpassing gifts of grace and
beautyand knowledge, begetting musicians and chirurgeons, architects andshipwrights, painters, poets
and dancers, farmers and vintners, warriorsand courtiers, there is no power to be found to thwart a
forgotten curseby the One God's mighty servant. All the love in my heart was but aweak and foolish
noise before the enduring force of Rahab's hatred.And why? Because the Lord of the Deep had loved a
woman, and shehad loved another than him.

 Blessed Elua, I prayed, such things should not be. If there is a way,let me find it, for I do not think I can
bear to live out my days withthis knowledge. I do not think I can bear to laugh and make merry,living and
loving while Hyacinthe raises wind and wave, gazes into a mirror and waits for time to make a
monstrosity of him. Wherever thepath lies, I will tread it. Whatever the price, I will pay it.

 In a mood thus dark and foreboding, I arrived at my home to findJoscelin and Ti-Philippe awaiting me in
the salon, their faces grave.Young Hugues was nowhere in sight, nor any of the house-servants. Ipaused,
wondering at the way they stood shoulder-to-shoulder beforethe low table.

 "What is it?"

 Joscelin stepped to one side, indicating a sealed missive that layupon the table. Hardly an unusual thing,
for I received correspondence almost daily—letters, offers of assignation, invitation, love poems. "This
came by courier from La Serenissima."

 Allegra Stregazza, I wondered; or mayhap Severio? Both of themwrote to me from time to time, and
Joscelin was not overfond of myfriendship with Severio, having neverquite forgotten that I had once,
briefly, entertained his offer of marriage. For all that he had forswornjealousy, even Joscelin was human.
But that would not account for Ti-Philippe's countenance.

 The pale vellum glowed against the dark, polished wood of thetable, fine-grained and smooth, sealed
with a generous blot of gilt wax.Kneeling, I picked up the letter to examine the insignia stamped intothe
seal.

 My hands began to shake and I set it down, staring.

 A crown of stars; Asherat's Crown, that adorns the Dogal Seal andthe doors of the Temple of
Asherat-of-the-Sea. And beneath it, etchedin miniature, a device of three keys intertwined—the arms of
HouseShahrizai.

 The letter had been sent by Melisande Shahrizai.

 SEVEN

 TAKING A deep breath, I cracked the seal and opened the letter.
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 The room was deadly silent as I read. Joscelin and Ti-Philippestared at each other over my head, neither
daring to ask. It was short,only a few lines, penned in Melisande's elegant hand. I would haveknown her
writing anywhere. I had seen it since I was a child in Delaunay's household, when the correspondence
was lively between them,friends and rivals as they were. And I had seen it in the steading of theSkaldi
warlord Waldemar Selig, when I realized with sinking horror theinfinite depth of her treachery.

 Now I read it in my own home, and when I finished, set down theletter and pressed steepled fingers
against my lips.

 "Name of Elua!" Ti-Philippe exploded. "What does the she-bitchwant? "

 I looked up at him, lifting my head, and answered simply. "Myhelp."

 "What?"It was Joscelin, incredulous, who snatched up the letterand read it for himself, passing it to
Ti-Philippe and taking an abruptseat in a nearby chair. He stared at me open-mouthed, shaking his head
in unconscious denial. "Phèdre. No. She's mad. She has to be!"

 Dear Phèdre,the letter read,Iam writing to ask your aid in a matterof vital importance. There is no
one else I may trust. I swear to you, inKushiel's name, that this is no ploy and poses no threat of harm to
yourloyalties. Make haste to La Serenissima, and I will explain.

 That, and no more. I heard a stifled expletive from Ti-Philippe ashe finished reading.

 "No," Joscelin said again, although I had not spoken. The colorwas returning to his face. "Phèdre, you
can't possibly consider it. Whatever it is, it's bound to be a trick.”

 "No." I lookedpast him at the bust of Anafiel Delaunay which saton a black marble plinth in my salon.
My lord Delaunay gazed back atme, silent as ever, a wry tenderness to his austere features. I
remembered how I had first met Melisande in Delaunay's gymnasium, how she hadtouched my face, and
my knees had turned to water. She was the onlyone he had ever allowed to see me before I entered
Naamah's Service.They had been friends, once; and lovers, too. He might be alive today,but for her
treachery. So might countless others. I have never dared number those dead by Melisande's deeds. "She
swore it in Kushiel'sname. Even Melisande has rules."

 "You can't think it."

 There was a ragged edge to Joscelin's voice I had not heard inmore than ten years. My eyes stung with
tears as I turned my gaze tohim, swallowing hard. "It's Sibeal's dream, don't you see, and Hyacinthe's
vision. Joscelin, I don't pretend to understand. But I have to go."

 He was silent for a moment. "You would let her put her leash onyou again."

 "No." I took back the letter that Ti-Philippe had thrown onto thetable, running the ball of my thumb over
the waxen seal. "Melisande remains under the purview of the Temple of Asherat. She's not free tomake
claims on me. And I will not offer what I did once before."

 "Melisande Shahrizai doesn't need her freedom to make claims onyou," Joscelin whispered. "And you
don't need to offer. Do you thinkI don't know that?"

 "Joscelin." I dropped the letter and rubbed my temples. My headached fiercely. "What do you want me
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to do? Stay here and slowly gomad, thinking about Hyacinthe and spending my days praying somepoor,
God-ridden Habiru mystic will stumble across the Sacred Name?I don't want to see Melisande; Blessed
Elua knows I don't want tohelpher! But there have been dreams and visions pointing the way, and I
prayed to Elua to show it to me. Now my prayer is answered; a letter,like a portent. What am I to do?
Ignore it?" I let my hands fall to mylap and shook my aching head. "I can't."

 "I'll go." Ti-Philippe's words sounded abrupt. "The Tsingano said the path would be dark. Well, I'm not
afraid of darkness." He clearedhis throat. "I can't imagine we'll see aught worse than we've seen before,
my lady. And I'm not afraid of your facing Melisande Shahrizai. Whatever it is between you, you've
outfaced her twice before, and won."He glanced at Joscelin. "People forget that."

 "I don't forget!" Joscelin raised his voice sharply. In the old days,they had quarrelled often; this was the
first time since La Serenissima."But I don't trust anyone's luck to continue forever, even Phèdre's. Andif
you think you have seen all the world holds of darkness, chevalier, you are sore mistaken."

  

 "Enough!" I cut them off before the quarrel could escalate. "Joscelin," I said, fixing him with my gaze. "I
am going to do this thing.Is it your will to accompany me?"

 His smile was tight as a grimace. "I have sworn it. To damnationand beyond," he added, casting a
pointed glance in Ti-Philippe's direction. "Though I would sooner that than Melisande's doorstep."

 "My lady, you would be better served— ' Ti-Philippe began.

 "No." I shook my head at him. "Philippe, I value your courageand your loyalty more than I can say. But
if there is anyone I need atmy side, it is Joscelin. You, I need here. I need someone I can trust tokeep
watch over my household and my estates. And I need to know,"I said gently, "someone is here, safe and
well, keeping the lamps lit forour safe return."

 Now it was Ti-Philippe who had tears in his eyes. "My lady," hesaid, "you know I would face any
danger on your behalf."

 "I know. I am asking younot to, and mayhap it is a harder thing."I laughed. "Anyway, of what are we
speaking? A spring journey to LaSerenissima? We'll be there and back inside a month. A paltry thing,as
dangers go."

 "There are no paltry dangers where Melisande Shahrizai is concerned," Joscelin muttered. "Captive, or
no."

 Ysandre, predictably, was displeased. I had to tell her, reckoning Iowed my Queen as much. She
scowled at me and paced the pleasantbounds of the drawing-room in which we met, her mood and
actionsmore suitable to official chambers. I stood patiently and waited out her anger, glad of Joscelin's
solid presence at my shoulder. For some reason,she had far greater faith in him not to undertake anything
foolish—a misplaced sentiment, in my opinion. Ysandre had not been there when Joscelin crawled the
underside of a hanging bridge to the prison-fortressof La Dolorosa and assailed it single-handed with
naught but his daggers. Well and so, if Ysandre de la Courcel thought a Cassiline lessrash than a
courtesan, let her. I knew better.

 For his part, Drustan mab Necthana said nothing, only sitting andthinking, his dark eyes grave and
thoughtful. He had sailed to the ThreeSisters on the strength of Sibeal's dream; he would not gainsay my
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going.

 "Fine," Ysandre said at last, irritable, fetching up before us. "Go.I tried to dissuade you once before, and
I was in the wrong; I swore Iwould not do it again. Only remember, Melisande played you for a foolthe
entire time, and it is only with Elua's blessing that we are not alldead of it. If you think this is aught
different, you're making the samemistake." She looked curiously at me. "Do you even have the slightest
idea what game she's playing at now?"

 "No." I answered calmly, my hands clasped before me to hide theirtrembling. In truth, it was that very
thing that terrified me. I had alwaysknown, before. I may have misgauged her moves—with, as Ysandre
observed, near-fatal results—but I had grasped the nature of the game.Now, I could not guess.Iam
writing to ask your aid. . . That soundednothing like Melisande; and that alone made me nervous.
"When I know, I will tell you, I promise."

 "Elua," Ysandre sighed, and took my face between her hands, planting an unexpected kiss on my brow.
"I swear, near-cousin, you causeme more worry than ten Shahrizai courtiers and my daughter Alaisrolled
into one," she said. "My lord Cassiline, please do whatever it isyou do to bring her back safely."

 Joscelin bowed, the shadow of a smile at the corner of his mouth.I think sometimes they understood
each other too well, those two. Drustan rose and came to take my hands.

 "Necthana's daughters dream true dreams," he said. "My sister Moiread knew your voice before ever
you set foot on Alba's shores. Wewill await your return."

 So we took our leave.

 We travelled lightly, Joscelin and I, making a straight course overland across Caerdicca Unitas. It felt
strange, covering the same territorythrough which we had ridden ten years ago in Ysandre's entourage,
desperate to thwart the last, deadly stroke of Melisande's scheme. Now,I was riding to her aid . . .
because she had asked it. Passing strangeindeed. It was on that journey that we heard the stories they tell
ofYsandre's ride, the fell and glorious company of D'Angelines whopassed like the wind along the
northern route betwixt Milazza and LaSerenissima. Joscelin and I heard them in the inns along the way,
exchanging glances, remembering the metal taste of fear in our mouths,saddle-weary aches and the
endless arguing of Ysandre de la Courceland Lord Amaury Trente.

 Of such stuff are legends made.

 Naught of moment befell us in our journey and the weather heldpassing fair, with only a few showers of
rain to dampen our spirits. Thenorthern route is safe, now, as safe as ever it has been. Once, the threat of
Skaldi raiders was prevalent, but now the southern border of Skaldiais peaceful, and a number of tribes
have formed a loose federation,trading freely with the Caerdicci. It is Waldemar Selig's doing, in away.
Although his endeavor failed—Blessed Elua be thanked—he was somewhat new among the Skaldi: a
leader who thought. He gave themambition and hunger for the finer elements of civilization, and he taught
them that together, they might achieve what they never could apart.Shattered by defeat at D'Angeline
hands, the Skaldi have grown circumspect, and seek now to acquire through honest trade and effort
whatthey once sought to seize by might of arms.

 One day, I think, they may try it again. But for now, there is peace.

 Of La Serenissima, I have written elsewhere at length. Suffice it tosay that the city is unchanged. It is
beautiful still, redolent with thelight that reflects from the water of her many canals, and reeking toowith
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the odor of those same canals. It is a city that holds too manymemories for me, and few of them good.

 I might have presented myself, under other circumstances, at eitherthe Dogal Palace or the Little Court,
and availed myself of the hospitality that would surely have been rendered me. Incredible though it
seems, Cesare Stregazza is still Doge of La Serenissima. I think he mustbe nearly ninety years of age
now, which is unheard-of for his kind.Members of the Stregazza family seldom enjoy long lives. I daresay
hewould remember me, since I saved his throne for him. It is his youngerson Ricciardo who administers
much of the daily business of the city,or so Allegra writes. I think he will succeed his father as Doge. I
hopeso, for he is worthy.

 The Little Court is Severio's, now. It has been for three years. Theydo not call it that, anymore; the
Palazzo Immortali, he renamed it, afterhis social club. There is still a D'Angeline presence there—how
not,when Severio is grandson to Prince Benedicte de la Courcel himself—but it is no longer a court in
exile. For all that his blood is a quarterD'Angeline, Severio is Serenissiman to the core. He married a
Serenissiman noblewoman some years ago, a daughter of the Hundred Worthy Families, and seems
content with his lot. She is not, I understand,entirely unamenable to rough play in the bedchamber; a
fortunate happenstance, as I had cause to know. Severio had once been a patron ofmine, and his
appetites bore a keen edge.

 I did not wish to intrude into either situation on this particularerrand. There is a good deal of bitterness
still over Prince Benedicte'sbetrayal and the plot laid by Marco and Marie-Celeste Stregazza—and
D'Angeline influence is held much to blame. Unfairly, I think, for MarcoStregazza was the Doge's own
elder son . . . but still.

 The genius behind it was Melisande.

 And I had ridden to La Serenissima in response to her request foraid.

 In light of this fact, Joscelin and I took lodgings at one of the finerinns near the Campo Grande. La
Serenissima is a city of trade aboveall, and there was nothing strange about a D'Angeline couple travelling
there. The only strangeness was in my mind, and the echo of memoryas I gazed from my balcony onto
the bustling market in the squarebelow, the morning sun glittering on the Great Canal and striking gold
from the domed roof of the Temple of Asherat. Joscelin came to standbeside me and we looked, thinking
the same thoughts.

 "There," he said, pointing. "That's where the parrot-merchant'sstand stood, from Jebe-Barkal. Do you
remember?"

 "The Yeshuite," I said. "The Immortali picked a fight with him,and Ti-Philippe had a bloody nose at the
end of it." I frowned. "How did you end up defending the parrot-stand?"

 "I don't remember." He leaned on the railing, bracing his arms."Elua, but I was an idiot then! It's a
wonder you forgave me."

 "No." I curled my fingers about his forearm. "We were both idiots,and I was cruel. I was so blinded by
my quest, I didn't care how muchI hurt you. I taught myself to relish the pain instead. Call it an
anguissette's folly."

 Joscelin gazed down into the marketplace. "But you were right,"he said, "when I thought you were on a
fool's errand. And I was tooproud to admit how terrified I was of losing you. It would have beendifferent
if I had."
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 "Ah, well." I rested my head against his shoulder. "Elua willing,we are a little older now, and a little wiser.
Whatever happens..."Idrew back to look at his face. "Joscelin, you know I would never leaveyou?"

 "I know," he said softly. "I do know it, Phèdre. But what liesbetween you and Melisande frightens me,
because Kushiel's hand is init. You are his Chosen, and he has marked you for his own . . . and I,I am
only Cassiel's servant, no more. What is that, to one who was thePunisher of God?"

 Alone among the Companions of Elua, Cassiel bore no gifts, noearthly power. No province bears his
name, and he left no mortal lineage. Only the Cassiline Brothers, middle sons, sworn into fruitless loy
alty. What was it indeed to the cruel and merciful might of Kushiel,lord of atonement, guardian of the
brazen portals of Hell? It is not an easy thing, to be Kushiel's Chosen.

 "Love," I said to Joscelin. "Only love. And if that is not enough, Elua help us all."

 Joscelin shivered and put his arms around me.

 EIGHT

 WE PRESENTED ourselves at the Temple of Asherat-of-the-Sea.

 If the priestesses there knew who I was, they gave nothing away.It was a piece of the oddness, to stand
in the Temple proper and gazeat the vast effigy of the goddess. Carved of stone, Asherat stared across
the open space unmoved, surrounded by leaping waves. Once, I had stood upon the balcony opposite
and claimed her voice for my own,crying out to stop a traitor from being anointed her beloved, Doge of
La Serenissima.

 Now, a member of the Elect was summoned and came to greet us,her bare feet whispering on the floor,
glass beads glistening on thestrands of her silvery veil. Whether or not I knew her, I could not say.She
bowed in acknowledgment, blue silken robes stirring beneath their netting.

 "The Lady Melisande will see you."

 Joscelin and I followed the priestess of the Elect, flanked by eunuchattendants bearing ceremonial
barbed spears. I remembered how theHabiru lass Sarae had shot one with her crossbow, how Kazan's
menhad slain others scarce-awakened, and shuddered involuntarily.

 That blood too was on my conscience; innocent blood.

 Our path wound down many corridors, longer than it had when I'dvisited with Ysandre. Even then, the
priestesses of Asherat had treatedMelisande like a Queen in exile. In ten years, it had only grown more
marked. I do not doubt that they honored her claim of sanctuary outof genuine reverence. Nor do I
doubt that the manner of it owed muchto Melisande's wealth fattening their coffers. Ysandre had claimed
herestates for the crown, when Melisande was first adjudgeda traitor, butthe profit in them had already
been routed to the banking houses of LaSerenissima. Like the adepts of Bryony House, the Shahrizai
have always understood that money is power—even in defeat, Melisande hadmanaged to preserve hers.

 A double rap at vast doors with gilt hinges, opened from within byan acolyte with downcast eyes, and
the soft voice of the priestess of theElect announcing us in Caerdicci accents. "The Contessa Phèdre nó
Delaunayof Montrève and Monsignor Joscelin Verreuil."
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 And with that, we were admitted into Melisande's presence.

 Sunlight filtered into the salon, which adjoined some inner courtyard, lending the room a pleasant
warmth. There were low couches anda table, set about with careless elegance as in any D'Angeline
sitting-room, and flowering shrubs in pots, perfuming the air.

 Somewhere, a small fountain played.

 Melisande Shahrizai stood waiting.

 The impact of seeing her hit me like a tidal sea-swell, stopping the very breath in my lungs. Long-buried
emotions surged in me, foremost among them a bitter, abiding hatred. No one has ever betrayed me
morecruelly or wounded me deeper, and I could not see her without remembering my lord Delaunay, his
austere features ivory in death, dark bloodclotting his auburn braid as he lay in his own gore. And even
so, evenwith all that lay between us and the memory of her hands moving onmy flesh, her voice at my
ear, compelling my body's response while myheart cracked and bled . . . even so, there was desire.

 Too much to hope that the years had been unkind to MelisandeShahrizai.

 Her beauty, that had dazzled like a diamond's edge ten years ago,had only deepened, attaining a richer,
more mellow resonance. Melisande had set aside the Veil of Asherat for our meeting and her features
retained the same remorseless symmetry, pale and fair, eyes the hue ofsapphires at twilight, her hair
unbound in a rippling fall of blue-blackwaves, her figure statuesque nigh to perfection.

 And yet. . .

 When she spoke, her melodious voice was restrained, her expressiongrave. "Phèdre," she said. "I did
not know if you would come."

 I shifted on my feet, aware of Joscelin's presence at my elbow, hislove a fierce dagger by which to fix
the compass of my heart. "Iwouldn't have," I said with a lightness I did not feel, "if it were onlyyour
request, my lady. But you see, there is a prophecy at work."

 "Ah." One syllable; her expression gave nothing away. Melisandeinclined her head to Joscelin. "Messire
Verreuil," she acknowledged.

 The last time they had met, he'd drawn his sword on her. There wasno love lost between those two.

 "Lady Shahrizai." Joscelin's voice was neutral, his bow punctilious.He had left his arms behind, this time.
What was appropriate to theQueen's champion was not suitable for a private visit to the Temple of
Asherat.

 "Please," Melisande said, indicating the couches. "Be seated." She waited until we had made ourselves
comfortable on one of the couchesbefore taking a seat opposite us, thanking the priestess of the Elect
andher attendants before dismissing them. They went, too, discreet as well-bred servants. "You are
wondering," she said without hesitation, "whyI have summoned you here."

 The unseen fountain splashed quietly in the background.

 "Yes," I said. "I am."
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 Melisande drew a deep breath. Her gaze shifted off my face, fixedonto some unknown distance behind
us. "My son is missing."

 I nearly laughed; I made some involuntary sound, I think. "Mylady," I said, "you deliver old news. Your
son has been missing theseten years now."

 She looked back at me with a trace of impatience. "Not to me."

 It took a full minute for her meaning to process. When it did, itfelt as if the world had changed position
beneath my feet. On the couchbeside me, Joscelin stirred. "You are saying..."I swallowed, pickingmy
way carefully through the words. "You are saying you don't knowwhere he is. Your son."

 "Yes." Melisande Shahrizai nodded. "That is what I am saying."

 I did laugh, then; disbelieving. "Well and so," I said, getting to myfeet unthinking to pace the room. "Your
son, whom you have hiddenfrom the world for ten years, is missing. And here you sit, surroundedby
fountains and eunuchs. Well, you were warned, my lady; Ysandrede la Courcel herself warned you, ten
years gone by. If you did notrelinquish him into her custody, into the role to which he is entitled asa
Prince of the Blood and a scion of House Courcel, you would makeof him a weapon lying free to be
taken up by whosoever would usehim." I ran both hands through my hair. "And now it has happened,"I
said, my voice running on too fast. "Well and so, it has come to pass.What do you want of me, my lady?
What do you want of me?"

 Melisande looked at me without moving. "I want you to find him."

 It brought me to a halt. "Why?”

 "Because," Melisande said simply, "you can."

 I laughed again, out loud, staring at her. "So? Why should I help you?"

 Something unfathomable surfaced in her deep blue eyes. "The boyis innocent."

 "No." I shook my head in denial, summoning a will I scarce knewI possessed. "No," I said more firmly.
"My lady, forgive me, but it isnot enough." I felt Joscelin's presence behind me, solid as an embrace."As I
am human, I grieve for your plight, my lady; but I am not your ally nor your servant to aid you in this
matter. My loyalty is sworn toher majesty Ysandre de la Courcel, and there it shall abide." I steadied
myself against the knowledge of Joscelin's love, my Perfect Companion,and spoke with confidence, sure
in her inability to answer. "So I askagain, why should I help you?"

 In the silence that followed, I felt my heart beat three times over, slow and steady.

 And then Melisande shattered my will.

 "You seek the Name of God. I can tell you where to find it."

 I heard Joscelin's sharp, indrawn breath; I was aware, distantly, of my knees locking. I stared at
Melisande's beautiful, implacable face."You don't know it," I said, numb and stupid. "You can't know it."

 Melisande didn't blink. "Thirteen years ago, Anafiel Delaunay beganhis investigation into the matter of the
Master of the Straits. Do yousuppose I never wondered why?" She smiled wryly. "I was wrong, atfirst. I
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thought he courted the aid of Maelcon the Usurper, to secureYsandre's throne. It is what I would have
done, what Lyonette deTrevalion attempted for her son Baudoin. Nonetheless." Her expression
hardened. "I knew what he sought, and followed his path. When yourTsingano friend paid the riddle's
price, I knew you would continue toseek the key to his freedom."

 I sat down, feeling the same shock that echoed in my flesh resonating in Joscelin. "And you would have
me believe you found it?"

 "No." Melisande shook her head, almost gently. "Not the key, no.But I know where it might be found.
You are too like Anafiel, Phèdre,caught up in academic pursuit. I taught him to use people; I thought I
taught him well, when he set you and the boy Alcuin to espionage inthe name of Naamah's Service. But I
did not teach him well enough.Although he used you hard, still he disdained to buy the eyes and ears he
might have done." She took another deep breath. "I didn't. And I'vehad a longer time in which to do it.
You seek the Tribe of Dân, yes?"

 "Yes," I said, sick at heart. Hyacinthe.

 "Well," Melisande said. "I can tell you where to find them. If youwill find my son, Imriel."

 The blood beat in my ears, with a sound like bronze wings clashing.A red haze veiled my vision.
Kushiel's face swam before my eyes, crueland compassionate.In one hand, he holds a brazen key.,
and in the othera diamond, strung on a velvet cord...I felt, somewhere, Melisande's gazeupon me,
watching and waiting. There was a hard pressure at my wrists,like manacles; Joscelin's hands, clamped
hard around me.

 "No," he whispered. "Phèdre, don't do this thing."

 I blinked, and my vision cleared. Melisande sat watching me unmoving. "Why?" I asked. "Why me? Elua
knows, my lady, you'vespies to your name still. Deny it, and I walk out this door, no matterwhat bait you
dangle before me."

 "I have spies." A corner of Melisande's lips curled. "Do you thinkI wouldn't try that route first, Phèdre nó
Delaunay? They have foundnothing. Whoever took my son plays a clever game." She lookedaround at
her gracious prison. "And here I sit, surrounded by fountainsand eunuchs. If I were free . . ." She shook
her head. "I cannot enterTerre d'Ange. Not openly. And it is there that the trail begins. I needsomeone to
be my eyes and ears, following it. I need someone capableof playing as deep and well-hidden a game as
whoever took him. Thereis," Melisande said, "only you."

 I looked at Joscelin, who slowly loosened his grip on my wrists.

 "Don't ask," he said. "I have sworn it. You know I have."

 "I will do nothing to cross the will of my Queen," I said to Melisande.

 "Of course." She inclined her head. "I am asking you to find my son. Has not Ysandre asked as much?"

 "Yes." I held her gaze. "You know I would be bound to presenthim to her. It was ever her wish, to bring
him into her household.Whatever you plotted..."I shook my head. "I will have no part in it.If he is found, I
will send word, but it is to my Queen I will report."

 She nodded. "I expected no less. Will you do it?"
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 I raked both hands through my hair again, heedless of disarray."Do you swear to me," I asked in
despairing relentlessness, "in Kushiel'sname, in Blessed Elua's name, that you are not playing me false in
anydetail?”

 "Would that I were." Melisande smiled with bitter irony. "I do soswear."

 "I will do it," I said.

 The soft splashing of the fountain mingled with Joscelin's sigh.

 NINE

 "HERE." MELISANDE'S finger indicated the Sanctuary of Eluaon the map. I bit my tongue on an
exclamation. She glanced at me."Yes. That close."

 For ten years, her son—Imriel de la Courcel, Prince of the Blood,third in line to Ysandre's throne—had
been raised in a Sanctuary ofElua in southern Siovale, not three hours' ride from my own estate of
Montrève.

 "I told you we should have spent more time there," Joscelin muttered. I shot him a look of pure
annoyance.

 "No." Melisande traced a path northward from Montrève to anothersanctuary. "You would go here, I
think, if you went to worship, Cassiline. Landras is too far to ride in a day and back. I was careful in my
choice."

 "Under our noses," I said, awed by the audacious brilliance of it."Or nearly. Where was he when we
searched the Little Court?"

 "Hidden in the rear of Elua's temple." There was no satisfaction inMelisande's voice, merely
matter-of-fact disclosure. "Ysandre's mendidn't search it, only asked the priest."

 "Who lied for you," Joscelin said."Lied! And then took the childacross D'Angeline borders to be raised
in secret in the Sanctuary ofElua?" He shook his head. "I don't believe it. Why? It doesn't makesense."

 "Ask Brother Selbert, if you want his reasons." Melisande bent tosmooth a crease from the map. "He
did not believe my request violatedany of his vows." She straightened and looked at Joscelin. Her deep
blue eyes were clear and calm. "Messire Verreuil, Imrielis my son, andhe has done no wrong. Ysandre
de la Courcel has no claim on him andthe priesthood of Elua does not answer to the throne of Terre
d'Ange.

 Although you may not like it, there was no wrongdoing in it."

 "Helied for you!" Joscelin repeated, but Melisande made him no further reply.

 I didn't question the matter; not yet. I studied the map instead,thinking. Truly, Melisande had chosen well
in the sanctuary at Landras.It was far from any city and the sort of political intrigue that madesecrets
impossible to keep. A quiet, provincial sanctuary, given over in equal parts to the academic study
beloved of Siovalese, descendents ofElua's Companion Shemhazai, and pastoral pursuits.
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 "How did it happen?" I asked Melisande.

 She shook her head. "No one knows. The children—there were five who were wards of the
sanctuary—had taken the temple's goatherd to spring pasturage. At dusk, only four returned. Imriel
wasn'twith them."

 "Your son," I said. "A goat-herd."

 "A lost prince raised in secret by the priesthood of Elua." Melisandesmiled faintly. "Innocent of his
origins, cleansed of the taint of hisparents' sins. Terre d'Ange would have embraced him with open arms."

 She was right; we would have. I shuddered and put aside thoughtsof what more dire plans accompanied
it. "The other four heard nothing,saw nothing?"

 "No." Her expression grew sober. "They were spread out acrossthe hills with those little pipes, you
know, that shepherds carry, to keep in earshot. After he questioned the children, Brother Selbert turned
outthe sanctuary to search the hills by torchlight. A few stray goats, no more." She was silent for a
moment, then continued. "They searchedagain in the morning. He thought at first that Imriel must gotten
injured,or trapped somewhere—a steep gorge, a cave-in, something. But therewas nothing."

 "So he sent to tell you," I said.

 "He searched the countryside first, questioning as best he dared tolearn if a boy of Imriel's description
had been seen in any of the villages,on any of the roads. When he was sure none had, he came himself."

 "And you believe him?" I raised my eyebrows.

 "Because he lied to Ysandre's men, you mean?" Melisande met myeyes, reading my thoughts. "Elua's
priests are sworn to serve love, nottruth. Yes, I believe him. I have not forgotten how to read the tell
tales of a lie, Phèdre nó Delaunay."

 I blushed, although for the life of me, I couldn't have said why.

 "And that's when you set your spies to searching for him."

 "Yes." Her lashes flickered. "My spies."

 "Who found . . . nothing?"

 "Nothing." Melisande drew a deep breath and exhaled. "Not a hair,not a footprint, not a rumor or
whisper of conspiracy. My son has vanished as if he never existed. You see why I ask your help?"

 "Yes." I rose to wander the salon, frowning in thought; a bad habitand apt to cause unattractive lines. I
would have been chided for it inthe Night Court, but I didn't like the direction in which my thoughtswere
going.

 "Did anyone else know your son's whereabouts?" Joscelin askedMelisande.

 "No." It was unnerving to hear her voice without its honeyed menace. What I had taken for restraint
was an unfamiliar undertone ofgrief—and even stranger, fear. I don't think anyone else would have
recognized it as such. I did. "Some of the priests and priestesses mayhave guessed; I cannot say for
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sure."

 "So someonecould have known," Joscelin said, watching me pace.

 "Yes." Melisande followed his gaze. "It is always possible. There isalways danger. Phèdre, what are you
thinking?"

 My name from her lips. It still raised the fine hairs at the back ofmy neck. I paused before a pot of
flowering almond, brushing the petalswith my fingers. "That there are very few people capable of playing
asdevious and ruthless a game as you, my lady," I said. "How many, doyou think, in Terre d'Ange itself?"

 "A few, mayhap."

 It was a generous estimate. "Your kin?" I asked.

 "No." Melisande hesitated. "No one in House Shahrizai would haveharmed the boy, whether they reviled
me or no. He holds too much possibility for us. If any of my kin had found him, I would know. Oneway
or another."

 Now that, I did believe. I sighed, turning to face her. "There isone person who comes to mind."

 "Barquiel L'Envers." Melisande's eyes met mine, and I knew we thought alike.

 We are wary allies, Ysandre's maternal uncle and I. Once, he wasmy lord Delaunay's greatest enemy,
and I was slow to trust him becauseof it. I did, in the end; I placed the fate of Ysandre's throne in his
hands, and he acquitted himself heroically, holding the City of Eluaagainst Percy de Somerville's rebellion
until Ysandre came to reclaimit. Still, I cannot forget those other acts he committed to secure his niece's
throne, that were neither noble nor lawful.

 "He wouldn't," Joscelin protested.

 "He had Dominic Stregazza assassinated," I reminded him. "He'sas much as admitted it."

 "Dominic killed his sister." Joscelin flushed. "I'm not saying it wasjustified, Phèdre, but he had cause to
seek vengeance."

 "Barquiel L'Envers is ambitious and clever," Melisande said, "andhe does not scruple to do what the
Queen will not. If word of Imriel’sexistence reached his ears, I do not think he would lay it in Ysandre's
lap. I think he would take whatever measures he deemed necessary tosecure her throne for House
L'Envers' lineage."

 Although her voice remained even, her face was unwontedly pale. "I don't think he would," I said. "Not
that. But he is one of the onlypeople I can think of who would be capable. I will learn what I can."I
looked at her a moment without speaking. "You know there is a goodchance the boy is dead."

 For all that I hated her, I made the words as gentle as I could.Melisande's expression never changed.
Given the same knowledge, therewas no possibility I could conceive that she had not already thought of.
"I know." The words fell flat into the air between us. "If that is so,then whoever is responsible will be
remanded unto Kushiel's mercy. Iwill honor our agreement nonetheless."

 Barbed words, double-edged. As I was Kushiel's chosen, she washis scion. If it was murder, one way
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or another, it would not go unavenged. I sighed again, feeling the weight of this task like a millstone
around my neck. "My lady, I will need to speak to your . . . spies. Theother likely possibility is that one
of them has betrayed you."

 "No." Melisande's chin rose a fraction, eyes narrowing. "Thatmuch, I have determined on my own,
Phèdre nó Delaunay. It was noone loyal to me. Those who are suffered enough when my cousin
Marmion betrayed me. I will condemn no more to the Queen's untenderjustice."

 "You will hobble my search," I said.

 "I will spare you wasted time." Her voice was implacable. "Do youreally think I would maintain allies I
could not trust implicitly at thispoint? This was planned from outside, Phèdre, of that I am sure. I have
named the price I will pay for your aid. Do not seek to bargain formore.”

 "We could walk away." Joscelin leaned back against the couch,unperturbed.

 "You could." Melisande eyed him, then looked back at me. "I do not think you will."

 "No." There was no point in dissembling. I didn't bother trying. "But you have your bargain yet to fulfill,
my lady. How shall it bedone?"

 "Ah." Melisande rose gracefully and crossed the room to open alow coffer. She withdrew a scroll-case
of oiled wood and presented itto me. "Here."

 I opened it and removed the scroll within, unwinding it on itsspindles to find a document on finely cured
hide, written in unfamiliarletters. An alphabet of broad vertical lines inscribed the hide, black and decisive,
the text illuminated here and there with brightly painted scenesin miniature. Here a king sat enthroned,
receiving a gorgeously dressed woman in audience; here, he gave her a ring. Here was fire and swords
and devastation; here, two men raised their hands before an altar. Here, a temple in ruins; here, a river
voyage. I stared at it and frowned,uncomprehending. "What is this?"

 "The document is written in Jeb'ez. TheKefra Neghast, they callit; the Glory of Kings." Melisande
stooped as I sat to study it, marking a point on the hide. "See, here; this depicts the meeting of Shalomon
and Makeda, the Queen of Saba. And this is the ring he gave her, atoken of remembrance."

 "Shalomon's Ring," I murmured. Her fragrance was distracting.

 "Mayhap." Melisande gave me a quick glance. "It is Shalomon, andit is a ring. Here, you see? This man
is Melek al'Hakim, Prince of Saba,Shalomon's son, come to the temple to retrieve his father's treasure in
time of war. He bears his father's ring. And this man . . ." She tappedthe hide. "This is Khiram, son of
Khiram, architect of the Temple of Shalomon." Melisande sat back on her heels, neatly as any adept of
theNight Court, her dark blue eyes thoughtful. "Who was born of the Tribe of Dân."

 "No." I spread both hands unthinking over the hide. "The Tribeof Naftali. So it is written, in the Book of
Kings."

 "The Book of Kings, yes. Not in the Paraleipomenon." Melisandeused the Hellene word and a rare
impatient gesture. "How do you say it in D'Angeline?"

 "Chronicles," I said. "TheDibhere Hayyamin, the Acts of Days." Itried to remember, and couldn't. It
might be so, that the Book of Chronicles ascribed a different lineage to Shalomon's architect. "My lady,
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whatare you saying?"

 "What I was told. No more and no less." Melisande regarded me."That it is legend, in distant
Jebe-Barkal, that Melek al'Hakim the sonof Shalomon and Khiram the architect fled the fall of the Habiru
empireover a thousand years ago. First to Menekhet under Pharaoh's aegis,then southeast to Saba. And
the Tribe of Dân went with them."

 "You read Jeb'ez," I said, incredulous.

 "No." Melisande smiled. "I had the scroll translated. What I wastold, I committed to memory." She
straightened, standing. "Take it.You are welcome to do the same. And when you have come back to
report to me what you have learned of my son's disappearance, I willgive you the name of a man in the
city of Iskandria, in Menekhet, whosays he can lead you south into Jebe-Barkal, to the very place where
Shalomon's son founded his dynasty."

 I rolled the scroll carefully, mindful of crackling the glaze on thepainted characters. "What makes you
think I cannot find such a guideon my own, my lady?"

 "You might," Melisande admitted. "Although onesuch is not so easyto find, for the empire of Shalomon's
son is long fallen and its historyforgotten. But you have given your word. And you are Anafiel Delaunay's
pupil. I do not think you will go back on it."

 "No." I placed the scroll back in its container. "Did you teach meto use people better than you taught my
lord Delaunay, my lady, Iwould take this and be gone. But when all is said and done, I am notlike you." I
placed the lid on the wooden cylinder, sealing it with atwist. "You spoke the truth, when you said your
son is innocent. Forthat, if naught else, I will seek to learn what has become of him."

 "Thank you." Melisande said it graciously, standing tall and straight.It gave me a strange feeling in the pit
of my stomach, hearing those words from her. With nothing to resist, I didn't know what to do withmy
emotions. Joscelin swung himself off the couch in one seamlessmotion, assisting me to my feet.

 "We'll come back when we've something to report," he said. "Mylady."

 TEN

 SINCE WE had no reason to stay, we left La Serenissima in the sameday.

 For a long time, neither of us discussed it, speaking only of thosepragmatic matters necessary for travel.
I daresay I couldn't have borneanything more. My mind reeled, trying to make sense of what had
transpired. I couldn't do it. It was too much.

 "You did well." It was Joscelin who broke the silence somewhereoutside of Pavento.

 I turned to look at his profile, his gaze fixed on the road beforehim, hands competent on the reins.
"Joscelin. I agreed to help her."

 "I know." He glanced sideways at me. "And Elua help me, I don't know what else you could have done.
You think she's telling the truthabout this Jebean legend?"

 "I don't know." I touched the scroll-case, lashed securely across mypommel. "She might be. It would be
like her to have had this coin andwithheld it for years."
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 "For what?" Joscelin's voice was curious. "I understand she wasshadowing Delaunay, in the beginning,
but what interest could the Master of the Straits hold for Melisande now?"

 "What do you think Drustan mab Necthana would do if Melisandetried to put her son on Ysandre's
throne?" I asked.

 "Bring an army across the Straits and stop her."

 "Yes." I stroked the oiled wood. "Unless the Master of the Straitsbarred the crossing. And for the price
of freedom, he might considerit."

 "Hyacinthe?" It was odd to hear him spoken of thusly. "Never."

 "Never." I tasted the word. "Ten days ago, I would have said Iwould never have given my aid to
Melisande Shahrizai of my own will.

 And my never is a good deal shorter than Hyacinthe's, Joscelin." I remembered the despairing eyes of
the Tsingano boy I'd loved lookingout from the face of the Master of the Straits, immortal power trapped
in a mortal body. In the back of my mind, a grasshopper chirruped a dry warning. "Now, no. In ten years
. . . mayhap."

 Our horses' hooves beat a rhythmic tattoo on the road while Joscelinconsidered my words. Travelling
has its own pace, its own meter."You're probably right," he said at length, and glanced at me again."Still.
It matters not, not any more. And I think you handled her well."

 "I tried."

 It was true, I think; I had done well. Once, only once, in my careeras ananguissette in Naamah's
Service have I given mysignale, thatpassword commanding a patron to cease, overriding all false
protestsand demurrals. It was to Melisande Shahrizai. I have had patrons morebrutal, gleeful in their
abuse, who left marks on my body that tookmany weeks to heal. I have never had any patron who
played me withsuch consummate skill. But I had conducted myself well in her presence,yes. Apart from
my initial shock at her request—and who would notreact thusly?—I had remained in control, showing no
sign of the weakness inflicted upon me by fate.

 And now I ached with desire in every part.

 Kushiel’s Dart was pricking hard.

 Joscelin realized it, in time. We had been together too long for itto be otherwise. Once, long before we
were lovers, he had despised itin me. It was Joscelin who had been there the morning after that Longest
Night, when I gave Melisande mysignale and she strung her diamond about my throat. And it was
Joscelin who had been there whenI had awakened, sick and betrayed, after Melisande sold us into
captivityin Skaldia. Even then, even in the depths of betrayal and self-loathing,I'd had no defenses against
the craving she roused in me. She was ascion of Kushiel such as the world has never seen, and I was
Kushiel'sChosen, the onlyanguissette born in living memory. We were connectedin a manner nothing
born of rational thought and the mind's volitioncould touch.

 I could no more cease wanting her than I could stem the tide.
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 After that terrible second morning, I think Joscelin understood, at least a bit. And Skaldia . . . Skaldia
changed everything between us.When did I discover that I loved him? I cannot even say. When Irealized
it, it came as something I had known for a long, long, time.

 Somewhere, somehow, life without him had become unthinkable.

 It didn't alter my desires.

 To his infinite credit, Joscelin spoke no word of reproach but gave to me what solace he could that night
where we took our lodgings. Onthe roughspun blankets of our rented bed, he laid aside his self-discipline
and made love to me with all the savagery of his heart.

 It helped, some. I clutched at his back, feeling his muscles work violently beneath his skin as he drove
himself into me, burying my facein the crook of his neck as his hair fell in shining ribbons about us both
and salt tears dampened my cheeks. It wasn't enough. Peerless warriorthough he was, there was no
cruelty in Joscelin. I ought to know; Iloved him for it. Yet even as he stiffened above me on rigid arms,
spending himself, and my ardent body responded, it wasn't enough. Myskin craved the kiss of the lash,
the bite of a keen blade. I longed tokneel in abject surrender, whispering obscene pleas.

 I could not have been more miserable if I had.

 Somewhere beyond us, Kushiel smiled pitilessly.

 It would have been different, if anyone but Melisande had been thecause. This was a yearning that came
upon me from time to time; whenit did, we both of us knew it was time for me to take a patron. I canpick
and choose, now, as I do thrice a year. Delaunay'sanguissette nolonger, I take assignations with only
such patrons as I deem worthy. It galled my heart and filled me with self-hatred to know that now, even
now, the mere sight of Melisande was enough to stir my darkest desires.

 If I had not been what I am, if I had not known her as I do, Icould never have thwarted Melisande's
designs on the throne of Terred'Ange. I know this. But why now? It served no need, no purpose Icould
discern.

 Well, and who can discern the purposes of the gods? With an effort,I bent my mind from contemplating
my inner woes and thought about our present dilemma instead. Imriel de la Courcel, a Prince's son raised
a goat-herd, like something out of an old legend. The audacity of itdazzled me still. I was reluctant to
confront the Duc L'Envers, thoughI could not help but hold him my chiefest suspect. He had saved my
life, once, on the battlefield of Troyes-le-Mont—and he had savedYsandre's throne. Still, Melisande was
right. If Barquiel L'Enverslearned of the boy's whereabouts, I do not think he would use theknowledge to
enable Ysandre to fulfill her dream of ending the blood-feud that haunted House Courcel's lineage,
bringing the boy into thefold. Barquiel L'Envers thought it was a weak and foolish dream. If hefound the
child, he might not kill him out of hand—Elua grant it wereso—but he might well make him disappear.

 And in my heart of hearts, I was not entirely certain he was wrongin his beliefs. Ysandre's sentiments
were noble, but I was there whenMelisande threatened the Queen with enmity should she take her son.I
do not think Ysandre, who had long regarded Melisande Shahrizai herenemy, appreciated the difference.

 I did. If Melisande threw away the stakes of her long game forvengeance, everyone would lose. Mayhap
Ysandre believed her safelycontained. I had thought so too, once, when Melisande was brought tojustice
at Troyes-le-Monte. She had escaped from there, and a goodmany people were dead because of it,
some of them dear to me. I knew better.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 So did Barquiel L'Envers.

 Thus passed our return journey, pensive and unhappy. And I spentlong hours too in contemplation of the
Jebean scroll and the revelationscontained therein, wondering if what Melisande speculated might betrue.
After so long, it almost frightened me to hope . . . and I am not ashamed to admit that the enormity of the
tasks confronting me frightened me, too. I was not a child any more, rash and careless with youth's
immortality. I was thirty-two years old, and I had attained a stature towhich I had never dreamed of
aspiring in my younger days. Foremost courtesan of the City of Elua, yes; but not a respected peer of the
realm, bearer of the Companion's Star, the Queen's confidante, Kushiel's Chosen, to whom the soldiers
of the Unforgiven had knelt. All those things,I was.

 And it scared me to think of risking it all.

 Jebe-Barkal. It was a place on a map, a parrot-merchant in theCampo Grande. I knew little more. Our
critics claim Terre d'Ange is insular, and it is true. We ally ourselves with the Caerdicci city-states,with
Aragonia, because they share our borders; now with Alba, becauseYsandre de la Courcel wed the
Cruarch and broke the Straits' curse.We guard our boundaries against the Skaldi, because they have
soughtto take what is ours; we make war and alliance with Khebbel-im-Akkad,because it is too great a
power to ignore. So much, and no more.

 It is changing, a little. Ysandre looks outward more than any otherD'Angeline monarch in memory,
forging ties, fostering exchange. It isin a small part due to me, I think, that we have formal relations now
with Illyria, with Kriti in Hellas. And Ysandre does not fear to senddelegates to Ephesium, to Menekhet,
to Carthage, even to the Umaiyyat.

 But still—Jebe-Barkal! It was, I reflected glumly as Joscelin and Icrossed the border into Terre d'Ange,
very, very far away.

 Our return was met with ebullience on the part of not only Ti-Philippe, but my household staff as well.
Eugenie, my Mistress ofHousehold, has been with me for over ten years now, and I have grownto value
her eternal concern as much as her efficiency. I remember thegrace and loyalty with which my lord
Delaunay's staff ran his affairs,and have done my best to achieve the same. If I have succeeded, much of
it has to do with paying a good wage and treating everyone in my employ with fairness and respect, but
much is also due to Eugenie'sexcellent supervision. One thing neither of us will tolerate is carelessgossip.
The only time I have ever fired anyone in my service was forindiscretion. It pained me to do it, though it
was necessary.

 After we had bathed and changed our travel-worn attire, Joscelinand I met with Ti-Philippe in the
garden courtyard to tell him whathad transpired. His eyes grew round to hear it.

 "Surely you're jesting."

 "No." I shook my head. "I am sworn to aid her."

 "Well." He reached out and popped a candied almond into hismouth, chewing thoughtfully. "What will
you do, my lady? And moreimportantly," he swallowed and grinned, "what canI do?"

 "Iwill ask questions," I said. "Judiciously, of course. You..."Ismiled. "You can find me a Jebean scholar,
Philippe. I've a documentI need translated."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 He pulled a face. "Poking about in academics' dusty corners?Sounds dull."

 "Mayhap." I shrugged. "It will likely take you to Marsilikos,though. I doubt anyone in the City Academy
reads Jeb'ez."

 "Marsilikos." It cheered him to think on it. Marsilikos is a port city,beloved of sailors, a meeting-ground
of the larger world. If there wasany scholar who studied Jebe-Barkal, it would be at the Academy there.
"Can I take Hugues, my lady? He wants to see the sea again."

 "Why not? If it comes to it. And Philippe, I want you to call on Emile, in Night's Doorstep."

 "The Tsingano?" Ti-Philippe looked perplexed, and Joscelin shotme a curious glance.

 "He was Hyacinthe's closest companion. The Tsingani shouldknow. Besides, they go everywhere and
they hear things. Ask him ifhe will call upon me." I don't know what made me think of it. A hunch, a duty.
It had been one of Hyacinthe's last requests, that I bequeath hismother's house and his own enterprise, a
livery stable, to Emile.

 "As you wish." Ti-Philippe reached out as Eugenie entered with aplatter of tidbits of quail in puffed
pastry. "Eugenie, my goddess! Youread my mind, or at least my stomach."

 "Leave be, Messire Chevalier!" She batted his hand away sternly."These are first for my lady." The
platter was lowered beneath mynose, and I knew I would have no peace if I didn't select a couple of
morsels. If Eugenie was deigning to serve us with her own hands, she'dprobably made them herself, too.
She regarded me with disapproval."You'll need to eat more than that if you're about to go gallivanting
about the map again, running yourself into a ragged sliver, my lady."

 I must admit, my lord Delaunay's staff never spoke to him thusly.Then again, my lord Delaunay was not
ananguissette. I retrieved thesilver tongs and took two more pastries. "I'm not going anywhere yet,
Eugenie."

 "No." She sniffed. "But you will. You've got that look again."

 Joscelin laughed. "I didn't know you could tell, Eugenie."

 "After ten years, and her like a daughter to me?" She cast an acerbiceye on him. "I don't forget, Messire
Cassiline. And you ought not tolaugh, stuck to her side like a shadow."

 "Well." Joscelin was fond of Eugenie. "I've my vow to think of."

 "Your vow!" She shook the serving-tongs at him. "I vow I'll warmyour backside if you don't bring my
lady home safe. And don't thinkI won't do it, Messire Cassiline. I've grown grandchildren as tall asyou."

 It made Ti-Philippe laugh uproariously as he leaned forward to pickher platter clean, and even Joscelin
smiled, but I heard the genuineworry behind Eugenie's absurd threat. "I'll be careful, Eugenie," I said
softly. "Whatever I do. I promise."

 "You said that last time and it nearly killed you." My Mistress ofthe Household leveled a significant gaze
at me, her figure broad and imposing in the dusk-lit garden. "Love means hearth and home too, mylady.
Don't forget it."
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 "I won't." I watched her go, picking her way across the courtyard,vast figure swaying like a sea-born
ship. It was a warm evening, andthe scent of lavender and rosemary hung in the moist air. A new
maidservant, one of Eugenie's nieces, slipped into the garden with a lit taper, kindling the lamps that hung
about in glass globes, casting a fairy glow.

 I had musicians play when I entertained here, harp and flute and tambour.

 Jebe-Barkal. My heart ached at the thought of leaving this place,this gracious home. Eugenie was right;
this, too, was love. And yet evenas I thought it, I ached elsewhere, with the soul-deep need of an
anguissette that no kindness, no compassion could assuage. I was boundby my nature as surely as any
patron's shackles. Melisande might aswell have set her diamond lead about my neck, I thought, a bitter
laughcatching in my throat.

 "Phèdre." It was Joscelin's voice, quiet and familiar. "Go to thetemple."

 "Elua's sanctuary?"

 "No." He shook his head. "Kushiel's."

 ELEVEN

 FOR ALL that I am Kushiel's Chosen, I go seldom to his temple. I, who feel the prick of his dart
throughout all my days, do not requirethe aid of his servants to seek atonement. My lord Kushiel has
alwaysprovided ample opportunity to hisanguissette. I do not often need to lay my penance at his feet.
For me, his altar is everywhere.

 Only once before has Joscelin advised me thusly, after our escapefrom slavery in the wilds of Skaldia,
and then, as now, I rememberedwhat I so often forgot: that Joscelin was priest as well as warrior.

 Now, as then, I listened. I went.

 They asked no questions, Kushiel's priests, but only nodded to see me. Even if my face had not been
known throughout the City of Elua,they would have known me by the scarlet mote. Kushiel's priests
keephis lore sacred. Clad in stygian robes and wearing the full bronze masksof ceremony that hide even
gender, they escorted me into the baths ofpurification and thence to the temple proper, the massive doors
clangingshut behind us.

 It is a simple space, high-vaulted, enclosed with thick stone wallsblackened by generations of smoke
rising from the candles that illuminate it. I made an offering of gold and poured incense on the altar-fire.
A billow of smoke arose, stinging my eyes with musky fragrance. The face of Kushiel's great effigy swam
above me, wreathed in smoke,stern and brazen, hands crossed on his breast bearing his rod and flail.
When I had done, his priests helped me undress until I stood nakedbefore him.

 A sharp breath, indrawn behind a mask; I don't know whose. Even Kushiel's priests are not immune. I
know what they saw, my bare skinglowing white by candlelight, the vivid black lines of my marque etch
ing my spine, thorny and intricate, accented with crimson droplets. Itwaslimned by Master Robert
Tielhard himself, before he died; it is acrime now, to duplicate it for any but ananguissette. The
Marquists'Guild voted it so.

 And I am the only one.
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 I twined my hair behind my neck in a lover's-haste knot and knelton scrubbed flagstones before the
whipping post. Without further breechof protocol, a masked priest lashed my wrists to the post, tying
them tight with rawhide thongs. My arms were stretched, pulling at theirsockets, and my breath came
quick and hard.

 Then came the scourging.

 They are masters of the art, Kushiel's priests—for an art it is,although ignorant people may believe
otherwise. At the first stroke ofiron-tipped lashes against my back, I cried out, jerking against mybonds.
Pain, blessedly welcome, burst across my skin.

 "My lord Kushiel!" I gasped. "Forgive me, for I do not know yourwill!"

 The lashes of the flogger fell upon me again, too quickly for readiness; I discerned a man's touch in it.
Streaks of fire laced my vision and my breath burned in my lungs, forced out in an involuntary cry.The
rough wood of the whipping post pressed against my cheek. Againhe struck, and again. Agony
blossomed in me with an unbearable pleasure. I heard my own voice whimpering, and a priest's sibilant
whisperabove it, reminding me.

 "Make now your confession."

 "My lord Kushiel." Sunk on my knees, I craned back my head,seeing my own arms foreshortened and
Kushiel's serene, pitiless facefar beyond, floating in a haze of red. "Ah!" The iron-tipped lashescurled
about my ribcage, biting deep. "The path is too dark, my lord, and I am afraid!"

 No mercy. The flogger struck without pity, a whistling crack in theair, spattering wetness as it kissed my
flesh. My head fell forward tohang upon my breast and I wept for shame.

 "My lord Kushiel," I whispered, hearing my voice broken and small,clotted with tears. A shudder of
release wracked my pain-stricken bodyas I uttered the fearful words. "I wish in my heart that I were no
longeryour Chosen."

 There was a pause, the chastiser's rhythm broken . . . and then theair sung and the flogger came down
hard, bursting against my laceratedskin in an explosion of pain. Once . . . twice . . . thrice, and it was
ended,leaving me limp and gasping as I sagged in my bonds, feeling at peace.

 "Be free of it," a voice murmured. I heard the sound of a dipperplunging, and then searing agony as
saltwater was poured tenderly over my weals. Once more my body jerked and I flung back my head,
seeingKushiel's unaltered countenance through tear-streaked eyes.

 It was done. I sank back onto my heels, lassitude infusing my limbsas the priests untied my wrists. With
impersonal care, they helped medress. The touch of my undergarments set off waves of pain.

 To my surprise, one of the priests dismissed the others with a wordless gesture. When they had gone,
he reached up and drew back thehood of his robe, removing his bronze mask. A mortal face, strong and
stern, framed with iron-grey hair, regarded me.

 "Phèdre nó Delaunay, Comtesse de Montrève." Unmuffled by themask, his voice was deep and
resonant. "I am Michel Nevers, foremostamong Kushiel's priesthood in the City of Elua. I would speak
withyou."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "My lord priest." I curtsied, swallowing against the discomfort. "Asyou please."

 The chamber to which Michel Nevers escorted me was dimly luxuriant, lit with too few lamps and hung
about with tapestries. Therewere bookshelves on the walls, laden with well-tended volumes, thebindings
cracked and much repaired. I saw a copy of Sarea's illustratedHistory of Namarre,that contains the
story of Naamah's daughter Mara,Kushiel's handmaiden and, some say, the first-everanguissette.

 "Drink." The priest Michel poured me a glass of strong red wine."It strengthens the blood. And you have
need of strength."

 Obedient, I sipped, and then drank deeper, tasting in the wine the bursting life of the grape, nourished by
sun and rain, fed by dark earthenriched with death's decay; the soil of Terre d'Ange, moistened by
Blessed Elua's own blood. Earth the womb that begot him, blood andtears the seed that quickened him.
These things I tasted, and the violentdeath of the grape, the lusty joy of the commonfolk that crushed it,
thevintner's careful lore, time and the slow wisdom of age transmuting itinto wine, the oaken cask that
warded it whispering of a tree's immenselifetime and the bite of the axe that made an end to it.

 "You see." He poured a second glass and held it aloft, regarding it. "So much does it take to make a
glass of wine."

 "My lord." I set down my glass, wincing as my gown drew taut across my shoulders. "Do you seek to
lesson me?"

 "No." Michel Nevers smiled, unexpected and kind. "Only to remindyou that, like the grape, we do not
know to what end our brief liveswill be transformed. You no longer wish to be ananguissette!"

 "I am afraid." I folded my hands in my lap and met his gazesquarely. "My path lies in darkness, and
Kushiel's Dart pricks me tounwanted desires. I wound my beloved with every choice I make, every
breath I draw. Yes, my lord priest; I wish Kushiel would choose another.Have I not served him well? I
have sworn this quest on my own honor,to free one who was a friend to me. Is it not enough? Must I be
goadedevery step of the way?"

 He bowed his head, iron-grey hair falling over his brow. "Youspeak of Melisande Shahrizai."

 "Yes."

  

  

 "Phèdre." The priest raised his hand. "Forgive me. I did not meanto imply that such was your lot. Why
you?" He shook his head. "Icannot say. We may spend many lifetimes upon the wheel of life before
Blessed Elua admits us through the gates into the true Terre d'Ange-that-lies-beyond. Mayhap Kushiel in
his infinite mercy allows you toatone for some crime that cannot be spoken. I do not know. I knowonly
that he has chosen wisely, and if his touch lingers, his work is notyet done." Stooping, he kissed my brow
with lips surprisingly gentle. "Kushiel's Chosen, Naamah's Servant. You bear the marks of both, andboth
you have served truly and well. Do not forget, they are merelythe Companions of Blessed Elua, in whose
bright shadow all of usfollow—even Cassiel.”

 "It is hard, my lord," I whispered.
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 "Yes." Michel Nevers nodded, and I saw in his gaze something resembling infinite compassion. "It is."

 Thus, then, my visit to the temple of Kushiel, and if I left it nowiser, at least I left it oddly comforted, both
by the priest's words, andby the penance I had endured. The aftermath of pain left me calm and
clear-headed. Although the yearning had not gone—it never left me completely—the tempest induced by
my encounter with Melisande hadsubsided.

 Joscelin tended to me that night, massaging unguent into the fresh weals. I lay content beneath his hands,
enjoying the sensation, my headpillowed on my arms.

 "All of this in love's name," he mused. "I don't pretend to understand it, Phèdre."

 "No," I murmured, heavy-lidded. The unguent stung where the lashhad broken skin. It felt good. "But
you were right to send me."

 "I know. I ought to, by now. How you and I ever survived one another is a mystery." In his voice was a
fondness and humor no oneelse could ever comprehend save we two, whose love must surely make
Blessed Elua smile. "Ah, well. You'll need to see the marquist, love."His fingertips traced a welt where it
crossed the etched lines of mymarque. "It will need retouching. Here," his fingers moved, "and here."

 I shuddered under his touch, that transmuted pain into yearning. Ifwe were ill-suited in the manifestations
of our desires, still, there was an especial torment in knowing it, in the need to steal bliss by illicitmeans.
Feeling my body grow languid with desire, I breathed his name,half-laughing as it caught in my throat.
"Joscelin . . ."

 "Do you want. . . ?" Joscelin whispered, one hand sliding over thecurve of my buttocks.

 "Yes." Rolling over, I drew him down to me. "Oh, yes."

 twelve

 IN TH E morning, I steeled my courage and presented myself at court.

 I did not think Ysandre would welcome our news, and I was right.Her face went white and she paced
the drawing-room like an angrylioness, lips moving in silent imprecations. Joscelin stood a step nearer to
me than was his wont in the royal presence, and I was glad Drustan and Sibeal were there.

 The annals of history will not show that Ysandre de la Courcel hada fierce temper. I have seldom seen
her loose it unguarded, and neverwithout provocation. It was a measure of her trust that she permitted
herself to display it before us.

 Nonetheless, it made me nervous.

 "Who?" she demanded, halting with arms akimbo. "Who would dosuch a thing, and tell me naught of it?"

 I opened my mouth, and closed it prudently.

 "The Shahrizai." The Queen's lips thinned. "Will they ever be aplague on my reign? I will send for Duc
Paragon . . ." She stopped,and I saw her remember. The last time she had summoned the Duc de
Shahrizai before her throne, it had been because of her uncle BarquielL'Envers' unorthodox meddling.
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 "My lady," I said. "Ysandre. Melisande is certain it was none ofher kin."

 "What do you think?" Drustan mab Necthana asked me.

 "I think she is telling the truth."

 "The whole truth?" Ysandre looked hard at me.

 "Probably not." I shrugged. "One may assume it, with Melisande.But what she spoke was truth."

 The Queen's sharp gaze turned to Joscelin. "What do you say,Cassiline?”

 "Your majesty." He bowed to her with crossed forearms. "I concurwith my lady Phèdre. Melisande
Shahrizai is as dangerous as a viper,and twice as subtle, but I do not believe she lied."

 "That child," Ysandre said, half to herself. "That poor boy. Iwarned her of as much."

 Drustan was murmuring to Sibeal, clarifying the exchange inCruithne. On her face alone I saw somewhat
different reflected: hope,and a visionary's clear certainty.

 "It was a true dream," she said in her softly accented D'Angelinewhen he had done. Her wide-set dark
eyes turned my way. "You willfind a way to free him."

 Hyacinthe.

 Jebe-Barkal.

 "My lady Sibeal," I said. "I pray it may be so. But I have made apromise, and I must keep it. It may be
that a child's life hangs in thebalance."

 "And it may be too late." Ysandre did not mince words. "Whosoever is responsible."

 "I know." I met her eyes. "Still, I must look."

 "Whosoever is responsible." She took a deep breath. "Whoever itis, they will face our justice, Phèdre,
as surely as any criminal. Do youunderstand this to be true?"

 "Yes, my lady. Ysandre." I knew what she was saying, and I bled for her. Ysandre de la Courcel was
no fool. She had bethought herselfof her uncle, and his ungentle methods.

 "For so long as he lived," she mused, "this child Imriel de la Courcel has posed a threat to my throne
and my daughters' inheritance. Ihave always known it. And I have always been prepared to deal withit, in
my own way, in accordance with the dictum of Blessed Elua. Iwill show no clemency to any who seek to
deal with it otherwise."

 "I understand."

 Ysandre raised her eyebrows. "You will, I trust, report to me beforeyou do Melisande Shahrizai,
near-cousin?"

 "My lady!" I protested. "Yes. Of course."
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 And with that, we were dismissed.

 In the halls of the Palace, Joscelin and I spoke of our meeting inlow tones, offering courteous greetings
to those nobles we passed. Onlya few scant weeks ago, we would have numbered ourselves among
them,D'Angeline peers who came to meet and mingle in the various salons,the Hall of Games, come for
gossip and flirtation and such games ofpower as are played out in those elegant, marble walls. Now, it all
seemed trivial.

 "Did you see her face?" I murmured to Joscelin. "Although shedid not say it, I think she bethought herself
of Barquiel L'Envers."

 "I saw." He paused as we drew nigh to the Marquis d'Arguil andhis lady wife, a handsome couple in
their forties, very much a la mode.Attending them a pace and a half to the rear was a Cassiline Brother,a
young man in ash grey with a cultivated look of stern hauteur. "Wellmet, my lord," Joscelin said politely,
"my lady."

 "Comtesse!" The Marquise d'Arguil took my hands in her own,offering the kiss of greeting. "We invited
you to our cherry-blossom fête, you and your gorgeous consort, and you were gone from the City,
heartless creatures. You must promise to come to our next."

 "I will try, my lady, but I make no promises." From the corner ofmy eye, I saw their Cassiline attendant
make an ostentatious greetingto Joscelin, inlaid vambraces glittering as he swept his arms crossedbefore
him and bowed. "Betimes my business requires travel."

 Ten years ago, after Joscelin's duel in the Temple of Asherat, anunprecedented influx of noble-born
families sought to revive the ancienttradition of sending their middle sons to the Cassiline Brotherhood.
Even as the Queen had eliminated her own Cassiline Guard, it hadbecome fashionable for minor royalty
to hire them. I think the oldPrefect, under whom Joscelin had trained, would have dismissed themajority
of applicants on both sides out of hand. The new Prefect didnot. Most of the would-be Cassilines never
completed training, but afew stuck it out, and were now assigned to wealthy wards, sworn to protect and
serve.

 And all of them regarded Joscelin with a desperate mix of hero-worship and contempt. His defeat of the
traitorous Cassiline who soughtYsandre's life was the stuff of enduring legend; but he had left the
Brotherhood for my sake, and been declared anathema for it. Thosewho remain, honoring their vows of
celibacy, resent him for it.

 "Your business." The Marquis d'Arguil smiled knowingly. "Naamah's business, you mean!"

 "As my lord says." I smiled in reply, laying two fingers over mylips in the gesture betokening discretion.
Joscelin, unseen, rolled hiseyes. "I will do my best."

 We parted ways with cordial farewells, the d'Arguils' Cassilineguard making another ceremonial display,
bowing low enough to revealhis hair clubbed at the back of his neck. He bore no sword, though,only
daggers. Ysandre had forbidden it in the Palace. This time, Joscelin acknowledged him with a dour nod.
The hilt of his sword, wrapped inwell-worn leather, was visible over his shoulder, token of the Queen's
trust.

 "Elua preserve me," Joscelin said when they had left. "Was I eversuch a prig?"
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 I took his arm. "Worse."

 He laughed. "Well, mayhap. Remind me to have plans when nextthe d'Arguils invite us to a fête.
Phèdre." There was a change in hisvoice, and I glanced up at him. "Had you planned on questioning
L'Envers yourself?"

 "I had." I gauged his thoughtful frown. "You think Ysandre willsend for him?"

 "Mm-hmm." He looked down at me. "He's her nearest kin. I think she'd confront him privately before
accusing him for the world to see.How badly do you wish to ask him first?"

 I thought about it. If Ysandre had a flaw, it was in her willingness to believe the best of people she loved.
"Badly enough. Where is he?"

 "Champs-de-Guerre." Joscelin raised his brows, offering an unspoken comment on Barquiel L'Envers'
continued appointment to the roleof Royal Commander. It had been a temporary thing, born out of
necessity after Percy de Somerville's betrayal. But Ysandre had neverrevoked her uncle's appointment or
named another commander. "It's less than a day's ride. We could arrive before she decides to send a
courier if we left this afternoon."

 "Well." I squeezed his arm gratefully. "It seems our business doesrequire travel."

 If I thought we would get away clean, I was mistaken. Ti-Philippewas awaiting our return, bursting with
news. He could scarce wait forme to finish giving instructions to Eugenie to prepare an overnight travel
bag for our journey to the training-grounds and barracks of the RoyalArmy.

 "My lady!" he said, grinning fit to split his face. "You were wrong. Thereis a scholar at the City Academy
who's studied Jebean lore, onlyshe's a musician, not a linguist. Her father was a master drummer at
Eglantine House fifty years ago; he travelled the world by sea after hemade his marque, and studied in
Jebe-Barkal many years. She made afair-copy of the scroll, and thought she could have it translated on
the morrow. And the Tsingano, Emile, he promised to call upon you in themorning.”

 "Tomorrow?" I pulled a face. "I've made plans to go to Champs-de-Guerre. Tell the Jebean scholar . . .
what's her name?"

 "Audine Davul."

 "Tell my lady Davul that I will call on her on my return, and tellEmile . . . tell Emile I'll do the same."

 "In Night's Doorstep?" Ti-Philippe sounded skeptical. I laughed.

 "Why not? It's been too long since I had a drink at the Cockerel.It was my haven, once upon a time. Do
you remember, we went therewhen first I brought you to the City. Mayhap I've been too long inrarified
circles."

 "I'll tell him." Ti-Philippe paused. "My lady, he said to tell youthat Manoj is dead, and thekumpanias of
the Tsingani speak the nameof Hyacinthe, son of Anasztaizia, at the crossroads."

 I went still, remembering. Manoj was Hyacinthe's grandfather; theTsingan kralis, King of the Tsingani.
Anasztaizia was his daughter,Hyacinthe's mother, betrayed and reviled by her own people. It wouldmean
more than words could say to Hyacinthe that the Tsingani hadnot forgotten him, the Prince of Travellers,

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


that he was remembered ashis mother's son. "Tell him..."I said softly. "Tell him I am gratefulfor the
knowledge."

 "As you wish," Ti-Philippe said, keeping his reservations to himself.

 With our affairs thus in order and Eugenie's admonitions ringing in our ears, Joscelin and I took our leave
once more, and the whitewalls of the City of Elua fell behind us as we headed northward towardthe
Champs-de-Guerre. I told him as we rode what Ti-Philippe hadrelated to me. Unlike my chevalier,
Joscelin understood. He had beenthere, when Hyacinthe made his choice, turning his back on the
inheritance that awaited him to lay the gift of thedromonde before me andassuage my terrors.

 "The Prince of Travellers," Joscelin said, shaking his head. "Doyou know, I truly never believed him
before that? Until we met theTsingan kralis himself, I thought it was just another damned Tsinganolie."

 "So did I," I murmured. "Elua forgive me."

 "Well, I'm not sure even Hyacinthe knew the truth of it until then."He jogged his mount alongside mine,
eventually glancing sidelong atme. "Master of the Straits. It's hard to think of him thus. You do knowshe's
in love with him?"

 I gazed at the road before me betwixt my mount's forward-pricked ears. "Sibeal?”

 "Mm-hmm."

 I thought of the hope that had shone in her face, in her soft-spoken words.You will find a way to free
him. I wondered if Hyacinthe knew,and what he felt about it. I wondered what I felt about it. But all I
saidaloud was, "I know."

 THIRTEEN

 WE PASSED the night in a pleasant inn, enjoying our evening mealin an open-air courtyard and
conversing with other travellers. In themorning we found our mounts well rested, coats curried to a high
sheen,led out to the roadside mounting-block by a country lad, his hands andfeet too large for his
gangling frame. He blushed and bowed when Joscelin gave him a silver centime, stealing glances at me
beneath lashesas long as a girl's. One day he would break hearts, I thought, but notyet.

 And then we were on our way again, riding down tree-lined roadsthrough the fertile heart of D'Angeline
farmland.

 The sun was not yet high overhead when we reached Champs-de-Guerre, those broad green fields
where the standing army of Terre d'Ange trained and was barracked. Inquiring at the officer's quarters,
we were told that Duc Barquiel L'Envers was reviewing a corps ofinfantrymen on the main field.

 "Shall we wait?" Joscelin asked. "They'll break soon enough forthe midday meal."

 "No," I said decisively. "Let's meet Lord Barquiel on the field."

 An obliging lieutenant directed us to the place, though I reckonwe'd have found it by the noise alone. It
was a vast field, green turfchurned to muddy collops by a thousand booted feet, with the gruntingof men
at strife and the clash of armor against armor and sword onshield resounding in the sunlit air.
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 'Twas easy enough to pick out Barquiel L'Envers, striding alongsidethe skirmish, a surcoat of L'Envers'
purple over his steel-plated armor, shouting exhortations at subcommanders and infantrymen alike. I
drewrein on my mount and Joscelin followed suit.

 Presently Barquiel noticed, and gave orders to his standard-bearerto signal the practice ended. He
himself came striding over with a grin.

 "Well, well, well." Planting his feet, Barquiel L'Envers cocked hishead at me. "Comtesse Phèdre nó
Delaunay de Montrève. To what doI owe this unexpected pleasure?"

 "Your grace." I inclined my head, still seated in my saddle. Sunlightflashed on the Companion's Star
pinned at my breast, an unsubtle reminder that I had leave to address him as an equal. "There is a matter
I wish to discuss with you."

 Beneath his turbaned helmet, an affectation from his days as theambassador to Khebbel-im-Akkad,
Barquiel L'Envers raised his brows."Is there, indeed? And what does my lady Comtesse offer in
exchangefor free range to my thoughts?"

 I sat back, nonplussed. "What does my lord Duc desire?"

 If it was an assignation, I had no intention of granting it; but Barquiel L'Envers was too clever for aught
so obvious. His violet gaze, so like his niece Ysandre's, moved off me and onto Joscelin. "There is a
myth," he said casually, "popular among my men, that a bare-headedCassiline with a sword and
vambraces can defeat a soldier in field armorbearing sword and shield in open battle. I say it is romantic
folly. Whatdo you say, Messire Verreuil? Shall we put it to the test?"

 "Your grace." Joscelin's voice was mild. "I cannot claim that honor.I have been declared anathema by
the Cassiline Brotherhood."

 "Ah, yes." L'Envers smiled. "The Queen's Champion, LadyPhèdre's consort, the eternal apostate. And
yet, Messire Verreuil, whenpeople sayThe Cassiline, they speak of you. Will you not cross swordswith
me?"

 Joscelin and I exchanged a glance. No words, not even a shrugwere needed; we knew each other's
minds, and the decision was his."As you say, your grace," he said to L'Envers, "I am Cassiel's servantstill
in my own way." He shook his head. "And as such, I draw mysword only to kill, my lord. I will not draw
it on you."

 "A convenient prohibition," Barquiel L'Envers observed to his men,who had drawn nigh and watched
with interest.

 "My lord L'Envers." Joscelin dismounted with grace, handing his reins to a startled soldier. Facing
Barquiel L'Envers, he bowed withCassiline precision, daggers ringing free of their sheaths as he straight
ened. The ghost of a smile hovered at the corner of his lips. "I said Iwould not draw my sword. I did not
say I refused your request."

 A great cheer arose from the gathered infantrymen, who hastilyarrayed themselves in a vast semicircle,
clearing space for the combatants. Someone's squire ran pelting off the field to alert the encampment,and
one of the subcommanders pounded another on the shoulder with glee. Barquiel L'Envers' eyebrows
disappeared beneath the edge of his helmet in patent disbelief. "You propose to fight me with your
daggers?"
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 "Your grace wished to fight a Cassiline," Joscelin said."The Cassiline?"

 There was a pause, and then L'Envers laughed aloud, slapping a hand on his thigh. "So be it, then! Till
first blood, or the other criesyield, whichever comes first. Anton, my shield!" He grinned, showing white
teeth, and shook his head. "Naamah's tits, but you've got balls,Cassiline. I almost like you for it."

 Joscelin smiled politely, crossed daggers at the ready.

 It could have been worse, I will say that much. L'Envers wore afoot-soldier's training gear of cuirass,
greaves and gauntlets, and notfull armor. Still, the tall, kite-shaped shield into which he slid his left arm
would afford a good measure of protection, and his longsword hadthree times the reach of Joscelin's
daggers. Cold steel, these weaponswere, and honed to a killing edge. I sat my mount in quiet fear, putting
a serene face on it as the Duc L'Envers hoisted his shield, testing itsweight, and made a few passes with
his sword. All over Champs-de-Guerre, shouting echoed, and the sound of running feet and pounding
hooves as the ranks of our audience swelled. An impromptu honor guardformed itself around me,
soldiers jostling to fend off their comrades. L'Envers' squire adjusted the cheekplates on his lord's helmet,
tighteningthe strap beneath his chin.

 "Shall we begin?" Barquiel L'Envers inquired.

 Joscelin merely bowed.

 The fight began slowly, both combatants circling for advantage. Forall his arrogance, Barquiel L'Envers
was a veteran of countless battles,not to be goaded into rash action. He made a testing thrust with his
sword, eyes narrowing as Joscelin deflected it easily, his steel-clad leftforearm sending the blow wide as
he stepped inward and turned, bringing the right-hand dagger up with deceptive speed. It glanced off
L'Envers' shield, which he swung in to cover his exposed side. Joscelinshifted backward, weight on his
rear leg as he brought his daggers backto their crossed defensive pose, turning to meet the next attack.

 I knew by heart the steps he took, the graceful, flowing turns ofthe Cassiline forms, daggers weaving an
intricate pattern of bright steel.I had seen him perform them a thousand times and more, alone in our
garden. Barquiel L'Envers sidled warily around him, leading with hisshielded left side. Without warning,
his sword-arm snaked forward ina low, lateral stroke aimed at Joscelin's midriff. I gasped out loud . . .
but Joscelin was already moving, turning to his left, dagger sweepingdown to intercept, catching the
deadly edge between the curved quillon and the base of the blade, his right elbow rising as he turned to
land ajabbing blow at L'Enver's throat.

 Barquiel L'Envers coughed, eyes watering; I daresay the blow hadbruised his larynx. "You wouldn't try
that against a man wearing a gorget, Cassiline," he said in a strained tone.

 "No, my lord." Joscelin smiled slightly. "I would not."

 Catching his breath, L'Envers launched a flurry of an attack; short,quick blows that pressed Joscelin
hard and left no opening for him toclose. I watched it with my heart in my throat, for any number of them
might have been deadly had they landed. To this day, I honestly donot know if the Duc could have pulled
his stroke short if Joscelin'sguard had faltered. Blessed Elua be thanked, it did not.

 But if it became clear that Barquiel's sword could not penetrate the flashing circle of Joscelin's daggers
and vambraces, it was equally clearthat Joscelin could not get within reach of the Duc's longsword and
past his shield. Around and around they went, churning the muddy fieldto mire, while the murmur of
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wagering rose among the watching armyand cold sweat trickled between my shoulderblades.

 At last, Barquiel L'Envers stepped back, setting his shield high andlifting his sword overhead, stepping
up hard and fast to bring it downin a swift blow aimed at the top of Joscelin's head. In a single, blurred
movement, Joscelin raised his crossed daggers to catch the blow, pinioning the sword between his own
blades. For a moment, they were locked thusly, straining—and then L'Envers brought his shield up with a
fierce jerk, driving it into Joscelin's unprotected face.

 Joscelin staggered backward, twisting away from L'Envers' sword,and the soldiers surged forward.
Unnerved, my mount shifted restively,tossing its head and blocking my view. By the time I got her under
control, the two men had closed again and were grappling. Joscelin hadL'Envers' sword-arm pinned low,
blade caught in the curved quillon ofhis dagger; L'Envers pushed hard against him with his shield, striving
to bring it up under his chin. Their legs were braced, feet strugglingfor purchase in the slippery mud.

 It was Joscelin who faltered. I saw it, as they heaved and strained,saw his left foot slide, almost of its
own volition, saw his left kneebuckle. Overborne by L'Envers' shield, their blades entangled, he went
down. With a crow of victory, Barquiel L'Envers wrenched his swordfree and leveled the blade, tip
pointing at Joscelin's throat. "Do youyield, Messire Cassiline?"

 On his back, Joscelin put up his hands. "My lord, I yield."

 The army roared its approval and I let out a sigh, glad it was over.Barquiel L'Envers chuckled and
handed his sword and shield to hissquire. Removing his helmet, he tucked it under one arm and extended
the other hand to Joscelin, pulling him to his feet. "Well fought, MessireVerreuil, though I daresay your
lady won't thank me for the condition of your attire. Still, you've earned her the right to her questions.
Shallwe retire to my quarters? I'll give you a proper welcome and see if myvalet can't do something about
that mud."

 And with that, we were adjourned.

 The Royal Commander's quarters at Champs-de-Guerre were spacious and well appointed, though not
luxurious. A scattering of Akkadian pillows and carpets gave it Barquiel L'Envers' stamp. No sign ofa
woman's hand was in evidence. In all the years I have known him, I've met the Duc's wife only once. A
strong woman in her own right,she seems content to run their ancestral estates in Namarre while her
ambitious husband plies his skills elsewhere.

 True to his word, L'Envers made Joscelin the loan of a pair of cleanbreeches, sending his mire-sodden
doublet and hose with his valet. A repast of cold chicken was served, along with salted melon slices,
crustybread and a sharp white cheese. Afterward, Joscelin sat cross-legged on the floor in his linen shirt
and borrowed breeches, methodically cleaningmud from his weapons and gear while I spoke to Barquiel
L'Envers.

 "My lady Phèdre." Still pleased with his victory, the Duc was inan expansive mood. "What is this matter
you wish to discuss with me?"

 "Your grace." I inclined my head to him. "What do you know of Imriel de la Courcel?"

 "Melisande's boy." L'Envers shot me a shrewd glance. "Why? Whatdo you know, Comtesse?"

 I shrugged. "You have looked for him, my lord. I know that much."
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 He pursed his lips and stared into his wineglass, deciding how muchto tell me. "Yes," he said at length.
"I've looked." He set down hisglass and looked frankly at me. "Your methods differ from mine,
anguissette; on that much, we are agreed. The last time we failed to trustone another, we nearly gave the
realm into Melisande Shahrizai's hands.

 If I tell you what I know, will you return the courtesy?"

 The sound of Joscelin's movements paused, then continued. "I will,"I said.

 "All right." Barquiel L'Envers drew a breath and ran one handthrough his fair, short-cropped hair. "You
know I've ties to Khebbel-im-Akkad, and to Aragonia. I've had agents search for word in bothplaces,
high and low; and from thence, Ephesium, Carthage and theUmaiyyat. No one has found a trace of the
boy. I trust you've implored your connections in La Serenissima, Hellas and Illyria to do the same?"

 "Yes." There was no strain in his voice, no flicker to his eyelids,not a single one of the tell-tales of a lie.
"And I have sought rumor inTerre d'Ange as well."

 L'Envers nodded. "As I thought. Anafiel Delaunay trained you well.If it were anyone close to Ysandre, I
trust you'd have found them inten years."

 "It wasn't."

 He stared at me. I saw his pupils dilate as comprehension dawned.Fear and excitement look much the
same at close range; I wasn't surewhich it was. "You know." He caught his breath in his bruised throat,
coughed impatiently, closed one hand hard around my wrist. A few feetaway, Joscelin unobtrusively
readied his daggers. "You know!"L'Envers' eyes gleamed, his lips parted in a eager smile. "Who is it?"

 "It doesn't matter, my lord," I said, ignoring his grip. "The boy ismissing."

 Letting go my wrist, Barquiel L'Envers swore a stream of invectivefilled with heartfelt passion. On the
floor, Joscelin relaxed and continuedcleaning his gear. I waited until the Duc had finished, and then told
him an abbreviated version of Melisande's story.

 "And you thought I had done it?" he asked when I was done.

 "My lord has the means and the wits," I said diplomatically. "Itoccurred to Melisande as well. And," I
added, "I suspect you'll behearing from the Queen."

 "A dubious compliment. I'll take it as such." Barquiel L'Enversgrinned and shook his head. "Elua's
sanctuary! I thought she must havespirited the lad off to Skaldia. It's the one place we've no means of
searching, and like as not she's still got ties there from Selig's day. I never dreamed she'd allies among
Elua's priesthood."

 "Nor did I, my lord," I said. "Nor did I."

 Joscelin, scrubbing at the buckles of his vambraces, made a sound of profound disapproval.

 "Well." L'Envers glanced reflexively in his direction. "If she's outsmarted you and me, my lady Phèdre, it
seems she's outsmarted herselfas well. I'll not pretend I'd be sorry to hear of the child's demise.Innocent
he may be, but while he lives, he's a weapon to be used againstthe descendents of House L'Envers. And
I mislike not knowing whosehand might wield him," he said, looking back at me. "Has Ysandre
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summoned the priest responsible?"

 "Not yet."

 "She will." He leaned back in his chair. "It may take her some timeto work up the resolve to confront the
priesthood of Elua, but she'll doit. I know my niece."

 I nodded, taking his words for warning. "Duly noted, my lord. Mythanks for your candour."

 "Ah." L'Envers grinned at Joscelin's bowed head. "You paid a fairprice for it. I trust you're satisfied I
was not less than forthcoming? Ordo you require me to swear on it...by the burning river?"

 I flushed as he spoke the ancient password of House L'Envers, thevow that binds its members to truth
and succor. It was with those verywords that I had charged him to defend the City of Elua against the
traitorous Percy de Somerville, words given me in trust by his kinswoman, Nicola L'Envers y Aragon.
"Would you so swear, if I asked?"

 The Duc's gaze never wavered. "I would."

 "No," I said. "I believe you."

 It was late afternoon when Joscelin and I took our leave of Champs-de-Guerre, reckoning we could
make the City of Elua by nightfall ifwe rode without stopping, for the days had grown long with the
comingof summer. Barquiel L'Envers' valet had done a good job of cleaningJoscelin's clothing, now dry
and only slightly stained. He was in goodspirits despite his loss.

 "If it wasn't L'Envers," he said, speculating aloud, "then who?"

 "I don't know. You think he was telling the truth?"

 "As surely as you do." He glanced at me. "It increases the oddsthat the boy's alive. L'Envers is right, he's
a dangerous weapon forsomeone's hand."

 "I wish I could think of whose." I sighed. "You know we're going to have to go to the Sanctuary of Elua
in Landras and ask questions before Ysandre decides to summon Brother Selbert."

 "Mm-hmm."

 "Joscelin?" I looked at his calm profile. "You let him win, didn'tyou.”

 The corner of his mouth lifted in the hint of a smile. "What self-respecting Cassiline would do such a
thing?"I raised my brows at him. "Only one."Joscelin laughed and made no reply.

 FOURTEEN

 UPON RETURNING to the City of Elua, I sent word to Ysandre,reporting briefly on my meeting with
her uncle the Duc L'Envers andasserting my belief in his innocence. I stated also my intention to travelto
Siovale, to the Sanctuary of Elua in Landras, in order to questionthe priests there about the
disappearance of Imriel de la Courcel.

 Well and so; if Ysandre wished to forestall me, let her do so. Untilshe did, I would pursue my inquiry in
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my own fashion.

 First, though, I kept my postponed appointment with Audine Davulat the City Academy.

 I have been there many times, but seldom to the Musicians' Hall,where I was escorted past various
salons from which issued sounds both melodious and cacophonous. Students of all ages were intent upon
theirlessons, learning to play harp and lyre and mandolin, tambors and tim-bales, flutes and pipes—and
of course, the drums. Audine Davul's quarters held more drums than I ever believed existed, great and
small, low and squat, tall and narrow, goat hide stretched taut over bases of wood,copper and ceramic,
steel kettles struck with tiny mallets, hand-heldrattling drums. And each one, I was told, had its own
voice.

 An intent, wiry woman in her forties, grey-eyed and honey-skinned,Audine Davul was the product of her
D'Angeline father's liaison withan Ephesian dancing-girl. When her mother died in childbirth, her father
had taken her with him on his wanderings, paying passage aboard shipwith his drumming, entertaining
crews and setting the beat for the rowers. It was said that an oarship had wings when Antoine Davul
gave the pace. From the time Audine was five until she was fifteen, they hadlived in Jebe-Barkal. She
grew up speaking and writing Jeb'ez while her father studied the "mountain-talkers," the percussive
language of the great hollow log drums used in the highlands of Jebe-Barkal.

 Audine Davul had translated the scroll Melisande had called theKefra Neghast.

 "Yes," she said, indicating the vellum parchment she had prepared.Not only was a translation in
D'Angeline neatly transposed beneatheach line of Jeb'ez, but she had included phonetic markings to
indicate the pronunciation of the unfamiliar script. "Your information is correct;this is the story of Melek
al'Hakim, the Prince of Saba. One does nothear it so much, any more."

 I held the precious document gingerly, scanning the text. "It's true,then? He was Shalomon's son?"

 "True." The music teacher smiled, turning calloused palms outward."What is true? It is true that this
legend is told in Jebe-Barkal, wherethe inhabitants of Saba fled after quarreling with the Pharaoh of
Menekhet, and ruled for many years. I have translated the words truly asthey are written. No more can I
tell you, Comtesse."

 "Thank you." Until that moment, I hadn't dared believe with awhole heart. Putting down the parchment, I
flung both arms about herneck, impulsively kissing her cheek. "Mâitresse Davul, thank you!"

 She laughed, returning my embrace. "Now the Academy will talk,saying I have known the favors of
Phèdre nó Delaunay." Faint linescrinkled at the corners of her eyes. "And mayhap it will bring more
students to study drumming."

 "I hope it does." I accepted the scroll-case she handed me containingthe original Jebean manuscript.
"You've never been back to Jebe-Barkal,have you?"

 "No." Audine Davul shook her head. "My father's feet followed arhythm only he could hear. I did but
follow him. When he brought meat last to Terre d'Ange, I knew I had come home. I have brought his
rhythms with me to the City of Elua. I do not wish to leave it."

 I laid a purse on the table before her. "Please accept this with my thanks for your excellent work. With
your permission, I'd like to talk more with you about Jebe-Barkal some time. I'm only sorry my sched
ule precludes it now."
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 She bowed from the waist, smile-lines deepening. "As you wish,Comtesse. I am not going anywhere."

 I envied her that, I thought in the carriage during my homewardjourney. Strange, how her father's
wandering urge had grounded itselfin his half-D'Angeline daughter. Strange, that the child of a former
adept of Eglantine House and an Ephesian dancing-girl should makeher life in the arcane pursuits of
academia. I thought about my ownparents—my beautiful, languorous mother and my foolish, spendthrift
father—and wondered for the thousandth time if they had ever knownwhat became of me, if they had
ever linked the Comtesse de Montrève, Delaunay'sanguissette, the Queen's confidante, with the flawed,
prettygirl-child whose marque they had sold to the Dowayne of CereusHouse. They surrendered all claim
on me to the Night Court, and untilI was ten, I knew no other life. I never saw my parents again.

 It was not a bad life, on the whole. Each of the Thirteen Houseshas its own specialty, and in Cereus, it is
appreciation for the transientnature of life and beauty. The adepts were kind enough, and I learneda
reverence for Naamah's service. Many of the graces I carry, I learnedin Cereus House. But their lives are
given wholly over to entertainingpatrons, and mine . . . mine has encompassed a great deal more. I
cannothelp but wonder if my parents ever knew.

 If they did, they kept silent about it—and because of that, I thinkmayhap they no longer live. A good
many people died during theBitterest Winter twelve years ago, between the sickness that ravagedthe land
and the Skaldi invaders who did the same. I like to think theywould have come forward if they had been
alive afterward, when myname was first spoken in the City of Elua by poets as well as patrons.My
mother wept the day she abandoned me to the Dowayne's care. Iremember that she wept. I wondered if
she would have marveled thata child of their loins should become an adept in the arts of covertcy.When
all was said and done, I was Anafiel Delaunay's creation morethan theirs.

 I thought about Melisande Shahrizai's son, raised by Elua's priests.

 I wondered what he was like.

 If time had permitted, I would have spent every waking hour ofthe next days poring over Audine's
translation of theKefra Neghast.Unfortunately, it didn't. Loathe though I was to admit it, Hyacinthe's
plight was the less urgent of the two. Like the drumming-mistress, hewasn't going anywhere. Imriel de la
Courcel was another matter.

 Once again, Joscelin and I made ready to travel.

 Since no word had come from Ysandre, I took it as a hopeful signand gave license to delay our
departure a half-day to keep my otherpostponed appointment, journeying to Night's Doorstep to meet
withHyacinthe's old companion Emile.

 It is in truth the most disreputable district of the City of Elua, a warren of taverns and inns and
gambling-houses at the base of MontNuit, the hill on which the Thirteen Houses of the Night Court are
located. If it lacks the sophistication of the Night Court, it makes upfor it in bawdy enthusiasm, and for
countless years, it has served as theslightly dangerous playground for the daring nobles of the City. The
denizens of Night's Doorstep know a thousand ways to fleece the pockets of the D'Angeline peerage.

 Hyacinthe, my dearest friend, had been one of them . . . and it wasbecause of this that I regarded Night's
Doorstep, that cut-rate antechamber to the civilized pleasures of the Night Court, as a sanctuary. It was
where I went when I escaped the rigors of Cereus House, andlater Delaunay's. My Prince of Travellers
earned his silver telling fortunes to drunken nobles, using the gift of thedromonde; but also selling
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information and trading favors, and, more pragmatically, running a livery stable and lodging-house.

 It was the latter that he had left to Emile, chief among his cadre ofrunners and assistants. Ti-Philippe had
arranged the meeting ahead oftime, and we found a table held for us at the Cockerel.

 "My lady Phèdre nó Delaunay!" Emile cried as I entered the busyinn. He went down on one knee and
spread both arms wide. "Youhonor me with your presence!"

 Ignoring the starts and murmurs from the throng of patrons, Ismiled and went to greet him, taking his
hands in mine. "Emile. It isgood to see you."

 "And you." He kissed both my hands and rose, no taller, but considerably broader than I remembered
him. It had been eight years, at least;I had visited only once since my time in La Serenissima. "Chevalier
Philippe, Messire Cassiline . . . come, sit, my friends! Let us speak of old times and old acquaintances."

 A space cleared around our table, leaving a respectful aisle about us. I couldn't for the life of me have
said whether it was due to mydubious fame, my quick-tempered chevalier Ti-Philippe, Joscelin's Cas
siline arms and dry, capable air, or if it was commanded by Emile'spresence. Clearly, he had prospered
in Night's Doorstep, and was aperson to be reckoned with, at least in the Cockerel.

 Once a jug had been procured and wine poured all around, Emileleaned forward, bracing his elbows on
the table. "You have word of Hyacinthe?"

 "I have," I said, and drawing a deep breath, I told him the storyof our journey to the Three Sisters, the
passage of power from theMaster of the Straits, and the dire twist on Hyacinthe's curse.

 When I had done, tears shone in Emile's dark eyes. "Ah! You breakmy heart anew. You may not have
known it, Comtesse, but he was likea brother to me."

 "I know," I said compassionately. "Emile, there is more, if you willhear it. I may have a key to unlocking
this curse; or at least, I mayknow where it lies. It's a long, hard path, and there's something else I must do
first if I am to pursue it. I know the Tsingani go everywhere, hear everything, more than thegadje
suspect. Are you well enoughconnected to use their ears for me?"

 He smiled a little to hear me use the Tsingani word for outsiders."Well enough, I think. It is different than
it was in Hyacinthe's day. The chevalier told you Manoj is dead? Now, thekumpanias interactmore
freely with those of us in the cities, and they do not despise theDidikanias they once did."

 Like Hyacinthe, Emile was of mixed blood, D'Angeline and Tsingani—Didikani,they called them;
half-breed. "So you hear things."

 "I hear things." Emile rubbed his thumb and forefingers togetheras if holding a coin. "Sometimes I tell
them," he said, then closed his hand in a fist. "Sometimes I do not. For you . . ." He opened his hand
wide. "For you I will sing like a lark. What do you wish to hear,Phèdre nó Delaunay?"

 "Any news of Imriel de la Courcel," I said. "Or a child matchinghis description."

 There was a pause, and all of us—Joscelin, Ti-Philippe and I— leaned in close, but eventually Emile
shook his head, regretfully. "No.I am sorry. It has been five years, at least, since anyone placed a wager
in Night's Doorstep on the whereabouts of the missing prince. Thegambling-houses will give you any
odds you like, and laugh as theytake your money. But I will listen." He glanced shrewdly at me. "Achild
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matching his description, you say?"

 "A child," I said, "gone missing from the Sanctuary of Elua inLandras, in lower Siovale. A boy, ten years
of age, with his mother'seyes." I reached out and put my hand over his, closing his fingers. "Andthis
information, Emile, is not to be sold at any price."

 "I would not!" He looked hurt. "Hyacinthe was my friend, my lady.Anyone he befriended, Tsingani,
Didikani, D'Angeline alike, he treatedwith loyalty. What do I care for missing heirs? I would not sell this
knowledge for profit when you might use it to win my friend's freedom."

  

 "If I hear anything, I will come to you." Emile drank off his wineat one draught and refilled his mug. "It is
true, what I said. The storyhas grown slowly, but it has grown, and spread. Now Manoj is dead,and
there is no Tsingan kralis. Thekumpanias speak his name at thecrossroads. Hyacinthe, son of
Anasztaizia."

 "He followed the Long Road to its end," Joscelin murmured unexpectedly.

 "TheLungo Drom" Emile echoed, sighing. "Some of us walk the inner path, and some of us the outer. I
do not know anyone who haswalked a longer road than Anasztaizia's son."

 None of us did. Ti-Philippe raised his mug. "To Hyacinthe."

 "To Hyacinthe." Emile clinked the rim of his mug in salute, then surged to his feet, hoisting his mug in the
air. "To Hyacinthe, son ofAnasztaizia!" he shouted. "Come, whoever remembers his name, I'llstand a
drink to toast the Prince of Travellers!"

 The resultant roar was staggering, and even though I daresay halfof them were cheering nothing more
than free wine, it brought a lumpto my throat. I remembered Hyacinthe holding court at the Cockerel, his
face bright with mirth . . . and I remembered him on the island,despair in the shifting depths of his
power-stricken eyes.

 Whatsoever might come to pass, I feared the bold, merry companionof Emile's youth was gone forever.

 I drank to his memory, and tasted the salt of my tears.

 FIFTEEN

 "NOW YOU remember why we don't go to Night's Doorstep moreoften."

 "Shut up," I muttered, squinting against the merciless D'Angelinesun, which sent dazzling spears of pain
into my eyes. My head waspounding like one of Audine Davul's drums, and I could have swornmy
soft-gaited mare was clopping like a plowhorse.

 "We could have departed on the morrow."

 "I'mnot losing a day to the Cockerel's rot-gut wine!" There hadbeen a good deal of it after that first
toast. Emile's largesse had flowedfreely, and I'd felt obliged to stand a round afterward—it does not pay
to be seen as stingy, when one has a reputation in the City—and between my private griefs and the
public outpouring of nostalgic melancholy, I'd drunk enough to be sorry for it. With typical Cassiline
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restraint, Joscelin had abstained after the first toast and drunk onlywater.

 "You look slightly green, Phèdre," he said, regarding me.

 I opened my eyes wide enough to glare at him."I'm fine.'"

 Despite my aching head, we made good time, and by the secondday, I had recovered from the ill effects
of too many toasts and we hadpassed from the rich fields of L'Agnace into the hilly terrain of Siovale.As
always, something in Joscelin eased at the return to the province of his childhood, the set of his shoulders
more relaxed, his smile comingquicker. I loved to see it in him, although it made me feel guilty for keeping
him overmuch in the City. On the third day, we entered the winding mountain paths.

 The village of Landras is located at the foothill of a mountain; theSanctuary of Elua that bears its name,
they told us there, lies beyond,over the peak and in the basin of a steep valley. Upon reaching it, we
passed the evening in the village, enjoying the mayor's hospitality andrelating in turn the latest news from
the City to an avid audience.Siovalese are odd folk, most of them of Shemhazai's lineage, prone to
pondering the vagaries of human nature and exploring the dynamics ofthe physical world. It is not unusual
to find a sheep-herder eager toargue Hellene philosophy or a wool-dyer intent on building a better
waterwheel, and they are keen to discuss politics as well. It reminded me with a pang of regret that I
would have little time to attend to my own estates in Montrève this summer.

 In the morning, we departed, following the narrow trail up themountain, our pack-mules laboring under
the tribute-gifts the mayorhad pressed upon us to deliver to the sanctuary. The air was cooler inthe
heights, pine forests giving way to grassy plateaus. We picked our way around steep outcroppings of
rock and sheer drop-offs. Joscelin's eyes sparkled, and he delighted in pointing out wildlife as we rode;
ptarmigan and white-capped finches and shy ouzels, and once a herd ofwild chamois, watching us with
curious gazes.

 "There," he said, pointing as we gained the summit.

 The valley lay far below, a green swathe carpeted with blazingscarlet poppies and riven by a swift river.
I caught my breath to seethe grey stone buildings of the sanctuary itself and the rough-hewn effigy of
Elua, seen in miniature from above. On the far side of thevalley, winding trails stitched the mountains,
leading to meadow plateausand the peaks beyond.

 "Goat-tracks," Joscelin mused, scanning the distant crags. "That'swhere it would have happened. No
wonder no one saw anything."

 High overhead, an eagle circled and gave its piercing cry; stooped,and dove. I thought of its prey and
shivered. "Let's go down."

 It took the better part of an hour to make our descent, even onhorseback. Although I've seen my share
of mountains, I let Joscelin lead, glad of his expertise. By the time we reached bottom, there wasno doubt
but that we had been seen and were expected.

 "Welcome, travellers!" It was a young female acolyte who met usin the courtyard, fresh-faced and
pretty. She made a formal bow, handsin the sleeves of her short brown robe. My weary mare lowered
herhead and blew a soft equine snort. "Ah, poor thing." The acolytestepped forward, laying consoling
hands on my mount's lathered neck.

 "Sister priestess," I said. "I am Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève,and this is my consort, Joscelin
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Verreuil. Might we speak with BrotherSelbert?”

 The acolyte, who had lain her cheek alongside my mare's, glanced up with a start. "Oh! Oh yes, of
course." She smiled. "He is expecting you, I think. At least he is expectingsomeone. If you will dismount,
Iwill see to your horses, and he will meet you in the sanctuary proper. . . oh! And the mules, of course.
You have brought us...what haveyou brought? Lentils, I think, and salted anchovies, ah! Thank you,thank
you, my lady."

 I watched her move among the animals and explore the mules'panniers as I dismounted. There was an
old scar at her temple, a dentedcrescent, faded with age. "Is there someplace where we may wash the
dust of our journey from our faces, Sister?"

 "Oh!" She startled again, and laughed. "He has told me, again andagain, and still I forget. 'Liliane, offer
them water!' " Her eyes were aswide and guileless as a child's, and I understood, then, that she was a
touch simple. "Yes, my lady, there is a cistern, there," she said, pointing."And I am not a priestess yet.
Only Liliane."

 "Thank you, Liliane."

 "You are welcome!" She beamed at us both, then added carefully,"And I will take good care of them, I
promise. Your horsesand themules."

 I didn't doubt it, for as she set off blithely across the courtyardtoward the stables, our mounts and
pack-animals fell in behind herunbidden, a string of tall beasts following nose-to-tail behind the barefoot
young woman in rough-spun robes.

 Joscelin blinked. "Now there," he said, "is one truly touched byBlessed Elua."

 The water in the cistern was bracingly cold and refreshing. We bothdrank deep from the dipper, then
splashed it over our hands and faces.It was a narrow, arched passageway that led to the Sanctuary of
Elua,cool and dark, opening onto the splendid vista we had glimpsed fromabove.

 No longer small with distance, the statue of Blessed Elua stood alonein the field, tall and towering
beneath the immense blue sky. His arms were outstretched, and bright poppies lapped at his granite feet.
Stooping, I unfastened the buckles on my fine riding boots and unrolled mystockings. The soil was dry
and crumbling beneath my bare feet.

 "We have nothing to offer," I murmured to Joscelin.

 He placed his own boots in the rack at the entryway. "We haveourselves."

 There is a stillness that comes upon one in sacred places. Hand inhand, we crossed the field of wild
poppies, crushing sweet grass and pale green leaves beneath our tread. Elua smiled in welcome as we
entered his long shadow, a smile as sweet and guileless as his acolyte's.His left palm, extended in offering,
bore the deep gash of Cassiel'sdagger. It had been his answer to the One God's arch-herald, who bade
him take his place in Heaven. Elua had smiled then, too, and borrowed Cassiel's dagger. Scoring his
palm, he let his blood fall in scarlet drops,and anemones blossomed where it fell.My grandfather's
Heaven is bloodless: and I am not. Let him offer a better place, where we may love andsing and grow
as we are wont, where our children and our children's childrenmay join us, and I will go.I knelt at the
base of the statue with a wordlessprayer, my skirts spilling in billows over the twining foliage, the petalsof
crimson satin with their velvet-black stamens, vivid as the mote inmy eye. Bowing my head, I pressed my
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lips against the sun-warmed granite of Blessed Elua's feet.

 "Phèdre nó Delaunay."

 It was a man's voice that spoke my name, gentle as a breeze. Rising,I turned and saw him, Elua's priest,
clad in blue robes the color of thesummer sky, with the handsome, austere features of Siovale. His eyes,
like the leaves of the poppies, were a pale silvery-green, and his lightbrown hair fell down his back in a
single cabled braid.

 "Brother Selbert," I acknowledged him.

 "Yes." He smiled. "I have been expecting you."

 From the corner of my eye, I saw Joscelin rise from his own obeisance, bowing in the Cassiline manner,
crossed hands hovering over thehilts of his daggers. "Me, my lord?" I asked the priest. "How is it so?"

 "You," he said. "Or someone. You are not the first." He cocked his head, and I heard in the distance the
sound of shepherd's pipescalling and answering across the far crags. "Did the Queen send you?"

 Beneath the shadow of Blessed Elua, I gazed at him, a solitary figuredrenched in sunlight. "Whose
emissary do you think I am, my lordpriest?"

 "Ah." Brother Selbert exchanged an enigmatic smile with the effigyof Elua. "As to that, I suppose you are
Kushiel's. Come." He extendedhis hand. "We must speak."

 So it was that Joscelin and I followed the priest across the field, asobediently as our animals had
followed the girl Liliane. At the entryway,we paused to don our boots. Brother Selbert waited, patient
and calm.Like the other members of his order, he went unshod, and his bare feetwere calloused and
cracked, engrained with the dust of a thousandjourneys.

 "Come," he said again when we were done.

 We followed the priest into his private quarters, where he bade ussit.

 "You are here about the boy," he said when we had done so.

 I opened my mouth to reply, but it was Joscelin who spoke first,giving voice to his long-held anger.
"How could you do it?" he demanded. "How could you betray the realm to aid, that. . . that woman?"

 "Melisande." Brother Selbert spoke her name calmly, tilting hishead. "Melisande Shahrizai de la
Courcel." He smiled in reminiscence."Why does it offend you, young Cassiline?"

  

 "Yes." The priest held up one hand, forestalling his argument."These things she has done, Joscelin
Verreuil. And not a one of themwould have been possible had it not been for the greed, the fear, the
unreasoning hatred, the hunger for vengeance, on the part of her con spirators."

 The meaning of his words brushed me like the tip of a fearsome wing, and I shuddered. "You say she
has not violated the precept ofBlessed Elua."
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 "Yes." Brother Selbert bent his head to me."Love as thou wilt. Forgood or for ill, Melisande Shahrizai
alone has laid her plans out of loveof the game itself."

 "But," I whispered, "they are dire."

 "They are." The priest nodded gently. "Such is not my place tojudge; only the intent." There was a look
in his silver-green eyes suchas I had seen in Michel Nevers' in Kushiel's temple—a terrible compassion.
"Thus are the gifts of Kushiel's scions, to see the fault-lines inanother's soul. I can do naught, if it is
exercised in love."

 I swallowed. "Even love without compassion?"

 "Even that." There were oceans of sorrow in Brother Selbert's voice. "I can but feed the spark where I
see it. And I saw it, in theLady Melisande's regard for her child.”

 "You lied tothe Queen!" Joscelin protested in anguish.

 "Yes, of course." The priest gave him aquizzical look. "The Queensought to claim the child for her own
ends. The ends are admirable,young Cassiline, and they are rooted in her love of the realm, her desirefor
peace. But they do not supercede the love of a mother for her child.The Queen did not know the child.
He was the Lady Melisande's son.No matter what she had done, Elua's dictum made my choice clear."

 "Elua's dictum." I pressed my temples. "Brother Selbert, you knowit was Melisande's intent that the boy
should be sheltered here, until he reached such an age where she might unveil his identity like some hero
out of legend, staking his claim to the throne?"

 "It was her intent." His eyes glinted the color of sunlight on thepoppy-leaves. "He might have surprised
her, in the end."

 "He might have," I said, making my voice hard. "If he had notvanished. Thanks to your interpretation of
Elua's dictum."

 "Ah." Brother Selbert sighed. "And so we come to it." He spreadhis hands helplessly, his expression
turning somber. "What can I tellyou, my lady Phèdre? Even now, though I am racked by guilt and
second-guessing, I believe I chose aright. If I were a vain man, I mightthink Blessed Elua mocked me for
my pride—but Elua is not so cruelas to use a child to lesson his priests. Yet Imriel is gone, and I, I amleft
without answers."

 I considered him. "You said we were not the first. Tell me aboutMelisande's emissaries."

 "There were two men who came, bearing her token." He laced hisfingers about one knee. "It was after I
had gone to La Serenissima tobring her the unhappy news. They pretended to be from Eisande,though I
do not think it was true. It is politics, that, and nothing to dowith Elua. I will give you a description, if you
wish, and the namesthey gave, although I think those too were false."

 "Yes, thank you. They conducted a search?"

 "They questioned me, and every other member of the sanctuary.And they searched the mountains,
where it happened." Brother Selbertglanced toward the window. "I believe they searched in outlying
townsas well, and questioned villagers." He shook his head. "We did as muchand more. We combed the
crags for days. Every cave, every cleft. . .I saw to it myself, and we gave her emissaries every aid during
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the duration of their search." His voice changed, a tone of ragged grief bleeding through his calm
demeanor. "I pray you, do not mistake me,my lady Phèdre! If there were a way, any way—I would give
my lifein an instant if it meant Imri's safe return. When all is said and done,I do not believe even
Melisande Shahrizai questioned my sincerity."

 "No," I said absently. "She didn't. Your discretion is another matter."

 "No one knew." The priest lifted his hands, let them fall back intohis lap. "I cannot prove it, not now.
They did not question it, when I took the boy to La Serenissima before; I let them believe we went
elsewhere. After his disappearance . . . some guessed."

 "You..."I paused. "You took the boy to La Serenissima?"

 "When he turned eight." Brother Selbert nodded. "The Lady Melisande wished to see him. I swear to
you, I protected his identity to thefullest of my ability. If anyone learned it, it was not through my care
lessness."

 "Huh." I was hard-put to imagine it was through Melisande's; and yet she had taken a risk, having him
brought to her. A risk, I thought,that she had not seen fit to mention. "What about the boy? Did he
know?"

 "No." The priest's denial was firm. "Imri believed himself an orphan, that his parents had died of a
Serenissiman ague aboard the shipthat brought me home to Terre d'Ange, and bequeathed him to me asa
ward of the sanctuary. No one ever had cause to doubt it."

 "No one would doubt the word of a priest," I said. "Melisande counted on as much. She used you to her
own ends, Brother Selbert."

 "So she believed," he murmured. "And I, I believed Blessed Eluaused me to his. Mayhap I was a fool. If
so, I am punished for it now."

 "Did Imriel not think it strange to meet his mother in La Serenissima?" I asked him.

 "He never knew." Brother Selbert shook his head. "He was toldshe had been a wealthy noblewoman, a
friend of his parents, who wouldstand as his patron when he grew to manhood."

 "Still," Joscelin observed, breaking his silence. "He would boast ofit. He was a boy! You lied to your
colleagues, brought him to LaSerenissima, and introduced him to this, this fantastic patron . . . whatdid
you do, my lord priest? Bid him keep it a secret? A boy of eight?You may be sure of it, he told his
friends the minute you returned."

 "Not Imri." The priest smiled his enigmatic smile. "You didn'tknow him, Messire Verreuil! He believed
the lady he met would be indanger if he breathed a word of it, and true enough it was. Ah, no."He shook
his head again, his long braid stirring. "Imri would have goneto his grave with it, after that. Eight or no, he
had that, that..."hesearched fora term, "that streak of rash nobility which is the heritage of House
Courcel."

 I thought of Ysandre de la Courcel riding between two narrowranks of the Unforgiven, parting the
rebellious army of the Duc deSomerville, her chin raised, eyes fixed on the City of Elua. I knew whathe
meant. "And if he had half his mother's wits, my lord priest, hewould have guessed his patron's identity."
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 "He might have," Brother Selbert allowed, "if he had known thestory. But we had not yet reached
current histories in our studies, and I was careful to keep that knowledge from him."

 So the boy had truly grown up unfettered and free, believing himselfa true orphan, Elua's child, attuned
only to the gentle rhythms of life and worship within this sheltered valley. I sighed. Somehow it mademy
task all the more poignant. "When would you have told him?"

 "Sixteen." The priest watched me. "That was the age on which wehad agreed."

 Sixteen. It seemed a long way off. "Brother Selbert," I said, gathering my thoughts. "I am sorry to put
you through this once more, butif I might speak to the other clergy and your wards—most especiallythe
children—it would be helpful."

 "Yes, of course." He rose, smoothing his robes, then hesitated. "Younever said if it was the Queen who
sent you."

 "The Queen," I said, "is aware of my visit. But, no. It was Melisande."

 SIXTEEN

 THE shadows in the valley grew long,we watched the children herd the goats down from the mountain.
Once, there had beenfive; now, only four. They travelled in pairs, a brown-robed acolytewith both
groups as they emerged from invisible plateaus to convergeupon the narrow trail. Their voices rose clear
and high-pitched in thethin air. The shaggy goats, brown and white with bells strung abouttheir necks,
wound their way down the track, picking their way surelyon cloven hooves while the children scrambled
behind, scarcely lessagile. They fanned out as they reached bottom, long sticks in hand,prodding and
deftly herding their charges across the wooden bridge thatarched over the river. The acolytes followed
behind at a slower pace, serene and watchful.

 "And this is how it was the day Imriel disappeared?" I askedBrother Selbert.

 "No," he said quietly. "Not entirely. We let the children go ontheir own, then, and the older ones might
go alone, if they wished, toseek higher pasturage. Now, we forbid them to leave one another'ssight, and
an acolyte travels always with each group."

 I raised my eyebrows. "Imriel would have been considered one of the older children?"

 The priest's high, austere cheekbones flushed with color. "He . . .not exactly. But he was impulsive.
Cadmar and Beryl are the eldest."

 I picked them out by sight as they eased the milling goats into theirpaddock. A tall lad with hair that
shone like flame in the slanting sunlight, and a dark-haired girl garlanded with flowers. The other two
wereyounger, a boy and a girl who looked to be about the ages of Ysandre'sdaughters.

 "Treat them gently, my lady Phèdre," Brother Selbert said. "Imri'sdisappearance frightened them badly,
all the more so when Melisande'smen came asking harsh questions." He watched gravely as they filed
inside the sanctuary walls, laughing and chattering. "You see Honore,"he said, pointing to the youngest
girl, no more than six. "For a month,she refused to tend to the goats, for fear that whatever took Imriel
would take her. And Cadmar...he puts on a brave face, but he willgo near neither cave nor crag, staying
only to the center of the trail.Ti-Michel has only just stopped waking in the middle of the night,crying for
Imri, and Beryl, ah." He sighed. "Beryl blames Elua for letting it happen. I worry about her the most."
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 "You should tell them," Joscelin said shortly. "Tell them the truth.Fear and lies fester in darkness. The
truth may wound, but it cuts clean."

 "Mayhap you have the right of it, Cassiel's servant," the priestmurmured. "I will think on it. Come, we
will assemble for dinner."

 In the Sanctuary of Elua, meals were a commonaffair, held in thegreat hall with its high stone arches. It
was simple fare, but good—apottage of lentils and onions, stewed greens and fish caught fresh in the
river, with brown bread smeared with sharp goat's-milk cheese. Theacolytes, of whom there were half a
dozen, took turns at cooking andwhatever chores were needful. Brother Selbert dined at a table with
eight others, priests and priestesses alike, ranging from an elderly woman with a face so kind it made one
ache to lay one's head in herlap to a young man whose vows had scarce left his lips.

 Throughout the course of the evening, I spoke to all of them, andlearned nothing of merit. I learned that
Imriel had been a beautiful child,with blue-black hair and skin like ivory, eyes a deep and starry blue; his
mother's son, though no one put the words to it. I learned he hadbeen proud and kind and a little wild. I
heard the story of his disap pearance a dozen times over, and while the details varied slightly in the
telling, the events remained unchanged. If their stories had been identical, I would have been suspicious.
So it had been, when I had questioned the missing guardsmen of Troyes-le-Mont, who had concealed
the fearful secret that Percy de Somerville had helped Melisande escapefrom that fortress. Ten years
ago, in La Serenissima, the sameness of their story had given the lie to it. Here, it was obvious the
denizens ofthe sanctuary were telling the unhappy truth.

 From Brother Othon, the young priest, I learned how they hadsearched the mountains for days on end,
finding no trace of the boy.Born and bred to Landras village, he had led the search himself, andhis grief at
his failure was writ clear on his features.

 "How certain are you, Brother Othon?" Joscelin asked him in a gentle tone. "I do not fault your diligence,
but the mountains are vast.I am Siovalese myself, and I know there are nooks and crannies of my
childhood home of Verreuil that not even my brother Luc and I managed to explore."

 "It is possible." The priest turned his failure-haunted gaze on him."It is always possible. I still search,
thinking to find his body lodged in some crevice where the lingering snows of spring have retreated at
last,hoping to find him. But if he went of his own accord..."He shookhis head. "He may have gone for
days before harm befell him. Wewere slow in widening our search, sure that he was near. I cannot say."

 And so I listened, and grew no wiser. They knew who we were,of course, priests and acolytes alike. I
saw it in the sidelong glances,heard it in the hushed murmurs when they thought I was not listening. They
are learned folk, Elua's priesthood; they knew well enough thatPhèdre nó Delaunay was Kushiel's
Chosen, the Queen's confidante. Ifthey had not known before that their Imri was Imriel de la Courcel,son
of Melisande Shahrizai, I daresay most of them had guessed it bynow. But here, in Elua's sanctuary, no
one spoke of it. And that, Ithought, was wrong. Their silence was a canker of omission, blightingthe
serenity of this sacred place.

 The only exception was the young acolyte Liliane, whose sweet smile fell like sunlight on all it touched;
Liliane, and the children. Ispoke to the latter after we had dined, when the wards of the sanctuarywould
have taken their studies in the library halls.

 "The Lady Phèdre and her consort Joscelin want to hear aboutImri," was all Brother Selbert told them
before leaving us alone.
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 "Why?" the lad Cadmar asked bluntly when he had left, eyeing mewith all the dour suspicion of his
twelve years. "Who are you?"

 "I am a friend of the Queen's," I said.

 "The Queen cares what happened to Imri?" It was the girl Berylwho spoke, her voice sharp with
disbelief. I looked gravely at her. She was the eldest among them by a year, budding into young
womanhood,with black hair as fine and straight as silk, the tender beginnings ofbreasts and green eyes
that held only scorn. I wondered if she wasBrother Selbert's get. It was not uncommon for priest's
children to endas wards of their sanctuary.

 "Yes," I said. "She does."

 The child Honore had clambered onto Joscelin's knee. He held herloosely, looking amused; I swear, I
do not know why children adorehim so. Most adults have the sense to find him distant and off-putting.
"Imri taught me to climb trees," Honore announced, settling herselfwith a proprietary bounce. "He got me
honey after Beryl told him notto. He was stung seventeen times and Sister Philippa put mud all overhim."

 "Be quiet, Honore," Cadmar muttered. "The lady doesn't careabout that."

 "Why not?" I asked, leaning forward and propping my chin on myhands. "I like honey. And I want to
hear about Imriel."

 "Imriel," Honore sang, bouncing on Joscelin's knee. "Im-ri-el! Hemade Cadmar angry, because he said
he liked Beryl. Cad-mar likesBer-yl!"

 "Be quiet!" The lad flushed red to the roots of his fiery hair.

 "Is this real?" Sturdy little Ti-Michel stretched his arms above hishead to tug at the hilt of Joscelin's
sword. "Can I see it?"

 "Hush." Joscelin drew him onto his other knee, holding both of theyoung ones in place. "I'll show you
later, if you like. Michel, what doyou know about Imri? Were you there the day he went missing?"

  

 "Ti-Michel came to find me, Lady Phèdre," Beryl interrupted him."I was with Honore, in one of the
lower pastures. We fetched Cadmar,and he and I looked as far as we dared, while the little ones
watchedthe goats. When we couldn't find him, we went back to tell BrotherSelbert."

 "Did you go past the rockfall?" I asked her.

 She paused, then shook her head. "Not then. It's a narrow ledge, and dangerous. There'd been another
fall, we couldn't pass. BrotherOthon worked to clear it that night."

 "Cadmar was scared!" Ti-Michel slid down from Joscelin's knee,forgetting his distress, chin raised in
challenge.

 "So were you!" the older boy retorted."You ran for Beryl!"
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 "Cad-mar was sea-red!" Honore sang, bouncing, then added, "Imriwasn't scared ofanything."

 "Is that true?" I addressed my question to Beryl.

 "No." She gave me a cool look of appraisal. "Of course not. Nobody's afraid ofnothing. But he was
brave, for a boy." Her lip curled."Braver than Cadmar. Imri liked to take risks, to see what would hap
pen. And when he got hurt, he never complained. He was afraid,though. He was afraid of anyone seeing
him cry."

 "One time," Ti-Michel said, "one time I fell in the river, andImri—"

 "Oh, shut up," Cadmar said in disgust. "You could have walkedout, if you'd stood up and stopped
flailing around. It wasn't so deep."

 "Imri taught us how to swim." Honore climbed down from Joscelin's knee and came over to stare into
my face, clutching my skirtsabsentmindedly. "We took all our clothes off. I like to swim. How come you
have a red spot in your eye?"

 "Because," I said, touching her nose. "I was born with it. Why do you have freckles?"

 The child looked cross-eyed at her own visage and giggled.

 The words that followed were spoken in a half-whisper. "MightyKushiel, of rod and weal, late of the
brazen portals, with blood-tipp'ddart a wound unhealed, pricks the eyen of chosen mortals."

 I raised my head, looking at Beryl, who had gone pale and defiant.

 "I know who you are," she said. "Brother Selbert thinks I'm tooyoung to know, but I'm not. I hear them
whisper. They are alwayswhispering, since Imri disappeared. I see the books they study whenthey think
we're not paying attention, the scrolls they hide. I know whoyou are. Why are you here? Why do you
want to know about Imri?"

 Joscelin and I exchanged a glance. "Beryl," I said gently. "What Ihave told you is true. I am the Queen's
friend, and she does care aboutImriel. If harm had befallen any of Blessed Elua's children, her majesty
would want to know how and why. If there is more to it..."I shookmy head. "It is not my place to tell you
what Brother Selbert will not.You must ask him yourself. But if there is any knowledge you havethat
would help me to find Imri, I pray you tell me. I promise you, I seek only to aid him."

 "No." Her shoulders slumped. "He's justgone! And Elua, Elua didnothing to protect him." A spasm of
bitter grief contorted her features."Brother Selbert says we are all in Elua's hand! Where was Elua when
Imri needed him?"

 In the silence that followed, Honore began to sob methodically,more upset by Beryl's anger than any
true sense of divine injustice. Ti-Michel's lower lip quivered, and Cadmar set his jaw and looked sullen.I
had done a poor job of heeding the priest's wishes. Joscelin movedto sit cross-legged on the floor,
drawing Honore onto his lap where she soon quieted.

 "Beryl," I said. "Elua cannot prevent ill things from happening. Hecan only give us the courage to face it
with love."

 "It's not enough!" she cried.
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 "It is," I said. "It's all we have."

 Who was I, to teach theology to the wards of Elua's priesthood?And yet Joscelin had been right. It is a
hard truth that lies at the centerof faith. I watched Beryl measure that truth against the half-lies and
omissions that had surrounded the disappearance of Imriel de la Courcel,and brace herself against it,
drawing strength from its acceptance.Slowly, her shoulders squared and she sat a little straighter, fixing
mewith a direct regard. "And if I pray for him? Do you believe still thatElua will hear my prayers?"

 "I do." I said it firmly, as if I had never doubted myself. Whetheror not it would aid the missing Imriel, I
did believe it would help Beryl.

 "Then I will," she said.

 Thus, for better or ill, was our encounter with the children of Elua'ssanctuary. They were subdued when
we took our leave, and I did notthink Brother Selbert would be pleased, but there was a spark of new
resolve in Beryl's green eyes, and I did not think it was entirely ill-done.

 It was not until Joscelin and I were alone in our humble guest-chamber that I gave vent to my own
frustrations.

 "Name of Elua!" I hurled a down-stuffed pillow at the stone wall."Brother Selbert, the priesthood, the
acolytes, the children . . . they'retelling the truth, aren't they?"

 "Mm-hrnm." Joscelin prudently moved the oil lamp on the bedsidetable out of reach of my swirling
skirts. I paced the chamber in disregard.

 "They're telling the truth," I said, ticking them off on my fingers, "L'Envers is telling the truth, Melisande's
spies . . . Melisande, for loveof Kushiel! Melisande is telling the truth. What am I missing, Joscelin?I
cannot see the pattern here! Where's the lie? Who are we overlooking?"

 "La Serenissima?" He fetched the rolled map from our travel-bags, spreading it on the narrow bed.
"Selbert took the boy to see Melisande.Someone could have guessed."

 "Severio would have told me if he'd gotten wind of it." I pondered the map, tracing a semicircle north of
Landras. "If they'd made forMarsilikos, someone would have seen them along the way.”

 "Mayhap they didn't." Joscelin traced a ragged route southward."Mayhap they stuck to the mountains."

 "And crossed into Aragonia? L'Envers searched there." I thoughtabout it and shrugged. "We could ride
south, and inquire. We'd pass near to Verreuil, Joscelin. We could visit your family."

 His eyes shone briefly in the lamplight, then dimmed. "I'd not wantto take time from our errand. If we
stop anywhere, it ought to beMontrève."

 "It's no time to speak of. We'd need to take lodging somewhere."I got up and retrieved the pillow I'd
thrown. "And Montrève's not onthe way. Verreuil is."

 "As you wish." He smiled with unalloyed pleasure, rolling the map.

 I was glad I could make someone happy.
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 SEVENTEEN

 WE SAID our farewells to Brother Selbert in the morning, standing in the courtyard.

 "I am sorry," he said, "that we could not give you the answers you sought."

 "You have given us what you had, my lord priest." I inclined my head to him. "For that, I am grateful. It
may be that the Queen willsummon you to discuss your role in Imriel’s disappearance from La
Serenissima. I will speak on behalf of your intentions."

 Brother Selbert swallowed, his throat moving visibly. "I never meant for the boy to come to harm. I
thought...I thought he couldgrow up freely in Elua's grace, his spirit untrammeled by the machinations of
politics."

 "I know," I said.

 "Tell them who he was." Joscelin adjusted the buckles on his vambraces, checking and settling his
weapons. "It will help them make sense of it, Brother Selbert. And they should know that not even Elua's
gracerenders them invulnerable to the ill in men's hearts." He looked up atthe priest. "Or the follies of
pride."

 "I will tell them." Brother Selbert returned his gaze unflinching."Do not be quick to judge me, Cassiline.
Can you claim to know thewhole of Elua's will?"

 "No," Joscelin said quietly. At the far end of the courtyard, theyoung acolyte Liliane emerged from the
arch of the stableway, craningher head to smile at the morning sun, our mounts and pack-mulestrailing
after her like ducklings following their mother. "There are mysteries no one can fathom."

 "Even so." The priest nodded. "And there are purposes too deep for us to grasp.”

 I could have sworn, from the sleek condition of their coats, theirrenewed reserves of vigor, that our
animals had spent a month ratherthan a day basking in the sunlit paddocks of Elua's sanctuary. My mare
frisked like a filly crossing the bridge, dancing and shying at the hollowecho of her hoofbeats on the
wooden planks.

 "Did you know Liliane was my mother's name?" I asked Joscelin.

 "Really?" He looked surprised. "You never told me."

 "It was."

 So began our wanderings through the mountains of Siovale. Wegained the lower pastures, where Beryl
and Ti-Michel pointed us toward the rockfall of which they had spoken, a narrow ledge along a chasm,
dangerous with overhanging crags. After making our precarious waypast the cleared rockfall, we
ascended to the further pastures, flat areaswhere the tall grass grew, perfect for spring grazing and fall
harvest.There was nothing to see, but it gave us our starting-point.

 We had marked the towns and villages searched on our map, and Brother Othon had left markers of his
own along the mountain trails,scratching Elua's sigil onto rocks and trees in areas already combed. He
was right; the search had been thorough. For two days, Joscelin and Irode in broadening arcs, keeping a
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keen eye out for Othon's signs. Itreminded me of travelling along the Tsingani routes, searching for
chaidrov,the secret markers with which they indicated their passing. Wemet a few folk along the way,
shepherds mostly, who shook their heads,able to tell us nothing.

 After two days, we ceased to find Othon's scratchings and I hadbegun to suspect that our search was
fruitless. Still, we continued, untilI was heartily sick of making camp in mountain meadows and bathingin
icy streams.

 "There's a village . . . here." Joscelin glanced up from the map,watching as I struggled to draw a comb
through my hopelessly tangledtresses. "We could make it by nightfall, and be in Verreuil by midday
tomorrow."

 "Let's do it." The comb stuck. I drew it out with a muttered curse."I'm not going to see your family
looking like I've been sleeping in abird's nest."

 He grinned at me. "You look like a maiden out of legend, fresh-tumbled by Elua."

 "I feel like I've tumbled fresh out of a hedgerow," I retorted.

 Joscelin laughed. "You still look beautiful. Come on, then. Thevillage by nightfall, and we'll beg lodgings
if they don't have an inn. Iwouldn't mind a hot bath, either."

 We made good time in the morning, reaching the deep divide thatled southward to Aragonia—and then
lost time in conversation withthe merchants of a trade caravan, who had no news of any errant children
matching Imriel's description, but a bitter tale of being cheated byTsingani horse-traders. I held my
tongue at their ire, though it galledme. It is true that the Tsingani take great joy in getting the better ofthe
gadje, but it is equally true that most of thegadje bring it on themselves, seeking to do the same and
making a virtue of it.

 Afterward, we pushed too hard to make up for the delay, and oneof the mules slipped on loose scree,
straining a foreleg. Our pace slowedto a limping gait, and it grew obvious that we weren't going to make
the village before dark. Joscelin rode ahead to scout out a campsite asdusk grew night, returning in good
spirits.

 "We're closer than we thought," he said. "There's a dairy-crofter'sin the next valley. They make cheese
to sell at market. I spoke to thehusband; he said they'd give us lodging and fare for coin. And a hotbath."
He grinned. "I asked."

 "Elua be thanked!" I said fervently.

 Darkness was falling by the time we made our halting way to thevalley, and the crofter met us with a
lantern, leading us to an unusedpaddock by the cow-byre where we could turn our mounts and themules
loose for the night, piling our saddles and packs under the shelter of a lean-to. He introduced himself as
Jacques Ecot and said little more,taciturn and withdrawn. I was surprised at his wife, Agnes, a petite
woman with features that should have been vivacious, but for the sorrowthat haunted her eyes.

 It was only the two of them, alone in their croft. Agnes bustledabout, heating water for the bath and
laying out her best linens at thetable, showing us to a neat bedchamber with whitewashed walls, achild's
chest-of-drawers and a bed with a lovingly hand-sewn quilt atopit. I brushed my hand over the
counterpane, wondering, but asked noquestions.
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 We had our baths, Joscelin and I alike, and he lent a hand haulingwater and emptying the tub. I watched
the muscles bunch and gatherin his forearms, remembering the first time I'd seen him perform simple
menial chores. We had been slaves together, he and I, sold into bondagein a Skaldi steading. It seemed a
long time ago.

 Afterward we dined with Jacques and Agnes Ecot, seated at thetable in theircozy, rustic kitchen.
Lamplight glowed warm on dishes of broad beans and ham, a puree of turnips, a pitcher of water drawn
coldfrom the well. It should have been homely and charming, and yet a pallof sadness hung over that
home, and I was oddly uneasy.

 "It's no business of mine," Agnes murmured, pushing the food onher plate without eating. "But it is
passing strange to find a fine lord and lady in the back hills of Siovale."

 "Not so strange." Joscelin smiled at her. "My father is the ChevalierMillard Verreuil. Do you know of
him? Our estates are near."

 "Oh, yes!" Her face lit up. "He came to market once in town . . .more than once! He praised our
cheeses. You have a look of him, nowthat I see it. He and those tall sons of his. What are their names?"

 "Luc," Joscelin said. "Luc and Mahieu. My brothers."

 "Luc and Mahieu," Agnes echoed wistfully. "They must be mengrown now, with wives and children of
their own."

 "They are."

 Jacques Écot's harsh voice broke the moment of reverie. "You'recoming from the wrong way, if you're
coming from the City of Elua."He looked me up and down. "And from your finery, I'd say you are."

 "Messire Écot." I inclined my head to him, determined to take nooffense. "You have the right of it. But
more recently, we come from Elua's sanctuary at Landras, searching for a boy, some ten or elevenyears
of age, fair-skinned, with black hair and blue eyes. Have you seenanyone matching his description, alone
or in the company of others? He has been missing for some three months now."

 Agnes' fork fell with a clatter and the blood drained from her face."Jacques," she whispered.

 "Is this some jest?" The dairy-crofter was on his feet, hands balledinto fists, sinews knotting, his mouth
working with rage. "Do you seekto mock our loss?"

 I sat very straight against the back of my chair.

 "My lord crofter," Joscelin said smoothly, easing himself between us, putting his hands on Écot's
shoulders and guiding him gently backinto his seat. "I pray you, we meant no offense. My lady Phèdre
speaksthe truth, we do but seek a missing boy. Will you not sit, and tell usof your troubles?"

 The dairy-crofter sat, obedient and dazed, passing one hand beforehis eyes. "Agnette," he murmured.
"Agnette!"

 I looked at his wife. "Your daughter."

 She nodded her head like a puppet, face still white. "Our daughter.
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 Eleven years, going on twelve." She swallowed. "She went missing, mylady, some three months ago."

 "Ah, no." I felt a wave of sorrow, gathering and breaking, too immense to be comprehended. "No." A
sense of dread hung over melike thunder, and red haze clouded my vision. My ears were buzzingwith a
sound like a hornet's nest. I saw, at last, in the forming pattern,the thing I had been missing, the hand I
had forgotten, awesome andimplacable.

 Kushiel.

 It was Joscelin who drew the story of their daughter's vanishingfrom the dairy-crofter and his wife,
though I daresay it was a familiarenough tale. The spring rains had been meager and she had gone witha
portion of the herd seeking pasturage in the next valley. Sweet, prettyAgnette, with her mother's
vivacious face, had never returned. Herfather Jacques had sought her that evening, with the help of a lad
they hired during the days, pushing his way among the lowing cattle with alamp held high.

 She had vanished without a trace.

 Elua is not so cruel as to use a child to lesson his priests . . .

 SoBrother Selbert had said, and he had believed it; but it was notElua who was once named the
Punisher of God. It was Kushiel. AndI knew too well his cruel justice to dismiss this as mere
coincidence.Apattern too vast for me to compass.So Hyacinthe had said, reading thedromondefor me.
Truly, it was. I had expected anything—anything—but this. I sat dumb as a post and listened as Jacques
Écot warmed to his topic, his stoic demeanor forgotten in the passion of his grief. A bear, they had
thought, or wolves—but surely creatures of the wildwould have left traces, signs of passage, prints and
struggle, bloodstains.No, he concluded grimly; it must have been human, whatever tookAgnette.
Tsingani, most like. Everyone knew the Tsingani were not tobe trusted, that they would steal D'Angeline
babies from their cradlesand raise them as their own, given half a chance.

 "They wouldn't," I murmured, but my voice went unheard, buriedbeneath the flood of anguish our inquiry
had unleashed.

 Somehow, Joscelin managed everything that night, hearing out theirterrible story, making amends and
apologies, pleading the travails ofour journey and spiriting me away to our simple bedchamber. Agnette's
chamber, I knew now, the counterpane stitched by a loving mother forthe only child of her blood. I sat
upon it, turning my dumbstruck gazeto his.

 "Oh, Joscelin! What if it's . . . it's nothing to do with politics, withthe Queen's kin, with Melisande. What
if it's just...."I searched futilely for words. "A bad thing that happened?"

 "We will find out." He knelt beside the bed, eyes fierce, grippingmy hands in his. "Phèdre, if someone is
abducting D'Angeline childrenfrom their homes, we'll find out about it. We'll go in the morning toVerreuil.
My father won't stand for this lightly, I promise you that!He'll give us every aid, put his men-at-arms at
our disposal, rouse thecountryside. We will find them."

 I was shivering, to the marrow of my bones. I dared not think towhat purpose the children had been
taken, not yet. The rawness of theÉcots' grief was unbearable. I do not know, if it had been my child, if I
could have endured it. What did I know of a parent's suffering? Itwas that very fear had kept me from
motherhood, and this bereavementwas worse, far worse, than aught I had imagined. "These poor people
."
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 "I know." Joscelin wrapped both arms around me, warm breathagainst my hair. "I know," he repeated.
"I know."

 EIGHTEEN

 A LIGHT rain was falling when we took our leave of the Écots'household. I sat my mare, raindrops
glistening on my hair while Joscelindiscussed treatment of our spavined mule with the dairy-crofter. We
would move swifter without it, and they would gain a pack-mule in thebargain when it healed. I could
afford the cost.

 Agnes Écot lingered in the doorway and looked at me with eyes starved for hope.

 "We will find her," I said to her as Joscelin checked the lead-ropeon our remaining mule, preparing to
depart. "As Kushiel's Chosen, Iswear it to you. We will find your daughter."

 Joscelin mounted his gelding without comment, swinging its headtoward the west and Verreuil, and thus
did we make our exit.

 It was nearly an hour before he spoke of it.

 "You shouldn't have said that to her," he said without looking atme. "What I said last night. . . you and I
know the odds. I said it togive you heart. You made her believe, Phèdre. False hope is cruelerthan
kindness."

 "I know." I could not explain to him that the words had come froma hollow place within me, that I had
not known I would speak themuntil I opened my mouth and the words had emerged. "Joscelin, I hadto."

 He did look at me, then, but offered no reply. Soon, our trail ledback into the steep crags and gorges,
rendering conversation impossible. Joscelin led and I followed behind the pack-mule's bobbing haunches,
guiding my mare with care and considering the strange emotion thatchurned within my breast.

 It was anger.

 All my life, I have been marked as Kushiel's Chosen—and I havesuffered for it,as have others, who
have born the harsh brunt of myfate. And yet evenas I have acknowledged the folly of my choices, the
blood-guilt I bear, I have known, too, that each of us makes our own choices, and no one is free of
responsibility for his or her actions. Tobelieve otherwise is vanity. If I have questioned Kushiel's wisdom
inchoosing me—indeed, if I have prayed to be freed from the burden ofmy nature—I have never
questioned his justice.

 I questioned it now.

 What had a dairy-crofter's child done, to be caught up in the terriblenet of retribution? Nothing. What
sins had her parents committed, that their only begotten should be used as an instrument of vengeance?
Sold unripe cheese at market? I could not fathom it. Braced for intrigue, for plots within plots, I had
found the last thing I expected: chance, cruelchance. If there were purpose behind it, it could only be
Kushiel'sdoing—or Elua himself. I could not imagine a purpose so deep it justified this cruelty. And I
was angered to the core of my soul.

 The rain had ceased by the time we reached the top of a massif, abroad and windswept plateau, the
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mountains stretching below us inbrown wrinkles. Joscelin paused to rest our blown horses. "Phèdre," he
murmured as I came alongside him. "You said it yourself. Even BlessedElua cannot prevent the world's
ills. He can but give us the courage toface them with love."

 I choked on a bitter laugh. "And what did the girl say? She wasright. It's not enough."

 "It has to be." He looked steadily at me. "It's all we have."

 "This is Kushiel's doing." I brushed the tangled hair back from myface, gazing at the vista below, the
distant blue mirror of a lake thatmarked the estate of Verreuil. "I feel it, Joscelin. I feel it in my marrow.I
was a fool not to see it before."

 "Mayhap it is so." His hands rested quietly on the pommel of hissaddle, and his eyes were as blue as the
lake. "Even Kushiel servesBlessed Elua in the end, and even he must use mortal means to do hisbidding.
And you are his chosen."

 "Yes." I swallowed, remembering my pledge to Agnes Écot. "Comeon. Let's go."

 It was after midday when we arrived at Verreuil. I had been therebefore, but I forgot, between visits, the
atmosphere of tranquil chaosthat reigned at Joscelin's childhood home. It is a beautiful estate, sprawling
along the shore of the lake—Lake Verre—crumbling in its oldestparts, the lines etched clean-graven and
new where the family has expanded. We emerged from the dark shadows of fir trees to find one of his
nieces at play on the forest's verge.

 "Uncle Joscelin!" I caught a glimpse of an urchin face, smudgedand wide-eyed, as the girl ran at him and
heard Joscelin's laugh as he leaned down from the saddle, catching her in a hug. And then with awriggle,
she was gone, high tones setting the hills to ringing. "UncleJoscelin, Uncle Joscelin's here!"

 We hadn't ridden ten paces before the manor doors were flung openand its inhabitants spilled out into
the courtyard; adults, children, a surgeof barking hounds. Tears stung my eyes at the welcome. I hung
back, letting Joscelin precede me.

 "My lady Phèdre!" Luc Verreuil came over to grin up at me, twoyears the elder of Joscelin, and taller by
as many inches. His broadhands spanned my waist as he lifted me from the saddle, sweeping meinto a
crushing embrace the instant my feet touched cobblestones. "Wellmet!"

 "And you . . . you great lummox!" The air had fair left my lungs.I wheezed, greeting his wife Yvonne, tall
and willowy, with fox-slantedgrey eyes. "My lady."

 "Oh, Luc, do let her breathe." Stooping, she smiled and gave methe kiss of greeting.

 I caught my breath and turned to greet Joscelin's parents. "My lord Millard, my lady Ges, thank you for
your hospitality. Forgive us forintruding, but we'd no time to send word."

 "Nonsense." The Lady Ges smiled, warm and earthy, even as herhusband bowed. "You're always
welcome here, Comtesse."

 "Thank you." I drew another deep breath. My lungs seemed to be functioningagain. "I am sorry to say it
isn't exactly a courtesy call, my lady."

 Millard Verreuil gave me a speculative look. He was a tall man—all the members of Joscelin's family
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were tall—with the same old-fashioned beauty as his middle son. What he saw writ in my features,I
cannot say, but he took it seriously. "We will speak of it inside."

 I nodded, and then Joscelin brought his younger brother Mahieu togreet me, and Mahieu's wife
Marie-Louise, and nothing would do butthat I was reintroduced to their children and Luc and Yvonne's,
andthen his elder sister Jehane, visiting with a pair of teenaged sons whoshuffled their feet and turned
beet-red in my presence, and all aroundus was the milling presence of dogs, great hairy creatures that
stoodwaist-high on me, as tall as everything else in Verreuií.

 Somehow, the Lady Ges got us all indoors and managed to dispensewith the children and dogs,
assembling the adults in the parlour withlight refreshments and wine. There was somewhat of her, I
thought, inJoscelin's quiet competence, for all that he favored his father and hadhis father's reserve. I
wondered, sometimes, what he would have beenlike had he grown to manhood in Verreuil, instead of
being sent to endure the stern rigors of the Cassiline Brotherhood at the age of ten.I wondered too if he
resented it. If he did, he never said so.

 There was a scuffling and scraping of chairs as everyone presentdrew chairs around, the better to hear.
The parlour of Verreuil had thegracious, lived-in comfort one finds in old homes. The furnishings were
fine, but worn; the carpets threadbare in spots. Still, the wood waslovingly polished with beeswax and
fresh flowers adorned the room.

 The Chevalier Millard Verreuil took the place of precedence, seatedin a stiff, throne-backed chair. I
could not but help glancing at his leftarm where it lay atop the chair's arm. It ended in a stump, hidden
beneath the cuff of his cambric sleeve. He'd lost his left hand at the battle of Troyes-le-Mont, during the
last, desperate surge of attack bya group of Skaldi invaders, cut off from their retreating army. He in
clined his head to me, opening the discussion with formality. "How mayHouse Verreuil serve her majesty
the Queen?"

 "My lord." I shook my head. "We're not here on the Queen'sbusiness, not exactly."

 He blinked. "I thought—"

 "Father." Joscelin leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees. "Doyou recall the missing Courcel heir?"

 "Melisande's child." The Chevalier said the words as though theytasted foul.

 "Imriel de la Courcel," said Jehane, Joscelin's sister. "Son of Melisande Shahrizai and Prince Benedicte
de la Courcel, brother of Ganelon, uncle to Rolande, great-uncle to the Queen. Missing since the attackin
La Serenissima." She was the genealogist of the family, I remembered. I had not met her before.
Joscelin had made a point of visitingat her husband's estates, but Ysandre had required my skills as a
translator for an Illyrian delegation and I'd been unable to accompany him.

 "Yes." Joscelin nodded. "He was at the Sanctuary of Elua at Landras." He ignored the indrawn breaths
and murmurs of surprise. "Somethree months ago, he vanished; disappeared, tending goats in the moun
tains. We thought it was part of a conspiracy, but last night. . . lastnight we learned of another missing
child. A dairy-crofter's daughter,eleven years of age, stolen from a cow-pasture some miles outside of
Harnis village."

 "Bears," Luc said promptly. "Or wolves, like as not. They're boldin the spring, come calving season, and
themselves still hungered fromwinter."
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 "I don't think so." Joscelin shook his head. "There would havebeen traces, remains, signs of bloodshed.
The crofter searched, and sodid the priests. They know mountains. This has an odor of human
intervention."

 "But who would do such a thing?" It was Marie-Louise, Mahieu'swife, who exclaimed aloud, paling.
Plump and pretty, she contrastedwith her husband, who was as tall as the rest of his clan and lanky withit.
"Andwhy?"

 "We don't know," I said softly. I turned to Millard Verreuil. "That'swhy we've come, my lord. To ask
your aid in scouring Siovale, at leastthe area between here and Landras."

 "You shall have it." He sat upright in his chair, face fierce andbloodless with anger, eyes blazing like an
old hawk's. "Name of Elua!I'll lead the search myself, and turn out the countryside. Every crofter,every
shepherd, every small-holder—no, wait, I'll do more. I'll send tohis lordship Marquis de Toluard, and see
how many men he'll lend usfor the task."

 "I'll bear the message," Yvonne offered. "He's my mother's cousin,he'll listen to me."

 "He'll listen anyway!" Millard Verreuil pounded the arm of the chairwith his good right hand. "Elua's
blood! No one of Shemhazai's lineagewill rest while an abomination of this nature occurs in Siovale!"

 The Lady Ges looked at me with worried eyes, her pleasant facefurrowed. "You've no idea who might
have done it?"

 I turned out my hands. "None, my lady."

 "Euskerri might have," Jehane said in her cool voice, thinkingaloud, "if there was some gain in it, some
way to force the Queen'shand in their quarrel with the House of Aragon." It was a quarrel ofwhich I
knew little, save that Euskerria was a native province of northwestern Aragonia, annexed by the
descendents of Tiberium who comprised the House of Aragon. She shook her head, dismissing the idea.
"If they knew the lad's identity, that part might make sense, but notthe crofter's daughter."

 "No one knows mountains like the Euskerri," Mahieu observed,raking his forelock back from his brow.
"And they're cunning enoughto throw us off the scent by abducting a second child." Like his sister,he was
of a scholarly bent, well versed in the history of the area.

 "No." She frowned. "The Queen would have heard by now. Tsingani, mayhap. I've read accounts of
D'Angeline children being stolenby Tsingani. Elua knows, there are enough of them that travel the passes
between here and Aragonia. Tinkers and horse-traders, they say, butwho knows what they might hide in
those wagons?"

 "No."The sharpness of my own voice surprised me. I sighed, apologizing. "My lady Jehane, forgive me.
But it isnot Tsingani."

 "As you say, Comtesse." Jehane looked at me with composed interest. "Near-sister, I should say. I
must confess, you're not what Iexpected."

 "Oh?" I raised my brows.

 "No." A corner of her mouth curved in the familiar hint of a smile. "I expected a keen wit and a strong
will. Joscelin wouldn't have fallenfor less. And I know what you are. Still, I didn't expect you to rideout of
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the backlands of Siovale looking like one of the more delicateblossoms in the Court of Night-Blooming
Flowers."

 I flushed. Jehane laughed.

 "Jehane!" Her father, already closeted with Luc and Joscelin, layinghis plans for the search, turned to
give her a look of reproach. "Becourteous."

 She merely smiled, rose and stooped to kiss his cheek before turningback to me. "They'll be at it for
hours. Shall I show you to yourquarters? You look as though you wouldn't mind a rest before dinner.
With your permission, Mother," she added.

 "By all means." The Lady Ges, abstracted, gestured with one hand,counting on the other. "I'll be busy till
nightfall trying to figure outhow the larder's to provision this undertaking."

 I followed Jehane through the rambling corridors of Verreuil to the rooms in which Joscelin and I had
stayed before when we visited, clean and airy, with massive timbers supporting the ceiling and a window
that looked out onto the mountains. It held, touchingly, some few items ofJoscelin's childhood—a
Caerdicci primer with a cracked binding, a bookof verse by the warrior-poet Martin Leger, a child's
miniature hunting-horn. Jehane lingered, picking up the horn and examining it.

 "I gave this to him," she murmured. "For his ninth birthday. I hadto beg the money from Luc to do it. I
knew he'd only have a year touse it, before he was sent to the Cassilines. Does he speak of his time
there?”

 I sat down on the bed. "Not often."

 "I missed him the most, I think." Jehane set down the horn. "Ma-hieu was too young, and Luc . . . Luc
never said it, but I think he wasglad it wasn't him. You know Father was furious that Joscelin brokehis
vows for you? It nearly killed him, when he learned Joscelin hadbeen convicted in absentia for the murder
of your lord Delaunay. Hedidn't believe it, but it nearly killed him all the same."

 Joscelin and I had been enslaved in Skaldia when that had happened,betrayed by Melisande Shahrizai,
though no one could have known it.It had been the logical conclusion, I suppose, when Anafiel Delaunay
and his apprentice Alcuin were found slain in their home, while Delaunay'sanguissette and her Cassiline
guard had vanished. I remember how it grieved Joscelin, on the eve of battle, to think his father might
havebelieved it. "I guessed as much," I said. "But he never said it to myface. He was always courteous."

 "Courteous." She pulled a wry look. "Yes. Father is that. Well, hehad the sense to realize that fate will
out in the end, after Troyes-le-Mont. Mother was glad, though. She always mourned losing her middle
son to the Cassilines." Jehane cocked her head at me. "You do lovehim, don't you?"

 "Yes." I nodded. "More than I can say."

 "Good." She dusted her hands, then wiped them on her skirt. "Keep him safe, will you?" She gave a
self-conscious laugh. "It sounds foolish,I know. He with a sword at his back and daggers at his belt,
knowing more ways to use them than I can count, and you . . . well. But he wasmy younger brother,
once, and he's given his heart into your hands."

 "I understand, my lady."
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 Jehane left, then, and I lay down on the bed. She was right, I was weary; more weary than I had known.
Of a surety, travel takes its toll, but this was a weariness of the soul more than the body. The crofter's
revelation had dealt me a blow. In all my careful efforts to unravel themystery of Imriel's disappearance, it
had never occurred to me that it could prove out to be a senseless crime. It was the last, the very last,
thing I had expected; that anyone might have expected. All my wits, all my second-guessing and plotting,
went to naught. Now it fell to MillardVerreuil and his compatriots to search out the truth by might of
numbersand main force. If I was relieved to be free of the burden of responsibility—and I was—still, it
left me feeling bereft and directionless, andvery, very tired.

 So thinking, I drifted into sleep and did not wake until someoneshook me. I opened my eyes to find
slanting gold rays of sunset fillingthe room and Joscelin seated on the edge of the bed, smiling down atme.

 "You're not going to sleep through dinner, are you?" he asked. "Iwouldn't blame you if you did—it's
seven kinds of mayhem downthere—but there are a few members of the family would be mortally
disappointed."

 "No." I yawned and sat up. "I'm coming."

 Joscelin hadn't exaggerated. The dining-hall of Verreuil was nighoverflowing, full not only with his
considerable family and their offspring, but the estate's eight men-at-arms and almost a dozen others,
crofters and shepherd's sons in plainspun clothing, seated elbow to elbow with the minor nobility of
Siovale. Millard Verreuil had wasted no time and stood on no ceremony. For all his formal courtesy, he
was anegalitarian at heart.

 All the talk was of the expedition to be launched in the morning. Yvonne had already departed with a
delegation to the Marquis de Toluard, begging his assistance. Mahieu and Jehane had been busy in the
library, gridding the region to be searched and copying maps, recruitinga number of the older children to
aid in the endeavor. The Lady Gesand Marie-Louise had spent the afternoon supervising the harried
kitchen staff, assembling packets of provisions for each of the parties.Small wonder, I thought, that dinner
appeared to have been cooked in haste, the mutton roast charred without and rather too red on the
inside.

 Still, no one seemed to mind. I picked at my food and let theconversation wash over me, being gracious
to those around me andignoring covert stares from the newcomers. Jehane's sons begged permission to
accompany one of the parties and were granted it; Luc'seldest daughter begged the same, and was
sharply denied, for which Iwas glad. The lads were fourteen and fifteen, old enough to fend for
themselves. The girl was scarcely ten.

 "We'll leave at dawn," Joscelin said to me, his voice pitched belowthe clamor. "Mahieu and Jehane have
established rendezvous points forthe parties to meet on the third day, so if anyone's learned anything,we
can proceed from there. Either way, we'll send a runner back to themanor. There ought to be word from
the Marquis by then, and you'llbe kept informed here."

 "What?" I stared at him. "Are you mad? I'm going with you."

 "Phèdre." His face hardened, white lines forming alongside his nose."No. You'd only slow us down." He
held up one hand, forestalling myoutburst. "Listen, these men are born and bred to the mountains, and
they know how to travel quickly and surely. I'm not even leading agroup, I'm travelling with Reynard's
party because I don't know theterritory as well, I've been away too long. And you . . . you're stayingat
Verreuil."
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 "Slow you down?" I asked incredulously. "Joscelin, I crossed theCamaelines in the dead of winter with
you!"

 "Yes." His voice was taut and low. "Because we had to. This isdifferent. Name of Elua, Phèdre! I don't
have that many chances tokeep you out of unnecessary danger. Won't you let me take this one?"

 I opened my mouth to retort, and remembered Jehane, remindingme that I held her brother's heart in my
hands. I sighed. Joscelin wasright; there was no real reason for me to accompany them. If I wouldn'tslow
them down—and I might, a bit, it was true that he was better inthe mountains than I—I wouldn't
contribute much either. "All right," I said, giving way with ill grace. "I'll stay."

 "Thank you," he said, meaning it.

 NINETEEN

 MORNING DAWNED fair and bright over the mountains of Siovale, although the manor was awake
and bustling long before. I feltdisplaced and underfoot with no role to perform. Joscelin was in thestables
with Mahieu, seeing that all was readiness. Wandering down tothe kitchens, I found Marie-Louise
staggering toward the dining-hallwith an immense pot of porridge.

 "Here," I said, reaching for it. "I'll take that."

 "Are you sure?" She rolled her eyes. "It would be a help. We'vegot every hand in there cooking, and no
one to serve at breakfast. Mind,it's heavy."

 "I've got it." I cradled the pot in my left arm, settling it on myhip. I learned how to serve at the table
before I left the Night Court,and it is not the sort of thing one forgets. It made me smile, seeing the
startled looks on the men's faces as I circled the table, ladling generousdollops of porridge into their
wooden bowls. There is an art to tableservice; proper balance, unobtrusive approach, an elegant line.
Out ofpractice as I was, I caught myself making a child's bargain in my head—if I make it around the
table without spilling a drop, without a clink ofthe ladle, it means they will find them, Blessed Elua let it be
so...

