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THE SILK FAIR HAD DESCENDED ON FOUNTAIN SQUARE IN THE middle of Galitha City, flooding the gray flagstones with color. I inhaled, catching the scent of silk fibers, block-print dyes, and some pungent damp wool on the faint summer breeze.


“All right, Alice.” My assistant caught up to me, already red-faced in the summer sun. She carried a list of necessary purchases and a ledger to keep track of our expenses, just as I usually did at the fair. This time, Alice was tabulating our purchases and watching our budget, practice for managing a shop herself someday. “Where should we start? Brocades? Wools?”


“We need more cotton,” Alice answered. “Those chemise gowns have been our most frequent commission in the past two months. I’ve already cut into our last bolt of voile.”


Though painfully pragmatic even when faced with row upon row of brilliantly hued silk, Alice was right—ever since I had designed and created a frothy, floating gown for Lady Viola Snowmont, crafted of finest voile and deftly gathered into a full bust and sleeves, our shop had been swamped with orders for similar pieces. The daring design had turned the tide for our shop; for one, only about a third of these fashion-forward women even requested my signature charms stitched into the hems and tucks of their chemise gowns.


“Fair enough—cottons first. Then silks.” My conspiratorial grin coaxed a smile from practical Alice. The promise of silk was hard to resist, even for Alice.


“Poor Emmi,” Alice said. Our newest hire was relegated to minding the shop and finishing some hems.


“Should I have brought Emmi instead?” I teased.


“No, of course not,” Alice replied. “After all, I’ll be managing the inventory, so I should learn the purchasing process. And, well, silk.” She finally cracked a grin, and I laughed. “Have you considered hiring another assistant?”


I sighed, sobered even as we passed a stall crammed with beautiful brocades. “I have. I’m just not sure—this could be a temporary uptick, and I would hate to fire someone a couple months after hiring her.”


“If I may, most out-of-work seamstresses would prefer a couple of months to nothing,” Alice said. “And there are plenty of out-of-work seamstresses.”


Alice wasn’t wrong—caution had followed the failed revolt at Midwinter, with some nobles leaving the city early for their summer estates, stalling building projects and limiting spending even from the city’s most confident consumers. Another side effect, I thought ruefully, that my brother and his coconspirators would never have guessed. My shop was unusually busy compared to my neighbors, and I had only the connections with Lady Snowmont’s set to thank for that.


“Wise counsel. And this is why you’ll make an excellent shop owner someday.” Once the Reform Bill that Theodor had been drafting since the Midwinter Revolt passed, starting a business would be simpler, unimpeded by the archaic legal thorns that currently snagged every step of the process. I was sure Alice would leave me someday for an atelier of her own.


“Cottons—here we are.” I passed several booths of less finely woven goods before finding the one I was looking for. I fingered the crisp edges of muslins and the soft drape of voiles. The merchant, a slight man from the Allied Equatorial States, hovered just inside a comfortable radius. Alice followed me like a puppy, waiting to note which selections I made.


“Do you like the voiles?” The merchant edged closer. “I have another five bolts just like that one—and this one is particularly fine,” he said, producing a lighter weight cotton.


“No, this weight is better—don’t you think, Alice?”


She nodded. “Too light and you’d see their underthings,” she said. The merchant cocked his head, confused.


“Alice, that’s brilliant! Imagine one of those gowns—with a bright pink sash—or deep blue—and an underpetticoat, matching. It would show through, just faintly.”


“But—you’d see their underthings,” she protested even as she yielded and handed me the lightest weight bolt to test the drape.


I bought two bolts of the lightest weight and three of the more substantial voile. Alice was right—the concept was daring. But I was sure some of Lady Snowmont’s set would be delighted with the idea. The merchant promised delivery within the hour. I knew it was more likely to be three, as his helper—probably one of his sons—attempted to navigate the side streets and alleys of sprawling Galitha City.


We stopped at one of my favorite silk merchants next. Over the years, I had made the West Serafan woman several health charms and she had always saved the best of her wares for me. As usual, Aioma was effluent in her enthusiasm when I entered her stall.


“Miss Sophie!” She bowed, which made me blush, even though I knew that deference to a guest was proper courtesy to Serafans. “I feel more alive, more full of health than when I made your acquaintance three years ago. I will dance at my daughter’s sheen-ata night this year!”


“Oh—I—very good,” I said, unsure what she meant.


“It is a tradition for wedding celebrations.” She laughed. “The women dance all night long before the bride and groom are joined. I will dance, thanks to your charms!”


I smiled awkwardly, and her gangly teenage son brought several bolts of fabric from under a table.


They were exquisite. I traced the lines of an intricate brocade, gold and pink and yellow on pale ivory, imagining the court gown it could make. A brilliant green was almost too bright to look at, but I thought of the silk-covered hat or pert caraco jacket it would make and grinned. And a pale, almost foamy blue organza seemed to float off its bolt.


“All of it,” I whispered.


Aioma insisted that we join her family for the midday meal. Alice gratefully accepted a mug of cold tea, and though I wasn’t familiar with the lettuce-wrapped meatballs and milky sauce Aioma served me, I enjoyed my lunch thoroughly.


We were halfway to the wool merchants before I remembered that I had wanted some fine book muslin for kerchiefs. The sun was hot, stronger than usual for early summer, and Alice was already wilting a bit, perspiration glistening at her hairline. “Why don’t you take a rest in the shade, and I’ll go find the muslin.” She agreed happily.


The square was growing more crowded. A pair of jugglers tossed slim orange rings to one another near the fountain, and strawberry sellers jockeyed for the best corners to hawk their wares. The Silk Fair pulled plenty of people, not only shop owners and seamstresses, from their everyday work into the center of Galitha City. The rich excess of fabrics, the brightly colored Serafan tents, the Kvys wool merchants who traveled with painted sheep—all a spectacle that any Galatine could enjoy.


