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There are names that taste like copper on the tongue. Names you have carried so long in the locked room of your hatred that they have worn grooves into your bones, and when you finally hear one spoken aloud again, after years of silence, you feel the scar pull taut once more.

You do not flinch. You have learned, by now, not to flinch.

Renaud de Caumont.

That was the name Madame Colette spoke, low, almost breathless, as though even she understood what it would cost me to hear it. She had the decency not to look at me when she said it. She pretended to study the arrangement of flowers on the mantelpiece, her fingers worrying the lace edge of her sleeve, while I stood perfectly still in the centre of the salon and let the sound of him settle over me like ash from a distant fire.

I had not heard his name in four years. Four years, two months, and eleven days, not that I counted, of course. I simply remembered. I was good at remembering things I was supposed to forget.

"He arrives Friday," Madame Colette said at last, turning from the flowers with a careful expression, the kind that palace women wore when they delivered wounds wrapped in propriety. "The King has appointed him to lead the diplomatic escort. The envoy departs for Utrecht in a fortnight, and Lord de Caumont is to ensure safe passage through the border territories."

I said nothing. My hands, folded at my waist in the manner I had practised since I was fifteen, did not tighten. My face, which had learned a great deal about stillness in the years since my father's trial, gave nothing away. I was aware of Colette watching me from beneath her lashes, not unkindly, but with the particular alertness of a woman who knew where all the tender places were.

"Isabeau."

"I heard you," I said. My voice came out measured. Level.

Madame Colette crossed the room and touched my arm, a brief thing, barely a breath of contact, but she was not a woman who offered touch carelessly. "You do not have to attend the reception. I can arrange —"

"I will attend." And then, because she was still looking at me with that careful sorrow: "I am not afraid of him."

That was true. Hatred and fear are not the same creature, and I had never been given to confusing them.

The salon of Madame Colette de Varlais was not the grandest room in Versailles, but it was among the most honest. She did not decorate it with mirrors the way the King's apartments were decorated, wall upon wall of silver glass that multiplied you endlessly until you lost track of which reflection was the one doing the breathing. Colette's salon had velvet and candlelight and a single window that faced the formal gardens, and it felt, in its small way, like a room where a woman might occasionally be permitted to think.

I had been thinking in it for three years. I had come to Versailles as a lady-in-waiting at twenty-two, two years after my father's fall, with a Dutch accent I had spent six months softening and a letter of introduction written by a man who owed my mother a debt she had never collected in life. I came with one good dress, seventeen livre, and a hatred so precisely calibrated that it had become, over time, a kind of compass. It told me which direction was north and kept me oriented in a court that prized ambiguity above nearly all else.

My father's name had been scraped from the family register. Our lands in Gelderland, modest, pastoral, smelling always of morning rain and livestock, had passed to creditors. He lived now in a rented room in Leiden, a man who had once administered three provinces, copying trade documents for a merchant who did not know his name. He wrote to me every few weeks. His letters were cheerful in the way of men who have accepted a sentence they did not deserve and refused, on principle, to be broken by it. I answered every one. I never told him where I was.

He would not have approved of Versailles. He had always said the French court was a place where truth went to be drowned in perfume.

He had also said, once, quietly, the night before his sentencing, when we sat together in the blue-grey dark of his antechamber and he held both my hands in his as though measuring them for something: "Whatever comes, Isabeau, do not spend your life carrying what I could not carry myself."

I thought about that now, standing at the window of the salon and watching the gardeners move in the long amber light of late afternoon. Then I set it aside. It was easy advice to give from a place of resignation. It was another thing entirely to take it when you were the one who had watched everything burn.
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FRIDAY ARRIVED IN A flurry of preparations. Servants hurried through corridors carrying flowers and candles. Courtiers gathered information with the urgency of military spies. Rumours multiplied faster than facts. By the time I reached the upper gallery overlooking the entrance hall, I had already heard three different versions of why the envoy was travelling to Utrecht, and none of them matched.

I rested one hand against the balustrade. Below, guests arrived in waves, jewels flashing in the candlelight, laughter caroming off marble. The familiar performance of court life unfolded beneath me.

Then I heard his voice.

Not because it was loud. Quite the opposite. Renaud had the natural authority of someone who had spent years giving orders in the wind and the dark on campaign, whose voice had simply learned to cut through things. Steady. Controlled. Impossible to ignore. He was saying something to the Duc de Morlaix, something that made the Duc laugh, a short surprised sound, and my hand tightened around the balustrade before I had quite decided to look.

He was taller than I remembered. It was a useless observation, and it irritated me instantly. He was perhaps the same height he had always been; it was simply that in the courtroom four years ago I had been seated, and he had been standing, and I had been so consumed by what he was saying that I had not properly registered the architecture of the man saying it. I registered it now. He wore deep charcoal, no excess ornamentation, no lace cascade at the cuffs, no powder in his dark hair. Dressed for function rather than spectacle, which at Versailles was itself a kind of statement.

