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Synopsis


The streets are a perilous place for a young laundry maid dismissed without a character for indecent acts. Roz knew the end of the path for a country girl alone in the city of Rotenek. A desperate escape in the night brings her to the doorstep of Dominique the dressmaker and the hope of a second chance beyond what she could have imagined. Rozs apprenticeship with the needle, under the patronage of the royal thaumaturgist, wasnt supposed to include learning magic, but Celeste, the dressmakers daughter, draws Roz into the mysterious world of the charm-wives. When floodwaters and fever sweep through the lower city, Celestes magical charms could bring hope and healing to the forgotten poor of Rotenek, but only if Roz can claim the help of some unlikely allies.


Set in the magical early 19th century world of Alpennia, Floodtide tells an independent tale that interweaves with the adventures.
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Praise for Heather Rose Jones




Daughter of Mystery


What I enjoyed most was the gradual friendship, emotional connection, and at last, openly declared love that grew between experienced but vulnerable Barbara and unworldly but determined Margerit. The ability to come to terms with each others greater (or lesser) power, even more than ability to fight the baron intent on their harm, is what makes Joness heroines so utterly appealing, both as feminist role models and as romantic heroines.


Romance Novels for Feminists


This is a must-read for anyone looking for a fantasy novel. It is well worth it for lesbian fantasy seekers or those who love a good, complex read without knowing what will come next.


The Lesbian Review


Reviewers Pick  Top Book of 2014!


Tor.Com


A slow dance of court intrigue mingled with scholarship and miracle working Not every fantasy is a wild ride with sword fights, sorcerers and dragons. Daughter of Mystery is a different and very rewarding read indeed. It starts out so real that I first thought I had started a historical novel set in the 18th century in the Alpine region of Europe. And when Heather Rose Jones beginsnearly imperceptiblyto bend reality it took me a minute or two to realize that she now had led the reader into the realm of fantasy. Well done! Brava!


Curve Magazine


In Daughter of Mystery Heather Rose Jones captures the essence of the sweeping epic often pervasive in speculative fictional works with the largess of language and intricacy of tale.


Lesbian Reading Room


A wonderful book of intrigue and romance Arguments over succession to the throne, clearing Margerits name, and finding the plotters behind the charges complete this well written first novel. Jones has done a wonderful job in creating the world of Alpennia.


Lambda Literary Review







Mother of Souls


What Jones did so brilliantly, though, with these returning characters is age them a little and give them personality tweaks which are likely to occur as one goes forward in time. They are still the beloved characters, just a little wiser and more polished by life now. With minor storylines of their own, they remained a captivating bunch to read about. Her characters are perfectly flawed, uniquely individual and beautifully crafted. It may be possible that this book is even more beautifully written than the first two. I cannot help but get absorbed in the words and the storyline that begs to be finished.


The Lesbian Review







The Mystic Marriage


Heather Rose Jones is a superior author. Any lovers of fantasy must give the Alpennia novels a chance. And if you are not a fan of fantasy but you like period dramas then this will work for you as well.


The Lesbian Review
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A Note on Alpennian Pronunciation


For interested readers, there are three basic rules for Alpennian pronunciation. Names are stressed on the first syllable. The letter z is pronounced ts as in German. The combination ch is pronounced k. Non-Alpennian names follow the rules for their language of origin. So, for example, the housekeeper Charsinteks name is pronounced kar-sin-teck while Celeste Girauds name follows French rules and is pronouned sell-est jeer-oh.
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Chapter One


January 1824Dismissed


You know the scent of lavender on the fresh sheets? When you take them from the linen press, you breathe it in, remembering the long rows of purple flowers in the summer sun. You think of the smile on the maisetras face when she settles in for the night with that scent still lingering. Thats what I always imagined love would be like.


But loving Nan was like stripping the lavender spikes in Aunt Gaitas stillroom back in Sain-Pol. The sharp resin filled my head and the memory of it clung to my hands and my clothes. Id say the prayers to Saint Cheler with my aunt as we distilled lavender water and mixed herbs to add to the soap. Sometimes Id get a warm, stretchy feeling at the base of my belly, like the one I got during the mysteries at church.


When I was in the middle of the lavender harvest, Id forget about everything else. I wouldnt think about how lucky I was that Aunt Gaita picked me out from my brothers and sisters to learn a trade and teach me how to behave proper in service. Id forget about tending the boiler where the linens were soaking. My mind would wander off and shed box my ears and threaten to send me back home to mind the babies. I knew she didnt mean it, but the scent was that strong it could drive everything else out of my head.


Loving Nan was like that. I was never free of thinking of her. Id watch her from the laundry room door as she went up and down the stairs to the family rooms and find excuses to call her over to ask about some mending shed brought down. Id lean close and breathe in how lovely she smelled. Then at night, even when we were so tired we could barely talk, wed kiss and cuddle in the narrow bed we shared.


Nan was the one who taught me what to do with that feeling in my belly. Wed never meant it to go further than the ordinary sort of keeping company. Most girls in service have a special friend. You get lonely away in the city with no family about. But it did go further. I was so hungry for Nan wed be up late into the night, trying not to make noise and wake Mari in the next bed and then stumbling bleary-eyed through the morning chores.


I dont think Mari told on us. Why would she? But someone did. That morning Mefro Mollin, the housekeeper, took Nan back into her parlor and closed the door for a long time. I watched the door until Nan came out crying. She ran upstairs without looking at me. Mollin saw me standing there and took me by the arm without a word and dragged me out the door, across the yard, and out the back gate, then threw me down onto the cobbles.


I was yelling and crying all the way, begging to know what Id done wrong. Mollin looked down at me like I was a rat shed found in the soup.


You little whore! she spat. Dont you play the innocent with me. Well have none of your filthy ways here.


At first I didnt know what she meant. I never I began. And then I thought about Nans face.


You think all sorts of silly things in a moment like that. I thought about how ashamed Mama would be if I came home in disgrace when theyd worked so hard to find me a good position. I worried about not being able to say goodbye to Nan. I thought how the table linens were soaking in lye and would anyone think to take them out? I remembered that my second dress and good bonnetthe ones I wore to churchwere up in my room. The silliest thing was thats what I asked about: my clothes.


Mollin laughed and slammed the gate in my face. Whistle for them, she said and went back into the house.


I stood there for ages, shivering in the cold and stamping my feet in the snow. I stared at the back steps with my hands on the bars of the gate like it was a jail. Except I was locked out, not in. Up at the top of the house the curtain moved in the room I shared with Nan and Mari, but no one looked out. What had Mollin said to Nan? Would she be dismissed too? Id wait there at the gate until I knew.


Finally the back door opened, but it wasnt Nan or even Mollin. It was one of the footmen, Ionek, swaggering down the steps and over to where I stood. Id never had anything to do with the footmenyou get in trouble that waybut hed always seemed friendly enough before.


Now he sneered, What are you still doing here? Get on with you.


I was going to sass him back, but my teeth were chattering too much. So when he doubled up a fist and reached for the latch of the gate, I turned and ran stumbling down the lane. I slowed down when I didnt hear him following. Running like thats how you end up slipping on the cobbles and falling into the wet and muck. The part of my head that was starting to think knew that every mistake I made from now on would pull me farther and farther down.


* * *


If Id been born in Rotenek and knew the city better, I would have known places where girls whod lost their character could hole up and keep safe. But Id come straight from Sain-Pol to the Fillerts house. It had all been arranged with the agency before I arrived, riding wedged in the drivers seat of Papas delivery wagon and gaping at the crowded streets and tall houses. I only stopped at the agency long enough to show them the letter promising me the position and to get directions.


Thinking of Papa made me start crying. What would I tell him when next quarter day came around and I didnt have any pay to send? What would they think if I disappeared and never even wrote to explain? Would they think Id run off to get married? I always figured Id get married some day when Id saved enough. At least, I always figured Id get married some day before I met Nan. Then I wasnt sure. Id never met a boy that made me feel like she did. It didnt matter now. Id disappear and they think Id gotten in trouble and been too ashamed to go home. I had, just not the kind of trouble theyd think it was. Maybe Aunt Gaita would write to the agency and ask after me, but they wouldnt know a thing.


The agency. My mind fixed on that. The matron there had said people were always looking for strong country girls to hire. They could find me a new place. People didnt hire in the middle of the quarter regular-like, but if someone needed help maybe they wouldnt ask questions.


That idea gave me somewhere particular to go. I hurried a bit, as fast as I could without slipping. I didnt know if theyd be open and it was all the way down toward the Nikuleplaiz. I passed by it regular when Nan and I had a half-day off and we went to gawk at the Strangers Market, so I knew I could find it again. I thought my luck had turned because I saw the door open and a girl came out, followed by the matron.


You come back tomorrow for directions. And dont you lose your character. She handed the girl a packet of paper.


That was when I knew how foolish Id been. I didnt have my letter of character from the priest back in Sain-Pol. It was with my things up in the attic room. And theyd want one from the Fillerts too.


The matron saw me standing there staring at her. When I didnt say anything, she turned and shut the door again. Id lost my character in every way. There was nothing for me here.


It was dark. Id never been down near the Nikuleplaiz at night before. Id never been much of anywhere outside the house after dark. I could smell the stink of the river even through the cold, but it didnt stop my stomach from nagging at me. Id been hungry before. That was why I got sent to live with Aunt Gaita. I knew it wouldnt be too bad at first, but if you stayed hungry too long then it was all you could think about and I needed to think about finding work.


There were market booths in the plaiz and I thought maybe if I helped someone pack up, theyd give me a bite that wasnt worth keeping over till tomorrow. But others were there before me. The ragged children Id seen around the Nikuleplaiz had given me the idea after all. I stopped counting how many times I heard no.


The whole plaiz was nearly empty by then and lit only by people carrying lanterns as they crossed the pavement between the church and the river, thinking of their homes and suppers waiting. A group of men huddled around a brazier with a fire going, but when I wandered close, one of them turned and said, Hey sweetheart, you looking to get warm tonight? I can help with that.


Nan always teased me about being an innocent, but I knew what he meant. I shook my head and turned away, trying to look like I had somewhere to go.


That night lasted forever and sometimes I still wake up thinking Im walking through the darkness trying not to be seen by the city watch or worse. The next day was almost as bad. I was hungry by then and stared at the beggars on the steps of the church. I wasnt a beggar. I thought of what Mama and Aunt Gaita would say if they saw me sitting there with my hand out to strangers asking for a bit of bread. Then I tried not to think about them because I didnt want to start crying again. I spent all day in the market asking for work, but no one had any. At least, not for me.


* * *


When dusk came, I slipped into Saint Nikules church. I only meant to stay a little while. Long enough to get out of the cold. They have to let you come in if you want to pray. And I was praying at first. I had a lot to pray for. I sat near the front by one of the side chapels where there was a brazier. I worked through all the prayers they taught me at the Orisule school back in Sain-Pol. I ended up just begging God to help me so I wouldnt freeze to death. It wasnt a proper prayer at all, but I didnt want to go back outside. I was tired and I thought I could pray as easily with my eyes closed, so I leaned into the corner of the bench and kept saying my Ave and Pater because they were the ones I didnt have to think hard to remember.


When I opened my eyes there was a bit of light shining through the colored windows and someone had put a blanket over me. That made me sit up quick when I noticed it. One of the priests was standing there watching me. I scrambled to my feet and folded the blanket in a rush, but still neatly, like Aunt Gaita had taught me. I was too embarrassed to look up when I handed it to him and said, Thank you, Father, with a little curtsey, as I tried to tuck my hair under my cap and make sure it was on straight.


Would you like a bit of bread to break your fast? he asked.


Now I did look up. I wasnt going to refuse that. Not when he looked at me so kind, like there wasnt anything wrong with sleeping the night on a pew because you had nowhere else to go. The priest watched me while I ate. Not the sort of sharp eye that folks had given me in the plaiz last night, but like he was trying to figure me out.


I dont believe Ive seen you here before yesterday, he began.


I shook my head. No, we went to Saint Churhis, up by the Plaiz Nof.


He nodded as if that told him something. It probably did. The Plaiz Nof was mostly big houses. Someone like me who lived there would be in service.


And you need work.


It wasnt a question really, so I shrugged.


Can you read and write?


That was an odd thing to ask, but I nodded. The Orisules had a grammar school back in Sain-Pol. And I can do sumsnot just tallies for the laundry, but accounts and such.


He smiled a little at that. Would you like a more comfortable place to sleep? Theres a place I know that helps girls like you. Before they get into trouble. You arent


I knew exactly what sort of trouble he meant and quickly shook my head. Thank you, Father.


Later that morning he led me to an old stone buildingmaybe as old as the palace itself. There were women and girls everywhere, that was what I first noticed. It was all girls, and I wondered if it was a convent. They were all wearing gray uniforms with white pinafores and caps, which made me think it as well, but the older women didnt look like nuns except for the colors.


The woman in the office where he took me was as stern as old Mollin and the office was much the same: all bare and stiff. She rose, saying, Father Mazzu, I received your note. What have you brought me today?


He pushed me forward and I made a little curtsey and said, Good morning, maisetra. I wasnt sure about the maisetra part because she looked so important and she might have been a mesnera instead.


Maisetra Nantin, the priest said, this is Rozild Pairmen. Shes very recently fallen on hard times and I think the Poor Scholars might keep her from falling further.


Maisetra Nantin looked me over with the same hard look the matron at the agency had. Well, Rozild, if we take you in youll learn a good trade and make something of yourself. The Poor Scholars arent a workhouse or a charity. No one will force you to do the work. If you dont do your best, youre out the door. And if youre going to be trouble, you arent in the door to begin with. Did you steal anything?


The question was like a slap. No! Of course not!


Dont lie to me, girl, she said. Everyone in service steals something, even if its the dinner leftovers.


That wasnt fair because the dinner leftovers belonged to the cook, so if she gave them out it wasnt stealing. I said, I didnt wait at table.


She gave a little humph. Are you pregnant, girl?


I felt my face grow hot. Father Mazzu hadnt said it in as many words. I shook my head and looked down at the floor.


Were here to keep girls out of trouble, not pull them up after theyve fallen. So tell me: why were you dismissed?


If it had only been Maisetra Nantin I could have made up a story. There are lots of reasons girls get turned off. I could say I was lazy or that Id been cheeky to the housekeeper. Maisetra Nantin might work me hard for it, but I could make her believe it. But you cant lie to a priest. I didnt know if what Nan and I did together would send me to hell, but I knew that lying to a priest would, even if it wasnt in confession. And I couldntI just couldnt say it. My tongue stuck in my mouth because I didnt even know what to say. Not in front of the two of them. All the words I knew for it sounded rude and dirty. The longer I stood there not saying anything, the worse they thought of me and the more I started shaking until there was nothing left to do but turn and run out the door and back into the street. I wasnt back where Id begun. Now I couldnt even go back to Saint Nikules tonight.




Chapter Two


January 1824Refuge


I walked for a long time after that. I dont remember how long or where. All I knew was if I stopped walking, Id freeze. I forgot why it was important not to freeze. Walking made it look like I had somewhere to go. That was important, especially at night. I dont know if it was one night or two. Probably not three. I dont think I could have kept going that long. I stole some bread. I think they saw me but didnt say anything. If Id been back in Sain-Pol, Id know how far I walked, but here it was all in circles. I didnt dare cross the river, though I wouldnt be noticed as much over there. That was what I was afraid of: something would happen to me and no one would notice. No one would care. But I didnt dare stray into the upper city, so I kept close to the river.


The next thing I remember clearly was shuffling along a narrow street as dawn turned into real daylight. I was hugging myself and looking for a place to get out of the shadows, but the street was lined with row houses and shops set too close for the sun to get through. I knew I had to move on because the shops might be opening up soon and they were too respectable for someone like me to linger there. The sort of shops where rich folks might come to buy things. Id been sent to this sort of place on errands for the Fillerts.


Then it hit me that Id been sent exactly to this place. The bow windows were shuttered and you couldnt see what was on display, but I recognized the sign above the door: Madame Dominique. I remembered what was behind that door, and it hurt almost worse than being cold and hungry. Id been sent to the dressmakers shop when the maisetras gown needed making over and then again when the young maisetras wanted ball gowns in a hurry and the dressmaker needed extra hands for the sewing.


Oh the colors! And the feel of the fine fabrics in my hands! Watching cloth turn into something beautiful, even though I was only doing the plain sewing. All the lace and ribbon and buttons, better than sweets and bonbons. That week had been like being in heaven, and I dreamed that maybe some day I could climb up from washing and mending to that kind of fine sewing. It came back to me now. Now that the dream was farther away than it had ever been.


I was still standing there dreaming when the door opened and a dark-skinned girl came out to fold back the shutters on the front windows. Even if I hadnt remembered the shop front, I wouldnt have forgotten Mefro Dominique and her daughter Celeste. You saw a lot of different-looking people in that neighborhood. When I told Nan about Mefro Dominique, she said they were black like that because they came from the Indies and the sun was so hot there it burned you. But that was silly because I knew Celeste grew up here in Rotenek, so why should she be any darker than me?


When I saw Celeste, I thought maybe God had given me one last chance. I grabbed at that chance as hard as I could and called out, Mefro Celeste!


She turned and looked me up and down like she didnt recognize me. Why would she? Someone who looked as cold and ragged as I did now didnt have any business here.


Could I I could feel my teeth chattering from more than cold. Could I speak to Mefro Dominique? To your mother?


Go round the back, she said. That and nothing more before she disappeared back inside and closed the door. I remembered Celeste had been sharp-tongued, so it was as good as an invitation.


It took me a bit to figure out how to get to the back door of the shop. The shops and houses all lay cheek-by-jowl along the street and it was a long block. I had to count off doors to the end of the street, then find the back alley and count again to a little gate into a yard barely big enough to turn around in. I knocked on the back door, hoping it was the right one. Celeste answered, looking too self-satisfied for a dressmakers daughter. Like there was no reason to send me around the back except because she could.


Mama! she called out, looking back over her shoulder. Theres a girl here wants to talk to you.


Celeste sounded like Nan, with that sharp, clipped way of talking that most of the working girls had, but Mefro Dominique had a soft rich foreign voice, sort of like tasting honey. She asked what I wanted. I wished shed send her daughter out of the room. I didnt want to have to explain everything with Celeste there, looking at me like that. But she listened when I reminded her who I was.


So, if you are not here on Maisetra Fillerts business, Mefro Dominique asked, what may I do for you? She said it all polite as if I were a customer and not some girl in dirty clothes begging at the back door.


There wasnt any point in dancing around with her. I was tired of telling half-truths so I said it plain. Ive been let go. Ive been starving and freezing and I dont know what to do. I can work. I can sew, plain or fancy, whatever you need. Or I could scrub floors, if thats what you need. I can cook a little. It struck me that I hadnt seen any sign of a housekeeper or maid of all work when Id been here before. It was a tiny place that wouldnt need much keeping, but youd think theyd have someone to come in. I want to learn to be a dressmaker.


I heard Celeste make a rude noise, but Mefro Dominique shushed her.


You wish to learn to be a dressmaker, Dominique said, looking me up and down again.


Yes, maisetra, I said. I didnt mean to call her that, but it just came out.


She scowled. Dont think you can sweet-talk me by maisetra-ing me.


It made me wonder, because most of the fancy dressmakers were Maisetra This or Madame That. The shop sign said Madame, but Id never heard her called anything but Mefro Dominique.


The thing is impossible. Her voice was kinder now, but that didnt help. She held up her hand and ticked off on her fingers. First, youre too old. Why, you must be at least seventeen, the same as my Celeste.


Sixteen, I whispered.


Second, the guild wont let me take apprentices without a special license. Im not allowed to join the guild because of being a foreigner. And who would pay your prentice fee?


I looked down at my feet and felt my face grow hot. I hadnt known about all that.


Please, I begged. I need to work. I could be your cleaning girl and do sewing too. You wouldnt have to pay me or teach me. Maybe dressmaking had been too high a dream, but the kitchen was warm and there was a loaf of fresh bread on the table, and I thought if she threw me out I might as well go straight to the river and drown myself.


The guild would see a charity girl the same as an apprentice. Why did Maisetra Fillert let you go? she asked, cutting to the heart of the matter.


Now I really wished Celeste would go away. Shed catch me in a lie even if I could talk round her mother. But she sat there at the table, holding a cup of tea and tearing off small pieces of the loaf to eat as she watched me.


I had to tell the truth this time. I I still didnt know how to say it. Someone told the maisetra that my friend Nan and Ithat we were doing wicked things together.


Wicked things?


My voice was barely a whisper now. Wicked thingsin bed together. There. Id said it and I could see they knew what I meant. I hadnt said I was wicked. I didnt think I was wicked. But I hadnt lied one way or the other. I wanted to beg and plead and promise Id be good. I was certain Mefro Dominique was going to put me out in the street again.


When did you say this happened? Her voice seemed a little softer now.


I tried to count back the days. Im not sure. Ive been walking for days and I dont think Ill ever be warm again.


She pulled out one of the chairs at the table. Sit here and have a bite while I think what might be done. Ill set you some work to earn your keep for a few days. Celeste, would you take up some hot water for washing and fetch our guest a nightgown.


Celeste gave me another one of her sharp looks, but she filled a pitcher from the kettle on the stove and disappeared into another room.


Now listen close, child, Mefro Dominique said and took me by the shoulders so I had no choice but to look her in the face. Its not my business what you did in that other house, but its my business what you do in mine. My Celeste has a hard enough life before her without any nonsense like youve been up to. So you let her alone, do you hear me?


I nodded quick as I could. Then I spoiled it by yawning. Celeste came back and I tried to stand up, but my legs wobbled like a newborn calfs.


Celeste, help her upstairs and put her to bed.


Without a word, Celeste grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the back stairs and slowly up into the room over the shop. I was limping now and shaking.


Celeste pulled at the sleeve of my dress. Take off those filthy clothes.


While I got undressed, she poured out some warm wash water into a bowl, then gave a low whistle as she handed me a wet cloth.


Who did that do you?


My leg was all purple and bruised. I tried to remember how it happened, stumbling around in the dark streets.


She frowned and some of the bossiness fell away. Want me to do something about it?


I dabbed at the dirt over the bruise with the washing cloth and winced.


Youre going to have to do better than that before I let you touch my sheets, she said, all bossy again. There was only the one bed, and I know it must be the one she shared with her mother.


What do you mean do something? I gritted my teeth and washed myself as clean as I could, then slipped on Celestes second-best nightgown.


Ive got a charm for bruises. I got it from Nana Charl. Its a good one.


You cant be a charmwife, I said. You arent old enough. I didnt mean household charms like what Aunt Gaita taught me, but a real charmwife.


Celeste shrugged.


Now that I was starting to warm up, my leg was aching something fierce. I cant pay.


If I offered, its no charge. You only have to pay if you ask first. She said it like it was a law or something. That wasnt how the charmwives around Sain-Pol worked, but maybe Rotenek was different. Celeste went and pulled out a small wooden chest from under a table by the window. There was an erteskira little private shrineset up on the table with holy pictures and a candle that she lit with a spill from the fireplace. The chest was filled with the usual sort of things charmwives sold in the market: little scraps of parchment with writing on them, bits and bobs, jars of herbs and things.


You sit quiet and let me work.


I pulled up the hem of the nightgown so my leg was bare and sat on the edge of the bed. By the light of the candle I could make out the pictures on her shrine: Mary and the Christ Child were in the middle and on one side there was Saint Mauriz with his spear and armor. I couldnt make out the other part. Celeste took out a bit of paperordinary paper, not the stiff slips of parchment Id seenand started drawing signs and words on it while she said things quietly. They sounded like prayers, but not the ones I knew. She waved the little bit of paper until it was dry, then rummaged in another drawer for a red rag.


Turn this way so I can see, she ordered. She lay the charm against the middle of the bruise and started repeating the prayers shed said before. Three times, for each, that was the usual way of it except when it was nine.


I tried not to squirm. Sometimes charmwork gave me that warm feeling that made me want to touch myselfor to have Nan touch me. I remembered what Mefro Dominique had said and didnt want Celeste carrying tales. So I said the Ave Maria to myself while she worked to keep my mind on proper things and not on Celestes hands on my leg as she passed the cloth around to hold the charm in place and tied it up tight.


There, she said as she finished the knot. See if its better when you wake up.


I thought I could feel it working, but maybe I was just that tired that I couldnt feel the ache any more. I wanted to ask Celeste who shed learned her charms from and how long it took to learn and what else she knew, but as soon as I was underneath the covers I was asleep.


I had strange dreams. Celeste was winding me up in a cloth, but it was a shroud, not a bandage. I wanted to shout, Im not dead! Im not dead! But all she said was Stop squirming, in my mothers voice. As she kept wrapping me up, I got a heavy ache in my belly, the way I sometimes do right before I start bleeding, and I worried that Id get stains all over Mefro Dominiques sheets and the borrowed nightgown and that Celeste would kill me. But when I woke I was tangled in the sheets, that was all.




Chapter Three


February 1824Hired


Mefro Dominique was as good as her word. She put me to work cleaning and running errands. After the first few days she set me to sewingjust plain seams, but I did them as perfect as I could. She even had me make tea for one of the customers. Id never done parlormaid work and I knew I must be doing it all wrong, but the lady smiled at me. Whatever Celeste had done with her charms had fixed up my leg. There was barely a bit of yellow from the bruise left.


I could have stayed there forever, sleeping on a pallet in the store room and borrowing Celestes oldest dress since mine wasnt fit to be seen by customers. Celeste was taller than me, but skinnier so the lacing didnt quite meet. I didnt mind. I hoped Mefro Dominique had changed her mind about not letting me stay.


She hadnt. One morning a young lady came infor a fitting, I thought. Ball gowns for catching a husband, maybe. She wasnt dressed like a married woman yet, though she was old for that. I could tell from her clothes that her family had money, even from the plain walking dress. Its in how its cut. I didnt know how to make a dress look that way yet, but I could see it. But when she started talking to Mefro Dominique I could tell she was in charge. The older woman with her wasnt dressed nice enough to be her mother.


Mefro Dominique took them back into the parlor. If they needed to do measurements and look at stuffs, it would be Celeste shed send for, so I was surprised when she called from the doorway, Rozild, come in here if you please.


I tidied up my cap and made sure my dress wasnt rumpled and followed her in. Mefro Dominique stood behind me and held me by the shoulders as if she thought I might run away. She said, This is Rozild Pairmen. Shes a good girl and works hard. And then to me, Roz, this is Maisetra Sovitre, the royal thaumaturgist. She thinks she might have a place for you. Then she pushed me forward a little bit and left the room.


What had she told them? I stood there twisting my hands together nervously, then remembered to bob a little curtsey as I looked up.


I understand youre looking for a position?


The ladys voice was soft and kind, but my mind started running over all the things a thaumaturgist might need a girl like me for. They did real magic with the mystery guilds, not just charms like the old women in the market did or like Celeste had used to fix my leg. Mostly thaumaturgists were men. Men didnt do charmwork. At least, you didnt want to go to the ones that did. Id never met a thaumaturgist before. But you knew about them from storiesthe sort you told at mid-winter.


I must have looked afraid because when I managed to say, Yes, Maisetra, she laughed a little. A pleasant laugh that made me feel a little easier.


Then she looked at the older woman and said, Charsintek, Ill leave it to you to figure out what work shes fit for. She followed Dominique back into the front room.


So the other woman was her housekeeper. I bobbled a second curtsey. Mefro Charsintek?


She looked stern and sour like housekeepers always did. I wondered if the work did that to them or if you had to be that way to get hired for the position.


So. What can you do, girl? she asked. No questions about why I was looking. That would come later, I thought.


I was a laundry maid, I recited. And helped out downstairs. I can do mending and fancy sewing. Id like to learn dressmaking, I added. Thats why I came to Mefro Dominique.


She harrumphed and began quizzing me on the work, asking me how Id deal with this stain or that kind of tear in a dress. I showed her the place on the sleeve of my chemise where Id mended it so tiny you couldnt even see it had been torn, except that the thread was a little darker.


I kept waiting for her to ask, Why were you let go? What did you do? Let me see your references. She never did, so I knew Mefro Dominique must have told them about all that. But then why would they consider me at all? A woman who dressed like Maisetra Sovitre could have her pick of maids. The housekeeper gave another harrumph and left me standing there while she went out into the front of the shop.


I wasnt sure if I was supposed to go or stay, so I stood there waiting. Then Maisetra Sovitre came back into the parlor by herself. For the first time, I thought maybe there was a road in front of me. She had a nice smilethe sort that made you think she didnt know there were bad people in the world. Certainly that she didnt think you could be one of them.


Mefro Charsintek says that youll do, she said. Not for the heavy laundry, we have women come in for that. But she says there may not be enough mending and fine washing to keep you busy more than half-time


My heart sank. No one would hire a maid to only work half-days. Not unless she lived out, and I didnt have anywhere to stay.


Maisetra Sovitre continued, A girl like youperhaps being in service isnt for the best. You should learn a trade.


And now my heart sank further because I knew shed found a way to say no. A girl like me. I knew what that meant.


Dominique explained to me about the problem with the apprenticeship. Is that what you truly want?


I nodded cautiously.


Dominique says shes willing, if I pay the fee and make it right with the guild. You would work half-days at Tiporsel House and half-days here learning the trade. Theres always clothing to be made for the household. I had to convince Charsintek that you wouldnt take advantage and gad about when going back and forth. You wouldnt, would you? Good, thats settled. Mefro Charsintek will wait while you gather up your things.


And as easy as that, it was done.


* * *


The maisetra left in her little town-carriageId already started thinking of Maisetra Sovitre as the maisetraand Mefro Charsintek set a good pace from the shop up along the river. I wouldnt have considered it far when I was back in Sain-Pol, but you got used to things being closer in the city. We crossed the Nikuleplaiz, then took the Vezenafthe main road that followed the river past the Pont Vezzen. Id get to know that road well! After that, the houses got nicer on the river side of the street, with carriage houses and stables on the left side where the land sloped up to the upper town. They were old housesolder than the ones around the Plaiz Nof where the Fillerts lived. At first I thought that meant that maybe Maisetra Sovitre wasnt as rich as she looked, but I learned better soon enough.


Mefro Charsintek hadnt said a word all that time or even looked back to see if I kept up. Housekeepers are quite a step up from laundry maids, so I didnt expect her to pass the day. But when we turned off the main street and down a tiny alley that ran between two of the houses, she stopped and turned to me so quickly I nearly ran into her.


I want you to be certain of one thing, Rozild Pairmen. She said it softly, but I could tell from the way she used my whole name that there was nothing soft about what she was about to tell me. Maisetra Sovitre has a kind heart. Nobodys going to bother you about why you left your last place.


I knew she didnt mean at Mefro Dominiques. Id expected this warning since we first set out.


But dont you do anything, I mean anything to dirty the maisetras good name. If I hear youve been causing trouble in the household, youre gone. Like that. And she snapped her fingers in my face.


I nodded because it wasnt like she needed an answer from me. What sort of trouble would I cause anyway? Id left Nan behind at the Fillerts and I didnt know if Id ever see her againif maybe shed been dismissed too and sent home in disgrace. Then Mefro Charsintek turned and led me the rest of the way down to the back door of the house and set about showing me my duties.


* * *


I hadnt anything much to put away, but Mefro Charsintek found me a uniform from castoffs so at least Id be able to return Celestes dress to her. Then she handed me to Ailis, one of the girls Id be sharing a room with up in the attic, and told her to sort me out. She took me to the washing room where the mending was kept. It was dark, set deep against the hill, though there was a row of small windows along the top of one wall that let some light in. The narrow houses climbed up the slope from the river in steps with rooms tunneling into the rock and little terraces overlooking the water at the back. Instead of three or four floors, there were maybe seven or eight if you counted the storerooms under the kitchens down at the bottom up to the attic where we girls had rooms.


There was a pump right there by the stone sinks to bring water in and a hot pipe in from the kitchens where there was a boiler going almost all the time. The Fillerts laundry couldnt hold a candle.


Theres the linens that need work, Ailis said, pointing to a set of baskets.


That would be darning and hems and sheets that needed turning. Work that had waited until there was enough to hire someone in.


Ailis showed me another set of baskets. Theres where we bring livery and working clothes. Everything has a laundry mark somewhere to know whose it is. Charsintek has the account book that lists them all. Do those before the linens.


I wanted to say she didnt have to tell me my job. Most in service wouldnt have more than one spare uniform, so theyd need them back quick. But I kept my mouth shut because I needed friends and you didnt want to get a name for being pert. Mefro Charsintek said I was to do the fine washing too, I said.


Oh, you wont find the familys clothing kept down here. The ladies maids and valets will give you those direct. If they decide to trust you.


Maisetra Fillerts ladys maid had been happy to have me look to the stained clothes, but I knew some didnt care to have anyone else touching their maisetras things.


Then it was up and down stairs again following Ailis to find all the folk who did for the family and let them know what I was to look to. I tried to remember all the names and hoped Ailis would help me sort them out later.


A stern older woman gave me a small bundle, saying with a sniff, Theres Maisetra Pertineks caps. Get them as white as you can and dont tear the lace!


Next a younger woman with a country accentnot like from Sain-Pol but more easternlooked me over and said shed wait and see if I was good enough to wash her mistresss things, but she gave me a mans shirt with a rip in the sleeve. The mesnera tore that during her sword-practice. Mind you do it up strong so it doesnt tear again, but it neednt be pretty. She said it as if it were an everyday matter for a lady to go off in shirt and breeches to a fencing salle.


I worked out the family from bits and pieces like that. At the Fillerts there had been Maistir and Maisetra Fillert and their daughters and a guest or two sometimes. But old households like this one were filled with relatives and people with odd connections, like a little village under one roof.


There was Maisetra Sovitre. I figured the house must be hers because shed hired me.


The man of the house was Mesner Pertinek, and I knew he couldnt be the maisetras father because he was noble.


But the mesnera wasnt Mesnera Pertinek. She was only Maisetra Pertinek because hed married beneath him. Even though she was Maisetra Sovitres aunt, she was more like a ladys companion, like rich old widows sometimes had.


The mesnera was Baroness Saveze. And didnt that make me stare! To think I was serving in a house that had a baroness. But it wasnt Baroness Savezes house either?


Ailis gave me a strange look when I asked about that, like I was stupid. She explained that before the mesnera was a baroness, she was Maisetra Sovitres armin, to protect her because she was rich. There was some long story about that. But when she found out she was a baroness they were fast friends and Maisetra Sovitre invited her to stay on as a guest but more like a sister.


I figured Id work it out in time, but my head was spinning too much to remember it all at once.


That first day, all I cared about was which mending I should do first so Mefro Charsintek wouldnt be sorry. The heaps of bed linens almost made me cry, like that girl in the old story who had to spin three rooms of flax in a day. Not that Id ever done any spinning. But the linens could wait. First Maisetra Pertineks caps went in to soak, along with the fine handkerchiefs, then I took up the baronesss shirt. After that, it would be the household mending.


Once Id lit the lamps, I might have worked until midnight, except Ailis poked her head in with a scowl, saying, Where have you been? Charsintek sent me to look for you.


I thought Id done something wrong already, but it was only suppertime. All the other lower servants were sitting at the table in the common room, staring at me when I came in.


Charsintek said, Pay attention to the bells. Dont be late again.


As we sat down, Ailis whispered sharply, Dont think to get round her by working straight through. You wont be thanked for it and youll go hungry.


After that I kept my eyes on my plate and barely listened to the conversation over the meal, though it was the sort of stiff, polite things you could say when the housekeeper and butler were present. If I wanted more interesting gossip, Id need to make some friends and I wasnt sure how to do that since Id already gotten on Ailiss bad side somehow.


It didnt help that I woke up crying in the middle of the night with Ailis and one of the other girls cursing at me for the noise. I was dreaming about Nan. I was back wandering the cold streets and Nan was there with me. I needed to find some place safe for the both of us. But I couldnt explain that. They thought I was homesick and had no sympathy at all.


All I knew to do was work hard. It hadnt saved me at the Fillerts, but what else could I do? At the end of Saturday, when Charsintek was inspecting my work she offered the nearest thing Id had to a kind word. Ill say this for you girl, youre not lazy.


She looked at the baskets still left to do. If there were little enough mending that you could finish it in a day or a week, I wouldnt have needed to hire someone. When do you start your apprenticeship with the dressmaker?


I hadnt forgotten about it, but I hadnt known how to bring it up either. Whenever it pleases, I said.


Charsintek frowned. Best to go by whole days. That way you wont be wasting time going back and forth. Ill send a boy round so she expects you on Monday, and see you bring back your copy of the contract and give it to Ponivin for the accounts. You can have Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for dressmaking, and your half-day off is every other Sunday after church. What you do with that is your own affair.


It came to me that three days wasnt half of seven. It wasnt quite a half-time apprenticeship, but Maisetra Sovitre was paying the fee, so she could say how much time it was for, and it was more than I could have dreamed of a month ago.




Chapter Four


March 1824Washing


It was both strange and comfortable to find myself on Mefro Dominiques doorstep early Monday morningthough not as early as on the morning I begged her to take me in. I stepped back into the work like putting on comfortable old shoes. It wasnt that different being prenticed than when I was sewing for my bed and board. There was still cleaning and errands to run. The sewing was still plain and simple, not even as hard as mending, but Mefro Dominique wanted it done exactly so. She said she needed to train me out of bad habits. If I didnt do it exactly like she showed me, Id have to pick it all out.


That didnt happen very often. Celeste was working there beside me in the sewing room and kept me in line with a sharp word. At first I thought maybe she was jealous of me being there, but she always set me right, even when it stung. I didnt mind because it meant Mefro Dominique would nod approvingly and give me something harder next time. But I wished that Celestethat she liked me. Not in any special way, but so we might be friends.


Celeste worked faster than me, of course, and had harder work. Sometimes when she finished, shed start on what I had left until everything was done. I thought it was to show me up, but there wasnt any point in being fast if I didnt set my stitches right. If we finished the work before dusk, Mefro Dominique would send Celeste out to the market while she looked over my sewing and set me to household chores.


One afternoon when there were no fittings, Mefro Dominique came in while we were still sewing and said, Celeste, petite, thats enough for now. Why dont you go to the Strangers Market and see if you can find any new trimmings. Spend some time at Saint Nikules if you want.


In a trice, Celeste clattered up the stairs to fetch her coat, bonnet, and basket, then down again and out the front door with a jangle of the bell. The Strangers Market was the place in the Nikuleplaiz where bargemen and sailors sold things they brought back from foreign lands. But I didnt know why Celeste would want to go to church on a Wednesday afternoon.


You put that away for now, Mefro Dominique told me, and come keep me company in the front room. Bring your sewing things.


I knew she didnt need companyshe often sat out in the front room alone waiting for customers and filled the time doing accounts or matching up bits of fabric to see what went together or studying the fashion pictures. But she sat me down on a stool behind the counter and took up a strip of silk and said, Let me show you how to make buttonholes.


They werent the ordinary sort you put on cuffs or petticoats, but the fancy ones worked in silk for pelisses and gowns. She showed me step-by-step as we worked twenty-four down one side of the fabric, then told me to finish another twenty-four up the other side until she couldnt tell mine from hers. That was the day I started to become a real dressmaker. After that, it was a regular thing when Celeste went out that wed sit together and shed teach me something special.


* * *


I found out what Celeste did at Saint Nikules those afternoons, but it started out with a length of linen that had fallen against a windowpane and got mildewed from the damp. When we found it, Mefro Dominique said something in French. I dont think she was swearing. She was too nice for that. She handed the cloth to me and said, Rozild, since youre a laundress, see what you can do with this. If you can get the stains out, its yours for a new chemise.


We didnt do washing regular at Mefro Dominiques, but I didnt want to carry it all the way back to Tiporsel House, so Celeste helped me set up a borrowed tub out back and I spent a few coins at the chemists for washing balls and things because I hadnt had a chance to work up my own receipts yet. I didnt want anyone calling me a thief over a bit of Maisetra Sovitres soap. Id earned a little doing mending on folks Sunday clothesit was only the uniforms that were my job and it was worth it to lose some sleep to have spending money before the next quarter day.


Celeste didnt have to help me, so maybe I was wrong about her not liking me, but she was funny about it. When I started rubbing up the linen with salt and vinegar before setting it to soak, like Id learned from Aunt Gaita, she watched me close like she did sometimes when we were sewing together.


Whats that for? Celeste asked later when Id soaped it up and hung it by the fire.


You have to set the soap in with heat so itll rinse clean, I said.


No. What youre singing.


I stared at her for a moment. Just washing charms. It wasnt singing really, but Aunt Gaita always put a bit of lilt in them that felt like music and made them easier to remember.


No. Celeste spoke carefully like Id said something foolish. When she did that, it always felt like she was measuring you with the tape and didnt like the result. I mean, whats it for. What does it do?


Now she was the one being foolish. It makes the washing take. You think my aunt would send me out to work without knowing all her secrets? Everyone had little bits like that. Not real charms like the charmwives sell, but tricks of the trade. All the girls in service were greedy to learn each others house-charms. No one at Tiporsel House was friendly enough to share with me yet, so Id kept Aunt Gaitas to myself so far.


Celeste came closer and poked at the cloth. Do they work?


I shrugged. Its not a proper job unless you say charms. I tried to think if Id ever heard Mefro Dominique use house-charms. Maybe Celeste never had anyone to share them with her.


Have you tried washing one thing using the charm and another without it?


I laughed. Why would I do that? That would be as silly as washing without soap!


So you dont know. She sounded disappointed.


It was like she didnt believe in charms, but I knew that wasnt so because shed charmed my hurt leg that first day. How did you know how to make my bruise go away? I rubbed my hand over where it had been. Id almost forgotten it.


Celeste bit her lip and stared at me measuring-like again. Didnt you say you get your half-day off this Sunday?


I nodded.


I want to try something. Come meet me after morning Mass.


It was so nice to have her treat me like we were friends that I offered, I could ask the housekeeper if I can go to Saint Nikules with you. Were supposed to go to services, but it shouldnt matter where.


* * *


After Mass, Celeste dragged me off to one of the rag sellers in the market who had old kerchiefs and caps and other linens. Stuff that wasnt so bad as to go to the paper-makers, but you wouldnt want to wear it anywhere respectable. She haggled for a bundle of stained napkins, picking through them to find ones with stains that matched. I started to get an idea of what she was about, so I didnt grumble too much when she made me pay for them.


We can sell them again afterward if they clean up well, she told me and I hoped she was right.


I thought wed go straight back to Mefro Dominiques, but instead Celeste led me around the back of the church by the little charity houses built between the buttresses opposite the market arcades. She rapped on one of the low doors. When a bent-backed old woman opened it she told me, Wait here. I need to buy some herbs and things.


I was just as glad to stay outside. It was one thing to do house-charms like anyone might do, but the charmwives that hung around the Nikuleplaiz were another matter. People said you could buy curses from them as easy as blessings. I wondered if Celeste knew any curses. Maybe that was why the parish let them stay in the charity housesto keep an eye on them. But maybe it was that selling charms didnt earn you much, so they were always poor. Nobody turned to make a living as a charmwife unless they couldnt do anything else.


While I was waiting, I wandered over to the arcade to watch fortunes being told. My heart nearly stopped when I recognized one of the girls waiting to have her cards read.


Nan!


She jumped and looked around. When she saw me, she turned back to the other girls she was with like nothing happened. Why wouldnt she even look at me when Id been worried sick about her? Before I called again, she leaned over and whispered something, then started walking like she was going to go right by me. But as she passed, she grabbed my hand and pulled me along until we were out of sight around the end of the arcade.


Roz! What are you doing here? Where did you go?


I wanted to wrap my arms around her and kiss her until Id kissed my fill, but we couldnt do that with so many people about. Oh, Nan, I said, what did Mefro Mollin say to you that day? I was so afraid youd been dismissed too. What happened?


Nan stepped back away from me. She looked uncomfortable. She found out about us.


How? I asked. Who told her.


Nans face twisted up like she wanted to cry. It was Ionek.


I was confused. How would he know?


Oh, Roz, dont you know anything? He was sweet on me, and he was always bothering me. When I told him no, he said hed seen us and hed tell.


I felt like I had a stone in my belly. Why would Mefro Mollin believe him?


Roz, Im sorry.


She couldnt mean what it sounded like. Nan, all you had to do was keep quiet.


Roz, you dont understand. She really was crying now. She was like a terrier who knows theres a rat somewhere. I couldnt lose my place. My pa would kill me. She said shed turn out the both of us to make sure. I had to tell her it was your faultthat I didnt know.


I grabbed her by the shoulders, though she tried to turn away. What did you say to her?


That I thought you were just beingfriendly-like. That I didnt know it was a sin.


I wanted to slap her. I wanted to scream at her. How could she?


Roz, it wasnt so bad, was it? Youre doing well for yourself now, arent you?


I wasnt going to tell her what Id been through. Id thought she felt the same way I did, but she couldnt have. Not if shed done that. And then Celeste came around the corner looking for me and Nan took the chance to slip away.


* * *


I was glad that Celeste wasnt the sort to gossip. When we got back to the shop, we started setting up for washing the napkins and I forgot about Nan for a while.


If Id been doing regular washing, I would have put all the napkins in together, but Celeste told me to do one at a time. She watched me close as I worked through the steps, rubbing the cloth with salt and vinegar, soaking, using the washing ball, drying, then rinsing. It was like she was trying to catch me in a mistake. When I got nervous and only whispered the charmwords, she stopped me and made me start again, louder.


Is that it? she asked when Id draped the cloth over a rail to dry.


You cant rush clean. Thats what Aunt Gaita always said. Celeste was pricking me like she always did, and it felt good to know more than her.


Do another, then, she ordered. This time dont do the charms.


How can I?


Dont say the words.


I sighed. Loudly so shed hear it. It was harder than I thought to set it all up with my mouth shut. You get used to a way of doing things.


Did it feel different? she asked when the second cloth had gone all the way to soak.


No. I didnt think she meant how I felt twitchy from doing things wrong way about. Charms werent like mysteries in church where you could feel the Holy Spirit moving like shivers down your spine. She couldnt mean the wanting feeling I got from charms sometimes, because Id never told her about that. Mefro Dominique had made it plain I wasnt to talk about what Id done with Nan, and I didnt know how to describe the feeling without that part. But washing charms never made me feel it anyway, so that didnt matter.


We left the linens setting and went to fetch dinner from the cook shop up on the main street. Mefro Dominique insisted we all sit together for dinner, but when we were done, Celeste and I went back to working the napkins. Or I did and Celeste went back to watching me as I scrubbed them with a washing ball, first one then the other, rinsed them both hot twice, wrung them out, and shook the wrinkles out to hang them to dry, each one in turn. One exactly like Aunt Gaita had taught me and one biting my tongue to keep from saying the charms.