I stopped between stalls of near-gaudy printed cottons and sturdy woven checked linen. One bolt caught my eye, a blue-and-white windowpane check that looked just like one of my brother’s shirts. I took an edge between thumb and forefinger; it was good-quality linen, but nothing special, nothing I couldn’t buy anytime. The indigo-blue crosshatches were common on working men’s shirts and women’s kitchen aprons, garments I didn’t make. Still, I smoothed the folded edge of the linen back onto the bolt with a gentle hand.


“Not really your specialty, is it?” The voice, too close to me and unsettling in its familiarity, made me jump.


Niko Otni leaned against a crate of osnaburg, flipping the frayed edge of the undyed, coarse linen between two fingers. My eyes widened, but I recovered my composure quickly. Despite his vocal disdain for me and his willingness to torch Galitha City to further the Red Cap goals, Niko couldn’t hurt me here. Especially given that he was, technically, still wanted for his participation in the violent insurrection and regicide.


“No, it isn’t,” I replied, forcing a level tone and sounding more prim than I intended. “Though fabric, on the whole, isn’t really your specialty, either.”


He cracked a smile. “I’m not exactly sharp with a needle,” he conceded. I could see why my brother had liked Niko; they shared a quick wit and I could sense bright good humor buried underneath Niko’s sharp tongue. Yet there was something unsafe about him, even now, under a blanching summer sun, a lack of compassion and an unrestrained motivation. If my brother was the pen of the revolution, Niko had been the blade. “But I’m not here for silk.”


I considered him as he fell into step beside me, his unbleached linen trousers and a short linen jacket left open over what had to have been his best shirt, with a finer-than-average ruffle at the opening. “If you wanted to have a chat, Mr. Otni, you could have dropped by my atelier.”


His smile faltered, slightly. “You know I couldn’t. I can’t exactly run around the commercial district making social calls. Still a wanted man, aren’t I?”


“I suppose the pardon did exclude the leadership of the revolt, yes.”


“It certainly did. They’ve been rather half-hearted about actually hunting us down, but the likes of me, trotting into your pretty shop?” He shook his head with a scolding cluck. “Noticeable. Reportable. Here? Half of Galitha City is here.” He shrugged as we passed a clutch of dockworkers buying strawberries from a round-cheeked country girl with bare feet. “And here I blend in. These blokes aren’t likely to turn me in even if they do recognize me,” he added, nodding toward a trio of men in patched trousers who laughed at a trained monkey fleecing the pockets of a fourth unfortunate man. The monkey’s keeper, in bright harlequin costume, met Niko’s eyes and bowed subtly.


“Fine.” I was losing my patience. The last person I wanted to see was Niko Otni, and the last thing I wanted to do was engage in a prolonged conversation with him. “You wanted something?”


“I think we both want something,” he answered. The smile faded, replaced with urgent gravity. “We want those reforms passed.”


“Of course we do.” I sighed, annoyed. “We all do. If you hunted me down just for that, you’ve wasted your time.”


“I wouldn’t say we all do.” Niko caught my arm and drew me into the shade of a sprawling flaxwood poplar, its seeds in their tow-colored tufts drifting past us on the faint breeze. “Plenty of voting members of the Council of Nobles don’t want reform, do they? Things are too nice for them just the way they are. And sure as shit they’ll vote against the reforms your prince is pushing.”


“Yes,” I replied carefully. I didn’t know every vote on the council, but many were vocally opposed to the reforms that had already been months in the drafting. “But I don’t vote, remember?”


“You talk to plenty of people who do,” Niko said. I assessed him, his best shirt starched at the collar, his hair clubbed carefully under a weather-beaten cocked hat that he pulled off in an awkward, earnest gesture. “This vote has to pass, or there will be another uprising.”


“You don’t have to threaten—”


“I’m not making threats.” He slapped the hat against his leg. “I’m just—I’m telling you. Drop the prissy act, will you?” He sighed. “At this point, you’re the closest thing to an ally in high places those of us still slogging through day wages have.”


“Believe me, Theo—Prince Theodor is taking all of this into consideration, and his small council will bring the Reform Bill to the Council of Nobles within the fortnight.”


“And if it doesn’t pass, what happens?”


I hesitated. The revolt had failed at Midwinter, but another uprising would be better thought out, less incumbent upon a single man’s plan, and fueled by what could only be seen as an utter failure by their own government. The people had risen up once, and their anger still simmered, ready and willing to boil over again. “I know,” I replied softly. “More blood.”


“Not just another revolt. A real revolution, fully organized and unwilling to yield. If they allow you to try this your way, with politics, and you fail them?” He shook his head with a low whistle.


“The price of failing will be unimaginable.”


“But the future doesn’t have to cost blood,” Niko said, earnest belief in the words.


A lump formed in my throat, awkward to talk around as I tried to ignore it. “That sounds like one of Kristos’s catchphrases.”


“It is. It’s new,” Niko said.


“You—is he here?” Panic pressed against the lump and made my voice catch. “He can’t—they might not catch you, Niko, but he’s not—”


“Calm down, and maybe don’t use my name.” Niko’s dark eyes narrowed.


I met them, stony and unflinching. “You don’t get to tell me to be calm, not about this. Tell me. My brother.”


“I’ve been keeping him informed of the situation here, and he’s been writing. I found a new printer and of course we still have our old distribution channels. No, I won’t tell you how or where or what his address is.”


“I wouldn’t ask,” I retorted.