A soldier. Not a courtier wearing the costume of one. The distinction mattered, and that it mattered irritated me, because people expected villains to look the part and life rarely obliged. Renaud de Caumont looked entirely like a man one ought to trust.

He had not looked up yet. I counted that a mercy and took it.

Then, as though some thread had drawn taut between us across the candlelight, he looked up.

He went entirely still. His eyes found mine with a directness that held no surprise, as though he had known I would be there, as though he had prepared for it. The light from the sconces caught the angle of his jaw. Then he looked away, not quickly, not with the guilt of a man who flinches, but with the measured, deliberate ease of someone who has made a decision and means to keep it.

My fingers had gone numb around the balustrade.

I understood, in the silence that followed, that this was going to require everything I had.
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I had been in Versailles for four hours before I saw her.

In those four hours I had managed to convince myself, with the sort of deliberate discipline that a man acquires only through long practice, that it would be days before our paths crossed. That I would have time to settle into the assignment. To find the particular blankness of mind I used before engagements in the field, when thinking too carefully about the danger was the surest way to walk into it.

Versailles was large enough, after all. I had even begun to believe it.

Then I looked up.

She was standing at the balustrade of the upper gallery. The breath left my lungs so abruptly it felt almost like a blow.

God.

Four years.

She had not changed, and yet she had changed entirely, in the way that four years changes everyone who has spent them surviving something. She wore deep blue, a colour that sat against her dark colouring like dusk against water, her hair pinned in the French fashion with the practised ease of a woman who understood that adaptation was its own form of armour. She was watching me with an expression I could not read from this distance, which meant it was probably the one she used when she did not want to be read.

I was not surprised. Isabeau de Voss had always possessed a remarkable talent for concealing her thoughts. I had first noticed it in the courtroom.

The memory surfaced before I could stop it. A crowded chamber. The scrape of chairs against stone. Her father standing between two guards. And Isabeau, seated in the front row, her face perfectly still while devastation gathered around her like a storm.

I looked away. The movement was deliberate. Necessary.

The Duc de Morlaix was still speaking beside me, something about the envoy's chambers, something about the King's preferences for the formal dinner. It received, in that moment, approximately none of my attention. I nodded at appropriate intervals while my thoughts remained on the gallery above. Dressed in blue. Looking at me as though the years between us had changed nothing.

I suspected they had changed far less than either of us would like.

I had not wanted this assignment.

The admission changed nothing. The King's orders were the King's orders, and the King had decided I was to escort the Utrecht envoy through the border territories because I knew the roads, I knew the garrison commanders between here and the Dutch frontier, and because, this piece the King had delivered with the particular satisfaction of a man who had spent his life in a palace and found military complexity privately amusing, I could speak Dutch.

Not well. Adequately. Enough to negotiate a crossing, question a customs official, or avoid relying on an interpreter whose loyalties might be purchased. A practical qualification.

One that ceased to feel practical the moment I reached a particular line in the briefing.

Attached to the Utrecht envoy, as lady-in-waiting and courier to Madame Colette de Varlais, was one Isabeau de Voss. Born in Gelderland. Twenty-six years old. Daughter of Pieter de Voss, formerly administrator of three provinces, convicted of treasonous communication with Dutch separatist factions in 1688, stripped of title and lands following the testimony of, and here I had set the document down and looked at the wall for a long time , Commander Renaud de Caumont.

I closed the document. Not because there was anything more to learn. For the clerks who prepared such reports, it was a matter of record. A sequence of names, dates, and outcomes. For them, the case had ended four years ago. For Isabeau, I suspected it never had.

And judging by the way my chest tightened each time I saw her name, perhaps it had never truly ended for me either.

I did not attempt to speak to her at the reception.

Common sense. It was her territory; she had been at court for years, she knew the people and the rhythms, and approaching her in a crowded room on my first evening would have been a tactical error. I also had things I needed to say to her. Things that could not be said between one glass of wine and the next, in a room full of people who traded in the currency of other people's private moments.

So I kept my distance. Or tried to.

The difficulty was that once I knew she was in the room, I became aware of her the way one became aware of a candle in darkness. I would be speaking with an ambassador and suddenly notice her across the salon. A few minutes later she would be standing near the musicians, listening while an elderly marquis recounted something he had undoubtedly told a hundred times before. Then she would disappear into another room entirely, and I would realise, several moments too late, that I had been looking for her.

An irritating habit. One I seemed unable to correct.

She had changed, not merely in appearance but in sureness. The young woman I remembered had possessed a quiet intelligence that revealed itself only after conversation. The woman moving through the reception tonight belonged here. That surprised me. It also, if I was honest, impressed me. Versailles was not kind to outsiders. Still less to those who arrived carrying scandal.