When it was all done, I stood back, arms akimbo, and waited for Celeste to say something. She shook her head and said, Didnt work.


Celeste had a way of needling me without really meaning to. Id stopped thinking she was jealous. Its just how she is. She says things without thinking if she should, and she gets stuck on how she thinks the world ought to be. It comes out all sharp-edged like that. But it still stung and I barked back at her like two dogs at a gate.


What do you mean it doesnt work? Look! The stains are gone!


But the stains are gone on both of them, Celeste pointed out. The one where you said the charms and the one where you didnt.


I squinted at them. She was right. If you put the two napkins side by side I couldnt tell which was which.


Maybe I said slowly. I know I didnt say it out loud, but its hard not to think the charms when my hands are doing the work. Maybe thinking them hard enough works the same as saying them.


Celeste stared at me in that measuring way. She leaned close to whisper, even though Mefro Dominique was upstairs.


Ill tell you how I know it didnt work, but dont you ever tell anyone else. Swear it!


She waited. It wasnt enough for me to nod. I said, I swear.


I can see charms when they work. And when they dont work. She was whispering so I had to lean closely to hear. Thats what you cant tell anyone. Ill get in trouble if people know I can tell when charms dont work. Most charmwives, they sell charms they learn from someone else. I learn as many charms as I can, but I only sell the ones that work.


That was a new thought. Everyone knew some charmwives were better than others and some were outright frauds. They always had some excuse for why what they sold you didnt work. What if they didnt know?


I want to know why, Celeste continued. Maman wants me to keep to doing sick-charms, but you cant poke at a sick-charm to see how it works. If it already works, I dont want to break it. And if it doesnt work, how can I offer someone hope if I dont know I can fix it up? But something like this? She waved her hand at the drying napkins. I can poke at your washing-charms and see what happens and it doesnt hurt anyone if Im wrong.


She stepped back, watching me closely, and spoke more normal-like. Im not saying that none of your aunts washing charms work, but that one didnt. At least not when you do it. The only reason that kerchief is white is salt and vinegar and Mallos washing balls.


She probably meant the last bit to make me feel better, but shed taken something from me. Like when a cloud crosses the sun and you get a chill. I stuck my chin out and said, Im going to keep using it anyway.


Celeste nodded with a brief jerk, as if that were the right thing to say. That made me madder and Celeste could tell, though she wasnt always good at seeing people even if she could see charms. She said more friendly-like, Maisetra Talarico says we dont bless our bread to change the bread, we bless it to change ourselves. Maybe charms can be like that too.


Whos Maisetra Talarico? I asked. The name sounded deliciously foreign, and I imagined a woman in a bright dress sitting in a corner of the plaiz saying wise things. Is she one of the charmwives?


Celeste gave me a look of pure scorn, but it was serious this time. You dont know who Maisetra Talarico is? Shes one of your maisetras friends. Comes and goes at Tiporsel House all the time. Shes Italian and shes a black lady like my maman.


Thats as much as you know about working in a great house, I countered. I never go into the family rooms. I never even see Maisetra Sovitre except when she comes down to talk to Cook about meals. And if your Maisetra Talarico is so important, how come she talks to you? That was mean, but I was feeling mean.


Celeste didnt answer that. Do you have any washing charms that usestuff? Like writing things or burning candles or something you touch it with? I dont mean vinegar and bluing, but something more than words. I work best with that kind.


I thought a bit. Theres one for getting bloodstains out where you sprinkle it with salt and rub it with a stone while you say the words. But I left my bloodstone at the Fillerts house.


A regular bloodstone, like the kind you use to stop bleeding?


I nodded. But it has to be smooth and polished so it doesnt snag the cloth.


Well try that one next time.


Then I had to leave for the long walk up the Vezenaf to Tiporsel House so I wouldnt get scolded for being out late. If I ran, I could make good time, but I wanted to think and a thinking walk might take me more than half an hour.


Id never met anyone who talked about charms the way Celeste did. Id never thought about Aunt Gaita being a charmwife. She wasnt, really. Charmwives sell you charms and its for stuff you cant do another way, like keeping your husband from straying or making the hens keep laying at the end of summer or taking care of sick children if you couldnt afford the doctor. Aunts charms werent like that. They were more like saying prayers before you went to sleepsomething you did because you didnt want to know what might happen if you didnt do them. The linens would stay yellow or the wool would shrink or the dye from one cloth would run all over another one.


I thought about the bent-backed old charmwife we visited in the charity house. Celeste wasnt like her, but partly that was because Celeste talked about charms like they were put together of pieces and the pieces mattered. The same way it mattered which way you threaded a needle so the thread wouldnt fray. Mefro Dominique had showed me that one day, twisting up a bit of thread and then having me run my fingers one way and the other along it. Celeste tried to explain charms the same way, but I couldnt touch it like I could touch the thread.


Thats what I needed to think about on the walk up along the river. I remembered other things Aunt Gaita had taught me that we might try the next day and other bits Id learned at the Fillerts. Thered be time to let things soak or dry while we did the sewing. It wasnt the charms I cared about, it was having Celeste talk to me like a friend even when it felt like quarreling.


I hadnt made any friends at Tiporsel House yet. Its hard if youre not working elbow-to-elbow. No one else had business in the laundry room except the washing women who came when I wasnt there. At night the girls shared whispered secrets, but my secrets werent the sort of thing I could tell. That made me think about Nan and I knew Id be crying in my sleep again.


You need friends to watch your back and give you a hand. I hadnt worked hard enough at making them. So my next mending day I asked Mefro Charsintek if I could take my work out to the servants common room. It doesnt make sense for me to burn oil all by myself in the laundry when theres better light there, I said. I promise I wont be in the way.


Maybe she guessed that I was lonely, but she said I could. After that it was easier to talk to folks. Not gossiping or anything, just friendly talkthe sort that turned into helping out and then into favors traded and trusting each other. It was Celeste gave me the thought I could do that again and not make the mistake I made with Nan.


I didnt know Id make a different mistake this time.




Chapter Five


March 1824Delivering


The common room was one of the few rooms downstairs with lots of windows. It looked out over the upper edge of the garden and sunlight even made it into the kitchen where it opened off to one side. The year was turning toward spring and we were allowed to go into the garden as long as the family wasnt using it. It was damp and gray now, but in summer I imagined taking my work out to the benches there. Not the bench by the dock right down at the edge of the rivereveryone warned me that was the baronesss and we werent to use it.


The garden sloped down from the back of the house to the river. You could enjoy watching the birds skim over the water and listening to the whistles and shouts of the rivermen. Sometimes one of the family would send word down to hail a riverman and then I could see them pass by in all their fine clothes to be handed into the boat and rowed off somewhere. Once Charsintek wanted me to bring a delivery back from the Nikuleplaiz and gave me a coin for a ride. But most times when a boat came to the dock, it was the kitchen delivery from the market out past the east gate. Every morning Cook or her assistant took a hired fiacre off to the market and sent the baskets back by the river. It was like a second set of roads. Thered be a sharp whistle up from the dock and Cook would send whoever was idling about down to fetch things up. Sometimes the riverman would help carry baskets too, for the extra teneir or to get the boat unloaded more quickly. That was how I met Liv.


* * *


It was a fine day and the door had been left open to the gardens, the easier to hear a halloo from the dock. I was keeping quiet because Cook was out of sorts and one of the kitchen maids was being scolded. Nothing to do with me, but best to lay low. We heard a sharp whistle from down by the water and then the yipping of a dog. Some of the rivermen kept a little dog trained to bark at doors if you didnt hear the whistle. Lufise came out of the kitchen with a quick smile and a wink to me as if to say, Theres an excuse to get out of the kitchen for a few minutes.


As she was coming back with the first basketa wide, awkward one that took both hands to carrythere was a crash and a shriek from the kitchen. It was easy enough to guess what had happened. The new girl that Cook had been scolding had dropped a bowl and spilled something all over the floor. Lufise dropped the basket in the doorway to go help clean up and threw me a pleading look. Roz, could you go get the rest? Ill make it up to you.


It wasnt my job, but it never hurt to be owed a favor so I folded my work away and walked down the path beside the garden wall with the rivermans little dog skipping around my feet. I must have stared a bit when I got to the water-steps. Id never seen a girl in the boats before. She didnt look much older than me. Her arms were all brown and thick with muscleseven more than Id gotten wringing out laundry. I knew Id been staring because she said, Are you going to gape like a carp all day? I have other houses to do and Im late already.


That made me mad, because it wasnt really even my job and there were three more baskets in the boat with the bit of blue ribbon that Cook tied on them to mark our things. It would take me two trips at least, maybe three, even though two of them were handbaskets. I had to step careful down the stairs because of the mud and weeds until I was close enough to grab the largest of the baskets. She wouldnt even take the trouble to stand and reach it up to me. If you want it done faster, I said, then lend me a hand.


She scowled as if Id asked her to scrub pots, but she had no call to look so high and mighty. I knew I should move all three baskets up to the top of the steps so she could go on, but I said, If youre too good to help carry, then youll have to wait till Im done.


I thought she was only angry at being asked to do extra work. She loosened the tie-up rope like she was going to take off with the rest of our things. But she moved the tie-up down to the next ring so that the boat swung down across where the steps entered the water and heaved the two handbaskets up onto the step, teetering right above the water line.


I yelled a warning, but she grabbed what looked like an extra oar and hoisted herself up on the edge of the boat to swing her legs over into the water. The boat dipped and bobbed. That was when I saw her crippled foot and realized the mistake Id made. She tucked the crutch under one arm and grabbed the two basket handles in her other hand. I caught my breath as she stood unsteadily on the stone, balancing the baskets on the edge of the boat for a moment, then worked her way up the steps.


II didnt know, I stammered.


Shut your mouth, she said and began tap-thumping her way up the garden path to the kitchen.


She meant to shame me, carrying more than I was like that. And it worked. All the way up the path her crutch would go tap and then shed swing her good leg with a little grunt. I called out to warn her about the slippery spot where the moss grows, but she went straight through as if it werent there. By the time we got up to the kitchen I was breathing hard because I didnt want her to show me up, gimpy leg and all.


They were still cleaning up in the mess so we put the baskets down in the common room where Lufise had left hers and I said, Wait a minute, and went in to ask Cook for a teneir to pay for the carrying. But when I came out again the girl was gone.


Lufise came up behind me. What do you mean for the carrying? Who did you need the fee for? She looked down at all the baskets and exclaimed, You never made that poor child come all the way up here!


I didnt know, I protested. It didnt seem right to call the boat girl a child when she was as old as me.


Lufise slipped me a second coin and said, Well, run down and give her this. Youll know better next time.


I hurried to the waters edge and caught her at the top of the water-stairs. Shed thrown the crutch in the boat already and was scooting down the steps on her rump, getting her skirts all wet and filthy. I didnt say anything until shed climbed over the side of the boat and settled herself.


You forgot the carrying fee, I said, holding up the coins.


I dont need she began.


She was crying. Maybe because she was angry, but I think she was hurting too.


Its the same fee any riverman gets for carrying stuff, I said, though that was a lie because it was twice the regular. I went and crouched down on the edge of the steps and held it out.


She took the coins and slipped them into her pocket. She wouldnt look up at me. I wanted to say something moreto make it right between usbut all I could think of was Whats your name?


She glared at me and twitched the tie rope to pull it loose from the ring, then gave a whistle for her dog. As he jumped down into the boat, she dipped her fingers into the river, then tasted them or kissed them or something. That seemed a filthy thing to do, even here where the water didnt smell as much. I wondered if she meant it as an insult, like making horns against me. She pushed away from the dock and as the current pulled the boat away from the bank, she worked the oars and spun it around. With a few strong pulls, she shot away into mid-river. On the water it was like she wasnt crippled at all.


I kept thinking about her all that day. Not the way she struggled with the baskets, but the way shed spun the boat like it was a part of her. Was that why shed ended up on the water? Id seen a few women in the boats before, but mostly it was men for their strong arms. And because you never knew what sort of passengers you might get. The rivermen were a clannish sort and mostly you had to be born to it. So maybe she would have taken it up even without her twisted foot.


I asked Lufise about her later.


Oliva Hald, she told me. Liv does the market now and again. I dont know much more than that.


I decided I wanted to know more and make up to her for starting off wrong. Mama always said my besetting sin was wanting everyone to like me. I dont know how it could be a sin, but the look Liv gave me as she left the dock ate at me.


* * *


Celeste and I were starting to run out of washing charms to tryat least the common ones. Mefro Dominique would strip our hides if we dirtied up any of the fine fabrics just to be able to clean them again. I showed Celeste how Id learned to make up my own washing balls and the powders for grease and how to make bluing and all the rest. But a lot of it wasnt what you used but how and for that she said we needed clothing that had real dirt so you could tell what worked better. I dont know why she needed that because Celeste never much cared about what the cloth looked like afterward. Shed mutter about how something worked or didnt work and write down things on a slate. Sometimes I could see the difference on the cloth, but it was like she was seeing visions or something.


I was learning some new house-charms from the other girls at Tiporsel House, but mostly Celeste knew those already. She showed me a book she kept where she wrote them all down.


Do all charmwives have a book? I asked.


She shrugged. Lots cant write. And they keep their secrets close. I write them down because I dont want to forget the ones Ive tried that dont work. Ill learn it well enough to try, then write it in my book. You cant tell anyone about the book! Someone would steal it.


I wondered if all charmwives learned their trade that way, gathering things up higgledy-piggledy. Sometimes when Mefro Dominique sent us out to the market for thread or buttons or to match ribbons, Celeste would sweet-talk the charmwives. She was careful around them, never asking straight out about things. Shed have me pretend I had a problem to solve or that one of the other girls at Tiporsel House had asked for a charm. I suppose it was lying and I always confessed it, but it wasnt a big lie.


Visiting the charmwives in the Nikuleplaiz wasnt only about wheedling new charms to try. They traded bits and bobs: herbs and things, special inks, bits of cloth that were supposed to be relics but Celeste said they werent really.


Sometimes they traded secrets too. Both the made-up charms and how you did them. What sort of signs and names to draw on a paper or what sort of herbs to mix in a candle. Celeste was always proud when shed made a trade like that. Women like Nana Rossel dont give their secrets away for free, she said. They have a living to make. Theyll curse you if they think youre taking advantage, and you dont always know whose curses might stick.


Aunt Gaita had been a little like that, teaching me things that worked for her that she wouldnt tell the other girls, whether it was receipts or charms. I dont remember her ever cursing anyone, though. At least she never taught me any. Celeste said that was a good thing, because curses got you in trouble the way charms never would. I wondered if shed had trouble fall on her because of a curse. I was starting to understand why Mefro Dominique wasnt always happy about Celestes charmwork.


* * *


Getting to know Liv wasnt as easy as deciding to. It wasnt always her delivering the market baskets in the morning, and on dressmaking days I usually left before the delivery. So it was a week or more before I was sitting in the common room mending and recognized the sharp bark of Livs dog up the path. When Cook called out for someone to go fetch the baskets, I jumped up and offered to help.


There were three of us going down the steps to the dock, so we could carry everything in one trip and I scrambled in my mind for what to say in that one chance. In all the bustle of handing the baskets up, Liv never even looked at me, as if that last time never happened. When we were ready to go and Liv was loosing the ropes, I blurted out, Hello, Liv. That was a silly thing to say at the end rather than the beginning.


She gave me a sharp look. Not like one of Celestes looks where you can tell shes figuring you out. This was a look that said that she hadnt forgotten any of our last meeting. But she didnt say anything. She whistled her dog to jump into the boat and did that thing where she dipped her fingers in the water and tasted it, then pushed off into the current.


Her not speaking to me only made me more determined. There was one thing she couldnt ignore, though it would cost me.


On dressmaking days, I started finding something I needed to do in the common room before leaving for Mefro Dominiques, so I could wait until the market delivery was made. I knew Mefro Charsintek suspected I was dawdling, but I always had work in my hands. Id wait as long as I dared and if I heard a different rivermans whistle then Id finish up quick and then run all the way down the Vezenaf and past the bridges to the dress shop. I was never late, I made sure of that.


All it took was patience to get a day when I heard Livs dog instead of a whistle. I hurried to put my mending away and grabbed my coat to follow the kitchen girls down to the dock. When the baskets were handed up and before she had a chance to cast off the ropes, I bent down and asked, How much to row down to the Nikuleplaiz?


Liv looked at me suspiciously and jerked her head in the direction of the house. They know the fare.


How much to take me? I said.


Half a teneir, same as anyone else.


I nodded and she said, Come down the steps. Watch your feet.


She untied the rope from the dock ring and let it out a little so it slipped down closer to where the marble steps went into to the water. The place where shed had to climb out before. I stepped carefully down to the last dry one, then took the hand she reached out to steady me into the boat. She had a strong grip and didnt let go until I was settled on the bench by the last baskets, facing her where she sat backward to row. The dog stood on the little bit of seat in the front like a figurehead Id seen in pictures of big ships.


Liv let go the rope and pulled it into the boat as she pushed away. I learned all the right names for things later, but right then all I could do was stare at how smooth and easy she made everything look. Right before she rowed out into the moving water, she dipped her hand over the side and tasted the water. I didnt think it was an insult or anything now and wanted to ask about it, but Aunt Gaita would say that was starting the journey on the wrong foot.


And thinking that, I tried as hard as I could not to stare at her twisted foot where it peeked out from under her skirt. But of course she saw me not looking because she said, I dont see why youre wasting your coin to ride to the Nikuleplaiz rather than walking. You dont have anything to carry and you arent crippled like I am.


That threw all my ideas of what to say to her overboard. All I could come out with was My names Roz.


Liv looked over her shoulder and pulled one oar more strongly to bring us in to another dock. She whistled and sent her dog up to the house. I waited quietly while the baskets were handed off and then we were back out in the current.


I tried again. How long have you been working in boats?


Her mouth twitched as if Id said something funny. I probably had. Every job has its own way of saying things. I was learning all the right words for sewing from Mefro Dominique, but I didnt know the words for working boats.


Been on the river all my life, she answered. Got my own boat two years this floodtide.


She spat over the side into the water. But it didnt seem like an angry spitting. More like what the farmers did back in Sain-Pol when they talked about the weather and didnt want to turn their luck.


Then there was quiet again. I could see the curve of the riverbank coming up and the statue of Saint Nikule coming toward us in the distance and scrambled for something more to say.


Whats your dogs name?


Liv shrugged. Chennek.


It was almost like calling him Dog, but I saw him turn his head as if shed called him, so I guess it was his real name.


Then we were at the Nikuleplaiz and I found out Chennek had more tricks than just barking at doors. As soon as we were snugged up to one of the floating docks, Chennek grabbed the end of the rope in his teeth and jumped up on the dock to run the rope around one of the cleats there. He jumped back down into Livs lap and she grabbed the rope, drew it in, and tied it off on the ring the oar went through. It wasnt the usual way you tied boats upeven I knew that. But it meant she could untie without having to climb out or ask for help.


When I got up, Liv reached her hand out. I thought she meant to steady me out on the step up, but she pulled it back and snapped her fingers. I remembered the payment and reached under my coat to my pocket. The coin disappeared into a little purse at her waist and the next time she reached out it really was to help me out.


Half a teneir was what Id spend for a whole afternoon at the market when I got my holiday. I didnt feel like Id bought much time for it, but it was a start. Maybe next time I could get her to say hello back when I helped with the baskets.


When I turned to say goodbye, she asked, And will my fine lady be needing a ride home tonight?


My tongue went all confused again and I said, No, I can walk.


Well, good for you, she snapped. And with a few quick movements she was untied and gone.


It was a start. Maybe a stumbling one, but I determined Id make it right between us.




Chapter Six


April 1824Mending


After more than a month, I knew most of the downstairs folk at Tiporsel House. You pick up on whos who over meals even if you dont work together, and the girls I shared a room with were starting to include me when they talked at night. The family was still confusing, but I had no business upstairs and only sometimes saw them coming and going. Once I askedbeing curious-likewhy the house belonged to Maisetra Sovitre and not to Maistir Pertinek. Charsintek told me that girls who gossiped about family found themselves back out on the street. She didnt have to say back. Anyone who overheard knew Id done something before to get let go. I didnt dare ask questions after that. So I had to stitch it together from scraps and pieces.


I knew that the maisetraMaisetra Sovitrewas rich and shed inherited Tiporsel House from a relative and that was why she didnt need to get married. And besides that she was the royal thaumaturgist, which means she made up mysteries and miracles for the folk in the palace. I asked Celeste if that meant she was sort of a charmwife for Princess Anna, and Celeste gave me one of her sharp scornful looks, but then said it was more true than not. I couldnt really think of the maisetra as a charmwife because she was so young and pretty. Instead I thought of her like in one of Mamas old tales about kings and knights, where she was a sorceress in a tall stone tower. Tiporsel House was tall if you looked at it from the back, and a few times when Id been out in the garden I could look up and see her staring out one of the windows, like she was thinking of magic to do.


I knew the Pertineks were something like poor relations and Maisetra Pertinek was the maisetras aunt. I knew that the baroness was the maisetras closest friend. I almost never saw the baroness. She was even more like someone out of an old story than the maisetra was. The first time I saw her going off riding, wearing a coat and breeches with a sword at her side, I wanted to ride off with her to the ends of the earth. She traveled a lot and even when she was in Rotenek she was usually out and about. That meant I didnt see much of her armin, Tavit, either which was fine with me because I was a bit frightened of him.


I didnt know much about armins when I came to Tiporsel Housenot about what they really did, just the old stories. The Fillerts hadnt had an armin. Mostly folks didnt. Just the titled folks, or maybe unmarried ladies if they were really rich like Maisetra Sovitre was and wanted an armin to protect them from the wrong sort of men. The wrong sort werent only rough men from the south side of the river. Sometimes they were men you werent supposed to marry or men who wanted your fathers money more than they wanted you. You heard stories about that sort of thing and they werent the sort with happy endings. Its funny how everyone says an armins duty is to protect your honor, but if youre a girl that means not letting you marry the wrong man and if youre a man it means fighting duels for silly reasons.


The maisetras armin, Marken, reminded me of my father. Papa never got in fights or arguments at the tavern, but he once made a vicious dog back down simply by staring at it. I figured Marken would be like that. Hed never even need to draw his sword. Hed just stare at you until you felt foolish and stopped what you were doing. That was the sort of protection Maisetra Sovitre needed: someone to keep silly men out of her way so she could get her work done.


Then there was Maistir Chameringthe downstairs folk called him Maistir Brandel like he was only a boy. He was the baronesss cousin, and he wasnt an armin for anyone yet. He was still learning. Because he was family, he lived upstairs.


Tavit was a lot younger than Marken and didnt look much older than Maistir Brandel unless you looked at his eyes. There was something all tight and fierce inside him, like a wildcat you mistook for the neighbors tabby until it turned on you. Thats how Tavit made me feel when I bumped into him in dark hallways. Especially if he was all got up for working. It was like, if he picked up his sword he suddenly got even more quiet and watchful and he looked at you like he wanted a reason to stab you. Maybe that was what the baroness needed him for, because everyone was still talking about how hed had to kill a man for her in a duel at the New Year. The last thing I ever wanted was to have him look at me like that.


* * *


I hadnt realized how long it had been since that awful day Mefro Mollin threw me onto the street until quarter day came around and I lined up with all the rest to be paid. It wasnt a full quarters worth, of course, and half-pay at that because of the apprenticeship. But there would be something to send back with my father to Sain-Pol, even after keeping a bit for myself. Those of us who didnt wait on the family direct got an extra half-day off with a strong scolding from Ponivin, the butler, that we werent to buy drink or anything else that would bring disrepute. He said that very solemnly like in a sermon: bring disrepute.


No fear of that, because it was little enough for me to hand over. I thought of my brothers and sisters and how hard my parents worked to keep food on the table. Id been the one picked to come to the city for wages and here I was sending back half what Id promised. I couldnt even tell Papa about how close Id come to having nothing.


Two of the other girls were meeting family at the Lady Day Fair the same as me and we spent the first part of our half-day walking across town out past the west edge of the city. Lots of country folks from out that way came to sell and meet family in the city, if they could get away. We went in a group because people knew it was quarter day and it was safer that way. I found Papa in the same place as last quarter and hugged him so tight I didnt think Id ever let go. It was like everything that had happened in Rotenek was somewhere else in a story. Not that I wanted to go back to Sain-Pol, but it was familiar-like. I didnt have to think about who I was.


Oh, Rozild, my love, youre so tall! he said.


I laughed, because that was what Papa always said when he saw me, even back when I was staying with Aunt Gaita and he saw me every Sunday. And then he asked if I was well and I told him the parts that I wanted him to know and handed over my pay.


It isnt as much because of the prentice fee, but some of that will come back to me when my contracts done, I told him before he could count it up for himself. And when Im a dressmaker myself, therell be more.


He nodded and slipped it into his bag, then took me by the shoulders like he did when he wanted to say something he thought was important.


Dont you worry about that, Roz. You send us what you can, but save a bit to set yourself up some day. Or to get married. Look to your future. Thats what we sent you here for.


After that we didnt talk about money. I stayed until it was starting to get dark and the other girls and I put our pockets together to hire a lantern-boy to see us back across the city to Tiporsel House. Then thoughts of Sain-Pol faded away for another quarter.


* * *


When I first started working at Tiporsel House I thought the mending was mostly going to be linens because that was what was piled up in the work baskets. But that was because no one else had paid any mind to the sheets and napkins. As Mother always said, whats everyones job is no ones job.


Mending for the family always came first. I dreamed about being called upstairs to fix a hem on a gown when one of the ladies was dressing to go out. That had never happened yet, but it made me feel important to think that it might.


Maisetra Pertineks maid was always giving me bits of this and that to mend, and when she found out I was learning dressmaking, she gave me an old gown to make over. I dont think Maisetra Pertinek bought new ones very often. I took the gown off to Mefro Dominiques so she could teach me all the tricks of making it look new again.


Maitelen, who did for Maisetra Sovitre and the baroness, didnt send much work my way. She was jealous of her duties. I could tell from how she talked that she was a country girl like me and hadnt been trained up strict as a ladys maid. But someone like her you wanted on your side. I was always careful to call her Mefro Finnil and not Maitelen like the others did.


The mending for the men of the family was little things like frayed shirt cuffs and maybe a torn coat lining. Theyd send things back to the tailor for anything else. Next after them was the uniforms for the household folk, and one of the things I worked on at Mefro Dominiques was womens uniforms for the next clothing day.


People might leave the work in my mending baskets or say, Theres a petticoat on Maisetra Pertineks bed with a torn ruffle, or Can you see if you can get that wine spot out of the mesneras blue gown? Its on the chair in the dressing room. I loved having a reason to go upstairs and see the beautiful parts of the house without feeling like I was gawking. I might get a glimpse of the family and their guests, though I was supposed to make sure they didnt notice me. That was how I saw the baroness going out with her riding breeches and sword, looking like a hero in one of the cheap novels we passed around in secret. Charsintek wasnt against us reading when we werent on duty, but she thought novels were vulgar.


Eventually I did see Maisetra Talarico, the woman that Celeste had told me aboutat least I figured it must be her unless there was more than one black lady that came visiting at Tiporsel House. Once, when I went to fetch a cushion from the parlor to see if I could get an ink stain out of it, I saw Maistir Brandel leaving by the front door with an older boy. Sikipirt, who was footman on duty, told me it was Princess Elisebets son Aukustin. Princess Elisebet was the dowager princessthe old princes widowand no one knew whether it would be Aukustin or Princess Annas son who would be prince next. That was the closest Id ever been to royalty and it made me grin.


I was used to being sent into parts of the house where I didnt usually belong to fetch things that needed mending. That was how it happened with Tavits shirt. One morning the common room was all agog about the duel hed fought the day before when the baroness had been at the palace. Hannek, one of the grooms, had seen it all. The baroness had come back furious, he said. And wed seen Tavit afterward all quiet-like. He didnt say anything about the duel, but he never talked about that sort of thing. So we were all hanging on Hannek as he described it for us, waving his arms like a sword.


The other man makes a sudden lunge like this! He turned to me. Roz, theres a torn sleeve Tavitll need those fine stitches of yours in.


I gasped. Was he hurt?


Hannek scoffed. Not him! He won, didnt he? Duels to first blood, not to first linen. He poked at my shoulder. Tavit got him right there, and that was that. So long as Tavit stands by our baroness, youll never have to worry about getting blood stains out!


I knew Tavit was upstairs somewhereHannek had waited to tell the story until he was out of hearingbut I figured Id fetch the shirt and have it fixed before he even thought to ask.


If his door had been closed, I dont think I would have had the nerve to knock. You know how it is when youre so certain of something but youre still afraid youre wrong? I knew Id seen Tavit go upstairs, but we were told over and over that you dont disturb the armins when theyre sleeping. It was cracked open a little, so I called out hello, then went in.


My candle wasnt enough to see by. The room was small and didnt have much in it: the bed and a washstand, a wardrobe, and a low box along one wall that looked like a sailors trunk. I didnt see a shirt lying out, so I opened the wardrobe and began hunting through it. Tavit had a lot of suitsmore than a footman or valet would. Id never really thought about it before, but the armins didnt wear livery and you could tell where the baroness was going by what Tavit was wearing: nice clothes for the palace, something rougher to go out riding.


I found where the shirts were to one side, but they were all neatly folded and stacked. Nothing that looked like it had been worn and tossed aside for repair. I was standing there, holding the candle up to look around the corners of the room when the door banged open and I jumped, dripping wax on my hand.


What are you doing in here?


Tavits voice was all cold and sharp, like I imagined a sword must be going in. My tongue stuck in my mouth. He made me feel like Id done something terrible though I couldnt think what. He walked toward me and my heart started pounding, but it was only to slam the wardrobe door shut.


Who sent you in here? he demanded.


Iyour shirtthe duel, I stuttered. I was going to mend it.


His eyes narrowed as if he didnt believe me, but he went over to the head of the bed and picked up something Id taken for a bit of tumbled sheet and thrust it into my hands.


Never come in here again. I dont care who sends you.


I stammered out an apology. I didnt know why he was so angry, but hed never have to warn me again, that was certain. Then I fled back to the laundry room to get my sewing box.


I fixed the tear in Tavits shirt so neatly you couldnt tell it had ever been there. I took more care with it than I did with Maisetra Pertineks lace caps. Then I gave it to Marken to give back because I was still shaking at the thought of speaking to Tavit again. When I went up to bed that evening, Ailis was there, sitting on the edge of the bed brushing out her hair. She could tell there was something wrong even though I tried not to show it, so I told her the whole thing about going to fetch the shirt and Tavit being angry and me thinking he might run me through right there and then.


Ailis laughed at me. Thats what you get for sticking your nose where it doesnt belong. Dont go digging up secrets in this house. You might learn things you arent supposed to notice.


Then how am I supposed to know what Im not supposed to notice! I thought Ailis was lording it over me like she always did, because she knew things I didnt.


She stared at me for a long minute like she was calculating something, then went over to the door and looked up and down the corridor before closing it and came to sit beside me on the bed. People in this housethey arent always what they seem.


For a moment I felt cold and wondered if she was talking crosswise about me. If shed guessed why Id been let go.


She leaned closer in and whispered, Tavit, heswell, he wasnt always a he if you know what I mean.


I didnt know, not at first. Ailis kept staring at me as I puzzled things through and smirked when she knew Id worked it out. But whyhow? I was going to protest that it was impossible for a woman to be an armin, but I remembered they said the baroness had been one. Why? I repeated.


Ailis shrugged. You think Im going to ask that? I know where the butter for my bread comes from. If the baroness says Tavits a man, then Tavits a man. I like my place here too much to worry about why and how. If you like it here, youll keep your mouth shut. You keep your nose out of Tavits business or youll find it cut off. And if you tell anyone I told you, Ill make you sorry.


She meant it. I wasnt really afraid of her, but I was afraid of Tavitwhoever he was. Though when I thought about it as I was falling asleep, it felt nice to know I wasnt the only one in the household with secrets.




Chapter Seven


May 1824Falling


That summer I was happier than Id ever been. The Fillerts had been steady work and there had been Nan to fill my nights, but I never could see beyond endless tubs of hot water, scrub boards, and mangles. But dressmaking had become a dreama road stretching in front of meand I wanted to know where it led. Maybe I didnt have the skill yet to work a dress up from nothing, but I could see it in my head. I could see how a plain piece of cloth could turn into something beautiful. Celeste had been working longer at it and was far ahead of me, but she didnt love it as much as I did. Not like she loved charmwork.


Celeste and I got easier with each other over the summer. She was still all sharp at the edges and impatient, but it was like when I first came to the city and everyone talked just different enough it was hard to understand them. I got used to it. Celeste was like that. Once you got used to her, you could tell what she meant and didnt mean.


The other thing that made that summer good was that Liv and I became real friends. Maybe she figured out I was sorry for embarrassing her that first day. Or maybe she liked testing people. I saw her test other folks to decide whether they were worth talking to.


During the spring Id kept offering to help carry up the market baskets on days when Livs little dog came yipping up the path. Id say, Hi, Liv! Then one day she said, Hi, Roz, back at me. For a few weeks that was all there was to it. When we had all the baskets off the boat Id stand and watch as she loosed the ropes and kissed the water and spun out into the current, like a bird taking wing. I liked watching that. The boat was like a part of her. I never offered to pay for a ride downriver again. I couldnt spare the coins and it hadnt worked the way Id meant it to.


Spring turned to summer after floodtide. Liv was the one who explained floodtide to me. We werent only saying hello to each other at the dock any more. Wed started talking a little before she leftenough that Cook scolded me for dawdling. Liv asked why Id gone down to the Nikuleplaiz that time and I told her about Mefro Dominique and how I went down there every other day for dressmaking lessons.


I could row you down, if you like, Liv said, casual-like.


I had to tell her that I didnt have the money for it. That timethat was so I could talk to you. My face got hot when I said it.


I knew that, she replied with a touch of scorn. I dont take passengers much, just deliveries. And Im not supposed to carry men, because


She shrugged and I knew what was left unsaid.


But I go down that way after the market run. People always need things carried away from Saint Nikules market, so it wouldnt be out of my way.


Mefro Dominique expected me to be at work when the clock tower chimed, but the markets opened at dawn on the suns time. So in summer I was still at Tiporsel House if Liv came by. Cook teased me about being friends with Liv, but she wasnt mean about it. Since no one knew my secret, they didnt tease me that way.


At least once a week Id ride with her downriver and wed have time to talk. It was on one of those trips during Holy Week when she asked me, Are you going away after floodtide?


I dont know, I told her.


She gave me a look like Ailis did sometimes, like she thought I didnt know anything. Liv nodded her head toward the row of tall houses with their gardens and docks that we were slipping past.


They all go off for the summer. The families do. They leave a few servants to take care of the house. Not as many deliveries to make. I didnt know if youd be going or staying.


No ones said anything. Id ask Ailis about it. I was pretty sure it wasnt the sort of question that would get me in trouble. When is floodtide? Sometimes people talked about it as if it were fixed like a quarter day, but sometimes like it was moveable like Easter.


Liv squinted up at the sky and then out along the river, like a farmer thinking about the weather. Itll be late this year. Late and low. The river doesnt smell like rising much.


That made her sound even more like a farmer, and I laughed. Is that what youre doing when you taste the river water? Checking if its going to flood?


Liv looked confused at my question. I hadnt meant anything serious by it.


You knowwhen you taste the river. I mimed dipping my fingers over the side and bringing them to my mouth.


I was startled when Liv dropped the oars for a moment, sending us spinning loose in the water. She grabbed my wrist. Dont mock Mama Rota, she said. She was real serious, like the Orisule sisters at school had been about taking Gods name in vain. She let me go and grabbed the oars again and had us back on course in three strokes. Show respect. If you want Mama Rota to keep you safe on the water, you say thanks every time. And if you dont know what youre talking about, then keep your mouth shut.


I wanted to ask who Mama Rota was, but Liv wasnt the right person to ask right now. So I kept my mouth shut.


Ailis answered the rest of my questions. She rolled her eyes and made a rude noise, but she liked showing off that she knew more than I did. Were all sixes and sevens about the summer, with the maisetra deciding to stay. I was hoping this year Id be part of them that go off south to Saveze, but the baroness is traveling light because the maisetra is staying for her school.


We heard a lot about the maisetras school. It wasnt for children like the Orisule school I went to in Sain-Pol but one for grown up young ladies who werent married yet.


And well still have to do all the summer cleaning, Ailis said. She didnt sound mad. More like how youd be vexed but proud of something your husband did. She told me about Mama Rota too.


Folks on the river call her that, but others call her Saint Rota. They say she was Saint Maurizs sister and she watches over the river like he watches over the city. Theres a picture in one of the cathedral windows that some people say is Saint Rota, but I dont know about that. If she were a real saint, wouldnt she have a feast day?


The next time we were at services in the cathedral together, I asked Ailis to show me the window. It was above one of the side altars. You could see Saint Mauriz in the center window, with his armor and a white turban almost as big as his halo. One of the side windows had a whole group of his soldiers. The people in the other side window included a lady who looked dark like Mauriz, though they werent either of them as dark as Mefro Dominique. The lady was pouring water out of a pitcher, so maybe that was why folks thought she was Mama Rota. She was pretty, but she didnt have a halo.


I didnt ask Liv whether Mama Rota was a real saint, but floodtide seemed a safe topic. I didnt remember a flood last year and I asked her about that instead.


Theres low years and high years, she said. Mostly its middling. You know that statue of Saint Nikule by the edge of the water?


I nodded. It seemed an odd place for a statue, right where the steps ran down from the plaiz into the water.


Theyre supposed to ring the floodtide bell when the water reaches his feet. Most years thats how it happens, but the river does what she pleases. If it takes too long after Easters gone by, theyll ring the bell anyway so the rich folks can have their holiday. You see that line in the gardens? she said as we slipped past the last of the great houses on either side of the Pont Ruip. It doesnt usually go higher than that.


I knew she was joking, because if the water went that high, it would run all across the Nikuleplaiz and flood the footings of the bridges.


* * *


If Id done upstairs work, the summer might have felt more different with half the family off traveling. For me, the only difference was I didnt have that start when I ran into Tavit. It wasnt comfortable knowing that sort of secret about someone.


At the beginning of the summer, I might see Liv once or twice in the week. But as summer wore on, she was there more days than not. It got so I expected to ride with her. I teased her about it one day. Cook must be sweet on you to always pick you for the delivery. I didnt know how these things worked. Id never been to the east gate market, but I knew Liv had said there was less work over summer because so many of the rich folk left town.


She scowled like a storm cloud. Oh, shes sweet on me. She pitched her voice to mimic the cook. Find the little crippled girl to take my baskets. Her voice grew rough around the edges. Like I was a beggar in the marketplace! I earn my bread. Ive never been late, never lost a basket, never cheated a customer. But is that why she chooses me? No, its Let the crippled girl have the work.


I wanted to say something to make her feel better. Liv, I dont think of you as crippled.


I was thinking of how strong she was and how easy she made everything look on the water, like the boat was a part of her.


You dont? she asked sharply. Then you dont know me at all. Dont pretend Im something Im not.


Everything I could think of to say was going to be wrong. I wanted to say, Im happy I get to see you more often. I thought Liv felt the same way. I mean, she was rowing me down to the Nikuleplaiz for free and I couldnt think of any reason for doing that except for liking me since I wasnt paying a fare. It wasnt as if I could get her more work, though when I thought about it I wondered if part of Cooks choice was because she knew Liv and I were friends. Cook didnt play favorites, but when she teased me about Liv it was friendly-like.


So all I said was, Im sorry, without knowing what I was sorry for except making Liv feel bad.


I learned a lot about the river that summer. If there werent any strangers around, Liv could talk up quite a storm once you got her going. But sometimes we didnt talk. Id sit there and watch her row, with the slow steady work of her arms, and the way shed look quick over her shoulder every few strokes and pull a bit more in one direction or another to keep on track. Chennek had gotten used to me enough that hed come back and sit in my lap, instead of standing in the bow, until it was time to tie up and Liv signaled him to take the line. I was learning the right words for things: bow and line.


I liked watching her. I liked how her hair escaped from under her bonnet and how her cheeks turned pink in the summer heat. Her face was always moving so you could tell what she was thinking. When you work in service, you learn not to show your thoughts that much. Celeste was like me: her face went all still and polite when there were customers in the shop, even if we were working in the back room. But Liv would always be laughing or scowling. Maybe I liked watching her too much.


What are you looking at? she asked me once when she caught me.


Your shoulders, I blurted out. I tried to explain, I like watching your muscles. It was true enough. You could see them moving and bunching as she worked the oars. But I liked all the parts of her that were round and curvy like that.


When she tied up briefly to let me out, she said, You want to feel them? She raised her arm to make a muscle.


I ran my hand over her arm. It was all hard and soft at the same time. I pulled my hand away so I wouldnt keep feeling her all overher shoulders and her back and down along her waist.


I never dreamed about Nan anymore. Now I dreamed about Liv.


There was nothing could come of dreaming about Liv that way. Nan and I had found each other because theyd put us in the same bed, and when youre touching someone by accident at night you can work out whether theyd like to do it more on purpose. Id never had to figure out what to do with Nan. One night we were lying there beside each other like usual, and then the next we were snuggled close together because it turned cold. I dont remember whether I kissed her first or she kissed me first, but after that it just sort of happened.


Maybe what Nan told Mefro Mollin was trueit was my fault and shed gone along because she didnt know better. I didnt think so, but how did you know if another girl wanted to kiss you? How did you know if shed like kissing you? Could you even ask something like that? I thought about that as I watched Livs hands work and wondered how nice theyd feel and what it would be like to have her laugh like that right in my ear with her breath tickling on my neck.


Once I asked her, trying to find out if she felt the same wayI asked her why she decided to be friends with me.


If Id asked Celeste a question like that, she would have taken a long time to think about it and looked at me sharply all the time she was thinking. And I would have ended up wishing Id never asked. But when I asked Liv, she shrugged and said, Because you expected me to carry the baskets like anyone else.


But you were mad at me for that, I protested.


Now Liv did stop to pick over her words a little. I was mad that the first thing you knew about me was that I couldnt walk properly. Then I was mad because I thought you hired a ride from me for charity. But when I thought about it, I liked how you ordered me around. Before you knew.


It wasnt the answer Id expectednot the one I wantedand it left me in an agony of wanting and not daring to do anything about it.




Chapter Eight


September 1824Broken


Everyone at Tiporsel House talked about how busy summer was with the maisetra staying in town, but I didnt know any different. The Fillerts hadnt left the city last summer. But summer was nothing to when the rest of the family started coming back. The bustle was because of more people, but also getting ready for the maisetras school to open after Saint Maurizs day. I had no part in that, but it touched on everything we did.


During the summer, Id gotten used to doing my sewing on the benches out in the garden, but now, like as not, one of the family was out there reading or sitting and Id have to beg pardon for disturbing them and go somewhere else.


You could feel the change in the Nikuleplaiz too, though folks in that part of town hadnt gone away from the city. With autumn, the markets crept later again and Liv started having more delivery work. Sometimes I only saw her on mending days and we didnt have much time to talk. Not that wed ever dawdled, but now it was just hello and no rides down to Mefro Dominiques.


I knew that sometimes she came by other times as well, because I heard Chennek barking. Usually shed be gone again by the time I could slip away to see her. But one afternoon she came while I was doing my mending outside and I figured there was time for hello. If anyone asked, I could always say I thought something needed fetching up.


In summer, its hard to see the dock when youre going down the path because the bushes are so tall. The gardeners dont trim them back until it starts getting cold, so mostly you only see glimpses through the leaves. I was almost down to the little clearing by the dock before I saw Tavit standing by the boat. That was strange, because I hadnt seen him leave the house and Liv said she didnt take passengers much. I stopped, trying to decide what to do. I didnt want to talk to Liv with him hanging around, and I didnt know if he was the sort to carry tales if he saw me dawdling on the dock with her.


I was about to turn around and go back up the path when I saw him reach down into Livs boat, and she reached her arms up and he lifted her right onto the marble steps beside him. They stood there, her with her hands on his shoulders and him holding her around the waist, steadying her because she didnt have her crutches. The way she was looking up at him was like someone had hit me.


I hurried back up to the house as quietly as I could, and when Tavit walked past I was bent over my sewing with my heart pounding. I was thinking about two things, one bad and one good.


I knew what it looked like when someone wanted to be kissed. Id spent all summer wishing that Liv would look at me the way shed been looking at Tavit down there on the dock. But if she could look at Tavit that way, being how he was, then maybe she could think about me that way too. She didnt know that I wanted her to. Id been afraid to say anything. Now I needed to do something quick.


I dont think I slept at all that night, thinking about what Id say and how it would all go. I had this dream where Liv would say, Why didnt you tell me, you silly thing? Shed throw her arms around my neck and wed kiss and kiss like there was no tomorrow. And then Id sit there grinning at her like a fool as we floated down the river.


It didnt happen like that. I should have known, but I had it all worked out in my head and it was like it had already happened. I knew Liv liked me. Why wouldnt she tell me yes? But its different planning something out in your head and actually doing it. It was two weeks before she came by early enough I could ride with her down to Mefro Dominiques. Id thought about what to say, but my tongue stuck in my mouth. So I sat there quietly as Liv rowed.


I was never quiet like thatnot since wed become friends. Even Chennek could tell something was amiss because he whined and nosed my hand instead of jumping into my lap. As Liv was tying off the boat at the Nikuleplaiz dock, she said impatiently, Why are you mad at me?


Im not! I protested. It was time. I moved over to sit on the rowing bench next to her. I put my arm around her waist and said, Liv, Im not mad. I like you.


She looked confused. I like you too, Roz.


Then all in a tumble I continued, Liv, I love youmore than anyone else in the world. And I leaned over and kissed her right on the lips. It was how I always thought it would be. Her mouth was soft and I loved the feel of her muscles moving under my hands as she turned toward me.


I wasnt ready at all when she swung her arm up and hit me, knocking me off the bench into the bottom of the boat. She leaned over me scowling and saying, What did you do that for? I dont kiss girls!


That hurt, more than anything ever had. It wasnt her punching me, not with her fist. It felt like shed punched my heart. But II thoughtI saw you. I saw you and Tavit


And then she did something worse than hitting me. She laughed. She laughed like Id told the funniest joke. Or like I was one of the clowns in the marketplace at Carnival. There I was, lying on my back in the bilge of the boat with my legs and skirts up kicking in the air and she laughed at me.


Is that what you think? she said when she finally caught her breath.


I know hes Then I stopped. If Ailis learned Id let out that she told me


You dont know anything!