 I was concentrating so hard I didn't see Joscelin enter and pull upa chair at the table, and startled at his
amused features, inadvertentlyslopping porridge over the edge of his bowl. "Sorry! I didn't realize it was
you."

 "I didn't expect to see you here, either." He grinned and deftlyspooned up the spilled porridge. "A fine
send-off. Food that will stickto our ribs, and service fit for a king."

 I shifted the heavy pot, feeling the warmth of it through my gown."A baronet, mayhap. It's been a while.
Everything's in readiness, then?”

 His voice trailed off, and I followed his gaze instinctively.

 Mahieu stood in the doorway, a peculiar look on his face. "Phèdre," he said in a strained voice. "There
are these . . . these Tsingani in thecourtyard. And they're asking to see you."

 For a moment I stood frozen, staring at him, the pot of porridgein my arms. It was the scrape of
chair-legs and a muttered expletivefrom one of the men-at-arms that brought me back to myself. "I'll be
right there," I said, setting the pot down on the sideboard. Joscelin wasalready rising. "You." I pointed at
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the man who'd sworn at the mentionof Tsingani. "Stay here. I don't want any interference."

 He gave a brief nod, his jaw tight. It would have to do. I went outto the courtyard.

 Although the sky overhead was pale gold, the cobblestones yet lay in the long shadows of the
mountains. I needn't have worried about theman inside; already, people had gathered. Five men, Millard
and Luc Verreuil among them, ranged in a semicircle before the Tsinganikum-pania, swords half-drawn.
I walked past them to meet it, Joscelin at myside.

 It was a smallkumpania, as small as the one we had travelled withfrom the Hippochamp years ago.
There was a single covered wagon,its once-bright paint weathered, great splinters gouged from the
woodenspokes of its wheels. Even travelling on the old Tiberian roads, passagethrough the mountains
was not easy. The driver sat in the high seat, expression impassive. The women and children would be
inside, hiddenbehind the closed curtains at the rear.

 In front, two men sat on motionless horses, one a little to the fore.They were full-blooded Tsingani, with
brown skin and liquid-blackeyes, and both as tense as wires.

 "Tseroman, "I said to the leader, inclining my head. His shoulders relaxed a little at the Tsingani greeting,
though his eyes were suspiciousand watchful still. "I am Phèdre nó Delaunay. How did you know tofind
me here?”

 "You have the mark. What Tsingani do not see, they hear. Your passage was noted." His voice was
husky and accented. "I am Kristof,son of Oszkar. This is mykumpania." He bowed from the waist. The
dust of hard travel lay on his black hair, his yellow shirt."Didikani inElua's City say the companion of the
Tsingan kralis' grandson seeks achild."

 "I do." My heart beat harder in my breast. "Have you seen him?"

 "There." The Tsingano headman turned in the saddle, pointingunerringly to the south. "In the Pass of
Aragon, before the leaves werefull-grown on the beech trees. Two men and three children."

 "D'Angeline children?" I asked.

 Kristof nodded once. "A girl and two boys." He lowered one hand,palm downward. "So tall. They were
not well."

 "Sick?" I asked. "Injured?"

 "Maybe injured." His gaze slid away from mine. "Drugged."

 Somewhere behind me, Luc swore violently. I heard the sound ofsteel dragging against leather, and
sensed rather than saw Joscelin turn, shaking his head in silent warning. Lines of tension showed in the
facesof the Tsingani and the driver gathered his reins, but they stood theirground.

 "You saw the child theDidikani described?" I asked Kristof.

 "There was such a boy, agadjo pearl, with black hair and eyes likethe deep sea. Yes."

 A shudder ran through me. "Kristof, who were the men? Where were they bound?"
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 Once again, his gaze slid away onto the distance. "We did notknow, when we met them. It was spring.
We only heard the words oftheDidikani two days past. These men, they wished to buy our wagon."His
mouth curled in contempt. "We did not sell it."

 "Kristof," I said desperately. "Please. Who were they?"

 He didn't answer me, jerking his chin at Millard Verreuil. "You,D'Angeline lord! Are you like the others,
who say the Tsingani lie and cheat, and stealgadje children?"

 "I have heard these things said," Millard replied steadily, returningthe Tsingano's regard. "I have heard
them said by members of my own household. I have not said them myself. If I have wronged your people
with my silence, I am sorry for it. But it is the Lady Phèdre who asks,and I have heard with my own ears
that she is quick to defend theTsingani name.”

 "You." Kristof looked at me. "You travelled theLungo Drom withAnasztaizia's son."

 "Yes." I understood, then, the unspoken price of this informationand spoke the words he wanted to
hear."Tseroman, I travel it still.Until Hyacinthe, Anasztaizia's son, grandson of the Tsingan kralis, is free,
I walk the Long Road for him. He has seen it. And this one," Itouched Joscelin's arm, "travels with me."

 "If thedromonde has spoken, it is so." He drew a long breath. "Themen were Carthaginian slave-traders.
They were bound for Amílcar, in Aragonia."

 "Carthaginian!" Luc exploded. "What would Carthaginians be doing wandering Siovale? If you're lying,
Tsingano, I'll have your headfor it!"

 Kristof smiled with his mouth; his eyes were flat and black. "What do you know of trade, tallgadjo?
There are people who will pay good money for a D'Angeline slave-child. If the Aragonese forbid it, Car
thaginians are cunning enough for greed. Where better to hunt them?If one child disappears in the
mountains, yougadje will say it is a wolfor a bear, or," he added, "filthy thieving Tsingani."

 With that, he turned to go, his companion following, the drivertwitching the reins and clucking to his
team. I took a step after him.

 "You knew. You could have reported it then, Kristof."

 The Tsingano headman stopped, looking over his shoulder. "Iknew," he said softly. "Who should I have
reported it to? One such ashim?" He nodded at Luc. "He will go to Amílcar, and if he does notfind
Carthaginian slave-traders, he will come looking for me with hissword in his hand."

 "No." I shook my head. "The Queen's justice protects Tsingani aswell as D'Angelines. I would stand
surety for it with my life."

 "It may. But Elua's City is far away,chavi, and even a Queen maybelieve a lie. It was not worth my life
to test it. Perhaps one day it willbe different, when we have a Tsingan kralis again." Kristof raised one
hand. "Phèdre nó Delaunay. I will speak your name and remember it."

 "And yours, Oszkar's son. May theLungo Drom prosper you." Istood and watched them go, heedless
of the muttering behind me. Thesun had cleared the mountains and blazed full on the courtyard, splendid
and golden. I watched the dusty littlekumpania until they were out ofsight around the first bend, then
turned around to face the gatheredinhabitants of Verreuil's estates. "Well." I considered them. At my side,
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Joscelin gave an inaudible sigh. "Who wants to go to Amílcar?”

 It took only a couple of hours to make ready our departure, andmost of that spent in arguing among the
members of House Verreuil.For my part, I had my things packed in short order and used the balanceof
time to write a missive to Ysandre, couching recent developments in subtle language. In the end, it was
Luc who accompanied us, along withtwo men-at-arms and a groom. It had been Mahieu's turn for
adventure, by his father's reckoning, but he ceded his place to his elder brother. Idaresay Jehane would
have come — I saw the yearning in her eyes —but she was scheduled to depart for home in a few days'
time. I half-wished she would throw caution to the winds and accompany us, for itwould have been
pleasant to have a female companion. Still, I couldnot fault her choice, and she would bear my letter to
the Queen to thenearest Royal Couriers' waypost, for which I was grateful.

 There was considerable debate over whether or not the word of theTsingani could be trusted, which I
ignored. Millard Verreuil decreed atlength that the search would go on as planned, on a slightly smaller
scale. It was a sound decision. Whether they believed Kristof’sstorywas true or no, where there was
rumor of slave-traders, there might be trouble.

 Let them learn what they might. I was going to Amílcar.

 I knew it was true.

 Oh, Kristof might have left out details, and he might have beenmistaken about the men being
Carthaginian, although I doubted it. ButI knew, in my bones, that it was Imriel he had seen. It had an
awfulsymmetry that spoke of Kushiel's presence at work. It was as Hyacinthehad said. There was a
pattern here, too vast to be compassed. No onecan fathom the will of gods and angels as they shape
mortal lives; Icould sense the purpose in it, and pray it was less dire than it seemed. When Joscelin and I
had stumbled unwitting into Melisande's conspiracy, she could easily have had us killed. She didn't.
Instead, she disposedof us in another way, selling us into slavery among the Skaldi. We hadsurvived.
Imriel de la Courcel had a chance of doing the same.

 I was going to Amílcar.

 We set out ere midday, taking the high trails and shorter routesknown to the Siovalese. On level ground,
we could have covered thedistance in a few days' ride. In the mountains, it would take thrice aslong —
and that only if the weather held.

 No one spoke of the need for speed, though we pushed as hard aswe dared. Three months and more
gone by. The trail, if we found it, would be cold. I had hope of obtaining aid in Amílcar. Two years ago,
Ramiro Zornín de Aragon had been named King's Consul to the city, royal liaison to the Count of
Amílcar. With Elua's blessing, his wifewould be in residence, and Nicola L'Envers y Aragon was both a
kinswoman of the Queen and a friend. If Nicola was there, I had no doubtshe would do everything in
her power to assist us.

 That was the good thing about Amílcar.

 It is forbidden to own slaves of Aragonian or D'Angeline birth inAragonia, that much I knew. And it
would be a bold Aragonian lordindeed who dared defy that edict. Terre d'Ange is their nation's greatest
ally. Without our might at their back, Aragonia would be vulnerable to the empire of Carthage to its
south. As it is, they enjoy an uneasy trade alliance.What do you know of trade tall gadjo? Enough, I
thought, toknow that illicit trade goes on everywhere. But if Carthaginian slaverswere trading in
D'Angeline children in Aragonia, they'd likely want them off their hands and out of sight as quickly as
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possible.

 And Amílcar was a port city.

 That was the bad thing about Amílcar.

 On the third day, our course intersected the road through the eastern Pass of Aragon and we were able
to travel with greater ease, following a great river basin in the shadows of towering peaks. Luc went
fishing in the twilight as the men of Verreuil made camp that evening, setting lines in the swift-flowing river
and catching several trout ere thelight faded.

 "Do you still remember how to clean a fish, little brother?" he askedJoscelin, grinning as he returned from
the riverbank, gleaming fish dangling from his line.

 Joscelin raised a laconic eyebrow. "I might."

 I studied the translation of my Jebean scroll and watched from thecorner of my eye, amused, as the sons
of Millard Verreuil cleaned and gutted trout by the light of our campfire, a messy job at best. Luc jabbed
his thumb removing a hook, swore, stuck his thumb in his mouth andyanked it out, swearing again and
spitting at the taste of fish-slime.

 "You shouldn't laugh, my lady," he said, aggrieved. "I'm trying tobe gallant. Your consort there told me
you like trout."

 "I do," I said. "And thank you."

 "You're welcome." Luc cast a disgruntled glance at Joscelin, whoheld up two fish without comment,
neatly cleaned and deboned. "Oh, go ahead, you may as well do the rest. I didn't think anyone fished in
the City of Elua."

 "I don't." Joscelin started on a third trout. "I fish in Montrève.”

 "I should have guessed." Luc sat beside me, unselfconsciously rubbing his hands together to remove fish
residue. "My lady . . . Phèdre...I meant no offense, back there in Verreuil. With the Tsingano, Imean. I
wouldn't have harmed him, not really. Even if I was sure of aman's guilt, I'd still summon a magistrate and
see him given a propertrial. I was angry, that's all."

 "I know." I set the parchment aside. "Luc, I know. The problemis, there are others who wouldn't, and
too many who'd remain silent tosee it done. A Tsingano like Kristof isn't going to take a chance onwhich
kind of man you are. I know their reputation. Some of it isdeserved. Most of it isn't. I asked their aid. It
took courage for Kristofto seek me out. It didn't help matters to have you threaten him."

 "I suppose not," he murmured. "But how can you be so sure hedidn't lie?"

 I told him how to discern the nine tell-tales of a lie, watching hiseyes widen.

 "That's so...complicated."Unlike his brother, Luc Verreuil was atheart an uncomplicated man. He rose,
shaking his head. "I'll take yourword for it, and stick to what I know, which at the moment is fish.
Joscelin, since you're so fast with a knife, you can dispose of the offal.My lady Phèdre, if you'll forgive
me, I'm off to the river to wash myhands and gather stones to build a cook-pit."
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 "Forgiven," I said.

 When he had gone, Joscelin chuckled, wiping his fish-gutting blade on a handful of grass. "It's been
eating him up since we left, you know.I'm glad he finally talked to you. Mayhap he'll actually think about
what you said."

 "Mayhap." I regarded him. "For all their energy and wit, members of your House don't appear
over-quick to change their ways of thinking."

 "No." Joscelin squatted on his heels beside the campfire, glancingto see that his brother and the others
were out of earshot. "The old beliefs hold strong in the back-country. It comes home to me everytime I
visit. I love them, Elua knows, but. . . my childhood was a longtime ago, and too soon ended." He
stretched out his begrimed hands,contemplating the calluses left by dagger- and sword-hilt. "I held Ver
reuil in my heart," he mused, "and Verreuil went on without me, unchanging. It's I that has changed."

 "Do you regret it?" I had to ask it.

 "No." The firelight reflected in his eyes as he glanced at me, dispelled by a quick shake of his head and a
half-smile. "Do you?"

 "No," I said. "Not you. Never you." I brushed his forearm withmy fingertips. "I didn't have much of a
childhood either, not as peoplelike your family would reckon it. But there was Delaunay, and Alcuin.
Hyacinthe. I had love. And I have you. For that alone, it is worth thecost."

 "Yes. Always." Joscelin gazed toward the south. "And there are worse ends to childhood than entering
the Cassiline Brotherhood orAnafiel Delaunay's service."

 I shuddered. "I know. Ah, Elua!"

 "Melisande's boy." He was quiet for a moment. "Mayhap the priestwas right to raise him as he did. At
least he had joy in it. That's ended,now. Even if we find him whole and unharmed, it's a hard path he'll
tread once he knows who he is. He's not like the crofters' daughter, toreturn to a loving family."

 "Ysandre will see him safe," I said.

 "She'll do her best, I know. Still..." Joscelin shrugged. " 'Twillbe a hard path."

 I thought about Imriel de la Courcel. What would it be like, at tenyears old, to learn that everything you
had believed about your life wasa lie? To learn that you were a traitor's get, that your very existencewas
part and parcel of an unthinkable scheme, and people you'd nevermet would gladly see you dead?

 "Poor boy," I murmured.

 "Poor boy, indeed." Gathering himself, Joscelin eyed the pile of fish guts. "Ah, well. I suppose I'd best
get rid of these, unless you'dcare to do it."

 I raised my eyebrows at him. "You're the one loves fishing."

 He gave his wry smile. "That's what I thought."

 TWENTY
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 IT TOOK nearly a fortnight to reach Amílcar. We lost two days tosummer storms in which
Jean-Richarde, the senior of the men-at-arms, deemed it unsafe to travel. I was impatient at the delay,
but after seeingthe torrential downpour swell the river until it overflowed its banks ina churning rage,
lapping at the foot of the caverns where we'd takenshelter, I ceded to his wisdom.

 We timed our arrival for the morning, taking lodgings in one ofthe better inns near the bustling harbor.
Luc, who spoke fluent Aragonian, negotiated for our rooms. I understand the tongue, a little—itis a
variant of Caerdicci, fluid and melodious, with lengthened vowelsand a softly lisped 's' sound—but I am
ashamed to say I have neverstudied it myself.

 Once ensconced, I penned a swift note to Nicola L'Envers y Aragon, stamping it with the impress of
Montrève's seal and sending it with Dolan, the younger of the men-at-arms, to the Consul's Quarters in
thePlaza del Rey. When it was done, I ordered a bath and procured alaundress to press the creases from
my best gown, such as it was—asilver-grey silk, the bodice finely embroidered with silver thread. It
would do. I hadn't packed my garments with thoughts of a visit to theKing's Consul of Amílcar in mind.

 Nicola's reply, I thought, would come promptly if she was in residence; indeed, she was, and her
response was faster than I had reckoned. No sooner had I finished applying a touch of kohl to my
lashesand tucking my hair into a mesh caul laced with seed pearls, but a wide-eyed Aragonian lad
knocked at the door, a servant of the inn come toannounce in comprehensible Caerdicci that the King's
own carriage wasawaiting us below.

 It wasn't, of course—it was the carriage of the King's Consul, butit was impressive enough, with a driver
and a footman and the arms of the House of Aragon worked in gilt on the sides. Luc sat nervously on the
tufted velvet seats, fussing with the curtains, taking up a good dealof space for one man.

 "Elua, but it's stifling in here!" he said, tugging at the froggedclosure of his doublet. His summer-blue
eyes, so like and unlike hisbrother's, were wide and anxious. "Are you sure I'm dressed aright?I've never
met foreign nobility before. Phèdre, what's the proper formof address for a lord of the House of Aragon?
Should I kneel or bow?"

 "The Lady Nicola is D'Angeline, and a friend," I reminded him."And Ramiro is Consul, not the King
himself. Just. . . pretend you'regreeting the Marquis de Toluard, Luc. Accord them the same courtesies
you would him."

 "Tibault de Toluard would haul me off to the parapets to see hisengineers' latest improvement on the
trebuchet," Luc said glumly. "Idon't think Ramiro Zornín de Aragon will do the same."

 "No." Joscelin lounged against the padded seats, unconcerned."He'll likely show you the latest game of
hazard instead, and if you'venot brought your dice, I'm sure he's a set to lend. Don't worry, Luc. You'll
not embarrass Verreuil."

 "I hope not," his brother muttered.

 Amílcar is a pleasant city, though we saw little enough of it throughthe drawn curtains of thecarriage,
alighting in thePlaza del Rey. Onone side of the square stood the Count's palace, a solid affair of grey
granite with adornments of wrought-iron scrollwork. The quarters ofthe King's Consul faced it on the
opposite side, a lower, more modestbuilding. A pair of guards waved us through the archway into the
courtyard, where we were met by a majordomo in the livery of theHouse of Aragon.
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 "Comtesse de Montrève," he said in fluent D'Angeline as I steppedfrom the carriage. "Messires Verreuil.
The Lady Nicola will receiveyou."

 We followed him into the marble foyer. It was cooler within thanwithout, light filtering through fretted
windows to cast complex patterns,date palms in vast pots lending a suggestion of green shade. He led us
to the salon of reception, which had a narrow marble frieze about thewalls depicting the King of Aragon
pardoning a Prince of Carthage,much gilt trim and a carpet of a startling red hue.

 "It's a bit much, isn't it?" Nicola L'Envers y Aragon smiled, comingforward to greet us. "I'm not allowed
to make changes to the decor inthe reception hall. Phèdre, my dear. Well met." A gold seal-bracelet
tinkled at her wrist as she raised one hand to touch my face, giving methe kiss of greeting. "And Joscelin."

 "My lady Nicola." There was a trace of amusement in his voice ashe bent to kiss her.

 "You must be Luc." Nicola regarded him with interest. "They breedtall in Verreuil."

 "My lady." Luc blushed and bowed. Nicola laughed.

 It was a familiar laugh, low and intimate, and one that set my pulseto beating faster whenever I heard
it—even here, even now. But I havebeen ananguissette all my life, and I have grown accustomed to
dealingwith the distraction. "Nicola," I said. "I would that it were otherwise,but we're not here on
pleasure. It's a serious matter."

 "I assumed as much." She nodded toward a group of over-gildedchairs set around a low ebony table.
Wine and olives awaited us on atray. "Ramiro should be back before sundown. He's meeting with
Fernan's Chancellor of the Exchequer to go over some accounts. Do youwant to tell me now, or shall it
wait?"

 "I'd sooner you heard it first," I said.

 Nicola listened without interruption as I laid out the story, her facebetraying little of her thoughts. It was
odd, seeing her in Amílcar, with her D'Angeline composure and beauty, clad in an Aragonian gown witha
square-cut neck, her bronze hair pinned in an elaborate coif, stuckthrough with a pair of long hair-pins
that sported the golden crown ofthe House of Aragon at the ends. Luc watched her raptly, unabashedly
fascinated. I didn't blame him. I continued with my account, tracing ourjourney through Siovale. It was
not until I related what the TsinganoKristof had told us that Nicola reacted in astonishment.

 "What?"Her violet eyes went wide with outrage.

 "So he said, my lady," I said. "Carthaginian slave-traders, boundfor Amílcar. Do you say it cannot be
so?"

 "I don't know." Nicola rested her chin on one fist, frowning. Thedangling seal at her wrist winked gold in
the slanting light from thehigh windows, the sun's rays turning lucent the cabochon garnet withwhich it was
set. "No. I won't say it's impossible. Count Fernan doeshis best to see the harbor is patrolled, but there's
a good deal of illicittrade goes on anyway."

 "The harbor," Joscelin said. "What about the rest of the city? Whatif they were but passing through en
route to Carthage?"

 Nicola shook her head in dismissal. "If they were taking the riskof transporting D'Angelina captives to
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Amílcar, it would be for theseaport. There's no other reason."

 "Can you help?" I asked her. "I've sent word to Ysandre, if it needsmust go to a matter of state. She
would demand Aragonia's aid. But it will be some time before a delegation could arrive, and every day
welose, the trail grows colder."

 "Oh, I can help, all right." Her lovely jaw set and a look of colddetermination settled in her gaze, familiar
to anyone who knew membersof House L'Envers. I'd seen it in the Queen, and Duc Barquiel beforeher.
"You may be sure of it." Nicola picked up a small gilded bell fromthe table and rang it. A liveried servant
entered the room in promptreply, and she addressed him in fluent Aragonian. "I'm sending wordfor
Ramiro to return posthaste," she added to us in unapologeticD'Angeline. "He's like to linger over his cups
if I don't. It shouldn't be more than an hour."

 "My lady Nicola." Joscelin stood. "With your permission, there area few things Luc and I must needs
procure at the market. Shall we return in an hour's time?"

 Luc opened his mouth to protest, then thought better of it. Nicolalooked at Joscelin, and what unspoken
words were exchanged betweenthem, I could not say. She inclined her head. "As you will, Messire
Cassiline. I have given standing orders that you are to be admitted to the Consul's quarters."

 "On the hour, then." Joscelin bowed and left, taking Luc in tow.

 I watched them leave.

 "He's learned a measure of grace," Nicola observed, refilling ourwine-cups and sitting back in her chair,
relaxed and less formal nowthat we were alone.

 "He likes you," I murmured into my wine. "I don't think he wantedto, but he does."

 "And why not?" She gave her cat's-paw smile, like unto her cousinBarquiel's, but more subtle. "I'm
likeable enough, after all."

 "You are." I lifted my head and met her eyes. "Truly, I'm sorryto come to you like this, my lady. It was
never my intent."

 "Phèdre." There was a mix of resignation and genuine affection inNicola's voice. "Much as I would enjoy
it, I never expected you to turnup on my doorstep on a pleasure-jaunt. I know what you are. I'veknown
from the beginning, Kushiel's Chosen. It is folly, to make claimon one whom the gods have marked for
their own. And unlike theothers, I am no fool, to grasp at that which burns to the touch. Whatyou have
given . . ." she raised one hand, palm upward, the garnet sealdangling at her wrist,"...I hold in an open
hand."

 It reminded me of Emile, closing his fist in the Cockerel; it remindedme of Hyacinthe's vision of Kushiel,
holding a key and a diamond inhis grasp. It reminded me that I had known too few people in my lifewith
the courage and wisdom to hold that which they valued in an openhand. It reminded me of why I had
commissioned Nicola L'Envers yAragon's garnet seal to be made in the first place.

 "You wear it," I said softly.

 "Yes." She laughed. "Ah, Phèdre! I always wear it. 'Tis the onlyone of its kind, after all. Aragonians may
not know what that means. Ido."
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 A cabochon garnet, as vivid a crimson as the mote in my left eye, bearing a single emblem carved in
relief: a dart, exquisite in detail, fromthe sharp tip to the fine lines etched in its fletching.

 Kushiel's Dart.

 I have only ever given a lover's token once in my life, and thatthis seal, to the Lady Nicola. She was a
patron, once; a friend, after. Ihave never forgotten that had I trusted to her advice, had I not beenruled
by my suspicions, a good deal of harm would have been averted.It was at a time when Barquiel L'Envers
and I were at cross-purposesto each other, both of us seeking Melisande Shahrizai, neither of uswilling to
believe the other. How Melisande must have laughed, safelyensconced in the Little Court of La
Serenissima, watching us circle eachother in mistrust! If we had shared information, if we had joined our
forces, we would surely have found her sooner.

 And my beloved chevaliers Fortun and Remy would not have died, nor many others besides. Imriel de la
Courcel would not have been sentto the sanctuary of Elua, would not now be missing, stolen by slave-
traders.

 An outsider, exiled by marriage to the courts of Aragonia, Nicolahad seen our folly. She had tried to tell
me, though I would not hearit. And when I would not, she entrusted me with the sacred passwordof
House L'Envers, the words which compelled aid in direst need.Bythe burning river . . .

 Not even the Queen had broken with the protocol of her mother's House to trust me with those words.
Only Nicola. It taught me something I never learned elsewhere. And some eight years ago, I returnedthe
favor, giving her that which I never gave any other.

 "I am glad," I said aloud, "that you value it.”

 "Ah, well." Nicola turned the seal-bracelet absently on her slenderwrist. "I am glad, my dear, that you do
not regret it. I am passing fondof your Cassiline, too, but he is a jealous consort."

 "Joscelin..."I spread my hands, ". . . is Joscelin."

 "Yes." She smiled. "And probably a worse torment to you than Icould devise. Well, it must be hard on
him, that you serve Melisande'swill in this."

 "Hard?" I pondered it, shaking my head. "Truly, Nicola, I'm notsure whose will I serve, anymore. What
am I to make of it, whenMelisande's will accords with Ysandre's? I am Naamah's Servant, twice-
pledged—and yet Naamah has no role in this, none I can see. I am Kushiel's Chosen, yes, and Kushiel
..."I shuddered. "Kushiel is architect of this horror, if I am no fool. Do I serve his will to thwart it?I
thought, when I began, that it was my own will I served, my soletrue goal to free Hyacinthe, my friend."

 "And now," Nicola murmured, "you are not so sure."

 "No." I drained my wine-cup and set it down. "Now that I havespoken to the warders and companions
and parents of children, innocentchildren, who have suffered for Kushiel's justice, I am not so sure, notso
sure at all whom I serve. There is something at work here. I do notknow what it is."

 A lesser friend would have spoken easy words of comfort. Nicoladidn't. "I can make no promises,
Phèdre. As you say, the trail is cold.But if it is to be found in Amílcar, Count Fernan's men will find it."
Her smile this time was grim. "I don't care if it serves Melisande Shah-rizai or the Khalif of
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Khebbel-im-Akkad. If there is trade in D'Angelineflesh going on in Amílcar, I will see it stopped."

 "Thank you," I said simply.

 Nicola shrugged. "This one needs no thanks. I have some influence.I am pleased to have a good reason
to exercise it. They're few and farenough between as it is."

 "Speaking of which ..." I eyed her. "Will I find Marmion Shahrizaiin residence?"

 "Marmion?" Nicola relaxed again, looking amused. "No, Lord Marmion stayed at court, attending on
the King. He has carved out a placefor himself, and anyway, we quarrel if we are in the same place over-
long, he and I."

 I will own, I was relieved to hear it. 'Twas Marmion Shahrizai whobetrayed Melisande, many years ago,
giving her over to Quincel deMorhban, sovereign Duc of Kusheth, who brought her in tow to
Troyes-le-Monte. He paid for it in the end, for his ally, his sister Persia,had proved duplicitous, and
Marmion had inadvertently—so heclaimed—caused her death, his men-at-arms accidentally setting the
firethat took her life. Whether or not it was true, I cannot say; of a surety,he was banished for it. I
daresay House Shahrizai would have had hishead, had not Nicola offered him sanctuary in Aragonia.

 It was well-done, for whatever the truth of Marmion's crime, hehad indeed been loyal to the Queen.
Still, I was glad not to have toface him.

 It was enough to have one Shahrizai in my life again.

 TWENTY-ONE

 In AN hour's time, I told the story all over again to the King'sConsul, Nicola's husband.

 Ramiro Zornín de Aragon was a minor lordling of the House ofAragon, and a drunkard in the bargain.
For all of that, I rather likedthe man. He was good-natured and harmless, and capable of flashes of
passion when prodded to it.

 The rumor of Carthaginian slave-traders in Amílcar did just that.

 I have no doubt Nicola would have urged him had it been necessary,but Lord Ramiro needed no
prompting. Whether he liked a life of easeor no, he knew full well where his country's alliances lay, and
knewtoo that his wife was cousin to the Queen of Terre d'Ange and hissons—two boys whom I never
met—were half-D'Angeline themselves.By the time I'd finished the tale, he was already shouting for
CountFernan and the Captain of the Harbor Watch to be summoned.

 It was rare, I gathered, for Ramiro to exercise the full authority ofhis role as King's Consul. He did it
now, his narrow cheeks flushedwith emotion, brown spaniel's eyes alight. Nicola watched him with
affectionate pride; it had surprised me, when I first met him, that there was genuine fondness between
them. In Terre d'Ange, she had spokenonly of his shortcomings, but the bond went deeper than I had
reckoned.Nicola was D'Angeline, after all, and no matter what the politics involved, none of Elua's
children were likely to linger overlong in aloveless union.

 And love takes many forms.

 We had a hasty meal before the Count and his Captain of the Watcharrived, and then Fernan was there,
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black-bearded and broad-shouldered, slow to ire, but clearly unhappy at being summoned thuslyby a
man he regarded as the King's tame Consul. I saw him rethinkthe wisdom of it upon being introduced to
me, and twice-over to meet Joscelin and Luc, the sons of Verreuil. Joscelin's cool Cassiline bow,crossed
vambraces flashing, would have given pause to any man ofsense, and Luc . . . bless his Siovalese heart,
was an earnest specimen ofall that is good and true in the old lines of D'Angeline country nobledom, with
his wide-set blue eyes and his father's courtesies on his lips in hard-learned Aragonian.

 In time, between us, we roused the Count to full-blown anger. Ittook some doing, for he was a large
man and stolid with it, secure in his holdings and misliking this sudden insistence on the part of the King's
Consul. But he was a proud man, too, and the implications ofour news cut him to the quick.

 "Carthaginians," Count Fernan rumbled, switching to Caerdicci, atongue we all held in common. "What
do you say, Captain Vitor? Dowe harbor Carthaginian slavers in Amílcar?"

 Vitor Gaitán, Captain of the Harbor Watch, shrugged his shoulders.He was a lean man, with cheeks
pitted by a childhood pox. "The lady'sTsingani may say so, but Tsingani lie. Give me your leave, my lord
Count, and I will tell you ere daybreak."

 "My leave." Count Fernan pounded one massive fist on the table."My leave! By Mithra, you have my
leave to turn Amílcar upsidedown!"

 So it was done.

 We rode out, that night, to see it done. Nicola, reckoning it follyto observe the rude proceedings, would
have no part in it—and I didnot blame her. It was an unpleasant business. Still, I had set it in motion,and I
felt I should bear witness to it. Let us see, I thought grimly, howmuch bitter truth there is in the words of
the lady's Tsingani; mayhap the Aragonians will not be so quick to condemn Hyacinthe's folk oneday.
We went with Lord Ramiro and an escort of his guards, as wellas Jean-Richarde and Donan, the
men-at-arms of Verreuil.

 It was a night streaked with torchlight and steel, the air filled withthe tang of salt water and the protests
of desperate men. Captain Vitor's troops were ungentle, travelling in mass, rousting ship after ship in the
harbor, turning out the inhabitants of dockside inns and flophouses andputting them to question at
sword's-point.

 I sat astride my steady mare, shuddering as three members of theHarbor Watch took to clubbing a poor
Carthaginian sailor about thehead and shoulders with the pommels of their swords on suspicion oflying.
"My lady!" he shouted with a blood-reddened mouth, catchingsight of me. "Gracious lady, I cry you
mercy!"

 Would that I had not understood the pidgin Aragonian he spoke—but I did. My ear was good enough
for that. I turned my head andlooked away, murmuring to Lord Ramiro, "Can they not question himmore
gently?"

 To his credit, the King's Consul looked ill, though not so ill asLuc. "I've invoked Count Fernan's aid,
Comtesse. I must let him proceed as he sees fit." He raised a silver flask and took a healthy swig of
brandy, then passed it to me. "Here. It helps."

 So we watched, and the methods of Captain Vitor and the HarborWatch, brutal though they were,
proved effective. One rumor, gaspedfrom a split-lipped Carthaginian mouth, led to another. Under
duress, an unspoken code of silence crumbled. Members of the Watch converged from every vector,
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bearing blood-stained scraps of gossip andhearsay. There was a man—no, two men, or three—who
rented lodgings in the mean alleys, Carthaginians, yes, of a surety, eking out rentin copper coins, known
to have met with the Menekhetan slaver FadilChouma, yes, known to buy opium in significant amounts . .
.

 Among all of us, I daresay it was Joscelin who bore the investigationwith the most composure. While I
averted my eyes and Luc leaned overhis mount, retching, and the men of Verreuil breathed hard and
grewpale, and Lord Ramiro gulped at his flask, Joscelin's features were setwith Cassiline stoicism.

 I had seen him look thus in the early days, when he escorted meto assignations.

 By the time dawn broke sullen and grey, the smiling dolphinsbreaching in the harbor, blowing spume
from their blowholes, Captain Vitor Gaitán had his answer. He grinned like a wolf as he led his men
through the twisting alleys, his eyes gleaming above his pock-markedcheeks. A blowsy woman emerged
on a second-story balcony, shriekingprotests and imprecations as his men lent their shoulders to the door
below. The Harbor Watch ignored her, heaving to with all their muscle.The lock burst, flimsy wood
splintering around it.

 We sat our mounts in the alley, watching as two Carthaginian men were shoved out into the grey light of
dawn, blinking with shock and dishevelment, shackled half-unawares. Captain Vitor strode toward us.

 "My lord," he said in Aragonian, bowing to Ramiro. "My lady.”

 He turned to me, and I saw in his fierce, pitted face a father's fury."You will want to see this."

 Needing no translation, I slid down from my mount, Joscelin an unthinking half-step behind me, following
with his hands on his daggersas I raised my skirts and stepped across the threshold.

 Inside, it was dark, and stank of cabbage and near-spoiled meat.There was a table and chairs, a few
personal effects in the front room,an empty jug of wine tipped on its side. A member of the Harbor
Watchsidled past me, a torch raised high. I saw the back room it illuminated,shrouded in darkness,
reeking like a kennel. Two pairs of eyes, low tothe ground, reflected the torchlight. I gasped, unable to
help myself.

 They were children, two of them, their fine-boned features markingthem clearly as D'Angeline. A boy
and a girl, ten or twelve at most.They clung to one another, scrabbling in the urine-fouled straw giventhem
for bedding, pale-skinned with lack of sun, the irises of their eyesswallowed in the vast, dilated blackness
of their pupils.

 Behind me, I heard Joscelin utter a curse like it was a prayer.

 Ignoring him, I knelt slowly, letting the skirts of my riding gownfall heedless over the filthy straw.
"Agnette Écot?" I asked softly, keeping my gaze on the girl's face. I had seen, in her hollow eyes, her
hungry cheekbones, an echo of the dairy-crofter's wife.

 Pushing herself into the corner as hard as she dared, the girl noddedslowly; once, twice. Yes. The boy,
younger, sought to press himselfbehind her, ducking his head, a tangle of hair like autumn oak-leaves
falling over his brow.

 Whoever he was, he was not Imriel de la Courcel.
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 "Agnette," I said in steady D'Angeline. "My name is Phèdre. I wassent to find you. These men are your
friends." Sitting on my heels, Iextended one hand to her. "You're safe now. Will you come out?"

 A pause, then a flurry in the shadows, two heads shaking, lank hairflying, scrambling fear and mistrust.
Joscelin took a step past me, squatting in the straw, the torchlight gleaming red on his polished
vambraces."Do you see these? No one will harm you further," he said, his voiceflat and dispassionate. "In
Cassiel's name, I swear it on pain of death."

 With a sound like a sob, Agnette Écot flung herself at him, burying her face against his chest, slender
limbs clinging to him monkeylike. Joscelin rose, straightening, with the girl in his arms, his head brushing
the low rafters as he carried her out.

 "Come," I said to the strange boy, my heart breaking at his wideeyed terror at being left behind. He took
my hand in a death-grip,letting me lead him from the Carthaginians' lodgings. No sooner hadwe reached
the grey dawn-light of the alley than Luc stepped forth, hisface haggard and drawn, and the boy fixed on
him with a wordless cry,catching him about the waist, seeing somewhat he recognized in hiskind,
Siovalese features.

 I stood in the street, my arms empty.

 "So." Captain Vitor Gaitán sat his own mount, looking down atme. His men had the Carthaginians well in
tow. "It is done. You havethe children." He spoke Caerdicci with a sibilant Aragonian accent."And the
Count. . ." his gaze flicked toward Lord Ramiro, ". . . has his answer."

 "Ananswer." Ramiro Zornín de Aragon drew up his cloak and hisdignity. "We will not rest until we have
a full accounting of how this came to pass."

 Three children. The Tsingani had seen three. I met Joscelin's eyes, above the head of the girl he carried.
"Agnette," I said gently, brushingher tangled locks. "Was there another? Was there a third with you,
another boy?"

 She muttered fitfully, turning her head. It was the other who answered, the other boy, whimpering in
Luc's comforting arms. "Imri!"he whispered, jerking restlessly. "Imri!"

 One of the Carthaginian prisoners said somewhat to the other, wholaughed harshly, spitting on the
packed earth of the alley. Although I did not understand the words, I heard the name Fadil Chouma
spoken.

 The Menekhetan slaver.

 "My lord Ramiro speaks the truth," I said to the Captain of theHarbor Watch, speaking Caerdicci,
light-headed with anger and despair."We will have a full accounting. There were three children; three
D'Angeline children stolen. Two, we have found. Ask these men: Whathave they done with the third?"

 Vitor Gaitán inclined his head. "It shall be done."

 TWENTY-TWO

 IT WAS done.

 It was done in accordance with Aragonian law, which is harsh andexacting. If I had known, at the time,
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what I was asking, I do not knowif I would have had the stomach to ask it.

 Count Fernan put the Carthaginians to torture.

 And this, too, I made myself witness, for this too, I had caused tobe done. It was carried out in the
dungeon of the Count's keep, a roomof dank stone and iron.

 Nicola L'Envers y Aragon accompanied me.

 It surprised me, a little; but it was a different thing, to watch acontrolled proceeding, than to observe the
mayhem in the harbor. Mayhap she feared to let me observe it alone; mayhap it was only that shehad
seen the children's condition when we brought them to the Consul'squarters. I do not know. I know only
that I was grateful to have herthere.

 They had names, these men—Mago and Harnapos. First one, andthen the other. One was held in
chains, while the other was seated ona wooden stool, his ankles in stocks, as two strong men held his
arms and the Count's enforcer lowered a burning torch beneath the soles of his bare feet. So did they
make their confessions, and a fourth man recorded it all on a waxen tablet, his stylus scratching without
cease.

 It goes without saying that they screamed, though I will say itanyway. They screamed, as their skin
blistered and blackened and split, and the torch sizzled with dripping fluids and the smell of roasting meat
filled their cell. It took all the strength of the Count's men to hold Harnapos, the larger of the two, for his
chest swelled and his throatcorded like iron as he screamed himself raw. I daresay he nearlywrenched his
arms from their sockets in his struggle.

 My blood beating in my ears, I watched it all in a crimson haze.

 Nicola translated for me, her low voice murmuring D'Angeline my only line to sanity. If the words caught
in her throat, still, she kept onwithout faltering, and for that too, I was grateful. I do not think I couldhave
borne it otherwise. For all that I have played at such thingsthroughout my life, in the end, there is little
resemblance between theemulation and the reality.

 I have known the latter, too. And even I do not care to rememberit.

 Thus the Carthaginians' story: They had met a man in Carthage,the Menekhetan slaver Fadil Chouma,
and fell to drinking pots of beer in a tavern. He told them there were buyers, mysterious buyers with adire
purpose in mind, that there was a fortune to be made for any manwho might procure D'Angelines for sale
in foreign markets. Mago wasmountain-born. He had friends among the Euskerri. He had a map. Hehad
a plan. They would meet in Amílcar.

 It was as simple as that.

 And Mago and Harnapos had travelled to northern Aragonia, plyingon the trade-rights Carthage
enjoyed, had evaded the sparse border patrols and gone into the mountains with their map and their plan,
crossing into Siovale, picking their prey with cunning. Goat-herds, cowherds, shepherd's children,
picking those who would not be missed,those whose loss would be grieved in silence, abducting them in
stealth—they used a leathern baton, Harnapos gasped, weighted withlead shot, to strike their victims at
the base of the skull. Afterward,quick flight and a careful erasing of tracks, tactics learned from the
Euskerri, and tincture of opium to keep the children compliant.
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 It was here that I interrupted, putting my questions, which Nicola translated, to the Count's enforcer.
Where in Siovale? How many children? Where had they been taken? There was a pause, as one of
Fernan's men retrieved the map. Mago pointed with a trembling finger,beads of sweat glistening on his
face. Here, here and here. Yes, threechildren, there had been a third. A boy, yes, a flawless child, fierce
asa wildcat, with black hair and eyes of blue, the prize of the lot.

 And where was the boy now?

 Neither wanted to answer, although I think they knew, then, that death was a foregone conclusion. I was
unfamiliar with the laws ofAragonia, but I knew to read faces and I saw only death writ in theexpressions
of Count Fernan's men, and in the grave countenance ofNicola, who was wife to a King's Consul. Still,
hope is tenacious, andmen will cling to it against overwhelming odds. In the corner, Harnaposwhimpered,
rattling his chains. Mago slumped on the stool, sweat-streaked and panting, raising his head to meet my
eyes.

 He was a man, only a man, thoughtlessly cruel and greedy, reducedby his folly to abject pain, his ruined
feet useless as lumps of tallow.Caught in the net of Kushiel’s justice, he had walked into it of his own
accord. And yet I had been in such a place, once, a terrible prison ofstone, where humanity was stripped
away by madness. Despite it all,despite his guilt, there was a spark of kinship between us.

 One victim knows another.

 What will you give me, his desperate gaze begged me, for theanswers you seek? He did not speak my
tongue, but he knew; he hadheard my voice ask the questions.

 I felt the presence of Kushiel, bronze wings buffeting—the Punisherof God, wielder of the rod and flail,
despised, irresistible; ah, Elua! Itwas a storm in my head. Through the blood-haze that veiled my eyes,I
saw the Count's enforcer nod, the men take Mago's arms, the torchlowered to his feet.

 "Wait!" The word emerged harsh; I had spoken in Caerdicci unthinking. The Count's men knew it, and
paused. "A clean death," I said, drawing a racking breath. "A clean death, if he answers it honestly."

 It was all I had to give, and at that, not mine to offer. The Count'senforcer looked at Nicola. To her
credit, she never paused, lifting herchin imperiously, addressing him in Aragonian. "The Comtesse of
Montrève, favored of her majesty Ysandre de la Courcel, the Queen of Terred'Ange, has spoken. The
King's Consul of the House of Aragon concurs. Let it be so."

 Mago exhaled, a long shuddering breath; the self-same breath, it seemed to me, that I had drawn. His
hands, pinned by the Count's men, clenched and unclenched. Only a man, after all. I had no knowledge
ofhis life, his history, the exigencies of a harsh lot that had driven him,had driven Harnapos, to commit
such a vile act. His head fell forward,accepting the bargain. In a broken whisper, he told the rest of his
tale.

 Folly, nothing but folly. Although the Tsingani had refused them,they had procured a wagon in the end,
smuggling the sedated childreninto Amílcar beneath the careless eyes of the Harbor Watch, who gave a
cursory probe into the goods they carried. Thence to port, and the meeting ordained—the rest was but
Menekhetan treachery, smooth-tonguedFadil Chouma and a ship bound for Iskandria claiming their
agreementhad been for autumn, not spring. He would arrange for buyers on theother end, yes, but it was
a matter of some delicacy, they must understand.D'Angeline blood will out, and Terre d'Ange notoriously
ferocious in itspersecution of slavers, of course . . . Menekhet is far, but Khebbel-im-Akkad holds much
sway, and the Khalif s son wed to the Queen's ownkinswoman . . . perhaps he might take the one, yes,
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that one, peerless, thatface . . . aiyee! And fierce, too, stronger than he looks, but Fadil Chouma had a
buyer in mind; one, only one, mind, seeking somewhat special. . .another draught of opium, perhaps?
Yes, a buyer in mind, and one fit to tame a mountain hellion, no, no names . . .

 So much did I gather, piecing Mago's story together, leaving mesick with despair. "And you've no idea
the buyer's name? The buyerin Iskandria?"

 He didn't, nor did Harnapos. The Count's enforcer made sure ofit, applying the flames over my protest.
As much as they screamed andwrithed, they knew no more; only that the Menekhetan had paid the
purchase-price for the boy, less than they had agreed, promising toreturn in the fall for the other two if
this deal went as planned, andmeanwhile Mago and Harnapos left to care for a steadily weakeningpair of
D'Angeline children, keeping them hidden, keeping them silent,using the dwindling reserves of their
money to buy lodgings, food, the opium that kept them sedated. No, they swore, both of them in
extremis,they had left the children unmolested and intact, they were not such fools as to damage valuable
merchandise, nor had they beaten them,no, not unduly, only enough to make them mind . . .

 "Enough." I pressed my fingers to my aching temples. "It is enough.Let them give what information they
may regarding Fadil Chouma andthe arrangements for his return. I have no more questions."

 Nicola spoke to the Count's enforcer, and I made no effort to followthe conversation. Kushiel's
presence had faded, and I felt hollow, tired to the bone and ill with what I had seen. "It will be done,"
Nicola said to me when she had finished. Her voice was steady, lending me strength. "Fernan's clerk will
see that you receive a full transcription of the account."

 "Thank you," I murmured. "And the Carthaginians?"

 "Execution at dawn. It will be public," she said, "but swift."

 I nodded, and looked one last time at the men in the cell. "Thenlet us go."

 Outside, evening sunlight gilded the Plaza del Rey. The fading bluesky seemed a vast openness, the salt
tang of the harbor mingling withthe fresh cool breeze from the north. Nicola shuddered, filling her lungs
with clean air. "Elua! I'll not need to see the likes of that again soon.”

 "No," I said. "Nor I."

 "It's along way from playing with silken ropes and deerskin floggers," she mused. An involuntary shiver
ran over my skin and I closedmy eyes briefly, opening them to find Nicola regarding me. "Even afterthat,
Phèdre?" she asked simply.

 "Always." I gritted my teeth. "Always."

 "Ah." For a moment, she continued to look at me, our escort ofLord Ramiro's men waiting at a polite
distance. "Somehow, I understand a little better now why you chose to fix your heart on that damned
Cassiline."

 Unexpectedly, it made me smile. "It wasn't a question of choice."

 "Nor for him, I suppose. Well, credit it to the wisdom of BlessedElua." Nicola gathered herself with a
shake. "Come on. I've need of abath and a drink, and mayhap not in that order."
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 In the private dining-hall of the King's Consul, we found our companions well ahead of us. The
remnants of an early meal were scatteredacross the table and the wine had flowed freely; for once, even
Joscelinhad drunk enough for it to show.

 "I'm sorry," he said unevenly, greeting me with an embrace. Therewas a tension in his body that the wine
had not dispelled. "Phèdre, I'msorry, but I couldn't go with you, I couldn't bear to watch. I knew you
were safe enough. I'd have gone, otherwise."

 "I know." I found a clean glass and a flagon of brandy, and downed a measure, welcoming the burning
heat of it in my belly. "It wasn'tsomething you needed to see."

 "No." His expression twisted, nostrils flaring. "But I was near angryenough to want to. And it frightened
me. What did you learn? What have they done with Imriel?"

 "Sold him." I poured another glass and curled myself into a corner of a dining-couch, letting weariness
claim me. "Sold him to a Menekhetan slaver, bound for a buyer in Iskandria. How are the children?"

 Joscelin sat down beside me, head in his hands. "Menekhet," hemurmured. "Blessed Elua. They're
sleeping,"he added belatedly, nodding in the vague direction of the guest quarters. "Well enough, under
the circumstances. Ramiro's chirurgeon examined them, and said they'vetaken no serious harm. Fear
mostly, and lack of proper food and light.Opium sickness is the worst of it. It will be some days before
they're fit to travel. Weeks, mayhap."

 "Weeks." I watched Nicola, Ramiro and Luc in conversation. "Wecan't wait weeks. If we book passage
tomorrow, we can be in Iskandria.

 "No." Joscelin lifted his head and stared at me. "Phèdre, are you mad? This has gone far enough. We
found the trail here in Amílcarbecause of Nicola and Lord Ramiro's help. How far do you think we'd get
in Iskandria, the two of us, alone? Neither of us even speak thelanguage, and we've scarcely funds
enough for passage." He shook hishead. "No. Enough. We're going home to the City, and making a
report to Ysandre. She's the Queen, Phèdre. If she wants to pursue it, she hasresources at her disposal."

  

 "No!" Across the room, Luc startled at Joscelin's raised voice. Joscelin sighed. "Name of Elua, you're
like a bloodhound on the scent.Phèdre, listen to me. Luc's agreed to stay until the children are strong
enough to travel, and Ramiro's offered his hospitality. Luc and the menof Verreuil will see the children
restored. If this Menekhetan's comingback, they'll catch him here in Amílcar. You and I are catching a
ship to Marsilikos, and going home."

 "Fine." I closed my eyes, the warming heat of the brandy spreading lassitude throughout my limbs. I
hadn't slept since the night before we arrived in Amílcar. He was right, of course; right, because he was
Joscelin, and sensible when it came to risking my safety, and right forreasons both of us, in our
exhaustion, had forgotten. "And then what?"

 "And then we make our report to Ysandre, and it is in her hands,"he said grimly.

 "And afterward?" I opened my eyes to look at him. "I promised toreturn to La Serenissima, Joscelin,
and report as much to Melisande.Do you remember what she promised in turn?"

 He stared at me a moment, then began to laugh, the soft, humorlesslaugh of a man defeated by irony. "A
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guide," he said, pouring a tumblerof brandy and drinking it at a gulp. "The name of a man in Iskandria,
who swears he can lead us to Shaloman's people in the south of Jebe-Barkal."

 Hyacinthe.

 Aware of the presence of an unseen pattern closing upon me, I nodded. "Even so."

 TWENTY-THREE

 NICOLA'S CHEEK, soft and perfumed, lingered against mine aswe embraced in farewell. "Take care
of yourself, Phèdre nó Delaunay,"she murmured. "I would miss you if anything happened."

 "I will." I smiled at her when she released me. "Come to the City, when this is all over. How can I
believe you'd miss me, if I never see you?"

 "Naamah's Servant, still." She laughed. "I come when I can, andyou know it. 'Twas easier before
Ramiro's appointment. I may havelacked money, but I had time in abundance. You have my letter for
Ysandre?"

 "Yes." I patted one of our bulging packs.

 "Good." Her expression turned sober. "I promise you, the HarborWatch stands on full alert. The
Menekhetan will be in our hands beforehis foot touches shore, and a courier en route within the hour."

 "Thank you," I said. "For everything. You may be sure, I willadvise that Ysandre commend Ramiro to
the House of Aragon for hisaid as King's Consul."

 "It wouldn't do any harm." Nicola watched Luc Verreuil enter thereception hall, a child holding either
hand. "But it's not necessary, either." She turned back to me. "I hope you find him."

 I opened my mouth to demur and didn't, saying instead, "Eluawilling, he'll be found."

 She smiled tenderly, lifting one hand to caress my face, the garnetsignet winking at her wrist. "By the
burning river, my dear. Keep it inmind, whatever your quest. It may come in handy again, one never
knows."

 "I will," I promised.

 I said my farewells in turn to Lord Ramiro and Count Fernan,dourly proud of his men's performance,
and then went with Joscelin to bid farewell to his brother and our foundlings, two very different children
from those we had found only two days past. Neither was well—one could see the opium sickness in
their pallor and trembling—but theworst of the fear had abated, and they stood without cringing or cling
ing.

 "Agnette," Luc said gently, "Sebastien. Say good-bye to the LadyPhèdre and my brother Joscelin, who
came all the way from the City of Elua to find you."

 They did, in whispering voices.

 "You'll be all right?" Joscelin asked his brother.
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 Luc nodded. "Donal's carrying word to Verreuil; he'll bring a partyback to meet us, and Lord Ramiro
will send an escort as far as the Pass.Father will alert the Écots, and they'll track down the boy
Sebastien'sfamily as well. From what we can tell, they tend sheep near La Grange.Mahieu will find them,
like as not." He grinned. "Don't worry, littlebrother. It's been a right adventure, travelling at your side, and
foronce, I get to come home the hero. Yvonne's like to box my ears forit."

 The boy Sebastien giggled at his words, and I relaxed a little at thesound. They would survive, these
children; Blessed Elua willing. No child should have to endure the terror through which they'd gone, but
they were young and resilient, and they had a chance to heal.

 "Be well," I said to Luc, "and be careful. You'll send word as soonas you're home?"

 "I will." He raised my hands to his lips and kissed them. "And Iwill speak naught but good of the Tsingani
from this day forward, I swear it, my lady."

 So did we bid farewell to friends, to family, to Amílcar.

 It is an easy sail along the coast from thence to Marsilikos, and thesummer weather held fair, hot and
sunny, with enough wind to fill thesails and set a good pace. It was passing strange, after the arduous
travel in the mountains, to find ourselves idle. Between bouts of illness duringthe first couple of days,
Joscelin checked the condition of our mounts in the hold every other hour—no sailor himself, he was sure
it was nofit means for horses to travel—but they bore the trip better than hedid.

 I spent the time doing what I had longed to do for many frustrating weeks, poring over Audine Davul's
translation of the Jebean scroll,pondering the tale and its place in my studies of Habiru lore, memorizing
the written characters of Jeb'ez, sounding out the phonetic transcriptions of the words she had provided,
murmuring sentences overand over to myself.

 Joscelin, when he had gotten over the worst of his seasickness,watched me incredulously. "You're trying
to teach yourself Jeb'ez, aren't you?"

 "Mayhap." I raised my eyebrows. "You said it yourself, Joscelin;we'd be helpless in Menekhet, neither
of us speak the language. Shalomon's descendants may speak Habiru, but how am I supposed to travel
the length of Jebe-Barkal to find them if I can't speak Jeb'ez?"

 He lowered himself to the sun-warmed deck to sit beside me. "Melisande doesn't, and she found a
guide. He must speak Caerdicci, atleast."

 "Hellene." I rolled the parchment and put it back in its case. "Hellene is the scholars' tongue of choice in
Menekhet. She'd studied theTanakh in Hellene, didn't you note?"

 "No." Shoving a coil of rope to one side, he leaned back on hiselbows. "I can't say that I did. Anyway,
you speak Hellene. Mayhap we'll get by in Menekhet after all."

 "We might." I watched the blue waves pass the ship's railing. "Butit would leave us dependent on
Melisande's guide in Jebe-Barkal. Andwhether she's telling the truth or no, it's not an arrangement I care
to trust. I'd a hard enough time enduring my own ignorance in Amílcar."

 "Well, add Aragonian to your studies," Joscelin said peaceably. "Allknowledge is worth having, isn't that
what Delaunay used to say? IfLuc can master it, anyone can. It's near enough to Caerdicci, anyway.I'll
learn it, if you can't be bothered. Phèdre, what do you think Ysandrewill do?"
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 "I wish I knew."

 "Barquiel will advise her to leave well enough alone," he said. "Likeas not, the boy's a pleasure-slave in
some Menekhetan aristocrat's seraglio by now. He doesn't even know who he is. He couldn't have
vanished more thoroughly if he'd been slain."

 "Yes," I said slowly. "So Melisande thought, when she sold youand me to the Skaldi."

 "True." Joscelin sat up, wrapping his arms about his knees. "Andit nearly killed us, or at least it did me."
His face was quiet, remembering. "I would have died in Selig's steading, if you hadn't shamedme into
living. I wanted to. I was a man grown, with a Cassiline's skillsand training. How do you think Imriel will
endure it? He's only achild." He shuddered, his voice turning harsh. "You saw the others."

 "I saw them." I had no answers. Imriel de la Courcel was strong,strong and willful. It was clear in all that
was said of him, clear in thestamp of his blood lineage. And, too, he was Melisande's son. Whateverelse
one could say of her, there was no end of courage in Kushiel'sscions. Would Imriel bend or break? I
could not say. "Was it thatwhich angered you so?"

 "Yes." He rubbed his palms on his knees as if, even now, theyitched to strike. "Do you remember . . .
you said something to me once.It was in Morhban, after you'd . . . well. As we were leaving."

 "I remember." It had been on our mad chase to Alba, to bringDrustan mab Necthana and an army of
Cruithne to D'Angeline soil toface Selig's invading Skaldi. I had traded my favors to Duc Quincel de
Morhban in exchange for passage across his holdings; a trade, I think,neither of us regretted. Joscelin had
been less pleased. Although we'dnot been lovers at the time, myanguissette's proclivities offended his
sensibilities.

 "You tried to explain it to me—the pleasure, therelief in surrendering one's will to a patron. You asked
me if I didn't feel somewhatsimilar when I gave in to defiance, when I fought against the Skaldi,Gunter's
thanes, or Selig's, even knowing I would lose."

 "And you owned that you did." I smiled. "I accused you of having a terrible temper."

 "Buried under Cassiline discipline." Joscelin acknowledged it witha nod. "You were right, though I didn't
want to hear it. Even so, I'venever felt the sort of rage that could only spend itself in another'ssuffering. I
felt it, the other day, when we found those poor children.I wanted to see the Carthaginians bleed for what
they had done. Itfrightens me, Phèdre, to know that's in me."

 "As it should." I touched his arm. "Joscelin, what's in you is noworse than what's in anyone else; a good
deal better, rather. You'rejust more loathe than the rest of us to accept your own mortal failings.In the
end, it's what you do with them that matters."

 He looked sidelong at me. "I accepted you, didn't I?"

 "Eventually," I said evenly. Joscelin laughed.

 "Ah, well. . . the thing is, Phèdre, what would happen if I did givein to it? Such a rage, I mean."

 "I don't know." I thought about it and shook my head. "Who can say? All I know is that if you ever did,
you'd have a damnable good reason for it.”

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "I suppose." It relaxed him a little. "I hope it never comes to it."

 Our voyage passed in like days, bright and idle. The Aragoniancrew was pleasant and good-natured,
and we dined some evenings atthe Captain's table in his neat quarters. He was from Amílcar, an ed
ucated man who spoke fluent Caerdicci. He reckoned himself CountFernan's man, but he spoke well of
Lord Ramiro and his D'Angelinewife. Nicola, I knew, was a gracious hostess. I daresay Ramiro owed
his present appointment to her skills, though to his credit, he seemedto do a fair enough job at it.

 At length we arrived in Marsilikos.

 If I had been less impatient, I would have paid a visit to Roxannede Mereliot, the Lady of Marsilikos.
She had been a friend for manyyears, and one of the few I trusted implicitly. But I was loathe to delay
after so long on the road, through mountains and over sea. We had leftone pack-mule in Siovale and the
other in Amílcar; by now, we'd naughtbut our mounts and such baggage as they could carry. It would do.
There were inns and villages all along Eisheth's Way to the City ofElua. If we hoarded our remaining coin
with care, we needed to carrylittle in the way of provisions.

 Travelling lightly and tarrying seldom, we made good time. It wasa glorious summer day when we
reached the City of Elua.

 I hadn't realized how good it would feel to come home.

 The white walls of the City glowed like a promise in the lazyafternoon sunlight and the guards,
recognizing us, ushered us throughthe southern gates with a cheer. We had been missed. I saw even
Joscelin smile, and raise one hand in salute, steel vambrace flashing.Truly, I thought, this has become his
home, too. He has a place here,that no longer exists for him in Verreuil.

 Word raced ahead of us, borne by one of the intrepid lads such ashang about the guards at the City
gates, waiting for something of noteto happen. I've no doubt Eugenie paid him in coin for the news, forby
the time we arrived at my charming house tucked into the end of awinding street below the Palace hill, a
joyous reception awaited us.

 "Name of Elua!" Ti-Philippe was fair dancing with excitement. "It's abouttime you came back, my lady!
Whatever missive you sent to theQueen, Court's been buzzing like a hive for a month and more, andher
close-mouthed as a clam about it. You could have sent to us, youknow. What is it? Did you find the
boy?"

 I opened my mouth to reply.

 "Oh, let her be," Eugenie scolded, thrusting Ti-Philippe out of theway and coming forward to embrace
me. "Come, my lady, ignore him.I've water heating for the bath, it will be done in a trice, and supperto
follow. Julien's run down to the market to see if they've got freshsnapper yet..."

 On it went, a litany of domestic comforts. I was home.

 Ti-Philippe could wait; I had my bath first, luxuriating in hot water,fragrant with sweet oils, a handful of
dried lavender floating on thesurface and candles set about everywhere. When all was said and done,I
was a courtesan still. Nicola was right in that. My bedchamber, I sharewith Joscelin, and no patron has
ever seen it. But my bathing-room wasmy own.
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 Afterward, I lay on the massage-table and Eugenie's niece Cloryrubbed my travel-weary body with an
oil containing an infusion of mint,soothing and refreshing. I scarce knew the girl; she'd been new-hiredin
the spring. Not so new, now. It was I who had been absent.

 "You've good hands, Clory," I murmured, eyes half-closed.

 "I've been studying with a masseur from Balm House, my lady."Her voice was tentative, though her
hands were sure, thumbs pressinghard into the small of my back, relieving days' worth of saddle-ache.
"Aunt Eugenie said you would be pleased?"

 "Your aunt is a wise woman." In the Court of Night-BloomingFlowers, Balm House is dedicated to
comfort and solace. I sat up reluctantly. "Thank you, Clory."

 She flushed with pleasure, holding out a silk robe in the proper manner. "You liked it? Master Lugard
said a raw apprentice wasn't fitto tend to Kushiel's Chosen."

 "What?" I looked over my shoulder, twisting my damp hair out ofthe way. "Well, the more fool, he.
Listen to your aunt, child, she's wiser than him. I grew up in the Night Court, and I know how itsservants
gossip. I was one. Your skills are a welcome addition, but inmy household, as Eugenie knows well, I
value discretion above all else.Do you understand?"

 "My lady." Clory bobbed a fervent curtsy, oil-slickened handsclutched together as if to hold something
precious. "I understand, mylady. I would never betray your trust, never!"

 "Good." I smiled at her, thinking to myself; child, Blessed Elua, Icalled her child! I never thought to hear
such a thing from my ownlips. "And the next time anyone dares suggest you're not fit to serveme, tell
them I say otherwise.”

 "I will, my lady." Another curtsy, adoration in her eyes. "Thankyou, my lady."

 Ah, Elua. I sat before my mirror after dismissing Clory. My ownface regarded me quizzically, fair and
shadowed by candlelight, the darkpools of my eyes, a rose-petal of crimson marring the left, beautifulstill,
but not a maiden's anymore. A mouth made for love, the smooth curve of eyelid, brows arched like
gentle wings. How long, I thought,tracing my features in the steam-misted glass, before it begins to fade?
It is one of the ephemeral qualities most cherished in Cereus House—beauty at its fullest bloom, before
the first sere kiss of frost. If I werean adept proper, pampered and cosseted, I might maintain it for years.
On the road, the dark road that lay ahead . . . who could say?

 "Phèdre." Joscelin leaned in the doorway. "Ti-Philippe's like to dieof impatience if you don't come down
to supper, and Clory's droppeda plate of sliced melon in Eugenie's geraniums. What have you doneto
overexcite the poor girl so?"

 "Me?" I looked up at him. "Nothing."

 "No?" He grinned. "It doesn't take much, with you. Come on, let's eat. I understand young Hugues has
composed some few dozen poemsin your honor, too. You'll not want to miss them."

 TWENTY-FOUR

 AFTER AN excellent meal—and indeed, a number of dubiousverses—we talked long into the night,
Joscelin and Ti-Philippe and I;I daresay we'd have stayed up until dawn, if not for the fact that Ysandre
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had left standing orders for me to report to her presence upon myreturn.

 In the end, I went short enough of sleep as it was. Mayhap it wasfolly, but thus is ever the case in
matters of love. I was reminded, witheach homecoming, how precious was the life I had been given, how
scant the time in which to cherish it. I was Kushiel's Chosen, yes; butNaamah's Servant, too. And she
sees fit to reward her servants fromtime to time.

 Moonlight filtered through the garden window into the bedchamber,the fine-spun linens soft and
welcoming, scented with dried herbs. Idropped my robes standing in a square of moonlight, reached up
withboth hands to unbind Joscelin's braid when he had shed his own clothing. The tips of my breasts
brushed his hard chest and his unboundhair spilled like flaxen silk over my hands, over his shoulders. I
pressed my mouth to the hollow of his throat, tasting the salt of his skin, tracinghis collarbones with my
tongue.

 "Phèdre," he whispered, lifting me onto the bed.

 I used my art, yes; it was not the first time. I had, for this moment,a respite from Kushiel's unbearable
presence, the demands of his choosing. It was a full moon that hung over my garden—Naamah's moon,
a lovers' moon, round and silver. I let it take me, take us both, thetides of my blood matching its draw. A
yearning of heart and loins,simple and sweet. I performed thelanguisement upon him until his phallus
leapt like a fish on a line, taut and straining, a shimmering drop ofseed forming at the tip.

 And he—Joscelin smiled, heavy-lidded in the moonlight, infinitely patient with the long training of
Cassiline discipline, raising me to capture my mouth with his, a languorous dance of tongues, his hands
tracing my marque, molding my flesh out of Naamah's night, his fingersparting the petals betwixt my
thighs. I sighed at the touch of his lips,his mouth at my breasts, suckling my nipples, his tongue tracing a
pathlower, probing the folds of my flesh to seek the hidden pearl.

 Until I pushed him flat on the bed, straddling him, guiding hisphallus into me with a shuddering exhalation,
slick and aching withdesire. Joscelin laughed softly, hair spread like moonlight on the pillows,hands on my
haunches as I rode him, wave after wave of pleasurewashing through me. "Someanguissette."

 "Are you complaining?" I gasped.

 "No." He sat up without dislodging me, arms coming hard aroundme. I wrapped my legs about his waist,
taking his face in both hands and kissing him. "I take such gifts as they come," he murmured whenI lifted
my head, "and ask no questions."

 Nor did I.

 One day, mayhap, I will be wise enough to understand the ways ofthe gods. For now, it was enough to
take what was offered, mercifullydevoid of pain's cruel yearnings; pleasure, Naamah's coin, pure and
unalloyed, graced with the presence of love.

 Blessed Elua's presence.Hold this near to your heart, it whispered.

 I did, and did, until we lay sated and exhausted, my head on Jos-celin's chest, the soft breeze cooling
our sweat-dampened skin. Stillawake, he toyed with my hair as it mingled with his, lazily braidingour
locks together. "See." He stroked the cabled length of it, sable andblond. "Dark and fair, intertwined as
our lives."
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 It gave me an unexpected jolt of memory. I had done that verything—twelve years ago, it must be—in
Anafiel Delaunay's study, withAlcuin, who'd been nearly a brother to me; Alcuin, whose hair was aswhite
as milk. I might have forgotten it, had Delaunay not entered inthat very moment, bearing word that
Melisande Shahrizai had come tooffer me an assignation for the Longest Night.

 And in the seeds of that offer lay betrayal and horror, the studyturned abattoir, Delaunay dead and
Alcuin dying, his white hair stickywith blood.

 I hadn't known, then. How could I have known? I had no gift ofthedromonde to read the future like an
open book. I had merely startledat Delaunay's entrance, tugging my caught hair and feeling foolish.

 This time, I took the omen to heart.

 Beauty at its fullest bloom, before the first sere kiss of frost.

 It needed no dream, no seer to give warning. Beneath the languorof pleasure, I felt the weariness of long
travel in my bones, and athousand miles lying before me...and in the distance, like hunting-horns blowing
on the wind, the call of Kushiel's justice.Hold this nearto your heart.Our twined locks, joined fates, lay
quiescent on his chest. I gazed at Joscelin's face, relaxed and unguarded, as if to engrave it on my
memory.

 "Why do you look at me so?" he asked.

 "Because," I said, "I love you."

 Unsurprisingly, I slept overlong and woke to broad daylight andthe Queen's summons waiting. At the
Palace, we were met with alacrityand ushered into Ysandre and Drustan's presence.

 Ysandre's face was unreadable. For once, she made no rebuke whenI curtsied to them in greeting.
Whether or not she was wroth that Ihad circumvented her authority, I could not say. She'd gotten the
letterI had sent by courier from Verreuil, and I daresay she knew from mydemeanor that the news was
not good.

 "Tell me," was all she said.

 Drawing a deep breath, I did, leaving out no detail, with Joscelin supplying additional commentary.
When I had finished, I gave her Nicola's letter. Ysandre read it without speaking, passing it to Drustan.

 "I'm sorry, my lady," I ventured at length, unable to bear thesilence.

 "Don't be." Ysandre's gaze returned from the unknowable monarchal distance on which she'd fixed it.
"You did well to find him. I'mgrateful for it."

 "Thank you."

 "Mind you," the Queen's voice took on an edge, "I am not entirely pleased that you chose to question
my uncle the Duc without my foreknowledge, nor the priest Selbert, whose actions skirt dangerously
closeto treason. Still, I have learned well enough, Phèdre nó Delaunay, whenit is unwise to interfere." I
said nothing, and Ysandre sighed. "How isit that you never solve one puzzle without laying a greater one
at myfeet?"
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 "I'm sorry, my lady," I repeated.

 "Oh, stop it." Ysandre rested her chin on her fist and regardedDrustan as he laid down Nicola's letter.
"What do you say? How wouldthe Cruarch of Alba handle such a matter?”

 Drustan gave a wry smile at odds with his tattooed features. "Whatdo you think, love? We are
barbarians, after all. If a Prince of the Cullach Gorrym were stolen, the Cullach Gorrym would ride to
war.It is not so simple in Terre d'Ange, and this thief is no rival tribesman,but a merchant from a distant
land, with no idea of the value of hisprize. You can hardly go to war against Menekhet over it."

 "No," Ysandre said soberly. "Nor, I think, would Parliament support the notion. Carthage, now . . .
blood will run hot over their crime. I will have no trouble, I think, recommending that we demand repa
ration from the oligarchy. It must be done, lest this should happen again;even so, what merit in it in terms
of regaining the boy? TheCarthaginian thieves are dead, Nicola writes, executed at the Count ofAmílcar's
command. You saw it done?"

 It had been done. We had not watched it. I'd seen enough, evenfor my conscience.

 "It was a public execution, my lady," I said. "Their heads weremounted on poles in the Plaza del Rey as
a warning. That much, wesaw."

 "Unsubtle," Ysandre said. "Pray it proves effective. Still . . ." Sheshook her head, troubled. "Menekhet.
They've little enough power, butit is an ancient nation, and cunning. Mayhap this slaver, this FadilChouma
will return to Amílcar; mayhap not. I must presume the latterto be true, and proceed accordingly. There is
our alliance with Khebbel-im-Akkad, but it is a tenuous one, and I suspect my uncle Barquielwould
oppose me in this matter. It is his own daughter wed to theKhalif’s son; without him, I do not like the
odds of Akkadian support. If I offer a ransom for the boy's return—what then? Without the teethof a
threat, it admits weakness. In what risk do I then place my ownpeople, my own children?"

 "Treat it as a matter of trade," Drustan offered. He shrugged asshe glanced at him. "A private matter
couched in a greater, a Queen'swhim fulfilled to grease the wheels of trade. If I have learned anything
since Alba entered the broader world, it is that no nation disdains trade.Parliament may not authorize the
threat of force against Menekhet—and I think you are right; for Melisande's son, they will not—but they
would have no likely objection to a trade delegation. Especially," headded, "if your delegates bear an
interest in Alban goods. Then it isthe Cruarch's concern, and not Parliament's."

 "A clever thought, for a barbarian." Ysandre's voice was soft. "Youwould do that?”

 "Our goods, your delegates. Why not?" Drustan grinned. "Wemight make an exchange of it. Do you
think you could persuade a fewAzzallese shipwrights to winter in Alba?"

 "I might." Ysandre smiled back at him. How strange it must be, Ithought, to be wed not merely as
husband and wife but Cruarch andQueen, trading men's lives and the wealth of nations as love-tokens.

 I said none of this aloud, asking instead, "Who would you send?"

 "Amaury Trente," Ysandre said without hesitation. "He'll argueagainst it, but he'll go in the end and I can
trust to his discretion.Whatever transpires, I'd as soon this stayed quiet, Phèdre. Too manypeople would
like to see it fail."

 "Of course." I inclined my head. Her choice was a good one. I hadridden with Lord Amaury Trente on
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the flight from La Serenissima,when he served as her Captain of the Guard. For all that he would rail
against the wisdom of it, he would do all in his power to locate Imrielde la Courcel and see him restored
to Terre d'Ange. His loyalty wasbeyond question.

 "What do you say, Messire Cassiline?" Ysandre asked Joscelin withgenuine curiosity. "Is it wisely
done?"

 Joscelin bowed to her, his forearms crossed. "It is. Do you send toVerreuil, I give my word that my
family's discretion will equal ourown."

 "I doubted it not." The Queen looked at me. "What will you donow?"

 "Now?" I squared my shoulders against the burden of it. "I havesome few things to be done in the City,
my lady. There is a Yeshuitescholar I would consult, and some others. Then..."I drew a breath."Then we
ride to La Serenissima. I have a promise to fulfill, and a name to garner. Elua willing, we will be in
Iskandria not long after Lord Trente."

 "I thought as much." Ysandre's expression softened. "Ah, Phèdre! If you must do this thing, must you do
it on Melisande's terms? Surelya courier could bear the news, and some other guide be found. I willnot
demand it of you, but Blessed Elua knows, if you are going toIskandria, I would be passing glad to have
your presence at Amaury's side. What do you owe Melisande, that you must deliver this newsyourself?"

 It caught me out; I'd not expected the offer, nor the question. Theywere looking at me, all of them,
awaiting my answer. I felt my heartbeat, slow and thudding, in my breast, the blood beating in my ears.

 "I don't know," I said. My voice sounded small. I raised my handunthinking, reaching for the diamond
that no longer hung at my throat."Forgive me, my lady, but I truly don't."

 "So be it." Ysandre sighed. "You are bound on this quest to freethe Tsingano?"

 I nodded mutely.

 "And you will go with her?" She bent her gaze on Joscelin.

 "I have sworn it." His voice was flat.

 Ysandre raised her brows. "Is there aught I may do to aid you init?"

 Joscelin shook his head. "Pray for us, your majesty."

 "Wait. There is one thing." I met Drustan's eyes. "You will returnto Alba come autumn? And Sibeal with
you?"

 "We will," he said slowly, catching the shape of my thought. "Youthink that the Master of the Straits will
hear her?"

 "I think he will." I swallowed. "They are seers alike, Anasztaizia'sson and Necthana's daughter. I didn't
understand it, when we met onthe waters; her dream, that is. I see more clearly, now. If you...ifyou do
not seek to land, but only to converse, I think he will allow it.And I might give her a message to bear. It is
a long road, truly. Wewill be a year and more upon it. A word of hope...it might help him to endure."
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 "Speak with Sibeal," said Drustan mab Necthana. "If it be her will,I will see it done."

 TWENTY-FIVE

 I MET with Sibeal, Drustan's sister, in the Royal Mews.

 There had been, I gathered, no few offers of lover's tokens or ofmarriage for the Cruarch of Alba's sister
during her time in Terred'Ange. Insofar as I heard, Sibeal had refused them all, with a serenegrace against
which no one could take offense. Instead, she preferred to spend her time in the unlikeliest of pursuits.

 Currently, it was visiting the mews.

 The Head Falconer, a slight, dark man with the aquiline features of his own charges, clearly adored her.
He watched with doting eyesas she assumed the duty of feeding the fledglings, carrying a basketfilled with
gobbets of meat. Awkward and still partially down-feathered,the young birds craned their heads toward
her with beaks parted, mawsagape.

 "Drustan said you wished to see me," Sibeal said in her softCruithne accent, setting down the basket.

 "Yes." A bell rang beside my right ear, on the jesses of a perchedhawk as it roused, then preened. I
sidled to my left. "I have a message for Hyacinthe."

 Her dark eyes were calm and unsurprised. "And you wish . . . ?"

 "I wish you to bear it for me," I said firmly. The Head Falconer,clucking, hurried past me with gauntleted
arm extended, untying thehawk's jesses and coaxing it onto his arm. It was not my choice ofvenue, but I
had little time to waste.

 "I do not think," Sibeal said reflectively, "the Master of the Straitswishes to let any vessel draw nigh."

 "He'll let yours." I kept a wary eye on the hawk as the HeadFalconer eased it onto a distant perch near
the doorway onto the courtyard. "Unless I miss my guess.”

 "He might." The words were murmured, her head bowed. "I cannotsay."

 "You love him." I made the words blunt. It cost me, to say it; morethan I had reckoned. It struck home
in my own heart, and I saw herhead rise, eyes startled. "He's D'Angeline, Sibeal, Tsingano or no.Loveas
thou wilt.I saw it, on Alba, all those years ago."

 "Moiread." She breathed her sister's name; youngest of them all,slain in battle in Alba these many years
gone by, a loss still grieved. "It was Moiread who made his heart glad. He might have loved her,and she
him. Who can say? There was you, then and now. And I, Iam only..."

 "Alive." I said. "Alive, and in love. Well and so, Sibeal, we tooare sisters in this, for he is dear to my
heart. But Moiread is dead, andI...I have a long road to follow. Hyacinthe will understand that, ifanyone
will. Tell him I walk theLungo Drom on his behalf, Joscelinand I. He was right about that. He saw it
before I did. Tell him . . . tell him I go seeking the Name of God. Will you do that for me?"

 "Yes. If he will allow it, I will tell him." Sibeal extended a handtoward one of the fledglings, stroking its
half-grown plumage with oneslender brown finger. "They are called eyasses, did you know? Theyoung
birds. Eyasses. It is a lovely word, I think."
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 "It is." I thought of the acolyte Liliane at the sanctuary of Elua,and our mounts following her in a line. I
thought of the Battle of BrynGorrydum, where Moiread had died, and the black boar that had burstfrom
the treeline there, giving the element of surprise into the hands ofDrustan's forces. Truly, there were things
in this world beyond myunderstanding. "Thank you, Sibeal."

 "Come back." Her dark, visionary's eyes held mine. "It is what hewould ask of you. However far you
go, whether you find what youseek or no. Whatever is to become of us all. Come back."

 A shiver brushed my skin, a touch of magic that was ancient whenElua was young. Earth's Eldest
Children, they call themselves; barbarians, Drustan might jest, but they are older than we. "I will try," I
promised, bowing my head to Necthana's daughter and taking my leave.

 Joscelin was awaiting me in the courtyard—the weathering yard,the falconers call it, where the birds are
trained on long lines. He hadpadding wrapped about his vambraced forearm, a peregrine's talonsbiting
deep into the leather as one of the Head Falconer's apprenticesinstructed him. "Phèdre!" He grinned,
hoisting the bird to display it."What do you think? Shall we build a mews at Montrève?”

 "Elua willing." I stood back a healthy distance, regarding the peregrine's fierce, round eye, its raptor's
beak. I had seen that look on mypatrons; I did not need to endure it from a bird. "We may build a
bestiary, if you like, providing we return in one piece. Are you ready?"

 With some reluctance, Joscelin returned the peregrine unto itskeeper, and we departed. It was only one
of several meetings I hadarranged prior to our leave-taking, and 'twas the next I dreaded themost.

 I have learned, in my trade and in my life, to deal with monarchsand their kin, with seers and scholars,
priests and pirates alike. But ifthere is one person capable of striking fear into my heart, it is my
couturiere,Favrielle nó Eglantine.

 To be sure, she owed me a debt of gratitude; and never let meforget for an instant that it was a most
unwelcome debt, no matter howmuch she prized the end result—which was, indeed, her freedom andher
fame. If I had not paid the price of her marque to Eglantine House,she would have toiled in obscurity long
into her middle years. Well and so; I do not think it was such a terrible thing to have done!

 Nonetheless, Favrielle misliked the burden of gratitude.

 "Short notice," she said in the antechamber of her salon. "What asurprise, Comtesse." As if I'd not gone
to the trouble of making an appointment. "Are you in need of a gown for the Queen's piquet tournament,
or is it some new patron you must now impress?"

 "Neither." I strove to be gracious, ignoring Joscelin's suppressedlaughter. "It's naught that requires your
personal attention. I need tworiding outfits, nothing more, fit for long travel."

 "Nothing more." Favrielle nó Eglantine raised her brows, red-gold, like her mop of curls and the freckles
sprinkled across her impish nose. On anyone else, it would have looked charming; Favrielle managed to
convey unspeakable disdain. "All the world looks to Terre d'Ange toset the mode of fashion, and all
Terre d'Ange looks to the City of Elua. And in the City of Elua, everyone looks to Phèdre nó Delaunay,
theComtesse de Montrève, because they knowI clothe you, on the road no less than in the ballroom. Do
not presume to tell me, Comtesse,what does and does not require my personal attention. So. Where do
you travel?"
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 "La Serenissima and Menekhet," I said humbly. "And afterward,Jebe-Barkal."

 "Jebe-Barkal!" It took her by surprise, but only for an instant.Favrielle's green eyes narrowed in thought.
"You'll want somewhat lightin weight, then, and none too close-fitting, but sturdy enough to wear.Light
colors, too, but naught that will show the stain of travel." Shenodded decisively. "Come. I'll show you
some fabrics."

 Casting a backward glance at Joscelin, I followed Favrielle into thedepths of her salon; two floors, it
occupied now, an entire building in the clothiers' district. The building, she owned outright. Her staff of
drapers and cutters and embroiderers, seamstresses and tailors, watchedus with amusement and an
obvious fondness for the irascible mistressof their salon.

 In the end, I chose two fabrics—a saffron wool, fine-carded and light as a cloud, and a raw silk of pale
celadon green.

 "You can wear it," Favrielle said critically, holding a length of thebolt near my face. "Although it's not
your best color." She surveyedme, scarred lip curling. "I suppose I'll need to take your measurements
anew?"

 "They've not changed since you measured me last," I said withsome heat.

 "If you say so." Her eyebrows rose again. I sighed, and let hermeasure me anew, standing patient as the
knotted cord was wrappedaround my breast, waist and hips. Favrielle made notations on a pieceof
foolscap.

 "Well?" I asked.

 Head averted beneath the tumbled mass of red-gold curls, she hida smile. "It seems your measurements
are unchanged, Comtesse."

 "I told you as much."

 "You did." Without lifting her head, Favrielle made a rough sketchof riding attire in a series of swift,
elegant lines. "This is what I'mthinking, do you see? Conventional, but with a looseness of drape that
affords better motion and permits the flow of air. And an overgarment,broad-sleeved and hooded, that
will keep off the sun's glare or thenight's chill. Will it suit?"

 "Yes." I looked at her handiwork and sighed. "Beautifully. Howsoon can you have it done?"

 "Come back in two days for a final fitting." She sketched a fine border of embroidery, then looked up at
me. The indirect light caughtthe genuine curiosity in her green eyes, showed plainly the scar tissuethat
twisted her upper lip. If not for that, Favrielle would have been anadept of Eglantine House, a Servant of
Naamah in her own right. "WhyJebe-Barkal?”

 "Because," I said. "There is somewhat I must do there. It is a debtI owe a friend."

 "A debt." She cocked her head, lip curling. "You're very keen ondebts, Comtesse."

 Anger born of long frustration blossomed within me, and I met her gaze with a level stare. "Mock me if
you will, but you are of EglantineHouse, Favrielle, and trained there nigh to adept status. You know the
art of telling tales as well as that of draping cloth; it was you who toldme the story of Naamah's daughter
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Mara, the firstanguissette. Do youknow the tale of how a Tsingano half-breed called the Prince of Trav
ellers became the Master of the Straits?"

 For once, Favrielle nó Eglantine's regard held something in it that saw me as a fellow mortal being, and
not an inconvenience and anunpleasant reminder of an unwanted favor. "I know it," she said softly."I have
heard it told."

 "Well." I ran a length of cloth-of-gold between my fingers. "It isnot ended. And that is why I must go to
Jebe-Barkal."

 "So." She bent over her drawing, adding an unnecessary fillip of embellishment. "Two days. And,"
Favrielle looked up, eyes gleaming,"you might pay a visit to the marquist, Comtesse. You've need of a
good limning."

 In her own infuriating way, Favrielle was right, of course; 'twas onmy list of things to be accomplished
ere we departed for La Serenissima. I thought on it with amusement and annoyance as I lay on the
limning-table in the marquist's shop. It was an exquisite torture, the keen, ink-dipped needles piercing my
skin, rendering the lines of my marque cleanand bold. Whatever claim Kushiel may have on me—and it is
a prodigious one—I am Naamah's Servant too, twice-pledged of my own volition. It would not do to
set out on a journey of this magnitude withmy marque ill-tended.

 When it was finished, I regarded myself in the mirror of the marquist's well-heated shop, gazing over my
shoulder. It was well done.The black-thorn vine designed by Master Robert Tielhard was immaculate
against my fair skin, twining the length of my spine, accented bycrimson petals. The marquist bowed,
honoring the work more than thewearer. I paid him generously nonetheless. The Marquists' Guild tithesto
the Temple of Naamah. A gift to one was a gift to the other.

 Naamah, I prayed silently, do not forget your Servant.

 There was a good deal more to be done, and much of it dull andprosaic. I met with my factor, Jacques
Brenin, to discuss my finances.We agreed on arrangements for the coming year—which is to say, I
acceded to his suggestions, which were always good—and he gave mepromissory notes for the Banco
Tribune in La Serenissima and a money-lending house he knew by repute in Iskandria.

 I paid a visit, by day and sober, to Emile in Night's Doorstep. Tohim I gave my heartfelt thanks, and a
purse of gold coin, which he made to refuse. "No." I closed his fingers over the purse. "Keep it,Emile.
Half for yourself, or theDidikani of the City if you wish, andhalf for Kristof, Oszkar's son. Let it be
known that it is out of gratitude, in honor of Hyacinthe, Anasztaizia's son. I ask nothing in return but
silence."

 "Tsingani do not meddle ingadje affairs," Emile said automatically, then grinned. "Not those who walk
theLungo Drom, any mind. So youfound the missing prince?"

 "I found his trail," I said. "And I will cross it again, Elua willing.But my duty is done to the best of my
ability. It is Hyacinthe's questI undertake now."

 TWENTY-SIX

 On THE following day, I was no less idle, meeting with AudineDavul at the City Academy and listening
spellbound as she told meaught that she might of Jebe-Barkal. In my ignorance, I had conceivedof it
solely as a desert land, like unto the Umaiyyat; but there weremountains, she assured me, and valleys
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dense with foliage, vast inlandlakes and one of the most spectacular waterfalls in existence.

 Our journey, as best I could guess, would take us through all theseterrains and more.

 "Show no weakness," Audine Davul cautioned Joscelin and mealike. "They are a proud folk, and
capable of great generosity and greatcruelty alike. These descendents of Shalomon of whom you
speak—I know nothing of them save what is told in story. But in the north . . .Jebeans are jealous of their
pride. Give every courtesy, and never revealfear."

 We thanked her, and Joscelin bowed deeply. I tried to imagine himshowing fear, and failed. Then I
remembered him in the hut in Waldemar Selig's steading where he had wished to die, enchained, his
hands raw with chilblains, lank-haired and wild-eyed.

 All things are possible.

 Even the worst of things.

 I'd made a fair-copy of Audine's translation of the Jebean scrollupon our return to the City of Elua and
had it sent to Eleazar benEnokh, my favorite Yeshuite scholar. It was upon Eleazar that I intended to call
that afternoon—and I will own, it was an encounter I anticipatedwith some excitement. Ten years of my
life I'd given to the pursuit ofthe Name of God. To be sure, I was a long way from finding it, but I looked
forward to hearing Eleazar's thoughts with a scholar's arcanepassion.

 "I'll send the carriage back for you," Joscelin promised, droppinga kiss upon my brow. His mouth
quirked in a half-smile. "I am eagerto hear the shortened version of Rebbe Eleazar's impressions. I fear
the full might of them would be too much for Cassiel's simple servant to endure."

 "Liar," I said affectionately. He laughed and took his leave.

 Within, I found Eleazar aquiver with excitement, sitting cross-legged on his prayer mats and slapping his
bony knees, the translatedKefra Neghaston the floor in front of him. "Phèdre nó Delaunay!" heexclaimed.
"What a treasure you have found! Come, and let us share our thoughts on this matter."

 I took my place opposite him, kneeling, and opened the originalscroll with its painted illustrations,
weighting it carefully at the corners."You think there is merit in it, father?"

 "Merit, of a surety. It is a tale, is it not?" He shrugged. "You ask if it is true. Who can say? You must go
and see for yourself."

 "But you think it may be so."

 Eleazar ben Enokh paused, then nodded. "I think it may be so, atleast in part. Trade and war alike
existed between the Habiru nationand Jebe-Barkal in the old days. This Queen, Makeda— " he pointed
at the parchment, " —it is not impossible. Shalomon had many wives,including Pharaoh's daughter. The
ring..."He tapped his lower teethin absent thought. "Folklore says it bore the Name of God, and withit
Shalomon commanded demons to build the Temple. What is the grainof truth at the heart of that pearl,
eh? Perhaps with the ring of hisfather's authority, Melek al'Hakim commanded the architect Khiram,
whose father was of the Tribe of Dân. His mother . . . ah!" His browneyes glinted. "Perhaps she followed
other faiths, yes? And Khiram's workmen also? Worshipping Asherat-of-the-Sea, and Baal of the high
places."
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 "Mayhap," I said slowly. It made sense, though I was reluctant toown it. "Then you think it is a myth, no
more?"

 "Shalomon's Ring." Eleazar's voice softened, growing kinder. "Forgive me, for your scroll poses
answers to mighty questions, and in myjoy, I forget they are not the answers you seek. If you ask me, do
Ibelieve in my heart that Shalomon's Ring was inscribed with the Nameof God . . . the answer is no,
Phèdre nó Delaunay. I do not believe it.I have sought too long on the paths of prayer to believe the
Word iswrit on a mere gem." He leaned forward, touching the diamond of theCompanion's Star on my
breast. "Here is etched the sigil of Elua, yes?It commands a mighty boon. But it is a human token, no less
and nomore, and it is the Queen who must answer to it, and not Blessed Eluahimself. This I know to be
true. So, I believe, of Shalomon's Ring."

 I closed my hand over the brooch and stared at the scroll. "Thenyou do not believe this Melek al'Hakim
carried away the Name ofGod?"

 Eleazar shook his head. "I do not say this. There are paths of prayerthe Children of Yisra-el have
forgotten. It may be that Melek al'Hakim and the Tribe of Dân remember. And there is this," he added,
indicatinga line.

 ' . . . and Melek al'Hakim was anointed by Zadok the priest,Melek-Zadok he became, and with Khiram
son of Khiram and his peoplewho were of Dân, and twenty of the Tribe of Levi, that is, Aaron'sline, they
did despoil the Temple of Shalomon of its vessels and treasures, and fled amid the strife to Menekhet,' "
I read aloud, then sat backon my heels. "What do you make of it, father?"

 "Whatever Melek al'Hakim took with him, he had the priesthood's blessing," Eleazar said simply. "I do
not know. Perhaps it was the Nameof God. What other treasure is worth protecting more?"

 "The Temple was built to house the Signs of the Covenant," I said.

 "Yes." Eleazar nodded. "Moishe's Tablets, Aaron's Rod, and a jarof manna. So it is written, and it is
written that the Ark which heldthem was taken to the mountains and hidden in the time of Judah
Maccabeus." He shrugged. "Perhaps it is so. If it is, it has passed beyondmortal knowledge. But this
object..."He pointed to the Jebean scroll, the original, where two men carried a cloth-covered chest on
long poles."It is shrouded, yes. And yet to my eyes, it looks very like that Arkwhich is described in the
Tanakh. Do you not discern, here, the outlineof two cherubim, facing one another?"

 I squinted at it. "It may be so."

 "It may." A grin broke over Eleazar's homely face, making it foran instant lovely. "Who can say, Phèdre
nó Delaunay? It is a mystery,and one that we who follow the teachings of Yeshua ben Yosef have
abandoned. Who needs the voice of Adonai speaking between the cherubim when the Mashiach has
walked the earth, flesh and blood andsomewhat more besides? Who needs the Name of God, when His
Sonhas spoken the Word of redemption and pledged a new covenant?"

 I thought of the terrible power and anguish caught behind Hyacinthe's eyes, of the yawning chasm that
had opened in the sea betweenus and the awesome, wrathfulpresence moving in its depths. "Not allof
Adonai's creatures accepted Yeshua's covenant with obedience, father. Rahab, who is the Prince of the
Deep, did not; and it is Hyacinthewho suffers for it. If there is no power in Elua's lore nor in Yeshua'sto
turn him aside, if the Name of God is the only power to whichRahab must answer, thenI need it."

 "Perhaps it is so." Eleazar was silent for a moment. "You answer your own questions, and I can tell you
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no more. Is there merit in thescroll's tale? I cannot say. You must go to Jebe-Barkal and see. Onlyone
other thing may I tell you, Phèdre nó Delaunay, one true thing."He folded his hands, his expression grave.
"Adonai is beyond our mortalcompass. To receive His Name, we must approach Him in perfect trustand
love, to make of the self a vessel where the self is not."

 "Eleazar." I swallowed. "I'm not sure what that means."

 "Nor am I," he said gently, "though I have sought it these manyyears. I know only that it is true, for it was
taught to me by my teacher and his teacher before him, as long as the Children of Yisra-El have endured.
Although you do not worship Adonai, you are Elua's child, Phèdre, and as such know something of love.
Perhaps the way will berevealed."

 "Thank you, Eleazar," I said, rising from my kneeling position. "Ipray you are right."

 Well, it was less than I might have wished, but it was enough—enough to keep hope alive, at any rate. It
seems strange to me that apeople could be so dispersed, that so much of their lore and history could be
forgotten, though mayhap it is unjust of me to think thusly.We are different, we D'Angelines, but what we
have, we could lose aseasily. Waldemar Selig's invasion had proved that much.

 Yes, I thought, and how well would we endure then, trusting tothe love of Blessed Elua to sustain us for
a thousand years, keeping ourfaith? What tales would we still tell of Kushiel's justice, of Camael'smight,
of Eisheth's compassion, of Anael's husbandry, of Shemhazai'scleverness, Azza's pride and Naamah's
generosity? Would we still admire Cassiel's loyalty, or reckon it folly? And Elua, Blessed Elua . . .what
solace would we find in our wandering, misbegotten deity, whosesole province was Love?

 I was ashamed, then, of my thoughts, and gave my blessing untoEleazar ben Enokh. He embraced me at
our parting, and his kind wife,Adara, did too. His parting words stayed with me, and I pondered onthem.
How could the self be where the self was not? In the end, it waslike all mysteries: Unknowable. I would
worry about that, I thought,in Jebe-Barkal.

 "So?" Joscelin asked when I returned home. "What has the Rebbe to say?"

 "Little enough," I said. "Less than I expected, though more than Imight have feared. He says we must go
and see for ourselves."

 He nodded, accepting my words, his mouth twisting wryly. "Wellenough, then. Melisande Shahrizai was
right in one thing, at least. Thescholar's art has taken you as far as it may. We will see what answers
Jebe-Barkal holds."

 It seemed soon, too soon, to be leaving the City of Elua once morewhen we had only scarce returned,
but my business was settled and myaffairs in order, my farewells said anew. We dined that night in the
garden, a quiet meal, Joscelin and Ti-Philippe and I, amid a profoundair of melancholy. Young Hugues
sat some distance away, playing a sad, sweet tune on his flute. He was a better musician than poet, and
the soft, piping notes rose plaintively in the twilight, born on the lingering scent of sun-warmed herbs.

 Eugenie served us herself, as she had before, and if her expressionwas reserved, there were volumes of
reproach in her eyes. I was torn in myself as I had never known, at once longing to stay, yearning tobe
gone.

 "Let me go with you." Ti-Philippe came out with it at last, slamming his wineglass down on the table.
Red wine slopped over the edge,staining the immaculate linen. His eyes glistened with emotion in the
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fairy-light of the torches. "Please, my lady. It's a dark road, the Tsingano said so himself, and already it
has taken a branching you couldnot have guessed. Who can say what lies ahead? Can you truly affordto
turn away aid freely given? Even a Cassiline can use someone towatch his back."

 The sound of Hugues' flute halted. Joscelin regarded me withoutspeaking, by which I knew he did not
disagree.

 I looked at Ti-Philippe's face, open and earnest. Of all of Phèdre'sBoys, he had always been the most
easy in his manner, the one leastcapable of hiding aught he thought or felt. He'd sworn his loyalty tome on
a whim, a jest, so long ago—and yet he'd kept it, and provedit a hundred times over. I thought of his
comrades, of Remy and Fortun,and how they had died. It had taken a half-dozen of Benedicte's mento
bring down Remy, who had sung so sweetly and died cursing. AndFortun, ah! My steady Fortun, who
had almost made the door, a daggerto his kidneys and another to his heart.

 These things I thought, and gazed at Ti-Philippe in the torchlight until his face wavered, and I saw him
pale and dead, his throat gaping in a scarlet grin.

 "No." The word came out harsher than I had intended. I shuddered,blinking, "No." I said it again, with
gentle firmness. "This road is notfor you, Chevalier."

 What he heard in my voice, I cannot say, but it was enough. Ti-Philippe bowed his head, unruly hair
shadowing his brow. His handclosed hard around the wineglass, white at the knuckles. "So be it," hesaid
roughly. "My lady, I will keep your hearth until you return. Butknow that in my heart, I ride at your side."

 On the marble bench where he played his flute, Hugues burst intotears.

 So it was decided.

 That night I slept, and dreamed again—the nightmare, the sameI'd had before. It was the same to nearly
every detail. Once again Istood in the prow of a ship, one of the swift Illyrian ships with itscanted sail, my
heart breaking as the stony shore of the island recededand Hyacinthe's boyish voice cried out across the
widening gulf,"Phèdre, Phèdre!" It was his voice, alive in memory, the same that hadgreeted me in
merriment, that had dared me to steal sweets in thecrowded marketplace of Night's Doorstep, that had
shouted warningwhen the Dowayne's men came to fetch me back to Cereus House,tinged now with
terror and loneliness.

 But the boy, the boy who wept on the shore and stretched out hisarms in a futile plea, had skin the hue
of new ivory and hair that fellin a blue-black shimmer, and his features were not those of Hyacinthe.

 "I am coming," I murmured in desperate petition, thick-tonguedand half awake at the greying of dawn, "I
am coming." And then Iwoke and knew myself in my own bed, with Joscelin asleep beside me,peaceful
in repose. While I am safe, no dreams trouble his sleep. I give him nightmares enough waking. I lay
awake and stared at the ceiling,wondering to which boy I had spoken—the Hyacinthe-that-was of my
memory, or Imriel de la Courcel, whom I had never met. The patternof fate, like the Name of God, was
too vast to hold.

 Wondering, I slept and dreamed myself awake and wondering still,and knew no more until Joscelin
shook me gently awake, and I openedmy eyes to bright sunlight.

 It was time to go.
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 TWENTY-SEVEN

 WERE attacked by bandits on the northern route through Caerdicca Unitas.

 It bears telling, for it served me a grave reminder of the limits ofmy own wisdom. I was so confidant in
my own dire destiny, so sure Ihad done the right thing in forbidding Ti-Philippe to accompany us, that I
paid scant heed to the normal dangers the road posed to a lonepair of travellers.

 The new riding attire I'd commissioned from Favrielle nó Eglantinewas all she had promised; fluid and
comfortable, with an elegance ofline and richness of fabric that fair shouted D'Angeline nobility. Of a
surety, it did so to those who attacked us, reckoning a D'Angelinenoblewoman and her single
man-at-arms easy prey.

 We were a day's ride west of Pavento when it happened. An irony,that; it is where Ysandre's couriers
were slain, attempting to outrace Melisande's messengers many years ago. I daresay we had been more
vigilant on our first journey. Still, it happened nigh too fast for thought,in a deserted stretch of road.

 One moment, Joscelin and I were riding quietly side by side, trailing our newly acquired packhorses
behind us; the next, some eight men hadswarmed out of the hills.

 They were Caerdicci, by the look of them, although some few may have had Skaldic blood. Poor and
hungry, to a man; outcasts and brigands, with no armor and shoddy weapons. Two of them ran behind
us,severing the lead-lines to our packhorses and claiming them. One wasat my side before I'd scarce
blinked, a grubby hand clutching my riding skirts while the other shoved the point of a dagger at my
waist. Another held my mare's bridle. Joscelin's gelding reared, having once beenbattle-trained; he
swore, getting it under control. Three men rangedaround him with knives and makeshift spears and one
notched sword,and their leader stepped into the road before us.

 He held a crossbow, fine and new and gleaming, and I've no doubtit was stolen. Still, he held it cocked
and level, pointed directly atJoscelin.

  

 And no more did he get out, for in a motion too quick for the eyeto detect, Joscelin ripped one of his
daggers from its sheath, hurling itat the bandit leader. The man's lips continued to move even as his hand
rose, perplexed, fumbling at the hilt protruding from his throat, and hisbody slumped sideways.

 In the instant of gaping surprise that followed, I clasped my handstogether and brought them down hard
on the head of the man whoseknife poked at my ribs. He staggered and looked at me open-mouthed,but
I had already set heels to my mare's flanks, hearing the ringingsound of Joscelin's sword being drawn.

 "Cassiel!" His shout rose bright and hard on the midday air, theline of his blade arcing like a scythe as it
sheared through flesh andbone, a spray of crimson blood following. His face was set in perfectfury. At a
safe distance, I drew in my mare and sat her, trembling.Three men dead and another wounded, and he
not trained to fight onhorseback. He dismounted, stalking the remaining four. Seeing one retrieve the
crossbow from their fallen leader, I drew breath to shout awarning, but Joscelin was already turning,
braid flying out in a straightline, sword grasped in his two-handed grip.

 The bandit closed his eyes and pulled the crossbow's trigger, whispering a prayer to any Caerdicci
deities listening. There were none. Thebolt flew and Joscelin's vambraces flashed, deflecting the quarrel.
Cassiline Brothers actually prepare for such feats. He advanced, the backstroke of his sword perfectly
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level, catching his assailant even as theman fumbled to load another bolt. The bandit crumpled at the
waist and lay bleeding into the dust of the road.

 The others scattered. One of the packhorses balked and threw his head up hard, tearing the lead-line
from his captor's hand; the otherspooked. A pair of the remaining bandits waved their arms and shouted
as they ran, endeavoring to scare it into the foothills. The woundedman followed at a hunched, limping
run.

 For a moment, I thought Joscelin would remount and pursue them,then I saw him gather himself.
Thrusting his fingers between his lips,he gave the shrill, trilling whistle that summoned all our mounts. It isa
trade-secret of Tsingani horse-trainers, though they taught it to us;more than that, I have sworn not to
say. The errant packhorse camerunning, and my own mare's ears perked. I nudged her to a trot.

 Joscelin stood in the road, breathing hard, blood sliding in crimsonrunnels toward the point of his
lowered sword. "You're all right?" heasked without looking at me.

 "I'm fine." I didn't wholly trust my voice.

 He nodded, wiping his blade carefully on the roughspun tunic adorning the nearest corpse, and then,
without warning, knelt in thedust. With his head bowed, he laid his sword down and crossed hisforearms,
murmuring a Cassiline prayer. The packhorses and I waitedsilently, while his gelding leaned in to whuffle
his hair in curiosity.Joscelin's eyes, when he rose, were filled with anguish.

 "It gets easier, you know." In one fluid motion, he sheathed hissword at his back and went to pluck his
thrown dagger from the throatof the bandit leader, face averted from me. "Too easy."

 "I'm sorry." There was nothing else I could say.

 "I know." Cleaning and sheathing his dagger, he went about thebusiness of splicing our severed
lead-lines. "Give me a hand, you've abetter touch with knots."

 I worked without comment. When we had finished, we remountedand rode onward toward Pavento,
where we sought lodgings for the night and reported the incident to the Principe's guard. No further
hostilities troubled us that day or the next. If the local banditry had anynetwork of information, I daresay
word went out along the northernroute that the pair of harmless-looking D'Angeline travellers were best
left undisturbed.

 On the next day, we reached La Serenissima.

 Twilight hovered smoky and blue on the waters of the canals andsoft roseate hues washed the buildings
around the Campo Grande, hereand there picked out with a brazen note of gilt where the sun's dyingrays
still pierced. Laughter carried over water, and voices raised in song.The painted bissoni and gondoli were
out, young men of the HundredWorthy Families courting and wooing in the ways of Serenissiman no
bility.

 It could have been my world. I even entertained the thought—once, briefly, for a heartbeat's space of
time. Severio Stregazza, who isthe Doge's grandson, proposed marriage to me in this city. His family
would never have permitted it, of course. Still, he did not know it atthe time.

 I looked at Joscelin's profile, silhouetted against the deep blue offalling night.
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 I never doubted that I chose aright.

 It made it all the harder to ask him what I had to ask, that nightin the dining-hall of our elegant inn, the
same we'd stayed in before.I'd no more inclination than I'd had the first time to burden any of my
acquaintances in La Serenissima with this visit. The rooms were fineand the service well-trained; the food
was outstanding for Caerdiccifare.

 "Joscelin."

 Amid the clamor of voices and rattling cutlery, he caught the hesitation in my tone. "What is it?"

 I beckoned for the neatly-attired servant to bring more of the sweet muscat wine the inn served with its
dessert course. He bowed, smiling with pleasure, and refilled my glass. I took a sip, and another,
delaying."I want to go alone tomorrow."

 Joscelin sat unmoving, then blinked, once. Something hard surfacedin his expression. "To see Melisande.
Why?"

 "Because." I turned the delicate wineglass, watching the candlelightrefracted in the fluted rim. It was
exquisitely made. Serenissiman work,no doubt, blown on the Isla Vitrari. "What I have to tell her...it is
about her son. And it is a matter between her and Kushiel. No oneelse."

 "Oh, Phèdre." It was the sorrow in his voice that jerked my gazeback to his. "Do you have such a care
for her pride? Even still?"

 "It's not only that. Not pride." I shook my head. "Joscelin . . . you saw the children, the children we
saved. And they were the lucky ones.I have to tell her that."

 "It is Kushiel's justice," he said softly. "You said so yourself."

 "Yes." I drained my glass and set it back. "Did you think it just, when we found those children in
Amílcar?"

 He didn't answer immediately. "It is not for me to judge."

 "Nor I. But I think...I think there is no one in the world whodespises Melisande Shahrizai with the same
purity of emotion as you."My voice was shaking, a little. "And I think that when she learns thatKushiel
has chosen to punish her by exacting payment for her sins fromher son...I think that even Melisande
deserves to hear it alone."

 Joscelin's voice was harsh. "Do you think she would offer you thesame compassion?"

 To impart suffering without compassion . . .

 "It doesn't matter." I swallowed, hard. "Joscelin, I am not easy inmy heart with this. I have served
Kushiel all my life, and never questioned his will. I question it now. I do not see that the end justifies the
means. And I am made to endure pain, to revel in it, not to inflict it.To deliver this news with you
glowering over my shoulder...I don'tthink I can do it."

 "I wouldn't glower," he said automatically, then sighed, pressingthe heels of his hands against his
eye-sockets. "All right. All right, all right. Do as you must, and I will wait in the Temple proper."
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Droppinghis hands, he looked at me with slightly bloodshot eyes. "Will it suffice?"

 "Yes," I whispered. "Thank you."

 "Don't." He shook his head. "I think your compassion is wastedon Melisande."

 Thence the need for ananguissetteto balance the scales.

 "I know," I said miserably. "And mayhap you are right. But I canonly act according to the dictates of my
nature, not hers."

 "Love as thou wilt," said Joscelin, and sighed again.

 In the morning we went to the Temple of Asherat-of-the-Sea.

 Poets and philosophers alike have written of the sense of strangenessthat one encounters from time to
time of a moment lived before; aplace, a person, a chance word, that triggers something in one's memory
that says, yes, I remember, that is how it was, that is exactly how it was. So I have read, but I have never
encountered such a thing save that there was reason for it. I felt it that day. I had been here before,in this
city built on water, beneath the great golden domes of the Temple. Full many a time had I met the blank
stare of the great effigy ofAsherat, towering vast and stony above the altar, carved waves surgingat her
feet.

 I brought honeycakes, the first time. The second, I usurped hervoice.

 It was a bargain we had struck, the goddess and I.

 And I had come with Ysandre, who had the right to order mebecause she was my Queen; and I had
come, last of all, with Joscelin,as I came now, amid the priestesses of the Elect, with their whisperingblue
robes and the veils of silver net that hid their faces, glass beadsshimmering like wire-strung tears, bare
feet moving soundlessly overthe floor.

 "I will wait," Joscelin said to me, making a formal Cassiline bow,his hands clenched into fists beneath the
steel mesh gauntlets of his vambraces. Amid the murmurous presence of the priestesses, the fiercesoft
pride of the Temple eunuchs with their ceremonial spears, heseemed an alien thing, hard-edged and
masculine.

 "I will return," I promised. He thought me a fool; I know hethought me a fool for my compassion. Was
I? I didn't know. I followedthe Elect priestess down the winding corridors, wondering.What do youowe
Melisande, that you must deliver this news yourself?So Ysandre hadasked me, and rightfully so. She was
my liege and my sovereign, Ysandrede la Courcel; she had believed, when any other would have
doubted. She had raised me up and given me every honor, given methe Companion's Star to wear at my
breast, called me her near-cousin.When I thought of courage, when I thought of loyalty, it wore
Ysandre's face as I had seen it on our return from La Serenissima, when shehad parted the troops of
Percy de Somerville's army and ridden withoutfaltering to the very walls of the City of Elua.

 And when I thought of love, it wore Joscelin's face.

 Phèdre!

 But there was Melisande's voice in my memory too, unstrung withshock, her beautiful eyes wide with
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fear after I had cracked open myskull against my cell in La Dolorosa. I had seen it, as I slumped to the
floor.

 A kiss, one kiss. It took all that I had to resist it.

 She had only touched me once, since. And that with the point of adagger. Joscelin's dagger. I'd have let
her kill me, if she could. Shecouldn't.

 It was the same, all the same. The gilt-hinged door, the priestessof the Elect giving the double knock and
announcing my name in the soft, slurring Caerdicci dialect they use in that city. It was the sameroom, filled
with slanting sunlight and the soft splashing of an unseen fountain. The sound of the door closing, leaving
us alone, was the same.Even the fragrance was the same; a little deeper, in summer, of waterand
sun-warmed marble and flowering shrubs, and the scent, the faint, musky spice I would have known
anywhere, could have picked blindfolded out of a crowd, the unique fragrance of Melisande, who stood
waiting.

 And the wave, the wave of emotion was the same, hatred and loveand desire, cracking my heart to bits
and grinding the fragments.Only this time, I saw the fear in her eyes. And this time, I knelt.

 TWENTY-EIGHT

 "tell me."

 Melisande's eyes closed, lids dusky with blue veins, shuttered againstthe pain. I have done such a thing
myself. I have seen it in others. Ihad never seen it in Melisande. I had been right to come alone. Her
lashes curled like ebony wave-crests. I am D'Angeline. I cannot fail tonotice such things.

 "There was," I said, searching for words, "no conspiracy."

 Her eyes opened. "What, then?"

 I told her.

 What I had expected, I cannot say. She bore it; she bore it well. I do not think anyone who knew her
less than I—and who that may be,I do not know—would have seen her flinch, would have seen the
awful comprehension that filled the deep-blue wells of her eyes. It struck her hard. Any mortal enemy she
could have outwitted, outplotted. Not this.Not random chance, and the shadow of Kushiel's hand
overhanging it.

 "He is alive?" It was the first thing she said, the first she was able to say, forced between clenched teeth.

 "I believe him to be so." The marble floor was hard beneath myknees, the discomfort of it lending me
focus. "The Menekhetan saw hisvalue. He paid in hard coin. By that token, I believe Imriel lives."

 Melisande took a step, two steps. One hand reached out, entangled in my hair, wrenching my head
upright. My neck straining, I staredupward, meeting her blazing eyes. I felt my breath shallow in my lungs,
my heart beating fast and hard. I should have withdrawn from her,pulled away. To save my life, I couldn't
do it. She had been my patron,once; the only one to whom I ever wholly surrendered. In a way I
shuddered to acknowledge, Melisande's very touch was imprinted onmy soul, and I felt her pain as my
own. "You are sure?" she askedsoftly, searching my face. "You are very, very sure of this tale, Phèdrenó
Delaunay?"
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 "The Carthaginians were put to torture," I whispered. "My lady, I watched it. I asked the questions
myself. I'm sorry. But I am very, verysure."

 She let me go and turned away. Bereft of her grip, I wavered onmy knees. I gazed at her back, heard
her murmur a single word. "Kushiel."

 "Yes." My voice was hoarse, my throat thick with desire and compassion.

 Melisande's head bowed. Whatever else one may say of her, shenever lacked for courage. I knelt in
silence, knowing what she knew. Ihave lived through thethetalos in the cavern of the Temenos. I know
what it is to confront blood-guilt.

 Never for a child of my birth. That I will never know.

 "They will pay." Her voice was flat, her hands fisted at her sides."The Carthaginians, the ones who began
it...they are dead men."

 "My lady." I cleared my throat, found my voice. "It is done. Theirheads were adorning spikes in the
Plaza del Rey ere we left Amílcar."

 "So." Her shoulders slumped; only a fraction. It was enough. I saw.Straightening, she crossed the room
and opened the coffer, the sameone that had held the Jebean scroll. "I promised you the name of aguide."

 I rose to accept it, unfolding in the single, elegant motion I wastaught in the Night Court. Our fingers
brushed as she handed me ascrap of vellum. I glanced down to see an unfamiliar name, an address.

 "He hires out to guide caravans from Menekhet to Jebe-Barkal,"Melisande said without inflection. "I am
assured that he knows whereto find the descendents of Saba. I cannot swear it is true, but my in
formation is good. There is only so much I can do, here."

 "Thank you." The words sounded stupid. I felt stupid. She gave a bitter smile.

 "You have done what I asked, Phèdre nó Delaunay. I was notwrong to choose you." Her eyes searched
my face again. "Tell meabout the Queen's delegation to Iskandria."

 I told her, and watched her pace, watched life return, her mindworking as the first shock diminished,
calculations moving behind herfeatures. And Elua help me, but I loved her for it, a little bit. Evenso...

 "Melisande.”

 It stopped her. She turned to look atme.

 I shook my head. "You cannot do it. I know how loosely this prisonholds you; believe me, I know. It
gives me nightmares. If you go toIskandria, if you leave this place ..." I paused. "I will know it. I amhere
against my Queen's wishes, against everyone's wishes. There's adeath-sentence on your head,
Melisande, should you abandon Asherat'sprotection. And if you do, I will be honor-bound to do what I
may tosee you thwarted."

 "He is myson!" she spat, features contorting.
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 "I know." Although my voice shook, I stood my ground. "And Iam Kushiel's Chosen, and in liege to
Ysandre de la Courcel. I will goto Lord Amaury Trente, in Iskandria; I will go to Pharaoh, if I need.What
can you do, now, that they cannot? Your resources are spreadthin, and they will be spread thinner if you
must needs evade capture.We have played this game before, my lady. Do you wish to set yourself
against me?"

 Melisande flung back her head, her bright, restless gaze raking thewalls of her salon. Blessed Elua, even
in despair she was splendid! I hadnot seen, until then, that it was a prison. I saw it, then, the subtle, gilded
bars that confined her. She shuddered and grew still, contained. "Youbreak myheart, Phèdre."

 "Yes." A strange, dispassionate sense of calm overtook me. Foronce, at last, we stood upon even
ground. I gazed at her, thinking onit. "You broke mine a long time ago, my lady."

 "Kushiel's Dart." She came near and laid her hand against my face."Naamah's Servant." Her touch was
cool, her expression unreadable. "In the beginning, I thought you were a toy, no more; a dangerous
plaything. I daresay even Anafiel knew no different, though he taughtyou well enough. Later. . . later, I
knew better. A challenge, mayhap;a gauntlet cast down by the gods."

 "And now?" I asked.

 "Now?" Something stirred in the depths of Melisande's eyes, behindher face, beauty honed by grief, a
vengeful cruelty. Our history was written there in all its betrayal and hatred and violent ecstasy.
Dispassionshattered, a momentary thing, transitory and fragile. Her voice lowered,honey-sweet; how had
I forgotten its power? "Now." My blood leaptin answer and my cheek blossomed with heat where she
touched me.A familiar ache squeezed my heart, beat like a pulse between my thighs.I felt my lids grow
heavy, my lips part. To feel it again, the heat ofher, the press of her body, her breasts against mine, that
cruel, experttouch; ah, Elua! I fought to keep from swaying forward. Melisande tookher hand away.
"Now, I don't know, Phèdre."

 This time, her withdrawal hit me like a void; I nearly staggeredagainst it, yearning toward her, the ache in
my heart keening like a winter wind. I had done her a kindness, leaving Joscelin behind. She did me a
kindness now and turned away, speaking over her shoulder.

 "I never wanted a conscience. And yet it seems our lord Kushielhas seen fit to give me what I lacked at
birth. If I have such a thing,it is embodied in you, Phèdre." Melisande turned back, her features
composed, hands folded in her sleeves. "I have heard tell of LordAmaury Trente. A capable man, it is
said, and loyal to the Queen, butnot, I think, a clever one."

 "Clever enough," I replied unthinking.

 One corner of her mouth curled. "He would have gone to the Duke of Milazza to raise an army if
Ysandre had let him. It was you whosuggested the Unforgiven, was it not? I heard they knelt to you."

 It was true enough that I could not deny it. If Amaury Trente hadhad his way ten years ago, we would
have led a foreign army ontoD'Angeline soil. The Unforgiven . . . yes. It had been my idea. Andthey had
knelt. I shrugged with a stoicism I did not feel. "They gavefealty in Kushiel's name. They have much for
which to atone."

 "Enough that the Royal Army let them pass unchallenged." Melisande's face was still and calm, a cameo
carved of ivory. "You threwcoins," she said. Her brows quirked, a distant note of bemusement inher
voice. "Coins."
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 We had; silver coins, bearing the profile of Ysandre de la Courcel,clean and fresh-minted. They'd
arched in showers from the slings ofAmaury Trente's men, fallen like silver rain. I remembered the
soldiers'perplexed faces, staring, glancing from the unprecedented bountygrasped in sword-calloused
hand to the woman who parted their ranks,her face in calm profile, riding inexorably toward the walls of
the Cityof Elua. "Yes," I said softly. "We threw coins."

 Melisande nodded, as though I'd said somewhat more. "And that was you, too."

 No one else had drawn that line, made that connection. It was nota part of the stories, to credit me with
the idea. I gazed at her. "InIllyria," I said, "it is unlawful for a coin to be cast bearing the Ban'simage. I
remembered. I have you to thank for my time as a hostage there, my lady."

 "I thought as much. Kushiel uses his conscience hard." Melisande'sregard was unchanged. "You are
bound for Iskandria. The Menekhetansare subtle, and Lord Amaury Trente is not. You have a gift for
knowledge, and are skilled in the arts of discretion. Whether or not you bearme hatred, my son is
innocent of it. If you are bound to see me rot inthis gilded cage, then I charge you with his welfare."

 To impart suffering without compassion . . .

 "You cannot." My voicewas shaking. "I have done all I might.The debt between us is cleared."

 "No." Melisande shook her head with terrible gentleness. "It willnever be cleared, Phèdre nó Delaunay.
We are bound together. Have you not realized as much?"

 I looked away, remembering my dream, the boy who cried out with Hyacinthe's voice, Imriel's face,
remembering the children in Amílcar,feral and half-blinded by torchlight. "What I may do for your son, I
will, my lady. I would do as much for any child. Beyond that, I makeno promises. The matter is out of my
hands."

 "And in the Queen's," Melisande murmured. She laughed. It wasan awful sound, like glass breaking.
"Who shall claim him in the end,my Imriel, and teach him to blame the mother who doomed him tosuch a
fate. It is a bitter piece of irony that it is no fault of my own."

 "I know," I said, holding her gaze. What else could I say? I did.

 "Let him live to hate me, then; only let him live." The fear wasback, naked and vulnerable. "I gave you a
patron-gift to secure yourmarque. Will you not swear that much?"

  

  

 "You are Kushiel's Chosen," she said abruptly. "This is his doing.Am I mistaken, Phèdre? You did not
think so. Kushiel chooses to punishhis scion. So it may be. But whatever I have done, my son is innocent.
I ask only your aid in seeing him restored. You have a gift for suchmatters, as require the arts of
covertcy. Is it so much to ask that you find it in your heart to ensure he does not suffer further for my
sins?"

 "No," I whispered.
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 Melisande's voice was quiet. "It is a small thing to ask."

 And because I could summon no argument against her, because thepain of her loss was heavy within me,
because I had seen the childrenwe rescued in Amílcar, I swore it, like a fool, my heart filled with a
swelling agony; though I still believed, then, that it was only a matterof overseeing the plans of Lord
Amaury Trente, of ensuring that theboy Imriel was restored with Pharaoh's compliance to his proper
placein the annals of House Courcel. I gazed into Melisande's deep-blue eyesand swore it. "So be it. In
Blessed Elua's name, I promise. I will do what I can."

 "Thank you," she said simply. "I will rest easier for it." She paused;her voice changed. "I wish you luck,
Phèdre, in your own quest. TheTsingano lad . . ." Melisande shook her head. "He stumbled into an
ancient curse. Even I could not have foreseen it."

 "Hedid," I said, the words raw with emotion. It did not sit easywith me that she had exacted my promise
when Hyacinthe's fate hungin the balance. "Hyacinthe saw his end. And he went to it unflinching; for me,
for all of us. You set us on that path, Melisande, whether youknew it or no, whether you intended it or
no. And you would haveused him, if you could. The scroll, the guide..."I raised my hand,clutching the
scrap of vellum. "You've had it all along."

 "Not always." There was a curious frankness to her words. "I havefew weapons left to me, Phèdre;
what would you have me do? I didnot make the curse."

 I looked away, shaking my head. I would never, so long as I lived, understand her. "Nor did you make
the slave-traders, my lady. And yetthey have taken your son."

 "Yes." The word dropped like a stone from her lips. I looked backat her, seeing her pale and steady.
"Do not mistake me. I played agame and lost, and Kushiel has called the reckoning. Would you haveme
say it?" The awful knowledge was still emblazoned in her. "I will.I was a fool. I never believed Kushiel
would exact his payment ininnocent blood."

 "No?" There were tears in my eyes; I blinked them away, laughingmirthlessly. "Oh, my lady, your games
have always ended in the bloodof innocents!"

 Melisande stood very still, watching me, and what she thought, Icould not have said to save my life. With
terrifying gentleness, she took my shoulders, lowered her head and kissed me; softly, fleeting. A brush of
lips, no more. It was enough. "You have always offered yours willingly, Phèdre. And that, my dear, is
the difference."

 When all was said and done, she knew me far, far too well.

 I swayed on my feet, stung to the heart by the piercing sweetnessof her kiss, understanding, at last, why
Benedicte de la Courcel hadbeen willing to commit high treason for her, why so many others haddone the
same.

 Melisande smiled, faint and rueful, her eyes filled with infinite regret."I have only done what I was born to
do. If the gods did not want it,they should not have made me. It seems they repent of their error, since
they have made you instead. You have your myth and your guide,Phèdre nó Delaunay. Go to Iskandria,
and see my son loosed from thesnare of Kushiel's vengeance. You have served your warning. I willheed
it, and abide in this place. The stakes have grown too high. I amafraid of losing."

 "My lady." I bowed my head, carrying the weight of her sorrow,her kiss lingering on my lips. I wanted to
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cry, still, and knew not why."My lady, I swear to you, he will be found."

 As she had at the beginning, Melisande Shahrizai closed her beautiful eyes. "Blessed Elua grant it may
be so," she whispered, and it wasthe truest prayer I ever heard her utter. And then her eyes opened, and
she spoke a single word. "Go."

 I went.

 TWENTY-NINE

 JOSCELIN WAS waiting in the Temple.

 He raised his head as I entered, and the sight of him was like a starin a dark place. I walked straight into
his arms and felt them enfoldme, walling out the world. Priestesses and their attendants paused, staring,
as I leaned my brow against his chest. He held me close, restinghis cheek against my hair.

 "It is done, then?" I heard him murmur.

 I freed myself reluctantly, taking his hands. "It is done. Thank you."I took a breath. "I have the name of a
guide, and an address in Iskandria. We should see Master Brenin's man at the Banco Tribune regarding
the notes of promise, and book our passage. It would be...it wouldbe wise to see Ricciardo Stregazza,
too. I trust him to see the guarddoubled on Melisande's confinement."

 Joscelin raised his eyebrows. "You think she may flee?"

 "I don't know." I shook my head. "It is in her heart to take mattersinto her own hands. I think I have
convinced her otherwise, but I amnot fool enough to trust her word in it."

 "Then we will see it done," Joscelin said calmly.

 We did.

 It is a long sea-journey, from La Serenissima to Iskandria; the longest I have ever taken. Moreover, we
were unable to book passage onshort notice for a vessel with capacity for our horses, and must needs
leave them in Ricciardo's care. This he offered graciously, and while Iwas sorry to leave them behind, I
knew they would be well tended athis estate of Villa Gaudio on the Serenissiman mainland. It was
pleasantto visit with Ricciardo's wife Allegra, with whom I had enjoyed a regular correspondence these
ten years' past.

 Most astonishing were their offspring, Sabrina and Lucio, whom Iremembered as mere children. The
former was a serious young womanof seventeen years, the latter a tall, ebullient lad of fifteen who
chatteredincessantly about which noblemen's club he would join when he cameof age, reckoning the
merits of each on his fingers.

 "You've none of your own, then?" Allegra watched my amazementwith gentle amusement. "They do
grow up, you know."

 "So I see," I replied. "It's only that it happensso fast."

 She laughed, at that, and turned the conversation, telling me the latest developments in her sponsorship
of the Courtesans' Scholae. Ithad been Ricciardo's project, in the beginning, but Allegra had beenthe true
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force behind much of it. In Terre d'Ange, Naamah's Serviceis a sacred calling. It will never be so in La
Serenissima, where folk donot worship Elua and his Companions, but at least their status in societyhad
risen since the Scholae was formed. There is strength in numbersand knowledge alike. Nothing will ever
rival the elegant splendor ofthe D'Angeline Night Court, but the well-educated courtesans of La
Serenissima were gaining renown throughout Caerdicca Unitas.

 I was glad to hear it, since it was my idea.

 We spoke of it aboard the ship, Joscelin and I, during the long,idle hours, after the worst bouts of his
customary seasickness had passed.The duration was shorter this time. He was growing, I thought, more
accustomed to sea-travel. Late summer wasgiving way to fall, but itwas hot during the days. Our
favorite time was evening, when the sunlowered beneath the distant horizon and twilight cooled the air.

 "It was well-thought of you," he said. "Naamah must be pleased."

 "Mayhap," I said, looking curiously at him. "You used to despisewhat I did, do you remember? Do you
still think it wrong?"

 "Wrong?" Joscelin shrugged. "I was taught as much, among theCassilines; not only Naamah's service,
but all of the ways of Elua andhis Companions were folly. Cassiel alone stood steadfast to the truth, and
one day he would guide Blessed Elua himself to redemption,whereupon all of Terre d'Ange would follow,
both the earthly one andthe true Terre d'Ange-that-lies-beyond." He smiled wryly, gazing outat the
horizon where the first star of evening was emerging. "I didbelieve it, when I first knew you."

 That much, I knew. "And now?"

 "Now?" He turned his head to look at me. "No. Not when it is acontract entered freely in homage to
Naamah, at least. That much, Ihave seen to be true. There are mysteries I may not understand, but I
acknowledge them nonetheless. And my beliefs . . . my beliefs too havechanged. Now I believe the
greatest of heresies among the Brotherhood:That in the end Cassiel chose to follow Elua out of love. Not
a love born of divine compassion, but simply..."he reached out and twined a lock of my hair about his
fingers, ". . . love."

 I sighed, and leaned against him. "I have always believed as much."

 "You would," Joscelin said companionably.

 "True," I agreed. A moment passed before I asked another question."Joscelin, are you sorry we never
had children?"

 I felt his body stiffen slightly, then relax as I peered up into hisface. "Honestly? Sometimes, yes." He
stroked my hair. "I would likeit, I think...I don't know. And yet..."He shook his head and lookedaway. "I
have never lied to you. Whatever the truth of Cassiel's nature,I swore my vows in earnest."

 "What you broke," I said softly, "you broke out of love."

 "I know." He gazed at the fading glow of the horizon. "And I dobelieve it was in Cassiel's service still.
But I spoke true when I said Iwould strain his grace no further. If a child of ours...if a child ofmine was
touched by Kushiel's Dart. . ." He shuddered. "Truly, somethings are beyond enduring."

 "I know," I said. "Love, believe me, I do know it."
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 "You alone are enough to nearly kill me." A hint of humor returnedto his voice. "Ah, Phèdre . . . am I
sorry for it? Yes, sometimes. I amsorry for many things, sometimes, and mostly they are things I cannot
change, or would not if I could. Aren't you?"

 "Yes." I watched more stars emerge as the sky darkened to velvet."We would not be here, a thousand
miles from home, if we had children."

 "No," Joscelin said equably. "Probably not."

 A soft, steady wind blew as the Serenissiman sailors moved aboutthe ship's deck, kindling lamps fore
and aft. Such frail sparks of lightagainst the vast darkness, I thought, born aloft and lonely on the swell
ing breast of the ocean, while a canopy of brilliant stars spread overhead. I tried to imagine it, a life of
domesticity and simple pleasures such as Allegra and Ricciardo Stregazza's family shared at Villa Gaudio,
givendeeper meaning by the good acts of charity and governance both hadundertaken. It would have
been that way with us. Joscelin had releasedme and his hands gripped the ship's rail, steel mesh glinting
on theirbacks. I gazed at his profile, the cruciform hilt of his sword rising overhis shoulder to blot out the
stars. Would he be sorry to hang up his blades? I didn't think so.

 And yet. . . somewhere, beneath this same night sky, stood a rockyisle with a high altar open to the
winds and a single lonely tower, wheremy Prince of Travellers watched the sun set and rise, days turning
toyears, the slow advance of decrepitude and madness stretching into aninfinite vista.

 And somewhere, too, was a ten-year-old boy with eyes the colorof sapphires, sold into slavery in a
strange land. How they were linked,I could not yet fathom. I knew only that they were.

 We belonged where we were, Joscelin and I.

 So passed our journey.

 For those who have not seen it, Iskandria is a splendid and enduringcity, the product of many cultures. It
is young as the Menekhetansreckon such things, for it was founded by the Hellene conqueror whofreed
them from Persian rule; Al-Iskandr, they called him, and crownedhim with the horns of Ammon. It is his
heirs who moved the seat ofrule to his city, but within a generation of his death they ceased to rulein his
name and took on the trappings of Pharaoh, wedding Menekhetantradition with Hellene blood.

 Like many other countries, Menekhet fell under the shadow of the empire of Tiberium; unlike many
others, it retained its sovereign status, bowing to inevitability and paying homage in grain to its mighty
neighbor. There was a cunning Queen who ruled as Pharaoh when Tiberium's might was at its apex,
tricking the Tiberian generals intoquarreling until their forces were spread too thin to seize the prize of
Menekhet. My lord Delaunay had always admired her; Cleopatra Philopater, she was called. Afterward,
Tiberium's difficulties in Alba began,and Menekhet was left untroubled.

 It is different now, of course; it is the desert-riders of the Umaiyyat who threaten Menekhet's borders,
and the vast power of Khebbel-im-Akkad. Menekhet walks a fine line between the two, placating both
and maintaining its ties to the city-states of Caerdicca Unitas—especially LaSerenissima, with its skilled
navy—and to Carthage. We D'Angelinesare newly arrived to this arena of politics, although not to be
disdained;I daresay no one in Menekhet has forgotten that Terre d'Ange defeatedthe Akkadians in a
sea-battle not twenty years past.

 We entered the Great Harbour at sunset, and it was indeed a sightto see as we passed the offshore
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island which held the famed Lighthouseof Iskandria, a massive colossus thrusting some five hundred feet
intothe air, its white marble walls washed red in the setting sun. It is built in three tiers, and the base is as
broad as a fortress. The ship's captaininformed us it held an entire squadron of cavalry. I had to crane my
head to see the top, where a plume of smoke unfurled against the sky.

 To my disappointment, the beacon itself seemed dim and unimpressive in the gilded light, but the
captain assured me that encroachingdarkness would render it bright as a star, visible for many miles at
sea.He pointed out the inscription rendered on the foundation stone.

 "We are not near enough to read it, my lady, but it says, 'Sostrates,son of Dexiphanes of Knidos, on
behalf of all mariners, to the savior gods,' " he told me. "The architect Sostrates was bade to inscribe the
name of Pharaoh on the stone, but he carved his own, then covered itwith plaster and chiseled Pharaoh's
dedication atop it. In a hundredyears, the plaster had chipped away and Pharaoh's name was forgotten.It
is the clever architect's which will stand for eternity, and well itshould, for the Lighthouse of Iskandria has
no equal."

 Joscelin smiled, the story tickling his Siovalese fancy; all of Shemhazai's descendents have a fondness for
architects and engineers and thelike, the cleverer, the better. I thanked the captain, who bowed and
excused himself to oversee our entry into port. Although he had beenexceedingly gracious, I was never
fully at ease in his presence. Truly,it was through no fault of his own. The last time I'd been aboard a
Serenissiman vessel, I'd come within a hair's breadth of being beheaded.'Tis a hard thing to forget.

 The sky was a vivid hue of purple by the time we made port, theunfamiliar shapes of date palms making
tufted silhouettes above theroofs. Twilight brought little coolness this far south and the hot air was dense,
rife with strange odors. I have travelled to many places, willingly or no, and thought myself immune to
strangeness, but Iskandria was different, more alien than aught I had experienced. We had arrived late
and, aside from our crew, the people in the harbor—men and boys, forI saw no women—were quick
and dark, speaking no tongue I recognized.

 It is one thing to travel to a strange place on foot or on horseback,observing the gradual change in
landscape and culture; if I may say so,it is quite another to travel by sea, and find oneself arriving uncere
moniously in a foreign city. I glanced at Joscelin, who stood on thequai beside our bags and trunks
looking bewildered, and wished for a moment that wehad brought Ti-Philippe. A former sailor and
veteran adventurer, he would have spent his days aboard the ship gambling and swapping tales, and
arrived fully prepared to lead us to the best possiblelodgings that might be arranged in Iskandria.

 "My lady." It was the Serenissiman captain, who approached with a bow, a smiling Menekhetan lad
trailing at his heels. "Since you didnot speak of your arrangements, I have taken the liberty of asking
young Nesmut on your behalf. He is," he shot the boy a warning glance,"one of the most trustworthy of
the young pups who hang about theharbor, and he speaks a little Hellene. He says there is a D'Angeline
delegation lodged in the Street of Oranges, and he will procure a carriage and take you there for twenty
obols. It is a fair price."

 "We accept," I said, nodding to the lad. "Thank you."

 He grinned, his teeth a flash of white in the gloaming, before dashing away. It reminded me with a pang
of Hyacinthe's smile, the way ithad been when he was a boy. In a little while, he was back, leading a
carriage-horse, one hand on the bridle, all self-importance. It was an open-air carriage, plain but suitable.
The taciturn driver perched in hisseat and looked bored.

 "Nesmut's a good lad," the captain said when our goods were loaded. "If you've need of a guide in the
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city, he'll serve. I've dealt with him before, and he knows I'll box his ears if I hear he's cheateda
passenger of mine."

 "Thank you, my lord captain," I said, with more sincerity than I'devinced before. "Truly, I am grateful for
your kindness."

 'Tis naught." He shuffled and looked away, suddenly uncomfortable. "I've heard tell, you see. Sailors
do. You're the one . . . you're theone that fell from the cliffs of La Dolorosa, and lived. They say Asherat-
of-the-Sea held you in her hand and bore you up on the waves. I know...I know Marco Stregazza
ordered you slain. I don't blame you forbeing uneasy with it. Still, I'll carry you anywhere you want to go.
We're in harbor two weeks. You only need to send word."

 What could I say to that? I thanked him for it again, feeling odd. At my side, Joscelin laughed softly. The
boy Nesmut shifted impatiently, holding the carriage-horse's reins. "Gracious lord, graciouslady," he
called in Hellene, "we go now, or you miss the supper hour,yes? Kyria Maharet, she will be angry."

 Heeding his call, we said our good-byes and boarded the carriage;the Serenissiman captain bowed one
last time and held it, low andsweeping. I didn't even know his name. And then the driver twitchedhis whip
and we were moving through the warm twilight, the carriage-horse's hooves clopping on the broad,
straight streets. Nesmut sat opposite us, wrapping his arms around himself and grinning. He wore awhite
garment like a tunic, ragged but clean, and his coarse black hairwas cut likea bowl, falling into his dark
eyes. I guessed his age atthirteen.

 It is hard to get an impression of a city at night, but I gatheredsomewhat; Iskandria was a well-planned
city, filled with elegant templesand parks, gorgeous palaces, and clean streets laid out in a grid. Nesmut
raised his head and sniffed deeply as we turned a corner, waving oneslender hand. "Street of Oranges,"
he announced. "You smell it?"

 I could, a citron tang permeating the heavy air. A short way down,the driver drew rein before a low,
arched doorway, twin torches burninguntended in the sconces. Nesmut leapt down and dashed inside,
barefootand soundless. In a moment, he returned, grinning anew, flanked by apair of well-muscled
attendants.

 "Gracious lord, gracious lady, you are here, yes?" He held out one hand expectantly.

 I paid him in Serenissiman coin, having ascertained its relative valuebefore I left; I am diligent about such
things. He examined it carefully,biting down on the rim to be sure, reminding me anew of Hyacinthe.
Joscelin supervised the removal of our belongings into the inn.

 "It is good," Nesmut acknowledged at length, giving half the coinsto the carriage-driver and tucking the
remainder into a hidden pocketin his tunic. "I come in the morning, yes? Gracious lady, will need aguide
to the city."

 I began to demur, then thought better of it. "All right," I said inHellene. "Thank you, Nesmut. I cannot
promise I will need your aid,but I will pay you for your time nonetheless."

 He grinned and made a surprisingly precise bow, then took to hisheels. I watched his slight form recede
into darkness, then followedJoscelin into the inn.

 Beyond the broad, arched doorway, we were met by a solid figureof a woman in her forties, swathed in
layers of silk. Her calculatingeyes were lined in kohl, and her hair was caught in a neat bun at thenape of
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her neck, covered in an elaborate gilt cap. She placed her handstogether and bowed, greeting us in
flawless Hellene. "My lord and lady,I am Metriche. The boy Nesmut said you wished lodgings?"

 "Yes," I said. "You have other D'Angeline patrons here?"

 "Yes." Metriche bowed again. Her eyes were watchful. "KyriosTrente and his party have taken lodging
here. We are very near yourambassador's home. May I show you to your rooms? The supper hour,"her
eyes flashed briefly, "is nearly finished."

 "Please," I said humbly.

 Our hostess Metriche—Maharet, the boy had called her—led us toour rooms, which were gracious and
well-appointed, cool in the eveningair with a draft of citron coming from an unseen courtyard. "There is
the ewer," she said, pointing, "if you wish to bathe your face. If youdo not come to the dining-hall in a
quarter of an hour, you will noteat."

 With that, she left us.

 I sat down on the bed and sighed. The mattress felt firm and pleasant, the cotton bedding exquisitely
soft. After weeks aboard a ship, solidearth was unsteady under my feet. I welcomed the idea of sleep far
more than sustenance. Joscelin poured water from the ewer into a marble basin, splashing noisily. "Ah!"
He tossed his head back, lookingunnaturally refreshed, in my opinion. "Phèdre, are you coming?" he
asked, adding plaintively, "you needn't, but I'm ravenous."

 "I'm coming," I said, and sighed again, hauling myself off the bed.I felt a mess, salt-stained and
travel-weary. I smoothed my garments—Iwas wearing the celadon green silks—and silently blessed
Favrielle nóEglantine for her irascible genius.

 The dining-hall was a vast open space with vaulted ceilings, punctuated by slender columns. Fretted
lamps cast a gentle glow, and white-clad attendants moved on hushed feet. The whole of the space was
dominated by a single table, where a large party sat, flanking a manwho was obviously its leader. He sat
with his head bowed, both handsfisted in his curly hair, while his companions sought to give him counsel.

 It was not until we entered the room that he looked up and Irecognized him.

 "Phèdre nó Delaunay," Lord Amaury Trente exclaimed. "Thanksbe to Blessed Elua! I thought you'd
never get here."

 THIRTY

 fadil choumawas dead.

 That was the story that emerged over the course of an hour as theMenekhetan servants brought out
plate after plate of rich, spicy food—grilled eggplant, broad beans, lamb with onion and parsley, pickled
limes, chickpeas and sesame, fish in a sharp garlic sauce, all served withflat bread and a
honey-sweetened barley beer.

 Although I had not thought myself hungry, my appetite manifestedunexpectedly and I ate with good will
as Lord Trente told his story.

 The delegation had had a swift, uneventful journey from Marsilikosand arrived a scant week before us.
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Raife Laniol, Comte de Penfars,was Ysandre's ambassador in Iskandria. He had bade them fair
welcomeand arranged for lodgings for the party with the lady Metriche. She wasa widow of mixed
blood, Menekhetan and Hellene alike; there was, I understood, an unofficial caste system at work in
Iskandria, and native Menekhetans are reckoned of less worth than those descendants of Hellas.

 Comte Raife had quickly grasped the sensitivity of the situation,and aided in negotiations with Pharaoh's
Secretary of the Treasury, presenting the offer of Alban trade-rights as an alluring opportunity.Amaury
Trente made a pretty presentation of the tokens they hadbrought: a chest of lead, brooches and armrings
of intricate gold knot-work, and cleverest of all, potted seedlings of native Alban flora, forthe Pharaohs
of Menekhet were long known to be eager for exoticbotany.

 It had all gone remarkably well, and the delegation was presented to Ptolemy Dikaios, Pharaoh himself,
who expressed his delight withthe gifts and a keen interest in opening trade with Alba. Amaury Trente
cited the interests of the Cruarch—linen flax, dates, wheat—mentioningas a casual aside a fancy of the
Cruarch's to assuage his wife's whim,and retrieve a young D'Angeline boy mistaken sold into slavery in
thecity.

 I have only the word of Amaury Trente and his companions bywhich to gauge, but I have no reason to
doubt it. By all accounts, hemanaged it with a subtlety that would have satisfied Melisande. Pharaohheard
it with half an ear and waved his bejeweled hand, ordering hisSecretary of the Treasury to ensure that this
trifling matter was done,and returning to the more serious matters of flax and dates.

 Well and so, itwould have been done. The Secretary of the Treasuryput one of his senior clerks on the
matter, disdaining to sully his ownhands, and the clerk found out the slaver Fadil Chouma's residence in
the Street of Crocodiles. Invoking his master's name, he enlisted asquadron of the Pharaoh's Guard and
presented himself at FadilChouma's residence, prepared to demand the return of the D'Angeline boy in
the interests of the state, compensation to be, of course, negotiable, with death as an alternative.

 But Fadil Chouma was already dead.

 And the D'Angeline boy long since sold.

 I understood better why Lord Amaury Trente clutched at his ownhair. Although Chouma's household
remembered the boy, there was norecord of Imriel de la Courcel's sale—and Fadil Chouma had kept
exacting records. There was, perhaps, a reason for it. Doubtless theD'Angeline boy was a piece of
goods Fadil Chouma had sooner forget.It was Imriel, after all, who had killed him.

 It was a fluke accident, in a way, although I daresay the boy intended it. It had happened in the
kitchen—Chouma's women had cosseted the lad, owing to his beauty, and allowed him thence to feed
himsweetmeats and the like—where Imriel had turned like a flash, fasterthan anyone could have
reckoned, and seized a knife the cook had beenusing to debone a chicken. He sunk the knife into Fadil
Chouma's thigh.

 To be sure, 'twas no mortal wound; Chouma bellowed like a bull,the knife was removed and the wound
bandaged. Imriel was beaten,and within two days, sold. Fadil Chouma, his mouth compressed in atight
line, would not say to whom. Already his wound festered. In fourdays, the leg was hot and rigid with
swelling, red streaks making their way upward.

 "He wouldn't let the chirurgeon take his leg," Amaury Trente saidgrimly. "I was told he died screaming,
and I wasn't sorry to hear it. But no one knows what he did with the boy.”
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 Our table had been cleared of dishes. The Menekhetan servantshovered nearby with pitchers of barley
beer, clearly hoping we would retire for the evening. Amaury Trente and his delegates looked at me
hopefully. I sat wondering to myself, what would Delaunay do?

 "You believe Chouma's household was telling the truth?" I asked.

 "I have reason to believe as much," Amaury said. "From my understanding, Pharaoh's guardsmen asked
their questions at knifepoint, and none too gently. He sold the lad in a fury, and none knew where.The
clerk, Rekhmire, went over his accounts in detail. Slavers pay taxesin Menekhet, the same as anyone
else." He shrugged, his expression showing his distaste. "He'd an entry for the boy's purchase in Amílcar,
sure enough, but naught on the other side of the ledger. It never mentioned he was D'Angeline, but the
description matched and no mistake.Rekhmire's an industrious sort, especially when it comes to
protecting the interests of Pharaoh's Treasury. He's pursued the matter in the last few days, made inquiry
at the slave-auctions and among the libertinesand pleasure-houses. Nothing. And believe me, my lady,"
he addedgrimly, "even in Iskandria, a ten-year-old D'Angeline boy would notgo unremarked."

 "No," I said. "I suppose not." What would Anafiel Delaunay do?All knowledge is worth having.
Delaunay would analyze the situation,I thought. And derive . . . what? Weary with long travel and the
soporific effect of a rich meal, I forced my wits to work. "Chouma," I said aloud, thinking. Fadil
Chouma was a clever and exacting man. He hadrecorded Imriel's purchase; why not his sale? Mayhap
because he sick ened too quickly. And yet, he had concealed the information from hishousehold, which
suggested otherwise. Who knows what he had meantto do? But given the information at hand, I thought
it unlikely that heintended to make a full accounting.

 Why?

 Political reasons, mayhap; surely, there was danger involved in trafficking in D'Angeline flesh . . . and
yet not so much that he had fearedaltogether to record Imriel's purchase. No, it must be somewhat else.
Why had he refused to divulge the boy's fate? The most obvious pos sibility loomed before me,
sickeningly plausible. Imriel had stabbed the slaver. If Chouma had killed him in a fit of rage, knowing his
householddoted on the boy . . . then, he would keep it silent.

 No. In an act of will, I rejected the notion, summoning the logicto justify it. Fadil Chouma was a slaver; a
merchant. He had laid hisplans too well and invested too much to dispose of valuable propertyout of
anger. It had to be true,had to be, or all my searching was invain, the bitter bargain, the promises made.
Surely Kushiel's mightyjustice must come to more thanthis, a small corpse mislaid, a blind alleyin an
unknown city.

 It made me think of Amílcar, and the children there. A twisting alley, the darkened back room. I thought
of the Carthaginians, poorstupid brutes, and Mago with his flame-ruined feet, screaming his lungsraw with
his confession.

 Fadil Chouma had a buyer in mind; one, only one, mind . . .

 A merchant's ploy, I'd thought upon hearing it, to get out of abargain he'd no intention of keeping. And
yet. . . what if it were not?Fadil Chouma had had a buyer in mind. He'd hedged his bets, he'drecorded
the purchase—but not the sale. Why? On a deep level somewhere below conscious thought, I felt the
pieces of the puzzle fall intoa pattern.

 "Chouma was protecting his own interests," I announced. "He hada buyer in mind from the beginning,
and whoever it was, it's someonedangerous. Dangerous tohim; dangerous to be known, dangerous to be
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named. He was uncertain of the deal, which is why he recorded Imriel'spurchase—but it happened, the
buyer came through. He would havealtered his records if he hadn't fallen ill." I blinked and realized
AmauryTrente and the others were looking blankly at me. It had been a long time since I'd spoken.

 "And so... what?" Amaury asked carefully. "What do we do aboutit?"

 "Ask . . . what's his name? The ambassador?" My wits were dullwith weariness and exertion. "Raife,
yes? Raife Laniol, Comte de Penfars. Ask him, my lord. Pharaoh's a powerful man; powerful men have
enemies. It's an ambassador's job to be able to name them. It will giveus a starting point, at least."

 One of the women among the delegates—Denise Fleurais—clearedher throat. "Ambassador de Penfars'
knowledge," she said with a certaindelicacy, "is confined to the upper strata of Menekhetan society."

 "Hellenes," someone murmured further down the table. "She meansHellenes."

 There ensued a discussion about the merits of Hellene civilization versus the native component. I listened
with half an ear, watching the hovering Menekhetan servants, jugs of barley beer at the ready, waiting
with well-concealed impatient for the D'Angeline guests to take to theirbeds. "Surely," I ventured,
thinking about the polite brown masks ofour servants' faces, "Ambassador de Penfars has contacts
among the native Iskandrians as well."

 A brief silence answered me.

 "Not many," the Lady Denise said at length. She had auburn hairthe color of new mahogany, and a
shrewdness to her face which I liked."There is the clerk, Rekhmire, or so we gather. But Ambassador de
Penfars does not speak the argot of the land."

 "What?" The word came out with more force than I intended, but in truth, it shocked me. Raife Laniol
had been two years and morestationed in Iskandria; time and more, I reckoned, to learn the language.
And yet...I saw from the delegates' faces that few of them shared myastonishment.

 "Phèdre." It was Joscelin's voice, calm and thoughtful. "If you areright, then there is an avenue of
questioning unpursued. SurelyChouma's household must share his fears. Who would be a client too
dangerous to be named?" I looked at him and he shrugged. "No oneasked them that, I'll warrant. But. . ."
he plucked the cup from myhand, peering into the dregs of barley beer, "we're not like to get furtherwith
it tonight."

 "Fairly said." I placed both hands on the table and pushed myselfupright, tiredness dragging at me. "My
lords, my ladies...let us adjourn."

 No one gave argument, for which I was grateful. With a solicitoushand beneath my elbow, Joscelin
escorted me back to our pleasantrooms, where windows were open onto the night breeze with its citrus
scent. Once we were there, he leaned against a wall, watching me withfaint amusement as I reclined on
the comfortable mattress, my mindfilled with thoughts that dispelled sleep.

 "Well?" he said at length.

 I sighed, propping myself on my elbows. "What would you haveme say? That I am clinging to faint
hope? That it is a crime that theMenekhetan ambassador does not speak the native tongue?"

 He raised his eyebrows. "It's a start."
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 "Hyacinthe's plight comes first." I made my voice firm, trying notto think on the promise I had made
Melisande. "We will see thosearrangements made. Then . . . mayhap we will see what there is to be
learned in Iskandria that lies beyond the Hellene stratum of Menekhetansociety."

 Joscelin smiled. "I thought you would say as much."

 THIRTY-ONE

 IN THE morning, we reconvened over breakfast, which consisted ofpungent bean-cakes, fried in oil and
served with a sweet condiment ofjellied figs, a strange but pleasing combination of flavors. AmauryTrente
had already sent word to Ambassador de Penfars to arrange foran appointment. He was more optimistic
than he had been last night; ifnothing else, at least my suggestions had given him purpose.

 Joscelin and I would explore Iskandria . . . and no matter whatpromises I had made to Melisande, I did
intend to settle the matter ofa guide to Jebe-Barkal first and foremost. Once the arrangements were
made, I could dedicate my energies to aiding Amaury in the search forImriel's mysterious purchaser with
a clear mind.

 True to his word, the boy Nesmut appeared while we were stilleating, bright-eyed and cheerful. "You
have work for me, yes?" heasked with a winning smile. "Gracious lord and lady need a guide to see the
city? I show the best places!"

 I took the scrap of vellum Melisande had given me from the purseat my girdle and showed it to him. "I
am looking for a man namedRadi Arumi, who resides at this address on the Street of Crocodiles. Do you
know this place?"

 Nesmut peered at it. "Gracious lady, I cannot read, but I know theStreet of Crocodiles. If you tell me
the number, I will take you there,yes."

 After a brief negotiation, we were agreed.

 The heat of the day struck us like a blast from a forge as we leftMetriche's inn. It was hard to believe, I
thought, that in Terre d'Ange,the fields lay in stubble and the chill autumn rains fell upon the land.In
Menekhet, the sun blazed unceasing and the sky was a hard blue,copper-tinged with heat. Although the
broad streets were swept clean,there was taste of dust in my mouth.

 For all that, the city bustled. It would, Nesmut informed us, growhotter yet; at midday, everyone retired
to the shade until the worst ofthe heat had passed. It was well that we had risen early. He kept up a
running commentary as he led us through the city, pausing to greet ahalf-dozen people on every
block—servants, carriage-drivers, housewives, water-sellers. Everyone, it seemed, had a good-natured
word forthe lad.

 And all, I noticed, in Menekhetan.

 "There is the Street of Moneylenders," Nesmut announced, pointing, "if you like, I take you to a man to
change your Serenissiman coinfor Menekhetan, yes? Harder then for merchants to cheat you. I knowa
man who is fair."

 I glanced at Joscelin, who raised his eyebrows."You wouldn't cheat,us, would you, Nesmut?" he asked
the boy in Hellene. "Because if youdid..."In a movement too quick for the eye to follow, his daggersleapt
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from their sheaths and into his hands, crossed tips hovering underthe lad's chin. "I would be very angry."

 Nesmut's dark eyes widened. "Gracious lord!" he breathed."Never!"

 "Good." Joscelin put up his daggers and gave a cross-vambracedbow. A faint smile hovered at one
corner of his mouth where only Icould see it. "Then we will heed your advice. Thank you, Nesmut."

 "Gracious lord," he said warily, pointingagain. "It is this way."