“But it brings me to the point, Sophie. We’re working, on our end, to make promises that we can’t keep alone. Your brother’s writing is encouraging the people to hold fast and wait for the Reform Bill. That it’s enough. That they don’t need to riot or burn anything down.” He smirked. “I’m guessing you have no idea how many times I’ve told Red Caps down at the Rose and Fir to put the pitchforks away and wait. But they need to get something worth waiting for.”


“I agree completely,” I said. A tuft of flaxwood seeds settled on Niko’s shoulder. I resisted the impulse to pluck it off.


“Then do something. When you talk to those nobles, be a voice for us. I don’t think they’ll believe it when your prince claims the people are ready to take up arms again the way they’ll believe it when you tell them. You’re close enough to the ground to speak for the dirt.”


I didn’t like that analogy, but he was right. In the limited time I had spent with the nobles as Theodor’s guest, I felt both their disdain and their curiosity. “So you hunted me down just to ask me to talk more?”


“Be our voice.” He clutched the well-worn hat. Its top was bleached gray. “Help us. I—I know I wasn’t exactly kind to you this winter, and your brother never understood you or your insistence on spending your talents on nobles. You certainly didn’t make any friends spurning poor Jack in favor of being a noble’s doxy.” I bit my lip. “But I have to admit that you’re in a position we never could have dreamed of. It might lead to nothing, in the end. But damn it all, Sophie, use it.”


The lump in my throat grew again. I had managed to ignore, most days, that I returned alone to the row house I had shared with my brother every evening, to bury any sorrow over his absence in anger at how he had used me at Midwinter. But I did miss him, and deep in the pit of my stomach, a bitter kernel of worry often swelled into full-blown fear for him. I wanted, desperately, to ask if Kristos had any hand in seeking me out, if he had said anything about me. But I couldn’t. I didn’t want to know any more about my brother in exile, not really. Knowing meant being responsible for keeping that information safe. I needed the distance.


I straightened. I needed the distance from Niko, too. I couldn’t be tied up with a fugitive, and I didn’t want to risk Kristos’s life by knowing any more about his whereabouts. “You have my word, Niko. I will advocate for what I can, when I can.” Even, I knew, if it meant driving a deeper wedge between me and the nobles that made up Theodor’s world. “But don’t contact me again.”


“I will have little trouble,” Niko replied with a grin like cracked porcelain, “keeping that promise.”
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“DID YOU FIND ANY DECENT SILK?” THEODOR EXAMINED THE tightly closed bud of a yellow rose next to him; pink and cream climbing roses bloomed in a cascade of petals in the arbor. He had carefully trained them himself, nudging their fledgling vines up the trellis as they grew, year after year.


“Oh, loads. Cottons, too. And a nice set of wools—good colors, not drab stuff. Alice and I spent all day, and I’ll be going back tomorrow for a few more pieces. You want to come peruse the wares?” I joked.


“I wish I could. The small council is finalizing the Reform Bill. It goes to the Council of Nobles for debate as soon as we can hammer out the election regulations.”


“Finally,” I breathed in near reverence for the bill that had taken months for the group of council members under Theodor’s leadership to draft. “Elections—for the councils replacing the Lords of Stones, Keys, and Coin?”


“Those elections exactly, and the Council of Country.” A smile crept over his face at saying the name borne of a concept cobbled together from political theory books, my brother’s revolutionary writing, and hours of discussion with his small council. What was only an idea would be, if the bill passed, real seats of government filled by real people, elected by their peers, in the fall, serving as a second and equal governing body alongside the Council of Nobles. When the bill passed, I amended. I had to believe it would.


“So close,” I breathed. “You included the voting provision for women, yes?”


“Let’s not push,” Theodor said. “The suggestion horrified enough of the small council that it will have to be put off for now. The bill has to be as perfect a presentation as possible,” he added. “If it’s too radical, they’ll call for a quick vote and eliminate it right off, then recess and trot off to their estates for the rest of the summer.”


“But it has to be enough,” I countered. My relationship to the movement I had thought of for so long as “my brother’s revolution” was messy and difficult, but I knew that trivial changes wouldn’t be enough. Not for Niko, and not for the thousands he certainly spoke for.


And not, I accepted, for me, either. I had never peddled pamphlets in the streets or been willing to risk fire and scythe in a coup, but change could come without violence now. The past months had shifted that, working quietly with Theodor to build and revise this monumental piece of legislation. Of course I wasn’t welcome in the chambers of the Council of Nobles, but Theodor had asked my opinion, and I had carefully considered what insights he needed from the commoners of Galitha, as well as I could represent them. Moreover, working alongside one another, our relationship had changed in myriad minute and lasting ways. Spark and flash of early romance had softened and built into comfortable coals of earnest partnership.


Now reform—true, enduring change—was so close that it hung ripe and heavy like the early blackberries in Theodor’s garden, and still as fragile as the unpicked fruit.


“I think,” Theodor said with a statesman’s deliberate care, “that it will be. The most important, most oft-repeated theme of the literature preceding the Midwinter Revolt was elected representation. Replacing the Lords of Coin, Keys, and Stones with elected bodies and creating an elected council to serve alongside the Council of Nobles should accomplish that.”


“Yes,” I said with some hesitancy. My brother and his friends would have happily seen the nobles’ control removed completely. I knew, of course, that eradication of the Council of Nobles would have been the kiss of death for the bill itself. “And taxation? The imposition of taxes has always been contentious among the people.”


“Indeed. I suggested a popular vote for all taxes, as your brother’s pamphlets all suggest, knowing it would be rejected.” I sighed, but Theodor held up a hand. “Knowing it would be rejected, but that requiring approval from their elected representatives in the Council of Country would, then, sound far more appealing.”