Three hours passed. During that time Isabeau spoke to dozens of people, smiled, laughed, danced once, and accepted a glass of wine from a duchess and returned it untouched to a passing servant. She did all of this without looking at me a single time.

Not once.

At first I told myself she simply hadn't noticed me. The explanation lasted approximately five minutes.

She knew exactly where I was. She simply chose not to acknowledge it. She moved through the room as though the space I occupied had been neatly excised from her awareness, not with hostility but with something far more deliberate. If she had looked at me with the full force of everything she thought about me, I would at least have known how to withstand it.

Somewhere near the end of the third hour I found myself at the window with a glass of wine I had stopped tasting.

Across the room, Isabeau was speaking with Madame Colette. The candlelight caught the dark sheen of her hair. She smiled at something the older woman said, not a polite smile but a genuine one, and for a moment she looked younger. Less guarded. Then she turned slightly, and it was gone.

I knew something about masks. Most soldiers did. You wore them long enough and eventually forgot where they ended and you began.

I set down my wine and retired shortly afterward. Sleep proved considerably less cooperative.

This woman was going to be the most formidable thing on this entire journey. And she was going to be formidable entirely on purpose.
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For a moment I lay still, watching the pale outline of the canopy above my bed. The palace had not yet stirred, no footsteps in the corridor, no doors opening and closing, only that brief silence that exists before Versailles remembers what it is. I was irritated. Mostly with myself.

I threw back the covers and rose.

My maid would not arrive for another hour, so I dressed alone. There was something useful about small tasks: fastening hooks, buttoning sleeves, pinning my hair. Each demanded just enough concentration to keep my thoughts in order.

Or so I hoped.

By the time I finished, I had replayed the previous evening a dozen times. Not the arrival. Not the moment our eyes met across the entrance hall. My mind kept returning to something far more inconvenient: the window, the wine glass, Renaud standing alone near the end of the reception.

I frowned at my reflection.

For three hours I had not looked at him directly. A deliberate effort, and one I considered entirely justified. And yet I had noticed things anyway. The way he rarely remained in one place for long. The way his attention seemed divided even while engaged in conversation. And near the end, the way he had stood by the window with a glass of wine he appeared to have forgotten entirely, something taut in his stillness, as though standing quietly required effort.

A sensible woman would not waste the morning wondering whether Renaud de Caumont had enjoyed a reception. A sensible woman would remember that he had testified against her father. That her family had lost everything because of it. That her father now lived in rented rooms in Leiden.

Those were the useful thoughts.

They did very little to explain why I kept returning to the look on his face by the window.

I reached for the final hairpin and pushed it into place with more force than necessary.

A man who had helped destroy your life ought to have the decency to appear content with himself. Instead Renaud de Caumont had looked like a man carrying something heavy. And for reasons I preferred not to examine, that unsettled me far more than it should have.
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She corrected my use of her name the way a surgeon makes an incision: precisely, without anger, with the clean confidence of someone who has located the exact place to cut. She did not raise her voice or sharpen her eyes or show me any of the fury I had spent four years half-expecting. She simply removed the familiarity of her first name from my mouth as though removing a tool I had no right to carry, and then she walked past me. I stood at the edge of that basin and listened to her footsteps recede on the gravel until there was nothing left but the flat grey water and the colourless morning.

*We are not acquainted.*

Five words, spoken pleasantly, with a courteous nod to follow them. They landed somewhere behind my sternum with the blunt, specific weight of something thrown very accurately from a great distance. She had taken four years of silence and compressed them into a single sentence, and then had the composure to walk away without waiting to see if it had struck.

It had struck.

I had known her name before I ever knew her face. The trial had given me facts, age, parentage, place of birth, but the courtroom had given me the face, and the face had given me something I had not accounted for in any of my preparation. She was twenty-two then, seated in the gallery beside an older woman who I later learned was a distant cousin. She had watched the entire proceeding with her hands in her lap and her back straight and her expression so composed it read, from a distance, as simply inattentive.

I understood, years later, that it had not been inattention. It had been endurance. There is a difference, and it takes time to learn to tell them apart.

I had testified truthfully. I needed her to understand that. I had said only what I had seen and known, because to have withheld anything would have been perjury before the King's commission, and I was a man who had built his entire life on the principle that you did not lie under oath regardless of what it cost. I had not known, at the time, what it would cost. I had not known how completely the punishment would reshape the lives attached to the case.

The details reached me gradually. A remark overheard. A report glimpsed. The sort of information that drifts through governments and military offices until it finds the people who least wish to hear it. Each new piece settled heavily — not because it altered the truth, but because it gave weight to the cost of it. Cost was always easier to discuss in theory than in practice. Particularly when it belonged to someone else.