 It was well done of Joscelin, for the rate of exchange proved morethan fair, and I daresay a good deal of
it was due to the impressionNesmut conveyed of our seriousness. In short order, the transaction was
done, and we left having exchanged our Serenissiman solidi for a considerable amount of Menekhetan
coin. Nesmut led us to the Street ofCrocodiles with a renewed air of importance.

 The address Melisande had given me was in the jewelers' quarterand proved, indeed, to be that of a
jeweler's shop. Tiny bronze bellsrang as we opened the door, passing from bright sun into the relative
coolness of shadow within the thick sandstone walls. To my sun-dazzledeyes, it was murky as night
within the shop. I made out the angular figure of a man hunched over a worktable positioned in a patch of
morning sun that slanted through a window. The figure's head lifted, and I heard a gasp; his hands moved
in a flurry, overturning a number of cabochon gems on the worktable and laying them facedown beforehe
arose to greet us.

 "My lady." He addressed me in Hellene, placing both hands together and bowing deeply. His face,
when he straightened, was filledwith awe. "I am Karem. How may I serve you?"

 "Karem," I said, blinking. My eyes were adjusting to the darkness.He was young, his beard still patchy
on his chin, and clearly Menekhetan. "I am Phèdre nó Delaunay, Comtesse de Montrève in Terred'Ange.
I am looking for a man named Radi Arumi. Do you knowhim?"

 "The Jebean." Karem's face showed his disappointment. "Yes, Iknow him, my lady; he rents a room in
my father's lodgings in the backwhen he is in Iskandria. Wait here, please, and I will tell him you have
come."

 With another bow, he vanished out a rear doorway. Nesmut wandered over to a sitting-area to the
right of the shop, low-slung leathern chairs arranged about a low table. He clambered into one of the
chairsand sat cross-legged, quite at his ease. Karem was gone a long time. I looked at his worktable.
Semiprecious gems lay scattered; carnelian, amethyst, chalcedony. I wondered why he'd overturned
them. His jeweler's tools were works of art in and of themselves, tiny blades andpicks and chisels,
immaculately wrought, reminding me, with an uncomfortable shock, of Melisande's flechettes, those
exquisite little bladescapable of causing such exquisite pain.

 When all is said and done, I am ananguissette. This is what it is to be Kushiel's Chosen. No purpose,
no quest, can change the natureof what I am; for good or for ill.

 After a while, Joscelin and I both took seats, waiting. And in time, Karem returned, with a second man
in tow, of indeterminate years,black-skinned and leathered with exposure to the sun, an embroideredcap
perched atop his wooly hair.

 "Radi Arumi," I greeted him, standing and inclining my head. "In'demin aderq."

 A grin split his creased face at my words, showing strong whiteteeth. "Ha! It is a dream-spirit that
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speaks to me in Jeb'ez," Radi Arumisaid in pidgin Hellene. "Do I dream? My friend Karem dreams, and
covers his groin with embarrassment."

 I colored, although I daresay I grew no redder than poor Karem."Messire Arumi," I said directly,
ignoring it, "I am looking for thedescendants of Melek al'Hakim, the Queen of Saba's son. And I am told
you know where to find them."

 "Ah." Radi Arumi sat down, eyeing me and my companions. Hewore loose-fitting, brightly colored
robes, frayed at the edges. "Therewas a man, a Hellene man, asking about such things, a year or more
gone by. He served a mistress in La Serenissima, he told me. He wantedto know if the stories were true.
I guide the caravans to Meroë. Hewanted to know if I could guide him to the scions of Saba. I told him
yes."

 "You told him yes." It was Joscelin who spoke, shifting subtly inhis chair to show the hilts of his daggers,
his sword. "Can you?" heinquired.

 Nesmut drew up his knees and looked from one to the other, bright-eyed with interest. "Yes, kyrios,"
Radi Arumi answered, giving Joscelina seated half-bow. "Though it is far, far to the south, I can show
you.But..."He held up one hand, pale palm outward, raising a finger. "It is a long journey, and difficult. Do
you wish to make it?"

 "We do," I said firmly, forestalling any other answer Joscelin mightgive. "We have some business to
attend to in Iskandria, messire guide,but be assured, we are very interested in the descendants of Saba.
Canyou arrange to guide us there? We will pay."

 Nesmut made a sound of protest. Karem, looking sullen, wanderedto his worktable and pried at the
edge of a cabochon gem, peering at its hidden face. Radi Arumi watched me through half-lidded eyes.
"There is," he said presently, "a caravan leaving for Meroë in a fortnight's time. I have contracted to
serve as their guide. Do you wish togo with them, I will accompany you, and from Meroë, we will set
forthfor Saba, where Melek al'Hakim's descendants endure. Does it pleaseyou, my lady? If it does, we
will speak of money."

 I glanced at Joscelin, who shrugged. "Yes, messire guide. It pleasesme. Let us speak of money."

 And so we did, in a polyglot of languages, for it would not do butthat Nesmut, our self-appointed liaison,
had his say, and Karem contributed, while Joscelin and I conferred in D'Angeline. It was an art, I
realized in time, and part and parcel of making the deal. At some point,a tray of strong mint tea was
served, sweetened with honey. We sippedit from small cups and made polite argument with one another.
Whenit was done, Joscelin and I had signed on to accompany a Menekhetantrade caravan to the Jebean
capital city of Meroë, and thence to payRadi Arumi a certain sum to lead us south to the descendents of
Saba.

 "May Amon-Re smile upon our endeavors," Radi said formally,rising and bowing. "I will await you at the
Southern Gate a fortnighthence. We will leave ere daybreak."

 So it was done, and it left us a full two weeks to search Iskandria for Imriel's trail. Although I kept my
face solemn, I was pleased withthe outcome. It was time enough, I thought. If it was not, no amountof
time would suffice. I thought that, then.

 "Gracious lady," Nesmut said tactfully. "The noon hour is nigh. Will you not take repose? There is a
house nearby that serves a veryfine beer, yes."
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 "Yes." I stood, stiff with long sitting, and wandered to Karem'sworktable, attempting to see his
handiwork, "Karem, these are veryfine! What is this, a cameo? It's worthy of D'Angeline workmanship."

 He moved awkwardly, interposing his body between me and theworktable, preventing me from seeing.
"No, no, my lady is too kind,"he murmured. "They are poor trifles; poor trifles, nothing more."

 "Gracious lady." Nesmut, appearing at my side, tugged at my hand,looking at me with earnest eyes. "Let
us go."

 In the street, when the door to the jeweler's shop had closed behindus, he relaxed. I exchanged a
perplexed look with Joscelin, whoshrugged. The sun stood high overhead and the heat had intensified.

 "Come," Nesmut said. "We will take repose."

 The establishment to which he led us was thoroughly Menekhetanin nature; cool and dim, with thick
walls to keep out the heat and high ceilings to diffuse it, and the same low arrangement of table and
chairs, nearer to the cool tiles of the floor. We paused in the arched doorway.Several men seated within
were playing a game with an inlaid board.They looked up, neither hostile nor welcoming. Nesmut spoke
to theproprietor at length in Menekhetan. Eventually he nodded and wavedus to a table, bringing a brown
earthenware jug of beer and three cups.

 The proprietor poured and the men resumed their board game, stealing occasional glances our way.
"Nesmut," I said. "Are you surewe are welcome here?"

 Draining half his beer at a draught, he nodded vigorously, swallowing and setting down his cup. "Yes,
gracious lady. It is not a place forwomen, Menekhetan women, but I explained to Hapuseneb that you
area foreigner, and different. It is proper. Do not fear. I know much ofthe ways of foreigners," he added,
boasting.

 "And Menekhetans and Hellenes as well?" Joscelin inquired.

 Nesmut refilled his cup. "Everything, gracious lord, that passes inthe city. But you are going to
Jebe-Barkal, yes?"

 "Yes," I said. "In a fortnight." I sipped my beer and found it cool and refreshing, sweetened with honey
and a trace of mint. "Nesmut, itis true, we do have need of a guide to the city, one who knows it inside
and out. But our business here, it is a very delicate matter, and this guide...it must be someone whom we
can trust, someone who cankeep a secret."

 His eyes had grown very round. "I can keep a secret!" he saidexcitedly, tapping his breast. "I can, yes!"

 I shook my head. "No. Even a promise is not enough. It is toograve."

 "I will swear it by Serapis, god of the dead." Nesmut shivered andknelt on his low chair, tucking his bare
feet under him. "I will swear the most dire oath I know, gracious lady!"

 I thought about it, and at length nodded, keeping my expressionterribly serious. "All right, then. Swear
it." He did, raising one handand reciting a long oath in Menekhetan with all the gravity of his youth.
"Good," I said when he had finished. "Nesmut, we are looking for aboy, a D'Angeline boy who was sold
into slavery somewhere in Iskandria."
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 "Oh." Looking disappointed, he slumped back into his chair. "Yes,gracious lady. The one who put a
knife in merchant Chouma?"

 I raised my eyebrows. "You know about it?"

 Nesmut sniffed. "Everyone knows. Rekhmire the clerk marchedthrough the city to Chouma's house with
enough men for an army.Everyone knows. Not," he added scornfully, "the lords and ladies, no.They are
too busy aping Hellenes, courting favor.They do not carewhat Pharaoh's men do to a Menekhetan
slave-merchant.They do notcare that Chouma's third concubine will have scars."

 "So much for discretion," Joscelin said to me.

 "True," I said. "Nesmut, what else do people say about it? Do theyknow where the boy may be found?"

 "No." He shook his head, concentrating on refilling his cup. Thejug was empty; our young guide had a
considerable thirst for beer. He glanced at Joscelin for permission before gesturing to the proprietor for
more. "No, gracious lady, no one knows. But it is said..."He glancedsidelong at us and fell silent. The
proprietor came with a fresh jug.Nesmut watched his receding back.

 "Nesmut," I said gently. He met my eyes with reluctance. "Whatever it is you fear to say, I swear, I will
never divulge that I learnedit from you. I swear it in the name of Blessed Elua, and that is an oathno
D'Angeline may break."

 The boy stared into his cup, lowering his head until his hair obscured his face. "It is said," he murmured,
"that the D'Angelines whocame, the others, are looking for the boy. Why else would Rekhmirego to
Chouma's house only then? So it is true. What is the name it isdeath to tell Pharaoh's men?" His voice
dropped to a whisper. "Pharaoh."

 It made sense, although I wished it did not. I should have thoughtof it myself. Terre d'Ange does not
permit traffic in D'Angeline flesh.Of a surety, if Pharaoh had a fancy for a D'Angeline slave-boy, it would
be a whim best concealed.

 Fadil Chouma had a buyer in mind; one, only one, mind. . .

 If Pharaoh had bought Imriel, it was done in secrecy, no doubt withChouma's assurances that the lad
was no one, a shepherd boy whowould never be missed. I thought of the others, the children we foundin
Amílcar. It would have been true, had it been either of them. Butno, it was Imriel, and now there was a
delegation on Pharaoh's doorstepoffering lucrative trade-rights, asking for the child's return.

 "Elua!" Joscelin breathed. He looked ill. "If it's true, he could neveradmit it."

 "No," I said. "He would give every evidence of cooperating. AndI daresay it would be worth one's life
to suggest a word otherwise.No," I sighed, "it's too late for diplomacy. We need to find out if it'strue,
first."

 "And if it is?" Joscelin raised his brows.

 "We'll have to steal him," I said. Nesmut let out a startled squeak.I glanced mildly at him. "Itold you it
was grave enough to warrantyour oath."
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 From the look on his face, I daresay he agreed.

 THIRTY-TWO

 THE FIRST order of business was to determine whether or not Imrielde la Courcel was indeed housed
within the Palace of Pharaohs.

 After his initial shock, Nesmut proved a valuable ally; I'd not doneill in trusting him. The oath he'd sworn
was a binding one, and Nesmut,balanced on the cusp of adulthood, regarded it with a boy's solemnityand
a man's sense of duty.

 Once he put his mind to the matter, he bethought himself of aconsiderable number of contacts within the
Palace: a laundress, a cook'sapprentice, a gardener, a beer-taster. The list went on and on. It wasas I
had seen that morning—likeable and quick-witted, the lad knew nearly half the city. And when he was
not escorting foreigners aboutIskandria, he ran errands and carried messages and gossip for coin.

 So had Hyacinthe done.

 As he became caught up in the spirit of conspiracy, Nesmut's eyesshone with eagerness and I had to
remind him to lower his voice, tospeak in coded reference to our plan. Whether or not any of the other
patrons spoke Hellene, I did not know, but I was taking no chances. Elua, but he was young! It made me
uneasy.

 "No one," I instructed him, "is to take the slightest risk to gain thisinformation, do you hear me? No one,
and most especially not you."My lord Delaunay's voice echoed in my head. He'd said much the sameto
me, on numerous occasions. I'd usually ignored him.

 "I hear you, gracious lady." Nesmut nodded vigorously. "No risk.Only to observe."

 And that, too, rang familiar, with all the brash assurance of myyouth. The irony of it was not lost upon
me. Melisande Shahrizai taughtmy lord Delaunay to use people to his own ends; as he had used me,as he
had used Alcuin, ruthless and guilt-ridden, honoring a vow therest of the world had forgotten. He'd had
little choice, for the doors ofthe society whose secrets he sought to penetrate had been closed to him.

 As the doors to Pharaoh's secrets were barred to me.

 And now I must needs use Nesmut to gain access to the lowerechelons of Menekhetan society, to ferret
out those secrets through the only avenue possible, in order to fulfill my vow to Melisande Shahrizai.

 No, the irony was not lost upon me.

 "Nesmut." It was Joscelin who changed the topic, a deliberate noteof inquiry in his voice. I looked at him
with gratitude, knowing fullwell he sensed my thoughts. "Why did the jeweler Karem turn overhis work
when we entered his shop?"

 "Oh, that." The lad grinned. "Gracious lord, Karem makes . . . howdid you say? Cameos? Portraits, yes,
carved of Pharaoh's Queen forher admirers. For one of such beauty as my lady to gaze upon them . . ."
He clicked his tongue and snapped the fingers of one hand. "The stonewould crack with envy."

 "Ah." Joscelin shot me an amused glance. "I see."
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 "It is well known," Nesmut offered helpfully, "that such thingshappen."

 By this turn of the conversation, I gauged it time and more that wereturned to Metriche's inn to confer
with Amaury Trente. Indeed, Nesmut was filled with plans and ideas for undertaking his quest, and
nothing loathe to part company for the day. We settled our account withthe proprietor and Nesmut led
us out the door of the beer-shop . . . onlyto stop dead in his tracks, one slender, brown hand flung into
our path.

 "Skotophagotis!"he hissed, flattening himself against the wall of theshop and urgently gesturing for us to
do the same. Joscelin's daggersrang free of their sheaths and he went into an automatic crouch. Caught
behind the two, I peered over their shoulders.

 At the end of the street, which intersected a canal, a lone figurestood, clad in loose black robes,
illuminated in the slanting afternoonsunlight. The sunlight glinted oddly upon his head, though I could not
make out why; either his skull was shaved and oiled, or he wore some manner of curious cap. He
paused, glancing this way and that, before proceeding, picking his way with a long steel-shod staff
topped with an obsidian ball.

 Nesmut sighed and relaxed as the figure moved out of sight, lowering his arm.

 "Skotophagotis?" I said quizzically, even as Joscelin straightenedand sheathed his daggers. It was
Hellene, but no word I knew. "Eater-of-darkness?"

 "Gracious lady." Nesmut shuddered all over. "Do not ask me.These things are known. Do not look on
the Queen's portrait, lest thestone crack for envy. Do not cross the shadow of aSkotophagotis, lestyou
die before sunrise. Come, I will take you to Kyria Maharet's."

 It must be, I thought, some priest of Serapis, the god of the dead.They are much obsessed with death,
the Menekhetans, and spend a gooddeal of their lives in preparation for it. It was a cleverness of the
Ptolemaic Dynasty to unite this worship with that of Dis, the Hellene deity.Now, I daresay, not even the
ruling descendants of Hellas knew whereone began and the other ended. They have become more
Menekhetan than they reckoned, the Ptolemies. How not, in a thousand and a halfyears? But I, I had
endured the mysteries of the Temenos on the isle of Kriti, and I knew some little bit about the living
worship of its eldestscions.

 Well and so; mayhap Serapis was like unto my lord Kushiel, whoonce maintained the brazen portals of
hell for the One God of theYeshuites. If it was so, I thought guiltily, I owed him a prayer. OnlyI was still
wroth with Kushiel, the pattern of whose justice I had yetto decipher. If there was a greater purpose at
work, I could not discernit.

 With such thoughts did I occupy my mind until we returned to the Street of Oranges, and Nesmut
remanded us unto the hospitality of thelady Maharet, or Metriche, as she would have it. He left us with
promises to return in the morning, and with that I had to be content, wondering if my lord Delaunay had
felt the same misgivings when Ideparted, full of cheer, to some violent assignation.

 I'd have felt the same with Hyacinthe, if I'd known where theLungo Drom, the Long Road of the
Tsingani, would lead him. But I had beenyounger then, and more ignorant.

 "You know who he reminds me of?" Joscelin asked as Nesmut tookhis leave, his quick grin flashing in
the gathering twilight.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Yes," I said softly. "I know."

 "Well." He regarded me. "We need to talk to Amaury Trente."

 At the dinner-table that evening, we found Lord Amaury full of hisconversation with Ambassador de
Penfars. There were, it seemed, numerous candidates for Pharaoh's most dangerous enemy, but Raife
Laniol's favored contestant was one General Hermodorus; a cousin, ittranspired, through the Ptolemaic
bloodlines, and eligible for the throneshould it suddenly become vacant.

 "Comte Raife suggests," Amaury informed me, "that you and messire Joscelin might call upon the
General, my lady. We cannot, withoutgiving offense to Pharaoh, but you might. If it is remarked upon by
the aristocracy, they will suppose that you are rivals to our mission, come to court Pharaoh's opponents."

 "We will send a letter of introduction on the morrow, my lord," Isaid. "My lord Trente, I have heard
another theory proposed today,from a Menekhetan source."

 "Oh?" he inquired.

 I saw the Lady Denise Fleurais, who had spoken of the dividebetween Menekhetan and Hellene society,
take notice. And I saw too that the Menekhetan servant who hovered with a tray of fish was thesame
who'd attended us last night, lingering with the beer-jug. We hadbeen speaking, in company, in
D'Angeline. I continued in the sametongue without altering my tone. "My lord," I said, "there is a serpent
in the corner."

 A full half the company heard and startled, turning to stare; Joscelinwas on his feet in an instant, a dagger
in his hand, reversed for thethrow. I kept my eyes on the Menekhetan and saw that he did not reactto my
words but looked instead at the reactions of our party, slow andperplexed, before glancing around.

 It paid to be cautious.

 "What serpent?" Amaury Trente asked, half-risen from his seat andirritable. "Which corner?"

 "Forgive, my lord," I said. "I thought I saw somewhat in the shadows, and..."I nodded imperceptibly
toward the Menekhetan,"...Ineeded to be sure."

 Amaury sat, comprehension dawning. Melisande was right; he wasnot a subtle man. Then again, it is an
eternal failing of those born tothe peerage, forgetting that those who attend them hand and foot haveeyes
and ears and minds that think. Joscelin shook his head, sheathinghis daggers and returning. I waited until
the rest of our company wasseated.

 "It is believed among the folk of the city," I said in a low voice,"that Pharaoh has taken the boy for his
own and plays a game ofconcealment."

 It hadn't occurred to them; I saw it in their faces. I couldn't fault them for it. It hadn't occurred to me,
either. If Amaury Trente was notsubtle, he was no fool, either. He grasped the ramifications quickly
enough, his expression somber.

 "If it's so, we've lost the lad," he said grimly. "Ptolemy Dikaioscould never own to it. And we've played
our hand too close to the vestto threaten to renege on the deal over a mere slave-boy." He shook his
head. "Ysandre was clear on that much. She doesn't want the boy'sidentity known. If we let slip his
importance . . . Elua! He's a walkingtarget, and she doesn't have the means to protect him. And if
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someonewere to use him against her..."

 "I know, my lord," I said. "Believe me, I do. I am doing what Ican to learn if the rumor is true."

 "And if it is...?" It was the Lady Denise Fleurais who dared toask it.

 I looked squarely at her. "We will do whatever is needful. Naamah'sServants have always known that
there are ways into any palace, and what was stolen, may be stolen back. If Pharaoh has not admitted
thegain, he cannot acknowledge the loss."

 "How would you—" Lord Amaury began to ask, then cut his wordsshort. "No, never mind. We will
speak of it later, if it comes to it."

 "Thank you, my lord." I inclined my head to him.

 Amaury sighed and fixed his brooding gaze upon Joscelin and I. "I'll speak to Raife Laniol again
tomorrow and see if he thinks thisrumor may have merit. Say what you will, Comtesse, but trouble seems
to follow you like a lover, you and messire Cassiline here."

 Neither of us disagreed.

 It was not until we were in bed that night that Joscelin spoke of it.

 "What if it comes to it, Phèdre?" he asked, leaning on one elbowand gazing down at me. "Would you
accept an assignation if needs beto gain access to Pharaoh's seraglio? Is it worth so much to you to see
Melisande's son safe?"

 I played with a lock of his hair, avoiding his shadowed gaze. I hadnot told him, yet, that I had made her
a promise. With all that laybetween us, all of us, it was too hard to say. "There need not be anassignation
made in truth. It may be only a matter of convincing Pharaoh's attendants one such exists. I'd try that
route first."

 "And if more is required?" he asked softly.

 "I don't know." I met his gaze, then. I had to. "Joscelin, he's achild.You saw the ones we rescued in
Amílcar. This will be worse,much worse. Does it matter whose son he is? Naamah lay down in thestews
of Bhodistan with common men when Blessed Elua hungered.

 Should I— " my voice broke, "—should I scruple at less?"He was silent for a moment, then shook his
head. "No.""It would fall to you to get him out whole and safe," I said. "Bywhatever means."

 Joscelin smiled. "Do you doubt me?"

 "No," I said fervently, wrapping both arms about his neck. I didn't, either. He had come for me on La
Dolorosa, the prison-fortress no one could assail. Joscelin had done it, crawling beneath the underside of
abridge. If it came to it, freeing Imriel de la Courcel from Pharaoh'sPalace was as naught to that. "Not for
an instant."

 "Then we are agreed." He lowered his head to kiss me. I held him hard, praying it was so.

 THIRTY-THREE
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 NESMUT CAME in the morning and informed us that the wordhad been spread and his contacts were
keeping a sharp lookout in the Palace of Pharaohs. A friend of his mother's—the laundress—had a
daughter who was responsible for polishing silver and gilt fretworklamps within the Palace, and thought
she might be able to secure an assignment within the concubines' quarters. Nesmut was bubbling over
with excitement, scarce able to contain himself.

 I cautioned him again in the strongest language I could muster,watching his eyes glaze even as he nodded
obedience. Joscelin addedhis warnings to mine with a different emphasis, touching the hilts of hisdaggers
and reminding Nesmut that we would know who to blame ifour search was discovered. I daresay the lad
took his words more seriously, looking warily at Joscelin.

 It would have been amusing, had I not been so worried; like as not,Joscelin would sooner cut off his
own hand than harm the lad, but Nesmut had no way of knowing it. And I must own, Joscelin couldlook
quite dangerous when he had a mind to. Ten years as my consorthadn't dulled the edge of that implacable
Cassiline discipline.

 We sent Nesmut on his way with a bulging purse of coin; mostly coppers, and a few silver obols. He left
at a trot, grinning broadly andfingering his jangling purse. I shook my head, feeling heavy-hearted,and
went to pen a letter of introduction to General Hermodorus andhis wife.

 Afterward, since there was naught I could accomplish elsewhere, Iaccompanied the Lady Denise
Fleurais on an excursion to the baths.

 There are a good many bath-houses in Iskandria, and this one wasrecommended by our hostess
Metriche as a suitable one, frequented bywomen of the middle aristocracy. It was built in the Tiberian
style, withseparate pools of water—cool, tepid and steaming hot.

 'Twas a different world, there, from the one I had glimpsed withNesmut yesterday. Here, there were no
men save the attendants, quietand unobtrusive. It was filled with women, young and old, chatteringvoices
raised in a mixture of Hellene and the occasional word of Menekhetan. We bade the carriage-driver to
wait and paid our fee, entering the bath-house. A bowing attendant handed us each a thick cotton towel
and robes of fine-spun linen at the door to the changing-room.

 It is the Tiberian fashion to commence in the cold waters of thefrigidarium; a custom I have always found
unnecessarily rigorous. We went straight to the caldarium, with its vast pool. It was here that themajority
of patrons lingered. Conversation did not exactly cease as Denise Fleurais and I entered the heated
bathing-chamber, but there was a lull, followed by a murmur of resumption. Looking at Denise, I could
understand why. Her intelligent face had a high-boned beauty, and even wreathed in steam, her hazel
eyes shone. The careless grace with which she had piled her hair atop her head, the way an errant lock
coiled overone shoulder as she removed her robe . . .

 We were D'Angeline. It was enough.

 The tiles, emblazoned with fish, were slick beneath my bare feet, heated beneath by an unseen
hypocaust. I slipped the robe from myshoulders and descended the steps into the steaming water,
ignoring acollective gasp as I did so.

 "It is your marque, Comtesse." Sinking into the bath with a sighof pleasure, the Lady Denise glanced at
me with heavy-lidded amusement. "They've not seen the likes of you before."
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 Betimes I forgot it myself.

 A pair of Menekhetan noblewomen, giggling, dared one another toapproach us. The braver of the two
drifted near, addressing us in excellent Hellene. "Kyria," she said. "My friend and I, we were debating.Is
it customary for D'Angeline women to . . ." she pointed at me withher chin,"...to so adorn themselves?"

 I opened my mouth to reply, but Denise answered for me. "It isthe marque of Naamah, who is our
goddess of pleasure," she said withcandour. "And the Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève is
swornto her service. Do you not have such things in Menekhet?"

 "No!" blurted the shy one of the pair, and they dissolved in laughter, clutching at one another. "It is true,
then?" she asked. "Your godsdemand you do service . . ." her voice dropped, ". . . in the bedchamber?”

 I raised my eyebrows and looked at Denise.

 "Oh, yes," she said blandly. "But only the most noble and beautiful,such as my lady Phèdre. You can
see, can you not, that she is fit toserve only princes and kings?"

 It seemed they could, from the merriment that ensued. One, greatlydaring, asked if she might touch it; if
one might, they all must. I enduredit with good grace, standing waist-deep in the steaming water as ten
tative hands stroked my skin, tracing the elegant black lineaments etchedthe length of my spine, the
cunning crimson accents. It is a uniquetorment for ananguissette.

 "It feels no different!" the bold one said in astonishment. "I thoughtit would be raised, like a scar . . .
Auntie, come here, feel, her skin islike silk," she added before switching to Menekhetan, beckoning to a
veritable grandmother with wizened breasts and bright, curious eyes.All of them crowded round me,
oohing and prodding.

 "For this, you brought me here?" I asked Denise Fleurais.

 "My mother was an adept of Bryony House," she said inD'Angeline, head bobbing low above the water,
giving me her shrewdsmile. "Amaury Trente may not care to guess how you might gainaccess to
Pharaoh's quarters, but I can. If you mean to bring yourCassiline, you'll need to allay suspicion and let it
be known it is a pearlof great price you bestow, worthy of guarding with the utmost care.To gain the
upper hand in any trade, it is best to establish an outrageousvalue at the outset."

 "Ah." I turned to face my admirers, inclining my head politely;curiosity satisfied, they acknowledged the
tacit dismissal and withdrew,laughing and splashing as they went. "I have not made that decision,"I said to
Denise. "It would be premature to consider it."

 "To decide, yes." She shrugged, cream-white shoulders rising from the waters. "Not to lay the
foundations." She regarded me through the steam. "Her majesty assigned me to this delegation because I
am skilled in matters of trade," Denise Fleurais said quietly. "Whatever transpires,she would not have the
Cruarch of Alba make a bad bargain for hersake. And yet it is a merchant's gift to know the secret desire
of herclient's heart, and her majesty wants the boy, Imriel, restored to hisplace. I know this. I do not
pretend to understand what desire motivatesyou, Comtesse, but you are committed to finding the boy. If
you arewilling to pay the price, do not disdain my aid."

 Women's voices echoed over the waters of the caldarium, blithe andunconcerned. I looked at Denise,
silent. I thought of the children wehad found in Amílcar. I thought of Pharaoh, bejeweled and unknown.
My skin still tingled from the touch of strange hands. I thought ofNesmut's valiant grin, that so reminded
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me of Hyacinthe. And Ithought, too, of Melisande Shahrizai closing her eyes in pain, and ofher lips on
mine.

 And of Joscelin. Always Joscelin.

 "I don't know if I'm willing to pay the price," I said honestly.

 "No?" Denise Fleurais smiled, sadness mingled with her shrewdness. "Most people don't, until the
bargain is struck. I cannot answerfor you. I do not bring the bargain, but only set the table for it."

 Her words stayed with me as I went to submerge myself in the cooler waters of the tepidarium, and long
afterward. I had thought ofit, of course; the Lady Denise was right. But it had been a long timesince I had
sold myself for aught but love or the pleasure of Naamah'sservice. When I was younger, I thought, I
would have done it unthinking. Now, 'twas somehow different.

 Still and all, there was naught to be done and no point to agonizingover it until we knew for a surety that
Imriel de la Courcel was heldin the Palace of Pharaohs . . . and on that score, to my dismay, our
investigation began to stall.

 Nesmut reported on the following day, his expression glum. Despite an overwhelming eagerness to
contribute to the search in covert defianceof the aristocracy, no one within the Palace had yet seen
anyone matching the description of the D'Angeline boy—and, he assured me, theyhad a better idea
what it meant now that descriptions of me were circulating, born of my encounter in the baths.

 Against my own misgivings, I recruited Nesmut to aid us in searching General Hermodorus' house and
interviewing his servants.

 Our letter of introduction had been received, and an invitation toa dinner party with a few of their friends
came in short order. Naturally,we accepted; and contracted Nesmut to serve as our torch-bearer forthe
evening.

 Of that encounter, I will say little, save that it proved tedious inthe end and unproductive. I daresay I met
a good many Menekhetanmalcontents that night, and they were eager to determine our motivesfor visiting
Iskandria. I smiled and made polite allusions to the fact thatYsandre de la Courcel, the wise and gracious
Queen of Terre d'Ange,wished it known that she had no interest in having a political say inthe affairs of
Menekhet, but only to trade freely with whosoever heldpower. Who knows? Like as not it was true.

 Most of their questions, they directed toward Joscelin, eventuallyquizzing him on D'Angeline alliances
and battle-tactics. What he didnot know, he invented, describing fabulous war machines and siege-
engines that I was fairly sure did not exist.

 General Hermodorus himself was a bandy-legged man with a roundbelly and an intent stare, brows
meeting over a beak of a nose; Horns,his companions called him, in a Menekhetan jest that eluded me. I
neither liked nor disliked him. His wife, Gyllis, scarce spoke above awhisper, and I thought I might have
pitied her if I had known her better. So we dined and made empty conversation, and my heartpounded
all the while to think of Nesmut supping on bread and beerin the kitchen, making innocuous queries of the
General's householdstaff.

 I needn't have worried. Nesmut was waiting at the door as we made our farewells, carrying a
fresh-kindled torch to light our way home. Hemet my eyes as he bowed, shaking his head imperceptibly,
his expressiondisappointed. For all my fears, I cannot say I was surprised. GeneralHermodorus, whether
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he loved Pharaoh or no, did not strike me as aman willing to take risk for carnal passions.

 So much for that thought.

 Indeed, the only item of note in the entire evening passed nearlyunnoticed, save by me; a small matter,
scarce worth noting. One of General Hermodorus' serving-maids was Hellene and island-bred, got in
some skirmish I could not name. I would not have known, had shenot paused ever so slightly in laying a
dish on the table before me, bowing her head as I thanked her."Lypiphera," she murmured in ac
knowledgement, moving onward.

 Pain-bearer.

 I had been called that only once before, on the island of Kriti, byslaves.

 I do not know how they knew, then.

 THIRTY-FOUR

 A WEEK passed, and we were no closer to an answer; in anotherweek, we must leave or forfeit our
place in Radi Arumi's caravan.

 Lord Amaury Trente was pulling his hair again.

 Frustrated, I asked Nesmut to arrange a meeting with FadilChouma's widow and serve as translator.
This, he did, and it too provedsublimely unproductive. We brought gifts of sweets and D'Angeline fabrics
and jars of Menekhetan beer, spending a tongue-tied afternoonof pleasantries and abortive inquiries in
Chouma's courtyard, where hiswife maintained a stoic mien and his concubines giggled and whispered
behind their hands—all except one, who hid her face behind a veil and said nothing.They do not care
that Chouma's third concubine will havescars,Nesmut had said.

 I cared. But Fadil Chouma's third concubine kept silent behind herveil. She would speak no ill of
Pharaoh; nor would Chouma's widownor his other concubines, for all their whispers. Nesmut only shook
hishead sadly. And the only item of note from that sojourn was that wesaw once more one of the dread
priests Nesmut so feared, walkingboldly down the center of Canopic Street in the midday sun.

 It is the broadest street in Iskandria, lined with immense effigies ofMenekhetan deities whose faces bear
a Hellene influence. This time, Isaw the priest in advance of Nesmut's hissed warning.

 "Skotophagotís!"

 We who are D'Angeline are bastard-born of the One God's lineage,raised to respect the gods of all
places. I stepped to the side of the streetunthinking, and Joscelin followed suit, not going for his daggers
thistime. Nesmut crouched, baring his teeth as if in challenge. This time, Ihad a better look at the priest,
until the chariot came. At close rangehe did not appear Menekhetan, I noted in surprise. No; his skin had
apallor theirs did not, and his square beard curled. This I saw, and whythe sun glinted oddly on his head,
for he wore a helm of bone, a boar'sskull or somewhat like it curving over his pate, with plaques of ivory
sewn onto it with gold wire.

 And then the chariot came, advertising for the games held weeklyin the great amphitheatre of Iskandria,
the charioteer with green ribbonstied around his upper arms hauling on the reins and cursing. His team
drew up hard, champing and foaming at the bit.
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 It was a pair of matched chestnuts. I remember it well, how theytossed their heads, spume flying, and the
heat and the dust. I rememberthe hot stink of horse-flesh, and how theskotophagotis stood unmoving,
hoisting his staff. In the midday sun, his truncated shadow lay cut like a knife on the road, jet-black and
immobile, crossing the charioteer's path.

 Nesmut made a keening sound, then bit the back of his hand tostop it.

 The charioteer cursed in Menekhetan and flicked his whip.

 And theskotophagotis bowed his head and stepped out of the way,sunlight gleaming from the yellowed
bone that cupped his own skull.In a trice, it was over, and the charioteer plunging on his way, Nesmut
tugging at my hand and muttering, "Do not look, do not look, mylady, do not cross his shadow."

 It meant nothing at the time, though. That came later.

 Lord Amaury Trente was in a foul mood that night when we dinedat Metriche's inn, and for that, I could
not blame him. There was nomovement in the search for Imriel de la Courcel, and negotiations mustcarry
on apace, lest we lose credibility with the Menekhetans. I'd scarce spoken to Denise Fleurais, who was
the nearest thing I had to a friend among his delegates, these three days past. Ysandre would make no
badbargain on Drustan's behalf; that was sacrosanct.

 To be sure, gossip had spread since our visit to the baths, and there was speculation in Iskandria that I
would offer my gifts to Pharaoh tosweeten the deal; the offer, it was murmured, would not be
unwelcome.

 Joscelin had heard it by now, and what he thought of it, I couldnot say. I daresay he knew why, after our
talk, though we did not speakfurther of it. I kept my own counsel. Not a single one of Nesmut'selaborate
web of contacts could confirm Imri was in the Palace, and Ihad no intention of bringing my price to the
bargaining-table if he wasnot.

 "He wants to meet you, Phèdre." Lord Amaury hoisted his cup ofbeer and regarded it with disfavor.
"Elua, what I wouldn't give for aglass of Namarrese red! We should have brought an extra keg. Anymind
...it seems word has come to Pharaoh's ear, and he told Ambassador de Penfars today that he wishes to
lay eyes on this treasureof D'Angeline womanhood. Especially since General Hermodorus hasseen you."

 I picked at the fish on my plate, separating tender flesh from amyriad of bones. "Well and so, he may
meet me. If the ruler of Menekhet summons me before the throne, I can hardly ignore it."

 "And if he asks more?" Amaury asked. "Comte Raife thinks he might. He has heard, it seems, something
of Naamah's service."

 At the far end of the table, Denise Fleurais coughed discreetly. Iignored it and met Amaury's eyes. "I am
a free D'Angeline, and underno obligation to Ptolemy Dikaios. Does Ambassador de Penfars counselthat
I should grant his request? Does he think Pharaoh will be struckdumb at my beauty and offer up the boy
of his own volition?"

 "No." Lord Amaury looked miserable. "But we're running out ofoptions, my lady. And he thought. . .
you are skilled in the arts ofcovertcy. Men talk, in moments of passion . . . Elua, I don't know! Ithought,
when you arrived . . ." He shrugged. "I thought we wouldhave found him by now."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "So did I, my lord," I murmured. "So did I."

 Amaury sighed and drained his cup, staring into its empty bottomuntil an attentive servant stepped up to
refill it. I pushed away my plate of fish and glanced at Joscelin, who returned my gaze with an unread
able expression. The other delegates, less affected, laughed and conversed amid a merry clatter of
cutlery. Someone, a minor lordling, wastelling a tale of the day's events to an audience rapt with horror.

 ". . . dragged forty yards or better," he was saying. "By the timethey cut the reins from his waist, his own
mother wouldn't have recognized him."

 "You should send a letter of introduction," Amaury announced inan abrupt tone, raising his head. "That
much, at least. Raife Laniol's afool not to have advised it sooner."

 ". . . matched chestnuts, the sweetest pair you've seen, with an arch to their necks to make a woman
weep, I tell you, and the one with itsforeleg dangling, I nearly wept myself. . ."

 "Of course," I said absentmindedly, listening, "if you think it best.My lord Amaury, what are they talking
about?"

 "What?" Amaury Trente stared at me a moment, uncomprehending.

 "Oh, that. A man was killed at the chariot-races, I believe. One of thecharioteers. A terrible accident."

 "Did he wear green ribbons?" My voice was unsteady.

 "Green ribbons?" Amaury frowned, and asked; the question wendedits way down the table and came
back, the answer bedecked with agood deal of unnecessary detail. Yes, the charioteer had worn green
ribbons, tied about his upper arms. Or at least he had, before. He'dgotten tangled in his reins and
dragged, after the chariot had upset.Who could say what color his ribbons had been, once they were
soakedwith blood?

 Either way, the man was dead.

 It was then that a feather of foreboding touched me.

 "My lord Amaury," I asked. "Who are these priests the locals nameEaters-of-Darkness? "

 No one, it transpired, knew for sure; some had never encounteredone and others, like me, had assumed
they were Menekhetan priests,servants of Serapis, lord of the dead. I listened to them all, and learned
little, beginning to wonder. Joscelin had seen the same thing I had. Helistened too, and I saw on his face a
steadily growing expression ofdisquiet that echoed what I felt. Somewhere, in these events, an unseen
pattern was tightening upon us.

 That night, I had another dream.

 This time, it was different. I did not dream of the ship and the isle,but of Canopic Street, flat and
bright-washed in the midday sun, dustlying heavy on the flagstones. A lone figure knelt in the center of it,
a boy, his head bowed. A collar of iron weighted his neck, outsized andcruel, and his hair fell in black
curls over his shoulders.

 "Skotophagotis!"said a voice I knew to be Nesmut's.
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 I took a step forward, my feet as heavy as lead. A black shadowfell across the flagstones, fell across the
kneeling boy. He lifted his head.A black bar of shadow lay over his face, cast by an unseen staff. Heknelt
unmoving, and I saw that a chain ran from the iron collar to his shackled wrists. Above the staff-shadow,
his eyes were as blue as sapphires.

 "Lypiphera,"he said to me in Hyacinthe's voice.

 I woke up shaking and weeping, with Joscelin's arms around meand his voice, warm and alive,
murmuring soothing things in my ear.He held me until it passed. My anxious heart slowed and my
breathing grew calm. I freed myself from his arms, then, and went to stand before the open window,
letting the night breeze dry my sweat-dampened skin.

 "How long have you been having nightmares?" Joscelin asked behind me.

 "Since the City," I murmured. "I dreamt of Hyacinthe, before it all began."

 "You should have told me."

 "I know." I turned around to look at him sitting up in the bed, hisbeautiful face somber with concern. "It
doesn't matter, though, not really. I had nightmares before, too; before La Serenissima. I'm no seer.They
never tell me anything I don't already know. Only things I don'twant to admit."

 "And what did this one tell you?" he asked, grave as a child. Joscelin would never laugh at my dreams,
whether I told him or no. Wehad been together too long. I shivered and wrapped my arms aboutmyself.

 "I don't know," I whispered. "But I saw that priest's shadow."

 "Skotophagotis."He said the word and fell silent a moment. "Phèdre,come to bed. I think this is a
conversation better held in daylight."

 I agreed wholeheartedly, crawling back into bed and into his arms. With my head on Joscelin's shoulder,
I fell asleep at last. His eyes werestill open when I did, staring awake at the ceiling, and what private
darkness he saw, I could not say.

 In the morning, we did not speak of it until Nesmut came.

 He came at the tail-end of the breakfast hour, as was his wont,sauntering into Metriche's dining-hall.
Taking a seat at our table—itwas only Joscelin and me, Lord Amaury's delegation having departed
already—Nesmut helped himself to a serving of bean-cake, amplyspooning jellied figs atop it. He had, I
noted, a new tunic, white cotton with a fine brown stripe, the fabric still crisp. Nesmut had prospered in
our service. I felt guilty terminating it.

 Nonetheless, there was the dream.

 "Nesmut," I said, making my voice firm. He looked at me wide-eyed his mouth full of bean-cake. "I have
come to a decision. Ourbargain is ended. I don't want you risking yourself or others in searchingthe
Palace of Pharaohs."
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 "No more," I said implacably. "Swear it. Swear it by Serapis."

 Joscelin raised his eyebrows and shifted, showing the hilt of his sword to better advantage.

 "I swear it," Nesmut muttered. With a sullen look, he raised hishand and rattled off an oath in
Menekhetan. "The gracious lady is happy? You wish me to go?"

  

 "Wait," Joscelin said mildly. He leaned forward. "Nesmut, my ladyPhèdre fears to put you in danger;
you, or anyone. It does not meanwe have no need of your wisdom. Tell us this, if you may, and heed my
lady's tender sensibilities well. Who is that man you call Eater-of-Darkness?"

 Nesmut shuddered and glanced around, then lowered his voice inthe bright morning light. "Gracious lord,
it is a danger to name them!They are shades, priests of a kingdom that died and lives, Persis-that-was. In
Iskandria, and all across the world, they go where they will.Akkadians hate them like the plague, so it is
said, but even they fearto cross aSkotophagotis ' shadow. Many have tried, and died for it."

 "Like the charioteer," I said.

 Nesmut nodded vigorously and reached for another bean-cake, forgetting his fear. "The gracious lady
has heard, yes. We saw it, and hedied, died before sunset. He was a fool from the countryside, and
knewno better."

 "Persis-that-was?" Joscelin frowned. "You mean they are descendents of the Persians?"

 "No." Nesmut chewed and swallowed, pouring a glass of water."That is, yes, gracious lord, they are of
the ancient bloodlines, but thereare many Persians in Khebbel-im-Akkad. TheSkotophagoti. . ." he
dropped his voice again, ". . . are of the kingdom that died and lives."

 Joscelin raised his eyebrows at me and I shook my head. I knewsomething of Akkadian history through
my studies with Eleazar benEnoch, and a good deal of the language, but nothing of a kingdom thatdied
and lives. Of Persis itself, I knew little, for that once-mighty empirewas overthrown by Ahzimandias and
the resurgent House of Ur some five hundred years gone by. The Akkadians were not merciful, doing
their best to obliterate the remnants of Persian culture.

 There is, of course, one story that lives in D'Angeline memory. It was the King of Persis who imprisoned
Blessed Elua when he firstwandered the earth . . . and it was Naamah who freed him, offering theking a
single night of pleasure if he would release Elua. It is why werevere Naamah, and enter her service in
homage.

 I was disquieted by the thought.

 "Nesmut," I began, but I never finished my question, for at thatmoment, Lord Amaury Trente entered the
dining-hall, flanked by a pairof delegates, looking distractedly about the room.

 "Phèdre!" he exclaimed, spotting me and hurrying over. "My lady,I'm glad you're still here. Pharaoh has
sent word through Ambassadorde Penfars. You are summoned to an audience," he said, adding,"Now."

 THIRTY-FIVE
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 ONE DOES not ignore a summons from a sitting regent in his owncapital city, free D'Angeline or no. I
changed my attire, donning theone suitable gown I had brought, a deep rose-hued silk bedecked with
crystal beadwork. It was a full year out of date, but Favrielle nó Eglantine had designed it, and the
slim-fitting lines and the way an extrameasure of fabric pooled at the hem were still being copied this
year.

 I'd brought it because it packed light.

 "Very nice," Joscelin said in a neutral voice, watching me braid myhair intoa coronet.

 "He is Pharaoh of Menekhet, Joscelin." I fixed the braids in placewith jeweled hairpins, turning my head
to see themglitter in the room'sdull bronze mirror. "Should I present myself before him in riding garb?"

 Joscelin shrugged and made no reply. He had changed into a doublet and breeches of dove-grey
velvet, the crest of Montrève workedsmall on the breast. If he'd worn his hair in a club at the neck, he
couldhave passed for a Cassiline Brother.

 I eyed him with resignation. "You'll not be able to take your bladesinto Pharaoh's presence, you know."

 "I know. I'll leave them when asked."

 It would have to do. I sighed and kissed him before applying carmine to my lips with a delicate brush.
Mayhap it gave him dour amusement that I needs must dress my beauty in its finest rainment to meeta
foreign sovereign, but he'd never been described as a treasure ofD'Angeline womanhood, either.
Whatever else transpired, trade negotiations with Menekhet were like to continue, and thanks to the
LadyDenise's idea, I had a level of credibility to meet.

 The Ambassador had sent his carriage, and Comte Raife Laniolgreeted us himself in his courtyard,
accompanied by his wife. He wasa tall man with brown hair turning to silver, courtly and well-spoken.He
was, I was told, an excellent Hellene scholar; well and so, I couldadmire that, though I thought him a fool
for failing to learn Menekhetan.It is a scholar's weakness, to run narrow and deep. I rather liked his wife,
Juliette, who had a grave loveliness that lit unexpectedly when she smiled.

 "Comtesse," she murmured, giving me the kiss of greeting. "It isan honor to meet you. We would have
had you to dine, you and messireVerreuil, only I feared to disturb your travails."

 I assured her that it would be a pleasure, and then her husband heldopen the door of the carriage and
we reboarded once more, all of uspressed close in the small space. Amaury Trente looked anxious, as
wellhe might; although he said naught of it, I know he regarded the inspiredplans to which I was prone
with a degree of trepidation.

 For my part, I felt only an unwarranted calm. I listened to Raife Laniol instruct us on the protocol of the
presence, committing it tomemory. We were to pause at the door to the throne-room, then followthree
steps behind the Chamberlain upon being announced, preceded bythe Ambassador and his wife. We
were to make a full kneeling obeisance, and then stand with our eyes cast down until Pharaoh addressed
us. Upon leaving, we were to wait for the Chamberlain to pass, andfollow three steps behind, departing
in the order of arrival.

 There was more, too. I waited until he was finished. "My lordAmbassador, what do you know of these
priests the Iskandrians callSkowphagoti?"
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 Comte Raife blinked, perplexed. His wife whispered in his ear. "Ohyes," he said, expression clearing. "It
is some native superstition, I am told. Menekhet is like any place, full of its soothsayers and harbingers.
Do they concern you?"

 "They might," I said. "Where are they from? I was told Persis."

 "Persis!" He laughed. "Someone has been filling your ears withnonsense."

 "You have never heard of a kingdom that died and lives?"

 "Ah." Comte Raife gave me a benevolent look. "It is Khebbel-im-Akkad you're thinking of, my dear. I
am given to understand that thename itself means ..."

 "Akkad-that-is-reborn," I said. "Yes, my lord, I know it. This is something different."

 He shook his head, bemused. "I think not, my lady."

 And then there was no more time for conversation, for we hadreached the Palace of Pharaohs. It is a
gorgeous structure, to be sure,sheathed in white marble and jutting out into the harbor. Pharaoh'sguards
knew the Ambassador by sight, but they took no chances, peering into the carriage and confirming our
identities, matching themagainst a list on a waxen tablet. Our entrance was authorized and wewere waved
through the gate.

 Inside, the Palace was open and airy, with high ceilings and innumerable windows positioned to catch
the sea breeze. Clearly, it was meant to be defended from without and not within. We were usheredinto
an antechamber where we were served a cooling drink of steepedhibiscus petals, and stoic slaves
worked fans of massive palm fronds.Presently the Chamberlain came for us, accompanied by a pair of
attendants. He was a tall, gaunt man with a slight stoop, and no trace ofhumor in his mien.

 "My lord Ambassador," he greeted Raife Laniol in Hellene.

 Comte Raife bowed. "My lord Chamberlain. You know LordAmaury Trente, and his companions, Lord
Nicolas Vigny and the Baronde Chalais. May I present the Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève,
and her consort Joscelin Verreuil?"

 The Chamberlain's eyelids flickered. It is not done, in Menekhet,for women to take consorts as we do in
Terre d'Ange—not openly, atleast. "Pharaoh will be pleased," was all he said. "My lord Verreuil,will you
consent to leave your weapons in our keeping?"

 Joscelin gave a Cassiline bow in response, removing his daggersfrom their sheathes and unbuckling his
baldric with practiced ease. Oneof the Chamberlain's attendants stepped forward, opening a length ofthe
best Menekhetan linen to accept his weapons. The unadorned steel, oiled leather and worn hilts looked
plain and utilitarian against the finewhite cloth.

 "Those blades once saved her majesty's life," Comte Raife said."Guard them well, my lord
Chamberlain."

 So, I thought, he is not entirely unsuited to diplomacy. The Chamberlain glanced at Joscelin with a
measure of increased respect. "It shallbe done," he said, bowing briefly. "Now, if you will follow,
Pharaohis waiting."
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 We followed, Comte Raife and his wife three steps behind theChamberlain, Amaury Trente and the
delegates, and Joscelin and meat the rear. I kept my eyes downcast, walking at a measured pace, feeling
the vastness of the throne-room echo on my ears. The air moved, fannedby slaves, scented with camphor
and sandalwood. By the faint creak ofarmor, I guessed there were guards present, a dozen or more. I
heard our names announced, and caught a glimpse of Comte Raife and Juliettemaking their obeisance,
then Lord Amaury and his delegates. A malevoice addressed them in pleasant tones, and another, a
woman's, youngand piping.

 And then it was our turn. Approaching the throne, I sank to myknees, feeling the marble cool through the
silk of my dress, bowingdeeply and rising, keeping my gaze on the floor, conscious of Joscelindoing the
same.

 "Lady Phèdre." It was Pharaoh's voice that addressed me. I methis eyes. Despite his gilt-encrusted
robes, Ptolemy Dikaios, Pharaoh ofMenekhet, was only a man, of middle years, the gold diadem of his
office set atop thinning hair. He smiled at me. "So this is the treasureof Terre d'Ange."

 "My lord Pharaoh." I inclined my head. "Others have said it, notI."

 "Oh, they've said well enough." He reached out to take the handof the woman seated at his side; scarce
more than a girl, really. "Do you not agree, my darling Clytemne?"

 The Pharaoh's second wife and current Queen giggled. "It is true, then! My ladies said as much. Tell me
..."She leaned forward, wide-eyed and curious. "Do you bathe in the milk of wild asses to make your
skin so fair? I have heard it is so."

 "No, my lady." I curtsied to her, keeping my expression serious.Well and so; this audience was not
entirely what I had expected. Acrossfrom me, I could see Joscelin biting his lip and studying the floor. "I
use a salve of wool-fat, from the first shearing, rendered with an attarof rose. It gives a marvelous
suppleness. I am certain Lord Amaury could procure it if my lady wishes."

 "Oh, yes!" Queen Clytemne clapped her hands together. PtolemyDikaios looked amused and indulgent.
Amaury Trente looked dumbstruck, and hid it poorly. "Of a surety," the young Queen continuedeagerly,
"you recommend tincture of nightshade to give your eyes suchluster, is it not so?"

 "No, my lady." I shook my head and smiled gently at her. "Itmakes the eyes ill able to bear light, and I
fear I would find myselfblinded by your majesty's brilliance."

 "Oh!" Clytemne blushed, pleased by the compliment, pink color"It is the mark of Kushiel's Dart," Raife
Laniol, Ambassador dePenfars, said smoothly, stepping forward to bow. "Or so we say, inTerre
d'Ange."

 "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."Thewords were spoken in Hellene, but their source was pure
D'Angeline.I saw Joscelin's head raise unbidden, his hands crossing unthinking to hover over the hilts of
his absent daggers. Ptolemy Dikaios was smiling broadly. "Come, my lord de Penfars," he chided the
Ambassador. "You are a scholar. Tiberium may lay its claims, but all the world knows thefinest library is
in Iskandria. For a thousand years, Menekhet has sur vived by its wits. Did you truly think I would
entertain a D'Angelinedelegation without learning all I might? Did you suppose me ignorantof the identity
of your guests, who have dined with my dear General Hermodorus?" Ignoring us for a moment, he turned
to his young bride. "Clytemne, my darling, you have seen the flower of D'Angeline beauty.Now leave us
to discussion."
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 With a show of reluctance, she climbed down from her throne, anescort awaiting her. "You won't forget
the salve?" she asked me hopefully in parting.

 I looked pointedly at Amaury Trente, who startled before executinga florid bow. "It will be my honor to
execute the request personally,your majesty."

 And then we were alone with Ptolemy Dikaios, Pharaoh of Menekhet, whose intellect I feared I had
greatly underestimated. He steepled his fingers, clad in a glittering array of rings, over his belly and
regarded us. "She had a desire to behold you, my lady, and learn thesecrets of D'Angeline beauty. We
are grateful for your indulgence."

 "It is my honor, my lord."

 He waved one bejeweled hand. "Clytemne is a silly girl, but her heart is good, and she brings to our
marriage an allegiance with theisland of Cythera which I could ill afford to lose. For my part, I am
well-pleased. Tell me, is there aught I may offer in kind?"

 I have served Naamah for many years, and I know a laden questionwhen I hear one. I knew it now.
And I have studied the arts of covertcy for nearly as long, and knew to read the shadings of tone, the
unspokenlanguage of the body.Iknow who you are, said the silent features ofPtolemy Dikaios,and what
you do. I know what you seek, and what youmay ask. Do you dare?

 And I wondered how he knew and I bethought myself of Melisande Shahrizai, who had managed
access, in her Serenissiman exile, to Hellene translations of Habiru texts, to rare Jebean manuscripts.
Melisande,who had been on a moment's notice prepared to escape to Iskandriaand pursue her missing
son. It had not occurred to me, until now, towonder why she was so certain of finding aid in the city.

 And it had not occurred to me to wonder from whom. Melisandewas never one to aim low.

 "My lord Pharaoh," I said to him. "You know who I am. Do youknow what I seek?"

 Ptolemy Dikaios shifted on his throne, rings flashing. His featureshad gone impassive. "I know it does not
lie within these walls."

 I studied his face as if my life depended on it, and indeed, if minedid not, Imriel's might. He was
concealing something. Knowledge, orthe boy? If I was wrong, I lost my opportunity. I had to gamble.
Pharaoh's face was smooth, sure of his unassailability. He would not be so certain if it was the boy. A
secret alliance is much easier to hide than a ten-year-old boy. I thought of my dream, and the dark bar of
shadow falling across Imriel's upturned face. Amaury Trente was staring at me,his lips moving silently,
praying I would not do aught foolish. In truth,I could not say. "Then I will ask a question, my lord
Pharaoh, as I perceive you are a scholar of the world." I drew a deep breath. "What is the kingdom that
died and lives?"

 The Pharaoh of Menekhet grew pale."Drujan."

 "Drujan." I savored the word, along with the Pharaoh's pallor andthe beads of sweat that stood of a
sudden on his balding pate. "Tellme, my lord, what is this Drujan?"

 One of his guards stepped forward, and a court soothsayer with afurrowed brow. Ptolemy Dikaios
composed himself and waved themback. "Drujan," he said in a grim tone, "was once a satrapy of the
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empire of Persis. It is a kingdom, now, in the far north of Khebbel-im-Akkad."

 "A kingdom?" Comte Raife arched his elegant silver eyebrows. "Asovereignkingdom, my lord Pharaoh?"

 There was a pause. "Yes," Ptolemy Dikaios said. "So I believe itto be. The Drujani rebelled against their
Akkadian overlords a scoreand ten years ago, and were crushed mercilessly. Every surviving member
of royal blood was put to the sword, the women raped and slain.

 And then..."He spread his hands, a powerless gesture for all the rings that adorned his fingers. "Eight
years ago, something changed. What itwas, I do not know, for the Akkadians are loathe to speak of it.
Butthat is when the bone-priests came, theSkotophagoti. Sometimes alone,and sometimes with
comrades, merchants and mercenaries."

 "And you welcomed them, my lord Pharaoh?" I let a hint of politedisbelief show in my voice. "I have
heard it said the Akkadians hate them like the plague."

 "And fear them as much." He shook his head. "I never welcomedthem. It is death to trade with them,
death to house them, death to give them succor. That much, the Akkadians decreed. Such was the proc
lamation of Ishme-la-Ilu, who is Grand Vizier to the Khalif of Khebbel-im-Akkad, and I have obeyed it.
The Drujani and their bone-priestsare not welcome in Iskandria, nor anywhere in Menekhet. But..."he
smiled tightly, ". . . it is also death to cross them, and not by Akkadian steel, no. Ignoble death, by a
falling-sickness, by the bite of an asp, arunaway horse. Believe me," he added, glancing around. "I have
consulted my priests, and I have consulted our great library. Neither haveyielded an answer. There are
talismans, prayer-scrolls..." He waved adismissive hand. "Enemies of the Drujani bone-priests die
anyway."

 "So they go where they will?" I asked slowly.

 Ptolemy Dikaios nodded. "We do as the Akkadians have bidden.Avoid them, and give thanks to all the
gods that their numbers are few,and they offer no violence if unmolested." He gave his tight smile again.
"Menekhet is ancient, Lady Phèdre, and she has weathered many storms.Whatever quarrel lies between
Drujan and Khebbel-im-Akkad, we canoutwait it."

 "Yes, but now..."I was thinking half aloud. "My lord Pharaoh,what do the Drujani come for?" I paused.
"Do they buy slaves?"

 His face turned stony. "It may be, though it is forbidden."

 "Of course," I said absently. "But if they did . . . if they did, would anyone stop them? Your guards?
Would they be challenged at the gatesof the city?"

 Another pause, then he shook his head. "No. Not if aSkotophagotiswas with them."

 "And the punishment for a Menekhetan merchant caught doing business with a Drujani?"

 Pharaoh met my eyes and answered softly. "Death."

 I shuddered, and heard Amaury Trente utter a sound of dismay. Itseemed strange and distant, for my
ears were ringing with a bronzeclash of wings and a haze of red veiled my vision. The unseen patternwas
closing upon me. I saw through a skein of crimson Kushiel's face,cruel and smiling, his mighty hands.
One, held close to his breast, held a key—the other, outstretched, offered a diamond, dangling at the end
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of a velvet cord.

 "Phèdre!"There were hands again, Joscelin's, hard on my shoulders, shaking me. I blinked at him, my
vision clearing, realized I was swayingon my feet. "Are you all right?"

 "Yes." I gripped his forearms, steadying myself, and looked pasthim at Ptolemy Dikaios. "My lord
Pharaoh, I crave a boon."

 He made a slight gesture. "Speak."

 From the corner of my eye, I could see Lord Amaury grimacingand Raife Laniol discouraging me with a
discreet shake of his head. Iignored them both. "My lord Pharaoh, you know that her majesty hasbade us
seek a young D'Angeline boy, stolen by Carthaginian raidersand sold unwitting into slavery in Menekhet.
You have aided us mostgraciously in this search. I ask that you aid us once more, and inquireof your
Iskandrian Guard if such a boy was seen leaving the city in thecustody of Drujani priests."

 Ptolemy Dikaios relaxed slightly. "It shall be done," he said, andbeckoned to a senior guardsman,
resplendent in a white kilt and gildedbreastplate, addressing him in Menekhetan.

  

 "Shh." I waved him to silence, straining to hear the words Pharaohspoke to the guardsman. He spoke
with quiet discretion, but I have anear for languages, and a memory trained by Anafiel Delaunay.
"Amaury, did you give Pharaoh a description of Imriel de la Courcel?"I asked him in a low tone,
speaking D'Angeline.

 "A description?" He unhanded me and looked puzzled. "No, ofcourse not. Pharaoh would not concern
himself with such details. Evenhis Secretary of the Treasury didn't deign to hear them. I told the clerk,
Rekhmire. No one else."

 Raife Laniol, Ambassador de Penfars, glared at us both, put off onlyslightly by Joscelin's warning glance.
I paid him no heed, consideringthe key Amaury had given me and what leverage it granted.

 "It is done," announced the Pharaoh of Menekhet, putting an end to our covert squabbling. He looked at
me with a cunning light in hiseyes, a smile stretching his broad mouth. "It seems Terre d'Ange hasa mighty
interest in this young slave-lad, does it not? So, my lady, whatboon will you grant me in return?"

 Amaury Trente sighed and threw up his hands in despair, turningaway. One of his delegates grinned.
Juliette de Penfars gazed sympathetically at me, while her husband the Ambassador strove to put agood
face on it. Joscelin . . . Joscelin merely frowned, like a man listening to the strains of distant battle.

 "My lord Pharaoh," I said. "May I speak privately to you?"

 THIRTY-SIX

 OF COURSE, he granted my request.

 To this day, I cannot say whether or not Ptolemy Dikaios trulybelieved I would bed him for a trivial
favor. Mayhap he did, or mayhap he believed I would reckon the price worth it to buy his silence in the
matter of the D'Angeline slave-lad our Queen so ardently desired. Afterall, he knew his worth.
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 Either way, I disabused him of the notion.

 "My lord Pharaoh," I said to him in his private reception-chamber,attended only by impassive
fan-bearers. "This is my boon: In exchangefor your aid, I will not tell Ambassador de Penfars nor Lord
AmauryTrente that you have been in league with the Lady Melisande Shahrizaide la Courcel."

 He looked at me for a long moment without speaking, reclining ona couch, head propped on one hand.
"Now why would you say such a thing?"

 "Because, my lord." I raised my eyebrows at him. "No one described the lad to you. And yet I heard
you tell the guard he was aD'Angeline boy of some ten years, with black hair and blue eyes. Eitheryou
have seen the lad yourself. . . or someone else has described himto you. And I can only think of one
person like to do such a thing."

 At that, he had the grace to blanch a little. "You do not speakMenekhetan."

 "No," I agreed. "I don't. But I listened to a young man in myemploy translate those very words into
Menekhetan for the benefit of Fadil Chouma's widow and concubines. I have an ear, my lord, for
language."

 "Indeed." After a moment, Ptolemy Dikaios rose from his couchand paced the room, his hands clasped
behind his back. He regardedhis couch, his impassive slaves, his frescoed walls. In time, he regarded me.
"I have never seen this boy. Iskandria enjoys free trade with LaSerenissima. This woman of whom you
speak was wife to the soleD'Angeline presence in that city-state. Our acquaintance is of longstanding."

 "Her fortunes," I said, "have changed considerably from when firstyou knew her."

 "Imprisonment." He waved a dismissive hand. "Or sanctuary, ifyou will. Yes. Even so, I am given to
understand that herson..."hegave the word a subtle emphasis, ". . . stands third in line for theD'Angeline
throne."

 "He does," I said. "Which is why her majesty Ysandre de la Courcel would as lief see him safe. It does
not alter the fact that his mother has been condemned for treason and is sentenced to die should she set
footfrom her sanctuary."

 Much to my surprise, Ptolemy Dikaios laughed, and did more thanlaugh. It was a deep and considerable
laugh, roaring from his gut, untilhis eyes watered and he must needs use the fringed end of a sash towipe
them. "Ah, Phèdre nó Delaunay! Why did your Queen not sendyou to begin with? We would have saved
a tedious dance. I have heardof you, indeed I have. This woman of whom we speak warned me of your
wits."

 I waited for his mirth to subside. "I have other business in Iskandria.My Queen only wants the boy
returned."

 "Yes, of course. His own mother asks nothing more." He sat backdown on his couch, sighing and
dabbing at his eyes. "Oh, my! Thegods themselves weep for laughter. You thought I had him?"

 "Until today," I admitted.

 "Would that I did." Ptolemy Dikaios heaved another great sigh andcomposed himself. "I'd have restored
him, my lady, one way or another.I promised . . . our friend...as much, and she, I know, would not holdit
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overmuch against me had I sinned unknowing. A pity I did not, forshe promised a formidable alliance
should he take the throne. But no,my taste does not run to boys, not even D'Angeline boys."

 "I would that it did, my lord Pharaoh," I said quietly. "If the boywere to appear, dazed and unsure, with
some wild tale on his lips . . .there would be no questions asked. Only gratitude"

 "You can guarantee that much?" he asked shrewdly. "You wouldswear to it?"

 I thought of the brooch Ysandre had given me, the Companion'sStar, and the boon unasked. "Yes, my
lord," I said to him. "I wouldswear to it. If it were true."

 Our gazes locked, and it was the Pharaoh who looked away. "Ispoke the truth," he said. "I've never laid
eyes on the boy nor heardwhisper of his existence until your Lord Amaury inquired. A letter camefrom
La Serenissima, on the very ship that brought you, and I learnedmore. Believe me, I've conducted a
search of my own, to no avail. Andnow ..." He looked back at me. "If I were you, I would pray, to any
god who would hear me. Because if there is any merit to your guess,if that boy's been taken by the
Drujani..." He shook his head. "Icannot help you. No one can."

 "Well," I said, light-headed with despair. "We will have to see. Dowe have a bargain, my lord Pharaoh?
My silence for your aid?"

 He paused, and nodded. "We have a bargain. For all that it isworth."

 It was then that there came a discreet rap at the door, and theCaptain of the Iskandrian Guard entered
with the news that wouldsunder my world in twain.

 I had struck my bargain too late. Imriel de la Courcel was gone,far beyond the boundaries of any aid the
Pharaoh of Menekhet mightrender. Once again, I was three steps behind, and only Kushiel knewinto
what dire darkness the path led.

 Drujan,I thought, and shuddered.

 Ptolemy Dikaios looked at me with pity. It frightened me morethan I could say.

 To his credit, Lord Amaury Trente received the news with fatalisticaplomb. "I knew it," he said glumly
when we were able to reconveneand I gave the guardsmen's testimony verbatim. He put his head in his
hands and tugged at his hair. "Blessed Elua, thingsalways get complicated when you're involved, my
lady! No chance, I suppose, that they'remistaken?"

 "No," I said sadly, refilling his beer-cup myself. "I'm afraid not."

 There was no great secret to it, when all was said and done. Surethat the boy was within Iskandria, no
one had asked. Yes, Pharaoh'sgatekeepers had testified readily, they had seen a Drujani party leavethe
city by the Eastern Gate, some five months gone by—high summer,it was—aSkotophagotis and three
warriors, with a D'Angeline boy intow. They described him readily: a face like a jewel, set in fear and
anger, skin like milk, yes, and blue-black hair that fell in ripples, eyesthe hue of twilight.

 I rendered the translation exactly, lest Lord Amaury doubt.

 He didn't, not really.
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 "So," he said, peering at me between his hair-clutching hands. "Itseems I, at least, am bound for
Khebbel-im-Akkad, to see how stronglythe ties of marriage bind the loyalty of blood. Dare I ask you to
accompany me, Comtesse? I would not presume, only...it is rumoredthat you have mastered the
Akkadian tongue. And I fear I could use your aid."

 I didn't answer, not right away. Our hostess Metriche, having heardthat we had attended upon Pharaoh,
had taken it upon herself to serveus with her own hands, that night. With a good deal of fanfare andmany
attendants, she brought a rack of lamb to our table, bowing herhead and setting it before me. She had
heard I'd merited a private audience. I gazed at her averted face, the elaborate gilt cap that coveredthe
bun of her hair. I'd meant to buy one of those, to carry with meor to send to Favrielle nó Eglantine, who
would find it of interest.

 Radi Arumi's Jebean caravan left on the day after tomorrow, andour passage was already booked, a
deposit paid for passage as far asMeroë.

 In my vision, Kushiel had held forth the diamond.

 Phèdre!cried the voice in my dreams . . . Hyacinthe's, or Imriel's?I was no longer sure.Lypiphera, it said
to me, and the voice might havebeen Nesmut's, the soft accented Hellene tones. We had found him,
Joscelin and I, on the quai; found him, and paid him for one last task, going back once more to the
household of Fadil Chouma. I don't know why. We had the gatekeepers' testimony. But I needed to hear
it, to be sure. "Ask her," I'd said to Nesmut. "Ask her if her husband knew aSkotophagotis."

 If Chouma's widow knew aught of it, she had hidden it well, shaking her head in horror at the very
thought. It was his concubine, histhird concubine, who hid her scars behind a veil, who fell weeping to the
floor, covering her head. I had asked the questions as gently as Icould, and Nesmut coaxed the story out
of her. Between muffled sobs,she admitted it was so. That was the secret she had kept, even upon
questioning at knife-point. Twice, she had seen Chouma speaking with aSkotophagotis. The first time,
he had beaten her for it and threatenedto kill her if ever she spoke of it. The second time, she had fled in
terror from the bone-priest's shadow, and did not hear what had tran spired. But there had been money
exchanged, and Imriel was gone. Shedid not doubt the nature of the bargain.

 I didn't doubt either, not really.

 Fadil Chouma had a buyer in mind; one, only one, mind . . .

 No wonder he'd sought to conceal it. My first guess had been right.It was worth his life to reveal it, in
Menekhet. It was worth anyone'slife. Pharaoh had uttered a decree of death for any merchant caught
trading with a Drujani.

 Radi Arumi's Jebean caravan still left on the day after tomorrow.

 Amaury Trente was waiting for an answer.

 I thought of Hyacinthe, and the terrible despair that lurked behindhis eyes. How much worse would it
become as he endured the slowdeath of hope? Another six months, another year — how much harder
would it become? I thought of the children we had rescued in Amílcar, their stricken, haunted faces. How
much worse had Imriel de la Courcelendured? How much longer could he endure it? Without me,
Amaurywould never have found his trail. And Amaury was bound for theintrigues of Khebbel-im-Akkad,
without even the skills of a trusted interpreter. A capable man, but not a clever one; so Melisande had
said of him. He would be dependent on Valère L'Envers, who had wed theKhalif s son. I did not think
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any daughter of Barquiel L'Envers wouldbe eager to see Imriel found. Unlike Amaury Trente, I had the
meansto compel her aid. And unlike Amaury, I had the means to untanglethe thread of truth from a skein
of half-truths and evasions.

 In Blessed Elua's name. I promise. I will do what I can.If I hadthought it would come to such a choice, I
would never have promised. But it had, and a child's life was at stake. In my mind's eye, I saw the
shadow of theSkotophagods and shuddered. Branching paths, Hyacinthehad said, and each one lying in
darkness. I was afraid, I was very muchafraid, that Imriel de la Courcel was already treading one. I did
notthink I could bear to see his face in my dreams for the rest of my life.

 Hyacinthe, I prayed silently, forgive me for this choice I make.

 "Phèdre?" Amaury Trente asked. "Will you go?"

 I gazed at Joscelin, tears standing in my eyes. "I thought . . . truly,I thought we were done, here. I
thought our path would diverge here,truly I did. Joscelin, beloved, if I told you I swore an oath, in La
Serenissima..."I was shaking, I knew I was shaking.

 Joscelin looked at me for a long time, and then rendered his Cassiline bow, correct and exacting. "I
protect and serve, my lady," he said softly. "Is that what you need to hear? If you believe it needful, it is
needful. Besides . . ." One corner of his mouth lifted in a smile. "I amnot so overeager to see your
Tsingano freed that I will not accompanyyou on this task."

 I laughed through my tears.Oh, Hyacinths! My heart ached, like aflawed vessel fired too hot. "Yes, my
lord," I said to Amaury Trente. "I will go with you to Khebbel-im-Akkad."

 So it was decided.

 On the morrow, we went to the jeweler's shop to see Radi Arumi.There, the gem-carver Karem served
us mint tea and we presented ourplight to the Jebean caravan-guide, or at least as much of it as I deemed
discreet. Radi Arumi heard us out with grave attentiveness.

 "Understand, Kyria," he said with regret, "I cannot return yourdeposit to you. Certain arrangements have
been made, provisions purchased, camels leased. You see how it is."

 I allowed politely that I did, and speculated that the caravan-masterwould ensure none of it went to
waste. After innumerable cups of teaand negotiations, it was agreed that a portion of the deposit would
berefunded and we would forfeit the balance.

 "Come again in six months, fair one." Radi Arumi grinned, histeeth a startling white against the lined
darkness of his features. "I will be making ready another trip. If you are still wishing to go, I will be
wishing to guide you!"

 I had leave, thanks to my bargain, to peruse the royal library atwill. In the days that followed, I used it to
full advantage, little thoughit gained me. Of history, there was plenty. I learned that Drujan was asmall
province nestled alongside the Sea of Khaspar, warded by mountains to the east, north and south.
Because it was easily defensible, ithad a long history of fierce independence, although its satraps had paid
homage to the Great Kings of Persis. I learned that it was a seat ofworship for the ancient Persians, who
called it also Jahanadar, Land of Fire, due to a phenomenon on the peninsula which jutted into the sea.
There, at certain crevices in the rock, fire-spouts were wont to occur.
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 The Hellene philosopher Stratophanes saw these with his own eyesand gauged them to be a natural
phenomenon, born of volatile gasestrapped beneath the earth's crust. It was, he owned, nonetheless im
pressive. The Persians, who worshipped Ahura Mazda, the Lord ofLight, built temples around them and
tended the Sacred Fires.

 Even the Akkadians, who destroyed so much Persian culture whenthey conquered, did not extinguish
the Sacred Fires of Drujan, hailingit instead as evidence that the solar fire of Shamash had descended to
earth to put the seal on their victory. The Persian priests—magi, theywere called—were allowed to
continue to tend their fires . . . only nowthey must do so in the name of Shamash.

 So much did I learn, and then little more for a span of centuries,when Drujan, quiet for hundred of years,
rose up in rebellion. At aguess, I would hazard that isolated Drujan, poor in natural resources,ignored by
its overlords in favor of lusher lands, gradually returned toits old ways over the course of centuries.

 Hoshdar Ahzad was the name of the leader who emerged, a prince of ancient bloodlines, and it was in
his name that the Drujani took uptheir swords, slaying the Akkadian vizier and his garrison. All alongthe
border, they rose up against the fortresses and on the peninsula,they took the fortified palace of
Daršanga, where Hoshdar Ahzad installed himself as sovereign lord, and decreed the worship of Ahura
Mazda restored.

 Better for him, I thought, if he had kept quiet and seen to hisborders first, for no sooner had the name of
Ahura Mazda rung freelyacross the Land of Fires than the wave of Akkadian vengeance broke,drowning
it in blood.

 It was an Akkadian chronicle I was reading, and the author did notspare in his gleeful descriptions of the
revenge they exacted, documenting atrocities that made my blood run cold. In Daršanga it was the
worst. Hoshdar Ahzad and his family were taken alive. The self-styled sovereign was made to watch the
rape of his wife and young daughters.When his cries of grief grew too loud, they cut out his tongue. His
infant son was speared and spitted, his roasted flesh fed to the dogs.After that, they decided he had seen
enough and put out his eyes. And while he wandered, blind and stumbling, mewling, the Akkadian
generalordered a bloodbath. It was as Pharaoh had said. Lowborn or high, every man, woman and child
of Hoshdar Ahzad's lineage was put tothe sword. The stone floors of Daršanga were awash in blood and
the corpses stacked like cordwood.

 As a final touch, the Akkadian general gave his archers leave to useHoshdar Ahzad for target practice,
commencing with his limbs. It tookhim, the chronicler reported with pleasure, a long time to die.

 I had seen enough, too. I shoved the manuscript away and sat in the cool, vaulted library, sickened by
what I'd read. On the paintedwalls, Thoth, the Menekhetan god of scribes and scholars, strode se
renely, ibis-headed, carrying a balance in one human hand. I had knownthe Akkadians could be brutal.
I'd not known the extent of it. Thediffident clerk who had aided me in my research approached with a
bow and addressed me in Hellene. If the gods of Hellas had not penetrated the royal library, their
language had.

 "Do you desire aught else, gracious lady?"

 "There is nothing further on Drujan?" I asked.

 "Nothing." He shook his head. "That is the most recent. Thereisnothing further."

 "Did you look for references to Jahanadar?"
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 "I looked in all the indices as you bid me," he said with inbredpatience. "Drujan and Jahanadar alike,
gracious lady. There is nothingfurther. These things the priests have asked, many times."

 "TheSkotophagoti," I said. The clerk was silent, but a sudden fearglimmered in his dark eyes. I sighed
and rubbed my face, willing the vision of Akkadian bloodshed to dispel. "The kingdom that died andlives,
they call it. Well, I have learned well enough how it died. WhatI want to know is how it lives."

 "I do not know, gracious lady." The clerk's voice came out highand strained; he swallowed hard,
fingering a talisman strung about hisneck. "But I do not think it is the sort of thing scholars set to writing.
Not if they are wise."

 THIRTY-SEVEN

 WE LEFT for Khebbel-im-Akkad.

 It took a week's time to arrange transport and provisions for the journey, not to mention handling the
ongoing trade negotiations. It wasa good thing, after all, that I'd struck my bargain with Ptolemy Dikaios,
for he proved unstinting in his aid. I daresay the price was worth it tohim. With Imriel de la Courcel no
longer a consideration, Menekhethad a good deal more to gain than Terre d'Ange in this exchange. If
Amaury Trente knew Pharaoh had conspired with Melisande, he'd haveno qualms in calling off the deal.

 I had made as much clear to Ptolemy Dikaios, who understood;and understood too that there was little
merit and much danger incontinuing a covert alliance with Melisande Shahrizai. As far as he was
concerned, her son was as good as dead, her chance of gaining thethrone rendered naught. From
henceforth, he vowed, he would treatonly with Ysandre. I took a certain bitter pleasure in circumventing
one of Melisande's last gambits.

 Denise Fleurais would stay to conclude the negotiations, and probably, I thought, do a better job of it
than Lord Amaury. Comte Raifewas adamant in his insistence that Pharaoh would balk at dealing with a
woman, but I thought otherwise, and for once, Amaury agreed with me—and as Ysandre had appointed
him to head the delegation, the decision was his. The Lady Denise would seal the bargain and returnwith
half the delegation to Terre d'Ange, bearing news of our quest.

 She would also, we agreed, ensure the shipment of a gift of salveand other rare unguents and cosmetics
to Pharaoh's Queen, poor, sillyClytemne. I felt a certain pity for the girl, and meant to see my promise
kept.

 Ptolemy Dikaios arranged a meeting for us with the Akkadian consul in Menekhet, one Lord
Mesilim-Amurri. Although he looked downhis nose at us at first, taking us for merchants, once he heard
Ysandrede la Courcel's name, Lord Mesilim became very helpful, assigning fourof his men to serve as
guides and assisting us in plotting a course.

 It was our intention to make for Nineveh, which had the virtue ofbeing the nearest city to Drujan. More
importantly, it was the city whichthe Khalif s son, Sinaddan-Shamabarsin, had been given to rule; the
Lugal, or prince, he was called. And most important of all, the Lugalof Khebbel-im-Akkad was wed to
Valère L'Envers, daughter of DucBarquiel and cousin to the Queen. Hence, our tenuous alliance.

 Odd to reflect, but I remembered when that union had taken place.Indeed, I'd been among the first to
hear of it, from the lips of Rogier Clavel, a minor lordling in the Duc L'Envers' service. A besotted pa
tron, nothing more; my lord Delaunay had used him as a stepping-stoneto reach his old enemy L'Envers.
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And I had been . . . what? Delaunay'sanguissette, nothing more.

 It seemed so very long ago.

 "Do you remember?" I asked Joscelin, aboard the ship which wouldtake us from Iskandria to Tyre.
"When official word of their wedding was released? It was just before you were assigned to Delaunay's
household."

 "I remember," he said, and was silent a moment. "That long ago?"

 "Yes," I said. "Because it wasn't until after that Duc Barquiel returned to Terre d'Ange. And the first
time you accompanied me, itwasn't to an assignation. It was to ask Childric d'Essoms to present anoffer
from Delaunay to the Duc, and ask a meeting."

 "I remember." He smiled wryly. "He put a dagger to your throat.I tried to tender my sword to Delaunay
afterward. He wouldn't takeit."

 "No," I agreed. "He wouldn't. And then Barquiel's men came andinsisted Alcuin accompany them ..."

 ". . . and you insisted on going, and Delaunay ordered me as well,and you and I and Alcuin ended up
eating bread and cheese in theDuc's kitchen while he and Delaunay discussed affairs of state." Joscelin
laughed. "Elua! Were we truly that young and foolhardy?"

 "Yes." I leaned against him. "And you thought I was the mostwillful, depraved creature you'd ever laid
eyes on."

 "You were," he said companionably, putting his arm about me."AsIrecall, when Delaunay threatened to
sell your marque if you didn'tstay put, you reminded him that Melisande Shahrizai might be interestedin
buying it."

 I winced. "I said that, didn't I? I didn't know what she was, then."

 "No." Joscelin looked at me. "But you do now. Phèdre, why didyou swear an oath to her in La
Serenissima?"

 I was silent for a long while, gazing out at the ocean. It lookedmuch like any other stretch of sea,
interminable waves dashed by thewind into curling white crests. I should be glad, I supposed, that the
overcast sky merely threatened rain. Though we were only going upthe Akkadian coast, it was later in
the season than sailors favored. "Idon't know," I said finally. "It was only to help find her son. I never
dreamed it would lead to this."

 "I know." His voice was very soft. "And like as not, you'd havedone it anyway. Believe me, love, I know
how you feel. No matterwhose son he is, he's only a child. I saw the ones in Amílcar, too, andit still
makes my palms itch for the sword. But Phèdre, you swore it toher."

 "Iknow, I know." All of that, my oath extracted, and she had stillwritten to Pharaoh behind my back.
Well and so; had I expected otherwise? He might have restored her son to her. And I, loyal to my
Queen, would give him unto Ysandre's keeping. I had vowed to do noless, and Melisande knew full well
that was a promise I would keep. Iclosed my eyes, feeling her fleeting kiss burn against my lips. "She said
I was the conscience she never wanted."
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 "And you believed it?"

 I couldn't fault him for his dry incredulity. I opened my eyes andgazed up at him. "Yes. No. I don't
know, Joscelin. The priest of Kushiel, the last time I went— " I couldn't help a shudder of remembered
pleasure, " —he reminded me, all the Companions, even Kushiel, evenCassiel,Joscelin, do but follow in
Blessed Elua's shadow. I can onlybelieve we do the same."

 "Love as thou wilt," Joscelin murmured, "and pray like hell it is enough."

 I nodded, my throat too tight to speak. I looked away and staredat the undulating waves until it passed.
"What else can I do? I hate itthat my heart should fall to my feet at the sight of her, but it does. It grieves
me more than I can say that I have turned aside from my questto free Hyacinthe, who has suffered so
long. I am terrified of my dreams,I am terrified of theSkotophagoti., and I am terrified of the Akkadians,
whoare supposed to be our allies. And I am well and truly wroth with my lord Kushiel, whose justice
seems to me to be monstrous. If I cannottrust in Elua's compassion..."I shuddered and did not finish.

 "Phèdre." Joscelin put both arms around me and held me hard."Hyacinthe has endured a dozen years,
and he'll endure a dozen moreif he has to. He's stronger than you credit him. He's like you, he's hadto be.
Your dreams are only dreams, no more, and the Akkadians, fearsome or no,are our allies. As for
Melisande . . ." He shrugged."Who knows? Mayhap you are her conscience. Of a surety, her sonshould
not suffer for her crimes. Not this. No one should. It is a matterof D'Angeline pride to redeem him."

 "Pride." I laughed, half in tears. "One of our sins, the Yeshuiteswould have it. Azza's sin was pride,
though we all suffer our share. Joscelin, you've said nothing of theSkotophagoti."

 "Ah, the bone-priests." He smiled; I felt his mouth move againstmy hair. "I am Cassiel's servant, love, no
matter what comes. If hedoes not follow Blessed Elua's unfathomable plan as surely as you prayKushiel
does, we are both lost. But while I have you to protect, I amnot afraid to try my steel against any enemy,
Eaters-of-Darkness orno."

 I turned in his arms, and whispered, "Joscelin Verreuil, I would diewithout you."

 "Probably." He smiled again. "Of melodrama, if naught else."

 Against my will, it made me laugh; I struck at his chest with one hand, which he caught and kissed, and
then he kissed me some more,until the Menekhetan sailors glanced sidelong and murmured and I had
quite forgotten what our original conversation was about, or why I'd been so overwrought in the first
place.

 Our journey passed uneventfully and we arrived in Tyre, settingfoot for the first time on the soil of
Khebbel-im-Akkad. It was a mightycity once, in the old empires of Akkad and Persis, but it was sacked
bythe Hellene conqueror Al-Iskandr, and never restored to its formerglory. It is still a thriving seaport,
though, and we were able to find allthat we needed for our journey overland within its walls.

 Unfortunately, one of those items was a veil.

 Amaury Trente had spent a good deal of time at sea in conversationwith Lord Mesilim's men, one of
whom spoke Hellene. The rules ofconduct for women differ greatly in Khebbel-im-Akkad from
elsewherein the world; certainly from those in Terre d'Ange. I had known this,of course. I just hadn't
reckoned on the rules applying tome.
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 "Highborn ladies do not show their faces in public," Amaury saidadamantly. "Foreign or no. If you don't
want to be taken for a commoner or a whore, you'll travel veiled, Phèdre."

 "My lord," I pointed out to him, "my mother was an adept of theNight Court, and my father a merchant,
and I am twice-dedicated toNaamah's Service. I am a commonerand a whore, and ashamed ofneither."

 "You are also the Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève,counsel and near-cousin to the Queen of
Terre d'Ange, and I daresayin Khebbel-im-Akkad, you'd prefer to be treated as such." He was right.I
ceded the argument, and accepted the veil. There was only one otherwoman among Amaury's remaining
delegates, Renée de Rives, aBaron's daughter who was the consort of one of the minor lordlings,Royce
Guidel. They were young and regarded the entire outing as alark, a chance to spend long months together
without the intervening demands of Guidel's marriage. I am not entirely sure why Lord Amaurychose
them, except that they were a charming pair, and Royce Guidelwas reputed to be a good man with a
sword.

 At any rate, Renée de Rives grumbled nearly as much as I over theveil, and we befriended one another
over theaffair, which was to thegood, since we were thrown together for much of the ride to Nineveh,
surrounded by our escort of men. On the Akkadians' advice, LordAmaury had spared no expense, and
our company was richly caparisoned. The horses were very fine, tall and clean-limbed, with glossycoats.
I grew quite fond of mine, which was a sweet-tempered dark baywith a white star. Our saddles were in
the Akkadian fashion, which isto say scarcely saddles at all, but embroidered blankets with luxuriantsilk
fringes, a pair of long stirrups dangling on straps. The bridles, by contrast, were elaborate, with chased
gold cheek-pieces and tall, plumedheadstalls. It would have fretted my grey mare, but the bay thought
himself quite fine in it.

 After two sea voyages, it goes without saying that we were all ofus considerably sore and stiff for the
first few days, and I was passing glad that Lord Amaury had been profligate enough to hire a mule train
and tenders, with servants to set up camp and cook and clean for us.The first part of the journey took us
northward up the coast, skirting mountains and the harsh desert that lay beyond. Eventually, we forded
the River Yehordan and made our way inland.

 I could not but think of my Habiru studies as we crossed the mightyriver, for it is one that features largely
in their writings, a remembranceof home for those in exile. To be sure, the home for which they lan
guished was a good deal further south, but it is the self-same river. Thisland was strange and harsh to me,
with pockets of fertility clinging tothe riverbanks and great stretches of arid soil between; still, I knewwhat
it was to long for one's home.

 We crossed the Yehordan and made our way through a low passin the mountains, striking out across the
vast untilled plains. It was an unmemorable journey and a miserable one, for the rains broke, washing
across the hard-packed red soil. Our horses and mules slogged throughred mud to the fetlocks, and all of
us were splashed with it. It waswinter in Khebbel-im-Akkad, and I cannot say I cared for it. The fine silk
net of my veil clung damply to my face, making it hard to breathe.

 "Take it off," Renée muttered, and I saw she was bare-faced beneaththe hood of her cloak. "Who's
going to care, in this weather? Themule-handlers? Let them talk."

 It was still raining mercilessly when we reached the first of the twoGreat Rivers of Khebbel-im-Akkad,
and crossing the Euphrate provedno easy task. Whatever other skills they might have—surely they are
mighty weavers and horsemen—the Akkadians are no bridge-builders.Swollen by winter rains, the
Euphrate ran too fast and too deep to beforded. Instead, we must needs cross it on reed rafts, drawn
hand-overhand along thick cables of rope.
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 After crossing innumerable seas, it seemed foolish to fear a river;but this river was like a living beast,
turgid and angry. In the spring, one of our guides assured us with unwonted cheer, it would overflowits
banks, depositing nourishing silt on the flood-plains, hailed by theAkkadians as a life-giver. Well and
good, I thought, clinging grimly to the raft; I hope I am not here to see it. It was worst of all for the horses
and mules, who must swim for it. I watched my poor bay, the bedraggled plume on his headstall
nodding as he fought to keep his nostrilsabove water. The Akkadian raft-keepers clapped and cheered,
shoutingencouragements, seemingly unfazed by the crossing.

 When all was said and done, we made it across safely, thoughconsiderable worse for the wear. Lord
Amaury ordered camp made earlythat day, and we spent the daylight hours cleaning mud from our tack
and clothing, and endeavoring to dry ourselves as best we might. Ourguides assured us that crossing the
Tigris would be far smoother. Icontented myself with flapping my sodden veil in the air and glaring at
them. Being accustomed to seeing noblewomen unveiled in Menekhet,they were undisturbed by it.

 In all fairness, the following day dawned bright and cool, and I hadto own that after league upon league
of arid land, it was pleasing tosee the rich flood-plains, cultivated mainly with wheat and barley,though it
was off-season, now. There were roads, unpaved but smooth,and an elaborate system of irrigation
ditches, siphoning water from theGreat Rivers. We saw a good many more villages, too, and were able
to purchase additional foodstuffs; milk and dates, and yearling kid.There were no inns, though, or at least
none fit to entertain a companysuch as ours. Only in the cities, which were few.

 And we had nearly reached Nineveh.

 We saw it from the far side of the Tigris, a river twice as fast andhalf again as deep as the Euphrate—a
solid city rising from the flood-plain, thick-walled and massive. One would not suppose a city built of red
mud-brick to be impressive, but it was, a good deal more than itsounds. There is little else to build from
in Khebbel-im-Akkad, and theyhave become surpassingly good at it.

 For all that I doubted, our guides had spoken truly; there was a far better system in place for crossing
the Tigris, a veritable floating bridge.It was built on the same principle, but much vaster, an immense
platformof cedar planks, capable of holding a dozen horses and men at once. Acomplex system of ropes
and pulleys was used to convey it from oneshore to another. Why the Akkadians are so reluctant to span
runningwater, I cannot say, but it worked well enough. We made the crossingin three trips and were
deposited safe and relatively dry outside thegates of Nineveh.

 "Right," said Lord Amaury, surveying his bedraggled company. "I think mayhap we should take lodgings
for the night before presentingourselves to the Khalif’s son."

 And with that, I did not disagree.

 THIRTY-EIGHT

 ONE THING I will say; Nineveh did not lack for luxury.

 Amaury Trente saw to it that we were lodged in the finest inn, andit was very fine indeed. They had a
dozen stablehands alone, and amplespace to quarter our mounts. The rooms were generous, sumptuous
withwoven carpets and pillows, all wrought in intricate designs.

 The only drawback was that the men and women were lodged inseparate quarters.
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 "It could be worse." Renée de Rives, stripped down to her shift,flung herself on one of the overstuffed
sleeping-pallets, stretching herarms indolently over her head. She looked at me under her lashes witha
friendly smile. "And we could always entertain one another, Phèdre."

 I smiled back at her and demurred. "Though you are kind to ask,"I added.

 "I'm not kind." Renée rolled onto her side, propping her head onone arm. "I'm dying of curiosity and
insatiable desire, and it seems ashame to let these lovely beds go to waste. Is it because of Joscelin?"

 I thought about it, sitting cross-legged on the pallet opposite her."In part."

 She made a face. "Phaugh! Why did you have to fall in love with a Cassiline, anyway? We're all the
poorer for it."

 I laughed. "Well, you may be sure, I didn't choose to. Did youchoose in the matter of Lord Royce? It is
always easier if one's belovedis unwed."

 "And if I'd met him sooner, he might be." Renée laughed, too. "It'snot the same, though, Phèdre.
Everyone knows Joscelin doesn't care toshare you. Royce, now... if I had the chance to share your bed,
Roycewould gladly push me into it! And I would do the same for him.”

 "Well." I rose, and stooped to kiss her in passing. "Mayhap he'llget his chance."

 "Oh, unfair," she said, but she smiled as she said it, stretching andyawning. "Elua, you can't blame me for
trying. If Joscelin is part ofthe reason, what's the rest? You never said."

 "I didn't, did I?" I paused in the act of unpacking my trunk, holdingup a creased gown and frowning. To
be sure, it was a long time sinceI had engaged in casual dalliance, but I'd never denied its appeal. Andif
Renée was no one I would choose for a patron, it was hardly thatshe was undesirable. No, the lack of
desire lay within me, a strangesense of waiting withdrawal. It was unusual, in a Servant of Naamah; in an
anguissette, unheard-of. "I don't really know."

 "Ah, well." Renée sighed, indolently. "I hope it passes."

 Unwontedly fearful of what might follow if it did, I said nothing.

 So it was that I spent the night chastely, and in the morning, Lord Amaury sent a letter of introduction to
the Palace, addressed to ValèreL'Envers, the wife of the Lugal Sinaddan-Shamabarsin. The reply came
swiftly, an invitation fair blazing with eagerness. After some weeks in Khebbel-im-Akkad, I was hardly
surprised. Luxury or no, Nineveh must seem like direst exile for a D'Angeline noblewoman. Visitors from
homewould be rare delight.

 Our persons bathed, our attire cleaned and pressed, our horsesgroomed and gleaming, we rode in style
to the Palace of Nineveh.Commoners in the street bowed low as we passed, touching their foreheads to
the ground. I could tell the Akkadian nobles, even on foot,because they did not deign to notice us,
looking only out of the cornersof their eyes. We passed many temples of the lesser gods, and then the
great ziggurat of Shamash, with the solar disk mounted at its apex. The god was represented as the Lion
of the Sun, his leonine visage encompassed in a circle. Outside the temple stood a mighty effigy of
Ahzimandias, three times again as tall as a mortal man. He gripped a spear in one hand—the Spear of
Shamash, he was called—and his bearded face was filled with the same blank ferocity as the god's,
glaring acrossthe rooftops of the city.
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 I read the inscription as we passed, writ in Akkadian: "My name isAhzimandias, king of kings: Look on
my works, ye Mighty, and despair!" It gave me a shiver. After the chronicles I had read of the
destruction of Drujan, I regarded the House of Ur with a certain ap prehension.

 The Palace of Nineveh was protected by thick walls and a cordonof guards, clad in long tunics over full
armor, turbans wrapped aroundtheir pointed helmets. Here, no one got in until all our arms had been
surrendered, including Joscelin's, and we were given an escort of guards. While marble was in short
supply, the palace was tiled inside, cool andelegant, though rather dark.

 I saw a good many servants hurrying about their business, but mostof them were men—or eunuchs, I
guessed, from their beardless state.Akkadians seemed to favor beards for men. There were no women,
andI found myself relieved that Renée and I were veiled. Whatever statusit conferred, I was glad of it.

 At last we were shown to a small reception hall, and our chief escortpresented himself briskly at the
door, announcing us to a plump eunuchin rich robes, a gold chain about his waist, who bowed deeply
andlooked askance at the men in our party. The guardsmen drew back thedoors, and we were admitted.

 "Her highness the Lugalin Valère-Shamabarsin," the eunuch attendant announced in Akkadian, his voice
high and resonant. We all bowedor curtsied low before the figure seated on the dais before us, glitteringin
jewel-encrusted robes, her face veiled and hidden.

 And then the doors closed behind us, and the seated woman drewback her veil, reminding me, for a
terrifying instant, of Melisande inthe Little Court. But no; this woman glanced anxiously toward the door,
making certain it was indeed closed, and I would have known heranywhere for a scion of House
L'Envers, with those deep-violet eyes."My lord Trente," said Valère L'Envers, descending from the dais
to take his hands and offer the kiss of greeting. Beneath an elaborateheaddress, her hair was the color of
honey and she had her father'sstrong jaw, though prettier. "Well met!" Unerringly, she turned toward me,
and I made a second curtsy, hastily pulling back my veil. "ComtessePhèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève,"
she said, smiling. "Our houses havea long history together. It is an honor to meet you."

 "The honor is mine, your highness," I murmured, as she bent tokiss me.

 "And Messire Joscelin Verreuil!" Valère clasped both his hands inhers with unalloyed pleasure. "You've
no idea how many times I'velistened to 'The Cassilines' Duel' in the Serenissiman Cycle. It's myfavorite
part. I'm so pleased you're here."

 "Your highness." Joscelin released her hands to give his Cassilinebow, vambraces flashing. "I am pleased
it has given you pleasure.”

 "Indeed." Her smile turned rueful. "Though I fear it is not for my pleasure you have come, any of you.
My lord Trente," she addressedAmaury. "Let us not stand on ceremony. I've enough of that. Whatbrings
you to Nineveh?" She saw him glance at the eunuch. "Burnabashis loyal to me, else you would not be
here. Come, Lord Amaury. Outwith it."

 Taking a deep breath, Amaury Trente did. "As you are fond of theSerenissiman Cycle, your highness,
you will remember that when wetook possession of the Little Court of Benedicte de la Courcel, his infant
son was discovered to be missing..."

 He told the story in its entirety, or at least as much of it as heknew—Ysandre had told him only that I'd
learned the boy had vanishedfrom a Siovalese sanctuary and tracked him as far as Amílcar. Valère
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L'Envers heard it out in silence until he spoke of Drujan.

 "Drujan!" She said the word like a curse, her expression hardening."So that's why you're here."

 "Yes, your highness." Amaury bowed. "I am here in the name ofher majesty Ysandre de la Courcel,
Queen of Terre d'Ange, to petitionyour aid in retrieving the boy from the Drujani, by whatever means you
think best, whether it be trade or bribery or might of arms."

 All traces of welcome and girlish pleasure had vanished from ValèreL'Envers' features. Stiff in jeweled
robes, she sat her throne like an effigy, only her lips moving as she said a single word: "No."

  

 She raised one finger. "Hear me, Lord Trente. In the first place, Ido not have the power to grant your
petition. This is Khebbel-im-Akkad. I rule only over eunuchs and women in my quarters. I commandno
guard of my own, and have no authority to negotiate, save what counsel my husband will hear in private,
and the fact that I am themother of his sons. In the second place, I question the wisdom of thiscourse of
action you pursue. Thisboy, this Imriel de la Courcel, is atraitor's get twice-over, and the nearer he stands
to the throne, the lessI like it. And third ..." She smiled humorlessly. "What do you knowof Drujan, my
lord?"

 "Not much," Amaury admitted. "Only that its priests are feared,even by Akkadians."

 "Jahanadar," I said. "The Land of Fires, sacred to Ahura Mazda,later to Shamash. Thirty years ago, it
rose up in rebellion, under theleadership of Hoshdar Ahzad. Under the leadership of General Chus
sar-Usar, the rebellion was crushed, thousands slain and the entire lineof Hoshdar Ahzad put to the
sword. And then twenty-some years later,something changed, and Khebbel-im-Akkad will not speak of
it, exceptto forbid commerce with the Drujani."

 "Yes." Valère L'Envers gave another bitter smile. "That much, wemay still do, at least for now. You've
done your research, Comtesse."

 I inclined my head. "Such as was available. Will you tell us ofDrujan, highness?"

 Her violet gaze, so like the Queen's, was unreadable. "Drujan hasextinguished its Sacred Fires. Do you
know what that means?"

 "No," I said.

 "Neither do I." Her voice was grim. "Nor do any in Khebbel-irn-Akkad, save the Persians, who look
askance and mutter of ancientprophecies. I cannot say if there is truth in them. Only that men diewhen the
Drujani priests will them to do so."

 "Drujan is sovereign?" I asked.

 Valère L'Envers nodded. "For nine years. They rose up once more, fewer and twice as desperate, and
slew the garrison—not just at Darsanga, but all the border forts. The Khalif sent a vast army. Three
months later, a straggling remnant returned, bearing tales of poisonedwater, rockslides, and wasting
sickness."

 "War is brutal," Amaury Trente murmured. "Such things happen."
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 "Yes." Valère looked hard at him. "Which is why the Khalif raiseda second force, equipping them with
the best mountain guides and awagon-train of water, sending them into Drujan. Do you wish to hearwhat
happened to them? They were trapped in a valley and slaughteredone another. Three survivors made it
back, with scarce a set of wits between them. Under torture, all swore to the same story: In the night,the
Mahrkagir and his Drujani army came down from the hills and fell upon them, cutting their forces to
pieces. They fought back, fierce and desperate. And when dawn came, when the face of the Lion of the
Sungazed down into the valley ..." She shrugged. "No Drujani. Only the Akkadian dead, slain by their
own hands, brother against brother. Thearmy had turned upon itself."

 There didn't seem much to say to that. We all glanced at oneanother. Amaury Trente looked like he
wanted to clutch his hair. Renéede Rives stood close to Royce Guidel, holding his hand in a fearfulgrip.
The other delegates looked apprehensive. Only Joscelin's face wascalm. I frowned, thinking. "The
Mahrkagir, my lady?”

 "So he calls himself, he who leads Drujan and sits the throne inDaršanga."

 Old Persian is as close akin to Akkadian as Habiru. I sounded theword in my head, puzzling out the
meaning. "The Conqueror ofDeath."

 "Even so." Valère, pale-faced, nodded. "Now do you understandwhy your petition is futile? Even if I
were inclined to grant it andbeseech Sinaddan on your behalf, he will send no men of Nineveh into
Drujan."

 "Have you tried diplomacy?" I raised my brows.

 "Diplomacy!" She gave a harsh laugh. "The Khalif sent an envoy,under a flag of truce, to discuss terms of
peace after two armies were destroyed. The Mahrkagir sent their heads back in a satchel, eyeless and
untongued. I do not recommend you attempt diplomacy."

 "So you will grant us no aid, your highness?" Amaury Trente asked one last time, his voice torn between
resignation and relief. I could notblame him for it. It was a hard assignment, and not, I surmised, one he
welcomed. With Valère L'Envers' refusal, it was ended. As much as Ysandre wanted the boy restored,
she would never ask loyal D'Angelinecitizens to enter a violent, hostile territory to find him.

 "No." Valère's tone softened. "Forgive me, Lord Amaury, but it isnot possible. And I believe, in the end,
it is the best thing for thenation."

 It probably was, when all was said and done . . . but I had sworn avow, and I was haunted, like it or no,
by a vision from a dream, a pairof blue eyes raised in plea, the shadow of a staff falling like a bar acrossa
boy's face. And I remembered too the light of the sun winking onthe garnet seal Nicola L'Envers y
Aragon wore at her wrist as she bidme farewell.It may come in handy again, one never knows. It was
forthis that I had come to Khebbel-im-Akkad. I sighed, and addressedValère L'Envers in Akkadian,
knowing the others would not understand. "My lady, I understand you have little aid to give, but I ask
you nonetheless to petition your husband on our behalf. By the burning river, Iabjure you."

 She went very still and stared at me, looking in that moment nothinglike her kinswomen. "You would use
the password of my House tocommand me?" she asked in fluid Akkadian.

 "Forgive me," I murmured, "but I must."
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 Valère looked away. "My House," she said bitterly, "headed by mybeloved father, who sold me into
marriage to further his ambitions. Youthink I will honor its strictures?"

 "I don't know." I kept my voice honest and level. "Will you?"It was a long moment before she nodded,
and she did it withoutreturning my gaze. "I am D'Angeline, still," Valère whispered. "And Iconsented to
this union. Very well; I will ask Sinaddan. And I tell you." She did look back at me then, tense and angry.
"His answer will be thesame. You have forced my hand to no avail, Comtesse, and I do notlike it
overmuch."

 "I know," I said sadly. "But I had to ask."

 THIRTY-NINE

 SINADDAN-SHAMABARSIN, the Lugal of Khebbel-im-Akkadand ruler of Nineveh, threw a fête to
herald our arrival.

 It was Valère's doing and no mistake, but in truth, the Lugal wasan unusual man, at least for an
Akkadian. In the dozen years of theirmarriage, he had attained a healthy respect for the intellect of his
D'Angeline bride and the mother of his sons. If he did not acknowledgeit publicly, he was comfortable
doing so in private, and had developed a certain fondness for D'Angeline ways.

 Hence, the fête, which was attended by a select few Akkadian highnobles, and at which the women—all
three of us—might appear unveiled without shame.

 It was a very mannered affair and an awkward one, for among ournumber, none but I spoke Akkadian,
and the Lugal spoke noD'Angeline, nor any other tongue we might have held in common. Itis, I learned,
despised as a form of concession, save among those fewdiplomats and envoys for whom it is a necessity.
As Valère L'Enversdid not deign to serve as translator, that duty fell to me.

 Sinaddan-Shamabarsin—whose surname meant 'Exalted by Shamash'—was a handsome man in the
Akkadian manner, some forty yearsof age, with dark, intelligent eyes and a neatly tended beard. His
robesglittered with gold embroidery and a large emerald flashed on his turban,but he moved like a
warrior despite it, fit and agile. He thanked Lord Amaury in courteous tones, which I translated, for
bringing the Queen's greetings to her kinswoman in Nineveh, and commended at length thegraceof
D'Angeline artistry.

 Lord Amaury, for all his discomfort, hid it well and replied in kind,which I also translated. He'd not been
pleased when he'd learned whatI'd done. None of the delegates were, a fact which Valère L'Envers
perceived. When she broached her request, she presented it as mine.

 "My lord husband," she said to him during the dessert course ofcandied rose petals and a sweet sherbet
made of snow brought from themountains, "may I presume to ask a boon on behalf of the Comtesse
Phèdre de Montrève?"

 Prince Sinaddan smiled at me. "For such a lovely translator, onemay ask, my lady wife."

 "It seems," she said deferentially, "that the Mahrkagir of Drujanhas purchased a young D'Angeline boy,
sold into slavery. Although Ihave told her such a thing is impossible, the Comtesse asks your aid in
restoring the boy, my lord husband."

 His face darkened, strong brows drawing together. "Alas," he said, regret heavy in his voice. "I would
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like nothing better than to try thestrength of the Drujani, but it has been tried, to no avail. I will sendno
more of my people to die in that accursed land. I am sorry for yourloss, Comtesse, and it grieves me to
deny your boon. If it comfort you at all, the boy is not the only one. It is said that the Mahrkagir's vile
priests have brought slaves from many nations for his seraglio."

 Well and so; Valère had warned me. I had forced her hand in vain, and lost her goodwill in the bargain.
"Do you know why, my lord?" Iasked him. "Why does he assemble them?"

 "I know what the Persians say." Prince Sinaddan looked thoughtfully at me. "Is your stomach strong,
lovely translator?"

 I could have laughed, at that. I didn't. "A man once tried to skin me alive, my lord Lugal. Is that strong
enough?"

 He did laugh, showing white teeth against his beard. "Aiee, Shamash! D'Angeline women are always full
of surprises, is it not so? Well,you are here, so I suppose you may bear it. The Persians say the
Mahrkagir has turned Drujan from the worship of Ahura Mazda, theLord of Light, to Angra Mainyu, the
Lord of Darkness." He shrugged."It is an eternal battle between the two, they say. And it is written intheir
prophecies that Angra Mainyu shall be defeated, but he shall rulefor ten thousand years before it
happens."

 "The Mahrkagir is willing to settle for ten thousand years," I said.

 "Even so." Sinaddan nodded. "And to win Angra Mainyu's aid, hehas extinguished the Sacred Fires, and
raised up the priests of darkness.All things he may do to repudiate the Light, he has done. As for theact
of love, which begets life..."He smiled grimly. "He has transformed it into an act of hate, begetting only
death. These are the seeds he would sow in the nations of the world, enacted upon the flesh of its
denizens. Hence, his seraglio. It is said the Mahrkagir searches," headded, "for the perfect victim, an
offering beyond compare, whose violation will secure Angra Mainyu's ascendance." He shrugged. "It is
folly, so claims the priesthood of Shamash, all folly and play-acting. Butwhen the bone-priests of the
Drujani walk the streets, they hide behindlocked doors and pray."

 My blood ran cold at his revelation; it was not, I supposed, themost dreadful thing that could be done. I
have heard of worse atrocities,including those committed by Akkadians. But I am D'Angeline, and ascion
of Blessed Elua, and I could conceive of no greater blasphemy.And too, I remembered the children left
behind in Amílcar.

 Fadil Chouma had sought one child; only one. Peerless; agadjopearl, the Tsingani had called Imriel de la
Courcel.

 And his mother had seen to it he was raised in perfect innocence.

 "What does he say?" Lord Amaury placed a peremptory hand onmy wrist. "Will he send men into
Drujan on our behalf?"

 Unable to speak, I shook my head.

 "So be it." Amaury's tone rang with relief. "My lords, my lady deRives, listen well! We have exerted
ourselves at the Queen's behest, above and beyond the call of duty. Though I am sore grieved at our
failure, we have come to the place where we can go no further. As Iam entrusted with the Queen's
command, I so decree it: Our quest ends here."
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 There was unabashed cheering. I do not think they lacked pity forImriel's fate, but the fear of Drujan had
grown strong. I looked at theirhappy, relieved faces. The Akkadians, thinking it a tribute, smiled with
pleasure. Valère was whispering to Prince Sinaddan, explaining whathad transpired. Renée de Rives was
flushed and joyous, her youthfulbeauty like a candle in the feasting-hall. It was, I thought, passingstrange
that her offer had so failed to move me. I had never foundsurcease from my own nature before.

 This is how it ends.

 I looked at Joscelin, his quiet, capable hands curled around a cupof honey-beer, no rejoicing in his
expression, only quiet compassionawaiting my reaction. I thought of my dream, my vow, the diamond
held forth on Kushiel's hand. I wondered at the absence of desire withinme, that terrible, waiting
emptiness. And I felt the looming pattern that had hovered over us since that first awful moment in
Siovale, when Irealized that there was no intrigue, no plot, behind Imriel's abduction,come to a terrible
fruition.

 Branching paths, and each one lying in darkness.

 It is said the Mahrkagir searches for the perfect victim . . .

 What was Kushiel's Chosen if not that?

 Ah, no, I thought; Blessed Elua, no! It is too much to ask; toomuch!

 And even as I thought it, the emptiness was filled, a vast inrushingpresence of joy and love and light,
more light than I could bear. Itswelled within me, lovely and unbearable. Filled with presence, I was
vastened, conscious of an overarching pattern that encompassed all oflife within it; all of love. Love, and
all that it entailed; the complicatedties that bound us to one another, that begat life, loyalty, compassion,
and sacrifice in its truest sense. I had not believed it possible, untilthen. I did not think it possible for a
mortal being to contain suchglory. What was it that filled me? Not Kushiel, no, nor Naamah, butElua,
Blessed Elua, the bright shadow whom they all followed, all of them, revealing at last the immensity of his
plan, filling and surrounding me, golden and irresistible, filling my soul with radiant light, filling mymouth
with the taste of honey, setting my heart to beating like a hummingbird's wings, yes, yes, yes.

 No, I thought. Tears stung my eyes. No.

 It is too much.

 I drew in a breath and heard the air rasp in my lungs, and thepresence eased, loosening its grip,
beginning to fade like the dyingstrains of a beautiful song. Forgive me, I thought, desperately grateful,
forgive me, Elua my lord, thank you for your compassion, for understanding, I swear to you, I will heed
you in every action, I will pourincense upon your altar every day, I will say a thousand prayers in
blessing. . .

 The presence continued to fade, withdrawing in regret, all of it.Farewell, I heard, final and unarguable,
farewell. And it was not onlyElua, Blessed Elua, but the others, too—Kushiel, the bronze wings beating
their last in my bloodstream; Naamah, her enigmatic smile fading.

 All of them, leaving me forever.

 And the dull grey emptiness waiting to take their place.
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 "All right!" I clenched my hands, nails digging into my palms, notrealizing I'd spoken aloud. "I will do it."

 "Phèdre?"

 It was Joscelin's voice, low and concerned. I blinked at him throughmy tears, unsteady in my chair at the
massive inrushingpresence thatfilled me, vastening and painful, but there. I was not abandoned, no,and I
was myself. "Yes?" I whispered.

 "I thought..."His beloved face was perplexed. "You were juststaring, at nothing, and for a moment I
thought..."He shook his head."I thought I saw the mark, Kushiel's Dart, the scarlet mote in youreye...it
was disappearing, I swear it, shrinking before my eyes. I sawit dwindle to a pin-prick, and then ..."
Joscelin touched my cheek,wondering. "Then it returned."

 "Yes." Giddiness and despair made my voice strange. "I suppose it did. Oh, Joscelin . . . you're not
going to like this." Before he could askwhat, I turned to the Lugal. "My lord Sinaddan," I asked him in
Akkadian. "Would you perchance know anyone willing to guide us to Daršanga? Not as an embassy,
but as merchants with human goods tosell?"

 Valère L'Envers had already begun to smile, anticipating her husband's denial, when the Lugal of
Khebbel-im-Akkad gave a thoughtfulnod. "Yes, my lovely lady translator," said Prince Sinaddan. "As it
happens, I might, for the right amount of gold."

 Somehow, I was not surprised.

 Thus ended our fête in Nineveh, with our entire company throwninto disarray.

 It was Lord Amaury Trente who spoke most bluntly to me, once he grasped my plan. "You understand
that I cannot countenance it?" he said, pacing and frowning. "It is little short of madness, Phèdre. If I had
an ounce more sense, I'd have you clapped in chains."

 "I understand, my lord," I said calmly to him.

 He shook his head. "You know that the Queen would never permit such a thing? Name of Elua, I'm not
even sure that Shahrizai she-devilwould ask it of you!"

 "I know, my lord," I said. "It is not Melisande Shahrizai who asksit."

 Lord Amaury sighed. "All right, then; listen to me, Phèdre nóDelaunay. I have agreed to pay the
asking-price of Prince Sinaddan's guide, who may I add, is a misbegotten Persian-born brigand who
would sell his own mother for gold. He was one of the mountain-guideson the last expedition, and fled
before the slaughter. And I have gotten Sinaddan to agree to send an armed escort with you as far as the
Drujaniborder, which," he added, "I will accompany. From thence, you are on your own, provided — "
He held up a cautionary finger. "Provided Joscelin Verreuil goes with you. Understand me, Phèdre. If the
Cassilinedoes not agree to it, I will not let you go."

 I nodded. "I understand, my lord. I am grateful that you are willingto take such a risk."

 Amaury Trente looked sourly at me. "Make no mistake, I'm not happy about it."

 Thus, Lord Amaury.
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 It left only Joscelin, who had not spoken to me for two days, notsince he had divined the nature of my
plan. What he did in that time,I cannot say, save that he spent a good deal of it walking the city of
Nineveh. No one bothered him. Small surprise, with his grim expressionand the sword strapped across
his back, the daggers riding low at hiships. I waited until he came to me. There was a time he might not
havedone so. Ten years ago, in La Serenissima, he had walked out on me,and I'd not been sure he
would return.

 This time, I was.

 I heard the shrieks in the women's quarter of our inn, and knew.No more, and no less. When he made
up his mind, proprieties wouldnot deter him. I looked at Renée, gazing wide-eyed at the door. "It is
Joscelin," I said. "My dear, you don't want to be here for this."

 She didn't argue, donning her veil hastily and slipping out the doorpast him even as he entered, oblivious
to her fleeting presence.

 "Phèdre," he said, a world of agony in the word; a single word,my name. It is an ill-luck name, I have
always said so. "Do you knowwhat you are asking?"

 "Yes," I said steadily. "I am asking you to take me to Daršangaand sell me into the seraglio of the
Mahrkagir of Drujan."

 He turned away, hands clenched into fists; I heard the leather strapsof his vambraces creak in protest.
"A man who breeds death as anotherbreeds life."

 "Yes." My voice betrayed me by trembling. "Elua! Do you think I'm not terrified?"

 "Thenwhy?" Joscelin turned around, blue eyes blazing, innocent asa summer sky, filled with all the love
and outrage in his being. "BlessedElua, Phèdre,why? Do you care so little for me? Does Melisande's son
mean so much to you? Is the desire that pricks you so unbearable?Why?"

 "No," I answered, shaking. "No." I gazed at him, though it hurtto look at him. "Do you remember, on the
ship, what we spoke of?Joscelin, it is Elua himself who asks it of me. I swear to you, I wouldnot ask this
for anything less."

 With a low sound, like an animal brought to bay, he dropped tohis knees, hiding his face in his hands. "It
is too hard," he said, hisvoice muffled.

 "I know," I said softly, crossing the room and laying my hands onhis head. "Believe me, my love, I
know."

 Joscelin's arms rose unbidden, holding me hard about the waist. "To damnation and beyond," he
whispered, hot against my belly. "Ihave sworn it." The sound that caught in his throat might have been a
laugh, or not. "As if I'd had the slightest idea what that meant."

 "'Joscelin,"I breathed. "It is taking my last ounce of courage justto contemplate this. Tell me now whether
you will aid me or no."

 On his knees, he looked up at me, blue eyes framed with tear-spiked lashes, an eerie echo of the face in
my dream, though no shadowfell across it but my own. "I would sooner serve you my heart on aplatter,

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


love, but it is not what you ask. So be it. I will sell you to thisman who calls himself the Conqueror of
Death, and Elua help himafterward."

 I could ask no more.

 FORTY

 THERE WERE a good many tearful farewells before we departedfor Drujan.

 No one was happy with it, and I could not blame them, for oncethe moment had passed, I myself was
riddled with doubt. I questionedmy judgement some dozen times a day, seeking to rekindle that ineffable
certainty that had assured me this was Elua's plan, the golden presencethat had filled me and made me so
cursedsure.

 It never happened.

 Baron Victor de Chalais would lead the delegates home, crossingthe Great Rivers before the spring
floods began. He was a good manand steady, and I was glad of it. Lord Amaury Trente, Nicolas Vigny
and two others would remain, accompanying us to the border of Drujanwith Prince Sinaddan's escort.
There they would stay, for six months.If we were not back by then, they would reckon us dead or lost.

 Renée de Rives fell on my neck, weeping hard and kissing me asshe bid me farewell, leaving no doubt
that she'd no hope of seeing mealive again. Despite the language barrier, the delegates had managed toget
their fill of tales of Drujan; enough to render them certain that werode toward our doom.

 There had been a death in Nineveh, whilst we made our arrangements—a commoner, a potter, had
been crushed by his own wares whena shelf had given way in his workshop, after he'd cursed a
Skotophagotiswho crossed his doorstep.

 It was enough to fuel the fear.

 Joscelin said little and sharpened his blades, working them endlesslywith a whetstone, oiling his scabbard
and sheathes and removing thelast traces of rust from our rain-sodden journey to Nineveh. We had
worked out a plan, such as it was. The Lugal's man, one Tizrav, wouldguide us to the palace of
Daršanga. If we reached it safely, Joscelinwould pay him half the agreed-upon price from his own purse.
Ourstory was that Joscelin was a renegade D'Angeline lordling who hadabducted a peer's wife—that
was me—against her will. Having foundthe price of his escapade too steep, pursued by my husband's kin
across several lands, he would be willing to trade my favors for sanctuary inDrujan, where no one would
dare seek him.

 A simple plan, and a good one. As a surety, Lord Amaury himselfwould hold the second half of Tizrav's
payment, to be rendered onlywhen the Persian returned from Drujan with the appropriate code-word.
Joscelin and Amaury had agreed upon the word, and Joscelin wouldnot give it unto the Persian until he
was certain Tizrav had not betrayedus.

 "What word shall we choose?" Amaury had asked, frowning.

 Joscelin had looked at me. "Hyacinthe," he said.

 It was only fitting.
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 There is a point where fear becomes so large it ceases to matter,and exists only in the abstract. I
reached it, during those preparations.It was too vast to comprehend, so I went about my business. I met
Tizrav, son of Tizmaht; he was not a figure to inspire confidence, a wiry, dirty man with one eye put out
by a poacher's arrow, so he said.I considered it a good deal more likely he had been poaching. None
theless, the Lugal of Khebbel-im-Akkad vouched for him.

 "Tizrav knows the mountains," he said. "He is a coward, but a cunning one, and he will not betray you,
not where there is gold atstake."

 I'd no choice but to believe him. "Are you willing to lesson me inOld Persian along the way?" I asked. "It
is a long road to Daršanga."

 "Of course!" he said, bobbing his head agreeably, grinning andfingering beneath his eyepatch. "Whatever
my lady wishes. It is mymilk-tongue; I speak it like a native! It is why no Drujani will troubleus, no, not
when Tizrav is guiding."

 I had my doubts; I had a thousand doubts. I kept my mouth silent on them. Joscelin looked at me
without speaking and continued tosharpen his blades.

 Ironically, Valère L'Envers forgave me for abusing her House'spassword and came to like me better
once she thought I was markedfor death. Having nowhere else to turn for it, I begged a favor andasked
her to hold in safekeeping the Jebean scroll with the story ofShalomon's son, and Audine Davul's
translation. Not only did she accede, but did me another favor unasked. "Here," she said, thrusting acoat
upon me, a deep crimson silk lined with marten-skin. "It was agift from Sinaddan, who had it in tribute,
but the sleeves are too shortand I've never bothered to have it sized. It ought to fit you well,Comtesse,
and it will be cold in the mountains."

 I tried it on, and it fit perfectly. "Thank you," I said softly, thesilken brown fur of the collar nestled against
my cheek. "My lady iskind."

 "I'mnot kind!" Tears stood in her violet eyes. "Elua, why couldn'tyou be different? I know your history!
The Queen heeds you, my cousinNicola dotes on you, even my father acknowledges your merit! Why do
I have to be the one member of my House to send you off to die,and all for that viper's brat?"

 "I'm not dead yet, highness," I murmured.

 "No." Valère L'Envers turned away, fussing with her wardrobe."But you may be soon, and I need to
prepare for it. Well," she sniffed,"never let it be said that I allowed a D'Angeline peer to face death ill-
garbed for it."

 Favrielle nó Eglantine, I thought, would have appreciated her sentiments. I was not so sure Ysandre
would. It hardly mattered, anymore.

 We set off from Nineveh with a good deal of fanfare, and a specialceremony by the priesthood of
Shamash. A fire was kindled at dawnand a brace of sheep sacrificed. I swallowed hard, seeing it; we do
not do such things, in Terre d'Ange. Shallow golden bowls were placedbeneath the gaping throats of the
sheep, the blood carefully collected. Each Akkadian man on the journey placed his sword in the pyre,
lettingit glow red-hot at the edges.

 When it did, each man quenched it in the sheep's blood, laying hisblade flat in the bowl and uttering a
declaration as the hot steel sizzledand blood-stink filled the air: "Mighty Shamash willing, let me next
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sheath my blade in the blood of my enemies!"

 Well and so, I thought; they are not journeying into Drujan.

 Joscelin watched the ceremony without comment, and uttered noprayer. His sword had been
consecrated long ago, by his uncle, and hisgreat-uncle before him, plain steel with a worn grip,
oft-replaced. Forhim to draw it was an act of prayer. Until then, it remained sheathed.He wore a new
coat, too; sheepskin, embroidered without, warm woolinside. I wondered if it were a gift or if he'd
bought it. His hair hungloose, twined in small braids about his face, bound with bits of rawhide.

 I'd not seen it thus since we escaped from the Skaldi.

 It made him look . . . Elua, it made him look like a renegadeD'Angeline lordling, fierce and desperate.

 The priests of Shamash gave an invocation and finished, bowingdeeply, dawn-light flashing from their
gilded breastplates, inlaid withthe Lion of the Sun. Prince Sinaddan's men bowed in reply, and theLugal
himself, on a balcony of the Palace, raised both hands skyward,hailing the sun. It was done. We were
ready to depart.

 "Blessed Elua," I whispered, stooping to touch the earth, the alienred earth of Nineveh, of
Khebbel-im-Akkad, "keep us safe."

 There was no answer, though I hadn't really expected one.

 And thus we were on our way.

 After several days, the plains gave way to lowlands, and then thelowlands to hills. Tizrav, grinning
around his eyepatch, led us unerringto the shortest route. If he were going to betray us, I thought, it
wouldhardly be here, in Akkadian territory. I rode veiled, surrounded byJoscelin, Amaury Trente and his
men. The Akkadians made jests, nonedirected at me; fierce and bloodthirsty jests, hoping for battle.

 So they might, I thought; they were young. It had been eight yearssince the Khalif had lost an army in
Drujan, and dared not try again.These men were young and cocksure. Nonetheless, when nightfall came,
they huddled close around the campfires, peering into their neighbor'sfaces and reassuring one another:
Yes, we are men of Akkad, Akkad-that-is-reborn, we are brave and dauntless, and fear no shadows of
thenight.

 "They are fools." Tizrav spat expertly through a gap between histeeth, making the campfire sizzle. He
nodded companionably toward theLugal's men. "Fools and children, jumping at shadows."

 "Do you say shadows have no power?" Joscelin asked slowly, infumbling Akkadian. He'd come late to
the language, but his Habiruskills had stood him in good stead.

 "Power." Tizrav grinned, showing his gap. Firelight played overthe greasy leather patch that covered his
missing eye. "What is power?These young fools surrender it with every heartbeat of fear. And so the
shadows grow, and take on power. What is fear, but courage's shadow?"

 "Common sense, mayhap," Joscelin said shortly, rolling himself inhis blanket and making ready for sleep.

 "You know better." Tizrav leered at me, despite the veil. "Lightcasts a shadow, the brighter the one, the
darker the other. This is onlyfire,tame and kept. It will be different in Drujan. You will see."
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 I stared at him through my veil. "We are not in Drujan yet, Persian.Do you wish to forfeit your purse?"

 "No." He shrugged unevenly. "Light, dark; it is all the same to Tizrav, if their gold is good. I have sworn
my bargain and I will seeyou delivered. Lies, truth; I do not mind. Afterward ..." He shruggedagain. "You
will see how great a shadow your courage casts. It is allthe same to me."

 The hills gave way to mountains, the air crisp and clear. It washere that we reached the outer boundaries
of Akkadian rule, and bidfarewell to our escort, who would remain, supplementing the garrison of an
outlying Akkadian fortress.

 After this, it would only be Joscelin and me and our guide Tizrav.

 "I must be out of my mind," Amaury Trente said ruefully, embracing me in farewell. His breath made
plumes of frost in the air. "Eluabless and keep you, Phèdre nó Delaunay."

 "My lord." I was shivering despite Valère L'Envers' marten-skin coat. No matter where I went, it
seemed there must always be winter,and mountains. "Why are you here?"

 "Why?" He gazed across the foreboding landscape, an absent smileon his lips. "I don't know, my lady.
Here is as good a place as any."He looked back at me then, and his expression changed. "I rode behind
Ysandre de la Courcel into the heart of Percy de Somerville's army.You remember. You were there. She
never looked back, do you knowthat? Not once. If she had, she would have seen me. I was there, and
the Queen's Guard behind me. But she never even needed to look."He laid one hand on my shoulder. "If
you look, my lady, we will behere. Right here, where you left us, guarding your back. Whateverfool's
errand you're on this time, I reckon Terre d'Ange owes you thatmuch."

 "Thank you," I murmured, tears pricking my eyes. It was notenough, not enough by a long sight, but
more than I could have asked."I am grateful, my lord."

 "Well." Lord Amaury smiled and withdrew his hand. " 'Tis littleenough, when all is said and done. But if
anyone's going to emergealive from the heart of darkness, it's you and that half-mad Cassiline."

 I swallowed. "We will try, my lord."

 And then we were on our own.

 FORTY-ONE

 A DRUJANI border patrol found us the first evening.

 It was twilight, just shy of nightfall, and we had made our encampment in a shallow gully out of the
wind. Doubtless they weredrawn by the light of our campfire. Tizrav had assured us it was folly to think
we could cross Drujan in stealth. Better to allow them to findus, he said; we would die quickly, or not at
all.

 There were five of them, and they melted out of the shadows like apparitions, silent men on tough,
shaggy ponies, armed with short, curving horsemen's bows. Joscelin was on his feet the instant they
appeared,placing himself between me and the Drujani. Firelight glinted red along his vambraces, his
crossed daggers. I wondered if he could block fivearrows fired at once. I didn't think so.
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 "The wolves of Angra Mainyu are mighty hunters!" Tizrav greetedthem in Old Persian. "Will you share
our fire? We have beer," headded, hefting a skin.

 "Why do you enter Drujan?" The leader lowered his bow a fraction. The others did not.

 "Why?" Tizrav grinned. "This fine D'Angeline lordling has gothimself in trouble and finds he has nowhere
left to flee. Go and see, ifyou do not believe me. The guard at Demseen Fort has doubled andthe lady's
angry kinsmen are waiting. But my lordling here wouldsooner give her to the Mahrkagir if he will accept
his sword in service."

 The Drujani conversed among themselves in low tones, and my earfor Old Persian was not yet keen
enough to decipher what they said.One of them laughed and rode forward. "Why should we believe you,
Akkadian lick-spittle?" he asked, stroking Tizrav's cheek with the pointof a nocked arrow. "Why should
we ride to the border, when there issport to be had here?”

 To his credit, Tizrav did not flinch, even when the arrow's pointscraped against his leather eyepatch. "My
ancestors ranged these mountains when the House of Ur cowered in the deserts of the Umaiyyat. Do
you disdain me for the sake of a line drawn on a map, son ofdarkness?"

 Another of the Drujani spoke from the shadows beyond our campfire. I could not make out his face,
only that he wore a girdle of bonesabout his waist, human finger-bones. Raising one hand, he pointed at
me.

 "Stand aside," Tizrav muttered urgently to Joscelin. "Stand aside!"

 He paused, and then did, offering a sweeping Cassiline bow to theDrujani. Tizrav approached me where
I knelt beside fire.

 "Forgive me," Tizrav said under his breath, yanking back my veil.

 The firelight was brighter without the sheer panel of silk before myeyes and I blinked against it, gazing up
at the Drujani. Two of the riders startled; one laughed. The one who had pointed fingered his girdleof
bones, and a slow smile spread across the face of the leader. It was not a pleasant smile.

 "She is for the Mahrkagir?" he asked.

 "I have sworn it." It was Joscelin who spoke in crude Persian, hisvoice raw.

 The Drujani with the finger-bones murmured to his leader, wholistened intently and nodded. The girded
one, I thought, must be somemanner of novice, an apprentice-priest. "The embers of despair gutter in
your spirit, lordling," the leader said to Joscelin. "Is it as the goat-thief says? Are you willing to swear
your sword unto darkness?"

 I bit my tongue, longing to translate for him, but Joscelin understood well enough. The skin was tight
over his high cheekbones. "Drujan died and lives. I am dead to my family. If I may live again in the
Mahrkagir's service, his sword is mine." There was genuine anguish inthe words. How much truth? My
heart bled to wonder. I could notbegin to reckon the price of what I'd asked of him.

 It was enough to convince the apprentice-priest.

 "Men will embrace anything to live," he said in a young, hard voice."Even darkness. Even death. What of
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the woman?"

 "You see her." Joscelin gestured at me. "As faithless as she is beautiful, a servant of our goddess of— "
the word twisted in his mouth,"—whores."

 It was the Habiru word he used, but close enough, it seemed. TheDrujani conferred and settled on a
translation, and the apprentice-priestlaughed, high and breathless, before whispering to the leader.

 Who smiled his unpleasant smile. "The Mahrkagir will be pleased,"he said, putting up his bow. "You see,
his mother was a whore." Hejerked his chin at Tizrav. "We will believe you, lick-spittle, and ride to
Demseen Fort to count the guards. If you are lying, we will find you and have much sport. If you are not
..."He smiled again. "Well,shemay pray that you were."

 And with that, they were gone, melding into the darkness as swiftlyas they'd appeared, only the faint
rattle of a pebble dislodge by a pony'shoof marking their passage.

 Tizrav exhaled with relief and picked up the skin of beer with bothhands, drinking deep.

 "Is it over?" I asked him.

 "No." He lowered the skin and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "But it's begun, and we are
still alive."

 We were four more days in the mountains, and saw no further signsof human inhabitants; birds of prey,
mainly, circling high above thecrags, and on the ground, hares and sometimes martens, quick anddarting.
It was cold, though not so cold that the streams had frozen.Where we could not find water, we melted
snow scooped from deepcrevices. In the valleys, our horses pawed the hard turf and cropped atyellow
grass, dead and frost-bitten, but nourishing nonetheless. Tizravset snares in the evenings, catching hares
when he might, and with thesewe supplemented our stores of dried foods.

 On the journey, we spoke seldom. I rode without complaining,feeling I had no right. Tizrav, swathed in
layers of felted wool, was scarce visible, his chin tucked into his chest, unlovely visage peeringout
beneath his thick woolen hat. Disdaining the cold, Joscelin rodebare-headed and silent, his mouth set in
an implacable line.

 "Did you mean it?" I finally asked him, two nights after the Drujanihad come.

 "What?" His tone was short.

 "What you said." I hesitated. "That I was as faithless as I ambeautiful."

 "Ah," he said flatly. "That." He looked at me for a moment withoutspeaking. "Mayhap. Phèdre . . . what
you ask of me—I do not know ifI can do it. All I can do is seek a way, and the way is cruel."

 Would that I did not understand; but I did. "What have I done to us?" I whispered.

 "I don't know." Bowing his head, Joscelin fiddled with a stiff buckleon his dagger-belt. "Do you want to
turn back?"

 I did. With all my heart, I did. "No," I said.
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 He nodded without looking up. "Then do not ask me questions Icannot answer. I am Cassiel's priest,
and I have broken all his vowsbut one. You ask me to ride into the mouth of hell to keep it. I amdoing
what I can. Be satisfied, or be silent."

 So it went between us.

 On the fifth day, we entered the plains of Drujan. Mayhap it is amore welcoming place in summer; I
cannot say. If it was less harsh thanthe mountains, it was more dire, for here people lived and labored,
andhere we saw the shadow under which they made their existence. The land is arable and there were
villages, at the center of grain-fields andfit pasturage for sheep and goats.

 We were not welcome there.

 I saw it, on the faces of the villagers as we rode past, travellingnow on the old roads, crumbling and still
passable, that had once formedpart of the mighty empire of Persis. They stared at us with hatred, andI
did not even know why. In one village—it had a name, I suppose,but Tizrav did not know it—a woman
stood beside the road, clutchingher listless child in her arms, and watched us with hungry eyes, despair
and contempt in her sunken gaze.

 Too many fields lay fallow, dead and grey, naught of winter's doing.

 Too many flocks struggled, slat-ribbed and gaunt, with staringcoats.

 "What has happened here?" I asked Tizrav, my voice shaking. "Howcan a kingdom that makes
Khebbel-im-Akkad itself tremble come to such an impasse?"

 The Persian shrugged. "You wished to come to Drujan, lady; thekingdom that died and lives. Behold, if
you will, life-in-death."

 I did not like it.Turn back, I thought; the words were on my lips, near to being spoken with every stride
our mounts took. I did not utterit. I thought of that moment in Prince Sinaddan's hall instead, the slow,
dreadful withdrawal of Elua's presence, and the emptiness that awaited.Farewell.And I gazed at their
bitter, resentful faces, the starving Drujani, until my heart ached within me. They had not chosen this, I
thought. What commoner ever does? Caught between the hammer of warfare and the anvil of survival,
they endure; endure, and hate, seeingus ride of our own volition unto hell, on our well-fed horses with
goldjangling at our bits, clad in silks and fur.

 There were no fires, either. Jahanadar, the Land of Fires, lay sullen and bleak.

 "Tell me of the faith of your forefathers," I asked Tizrav one nightas we made camp.

 He looked at me, his single eye like a cold ember. "My lady wishesto know?"

 "I do," I said. "Truly, son of Tizmaht, I do."

 He nodded, and swallowed, and looked away, then busied himself building up our campfire until it
roared like a pyre, sending showers ofsparks into the cold night air. "You see?" he asked quietly,
watchingthe sparks ascend. "In fire there is light, warmth . . . life. It is Truth.Ahura Mazda is all these
things; Lord of Light, the Truth." His mouthcurved in a deprecating smile. "Good thoughts, good words,
gooddeeds. It is the trifold way taught to me in secret by my father, and hisfather's father before him. And
the fire...ah, the fire is proof, a living,burning flame set before us to purify the Lie."
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 In the heart of the fire, a pair of crossed branches crumbled, andthe flames subsided.

 "So." Tizrav's mouth twisted. "Darkness returns. Even the greatprophet Zoroaster did not deny it would
hold sway on this earth."

 "Still," I said to him. "Morning will follow, and the dawn."

 "Dawn, aye." He fed the fire and did not look at me. "The Lionof the Sun, the face of Shamash. The
Akkadians have stolen the lightof day, and named it their own. And Ahura Mazda made no protest,but
let his people die beneath their swords. Do you wonder that the Drujani have laid claim to the darkness?"

 "No," I said. "No, son of Tizmaht, I do not."

 Tizrav shrugged. "My father was a fool, and his father's fatherbefore him. I place my faith in the only light
that endures, yellow andunwinking: The bright sheen of gold."

 To that, I had no words.

 FORTY-TWO

 THE SKOTOPHAGOTI knew we were coming.

 That is not what they call themselves, to be sure, but it is the firstname I knew, and the one that stays
with me. After all, I have heardit in my dreams. We saw him at a distance, this one; he did not approach
unseen. No, he came down the old royal road, the city of Daršangarising behind him, its bulwarks and
spires silhouetted against the wintrysea.

 He rode a wild ass without stirrups or bridle, his legs dangling, andit would have been comical if it was
not terrifying. Sunlight from theeast gleamed on his boar's-skull helmet, and his staff of office layathwart
his ass's withers. I saw that he wore a girdle, too; finger-bones.I had not noticed, in Iskandria, that the
Skotophagoti wore such things,but I had never been so close to one, either.

 "You have come for the Mahrkagir." He pointed with his staff,lazily, the wavering ball of jet taking in all
three of us. It seemed tolinger longest upon me. I was glad I wore the veil, and did not haveto meet his
eyes.

 "I have." Joscelin kneed his Akkadian mount forward, a long-leggedblack gelding with three white
socks. His sword-hilt protruded frombeneath the collar of his sheepskin coat and his gaze was as cold
andblue as a Drujani winter sky. "Will he see me?"

 TheSkotophagotis merely looked at him, calm astride his ass, hisshadow thrown before him,
foreshortened and deadly on the old royal road, its fireclay bricks crumbling for lack of repair. "Yes," he
saidpresently. "The Mahrkagir will see you."

 We rode behind him into the city of Daršanga.

 There was more life in the city than we had seen in the countrysideand villages . . . more life, and more
fear. How not, when we rode incompany with an Eater-of-Darkness? People hurried to the sides of the
streets as we passed, prostrating themselves before the priest, pressingtheir brows to the earth. The
Skotophagotis took no notice.
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 Although there seemed no marketplace and no shops, there wastrade of a sort, furtive and joyless;
foodstuffs, mostly, a good deal offish, and bread and oil. A man pushing a two-wheeled cart sold tallow
candles; another, needles and skeins of thread. A cobbler sat on awooden stool, measuring a Drujani
soldier's foot for a boot. The soldierdid not kneel, but bowed low as we passed.

 Here and there, I could hear the sound of smithies at work, theringing clangor of hammer and anvil, and
the acrid scent of heated steelin the air. Daršanga might be poor and hungry, but it was able to feedits
forges. It had the odor of war.

 At the heart of the city, we passed a low plaza that might have beengracious, once. It had columns set at
the four corners, but these hadbeen toppled and shattered. In the center a marble-rimmed well was set
nearly flush to the paving. A dome had stood over it, a hollow structurewith three arched doorways.
Now great chunks of debris filled the welland only the truncated foundation remained.

 "It was a fire-temple," Tizrav said in a low voice.

 Three elderly men crouched beside a scarred marble bench at theoutermost verge of the plaza, clad in
robes the indeterminate color of filth. Long, unkempt beards grew nearly to their waists, and the smellwas
fearful. I did not see, at first, the shackles that bound them; notuntil theSkotophagotis stopped before
them, pointing with his staff. Then they moved, stiffly, going to their knees, and I saw the shackles at their
ankles and the long chain leading to a mighty bolt sunk deep into theflagstones. All three made the
prostration. TheSkotophagotis noddedonce and lowered his staff, riding onward.

 "Who are they?" I asked Tizrav.

 "They were Magi." His face behind the eyepatch was impassive."Priests of the Lord of Light. Now they
are beggars. It pleases theMahrkagir to let them live and breed fear."

 I looked behind me once as we left, twisting in the saddle. TheMagi were huddled once more. They had
made a den beneath the marble bench, blocking the wind with hunks of rubble and scraps of hideand
blankets. At the furthest reach of their chain was the midden-heap,stinking of ordure. I wondered at their
tenacity in clinging to life, forthe conditions seemed unbearable.Men will embrace anything to live, the
Drujani scout had said. Mayhap it was true.

 And then we reached the palace.

 It had been a pleasant structure in former days, charming and well-protected, seated on an outcropping
of rock that overlooked the Sea ofKhaspar. There had been a time, Tizrav had told me, when the Great
Kings of Persis would use it as a summer palace, hosted by the Princesof Drujan, and they would hunt
the length of the peninsula and ride hawking in the mountains. The windows stood open to catch the
coolingbreezes. The inner roofs had been tiled in blue and banners had flownfrom the towers.

 Now the roofs were black with tar-pitch and the towers were barren,every window was barred and
shuttered and the high walls bristlingwith battlements. The palace of Daršanga waited, weathered-grey
andgrim. I thought about the Akkadian chronicle I had read and how bloodhad run in channels down its
halls. My mouth was dry with fear.

 A squadron of Drujani soldiers met us in the front courtyard, armedto the teeth and clad in armor of
boiled leather and steel plate, noneuniform, all serviceable. They bowed to theSkotophagotis, making a
corridor to allow us passage. TheSkotophagotis dismounted, and wefollowed suit. Someone put a rope
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around the neck of the priest's ass,wary of its snapping teeth. Our mounts were led away to stable. No
one asked Joscelin to surrender his weapons. The soldiers made jestsunder their breath, eyeing us with
unpleasant interest. One rapped atthe massive doors with the butt of his dagger, giving a password at the
grate.

 On the far side, a bar was drawn, a bolt thrown. The doors creakedopen onto the darkness within.

 "Come," said theSkotophagotis and strode inside.

 I stood where I was, utterly paralyzed with fear. With a spat curse,Joscelin grabbed my wrist in a painful
grip, dragging me after him as he followed the priest. It was dark inside the palace and my veil obscured
my vision. I stumbled, tripping over the hem of my gown as Isought to keep up with Joscelin's long
strides, filled with a terror so vast it seemed to stop my very mouth. At the rear, Tizrav hurried to keep
up with us.

 It was cold in Daršanga palace, cold and dark. At the time, I thoughtit was poorly built, or mayhap the
city lacked for fuel. Now I knowbetter. It was at the Mahrkagir's order, despising as he did light andfire.
The torches in the wall-sconces were unlit, save every third orfourth one, shedding a guttering light. The
walls themselves were bare,and no carpet adorned the floor. I saw dark stains in the cracks betweenthe
flagstones, and shuddered.

 It is said that La Dolorosa, the fortress on the black isle of LaSerenissima, is one of the most foreboding
places on earth. Well, andI should know, having been a prisoner there. This was worse. La Dolorosa,
for all its ills, is steeped in grief and madness. Folly was committed, terrible horrors, but it was the
eternal mourning ofAsherat-of-the-Sea that drove men to madness. Mortals are not made to bear the
grief of gods.

 The palace of Daršanga stank of deliberate human cruelty.

 And it had invoked something worse.

 I felt it on my skin, a crawling darkness, filling my mouth with thetaste of foulness. I had not reckoned,
before this, what it would be liketo enter the stronghold of Angra Mainyu, enemy of life, Lord of Dark
ness. D'Angeline though I am, I have stood in the presence of othergods and known no such terror.
Respect, yes; and fear. Never had Ifelt myself so utterlydespised. It was...it was like nothing I can de
scribe.

 There are a thousand gods in the world; angry gods, vengeful gods, jealous gods. There are gods who
delight in cruelty and mischief, godswho demand tribute in blood, gods who punish the weak and reward
the tyrannical. Gods, yes; and goddesses, too. I know this to be true.There are gods who devour their
young, gods whose followers sing asthey slaughter, gods who raise the seas and shake the earth in their
wrath, heedless of the count of mortal lives.

 This presence was different.

 It was all of these things at once; wrath, retribution, jealousy andhunger—Elua, thehunger! Demanding,
unthinking, a bloodlust thatcould never be slaked, no, not if it devoured a thousand lives, a hundred
thousand, for the fulfillment lay in the destroying and not the consuming. If the world itself lay desolate
and barren, still it would howl formore, its maw agape, yearning and ravening. It was destruction, pure
and simple, almost beautiful in its absoluteness.
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 And if it had been mindless, it would have been terrifying enough . . .but it was not. It was a presence
that thought, cunning and aware.

 "Angra Mainyu," I whispered.

 "Ah." TheSkotophagotis halted outside the doors to the great hallof the palace and looked at me with
eyes slitted with thoughtful pleasure."The lady senses his presence. Come, then, and meet his greatest
servant, who shall become your Master.”

 We entered the hall.

 It was dark, of course, and draughty. A sullen fire burned in thehearth at the near end and a few hanging
lamps made pools of light in the air. The hall was vast, and mostly empty. A carved frieze ran thelength of
the walls depicting a tribute procession, but the faces werechipped and smashed. There were holes and
blank spaces on the wallsand furnishings where gilt trim had been stripped away.

 A dais and throne stood at the far end of the hall, but no one wasseated on it. Guards idled nearby, and
a handful of men stood conversing. One was clad all in furs; the others wore long brocade coatsover
trousers and tunics. They fell silent as theSkotophagotis entered,and the guards straightened to attention,
a giant of a man among them,with a chest like a bull, towering over the Drujani lord beside him.

 They all bowed as theSkotophagotis approached.

 All except the one standing next to the giant.

 "Daeva Gashtaham," he said with interest. "What have you broughtme?"

 And this time, it was the priest who bowed, lowing his skull-helmed head, finger-bones rattling at his
waist. "Mahrkagir," he said smoothly."This lord of Terre d'Ange seeks an audience."

 The Mahrkagir of Drujan wore no crown, no diadem, no badge ofoffice; only black, unalleviated save
for the worn silver brocade on hiscoat. Of average stature, he was unimposing in build, and he was
young;younger than I had expected, scarce older than I. "Speak."

 Joscelin released my wrist and bowed, crossing his vambraces."Lord Mahrkagir." His voice was harsh,
his words practiced. "I, JoscelinVerreuil, seek asylum in Drujan. In exchange, I offer my sword, sworn
unto your service, and— " he said it without faltering, " —this womanfor your seraglio."

 The fur-clad lord laughed deep in his chest, and one of the othersmade a jest. Two of the guards
laughed; the giant crossed his massive arms over his leather-clad chest. The Mahrkagir gazed unblinking
atJoscelin. "Why?"

 Joscelin conferred with Tizrav, who offered him words to say."Mahrkagir," said theSkotophagotis priest
Gashtaham. "This lordlinghad committed rape against this woman." He touched his ear beneaththe boar's
skull. "The night wind has spoken; her kinsmen gather atthe border, with a company of Sinaddan's men
from Nineveh, who rattletheir spears and shout vain challenges."

 "So."  The Mahrkagir cocked his head.  "One sword, and onewoman. I have swords, and men to bear
them; I have women, and boys, too. Already I have paid dear for D'Angeline flesh, pure and inviolate.
Why should I accept a lordling's cast-off? Perhaps this offer is not sosweet as the price on your head,
Jossalin Veruy. After all, I have a debtto reclaim." His tone was mild. "Either way, Angra Mainyu feasts,
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andyour futile hope will make the banquet sweeter."

 Tizrav whispered urgently to Joscelin, who pushed him away. Tizrav stumbled and fell on the flagstones
and Joscelin laughed, a terrible laugh, filled with despair, high and wild.

 I knew, then, that I had driven him into the deepest depths of hisown personal hell.

 "You have no sword like mine, my lord, and no woman like thisone." He yanked back the veil and
twined his hand in my hair, jerkinghard and forcing me to my knees. I went, the breath gasping in my
throat, desire hitting me like a fist to the gut, awful and unexpected. "You see her," Joscelin said through
gritted teeth. "This is no one'scast-off, but Phèdre nó Delaunay; Naamah's Servant, Kushiel's Chosenand
the veritable Queen of Whores, my greatest passion, my sole downfall. I offer unto your keeping, Lord
Mahrkagir, that which Terred'Ange holds most precious. Do you say anyone will match her price?"

 It was all there in darkling, twilight air of the hall, truth and liewoven together as seamlessly as a
Mendacant's cloak, a polyglot mix ofHabiru, Akkadian and Old Persian. The flagstones bruised my
kneesand my neck ached, wrenched back at an unnatural angle. I heard thescrabbling sound of Tizrav
adjusting his eyepatch. I knelt at Joscelin'sfeet, the hem of his sheepskin coat brushing my cheek, his hand
fistedin my hair.

 And I felt the presence, not of Elua, Blessed Elua, but cruel Kushiel,beating in my blood.

 I heard the Mahrkagir's footsteps.

 He reached out to touch my cheek and his hand was cold, so cold.It was cold in the great hall of
Daršanga. I felt his touch like fire, settingme ablaze between my thighs. At a touch, he knew me to the
core. Ishut my teeth on a moan. He was neither comely nor unattractive, theMahrkagir, his features
regular, clean-shaven. Only his eyes were beautiful; lustrous, long-lashed, the pupils dilated until the
welling blacknesswholly swallowed any other color.

 Beautiful . . . and utterly, utterly mad.

 "So this is what you offer." The Mahrkagir of Drujan raised hismad, beautiful eyes from my face to
Joscelin's, showing even whiteteeth in a smile. "My lord Veruy of Terre d'Ange, I do believe I willaccept
it."

 Joscelin let go his grip on my hair and I collapsed in a heap at hisfeet, dimly aware that he gave his
Cassiline bow above me. "My lordMahrkagir will not have cause to regret it."

 "Let us hope not." The Mahrkagir looked down at me where I groveled on the flagstones. "Tahmuras,
take her to the zenana."

 FORTY-THREE

 THE ZENANA, or women's quarter, of Daršanga palace was a worldunto itself.

 It was the Mahrkagir's giant, Tahmuras, who escorted me there. He said nothing along the way, and I
would have wondered if he were deafand dumb, were it not for the alacrity with which he had obeyed
theMahrkagir's command. Tahmuras strode down the halls, descending astair, all but ignoring me as I
stumbled in his wake.
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 Of what was befalling Joscelin and Tizrav, I could only guess andhope. I had made my choice and
committed myself—and lest I forget,the awful pulse of desire, inflamed by the Mahrkagir's touch,
throbbed between my thighs. I fixed my gaze on the broad back of Tahmuras,concentrating on following
him. He bore no blade, but only a singleweapon thrust through his belt; a morningstar, a spiked
ball-and-chain mace, the steel rod jutting against his thigh. No scavenged armor wouldfit him, not this
man. He wore a leather jerkin laced with crude platesof steel.

 My mind was frozen, between fear and desire; I did not hear whatTahmuras said when he scratched for
entry at the latticed door of thezenana. It was opened, I know, and I was thrust through it, given untothe
care of the Chief Eunuch.

 I began to realize the vastness of the zenana.

 It had to be, to hold so many people; a large pool-room, honeycombed with darkness beyond. And it
was warm, for a mercy. I sighedas the door closed behind me, feeling the warmth of the space seep into
my bones. The Chief Eunuch surveyed me, pursing his lips.

 "You see?" he asked in pidgin argot; a tongue that owed somethingto Persian, Caerdicci and Hellene
alike; zenyan, it was called, but I learned that later. With a sweeping gesture, he indicated the room, the
stagnant waters of the tepidarium, the surrounding couches on islandsof carpet. "Here, you stay. Find a
place that is empty."

 "My lord." I swallowed and licked my lips, seeking my voice. "I speak Persian, a little."

 "You do?" His brows rose. "Well, find a place. There are alwayssome who have died. You should have
no trouble making room."

 I looked across the space, the knots of intrigue and scheming, likedrawing to like. There were women,
more women than I could haveguessed at, from every nationality on earth. There were Persians and
Akkadians with skin like old ivory; there were Ephesians with sultryeyes. There were amber-skinned
Bhodistani and even Ch'in, whom I had never seen, with straight black hair caught up in combs and skin
the hue of honey. There were Caerdicci of every shade and Hellenes,too; modest Illyrians, and there
were Chowati, with light hair andslanted, pale eyes. There were proud hawk-nosed Umaiyyati maidens,
and Menekhetans, too. Of a surety, there were Carthaginians and Aragonians as well, and Jebeans and
Nubians with ebony skin.

 And there were boys.

 Not many; only a few, with terrified, defiant eyes, clinging to thecouches of the women of their
homelands. None of them wereD'Angeline.

 "I have heard there is one," I said to the Chief Eunuch. "A boy, sohigh..."I gave a vague indication with
one hand, having no idea howtall Imriel stood, "from the same country as I. He would not speak your
tongue, but he has blue-black hair and eyes..."I hesitated,"...thecolor of twilight."

 "That one." The Chief Eunuch rolled his eyes. "The ShahryarMahrkagir would have such a one from
your country for his three-fold path. I would that the Âka-Magi had found a less troublesome one. Yes,
he has been taken to spend time alone, for stabbing an attendant with a serving fork. You heard me, lady.
Find a space."