“You’re actually quite good at this,” I said with a grin. I nodded. “Will this—all this—be enough?”


“I think so.” He reached into the inside pocket of his coat. “If this is any indication.”


He tossed a smudged pamphlet to me, its cheap binding already coming apart. The Politics of Reform and the Duty of Conciliation: A Peoples’ Responsibility. “That sounds like one of my brother’s titles,” I joked weakly as I paged through it. These reforms are hardly adequate, but they open a door of progress… We must not mistake compromise for concession… Our voices will be heard over the clamor of tradition, as reason and logic that convince the aristocracy of their own injustice.


I set the paper down slowly. “This sounds like my brother’s work,” I whispered. So familiar in its cadence and diction, so like him. It was like holding a part of him in my hands, letting an echo of his voice speak over incalculable distance.


“He said he would find a way to keep working. I suppose I should be grateful he’s working in our favor. Somewhat,” he said, nudging the page open to a particularly incendiary diatribe against the liberties taken by the nobility.


“I—he’s not the only one.” Even here in Theodor’s serene garden, leaning against his chest, surrounded by roses in explosive bloom, Niko’s charge followed me. “I saw Niko at the Silk Fair.”


Theodor sat upright, pulling me to face him. “Niko Otni? He’s evaded the Lord of Keys for months.”


“He says you’re not trying hard enough,” I replied blandly.


“That may be true,” Theodor said. “Things have been blessedly calm and the Lord of Keys hasn’t wanted to upset the quiet with a manhunt.”


“Well, Niko says you have him to thank for the quiet, too.” I traced an over-bloomed rose with my fingertips, and its petals fell in a fragrant shower into my lap.


“What did he want?” Theodor brushed the rose petals from my skirt impatiently until I stayed his hand.


“To impress upon me my responsibility,” I said loftily, then softened. “I need to advocate for the Reform Bill.”


“You?” He caught himself. “Not that you aren’t as well versed as anyone, but you’re—” He stopped abruptly.


I watched the flush break over his fair cheeks, embarrassment at what he almost said. “Yes, it’s because of who I am. A common woman. They’ll believe me when I say the people are ready to rise up again if reform doesn’t pass.”


He nestled into quiet reflection of the yellow rosebud nearest him. “I suppose,” he said finally, “that you may be correct.” He pressed his lips together. “I confess that I’ve been… protecting you a bit.”


I pulled his hand away from the rose and searched his face. “Protecting me?”


“If you were noble, if this match was more… conventional, we would be appearing together at social events far more often. Publicly, not quiet evenings at Viola’s salon.”


I nodded, appreciating this. I had only attended a couple of social functions with Theodor since the Midwinter Ball, and those had been small events, hosted by Viola at her salon or, more recently, by Theodor’s brother Ambrose, who had insisted with firm kindness on making my acquaintance and including me in his monthly card parties. “You didn’t want to put me through what the nobility would say. How they’d look at me.”


“No, I didn’t. They’re not all like Viola and Annette and Ambrose. Some of them are far more wedded to tradition and the elevated separation of the nobles for the good of the country and all that rot. They’re not pleasant when someone skips serving a fish course at a dinner, let alone something of this magnitude.”


“I couldn’t avoid them forever. I mean, not if…” I left that hope, that future unspoken but tangible.


“I know,” Theodor confessed. “I suppose I figured they would eventually accept it without pushing them. That is, I had hoped that time would simply relieve them of their curiosity or surprise, but the tension surrounding the Reform Bill… there’s no chance for them to calm down enough.”


“I think,” I said, hesitant but unwilling to back away now, “that it’s time. I… I could have done more last fall and winter. Maybe. I don’t know. But trying to hold the ground in between sides only resulted in…” I stopped, overcome for a moment remembering Nia, and Jack, and the hundreds of dead, nameless to me but known and fully loved by others. They had been neighbors, faces I passed in the street. Perhaps the nobility couldn’t account for their loss, but I could. “I can’t stand by again. Speaking for the common people is all I can do, so I will.”


I paused, absently pulling a few petals from a rose. I didn’t want to bring up the one additional thorn to appearing with Theodor at more social events, but I had to. I hadn’t pressed the issue, but I had not been invited to the spring concert series his mother hosted at the palace, or the official coronation ball—of course, I hadn’t particularly wanted to attend, either. If I was honest, I was content to avoid that potentially painfully terse situation as long as possible.


“What about your parents?”


“What about them?” He handed me a new rose, taking away the bare stem I held. “Oh. You mean—right. You’d certainly see them at some juncture and—yes.” I waited. Theodor stared at his hand. I gently kicked his ankle. “I’m sorry, I’m sure once they meet you, they’ll be delighted—”


“I doubt that they’ll be delighted.” We were going to have to deal with Theodor’s reticence to face his parents about me at some point, but it didn’t have to be today. “Maybe it’s better if we don’t attend anything with them, at least not right away.”


Theodor studied my face with the same careful, delicate examination he usually reserved for botany. “Very well. That won’t be difficult—we’re often invited to different events. I can think of several opportunities. There’s a dinner at the foreign minister’s house, a concert, and a garden party.”


“All this summer?”


“All in the next fortnight.” He laughed at my shocked face. “And this is the off-season—most of the nobility are at their estates for the summer. Be glad it’s not the height of the social season. We’d be swamped. And then that does introduce the question… you will be viewed as taking a more official role with me. As my intended.”


“And the politics of that…”


“Damn the politics,” he said, pulling me toward him and cupping my face. “You sit here and tell me you’re willing to be ridiculed and outcast, you’re willing to lose clients for your shop, all for the sake of the reform, and I’m not supposed to simply love you for you, no politics?” He kissed me, impulsive and bright, and knocked more petals into my hair.