The briefing session was held at ten in the morning in the outer chamber of the Duc de Morlaix's apartments: a room that smelled of beeswax and old ambition, furnished with the heavy self-seriousness of a man who wanted everyone who entered to remember they were in the presence of consequence. The Duc presided from behind a table spread with maps and correspondence. Arranged around him were the various parties who would constitute the escort and the envoy's household: three military officers I knew, two diplomatic attachés I did not, the envoy himself — a lean Burgundian named Chalassier who had the watchful, economical manner of a man who had survived multiple courts — and, at the far end of the table, Madame Colette de Varlais, and beside her, Mademoiselle de Voss.

She had a leather satchel on the table in front of her and a small journal open beside it, and appeared entirely absorbed in whatever she was writing. She did not look up when I entered. Not once. I took my seat at the opposite end of the table and exchanged greetings with Morlaix, and still she did not raise her head. The message was difficult to miss.

The Duc spoke at length about the route. I listened with the part of my mind always available for strategic information. With the rest I was aware, at the edges of my attention, of Mademoiselle de Voss.

She asked two questions during the briefing. The first concerned the condition of the road through the Ardennes, whether the autumn rains had softened the northern passage to the point of impracticality. A useful question; she had studied the route already and found the same weakness I had. The second was about the letters she would be carrying for Madame Colette, whether they would travel in the household trunks or under separate seal. Precise. The kind of question asked by someone who understood that procedure was where everything eventually lived or died.

Chalassier answered her with the faint condescension of a man unaccustomed to being questioned by women and working hard to conceal it. She appeared entirely immune. She made her note and moved on, the dismissal so effortless I almost felt sorry for him.

Almost.

My gaze drifted toward her again. Sunlight fell across the table between us. She was writing once more, focused and composed. I thought of the garden that morning: the set of her shoulders as she walked away, the unhurried pace, the absolute refusal to look back.

I returned my attention to the Duc's map and kept it there.

The meeting dissolved into smaller clusters — men comparing notes over the maps, attachés conferring about schedules, and I took the opportunity to speak with my officers about the garrison rotations along the first leg of the route. I had my back to the room. I had been focused for perhaps six minutes when I became aware, without turning, that she was standing approximately two feet behind my left shoulder.

I kept my attention on the map.

"The Ardennes passage," she said, without preamble. Her voice was directed at the map, not at me. She had come for the map, I realised; she simply required the same section of table I was currently occupying. She leaned past me without asking permission, without acknowledging my presence beyond its immediate geographical inconvenience, and placed her finger on the northern road. "Here. The ground will hold through October but not beyond. If you route through here instead..." she moved her finger east "...you add half a day's travel, but you do not risk the horses in mud that will be this deep by the third week."

She looked at my lieutenant as she said it. Not at me.

My lieutenant,twenty-four years old, unbriefed on any prior history, seeing only a composed woman making a precise navigational point, looked at the map and then at me. "She's right, sir. I noted the same concern this morning."

"She is," I said.

She straightened. Close enough that I could see, in my peripheral vision, the line of her jaw, the precise way her dark hair was pinned at the nape of her neck. She was not looking at me. I was not, quite, looking at her.

"Good," she said, to neither of us in particular, and picked up her satchel and left the table.

My lieutenant watched her go, then looked back at me with the beginning of a question forming in his expression.

"Adjust the route," I said, before he could ask it. "She's correct about the ground."

He nodded and turned back to the map.

I looked down at the section she had marked. The eastern road curved through the Ardennes in a broad arc. A better choice than my original plan. I disliked that she had identified the weakness so quickly. I disliked, rather more, that I admired her for it.

I folded my arms and returned to work. The alternative required thinking about Isabeau de Voss.

I was not yet prepared to discover where that might lead.
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It was the rain that did it.

Three days after his arrival, the sky over Versailles opened with the particular vindictiveness of an autumn that had been holding itself in too long: a cold, driving rain that came sideways across the gardens and turned the gravel paths to grey soup and sent every sensible person indoors before the second hour of the afternoon. I was not in the palace itself when it began. I was in the east corridor of the orangerie, carrying three letters for Madame Colette that needed to reach the envoy's secretary before evening.

The walkway flooded. Not entirely, but enough. A drainage channel had blocked somewhere and the water had sheeted across the covered passage in a shallow, insistent river perfectly capable of ruining my shoes, my hem, and the letters, which could not get wet under any circumstances. I stood at the entrance and regarded this with the simmering resentment of a woman who had planned her afternoon very carefully.

There was a side room. A small antechamber used by the orangerie gardeners for tool storage; I had noted it before, as I made it a habit to note rooms the way a sailor noted landmarks. I pushed the door open and stepped into the dim, earthy-smelling space: shelves of clay pots, coils of rope, the intimate smell of things that live close to soil. I set the letters on the highest shelf, well above any possible waterline.