 And with that, he left me.
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 I made my way around the pool, the walls of which were coatedwith greenish slime. The water had a
fetid odor. Stalwart eunuchs stood at guard around the perimeter of the room, their faces suffused with
bitterness. I did not know why, then; now, I do. These were members of the Akkadian garrison that the
Mahrkagir had captured. He'd hadthem all unmanned. A good many had chosen death instead. Those
whohadn't, he'd set to guard his seraglio. And they did it, too, clinging tolife, filled with rage.

 It all served Angra Mainyu, who fed on hatred as surely as death,and longer.

 Here and there I paused, asking in this tongue and that: Do you know of this boy?

 They knew him; of a surety, they knew him. Children, I gathered,did not last long in the Mahrkagir's
zenana, being altogether too fragile for his attentions. This one had lasted longer than anyone had
bargained;it seemed the Mahrkagir wished him kept alive for some special purpose.With a slow-dawning
sense of horror, I realized that they had bets onhis survival.

 It is a different world, and a harsh one.

 I was new to it, then; I do not know if I can convey the sense ofwhat it was to live there. It was not like
a traditional hareem or zenana,no, where the lord's attention was sought and a matter of pride. Here,the
lord's attention was death, or akin to it. Even so...how else togain rank? Those whom the Mahrkagir
favored had special privileges;private rooms, personal attendants. It won them pity and envy.

 For the rest, they established their own hierarchy, based on forceof personality.

 "Speak tohim" a Chowati woman said to me, deigning to understand my Illyrian, jerking her chin at a
young man huddled in foetalposition at the edge of an outer carpet."He can tell you how theMahrkagir
treats with boys."

 I tried to do so, crouching low before him, peering at his hiddenface. He was Skaldi, I realized with a
small shock, recognizing the castof his features, the butter-yellow hair that curtained his face. I addressed
him in his native tongue. He groaned and turned away, hands clutchedover his groin.

 "What is wrong with this man?" I asked one of the attendants,indignation overcoming my common sense.
"Why does no one call fora chirurgeon?"

 "He has been cut," the attendant replied, "and does not wish tolive." His eyes glittered feverishly, and I
knew by his accent he was Akkadian—that was when I began to understand, then, at least a little."Do
you blame him, lady? I do not. He is no longer a man."

 I understood, though I didn't wish to. The Skaldi lad wanted todie; and I, I could not blame him. He was
alone, the only one of hiskind. It was not right, but there was no help for it. What fell on himwould not fall
on someone else, not that day. He was alone, and sowas I.

 So I sought an empty couch, and lay coiled onto my own perfectdespair. I had attained my goal, the
goal I never wanted, becoming a concubine of the Mahrkagir of Drujan. I had come a thousand miles to
destroy the only true love I'd ever known. I had condemned Hyacintheto age forever on his lonely isle.
Of my own will, I had done these things. And for all of it, I had not found Imriel de la Courcel, whose
face had haunted my dreams. It was fearful to contemplate what abusehe had undergone in this place,
and I could only pray he had beenspared the worst of it. What did it mean that the Mahrkagir kept him
alive? For his three-fold path, the Chief Eunuch had said. I thought ofthe Skaldi lad and shuddered. If the
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Mahrkagir had a special purpose in mind, it could only be worse.

 There was no comfort in the distant memory of Blessed Elua'spresence. The gods are cruel, to lay such
burdens on their mortal heirs.How can immortals reckon the cost to mere flesh? I did not know if Icould
endure this.

 I slept, and prayed I would awaken elsewhere.

 I didn't.

 I awoke, stiff and sore, on a couch in the zenana of Daršanga,huddled in my stained travelling clothes
and Valère L'Envers' marten-skin coat. Well and so, I thought; I am still Phèdre nó Delaunay, andI will
be no less. The zenana was stirring, attendants bringing wheat-porridge on platters, and honey to a select
few. Though I had no appetite, I made myself eat. Charcoal braziers were chasing off the night'schill,
though the hypocaust which warmed the stagnant pool and thefloors kept the zenana temperate. I thought
with rue of my visit to thebath-house in Iskandria.

 "Is it possible to bathe?" I asked the attendant when he returned.He stared at me a moment and jerked
his chin toward the pool, clearingmy tray. I shook my head. I had smelled that water, and I would haveto
become a good deal more desperate before I let it touch my skin.

 Some women, I saw, had better luck; here and there, a few hadsmall luxuries—a ewer of clean water, a
comb, a bottle of scented oil.These held court on their islanded couches, sharing out their favors,
combing one another's hair, lowering their gowns to dab scent betweentheir breasts with the
dispassionate immodesty of women condemned tolive publicly with one another. There was no joy in it
and little pleasure.

 "You are new."

 It was one of the eunuchs who addressed me, speaking in the zenyanargot; Persian, I guessed by his
tone. He was young and slender, andhad a gentle look to him.

 "Yes," I said.

 He shifted the tray he carried, balancing it on one hip. "If youwish . . . if you wish, I will bring you a
basin, and soap."

 If his hands had been free, I would have kissed them. Instead, Imade myself incline my head and answer
graciously. "You are verykind."

 He went away. I sat cross-legged on my couch and watched thezenana. In the Night Court, pageants
are often staged for wealthy patrons; the Pasha's Hareem was a common one, with scant-clad adepts
reclining on cushions and disporting themselves in erotic play to theaccompaniment of musicians. This
was a dreadful parody of that sensualfantasy. The only pleasure I saw taken was in the smoking of
opium, for there were water-pipes at many of the islands, and those womenwho smoked them fell back
in heavy-lidded dreaminess. I saw oneEphesian woman tend to a crying boy of some eight years by
blowinga thin stream of blue smoke from her own mouth into his. Presentlyhe ceased to cry, and lay
listless at her breast.

 "It seems a kindness," I said aloud, watching.
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 "It is." It was the Persian eunuch returning, kneeling carefully toset a steaming basin of water on the
carpet before my couch. "Until the Mahrkagir takes it away. Then they will suffer fresh torments and wish
anew to die." He looked up at me. "I am Rushad, lady."

 "Thank you, Rushad." Since there was nothing else for it, I undressed with the ease of long practice,
kneeling opposite him in front of the basin. Rushad drew in his breath in a hiss, seeing my marque.

 "What isthat?"

 "A sign that I am dedicated to the service of our goddess Naamah."I plunged both arms to my elbows in
the steaming water, then took upthe soap and beganto raise a lather. "I am Phèdre nó Delaunay de
Montrève of Terre d'Ange."

 "Terre d'Ange," he repeated. "Yes. There is one...a boy . . . wholooks like you, who has your. . . your
beauty. But he does not speakour tongue. How is it that you do?"

 "You have seen him?" I paused in the middle of my ablutions.

 "Yes, of course." Rushad seemed surprised. "He is being . . . confined."

 "For stabbing someone with a fork. I heard." I sat back on myheels, thinking. "Can you take me to him?”

 "No!" He shook his head in alarm. "I would not dare. I am notlike the Akkadians, who are unafraid to
die. I have done you a courtesy.You must not ask such things of me."

 "Why did you?" I asked him, continuing my bath.

 Rushad considered, glancing over at the young Skaldi man I'd spoken to last night, who was now sitting
against a wall, knees drawn up, his head low. "They say . . . they say you talked to him last night, toErich.
That you spoke in his tongue. He was my friend, before, althoughwe could not speak, not even in zenyan.
Now . . ." He shrugged. "Hewill not even try. I thought, maybe . . ."

 "It is Skaldic," I said. "I think there is no trace of it in this . . .zenyan, you call it? Nothing he would
understand. But he would not speak to me, either."

 "Perhaps in time," Rushad murmured.

 "Mayhap." Reluctantly, I donned my travel-stained attire. "I willcontinue to try, if you will help me find a
way to the D'Angeline boy."

 "He will be back in the zenana soon enough." Rushad fussed withthe basin, avoiding my eyes. "You will
see him then, if. . ." His voicetrailed off. "Well, if you are here, you will see him."

 With that, he left me.

 If there is anything worse than terror, it is terror and tedium commingled. I sat on my couch, combing
out my damp, tangled hair withmy fingers, taking the measure of the zenana, of many dozens of lives
condemned to spin themselves out beneath the vast, brooding shadowof the Mahrkagir's palace. How, I
wondered, did they feel it? Did theysense it, the dire presence I had felt above? Did they know its name?
Did they pray to their gods?
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 Some did, I know; I saw it, then and later.

 There was a tall Jebean woman who told fortunes with bones, holding court on a carpeted island.
Sometimes, with great ceremony, she would unravel a single crimson thread from her frayed garments
andmake a knotted talisman, handing it over in exchange for some small

 gift.There was a Chowati woman who sat on the floor with her hands

 on her knees, rocking back and forth and uttering ceaseless prayers,eyes shut tight, diagonal scars
marking her cheeks.

 There were three Bhodistani who had plainly resolved to die, hollow-eyed, their skin touched with the
translucence that comes ofdrinking only water and taking no sustenance. They had drawn theircouches
into a triangle and knelt facing one another, hands folded. Ienvied them their serenity. No one seemed
inclined to stop them.

 Of hope . . . there was none.

 And not one of them, I thought, had known desire at the Mahrkagir's touch.

 I didn't like to think about it.

 If Imriel had been here—if he had, then what? For all my vauntedskills in the arts of covertcy, I'd come
here without a plan, placingmyself in Blessed Elua's hand. The zenana was guarded, the Akkadian
eunuchs wearing short, curved knives at their belts. Mayhap Joscelincould have fought his way through a
dozen of them . . . but Joscelincould not aid me here. No, he was sworn into the Mahrkagir's service,
surrounded by the men who had defeated and unmanned the Akkadians,clad in leather and steel plate,
heavily armed. Even if he tried, they were enough to stop him; enough, and more.

 And there were theSkotophagoti.

 Blessed Elua, I thought, what have I done?

 What have you done to me?

 FORTY-FOUR

 "Youhaven't wept."

 The sound of a voice speaking Caerdicci—a civilized tongue, thescholar's language, nearly my
milk-tongue—jolted me awake. I hadn'trealized I'd been dozing. I stared uncomprehending at the woman
standing before me, strong-featured and handsome. There was blood spattered on her woolen gown,
which was cut in the Tiberian manner, along shawl worn over it.

 "Forgive me," I said, nearly stammering. "My lady . . . ?""Drucilla." She sat down on the far end of my
couch uninvited,fixing me with a disconcertingly level grey-blue gaze. "It will do. Youare D'Angeline."

 "Yes." I sat upright, running my hands over my face. "Phèdre nó Delaunay."

 "Phèdre." Drucilla nodded once. "That's an ill-luck name.""So it seems," I said, eyeing her. She bore it
with composure, onlyflinching a little and tucking her hands into the folds of her shawl. I saw before she
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did that the fourth and fifth fingers were missing the furthest joint on both hands. "Are you wounded, my
lady?"

 "No." She shook her head. "I have come from seeing Hiu-Mei, whois newly returned from his lordship's
attentions. She is his favorite. Ina fit of anger, he struck her face with a— ' Seeing me blanch, she
switched mid-sentence. "It is not my blood. I was a physician, once. Ido what I can to tend to the living."

 "Ah." I swallowed. "Truly, it is admirable, my lady.""It keeps despair at bay," Drucilla said
matter-of-factly. "One clingsto what one knows, until. . . well." She glanced at her hidden hands."Until
one can cling no longer. They are speaking of you. I was curious.”

 I remembered the words that had awakened me. "Because I havenot wept?"

 "That, and other things. A guard said that you were not taken; youwere brought. Others have been, but
never one such as you. And nowthere is a D'Angeline lordling among the Mahrkagir's men, a leopard
among wolves. There was a quarrel, last night in the festal hall."

 My heart leapt in my breast. I schooled my voice to hardness,asking, "Is he dead?"

 "No," the Tiberian woman said. "One of his lordship's Drujanisoldiers is."

 I looked away, hiding a profound relief. "You wonder that I do notweep. I spent my tears a long time
ago. He told me my kinsmen wouldnever cross the border into Drujan. I believe it, now."

 "You'll weep," Drucilla said quietly.

 It was truer than she knew. "What will become of me?" I asked.

 She shrugged. "His lordship the Mahrkagir will send for you, whenhe is ready. It may be days, or
weeks. Months, even. In your case . . .well. I do not think he will forget."

 My blood ran like ice, and beneath it, somewhere, the awful stir ofdesire. "And then?"

 "You will weep, and perhaps wish to die." It passed for compassion,in this place. "If you do not, if you
survive . . . there are ways. Somefew of us share what skills we have. And there are others, other . . .
patrons, Drujani warlords and others, his lordship's guests." With asweeping gesture, she indicated those
women who enjoyed small luxuries. "It is another way to keep despair at bay. Not my way, but I have
heard you bear the marque of one dedicated to your goddess of plea sure."

 I nodded, understanding. "How is it arranged?"

 "His lordship sometimes chooses to share his concubines among hisallies. If they hunger for more . . ."
She shrugged again. "The Akkadian attendants take bribes, sometimes. They have little loyalty for this
service." She told me why, then.

 Well and good; so the zenana was not impermeable, and I mighthope to gain favor in the form of
scented oils or dice or sweetmeats—orbetter yet, raw opium—if I chose to make myself available to any
number of Drujani warlords. I kept my mouth closed, and listened toall that Drucilla had to tell me, which
was a good deal.

 I daresay it was a relief to her, who had not surrendered fully todespair, to speak to someone who had
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not yet abandoned all hope. LaterI learned that she took it upon herself always to speak to newcomers
to the zenana. Most of them—of us—were victims of the slave-tradeor conquests of war; some few
were even tribute-gifts. Drucilla was anexception. Adventurous and independent, she had travelled from
herhomeland to see the sights of Hellas; falling in love with the country, she had set up shop as a
physician in Piraeus. It was there that aSkotophagotisand a company of Drujani had taken fancy to the
notionof a female chirurgeon as they set sail for Ephesium. And they hadsimply taken her.

 It appalled me more than I could say, that the incursions of theSkotophagotihad grown so bold, that we
had known naught of it in Terre d'Ange. Drucilla had cried out for aid. The Hellenes had turned a deaf
ear. The Ephesian ship's captain had ignored her cries, thoughshe pounded on the door of her cabin until
her hands bled.

 "Though they have bled more, since," she added with a crookedsmile.

 "The Mahrkagir?" I asked.

 Drucilla nodded and looked away, knotting the folds of her shawl."He wonders what I will do, when I
have no fingers left to administerto the ailing. Fortunately, he does not remember to wonder it often. He is
quite mad, you know."

 "I know." I did. "Do you know why?"

 "Perhaps." She bowed her head, loose locks of brown hair hiding her face. "He survived the purge, after
the rebellion; Hoshdar Ahzad, do you know of it?" I merely nodded, not wanting to distract her flowof
words. "He was an illegitimate son, bastard-born; his mother was acommon street-whore, whom his
father brought into the zenana andraised to concubine status." Drucilla raised her head, pointing toward a
far wall, where the Skaldi lad Erich slumped. "It happened there. I hadthe story from Rushad . . . you
know Rushad? One cannot be sure,speaking in zenyan, but he knows; he had it from his old Akkadian
master, who commanded here years ago, until the second rebellion . . ."

 A simple story, when all was said and done. The Mahrkagir, a boyof four or five, had survived the
slaughter, struck a blow on the headand left for dead. Bleeding from a gash to the temple, eyes fixed
wide,he had watched as the women and children of the zenana—lesser wives, concubines, his own
half-brothers and -sisters—were ravished and slain,until the now-stagnant pool turned crimson with
blood.

 The corpses were stacked like cordwood, the Akkadian chroniclerhad said; in the zenana, they were
stacked atop the still-breathing bodyof a boy of four or five, until they blotted out his vision. It was the
giant, Tahmuras—then a strapping lad of fourteen, left alive by theAkkadians, who desired strong limbs
to clean up after their massacre—who excavated him, removing corpses one by one, tearing him free
from the womb of death.

 "He protected him," Drucilla said. "He protects him still, night andday. It was the people who named
him, so they say; the folk of Darsanga."

 "The Conqueror of Death," I murmured.

 Drucilla nodded. "No one knew what his mother called him, andhe had no words, not after that. It was
the blow to the head, I think.Ever afterward, his eyes remained dilated, and he cannot bear the light.It is
said he remembers nothing, before his second birth. Only death.And he is mad. Wholly and completely
mad. Of that, I am certain."
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 I could not speak for the awful pity that stopped my mouth. Iswallowed, willing it to subside. "There is
another boy," I said, my voice croaking. "A D'Angeline boy..."

 "Imri." Drucilla folded her maimed hands in her lap, looking sidelong at me. "You asked after him. I
have heard it."

 "You know him." Relief flooded me.

 "He speaks Caerdicci. He was gently reared, once."

 I thought of Brother Selbert and the sanctuary of Elua, nestled inthe mountains of Siovale, where it
seemed no harm could befall anyone."Is he...well?" I asked.

 "He is alive, and unmaimed." Her mouth hardened. "In this place,that passes for well."

 I tried not to sound too eager. "I would speak with him, if it ispossible."

 "Not until Nariman relents," she said bluntly. "It may be days. He is Chief Eunuch here, and Imri's
punishment is his province. I don'tadvise you to cross him. It is said that it was Nariman who opened the
gates of the zenana, thirty years ago, to the Akkadian forces. It amuseshis lordship to leave him in office.
I cannot think why." Drucilla rose from my couch, stretching aching joints with a sigh. "Phèdre nó
Delaunay, do not expect too much of the boy. It is a comfort to have the companionship of one's
homeland, but he has been a long time withoutit and cruelly treated in the bargain. I do what I may, but
he does not welcome pity.”

 "No." I thought of Melisande's face when I had told her the news,the awful knowledge, the blazing fury
in her eyes. "I don't suppose hewould."

 Drucilla left me, then, continuing on her rounds of the zenana; Iwatched, and saw that she was greeted
with respect by some; by others,with indifference or disdain. She laid a hand on the shoulder of one of
the three fasting Bhodistani. I could not hear what they said, but shemerely nodded, sorrow in her mien,
and went onward. She stooped to speak to the Skaldi lad, who turned his face to the wall. Nothing to be
done there.

 Someone scratched at the latticed door to the zenana—a Drujani soldier. A deathly quiet fell over the
tepidarium. Nariman, the ChiefEunuch, conferred and stepped forward with a pair of Akkadian atten
dants. His keen gaze swept the room, and I saw many dozens of womensuddenly try to make themselves
invisible.

 To no avail; Nariman pointed—there, there and there, and sixwomen and one boy gained expressions of
despair. One went wailing,and beyond the door, I saw the Drujani grin. The boy was Menekhetan,slight
and stumbling; in silent anguish, I thought of Nesmut. Thewomen whose couches he shared wept openly,
covering their heads andrending their clothing.

 No matter what, I thought, where battle prevails, women mustgrieve.

 One of the Bhodistani had been chosen, a lovely woman clad in silks of crimson and orange. The warm
hue of her skin and her longblack hair reminded me eerily of my mother; there is Bhodistani blood,they
say, in the veins of Jasmine House. The Akkadians stood by,waiting, almost respectful. Her legs gave
way beneath her as she soughtto stand, and one of the eunuchs caught her gently. Her companions,
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languid with the nearness of death, reached out to kiss her hand, tearsin their eyes. Wavering on her feet,
she gave them a lucid smile.

 Blessed Elua, I thought, let me go as gracefully when my time todie is come.

 And regarded the thought with horror.

 Then they were gone, and the zenana buzzed with relief. They hadgone, I knew from what Drucilla had
told me, to the festal hall—tothe Mahrkagir's entertainment. Some would return, depending on thelord's
mood and that of his men. Some would not. I did not think theBhodistani woman would, who had set her
mind to die. I was not sureof the others, nor the boy.

 Too restless to remain still, I got up and wandered the zenana. SinceI had naught else to do, I sat for a
while beside the Skaldi lad, Erich."What is your tribe?" I asked him in his own tongue. "Where is your
steading?" Wrapped in his own private misery, he rolled on his side,facing the wall and ignoring me. So I
sang to him in Skaldic, the hearth-songs of his mothers and sisters, the songs I had learned when I was a
slave—when I was first a slave, for what else was I now?—in GunterArnlaugson's steading, whence
Melisande had sold me. I sang to him until I saw his broad shoulders shake with silent tears, and felt
abashed."Your friend Rushad is missing you," I whispered to him, then. "Hedoes not wish you to die."

 Erich the Skaldi made no reply or acknowledgment.

 The effort made, I went upon my way, musing upon the strangenessof it all. It might have been day or
night; I could not say. The rhythms of the Mahrkagir's whims dictated life in the zenana. If the attendants
had not brought food at regular intervals, if they had not interruptedto fetch women and boys for the
lord's amusement. . . who could say?There had been a garden, once, where the women of the Drujani
princemight disport themselves—now it was barred, the rich soil tilled withsalt, dead and barren, and
strong timbers blocked the door, shutting outany glimpse of sky. The windows were shuttered. Day, night
...itmattered naught. We lived here by lamplight, and the Mahrkagir'swhim.

 And I sang the songs of my captivity, the songs with which I had once bought passage across the deadly
Strait, to a Skaldi lad, blood ofmy enemies, who was unmanned by the man to whom I'd prevailedupon
Joscelin to sell me.

 Truly, 'twas strange.

 At the carpeted island of the Jebeans and Nubians, I paused. Thetall woman who was chiefest among
them stared up at me, hostile anddemanding. A frayed cloth of intricate pattern sheathed her body, and
she wore long pins of ivory thrust in her black woolen hair.

 "Selam," I said respectfully, greeting her in Jeb'ez, bowing with mypalms together.

 She stared a minute longer, then laughed long and hard, sayingsomething I could not understand to the
others. "You think to speakJeb'ez?" she asked me, then, in rude argot.

 "Yequit'a," I said; "excuse me," adding in my best grasp of zenyan,"Only a little. I would learn more if
you teach me."

 All of them laughed at that, and not kindly. "You have opium?”

 asked the tall woman, reclining on her couch. "Gems? Kumis? Sweetmeats, maybe?"
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 "No." I shook my head. "Forgive me, Fedabin," I said, accordingher the title the scroll granted to the
Queen of Saba, "wise woman.""I will not bother you."

 "Wait." Her voice stopped me as I turned to leave. I stood as sheregarded me, a trace of curiosity
emerging in her mask of indifference."Why do you wish to know this, little one? You come here to die,
gebanum? Understand? It is only when that matters, and how muchyou suffer in between."

 "I understand, Fedabin." I inclined my head to her. "I would stilllearn."

 Another of the women leaned over, whispering to the tall one;Kaneka, she called her. Kaneka listened
with half-lidded eyes, then nodded, swinging herself upright. "Safiya has a thought," she announced. "For
your courtesy, I make you a gift, a gift of knowledge." With onehand, she opened a woven pouch strung
on a thong about her neck,shaking three unusual dice into her other palm. "You kneel, there," shesaid,
pointing to the carpet. "And learn."

 I knelt waiting. With great ceremony, one of the women broughtout a tray of fine-combed sand, shaking
it carefully until it was smooth,setting it down before me. Kaneka knelt opposite, her face as impassiveas
a warrior's, drawing a small circle in the sand with one finger.

 "Days," she said, and drew another, larger, to enclose it. "Weeks." Glancing at me to make certain I
understood, she drew the outermost concentric circle. "Months." Taking my wrist, she turned my hand
overand placed the dice in it. "Hold them until they take on your heat."

 The dice were amber, six-pointed, with eight facing sides, each oneetched with a number of dots. I
closed my hand on them. The Jebeans and Nubians had drawn around, watching intently; even a few
otherwomen had gathered.

 "You see!" Kaneka raised her voice, addressing them. "In Daršanga,Death is a man, and Lord Death is
always waiting here in the zenana.How long will he wait to summon you to his bedchamber? How eageris
he to plant his iron rod inside you? If it be three days, will it be fiveweeks until he summons you again? If
it be five weeks, will it be twomonths? It is," she said, looking at me once more, "the only questionthat
matters."

 Clutched in my palm, the octohedronal dice had grown warm. Igave them to her. Kaneka shook them in
cupped hands over the tray,muttering a lengthy prayer in Jeb'ez. Opening both hands with a flourish, she
cast the dice onto the sand.

 Flawed amber glinted dully in the lamplight as they fell, one byone, within the concentric rings, forming a
line as straight as an arrow—each face showing a single dot.

 The taste of fear flooded my mouth.

 Someone gasped; a number of women drew back. Kaneka stared at me, the whites of her eyes showing
yellow around her dark irises. "Youare marked for Death, little one. And soon."

 Igazed at the unwinking line of dice, three single eyes on the sand."Does it mean that is when I will die?"

 "I'ye, no." Kaneka's voice was rough with fear. "It says that iswhen Lord Death will send for you." She
pointed. "Day, after day;week after week; month upon month. No respite. When will you die?"She
shrugged. "Like the rest. When he kills you, or when you can bearit no more."
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 "I see." I stood. "Thank you, Fedabin; amessaganun. If it pleaseyou to teach me Jeb'ez, I would learn it
still, though I have nothing to trade."

 Kaneka scooped up her dice and rose. "You are a fool, little one,"she whispered harshly. "Believe, or
not; the dice do not lie, and I havetold you what any one of us would shudder to hear. Use the time left
you wisely, and make peace with your gods while you may!"

 "My gods." I looked past her at the watching zenana. "It is theywho marked me, Fedabin Kaneka; not
for death, but for pain. Howshall I make peace with that?"

 To that, she had no answer.

 FORTY-FIVE

 AFTER THAT, I was regarded with a certain fearful awe in thezenana.

 It lasted all of a day until it changed.

 It would have happened anyway, I daresay; the Mahrkagir wouldhave sent for me when he did,
Kaneka's prophecy or no, and therewould have followed what followed. I am ananguissette. It could
nothave fallen out differently. The dice had merely ensured that I wasalready branded a target for fear
and speculation. In a community ruledby dread, it is never far from thence to hatred.

 Hiu-Mei, the Mahrkagir's favorite, had taken a turn for the worse.Drucilla tended her as best she might,
but without medications, there was little she could do. It was not the blow to the face, I gathered, buta
disease of long standing—a pox, one of the Illyrians swore, that men contract from congress with goats.
The Tatar tribesmen whose aid theMahrkagir courted were known to carry it.

 Whether or not it is true, I cannot say; of a surety, the Ch'in womanwas ill, a cause for bitter rejoicing in
the zenana. Rejoicing, for anyfavorite was despised; bitter, for any favorite must be replaced . . . andthe
lot would fall upon one of us.

 They looked at me and muttered about Kaneka's dice.

 For my part, I felt numb and hollow inside. Blessed Elua's presencewas long gone, and only his purpose
remained, drawn with lines asstraight and inevitable as the one cast by Kaneka's dice, leading to the
Mahrkagir's bedchamber.

 There was news, in the zenana; the Bhodistani woman was dead.One of the Mahrkagir's men—the
wolves of Angra Mainyu, Tizrav hadcalled them—had made a wager that given a choice between the
pointof a dagger and a morsel of food, the woman would eat. The Mahrkagirhad taken the wager. She
never flinched as the Drujani dagger piercedher heart.

 It passed for entertainment, in the festal hall, and the Mahrkagirwas happy.

 I heard, too, other news; news of the D'Angeline lordling who neversmiled, whose beauty shone like a
star in the cold, dark halls of Dar-sanga. In thezenana, Joscelin was already coveted. It afforded me a
certain bleak amusement. Otherwise, I felt nothing.

 Rushad stole cat-footed to my couch, bringing a gift hidden in hisright hand. "See?" he said, opening it to
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reveal a single pellet, dark andresinous. "Opium! If you take it by mouth, they say, the effect lastslonger,
much longer, and the . . . the pain is not so great, it is as if it were happening in a dream."

 "I see," I smiled and shook my head, closing his hands over histreasure. "You are kind, Rushad, but it is
not needful. Keep it."

 He looked at me with dismay. "The Mahrkagir has spoken of you.He will send for you tonight; I know
it, everyone knows it!"

 "I know." I frowned, listening to the sounds of the zenana. Someonesighed, someone cried out, the door
to the privy closet closed with abang. I thought I had heard a voice murmuring sleepily in Hellene,
Lypiphera.Pain-bearer. It was my imagination, like as not. "I know,Rushad. But I cannot afford the
luxury of waking dreams."

 He went away disheartened. In truth, I was not sure of the wisdomof my choice. Of a surety, I had need
of my wits . . . and yet. I had noplan; I had not even located Imriel de la Courcel. There was naught I
could do. Even if I were able to speak with Joscelin—and I dared not risk it so soon—what would I tell
him? That the Akkadian eunuchsdespised their master and took bribes willingly? It was something, but
not much. No more than he could learn on his own. Mayhap it wouldhave been wiser to meet the
Mahrkagir wrapped in a cocoon of dreams.

 Or not.

 I watched a Carthaginian woman draw lovingly at the mouthpieceof a water-pipe, limbs disposed in
languor. Those who entered the worldof dreams emerged only by force. It seemed a kindness, yes.Until
theMahrkagir takes it away. Then they will suffer fresh torments and wishanew to die.

 I would have reason enough. No need to seek further.

 So I waited in hollow despair, until the latticed doors opened andNariman the Chief Eunuch conferred
with the Drujani guards. Thehushed and waiting silence fell as he returned. His pursed red lips quivered,
and there was malice in his gaze as one plump hand rose, pointingfirst at me.

 Even though I had expected it, my heart skipped a beat.

 No one wept for me, as they had for the others summoned lastnight. Well and so; I was Phèdre nó
Delaunay de Montrève, and Ineeded no one's pity. I rose from my couch with dignity, inclining myhead
to the Akkadian escorts. "Khannat," I murmured in their tongue,taking one's arm; thank you. I felt his
body stiffen, rigid with unnamedemotion, and then he bowed his head once, briefly.

 Five others were chosen, and a boy, the little Menekhetan who'dbeen summoned last night. He was still
alive, his eyes more sunken andhollow than any child's ought to be. This time, the Menekhetan womenon
his carpeted island merely keened, low and agonized.

 Thus were we summoned.

 Our Drujani guards affected a careless demeanor, clanking in armor,talking over us as we ascended the
narrow stair. I heard beneath theirtone an undercurrent of excitement and knew why. I was something
new; something different. My Akkadian escort's eyes gleamed in the darkness, mouth fixed in a grimace.
At the top of the stair, we waited,while each one of us was searched for weapons.
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 Naamah, I thought, the prayer coming unbidden as I awaited my turn. Gracious lady, mistress of my
soul, I have consented to this;consented, as you did, once upon a time. For love of Blessed Elua, youlay
down with the Great King of Persis. Because Elua has asked it ofme, I do the same, though Persis is
fallen and the king who remains inthis isolated corner of it styles himself the Lord of Death. My lady
Naamah, if you have a care for your faithful Servant, ward me well inthis place.

 For an instant—only an instant—I thought I smelled attar of roses,and heard a sound like the quick,
fluttering wings of a dove takingflight. And then it was my turn, and the hard hands of a Drujani guard
patted me down, lingering on my body, his face leering before me.

 It is ananguissette's nightmare. I kept my chin aloft, and betrayedno sign.

 "Go on," he said to the others in Persian, jerking his head. "He'swaiting."

 And so we went, down the darkened hallways, a single torch lighting our way. Two of the other women
wept and dragged their feet;one of the eunuchs—not my escort, but another—cursed and struckone
across the back. The others walked with leaden steps. The Menekhetan boy straggled, his ambling path
sending him wandering fromone side of the hall to the other. The Drujani guards pushed him andlaughed,
making jests about wagering on where his next staggering step would fall.

 "Enough!" I said fiercely, unable to curb my tongue. "Can you notsee he is injured?"

 "Shut up." The one with the torch thrust it toward my face, laughing when I flinched. "He entertained a
few of the Shahryar's friends, isall. You'll be lucky if you can walk, you will, when his lordship's donewith
you!"

 Shahryar; sovereign lord. Nariman had said it, too. They acknowledged him that in Drujan, the
bastard-born son of Hoshdar Ahzad. Ikept my mouth closed, fearing further retribution. With a sidelong
glance at me, my Akkadian escort stepped to the boy's side, guidinghim gently.

 We were nearing the festal hall.

 I could see it; the dull glow of a fireplace at one end and a fewtorches in between, much as the audience
hall had been. It was different,though. That had been empty, subdued. We heard the roar from halfway
down the hall. There were men here, many men, and drink flowing.I did not understand, at first, what it
must be.

 And then I saw the vaulted ceiling, rising to a sealed dome, andthe low well beneath it, capped with
rubble, and I knew. Men, elderlymen, with white beards and filthy robes, waited on hands and knees,
ropes around their necks, their faces a study in despair. They were Magi.I knew, I had seen them in the
city.

 This had been a fire-temple, once; the private temple of the princesof Daršanga.

 Now it was the festal hall of the Mahrkagir.

 Long, wooden tables had been set within the temple, and they were lined with men; Drujani, mostly, and
some others with hard faces andslanted eyes whom I took to be Tatars, their expressions guarded and
watchful. Starveling dogs scavenged beneath them for the remnants of the evening meal.

 "My lords!" one of our guards cried in Persian, hoisting his torch."I bring you tonight's offering, from the
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zenana of the Shahryar Mahrkagir!"

 Someone shoved me hard, from behind; I stumbled forward, tripping on my gown and falling heavily to
my knees. The men shoutedand beat their cups on the tables, the sound dinning against my earslike the
beating of distant wings; no dove's, these, but Kushiel's.

 At the end of the aisle, in the darkness, a figure stepped forward.

 I lifted up my head and met his eyes.

 Fine pinpricks of light illuminated the silver embroidery that chasedhis black surcoat, and he was smiling,
smiling as he extended his hand. His eyes, fixed on mine, were lustrous and black, utterly black, utterly
mad. My blood ran ice-cold in my veins, heat blazing between mythighs. I pressed my brow to the cold
stones, then rose. His smilebeckoned me homeward. I took one step, then another, my legs belonging to
someone else. Home. I put my hand in his; his fingers closedover it, cold and dry. A strange rill of energy
surged between us. Itasted fear and desire, his mad smile, and lost myself in his dilated eyes.

 Home.

 In a dreadful parody of courtesy, the Mahrkagir escorted me to his table, seating me beside him. I sat
facing the dim-lit hall, the savage,cheering men. Already the women who had accompanied me were cir
culating among them—ostensibly, to refill their cups with beer or wineor rankly pungent kumis, the
fermented mare's milk favored by theTatars. In truth, they were entertainment, there to be groped and
fondled by any man bold enough to dare. One unruly group had the little Menekhetan boy atop their
table, performing agonized back-bends andsomersaults amid a gauntlet of naked blades; he had trained
as an acrobat, once.

 I sat and watched it in a state of shock, unmoving. The Mahrkagirsmiled, one hand at the nape of my
neck, and the icy touch of hisfingers against my flesh held me riveted. I could feel my heart beatinglike a
drum within my breast, my pulse beating between my thighs.Blessed Elua, what have you done to me?
The Menekhetan boy whimpered, his limbs trembling as he sought to hold his pose. The Drujanilaughed,
two of them tossing daggers back and forth under his archedback. Elsewhere, one of the men moved his
cup teasingly as an Ephesianwoman sought to pour, forcing her to lean further and further over him;he bit
her, then, on the upper curve of her breast, hard enough to leavethe impress of his teeth. She cried out
and dropped the pitcher. Whenit shattered, the Drujani laughed uproariously and pushed her to herknees,
forcing her to lap the spilled beer with her tongue.

 My gorge rose until I thought I might vomit, but the awful pulseof desire did not abate.

 And there, a mere table away, sat Joscelin, surrounded by companionable Drujani. I do not know how
he endured it. Even when helooked me full in the eyes, his face was absolutely expressionless. I haveseen
dead men who showed more emotion.

 And I, who sat throbbing under the Mahrkagir's touch, did notblame him for it.

 An unearthly howl split the air, and a blazing trail of sparks; someone had tied a firebrand to a dog's tail.
I raised one hand to my mouth,smothering an outcry as the poor beast raced around the hall, sparks
igniting its fur.

 "Dogs," a smooth voice said at my shoulder, "are sacred to the followers of Ahura Mazda, because they
are loyal and do not lie."
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 I looked up to see theSkotophagotis, repressing a shudder as Irealized his torch-cast shadow fell over
me. "Daeva Gashtaham," I said,remembering what the Mahrkagir had called him.

 The priest inclined his head, light gleaming redly from the polishedboar's-skull helm. "You have a keen
memory." He watched as theburning cur went into throes of agony. The noise was horrible. "Duzhmata,"
he said in an idle tone, "duzhûshta, duzhvarshta. Ill thoughts, illwords, ill deeds; the three-fold path of
Angra Mainyu."

 "Go away, Gashtaham." The Mahrkagir spoke for the first time; hisfingers caressed my neck. He smiled
at his priest. "You brought her tome, now she is mine, and she does not need your counsel." He turnedhis
smile on me and I stared at him, helpless. "She has ill thoughtsalready. I hear them, licking at mine,
begging. Is it not so?" he added, asking me.

 Hypnotized by my twin reflections in the black moons of his eyes, I whispered, "Yes."

 "You are the first." He watched the priest take his leave with adispleased bow. "I have sent my priests,
the Âka-Magi of Angra Mainyu,abroad, far abroad, to see if any god dare stand against them. In mighty
Khebbel-im-Akkad, in Menekhet, in Ephesus, even in Hellas, their servants quail with fear, and my
zenana grows. The lords of Ch'in andBodhistan send careless gifts, thinking I may one day prove an ally.
They do not understand I am planting the seeds of death in my zenana.But you, ah!" The Mahrkagir took
my chin in one hand, studying myface, his dilated gaze lingering on my moted left eye. "You," he said,
caressing my cheek, "are different. I feel it, I feel how the blood leapsin your veins to follow my touch."
His hand trailed down my throat,cupping one breast. "Duzhvarshta," he murmured, pinching my erect
nipple as hard as he could, fingers cold even through my gown. "Ill deeds.”

 A bolt of pain shot through me and I stifled a moan.

 "Ill thoughts, ill words, ill deeds." He smiled tenderly at me, maintaining a pincerlike grip. The pain was
like a red-hot wire; my hipsmoved, thrusting involuntarily. "You crave these things. I know. I knewit
when you knelt before me. Phè-dre." My name was drawn out onhis lips, and I whimpered in reply, my
breathing shallow. "Your godshave chosen you for defilement. Is it not so?"

 I closed my eyes. "Yes."

 The Mahrkagir released me, and the sudden absence of pain was aloss. "For a long time, I sought one of
your kind. Now, the gods ofTerre d'Ange tremble with fear and send tribute to the altar of Angra
Mainyu!" he breathed. I opened my eyes to see his face flushed andexalted. "Soft and weak, they may
be, but gods nonetheless!" Helaughed, then, free and boyish. "You are the first to be summoned," hesaid,
caressing me lovingly. "The first."

 Unruly as the hall may have been, it heeded its master. At somepoint, they had fallen silent and begun to
watch what transpired betweenus. They could not hear what was said, but they had seen—seen whathe
did to me, seen my response. The men looked vaguely awed; thewomen had expressions of
scarce-veiled contempt.

 And Joscelin . . .

 Joscelin.

 In all the years we had been together, as consort and mistress, aslovers, as courtesan and Cassiline, he
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had never seen me with a patron—not truly, not as theanguissette I am.

 He had now.

 We stared at each other unblinking. It was Joscelin who lookedaway.

 "Enjoy, my lords." The Mahrkagir rose to his feet, tugging me afterhim. With his free hand, he made a
sweeping gesture, his black eyeswide and wild. "Tonight, what is mine is yours! Angra Mainyu hasgiven
me a sign. Let your deeds gladden his heart!"

 And with that, he led me away.

 FORTY-SIX

 I DO not like to speak of this night, nor of the many that followed.

 I had thought, before Drujan, that I knew somewhat of the darknessof the mortal heart, mine own
included. I was wrong. I knew nothing.

 The Mahrkagir's quarters were cold and barren, like the rest ofDaršanga, the walls stripped of
adornment, booty piled in careless pileson the floor. His faithful guard Tahmuras escorted us there, taking
upa post in the hallway when the doors were barred. I shivered in mygown—the saffron riding-attire that
Favrielle nó Eglantine had madefor me, in light wool for the Jebean heat—and looked about me.

 Dirt and debris were mounded in the corners, and there were stainson the uncarpeted stone floor of the
bedchamber. There was a flagellary...I suppose one would call it a flagellary. In Terre d'Ange, the
implements of pleasure, violent or otherwise, are lovingly tended. Whips are cleaned and oiled, shackles
polished, the mechanisms of stocks andbarrels and wheels exquisitely maintained. Aides d'amour are
kept invelvet-lined cases. Even Melisande...I remembered her flechettes, immaculate and gleaming,
honed to a razor-blue edge.

 Not here.

 I gazed at the Mahrkagir's cupboard, a jumbled array of devicestossed here and there, leather dry and
cracked, rusty iron, caked withblack blood. And I bit my tongue to keep from weeping.

 "Duzhvarshta," he said gently, freeing my hair from behind and running both hands through it. "Ill deeds.
You understand?" He turnedme around to face him, laying one hand over my groin. "Nothing thatbegets
life."

 I nodded, tears in my eyes. And to show I understood, I went tomy knees before him, undoing the
drawstring of his trousers and performing thelanguisement.

 Whatever else he might have experienced in the worship of AngraMainyu, I do not think it prepared the
Mahrkagir of Drujan for theattentions of a D'Angeline courtesan trained by one of the greatestadepts of
the Night Court. I felt his entire body shudder as I took himinto my mouth. Unlike his hands, his phallus
was warm; rigid withblood, erect and straining. A strange feeling of relief enveloped me ashis hands
clamped hard on my head, fingers tangling in my hair, forcing me. I plied my art with consummate skill,
working with lips and tongue,the small muscles deep in my throat, grateful for his groan of pleasure.

 Until he pushed me away, and I fell sprawling on the cold flagstones.
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 "Idecide," the Mahrkagir said, and struck me across the face with the back of his hand, so hard that my
ears rang and I tasted blood. Hesmiled calmly, ignoring his erect phallus, so hard that the head of it
brushed his belly, and struck me again, splitting my lower lip. "Do youunderstand?"

 "Yes, my lord," I mumbled thickly, blood trickling down my chin.

 "Good." He crouched over me and took my face in both hands,licking the blood from my chin and lip
with one long swipe of histongue. "Mm."

 It shocked and appalled me more than anything I have known; andstill, even now, aroused me. There
are a thousand reasons I do not careto remember these nights, but that is chiefest among them, always.
Notwhat he did, but how I responded.

 "Ill thoughts," he whispered, and I could see my own blood spreading scarlet on his tongue as he said it,
his left hand sliding beneath my gown, my undergarments. Cold, so cold! His fingers parted the folds of
my nether lips, finding me moist and eager. "Ill words, whore of the gods." With a sudden thrust, he slid
two ice-cold fingers inside me. Imade a helpless noise and surged forward, meeting his hand. "Ill deeds."
Deftly, his thumb penetrated me to the rear, and now with one hand,he held my entire nether region in a
viselike grip. It hurt, and the forceof my climax shook me. The Mahrkagir smiled tenderly at me, watching
with his mad, mad eyes. "Now you understand."

 I nodded dumbly, licking my split lip.

 "Ishtâ." Murmuring a Persian endearment, he withdrew his handfrom me. "I think you will become very,
very special to me. Now take off your clothes."

 That was the beginning.

 There was more, a good deal more. Much of it hurt. It was notthat he was particularly skilled in the arts
of pain. He wasn't. I haveknown better—or worse, as it may be. I am not even sure myself whichis true.
Your gods have chosen you for defilement, he had said, and thatwas his gift. In time, he made me beg
for what he did to me. Ill words.I did. I said all that he wished to hear. It was cold and dark and filthy,
and I meant every word of it.

 And then it got worse.

 I did not see, at first, what he took from the cupboard, only thathe handled it reverently. It had been
some hours, I think, and my visionwas blurred with exhaustion and tears, my body aching in every part
from the violent commingling of abuse and pleasure. "You see?" he asked, stroking the leather straps, the
thick buckles, showing me howthe inside was hollow, lined with a cushion of oiled kidskin. Aloneamong
the rest, this device had been tended with love. "A blacksmithmade it for me. You see?"

 I nodded dully, a knot of terror in my belly. I saw.

 The Mahrkagir smiled, easing himself inside it, fastening the sturdybuckles. Man-shaped, the cold iron
glinted, nubbed with hundreds ofblunt spikes. It jutted from his loins like some terrible implement of war.
"It is for you, ishtâ," he said fondly, stroking my hair. "All foryou."

 My lips shaped the sound of mysignale, no; enough, no more.
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 Hyacinthe.

 He took me with it from behind, one hand shoving my face intothe stained bedclothes. I do not have
words to describe the pain of it.How eager is he to plant his iron rod inside you?More fool I, I had
thought it a figure of speech. It wasn't. At the first thrust, I thought Iwould die, split asunder. My breath
caught in my throat; I heard amewling sound, unaware it was me. It was the sound of a dumb animalin
pain. Surely now, here, there could be only agony . . .

 Would that it were so.

 Even this . . . even this. My body betrayed me, accommodating the agony, inner flesh torn, slick with
desire and blood, accommodating. . .him, the dreadful iron reaving me in twain, all of it. I laid my cheek
on the bedclothes, scratching roughly with the rhythm of his thrusting,staring onto darkness. Let him kill
me with it, I thought. Let him.Pleasure mounted, inexorable, unspeakable. My fingers clenched on the
bedclothes, clenched and released. A crimson veil fell over my vision.I could hear his breath, coming
harshly now; he had released my nape,both hands clutching my hips, loins thrusting. The iron nubs . . .
Elua!What damage was it doing? I hoped he would never stop. I hoped Iwould die.

 In the scarlet haze, Kushiel's face swam before me, loving and remorseless, bronze eyes heavy-lidded
and downcast. In one hand...in one hand he held forth a diamond, hanging from a velvet cord. I staredat
it, blinking, while the Mahrkagir labored behind me. Darkness surgedin waves as Kushiel bent low over
me, murmuring a tender benedictionover my averted face, offering. The diamond dangled from his hand,
refracting light from myriad facets, filling my gaze as the awful pleasurerose and rose. . . .

 . . . until I breathed in, sharply, uttering a broken cry, and the diamond fractured; light, Blessed Elua, the
light, dazzling, a thousandstars, drawn in through my gasping mouth, spangling the very bloodin my veins,
bursting inside of me, opening a window onto a universemore vast, more unfathomable . . .

 The Mahrkagir groaned and stiffened, his entire body going rigidwith the force of his climax. When it
was done, he slumped over me amoment, laying his face against my back, my fair skin adorned with the
work of a master marquist, striped by the weals of a crop.

 "Phèdre," he murmured, withdrawing from me. "Ah, Phèdre!"

 Empty of him, Kushiel's presence deserted me. I curled on my side,willing the last agonizing throbs of
desire to fade. With all pleasuregone, the pain came in its wake, and it was formidable. The Mahrkagirsat
beside me and stroked my face, delighted with himself, with me."You love me," he said. "At least a little
bit. Is it not so?"

 "It is," I said wearily, unable to lift my head. "At least a little bit.It is so, my lord."

 "I knew it!" He rose from the sleeping pallet, heedless of the ironphallus still jouncing at his loins,
unbuckling its straps. "This," he said,raising it reverently, tasting the mingled fluids that darkened it with
thetip of his tongue. "This will be for you and no other."

 "As my lord wishes." I looked away, unable to watch.

 Ignoring me, he went to rummage in a chest, throwing aside sundrygifts of tribute; pelts, gold chains, a
box of Bhodistani spices. "Ah!"Pleased at having found what he desired, the Mahrkagir returned to the
bed-pallet, clutching in one hand a carved jade effigy of a dog. "Here,"he said, presenting it to me. "It is a
gift, for you. From Ch'in, I think.Because you are my favorite, now."
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 I made myself kneel, dragging my aching limbs into position, huddling against the cold shivers that had
begun to overtake me. "My lordis too kind."

 "Yes." He smiled at the scowling jade face of the dog, its fierce features. "There was a dog tonight, do
you remember it burning?" Inodded, unable to speak for the lump of horror in my throat. "This is so you
will not forget."

 "I do not think, my lord," I forced the words out, "that I will everforget tonight."

 "I forget things." The Mahrkagir's unfocused gaze wandered aboutthe room. "Tahmuras said I had a
dog, once. It was in the zenana,where he found me. Someone had flung it against a wall. It had bloodon
its jaws, though." He laughed. "I think it bit an Akkadian."

 "You remember nothing from before?" I asked.

 He shook his head. "Only the weight of bodies piled atop me. Therewas a woman's face, so close." He
put one hand against his nose. "Shehad been strangled, and her eyes bulged in their sockets. I could feel
one touching my cheek. Maybe it was my mother, I don't know."

 A horrible wave of nausea and pity swamped me, making my heartlurch oddly. "When I was four," I
said, "I was sold into servitude ina brothel."

 "And you were born again as something else." The Mahrkagir'sface glowed with understanding.
"Somethingmore." He held my facewith his cold, cold hands. "Your gods were shaping you, Phèdre.
Thereare forces at work here I dared not dream. But Angra Mainyu knew!Oh, he knew. We are alike,
you and I. I summoned you, through thethree-fold path. You were made for me."

 I saw my twinned reflections in his gleaming black eyes, my facetear-stained, swollen-mouthed, nodding
in helpless agreement. Hesmiled and released me.

 "Tahmuras will take you back," he said, adding, "Don't forget yourdog!"

 And so I went, clutching the jade dog in one hand.

 There was a passageway from the Mahrkagir's quarters that led tothe lower halls outside the zenana. I
walked with difficulty, bracing myfree hand against the wall. Tahmuras waited patiently, watching to seeif
he would need to carry me; I daresay he'd done it often enough. Mylimbs felt leaden, as they had in my
dreams, and my body ached inmyriad places. I could feel my inner thighs sticky with blood, a dullagony
between them. I clenched my teeth and ignored it, along with amounting dizziness.

 And then we were there, and Tahmuras scratched at the latticeddoor, and Nariman the Chief Eunuch
received me, his small eyes alightwith cruel pleasure. He had already had his orders. I hadn't expected
that.

 It was morning, and the zenana was already astir. I hadn't expected that, either. I stood wavering on my
feet, praying I would neither vomitnor faint, while a hundred eyes stared at me with unalloyed contempt.
They knew. It had been seen, in the festal hall; witnessed, and reported.I had committed the greatest
blasphemy they knew—I had desired myown debasement at the hands of Death. Nothing else could be
so foul.
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 "Here is Phèdre of Terre d'Ange!" Nariman cried in a high, triumphant voice. "The Shahryar Mahrkagir
has chosen a new favorite."No one spoke. Nariman shoved me. "Go to your couch and get yourthings.
Hiu-Mei's room is to be yours. She died," he added carelessly,"in the night."

 I went, placing one foot in front of the other. No one met my eyes,not even Drucilla. I concentrated on
the placement of my feet. It hurtto walk. I had not remembered that the zenana was so large. Thestagnant
reek of the pool made me feel ill. I stared at the tiled floor,the bare aisles between the carpets. Once, I
drew too near someone'scouch and saw a figure shrink, whisking back her skirts lest my touch
contaminate them.

 Blessed Elua, what have you done to me?

 I paused for a moment, gathering myself, then continued. It must be near; surely, I had reached my
couch! I raised my head to look . . .. . . and saw him.

 He was standing in my path, fists clenched, half-shaking with rage.A slight figure, standing no taller than
my breastbone, his face whiteand bloodless, a shocking beauty. His eyes blazed like sapphires in that
vivid, white face and his hair, lank and tangled, still fell with a blue-black sheen.

 "Imriel," I said softly.

 With a viper's speed, he darted forward and spat in my face, retreating before I could react, dodging
around a set of couches.

 Somewhere in the zenana, someone clapped; someone loosed a shrilllaugh.

 A warm gob of spittle slid down the side of my nose. I took a deepbreath, fixing my gaze on my couch,
a few yards away, Valère L'Envers'marten-skin coat tossed carelessly at one end. I took one step, and
thenanother. The room reeled crazily in my vision. I saw the couch hurtlingskyward in a smooth arc and
understood that I was falling.

 The last thing I saw before the tiled floor rose up to meet me wasthat someone had defecated upon my
coat. Then darkness claimed me,and I knew no more.

 FORTY-SEVEN

 "THISWILL hurt."

 Drucilla's voice was impersonal, all of yesterday's—was it onlyyesterday?—warmth gone. I knelt
without moving as she smeared a pungent salve on various weals and cuts. It stung like fury. "Camphor?"
I asked.

 "Camphor and birch oil, mixed with lard." She sealed the jar. "TheTatars use it on their horses, and
themselves as well. It is the only thingI can get." A muscle in her jaw twitched with distaste as she nodded
at my lower regions. "I should examine you. Women have taken septicand died before."

 I let her, shifting to allow her access, gritting my teeth against the burn; Drucilla had not wiped the
camphor liniment from her fingers. Itfelt...ah, Elua.

 "It could be worse. Most are." Straightening, she did wipe herhands, as if she had touched somewhat
foul. "Your . . . willingness . . .made it easier. You're already beginning to heal."
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 "I heal quickly," I murmured bitterly, leaning my head against thewall of my private chamber. It is true. It
is the only gift Kushiel ever saw fit to give me.

 Drucilla gave a brusque nod. "You bathed thoroughly?"

 "Yes." There were some merits to being the Mahrkagir's favorite. Rushad had brought me a basin
unbidden. I'd gotten him to boil thebedclothes, too; Hiu-Mei had died in them, infected by an unnamed
pox.

 "Then that is all." Gathering her things in a basket, Drucilla turnedto go.

 I struggled into my gown, watching her, suddenly, desperately bereft. No one else had even spoken to
me; not even Rushad would meetmy eyes. I daresay Drucilla wouldn't have either, if she were not cling
ing to her physician's identity as her sanity.

 "Drucilla," I said as she parted the hanging curtain of beads thatserved for a door. She halted, her back
to me. "Drucilla, I am ananguissette.I was chosen by the gods to find pleasure in enduring pain."

 She did turn around, then, still holding her basket, a frown creasingher brows. "Why would your gods
do such a thing?"

 "To preserve balance." I held her eyes, keeping my voice steady, trying not to betray the dreadful
urgency I felt to make one friend, one ally. "So say the priests of Kushiel, the god who has marked me as
hisown. Because there are people born into this world—or made by it—who lack all compassion, whose
pleasure is only to own, to possess, todestroy. To hurt." I thought of the priest, Michel Nevers. " 'To
enduresuffering untold, with infinite compassion.' That is the balance, so theysay."

 Drucilla swallowed; once, twice, and the blood drained from herface. "Whoare you?" she whispered,
staring at me as if seeing meanew. "And why have you come here?"

 "I had a friend, once," I said slowly, praying I had not revealedtoo much. "When I was a captive . . .
another place, another time. He was a Hellene man, a slave, a physician's grandson in Tiberium, freedby
pirates. And now you, here...a physician of Tiberium, capturedinto slavery in Hellas." I looked at her,
standing with her maimed handsclutching the handles of her basket. "If I had an answer to your question,
Drucilla, it might be worth my life to speak it."

 "First do no harm." A measure of strength returned to her voice,her frowning face. She set down the
basket. "Whatever or whoever youare, Phèdre nó Delaunay, know this. I am a physician. I have sworn
the sacred oath of Hippocrates, of which that is the first tenet. The dayI violate it is the day I die. I cannot
promise you I won't, in this place.Only that I will never do it of my own will."

 I nodded. It was enough; it had to be. "I've come for the boy."

  

 "No." I caught her hand. "Ask him, if you doubt; he will not speakto me. Ask him if it is not true that he
was raised by priests in theSanctuary of Elua, if he was not captured by Carthaginian slave-traderswhile
herding goats." I released my grip on her. "They took him toAmílcar, and sold him to a Menekhetan,
Fadil Chouma. It was Choumawho sold him to aSkotophagotìs, to one of the Mahrkagir's priests."
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 Drucilla's hand slid over her mouth, eyes wide with shock. "Howcan you know this?"

 "I learn things." I thought, for some reason, of my lord Delaunay."It is what I am good at, along with
enjoying pain."

 For a time, she sat saying nothing, knotting the folds of her shawl."You have a plan?"

 I shook my head slowly.

 "You are mad, then." This time there was no uncertainty in hervoice. "Who is he, anyway, that you
would walk into the jaws of Deathfor him? He doesn't even know you!"

 "I know." I shifted on the bed, experimenting. The liniment wasdoing its work. The sting was fading, and
the pain with it. A few hoursof sleep had done the rest. I was Kushiel's Chosen. I would heal,whether I
liked it or not. "It doesn't matter. He doesn't even knowhimself. I have to try."

 "You know there is nothing I can do to aid you." Drucilla heldout both hands before her, worn and
maimed, the tissue pink and scarredon the stumps of her fourth and fifth fingers. "This is all I have; this,
and some Tatar horse-liniment."

 "You have Imriel's ear," I said. "Convince him, if you can, to hearme. And you can look at me as if I am
not something one finds on thebottom of one's shoe."

 Drucilla nodded doubtfully, unconvinced of either skill. "What ofthe D'Angeline lordling?" she asked,
standing to go. "The one whoswore his sword to his lordship's service?"

 There were limits to my trust. I was willing to risk my life. NotJoscelin's. I shook my head, letting a touch
of frost into my voice. "Hisbusiness is his own."

 So passed my first day as the Mahrkagir's favorite.

 That night, he sent for me again. I went, of course; I had no choicein the matter. My companions were
different ones. The Menekhetan boyhad died—of internal injuries, Drucilla thought. A chirurgeon might
have saved him, though perhaps not.

 It was different, this time. Word spread quickly in Daršanga, andanyway, they knew. Like the women of
the zenana, they had seen itlast night. I was different. I was Death's Whore. The Drujani greetedme with
obscene cheers. The kneeling Magi lifted up their faces as Ipassed to stare at me with horror and disgust.
The priest Gashtahamsmiled to himself like a cat licking cream. The Mahrkagir...he wassmiling, too, his
manic smile, one hand extended as I went to him, blackeyes gleaming. I took my place at his side.

 How many nights did I sit there beside him, at the head table inthe festal hall? I cannot say. I could not
bear to count them. In truth,I am not certain which was worse, the bedchamber or the festal hall.What
passed between us in private was horrible. I came to know, inthat cold chamber, the lowest depths to
which I was capable of sinking,the worst depravities. And the more I became the thing I despised the
most, the more I craved them, the more I yearned for punishment andhumiliation. It is not a place I
willingly visit in my memories.

 But the hall . . . the hall had Joscelin.

 And that was harder to bear.
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 I had to see him, his beloved face as impassive as stone and twiceas hard, and know that he was
watching it all, hearing it all. I couldn'tfail to see him in that dark, sullen hall, his fair hair gleaming, the
proud,austere lines of his face, as splendid as distant mountains. And I knew,with every breath I drew,
that he was living in hell.

 He held his own among them, Joscelin did, although they tried him. A Tatar tribesman tried it that second
night—ferocious, drunk on kumisand dangerous with it. I didn't see how it began, only heard the roarof
approval when the fight was engaged. They cleared a space amid thetables, and the wagers went fast and
furious. The Mahrkagir watchedit with unalloyed pleasure, one hand on his wine-cup, one hand on me,
eager as a boy for the spectacle. I watched it with my heart in mythroat, digging my nails into my palms,
my face expressionless.

 The Tatar bristled with weapons, clad in furs and plated leather. Inone hand he held a short spear, and
the other a sword. Stamping hisfeet, he roared out a challenge in an unintelligible tongue. I never didlearn
to speak Tatar, or the myriad dialects of it. Joscelin merely bowed,crossed vambraces visible beneath the
sleeves of his sheepskin coat. Thehilt of his sword rode over his shoulder, untouched. He held his
daggersinstead.

 "Will he win, do you think?" the Mahrkagir asked me.

 "Yes, my lord." I kept my voice dull. "He will win."

 The Tatar moved, feigning a drunken stagger. On crouched legs,Joscelin slid to his left, daggers held
low. With near-sober aplomb, theTatar cocked his spear and threw it, hard, at point-blank range.

 Joscelin's daggers swept up, crossing, catching the spear in midflight, honed edges biting into the
wooden shaft, its point mere inchesfrom his face. The Drujani roared, loving it. When all was said and
done, Joscelin Verreuil had never lacked a flair for the dramatic. I bitmy lip to hold back the tears,
terrified of revealing how much I lovedhim.

 After that, it was a foregone conclusion.

 A leopard among wolves, Drucilla had called him; I saw it, duringthat fight. With daggers against a
sword, vambraces against armor, Joscelin toyed with his Tatar opponent, moving with grace through the
elaborate Cassiline forms. After all, it was his strength—it is what theytrain for, this close-quarters
combat.

 And he smiled as he fought, a deadly smile. It is the only time Isaw him smile in Daršanga. I do not know
how many times he cut hisopponent, glancing blows, pricking his thighs, slipping through gaps inhis rough
armor. Many. Enough that the Tatar began to stumble forpain and loss of blood, swinging his sword with
comic ineptness.

 It was cruel. The Drujani pounded their cups and shouted withapproval; the Tatars merely grumbled.
And Joscelin smiled up to themoment he slit his opponent's throat with crossed daggers, openingbloody
gills on either side of his neck. The Tatar gaped like a fish, his mouth opening and closing, dropping his
sword, dropping to his knees, hands rising in vain. The Mahrkagir was laughing, flushed, boyish and
happy.

 I had not thought, until then, what Joscelin would have to do tosurvive in that place, nor what it would
cost him.
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 With studied care, he wiped his blood-stained daggers on the Tatar'sfurs, then turned to the Mahrkagir
and gave his Cassiline bow, restoredto impassivity. "Shahryar. This man doubted the skill of the wolves
ofAngra Mainyu." His Persian, I thought, had become good; quite passable. He had learned more than I
guessed, listening to Tizrav's lessonson the road to Daršanga. Blessed Elua only knew what he had
learnedsince.

 "Do you hear that?" The Mahrkagir rose, a hectic gleam in hiseyes, lifting his cup. "It is folly to delay, my
friends! Angra Mainyuprevails, and his time is coming. Once the Tatar agree—Kereyit, Kirghiz, Uighur,
all the tribes—and Daeva Gashtaham and the other Aka-Magi decree it is time, the forces of Drujan will
sweep across the landand armies fall and the priests of foreign gods will quail before us! Isit not so?
Already, there is tribute sent. Jossalin Veruy," he announcedwith a magnanimous gesture, "Bringer of
Omens, I give you pick ofany woman in the zenana! If none here pleases you, go choose another."I
heard my breath hiss between my teeth.

 Joscelin stood unmoving. His gaze rested on me. "Shahryar Mahrkagir, I have given the only woman
worth having to you," he said in a flat voice. "After her, there is no other."

 "Bring him a boy, then," the Mahrkagir said, laughing, to Tahmuras. "What do you say? Shall we give
him the D'Angeline boy,whose suffering caught the ear of his fearful gods? Why not, now?Perhaps it is a
fitting step on the three-fold path!"

 Behind him, Daeva Gashtaham stirred. "Shahryar," he murmuredin warning.

 What it meant, I could not say; I was caught in Joscelin's gaze,unable to look away. For an instant, a
brief instant, I saw somethinghuman surface in his eyes. Does he know? it asked me. Does Imrielknow? I
gave my head an infinitesimal shake in reply. If I could, Iwould have told him to say yes, to accept the
offer, to tell Imriel whowe were, why we had come. But all I could do was answer the onesilent question
asked.

 "Shahryar." Joscelin interrupted with a bow. "I desire nothing."The Mahrkagir shrugged, already
forgetting the impulse. "So be it.See, Gashtaham?" he added to the priest. "All is well."

 I exhaled a breath it seemed I'd been holding for ages, and theevening's amusements continued. I could
have wept at the lost opportunity, at the brief glimpse of my beloved in the stranger's face Joscelinwore.
I didn't. I sat at the Mahrkagir's side and watched the unholylicense my presence had unleashed. His
decree of last night held; thewomen of the zenana were fair game. The men took them, right therein the
hall, as shameless as dogs. There was a line forming behind theprettiest. No wonder, I thought, they
despised me so.After a time, we retired to his bedchamber.

 My heart beat too fast, and there did not seem to be enough air inthe cold, dark room. I knew, this time,
what it was; I knew what tofear. It would be worse, this time, my flesh already torn and bruised. I could
not help but look for it, sending fearful glances toward the cupboard. The Mahrkagir watched me,
smiling.

 "This is what you fear, ishtâ," he said, taking it out and pressing the cold, nubbed iron against my cheek.
"This is what you crave." It smelled like death and desire. "No," I whispered. "Not crave.""You will." He
took it away and put it back in the cupboard. Iconcentrated on my own vast relief and ignored the
sickened twinge ofdisappointment. The Mahrkagir smiled and caressed my hair. "It is easyenough to
destroy your body. It is harder to consume your soul. I willwait. And in time, you will ask for it. Is it not
so?"
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 "No," I whispered again, and this time I knew it for a lie.

 It did not matter; Angra Mainyu delights in lies. I felt the encompassing darkness of Daršanga revel in
my unwilling desire; a god'samusement, boundless and incomprehensible. The Mahrkagir laughed,
something ancient and untamed looking out of his black, black eyes,and only sodomized me quickly and
brutally, sending me back to the zenana to curl on my bed in my private chamber, throbbing with un
wanted, unfulfilled desire.

 And cursing Kushiel's name.

 FORTY-EIGHT

 IMRIEL DE la Courcel would not speak to me.

 I tried approaching him on a number of occasions. Drucilla hadtried, so she told me—speaking to him in
Caerdicci, endeavoring toconvince him to see me. Alas, she dared not revealwhy, and Imri onlymade her
a rude reply in zenyan and avoided her thereafter.

 It is, I will say, a near-impossible task to corner an agile ten-year-oldboy in a large, crowded space. I
took some glum comfort in the factthat despite what he had endured, Imriel was hale enough to evade
me.I daresay none of the others were; there were only two, now, and theEphesian was lost in
secondhand opium dreams.

 I did not know, yet, how severely Imriel had been abused, nor whatpurpose the Mahrkagir had in mind
for him; or had had in mind. Igleaned some hope from the fact that Gashtaham was unwilling to lethim
lend the boy. Mayhap . . . mayhap he had been spared the worst.Still, I could not know until I spoke to
Imriel—and that, he refused todo.

 How many efforts did I make? A dozen, at least, much to theamusement of the women of the zenana. In
the end, I was always forcedto give up the task. We were the only two D'Angelines and I was apariah;
to an extent, no one questioned my desire to speak with theboy. Only to an extent. If I had scrambled
panting after him to thepoint of humiliation, they would have begun to wonder.

 And my position was already precarious.

 There had been no further incidents since the despoiling of mycoat—which had scrubbed clean, more or
less—but it was always apossibility. There was no logic to it. However bad matters grew in thefestal hall,
I had freed them from the Mahrkagir's attentions, which weremore deadly; one might suppose they
would be grateful for it. Theywere not.

 "It is always so," Drucilla told me. "The favorite is always despised,and you doubly so."

 And Imriel de la Courcel despised me most of all.

 I did not blame him for it; I never have. Whether he knew it ornot, the blood of two noble Houses ran in
his veins, in all its attendant pride. Horse-breeders will say that qualities are transmuted in the blood.I
believe it. Throughout his solitary travail, Imriel's pride and angerhad kept him alive. And now, at last, to
have a countrywoman appearonly to prove the most craven and self-abasing of slaves—Death's Whore,
the abject offering of weak gods, for so they believed me, inthe zenana—no, I did not blame him.
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 I sought to woo him with kindness, instead, and when that failed,to catch him unawares. None of it
worked, of course. If it hadn't beenfor the Skaldi, like as not I'd still be chasing him.

 I'd caught him out as I returned from a trip to the privy closet,finding him engaged in an effort to pry a
board from the door that ledonto the barren garden. "Imriel," I said, blocking the foot of the lowstair
leading to the garden entrance. "I want only to speak to you."

 Startling, he rose from a crouch to show me a feral snarl and leapt sideways from the low stair, sidling
along the wall, eyes darting, seekingan opportunity for flight.

  

 Nearing the place where the Skaldi lad Erich slouched despondentalong the wall, Imriel made his bid for
freedom, lunging to hurdle theSkaldi's legs as if he were no more than a piece of furniture.

 Without a word, Erich reached out a single, brawny hand, catchingthe back of Imriel's shirt and holding
him fast. His eyes, grey-blue undera thatch of unwashed blond hair, met mine.

  

 Elua knows, he was fast; I'd seen it before, and I'd no doubt it tookconsiderable speed to plant the knife
in Fadil Chouma's thigh, not tomention the serving fork in the attendant. The Scions of Elua are gifted.But
I am D'Angeline too, and if the blood that flows in my veins isnot nobly gotten, it holds no less of the
lineage of Elua and his Companions for it. My mother was an adept of the Night Court, and inTerre
d'Ange, it means as much to be a whore's daughter as a prince's son. Even as his arm flashed out, I
reacted, half-expecting it. After all, he was Melisande's son.

 I caught his wrist, his clawed fingers reaching for my eyes, and heldit, inches from my face. "Your mother
sent me to find you."

 For a moment he only stared, like an animal in a snare, trappedand vulnerable. And then rage suffused
his features, vivid blood surgingto stain his alabaster skin. "Youlie” he hissed, convulsing, tearinghimself
free from my grip, from the Skaldi's restraining hand. At loose,he spat violently onto the floor between us.
"My mother isdead!"

 "No." I watched him retreat, opening my empty hands to show Imeant him no threat. "Imriel, I speak the
truth. It is Brother Selbert who lied to you."

 It stopped him in his tracks, and there was an instant of recognition.For a moment, we merely looked at
one another. Then, with a lowsound, Imriel turned and bolted, a rabbit fleeing the trap. I let him go,
kneeling beside the Skaldi. "Thank you," I said gravely to him. "Ifthere is aught I might do, aught that
might increase your comfort. . ."

 Without a sound, Erich turned away, facing the wall. I sighed,stooping, and kissed his brow, then
returned to my chamber.

 After that, Imriel shadowed me at a distance, warily curious. I lethim. No matter what he had
survived—and I shuddered to think onit—he was a boy, carrying a hurt and rage few adults could bear.
Ifhe were pushed, he would lash out; and if I pushed before he was ready,it would be I who suffered for
it. One word of betrayal was all it wouldtake. I would not risk it coming from the lips of a hurt, angry
child.
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 One good thing came of the encounter, and that was that it restored the Persian eunuch Rushad's
allegiance to me. His beloved Erich hadreacted, had undertaken some action affirming life. It was enough,
forhim. He came to speak with me thereafter, and did me small kindnesses unasked.

 "Drucilla said you were here, when it happened," I said to him oneday, "serving the Akkadian
commander. How did it happen, Rushad?How did the Mahrkagir rise to power? Who are the
Skotophagoti, theÂka-Magi? Do they truly hold power over life and death?"

 "You ask many questions, lady," he murmured, picking up the figurine of the jade dog and studying it. "I
was a slave, only, tending tomy lord's wife in the zenana. I know only what I have heard."

 "What have you heard?" I asked, coaxing the story from him.

 From what I gathered, much of the rebellion had taken place underground, as it were, among the lower
echelons of Drujani society.Hoshdar Ahzad's family was slain, and most of the Old Persian nobles among
them. The Mahrkagir, rescued by Tahmuras, was raised in secret,amid the legions of servants who
attended upon General Zaggisi-Sin,the Akkadian commander of Daršanga; a strange boy, eyes all pupil,
unable to bear the light, prone to laugh at inappropriate times. Still, he was Hoshdar Ahzad's son, and as
he came of age, the stories circulated.

 And they came to other ears. It was the priest Gashtaham whodivined the signs, who determined what
the Mahrkagir's strangenessportended. Somehow I was not surprised to hear it. A Magus-in-training, it
was he who first put forth the notion of turning away fromAhura Mazda, the Lord of Light, to embrace
the worship of AngraMainyu.

 "He killed his own father," Rushad whispered, dropping his voiceeven in the relative privacy of my
chamber. "That is what they say. Itis the offering, the glorification; vahmyâcam, they call it. The dedication
to Angra Mainyu: to destroy that which is pure and good. To kill whatone loves the most." He looked
nervously from side to side, confiding,"He ate his father's heart. And he wears his finger-bones at his
waist."

 "I have seen it." I remembered, sickened. "And thus he gainedpower?"

 "Yes," Rushad said, still whispering. "All of them. They called uponDeath, and Death answered. Daeva
Vahumisa ate his brother's heart,and Daeva Dâdarshi, his wife's . . . oh, there are many. And the people.
. . the people were angry, because Ahura Mazda had not protected them. When they saw that the
Âka-Magi held power, they followed.And there was a, a mighty rebellion. The Âka-Magi raised up the
Mahrkagir, and the people followed. First. . ." he swallowed, ". . . first,they overthrew the temples. And
then riders went out, all across theland, riders went out to the borders, the fortresses, quenching the fires
. . ."

 "They took the borders," I said. "And slew the garrison at Darsanga."

 Rushad nodded, relieved at not having to explain it. "He laughed,"he said. "The Mahrkagir laughed as he
fought, spattered with bloodfrom head to toe. No one touched him. The Âka-Magi would not letthem,
and Tahmuras protected him, Tahmuras and his morningstar. Andshadows fled squealing along the walls,
and Akkadians fought amongthemselves, and my lord Zaggisi-Sin died, choking on his own tongue,that
someone cut off and shoved in his throat. And in the zenana..."He fell silent, looking at the wall. "They let
me live because I wasPersian. Sometimes I am sorry they did. I know...I know what happened thirty
years ago, when General Chus-sar-Usar defeated HoshdarAhzad's forces. I have heard the stories,
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although I was not born, then. My lord . . . my lord was not like that. And his lady wife..."Rushad shook
his head. "Well," he said. "They are dead, now. And the Mahrkagir rules. Soon," he added, "I think he
will rule more than Drujan."

 I thought about it, frowning. "Who rules whom, Rushad? Does theMahrkagir rule the Âka-Magi, or is it
the other way around?"

 "Truly?" He shrugged, hugging his knees, sitting on my carpetedfloor. "Lady . . . who is to say? The
people . . ." He gave his nervous glance. "The people fear the Âka-Magi, and the soldiers follow the
Mahrkagir. Both need the other. Who rules who? I cannot say."

 "So the Mahrkagir does not possess the power of an Aka-Magus,"I said.

 "No," Rushad said simply. "He cannot, because he cannot make thevahmyâcam, the offering. The
Mahrkagir remembers nothing of love,only death. Though he seeks, he has nothing pure to offer upon the
altar. Nothing that ishis. Daeva Gashtaham . . . Daeva Gashtaham sayshe is the doorway. The will of
Angra Mainyu flowsthrough him, to bemade manifest in the Âka-Magi." Still holding his knees, he
shuddered."How fearful he would be if he held that power!"

 Truly, I thought; fearful indeed.

 And I remembered how the priest Gashtaham had smiled, like a cat licking cream.

 It made my blood run cold to think on it.

 Because my lord Delaunay trained me to seek answers, because heraised me to believe all knowledge,
no matter what the cost, is worthhaving, I pursued the matter. It was not hard to do. In the festal hall,
Daeva Gashtaham was ever at hand, the resident Aka-Magus of Darsanga, spreading his invisible cloak
of protection over the Mahrkagir. In truth, he sought me out, hovering at my shoulder like a blowfly overa
corpse. I do not know why. That it was part of his greater plan—yes, that I was coming to understand.
But there was an attraction thatran deeper. It may be only that it pleased him to see me flinch whenhis
shadow fell over my flesh.

 Or it may have been something deeper, something the Drujani priesthimself did not understand. I cannot
say. It is a question for the theologians to settle, for I do not like to think on it. Nonetheless, I made
myself speak to him.

 The priest was sitting at my left side on the night that I chose,watching that evening's entertainment: an
impromptu "chariot" racestaged by a pair of the rowdier young soldiers, using the Magi—thetrue Magi,
priests of Ahura Mazda—as horses. It was painful to watch, the elderly men scrambling undignified on
hands and knees, lengths ofrope between their teeth, filthy robes hiked up to reveal spindly, agingshanks.
The soldiers trotted behind them, holding the ropes like reinsin one hand, whooping, lashing the Magi
with crops when they slowed.

 "Ah, Arshaka." Gashtaham smiled, shaking his head, watching theeldest of the Magi scramble, tripping
over his own beard. "Old man," he said, caressing the length of his jet-headed staff, "you should havehad
the courage to die."

 Almost as if he had heard, the ancient Magus lifted up his head,gazing at Gashtaham. The priest
continued to smile and stroke his staff,dark shadows pooling in the eye-sockets of his boar's-skull helm.
Something in the Magus' gaze blazed, then quailed; lowering his head, hescurried forward,
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unsuccessfully seeking to avoid a soldier's boot plantedbetween his scrawny buttocks. To my right, the
Mahrkagir laughed,clapping.

 "The Magus fears you, Daeva Gashtaham," I said in a low voice.

 "Should he not?" The priest bent his smile upon me. It held nomadness, only the promise of vile things
wriggling in the darkness. "Hewas a wise man, once, the Chief Magus."

 "And wise men fear." I held his gaze, quelling the urge to shrinkaway from it. "In Menekhet, they name
you Eaters-of-Darkness; theybelieve they will die before sundown, if your shadow touches theirflesh."

 "You have borne its touch," Gashtaham said, "and lived. Do youbelieve?"

 "I do not know," I said honestly. "In Daršanga, they say only thatthe Âka-Magi hold power over life and
death. I do not know if it istrue, Daeva Gashtaham."

 "Ah." He nodded. "Then you shall see, since you asked it." Risingto his feet, he extended his staff,
pointing across the tables, pointing tothe open space beyond, directly at the second chariot-Magus as he
crawled frantically across the flagstones of the desecrated temple, the rope bit between his teeth. I saw
the Magus stiffen, rising to his knees,the rope falling as his mouth gaped wide, both age-spotted hands
clutching at his robe over his heart. The soldier behind him cursed andwhipped him about the head and
shoulders.

 'Twas to no avail; a deep tremor shook him, and his eyes glazed.His body crumpled sideways, making
little sound as it fell.

 "Death," Daeva Gashtaham mused, taking his seat, ignoring myhorror-stricken expression and the
rumbles of annoyance from the Drujani audience deprived of its amusement. "It is a constant presence
among us, do you not think, Phèdre nó Delaunay? Every instant, waking or sleeping, we are but one
step away from it, holding it at baywith each breath we take. You may have . . ." he reached out with one
long finger to touch my breastbone,"...such a flaw in your heart,waiting to burst. Or perhaps you might
trip upon your skirts . . ." hetwitched the folds of my gown almost coyly,"...and fall upon thestairs,
splitting open your skull. It may be a disease, yes; a pox, an ague,a wasting sickness. In the zenana, a
woman coughs; is there death inher sputum? It may be so. Perhaps your horse will stumble, and dragyou;
perhaps a raft will overturn, and you will be swept away in the torrents. Or perhaps . . ." he smiled, and
caressed my cheek, "it lieswithin."

 I shuddered to the bone, and hid it. "You have made an ally ofDeath."

 "I have." Gashtaham looked at me with something like regret. " 'Tis a pity you are a woman. If my
apprentices were half so clever, I wouldbe pleased. Still, you may serve your purpose."

 What that was, I did not ask.

 I was afraid I already knew.

 FORTY-NINE

 IHAVE not spoken of the desire, nor how long I resisted it.

 Mayhap it is that such a thing need not be said. At times, I kept itat bay; for long hours, sometimes. In

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


the zenana, I relied upon my wits,constantly observing, gauging the ebb and flow of hatred, the secret
alliances, the undercurrents of despair. Where the dim spark of defiance sputtered and refused to die, I
took note, finding it in Drucilla's endlessphysician's rounds, in the bitter survival of the Akkadian warrior-
eunuchs, in Kaneka's impromptu court of superstition. I found it in thedignity of the fasting Bhodistani,
until they died; I found it too inindividual women, here and there, especially the fierce Chowati. I found it
in Erich the Skaldi's single gesture, and the fact that he had not yetabandoned life.

 Most of all, I found it in Imriel de la Courcel, who was at oddswith everyone and everything, and who
continued to skulk at the edgesof my existence.

 I had a carpet set outside the door to my chamber, and there Iwould sit or kneel, watching the zenana. It
drew comments, which I ignored. I could not afford to lurk within my walls and remain ignorant.I
watched Imriel return time and again to the garden passageway, worrying at the boards. Like his
mother, he despised his cage, and yearnedfor a glimpse of sky. When Nariman the Chief Eunuch was
watching,the Akkadian attendants would pull him away. And he fought them,tooth and claw; it was one
of the Akkadians he had stabbed with a fork.For all that, I saw, they accorded him a certain
forbearance. It may have been due to the Mahrkagir's plans for him, though I suspectedthey harbored an
appreciation for Imriel’s defiant spirit.

 Once, one brought him to my carpet, slung over his broad shoulder,spitting and kicking. It was the
attendant from the first night—Uru-Azag, his name was—who had guided the Menekhetan boy.

 "Khannat, Uru-Azag," I said to him, bowing from my seated position. "Thank you."

 Something glimmered in the Akkadian's dark eyes. "Yamodan," hereplied briefly, shaking his forearm
where Imriel had bitten him; youare welcome.

 Imriel crouched, one hand touching the floor, regarding me warily."Uru-Azag is not your enemy," I said
to him in D'Angeline. "You dowrong to fight him."

 "Death's Whore!" He bared his teeth in a snarl, black hair fallingin a tangle over his brow. "Mother of
Lies! I know who my enemiesare!"

 "Do you?" I asked. "So do I. Fadil Chouma was your enemy, was he not? He is dead, now; did you
know it? You stabbed him, in Iskandria—stabbed him in the thigh with a carving knife. The wound took
septic, and he died. I know your enemies better than you do,Imriel."

 Alarm widened his twilight-blue eyes and his mouth worked soundlessly. Deprived of adequate words,
he spat once more onto the tilesbetween us, and fled, overturning an Ephesian water-pipe in his flight.
Muzzy curses followed him, which he ignored, taking refuge at thecouch-island of some Hellenes, who
were glad enough of a boy-childto stroke and pet, having none of their own. His eyes, his mother'seyes,
continued to watch me, gauging my reaction.

 Those were the good times in the zenana.

 During the bad times . . . during the bad times, I was conscious ofthe desire. I remembered it, the
blood-dark throbbing, Kushiel's brazenwings buffeting my ears and the light, the glittering light, the cold
ironnubs rending my flesh. I wanted it again; Elua, but I did! When I was weak, when I let myself
remember, horrified, the face of the poor Magus, seized in a rictus of death, I knew the chains of
blood-guilt lay heavy on my soul. I had undergone thethetalos. I knew. And I sawJoscelin and his deadly
smile, playing cat-and-mouse with the Tatar.My fault; my doing. And it seemed, at those times, that
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nothing wouldredeem me, that the only absolution I might find lay within the Mahrkagir's bedchamber, the
dank air and his icy fingers digging into myflanks, oiled leather straps creaking as I welcomed the reaving
iron intomy flesh.

 My title, my name, my very will...all laid upon the altar of destruction.

 Only then would it stop.

 In time, I asked him for it. No; that is wrong. In time, I begged. Ido not pretend to be more than I am.
There were times, in that place,when the tides of my soul ebbed, and I saw only darkness, only despair.
You must make of the self a vessel where the self is not, Eleazar ben Enokh had told me, and this I
sought; not in perfect love, but perfectself-loathing. Of a surety, he prompted me, the Mahrkagir,
whisperingin my ear as he used his rusted implements of pain, as he took me insome other orifice—do
you not wantthis? He knew. There is a cunningin madness. As he whispered in my ear, Angra Mainyu
whispered inhis, and the dark wind blew through us both.

 I begged.

 And the Mahrkagir gave.

 I was wrong, though; wrong about one thing. It did not make an end to it. For a time, it did; a time
bounded by the endurance of my flesh—and his. Mad or no, the Mahrkagir was mortal. When it was
over, it was over, and I was still alive, still Phèdre. Those are the timeswhen I would lie shaking, curled
on my side, throbbing with the aftermath of pain and fulfillment, and he would stroke my
sweat-dampenedhair as tendrils grew clammy on my brow, whispering endearments inOld Persian; ishtâ,
he called me, beloved, smiling to see me tremble,srîra, beautiful one.

 He was mortal, only a man, spent.

 The Mahrkagir remembers nothing of love, only death . . . How fearfulhe would be if he held that
power!

 I remembered Rushad's words and Gashtaham's smile, and theMahrkagir of Drujan caressed my
quivering flesh, stamping it his, his own, every fiber of my Dart-stricken being answering to his icy touch,
and I gazed into his black, black eyes, gleaming with madness and pride,and cursed the inevitable return
of that flicker of consciousness withinmy skull, Delaunay-trained, proclaiming the awareness ofself.

 Because, knowing it, I could not fail to recognize the answering stir within the Mahrkagir himself; the
tender line of his mouth, the lambencyof his gaze, all announcing as loud as trumpets the dawning of that
which he had never known, of that sacred mystery which is the provinceof Blessed Elua himself.

 Love.

 The only mercy was that he had no idea. I realized it the night hesought to scar my face, drawing the
point of a rusty awl along mycheekbone. "Ishtâ," he whispered, watching me shudder and force myself to
stillness. The point of the awl crawled over my skin. "Suchbeauty! It would be duzhvarshta indeed to
despoil it."

 Ill deeds. I closed my eyes, unable to bear it. Hot, stinging tearsseeped from under my lids. I felt the awl,
tear-moistened, tracing rustypatterns on my face, the tip prodding my cheek. Elua! Must I lose this,too?
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 When the awl clattered into the corner, I wasn't sure what hadtranspired. I opened my eyes to see his
face, the wide black eyes brightwith wonder. "I could not do it!" he said, gazing at his empty hands.A
laugh burst from him, loose and free. "Do you know, ishtâ, I couldnot do it! How strange."

 At that, I flung both arms about his neck and kissed him, all overhis face.

 In some ways, those were the worst times of all.

 In the zenana,when I had nothing else to do, I would have mycarpet moved so I could sit near the
couches of the Jebeans and listento their conversation, quietly shaping their words to myself. Kaneka and
the others watched me with irritation, but dared not interfere. Imriel,as ever, lingered at a distance. I
dreaded the day that the Mahrkagirwould summon him to the festal hall. There had been a time in
autumn, Drucilla had told me, when Imriel was a regular favorite; the Mahrkagirhad kept him close by his
side, and allowed no one else to touch him.

 "Did he..."I had closed my eyes, ". . .have him?"

 Drucilla was silent for a moment. "I don't know," she said at length."I don't think so. But he wouldn't let
me examine him, after. He might,now. But one day Gashtaham, the priest, came to the zenana. He spoke
to Nariman. Since then, Imri has not been summoned."

 "Do you know why?" I asked.

 She shook her head. "The Mahrkagir was saving him for something. . . special. He was waiting for
spring. Since you have come . . . Phèdre,I am uncertain. He has never favoredanyone as he does you."

 "I know," I murmured. "Elua help me, I know."

  

 A boy of surpassing beauty, worth, mayhap, the allegiance of an entire Tatar tribe.

 "Now he may be saving him for Jagun?" I had asked.

 Drucilla had hesitated, then nodded. "I think so, yes. If you hadnot come . . . well, it may have been
different. For a while, when hewas summoned often, I thought Imri wished to die. Now..."Hermouth
twisted. "Now he lives, filled with defiance. It will make thedestruction of his hopes all the sweeter. The
Mahrkagir," she had added, glancing at the Skaldi lad, "enjoys that. You would do well to rememberit."

 As if I were in danger of forgetting.

 I knelt on my carpet, remembering what she had said, letting thedistant Jebean words flow over me as I
echoed them to myself, feelingsick at heart. Ah, Elua! It brought me hope to hear that Imriel mightnot
have suffered what I had at the Mahrkagir's hands — but what abitter jest that would be, if I had usurped
his place only to condemnhim to life as a Tatar's catamite. Spring. What season was it? Winter,still, I
thought; I could not be sure. Days, nights . . . time was meaningless, in the zenana. Drucilla claimed to
remember autumn, but shecould not name the date. Time; a long time. She measured it by thehealing
tissue of her finger-stumps. It was as good a calendar as any, afit one for Daršanga. I watched Imriel
prowl the zenana, restless, drawnto the boarded garden-entrance, glancing over his shoulder for
Nariman.One would know the season, I thought, in the garden, barren or no.
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 "Why?" It was Kaneka who stood before me, limbs akimbo, exasperated. Distracted, I'd not heard her
rise from her couch. I swallowed, realizing that my voice had risen, still echoing their conversation.

 "Yequit'a, Fedabin," I said politely. "I did not mean to disturb you."

 "Amon-Re!"She said the god's name like a curse; a Menekhetangod, I thought. Strange, how the
Jebeans had adopted the very customsand faith that the Menekhetans had abandoned. Kaneka looked at
me,showing the whites of her eyes. "You see? Why,here, do you persist?Jeb'ez! Why do you seek to
learn Jeb'ez?"

 The Jebeans and Nubians were watching, whispering and laughing;I ignored them. Kaneka did not jest.
It unnerved her. "Fedabin," I saidin zenyan, looking up at her. I answered truthfully, clinging to the hope
that lay within my words. "I want to learn Jeb'ez so I can seek the descendants of Makeda and Melek
al'Hakim."

 "Youwhat?" There was disbelief in her tone.

 Lifting my chin, I thought of Hyacinthe, framing my reply. "There is a man, Fedabin, under a terrible
curse. He is my friend, my oldestfriend." I told her, then, in Jeb'ez and zenyan, searching for words,laying
out the story of Hyacinthe and the Master of the Straits, Rahab'sCurse. And degree by slow degree,
Kaneka's irate stance relaxed untilshe lowered herself to sit opposite me and listen with a bemused ex
pression.

 There was a good deal I left out — most of the Skaldic invasion,and the whole of my part in it. It didn't
matter. It was Hyacinthe'sstory I told. It was enough. I was a bit player in it; an old friend, onetime
lover, pursuing hope beyond reason, a key found in a Jebean scroll.

 And yes, I left out Melisande, too. She was Imriel's story, now. Ifwe lived, he would learn it. Not here,
not the whole of it. There was only so much the boy could endure.

 When I was done, Kaneka laughed.

 It was not like before, harshly; this was deep and unfettered, and somehow wholly her own. She
doubled over with it, tears of laughtergleaming like bronze against her dark skin. "Ah, little one! A face,
moving on the waters; a whirlpool that speaks! And this man, withstorms in his eyes, growing old without
dying. It is a good story, truly."

 "It is true," I said in a tone of offended dignity.

 "Perhaps it is." Kaneka wiped her eyes. "Perhaps it is. So you seekthe Melehakim? " I stiffened at the
word, sending her into further peals."Ah, my grandmother would enjoy you, little one! I would not have
guessed it so. You tell a story as well as she."

 "You know them," I said. "The descendants of the Queen of Saba."

 "How not?" she asked, pragmatic. "My grandmother kept the storiesfor the village of Debeho. Well,
then, little one, Death's Whore, if that is your quest, I will allow it. Eavesdrop if you will, and learn Jeb'ez.
I will not dissuade you."

 "Thank you," I said, inclining my head.
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 Kaneka looked at me strangely, fingering the pouch that held herdice. "You believe in this story, this
curse."

 "Yes, Fedabin."Show no weakness, Audine Davul had told us,speaking of the Jebeans.Give every
courtesy, and never reveal fear. "Ifyou do not believe..."I nodded at the zenana, ". . . ask the
Aragoniansand the Carthaginians here if it is not true that the Straits have been opened for the first time in
eight hundred years, freeing traffic to Alba.They may not know why, but they know it is so. I know why.
I wasthere."

 "If you werethere" Kaneka said, "and what you seek lies in Jebe-Barkal, why are youhere, little one?"

 Her tone made it clear she thought the question unanswerable. Iheld her gaze unblinking. It was not an
easy thing to do, for she wasan imposing woman and held the will of thezenana in her power, suchas it
was. "You are the only one here who claims her gods still answerwhen she speaks to them. Ask them,
Fedabin Kaneka. If they answer,we will both know."

 "Ah." A harsh smile curved her lips. "And what will you give mefor it?"

 "Nothing." I shook my head. "You asked the question, not I."

 She glanced over her shoulder, only now becoming aware of theincredulous stares of her
countrywomen, of much of the zenana. Our conversation had gone on too long., far too long, to be the
denunciationof me that they had expected—indeed, Kaneka had sat at my carpetand heeded my story,
hadlaughed. I saw her shoulders stiffen and hernostrils flare. "I do not need to ask! Everyone knows.
The gods ofTerre d'Ange are weak and craven, the last-born. While the elder gods seek ways to resist
Lord Death, the spineless servants of Terre d'Angesend him tribute!"

 There were shouts and clapping from the couches of the Jebeans.Kaneka had risen to her feet to glower
at me in threadbare majesty. Iremained kneeling, hands folded in my lap, and raised my brows at her."So
says the Mahrkagir, Fedabin. Do you accept his words as truth?"

 Her anger held a moment longer, then passed; Kaneka sighed, herexpression rueful. "Death's Whore,"
she murmured. "You spoke truly,little one, when first we met. Whatever else they are, your gods are
cruel."

 And with that, I did not disagree.

 FIFTY

 IT BEGAN when I got Erich the Skaldi to remove the boards fromthe garden door.

 Not all of them, only the lowest two, making an opening large enough for an agile adult to squirm
through. It was on a day when Nariman the Chief Eunuch was gone for several hours, meeting withthe
Treasurer of Daršanga to discuss the zenana's accounts. Littleenough though we were given, there was
still the matter of the kitchen'ssupplies and staff, water-bearers, servants who emptied the privy closet's
chamberpots.

 Imriel was haunting the door's alcove, as usual, worrying splintersfrom the thick boards. I watched the
Akkadian eunuch Uru-Azag observe him impassively.

 "Greetings, Uru-Azag," I said to him. "Tell me, what would happenif the boy were to succeed, now,
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while Nariman is not present?"

 He turned the same impassive face on me. "He will not, lady."

 "Nonetheless," I said. "If he did?"

 The Akkadian shrugged and looked away. "The garden walls arehigh, and there is no door leading out.
The windows of Daršanga areshuttered. No one would see."

 "So he would not be punished," I said.

 Uru-Azag's eyes glittered. Of anyone in the zenana, the Akkadians despised me the least, despising
themselves more. Most of their companions, the soldiers of Zaggisi-Sin, had died—properly, in battle,
albeitin the grip of a madness they could not comprehend. Those who remained, the attendants of the
zenana,had chosen survival and paid theprice of their manhood. "For a glimpse of sky?" he asked. "No.
Notwhile Nariman is not present.”

 "Khannat," I said, inclining my head. "Thank you." And I went tosee Erich.

 Usually, I spoke gently to him in Skaldic, cajoling. This time, Imerely stood over him without speaking.
For a long while, he ignoredme. I waited until he bestirred himself and looked up at me, blue-greyeyes
blinking through his lank hair. In the alcove, Imriel crouched andwatched, wary as an animal.

 "Help him," I said to Erich.

 I didn't think he would . . . and then I heard a sound, as he did. Itwas Rushad, on the far side of the
zenana, stuffing his knuckles againsthis mouth to stifle an outcry as the Skaldi rose. He moved slowly,
Erichdid. For how long—weeks? months?—he had risen only to use theprivy, and that seldom more than
once a day. Hours of immobility hadstiffened his joints. For all that, he was a young man, and strong.

 There was a silence in the zenana as he mounted the short stair. I held my breath. At a single word, it
would be over. Someone wouldbetray us; someone would fetch Nariman. And then we would be pun
ished, all of us—Erich, Imriel and me, mayhap the Akkadians, too.

 No one spoke. I felt curiosity prickling on my skin, a stirring ofinterest,life.

 For the first time, I remembered something of Blessed Elua's goldenpresence.

 The iron nails screeched as Erich set to and heaved, muscles straining across his shoulders, the tendons
in his arms standing out. Thelowest board came loose, clattering on the tiled step. A breath of coldair
swept through, fresh and clean, smelling of the sea. I fought an urgeto laugh, or weep. Erich leaned his
head against the rough planks,resting, drawing in the air in great gulps. Imriel, flattened against thewall,
stared at the gap in starved disbelief.

 The second board, better nailed, came harder. Erich loosened oneend, but the other was fixed tight and
flush and his fingers could findno purchase. Silent as ever, he shook his head.

 "Shamash!"The curse came from behind me; I turned to see Uru-Azag snatch the curved dagger all the
Akkadians wore from his belt."Lady," he said, handing it to me. "Give him this."

 Erich worked the thin blade under the board, prying down on the hilt. The wood creaked, and the nails
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gave—only an inch, but enoughto get his fingers beneath the board. His strength did the rest. And there
was the gap, large enough to admit a person.

 "Tell him to dig out the nail-holes," a woman's voice said in zenyan.I turned to see a Carthaginian
woman, and several others watchingbehind her. "My father was a carpenter," she said. "If he widens the
holes, we can put back the planks and Nariman will not see."

 I nodded, relaying her instructions in Skaldic. Erich worked thepoint of the dagger into the holes,
enlarging them. Despite the cold air,beads of sweat stood on his forehead.

 "Like so," the Carthaginian said, going to help him. Together, theyfit the upper board back in place. It
held. The lower board proved morestubborn, two of the nails bent. "Here," she said, passing it back,
miming pounding with a hammer. "Someone. The nails must be madestraight."

 Taking the board gingerly, two Ephesian women laid it on the floorand began beating at the bent nails
with the heels of their slippers. Bynow, nearly half the zenana had crowded around to watch. A Chowati
berated them, attempting to describe a better method. One of the Akkadian eunuchs came over to kneel
beside them, drawing his dagger and pounding the nails with the hilt.

 "Rushad," I murmured, slipping through the crowd to find him."Someone should watch for Nariman's
return."

 "It is already being done, lady." He pointed toward the latticeddoor, where two Menekhetans stood
watch at careful angles.

 A stifled cheer went up from the assembled group; the nails werestraightened, and the board fit snug
once more. To the casual observer,it looked unaltered. Erich removed the boards, and they came easily.
He leaned them both against the alcove, and went back to take up hispost once more, sitting with his
back to the wall.

 Everyone else stood staring spellbound at two feet of cold air and grey light.

 Imriel, taut and quivering, caught my eye, and there was a nakedplea on his face.

 "Yes." I nodded. "Go."

 Like a flash, he crawled through the gap. Now that it was done, noone else dared follow, awed by the
audacity of what we had done. Istood irresolute, longing to go, but fearful of putting myself forward.
Whatever had happened here, it was a fragile alliance. If they remembered how much they despised me,
it would die an early death.

 "Lady," said Uru-Azag, pointing at me. "Your place is second."

 It was better, coming from him. It left me no choice. Walkingslowly through the crowd, I mounted the
stair, gathering my skirtsabout me. I had to duck low to clamber through the opening, and therough
planks caught at my hair.

 And then I was through, and there was frozen earth beneath my knees, a dizzying sense of openness
above me. I stood up, gasping, filling my lungs with searingly cold air. Elua, the sky! It was wintryand
grey and utterly magnificent. At the farthest corner of the gardenstood Imriel, arms wrapped about
himself, teeth chattering, a look of pure delight on his face.
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 Others followed, after that; not many, when all was said and done. The Carthaginian carpenter's
daughter came, and two Chowati. An Akkadian woman with haughty brows, but none of the eunuchs. I
did notblame them. They had done as much as they dared, and more. One ofthe Ephesians poked her
head through the opening and withdrew, shivering. It was cold, it is true, terribly cold. For once, I did
not care, nor that the garden was completely barren. It was mayhap thirty paces oneach side, a dry
fountain at its center, stone walls thrice as high as aman's head encompassing dead soil and crumbling
paths. I saw tears inthe eyes of the carpenter's daughter as she stumbled across the frozensod, gazing at
the sky.

 In that place, it was a paradise.

 "Smell," said one of the Chowati, sniffing the air. "Spring comesbehind the cold."

 It put me in mind of Drucilla's warning, but even that could notdampen the exhilaration. All too soon,
someone gave a sharp whistle—Uru-Azag, I daresay—and it filled us with urgent terror, setting off a
scrambling race to return to the zenana. I made myself wait, going last.No one objected. For a moment, I
feared that they would seal the boardsand leave me—but no, there was Rushad on the inside, his eyes
widewith fear as he extended a hand to help me through. Uru-Azag, his faceoily with sweat, shoved the
boards in place.

 That evening, before the Mahrkagir's summons, Imriel came to mychamber.

 He hovered inside the beaded doorway, uncertain and frowning inthe light of my single oil lamp. I sat
cross-legged on my bed, waiting.I lack Joscelin's gift with children, but this one, this child, I understood.

 "Why did you say my mother sent you?" he asked.

 "Because it is true," I replied. "She asked me to find you."

 "No." Imriel shook his head, eyeing me suspiciously. "My motheris dead, and my father, too. They died
of an ague aboard a Serenissimanship and asked Brother Selbert to take care of me. I know, he told me
so. Why would Brother Selbert lie? How do you know him?"

 "Your father is dead, that much is true. But when you were eight,"I said, ignoring his questions, "Brother
Selbert took you to La Serenissima. And you met a lady there."

 "No." A look of alarm crossed his face, and his mouth formed a hard line. "Never."

 I remembered what he had been told; that the lady was his patron, and that she would be in grave
danger if he revealed it. "It was partlytrue, Imriel, and the lie only to protect you. Brother Selbert believed
his actions in accordance with the precept of Blessed Elua."

 "Elua!" The word was an agonized curse in his mouth. "Elua is alie!"

 For that, I had no words; none that I could speak to this boy.Mayhap a priest or a priestess could have
done, I do not know. I knownone who have endured Daršanga. "She is your mother, Imriel," I said
instead. "The Lady Melisande."

 "Why?
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 One word; a single demand. It is the question children ask most, I am told. It was a question of immense
proportion, coming from Imrielde la Courcel's lips, and most of what it encompassed, I could notanswer.
I do not know the will of the gods. If Blessed Elua had willed Imriel’s presence here, I could not say
why. But Melisande Shahrizai, Iknew, and it was to that I spoke. I had thought long and hard how I
would answer this question without revealing the tale in all its horror."Your mother did somewhat foolish,
once, Imri," I said gently. "It iswhy she cannot leave La Serenissima, and it is why she has enemies.
Because she loves you, she did not wish her enemies to become yours.And that is why she and Brother
Selbert sought to protect you with alie."

 He looked away and I could see the shimmer in his twilight eyes,but his jaw clenched and no tears fell. I
remembered the girl Beryl atthe Sanctuary of Elua, composed beyond her years, speaking of Imri.He
was afraid of anyone seeing him cry.My heart ached for the boy. "Idon't believe you," he said through
gritted teeth. "I don't believe you!Even if it were true, why would my mother sendyou?" His voice made
his loathing plain. "Death's Whore!"

 "Mayhap," I said, unflinching. "All the same, I found you."

 And then Nariman came to summon me, and we spoke no morethat evening.

 It was a beginning.

 FIFTY-ONE

 theskotophagotisknew.

 I was not sure, not until the night he urged the Mahrkagir to shareme among his men. If I have not made
it clear, I may say so now;Gashtaham was clever. Sometimes the Mahrkagir listened to him, and
sometimes he did not. The priest had a knack of knowing when he wasable to exert his will over the ruler
of Drujan, and plying it expertly.

 It was at one such time that he convinced the Mahrkagir to shareme.

 I could not hear what he said, not all of it. The priest murmuredlow into his lord's ear. I caught a word
here and there, enough togather the gist of it. I had grown haughty, over-proud, confident in the
Mahrkagir's favoritism; I ruled the zenana like a queen, threatening toinvoke my lord's displeasure on any
who opposed me.

 It was a lie, of course. Nothing had changed in the zenana except that I was viewed by some with wary
skepticism instead of outrightdespite. The spirit of conspiracy that had opened the garden had notdied,
but it had returned to dormancy, waiting. And I had no plan toreawaken it, nor yet to make use of it.

 "No favorite, my lord, but has known herself fit prey at the Mahrkagir's whim for the wolves of Angra
Mainyu," the priest said smoothly."It would be duzhvarshta indeed to shatter this hollow arrogance."

 Restless with drink and boredom, the Mahrkagir agreed, a madgleam in his eyes. "Tonight!" he shouted,
banging his cup on the table."Let it be tonight, then!" Grabbing my wrist, he rose to his feet, bringing me
with him, holding my arm above my head as if to display atrophy. My lips formed a protest, but he was
already addressing him."This will be tonight's entertainment! Let the wolves of Angra Mainyufight
amongst themselves, and whosoever among you prevail shall havemy lady Phèdre!"

 They were on their feet, roaring, fierce, filthy warriors in piecemealarmor. It was all Drujani that night, no
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Tatars among them. I saw, foran instant, the dreadful shock register on Joscelin's face. "My lord, no,"I
whispered, even as the Mahrkagir dragged me by the wrist into theaisle between the tables, pushing me
into a forming mêlée. "No."

 After that, it was chaos. A Drujani warrior caught me in his arms,pulling me close and laughing; then
another struck him hard atop thehead with a dagger-hilt, and someone else grabbed me from behind. I
don't know what happened to him. From the corner of my eye, I sawJoscelin borne down by a swarm of
Drujani. One of them had leaptfrom the table atop his shoulders; he'd never even had a chance to draw
his sword. I daresay he might have, that night. A pile of leather andsteel and limbs writhed on the floor,
giving evidence to his struggle.The others pressed close around me and I felt like Imriel, fighting withtooth
and claw to keep them off as I was jostled and groped andsnatched from one man by the next.

 To no avail; a Drujani wielding a broadsword cleared a spacearound him and then flung down his blade,
seizing me and bending mebackward over a table, the heel of his hand under my chin. "Do it,Kishpa!" a
voice behind him laughed. "We'll ward your back if you'llgive us a turn!" The edge of the table pressed
hard against my buttocks, and my neck was strained. Someone was holding my arms. Tears stungmy
eyes as he pressed himself between my thighs, fumbling at my skirts.

 Then came shouting, and the sound of someone else waded intothe fray. The pressure left my chin and
my limbs were free. I straightened to see Tahmuras in the thick of battle, his morningstar a spikedblur as
he whipped it in deadly patterns with effortless skill. Men yelpedand dove out of the way. One was
already down, the side of his head crushed and bleeding. Behind Tahmuras stood the Mahrkagir,
unarmed,calm amid the chaos, his mad eyes watching. No one laid a finger onhim; no one would dare.
There was Tahmuras, for one thing—and a few paces away, there was Gashtaham, stroking his staff of
office, gathering darkness around him. None of them seemed to care in the leastthat Drujani were being
maimed or killed.

 And I was still in the middle of it. A tall warrior staggered backward, knocking me half off my feet.
Someone else lurched into my leftside, and . . . how it happened, I cannot say. Only that I fetched up
hardagainst Joscelin, who had somehow shaken his attackers and regainedhis footing.

 I knew. Even before I saw, I knew. His hands closed on my upperarms, and I lifted my gaze to his face.
Like the Carthaginian looking at the sky, I could have wept.

 "Phèdre." He spoke quick and low in D'Angeline, his expressionbetraying nothing. "If I thought I could
throw before theSkotophagotis killed me, I would perform theterminus. I don't. Blessed Elua had best
make his will known fast, before I go mad here. I don't know how longI can endure this."

 Elua's will. It was then that the first terrible inkling of suspiciondawned.

 "I need time," I whispered. "I think. . . Please. A little whilelonger."

 Joscelin said nothing, only released me and bowed, looking past meto the Mahrkagir. The fighting had
settled. One man dead, and anotherdying; half a dozen others lay groaning. The Mahrkagir was smiling."I
changed my mind," he said calmly, taking my hand and leading meback to the head table. "Gashtaham,
that was a foolish idea."

 Like Joscelin, the priest only made a bow in reply, the girdle of finger-bones rattling at his waist. He had
killed his own father and eatenhis heart, and there was no annoyance at the Mahrkagir's rebuke in his
expression, only the guarded satisfaction of a man who has confirmed a long-held theory. It made my
skin crawl to see it, so I looked away.At the far end of the opposite bench, Tahmuras was wiping blood
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andbits of hair and flesh from his spiked mace. He gave me a long, measuring gaze, and there was
hatred in his eyes.

 He knew, too.

 And he did not welcome the news.

 That night, the Mahrkagir was zealous in his attentions and therewas something new in his manner,
heated and triumphant. With his hands and teeth, he tore at my flesh, leaving his mark on my skin. Itwas a
conquest, not only of me, but of all others who sought to possessme, and his victory was in my yielding. I
knew it well, for many ofmy patrons have been possessive. Whether he knew to name it or not—and I
do not think he did—the Mahrkagir of Drujan had discoveredthe hot pleasures of jealousy that night.

 It was what Gashtaham had sought to confirm.

 Afterward, in the zenana, I asked Rushad how the vahmyâcam wasmade.

 "As for that, lady, I cannot say. Only that the Aka-Magus-in-training makes a dedication of his offering,
and they are linked in thesight of Angra Mainyu. After . . ." He hesitated. "It is done alone, in darkness. I
have heard it must be done with bare hands, or with an ironknife. And I have heard the victim must be
throttled with the girdle ofa living Magus. I do not know."

 "But the others, the other Âka-Magi, are not present?"

 "For the dedication. For the offering . . ." He shook his head. "No.The pact is made alone. No aid may
be given, no support. Only deathand darkness."

 I nodded. "Thank you, Rushad."

 Outside Daršanga, spring was coming to Drujan. It was not oftenthat Nariman the Chief Eunuch was
absent from the zenana long enoughfor anyone to venture into the garden, but there were times. I went,
when I could, and gauged the rising warmth in the air, the moisture of spring winds, wondering when the
northern passes would thaw. And Igauged, too, the height of the garden walls. It was useless as a means
of escape, leading only to the pitched roofs of the inner palace. A manwith a grappling hook and a rope
might be able to scale them, though. I wondered if Joscelin would dare.

 Probably.

 But I didn't think it was worth the risk.

 It would have been a simple enough matter to get a message tohim, if there was anyone summoned to
the festal hall whom I daredtrust. There wasn't, not yet. So I waited, living out endless days in myprivate
hell. Drucilla tended my injuries without comment. Time andagain,my flesh healed cleanly, only to be torn
and ravaged anew. I grew inured to the pain. Not the nights of iron and blood—no, neverthat—but the
inevitable dull aftermath. Ignoring it, I walked the lengthand breadth of the zenana, considering escape
routes.

 Unfortunately, there weren't any.

 "You're mad," Drucilla said. "You'll get us all killed!"
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 "For what? Walking and thinking?" I cocked my head at her. "Drucilla, has anyone ever tried to kill the
Mahrkagir?"

 "What?" Her face went pale. "Youare mad."

 "They search us for weapons. Someone must have tried."

 "Someone did," she said grimly. "It did not end well. Her punishment . . . well, there may be worse
ways to die, but I cannot think ofany. Ask someone else, if you want to know it; I do not care to re
member. His lordship may be insane, Phèdre, but he's a trained warrior,and not careless with his life
when his priests are not there to protecthim."

 Unless it was someone he trusted, I thought; someone heloved.

 And the surety of it gripped me like a storm, until I had to bowmy head in horror and weep, mumbling
for Drucilla to leave me, thatI needed to lie still against the pain. I lay curled on my bed, staring atthe jade
dog figurine on my shelf. Once upon a time, the Mahrkagirhad been a boy with a dog. I did not know if I
could do it. BlessedElua, I prayed, is this your will? Might even he not be redeemed throughlove?

 I already knew the answer. The boy with the dog had grown intoa monster. And as much as it might
pain him, as much as his black,black eyes might grow lustrous with tears, he would take the gift oflove
and offer it on the altar of Angra Mainyu. He would make me begfor death and grant it as a final, loving
boon, whispering endearmentsas he ate my heart.

 Unless I killed him first.

 It terrified me even to think it, so I thought of other things instead,such as how we were to escape if I did
it. And to that, I had no answer.If what Rushad had told me was true, the power of theSkotophagoti,the
Âka-Magi, flowed through the Mahrkagir. Their powers would bebroken with his death. Well and good;
that left only the whole of theDrujani army.

 If we could take Daršanga, I thought, we could hold it, at least fora while. Long enough, mayhap, to
commandeer a ship and escape alongthe coast of the Sea of Khaspar to Khebbel-im-Akkad—or, at the
least,to send word via the sea route. I did not doubt that the Lugal Sinaddanwould descend upon Drujan
in all haste if he knew. I could only prayit did not result in a second bloodbath like the one that had
begottenthe Mahrkagir.

 Taking Daršanga was the only problem.

 That, and committing murder.

 I sat upon my carpet and watched the zenana on an afternoon whenNariman was absent, gauging its
mood. They worked together to enjoy the garden, posting watchers, setting up a warning system. Not all,
ofcourse—many preferred the escape of opium dreams—but enough. I watched the blue smoke curling
from an Ephesian water-pipe, and wondered how much opium was present in the zenana, and how
much itwould take to drug the garrison. I remembered the pellet Rushad hadoffered me, and wondered if
it could be placed in the food, or whetherit would dissolve in drink. Kumis, I thought, would mask the
taste ofanything.

 "Watching and listening," Kaneka called from her couch. "Alwayswatching and listening. You are not
practicing your Jeb'ez, little one,though I gave you permission."
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 "Yequit'a, Fedabin." I bowed from the waist. "I was thinking ofsomewhat else."

 "Your storm-lord?" She laughed, the others laughing with her.

 "No, Fedabin Kaneka." On a whim, or something like it, I told thetruth. "I was wondering whether or
not opium dissolves in liquid."

 Kaneka's brows rose. "Why such a thing? Will no one share a pipe with the Mahrkagir's favorite? Well,
then, beg him for one, or eat it inpellets, if you will."

 "It is a thing I wonder, that is all."

 It bothered her; I saw the thoughts flicker behind her frown. "No. It must be brewed in water, to be
drunk. The resin of the poppy mustboil a long time."

 "Ah," I said. "Thank you, Fedabin."

 "Come here." Her tone was peremptory. I rose and went to kneel on the Jebeans' carpet. Kaneka
stared at me with hooded eyes. "Youdid that," she said, pointing to the garden door, the posted sentries.
"Isaw. I watched it happen. The others, they forget. I don't. Why?"

 "For Imri," I said. "I wanted him to see the sky."

 "That boy." Her voice deepened. "He does not even like you."

 It was true enough. Having dared two steps forward, coming to seeme, Imriel had taken a large step in
retreat, unwilling to accept thetruth of what I had told him. I shrugged. "It does not matter."

 "It matters in here," said Achara, one of the Nubians.

 "He is only a child," I said, thinking of Melisande's words.Let himlive to hate me, then; only let him live.

 Kaneka laughed, harsh and dark. "There are no children here," shesaid. "Whose wine were you thinking
to lace with opium, little one?Lord Death's?"

 "No." I smiled at her. "There is a great deal of opium in the zenana, Fedabin Kaneka; enough to dull the
wits of the entire garrison of Darsanga for a single night. I was only thinking, no more."

 Something behind Kaneka's eyes closed, rendering her face mask-like. She looked at me without
speaking for a long time. "Dangerousthoughts," she said at length. "And dangerous words."

 "And even more dangerous deeds," I said softly. "Yes, Fedabin.

 That is why I say they are only thoughts and no more. It would endanger the entire zenana to speak
them openly, would it not? And torender them deeds ..." I shrugged. "Of a surety, some of us woulddie.
All, if we failed."

 Her hand flashed out to grab a fistful of my hair, yanking my head forward as she leaned down from the
couch until our faces were mereinches apart. I could see the red veins lacing the whites of her eyes. "I will
not die for your dangerous thoughts, little one, do you hear?" shesaid, her breath hot against my face. I
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could smell the sharp sweat of fear on her. "No one here will! Hope kills in this place, and betrayalkills
quicker. Only those of us who have learned to live with Death, tokeep him at bay one day at a time,
endure. Better for us all if you keepyour mouth silent on these thoughts!"

 "You will die here, Kanaka." With her face loomed over mine, Isomehow managed to say it unflinching.
"When is the only question thatmatters. One day, your dice will call your number, and your charms of
thread and bone will not avail you."

 Kaneka released me with a Jebean curse. "Not while you live!" shespat. "I do not fear Lord Death's
men, grunting fools. Only him. Andwhile you live, he will summon no other, Death's Whore! I know thisto
be true. The dice do not lie."

 "My number," I said, "has already been called. Whose will benext?"

 And with that, I left them, a low buzz of Jeb'ez following me.Amidst the angry reactions, I heard
someone—Safiya, I thought—remark thoughtfully that it was known a cook in the zenana was
enamored of Nazneen the Ephesian, and surely he would boil opium into a tincturefor her sake. And then
Kaneka ordered her to silence, and they spokeof it no more.

 I went to my chamber and sat on my bed, trembling at the risk Ihad taken.

 The little jade dog on my shelf stared at me with bulging eyes,reminding me that betrayal from within the
zenana was the least of myfears. Kaneka spoke truly—in this place, hope could kill, and betrayalquicker.

 But if I died in Daršanga, it would be at the hands of love.

 I have known love in my lifetime; known what it is to love, andbe loved. I had it first from Hyacinthe, my
truest friend; from my lord Delaunay, who redeemed me, and from Alcuin, the brother of my childhood.
Truly, it is in loss that we learn a thing's true value.

 There are loves I have never known, whose lack I have mournedhalf-unknowing—for my parents, who
sacrificed me on the altar of theirown passion, for the children I dared not bear. But I have known the
love of good comrades and stalwart companions, of a sovereign whomI admired and revered to the
depths of my being.

 I have known love in all its cruelty; so I thought, before this.Melisande's voice haunted my memory.We
are bound together. Whenall was said and done, it was true; there was an inextricable link betweenus.
But ah, Elua! There were blasphemies here such as she had neverdreamed. Love may be cruel, but even
its cruelties can be profaned.

 And I have known love that defied all odds.

 Thinking of Joscelin, my throat grew tight. His face, taut withdespair, swam before my face. His part in
this was harder, so muchharder than I had reckoned. Already, madness nipped at his heels. I hadasked
too much of him, and I did not know how much longer he couldendure.

 All I could do was pray.

 FIFTY-TWO

 SPRING CAMEto Daršanga.
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 In the garden of the zenana, it brought a few pale seedlings, straggling, weedy things pushing through the
crumbling soil in the cornerswhere the scorched, salted earth was less barren. There was a slow-witted
girl from the island of Cythera who tended them whenever shehad a chance, crooning over them, bringing
stagnant water from thepool inside in a tin cup to nourish them. I would have thought it morelike to kill
them, but they grew all the same, stubborn little shootsinching toward the sun.

 Betimes, Imriel would help her, unexpectedly patient, and I remembered the simple-minded acolyte at
the Sanctuary of Elua and her giftwith animals—Liliane, who bore my mother's name. Imriel would have
known her, of course, nearly all his life. I remembered how our mountshad followed her unbidden. And I
remembered too how theSkotophagotis had ridden his ill-tempered ass without so much as a halter.

 The gifts of Blessed Elua.

 The power of Angra Mainyu.

 One of these would prevail, here in Daršanga. And I, who borethis knowledge alone, shuddered under
the weight of it. Weak andcraven, Kaneka had called the gods of Terre d'Ange; last-born, spineless
servants. Even Imriel despised them, and Joscelin...I did not know what Joscelin believed, not now. He
had been Cassiel's priest, once.Now he lived the damnation he believed he had accepted when he chose
love over duty.

 All around me, the palace of Daršanga breathed darkness and hatred, the hunger of Angra Mainyu
waking anew to spring and the prospect of new life to destroy. Its numbers were swelling. From all over
Drujan and elsewhere, the Âka-Magi returned to the palace, to theMahrkagir. First there were three, in
the festal hall, then five, then eight.The apprentices came too, the scouts in their bone girdles, preparingfor
their final ordination.

 And the Tatar tribesmen came in droves.

 Including Jagun of the Kereyit Tatars.

 Rushad heard the rumor first, and I prayed it was not true, prayedthat Blessed Elua would intercede.
'Twas to no avail. Nariman the ChiefEunuch's face told the tale, his fat cheeks quivering with pleasure as
hesmiled, his pointing finger summoning Imriel to the festal hall."Youare to attend the Kereyit warlord," he
hissed. "See he is well pleasedat the banquet!"

 Imriel's expression went stony. No one wept for him. I didn't dare.

 In the long corridor, he walked like a condemned man going to thegallows, and my heart bled for him.
Uru-Azag gave me a sympatheticglance. There was nothing he could do, either.

 The festal hall was packed; a full score of us had been summoned. I took my place at the Mahrkagir's
side. By this time, it was wellestablished. He kept me next to him as if I were his Queen, evengreeting me
with a courtly kiss, his eyes mad and adoring. And at hisside, I too presided over hell.

 The Kereyit Tatars had a place of honor at one of the front tables.I knew Jagun at a glance by the way
the others deferred to him. He was resplendent in fur-trimmed armor, broad-shouldered with a
horseman's bandy legs, and he shouted his approval when Imriel wassent to attend him, banging a
tankard of kumis on the table.
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 At least, I thought, the Tatars are not willfully cruel—not like the Drujani, who followed the creed of
Angra Mainyu. And not, Elua bethanked, like the Mahrkagir, for whom night was day and cold was hot
and atrocity was an innocent pleasure. Still, they were fierce and savage,and I saw the tears of helpless
rage in Imriel's eyes as Jagun of theKereyit fondled him, roaring with laughter when he resisted.

 "Jagun wants the boy," the Mahrkagir confided to me, watching it.He laughed. "If he will swear
allegiance, all the Kereyit will follow,and the Kirghiz and the Uighur will follow them! We will march upon
Nineveh!" His eyes shone. "Khebbel-im-Akkad will fall to us, îshta, andit is only a beginning. We will
sweep across the land like a dark wind.You will see." He smiled at me. "Your fearful gods are impatient
tokneel before Angra Mainyu as you are to kneel at my feet. Tell themI am coming, îshta. It will not be
long. When Jagun and the Tatarsagree, I will come for them, and I will make of their destruction a
wondrous ill-deed."

 "So you will give Jagun the boy, my lord?" I made myself ask him.

 "Not yet." He shrugged. "Gashtaham says we cannot move untilafter the vahmyâcam, anyway. There will
be more acolytes, after the offering, and more Âka-Magi will be dedicated, who are worth a thousand
warriors each—and something else, he says, something special. Ithought I knew, once, but that was
before . . . look, îshta!" He laughed again. "See how your D'Angeline lord Jossalin stares at the boy! I
thinkhe is jealous, my Bringer of Omens. I knew he would desire the boyif he saw him!"

 "Send him to him, then." My voice sounded hollow to my ears. Iforced myself to smile at the Mahrkagir.
"And then Jagun will be jealous. If his blood is heated, he will be quicker to strike a bargain and be done
with it."

 "It is a clever thought," he said in approval. "I may do it, soon.Not yet. I want Jagun to keep his hunger.
Certain license I have granted him in this hall, but he is forbidden the final prize. There is time, beforethe
vahmyâcam. Then, after it is done, he may possess the boy in full."He caressed my cheek with cold
fingers. "See how much you havetaught me of desire, îshta! I have grown wise in its ways."

 I nodded, closing my eyes against the terrible thrill of his touch."When is the vahmyâcam, my lord?"

 "Oh, that." The Mahrkagir stroked my breast, teasing the nipple toerectness and squeezing it hard,
laughing softly as I bit back a whimperof pleasure. It was still a favorite game of his. "Ten days."

 The hall reeled in my vision as I opened my eyes, hazed in crimson,the pulse of desire beating hard in my
blood. I gripped the tabletophard, nails digging into the wood. One of the Âka-Magi came to speakto
the Mahrkagir, who released me. The Aka-Magus looked at me outof the corner of his eye, a pleased
smile hovering about his lips.

 And Joscelin was staring at me with no expression whatsoever.

 I lifted my hands from the tabletop and spread my fingers. Tendays.

 With a brief nod, he looked away.

 The remainder of the night is blurred, run together with others, toomany others. Nothing was different,
save that Imriel was there—andmore, more Âka-Magi, more Drujani, more Tatars. What I could not
bear to watch unflinching, I avoided. It is a coward's excuse, I know,but I had endured too much to give
myself away now. In time, theMahrkagir led me away to his quarters and I was granted ananguissette's
reprieve, forgetting everything in the exquisite depths of pain and humiliation, until it ended and
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awareness returned in a rush, misery trebledby renewed self-loathing.

 I was returned to the zenana before Imriel.

 Always before, I would go to my chamber and sleep for some hourswhen the Mahrkagir had finished
with me. This time, I waited, kneelingon my carpet, enduring the dull throb of pain. Rushad and Drucilla
hovered alike, both distraught. I kept my gaze fixed on the latticed doorand ignored them.

 It was over an hour before he returned, Uru-Azag escorting him,and the boy Imriel who returned was
not the same I had known, theone who had spat in my face and led me a merry chase about the zenana.
This boy walked stiffly, his face blank and dazed, no trace of defiancein his eyes, only uncomprehending
hurt. Uru-Azag let him go, bowingimperceptibly as Imriel stumbled with leaden steps toward his couch.

 An island of Chowati lay in his path. It is true that Imri had plagued them on more than one occasion,
pinching sweets, trading insults. Therewas no real harm in it...but in this place, cruelty bred cruelty. I
cannotthink why else Jolanta, the most ill-tempered among them, chose totorment him in that moment. I
only know that she did.

 "Little rooster," she called maliciously to him in zenyan, "little cock,where is your crow? What is wrong,
have the Tatars taken your balls?"She threw back her head in laughter at his blank stare. "Come, boy,"
she said, spreading her legs and rubbing herself, "you'd best use themwhile you have them, young or no,
before you end like the Skaldi!"

 "I say he's lost them already," one of the others offered, rising fromher couch. Imriel blinked, pushing her
hands away as she reached toundo his breeches. Another caught him from behind, pinning his arms.
Panicked, he began to struggle, uttering a high, terrible sound. "Anywagers? Is the little rooster's staff still
working?"

 Light-headed with fury, I did not know I had gotten to my feet.The world had taken on a familiar scarlet
tinge. My ears were ringingwith the terrible sound Imriel was making, and something else, something that
blew through me like a wind, a buffeting bronze-wingedstorm.

 I drew a breath that seared my lungs like fire and shouted."Lethim go!"

 The words resounded like a whip-crack in the zenana, an echoingsilence following. And in the silence, a
hundred pairs of eyes stared atme.

 Jolanta of the Chowati was no coward. In the silence, she rose fromher couch and picked her way
across the zenana to confront me. "Whyshould we? Who are you to order it?"

 I held my tongue and did not answer.

 "Her name," said a man's voice, cracked and harsh, speaking crude zenyan, "is Phèdre nó Delaunay, and
she once walked across a war intotorture and sure death to save her country." Erich's lips curled as he
pushed himself up against the wall. "From the Skaldi."

 "You knew," I whispered, gazing at him.

 "I was six," he said. "The defeated always remember."

 Jolanta blinked, opening and closing her mouth. Like a darkshadow, Kaneka appeared at her side,
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sliding an ivory hairpin from herthick, woolen hair. It had a point on it like a dagger, and nearly aslong.
She gestured with it, smiling pleasantly. "Go back to your island,Chowati."

 I started. "Imriel."

 "I'll check on him." It was Drucilla, steady and efficient. "There'snothing you can do for him right now.
Kaneka, Nariman is coming."

 With an unobtrusive motion, the Jebean woman slid the ivory pinback into her hair, and Jolanta sidled
away toward her couch. Nariman approached, waddling and officious. "Lady," he said to me in zenyan,
breathing hard, dislike in his small eyes, "do notshout in my zenana."

 The hand of Kushiel had not entirely left me.

 "Listen to me, little man," I said in Old Persian. "Whether I like it or not, I am the Mahrkagir's favorite. If
you don't stay out of myway, I will ask him for your head on a platter. And if he's in a good mood, he
may well grant it to me. Do you think he loves you so well,for opening the door to the Akkadians thirty
years ago? Your positionhere is a bitter jest that has outlived its time."

 He blanched. "Favorites change," he hissed. "Or die. Accidents happen, in the zenana."

 "Yes," I said, unimpressed. "And if one happens to me, I promiseyou, you will have a horde of angry
Âka-Magi here wondering why."

 Nariman went.

 Kaneka folded her arms and looked at me.

 "Erich," I said, ignoring her, "Rushad said you spoke no zenyan."

 "A little," he replied in Skaldic. "No more. I learned to listen,watching you. And I have been here a long
time." His gaze was brightandgrim behind his tangled yellow hair. "You escaped from Waldemar Selig's
steading in the dead of winter. I know. We tell stories about it.I knew you by your eyes, and the scarlet
mark. Do you have a planto escape from here?"

 "I might," I said. "Only it will take the zenana's aid to do it."

 "Is the sword-priest with you?" he asked. "The one who defeatedSelig at the holmgang?"

 I hesitated. "Yes."

 "Good." Erich smiled, cold as death. "Whatever it takes, I will doit. And don't. . . don't worry about the
boy. What happens to him now, he will survive, if his will is strong. Lord Death and his bone-priests,they
have told him, if he does what is asked of him, he will keep hismanhood. That he is being saved for
something special." His mouthtwisted. "They won't unman him until he believes it."

 I swallowed, tears in my eyes. "I am sorry, Erich."

 His shoulders moved in a shrug. "I am paying for someone's sins.Maybe Selig's, who knows? I was six.
It does not matter to the gods.If I live, I will ask a priest of All-Father Odhinn why I was chosen forthis,
if I die . . ." He shrugged again. "Let me do it with a sword inmy hand, and I will die with your name on
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my lips, whether you aremy enemy or no. You should go, now, and talk to the tall black onebefore she
throttles you. She could lead a steading, that one. Manywomen would follow her lead."

 I glanced involuntarily at Kaneka, who raised her eyebrows. "I will.Erich, thank you. I swear to you, I
am not your enemy. Not here, notin this place—and not after, either. I will not blame the Skaldi for
Waldemar Selig's war."

 "It does not matter." He closed his eyes. "You sang me songs ofhome. I would have died blessing you
for that alone."

 I would have said something else, but at that point, Kaneka's handclosed on my shoulder. "It is time,
little one," she said dourly, turningme to face her. "Time we talked."

 "Yes." I eyed her ivory hairpins. "It is, Fedabin."

 I led her into my chamber and lit the oil lamp, fumbling with theflint to strike a spark. Kaneka drew up
the single stool and sat watching,her eyes gleaming in the near-darkness. At last the lamp kindled, awarm
glow illuminating the room. I sank onto my pallet with a sigh,raw and aching with pain, unwashed, aware
of it in every part now thatKushiel's presence had left me entirely.

 "Who are you?" Kaneka asked. "Why are you here?”

 I looked squarely at her. "Erich spoke truly. I am Phèdre nóDe-launay, Comtesse de Montrève,
Naamah's Servant and Kushiel's Chosen. And I have come for the boy, Imriel."

 "The Skaldi knew you."

 "His country invaded mine, once. I did somewhat to stop it."

 Kaneka showed her teeth in a smile. "Something they tell storiesabout."

 "Yes," I said. "It seems they do."

 "You must have been a child at the time." She looked at me, considering. "Do they tell stories of you in
your homeland, little one?"

 "Some," I said, thinking of my place in Thelesis de Mornay's epicYsandrine Cycle, of the poems of
Gilles Lamiz, of the tales of the NightCourt and the gossip of the palace and in the streets of the City of
Elua. "Yes, Fedabin, they tell some."

 "The boy does not know."

 "No." I shook my head. "He doesn't. He was raised by priests,who took care he heard no such stories."

 "He does not know you," she said. "And yet you came for him.Why?"

 "Because," I said, "I promised his mother that I would. And becausemy gods required it of me." I
permitted myself a smile, tinged withbitterness. "My weak and craven gods."

 Kaneka regarded me. "You must love one of them very much," shesaid. "Either your gods, or the boy's
mother."
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 I laughed, at that—I could not help it. "Fedabin Kaneka," I said, dragging my hands through my
disheveled hair, seeking to regain myself-control. "Let us end this dance, because I do not have time for
it.In nine days . . . nine days! . . . the Âka-Magi of Drujan will hold theirsacrifice, the vahmyâcam. And
unless I am very much mistaken, whichdoes not happen so often as you might suppose, I fear it is their
intentionthat the Mahrkagir make me his offering. You see," I said, holding her gaze, "he has learned,
against all odds, to love. And if he is allowed toofferthat upon the altar of Angra Mainyu, he will take on
such power as makes everything that came before seem as child's play."

 Being dark of skin, Kaneka could not blanch; instead, she turnedgrey. Still, she did not look away. "You
do not propose to let him."

 "No," I said, looking at the top of her head. "I propose to borrowyour hairpins."

 Kaneka's hands, laced between her knees, trembled. "You would kill Lord Death.”

 I could not say it. I only nodded. At that, Kaneka did look away.Tears stood in the corners of her eyes.
"What becomes of us?" sheasked. "What becomes of the zenana? Whatvengeance" —the word wasa
harsh one, in zenyan—"will his followers wreak?"

 "None," I whispered, "if they are dead or incapable. Kaneka, listento me. The power of the Âka-Magi
flows through the Mahrkagir. If heis slain, it leaves only the soldiers. And if the zenana helped..."I
swallowed,"...if they did, if they hoarded their opium, if the cookwho is enamored of Nazneen the
Ephesian rendered it into a tincture,and the women of the zenana served it to the garrison in kumis and
beer and wine, on the night of the vahmyâcam, when there is bound tobe feasting . . . Kaneka, we could
take Daršanga."

 "We." She looked back at me, mask-like, ignoring her own tears."A handful of unarmed women. A
boy."

 "And Erich. And the Akkadians, who have knives. They will fight,I know it."

 "You are so very sure," she murmured. "Little one."

 "No." I swallowed again, trying to consume the lump of fear lodgedin my throat. "I am so very
desperate, Fedabin, because I cannot dothis alone, and I think if I fail, we are all dead. You and me and
Imriel,and everyone in the zenana, and I do not know where it will end,because if I fail, I will be dead at
his hands, and if that happens, Icannot see anyplace on this earth where Angra Mainyu's power will be
halted, and I think, although I am desperately afraid I may be wrong,that this is why my gods have sent
me here. Fedabin Kaneka, I have told you only true stories. If I place that which I hold dearer than life in
your hands, will you lend me your hairpins?"

 Kaneka looked at me without speaking, and in a single, abruptgesture, removed the twinned ivory pins
from her hair, placing them inmy open hands. I gazed at them, the long shafts tapering to dagger-points,
and closed my hands upon them. They retained the warmth ofher. It was the one thing I had not been
able to conceive—how to geta weapon capable of killing past the guards.

 "I was scared," Kaneka said shortly. "Too scared to try it."

 I nodded, understanding. "He would have killed you if you had.Fedabin Kaneka, I will keep my bargain.
There is one other weapon that we have. They tell stories about him in Skaldia, too."
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 FIFTY-THREE

 THE DAYS that followed were among the most terrifying of my life.As hard as it had been to bear my
secret alone, it was worse to haveit shared, rendering so many of us vulnerable. The whispering was
constant as the conspiracy grew. I was sure, at any instant, someonewould speak carelessly in front of
Nariman, and all would be lost.

 None of it would have been possible without Kaneka. Bullying,cajoling, threatening—it was she who
converted the others to our cause,convincing them to surrender their precious allotments of opium. Not
all, but many; enough. Drucilla assumed charge of it, carrying the growing ball of resin in her physician's
basket. When it was the size of aman's doubled fists, she gauged, it would be sufficient to affect the entire
garrison.

 Rushad too proved an invaluable ally. Although the prospect of itrendered him pale and stuttering with
fear, he nonetheless provided asteady flow of information regarding the dedication ceremony, and the
feasting that would accompany it. It was Rushad himself who would bring the opium tincture to the festal
hall, late in the proceedings, andsee it dispersed among the myriad pitchers of beer and kumis.

 I do not think he would have found the courage, if not for Erich.The Skaldi's reemergence into the world
of the living filled him withjoy, and he held me personally responsible for it. They were an unlikely pair of
friends, the young Skaldi warrior and the slender Persian eunuch. Still, Rushad doted on him, and for his
part, Erich bore it with a certainfond tolerance.

 As for the Akkadians, I told Uru-Azag myself, and not without agood deal of trepidation. He heard me
out silently and, for a longmoment, only stood and stared, fingering the hilt of his curved dagger.

 "Opium alone is not enough," he said shortly. "There will be fighting.And men in the grip of delusion are
dangerous."

 "But unskilled," I said.

 He nodded, thinking. "If we could get to the fishing boats, it mightbe enough. Drujan has no fleet to give
chase. Still. Daggers are of little use against swords. And there will be two guards posted at the upper
entrance to the zenana. Even that night."

 "The guards will be dead," I said. "You can take their swords, theirarmor."

 Uru-Azag frowned, brows meeting over his hawklike nose. "Whowill kill the guards?" he asked."You?"

 "No." I shook my head. "The Mahrkagír calls him the Bringer ofOmens."

 The Akkadian laughed with harsh delight."Him! Ah, then, I see."

 "You will do it?"

 He stared into the distance over my head, weighing the matter. "You are mad, you know. It is likely that
we will all die."

 "It is possible," I said. I thought of Erich's words. Like the Skaldi,the Akkadians had been warriors,
once. "It would be a warrior's death,Uru-Azag. Not a slave's."
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 "It would." He looked at me. "Nariman will be a problem. I willkill him myself. It will be a pleasure to slit
his fat throat."

 I repressed my surge of relief and only nodded. "And the others?"

 "They will fight." He smiled grimly. "It would shame them not to.Your god, lady, must be a mighty
warrior, to inspire such courage."

 A hysterical laugh caught in my throat. "No," I said, half-chokingon it. "But he is a prodigious lover.
Believe me, Uru-Azag, in this place,it is the more dangerous of the two."

 The Akkadian only looked at me askance, and went about his business. It didn't matter. They thought
me mad, god-touched. It had mademe a pariah, before. Now it made me an icon, a catalyst. The signs
hadspoken . . . Kaneka's dice, the ringing tone's of Kushiel's presence, theSkaldi's return to life. It was
enough. He would fight; they would allfight.

 It left Imriel to be told. I had not done it yet.

 On the first day, I had gone to see him after Kaneka and I hadfinished. Drucilla had examined him —
this time, he had allowed it. Hehad been beaten with a lash, and there were marks of branding on the skin
of his buttocks; Kereyit runes, indicating possession as one mightmark a herd-animal. Prohibited from
possessing him, Jagun had nonetheless marked Imriel as his own. He was not injured badly, as such
things went in the zenana, meaning he would not die of it. She hadslathered his welts and burns with Tatar
horse liniment and gave hima dose of valerian against the pain, from a store she normally held inreserve
for the dying.

 Imriel was half-drowsing by the time I saw him, and I hadn't theheart to rouse him. I sat on the end of his
couch and watched him.

 "Phèdre," he murmured. "Did my mother really send you?"

 "Yes, Imri." I stroked his fine blue-black hair. "She really did."

 "How did she know I was here?"

 "She didn't," I said softly. "But Blessed Elua did."

 I thought he might protest it, but his unfocused gaze merely wandered. "When you shouted," he
whispered. "When you shouted...it made me think of home, and the statue of Elua in the poppy-field . . .
one of the goats used to follow me there, Niniver was her name, andshe crawled under the fence . . . she
was so little and I fed her with abottle when her mother died, and Liliane helped me, and she wouldcrawl
under the fence and follow me..."

 His voice had drifted into silence and he had fallen asleep. I stayedwith him until I was sure he would not
awaken, aching with helplesstenderness. I had borne such marks upon my own skin—but I wasKushiel's
Chosen, and it was of my own volition. I had entered Naamah's Service as an adult, aware of my own
choices. Such a fate wasnever meant for a child. I waited until his breathing deepened in sleep,and then
went at last to bathe.

 Afterward, he was fevered—out of trauma, Drucilla said, and notinfection, but he talked aloud in his
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dreams, rambling, and I feared whathe might say. "Be glad it's only talking," Drucilla said darkly, and I
didn't know what she meant, not then.

 It mattered naught to the Mahrkagir, who sent Imriel to attend tothe Kereyit warlord in the hall the next
night, and the next. The feastingcontinued, and games of combat, too. Again, Joscelin had to fight. He
made it quicker, this time, conscious, I think, of Imriel’s fearful gaze. The boy actually shrank back
against Jagun when Joscelin passed him.I could have wept to see it, though I understood. Melisande's
treacheryhad taken me thus. For a D'Angeline to betray his country is an un speakable deed.

 After the combat, someone called out for Joscelin to fight Tahmuras,and the shouts of accord rose,
wagers being placed. I do not think themassive Persian would have been anything loathe to do it. He
gloweredunder his brows, toying with the haft of his morningstar, a bitter smileon his lips. I had seen him
in battle, and I knew enough to be scared.Peerless swordsman or no, it was not a weapon Joscelin had
facedbefore—and the giant was preternaturally gifted with it. Joscelin bowedcalmly to the Mahrkagir,
awaiting his pleasure, only a faint tighteningof his jaw giving any hint of reserve.

 "What do you say?" the Mahrkagir asked, laughing. "The Midwifeof my Birth-from-Death, my protector
Tahmuras, against my Bringerof Omens? It would be a battle to shake the rafters!" He waited for the
shouting to die before dashing their hopes of a spectacle, an impishgleam in his eyes. "No. These two, I
need. Find someone I do not needto die!"

 They did. They found a pair of women of the zenana and madethem fight, arming them with daggers and
pricking them with spearsuntil they had no choice. One was Jolanta, the Chowati; the other, a Kereyit
Tatar, a gift of Jagun, who had very much hoped to be givenImriel in return. I never even knew her name.

 Neither of them wanted to do it. They circled one another, skirtsknotted for freedom of movement,
while the Drujani jabbed at theirbare legs. Eventually, fighting to win became preferable to being pierced
by a Drujani spear, and they did. Both of them knew how to use aknife. Jolanta knew better.

 I saw tears in her eyes as she straightened, the Tatar girl's bloodon her gown. If I had hated Jolanta for
tormenting Imriel, I pitied hernow. She met my gaze briefly across the crowded festal hall, while the
Mahrkagir's guests whooped and shouted, pleased at the display. Whenshe looked away, I saw her hand
rise. Making a blood-stained fist, shepressed it to her brow, and I knew it for a declaration of loyalty.

 "Come," the Mahrkagir said, smiling at me. "It will be an earlynight. The young men are hunting boar in
the morning, for the vahmyâcam."

 I went with him.

 He didn't know, not yet. Of that, I was certain. I wondered whenthe Âka-Magi would tell him, and if
they feared he would refuse if hehad time to consider it. I wished it were true. I was sure it was not. Iwas
his gift, his rare gift, filling him with wonderment and delight, willing to wallow in the vilest of depravity. It
would pain him, to laythat gift upon Angra Mainyu's altar. But he would do it, and believe ithis finest
deed.

 The Âka-Magi watched us leave, and they all smiled.

 Everyone was returned early to the zenana that night, on accountof the morning's hunt. I wished I had
known. It might have been better,to plan something when a good portion of the inhabitants were gone.It
was how Joscelin and I had escaped from Selig's steading. Still, if wehad used the opium that night, they
would not have gone a-hunting . . . it does not matter, now. The date was chosen. The vahmyâcam,
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whenthey would least expect it, when they would drink deep in celebration,when the Âka-Magi were
distracted, and when, I prayed, Angra Mainyuhimself would be sufficiently sated with sacrifice that he
was slow totake alarm.

 I didn't bother to wake Rushad, only gave myself a cursory washwith tepid water from the morning's
basin and crawled onto my pallet.There I lay, wakeful, listening to the sounds of others returning. It was
not often I had that chance. I knew their steps—the Akkadians' heaviertreads; Nazneen the Ephesian,
who moved like a weary dancer; theswift, angry pace of Jolanta. I heard Imriel among them, too, his
agilitygone, his steps stumbling and leaden.

 But alive, and walking. I lay down my head and slept.

 And awakened to piercing screams.

 The sound was indescribable, ear-splitting, deafening. If I had notseen it with my own eyes, I would not
have believed a mortal throat, a single boy, could utter such a sound—and I say that as one whoendured
the mourning wails of La Dolorosa for days on end. Therewas nothing of grief in this sound, only utter
terror. It sent me boltupright in bed, my heart racing like a distance-runner's, knowing beyond surety it
was him.

 In the zenana, women groaned, complained, uttered curses and orders to be silent, covered their heads
with cushions. Clad only in myshift, I make my way amid the couches.

 "Nightmares," Drucilla said in Caerdicci, meeting me halfway. Hershawl was clutched about her, her
eyes dull with sleep. "He had themin autumn, too. I have valerian."

 "No," I said. "I'll go." After a moment, she nodded and steppedaside.

 Shrill and endless, the screams echoed from the walls, until I hadto grit my teeth against the sound. Only
a few lamps were burning,and by the dim light, I saw Imriel curled into a thrashing ball, his handsfisted,
eyes clenched tight, mouth stretched wide in a rictus of terror.

 The cords in his throat stood out like cables as he screamed andscreamed, never seeming to draw
breath.

 "Imriel," I whispered, speaking in D'Angeline, kneeling at his side, not daring to touch him for fear of
what it might invoke in his dreams,"Imriel, I'm here, it's all right, I'm here."

 His eyes flew open, and the sound stopped. He stared at me uncomprehending, then drew in a long,
ragged breath and burst into tears.

 It was like a dam breaking. His arms came around my neck, chokingly tight, and I held him while he
sobbed, raw and gasping, his entirebody wracked with the force of it. Tears stood unheeded in my eyes
as I murmured meaningless reassurances. His cheek was hard againstmine, silky child's skin, sticky and
hot with anguish, his shoulders heaving.

 He was afraid of anyone seeing him cry.

 I am not strong, but I am strong enough; he was only ten yearsold, and light with it. I picked him up in
my arms and carried him tomy chamber, the private chamber of the Mahrkagir's favorite, his armswound
tight about my neck, his grief echoing at my ear. And there Ilay down with him on my pallet and he clung
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to me, Melisande's son,burying his face against my throat, still jerking with the force of his misery,
soaking my shift with hot tears, until at last his sobbing subsidedand his limbs grew still and he passed,
grief spent, into the dreamless sleep of utter exhaustion with a child's thoughtless ease, one hand still
clutching my shift, the other knotted in my hair.

 "Imriel," I whispered, kissing his brow. "Oh, Imriel!"

 And I lay for a long time sleepless, aware of the unaccustomedweight, slight though it was, of a child at
my side, of his clinging arms.I knew, that night, that my life had changed. I was not sure how, norwhy.
And since the gods gave no answer—not cruel Kushiel, nor Naamah, nor Blessed Elua himself—in time,
I slept.

 When I awoke, I knew myself watched.

 He sat perched on the stool, heels hooked on the rung, elbows propped on knees, watching me sleep. It
was passing strange to waketo that gaze, his mother's sapphire eyes, in a child's considering face.

 "Did Elua send you here to die?" he asked me.

 Only in the zenana of Daršanga would that question sound so natural.

 "No," I said. "I don't think so." And I told him my plan.

 He listened carefully, frowning, all traces of the nightmare-riddenchild gone. I did not overstate our odds.
Imriel had been in Daršangatoo long to believe a pleasant fiction; longer than I. And besides, Iwould not
consider it wise, at any time, to mince truths with Melisande'sson—nor Ysandre's cousin. I saw it for the
first time that day, thelineage of House Courcel in his features.

  

  

 "Imriel." I took hold of his shoulders. "He is my consort. He won'ttouch you."

 His face worked; he was trying to make sense of it. "He camehere. . . ?"

 "He came here with me," I said. "Because I asked it of him, and because he swore a vow, long ago, to
Cassiel, to protect and serve me. To damnation and beyond, that is what he swore. And that is what I
asked."

 "A Cassiline," he echoed. "That's why he never smiles."

 I nodded. It was close enough. "Will you tell him what I have toldyou? On the night of the vahmyâcam,
he is to drink no wine, onlywater. A quarter of an hour after the Mahrkagir retires with me, he isto go to
the upper entrance to the zenana, and dispose of the guards. If he can procure other weapons, it is all to
the good. If not..."I shrugged. "We will do what we can."

 "I will tell him," Imriel said. He hunched his shoulders and lookedat me. "Do you think we will live?"

 "I don't know," I said steadily. "But we will try."
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 At that, he came off his stool, flinging his arms about my neck andburying his face in my hair. "I am glad,"
he said in a muffled voice, "that you came here."

 "So am I, Imriel," I said to him, meaning it. "So am I."

 FIFTY-FOUR

 ON THE third day before the vahmyâcam, the Mahrkagir knew.

 I did not need to be told. I saw it, the instant I entered the festalhall. His eyes, always bright, glowed like
black suns. He was overjoyed.He was transcendent with it. His hands, when they took mine, were
trembling; ice-cold and trembling.

 "Ishta," he murmured, embracing me. "Ishta, beloved!" He took astep back and gave a radiant smile. "I
knew, I knew from the first! Iknew that you were special. Such a gift, îshta, such a gift you havegiven me.
I sought, and knew not what I sought. I did not know it had a name, until Daeva Gashtaham told me."

 I smiled back, my hands in his. "Everything I have is yours, mylord; everything I am. Of what do you
speak?"

 He laughed, buoyant and joyous. "Not everything, not yet! Oh, butI cannot tell you. It is a surprise, the
greatest surprise." Embracing meagain, he nuzzled my neck. These things, these tender niceties, I had
taught him. "You will live forever, îshta, through me; for ten thousandyears! It is the greatest surprise, I
promise."

 And so I smiled and smiled and pretended I could not wait for the great surprise, and the Âka-Magi
smiled too, Gashtaham most of all, smiling at my innocent pleasure. It was the single greatest performance
of my life. Even Joscelin smiled, cool and amused, his arm about Imriel’swaist while Jagun the Kereyit
gnashed his teeth in fury. Imriel playedhis part to perfection, resentful and withdrawn, pulling away at
everyopportunity.

 In the Mahrkagir's bedchamber . . . Elua.

 Some things are better left unsaid.

 If there was anything to offset the horror of it, it was seeing thelife return to Imriel's features after the first
night he was sent to Joscelin,the spark of defiance rekindled in his eyes. "Even the Drujani are afraidof
him," he said, gloating. "No one will touch me while the Mahrkagirhas given me to him! And he says he
will not let them, ever."

 "Did you tell him our plan?" I asked.

 Imriel nodded, both feet hooked about the rungs of the stool. "Hesays you are as mad as the Mahrkagir,
and we are all like to die."

 I hadn't expected anything different. "Will he do it?"

 "Yes."

 And so our plan progressed. The palace of Daršanga boiled withactivity. A dais was constructed in the
festal hall, to the rear of thecovered well where once the eternal flame of Ahura Mazda had burned.There
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were a good many new faces; Âka-Magi, their acolytes and apprentices, and bewildered
others—parents, siblings, loved ones, the unwitting victims of the vahmyâcam-to-be. Negotiations
continued, too, with the Tatar tribesmen, with a handful of fierce Circassians who arrived unannounced.

 The Mahrkagir could scarce contain his glee. If all went as planned,he told me, Drujan would march on
Nineveh within the month. Andwhen Nineveh fell . . . they would sweep south between the rivers, and
city by city, Khebbel-im-Akkad would be theirs, as it had been in daysof old.

 "It is a beginning, îshta," he told me. "Only a beginning!" Hisblack eyes shone. "From thence . . . where
to go? The Âka-Magi havetravelled, these nine years—to Hellas, to Menekhet, to Ephesus, even
Caerdicca Unitas! No one can stand against us. And Terre d'Ange . . ."He caressed me, smiling. "Terre
d'Ange, I think, will be the greatestprize of all. I have heard stories of your land. It is for this I had the
Âka-Magi seek out one of your kind, one without peer, that your godsmight know of me and tremble,
that I might plant the seeds of deathamong them, and Angra Mainyu would be mightily pleased." He
laughed, soft and delighted. "They brought me the boy, and I servednotice upon his flesh at the end of a
lash! I marked him well, beloved. And they heard me, îshta, your gods heard me and knew fear. I
thoughthe would serve at the end—but I was wrong, îshta; so wrong. This ismore glorious than I could
have imagined. Still, it was well that Iwaited, for his pain carried the message." He smiled at me. "You
heardit, didn't you?"

 I thought of my dreams, of Imriel kneeling in theSkotophagotisshadow, if we failed, it would be no more
than the truth. I could onlypray, for all our sakes, that our desperate gamble succeeded. "Yes, mylord," I
said softly. "Oh, yes. I heard it."

 "As did your gods." He laughed again, caressing my cheek withcold, cold fingers. "And the gods of
Terre d'Ange have already giventheir answer, have they not?"

 "Yes, my lord," I said, shivering. "Truly, they have."

 Thus, the palace. In the zenana, a grim air prevailed, and our planscontinued apace. The lump of opium
in Drucilla's basket grew everlarger. The cook had sworn undying love to Nazneen the Ephesian,and
promised to aid her in boiling it to a tincture. I had not seen,before, the effects upon addicts when the
drug was withheld; I saw itthen. They went through agonies, bellies cramping, sleepless and feverish.

 "Let them be," Kaneka said when pity weakened my will. "Theyhave endured it before. This time, it is of
their choosing. Let them be."

 I did. And those who held back, those who hoarded their opium,paid a price as great. The Ephesian
boy, the last surviving child in thezenana other than Imriel, died of it. Although I cannot be sure of it, I
think that the woman who tended him, lovingly blowing smoke into his mouth, suffocated him with a
cushion in the dark hours of night.As for her...I do not know how much opium she consumed. Enough to
make her dreams last forever.

 "Fadimah," Nazneen said in mourning tones, standing over hercouch. The dead woman lay slack-faced
and still, the boy's limp formclutched to her breast. "It need not have been so." And she looked atme,
eyes moist under long lids. "No more. This is why I help you.You see? No more."

 I saw, and nodded. Words were not enough for this death.

 Words. I lack them; I do not have words to describe the courageof the women of the zenana in this
time. So many details! It was hard,so hard, to put together a plan of this scope, of this magnitude, against
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odds so staggering it dries my tongue to think of it, even now. Formost of what happened, I can take no
credit. Once the wheels were setin motion, it was a valiant few who executed so much of it. Kaneka . . .
Drucilla . . . Nazneen . . . even Jolanta. And the others, the countlessothers. There are women who died,
others whose names I neverknew—although I remember their faces, every one—who played crucial
roles, overseeing the serving of the opium-laced pitchers. A small role,yes, but a vital one.