“As much as you like,” I said, tracing his cheek as I pulled back, “but you know that for you, marriage, and this one in particular, is acutely political.” I was an outsider—perhaps harmless, perhaps a trivial novelty, but perhaps something too destabilizing for the already wounded system of nobility. Perhaps, even, an outsider viewed as a malicious threat. “Will the nobility read a threat in that? Will it push them away from reform?”


“You’re not forgetting a large group of people we can surmise will be quite pleased at the union, are you?” I shook my head—of course I couldn’t forget the people who surrounded me every day, who rented the row houses next to mine and bought strawberries in the street in front of my shop. “And given the fact that they’re waiting for some real sign of progress on reform, I still say,” he said, an arm tightening around my waist, “that this is a politically expedient marriage. The old bats can balk all they like, but what could possibly convey how serious I am about the common citizens of Galitha more than marrying one?”


“Getting the reforms passed.” I laughed.


“Fair enough. I’m working on it.” He tweaked my nose, and I swatted his hand away with a grin. “Formal dinner next week then?”


I mustered my resolve and offered him a gentlemanly handshake, which he returned, then kissed my palm. “You have a deal.”
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“I WANT TO EAT THIS,” EMMI SAID, PULLING A BOLT OF SHOT SILK, cross-woven with gold and pink warp and weft, from the shelf. It was newly arrived from the Silk Fair and had already been picked up for an order. “Really. It’s just too delicious.”


“But can you imagine a whole gown of it?” Alice asked, screwing up her mouth. The dual colors produced a brilliant sunset hue, and the effect was bright—almost too bright.


“Yes,” replied Emmi dreamily. “With a sheer white apron to break it up? Trim of the same fabric?”


“On some fat old countess dripping gems, toting a tiny dog that smells of the scullery? That’s who would pick that color, not some fashionable young lady.” Alice shook her head. “You’ll see.”


Emmi just laughed. “What fell in your tea this morning?”


“Plaster, actually,” Alice said. “The roof is leaking again. At least it’s cropping up now and not in the middle of winter.”


Alice did seem in a more dour mood than usual, and Emmi more effervescent. The two usually coexisted quite peacefully, almost complementary in their moods. Today, I feared, might be an exception. Still, Alice had the management of the shop’s schedule, ledger, and staff of two so well in hand that I felt more and more at ease leaving it in her charge when I had business elsewhere. Someday, I knew, Alice would make a fine shop owner. The thought came as a sharp, almost painful, surprise, that if I ever left shopkeeping, for marriage or politics, having Alice take over my shop and its license would be a nearly seamless transition, in everything but the charm casting.


“At least this time we needn’t worry about whether the customer can carry a whole ensemble,” I said. The silk was for a sash, for one of the frothy white chemise gowns in the style I had created and that Viola had made so popular. All of the ladies at Viola’s salon had one, created by me or by one of the dozens of other seamstresses who had quickly copied the style for their clients. A welcome bit of unadulterated professional pride swelled in my chest—I had set a new style. The city’s elite seamstresses, the private hires and upscale shops, were copying me. Though I had built my business on charm casting, becoming known for my designs and the quality of my work had always been a quiet, driving goal.


“And for that, it’s absolutely perfect,” Alice said, holding the length of silk she cut next to the white cotton voile.


Emmi couldn’t disagree, and she set to stitching the bright edges into a tiny hem. “One more down,” she said, “and the board still full.”


“Very good,” I said. “I’m going to try to catch up on pieces that are waiting on charms.” That list was growing—and only I could complete those orders. Emmi was a charm caster in the traditional Pellian methods of clay tablets and herb sachets, but our limited lessons with charm-cast stitches had proven ineffective, and there wasn’t time to spend on refining her technique.


I slipped behind my screen in the workroom, taking a deep breath to push the list of orders and deadlines to the back of my mind as I sank onto the divan. The piece was one of my favorites from the spring’s commissions, a dainty blue riding habit trimmed in sharp black. The young merchant’s wife who had commissioned it had been content with imbuing the trim with the protection spell she wanted. It allowed for precision with the charm and, better, let Alice and Emmi handle the construction of the jacket and petticoat themselves. I threaded my needle with black silk and began with an anchoring stitch. The black wool tape was already pinned in place with Alice’s careful workmanship. I took a few uncharmed stitches to begin to tack it securely into place.


Then I took a deliberate breath and began to pull the charm into the thread as I stitched. The golden light gathered around my needle and thread, and I fell into the easy rhythm of drawing the charm into each small stitch I made. I had only finished a few inches when my needle slipped.


At least, that was my first assumption—the golden light I was so used to controlling hiccupped and then receded. I caught it and drew it back, and resumed sewing. But it happened again, and as I squinted at the fabric under my hands, I almost dropped my needle.


Black sparks like hard obsidian speckled the pale blue—not that anyone else would see them. They were the marks of a curse, the dark magic that a curse caster would deliberately pull into their work. But I wasn’t curse casting—I was casting a charm as I had done hundreds of times before. Impatient and more than a little frightened, I waved my hand over the black sparkle and it dissipated quickly.


But now the golden light was fickle and reluctant, fighting my needle and my thoughts like it had a will of its own. More than once I saw the black glittering lines encroaching on the golden lines of stitching, as though they thought I was calling them into my work, as well. I wasn’t—I deliberately pushed them away, but they hovered, threatening to tie themselves into the stitches as firmly as the pale light. I struggled to complete the row of trim, frustrated with the sloppy stitching and weak charm that my work produced.