I could tell Liv knew exactly what I meant. I couldnt bear it anymore. I scrambled up out of the boat as quick as I could and settled my skirts as I rushed off without looking back. Id ruined everything. Id made a fool of myself and now Liv hated meall for one kiss. And if anyone else found out Had anyone at the riverfront noticed? Or did they think it was an ordinary squabble?


Id stopped shaking by the time I got to Mefro Dominiques. Celeste knew something was wrong, with my dress all filthy, but she didnt say anything and helped me clean up. She was good at just letting you be. By the time I went home that evening, I was hoping I could forget it had all happened. All I needed to do was never talk to Liv again.


* * *


I took the mending back into the laundry room the next day, so no one would wonder why I didnt jump up to help carry the market baskets like usual. The day after, I had to leave before the deliveries came. And the day after that, Charsintek needed the common room for something so nobody thought it strange when I went to the laundry to work again. I was glad to be alone because I was still too miserable to talk much.


When someone came in, I didnt look up from my sewing until I heard the door close. I figured it was one of the ladys maids with something quick to wash out. Then I saw Tavit standing there. Ive never been that scared in my life, not even when I had to walk all night in the cold.


Before I even had time to squeak, hed grabbed my arm and pulled me up and shoved me back against the wall.


I dont want you ever bothering Oliva Hald again. I dont want you telling tales on her or badgering her or mocking her


I was certain he was going to kill me. Thats what armins dothey kill people. My head went dizzy and I think if he hadnt been holding me against the wall I would have fainted. But he was wrong. How could he think Id do anything like that to Liv?


I didnt! I sobbed. I didnt! Please dont


Dont lie to me. You were trying to stir up trouble and I want to know why. Who put you up to this?


I remembered how Charsintek had warned me about hurting the familys good name. And what Ailis had said about letting on that shed told me about Tavit. If I hadnt been certain I was dead already, I dont think I could have told the truth. But truth was all that was left to me.


I didnt mean to make trouble! I justI just kissed her, thats all. I wanted to kiss her all summer and didnt dare. But then I saw the two of you down on the dock and I thoughtI wantedand sheshe laughed at me.


Tavit got a strange look on his face, right there inches away from mine, then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He loosened his grip and I almost fell down.


Christ, what a tangle, he said. It sounded like he was talking to himself. Then he opened his eyes again and the murder was gone out of them. Did it never occur to you to ask her if she wanted to be kissed?


All I could do was stare at him and shake my head numbly. How could you ask someone something like that?


His voice was quieter now. Liv didnt tell me about that part. I thought Never mind what I thought. You could have broken something past mending. It didnt belong to you to talk to her about me. What if she hadnt known?


He didnt wait for an answer. He opened the door and left with one last frowning look. I leaned my head back against the wall and twisted my hands together until they stopped shaking enough to hold a needle. I knew all about things that were broken past mending.




Chapter Nine


September 1824Rising


I told Celeste about kissing Liv, but I couldnt tell her why I was so frightened. Not simply that Tavit might hurt me, but because Id done the thing Charsintek warned me against. Id stirred up trouble in the household. I knew what would happen if it came to a choice between the baronesss armin and a half-time sewing girl. But explaining that to Celeste would mean telling her what I knew about Tavit and I wasnt going to make things worse by telling tales.


Celeste was content to think I was only pining over Liv. All she said was, I hope you dont want me to make a love charm for you.


Could you do that? I asked. I thought everything was too broken for even a love charm to fix.


I dont do love charms. It wasnt really an answer, but she went on, Nothing good ever comes of them. Divinationsthats different. Thats telling you whether youre already in love or not. They dont work so well for people you havent met yet. Love charms can make someone think about you all the time or be all hot for you. But I dont think they can make someone love you, if thats what you want. Not the kind of love that lasts.


Celeste always talked about charms like an ordinary thing, like saying prayers when you cooked or cleaned. Which was funny because she didnt do household charms at all. I knew she did more than just healing charms. Sometimes neighbors would come by and hint to Celeste that they had a problem she might help with. Mefro Dominique would scowl at them, but she never asked questions if Celeste took her basket of charm-goods when we went to the Nikuleplaiz to buy ribbons and thread or food for supper.


Celeste didnt want me gawking while she was doing charms for people, but sometimes shed ask me to try one, like she had with the washing charms. Then shed write down what happened in her receipt book. She said it was important to know how they worked for someone who wasnt a charmwife. There were different types, she said. There were charms you did on people, where it mattered who did them. And there were charms you did up like a little package, where you put the magic inside and anyone could open it. And then there were charms that you taught someone else to do, and it might work or not, if they had the talent or if they didnt. So thats what she wanted to see: which ones would still work if I did them.


Celeste said I could only do the charms that worked for everyone. Sometimes I thought I could feel them working when Celeste did them, like I had that first day when she charmed my hurt leg. Id started thinking of it as my magic feeling, but it was a bit like what I felt during church mysteries too.


The first time I remember it was at the Orisule school in Sain-Pol, before Mama decided Id had enough schooling and needed to work. One time during the special mystery for Saint Orisules feast day, I was staring at the statue of the saint spreading her cloak out over all the little girls to keep them safe. I imagined I was one of those girls under her cloak and a wave ofof wanting washed through me. Like something was about to happen.


The Sisters said that grace finds people in different ways and maybe that was mine. That was one reason why I hadnt thought what Nan and I were doing was a sin. Because when I kissed her and we got all tangled up in bed touching each other, I got that same wanting feeling, and sometimes I got what I wanted. It was all mixed up in my head with trying to feel the Grace of God.


Thats why I asked Celeste, Are charms the same as mysteries? If my magic feeling meant the same thing for both of them, maybe it meant God didnt mind about me kissing girls.


Maisetra Talarico thinks theyre different, she said. At least, she said once that she couldnt teach me mysteries because they were different from charms.


Celeste didnt talk about Maisetra Talarico a lot, but I could tell from what she did say that she liked her. And it sounded to me as if maybe Maisetra Talarico was teaching her. They talked together about charms the same way Celeste was doing with me. I know because Maisetra Talarico came by the shop to ask Celeste for help.


Celeste and I were in the workroom. Wed heard the bell at the door jangle, of course, but there was nothing in that. With the season started, customers often came unannounced to see the new fabrics or to show Mefro Dominique a picture from Paris and ask if she could make it up for them. We knew Mefro Dominique would call us up front if she needed us to fetch samples or fashion cards. But that day there was a soft tap at the half-open door and we looked up to see Maisetra Talarico standing there.


Celeste turned all brightlike lighting a lamp. She jumped up and said, Maisetra! What can I do for you? She fetched a chair without even stopping to curtsey.


I loved how elegant Maisetra Talarico looked. I dont mean her clothes. Id learned enough to recognize that her blue coat was old even if I hadnt seen the frayed cuffs. It was the way she moved and how she spoke. Her skin was as dark as Mefro Dominiques, but her face had odd angles in it where Celeste and her mother were rounder. I started thinking about what colors of fabric and styles of dresses would make her look even more elegant. Mefro Dominique was teaching me how to turn those thoughts into actual dresses.


You could tell from how Maisetra Talarico talked that she hadnt been speaking Alpennian very long. I imagined her coming all the way from some distant land with bright birds and flowers all year roundlike a picture Id seen onceall that way just to study mysteries here.


Celeste, she said. I would hope you can do me a big kindness. In a few days it will be the feast of Saint Mauriz.


She said Mauriz funny, as if she were used to calling him a different name. She didnt have to tell us that Saint Maurizs day was coming. Everyone in the city knew that! The maisetra would give us a half-day off even aside from going to church, and there would be a special dinner. He was the patron saint for the whole city, but I knew he was special for Celeste. She had a picture of him as part of her erteskir, the little shrine in her bedroom, and he was part of a lot of the charms she had me try.


It will be the feast of Saint Mauriz, Maisetra Talarico repeated, and Maisetra Sovitre has asked me to study the mystery in the cathedral for her. I was hopingyou see, when I look closely at mysteries, sometimes I go away in my head. And I was hoping you might come to watch over me. I asked your mother and she said you may, if you please.


Celeste said yes, shed be happy to. She didnt show much to people, not unless you knew her like I did. But after Maisetra Talarico left, Celeste let out a long, quiet sigh. Saint Mauriz. In the cathedral.


Youll get to see Princess Anna and all the lords and ladies, I said. I wouldnt see them because mostly only the upper servants went with the family for the special Mass that the palace folk came to.


Celeste gave me one of her sharp looks, but they didnt bother me anymore. Is that all you think about it? The tutela of Saint Mauriz is the most important mystery of the year. And this time I get to be there.


I did understand, at least a little bit. It was partly the Mass for Saint Mauriz, but partly being there because Maisetra Talarico asked her.


The day after, I asked her about it. Celeste had been quiet all morning and I worried that shed been disappointed.


He spoke to me, she said.


Who?


Celeste looked around like she sometimes did if she was talking about charm secrets. Saint Mauriz. He spoke to me.


I was a little frightened at the thought of saints talking to youto you personally. What did he say?


Im not sure, Celeste answered with a bit of a frown. Im still listening.


* * *


The start of the season meant there wasnt much time to worry about Tavit being mad at me or saints talking to Celeste. Mefro Dominique spent most of her time talking to customers and taking measurements and looking at cloth samples with them. She remembered all of them: what they liked and what theyd worn before. I tried to learn their names, but only being in the shop half the time, there were some ladies I never saw.


I didnt remember waiting on the Vicomtesse de Cherdillac before, and I would have remembered her for the French name. But when Mefro Dominique asked me to fetch the sample books for them, the Vicomtesse called me by name like she knew me.


Rozild! Dominique has been telling me how well youre doing.


II beg your pardon, Mesnera de Cherdillac?


Mefro Dominique took the sample books from me and put them on the table, saying, Rozild, the vicomtesse was the one who asked Maisetra Sovitre to hire you.


Oh! I curtseyed very low and said, Thank you.


The vicomtesse patted me on the cheek. I think the last time I saw you, you were trying not to drop a tea tray. And look at you now! One of my small successes, I think.


I wasnt sure what to say to that, so I curtseyed again.


Now let us see what youve been learning. Tell me which of these colors you think would suit me best.


I looked over at Mefro Dominique and she nodded to give permission. So I looked at what the vicomtesse was wearing and her coloring and thought about what the other ladies in the shop had been choosing and I picked three samples I thought might suit her.


She laughed, but it was a merry laugh and not making fun. There, you see, Dominique? She agrees I should not wear the brown you chose for me. But you will make me a dress in the brown and it will be glorious and I will tell everyone you are a genius!


After the vicomtesse left, I asked, Did I make the wrong choice?


Mefro Dominique turned back to the fabrics I had chosen. No, child. If it were only a matter of the colors and the patterns, those would suit her. But Mesnera de Cherdillac is a very strong woman. And a strong woman should either wear bold colors to defy the world or something soft to conceal her fire. Theres a time for each and you will learn it.


There was so much to learn. I was glad that both of them had given me the chance.


* * *


It always happens that right when youre feeling high in the world, something pulls you down. When Charsintek came to fetch me from the common room the next morning and told me to go put my work away, I figured that was the end of it. She had her stern look.


The maisetra wants to see you in her office. Ill take you up.


I was sure it was about the trouble with Tavit. I took a moment in the laundry room, after putting my work basket away, to wash my face and check that my hair was tidy. It never hurts. Then I followed Charsintek without either of us saying a word up the stairs and around to one of the rooms Id never been to before. Maisetra Sovitre was sitting behind a desk with papers and ledger books. She reminded me a bit of the nuns at the school back in Sain-Pol. Maybe running a school makes you look like that.


When I made my curtsey I could feel my legs shaking. Where would I go this time? I could beg Mefro Dominique for a few days, but shed said before she couldnt take me on as charity and I didnt think anything had changed. I knew there was trouble because Maisetra Sovitre was frowning and Id never seen her angry like that before.


But when she looked up and nodded at Charsintek, her face got a bit more friendly.


Rozild? She said my name like she didnt quite remember who I was. Do you like your work here? Or would you be interested in a new position?


I had no idea what to say. Nobody cared if you liked your work, as long as you did it well. Was I supposed to say I liked where I was? What new position? Here at Tiporsel House or somewhere else? Charsintek poked me in the shoulder where the maisetra couldnt see, so I curtseyed again and said, Yes, maisetra, which could mean anything.


She nodded. My cousin, Iulien Fulpi, will be staying with us for a while. Shell need someone to look after her.


I tried to pretend I didnt know anything about that. There was some scandalmaybe trouble at homeand shed been shut up in a room since she arrived. Nobody except Maitelen was allowed in, and Maitelen wasnt saying anything.


She doesnt need a ladys maid, the maisetra continued. Only someone to help her dress mornings and evenings. Shes here to attend my school, not to enjoy the season. That should fit into your half-days. Do you think you could manage that?


I must have gaped at her because Charsintek poked me again. You didnt go straight from mending to waiting on family. Maisetra, I said, do you really want me? Not Ailis, or Then another thought came to me and before I could think better I asked, What about the dressmaking?


I heard Charsintek take a sharp breath behind me, and Maisetra Sovitre looked up in surprise.


I stumbled on. If Im to be half-time maid to Maisetra Fulpi Or was it Maisetra Iulien? I wasnt sure which was right. What would my other half be? Would it be mending or dressmaking?


The maisetra looked over at Charsintek, but she was standing behind me so I couldnt see her face.


Thats right. I sponsored your apprenticeship. Would you like to continue with it? Iulien will only be here for the one season.


I was already calculating in my head. Doing the mending, Id alternated days here and there. But dressing a lady was an everyday thing, even if it was just mornings and evenings. Id be running back and forth all the time. Doing for the family wasnt something you said no to, but I didnt want to give up the dressmaking either. So I curtseyed yet again and said, Yes, maisetra, Id like that very much.


And that was settled. Maisetra Sovitre said, Charsintek, why dont you take her up to Iuliens room. Her new clothes have arrived, so I think shes ready to join the world again. Ask Maitelen to keep an eye on things and make sure Rozild knows what to do.


I knew most of the family bedrooms from being sent up to fetch mending, but Id never been in the blue room where Maisetra Iulien was, because it was for guests. It was small, and the window looked out over the front courtyard. I would have preferred looking to the garden and river, but it wasnt my room, was it? When my new mistress got up from the edge of the bed where shed been sitting, all I could do was stand and stare.


Charsintek pushed further into the room and said, Maisetra Iulien, this is Rozild Pairmen. Shell be taking care of you while youre here. Maisetra Sovitre says you may come downstairs after youve changed. She set down a package wed picked up on the way, then left and closed the door behind her, for all the world as if she were introducing two strange dogs to each other.


Maisetra Iulien was dressed in boys clothes: a brown broadcloth suit like something a tradesmans son might wear to church. When I put together all the little things that had been said, I guessed it was all shed had to wear until today and that was why they hadnt let her out of her room and why Charsintek had been so fierce about gossip. She looked something like Maisetra Sovitre. Their hair was the same. But where the maisetra was pretty in a sweet sort of way, you couldnt really say whether Maisetra Iulien was pretty or not. Her face was changing all the time so you never got a chance to have an opinion on it. I dont mean she was making faces. More like she was always trying on a new face like you might try on a new dress to see how it looked. To see if it would make people want to dance with you.


Thats what I figured out later. That first day I didnt know what to think. Standing in front of her, I only knew two things. Id never met anyone like Maisetra Iulien, and I didnt know anything about my new job.


I thought maybe I should wait for her to say something first, but I couldnt stand it any more, so I said, Im not really a ladys maid.


She laughed. And Im not really a ladyat least thats what Cousin Margerit would tell me. Im being punished, you know, for running away like this and coming here. Thats why they gave me you and such dowdy clothes. She waved at the bundle on the bed. But Im here, in Rotenek, and Im going to see the world before they lock me away again, so I dont care!


You might have thought Id take it wrongthat she said I was part of her punishmentbut she made it feel like we were in a grand adventure together. And now I knew what to say to the girls downstairs. Nobody could turn up jealous about that. I settled my face into what I thought a ladys maid should look like and said, What would you like to wear today, maisetra?


* * *


Dressing wasnt simply helping Maisetra Iulien with the clothes themselves, of course, no matter what the maisetra had said. It meant setting everything out in good order and keeping the room tidy, seeing to mending, laundry, and spot-cleaning. At least I knew that part! Id need to learn hairdressing. Charsintek said to ask Maitelen for help. That was as terrifying as talking to the maisetra herself, but I neednt have worried. She took me in hand quick enough and said I didnt need to call her Mefro Finnil any more.


Youve got a steep hill to climb, she said as we took an inventory of what Id need. I climbed it pretty quick myself.


As she got me sorted out and taught me all manner of little tricks, she told me the story of how shed laid claim to doing for the maisetra back in Chalanz. As she talked, her voice fell into a soft east-country burr and it made me feel better about not talking proper myself.


That was back before the baroness knew her name, she continued, not with an air of telling confidences, but just saying what was what. Back when she was the maisetras armin. But I could tell shed open the door for me. So when Lozenekthats the Fulpis housekeeperwent all high and mighty about where she would sleep, I said she could bunk with me. You think about that when you have a chance to do a kindness for someone. Think about how I spent half a year sleeping next to a future baroness and calling her by her Christian name.


It was so much like something in a fairy story it made me stare. But if Maitelen was willing to give me a hand up, I was glad to be part of that story.


If Maisetra Iulien had been out in society, it would never have worked for me to do for her half-time. She would have been changing clothes four times a day, going out visiting and for dinner and then to balls. Instead she spent most of every day with the maisetra at school, so I only had to get her up and into her school dress in time for when the maisetra was leaving at dawn, and then I was off to Mefro Dominiques until the afternoon. She wouldnt change again until dinner except for special days.


Id worked hard enough before Maisetra Iulien came, but I could set my own time. Now my life was ordered by the clock. Before, it was enough to be in the common room in time for breakfast. Now I had to get up when Lufise headed down to the kitchens. Id slip into Maisetra Iuliens room as quiet as could be to open the curtains and see that the fire had been tended to. The fire wasnt properly my job, but if the scullery maid hadnt put on enough coal or poked it up properly, it was easier to fix than to fetch her up again. Then down to the kitchen to set up a breakfast tray and maybe grab a bite to eat myself if I had to wait. Family breakfast in the dining room upstairs was later, but Maisetra Iulien would already be off to school by then. So Id take up a tray with tea and pruzzelin, and while she was eating Id lay out her clothes and check them over and fetch up hot water for washing.


Maitelen had taught me all sorts of tricks to make the work easier, like scent to put in the wash water to help her wake up or soothe her if she was worried and little verses to help remember them. Some of it was house-charms like the maids all traded around, and some was ordinary tricks.


When Maisetra Iulien was dressed, all that was left was to find her coat and bonnet and gloves and collect up her school things from the library so shed be waiting by the front door when Maisetra Sovitre came down to kiss her good morning. Then off theyd go to the carriage. I knew it was time to scramble if we were still upstairs when we heard the carriage being brought into the yard.


When they were gone, Id set the room to rights and do the light cleaning, then lay out the clothes I thought shed need for evening. She didnt have more than a couple gowns, but Id been set to make a few more under Mefro Dominiques eye. If I hadnt had time to eat earlier, Id grab a bun from the kitchen. Sometimes when I was there, Id hear Chennek barking up the path, and Id think about the long sweet summer when hearing him meant taking the river down to the Nikuleplaiz. I figured Liv didnt want anything to do with me now and the best I could do was keep out of her way.


Mefro Dominique had me until the clock chimed three, then it was back to Tiporsel House and dress Maisetra Iulien for the evening. Nothing fancy, just for dinner. Then I had some hours to see to her things and do my other work until she came upstairs. I liked that part, especially the bits Maitelen had taught me. The way youd lift off the cares of the day along with each bit of clothing, with a charm to hum when you brushed her hair. That sort of thing. You did it all quiet and inside your head so you wouldnt disturb her, but it was as much a part of putting her to bed as warming the sheets and sprinkling lavender water around the pillows.


When that was all done, I still had sewing to finish, even though the ordinary mending had been given back to the laundry women. People still brought me fine work, and there were the clothes I was making for the household now that Mefro Dominique thought I was ready.


Days were longer. There were idle moments, but not like I could take a nap, so I was always yawning in the morning. What I wouldnt have given to sleep a bit longer!


Maisetra Iulien would have liked to sleep in too. She wasnt used to being up so early, even though she wasnt going to balls and parties. Classes dont start for hours after we get there! she said as I did up her buttons. Cousin Margerit disappears into her office. Theres nothing for me to do but read and study until the other girls start arriving.


It didnt seem fair and I asked her why she couldnt go later.


Oh, Im not allowed! she explained. Cousin Margerit says she wont have a second carriage tied up going down to Urmai everyday. Im not allowed to hire a public fiacre unless I have a proper chaperone: Aunt Bertrut or Brandel or you. Aunt Bertrut says shell take me visiting, but she isnt about to kick her heels at the academy all day. Brandel has his own lessons, and hes so stuck up about it. If you werent apprenticed, you could go down with me. Maybe you could even take some classes. Cousin Margerit says that all girls should have a chance to be educated.


That wasnt the sort of learning I was interested in, but I wished I could help her. I dont know what sort of chaperone Id be. Not like Maistir Brandel as hes training for an armin.


Yes, Maisetra Iulien said with a sigh. Its all positively gothic. Brandels no older than I am, but he can go running all over the city by himself. If I want to step out the door, I cant be alone.


If you took a fiacre, you wouldnt be alone, I pointed out. Youd have the driver.


Ah, but hes a man, she said, making a face. I cant be alone with a strange man! Think of my reputation!


I could have told her a thing or two about what could happen to a girls reputation alone with a man, but I didnt think shed listen. Funny how some things are the same at the top and the bottom. Liv had said almost the same about why she didnt carry passengers.


I was getting used to Maisetra Iuliens complaints. She didnt mean anything by them. You could tell, because shed sigh loudly and wring her hands like an actress on stage and then fall to laughing. I liked how she laughed. And I liked that she included me in the joke.




Chapter Ten
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Maybe I was meant as a punishment for Maisetra Iulien but that didnt mean I intended to do my work badly. I had lots to learn and half-time didnt mean half the work. No one except Maisetra Iulien could have made me glad to be that busy.


That time I saw the baroness riding out with her sword, I would have followed her to the ends of the earth. Maisetra Iulien made me feel that way, too, but more like shed invite you along. Sheglowed somehow and the glow drew you in.


When I got her ready for bed, shed talk about poetry and music and everything else she was studying. It was like listening to Celeste talk about charms and mysteries. Maisetra Iulien said she didnt have a talent for mysteriesnot like the maisetrabut she did have a talent for writing poems and stories. Sometimes shed read them to me while I was brushing out her hair. Some of it was all birds and gardens, but some was thrilling adventures. I could tell when she was writing one in her head because shed stop talking and her eyes would go somewhere else, and then shed jump up from whatever I was doing for her and go to her little desk to write something down quick.


One morning she must have been staying up late working on a poem, because I saw it all spread out on the desk when I went to open the curtains. She was still sound asleep when I brought up the breakfast tray. And still asleep when I came back with the wash water. I stood beside the bed not sure what to do until I heard the clip-clop of the carriage horses in the yard.


I shook her gently by the shoulder, like I used to do for my little sisters, and said, Maisetra Iulien! Maisetra Iulien, its time to wake up!


She gave a little groan and turned over to face away from me. I bit my lip, wondering what would make her more angry: for me to wake her or for her to miss her ride.


Maisetra Iulien, the carriage is in the yard. You need to wake up. You dont want to make Maisetra Sovitre wait.


I remembered the scolding shed gotten from the maisetra when that happened before.


That made her sit up quick enough. Oh, no!


She was on her feet and reaching for the breakfast tray.


Never mind that, maisetra. Ill tie up the bread in a napkin for you to take.


I had her nightgown off and a lick and promise for washing. Her dress would have buttoned faster if she hadnt been squirming and saying, Hurry, Roz, hurry! And then we nearly flew down the stairs. I went to fetch her coat and things while she went to find her books. But even as I came into the entryway, the footman shook his head.


Maisetras gone already. Said she couldnt wait this time.


I swallowed a little curse and followed Maisetra Iulien to the library to tell her the bad news.


She sank down on one of the soft chairs by the library fireplace and you would have thought that her best friend had died. She left?


Is it that bad? I asked. At first I thought she was acting like she often did. But this time she really was frightened. I laid her coat across the second chair and took the book satchel from her lap. Maisetra Sovitre will understand.


No, she wont. She said shed send me back to Chalanz. What should I do?


Maisetra Sovitre would say she shouldve gotten out of bed on time. I got up even earlier and couldnt go to sleep until she was in bed. But it wasnt for me to say such things.


Could Maisetra Pertinek take you?


She shook her head. She has visitors coming this morning. Rozcould you accompany me? Just this one time? I can find the money to hire a fiacre, but I cant go alone. I know when Cousin Margerit really means something, and thats a hard rule.


I wanted to. If I said yes, shed smile at me like the sun coming out and it might be worth it. But I thought about how long it would take to go to Urmai and back and how late Id be for the dressmaking. All the work that Celeste and her mother would have to make up for on the dresses that needed to be done today. And I thought about how if I said yes this one time, it would be hard to say no the next time.


I cant. Im sorry, maisetra, but


Then I heard a faint barking. The library windows faced toward the river, and I could hear the sound of Chennek announcing Liv with the market delivery. I remembered what Id thought about Livhow she and Iulien had some of the same rules.


Maisetra, put your coat on quick and come with me.


I snatched up the book satchel and led her down the back stairs, through the common room, and out into the garden. I dashed ahead of her and down the steps, dodging around the kitchen girls who were bringing the baskets up.


Liv! Liv, wait! I called, hoping she wasnt so mad that hearing me would make her rush away.


Liv stared at me as I tried to get my breath back enough to explain. I glanced back up the path, but no one was in sight yet.


Liv, I know you said you dont take passengers much, but Maisetra Iulien needs a ride. I explained about how she couldnt travel alone with a strange driver. But I was thinking that the maisetra wouldnt mind if you took her. I didnt know if shed mind, but it fell in the cracks of what shed forbidden.


Maisetra Iulien had caught up with me and was giving Liv one of her hopeful looks. The one that made you want to smooth the road for her. I guess that did the trick. Liv only frowned a little and asked, How far?


Down by Urmai, Maisetra Iulien said. The Tanfrit Academy. When Liv looked confused, she added, They call it the old Chasteld place.


I know where it is, maisetra, Liv said. But what am I supposed to do for coming back? Its a long haul upriver afterward and Im not likely to pick up any deliveries there.


I could pay you for both ways.


Liv raised her eyebrows at that. Upriver usually cost twice what downriver did because the rowing was harder. I wondered if Maisetra Iulien was that worried about missing classes or if she had enough money it didnt matter. Liv named the fare. I couldnt imagine spending that much all at once, but Maisetra Iulien nodded.


Ill need to go fetch the money.


Ill trust you for it till tomorrow, Liv said and reached out a hand to help her in.


I handed the book satchel down into the boat and turned to go back up the path, but Liv said, You might as well ride on down with us as far as the Nikuleplaiz. If its all right with the maisetra, that is.


That was how I got back in Livs good graces. We didnt talk about what had happened. Not then. I tried to apologize once, but she cut me short saying, Tavit makes too much of a fuss over things.


But she had a proud smile when she said his name that hurt as much as her fist had.


* * *


After that Maisetra Sovitre gave Iulien permission to take the river down to Urmai sometimes as long as it was Liv. She didnt do it a lot, especially once the winter set in. But there werent any arguments between the two of them in the mornings anymore about sleeping late.


The rest of the year settled into an easy pace, with one day much like the rest except that they got shorter and the wind turned cold. I started feeling a bit higher in the world. Once I overheard Charsintek talking to Ponivin and call me Mefro Rozild. Isnt that something? Now I wore a nice dress for work instead of a plain dark one. Charsintek gave me money for it even though it wouldnt be clothing day until January. I squeezed it out into two dresses by doing my own sewing, of course. Mefro Dominique let me work on them in spare moments by making it a study. I had to do everything all by myself and perfectly. If I made a mistake or it wasnt up to her standards, shed make me pick it all out and start again.


After that, she said if I could do work that good without instruction, shed trust me to sew anything in the shop. I glowed a bit at that, but the sewing was only the first bit of it. There was taking the measurements, making up patterns, changing the style of it to flatter the woman who would wear it. I listened to how Mefro Dominique talked to the customers. How shed coax them into a color that suited them better or out of a style too young or too fancy for them.


Mefro Dominique said I had a knack for fabrics and colors, but sweet-talking customers was harder. Celeste was still ahead of me. Shed been helping her mother all her life, but she wasnt as interested in dressmaking as she was in charmwork. I think if it paid a good living, shed do charms all the time. I asked her once and she shrugged.


Might as well wish for the moon. Charmworks barely a step up from begging. And what would Maman do for an assistant if she didnt have me? Shed have to pay wages and someone else wouldnt work as hard or care as much. And then she smiled. That made up for a lot of sharp looks because she didnt smile very often. I like having you here, Roz. We dont have to hire much out and most of the time the works done early. No more candles until midnight.


I felt the same, but from the other side. Celeste wanted to make my apprenticeship easier because the better I got, the more time she had for charmwork. And when she asked my help for that, it was like being in one of Maisetra Iuliens stories. I wished there was some way we could both do what we loved most, but you have to do what pays for the bread.


* * *


The end of the year changed things, because Maisetra Iulien got permission to do more than go back and forth to school. Id wondered about that. At first I thought she was joking when she said the maisetra was punishing her, but it was true. Shed run away from home to come to the city. If Id done something like that, my mother would have beat me purple. Either that or washed her hands of me and said it served me right when I came to a bad end.


I dont know why Maisetra Iulien really came. I dont know if she knew, but when Advent came and then the school term ended, she had a chance to start finding out. Now she could go visiting or to the Plaiz to go shopping. Not the Nikuleplaizthe big one up by the cathedral. That meant I went too, sometimes. Not for the visitingMaisetra Pertinek took care of thatbut for the shopping as long as she stayed in the upper town.


It wasnt only to have someone carry her packages. A girl like her never went anywhere alone. At her age Id already traveled to Rotenek all by myself and was working for a living. It might have been nice to have someone watching out for me like that, especially when I was dismissed. Girls like me have to watch out for themselves. Maisetra Iulien had four people watching out for her: Maisetra Sovitre at school, Maisetra Pertinek for visiting, and for everything else either Maistir Brandel or me.


Everything else included wanting to see a bit more of the city than taking tea with the maisetras friends and shopping in the Plaiz.


Theyd let me go almost anywhere with Brandel, she told me with a sigh. But I have to ask him, you see. And hes so full of himself. Its always, Aukustin and I are going riding or I have lessons at the palace. Youd think he was appointed Chustins armin or something, instead of them sharing a tutor. So I can ask, but hes always busy.


I knew that wasnt true. I knew everywhere she went because either Id dressed her for it or I heard about it when she came back. Maistir Brandel looked after her regular-like in the upper town, which was a relief for me. I liked going out with her, but I had my work for Mefro Dominique as well. There are parts of the day that will stretch and others that wont. I could move my duties around, but I couldnt make them take less time. Not and do them proper. Mostly it meant Id bring sewing back from Mefro Dominiques to work on in the evenings when I was waiting around for Maisetra Iulien.


Mefro Dominique didnt complain as long as the work got done. I knew why that was, because shed told me. You dont have a proper apprenticeship contract, you knownot a real one. Its all by Maisetra Sovitres leave. So she has the say in the end.


I figured out how to see to Maisetra Iulien and made it up as best I could. I was more tired than Id ever been, even doing laundry for the Fillerts. But I liked making everything work for her, like I had that day she slept late and I set her up with Liv.


Even when the reins were loosened, there were plenty of places Maisetra Iulien wasnt allowed to go. Never outside the upper town if it was me waiting on her. Never south of the rivernot even if Maistir Brandel was with her. Sometimes when we were walking along the Vezenaf that ran beside the river, shed go out and stand in the middle of one of the bridges and lean on the railing to watch the water and the boats flow by. I think she did it to push at the edges.


Id never thought of the Nikuleplaiz as a dangerous place to go, but I was thinking about it for a girl like me, not one like her. When Maisetra Iulien wanted to spend a day shopping at the Strangers Market to buy gifts for her family back in Chalanz, Maisetra Sovitre hemmed and hawed a bit. At Advent the market was busy with bargemen selling things theyd picked up on their travels or things they made when they had time. Things from downriver in France, but from lands far off across the sea too. Lots of folks from the upper town went there to buy gifts.


Maisetra Pertinek said she was too busy for dawdling in market booths all day. Maisetra Sovitre said shed try to find time to go with her, but we knew that wasnt likely to happen. I think it was the baroness who told Maistir Brandel to go and sweetened it by giving them both some money to spend. Brandel was above carrying parcels and baskets, so of course I went too.


What started out as the three of us grew to a regular party by the day itself. Mefro Dominique told me to consider the day a holiday and told Celeste to do the same. That got me thinking. That evening at bedtime I suggested, Maisetra, my friend Celestethe dressmakers daughtershe knows the Nikuleplaiz like no one else. Who has the best goods and whod try to cheat you.


She caught my meaning. Would she come?


I could ask her, I said. I was being a bit selfish too. Because if Celeste came Id have someone to talk to and feel less like I was only there to carry things.


Maistir Brandel said hed meet us at the Nikuleplaiz because he had an errand at the palace first, and the maisetra said that was fine as long as we took a boat and he was there to meet us. So Liv picked us up at Tiporsel House, and Maisetra Iulien asked if she wanted to join us too.


That made my heart fall. I remembered that first day I met Liv: how hard it had been for her climbing in and out of the boat and how shed cried. It came to me that Id never seen her on land since then except for that one time on the dock when Tavit had lifted her out.


Maisetra, I began. Liv cant


I have a tongue in my head! Liv said sharply. Dont you tell me what I cant do.


I know all about the crippled foot, Maisetra Iulien said. Its a long way down to Urmai. We talk about everything.


That made me jealous. I hadnt thought about how much time theyd spent together without me. Now I wanted Liv to say yes, to come with us so Id have that chance to be with her too. But I also wanted her to say no, because I didnt want to see her all tired and hurt in front of other people.


Liv said, Thank you, maisetra. Thats a kind offer.


I wasnt sure if it was a no or yes until we got down to the bend of the river. Liv usually let me out at one of the floating docks, but this time she went to the broad steps in the middle where the statue of Saint Nikule stood. There was always a crowd of sturdy boys there standing around to give passengers a steadying hand up the steps for a mite of a coin. I never bothered with that, of course, but Maisetra Iulien accepted the help without a thought, so I took it as well and scrambled to find the right coin in the purse I was carrying for her.


Liv called out to one of the other rivermen. Hey, Luk. Could you tie me off somewhere out of the way?


Sure thing came the answer. The man crossed over to the boat as Liv gathered up her crutches from the bottom.


Id wondered how she managed that sort of thing, but she reached out a hand to Luk as she stood and put one crutch on the stone step and between them she swung over as smooth as water, with Chennek racing around her feet. Then she tucked her crutches under her arms and worked her way up to the dry part of the steps as the riverman untied the lines and moved the boat off and farther down the river wall.


Celeste was waiting for us, perched on the low wall that surrounded the statue of Saint Nikule. She jumped up as we approached and made her curtsey to Maisetra Iulien and nodded at Liv. Id talked about Liv so much there was no need to say who she was.


I looked around for Maistir Brandel because the maisetra had been firm about him meeting us at the boat. A voice called out, Iuli! and we turned to see him working his way through the crowd. He looked around at all of us in something like dismay. I guess he hadnt known that Celeste and Liv had been added that morning. But before he said anything, someone else came up behind him, and my heart nearly stopped because it was Aukustin Atilliet, the Dowager Princesss son.


Id seen him that once in the entryway at Tiporsel House and he wasnt dressed fancy for court. But you remember a face with the name Atilliet attached to it. I dont know that Id recognize his cousinPrincess Annas sonif I saw him dressed plain-like in the street, and Id never seen him but once or twice in the cathedral at services or across the Plaiz.


As he came up to join us, I was all in a panic, not sure whether I was supposed to curtsey or pretend I wasnt there. I was saved from having to figure it out because Maisetra Iulien skipped past the greetings to say, Dont tell me youre going to cry off, Brandel! You know Cousin Margerit only said yes because youd be here with me.


Brandel looked back over his shoulder and shrugged a bit sheepishly. He wanted to come.


I saw it all in that moment. How Maistir Brandel was caught in between because he couldnt say no to Mesner Atilliet. How Maisetra Iulien was afraid her special holiday was being snatched away from her, because she shouldnt be spending time with a man from outside the family unless she had a proper vizeino. A grown-up one. And then she relaxed when another man, an older one, pushed through the crowd behind them.


Maisetra Iulien made a curtsey to them both. Mesner Atilliet, Maistir Chautovil. Im honored you want to join my little party. I hope you wont find shopping too tedious.


I worked out later that Chautovil was the boys tutor, but all I knew then was that they acted like him being there made everything respectable.


Mesner Atilliet bowed stiffly in return and said, I thank you for the invitation. It is a pleasure to have the opportunity to speak to the people.


I heard Liv smother a laugh at the way he said the people. But as we began moving through the market and haggling with the bargemen and sailors, he was always quick with questions about boats and trade. Where theyd traveled, what the cargos were, and all manner of questions about the river.


Maisetra Iulien made it clear this was still her party when some jewelry caught her eye and she insisted we stop to look. Celeste helped her haggle over the price of a gilded bangle bracelet. I think Maisetra Iulien was doing it for fun, but when the price had been settled, she had to buy it, so I found the right coins and tucked the bracelet into my carrying basket.


We hadnt gone fifty steps before she was calling him Aukustin the same as Maistir Brandel did, as if they were all brother and sister. That shocked me, but maybe well-born folks were easier about such things. He didnt seem offended at all.


The space they called the Strangers Market was mostly a couple rows of booths along the river wall, but for Advent it spilled out further into the square where the farmers set up in the rest of the year. We did a lot of walking and Id been worried about Liv, but we stopped to look at almost everything. I think Liv preferred walking to standing because sometimes while we were waiting, shed edge over to the wall and lean on it, half-sitting. The first time I asked if she was tired, but she scowled and shook her head so I didnt ask again.


Maisetra Iulien was true to her word about finding gifts for her family back in Chalanz. When she talked about how her mother would like this or she wished Sofi could see that, her voice was sad as well as excited. Like she was happy to be here but missed her family. Id been sad like that the first winter Id spent in Rotenek.


We all liked looking at the curious things the sailors had brought from the far ends of the earth. Little carved boxes, shawls and ribbons in bright colors, perfume bottles, toys and trinkets. When something caught her fancy, Maisetra Iulien would start telling stories about what it was for, who had made it, and how it had made its way to Rotenek.


It was made-up storieswe knew that. But she could make you believe they were true. Mesner Aukustin drank it all in and sometimes hed add little details that shed pick up and include. Some of the sailors would grin and play along, agreeing with everything she said, until they figured out she wasnt buying. One chuckled and said he was going to remember the story to tell the next customer. Maistir Brandel was bored, I think. He was quiet except when we stopped to look at a selection of knives with carved handles. They must have been too dear for his purse because he didnt even try to bargain.


No one seemed to treat Mesner Aukustin special. I didnt notice that at first because of how Maistir Brandel and Maisetra Iulien acted with him. He didnt look like youd think the son of a princess would, and Celeste said later that people didnt know his face. The older Mesner Atilliet, Princess Annas sonhe was always out riding around in his cavalry uniform or doing things where people could see him. But Mesner Aukustin wasnt out where hed get noticed.


The only time he made a fuss was when we stopped to look at a tray of charms and amulets at the end of the arcade on the west side of the plaiz. It was a jumble of strange carved stones and pinchbeck lockets. Nothing special. Celeste turned her nose up and said they were useless. But Mesner Aukustin turned pale and demanded we move on.


What about the fortune-tellers, then? Maisetra Iulien asked.


We hadnt quite finished with the Strangers Market and Maistir Brandel grumbled about being hungry, but we were there at the arcade where the charmwives gathered and it was tradition to get a fortune for the new year. Some of the charmwives called out greetings to Celeste and teased her about the fine company she was keeping. They were mostly talking to us girls, of course. Everyone knows women are more interested in fortune-telling than men are.


I was surprised that Maisetra Iulien wanted her fortune told. Why would you need cards read for you when your cousin is the royal thaumaturgist? But she was lingering in a way that let the charmwives know theyd hooked a fish and she offered to pay for all our fortunes. Celeste refused so I counted out coins to the five who pressed most closely around us, one fortune from each. Celeste was watching with that sharp look of hers. Shed know if we were getting told true or not, but she wouldnt say anything. Not in front of the charmwives.


I knew how to do simple fortunes that anyone might do at a festival, like cracking nuts at New Years or true-love charms on May Day. Liv picked Nana Rossel, an old woman with little burn scars on her trembling hands. She melted a bit of lead in a ladle over a brazier and poured it into a pan of water, then fished out the cooling metal to read. It was all melty little shapes like the stump of a burnt candle, except in dull gray metal. With a shaking finger, the woman pointed at the loops and layers of the flow and said, There, my dear. You see? You have a chance at love as long as you dont hold it too tight. She pointed to where a small bead of lead was caged loose in two arms of the rest of the metal, barely held in place by the flow around it. You see? Capture your chance like a tender bird and its yours.


Liv turned all red as she was talking and wouldnt even thank her, though she nodded at the words. I hoped the fortune was about Tavit. I wish it could have been me. But I couldnt tease her in front of the family. Armins werent supposed to have sweethearts.


Maisetra Iulien chose the seeing glass held by Nana Tazek. Tazek had a crafty look and asked if she wanted to know the name of her future husband, glancing at the two boys. She shook her head and said, Tell me about my future. What will come for me.


I dont think that suited Tazek because she frowned a little and made her movements bigger and more showy, to distract from her words. You will come to your hearts desire, she intoned. There will be a choice, but not your choice. Her eyes went a little unfocused as if she were having a vision, but I think that was just for show too. When it risesthat will be your time. Then she shook her head as if to send the vision away and finished, You will know what it means when the time comes.


Maisetra Iulien looked a little puzzled and a little doubtful, but she thanked her as if it meant something and waved at the rest of us.


I didnt hear what fortune Maistir Brandel got because Nana Efriza had taken my hand to read. She was the old bent-backed woman Celeste visited sometimes. She traced her fingers across my palm with a light tickling touch muttering, Yes, there, you see? Three breaks. And then a line that stretches out clear. Three times your life will change before you know your path. But your path is on the heart and not the head.


She traced a sharp nail-tip along each of two lines with the words.


Choose well: what is wise is not always best.


I repeated that to myself. Choose with the heart and not the head. Wise is not best. But it seemed to me that following my heart was what had gotten me in trouble so far.


Mesner Aukustin had been standing behind us as the other fortunes were told. Brandel turned after his own was done to say, Your turn, Aukustin.


He stepped up at last to the remaining charmwife, who had been shuffling a handful of cards. But when she heard Brandels words, she peered at him more closely and became frightened.


No, my lord. Not for you. Its not worth my life.


Like I said, mostly people hadnt recognized him that morningyou see what you expect to see and there are plenty of men named Aukustin. But people did say he had a look of his father, the old prince, and maybe the woman saw true. She slipped the stack of cards back into the pocket of her skirts and held out the coin shed been given saying, Its not for me to say your future.


Mesner Aukustin looked half-parts embarrassed and pleased. He waved his hand to refuse the coin in a way that made him look all royal-like. You neednt fear, mefro. It was only in fun. He turned to Brandel and said, I dont need a charmwife to tell me my future, do I? Some day I shall be princeplease God the day is far away for Princess Annas sake.


You will never be prince of Alpennia.


We all jumped to hear that. It was Celeste talking, but her voice sounded strange. Shed been staring at Nana Tazeks seeing glass and now she looked up like shed been woken from a dream.


What do you mean? Mesner Aukustins voice turned cold and formal. When she wouldnt answer, he demanded, What would a foreigner know about it?


Celeste looked like she was trying to sink into the stones, but Liv answered him back.


Shes no more foreign than you are. Her mother is French, but so is yours. She was born here in Rotenek the same as you. You may have been baptized by the archbishop in Saint Maurizs cathedral, but she was baptized by Mama Rota and that counts for more among Rotenek folk.


I knew she didnt mean the rich folks in the upper city but the people here along the river. It was true about Mesner Aukustins mother. People forgot thatthat Dowager Princess Elisebet had been born in France. But it wasnt a foreignness you could see on her skin the way Celestes was.


When Liv started talking, I think I was as scared as Celeste was, though I was the only one who had a position to lose and I was keeping my mouth shut.


But when Mesner Aukustin stepped forward angrily, the old charmwife whod refused to tell his fortune took him by the arm and cried out, A rivermans tongue!


It was an old proverb Id learned from Liv: No lock on a rivermans tongue. She said in the old days it was part of the charter for the rivermens guild that they couldnt be punished for anything said on the water. The story says that Prince Domric granted it after his boat was saved when the men rowing the royal barge had to give him orders to save his life in an accident, but Liv thinks its because every riverman needs to be the captain of his boat, no matter how small. It was a tradition that rivermen are allowed to speak their mind to high and low, even on land. Thats what the charmwife meant.


Maisetra Iulien broke the tension. I want to know about Mama Rota. Brandel, you must be starving. Maybe Maistir Chautovil knows where to eat.


Now Mesner Aukustin was looking more sheepish than angry, as if he remembered that someone who was going to be a prince took no notice of little things.


Finding a place to sit in the crowd at the tavern wasnt a little thing, but Chautovil got someone to clear a table for us. Not all of us, of course. Maisetra Iulien insisted that Liv sit down. Liv hadnt said anything, but shed been leaning more and more on her crutches every time we stood still and she didnt argue. I was too busy helping bring out pastries and cups of hot spiced wine to sit, and nobody was going to invite me to in any case. And Celeste took up the story of Mama Rota, standing before the rest of them like a player on a tiny stage. She didnt look frightened any more.


Saint Rota watches over the folk on the river, she explained. You pray to her to keep from drowning and against the fever. Folks say if you drink the water from Saint Rotas well it will cure river fever, but thats a way of saying its in the hands of God, because there isnt a well. If you work on the riveror beside ityoure going to fall in sooner or later. Thats when people say youve been baptized by Mama Rota and shes got her special eye on you. Some folks will dip a baby in the river before they take it in for baptism. Most of the priests say its a heathen thing, but some wont mind if you slip a bit of river water in the font before the baby is blessed.


Mesner Aukustin had started out stiff and quiet while she was talking, but now he said, Ive seen all the statues of saints in the cathedral. Ive never heard of a Saint Rota.


Celeste pressed her lips together and didnt contradict him.