 Our plans were laid. We could do no more.

 I knew a little of what to expect, for the Mahrkagir told me. "Feasting, îshta, such as you have never
seen in Daršanga! And you are to attend it with me. And then the vahmyâcatn, and the apprentices shall
be dedicated, and the acolytes . . ." His lips curved tenderly. ". . . andthe acolytes will present their
offerings to Angra Mainyu, and the Aka-Magi will deem them fit or unfit. I will present you, îshta, I will
presentyou as my bride." There was no irony in it; truly, he saw it thusly."This is for you," he said,
presenting me with a splendid crimson gown, the edges stiff with gold embroidery. "Do you like it?" he
asked in an anxious tone. "It belonged to Hoshdar Ahzad's Queen, my father's firstwife. Gashtaham said
it would be well to make the most of your beautyfor the vahmyâcam."

 "It is beautiful, my lord," I murmured.

 "It is!" He beamed. "It will adorn you, srîra. And this, and these. . . you will wear these as well." With
careless hands, he scooped a queen's ransom of jewelry into my lap—ruby ear-drops, a collar of
interlacing gold chains, bangles for both arms. "I, too, want you to beyour most beautiful," he whispered
in my ear.

 "I will try, my lord," I promised him.

 I could not have done it alone, when the day came, and fear knotted my belly. For all our preparation, I
felt unready, uncertain and horriblyaware of the danger.

 The women of the zenana helped to dress me, combining their skillsand means. A Caerdicci seamstress
working with a bone needle andunraveled threads from Drucilla's shawl made cunning alterations to the
gown so that it might fit me becomingly. A once-vain Menekhetan girl who had made kohl out of
lamp-soot painted my eyes, grave as a squirearming a warrior for battle, while an Aragonian dabbed
sandalwood oilat my wrists and throat. Two of the Ch'in, with lovely, porcelain faces,worked my hair
into an elaborate upswept coif, affixing it in place witha pair of combs and Kaneka's ivory hairpins.

 It was done.

 Jolanta showed me my reflection in a tiny hand-mirror she hadstolen from somewhere. I did not think
Daeva Gashtaham and the Mahrkagir would be displeased. In the dim light of the zenana, thecrimson
gown glowed, shimmering with gold trim. Rubies shone at myears, and gold gleamed at my throat and
wrists. If my face was pale, my eyes were pools of darkness, the scarlet mote echoing the color ofthe
gown. The ivory hairpins were unobtrusive in the elegantly coiledlocks of my hair, mere delicate accents.

 "This one," one of the Ch'in women said in her limited, liltingzenyan, guiding my hand to the rightmost
hairpin. "You pull. Hair notfall."

 "Thank you." My throat was tight with fear.

 Uru-Azag, entering the zenana, checked at the sight of me. "It istime, lady," he said as I rose. "Nariman
is coming with the summons.You are to attend the feast, and the others to come later, when the wineis
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poured."

 "I am ready." I looked for Imriel. He came forward slowly, dragging his feet, all the fear I felt reflected
in his face. "Imriel," I said,stooping to cup his face in my hands. "Whatever happens, stay withJoscelin, do
you understand? The Mahrkagir will send you to Jagun,but he will be affected by the wine. Whatever you
do, don't leave the festal hall with him. Get away as quickly as you can. Joscelin will dowhat he can to
protect you."

 He nodded miserably. I kissed his brow and rose. There was nomore I could do.

 And so I went to the festal hall for the last time.

 There was a little silence when I entered the hall. It seemed to takeforever to cross it. They are not used
to seeing beauty adorned, inDaršanga, and it was not customary for women to dine among the men.The
ancient Magi, the true Magi, were huddled in a group under the shadow of the dais; they drew back in
disgust as I passed. The men,Drujani and Tatar, stared. Daeva Gashtaham steepled his fingers andsmiled.

 "My Queen," the Mahrkagir announced, his eyes shining. "My beloved!"

 With that, the feast commenced. I do not remember what wasserved—fish, I suppose, and boar. There
was a good deal of fresh boar,due to the hunt. It might have been sawdust for all that I tasted it. Ido not
remember what I said, nor how I endured it. Once I caught aglimpse of Rushad lingering inside the
doorway leading to the kitchens,and my heart beat so fiercely I thought the Mahrkagir must see itthrough
my gown. I didn't even dare glance at Joscelin.

 Dinner lasted an eternity, and when it was done, I wished it hadbeen longer. Servants began bearing
wine-jugs from the kitchen, Rushadamong them, eyes downcast and humble. The first round would be
unlaced; we had all agreed it was safest. Let their palates grow numbbefore we served the drug. Wine
was poured, beer and kumis. Thelevel of noise grew as the men drank, and the women of the zenana
entered the hall.

 No one betrayed a thing. I, who knew, could see it. The carefulpavane of jugs, orchestrated by a
terrified Rushad, served by stone-faced women. Imriel was attending Jagun, solicitously filling the Tatar's
cup. I gave thanks to Blessed Elua that the Kereyit warlord's attentionwas fixed on the
offering-ceremony. Joscelin, unobtrusive, hovered afew paces away, a thing none of the Tatars had
noticed. It was a smallthing in which to discern that the hand of Elua was guiding us, but itwas all I had.

 How long would it take, before the effects of the opium becameevident? An hour, mayhap longer. No
one knew for sure. Drucilla hadcalculated it to the best of her ability, but there was no telling. Thedrug
was diluted, and some drank more than others.

 And some less. The glowering Tahmuras, for one.

 I wondered when the vahmyâcam would begin.

 Anywhere else, this would be a sacred rite, with all the attendantsolemnities. It did not mean in Daršanga
what it meant elsewhere. Thisprofane revelry, held in a desecrated temple—in Angra Mainyu's worship,
it was ritual. Not all who were there knew, or cared. It didn'tmatter. The Âka-Magi knew, and their
acolytes. The Mahrkagir knew.And I knew it.

 And the god . . . Blessed Elua, the god himself knew it. Living underthat dark, raveningpresence, I had
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grown half-used to it. I felt it anewthat night. Spring had come to Daršanga, and the offering approached
the altar. Angra Mainyu was roused, the bottomless maw of hungeryawning open, eager to devour the
world. When I blinked, I saw the walls of Daršanga running red with blood. It was in the faces of the
men, keen and wolflike. It was in the mad, beautiful eyes of the Mahrkagir, in the loving smile he bent
upon me. It was in the air we breathed,heavy as thunder.

 Kill. . . die . . . destroy.

 Blessed Elua, I prayed in the silence of my heart, hold us safe inyour hand.

 "Shahryar Mahrkagir," murmured Gashtaham, bending his head inobeisance. "Angra Mainyu's will is
manifest. May we begin the vahmyâcam?”

 "Yes!" The Mahrkagir laughed, happy and excited as a boy at hisnatal festivities. "Go on, Gashtaham,
get on with it! I am eager for mygift."

 "So be it." The priest glanced at me, his smile hidden in shadows."You look very beautiful tonight, my
lady."

 "You are kind." I forced the words through frozen lips. Let himknow I was afraid; it didn't matter.
Everyone was afraid, in the zenana. I had lived in fear since Nineveh. I couldn't remember what it was
liketo be without it, except in the Mahrkagir's bed. And that was worse.

 Bowing to his lord, Gashtaham walked the aisle and mounted thedais, the other Äka-Magi falling in
beside him, bearing shrouded burdensin their arms. There were a dozen, all told. The sullen torchlight
flickered on their polished boar's-skull helms, the black robes, the finger-bone girdles. Daeva
Gashtaham raised his arms, the ebony staff in hisleft hand.

 In the festal hall, silence fell like a hammer.

 "Angra Mainyu," he said, and his voice whispered in every cornerof the hall, "we stand before you to
profess our faith. Of this world weare created, and in death we are reborn in your name. The works of
Ahura Mazda, we abjure! His livestock, we starve and slaughter; hisearth, we salt and render barren.
We embrace darkness and the lie,abhorring all truths. Your three-fold path, we walk in faith: Ill thoughts,
ill words, ill deeds. Let your presence among us be made manifest, andyour will spread, until the hearts of
all mankind seek only destruction,and brother turns upon brother, and all is laid waste."

 There was power in his words, terrible power. And I, who sat nextto the smiling source of it, shivered
until the bangles on my wrist tinkledsweetly and I had to grip my hands together in my lap to halt it.

 "Come." Gashtaham beckoned. "Let those who have made the vahmyâcam and served their
apprenticeship come forth to receive theirreward."

 Nine men came forward, some clad in armor, some in commongarb, each with a girdle of finger-bones
about his waist. One by one,they knelt before the dais and unknotted their girdles, laying them before
them. I saw Arshaka, the old Head Magus, weening with horrorat the side of the dais. As each man
approached, the Âka-Magi tended him. Two sheared his hair, letting it fall in careless handfuls. One
easeda black robe over his shoulders, and another tied the finger-bone girdleabout it. A fifth placed a
hollowed boar's-skull helm over his shornhead, and one last bowed, handing the new Aka-Magus an
ebony rod,topped with a gleaming ball of jet. When it was done, each new membertook his place among
their ranks.
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 It took some time. I scanned the hall, trying to gauge events. Themen were rapt, watching the ceremony,
and drinking had slowed. Wasthe drug taking effect? It was too early to say. "Ishta," the Mahrkagirsaid
warmly, stroking my neck. "It will be soon!"

 The dedication was finished. Daeva Gashtaham raised his arms oncemore, now flanked by twenty-one
Ãka-Magi. "Angra Mainyu," he said."Destructive Spirit, Lord of Darkness, Demon of Ten Thousand
Years!We have quenched the fires of your ancient enemy and plunged the land in terror. With your will
to guide us, we will bring more, so muchmore, to your altar." He raised his voice. "Let those who would
makethe vahmyâcam come forward with their offerings, save he who is lastand greatest among us,
beloved of Angra Mainyu!"

 The Mahrkagir leaned back, watching; it seemed we were to golast. Seventeen men came forward at
Gashtaham's announcement, each bringing a companion. They were the ones I had seen, the new
faces—the parents, the siblings, the wives and children. I hadn't seen the children before. A few of the
chosen went willingly, proudly. Some wentin terror. Each couple mounted the dais to stand before the
Âka-Magi.Gashtaham laid his hands upon their shoulders, gazing into their eyes,reading their hearts and
the will of Angra Mainyu.

 Three were dismissed, the sacrifice found unworthy. It must be love,I thought; truly love. The others
were accepted, and to each was given a cord, wrenched from about the waist of one of the true Magi,
Arshaka's followers, the priests of Ahura Mazda. Each pair was dismissed,and anÂ ka-Magus assigned
to follow. Where they went, I cannot say.To darkness and death, alone.

 So, I thought dully, that is how it is done. I am to be strangled, ifI fail. Well, there are crueler deaths.

 And then there were no more couples, and Gashtaham raised hisarms once more, his face flushed and
triumphant beneath his skull-helm."Angra Mainyu," he crooned, "Father of Lies, I summon your best-
beloved, your death-begotten son-on-earth to stand before you andmake the vahmyâcam. I summon the
Shahryar Mahrkagir!"

 The men cheered, shouting and banging their mugs; from the cornerof my eye, I saw Jolanta startle and
nudge the nearest woman with herelbow, circulating once more with the laced jugs of drink. The other
women responded with alacrity, and the warriors drank, Drujani andTatar alike, cheering their lord.
Jagun the Kereyit was shouting, Imriel'spresence at his side forgotten. The Mahrkagir got to his feet,
bowingin acknowledgment, savoring the moment, his smile dazzling in its joy.

 "Come, îshta," he said to me, extending his hand. "It is time."

 I took his hand and rose, and together we walked the aisle to thedais, where Daeva Gashtaham and the
others awaited. I would havefaltered, I think, if not for his hand on my elbow, a firm cold grip, guiding me
as he smiled lovingly down at me.

 "So beautiful," he whispered beneath the noise. "You look so beautiful, my Queen!"

 Together, we mounted the dais.

 Gashtaham laid one hand atop our shoulders, the black rod in hisleft angling behind the Mahrkagir's
neck. I felt a faint surge at his touchand my flesh recoiled; the presence of Angra Mainyu intensified. I felt
terribly naked and exposed under the priest's searching gaze, shiveringso fiercely I could feel the ruby
ear-drops tremble against my skin,terrified that the Ch'in combs would give way, sending my tresses tum
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bling, the ivory hairpins clattering to the floor of the dais, that anyinstant Gashtaham would see through
my pathetic attempts at deceptionto the even more pathetic plot they sought to mask.

 He didn't. His interest lay in the Mahrkagir, his pride and joy, thegateway of the god.

 "My lord," he said, his voice as intimate as a lover's, "is it yourwill to make of this woman the
vahmyâcam?"

 "It is," the Mahrkagir replied, squeezing my hand.

 "And do you love her?"

 He smiled down at my upturned face, a world of adoration in hisshining black eyes, all the glory of
Blessed Elua. "I do."

 "Angra Mainyu," said the priest, profoundly satisfied, "is pleased."He turned to one of his comrades.
"Daeva Dâdarshi, bring me thesacred girdle of Arshaka."

 The old man struggled, pitiful to behold, as the Âka-Magi cut thefilthy cord from about his waist. I had
not known, before tonight, thatit was a part of their sacred regalia. Gashtaham held the cord in hishands,
contemplating it. "I used my own girdle, that you tied about my waist with your own hands, old fool, to
string my father's finger-bones,"he said to the defeated Magus. "Yours, and your life, I have held in
reserve, hoping and praying that this day might come. Now it is here."Raising the cord to his lips, he
kissed it, then laid it reverently acrossthe Mahrkagir's outstretched hands. "Take it, my lord, and her life
withit. I will go with you myself, and stand watch outside your door. And when it is done...ah, my lord,
you have served your life in apprenticeship to this moment. Angra Mainyu will wait no longer. When it is
done and you have laid open her breast and consumed her still-warmheart, you will truly be the avatar of
darkness." Gashtaham released thecord and bowed, his face suffused with deep emotion. "And Drujan
shall conquer the earth!"

 A roar of approval answered his final words; those, they had heard.The Mahrkagir accepted the cord.
"You see, îshta!" he said, exalted,letting me in on the glorious secret, taking my face in his hands, the
foul-smelling cord against my cheeks, and kissing me. "It is a gift, thegreatest gift of all! And you have
given it to me."

 From the corner of my eye, I saw Joscelin take a step closer toImriel, hands hovering over the hilts of his
daggers. At the side of thedais, the old Magus Arshaka fell to his knees and wept, his beard trailingon the
flagstones.

 It was the last thing I saw as we left the hall.

 FIFTY-FIVE

 TRUE TO his word, Daeva Gashtaham accompanied us to the Mahrkagir's quarters, along with the
hulking Tahmuras. After the noise of thehall, it seemed strange, this silence, the familiar stone walls. All
that, Ithought, only to end here, where it began; no trappings, no ceremony. Only this, he and I, alone
together again as we had been so many timesbefore.

 "One lamp," the priest cautioned, outside the double doors."Enough to find her heart, and no more."

 Tahmuras went ahead to make certain that it was so. The Mahrkagironly laughed. "When have I ever
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needed light, Gashtaham?" he asked,teasing, holding me close to him. "One lamp is enough and more to
find my beloved's heart." The priest bowed; the huge guard exited thequarters with a curt nod that all was
in order. The Mahrkagir usheredme inside. "I will summon you," he said to the priest, "to see that allwas
done well."

 And with that, he closed the doors.

 I reached one hand to my hair while his back was turned, slidingthe rightmost ivory hairpin free from my
upswept locks and turning it so that the long, daggerlike point lay along the inside of my forearm.My teeth
were chattering. I held the hairpin in a death-grip, seeking tokeep it from rattling against my bangles.

 There was a lamp, the single lamp, burning in an alcove. It wasenough, for him, whom the light pained
like fire; it must have been asbright as day. To me, it was dark. As it was supposed to be—in darkness
and alone.

 "Do you see?" The Mahrkagir gestured, sweeping one hand. "Ithad to be here, where we have known
such joy. Such deeds, îshta!" Hiseyes were bright. "Such ill deeds. I will always think of you, and re
member your gift." He came near, looping the cord about my neck,crossing it, drawing it tight across my
throat, his lower body firm againstmine. "Are you ready?" he asked tenderly. "If you are, we will begin,
and I will grant you death when you ask for it. It will be my gift toyou, beloved."

 "My lord, no." I laid my left hand flat upon his breast. "I beg younot to do this thing. Love is its own
reward."

 "Yes." He smiled at me, his mad, beautiful eyes shining in thedarkness. The cord tightened about my
throat. "I know, îshta. I know."

 Beneath the splayed fingers of my hand, I could feel his heart beating, a firm, steady pulse. I knew it
well. I had felt it against my skintoo many times to count, racing with the exertions of cruel desire. I
brought my right hand up between us, placing the point of Kaneka'shairpin between my left forefinger and
thumb, directly over his heart,positioning it by touch, feather-light. Strong and beating, his life laybeneath
my poised hand. If he had looked down, he would have seen it. He didn't. "Gashtaham wishes it," I
whispered. "You can say no."

 "No." He shook his head gently, tightening the cord, never lookingpast my face. Why would he?
Whatever else was true, he trusted me."Angra Mainyu wishes it, îshta, and so do you, in your heart of
hearts."The cord was cutting off my air, and the darkness beginning to sparkle. The world was fading
around me. Only his adoring smile hovered, vividin my vision. "Your gods sent you as tribute."

 The words were uttered in a tone of deepest love.

 And beneath my hand lay his steady-beating heart.

 "Half right," I gasped, choking. With all the strength that was inme, I shoved the ivory hairpin home into
his resisting flesh. His mouthopened wide, his eyes astonished. "My gods did send me . . . but not as
tribute."

 Silent and shocked, the Mahrkagir of Drujan sank to his knees, theivory haft of Kaneka's hairpin
standing out from his chest. It was asmall thing, pretty and decorative. It was enough. The point had
piercedhis heart.
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 "I'm sorry," I whispered, miserable. "I'm sorry."

 His eyes rolled and his mouth worked. No words emerged. Andlike that, he died.

 I covered my face with my hands and burst into tears.

 That part, I told no one, not even Joscelin. It did not last long. Hewas a monster, and deserved to die. I
knew this to be true. But he hadbeen a boy, once; a boy with a dog, a whore's royal get, brought intothe
zenana, and it was Akkadian atrocities that made him what he was.That, I could not forget.

 And he had loved me.

 When my tears had done, I gathered myself, kneeling on the floorbeside the Mahrkagir's body, listening
for signs of disturbance. Therewere none. I had not known what would happen when I killed him. Ihad
thought, mayhap, that theSkotophagoti would know at once, sensing a change in the presence of Angra
Mainyu's manifestation. But no; theyhad grown overdependent upon him, the Conqueror of Death,
certain he would not die.

 Not at the hands of a D'Angeline whore.

 Well and so; they would know it, the first time they reached forAngra Mainyu's power and found it
gone, the gateway closed by death.And the next step would be no easier than the last. I hunted through
the clutter of the Mahrkagir's quarters until I found somewhat thatwould serve my purposes—a short
spear and a leather bull-whip, encrusted with old blood. Like as not it was mine.

 How long had passed since we left the hall? A quarter hour, atleast; mayhap longer. I flung open the
doors to his quarters, panicunfeigned. "My lord Mahrkagir!" I said urgently, pointing at the prostrate
figure. "He is having seizures!"

 With a muttered curse, Gashtaham shoved me out of the way and hurried into the room, Tahmuras hard
on his heels. I slammed the doorsclosed behind them, shoving the shaft of the spear through the door
handles and lashing it in place with the long thong of the bull-whip.

 The doors shuddered under the impact of Tahmuras, on the farside, hurling himself against them. The
spear buckled, and held. Itwould not hold him forever. I raced down the Mahrkagir's hidden pas
sageway to the zenana, a path I could trace in the dark. That night, Idid.

 They were waiting, in the zenana. Nariman the Chief Eunuch laysilent on the floor, his plump throat slit
like a pig's. Uru-Azag wassmiling with grim pleasure.

 "Is it done?" asked Kaneka.

 I nodded, not trusting my voice.

 If anyone had been listening, the cheering that went up at my nodwould have brought the wrath of
Daršanga down upon the zenana. Noone was. A veritable mob bolted for the latticed door, and only the
coolhead of Erich, cursing and fending them off, kept them momentarily atbay. "The sword-priest is
above?" he asked me in Skaldic, jerking hishead at the stairs.

 "I'll see," I said. "It was my plan."
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 Uru-Azag went with me, taking the stairs two at once, draggingme with him, his dagger in his free hand.
Behind us, the women of thezenana overran Erich, pushing hard. If Joscelin had not been there . . .if
Joscelin had not been there, I daresay they would have torn the guardslimb from limb.

 But he was there, waiting, wearing a chain-mail shirt over a leatherjerkin.

 Hordes of women shoved their way into the empty hallway. TwoAkkadian eunuchs knelt and began to
efficiently strip the slain Drujaniguards of their arms and armor. And I ignored it all, flinging my arms
around Joscelin's neck, willing, in that moment, to die if only to feelhim hold me one last time, chain-mail
or no.

 "Phèdre," he murmured against my hair.

 I said something; Elua knows what. Then, lifting my head, I asked,"Where's Imriel?"

 "Safe," he whispered. "Don't worry, I got him out of the hall whilethe Tatar was distracted. He thinks
Imriel is refilling his jug." His arms were strong around me, and I could have wept with relief, but it
couldn'tlast. There was no time, and the crowd was growing. Joscelin turnedme loose. Already, we were
exposed and vulnerable.

 "Lady." Uru-Azag addressed me, clad in an ill-fitting corselet, hisdagger in his hand. He'd given the
guard's sword to Erich. "We shouldmake for the palace gates, and the harbor."

 "Could we make it?" I asked Joscelin.

 "No," he said grimly. "Not with this many of us. There are barrackswithin the walls, outside the palace
proper. The secondary garrisonwould cut us up piecemeal. Our only hope is to take Daršanga and bar
the doors."

 "Joscelin!"It was Imriel's voice, high and piercing, echoing off thewalls. He approached at a dead run
from the corner of the corridor.

 "You had him posted as asentry?" I hissed to Joscelin. "You callthatsafe?"

 "It was his idea," he said to me, and to Imriel, "What is it?"

 "It's starting." He drew up, panting and white-faced, delivering hiswords in a breathless mix of
D'Angeline and zenyan. "Jolanta . . .Phèdre! . . . Jolanta killed a man, in the hall, and they're . . . they're .
. .

 and one followed . . ." He turned and pointed. "Behind me."

 Someone screamed as theSkotophagotis following Imriel appearedat the end of the corridor,
near-invisible in the darkness save for hisskull-helm and girdle, and his outraged face. He leveled his
ebony staffat the assembled crowd, who scattered for the walls.

 Joscelin whirled. I never even saw him draw a dagger, only theflash of it as it flew end-over-end, burying
itself in the priest's throat.TheSkotophagotis crumpled.

 And that was when all hell broke loose.
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 I don't know who began it, only that once begun, it was unstoppableas a tide. Angra Mainyu's thwarted
rage, deprived of its avatar, foundan outlet in madness that night—and madness it was. I had seen truly.
The walls of Daršanga would run red with blood. There are peoplewho say women are the gentler sex.
They would not say it if they hadbeen there the night Daršanga fell.

 It began with a long, ululating cry, and if it was a single throat thatuttered it first, it was a dozen in the
next instant, and thrice as manyafter. I could not see who led the mad dash, for it seemed they all wentat
once, unarmed Furies in ragged attire, running wild for the festalhall, and most of the eunuchs with them.

 Joscelin cursed and caught Uru-Azag by the arm. "You," he said in Persian. "Bar the doors. Can you
manage it alone?"

 "Yes." The Akkadian raised the blade of his curved dagger to hislips and kissed it. "My blade," he said
reverently, "is sworn to Shamash.I have consecrated it in blood tonight."

  

 "Imriel!"I saw it too late, the fierce glitter of the boy's eyes, hisbared teeth. The same feral madness that
had taken the others was onhim, born of long months of hatred and abuse. Like a flash, he was off,
coursing the hallway. "Go," I said to Joscelin, panic-stricken."Go!"

 He was already on his way.

 Cold with fear, I followed.

 FIFTY-SIX

 A NIGHTMARE was taking place in the festal hall.

 It was a bloodbath. There is no other way to describe it. And agood deal of the killing had been done by
the women of the zenana.

 By the time I arrived, the first wave of bloodshed had already occurred. I heard about it, later, from
those who survived. The effects ofthe opium had become evident by the time I had left with the
Mahrkagir,and more pronounced with every moment that passed, men growingheavy-lidded with
dreams, smiling, talking nonsense. One or two hadpassed into unconsciousness.

 And the Âka-Magi who remained, new initiates for the most part,grew nervous.

 It had begun when a Uighur Tatar with a dreamy look on his faceput his hand between Jolanta's thighs. It
was as Imriel had said. Jolantahad plucked his dagger from his belt and planted it to the hilt beneaththe
Tatar's ear.

 For long moments, no one had reacted. The men gazed stupidly,slow to comprehend. The women
stared at one another, unsure whatto do. Imriel., lurking outside the door, turned to flee—it was then that
one of the Âka-Magi, aSkotophagotis, had caught sight of him andfollowed, beginning to suspect.

 What happened to him, I already knew.

 After that, the zenana descended in fury.
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 How many did the women kill, in that initial shock? Scores, at least.It was the sheer unexpectedness of
the attack. Seizing blades—daggers,carving knives, swords, even an axe—from bewildered warriors'
hands,the women wreaked a terrible vengeance, and the shouts of the Aka-Magi went lost amid their
shrieks, empty and harmless as the squawkingof crows.

 Then the men of Drujan, drugged and dazed, began to fight back.

 That was when I arrived.

 It was dreadful to behold. Drugged or no, these were trained warriors, many of them clad in partial
armor or leather. Such was theetiquette of the Mahrkagir's festal hall. And under their onslaught, the
women of the zenana died in droves . . . Ephesians, Hellenes, Jebeans—all nations, blood spattered alike
over fair skin and dark, clotted intresses of blond and brown, the black silk of Ch'in, the woolen curlsof
Jebe-Barkal.

 Here and there, some resisted. I saw Kaneka swinging an axe likea hammer, her teeth gleaming in a
warrior's grin, blood splashed to herelbows. A knot of Chowati fought grimly. The Akkadian eunuchs
stripped armor from dead men and struggled with the living. Acrossthe hall, Erich the Skaldi held the
doorway to the kitchens, Rushad anda handful of servants behind him, fighting with all the ferocity of his
nation.

 And in the center of the hall. . .

 Joscelin.

 This much I will swear: 'twas not the madness of Angra Mainyuthat drove him. I know. I was with him in
the corridor, when it cameupon the others. This was different, untainted, a rage born in the backalleys of
Amílcar where we found the slavers' children, nurtured byfate, repressed and channeled and honed to an
immaculate edge in theMahrkagir's service.

 It was the most pure and deadly thing I have ever seen.

 With his sword in his two-handed grip, Joscelin moved gracefullythrough his Cassiline forms, his face as
calm and focused as when hedid his morning exercises in the garden. He was smiling, his summer-blue
eyes wide with exaltation, and where his sword flowed, weaving asilver thread in the dark air, death
followed. I daresay the mail shirt helped, turning a few glancing blows.

 Most of them never landed.

 He was nigh untouchable.

 And they were drawn to him—drawn, like moths to the flame,Drujani and Tatar alike, abandoning the
women and stumbling to thecenter of the festal hall to challenge him. Jagun, the Kereyit warlord,came at
him with a cry of fury on his lips, half-stumbling and wild,only now realizing the scope of the prize that
had slipped his fingers.With a single two-handed stroke, Joscelin cut him down; with a singlestroke,
Imriel's torment at the Tatar's hands was ended and avenged.

 The Kereyit's corpse measured its length on the floor of the hall. Andstill others came, flinging themselves
against him. It was madness, truly. The dark lord of Daršanga knew, too late, what was in his midst. And
Joscelin, Cassiel's servant, my Perfect Companion, danced the bladeswith the minions of Angra Mainyu,
amid a rising circle of corpses, theflagstones growing slick with blood.
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 "Imriel!"I cried, catching sight of him.

 There he was, Melisande's son, brandishing a carving knife andsnarling, retreating from a lunging Drujani
soldier, scrambling onto abench, a table. The Drujani, sword in hand, pursued him, clamberingonto the
bench. He had one knee on the table and was jabbing with hissword when I grabbed the bench with both
hands and overturned it in a surge of pure terror, toppling it and its occupant with it.

 The Drujani fell hard, the back of his head striking the flagstones."Lady," he said in Persian, blinking at
my face suspended above him,Elua knows how much opium coursing through his veins. "Lady."

 "The Shahryar Mahrkagir is dead," I said gently. "My lord soldier,it is finished."

 "Then . . . this is yours?" He gave me his sword, bemused, stilllaying on his back, proffering the hilt.
Since I did not know what elseto do, I took it, the sword awkward and heavy in my hands. He sighed
and closed his eyes.

 The uproar of battle was subsiding.

 It was strange, the dawning silence. Everywhere, people moaned, bleeding and dying, but the clash of
arms had begun to fade. Impossibleas it seemed, it was ending, combatants slumping in wounded
exhaustion, drug-addled and confused. The surviving women of the zenanahuddled in groups. I saw
Drucilla hobbling around the outskirts, clutching her belly where a dark stain was spreading, tending the
injured.The festal hall was a bloody shambles, tables overturned, the trappings on the dais shredded,
even the rubble filling the firepit scattered andstrewn. Âka-Magi and Magi alike wandered bereft and
dazed, powerless.In the center of it all, Joscelin leaned on his sword, breathing hard,encircled by death.

 There was no one left alive with the will to continue it.

 Save one.

 There was no outcry at his appearance, but a deepening silence. Itseemed even the wounded held their
breath, watching. Tahmuras'shadow darkened the hall. How not, as massive as he was? His shoulders
seemed to fill the doorway. Even at a distance, I could see the marksof tears on his face. I daresay in that
place, he alone grieved for theMahrkagir, for the mortal death of a man he had loved. We had thatin
common, he and I—we alone shed tears. He entered the hall withslow, deliberate steps. No one moved
to intercept him. Joscelin's headcame up slowly, his weary gaze fixing on the giant warrior.

 "You," Tahmuras said to him, his voice taut with pain, pointingwith the rod end of his mace. It was as
though a mountain had spoken."You will die." He swung the morningstar, encompassing us all. "Youwill
all die for what you have done!"

 Too tired to speak, Joscelin merely nodded, the point of his swordrising from the flagstones as he set
himself to meet this last challenge.

 It is not a battle I care to remember.

 It is not one of which the poets sing.

 The morningstar is a deadly weapon, and a difficult one. Few warriors wield it well. Tahmuras of
Drujan had a gift. Quicker on his feet than his size would suggest, he came on fast and low, picking his
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pathamid the corpses, the spiked ball whipping at Joscelin's legs. In his left hand, he held a long dagger,
using it to make slashing blows as Joscelinwhirled in his efforts to evade the mace, disrupting all his
careful Cassiline skill.

 His patterns broken, Joscelin was forced on the defensive, stumblingbackward, tripping over the bodies
of his own dead. His parries grewwild, the unpredictable morningstar shattering his guard, the entangling
chain threatening to rip the blade from his grasp. Retreating from Tahmuras' onslaught, he gained the
dais, careful steps feeling for the edgesas his opponent pressed him. I clutched the hilt of my Drujani
sword, forgotten in my terror, and felt Imriel's hand close hard upon my upperarm as he knelt on the
table behind me.

 "Phèdre!" he whispered urgently.

 "I know," I said, tears in my eyes, watching the struggle. "I know."

 "No!" His voice rose. "Look!"

 I followed his pointing finger over my shoulder to see the priestGashtaham approaching.

 "My lady," he said in a hideous parody of courtesy, holding hisebony rod like a club. His steps
staggered, but his eyes, beneath theboar's-skull helm, were fixed and intent. "My lady Phèdre nó
Delaunayof Terre d'Ange, we have unfinished business."

 "Daeva Gashtaham." Remembering the sword, I raised it, grippingthe hilt with both hands to keep it from
wavering. "Put down yourstaff. It is over. The doorway is closed.”

 The priest's smile was a dreadful rictus. "It may be, lady. It maybe. But you were promised to Angra
Mainyu, and he shall have you,if I must split your skull myself. And afterward, the boy's, and anyoneleft
standing after him." He drew back his staff to swing, heedless ofthe blade I held, leveling it at my head.
"Do you know what you havedone?" he shouted, flecks of foam at the corners of his mouth. "Doyou
know what price I paid? Do you know what you have destroyed,damn your soul?"

 "Yes, my lord," I said steadily, keeping the point of the swordtrained on his heart, conscious of the
weight of it, conscious of Imrielbehind me, conscious of a stealthy movement in the shadows of thedark
hall and not daring to look. "I do."

 "Thendie!" Gashtaham hissed, his muscles bunching for the blow.

 I braced myself for the shock. It never fell.

 A strong black hand seized his face from behind, fingers coveringhis mouth, wrenching his head
backward to bare his throat, and I sawKaneka's smile gleam in the shadows as her other hand rose, the
bladeof a dagger flashing in the gloom.

 A bright spray of arterial blood jetted forth, and I flung myself sideways to avoid it, dragging Imriel with
me.

 "Well done, little one," Kaneka said complacently, watching theÂka-Magus twitch and die, runnels of
blood flowing across the floorand pooling in the spaces between the flagstones. "I was hoping to killone
of his kind."
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 Ignoring her, I rose to my feet and sought Joscelin.

 It was not going well.

 Scrambling, he retreated desperately, his sword angled in front ofhim, driven backward step by step, no
longer on the dais, but forcedthe width of the hall. Tahmuras advanced relentlessly, his morningstar
swinging. Each strike, Joscelin deflected more slowly, turning his shoulders into the parry and retreating
to resume his guard, his notched andbloodstained sword held ever lower. I could see his arms tremble
withthe effort of it, his feet seeking purchase on the slippery stones.

 And Tahmuras pursued him with implacable vengeance, strikinghigh, striking low, the spiked ball flailing,
never losing momentum. Ithappened; it had to happen. The ball landed, a glancing blow to oneknee.
Joscelin staggered, dropping his guard, and the mace lashed outagain, crushingly hard, against the upper
part of his left arm.

 I heard his cry of pain, saw his left hand slip nerveless from thehilt, and Tahmuras with his grief-reddened
eyes gave a grim smile,swinging the morningstar. The spiked ball whipped around Joscelin'sblade, and
the chain caught and held.

 The Drujani jerked hard on the haft of his weapon and Joscelinwas disarmed, the sword clattering onto
the floor. I shoved the knucklesof one hand into my mouth, stifling a cry. In a last-ditch effort, Joscelin
spun, grabbing one of the hall's few torches from its sconce and brandishing it like a blade, right-handed.
Step by step he retreated, thrusting the flames at Tahmuras' face as the giant stalked him, driving him
backtoward the center of the hall. His left arm hung, dangling and useless.He ignored it and parried
one-handed, the torch weaving streaks oflight against the darkness, fending off the inevitable final blow.

 I had forgotten Imriel.

 He was fast; so fast. By the time I thought to halt him, he wasalready in motion, darting across the
corpse-strewn hall, pouncing on the hilt of the Cassiline sword.

 ''Joscelin!"he shouted, his voice high and ringing.

 They paused, the combatants, turning. Imriel heaved the sword, and sparks flew as it skittered across
the stones. Joscelin cast the torch fromhim, hurling it point-down like a warrior planting a spear . . .

 . . . directly into the uncovered firepit.

 With a sound that shook the very rafters, a column of fire ignited,the Sacred Fire of Ahura Mazda, a
living, twisting thing of flame, goldand saffron and red, stretching toward the domed ceiling. Tahmuraswas
a vast shadow before it, stock-still in dismay, his mouth open toutter a cry of repentance or anguish.
Joscelin never hesitated, snatching up his sword with his good right hand. With a single lunge, he ran the
giant through.

 It was ended.

 FIFTY-SEVEN

 NO ONE could have anticipated the aftermath.

 What I remember most, once the column of flame spent its initialfury and sank to a moderate blaze, is
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the old Chief Magus Arshaka, hisrheumy eyes filled with tears, arms outstretched in blessing, his lips
moving in prayer as he knelt before the Sacred Fire, bright flames illuming his filthy robes. I remember it
because I had no time for it.

 I went straightaway to Joscelin, sitting on the bloodstained stonesand gasping for air, his right hand
clasped loosely about the hilt of hisbattered sword, his left arm cradled in his lap. He smelled of scorched
wool and hot metal. "The boy?" he asked, eyes rolling to meet mine.

 "Alive," I said, my voice choked. "Alive, my love."

 "See?" Imriel knelt in front of him, his face anxious. "Joscelin, see?I am here."

 Joscelin nodded and closed his eyes. "See to the others," he murmured. "I'll not die of a broken arm."

 I got to my feet. "Stay with him," I said to Imriel. "Do you hear me? Stay with him, or I swear, I'll kill you
myself."

 "I will." Imriel's voice broke on the words. Huddled on the flagstones, he looked at me with his
mother's eyes, and such an expressionin them as hers had never held. "I promise, Phèdre, I will."

 It would have to do. While the surviving Drujani and Tatars, addledby opium and terror, made their
surrender—some to stunned membersof the zenana and some to the Magi, openly weeping before the
SacredFire—I went to assess the wounded and number the dead.

 And outside the gates of Daršanga, the revolution spread.

 What stories they tell in Drujan, I cannot say. I did not linger longenough to hear them told, and I have
never been back, nor shall I, notwhile I draw breath. This I know to be true, for I learned it that night:the
fires kindled in the palace ignited in the city and elsewhere. Jahanadar, the Land of Fires, reclaimed its
ancient title, and the hand ofAhura Mazda reached out to reclaim his own.

 Well and good; so he might. But it was the folk of a hundreddisparate nations, captives and slaves, who
paid his ransom.

 So many died. So many.

 In the doorway to the kitchens, Erich the Skaldi lay dying, his bodypierced by a dozen wounds, a sword
in his hand and a look of peaceon his face. Rushad, a carving knife in his hand, lay slain across hisknees,
having done his valiant best to defend his fallen friend; gentle Rushad, who was no more a warrior than I.
All I could do was to claspErich's hand and sing softly to him, cradle-songs, such as I had learned as a
slave. Erich died smiling, his hand slackening in mine. And I wenton to the next. So many, so many dead.
Jolanta, her fingers clutched about a Drujani sword-hilt, stuck together with blood. Nazneen theEphesian,
willowy in death as in life, a Tatar war-axe buried in herskull. Among the women of the zenana, one in
three had died . . . Erich,Rushad—two of the Akkadian eunuchs. Gone, all of them.

 But there were survivors, too.

 Uru-Azag came limping from the inner doors of Daršanga, grey-faced and grim, gathering a contingent
to secure the fortress. After theSacred Fire, there was no resistance. With Kaneka's aid, conferring with
Joscelin, who had propped himself on a bench, they got matters wellin hand. Here and there, an initiate
from the vahmyâcam wandered in dazed shock, having learned too late that their offerings were in vain.
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Angra Mainyu's reign was broken.

 There was one man, with a crimson spill of blood drying on hischin, who took it hardest. I remembered
him. He was one who hadbrought his son to the dais, a boy no older than four or five years. The
Mahrkagir's age, I thought, when the Akkadians had taken Daršanga.We had struck too late for the boy;
his father had eaten his heart.

 Would that there had been another way.

 I did what I could, ignoring the thanks-giving prayers of the Magi,calling upon my experience of too
many battlefields to help Drucilla, who had bound her own wounds and remained on her feet, trembling.
She pressed her fist hard against her belly and gasped orders. The Carthaginian carpenter's daughter
was a shadow at my shoulder, aidingwithout argument, recruiting others. The Caerdicci seamstress who
hadaltered the fit of my gown learned to sew flesh and sinew under Drucilla's tutelage.

 Together, we saved a good many.

 Until at last it was Joscelin's turn. Removing the chain-mail shirtalone was a torture.

 I could not have done it without Drucilla. It was she who instructedme on how to draw his arm straight,
pulling by main force until theshattered bones fell into alignment, feeling with delicate fingertips that each
was in place. It was a mercy that none had pierced the skin. Coldsweat stood in beads on Joscelin's
brow, and he swore a blue streak,using terms I did not know he knew. And then it was done. I boundthe
fracture as Drucilla instructed, wrapping it firmly with lengths ofwoolen cloth and securing it with a careful
splint.

 "A sling," Drucilla murmured, plucking at her shawl. "To keep thearm immobile. Use this. I'll have no
need of it."

 "No," I whispered, kneeling beside her. "Drucilla, no."

 "I'll have no need," she repeated faintly, smiling, reaching up totouch my hair with her maimed hands.
"Phèdre. You spoke true, didn'tyou? An ill-luck name. Still, I will die as I lived, a physician to the end,
and not a creature of darkness. You have given me that. It is not a gift I thought to find; not here."

 "No." Tears coursed my cheeks, salt and bitter; it seemed unfairthat she, who had fought so valiantly to
preserve life, to preserve herown sanity, should die. "If you will only tell us what needs be done. . .
Drucilla, we can do it, I swear to you!"

 Behind me, the Caerdicci seamstress murmured agreement, andother voices echoed it.

 "The blade has pierced my bowels," Drucilla said gently, her handfalling away, fingers trailing damp
across my tear-stained face. "I feelit, child; the poison in my blood-stream. If you had a chirurgeon's tools
and a chirurgeon's skill. . ." She smiled with sorrow and kindness,plucking at the woolen fabric that
draped her. "It would still be toolate. Take the shawl."

 Shaking with grief, I did. It was her wish. She watched the seamstress Helena fold it with care and tie it
in exacting knots, making asling for Joscelin's arm. When it was done, her lashes fluttered closed, and
Uru-Azag and two of the Akkadians carried her with all tendernessto the corner of the hall where we had
established our infirmary, layingher on cushions purloined from the zenana and heaping blankets atopher.
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 "Remember this," I told Imriel, who watched gravely. "Rememberher courage. Remember them all.”

 Wordless, he nodded.

 It was somewhere in the small hours of the night that Drucilla died,and sometime afterward that the Chief
Magus came for me, a lamp inhis hand.

 "Come," he said in Persian, as I blinked out of a half-waking dozeon a makeshift pallet where I
maintained a vigil in the infirmary. Somewhere, a clean robe had been found for the old man and the
worst ofthe filth washed from his hair and beard. For all the deep lines thatscored his face, he looked
stronger than I would have believed possiblemere hours before. "We must speak."

 "Stay with them," I said to Joscelin, who had come instantly alert,reaching for his sword with his good
right hand.

 "And let you out of my sight? Not likely," he muttered, leveringhimself to his feet and calling one of the
Akkadians to stand guard overthe injured, and the sleeping Imriel. "Now," he said to the ancientMagus,
"we will go."

 Arshaka inclined his head. "Bringer of Omens. As you wish."

 And so saying, he led us through the palace, up a winding stair toone of the lookout towers. There, in a
small garret, a Drujani guardlay dead—who had killed him, I do not know—and a shuttered windowhad
been forced open, a square of darkness looking out over the citybelow and the land beyond.

 "Behold," said the Chief Magus. "Jahanadar, the Land of Fires."

 In the city of Daršanga, the Sacred Fire burned in the ruined temple. Everywhere there were torches lit,
wavering in lines. Voices raised incelebration and prayer floated on the night breeze, crying Ahura
Mazda'sname. Beyond, across the plain of the peninsula,blazes were scatteredlike stars emerging from
the clouds.

 "You cannot stay here," the Magus Arshaka said gently. "The Lord of Light has reclaimed his people.
Soon, they will come for Daršanga,and you are too few to hold it."

 Joscelin made a sound in his throat that might have been a dourlaugh.

 "It is ours now, my lord Magus," I reminded him.

 "It is," he acknowledged. "This night. You have captives, servants,Magi, all bent to your will. For what
you have done, Ahura Mazdapermits it. What of the dawn? Will the women of the zenana fight once the
madness of Angra Mainyu has passed? Or shall you hold the doorswith a handful of eunuchs and
wounded warriors? Will Ahura Mazda'sgrace endure, while you send for aid from Khebbel-im-Akkad
and levelthe Spear of Shamash at our heart?" Slowly, regretfully, Arshaka shook his venerable head. "It
will not. Better that you should throw open thedoors of Daršanga and go home. Leave us to our own."

 I rested my hands on the windowsill, looking at the men of thesecondary garrison assembling at the
doors below, their hands empty ofweapons, pleading for admission that they might be redeemed in the
light of the Sacred Fire. "There are a few thousand of the Mahrkagir'smen remaining between Daršanga
and the border, my lord Magus. Wethought to take a sea route."
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 "You have sailors among you, oarsmen?" He read the answer inmy averted face. "If there were such a
vessel to suit your needs, Iwould walk among the people and order it myself, child. But there isnot; only
such fishing craft as will land you shattered upon the rocksshould you attempt such a journey. Your route
lies over land. AngraMainyu's power lies broken, and his former servants will answer to thepeople of
Drujan. If you will give me your word that you will sue forpeace on our behalf when you reach Akkad, I
will order that yourcompany be allowed to pass unmolested."

 "You have the power to order this?" I asked him.

 Lamplight lent his creased features a stern dignity. "By the grace of Ahura Mazda, I do."

 "Ahura Mazda." My voice hardened. "My lord Magus, I have neverwittingly blasphemed the gods of
any land, and I do not discount yourlong travail. But this night. . .this night. . . you owe any power you
hold to the grace of Blessed Elua and the gods of Terre d'Ange, toNaamah's compassion, to Kushiel's
cruel justice, and above all to Cassiel's loyalty."

 Joscelin stirred, at that. The Chief Magus never moved. "It maybe, Elua's child," he said unflinching, his
words an eerie echo of theÂka-Magus Gashtaham's. "It may be. But it is the will of your godsthat has
freed the Lord of Light, and you are a long way from Terred'Ange. Heed my counsel, take my offer, and
go."

 It was too great a matter to decide on my own. Though I wasgrateful to be alive, I was weary to the
bone, exhausted in body andspirit. I did not know, until then, it was possible to know such utterweariness
and live. The gods of Terre d'Ange may be merciful, butthey use their chosen hard. My head ached from
tears wept for the dead,and I had yet to reckon the cost to the living. Ah, Elua! To myself,and to Joscelin
most of all. Still, my task was far from done. I owed adebt to the zenana—and there was my promise.
There was Imriel. Hetrusted me. Whatever it took to see him safe, it must be done. Beyondthat, I could
not think. Turning away from the old man, I leant mybrow upon the window-sash, gazing across the dark
plain, scattered withfires like distant stars. "Joscelin," I murmured. "What do we do?"

 He came to stand behind me, his bound arm clumsy between us."Love." The broken caress in his voice
brought tears to my eyes. "Idon't think we have a choice. The priest speaks the truth. Will you order the
captives slain, if they chafe at our hold? The servants?" Inthe darkness, he shook his head. "I couldn't.
Neither could you. Andthe others, were they to do it...from what have we freed them, ifthey become like
that which they despised? For good or for ill, BlessedElua has set free Ahura Mazda. It is his will that led
us here. I thinkwe can but trust in it, and pray it leads us out."

 I tried to think of another way.

 I couldn't.

 "I want aid," I said, rounding on the Magus Arshaka. "As much asyou can give, whatever you can give. I
want horses, mounts for whomever can sit one, and wagons for those who can't. I want armor andarms
for whomever will bear them, and supplies, bandages and medicaments, tents and blankets, and
provision enough to get us to the borderand beyond. I want a mule-train to carry them, and hostlers and
bearers.I want four Magi to accompany us, whomever you deem hale enoughfor the journey. If you have
talismans or tokens that will signify theprotection of Ahura Mazda, I want those, too."

 With every sentence, he nodded, and when I finished, said, "It willbe done. All of it."

 "It had better." I stepped close to the ancient priest, close enoughthat he drew back lest my nearness
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taint him, and I knew that in his eyes, I was still Death's Whore, the Mahrkagir's favorite. "My lord
Magus, I swear to you, if you play us false, may Elua have mercy uponyour soul."

 "I do not lie," Arshaka said stiffly. "Ever."

 Thus our fate was decided.

 FIFTY-EIGHT

 WE DEPARTED before sundown.

 It was not enough time to make ready for a journey of such difficulty, not nearly enough, but our skins
itched with the presence of danger, and all of us yearned to be free of the shadow of Daršanga.

 The Chief Magus Arshaka kept his word. Stores were plundered,stables looted to provide all that I had
requested. When the doors ofthe palace were opened, we braced ourselves to fight or die, but the
inrushing guards of the outer garrison hailed the Magi as heroes.

 It would have been a bitter irony, had I cared. I didn't. All I wantedwas to see us out of Drujan, and
safe.

 Most of thezenana was going; only the Tatar women took their leave, rejoining such tribesmen as had
survived, already preparing a hasty retreat of their own, no longer in favor. It surprised me, a little,that the
women were willing to return to the very men who had giventhem to the Mahrkagir. Not much. The will
that had united us hadalready begun to falter, and the call of blood—and home—is strong.

 The others would ride with us to Khebbel-im-Akkad, where I fully intended to prevail upon the ties of
House L'Envers and the D'Angeline throne to abjure Valère L'Envers and her husband to see each and
everyone restored to her homeland.

 If we made it.

 The dead who remained would be laid to rest in Drujan—withhonor. The Chief Magus Arshaka had
promised it. I could only accepthis word. He had sworn to uphold the truth above all else and revilethe
dark lie. I suppose that he did, and I am wrong to resent him and his kind after their long suffering. But I
am only mortal, and I couldnot forget the disgust in his face when I drew near to him.

 Never, I daresay, has an undertaking been fraught with such chaos.Merely explaining it took the better
part of the morning, accomplishedin a babble of tongues, with the zenyan argot pervading. Outfitting the
carts for the wounded took the rest, and transporting them the afternoon. That part, I supervised,
attempting all the while to keep my eyeon Imriel. Three times, he went to see the dead to confirm that the
Kereyit Tatar Jagun was well and truly slain, which he assuredly was, and once he vanished in search of
one of Joscelin's Cassiline daggers,the one that had killed theSkotophagotis. One of the women had
snatched it up in passing in the wild rush for the festal hall. He found it, too, the hilt jutting from a Drujani
soldier's ribs.

 "Did you put him up to that?" I asked Joscelin, weary and distraught.

 He shook his head. "I mentioned it, that's all. My mistake. Phèdre, are you sure you're fit to ride? You're
white as a sheet. We can makeroom in the third wagon."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "I'll be fine."

 Joscelin raised his eyebrows. "Phèdre," he said gently. "I'veheard . . . stories."

 I looked away. "Yes, well. It doesn't matter. Let me . . . just let meleave as I came. Not..."I watched a
pair of Drujani servants bringout a young Hellene woman on a litter, careful not to jostle her. "Not like
that. A victim."

 "All right, then." He gave a wry smile when I glanced at him,shifting his arm in its sling. "Remember, if
you faint and fall off yourhorse, I'm not going to be able to catch you."

 "I won't." The words caught in my throat; I couldn't rememberthe last time I'd seen him smile, except in
battle. "I promise. Joscelin..."I pressed my fingers to my aching temples, willing the too-ready tears to
subside. "We'll put Imri in the wagon."

 "He won't like it," he warned.

 "Probably not," I said. "But it's the best place for him. You musthave seen what Jagun did to him in the
hall. The welts are still healing."

 It was Joscelin's turn to look away. "I hate this," he said quietly."I cannot tell you how much I hate this."

 "I know." Even if there had been time, it was too enormous todiscuss, too immediate. It lay between us,
incomprehensible. I touchedhis uninjured hand. "Joscelin. Let's just. . . let's just get out of this alive,first.
The rest can wait. If we can do that, the rest can wait.”

 After a moment, he nodded. "It will have to."

 With a couple of hours of light left to us, we took our leave ofDaršanga.

 It was an unwieldy, polyglotcaravan of riders and wagons andmules, inching and groaning along, flying
the pure-white standard ofAhura Mazda and flanked by four unhappy Magi. Still, we were moving,and
the grey walls and pitch-blackened roofs of Daršanga palace fell behind us. In the city, people stared
open-mouthed, unsure what to makeof our company, but leaving us unmolested. No one cringed or fled.
Inthe open temple, the Sacred Fire burned, and a party of workers clearedrubble, cleaning the square,
righting the marble benches. The forgeshad gone cold. We passed through the city and onto the open
road.

 Joscelin was right; it hurt to ride. If I had willed myself past theendless nights of torment, my body had
not forgotten the abuse it hadundergone, the ravages of the Mahrkagir's iron rod. I was sore and raw,
and the pressure of the saddle made me bite my lip in an effort not toscream.

 I rode anyway.

 Mayhap it was a punishment, a means of castigating myself for the pain I had inflicted in this god-cursed
quest; I cannot say. It was foolish,I know that much, but it was somewhat I needed to do. I had ridden
into Daršanga of my own will. I would leave the same way.

 And behind me, straddling the saddle with his knees and clingingto my waist with determination, rising
with a wince at every bump,rode Imriel. He'd refused the wagon—Joscelin had been right aboutthat, too.
I understood it, understood his folly better than my own.
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 He had his mother's pride, and I could not help but love it in him.

 How not, when I had loved it in her?

 Thus began our long, absurd trek across Drujan, which does notbear telling. Enough to say that we
made it, most of us. Betimes wesaw soldiers, the wolves of Angra Mainyu, bereft and leaderless. Someof
them came to seek the Magi's blessing, penitent. Some saw the whiteflags and fled. I do not know who
ruled in Daršanga, unless it be theMagus Arshaka.

 Some of the injured died, despite our best efforts. Wounds tookseptic, or bled internally; one, with a
blow to the head, fell asleep andnever awakened. We lost seven in all, leaving scarcely fifty survivors
from thezenana.

 One was the Hellene girl I'd watched carried out, an islander soldat auction, traded to aSkotophagotis
for a handful of coin. Ismene, hername was; I knew them all, by then. A sword-stroke had caught her
beneath the armpit, and the gash had festered. I stayed with her thenight she died, fever raging. Just
before dawn, it broke and she grewlucid.

 "Lypiphera"she said, seeing me and smiling. "I thought it wasyou."

 "Shh, lie still." I removed the damp cloth, feeling her brow as shesought to rise, finding it cool. "Ismene,
why do you call me that? I'veheard it before."

 "It is a story," she whispered, watching me wring out the cloth. "A story that slaves tell in Hellas.
Sometimes the gods themselves find the pain of existence too much to bear. Because they are gods, they
pick amortal to bear it for them; alypiphera, a pain-bearer." Catching myhand, she pressed it to her
cheek and closed her eyes, still smiling."Sometimes they take on mortal pain, too. It is a lucky thing, for
slaves."

 "Ismene." I swallowed my tears for the untold countless time, layingmy palm against her soft skin. "Try to
sleep."

 In the morning, she was dead.

 I'd thought the danger past when her fever broke. I sat on a rockand stared at the dawn, brooding.
Joscelin had to come find me whencamp was struck.

 "Phèdre." His voice was cracked with exhaustion; we were all tired,then. "It's time to go. You did what
you could."

  

 "You didn't." Something in his tone made me look. Joscelin sighed,dragging his good hand through his
tangled, half-braided hair. "Phèdre,let it be. She died in freedom, attended by kindness. It's a better death
than any she would have found in Daršanga. Let it be."

 Since there was nothing else for it, I did, returning to our campsite.The caravan was waiting. A cairn of
stones marked Ismene's final resting place. Imriel, kneeling behind me, turned in the saddle as we rode
away, watching it diminish. "Remember them all," he said aloud, echoing my words. "Remember them
all."
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 In the mornings there was no time, but in the evenings, when thetents were pitched, the horses and mules
staked and the cookfires burning, Joscelin sought to practice his Cassiline exercises, one-armed and
clumsy. All of that flowing grace, all his long discipline, was centeredon symmetry and balance—the
weaving patterns of his twin daggers,the crossed vambraces forming a living shield, the pivot of his two
handed sword grip. Bereft of it, his movements were awkward. Hisbound left arm fouled the sweep of
his blows, rendering them ungainly,leaving him exposed. Time and again, he stumbled off-balance, losing
his form, unable to complete the complex patterns.

 It pained me to watch him.

 He never complained, not once. And he never ceasedtrying, pushing himself harder as the bones began
to knit. During the first days ofour journey, his hand swelled alarmingly. I watched it closely, breathinga
prayer of relief when the swelling beganto recede. After that, hebegan to carry a good-sized rock in his
left hand as he rode, squeezingit rhythmically for hours on end, trying to keep his muscles from growing
slack and useless.

 Ten years old, Joscelin had been when he was exiled from the loving chaos of Verreuil to the grim rigor
of the Cassiline Brotherhood. I neversaw so clearly how it had molded him as I did on that journey, in his
unflagging resolve. So young, I thought, watching Imriel; only a boy,wearing the fragile shape of
childhood. And I...I had been ten whenmy lord Delaunay took me from Cereus House, beginning the
longapprenticeship that had made me what I was.

 Imriel had Daršanga.

 Remember this.

 Twice, he had nightmares, awakening the entire camp with thoseterrible, piercing screams. The Drujani
handlers nearly bolted in terror,and the Magi cringed in fearful reflex, recalling the iron chains of Angra
Mainyu. Joscelin, wild-eyed, was on his feet in an instant, sword barein his right hand, staring about for
danger. The Akkadians and the women of the zenana only grumbled. I took Imriel in my arms, soothing
him until he awoke and knew me. After that, the tears, and I held himwhile he shook with them, narrow
shoulders heaving.

 Joscelin sat with his sword across his knees, watching wearily.

 We did not speak of what had happened in Daršanga. It was toosoon, too vast. Let us get out of this
alive, I had said. What was tobecome of us afterward, I could not say. There was love, still; thatmuch, I
knew. My heart ached at the sight of him. And Joscelin...Iheard it in his voice, saw it in his wounded
gaze, felt it in his touch.Love, broken and damaged, mayhap beyond repair. I prayed it was notso. In the
evenings, I watched his halting, faltering exercises, and knewfear. He had survived, and the arm would
heal. Whether or not hisskills would ever be the same was another matter. Some things, oncebroken, can
never be made wholeagain.

 I prayed we were not one of them.

 Halfway through the journey, I found the jade dog, the Mahrkagir'sgift, stowed in the bottom of my
packs. I sat on the floor of my tentin shock, staring at it. I remembered the Mahrkagir's pleasure in
makingme gifts, his boyish delight. I thought I had left them all behind. Iremembered the nights of
anguished pleasure, the exquisite, rending painand the sound of my own voice begging. And I
remembered his eyes,black and shining and mad, filled with adoration, his heart beating steadily beneath
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my hand as I positioned the hairpin.

 "I thought...I thought you would want it." It was Imriel, sidlingthrough the tent-flap, wary and unsure. "I
didn't know."

 "Yes." I longed to hurl it from me. Instead I closed my hand onit, smooth and polished, the jade cool to
the touch. "You were right.Thank you, Imri."

 I had killed a man, murdered his trust, taken his life. If I had todo it again, I would. I believe that. Still, I
could not forget.

 Should not forget.

 For the others, it was different. They had not chosen their fates,and the shadow of blood-guilt did not lie
heavy on their souls. Despite it all, despite the suffering and the madness, the scores of losses, thefurther
we got from Daršanga, the higher their spirits rose. It gladdenedmy heart to see it, even though I envied
them. Uru-Azag and theAkkadians had found in the battle some measure of their lost pride. Ifthey were
returning home less than men, still, they were more thanslaves.

 And the women . . .

 At first, I think, a good many did not dare believe. By the time wereached the mountains, guarded fear
gave way to hope, and thence to cautious rejoicing. Our company fractured into groups by country, ech
oing the divisions in the zenana, the zenyan argot fading as womenbegan to speak of home in their own
tongues, those who had familyand loved ones remembering, speculating on whether or not they wouldbe
welcomed back.

 Kaneka was one who had no doubts. Fierce and glowing, she tookto freedom like a caged hawk to the
sky, carrying her purloined battle-axe at her saddle and her dagger stuck through a sash round her waist.

 "So, little one," she said to me the day we entered the mountains,our passage slowed by the wagons.
"You will go to Jebe-Barkal afterall, eh?"

 "It seems I will.”

 "Maybe I will go with you." She grinned, showing her white teeth."Come with me to Debeho. My
grandmother, may she still live, willtell you many tales of the Melehakim."

 "I have a guide to Meroë promised in Iskandria," I said.

 "Iskandria." Kaneka waved a dismissive hand. "A caravan guide.He will rob you blind, little one. Better
to travel the Great River toMajibara, and hire there. With me you will not be robbed."

 Our pace was slow enough that a few Akkadians had dismountedto hunt along the way, shooting at
rock partridge and the occasionalstartled hare. I watched Uru-Azag teaching Imriel to draw an Akkadian
bow. "Do you mean it, Fedabin?"

 "What do you think?" Kaneka touched the leather bag at her throatthat held her amber dice. "Your luck
. . . your madness. I owe my freedom to it."

 "And others owe their deaths," I said.
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 She shrugged. "Did you kill them? No. Anyway, I am alive. It is enough. You may take my offer or not,
I do not care. I am gratefulnonetheless."

 I looked at her and nodded. "I'll take it."

 FIFTY-NINE

 On THE third week of our slow journey, Tizrav son of Tizmahtfound us in the mountains.

 He was waiting at a campsite off the old royal road, busily skinninga fallow deer. I heard the commotion
at the head of the caravan and rode to investigate, Joscelin a few paces behind me.

 "Lady." The mercenary greeted me in Persian, grinning behind hisgreasy eyepatch, his hands messy with
blood. "Lordling. You have returned."

 "Tizrav!" I was so glad to see him, I nearly kissed him. "Did theLugal send you? Or Lord Amaury? Are
they near?"

 "Amaury." He eased a skinning knife a few more inches beneaththe deer's hide and separated it with an
expert jerk. "He's the oneoffered a reward. They saw the fires light from Demseen Fort, and thecursed
Akkadians are still too scared to go and see. Your Lord Amauryoffered gold to anyone who would.
That's me."

 "You know this man?" Uru-Azag looked down his aquiline nose at Tizrav.

 "He is the Lugal's most trusted guide," I said, stretching the truthconsiderably.

 "The Lugal's going to have someone's hide when he finds out theDrujani let you march through with a
passel of women and eunuchs,and his men too scared to cross the border," Tizrav said, shifting the flayed
carcass. "What happened?"

 "It's a long story," I said. "We were granted safe passage. Tizrav,how far are we from the border?"

 "At your pace? Two days, maybe three." He eyed Imriel behindme, watching the operation in morbid
fascination over my shoulder. "Isee you got that boy you wanted.”

 "Yes. Is the border guarded?"

 "By Drujani?" He shrugged. "You could march an army across ituntouched, and like as not the Lugal
will, when he hears of it. I figuredI'd wait. Sinaddan didn't promise gold, not like your Lord Amaurydid."

 Someone overheard his words, and they passed through the company, translated into a dozen tongues.
Cheering arose at the mentionof an invading army. I raised my hand."No!" The word came out sharpand
forceful, quelling the cheers. I took a deep breath, shifting mymount to address them all, speaking in
zenyan. "Drujan wishes to suefor peace, and I gave my word I would deliver the message. Let noone
here gainsay it. Is it understood?"

 It was, reluctantly.

 "And you, son of Tizmaht," I said to the mercenary. "Will youbide your tongue until I have spoken?"
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 Tizrav gave his crooked shrug. "War, peace; what is it to me?There's more profit in the former, and less
risk of dying in the latter.I'll keep silent if you wish it. My father, he'd be glad to see the SacredFires lit,
devout fool that he was. I reckon I can owe you that much."

 And so we made for the border.

 On the second day, Tizrav rode ahead to alert the garrison at Dem-seen Fort of our arrival. Mercenary
or no, he'd seen us safely to Darsanga, and I trusted him to keep his word. In that, I was not wrong.

 Slowly, creeping along the mountain roads, our company followed.

 After so long, it seemed unreal, the grey fortress on the horizon,flying the Lion of the Sun banner of the
Shamabarsin, the ancient Houseof Ur. Some of the Akkadians, Uru-Azag among them, broke downand
wept. The reluctant Magi who had accompanied us dug in theirheels, deserting us, taking the Drujani
hostlers and bearers with them.No one moved to detain them, and the stones rattled with their passage.

 Horns rang out from the turrets, clarion calls echoing over the crags.We had been seen.

 The garrison turned out to meet us.

 Foremost among them was Lord Amaury Trente, disbelief and joywrit large on his features. "Phèdre!"
He embraced me, kissed me onboth cheeks, then took my shoulders in his hands and shook me. "Name
of Elua, I swear . . . Joscelin Verreuil, you mad Cassiline ..." He embraced Joscelin awkwardly, mindful
of his bound arm. "And you—Catching sight of Imriel lurking warily between us, he paused and executed
a courtly bow, his voice unwontedly gentle. "You must be Imrielde la Courcel. My lord prince, welcome
back."

 "What?" Amid the milling chaos of the reunion, Imriel's voice waslost and bewildered, rising to panic as
he glanced from Amaury to meand back."What?'

 I closed my eyes and bit the inside of my cheek. I hadn't thought.

 "Phèdre." Amaury's hand on my arm forced me to attention. "Youdidn'ttell him?"

 "No." I shook my head. "Amaury . . . you can't know what it waslike."

 "What?" Imriel's demand rose, strident with fear. In his experience, the unknown was never good. This
time, I daresay he was right. "Tellmewhat?"

 "Imri." I knelt before him, taking his hands in mine. "I didn't tellyou the whole truth. Lord Amaury is right.
Your name, your full name, is Imriel de la Courcel, and you are a Prince of the Blood, third in linefor the
D'Angeline throne."

 His face had gone bloodless. "You said . . . you said my father wasdead."

 "He is," I said steadily. "Your father was Prince Benedicte de laCourcel, the great-uncle of Queen
Ysandre. She is your cousin, and shehas been praying very hard for your safe return. Lord Amaury here
isher emissary. He has come all this way to bring you home."

 Imriel tore his hands out of my grasp, clenching them into fists."Youlied" he hissed, eyes glittering
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feverishly in his pale face. "Yousaid mymother sent you!"

 "Your mother!" Amaury Trente gave a short laugh, and caughthimself. "My lord prince, your mother . . ."
He looked at my face. "Hedoesn't know."

 "No." Even as I spoke, Imriel spat at me and darted away, runningpell-mell for the fortress.

 "I'll go after him," Joscelin said quietly, suiting actions to words. Isighed and straightened, wiping spittle
from my cheek.

  

 "I should have," I said, cutting him off. "I know. Amaury, theboy's spent the past half a year in the
seraglio of a madman. Do yousee these women? They've been through hell, every one of them. Sohave I,
and so has Imriel. All of us have. So, no. I didn't tell him. Andyes, his mother sent me. Ysandre," I said,
holding his gaze, "sent you. Melisande sent me."

 "Melisande," Amaury repeated doubtfully.

 "Yes," I said, weary beyond belief. "Melisande."

 We did not stay long at Demseen Fort, only long enough to gatherourselves for the journey to Nineveh.
The accommodations were rough,unprepared to handle so many refugees, and we slept crammed on
palletsin the main hall. For two nights and a day, Imriel avoided me, clingingfiercely to his sense of
betrayal. I let him. Joscelin, somehow exemptfrom his outrage, shadowed him dutifully, as did Kaneka
and Uru-Azag,who had both conceived a fondness for the wayward child.

 On the morning we were to depart, Imriel was missing.

 "Phèdre." Joscelin found me overseeing the loading of thewounded, helping arrange cushions to bolster
the leg of Ursalina, an Aragonian woman whose thigh had been laid open nearly to the bone.
Miraculously, it was healing clean, the layers of muscle and skin closedin neat stitches by the hand of the
Caerdicci seamstress Helena.

 "Did you find him?" I asked.

 He nodded toward the far crags on which the fortress perched."He's up there. I think you should talk to
him."

 "How is that?" I asked Ursulina in zenyan, testing the stability ofthe cushions. "Better?" At her grateful
nod, I turned to Joscelin. "Yougo. He's angry at me, and rightly enough."

 Joscelin's face was haggard in the morning sunlight. "He knows about his mother," he said, watching my
expression change. "Phèdre, he was bound to ask, and bound to find someone who would tell him.It
wasn't gently done."

 "Who told him?"

 "Nicolas Vigny," he said, naming Amaury's right-hand man. "AndMartin de Marigot. It's not. . . it's not
their fault, either. They onlyspoke the truth. Vigny fought at Troyes-le-Monte; he lost a brotherthere. He's
reason to be bitter. It was her doing, after all."
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 "So," I said. "Why me?"

 "Because," Joscelin said steadily. "For better or for worse, youunderstand Melisande Shahrizai. You're
the only one who can tell herson she loves him without gagging on the words."

 There was so much unspoken between us.

 "All right," I said, pushing tendrils of sweat-dampened hair frommy brow. "I'll go."

 Hoisting the skirts of my riding attire, I traversed the narrow paththat encircled Demseen Fortress and
found Imriel seated on the farthestoutcropping, moodily pitching shards of broken rock into the gorge
below.

 "Imriel," I said.

 His narrow shoulders stiffened, the bones protruding like wings beneath his fine skin; too sharply, I
thought, although what did I knowof children? Still, he seemed too thin, too frail for his age. The found
lings in the Sanctuary of Elua had been sturdy by comparison. Even Alcuin, the brother of my fosterage,
with his slender grace, his milk-white hair and gentle smile, had been hale next to this boy.

 I made my way across the crags to join him, sitting without speaking. Below us, the forested gorge
yawned, a light mist sparkling goldenin the morning sun. Imriel kept his face averted, fiddling with a
handfulof pebbles.

 "Why didn't you tell me?" he asked without looking up.

 "I was wrong." I kept my tone level. "Imri, I was going to. I wantedto wait until we were safe, that's all. I
didn't expect Lord Amaury togreet you thusly. It was stupid of me."

 "My mother did something foolish." He drew in a wracking breath,his voice half-breaking. "That's what
you told me! Something foolish!My mother betrayed Terre d'Ange to theSkaldi!" His head came up,
eyes blazing at me. "She married my father for power, and had me asa pawn, a game-piece! She tried to
have the Queenkilled! Somethingfoolish!"

 "Yes," I said, unflinching. "It's a lot to bear, isn't it?"

 His tears caught the morning light. "You said sheloved me. You said she sent you."

 I clasped my hands around my knees. "She does, Imri. The Queensent Lord Amaury. Your mother sent
me. And I gave her my promise,in Blessed Elua's name, that I would do aught I could to find you and
keep you from harm. It wasn't enough. I know that. But it was the bestI could do."

 "Why would you help her? Why would she ask you?" Imriellooked away, staring into the gorge. "You
gave the testimony thatcondemned her. Nicolas Vigny told me so, and he was there."

 "Yes," I said. "He was." I thought about the caravan, near-loaded and waiting. I looked at Imriel's
fine-carved profile and thought aboutall that he had been through, and the life that awaited him as
Melisande'sson, born of treason twice over, in the court of Ysandre de la Courcel."Do you want to hear
the story? The whole story?”
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 Without looking at me, he nodded.

 And drawing a deep breath, I told him—the story, as best I knewit; his, his mother's and father's, and
mine own. I told him of themaritalalliances that had bound House Courcel, of my Lord Delaunay's
secretvow, and of my upbringing as a pawn, a Servant of Naamah marked by Kushiel, trained in the arts
of covertcy and shrouded in ignorance.I told him of his mother's patronage, and how she had freed me,
payingthe final price of my marque; and I told him without faltering of herbetrayal after Delaunay's
death—although I spared him the knowledge of how she had questioned me—and how Joscelin and I
had awakened to find ourselves in a covered cart bound for Skaldia. I told him of ourtime there, and
what we had learned; I told him how we had escaped,and of our desperate quest to Alba, of the Master
of the Straits andHyacinthe's terrible sacrifice, and then the battle that followed.

 Some of it, he knew. Brother Selbert had not kept him completelyunaware of history. He knew of the
Skaldi invasion, and the Master ofthe Straits, though not Hyacinthe's name. Of Melisande's role, he knew
nothing—nor of the near overthrow of the throne in La Serenissima.

 It was hard, telling him that part. He was right. He was a gamepiece, gotten for his claim on the
D'Angeline throne. I did not deny it,only stressed how his mother had sought to protect him,giving him
unto Brother Selbert's keeping. On my own role, I touched lightly,saying only that I had returned in time
to give the warning.

 And then his disappearance, and his mother's bargain.

 Of that, I did not lie or mince words.

 "She bought you," he said softly when I had finished, staring at thedispersing mists. "She bought you with
knowledge, as surely as withdiamonds or gold."

 "Imriel." I saw him hunch his shoulders at his name. "Your mothervalues pride and knowledgeabove
either, and she spent them both tobuy my aid. She spent every coin she had."

 "What happened to me is because ofher," he muttered bitterly."Can you deny it is so?"

 "In Siovale, I believed it to be," I admitted. "And I cursed Kushiel'sname for it, believing it unjust, that
you should suffer for your mother's punishment. In Aragonia, in Amílcar, I did the same. In Daršanga . . .
Imri, your mother'sbargain and my promise carried me as far as Nineveh. It was the will of Blessed
Elua sent me into Drujan to find you,and I swear to you, I'd not have done it for anything less. Imriel. . .
I'm no priestess, to reckon the will of the gods. But what do you thinkthe Mahrkagir would have done, if
we had not stopped him?"

 "Killed a lot of people," he murmured, scraping at the rocky escarpment with a jagged piece of stone.
"Conquered the world."

 "And laughed." I propped my chin on my hands. "He'd havethought it great sport."

 Imriel nodded. "He would have laughed."

 "Well." I took a breath. "He's not laughing now. And it's becauseof you, Imri. Had it not been for
you—for who you are, for the terriblething that befell you—the Mahrkagir would be alive, and laughing.
So.I am not so quick to curse the gods, least of all Blessed Elua."
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 He gazed stubbornly into the chasm beneath his feet. "But it's not

 fair."

 "No." My heart ached for him; for me, for Joscelin, for all of us."It's not. Ah, Imri! Even gods may falter,
and I am only mortal. Iwould have spared you any harm, but I failed to protect you in Darsanga, and I
failed here, too. I am sorry. I did my best."

 His shoulders twitched. "You were hurt worse. In Daršanga."

 "Mayhap." I flinched at the memory, knowing he couldn't see, andmade sure my voice was steady. "But
it was of my choosing, Imri, andit was worth it in the end. The Mahrkagir is no more. And you . . . you
are safe, and will soon be with the Queen, who has yearned these manyyears to welcome you into her
household as kindred. I can ask nomore."

 "It's still not fair," he muttered.

 "I know." Reaching out with one hand, I stroked his hair. "Ah,love! I know."

 "I want to stay with you." Abruptly, Imriel lifted his head, his expression at once belligerent and
vulnerable. "With you and Joscelin.I don't want to go back with Lord Amaury, to beher son andhis,
whereall the world will hate me! I don't care about thrones and all that! Idon't care about the Queen! I
want to stay with you."

 "You can't," I said gently. "Like it or not, it is true. You are Imrielde la Courcel, a Prince of the Blood,
and you have a future awaitingyou. Right now, there is a caravan awaiting your pleasure, and a pony
picked out just for you. Uru-Azag saw to the trappings himself. Andthere are injured women awaiting,
who would be better served by the chirurgeons of Nineveh than my poor endeavors. Will you keep them
waiting all day?"

 "No." Sober at the reminder, Imriel got to his feet at the verge ofthe yawning gorge. I swallowed my fear
and rose, holding out my hand.

 He took it gravely, crossing the gap between us. "I'm sorry, Phèdre,"he said, looking at me with
guilt-stricken eyes. "Will they hate me forit, do you think? Because I am my mother's son?"

 "No." I held his hand hard, my heart aching. "I won't let them."

 SIXTY

 SINADDAN-SHAMABARSIN DID not wish us to enter Nineveh with fanfare, and therefore we
passed through the gates in thesmall hours of the night, when the horned moon hung white and distant
overhead, diffusing a silver light over the clay buildings, casting oddshadows on the empty streets.

 It was the only way. A company of our size, mainly comprised ofunveiled women from a dozen nations,
would have drawn attention. Iwas glad of it, for it meant the Lugal had taken the warning I'd sentahead
by courier to heart. He would not act until he had heard me out.

 Still, it was strange, everything muffled by night, the faces I'd come to know so well rendered indistinct.
And stranger still when we partedways at the Palace of Nineveh. Valère L'Envers, the Lugalin, had or
dered an unused wing of the women's quarters thrown open and madeready for their arrival, and there
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they would be housed, while their fateswere decided.

 A different welcome awaited the D'Angelines.

 The rest of us—Amaury, Joscelin, Imriel and I—would be treatedas royal guests, and Amaury's three
comrades quartered within the Palace. And despite the lateness of the hour, we were formally received
assuch by the Lugalin herself.

 "Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève." Color stood out onValère L'Envers cheeks as she sat
like a gilded effigy on the throne in her private audience hall, and I could not say if she was pleased to see
me or not. "My lord Trente, Messire Cassiline." The jewel-bedecked headdress dipped, and her voice
changed. "Prince Imriel de la Courcel."

 We all made obeisance. Imriel bowed stiffly, wary. "Your highness."

 In the cloistered hall, I saw him anew—saw what Valère saw, thegemlike beauty, the blue-black hair of
House Shahrizai, his eyes thecolor of sapphires, the hue of twilight. His mother's face, carved inminiature.

 Her mouth twisted as she regarded me. "So again, despite all odds,you return alive, Comtesse. It seems
I will not have to undertake thegrievous task of composing notice of your death to my cousin Ysandre
after all."

 "It seems," I said, "that you will not, my lady. We are grateful for your hospitality."

 "Yes." Valère contemplated us. "I have arranged foryou and Messire Joscelin to share quarters,
Comtesse. I trust it will not displease you. As far as the Akkadian nobility is concerned, you may as well
beconsidered wed. And the prince shall be housed in adjoining quarters.I am told you have grown . . .
close."

 Truly, we were back in the world, and all the politics that it entailed.I remembered the genuine kindness
she had shown me before we left; Valère L'Envers, I feared, had liked me a good deal better when she
thought I was dead. I made a graceful curtsy, wondering if she'd alreadywritten my eulogy in these
months gone by. "My lady is too gracious."

 She waved a disinterested hand. "It is the least I can do. My lord Sinaddan is eager for your report,
once you are rested. My lord Trente,quarters have been prepared also for you. My lords, my lady...be
welcome in Nineveh."

 And with that, we were dismissed and escorted to our quarters. Iwas bone-weary, too tired to think it
through. With Joscelin and Imriel,I followed the attendant eunuch to our appointed quarters, luxuriant and
generous. There was a single door dividing our rooms from Imriel's. The last I saw as I laid my head
upon soft cushions on a down palletwas Joscelin silhouetted by lamplight, standing in the dividing
doorwayand asking a question. As I sank into dreams, Imriel's voice followedme, giving an answer . . .

 . . . and then I slept, and knew no more.

 In the morning, Valère's personal physician, an Eisandine chirurgeon who had travelled with her into
virtual exile in Khebbel-im-Akkad,came to examine us. After so long, it was a relief to surrender to his
expertise. With careful fingers, he unwrapped the bindings on Joscelin'sarm, examining the set of the bone
and grunting.
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 It was something of a shock to see how the muscles had dwindled with disuse, the skin pallid and
sloughing. At the chirurgeon's bidding, Joscelin moved his arm, clenched his left hand into a fist. The
chirurgeon merely grunted, bathing the injured limb with care and letting itdry before he reapplied
bindings of clean white cotton, splinting themin place. Drucilla's shawl, he cast away in disdain, replacing
it with anelegant sling of brocaded cloth.

 "Will he regain the use of his arm?" I asked.

 "Like as not, though he'll favor it all of his days." The chirurgeonshrugged. "It's well set, barbarian work
or no."

 I gathered Drucilla's shawl, travel-stained and creased into greasyfolds, to my breast. Barbarian work. "I
set it myself, my lord chirurgeon," I said. "Under the direction of a physician of Tiberium."

 "You did well enough." He beckoned. "Come, then, and let mehave a look."

 Joscelin left the room when the Eisandine chirurgeon examined me.For all his brusqueness, his touch was
gentle and impersonal. He kepthis head bowed, and made no comment until it was done.

 "I saw worse, among the others," he said, washing his hands in abasin. "Her majesty sent me last night.
Wouldn't have thought so, if Iunderstood aright what you've undergone. Comfrey, and oil oflavender—I'll
have my assistant make a salve. But you're healing anew,where they've scarred. Your tissues . . .
Kushiel's gift?"

 "Yes." Sitting up, I smoothed my skirts over my knees. "If you want to call it that."

 He nodded, an unexpected compassion in his grey eyes. "I've heard.I'll give you a balm, too, to rub on
yon Cassiline's arm, when the timecomes. Three more weeks, mind, before the bindings come off. It will
help the blood flow, and aid healing. Don't tell him I gave it you, orhe'll be out of the sling in a heartbeat. I
know his kind."

 "Thank you," I whispered. "My lord chirurgeon, thank you."

 "You needn't. I've taken a vow, like you." He paused. "I saw theboy, earlier."

 "And?" Anxiety made my heart beat a little faster.

 "He'll heal." The chirurgeon gathered up his things. "The brand will leave a scar, but his welts are clean
and he is young, and strongof spirit. 'Tis the bitterness that festers worst. Let him talk of it, if he wishes.
As he comes to manhood ..." Remembering of whom he spoke,he let his words trail into silence. "Well.
He'll be cared for, no doubt."

 "No doubt," I echoed. "Thank you, my lord chirurgeon. I will takeyour words to heart, and see that they
are passed on to those who needhear them."

 The salve came within the hour, and Joscelin's balm with it, stoppered in an earthenware jar and
smelling of camphor and wintergreen.

 I hid it among my things. Valère L'Envers sent gifts of clothing, gorgeous robes and veils in the
Akkadian style, and unguents and cosmetics.After a welcome soak in the waters of the bathhouse, I had
myselfproperly attired. Elua knows, it was strange. My own skin felt unfamiliarto me, clean and fragrant
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with perfumed oils. The touch of silk against my flesh was unwontedly luxurious.

 "My lady." It was one of Valère's eunuchs at the door, eyes downcast. Behind him stood Joscelin,
exotic in a long, broad-sleeved tunicof garnet, worn over trousers. He looked manifestly uncomfortable,
andnot because of the brocaded sling. "The Lugal will see you."

 One does not argue, when a prince commands. I donned my veiland went.

 "Where's Imri?" I asked Joscelin as we traversed the halls.

 "In thezenana." He said it unthinking; the word was the same, inAkkadian. "The women's quarters.
Uru-Azag will keep an eye on him."

 "Good." I stole a sideways glance at him. His fair hair, clean andbraided, hung in a neat cable down his
back and the sumptuous attireset off his austere beauty. "It suits you, you know."

 The corner of his mouth rose, ever so slightly. "No. It suitsyou."

 And then we arrived at Prince Sinaddan-Shamabarsin's private audience room, and there was no time
for talk. It was only us and hisbride, but nonetheless intense for it. The Lugal paced the room as we
entered, black brows scowling beneath his turban of cloth-of-gold.

 "Rumors," he said abruptly, fetching up before us. "I hear rumors,Comtesse, rumors of Drujan. From
Demseen Fort, they come; from all along the border, from my own lady wife. Rumors that the
Mahrkagir'spower lies in shards, that his armies have lost their will, that SacredFires are alight and the
bone-priests of Angra Mainyu run shriekingbefore the blaze. And in the midst of it you come, alive and
unlooked-for,bearing a wagon-train of women and eunuchs, sending word thatbids me hold my hand.
Well and so, I have done it. Now tell me why."

 I told him.

 For all that it had taken an eternity to live it, the tale was short inthe telling. I had slain the Mahrkagir, and
thezenana had overthrownDaršanga. Afterward, the Sacred Fires had kindled, and we had madea
bargain with the Chief Magus Arshaka. Such a brief tale, to encompass such suffering.

 Valère L'Envers went pale during it. Whether she liked me or no, she was D'Angeline, and guessed
better than her royal husband whathad ensued, and the cost of it.

 "It is for this," I said, "my lord, that I ask your aid in seeing thesewomen restored to their homes. They
have suffered gravely and sacrificed much, each one."

 Prince Sinaddan glanced briefly at his wife, who nodded. It seemedthey were in accord. "It shall be
done," he said. "Each one of them.Upon the heads of my sons, I swear it; Khebbel-im-Akkad shall
dowereach one, fit unto a daughter of the House of Ur. But what, my lady,do you say of Drujan? Your
bargain is concluded; you have come safeto Nineveh. You are among friends, and may speak freely. I
have asmall measure of time before this matter comes to the attention of my father, and pressing decisions
to make within it. Do you sue for peace,even after what you have endured?"

 Taking a deep breath, I clasped my hands together. "My lord," Isaid, "I do. It was never the will of the
people of Drujan—the farmers, the fisherfolk, the weavers and servants—to follow the worship of Angra
Mainyu. 'Twas a few, an embittered few, who grasped power wherethey found it. And that power, my
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lord, has its roots in the cruelty ofKhebbel-im-Akkad. It is the atrocities committed against the family of
Hoshdar Ahzad that gave birth to the Mahrkagir. My lord, I sue for peace on behalf of Drujan that his
like may never come again."

 "Men have died," he said in a deep voice, "Akkadian men, twomighty armies destroyed. Shall we allow
Drujan to surrender peaceablyand let this go unpunished? Surely, our weakness will be despised, and
Persians everywhere will laugh up their sleeves, encouraged to newinsurrection."

 "No." I shook my head. "My lord, for eight years Drujani rule hasfollowed the path of Angra Mainyu: ill
thoughts, ill words, ill deeds.The land is ravaged, salted and laid barren in many places, the livestock
neglected and beaten. The people are starving and weary of living infear. Ask your scouts, if you do not
believe me; ask Tizrav, who accompanied us to Daršanga." I thought of the Persian mercenary, his
loyalty sworn to the radiant light of gold. "My lord, if you enter Drujan with vengeance and bloodshed, it
will foment hatred. If you enter withorder and aid, distributing foodstuffs, restoring trade, they will hail
youas a liberator."

 "Hmm." Prince Sinaddan studied Joscelin. "What do you say, mysilent warrior? You've seen more than
the Comtesse of the inner workings of Drujani governance. Are you agreed?"

 "My lord." Joscelin inclined his head. He had learned enough ofthe Akkadian tongue to reply in kind.
"The Mahrkagir's army is indisarray, having ever depended on the fearsome gifts of his Âka-Magi. Their
power is broken, their allies have fled, and the people look to the ancient Magi to lead them. I concur
with my lady Phèdre. The moment is opportune. You will conquer Drujan more thoroughly with compas
sion than armies."

 And the Lugal, the new breed of Akkadian despot, mindful of theresponsibilities of power, nodded to
himself, his neatly tended blackbeard bobbing. "It is so," he said, half to himself. "Although my father may
not see it. Well, and as he has entrusted me to guard the northernborders, so I may choose. I will dictate
terms of a peaceful surrenderand send a delegation to this Magus Arshaka. Let us see how he re
sponds."

 A profound wave of relief swept through me. "My lord is wise."

 "We shall see." Sinaddan allowed himself a smile. "Comtesse, I ammindful of the debt I owe you. You
and your consort alone have donewhat two Akkadian armies could not. Will you not name a reward?"

 "Your gratitude is reward enough, my lord," I said automatically."For the rest, I ask only reparations for
the women of thezenana, andmayhap a place of honor among your guard for Uru-Azag and his
comrades, to whose bravery we owe our lives."

 "They shall form the core of my personal guard," Valère L'Enversannounced. "Being eunuchs, they may
not serve among whole men, yetI think it shall be honor enough. Phèdre nó Delaunay, is there noreward
you will claim for yourself?"

 There was a touch of impatience in her voice. I daresay the Lugalinof Khebbel-im-Akkad did not care
to be indebted to a D'Angeline courtesan, no matter what the circumstance. "An escort to Tyre would
not be amiss, my lady."

 "Escort!" Prince Sinaddan laughed. "You'll have that, and more."

 And with that we were dismissed, our audience concluded.
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 When it was done, I felt as exhausted as if I'd fought a second war. Truly, politics is a wearying
business, fraught with tension and pitfalls,and so many lives at stake on one man's decision. In our
quarters, Iwent to the dividing door to see if Imriel had been returned to hisrooms, but they were still
empty. Too tired to move, I simply stoodthere. Joscelin came up behind me, his good arm resting lightly
aboutmy waist. It was enough. As much as I loved him, I couldn't haveborne anything more.

 "It's going to take me a while," I said quietly.

 "I know.”

 "I'm sorry." I wished I didn't feel broken inside.

 "Phèdre." He turned me gently to face him. "I know. You did whatyou had to do. I would that it had
been otherwise, but I don't blameyou for it. What you did...it was a brave and noble thing, truly."

 "Then why do I feel so awful?" I whispered.

 Joscelin touched my hair, looking sick. "Do you...do you wantto speak of it?"

 "Of what happened in Daršanga?" I laid one hand on his chest,keeping him at bay, feeling his heart
beating steady and strong beneathit. Tears came to my eyes unbidden. "Oh, Joscelin! Even if I did . . .
could you bear to hear it?"

 His answer, when it came, was rough and honest. "I don't know."

 "So." I swallowed hard, nodding. "We'll wait and see."

 SIXTY-ONE

 IT WAS Imriel's scream that awoke us both, shattering slumber—short, sharp and urgent, a cry of
imminent danger.

 "That's no nightmare." Instantaneously alert, Joscelin rolled out ofbed and onto his feet, mother-naked,
fumbling for a weapon. Strugglinginto a silk dressing-robe, I followed as he raced into Imriel's room,
illuminated by a faint light from the torch-lit hallway.

 On his bed, Imriel knelt, white-faced with stark terror, his handsfixed in rigid claws. A figure clad in
loose-fitting black clothes, a dark burnoose concealing its face, retreated toward the outer door, which
stood ajar.

 With a curse, Joscelin hurled hisdagger.

 Itmissed, clattering against the door-frame. The figure spun and dashed into the hall, Joscelin hard on its
heels. I kindled a lamp withtrembling fingers, only then daring to look at Imriel. "Are you allright?"

 He nodded, hands unclenching slowly, his narrow chest heaving.

 "What happened?" I asked him.

 "I woke up and someone was there. I screamed, and— " He mimedstriking out with one clawed hand.
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"Then Joscelin came. Do you thinkhe was trying to kill me?"

 I sat down on the edge of Imriel's bed. "What do you think?"

 "Yes." His face was still white, but he was calmer. "I think so."

 So did I, but I waited until Joscelin returned, grim and empty-handed.

 "I lost him," he said shortly. "Or her. I couldn't tell. What do youthink, Imri? Was it a man or a woman?"

 "I don't know." The boy sounded miserable. "It was dark.”

 "You did well. You did very well." Joscelin retrieved his daggerand scowled at his left arm in its sling.
"I'd have had him, if not forthis. It puts off my aim. I can't move as quickly, either. A three-steplead? I
should have had him."

 Imriel shivered, huddling on the bed and hugging his knees. Istroked his hair. "You must have gotten
some odd looks," I said, eyeingJoscelin. Aside from his sling, he was still rather splendidly naked. Imriel
peered over his knees and giggled.

 "A few." Joscelin raised his eyebrows. "Come on, you. From nowon, you'll stay in our quarters."

 It took the better part of an hour, but eventually Imriel fell asleepin our bed. Joscelin and I sat up,
wrapped in robes and discussing it inlow voices.

 "It could have been anyone," he said in disgust. "Man, woman,eunuch; Akkadian, D'Angeline—Jebean,
even...I didn't get a goodenough look. He ducked into a side hall, and by the time I'd backtracked, I'd
lost him."

 "None of the guards outside saw anything?"

 He shook his head. "None would admit it."

 "Either they lied, which means likely it's an Akkadian conspiracy,or they saw naught out of the ordinary,
which still means it was likelyan Akkadian. Not a woman; a woman unescorted would draw notice, at
this hour."

 "It could be a D'Angeline." Joscelin's voice was quiet. "Valère hasD'Angeline servants in her entourage,
enough to pass unremarked."

 "True." Neither of us needed state the obvious, which was thatValère L'Envers was Duc Barquiel's
daughter, and the Duc most assuredly would prefer Imriel dead. "Lord Amaury's men have the runof the
Palace as well."

 Joscelin sighed, dragging his free hand through his sleep-tangled hair. "Amaury . . . surely you don't
suspect Amaury."

 "Amaury, no. But the others..."I stared at the dancing flame ofthe oil lamp. "How well do you know
them? Vigny, de Marigot, Charves . . . Vigny's bitter, you said so yourself." I looked up. "It would bea
stroke of genius for someone who wanted the boy dead to get himselfplaced on the mission to find him."
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 "Amaury's company was hand-picked," he said. "Valère's a likelier candidate."

 "I agree." I thought of Melisande Shahrizai's description of LordAmaury Trente in La Serenissima.A
capable man, it is said, and loyalto the Queen, but not, I think, a clever one."Nonetheless, we must
consider the possibility."

 "So what do we do?"

 "Look for scratched faces," I said. "Imri drew blood; there weretraces of it under his nails. If it's none of
Amaury's men..."I grimaced."All we have to do is get him to Tyre alive."

 "With the Lugal's generous escort," Joscelin observed. "Filled withElua knows how many would-be
assassins." He glanced toward thebedchamber. "You know...all my life, from the time I was ten, Itrained
for this, for this very thing—to serve as a personal bodyguardto a member of House Courcel, the finest
possible protection againstthe threat of assassination. And now?" He shrugged, the robe slippingfrom his
bound shoulder. "I'm useless."

 "Not useless," I said fiercely. "Never that! I'd rather have you one-handed than an entire company of
Black Shields!"

 He smiled, but his eyes were bleak. "I can't fight, Phèdre. You'veseen it as well as I. Until this happened
...I didn't mind, not so muchas I thought I might. After Daršanga, if I never have to kill anyoneagain, it will
be too soon. But the boy..." He glanced back towardImriel. "He needs a Cassiline, not a cripple."

 "Joscelin." Tears stood in my eyes. "Anyone who wants to kill himwill have to go through both of us first.
And no one's done it yet."

 After a moment he nodded, reaching out to brush my cheek. "Goto bed," he murmured. "I'll take the first
watch and wake you beforedawn."

 I slept uneasily and rose when Joscelin, bleary-eyed, awoke me.While they slept, I studied the Jebean
scroll which Valère L'Envers hadrestored to me. I'd learned a good deal more Jeb'ez than I realized,
eavesdropping on Kaneka and her companions. I pondered the raimentof the figures, the bejeweled
breastplate, the diadem placed upon Melekal'Hakim's brow after he was anointed. I pondered the two
figures escaping from the ruin of the Temple, carrying the cloth-shrouded burden between them on two
poles. Slowly, the mysteries I had studied filteredback into my mind, the long hours spent with Eleazar
ben Enokh, withthe Rebbe before him, the many texts I had perused. I thought onEleazar's parting
words.You must make of the self a vessel where there isno self.What did it mean, if not what I had
undergone in Daršanga?Truly, the ways of gods were unknowable.

 A breathless laugh broke my concentration and I jerked my headup, startled.

 "You see?" Joscelin said to Imriel. "The Lugal himself could ridepast her on a tiger, and she'd not notice."

 "I would, too," I said. I don't think either of them believed me.

 We spent the day in investigation, as best we might; no easy thing,in unfamiliar surroundings. Joscelin,
with Imriel at his side, sought outLord Amaury's men, examining them for scratches. For my part, I went
to the women's quarters where the zenana was housed, hoping to findUru-Azag. Alas, I was too
late—already, Valère had put her plan inmotion, and the Akkadians were being fitted for livery and
decorativearmor suiting their new appointment as the Lugalin's personal guard.
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 I spoke to Kaneka instead, valuing her wisdom. "Send him here,little one, if you fear for his safety in
your keeping. We are enoughstill to protect one boy." She grinned, hefting her axe. "I have notforgotten
how to use this!"

 "I will, Fedabin," I said. "Thank you."

 Kaneka shrugged. "The sooner we are gone, the better. My feetitch for home."

 All was merriment in the women's quarters, aside from the pall myworries cast; Valère and Sinaddan
had been generous in their gifts. In that, I could not fault them. New wardrobes, gifts of jewels, visitors
coming and going throughout the day, bearing some new tribute. Already the messengers had gone out,
and in some cases, among thePersians and Akkadians, negotiations were beginning for their returnhome.

 In Daršanga, someone in the zenana would have known had therebeen an assassination attempt. Here,
they were strangers, more so thanI, and Nineveh only a way-station. I had no allies, no Rushad to bring
me court rumor. The thought, tinged with a nostalgia that was notentirely rooted in sorrow at the memory
of Rushad, was unsettling.

 Remember this.

 Some things I remembered too well.

 After the zenana, I called upon Valère L'Envers. There was, I haddetermined, nothing to be gained in
accusing her, nor in reporting theincident—ostensibly, all she could do was to express deep regrets and
offer to appoint us guards, which would put her people even closer athand. That, I wished to avoid at all
costs. Still, I wished to see her,and deliver a subtle message.

 Valère received me in her private paradise, which Sinaddan had hadbuilt for her. It is not so splendid, I
am told, as the famous roof-topgardens of Babylon. Mayhap it is so; since I have not seen them, Icannot
say. This was splendid enough, a tiny corner of Terre d'Ange recreated within the red-clay walls of
Nineveh.

 Fertile soil had been imported, and lush green lawn. The cost ofthe irrigation system alone must have
been phenomenal, creating thegentle brook that wound throughout the garden, crossed by quaint,arching
bridges. Flowers bloomed in profusion, quickened by the Akkadian spring—violets, roses, sweet
alyssum, jumbled and out of season.Valère L'Envers was picnicking with her ladies-in-waiting beneath a
cherry tree, luxuriant carpets spread on the petal-bestrewn grass.

 "Phèdre nó Delaunay," she hailed me in Akkadian, lifting a glassof chilled D'Angeline wine. "Pray, come
and join us. We are escaping the unpleasantness of the world for an afternoon of leisure."

 "Is the world so unpleasant, my lady?" I inquired, kneeling on acarpet and arranging my skirts about me.

 "Have you not found it so?" Valère's tone was light, but somethingin it caught my ear. She smiled
blandly, gesturing for an attendant topour a glass of wine for me. "Given your recent experience, I would
have thought you to find it unpleasant indeed."

 I sipped my wine. "And which experience would that be, my lady?"

 Valère's lids flickered. "Why, Drujan, of course. Surely you've experienced no unpleasantness in
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Nineveh?"

 "No, no." I shook my head. "Nothing of import. I slept poorly lastnight, is all. I trust it will not happen
again. Poor Joscelin was up halfthe night."

 At that, one of her ladies laughed behind her hand, and made aspeculative comment about Joscelin's
prowess, wondering if his beardless state indicated he was a eunuch. I assured her that his manhoodwas
intact, and another of the women offered that she had heard he had been seen in the hallways of the
Palace last night, in such a lackof attire as made it obvious he was indeed very much intact. This gaveway
to speculation as to why Joscelin Verreuil was roaming the hallsmother-naked, the consensus being that
with the exception of the Lugalin, all D'Angelines were mad and unpredictable, but nonetheless pleasant
to look at, particularly the spectacularly naked ones, a sightdoubtless wasted on the Palace guards.

 Throughout it all, the bland smile never left Valère L'Envers' face.

 I smiled too, and thanked her when my wine was done, taking myleave.

 Well and so; it left no doubt in my mind, although I was sorry forit. She was the Queen's own cousin,
and I owed my life to her father.Moreover, she was Nicola's cousin, too—Nicola, to whom I had givena
lover's token, and who had taught me once a valuable lesson aboutmy own suspicions. I would far rather,
I thought ruefully, have themproved false. Valère L'Envers had done good things in Khebbel-im-Akkad.
In my brief time in Nineveh, I had gathered that her influencewith Sinaddan was to the good, tempering
his Akkadian ferocity andnourishing his forward-looking method of rule, at odds with his father the Khalif
s heavy hand. She had borne him three sons, and like as notthe eldest would be named Lugal when
Sinaddan assumed the Khalifate.

 Why did she want Imriel dead?

 Loyalty, mayhap; House L'Envers protects its own. It is why theyare so fiercely loyal to the code of their
password. What plans did Valèrehave for her younger sons? I could not say; did not know aught of the
lads, who had been shielded from our presence here. Loyalty, or ambition? Ysandre was the first
member of her House, insofar as I knew, to place the good of the realm above her family . . . but
Ysandre, Ithought, was a rare being by anyone's terms. I missed her, then; missedher terribly. Cool and
calculating she might be, ruled by her intellect,but in her own way, she honored the precept of Blessed
Elua to itsfullest.Love as thou wilt. When it came to it, my icy and precise Queen was willing to stake
her life on love. I remembered how she had riddenthrough the ranks of de Somerville's army, parting
them like blades ofgrass bowing before the wind. And I remembered how she and Drustanmab
Necthana had danced together at the fête where we had beenhonored, their eyes only for each other,
smiling, evincing a love soprofound it seemed a trespass to behold it.

 I'd seen that look in the Mahrkagir's eyes.

 I wondered if Joscelin and I would ever look at each other thatway again.

 And I wondered, deeply, if Valère L'Envers had acted of her ownaccord, or if she had orders from her
father. Lord Amaury Trente hadsent word from Menekhet. If Duc Barquiel had learned of it, therewould
have been time, during the months we spent in Drujan, for himto send orders to Valère.I'llnot pretend
I'd be sorry to hear of the child'sdemise,he had said to me. Would he contrive it? He had ambitions of

 his own, and grandsons to fulfill them. He might. And if he did, Imrielwas in danger, no less in the City of
Elua than Nineveh.
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 Iwant to stay with you,Imriel had said. The memory tore at myheart. How much had it cost him to trust
Joscelin and me? I wishedwe could stay with him. Ah, Elua! I trusted Amaury Trente to see him safe, but
Imri scarce knew him. He would feel hurt and betrayed, andin truth, I would sooner see him under the
protection of Joscelin'ssword. Would that we could keep him forever from harm. I wished Iwere
returning home to Terre d'Ange, and not bound for Jebe-Barkal.I could not even make him a promise
that we would return. It seemedsuch a long way, such a very long way.

 But I had other promises to keep, and there were fates worse thandeath.

 Hyacinthe.

 SIXTY-TWO

 NOTHING HAPPENED that night, nor in the nights that followed, though Joscelin and I traded shifts
and remained awake throughout, weary and ragged. My warning, it seemed, had been taken to heart
and a one-armed Cassiline was still a sufficient deterrent.

 Sinaddan, I thought, must not know. If he did, Valère would not need to rely on stealth—it would have
been easy enough, in Nineveh,to kill or poison the lot of us. No, this was a private matter, and notone
sanctioned by the Lugal of Khebbel-im-Akkad, who would havebeen displeased to find Terre d'Ange's
most famous courtesan and herconsort dead within his walls, along with the rescued prince.

 I was glad of that, at least, and glad that Joscelin and Imriel's searchhad turned up no scratch-marked
suspects among Lord Amaury's men.It didn't guarantee there was no danger from that quarter, but it
madeit less likely.

 All told, we remained another week in Nineveh, and it felt like aneternity. There were private fêtes and a
public ceremony, all very glorious. Prince Sinaddan heaped an embarrassment of gifts upon us—rare
spices, gold jewelry worked in the elegant, flowing lines of the Akkadianstyle, intricate woven carpets.
To Imriel, he presented a curved daggerwith a gilded hilt in the shape of a ram's head. Imriel thanked him
inzenyan-accented Akkadian, a ten-year-old courtier, his expression givingnothing away.

 With no other skills at my disposal, I had begun teaching him thearts of covertcy such as my lord
Delaunay had taught me when I wasa child: how to observe, how to read expression, tone and posture,
howto listen for the unspoken; how to make oneself unobtrusive, and whento watch for what people will
reveal when they think themselves unnoticed, and the nine tell-tales of a lie.

 Even as a rank novice, he had a knack for it. And why not? Hewas, after all, Melisande's son—and
Melisande was a skilled adept, wedding the art with her gift for manipulation and concealment. My lord
Delaunay had taught her, too, in exchange for learning how to bend people to his will as living tools.

 Now I taught her son, not for the sake of gaining power, but tosafeguard his life.

 Keeping watch at night, seeing Imriel warded every waking hour, being careful not to eat or drink
anything not already tasted by another...in these ways, we maintained vigilance in Nineveh, and all the
while,my skin crawled with fearful anticipation. At the farewell fête, I put as good a face on it as I might,
thanking Sinaddan-Shamabarsin for hishospitality and generosity. In truth, he had been a gracious host,
and Icould not fault his sincerity. Valère L'Envers maintained her bland smileand expressed her deep
gratitude for our deeds, for the opportunity tomeet such august personages.
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 I couldn't get out of Nineveh fast enough.

 And leave we did, with a vast caravanbound for the west, for agood many women of the zenanawould
be travelling with us. And ourescort. . . Prince Sinaddan had kept his promise. It was nearly the sizeof a
small army. The tents, the supply-train, the wagon-loads of giftsand generous dowries; it needed a small
army to transport us.

 I didn't like it, not one bit. There were hundreds of unfamiliar faces, and hundreds of ways accidents
could happen on the journey. And therewas not a single blessed thing I could do about it. I'd asked for
thisescort myself.

 For all that, it was a pleasant journey crossing the flood plainsbetween the Great Rivers. The spring
floods had deposited a load ofrich alluvial soil on the arid plains, and it was farmland as far as theeye
could see, fields of wheat and barley waving in the sun, villagesflanked by rows of date palms. The days
were warm without beingunbearable, and the nights pleasantly cool. If not for my fear of Imriel's
assassination, it might have been idyllic.

 We had told Amaury Trente, of course, who'd heard us out insilence, his shoulders slumping. I pitied
him. Unsubtle or no, Amaurywas a good man and a loyal one, and he'd undertaken this mission out of
regard for the Queen. Already, it had proved harder and led himfurther astray than he'd ever dreamed
possible. This only made his taskmore difficult. Still, when I had finished, he sighed, squared his shoulders
and went about informing his men, whom he vowed were trustworthy. I prayed he was right.

 Between us, we kept a guard on Imriel at all times, unless he rodewith Kaneka and the Jebeans, betimes
joined by the Chowati. He ateno dish that was not from the common pot, and drank no water notdrawn
by friendly hands.

 All went well until the day we crossed the Euphrate.

 The floods had subsided, but the river was still swollen to a dangerous torrent. I had not liked the
raft-crossing the first time, and Idreaded it no less the second. There were ten passengers on our reed
raft—Joscelin, Imriel and I, Kaneka and four others, along with twoAkkadian soldiers, who looked no
less wet and miserable than the rest,ostensibly placed there for our protection by their captain,
Nurad-Sin.

 Our unsteady vessel bucked and surged on the raging waters, drawnacross by the raft-keepers, chanting
and laughing with steady cheer, drawing it hand over hand along one of the massive, water-logged ropes
that spanned the river, while a team on the far end hauled on a secondrope. Once again, our poor horses
had to swim for it, and I fearedsorely for there lives. Imriel knelt anxiously at the edge of the raft,watching
his Akkadian pony struggle valiantly against the current.

 I was watching him. I should have heeded my own teaching, andwatched the soldiers.

 It happened so suddenly.

 At mid-river, the raft was lurching so violently I didn't notice whenone of the soldiers rose to his feet,
thinking him pitched there by theraft's movement. In a single motion, half-falling, he lurched across theraft,
arms extended, pushing Imriel over the edge.

 A cry of dismay caught in my throat. Flecked with foam, the roilingbrown water swept Imriel
downstream into the struggling bodies of our horses, fouled amid their churning legs. With a wan smile,
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the soldierfollowed him overboard, letting himself tumble into the raging river.Amid the shouting and
panic, one of the raft-keepers somehow lost hisgrip on the rope, and the force of the river tore it from the
others'hands, the raft's surge sending the handlers on the far side staggeringand reeling.

 What would have happened if Joscelin had not lunged for the rope,catching it in his good right hand, I
cannot say. His face was wrackedin a grimace of pain, and his arm stretched taut in its socket. I cannot
imagine how he held on without being pulled from the raft—but hedid. In seconds, the other soldier had
grabbed his legs, anchoring him,and the raft-keeperregained the rope with anxious cries. Our craft was
stable.

 And Imriel had been carried twenty yards, his body now motionless,his head a dark spot on the surging
waters.

 It may have been hopeless, against that torrent, but he knew howto swim; I knew he did, he'd taught the
younger children at the Sanctuary. Why was he not even struggling? I thought of how he'd been tangled
amid the horses, their churning hooves, and felt sick at heart.In the raft, Joscelin got unsteadily to his
knees, fumbling at the knoton his sling, making ready to go after him.

 "Joscelin ..." I whispered.

 He looked as sick as I felt. "I have to try."

 That was when we heard the splash, and Jebean voices raised infierce shouts of encouragement.

 Kaneka's form cleaved the waters like a dark spear, long arms flashing in steady strokes, her legs
kicking strongly, clearing the line ofhorses. Where the current was with her, she hurtled downstream;
whereit eddied and surged, she rode it with skill, drawing ever nearer to herobjective.

 "Pull," I said to the raft-handlers."Pull!"

 They did, at a frantic pace, no longer laughing. I daresay we crossedthe Euphrate at record speed. By
the time we reached the far shore,Kaneka and Imriel were out of sight. I stumbled onto dry land, ignoring
my sodden skirts, and grabbed the reins of the nearest horse, snatching them from the hands of a startled
Akkadian soldier.

 "Watch him," I said to Joscelin, pointing to the second soldier onour raft. "And get Amaury."

 Without waiting for his acknowledgment, I flung myself on thehorse's back and wheeled, heading
downstream. It was soaked and skittish and unsaddled, but if nothing else, I have become a passing fair
rider in my travels, and I clung to its slick hide and urged it onward.

 Around the second bend, I came upon Kaneka hauling Imriel outof the shallows.

 Water ran off her dark skin in rivulets and she was panting like a distance-runner, her arms trembling
with the effort. Imriel was dead weight, hanging limp in her grasp. I drew up the horse so sharply its
forehooves sprayed dirt and dismounted at a run.

 Together we got him ashore.

 "Turn...on...belly," Kaneka gasped in Jeb'ez, dropping in exhaustion. "Get. . . out. . . water."
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 Imriel wasn't breathing. Following her instruction, I turned himonto his stomach, pressing rhythmically
between his shoulders. A trickle of water emerged from his slack mouth, dribbling onto the soil. I kept
pressing. Then, all at once, he drew in a choked breath, coughed, andspewed out half the Euphrate.

 I sat back on my heels and breathed a prayer of thanks.

 By the time Lord Amaury and the others arrived, Imriel's wracking coughing and spitting had subsided
and he was alert, albeit dazed. Beneath the inky tendrils of hair plastered to his brow was a crescent-
shaped bruise where a horse's hoof had caught his temple, a deep blue against his bloodless pallor.

 "He's all right?" Amaury asked, dismounting and offering his cloakto Kaneka, who'd stripped off her
garment before diving.

 "I think so." I smoothed the damp hair back from Imriel's brow, shading his eyes to see if his pupils
contracted, knowing somewhat ofwhat a blow to the head could do. Elua be praised, they did. "Are you
all right, Imri?"

 Sodden and shivering, as much with shock as the chill, he nodded."Kaneka?"

 "Here, little one." She answered him herself in zenyan, wrappingherself in Amaury's cloak and laying a
hand on the boy's shoulder."You gave me a fine chase."

 "Elua!" Amaury said fervidly, eyeing her. "She swims like a fish.Phèdre, will you convey my thanks and
compliments?"

 I did, translating them into Jeb'ez. Kaneka laughed, water sparklinglike diamonds in her woolly hair.
"They call this a Great River?" shesaid contemptuously. "Let them try the Nahar in flood season, whereit
passes the cataracts and the crocodiles wait. Nowthat is a river!"

 Someone caught the horse I'd borrowed, which had wandered somedistance away, and Imriel was
bundled in another cloak. By the timewe returned to our party, Imriel had stopped shivering and grown
excited by the adventure, displaying the bruise on his temple to Joscelinwith a boy's pride.

 "Very nice," Joscelin said to him, raising his brows. "Phèdre, may we speak?"

 The drowned body of the guilty soldier had washed ashore on thefar side. Captain Nurad-Sin made
profound apologies, swearing up anddown that the man was a new conscript, and he'd had no
knowledgeof his actions, any more than his innocent comrade had had. I heardhim out, gauging his words
sincere. In the end, I had no choice but toaccept them. We were too far outnumbered to do anything
else.

 "Thank you for your concern, my lord Captain," I said politely. "Her majesty Queen Ysandre de la
Courcel is eagerly awaiting thereturn of her young kinsman, Prince Imriel. She would be most wroth if ill
befell him now, after such trials, and I daresay his highness theLugal would be displeased as well. I pray
you ensure your men knowthis."

 He gave a grim nod. "You may be sure of it, my lady."

 Mayhap he did, for the next leg of our journey passed without event.I spent the time scavenging paper
and ink as unobtrusively as I might, working on various missives by the light of our campfires at night, and
during the day, riding among the women of the zenana and conversing with the Ephesians.
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 They were the first to leave our company, departing with an honorguard of Akkadians and a
wagon-load of royal gifts to make their wayover land to Ephesium. We made our farewells, and I
watched themgo, filled with a dour satisfaction.

 "Do you care to tell me what that expression betokens?" Joscelinasked.

 "Wait till we've crossed the Yehordan," I said.

 Once we had, I told him. Joscelin laughed aloud, and went to fetch Nurad-Sin himself. Veiled and
proper, seated within my tent while hestood outside it, I addressed the Akkadian captain again.

 "My lord Captain," I said to him. "You are aware I have. . .concerns . . . for Prince Imriel's safety."

 Nurad-Sin bowed. "My lady, I am. Before Shamash, I pledge you,I have taken every precaution to
ensure that no further incidents occur."

 "So," I said, "have I. Each of the Ephesian women with whom we parted company a few days past
bears with her a missive, addressed inmy name to her majesty Ysandre de la Courcel, Queen of Terre
d'Ange.These I have instructed to be given to the D'Angeline ambassador inEphesium city, and thanks to
the Lugal's generosity, the women of thezenanashall have the means to accomplish this. In these letters, I
have chronicled such events as have befallen us thus far, and laid forth mysuspicions as to their cause."

 The Akkadian captain went pale. "My lady, the Lugal esteems youabove gold. Surely you do not
suspect. . . ?”

 "No." I said it with a blandness that would have done ValèreL'Envers credit. "Not in the least. While
Prince Imriel lives, my suspicions will go unspoken. Should any accident befall him..."Ishrugged. "It is my
instruction that the letters be sent. Mayhap, my lordCaptain, you might see to it that every man among
you—every conscript, every veteran, every hostler and cook and water-porter, for I donot expect you
to vouch for every one—is aware of this."

 He gave a deep bow. "My lady, it shall be done."

 "Well," said Joscelin when he had gone. "You've done what youcould."

 It didn't feel like enough.

 SIXTY-THREE

 "WHY CAN'T you come home with me?"

 It was inevitable, I suppose;the only wonder was that Imriel hadwaited until we were a day's ride from
Tyre to broach the subject. I sighed, trying to find the words.

 "Imri...I made a promise, a long time ago. It's not one I canbreak."

 He lifted guileless blue eyes to mine. "If he loves you, wouldn't heunderstand?"

 "He might," I said, thinking of Hyacinthe, who had never dreamedthat the dark road I would travel
would prove so very dark indeed,with so many branching forks. "It doesn't matter. That's not the point."
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 Imriel rode for a while in silence, then, "Do you love him morethan Joscelin?"

 "No. Imriel, listen. If someone had taken your place in Daršanga,if. . . if Beryl had gone in your stead," I
said, recalling the name of theeldest girl in the Sanctuary of Elua, the one who had recited the verses
about Kushiel's Dart. "If Beryl had taken your place, and you had thechance to free her, could you go
home instead?"

 His black brows, straighter than his mother's, knit in thought. "No,"he said finally, reluctant. "But..."

 "But what?"

 "Whydo you have to love him so much?"

 I smiled. "Why? I don't know. I've known him since I was, oh,younger than you. Whenever I was upset,
or scared, or angry...itwas always to Hyacinthe that I ran. There was a time, Imri, when he was my only
true friend; a long time."

 "Was he like me?" he asked. "When he was a boy?"

 I considered him. "No. Not much.”

 "I want to go with you." The words were so soft I could scarcehear them. "With you and Joscelin, to
Jebe-Barkal."

 "You can't," I said. "Imri, we've talked about this. You've a lifeawaiting you in Terre d'Ange, and the
Queen herself anxious to meetyou, to make you a member of her family; of House Courcel, intowhich
you were born."

 "And people who want me dead." His mouth was set in a hard,unchildish line.

 "Yes," I said. "And that. But Lord Amaury won't let that happen,and neither will Queen Ysandre. And
when it comes to it, they're agreat deal more qualified for the job than I."

 Imriel gave me a look that went clear to the bone. "But you arethe only one who is my friend, my true
friend."

 We made camp that night a few miles outside Tyre, and it wasJoscelin who broached the subject while
Imriel slept, sitting cross-leggedon his blankets before the opening of our tent and massaging his armwith
the Eisandine chirurgeon's balm. The bindings and splint had atlast come off, and despite his best efforts
squeezing rocks and the like,his left arm was pallid and puny, his grip on his dagger feeble at best.

 "It's a long way," he said quietly. "And we've been a long time fromhome. Phèdre . . . I'm not saying we
shouldn't go, eventually. But. . . look at me. I'll not be much use, if there's trouble. And you . . . Elua,
love! If ever there was a time you needed to heal, it's now."

 "I'm fine," I said.

 Joscelin merely looked at me.

 "All right," I said. "I'm not fine. But I'm well enough to travel,and so are you. Joscelin . . . there's a part
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of me, a big part, that would like nothing better than to see Imriel restored safely, to deliver a warning in
person to Ysandre, to gohome. But if we do?" I shuddered. "I'mnot sure I can face leaving it again. And
I can't live knowing that there'ssomewhat I might do to win Hyacinthe's freedom. Mayhap..." I swal
lowed. "Mayhap it would be best if you went with Imriel."

 He flinched. "You don't mean it."

 "I don't know." I put my head in my hands. "It's—it's like yousaid, it's what you trained all your life to
do. Not trail around afterluckless whores on half-mad quests."

 "Phèdre." There was a sound in his voice almost like laughter,although with no levity in it. "If you can't go
home while Hyacintheremains cursed, how can you possibly imagine I could endure lettingyou go to
Jebe-Barkal alone?”

 "So you'll go?"

 "I swore it to damnation and beyond." He flexed his left hand, testing the muscles. "This would be the
beyond."

 Our arrival in Tyre was auspicious. The skies were a bright, hardblue above and a good steady wind
blew southwesterly. The Lugal'scouriers had been there ahead of us, arrangingfor our varied transports.
'Twas no difficulty for those of us bound for Menekhet, as trade ships travelled regularly, but the longer
journeys—Hellas, Illyria, CaerdiccaUnitas, Carthage, Aragonia, Terre d'Ange—required special
commissions.

 His highness Sinaddan-Shamabarsin had been the soul of generosity.The ships were ready and waiting,
the finest money could buy, captains and crew hailingthe women of the Mahrkagir's zenana as noble-born
passengers.

 It was a considerable shock, albeit a pleasant one, to some, especiallythose who had been slave-born.
By some means they did not fullycomprehend, the horrible dross of their lives, the degradations of
Dar-sanga, had been converted to status. I was glad, for they deserved it. Ihoped it would enable some
of them to find happiness, or at least contentment. There are many things wealth cannot buy, and most
of thoseare enumerated by philosophers who have never woken wondering ifthis day would be their last.
It pleased me to know that the survivorsof Daršanga would, at the least, not have to worry about buying
bread.

 For the rest, it was up to them. The living must carry on for thedead.

 Rushad . . . Drucilla . . . Erich. There was no ship bound for Skaldia.I never even learned his story,
never knew how he came to be a Drujanicaptive. All I had done was hold his hand, and sing him songs
as he died. I hoped he'd gotten his answers from All-Father Odhinn.

 It was no longer in my heart to hate or fear the Skaldi.

 There were tears aplenty upon parting, and if I dared now leaveno written trail, I left a good many
instructions, whispered in the earsof a dozen women—safeguards, hedged bets, messages for a
half-dozenD'Angeline ambassadors. It was the last great conspiracy of thezenanaof Daršanga, and every
one of them undertook it willingly.

 Our ship, set to leave at midday on the morrow, would be the lastto leave; the D'Angeline ship would
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sail at dawn. We passed one lastnight together in a fine Tyrean inn, which the Lugal had reserved forour
pleasure, even ensuring that there would be no fuss about men and women dining in common. The
festivities went long into the night, andI daresay I filled Amaury Trente's ear with more advice than he
needed.

 At the end of the evening, I bid farewell to Imriel, who would bunkwith Lord Amaury's men. "Be well," I
whispered, holding him close."Be safe. Remember what I taught you."

 "I will." His voice was muffled, lost in my hair; his arms wound hard about my neck. He let me go,
sniffling and blinking at Joscelin,one hand on the prized Akkadian dagger that was thrust through hisbelt.
"Will you teach me to use this, when you come back?"

 "I swear it, my prince." There was a strained tone to Joscelin'svoice as he bowed, the movement a
halting approximation of his oldCassiline grace. He closed his eyes as Imriel hugged him, and I thoughtI
saw tears spiking his lashes. "Ward yourself well until I do."

 And then it was ended, and we went to our quarters, which seemed strangely empty without Imriel's
presence. There was no need for eitherof us to keep watch, no need for Joscelin to post himself before
the door. It is odd, the things to which one can become accustomed.

 "Funny," Joscelin said, unbuckling his vambraces. His left forearmhad lost the calluses of a lifetime, and
the leather straps had chafed itraw. "I never expected tolike him."

 "Melisande's son," I murmured.

 "Yes." He prodded the oozing patches of flesh and winced. "Melisande's son. Do you want to see them
off in the morning?"

 "Yes," I said. "I'd like that."

 And we would have done, had we not slept overlate. Small wonder, I thought, waking to see the first
low rays of the sun penetrating ourwindow. It had been—how long?—weeks, at least, since both of us
had slept through a night undisturbed. I roused Joscelin, who cameawake with customary quickness.
Hastily donning our attire, cloakedagainst the dawn chill, we hurried to the harbor in time to see the
anchor drawn, hear the oarsmen chant as the galley turned round in thestill waters of the harbor, making
ready to hoist sail.

 They were there, standing on deck, Lord Amaury's curling auburn hair unmistakably lit by the slanting
early sun. He raised one hand insalute, and we waved from the quai. Imriel wasa shrouded figure,
huddled in a hooded Akkadian cloak and giving no indication of havingseen us. Someone—Vigny, I
thought—kept a watchful eye upon him.

 "Well," said Joscelin. "That's that."

 "Did you—?"

 "What?"

 "Nothing."  I  shrugged.  "One of the men hauling anchor...Ithought, mayhap, I saw marks on his face.
Like scratches. Healedscratches."
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 Joscelin stared after the receding galley. "Phèdre...if you did . . .Lord Amaury knows, yes? You told him
about the letters to the Ephesians, about the instructions you gave the others. And he's prepared tomake
it known to the ship's captain, what repercussions may await ifImriel doesn't make it safe to port in
Marsilikos."

 "Yes," I said. "Amaury knows."

 "Then let it be," he said firmly, tugging my arm. "You're chasingphantoms, now. Valère tried twice; she
won't try a third time, and evenif she did, there's naught we can do about it. 'Tis Amaury's job, and one
to which the Queen appointed him. Let him do it."

 Glancing over my shoulder, I went with him. Like as not he wasright; even I thought I was imagining
things. We returned to the innand packed our things—vastly reduced from that with which we'd left
Nineveh, the bulk of it going westward with Lord Amaury—and wentto break our fast and meet with
Kaneka and the others.

 It was a smallish ship bound for Iskandría; a Menekhetan trader,for which I was glad. It would go
unladen, for the Lugal had paid theentire passage, and there were but twelve of us, Jebean, Menekhetan
and D'Angeline, with the run of the vessel. When the sun stood highoverhead, they cast anchor and in
short order we were away, sailshoisting to catch the wind. I stood on deck and watched the gulf of
sparkling water widen between us and the coastline of Khebbel-im-Akkad, feeling a giddy lightness as it
did.

 So, I thought, it is ended. We leave Drujan behind us.

 And I prayed the distance would make a difference.

 It was a pleasure, after Khebbel-im-Akkad, to go unveiled, to feelthe salt spray upon my face. After the
zenana, I retained a fondness foropen spaces, and there is none so vast as the ocean. We dined together
in the mess-hall, attended by sailors glad to have drawn such light duty for full pay, laughing as our plates
and cups slid the length of the built-in trestle with the ship's swaying, laughing all the harder when Joscelin,
with a peculiar look on his face, excused himself to go above-deck.

 "He does not like the sea?" Kaneka asked with a grin.

 " 'Tis a long-standing quarrel between them," I replied.

 At night, the stars stood bright and close overhead, clustered indiamond swarms against the velvety
darkness. Despite the chill, I likedto walk the decks, gazing at them, wondering if such beauty had been
created to a purpose. Beauty inspires love; so it is said, in Terre d'Ange.

 Was it done that we might find this world worthy of loving? Mayhapit was so. I was no priestess, no
philosopher, to find the answers to theworld's riddles in the stars. I only know that they were beautiful
and stirred my soul.

 I was glad I could still be moved by beauty.

 By the third day, the heat of noon had grown oppressive as the sunbeat down on the wooden decks.
Like many of the southerners, I tookto my cabin during the worst heat of the day; enclosed or no, 'twas
better to be in shade than sun, and our cabin had a portal that admitteda breeze.
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 I was drowsing on my narrow cot, clad only in a thin linen shift,when the knock came at the door, and I
thought it must be Joscelin, unwontedly formal. As always, he had spent a good portion of our firstdays
aft, in the stern of the ship where the clutch and roil of seasicknessthat gripped his belly would be less
troublesome.

 "Yes?" I said, opening the door a crack.

 It was Kaneka. I had guessed wrongly. "You will want to see this,"she said, her expression
undecipherable.

 I opened the door wide and stared.

 There, squirming in her grip, was Imriel de la Courcel.

 SIXTY-FOUR

 "How?"

 I folded my arms and glared at him, looking as imposing as I could. Imriel's gaze darted, seeking allies
and not finding them. Joscelin, leaning against the door of the cabin, was as grim and stoic as only a
seasickCassiline can be, and Kaneka . . . Kanaka was trying not to laugh, butI do not think Imri knew it.
He'd not learned that much, not yet.

 "There was a boy," he said defiantly. "At the inn. An Akkadian boy, one of the servants. He wanted to
see Terre d'Ange, where the men looklike sons of the gods, and the women, the women look like . . .
like you. Igot him to take my place."

 I raised my eyebrows."How?"

 "He took my cloak," Imriel muttered. "In the service alley, beforethe stairs. And I gave him my dagger
for it, the one the Lugal gaveme. We traded places, when everyone was watching the trunks being
brought down. I made as if to sulk, and told Lord Amaury not to botherme, so he would not notice when
we changed."

 "And how long," I asked, "do you supposethat endured aboardthe ship?"

 "Long enough." He set his chin. "I told him to pretend he wassick, and wanted only to sleep, and to keep
his face turned away fromthe light."

 "You arranged this under Lord Amaury's nose?" I said in patentdisbelief.

 "Lord Amaury," Imriel said stubbornly, "does not speak Akkadian."

 I looked at Joscelin. "Would you be so good as to fetch the captain?"

 The Menekhetan captain came at once and informed us apologetically in heavily accented Hellene that
there was no question of turningback to Tyre. The Lugal of Khebbel-im-Akkad had commissioned this
ship to sail directly to Iskandria, and sail it would. Yes, he understoodthe development was unforeseen,
but the ship's passage was paid, sothe boy's presence was no imposition. Ah, yes, he understood the boy
was a personage of some import in his own country, but this was aMenekhetan ship, and relations with
Khebbel-im-Akkad were ever delicate. Without direct orders from the Lugal himself, he dared not
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second-guess his wishes. Surely, we could book passage upon arrival ifwe wished to return to Tyre, for
the journey was not overlong.

 "Well," I said, defeated, when he had left. "That's what we'll haveto do, then."

 Kaneka cleared her throat. "Little one..."

 "What is it?" I didn't like her tone.

 "It is not long, no, but...if you delay a month, no more, by thetime you reach the south, the rains will
come. And then no one maytravel."

 I clutched my hair, feeling kinship with Amaury Trente. "Elua! Imri, why did you do this?"

 His face was a study in teary mutiny."You said—you talked aboutfriends, and honor, and the precept of
Blessed Elua!Love as thou wilt."He spat the words like a curse. "Why amI not allowed to choose?"

 I sat down on my cot and looked to Joscelin for aid.

 "Fedabin." He bowed to Kaneka, crossing his forearms with care,speaking in the halting zenyan which
was our only common tongue."How dangerousis this trip, anyway?"

 "To find the Melehakim?" Kaneka shrugged. "Dangerous, lord.There is a river greater than the Euphrate,
and deserts that kill. Thereare crocodiles and lions, and scavengers in between—hyenas, jackals,even the
blood-flies that drive strong men to madness. And there aretribes, many tribes, in Jebe-Barkal, some of
them hostile. But," she added, a glint in her eye, "none of them will seek to kill a boy due toan accident of
birth. Besides, he could always remain in Debeho, if youwilled it. He would be warded well enough in my
village."

 Joscelin looked at me. I looked back at him. "You can't be serious,"I said.

 "Phédre." He sounded eminently reasonable. "Think of it. At leasthe'd be safe from assassination
attempts. And . . . Name of Elua, the boyhas a point! Is henever to be allowed a choice?”

 "You weren't," I murmured. "I wasn't. Not at ten."

 "And look where it brought us. Still, neither of us had to endureDaršanga."

 Some choices must be made swiftly, lest the enormity of them overwhelm the chooser. I pressed the
heels of my hands against my eye-sockets. "All right," I said. "All right, all right,all right! Imriel."Iliftedmy
head. "If we let you stay—if we sanction this—do you swear to me that you will obey us? Joscelin and
me both—yes, and Kaneka,too—every word, every whim, as if Blessed Elua himself had crossed the
boundary of Terre d'Ange-that-lies-beyond to give voice to a newsacrament?"

 Imriel was nodding with every word I spoke, not listening, agreeingto it all. "I swear," he said
breathlessly. "I swear, I vow, I promise, Phédre, every word!"

 I spent the remainder of our voyage composing the letter to AmauryTrente.

 It was a foolhardy decision, and one I daresay I wouldn't havemade half a year ago. Still, great distance
and great events have a way of changing one's perspective. As mad as our quest might be, it wasnothing
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to what Imriel had undergone in Daršanga, and Kaneka wasright; no one in Jebe-Barkal wanted him
dead. Once he set foot onTerre d'Ange, he would always, always have enemies, the shadow ofhis
mother's vast treachery hanging over him, every move watched andscrutinized.

 Even so.

 "I can't believe you sided with him," I said to Joscelin that night.Imriel was sleeping in Kaneka's cabin,
which held a spare cot. Afterthree days of scavenging for scraps and sleeping wedged in a dark corner of
the hold, he was grateful for it. If she hadn'tcaught him atthe water-barrel, he might have held out till
Iskandria. "Amaury willbe like to kill us. And Ysandre...I don't want to think of it."

 Joscelin shrugged. "You're the one thought you saw an assassinaboard his ship."

 "Thought!" I lowered my voice. "Even I admitted it was probablymy imagination playing on my fears. It's
not like you, that's all. Honor, duty, loyalty—all those Cassiline virtues, that should demand we sendhim
back."

 "I'm tired." Lying on his side, he regarded me across the cabin."Phédre, all my life, I've had to make that
choice, over and over. I'mtired of it.”

 Daršanga, I thought, had changed him, too; it had changed us all."Then love is reason enough? Because
he willed it?"

 "I don't know. Blessed Elua says it is. Imriel followed you—us— out of love. I know that much is true;
there's no other reason for it."Joscelin rolled onto his back and gazed at the ceiling. "Phèdre, did youtell
him how his mother escaped from Troyes-le-Mont?"

 A chill ran the length of my spine. "No," I whispered.

 Incredible as it seems, I had not thought, until then, how verysimilar were the means, even down to the
concealing cloak. In Troyes-le-Mont, Melisande had traded places with her cousin Persia and walkedout
of captivity under the very noses of the men set to guard her. And her son had played nearly the
self-same trick. It would not go unremarked, not by the men who'd been duped by it, who were
doubtlesson their way back to Tyre even as we spoke, taut and furious, holdingin custody a disappointed
Akkadian serving-lad.

 "He did it for love," Joscelin said softly. "That's the difference.And I don't have it in my heart to betray
him for it. Phèdre . . . thisboy could be dangerous. Or he could be something else. I can't forgive
Melisande. But I can forgive her son."

 "Someone should," I murmured. "It might as well be us."

 "Why not?" He laughed, the sound blending with the rhythmicripple of waves against the ship's hull. "One
way or another, it seemsit usually is."

 And so our journey passed. In the morning and the evenings, hisseasickness faded, Joscelin performed
his Cassiline exercises on the foredeck of the ship, sweating under the bright sun as he sought to regain
his old balance, the steel daggers weaving intricate patterns—slowly, soslowly. After the first day of his
discovery, Imriel joined him, using a pair of wooden practice-blades whittled for him by a bored sailor.
Withinfinite patience, both for his own infirmity and Imri's ineptness, Joscelintaught him the rudiments of it.
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 I watched them both, stirred by emotions I could not name. In dayslong gone by, when first he had
come to Delaunay's service, I used towatch so, standing upon the terrace while he did his exercises in the
garden, and wondered at the Cassiline's patience when he began teaching Alcuin, my near-brother
Alcuin, with his milk-white hair and his gentle smile.

 In those days, I had despised Joscelin.

 Now...

 I loved him; I loved him still. And when his grin flashed, quick toforgive an error; when he pushed himself
tirelessly, silhouetted againstthe sparkling sea; when Imriel's laugh rang out, surprised and delighted—I
loved him all the more, until my heart ached with it, toovast for the confines of my body.

 Yet we had not even kissed.

 Too many shadows lay between us, and all of them born in Drujan. I am ananguissette; I have been so
all of my life. Like Joscelin, I hadmade my way with balance; between the left side and the right, between
pleasure and pain, between love and all that it was not. Somewhere, inDaršanga, I had gone too far. And
something in me had shattered, as surely as his bones.

 I did not know how to find my way back.

 And so I watched them and was gladdened, taking secondhand pleasure where I might, in the clean sea
and wind, the leap of blood resurgent in wasted muscles and the arc of steel cleaving sky, the sound ofa
boy's laughter. And I composed, in my head, my letter to LordAmaury Trente, striving to explain why I
believedthis was in accordance with the will of Blessed Elua.

 Thus did we arrive in Iskandria.

 I hadn't expected Nesmut.

 "Gracious lady!" His voice rang the considerable length of the quai, his sandaled feet slapping the pavings
as he pelted toward us, all dignityforgotten. "Gracious lord! You arealive!"

 "Nesmut." I laughed, my heart rebounding with unwonted joy."Are you free to take on an old client?
There are more of us, thistime."

 After much negotiation, at once light-hearted and solemn, Nesmutcontracted carriages and porters and
led us to our lodgings—not Metriche's, these, but a purely Menekhetan establishment, pleasant and
modest. The women of the zenana were not like to complain. It was palatial, after Daršanga.

 And I did not want us to be easily found.

 I obtained parchment and a pen and ink, and spent the better part of a day writing the letter I'd
composed—the one to Amaury, and agood many others. When I had finished, I sent a message, via
Nesmut,to Ptolemy Dikaios. The lad's status had risen in the world, that sucha message might be sent and
delivered without question. He preenedwith it, which I begrudged him not in the least.

 Pharaoh's summons came almost immediately.

 As I had requested, it was a discreet meeting and not a formal one.
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 This would all, I thought ruefully, be a great deal easier without Imriel.But the decision was made, and I
would do what I could to ensure itdone safely.

 Ptolemy Dikaios received me in the private reception-hall wherewe had struck our bargain, and under
the impassive eyes of his fan-bearers I gave him a letter from the Lugal which detailed the eventsthat had
befallen and requested his aid in seeing the freed Menekhetansrestored to their families or housed with
honor. He read it without needof a translator and regarded me thoughtfully when he was done, reclining
on a couch.

 "Bold deeds, Phèdre nó Delaunay, and worthy of honor. Why thendo you ask to meet in secret, and not
trumpet this victory to yourAmbassador de Penfars, to Lord Mesilim-Amurri, the Akkadian consul?I am
certain they would wish to arrange for a triumphal procession, if they knew."

 "There is a complication, my lord Pharaoh," I said.

 His heavy lids flickered. "Indeed? What is it?"

 I told him about Imriel.

 When I had finished, he laughed. "And what would you have medo about it? By all rights, I should send
for de Penfars right now andremand the boy to his custody! It would win me favor with theD'Angeline
Queen."

 "It would," I said, "until I told her about your alliance with Melisande Shahrizai."

 "There is that." Pharaoh rubbed his chin. "What do you propose?"

 "We will be gone in several days' time, my lord. If, at that time, Isent various letters to you by
messenger, you might see them enacted and dispersed. That, from the Lugal, regarding the survivors of
thezenana," I nodded at the letter he held, and produced three more, "this,to be sent to Lord Amaury
Trente in Tyre, and this, to be given to Ambassador de Penfars, who will send it by courier to Queen
Ysandre.Both detail my suspicions, and give the reason for my actions, assertingthat you had no
knowledge of my presence and that I relied on yourintegrity as a ruler to see the missives delivered."

 "Sent by messenger, eh?" He thought through the implications. "Soit shall seem I'd no idea you were here
until you were gone."

 "Yes, my lord Pharaoh." I sat straight under his considering gaze.

 "You could have done that," he said.

 "I could, my lord. But I have an obligation to the women of thezenana. I was entrusted with seeing them
restored to Menekhet, andsecuring your cooperation. I could not leave without doing it."

 The fans moved in broad sweeps, stirring the sultry air. PtolemyDikaios rested his chin on his fist and
stared at me. "You're an oddwoman, Phèdre nó Delaunay; beautiful, but odd. For whom is the third
letter?"

 My mouth had gone dry. "Melisande Shahrizai de la Courcel."
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 He gave a short bark of laughter.

 "My lord," I said. "This I do not ask, but leave to your discretion.Whether or not your communications
with her have continued, I donot know, and do not inquire. If they have not. . ." I shrugged, placingthe
letters on the low table between us. "Consign it to the flames. Ifthey have . . . whatever else she may be,
she is a mother, my lord Pharaoh, sore grieved for the loss of her son. She has the right to know he
lives."

 Pharaoh picked up the letters and studied them, bejeweled ringsglinting on every finger of his hands.
"Very beautiful, and very odd.You take a risk in coming to me alone, my lady."

 "Yes." I nodded. "However, my lord, if I have not returned bysundown, my companions will claim
asylum of Ambassador de Penfars."

 His eyes gleamed with amusement. "Embassies are vulnerable."

  

 "Let me guess." Pharaoh tapped two fingers on the thick parchmentenvelopes. "There are letters already
awaiting delivery."

 I nodded. "As it happens, my lord, there are."

 He laughed and tossed the letters on the table. "Ah, Lady Phèdre!You entertain me; you entertain me
greatly. So be it. I give you twodays. On the third, I will announce the receipt of great news, and your
Menekhetan refugees will be received with much fanfare. Your lettersshall be sent accordingly to the
Ambassador and to Tyre, and I shalltender my profoundest apologies for my ignorance of your duplicity.
Isincerely hope, my lady, that by that time, you are well on your wayupriver."

 "We will be." I knelt and made a heartfelt obeisance. "Thank you,my lord Pharaoh."

 Ptolemy Dikaios waved a jeweled hand. "Go, and be gone."

 SIXTY-FIVE

 OVER THE next two days our arrangements were made, with Nesmut's aid and Kaneka's supervision.
We would travel by felucca, theswift, shallow sailing-boats, up the river as far as Majibara, the great
caravanserai that marked the end of Menekhet and the border of Jebe-Barkal itself. There our
company—seven, all told—would part ways,for two of the women were bound for the western province
of Nubia,while the rest of us would strike south across the desert.

 Thanks to the Lugal's generosity, we had no lack of funding. OnKaneka's advice, we converted a
number of gifts into "trader's coin,"heavy chains of soft yellow gold to be paid out link by link. Thesewere
given unto Joscelin's keeping, and he wore them about his neck,hidden beneath his clothing.

 We spent lightly on supplies in Iskandria, for Kaneka assured usthat everything could be had cheaper in
Majibara and provisions wereample along the river. We purchased tents of oiled silk, rolled straw
sleeping-pallets and a few cook-pots. I bought a broad-brimmed hat toshade my head, and a burnoose
of white cotton; for the rest, I still hadmy Akkadian garb and the celadon riding attire Favrielle nó
Eglantine had fashioned for me, which suited the climate well. The other, that I'dworn in Drujan, was long
discarded.
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 New clothing, then, and little more. It might almost have been apleasure-cruise. We all dined together on
our last night in Iskandria,Nesmut included. He regarded Imriel with a certain envy, for havingbeen at the
center of great events and embarking on a grand adventure.'Twas strange, seeing them together. For all
that Nesmut was the elder,he seemed the younger of the two, high-spirited and merry.

 As before, it made me think of Hyacinthe.Was he like me? Imriel had asked,When he was a boy? Not
much, I had said; 'twas true, whenhe was a boy. Now...I saw the shadows in Imri's eyes, the memoryof
pain and the burden of his heredity, the hunger that surfaced as hewatched Nesmut laugh, eating and
drinking with a will, happy in hisstatus. And I remembered Hyacinthe's terrible smile and howalone he
had been, how profoundly alone.

 Truth be told, I was glad Imriel was here.

 After we dined, we said our farewells, for we would be off withthe dawn.

 "I am sorry," I said to Khepri, who was the one I knew best amongthe Menekhetans, "that it had to be
thus. You should have entered thecity in procession. It is your right."

 She smiled, taking my hand. "Tomorrow is soon enough. We wouldnot be here, were it not for you, and
I do not need processions anyway.Peace is all I ask. You have given us that. I hope you find what you
need."

 "Thank you." I squeezed her hand. "I hope so, too."

 Our time together was ended, our numbers dwindling.

 In accordance with our plan, we left at sunrise. It is a thing tobehold, sunrise upon the delta of the mighty
Nahar. Kaneka spoke truly;of all rivers, it is the greatest. In Iskandria, 'tis scarce to be discernedas a
river, but an unending series of canals and waterways, placid andcalm, winding through a vast expanse of
green.

 We boarded in the soft hush of dawn, the air still balmy. Therewere two feluccas, each manned by a
single Jebean. Our goods wereloaded in short order and we found space aboard the vessels—Joscelin,
Imriel, Kaneka and I aboard one, and Safiya and the two Nubians aboardthe other. Our erstwhile
captain raised a finger to test the breeze, thenraised a crude stone anchor.

 As the slanting rays of the early sun turned the brown waters ofthe delta to shimmering bronze, we were
on our way.

 In truth, the first leg of our journey to Jebe-Barkalwas nearly a pleasure-cruise. Our feluccas with their
lateen-rigged sails tacked back and forth across the sluggish waters, the sailors calling merrily to one
another in Jeb'ez. The vegetation was thick and lush, tall papyrus growing along the waterways. Egrets
and herons and sacred ibis picked theirway along the shores, pausing statuesque to eye us as we passed,
long-billed heads poised atop impossibly long necks. A gentle breeze blew atour backs and I felt, for the
first time in many months, a touch of my old excitement at beginning a new journey.

 To the south of the city some hours later, the myriad waterwaysgradually converged and the delta gave
way to the river proper, broadand stately, flowing between green banks. All manner of traffic travelledthe
river, from rowboats and fishing vessels to galleys and ox-drawnbarges. None travelled so swiftly as the
light feluccas, stitching backand forth, triangular sails canted to catch the wind.
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 All along the riverbanks were villages, interspersed with plantationsof wheat and sugarcane, lines of palm
trees and tamarisk. We sawcaravans, sometimes—camels and donkeys, strung in long processionsalong
the banks. When I realized the speed with which our swift craftleft them behind, I was glad I had heeded
Kaneka's advice.

 For a time, I was apprehensive and craned my neck to look behindus, fearing the Pharaoh would break
his word and some pursuit wouldbe forthcoming. It seemed, however, that none was, and after a while,I
ceased to worry about it. If it came, it came; there was naught I coulddo about it.

 To my sorrow, we would be unable to see some of the mightieststructures of Menekhet from the river,
the Great Tombs of the ancients.Our captain generously offered to halt and guide us overland—for an
additional fee, of course—but I deemed it wisest to remain on course,and Kaneka assured me that the
temples further upriver would morethan compensate.

 We made camp that first night near a pleasant village, trading with the villagers for our dinner, roasting
chickens which we ate with ourfingers, accompanied by melons and sweet dates. The night was velvety-
soft, spangled with stars.

 "I have to admit," Joscelin said drowsily, lounging before the fire."This doesn't seem so bad."

 "No." I sat cross-legged, combing knots out of Imriel's hair whilehe gritted his teeth at the pain. "Truly, it
doesn't."

 The days of that journey blend together in memory, distinguishedonly by the sights that marked our
route. Our first hippopotamus, risinglike a colossus from the river, water running in streams down its dark
hide; the vast gape of its pink mouth, teeth like yellow pegs. Imrielleapt to his feet, shouting and pointing.
Kaneka and the other Jebeansmerely laughed. Afterward, we saw many of the creatures, placid and
harmless so long as they were undisturbed. More dangerous were the crocodiles, of which there were an
abundance. Dark-green and pebbled,they lurked like submerged logs, only the slitted reptilian eyes giving
the lie to the illusion. Kaneka assured us that they move with great rapidity on dry land, and we were
ever wary about venturing to thewater's edge when we made camp.

 There is a temple along the way dedicated to Sebek, the Menekhetancrocodile-god, and this we visited
at Kaneka's insistence. It is on a bendthat juts into the river, and I vow, there must have been a dozen or
more of the beasts sunning themselves on the sandy bank. Our two felucca captains picked their
beachhead cautiously, leaping ashore withlong, hooked harpoons in hand to secure a path to the temple.

 Here in the south, the Menekhetan faith has not been Hellenized, and it is augmented by Jebean traffic. I
will own, though the templeitself was pleasant, the depictions of Sebek made me shiver. The
crocodile-headed man-god is said to have devoured the dismemberedpieces of Osiris, the dying-god
whom the Hellenes have made one withSerapis, the lord of the dead.

 Why they worship the crocodile, I was unsure.

 "Lord Sebek has his place, little one," Kaneka told me, seeing mydoubtful expression. "Even so, if the
Nahar did not overflow its banksto devour the land, the fields could not be reborn. Besides, we have
need of his forbearance." And so saying, she laid her offering—a clayfigurine painted in bright colors—on
the altar of Sebek and backedaway bowing.

 We had to wait an hour for the crocodiles to clear the sandy beachsufficient for our felucca captains to
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beat a path to the ships, cursingand sweating with anxiety.

 "Some place for a temple!" Joscelin remarked after we had hoistedsail.

 "Where else should it be?" Kaneka asked, logically enough. Looking at my face, she grinned. "We will
stop at Houba, little one, andvisit the temple of Isis. You will like that better, I think."

 So the days passed, one like unto the other, and the Greatest Riverglided between green banks and
deep valleys. True to Kaneka's promise,I saw mighty temples and vast tombs along the route, a
testament tothe tremendous antiquity of this land. The river flowed stronger andour progress slowed, the
feluccas needing to tack ever more often acrossthe current, stitching our course upstream. With naught
else to do,Kaneka set about teaching Joscelin and Imriel the rudiments of Jeb'ez, singing children's
counting songs and the like. It made me smile, thinking how hard I'd fought to get her to allow me to
learn. Betimes ourfelucca captain, whose name was Wali, would join in and their mingledvoices would
ring across the waters.

 Wali, I must say, had developed a prodigious infatuation for Kanekaand thought her the most splendid
creature he'd ever seen. Clearly, heregarded her as a person of great stature. Whether or not it had been
true in her native village of Debeho, I cannot say, but it had been truein the zenana, and it was certainly
true now. Clad in richly embroideredAkkadian robes, she might have been some visiting ambassadress.

 It was a source of amusement for the other Jebeans, who watchedWali make cow's-eyes at her around
the campfire and laid bets in zenyanas to whether or not Kaneka would acquiesce. Near the end of our
journey, she did, laying a hand on Wali's shoulder and beckoning himto her tent. Trembling with disbelief
at his fortune, a broad grin splittinghis face, he followed her.

 I was glad of it, though the noise of their love-making kept us uphalf the night. There is no privacy in a
small campsite. From what Ihad observed, Wali was a good man—simple and kind, with an abiding
pride in his felucca. Certainly he was well-made, with pleasant, openfeatures and broad shoulders and
arms corded with muscle from handling the sails.

 And Kaneka . . .

 Kaneka was smiling in the morning, with the relaxed ease of awoman who has reclaimed ownership of
her body's pleasure. I enviedher that. There were jests that day, but they were good-natured and
affectionate. When Wali sang a Jebean nursery-rhyme at the top of hislungs, everyone in both boats
laughed and clapped, cheering him onward.

 "Phèdre?" Imriel sat beside me in the prow, dangling his legs over the edge.

 "What? Imri, don't do that, a crocodile will bite off your feet."

 He drew his legs in and hugged his knees, eyeing me gravely."Why aren't you and Joscelin like . . ." he
nodded at Kaneka and Wali, ". . . like that?"

 "Ah, Imri." I smoothed the hair back from his brow. The terriblebruise on his temple was gone, though it
had taken forever to fade, yellow traces lingering for weeks after the blow. "You know what Iwas, in
Daršanga."

 He nodded, not meeting my eyes. "The Mahrkagir's favorite."
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 "Death's Whore," I said wryly. "You can say it. You said it before.”

 "I didn't know, then." His head came up, jaw set stubbornly, thatlook of House Courcel in his
confrontational frown. "It was courage. Iknow that, now."

 "It wasn't all courage." I made my voice gentle. "Imriel, some ofthe stories . . . some of the stories were
true. I am ananguissette. Doyou know what that means?"

 He looked away and nodded again.

 "There are places inside of us," I said, picking my words with care,"that are frightening, places no one
should go. In Daršanga, I had togo to that place. And . . . Imri, it's hard to find one's way back. I'm
trying. But it's not easy. Can you understand?"

 "Yes." He swallowed and picked at the cloth of his breeches beforelooking up at me, his deep blue eyes
brimming with pain. "Do youever...do you ever miss it there?"

 Ah, Elua! Answering tears stung my own eyes. Not trusting myvoice, I nodded. Yes, I missed it. I woke
in the night sometimes fromdreams of blood and iron, sick with desire.

 "I don't," he whispered. "Only . . . sometimes, it was easier, Ithink."

 "Yes," I said, stroking his hair. "I know. But this is better. And itwill get better, Imri. For all of us. Elua
willing, for Joscelin and me,too."

 And I listened to Wali's lusty singing, to Kaneka's rich laughter,and willed myself to believe it was true.

 SIXTY-SIX

 HOUBA WAS the site of the last great temple of the Upper Nahar,a half-day's sail from the
caravanserai of Majibara. It is perched on a lush, green island in the broad river, graceful palms waving
over its narrow columns, tamarisk clustered thick about the foundations.

 We disembarked and joined a line of supplicants awaiting admissionto the temple, which did a brisk
trade. Outside, under the hot sun, Menekhetans and Jebeans alike mingled in respectful good spirits,
sharing gossip and water-skins, glancing curiously at we D'Angelines whichis something so common all
of us were used to it, even Imriel.

 Inside it was as cool and airy as a place could be during earlysummer on the Nahar. I gazed at the
frescos on the high walls, followingthe goddess' quest to reunite the severed portions of her divine
husbandOsiris and restore him to eternal life.

 At the far end of the temple stood the great effigy, winged arms outspread, her horn-crowned head
lowered to her supplicants. I paid foran offering of incense and knelt before the altar,gazing up at the
goddess as the blue smoke arose, reminded of Naamah, who had laid downwith the King of Persis on
Blessed Elua's behalf, of gentle Eisheth, thehealer, to whom I had prayed too seldom.

 I prayed to them both, now, and to Isis, in whose lands I travelled.Merciful goddess, I prayed, restorer
of life, make me whole. Make usall whole.

 Whether or not she heard and was minded to grant my prayer, Icannot say; I was a foreigner in her
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lands, and too far from my own.Nonetheless, my heart felt lighter when I left.

 "You see?" Outside the temple, Kaneka smiled at me. "I told youyou would like this better."

 That night we made camp not far from the outskirts of Majibara.

 Indeed, sounds of the city were carried on the night breezes—a skirlingsound of pipes, a burst of
uproarious laughter, faint and distant. Tomorrow, our numbers would dwindle further. Achara and
Binudi, thetwo Nubians, would depart, continuing westward along the Nahar, whilethe rest of us would
strike south for Meroë.

 Safiya, who was a native of Meroë, told stories of her city's gloryand that of its regent, Queen
Zanadakhete, who ruled over all of Jebe-Barkal. Her honor guard, she told us, was two thousand men,
noneshorter than six feet tall, all clad in splendid embroidered capes andbearing swords and spears and
shields made of the patterned hide ofthe camelopard, tough and light-weight. I was not sure I could credit
such stories, but Kaneka assured us they were true.

 Thus passed our last night upon the river.

 I would be sorry to leave it. It was a pleasant mode of travel, aside from the crocodiles. Wali moped the
whole of the way, clearly hopingKaneka would change her mind and choose to stay with him. As for
Wali, I think if he had not loved his boat so much, he might have gonewith her, but no craft can navigate
the cataracts of the Nahar, whichare narrow and strewn with rocks, broken here and there by sharp
precipices.

 Majibara was vast indeed, a city of yellow sandstone made evenlarger by the number of caravans
camped on its outskirts. We sailedinto the city itself and took lodgings at what Wali swore was a
reputableinn, hiring porters to bear our goods.

 Menekhetans, Jebeans and Umaiyyati dominated, for there is tradeoverland from the Ahram Sea. Of a
surety, there were no otherD'Angelines—but nor did I see Caerdicci or Hellenes, or any of themore
familiar nations.

 And our journey was scarce begun.