Confused, I lay the piece aside. Was I just tired? Was there something about this piece, about the young woman it was for, about the materials? Nothing about the piece itself seemed out of the ordinary, and the recipient of a charm had never mattered before. Had I been reusing materials, I would have wondered if, somehow, they had been previously charmed, but these were brand-new woolens and threads. As I examined them, they bore no signs of charming or cursing—and I would have seen either clearly.


Startled, I realized that the proximity of the curse magic had not made me feel ill, either. Controlling the glinting black as I had stitched it into the queen’s shawl had made me nauseated and fatigued, even as I progressed in my control of it. Maybe if I didn’t try to control it, I was free of its effects. This made me feel a bit better—I hadn’t drawn the darkness into my work. It hadn’t worked through me; if it had, I surely would have felt ill.


I stood up, shaking my hands as though I could shake the problem away. I was tired, I concluded, overwhelmed by the influx of orders. The conclusion didn’t satisfy me, but I pushed the concerns aside and returned to the main workroom, determined to finish cutting a new gown instead.


“Is this the right fabric for the bodice lining?” Emmi asked as I scanned the specifics of the order, a deep wine silk gown for a minor countess. Imbuing different stomachers with different charms had been her ingenious idea—one for love, one for luck, one for financial fortune—to interchange as she needed. The gown itself, however, could be sewn entirely by Alice and Emmi, and would avoid further backlog for me.


I glanced up and nodded. “You’ve picked up on the linen weights very quickly,” I praised her. It had taken my former assistant, Penny, the better part of three months to finally discern the difference between linen lining fabric, hemp drill, and linen sheeting.


“I enjoy it,” she said. “It’s so much more interesting than helping at home or working for Nanni Defaro at the fishmonger’s.” I didn’t doubt that. Nanni was a cranky old bat from everything Emmi had told me, and fish… I didn’t relish the idea of handling fish all day, either. “And it’s—it’s a real trade, you know?”


I did. Even if Emmi never progressed to the level that Alice had achieved, she would always have adequate skill to be an assistant in a seamstress shop. I had no doubt she could do even better. I sighed—I needed to take the time to train her more thoroughly, not only for the benefit of my shop’s bloated to-do list, but for Emmi’s future, as well.


“Help me draft out these sleeves,” I said.


“Oh, I’ve never—”


“I know.” I handed her a ruler. “I’ll show you how, and then you repeat the process. It’s just translating these measurements to the fabric—and we’ll cut a muslin for fitting first. Make a mistake, and we can just put it in the scrap bin.”


Emmi smiled nervously, and soon we were so engrossed in patterning Countess Rollet’s sleeves that I had almost forgotten my loss of charm-casting control.
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THE PUBLIC GARDENS SPILLED OVER WITH BLOSSOMS AND GREENERY under the steady summer sun, and the quiet of the winter months was replaced with promenading couples, ladies having picnics, and rumpled children singing rhymes as they were herded away from fountains by patient nursemaids and harried mothers. The broad avenues were as bright as the beds of flowers, with ladies in walking gowns of cheerful cotton prints and men in vibrant silks, dressing to be seen. The poorer classes, not to be outdone, wore sashes and kerchiefs of crimson silk and indigo printed cottons, economy allowing for these small indulgences of color.


“It’s not quite so private in the summer, is it?” Theodor asked as we walked toward the greenhouse. The doors were open and the greenhouse, though currently lacking the novelty of a living garden in the midst of winter, was flooded with people exploring the aisles of exotic plants, exclaiming in wonder as they read the placards Theodor had written.


“No, but I’m glad your work hasn’t gone unnoticed,” I said. “Even if it means it won’t be as quiet next winter, I hope they come back to see it then. In winter, it’s magic.”


“If I hadn’t built it, I’d agree with you,” he said. “And even then, flowers in winter do seem a bit like something your charms ought to produce, not metal and glass.” He led me past the greenhouse. “I think I know a spot that will be a bit quieter,” he confided. The formal gardens gave way to the wooded park, where several picnickers stopped their progress to whisper as we passed. I tilted my head down, hiding my flushed face behind my enormous silk-covered hat. Theodor, with gentlemanly bravado, lifted his ebony walking stick in a show of pleasant greeting.


“Let’s go this way,” he said, diverting down a narrow path of crushed shells into the forest.


I lifted my skirts over a wayward root. I didn’t know the gardens well; though Theodor and I had spent countless hours here, most of them were in the greenhouse, often with Theodor in shirtsleeves and me with a large bib apron, repotting saplings or pruning roses. It was Theodor’s escape from the endless haggling and needling of the Council of Nobles, and though I never cared for dibbling in the dirt like he did, there was something close to normalcy about working alongside one another. I could forget, with matching lines of dirt under our nails, that he was noble and I was common-born.


“Ah, as quiet as I expected,” Theodor said. He ushered me into a quiet glade at the top of a hill, the branches above fracturing the sunlight and casting intricate, ever-moving shadows on a clear pool in the center. The pool cascaded to another just below it, and another, all the way down to a stand of willows, fronds brushing the water like languid golden fingers.


I gasped as I realized where we were—the waterfalls Theodor had brought me to when we had left Viola’s card party, shaken and afraid in the tumult of the weeks preceding the Midwinter Revolt. They had been frozen and staid in the cold, not the laughing cascades they were now.


“You remember?” He took my hands in his.


“Of course I do,” I breathed.


“Good.” Theodor grinned. “If you didn’t, it would make this rather awkward.” He pulled a thin chain of gold from his pocket, the links so minute that it looked more like a thick thread of winking metal. My jaw loosened and my eyes brimmed with sudden, sweet tears—I knew this tradition even if I had never seen the ritual unfold.