Liv said, She doesnt belong to the cathedral, she belongs to us. You cant see half the chanulezes that run under the city, but they feed the river just the same.


Mesner Aukustin pricked up his ears. Under the city? Then he and Liv were back to friends again, talking about the chanulezes and where they ran and what they were used for.


By the time wed finished eating, Maisetra Iulien decided she was too footsore for more. Maybe she was pretending for Livs sake.


The mood was back to what it had been at the beginning of the day. But I kept thinking about how Celeste had looked when she said Mesner Aukustin wouldnt be prince. The charmwives sometimes got that faraway look when they were telling fortunes. Was it a true vision? It didnt take a crystal ball to guess that the noble folk were more likely to pick Princess Annas son when the time came to choose the next prince. But it wasnt good manners to say that to Mesner Aukustin.




Chapter Eleven


January 1825Secrets


Id never entirely forgotten Nanyou dont, you know. I never dreamed about her any more, but cold January mornings Id remember how it was waking up lying against her. It was as much the warmth I missed as the touch of her skin and how nice her hair smelled. Then one morning, when I was out shopping with Maisetra Iulien in the Plaiz, I saw her again and it all came back.


We were at a haberdashers shopthe sort that sold gloves and handkerchiefs and bits of lace and ribbon along with everything else. Maisetra Iulien needed a pair of gloves the exact right shade to go with the gown shed been given as a New Years gift, though there was no rush to find them as she wasnt allowed to go to balls yet.


As we stepped into the shop, setting the bell over the door jangling, a girl in a plain black maids outfit turned away from the counter with a package in her hands and my heart stopped.


She exclaimed, Roz! with a sort of startled squeak.


After a few tries I managed, Hullo, Nan. I wouldnt have thought shed want to see me after what shed said the last time, but she got a sad-hopeful look, like she was glad.


We stood there frozen for a moment as the shop girl came over to greet Maisetra Iulien. When Nan stepped toward me, looking like she was going to say something, I turned frantically and asked, Maisetra, may I


Maisetra Iulien glanced at Nan and waved to let me know she wouldnt need me for a few moments.


I pulled Nan outside the shop and then around the corner to a little side alley, because I knew that whatever we might have to say to each other needed to be in private. Nan wasnt interested in talking. As soon as we were out of sight, she pressed me against the side of the building and began kissing me all over, hungry-like. Oh, it was so sweet! I remembered how every inch of her would feel, and my body was tingling all the way down to my toes and fingertips. At the same time I was terrified because someone might turn into the alley at any moment and raise a fuss to see us like that.


NanNan, I started, but I didnt want to say dont.


Roz, I miss you so much!


It made me want to kiss away her tears like shed done for me back when I was new in the city and homesick. I wanted to forget that shed made it out to be my fault and gotten me dismissed. She was still pressed up against me and I wanted that to last forever. But I remembered what shed said the last time I saw her and pushed her away. Hows Ionek? I asked, like it was the most ordinary thing in the world.


She turned red and wouldnt look at me.


I thought you said he got us in trouble because you told him no.


He did, Nan protested.


And you kept telling him no?


Nan didnt say anything. She reached to touch my cheek. I shoved her away even harder.


Roz, you dont understand. I needed that position. I thought hed


And I didnt need my position?


Youve done well enough for yourself. She jerked her head toward the shop where Maisetra Iulien would be waiting for me.


I wasnt going to tell her about those awful days walking through cold streets at night. Not and have her gossip it all over town. So did Ionek get what he wanted after I was gone?


She hesitated before answering. It wasnt as good as with you, Roz. He was so selfish. And its not like I could


I knew what she wasnt going to say. Its not like she could give in to him like we had to each other. Not without risking too much. A man could leave you with worse than a lost character. I didnt care. I pushed past her toward the entrance to the alley. Enjoy your footman, Nan. Tease him long enough and maybe hell marry you, and then you can set up to keep a tavern with a kitchen full of screaming brats.


You too good for me now, Roz?


I didnt answer or look back. I wiped the tears from my cheeks as best I could and went back in the shop.


Id hoped Maisetra Iulien would still be looking at gloves and trying to decide what to buy, but when I slipped back through the door, she was standing at the counter with the little package all tied up. I stowed it away in my basket, saying, Im sorry, maisetra.


It was our last errand, so there was all the walk back to Tiporsel House for her to ask, Who was that girl? What did she want?


Im sorry, maisetra, I repeated. I didnt think Id be so long. My thoughts were all tangled and I was still aching and hungry from Nans kisses. It had been so long since Id kissed anyone like that. Liv didnt count because she hadnt wanted me.


But who was she? she insisted.


I didnt know what to say. How much had Maisetra Sovitre told her cousin about me? I mumbled that Nan was a girl I used to work with at another house. Would that be enough? Did Maisetra Iulien know why Id had to leave there? If she knew and I lied, shed never trust me again. But if she didnt know and I told her


I couldnt bear the thought of Maisetra Iulien looking at me the way Mefro Mollin had when she threw me out on the street. Like I was something dirty. Even if Maisetra Iulien didnt care, the maisetra wouldnt forgive me for telling her cousin about girls like me. Not if she didnt know already. I tried to imagine all the things that might have been said between them. Iulien, you watch out for that maid of yours. She does sinful things with other girls. And that before Id ever had a chance to prove myself.


It made me think about Tavit. How Ailis had told me his secrets and that was why I thought Liv might like kissing girls. How he asked me, what if Liv hadnt known? What if hed been waiting for the right time to tell her and Id ruined everything? I hadnt meant to hurt either of them, but Id only been thinking of myself.


Id apologized to Liv, but I never had to Tavit. Now I thought of it, I knew I had to do that too. I could feel my throat go tight like I was going to cry and I hoped Maisetra Iulien wouldnt ask me any more questions. I guess shed heard enough or her thoughts had skipped on to something else, because the rest of the walk home was silent.


I still had my sewing to do for the day, so after Maisetra Iulien was settled at home, I dashed off down the Vezenaf. Id be sewing past dark to make up my hours, which meant Maisetra Iulien would need to ask someone else to help her change for dinner. I felt guilty about that, even though it was all because shed asked for my time to go shopping instead. The day would come that I couldnt go on like this, and my heart near broke thinking Id have to give up one or the other.


Celeste knew I was fussing about something. I wanted to ask her about what to say to Tavit, but Id just promised myself never to tell secrets again. Not that sort of secret. So I told her about seeing Nan and everything shed said. I was crying by the end of it, but I didnt mind that in front of Celeste.


Its a hard place to be in, Celeste said.


At first I thought she meant me and not knowing what I could and couldnt tell Maisetra Iulien.


She should have known you cant put a man off by putting a woman before him. That may work out in those romantic stories you read, but an ordinary man wont stand still to be told a woman comes before him. Nan should have known better and stuck to no. But once shed spilled it, what could she have done?


She could have been loyal to the end, I hiccupped.


What, do you think youre the heroine of a gothic novel?


Celeste took away the fancywork Id been sewing on because I couldnt see for the tears. She handed me something that only needed plain seams.


Do you know how stories like that end, Roz? They end with the two of you starving on the streets huddled in each others arms as a moral tale for other girls. If your places had been swapped, you would have been a fool not to do the same.


But I loved her! I blurted out. I was remembering now how much Id loved her and all the plans wed made lying there in the dark. Someday wed set up a shop together. In our wild fancies we talked of running off to see the world. It never would have happenednot the running off part. But maybe the shop part, if wed saved our money carefully and had a bit of luck. And if Nan had been able to keep her mouth shut.


Celeste was quiet for a long time the way she had when she was thinking something out. At last she said, Loves too fancy a thing for the likes of us. Its like wearing a bonnet with laces and bows for sweeping gutters. It never does you good and gets you in trouble.


It sounded like she had someone particular in mind, but not herself. Celeste had never talked about having a sweetheart and Id never dared to ask. If someone had done the same thing to Celeste that Nan had done to me I would haveI think I would have beaten him bloody. I couldnt bear the thought of anyone making her unhappy.


It wasnt much easier to think of someone making her happy, though. Id gotten comfortable imagining Celeste and me working side by side forever. Sometimes we were running the dress shop together. Sometimes we found a way for her to do charmwork while I made dresses. I was careful not to think about kissing her. Id learned that lesson.


I couldnt even be angry with her for not taking my side about Nan. One thing you could count on with Celeste was shed tell you truth. When I thought about the other partabout apologizing to TavitI realized I didnt need to ask. I already knew what shed say and shed be right.


It wasnt as easy as deciding to do it, but the baroness would be traveling in a few weeks, so it was either soon or lose the courage from waiting. I didnt get back to Tiporsel House until long past dark, all out of breath from walking briskly up the Vezenaf so no one would ask me what I was doing out so late. When I came in around the back way, there he was having a bit of late supper with Marken, so I knew the maisetra and the baroness must have just gotten back from dining out somewhere.


Thered never be a better time. I grabbed my courage, took a slow breath to settle myself, and said, I wanted toto apologize.


Marken looked from me to Tavit, and Tavit gave a little jerk of his headthey had all kind of little signals like that for when they were looking after the familyand without a word, Marken picked up his plate and headed down the hallway toward his room.


We werent completely alone, of course. You never really are downstairs. I could hear sounds from the kitchen where they were cleaning pots and dishes. Footsteps going up and down the stairs. Ordinarily Id be worrying that Maisetra Iulien might ring for me at any time, but she wouldnt know I was back yet. But someone else might come in, so I took the chair Marken had left and it all came tumbling out with my voice low so no one else could hear.


I didnt say I was sorry and leave it at that. I told him everything, from the beginnings with Nan at the Fillerts all the way up to Maisetra Iulien asking about her at the shop and not having any idea what she knew about me. I dont know why I spilled it all except maybe I thought it was fair he should know things about me because I knew things about him. If hed said anything in the middle, I dont know that I could have gone on. But all he did was listen, up until I finished with, And that made me think about what you saidthat it didnt belong to me to tell Liv about you. And, well, Im sorry.


I couldnt tell what Tavit was thinking. He never showed much on his face except when it was that fierce, warning look. That must be something they teach you when you learn to be an armin, though I dont think Maistir Brandel was very good at it. Or maybe he didnt have to learn that part because he was family.


Tavit was quiet a long time. I was about to stand up and leave when he said softly, Its not an easy life, having to hide who you are.


I wasnt sure if he meant himself or me.


He continued, It isnt easy being yourself either. The world isnt made for people like us. We stumble along the best we can. He took a slow, sighing breath. I had guessed that my life is a subject of open gossip in the household.


But its not, I said quickly. Ailis wouldnt have told me at all except No, that wouldnt help. And now Id ratted on Ailis as well. Ailis says it doesnt matter what we think, it only matters that the baroness says youre a man.


No, Tavit said, sounding tired. That doesnt matter either. But it does make things easier.


My mind was spinning with all sorts of questions, but I wasnt stupid enough to think that one chat made Tavit and me best friends. Now I did stand up, but Tavit grabbed my arm. Not like he was angry or anything, but like he wanted to make sure I paid attention.


There are lots of secrets in this house. I dont know which ones you already know. You be careful how you talk about them. Best not to talk at all. People are willing to overlook a lot if they arent forced to see it.


And of course I couldnt ask what he meant by any of that. Then Maitelen came in and saw me and said that since I was here I could take Maisetra Iuliens night tray up, and that was an end of any more talking. But what Tavit had said kept me awake that night, wondering who else at Tiporsel House had secrets like ours.


* * *


Maisetra Iulien had secrets, but I knew most of hers. I didnt always know if they were supposed to be secret. I kept my mouth shut. It was easier that way. So, when she asked if I could spend a whole day as her companion and hire Liv for the day as well, I guessed she hadnt told the maisetra what she planned to be doing. I was certain of it when she said, Ask Liv if shes allowedthat is, I know shes not supposed to take men as passengers, but thats only when shes alone, right? It would be permitted if we were there?


So it wasnt just her doing something that maybe she shouldnt, she wanted Liv to as well.


Will Maistir Brandel be coming with us then? I asked.


Yes.


I didnt ask if there were anyone else. I didnt want to know. Even Maisetra Iulien couldnt have sweet-talked Brandel into spending the whole day following her around without a good reason. I hadnt told anyone about Mesner Aukustin joining us at the Strangers Market. She hadnt asked me not to, but I figured it belonged to her to tell, not me.


I said Id ask Liv and work it out with Mefro Dominique. Maisetra Sovitres school wouldnt start until the middle of January, so we had a week to find the time. I thought through the dresses we were working on at the shop. It was the little season between the New Years Court and the start of Lent. We werent as busy as some other times, but I told Maisetra Iulien that Id need a whole day in exchange except for dressing her in the morning.


I wasnt sure what Maisetra Iulien thought of my apprenticeship. Shed joked about how having me to do for her half-time was her punishment for running away from home, but I also knew she hadnt had her own ladys maid back in Chalanz. So it wasnt like she was used to having one person to dance attendance on her all the time. But trading time meant asking one of the chamber maids to take my duties. Usually Charsintek arranged it, but that might mean her telling the maisetra about our all-day excursion. I figured I could trade favors on my own this time. Thats how keeping secrets works: one step at a time until youve walked so far down the road its too far to turn back.




Chapter Twelve


January 1825Exploring


I made it right with Mefro Dominique to give her a whole extra day once Maisetra Iulien was back at school and fixed things with Liv to pick us up after the market deliveries. There wasnt much to deliver in winter.


At first I wondered if Maistir Brandel had changed his mind because he didnt come down to the Tiporsel House dock with us, but Maisetra Iulien said, Theyre meeting us at the palace dock near the Pont Vezzen.


That made it clear who they was. How odd my life had become! It took most girls years to work up from downstairs to housemaid before they could dream of doing for a fine lady. And here I was dressing a young woman who kept company with the Dowager Princesss son. But this wasnt how girls like Maisetra Iulien were supposed to meet boys. It should have been balls and dinner parties, not sneaking out to row up and down the river with them. If it wasnt sneaking, why didnt Maistir Brandel bring Mesner Aukustin home and have us all leave together? I guessed maybe Mesner Aukustin was sneaking out too unless his tutor was coming, but he wasnt my responsibility. Maistir Brandel was the one training for an armin, so it was his job to say no if it needed saying.


When Maisetra Iulien gave the direction, Liv protested. Cant stop there without a fare says so! Thats how it is with any of the great house landings. Its in the charter.


When Liv brought up the rivermens charter there wasnt any arguing. But Maisetra Iulien answered, Theres a fare says so.


Then Liv worked out who we were picking up the same way I had.


I didnt see what was so special about the palace dock, except that the stone pillars were carved a bit more than most. A lot of the private landings we passed were marble. Liv said she hated them for getting out because it was more slippery than regular stone.


Another difference was that the landing wasnt behind a house. There wasnt room for anything between the river and the street there by the Pont Vezzen. A set of steps zigzagged up the river wall to an ironwork gate at the top and a little guardhouse where a uniformed soldier kept the keys. At the landing itself there was another iron gate in front of a dark tunnel leading back into the stone of the riverbank itself. I didnt think theyd come that way. The palace was all the way up on the Plaiz, six or eight blocks away, but only a bit of a walk.


Liv sent Chennek up onto the landing to carry the bow line around the cleat as usual, then she snugged the boat in against the stone with the hook on one of her crutches, rather than letting it drift close, because the current swirled around the footings of the bridge. The guard handed Mesner Aukustin down into the boat, though he looked like hed rather have scrambled down by himself like Maistir Brandel did.


Maisetra Iulien had been sitting in the bow, looking forward, which was where passengers usually sat. That left me in the back to balance, but I liked being where I could watch Liv. So of course Mesner Aukustin went up front too, which left Maistir Brandel with me in the stern. Liv untied the knot of the bow line beside her and looked over her shoulder before casting off to ask, Wherell it be, mesner?


Mesner Aukustin didnt look back when he answered, I wish to examine the chanulezes.


Liv laughed. What, all of them? Thats more than a days work, mesner. Were you planning to hire me for the whole day?


Now Mesner Aukustin did turn and had an uncertain look like he didnt want to admit he hadnt known that. As many as we can manage before dusk.


He gestured to Maistir Brandel, who pulled a small purse out of his pocket and held it out to Liv.


You take it for now, Roz, she said as she pulled in the line and pushed away from the dock in a single motion.


I dont think Mesner Aukustin was used to explaining himself, but Maisetra Iulien said, The councils been talking about the canals drawing off water when the rivers so low.


Maistir Brandel added, Theyre mostly worried about the big canals out in the country, of course.


Mesner Aukustin seemed to relax a little and added, My cousin Efriturik has been leading a crew of surveyors to examine the great canals. I wish to do my own survey of the chanulezes here in Rotenek.


I dont pay much mind to palace affairswhy would I?but anyone could see what was going on. The older Mesner AtillietPrincess Annas sonwas out and about with his regiment doing important things while Mesner Aukustin sat home with everyone thinking him nothing more than a schoolboy. He wanted to do something important too. Going out on the river with no one but Brandel looking after him wasnt the way to look responsible, but thered be no telling him that.


Liv gave a little shrug that might have been simply the work of pulling out into the current. If you want to know about the river, you should ask those as are on it every day.


Who better to ask than you? Maisetra Iulien said.


Sometimes I could see how Maisetra Iulien got what she wanted. It was saying things like that, where she knew exactly how to make you feel important. She didnt expect you to do things for her, she made you want to do them. I could see it in Livs face. She would have obeyed Mesner Aukustins orders, but for Maisetra Iulien shed do a lot more. I was trying to study how Maisetra Iulien did that. I always seemed to do the opposite and said things that made people mad at me.


For a while no one spoke in the little boat as Liv leaned into the oars and worked upstream, skirting along the edge of the river where the current was slower. After a bit, Mesner Aukustin asked, Where are we going?


You wanted to see the chanulezes, Liv said with a grunt. Easiest to start upriver, at the old town wall, and work our way down.


The Rotein came into the city from the east and flowed west until it took a broad sweep to the south right around the Nikuleplaiz. I knew it turned west again further on, but Id never been that far, Id only seen it on a map when Maisetra Iulien was showing me where the school was. The Vezenaf with its fine houses and private docks stretched along most of the north bank, up from the Pont Ruip nearly to the eastern city wall where the road went out through the Port Ausiz. That was where the fairgrounds were, where they held Carnival and where the soldiers marched and where Livs market was.


The land sloped up steeply from the river along the Vezenaf and sometimes you could see rock sticking out where there werent buildings or gardens. You could see it by the Pont Vezzen where the tunnel from the palace came out. For the rest it was a parade of docks and gardens and brick-framed culverts where water trickled out. The slope kept the river in its bounds on that side. Floodtide mostly caused problems on the south bank, where the land was flatter, and farther to the west, around and past the Nikuleplaiz.


Liv took us up to the last bridge by the old city wall and tied up for a bit at the landing underneath the arches. She pointed over toward the south bank.


You see there? Right past the blue house? Thats the first of the chanulezes, the Nofoss. Its a new onedug when they started building the factories and wanted to take things back and forth by barge. Rivermen dont use it because theres no room for anything to pass the barges when theyre coming through. They keep it well dredged, though. Have to.


They dug the chanulezes for barges? Maisetra Iulien asked. She must have been thinking of the small ones around the Nikuleplaiz.


Liv shook her head. Not at first. The water was always there. The oldest ones were built to keep it in place. But when the city got bigger and more crowded, they connected them up. You can tell by the names. If the chanulez is named for the stream that comes in through the walls, its one of the first. The rest are named like streets. Some of the small ones dont have names anymore if theyve been covered over. You see there? She pointed again, but it was hard to tell where she meant. That one was too narrow for boats, so they bricked it over and put houses on top. You can see where it comes out, but people forgot where it ran. One year someone decides to build a cellar and whoosh! The hidden chanulez becomes a stream again. Mama Rota takes her own path.


Liv loosed the bow line and pushed out into the current, angling quickly across the river. Toward the outlet of the hidden chanulez. There werent any big barges to look out for at this end of the city, but I could tell if she didnt cross quick wed be swept down river. We didnt go all the way to the other shore, because thats where rivermen coming upstream were working, just far enough that we were drifting slowly with a dip of an oar now and then to keep us straight. Then without warning, Liv dragged an oar to turn the boat toward shore and we shot into a passage. It would have been wide enough for two boats like Livs to pass each other with oars out and not touch, except you could see it got shallow and muddy at the edges. When we passed another riverman going the other way, we both had to pull oars in and glide past.


It felt like we were moving faster in the chanulez than on the river. Part of it was that the water was more still, but mostly it was because the houses were closer and I could see them sweep past. Chennek had pushed past the two boys into the tip of the bow to stand in the very front and he would bark if he saw another boat coming.


Up by the river where we came in, the buildings were tallthree stories and more. But as we went further everything looked smaller and meaner with most only having one over-story. Brick mostly, with bright painted shutters and rusty ironwork. After Mesner Aukustin asked a few questions, Liv let loose a flood of comments about life on the river.


Most everything needs dredging like that, she said with a jerk of her head toward the edge. When you get a good flow at floodtide it will scour things out a bit. Not all the way, but enough to keep it manageable. The stinking mud is the worst. Some say thats what breeds river fever. Floods going to be bad next time. We havent had a good floodtide for years now, and with the water so low She shrugged in that way the farmers back in Sain-Pol did when they talked about bad things you couldnt help. Theyre not the same, you know, Liv continued. Can have a good flood and low water or high water when the floods real easy. But low waters a chance for dredging. City hasnt done that since She thought for a minute. Since I can barely remember. My da says the French dredged deep when they were here, but thats forever ago.


Back during the wars? Maisetra Iulien asked.


Liv didnt answer. How would any of us know about what happened during the French wars?


How many men does it take to do the dredging? Mesner Aukustin interrupted. His voice was all important-like, as if he could order them up to do it if he wanted to.


Liv shrugged again. My da could tell you. He was one of them put to work on it. Him and my uncles.


We passed under a little bridge now and then, some low enough that a man standing in a boat might hit his head. The farther we went, the taller the land rose on either side. That left more room under the bridges. As we passed the fifth one, I heard a burst of voices ahead and Liv quietly said, Students! with an air of disgust.


One of them leaned over the arch as we came out from under and called down, Hey, girl, give us a ride?


Liv didnt answer them. She brought us to a stop at a little open space where a long tie-up stretched along the chanulez and there were steps along the opposite wall to climb up from the boats. You could see a larger plaiz out past the buildings. Not as big as the Nikuleplaiz, but just as old-looking with stone arcades and cobbles and the towers of a church peeking over the tops of the buildings.


The university! Maistir Brandel exclaimed. Cousin Barbara brings me here sometimes, but it looks so different from the water.


Ill enroll as a student next year, Mesner Aukustin said. I didnt realize you could come all the way by boat.


Not much point most of the time, Liv said. Most students live in the quarter here. Farther on the chanulez goes under the Chasintalle itself and comes out the other side. Thats mostly for cargo. Important folk like the dozzures ride in carriages. The students save the money and walk. Not much passenger traffic on the chanulezes themselves, mostly deliveries. Passengers on the river proper.


We didnt actually go under the university, though Mesner Aukustin wanted to. Liv said the landing was the last place it was easy to turn around. Unless you dont care to see anything but this one today, mesner, she added.


Heading back toward the river, the two of them talked about dredging engines and other things I didnt understand. Maistir Brandel asked about who paid for the dredging and how that worked. It seemed an odd thing for an armin to be interested in, but Maisetra Iulien had said he was learning accounts too. She wanted to know more about when the different chanulezes had been built and whether you could tell how old they were from the bricks and stone, until Liv started sounding hoarse and said, I can talk or I can row! and they let be for a while.


* * *


Looking at the Vezenaf from across the river was like looking at layers in a pastry, with the gardens right by the water, then the great houses side-by-side nearly touching each other and behind that a row of trees and bare rock slope that climbed up the other side to the upper town. The upper town wasnt any higher than the tops of the great houses, but it was safe from anything the river might do.


Looking further downriver toward the Pont Vezzen where wed started, the houses got smaller and even more crowded until you got to the broad street that led from the bridge up to the Plaiz. A public landing stood right above the bridge and the palace dock with stairs zigzagging up to the street, but without the gates and guards of the other one. I hadnt noticed when we passed it before, but the brick river-wall behind it was built in broad low arches, like a bridge seen sideways. Most of them were filled in, but one at the end of the landing was darker, like it was open.


Id mostly kept my mouth shut since we got into the boat, but when there was a space between the questions, I pointed across and asked Liv, Whats that? That thing behind the dock. Is it a covered chanulez or is it like the rain culverts that run between the houses?


She followed my gesture and laughed. You might say! Some folks call it the Main Drain. It runs from under the Plaiz. Most years you cant even see it, at least not more than a sliver, but when it rains hard you have to look out for the currents there.


Even the parts of the city I knew well were different from a boat. The chanulezes were easy to overlook if you didnt travel on them all the time. It was a matter of knowing the streets where you had to go the long way to cross a bridge. I only really had to worry about that down near the Nikuleplaiz. But for Celeste it would be the same as knowing the streets and alleyways.


Thinking about Celeste, I wished she were with us today. I said so, when there was a question Liv couldnt answer about Roteneks past. Celeste was always telling me about that sort of thing.


The fortune-teller? Mesner Aukustin asked.


I knew he was thinking about that day at the Strangers Market, but I couldnt bear for him to sneer at her.


No, mesner. Celeste doesnt do that sort of thing. Not regular. Shes aa I didnt want to say charmwife because everyone thought a charmwife had to be a wrinkled old woman, though Celeste never minded the name. She makes charms and healing miracles. Wouldnt Celeste stare if she heard me say she does miracles! But living in Tiporsel House where people talked about mysteries and miracles all the time, it felt natural to call them that.


You never told me that! Maisetra Iulien said.


She sounded hurt but playful-like, as if Id had a treat and hadnt shared with her. When I thought about it, it was true. She only knew that Celeste and I were prentice-sisters. Maybe I figured she didnt need to know everything about my life when I wasnt doing for her.


There was enough of doubt in Maisetra Iuliens voice that I insisted, Its true. The maisetras foreign friendthe black ladyshe comes down to Mefro Dominiques sometimes to talk to Celeste about mysteries. And she took her to the cathedral for Saint Maurizs day last year.


But then, why?


I could see Maisetra Iulien hesitate as if she were trying to think to the answer to her own question.


Why doesnt she come to the academy to study? Cousin Margerit wants to teach everyone whos interested in mysteries.


Go to the maisetras school? It was hard for me not to laugh, thinking of Celeste among all the fancy girls from the upper town. Wouldnt she have a thing or two to say about that! I shook my head. Thats not for the likes of us, maisetra.


But it is, if they have the talent. Cousin Margerit says that all the time. And if Maisetra Talarico knows about your friend Celeste, I dont know why she hasnt talked to her. Ifif its about the tuition


It wasnt my place to tell Maisetra Iulien what Celeste would think of taking charity like that, so I said, Yes, maisetra, and looked away.




Chapter Thirteen


January 1825Healing


I asked Celeste about the school a few days later. Id traded Ailis the sewing on a new Sunday dress for her to do for Maisetra Iulien for two days and not tell Charsintek. That was a lot of work and mostly for the not telling. But for two days it was like the summer, with Celeste and me working side by side until well on to supper time.


I tried to think how to bring it up. Celeste could get prickly. Sometimes we seemed close as sisters, laughing and gossiping over people in the neighborhood or something the girls at Tiporsel House had said. Sometimes shed get all sharp and moody. I was getting better at figuring out if Id said or done something careless. Then I could tell her I was sorry. But sometimes it wasnt me, and all I could do was keep my mouth shut so she wouldnt have an excuse to snap at me.


Maisetra Iulien had sounded so sure that the maisetras school wanted girls like Celeste, but I couldnt guess how Celeste would feel.


Is it true that your friend Maisetra Talarico I stumbled over the name a little. teaches down in Urmai at Maisetra Sovitres school?


She gave a little smile before she answered, so I figured it had been a good way to bring it up.


Yes, she teaches mysteries. That is, she teaches people how to think about mysteries. She asks me sometimes Now her voice turned shy, which didnt happen very often. about what it is I see. How I learned my work and how it is that charmwives trade their secrets.


Does she teach you?


Now the smile faded a little, and Celeste gave a little shake of her head. No, we just talk. I thinkshe said oncenot to me, but I overheard itthat there isnt anything she can teach me. I think its because I learned wrong. Not out of books.


But isnt that teaching? I asked. When she talks to you about how you do things?


Celeste looked a little confused, and I took a breath and plunged on.


Maisetra Iulien says that they want all kinds of girls at the school. Rich girls and poor ones too, if they have the talent to learn mysteries. She says they have students from the Poor Scholars there. The Poor Scholars hadnt done me any good back when Father Mazzu took me there, but if they were studying at Maisetra Sovitres school, then it was true that anyone could. Iulien says you should ask Maisetra Talarico about it.


I hesitated because Celestes eyes flashed when Id said poor girls.


You think were poor? When we have a good house here? And hot food every day? And I have three dresses, not even counting my church clothes?


I didnt mean poor like that, I protested. But she said you neednt worry about the school fees.


Celeste kept on. Do you know how we have all that? Because we work hard, Maman and me. And what would Maman do if I were off all day at Maisetra Sovitres school? Who would get all this sewing done? You? All by yourself? In half-days? Who would mind the shop when she takes her samples and measuring tapes off to a grand lady whos too busy to come here? You think we could ask the bakers girl to stand behind the counter? What would Maman do if she had to hire an assistant for the sewing I do? For wages! Thats not piecework she can send out like we did before you came. Maman is counting on me to take over the trade and help put money away so she wont have to keep sewing when she gets old and her fingers get knotted and her eyes get dim. School! she scoffed. It doesnt matter if the lessons are free or if they cost the price of Princess Annas gowns. Your Maisetra Sovitre isnt going to pay for someone to take my place here in the shop.


I hadnt thought that far, and I dont think Maisetra Iulien had either. But every time I saw Celeste puzzling out how to make a charm work better or how to take one type of charm and turn it into anotherlike making over a dress into a new stylemy heart swelled with pride in how clever she was. I couldnt imagine going to anyone else if I needed serious charmwork done. I knew how lucky I was to be learning from Mefro Dominique. It wasnt fair that Celeste couldnt have a teacher for what she loved best.


* * *


In that week after the trip down the chanulezes, Maisetra Iulien wasnt going to classes yet and when I left for my sewing it was either well before or after the market delivery. So I hadnt noticed that Liv hadnt been by in that time until when the baroness was leaving to go south to Turinz for a bit. In the middle of all that, Tavit came hunting me one morning while I was tidying Maisetra Iuliens room. That was enough to make me pay sharp attention.


Might I beg a favor, Mefro Rozild? he asked.


Nobody called me that unless it was Charsintek being all formal. I put down the walking dress I was brushing off and gave him my ears.


Could you That is, did you know that Oliva Hald has been ill?


Liv? No! I havent seen her since But then I remembered how shed looked pale and sounded tired that day when she rowed us all around. I was ashamed to think I hadnt said anything then.


Tavit didnt notice. I went to see her a day ago. Shes been coughing for a week. I promised Id bring her this. He held out a brown-wrapped parcel that smelled of an apothecarys shop. I thought Id have time this evening, but the baroness


It didnt need saying. He had his duties and theyd be leaving at first light in the morning. He must have thought he could get away this afternoon or he wouldnt have promised.


Could you take it for me? And see that she has what she needs? Do you know the direction? When I looked blank he added, Ask any riverman. Hell know where to take you.


I nodded and slipped the parcel in the pocket under my skirt. At first I wondered why hed asked me and not hired a delivery boy or asked one of the grooms. But maybe he didnt want his business being talked about. I already knew about him and Liv. And I cared about her. He knew that. He wouldnt think twice about crossing over to the south bank. I didnt want to go wandering through those streets by myself, but Id promised, and it was for Liv.


I took the package with me when I went down to Mefro Dominiques at noon and begged, Would you let Celeste go with me, after the work is done?


I only meant I was afraid to go alone, but she said to Celeste, Petite, dont you have a charm for the cough?


Yes, Maman.


Then go see to your friend. Go now so you wont be coming back in the dark. Id rather have you sewing by candlelight than crossing the river after the sun goes down.


I guess its true that the river folk all know each other. When we went down to where the boats waited at the plaiz, we didnt have to do more than mention Livs name and our errand. The man set to his oars with a hard pull and we were angling over toward the warehouses on the opposite side. I hoped he wasnt going to leave us therethe barge docks were full of rough menbut we slipped down past the Pont Berkor that crossed west from the warehouses and then into a wide chanulez that led deep into the crowded blocks of the south bank. The buildings were shabby and crumbling, but they felt home-like and friendly.


He didnt tie up to let us off, only pulled over by one of a row of boats that lined the sides of the chanulez and pointed up at one of the brick tenements. That one. Ask anyone and theyll tell you which door. And put those coins away. Tell Liv that Luk is praying for her.


We climbed across the boat and up a slippery ladder. I was afraid Celeste might spill her basket. The street was barely above our heads, so I went up first and reached down for it. With all the boats, I figured all the rivermen in Rotenek must live on that street. Most of the buildings had open arched arcades for the bottom story and you could see more boats and equipment stored there or carpenters at work doing repairs and such. We climbed the stairs in the building Luk had pointed out and I thought of Liv going up and down them every day with her crutches. There were three doors at the first landing, but two were open and Celeste called out a hello. A tired-looking woman came out to shush us. I figured that meant we were in the right place.


Tavit asked me to bring Liv something from the apothecarys, I told her. It seemed like the best start. He wanted to come himself, but I shrugged and she nodded and stood aside to let us in.


They had two rooms, but Livs bed had been moved out to be next to the stove. Mefro Hald went to shift her pillows and tell her she had visitors. Liv started coughing: a thick, wet cough that explained why she looked so pale and worn out. Lots of people got the cough in winter time, but Liv had it bad.


I went over to kneel by the bedside and said, Hey, Liv. Tavit sent me with your medicine. I could see why he was worried and was mad he hadnt told me sooner. Like he was the only one allowed to care about her because he was the one she liked.


Celeste pulled the apothecarys package out of her basket and gave it to Mefro Hald, who sniffed at it, then opened up the wrapping and emptied one of the little twists of paper into a cup to mix up for Liv to drink.


And Celeste brought her charm things, I added, so you can


Roz! Celeste said sharply.


I knew Id broken some sort of rule about doing charms, but I didnt care. I dont know why we lugged that heavy basket all the way over here if you arent going to use it.


Mefro Hald brought the medicine over and held the cup for Liv to drink. Wont say no, but we cant pay, not with Livs fares not coming in.


Celeste started taking things out of her basket and laying them on the foot of the bed. There wasnt any other good place to put them. I wont charge a friend, she said.


I didnt remember much about what Celeste did for my bruised leg. Prayers and signs on a bit of paper and tying it on me with the red flannel. This time I watched more closely, but I still didnt know why she used this and that to mix up an ink or why she needed to braid yellow and blue threads together or where she got the twigs she tied them around.


Liv hadnt said much more than hello and even that made her cough, but she pulled at my sleeve and said in a breathy whisper, Put something from Mama Rota into it.


Celeste paused what she was doing. This charm doesnt call on her. I know some that do, but they arent for the cough.


Put her in anyway. Liv choked on a long coughing fit. She looks after us river folk. Doesnt matter what.


I got this charm from Nana Charl, and she got it from her gran. Its a good charm. I dont know whatll happen if I change it.


Youll know, I protested. You change things all the time when we


Roz! But she sighed and looked up at Mefro Hald. Can you get me some river water?


Livs mother turned to a small boy whod come out of the back room to cling to her skirts. Go down and fetch a bit of river water. Dont you fall in and dont you spill it!


When he came back, Celeste mixed a few drops of the water into the ink, then she knelt by the bedside and set to drawing and writing things on the square of paper. She frowned at it as the ink dried and added a few more marks, but it must have worked the way she wanted. I didnt hear her add Saint Rota into the prayers and didnt want to interrupt her to ask.


Why she was so set against trying things? When we worked on the laundry charms, she was always changing it a little to see what happened. Finally she was happy with the charm paper and took the candle out of its wrappings for me to hold.


From Saint Maurizs altar at the cathedral, she told Liv. Maisetra Talarico got it for me. He helps in every battle.


She said it like it was part of the charm, but I think any holy candle would do. First she said a Pater and an Ave in Latin, then the bits of the charm shed said while she was preparing the charm paper. It wasnt the same as the words written on the paper and there were circles and lines and other things there as well. Then she rolled the paper up into a quill around the twigs and wrapped the braided thread around it, then off, then on again three times, saying, Bind and loose, bind and loose, in Belais name, let it loose. She touched the quill to the candle flame, tilting the twigs down so the flame worked its way up the paper.


When it smokes, you breathe as deep as you can and hold it. She pinched out the flame while saying, Amen, and held it under Livs nose.


Liv took a breath and I could see her struggling not to cough, but she held it for the time it took Celeste to say another Pater. When she let it go with a little sighing whistle, she didnt cough at all. Celeste pinched the candle out and wrapped it up to put away.


You let that work a bit, then see what comes up. Sometimes once does the trick. Sometimes it takes another. You send for me if it takes more than a few days. She said that to Mefro Hald.


I didnt expect the charm to work all at once, but Liv already looked a bit less pale. Then she started coughing again. It sounded horrible, worse than before, and Mefro Hald brought over a basin and sent a worried look at Celeste as Liv spat out a whole mess. But when she was done, she gave a deep sigh that didnt set her coughing again. Her mother took the mess away to throw in the chamber pot.


Thank you. Liv sounded better too.


Now you drink what you can, Celeste said. And take the medicine Tavit sent you.


We sat with her for a while and talked as the charm and the draught did their work. Sometimes Liv would cough again, but always to good end, not like it was when wed first come. I told her how Tavit wanted to come himself and he was worried about her. She smiled at that. Seeing her smilethat made me know they were right together, even if I didnt understand it. On impulse I asked, What is it you like most about Tavit?


She was quiet for a bit and I thought maybe I shouldnt have asked her to talk. She was still so pale. Then she said, I like him because even though hes strong, he never makes me feel weak. She waved toward the end of the bed where her crippled foot lay hidden under the covers.


That made me think some more. Celeste?


She looked up from where shed started repacking her charm basket.


Youre so good at making healing charms, cant you charm Livs foot?


Celeste stared at me like Id said something awful. Roz, charms dont work like that. You cant just make one up. Even mysteries dont work like that. You have to ask the saints to put things back right the way theyre supposed to be. You cant ask them to change things God did for a reason.


That was more awful than anything I might have said. Dont tell me God wants Liv to have a twisted foot!


Liv was tugging weakly at my sleeve, but all I could see was Celeste stomping across the room and out the door with her basket on her arm.


Roz, dont, Liv pleaded.


But why? Why shouldnt I ask? I said. Dont you want to not be crippled?


I dont want you to pick me apart! Like I was a seam youd done badly and had to sew over again. Rozlet it be.


Now both my best friends were mad at me and all Id wanted to do was help. I tucked the blanket around Liv and promised Id try to come back in a few days, though I didnt know how I could get away.


Celeste was waiting for me at the top of the stairs outside. Before I could say anything I saw shed been crying so I hugged her.


Roz, she said. I dont have a charm to fix a crippled leg. Dont you think Id try if I had one? What if I did something wrong and then Liv couldnt walk at all? Dont you think Id fix the whole world if I could? I can only use the charms I know.


I suppose that made sense. A person wasnt a napkin you could wash all over again or use for a rag if you set the stain instead of taking it out. But people did get miracles sometimes, didnt they? It seemed to me if anyone deserved a miracle, Liv did. What could be the harm in asking for one?




Chapter Fourteen


March 1825Saint Rota


Liv got better and was back on the river, though not till after Maisetra Iuliens classes started, so I had a few weeks hard work getting her up and dressed in time to leave with Maisetra Sovitre in the carriage after the holidays made her lazy. It wasnt every day. Maisetra Iulien didnt have as many classes now and some days she went visiting instead. There was talk about letting her have a coming out ball in the after-season between Easter and floodtide. But the weeks of Lent slipped by with everyone too distracted to think about it. Lady Day came and went, but I didnt see Papa this time and he sent word hed trust me to keep my pay until mid-summer.


Then the big to-do was that the baronesss cousin had a baby. Women have babies all the time, but usually they have husbands first. Charsintek had kept a tight fist on gossip about it downstairs, acting like it wasnt a scandal. I figured there was no harm in asking Maisetra Iulien if the baby was healthy and doing well.


Ive added her to my prayers, I said. Babies need all the help they can get, especially if I closed my mouth and decided it was better not to finish.


Thank you, Roz. She answered what I hadnt said. Shes an alchemist, you know.


I knew that the baronesss cousin made magic rings for the princess, but I didnt know what that had to do with babies.


She grew the baby the same way she grows the magic jewels, using alchemy. You mustnt think that shes aa fallen woman.


That was exactly what Charsintek didnt want us thinking, so of course we all wondered. Can you really do that? I asked. Can you make a baby by magic? Is that proper?


She did it, didnt she?


I frowned, thinking about it. It seems to me that its a hard thing to do to a child to bring it into the world all alone, magic or not.


But she wont be alone. Shell have Mesnera de Cherdillac She caught herself, then rushed on, and the baroness and Cousin Margerit andand everyone.


Id sorted out that the baronesss cousin shared a house with the Vicomtesse de Cherdillac, like the baroness and the maisetra did. I wasnt sure that would be enough. And Maisetra Iulien didnt always know what was proper, considering how shed arrived in Rotenek.


During Holy Week, she said we were going out on the chanulezes again, like we had in January and I was to ask Celeste to come with us to tell us what she knew about how the city was built. Shed already hired Liv for the day, she said.


Maisetra, I started. Id been thinking hard about that day. Maisetra, is it really suitable?


She got a look that was part stubborn and part pleading. Aukustin wants to go and it all falls apart if Im not there. Liv would refuse and Aukustin doesnt dare ask any of the other rivermen for fear theyll carry tales to the palace. You wouldnt carry tales, would you? Brandel will be there. It wont be any different from before.


I thought I really should tell Maisetra Sovitre, but then Id have to tell about the last time. And the time in the Nikuleplaiz. If she didnt approve, then more than Maisetra Iulien would be in trouble. The two boys as well and me in the bargain. Even if nothing else, Id be a snitch and I didnt want Maisetra Iulien thinking that about me.


Whose secrets was I supposed to keep? If Maisetra Iulien got herself in bad enough trouble to ruin her reputation then, no matter what Id done, Id get splashed with the mud. But she might go anyway without me. I nodded. Ill ask Celeste if she can come.


* * *


Livs boat was more crowded this time and rode low in the water, so it was good we werent crossing the river proper. We picked up Maistir Brandel and Mesner Aukustin at the public dock by the Pont Vezzen, not the palace dock. They squeezed together into the seat at the bow. I was sitting in the bottom of the boat right at Livs feet. The only other place for a sixth person would be on the rowing bench with Liv, and she laughed when I suggested that.


Youre not taking the oars! Not unless youve learned what youre about.


The water was low enough that the brick archway behind the dock looked like a cave or a mine opening. There was an iron grate across the top that would block it if the water was higher. Liv cast off and pulled strongly on the oars to take us up around the end of the dock, then nosed us slowly under the archway. The iron grating was rusted and crumbling and left barely enough room between it and the river that we could slip under if everyone crouched low. With fewer people in the boat we might have ridden too high to make it. Liv had to ship the oars and pull us through by the edge of the grating with Maisetra Iulien and Celeste in the stern pushing at it to take us the rest of the way through.


Once we were past the grating, the air turned cold, like walking into a springhouse or a damp cellar. The small splashes of the water and the oars echoed faintly and the air was still, almost how a church feels between services. The light from the archway didnt go much past the first few boat-lengths and Maistir Brandel lit the ships lantern Liv had brought. It still didnt light up much of the tunnel, but at least we could see the walls and the brick overhead, right above the reach of your fingers if you stood up in the boat.


The walls narrowed quickly from how theyd been at the opening of the chanulez. Liv pulled the oars out and despite what shed said, she and I sat side by side on the bench and pushed them against the walls of the channel, like poling in the shallows except sideways.


If it gets any tighter were going back, Liv said. No one argued with that.


How far have we gone? Mesner Aukustin asked.


Im counting, Celeste said sharply from the stern.


I could see her lips and fingers moving by the lantern light as she watched the walls of the channel slip past. She had an eye for yardage and I could tell she was counting out the stone as if it were lengths of cloth.


Twenty, she said.


I thought surely we must have gone farther than that. Twenty yards would barely take us a bit past the far side of the Vezenaf. I knew we were still heading straight toward the Plaiz and the cathedral because we could still see the opening to the river growing smaller behind us. The air smelled musty, but not in a rotten way.


Liv and I had gotten into a rhythm pushing the boat along.


Forty, Celeste said.


My arms were getting tired. After two more counts, my grip on the oar slipped and I almost dropped it into the water.


Liv jerked her head toward the bow of the boat and said, Give it over to Maistir Brandel.


We swapped places awkwardly while Liv held her oar braced against the roof so we wouldnt drift back. That left me to sit cramped on the narrow bow thwart next to Aukustin Atilliet and hold the lamp for him. That made menot frightened. Not like that. Hed never done anything to make me afraid of him. It was justwho was Ia half-time dressmaking apprentice and not-a-ladys-maidto be sitting next to the son of the Dowager Princess? With the hem of my skirts brushing against his polished boots? It wasnt restful, I guess is the best way to say it.


My arm was shaking as I held the lantern up because I was still tired from pushing the oar. I put the lantern on my lap where I could hold it steady and tried to pretend I was like one of those carved figures on the front of a big sailing boat. Not that we got any like that up the Rotein, but Id seen pictures.


One hundred, Celeste said from the stern.


We might be getting close to the edge of the Plaiz. The walls hadnt gotten any narrower, but now they were dressed stone, not brickwork. Sometimes it was mortared blocks, but sometimes it was plain rock, smoothed off. On some of the blocks you could see lines as if something had been carved in them, but it was all worn away. Mesner Aukustin looked at them closely as we passed by and I moved the lantern so he could see better, but I dont think he could read anything.


From the stern I heard Maisetra Iulien say something about the upper town being built on rock. Id heard a proverb about that, but I always figured it meant that rich people were less likely to have a fall, if you see what I mean. Celeste shushed her and said, One hundred twenty. After that, we all stayed quiet enough for her to count.


I wondered what was going on overhead: people going back and forth across the square. How high up above us was it? The road to the Plaiz sloped up a bit from the river and even the highest floods didnt wet the Vezenaf, Liv had said. That made me think about how much brick and stone was overhead and whether it was strong or whether it might come falling down on top of us. I had to stop thinking about that quick, so I stared ahead into the darkness, trying to see if the channel curved or turned anywhere.