Then I turned around.

Renaud de Caumont was standing in the doorway.

He was wet. His dark coat had gone nearly black across the shoulders, and there was water along his jaw. He had made the same calculation I had and reached the same doorway from the opposite direction. He was looking at me with an expression I could not immediately classify, not surprise exactly, but something adjacent to it, the expression of a man dealt a hand he had not anticipated and taking a moment to decide how to play it.

We looked at each other across six feet of gardening equipment.

"Mademoiselle de Voss," he said.

"Lord de Caumont." His gaze moved briefly toward the flooded walkway. I turned back to the shelf and adjusted the letters a quarter of an inch to the left, which they did not need. Behind me, I heard the door close, not slammed, just drawn shut against the noise of the rain, which was now doing something theatrical to the roof above us.

The room was very small.

"The walkway is flooded," he said.

"I noticed."

"It will clear in an hour. Perhaps less."

"Then we shall be here for an hour," I said, still facing the shelf. "Perhaps less."

Silence. The rain pressed down on the roof. A shutter banged loose somewhere outside, someone shouted, and then the world reduced itself to the sound of water and the close warm air of a room too small for the distance I needed to keep.

I heard him move, one step, not toward me, just a man finding somewhere to stand where the options were limited. I turned around because standing with my back to him felt like a vulnerability I had not agreed to.

He was leaning against the wall beside the door, arms crossed, watching me with that steady, undefended look. The one I had seen twice now and still could not determine was strategy or simply his nature. A clay pot sat on the shelf between us at approximately shoulder height. Its presence was absurd and, somehow, grounding.

"You could sit," he said, a slight movement of his eyes toward the low wooden stool in the corner.

"I am quite comfortable standing."

"As you like."

Another silence, with more texture to it. I studied a point past his left shoulder and thought about Madame Colette's secretary and whether he kept late hours, and I was managing this reasonably well until he said, without preparation:

"I know you do not wish to speak to me."

I had expected deflection. Men of rank and military bearing generally preferred to approach difficult things laterally, through the management of circumstance rather than the confrontation of it. I had not expected him to simply say it. He was looking back at me without apology, without the flinching quality of a man who has said something and immediately regretted the size of it.

"What gave you that impression?" I asked.

The corner of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile, the ghost of one, something that arrived and reconsidered. "Three days of exemplary courtesy," he said. "It is remarkable how much hostility can be expressed through perfect manners."

Something stirred in my chest, unexpected and unwelcome. I kept my face still. "I am simply observing the appropriate formalities between two people who do not know each other well."

"We know each other," he said. Not a challenge. A plain statement, delivered without heat. "Not well, and not by choice. The pretence that we do not seems —" a pause, selecting the word, "— effortful. For both of us."

"The effort is entirely on my part, I assure you. You seem quite comfortable."

"I am not comfortable." He said it simply, without self-pity, which made it worse than if he had said it with either. "I have not been comfortable since I read your name in the briefing documents. Since Friday evening, when I looked up and saw you on that gallery. I am not comfortable now."

The rain was very loud. I was aware of my own heartbeat in a way I disliked.

"Then we have something in common," I said, before I could decide not to.

He looked at me for a moment, and I saw it again: that thing that moved through his eyes like weather, passing through rather than housed there. Not satisfaction. Not a man who had scored a point. Something quieter. It almost looked like grief, and I did not know what to do with it.

"I would like to explain something to you," he said.

There it was. The move I had anticipated, because of course he would want to explain. Men who had done what he had done always wanted to explain. They wanted their justification spoken aloud, witnessed, perhaps accepted, so they could lay down the weight of it. I had prepared for this. I had been holding my response like a stone in a closed fist for four years.

"I would prefer," I said, "that you did not."

He did not look away. "Why?"

"Because an explanation is something you need," I said. "Not something I do. You want to tell me your reasons so that you can feel the shape of them outside yourself for once. So that they become something other than the thing you carry alone. I understand the impulse." I paused. "I am simply not willing to be the vessel for it."

The silence that followed had the quality of aftermath.

He was very still. I watched him receive it, take it fully, without deflecting, without rushing to answer. He looked at the floor for one moment. Then he looked at me.

"That is fair," he said quietly.

I had not expected that either.

"Yes," I said. "It is."

We stood in the room for a long time after that, not speaking. The rain came down. The clay pot sat on its shelf between us. He did not try again, and I did not ask him to, and the silence we arrived at was not comfortable but it was honest: a silence that knew what it was, which was more than could be said for most of the silences I had kept in that palace.

When the rain eased, I took the letters from the shelf without looking at him.

"Good afternoon, Lord de Caumont," I said, in the same pleasant tone I had used in the garden.