 What we would have done without Kaneka, I cannot say. She wasa shrewd negotiator and wise in the
ways of Jebean travel. One camel looks much like another to me. They are odd, ungainly creatures with
great, furred humps upon their backs and lambent eyes, with lashes likea woman's. They can bear
prodigious amounts of weight and go formany miles with neither food nor drink, traversing the desert
sands onbroad, splay-toed hooves.

 They are also notoriously unpleasant and their shambling gait atorment, but that I learned later.

 We spent the better part of a dayarranging transport for Acharaand Binudi, and that was accomplished
in fine form, a train of donkeyporters hired and the transaction registered with Majibara's Master of
Caravans. The women were excited, which I was glad to see; I do notthink, until then, they entirely
believed they would be returning home.I prayed they would find the homecoming they deserved. If
nothingelse, they were laden with spoil, and greed may prevail where compassion falters.

 What stories they would tell their families, I never asked.
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 Our own arrangements took considerably longer. It would requirea forced march of some seven days to
regain the river. While this wouldcut a month or better from our route, it would be grueling. There was
only one watering-hole along the route, and that of salt water so bitteronly the camels could drink it. The
rest, we must carry ourselves. Tothat end, where we had spent lightly in Iskandria, trusting in the route's
rich provisions, we spent heavily in Majibara. Water-skins we bought in abundance, and two great casks
to augment our supply; and sacks ofsorghum for camel-fodder. For ourselves, we would carry a supply
of dried meat cut in strips, dates and a crumbling white cheese made of goats' milk, none of it especially
appetizing. Jebeans are great hunters,and where they cannot get fresh game, they make do with scant
provision.

 Other items as well we purchased: skinning knives, soap, butter, a pair of lanterns, an aromatic unguent
reputed to keep lice at bay, satchels, woolen blankets, needles and thread, and bits of hide and thong
for patching boots and tack. Joscelin, who'd regretted the lack on the river,bought a set of fishing hooks
and sturdy line, which made me laugh,bound as we were for the desert.

 We hired four guides and twelve camels, and I cannot count howmany Kaneka interviewed before she
found a company that suited herexacting requirements. The marketplaces of Majibara are difficult to
endure, spread beneath the baking sun and stinking of camel dung. Iwas glad when it was done and
Joscelin measured out five links ofchain, prying them loose and paying them unto the guide-master under
Kaneka's judicious eye.

 "Eat well," she said when the deal was concluded, "drink your filland visit the baths, for tomorrow we
enter the desert."

 There was music that night at the inn, a percussionist playing ongoat-hide drums to the accompaniment
of some wailing stringed instrument, like unto a harp but with only four strings and a looser tone. Wesat
up for a time and listened, lingering over cups of beer.

 "In the Cockerel," Joscelin said, smiling, "there would be dancing.”

 "And wine." I laughed. "Do you remember the headache I had?""The day we set out for Landras? You
looked the way I feel at

 sea.

 "We were toasting Hyacinthe," I remembered. "At least I was, andEmile. Imri, I never told you, but if it
hadn't been for the Tsingani,we would never have found you." I told him, then, about asking forEmile's
aid and how Kristof, son of Oszkar, had brought hiskumpaniatofind us at Verreuil.

 "Because of Hyacinthe?" he asked when I was done.

 "Yes," I said. "Because of Hyacinthe."

 Imriel thought about it, frowning his Courcel frown. "Then it isright that I am here, trying to help him.
Whether he knows it or not, I am in his debt. It is right and fair."

 It would have been humorous, coming from anyone else his age.

 This boy could be dangerous. Or he could be something else.

 "Yes," I said. "It is right, and fair."
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 In the early morning, when the sky had lightened to a leaden grey,the stars still visible, we assembled our
caravan and set out across the vast wasteland of the desert.

 It was my first experience at riding a camel, and I must own, forall I had boasted of my hard-won
horsemanship skills, this was somewhat completely different. At the guide's command, my mount
lowereditself to its knees, huffing prodigiously. With some apprehension, I clambered into the stiff,
high-backed saddle and the camel rose, swaying. I felt very far above the ground, and in no way in
control of the strangebeast.

 "Very good!" said Mek Timmur, our Jebean caravan-guide. "Verygood, lady!"

 I looked at Imriel, clinging to his saddle and grinning fit to splithis face. On the other side of me, Joscelin
sat at his ease, wearing awhite burnoose with the hood lowered and looking for all the worldlike he'd
ridden a hundred camels. Kaneka and Safiya were as comfortable as if they'd been lounging on
couches. Well and good, Ithought; if they could manage, so could I.

 After the first few miles, I ceased to worry about riding a camel.

 The challenge of the desert was overwhelming enough.

 For one who has not endured it, it is hard to describe. Words like"heat" and "sun" lose all meaning. The
desert was a vast expanse ofyellow sand, flat as a board, stretching in all directions. As the suncleared
the horizon and began to climb into the sky, the heat mounted,relentless asa hammer. When it was still,
one prayed for a breeze; whenthe breeze came, it was like the breath of a furnace, hot and parching.I
perched atop my shambling camel and withered, feeling my skin, mymouth, my very eyeballs sandy and
desiccated.

 Here and there, we passed barren hills, pyramids of black basaltjutting forth from the flat sands. At
midday, Mek Timmur declared ahalt of two hours in the shadow of one such. The respite afforded by the
shade was offset by the heat of the stone itself, radiant in the sun.I leaned against an outcropping of rock,
fanning myself with my broad-brimmed hat and clutching the cool, sweating bulk of a water-skin.

 "You see?" Kaneka said cheerfully. "Safer than Nineveh."

 I was too hot to do anything but nod.

 The rest of the day passed in much the same manner, and we pushedon into the night. When twilight fell,
it was strangely beautiful, thepurple shadows lengthening across the endless desert. Nowhere else inthe
world can one see how far light travels unimpeded, nor darkness.In the absence of the sun, the
temperature dropped to bearable levels.Under a canopy of stars, we travelled onward, the spongy
footfalls of the camels oddly silent on the desert floor, accompanied only by therattle of our gear and our
own soft breathing.

 At what hour I could not guess, Mek Timmur ordered camp madeand in short order our tents were
pitched, the camels staked for thenight, kneeling under the stars and chewing meditatively on their mea
sures of sorghum. I fell onto my own pallet and slept like the dead.

 And on the following day, we did it all over again.

 Terre d'Ange is a rich and fertile land. While I have travelled tomany lands that made me long for home,
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never had I experienced anyplace so completely and utterly barren, lacking in all elements that sustain
life. If we had not carried our own water, of a surety, we wouldhave died in the first days. The heat and
dryness was such that it leechedall moisture from the flesh. On the third day, we entered a sea of grey
stone, locked into impossible waves and sculpted by the wind. And herethesimoom blew, the killing
wind of the desert. It was fortunate thatwe were not in the sands, where we would have had no choice
but towait out the windstorm, crouched beside the bulk of our camels andpraying they would shelter us
from the suffocating sands. As it was, itwas bad enough, but we persevered, wrapping our faces in
turbans,reemerging into the airless sea of ochre sand.

 Among us all, I daresay Imriel bore it the best, enduring the scorching heat with all the resilience of
youth. At the end of the day, he alonehad breath left for chatter; even Joscelin, with his Cassiline
endurance,looked haggard and weary.

 On the fourth day, we reached the watering-hole.

 I had expected—oh, I don't know, an oasis of sorts, shaded withpalms, a small encampment
surrounding it. 'Twas nothing of the sort,but a crater within the desert, flanked by tall cliffs and
fantastically hot, lacking the least vegetation. The well was deep and plentiful, but 'twastrue, the water
was bitter and fit only for the camels, which drank itwithout harm. All about the floor of the valley, we
saw the corpses ofcamels that had been pushed too hard and sickened and died in sightof water. I
understood, then, a little better why Kaneka had been soparticular in her choice of caravans. There are
no scavengers in thedesert—not even blowflies—and the skeletons of the camels were perfectly
preserved, sand-colored hummocks, the hides parched andwithered onto the bones.

 If the water was unsuitable for drinking, at least one could bathein it, and this we did, filling a large
copper basin brought for the purpose. I washed the airborne grit from every crevice of my body, rinsing
my sand-caked hair and feeling several pounds lighter for it. Such was the heat that the water evaporated
from my skin within minutes of mybath, leaving me cleaner but no less dehydrated for it. My hair, drying
nearly as quickly, fair crackled with electric heat.

 I remembered ruefully the counsel I'd given Pharaoh's wife, poor,simple Clytemne. Would that I'd had a
salve of wool-fat on this journey!

 And then we were off again, boarding our lumbering, swaying camels, emerging from the baking
shadows of the valley into the blazingwasteland. My lips parched and cracked, and I wet them sparingly
withsmall sips from my water-skin. Only the heaps of dried camel dung atour resting-points gave
evidence that anyone else in the world had passed this way—that, and the occasional corpse, the
desiccated moundsof fallen camels.

 "You are sure," I said to Kaneka at one point, my voice thin andcracking, "that this is the wisest route to
Meroë?"

 "The wisest?" From under the shadow of her hood she looked at me, eyes dark and amused. "I never
said it was the wisest, little one. But it is the shortest."

 Yellow sand and basalt hills gave way to granite, grey plains and ruggedhills laced with a vein of blue
slate, an unexpected gift of color. It fed the imagination until one's mind conjured lakes, vast lakes, blue
and shimmering in the distance. The first such vision excited me and Iurged my camel onward over the
desert floor, imagining the cool depths,plunging my whole head into the waters and drinking my fill, until
myparched throat was slaked at last and my belly filled with water, asmuch water as it could hold.
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 "No, lady." Mek Timmur held me back, grasping my camel's reinsand shaking his head, looking
sorrowful. "It is illusion. Only illusion."

 I didn't believe him, not at first. After another hour's march, whenthe shimmering lake remained at the
self-same distance, I began tobelieve. And then he adjusted our course, moving slightly to the east,and
the "lake" faded, giving way to barren rock. Then, I believed.

 Onward and onward. Our water-skins ran dry, and we had tobreach one of the casks, huddling around
to share it out among us, lesta drop be spilled. At night, my mouth was so dry I could hardly chewthe
strips of dried meat. Our camels plodded through deep sand andscree, staggering on the loose pebbles.
How long had it been? A week,Kaneka had estimated. It felt like far longer. Despite the best care ofthe
guides—and they were good, if the stories I've heard were any indication—one of the camels foundered,
wallowing on the desert floor.Imriel, angry and bitter, would have wept if he'd had the moisture fortears.

 And slowly, slowly, the signs of life reemerged.

 First were a few stunted mimosa trees, ragged shrubs struggling forlife. We hailed them with shouts of
joy. On the next to last day, wesaw a pair of gazelles, startling and unlikely, bounding southward atour
approach.

 On the last day, I could smell the river.

 One would not suppose, being odorless, that the scent of watercould travel so far. In an arid land,
believe me, it does. My lord Delaunay trained me to use my nose no less than any other sense, and itwas
I who scented it first, the sweet, life-giving presence of moisturecarried on the air.

 We had regained the Nahar.

 It was different, far different, from the broad, gracious expanse onwhich we had sailed upon our
feluccas. Here it was younger and swifter,nearer to its source, and there were fewer settlements upon its
banks,which were not nearly so lush.

 Still, it was water, and life.

 We had crossed the desert.

 SIXTY-SEVEN

 FROM THE banks of the Nahar, it was another several days' journey to Meroë, which lay at the
juncture of two Great Rivers—theNahar, which we had travelled, and the Tabara, which ledfurther
south.After the forced march across the desert, this leg of the journey wasnearly leisurely. Day in and day
out, we drank our fill of water. I neverthought it would seem such a luxury.

 There were villages along the way, albeit small and struggling. Here we traded for flat-bread and milk,
augmenting our diet. And there wasgame, at last. Mek Timmur and the others hunted, bringing in gazelle,
which we ate half-cooked and bloody.

 'Twas not to my taste, to be sure. And yet it was better than one might expect. Deprivation is a sharp
sauce for hunger.

 With our schedule returned to something resembling normalcy, Joscelin resumed the practice of his
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Cassiline exercises—morning andnight, tireless and diligent. It may be that I saw only what I desired,but I
thought he was regaininga measure of his old fluid grace. Of a surety, 'twas meaningless without an
opponent; and yet the forms werethere.

 So we made our way to Meroë, and with each mile that passed,Kaneka and Safiya's excitement grew.
Their long homecoming was at last becoming a reality.

 We had to cross the river to reach the city, a dubious crossing ona vast, swaying bridge that hung
suspended over the rapids. I will own,I was nervous, as our camels strung out in a long line, proceeding
oneafter the other, Mek Timmur going first to argue the tarif on the farside. Nonetheless, the crossing was
made without incident.

 We had reached Meroë, the capital city of Jebe-Barkal.

 As the desert has its own harsh beauty, Meroë has its splendor.

 Bordered on either side by broad, rushing rivers, it is nearly an islandunto itself, afforded natural
protection and ready irrigation. On theoutskirts of the city lie the royal cemeteries, looming pyramids of
reddish mud-brick that challenge the brilliant blue skies, awing the wearytraveller. Inside was the city
proper, a busy and bustling place, withtemples raised to the many gods of Menekhet and indeed, as
Safiya toldus, to other gods native to Jebe-Barkal, such as lion-headed Apamedekand Kharkos the
Hunter, who wielded two bows in his four arms.

 At the heart of Meroë lies the royal palace.

 It is guarded by high walls, and both the east and west gates areflanked by sculptures of kneeling
oliphaunts, massive beasts with trunksupraised, twice as tall as a man. I did not believe a living beast
couldbe so large until I saw one ambling the streets of Meroë, a movingturret in which two soldiers rode
affixed to its broad back. Its hide wasgrey and wrinkled, as thick as cured leather, and its feet the size of
serving-platters. I stared, open-mouthed, having only read of such wonders. Its broad ears flapped like
sails, moving the hot air. A squadron of soldiers preceded it, chatting inconsequentially among
themselves, resplendent in embroidered capes over light mail, carrying the rumoredshields of camelopard
skin.

 "So," Kaneka said softly, watching them pass. "At last you see my land."

 I will own, it was humbling. There was so much I had not knownof Jebe-Barkal.

 'Twas Safriya's turn, in the city of her birth, to play the guide, andshe directed our caravan to the finest
lodgings in town, which werequite fine indeed. The camels were unloaded, and our farewells said;Mek
Timmur and his assistants were bound for an encampment, and thus to seek employ on a return journey.
I wished them the joy of it,glad to leave the desert behind. Beyond, to the south, the purple shadow of
mountains loomed, the highlands of Jebe-Barkal. It was there thatKaneka's village lay, and there we
were bound; south, ever south. Forall its splendor, Meroë was but another station on the way.

 First, though, we would seek the Queen's blessing and see Safiyarestored.

 Of Queen Zanadakhete, I knew little; I had not even known, untilthis journey, that Jebe-Barkal, by
tradition, is always ruled by a woman,wed or no. To some extent, her power is largely ceremonial, for
there are princes—Ras, is the title—who rule each province. But in Meroë, her role is taken seriously
indeed.
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 We composed our missive over dinner, all of us putting our headstogether, and Safiya wrote it out in
Jeb'ez, using parchment and inkthat I provided. For all that I'd grown proficient at the spoken tongue,the
script itself eluded me still. Safiya wrote it with a flowing hand.

 "My father was a scribe," she said modestly. "I trained at his knee."

 The hotel-keeper was paid, and the message delivered; a full linkof gold, it cost us, one-fifth of the cost
of our journey from Majibara. One pays, for access.

 In the late afternoon of the following day, the reply came. We weresummoned to court come morning.

 Let Joscelin laugh—and he did, thinking me vain—but I dressedin D'Angeline finery for the audience,
hauling my one court gown outof our trunks; the rose-silk with crystal beading that I had worn to meet
Pharaoh. I would accord no less to the Queen-Regent of Jebe-Barkal.At Kaneka's insistence, we
contracted an entourage and made our way to court thusly, beneath the fringed shade of our hired
parasol-bearers.

 Queen Zanadakhete received us in her inner courtyard, her augustpersonage concealed behind a
curtained alcove while the soft cries ofcaged birds and the redolent scent of citron surrounded us.

 "So," she murmured in Jeb'ez, a half-glimpsed figure, her breath stirring the gauze curtains. "You have
come from Khebbel-im-Akkad."

 "If it please your majesty." I knelt, proffering the Lugal's letter. A dark arm swathed in ivory bangles
emerged to take the letter; an olderwoman's hand, I thought, the knuckles swollen. There was a stir
behindthe curtains, and I heard a second voice murmur, translating the Akkadian text into Jeb'ez.

 "It is good," the Queen's voice said when the translation was done, soft and satisfied. Behind the
curtains, her gauze-misted figure inclinedits head. "Although they have not come here, whispers have
reachedour ears of these . . . these things, these bone-priests, which even Pharaoh in Menekhet feared.
It is good they are overthrown, that my peopleare not in thrall there. The Khalifs son is pleased.
Daughters of Jebe-Barkal, you have done well. You shall be rewarded for it, and everyhonor given unto
your families."

 Kaneka and Safiya bowed low before her.

 "Majesty." I drew a deep breath, redolent with citron. "My companions and I—we seek your
permission to travel further south, insearch of the descendents of Makeda, the Queen of Saba. Do you
grantit?"

 There was a pause, and a rustling; a swift exchange of whispers.

 The gauze curtains were twitched apart and a bright black eye peeredout, set in a wrinkled visage. "You
are the chosen of your gods?" thesoft voice inquired. "The one who defeated the bone-priests?"

 I hesitated, unwilling to make that claim.

 "She is, Fedabin." It was Kaneka who spoke, firmly, bowing topress her brow to the earth. "I have seen
it. Though she appears weak,the breath of her strange gods blows hard upon her neck."
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 Another long, assessing pause ensued. I knelt and held myself still,abeyante,in the earliest manner to
which I had been trained. 'Twas naught new to me, Kaneka's revelation. Hyacinthe had spoken the
prophecy for me long ago, delivering it to Melisande Shahrizai in thedays when he would not dare
bespeak my fate.That which yields is notalways weak.

 Not always, no. I have learned that much about myself.

 "So be it," whispered the soft voice of the Queen, the aged handturning palm-outward, scored with dark
lines, ivory bangles clattering."In the name of Amon-Re, in the blessed names of Isis and Osiris, your
request is granted. Such aid as we have will be given. Where the nameof Zanadakhete of Meroë holds
sway, let these people pass unmolested."

 I let out my breath in a sigh. It was done.

 Inside, we were met by Ras Lijasu, a grandson of the Queen. Hewas a handsome young man with his
grandmother's bright inquisitivegaze, his ebony skin set off by splendid attire in cloth-of-gold—shirtand
breeches, and the togalikechamma. I was glad, seeing him, that I'dworn my D'Angeline garb.

 "So!" he exclaimed, clapping his hands. "All the way from Terred'Ange, you have come! And
Grandmother likes you, I am told. Such fun! Muni, where are the passage-tokens for our guests?"

 His attendant comrade grinned and opened a coffer, and the Jebeanprince reached in to grasp a handful
of gold cords, each strung with anivory cylinder that bore the seal of Meroë—Isis enthroned and lion-
headed Apamedek.

 "With these," Ras Lijasu said, taking my hand and knotting acorded token about my wrist, "you may
wander anywhere in Jebe-Barkal, and declare yourself under the divine protection of Queen Zan
adakhete." Still holding my hand, he smiled into my eyes. "Andeveryone you meet will be bound to offer
you aid, even Ras Lijasuhimself, do you ask him; the moon and the stars, do you ask him forit! Do you
speak Jeb'ez, dream-spirit?”

 "I do." I laughed. "Though I am more like to ask for maps and guides than the moon and stars, my lord
Ras."

 He staggered and put a hand to his chest. "She wounds me! Ah,she wounds me, Muni, this one with skin
like new cream. What of you,lady?" Lijasu turned his winning smile on Safiya, taking her wrist tobestow a
token upon her. "Will you, too, break my heart?"

 Safiya stammered and blushed, unprepared for his attentions; I daresay as a scribe's daughter, she
never expected to return from perdition to find herself the object of her prince's flirtations. He jested
equallywith Kaneka, who bore it with amusement, and he treated Joscelin witha warrior's courtesy,
according scarce less to Imriel.

 I liked him; it was impossible not to do so. For all his flirtatiousways, he took his duties seriously. An
escort for Safiya was arrangedin short order. In the interim, we adjourned to his study to pore overmaps.

 "Here, you see," he said, pointing to a broad plain alongside theTabara River, "is Debeho; your home,
Lady Kaneka," he added, sparingher a sly glance. "There is a man, a soldier of my guard, who is fromthe
highlands very near there, and it is he I will release from his dutiesto guide you. And here..." his finger
traced a winding route amid themountains along the river, stopping shy of a vast inland lake. "Here is
where our borders end, and the lands of the descendants of Makeda begin." Ras Lijasu tapped the map.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


"There are bandits along the way,my lady of Terre d'Ange, who will not heed the Queen's seal; highland
tribes never brought to heel. Are you sure you must venture thence?"

 "Yes," I said. "I am."

 He gave a gusty sigh. "And who knows what welcome the Sabaeanswill give you! Well." He rolled the
map and extended it to me. "Takeit."

 I did, with gratitude.

 We went, all of us, joining the procession to see Safiya restored toher family. Her father fell to his knees,
weeping; all told, there was agood deal of weeping on both sides. I had learned a bit, by then, ofhow she
had come to be enslaved in Drujan. One did not ask suchthings, in the zenanaof Daršanga. Women
volunteered it or kept silent;one did not ask. Safiya's father had entrusted her unto the keeping ofa
caravan-guide, to maintain the accounts, on a journey to Iskandria. Itwas there that theSkotophagoti had
claimed her.

 Queen Zanadakhete had spoken true: the bone-priests had neverpenetrated Meroë.

 Of Kaneka's case, I knew less, for she was reticent on the subject.

 We made merry after Safiya's restoration; it had been a joyous homecoming, and we celebrated it into
the small hours. I was glad, afterall that had transpired, to see with my own eyes a member of the
Mahrkagir's hareem returned to the bosom of her family. It felt a victory.

 In the morning, Ras Lijasu's guide came for us.

 He was mountain-bred, Tifari Amu, with skin the color of cinnamon, keen features and a quiet, capable
manner. He and Kaneka conferred at length, arguing over the map, arguing over the number ofdonkeys
required to bear our goods, arguing over everything; Kanekatruculent, the Ras' guide calm and insistent.

 "I think she likes him," Imriel observed.

 "Yes." I hid a smile. I had taught him well. "I think so, too."

 Their arguments were settled, and the matter decided. We wouldstrike south for Debeho, and thence on
to the fabled land of Saba.

 There were politics involved; there are always politics. It is a factof life. Relations between Jebe-Barkal
and Saba were nonexistent. Wewould test the waters for Queen Zanadakhete, our embassy owingnaught
as it did to Jebean politics. It was somewhat they could disown;a favor to the Lugal of
Khebbel-im-Akkad, if need be.

 I didn't care. Let them use us as they would. I was glad we weregoing.

 SIXTY-EIGHT

 OUR COMPANY consisted now of myself, Joscelin, Imriel andKaneka, with the addition of Tifari Amu
and a fellow soldier of Meroë,along with four hired bearers. Leaving the desert behind, we spent now on
the purchase of a donkey-train and mounts for ourselves, swift horsesof Umaiyyati stock, with arching
necks and tails carried at a jauntyangle, flying like pennants.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 We followed the Tabara River as best we might, but our journeyoften took us far afield. Lacking a
poet's gifts, I am hard-pressed todescribe the terrain we traversed. Such diversity! At its height, the land
scape was nearly like unto the Camaeline Mountains that borderSkaldi—forested and plunging, dense
with pine and sycamore. Here the air grew thin and the nights were cold; so cold we huddled in our tents,
shivering and glad of our woolen blankets.

 The deep valleys were another matter altogether, green and tropical,filled with all manner of birds,
flashing from tree to tree with raucous cries and bright plumage. There were monkeys, too; cunning
creatureswith bold eyes and scolding voices, agile and long-limbed. Our progresswas slow through the
valleys, and I was glad of our guides, for wewould have been lost on our own, map or no map.

 On the eleventh day, we reached the plain where Kaneka's villagewas located, and it proved yet another
new landscape, vast and tawnyplains dotted with the gnarled forms of eucalyptus trees. Here we were
able to follow the river once more. It flowed at a good pace, narrowerand swifter than where it joined
the Nahar upstream.

 As we drew near Debeho, Kaneka grew moody.

 I asked her about it when we made camp that evening, pitching ourtents beneath a spreading eucalyptus.

 "I quarrelled with my brother, little one," she said, her voice unwontedly somber. "Do you have
brothers?"

 I shook my head. "Not that I know of."

 Kaneka gave a faint smile. "They are a blessing and a curse. Wesought, both of us, to be named our
grandmother's successor."

 "The storyteller," I said, remembering.

 "Even so." She nodded. "There was a contest. Each of us was totell a story, a true story, that had never
been told before. Mafud lied.His story, of a magic ring and a spellbound prince—an Umaiyyati tradertold
it to him. I know, for I overheard it. But my grandmother did notknow, and judged him the winner. No
one believed me, so I ran away."

 "TheSkotophagoti found you? The Âka-Magi?"

 "Not in Jebe-Barkal." Kaneka toyed with a gold necklace she heldin her lap, a gift of the Lugal, bowing
her head and polishing thegleaming metal. "Tigrati tribesmen found me; highlanders, like him."She jerked
her chin at Tifari Amu. "So I was their captive. They tradedme to a merchant in Meroë, and there he sold
me to a caravan-master, to cook and clean for him." She smiled bitterly. "It is why I know somuch about
camels, little one. And he, he took me to Iskandria. That is where an Aka-Magus found me, and how I
came to Drujan."

 "Do you fear the welcome you will receive?" I asked her.

 "No," she said shortly, clasping the pendant about her neck, whereit nestled against the leather bag that
held her amber dice. She lookedat me. "Yes. As we draw nigh, I fear."

 "Don't." I placed a hand on her arm. "Fedabin, in Daršanga youtold us the stories of our fates, and you
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told them true. Without yourcourage to follow, the zenana would have faltered. You have lived sucha
story as your brother can only dream on his darkest nights, andemerged alive to tell it. You will be
welcome. I am sure of it."

 Kaneka looked at me a long time without speaking, then shook herhead. "Would that I could tell your
story, little one, but it is writ inno tongue I understand. The gods themselves must throw up their handsin
dismay."

 "Ah, well." I stood and stretched, watching the purple twilight fallacross the plains. Our bearers had a
fire blazing, and the spoils of lastnight's hunt cooking in a stew. Tifari Amu and his comrade Bizanlounged
before their tent, whetting their spearheads and conversing.Joscelin and Imriel were returning
empty-handed from the river, Joscelin winding the cord of his fishing-line and explaining the finer pointsof
the piscatory arts to Imri. "It is not over yet, I hope," I said, noting absently how the dying sunlight pinned
a crown of flame on Joscelin's fair hair.

 "No." Kaneka smiled. "Not yet, I think."

 In the morning, we rode to Debeho.

 By unspoken accord, we rode in procession. Tifari Amu and Bizantook the lead, wearing embroidered
capes over snow-whitechammasand breeches, their horses prancing as if at parade. Kaneka, clad in her
Akkadian robes with a dagger at her waist and her war-axe slung acrossher saddle, paced behind them,
and Joscelin and Imriel and I followed.Behind us came the good-natured bearers and the donkey-train,
ladenwith the Lugal's gifts.

 Debeho was a collection of thatched mud huts along the river.

 But to Kaneka it was home, and home is a powerful thing. We were spotted long before we arrived,
and I saw the dark forms ofchildren jumping and pointing, shrill cries of excitement carried on thebreeze.

 The village turned out to meet us, for good or for ill, weapons andscythes clasped in weathered hands.
At Tifari's command, we raised ourarms in salute, baring the passage-tokens of ivory and gold cord
boundat our wrists.

 And they rejoiced.

 We were spectators here, all of us but Kaneka, and we hung backaccordingly as she greeted her
people, majestic as a queen, tears runningin rivulets down her stern, dark face as she ordered the
treasure-cheststhrown open and her goods dispersed. There—that tall man with greying hair and
shoulders like an ox; he must be her father. And the young one, who wept and kissed her hand—her
brother, I thought. No mother,I noted—but there, a bent figure leaning on two gnarled sticks, her face
wise and creased; surely, it was her grandmother.

 It must have been, for proud Kaneka knelt. And the woman, theancient woman, laid her knotted hand
upon that bowed head, trembling,tears in her dark eyes.

 Kaneka was home.

 The celebration lasted for days, and I must own, they were thehappiest I had known in longer than I can
count. Debeho was a simplevillage, but I learned great fondness for it. The mud huts I had eyed
dismissively were well-kept and clean, pleasantly suited to the hot climeof the plains. The villagers grew
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cotton and millet and a hardy strainof melon, and kept cattle as well. Wild bees produced honey, which
Jebeans ferment into a heady drink. Spices were prized; some gatheredfrom the fertile mountainous
regions, where a particular strain of tiny,hot pepper thrived; others garnered in trade, for Debeho was not
soisolated that it never saw traders. There were weavers in the village,and tanners and ivory-workers, for
the plains afforded good hunting.

 And there was Shoanete, Kaneka's grandmother, the storyteller.

 if I had to name her equal, it would be Thelesis de Mornay, whowas the Queen's Poet and my friend
beside. She had been in seclusionthese last few years, her ill health preventing her from carrying out her
court duties; it is Gilles Lamiz, her one-time apprentice, who has assumed her mantle. He is gifted,
Messire Lamiz—he was the first poetever to dedicate an epic to me, and I am grateful for it—but the
worlddoes not stop and hold its breath when he recites his work. Althoughshe always maintained my lord
Delaunay was the superior poet, Thelesisde Mornay had that quality.

 Shoanete of Debeho had it, too.

 I know, for I spent many hours in that village seated at her feetwhile she recited tales of the Melehakim,
the descendants of Saba, ofShalomon and Makeda and their son, Melek al' Hakim, who was anointed
Melek-Zadok. And each one held me spellbound.

 'Twas my interest, I will own, that made the subject so compelling;but this did not hold true for the
children—yes, and the adults—ofDebeho, who gathered round to hear her, listening to her cracked voice
give forth the ancient tales. And cracked or no, there was somewhat init...a resonance, a power, that
brought her words to life.

 "Here," she said, tracing an area along the Ahram Sea on RasLijasu's map. "Here is ancient Saba,
Saba-that-was. And here is theroute along which King Khemosh-Zadok, the falsely anointed, led his
people in retreat, weeping and beating their breasts, all the way to the Lake of Tears." Her gnarled finger
circled the vast inland lake the Ras had indicated. "It is the source of the Nahar itself, formed by the tears
wept by the goddess Isis as she searched for the dismembered body ofher beloved husband Osiris."

 "And now it is the heart of Saba?" I asked.

 "It is," Shoanete said. "The Melehakim hold a secret stolen fromtheir own god, a secret so powerful He
would take it back if He couldfind it. But Isis' tears blind His eyes, and He cannot see it."

 My heart beat faster and the small hairs at the back of my neckprickled. "If...if it is so powerful, how is it
that the Melehakim were defeated?”

 "Ah, that." The old woman smiled, deep creases forming in herwrinkled face. "That is the story of King
Khemosh-Zadok, the falselyanointed, and how he broke the Covenant of Wisdom. For QueenMakeda
herself, you see, was wisdom personified, and her fairness andgreat learning were renowned throughout
the land. It came to her earsthat a king far to the north, Shalomon of the Habiru, was similarlylauded for
the virtue of his judgement. And so it came to Makeda thatshe wished to meet this king, and she
journeyed with a mighty retinue, presenting him with gifts of gold and ivory and spices, that she might
question him."

 "So it says in the Tanakh!" I said, excited. "And he answered herquestions aright."

 "Indeed." Shoanete nodded, unperturbed by my interruption. "Andthen Makeda told him much he did
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not know, and King Shalomonbowed down before her wisdom, and gave her the ring from his fingerin
tribute. And Makeda was moved by his fine form and his grace, andchose to lie with him. 'Because thy
wisdom has ceded to mine,' she saidto him, 'we have made a covenant between us this night, man and
woman. Of it shall come a son. I shall raise him with my teachings,and then I shall send him to thee to be
anointed in thine. By thy ringshall thou know him.' '

 "Melek al'Hakim," I mused. "So that was the Covenant of Wisdom?"

 "It was," she said. "As equals did they meet, man and woman, Kingand Queen, and the lesser wisdom
did cede to the greater. And thus it was, for many generations. Melek al'Hakim did not steal the
Treasuresof Shalomon. He was anointed, and they were his by right; his, and thedescendants of Khiram
the architect and his people, who fled the sackingAkkadians."

 "The Tribe of Dân," I said.

 Shoanete paused. "It may be," she allowed. "Their name was notknown to me. I will add it to the story,
little one. Know then that formany generations the Melehakim ruled Saba, a King and Queen ruling
together, joined in the Covenant of Wisdom. Mother and son, husband and wife, brother and sister . . .
King Tarkhet, it is said, was guided by his daughter, but that is another story. And the shadow they cast
overJebe-Barkal was vast, and all nations and tribes answered to wise andmighty Saba. Until the reign of
King Khemosh."

 With that she paused, clearing her throat, and one of the listeningchildren leapt up to fetch a cup of
honey-mead. Shoanete sipped it andcontinued.

 "There was trouble in the nation, then, for the young Ras Yataniof Meroë had lost his heart to Daliah, the
sister of Khemosh. Now, Khemosh was not King at that time, but merely the widowed Queen'selder
son; Arhosh was his brother's name, and it was Arhosh their mother chose to be anointed, for he was
fair-spoken and wise wherehis brother was hot-blooded and angry. Arhosh looked with favor uponthe
union of Ras Yatani and Daliah, but Khemosh spoke against it, saying that Meroë looked to make a
claim upon the throne of Saba."

 "Did they?" I asked.

 Shoanete's dark eyes glinted with mirth. "Perhaps they did, littleone. If so, it was a peaceable one—the
sword of the loins, and not thesword of steel. However it be, the young men listened to Khemosh and
their hearts were stirred to anger. 'Khemosh should be King,' they said.'Not Arhosh, who will let a
stranger reach his hand for the throne.'And in time the elders listened to the young men, and the priests
listenedto the elders, and no one listened to the Queen, who spoke of the merits of an alliance by
marriage to the most powerful of their vassal-nations."

 "And love," I murmured, thinking of Ysandre and Drustan. "Analliance of love."

 "Yes," she said. "It would have been that. But it was not to be, forthe priests anointed Khemosh and
raised him up as the King, Khemosh-Zadok, over his living mother and her chosen heir, thus breaking the
Covenant of Wisdom. And he decreed the marriage-contract invalid.Now, Ras Yatani's heart was sore
within him, and he raised up his armyand many allies, and marched against Saba."

 "And Saba was defeated," I said.

 "Saba was defeated," Shoanete echoed. "It is another story, a longstory, that battle. Enough to say that
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the spirit of the god which hadfilled the Melehakim ever before, rendering them fierce and invulnerable,
filling their mouths with great cries that struck fear into their enemies—it deserted them, little one. On the
battlefield, they stumbled and bled, and the only cries they uttered were cries of pain. And so they fled,
for by this time, the widowed Queen was dead of sorrow, Arhosh slain in battle and Daliah the fair was
dead by her own hand, and Ras Yatani'sheart was as a burning stone within him, and he knew no mercy.
UnderKhemosh-Zadok's leadership, they fled, all the way to the Lake ofTears. And Ras Yatani, who
found himself the undisputed ruler of JebeBarkal. . . Ras Yatani swore a vow on Daliah's name that he
and hisdescendants would honor the Covenant of Wisdom that Khemosh-Zadok had broken. It is said,
for so long as a Queen rules in Meroë, his line will endure, and so it does, to this day."

 "What of Shalomon's treasures," I asked, "and the One God's secret?"

 Shoanete spread her hands. "These things the Melehakim took withthem and hid, and no one has seen
them since."

 Thus the stories of Kaneka's grandmother, which I pondered atlength. Eleazar ben Enokh had hoped to
find that the Tribe of Dân hadpreserved customs lost by the Habiru, but I do not think he ever
envisioned this Covenant of Wisdom. What is truth? History and legendare woven together like a
Mendacant's cloak, and when the gods themselves are silent, no mortal may say where truth ends and
fabricationbegins. I did not think the One God of the Tanakh would bind hispeople into such a covenant
with a foreign Queen—but those stories were written by Habiru scribes. Makeda's people told another
story,passed from mouth to mouth.

 . . .great cries that struck fear into their enemies . . .

 Blessed Elua, I prayed, let it be true.

 Let it be the Name of God.

 SIXTY-NINE

 AS PLEASANT as our time in Debeho was, it had to end. Therewas a great feast on our last day, and
no one in the village did anywork save to prepare for the festivities, and afterward to eat and drinkand
make merry for hours on end, with much singing and dancing.Even Tifari Amu and Bizan were made
welcome, for they were skilledhunters and contributed much game for the pot during our stay. Kaneka
could not entirely maintain her professed dislike of the highland tribesman, and I thought it possible he
might return to Debeho to court her.

 Imriel was happy in the village.

 With a child's quick ear—and his mother's wit—he had becomeproficient at Jeb'ez, much to the
chagrined amusement of Joscelin, whowas not much past nursery-rhymes. He made friends easily there,
adultsand children alike, none of whom knew or cared that Imriel de laCourcel was the son of the
deadliest traitoress Terre d'Ange had everknown. And he hadn't had a nightmare since we arrived.

 "We should leave him here," Joscelin said, reading my thoughts. "It would be safer."

 "Do you think he'd stay?"

 "I don't know." He shrugged. "Ask him."
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 I did, and got the Courcel frown in answer, neat furrows forming between his brows. "You said the
Tsingani helped you find me becauseof Hyacinthe. You said it was right and fair that I should go."

 "True," I said, wondering why I'd said somewhat so foolish. "Butyou could help most of all by remaining
safe in Debeho."

 That went over about as well as one might expect. "Igot Joscelin'ssword for him in Daršanga!" he
reminded me.

 "Yes," I said, and sighed. "You did. And if you try anything halfso dangerous in Saba, I swear, I'll get
Tifari Amu to hold you down and sit on you."

 His eyes lit with hope. "You won't leave me?" There was an unexpected plea in his voice.

 "No," I said, and this time I sighed inwardly.Love as thou wilt.Whether I willed it or no, Blessed Elua's
precept had come to encompassthis boy, and I didn't have the heart to abandon him. His trust had been
violated too many times already. "I promise, Imri. We won't leaveyou."

 After the feasting, Kaneka told the story of Drujan, and everyonefell silent to listen.

 She had a touch of her grandmother's gift. 'Twas strange, hearingit told from her perspective. The
audience sucked in their breath at thecatalogue of the Mahrkagir's cruelties, although she did not list them
all, no; not the ones I knew. Nor did she describe the daily squalor oflife in the fateful zenana—the
factions, the petty hatreds. And I...Idid not enter the tale as a figure of contempt, Death's Whore,
despisedby all, but as a cunning trickster, cleverly winning the Mahrkagir's trust.It made me smile, a little
bit. But the brooding presence of AngraMainyu loomed over her tale, terrifying and oppressive, and that
muchwas true.

 And the battle in the festal hall, with all its attendant horrors—that,Kaneka told well, much to the
Jebeans' shivering delight. They lookedin awe at Joscelin as she described how his sword wove and
flashed inpatterns of steel too quick for the eye to follow, and a ring of the deadrose around him. He
smiled quietly, his hands resting on his knees. Itwas not a thing of which he was proud, nor ever would
be.

 When she described the column of flame bursting from the well ofAhura Mazda, they clapped and
shouted in approval—even her brotherMafud, whose envy and long-born guilt were erased by his relief
at hersafe return. And thus the story ended in triumph. I looked at Imriel,whose expression was troubled.

 "It wasn't like that, Phèdre," he said to me. "Not really."

 "I know." I stroked his hair. "That's why it's important to remember. But the stories are important, too."

 And we can bear to hear it now, I thought; not the whole truth,no, but Kaneka's truth, the one she will
carry to sustain her, that shewill weave into legend and one day her grandchildren will tell to theirchildren,
holding up an ancient Drujani war-axe and saying, this washers, and this was her story.

 If it is so, mayhap we can learn to endure our own.

 This was her land, and these were her people. I envied her that.Her story was done, and I prayed for
her sake it was so. Of a surety,she had earned it. Still, mine continued. A sacrifice had been made, andI
had allowed another to take my place. I had promised to walk theLungo Drom,the longest road, for
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Hyacinthe's sake. The end of hisstory was yet unwritten. I prayed it would find an ending half as meet,in
debts forgiven and joyous reunion.

 I prayed it would end in love. I prayed we could comehome, allof us.

 In the morning, we departed for Saba. Kaneka held me hard and Ireturned her embrace, feeling her
warm and solid presence. "Take careof yourself, little one," she whispered. "Take care of them all. May
yourstrange gods watch over your every step."

 I nodded and swallowed. She had been a good friend, and I wassorry to be leaving her. "And you,
Fedabin. I think, after last night, you have a long life as the storyteller of Debeho ahead of you."

 "It may be so." Kaneka released me and grinned. "It may be so!"

 Onward we rode, turning back in the saddle to wave a half-dozenfinal farewells. At length, the village
faded into the landscape, the mudhuts indistinguishable from the tawny plains. Once again, we were on
our way.

 On the second day, we reentered the mountains, climbing treacherously narrow trails in single file,
ascending to dizzying heights withthe valley spread below us like a green carpet, deceptively smooth. Our
guides Tifari Amu and Bizan relaxed in the mountains, chatting amicably back and forth as they rode.
Joscelin too was at his ease, at homein the highlands of Jebe-Barkal as in his own Siovale, and Imriel—I
had forgotten that he had been reared in the heights. I watched him scrambling about the crags in the
evenings, gathering deadfalls for thefire, agile as a mountain goat.

 A lost prince raised in secret by the priesthood of Elua, innocent ofhis origins. That had been his
mother's plan. Watching him in themountains, I nearly wished it had been so. Too late, now. The goat
herd prince was not to be.

 Once, a party of Tigrati tribesmen came upon us. For a few minutes,our welcome was uncertain. Hands
hovered over swords, and all of useyed one another. I held my arm out, extended as Tifari had taught us,
revealing the Ras' passage-token, and Imriel did the same. Joscelin wastense, his hands crossed low over
his daggers; he had not fought sincehis injury. Then one of the men grinned and made a jest, and Bizan
replied in kind, and all was well.Give every courtesy, and never revealfear.We made camp together
that evening and shared our goods in a common pot.

 I heard the "mountain-talkers" for the first time that night, thespeaking drums that Audine Davul's father
had studied. The hunterscarried a smaller version, a short length of log hollowed and polished,which their
percussionist beat on with mallets. It made a sharp, staccatosound, carrying over the highlands in a series
of complex rhythms. After a time, we heard the great drums of their distant village boom in answer.

 "We will pass undisturbed," Tifari Amu said in satisfaction. "Thenews has been spread." And it must
have been so, for we encounteredno one else in the highlands.

 After a week, we began to descend once more, following a seriesof plateaus to rejoin the river. Wildlife
abounded in these regions. Icannot even begin to count the species we saw. Antelope and gazelleswere
plentiful, graceful creatures with russet hides and spiraling,pronged horns. They had a trick of springing
straight into the air withall four feet off the ground when startled. Bizan and Tifari Amu huntedthem on
horseback, with spears. It was an astonishing thing to see the swift Umaiyyati horses keep pace with the
fleet beasts, swerving and doubling.
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 There were camelopards, too, which is another beast I would nothave credited without seeing it. They
are immensely tall and angular,with legs like knobbled stilts and necks that stretch to the treetops, pale
hides covered with a crazed pattern of darker blotches. For all theirsize, they are gentle creatures and
merely watched us pass, wondering.

 Of a surety, there were other, less benign inhabitants. At night weheard the roar of lions, a fearsome
sound. When we could, we wouldcut acacia branches, dense with sharp, hooked thorns, and assemble a
makeshift stockade around our campsite, for beasts of prey would comefor our horses if they dared.
There were sharp-faced jackals like greatblack foxes, and hyenas, the carrion-eaters, with their ungainly
bodiesand spotted hides. After a successful hunt, one could always hear them,the eerie barking laughter
ringing out in the night as they fought overthe bones, which they cracked in their strong jaws.

 There were scavenger birds, too; the sky would darken with themwhen Bizan and Tifari made a kill . . .
buzzards, and vultures with theirvast wingspans and bare necks, and strangest of all, great storks thatflew
with their long legs trailing and landed to pick their way throughthe throng of bird-life with long, pointed
beaks.

 'Twas a beautiful land, that much I will own. I could understandwhy Audine Davul's father had loved it. I
could understand, too, whyshe longed for home. For all the wonders of Jebe-Barkal—and I amglad, to
this day, that I have seen a herd of oliphaunts bathing in theriver at sundown—I could not help but think
that the lavender mustbe in full bloom in Terre d'Ange, perfuming the air, grapes beginningto ripen on the
vine.

 Still, there were far worse places we could be.

 I knew. We had been there.

 And whether it had been madness to bring him or no, Imriel thrived on the journey. Although the loose
Jebean burnoose kept off the worstintensity of the sun, the pallor of the zenana had given way to healthy
color. He had lost the skulking wariness I had first known, and the shadows under his eyes were gone.
Although he was far from sturdy, his bones no longer seemed quite so frail and vulnerable beneath his
skin, and I swear, he'd grown a full inch since we left Daršanga.

 "He must be eleven, you know," Joscelin remarked one evening, watching Imriel lay tinder and branches
for the campfire in accordancewith Bizan's careful instruction.

 "Eleven!" It startled me somehow; his age was fixed, in my mind,at ten.

 "Do you remember, he was born in the spring? Six months old,when he vanished in fall." From the Little
Court of La Serenissima, hemeant; he'd been part of that search. "Somewhere between Drujan andhere,
he would have turned eleven."

 "You're right," I said.

 Joscelin watched him without speaking for a time. "He'll hate it atcourt," he said eventually. "They'll
watch him like a hawk, every minute of every day, waiting for him to turn into his mother."

 "Ysandre won't allow it," I protested.

 He gave me a deep look. "Her own cousin tried to have him killed.Elua knows whether or not Barquiel
was behind it. What's Ysandregoing to do? Bring back the Cassiline Brothers, assign him as someone's
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ward?"

 "If she has to."

 "She won't like it." He shook his head. "Not after La Serenissima.And that won't stop the talk. Nothing
can stop the talk. He's alreadypulled one of Melisande's own tricks, eluding Lord Amaury like that."

 "He didn't know," I said softly.

 "You think that will matter where gossip is concerned?"

 I looked away. "No."

 "It will make him hard," Joscelin murmured. "I hate to see it, that'sall."

 "I know." I watched Imriel crouch beside the firepit, coaxing a sparkfrom Bizan's flint striker and
blowing softly on a nest of dried grassesat the heart of his arrangement. "Well, we've a long way to go
yet,and a longer way back."

 "Not as long as it was," Joscelin said. "Not nearly so long as itwas."

 And I was not sure, then, if we spoke of the journey or somewhatelse.

 SEVENTY

 WE OWED our respite to the rhinoceros.

 'Tis passing strange, to owe so much to such a monstrous beast;and yet it is true. We were yet in sight of
the river when the creatureburst through the dense underbrush of the acacias, the hooked thornstroubling
its thick hide not at all. I sat my horse stock-still, feeling ittremble beneath me, staring at the looming head
like the prow of awarship, small, maddened eyes set on either side of that great centralhorn. All I could
think of was the Black Boar of the Cullach Gorrym,and how it had emerged from the wood to lead
Drustan's troops to victory in Alba. I'd thought that was big.

 Then Tifari Amu shouted, and Bizan, and both of them wheeledtheir horses in opposite directions,
seeking to draw the beast off. Havingnone of it, it lowered its head and charged, swerving at the last
minuteto miss me, scattering our bearers and our donkey-train, scattering allof us. It was fast, faster than
one would imagine, and its passage shookthe very earth. I heard cries of dismay and a yell of pain as
someonewas entangled in the thorns.

  

 "Joscelin!"

 Like in Daršanga, Imriel's voice, high and true, rose above the shouting and the drumming of mighty
hooves. I saw, and breathed a curse. Joscelin had dismounted and stood between me and the beast asit
made its turn, rounding. His sword gleamed, angled in his two-handedgrip, and he stood light on his feet,
waiting.

 The rhinoceros charged.
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 I did not see, in truth, exactly what happened, for in that instant Idug my heels into my mount's flanks and
fought him as he flung uphis head in terror, sawing at the reins and wrestling him into a sidewaysdancing
step. I know only that Joscelin whirled out of the way, turninglike an Eisandinetauriere, both arms
extended and the tip of his swordscoring a long gash down the length of the creature's leathern hide.

 I will do it, I thought, still fighting my mount and seeing the rhinoceros gather itself, lowering its head,
shoulders rising like a hummockon the sea, seeking its opponent. Joscelin moved to intercept it, graceful
and sure, Tifari and Bizan returning at full tilt, too far away, the windsnatching their cries from their open
mouths. Elua help me, but I willdo it, I will ride between him and that monster, if I have to kill myhorse
and myself.

 Why it did, I'll never know, but the rhinoceros thought better ofit. It shook itself, for all the world like a
massive dog, and turned,trotting toward the river, plowing through the thornbushes and leavingus.

 "Youidiot!" I shouted at Joscelin, finding my voice. "You couldhave beenkilled! What in Elua's name
were you thinking?"

 He laughed out loud, spinning in a giddy circle, his blade carving a silver line in the air. "I struck true,
Phèdre! Did you see? I can stilldo it.Ican still do it!"

 Iopened my mouth and closed it. "You could have been killed," Irepeated with more restraint. "Joscelin,
if you need to test your skills,pick something that's not nearly the size of an oliphaunt, with hide likecured
leather. You can't kill such a beast on foot, with a naked blade."

 "You can if you cut their hamstrings." In a calmer humor, hesheathed his sword behind his back. "Tifari
Amu told me; it's how theyhunt oliphaunt. It takes precision, that's all. I'm sorry if I frightenedyou."

 I gave him a look and had no time for aught else, for by then,Tifari and Bizan returned, with Bizan's
horse pulling up lame, having strained a foreleg, and our bearer Nkuku had to be extricated from the
thorns. He was badly scratched and shaken, and two of the donkeysentangled as well, having been
scattered by the rhinoceros' charge.Those acacia thorns are like nothing I have ever seen; finger-length
and sharper than a fishhook. There were wounds to be tended, human andanimal alike, and a pair of
water-skins slashed to shreds, good for naughtbut patch-leather. Tifari Amu opined that the beast must
have been ill,and sought only to gain the river. Mayhap it was so, but it wrought afair amount of damage!
'Twas a mercy Imriel had thought to grab thereins of Joscelin's mount, else we'd have had a job chasing it
down,too.

 Nonetheless, we needed to regroup, and soit was that Tifari scoutedupriver, finding us a pleasant site.
Here we would make our camp, untilwe were fit to travel.

 The site was situated at a bend of the river, which flowed smoothover a pebbled bed, swirling and
eddying as it turned. At one point anatural spring gave rise to a deep, secluded pool, emptying in a rivulet
which meandered off on its own, burbling over rocks to feed the Tabara River. It was a perfect place to
bathe or wash clothing without fear ofcrocodiles or hippopotami intruding, and for that alone I was
grateful.We pitched our tents on the grass near the river's bend, lush as greensward and ample fodder
for horses and donkeys alike, and Yedo, another of the bearers, carved out a passage through the
underbrush tothe bathing-pool.

 We spent four days there, all told, letting strains and thorn-gougesheal, while Tifari and Bizan hunted
gazelle—not only to replenish oursupply of meat, but to replace our water-skins, for they used the hides
scraped clean and laid to cure, burying them in hot sand and shale awayfrom the green swathe cut by the
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river. When it was done, the hideswould be tied by the four legs and laced tight with leather thong woven
from the remnants of the old water-skins, and these, Tifari assured us,would serve us well in the last
portion of our journey, where we mustdepart from the river and again traverse the highlands.

 After that, we would reach the Great Falls, and enter Sabaean lands.

 I did not know, until we had it, how much we needed that respite.

 Thanks to the generosity of the Lugal of Khebbel-im-Akkad andRas Lijasu of Meroë, while we did not
travel in state, we travelled in comfort, as much as one might attain in the wilds of Jebe-Barkal. Milletwe
had in plenty, for cooking the flat, spongy bread of the Jebeans, andspices as well, and dried dates and
figs. Our tents were well made andspacious, and we had all of us adopted the Jebean custom of sleeping
on hide cots, stretchers that disassembled easily and raised one off theground, where scorpions and other
insects were wont to be found.

 I even had a three-legged stool slung with a leathern seat, and anample supply of ink and parchment to
record our journey. And that Idid, sitting before our tent and musing over the activities of our en
campment, setting in writing the stories that Shoanete of Debeho hadtold me; yes, and our own travels as
well, and the hunting-songs ofTifari Amu and Bizan, and the workmen's chants of our bearers, thatno one
had ever recorded. Would that I'd had such luxury in Skaldia!Near as it was, it was a culture no less
exotic to those of D'Angelineblood. For a long time, I had wished only to forget it. Now, I thoughtof the
hearth-songs I'd sung to poor Erich in the zenana, andwished Iremembered more, and had them written
down.

 To think, I'd sung the Master of the Straits to calm with such asong.

 His mortal mother had sung him songs.

 I pondered our neat campsite, the dark skins and exotic features ofour comrades, Joscelin and Imriel
clad in Jebean attire, the splendidvista of the lowlands flanked by green mountains, the vast blue sky that
arched over it all. We were a long way from the grey waters of theStraits, from that rocky, lonely isle.

 Hyacinthe.I never forgot.

 It was on the third day of our respite that Joscelin caught his fish,although that was not how I would
remember that day. To be sure,he'd caught fish before, and a fair number of them, some weighing tento
fifteen pounds. I do not know what species they were—cowfish, theJebeans called them—but they were
a salmon hue, with many-rayeddorsal fins and small heads. When cooked, the flesh resembled trout and
was quite agreeable.

 Joscelin was after bigger game.

 He pointed them out to me, he and Imriel; vast shadows lurking inthe pebbled depths of the river. I
nodded, listening politely as Imrielexplained how they meant to use smaller fish as bait, showing me how
the treble hooks were strung. And then I retreated to sit upon my stooland pore over my journal,
watching the river's edge with half an eyeand thinking about how I was to convince the Sabaeans—the
Mele-hakim, Shoanete had called them—that they should reveal to me theName of God that they had
hidden from Adonai Himself.

 It was the shouting that caught my ear, and at that I had to go andsee.
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 Joscelin stood knee-deep in the rushing waters, clad only in a pairof white Jebean breeches. Sunlight
gleamed on his loose, damp hair,the muscles working in his arms as he played out the line, hand over
hand. Downstream, the mighty fish he'd hooked fought him, bucking and leaping, its sides flashing silver. I
will own, I gasped when I saw the size of it.

 And on a sandbar in the middle of the river, Imriel jumped up anddown with excitement, shouting
instructions, clutching a stout branchin one hand. His black hair was plastered to his cheeks in coils and
hehad stripped to his sodden breeches.

 I laughed. I couldn't help it. 'Twas an epic battle in its own way,though unfit for any poet's tale. When the
line was played, Joscelinbegan drawing it back in, fighting the fish for every inch of it. Andhow that fish
fought! I saw it when it broke the water, silver-sided with a green back shading to black, fierce and
vigorous, a true giant of theriver. Imriel floundered into the depths, beating ineffectually at the waters
with his club, and Joscelin shouted him back, still hauling on theline. I'd have worried about crocodiles, if
I wasn't laughing so hard.

 And somewhere, in the midst of it, my heart swelled to aching withlove.

 Somehow, by main strength, Joscelin hauled the thrashing fish ontothe sandbar and Imriel landed it,
striking it hard with his club and fallingon it, struggling to hook his fingers in its gills. It heaved wildly under
him, and boy and fish wrestled in the shallow waters, skin and scaleswet and shining. He succeeded, too,
though the fish was nearly as largeas he was. Once it was subdued, Joscelin had to wade into the river to
retrieve it, carrying the massive thing overhanging his arms. It musthave weighed fifty pounds. He sloshed
ashore, Imriel splashing alongside him, alight with glee.

 "What do you think?" Joscelin asked laughing, tossing the fish atmy feet where it landed with an audible
thud, wriggling and twitchingon the greensward.

 I took two steps forward, grabbed his hair and kissed him.

 For a moment, I think, he was too startled to react, and then—Elua! His arms came hard around me and
he returned my kiss, hard,hands sliding along my back, following the path of my marque. It waslike the
torch igniting the Sacred Fires in the festal hall.

 We parted breathless and staring at one another.

 "I think," I said unsteadily, "you should bring me fish more often."

 "I think I will," Joscelin replied, sounding bemused. He glanceddown. "What are you looking at?"

 "Nothing." Imriel was hugging himself, grinning fit to split his face,shifting from foot to foot. "You should
take a bath, Joscelin; you're allover fish."

 "So are you," he said to Imriel, then blinked at me. "And so areyou, now. I should...I should clean the
fish, first."

 "I can do it." Imriel wedged his fingers under the gills and draggedthe fish a foot, rolling it onto its back to
expose the pale belly. "See?"He traced a line with one damp forefinger. "I cut here to begin. Yousaid I
made a good job of it, remember? It's bigger than the others,that's all. Yedo can help me."

 Joscelin raised his eyebrows at me.
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 "Well?" I said. "Imri's right, you're all over fish. Go take a bath,Joscelin."

 He went, gathering dry clothing,a lump of precious soap and a reasonably clean towel of Menekhetan
cotton.

 Imriel gloated over his fish, and looked at me sidelong. "I will tellYedo not to let anyone use the
bathing-pool," he said, all innocence."If you want to go, and wash your gown."

 "You think I should?" I touched his river-damp hair. Imriel lookeddown and nodded fiercely, the matter
suddenly too great for words. Iwondered why it meant so much to him. "All right," I said. "I'll go."

 The passage to the bathing-pool was like a green tunnel, mimosabushes crowding inward to filter the
light, pungent sap weeping fromthe new-cut branches. Clusters of small yellow flowers brushed my gown
as I passed, dusting the fabric with pollen. I felt strange in myown skin, sensitive to every breath of air,
my heart beating too fastwith uncertainty.

 And aching, still.

 The passage opened onto the bathing-pool, where Joscelin stood,not quite waist-deep. Since he had not
seen me, I went to sit on thesun-warmed rocks at the water's edge and watched him as he dunkedhis
head and flung it back, water spraying in a glittering arc. Dappled light played over his skin, the muscles
gliding beneath it. Pale scarsmarred his flesh and a few new ones, still pink. I knew the old scarsby touch.
Along his ribs was the curving gash he'd taken in Skaldia.That one, I'd sewn myself, in a cavern marked
by the sigil of BlessedElua, where we'd taken shelter from a blizzard.

 And made love, I remembered, for the first time; Cassiline andanguissette.

 Desire beat in my blood like the distant thunder of drums upon themountain.

 Joscelin saw me and went still, water dripping from him in thesunlight. Even when I'd resented him, long
ago, I'd thought him beautiful. He stood patient under my regard. Every one of the scars thatmarked
him, he'd gotten on my behalf. I did not have words to speakto him.

 "Phèdre," he said at length, saying my name softly. "Will you joinme?”

 I nodded without speaking and stayed where I was.

 He took a few steps, shadows in the hollows of his flanks, and liftedme from the rocks as if I weighed no
more than his enormous fish,lowering me to stand before him. The skirts of my gown floated on thewater
and I put both arms around his neck as he lowered his head tokiss me.

 That kiss, I cannot describe.

 It was like a poem, a prayer, a homecoming unlooked-for. It was like dungeon walls crumbling to reveal
a glimpse of sky. It shook meto the very roots of my soul.

 All I could do was cling to him and gasp.

 With infinite gentleness, Joscelin undid the buttons of my gown,sliding it from my shoulders until I stood
in its water-billowed folds asat the center of a lotus. What flesh he unveiled, he touched, until Ishivered,
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the tenderness of it nearly unbearable. With cupped hands, hepoured water over my head, until droplets
clung to my lashes, thenfollowed the water's course with his lips. When he kissed my closedeyelids, I
could have wept.

 I relearned him that day, with hands, mouth and tongue, tracingthe line of his collarbone, the flat planes
of his chest that no blade had yet marred, like a blind woman learning sight by touch. Mostly, though, I
yielded, and relearned love. He undid my hair, that I wore at the nape of my neck. When his hands rose,
dripping, to cup my breasts, I sighed;I whimpered at the touch of his mouth, warm and wet,
encompassingmy aching nipples.

 He lifted me out of the floating lotus of my gown, setting me sothat my buttocks rested upon the warm
stones to perform thelanguise-ment, parting my moist nether-lips with a touch delicate as a breath, thetip
of his tongue tracing the swollen shape of Naamah's Pearl. And that is where time itself seemed to stretch
and flow. I lay open beneath thesky, and everything done by the Mahrkagir was undone, every cruelty,
every iron thrust—undone, undone, undone, every kiss, every lick,every stroke, imprinting love upon my
flesh, until I shuddered andknotted both hands in Joscelin's hair, calling his name out loud, andmy climax
followed with the inevitability of the spring-fed waters tumbling over the rocks.

 At that, Joscelin lifted his head and smiled.

 "Comehere" I said, drawing him to me.

 He did, hoisting himself out of the water on both arms, the left assolid as the right, hands braced on
either side of my shoulders. I bitmy lip, reaching down to fit him into me, his phallus rigid and hard,the
walls of my nether parts still throbbing. Any other man—any oneI have known—would have begun, then.

 Not Joscelin. He waited, his brow touching mine, sheathed to thehilt in me and our loins enjoined.
Slowly, my breathing eased to matchhis, and our heartbeats synchronized.

 In the space between the beating of our hearts, I felt the presenceof Blessed Elua.

 I'd felt it before, that golden light filling me, the taste of honey inmy mouth. I felt it now, and Joscelin's
mouth tasted of honey to me,his tongue like nectar as we kissed. I smelled lavender in his damp hair as it
fell to frame my face. The world pulsed and surged as he moved within me, and I moved to meet him,
hips thrusting, no longer certainwhere I began and he ended, my fingers seeking the line of his back,the
column of his spine, his muscled flanks. His eyes, summer-blue,looked into mine, shining with Elua's tide.

 This is how we were made whole.

 I cried out, at the end, and whose name it was—Joscelin's orBlessed Elua's—I could not say. It was
one and the same, then. Andif I had called what had gone before a climax, it was naught to what came
after, welling from someplace deeper within me than I knew Ihad, until I could only cling to Joscelin with
all my limbs and shudderat the force of it. And he—Elua! He went rigid against me, within me, and I felt
the vibration all the length of his spine before his loins shivered and he spent himself within me.

 So it was done.

 "I'm sorry," I said when we had finished, and the presence hadfaded. "Joscelin, I am so, so sorry for
what I've done to us."

 He brushed my lashes. "For what, love?" he asked, examining my tears on his fingertips. "You did what
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you were called to do. So did I.What is there to forgive?"

 "You know," I said softly. "You heard . . . stories. Some of themare true."

 "Yes." He drew a line from the corner of my eye, the left one, withits crimson mote. "Do you wish to
speak of them? I swear to you, Ican bear it now."

 Remembering, I shook my head. "No. Let them fade, and be forgotten. No."

 "Then it is what it is," Joscelin said, "And we are what we are. Nomore, and no less." He smiled. "Never
less. Do you agree?”

 I did. I demonstrated to him with a degree of ferocity the extent towhich I agreed, until he caught his
breath and laughed, and then untilhe laughed no longer, but tumbled me over with keen desire. And ifthe
presence of Blessed Elua was no longer with us, our own presencesufficed.

 I asked nothing more.

 For once, it was enough.

 SEVENTY-ONE

 THERE WERE jests, of course; Jebeans speak with frank delightabout the arts of love, and there are no
secrets in a small campsite. Butthey were good-natured and I did not mind, and Joscelin bore it well.
Their great fish had been gutted and cleaned, and strips of flesh hungto smoke over a second fire. We
had some of it fresh that evening, fried in an iron pan with coriander and wild onion, and I thought it was
themost delicious dish I'd ever tasted. Like as not it wasn't, but it seemedso that night.

 After we'd eaten, we sat about the fire discussing plans to makeready on the morrow for the following
day's departure. Bizan sharedaround a skin of honey-mead he'd been hoarding, and the taste of itwas
sweet and fiery in my mouth. I caught Joscelin's eye and he smiled, lacing his fingers with mine.

 "There are thorns and there are thorns," Nkuku said judiciously,noting it. "Some are larger than others,
but their prick is more pleasant."

 At that, there was laughter; such was the manner of jest we endured.Imriel sat with his legs drawn up
and his arms wrapped round them,peering over his knees with scarce-disguised joy. I understood it
better,now.

 Make me whole,I had prayed in the Temple of Isis.Make us allwhole.

 We had become like family to him.

 There are ties that bind more complex than blood. I knew it, who'dbeen sold into indenture at the age of
four; when I think of the familyI have lost, I think of my lord Anafiel Delaunay and my foster-brother
Alcuin. Of a surety, Joscelin knew it too, he who was an adored strangerin his childhood home of
Verreuil.

 I'd not thought about the ties we had forged with Imriel, and whatthey meant to him.

 Nor to me.
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 Well and so; we were a long way yet from home, whatever Joscelinmight claim, and our quest was far
from over. One day, Elua willing,it would be done and we would be home. Imriel had a destiny that
would claim him, with Ysandre's protection extended over him and obligations to House Courcel. And
there was Melisande, too. What shewould make of this, I dared not think. But I had placed myself in
BlessedElua's hand that day, trusting to his mercy. If it brought love unlooked-for, what right had I to
complain? I drew Imriel to join us and he kneltin the firelight between us, leaning against Joscelin's knee,
smellingfaintly of fish and content for the first time since I had known him.

 And Joscelin and I, who had regained the trick of knowing oneanother's minds without speaking, gazed
at each other over Imri's head and wondered.

 The next day was a flurry of activity. The new-cured hides mustbe sewn, the smoked and dried meats
gathered, our replenished storespacked, unpacked, rearranged and packed again, boots patched and
blades whetted. Tifari Amu showed me on the Ras' map where wewould be going, striking out across the
mountains to intersect the GreatFalls.

 "What will happen," I asked him, "when we reach Saba?"

 Tifari shrugged, quiet and diffident as always. "As to that," he said,"I cannot say."

 So we departed, and left behind our pleasant campsite. I turned inthe saddle as we left, watching it
vanish behind a bend in the river.

 "I never thought," I said to Joscelin, "I would be so grateful to arhinoceros."

 He grinned. "I never thought I'd be so grateful to a fish."

 The Jebeans thought we were a little mad, of course, although theydidn't mind it. I don't know what
Kaneka had told Tifari—during thetimes she deigned to speak kindly to him, which had been enough to
encourage him—but it had got about that we were god-touched, allthree of us. That, it was allowed, was
why Queen Zanadakhete had blessed our journey, and Ras Lijasu had provided for it. As membersof the
guard, Tifari and Bizan understood the politics of it better, but they still considered it madness. And
Joscelin challenging the rhinoceroshadn't helped. They watched him in the mornings and evenings, per
forming his Cassiline exercises, and merely shook their heads.

 It didn't matter. With each day that passed, we drew nearer.

 Once again, we mounted the green heights, wending our waythrough forests. It was beautiful,
untrammeled country, devoid of humaninhabitation; too far, Tifari said, from the cities, and too hard to
buildroads. To be sure, it was hard going, but there were trails carved outby wildlife and these we
followed.

 "Who do the Sabaeans trade with, then?" I asked Tifari as we rode.

 "No one, now." He was silent for a few minutes. "There are othertribes—Zenoë, Shamsun—in this area
who owe allegiance to neitherJebe-Barkal nor Saba. But they are hunters, mostly, and bandits. Saba—
the Melehakim—have been isolated for a long time, Lady, many hundreds of years. I do not know what
you expect, but you may find themotherwise."

 I didn't answer. In truth, I had no idea what to expect.
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 After some days of travel, we reached the Great Falls.

 Tifari Amu had described them to me, but he knew them only bylegend and nothing could have prepared
me for the sight of them. Thereis nothing in Terre d'Ange to match it; no, nor anywhere else in theworld I
have travelled.

 It was the Nahar river we had regained, and here, near to its source,it was broad and placid once
more—until it reached the Falls. Longbefore we saw them, we heard the tremendous sound. At last we
cameupon them from above and stood at the edge of the tree-lined gorge,staring in open-mouthed awe;
eagles must feel thusly, gazing down fromon high. The Falls were as wide as the river itself, far too wide
tobridge, and formed a sheer drop of a hundred feet or better. Water cascaded off the edge in a solid
sheet, churned white as foam, plungingimpossibly far, down and down and farther still, until it plunged
intothe greenish waters of the basin below with such force as to raise aconstant mist, sun-shot and
shimmering with rainbows.

 "Name of Elua!" Joscelin whispered.

 I swallowed and pulled Imriel back from the edge, as he clamberedover moss-covered rocks for a
better view.

 'Tis a poor description I have given of the Great Falls, but it is notsomething words can compass. The
raw force and beauty of it are toogreat. And so we stood for a time, all of us, drinking in the sight of it,the
roar of the falling water filling our ears. Even at this height, windblown spray dampened our faces.

 I daresay if the Falls had not been so stunning, we would haveheard the hunting-party.

 They were Shamsun, although I did not know it at the time; TifariAmu told me, after. There were ten of
them, armed with crude bowsand javelins; agile and strong to a man, with skin the color of ripeningolives
and hair braided close to their skulls. Hunters—and bandits. Itneeded no one to tell me that. I saw it in
the way the leader's gazeflicked over our laden mounts and donkeys.

 And the way it flicked over me, astonished and avid, his tonguewetting his lips. In a swift motion, he
nocked an arrow and drew his bow, aiming at Joscelin, who made the tallest target. The others followed
suit, and I drew Imriel behind me.

 "Hold," the Shamsun leader said in a recognizable dialect of Jeb'ez,addressing Tifari Amu and Bizan,
who'd already begun to fan out. "Letus take what we will, and no one will die."

 "What will you have?" Tifari called, his sword half-drawn.

 "Your goods. Your weapons. Whatever you have," the Shamsunreplied. Let it be that, I prayed; let it
only be that. We are near enoughnow that it makes no difference. There is water, and fish, if we cancatch
them—surely the Habiru laws of hospitality must hold true inSaba. The leader's gaze slid over me again,
and I saw his breath quicken."And the woman."

 Joscelin had learned enough Jeb'ez for that.

 It took them by surprise when he bowed, his crossed vambracesflashing in the verdant light. It took them
harder when he straightenedwith daggers in his hands, throwing both in quick succession.
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 He missed with the left. Not the right, which killed the leader.

 Arrows filled the air. I flung myself down on top of Imri scarce intime, feeling a line like a red-hot poker
scored across my back. Pain,unexpected, blossomed in me like an old acquaintance come to visit,the
scent of crushed ferns filling my nose. Imriel made a muffled soundof protest and I moved cautiously off
him, turning my head to see themêlée.

 It wasn't pretty. If the Shamsun had been farther away, they'd haveheld their advantage, but after the first
rain of arrows, it had gone tohand-to-hand combat. Bizan had the shaft of an arrow standing outfrom his
thigh, but he fought undeterred, hobbling fiercely and swinginghis sword. One of the bearers had
managed to free Tifari's camelopardshield from the baggage, and I got a glimpse, then, of the full skill of
Jebean soldiery.

 And Joscelin . . . Joscelin had blood pouring in a stream down theright side of his head. For all that, he
fought as calmly as if he wereat his exercises, wielding his two-handed sword with careful grace. Notlike
he had before, no. But he was right. He could still do it.

 The Shamsun had come prepared for a hunt, not a battle. It wasover in minutes. The last one, who tried
to flee, Tifari Amu slew withone of his own javelins, picking his mark through the trees and heavinga
mighty cast. The man fell, pierced from behind.

 "He would have gone for his tribe," Tifari said to my shockedexpression, lowering his shield to wipe his
brow with his forearm. "Andthen we would have blood-debt to settle."

 To that, I could make no reply. We were alive.

 I went instead to see to Joscelin, who winced when I touched him.An arrow had nicked his ear, taking a
chunk of flesh from its uppercurve. Since it was not a dangerous wound, I washed it and applied a
tincture of snakeroot, giving him a clean rag to press against it untilthe bleeding stopped.

 "Well?" he asked.

 "It won't show if you wear your hair unbraided," I said. "I alwaysdid like it loose."

 He laughed, then stopped as I turned to tie up the water-skin."You're hurt."

 "Some." I peered over my shoulder, shrugging at the gouge. "Ascratch, no more. I need to see to Bizan."

 Over his protest, I went to supervise the extraction of the arrow,which was not so bad as it might have
been. The Shamsun were poor.Their arrows were beautifully fletched — how not, with the birdlife that
abounded? — but they were only fire-hardened wood, sharpened to apoint. If it had been forged steel
and barbed, we'd have had to cut itout. As it was, I had Nkuku withdraw it in one swift yank, and
clapped a wad of clean cloth in place lest it had pierced anartery. Bizan waslucky, for it had not. I
cleaned and dressed it.

 "Phèdre." Joscelin had Imriel in tow. He took the jar of snakerootfrom my hand. "Sit down," he said,
shoving me forcibly onto a rock."Imri, you're deft. See it cleaned, and put some of this on it."

 "A lot you know about medicine — " I began.

 "Oh, hush." Joscelin handed a damp rag to Imriel, who movedbehind me and dabbed carefully at the
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graze through my rent gown."Do you want it to fester?”

 "I heal clean," I said, then drew in my breath as Imriel applied thesnakeroot. Kaneka had said it was
effective; she hadn't mentioned itstung like seven hells. For an instant, my vision was veiled in crimson,and
the surge of the Great Falls was like brazen wings buffeting in myear. "Ah."

 When I blinked, the world cleared. Joscelin's expression hadchanged. "So," he said softly. "That, too, is
unchanged."

 "Yes." I held his gaze. "So it seems. Are you sorry, now?"

 After a moment, he shook his head. "No," he said, stooping tobrush my lips with his. "I'll just have to
catch more fish, that's all."

 I was still laughing when I saw them.

 Unlike the Shamsun, the Sabaeans had come ready for battle. Theywore armor in an archaic style, or so
I thought — bronze corselets overcotton tunics, pleated leather skirts and brightly woven cloaks. At sec
ond glance, I realized 'twas not the style, but the armor itself that was old, worn thin and bright with the
patina of generations of polishing,traces of gilt lingering in the crevices here and there.

 Tifari Amu had spoken truly. No one had traded with Saba for a long, long time.

 We sat frozen, all of us, about our makeshift campsite, strewn withmedicaments and the corpses of slain
bandits. One of the Sabaeans stepped forward, frowning. Like the others, his skin was the hue of
polished mahogany, and his bearded face was stern. He wore a helm like a pointed bronze cap, and only
the leather straps were new.

 "You," he said in Habiru, pointing to Tifari, who had risen, grasping his shield. "What passes here? Who
has killed these men?"

 Tifari shook his head in a gesture of incomprehension.

 They spoke Habiru. After so long, they still spoke it. "Barukh hatahAdonai, father," I said, getting to my
feet. "Yeshua a'Mashiach . . ." Myvoice trailed off. Whatever else these men were, they were not
Yeshuite.I cleared my throat and continued in his tongue. "We have come seeking peaceful converse
with Saba."

 He stared at me unabashed, for which I did not blame him. Wemade an odd sight altogether, and while
he might not know me for themost famous courtesan in Terre d'Ange, I was hardly what one expectsto
find in a Jebean forest surrounded by corpses. "You," he said slowly."Whatare you?"

 "I am Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève of Terre d'Ange," I said."It is a land very far away, farther even
than the homeland of Shalomon.

 These are my companions," I added, introducing them. Joscelin gavehis Cassiline bow; the Jebeans
nodded warily. Imriel kept still, seekingto read the Sabaean's expression.

 "From Meroë." The Sabaean captain frowned. "We have no friendsin Meroë."

 I translated his comment to Tifari Amu, who shrugged. "They haveno enemies, either. The quarrel is an
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ancient one. Our wise Queenwould see it laid to rest if Saba willed it. But we are not here to parlay,only
to aid you in your quest. It is a favor to the gods, and to theLugal of Khebbel-im-Akkad, nothing more."

 When I relayed his words to the Sabaeancaptain, he gave a bittersmile. "Our memories are long,
foreigner. The quarrel is not ancient tous, and we have no fondness for the Akkadians. As for the gods of
Jebe-Barkal, they are foul and bestial monstrosities."

 "And yet," I said, "I have heard you use the grief of Isis to hidesomething from the eyes of Adonai
Himself."

 He sucked in his breath as if I'd struck him, his bearded cheeksflushing darker. "It is no business of
yours, foreigner!" I said nothing.The men behind him stirred. After a moment, he spokeagain. "Wehave
tracked these poachers for many days without success," he saidreluctantly, nodding toward the slain
Shamsun. "For this, if no other, you may claim hearth-friendship. Is it your wish?"

 "It is." I inclined my head.

 "So be it." His bitter smile returned. "I am Hanoch ben Hadad. Iwill lead you to the city of Tisaar.
Whatever your quest may be, youmay present it to the Elders."

 Thus did we enter Saba.

 SEVENTY-TWO

 IT WAS an uneasy journey, albeit a short one. The Sabaeans were none too glad of our company, and
kept themselves separate. The Jebeans, understandably, were nervous and watchful. Joscelin, Imriel andI
were subdued.

 If Jebe-Barkal was like a land from a fable, Saba was even moreso. How many years had they endured
in isolation? Between the manycalendars involved, I was hard put to do the calculations, but by my best
guess, King Khemosh had ruled some two hundred years before the birth of Elua.

 The quarrel was more ancient than my homeland.It was a sobering thought.

 Under Hanoch ben Hadad's guidance, we reached the Lake ofTears, which was so vast as to resemble
a calm, inland sea, hiding its mysteries. Here at last there were roads and we were able to ride abreast,
making our way to the capital city of Tisaar.

 'Twas passing strange, in that green wilderness, to see the ruddystone walls rising around the city by the
lake. A sentry looked out fromthe tower gate, sounding a long blast on a ram's horn. Hanoch benHadad
raised his hand in acknowledgment and we waited until thewondering guard turned out to question the
Sabaean captain.

 What he said, I do not know, but it seemed it sufficed. We wereadmitted to Tisaar.

 For near onto twelve years of my life, I had studied the lore andhistory of the Habiru. Now it seemed as
if I had entered one of myown scrolls. Despite the lack of trade, Tisaar was prosperous, the Sabaeans
making use to the fullest extent of those resources that aboundedin the land. Crops and herds and wild
game they had in plenty, andtimber and stone. For metal, though, they had only copper and gold.

 No iron, and thus no steel; not even tin to render bronze. It explainedthe great antiquity of their arms,
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which were handed down from generation to generation, patched and mended, betimes smelted and
forgedanew, each ounce of metal more precious than gold. What steel therewas in Tisaar was a
treasured rarity, filtered to Saba through the oc casional capture of bandits more successful than the
Shamsun we'd encountered. Hanoch's men eyed our weapons with envious wonder. Ithink they would
have seized them if they dared, but the law of hospitality forbade it.

 For my part, I stared about me as we rode through the streets ofTisaar, amazed bythe sight of wagons
built in a style not seen incenturies, the wheel rims made of copper. And the people of Saba staredin turn,
their dark faces according strangely with their Habiru tongue and old-fashioned attire, wondering
who—andwhat —we were.

 There were no inns in all of Tisaar. Sabaeans who travelled fromelsewhere in the land stayed with friends
or relatives, or camped outsidethe city, as Tifari and Bizan and our bearers opted to do, granted six-day
passes to come and go within the city, provided they left their arms outside the walls. For Joscelin and
Imriel and me, Hanoch ben Hadadsecured lodging with his widowed sister, gauging us safe enough.
Grudgingly, he allowed Joscelin to keep his arms, although he wasforbidden to bear them in the city
without a Sabaean military escort.

 Hanoch's sister's grown daughter had left her for her husband'shousehold and she lived alone on the
ground floor of a spacious housewith only a cook and an elderly maidservant. The whole second floor
was empty and used only for storage.

 "A strange place." Joscelin opened a trunk in the room we'd been allotted, sniffing at the linens stored
within it. "Smells of mildew. Thewhole city seems forgotten by time."

 "It nearly is. Don't do that, it's rude." I had liked Hanoch's sister,Yevuneh, who bore her sorrow with
gentle grace.

 "At three links of gold?" Joscelin raised his brows. "We're entitled."

 "You could have bought the house for one of your daggers," Inoted.

 "True." He closed the lid of the trunk. "Our welcome doesn't bodewell. I don't imagine they're going to
tell us the Name of God andsend us on our way."

 "No," I said. "I don't suppose they are."

 I slept poorly that night and dreamed for the first time in manymonths—the old dream, the one that had
awoken me in our home inthe City of Elua, trembling and weeping. Once again I stood at theprow of a
ship, clutching the railing in vain as the child Hyacinthe stoodon the receding shore, arms outstretched,
calling my name over andover, desperate and pleading. Only this time, his cries grew louder asthe
expanse of water broadened, rising and rising to a shriek of pure,unrelenting terror. In the dream, I
clapped my hands over my ears,unable to bear it, and sank to the ship's floor.

 And even that did not lessen it. 'Twas so deafening that it wrenchedme to wakefulness, and only then did
I realize the sound of my dreamwas real.

 "Imriel," I murmured, making my way to his pallet in the darkness.Behind me, Joscelin kindled a lamp.
"It's all right, it's just a nightmare."

 He came out of it with a start, his body curled and rigid, tearsmaking damp tracks on his cheeks. "I
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dreamed...I dreamed I was inDaršanga, and you were leaving me. Riding away without looking back.
And Nariman laughed, and he led me away to the Mahrkagir . . ."

 "Hush." I stroked him gently, until I felt his shuddering ease, hisrigid limbs loosen. "It was a dream, only a
dream. I'm not leaving youanywhere."

 After a while, he fell into a dreamless sleep. When I gauged it safe,I went to gaze out the window, which
afforded a glimpse of the distantlake. The moon was nearly full in a clear sky, and it glimmered on the
dark waters.

 "There are over forty islands," Joscelin said behind me. "If that'seven where it's hid. One of Hanoch's
men said as much."

 "I know." Someone was stirring downstairs; Imriel's screams hadawoken the household. I should go tell
Yevuneh all was well, I thought,but instead I gazed at the lake and wondered.

 "Do you think we could find the right one?" Joscelin asked. "If itcame to it?"

 "I don't know," I said. "But if it comes to it, we'll have to try."

 In the morning, the three of us broke our fast with Yevuneh, waitingfor word from the Sanhedrin of
Elders as to when we might presentour case. Whether or no we'd paid dear for the lodgings, she was a
kind hostess and gladder of our company than ever her brother hadbeen.

 "Tell me again where this land of yours lies," she said, havingdifficulty compassing the thought. With
Joscelin's aid, I turned thedining-table into a map. Saba, she knew, and Jebe-Barkal, as well asMenekhet
and the Umaiyyat and Khebbel-im-Akkad; Hellas, she knewby repute. As for the rest, I might have been
speaking Skaldic.

 "If this is Iskandria, my lady," I said, indicating a pot of honey,"and here lies the ocean . . ." I swept my
hand over an expanse of table,"here, this is Hellas, and here the nation-states of Caerdicca Unitasbegin,
and beyond, here, is Terre d'Ange." I placed a dried fig to markthe spot.

 "So far!" she marveled. "Why would you come so far, child?"

 "To find the Tribe of Dân," I ventured. "It is said they hold thekey to great wisdom."

 Yevuneh looked away. "We did, once," she said softly, then shookher head. "You have come a long
way in error, if it is wisdom youseek. Do they not tell in Jebe-Barkal how we broke the Covenant of
Wisdom?"

 "I have heard a story," I said. "I have not heard the Melehakimtell their own story."

 "The Melehakim." She smiled at that, gentle creases forming at thesides of her mouth. "Do they call us
that, still?"

 "Some do," I said, thinking of Shoanete.

 "Ah, we've not named ourselves thusly for many generations. Welost the right of it, I fear." Her gaze fell
upon Imriel, who was devouringthe dried fig that had marked Terre d'Ange. "What do you want to
know, child? For a kiss from that dear boy, I will tell you a story."
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 I translated her words to Imriel, who understood Habiru a little,owing to its similarity to Akkadian, but
not enough, yet, to follow aconversation. He met my eyes and nodded gravely, and went to kissher lined
cheek. It was a pretty picture, if one didn't know what it costhim to offer affection to a near-stranger.

 "Such a lovely child, like an ivory carving! And charming with itin the bargain." Yevuneh smiled again,
caressing his hair. "You areblessed, to have such a son."

 Joscelin, who did understand Habiru, made no comment.

 "Indeed," I said. "My lady, how was the Covenant of Wisdombroken?"

 "Pride," she said. "Pride, and wrath. How else? When Shalomon'skingdom fell, Adonai made us a
dwelling-place in Jebe-Barkal, wherewe might preserve His gifts and keep them safe. Never were they
tobe used for personal gain, but only for the good of His people—thedescendants of the anointed, the
Wise Ones, the Melehakim. And thekeeping of His gifts lay in the hands of the men, but the passage of
wisdom . . . ah! That lay in the hands of the women." Yevuneh turnedover her empty hands. "We did not
hold it tight enough. You haveheard of Khemosh, the falsely anointed?"

 I nodded.

 She sighed. "We did not act. When Khemosh spoke, the men listened, and began to echo his words.
When the Queen spoke, we remained silent in fear. We allowed the chain to be broken, the Covenant
sundered. Khemosh was anointed in his wrath and proclaimed King,without a woman's wisdom to
balance him; and Khemosh made warupon Meroë. Nemuel, who was the priest of Aaron's line upon that
time, brought the Ark of the Broken Tablets onto the battlefield. Alwaysbefore, in our time of need, the
Voice of Adonai rang forth between the cherubim, proclaiming His fearful Name. This time, the Voice
wassilent."

 "And the army of Khemosh was defeated," I said. "This I was told."

 "Not that," Yevuneh said. "Not only that. When the Voice wassilent. . ." She gazed at Imriel. "Such eyes
the boy has! Like sapphiresat nightfall. There were sapphires too on the breastplate of Aaron, youknow;
sapphire and jacinthe and agate, sardius, topaz, diamond...Icannot name them all. Twelve stones for the
Twelve Tribes."

 "The breastplate of Aaron," I mused. "This was taken from Shalomon's Temple?"

 "Yes." Yevuneh nodded. "It was one of the treasures. And whenthe Voice was silent, Nemuel donned it,
and the crown, too, wroughtwith a signet, and 'Holy to Adonai' engraved upon it. In his pride, forhe had
anointed Khemosh with his own hands, he donned these thingsto force the will of Adonai. And on the
battlefield, Nemuel ordered thecover of the Ark of Broken Tablets to be lifted..."

 Her voice fell silent. I waited, and Joscelin and Imriel waited withme. After a thousand years and more,
these stories were like yesterdayto the Sabaean widow.

 "It was folly," she whispered, "for Nemuel approached the Ark ofBroken Tablets in anger. To think he
could contain the sacred Name!"Yevuneh shook her head. "Where there is pride and wrath, there is no
room for Adonai. It is death to attempt it. Only in a state of perfectlove and trust may such grace be
attained."
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 "To make of the self a vessel where there is no self," I murmured.

 "Even so." Yevuneh nodded. "But Adonai was merciful, and withheld the blow of death, for the love he
had borne his people. The coverwas lifted, and Nemuel alone looked inside and beheld the Name of
God." Her expression was sombre. "And when he sought to speak it,Nemuel was struck dumb, his
tongue withering within his mouth likea drought-stricken root. Such was the penalty for breaking the
Covenantof Wisdom. And it is as you have said, the army of Khemosh wasdefeated, and we gathered
for flight; fleeing the forces of Meroë, andfleeing moreover the wrath of Adonai, who was at such pains
to preserveHis people."

 "A harsh penalty for one man's transgression," I said quietly.

 "No." Yevuneh gave a sad smile. "The sin was shared among us all, for all of us failed in honoring the
Covenant. Even now, to thisday, the priests of the line of Aaron are born tongueless and dumb,keepers
of a useless treasure, which we must hide from the eyes ofAdonai, the Lord our God, lest he remember
and smite us for our folly.Khemosh himself got neither son nor daughter, and we dare not evenraise up a
King, but hew only to the ancient laws kept by the Elders,and the women . . . we bear the price still of
the power we relinquished.So you see, you seek wisdom in vain."

 Joscelin let out his breath in a long whistle, and began the work oftranslating the story to Imriel. I sat
thinking, watching flies circle thehoney-pot.

 "It may be, my lady Yevuneh," I said at length. "Though I amsorry to hear that the women of the
Melehakim do not take up thesundered ends of the chain they let fall. But all knowledge is worth having,
and these stories are new to me. Of Moishe's Tablets and theArk that held them, I have heard. What is
this of which you speak,this Ark of Broken Tablets?"

 "It is written . . . you know such things were recorded?" she askedme.

 I nodded, thinking of the volumes of text I had read, the hoursspent at the Rebbe's feet, learning Habiru
lore. How could she know? Most of it had been written long after Melek al'Hakim fled his father'sland.

 "It is written that there were two sets of tablets. The first, that werebroken, were written by Adonai's
own hand," Yevuneh said softly."The second, that Moishe chiseled himself—those preserved the law.But
the first. . . ah! Those held the Name of God in every syllable."

 The hair rose at the back of my neck. "And those are here."

 "So it is said." She spread her hands. "I have not seen them, myself.But that is the story for which you
asked. And that is the sum of our useless wisdom. One day, perhaps, Adonai will send us a sign to make
atonement. In a thousand years, it has not come.”

 There came a knock at the door; I daresay all of us startled. Yevuneh's maidservant went to see who it
was, and came to fetch her mistress. Presently Yevuneh returned, looking grave.

 "The Elders will see you."

 SEVENTY-THREE

 OUR MEETING with the Sanhedrin of Elders was long and fruitless.
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 I told the story well, or so I thought; Hyacinthe's story, the storyof the Master of the Straits, the
misbegotten son of Rahab, the OneGod's unrelenting curse, and why I came seeking the Sacred Name.
Some of it needed no explanation. Rahab, they knew, and the Book ofRaziel, from whence came his
powers. But as for the rest. . .

  

 "You mean to say," one of the Elders frowned, "this man, thisYeshua ben Yosef, was acknowledged the
Mashiach and the Son ofAdonai?"

 "Yes, my lord." I gave him my best curtsy. "So it is said, by the Yeshuites; that is, by the descendants of
the other Eleven Tribes. Evennow, they undertake to follow Yeshua's will in carving out a new home
land, far to the north even of my home. So many say, although not allbelieve."

 "Adonai!" He breathed the word like a sacrament. "Is it truly so?"

 "We hid, Bilgah," another of the Elders reminded him. "Until Adonai Himself despaired of the gifts He
had given His people. How not?He presumed us lost. Might He not send the Mashiach to lead thosewho
remained?"

 "Say it is not so!" Bilgah the Elder clutched his temples. "I wouldrather believe Adonai turned His face
from us in anger than forgot us!"

 So it went, on and on. For Hyacinthe and his plight, they caredlittle. The news we had brought, a
thousand years old, overshadowedaught else. For my own part, I will own, I was shaken. Could it be so,
that the birth of Yeshua himself was owed to the folly of the Melehakim,who failed in upholding their
Covenant? I do not know. I did not knowthen, nor ever did I. The politics of gods are beyond mortal
ken. In the end, I could only cling to that which Idid know; that I wasD'Angeline, and a scion of Blessed
Elua. And no matter how the storyis told or who tells it, his begetting was a thing unforeseen, for mortal
love—the love of Yeshua ben Yosef and the Magdalene—played a rolein it. And that is a thing, I
believe, no god may control.

 Love as thou wilt.

 So I waited, until the Elders of Saba paused in their quarrels, and made another deep curtsy, Joscelin
bowing low beside me. "My lords,"I said softly. "You have heard my tale, and my plea. Know this. My
friend who has taken this sacrifice upon himself grows older with eachday that passes—aging, and
undying. Now, he is young, still, if onemay bear such power and retain youth. One day, he will not be;
andone day, madness will come for him. You hold in your hands the keyto his freedom. Will you not lend
it to me?"

 There was a long silence.

 "It is not so simple, lady," one of the Elders said into the quiet. "Ifyou speak true . . . andif, I say, I grant
you nothing . . . Adonai Himselfhas forgotten us, turning His attention to His Son. What shall becomeof
us, then, if He remembers?" He shook his head. "No, better weremain forgotten."

 "For how long?" I asked. "Another thousand years? What I ask,my lords...if it be not wisdom, then
name it compassion, and forge the Covenant anew."

 "It is not," another Elder said, "so simple." He smiled at me with kindness and sorrow. "You see, lady,
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when Adonai—the One God, youcall him—turned His face from us, we lost what we had held sacred.
This thing you seek—this key, this Name—there is no one among uswith the grace to contain it, with a
tongue that may speak it. How long,you ask, does Adonai's wrath endure? That is a thing we may
answer. It endures forever, and a thousand years is only the merest beginning."

 I thought of the moonlit waters of the Lake of Tears, of Shoanete'sstory, of Yevuneh's story. And I
thought of my dream, and Hyacinthe's pleas mingling with Imriel's screams. "Nonetheless," I said. "I
wouldbehold this thing, this Ark of Broken Tablets, and know it for myself."

 They voted, the Elders of Saba. And for all that I had told thestory well, for all that I had endured—that
we had all endured—theyvoted no. Not happily, not all of them, for there were looks of sympathy, but it
is how they decided.

 "Whether or not your story is true," said Abiram, eldest of Elders,"we cannot know. It may be so, and
this is a thing we may undertaketo learn. Perhaps in this news you bring there is a sign, but it will takelong
study and prayer to determine it. And alas, there is one certaintyin all of this. This god you claim to
serve—this earth-begottenElua —was never anointed by Adonai. No," he shook his head, "I am sorry.
But to allow you to approach the Holiest of Holies . . . no. Even to oneof our own, we would deny such
a request. It is permitted only to thepriests of Aaron's line. What you ask risks greaterblasphemy than the
Breaking of the Covenant itself, and would end only in your death."

 "So be it," I murmured, defeated. "I thank you for hearing myplea."

 I was angry, returning to Yevuneh's house. I could not help it.

 "It is what you expected," Joscelin said. "No more, and no less.You were warned often enough, Phèdre.
Well and so; it has come topass. The Melehakim have laid wisdom aside, and compassion with it.
Although for all we know, they're right and your tongue would shrivel, if you weren't struck ..." His voice
trailed off as he stared at Yevuneh'shouse. "Name of Elua! Is she holding a fête?"

 Dark figures moved to and fro in the windows; women's figures,clad in muted shawls. We were
admitted to the house to find a dozenof them, solid Sabaean matrons all past their child-bearing years,
engaged in the work of bringing various dishes into the modest courtyardat the rear of the house.

 "You've returned!" Yevuneh clapped her hands together, spotting us. The quiet sorrow that had marked
her earlier had been replaced bya sense of contained excitement. "Ah, good, we're nearly ready."

 "Forgive us, my lady," I said politely. "We did not mean to intrudeupon your gathering. We will retire
and be out of your way."

 "No, no, child; not at all. They are here to see you." Taking myarm, she led me through the house,
making introductions: Ranit, Dinah,Semira, Yaffit, a half-dozen others—bewildered, I committed them to
memory using the old skills Delaunay had taught me, and all the whilethey crowded around, murmuring
polite greetings, touching my hair and skin in wonderment and exclaiming over Joscelin. We were notonly
the first D'Angelines they had seen, but the first northerners altogether, and a great novelty as such.

 "Wait," Yevuneh told them, "until you see the boy, ah! A jewel inminiature!"

 "Where is he?" Alarm rose in me. "He was to remain in our quarters."

 "Oh, tcha!" Yevuneh clicked her tongue. "Listen to the youngmother fuss over a single chick. Did you
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bring him this far to fear hewould come to harm in Yevuneh's house? Yes, child, he is upstairs,awaiting
your return." Her expression turned shrewd. "Not that it willbring good news. So, tell me, did the Elders
deny your plea?"

 "Yes." The gathered women had grown quiet, waiting and watchingwith knowing eyes in time-worn
faces. I began to understand that thiswas something like the Elders' Council. "My lady Yevuneh, what
passeshere?"

 "I said that in a thousand years, there had been no sign that thetime had come to make atonement."
Yevuneh gave her gentle smile, a simple widow bearing her share of her people's thousand-year-old
grief. "I spoke wrong. There is you. And that, child, is what we have gathered to discuss."

 So it was that I told the story a second time that day.

 'Twas different, this time. It was a pleasant courtyard instead of anaudience-room, with verdant trellises
shading stone benches and comfortable cushions. Dishes of honeyed sweets and melon and sesame
balls were passed around, and the strong drink they callkavah, beans roastedover a brazier and ground
into a fine powder, mixed with boiled water and served with ceremony, hot and bitter. Yevuneh had
already relayedto them what I had told her earlier of Terre d'Ange, of the Mashiachand the birth of
Blessed Elua.

 What they thought of that, I cannot say. The knowledge haddropped like a stone into the depths of their
shared story, and what changes it might wreak at that level were beyond my knowing. Thismuch, I know:
They wanted to hear more.

 And I told again Hyacinthe's story, this time beginning it with theTsingano boy I'd met in the
marketplace, my Prince of Travellers with merry eyes and dark curls, who did not disdain the friendship
of anunwanted ward of the Night Court. They sighed over his white grinand chuckled knowingly over his
exploits, and nodded approval whenhe used the hard-won monies from his livery service to buy his
motherthe lodging-house in which she dwelled.

 As for the Tsingani themselves and the fateful folly that had setthem on theLungo Drom, the Long
Road—this they understood better than anything.

 All the while I spoke, Imriel mingled among the women of Tisaar, offering sweets, serving nearly as
neat-handed as if I'd taught him myself. They'd not neglected the graces in the Sanctuary of Elua. And
thewomen sighed over him, too, marveling at his fair skin and twilit eyes,seeing in his blue-black hair an
echo of the boy Hyacinthe I evoked forthem.

 Of Skaldia, I told little, save for the threat to our land, and howHyacinthe embarked with us on a quest
to secure the aid of our beleaguered young Queen's betrothed, the exiled Cruithne prince whom she
loved. This, too, they understood; and understood the anguished curseof the Master of the Straits,
doomed by his immortal father's strickenpride.

 "Pride," Yevuneh murmured. "Pride, and wrath. How else?"

 I told of Hyacinthe's first sacrifice, how he had surrendered his placeamong the Tsingani, his rightful role
as the heir of the Tsingan kralis,to speak thedromonde on my behalf—although I did not speak
Melisande's name, for fear that Imriel would hear and understand. It didnot matter. They understood, the
women of Tisaar, that he had doneit in honor of his mother, whose heritage he would not repudiate.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 They were mothers, most of them; mothers, grandmothers, wivesand widows. I saw the sheen of tears
quicken in their eyes as my tale—Hyacinthe's tale—drew near its close on the shores of that stony isle.A
lump rose in my own throat. I had to swallow hard to force myvoice past it.

 Don't you know thedromondecan look backward as well as forward?

 And I told them, then, how the Prince of Travellers used his giftto take my place, offering himself as
sacrifice in my stead, and whathad befallen him since.

 I thought I had told the story well, before. I was wrong.

 There was not a dry eye in the courtyard when I finished, and mineown included. If I'd maintained
control of my voice, I'd ceded it to mytears, which rolled unheeded down my cheeks. It should have
been me.It should always have been me.

 "Oh,my!" Yevuneh shook an embroidered kerchief from her sleeveand blew her nose noisily. "Ah, child,
such a tale! And you believe—is it so?—that the Sacred Name may break this curse?"

 "Yes, my lady." Seated cross-legged on a cushion, I inclined myhead. "For ten years and more I have
studied the matter. I believe itto be true. The Name of God may force Rahab into relinquishing thelong
vengeance of his wounded pride. I have found no other way."

 "Are your own gods so powerless?" another of the women, Ranit,asked shrewdly. "Why then do you
not set aside your heathen ways,and petition the Lord of Hosts with a pure heart? Instead you comelike a
beggar who dares not approach the door, beseeching alms at thegate."

 "Even Adonai Himself uses mortal hands to do His bidding, mylady," I replied.

 "You claim your gods have sent you?"

 I spread my hands. "I do not have that right, not here. But I amKushiel's Chosen, and Kushiel was once
the Punisher of God. This isa matter of justice, and justice is his province. My ladies, I amD'Angeline. It
is bred in my blood and stamped on my flesh. While Adonai grieved for His son, Blessed Elua wandered
unheeded, aidedonly by his Companions. We are his people, their people, born of theirseed. When
Adonai's attention turned at last to Elua, a new covenantwas made, between the Lord of Hosts and the
Mother of Earth, and itis by that our lives are sealed. I cannot be other."

 Another woman spoke; Semira, with eyes keen and birdlike in awizened face. "Do you claim, then, that
this Elua is the Mashiach?"

 "The Mashiach?" The question startled me. "No, mother. No D'Angeline has ever claimed such a thing.
Elua is...Elua."

 "Ah, but your people were barbarians. How could they know?" She nibbled unthinking at her lower lip.
"There are those who claimed Melek-Zadok was the Mashiach, and the Covenant of Wisdom the first
step toward the great healing of the earth that His reign will betoken,when war shall be no more, and
wisdom dwell in every heart."

 "There are some," another voice echoed, soft and tentative, "whosay Adonai Himself will be reunited
with His Eternal Bride when theMashiach comes, and the union of Shalomon and Makeda was a fore
runner of that celebration."
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 Silence followed on it, and I sensed that this was a women's mystery, written nowhere in the chronicles
of Habiru or Yeshuite.

 "It did not happen," Semira said firmly. "This we know. Perhaps the fault lay in ourselves, for breaking
the Covenant with which wewere entrusted. Perhaps it was a false omen, a shadow only of greater things
to come, for even in Melek-Zadok's time, there was war. ThisYeshua ben Yosef of whom you speak...I
do not think peace followedin his reign, either.”

 "No." I shook my head. "The Yeshuites were united in his name,and the Habiru quarrelled no more
among themselves, but peace—no. Even now, they have begun to divide once more, and the children of
Yisra-el seek to carve out a new kingdom with blades." Joscelin stirredat my words, and we exchanged
a glance. He had played a role in thatmatter, though few people ever knew it, nor ever would.

 "Whatare you?" It was Ranit who spoke, brows knitting in frustration as she asked the same question
with which Hanoch ben Hadadhad greeted us. "Unprophesied, unlooked-for . . . you do notfit! Elua.'
Who is thisElua, to be born of blood and tears? Who are these angels,these Companions, to defy the
will of Adonai and be worshipped asgods? It is evil, I say; vile and foul. How can you say otherwise?"

 "My lady." Joscelin's voice followed hers, calm and level as he gavehis Cassiline bow. "I can speak to
that, if you permit. I serve Cassiel,who alone among the Companions followed Elua out of the purity ofhis
heart." He paused. "Cassiel sought to embody the love and compassion that Adonai, in his ire, forswore.
This I believe to be true."

 "It is a dangerous heresy." Ranit's words trembled. "Dangerous,indeed!"

 "It may be," I said. "Can you be sure, who have been sequesteredhere for so long? I do not ask for the
Sacred Name itself; only thechance to approach the altar. If I am slain or struck dumb for my
presumption, so be it. Yet I must ask, and try."

 "And we shall be unveiled to the eye of Adonai," Yevuneh murmured.

 "So you may," I said steadily. "My lady Ranit accuses us of heresy.Is it meet that the children of Yisra-el
should hide their treasures behindthe grief of Isis? I cannot answer that, for D'Angelines consider all
deities worthy of respect, Elua's children being youngest-born on this earth. It is a question, my ladies, for
wisdom to decide; not the wisdomof the Elders, but the wisdom of Makeda's line, to which Shalomon
himself deferred. This you hold among yourselves. Is it a thing thatmay be made to serve base ends?" I
shook my head. "I do not believe

 so.

 ' 'For wisdom is more mobile than any motion, and extends and moves through all by purity;' " Semira
whispered, quoting from theChokmah al-Shalomon, "'for she is a breath of Adonai's power and an
emanation of the unmixed glory of the all-ruling; and because of thisnothing tainted steals into her.' '

 " 'For she is the brilliance of eternal light,' " I echoed, finishing theverse, " 'and an unstained image of
Adonai's mercy and an image of itsgoodness.' So I was taught," I said, thinking of Eleazar ben Enokh,
who taught me the verse, and of my lord Delaunay, who told meAllknowledge is worth having."So I
believe."

 A second silence followed, longer than the first. Yevuneh and theother women looked to Semira, the
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eldest present. She chewed her lowerlip, deep in thought, and looked at me with her keen eyes. "It is a
weighty matter. It will need to be debated, and not only among us. Notonly among the old, but the young
as well, for wisdom takes manyguises."

 "Of course, my lady." I inclined my head to her.

 "Three days." She nodded, then nodded again, satisfied. "We willanswer your plea in three days, after
the festival of the new moon."

 SEVENTY-FOUR

 FOR THREE days, we waited in Tisaar.

 We ventured outside the walls of the city to confer with Tifari Amuand the others. Although they were
uneasy at their dubious welcome,they had found the common-folk of Saba more accommodating than
Hanoch ben Hadad and the guards. For a few scraps of steel—an outworn spearhead, a broken
buckle—they had garnered supplies in abundance. And, I daresay, a fair accounting of Saba's readiness
for overturesto report to Ras Lijasu.

 "Kaneka might welcome me," Tifari said with quiet triumph, "if Ibecame a diplomat."

 "So she might," I said, hoping itmight prove true, not daring totell him that if the Women's Council
denied us, we would risk the mostheinous of blasphemies and the enmity of all of Saba to gain the Name
of God.

 For so I was resolved, and Joscelin too. Fruitless or no, we hadcome too far to leave without trying.
And for all that had been healed between us...it would be lost, if we abandoned Hyacinthe to his fate.

 Better we should try our utmost, whatsoever the price.

 I wished, in those days, that Imriel was not with us; and I gave thanks as well that he was, for his
presence did much to charm thewomen of Saba, and for that I was grateful. He bore it well. I do notthink
anyone noticed his inward shudder when an unfamiliar hand caressed his cheek. I knew, and grieved at
it. How my lord Delaunay bore it, I will never know.

 "You need not endure it, Imri," I said to him. "It is beyond thecall."

 "No." His brows knit in a familiar frown. Ysandre wore the samelook when she quarrelled with Amaury
Trente. "I don't mind, not somuch. They mean well, and it helps. Even I can tell that much, Phèdre."

 He was right. I brushed his brow with a kiss. "You've too muchcourage for your own good, Imriel de la
Courcel. When it becomestoo much to bear, tell me."

 "Don't call me that!" Imriel drew away from me, his frown turningto a scowl.

 "It is your name," I reminded him gently.

 He looked away. "They think I am your son, yours and Joscelin's."

 We had not disabused anyone of the idea, which was far simplerthan the truth and brought with it a
measure of goodwill. I understoodbetter, now, why Brother Selbert held that an expedient lie did not
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violate Elua's wishes. "So they do. It does not change your name, Imri,nor who you are."

 "Wish it did," he muttered. "I wish Iwas your son, and nothers."

 "In the end, what you areis between you and Elua," I told him."And he would be proud to claim you as
his own for all you havedone."

 And he listened to me, his dark-blue eyes hungering, yearning tobelieve in some proof of his own
goodness. It terrified me beyond beliefto think he staked such import on my words. What did I know?
Beneathit all, I was still a whore's unwanted get, struggling to make sense ofthe world and do what was
right. To be a parent, I think, must be themost fearful thing there is. I did my best, and prayed it was
enough.

 One by one, the days passed.

 On the third day fell the festival of the new moon. It was unknownto me, being something the Yeshuites
no longer celebrate. Many oldtraditions were shattered with the birth of Yeshua ben Yosef. They arestill
heeded in Saba. All that day, Tisaar fasted, and we fasted withthem out of respect. There had been
meetings these last two days, covertand secretive. That much, I knew. Of their outcome, I knew nothing.

 The rams' horns blew when the lower rim of the sun touched thehorizon, calling the Sabaeans to prayers.
Sabaean temples are round,with a square room within—the Holy of Holies—and two concentriccircles
without, plus an alcove for the altar itself. Although we werenot permitted into the temple proper, we
were allowed into the outermost ring which skirts the court of sacrifice.

 There was a long procession leading to the temple, winding through the streets of Tisaar. Elaborate
parasols were held over the heads of thepriests, casting long shadows in dwindling sunlight. The mournful
criesof the rams' horns echoed over the city, finding an answer in the rhythmic pulse of two-handed
goat-hide drums and the small hand-bells carried by the women. A red heifer was led before us all,
lowing softly and adding her voice to the music of their worship.

 "Remove your shoes," Yevuneh told us at the temple, "and standhere; no further. That much is
permitted."

 Most of the ceremony, we could not see, blocked by a sea of bodies,clad in Habiru garb with fringed
shawls colored by blue dyes. I heard the prayers offered, and the lowing of the red heifer; I heard her
criescut short, and knew by the reek of blood and the charnel odor thatfollowed that the sacrifice had
been offered. Imriel looked ill at it. Thencame more prayer in the form of song, and bare feet tramping
the templefloor in dance, men and women in counterpoint to one another. Eleazarhad been right—here
were preserved traditions forgotten by the Yeshuites.

 The sky was violet when they spilled out of the temple, the three of us dispersed in their wake, struggling
to find our shoes amid thecrowd. In the southwest hung the new moon, a slender crescent scarcevisible
against the darkling sky. The Sabaeans lifted up their hands,praising Adonai for its return.

 And I thought. . . Elua help me, but I thought of Asherat-of-the-Sea and her crown of stars. Asherat,
who had once saved my life;Asherat, by whose mantle Melisande Shahrizai herself was protected. And I
prayed, in that twilight, to the goddess Asherat, to Blessed Eluaand his Companions, to Isis who knit the
sundered pieces of her belovedOsiris, and to Adonai Himself, the One God of the Habiru.

 I do not know which one of them answered.
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 I know only that when we returned to the household of the widow Yevuneh, the Council of Women had
gathered to await us, and a mightyfeast had been laid to break our fast and celebrate the new moon.
Youngand old were gathered alike this time, and the youngest was scarce sixweeks old, a nursing babe in
the arms of Yevuneh's daughter Ardath. But it was Semira, eldest among them, who was appointed to
give ustheir decision.

 "It has been determined," she said in the lamp-lit courtyard, summoning her dignity and drawing her
shawl tight across her hunched shoulders. "It has been determined that your presence among us con
stitutes a sign. And it has been determined that humility is the betterpart of wisdom. Your case is just. It is
not meet that this mortal man—this friend you nameHyacinthe —should suffer for the transgressions of
Rahab. This matter mustbe put to Adonai Himself. This we will helpyou to do, insofar as we are able."

 My head felt light and dizzy atop my shoulders. I sank to my kneesin Yevuneh's courtyard, grasping
Semira's hand in my own and kissingit. "Thank you, my lady," I said in Habiru, scarce daring to believe.
"Thank you!"

 "Oh, wait," she said testily, pulling her hand away. "You haven'theard thehow of it."

 The how, it transpired, was complicated.

 We sat for long hours that night in the widow's kitchen, poringover maps of the night sky; for that, it
transpired, was the only means by which we might find the island of Kapporeth, the fabled land-massin
the Lake of Tears on which the Ark of Broken Tablets was hidden.

 "You see, here," said Morit, who was entrusted with our teaching,as she pointed to a scroll. "Nemuel
departed from the shores of whatwould be Tisaar." She was a young woman and grave with her calling,
coming from a family that had practiced the art ofMazzalah for timeout of mind, mapping the night skies
and charting time by it. "And here he writes, 'The red planet of war hung low upon the horizon inthe tenth
degree of the Lion of Judah, and it is toward that I made myway, with the Throne of Shalomon hanging
behind my left shoulderlike an omen. For five hours we rowed, and came ere daybreak to thisisle I have
named Kapporeth, that is the mercy seat of theLuvakhShabab,may Adonai have mercy upon us all. And
here I shall dwelluntil the end of my days.' " Morit raised her gaze. "He refers to theBroken Tablets, you
understand, and where the temple was built tohouse them. The location of Kapporeth is known only to
Aaron's lineand the Sanhedrin of Elders, but a copy of this document was given unto the keeping of my
many-times-removed great-grandmother, forthe records of theMazzalah"

 "Then we have but to follow the red star," Joscelin said, addingwryly, "and row for five hours, I take it."

 "No." Morit smiled with kind condescension. "Only the distanceremains constant. Nemuel travelled at
the end of the rainy season, mylord D'Angeline, and the stars have changed their position from wherethey
were on that night many hundreds of years ago. For two days, Ihave studied the records. This— " she
pointed, " —is a chart of thenight sky which Nemuel followed. And this— " she pointed again, " —isthe
sky as we behold it tonight.”

 I gazed at the circles inked on parchment, the stars and constellationsdrawn in with a fine hand. "They're
completely different."

 "Yes," she said simply. "They are."

 For the remainder of the night, into the small hours of morning,Morit taught us to read the charted stars,
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working out a course thatparalleled that by which Nemuel had steered his craft.

 Semira was right. It would not be easy.

 "The Eagle of Dân is ascendant," Morit observed. "See here, thisbright star marks its passage. Do you
depart when it is in the tenth degree, and make for the smallest spoke of the Wheel, you will benearly on
course. Keep you the constellation of Moishe's Rod behindyour left shoulder, which stands in place of
Shalomon's Chair. Do yousee, here?" She traced a shape on the parchment. "Moishe holds herethe rod
which became a serpent when he cast it down, and he seized itby its tail."

 "Ye-es," I said, dubious.

 "You will see," Morit said, and smiled. "I will show you."

 And that she did, for we went into Yevuneh's courtyard and shepointed out to us the myriad stars,
naming the constellations and tracingwith her forefinger those vast, mighty shapes betwixt the expanse of
blackness, the forms of which were echoed in miniature upon her parchments. Over and over she drilled
us, a relentless taskmistress, until allof us could name and recite them by rote.

 "Now you see," she said, and took us to the second story of Yevuneh's house, where we leaned out the
window and gazed at the horizon and Morit showed me how to mark the distance from the horizonto its
apex degree by degree.

 "So when the Eagle of Dân standshere," I said, squinting downthe angle of my raised arm, "we must
depart."

 "Yes," her voice said from behind me. "I would give you an astrolabe, if I dared. But it was decided.
Wisdom only; naught more. LetAdonai and Wisdom decide. If it is meant to be, you will find Kapporeth.
And Adonai help you, once you do."

 "It is enough." I lowered my arm, having fixed the angle in mymemory. Such things are not strange, to
one who has been a Servantof Naamah. There are poses in the famousTrois Mille Joies that onemust
remember and hold to an exacting degree, and I have had in mylife patrons who required as much of me.
"We are grateful, my ladyMorit."

 Her eyes glimmered in the shadows, dark and luminous, remindingme of Necthana's daughters whom I
had met so long ago on the shoresof Alba. Morit.Moiread. Such was the name of the youngest, who had
greeted our arrival; Moiread, Sibeal's sister, whom Hyacinthe mighthave loved, had she lived. There are
omens, if one chooses to see them."It is not for gratitude we do this, D'Angeline."

 "Nonetheless," I said. "I am grateful."

 Morit bowed slightly. "Tomorrow night, if the sky is cloudless, youmay go. No more may I say. Adonai
grant you a safe journey, and atongue to speak of it when you return. We will be praying, all of us, that
we have not compounded our ancient folly."

 With that, she left us.

 I tumbled into bed that night in exhaustion, my mind swimmingwith stars and the vast spaces between
them. I slept fitfully and dreamedof piloting a boat across an ocean of night, and woke to remember only
fragments, pieces of spangled darkness and an endless journey.
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 One day, and we would depart.

 SEVENTY-FIVE

 THAT MORNING as we gathered at the table to discuss the night'sdoings, yet another of the women of
Tisaar came to pay a visit uponthe widow Yevuneh, mentioning as she did how her nephew's skiff sat
loose-tied and untended along the southeastern reach of the harbor, nearly in the very shadow of the city
walls, while he served a turn inthe army patrolling for bandits.

 Lest we miss the hint, she cleared her throat several times loudly.

 "Thank you, my lady," I said to her. "It is a piece of wisdomindeed."

 Afterward, we left the city to pay a last visit to the Jebean encampment. And this time, I told the
truth—the whole truth—to TifariAmu and the others. They heard me out with courtesy.

 "What happens if you fail," Tifari asked, "or are captured in theattempt?"

 "I don't know," I said honestly. "Only that it is unsafe for you tobe here if we are discovered. I don't
even know what will happen ifwe succeed. If you leave ere sundown, my lord soldier, you will havea
day's lead on any pursuit."

 "And your horses?" He gestured. "The donkeys?"

 "Yours," Joscelin answered him in his faulty Jeb'ez. "It is the leastwe can do."

 Tifari frowned. "You ask us to abandon you."

 "No." I shook my head. "I would have you save yourselves. If allis well, we will follow, and meet you at
the place where we made camp,by the bathing-pool." Nkuku laughed, and I colored a little. "That place,
we can find, and it is on Jebean soil."

 "You would make cowards of us," Bizan said contemptuously. "Fleeing in the night!”

 "Queen Zanadakhete and Ras Lijasu did not send you here to die for a D'Angeline cause," I said.

 "No," Tifari said thoughtfully. "But our honor is our own. Whatabout the boy? To whom will you entrust
his safety?" He looked atImriel, then; we all looked at Imriel.

 "What?"Imriel's voice rose sharply. "What is it?"

 "Imri." I took care to avoid any tone of placation. "Choose wisely.I promised you I would not leave you,
and I will hold to that promise,and Joscelin, too. But our path is fraught with danger. You have done
much in Tisaar. Any debt you owed to Hyacinthe and the Tsingani issettled. If you go with Tifari Amu,
you are more like to be safe. I cangive him letters, to bear to Ras Lijasu, who will see them honored.
AndI will rest the easier for it."

 "You keep offering me the same choice!" Imriel's dark blue eyeswelled with tears, which he ignored.
"Do you neverlisten?"
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 Joscelin stirred, adjusting his vambraces, eyeing me without speaking.

 "I listen," I said to Imri. "Do you understand what is at stake,love?"

 He nodded. "Hyacinthe was your friend. Your one, true friend."

 "It's not that simple— " I began, then stopped. It was that simple,"Imriel."

 "He didn't care what you were," he said to me."Who you were.That's what you said. That's what you
told the women.Love as thouwilt!"

 "Yes," I said carefully, looking at Joscelin.

 "Imriel," he said in soft D'Angeline. "Phèdre is right. It is yoursto choose. Only choose wisely, for your
life is precious to us."

 "Wisdom!" Imriel drew in a harsh breath and hiccuped, coughing."You keepsaying andsaying about
wisdom! Look at what the Sabaeanwomen have risked for wisdom's sake. I know, Phèdre. I watch their
faces, like you taught me; I listen when they are not speaking. Theirpeople, all their people! What willyou
risk?"

 Joscelin raised his eyebrows at me. "He argues like a sophist."

 "He argues like his mother," I said, resigned.

 "I donot!"  Imriel said, quivering with fury.

 "You do," I informed him. "My lord Tifari, it seems the boy willaccompany us, may Blessed Elua have
mercy upon us all. Your decisionis your own. We will learn it upon our return, one way or the other.I will
pray Amon-Re keep you safe.”

 "Thank you, lady." Tifari Amu bowed from the waist. "I will dothe same on your behalf. If you do not
find us here...I pray we meetagain."

 Thus did we take our leave of the Jebeans and reentered Tisaar, wandering the city in the midday sun.
The quaint lake-front harbor wassettling into its noon torpor, fishing boats ashore, the morning's catch
netted and weighed. The market-stalls were closed and no women were about. A few children played at
the water's edge, and men sat drinkingkavahand beer in the shade-dim shops, watching with idle curiosity
aswe strolled. We found the nephew's skiff, a shallow, flat-bottomed craftwith a single set of oars,
recognizable by its red trim. It was tied to ascrawny palm stunted by an excess of water. We walked
casually pastit, and in the shadow of the city wall, turned back into the narrowalleys, finding our way
back to Yevuneh's home.

 Her brother the soldier-captain Hanoch ben Hadad was there awaiting us.

 He rose and bowed as we entered the house, and his dark eyes werewatchful. "I am pleased you had
the chance to observe the festival of the new moon, lady. Shall you be leaving soon, now it is done? The
rains will be upon us ere the moon has reached half-full."

 "Are you so eager to see us gone, my lord captain?" I asked him,letting a trace of unfeigned bitterness
show in my voice. " 'Tis a longjourney we face, and all the more arduous without hope to quicken our
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steps."

 It took him aback. "It is but concern that speaks, lady."

 I sighed. "Our Jebean guides make repairs upon our equipment,and replace such stores as we will
require for the journey. In anotherday or three, we will depart."

 "It is well, then." Hanoch nodded twice, absently fingering theleather-wrapped hilt of his bronze sword.
"You would not wish to becaught in the rains."

 "So I am told." I stole a glance at Yevuneh, who looked drainedand nervous. "Is there a problem, my
lord captain? Your sister seemedcontent with the price on which we agreed for our lodging and meals."

 "No." His dark skin grew darker with a flush of embarrassment."No, of course not. You are strangers
here, and welcome; we do notforget, we who were strangers once in Menekhet. Is there . . ." Hanoch
cleared his throat, ". . . is there aught you need for your journey? I dobut come to offer my aid.”

 "No, my lord." I said flatly. "We shall have all we need, within aday or three."

 "I am sorry your journey was in vain," he said awkwardly. "I amsorry for that."

 "Thank you," I said. "We are grateful for your sympathy."

 After another uncomfortable pause, Hanoch ben Hadad took hisleave, speaking briefly with his sister.
Yevuneh sighed when he hadgone, nervous and fretful. "He suspects," she said. "I know he does.Oh, I
pray we have chosen wisely!"

 "So do we all, my lady," I said, glancing at Imriel. "So do we all."

 We took to our beds early that night and slept in shifts. It seemedmy head had scarce touched the pillow
before Joscelin was awakeningme, touching one finger to his lips and pointing toward the night sky
silhouetted in the window.

 It was time.

 We dressed in silence and stole out of the sleeping house, onto thequiet streets. The stars were very
bright overhead in the black expanseof sky. I thought how Kaneka had told us a delay of a month would
bring us into the rainy season, had we returned with Imriel to Tyre.She had been right, which I never
doubted; yet I had not known somuch would ride upon these clear night skies. Imriel was wide-awake,
tense with excitement. I wished I felt the same. We made our waythrough the winding streets to the
harbor, pausing when we heard awatchman giving the all-clear. Even here, the Sabaeans patrolled their
streets; but only cursorily, entrusting to their strong walls and longisolation.

 The harbor was dark and calm, the distant stars and crescent moonreflected on the still waters. Imriel
and I clambered into the skiff, situating ourselves while Joscelin undid the line that secured it to the
stunted palm. He was unarmed, his daggers and sword and vambracesrolled into a length of oilskin which
I settled between my feet. It wouldbe a long night's row, and these things would only encumber him.

 Once the rope was untied, he shoved the skiff free of the bank, feetsquelching in the mud. I held my
breath as he climbed over the side,the sound of one oar scraping in its lock carrying over the quiet
waters. The skiff rocked as Joscelin settled into the oarsman's seat, facing thestern of the vessel where I
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sat, taking my bearings against the nightsky. There was the Eagle of Dân, ascendant in the tenth degree. I
raisedmy arm and sighted along it. Our departure was timely. Joscelin dippedthe oars, splashing quietly,
maneuvering us away from the bank. Imrielknelt in the prow.

 "There," he whispered, spotting the Wheel low on the westernhorizon.

 I aligned my pointing finger with the smallest spoke. "That way."

 The oars dipped, and the skiff glided forward. Again, and again,and again. On the shore, Tisaar fell
away behind us. When we were well into the open water, I turned to glance over my left shoulder,
seeking the constellation of Moishe's Rod. There it was, with the serpent's dangling tail disappearing
beneath my line of sight.

 "We're on course," I whispered. "Go!"

 Joscelin wasted no words, only nodded and began to row.

 Swish, dip, pull; swish, dip, pull. Over and over, the sounds a litanyunto themselves. How long? Five
hours, Nemuel had estimated, marking time by the progress of the stars. By the sound of it, theirs had
been a larger vessel, and heavier; but Nemuel had had six oarsmen, twofor every oar, trading off in shifts
of three.

 We had only the three of us.

 Truly, the lake was vast. By the first hour, we were altogether outof sight of land, at least insofar as I
could see by starlight, which didnot avail for distance. There were islands, from time to time, to thenorth
and south of us. We passed them by, and returned to open water.The slow heavens revolved around us.
I kept Moishe's Rod behind my left shoulder, my arm upraised and pointing ever westward. Imriel was a
shadow in the prow. So bright, the stars! Their light pinned a silverycap on Joscelin's fair hair, tied in a
cabled braid. I could make out theragged curve of his maimed ear.

 And I could hear his breathing grow audible in the second hour.

 Swish, dip, pull; a rhythm grown erratic. By the beginning of thethird hour, as I gauged it, the skiff moved
in steady jerks rather thana smooth glide, drifting ever southward. "Left," I whispered to Joscelin,over
and over, correcting our course. "Left!"

 He paused between strokes, breathing hard. "My arm," he murmured, apologetic. "It's not as strong as
the right, not yet."

 Somewhere in the third hour, we traded. It was an awkward maneuver, switching seats in the middle of
the lake, hampered by darkness.I showed him our lodestone, the smallest spoke of the Wheel, and how
to point the course, keeping Moishe's Rod over his left shoulder. I couldsee the broken blisters on his
palms as he pointed our course.

 And then I took my turn at the oars.

 Itwas hard,as hard as anything I have known. At first the well-worn wood seemed silken to the touch,
smooth and harmless. I pushedthe handles forward, dipping the oars and bracing my legs, and pulledhard
against the resistance of the water. The skiff surged forward.Again, and again, and again, until I began to
feel the muscles of myshoulders burn with the effort. "Left," Joscelin corrected me, "Left. . .too far! Right,
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Phèdre, pull right," until I felt the grain of that silken-smooth wood, rubbing and rubbing my sweat-damp
palms. It stung likefury. I thought as I rowed about all that Joscelin had done on mybehalf—to protect
and serve—and the sheer physical effort of it, the tollI had never reckoned.

 If it were only pain...if it were only that, I could endure it. Irowed through the pain, feeling blisters rise
and break, the pain so acuteit brought on Kushiel's crimson haze. It set my nerves to sing on edgeand, for
a time, gave me strength. Yet even that waned, and my musclesgrew dull with fatigue.

 Swish, dip, pull.

 The blades of the oars skittered over the surface of the water. TheLake of Tears, they named it; Isis'
grief. Why was it always the goddesses who mourned?Dip. I willed the oars deeper, pulling hard. My
arms trembled.Pull. The water seemed as thick as honey, the skiffmoving in slow staggers.

 "Phèdre. Phèdre!"

 I leaned on the oars and stared blearily at Joscelin's face, onlyexhaustion altering my vision. His
expression was fraught with concern.

 "Enough," he said softly. "Letme."

 "I can row." Imriel turned around in the prow, his face gleaming in the starlight. "For a while, anyway.
Let me try."

 And so we traded places again, and I resumed mine in the stern,Joscelin going to the prow. Water
sloshed along the sides of the rocking skiff. Imriel settled himself in the oarsman's seat, his face grave and
unchildish as he took up the cue of my pointing arm. I thought hewould spend his strength in a rush, but
he started slow and steady, getting the feel of the oars, more patient than any boy his age had aright to
be. In the prow, Joscelin tore strips of fabric from the hem ofhis shirt, binding his raw hands.

 Swish, dip, pull; swish, dip, pull.

 He did well, did Imriel de la Courcel. He husbanded his strength, rowing at an even pace for longer than
I would have reckoned. But theskiff was ideal for carrying two men, no more, and it was heavy work.

 I cannot say how long he lasted, before his strength gave out. Betweenthe two of us, I reckon we
covered two hours.

 Joscelin took over.

 Less than an hour to go, by Nemuel's account; but we had nottravelled so swiftly. Joscelin resumed his
seat, and set to steadily, hauling on the oars. "Left," I murmured as his right arm outdrew its mate,"Left!"
He gritted his teeth and adjusted, pulling ever harder. The improvised bandages around his hands
darkened with blood. I thoughtabout Kapporeth and wondered if we would reach it in time, and what
would happen if we did. Who was I to seek the Name of God? Makeof the self a vessel where there is
no self, Eleazar had said, in perfectlove. Love, I had known; but what is perfection? My lord Delaunay I
had loved with a grateful heart, and Hyacinthe with youthful joy andadult sorrow. I had loved Joscelin
and loved him still, with a depth andpassion that words could not compass. Elua help me, I had loved
Melisande Shahrizai, and there was a part of me which ever would.

 And in all of these, there wasmyself, bound inextricably into thecoils of love—by gratitude, by
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friendship, by guilt, by passion, by thefatal flaw of Kushiel's Dart. How could one put such a thing as the
selfaside? I knew only one path, the path I had found in the darkest hoursin Daršanga. I did not think it
led to the Name of God, and in myheart, I was afraid.

 "Phèdre," Imriel called from the prow, pointing. "Dawn is coming."

 So it was, the western horizon turning a leaden grey, the spokes ofthe Wheel paling against it. And in the
rising light, I saw a hummockof land to the north of us.

 "Look," I murmured. "Do you think?"

 Joscelin rested the oars and stared. "Kapporeth?" he said dully. "Itcould be. It means we're off course.
But with my arm . . ."

 "It could be." I shuddered. "I don't know. I don't know! Morit wasguessing, at best. Let's make for it."

 We did, Joscelin rowing with grim determination, the small isleemerging lush and green with the rising
sun, exuberant with birdlife;fish eagles and kites and horn-billed ibis. The shores were thick withwaving
ferns, tall fronds untrodden by human foot. Our skiff edgedalong them, Imriel standing balanced in the
prow, looking for signs ofinhabitation.

 "Nothing," he reported, gazing inland. "No path, no landingsign . . ." He looked back at me and turned
pale. "Name of Elua!"

 I turned to look.

 Itwas a ship, of course; what else would it be? Looming in thedistance, becoming visible in the dawn. I
could barely make out twinbanks of oars, four sets rising and falling. Someone had betrayed us,
someone's faith had faltered, Hanoch ben Hadad's suspicions had beenupheld . . . who knew? It didn't
matter. It only mattered that they werecoming for us.

 "We can hide!" Imriel said, wild-eyed. "Go ashore, and hide! It's all overgrown, they won't find us!"

 "No," I muttered. "It's not Kapporeth." Joscelin put up the oarswith his bloodstained hands and watched
me quietly, waiting. "Elua!"I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes, thinking and praying. "It's not
Kapporeth," I repeated, dropping my hands. "I was wrong, Ishouldn't have doubted. We were on
course, only slow. Joscelin, canyou row?"

 "Yes." The red stains spread on his bandages as he regarded me."Phèdre, the stars have faded."

 I stared at the brightening sky. It was true; the stars we had followedall night were paling, lost in the light
of the rising sun. The Wheel wasfading, its spokes already lost; Moishe's Rod grew invisible. I closed my
eyes again, feeling for the direction we had faced. My near-brotherAlcuin had been good with maps. I
never had, not like him. But AnafìelDelaunay had trained both our memories.

 Mine would have to do.

 "That way," I said, pointing, not daring to open my eyes.

 Swish, dip, pull.
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 We had to round the nameless island. I felt our course shifting, the skiff moving, and adjusted my arm
accordingly. I dared not look, darednot lose the lodestone of my memory; not until I felt the open
breezesblow, and our course align with my pointing arm. Then, I opened myeyes.

 We were in open water and the skiff leapt forward with each pullof Joscelin's arms, drawing toward an
unseen destination, a blur on thehorizon. Swish, dip, pull. The rags tied round his hands were crimsonwith
blood, blood smeared on the oar-handles.

 Itwas a blur on the horizon. It was land.

 "Go!" I shouted. "Go, go,go!"

 Joscelin's face was blind and unseeing with concentration, his armsmoving with relentless precision. I
saw the muscles in his shoulders surge, his legs bracing and flexing. The skiff flew over the waters likea
swallow on the wing. In the prow, Imriel knelt and looked backward,past Joscelin, past me, charting the
progress of our pursuers. I saw thealarm reflected in his face. I did not turn to see why.

 Ahead of us, the blur resolved into land; an island, small and unprepossessing, easily missed in the vast
Lake of Tears. And it too wasgreen and verdant, but it was marked, stamped by the footprint of
mankind. I saw the shallow beach where the underbrush had beencleared, with a fishing boat on the
shore and the structure on the hillabove it; round, like the temple in Tisaar. I saw the path that cut likea
blaze through the green, and evidence of a garden, a sown field, shapestoo regular for nature.

 "Kapporeth," I whispered. "We have found it."

 SEVENTY-SÌX

 WE SCARCELY beat our pursuers ashore.

 Imriel leapt out of the skiff the instant our prow touched land,hauling on it. I scrambled to grab Joscelin's
weapons, ignoring therocking of the vessel as he disembarked. By the time I followed, tossinghim the
oilskin bundle, the Sabaean craft had landed.

 It was a footrace, after that.

 I caught a glimpse, as we raced for the path, of the soldiers whoemerged from the Sabaean craft. To be
sure, their armor and theirweapons were ancient, of bronze and not steel, but the edges were noless keen
for it, and there were at least twenty of them.

 We had steel, yes. We had Joscelin.

 He shoved his daggers into the empty sheathes on his belt as heran, disentangling his baldric and slinging
it over his shoulders, hissword jouncing in its scabbard. The oilskin cloth fell by the wayside as he tucked
one vambrace under his arm, struggling to force his bleedingleft hand into the mesh gauntlet of the other.
Leather straps flopped with every stride, impossible to buckle on the run.

 And then we were there, in the clearing atop the hill, with the roundtemple shut tight and slumberous in
the early morning light, whiletwenty Sabaean soldiers fanned out to surround us, their bronze blades
drawn and gleaming in the sun.

 "I knew it," said Hanoch ben Hadad, jutting his black beard. "Iknewit! There were too many women
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paying visits to my sister. I toldthe Sanhedrin as much."

 "How is it, my lord captain?" I asked him softly, watching Joscelinfasten his vambraces out of the corner
of my eye. "Is your sister notworthy of company? I found her a gracious hostess."

 "Woman's folly," Hanoch said in a hard voice. "Prey to a gentlemanner and a sad tale. She is aging, and
lonely. It is fortunate for youmy niece Ardath thought better of her folly and made confession to her
husband Japhet in time for us to pursue. It would go worse if you hadsucceeded in profaning the temple."

 Ardath. Yevuneh's daughter, with the nursing babe in her arms. Ifelt sick at it, the blood beating hard in
my ears. To have come this far! "Ardath knows not what she does," I said, my voice soundingdistant and
strange. "It is fear that speaks."

 "Fear, aye." He nodded. "She fears for her children's future, do werisk Adonai's wrath. Such is wisdom,
the truth of women's wisdom; amother's fear. A pity you did not think to do the same. Your son willsuffer
for your folly. Give thanks to Adonai that we have halted youin time. If the Sanhedrin is merciful, it may
be that you will not be putto death, but only enslaved."

 "And how shall you be rewarded, Hanoch ben Hadad, for findingKapporeth, where Nemuel's shame is
hidden?" I asked him, anger flaring. "I tell you this, it is Blessed Elua's will that has led us here, over
deserts and mountains and rivers, through dangers that would renderyou faint to hear told! It is no matter
for you to decide, no, nor theSanhedrin of Elders. It is for Adonai Himself, and it is the wisdom ofthe
women of Tisaar to know it, and hide no longer from the Will of God, who has forgotten you these long
centuries!"

 It gave Hanoch pause. His dark eyelids flickered, and his menglanced uneasily at one another.
"Nonetheless," he said, then, resolvefirming. He pointed with the tip of his sword toward the closed door
of the temple at our backs. "Therein lies the Holiest of Holies, and the way is barred to you. I am content.
Adonai's silence speaks. You willreturn with us to Tisaar, and face judgement."

 Joscelin crossed his forearms and bowed, steel flashing in the risingsun. His daggers rode at his hips, his
sword-hilt over his shoulder.Cassiline discipline held immaculate. No one watching would guess the
ragged state of his hands, his bone-deep exhaustion. "My lord captain,"he said in Habiru. "Do not do this
thing. I am loathe to shed blood inthis place. Let my lady Phèdre at least seek audience with the priest of
Aaron's line."

 Hanoch ben Hadad hesitated again, then shook his head. "No," hesaid, gesturing with his sword, and the
line of Sabaean soldiery advanceda step, raising hide shields studded with ancient bronze. "I am sorry,
D'Angeline. You are a valiant warrior, if your battle with the Shamsuntells any tale. But the way is barred
to you. Adonai's will is clear.”

 I stole a glance over my shoulder. The temple doors remainedadamantly closed.

 "As you say," Joscelin said gently, and his daggers sang free oftheir sheathes, crossed before him and
shining like a star, blood tricklingdown the insides of his wrists. "Nonetheless. I have sworn a vow."

 "Not to Adonai," replied the Sabaean captain. "Not to the Lord ofHosts, my friend."

 "No." Joscelin smiled, and in the rising light of dawn, his eyes were the blue of summer skies over the
fields of Terre d'Ange. "To his once-faithful servant Cassiel, whose memory is more true than God's. And
I...I protect and serve."
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 Hanoch ben Hadad shook his bronze-helmed head. "It will be yourdeath, D'Angeline."

 "So be it." At the sealed mouth of the temple, birds sang, the sun-warmed foliage released its green
scent, and Joscelin Verreuil settledinto a defensive stance, sounding almost careless. "It is the death I
havespent a lifetime earning."

 Something like regret crossed Hanoch ben Hadad's face before heraised his shield and set his sword, its
worn bronze honed to a killingedge. "Take them!"

 Spreading their line to flank Joscelin, the Sabaeans advanced at hiscommand.

 So close; soclose! I felt the presence of a great mystery hoveringnear, almost within the grasp of my
reaching fingers. Almost. I turned,flinging myself recklessly against the temple door, pounding with my
blistered hands to no avail. "Please," I begged; in Habiru, inD'Angeline, in what tongue I could not say.
"Name of mercy, let mebutask!"  But the door remained closed and locked, and no answer was
forthcoming. In the background, I heard the terrible clash of battle asJoscelin engaged ben Hadad's men.
I had no more gambits to play. Ithurt, to come so near and fail. Elua, but it hurt! I sank to my knees,
disbelieving my own failure.

 "Lady." A hand closed on my shoulder and a Sabaean soldier showed me the sword held loose in his
grip. "This is sacred groundand no place for violence. It is over. You will come with us."

 "No," I whispered. "Please, no."

 And Imriel de la Courcel screamed.

 It was the sound that had rent the night in the zenana, in the plainsof Drujan, in Yevuneh's house; the
sound of terror, pure and unadulterated, shrill and piercing and unbearable to the ear, bone-chilling and
awful. His face was white as bleached linen, his pupils black and dilated.Moving with unexpected speed,
he put himself between us, wrenchedthe sword from the startled soldier's grasp and slashed fiercely at
him with a two-handed grip."Leave her alone!"

 "Adonai!" The soldier took a step back, clutching his thigh wherethe tip of Imriel's blade had grazed it.
Others paused and stared, exchanging glances. Joscelin stood motionless, frozen in the ring of spacehis
sword had cleared, his face a study in horror.

 Hanoch ben Hadad grimaced. "Hold him at bay," he ordered themen surrounding Joscelin. He strode
toward us, sunlight glinting offthe worn, deadly edge of his bronze sword, and anger was like a stormon
his face. "Boy," he said grimly, pointing his blade at a defiant Imriel,"the price for the blood you have
spilled on the temple's doorstep is death."

 It was like a dream, a terrible dream.

 As in a dream, I felt here and not here, myself and not myself. Unthinking, I rose from my knees and
pushed Imriel behind me, gazingup at the Sabaean captain. "I brought him here," I said, and it soundedto
my ears as if a stranger had spoken. "I am responsible." I could hearthe din of Joscelin's renewed efforts
to break free of the soldiers whosurrounded him. It seemed very far away. In all my musings on love,
there was one I had not numbered. I had not reckoned on Imriel. Therewas no god's prompting here;
only love, simple and unadorned. I understood, too late, what it meant to put the self aside. Still, there
wasone way left, and it was a way that ever stands open. It would not gainme the Name of God, but it
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would gain Imriel's life. "If the price isdeath, I will pay it."

 For a moment, he bowed his head, then straightened and raised hissword. "You are the author of this
blasphemy, and it is a dire transgression you have committed here. Better you should die and be shriven
of it. I will accept the bargain."

 I watched sunlight glint along the blade. "And you will spare theboy?"

 Hanoch ben Hadad paused, then nodded. "In Adonai's mercy, Iwill."

 So, I thought, this is how it ends. Hyacinthe, forgive me. I triedmy best.

 "Phèdre,no!"

 "Phèdre!"

 The first shout was Joscelin's, raw with anguish, searing my heart.

 Almost, almost it was enough to sway me from my purpose. It was the second call that did it, Imriel's
voice; not terrified, but taut and urgent.Behind me, I heard the clatter of a sword dropping as he grabbed
my elbow with one hand, fingers digging into my flesh as he pointed pastme at the temple door.

 It was open.

 The priest of Aaron's line stood in the doorway, silent and watching,with bare feet and a white linen robe
trimmed in blue and scarlet andpurple, shimmering with gold thread. Hanoch ben Hadad put up hissword,
taking two uncertain steps backward, his face blank with confusion. In the silence that followed, all
fighting ceased. A few yardsaway, Joscelin abandoned the scene of battle, walking past the stunned
soldiers to join us. We looked at one another, he and I.

 "All right, then," he said simply. "Go ask him, Phèdre."

 I let out a shuddering breath. "I will."

 No one else moved as I approached the priest. He was neither youngnor old, but somewhere in
between, his closed mouth smiling amid anunruly black beard. A mortal man, no more and no less, a frail
vesselto ward such unearthly power and bear the unbroken lineage of theOne God's anger.His eyes were
dark, like all Sabaeans, and the earlyheat brought a faint sheen of perspiration to his mahogany skin.

 "I am Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève of Terre d'Ange," I saidto him in Habiru, "and I seek to know
the Name of God."

 The priest smiled a little more and mouthed a word.There, hemouthed, pointing into the shadowy interior
of the temple. In the cavity of his mouth I saw the truth of Sabaean legend, the stump of a tonguewithered
like a drought-stricken root. My skin prickled with nerves, andsomething else. I turned to face Hanoch
ben Hadad.

 "My lord captain," I said. "Will you gainsay my passage?"

 He had fallen to his knees; all the Sabaeans had, arms discarded,bowing and rocking with murmured
prayers. Only Joscelin and Imrielremained standing, watching me. Joscelin's daggers were sheathed and
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he held Imri close to him with one arm.

 "Well," I said to them in D'Angeline, conscious of my own tongueand how it worked in tandem with my
lips, shaping words, giving voiceto my utterance. If these were to be my last words, I wished they were
less banal. "I had better go, then."

 Joscelin cleared his throat. "I suppose...I suppose you'd better."

 "Yes." I nodded like an idiot. "In case I can't tell you afterward . . .well. I love you.”

 "I know," he said. "I love you."

 "And you," I said to Imriel. "And you."

 He gave a rough nod, not trusting his voice.

 "Well, then," I addressed the priest. "Let us go."

 And the priest of Aaron's line smiled and bowed low, indicatingthe way. I stepped across the threshold
of the temple into the darkinterior. I heard the door close behind us, blotting out the morning sun. I stood
in darkness as he took up a single lamp, kindling a taper andlighting other lamps. My eyes adjusted
slowly to the lack of sunlight.

 It was a temple, no different in structure from the one in the city,save humbler, wrought of mud-brick.
Only the adornments were splendid; fretted lamps, gilded sconces, shedding a rich golden glow through
out the simple interior. The priest pointed at my feet and I stooped toremove my shoes. The floor of the
temple was hard-packed earth, dry and crumbling in patches.

 "Is it well?" I asked him. "I have brought...I have brought nooffering, my lord priest."

 You,he mouthed, pointing at me, and the shriveled root of histongue moved within the cavern of his
mouth.You. And then he pointedat himself, touching his own breast.Me.

 "Yes," I said softly. "There is that."

 And I followed him, then, into the second circle of the temple of Kapporeth, understanding that he was
like me; mortal, and marked allunwitting by the touch of a god. Kushiel, Adonai; does it matter, in the
end? We pay for sins we do not remember, and seek to do a will we can scarce fathom. That is what it
is, to be a god's chosen.

 In the second circle there were treasures, more treasures, heapedupon the earthen floor; vessels of gold
and silver, tribute dating backto Shalomon's day. And beyond . . . Elua! The Holiest of Holies, Han-och
ben Hadad had called it. I stared at the opening of the inner sanctum, veiled with curtains of scarlet and
purple and blue, and shivered.

 It was there, I thought. The Ark of Broken Tablets.

 The Name of God.

 Preserved in silence these long years, a millennium and more,shrouded by a goddess' grief. Who was I
to breach it?

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Hyacinthe.

 Repressing my fear, I followed the priest as he circumnavigated theinner sanctum and approached the
altar in its alcove. The altar was of solid gold, and a lamp burned upon it; the Ur Tamid, the light that is
never extinguished. Even so is it in Yeshuite temples to this day. Alarge incensorsat upon the altar, gold
on gold, the inner bowl darkenedwith years of offerings. Mouthing a noiseless prayer, the priest offered a
generous handful, lighting the fragrant lumps of resin with a taper.Sweet, pungent smoke rose and
hovered against the ceiling in a bluishcloud.

 He turned then, and pointed to the sanctum, raising his brows ininquiry.

 "What will happen, my lord priest?" I asked him, shivering despitethe morning's warmth, the lamp-lit
closeted darkness of the temple."What will happen, if I do?"

 He shook his head, his mouth closed on the mysteries of Adonai'swrath.

 Hyacinthe.

 "Let it be done," I said.

 The priest of Aaron's line parted the curtains of the Holiest ofHolies.

 SEVENTY-SEVEN

 WITHIN THE dim chamber, the Ark of Broken Tablets gleamedlike a subtle sun.

 The priest moved soundlessly on bare feet, lighting the lampstandsabout it until the flames were reflected
in the gold, sending shifting patterns about the mud-brick walls. I held very still and gazed at it. It was
made of acacia wood, so the Tanakh claimed, overlaid with gold,and so I beheld it, still resting on the
gilded poles once used to carryit; a mighty chest, that would take four strong men to bear it.

 And it was sealed with a lid of gold, that is called Kapporeth, the mercy seat after which the island was
named, upon which were twocherubim facing one another—strange creatures, with the hindquarters of a
bull, the forequarters of a lion and wings like the eagle, and faces...ah, Elua! Faces such as I had seen in
the temples of Terre d'Ange,human, and more; stern and serene. There was Kushiel's justice, Naamah's
passion, Azza's pride, Shemhazai's intelligence, Camael's ferocity,Eisheth's healing, Anael's bounty,
Cassiel's loyalty.

 'Twas all encompassed in their carven faces.

 The priest bowed low before the Ark, and took from a waitingstand a breastplate of hammered gold,
held together before and aft bytwisted links of chain. This he donned over his robes, and on his breast
winked four lines of gems, three across; sardius, topaz and garnet, emerald, sapphire and diamond;
jacinthe, agate and amethyst; beryl, onyxand jasper, each gem inscribed with a name—one each for the
TwelveTribes of the Children of Yisra-el.

 And I, Elua's child, watched and trembled.

 He took then in his hands a crown, engraved with the words, "Holyto Adonai." And this he placed
against his brow, binding it with ties ofblue-dyed silk. So had Nemuel done, I thought, on the plains of
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JebeBarkal. The priest stood waiting, sterner and taller in his regalia. I felt small, and tired. My muscles
ached from the ordeal of rowing, and myhands were blistered and sore. There was no voice speaking
betweenthe cherubim, no presence of Elua; not even Kushiel to mark the way with his crimson haze.

 "I don't know what to do, my lord," I said humbly. "I am only asupplicant here. All I want is to free my
friend."

 The priest laid his hands on two corners of the massive lid andlooked fixedly at me, nodding at the
opposite side of the Ark. The silentcherubim gazed at one another.

 "The Name of God," I whispered. If it existed, it lay within theArk. I reached out with trembling hands,
curling my fingers beneath the corners opposite the priest. This was the transgression that hadblasted
Nemuel, and all his descendants. "I am scared, my lord priest."

 He made me no answer, watching and waiting, not unkindly. Thegems on his breastplate winked, naming
the Twelve Tribes, silentprayers and reminders to an unresponsive god. If it was a transgression,this act,
it was one for which the priest had already born a lifetime ofpunishment. Had he tried it already? I could
not know. My mouth was dry. Did I transgress here? If Adonai was merciful, I would only suffer the
same. I licked my parched lips, thinking of the tongues I had mastered in my day. D'Angeline, Caerdicci,
Hellene, Skaldic, Cruithne, allunder Delaunay's guidance; Habiru, Illyrian, Akkadian, Persian, Jeb'ez;even
zenyan. The argot of Tsingani, the dialect of the Dalriada.

 All of this, I stood to lose.

 And Naamah's arts, the arts of love. I remembered how Joscelinhad kissed me in the bathing-pool.
That, I could not even bear to thinkof losing.

 Oh, Hyacinthe, I thought. It is little, solittle , compared to whatyou sacrificed. Forgive me my fear, that
so ill becomes me. But I cannothelp it, for it is so much of what I am, of what I have made myself.And I
do not know what will become of us if I fail. With a silent prayerfor forgiveness, I set myself and gritted
my teeth, lifting with all my might. Terrified of succeeding, terrified of failing, I sought to raise themassive
lid, my fingernails digging, bending beneath the weight of it.And on the opposite side, the priest of
Aaron's line bowed his head andlifted too, sinews standing out on his forearms, "Holy to Adonai" en
graved glimmering on his sweat-beaded brow.

 We lifted together, and the lid rose. Inch by strenuous inch, it rose.My arms trembled. It rose. The space
between the cherubim lay silent.

 The heavy golden lid, the mercy seat, was raised into the darklingair.

 Awkward and strained, I dared a glance inside the Ark.

 And there I saw theLuvakh Shabab, the Broken Tablets; fragments,grey shards of stone battered to
gravel, not even a single word of textremaining intact. These were the Tablets inscribed by Adonai's own
hand? I would have wept, had I strength to spare. An empty chest witha heap of rubble at the
bottom—such was the end of my quest. Suchwas the mystery Isis' grief had guarded. Such was the
secret the Sabaeans had hidden from the Eye of God for more than a thousandyears.

 The rubble stirred of its own accord.

 I caught my breath and held it.
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 My arms and back and shoulders ached with the strain of holdingthe lid aloft. Would that Joscelin were
here! Truly, I had failed toreckon the cost of his labors. Two-thousand-year-old dust swirled inthe gilded
depths. The ancient rubble stirred, fragments of stone aligning, letters emerging; the Habiru alphabet,
forming before my eyes tospell out the Name . . . Yod, Alef, Quf, Lamed . . . Nun? And, ah, Eluaothers
among them I did not recognize! Kaf, Alef, more—too much,too fast, not even my Delaunay-trained
memory could hold it, my faciletongue shaping the letters in vain, too slow, muscles trembling with the
strain. Oh, unfair. A lost alphabet, letters I did not know, never etchedby mortal hands. Twelve years' of
study, gone to no avail. How couldI utter a sound I had never heard? I sought to remember their shape,
but they were gone, fleeting, before I could capture them. The emergent letters in the golden shadow of
the lid spelling out an unpronounceableName, half-glimpsed. Tears of despair stung my eyes, and I
blinked ina futile effort to see.

 Dust and rubble spoke; dust and rubble fell silent, returning to its component parts. My fingertips slipped
on the corners of the lid, causingthe priest's grip to falter. The lid fell with a lurching crash, solid gold.So
what? Gold would not free Hyacinthe from his isle, and I did not need to be told that I had spent my one
and only chance. I bowed myhead and tasted the bitter fruit of failure. The voice between the cherubim
had remained silent, but theLuvakh Shabab had spoken. Adonaihad answered. He would not speak
twice. Knowledge had failed me,and it was bitter, bitter indeed.

 I should be glad, I thought, that I had tongue left to taste defeat.

 I took a deep breath and raised my head to confront my failure.

 On the far side of the Ark, his face framed betwixt the silent cherubim, the priest of Aaron's line was
smiling. Neither young nor old, he was smiling; smiling, he who had aided me in raising the Kapporeth to
no avail. I stared dumbly at him, uncomprehending. A man, a mortalman, with an unruly beard and kind
eyes, radiant with joy. Why? His smiling teeth were strong and white, framing the cavern of his shriveled
tongue. Such compassion, in his dark gaze; and such joy, such unbearable joy. I wanted to ask why, but
fear stopped my mouth. It hurt toomuch to hope, now.

 Silence filled the Holiest of Holies. No stir, no echo, no whisper ofsound.

 Even the flames stood silent and motionless in the golden lamp-stands.

 And in the deafening silence . . .

 Tongueless and unvoiced, the priest spoke the unpronounceable

 Name of God.

 "________________!"

 How does one endure a sound not meant for mortal ears to bear?It burst within the confines of my skull
like thunder over the mountains,rolling and brazen, setting off clamorous echoes. A word, one word,
seared upon my memory. It burned in me like strong wine, like thefirst taste ofjoie I had known as a
child, like Melisande's touch. I knewit all, then, saw my course mapped, from the moment I had glimpsed
Anafiel Delaunay, all down the winding path that had led me here—here, to a humble temple on a hidden
isle, surrounded by a goddess'grief. Who could have charted this course? The myriad branchings ofmy
fate were foreordained and unknowable. Along dark paths, they hadled me here. Here. I understood it
all, and grasped at last the whole ofthe pattern. I gasped for air, feeling my chest like to crack open,
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streaming flames. The Sacred Name! I was too small to contain it. My knees gave way beneath me and
I sank to the earthen floor, curling my bodyaround the space it hollowed within me.

 The Name of God.

 The Name of God.

 Oh,Hyacinthe!