Once we passed a little drain outleta brick-framed hole in the wall with water trickling out. Another time the arched roof opened to the side and there was a bricked-over doorway right there in the wall. The roof was higher nowtoo high to touch even if you reached an oar up.


Three hundred, Celeste said.


I wasnt sure if we were moving faster now or if Id gotten used to being underground. The water was still and dark. Except for the scraping of the oars on the walls there was no sound. I thought about a story Id heard in school about a boatman who carried souls of the dead to paradise. I thought it was paradise, though one of the nuns seemed to think it wasnt a proper story for Christians to read. But if we were going anywhere out of the world, it didnt feel like paradise.


Four hun Celeste called from the stern, then broke off. She was staring ahead like she could see something in the darkness beyond the circle of the lantern light.


There was a change. I wasnt sure at first if it was a change in the soundlike a faint splashingor the feel of the air. Id been staring into the dark so long I knew my eyes were playing tricks on me. So at first I didnt believe it when the left hand wall of the channel disappeared into darkness.


When I shone the lantern that way, we could see the wall was set back a little for several boat-lengths, making a shelf with blackness above it. A set of stone steps slanted down through the shelf, reaching halfway across the channel. When they came into view, it was clear we werent going any further. If the river was as high as it should be, we could have passed over the lower end of the steps easy. But if the river was higher, we never could have made it past the grating back at the start.


It reminded me of the long landing at the Nikuleplaiz, where sets of steps cut through the edge of the wharf down to the river. Of course there were no floating docks or planks here. If there ever had been, they would have rotted away, I suppose.


Liv had set the oars back in place, now there was room, and sculled until the bow bumped up against the bottom steps. Chennek picked up the mooring line in his teeth and jumped past Mesner Aukustin and me to take it up the steps, but he stopped halfway and whined when he didnt recognize anything to loop it around. Liv whistled him back. Farther up, at the top of the steps where the shelf began, there were two round, smooth pillars, maybe three or four feet tall, but they were in the wrong place for tying off.


Ill hold it here with the oars, Liv said. You be careful getting out.


Mesner Aukustin climbed out first and took the lantern from me as I scrambled after, then I held the bow line while the others worked their way forward and stepped out onto the stone steps. Finally, only Liv was left, arranging the oars inside the boat and turning around on the rowing bench to face me.


Could you take the line up and tie it off on the post, Roz? The light dimmed a little as the others moved away. She didnt look scared, but if it were me, I wouldnt want to be left behind. Not in the dark like that. She didnt have a second lantern.


I remembered that first day wed met when shed been so angry about me seeing her crawling in and out of the boat. Then I remembered the day we went to the Strangers Market and how the riverman had helped her out. So I held out my hand and offered, Liv? In case she wanted to, you know? Though I wasnt strong enough to lift her out like he had.


I saw her give a little nod in the dim light. She bent to gather her crutches, then leaned on the edge of the boat to move up to the bow thwart. She handed me her crutches to set farther up on the steps.


Snug it up close as you can and stand wide to brace yourself.


 The boat bobbled as she pulled herself up onto the rim and swung her legs over, and I gripped the line harder. She took my other hand. I dont think we came near to falling in as I pulled her upright. Id hate to go into that black waternot knowing what might be in it or how wed get back into the boat. She gathered her crutches and started up while I followed after, letting the line out until we got to the top where I could tie it off. The steps were broad rather than steep, but I dont think Liv would have wanted help in any case.


The stairs opened up to a space youd almost call a dock if it werent closed in like that. At the top of the steps a fountain stood against the wall. The fountain didnt look like much. It had a half-round base about six foot across. Behind it, on the wall, was a carving with a picture of a woman and writing scattered around her. Below the woman water tumbled out of a hole into the basin. There was another spout at the front where it spilled down a channel cut into the middle of the stone steps and into the chanulez. I would have thought the water would be green and slimy without anyone to clean the fountain, but it was clear enough to drink.


With only the one lantern, we all had to look at the same place. Mesner Aukustin was holding it and no one was going to challenge his right to decide what to see. So we didnt get a good look at the fountain before he moved further down the ledge.


There was a wall of rock dressed smooth at either end of the space, but the back was an arching wall of brick that curved up to join the roof over the chanulez. At either side of the fountain, you could see more stairs curving around behind, but they stopped at a brick wall. Wherever the steps had led to when someone built them, there was no climbing them now. But back at the corner of the ledge, where the brick met the rock, a deeper dark turned out to be a narrow tunnel. It was too small for more than one person at a time to enter, and nobody but the first one in could see anything. So of course that was Mesner Aukustin.


When he disappeared into the dark opening with the lantern, I stood frozen. It felt like the ledge was growing narrower around us. I could hear the scratch of Livs crutches on the stone between me and the chanulez and I wanted to grab her and pull her away from the edge. Inside my head I could feel it like a gaping hole right next to me and I didnt dare move.


There were muffled voices, then the glow of the lantern returned and Maisetra Iulien announced, Its a door. An old oak door with iron bands, but its locked or stuck or maybe bricked over from the other side. Celeste, you were counting distance. Do you know where we are?


Celeste didnt answer at first. Shed been staring at the fountain since we first came up to it. I dont think shed moved at all in the dark because she was still standing next to it.


Celeste? Now Maisetra Iulien was either curious or worried. She took the lantern from Mesner Aukustin and brought it over. Iulien was the only one who could boss him around without him getting all prickly. I dont think even Maistir Brandel would have dared to take the lantern from him like that.


Who is she? Celeste asked, looking up from the water in the basin to the carved stone behind it.


In some ways, the lantern made it harder to see, because of all the shadows it threw off. You could tell the stone was supposed to be a lady with a long flowing dress. It wasnt a very good statue, though. I dont think theyd have paid a sculptor like that to do saints in the cathedral. Maybe it had been better at first, but the stone had worn away. You could tell she was holding a branch of something in her hand. And there was something round near her feetmaybe some sort of beastbut I couldnt tell what it was any more.


You could still read the letters, though. Maisetra Iulien leaned closely with the lantern and started reading them out one at a time. RODADED


No, said Mesner Aukustin, taking the lantern from her again to go around the other side of the fountain. Its an old Roman stone. Ive seen some like it in Akolbin. You read it all the way across. RODANAE DEDand then MA The rest is too faint to see. Chautovil would know how to read it. He thinks I should study the ancient Romans more. But Rodanae is a nameRodanaand Ma-something, that would be the man who set up the stone.


Rodana? Celeste said wonderingly. She whispered, Mama Rota? And then more loudly. Its Saint Rota. It must be. When people talk about water from Saint Rotas well they usually just mean the river. But its a real well. A real well that flows into the river. Her eyes followed the flow of water from the rim of the basin down to where it led into the chanulez.


Are you sure? Maisetra Iulien asked.


Celeste made a quiet noise. I could tell she thought it was a silly question but didnt dare say so to a maisetra.


Its a holy well. My eyes can tell me that.


I knew she meant she could see it like a mystic vision, like the ones she had when she was doing charms. Maisetra Iulien and the others wouldnt understand that. Mesner Aukustin still thought she was no more than a fortune-teller. But Liv clumped forward to the very edge of the basin and dipped her fingers in the water, the same like she did every time she set out in her boat. She brought them up and kissed them, whispering softly, Mama pelosme!


We all jumped a little as the air shuddered with the faint sound of a bell, but it was only the chimes from Saint Maurizs, somewhere high above us. You could tell from the pattern of the ringing.


Why is the fountain hidden away here? Maistir Brandel asked, bringing us back to the carved stone. Here where no one knows about it and no one can find it?


They dont care about Mama Rota, Liv said, jerking her head upward to indicate the palace and cathedral above. You didnt even know about her. Think where we are: the chanulez must cut right across the Plaiz. Maybe people used it a long time ago, then someone decided it was in the way and covered it up, like the drains on the south side. They wouldnt care about Saint Rota being shut away down here.


Is she truly a saint? Maisetra Iulien asked.


Celeste shrugged. Thats not for me to say, maisetra. Thats how we call her.


Mesner Aukustin had brought the lantern back around to shine on the carved statue of the saint. The light was flickering and he kept having to adjust the wick, which meant the oil was getting low. Mefro Celeste, he said. His voice had gone all stiff and formal. Mefro Celeste, how is it that one is baptized by Saint Rota?


I dont know what you mean, mesner.


She said Looking pointedly at Liv. That day in the market, she said that to truly be a child of Rotenek, one must be baptized by Saint Rota as well as being baptized in the church.


I suppose you dont mean falling in the river by accident, Liv muttered.


Is it like a charm or a mystery? Mesner Aukustin persisted.


It might have been curiosity, but he sounded hungry-like. As if there were something Mama Rota could give him that he didnt have yet. Him with his fine clothes and living in the palace and all.


Celeste shook her head. Theres no such charm. I wont go meddling in priests work, pretending to do baptisms.


You could use the rivermens prayer, Maisetra Iulien suggested. The one Liv says every time she goes out on the water. And make it like a blessing.


Liv offered, Didnt you say you had some charms that called on Mama Rota?


We were all caught up in Mesner Aukustins hunger, wanting to do something special to mark what wed found here.


It wouldnt be like fiddling with a healing charm, I said, knowing part of what held her back. It isnt to do something.


Mesner Aukustin was used to demanding that people do what he wanted, simply because he said so. That wouldnt have worked on Celeste. But instead he looked around at us and said, Well all be baptized by Saint Rota today. It will be like a guild.


I could feel Celeste relax about that. Guilds could say prayers and do mysteries and nobody thought anything wrong about it. Not like they might look sideways at a charmwifes workings.


So standing there around the old fountain, Liv taught us all the rivermens prayernot the quick one she said when she kissed the water, but a longer one they used to bless the boats every morning. Celeste took that and another charm she knew of that called on the saint of the river and she put them together into a little mystery. It was a short one, but when we all said it together I got my magic feeling. I felt warm despite the cold of the water as we dipped our hands in the basin and washed our faces, then cupped a little to drink and asked for Saint Rotas blessings and protection.


A shiver ran down my spine and Celeste got a strange look on her face. She was seeing something that none of the rest of us could see.


We all stood around quietly for a bit after that. The lamp kept dimming and being turned up again, but I dont think any of us wanted to leave. Then Liv sat down on the edge of the basin and I knew she was getting tired of standing. Maisetra Iulien must have seen that too and she made a big show of rubbing her arms and complaining of the cold. We were waiting for Mesner Aukustin to say something. He went to the edge of the shelf and looked up the tunnel of the chanulez upstream from where the steps had blocked the boat.


I wonder how far it goes?


Stands to reason the water must come in somewhere, Liv said. Somewhere out past the city walls, probably. You could look there.


Then we started to move back to the boat. Maistir Brandel untied the line to pull it up to the steps and I walked close by Liv in case she needed me, but not touching her unless she asked. Celeste was still standing by the edge of the pool, staring at it. I called her name and she turned, like she was waking up.


Roz, Liv, do you have anything I can carry water in?


Theres the bailer, Liv said with a laugh. So I fetched the bucket and took it up to Celeste.


She rinsed the river water out of it a few times, then dipped the bailer into the fountain and carried it as carefully as she could down to the boat. The others had gotten in except for Maistir Brandel holding the bow line. As I was about to climb over, the lantern winked out and I gave a squeak, I was that frightened.


Hush, its all right, Maisetra Iulien said. I heard her moving in the boat and then felt her hand reaching for mine, guiding me over.


The boat rocked as she returned to the stern and I held out my hands to Celeste until she put the bailer in them, saying, Dont you spill it!


I splashed a little bit settling into the stern next to Maisetra Iulien and then I could hear Celeste settling herself at Livs feet where Id been when we came up the chanulez. The oars splashed as Liv called out, All in, maistir! The boat rocked and then we were drifting out into the dark.


How will we find our way out? I asked.


Liv laughed a little. Only one way to go downstream. I could find my way in the currents with my eyes closed, so this is no different.


The trip back seemed like it took forever through a dark so thick I could see visions swimming in it. Liv was right: there wasnt anywhere we could get lost. There wasnt room to turn, but Liv used the oars to keep us away from the walls and let us drift. All I could think of was the weight of the stone overhead and how thick the darkness was.


Maisetra Iulien could feel me trembling, where our legs pressed against each other on the bench. She started telling a story about Saint Rota and how her brother Mauriz, the soldier, had dedicated the fountain to her when it gave sweet water for his soldiers after a battle. It was her story-telling voicethe one she used when telling me about what she was writing. She didnt mean anything by it except to dream up adventures. But Celeste said sharply, You dont know that. Dont make up lies about Mama Rota.


Its not lies, itsstories, she protested. Didnt Liv say that Rota was Saint Maurizs sister? And someone must have built the fountain. Im trying to think through how it might have happened.


For Maisetra Iulien, her stories were just for fun, like the ones in the cheap novels we passed around downstairs. But she could tell it meant more to Celeste so she stopped.


Finally one of the winking lights in the dark tunnel grew larger and I knew it was the opening back to the river. When we came out into the sunlight, it was like the whole trip had been a dream and we were waking up, except that I was still holding Livs bailer in my lap, filled with cold clear water.




Chapter Fifteen


April 1825Longing


We were always given time off for services on holy days and the important feasts and it was expected that everyone would go. Tiporsel House fell under Saint Maurizs up in the Plaiz, but during Holy Week the cathedral was so crowded we had to stand in the back. On ordinary days we could use the Tiporsel pew if the family wasnt using it, but on Easter a lot of the downstairs folk went to Saint Luks. It was almost as close, up at the far end of the Vezenaf. I usually got permission from Charsintek to go join Mefro Dominique and Celeste at Saint Nikules instead.


I liked the priest at Saint Nikules. He made you feel like you were really in the presence of God. It wasnt anything special he did or said different. More a feeling you got when he led the services. Saint Maurizs waswell, not frightening, except in the way the idea of judgment day is frighteningbut the cathedral felt too important for people like me. I dont know if Father Mazzu remembered me from that night I slept in the church. If he did, he was polite and didnt say anything. Mostly I liked going to Saint Nikules because I could spend time with Celeste. It felt a little like I was back in Sain-Pol and we were a family. I missed my family most during holidays, especially since I hadnt seen Papa at the last quarter day. I didnt know when I might have a chance to go back and visit.


There wasnt any regular market on Easter Sunday, but of course there was always someone selling food and drinks any time people were gathered in the Nikuleplaiz. So we bought hot buns and chicken pies and strawberries as a treat and sat at one of the tables outside the wine shop hoping the mornings rain wouldnt come back.


We didnt often have an idle afternoon like that, but Mefro Dominique had said wed have a holiday. There wasnt much sewing to be done right before summer. There might still be balls and partiesMaisetra Iulien was dreaming of hersbut the rich folk were getting ready to leave the city when floodtide was declared. The river gave no signs of rising so it might be another month before theyd give up and throw the bucket at Saint Nikule. It looked to be the same as the last few years with the river low and stinking all through the summer. Id asked Liv if the rivermen thought it would rise. She said they didnt presume to bid the river come and go.


Thats why I didnt think much of it when people kept looking over past the statue of the saint to the rivers edge. What was there to see? Wed finished eating a long time ago and Mefro Dominique had bought a bottle of wine to share around with some of her friends who joined us: the milliner and a girl who helped with extra sewing when the work was too much for even Celeste and me. Celeste had been sitting with her back to the river, thats why it took her longer than others to notice. And it was only a few people looking.


Something made her turn around, maybe a change in how people were talking. She gasped out a little Ah! As if shed seen a good friend or a wonderful sight. She stood and took a step like she was walking in a dream. Mefro Dominique reached out and touched her arm, but she kept heading toward where Saint Nikule stood, so I followed after. A clump of people were gathered there, all staring out at the water. I recognized one of the charmwives who told fortunes in the arcade, but mostly it was ordinary people.


Celeste, whats wrong? I asked.


She started, like waking up, and said, The river. Its on fire.


My heart jumped, because some of the warehouses had burned down over the other side of the river, but I didnt see any smoke this time. Like flaming brandy? I asked. Id seen that once when Cook was practicing for a special dinner.


The charmwife muttered, Mama Rota wont be denied. The river knows what she wants.


I took Celestes hand because she took a few more steps, and I was afraid she might come to the edge and fall in. Could all these people see visions like Celeste did? They looked around at each other in that way people do when they want to make sure they arent going mad. You dont expect visions to happen outside of church, not unless youre a saint. Or maybe a thaumaturgist like Maisetra Sovitre. Nobody else said anything. It was all sidelong glances and maybe taking note of who else was there.


What does it mean? I asked.


Celeste shook her head. I dont know. I can hear it calling but dont know what it wants.


Someone must have gone and fetched Father Mazzu because he came out to stand near us in the circle of steps around Saint Nikules statue. Celeste said once that he was a holy man. That when he blessed you, you were truly blessed. But I could tell he didnt see whatever it was that Celeste was seeing. People were crowding around him, asking him what it meant. He raised his arms and said some prayers and preached a little sermon about the miracle of the resurrection and Gods wonders and that made people more comfortable. Later Celeste said the fire never really went away. It faded down and sank into the waters, but if you looked deep in the river you could see it flickering like sun in the water at noon.


Celeste didnt know anything more until days later after shed talked to Maisetra Talarico. Maisetra Talarico thought it was something to do with a mystery they celebrated up in the Plaiz by the cathedral. It wasnt a regular mystery, more like the mystery plays the guilds perform at Carnival. At least I thought that was what she said.


Id almost forgotten about the whole thing a few days later when Liv picked me up at Tiporsel House. Maisetra Iulien didnt have classes any more so it was Liv and me, with Chennek sitting on my lap. Liv pushed off and prayed to Mama Rota as she kissed the river. Then she made a face and tasted the water again. Instead of keeping close to the edge, Liv pulled out into the middle of the river like she meant to cross or to catch the current to go all the way down to Urmai. Liv pulled one oar in and let us drift briefly as she dipped her hand in the water and brought it up to taste again.


Its coming, she said. Dont know how high or how long, but its coming.


Floodtide? I asked.


She nodded as she put the second oar back in the water and angled back toward the north bank again.


People were muttering about it in the Nikuleplaiz over the next few days. The rivermen had seen the signs in a streak of color toward the middle of the current. Mefro Dominique took Livs word, and rather than sewing, we spent two days carrying all the stock upstairs from the workroom.


It isnt often the water rises high enough to fill the streets, Mefro Dominique said. Its only happened three times while Ive lived here. But if it does, we wont have time to move things.


So the fine fabrics were tied into bundles and carried up to the bedroom. The baskets of ribbons followed them, and the printed magazines with their fashion plates and anything else the water might spoil, until the upstairs rooms were stuffed like a warehouse and the downstairs was bare except for the worktable and the dresses we were sewing.


The muddy streak in the middle of the river grew wider, and the river crept up one step toward the statue of Saint Nikule and then part of another. Three days went by without the water rising farther. Whoever it was that decided to declare floodtide must have figured it was all wed get, so Father Mazzu went down to the edge of the steps and dipped a bronze bucket on a little chain into the water, then took and poured it over the saints feet.


There were a few half-hearted shouts of God be praised, or Bless us, Saint Nikule, but also more than a few of Saint Rota protect us.


Celeste and I had gone down to the plaiz to watch the ceremony, and Liv had come to join us when she spotted us from where the rivermen were tied up to watch.


How does he decide? I asked as we heard the sweet, piercing floodtide bell ring in the tower beside the church.


In an ordinary year, Liv said, children keep watch over the saint and run to tell when it reaches his feet.


But how do they decide when to throw the bucket instead? It wasnt really throwing, but that was what you said: that theyd thrown the bucket at Saint Nikule.


Celeste shrugged. Nana Charl always said the prince told themthat was back in Prince Aukusts day. I think they ask the palace. Sometimes Princess Anna might want to keep folks in town longer. That only matters to folks who can take a holiday.


Will there be river fever? I asked Liv. She was the one always talking about how floodtide brings fever.


Not from this, she said. Maybe a few people, but not bad. When a real flood comes, itll be bad.


I didnt know if she meant the sickness or the flood or both.


Celeste looked worried, but it wasnt like there was anything she could do. Not unless one of the charmwives had something against river fever that she could learn.


* * *


With the maisetra staying in Rotenek for her school, the announcement of floodtide didnt affect us much at Tiporsel House, no more than it had last year. Ailis said the maisetra used to have a summer place in Chalanzshe got to go there once with the traveling staffbut that had been sold to buy the school. I figured Id never have a chance to leave the city in the summer. That was fine with me, because of working for Mefro Dominique, but it would have been nice to do both.


The baroness was getting ready to go see to her properties, and Mesner and Maisetra Pertinek would go visiting friends in the country, so the upstairs would be emptier.


Maisetra Iulien was the only one whose plans were upset by floodtide. Everyone expected at least a month after Holy Week before they gave up and rang the bell. And Ailis said when floodtide came right after Holy Week usually people would come back to the city for a late season before leaving for the summer, but this year they were staying away because of how the river stank. I was starting to realize Id never been in Rotenek when floodtide happened regular.


We all knew Maisetra Iulien was to stay in Rotenek for the one year. Shed been promised a grand ball at the end as a reward for being good, but you cant hold a ball like that during Lent, and you cant hold one if nobodys left to dance.


At first I thought Maisetra Iulien was unhappy because of the ball. She didnt say anything about it, but she was sadder and quieter with every day. When I came back one day and she wasnt up in her room to change for dinner, Lufise told me, If youre looking for the young maisetra, shes down by the dock.


She was sitting on the marble bench down by the water. It wasnt a very pleasant place on a hot, still day, but it was private. There was that.


Maisetra? I was ready to slip away quietly if she wanted to be alone, but she looked up at me with a sorrowful face. The sort that made you want to comfort her and make things right.


Oh, Roz! she said. Just that: oh, Roz.


She had a letter all folded up in her hand. She got letters regular from her family, but they made her happy, not sad.


Its notnot bad news? I ventured.


She shook her head. Nothing unexpected. My father wants to know when Ill be going home. She gave a little laugh. Home. But I agreed. One season. Its like when you wake up from the most beautiful dream. And in the dream you thought it was real. And then you wake up.


I thought about sitting down next to her on the bench and taking her hands, but that seemed too forward. So I stood there wishing I had a clean handkerchief to offer.


Were you unhappy in Chalanz, maisetra?


I didnt think that was the right question to ask. I cast my mind back to when Maisetra Iulien had first come to the city, all madcap and full of ginger. She hadnt seemed unhappy exactly. I remembered times when I knew she missed her family, especially at the holidays.


No. She shook her head and thought hard for a moment. I was hungry. Hungry to see what the world was like. To meet people like the people in my books. Like the people I wanted to write about. People like Cousin Margerit who think about interesting things and do things. Its been everything I wanted. Everything I imagined it would be. And now Ill go home and marry some boy with a promising future. Theyre all right. She shrugged. The boys, I mean. I even liked some of them. But this was it: my dancing season. It isnt that I dont want a husband and a house of my own and children and all that. I want that too. But Chalanz is such aa smaller place. Its harder to breathe there. I wanted to take deep breaths for a while.


That made me wonder what shed think about Sain-Pol. You didnt worry about breathing in Sain-Pol, you worried about eating. Hungry, shed said. Shed never been hungry like Id been before Aunt Gaita took me on. But if I thought about going back home someday, I could understand. It wasnt being hungry I worried about, it was never seeing Celeste or Liv again. Never having a chance to become a real dressmaker. Never finding another girl whod want to kiss me. The thought of making do by kissing boys was like being hungry.


When do you go? I asked.


Thats what my father asks. Whether Cousin Margerit will send me in her carriage or hell need to come fetch me when he has time in July. Ill have that long, at least. Cousin Margerit is lending her traveling coach to the Pertineks, and we cant have me returning on the public coach, the way I left.


Maisetra Iulien leaving made me want to cry too. Doing for her made me feel like I was part of something bigger. Not that I liked it better than dressmaking, but I liked it different. And I liked Maisetra Iulien. She made the world brighter, like a garden with flowers and birds singing in place of an ordinary field.




Chapter Sixteen


May 1825Parting


Maisetra Iulien was a different girl than shed been when she arrived last fall. She still broke the rules to get what she wanted, then found a way to get people to agree afterward. But now she found ways to get around the rules while still keeping them. Like how she had leave to go almost anywhere if Maistir Brandel and me were with her but never mentioned Mesner Aukustin being there, though that was as much him breaking rules as her. I was sure Maisetra Sovitre would have forbidden the trip up the chanulezes if shed been asked about it, but wed followed the rules shed set.


When it came to going home to Chalanz, Maisetra Iulien was trying to accept it as the price of the bargain. You couldnt help seeing she was unhappy, but I didnt hear her wheedling the maisetra or making plans to change her mind. Thats why I dont think it was her idea, when it all changed a few weeks later.


I was waiting up in Maisetra Iuliens room in the evening for her to come up after supper. I wasnt expecting the evening to run late. Theyd dined in and there werent any guests so I hadnt brought any sewing up with me. But the family keeps their own time, so I tidied the schoolbooks and papers one more time.


When Maisetra Iulien finally came up, she was quiet and thoughtful-like, but you could see there was something tumbling around in her head.


I held my tongue as I started undoing the ties and buttons on her dress, because I didnt want her to think I was prying. But when she was down to her chemise, Maisetra Iulien sat on the edge of her bed and her eyes were shining.


You mustnt tell anyone, Roz. Nothings settled yet. She bit her lip, maybe thinking twice about whether to tell me. As if I hadnt kept her secrets till now. I may be able to stay in Rotenek. As long as I want. You mustnt tell anyone, she repeated. It all depends on if Papa agrees. Cousin Margerit has offered to make me her heir. That is, not really her heir buttheres a funny legal name for it. Taking me on her purse. So shed be responsible for me and give me a dowry.


You mean like adopting you? I asked. It sounded almost like what Aunt Gaita had done for me.


No, nothing like that. But it would be a reason for me to stay in the city. Papa might agree. He wants me to make a good marriage. I could make a good enough one in Chalanz, but Im nobody much here. You need a bit more to stand out in Rotenek. But with what Cousin Margerit has offered


I had no idea what a good dowry might be for rich folks, but I knew enough to see that the maisetra could offer it. Thats very generous, I said. I was curious and Maisetra Iulien seemed in a mood for confidences. But what if Maisetra Sovitre marries and has children of her own? Would you still be her heir then? Would her husband agree to that?


Maisetra Iulien got a strange look, like she wanted to answer my question but didnt want to at the same time. No, she doesnt plan to marry. That was all she said.


I knew she didnt need to marry, but it was a new thought that someone like the maisetra might choose not to.


You mustnt tell anyone, Roz, she repeated. Its a secret for now, because he might say no. But if I stay, then Ill need a real ladys maid, for all the time. She must have seen me frown because she quickly added, You, Roz! Id want you.


In one moment I was grinning at her, all excited. And in the next all I could think was that a real, proper ladys maid wouldnt have time to be a dressmaker too. I wanted to do both. That might be how Maisetra Iulien felt about staying in Rotenek: she wanted to stay and to go home at the same time.


* * *


It was suddenly quiet after the bustle of departures. Those who left Tiporsel House would be back at the end of summer. But they werent the only ones leaving.


When I came to Mefro Dominiques one morning, Celeste wasnt in the workroom. That wasnt too odd. A couple weeks back wed been busy bringing the fabrics and stores back down from upstairs. Mefro Dominique had us inspect and inventory everything as we put it away. With that done, the work was summer-light now and sometimes Celeste was out and about on her own errands. She was working on some new charm that she wasnt ready to tell me about.


Mefro Dominique followed me into the workroom to show me my tasks. A year past, she would have begun by pointing out the mistakes in the last days sewing and telling me what would have to be picked out and redone. It was months since Id had to pick anything out, though she had a few words today about the evenness of a ruffle.


It will do this time, she said. Keep your mind on the small things and the large ones will take care of themselves. Then she sighed and looked toward the stairs that went up to the bedroom.


Is Celeste well? I asked, trying to guess what that look might mean. Sometimes Celeste had monthly pains that even her own charms couldnt touch. I thought maybe she was lying down.


Shes had a disappointment, Mefro Dominique said. She reached out to pat my hand softly. Well let her be for now. Why dont I teach you how to lay pleats more easily.


Mefro Dominique was keeping something back, but she was a good teacher and I knew to jump at the chance of learning anything she offered. When midday had come and gone and it was time to eat, she said, Why dont you go see if you can coax Celeste down to join us.


The summer had already turned warm enough to make the upstairs close and stuffy. There was no point to opening windows this near to the river unless you wanted to live with the stink of the mud well into the night.


Id thought to find Celeste lying in bed, so when I didnt see her there I wondered if shed slipped out during the morning while we were working. Then I heard a catch of breath and saw she was sitting on the floor up against the wall next to the erteskir where she kept her candles and charms.


She was holding something in her lap. I couldnt quite make it out in the dim light until she set it gently on top of the erteskir and scrambled to her feet. It was a little carved statue of Saint Mauriz. A fancy onethe sort you might expect to see on a table at Tiporsel House. Maisetra Sovitre had a lovely statue of her name saint in her bedroom, along with a gilt crucifix and a Madonna painting.


Thats beautiful! I said, touching the base to turn it so I could see better. The saint was carved out of some sort of dark wooddarker even than Mefro Dominiques skinand his halo shone like it was real gold. I wondered where Celeste had gotten something that nice. The answer came when she threw her arms around me and wept.


Shes gone. Shes gone to Rome and shes never coming back.


So I knew Maisetra Talarico had been here and given her the saint as a farewell present. I dont think Id ever seen Celeste cry before. Id seen her mad or sad, but not like this. Shed dried enough of my tears over the last year, so I held her as tight as I could without saying anything. At last she moved a bit and we sat on the edge of the bed, side by side.


Why did she have to go? I asked.


I dont know. There was still a little catch in Celestes voice. It doesnt matter. Theres nothing I could have done.


I thought about putting my arm around her shoulders again and got a funny feeling in my stomach, but that moment had passed, so I pointed at the little statue on the table of the erteskir. Youll have that to remember her.


She leaned over and picked the statue up and handed it to me. I was real careful, holding it only by the base. I could see the details now even though the lamps werent lit during the day. Ebony, I thought, because in Maisetra Iuliens stories things were always carved from ebony. You could see the features of Saint Maurizs face and the tiny tight curls of his hair. Bits of it were painted, but his armor was laid over the wood in thin metal plates. I couldnt guess whether it was tin or silver, but I decided it should be silver. And the halo was real goldor at least silver-gilt, like in the stories. It was much too fine a thing for a dressmakers shop. It wasnt the sort of gift you gave someone you were just friends with.


Im sorry. It was a very small thing to say.


She said A little hiccup. She said if I ever wanted to know more about mysteries that I should go to your maisetra and tell her that Serafina Talarico said to teach me. She did that for me.


But why dont you? I asked. Maisetra Iulien said the same thing: that any girl who wants to learn is welcome at the maisetras school.


I cant. Celeste shook her head. I told you why I cant. Maman needs me here.


Have you asked her?


My parents had been glad enough to let me walk a path to something better. But that was different. To them I was another mouth to feed. They had hands enough for the work without me and I could send some pay home every quarter. School didnt pay wages. Celeste was all Mefro Dominique had. Whether that was by choice or chance, it was how things were.


Maybe shell come back sometime to visit, I offered.


Celeste shook her head violently.


I was sorry Id said it. No use in raising false hopes. So I squeezed her again and said, Your mother said you should come down and eat something. Youll feel better.


* * *


Summer should have been quieter than the rest of the year and in a way it was. The maisetra spent most days down at her school and Maisetra Iulien usually went with her for company. She wasnt taking regular summer classes, but she had music lessons. Charsintek figured it was as close to empty as wed get and set everyone to doing the summer cleaning. I got pulled into it often enough since there wasnt much to do upstairs.


When the maisetras were around, you could feel they were all on edge. At first I thought it was only Maisetra Iulien being worried about her fathers decision. Hed sent a message that hed come visit in July, but he still hadnt said yes or no, at least in the part of the letter that Maisetra Iulien saw. But the tightness went beyond Tiporsel House.


Everyone in the city was worried about something, though they all talked about different things. For Liv it was the river and how the next true floodtide would stir up trouble. The woman at the fruit stall in the market grumbled that the cherries had been bad and the apples looked to be worse and if there werent a decent frost next winter she didnt know what to do. The bargemen muttered that if the water dropped further, theyd need to start unloading down at Iser. And Celeste was working on a charm for river fever, though she made me promise not to tell anyone in case it came to nothing.


Maisetra Talarico said I should try, she said. So Ill try.


Liv knew about it, because theyd gone up the hidden chanulez again to bring back more water from Saint Rotas well. If a charm could cure the fever, wouldnt someone know one already? But no one else had used Rotas water and Mama Rota was the one you prayed to against river fever. It helped keep Celeste from thinking all the time about Maisetra Talarico leaving. She still cried about that sometimes, sitting there staring at the icon of Saint Mauriz. But afterward shed work even harder.


I wish I could have gone up the chanulez with them, but it was on a day I was waiting on Maisetra Iulien. I still got to help. Celeste would ask me to test things when she poked at the parts of the charm she was putting together. She said I was good for that because I didnt have any magic of my own. She could tell whether the charm was working by itself or whether it only worked for her. You might not think that was praise, but helping Celeste made me feel strong. Thats the wrong word. Not strong the way Liv was out on the river, but more like the way Maistir Brandel always looked when he was watching over Maisetra Iulien, at least when he wasnt bored and out of patience. The strength that was being there and ready any time you were needed.


Wed finish the sewing as quickly as we couldnever sloppy or shoddythen Id say the words and work the charms like Celeste told me to. Shed watch with a frown, then the next time the words would be a little different or shed write something different on the paper or thered be something to wrap up in it when I put it to the candle. Sometimes Id use the water to draw marks or taste a drop of it or wed use it to make up the ink. I figured that if any of it worked, wed both be safe from the fever all our lives.


How can you know its a cure, I asked one day, if I dont have the fever to begin with?


Usually Celeste was impatient when I asked questions like that. Like either I should already know the answer or that it wasnt even something you should ask. But that time she looked worried. I cant know. I havea feeling. I can tell if it does something. Like Im wandering in a dark room, trying to feel my way out. But if you had the fever, I wouldnt dare waste my time poking and picking at it. Id do the regular things to cool the feverwet rags and cutting your hair short and maybe charms to keep you strong. And anything the apothecaries could offer. The things everyone knows about. If you were really sick, Id have to know that I was helping you and not maybe making it worse. Like the one we tried last week where you felt all hot and dizzy.


That made me understand Celestes worry better. Shed made it stop quick enough, but what if she couldnt? You heard about healing charms going bad. Thats why good charmwives didnt promise cures, they only promised help.


Having something to do meant we could sweep away the unsettled feeling. The whole city was twitchy like a dog with a flea. When you could get folks to talk about it, they said it felt like the citys luck had run out. Like Saint Mauriz was sleeping or something. Some would look around and lower their voice and say things hadnt been right since Prince Aukusts day, though no one complained outright about Princess Anna, and that was how people always talk about old days being better.


Then late one evening, at the end of twilight, there were shouts and a clatter of hoofbeats from out in the yard by the street. I heard them as soon as anyone because Maisetra Iulien had come up to her room for the night and Id barely taken her hair down when the noise started. She pulled away and went over to throw open the windows and look down into the yard.


Brandel? she cried and turned to rush downstairs without even waiting for me to put on her dressing gown.


We knew something must be wrong because Maistir Brandel should have been traveling in the south with the baroness. It was almost time they might have returned early, but not if hed come alone on a horse near spent. I chased after Maisetra Iulien and we came into the foyer by the door at the same time someone fetched Maisetra Sovitre.


Maistir Brandel looked both flushed and pale, like someone who was about to swoon. He was gasping, not like he was out of breath, but almost like he was crying.


Cousin Margerit! he started.


Id never heard him call her that before, and he wasnt her cousin, he was the baronesss cousin.


Cousin Margerit, you must come as quick as you can. Barbaras been shot!


The maisetra gave a little strangled noise like a whimper.




Chapter Seventeen
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In the following babble of voices I could only hear bits and pieces. The wound didnt look to be mortal, but she must come at once. It had happened on the road back from Turinz. Tavit had killed the man who did itnot a bandit, but I couldnt understand the rest of that bit. Ponivin the butler tried to quiet everyone, saying that at once couldnt mean before morning. One of the parlor maids started to shriek in fear until she was bundled off downstairs where she wouldnt upset the maisetra even more.


Then Maisetra Sovitre loudly called out, Stop! Everyone stop!


We all fell silent and stood waiting.


Brandel, go down to the kitchen and get something to eat if you can. Then be ready to tell me everything you know. Marken The maisetras armin had come straight to the noise, but it wasnt his way to add to it. See to a post carriage. The fastest one you can find. Have it ready at first light.


The Pertineks had the maisetras traveling coach, of course, and the baroness had taken her own. None of the town carriages would be up to fast traveling.


Maitelen, go pack my things, and youll be coming with me. Iuli


Maisetra Iulien was trembling and shaking and had her hands clapped over her mouth to keep from making any noise.


Iuli, I need you to take charge of the household. Ill send for Aunt Bertrut to come back as quick as they can.


Maisetra Iulien nodded. The staff could have managed on their own, but I could see it gave her something useful to hold to.


I dont know how long before Barbara isbefore we can return. Do your best to keep this quiet until we know whats happened. The maisetra looked around fiercely. All of you! Andand


I could see she was starting to crumble, and I gave Maisetra Iulien a little nudge to lead the maisetra off into the parlor to sit.


I went back up to Maisetra Iuliens room to fetch her dressing gown and then went back up to wait on her needing me. Id be in the way downstairs.


I dozed off in the stuffed chair by the window until the sound of horses and a carriage on the stones out front woke me at the first edge of dawn. The bed was unmessed, so I knew Maisetra Iulien hadnt been up to sleep. I guessed Maisetra Sovitre hadnt slept a wink either before leaving. I slipped downstairs yawning and found Maisetra Iulien still standing in the entryway before the door, looking like a lost child with her dressing gown all rumpled and her hair still loose and down.


Maisetra, I said quietly. You should try to get some sleep. Go on up and Ill ask the kitchen for hot milk. Ill be there in a moment.


I undressed her like a doll, all quiet and unprotesting, and said all the quiet bedtime charms in my head. But after Lufise showed up with the milk and I tried to get her to drink some, she started crying in awful sobs. There werent any house-charms for that, but some things dont call for them. I patted her hand and made quiet noises and smoothed the hair away from her face until she was crying more regular-like. When that had run its course, I washed her face and helped her sit and made her drink a bit of the milk.


I think theyd put something in it in the kitchen to help her sleep because she started nodding real quick and talking the way you do sometimes in a dream.


She cant die! She cant! What would Cousin Margerit do? They love each other so much. So very much. Her heart would be broken in a million pieces.


Hush. Hush, I said and gave her another sip of milk.


Instead of getting quieter, she got more upset. Thats not how the storys supposed to end! The Duke of Lautencourt saves his true love and they live happily ever after! And then a lot more nonsense about dukes and ladies and true love and fate before she slept at last.


I thought she was babbling. Who was the Duke of Lautencourt? We didnt have any dukes in Alpennia. But the name sounded familiar, like Id seen it somewhere. I tucked the blankets more closely around her as Aunt Gaita had for me that time Id had a fever, and it came to me. It was the name of one of the books Maisetra Iulien kept in her writing desk. Id seen it when I was straightening up her papers.


I didnt want to leave her alone, but I couldnt do any cleaning in case it woke her again and I hadnt brought any sewing to work on. That made me think of Mefro DominiqueI hadnt thought to let her know I wouldnt be there today. My mind kept chewing on all sorts of things while I sat in the chair by the window, but when I almost nodded off myself, I thought it wouldnt hurt to look at that book and see if I could figure out what Maisetra Iulien had meant.


I dont have much time for reading. Wed take turns passing around tattered books, bought cheap at the bookstall because theyd been discarded. Charsintek didnt like them but she never forbade it. Sometimes Celeste and I would take turns reading from the fashion journals while we worked. But now reading was something to keep me awake while I watched over Maisetra Iulien.


If it had been a hard book, I dont think I would have kept at it, but it was the sort that put pictures in your head. The words were fancy in a pretty sort of way, like the ones Maisetra Iulien used when she was telling me stories. In fact, the more I read, the more I could hear the story in Maisetra Iuliens voice. Id heard enough of her poems to recognize how she wrote. Why hadnt she ever said shed written a real book? From a printer and everything? It didnt have her name in the front, but there was nothing in that. Lots of books only said by a lady. I mostly skipped through looking for the name Lautencourt but sometimes it would pull me in and Id read pages at a time.


It was exactly the sort of adventure Maisetra Iulien loved, about a beautiful woman who inherited a fortune and a bad man who wanted to marry her for the money. She was an orphan and her guardian wanted her to marry the bad man because he was going to be the Duke of Lautencourt. That didnt make sense from what Maisetra Iulien had said before. The Duke of Lautencourt was supposed to be the hero. But he wasnt the duke yet. There was another man who might be the old dukes heir, but no one knew where he was. The woman refused to marry the bad man and her guardian set it up so he would kidnap her.


You didnt need kings and castles to put that sort of thing in a story. Women got forced to marry men they didnt like all the time. It didnt need kidnapping. Being caught alone with him was enough so that you had to say you were betrothed or you were ruined for life. Thats one thing armins were for, after all: to guard a girls reputation. It was why Maisetra Iulien wasnt supposed to go anywhere without me or Maistir Brandel or both of us. It was why she was never ever supposed to be alone with someone like Mesner Aukustin, because hed never be allowed to marry someone like her who wasnt noble. Shed be ruined with nothing to gain from it.


The rich girl in the story didnt have an armin, but right when the bad man was about to carry her off, another man showed up and rescued her and begged her to let him serve as her armin. Thats not how it works at all. You dont hire someone with no name and no reputationthats no better than being with a stranger in the first place. And it was clear that he loved her. There was this place in the story where he says, I would die for you. You mean more to me than my life and my salvation. I would go to the ends of the earth to bring you your hearts desire.


I think I would have melted if someone said that to me. If it was someone I loved, that is. I read that bit over and over until I could say it by heart. And the girl loved the armin too, but she knew theyd never let her marry a nobody.


I skipped through a lot of the story that was about balls and clothes and such nonsense. I suppose it might be fun to read if you thought you might have such things, but I wanted to know what happened to the girl and the mysterious stranger and I wasnt sure how much time Id have to find out.


So I went to the end and read bits backward to figure out what happened. I still didnt know what the Duke of Lautencourt had to do with the maisetra and the baroness. Then everything fell into a pattern. It was a pattern I hadnt even imagined. I should have guessed how the story would end because fairy stories like this always ended that way. The mysterious armin was really the lost heir, and he fought a duel with the bad man for the sake of the ladys honor and killed him and then everyone found out who he was. So the armin became a duke and married the lady and they were happy together for the rest of their lives.


Id gotten so tied up in the story that Id almost forgotten why I was reading it. When I remembered, my stomach knotted up all sick-like. Because if Baroness Saveze was the Duke of Lautencourt Baroness Saveze had been the maisetras armin before she found out who she really was and became a baroness. That meant that the maisetra must be the rich lady in the story. And it made sense because she was rich. The maisetra and the baroness lived together in the same house and even slept in the same bedroom. Id never thought anything of it because people did that, you know? Maisetra Fillerts daughters shared a bedroom with their cousins when they came visiting. Id never had a bed to myself until here at Tiporsel House and that was because Charsintek didnt want me getting in trouble. But Maisetra Iulien had said, The Duke of Lautencourt saves his true love and they live happily ever after. And the baroness was the Duke of Lautencourt. And Maisetra Sovitre was her true love. And they were supposed to get married and live happily ever after.


I knew the maisetra and the baroness were friends who loved each other, but Id never thought about them being in love. Not like me and Nan. I never imagined them lying in the big fancy bed they shared doing the things a man and woman who were married did. The things Nan and I had done. Maybe it should have made me feel glad to think the maisetra and I were alike that way, but instead I was frightened. It was one of those secrets Tavit warned me about. The kind that were dangerous to know and even more dangerous for people to know you knew. I thought about how the maisetra had hired me, even knowing why Id lost my last place. Maybe that had been a part of itthinking that we were a little bit alikebut it wouldnt go any further than that.


Would Maisetra Iulien remember what shed said to me when she woke up? Would she know shed given away their secret? Who else at Tiporsel House knew? I thought that Maitelen mustyou couldnt be someones maid and not know that sort of thing. Tavit, of courseeveryone knew you didnt keep secrets from your armin. And he was the one who warned me about telling secrets. If Maisetra Iulien knew, what about the baronesss cousinMesnera Chazillen the alchemist, who lived with Mesnera de Cherdillac? Did they know? Was it still a secret if everyone knew but they never said anything? I put the book back where Id found it so Maisetra Iulien couldnt tell it had been touched.


If she did remember, I think it went out of her head when I had to wake her. Mesnera Chazillen had heard something and come demanding to know what happened. If it had been anyone else, Ponivin would have denied them, but she stormed up to Maisetra Iuliens room for an explanation and I took the chance to go downstairs to get her a bite to eat and hot water to wash.


* * *


Thered been another row Id missed. Lufise told me about it while I made up the tray. Maistir Brandel had wanted to go with the carriage, but Marken put his foot down and said there must be a man in the house, no matter that Maisetra Iulien was left in charge. I think it was the double blow he minded: that he wasnt allowed to return to the baroness and that Maisetra Iulien was set over him. But Lufise said Marken had strong words for himmore words than he usually said in a whole month. He said that being an armin meant obedience even when you were set against it. That Brandel could take it as a test of his abilities or he could give up on ever getting a worthy post. I knew Lufise was repeating Markens words because of that: a worthy post.


After that first day, Tiporsel House settled down to wait. Until the Pertineks returned, no one was supposed to know that Maisetra Iulien was here alone. Charsintek and Ponivin gave very strict instructions on that, though if Mesnera Chazillen knew, someone must have told. When I went back to my work with Mefro Dominique, I lied and said Id been sick. I felt terrible lying to her and even worse about lying to Celeste. I promised myself Id tell them the truth later when I could and theyd understand.


Around the day we could expect the Pertineks to arrive there was another late night knock at the door when I had just finished putting Maisetra Iulien to bed. No clatter of hooves or carriage wheels this time, so it couldnt be them. Sikipirt, who was on duty at the door, wouldnt open it until Ponivin said to, but then Ponivin sent up to fetch Maisetra Iulien and I followed her down because I was that curious.