“I would tie my lot to yours,” Theodor said, draping the chain over his left wrist, “and bind our lives together.” He held out his hand to me. “Would you take the same vow?” I found I had no voice, but I laid my trembling fingers over his, and he brought the chain over my wrist, sealing a Galatine betrothal.


The gold bound our hands together only temporarily, but I knew what I was agreeing to, letting its cool links settle on my skin. I could swear that I almost tasted the traditional words Theodor had recited as he kissed me. I exhaled as he pulled away.


“Are you all right? To my understanding, most women eventually say something,” he coaxed.


“Yes, I—”


“You do want this, don’t you?” He lifted my chin to meet his eyes. “I know it doesn’t seem an easy road, potholed with stodgy old nobles, but I know this is right. For us, for Galitha—”


“Yes, this is what I want,” I stopped him, the gold chains on our wrists clinking gently together. I didn’t need to be sold on the prospect of marrying the man I loved, and better positioning myself to look out for the interests of my neighbors, my friends, the common folk of my country in the process. I had faced the fears I no longer needed to say, that I would never be accepted, and that I would have to give up the security and, indeed, identity of my shop. I had come to accept those fears, their attenuate risks. I understood now that inaction meant risking more than making a choice did.


“I know this means giving your shop up, eventually,” Theodor said. “I know that you don’t take that lightly, and neither do I.”


I nodded, then gripped his hand. “I know. I even know what I want to do—there are fewer charmed commissions than before, and Alice is already taking over more and more.” I couldn’t keep the shop, but the shop didn’t have to close. All my years of relentless work didn’t have to end with empty shop windows, a cold grate in my atelier, and the loss of my employees’ jobs. I could close off charmed commissions, finish those I already had in the queue, hire at least one more seamstress if not two—it was as easy to plan out as it was difficult to imagine my life without the shop.


“When the reforms pass, you can even sell it to her,” he said. “At whatever rate you think fair.”


Somewhere between all the money in Galitha and nothing at all, I thought with a wistful smile. “She could never afford the cost of what it’s worth. I would sign it over as a bequest.”


“Now, let’s see if I can do this right,” Theodor said, turning our still-bound wrists. He crisscrossed the chain, revealing a pair of minute clasps. With a gentle hand, he unhooked them, revealing that the chain was in fact two lengths of gold, one to wear on each of our wrists. I traced the gold with a tentative finger-tip; I’d seen bracelets on wealthy clients, while poorer Galatines usually used silk ribbons. The slight weight felt strange, a foreign, if welcome, presence. A constant presence, I reminded myself, as the binding wasn’t traditionally removed until the wedding. By then the ribbons poorer people used were ragged and stained, but, just like the metal wristlets the wealthy used, were saved as family keepsakes, sometimes worked into baby gowns or made into rosettes on a prized piece of embroidery.


The gold winked at me in the bright sunlight as I wrapped my arms around Theodor and let him sweep me off my feet and into a long embrace as the cascading water played a bright melody.
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I COULDN’T KEEP THE NEWS OF MY ENGAGEMENT TO THEODOR quiet for long. Emmi spotted the gold chain within moments of arriving at work the next morning and squealed loudly enough that a farmer selling snap peas outside our door stopped to peer inside.


“And it’s real gold,” she said, touching it and then retracting her hand as though she’d been burned. “Not that it wouldn’t be, of course, but I’ve never seen a real gold betrothal binding before. Only ribbons!”


“We really ought to have anticipated this,” Alice said, almost chiding in her careful tone. “I suppose the wedding will be before fall?” she added.


“We haven’t decided,” I said. A noble wedding was an involved affair, especially with the heir to the throne involved. His priority—and mine—was bringing the Reform Bill to a conclusive, passing vote. Still, Galatine engagements were not typically more than a few months long. That gave me until winter, at most, to ready the shop. Alice’s measured gaze on the thin gold marking my wrist told me that she had thought of this, too. Of course—in her mind, the engagement meant the closure of the shop, unemployment for her, and an uncertain future.


I would alleviate her of that concern soon, and for now there was little uncertainty for the coming months. The slate hanging above the counter that held the list of orders was so cramped that Alice’s neat handwriting couldn’t keep them from running into one another. There wasn’t time to spare.


“All right,” I said as Alice and Emmi packed orders in brown paper behind me. “Emmi, take these orders out for delivery.” As she gathered the teetering pile of packages and scurried out the door, I turned to Alice. “I can’t be the Prince of Westland’s wife and run a shop. But you already knew that,” I added with a soft smile.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude.” Her hands fidgeted through a pile of receipts.


I took them from her and tucked them into their box. “It’s not rude. It’s business. And I’d like it to be yours.”


Alice blanched, the roses in her cheeks fading as she sat, hard, on the bench behind the counter. “Mine?”


“Who better?” I laughed. “For now, I want to clear our slate of charmed orders, stop taking more, and let you take over day-to-day operations. When the Reform Bill passes,” I added, purposefully avoiding the if I knew was more accurate, “I’ll sign the shop over to you.”


“I can’t possibly buy the shop, not now—maybe in a year, or two, if I can save and get my family to—”


“I don’t want payment. Legally, it will be a bequest,” I said quietly. There was no amount of money that seemed fair, in exchange for the years of life I’d spent on building the business, establishing clients, making a name for myself. Yet I didn’t want that work to go to waste, and if someone talented and invested didn’t take the shop under her guidance, it would shutter. “Legally, practically, and in every other manner, I cannot keep this business and marry Theodor. I’ve made my choice, and I have to leave it behind.” I paused—I spoke of my shop almost like a person, a traveling companion whose road finally diverged from mine. I had a new vocation now, as a voice for the quiet majority of Galatines, leveraging my position among the nobility. Even after the reforms passed, that voice would be necessary.