I walked out into the cleared walkway and did not press my hand to any wall this time.

I only thought about doing it. Which was different. Marginally.
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She had dismantled the explanation I had been building for four years in the time it took to draw a breath. Not angrily, that was the thing I kept returning to, hours later, sitting at the writing desk in my assigned chamber with a letter half-drafted before me that I had no longer any intention of finishing.

I set the quill down. Outside, the rain had reduced itself to a sullen drizzle, and the gardens were dark and wet and the fountains had been stopped for the evening. I thought about what she had said with the particular quality of attention I gave to things that had struck me accurately.

She was right. That was the unbearable part. She was precisely, entirely right. I had wanted to explain myself not for her sake but for mine, to lay the account of that courtroom out between us so that the version of me that lived inside her hatred might bear some resemblance to the version that lived inside my own memory. I had dressed it as something I was doing for her. It was not. And she had been gracious enough not to humiliate me for it.

I folded the unfinished letter and set it aside. There would be time for correspondence tomorrow. Tonight I had something more difficult to reckon with, and Isabeau de Voss had ensured I could no longer avoid it.

What I had not expected, what I was still turning over with the cautious attention of a man handling something he is not sure is stable, was the word before the refusal.

I understand the impulse.

She had said it without softness. Not a concession, not an olive branch, not the beginning of forgiveness. But it was acknowledgement, the first acknowledgement she had given me that I existed as something other than a fixed point of hatred, and it had settled into me with a weight entirely disproportionate to the three words it was made of.

She understood the impulse. Which meant she too carried things she had never said aloud to the right person. Which meant she knew what it was to have reasons living inside you like a separate occupant, and to feel the pressure of them.

I did not know what to do with that. Not yet.

I found Bertrand at dinner, a young man from Bordeaux with a broad honest face and the reliable quality of someone who would tell you plainly what he thought if you asked him directly. I had asked him directly many times. He had never yet failed me.

We were seated at the lower end of the dining hall, away from the high table where the Duc presided, which suited me. I had no appetite for ceremony. Bertrand preferred plain food and plain company, which was one of the reasons I trusted him.

"The woman from this morning," I said, setting down my cup. "Mademoiselle de Voss. What do you know of her?"

Bertrand looked up with the expression of a man deciding how much he was allowed to be curious. "Only what people say."

"And what do people say?"

A hint of amusement. "The safer question might be what they don't say."

"Humour me."

He took a drink. "Only what I've heard in the household," he said carefully. "That she came from the Netherlands. That she serves Madame Colette. That she is..." a pause, selecting the word with the caution of someone aware it could land badly, "... not a woman you want to underestimate."

"No," I said. "You do not."

"They say she speaks four languages. Dutch, French, Latin, and enough German to negotiate a trade agreement. Chalassier is apparently furious that she knows the border routes better than his own attachés."

"He should be."

Bertrand looked at me sideways, his attention sharpening. "You know her, sir. Don't you."

Not quite a question. I looked at the candle between us, one of a long row down the centre of the hall, each flame straight and patient in the still air. I considered dismissing the observation.

"I knew her father," I said at last.

Bertrand, who understood the language of what officers didn't say, nodded once and asked nothing further. I was grateful for it in the specific way you are grateful for things that cost the other person something.

At the far end of the hall, someone laughed loudly at a joke that could not possibly have been as amusing as the reaction suggested. The sound washed over me.

I could not sleep.

I lay in the heavy palace bed and listened to the last of the rain on the window glass and went over the afternoon the way I went over maps before a campaign...methodically, looking for the places where the ground was soft, where the roads narrowed, where the terrain would force a decision.

She had refused to hear my explanation. That part was simple.

What was less simple was everything surrounding the refusal. She had remained when she could have left the moment the rain eased enough to risk it. She could have ended the conversation immediately. She had not done either. And then there were the words that refused to leave me alone.

Then we have something in common.

The admission had slipped out before she could stop it. I was nearly certain of that. Yet she had said it all the same. A small thing.

But I had survived a great deal on small things,small intelligence, small advantages, the slight differential between a retreating army and a destroyed one. I knew how to read terrain. I knew that the difference between a road that held and a road that gave way was often something you could only see if you had learned to look past the obvious surface.

The truth of this afternoon was not complicated. She was angry, and she had every right to be, and I would not argue with a single grain of it. But underneath the anger, underneath the perfect composure and the corrected name and three days of exemplary, courteous hatred, there was something else. Something she did not wish to examine any more than I wished to examine the thing that sat in my chest when I watched her move through a room.

We had a fortnight before the journey. Then three weeks on the road, in close company, through territory where neither of us would have the luxury of separate ends of a table.

I turned onto my back and stared at the ceiling. I would not manage this from a distance. I had managed things from a distance for four years and it had served neither of us.