This time it was Maisetra TalaricoCelestes friendlooking tired and frightened. And then even more frightened because Maisetra Iulien had to tell her what happened and why the house was so empty. Thats how secrets get out. But once Maisetra Iulien said the wordthat Maisetra Talarico was to stay at Tiporsel Housethings happened quick enough. Charsintek went to see which guest room was most ready, and Ponivin said hed send someone for Maisetra Talaricos valise at first dawn.


No need to send a footman halfway across the city at night, maisetra, as we couldnt have it here before youd want to sleep.


Maisetra Iulien turned to me where I was half-hiding on the stairs and asked, Roz, could you see to my guest tonight? No need to wake someone else. I wont need you afterward. And as a more practical thought, Borrow one of my cousin Margerits nightgowns. It may be a bit short, but it should fit better than any of mine. While Charsintek showed the guest up to her room, I went to fetch wash water and towels and anything else I thought shed need.


Id never done for anyone else but Maisetra Iulien and I knew I still had a lot to learn as a ladys maid, but I was determined that Maisetra Talarico wouldnt know the difference if I could help it. I tried to remember every little charm and trick Maitelen had taught me, from the prayer to Saint Verunik over the lavender water in the wash pitcher, to how you undid all the buttons and laces smooth and easy-like without any jerks or pulling. I made sure the wash water was warm and poured it over her hands and wet a cloth for her to wash as she liked, then passed the warming pan between the sheets, saying a charm for an easy and dreamless sleep, before fetching the towel where it was warming on the fire-screen.


I remember how awkward I was back at firstall splashing and quick nervous movements. Now I could see how being a ladys maid was like being a kind of artist, but your mistresss comfort was the work of art. I hummed a snatch of lullaby I remembered Aunt Gaita singing as I held up the nightgown to slip over her head. We hadnt really spoken up to then. I thought she was tired and wouldnt want it. But now I asked, What would you like me to do with your hair, maisetra?


She frowned a little and sighed and reached up to pat the scarf that was still tied around her head. It will do till morning and then Ill have my combs and oil.


I was a bit sorry for that, because brushing out Maisetra Iuliens hair was always the last part of getting ready and the day didnt seem finished without it. The quiet had been broken, so I asked, Maisetra, have you come back to Rotenek to stay?


She started a little. I scarcely know. Im sorry, Ive forgotten your name.


RozildRoz. I was wondering because And then I wondered if maybe Maisetra Talaricos staying here was supposed to be as much of a secret as anything else. I was wondering because Celeste was so unhappy when you left. Might I tell her youre back? Shed want to know.


She turned and looked at me curious-like. And how do you know Celeste?


Im half-prenticed to Mefro Dominique. We work together.


Ah. Have I seen you there? Im sorry I didnt remember.


I looked down in embarrassment. No reason you should, maisetra.


Now I see Celestes hand in those little homely mysteries you do. Did she teach you?


I felt my face grow even redder. No, I dont do mysteries, maisetra. I hadnt thought shed notice what I was doing that way, but Id forgotten Celeste said she had a sharp eye for visions. But may I tell Celeste? Or will you be leaving again soon?


Tell her Ill come see her as soon as I may. But I dont know how long Ill be back. This I think she was working out what she could tell me. I dont know when this business will be settled. Or what Ill do after. But yes, tell her Ill come.


I dont think the business she was talking about was the baroness. She hadnt known about that. But what it could be was beyond me.




Chapter Eighteen


June 1825Asking


Old folks talked about France rising up again. Others whispered about the Austrians and remembered that Princess Anna had married an Austrian duke. There were rumors of spies in the court and talk that the guilds were working together on some Great Mystery. Men in the Nikuleplaiz grumbled about disasters like the warehouse fires. Liv said the rivermen had a saying that floodtide washed away the bad luck of the year and we were due for a real scrubbing.


When that summer was past, people remembered it as feeling strange and out of balance. For me, the real strangeness started the night we heard about the baroness, and it became worse after Maisetra Talarico came.


She was as good as her word and came down to the dress shop the next afternoon. From the moment I said Maisetra Talarico was back, Celeste was hanging in the front door of the shop looking up the street, even though we didnt know when she might come.


Mefro Dominique made tea and I fetched some sweet buns from the bakers and we even closed the shopthough that wasnt a hardship in high summerso we could hear about her adventures and why she came back.


I was traveling through the mountains, she began, and I had a vision. I knew I must return to tell Maisetra Sovitre about it.


She didnt tell us everything that first day, but as the summer went by I learned more about the doings at Tiporsel House from Maisetra Talarico than I did from household gossip. After they brought Baroness Saveze home and the doctors said she was strong enough for visitors, there were comings and goings all the time: important people coming in the door or sometimes landing from the river. At first theyd gather in the baronesss bedchamber when she wasnt allowed to come downstairs yet, and later in the parlor, with the doors closed and all the staff shut out. We knew it was important because for anything less the maisetra would have bitten your head off if you worried the baroness about it. But it was Maisetra Talarico who told us what it meant.


There is a curse on the land, she began, and we all gasped like you would for a ghost story. We knew the curse lived up in the mountains. The snows of three winters are locked up on the peaks. Thats why your river hasnt flooded. Its more than the snow. The curse is spreading. Here in Alpennia and everywhere.


She waved her arms and I tried to imagine what might be happening in other lands. People talked about the land feeling cursed, but what did that mean? If someone cursed your chickens, they stopped laying. But what happened if the whole land was cursed?


What can we do? Celeste asked, like she was ready to put her hand in.


I scoffed. We cant do anything!


I meant people like her and me, but Maisetra Talarico told us a little about what they were trying to do to lift the curse.


Were making the tutela of Saint Mauriz into a stronger shield. And Maisetra Sovitre is building her new mystery to be even better. The mystery guilds are all working to put their strength together. Every little piece we can think of.


Like the songs that Maisetra Iulien is writing? I asked. She was proud of doing her part, but I wasnt sure how it fit into the mysteries.


Maisetra Talarico nodded, but she looked worried. I think the songs will be important. Were building a mystery into an operaa story that tells what we want the magic to do. Theres a woman who can set mysteries in music. The right words make the mystery even stronger.


It made sense theyd asked Maisetra Iulien to help with that, because she had that knack of putting words together to make you feel what she wanted you to feel. It was a kind of charm. Im not talking about coaxing and sweet-talking people to do what she wanted, but her stories and poems had that way of making you see what she was talking about and feel what the people in the story felt. The words stuck with you. I still had bits from the Lautencourt book stuck in my head, as solidly as my nightly prayers.


We saw Maisetra Talarico a lot that summer. She was coming and going between Tiporsel House and the school and visiting the lady who was writing the opera, who lived around the Nikuleplaiz. In all that she came to talk to Celeste about charms and mysteries, like she was trying to get a whole life of talking into that one summer. Celeste never asked if shed come back to stay for good. She didnt want to hear the answer.


* * *


You might think the mysteries wouldnt touch us downstairs at Tiporsel House, but you always had to know whod be out of temper or how the days schedule might be upset. From the moment we got the news about the baroness, we knew nothing would be the same for a long time, maybe not ever. When the maisetra first brought her home, it was all uproar and hushed at the same time. There were physicians and nurses and the maisetras friends coming over to work mysteries for her healing and everyone downstairs doing special things. Cook made all her favorite dishes, and we were extra nice to Tavit because he must figure it was his fault hed let her get hurt. He never said anything about what happened except maybe to Liv.


Sometimes at twilight Id hear Chennek barking up the path, then Tavit would slip down to the bottom of the garden to meet her. He didnt worry about people knowing they were sweethearts any more. Sometimes I saw them sitting together on the marble bench talking and kissing. I wished I had someone to kiss like that.


Tavit didnt leave the house evenings, with the baroness laid up, and I didnt often ride downriver with Liv that summer because the days were all turned around. I could never tell when Id be able to fit my dressmaking time in. But once it worked out to ride with her and I asked after him.


Youre funny, Liv answered. You live under the same roof as Tavit, but youre asking me.


I smiled a little. You know how he is, never talking much. Hes been all stretched tightmore than he was before. I worry, thats all. Though mostly I worried for Livs sake.


Well, he talks to me, Liv said. Maybe you should listen more.


Liv There was something Id wanted to ask, but Id never dared. Wed never really talked about him except when she was sick with the cough. I tried to work out what to say. You and Tavitcan you


Thats no affair of yours! Liv snapped.


I felt myself turn red when I realized what she was thinking. Thats not what I was asking! I meant, can you get married some day? In a church and everything? I suppose in a way it was the same question as the one she thought I asked.


Liv bit her lip and the oars stilled for a few heartbeats while we drifted with the current. Then she moved them again as if the whole boat shrugged. Armins dont marry. Not while theyre in service. So it doesnt matter, does it?


Shed thought about it, I could tell. I wondered if theyd talked or if she figured it didnt belong to her to make him choose. I thought about marriage sometimes. How everyone would expect me to do it some day and how I didnt want to marry someone unless I felt about him the way Id felt about Nan or Liv or the way I felt about Celeste, which was different but fiercer somehow. Then I thought, what if I did love someone like that and couldnt marry him? I always knew I couldnt have married Nan or Liv, so that hadnt hurt the same way. But Liv was right, it didnt matter. Not if there were other reasons you couldnt. Lots of girls in service didnt get married or not unless they found themselves in trouble and had to.


* * *


I still saw Nan sometimes, going in and out of shops when she was running errands for her maisetra. Once or twice in the Nikuleplaiz. I never said anything and if she saw me, she didnt show it. Not until one hot day when Celeste took me along to the stationers to buy some special papers and inks and after that to Saint Nikules to try out a new charm. It wasnt like she needed me along, but wed finished most of the work on the dresses on order and Mefro Dominique needed to do fittings for the last bits. I liked helping Celeste when she worked: watching over her things or handing her the bits of candle and paper she needed as she was getting them blessed and fixing the charms to them. Making sure we didnt get in the way of the priests, though they were used to the charmwives coming in to make up their bits and bobs. And we had a right to pray there the same as anyone else.


Charmwork was interesting, but it wasnt always comfortable. Sometimes, with no warning, my magic feeling would fill me up and make me want to hold someone tight and kiss her till I couldnt breathe, just to work out the wanting. I worried that Celeste could tell. I tried to think about it like I did during church mysteries. Then it felt likelike the Holy Spirit had gotten into me and I was being carried up on angels wings. I told Celeste about that once. She said not everyone feels something during mysteries and a person doesnt choose how they feel it. She asked if I felt anything from charms and I almost told her then. The longer I kept quiet about it, the harder it was to say anything.


But thats why I didnt tell Nan to be about her business when she came up to us as we left the church that day. Instead of remembering how shed gotten me dismissed, all I could think about was how I wanted to kiss someone and hold them close and be carried on those wings. And there she was, right there, like she was waiting for me. She must have been waiting because she wasnt surprised at all. She looked at me hungry-like. I must have looked hungry back at her because her voice was all low and rough.


Can we go somewhere, Roz? I have something to tell you. She looked over at Celeste, making it clear she should go away.


That woke me up like cold water, and I said, This is my friend Celeste. My very good friend. I dont know why I said it like that.


Nan gave a sniff. Oh. Your very good friend. Well, your very good friend could come with us if she wants. She said it nasty-like.


I let her pull me back around behind a row of stalls and Celeste followed after, looking something between angry and laughing. When we were where no one else could see us, Nan wrapped her arms around me and gave me a long deep kiss. I wasnt feeling like kissing any moreat least not herand she could feel that.


Roz, she said more seriously. I got a new place at midsummer. Im working over on Molindrez now. Got a place as an upstairs maid. Theyre looking to hire. Your Maisetra Sovitre could give you a character. No one needs to know about the Fillerts. We could be together again.


She made it sound like a step up, but I knew better. Molindrez wasnt as fancy a neighborhood as Plaiz Nof and people didnt usually hire at mid-summer. You waited until the big hiring fairs when people came back to the city for Saint Maurizs Day. And why would I want to trade in Tiporsel House for something less? I guess she thought wanting her would be enough reason. There was a time it would have been. I could still feel that yearning even though I knew better.


Celeste watched me, all impatient. When Nan saw me look back at her, she said, Or maybe you need to ask your new sweetheart about it.


She said it nasty again, like she thought I should feel ashamed of the idea of Celeste being my sweetheart. That made me so angry I reached to take Celestes hand and said, Lets go home.


Celeste pulled me away from the market stalls like she expected me to change my mind and took me down to the steps by Saint Nikules statue where no one would bother us if we sat for a while. She didnt say anything at first. I liked that. None of her sharp comments, even though I could tell she didnt like Nan. Celeste knew how to wait for the right time to talk. So we sat there with the calls of the market women behind us and the shouts and whistles off the river in front of us and me trying not to cry because for those few minutes I remembered what it had been like waking up in Nans arms.


Finally after Id been quiet for a while, Celeste said, Kissing girls is always going to get you in trouble, isnt it?


That wasnt fair because I hadnt actually gotten in trouble over kissing Liv, even though I thought I had. It didnt seem worth arguing about, so I shrugged. Then, with a little hiccup, because I was still working on not crying, It doesnt matter. Thats all over.


Celeste fixed me with that figuring-out look she got when she was making changes in charms. How come you never tried to kiss me? she asked.


I couldnt think what to say. I felt dizzy, like one of those dances where youre spinning around then you suddenly stop. II didnt know you wanted me to kiss you.


Maybe I do, maybe I dont, Celeste said sharply. Thats not what I asked.


I didnt know the answer. I didnt know what answer she wanted. I liked Celeste. I liked her more than anyone else I could think of. But I worried it was the magic feeling that made me want to kiss her and not wanting her. And Id made a promise to Mefro Dominique. That was the first thing I could think of to say. Your mother would kill me.


She cocked her head sideways a little, thinking about it. She might have been willing to take that answer. But it wasnt enough for me.


Celeste. I took her hand and held it between mine and pressed it to my heart. Celeste, I would die for you. I felt foolish, but the words that tumbled out of my mouththe only ones I knew that said how I felt about hercame from Maisetra Iuliens story. The one about knights and ladies and brave duelists. You mean more to me than my life and my salvation. I would go to the ends of the earth to bring you your hearts desire.


Celeste pushed against me and took her hand back, laughing. But you dont want to kiss me.


That was my chance to tell her, but I wasnt ready. What if I kissed her and it ruined everything, like it almost had with Liv? I needed to think about it, so I echoed her words back. Maybe I do and maybe I dont. But your mother would kill me. Then we both laughed.


I wasnt sure if Celeste liked my answer. She knew all about Nan, and shed dried all my tears over Liv. Shed never said anything about it being sinful or treated me like I was dirty. Did she want me to kiss her? She never seemed like she was jealous. She didnt seem jealous now, maybe just curious. Id never heard her say anything about a sweetheart or talk about who she planned to marry, but she planned to be a business woman like her mother. Walking out with a boy can put an end to that real easy. Mefro Dominique wasnt married, at least I didnt think she was, though I knew Celestes father came around sometimes and then shed shoo us out of the house for a while.


None of that mattered right now, because it was true what Id said. Mefro Dominique wouldnt take kindly to me leading Celeste astray. I loved the work too much to spoil things at the dress shop. I loved Celeste too much to spoil things with her. She hadnt said she wanted me to kiss her. But the other thing Id said was true, too, even if it was Maisetra Iuliens words Id used. Id die for her.




Chapter Nineteen


July and August 1825Mysteries


Tiporsel House was still all upside down when Maisetra Iuliens father arrived. Id almost forgotten about that. Futures seemed so far away. I know it doesnt belong to me to say so, but he was a sour-looking man, all puffed up with his own importance. I didnt like the way he talked to the maisetra, like she was a child. I could tell Maisetra Iulien loved him the same as I loved my father, but I could tell why she might have wanted a look at the wider world, without him standing over her.


Dressing became a chore every morning and evening. It wasnt that Maisetra Iulien had so many gowns to choose from, but shed try them all on and toss them on the bed and try again until I was ready to send her down to breakfast in her chemise.


This one makes me look too young! Hell think Im a child who shouldnt be allowed out of the house. That one makes me look too sophisticated. Look at the dcolletage. Its not my fault my bosom has grown this year.


Then wear it with your fichu, I suggested. And you should put the ear-bobs away until evening. I know girls wear them for everyday in the city, but Mefro Dominique says it isnt done in the country, and thats what your father will expect.


Id been asking Mefro Dominique a lot of questions about what was and wasnt done since Maistir Fulpi had come. I could have asked Maitelen, but she was so worn down from looking after the baroness. Maisetra Iulien was in such a dither, I needed somebodys word that weighed more than mine to keep her from wearing anything foolish.


Maisetra Iulien looked up and said, What would I do without you, Roz?


Im sure youd do well enough, I replied as I put the earrings back in her jewelry box. Now let me do up your hair. Youll feel better once this business is settled.


Id learned more hairdressing and was proud of how I turned her out, but it was a very long week.


I wasnt there when they finally had the lawyers in to make all the arguments and sign the papers. I only knew it was finished when I came back from the dress shop and found Maisetra Iulien as full of bubbles as a glass of champagne.


Im to stay! Oh, Roz, its all decided! Im to stay here in Rotenek.


Shed had her doubts, but I wasnt surprised how it all turned out. When Maisetra Sovitre takes it into her head to want something, she generally gets it in the end. And I knew the answer from the fuss down in the kitchen where they were fixing a special dinner. They wouldnt have been celebrating Maisetra Iulien going home if that was how itd gone.


Cousin Margerit promised me a special ball after the mysteries for Saint Mauriz are over. Im to be out in societytruly outmore than going to classes and taking tea. And Roz, Ill talk to Cousin Margerit about making you a real ladys maid. Not now when shes so worried about everything, but I know shell say yes.


I was happy she was staying, but I tried not to think about that part. I didnt say anything to Maisetra Iulien as I pulled her very best evening dress over her head and started doing up the fastenings. What was there to say? Who wouldnt jump at the chance to step from being a laundry maid to being ladys maid to the daughter of the house in less than two years? There was a time I would have thought it heaven. Now all I could think was being pulled in two pieces.


If I said yes, it would mean not seeing Liv or Celeste except when I got my half-day off. And no more dressmaking. If I said no, it would mean going back to doing mending and fine laundry. It would mean seeing someone else doing for Maisetra Iulien. Thats if the maisetra didnt let me go for refusing.


I wasnt good enough yet to be a shop assistant, like Celeste could be, even if Mefro Dominique had the work to hire me full time. I wanted to keep learning, but I might lose it all no matter what answer I gave and no one here at Tiporsel House would understand. I dont know that the folks back home in Sain-Pol would understand either. If I went home to visit, theyd gawk and stare at me the same whether I was a ladys maid or a fancy dressmaker.


I liked doing for Maisetra Iulien. I liked working out what she needed before she even knew it herself and turning her out all fine and pretty so she was ready to conquer the world and being the one she told secrets to. But I liked making dresses more: seeing how they would look in my head, then working out how to make the cloth do what I saw or how to turn what the customer wanted into what would make her look beautiful. The two things were the same, in a way, but dressmaking felt more like it was mine.


Maisetra Iulien didnt notice how quiet I was as I did up her hair in a little braided bun with some summer flowers pinned into it. She was full of her own joy. So I didnt have to try to explain my tangled thoughts to her.


* * *


Summer came to its end like a beehive right before a swarm. You could feel the air change as all the rich folk started coming back, even though they werent buzzing through the streets and the Plaiz yet. A lot of the gossip and rumors about the guilds had quieted down out in the city and most folks thought it had been no more than talk. At Tiporsel House we knew better, but downstairs no one had a spare moment to think about it. Extra guests were coming and going. The kitchen never had a moments rest. We were all ready to settle back into regular life. Wed celebrate the feast of Saint Mauriz with the special mystery the maisetra had been working on, then the rich folks would go back to their parties and balls. In the south part of town, the students would come back to the university. The buzzing touched ordinary folks like Mefro Dominique only because the rich folks and the students needed people to do for them and those people needed other things. Like when you threw a stone in a duck pond and the circles worked out to the edges.


* * *


The family was glad when the feast of Saint Mauriz arrived in that way you get excited for a party youre attending. But downstairs it was waiting for the party to be over so you can start all the cleaning and putting things away.


Maisetra Talarico told us they picked Saint Maurizs day to break the curse because everything started with the Mystery of Saint Mauriz. Hes the patron of the city and all of Alpennia, so his feast isnt ever an ordinary day. It marks the end of summer and the start of the season, and its a quarter day, though no one downstairs would have time to go meet with family or celebrate getting paid. We didnt get a half-holiday like we would in ordinary years because of the extra mysteries.


They say mysteries work better the more people there are to celebrate them, so Charsintek told us to go to the cathedral if our work allowed. Either for the Mystery of Saint Mauriz itself or the Royal Guild mystery that followed itthe one the maisetra had made. After that thered be a special mystery for the city guilds, but that one was secret. I think even Maisetra Sovitre didnt know anything about it, except it was supposed to break the curse. At the end of the day theyd all go to the opera, and that was supposed to be a mystery too.


I wished I could see it. Maisetra Iulien had sung me bits of the songs shed helped write for it. Id never seen an opera, but I liked the plays the guilds put on at Carnival with their singing and dancing and I figured it would be like that, but grander.


I traded off days so I could spend the whole of Saint Maurizs Day at Tiporsel House. Charsintek said none of the family would be doing much but resting the day after, so I could give that one to Mefro Dominique. I got a taste of what it would be like dressing a young maisetra in her coming out season. First a simple dress for breakfast, then sober church clothes for the Mystery of Saint Mauriz. Then something more like an afternoon visiting dress for the Royal Guild mystery. That was the one I chose to go to, not only because Id have time to rush back to Tiporsel House afterward before it was time to dress for the evening, but because it was Maisetra Sovitres mystery.


I loved seeing the princesses and the other palace folk in their fine clothesat least, when I could crane my head around the people standing in front of me. I got little glimpses, that was all. I saw Mesner Aukustin when the procession went by, walking side by side with the older Mesner Atilliet thats Princess Annas son. They both looked solemn and important. Some of the girls downstairs gossip about which of them is going to be prince next. Most of them like the older one better because hes so handsome. Thats a silly reason to choose. I remembered that time in the Strangers Market when Celeste told Mesner Aukustins fortune and said he wouldnt be prince. It was hard to think of him being a prince, because he was barely older than me, but I hoped theyd pick him.


Mostly the mystery was people chanting and doing things I couldnt see. They talked slow and important-like, the way the priests did for Mass and wed give the responses like in regular church services. Sometimes you could understand what they said and sometimes it was in Latin. Sometimes the words were old-fashioned and you could barely understand them. I thought I could tell when the mystery was coming to an end because I felt warm and got my magic feeling real strong. Not the way Saint Orisules mystery used to make me feel, all loved and warm inside. This time it felt like marching in a procession when youre all going somewhere together and being there all in a group doing the same thing makes you feel strong and alive. Then it was done and I was left with the aching, wanting feeling, so I was glad to get back to Tiporsel House and keep busy making sure Maisetra Iuliens opera gown was pressed and perfect.


It was the first time Maisetra Iulien was allowed to go out to a real society affair. She had her first truly fancy gown and Id had the making of it. Most of it. Mefro Dominique had kept a sharp eye on me, but Id done the measurements and the pattern and the cutting while she watched over me. Mesnera de Cherdillac had made suggestions about the style. Young ladies were supposed to wear pale colors, but that wouldnt have suited Maisetra Iulien as well as bright yellow, like a daffodil in spring. Mesnera de Cherdillac said she needed a color strong enough to stand up in the maisetras opera box. Bright as an alchemists gems, she said. She meant Mesnera Chazillen, the baronesss cousin, and the magical jewels she made. I could see what Mesnera de Cherdillac meant when I snuck a look at what the other ladies would be wearing. The maisetra would be in a dark wine-purple and the baroness in the blue they always used for the Virgins robe in paintings. I knew Maisetra Talarico would be in crimson because Celeste had told me about making her dress, back before Id come to the shop. I didnt know what sort of jewel Maisetra Iulien was, but shed shine with the rest of them.


When Id worked on that gown, Id seen that every stitch was as perfect as I could make it. Maisetra Talarico said that every craft could be a mystery if you did your work with care and a prayer in your heart. Sewing never gave me my magic feeling, but every time I worked on Maisetra Iuliens gown, I thought about her sitting there in the opera box with the rest of the family, listening to them perform the words that shed help write, and I thought about how making her as elegant and fine as I could manage might help a little bit if she was nervous and worried. I thought about that again as I dressed her in it, making everything fit and fastened just right, ready with my needle and thread in case there was anything to mend or change. It filled my heart the same as when I told Celeste Id die for her. I dont know that Id die for Maisetra Iulien, but I loved doing for her like this and Id only had a little taste of it. The ache came back in my stomach knowing soon Id have to choose.


Maisetra Pertineks maid had come in to do her hair for me. There were pearls for her neck and her ears and new white gloves and a beautiful shawl that was a gift from the baroness. Then one last stare at the looking glass.


You look so beautiful, maisetra, I said. I could see how shed be an elegant lady any time she chose to be. Right now she grinned like a schoolgirl.


Thank you, Roz, she said and kissed me quick on the cheek before heading downstairs.


That was the sort of thing she did that made you love her. I dont mean love like the way Id loved Liv, all confused and hurting inside. Or the way I loved Celeste, like a burning candle. It was more like the way you might love Princess Anna, when you saw her in a parade or passing by in the cathedral. When you knew that you lived in different worlds, but if she ever smiled at you in passing it was like the sun coming out on a winters day.


I had a bit of a foolish grin from that all through tidying up, then I went off to my room for a nap. They wouldnt be back until late. Id have to get her undressed and settled down to sleep and wouldnt that be a task tonight!


Id expected to sleep through until someone came knocking to tell me the family were back, but instead I was restless with dreams of longing. Not like the dreams I used to have about Nan or Liv, but about a lady standing on a bridge and something like lightning or fire all around her. I felt that aching as the fires rose up like a wall or a wave and it went all through me and I woke up with a start. It left me all done and spent. I tried to sleep again after that, but it wouldnt come.


Id expected Maisetra Iulien to come home chatty and excited, but she was quiet, thoughtful-like. I waited to ask her about what happened until Id gotten her undressed and the jewelry put away and brushed her hair out, humming the quieting charm that Maitelen had taught me.


How was the opera, maisetra?


Itworked? And then more confidently, It worked. Theyre all certain of that, but


She didnt finish the thought, but I knew what she meant. Celeste talked about thathow you couldnt always be sure what else your charm had done. And how much more for a great mystery than for a charm?


As long as the curse is broken, I said. And we can get back to how things were.




Chapter Twenty


September 1825Floodtide


I wasnt the only one visited by dreams that night. Half the house was restless. Maisetra Sovitre had nightmares that you could hear all through the upper house until someone woke her. When I asked Maitelen the next day, she said the maisetra had been very tired and no wonder, which was all the answer I got.


With a days work to make up in the busy season, I was off before Liv brought the deliveries. Few people on the streets would have seen the great doings the day before, but you could see some folks walking around all sleep-haunted like the maisetra had been. Celeste says lots of people can feel a tiny bit of magic. She says thats why the great mysteries workbecause if you get enough people celebrating them together then its like a lot of tiny whispers together getting loud enough that the saints will hear. She must have learned that from Maisetra Talarico. She didnt used to talk about charms that way. So, people might have felt something when the curse was broken, even if they werent right there in the middle of things.


Id barely stepped in the shop door when Celeste asked, Did you see it?


Did I see what?


Celeste shook her head. Youve never had a scrap of proper vision, have you? But its so bright, I thought maybe She lowered her voice to a whisper. The rivers on fire again.


Like it was at Easter? I hadnt seen anything coming down the Vezenaf.


Much brighter. Like theres a fire under the water, burning at the bottom of the river.


Celeste shook her head like she was trying to clear it. Something woke me up last night, like a storm rolling through the cityyou know the way the air changes all at once sometimes? I figured it was part ofall that. She waved her hand in the direction of the upper town. I saw the river on fire when I went out to fetch the bread.


Maybe thats what its supposed to do, I offered. What Maisetra Sovitre and the others made it to do. Didnt Liv say that when floodtide comes properly again the rivers supposed to wash away the bad luck? Maybe its like that, except burning away the bad luck instead.


But I thought about what Maisetra Iulien had said and I wasnt sure.


* * *


I figured Maisetra Talarico might know the answer, but it was a couple days before we saw her again. Celeste dropped her work the moment we heard her voice at the door and rushed to pester her with questions. Mefro Dominique frowned at that but told me to bring some tea to the parlor and said, Dont keep the maisetra too long.


I think Maisetra Talarico would have liked the two of them to be friends, but she wasnt sure how to do it with Mefro Dominique always treating her like a customer. Serving tea in the parlor was part of that. We called it the parlor to customers, but most days it was the fitting room where we took measurements and showed off fabrics.


As I poured out four cups, Maisetra Talarico said, Now tell me what youve seen, Celeste, and what you think it means.


I got to hear again what shed tried to explain to me that morning, except this time Celeste used bigger words and some words I didnt understand. Maisetra Talarico sat quietly after that for a long time while Celeste tried to be patient for her answer.


The river was part of the mystery, its true, she said at last. It was a road for the mystery to travel, up to the mountains where thethe curse was. I saw how it carried the power when we performed the opera at Easter. That time it was an opera, not a mystery. When I was traveling to Rome She gave Celeste an apologetic glance and reached over to lay a hand on hers. I could see traces of power following the sources of the river. They teased at the edges of the curse. Its all tied together, you know: how the curse bound winter to the mountains and kept floodtide from coming. The Rotein was a powerful symbol to connect us here in Rotenek with the goal of our work.


She sang softly, Let the waters rise up and wash away my sorrow. Thats what Tanfrit sings in the opera. It was what carried the strength of the working. I think what you see is only the remnants of the fluctus left behind.


You think, Celeste said, sounding doubtful.


Maisetra Talarico looked doubtful too. It was a new type of mystery. We werent sure how it would work. The church mysteries did their part, but it was the opera that finally destroyed the curse. It needed to be very powerful. There may beleftovers in the water.


Her eyes got a far-away look. I think maybe she was seeing visions. I dont think you need to worry about it. Its doing what it was supposed to do. Its still at work there, following up the rivers and the streams, washing out the last traces of the sorcery in the mountains.


Celeste searched her face with a frown. What did you see when you were there in the mountains? When you saw how it worked back in May?


Maisetra Talaricos voice was soft, like you might think a fortune-tellers would be when they were saying true. I saw Tanfrit calling to the ice-choked streams. I saw the fingers reaching up through the stony valleys, calling to the water, rise up, rise up. And the water was trying to answer.


And now it will? Celeste asked.


In its time, it should.


When?


I dont know. Maisetra Talarico seemed to wake from her vision. This time she sounded less certain.


When shed left, Celeste repeated, The water will rise up. Does she know what that means? Shes never seen it: the plaiz under water and all the lower city flooded. Fever everywhere.


Youve never seen it either, Mefro Dominique said sharply. You were barely out of your cradle the last time the water came that high.


I could see a stab of worry in her eyes. I wondered what it had been like with the city flooded and a small child and river fever running through all the neighborhoods. I made myself busy clearing away the tea things while the two of them argued.


Maman, you heard what she said. The mystery calls out to the Rotein and the Rotein calls to the mountains: let the waters rise up. I can feel it in the river. Do you think floodtide will wait on its proper season in the spring?


Celeste, it isnt your place to worry about mysteries. She sounded frightened. Leave that for those it belongs to.


Maman, I think we should move things upstairs.


Her mother frowned at her silently for a few moments, then said, When the season is busiest. It wasnt really a question.


I saw Celeste nod silently. I wanted to think that Maisetra Sovitre and her friends would have thought of all this when they celebrated their mysteries. I knew how hard theyd worked all summer to prepare them. But I also remembered how theyd talked of floodtide at Tiporsel House. An inconvenience. An excuse to leave the city on holiday. I thought of the days wed spent moving boxes and baskets up and down the stairs here in the spring. Then I thought of all the lovely fabrics that could be ruined if the river rose and caught us unaware. The half-made gowns in the workroom, the silks and embroideries.


I heard Mefro Dominique sigh and knew she was thinking the same things. Very well, but dont you go around talking about visions and mysteries. Charmwork is enough to worry about. Roz, let the dishes be for now. Celeste, go up and get things out of the way in the bedroom and well start packing.


* * *


We worked all night until my legs were ready to collapse from carrying boxes up the stairs. At last everything was moved from downstairs except the dresses we were working on and what was needed for them.


Mefro Dominique looked around the empty workroom with only tables and chairs showing in the lamplight. If youre right, well be forgiven all. If youre wrong, there will be rips to mend.


She didnt mean rips in the dresses. We were real careful about that. I wanted to go home to Tiporsel House right then. I thought maybe I could slip in without anyone knowing how late Id been, but Mefro Dominique wouldnt hear of me walking up the Vezenaf in the early morning.


You lay down for a bit. Ill wake you at dawn.


So Celeste and I slept together on the pallets rolled out in a corner of the workroom. There was no place to sleep in the bedroom with all the stores there, and the pallets could be rolled back up and moved in a hurry. If I hadnt been so tired I would have enjoyed lying there under the same coverlet as Celeste, feeling her beside me and hearing the sound of her breathing. I hadnt slept next to someone for a long time and I missed that. I didnt even want to cuddle or anything like thatI was too tired and it wouldnt be right unless she wanted to. But I barely closed my eyes before Mefro Dominique was shaking my shoulder gently and whispering, Get up, child.


It was light enough to feel safe but too early for much of anyone to be awake or on the streets. Id been foolish to think I could slip back in without anyone knowing, because of course the doors were still locked. I tapped on the glass window beside the door around back to catch someones attention. Cook opened it with her arms full of baskets to head off to the market. I was that early.


She looked me up and down with narrowed eyes and said, Youd best go talk to Charsintek.


The housekeeper was in her office next to Ponivins pantry. She fixed me with a look that had me quailing. Where have you been running around all night?


I hadnt thought how it would look. And of course Ailis would have worried and told her I wasnt there. I was at Mefro Dominiques, I said.


All night?


I nodded. There was Would she believe me if I told her about Celeste and her visions of floodtide? In a house like this, maybe. But all I said was, There was an important job. It took all night to finish.


And Dominique will tell me you were there with her all night?


I was!


Her face relaxed a little, but not into softness. I hope the dress was more important than your sleep. Id like to get this house back to regular hours now.


For a few days, Charsintek had her wish. The maisetra went down to her school every day. The others went off to their visiting and the rest of what the family does. Maisetra Iulien did some of both now. She wouldnt put off the question of a full-time maid much longer. I didnt know if Maisetra Talarico had spoken with the maisetra about Celestes fears. It wasnt a thing I could ask.


It was like I lived in two worlds: Tiporsel House, where everyone thought things were back to normal, and Mefro Dominiques, where we sat in a nearly empty workroom, sewing and waiting. Then one morning Liv came pounding on the back door of the shop with Chennek barking at her heels.


Celeste led her in to the shop with wide eyes and a determined look. Its happening.


Liv explained, Theres a muddy streak down the center of the river and it tastes like flood. I thought of the rivermens prayer where she kissed the water at every trip. They knew the changes day to day from the taste of the water.


Mefro Dominique looked sharply at us and said, Back to work. Weve done as much as we can. Nothing more to do until they ring the floodtide bell.


When will they ring it? I asked. How long until the waters high enough?


Liv frowned. Hard to say. A regular floodtide might take a few days or a week to get Nikules feet wet. This one will rise faster.


She sounded certain.


Maman! Celeste pleaded.


What would you do? It doesnt belong to you to worry about the flood.


I could speak to Father Mazzu. He might believe the rivermen. Maman, no ones ready for the water this time of year. What will they think if were the only ones who were prepared?


That must have convinced her. She shooed us out of the shop. The three of us walked over to the Nikuleplaiz, Celeste almost dancing a few steps ahead and me keeping pace with Liv. Liv hailed one of the other rivermen to come with us to speak of the signs. He might not listen to me, she said.


When it came to the point, Father Mazzu listened, but that was all he would do. He nodded and said, If its Gods will that the river rises, then it will rise. He said it kindly. Not as if he didnt believe us, but like you might talk to a child who keeps asking after a treat.


The riverman said, Its rising, no doubt. The current doesnt lie about that.


Celeste was looking down at her feet the way she did when she said something she thought people might not want to hear.


Father Mazzu, the river is rising and people need to be warned. She didnt tell him about her visions. Maybe it wouldnt make a difference.


We will warn them when the water reaches the mark. The priests voice was patient, but that was exactly the wrong tone to take with Celeste when she had her mind fixed on something.


By then it will be too late. Should people wait on the floodtide bell to move stores up out of the rivers reach? Should they wait on the bell to set aside sweet water to drink?


The flood comes every year, he began.


In the spring. Celeste was pleading now. People expect it in the spring.


Father Mazzu looked to the burly riverman who had come with us. He didnt know about Celestes visions either, but he knew the water and stood there with arms folded, waiting on an answer.


I will send word to the archbishop, Father Mazzu said, and he will consult with the palace. I suppose theres no harm in telling people to prepare.


That was as far as he would bend. The riverman went back to his boat, but the three of us stood on the church steps wondering what to do next.


We could go door-to-door Celeste began.


I thought of how Id need to get back to Tiporsel House before longMaisetra Iulien was going out visiting in the afternoon and Id promised Id be back in time to help her dress.


The priest said we should warn people, I said.


Thats not exactly what he said, Liv protested.


He said there was no harm in us warning people. I could see Celeste was twisted up with frustration. Whats the best and easiest way to warn people of floodtide?


In that moment, I thought about the heroes in Maisetra Iuliens poems and stories. I wanted to be Celestes champion, carrying her banner into battle, taking up a sword to fight duels for her. But what I did was to run to the bell tower that rose at the edge of the plaiz.


The tower had been part of a warehouse once long ago, but all that was left was the tower and the arcade along the front where the charmwives sat. The bell didnt belong to the church, even though it was the priest who rang it. It belonged to the city and the merchants. To all of us. There were other bells in the tower besides the floodtide bell: a deep one for thick fog on the river, to warn barges where the channel turned, or to sound an alarm during the fires a year past. There was no door or lock on the stairs to the bell tower for that reason.


I could hear Celeste calling far behind me as I started up the spiral of stone. I knew the floodtide bell by the double chime, worked by a single rope. I untied it from the cleat and set the wheel to swinging. After a slow creak, the first peal rang out sweet and high over the Nikuleplaiz, followed by the double tone. Around me the stones shivered. Nothing else sounded like it. You could tell the floodtide bell even with other chimes ringing.


Once the first notes rang out, my ears were full of the sound. Celeste called out something from halfway up the stairs, but I couldnt make it out. I counted off the peals. Nine. Ten. There were voices and shouts from the plaiz below. Through the window of the bell tower I could see two of the deacons come out on the church steps to stare. Fifteen. Sixteen.


I had counted to twenty-four when I saw men in the uniforms of the city guard come into the Nikuleplaiz on the far side, walking determinedly across the cobbles toward the tower. Celeste was beside me, grabbing my arm and shouting, Come away!


That was when I first thought I might have made a mistake. Celeste slipped down the steps before me. And thats why she was the one the guards caught.


If the floodtide bell belonged to the church, it would have been no business of the Guard. And of course if the priest had rung the bell, that would have been authority enough. But no one would believe that Father Mazzu had given us permission. And Celeste was the one who had argued with him. No one paid any mind to me when I slipped out of the tower.


The sweet peals of the bell trailed off to echoes and were still. But even as the guards led Celeste away held stiffly between them, I could hear other bells taking up the floodtide call. Someone might send a command to silence them, but for now the two-tone cry spread throughout the city, Alarm! Alarm!


Liv and I joined the cluster of charmwives who went to badger Father Mazzu for Celestes sake, but he wouldnt listen. And all I could think was that it was my fault, because Id wanted to be a hero for her. I would have sat down on the cobbles to cry but that wouldnt help.


Liv, I begged. Can you go tell Mefro Dominique?


She nodded.


Then I set off running to Tiporsel House. I needed Maisetra Talarico, but there was no knowing if she was in town or at the school. At least Maisetra Iulien would be there and surely she could think of something to do.


Tiporsel House was buzzing like a hive of bees, and for half a moment I was confused. But of course all the city had heard the bells. I stopped in the common room to take off my bonnet and coat and saw Maitelen coming down the stairs with a tray.


Wheres Maisetra Iulien? I asked in a rush.


In the library, I think. But you neednt worry about being late. She hasnt rung for you yet.


I wasnt worried about that, of course. I slipped past her to take the steps up to the main hall, but the library door stood open with no one inside. I could hear voices from the front parlor and hesitated at the doorway, seeing Charsintek and Ponivin there with all the family.


Charsintek saw me and came over to grab my arm and hiss quietly, Rozild Pairmen! What are you doing up here dressed like that? Because of course I hadnt changed out of my pinafore.


I need to speak to Maisetra Iulien!


You dont need to do anything, right now.


But Iulien had heard me and came over to ask, What is it?


I knew it would come back on me later, but for now I blurted out, Its Celeste. She had a vision floodtide was coming and the priest wouldnt listen so we rang the bell and the Guard took her away. I was panting and it came out all jumbled. Please, maisetra! They think it was a prank or a dare, but it was a true vision. Floodtides coming.


Is that what this is about? Maisetra Pertinek said. Some girl with visions has set the city on its ear?


It wouldnt be the first time for that came a quiet voice from the corner.


I quaked inside because I hadnt realized the baroness was there too. The absolute rule wed lived under all summer was not to bother the baroness with anything.


Who is the girl with visions?


My tongue was too stuck in my mouth to answer the baroness, so Maisetra Iulien answered.


Shes the daughter of the dressmaker Roz is apprenticed to. I know her. Shes learning to be a charmwife.


I turned toward the maisetra and added, Maisetra Talarico said she was to come to you if she needed help. It was only bending the truth a little.


The maisetra and the baroness looked at each other like they were talking without words, and the baroness said, Send for Serafina and well see what can be done.


Charsintek pulled me out of the parlor and closed the door behind. What has gotten into you, girl? What made you think you could take liberties like that?


I was thinking of Celeste, of course, sitting alone in a cold stone cell because of me, and her mother worried sick. It wouldnt have helped to say so. I stared down at my feet and tried to look penitent. Charsintek wasnt one to waste time in scolding. She gave me one last shake and said, Go change into your working clothes.


Everyone else seemed to be going about their business as usual. I didnt know different than that Maisetra Iulien would be going out visiting. After I changed, I went to lay out the dress shed want and had everything ready for when she came up. With a mind to mending fences because there was nothing else I could do, I dropped a deeper curtsey than usual and said, Please pardon me, maisetra, for having embarrassed you in the parlor.


Oh, she said, as if she didnt know what I meant. Oh, no, you neednt worry.


But I did need to worry. Charsintek wasnt finished with me yet. And I couldnt let it be. Maisetra, what do you think will happen to Celeste?


Id started undoing her dress, but she grabbed my hand and squeezed it a little. If Baroness Saveze says shell see what can be done, you can be easy.


* * *


I couldnt be easy. I wanted to go back to Mefro Dominiques that evening to see if there was any news, but I didnt dare ask Charsintek for permission. Talk in the common room said the maisetra was still deciding what to do about the floodtide alarm. Even so, we were set to straightening and tidying everything on the lowest levelsnot that we ever truly left things in disarray.


The bells had stilled. I tried to imagine what it was like across the city, hearing first one thing and then the other. The ringing traveled faster than messengers from the city guard telling them to hush. What would people think when the bells rang again as the water reached Saint Nikules statue? Would they believe it then? I had no doubts that the water would rise.


There was no news to be had from Maisetra Iulien when I dressed her for supper, and no one was bringing gossip down from the dining room. It was hard not knowing what was happening when Celeste was all I could think of. There was no word about anything until after dinner when Ponivin called us all into the common room to give orders.


Tomorrow well begin the usual floodtide preparations. The men will begin moving things up from the lower storerooms and Mefro Charsintek will direct the rest of you in making space up here and moving what might be spoilt if the water rises higher. When the lowest level is clear then well see about the gardens.


The lowest rooms werent used for storing anything but goods. They were cut deep into the rock of the slope, like the back bedrooms, with no windows at all. Id only gone down there a time or two and the place frightened me with its shadows. They say there was a door once, opening further down the slope near the dock, but if there was, it had been buried over long ago. Id searched the garden and never found a trace.


We worked hard all through the day. I was in an agony of guilt, but I didnt dare ask Charsintek about going to Mefro Dominiques. Every time she saw me she scowled. It didnt matter that the maisetra believed the flood might be coming. Id stepped out of my place. Liv had come by in early morning with the market deliveries like usualfolks still had to eatbut Id missed the chance to talk to her.


The work of moving things and helping arrange them took all the morning and mid-day, when I should have been going off to sew. I had no chance to ask after news until the bells started jangling for the family to get dressed for dinner. Then Charsintek let me tidy myself to go upstairs and I nerved myself to ask Maisetra Iulien if she knew anything about Celeste.


I havent had a chance to ask, she told me. But Baroness Saveze went to speak to the captain of the guards. They know she has friends who care about her. That should help.


Of course Celeste had friends who cared about her. Everyone who got locked up did. But I knew what she meant: Celeste had friends who could do more than care.


Even though I was bone tired, I lay awake into the night worrying. Then I heard it. In the dark stillness, when sound carries across the city, the floodtide bell started singing its sweet piercing tone. I listened for what seemed like hours until finally other bells took up the cry, drowning it out with the echo of other notes.


Had the river already risen to the saints statue? Or only far enough that Father Mazzu knew it would? Had Princess Anna commanded the bells to ring? Surely now theyd let Celeste go. And with that thought I was able to sleep.


* * *


There was still work to be done the next day, but everyone was acting like it was a normal floodtide now. As if it was spring instead of autumn. They didnt seem as worried as I was, but Id never seen a regular floodtide in Rotenek. Maybe I was being foolish.


The maisetra had cancelled her school for a week, like she would have in the spring. Liv didnt come by with the market deliveries because the river had risen above the landing and was creeping up the lower gardens and there was no safe way to tie up or unload. As soon as I could, I slipped away without waiting to see if Charsintek was still angry or if floodtide meant to stop my sewing work.


The day before I hadnt gotten more of a look at the river than a peek down the gardens from the back door. In two days it had gone from a thin muddy streak to all brown, not rushing, but flowing real strong. It was high enough under the arches of the bridges that a man standing in a boat might have reached up to touch the stones, but there werent many boats out on the water. When I looked across to the south bank, the river walk along the shore was lost from view and the paths down from the streets disappeared into the water. The warehouses further down looked like they were floating on the river. You couldnt see the pilings underneath at all.