 How long I laid upon the floor, I cannot say. I would have laidthere forever, I think, if the priest had not
roused me. His hands weregentle, insistent, shaking my shoulders. His eyes were kind. I couldsmell the
dusty soil of the temple floor, and the pall of incense. I couldsmell the peppers he'd had for dinner. I was
alive, gravid with the SacredName. My body felt strange to me as the priest helped me to my feet.All the
space in my mind was taken up by the Name. It swelled thecords of my throat, and I had to clench my
teeth to keep from speakingit.

 It would have destroyed me had I not found a place within myselfwhere naught but love abided, simple
and unencumbered. Only thenhad the priest, in his wisdom, opened the door. I marveled at the sym
metry of the pattern. If I had not brought Imri out of the darkness ofDaršanga, this brightness would
never have come to pass. Truly, love was a wondrous force, now that I perceived the complexities of its
workings.

 Everything in the temple seemed distinct, objects standing out bright against the darkness. I had trouble
gauging distances. I touched a lamp-stand, marveling at the smoothness of gold. Freed from stasis, the
flamein its bowl danced like a little animal, flickering saffron. I put my fingersclose to it, feeling its warmth
burn. I would have touched it too, if the priest had not put his hand on my wrist, drawing me away and
shakinghis head gently. He pointed toward the distant door in inquiry. Was I ready to leave?

 I nodded my head, not daring to speak. The Name was insistenton my tongue.

 He led me into the outer circle, and there I sat upon a marble benchto don my shoes. I felt the cool
surface of the marble, the tiny veinsand flaws. I gazed at my bare feet, slender and white, engrained with
dirt from the temple floor. So many delicate bones, articulated joints!All of that, all for the purpose of
treading the earth. I put on my shoeswith reluctance, and the priest had to help me with the buckles, for I
could not cease marveling at their complexity. I gazed wondering at his deft fingers, at the cords of blue
silk that secured his head-piece againstthe coarse black of his tight-curled hair. "Holy to Adonai." Such
contrasts of color, of texture!

 At the temple door, he paused and took my upturned face in hishands. I closed my eyes as he kissed my
brow, knowing it for kinship,for blessing, for forgiveness. This was not my place, and Adonai wasnot my
God. All of this, I knew.

 It was a grave trust I had been given.

 I prayed I would be worthy of it.

 With that, the priest released me and opened the temple door. Sunlight streamed across the threshold,
and the Name surged within me at the sight of so much brightness, ringing in my head with clarion tones.

 I shut my teeth hard on it and stepped into the dazzling light. The sky,so blue! And the bushes! Never
had I seen such green. I could see everyleaf, sharp-edged; I could sense their roots, rustling in the dry
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soil.

 And the people; oh, Elua, the people.

 Joscelin, wild-eyed, leapt to his feet. All I could do was stare athim, dumbstruck. Every line, every plane
of him was writ in an alphabetof flesh and bone, spelling out love. How had I never seen it? AndImriel, at
his side—a tangled knot of fear and need, achingly vulnerable.It made my heart ache to look upon him.

 "Do you have it?" Joscelin asked, half-dreading my answer. "Didyou succeed?"

 I nodded, the Name of God lodged in the throat like a stone.

 "Can you . . . can you speak?" he asked.

 "I'm not sure," I whispered.

 In three swift strides, Joscelin reached me and swept me into acrushing embrace, raining kisses on my
face. I clung to him, then kissedhim hard, to make sure I still could. Fear left him in a shudder whenI let
him go. I knelt, then, and opened my arms to Imriel. He flunghimself in them and caught me about the
neck in a choke-hold, buryinghis face against my neck.

 "I was scared, Phèdre. I didn't know what would happen."

 "Neither did I, Imri," I murmured. "Neither did I."

 "What happens now?" It was Joscelin who spoke, and it was theSabaeans he addressed, a hard edge to
his voice. I straightened besidehim.

 They had put off their helmets and laid their shields aside duringthe long wait—and it must have been
long, for the sun, I perceived,was nigh overhead. Hanoch ben Hadad looked at me with a mix of aweand
disbelief.

 "You have beheld the Sacred Name?" he asked.

 "Yes," I said.

 "How do we know this is so?"

 I had no answer. I merely gazed at him, while the Name of Godechoed like thunder in my thoughts,
welling up to fill my mouth untilI dared not utter a word. Across the clearing, the priest of Aaron's line
stood in the temple doorway watching gravely, gems flashing across hisgold-plated breast, gold at his
brow, bare feet on the earthen floor.

 "Hanoch," one of the soldiers said, trembling. "Hanoch, there is abrightness upon her face. I am afraid.
Ask no more.”

 "Why?"The Sabaean captain's voice rose in a rage. "After so long, whyyou?"

 And that, too, I could not answer. Had I dared, I might have saidthat it was no curse, no wrath of god
that had bound them for centuries,but only fear and guilt. The priest knew it. How many others beforehim
had known? But no one had dared to ask the voiceless. And I—this was not my place, and Adonai was
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not my God. I could not answer for Him to the Sabaeans. They must ask Him themselves. What was
entrusted to me served only one purpose. Aught else would be a transgression.

 "Lady." It was a young soldier who stepped forward, his bronzehelmet under his arm, his eyes soft and
wondering. "I am Eshkol benAvidan, and I am not afraid. I am sorry we sought to detain you. If you will
it, we will take you to Tisaar. And there, I think, you maygo free, although it is not my place to assure it."

 "Eshkol!" ben Hadad hissed. "It is insubordination you speak!"

 "No, captain," the soldier said politely. "It is, I think, wisdom."

 In the temple doorway, the priest smiled.

 "Yes, my lord soldier," I said, swallowing against the insistent pressure of the Name. "If you will take
us, we will go."

 SEVENTY-EIGHT

 IT WAS a long journey back to Tisaar, and a strange one. I sat silentfor most of it, learning how to
breathe and think with the awesome presence of the Name of God crowding my mind. Except for
Hanochben Hadad, who remained sullen and uncertain, the Sabaeans rowedwith a good will, trading off
in teams, jesting in hushed tones as menwill who have witnessed events beyond understanding. Even the
soldierImriel had wounded bore no ill will over it.

 The courage of Eshkol ben Avidan had sparked them, and I heardin their voices and saw in their faces
the dawn of wonder, of hope.Seeds had been sown here this day, which would bear fruit long afterwe
were gone. Whose tool, I wondered, was I? For so long, I hadfocused upon my singular quest: To free
Hyacinthe.

 Now, here, an entire people, whose isolation had lasted longer thanthe Master of the Straits himself had
lived. Whose purpose had I served? Mayhap I was only a small lever in Adonai's plan, serving to set
something vast in motion as his slow attention returned to the neglectedTribe of Dân. I could not say.

 In the end, it did not matter.

 We had what we'd come for.

 What transpired after we left Saba was between the Sabaeans themselves and Adonai, the One God,
their Lord of Hosts. As for us...Ishuddered.

 I'd never really thought ahead, beyond this point. What remainedfor us, aside from the dire
repercussions of Joscelin and I having takenImriel de la Courcel with us in defiance of the Queen's will,
throughmyriad dangers to a land that was half-fable even in distant Jebe-Barkal . . .

 . . . was between Rahab and I.

 Well and so, I thought. This burden I cannot share or pass; it ismine, and mine alone, with the Name of
God emblazoned inside myhead. And that is as it should be, for it is my place Hyacinthe took.But I have
faced death willingly twice today and we are a long wayyet from home, and there are bandits and lions
and crocodiles in ourpath, long sea journeys and the anger of Ysandre, which may be nosmall thing. So I
will worry about facing down this angel known asPride, and Insolence, later, because right now it is too
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much to fathom.

 It was early evening by the time wereached Tisaar, and the harborwas filled with people—men, women
and children, silent and watching,awaiting our return. Semira and Yevuneh and some of the others were
clustered together under the dour eye of the Elders of the Sanhedrin,looking stubborn and fearful.

 "People of Tisaar!" It was Eshkol ben Avidan who addressed them,leaping agilely onto the dock.
"Brothers and sisters, Melehakim! Wehave beheld a mystery thisday."

 He told them then what had transpired, while the vessel was securedand the rest of us disembarked. My
head ringing with the dreadfulsyllables of the Name, I was glad I did not have to speak. None of us were
any too fit.After his long night's ordeal, Joscelin looked exhausted,harrowed with pain, streaks of dried
blood on his hands and arms beneath his vambraces, and there were violet shadows under Imriel's eyes.
I wondered if the priest would have opened the door if Imri hadn'tscreamed. Was that the sound, born
out of pain and terror in Daršanga,that had moved Adonai's heart to compassion? Mayhap it was so. If it
was, he had played a role none of us had ever reckoned.

 So I mused, unable to pay Eshkol's recitation the attention it deserved, caught up in the mysteries
locked inside my head. But when Eshkol had done, the Elders of the Sanhedrin crowded round, pressing
me with questions, anxious and demanding.

 "Did the Voice of Adonai speak between the cherubim?"

 "What is the nature of the Sacred Name?"

 "Did you dare to lift the Kapporeth?"

 "My lords." My voice emerged in a hoarse whisper. "It is not myplace to answer these things."

 "Whose, then?" It was Bilgah the Elder who asked, white-beardedand fierce."You defied our authority
to trespass where we said it wasforbidden!You instigated violence on sacred ground! Who should we
ask, if not you?"

 "Ask Adonai, old fool!" Semira called from where the women wereclustered. "Or ask the priest himself,
Aaron's scion and Nemuel's, whoseappointment it is to speak for the Lord of Hosts. Have you so
forgottenwho we are? It is no wonder Adonai has remained silent!" Shaking herhead in disgust, she
pushed her way through the Elders. I saw compassion writ in the deep creases of her features, and
wisdom gainedthrough old sorrow. "Ah, child. It is a mighty thing to bear, is it not?"

 I nodded.

 "So they say," she murmured. "So they say."

 There came more arguing after that—men and women, young and old. I closed my eyes and listened to
it, hearing the deep tones of fearand doubt clashing with the clarion notes of hope and faith. It wouldnot
be settled this day, nor soon. But it was enough. While they arguedthe meaning, enough believed.
Adonai's incomprehensible will had beenmade manifest. There would be no punishment, not for us.

 "Phèdre." Joscelin's hand was under my elbow, steadying me. Ihadn't realized I was wavering on my
feet. "Come. Semira says to letthem argue. You need rest, and food. We all do." Yevuneh was waiting,
Imriel beside her.
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 "What about Tifari Amu and the others?" I asked with difficulty.

 "Alive and imprisoned." He gave a shadow of his wry smile. "They wouldn't flee. Jebean pride, I
suppose. Eshkol spoke to the troop-leaderben Hadad sent after them. He said they surrendered more or
less peaceably to await our return."

 "Can we get them released?"

 "Eshkol's working on it."

 "Good." I had seen the bright flame of courage in the young soldier,and the trail it would blaze in Saba's
future. "Let's go, then, before Ifall over."

 It was no easy thing to make our way through the throng. People pushed close, wanting to see.
Heavy-headed and weary, I pressed onward, concentrating on setting one foot in front of the other,
syllablesof the Name echoing with every step I took. Yevuneh hovered protectively over Imriel, for
which I was glad. Joscelin, steel-clad, kept theworst of the press at bay with warning glances. No one
protested thefact that he went armed in the city of Tisaar.

 Once, though, he stopped, uncertain.

 It was a woman, weeping, who barred our way, placing herselfbefore me. Even Yevuneh faltered,
bowing her head. "Ardath," she saidin sorrow, acknowledging her daughter.

 "Forgive me," Ardath pleaded, tears in her dark eyes. "I was afraid.

 I wasafraid!" She held up her babe in both hands. "Or let me bear theblame if you must, but I beg of
you, spare my daughter its curse andgive her your blessing.'"

 "My blessing?" A strangled laugh caught in my throat, where theName of God was lodged. "Ardath . . .
there is no blame, no curse. Ifyour fear was folly, still, it was born of love. I am D'Angeline. It isnot in my
heart to fault you for it. Who can say how matters mighthave transpired, had you not betrayedus? It may
be we would never have found Kapporeth."

 Her lips trembled. "Then you will not bless my child?"

 I gazedatthe infant she thrust before me, its crumpled face undecided whether to smile or bawl.
"Ardath, it is not my place. I am nopriest, to speak for Adonai. I am Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève,
Naamah's Servant and Kushiel's Chosen, Delaunay'sanguissette and theforemost courtesan of Terre
d'Ange. Is that the blessing you want foryour daughter?"

 "Yes," she whispered, and I knew she'd not understood a word ofit. "Please, lady!"

 I looked at Joscelin, who shrugged. "Love as thou wilt," I said in D'Angeline, placing my hand upon the
crown of the babe's head. "Andmay you find wisdom in it."

 Ardath's face was transfigured. "Thank you, lady, thank you!" shesaid with profuse joy, cradling her
daughter in one arm and graspingmy hand with the other, pressing it to her lips. "Thank you!"

 Clutching her babe and bowing, she made her retreat, and Yevuneh,muttering at her daughter's
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interference, hurried us onward. We did not speak of it then, not until we were safely ensconced within
herhome, where her cook was waiting anxious in the kitchen, an abundanceof food prepared. Tired as
we were, none of us had eaten in a full day.The taste of stewed chicken seasoned with hot peppers was
a marvel,filling my mouth with rich juices. I swallowed, conscious of the nourishing food travelling to my
belly, of strength returning to my limbs.Such a wonder, the workings of the earth, and we mortal souls
uponit!

 Afterward, while Imriel bathed and Yevuneh bustled about thehouse, I soaked and unwrapped the
makeshift bandages from Joscelin'shands, grimacing at the raw flesh. He bore it uncomplaining, hissing
through his teeth as I cleaned the wounds and applied tincture of snake-root, binding them anew.

 "Ought to do the same to you," he muttered. "If you wouldn'tenjoy it so."

 I examined my blistered palms. "They're not so bad. I've skin left, after all."

 Joscelin laughed, but his eyes were grave. "How are you, truly?"

 "Truly?" I tilted my head, considering. "All right, I think. Strange.I feel strange. Like myself, only more.
I've made a vessel of myself,and the Name weighs heavy within me. It's better, now, than at first. Ican
learn to carry it."

 He nodded. "Can you tell me what happened inside the temple?"

 I opened my mouth and closed it, shaking my head. "No. It's tooclose."

 "I didn't think it would be so frightening. I thought the worst of ittranspired outside. I may have been
wrong." Joscelin gave his faint,deprecating smile. "Funny, isn't it? You setting out to wrestle the Nameof
God from the Lord of Hosts, and I didn't have any idea."

 "Nor did I." I thought of how nearly I'd failed. "It was a gift, you know."

 "Was it?" He eyed me. "Well, we'd best use it wisely."

 "Wisdom, yes." I made a face. "I spoke bold words about the natureof fear today. Do me a favor, will
you, and remind me of them whenit comes time."

 "To face Rahab?"

 I nodded.

 "Whatever it is, we'll face it together," he said, taking my blisteredhands in his bandaged ones. "You
know that, at least."

 I glanced toward the back of the house, where the bathing-room was. "All of us?"

 "You think we could manage to leave him? You nearly gave yourlife for his today, Phèdre. If he belongs
anywhere, it is with us." Joscelindrew a long, shuddering breath, his fingers tightening on mine. "Bold
words, I know. Remind me of them when it comes time."

 "To face Ysandre?" I asked.
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 "Mm-hmm."

 And that was all we said, then, for Yevuneh returned, looking tiredand drawn, but satisfied. "The lad's
asleep, if you don't mind; the bath put him fair under, and I ordered him upstairs. Ah, child! 'Tis a dan
gerous course you set him, for one so young."

 "I know, my lady Yevuneh," I said. "Believe me, the matter is notsimple.”

 "No, I thought not." Her kind gaze was shrewd. "He's not yourown, is he?"

 "No." I shook my head. "He is another's."

 "I thought so." The widow nodded to herself. "He calls you byname, not mother and father. It took me a
while to hear it, but tonightI did, when he asked after you. Whose is he, then?"

 "It doesn't matter," Joscelin said softly. "Not here. Leave him that."

 "Born of sin and folly, was he?"

 "He was born," I said. "His nature is his own."

 "Like Ardath," Yevuneh murmured. "Like all our children, whenthey are grown. Ah, child, I do not mean
to press. It was a kindness,what you did for Ardath. You have the right of it. As often as not, we forge
our own chains. And from those, not even Adonai Himself canfree us. We must do it ourselves. You are
kind, to encourage her."

 With that, she told us to avail ourselves of the bathing-room andbid us good evening, and we spoke no
more that night, bone-weary aswe were.

 Nonetheless, I lay awake for a long time that night, listening to thequiet breathing of Joscelin beside me
and Imriel in the nextpallet,mercifully too tired for nightmares. My muscles ached and my blistersstung. If
it was only that, I could have slept; I have known worse. Ilay awake listening to the Name of God,
pulsing in my mind with each throb of blood in my veins, hearing the web of debate that spread itself
through sleepless Tisaar.

 Some chains are forged for us.

 Those are the hardest to bear.

 SEVENTY-NINE

 IN THE morning, Tifari Amu and his companions were freed fromimprisonment.

 They were a little battered, but not the much worse for wear. Tifarigrinned in unwonted high spirits when
I embraced him.

 "Kaneka warned me it would be foolish to desert you," he said,returning my embrace. "Lucky for me
Bizan and the others agreed!Shall we go home now, lady?"

 Home.
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 He was thinking of Meroë, I knew; but I thought of Terre d'Ange."Home," I agreed fervently. "Yes, my
lord Tifari. Let us go home."

 As always, 'twas a matter more easily said than done. All ourgoods—our mounts, our donkeys, our gear
and supplies—had been seized by Sabaean forces when they took the Jebeans. It was a matter of a day
to arrange for their return, effected by shamefaced soldiersunder the direction of Eshkol ben Avidan. And
it was another daybefore everything could be inspected, the horses decreed sound, water-skins tight and
our stores sufficient.

 In Tisaar, the mood was uncertain, fraught with optimism and fear.With my aid as translator, Tifari Amu
spoke before the Sanhedrin ofElders, assuring them that he bore no ill-will for the misunderstanding,giving
them cordial greetings on behalf of Ras Lijasu of Meroë, grandson of Queen Zanadakhete. The
Sanhedrin heard him out, eyeing meall the while.

 And he spoke too, he and Bizan, to the Council of Women thatYevuneh had assembled, and that was a
merrier affair, for Bizan flirtedincorrigibly with the unwed women in terms that required little translation.

 Whatever else would transpire in the days to come, Saba would notbe the same. The Covenant of
Wisdom had been reclaimed, and it hadgiven a measure of power back unto the hands of Sabaean
women. Idid not think they would hold it lightly. How they would balance this new-found will with the
longstanding authority of the Sanhedrin, I didnot know, but if there was to be trade with Jebe-Barkal, the
Councilof Women meant to share in the decision.

 "You say they are no enemies, these Jebeans?" Semira asked me,frowning.

 "I say Meroë has long forgotten its quarrel with Saba, mother," I said carefully. "As for the rest, it is for
your two countries to determine."

 "It would benice," she mused, "to have needles made of thissteel.Yes, that would be nice, indeed."

 We had needles among our stores; I sent Imri running to rummagein my packs. Elua knows I had no use
for them. I am as handy with aneedle and thread as a camel, and mayhap less so. "My lady Semira," I
said, presenting three needles of varying sizes to her."Pray, acceptthem with my gratitude."

 "My!" She held them with wrinkled fingertips, turning them thisway and that to catch the light.
Fine-wrought steel winked. I had toblink to keep from seeing the Name of God refracted in the splinters
of light. Semira tested the strength of one. "Well-made indeed. These will pierce strong cotton without
bending. Thank you, child. This is a generous gift."

 "No." I shook my head. "It is naught, to what you have given us."

 "And what is that?" The old woman gave a secretive smile. "Achance? We make our own chances,
child. We had the wisdom to allowAdonai to speak for Himself. Pray we remember this lesson. You
have given us a sign, in turn, and an omen." She held up the needles. "Notswords to cleave, nor armor to
turn a blade, nor plows to harrow, buta needle to stitch and bind. Let this mark the beginning of Saba's
returnto the greater world."

 "Elua grant it is so," I murmured.

 "Elua.'" she said, and laughed. "We may speak more of this Elua one day, yes, and Yeshua ben Yosef,
whom the Children of Yisra-elhave named the Mashiach. For myself, I think this earth-born Elua who
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coaxes the angels from Adonai's heaven sounds the more interesting of the two, but perhaps that is
blasphemy. I do not know. Perhaps it is aquestion for my children's children's grandchildren to settle."
Semira nudged me. "Do us a kindness, child. If there is trade, if there be routesopen to Saba in your
lifetime, send us word of how the tale ends."

 "The tale?" I asked, confused. "Forgive me, my lady . . ."

 "The tale! Your tale, the boy on the island, cursed to live forever."

 "Hyacinthe," I said, taking a deep breath.

 "Even so. The Prince of Travellers!" Semira said, remembering. "Iwept to hear it. It was a true story,
was it not?"

 "Yes," I said. "It was."

 "And you have yet to face the angel Rahab?" she asked shrewdly.

 The Sacred Name surged against my tongue. I kept my mouth shutand nodded, afraid.

 "Ah, well." She patted my cheek. "We will pray for you, and tellyour story."

 Although I had not expected him to, Hanoch ben Hadad came tohis sister's house before we departed.
It was an uncomfortable meeting. We sat across from one another at Yevuneh's table, and Joscelin posi
tioned himself behind my chair, his bandaged hands resting lightly onhis daggers. There was no more talk
of his going unarmed in the city.Hanoch stared at me with bloodshot eyes. These last days had not been
easy on him. I waited him out with a growing sense of pity.

 When he broke the silence, his voice was stiff. "I acted in accordance with our law."

 I nodded. "That is understood, my lord captain."

 "You had no right to do what you did." Anger surged in him, andbewildered frustration. "No right!"

 "I know," I said gently. "But I had great need."

 He looked away, and there were tears in his eyes. "Do you knowhow many years we have wasted?
How long we have needlessly hidden?"

 "Yes." I swallowed. "Hanoch..."

 Hanoch shook his head. "Adonai's mercy is revealed to us, yet I...I have set myself against His will
because of you," he said. "I donot understand."

 To that, I had no answer, or none he would hear. "I am sorry."

 After a moment he rose, issuing a rigid bow. His bronze armorgleamed softly in Yevuneh's lamplit
kitchen. "May your journey be swiftand your gods protect you," he said tonelessly. "You spoke the truth,
lady. I will be glad to see you go."

 "Name of Elua!" Joscelin muttered when he had left. "If that wasan apology, it was sorely lacking."
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 "No." Remembering the pattern I had seen in the temple, I knewof a surety that if Hanoch had not
sought to prevent us, if I had not been so filled with fear on Imriel's behalf, that I would never havefound
the place within myself where the self was not. Even in theirmercy, gods can be cruel. Hanoch had done
what he believed right; nomore, no less. "Ah, poor man! He has cause to be bitter."

 "I'd spare him more sympathy if I'd not seen his sword at yourthroat," Joscelin said dryly, taking a seat at
the table. "But he's rightabout one thing. It's time we were gone."

 Thus passed our final days in Tisaar, the city beside the Lake ofTears in fabled Saba. On the morrow,
the Council of Women gatheredat the gates of the city to bid us farewell. Gifts of parting were ex
changed on both sides and Yevuneh gathered Imriel in one last embrace,weeping openly. He returned
her embrace without fear, pressing hischeek against hers, and despite the sorrow of parting, I was
gladdened to see it.

 Then it was done, and we turned our faces toward home. We passedthrough the gate, and in a short
time, the city of Tisaar lay behind us.If not for the incessant thunder in my head, our departure was little
changed from our arrival, save that it was Eshkol ben Avidan and acompany of men who escorted us to
the Great Falls, and they were aspleasant as Hanoch had been surly. It seemed a miracle that we were all
together, and no lives had been lost.

 For my part, I was struggling still to learn to live with the Nameof God.

 Betimes it was quiescent, a slumbering seed lodged in my brain,and I could nearly forget I carried it.
And then something would set itoff—the fecund odor of soil, a bird on the wing, or the Falls; Blessed
Elua, the Falls.' And then it would fill me like the sound of trumpetsand I would be lost in reverie, staring,
witnessing life as if it werecreated anew on the instant, over and over. When we reached the GreatFalls, I
stood on the verge of the opposite cliff gazing down into theroaring, mist-wreathed abyss for ages,
watching tons of water movingwithout cease, seeing the Name written in patterns on the boiling foam.

 "Phèdre."

 It was Imriel who drew me back, and I saw in his twilight-blueeyes that he was afraid. And then I tried
harder to keep the Name fromfilling me wholly, but it was not easy.

 A half-day's ride past the Falls, we said farewell to Eshkol and hismen. He wept upon leaving us, too. I
watched the tears fill his eyesand overflow his lower lids, trickling like drops of rain on his mahogany
cheeks, whispering the Name of God in the path they traced. "Youhave given me a dream," he said. "I
am not sure of what, but it is adream.I never had one before."

 "You will know," I said, certain. It was written in the geometry ofhis bones, the sharp jut of his cheeks
and his eloquent hands. It soundedin his voice, and the passion that threaded it. "Whatever Saba is to
become, you will help shape it with courage and wisdom."

 "I pray it is so," he said, bowing. "Adonai guide you."

 "And you," I said, watching them go. "And you."

 Mile by slow mile, we began retracing our steps.

 It took me sometimes in the highlands, atop the vast mountain peakswhere the green carpet of forest
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spread below us. I watched hawks andbuzzards circling over the valleys and grew dizzy at their grace,
thegyres etched by their sharp-tilting wings. If the Jebeans had thought I was god-touched before, they
were sure of it now; half-mad and blessedwith it, but apt to endanger myself. I wasn't, I don't think. I
cannot besure. Semira had spoken truly; it was a mighty thing to bear.

 The Yeshuite mystic Eleazar ben Enokh had claimed the Name ofGod was the first Word spoken, the
Word that brought all creation intobeing. Whether or not it is true, I do not know; no two nations holdthe
same story as to how it came to pass. We are Elua's children, the last-born, and we took the world as
we found it. But I know there was great power in that Name, and when it blazed in my thoughts, I beheld
the world through different eyes.

 Imriel didn't like it.

 I learned why, a week into our journey.

 It was the campfire that struck me that night, the glowing orangecaverns of embers beneath the stacked
branches, the flames leapingabove and sparks ascending in a column into the black, black sky. Howlong
did I watch it, marveling? A few seconds, I thought, though Idaresay it was a good deal longer, until I
realized my arm was beingshaken.

 "Phèdre!"

 "Yes?" I inquired. "I'm sorry, I was thinking."

 Imriel shook his head and looked away. "You weren't," he muttered.

 "Imri." I waited until he looked back at me. "I'm trying. It's like having someone shout in your ear, can
you understand? When it happens, it's all I can hear. I didn't know it would be like this, or I wouldhave
told you. But there was no one to ask and no way of knowing.”

 "You look like you did inDaršanga," he said, half under his breath.

 "What?'

 "You look like you did in Daršanga.'" His voice rose, scared anddefiant. "When you sat with the
Mahrkagir, in the festaJ hall, yourface—you looked the same, exactly the samel"

 "Really?" I asked Joscelin.

 He raised his eyebrows and shrugged.

 It made me Jaugh. Elua knows why, but it did, and once I hadstarted, I was hard-put to stop. All the
absurdity of our long journey,the immensity of our task, the chaos that followed in our wake, theendless
variations of the pattern I seemed destined to follow; it all came upon me at once. "Ah, Elua.'" I gasped,
wiping my eyes. "Well, godsare like patrons, it seems. The shape of their desire may vary, but the manner
of possession all comes to the same in the end.'"

 Imriel regarded my mirth with apprehension.

 "She's fine," Joscelin told him.
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 He looked doubtful.

 "Oh, Imri." With difficulty, I managed to gather my composure."It's nothing like Daršanga, I promise
you. Listen, and I'll tell you what happened."

 I told them both, then, what had happened after I had entered thetemple on Kapporeth, and it seemed
my laughter had freed my voiceto speak. I told them the furnishings were those described in the ancient
writings of the Tanakh, and how the priest offered incense, then ledme into the inner sanctum. And I told
them of the Ark of BrokenTablets, and the cherubim atop it with faces like those of Elua's Companions.
I told how the priest and I had lifted the lid, and the silentrubble had formed a Name I could not read.

 And I told them how the tongueless priest had spoken it, and what had befallen me.

 They listened, the both of them, and Imriel was wide-eyed as anychild hearing a tale of wonder, no
longer fearful. What Joscelin thought,I could not say.

 "Do I really look like I did with the Mahrkagir?" I asked him laterthat night, lying against him in the tent
with our cots pushed together.

 "Mm-hmm." He was half-asleep, his arms around me. "And likeyou did at the bathing-pool, after I
caught that fish."

 "Where we made love?" I propped myself up on one elbow to lookat him.

 "Yes." His eyes opened in the dim light, amused. "And when thatarrow grazed youand Imri put
snakeroot on the wound, and in Nineveh, when you informed me we had togo into Drujan. Phèdre, I'm
used to it. Daršanga was different, but this . . . your wandering aroundwith the Name of God in your
head is just one more damned thing toget used to."

 "Am I that hard to live with?" I asked.

 "Yes." His arms tightened around me. "But it's worth it."

 Matters might have fallen out differently that night if Imriel had notbeen asleep in the tent with us; as it
was, it merely made me think—and suggest to Imri with no especial tact that he might enjoy bunkingwith
Bizan or Nkuku the following night, which he did with a goodwill, for any display of affection between
Joscelin and I gladdened him.I may say that we made good use of the time, and I was well contentwith it.
And whether it was the purgative effect of laughter, relatingthe story or our lovemaking, I cannot say, but
the insistent presence ofthe Sacred Name grew easier to bear in the days that followed.

 Like as not, though, it was the rains.

 They began two days after our conversation.

 After our travels in Khebbel-im-Akkad, I thought I knew somewhatof rain. I was mistaken. The rains
that fall in Jebe-Barkal are like naughtelse, and no one travels in them. We did, though. If I had not seen
that landscape once already, I would be hard pressed to describe it, formore often than not, it was a
solid veil of rain through which wejourneyed. We rode where we could, and walked where we could not,
leading our horses through treacherous gullies and over rain-loosenedscree. In the plains, we plodded
along the banks of a rain-swollen Tabara River, our heads lowered, water running off us in sheets.
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 In the early part of the day, the rains would cease for a time.

 That was when the flies came.

 Blood-flies, Kaneka had called them; I remembered that, now. Theywere black and vicious and their
sting hurt like fury. Our animals were half-maddened by them, and we humans were scarce immune. It
got soone welcomed the rains. In the evenings, the rain and smoke kept themat bay, when we could
muster a fire. Betimes the firewood was sosodden, not even Bizan could coax a flame. We all took to
carryingtinder wrapped in oilcloth.

 "We can make camp, lady, and wait out the rains," Tifari Amu saidto me after five days of misery. "In
the highlands, it is not so bad. Wecan build shelters that will last, and there is easy game."

 "How long?" I asked him.

 He shrugged. "Three months, perhaps."

 Itwould be winter by the time we reached Menekhet, and too late for any ships. I gazed at Imriel,
shrouded in a burnoose; Joscelin, hisshoulders hunched against the downpour. Our bearers cursed and
pleaded with the donkeys, whose short legs sunk deep in the mire."What do you say, Tifari?"

 "That only madmen travel in the rainy season." He regarded thestraggling line of our company.
"Madmen, and us. You ask me? I wantto go home, lady. If you have the heart for it, I say we press
onward."

 "Onward it is," I said, thinking,home.

 EIGHTY

 IT WAS a miserable journey.

 There are no words to describe it. We took to travelling in themorning hours, when the rains had ceased.
Once the sun rose, it heatedthe muddy earth until it was like journeying through a steam-bath, thickand
swampy, the air filled with the green reek of rotting vegetation. It was impossible to keep anything dry.
Our stores of grain rotted andsprouted in the sack.

 We lived, for the most part, on game.

 And when we could not get it fresh, we went hungry, for most ofwhat we carried had spoiled.
Mercifully, there was water in abundance,and lush grass for our mounts. Would that we could have eaten
thesame! But Tifari and Bizan brought down game enough between themto fill our bellies two days out of
three, and where we followed theriver, Joscelin was able to fish. The fish, at least, didn't mind the rains.

 Flies continued to plague us, and illness. Yedo, one of the bearers,caught a fever that laid us up for three
days. At its worst, he ravedincoherently, and his brow, when I felt it, was dry and burning for allthe
moisture about us. Willow bark might have helped, had we any,but we didn't. I sat with him through the
night, sponging his brow,remembering Ismene, the Hellene girl who had died after we left Darsanga.

 Ismene died. Yedo lived, the fever breaking before dawn, leaving him wrung-out and sweating freely in
the damp air. Who can say why?
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 And then we broke camp once more, and slogged onward, treadingthrough the sucking mire, making
our slow way toward Meroë. Thesaddles chafed our horses and their proud Umaiyyati heads hung low,
sodden manes plastered on drenched hides. It went no better for thedonkeys, bearing heavy packs. We
treated the sores with powderedsulphur, which turnedto a damp paste in the humid air. It didn't help,
much. Nothing did. Where there were sores, the blood-flies laid eggsat night. Imriel and I grew deft at
picking them out, our fingers smallerthan the rest.

 "You could have been at court," I reminded him. "Eating poachedquails' eggs and sugared violets from a
silver platter."

 He scowled at me from beneath his dripping burnoose. "I wouldrather behere."

 To his credit, Imriel never complained—and he kept up with ourcompany, his boy's hands grown adept
at handling the reins of hisgelding. The frailty of Daršanga's ravages had concealed a wiry strengthand he
had, Elua be thanked, a strong constitution. While the rest ofus coughed, itched, ached and stung, beset
by flies and agues and thorns,Imri remained hale. The worst injury he took was a fierce sunburn from
riding bareheaded in the clear morning hours, his sodden burnoose hungfrom his saddle to dry.

 I may say, once again, that without Tifari Amu and the others, wewould have been hopelessly lost a
dozen times over, wandering thehighlands to catch sight of the river where it cut, deep and rushing,
through gorges. Despite my best efforts to protect it, Raj Lijasu's mapgot soaked in the omnipresent
rains, the ink running until the markings were blurred and unreadable. In the mountains, Tifari took the
lead; inthe plains, it was Bizan. And the bearers—Nkuku, Yedo, Bomani and Najja—contributed in no
small part.

 In this manner did we make our way north across Jebe-Barkal, mileby weary mile. We saw no other
human life, which was as well, forour passage-tokens from Meroë were battered and mudcaked and
whollyunrecognizable. We saw lions, at a distance, and my heart leapt at the sight. It was in the early
morning, across the rain-washed plains, sun-gilded steam rising in the dawning heat of day. They'd made
a kill, orfound one—lions, Bizan told us, were nothing loathe to scavenge—andsurrounded it, five
females and a single male.

 "Look," he said, pointing across the broad expanse of the river.

 We drew our mounts to watch them worry an antelope's carcass,safe on the far side of the Tabara. I
marked the awesome power ofthem, how muscles surged beneath their tawny hides. The syllables ofthe
Name of God tolled within my mind, enumerating them in every part. One of the females lifted her
bloodstained muzzle, gazing at us.The male padded to the river's edge, pacing back and forth, shakinghis
massive mane.

 No wonder, I thought, meeting his golden stare across the waters.Ah, Elua, no wonder so many have
seen the face of god in such a beast!

 "They are lazy," Nkuku offered, grinning. "In his heart of hearts,he is glad we are on the other side of the
river. It is the women whodo the work, yes?"

 After that, the rains began again and we spoke no more, trudgingthrough the endless mud and
clambering once more into the greenmountains, following the river's gorge. Tifari's mount contracted
thrush, a disease of the vulnerable frog of the hoof, and we were laid up a daywhile Najja brewed a foul
poultice of roots he swore would draw outthe infection. Our tents leaked, the blood-flies came in clouds
and tempers grew surly. What else is there to say? It was a miserable journey.
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 And like all journeys, it had an end.

 I failed to recognize the spreading eucalyptus trees as we descendedfrom the highlands onto another
expanse of plains. It was afternoon,and raining, clouds piled in thunderheads as far as the eye could see.
We made camp that night and dined on strips of half-smoked gazellemeat from a kill two days old.

 And on the morrow, we reached a place where a solidly built villageof mud huts stood alongside the
swollen Tabara River.

 "Debeho," said Tifari Amu, smiling faintly.

 It goes without saying that our welcome was a joyous one.

 It was a damp one, to be sure; no place is immune from the rainsin Jebe-Barkal. But the village turned
out as if we were its own. Shoanete herself came out to meet us, hobbling on her sticks. And Kaneka!
She looked like a veritable queen, with water streaming down her Akkadian finery. I flung both arms
around her, glad of her tall strength,glad beyond words to see her.

 "Ah, little one." Her voice rumbled in her chest, and she held meoff to look at me. "You found it, didn't
you?"

 "Yes." I wanted to laugh and cry at once. "I did."

 "Well." Her teeth gleamed in a smile as one hand rose to clasp theleather pouch at her throat. "My dice
always speak true. I knew youwere special. You will have stories to tell my grandmother, yes? I havea
vested interest in such matters, now."

 "We have stories, Fedabin." I gripped her forearms, smiling. "Oh,yes, you may be sure of it! We have
stories."

 And we told them, all that day and night, while the folk of Debehofeasted us and the rains drummed on
the tight-woven thatch of theircentral hall, an unwalled building plastered with sun-baked mud. Beneath
the roof, it was nearly dry. While communal dishes of spicy stewspassed with spongy bread for the
dipping, we ate with our fingers andtold of the Melehakim, and what had passed in the land of Saba. And
old Shoanete listened and nodded her head in approval, watching fromthe corner of her yellowed eye as
Tifari Amu sat modestly beside hertall granddaughter. I made much of his bravery. Kaneka snorted, ap
pearing to be unimpressed, but I saw how she eyed him consideringly.

 Love as thou wilt,I whispered, the Name of God throbbing on my tongue.

 Imriel resumed old friendships with ease, greeting his playmates in the village. He was half-clad like the
rest of them before the night wasover, stripped to his breeches and spatchcocked in color, with his face
and arms tanned by the sun—although he'd peeled like a snake whilehe healed, his sunburn had
faded—and his torso milk-white. Theydarted in and out of the unwalled structure, splashing one another,
playing some children's game of tag with the veils of water drippingfrom the eaves, the older taunting the
younger, boys baiting the girls.And it was good—ah, Elua, it was good!—to see Imriel de la Courcelat
child's play, shouting with laughter like any other boy his age.

 "Would that it could remain thus," Joscelin murmured to me.
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 "I know," I said, leaning into his arm to kiss him. "I know, love."

 Kaneka leaned over, hearing us. "He looks well, the boy," she saidshrewdly. "Your company suits him,
little one. Who would havethought it, when he spat in your face? I myself had wagered he wouldnot
withstand the next round of the Mahrkagir's attention."

 "You never told me that, Fedabin," I said, stiffening.

 She laughed and patted my cheek. "Do not be so quick to anger!Who could have guessed what you
were, in Daršanga? The omens werethere, but I had lost the will to read them." She felt at Joscelin's arm,
then, openly admiring. "And you, lord Joscelin. A leopard amongwolves. You have healed well."

 "Well enough, my lady Kaneka." He smiled quietly. "Not as before,but well enough to serve."

 "Then he serves you well enough, little one?" Kaneka nudged me,lest her meaning be lost. D'Angelines
are more subtle in our banter. Her grandmother Shoanete cackled with laughter, leaning over hersticks.
"You have no complaints?"

 I flushed a bright red. "No complaints, Fedabin."

 "Good." Kaneka settled back onto her stool, nodding to herself.

 "Good. It is well done, then. The story may end happily after all. It is important, for such a tale."

 "There is hope," I said. "For us. Where there is life, there is hope.But the others—they paid the price of
our hope. Of our lives."

 "Drucilla," Kaneka murmured. "Jolanta, Nazneen, Erich, Rushad. . . yes, and others, so many others. Do
not fear, little one. I have notforgotten. I will tell their stories too, and their sacrifices will be remem
bered. The zenana of Daršanga will live in my stories, in all its desperatecourage. And it may be, as
Amon-Re wills, that their tales will ensure such a thing may never come to pass in Jebe-Barkal. But it is
important,little one, that hope endures. For when it fails—thus are the gates ofdespair opened, and one
such as Lord Death enters the world. Do youunderstand?"

 "Yes," I said, meeting her eyes. "Yes, Fedabin. I understand."

 We spent several days in Debeho, and I was as loathe to leave thenas I had been before. It may sound
foolish, but there are few places I have been happier. What appeared to be mud and squalor to the un
trained eye was a community rich in kindness, possessed of a wealth ofknowledge. They treated us
generously, giving unstintingly of whatthey had, and we left Debeho with clean, dry garments, our tents
patched and oiled, our stores replenished with unperishable goods andour mounts well tended.

 And in all these exchanges, I beheld the Name of God, writ inunknowable letters.

 "It is the last parting," Kaneka said, embracing me before we left."I knew you would return. Ah, take
care, take care, little one! I willmiss you."

 "And I, you." I smiled at her. "Be well, Kaneka." I glanced towardour caravan, where Tifari Amu
watched our farewell with a hunter'stender patience. "And if any of our numberdo return, I pray you treat
them gently."
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 Kaneka laughed. "Will you never be done meddling?"

 "Probably not," I admitted.

 "Ah, well." She eyed Tifari sidelong, considering. "If the Ras' high-lander guide wished to return, he
would not be unwelcome in Debeho.Does that satisfy you, little one?"

 "Yes," I said, grinning. "It does."

 We left quickly, then, before the rains could begin, before the sorrow could take root. It is hard, always
saying farewell. What storieswould Kaneka tell as she grew old? I might never know, for Debehowas far
away, and Kaneka's stories would likely never be written, butonly passed from mouth to ear.

 Mayhap, one day, they would filter to Terre d'Ange, carried onsome travelling poet's lips, woven of truth
and imagination, as fabulousas a Mendacant's cloak, romances and adventures and tragedies stitched
through with a gleaming strand of hope, reminding listeners to lovetruly, to honor the dead, to uphold the
covenant of wisdom and tonever, even in darkest hours, surrender to despair.

 I hoped it might be so.

 EIGHTY-ONE

 WE JOURNEYED to Meroë.

 The balance of the journey does not bear telling, for it was uneventful, unless incessant rain may be
considered an event. Tifari Amuwas glad of heart, for I had related Kanaka's words to him, and he
pushed the pace as much as he dared. Nonetheless, it was a wet andarduous trek, and I would be happy
when it had ended.

 "Remember that," Joscelin commented, wringing out his rain-soakedchamma, "when we are in the
desert."

 By the time we reached Meroë, the rains had begun to ease. Allalong the flooded banks of the river,
village farmers measured the watersand watched, waiting for their retreat. Once the waters had receded,
they would plant cotton and millet. The sun shone brightly, longer eachday, and the drenched earth
steamed.

 Meroë.

 The city seemed almost like an old friend, after our long journey.Everything I saw—the mighty burial
pyramids, the traders' caravanswith their long strings of camels, the inner walls of the royal palace,the
embroidered capes of the soldiers, even the oliphaunts, whoseplatter-sized feet lifted from the mud with
great sucking sounds—appeared familiar and welcome. Tifari Amu escorted us to the very hotelin which
we had first stayed, and bartered with the hotel-keeper to giveus the finest suite of rooms.

 "Rest here," he said, "and avail yourself of all amenities. I mustreport to Ras Lijasu, but he will doubtless
wish to see you on themorrow."

 It was strange, after so long in company, to part; yet another farewell! Tifari and Bizan, we would likely
see again, but not the bearers,who would take the Ras' payment and return to their families. I kissedthem
all in parting, overwhelmed with emotion. Joscelin withdrew themuch-shortened chain of trader's coin he

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


wore beneath hischamma andgave a gold link to each.

 "It is not much," he apologized in his faltering Jeb'ez, "but onlyfor thanks."

 The quietest of the bearers, Bomani, tried to give it back. "It is notnecessary, lord," he said. "The Ras
has paid us. And you have far to

 go."

 "It is necessary," Joscelin said firmly.

 "I will keep mine," Nkuku said, clapping Joscelin on the back, "andremember the man who would dance
with the rhinoceros! No wonderI fell into the thorns!"

 There were a good many more jests before we parted—Nkuku hadsome sly advice for me having to do
with snakes and bathing-pools—but in time, they left. And each one made a point of bidding Imriel
farewell, treating him as a near-equal.

 Well, and why not, I thought; he has earned it.

 Our rooms were spacious and pleasant anddry. I cannot conveywhat luxury that was, to one who had
not spent countless days waterlogged and sodden. For the first time in my life, I was almost loathe tovisit
the baths, reveling in the absence of water against my skin. AfterI did, I was glad of it, and gladder still to
be wrapped in a thick cottonrobe, clean and blessedly dry.

 Most of our clothing, alas, was ruined, save for the peasant garbwe had been given in Debeho. The
Lugal's gifts; the celadon riding-attire that Favrielle nó Eglantine had designed; the rose-silk gown withthe
crystal beading—all spoiled, the fabric rotted with moisture. I beheldit with dismay.

 "It's only clothing," Joscelin said, shrugging. "You hold the Nameof God, Phèdre. Does it matter what
you wear?"

 A sharp retort was forming on my tongue when a knock came atthe door, proving to be a considerable
train of servants sent on behalfof Ras Lijasu, who had received word of our return. And they broughtwith
them an array of gifts—sweetmeats, scented oils, sundry fruits,and bolts of fine cloth, with a deferential
tailor to take our measurements.

 "Yes," I answered him when they had gone. "In Meroë, it matters."

 We dined well that night and slept in a proper bed in clean, drysheets that had been scented with
orange-blossom, with a solid roofover our heads to keep out the rains when they began, falling as re
lentlessly over the city as they had the plains and mountains.

 And I slept like the dead until Imriel's nightmare roused me.

 It was different, this time; not the inhuman, rending screams ofbefore, but a choked, fearful moaning. "I'll
go," I murmured to Joscelin,clambering out of our bed and struggling into my bathing-robe. I mademy
way to the smaller room we'd allotted Imriel, stumbling over afootstool in the dark. Faint starlight filtered
through the unshutteredwindows. He was thrashing, entwined in the bedclothes. I perched onthe edge of
his pallet, keeping my voice gentle. "Imri. Imri, it's allright. It's just a nightmare."
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 He awoke when I touched him, breathing hard and rubbing his face."I was dreaming."

 "I know." I smoothed his tangled hair and settled myself, tuckingone leg beneath me. "Daršanga?"

 He nodded. "From before."

 I tugged the sheets loose where they'd enwrapped him. "Beforewhat?"

 "Before you came." His face was ghostly in the starlight.

 "Ah." I got the sheets unwound. Imriel's gaze was fixed on me, hiseyes dark as holes in his pallid face.
"It's over, you know. It will neverhappen again."

 "I know." He swallowed. "He did things to me."

 My hands stilled. "The Mahrkagir."

 Imri nodded.

 "Do you want to tell me?"

 He nodded again, his expression rigid with fear.

 "All right," I said gently, my heart an agony within me. "Tell me."

 He did.

 And I listened as he told me, stroking his brow when his voicefaltered, closing my eyes in pain when he
continued. If the Mahrkagir had spared him the worst, still, he had been ingenious in his torments,and
there are sins against the spirit more dire than those against theflesh. Many of the punishments he
described, I have known at the hands of other patrons, and called it pleasure — but ah, Elua! It was
Imriel it happened to;Imri! A boy, a child of ten, enslaved, and terrified. So Ilistened, while silent tears
stung my eyes. All I feared in a child of myown blood, every pain and humiliation I knew I could bear to
endure,but not to behold — it had already befallen him.

 At last, he finished.

 "Imriel." I cupped his face in my hands, and he watched me fearfully. "It's not your fault, do you
understand? None of it. What the Mahrkagir did to you was done against your will. It is a grave wrong,
and you were not to blame."

 "But he did worse things to others." He looked sick. "Because ofme. He told me so."

 "No." I shook my head. "He lied, Imri; ill words. He said it onlyto hurt you."

 "There were things he made me do." His voice was faint. "He saidif I didn't. . ." He swallowed. "He
made me plead for their lives. Hepromised to spare them, even though he didn't. And I did. I did whathe
told me."

 "Andlived," I said fiercely. "Never be ashamed of that! Kaneka is right, where there is life, there is
hope. You were right, to survive. Youdid right, Imri. You tried to protect others. It's not your fault he
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lied.The Mahrkagir did wrong. And he has paid the price of it."

 "You killed him." It was not a question, not quite.

 "Yes." I nodded. "Blessed Elua set his life in my hand, and I tookit. He is dead, Imri. No one will ever
hurt you like that again."

 "Do you promise it?"

 I looked into his haunted eyes and thought about Anafiel Delaunay'svow, that he had sworn to Prince
Rolande so many years ago, aboutJoscelin's vow, and how it had shaped his life; impossible vows,
warpingthe fates of all around them. And I thought about Imriel de la Courcel,who hated for anyone to
see him cry, for whom the night held suchterrors. In the broad light of day, he would never ask such a
thing. "Ido," I said, kissing his damp brow. "I promise it."

 Imriel sighed and I felt some of the fear leave him. I held him close.

 "Imri," I said to him. He lifted his head sleepily from my breast togaze at me with his mother's eyes. "Imri,
if you hadn't acted as youdid, on Kapporeth, things would have gone very differently. I want youto know
that."

 He smiled. It was his own smile. "I didn't want them to hurt you."

 "So I gathered." I raised my eyebrows. "Mind, if you ever try thelike again, I'll have Joscelin sit on you."
It made him laugh. I kissedhim again. "It was well done, love. It was a greater gift than I haveever
received, and one I pray is never repeated. Now go to sleep, willyou? We have to meet the Ras on the
morrow."

 He did sleep, soon enough, his breathing growing slow and even,his limbs going lax. I lay awake for a
long time, gazing into the darknessand thinking. I meant to leave Imriel's bed for my own, but at some
point, I passed unknowing from wakefulness into sleep, for the nextthing I knew, it was morning and
Joscelin was shaking me, Imrielstanding behind him, wide-awake and grinning, no trace of the night's
fears reflected in his expression.

 "Phèdre," Joscelin said, looking amused. "You might want to getup. The tailor is back."

 So it was that we were arrayed in Jebean finery when we weresummoned back to the royal court of
Meroë. For Joscelin and Imriel, that meant breeches andchamma of snow-white linen, short cloaks
thrown over the top. Joscelin was impatient at it, finding it binding. I had no sympathy for him, for the
manner of gown for Jebean womenwas a tight-wrapped dress worn off the shoulder and secured in place
with gold pins, broad bands of color woven in intricate patterns at theborders.

 Ras Lijasu, however, approved.

 "Ah, lady!" he said, clapping his hands and beaming with delight."What a pleasure, to see you arrayed in
the manner of our people! Nathifa, does she not look lovely?"

 "Yes, brother." The Ras' sister smiled at us. She looked much likehim, with the same flawless ebony skin
and round cheeks, only moresolemn.

 "My lord is generous," I said, curtsying.
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 "Oh, it is nothing, nothing. Muni, where are those gifts? Wherehave you got to?" The Ras looked
around. "There you are! You shuffle like an old man, Muni. Come, let me have them." With great
ceremony, he bowed and presented a sandalwood coffer to me, opening the lid toshow it held six ivory
bracelets and six gold, each worked with depictions of the flora and fauna of Jebe-Barkal. "These are
from Grandmother, a token of her appreciation. Queen Zanadakhete has heard thereport of my men,
and she is pleased."

 "They are very beautiful, my lord. Thank you," I said.

 "Well, put them on! Nathifa, help her, would you? That is not justany ivory, dream-spirit. It is carved
from the tusks of Old Mlima, theoliphaunt who bore my great-great-grandfather to war against the Tigrati
insurrection. Muni, stop dawdling. Where is...ah yes, there."The Ras lifted a startling object from the
cushion his grinning attendant proffered: a great collar made entire from a lion's mane. This he draped
about Joscelin's shoulders, standing on his toes to reach. "There!" Hebeheld it with satisfaction. "A fit
token for a mighty warrior. TifariAmu told me how you stood against the Shamsun, and I have heard
other stories come out of Khebbel-im-Akkad with you."

 I looked at Joscelin and tried not to laugh as he executed a solemnCassiline bow, his face framed in
tawny fur.

 "Very nice!" The Ras applauded. "Very good. And for the younglord . . ." He produced a belt and
dagger-sheath worked with tooledgold. "Rhinoceros hide, my little man! It will never wear or rot. And
see," he added, stretching out the length of the belt, "there is room to grow." He nodded approvingly as
Imriel buckled it in place. "You willuse that for many years, I think. Well, good, that's done! Come, sup
with us, and tell us of Saba."

 And we did, seated on cushions around low tables, dining on morsels of spiced chicken, melon and
rolled balls of millet flavored withlemon and sesame, with honey-mead and citron-water in abundance.
The servants were deft without being particularly deferential, and I hadthe impression everyone in the
royal palace was quite fond of theiryoung ruler. For all his chatter, Ras Lijasu listened attentively, and
whenhe interrupted, his questions were perceptive.

 "So change begins with the women, eh?" He glanced at his sister."That won't surprise Grandmother, will
it?"

 "No." Nathifa's eyes gleamed merrily, making her resemblance toher brother even more pronounced.
"Queen Zanadakhete was quitetaken with the three of you. She wishes to know if you are of theopinion
that the Sabaeans would welcome a trade delegation. She alsowishes to know if the tall one will stay to
join her honor guard. Shethinks he would make a striking addition."

 Joscelin coughed to cover his surprise, and looked at me to makesure he had understood the Jeb'ez
correctly. When I nodded, amused,he inclined his head to Nathifa. "Tell the Queen, please, she does
muchhonor to me, but I have duties to my own Queen."

 Nathifa laughed. "I will tell her. What do you say of trade, myfriends?"

 We spoke of the matter at some length. Remembering the gift ofneedles I had made to Semira, I
suggested that a modest delegation wasthe wisest course, lightly armed enough to constitute no military
threat,bearing gifts of domestic and consumable goods such as were unattainable in Saba.
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 "It will whet their appetites," I said, "and open the doors to peaceable commerce."

 "And they have goods in kind?" Ras Lijasu asked. "Such as are worth our while?”

 I thought of how gold was held cheaply in Saba, of the abundanceof natural resources. "Yes, my lord.
Of a surety."

 "And no steel." His handsome face took on a speculative cast."Their army would be ill-equipped, against
ours, if it came to it."

 "My lord." My mouth had gone dry. I was conscious of my heartbeating within my breast, of the Name
of God sounding in the bloodthat throbbed in my veins. "Do you know the old stories of the Melehakim?
How their mouths would fill with great cries on the battlefieldthat struck fear into the hearts of their
enemies?"

 The Ras nodded slowly.

 "Then do not mistake Saba for easy prey."

 He regarded me for a long time without speaking. "Tifari and Bizan said you were touched by the gods,
lady dream-spirit. I will heed yourwarning. But remember it is Saba that took arms against Meroë so long
ago. I merely think to protect my people."

 "So did Khemosh the Accursed," his sister said tartly. "Do not fear,my friends. Queen Zanadakhete is
wiser than her impulsive grandson.For so long as Saba is content to let the ancient quarrel rest, so is
Jebe-Barkal. There will be no aggression."

 "Ah!" Lijasu threw his hands in the air. "Must a man be reviled forthinking? I never proposed war, but
only considered the outcome of it.Muni, fill my cup; I am beleaguered by beautiful women."

 Thus the moment passed, and my heart beat easier within me. Wespoke longer of Saba and other things,
and the Ras invited us to remainin Meroë. When we demurred, he insisted on arranging our transportto
Majibara. I was grateful for his offer, for in truth, our funds wererunning short and, too, we would be
bereft of Kaneka's expertise inhiring a caravan. It was a pleasant day, all told. Before we left, Nathifaled
us to the inner courtyard for a final audience with Queen Zanadakhete.

 The rains had begun, lighter than before. We knelt before the curtained alcove, while servants stood at
the sides holding parasols ofwaxed cotton above us.

 "Grandmother," Nathifa called. "The D'Angelines wish to givetheir thanks."

 The curtains twitched and I beheld once more a sliver of face, abright, dark eye peering. On my knees, I
bowed low from the waist, hearing the gold and ivory bracelets clatter as I did. Imriel shifted hisnew
belt-sheath as he bowed, and the ruff of Joscelin's lion's-mane collarbrushed the moist tiles.

 "Please accept our gratitude, your majesty," I said.

 "You have done us a service," said the voice of Zanadakhete ofMeroë. "Pray, do us another." One hand
emerged from the curtains tobeckon to Nathifa, who came forward and bowed, accepting a cofferlike
the one the Ras had given me, only finer. "My grandson tells meyou return to your own land. Give this to
your Queen, with my greetings. Tell her we would welcome an embassy in Meroë, if she wishedto send
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one."

 "I will do that, your majesty," I said, bowing again and taking thecoffer.

 "It is good. You may go, with my blessing." The curtains fellclosed, concealing the veiled figure. We all
bowed again, and rose tofollow Nathifa. Behind us, I heard a soft voice murmur to an unseenattendant,
"It is as I thought. The tall one looks well in a warrior'smane."

 "So," Nathifa said to us within the royal palace. "Here are someold friends, to escort you to your
lodgings." With a gesture, she indicated Tifari Amu and Bizan, both resplendent in their full soldiers'
regalia. "You will want to have a care with that gift."

 "What is it?" I asked.

 She shrugged. "Look and see."

 I opened the coffer and beheld a glittering necklace wrought of goldand gems. The pendant bore an
image of the kneeling Isis, her winged arms outspread, a massive emerald between the prongs of the
horns thatcrowned her.

 Bizan let out a low whistle.

 I closed the coffer. "You want us to carrythis two thousand milesto Queen Ysandre?"

 "From a Queen, fit for a Queen. Why not?" Nathifa smiled andtouched my brow with one finger. "You
are carrying something morevaluable in here, are you not?"

 "Yes." I held her gaze.

 "This . . ." Nathifa tapped the coffer. "This is only rocks and metal,wrought in a pleasing form. If you can
carry the other, this should beno trouble."

 "We will try," I told her.

 "I know," she said, and smiled again. "Do not fear for Saba, lady.My brother thinks like a man, but he
can charm the birds from the skywhen he chooses. We have kept the Covenant of Wisdom, here. We
will see that it is his charm he wields, and not a sword.""The gods grant it may be so," I said."It shall be,"
Nathifa promised.Joscelin, the lion's mane tickling his nose, sneezed mightily.

 EIGHTY-TWO

 THAT EVENING, we said our farewells to Tifari and Bizan.

 "Have a care with Kaneka," I said to our highland guide after embracing him. "She is a strong woman,
with a strong will."

 "I know." He favored me with one of his rare smiles. "It is whatdraws me to her."

 "She is also very handy with an axe," I warned him.

 He nodded. He was a handsome man, Tifari Amu, with his cinnamon skin and his dark, patient eyes. "I
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heard the story, my ladyPhèdre. I listened to what was said, and to what was not. I understanda little bit
of her courage. I hold it in all honor."

 "Good," I said, gripping his upper arms. "I am glad of it."

 Bizan made Imriel a gift of his fire-striking kit upon parting, acurved bit of iron and a chunk of flint
shaped to fit one's hand, sealedin a watertight pouch with a compartment for tinder. "You were a good
companion. You remember how I taught you to lay a fire?"

 Imriel nodded, wide-eyed, clutching the pouch to him. "Thank you,Bizan."

 "Here, it ties on your fine new belt, like so." Bizan suited actionsto words, then ruffled Imriel's hair. Imri
not only endured it, but flushedwith pride. "There. A proper soldier of the Queen's Guard you'd make,
boy."

 They refused all gifts in kind, swearing the Ras' commission forbadeit. I do not know if it was true, but it
was courteously done. Bizanoffered to facilitate the sale of our Umaiyyati mounts and the donkeys, his
cousin being a horse-trader, and that offer I accepted with gratitude.I daresay he got his cut, but the price
was far better than we wouldhave gotten on our own.

 Between Bizan's aid and Ras Lijasu's generosity, we were only another day in Meroë, making ready to
depart. Once more, as so manytimes before, we packed our things, items of luxury going at the bottom
of our trunks, items of necessity atop. I hid the coffer with QueenZanadakhete's necklace at the very
bottom of mine.

 "What am I to do with this?" Joscelin complained, holding up thelion's-mane collar.

 "You could wear it," I said, straight-faced. "The Jebeans think itbecomes you."

 "And you?" He eyed me.

 "Truly?" I tilted my head to regard him. "Joscelin Verreuil, missingpart of an ear or no, you are one of the
most beautiful men I've everseen. But you look a little foolish with a lion's mane about your neck."

 It went into his trunk, rather to Imriel's chagrin.

 We departed as we had arrived, crossing the suspension bridge ona long line of camels. Mek Gamal
was our caravan-leader's name, andhe was a taciturn man, reputed to be one of the best in the business.
He took his charge from the Ras with great seriousness, and if he wasnot the most garrulous of
companions, he was assuredly among themost competent.

 Perched atop my swaying camel, I turned many times to watch Meroë fall behind us as we followed the
Nahar River's course, untilonly the tips of the burial pyramids were visible. Another parting, another
journey.

 Another step toward home.

 This time, we found the desert in blossom, following hard on theheels of the rains. And if there was
anything stranger and more fantastic than that blighted landscape, it was seeing it bedecked with
unexpectedflowers. How could it be, I marveled, that anything could grow in sucha place? And yet it did.
On the outskirts, we encountered mimosa infull bloom, shrubs laden with yellow flowers, bright under the

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


hot sun.

 Even in the interior, there was life. In the shadow of a jutting basaltformation, we encountered melons
growing in the desert, ripening onthe vine with unimaginable speed. Mek Gamal called a halt, then, andwe
ate melons, their fruit faintly astringent, but blessedly moist. Following the Jebeans' lead, we spat the
seeds back into the sand.

 Truly, the rains had ceased, and at night, the stars were as brightand crowded as I remembered them. I
knew them better, now. If noone fetched me to sleep, I would sit for hours, gazing at them, recallingthe
names Morit had painstakingly taught me. To this day, there areconstellations I can name only in Habiru.
Hour after hour, they wheeledthrough the sky in their slow dance. I watched them, and thought aboutthe
Name of God.

 It was hot, yes; oven-hot, as searing as before. My mouth grew noless parched, my skin no less dry.
The endless swaying of the camelswas no more comfortable than before. But in the desert, one can
observethe dance of the stars, the steady course of the sun across the sky, andthe play of light as it
crosses the desiccated land. The air was clear, sosharp it cut like a blade. It was in such a place, I
thought, stripped tothe bare bones of existence, that the Sacred Name was first spoken.

 We reached the bitter well that marked the halfway point, and itseemed almost sudden.

 I sat on a rock in the baking valley, watching the camels drink theirfill, conscious of the heat but paying it
scant heed. What a marvel itwas, that creatures existed which could endure such conditions! How
strange, that we humans needed salt to live, yet would die of its excess.Salt preserves flesh, and yet kills
it, too. In saltwater are we nurturedin the womb, and salt runs in the red blood of our veins.

 "Phèdre." Joscelin's voice was hoarse as he thrust the water-skin atme. "You need to drink."

 I did, tasting the water flat and warm in my mouth, feeling it moisten my tissues, thinking how odd that it
should sustain life, and yetdeath was necessary for us to carry it, the cured leather hide holdingportable
life within it. How intricate, the working of our world!

 "Mek Gamal is waiting," Joscelin informed me. "And you're makingImriel worry."

 I got back on my camel, then, and our journey resumed. We entered the sea of grey stone, where the
wind had sculpted the landscape intofabulous formations. No winds blew this time, and the only sound
fora hundred miles was the rattle of pebbles displaced by our camels' broadhoof-pads. No wonder the
Habiru prophets had escaped into the desertto think! I did, on that journey. I thought about Ras Lijasu
and hismerry good nature, his readiness to consider war a possibility. Was itsomething intrinsic to mortal
kind, that we must always think of killingone another? I prayed it was not so. I had seen too much of
death, toomuch of cruelty.

 And yet it is what we do, again and again. And I...I was complicitin it, for had I not brought word to
Ysandre of the Skaldic invasion,so many years ago? Had I not travelled to Alba, beseeching them to
war?

 What is our purpose, if not to kill and die?Love as thou wilt.

 'Tis all well and good, if one is a god; not so easy for those of us of mortal kind. Would that there were
only that in the world. Were itso, my lord Delaunay would still be alive, and I...Elua knows whereI would
be. Were love enough, if my mother and father could havelived upon it like Blessed Elua, would they
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have kept me? I hoped itwere so.

 But even Blessed Elua had his Companions. Where would he be, ifNaamah had not given herself to the
King of Persis for his freedom,had not laid down in the stews of Bhodistan with strangers so he mightbe
fed? Where would he be, if Camael's sword had not afforded himprotection? What of Terre d'Ange,
without Azza's pride that staked ourboundaries, without Shemhazai's cleverness, that built our cities?
Wherewould we be, without Eisheth's healing skills, without Anael's husbandry? How could we atone,
without Kushiel’s mercy?

 How would Elua have answered the One God, if Cassiel had nothanded him his dagger?

 We are all these things, I thought, while the sun blazed in the skyand the ochre sands reflected its heat.
Pride, desire, compassion, cleverness, belligerence, fruitfulness, loyalty . . . and guilt. But above it all
stands love. And if we desire to be more than human, that is the star by which we must set our sights.

 It is all we can do to try. It is enough.

 Such were the things I thought in the desert, and the journey passedquicker than I believed possible. It
was only when we reached Majibaraand the vast silences of open spaces gave way to the clamor of the
marketplace and the babble of a half-dozen tongues, situated beside thebroad expanse of the
rain-swollen Nahar that I reckoned the cost of it,and knew myself to be exhausted and half-fevered with
thirst, feelinggaunt, scorched to the bone and somehow purged by our desertcrossing.

 We had reached Menekhet.

 "You worry even me, sometimes," Joscelin said to me that night as we lay abed at the inn, listening to
distant music from the caravans. "Ihalf thought you might wander off and leave us, if I didn't watch you."

 "No." I wound a length of his hair about my finger. "I was thinking,that's all."

 "Across a week's worth of desert?" He smiled a little. "Aboutwhat?"

 "Life," I said. "Death, war, love . . . the nature of humanity.”

 "Did you come to any conclusions?" he asked.

 "No," I said, and lifted my head to kiss him. "None I didn't alreadyknow." And with that I told them to
him, not in words, but in the language of the flesh, of lips and tongue and hands, of quickening breath
and the leap of blood in the veins, the salt-slickness of desire. It is the samequestions we ask of our
existence, and the answer is always the same. The mystery lies not in the question nor the answer, but in
the asking and answering themselves, over and over again, and the end is engendered in thebeginning.

 That much, I had learned.

 We had scant difficulty in hiring a felucca to take us to Iskandria.The flood-tides were receding, and
trade was brisk all up and down the Nahar. We spent a half-day in the harbor, hiring a vessel, a sturdy
craftpiloted by a good-natured Menekhetan sailor by the name of Inherit,who spoke a smattering of
Jeb'ez and a few words of Hellene. It wasnothing fancy, but it would suffice.

 After so many farewells, it seemed almost strange to leave Majibara,where we knew no one and had no
ties. Our leavetaking of Mek Gamal had been a businesslike affair, the caravan-leader owing allegiance
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onlyto Ras Lijasu, pleased at a crossing safely made, eager to strike a deal for a profitable return.

 At dawn, we ventured to the harbor, paying bearers to carry ourtrunks and load them into the hold of
the sturdy felucca. The risingsun turned the lake-sized harbor of the river to an expanse of hammered
gold. We waited patient on the docks while Inherit offered prayers tothe gods of Menekhet and most
especially Sebek, the crocodile-god of the Nahar.

 Once he had finished, he beckoned us aboard, smiling cheerfully. We situated ourselves about the vessel
as he raised the lateen sail. On the docks, a pair of loitering sailors aided him, untying the lines andtossing
them aboard. Down the river, the burgeoning green banks oftamarisk and papyrus awaited us.

 We were on our way.

 EIGHTY-THREE

 OUR RETURN to Iskandria was swifter than our departure, for wetravelled with the current and,
although the Upper Nahar was calm, itflowed strongly after the rains. Inherit canted his sail hither and
thitherto catch the fitful breeze, but whether he succeeded or no, the steady current bore us onward.
When the sail's belly did swell with wind, thefelucca swooped like a swallow on the broad breast of the
river, causingImriel to shout with glee.

 We passed the island temple of Houba, where I had offered a prayerto Isis.

 We passed countless plantations, greening in the bright sun, dotted with Menekhetans working hurriedly
to make the most of the growingseason.

 We passed crocodiles and hippopotami, and the many birds we had seen before. On that journey,
Kaneka had taught us the names in Jeb'ez.This time, Inherit taught us in Menekhetan, pointing and naming
as wewent. Imriel played the game along with me, his facile mind quick tograsp new words; Joscelin
merely rolled his eyes and took out his fishinggear, trailing a line in the water, catching little in the
swiftness of our passage over the waters. In the evenings we made camp on the outskirts of villages, and
traded with the villagers for our meals as we had donebefore.

 It was after we had stopped to pay homage at the temple of Sebek—at Inherit's insistence, for I would
gladly have foregone the pleasure asecond time—that we realized how swiftly indeed this leg of our jour
ney would come to an end.

 "Phèdre." In the prow of the felucca, Joscelin set down his neatlywound fishing line. "What happens
when we reach Iskandria?"

 I glanced toward the stern, where Inherit was teaching Imriel tosteer the vessel, both of them absorbed
with the tiller. "We presentourselves to Ambassador de Penfars, I suppose. If we're not seized on
arrival."

 He raised his brows. "You think Ysandre's that angry?"

 "No. I don't know. She'll have taken the betrayal harder, comingfrom the two of us." I thought about it.
"We've broken no law inMenekhet. But certainly she would be within her rights to ask Pharaohfor the
favor."

 "And risk exposing Imriel?"
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 "Probably not," I conceded.

 "I don't think so, either. So," he said. "If we're to be hauled backin disgrace, like as not a delegation
awaits us at the embassy."

 "Like as not." I looked at him. "I'm sorry."

 Joscelin shrugged. "I made the decision first, Phèdre. Have youthought of what you'll say to Ysandre?"

 "Yes," I said and swallowed hard.

 "She owes you a boon," he said. "The Companion's Star?"

 I nodded.

 "Aught within her power and right to grant," Joscelin mused. "Itis that, although she'll not like it, not one
bit. 'Tis your decision tomake, love. Is it worth it, to lose the goodwill of the Queen forever?"

 I turned to watch Imriel; we both did. Under Inherit's guidance, he held the tiller with both hands,
white-knuckled, eyes bright with excitement in his sun-tanned face. Catching sight of us, he grinned with
pride.

 "Yes," I said. "It's worth it."

 In a scant handful of days, we reached the end of the broad, statelyriver to enter the myriad waterways
south of the city. The vegetationwas lusher than ever after the rains, the odor moist and rank. Here our
course slowed and it took the better part of a day to navigate theswampy delta. The air was unmoving,
the felucca's sail hanging slack.We drifted slowly on the sluggish current. Inherit used a long pole to
facilitate our passage, humming cheerfully and pointing out black-headed ibis and egrets with their snowy
crests, describing how theydiffered from their brethren further upstream.

 "To the market wharf, Kyria?" he asked in a mix of Menekhetanand Hellene when we drew within sight
of the city, clusters of palmsbowing over the buildings. "You can hire a carriage there, but if youget out
before we reach the wharf, there is no toll to pay."

 "No," I said. "Take us to the wharf, Inherit.”

 He complied, poling briskly, then springing to attend the sail as alittle breeze arose. I watched the city of
Iskandria take shape aroundus, the familiar landmark of the great lighthouse visible at a distance,the wide,
gracious streets and elegant buildings. It was gilded in theevening light, and I could smell the odors that
had seemed so exoticupon our first arrival, the scent of oranges and strong spices in the air,and meat
grilling for the evening meal.

 The market wharf was a busy place, the canal laden with smallcraft; farmers selling the season's first
produce, loading the remnants fordeparture; fishermen and hunters of waterfowl returning with theircatch.
There were few travellers such as ourselves, for most went bycaravan or caught the larger barges at the
port south of the city. Wehad to wait and jockey for position before we could secure a place and
disembark. The tax-collector strolled over as Joscelin and Inherit unloaded our goods, paying us scant
attention as he inspected our trunks.
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 "You speak Menekhetan?" he asked, holding up one of my Jebeangowns.

 "A little, only," I said. "Hellene?"

 "Do you take me for a farmer or a fisherman? Yes, I speak Hellene." He gave me a brusque nod. "Are
these for trade, Kyria, orpersonal. . .Serapis!" The tax-collector's face turned pale as he regardedme for
the first time.

 "My lord?" I asked, puzzled.

 He grabbed my wrist, leaning close. "Kyria, are you . . .Nesmut'sfriend?"

 I drew back, seeing Imriel fetch Joscelin. "And if I am?"

 "Forgive me." The tax-collector released my wrist and bowed, watching out of the corner of his eye as
Joscelin approached, handsresting lightly on his dagger-hilts. "I have been charged with a messagefor
you, Kyria. All of us have, who ward the passages of the city. 'AD'Angeline woman of surpassing
beauty, dark of hair and fair of face,with a mark as red as hibiscus in her left eye.' "

 "Nesmutsaid that?" I asked.

 "No, Kyria." He shook his head. "That was only what I was toldto ask. My orders come from Pharaoh."

 "And what," I asked, "is Pharaoh's message?"

 "He wants to see you," said the tax-collector. "Immediately."

 Immediately proved to be a relative term; it took time to settle ouraccounts with Inherit, and it took time
for Joscelin and me to argue thematter to our satisfaction, while Imriel sat on a trunk and watched. Inthe
end, of course, it was a foregone conclusion; a request from Pharaoh in the city of Iskandria amounted to
a command. The tax-collector sentword to the Palace of Pharaohs through discreet channels that
"Nesmut's friend" had arrived; a covered carriage with a pair of royal guardsarrived in short order.

 All the while, we stood in plain sight in the marketplace, surroundedby curious denizens. In any other
city, I daresay word of our arrivalwould have reached the D'Angeline embassy before we departed—but
this was Iskandria, and those surrounding us were fishers, farmers andhunters, and commonfolk of the
city. And Ambassador de Penfars had never bothered to court the Menekhetans, only those of Hellene
lineage.

 His loss, I thought, and hoped it was not ours.

 Our goods were loaded into the carriage, and we ourselves embarked, sitting apprehensively with the
curtains drawn.

 "Phèdre?" Imriel's voice was worried. "Are we in trouble?"

 I shook my head. "I don't think so, love. Ptolemy Dikaios is...well, not a friend, but an ally, of sorts. I
don't think he would harmus. There's no profit in it."

 "Likely he wishes to turn us over to Ambassador de Penfars himself," Joscelin said quietly. "If he lost
stature for letting us slip throughIskandria before, this will restore it."
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 "Oh." Imriel continued to look worried. I didn't blame him.

 At the gates, the Pharaoh's guard searched our things, taking considerable interest in the immense,
bejeweled necklace at the bottom ofmy trunk.

 "It is a gift," I told them. "From Queen Zanadakhete of Jebe-Barkalto her majesty Queen Ysandre de la
Courcel of Terre d'Ange. Andneither one, I daresay, would be pleased to find it gone astray in
Pharaoh's palace."

 "You will get your things back, Kyria," one of them replied. "Do not fear. Kyrios, your weapons,
please."

 Joscelin disarmed with reluctance, handing over his daggers and hissword. These the guardsmen took,
and we were driven around thePalace to a side entrance, one I had entered before. Servants unloaded
our trunks, and where they were taken, I could not say, for we wereushered to the self-same
reception-chamber I had visited twice before.This time, not even the silent fan-bearers were present.

 And here we were left.

 For how long? Hours, it seemed. Outside the high windows, duskfell and the shadows grew long and
blue, thickening to darkness. Imrieltook out the flint-striker that Bizan had given him and kindled the oil
lamps. The frescoed walls leapt to life and glowed, depicting the deeds of the Ptolemaic Dynasty. A
servant entered with a tray containing apitcher of steeped hibiscus-water, set it on the table and departed
without a word.

 "What do you think?" Joscelin asked in a low voice.

 "I think Ptolemy Dikaios is repaying us for forcing his hand," I replying, pouring a cup and tasting it. "If
he wanted us dead, he'd haveno need of poison."

 "I meant the waiting."

 I shrugged. "He is Pharaoh, Joscelin. We wait on his pleasure. Hemeans us to know it."

 It was another hour before Ptolemy Dikaios arrived, by which timewe were tired and hungry. Four
guards escorted him into the reception-chamber and waited while we made full obeisance, kneeling and
bowing low, then standing with downcast eyes. Imriel followed Joscelin and me,lingering a half-step
behind us. I could see the lamplight gleaming fromthe jewels that bedecked Pharaoh's robes. He waited
until his guards had left to address us.

 "I rather think we're beyond standing on ceremony, Phèdre nó Delaunay."

 I looked up to meet his clever gaze. "As you will, my lord Pharaoh."

 He walked over to the low table and smelled the pitcher. "What, no beer? I trust you were well fed, at
least."

 "No, my lord," I said, watching him. "We have not eaten."

 Ptolemy Dikaios made a tsking sound. "My servants misunderstood.I beg your pardon. Well, it will have
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to be remedied later. MessireVerreuil, it is a pleasure to see you again."

 "My lord." Joscelin gave his Cassiline bow.

 "And you." Pharaoh turned to Imriel and made a courtly half-bow."I trust I have the pleasure of meeting
Prince Imriel de la Courcel?"

 I am given to understand that her son stands third in line for theD'Angeline throne.

 Imriel glanced uncertainly at me. I nodded. "My lord Pharaoh," hemurmured in schoolboy Hellene,
returning Pharaoh's bow.

 "A beautiful boy," Ptolemy Dikaios said to me.

 "Yes, my lord," I said politely. "My lord, if you will forgive mefor being importunate, it is incumbent upon
us to report to the household of Comte Raife Laniol, Ambassador de Penfars. Is it your intentionto see
us delivered there?"

 "In gilded chains, perhaps?" Pharaoh chuckled at the notion. "Paraded through the streets of Iskandria,
with the rescued D'AngelinePrince carried in a jeweled litter? Yes, that would look well for me,wouldn't
it? And I daresay your ambassador would be glad of it. Hefeels you made a fool of him in more ways
than one."

 I felt myself blanch, but kept my voice steady. "It is Pharaoh's privilege. Is it his will?"

 Ptolemy Dikaios rubbed his chin. "I've not decided. Somehow I suspect your Queen would not be as
pleased, after the attempt on theboy's life in Nineveh. Doubtless she would prefer not to have his identity
shouted throughout the city, especially given the large Akkadianpresence and the fact that no ships are
due to sail to Terre d'Ange untilspring." He smiled at my expression. "Ah, now, I've my own informantsin
Khebbel-im-Akkad, my dear. You needn't look surprised."

 "Ships can be obtained," I said. "My lord Pharaoh, if you will notdeliver us to the embassy, I must ask
you to let us go."

 "To de Penfars?" He raised his brows. "Hewill clap you in chains,you know. He's of a mind that the
Queen should charge you withtreason for the abduction of a member of the Royal House."

  

 "Enough." Pharaoh raised one hand, jeweled rings gleaming. "It isnot my affair to sit in judgement on
your guilt."

 "With all due respect, my lord," I said, "nor is it your place todetain us. We are D'Angeline citizens, and
whatever else we have done,we have broken no Menekhetan law."

 "Always thinking," he said with amusement, "always arguing,Phèdre nó Delaunay. Do you bargain with
your own sovereign thusly?"

 "No, my lord." I held his gaze. "But Ysandre de la Courcel doesnot play such games as you."

 He laughed. "She might, if she ruled Menekhet and not Terred'Ange. Those of us whose power rests
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precariously upon our wits learnto play them early. But you wrong me this time, Lady Phèdre. It is no
game I play, but an act of kindness on behalf of an old, dear friend.And where you go when you leave
my Palace is entirely up to you,although I might add that there is a very fine trade-ship sailing on the
morrow for La Serenissima, and I happen to know there are berthsopen."

 "My lord?"

 Ptolemy Dikaios took a sealed letter from the folds of his robe."The last time you were here, you gave to
me letters I would denyreceiving from your hand. This time, I have one such for you," he said,and tossed
it onto the table.

 I didn't need to see the seal. I knew the handwriting.

 It was Melisande Shahrizai's.

 EIGHTY-FOUR

 YOU  WROTEtoMelisande?" Joscelin's tone was outraged. "Youdidn't tell methat.'"

 "You didn't need to know," I murmured, reading the contents ofthe letter. Although the parchment was
unscented, I swore I could smellher fragrance. The thought of it, combined with hunger and weariness,
made me dizzy. And despite it all, her words set my mind to working!

 Joscelin took a deep breath and clenched his jaw, mindful of Pharaoh's presence. "What does she
want?" he asked, tight-lipped.

 I passed him the letter. "To see Imriel."

 Imri, looking pale, said nothing.

 "Well." Joscelin scanned the few lines and tossed the letter back onthe table, shaking his head. "Even if it
were possible . . . Elua. But it'snot, not with the two of us already standing to be accused of treason."

 "No one knows we're here?" I asked Ptolemy Dikaios.

 "No," he said. "Not unless your Ambassador de Penfars has hadsense to place informants among the
Menekhetans, which he has not "

 "Phèdre."

 "Imri," I said, ignoring Joscelin. "I have an idea. And if it works...if it works, it will do a great service for
Terre d'Ange. Are youwilling to help me?"

 Imriel nodded, tears in his eyes. "What do I have to do?"

 "See your mother," I said gently. "That's all."

 "Will it keep you and Joscelin from being accused of treason?" heasked.

 "I don't know," I said. "But it might protect Queen Ysandre andyour young cousins, her daughters, from
an untimely death."He swallowed. "I'll do it. Only because you ask.”
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 Joscelin put his head in his hands. "Phèdre. What are you planning?"

 "To strike a bargain with Melisande Shahrizai," I said, turning toPharaoh. "My lord, I think we will be
some hours discussing this. Doyou grant us leave to go?"

 Ptolemy Dikaios nodded at the door. "You will be escorted toquarters within the Palace and awakened
at dawn. You will give yourdecision to the guard posted at your door, a trusted captain of mine.He will
escort you to a covered carriage, containing your belongings. And there you will either be driven to the
harbor or the D'Angeline embassy, according to your choice. If it is the latter, I will enjoy dePenfars'
groveling thanks. If it is the former . . ."

 "I understand," I said. "No word of it will ever leave these walls."

 "Even so." The Pharaoh of Menekhet reached over to pat Imriel'scheek with his bejeweled hand. "Pity,"
he said. "I was hoping the young prince would owe me a favor for this, but it seems his gratitude lies
elsewhere."

 Imriel bared his teeth, eyes glittering with a fury I rememberedfrom Daršanga.

 "Imri," I murmured.

 Pharaoh snatched his hand back. "Does he bite?" he inquired dryly.

 "He might," I said. "His mother does. But I rather suspect youknew that already, my lord Pharaoh."

 Thus our final audience with Ptolemy Dikaios, whose cunning mademy skin prickle. We were escorted
from his presence to generous quarters, wherein we found our trunks undisturbed and apologetic
servantsbrought us a meal of cold bean-cakes and warmed-over lamb stew. And I had guessed aright,
for Joscelin and I went sleepless throughout thenight, arguing the matter in low voices while Imriel slept,
fitful andrestless. And all of the points Joscelin made were good and valid, foremost among them that we
could easily be walking into a trap.

 "We're not," I told him.

 "How can you be sure?"

 For that, I had no answer save one.

 Ihave no right to see him, and no right to ask it of you. This I know.I can say only that I am willing
to place myself in your debt for this, andswear in Kushiel's name that no harm will come to you, nor to
him.

 I knew Melisande Shahrizai.

 Joscelin capitulated in the end, although he looked sick at it. "Youknow this is like to go unrewarded," he
said. "If it even works."

 "Yes," I said. "I know."

 "Melisande doesn't have the power to threaten Ysandre's life." Hesounded uncertain. "Not any more."
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 I raised my eyebrows. "She has enough to convince the Pharaoh of Menekhet to play messenger-boy,
and Elua knows how many agentssearching for Imriel before she summoned us. Do you remember what
she said to Ysandre in La Serenissima?"

 "Yes," Joscelin said. "I remember."

 " 'I have always understood, if you have not, that we played agame,' " I said, quoting the words from
memory. " 'Do you take myson, we become enemies. Believe me, your majesty, you do not wantme as
an enemy.' "

 "I remember."

 "He's third in line for the throne, Joscelin."

 He glanced over at Imriel's sleeping form. "And you think you cankeep him there. With a promise. From
Melisande Shahrizai."

 I nodded.

 Joscelin sighed. "Tell me at least that this is some prompting ofKushiel's, or Blessed Elua, or the Name
of God stirring within you."

 "I wish I could," I whispered. "Oh, Joscelin! We're already up toour necks in trouble with Ysandre. As
far as she knows, we might bedead in Jebe-Barkal right now, slain by bandits and Imriel with us. Will it
really make it so much worse if we return by way of La Serenissimaand not Iskandria? For better or for
worse, Melisande loves her son,and that's the only cord that will bind her. We only have the chanceto try
it once."

 "Why?" he asked. "Why only once, why now?"

 I told him the card I meant to play.

 He sighed and rubbed aching temples. "All right. All right. We mayas well be hung for a cow as a calf at
this point. Ah, Elua, like as notit will be faster, if we're not killed or abducted in the process. I hope
Ricciardo Stregazza has kept our horses fit and ready for travel."

 "You see?" I said. "We would have had to go to La Serenissimaanyway."

 One of the Palace slaves awoke us at dawn, and I gave word tothe guard on duty outside our doors. He
nodded impassively and strode away, returning in short order with porters to bear our belongings backto
the covered carriage. No one in the Palace acknowledged our presence as we left. It was a strange
feeling. We had to hurry to catch theship, which was nearly ready to sail by the time we reached the
harbor.

 "La Serenissima?" one of the guards shouted to a sailor onboard.

 "Aye!"

 "Hold for three passengers!"
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 They waited while we were hustled aboard the ship, our trunksloaded. Joscelin snatched his weapons
from the guard's hands, slinginghis baldric over one shoulder and settling his belt about his waist.

 "Come on, then, hurry," the ship's captain said in Caerdicci, handson his hips. "We're out to catch the
last of the autumn winds."

 "Autumn," I murmured. "It's autumn?"

 "Aye. Nearly winter." He eyed me strangely, as well he might, forI wore one of my Jebean gowns,
pinned at the breast, with bracelets ofivory and gold encircling both wrists. I'd meant to have clothing
madein Iskandria, or begged some of Juliette Laniol, the Ambassador's wife."You're D'Angeline, my
lady?"

 "She is the Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève of Terred'Ange," Joscelin informed him,
adjusting his baldric.

 "Well, she's like to take a chill on the open sea in that attire," thecaptain said. He eyed me again. "Not
that I'm like to complain. Standby to weigh anchor!"

 And with that, we were off.

 EIGHTY-FIVE

 IT TOOK the last of our trader's coin to pay our passage aboard theship, and the berth was small. By
the time we were out of sight of land,the winds turned chilly, and I was forced to barter with one of the
Serenissiman sailors for a thick cloak of coarse-spun wool. He'd havegiven it to me for a kiss—which
Joscelin failed to note, being incapacitated with his customary battle with seasickness—but I paid him
insteadwith the crystal beads salvaged from one of my ruined gowns, whichwas more than the cloak was
worth.

 At least aboard the ship there was a good deal of time to talk, forwe had a good deal of talking to be
done, and much of it to Imriel. Ultimately, my plan rested on his decision, and I meant to be certain it was
wholly his.

 "Why is Queen Ysandre so angry at you?" he wanted to know."Because of me? But it was my fault—I
followed you."

 "I know," I said. "But we could have returned you. And that wasour choice." And I explained to him
once again the long history of hisfamily, House Courcel, and the blood-quarrels that had divided it, and
how Ysandre wished to make an end of it by bringing him into thefold. "It's a noble purpose, Imri. You'll
like her. You'll like her verymuch. I do. There is no one I admire more."

 He frowned, sitting cross-legged on deck in his Jebean breeches andchamma. It was still warm in the
sun if one sat out of the wind. "ValèreL'Envers wants me dead."

 "It may be," I said. "But Nineveh is a long way from the City ofElua."

 "Where her father is the Royal Commander."

 "Yes," I said. "He is that."
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 There was nothing childish about Imriel's face as he considered it.

 "House L'Envers will not be pleased with the Queen's decision. Andthey are powerful."

 "Not more powerful than the Queen," I said.

 He bent his head and fiddled with the pouch at his belt, his voicenearly inaudible. "You said you wouldn't
leave me."

 "Nor would I," I said gently, touching his arm. "Imri, listen to me.You have strong feelings for Joscelin
and I because we found you inthe worst of all possible places."

  

 "No!"The word came out sharper and more harsh than I intended.I sighed and ran a hand through my
wind-disheveled locks. I was making a mess of this conversation. "Imriel. We love you dearly, Joscelin
and I both. If it were only that. . . Elua! We would adopt you in aheartbeat."

 He looked at me with the terrible hunger only an abandoned childcan muster.

 So be it, then. I couldn't bear to leave him in anguish. But I hadto be certain. "You remember how you
hated me in Daršanga?" I askedhim.

 Imriel nodded.

 "And how the way I was frightened you, after Saba?"

 He nodded again.

 "Well." I drew a shuddering breath. "It's part of who I am, Imri;ofwhat I am. And that. . . that will never
change, while I live. Themanner of it may, but the nature remains the same. I am ananguissette,Kushiel's
Chosen. Some of the worst things you have endured . . . thoseare things I have known freely, of my own
will. Do you understandthat?"

 "Yes," he murmured.

 "You've Kushiel's blood in your own veins." I took one of hishands in mine and turned it over, showing
him the blue veins thatcoursed in his fine wrist. "One day, you will know it. And it will makematters more
difficult.”

 "No!" He snatched his hand away. "Never! I am not like that. Likehim."His face contorted with loathing.
"Likeher."

 Like the Mahrkagir.

 Like his mother.

 "No," I said, "you're not. You are your own. But you're half-Kusheline, Imriel, of one of the oldest and
purest bloodlines in therealm. And betimes it will out. Betimes you will despise me, as you didin
Daršanga. There was nothing said of me there that was not true.And betimes you may despise Joscelin,
who knows it, and chooses toremain. It is a great mystery, Kushiel's mercy. The part I understandis the
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part thatyields. Your birthright is the other part."

 His face worked. "I don't want it. I don't! Why are you telling methis?"

 "Because it is true," I said softly. "And these are things you needto know if it is your wish, truly your
wish, to be adopted into myhousehold."

 Imriel caught his breath; not daring to breathe, not daring to hope.I knew that feeling too well. "Do you
mean it?" The words emergedin a breathless rush.

  

 And that was all I got out before Imriel flung himself on me, hisarms in a stranglehold about my neck. All
I could do was hold him,not understanding a word of the incomprehensible syllables he gaspedinto my
hair. All the fears I had, all the pitfalls I saw ahead as he grewto manhood—they measured as nothing
next to this. All I could do washold him hard and blink ineffectually at the tears that stung my eyes.

 "What did I miss? Has someone died?"

 It was Joscelin, emerged at last from his bout of seasickness, standing on the deck and regarding us
with perplexity. Imriel relinquishedhis grip on me to greet Joscelin with a wordless shout of joy, taking a
standing leap into his arms. Joscelin caught him and staggered.

 "I take it you told him," he said to me over Imriel's head.

 "Mm-hmm."

 "Well." Joscelin bent his head to kiss Imriel's cheek. "I hope youdon't think it'salways going to be this
exciting in our household, love."

 And Imriel, overwrought, burst into tears.

 It took some time to calm him, and more time to explain the procedures that must needs occur for the
adoption to take place. It did notmean, I told him sternly, that he would no longer be a member ofHouse
Courcel. If he wished, when he gained his majority at the ageof eighteen, he had the right to repudiate his
House, although I did notthink he would or should. We both of us, I said, stressing the fact,expected him
to acknowledge his lineage and become acquainted withhis kin and heritage. When his presence was
requested at the Palace,we would comply. Whatever terms Ysandre de la Courcel dictated onthat score,
we would accede to on Imriel's behalf.

 "But I can live with you?" Imri asked.

 "Yes," I said, my heart swelling absurdly. "You can."

 After his first delirious reaction had passed, Imriel settled into calmness. He glowed, though. He glowed
with a solemn and private joy. I watched him aboard the ship, and how the sailors taught him their craft
willingly, how the other passengers—merchants, for the most part—smiled as he passed. A deep,
abiding fear had eased in him, a reservethat held itself half-flinching, prepared for a blow, ready to
surface at aharsh word, a hint of cruelty.

 "We did well," Joscelin murmured, his arm about my shoulders.
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 "I know," I said.

 "It won't be easy."

 "I know." Elua knew, it wouldn't.

 "We'll make it work." Joscelin turned me to face him. "We alwaysdo."

 "I know," I said for the third time, and kissed him. "I know."

 There was a good deal more to be discussed before we reached theharbor of La Serenissima, and that
we did. Imriel listened gravely tomy plan and nodded his consent. I was not worried about his discretion.
He had kept silent about the rebellion in Daršanga and given naught away. After that, this was easy.

 Except that it involved Melisande.

 So we sailed north, and the winds grew cold and cutting, the sea choppy and grey, fraught with
unexpected storms. The passengers tookto their berths as we sailed northward up the Caerdicci coast,
drawing ever nearer to La Serenissima.

 We reached La Dolorosa, the black isle.

 Joscelin and I stood on deck as the ship sailed past it.

 It is all very different, now. The fortress where I was imprisoned stands abandoned and crumbling, and
the sailors whistled absentmindedly as we passed, going about their business as they acknowledged the
goddess Asherat's awesome grief for her slain son out of habit rather than fear. They tell stories about it
still; I know, I have heard them. Iam a part of them. This time, no one who would remember noticed,for
which I was grateful.

 A fraying length of hempen rope, supporting fragments of woodenplanks bleached silver-grey with salt
spray and time, still twisted in the wind, banging against the basalt cliffs. It had been a bridge, once,
swaying over the dangerous sea and crags below. We had crossed that bridge, both of us. I walking it,
Melisande's prisoner. And he...he, crawlingbeneath it, inch by torturous inch.

 Joscelin reached for my hand and our fingers entwined as wewatched La Dolorosa pass.

 There were things we spared Imriel, and that was one of them. He had reason enough to hate his mother
already; he had no need of ours.My imprisonment in La Dolorosa, the cruel slaying of my loyal chev
aliers Fortun and Remy . . . these things were not secret, and doubtlesshe would learn them, in time.Now
was too soon.

 It is always too soon, with children.

 "The Spear of Bellonus!" called the sharp-eyed lookout, sightingthe landmark. "La Serenissima lies
ahead!"

 And it was so.

 We entered La Serenissima.
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 EIGHTY-SIX

 CESARE STREGAZZA, the ancient Doge, was dead.

 It was not a surprise, since he had already outlived expectations byten years. What was surprising was
that his son Ricciardo had notsucceeded him.

 "Oh, I daresay hecould have," his wife Allegra told us after welcoming us to Villa Gaudio with a dozen
questions in her gaze, and toomuch courtesy to ask them. "But it would have been an ugly election,and a
divisive one. Sestieri Navis holds a good deal of sway in the city, and after Lorenzo Pescaro concluded
such a lucrative deal with theCommander of the Illyrian Merchant Fleet, his supporters doubled. Inthe
end, Ricciardo decided he was content to continue sitting on theConsiglio Maggiore and representing the
Scholae. It's all he ever reallywanted, anyway."

 "The Illyrian Merchant Fleet?" I asked. "The trade restrictions havebeen lifted?"

 Allegra nodded. "Completely, as of this past spring. The Ban ofIllyria immediately appointed a
Commander and gave him a great dealof autonomy. A clever fellow, they say, and a bold one. Seems
there'sbeen a cessation of piracy since his appointment."

 "Not..." I looked at her sparkling eyes. "No!"

 "Kazan Atrabiades?" Allegra laughed at my expression. "Indeed,the very same. I see you remember him,
my dear."

 In such a manner did we renew our acquaintance and Allegra sharedsuch news as she had heard from
Terre d'Ange, none of which, to myrelief, was noteworthy. It was not until evening, after we had dined
and Imriel had been installed in a bed in one of the villa's many guest rooms,that the discussion turned to
our purpose here.

 "You must be wondering— " I began.

 "Phèdre." Allegra cut me short. "Twelve years ago, your warningsaved Ricciardo's life. If not for that. . ."
She shook her head. "We arein your debt. If Ricciardo were here, he would say the same. Whateveraid
you require is yours. I don't need to know your purpose."

 "I think you do, my lady," Joscelin said quietly. "We've incurredthe Queen's displeasure, and she may
not look favorably on those who aid us."

 Allegra Stregazza shrugged. "When has Ysandre de la Courcel ever lookedfavorably on the Stregazza?
Not that we haven't given her amplereason. But Terre d'Ange wields less influence in La Serenissima than
once it did, and Ysandre has a name for being fair. I do not think weneed fear her displeasure for
repaying a debt of honor."

 "Nonetheless," I said. "Joscelin's right. And if anything goes awry,better you should know, Allegra."

 She glanced toward the marble stair leading to the upper floors ofthe villa. "It's about the boy, isn't it?
He's Prince Benedicte's son."

 "You knew?"
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 "Only because Ricciardo saw his mother unveiled in the Temple ofAsherat when you . . . interrupted . . .
the ceremony of investiture. Hedescribed her to me." She smiled faintly. "He said it was as wellwomen's
beauty held little sway over him, or he would have feared hereven more than he did. I have that, at least,
to be thankful for. Areyou..."Allegra hesitated,"...are you planning to return him to her?"

 "No!" Joscelin and I said in unison.

 "Asherat be praised." She sighed. "I was afraid to ask."

 We told her, then, something of our plan, and the adventures thathad befallen us since we left La
Serenissima a year and more ago topursue the Name of God in Menekhet. A shortened version, to be
sure,but enough to widen her eyes. There are few people in my life I trustimplicitly. Allegra Stregazza was
not one of them, but she came very close to it.

 "You're right to fear Melisande's influence," she said somberly whenwe had finished. "Cesare never did,
and Lorenzo Pescaro . . . well, hisinterest lies in ships and trade, and little else. No one knows what truly
passes in the Temple of Asherat-of-the-Sea; no one except the priestessesand eunuchs, and they're a
close-mouthed lot. But I have heard rumors,this year past. You know I continue to work with the
Courtesans'Scholae? They hear things no one else does, though I suppose I don'tneed to tell you that, my
dear."

 "Rumors?" I inquired.

 A servant entered the room to replenish our glasses of rich Caerdiccired. After months without, it was a
luxury beyond words to drink good wine. Allegra thanked him graciously, waiting until he left. "Rumors,"
she said, then. "Of a secret cult of worship."

 "OfMelisande?" My voice cracked.

 Joscelin merely swore.

 "She took the Veil of Asherat the minute she entered La Serenissima," Allegra said. "She claimed
sanctuary and has endured exile inthe Temple without complaint for twelve years. She is a mother be
reaved. And though few have seen her face, her beauty is renowned. Ittakes little more to spark the
beginnings of a legend."

 "She is also," I observed, "a convicted traitor condemned to execution."

 "So Terre d'Ange claims. It is easy for people to disbelieve, here.Whatever allegations have been made
of her, nothing was proved in La Serenissima." Allegra's expression was grave. "They are rumors, noth
ing more. But you are right to fear."

 "Wonderful," Joscelin said sourly, putting his head in his hands."So now we worry that some
Serenissiman fanatic will declare MelisandeShahrizai the living avatar of Asherat-of-the-Sea and set out
on a holymission to destroy her enemies?"

 "No, love." I smiled at him. "That's why you and I are here."

 We talked long into the night, the three of us, and Allegra agreedto the arrangements I requested. I slept
poorly and woke early, spendingmy time composing a reply to Melisande's letter. It wasn't easy. In the
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end, I kept it simple and to the point.

 Swear to me in Kushiel's name that I will have no cause to regret itand you shall see your son.

 Summoned by Allegra, Ricciardo Stregazza arrived at Villa Gaudiothat morning, and we went through
the entire story again. This time,Imriel was present for it, listening with his eyes shadowed and wary,
pained at the living reminders of his parents' treason. Not until Ric ciardo and Allegra's son Lucio, now
sixteen and filled with good-naturedmanful pride, took Imri to the stables to choose a mount of his own
did his spirits lighten.

 "He's a good lad, isn't he?" Ricciardo said, watching them go.

 "Yes," I said. "That, and more."

 My message was delivered by way of an anonymous courier, astone-mason from one of the Scholae
Ricciardo represented. We waitedat Villa Gaudio for the man to make his slow return. Allegra took uson
a tour of her gardens, where a few late-blooming blossoms lingered.

 "I'm sorry," she apologized, glancing at Joscelin. "My lord Cassiline, this must be terribly dull for you."

 "No." He gave her his best Cassiline bow. "Not at all, my lady Allegra. I am passing fond of gardens."

 I remembered how we had first come here together at Ricciardo's invitation, when Joscelin and I had
scarce been speaking to one another.Such a haven it had seemed!We had gardens in Montrève, too,
although there are as many herbs as flowers. Richeline Purnell, who is my sen eschal's wife, tends them
lovingly. Joscelin knelt in one for many hourscontemplating his anguish and his Cassiline vows, the day I
told him Iwas returning to Naamah's Service to answer Melisande's challenge.

 That seemed a very long time ago.

 Ricciardo's stone-mason returned before dusk, bearing a letter witha single phrase written on it.

 Iswear it.

 The handwriting was shaky. It was not noticeable, not to one whodidn't know it well, not to one whose
own hand wasn't trained in theelegant formal script of D'Angeline nobility and adepts of the Court of
Night-Blooming Flowers. I noticed.

 Melisande's hand had trembled as she wrote it.

 My heart quickened within my breast and my breathing grew shallow. My blood beat in my ears,
sounding out the Name of God, whilea different name throbbed in my pulse. Blessed Elua, I prayed, let
me be strong.

 It was a sober meal we passed that night, and much of it due tomy own distraction. Ricciardo and
Allegra's daughter Sabrina joined us,along with her husband. In the year we had been gone, their
studious,even-tempered daughter had surprised them by falling in love with apoet, a minor son of one of
the Hundred Worthy Families. They were wed now, and her belly just beginning to swell with their
first-born. Inoted the tender pride which with she carried herself and thought onthe mysteries of life.

 "You feel it?" she asked Imriel, inviting him to lay his hands onher. "It will begin to move, soon."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 His face was a study in solemn awe. "I helped Liliane to deliver akid, once," he told her. "It was
backward, but it came out all right,because she was there. Brother Selbert always called on her to attend
when a goat was birthing.”

 "Well." Sabrina smiled. "Then I know who to call upon, if themidwife has troubles."

 The goat-herd prince. I remembered the stories they had told ofhim at the Sanctuary of Elua, and the
simple-minded acolyte Lilianewhom animals trusted, and my heart ached. He should have had thatlife,
should have grown to manhood there in the mountains of Siovale, fit and happy, scrambling over crags.

 It should have been so.

 But there still would have been Melisande.

 We left for the Temple in the morning, travelling by a hired gondola. Ricciardo and Allegra would have
gladly given their own vessels, their own guards to attend us, but I preferred it this way. If aught went
awry, no taint of it would fall upon them. We travelled the waterwaysof the mainland and crossed to the
islanded city, shivering a little inthe cold air. I'd meant to procure new attire, but in the end, some whim
made me wear my Jebean garb, Ras Lijasu's finest gift, with a borrowedcloak flung over it, gold and
ivory bangles at both wrists. Let Melisande,I thought, remember how far we had travelled.

 It was a bright day despite the chill, and La Serenissima shonebrightly under the wintry sun, and brightest
of all the Temple ofAsherat-of-the-Sea with its gilded domes. We disembarked at the bustling Campo
Grande, where no one looked strangely at threeD'Angelines in Jebean attire. I listened to the merchants'
cries as theyhawked their wares in a babble of competing tongues, understandingmore than I ever had
before. In front of the Temple, the eunuchs stoodimpassive with their ceremonial spears. They had
chosen to be unmanned, or so it was said. I thought of Rushad and Erich the Skaldi, and wondered how
Uru-Azag was faring in the city of Nineveh.

 "Well?" Joscelin laid a hand on my shoulder. Imriel stuck close byhis side, unmoved by the marvels of
the marketplace of the CampoGrande. The shadow of fear was back in his eyes. "Are you ready?"

 "You're sure?" I asked Imri.

 He nodded slowly despite his fear, his jaw setting with a familiar stubbornness.

 "Yes," I said to Joscelin. "We're ready."

 EIGHTY-SEVEN

 "IMRIEL."

 One word, nothing more; half-breathed, a plea, an involuntaryprayer. If I could, I would have stopped
my ears against the depths ofemotion in it—pain, sorrow, remorse and a relief so keen it made myheart
ache.

 I couldn't bear to look at her.

 Imriel stood still and tense within her chambers, his face bloodlessbeneath its tan. "Mother."
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 Melisande glanced swiftly at me, and I had to look at her. "Heknows," I said. "Ysandre's men told him.
One of them lost a brotherat Troyes-le-Mont."

 The knowledge was bitter to her. I watched her absorb it like ablow, the smooth eyelids flickering. Why
was it that nothing on earthseemed to mar her beauty? Time had only burnished it; grief onlydeepened it.
"I am sorry," she said to Imriel. "Believe me when I tellyou I am so very sorry for what you have
endured."

 "Why?" He took a step forward, quivering with rage and tears."Why?'

 It was the question, the child's eternal question, directed at last toone who had much for which to
answer. Melisande bore it unflinching."Oh, Imriel," she said softly. "So many reasons, and so few. Would
you know them all? It would be a long time in the telling."

 "Peopledied because of you!" he spat.

 "Yes." Her voice was steady. "And people have died because ofYsandre de la Courcel, and because of
Phèdre nó Delaunay, too. MessireVerreuil here has dispatched a good many of them himself. Do you
despise them because of it?"

 "No." Imriel sounded uncertain. Joscelin shot a concerned look atme, and I shook my head
imperceptibly. "That's different."

 "It's different because you know their story, theirside of the story."Melisande's face was impossibly
calm. "You don't know mine. You haveasked. Will you hear it?"

 We were standing, all of us, at odd angles to one another, awkwardand formal. Winter sunlight filled the
marbled chambers and a pair ofcharcoal braziers provided warmth. In the background, the unseen foun
tain splashed. Imriel turned to me, tears in his eyes.

 "I don't want to know," he said in Jeb'ez. "I shouldn't have asked.Do I have to listen?"

 "No." I shook my head. "The choice is yours."

 "Is it true?"

 I regarded Melisande, whose gaze had sharpened upon hearing herson address me in an unfamiliar
tongue. "Yes," I said to Imriel inD'Angeline. "It is true. Every story has two sides, even your mother's."

 Joscelin shifted, but offered no comment.

 Imriel stared at his mother.

 There was no escaping the resemblance between them, nor everwould be. The shape of his chin, he'd
got from his father, and thestraight line of his brows. Everything else was hers—the elegant bonesof his
face, the clear brow, the generous, sensual mouth, the blue-blackhair that fell in ripples rather than curls.
And the eyes, Elua, the eyes!

 "No," he said finally, his voice harsh. "I know enough. I don't wantto hear more."

 Melisande inclined her head. "It is as you wish, Imriel. Remember it is there."
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 He turned back to me. "Can we go, now?"

 "Yes," I said. "If it's what you want."

 He nodded, his face sick and pleading.

 "Then go with Joscelin," I said gently. "You can make an offering to Asherat-of-the-Sea, who once
saved my life. I will stay a moment,and speak with your mother."

 They went, Imriel placing his hand trustingly in Joscelin's, Joscelingave me a dour warning glance as they
went, but never spoke a word.And Melisande watched them go, and I felt against my skin the bitter
intensity of her longing. When they left, she sat down on the couchwith a shuddering sigh, passing both
hands blindly over her face.

 "How is he, truly?" she asked me.

 I remained standing. "Whole enough in body, my lady. He has nightmares.”

 Melisande lifted her gaze. "Do I want to know why?"

 "No." I shook my head. "You don't."

 She looked away. "And I am in your debt, twice-over. Do I want to know what you endured to find
him, Phèdre?"

 "No." I couldn't rid myself of a terrible compassion. "No, my lady,you do not."

 "The kingdom that died and lives." Melisande laughed withoutmirth. "Drujan. Jahanadar, the land of fires.
Ptolemy Dikaios feared it,I know that much, and he is a learned man. It lies under the rule of
Khebbel-im-Akkad now, had you heard?"

 "No."

 "It seems they surrendered peaceably." She eyed me. "Passingstrange, when even the Khalif s
formidable army feared to cross itsborders. So, I understand, did Lord Amaury's men."

 I said nothing.

 Melisande sighed. "What of the men who harmed my son?"

 "They are dead."

 Her face hardened. "You swear to it?"

 "Yes." I thought of Imriel, checking time and again to make certainthat the Kereyit Tatar warlord Jagun
was dead; and I thought of Mahrk-agir's heart beating beneath my hand, his brilliant, trusting eyes as I
positioned the hairpin against his breast. "I swear to it."

 "You took my son to Jebe-Barkal."
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 "Yes." I crossed over to the low table where a tray of refreshmentssat ignored, pouring myself a glass of
wine. My mouth was dry withfear. "I did."

 "Why?"

 Her gaze was sharper than Kaneka's hairpins. I kept my face neutralas I sat on the couch opposite her
and sipped my wine. "Do you know,he followed us? He pulled one of your own tricks, my lady, trading
cloaks with a Tyrean serving-lad. Elua knows what Lord Amaury madeof it when he discovered it."

 "You could have sent him back."

 "Shall we play a game?" I asked softly, curling into a corner of thecouch. "Yes, my lady, we could have.
But it would have cost me aseason's wait, while my friend Hyacinthe, my one true friend, descendsslowly
into madness. That's why I went, remember? That's why I accepted your bargain. And in the end, Imriel
too had a part to play."

 "You found what you sought."

 I gazed at Melisande, feeling the Name of God present on the tipof my tongue, sounding in the throb of
my blood. It was there, writtenin the immaculate geometry of her features, in the framework of boneand
the flesh that sheathed it, a fearful beauty. "Yes," I said. "I did."

 Never, never show your hand. It is the first law of barter, of gamesof skill. And it is not my strength,
which lies inyielding. It was hard,so hard to wait, to hold her gaze. But I did, and it was Melisande who
looked away first. "And now you will give my son to Ysandre," she murmured.

 I took another sip of wine. "That, my lady, depends upon you."

 Her eyes blazed, and the color rose in her cheeks. "What do youmean?"

 "I will tell you," I said, "what I offer. And I will tell you what Irequire in return. I am willing, my lady, to
adopt Imriel into mine own household. And as such . . ." My voice caught in my throat. "Ah, Melisande!
I can't make him love you. You poisoned that well yourself,long before he was born. But I can promise
that he will be left free tomake his own choices, and I will not turn him against you, not wittingly. If you
wish to correspond with him, I will see your missives delivered.Whether or not he reads them is up to
him. One day, he may be willing to hear your story. If it is so, I will let him. I would allow him choice.That
is what I offer."

 "Ysandre would never permit it."

 "She would," I said, "if I claimed it as the boon she owes me. Ihold the Companion's Star, my lady. It
was seen and witnessed by theflower of D'Angeline nobility. It is the one thing Ysandre cannot refuse."

 Melisande studied me. "Why?"

 I touched the hollow of my bare throat, where once her diamondhad lain. "Why did you pay the price of
my marque, so long ago?Why did you set me free?"

 A distant smile flickered over her features. "To see what you would do."

 "Even so." I nodded. "I would see what Imriel would do, what hewould become, were he free to
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choose. After what he has endured, itis the least he deserves. But I have my own safety to consider, and
thatof those who are beholden to me."

 "The Cassiline," Melisande said dryly.

 "Among others," I said. "Yes, Joscelin first of all, but there areothers. Ti-Philippe, my chevalier . . . you
remember him, my lady? His comrades were slain on Prince Benedicte's orders. And there is Eugenie,my
Mistress of the Household, and others, in Montrève . . . my seneschal, Purnell Friote and his wife
Richeline, and others, too many to count. I am fond of your son, Melisande; passing fond. But while you
plot against the throne, we are all in danger of being accused of conspiracy. I will not jeopardize them
on his behalf. I require safeguards."

 That was the lie, the bluff. I delivered it unblinking, and Melisande'sgaze searched my face. "You said
there was a price," she said at length.

 It was all I could do to keep from sighing with relief.

 "Two things," I said, holding up two fingers. "One: You will swearto me, in Kushiel's name, that you will
do naught to jeopardize thelives of Ysandre de la Courcel and her daughters. Two: You will makeno
attempt to leave this place, but will live out your days in sanctuary,seeking only penitence and not
worship."

 Melisande laughed.

 I waited.

 "Ah, Phèdre!" Leaning forward, she brushed my cheek with herfingertips. Her touch stung like a lash,
and I closed my eyes against it. "One," Melisande said tenderly, her voice redolent of smoke and honey.
"Two conditions have you set me, Phèdre. Do you take my son, and raise him without teaching him to
hate me more than he does now, Iwill grant you one. Only one. And the choosing of it is yours."

 It was hard not to lean into her touch. It stirred me, stirred thingsin me I had not felt since Daršanga. I
had thought, after that, I mightnever yearn for such tender cruelty again. I was wrong. Melisande'sscent
surrounded me, clouding my faculties. Even the Sacred Name itselfblurred under her fingers, turning to
incomprehensible syllables, mytongue grown thick with desire. I wanted to touch her, to taste her, to
kneel at her feet.

 "The first," I said, feeling the pulse beating betwixt my thighs. "OnKushiel's name. Swear you will not
raise your hand, nor any other's,against Ysandre and her daughters."

 "I swear it." Melisande withdrew her hand. "In Kushiel's name, Iswear it."

 I stood, feeling giddy. "Then I will raise your son as my own, mylady."

 "So be it."

 I got halfway to the door before her voice stopped me.

 "Why did you do it?" Melisande asked, holding me with her wondering gaze. "Surely, you had done all
that was in your power, andmore. My oath didn't bind you unto near-certain death. You had yourquest,
and the key to the Name of God. Why did you abandon it towalk alone, with only that mad Cassiline to
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protect you, into a landeven the most hardened Akkadian warrior feared? Was it only to free my son?"

 I paused, and shook my head. "No, my lady. My oath took me toKhebbel-im-Akkad, no further. For
the rest, I can say only that it wasElua's will, and part of a pattern more vast than I could have guessed.
All of it. There was . . . there was somewhat in Drujan that Ptolemy Dikaios was right to fear, a shadow
that might have fallen over us all,had it lived. But it is gone, now. A great ill has been averted. Thiswould
not have happened if I had not gone."

 Melisande's face was very still. "Then Imriel did not suffer in vain."

 "No," I said, and shook my head again, pitying her against my will."Not wholly, my lady, and not only in
retribution for your crimes.There was a purpose to it greater than Kushiel's justice alone."

 Her eyes closed, and her lips moved in a prayer of thanksgiving. Itwas not a thing meant for me to see,
and I turned once more to go.

 "Phèdre."

 After all these years and all that I knew of her, my name on herlips still brought me up short. Melisande
might as well have had me ona lead. I stood despairing and watched as she rose from the couch,crossing
to approach me. Squares of winter sunlight lay upon the marblefloor, and sunlight gleamed on the Veil of
Asherat, drawn back to liein a glittering net on her blue-black hair. Her hands, pale as ivory, withlong
tapering fingers, rose to cup my face with infinite tenderness andthe promise of immaculate cruelty.
Caught between the desire to fleeand to stay, I caught my breath, my heart beating too fast, erratic.

 "Phèdre." Melisande smiled, her eyes as deep blue and fathomlessas the evening sky. "You're a dreadful
liar."

 I drew in a shaking breath, trembling under her touch. "I've neverlied to you."

 "No?" The corners of her lovely mouth curled with amusement."Let us say then that there are certain
things you failed to mention,such as the attempts upon Imriel’s life made in Khebbel-im-Akkad. Asfor the
rest, I will say only this. One day—not soon, but one day—tell my son that this bargain I have made with
you today is my gift tohim, the only one he would accept from me. And I, I will rest easierin the
knowledge that he will be safer with you and your Cassiline thananywhere in the City of Elua, for you will
permit no dangerous intriguesunder your roof, and the two of you will protect him to the death."She
looked at my expression and laughed. "Oh, Phèdre! Did you thinkI would not see that he loves you, and
is loved in turn? Even Joscelinsought to protect him from me. And you . . . my dear, you could nosooner
turn away love than you could erase the prick of Kushiel's Dartfrom your eye."

 Feverish with desire and fear, I struggled to frame a reply.

 Melisande ignored my efforts and kissed me.

 The Name of God ignited in my skull, blazing under the touch ofher lips, her tongue. I saw our paths
crossing and recrossing, the myriadpaths ofmight-have-been. All the scenarios that might have
happened,had events not fallen out as they did. And in each and every one, ourfates were intertwined. In
one, she joined forces with Anafiel Delaunayand stoodin loco parentis to me, a relationship as fraught
with difficulttensions as the worst possibilities I feared for Imriel. In another, she wed Baudoin de
Trevalion, and I served as plaything to both. In another, I stood beside her, gazing at the poisoned
corpse of Waldemar Selig, knowing myself the agent of his death.
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 All of these, and more.

 All that might have been.

 Melisande raised her head and released me. "Take care of my son."

 "I will." How I got out the words, through a throat choked tight with longing and vision and the Name of
God, I will never know—but I did. Melisande only nodded.

 She had always, always known me better than anyone else.

 "Good-bye, Phèdre."

 EIGHTY-EIGHT

 I ENTERED the Temple of Asherat to find Joscelin engaged in describing to Imriel events that had
transpired therein some twelve yearspast, standing in the corner and whispering as he pointed to the
balconyopposite the mighty effigy. The priestesses of Asherat frowned visiblybehind their veils and
muttered, displeased.

 Asherat-of-the-Sea, immortal and less easily discomfited, maintainedher solemn gaze across the
emptiness of domed space, crowned withstars. Like the One God's Sacred Name, her mystery had
enduredlonger than mortal memory, and it would endure too when we hadgone, passing to the true Terre
d'Ange-that-lies-beyond.

 Because I knew it was so, I laughed.

 Joscelin lifted his head in answer and smiled at me. And there wasno covert message in his smile, no dire
knowledge, only simple gladnessat my presence. "Did she agree to it?"

 I nodded and held out one hand to Imriel.

 He came warily, the old fear riding him. "She promised?"

 "Yes," I said. "Not all of it. Only the important part."

 "Will she keep her promise?" His shadowed eyes searched my face.

 "She will," I said. "And we will gohome."

 From the Temple, we went to the Banco Tribuno where I still hadnotes of promise on record from my
factor in the City of Elua, MessireBrenin. His Serenissiman contact there remembered me well, and
forboreto comment on the strangeness of our Jebean attire. I signed a scrip forfunds sufficient to our
purpose, and we went thence to the tailors' quarter and commissioned travelling garb in the
Serenissiman style, bright-hued velvets and heavy capes trimmed with ermine. It was overly ornatefor my
tastes, but far more suitable for the cold Caerdicci winters.

 "You didn't have to get the ermine trim," Joscelin observed.

 I regarded him over the fur collar of my new cloak. "I am theComtesse de Montrève, after all. Don't you
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think I ought to look thepart?"

 As always, there were other arrangements to be made. Had it merelybeen Joscelin and I, we would
have travelled as before, just the two ofus—but there was Imriel to consider, and I had not forgotten the
bandits that had attacked us last time we travelled between Terre d'Ange andCaerdicca Unitas. To that
end, Ricciardo Stregazza found us an escort,mercenaries he was willing to vouch for personally, sailors
out of workuntil the spring trade resumed. And there were all the usual questions to consider, supplies
and routes, water and fodder and the rest.

 There was one other matter, too.

 I debated it, but in the end, I chose to send a letter to SeverioStregazza, who is the lord of the Little
Court, now—thePalazzo Immortali, he renamed it. He inherited it some time after the death of his
grandfather, who was Prince Benedicte de la Courcel.

 I had known Severio well, once; he had been a patron of mine. He is still the only man who has ever
asked to wed me, and I even considered it...for a moment. It is as well for both of us that I said no.But
he is also the only one of Imriel's Serenissiman kin surviving whohas not committed some manner of
murder or treason.

 Severio's aunt, Thérèse, took part in the assassination of IsabelL'Envers de la Courcel, Ysandre's
mother. I will never forget that, forit is the knowledge for which my foster-brother, Alcuin, risked his
life—and it was the knowledge Delaunay used to buy a dubious alliance withDuc Barquiel L'Envers.

 Barquiel had Severio's uncle Dominic killed for it. I don't forgetthat, either.

 And Severio's mother Marie-Celeste, who was Prince Benedicte'seldest daughter—Marie-Celeste
masterminded the plot to have old Cesare removed as Doge, and her husband Marco installed in his
stead. Orso they say, in La Serenissima. It was Marie-Celeste who suborned theTemple of Asherat, of
that I was certain. Melisande had always been careful to avoid blasphemy.

 It is why I knew she would keep her oath.

 Even now, if a cult grew around her exile, I did not doubt that shechose her words with care, making no
claims that might offend thegods, knowing all the while what effect they might have on Asherat'smortal
adherents. And I did not doubt that her genius lay behind Marie-Celeste's treason.

 Be as that may; Severio, like his uncle Ricciardo, was one of thegood ones, afflicted with the scruples so
many of his family lacked. Iwrote to him from Villa Gaudio, stressing the need for discretion.

 Ricciardo's courier was returned posthaste, in an elegant bissonethat bore the Stregazza arms of the
carrack-and-tower framed by a pairof the arch-necked swans of House Courcel. A half-dozen
noblemenfrom the Immortali, Severio's beloved club, accompanied it. I recognized their leader, clad in a
sweeping cloak of blue velvet, lined with saffron-yellow.

 "Contessa," he cried as their helmsman maneuvered the gilded craftalongside Villa Gaudio's dock.
"Contessa, come back, and break myheart again!"

 "Benito Dândi," I said, smiling.

 He grinned, and swept a bow. "You remembered!"
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 I did remember. The Immortali had saved my life in the Templeof Asherat. And Severio Stregazza had
led them to it, intervening evenas I held the point of a dagger to my own throat, obedient to Melisande's
will, desperate to stop her at all costs.

 "Of course," I said, while Joscelin raised his brows. "My lordBenito . . . Severiodid tell you I begged his
discretion?"

 "Oh, yes." Benito's grin widened, and he indicated the silk-draped canopy of the bissone. "Under there,
no one will see you, but we trusted Immortali will know the pleasure of your visage, which is all the
rewardwe ask. Sir Cassiline, you, of course, are welcome to keep your weapons," he said with a certain
deference — Joscelin's duel with the Cassilinetraitor David de Rocaille remained legend among those
who had witnessed it. "And you..."He bowed again, this time to Imriel, his faceopenly curious. "You
must be the kinsman. Welcome, young lord."

 We made our way to the former Little Court, entering through thegates off the Grand Canal, where
Benito Dândi leapt to the quai tousher us ashore, and the guards waved us through. It was strange, after
so long. The air was bright and crisp, reflecting off the water of thecanals to cast wavering reflections on
the cool marble. Imriel gazed atit in wonderment.

 "You were born here," I told him.

 He swallowed. "I don't ... I don't feel a part of it."

 "No." I stroked his hair. "I suppose not. Neither did your father, not truly. He wanted a son of pure
D'Angeline blood. But it is a part of your history, and you should know it."

 "And Severio may be an ally," he said.

 Much as I hated to see Imri's face take on that unchildish cast, I nodded. "Politics."

 It would be a reality in his life, in ours. Always.

 The Little Court had changed. The touches, the D'Angeline niceties, remained; vases in the alcove
niches, rich carpets on cold marble floors. These had been augmented by Serenissiman decor—elaborate
wooden carvings, inlaid mosaics depicting the exploits of the Stregazzaline all the way back to Marcus
Aurelius Strega.

 Severio received us privately in his chambers, for which I was grateful. I do not have fond memories of
the throne-room in that place, which is where Remy and Fortun died.

 "Phèdre," he said in Caerdicci, opening his arms to embrace me and give me the D'Angeline kiss of
greeting. "It has been too long."

 I embraced him in turn. Severio had grown solid with status andcontentment, wealthy beyond his dreams
with the inheritance he'dearned. He'd had a young man's face when I'd first known him; he wasolder
now, a man grown, lines carved at the corners of his mouth,etched beneath the brown curls that spilled
over his brow. "Severio," Isaid. "It is good to see you."

 "And you." He clasped my hands, smiling. "Ah, Phèdre! Time hastreated you too kindly. Has it been ten
years? Twelve? I would notbelieve it to look at you. And you, my lord Cassiline." Severio tookJoscelin's
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arm in a strong grip. "My master-of-arms makes me reciteyour fight in the Temple from memory at least
once a year. He's neverforgiven me for missing the end."

 "Prince Severio," Joscelin murmured, bowing.

 "And you." Severio turned to Imriel and gave him the formal Serenissiman bow used among equals.
"You are my kinsman, I think; myhalf-uncle, if I am not mistaken."

 Imriel returned his bow, reddening. "My lord, I am Imriel. OnlyImriel."

 Severio gave me a quizzical look. "It is true," I said to Imri. "Yourfather, Prince Benedicte, was my lord
Severio's grandfather. His motheris your half-sister, though many years removed."

 "I'm sorry," Imriel muttered. "I'm sorry, my lord."

 "It doesn't matter, little cousin," Severio said, his tone unwontedlygentle. He had matured in more ways
than one since I'd met him. "Shallwe say that, then? Cousins, and neither of us proud of our heritage.You
did not choose the manner of your birth, and I...I profited byit in the end. Do you grudge me the Little
Court, the Palazzo Immortali? Your father intended it to be yours, you know, once upon a time."

 "No!" Imriel raised his gaze, startled. "It is . . ." He looked aroundhim and gestured, helpless. "It is a
Serenissiman place. It is meant tobe yours, my lord. Not mine."

 "Good." Severio smiled. "Then we are agreed, little cousin. Shallwe become friends? Your foster-mother
Phèdre seems to think it a goodidea."

 Although I was not, properly speaking, Imriel's foster-mother, therewas nothing Severio could have said
to gratify him more. We passedsome hours in pleasant conversation, giving once again a very abbre
viated history of our adventures. Even Joscelin relaxed, forgetting his old resentment. It had been a bad
time between us, when Severio became my patron—the worst of times. But we had grown through it
andpast it, and no one could not deny that Severio too had grown. Therude Serenissiman lordling with
royal D'Angeline blood in his veins hadbecome a man whose merit was worth reckoning.

 I would have liked to meet his wife. But this was La Serenissima, still, and for all it is goddess-ruled, the
role of women does not equalthat of men. And too, I suppose, she may not have been as eager tomeet
me. In the City of Elua, they still speak with awe of the fee SeverioStregazza wagered for the first
assignation upon my return to the Serviceof Naamah.

 For all that, Severio was not insensible of how matters differed in Terre d'Ange. "What of his mother?"
he asked, nodding at Imriel whenwe had finished our tale. "She sought once before to set him on the
D'Angeline throne. Will she try it again?"

 "Not as before," I said. "Not by such means."

 "Asherat-of-the Sea grant it may be so," he said.

 Thus passed our meeting with Severio Stregazza, and I was gladwe had done it. By the time we
departed La Serenissima, Imriel wasmore at ease with the notion that he was indeed a Prince of the
Bloodand a member of an extended family, not all of whom were traitors andconspirators. Thanks to my
folly, the knowledge of his lineage had beenbroken harshly to him, and the attempts upon his life in
Khebbel-im-Akkad had done little to endear his kin to him.
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 Severio had helped offset that impression, he and his high-spiritedImmortali, who ferried us back to Villa
Gaudio, all the while serenadingus—or me, at least—with absurdly high-flown lyrics, until Joscelinrolled
his eyes in mock dismay and Imriel laughed aloud.

 For that alone, it was worth it.

 EIGHTY-NINE

 IT WAS an uneventful journey home, for which I was grateful.

 Home.Home!

 How long had it been? Two years come spring, since I'd awakened in the night weeping and shaking,
dreaming of Hyacinthe. It seemedlonger, sometimes; sometimes, it seemed the time had gone in the blink
of an eye.

 A year ago, we had been in Daršanga.

 Imriel had grown taller, an inch at least since we had arrived in Jebe-Barkal. In the spring, he would be
twelve. What remained of hischildhood—what the Mahrkagir had left of it—would pass quickly. Iwas
reminded of it every day, watching him.

 Our mercenary escort treated him with good-natured affection, andhe was comfortable with that, more
comfortable than he was with beingtreated as nobility. Goat-herd prince, barbarian's slave. These were
the things he knew. They taught him how to curse in Caerdicci when theythought I was out of earshot. I
smiled to myself and allowed it.

 At night, I dreamed.

 I dreamed I was alone on a barren island, surrounded by mists, andsomewhere on the island was
Hyacinthe. I never saw him, although Iheard his voice, speaking my name. "Phèdre. Phèdre." And I
dancedalone on the barren rock, a vast courtly measure, retracing in a circleevery step I had taken
before. When I came to the beginning, I knew,the mists would clear, and at the center of my circle would
be revealedthe tower of the Master of the Straits.

 Hyacinthe.

 Only I never got to the end, in my dreams. I awoke before I could arrive, my heart pounding, the Name
of God straining on the tip of mytongue.

 All across the peninsula of Caerdicca Unitas, we retraced our steps.How many times had I made this
journey? Once, with Ysandre andAmaury Trente—that is the one they tell tales about. Once, there and
back, with Joscelin . . . and once, there. That was the last time. We hadsailed to Menekhet, afterward.

 Now we returned, step by step. Pavento, Milazza . . . we stayed atinns, where we might, and the
Serenissiman sailors who escorted usstayed up late, drinking and carousing. I paid the tally unquestioning.
When we were caught between towns, we made camp by fresh water.It was at one such site that I told
Joscelin while we lingered beside the campfire, Imriel already abed, the Serenissimans passing the
wineskin unheeding.
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 "She knew," I said, gazing into the flickering flames.

 "What?" He was slow to understand, not having lived in mythoughts. "Melisande?"

 I nodded. "She knew what I asked, and why, and made the bargainanyway. And then she told me."

 Joscelin was silent for a time. "Why would she do it?"

 "It was her gift," I said, raising my gaze. "Her gift to Imriel, shesaid. Because of love."

 "Love." He repeated the word, and prodded the fire with a longbranch.

 "Love," I said.

 In the embers of the fire, a half-charred branch shifted and fell, sending a shower of orange sparks
ascending heavenward. "Can you claim to know the whole of Elua's will?" Joscelin murmured. "Those
were the priest's words, in Siovale. If he told me then I would defy myQueen for the sake of Melisande
Shahrizai's son, I would have laughed in his face."

 I smiled. " 'Tis a dangerous force, thislove."

 One corner of Joscelin's mouth twitched. "That it is."

 We crossed the border south of Milazza on a cold, dreary day. The ground was frozen solid and our
horses stamped restlessly, hides coolingas we milled and awaited clearance from the Eisandine
border-guards.If we had crossed in Camlach, we would have encountered the Black Shields of the
Unforgiven, but this far south, they were the Lady ofMarsilikos' men, clad in chain-mail with thick cloaks
of sea-blue wool to keep them warm, each worked with Eisheth's symbol on the breast—two golden
fish, nose to tail, forming a circle.

 "Comtesse." The Captain of the Guard approached, bowing deeply.

 His face was troubled. "We did not look for you here."

 I raised my eyebrows. "Is it ordered that I may not pass?"

 "No. No, of course not, my lady. It is only that. . . you were rumored to have disappeared, in a
faraway land." His gaze slide sidewaystoward Imriel. "Who is the boy?"

 It was hard to gauge how much he knew; not much, I thought, orwe would have been seized upon entry.
Ysandre had kept the storyquiet, fearing for Imriel's safety. But it was no secret that Prince Imrielde la
Courcel had gone missing from the Little Court of La Serenissimaten years and more gone by, and Imri. .
. Imri looked like who he was,his mother's son.

 The guard along the border of Caerdicca Unitas would have reasonto recognize the stamp of Shahrizai
blood.

 "He is my ward, for the moment." I folded my hands on the pommel of my saddle. "And we do indeed
come from a faraway land, muchfarther than you might imagine. That is all you need know, my lord
Captain, and all the Queen would wish known. If it does not suffice,we will travel north and cross into
Terre d'Ange at Southfort in Camlach. I am sure the word of Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève will be
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good enough for the Unforgiven ..."

 "No!" The Captain winced, imagining the repercussions of turningaway the Queen's favorite confidante
and the missing Courcel prince."Of course not. Passage is granted, for you and your companions. My
apologies, Comtesse."

 Thus did we enter Terre d'Ange.

 It looked little different from the Caerdicci lands we had left behind—hills and low mountains, growing
more gentle the further in werode. Fields lay fallow for winter, dull and grey beneath the loweringskies.
Only the cedars that blanketed the sloping hillsides in patches were green. But it washome, and I
breathed deeply of D'Angeline air.In the towns and villages, I heard nothing but my native tongue. It
seemed strange, after so long. Now it was our Serenissiman escorts whowere the foreigners, laughing as
they struggled to communicate inlangue d'oc and sailors' argot.

 Imriel gazed about him with new eyes, seeing the land for the first time as both one who stood in line to
inherit its rule, and as an exilereturning. There were sorrow and hunger both in his gaze. What hethought,
he kept to himself, and I did not press him.

 At the inns where we stayed, we were recognized by the common-folk—I by the scarlet mote in my left
eye, and Joscelin by his Cassilinearms. It was an occasion for a fête, each time, for our long absence had
indeed engendered rumors of our death or disappearance. Wine flowedfreely, for which I was hard-put
to get them to accept coin, and thefinest poets of the village turned out to vie for the honor of singing
verses acknowledging our deeds.

 Some were heroic.

 Some were bawdy.

 Imriel listened to both in silent amazement. For a mercy, no one inthe villages put a name to his face.
Here, in the countryside, the precisenature of Melisande's beauty has been forgotten. All the poems that
once bore her name have been changed. At a casual glance, Imriel mightpass for our son, the product of
our commingled blood. In Saba, they believed it without question. And why not? My own appearance
differedfrom that of my parents, who were dark and fair in turn.

 I remember that much about them.

 "They write poems about you," Imriel said, the night after the firstsuch fête. "Poems! Why didn't you tell
me, in Daršanga?"

 "Would it have mattered?" I asked him.

 After a moment, he shook his head. "No. Not then."

 "I didn't think so, either. Anyway," I added, "they tell a good dealmore stories about other people. When
we are home, in the City, youwill hear the Ysandrine Cycle, which is the great work of Thelesis de
Mornay. Now that is a story worth hearing sung, how Ysandre assumedthe throne and saved the realm
from the Skaldi."

 "You were there."
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 I shrugged. "Only at the end."

 "You brought the Alban army, you and Joscelin."

 "Well." I thought of Drustan mab Necthana, of Grainne and Eamonn of the Dalriada. "We carried the
Queen's plea, yes. But I ratherthink they brought themselves. And," I said soberly, "it was Hyacinthewho
paid the price of that crossing."

 "Hyacinthe," Imriel murmured.

 "Yes," I said. "Hyacinthe."

 They don't tell his story in the inland villages of Terre d'Ange.Hyacinthe, son of Anasztaizia, a footnote in
the Ysandrine Cycle. Outside the Tsingani and those who maintain watch along the coast ofAzzalle, no
one remembers more. A bargain was struck with the Masterof the Straits, a price was paid. The mystery
of the Master of the Straits,eight hundred years old, endures. An apprentice was taken; the cycle
continues unbroken. About me, they tell stories, because I remained,scarlet mote and all, to become the
Comtesse de Montrève, the Queen'sconfidante, the most famous of Naamah's Servants in many
generations,who stood upon a balcony in the Temple of Asherat and denounced avast conspiracy.

 Of Hyacinthe—of his quick grin and his irrepressible charm, of his knack with horses and his gift of the
dromonde —of Hyacinthe, the poetsdo not sing.

 One day, I thought, they will.

 I hoped Hyacinthe could still laugh when they did.

 NINETY

 IT WAS snowing the day we sighted the white walls of the City ofElua.

 Our Serenissiman escorts insisted on seeing us into the city, although I would have dismissed them
earlier. "Ah, no, lady," their leadersaid cheerfully. "Lord Ricciardo paid us to see you home, and it's home
we will see you, to your doorstep and no less."

 The sky was leaden, flakes of snow drifting aimlessly to lie without accumulating on the frozen earth. In
the vineyards, the grape vines weredesiccated tangles of brown along the fences. At the southern gate, a
pair of guards in City livery traded places, sharing a charcoal brazier,stripping off their gloves to warm
their chilled hands. The rest werelurking in the garrison.

 Joscelin rode forward to announce us. "The Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève returns," he
said in his most inflectionless voice.

 There was a brief, stunned silence.

 "My lady!" One of the guards stepped forward, bowing low. "Welcome home."

 "Thank you." I gazed through the gate, at the familiar streets thatlay beyond, the elegant architecture in
perfect scale to its surroundings.People strolled the streets, swathed in warm cloaks against the chill,
laughing and remarking on the snow. A smart carriage drawn by a pairof matched bays passed; I knew
the arms emblazoned on the door, thesilver harrow of the Marquis d'Arguil. He had chided Joscelin and
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mefor failing to attend their cherry-blossom fête when last I had seen him,and begged us to attend their
next gathering. It seemed a very longtime ago. "My lord guardsman," I said, drawing a deep breath.
"Praysend word to her majesty Queen Ysandre that I have returned. We willgo now to my home, and
thence to the Palace forthwith to attend uponher pleasure."

 "My lady." He bowed again; his tone had changed. He had seenImriel. Like the border-guard, he
guessed. "It will be done."

 "These men," I said, indicating our Serenissiman escort, "are in theservice of Lord Ricciardo Stregazza of
La Serenissima, and due freepassage in the City in accordance with our alliance."

 "It is granted." He stepped aside to allow us through, watching andwondering. Half the garrison turned
out to watch as we entered thegates; the other half crowded in the doorway of the gatehouse, fightingfor
exit.

 Hearing the whispers, Imriel drew up the hood of his cloak and lowered his head.

 "You have nothing to hide," I told him.

 He glanced at me from under the shadow of his hood and said nothing, but his bare knuckles were white
on the reins.

 Behind us, I heard the sound of a mounted guardsman pelting forthe Palace.

 Joscelin took the lead as we rode through the City of Elua, unperturbed by the whispers. They
recognized him, of course. No one else who is not a sworn member of the Cassiline Brotherhood would
dare wear the arms—the vambraces glinting steel beneath his sleeves, thetwin daggers at his hips, the hilt
of his sword riding over his shoulder.And they knew me. Imriel was a slight figure, shrouded and hooded.
Our Serenissiman guards pressed close around us, glowering, and I wasglad they had stayed.

 The whispers followed us. "Phèdre," I heard, my name spoken asin my dream. "Phèdre." And as in my
dream, we retraced our journey, step by step, winding our way through the City of Elua in a slow and
stately pavane.

 In the narrow courtyard outside my house, my stable-keeper Benoitdropped his jaw to see us, a pair of
buckets swinging from a yolk acrosshis shoulders.

 "Benoit," I said. "We are back. Will you prepare a stall—"

 That was as far as I got before the door opened and a young manburst through it, with ruddy cheeks
and shoulders on him like an ox.He stared at us in disbelief before shouting at the top of his considerable
lungs. "Philippe!Philippe!"

 I'd gotten half out of the saddle and almost remembered the youngman's name by the time Ti-Philippe
came at a run, sword half-drawnfrom a scabbard he clutched in his bare hand. He skidded to a halt on
the frost-slick paving stones and let out a whoop of pure joy, tossinghis sword aside."Phèdre!"
Grabbing me about the waist, he swung mefree from the saddle and spun me around. "You'realive!"

 "You doubted it?" I asked dizzily when he set me down.

 "I shouldn't have," he said, and grinned. "Ishouldn't have. Cassiline!" He turned to Joscelin, who had
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dismounted, and embraced himhard, thumping his back. "Elua's Balls, it's good to see you!"

 "And you, sailor." Even Joscelin was beaming. "And you!"

 "And what have you brought home this time, my lady? " Ti-Philippe inquired, surveying the others, still
seated in their saddles. "A Yeshuitesage? A Jebean honor guard? They don'tlook Jebean . . ." His voice
trailed off as Imriel drew back his hood. "Name of Elua!"

  

 "Imriel de la Courcel," he finished for me. "Ah, my lady! You'vedone it now."

 After that, a good deal of chaos ensued, foremost of which was theemergence of Eugenie, who pushed
everyone else aside to embrace meand then take me by the shoulders and shake me, weeping, only to
embrace me again. Joscelin, she kissed resoundingly on both cheeks, then shook. Imriel watched it
wide-eyed. Ti-Philippe saw to the businessof dismissing the Serenissimans with thanks and a gift of coin.
He spokeCaerdicci and sailor's argot alike, and I've no doubt he instructed themon the best possible
places to spend one's coin on dice and wine and pleasure in the City of Elua. I thanked them too, before
they left, andpromised to commend them to Ricciardo Stregazza. All the while, Hugues—I had
remembered his name—toiled to bring our laden trunks inside the house, while Benoit tended to our
mounts and Eugenie commenced to turn the entire household upside down to welcome us home.

 "Don't," I said gently to her. "We're bound straightaway for the Palace. It's not an occasion to celebrate,
not yet. A bath and a bite offood is all."

 Her shoulders slumped, then straightened. "Ah, child. It's the boy,isn't it?"

 I nodded.

 Eugenie patted my cheek. "He needs a bit of tending, doesn't he?And a light touch, I'm guessing. Will
you be bringing him home fromthe Palace, my lady?"

 "You know who he is?”

 "Shouldn't I?" There was kind wisdom in her smile. "I told youonce, my lady: Hearth and home mean
love, too. And if ever there wasa lad in need of it, it's that one."

 I found Imriel in the salon, considering the bust of Delaunay uponits marble plinth. I sat upon the couch
and watched him. It seemedstrange to be here. The house was immaculately kept, smelling of citrusoil
and beeswax. Everything was as I had left it, down to the smallestdetail—the pomander ball on the low
table, the engraved fire-screenangled just so, the tall vase in the corner with leathery dried flowersthat
rattled like a gourd when shaken, a gift from a long-ago patronwith an interest in botany.

 "Who was he?" Imriel asked without turning around.

 "That is my lord Anafiel Delaunay de Montrève, of whom I have spoken," I said. "He bought my
marque, and adopted me into his household. And he trained me in the arts of covertcy."

 "He made you his spy."

 "Yes," I said. "He did. But he asked me, every step of the way, ifI was certain it was my own desire. I
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always wondered, Imri, why hekept asking me the same question, over and over, when my answer was
always the same. I understand it better now."

 Imriel sat down next to me. "Like you keep asking if I'm sure."

 On the plinth, the bust of Delaunay watched us both, his austeremarble features imbued with all the irony
and tenderness of the livingman. I rested my chin in my hands and gazed back at him, wonderingwhat he
would make of this unlikely turn of events, wishing he washere, as I have wished a thousand times since
his death. "Yes," I said."Like that."

 "Were you ever sorry?"

 I glanced at Imriel to find him smiling, eyes dancing; he alreadyknew the answer. "No." I smiled back at
him. "I may have cursed itonce or twice, but I never regretted it. Not in the end."

 "I won't either, you know," he said. "I won't."

 "I may remind you of that on occasion." I leaned over to kiss hisbrow. "Come on, I'll show you to the
bathing-room so we can get youpresentable for court."

 "Can I wear mychamma and Ras Lijasu's belt?"

 "Mmm, better not. It's too cold, and anyway, I'd rather not remindYsandre— " A pounding at the front
door interrupted my words. "Imriel, go into the kitchen with Eugenie. Go!"

 He went, the shadow of fear back in his eyes. Ti-Philippe, Joscelinand Hugues were already in the
entryway when I arrived. Ti-Philippemotioned for silence, then opened the small speaking-partition in the
door, standing well to the side. "Who calls upon the Comtesse de Mon-trève?"

 "Queen's Guard," came the muffled reply.

 Ti-Philippe put his eye to the partition, then stepped back, noddinggrimly. "There's an entire squadron on
your doorstep, my lady."

 I sighed. "Admit them."

 There were twenty of them, polished sword-hilts at their sides, bootsgleaming, in surcoats of deep blue
with the swan of House Courcelworked large in silver embroidery. The lieutenant bowed to me.
"ComtessePhèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève?"

 "Yes," I said, feeling tired and travel-worn.

 "By order of her majesty Queen Ysandre de la Courcel, you areremanded into my custody," he
announced in formal tones. "I am ordered to bring you, Messire Joscelin Verreuil and your young . . .
companion...to the presence of the throne. Immediately." Somethingflickered in his expression and he
added in a different voice, "I amsorry, my lady."

 "I understand," I said. "May we have a few moments to change outof this attire? We've ridden hard
these last days."

 The lieutenant paused, then shook his head. "My orders were tobring you immediately."
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 I inclined my head. "I will get the boy."

 Out of their sight, I hurried to my bedchamber and fetched a coupleof other things as well, overturning
the trunk Hugues had brought thereand turning the neatly preserved order of my quarters into complete
disarray. One item, I stowed in the travelling purse that still hung frommy girdle; the other, I tucked under
one arm. That done, I went to thekitchen to find Imriel.

 He was in Eugenie's custody, his face closed and wary.

 "The Queen sent an escort," I said. "She requests our presence."

 "Do we have to go?"

 I nodded. "Do you remember what to say?"

 "I remember." Imriel swallowed. "And I'm . . . I'm sorry I causedyou so much trouble."

 "Don't be." Touching his cheek, I smiled at him. "It was our choice,you know that. And if you hadn't
gone with us...like as not, I'd still be trying to sweet-talk the women of Tisaar—or at best, pounding on
that temple door on Kapporeth, begging the priest to let me in. Remember that?" Too tense to reply, he
nodded. "Good," I said. "Justdon't scream like that today. I don't think it will have a good effect on
Ysandre de la Courcel."

 It made him laugh, as I had intended, and he looked less apprehensive as we went to meet the Queen's
Guard, at least until they bowedto him.

 "Prince Imriel de la Courcel," the lieutenant greeted him, straightening. The genuine courtesy he had
shown me had vanished at the sightof Imriel. His face was composed in a formal mask, only a slight
twitchat the corner of one eye betraying a hint of disturbance. "I bring youglad greetings from your
kinswoman, her majesty Queen Ysandre de laCourcel."

 "Thank you." Imriel studied the man's twitch.

 "My lords, my lady, you will come with us, if you please," thelieutenant said, attempting to ignore Imri's
scrutiny. He put up one handas Joscelin moved forward. "Forgive me, Messire Verreuil, but you maynot
bear weapons into the presence of the Queen. Your arms must stay."

 Joscelin raised his brows. "I have dispensation from her majestyherself."

 "Not any more."

 Someone among the Queen's Guard murmured, watching Joscelinmethodically disarm. They knew the
legend. He did it without complaint, and Hugues stepped forward to accept his well-worn gear with
reverence.

 "May I ask what you carry, my lady?" The lieutenant indicated thecoffer under my arm.

 "Rocks and metal," I said, "wrought in a pleasing form."

 He made me show him anyway, and when I did, he flushed. "I amsorry. It is my duty, my lady."
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 "I know," I said. "Shall we go?"

 NINETY-ONE

 WE TRAVELLED to the Palace in one of the royal carriages, theCourcel arms on the side. Two guards
rode with us inside, and the restprovided a mounted escort. The curtains were drawn. Outside, on the
streets, I heard nothing but the usual idle curiosity, passers-by pausingto bow or curtsy, speculating on
what royal guest or family memberrode within.

 That ended when we reached the Palace.

 I didn't mind, for myself. I have been a Servant of Naamah formany years now, and I am accustomed to
stares and murmurs. AndJoscelin . . . Joscelin had endured it before.My heart bled for Imriel.

 Ysandre was done with secrecy, that much was obvious. We walkedthe wide, gracious halls of the
Palace openly, flanked by her Guard. Sixof them surrounded Imriel, hands on hilts, tense and alert; the
others kept a close eye on Joscelin and me, several paces behind. All I couldsee of Imri was that his
back was very straight, and he did not look toeither side.

 In the countryside, he had gone unrecognized.Not in the City of Elua, and least of all in the Royal Palace.
Strolling nobles stopped and stared. One woman clutched the lapdogshe carried so hard it yelped in
protest. A lordling's attendant bolteddown a side corridor—headed, I guessed, for the Hall of Games,
whereguests of the Palace were apt to while away the hours.

 The halls grew lined with spectators, and an undercurrent of venomran through their whispers. It seemed
a very long walk to the throne-room, where we were at last admitted. The doors were closed behindus,
the spectators turned away.

 Two more squadrons of the Queen's Guard lined the walls, standingat attention. At the far end was
Ysandre de la Courcel, Queen of Terred'Ange, seated in majesty. When I'd seen her thus before, it was
as anattendant at her side. She wore a gown of deep violet adorned with ajeweled girdle, and a heavy
cloak of forest green, lined with cloth-of-gold. Her fair hair was elaborately dressed, bound with a simple
goldfillet. On her left hand stood Duc Barquiel L'Envers, handsome andinscrutable; at her right were her
daughters, Sidonie and Alais. Theyhad grown since I'd seen them.

 A family affair, then; and one of state, for I recognized a handfulof other nobles in attendance, members
of Parliament. This was meantto be witnessed.

 A short distance into the room, Joscelin and I were made to halt, while Imriel was led to approach the
throne. No one spoke. Ysandrewaited gravely, watching him approach. She had waited for this moment
for a very long time. The guards led him to the foot of the throne andstepped away, leaving him alone
before her. Imriel gave a rigid bow.

 "Imriel de la Courcel," Ysandre said, and smiled, her features transforming. "Welcome home." Rising
from her throne, she descended thestep to lay her hands on his shoulders. "We have waited a long timeto
welcome you to your family, cousin."

 "Thank you, your majesty." He got the words out without a tremor,and I was proud. Ysandre turned to
face her watching kin and peers, one hand still on Imri's shoulder.
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 "This is Imriel de la Courcel, Prince of the Blood, son of my great-uncle Prince Benedicte de la Courcel
and Melisande Shahrizai of Kusheth," she said firmly. "In the sight of all here assembled, we do
acknowledge him and his ancestral claims, and declare him innocent ofall crimes committed by his family.
Is it heard and witnessed?"

 A dozen voices replied more or less in unison, "It is heard andwitnessed."

 I watched their faces as they responded. Most were schooled toneutrality under the Queen's scrutiny;
Barquiel L'Envers lookedamused. Amaury Trente was there, and his expression was stony. TheLady
Denise Grosmaine, who was Secretary of the Presence and attended all formal functions with the Queen
to record what transpired,might have had a hint of kindness on her face. Sidonie, the youngDauphine,
regarded Imriel with her mother's cool gravity, and none ofthe underlying warmth. Only Princess Alais,
the younger daughter, considered him with frank curiosity, intrigued by the notion of a new cousinnear
enough in age to be a brother to her.

 "We are pleased." Ysandre inclined her head. "Remember it well, and welcome him into your hearts, as
we welcome him to ours. And,"she added, "let it also be known: A crime against Prince Imriel will be
considered a crime against House Courcel."

 "So don't assassinate the little bugger," Barquiel L'Envers murmured.

 Someone gasped

 Someone loosed a hysterical laugh.

 I do not know, to this day, if L'Envers intended the remark to beaudible. He spoke under his breath, but
the acoustics in the throne-roomare outstanding, designed by Siovalese engineers. Surely Barquiel
L'Envers knew it. He may have done it for spite, or for a whim; hemay have had a deeper purpose in
mind. I cannot say.

 Ysandre turned pale with anger. She would have turned on him then and there if Imriel hadn't spoken. It
wasn't how we had plannedit, but he had his mother's fine sense of opportunity and timing.

 "Your majesty!" His high, clear voice rang in the throne room. "An offer of two-fold honor has been
made. I beg your permission to acceptit."

 It is the ritual statement that offers negotiations for formal adoptivefosterage among D'Angeline
peers—honor upon the House that offers,honor upon the House that accepts.

 Ysandre stared at Imriel, as did everyone else."What?"

  

 "Your majesty," I called, stepping forward and ignoring the guards,who looked uncertainly at one
another and eyed Joscelin warily. Evenunarmed, they feared his reputation. I made a deep curtsy to
Ysandre."Your majesty, on behalf of House Montrève, I make the offer of twofold honor in the name of
Imriel de la Courcel."

 "House Montrève?" Ysandre asked in disbelief. "Surely you jest."

 I shook my head. "No, your majesty. I am in deadly earnest."
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 Barquiel L'Envers laughed out loud; after that, it was quiet.

 In the silence, Ysandre breathed slowly and deeply, struggling tocontrol her temper. When she spoke,
her voice was even. "House Montrève, if I am not mistaken, consists of one highly priced Servant of
Naamah, a defrocked Cassiline Brother and a handful of eccentric retainers. Even if you werenot — "
her tone rose sharply " —in dangerof being accused of treason for having abducted a member ofmy
household, a Prince of the Blood, against my explicit wishes and exposinghim to untold danger, what
possible merit would there be for HouseCourcel, inheritors of the D'Angeline throne, kindred by marriage
tothe Cruarch of Alba and the Khalif of Khebbel-im-Akkad, in acceptingyour offer?" She drew near,
frowning with genuine perplexity. "Haveyou gone mad in your travels? What possible honor can there be
insuch an exchange? Phèdre, what on earth makes you think I wouldeveragree to this?"

 I gazed at her without speaking, reached into my purse and drewforth the Companions' Star, holding it
out on the palm of my hand.

 Ysandre went very still. "You wouldn't."

 "You owe me a boon, Ysandre," I said softly. "Anything withinyour power and right to grant. This is
both."

 "No." Ysandre's chin set with the exact stubbornness of Imriel's."No," she repeated. "It is a matter of
state and crown. Prince Imrielstands third in line for the throne, and I donot have the right, as rulerof
Terre d'Ange, to place his life in jeopardy. By your own admission,he has enemies who seek his life.
How can you possibly claim he wouldbe protected in your household as he would in mine?"