I did not know yet what the alternative was. But I thought, for the first time since Friday, that I might be willing to find out.
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The morning we departed Versailles, the sky was the colour of cold milk: pale, flat, without a single honest cloud in it. The courtyard below the palace steps was alive with the particular organised chaos of a diplomatic escort preparing to move. Twelve horses. Four carriages. An embarrassment of trunks and hatboxes and leather satchels, and two crates of documents that Chalassier treated with the anxious reverence of a man transporting his own internal organs. Grooms shouted at stable boys. Stable boys shouted at each other.

I stood to one side with Madame Colette and watched with the detached attention of someone who had long since packed her own things and was waiting for everyone else to catch up. My trunk was already loaded. My satchel was on my shoulder. The letters Colette needed carried to the Dutch correspondents, the ones that could not be entrusted to the regular dispatch, were sewn into the lining of my travelling cloak in a pocket I had made myself with a needle and dark thread, three nights ago by candlelight.

No one knew about the pocket. That was, naturally, the point.

Bertrand moved through the chaos with a clipboard and an expression of focused patience that I had come to recognise, in the fortnight of preparation, as his natural face.

Nearby, Chalassier hovered over his locked crates with the expression of a man witnessing a delicate surgical procedure. Madame Colette followed my gaze. "He has been worrying about those documents for two weeks."

"He will continue worrying about them for the next three."

"Probably." A smile touched her mouth, then faded. She pressed my hand once, quickly, before stepping up into her carriage. She had the eyes of a woman who understood more than she said and chose her silences with the same care she chose her words. "Be careful," she said. It was not the kind of careful that meant watch the roads.

"Always," I said.

I turned to find my place in the second carriage and nearly walked directly into Renaud de Caumont's chest.

He stepped back immediately, one clean unhurried step, and we managed the brief, mutually inconvenient dance of two people in a narrow space working out which direction they are each going. He was in riding clothes, dark and practical, a long coat against the October cold, gloves in one hand not yet put on. In the early light he looked considerably less like a courtier and considerably more like what he actually was: a man built for movement, for terrain, for the particular unadorned business of getting from one place to another through whatever the world chose to put in the way.

I noticed this the way I noticed things I did not wish to notice, quickly and involuntarily, and filed it away with the firm intention of not looking at it again.

"Mademoiselle de Voss." His voice had the slight roughness of early morning in it, as though he had been awake for some time but not yet spoken to anyone.

"Lord de Caumont."

"The eastern road through the Ardennes has been confirmed. Bertrand made the adjustment three days ago."

I looked at him. He was not looking at me with anything particular, not with the searching quality of the garden or the careful weight of the rain room. He was simply telling me. Practically, plainly, the way you told someone that a thing they had been right about had been acted upon.

"Good," I said. The word came out quieter than intended.

He nodded once, put his gloves on, and walked toward his horse.

I watched him go for exactly two seconds before I looked away.

Two seconds. I noted this with the private, slightly alarmed attention of a woman conducting a personal audit. In the garden it had been less. In the rain room considerably more, but extenuating circumstances applied. Two seconds this morning, over nothing more than a statement about road conditions, with a man I hated.

I climbed into my carriage and arranged my cloak over my knees. The journey would take three weeks. Possibly four. I had managed four years. I could manage four weeks.

The carriage moved. The palace fell away behind us, and Versailles became the memory it had always been pretending to be, and I watched the countryside begin and told myself very firmly that the two seconds meant nothing at all.

We stopped shortly after midday at a posting inn south of Meaux: a low stone building with a yard full of mud and a fire inside that smelled of pine resin and something roasting slowly on a spit. Not grand. The kind of place that existed entirely for function, and I found it, after a morning of carriage travel over roads that had not entirely forgiven the recent rain, very nearly wonderful.

I stepped into the yard and stretched my back with the unselfconsciousness of someone who had stopped caring about appearances sometime around the second hour of rattling over ruts, one hand at the small of my back, face tilted toward the pale sky, when I became aware that someone had come to stand a few feet away and was saying nothing.

Renaud had dismounted and handed his horse to a groom and was looking at the sky himself, in the abstracted way of a man checking weather. He had not been looking at me. He was simply nearby, in the same yard, tilted toward the same pale sky, as if the world had arranged us into a composition without asking either of us.

"There is snow in that cloud," he said, not looking at me. "The one over the tree line. You see the colour of it, that particular grey with the yellow beneath. It will not fall today. But by tomorrow night, if we have not cleared the valley, it will be a consideration."

I looked at the cloud. It did have a strange colour, bruised somehow, heavier than the others.

"You read weather from clouds."

"Campaign necessity." A faint smile at the corner of his mouth. "You learn very quickly in the field that the sky will tell you almost everything if you spend enough time looking at it honestly."

"That sounds suspiciously philosophical for a military officer."