Even remembering things Liv had said, I was surprised to see the water get so high so quickly. When I got past the Pont Vezzen, where the land starts sloping down toward the Nikuleplaiz, the streets were crowded with people hurrying and carrying things. In the marketplace, the water was lapping over the top of the steps around the statue and Saint Nikule was wet to the hem of his robe. When I came to the street where Mefro Dominique lived, I stopped short, because half a block down, the cobbles disappeared under a pool of muddy water.


I knew it was like to happen, otherwise why move everything up to the second floor? But that was different from seeing it for myself. I thought about taking off my shoes and stockings to keep them clean, but I didnt know what might be underfoot that I couldnt see. So I hitched my skirts up before sloshing into the water. Some people had put oilcloths around their doors and were climbing in and out through the windows, but I didnt figure that would keep the water out for long.


Mefro Dominique had done the same. I went the long way around to the alley behind the shop. The front windows were set up for display and you couldnt climb through them, but the kitchen had a split door and shed left the top open. I called in, Mefro Dominique, its me, Roz!


When I didnt hear an answer, I jumped up to sit on the half-door, then swung my legs and hopped down. The oilcloth against the door had slowed the water to a trickle for now, but I could tell it wouldnt last.


Mefro Dominique! The stove had been let to go out and I wondered for a moment if shed left to stay with friends on higher ground, but then why leave the kitchen door open?


Here, child! came a voice from above and I met her at the stairs. Her face was drawn and tired. Have you heard anything of my Celeste? I went to ask after her time and again yesterday and no one would tell me a thing.


Id hoped that maybe shed be home already. But right when I opened my mouth to tell what Id done, there was a rattle at the shop door followed by a sharp knock. I rushed over to peer through the bow window and gave a glad cry, Celeste!


She was standing there with Maisetra Talarico, looking frightened and miserable. Then Mefro Dominique was there at my side, undoing the bolt and pulling the door open heedless of the muddy water that poured in across the floor. She grabbed Celeste tight, saying things that sounded like, Oh, my baby, oh, my cherry! except they were in French.


Maisetra Talarico apologized, Wed hoped to bring her home yesterday, but it took most of the night to find someone to sign the papers. Everyone is preparing for the flood.


Mefro Dominique hugged her and kissed her on both cheeks. Then she stepped back and looked embarrassed like it had been an impertinence. But Maisetra Talarico took her hands and said, I must return to Urmai. Were preparing to receive people who flee the city. Celeste has helped to give us time.


Celeste didnt tell her mother it was me that rang the bell. She said it didnt matter. But it mattered to me and I swore Id never get her in trouble again.




Chapter Twenty-One


October 1825Fever


There was no sewing that day, but plenty of other work. We visited neighbors up and down the street to see if they needed help moving things and had food and sweet water. It was mostly shops and small houses, but not everyone had an upper levelnot one they had a right to. Mefro Dominique wasnt the only one going door-to-door to see after their neighbors. The chandler on the corner had taken in two old widows. The bakers boys were refusing teneirs to help with carrying goods to safety. The woman who kept the tobacco shop was standing up to her ankles, trying to calm a screaming baby and watching over her two shopgirls trying to manage what her husband should have been there for.


We lent a hand while she tried to quiet the child. I think its the fever, she wailed. Shes been crying all night. They say itll be bad this time.


Celeste took the baby to hold and looked at its eyes and kissed it on the forehead. No signs of any fever. We could hear the word yet hanging in the air. Babies died of river fever a lot, they said, if their first one was bad. And it didnt often take you quick. It could be a long slow burning away that came on so you hardly noticed.


I dont know what Ill do if I lose her, the woman said as she took her back. She was crying now too, maybe because she was relieved or maybe because she was still frightened.


I thought about the fever charms Celeste had been working on that werent ready. This time I knew to keep my mouth shut in front of the tobacconists wife. But when shed turned away for a moment, I asked softly, Could you do something? Like that baptism charm we did at Saint Rotas well? Liv said it would protect against drowning and river fever. If the baby isnt sick yet, it might protect her.


Celeste bit her lip and closed her eyes for a moment like she was listening, then nodded. It made me think of how she said Saint Mauriz talked to her.


Mefro! she called out and the woman turned. Mefro, I might have somethinga blessing.


The womans eyes widened. Ill pay anything!


Celeste shook her head. No fee. Not for a baby, not for a blessing. It might give a bit of protection. Let me go get my things. She turned to wade back toward the shop. No point in using the back door now.


She returned with a basket over her arm with her candles and bottles and bits of paper to work the charm with words and flame and a dab of the water on the babys lips. It quieted and slept, though maybe it was all cried out.


But the tobacco-woman must have told other folks, because soon there was a stream of people from the neighborhood coming to find Celeste, bringing children to get Saint Rotas blessing, and even a few older folks muttering that it couldnt hurt. By high afternoon the basket was empty of what Celeste had done up and the bottle of water was dry, the last drop shook out carefully onto a wide-eyed boys tongue.


Thats it, she said to me. The last from Saint Rotas well. Now theres nothing left even to promise.


* * *


At Tiporsel House, they talked about floodtide like it was a holiday. The maisetra was always down at her school, making a place for the families of her students whod been flooded out. Mesner and Maisetra Pertinek left town to go visiting. They wanted to take Maisetra Iulien with them, to be safe from fever she told me after shed refused to go.


I cant think that the fever would be worse than sitting around in a parlor listening to all the Pertinek cousins reminiscing about things I dont know anything about, she said. I wish Cousin Margerit would let me go down to Urmai. I want to do something.


There was plenty to do in the flooded parts of the city, but that wasnt work for a proper young lady. There wasnt anything for a proper young lady to do with no parties or visiting. That meant no one asked why I was still giving half-days to Mefro Dominique, when anyone with sense would know we couldnt be dressmaking right now. I came home bone-tired every afternoon and it was all I could do to keep awake after supper until I saw her tucked into bed. For now I kept going back and forth between worldsthe one where floodtide was a holiday and the one where it was a disaster.


You could see the change bit by bit, coming down the Vezenaf. When I got to the Nikuleplaiz, Id hike my skirts to keep them clean, not caring who might see my ankles. It was like a muddy duck pond all the way to the steps of the church. Water had gone into the little cottages built between the buttresses where some of the old charmwives lived and down into the vaults under the nave. The charmwives had moved their trade to the church steps along with the other market folks who still had something to sell. It was strange to see so much water without a storm to drive it and not a cloud in the sky.


Crossing over the chanulezes, you could see the mud being churned up and scoured away and the air was thick with biting flies born out of the mud. They said it was worse on the south side of the river. Over there, the footings of the bridges were all underwater and no one went anywhere except a riverman rowed them down canals that used to be streets.


That was where the fever started: in the crowded tenements and taverns of the warehouse district. I thought about the street where Liv and the rivermen lived, but surely Saint Rota would protect them? The news came across in frightened whispers. And then the news stopped.


The city guards had pitched in to help in the flooded neighborhoods. But when reports of fever started coming, they were joined by soldiers in crimson uniforms riding tall horses. They didnt want to get their shiny black boots wet. I suppose the soldiers were good enough people, just like the city guards were. Nan told me once her brother had gone for a soldier, though he was infantry, not like these.


The soldiers didnt get down off their horses to help. They rode in groups to the bridges and the boat landings and ordered everyone to stop crossing to keep the fever on the other side. They threatened to shoot anyone who tried to get past. Anyone trying to come to the upper city, that was. Nobody cared if you went over to the lower side.


There were rumors they shot a man on the Pont Ruip who was coming back from taking medicine to his brother. Or maybe he was coming back from visiting his sweetheart. The stories kept changing. When I first heard that, I was scared for Liv. I hadnt seen her since the day the bells rang and I figured shed been busy carrying people back and forth. Celeste said the rivermen wouldnt go against orders. Their charter said to obey the ban and once the word had gone out, you didnt see a single boat crossing the river. But guns couldnt keep the fever on the other side.


We tried to sew in odd quiet moments in the cramped upstairs away from the water. There was barely room to sit among the bales and baskets of stuffs and notions. When the waters went down, Mefro Dominique said, the ladies would want their gowns and wed best have them ready. People tried to carry on, but they were pretending.


The river had stopped rising and I looked closely at the statue of Saint Nikule each time I crossed the plaiz to check the level against the saints legs. The market was closed now, with no easy way to bring in food even if there had been a dry place to sell it. The city guard brought bread in, carried in tall-wheeled carts. They said it came from the palace bakeries, kept fired day and night. I dont know if that was true, but people took to calling it Anneks Bread. I dont know what people were eating on the south side of the river. Then Id go home to Tiporsel House where there was plenty of food and a warm dry place to sleep, and in the morning it would start again.


When the carts came to the Nikuleplaiz, the church bells would ring and wed go to fetch baskets of bread. We carried them on our heads like countrywomen going to market, up and down the streets to make sure everyone had some. Water was harder. No one wanted to drink the stinking floodwater, and the pumps on the street corners were fouled too. It was a long walk with a bucket to beg from someone with a good well. In early days, some had made do with beer and wine from the taverns, but that hadnt lasted with no way to bring in more. The tavern keepers started taking the empty barrels on handcarts to see if they could fetch sweet water in. We got too tired even to pretend to sew.


Like I said, soldiers could keep people from crossing the river, but they couldnt keep fever away. The news came in whispers first. Then the death bell rang at Saint Nikules and kept ringing until they muffled it. That didnt mean the deaths had stopped.


Folks mostly started with the apothecaries to treat fevers. If they had enough money or were desperate enough they might call in a doctor or a thaumaturgist, but mostly those were for folks in the upper city. If you didnt have money or the apothecaries medicines didnt work, you went to the charmwives. I wished Celeste had finished her fever charm. Even without Mama Rotas water, surely trying was better than nothing? Thats what I thought until they stoned Nana Tazek.


The charmwives were doing good business on the church steps. You tried almost anything when your family was sick. Charms didnt always work. I knew thatnot even all of Celestes charms worked if she was still poking at them. When someone wanted advice in love or luck in their trade or that sort of thing, you figured there were other forces at work if you didnt get what you wanted. Maybe even other charms getting in the way. But a healing charm should work. Thats what folks expected. And it was hard to take when youd spent good money and someone you loved died anyway.


We heard the wailing as we were sorting out the baskets of Anneks Bread to take away from the plaiz. There was always wailing when the fever took someone, but this time there was shouting too. When we looked up, there was a knot of people gathered, like they might to watch a brawl, and the shouting was, Cheat! Fraud!


Celeste jumped at the sound of a thin shriek. She thrust her basket of bread at someone standing near and would have moved toward the steps except Mefro Dominique grabbed her arm.


You let it be!


Maman, its Nana Tazek! Let me go!


Mefro Dominique shook her sharply. What can you do except get pulled down too? You know well enough that Mefro Tazek sells nothing but lies. Its caught up with her, thats all. Come away.


We didnt leave, because wed have to go through the edge of the growing crowd to get past. So we watched as the old woman disappeared into the crowd that jerked this way and that like waves in a tub. Some of the other charmwives were shouting from the church steps and someone must have gone for Father Mazzu, but by the time he came out to scold the mob to quiet, Nana Tazek was lying still, half in the water that lapped at the steps.


I dont think they meant to kill her like thatjust frighten her a bit for selling useless charmsbut its easy for an old woman to have a bad fall. Now it was the other charmwives sitting and wailing. Celeste didnt cry. She let her mother pull her along and turned her head away as we passed the steps. We gave the baskets of bread to a neighbor boy to take around and went back to the shop.


I hadnt always understood why Mefro Dominique worried about charmwork. Why Celeste didnt want me boasting to people about her skills. I knew Celestes charms were good, but would that matter to folks the one time they failed? Hope could be a poison worse than despair.


I wondered what mysteries Maisetra Sovitre knew against the fever. She only did big mysteries, not the little practical things like cooling the blood when someone was burning away or curing a cough like Celeste had done. Up at the cathedral, I knew they were praying for the city to be saved, but what did that matter to the dead?


* * *


It felt like an age since the day I rang the floodtide bell, but when I counted back, it was barely a week. Maisetra Iulien was out of sorts. She must have said something peevish because Maisetra Sovitre came up to scold her while I was dressing her for supper.


That was unkind of you, Iuli, she said. Her voice was too tired to be sharp. I want you to apologize to Brandel or you can have your supper here in your room.


Like a child! Maisetra Iulien protested.


If you act like one.


I kept myself busy fussing with the dress she was to wear, not knowing whether I should leave.


I dont want to be treated like a child. I want to do something. Brandels allowed to go out. Mesnera Chazillen said I might help


And then Maisetra Sovitre started crying. Id never seen her do that.


Dont you pester Antuniet! Not now. She Maisetra Sovitre sat down on the dressing table chair and took Iuliens hands. Little Iohanna has the fever. The message came a few minutes ago.


I tried to pretend I hadnt heard, but I couldnt help a little sob myself. The alchemists baby wasnt even half a year old. The river fever would burn her up if all the maisetras mysteries couldnt call up a miracle. I remembered how kind the vicomtesse had been to me and thought how sad shed be even though it wasnt her baby.


Maisetra Iulien dropped all her peevishness. Let me go help nurse her. Let me do something. Please?


The maisetra smiled a little and patted her hand. Yes. Yes, I think that would be a good thing. Roz, pack what your mistress needs for a few days. For yourself too. You can come back for more if


She didnt say if she lives that long because that would be bad luck. Yes, maisetra, I said. Then more hesitantly, What about my work for Mefro Dominique?


Maisetra Sovitre looked confused. Surely you arent Rozild, you arent still going down there, are you?


No one said not to.


Well, Im saying it now. You could get sick and bring it back here. No, you go with Iulien to Mesnera Chazillens tomorrow and stay there until floodtide is past.


It was like with the soldiers on the bridges, I thought. They wanted to lock the gates and keep the fever out. And what about everyone on the wrong side of the gates? But I said, Yes, maisetra, because what else could I say?


* * *


I got Maisetra Iuliens clothes packed up while she was eating supper and another small bundle with my extra things. After Id put Maisetra Iulien to bed I took them down to the common room for one of the footmen to take over in the morning. The river hadnt come anywhere near high enough to flood the common room and kitchen, though they were full of stores moved up from the lower levels.


I was finding a clear space where Maisetra Iuliens valise and my bundle would be easy to find when I heard a faint barking. It couldnt be Livs little dog Chennek, I thought. There wouldnt be deliveries in the evening. Then I remembered the ban on the rivermen crossing and was certain it couldnt be her. But I knew that bark. If anyone else recognized it, there would be trouble. And someone else did.


I dont know if it was chance or if Tavit would hear Livs dog from a mile away. In a blink, he was there beside me, slipping out the door. I followed into the garden and we felt our way down the path with Chennek dancing around our feet. There was no dock to tie up to now, but the water was high enough that Liv had hooked her gaff over the baronesss marble bench to keep in place.


Liv! What are you doing here? Tavit called softly. You could be shot!


She was crying and it was hard to make out what she said.


Theyre sick. My mother and my brothers child. Hes so bad off. Theyll die if I cant get help. Theres no medicine left. None worth the name. Charms have done no good.


Tavit had waded close and anchored the boat by wrapping his arms around her.


Oh God, Liv!


That was all he said, but we both heard what he couldnt say. What could he do? Even if he could find medicine or a doctor willing to go, it would cost his position to cross against the blockade. It would break his heart to choose between her and his duty, and all he could offer was the slightest of hope.


Hope. My heart began pounding. It would cost me my position, but I still loved her, even if she didnt love me back that same way. And both Liv and the baroness needed Tavit more than Maisetra Iulien needed me.


I remembered the fortune the charmwife told me that day at the Strangers Market. What is wise is not always best. This wasnt wise at all. But maybe it was best.


Liv, I can ask Celeste what she can give me. Its not the cure she was hoping for. And I can only bring the charms that anyone can do. It could help a little. It could help enough to keep Tavit from doing something foolish. Is there anywhere you can meet me down closer to Mefro Dominiques?


Roz Tavit began.


Before I could change my mind, I said, You cant, but I can. Maybe it wont help at all, but its what I can do.


Maybe it was as big a mistake as ringing the bell, but this time Id be the one it would fall on.


He let go of Liv and nodded at me, like one of those silent signals the armins give each other.


Liv looked from him to me, then snapped her fingers for Chennek to leap into the boat. Do you know the chanulez near where Celeste lives that ends at the bridge with the ironwork railings? Ill wait where I can see it. Shine a light from the bridge. Ill wait until midnight. Oh, Roz, thank you! I promise Ill find a way to bring you back. With another quick glance at Tavit, she pushed off with the gaff and took up the oars to slip farther out into the darkness of the river.


Maybe it was possible to run down to Mefro Dominiques and take the charms over and come back to slip past the guards before dawn. Maybe. It didnt matter. Someone would tell Charsintek if I was out all night again and she wouldnt forgive me this time. Not when Maisetra Sovitre had forbidden me to go down to the lower city at all, never mind at midnight. I thought about Maisetra Iulien waking up ready to go help take care of a sick baby in the morning. Surely shed understand that there were other sick babies that needed nursing too? Maybe Tavit would find a chance to explain I hadnt simply run off.


If I left, I left. No ladys maid, no kind maisetra paying my dressmaking prentice fee, no wages to send home from a grand house on the Vezenaf. I was throwing it all away. But Liv needed me. Tavit needed me. And Id never ask Celeste to go in my place. I could almost laugh: it saved me from having to make the other choice about my future. I felt miserable. The thing that made it a little better was that I wouldnt have to look at Maisetra Iuliens face if I told her no.


I slipped back in the door to the common room long enough to gather my bundle of clothes, then went around the path at the side of the house up to the Vezenaf and set off.




Chapter Twenty-Two


October 1825Blessing


It didnt take much knocking until Mefro Dominique answered the back door. No one slept heavy these days for all we were tired.


Child! What are you doing here? she asked. She held up a candle to look at the bundle of clothes under my arm, then she stepped back to let me in.


Its Liv, I stammered, not sure how to start. Theyve got fever and I said Id do what I can.


Celeste was right behind her and I added quickly, I only want what you can give me to take. Anything that doesnt need a charmwife. I didnt promise her anything except that Id come.


What have you done, Rozild! Mefro Dominique said, but not like it was a question.


Come on up, Celeste said.


I took off my muddy shoes to go upstairs, where her erteskir was packed tightly between the bolts of fabric and work baskets, and watched as she sorted through all the compartments and drawers of her chest of charmwork.


This will help for heat in the blood, she said, putting a candle wrapped in a strip of cloth into a basket. You remember how we used it trying to build the fever charm? Tie it around the neck then light the candle. She gave me two sealed packets. These herbs will help even without charms. Tell them to make a tea with it. And


Celeste gave a gasp and lifted a small stoppered bottle out of the very bottom of the chest.


It was all gone. I used it all up. I swear to God I looked and looked.


It was some of the water from Saint Rotas well. One bottle overlooked when shed been sharing the blessing charm around at the beginning of the flood. Celeste closed her eyes and held it tight, moving her lips like she was praying silently.


Roz, its a sign. Im meant to try one more time.


I wanted to protest. But I remembered Liv crying. And if Saint Mauriz had told her to go, who was I to say no?


She packed everything back into the chest. At the last, she took the statue of Saint Maurizthe fine one that Maisetra Talarico had given herall wrapped safely in a bit of flannel and tucked it into her carrying basket. Well need every bit of help we can get. Then we tied the chest close with straps so I could carry it like a peddlers pack.


When Mefro Dominique saw us coming down with the chest she cried out, No, ma petite. Please, no. I dont want to lose you.


Maman, I have to.


So many dangers: the soldiers on the bridges, people angry if you couldnt cure them, the fever itself. Mefro Dominique was afraid, but I could see she was proud too. She held Celeste in a tight embrace, then with a long sigh she said, You have a gift, child. I cant deny that. Go where it calls you. She hugged Celeste tightly again like you might when you sent your daughter off to work in the city, not knowing when youd see her again.


Celeste carried a lantern, and we made our way down to where the iron bridge crossed the swollen canal a block or more from where the river bank should have been. Now it was at the edge of the flood. Celeste knew the streets well enough to know where there were cobbles beneath the water and where there might be nothing but water itself, but it still took us a long time to step carefully. The arch of the ironwork was still above the water. We stood at the top of the span as if we were pausing to rest. If I had to carry the chest much farther, a rest would be nice. Someone else came splashing along the dark street, and Celeste covered the lantern with the edge of her cloak until they were gone. When she let it shine again, I caught the movement of an oar out in the dark. Livs boat silently nosed up to the edge of the bridge. If she was surprised to see Celeste, she didnt say anything. We struggled to lower the chest down into the boat without a thump, then scrambled after it.


I had no idea how Liv could tell where to aim across the river with no moon and no lanterns on the wharfs. She said every inch of the river sounded different. I could only see the deeper darkness where we entered one of the chanulezes. Or maybe it was an ordinary street that had flooded enough to use as a canal. I didnt recognize the rivermens neighborhood except for all the pale shapes of boats tied up along the edges. Except now they were tied to iron rings set in the walls of the houses and we could barely slip under the arcade where theyd been doing repairs before.


Chennek set up a sharp excited yipping when we came to Livs home. We werent worried about being secret anymore. A head leaned out from an upper window to call down, Did you find someone?


Best in the city, she called back excitedly and grabbed one of the doorpost rings to tie the boat up.


I saw Celeste shrink a little inside herself, thinking what they expected of her.


The man from the windowI think he was Livs brothercame down to meet us, wading through the water that turned the lower story into another part of the river. He reached to lift Liv out of the boat, but she shook her head.


Take the chest up first. Thats most important.


He slipped his arms into the carrying straps and disappeared into the house, then returned as Celeste and I were hitching our skirts up to an indecent height and slipping over the side of the boat. I scooped up Chennek, though he squirmed and wriggled. Livs brother lifted her as easy as a feather to sit on the edge of the boat while it dipped and bobbed, then turned and let her grab on to be carried pick-a-back up the stairs.


I wondered if that was how she always went up and down stairs here. Did she mind? Or would she rather make her own way on crutches like she did when we went exploring? Maybe it was hard to break family of that if theyd been carrying you since you were a child.


The apartment at the top of the stairs was fuller than last time I was there. One of the downstairs families was crowded in as well. There were pallets rolled up against the walls and damp clothing draped over every piece of furniture. A space had been cleared on the table for Celestes chest. But all the attention in the room was on a woman sitting on the edge of the bed, holding a naked baby in her lap and smoothing it over and over with a wet cloth. I recognized the woman lying behind them in the bed as Livs mother.


Celeste caught her breath and turned to go back out to the tiny landing at the top of the stairs. I followed her.


Is something wrong?


Did you see how they all looked at me? They want me to give them a miracle.


All they want is for you to try.


Roz, this isnt charming bloodstains out of a handkerchief! This is a babys life.


Shed known all that before we came, but facing them all was different.


Youre not alone, I said. I wasnt even certain if I believed what I was saying, but it was the sort of thing Id heard Maisetra Talarico tell her. God is with you. Our Lady always offers hope. Saint Mauriz talks to youyou told me that. And Mama Rota saved that last bottle for this. Ask them. Theyll guide you right.


Celeste squeezed my hand. Dont worry. I wont run away.


I think some of what Celeste did at first was for show, to settle her mind and think about what to do next. She opened up her chest of things and lifted out the trays, then set out a candle and carefully unwrapped the statue of Saint Mauriz to stand in the middle of everything. She lit the candle and began saying prayers, first familiar ones and then more like she was talking to the saints friendly-like.


I remembered how Celeste kept poking at ideas for the fever charm during the summer, when she knew she could go back and get more water from the well if she needed to. I recognized bits of that as she built the charm now. But it was different, like shed try a little something and then watch how it worked and maybe change it a little. Sometimes she stopped suddenly and smeared the marks on the paper or untied the colored threads. It was like what wed done with the washing charms, but all in a rush, one try after another. I wasnt thinking about time but it took hours and hours. Then the baby stopped whimpering and cried more normal-like.


Celeste closed her eyes and took a long breath. Once more. I think I have it now.


This time she started from the beginning, drawing up the charm-paper with its circles and verses, then repeating the prayers as she dripped a bit of holy water on the babys lips. She pressed the charm paper to its brow, calling on Saint Rota to draw out the fever and pulled it away sharply to burn it in the flame. My stomach fluttered and crampednot like Id eaten something sour, but not quite like my magic feeling either.


When Celeste was done, the baby went quiet and its mother kissed it on the forehead and started crying and rocking back and forth. I was afraid that maybe it had died after all, but then she was thanking Celeste over and over again.


Celeste turned back to the table where her charmwork was all laid out. Now its your turn, Mefro Hald.


Livs mother tried to protest that shed be fine in time. Theres others need your help more.


But Celeste wouldnt take no and set to work again writing out the charms and verses. After the hours working over the baby, it went quick this time. I knew it had done its work when the womans face turned soft and relaxed and some of the flush faded.


You did it, Celeste, I whispered, though no one needed my say-so.


I didnt do anything, she answered. It was Saint Rota made the cure.


There was a murmur of voices blessing Mama Rota and a quiet plea from the doorway.


Could you help us? Please? Please, Nana Celeste?


I turned to see a crowd of people was watching from the dark of the stair landing. The rumor must have gone around to all the rivermen families. Celeste looked uncomfortable. I dont think anyone had called her Nana before. It was what you called a charmwife for respect, but it was hard to imagine her as anyones granny.


Please, Nana, my boy


My wife


Please, my children


Celeste looked down at the bottle she was tucking back into her chest. It was a third full now. II need more of the holy water. More of the water from Saint Rotas well. Thats all I hadthe last of it. There was still a little bit. Enough for a handful of cures but not enough even for those crowding the doorway and stairs. I need to get more.


Celeste looked around like she was afraid theyd keep her from leaving. Hope was a knife with two edges. I promise Ill come back if I can get more. I swear in Saint Rotas name.


Maybe they would have tried to stop us, but Liv spoke up, saying, False dawns coming. We need to go now if Im to get you back across the river with no one giving the alarm.


Id almost forgotten about that part. About going home again. Except I didnt have a home to go to. We latched up the chest and the crowd pressed back against the walls of the stairway to let us through, reaching out as Celeste passed, to touch her and beg her to return.


* * *


Liv said we couldnt come back to land at the iron bridge. She could see lights there and didnt dare risk that someone had seen us before. We knew there were soldiers at the Nikuleplaiz and the bridges with the public docks at their footings. But there was a lot of riverbank and not enough soldiers to be everywhere. Where the streets were low enough, a boat as small as Livs could find a place for us to climb out and wade through the dark water. It helped that no one expected the rivermen to go against the law. I hoped Liv wouldnt have her boat taken away for it.


It was light enough to see by the time we came back to Mefro Dominiques door. Shed left it unlocked. We hadnt even had time to strip off our wet clothes there in the cold kitchen before she was on us, hugging Celeste like shed returned from overseas instead of across the river.


We must have cleaned up as best we could so we wouldnt track mud upstairs, but I dont even remember tumbling into bed beside Celeste. The next I knew, I was waking up confused about where I was and why it was full day. When I remembered, I closed my eyes again and lay there for another hour. I didnt want to wake Celeste by getting up, and being there next to her was the only thing left in the world that felt right.


Had Maisetra Iulien gone to help nurse the alchemists baby? Had one of the other girls already taken my place looking after her? Had Tavit been able to speak to her? Did she hate me for leaving? I didnt want her to hate me. I wish I could have made everyone happy.


Celeste stirred beside me and I finally got up to use the chamber pot and find us some clean dry clothing.


Roz? Celeste sounded as confused as Id been when I first woke up.


You did it, I told her. You made a charm to cure the river fever. It worked.


She sat up and rubbed her eyes while I laid the clothes across the foot of the bed, like I would have for Maisetra Iulien.


Roz, what do we do now? The waters nearly gone. And theres no way back.


I knew what she meant. Wed been able to go up the hidden chanulez because of the drought. The outlet was beneath the river now. There must be a way. Liv said that stream must come in to the city somewhere outside the walls.


Celeste shook her head. How long would it take to find it? And how would we travel down the tunnel? The well must be right there under the Plaiz, right in front of the palace gates. And no way to dig down to it in time, even if they let us.


Right in front of the palace gates. I remembered that other gate beside the well. Not the steps on either side that ended in brick walls, but the dark tunnel with the wooden door.


We go through the palace, I said. We find another way. And I know who can help us.


Celeste stared at me like I was mad. But when I explained, she started to believe it was possible.




Chapter Twenty-Three


October 1825Daring


Mefro Dominique was still frightenedmore frightened than Celeste and mebut she didnt try to stop us. When you have a true charm against fever, it isnt right to keep it to yourself. Celeste packed up her basket with what she needed to go with that bit of water still in the bottle. We didnt need the whole chest this time. Maybe we wouldnt need any of it. Maybe no one would believe us enough to let her try.


Id been to the house where the vicomtesse and Mesnera Chazillen lived twice before with Maisetra Iulien on errands. There was no flooding in the upper town to block our way. The streets felt empty, like summer before folks came back for the season. Lots of them must have left the city like the Pertineks had. We were out of place in that quarter with our muddy skirts and market basket, but the folks who passed didnt stop to question us.


I led the way down the side path between the houses to knock on the servants door. Celeste would have gone to the front door. She wasnt used to going to rich folks houses and didnt know. The door was opened by a maid who took one sharp look at us up and down and said, We dont need what youre selling.


Im here to see Maisetra Iulien, I said quickly. Maisetra Iulien Fulpi. I have a message for her. I knew I only had a few moments to convince her. Im Roz, who was her ladys maid. Youve seen me here before.


Her eyes narrowed as she looked at me more closely. When Id been there before, Id been dressed neatly, not tired and muddy. Please, Mefro I scrambled for her name, but it had gone out of my head if Id ever known it. Please could you ask if she can speak to us? Its important.


I shifted the basket from one arm to the other but didnt set it down. She might take that amiss.


If she isnt here, could you ask Mesnera de Cherdillac? Tell her its Roz from the dress shop.


An old man came in from the door to the family roomsit had to be Mesnera Chazillens butlerto see what the noise was about. He thought the same thing the maid did because he set his nose in the air and said grandly, This is a house of illness. Be off with your noise and whatever youre selling.


I glanced over at Celeste. She stood silently beside me with her eyes cast down. It was up to me to convince them.


I know, Mefroi, I said. Maisetra Iulien told me she was coming here to help with the sick-nursing. Thats why we camebecause Celeste has a charm to cure the fever and we need Maisetra Iuliens help to get the things we need to make more.


He misunderstood what I meant, because he drew himself up all proud and stiff and said, The royal alchemist has skills and amulets of her own to treat fever. I scarcely think she needs the help of market-charms.


I was starting to worry. I didnt think theyd let us wait out in the street in hopes that Maisetra Iulien might come out some time. I matched him for pride and said all bold-like, If her amulets were as good as Celestes charms, then her baby wouldnt be sick any more!


Celeste protested, Roz! in a pained voice and pulled at my arm.


So, the maid snapped, you are peddling something after all. Be off with you.


The door swung open again and this time Maisetra Iulien came through saying, Hush! The vicomtesse has finally closed her eyes and Im hoping shell sleep a little before Mesnera Chazillen comes home. Then she saw me and said, Roz? all worried but also sounding a little happy. Maybe she wasnt mad about me running off the night before. It wouldnt get me my position back, but I didnt want her to be mad.


I opened my mouth to explain it all once more when we heard a door closing at the front of the house and everyone froze for a moment at the hurried footsteps tapping down the hallway toward us.


If I hadnt seen her before at Tiporsel House, I might have thought the tall woman who came through the doorway was the housekeeper. Her face was worn and thin like she hadnt slept for days. Her hair was pinned back under a plain cap and her gray woolen dress looked like a working womans, even to the stains and burns scattered across it. But even if I hadnt known her, you couldnt miss how everyone turned like they were waiting for orders.


She put a dark wooden box on the table and demanded in a sharp voice, Whats all this? Where is everyone? Whats happened?


Maisetra Iulien said quickly, Theres no change. The vicomtesse is sleeping and Nette is keeping watch upstairs. Marien has gone to see if theres any ice to be had.


At least weve solved that part, the woman said, laying a hand on the box. So whats all this? she repeated.


I beg your pardon, mesnera, the butler said. Weve been trying to sort things out with these I could tell hed changed what he wanted to call us, given that Maisetra Iulien had called me by name. These women who came to see the young maisetra.


I know Id have one chance, so I gave the barest of curtseys and turned back to Maisetra Iulien. My explanation came tumbling out all in a rush. Celeste made a charm that cures river fevershe made it for Livs brothers boy and cured him and her mother as well. And what if someone asked how wed done that when no one was allowed to cross the river? She made it using the water from Saint Rotas well, but now thats almost gone and we need to fetch more. Theres so many people sick and we can help. But we cant get to the well because the hidden chanulez is under water so we have to get there through the door from the palace and youre the only person we know who knows people in the palace.


A cure, Mesnera Chazillen said with a flat, quiet voice. For the fever. What makes you think you have a cure for the fever.


Celeste is Maisetra Iulien began, but she was silenced by a sharp wave of the alchemists hand.


Its true, I said. Shes been working on it all summer, ever since we found the well. And last night


Girl, I wasnt asking you, either. Celeste, is it?


Celeste raised her eyes at the mesneras command. I knew why she was frightened. It was a daring thing for a charmwife to claim a cure. But she nodded and said, Yes, mesnera.


Tell me about your charm.


Celeste started talking, slowly at first, about the bits and pieces shed put together: the blessing shed worked out when we found Mama Rotas well, how shed changed it around to protect against the river fever, the fever charms shed had from Nana Charl, and how shed poked and picked at it through the night until it worked. It was like how she talked to me when she was figuring out charmwork. I never thought it made much sense, but I could see Mesnera Chazillen nodding and frowning.


And you believe this water is the key to the cure? she asked.


I dont know, Celeste said in a low voice. But its what I used and what I used worked. So I dont dare wait to see if something else might work as well.


Indeed came the answer. A wise approach. And now all you need is to find this hidden passage under the palace. It could be bricked up or fallen in, and God only knows where it might come out.


I was thinking, I said, that maybe someone who grew up in the palace might be able to figure it out. Maistir Brandel is a friend of Mesner Aukustin How many secrets was I giving away? I dont think anyone knew about Mesner Aukustin exploring around the city with us.


You have an exaggerated notion of how much Aukustin has been allowed to run wild in the palace, Mesnera Chazillen said all sour-like. But I doubt youll find anyone else willing to chase after such a wild hare. And you have the good fortune that he defied his mother and refused to remove to Akolbin when the flooding started.


I hadnt thought of thatthat of course the palace folks would leave the city if they could. I turned to Maisetra Iulien again. So could you ask Maistir Brandel if he


She shook her head. Hes at the academy down at Urmai. All the students families that were flooded out are being boarded there. He wont be back next until tomorrow late. Her face changed like shed decided something and her chin came up. We cant wait for that. We can go to the palace ourselves and say we have a message from him for Aukustin.


We? I asked.


Maisetra Iulien looked sideways at the tall woman and I could see that dangerous spark in her eyes, like shed had when she first talked about exploring the chanulezes. Or that first day I met her when shed run away from home in boys clothes. Youll need to come with me. I could scarcely go running around in the palace basements with a man Im not related to and keep my reputation unless I have a chaperone with me.


Mesnera Chazillen frowned at her, but I could tell her mind was upstairs with her baby. Dont expect me to answer to your cousin for this.


Please?


I wasnt sure if Maisetra Iulien needed her permission or wanted her blessing, but Mesnera Chazillen sighed and turned to open up the wooden case shed set on the table. Here. If youre going to be running around with fever in the streets, at least I can give you this. Its no protection but if you get sick it may help. Weve worked out how to make them reliably now. She tucked a small, smooth stone as clear as crystal into Maisetra Iuliens hand and then offered one to me as well. She looked down at my muddy skirts. Ainis, perhaps you might lend this young person a clean dress so she looks respectable enough to be a proper vizeino. Go to the palace gates on the north side of the grounds. Tell the guard Ive sent you to fetch something from my workshop. Iulien, you know the way. After that, youre on your own.


I looked at the stone in my hand. It felt coolnot just in my hand. I could feel the cold in my belly and all along my spine. I tucked it away in the pocket under my skirt.


She turned to Celeste. While we wait for the adventurers to return, perhaps you could make a demonstration of your fever charm. Her voice went tight for a moment. It was her baby that was sick upstairs. Im not so proud I wont take any help thats offered.


* * *


I hadnt thought further than asking Maisetra Iulien for help. And Id thought Maistir Brandel would be there.


Have you been to the palace before? I asked as we hurried up the Merketrez toward the palace. A hired carriage would have been faster, but there were none to be seen. It wasnt too much of a distance, a bit past the cathedral and across the Plaiz, then around to the north side of the palace grounds.


Of course I have, she said. Ive been there any number of times with Cousin Margerit.


But visiting the palace in company with Maisetra Sovitre was a different thing than walking in by ourselves to try to talk to the son of the Dowager Princess.


We followed the iron fences around the edge of the grounds to the gate Mesnera Chazillen told us to use. People said the royal gardens were open to everyone in the city, but you had to go through the upper city neighborhoods to get there and past the uniformed guards. Id never have tried it by myself, but Mesnera Chazillen was right. We only had to say her name to the guard and he bowed us in without a second look.


As soon as wed gone a bit into the gardens out of his sight, Maisetra Iulien stopped where a path crossed, looking between the palace proper and a set of smaller buildings at our left where black smoke billowed from a chimney.


Is that where they do alchemy? I asked. Was there someone there who could help us? I wanted to ask Maisetra Iulien if she had a plan, but she looked as uncertain as I felt.


She pursed her lips and slipped her hand into the pocket of her coat. And then a smile came over her as she pulled out the smooth crystal and held it up. This may unlock the doors for us. Come on, she said, turning toward the smaller building.


I didnt know what alchemy would look like. I guess I thought maybe it would be like Celestes charmwork, but it looked more like a factory and an apothecarys shop all mixed up together with furnaces blazing and all sorts of jars and mortars and things on the tables higgledy-piggledy. In the middle was a heap of clear stones like the ones wed been given, but glowing like theyd come right out of the oven. There were several boys and girls my age grinding and mixing things and tending the furnace and a woman a bit older with a scarred cheek who glanced up when we came in and asked, Whats happened? without pausing in her work.


Nothing bad, Maisetra Iulien said quickly. Were here to see someone in the palace. I need to borrow a couple of work aprons.


The woman looked puzzled and then suspicious. I wont ask what youre about, Iuli, but is it something to get Mesnera Chazillen in trouble?


No, I swear. She sent us. Maisetra Iulien held up the stone shed been given as if it truly were a magic talisman. But it was her coaxing tongue that would get us through. She didnt need magic stones for that.


Maisetra Iulien took off her coat and we both put on the heavy smocks, marked with the same burns and stains Id seen on Mesnera Chazillens dress. Now I could see where they came from.


From there, it seemed we were already in the palace. We followed hallways and galleries that led from the workshop to the main buildings. The farther in we went, the more people we saw hurrying here and there about business of their own. I dont know if it was the alchemists smocks or Maisetra Iulien acting like we belonged there, but nobody stopped us or asked questions until we came to a set of doors so tall they seemed to go up to the sky.


Besides being tall, there was nothing to make them different from every other door wed passed. I wondered how anyone found their way about here, but at a quiet knock the door opened so quickly I knew the footman on the other side had no other job except that one. Or maybe one other job. He stared down his nose at our work smocks and said, The Dowager Princess is not in residence, in a tone that told me shed never be in residence for the likes of us.


I know, Maisetra Iulien said quickly. Were here to deliver something for Mesner Atillietfrom the royal alchemist.


He looked us over again and, having decided that our clothes matched our words, he said, Wait here, then disappeared into the next room.


When he came back, he took up his position at the door once more without a word. A gray-haired woman in a silk dress came to meet us after a short wait and stared at us even sharper.


The royal alchemist, she said. Her voice was as hard as the stone Maisetra Iulien was still clutching in her hand. The Dowager Princess is not interested in anygifts from that quarter.


I could tell there was some story to that, but Maisetra Iulien started explaining in that sweet coaxing way that it was an amulet against the fever and the royal alchemist knew how concerned the princess was to have allowed young Mesner Atilliet to remain in the city and more things like that until your head spun. I think with enough time, she might have talked her way around almost anyone, but there was another soft knock behind us and this time when the footman opened the door, there was Mesner Aukustin himself with his tutorthe one whod come to the Strangers Market with him. And when he said, Iuli Maisetra Fulpi! in surprise, there wasnt anything the lady-in-waiting could do about it.


You know these people? she asked. When the tutor nodded and waved us toward a sitting room off to one side, she gave a little harrumph and followed to stand stiffly at the door.


So what have we here? the tutor asked.


I might have thought Maisetra Iulien was tongue-tied when she looked from Mesner Aukustin to the tutor and back, except Id never believe she was lost for words. Then I understood when she asked, Mesner Atilliet, what does your tutor know of Saint Rota?


His frightened look told the rest of the story, though it was the waiting woman that he glanced at. So he hadnt gotten leave for exploring. His tutor might have looked the other way, like he did that day at the Strangers Market, but he couldnt say so with the woman listening in. Knowing that, Maisetra Iulien spun a story that never mentioned that Mesner Aukustin had been in the boat exploring the chanulez under the Plaiz with the rest of us.


And so we need to fetch more water from Saint Rotas well, Maisetra Iulien finished up. We cant go by the chanulez again because the rivers too high. But we thought if the old door led somewhere under the palace


And the royal alchemist sent you on this quest? the tutor asked.


Maisetra Iulien shook her head. That was stupid, I thought. Why would she give up that story now when we needed him to believe us?


No, weve come on our own. Rozs friend Celesteyou remember her?shes the one who needs the water. Shes made a charm to cure the fever.


Ah, I see.


I could tell he didnt really believe us. Why would he? Would Mesner Aukustin help? Hed left off his bossy ways here in the palace, like he was waiting to be given permission. Maybe he was.


Chautovil, he said with a tone that was halfway between begging and ordering, if theres a chance this charm might do some good for my people, I should help where I can.


My people, he said. As if hed been named the heir already. Well, that was nothing to me, but maybe it was something to Chautovil, for he nodded like it was an examination in school.


A wise decision. He took a long look at Maisetra Iulien like he was calculating sums. It was the same sort of look Celeste got when she was working something out. Then he looked at me like he was adding me into the sum. It would, of course, be outside my authority to permit you to risk your safety in the palace cellars, but should you want to examine the oldest plans of the buildings to advise someone else on that task, you might convince the archivist to show them to you.


I think this sort of thing must have been a game between them, because Mesner Aukustin grinned like hed been let loose on holiday. It seemed strange to me that a boy as old as him would be held on so short a leash. Nans brother was the same age when hed gone for a soldier. And my cousin was younger than that when he was sent driving bullocks to market on his own. But watching Mesner Aukustin I could tell it chafed at him and that his tutor knew it and gave him as much leash as he could. From what the gray-haired lady-in-waiting had said, I figured it was his mother, the Dowager Princess, who held the leash tight.


I thought about that sometimes: how being well-born didnt leave you free to do as you pleased. Sometimes Maisetra Iulien had even fewer choices than a girl like me. I thought it was different for men, but maybe it was only that they had other rules. One way it was different for certain: the both of themMaisetra Iulien and Mesner Aukustinthey might break those rules today, but if things went wrong Maisetra Iulien would be ruined and he wouldnt face anything worse than a beating. Maybe not even that. And that was why I was here, to be able to swear that nothing went wrong in that kind of way.


Maybe I had something else to do. Maisetra Iulien, I said as we left the private rooms and went down a hallway we hadnt taken before. When we get to the well, what will we carry the water in?


She stopped and looked back at me. I hadnt thought. I supposehow much do we need to fetch?


Mesner Aukustin waved at us impatiently and I answered as we got moving again. The charm she did for Livs nephew took up a few spoonfuls maybe. What we had left in that last little bottle. I dont think it needed that much, because she tried a few things first, and there was some left over. So maybe one spoonful for every time she works the charm?


And how many people are sick? Mesner Aukustin asked.


I was surprised how angry the question made me. He went around calling them my people, but he didnt have any idea how many were sick? I thought about the baby, all limp and burning away, and so many others across the city. But I didnt know either. Hundreds, I said. Thousands maybe. Nobodys counting.


Maisetra Iulien started doing sums under her breath. A dozen spoonfuls in a teacup. Four teacups in a wine bottle. So nearly a hundred charms in two bottles. A thousand cures would be twenty bottles worth. That would fill half a small barrel, like the kind they put brandy in.


I dont know that I could carry a small barrel, I pointed out. I knew pretty well that Id be the one carrying it. Couldnt we ask someone to help?


No. Just that.


Maybe he didnt figure he needed to give a maid reasons. But maybe he knew how narrow a path we were walking. Asking for help gave people a chance to refuse.


He softened it a little. If we find the way to the well we can go back later.


I wasnt so sure about that. We could carry a barrel out of the palace once. But like landing a boat during a blockade, it would be harder a second time.


We came to a cramped office where an old man was patiently copying figures from slips of paper into a ledger book. He didnt look up for the longest time as if he was hoping wed go away. Finally Maisetra Iulien nudged Mesner Aukustin and he cleared his throat and said, Maistir Zenit, Id like to examine some of the old plans for the palace foundations.


Would you now, young mesner, he answered without looking up. And which set of plans would that be? The ones from when Domric first built here? Or when Filip rebuilt it after the fire? Or perhaps Iohens plans when the new wings were added and the gardens redesigned?


I could see dismay creeping over Mesner Aukustins face. He swallowed, then set his shoulders back and said, All of them. There was a passage, at one time, that ran from the palace to Saint Rotas well that sits on the chanulez hidden under the Plaiz. I need to find that passage if it still exists.


Saint Rotas well? the man said doubtfully. That old rivermens legend?


Its not a legend, Maisetra Iulien said. We followed the chanulez up from the river when the water was low. Weve been to the well. But we cant go that way now.


Youve been to the well. He made a dismissive noise. I dont have time for games or to spend hours pulling old plans off the shelves. He waved at the cases that covered one wall. Youre welcome to search if you please, but dont put anything out of order.


It didnt look like there was any order to begin with. There werent as many books as Maisetra Sovitre had in her library, but they were stacked in heaps and covered in dust. There was no way we could find anything without pulling it all out of place. He was mocking us.


I expected Maisetra Iulien to start doing her coaxing and try to bring him around, but it was Mesner Aukustin who said, I command you to find the plans for me. Some day when I am prince I will remember who helped me and who stood in my way. His voice was all thin and brittle.


Some day when you are prince, the clerk echoed. But he looked at Aukustin more thoughtfully. Well, and perhaps some day you might be. But for now I take my orders from Her Grace, your cousin. What do you say to that?


Maisetra Iulien started to say something, but Mesner Aukustin stopped her.