 "Will he have a Cassiline Brother vowed to protect him in yourhousehold, one you trust unto the death?"
I asked. "He will in mine;and defrocked or no, you once awarded him the laurels of the Queen's
Champion. I can swear to the loyalty of every man, woman and childunder my roof, my lady. Can you
do the same?" I let my gaze linger on Barquiel L'Envers, who saluted me with a wry nod.

 "Nonetheless," Ysandre said, deliberately ignoring the implication."It is a small household, and might be
easily overwhelmed."

 "Notthat easily." I smiled. "What Montrève lacks in holdings, mylady, it makes up for in friends and
allies. How many of the Great Houses of Terre d'Ange can claim a childhood bond with the Masterof the
Straits?"

 It was a telling blow, and I did not deal it lightly, not in front ofthat audience. I stood unmoving before
the Queen, holding the Companions' Star on the palm of my outstretched hand, willing it not totremble.

 Ysandre searched my eyes. "Phèdre,why?'

 I thought about Imriel in Daršanga, and the night he had wept forthe first time. I remembered him
floundering on the sandbar, wrestlingthe immense fish while Joscelin shouted instructions, and how he had
beamed when Bizan gave him his fire-striker. I remembered, most of all, how he had flung himself to my
defense on the isle of Kapporeth.

 "Not all families are born of blood and seed, my lady. You ought toknow that much. If Anafiel Delaunay
had not loved your father, youwould be dead."
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 Her face stiffened. "You hold that against me at last?"

 "No." I shook my head, feeling sad. "I merely claim the price ofit."

 "And you, Cassiline?" Ysandre turned to address Joscelin, who hadcome up behind me. "Are you party
to this madness?"

 He bowed with immaculate Cassiline grace. "Forgive me, majesty,but I am."

 "So be it." She took the Companions' Star from my hand, clenching her fist on it as she addressed the
dumb-struck watchers. "An offer oftwo-fold honor has been made," she said grimly, "and a boon
requested,which we are sworn to honor by our own word." She turned to Imriel."Is it your wish to
accept this offer?"

 "Yes." He quivered with excitement, eyes shining. "Yes, your majesty!"

 Ysandre sighed. "Let the registers reflect that this member of ourhousehold shall henceforth be known as
Imriel no Montrève de la Courcel, and he shall be fostered at House Montrève until such time as all
parties conclude otherwise, presuming we do not cast his purportedfoster-mother, the Comtesse de
Montrève, and her esteemed consortJoscelin Verreuil, in chains in the next proceedings. Comtesse, we
havea letter in your own hand, in which you freely confess that you andyour consort countermanded my
wishes in the matter of Prince Imriel'sreturn. Do you deny it?"

 "No, your majesty," I said.

 "You pledged to return with all possible speed to Comte Raife Laniol, Ambassador de Penfars, in
Iskandria, and yet you did not. Why?"

 I cleared my throat. "Because it occurred to me instead to returnby way of La Serenissima and strike a
bargain with Melisande Shahrizai."

 Ysandre's expression was cold. "And what is the nature of thisbargain?"

 It was hard to hold her eyes, but I made myself do it. "That I willraise her son, and not you. And in
exchange, her oath that she will notraise her hand, nor any other's, against you or your daughters."

 Whatever Ysandre had expected, that was not it. She looked away."Hence the offer of two-fold honor.”

 "No," I said. "I would have made it anyway. What I said beforeholds true. But this was the only time I
could use it as a bargaining chip. I'm sorry, my lady, truly."

 "You actually think she will abide by this oath,anguissette?" It wasBarquiel L'Envers who asked,
leaning idly against Ysandre's emptythrone, as dangerous as a basking leopard. "What an amusing notion!
You are still a touch besotted, my dear."

 I didn't answer him, but only watched Ysandre. She had called memad, once, for what I had believed of
Melisande. And after La Serenissima, she had promised never to doubt me again. I knew I was right.I
didn't know if Ysandre knew it, or cared.

 She eyed me. "Do you have aught else to say?"
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 "Yes, your majesty." I knelt and proffered the coffer I'd held tuckedunder my left arm, opening the lid.
"Her majesty Queen Zanadakheteof Meroë, who is likewise ruler of Jebe-Barkal, sends her greetings,
andwishes you to know that she would welcome a D'Angeline embassy inMeroë, did you wish to send
one."

 Ysandre removed the necklace from the coffer and held it up forinspection. The necklace dangled from
her hand, gleaming gold, themassive emerald betwixt the horns of Isis refracting glints of green lighton the
walls of the throne-room.

 It was worth a king's ransom.

 "Queen Zanadakhete of Meroë," Ysandre echoed.

 "Yes, your majesty." I'd bowed my head after I gave it to her; Ikept it that way.

 "Phèdre."Her tone startled me into looking up. Ysandre's face wasunreadable. "Did you find the object
of your quest?"

 We might have been alone in the throne-room, she and I. Whenall was said and done, we had been
through a good deal together,Ysandre de la Courcel and I. My lord Delaunay had pledged his life to
protect her, for love of her father. Most of the battles I have foughthave been her battles, and if I have
regretted any, it was only the means,not the cause.

 Our lives too were intertwined.

 And that too was the Name of God.

 "Yes, your majesty," I said, gazing up at her and feeling unbiddentears prick my eyes. "I found what I
sought."

 Ysandre nodded slowly and looked about the throne-room, theCompanions' Star in one hand, the
necklace of Queen Zanadakhete ofMeroë in the other. No one spoke; even Barquiel L'Envers did not
cracka smile. "In your missive, wherein you admitted your guilt, you citedthe rainy season in Jebe-Barkal
as a reason you chose not to delay andreturn Prince Imriel into the custody of Lord Amaury Trente. Is it
notso?"

 "Yes, my lady," I murmured. "It is so."

 "Well and good." Ysandre dropped the necklace into the coffer I held still in my outstretched hands,
closing the lid and nodding to a bowing attendant to take it. "Since your guilt is admitted freely, this,then,
is my sentence. For the duration of a season, this season you wereunwilling to squander for my kinsman's
safe return, you and your household will abide in the City of Elua."

 Hyacinthe.

  

 "Enough!"Ysandre's eyes flashed. "How much indulgence will youbeg of me, Phèdre nó Delaunay? You
were quick to boast of the Masterof the Straits' friendship; is it such a slight thing that three more months
will jeopardize it? You will abide in the City for the duration of winter,and do you set foot outside the
walls, you will be charged with treason.Is that understood?"
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 "Hyacinthe gave his life for you, my lady," I said. "For you, and for Terre d'Ange, that Drustan mab
Necthana might ride to your aidand your side."

 "No." Something softened in Ysandre's face. "He gave it for you,Phèdre. And I am not unmindful of the
sacrifice he usurped. Nonetheless, you knowingly defied my will, and your transgression carries aprice. I
regret that Hyacinthe son of Anasztaizia must bear the cost—but it is on your head, and not mine. Will
you abide by my judgement?"

 I bowed my head, feeling the cold marble beneath my knees. It wasbitter—and it was fair. "Yes," I
whispered. "I will abide."

 NINETY-TWO

 WHEN POETS sing of the Bitterest Winter in Terre d'Ange, theymean the winter before the Skaldic
invasion, when sickness ravaged theland, when Melisande Shahrizai and Isidore d'Aiglemort betrayed it,
when Ganelon de la Courcel, the old King, died.

 For me, it was this one.

 It began with Ysandre's dismissal, and the long walk back throughthe throne-room, through the Palace
halls. I had been too quick to boastof my composure under the stares of my peers. These cut hard and
deep, and the whispers had turned cruel.

 "Phèdre. Phèdre."

 No wonder I had been unable to find Hyacinthe in my dream. Theway back was longer than I had
imagined, and there were more stepsto retrace. For Imriel’s sake, I kept my shoulders squared and my
headhigh, and blessed for the thousandth time the presence of Joscelin. Thewhispers ran off him like rain,
and he met eyes contemptuous of his downfall with a cool disinterest. He had already lived through his
ownpersonal hell. There was nothing with which the peerage of Terred'Ange could threaten him.

 I could have said no.

 Ysandre could have clapped me in chains; she would not have doneso. I knew that as surely as I knew
that Melisande would abide by her oath. If I had gone to Hyacinthe then and there, Ysandre would have
allowed it.

 Afterward, I would have paid.

 And I could not blame her for it. I had defied her, behind her backand to her face, forcing her hand in a
state forum. She was the Queenof Terre d'Ange. Such actions could not go unpunished, not without
breeding repercussions that would plague her reign for years to come.

 In the eyes of the realm, the punishment was a light one. If I hadrefused to submit, if I had defied her
once more, it would have beenmore grave.

 I might have been stripped of my rank and holdings.

 I would surely have lost the fosterage of Imri.
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 It was bitter, and fair. I made my choice knowing it. I wondered ifshe knew that nothing would grieve
me more than knowing Hyacinthe'ssuffering endured unnecessarily, and I myself the cause of it. Mayhap
she did; there is Kusheline blood in House L'Envers, and along with itcomes the keen awareness of pain.
Mayhap it was Kushiel's will in theend, that I myself might know what it was to have an innocent sufferfor
my own transgressions, for even Kushiel's Chosen is not immunefrom his justice.

 I do not know.

 It was a long and bitter winter to endure.

 There were points of brightness in it, and chiefest among them wasImriel. He flourished in our home in
the City of Elua. Eugenie dotedupon him, as did all the servants in my employ. He studied the Cassiline
disciplines with Joscelin in the frozen garden, mimicking his everymove; not to be outdone, Ti-Philippe
taught him conventional swords manship. To the amusement of us all, young Hugues appointed himself
Imriel's personal guardian. He was not especially skilled with blades,but he wielded a shepherd's cudgel
to wicked effect, and I once sawhim give Joscelin a bout that pressed him surprisingly hard. Hugues
taught Imri to play the flute, too, finding he already knew the rudiments of it.

 My goat-herd prince.

 Other things, I taught him—much as Anafiel Delaunay had oncetaught Alcuin and I. He read well in
D'Angeline and Caerdicci, and Igave him histories and philosophies to read, borrowing what I did not
possess from the archives of the Academy. I taught him Cruithne, whichhe had begun to learn in the
Sanctuary of Elua. Once upon a time, it was a tongue no one studied, spoken only by blue-painted
barbarianson the far side of the divide held by the Master of the Straits. I myself had rebelled at learning
it. Now, it is the mother-tongue of the Cruarchof Alba, husband of Queen Ysandre de la Courcel, and
D'Angelineschoolchildren study it as a matter of course.

 Why? Because of Hyacinthe, who made it possible.

 Only they do not say that.

 I introduced Imriel to Emile in Night's Doorstep, and through himto the Tsingani population in Terre
d'Ange. They did not care whoseson he was, but only that he had played a role in procuring the keythat
would free Anasztaizia's son, theTsingan Kralis, the Prince ofTravellers.

 Like me, the Tsingani were waiting for spring.

 And I introduced him too to Eleazar ben Enokh, the Yeshuite mystic. It grieved me to be unable to
share the Name of God with Eleazar,who had sought it for so long—and yet I could not. When I thought
upon it, my throat swelled near to closing, and I knew the Sacred Namehad been entrusted to me for one
purpose, and one purpose only.

 "Adonai does as He wills, and none of us may grasp the whole ofHis thought." Eleazar's words were
gentle. "My heart is glad on yourbehalf, Phèdre nó Delaunay."

 If I could not share the Name of God with him, I could tell himof the Tribe of Dân, and that I did, at
length—of the union of Shalomon and Makeda and the Covenant of Wisdom, of Khemosh's folly and the
flight to Tisaar and the Lake of Tears, of the Ark of Broken Tabletson the island of Kapporeth. These
things he recorded eagerly, and hiswife Adara looked on with indulgence and interest.
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 In such ways did my Bitterest Winter pass.

 I spent long hours composing letters, replying to a year's worth of correspondence. Although my letters
would not go overseas until spring,I wrote to Nicola L'Envers y Aragon in Amílcar, to Kazan Atrabiades
in Epidauro, who had written to tell me of his new appointment, toPasiphae Asterius, who is the Kore of
the Tenemos. I studied, obsessively, everything in my library on the angel Rahab, which I had spent ten
years compiling, and learned nothing new. I thought about theconfrontation to come. Few guests called
upon my home and few invitedme to theirs during this time. I received several offers of assignationsfrom
such people as would never have dared inquire in the past—disreputable merchants, a petty lordling
suspected of molesting hishousehold servants. These I burned without deigning to reply.

 The City of Elua was waiting to see if Ysandre would forgive me.

 Every week, a representative of the Queen came to the house toensure that Imriel was in good health
and good spirits—Guillen Baphinol, a young Eisandine nobleman who had studied medicine at oneof
Eisheth's sanctuaries. I treated him with unfailing politeness. At first,he made a show of inspecting the
house and assessing its fortitude,testing the bars on the doors with a grave demeanor. Joscelin watched
with amusement; Imriel with simmering resentment. Although it issmall, my house is as secure as any
manse within the City. I have alwaystaken care with such things, ever since my lord Delaunay and my
foster-brother Alcuin were slain within their own home. In time, Guillenwarmed to us and I consulted him
on such small bits of herb-lore as Ihave garnered in my travels.

 But he never gave any indication of Ysandre's mind.

 Not everyone I had known turned their back upon me. Once thegossip reached her ears, I had regular
letters from Cecilie Laveau-Perrin,my old mentor in Naamah's arts. Some years ago she had closed her
salon for good and retired to her country estate of Perrinwolde, which,alas, lay a day's ride outside the
City walls. Nonetheless, it cheered meto receive her letters, and we resumed a lively correspondence.

 I received an invitation, too, for all of us to call upon Thelesis deMornay, the Queen's Poet, and that I
accepted, for she was in seclusionat the Palace and I might visit her without breaking my pledge.

 It had been mayhap three years since I had seen her last, and I wasshocked at her condition. Touched
by the fever of that first BitterestWinter, Thelesis had never recovered completely. Her quarters has al
ways been maintained at a nigh-uncomfortable warmth; now there wasa fireplace in every room and
multiple braziers and pots of boiling watersuspended over the flames added moisture to the air, rendering
it as hotand steamy as the plains of Jebe-Barkal in the rainy season. A servant in Courcel livery tended
them with quiet diligence.

 Thelesis looked older than her years, her hair streaked with grey,her skin grown sallow and loose on her
small frame. But if her darkeyes were sunken, they still glowed, and her voice held a ghost of its rich
musicality. "Phèdre nó Delaunay," she whispered, giving me thekiss of greeting. "It is good to see you
once more."

 I leaned my cheek against hers, feeling the frailty of her. "You arekind to do so, Thelesis. Pray, don't let
us overtax you."

 "Nonsense." She held me off, smiling. "And you, Joscelin Verreuil!Come here and let me feel your
strength, Queen's Champion."

 "No longer," he said, returning her kiss. "But it is good to seeyou,Queen's Poet. I hope you are keeping
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yourself as well as may be."

 "As you see." Thelesis waved a hand, indicating the boiling pot,the braziers, the eternal disarray of her
quarters, which were strewnhaphazardly with books and scrolls and fragments of half-finished writing.
At the farthest worktable, a young girl in a drab smock sat perched on a stool, grinding oak-galls in a
mortar, shards of husks strewn aboutthe floor. In all the time I have known Thelesis de Mornay—which
isa good many years, now—she has never been able to work surroundedby order. With her dark poet's
eyes, she watched Imriel take it in. "Aproper mess, isn't it?" she asked him.

 "Phèdre makes a mess of her study when she's trying to find something." He offered the words warily,
watching her reaction. "She doesn'tthink so, but she does."

 "Does she?" Thelesis smiled. "I wouldn't have imagined it. I amThelesis de Mornay. You must be Imriel."

 He made a half-bow. "Imriel nóMontrève."

 "I know." She touched his cheek lightly. "A fine name you bear,and a noble one. Anafiel Delaunay de
Montrève was a friend of mine,and I mourn him still. He would be proud of what Phèdre has made of his
name, and as proud again to know you bear it. He never did,you know, not in his adult lifetime. Have
you heard that story?"

 "Yes." Imriel relaxed, smiling back at her. "We have a bust of him,you know."

 "I know." It had been her gift to me. "I'd like to hear your story,Imriel, if you wouldn't mind telling it to
me. Yours, and Phèdre's andJoscelin's, too."

 So we told our story to the Queen's Poet from beginning to end,and it was a long time in the telling. The
quiet servant brought teasweetened with honey and a plate of small cakes, a warm blanket of
fine-combed wool which he settled carefully about his mistress' shoulders as Thelesis sat and listened
without interrupting, sipping tea tosuppress her cough. From time to time, her dark eyes filled with tears.
We told the story in turns, and the only sound save for one voicespeaking was the soft noise of oak-galls
being ground to powder forink. In time, even that fell silent as Thelesis' young apprentice ceasedher
labors to listen, perched on her stool, chin in her hands.

 "Oh, my," Thelesis murmured when we had finished. "Oh, children."

 There wasn't much more she could say. At the distant worktable, her apprentice picked up her bowl and
resumed grinding.

 "It's not a tale fit for poetry," I said. "Not Daršanga."

 "No." Her gaze rested on Imri, filled with compassion. "But it is astory that must be told, that we might
remember and never let such a thing come to pass again. I will think on how best it might be done. Imay
not live to see it finished, but I daresay I will see it begun."

 "You shouldn't say such things," I said, not wanting to hear them.

 Her smile was tinged with sorrow. "Ah, Phèdre! You've never shiedaway from truth. I've lived through
such times as poets dream of, andI have no regrets. But don't fear, my dear, I'll not leave yet. To missthe
end of the story—ah, now that would grieve me." Her tonechanged. "It must be hard for you to wait."
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 I took a deep breath, and made no reply.

 "Ysandre will forgive you, you know." Thelesis read my expression."You gave her no choice, Phèdre.
And I daresay she took it harder,coming from you. But I remember your young Tsingano friend verywell
indeed, and I suspect he has reserves of fortitude he's yet to tap. Nearly two years ago, you gave him the
gift of hope. He'll wait thirtyyears, if he must; three months is naught to one facing immortality."

 My heart rose. "Sibeal delivered my message?"

 "No one told you?" She shook her head. "Of course not. Whowould dare? Yes, my dear, she did. He
permitted the Cruarch's ship toenter the harbor, and she told him. And don't forget, Hyacinthe has thegift
of thedromonde, does he not? As many unforeseeable turns as thepath of your life has taken before, I
suspect it lies clear at this point."

 "To Rahab." I shivered.

 "To the angel known as Pride," Thelesis said, "and Insolence." Hervoice was gentle. "Do you know what
you will do when you arrive?"

 "No," I said. "Not really."

 "She'll have a plan by the time we get there," Joscelin said to Imriel."It will probably involve me
swimming three times around the islandcarrying you on my back, wearing Ras Lijasu's lion's mane on
yourhead and screaming at the top of your lungs and waving a sword. Thatshould get Rahab's attention,
don't you think?"

 Imriel grinned. "Can you swim when you're seasick?"

 "Shhh." Joscelin tweaked a lock of his hair. "You're not supposedto reveal that, especially in front of the
Queen's Poet,"

 I caught Thelesis watching their exchange. She smiled, seeing metake notice. "What was it you said to
Ysandre? Not all families are born of blood and seed?"

 "She told you that?" I was surprised.

 "Even a Queen may recognize Elua's hand at work, Phèdre nó Delaunay. Give her time." Thelesis turned
her head away to cough,covering her mouth with a kerchief worked with the Courcel insignia.In the
background, the apprentice girl set down her pestle and slippedfrom the stool, bringing the bowl of
fine-ground gall for inspection."Well done," Thelesis said, regaining her voice. "Thank you, Alais."

 Alais? I startled, only now recognizing the dark-haired girl in thedrab smock as Ysandre's youngest
daughter. So much, I thought, formy vaunted powers of observation. "Princess Alais," I said with alacrity,
rising to curtsy.

 She peered at me with the violet eyes of House L'Envers and wrinkled her nose. "I'm only Alais, here.
Thelesis lets me help, sometimes."

 "Now?" I raised my eyebrows at Thelesis.

 "She wanted to hear her cousin's story," she said. "Ysandre did notobject. Her grandfather Ganelon
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sought to protect her from unpleasanttruths when she was a child. She will not do the same with her
daughters. Better they should know the worst, from the beginning, and livetheir lives accordingly."

 "Sidonie didn't want to hear it," Alais said complacently. "Shedoesn't like to get dirty, either. I do. Will
you tell me about seeinglions, cousin?" The latter was directed to Imriel. "I will show you howwe make
ink."

 Imriel glanced at me, uncertain. I shrugged. "Go ahead, if you like."

 "Alais, you're not to touch the vitriol," Thelesis called. "Rememberlast time."

 "I won't."

 Joscelin, who had risen to bow to the young Princess, laughed aloudas she led Imri away to her
worktable. "That one's a handful! I remember, it was Alais who wanted to play with my daggers. How
oldis she, now? Seven? Eight?"

 "Eight," Thelesis said. "She has dreams, sometimes, that hold truths;small things, but accurate. Drustan
thinks she may have inherited the gift of his mother, Necthana."

 We watched them without speaking, the two heads bent intentlyover the worktable as Alais explained to
Imriel how the powdered gallswere mixed with vitriol and gum arabic to make an enduring ink thatwould
not run or smear, even in dampness. At a distance, they mighthave been brother and sister. She has
dreams, I thought, and he hasnightmares. I have both, but Blessed Elua willing, that will soon beover. For
these two, life is composed wholly of beginnings.

 "We speak of stories ending," Thelesis de Mornay said softly,"when in truth it is we who end. The stories
go on and on."

 I prayed silently that they would not go on without me.

 Not yet.

 Hyacinthe.

 NINETY-THREE

 THE FITFUL winds of early spring came and went.

 All across Terre d'Ange, the fields began greening. Shoots emergedfrom the rich soil, straining toward
the sun. Crocuses blossomed inpurple, white and yellow, and trees were hazed with leaf-buds. In the
mountains, shepherds prepared for lambing. In the countryside, farmerswatched the weather and planted
seed. On the coasts, sailors gaugedthe winds and made ready to voyage.

 And in the City of Elua, they wagered on the date of the Cruarch'sarrival.

 I daresay I had never awaited it with such anxiety myself, fondthough I am of Drustan mab Necthana.
For that was the letter ofYsandre's sentence upon me: When the Cruarch entered the gates of the City, I
was free to leave it.

 It was Guillen Baphinol who brought us the news, ostensibly in theform of an official visit. But his horse
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was lathered when he pulled upin the courtyard and his shouting brought Joscelin at a run, his swordat the
ready. Cassilines may only draw their swords to kill, but whenit came to Imriel's safety, he didn't bother
with his daggers.

 "Peace," Guillen said breathlessly, putting up his hands. "Peace, Messire Verreuil. I've news! The
Cruarch's flagship has been sighted!"

 Joscelin stared at him, then let out a whoop of joy and embracedthe Eisandine lordling.

 Guillen Baphinol grinned, thumping his back. "I thought you'd bepleased, my lord!"

 We threw a fête that evening, and the entire household celebrated.Once the preparations were done, I
gave everyone, from Eugenie tothe stable-keeper Benoit, the night off. The waiting had weighed hard on
all of us, and cast a three-month pall over what should have been a

 joyous homecoming. We celebrated it that night. I do not doubt that among the Great Houses of Terre
d'Ange, they would be appalled toknow that at House Montrève, the serving-maid was seated with the
chevalier, and the stable-keeper dined at the table with straw still in hishair, but it wasmy household, and
these were the people who had keptit together in duress. I have been a peer of the realm and a
barbarian'sslave alike, and I am not too proud to dine with someone with themuck fresh-cleaned from
beneath his nails.

 Elua grant I never will be.

 Although he did smell faintly of the stables.

 In the morning, I daresay all of us were a trifle thick-headed. Therevelry had gone late into the night and
the wine-keg we had tappedwas dry. I'd allowed Imriel two glasses, and his eyes had shone withit, color
rising beneath his fair skin. He sang a shepherd's love song inhis clear, true voice, while Hugues played
his flute. How long, I wondered, until his boy's voice broke? It would be soon. His growth hadslowed in
Daršanga, but he was making up for lost time. "He'll breakhearts, that one," Eugenie predicted.

 I sent a bleary-eyed Hugues on errands that day, bearing word ofthe Cruarch's impending return to
Emile in Night's Doorstep and toEleazar in the Yeshuite quarter. It was a courtesy, since both would
doubtless have heard the news already, but I had promised to notifyboth parties when we made ready to
journey. When a knock came at the door, I thought it must be Hugues returning.

 Instead it was a royal courier, with a summons from the Queen.

 "What does she want now?" Joscelin asked, frowning at the missive."Surely she hasn't changed her
mind."

 "Did her majesty give any indication?" I asked the courier.

 He shook his head. "Only that your presence is requested, my lady.Yours, your consort's and the boy."

 Once again, we travelled to the Palace, this time in our own carriage. All throughout the City, people
were celebrating the news. Thewineshops and taverns were open, markets were doing a brisk business.
Wagers were settled, new wagers laid. Students given a day's leavefrom the Academy thronged the
streets, toasting the Cruarch's health,looking forward to three days and nights of revelry when he reached
the City. Drustan's return had become a veritable rite of spring. I wishedI shared their high spirits, but
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Ysandre's summons had struck fear intomy heart and my joyous mood had faded.

 I kept a good face on it as a majordomo escorted us into the Palace,along with a pair of guards. I
wondered if we were bound for thethrone-room or a private audience. If it was state business, I thought,
it will be the throne-room or the Hall of Audience. I feared what Ysandre might declare before an
audience of state. What she might say inprivate, I could not guess, and feared even more.

 As it happens, it was neither.

 The majordomo brought us to the Salon of Eisheth's Harp, a spacious chamber with elegant frescoes
depicting the ill-fated romance ofEisheth and an Eisandine tauriere. It is a place where D'Angeline nobles
gather to enjoy pleasant conversation and musical concerts. There wasa small crowd assembled, and it
seemed a flautist and a lute-player had recently concluded. Ysandre was seated on a couch in the central
arrangement, surrounded by courtiers and attendants . . . and someone elseI recognized.

 "Prince Imriel nóMontrève de la Courcel, the Comtesse Phèdre nó Delaunay de Montrève, Messire
Joscelin Verreuil," the majordomo announced.

 There was a half-second of silence in the Salon of Eisheth's Harp.

 "Elua's Balls, lass, get over here and let me see you!" roared theunmistakable voice of the Royal Admiral
Quintilius Rousse as he rosefrom the couch, opening his arms. "What are you waiting for, an engraved
invitation?"

 I crossed the distance in a daze to find myself engulfed in a bone-cracking embrace. "My lord Admiral,"
I stammered when he let me go."What brings you here?"

 Rousse grinned at me. If there was grey in his ruddy hair, he wasas hale and hearty as ever, blue eyes
bright in his scarred, weatheredface. "Oh, I hear we're to fetch that sight-ridden Tsingano lad of yoursas
soon as Lord Drustan arrives. Sound all right to you?"

 I blinked at him, then stared at Ysandre, belatedly curtsying. "Your majesty."

 Ysandre raised her fair brows. "Surely you didn't think I'd let youset off unaided on this quest, Phèdre.
We have a vested interest in thewell-being of Hyacinthe, Anasztaizia's son. It has been arranged overthe
course of the winter. Lord Rousse has a flagship awaiting at Pointedes Soeurs in Azzalle. Whatsoever
you require for this journey, youmay arrange with Lord Rousse, who has an open writ with the Secretary
of the Privy Purse. I trust you will be ready to depart by the timeDrustan arrives?"

 "Yes." I swallowed against the tears that threatened to close mythroat. It had meant a good deal more
than I reckoned, losing Ysandre'sfriendship, and I would give a great deal to have it back. "Yes, your
majesty. We will be ready."

 "Good." Ysandre's gaze rested on Imriel. "I suppose you will insistupon going, young cousin?"

 "Your majesty." Imriel bowed, expressionless. "If you forbid it, Iwill stay."

 "And what resentments will that breed?" Ysandre smiled wryly,watching Quintilius Rousse gather
Joscelin in a pounding embrace. "No,young cousin, I will not forbid it, much as I would like to do so. I
have learned somewhat of when to stand in the way, and when to stand aside. Messire Verreuil," she
called to Joscelin, who freed himself toapproach her, bowing. "In the future, I would appreciate it if you
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didnot accompany Prince Imriel in public unarmed. I was promised, I believe, a Cassiline Brother to
attend him? The Queen's Champion?"

 "Your majesty." Joscelin bowed again and straightened, grinning."I will not appear before you unarmed
again."

 "Good." Ysandre glanced around at the gape-mouthed courtiers."Is there anyone here who has
somewhat to say? No? Well and good.My lord Rousse, I grant you leave to make your arrangements. I
expecta full accounting of your plans."

 And with that, we were dismissed.

 We spent the better part of the day in discussion with QuintiliusRousse, who returned with us to the
house. Eugenie nearly tied herself into a knot attempting to stage a fit reception for the Royal Admiral—
her kitchens were in complete disarray from last night's revelry. I daresay Rousse never noticed, quaffing
wine and eating the savories set infront of him with a good will.

 "So you've got the Name of God locked in your pretty head, ehlass?" he asked shrewdly. "Well, it may
be and it may not, but eitherway, I'll take you wherever you want to go. I promised that a longtime ago.
The question is, what happens when we get there?"

 I shrugged. "We try to summon Rahab."

 "And if he comes?"

 "I speak the Name of God and banish him." I gripped my handstogether; they were cold. "My lord
Rousse, in ten years, I've learnedno more. I cannot tell you what will happen if he comes, nor if the
banishment succeeds. Of a surety, it will be dangerous. How much so,I do not know."

 "The Lord of the Deep," Quintilius Rousse mused. "I thought itwas something, to see the Master of the
Straits and live. This will besomething, Phèdre nó Delaunay, such as no sailor ever dreamed,whether we
survive it or no." He reached over and set a brawny handon Ti-Philippe's knee, giving it a shake. "You're
game, aren't you, mylad? You haven't forgotten how to haul a lanyard, I hope?"

 "No, sir!" Ti-Philippe grinned at him. "I'll not be left behind thistime!"

 "And how about you, you half-mad Cassiline?" Rousse eyed Joscelin. "Still puking over the rails?"

 "All the way." Joscelin smiled. "It hasn't stopped me yet."

 "And Melisande's whelp." He looked at Imriel and shook his head."Elua's Balls, boy, but you've a look
of your mother! Still, Phèdre saysyou know your way around a ship, and won't get underfoot. You're
bound to do this, eh?"

 "Yes, my lord Admiral." Imriel was too fascinated to take offense.Between his blunt speech, his size and
the old trawler scar that draggedat half his face, Quintilius Rousse was an imposing figure indeed. Hewas
also one of my lord Delaunay's oldest friends, and one of the fewpeople in the world I trusted implicitly.
"The Tsingani helped Phèdre and Joscelin to find me because of Hyacinthe. It's a matter of honor," he
added with a touch of defiance.

 "Honor, eh?" Rousse squinted at him. "Doesn'tsound much like your mother."
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 Imriel's jaw set and his nostrils flared. "I'm not my mother, LordRousse."

 Quintilius Rousse roared with laughter. "Ah, boy, I should hopenot! One's trial enough; the world's not fit
to withstand two of the like.Well, for all that she's got a knack for finding trouble like I've neverseen,
Phèdre nó Delaunay has a gift for choosing friends. And if she'schosen to make you her son, I reckon
you'll do."

 With Rousse's aid, our plans were made. This would be a largerexcursion than the last one. After our
meeting in the Salon of Eisheth'sHarp, word spread like wildfire through the City. Letters of invitation
began to trickle into my home, swelling to a flood. I declined them all with courtesy. It would be different,
afterward...if there was an afterward. Much as I mislike the hypocrisy of court politics, it is a partof life
among D'Angeline peers. For Imriel's sake, it would be a necessity.

 Now, I needed to concentrate on Rahab.

 By means I did not question, Eleazar ben Enokh found a bannedtreatise on the summoning of angels,
which he gave to me for a promiseof discretion. I studied the incantations, committing the formula to
memory. As I had never heard of such a thing proving effectual in livingmemory, I doubted its merit.
Still, it was worth trying.

 Joscelin was right, though.

 A plan was taking shape in my mind.

 This plan, I kept silent and told no one. If I had, I think, theymight have tried to stop me, to dissuade me.
I hoped it would not cometo it. If it did . . . well. Until we reached the shores of Third Sister, there was
no way of knowing. I had only the Name of God to guideme, syllables beating inside my mind as surely
and steadily as my ownpulse.

 The days passed at a snail's pace. Every day, a courier raced eastward from Azzalle, last in a chain,
reporting on the progress of the Cruarch's party. A corps of Rousse's sailors, trained to fight at sea and
on land, would accompany us. I was glad it was Rousse's men and notthe Royal Army, misliking the idea
of travelling with Imriel amid soldiers who owed their allegiance to Duc Barquiel L'Envers.

 Our caravan was chosen and outfitted, stores at the ready, horses shod, baggage-train made ready.

 We waited.

 Drustan mab Necthana entered the City of Elua.

 NINETY-FOUR

 ON THAT day, Ysandre staged a meeting in Elua's Square in thecenter of the City, where four fountains
play beneath an ancient oaksaid to have been planted by Blessed Elua himself. It was there we hadbeen
bidden to assemble, waiting for the Cruarch's procession to pass.We heard them long before they
arrived, handbells ringing, voicesraised in cheers.

 It was all very splendid, with Drustan in his crimson cloak with theCruarch's gold torque at his throat,
Ysandre at his side in a gown of spring-green silk, heavy with gold embroidery. Her shoulders were bare
and she wore the necklace of Queen Zanadakhete, the massive emeraldglinting on her breast. Elua's
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banner, the Courcel swan and the Black Boar of the Cullach Gorrym fluttered overhead. Alais rode
perched onthe pommel of her father's saddle, beaming; the Dauphine Sidonie wasgrave at her mother's
side on a matching pony. Twin lines of the Queen's Guard in the livery of House Courcel flanked them,
andthrongs of people pressed close, throwing flowers.

 Petals fell like fragrant rain.

 In the shadow of the great oak, we met them, Quintilius Rousse inhis finest regalia, standing stalwart to
receive the Queen's commendation. I wore a riding-gown of forest-green velvet, the color of House
Montrève. Hugues was carrying our banner, looking solemn in his new livery. Imriel had wanted
garments in Montrève's color, but I'd thoughtbetter of it, and he was outfitted instead in a deep-blue
doublet andbreeches, giving the nod to his Courcel heritage.

 Joscelin, of course, had contrived to secure himself attire in anunremarkable shade of grey, only his
Cassiline arms identifying him. Iwas resigned to it by now.

 "My lords and ladies, mesdames and messires!" Ysandre waited untiltheir entourage had halted and
raised her clear voice, addressing thecrowds. "On this day, we not only welcome our husband and the
august ruler of Alba, Drustan mab Necthana, into the City of Elua, but we bidfarewell and godspeed to
our Royal Admiral Quintilius Rousse, wholeads this expedition to the Three Sisters, in the hopes of
breaking forevermore the curse of the Master of the Straits. Know that our besthopes go with them." Her
mare shifted sideways, and Ysandre settled her, glancing at me. "Phèdre nóDelaunay de Montrève," she
said, hertone softening. "On this day, your sentence is ended, and you are freeto pursue that which you
have sought for ten years and more. Knowthat we wish you well, and pray for your success."

 Standing beside my mount, I curtsied deeply, and my householdfollowed suit.

 Drustan mab Necthana dismounted, giving his reins to his daughterAlais' keeping. Heedless of propriety,
he came over to greet us all,clasping arms with Quintilius Rousse, embracing Joscelin like a brother.He
shook hands gravely with Imriel, who was greatly impressed withthe intricate patterns of blue woad that
decorated the Cruarch's face.

 "Phèdre." Drustan set his hands on my shoulders. We had alwaysunderstood one another, he and I.
"You truly believe you have themeans to free him?"

 I nodded, unable to reply. The Name of God crowded my tongue.All I could do was gaze at Drustan,
seeing in his dark eyes the knowledge of Hyacinthe's sacrifice, the guilt that had plagued him for so long.
Like me, he would have taken it upon himself if he could have. He hadbeen there. He knew. I heard in
my mind the dry chirruping sound ofa grasshopper, and remembered anew what was at stake.

 Immortality without youth; an eternity of aging.

 That was what Hyacinthe endured, while the rest of us loved andfought and reproduced, carrying on our
stories without him.

 "May it be so." Drustan bent his head to kiss my brow. "The honorof the Cullach Gorrym goes with you
to fight for our brother Hyacinthe.Sibeal awaits you in Pointes des Soeurs, Phèdre. She carries my hope
in her heart."

 So it was done, and Drustan remounted his horse, securing Alaisin the crook of his arm. And the crowds
cheered and pelted them withflowers, urging them on their way. In the City of Elua, the revelry would
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begin in earnest that day, and by evenfall, the salons of receptionwould be overflowing in the Court of
Night-Blooming Flowers, asD'Angelines sought to celebrate in their own fashion the reunion oftheir
Queen and her husband.

 I watched Ysandre ride away, her back straight in the saddle, andsighed.

 "Come on, then!" Quintilius Rousse, already mounted, chivvied histroops. "The sooner we're underway,
the sooner we're on water, lads!My lady, are you ready? Yes? Then let us be off. The Lord of theDeep
is waiting, and I say he's waited long enough!"

 Our journey began.

 The first thing we noted was the Tsingani. It did not seem strange,at first; there are always Tsingani on
the road in the spring, travellingto the horse-fairs. It was Imriel who noted that they were following us.
With an entire squadron of Rousse's men accompanying us—most ofthem drawn from the dedicated
corps that still bore the name Phèdre's Boys and held to marching-chants that made me wish to cover
Imriel's ears—we were not exactly unobtrusive. In the villages and cities alongthe way, the Tsingani
presence seemed unremarkable. It was when wecamped upon the open road that it became obvious.

 The Tsingani were following us.

 And they weren't the only ones.

 The Yeshuite presence was more subtle than the Tsingani, whosebrightly painted wagons were
unmistakable. But gradually, as we travelled, it became evident that there were Yeshuites among our
followers, some on foot, others in wagons, plain and unmarked alongside the gailypainted Tsingani
kumpanias.

 "Elua's Balls!" Quintilius Rousse exclaimed when the truth of itgrew apparent. "What dothey want?"

 "They want to know what happens," I said. "They want to hearthe Name of God."

 Whatwould happen when I spoke it? I did not know. It was aquestion too vast for me to comprehend.
That which I knew and understood was trial enough. And so we rode across the green-growing land of
Terre d'Ange, making for the Pointe des Soeurs, accompaniedby our unlikely entourage. And I thought
about the Name of God aswe rode, and everything I saw was precious in my eyes, from thesmallest leaf
unfurling on the vine to my own companions. BrusqueRousse, loyal Ti-Philippe, eager Hugues, and ah,
Elua! Joscelin, withhis drab Cassiline attire covering his many scars, all gotten on mybehalf, his hair worn
loose to cover his arrow-gouged ear, his oneconcession to vanity.

 And Imriel.Imrìel.

 My heart ached at the sight of him, happy and proud to be embarking once more upon a heroic quest.
He rode with his head erect,watchful and sharp, his hands steady on the reins.

 A matter of honor.

 He believed it.

 Oh, Melisande, I thought. You do not know this son of yours; ofours. Brother Selbert was right, he may
surprise us all, in the end. Our goat-herd prince, our barbarian's slave. Am I wrong, to risk him thusly?
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Yet if I did not, if I forbid it...Ysandre is right, too. What resentmentswould it breed? He has your pride,
Melisande, and he must be allowedit. Anger would fester too easily in this one. I can only try to offset it,
to teach him compassion.

 Blessed Elua grant I live to do it.

 And so I watched them all, and kept my plan a secret as we madeour way across Terre d'Ange, our
silent entourage growing.

 We arrived to find a Pointe des Soeurs much changed from the lonely garrison it had been, an isolated
fortress ten miles from themeanest village. An encampment the size of a small city had grown uparound it
since I had been there two years past, with lively trade goingon to support it. Evrilac Duré, who served
the duchy of Trevalion,greeted us and guided us to the fortress. It was he who had broughtthe news, two
years gone, of the passing of the old Master of the Straits,though he had not known it as such.

 "It began this winter," he said shortly, in answer to my questionregarding the encampment. "Tsingani,
mostly. Watching and waiting.I don't know what for, but I have a score of suits pending, begging aplace
on the Admiral's ship. 'Tis for Lord Rousse to decide, I've toldthem."

 "He's theirTsingan kralis," I murmured. "Hyacinthe, that is. Theyspeak his name at the crossroads.
They are waiting for him to return."

 "Well." Evrilac Duré eyed me. "He may not be what they expect,when he does. I heard the stories, my
lady. I saw what I saw. And onewho's served as the Master of the Straits has more on his mind than alot
of motley Tsingani. I can tell you, the Cruarch's sister waits here,too."

 "The Lady Sibeal," I said.

 "The same." He gestured to his guard to raise the portcullis, admitting us into the fortress proper. "And I
don't mind telling you, wegive a good deal of thought to it, here in Azzalle.”

 He said no more; he didn't need to. That much I had garneredduring my Bitterest Winter in the City of
Elua. The question of Drustan's successor remained unsettled. According to the old laws of mat-rilineal
heritage, no child of Drustan mab Necthana's loins could inheritthe rulership of Alba. It must be one of his
sisters' offspring.

 Breidaia, the eldest, had children.

 Sibeal did not.

 They had given her the best quarters available and housed her honorguard of Cruithne warriors. Ghislain
nó Trevalion had sent his ownchef and his second chamberlain to ensure her comfort—and ours. This,
too, had been arranged over the course of the winter months. Ysandrehad not been idle while I brooded.

 "Phèdre nó Delaunay." Sibeal's accent had improved. She held myhands in hers. "You have come, as I
dreamed you would. Was thejourney long?"

 "Yes," I said. "It was, my lady."

 She nodded gravely and turned to greet Joscelin. "It is good to seeyou, my brother."

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 "Lady Sibeal." Joscelin bowed, his vambraces flashing in the lamp-lit dining hall. "You honor me."

 "No." She shook her head. "I speak the truth. So my brother theCruarch has named you, and so you
are. And I...I have no placehere, who have only watched and waited while others trod the darkpath. But
here my dream has led me, and I am grateful for your indulgence."

 It would have been easier if I could have disliked Sibeal and foundit in my heart to resent her. In truth, I
could not. She was too like herbrother Drustan, with the same grave, dark eyes, the same calm dignity.
And she loved Hyacinthe. Could I fault her for that? I loved him too.If I had trodden a dire path on his
behalf, still, I had not done it alone.

 So we dined together in the wind-battered halls of Pointe desSoeurs, and Quintilius Rousse conferred
with his men, plotting ourcourse. Evrilac Duré brought him the petitions to read, pleading for a spot
aboard the flagship. Rousse scanned them with half an eye and scowled, passing them off to me.

 "Tsingani and Yeshuites, clamoring for a berth! What do they thinkthis is, a pleasure-barge? I've no
room for landsmen underfoot. If theLord of the Deep takes against us, we'll need expert hands on deck,
and no mistake.”

 I glanced at the petitions. "They've a stake in the matter, my lordAdmiral."

 "Let them get their own ships, if they're so eager." He gloweredat me, looking particularly fearsome.
"Two. I'll grant you two places, Phèdre nóDelaunay. No more. And you shall have the choosing of it.You
let them know at daybreak, for we'll hoist sail soon after."

 "My lord." I inclined my head, acknowledging his decision.

 NINETY-FIVE

 I REMAINED awake long into the small hours of the night. It wasnot so much the petitions, for those
were easy, in the end. The hardestpart was deciphering the scribblings of the guards who had accepted
them, jotting notes on foolscap. Most of the Tsingani were illiterate,lacking the schooling that is inherent in
D'Angeline society. Even thehumblest of D'Angeline families see to the education of their children;it is a
gift that Elua and his Companions have given us.

 We have not shared it well.

 Kristof, son of Oszkar. I remembered the name. He had risked hiskumpaniato bring us word of the
Carthaginian slavers.

 And for the Yeshuites . . .

 Eleazar had come. It grieved me that he had not sought me out toask the boon. We studied together for
many years, he and I. After the death of Rebbe Nahum ben Isaac, he was my closest comrade in the
Yeshuite community. But I, in favor or not, was the Comtesse de Montrève. I fear he dared not ask.

 Well, he would have his chance to hear the Name of God at last.He had earned it, having sought it for so
long. I hoped it was a kindnessI gave him, and not a death-sentence.

 I would know upon the morrow.
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 Joscelin remained awake with me, long after Imriel had lost thebattle and fallen into sound slumber on an
adjacent pallet, worn out bytravel and the sea winds. I talked over my decisions with him, the wickon the
oil lamp trimmed low. And then, at last, there was only onething left to discuss.

 "What happens to us?" Joscelin asked softly, lying beside me."Phèdre... if...when . . .you succeed in
freeing Hyacinthe, what happens to you and I?”

 "I don't know," I whispered. A lock of his fair hair lay over hisshoulder; I ran it between my fingers. It
was easier than meeting his eyes. "Joscelin. You know I love you like my own life. Nothing that ever
happens could change that. Weare a family, you and I...andImri. I would never break that bond."

 "But you love him, too."

 I did look at him, then; I had to. "Could you ask me not to?"

 "No." He shuddered and put his arms around me. "It scares me,that's all."

 I felt his strength surrounding me, the steady beat of his heart closeto mine, the Name of God sounding in
every pulse. "My Perfect Companion," I said, and smiled at him. "Joscelin. We spoke bold wordsabout
fear, do you remember? There is no one else like you. No one.We set ourselves in Elua's hand when we
entered Drujan. We are there still, and always."

 "I pray you're right." He kissed me then, and made no other reply.

 There was no other to make.

 After a time, Joscelin too slept, and I alone was left awake to watch over them. I listened to Imriel
murmur in his sleep, too quiet for a fullblown nightmare. I gazed at Joscelin's arm outflung in a patch of
moonlight. His hand lay open, the fingers slightly curled. How many timeshad that strong arm protected
me? I could not even count any more.The moon travelled across the night sky, and waves broke on the
shorebelow the fortress.

 I wondered what would happen on the morrow.

 In time I too slept, and sleeping, dreamed I woke still, watchingand waiting. Not until I opened my eyes
to the dim grey light of dawnand the sound of seagulls did I realize I had slept. Rousse's men were
stirring, making ready for departure. In the fortress, the kitchens werealready bustling. Leaving Joscelin to
attend Imriel, I rode out to theencampment with Evrilac Duré and a company of his men. There too,life
was stirring, cookfires lit, Tsingani and Yeshuites awaiting. Theyhad seen our party enter. They knew it
would be today.

 "There is room," I called, raising my voice, "for two people, andtwo people only on the Royal Admiral's
flagship. You who have petitioned for this place, know that the journey is dangerous; the end,uncertain.
Does anyone wish to withdraw?"

 There was a pause as my words were relayed across the encampment. Afterward, silence. In the quiet,
a Tsingano babe wailed, hushedby its mother. No other sound answered.

 "So be it," I said. "For the Tsingani, to whom he who is Masterof the Straits was born, I grant passage
to Kristof, Oszkar's son, whogave aid when it was most needed. For the Yeshuites, I summon Eleazar
ben Enokh, who has spent his life seeking the Name of God."
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 And they came, the both of them; the Tsinganotseroman biddinghiskumpania farewell, clad in a shirt of
bright yellow, his face guardedas he approached us. Eleazar rode a little donkey, his feet peddling onthe
ground, a smile of delight splitting his tangled beard.

 "You should have asked," I told him.

 "It was not yours to grant, before." His smile broadened. "Now, itis."

 I sighed, and addressed them both. "You understand we may notreturn from this?"

 Eleazar only beamed, and bobbed his head. I felt a moment's grieffor Adara, who had let her husband
go to pursue his dream. Kristofgave a brusque nod. "You have walked theLungo Drom for him, lady,"he
said. "It is fitting one of us should be there to see its end, no matterwhat it be."

 Thus did we make our way back to the fortress of Pointe desSoeurs, and the hungry eyes of those left
behind watched us go. Quintilius Rousse had not spoken idly. His flagship, that was namedElua's
Promise,sat at harbor, ready for departure. A half-dozen pennants fluttered from its mast—the golden
lily-and-stars of Elua and his Companions, the silver swan of House Courcel, the Black Boar of the
Cullach Gorrym, the crag-and-moon of Montrève, the Navigator's Starof Trevalion, and there...a sable
banner with a ragged circle of scarlet,crossed by a barbed golden dart.

 Kushiel's Dart.

 "It is fitting," Quintilius Rousse said somberly. "My lady."

 We boarded the ship, all of us. The rising sun emerged from a bankof clouds, laying a cloak of golden
light upon the grey waters. Theanchor was raised and the sails were hoisted, bearing the silver swan
wrought large on a blue field. The oarsmen set to, and their effortscarried us out of the harbor of Pointe
des Soeurs.

 On the shore, Evrilac Duré and his men cheered. I wondered ifthey were glad to be remaining behind
this time. Another crowd, distant,lined the cliffs above the harbor. I saw the Tsingano Kristof raise his
hand in salute, and wondered how many he left behind in hiskumpania.I was afraid to ask. Eleazar
pointed his face into the wind, eager as alover, his beard blowing in the breeze.

 Sibeal stood alone in the prow, swaying with the ship's motion,flanked by her watchful Cruithne
warriors. In my dreams, it was alwaysI who stood there.

 But I...I had Joscelin, looking green and swallowing hard againsthis illness, standing adamant at Imriel’s
side, and Ti-Philippe, wholooked at home and glad upon the sea, and Hugues, keen as a houndon the
scent for adventure.

 I was not alone.

 Not yet.

 The winds blew fair and steady, like a summons. I wondered ifHyacinthe knew, if even now he plied his
skills, the Master of the Straits,bringing us homeward. The sky turned into a clear blue vault aboveus, a
few scudding clouds high overhead. Sunlight sparkled on the water,and the gulls circled with raucous
cries, hoping we might prove a fishing vessel casting offal from our catch overboard. After so long, the
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confrontation to come seemed unreal. It was a day for rejoicing, not forendings.

 For some hours, we flew over the water. Altogether too soon, thecry came from the crow's nest—the
Three Sisters had been sighted.The sun was not yet at its zenith when we drew in sight of the tallcliffs of
Third Sister. So close to land; so far from the world! For this short journey, I had travelled to Saba and
back. I held my breath asQuintilius Rousse took the helm and shouted orders, maneuvering theflagship
around the jutting coast of the island and into the narrow defilethat marked the ingress to the harbor.

 Between the towering cliffs, it went suddenly wind-still.

 "Out oars!" Rousse bellowed as the sails fell slack and empty, thepennants drooping. "Row!"

 When first I entered the domain of the Master of the Straits, it waswave-borne; on the second occasion,
wind-blown. This time, we glidedinto the secluded harbor on the effort of mortal labor, wrought of mus
cle, sinew, bone and sweat.

 The water was as flat and calm as a mirror, reflecting the rockypromontory and the carved steps, so that
it seemed a second stair ledto a temple at the bottom of the harbor, small with distance and impossibly
deep, wreathed with clouds on the sea's floor. The advancingship's prow forged ripples, revealing the
illusion, distorting the imageof the lone figure who stood upon the promontory, waiting.

 Hyacinthe.

 The Name of God surged within me, and I yearned to shout it tothe empty skies.

 He was clad as before, in rusty black velvet in an archaic style, oldlace spilling like sea-foam at his cuffs
and throat. This time, a cloak ofindeterminate color hung from his shoulders, satin-lined. It may havebeen
violet, once; time and sun and salt had faded it to a vague tarnishedsilver, like twilight on the ocean. As
our ship drew near the shore, onlya few yards of open water remaining, Hyacinthe placed the palms of
both hands together at waist height, then opened them and held themflat to the earth.

 I heard Sibeal whisper his name.

 The ship halted, oars locked fast in the limpid water. The rowers strained in vain, sinews cracking.
Across the distance I gazed at Hyacintheunspeaking, the Sacred Name locked fast in my throat.

 He gazed back at me, unnamable colors shifting in his fathomlesseyes, and hope and fear lying distant at
the bottom, as tenuous as thetemple's reflection. "You've come," he said at last, and his voicesounded
odd and unused, not at all like my dream. "I saw you set sail in the sea-mirror of the temple."

 "Yes." I swallowed. "Hyacinthe, I have the key."

 Fear and hope leapt in his too-dark eyes and the boy I'd lovedlooked out of the face of the Master of
the Straits. He bowed his head to hide it, pressing his fingers to his temples.

 "Elder Brother!" Quintilius Rousse made his way to the railing,addressing him with the traditional title
sailors accorded the Master ofthe Straits. "I'm here in the name of her majesty Queen Ysandre de la
Courcel, Tsingano. Have you grown too proud to let old friends ashore?We're on the Queen's business,
breaking this curse of yours."

 "My lord Admiral." Hyacinthe lifted his head, mouth twisting in a smile. "Forgive my manners. It is a
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pleasure to see you once more. Mylady . . . my lady Sibeal." He looked at her for a moment, and what
wasexchanged in that glance, I could not say. "And you, Cassiline."

 "Tsingano." Joscelin bowed, arms crossed."Tsingan kralis."

 Hyacinthe went still, then, seeing Kristof. "Why have you broughthim here?"

 "The Tsingani await your return, Prince of Travellers," I said tohim. "Kristof, Oszkar's son is here on
their behalf. Eleazar ben Enokhis here for the Yeshuites, who seek the Name of God. Will you let us
ashore? “

 He paused, then shook his head, as I had known he would. "Icannot, Phèdre. I dare not." His voice
softened. "It would invoke thegeis."

 "And we will break it," I said steadily. "That's why we've come."

 "No." His face was set and hard. "It cannot be."

 "Then you will have to cross to us," I said.

 Something stirred in the depths of his eyes. "You saw what happened before."

 I nodded. "Rahab, or an invocation of him. Hyacinthe, it must be.Rahab must manifest to be banished. I
will try to summon him if youwill try to cross. Will you dare that much?"

 His smile was edged with bitterness. "I would risk any part ofmyself to break this curse. It is innocent
blood I will not endanger.Summon him, if you think you can."

 "So be it." I turned to Imriel, and bade him fetch my writing casefrom the stateroom. Everyone aboard
the ship was quiet as he did,waiting and watching.

 Hyacinthe frowned, perplexed, dark irises waxing and waning."Melisande'sson?"

 "Ours, now." I glanced at Joscelin, who smiled quietly. Imriel returned with the waxed leather case that
contained parchment, pens and ink. Ti-Philippe unlashed an empty water-barrel and rolled it over un
asked, making a writing surface. I opened the case and tested the pointof a quill, emptying my mind of
aught else. Uncorking the inkwell and dipping the pen, I wrote upon a virgin piece of parchment, forming
theacrostic square I'd studied in Eleazar's banned treatise.

 RAHAB ABARAHABAHARABABAHAR

 It was done, and the name of Rahab bounded the cruciform palindrome of Habah—Hu Habah,
He-Who-Shall-Come, one of the secretnames of the Mashiach. I laid down the quill with trembling
fingers andrecorked the ink, bowing to the four corners of the globe, acknowledging the One God's
dominion. "Rahab do I summon," I cried, givingthe Habiru incantation. "As the Hidden Name of the
Mashiach doesinhabit and summon thee, Rahab who is Lord of the Deep, come thouforth, and answer
me, as all spirits are subject unto Yeshua ben Yosef, that every spirit of the firmament and of the ether,
upon the earth andunder the earth, on dry land or in the water, of whirling air or ofrushing fire may be
obedient unto the will of Adonai." Leaning overthe railing, I let the parchment flutter onto the waters.
"Rahab, I summon thee!"
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 In the depths of the harbor, something stirred. The ship trembled.

 "Now, Tsingano!" Joscelin shouted.

 He tried, Hyacinthe did; tried, as he had before. Trusting, haunted,he took a step onto the now-churning
waters, fearless of the depths.And as it had before, the worldshifted. A maelstrom opened, and some
thing moved within it, something bright and shining and terrible.Squinting my eyes, I saw water surge like
a vast wing, green and foam-edged, a roiling eye. I opened my mouth, and the Name of God wasthere,
on my tongue. There it remained, oar-locked and tight as themoment of manifestation trembled on the
edge of being. The shipbucked like a restive mount, riding the surge; I fell to my knees andbit my tongue,
tasting blood. There was shouting, somewhere, fromRousse's sailors as they sought to steady the craft.

 And then it was over, and we were still aboard the ship. The moment had passed, the summoning
failed. On the shore, Hyacinthe wasdoubled and panting, each breath wracked with pain. "Not...so...easy
. . ." he said, forcing out the words, straightening with an effort.

 In the prow of the ship, Sibeal wept for the first time.

 So be it.

 "I'm sorry," I said to Eleazar ben Enokh. "It would have been nice if it had worked." I turned to Imriel.
"Remember what I promised," Isaid. "I would not leave if I didn't believe I'd be back."

 He had his mother's eyes. Imri nodded, gravely, understanding,even as Joscelin understood too, already
in motion, moving to interceptme, crying, "Phèdre,no!"

 Placing one hand on the railing, I vaulted over it, my skirts trailing.Even as I leapt, I was aware of
Joscelin reaching for me, trying to graspthe merest fold of fabric and halt my momentum.

 Too late.

 I jumped.

 NINETY-SIX

 A MIGHTY gust of wind caught and held me.

 I hung suspended in midair, buffeted by gale forces, my hair lashinglike a nest of angry adders, skirts
snapping and whipping, my wateringeyes slitted against the pressure as the winds tore the very breath
frommy lips.

 Behind me, I heard above the roaring wind faint shouts of alarm,the ship creaking, ropes singing taut as
the sails flapped and bellied in the fallout from the raging winds that held me. Below me stood Hyacinthe,
his arms outspread. The terrible, deadly power of the Masterof the Straits suffused his features, and there
was nothing in him I couldspeak to.

 Like a great fist, the knotted winds began carrying me back towardthe ship.

 "Idiot!"I shouted, the word lost in the winds. Master of the Straitsor no, I'd spent the last two years with
Hyacinthe's voice haunting mydreams. "Put me down! Ihave the key! Give me the chance to use it!"
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 Doubt surfaced in those inhuman eyes. Somehow, in the roaringgale of his own elemental power, he'd
heard my shouts. "You're certainof it?"

 The words came from all around me, as if the wind itself hadspoken. I laughed. How many times had I
asked Imriel that very thing?And now the question came back to me. "Yes," I said in the center of my
personal whirlwind, trusting Hyacinthe to hear. "I'm sure."

 His hands and lips moved and the winds ceased.

 I dropped like a stone onto the barren promontory and caught myself on hands and knees, jarred by
the impact.

 "TSINGANO!”

 Joscelin's voice was the first thing I heard when the winds stopped,shouting with fury. I turned my head
to see him clambering over therailing, preparing to make the leap even as hands grappled at him, tryingto
hold him back. The gap had grown wider, the ship blown severalyards from shore.

 "Joscelin, no!" I cried, getting to my feet. He stared at me, eyeswild and desperate, his fair hair
wind-lashed. "Don't do it," I pleaded."I was the only one who needed to come ashore. Only me. And if
I'mwrong . . . there's no need to put the rest at risk."

 "You knew." His knuckles were white on the railing, his face taut."You planned it all along."

 "I thought it might come to it," I said softly. "No more."

 "Joscelin. Joscelin!" It was Imriel, catching his sleeve, who gotJoscelin's attention. "Don't," he said, his
voice cracking with fear. "Please don't. Not both of you. You promised."

 It was a tense moment. Quintilius Rousse watched with gloweringconcern, the others with a mix of fear
and interest. Ti-Philippe andHugues stood close at hand, prepared to wrestle Joscelin over the railingif
need be. I wouldn't have given much for their chances, if he'd sethis mind to it, but Imriel's plea had
reached him. Joscelin sighed, defeated, sagging against the railing. "Then do it," he murmured, "and be
done with it."

 Only then did I fully realize that I stood upon the rock of ThirdSister, the isle of the Master of the Straits.
I raised my gaze to meet that of Hyacinthe, who stood near enough to touch.

 "Phèdre," he whispered.

 I flung both arms about his neck and burst into tears.

 He felt the same, under my touch. Whatever changes his long ordeal had wrought in him, whatever
powers endowed him, beneath it he wasHyacinthe still, my childhood friend, my Prince of Travellers. The
scentof his skin triggered more memories than I could count. Before Joscelin,before the Queen, before
Thelesis de Mornay, Cecilie Laveau-Perrin,before my lord Delaunay himself. . . before them all, I had
known Hyacinthe.

 "Phèdre," he said again, drawing a wracking breath, holding meclose. "You said you were sure. You
said you weresure!"
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 I lifted my tear-stained face. "I am, Hyacinthe; as sure as I can be.You wouldn't risk any of us. Should I
risk them, when I am the onlyone needed?”

 His smile was a ghost of its former self as he released me. "You'reawfully willful for ananguissette, you
know. A sickness in the blood,my mother would say."

 I laughed through my tears. "I remember."

 Hyacinthe shuddered and laid his hands upon my shoulders. "Youknow I have to ask?"

 I nodded. "What is needful to break this curse. I know. I will takeyour place."

 "I could ask more," he reminded me.

 "Do I need to say it?" I dashed away the tears with the back ofmy hand, steadying my voice. "I know
the source of your power, thatis pages from theSepher Raziel, the Lost Book of Raziel, which Rahab
brought forth from the deep. I know that Rahab loved a D'Angelinewoman who loved him not, and thus
the curse was born. Do you requiremore? I know more. I can tell you tales of Rahab himself, and how he
was punished once before, for failing to part the seas at the One God'scommand. Thegeis is fulfilled,
Hyacinthe. You are free of it."

 "The book." He gazed at the stairs. "I shouldn't leave without it."

 "Then let's get it."

 Hyacinthe nodded and walked to the edge of the promontory, addressing the ship. A dozen faces
ranged along the railing, staring backat him. "My lord Rousse," he said in the echoing voice that came
fromeverywhere and nowhere. "We go now to retrieve the one item of valueon this forsaken isle. We will
return, and attempt once more thecrossing. Forgive me, but I must ensure before then that no other dis
embarks on this deadly shore."

 And so saying, he blew out his breath and pushed gently with both hands, whispering unheard words,
circling three fingers in the air. Thewater in the still harbor surged, bearing the ship on a hummock intothe
center and depositing it there, untouched, while a wall of watercircled about it in a contained maelstrom,
sea-green and clear, unwittingfish swimming in the limpid barrier.

 I heard shouts of dismay and consternation. Even at a distance, Icould make out a few reactions.
Quintilius Rousse was ordering his menabout, rigging the ship with storm-sails, preparing for the worst.
Sibeal remained in the prow, clinging to hope. Eleazar looked here and there, visibly exclaiming and
beaming at the marvel. Joscelin stood with armsfolded, his face a mask of betrayal. And Imri . . . Imri
was leaning overthe railing, reaching out one hand in an effort to touch one of thecircling fish, while 
Hugues held his legs anchored and Ti-Philippepointed his efforts.

 He wasn't afraid, I thought. Ah, Imriel! Blessed Elua be thankedfor that mercy.

 "Melisande's son!" Hyacinthe shook his head in wonderment. "Iwatched in the sea-mirror, so far as I
could, but once you passed beyondthe waters that border Terre d'Ange, I could see no more. The
Masterof the Straits' power has its limits."

 "And thedromonde:"' I asked him.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 He was quiet for a while, turning and starting up the interminablestairs. "I looked," he said when we had
reached the halfway point, metoiling behind him. "The last time I dared was over a year ago. I sawa
darkness so profound I feared to look again."

 "Daršanga," I said, remembering. "We were in Daršanga, then."

 Hyacinthe bowed his head. "You survived it. I wasn't sure, for along time. After the dire possibilities I
saw, I chose to trust to mortalhope and uncertainty rather than thedromonde. A few months ago, you
reappeared in the sea-mirror, though I could not make sense of all Isaw, the boy included."

 "We came home," I said. "It's a long story."

 "So I believe." Hyacinthe resumed his climb, the cloak of indeterminate color trailing behind him. I
gasped after him, muscles quivering.I'd forgotten how long and steep was the stair that led to the top. I
was nearly done in by the time we reached the open-air temple.

 It was unchanged during his tenure, the flagstones of white marble, marble columns reaching skyward
like an unanswered prayer. Far belowus, the shipElua's Promise looked like a child's toy, floating in a
wateryring. In the center of the temple stood the great bronze vessel upon itstripod—the sea-mirror,
Hyacinthe had called it. And beside it, a pairof robed figures bowed deeply before the Master of the
Straits.

 "Tilian," Hyacinthe said, naming them. "Gildas. You will rememberPhèdre nó Delaunay."

 I remembered them. Gildas, the elder, had been white-haired whenI'd met him before; now, he was
ancient. He came forward trembling, one crabbed hand extended. "Thou hast agreed," he said, his voice
quavering, speaking in the D'Angeline of the oldest courtly lays. "Thouhast agreed to the sacrifice, fair
lady!"

 "Not exactly." I took his hand in both of mine. The bones felt bird-hollow, sheathed in skin like
parchment. "I have come to break thecurse, my lord Gildas. Your long service here is done."

 He withdrew his hand with a querulous sound. Hyacinthe merely watched, colors shifting in his dark
eyes. Tilian, the younger, bowed tohim.

 "Wilst thou require the basin refilled ere sundown, my lord?" heasked.

 "You heard her," Hyacinthe replied. "Soon it will be ended here,one way or another. I require nothing
further."

 They remained behind, watching with consternation as Hyacintheled the way down a second set of steps
to the lonely tower that hadbeen his home for so long. It rose, grey and stony, from the rocks ofThird
Sister, the oriel windows glinting in the sun—rose-red, amber,emerald, a cobalt like the color of Imriel’s
eyes. I gaped at it now as Ihad not, then. Hyacinthe paid it no heed. It was his prison, as familiarto him
by now as his own skin.

 I had forgotten how many of the isle-folk attended upon the Masterof the Straits. They bowed low as he
entered, watching with curiouseyes as we mounted the curving stair, circling to the top of the tower.His
attendants, his gaolers. They had been kind to us, long ago. Theytreated him now with a mixture of awe
and fear.
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 We climbed to the very top of the tower, a level unseen from below.And there, the chamber was set
about not with colored oriels, but windows open onto the skies, looking out over the seas in every
direction.It held uncountable treasures gathered from the deep—a gilded helmetencrusted with coral, a
mottled egg the size of a newborn baby, a marble sphinx, an unstrung harp made from the jawbone of a
whale, all thingsstrange and wondrous, salt-pitted and ancient. Hyacinthe stood in themiddle of the room
and looked about him.

 "Here is where he taught me," he said softly. "What I became, I learned in this place. He was not bad,
you know; only desperate, andbound by strictures not of his making."

 "I know," I whispered.

 "It's funny." Hyacinthe turned to a massive bookstand, rifflingthrough the pages that lay spread open
upon it, pages of incalculablepower. "I never had a father, not really. For a little while, in the
Hippochamp, I thought Manoj might acknowledge me. But..."Heshrugged. "There was thedromonde,
after all. And in the end, it wasthis, instead. Andhe is the nearest thing I have known to it. To afather."

 I watched him wrap the pages in oilskins and place them in anancient leather case, bound with straps of
bronze. "Are you sorry toleave it?"

 "No." He closed the case, and looked at me, swallowing hard."Yes." He sat down on a low ivory stool
that dated to the Tiberian Empire. "It's been a long time, Phèdre. I thought, at first, mayhap Icould change
this role, this place . . . bring a touch of light, of mirth,cast it in my image instead ofhis." He shook his
head. "I was wrong.It was too hard, too long, too lonely. And the power...it isolates. Itchanged me
instead. And now?" He gave a bitter laugh. "I've becomelikehim. All the servants I thought to befriend
bow and fear to meetmy eyes. Me, Hyacinthe, who ran a livery stable and told fortunes inNight's
Doorstep to drunken lordlings! Who would have believed it?But I have become the Master of the Straits,
and I do not know howto be anything else."

 "Emile still has the stable," I said, kneeling beside him and takinghis hands. "And your mother's
lodging-house, and a good deal more.He's made quite a business of it."

 "I know." His fingers moved in mine. "I saw it in the sea-mirror.You know I can't go back to that,
Phèdre."

  

 "Tsingan kralis."Hyacinthe's mouth twisted. "ADidikani half-breed, outcast for wielding thedromonde.
They let Manoj banish me, and they let my mother live and die asvrajna, tainted for her loss of honor,
though it was through no fault of her own. Do you think theywould name me king if they did not covet the
power I bear?"

 "Mayhap not," I said steadily. "Do you blame them? For a thousand years, they have been outcast
themselves, lest you forget. Even in Terred'Ange, they are merely tolerated, sometimes despised, left to
wander, to fend for themselves. And they are willing to change, for you. Evennow, theDidikani enjoy
greater stature than before. Under your leadership, the laws that condemned your mother, that rendered
you outcast,might change."

 Hyacinthe withdrew his hands from mine and covered his face. "It'stoo much," he said, muffled. "You do
not know the responsibilities of the Master of the Straits. For eight hundred years, we have protected
Alba and Terre d'Ange. Yes." He raised his head at my silence, glaring with unearthly eyes."Protected!
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For all that the separation was maintained, we protected you! Even now, I keep the bans. No Skaldi
shipmay sail from the north but I permit it, no Aragonian or Carthaginianfrom the south. Do you think my
responsibilities will end if the curseis broken? They won't, Phèdre. While I live, it is mine to ensure,
because it is necessary. Do you suppose I can do that andserve to leadthe Tsingani?"

 "No." I wanted to quail under his glare; I steeled myself instead."Is that why you're afraid to leave the
isle?"

 He looked away. "Who says that I am?"

 I answered him with a question. "Is it Rahab you fear, or leaving?"

 Outside the tower windows, gulls circled, riding the winds. Hyacinthe watched them. "Both," he said at
length. "Oh, Phèdre! I wantit, I want it so badly I taste it, dream of it. I see my face in the mirror,aging,
and I think of nothing else. But it scares me to death." He lookedback at me. "I faltered. I was afraid.
Would the summoning haveworked, if I hadn't?"

 "I don't know." I sat on my heels and regarded him. "It will workthis time. Thegeis is bound to me,
now."

 "What happens if you falter?"

 I tried to laugh, but it caught in my throat. "I suppose I becomeyour apprentice."

 "And I get to die, while you wither into eternity." There weretears, mortal tears, in Hyacinthe's black
eyes. "I should never have letyou ashore."

 I folded my hands to hide their trembling. "I won't falter."

 He smiled sadly. "Can you be so sure?"

 "No." I forced my tone to remain calm. "But everything I love bestin the world, aside from you, is on that
ship you bound mid-harbor.And I haven't had twelve years to forget it. What's the cost, Hyacinthe, of
pressing forward until Rahab manifests in his entirety? Pain? Fear?I'm ananguissette. These are things I
was born to endure."

 Hyacinthe shook his head. "You never give up, do you?"

 "Not yet, anyway." I rose to my feet and extended my hand tohim. "Come on, Master of the Straits.
There's a ship full of anxiouspeople awaiting us, eager to learn if we're all going to live or die. Let'sgo find
out. You can worry later what to do about the Tsingani." Ihelped him to his feet, then caught sight of
myself in a bronze mirror as I turned to go, stopping me in my tracks. The winds that had bornme up had
blown my hair into serpentine tangles, wild and disheveled.I raised my hands in dismay, feeling at the
gnarled locks, trying ineffectually to unknot them with my fingers. "Name of Elua! Hyacinthe,look what
you did to myhair!"

 "You think it will matter to Rahab?" Hyacinthe asked. I glancedsharply at him, and found him grinning;
unexpected, as welcome aslight in a dark place, his old grin, irrepressible, white and merry against his
brown skin. He laughed at my ire, dodging a well-aimed blow andcatching me in his arms. "Ah, Phèdre!
You've not changed."
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 "Neither have you," I whispered, laying my head on his chest. "Notreally, not underneath. I still know
you, Hyacinthe."

 We stood like that for a long time.

 "You gave me a gift," he said eventually, his breath warm against my tangled hair. "That last night, on the
isle, before you left me herealone . . ." His mouth curved in a smile. "It gave me something beautifulto
remember. Sometimes, it was the only thing that kept me going."

 "It wasn't a gift," I murmured. "I remember it, too."

 "Phèdre." Hyacinthe cupped my face in his hands. "I'm going tomiss you."

 I met his dark, sea-changing gaze and could not pretend he was wholly unaltered. "You'll go with
Sibeal."

 He nodded. "She has seen, in dreams, something of what I've become. And I have watched her, too, in
the sea-mirror. We understood one another from the beginning, Phèdre, Necthana's daughters and I.
Sibeal isn't you. But she's someone I could love. And you . . . I've watched you, too."

 "Joscelin," I said.

 "Joscelin." His smile was rueful. "That damned Cassiline, yes. Evenon Alba, I saw it in both of you. I told
you as much. Elua must have laughed when he bound your hearts together. Whatever power I have,it's
naught to that. I'll not challenge that bond."

 "This is good-bye, then? To you and I?" I asked him.

 "To the Queen of Courtesans and the Prince of Travellers." Hyacinthetraced a line along the curve of my
left eye, the dart-strickenone. "It's what you became after all, isn't it? And I... I will have toacknowledge
the claim of the Tsingani. If I cannot rule them asTsingankralis,still, I shall have a say in the succession,
and what we becomeas a people. That much is owed."

 "Then itis good-bye."

 "Mayhap." Something moved in the depths of his sea-dark eyes,containing something of Hyacinthe's
merriment and something of theMaster of the Straits' power. "If it came to pass, on the odd year orthree,
that the night breezes called your name in my voice, Phèdre nó Delaunay, would you answer?"

 I put both arms around his neck and kissed him hard in reply.

 It was at once familiar and strange, that kiss, and I tasted in it myown lost childhood, the legacy of a
whore's unwanted get, raised by areluctant Night Court, finding friendship for the first time. All of our
history was in it, scrapes and mishaps, confidences shared, and thedarker shadows of adulthood; the
losses of the battle of Bryn Gorrydum,where I had learned there is healing in the sharing of Naamah's
arts, and the terrible sacrifice Hyacinthe had made here upon this isle. AndI tasted too the strangeness his
life had become, the alien knowledge ofelemental forces, the salt-surge of seawater, the tidal depths, the
roilingclouds and the forked violence of lightning, the pure music of the unstrung winds.

 "I was wrong." Hyacinthe laughed aloud, unfettered and joyous.His black eyes danced. "Youhave
changed. Is that what it does, to holdthe Name of God within you?"
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 "Yes," I said, and kissed him again.

 His grin was pure wickedness when I stopped, and pure Hyacinthe."And what did Melisande Shahrizai
make of it?"

 It may be he guessed because he was the Master of the Straits, and privy to arcane knowledge; it may
be because he was Anasztaizia's son,and had the gift of thedromonde. But like as not, it was because he
wasHyacinthe, and had known me longer than anyone else alive. "Oh, shutup." I laughed, sinking both
hands into his black ringlets and tugginghis head back down to mine. "I'm trying to say farewell, if not
goodbye."

 That time, he heeded me.

 It went no further than a kiss, an unspoken promise, a bittersweetfarewell. I would not have repented it if
it had. Mayhap, when we wereyounger, it would have; but there were too many considerations, andwe
were too conscious of them. I let him go, and watched the solemnmantle of power settle back upon him
as he gathered up the case thatbore the pages from the Lost Book of Raziel.

 "There is nothing else you want from this place?" I asked, glancingaround.

 "No." Hyacinthe shook his head. "Let it go to the folk of the isles,if they wish it. Those who were born to
the Three Sisters have suffered as long as he or I, under this curse." He hesitated. "Is there aught you
desire, Phèdre? There is treasure aplenty, and you welcome to it."

 "Only the library," I said, remembering how I had passed manyhours in this tower reading the works of a
Hellene poetess long believedvanished to the world. "There are lost stories in it. I would see them
restored."

 "Lost stories." He smiled. "They are yours, if we survive this. Iwill order it so. Well, then, that's it. Are
you ready?"

 "Are you?" I studied his face.

 "Yes." He took my hand, gripping it hard, the colors in his eyesshifting like the changing hues of the night
sea when a cloud passesover the moon. "I won't falter if you won't."

 He had the power to command the waves to rise and the winds toblow.

 The Master of the Straits was afraid.

 "I won't," I vowed, and prayed it was true.

 NINETY-SEVEN

 HYACINTHE CALLED the isle-folk who attended him into thereception chamber in the tower. They
crowded around, cooks, scullery-maids, foot-servants, laundresses, servants of all ilk, whose lives for
countless generations had been spent doing the bidding of the Masterof the Straits, maintaining the tower,
purveying food, cleaning and restoring treasures brought forth from the bottom of the sea.

 They murmured among themselves in an archaic dialect ofD'Angeline, forgotten on the mainland for eight
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hundred years, stealingfearful glances at Hyacinthe as he stood on the curving stair above them,waiting.
Ancient Gildas and Tilian, who was no longer young, wereamong them; for days on end, they had made
the arduous trek down the stone stairs to fill the basin of the sea-mirror at sunrise and sundown.How
many years? One might suppose they would be glad of theirfreedom, but they looked dismayed.

 "My people." Although he spoke quietly, Hyacinthe's words encompassed the tower. "This day, I go
forth to break thegeis and leavethe island. If we succeed, I will not return. Know that all things in this
tower are yours, to distribute as you choose, saving only the contents of the library, which shall be held in
keeping for Phèdre nóDelaunayof Montrève. Although this exile has been bitter to me, you have served
long and well, and I am grateful for it. I leave you with my thanks."

 "Fair my lord!" Old Gildas' voice emerged choked. "Surely, thou hast need of thy sea-mirror—aye, and
thine acolytes to attend and fillit!"

 "No, Gildas." Hyacinthe shook his head. "It was wrought on ThirdSister, and will open its far-seeing eye
nowhere else in the world. Elsewhere, I must needs construct a sea-mirror anew, in its own place of
vision. Let this one remain here, as a reminder.”

 "Prithee, how shall we conduct ourselves?" someone said wondering, setting loose a flurry of anxious
queries. "What shall become ofus? What shall we do?" The questions fluttered around the stone wallsof
the tower, beating on nervous wings. Hyacinthe's brow darkened, storm clouds gathering in his eyes.

 "Live!"The word fell like a thunderclap, silencing them. I shuddered at the power that emanated from
him in waves, a charged odorlike the air after lightning has struck. "Live," he repeated, more gently, in his
echoing tone. "Live free of this curse, fish and hunt, grow cropsand herd cattle. Build boats and sail to the
mainland, trade and prosper.Make music, write poems, dance. Find one another in love, lose oneanother
in sorrow.Live"

 No one spoke as he descended the stair, parting to make way forhim. I saw how their eyes followed
him — fearful, calculating, avid andforlorn by turns. Not until we reached the door did anyone utter a
word.

 "My lord!" It was Tilian who called after us, daring and defiant."And if thou dost fail, my lord? 'Tis no
secret thou has tried it before;didst do so this very day. We, who have attended thee these long years,
know the truth of it. Why shouldst succeed now?"

 Hyacinthe turned, staring at the man until he turned pale. "Becausethis time," he said, "I am not alone.
You have served power a longtime, Tilian, and come to relish the taste of it. Listen to me now whenI tell
you: Do not pray for my failure. Because this time, Rahab willcome in the fullness of his might and ageless
wrath, and my power isto his as a bucket of water is to the ocean. And if we fail, his angermay raise the
seas and drown the isles of the Three Sisters, and when the fish nibble at your flesh and the crabs scuttle
through your bones,you will not have to worry about how to live without the Master ofthe Straits to
attend."

 There were no further protests.

 I waited until we were outdoors and the bright sun had chased thecrawling chills from my flesh to ask
him if he believed it.

 "Yes," Hyacinthe said shortly. "Why do you suppose it terrifies meso?"
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 Well and so; the lives of hundreds of innocent people rested in myhands. I clutched my skirts,
concentrating on descending the long stair,my breathing coming shallow and labored — not with exertion,
this time,but with fear. Below us,Elua's Promise bobbed at anchor in the centerof its tame whirlpool,
laden with cargo too precious for words.

 It would be better, I thought, if they were gone from this place.

 "Can you send them away?" I asked him.

 "Beyond Rahab's reach?" His mouth twisted. "No such place existsupon the seas."

 "Out of sight, then. Surely it would be safer."

 We had gained the promontory. Hyacinthe gazed at the ship, thenat me, shifting the case he held under
one arm, containing the pagessalvaged from the Book of Raziel. "It may be so. They will not thankyou for
it."

 "I know," I said. "Do it."

 "Quintilius Rousse!" Hyacinthe's voice echoed off the cliff walls,resounding across the harbor. "Raise
your anchor! You are journeyingbeyond Rahab's gaze!"

 Across the shining waters, I heard the cries of protest and dismay.Poor Eleazar, I thought; he has
travelled all this way to hear the Nameof God spoken, and now I send him away. Yet it is better that it is
so.I didn't even want to think about what Joscelin would say.

 "You're sure?" Hyacinthe asked me.

 I nodded. "Now, before I lose my nerve."

 Hyacinthe stooped, laying the case upon the rock, then whispered,blowing out his breath. A sharp, stiff
breeze sprang up from nowhere, filling the storm-rigged sails of theElua's Promise. Rousse took his
warning; I heard the chain clanking as the anchor was raised, a pair ofsailors cranking at a furious pace.
The sails bellied and snapped as theship swung around, its prow pointing toward the narrow exit.
Hyacinthecircled three fingers in the opposite direction and the whirlpool ceased,vanishing back into the
waters.

 The green water of the harbor humped and gathered, drawing backagainst the promontory. Once again,
Hyacinthe pushed with both hands,murmuring under his breath. The unnatural wave surged forward,
gath ering speed, and picked up the ship as effortlessly as a cork. Sails taut,bobbing on the crest, it shot
through the passageway and vanished outof sight beyond the cliff walls.

 And like that, they were gone.

 I sat on the promontory, numb. "Joscelin will be furious."

 Hyacinthe continued to concentrate, his black eyes wide and blurred,shifting, seeing something beyond
the bounds of mortal vision. "No.He's the boy to think of, now. He'll understand." Satisfied with his
efforts, he retrieved his case.

 The harbor was as empty and tranquil as it had been when weentered it. Small figures clustered at the
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top of the stairs, lining thetemple, but dared come no further. It was only the two of us.

 "What now?" Hyacinthe asked softly. "We try to cross?"

 Still sitting, I nodded. "You can cause the waters to bear us upontheir surface?"

 "Yes." He sat cross-legged next to me holding the case in his arms,an unlikely figure in centuries-old
velvet and lace, a face out of myearliest, best memories and eyes like the bottom of the sea. "Unless we
fail."

 It had not seemed so fearful when the ship lay anchored just offshore. I looked up at the bright sky, the
wheeling gulls. A day forbeginnings, not endings. "We won't fail."

 He smiled a bit. "Will you tell me, afterward, how you travelledthrough darkness and came to find the
Name of God?"

 "If you like." Our shoulders brushed, barely touching. We used tosit together just so, eating stolen tarts
under the bridge at Tertius'Crossing in the City of Elua. "Will you tell me what it's like to command the
winds and seas?"

 "Yes." Hyacinthe watched the empty harbor. "There's no point indelaying, is there?"

 I wished there was, now that it came to it. But there wasn't. "No."

 "Then let's go." He rose, tucking the case under one arm; his turn,now, to help me to my feet. I kept hold
of his hand as we walked tothe very edge of the promontory. Water lapped at the rocks, clear andcalm
and most assuredly not solid. Hyacinthe released my hand to speakanother charm in no tongue I
recognized, forming his free hand into afist and turning it palm-upward, then opening it.

 The water continued to ripple gently, looking exactly the same.

 My breath caught in my throat; I hadn't thought I'd be afraid totake the first step. "Did I ever tell you
how I came near to drowningoff the coast of La Serenissima?"

 "Phèdre." Hyacinthe touched my cheek. "I am the Master of theStraits, and I have spent the best part of
my youth in bondage to Rahab'svengeance taken on a woman long-dead, for the sin of failing to lovehim.
You are my dearest, only hope. As long as your courage holds, Iwill not let you sink. Do you trust me?"

 "Yes," I whispered. "I do."

 Closing my eyes, I stepped onto the water.

 NINETY-EIGHT

 IT WAS hard, harder than I could have imagined, to take that firststep off the shore. Thegeis that had
bound me to the island struck likea blow the instant my feet left stone, driving the air from my lungs,
doubling me over with pain. A yawning void opened in the watersbefore me, ocean-deep, dark and
whirling, twisting my guts with fear. And at the bottom of it, somethingmoved, something bright and
awful.

 All my brave words deserted me.
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 I forced myself upright and took another step.

 The waters were churning, and I couldn't bear to think on what Istood. All around me, the calm harbor
was roused to a threatening rage,wind lashing. I wanted to be on the island so keenly it ached, and the
fear was like a knife in my belly.

 I did turn, then, and saw Hyacinthe behind me, standing on thewaters. He clutched the case to him and
his face was ashen with terror,eyes stark with helpless power. Only his promise to me held him there.

 Fear.

 Pain.

 Let it come, then. I faced it and let it wash through me, setting myraw nerves to singing with the
piercing-sweet, inimitable chords of agony, gradually tinting my vision the hue of blood. I was an
anguissette.What was this to the Mahrkagir's iron rod, to Melisande's deadly flechettes? No worse,
surely. Only pain, only fear.

 In a crimson haze, I took another step.

 Before me, the maelstrom widened like a maw, and the flickering brightness drove away Kushiel's
influence, leaving me with nothing tobolster my courage. What moved at the bottom of the abyss? Angel
ormonster? I had seen Rahab described as divine messenger and Leviathanalike in the Yeshuite writings.
Something surged, a vast coil of flesh,bescaled and gleaming, green as jade. Pain wracked my bones like
anague. I bit my lip and on trembling legs, took another step. The windsrose to shriek past my ears, and I
dared not look behind me. It didn't matter if Hyacinthe faltered; only that I didn't. He would not let me
sink.

 As long as your courage holds . . .

 I took another step.

 The depths of the maelstrom roiled, revealing glimpses of somethingchanging and unnamable, born of the
protean underworld. A tentacle, animpossible slitted eye, a neck maned and arching, a whale's flukes, a
sculpted shoulder blade, a mighty wing . . . terrible beauty, formless and shifting, vaster than the mind can
comprehend. I cannot say why, but itshook me to the marrow of my soul, filling me with awe and horror.

 Still I forced my legs to move, step by trembling step, to the verybrink of the maw. And though
Hyacinthe's control of the elements was faltering, though the waves raged around me and churned at the
cliffs, though the winds flogged me and my garments were soaked, the watersbore my weight.

 "Rahab!" My voice was inaudible. I drew a breath choked with saltspray and called again, into the
whirling pit. "Rahab, by the binding ofyour own curse, I summon you here!"

 The maelstrom shuddered, and a form arose from it—an outflungfin of water, sea-green and pinioned
with foam, pointing to the egressand crashing back into the harbor, spume flying. I looked where it had
pointed, and stifled a cry of despair.

 There, between the cliffs, came racing the shipElua's Promise,storm-driven, every sail taut and straining,
riding like a kestrel on theedge of the winds. Rahab's gaze reached farther than we had reckoned.
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Somewhere behind me, I heard Hyacinthe cry out with fear, and the churning water that bore me
softened. I sank to my knees in water and lost my balance, wave-tossed, putting both hands down to
catch myselfand plunging elbow-deep. The steep walls of the maelstrom canted before me, threatening
to pitch me into its maw. Salt water dashed my face and I fought for breath, terrified of drowning.

 If I went back all would be well.

 If I went back, my loved ones would be safe.

 Ah, Elua! It was unfair. I wanted to turn back, wanted it more thananything I'd known. I was afraid, for
myself, for Joscelin, for Imriel— for all of us, everyone. But every patron, I thought, has sought to make
me give mysignale. This is no different. If I turn back, what then? Iwill have surrendered at last. And
somewhere behind me, too near tobe ashore, I heard Hyacinthe's voice, ragged, chanting the incantation
he'd spoken before, keeping his promise. The water grew more buoyant, solidifying. I managed to
scramble to my feet, tossing my sodden, tangled hair out of my eyes, taking a deep breath.

 "Rahab," I whispered.

 The maelstrom ceased its surging and went still, waiting, an impossibly deep well in the small harbor.
The churning waves went flat,the winds dropped like a stone. Some thirty yards away,Elua's Promise
drifted, momentum slowing. The surface of the sea quivered like ahorse's flank.

 I took another step, edging around the maw. "Rahab."

 In the depths, something gathered and flickered, a brightness coalescing. I took another breath, feeling
light-headed and strange, walkingon water as though it were dry earth. I have only given mysignaleonce,
and I would not give it now, not to this errant servant of theOne God who had brought so much pain to
someone I loved.

 "Rahab, by the binding of your own curse, I summon you here!"

 Brilliance erupted from the sea, gouts of water spewing into the sky,falling in shining cascades to shape a
form so magnificent it made mewant to weep, vaster and more noble than anything dreamt by mortalflesh.
The Face of the Waters shaped by the Master of the Straits wasbut a pale echo of this form, which
towered above the cliffs. Sunlightgleamed on its translucent shoulders as it inclined its massive head, sea-
green locks falling about its face like rivers.

 Not his true form, not yet.

 I swallowed hard. "Rahab. In the Name of God, I summon youhere."

 And the world . . .shifted.

 It is said that among a hundred artists who saw them living, not aone captured the beauty of Blessed
Elua and his Companions. I did notknow, before, how such a thing could be. I have known the Scions of
Elua. I spent the earliest part of my life in the Court of Night-BloomingFlowers, where they have bred for
beauty for a thousand generations. I understood it, now.

 The angel Rahab manifested on the waters.

 His beauty was like a sword unsheathed, bright as sun-struck steeland twice as hard. It hurt to behold
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him. Every bone, every articulatedjoint, was shaped with terrible purpose. The span of his brow held all
the grace of the moon's curve rising above the sea's horizon. In thehollows of his eyes were the shadows
of grottos no human gaze wouldever behold. Whether he was fair or dark, I could not say, for his flesh
shone with a brilliance that owed nothing to our limited understandingof light, and his hair was at once like
tarnished water, like kelp, likethe corona of an eclipsed sun.

 "You have summoned me."

 The words rang like silver chimes, piercing the innermost membranes of my ears. If a voice could sound
like the dazzle of sunlight onthe waters, on all the waters of the world, refracting and multiplying a
thousandfold, Rahab's did.

 If Hyacinthe had not stood behind me, I would have fled for dryland.

 "Rahab." I licked my lips, tasting salt and fear. "I bid you to relinquish your curse."

 Slow and inevitable, his head rose like the evening star ascending through twilight, chin raised in
defiance. The shape of his lips was crueland remorseless, formed by the dying utterance of every sailor
everdrowned at sea. And his eyes—ah, Elua! They were white as bone, andyet theysaw, and saw and
saw. When the One God ordered the seasto part for Moishe, when the whale swallowed Yehonah,
those eyeswere already ancient. In those eyes, Blessed Elua was a babe-in-arms.

 "My curse.

 On the waters, of the waters, the angel Rahab extended his arms.Manacles encircled his wrists, a heavy
chain running betwixt them,wrought of granite, it seemed, or more; something more adamant thanstone,
more dense than any substance mortal hands might wield, eachlink forged and sealed by the divine
alphabet. Rippling and shifting,Rahab's immortal flesh shone against those bonds, the only constraintto his
power, confining him to the sea and the One God's will. He heldout his hands toward me, showing his
chains, the cruel mouth shapingwords that rang with beauty.

 "For as long as God's punishment endures, so does my curse. I havesworn it."

 The water grew soft under my feet, and I floundered again, sputtering. The waves rose once more, tall
and raging, and seawater filledmy mouth, salt as blood and more bitter. I lost my footing, and a greatswell
swamped me, turning me over until I could not say which waywas up and it seemed the ocean would
have me, hauling at the waterlogged folds of my gown with a tremendous force. Struggle though Iwould,
the water's pull was stronger. My lungs burned, and I could notcatch my breath.

 As if from a great distance, I heard a voice cry my name, high andclear and urgent. "Phèdre! Phèdre!"

 Imriel.

 Young and unbroken, his voice carried over the waters, as it hadcarried over the battle in the
Mahrkagir's festal hall, over the thunderousclamor of the rhinoceros' charge, outside the doors of the
temple. AndI knew, then, which way lay life, and love. I found my feet in thesinking waters, and heard
Hyacinthe, repeating the charm like a curse,filled with all the fury and defiance of the lost years of his life.

 I stood with an effort, dripping.

 "On pain of banishment," I gasped, "I bid you relinquish yourcurse!"
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 The seas shimmered about Rahab, rising in columns, in towers,more water than the harbor could
possibly hold, rising to threaten thevery cliffs. Quintilius Rousse's flagship rode the crests, pitching steeply,
drawn toward the epicenter that was Rahab. His bone-white gaze soughtmine, and he seemed at once no
taller than a man and vast as mountains."You dare?" he asked, bringing his adamant chains taut with a
clap likethunder, "You dare, misbegotten child of Elua?"

 There is strength in yielding. I had gone beyond my own fear.

 "Elua understood love," I said to him. "The world may have beenbetter served, my lord Rahab, had you
done the same. Will you gopeaceably? I offer you that choice."

 The seas towered and raged, and Rahab shone like a chained starin their midst, silver-dark, bone-white,
kelp-green, cloaked in raimentlike water and lit with an inner fire that owed nothing to this world ofmortal
clay."As my heart knows no peace, nor shall yours!"

 So it was to be.

 Of a strangeness, I felt calm. The Sacred Name blossomed like arose within me, swelling to fill every
part, until there was no room leftfor any trace of fear. I saw in Rahab the centuries reaching back untold,
the ancient conflict—rebellion, born of pride; subservience, bornof adoration. I saw the hatred and bitter
envy he bore for Elua andhis Companions. All the joy and wonder of the deep seas, I beheld inhim, and
loneliness, too. And love; ah, Elua! It had hurt, it had cut tothe bone. Nothing in the endless centuries of
tempestuous service to theOne God had prepared Rahab for the vagaries of mortal love, for thepain of
rejection.

 "In the Name of God," I said with pity, "I banish you, Rahab."

 Waves clashed in answer, and Rahab grew terrible with wrath, gathering fury, blue-white lightning
flashing in the writhing locks of his hairas the mighty voice chimed."You lack the right, Elua's childf

 But it was there, in every part of me, in every fiber of my being,rising like a tide to overflow me and I
would have laughed, if my throathad not been filled with it, or wept, if I could. I had travelled to the
farthest reaches of the known world for the Name of God, and walkedpaths darker than I had dreamed.

 All that was left was to speak it.

 I did.

 "_________________"

 If the whole of the mortal world were a brazen bell, and that bell weretolled; that would be the sound of
it, as the unpronounceable syllablesrolled from my tongue, ringing over the waters, tolling without
beginningor end, and it was as if there had never been anything else, not sea norland nor sky, but only this
endless Word, that was before time began. Forthe space of time in which I spoke it, nothing else existed.
Then . . . everything, and I at the center of it, hollow and echoing, my tongue a dumbstruck clapper in
the vault of my mouth, while I swayed beneath it, dazedand empty, a sounding vessel whose time had
passed.

 I had spoken the Name of God.

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html


 Ah,Elua!

 It was done.

 Without a sound, Rahab's head bowed, like night's last star vanishing in the dawn. Sorrow, and defeat.
One arm rose, sweeping, a plumedwing of water and sea-foam, trailing adamant shackles, passing before
his face. Bittersweet, this ending. Even the anger of a spurned heart hadheld mercy in it. The curse that
had divided Terre d'Ange and Albabefore Hyacinthe's sacrifice, that had bound him afterward, had held
us safe, had protected our shores. Where the One God had abandoned Hismisbegotten grandchildren,
Rahab, in all the anguish of his immortalheart, had not.

 Now it was ended.

 The brightness that was Rahab sank and subsided, winds dying, towering crests dwindling to ripples, a
glimmering on the waters. Andthen . . . nothing. He was gone, and I, I was a hollow vessel, empty of
purpose, the scoured walls of my being forgetful of what they hadcontained. The flagshipElua's Promise
bobbed on the waters, momentarily rudderless, thin shouts arising. On the translucent, buoyant chasmof
the harbor, I fell to my knees, my soaked skirts floating about me,born on the gentle waves.

 "Phèdre."

 Hyacinthe's voice; Hyacinthe's hand, upon my shoulder. I gazed upat him, glad of the reminder. Yes, that
was who I was, then. Phèdre,Phèdre nóDelaunay, Delaunay'sanguissette; Kushiel's Chosen, Naamah's
Servant. And his friend, Hyacinthe's true friend. His face wasgentle, and there was compassion in his
changeable eyes, the dark, color-shifting eyes of the Master of the Straits, who had inherited the mantleof
Rahab's pain and the twisted love he bore for these lands of ours.

 "Look." Hyacinthe nodded across the harbor, to where the shipbore down upon us, sails flapping
useless and slack, water dripping fromits churning oars as the oarsmen set their backs to the task, hauling
hard. "They are coming for us."

 With difficulty I rose to my feet for the third time on those waters.

 I had not faltered.

 I saw their faces, as theElua's Promise hove alongside us, droppinganchor; filled with emotion, too
profound for words. Quintilius Rousse,with all of a sailor's awe at seeing the Lord of the Deep made
manifest.Kristof, Oszkar's son, who had witnessed the end of one Tsingano'slong road. Eleazar ben
Enokh, who glowed, having heard the Name ofGod at last.

 And the others; the others! Oh, Elua, the others.

 Rousse's sailors; Phèdre's Boys. They would retain the name until they died.

 Of a surety, Hugues would make bad poetry of it, I saw it in hisraptured features, and Ti-Philippe beside
him. Were they lovers, then?I'd assumed it, never bothered to ask. I should have done. They were my
people. I should know such things.

 Joscelin.

 There was anger there, in his summer-blue eyes; anger, that I haddared to send him away, that I had
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dared to send all of them. And therewas knowledge—of why I had done it, of what it had cost me. No
blame, at the last; only pride, and a relief vaster than the sea. We hadgone beyond that, he and I.

 In the end, when all was said and done, Joscelin understood.

 His hands rested on Imriel's shoulders, and what he knew, Imriknew. I saw it, in the depths of his eyes;
as deep a blue as twilight, hismother's eyes, a beauty as indescribable as a nightingale's song, and afaith
shining forth in them such as hers had never held.

 Imri had never doubted.

 NINETY-NINE

 HOW I got aboard the ship, I cannot say for certain, for it transpiredin a confused, muddled mix of
efforts; wave and wind lifted at once inobedience to Hyacinthe's murmured command, and then a
half-dozenhands grappled for a hold on my sodden gown, unable to wait, and Iwas pushed and hauled at
once, ignominious and dripping, into Joscelin's arms.

 It was a good place to be.

 If the world had stayed there, unmoving, so would I, until timeitself should cease. Since it did not, I let
him go and turned to Imriel, a lump rising in my throat. With a sound half shout and half sob, heflung
himself at me. I held him hard, pressing my cheek against hisspray-dampened hair, tears stinging my eyes.

 "Phèdre nó Delaunay." Quintilius Rousse's voice, deep and unwontedly solemn. I looked up to see him
sink to one knee before me,bowing his head. "I salute your courage, my lady of Montrève."

 "Oh, don't, my lord Admiral," I said, embarrassed. "Please. I hatethat."

 Laughter rang across the waters, free and unfettered, and everyoneaboard the ship turned to see
Hyacinthe, standing on the sea. An obedient wave had raised him up to the level of the ship's railing,
held himthere like a dais. "Let be, Phèdre," he said, holding the case of pagesunder one arm. "You
deserve it." His gaze met mine across the distance."Thank you."

 I nodded, unable to speak. The wave curled over the railing, and,light as a swallow, Hyacinthe stepped
off the waters and onto the ship'sdeck, encountering silence and stares of awe. Now that it was done, no
one knew how to address him.

 It was Joscelin who broke the stillness. "Tsingano," he said. "Welcome back."

 "Cassiline." With a crooked smile, Hyacinthe reached out, and theyclasped one another's wrists in a
strong grip. "My thanks to you."

 Joscelin shrugged. "I had a vow to keep."

 "I remember."

 No more did they say to one another; I daresay it was enough, forthem. There are ways in which men
who know one another's heartsand minds may speak without words, and whatever passed between them
in that moment sufficed to satisfy both of them. Afterward, Rousse roseto offer a deep bow to the
Master of the Straits and welcome him aboardship, and others pressed close with curiosity, reaching with
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tentativehands to brush the edge of his sleeve, the hem of his cloak, assuringthemselves Hyacinthe was no
apparition, but flesh and bone. Imriel stood with me, out of the way, watching as Kristof approached
him.

 "Tsingan kralis,"he said in a husky voice. "You have returned."

 Hyacinthe's changeable eyes were cold and dark. "Since when dothe Tsingani acknowledge the rights of
aDidikani gotten out of wedlock, Oszkar's son? Did my grandfather Manoj not have nephews ofhis
blood? Did he name no heir among them?"

 "The four families of thebaro kumpai chose you, Anazstaizia's son."Although sweat stood on his brow,
Kristof stood unflinching. "Therehave been changes. Your mother's name is spoken and remembered."

 Something softened in Hyacinthe's face. "Is it? That is well, then."

 "Then you will lead us?" Thetseromarìs voice was hopeful.

 "No." Hyacinthe shook his head, not without regret. "If thebaro kumpai wish it, I will meet with them
and lend my advice; do they heed it, I will give my protection to whosoever is chosen to rule. But Manoj
cast me out, and it is too late for me to become his grandson in deedas well as name. I have become
something else instead."

 Kristof bowed his head, defeated. "What will you do, sea-kralis?Where will you go?"

 Hyacinthe gazed across the ship without answering.

 In all the commotion, I had nearly forgotten Sibeal; a slight figure,easily overlooked in the prow of the
ship, her hands clasped tight infront of her. They stood for a very long time looking at one another,and
the air was as motionless as if the wind itself held its breath, andthe rest of us with it, aware of the sudden
tension. Sibeal's eyes werewide and sombre, only a faint line between her brows betraying anyanxiety.
The muscles in Hyacinthe's throat moved as he swallowed,seeking his voice.

 "Lady Sibeal." He crossed the deck to stand before her, and witha stiff bow, laid the case containing the
pages of the Lost Book of Razielon the deck between them. "Will you share the keeping of this burden
with me?"

 "Yes." The lines of blue woad dotted on Sibeal's cheeks stood outagainst a flush of unexpected joy. "I
will."

 A breeze sprang up, rifling the ship's sails, swirling the folds ofHyacinthe's sea-faded cloak and the
strands of Sibeal's shining blackhair as he took her hand, momentarily obscuring them. Whatever words
they spoke between them were lost in the rustling wind. I turned awaythat no one might see the fresh
tears that pricked my eyes. It was a different pain that stung my heart, one I had never known before. On
the shore, the folk of the isle pressed close on the landing, spillinghalfway up the steps, pointing and
staring in wonder at the wave-lockedship and the Master of the Straits upon it. They will tell stories, I
thought, of this day.

 "Phèdre." Joscelin leaned on the railing beside me, quiet and undemanding, a presence as familiar my
own shadow. "Are you ready togo home?"

 Another question underlay his words, and I understood it unspoken.After so long, it hurt to let Hyacinthe
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go, to watch him join his fate toSibeal's and to follow a path that diverged from mine. But I was an
anguissette,and I understood pain. It is the price of living, and of lovingwell, and I did not doubt, then or
ever, that I had chosen wisely.Gripping the railing hard, I took a deep breath. "Yes," I said, liftingmy gaze
to Joscelin's, smiling at the sight of his beloved face. "I'mready."

 "Good." He smiled back at me, then raised his voice, shouting toHyacinthe. "Tsingano! Do you wish to
linger here, or can you raise awind to bear us homeward?"

 "As you wish, Cassiline." Stepping away from Sibeal, Hyacinthegave a short bow. "With your
permission, my lord Admiral?"

 Quintilius Rousse grinned fit to split his scarred face. "Man all positions, lads!" he roared. "Elder
Brother's leaving his Three Sisters andblowing us home!"

 Cheers arose, Rousse's sailors—Phèdre's Boys—at last giving voiceto wild, exuberant relief. I heard,
later, tales of exactly how terrifyingthat day was for them, when Rahab's winds picked them off the open
sea, drove them like a leaf before a gale back to the harbor, where thewaves rose like towers and
threatened to pitch them into the depths ofthe maelstrom. I heard many tales, later. Then, they merely
shoutedthemselves hoarse with cheers, and Imriel's voice rang high above therest, whooping as Hugues
hoisted him up to perch on his broad shoulders so he might watch the Master of the Straits perform the
honors.

 With a swirl of his faded cloak, Hyacinthe obliged. His hands gestured, his lips moved, and the wind
came in answer like a faithful hound,filling our sails, setting the calm waters to rippling. Hugues, staggering
under Imri's weight, set him down with alacrity. Rousse took the helm, andElua's Promise turned her
prow toward the egress, then leapt forward on a course as straight and true as a cast javelin.

 We were going home.

 Now, at last, the bright remnants of the day fit the mood, and my spirits rose as the ship shot out of the
narrow passage, canting hard toone side as we tacked with the shifting winds, doubling back past the isle
of Third Sister to head for shore. Hyacinthe made his way acrossthe deck, unperturbed by the speed of
our passage.

 "There is one here I have not met," he said, inclining his head toImriel.

 I stood behind Imri, hands on his shoulders. "Hyacinthe, Anasztaizia's son, Master of the Straits, this is
my foster-son and Joscelin's, Prince Imriel no Montrève de la Courcel."

 "Courcel?"

 The Master of the Straits' sea-mirror was blind beyond D'Angeline waters. I had forgotten. "Prince
Benedicte's son," I said, feeling Imrielstiffen under my hands. "Born in La Serenissima, to Melisande
Shahrizai.Oh, Hyas! There's a lot to tell you."

 "So it would seem." He bowed, bemused. "Well met, Prince Imriel."

 Imri bared his teeth. "Imriel nóMontrève," he said, then reconsidered. "My lord."

 A glimmer of his old mirth resurfaced in Hyacinthe's sea-shiftingeyes. "Forgive me, Imriel nóMontrève,"
he said, and to me, "I supposeyou know what you're doing?"
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 I shrugged and ruffled Imriel's hair. "Without this one, you'd stillbe on the isle, and I'd be pounding my
hands bloody on the door of atemple of the One God in the farthest reaches of Jebe-Barkal. We owea
good deal to his courage, I daresay.”

 Imriel looked pleased. Hyacinthe looked nonplussed.

 "Youdo have much to tell me," he said.

 "More than you know," I agreed. "Will you at least journey to theCity of Elua before taking up a life in
Alba? It would give us a littletime to relive the last twelve years together."

 "I fear mine are dull." Hyacinthe turned out his hands, glancing atthem with a wry smile. "You have seen
the results; the telling doesn't bear hearing, unless you would hear of endless hours of study. But yes,I will
come to the City. Sibeal will rejoin Drustan, and we will pass the summer there, returning to Alba in the
autumn. And I will speakto the Queen and the Cruarch regarding the safekeeping of our boundary
waters, and to thebaro kumpai of the Tsingani regarding Manoj'ssuccessor. And yes," he added, "I
would hear of your quest to find theName of God, and all matters that befell on the way, great and small,
and every other thing that has passed in your life since I set foot onthat forsaken rock."

 "Good," I said, "because I plan on telling you."

 With Hyacinthe's steady winds filling the sails, our return journeyto Pointe des Soeurs passed swiftly,
and as well that it did, for oncethe shores of Third Sister fell behind us, overdue exhaustion claimedme. I
took shelter out of the wind, propped undisturbed against thecabin wall on cushions, and spread my
skirts in the late afternoon sunto dry, wondering why I had not thought to bring a change of dryclothing. It
seemed impossible that less than a day had passed since Ihad ridden out to the encampment at dawn.

 I felt a different person, almost—empty of the sacred trust I hadcarried for many months, the Name of
God no longer an insistentpresence filling my mind, crowding my throat, ever poised on the tipof my
tongue. It was written still within me, etched in the deepest layersof memory that we cannot readily
summon waking, wrought in boneand sinew and blood. This I knew; and yet I no longer heard it echoing
in my skull, drawing me out of myself, immersing me in fearful wonder.In its place, beneath the weariness,
beneath the mortal concerns offriends and loved ones, was something that might have been contentment,
for I had never known its like.

 It was finished.

 For twelve years, every happiness, every joy, every pleasure I hadknown—and despite it all, they had
been myriad—had been overcast by the shadow of Hyacinthe's fate. No more. And if he was not as he
had been, who among us was? Not I, who had known the lowest depthsto which I could sink in the
Mahrkagir's bedchamber. Not Joscelin, whohad confronted a hell worse than any he could have
imagined, forcedto stand by and endure watching. And ah, Elua! Surely not Imriel,whose childhood had
been shattered in Daršanga, who found himselfdespised and feared in his own land for the accident of his
birth. Igrieved for Hyacinthe's lost years, for his lost self. But he wouldlive,unchained from a fate worse
than death. If the burden continued, still,the curse was broken.

 No more could I do.

 "You have earned your rest, Phèdre nóDelaunay."
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 I opened my eyes to see Eleazar ben Enokh seated before me,beaming as if he knew he had answered
my unspoken thoughts. I smiledat him. "Eleazar. Are you pleased with this day's adventure?"

 "To behold a servant of Adonai Himself in the immortal flesh? Tohear the Sacred Name tolling across
the waters, such as no one hasheard in a thousand generations?" He laughed with delight. "Yes,Phèdre nó
Delaunay. I am well pleased."

 "You heard it, then." Curious, I sat upright. "Tell me, father. Whatdid you hear when I spoke the Name
of God?"

 "Ah." Eleazar tugged at his unkempt beard, eyes sparkling. "I heard a Word, of such potent syllables as I
could not fathom, sounds I havenever heard shaped by mortal lips. Even at a distance, they buffeted my
ears with great blows, and my bones felt weak, my knees like water,until I must fall to kneeling upon
these boards, while my spirit grewtoo great for my body to contain, fanned like a mighty fire, and I cried
out for joy at it. And yet. . ."

 "Yes?" I prompted when his pause lengthened.

 "And yet it seemed to me, Phèdre nóDelaunay, that beneath theincomprehensible Word was a
root-word which echoed in every syllable, the foundation upon which the Sacred Name was built. And
thatword, I knew." He folded his hands in his lap, radiated contained joy."Can you not guess it?"

 After a moment, I shook my head. The Name of God was too vast.

 "Awhabwas the word I heard, but..."Eleazar lifted one finger,". . . only I. I have spoken to others.
Kristof of the Tsingani heard theecho of a word, too, but that word wasmadahn, and the Cruithne who
accompany the Lady Sibeal heard the wordgràdh. You speak manytongues, Phèdre nóDelaunay." His
smile broadened to a grin. "Canyou guess what word the D'Angeline sailors heard?"

 "Love," I whispered.

 "Love!" Eleazar laughed aloud, his beard quivering with mirth."Love!" His bony knees cracked as he
levered himself to his feet, thenstooped to kiss my brow with unexpected tenderness. "Though He isslow
to acknowledge it, I believe Adonai Himself is proud of His sonElua, misbegotten or no," he said.
"Perhaps it took one very stubbornmortal woman to prompt Him to show it."

 Caught between disbelief and awe, I watched Eleazar ben Enokhtake his leave, a ragged, blissful figure,
walking with a rolling gait acrossthe deck as though he'd been born to the sea. I shook my head in
bemusement, wondering at the exultation he found in his faith, so strongit could embrace even heresy with
open arms. Mayhap it was so; whocould say? It is a matter for priests and priestesses to debate, and the
gods alone know the truth of it. I had kept my promise and freed myfriend, and we were alive, all of us
here, to rejoice in it.

 It was enough.

 I was content.

 A high-pitched shout caught my ear, and I rose and glanced about, finding the source at last; Imriel,
pointing landward from the impossiblevantage of the crow's-nest high atop the central mast, Ti-Philippe
holding him fast with one hand.
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 "He'll take years off our lives, you know."

 Joscelin's voice, low and amused, in my ear.

 "I know." I reached behind me without looking, catching his armand drawing it about my waist. Quintilius
Rousse was bellowing orders,his men leaping to obey as the shore of Terre d'Ange drew in sight.
Hyacinthe gestured gracefully, his expression focused with preternaturalconcentration as he guided the
winds, and Sibeal watched him with thecalm certitude of a woman in love. The tattooed Cruithne
warriors ofher honor guard held his case of pages, proud and apprehensive to havebeen given such a
charge. At the foot of the mast, an anxious Huguespleaded for Ti-Philippe and Imriel to come down,
which made melaugh. "Are you sorry for it?"

 "No." Joscelin's arm tightened around me, and I felt him smileagainst my hair. "Not for any of it. Not for
a minute."

 Neither was I.

 ONE HUNDRED

 WORD TRAVELLED before us.

 There was celebrating all that night upon our return to Pointe des Soeurs, in the fortress and the
encampment alike. By the time we mustered for the journey to the City of Elua, the countryside was
alive withthe news, word of mouth travelling nearly as swiftly as the royal couriers Quintilius Rousse
dispatched to alert Ysandre.

 An eight-hundred-year legend had come to earth.

 Hyacinthe bore it with dignity, as crowds turned out at every villageand hamlet we passed, gaping and
whispering to see him...a youngman of Tsingano descent, quiet and collected, clad in faded velvet attire,
only the aura that surrounded him and the sea-deep colors swirling inhis dark eyes giving evidence to the
tremendous power he wielded.

 Once, he would have reveled in the attention; Hyacinthe, my Prince of Travellers, who wore gaudier
clothes than half the nobles in the City,whose silver-tongued predictions coaxed coin from their purses
and blushes to their cheeks. Now, he merely endured it. I remembered howit had been when we had last
travelled together, Joscelin and Hyacinthe and I, and Hyacinthe had played the timbales and flirted with
unwedTsingani women along the road, spending hours teaching a reticent Cassiline Brother how to mimic
a Mendacant's flair.

 No longer.

 Our lodgings were free at every inn, and the inn-keepers vied toserve the most extravagant meals,
carrying out the last stores of winterand the first fruits of the earliest harvest. Even the Tsingani who
trailedour company were made welcome on the outskirts of town, and villagerswho would have hidden
their valuables instead brought them gifts offood. The common-rooms were crowded with poets
stretching their earsto hear the stories, and Rousse's sailors told them with relish.

 From this, I was not exempt; theanguissette who banished an angel.Such a thing had never happened in
the history of Terre d'Ange. Peoplemurmured among themselves and glanced sidelong at me, seeking
somestamp of great magic such as Hyacinthe bore and finding none, onlythe scarlet prick of Kushiel's
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Dart, a sign grown well-known enough inmy lifetime that it held no novelty. And they spoke softly in
wonderand doubt.

 It made me smile. There had been no magic in my deed save thatwhich the One God had given me to
hold in trust. No, Eleazar wasright; it was stubbornness as much as anything else, an odd legacy of
Kushiel's dubious gift, that taught me to yield without surrendering.Endurance, and love—those things
were all the power I'd ever possessed.

 Day by day, our journey grew shorter, and never have I knownweather so fair, the skies blue and
cloudless, the clime temperate. Hownot, when we travelled with the Master of the Straits? On land or
sea,wind and water answered his command, further than the eye could seein any direction. A fearful
power indeed, I thought as we passed fieldsgrowing ripe with the green and gold of late spring, and more
dangerousat loose than it had ever been confined to the isles of the Three Sisters.He could blight the
earth itself, did he so choose. It had been folly toimagine Hyacinthe could ever resume his former life.

 The pages of the Book of Raziel were never far from his regard,and Sibeal's Alban honor guard was
increasingly conscious of the mightof what they warded, the Cruithne warriors taking turns among them
selves with the case and carrying it as if it might singe their fingers.

 "What would happen if someone stole it?" I asked Hyacinthe oneday.

 "Who would dare?" His smile was bleak, and a small breeze rifledour horses' manes as if in warning.
"No, but it would do them no good,Phèdre. No one could read the script who had not been taught, and
that was the longest part of my apprenticeship. I spent seven yearslearning it, for there are characters in it
such as I have never beheldand sounds contained in no mortal tongue yet spoken."

 My pulse quickened. "So it was with the Name of God."

 "Yes." He gazed at me with his sea-shifting eyes. "But that word, I think, was not one ever written, save
once. And of a surety, it was never heard on that cursed isle until you spoke it. How you learned it,I will
never fathom."

 "I was told it by a man with no tongue," I said. Hyacinthe laughedsoftly, not disbelieving. "Hyacinthe,
what will you do with the pages?Will you take an apprentice, or let the knowledge pass with you upon
your death?"

 For a long time, he did not answer. "I don't know," he said atlength. "Phèdre . . . I'm only still getting
used to the notion that I amfree to wander the earth, that I may live and love, beget children, growold and
die . . .die, like any mortal, and not dwindle endlessly into shriveled madness. It is too big to decide at
once." He glanced at meagain. "Do you wish to learn it?"

 "No!"I gave a startled laugh. "Name of Elua, no!"

 A hint of his old smile lifted the corner of his mouth. "So yourcuriosity has a limit."

 "Yes," I said. "I do believe it does."

 Hyacinthe reached over and touched my hand as we rode side byside. "Nor would I wish this on you,"
he said soberly. "You of allpeople, for you're wise enough to understand that power of this natureis more
burden than blessing. Know this, though. I will never forgetwhat you've done for me, you and Joscelin . .
. and the boy. As longas I live, you may count yourself under my protection. Any aid yourequire is yours,
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always."

 I squeezed his hand. "Thank you."

 No more did he say. I had not told him, yet, the whole of our story,nor of what had befallen in Nineveh,
where an assassin's blade had soughtImriel's life, but Hyacinthe could guess well enough that Melisande's
sonwould have enemies, and I was truly grateful that he had offered freely theprotection I had been so
quick to boast of to Ysandre de la Courcel. Therewould be no guarantees, for Alba's shores lay far from
the City of Eluaand my estate of Montrève, but of a surety, the friendship of the Master of the Straits was
a powerful dissuader.

 Imriel.

 He rode in the thick of Rousse's sailors, Phèdre's Boys, and one ofthem had entrusted him with bearing
the company standard, the bannerthat bore the image of Kushiel's Dart. Imri grinned with pride at the
honor, but they'd taken to him out of genuine liking, impressed withhis unwavering courage aboard the
Elua's Promise. I swear, it seemedhe'd grown another inch on this journey. I thought with rue of
Hyacinthe's offer. In truth, it tempted me...if only the tiniest bit. Notfor the power, no, but theknowledge.
To master the tongue of Heaven! Ah, Elua, that would be something. Mayhap I would recognize in the
strange characters those I had seen forming in the dust of the Ark ofBroken Tablets, that I might record
them, writing for posterity theunpronounceable Name of God.

 All knowledge is worth having.

 So my lord Delaunay used to say, so I have always believed. Sevenyears, it had taken Hyacinthe to
learn it, the tongue and script alone.How long would it take me? Less, I daresay; I had the advantage of
ten years of Habiru behind me. That should halve it, at least.

 In three years, Imriel would be fifteen.

 And not for anything, not for the knowledge of all of the OneGod's secrets, did I want to miss those
years. The furious, terrified childI had found in Daršanga had grown into a boy on the brink of youth,
proud and touchy and damaged, but with a streak of courage that awed grown men, a heart capable of
love and tremendous sacrifice. While hegrew to manhood, it would always be touch and go with Imri, his
generosity of spirit at war with the bitter unfairness of the lot he'd drawn, of the horrors that had been
visited upon him and the scarsthey'd left. Love alone could sway the balance.

 I touched my bare throat, where once Melisande's diamond hadhung.

 I had a promise to keep.

 Although, I thought, riding under the bright blue D'Angeline skies,it may be that Hyacinthe would be
willing to share with me the alphabetalone, and mayhap a phonetic guide to the pronunciation of the un
known characters. After all, I'd done a fair job of teaching myself Jeb'ezfrom Audine Davul's guide.
Kaneka may have laughed at me in thezenana, but she'd understood me well enough, and I'd garnered
that much studying on shipboard and over campfires. A few hours here andthere...I need not devote the
last years of my youth to an all-consuming apprenticeship, but a good deal can be accomplished in a few
stolen hours over time, if one is determined enough. Who knewwhat texts might be unearthed if
correspondence was established between Saba and Terre d'Ange one day? Eleazar ben Enokh would
beglad of the endeavor, of that I was sure. As the schism grew deeperamong the Children of Yisra-el,
those Yeshuites who sought peace overwar were more and more likely to turn to his way of thinking;
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theirpresence among us on this journey was proof of that much.

 "What on earth are you plotting now?" Joscelin's black geldingranged alongside mine.

 "Nothing." I smiled at him. "Just thinking."

 Some five miles outside the City of Elua, the first emissaries met us; ajoint party of Ysandre's and
Drustan's men, the Queen's Guard resplendent in the blue and silver of House Courcel and the
Cruarch's bare-chested in woolen Alban kilts, their elaborate woad markings and coppertorques
signifying that each was a nobleman's son. They formed an escort around us, leading us through the first
of innumerable floral arches builtalong the way, a court herald calling out the news in stentorian tones to
any who had not yet heard it, which I daresay was no one.

 From there, our procession grew very, very slow.

 I have ridden in a triumph once before, when Ysandre returned to the City after the battle of
Troyes-le-Monte, where we defeated theSkaldic army. I remember it well, for it was bittersweet, that
occasion;as much as I was gladdened by our victory, I could not help but remember the dead and
grieve for our losses.

 This time, it was different. For all the terrors that had beset us onthe waters, there had been no cost to
human life. Hyacinthe was freed,and no one had died for it. As long and arduous as the journey had
been, no one else had born the price of it. If I had entered the cavernof the Temenos and undergone the
ritual ofthetalos there and then, thechains of blood-guilt I bore would be no heavier.

 I had not realized until then how profoundly grateful I was for it.

 There was Daršanga, of course; there would always be Daršanga.None of us who had been there would
ever be free of its shadow. But that. . . that had been somewhatother, and not the triumph we cele
brated today.

 Ysandre and Drustan met us at the gates.

 How many times had I stood among the throng welcoming Drustan's return? As many years as they had
been wed. Now I beheld a likespectacle from the other side, riding at a snail's pace down the packed
road, while onlookers shouted and threw a hail of flowers and the harried City Guard sought to keep
spectators from spilling onto the road.The white walls of the City of Elua were crowded with watchers. A
contingent of Ysandre's ladies-in-waiting tossed sweets and coins to thechildren, who shouted with glee.

 As befitted their status, Hyacinthe and Sibeal rode first, flanked byCruithne warriors. Behind Quintilius
Rousse, I sat my mare and watchedas they dismounted.

 "Master of the Straits," Ysandre greeted him in her clear voice."Hyacinthe, son of Anasztaizia, be
welcome to the City of Elua." Andshe made him a deep curtsy and held it, according a Tsingani half-
breed, a laundress' son from the gutters of Night's Doorstep, the acknowledgment due a superior, which
no ruling monarch of Terred'Ange has extended to anyone in living memory.

 The crowd drew its collective breath, then loosed it in a roar ofacclaim.

 "On behalf of Alba," Drustan called, "I bid you equal welcome."He too made a deep bow, then
straightened, grinning. "And welcomeyou to my family as well, brother, with thanks for bringing safely to
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land my sister the lady Sibeal!"

 Another roar followed his announcement.

 Sibeal merely gave her quiet smile, and went to give the kiss ofgreeting to Drustan and Ysandre alike,
and her young nieces Alais andSidonie. All eyes remained on Hyacinthe, who stood alone before thejoint
regents. He bowed deeply, holding it long enough that there couldbe no doubt he acknowledged their
sovereignty. The cloak of indeterminate color fell in immaculate folds as he straightened, his hair tum
bling over the collar in black ringlets.

 "Your majesties," he said, and although he did not raise his voice,it carried across the crowds, echoed
from the walls, coming from everywhere and nowhere. "My lady Queen, my lord Cruarch. I am glad to
be here."

 That was as far as he got, for the shouting drowned out even him. I daresay the majority of the crowd
would have cheered no matter who hewas, Rahab's get or laundress' son, for the sheer drama of the
Master ofthe Straits entering the gates of the City of Elua. But there, atop the walls,perched a delegation
surely dispatched from the less reputable parts of Night's Doorstep, a handful of young men in their
twenties and thirties,Tsingani, half-breed and D'Angeline, who drummed their heels on thewhite walls of
the City and chanted, "Hy-a-cinthe! Hy-a-cinthe!"

 He looked around at that, and if I had wondered if the Master ofthe Straits could still weep, I had my
answer. Tears shone on his cheeks as he bowed once more in their direction, swirling his cloak as he
rosewith a touch of the old Prince of Travellers' flair and sweeping both arms in the air and clapping his
palms together.

 A ripping peal of thunder split the clear sky.

 Hyacinthe was home, if only for a little while.

 The roaring din of the crowd eclipsed Quintilius Rousse's salute to Queen and Cruarch, and I had no
idea what he said, only that Ysandreraised him up with both hands and kissed his cheek, and Drustan
clasped hisforearms, grinning. And then it was our turn, and I found my legs tremblingas we dismounted
and approached the royal pair. To be welcomed thuslyafter our defiance... I had no words for the
gratitude in my heart.

 It was politics, yes; but somewhat more besides.

 Joscelin gave his Cassiline bow, sweeping and precise, sunlightglinting from the battered steel of his
vambraces—and the crowd loved that, too. When all was said and done, the Queen had named no other
Champion. And here and there, they shouted for Imriel, who still carriedthe standard of Kushiel's
Dart—my standard, the standard of Phèdre'sBoys—prompted by the yells of Rousse's soldiers and the
pride with which Imri carried it, executing his bow flawlessly without letting thestandard dip. He won a
few admirers that day on sheer presence alone.

 I saw his eyes shine, and knew he did it on my behalf.

 And then . . .

 "Don't even think of it," Ysandre muttered through stiff lips as Imade my curtsy, struggling against the
desire to kneel and beg herforgiveness for the enormity of my transgressions against the throne. "Iswear,
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Phèdre nóDelaunay, if you do..."

 "I'm sorry," I whispered, getting the words out even as her handgrasped my elbow, fingers digging in
with painful pressure, keeping meupright. "Ysandre, I'm so sorry."

 "I know." Her violet eyes softened despite the pressure of her fingertips, and Queen Ysandre de la
Courcel shook her head. "You idiot," she said fondly, then gave me the kiss of greeting in front of ten
thousand assembled watchers, restoring my status as her favored confidante,and taking her time in doing
it.

 This, too, met with considerable approval.

 It was Terre d'Ange, after all.

 I was flushed when I made my curtsy to Drustan mab Necthana,the Cruarch of Alba. His eyes glinted
with amusement and gladness."So you did it after all."

 "Yes." I knew what he meant. Drustan had been there, when Hyacinthe paid the price both of us would
have taken on ourselves had itbeen allowed. I drew a deep breath and loosed it in a tremulous laugh,
feeling strange with this unmixed, untempered joy. "We did."

 And Drustan too kissed me, and we passed through the gate thatthe procession might continue, while the
cheers rose around us in endless waves beneath the cloudless sky, free of spite or envy, surging inthe
bright air of the City of Elua, for once celebrating a victory unalloyed with defeat.

 I was content.

 We were home, all of us.

 ONE HUNDRED ONE

 THE SUMMER passed swiftly.

 I was visibly and undeniably in favor once more, and the samenobles who had shunned me during the
long and bitter winter sent smallgifts and jocular invitations to this event and that, most of which Ideclined,
pleading an over-full schedule, which was no lie. At Hyacinthe's word, Ghislain nó Trevalion sent a galley
to retrieve the library from the Master of the Straits' tower, and I had my hands full cataloguing some
four hundred tomes and scrolls, many of which had beenbelieved lost. Word of this was leaked, and I
had to field a half-dozen bids from academies and universities throughout the realm that wished to
increase their archives.

 Of course, I intended to see first what was there and have fair-copies made.

 Hyacinthe, for his part, dwelt at the Palace and spent long hourscloseted with Queen and Cruarch and
his intended, Sibeal. What transpired in those sessions, I cannot say, save that an agreement was
reached and Drustan mab Necthana granted them a coastal territory inAlba, north of Bryn Gorrydum,
where the erstwhile Master of the Straits might maintain his vigil. Thence would they travel, come autumn,
afterplighting their troth before the Cruarch's mother and kin in Alba.

 Of a surety, he met with thebaro kumpai of the Tsingani, the fourfamilies who were foremost among
their folk, and a successor was chosen among them. This meeting took place outside the walls of the
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Cityof Elua, for full-blooded Tsingani who follow the Long Road have everbeen uncomfortable in
enclosed spaces, and I am told it was the greatestgathering of their kind ever held in the shadow of the
City walls.

 I missed it, for we were in Montrève at the time, returning to mylong-neglected estate.

 It was good to visit Montrève. Imriel loved it there; I hadn't reckoned on that. I should have, raised as
he was in the mountains ofSiovale. The pace of life is slower, there. We found everything muchin order,
for if I had been two years absent, Purnell Friote and his wifeRicheline were capable seneschals,
maintaining the manor in impeccablereadiness for our return, all the while carrying on effortlessly without
us. They had three children between them, Imri's age and younger, andhe fell in among them with ease,
squabbling and scrapping and jumpingout of hay-lofts as a boy his age ought. It did my heart good to see
it.

 Between them, Joscelin and Ti-Philippe saw to the security of ourestate, riding the borders and ensuring
that every outlying crofter andfree-holder knew the value of what they warded, setting up a systemof
watchers and messengers to maintain the borders. They are a shrewd folk, the Siovalese—and we had
won their loyalty, as much by benignneglect as aught else. Siovalese prefer not to be troubled by their
overlords, and I had surely done that much. If they had been uncertain ofme at the beginning, they had
accepted my stewardship of Montrève over the years. Now it had become a matter of pride, and not a
few families sent sons and daughters to the manor to take positions in myhousehold. The garrison, which
had stood empty for years, was staffed with some twenty eager young recruits, and Ti-Philippe and
Joscelinundertook to train them. By the time they were done, I had no doubtsthat there were few places
in Terre d'Ange safer for Imriel than mylord Delaunay's childhood home of Montrève.

 Afterward, Joscelin set about building a mews.

 I had promised him that, although I'd forgotten it. Elua knows, heremembered. A bestiary, I'd said, if we
returned in one piece. I wasfortunate that he sought only a mews; and a kennel, for after the initialword of
our return, his brother Luc sent a long, gossip-filled letter anda gift of a hound-bitch from Verreuil ready
to whelp, which delightedImri to no end. As for the mews, Ysandre sent her own Head Falconerto
supervise the construction of it, and I must needs be resigned to a portion of my estate being given over
to the manly pursuits of huntingand fishing.

 If it hadn't pleased them so, I might have minded more.

 A lively correspondence went in and out of Montrève all summerlong, keeping me abreast of news in the
City of Elua and beyond. NicolaL'Envers y Aragon sent a lengthy reply to my own letter, giving a full
account of all that had transpired in Aragonia since our visit. It hadbeen a considerable task, rooting out
the hidden network of the Car thaginian slave-trade, and her husband Ramiro had distinguished himselfin
the process, much to the surprise of those who thought him goodonly for drinking and gaming. I was glad
to hear it, although sorry itmeant Nicola would not be travelling that year. It would have been pleasant to
see her.

 Still, mayhap it was as well, for there was much to be done. Forall that our surroundings were idyllic, my
days were seldom idle. In addition to staying abreast of the changes being wrought in Montrèveand
continuing Imriel's studies—when I could keep him indoors, whichwasn't often—I worked at cataloguing
my new-found literary wealth,often lingering over individual texts longer than I ought. Visitors came and
went, and our network of watchers in the countryside proved effective, for none came without warning.

 Save one.
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 Hyacinthe.

 He came at dusk on an evening when a gathering of storm cloudswarred with the setting sun. 'Twas
Richeline's cry in the herb gardenthat alerted me, and I left the manor in time to see him coming, a dim
figure on a grey horse, his shape emerging from the veil of low mistthat hung in the olive grove, shot
through with the last slanting dazzleof the sun's gold before it sank behind the hills. Small wonder that he
had passed unnoticed, cloaked in the elements he commanded.

 "Phèdre." He smiled at me as the mist dispersed, looming suddenlythere andpresent, even as Richeline
clapped both hands over her mouth,dropping the herbs she had picked for the evening meal. Droplets of
mist clung to his black curls.

 "Hyacinthe." I swallowed. "I thought the night breeze was to whisper my name."

 "Not that," he said, dismounting; only a man, for an instant, saddle-sore and weary. "Not yet. I have
been riding the land, to take themeasure of it, that I might know it and remember. And I wanted...I
wanted to see how you lived, before I left."

 There was shouting, then, within the household, and Hugues burstfrom the rear door with his cudgel
upraised, staring to see the Master of the Straits at our garden gate.

 "Hugues," I said, "would you see to Hyacinthe's horse?"

 Thunder rumbled in reply and Hyacinthe made an absent gesture,whispering an incantation to dispel the
clouds.

 "Oh, don't." The words came impulsively. "We need the rain."

 He smiled sidelong at me and murmured incomprehensible syllables.

 A gentle rain began to fall, making a soft, silvery sound in the olivetrees. A smell of damp earth arose
around us. Such was his power, whowas Master of the Straits.

 I cleared my throat. "Will you come in?"

 "Yes," Hyacinthe said softly. "I'd like that."

 We were in the parlour when Joscelin and Imriel returned fromtheir day's long ramble, damp through
and through and in high spiritsdespite it, having found a meadow perfect for the training of hawks. They
stopped short, upon finding Hyacinthe there.

 How strange, to see them all in the same place.

 Adjourning to the dining hall, we passed a pleasant meal together, and Hyacinthe told us of the gathering
of thebaro kumpai, and how hehad chosen among the candidates set forth to lead the Tsingani. He had
quizzed them all, asking how each would have handled the fate of hismother, Anasztaizia, driven from the
Tsingani for having surrenderedher virtue to a D'Angeline, the bitter price paid for a cousin's ill-placed
wager. All of them knew the answer he sought; only Bexhet, son ofNadja, gave it unfaltering, with all the
stammering pride of one raiseda widow-woman's son, prepared to challenge the ancient code of the
Tsingani that placed such inordinate weight on outmoded rules of honorthat valued a woman's virginity
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above her person.

 "You might have chosen a woman to lead them," I said to teasehim.

 Hyacinthe gave me the ghost of his grin. "I might," he said. "Butto force growth is to kill it. Let the
Tsingani grow at their own pace.Who knows? They may find the end of theLungo Drom in it."

 Afterward, we retired once more to the parlour and Imriel served cordial on a silver tray, taking pride in
his role, as deft and neat-handedas an adept of the Night Court, watching and listening with all theacuity I
had taught him.

 "Melisande's son," Hyacinthe murmured in amazement as Imri leftthe room.

 "No, Tsingano," Joscelin corrected him."Ours." He drained hisglass and set it down with a faint click,
frowning. "Forgive my rudeness,for I am glad of your presence. Yet I must ask it: Why have you come?"

 "Cassiline." There was an ache in Hyacinthe's voice. "Forgiveme.Yet I must know it: What is the price
you paid for my freedom?"

 I sent Imriel to bed, then, before we told the story in its entirety.It was his, yes, and there was no part I
would deny him; but he was aboy, still. He would tell it himself in the fullness of time, to those hechooses
to trust. Until then, I would protect him from it, from the partshe is too young to understand, from the
parts that spark his nightmaresanew.

 To Hyacinthe, we told the truth.

 From Melisande's first bargain, and the long road—our ownLungoDrom—it had engendered, we told
him all. There were parts whereJoscelin faltered, unable to describe what had ensued. I spoke of the
zenana and the Mahrkagir's cruelty, the pall of Angra Mainyu, my voicesounding like a stranger's to me.
And Hyacinthe wept, silently, tearsseeping like slow rain on his brown cheeks as he learned the truth of
Daršanga; what I had endured there, what Imri had undergone, andJoscelin, too, whose role in some
ways was the hardest of all.

 Ill thoughts, ill words, ill deeds.

 Even to Hyacinthe, I didn't tell the whole of it.

 We told him of Jebe-Barkal, after, and the strangeness that wasSaba, in all its attendant terrors and
glories, the long effort of ourvoyage on the Lake of Tears, the awe that befell me upon Kapporethand the
Ark of Broken Tablets. And we spoke of the One God, ofYeshuites and the Children of Yisra-el, of
Rahab and the Master of theStraits, of Blessed Elua and his Companions, and where their intertwined
paths diverged. At some point, a weary Joscelin rose to bid me goodnight, his lips gentle on my cheek. I
let him go, and remained awakelong hours with Hyacinthe, the both of us quarreling over pronunciation
and origins, tracing inadequate ciphers in the lees of our cordial on thetabletop, arguing the Name of God
and the alphabet of heaven.

 I don't know when I forgot his sea-shifting eyes and he ceased tobe the Master of the Straits and
became only Hyacinthe once more, my oldest friend, stubborn and clever as my lord Delaunay; as I
myself hadgrown, truth be told.

 Somewhere.
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 We knew, both of us. Hyacinthe bent his head and smiled ruefully,passing one hand over the marble
table, the marks of our finger-drawnscribbling erasing with its passage. "I'll do as you asked," he said,
hanging ringlets hiding his face. "The alphabet shall be yours, once . . .once we're established in Alba."

 An unexpected pain seared my heart. "You and Sibeal."

 He nodded without looking up. "She sees you in my dreams, youknow," he murmured. "She
understands."

 "When will you go?”

 "A month." He did look up, then, and the Tsingano lad I'd lovedlooked out of his eyes. "Six weeks,
mayhap. No longer."

 "Will you go as you came here?" I asked, hating the thought of it."A mist-wrought shadow crossing the
land, your passage unmarked byman nor beast?"

 "Mayhap." Hyacinthe shrugged. " 'Tis simpler, thus. Does it matter?"

 "Yes," I said. I had an idea. "Yes, it does."

 Hyacinthe left in the morning, when the early mists still rose fromthe fields, blending to surround him and
shroud his figure as he departed. My household rose to see him off, watching his mounted form vanish
into his surroundings, as the night's rain dripped from the olivesand the silvery-green leaves sighed at his
passing.

 "What are you plottingnow?" Joscelin inquired, reading my expression with the ease of one who'd had
long practice at it.

 "Nothing," I said, then amended it. "A fête. I'm planning a fête."

 ONE HUNDRED TWO

 THEY ARE still talking of it in the City of Elua.

 If it had not been for the aid of a good many people, I daresay Icould not have pulled it off; and
foremost among them is my old mentor,Cecilie Laveau-Perrin, who gave me invaluable advice. There
was myfactor, Jacques Brenin, who negotiated the sale of various texts, withoutwhich I could not have
afforded this endeavor. It was his idea, too, to solicit donations from the many lords and ladies who
courted my favor,in the name of honoring the Master of the Straits.

 Of a surety, I needed Emile's aid, and that I knew I had. Wherehe led, Night's Doorstep followed.
Hyacinthe's return had only augmented that. And for once, the City would follow the lead of Night's
Doorstep instead of the Palace.

 That was my tribute to Hyacinthe.

 While I have lived, only one thing has brought the City of Elua toa standstill. Fever did not do it, so I am
told; I was in Skaldia when itstruck. Even Waldemar Selig's invasion did not do it, for he never gotthis far
south. The City halted, they say, when Percy de Somervilleassailed its walls, and Ysandre's uncle,
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Barquiel L'Envers, sealed thegates against him. It halted for a day, they say, before wagering resumedand
the Court of Night-Blooming Flowers reopened its doors.

 Well and so; it halted for my fête.

 I took my time making ready that night; an autumn night, unseasonably warm, winter's chill held in
abeyance. Joscelin came into mybathing-room, which was the one chamber of my household I held
sacrosanct. He grinned to see me sunk neck-deep in warm water andscented oils. My maid-servant
Clory, Eugenie's niece, retreated blushingat his approach.

 "It smells like a hot-house in here," Joscelin said, perching on theedge of the tub and dabbling his fingers
in the scented waters.

 "So?" I raised my brows. "Would you rather we were in Montrève,smelling of sheep?"

 "Not exactly." Joscelin eyed me. "I may favor the countryside tothe City, but seeing you thus . . ." He
shrugged. "It makes me wish I'da large fish to throw at your feet."

 I laughed, and shifted in the tub, making room for him. "Comehere," I said as he shed his clothes and
climbed in, the light of myriadcandles casting into shadow the scars that pitted his body; scars he'dearned
on my behalf. I circled dripping arms about his neck as he fithimself beneath me. "Yes, there."

 "Imriel," Joscelin murmured, shifting under my parted thighs andgripping my buttocks, "is of the opinion
that I should wear the lion'smane given me by Ras Lijasu."

 "Is he?" I bit my lower lip as the tip of Joscelin's phallus partedmy nether lips.

 "Yes."

 "Well." Water slopped over the sides of the tub as I impaled myselfupon him, inch by delicious inch.
"Mayhap he's right."

 "Didn't you say I looked foolish in it?"

 "Did I?" I locked my legs behind his back, feeling wanton and replete, filled to the core. "I don't
remember."

 "Yes." Joscelin moved slightly, his fingertips digging into my buttocks. I gasped, and more water
slopped over the edge. "You did."

 "I must have been out of my mind," I whispered, and lifted myhead to kiss him.

 It was as well I'd started my preparations early.

 It began at sundown, when lamp-lighters moved about the City inteams, kindling torches and the
innumerable glass oil lamps strung indangling lines from tree to tree along the streets and in the squares.
At every corner, in every square, musicians assembled, tuning their instruments. Workers hired by
Namarrese wine-merchants followed in wagons, grunting as they hoisted casks of wine over the edge,
stockpilingthem in the squares.

 People trickled into the streets, wondering if it were true.
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 It was.

 I had planned a fête for the entire City of Elua; the City of Hyacinthe's birth, the City that had raised him.
I had gotten Ysandre'spermission, of course. She granted it, though she thought I was mad.

 Drustan understood. The City Guard was tripled that night—in part toprevent riots, and in part to allow
the guardsmen to work in shifts,giving each time to celebrate. Although the planning had been weeksin
the process and a number of people were in on the secret, the broadsides had only been posted that
day. I wanted to take the City bysurprise—and Hyacinthe.

 Night's Doorstep would be the heart of it.

 So many memories! I had been seven years old when I'd climbed a pear tree and scaled the garden wall
of Cereus House, finding myway to Night's Doorstep where a grinning Tsingano boy taught me tosteal
tarts in the marketplace. It was the first act of defiance I'd everundertaken in my young life. And no
matter who carted me back home,whether it be the Dowayne's guardsmen or my lord Delaunay's man
Guy, I kept returning. It was there that Hyacinthe had grown from a half-breed street urchin to a young
man with a thriving trade in information, a livery stable and a boarding-house, the self-styled Prince of
Travellers who wielded the gift of thedromonde in earnest, my one truefriend.

 All that he had given up.

 They remembered him, there. They had never forgotten him. Notthe figure out of legend—for indeed, his
legend had begun to spreadalready, and the tales they told along the coast of Azzalle had reachedthe
City—but Hyacinthe himself, sharp with a jest, shrewd with a bargain, generous with coin, a caring son
who had seen to his mother'scomfort in her final years. They deserved a chance to bid him farewell.

 We all did.

 "You're fair glowing, you know," Joscelin murmured as we traversed the already-thronging streets in an
open carriage, bending hishead so his lips brushed my ear. A group of early revelers raised brimming
cups in salute, shouting toasts.

 I leaned against him and smiled. "You might have somewhat to dowith it."

 He'd worn the lion's mane after all; and overmore, he'd conspiredwith Favrielle nó Eglantine behind my
back, planning on it. Ras Lijasu's gift had been sewn onto the collar of a splendid cloak, a hue of red one
degree lighter thansangoire, that it might complement mine own attire.Pale as wheat, Joscelin's hair
spilled over the tawny fur and deep-redvelvet alike. Between that and his familiar Cassiline arms,
polished to a high gleam, he looked, for once, utterly magnificent.

 For my part, I too was clad in Jebean attire—the style of Meroë, as interpreted by Favrielle. It spoke to
our journey; the best parts ofour long journey. And so I wore a Jebean gown in the blood-at-midnight
color ofsangoire, which only I, as the soleanguissette in livingmemory, was entitled to wear. It left my
shoulders bare and wrappedtight about my body, fastened with gold pins shaped like cunning darts.I
wore my hair in a coronet of braids, the finial of my marque vivid atthe nape of my neck, and ivory and
gold bangles—another gift of RasLijasu—adorned my wrists.

 And if I wore a single ivory hairpin thrust through my braids, whowas to ask why?
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 Oh yes, I had kept it. Kaneka's hairpin, one of a pair. I'd left itsmate in Daršanga, piercing the
Mahrkagir's heart. Never forget; evenhere, even now. I kept it, as I kept the jade statue of the dog with
staring eyes, that I might always remember. He had trusted me, theMahrkagir. Even as he'd drawn the
cord taut about my throat, gazing at me with love for the gift he thought I'd given him, he had trustedme.
And I had murdered him for it.

 I remembered.

 And I reckoned it worth the price.

 Imriel, mercifully, had begun to forget; at least a little bit. Althoughhe had them still, his nightmares came
fewer and farther between. Eluaknows, I was grateful for it. He wore his Jebean finery, too; had insisted
upon it. I let him. The snow-whitechamma and breeches, the short,embroidered cloak—let him wear
them. In six months' time, theywouldn't fit. He wore his rhinoceros-hide belt, too, the one Ras Lijasuhad
given him. There was room to grow in that gift. His face wasbright with excitement, and it made my heart
ache to see him so happy.

 A cordon of young Siovalese guardsmen in the livery of Montrève surrounded our carriage, chattering
among themselves, remembering tomaintain vigilance under Ti-Philippe's watchful eye. Our arrival was
greeted with cheers, for casks had been breached and the streets ofNight's Doorstep were already lively
with mirth. Although it is one ofthe tawdriest quarters of the City, it looked beautiful that night, ablazewith
light and merriment. Emile greeted us in the street in front of theCockerel, sweating in an ostentatious
velvet doublet as he bowed.

 "Comtesse!" he cried, spreading his arms wide as he straightened."Kushiel's Chosen, Delaunay's
anguissette! Welcome to your fête."

 It was a glorious thing. I may say so, even if I instigated it, for thesum of its parts was greater than aught
I had conceived. A good manynoble peers were there already, D'Angeline lords and ladies, clad in fine
silks and damasks, glittering with jewels as they mingled with tavern-keepers, merchants and workers of
all ilk, delighted at the novelty ofit. Some of the more adventurous had been to Night's Doorstep before,
titillated by its seedy charms, amusing themselves en route to and fromthe Houses of the Night Court;
many had never been. None wouldhave thought to hold a fête there.

 They thought it clever and daring of me, telling me so as I circulated among them, exchanging greetings.
Let them. I had done it because it was Hyacinthe's home, and my sanctuary. It didn't matter whatthey
believed, only that they celebrated. And that they did, with a will.The wine was heady and rich on the
tongue; I had spared no expensein importing it from Namarre, not trusting to Emile's rot-gut. Musicians
played set after set, trading places, and a group of Tsingani fiddlersdrew the loudest applause. Squares
were cleared for dancing, and nobles and commonfolk elbowed one another to make room, silk gowns
brushing breeches of rough fustian. Hired servants flushed and merry fromsampling the wine made their
way through the crowds, bearing trays of offerings from a half-dozen countries: spicy Aragonian shrimp,
Menekhetan kabobs, rice rolled in Hellene grape-leaves, honeyed Akkadianpastries, dollops of Jebean
stew on spongy flatbread; too many thingsto count.

 It was a good hour before the guest of honor arrived, and when hedid, all of Night's Doorstep fell silent,
for Hyacinthe didn't come alone.We heard them coming nearly half the way from the Palace, by the
cheering that followed in their wake. I don't think the ruling monarchof Terre d'Ange has ever deigned to
visit Night's Doorstep. I knowfor a surety the Cruarch of Alba has not.

 They arrived in a ceremonial Alban chariot, and Drustan mab Necthana himself drove it, the muscles in
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his forearms working as he heldthe reins in check, gold torque gleaming at his throat. At his side, Ysandre
shone like a flame, tall and bright, a rare awe in her face atthe outpouring of love that greeted them. There
was no need for thearmed escort that surrounded them; the populace of the City adoredthem.

 "They came," Imriel whispered. "I didn't think they would."

 "Neither did I," I whispered in reply.

 Behind them in the chariot stood Sibeal and Hyacinthe. She waswide-eyed at the scope of their
welcome, startled and grave, holdinghis hand.

 And Hyacinthe . . .

 "You did this," he said softly as I came alongside the chariot, Imribeside me and Joscelin a protective
step behind us. Somewhere, theyhad begun chanting his name again. Hy-a-cinthe! Hy-a-cinthe! Hisname;
mysignale. I had only spoken it once. "Why?"

 I gripped the edges of the chariot and gazed up at him. "I wanted to say good-bye."

 Someone—a daring bit-player from a disreputable theatre troupe—made his way to the chariot, offering
a tankard of wine with a bowand a toast to Drustan, who accepted it with a laugh and drank deepbefore
passing it to his Queen. It might have been poisoned, for all theyknew. Ysandre poured a propitiatory
drop before drinking and the revelers shouted approval, a dozen other hands thrusting forth cups and
tankards.

 D'Angelines, Tsingani; there were even Yeshuites among them.

 "Mont Nuit!" someone else cried, pointing. "Look!"

 From the heights of the hill of Mont Nuit, where the Thirteen Housesof the Court of Night-Blooming
Flowers were clustered, a torchlit procession was winding toward Night's Doorstep. All of them . . .all.
Icaught my breath to see it. The Night Court had closed its doors. Intribute, they came, in celebration. All
of the Servants of Naamah. AndCereus House, that is first and eldest among them, led the way, fragile
and beautiful, while the madcap adepts of Eglantine House followedclose behind, singing and playing, the
tumblers throwing somersaults as they went. Ah, Elua! They were all there: modest Alyssum, gentle
Balm,proud Dahlia, dreaming Gentian, merry Orchis, adoring Heliotrope,shrewd Bryony, perfect
Camellia, sensuous Jasmine, my own mother'sHouse, and yes—Mandrake too, with its delightful
wickedness, andValerian in all its sweet yielding. And they entered the fête like a streammingling its
waters with a mighty river.

 "Did you plan this?" Hyacinthe asked. His voice was shaking.

 "No." So was mine. "This was a gift."

 "Oh, Phèdre!" The tears shone bright in his eyes; his changeable eyes, still Hyacinthe's beneath it all, my
Prince of Travellers. "I will miss you so. I'll miss this all."

 An Eglantine tumbler, fresh-faced and merry, evaded the guard anddarted onto the chariot to steal a kiss
from a laughing Drustan mabNecthana, looping a green ribbon about his neck. Once, in this veryspot, a
troupe of Eglantine adepts had tormented Joscelin, while Hyacintheand I had stood atop empty
wine-casks and watched, stiflingour mirth. The tumbler snatched Ysandre's hand and planted a kiss on it,
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somersaulting backward off the chariot before the Queen's Guardcould stop her. Ysandre was laughing. I
saw in the vanguard behindher Duc Barquiel L'Envers, his eyes narrowed with calculating amusement.
He saw me watching and saluted. The Dowayne of Orchis Housecoaxed a Tsingano fiddler into playing a
lively tune. Emile's voice wasaudible above the crowd, roaring about somewhat. No one paid himany
heed.

 "Miss us later," I said to Hyacinthe. "Tonight is for you."

 He nodded, understanding. "Thank you."

 Good-bye, I said, only the words came out, "You're welcome."

 And the fête, my fête, continued, all throughout the City of Elua.It went long into the small hours of the
night, and many stories aretold of it, for the City had never seen its like. There was joy in it, and sorrow,
for it was celebration and farewell alike. On the morrow, therewould be sore heads aplenty, and I would
worry anew about Imriel'ssafety and wonder what message was coded in Barquiel L'Enver's mocking
salute, and how long Melisande would remain complacent in theTemple of Asherat-of-the-Sea.

 For now, this was enough.

 If I did not have everything, I had enough. I had my household tosustain me—there was Eugenie, wading
into the fray and hoisting herskirts to dance, unexpectedly nimble. I had the regard of the Cruarch of
Alba, whom I esteemed beyond gold, and the forgiveness of myQueen, Ysandre de la Courcel, which
meant more to me than I hadever reckoned.

 I missed my lord Anafiel Delaunay, more than I could say. And Imissed my foster-brother Alcuin, who
was too gentle a soul to have died as he did. I missed Kaneka, for whom I had conceived a greatrespect,
from whom I was parted by great distance; I missed Kazan Atrabiades, my Illyrian pirate. I wished I
could speak to Pasiphae Asterius, the Kore of the Temenos. And I remembered, and grieved, forthose
others I missed, those who had died for my goals: Eamonn of theDalriada, Remy and Fortun, my dear
chevaliers, and those brave,doomed women of the zenana. I touched the ivory hairpin thrustthrough my
coronet, remembering Drucilla, fierce Jolanta, so many others. And not just the women, no; there was
Rushad, who had remindedme so of Alcuin. Erich the Skaldi, who had died trying to protect him.

 So many dead.

 So many living.

 Hyacinthe, my one true friend. I had given him back his life, andif it was not the one he'd had, still, it was
his. And he had Sibeal withhim, whom I liked and admired, who understood his dreams. And I...I had
friends everywhere, now. Friends and comrades, patrons and lovers.

 I had Joscelin, my Perfect Companion, the compass by which Ifixed my heart.

 No one could ask more.

 Nor had I, and yet it had been given. By Kushiel, who had used his Chosen harder than any in recorded
memory? By Naamah, whomI had served long and faithfully? By Blessed Elua himself, whose mercyis
beyond reckoning? I do not know. Nor does it matter, in the end.

 I had Imriel.
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 Imri, who'd spat in my face upon our meeting, who trusted mebeyond reason. Melisande's son, the scion
of my deepest enemy, my darkest desire. Who could have guessed it? Not even Elua's priests, Ithink.
My proud and wounded boy, his heart as vast as the plains of Jebe-Barkal and twice as fierce. I loved
him so much it made me dizzy,and if I'd had to defy Ysandre twice-over for him, I would have doneit.

 Blessed Elua was kind.

 The fête, my fête, continued in the City of Elua.

 I touched the bare hollow of my throat, and smiled, remembering.

 Love as thou wilt.
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