"Don't tell anyone."

A pause settled between us, different from the pauses we had occupied before. The previous silences had been full of the things we were not saying. This one was simply air: the yard and the mud and the smell of the fire from inside and two people standing near each other without the immediate structural weight of four years pressing down on every breath.

"My father taught me to read weather from water." The words escaped before I could stop them. "The canals in Gelderland. He said the surface of still water told you the air pressure before the sky showed you anything. If the water was very flat and dark, rain within the hour. If it had that particular look of wanting to hold something, clear for another day."

I felt him look at me. I kept my eyes on the cloud. "He was right surprisingly often."

My throat tightened. I swallowed.

"That is good knowledge," he said carefully.

"He was a good teacher," I said. My voice came out even. I was proud of that. "When he was permitted to be."

The last four words landed between us with the soft, irrevocable weight of a door swinging shut. I had not meant to add them. I stood very still and waited to see what he would do with them.

He was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice had a quality I had not heard from him before, lower, stripped of its usual precision, with something underneath it that sounded like a man choosing honesty over safety.

"I think about him," he said. "Your father. More than you might expect."

I turned and looked at him then. He was looking at the cloud still, jaw set, with the expression of a man who has said a thing and is standing quietly inside the consequences of it. The October light lay flat across his face and showed me nothing I could dismiss as calculation. It showed me something I was not ready for, something with the specific texture of genuine cost.

I looked at him for three seconds. I know because I counted. Then I looked away first.

"The food will be ready," I said, and walked into the inn.

I sat by the fire and ate bread and warm broth and felt something in my chest I had no language for yet. Not softening, I told myself. Not that. Something more like a seam sewn very tightly for a long time, encountering for the first time a thread that pulled.

I left the thread alone. Which, unfortunately, did not make it disappear.
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She had told me something about her father. Not much, barely thirty words, the kind of detail you might offer at a posting inn because the fire was warm and the sky was interesting and your guard had been down for half a minute without your full permission. Nothing that should have mattered.

And yet it did.

She had offered it to me. Not to the yard, not to the cloud, not to the abstract air between two people who did not know each other. To me. The distinction was small. It was also important. I had spent the better part of two weeks being held at arm's length with flawless precision, every conversation measured, every courtesy calibrated, every interaction contained within the narrow boundaries she had established and defended with admirable determination.

Then, standing in a muddy yard beneath an undecided sky, she had spoken about her father and the canal. Not because she intended to. The words had slipped out before she could stop them. I knew the look that crossed her face afterward: the brief irritation, the immediate awareness of having revealed more than she meant to. I recognised it because I had worn the same expression myself often enough.

And she had said *when he was permitted to be*, and those five words had found the place where I kept the things I did not look at directly, and pressed on it.

I sat back in my chair and stared into the fire. Around me the common room buzzed with the ordinary noise of travellers eating and arguing and laughing. Somewhere beyond the crowd, at another table, was Isabeau de Voss. I could not see her from where I sat. I was aware of her anyway, and the awareness irritated me, not because it existed but because it was becoming familiar.

I had told her I thought about her father. I did. Which was perhaps the truest thing I had said to another person in four years.

She had looked at me then: three full seconds, long enough to search my face, long enough to decide whether she believed me, but not long enough for me to know what conclusion she reached. Then she had gone inside, and I had stood in the yard with the cold coming off the horses and the smell of mud and pine.

I did not know yet what it had shifted toward.

But I was a man who had spent his life reading terrain, and I knew the difference between solid and give. What I had felt, in the thirty seconds after she went inside, was very distinctly the second one.

We rode until the light began to fail. The valley road was better than I had hoped, the rain having compacted rather than loosened the surface, and by late afternoon we had made better time than the itinerary called for. We stopped early at a walled inn outside Coulommiers rather than pressing on to the original night camp. Bertrand relayed the call down the column, and the escort settled into the yard with the collective exhale of people who had been in carriages and saddles since morning and were grateful for permission to stop.

The inn had a common room with two long tables and a fire that had been going long enough to have opinions. By the time the full party had come inside and found seats and the innkeeper's wife had begun distributing bread and wine with the speed of a woman who knew a diplomatic party's appetite when she saw one, the room had the particular warm, overlapping noise of people unwinding at the end of a day's travel.

Isabeau was seated across the table and four places down from me, talking to the woman beside her with the particular attentiveness she gave to people she had chosen to pay attention to, which was a different quality entirely from the careful social performance she gave to the people she was merely managing. The managed version had a slight evenness to it that never quite broke. The attentive version had something alive in it that the managed version only approximated.

She was laughing now, quietly, at something the woman beside her had said. Not the salon version: the kind that came before she could shape it into something presentable. It changed her face in a way I was not prepared for. The composure she wore so constantly was not a mask in the theatrical sense, it was
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