I sayif you wont do it for me, then do it for the people of Alpennia. Now he sounded softer and more urgent, like he was feeling out what voice would work best. Do it for those suffering from river fever who will be cured by the water from Saint Rotas well. Help me for the sake of someone dear to you for whom this could be their sole chance.


Maisetra Iulien wasnt the only one who could coax people to do what she wanted. This wasnt a sweet-talking type of coaxing. It was more like the bugles that started a charge. There was no reason why the old clerk should have paid him any more mind than anything else wed said. But I saw a tear start in his eye.


I had one son. He and his mother died back in the war. Not river fever, but fever all the same. We were all hungry too. Nobody came bringing me holy water for a cure or even for last rites. Not till it was all over. I dont hold much with charms, but it would have mattered if someone brought us water.


He sounded so bitter I thought it meant hed refuse to help. But he set his pen aside and carefully stoppered the inkwell, then pushed his stool back and went to climb a short ladder to one of the shelves.





Chapter Twenty-Four


October 1825Searching


They didnt need me crowding around the maps and dusty scrolls with them. I was bone-tired despite the bit of sleep Id had in the morning. How could it still be the same day that had begun rowing back over the river with Liv? I found a comfortable chair and closed my eyes for a bit. Id learned to do that evenings waiting up for Maisetra Iulien. I knew I was dozing because Id wake with a little start every time they found something.


Here, look, on this drawing. This one shows the chanulez, and that must be the well, there across from the cathedral steps.


This ones before the chanulez was covered over. It runs right through the middle of the Plaiz. There are the steps going up to either side of the fountain.


But the palace isnt laid out like today. The council hall and the old south wing are the same, but how can we


And then the voices dimmed again.


It took Maisetra Iulien shaking me by the shoulder to bring me back.


Roz, wake up. Weve found it.


She didnt sound tiredor at least she was more excited than tired. I rubbed my eyes and stood.


Yes, maisetra. Where are we going?


Aukustin knows the way and I have the corridors all drawn out and where the door should be.


What if the door needed a key? We hadnt seen any keyhole on the chanulez side, only a plain wooden door that couldnt be budged. Maybe a bar on the other side. Or maybe it was bricked over. And there might be a locked door at the other end of where it led. Did Maisetra Iulien have it all figured out or was that left to fate?


Mesner Aukustin led the way through a maze of hallways and rooms. Sometimes down bits of stair, but not so you could tell which level we were on. The marble tiles and painted walls gave way to brick walls and wooden planks and then to plain stone for both as the air turned damp and chill. Not a sharp cold. It was the cold of places that never saw the sun.


No one stopped us, though we got curious looks. Wed picked up lamps, but there was no need to light them yet. At last we came to a locked door at the wine cellar. We could look through the wrought iron bars to see long rows of casks under stone arches.


Maisetra Iulien looked at her drawings. Through there into the next chamber, and then look for a door to the right.


We had to go back the way we came to find someone to send for the keys. The keys came firmly attached to the hand of an under-cellarer who demanded to know our business. He was polite, but I could tell we werent going through that door unless he said so.


If it were anyone else but you and the young lady, he said, nodding at Maisetra Iulien who had left her prentice smock behind some time ago and looked the lady once more, Id think you meant a bit of carousing.


He likely still suspected that but knew better than to say so.


Were looking for the old passage to the hidden chanulez, Mesner Aukustin explained. The one that runs under the Plaiz. He said it as if it were an ordinary thing, like looking for a lost dog.


Who told you a wild tale like that? Ive worked in these cellars twenty years and never heard of such a thing.


So Maisetra Iulien spread out her drawing and traced out what we were looking for with her fingertip. Weve been up the chanulez from the riverwhere it comes out by the Pont Vezzenand seen the door that must be here somewhere. There should be a series of arches and a little corridor leading off the seventh one.


The cellarer squinted into the darkness beyond the iron gate. Youll be disappointed, I think. But best to show you.


He opened the gate with a jangle of keys. We finally lit the lamps wed been carrying and followed him in. There were arches along the wall, like Maisetra Iuliens drawing showed, but they were filled with shelves of barrels. We passed down through the first room and into the second.


There you are, the cellarer said, pointing down to the wall at the end. If your door is behind there, youll have to wait until that lots been drunk because nobodys going to shift those barrels full. Not without we get orders from Her Grace, and I wouldnt go asking her for hide-and-seek games until floodtides past.


Mesner Aukustin looked like he just might do that, but Maisetra Iulien was looking back at the room wed come through and then counting up the darkened archways.


Six. Theres only six. It should be the seventh, but there isnt one.


The cellarer scratched his head and counted off the same as her. Youre right. Its come to me now, they closed off the end of the room before my day. I dont know why.


We stared at the bricked-off wall past the sixth archway in dismay.


We could Mesner Aukustin faltered a bit, then found his commanding voice again. We could knock it down.


Oh, no need to do that! the cellarer said. Theres a bit of a door round the other side.


I think hed been caught up in the adventure. He took the lamp from Maisetra Iulien and took us back to the first room then out through a different door to a narrow passage running behind the barrels on the left side of the room. It was open shelves on that side and we could see through to where wed been before.


Here we go. His voice was more cheerful now. Seventh arch on the left and to our right He held up the light before a slab of rough boards. It wasnt even a proper door, only a barrier blocking the opening in the brick wall. Hold the lamp now.


He poked at one side and the other, then found a knot-hole to grab ahold of and pulled the boards open enough on one side to get a pry bar behind them. On the far side of what had once been the end of the wine cellar we could see a proper iron-bound door framed in the archway. I heard Maisetra Iulien catch her breath in excitement.


The cellarers keys jangled again as he said, Lets see what we can do here.


Maisetra Iulien said later that it would have been more of an adventure to find our way all on our own. But it seems to me adventures are enough work, and you should take help when you can. No one does great things all by themselves, except maybe in Maisetra Iuliens stories. Look at Celestes charmwork. Shes the one with the knack to put together a charm against the fever, but she never would have tried using the well water except for Mesner Aukustin wanting to explore the chanulezes and Liv providing the boat. And she wouldnt have had dared to finish the charm, except for Livs nephew needing the cure. Even Id done my part, carrying the chest of charm-goods for her, so I wasnt going to grudge the cellarer his bit.


The iron-banded door took three of us to drag it open once wed cleared out the rubbish in the way, found the right key, and oiled the lock into life. The passage went on and on until it felt like we must have crossed under the whole city. But in the end it led straight to a door with a simple bar, like it was meant to be opened by someone from inside the palace. When we pushed it open, there was a rush of damp air and the hollow mutter of the current in the hidden chanulez. The water was higher, most of the way up the steps to the well, but sweet water still flowed down from the fountain into the dark.


Well, bless me! the cellarer said. He held the lantern high to look back the way wed come and then out at the flowing darkness. It must have been built to bring in stores, back before the chanulez was closed off. Must have been a hundred years ago or more. And this is Saint Rotas well, you say?


After all wed been through, he didnt need much convincing that there was something special about the place, so he was the one who went back into the wine vault and found a small cask that had once held brandy and a handcart to roll it on.


We filled it up and pounded the bung in tight. He showed us the long, sloping passage from the wine cellar where they brought the barrels in now, so we wouldnt have to go through the palace hallways, and he sent us on our way.


I hadnt realized how long wed been until we came out into the delivery yard with dawn barely lighting the sky. No wonder I was so tired, being up all night again! There was no point to carting the water barrel back to Mesnera Chazillens house, so we parted ways: me to wheel the barrel down to Mefro Dominiques and Maisetra Iulien to go fetch Celeste. Mesner Aukustin frowned as he watched us go. Maybe he was sad his part in the adventure was over.


Mefro Dominique must have worried, with us gone so long, but she didnt say anything about it. She hugged me like she would have hugged Celeste and gave me a bit of bread saved over from the day before. I told her everything that happened, so she wasnt frightened when a hired carriage came down the street bringing Celeste back. The street out front was nearly dry, but no one expected the return of the sort of custom that came in carriages yet.


Celeste looked tired. Maisetra Iulien stepped down from the carriage too and handed the driver his coin, saying, You neednt stay.


I wasnt told Id be leaving you here, maisetra, he said. But then he shrugged and twitched the reins for the horse to start.


What happened to Mesnera Chazillens baby? I asked.


Maisetra Iulien said one simple word, but it held so much. Better. She took Celestes hand and pressed it to her heart like a stage actor. Maisetra Iulien was always doing things like that, but somehow they felt real when she did them. What do we do next?




Chapter Twenty-Five


October 1825Charmwork


There was plenty of work for two more hands, though I wondered what trouble Maisetra Iulien would be in later. I asked her, but she shrugged and said, At least my father cant drag me back to Chalanz for disobedience now. She didnt say what Maisetra Sovitre might do.


I didnt know how wed cross back over the river. They were supposed to keep people from crossing north, but now nobody was being let past going south either. It was easier that way. We had enough to prepare without worrying about that yet.


There were parts of making the charms that Celeste needed to do, like writing out the prayers. Another charmwife could have helped. Celeste asked a few, but only Nana Rossel was willing. The rest are too afraid now, she said, and we all remembered what had happened to Nana Tazek. Im too old to care what happens. But the rheumatism cramped her hands and the pen stuttered and shook.


Maisetra Iulien and I fetched cases of smaller bottles to fill from the cask of water. We didnt want to risk losing it all in an accident. We cut up the edges of Mefro Dominiques dress magazines from Paris for the paper to write the prayers on. The stationers had nothing to useeverything was spoilt by the water and dampbut we bought more ink. Maisetra Iulien wished shed known wed need paper, but she didnt dare go home for it in case they wouldnt let her come back.


Celeste took the ink and some other things to Saint Nikules to put blessings in them. She said it wasnt the proper order of things, but she hadnt done things in proper order when she cured Livs nephew, so she figured any blessing would do and she didnt know if she could get to a church later. We couldnt wait to make everything up before starting out, not knowing how many wed need. By evening wed made a good start on everything that could be done ahead. What we still didnt have was a way to cross the river.


Id gone up to the Pont Vezzen and even the Pont Ruip to see if the soldiers were still there keeping watch. I tried to ask if theyd let us cross, but they waved me off before I could get close and I was frightened of the guns.


There are people sick here too, Maisetra Iulien suggested when we paused for a late supper.


I promised Id go back was all Celeste would say.


A promise was a promise. And if it hadnt been for Livs plea, Celeste wouldnt have finished the charm at all. There was still sickness in our own neighborhood, though not as much as before and not many dying. But it was worse on the south side of the river. The streets were still rivers, even with the water going down. People would be sweating and shivering in flooded buildings, not able to get out for bread and good water, never mind finding medicine.


It split the city in two. Youd think people would chafe at the soldiers on the bridges, but even common folk in the plaiz were afraid of fever coming from the other side. Every new case, there were whispers that someone must have snuck across from the warehouses or the factories or the Jewish neighborhood. The soldiers were mostly to keep the upper town safe, but you didnt hear much talk against it anywhere. Not even when you heard a gunshot in the distance and didnt know if it was just a warning or if someone had died.


Celeste had promised the rivermen so thats where we needed to go. If wed had a way to signal Liv, we might have tried to cross in the night. But a beacon would bring the soldiers down on them. That wouldnt do.


Morning has better ideas, Dominique said in a sing-song voice like it was a proverb or something. We arranged ourselves to sleep, Celeste and her mother upstairs and Maisetra Iulien and I in a nest of pallets on top of the work table downstairs. The floors were almost dry now except when we tracked mud in.


Maisetra Iulien had been quieter than usual that day, listening and asking what was needed. She brought out her sweet-talk to assure Mefro Dominique thered be no trouble from letting her stay. I couldnt say she was right about that. I remembered how sharp Maisetra Sovitres words had been forbidding me to come here. Would she blame Mefro Dominique for not sending her back? Or would she understand it was beyond any of us to change Maisetra Iuliens mind?


It was a habit for me to do for her as we got ready for sleep, hanging her dress up as neat as I could and plaiting up her hair.


Oh, Roz, she said, you neednt. You arent my maid here.


I made a little noise. I meant it to be a never-mind, but it came out like a sob.


Dont worry, Roz. Ill put in a word for you when this is all over. I dont know how much good itll do. Cousin Margerit may lock me in my bedroom again for a year. But I cant think of anyone Id rather have taking care of me to face a Rotenek season.


It was nice to hear her say it. But I thought she was right. Not even Princess Anna putting in a word for me could get me hired back at Tiporsel House now.


* * *


I was awake at first light, trying to think through ways to cross over, so I was on my feet quick when there was a knock on the door, hard and insistent. We wouldnt have opened to anyone that early regular-like, but nothing was regular. I worried it might be someone whod heard about the fever charm, come pounding on the door asking after Nana Celeste. Wed tried so hard not to let it out, but the charmwives knew we were up to something. Nana Celeste. The thought would have made me laugh except none of this was to laugh at.


It was Maistir Brandel at the door, looking as tired and worn as all the rest of us felt. He must have come straight up from Urmai. Or maybe, down from Tiporsel House because there was only one reason hed have come to Mefro Dominiques.


Shes here, I said.


I thought hed be glad or maybe angry, but he said, I know. May I come in?


He had to stay there in the shop front while I got Maisetra Iulien dressed proper, of course. By then Celeste and Dominique had come down as well.


Cousin Margerits sent you to fetch me home, Maisetra Iulien said with that stubborn look that spoke trouble.


Maistir Brandel looked unhappy. She doesnt know youre here. It was Mesnera Chazillen who told me. Iuli, what do you think youre doing?


Were taking Celestes fever charm over to the south side of the river. She put her chin out like she was daring him to drag her back to Tiporsel House.


And what if you get sick? What do I tell them? Im supposed to protect you.


I wont get the fever, she said confidently. None of us will. Werent we baptized by Mama Rota?


Maistir Brandel looked nervously at Celeste. Dominique stood behind her with her arms wrapped around her like that alone could keep her safe.


You cant be sure. Market charms are


Market charms cured little Iohanna, she said hotly. Antuniet saw it work. Celestes charms are as good a miracle as Cousin Margerits mysteries. Its still a miracle if its just for one person and not the whole city. And Antuniet gave us some of her fever-stones.


She held out a small heavy purse. It was more than the two wed had before. That was a sign Mesnera Chazillen really did believe in the charm.


He raised his hands in surrender and looked like he was going to leave, but at the last he turned. Did you really convince Aukustin to find a way through the palace cellars to Saint Rotas well?


A hint of the usual spark returned to Maisetra Iuliens eyes when she answered. Youre only sorry you werent there with us.


He shook his head, then grinned. Do you need anything?


What we need, Maisetra Iulien said firmly, is to be allowed to cross the bridge without trouble.


Those orders come from Princess Anna and the council. It would take word from the palace to counter them.


Maisetra Iulien stared at him like he was a dullard.


It would have been easy for Maistir Brandel to shrug and say there was nothing he could do. It would at least keep her safely in this side of the city. But she had that way of making you want to do what she wanted and he wasnt any stronger against it than the rest of us.


Ill try, he said. Wait for me before you do anything foolish. More foolish, he added.




Chapter Twenty-Six


October 1825Crossing


It was noon before Maistir Brandel was back, looking even more tired than he was at dawn. Wed done as much as we could preparing the charm-stuff. Maisetra Iulien sent me up to a stationers on the main Plaiz to buy more paper, but they were closed and boarded up. I would have come back empty-handed except I met a boy selling broadsides and bought him out. Wed still have to cut them up. Celeste said you couldnt have any other writing on the charm-paper or it could go awry. But it was more than nothing.


We were working on that, using Mefro Dominiques good shears, when Brandel came back. Standing right behind him was Mesner Aukustin, wearing a crimson-trimmed uniform of the city guard, like he might have dressed for a parade or at one of the public mysteries in the cathedral. After Id opened the door for them, Maistir Brandel stepped back and stood a little bit behind him, as if he were an armin keeping guard.


In that stiff palace voice he used when he was nervous, Mesner Aukustin said, I understand that Mefro Celeste would like assistance in bringing her fever charm to the lower city.


I stared for a moment, thinking that would be a cat among the pigeons, then let him in quick-like before anyone on the street started wondering. Not that anyone would see more than the uniform, but that would be enough to start talk.


Maisetra Iulien did all the talking needed. I went back into the kitchen and put a kettle on for tea. The kitchen was dry enough to keep the stove going again, though the coal wouldnt last too long without deliveries. It always made me feel good to think of doing things like that and have them ready before anyone thought to ask. It was part of what I liked about being Maisetra Iuliens maid, and it felt the same doing for Mefro Dominique.


Everyone felt awkward, of coursethat couldnt be helpedbut Maisetra Iulien made it smoother. By the time wed passed round cups of tea, it was settled. We borrowed a handcart from the tavern two blocks over to carry Celestes chest of charmwork and the case of bottles with Saint Rotas water. Mesner Aukustin said hed see us through the barricades on the Pont Berkor. It was farther to go than the Pont Vezzen where Id tried before, but he had his reasons.


My cousin is in command of the detail there, he explained. Hell listen to me and let you through. He held up a paper with seals on it.


His voice didnt sound as certain as his words did. We made ourselves look as respectable as we could and Maistir Brandel and I took the handles of the handcart to make our way along the Nikuletrez down the curve of the river. We must have made a queer little parade. It felt like a saints day procession back in Sain-Pol when people would gather to dress up one of the wayside shrines and walk from there to the church, singing and carrying candles. Mesner Aukustin went out at the front in his guard uniform. That helped when we passed a troupe of soldiers going the other way. They looked at us curiously but gave him a lazy salute and kept going.


The holiday mood fell away when we came to the approach to the Pont Berkor. It was the last bridge downriver from the wharves, with a high arching span to let the barges under. Further downriver you could only cross with boats. We could see the knot of crimson-coated soldiers stationed at this end with two more sentries watching at the highest point of the arch, keeping an eye on the tangled barricades that had been thrown up at the far side.


Another time I might have admired how elegant they looked, especially after so many days seeing nothing but rumpled, mud-stained clothing. But I looked at their stony faces and the stiff way they held their guns at the ready and my hands grew sweaty on the handle of the cart.


Mesner Aukustin hesitated a moment when they looked our way, then stepped forward and called out to the commander, Captain Atilliet! His voice had the barest quaver.


The captain was the sort of man girls were expected to sigh over: tall with red-brown hair and a neat little moustache. I remembered Maisetra Iulien blushing when she pointed him out in the Plaiz once. He strode toward us with a frown.


Yes, cousin? His voice was low and he looked back at his companions like he didnt want them to hear.


Mesner Aukustins voice had gone all stiff and formal again. I think Maisetra Iulien would have found better words, but she wasnt the one who held out the papers that could get us past.


Captain Atilliet, I have come escorting these people to bring aid against the fever in the lower town. Will you let us pass?


If the captains words had been fit to his face as he examined the papers, I think they would have been something like, You little fool. But what he said was, Us? all quiet-like.


That was the first I knew he planned to go with us all the way. Maistir Brandel started to protest, but Mesner Aukustin waved him quiet, then pointed across the bridge. Our people are suffering.


It was like watching actors making speeches on stage. But if it was a play, you knew how it would end.


The captain was still speaking softly. That isnt in your orders. He handed the papers back. They can pass. Not you. What were you thinking?


Mesner Aukustins voice wasnt stiff any more. It was hot and angry. Im tired of being treated like a child when theres work to be done. Im thinking that guns dont help the sick. Im thinking that I could make the difference between bringing this cure and seeing it fail. Will you let me pass?


Dont ask that of me. The captain was heating up too. Dont you think I know how bad the fever is over there? Do you think I dont care? I have my duty. Anyone who crosses cant return until the fevers run its course. And you know who theyll blame if you die sweating and shaking in some flooded warehouse because you wanted to be a hero.


I dont want to be a hero. I want to help.


Captain Atilliet looked around at our little procession. This is help?


Mesner Aukustin flushed. We have Saint Rotas protection against the fever. Im not afraid. You have your duty and I have mine. Now he tried begging. Please, Efriturik? Can you stand there listening to the bells counting out the deaths? The people should see that one of us is willing to share their suffering. Youre under orders, but Im not.


I liked how he talked like someone in one of Maisetra Iuliens stories. He believed it all: that speeches and fancy words could make a difference.


Maybe fancy words were what we needed. Captain Atilliet frowned more thoughtfully and asked, What is it you have on that cart thats worth the risk of your life?


Then Maisetra Iulien explained about Saint Rotas well and Celestes charm, while Celeste looked away like shed rather be anywhere else. But Iulien told about curing Livs nephew without quite mentioning that wed crossed the river against orders to do so. And about how shed cured Mesnera Chazillens daughter.


He looked startled at that. Antuniet approves of this?


Maisetra Iulien pulled out the purse of alchemical stones wed been given and handed him one to feel the cold. She gave us these to help with the work.


It wasnt properly an answer to his question. He looked more troubled and glanced back over his shoulder across to the far side of the river.


If I let you goeven if Princess Anna had approved ityour mother would accuse me of plotting your death.


Mesner Aukustin had one more speech to try. If you stop me, Ill say its because youre afraid my success would challenge your claim to the throne.


So Im to be blamed whatever I do, the captain muttered, but the corner of his mouth turned up in a grim smile and he sounded less sure. His gaze fastened on Maistir Brandel. You. Youre Savezes cousin, arent you. It didnt seem a question and he didnt wait for an answer. Are you carrying a sword?


Maistir Brandel shook his head. Only when Im on duty for the baroness.


The captain unbuckled his sword and held it out. Youre on duty now. I dont expect you to protect him against the fever, but I charge you to see him safe against the rest of it. Will you swear?


I felt a shiver when Maistir Brandel repeated the words Captain Atilliet said. It was like a church mystery. I could see him change as he buckled on the sword and adjusted the straps. I knew he was training for an armin, but now you could see that thing that Tavit and the others had. Justa way of being ready, like a wound-up clock spring.


Captain Atilliet turned to Mesner Aukustin and hugged him tight. God keep you! Come back safely for my sake, if not your own. And then more sharply, as if he were embarrassed, Follow me. I wont report this before you have your chance, but if Im asked, I wont lie for you. He led us up past the first knot of soldiers.


Maistir Brandel had reached for the cart handle, but Celeste elbowed him aside to take it. You couldnt have a lords armin pulling carts. And when Maisetra Iulien began to push at the back to help us up the steep part of the bridge, two of the soldiers fell in and helped us along. It was easier going down the other side toward the boards set up as a barricade. It wasnt anything that would have kept people out on its own. A line drawn across the road telling the handful of men hanging about on the other side where trouble would start.


The soldiers pulled enough of it aside that we could get the cart through, and then there was nothing but the stone roadway diving down into the muddy, rippled water on the other side. They closed the barrier behind us.


The men on the other side of the barricade watched as we picked our way into the water. It wasnt as deep as the carts axle but barely. If it wasnt for being busy with the handles of the cart, I would have reached over to squeeze Celestes hand for comfort. Everyone knew that quarter was full of the roughest men in the city. It was different when we came past the warehouses in Livs boat. This was her home and they knew her. They didnt know us, except we probably looked like we had something worth stealing. One man a bit taller than the rest came forward, and I saw Maistir Brandel go all tense and ready.


Whats your business here?


I could tell Mesner Aukustin was working out what to say, but his fancy words would be all wrong here. Maisetra Iulien knew it too, because she waded out in front and announced loudly, Weve come with charms against the fever. Take us to those who need them.


Charms! the man said with a snort. What are you asking for your charms?


Its for charity and the love of Saint Rota, Maisetra Iulien answered. She held out the alchemical amulet that shed shown to Captain Atilliet.


It was the best thing to do. Celestes charm would take time to prove itself, but anyone could feel the cooling in the stones and believe us. His eyes grew wide as he held it in his fist. Then he jerked his head. This way! The crowd of men led off beside us like they were guards marching, but not in neat lines.


I hadnt thought about how we would go about things once we got here. Celeste had promised to return to the rivermens street, but we couldnt push past the men after telling them we had a fever charm. None of us knew the lower city well, not with most of the streets still deep enough in water that only shallow boats or long-legged men could pass. Wed need their help.


They took us to the upper floor of one of the warehouses where people had gathered to stay out of the wet. We couldnt take the hand-cart up the stairs, so Brandel and Mesner Aukustin stayed down on the street. Five sick people were lying on a nest of pallets together, all pale and shaking, the women looking strange with their hair cropped close for the fever. Celeste started laying out her candles and charm-papers and whatnot while Maisetra Iulien worked out how to bind a fever-stone to those who werent strong enough to hold it on their own. The stones needed to touch skin to send out their cooling. I picked up the hand of the fifth man and he was already cooling on his own. I gave a little moan and someone came to wrap him in a blanket for a shroud and pull him off to the side.


In Livs house it had taken hours to work the charm, trying first one thing then another. This time Celeste worked quickly. Not too quick. Even the simplest charm needs its rhythm, and for all wed practiced the words and actions the day before, it wasnt the same as a charm youd done your whole lifeone you knew as well as your prayers. And they were prayers. Celeste had bound together all the familiar prayers with calling on Saint Mauriz as protector of the city, but at the heart of it all was begging Mama Rota to wash away the fever and let strength flow through her children like the river flowed through the city, with a drop of water from her well on the tongue. The carefully written charm-papers were pressed to the heart or the brow of the sick person to draw out the fever, then burned in the candle flame to pull the heat out. It all made sense in my mind when Celeste explained it, but without her putting it all together it would have been nothing more than words and ash. Then we waited. Celeste said wed done what we could, but it was almost an hour before the fevers broke and the warehousemen heard their comrades speak their thanks in weak but sensible voices.


Then there was a house with another room of sick people and another. We were guided from one to another, passing along a cluster of buildings penned in by the flooded streets. It might take days to keep our promise that way.


I took one of the watchers aside and tried to borrow every scrap of authority I remembered Charsintek using. Go to the street of the rivermen, I told him. Ask Liv Hald to bring her boat.


Liv was waiting for us when wed finished at the next house. Her brother came with his boat too, which was a good thing because wed have been even more crowded than we were on that trip up the chanulez to Saint Rotas well. With the contents of the cart loaded into the boats things went easier. Once wed finished at the rivermens street, they took us where the fever was worst.


It was all getting tumbled together in my head by the end of that long day. Wed found a way of working, something like how Celeste and I would share the sewing tasks. Iulien learned how to help prepare the charm-papers. She had the neatest hand of us all and Celeste said they worked even though Iulien protested that she had no talent for mysteries. My job was to stand by to hold what Celeste or Iulien needed.


I didnt know what to expect from Mesner Aukustin once he got us past the bridge. He didnt know anything about charmwork or sick-nursing, and Brandel fussed around him like a mother hen. But when the word went round that the son of Prince Aukust rest-his-soul had come to see to those sick with the fever, well, it made a lot of things easier that I hadnt expected. They always said it like that: Prince-Aukust-rest-his-soul, like it was all his name.


I didnt know much about old Prince Aukust. Hed died years before I came to Rotenek. The older folks had good words for him, but its always easy to think kindly of someone whos gone. At first the rivermen and the others guiding us around might have put up with Mesner Aukustin for memory of his father, but they warmed up to him for himself.


Mesner Aukustin quickly stopped being stiff and bossy. He didnt have that knack Iulien did of talking people around. It was more like he listened them around, asking a few questions, then nodding while people grumbled about what they needed and everything that had gone wrong. He never promised anything or said the slightest word against Princess Anna, but with a solemn, serious look hed say, Ill see what can be done. Then theyd harrumph and touch their caps, but theyd look satisfied.


So he coaxed the crowd into order and kept them from pushing too close to Celeste as she worked and suggestednever orderedthat some of them go ahead and do what they could to bring all the sick people together in a room close to the street where Celeste could work. It was hard on the sick to move them, but it meant we could do the charm on more people at once. The bits of the charm with the water and written signs had to be brought around to each person, but the prayers could all be said at once, with more people to echo the responses along with Iulien and me.


It still took almost an hour from when we first came into a sickroom and began putting Mesnera Chazillens fever-stones into the hands of the worst offthe whimpering babies and shivering old womenuntil we collected them up again at the end, watching the faces relax in the beginning of comfort or plucking the stones from the loose fists of children who were sleeping natural-like for the first time in days. But in the same amount of time we could take care of two people or twenty or maybe even fifty if there had been a room to hold that many.


By the time it was full dark, wed worked a path from the rivermens street across the warehouse district with its tenements and taverns. Then we set up lanterns at either end of the boats and kept going. I could only imagine how small a part of the lower city wed seen so far.


Throughout the night we moved along dark waterways that had once been streets, looking for watchers who signaled where to tie up for our next stop. Then there would be another crowded room, just like the last one. It was too late for some. Id go to tuck a fever stone in a hand and the fingers would lie limply, already cooling on their own. Id see Celeste bite her lip and try not to cry in frustration. Some were too weak to be brought to the fever rooms and wed have to choose between passing them by or coming too late at the next house.


I still noticed being tired that night. Liv couldnt leave her boat easily, so shed curl up there and sleep while we were working. Once Aukustin had sent people off to arrange the next sickroom and Iulien had helped write out the charm-signs, they and Brandel would find a place in a corner somewhere to sit leaning against each other and close their eyes for a bit. Every once in a while Brandel would come awake with a jerk. I knew he felt guilty for sleeping when he should be on guard, but I doubt there was anyone who would have touched them.


For Celeste and me there was a brief rest as we moved from place to place, and that only if the water was still deep enough that we could ride in Livs boat, alongside the bottles of Saint Rotas water and the chest with the supplies. Id put my arm around Celeste and draw her head down into my lap and hold her close to let her get a wink or two while she could.


It was easier after dawn when it was light again, though thered been hours when I thought it would never come. I stopped remembering faces. I stopped remembering almost everything, at least, how it connected together. There are bits and pieces I still recall. Its like one of those paintings that has so many little details it looks like real life, but its flat and fixed, with nothing moving. I remember how, more and more, the word had run ahead of us. Especially at night, as the oars splashed slowly down the street, feeling for the depth of the water to make sure we didnt run aground, there would be a string of lanterns held up to light our way and show us the safe path.


Sometimes I heard voices in the dark. Mama Rotas coming! Mama Rotas coming! It was funny that they said it that way, but I didnt think about that until much later.


I remember when we returned down a broad street and Liv could tell from the shape of the ripples that the flood waters had drained away too low for the boat to pass. That should have been a good thing. The rest of us got out so that Liv could cross back into the nearest chanulez. The floodwater had been our road. We still had to deal with wading through the muddy water, and now we needed to bring all the supplies farther from the boat to where the sickrooms were set up.


We caught snatches of sleep and ate when someone put a crust of bread into our hands. I dont know where they were finding bread or who was going hungry to give it to us. We didnt count the hours or the days, but we counted the empty bottles of Saint Rotas water. Four by six bottles in a wooden case. Two cases filled from the cask wed brought out of the wine cellar. We filled them once from what remained in the cask, asking for help to hold it steady so we wouldnt spill any drops. It seemed as if the bottles emptied more quickly now. Maybe they did. We worked more quickly and the sick were brought together in larger crowds.


I remember the church of Sain-Estefen where so many had come in hope of a cure that we emptied a whole bottle in a single working. I remember Celeste holding it afterward and looking at me with a kind of terror as we both thought of the same thing. What would we do when Saint Rotas holy water ran out? How could we tell people that there was no way to get more? No way to cross back to the upper city, never mind back into the palace cellars.


Wed run out of ink and paper to write the charms. Celeste cried in frustration for a bit, then went back to poking and picking at the charm. There was nothing special in the ink or the paper, she said, so Iulien made ink out of lamp black and oil and we brushed the charm-signs directly onto each fevered brow. Aukustin and Brandel tried to learn the signs, but Celeste said no one but Iulien had them right. My hands shook too much to try. There was no charm-paper to burn in the candle afterward, so Celeste would press her palm to the inked signs then pass her hand over the flame to release the fever.


We never had time to do more than see the beginnings of the cure now before we moved on. The whispers that followed us from one sickroom to another told us it still worked.


Like I say, I stopped remembering how many days it had been, but someone reckoned it up later and it was no more than six. I would have sworn it was a month. All I know is one morning we left a sick house, blinking in the morning light, and when Celeste stepped into the boat with Liv, she put the next to last bottle empty into the crate and carefully slipped the last one into her charm basket. And as we looked around to be told where to go next, we heard shouts and the splash of feet in careful rhythm like a drum beat and then a row of men in uniforms came around the corner and drew up in a rank when they saw us. They werent the city guard who kept peace in the streets or even the scarlet-clad soldiers who had been guarding the bridge. They wore the uniforms of the palace guard who served the princess herself.




Chapter Twenty-Seven


October 1825Summoned


Brandel stepped in front of Aukustin and drew his swordthe first time hed drawn it in all the time since it was buckled onto him. He thought better immediately and put it away again. The men who had come to guide us to the next sick house slipped away into the side streets.


It was one of those painting moments, when everything froze in place. Celeste stood up in the boat, clutching her charm basket to her breast like something precious. Iulien and I waited by the chanulez steps, holding each others hands and wondering what would happen next. Only Livs dog Chennek wasnt still. He started barking furiously until Liv snapped her fingers and held him tight by the collar.


The frozen moment broke when one of the guards looked from face to face and said, Mesner Atilliet! with a sharp bow. And then to us all, Youre to come with us.


A voice behind him cried out, Iuli! and Maisetra Sovitre pushed through the ranks of the guards and ran toward us to take Iulien in her arms. Her face was as worn and haggard as every other face wed seen for days. Iuli, what are you doing here?


Were curing the fever, Iulien said, as simply as one might say, Im pouring the tea.


Maisetra Sovitre held her out at arms length to look at her. Is it true? Antuniet said


She looked at us, from one to the other, all tired and filthy. I could tell what she was thinking. We didnt look like anyone whod be bringing miracles through the streets of the city.


It was Celeste who answered. Its true, maisetra. By the grace of Saint Rota, we think weve done some good. She hugged her carrying basket closer.


I could tell the guardsmen were getting impatient, and the one repeated his order. Youre all to come with us. Now. I didnt know if they were rescuing us or putting us in prison.


Celeste looked like a wild trapped thing. She glanced down at Liv in the boat as if she might try to escape that way. My work isnt done. Theres still fever But I could hear the dull echo of resignation in her voice. We couldnt have kept on much longer. She was swaying with exhaustion and there was only that one last bottle of the sacred water.


They could have forced us, but Maisetra Sovitre held out her hand like a beggar. Celeste Giraud. Ive heard your name on so many lips I feel I know you. Serafina speaks so highly of you. Will you come for her sake? The fever has come to Urmai


Celestes face crumbled and she wailed, No! but it was in despair, not refusal.


Come with us, Maisetra Sovitre said more urgently. Will you trust me to see your work carried on? Well need you to teach us.


* * *


Later, after wed slept the day through, I tried to remember what came next, but it was as jumbled together as the days before. The guards were there for Mesner Aukustin, of course. They went ahead and took Brandel away too, saying something about an accounting. Liv was left behind. The guards must not have thought her of any account. I think we crossed the river at the Pont Vezzen. I was walking with Celeste and holding her up on unsteady legs, though mine werent much steadier. I think there were still soldiers on the bridge, but they must have let us through and I remember thinking that of course theyd break the rules to fetch Mesner Aukustin back. I remember how quiet Iulien was. That stuck in my mind because she never ran out of words.


When we came off the bridge, there was a carriage waiting and no one questioned that I climbed in along with the others. I was going to stick fast to Celestes side until she didnt need me any more. I must have slept as soon as the carriage started moving. I thought we were going to Tiporsel House and was glad of the ride even for that short a distance. But when we jerked to a stop and I woke up, there was a wide lawn to one side, with the river lapping halfway across it, and on the other side an enormous stone building that seemed as big as the palace. A group of women in the habits of the Poor Scholars helped us down from the carriage.


I must have been gaping in confusion. Maisetra Iulien whispered to me, Were at Urmaiat the academy.


The place made Tiporsel House look like a cramped tenement. It was overfilled with people rushing here and therethe students like Maisetra Iulien and the Poor Scholars and children peeking at us around corridors and even whole families in the rooms we passed.


Celeste peered anxiously into every doorway. Where is she? Wheres Maisetra Talarico?


She was still clutching the basket with her charmwork like it was the hope of her salvation.


You should eat first, Maisetra Sovitre said.


But Celeste shook her head. No, we could be too late.


I could see her thinking of those limp bodies in the sickrooms who had been carried away before we came to them.


My stomach had leapt at the suggestion of a meal, but I stayed with Celeste until we came to the room they were using as a sickroom there at the school.


There werent as many with the fever as I feared. Nothing like what wed seen in the lower city. The white sheets and clean basins were nothing like it either. Every sickbed had some of the alchemical fever-stones tucked under the covers. With that many, they might cool the blood long enough for the body to heal itself. Wed had a few handfuls to usecertainly not enough to leave behind.


I dont know that I would have recognized Maisetra Talarico if we hadnt been brought straight to her bedside. Her skin was more gray than black and like the other sick women theyd cut her hair short to cool her head. Shed had beautiful long ringlets, but now she looked like a newborn lamb.


Celeste took her hand and whispered, Maisetra, and her eyes fluttered open briefly.


Cara mia, she said, and then something else in a foreign tongue.


Saint Rotas going to make you better, Celeste said. But her voice was all choked up, and I wondered how she was going to be able to say the charms and prayers properly.


I could feel Maisetra Sovitres eyes on us as we started setting up for the charm. The maisetra looked like she was a cook on the night of a banquet watching over a brand new kitchen maid. Celeste didnt notice. She did every step as carefully as she could. She wanted to pour all her care into that one charm. We worked it together the way wed done it in those hot damp sickrooms when the paper had run out and we were guided by what Celeste saw in her visions. Maisetra Iulien found a lamp that had been left to gutter and mixed up oil and soot on her finger to trace the charm-signs on Maisetra Serafinas brow. I stood by to hand Celeste anything she needed and repeat the charms and prayers.


Celeste took out the last precious bottle of Saint Rotas water and let a few drops fall between Maisetra Serafinas fever-cracked lips. Then she pressed her hand to the inked signs and prayed to draw the fever out into the flame. As she passed her fingers over the candle, I felt that warm, wanting feeling in my belly that told me how strong the charm was, like a shiver going through my whole body. And then, because we wanted to give her every scrap of help we could, the three of us joined hands, Maisetra Iulien on one side and me on the other, and repeated the prayers together. I could hear Maisetra Sovitre whispering along with us as she came to stand close and laid a hand on our shoulders.


When I was a girl in the Orisule school and the sisters celebrated her name-day mystery, I imagined the saint holding her starry cloak out around all of us girls, like she was watching over us and protecting us. All I could think was how wonderful it would be to feel that way always.


All through those long days and nights working the fever charms, my magic feeling never really went away, though being tired and hungry, I didnt pay it much mind. Now I wasnt sure I wanted to feel like that all the time. Maybe it was better if it was rare and special.


But when Maisetra Sovitre spread her arms out like that and put a hand on our shoulders, everything got jumbled up together in my head: all my memories of the picture of Saint Orisule and all the times working with Celeste on charms and how being with Nan had given me that magic feeling too and that was why Id never thought it was a sin, and it all shivered through me at once.


Maisetra Talaricos face relaxed and her eyes fluttered open again and she smiled at us before sinking back into a natural sleep.


That wasextraordinary. Maisetra Sovitre didnt sound surprised exactlynot like shed expected Celestes charm not to work. It was more like if you were talking about a beautiful sunset even though you knew the day would come to an end somehow. When Serafina said you were skilled in market charms, I expected


Maybe she thought better about saying what shed expected from Celestes charmwork because she fell silent for a moment. Then she was all business-like. Let me gather the thaumaturgy students before we celebrate the mystery for the other patients. I promised you Id see your work complete. Well need every skilled hand turned to it.


It isnt a mystery, maisetra, Celeste said quietly. Just a charm.


If it catches the ear of the saints, Maisetra Sovitre said, and they grant you a miracle, then its a mystery. Theres no other word for it than that. It seems its a lesson I need to learn over and over.


Soon the sickroom was as crowded as any of them wed worked in south of the river. It was strange to see all those women crowding around and hanging on Celeste, talking through the bits of the charm one by one as they took notes on their slates. Some of the women asked questions about this and that until Maisetra Sovitre told them to wait for later. They sounded like Celeste when she first asked me about Aunt Gaitas washing charms: picking them all to bits then putting them back together again. This was where Celeste belonged, I could see it the same way Celeste could see charms working.


Somewhere in the middle of it all, I fell asleep, sitting on the floor, leaning against the side of one of the sickbeds. The next thing I knew, I woke up in the softest bed Id ever slept in. At least, it felt that way, I was that tired. There was a bit of light coming through the curtained windows, but I didnt know if it was evening or morning. When I sat up, I could see a second bed next to mine and Celestes face dark against the pillow. Mefro Dominique was sitting on a chair beside her holding a finger to her lips silently. Someone must have gone to fetch her. Then I went back to sleep for a long time, knowing all would be well.


* * *


I can see how it would be nice to be a maisetra, being able to sleep as long as you please. And when you wake up, someones brought a pitcher of hot water to wash, and theres bread and tea waiting for your breakfast without you having to poke up the fire and heat the water. I was tired enough to enjoy it for that one day. Longer than that and I think I would have died of embarrassment.


Liv was there too, so I knew theyd opened the river again. She joined Celeste and Mefro Dominique and me as we took breakfast together with Maisetra Iulien. Liv told us what had happened in Rotenek after we were carried away. Maisetra Sovitre had managed what we never could: going to the palace to open up the way to Saint Rotas well to fetch more water, then sending out her mystery students throughout the streets, with the city guard to protect them, bringing Celestes fever charm into all the places we hadnt had time to reach.


It seemed too easy when someone like Maisetra Sovitre ordered it to happen. But would she have listened to Celeste if we hadnt spent those days and nights in the lower city? If there hadnt been crowds of people telling how Mama Rota had passed through the flooded streets taking away the fever?


The floodwaters were going down slowly and there was so much to clean up. People would still die of river fever, but not nearly as many as would have without us. Theyd unblocked the bridges. Boats were going back and forth across the river once more bringing food and good water.


Liv told it like it was a story. All through the chanulezes, Celeste, theyre talking about you, Liv said. And talking about how Mama Rota came to save people and touched those who looked to her.


Maisetra Sovitre had come to stand in the doorway as well, and I saw her smile a little at that. I dont think she believed that Saint Rota was a real saint, but she believed in the miracles done in her name.


When Maisetra Iulien saw her, she jumped up and asked, May I tell her?


I didnt know it was me she meant until the maisetra came over. I scrambled to my feet to give her a curtsey. She wasnt actually my maisetra any more, but I still knew better than to stay sitting.


Rozild, Iulien has told me everything that happened.


I glanced over at Maisetra Iulien and wondered how much that everything actually was. Better to keep quiet until I was sure.


Under ordinary circumstances Im sure youd understand I cant have that sort of disobedience in the household, especially when it put my cousin in danger, but the last weeks have been far from ordinary circumstances. I think a great deal can be forgiven. Iulien has asked me to let you keep your position. Ill speak to Charsintek and let her know how things stand.


I knew I should say something, but I didnt know what. Id figured that running away from Tiporsel House to help Liv meant I didnt need to make that choice. And when Id had time to dream about the future in the last day, Id been thinking about more people than me.


Arent you glad, Roz? Maisetra Iulien said. After the city is cleaned up the season will startmy first real Rotenek seasonand Ill need you more than ever. Youll be a real ladys maid now, not just for making do.


Maisetra I licked my lips, trying to think how not to have to say yes or no before I knew for certain. Maisetra Sovitre, is it true that youd take Celeste as a student if she wanted to?


She frowned a little. Yes, of course. Wed be happy to have her join us. I dont know why Maisetra Talarico never suggested it.


She did ask me, Celeste said. Shed gone all quiet and looked over at her mother. But I cant.


You can, I said. Celeste


I hope she explained the arrangements, Maisetra Sovitre said. She sounded uncomfortable, like rich folks often did when talking to people like us about money. You neednt worry about fees. And if you want to live in, that will be covered as well, or you can ride down with the girls coming from the Poor Scholars. It isnt charity. Weve been the losers for not having you as a student.


It was all there in Celestes face: how much she wanted it and how much it hurt to say no. Im sorry, Maisetra Sovitre, but I cant. Maman needs me. Who will do the work in the dress shop if Im kicking my heels in a classroom all day?


I will.


Id been thinking hard about it. I knew why shed said no, because she told me when she hadnt told anyone else, not even Mefro Dominique. And that was what Id been thinking about when I saw Celeste talking to all the maisetras and their students about making charms. That maybe there was a way we could both have our dreams.


Ill do your work, Celeste. Mefro Dominique, I know Im still an apprentice, but if you agree, Ill take a daughters place so Celeste can go to school. You wont have to pay me wages any more than you paid her. I know you told me youd get in trouble having me work for charity, but it isnt charity if I could be doing something else, is it?


I thought about all the other things it would mean. No wages meant nothing to send back to Sain-Pol. And Maisetra Iulien would be unhappy. Id miss doing for her. Id miss that feeling of turning her out proper and keeping her secrets. But once Id said it, it felt right, like coming home after a long journey.


Mefro Dominique looked stunned. She came over and held me by the shoulders, looking into my face, then she hugged me tightly.


Celeste scowled at me in that way shed done in the early days in the shop when Id done something clumsy or foolish, but I knew how to read her face now. I wanted to repeat that speech about how Id go to the ends of the earth to bring her her hearts desire. But if I said that, then Maisetra Iulien would know Id read her book when I wasnt supposed to. So I kept that part in my heart and said, Celeste, dont be a silly goose. Say yes.




Chapter Twenty-Eight


AfterwardLavender


Sometimes life is like the scent of fresh lavender as you strip it off the stems. It crawls up your nose and spikes into your head until it pounds and throbs in pain. Sometimes its like the close work in the still room, turning the flowers into sweetness. Sometimes its like the soft scent of lavender water sprinkled on the sheets in a faint reminder of sunlight giving you good dreams through the night.


They say any work can be a mystery if you do it with care and a prayer in your heart. Im going to be a dressmakeras good a dressmaker as Mefro Dominique. Theres no point in girls like me dreaming of wearing fine gowns, but I can dream of seeing my gowns turn a scamp like Maisetra Iulien into a grand lady. And Celeste can dream of learning real mysteries, not just selling charms in the market for half a teneir.


I planted two lavender bushes in the little bit of dirt back behind Mefro Dominiques home. My home. Next summer Ill turn them into lavender water, using Aunt Gaitas charms to bless it. If another bad floodtide comes, theyll be washed away, but Ill have enough set aside to keep our dreams sweet and strong while they grow again. Celeste and I have a lot of dreaming to do.
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