“I—I can’t accept that,” Alice said, repressing the excitement in her voice. I knew she wanted to open her own shop someday, and I’d always anticipated losing her to her well-earned ambition.


“You can. Understand, this isn’t purely a favor, a gift to you. This shop has been a place of employment for…” I counted quickly, surprising even myself as I said, “For over a dozen women since I opened. I’ve given women a place to earn a fair wage, to gain skills and experience.” The options most commonly granted to women for work—servants, laundresses, market women—were sparse and few offered the potential that dressmaking did. “I very much want it to continue to be that sort of place, not just for experienced seamstresses, but for less practiced girls, too.” Emmi had taught me the value of looking past a girl’s current skill level and toward her ability and willingness to learn. Though Emmi had not been a seamstress by trade when I had hired her to help me just before the insurrection, she had proved quick with a needle and thread. She had been so successful—and appreciative of an opportunity usually beyond her—that even Alice, dubious of the decision at first, had come around on her intrinsic value in our shop.


“And in that vein,” I continued, “we need to hire more seamstresses. If I won’t be here much longer, you’ll need to have at least one, if not two, new staff ready, and soon.”


Alice nodded. “I’ll place an ad in the Weekly tomorrow.” Once practical tasks superseded talk, Alice’s unease dissipated. Accepting such a proposition was not easy for Alice, who liked to see clearly that she had earned what she had gained, one of the many reasons I knew she had the steady head and pragmatic temperament necessary to continue the work I had started.


“One more thing,” I said. “I’d like you to hire at least one Pellian, if you can.”


Alice exhaled carefully, weighing her words. “We got very lucky with Emmi. But Pellians—few are trained in fine sewing. You know as well as I do that we need more help than someone sweeping the back. Emmi still isn’t quite up to where Penny was.”


“I know,” I said, “and I won’t argue that it doesn’t make more work, up front. But, Alice—they’re not trained in fine sewing because they’re not hired by the milliners and dressmakers as day laborers and apprentices. If any of them wanted to learn, we’re the only chance they have. And Emmi works harder than Penny. She knows she has a lot to learn, and she dedicates herself to it.”


“There are Galatine girls who need work, too, you know,” Alice said gently. I knew she meant it kindly, reminding me I was helping a girl support herself no matter what.


I had helped many Galatine girls over the years. And though I wished I could say that I had done so solely because they needed my shop, in truth, I needed them. I wanted the façade of a fine Galatine atelier, with the polished wood counter and the plate-glass window framing my best work and primly dressed assistants in starched caps and aprons. I had built a proper Galatine shop, and I had populated it with Galatines. I had been, I accepted, neglectful.


“You’re right, of course,” I replied, “that any girl we can hire and give a reference to is better off because of it. And I certainly don’t mean to say that we oughtn’t to hire Galatines, too. But a Pellian girl—you know as well as I that very few shops will take a risk on her.”


Alice pursed her lips. The color had returned to her cheeks in sharp points, whether of frustration or embarrassment, I didn’t know. “You were right about Emmi,” she finally said. “We’ll see how it goes for another time.”


Impulsively, I hugged Alice. Her arms stiffened, then relaxed. “You’ll be a wonderful shop owner. Better than me, I’d wager.” Then I glanced at the slate. “And now, to get these charmed orders finished.”


I returned to the riding habit I’d left the last time I’d tried to charm cast. I began to sew, and finished one side of the jacket’s front before I sensed something strange, like a constantly moving itch or a person standing just outside the periphery of my vision. The charmed light I held to my needle faded, spreading out like ink on wet paper, and the itch intensified as the dark glint of curse magic encroached on the space.


Quickly, I tied off my thread, leaving the jacket half-charmed as curse magic hovered around my needle. My hand shook, the needle warbling between diffuse charmed light and dark sparkle. I couldn’t pull the light away from the dark, and began to panic.


No, I told myself silently, forcing myself to set the needle down, stabbing it into the riding habit’s pale blue wool. I was shocked when a dark smudge embedded itself alongside the needle. I hadn’t meant to include charm or curse at all. Drawing on a skill I hadn’t touched in months, I removed the curse using the method I had learned for the queen’s shawl. It disappeared back into the ether.


I set the jacket down carefully and stared at it. What was I going to do? We had a full slate of orders, a good number of which required my skills. If I couldn’t reliably charm cast, how could I finish them? The last thing I wanted to do was hand a business with a faltering reputation over to Alice.


I wasn’t sure how I could find out what was wrong with my charm casting, either. None of the other charm casters I knew, Emmi included, cast curses. It was taboo. How could I explain the sudden, unwelcome presence of what only a curse caster would recognize to begin with? There was still only one person who knew I had cursed the queen’s shawl, and Theodor couldn’t help me with this problem.


There was nothing to be done about it today, at any rate. Maybe I only needed time, a short break, some focus.


Shouts outside foretold that focus was not going to be in great supply.


I followed the noise to the front room, where Alice and Emmi were already pressed against a window.


“Did I miss a holiday?” I asked, though I couldn’t help but feel apprehensive. Not after the riots the summer before or the revolt that started in the streets at Midwinter.


“I think we all did,” Alice said, pointing at the crowd gathering, waving sticks with bright strips of cloth attached. To my relief, they looked happy.


I opened the door, the bright afternoon sun baking the stones outside and painting a glistening sheen on the people I now saw clearly were revelers, not rioters. They waved colorful red banners, some brilliant scarlet and some a duller madder red—whatever their bearers had managed to find on short notice.


“Hurrah for the Prince of Westland!” A coherent voice emerged from the joyful shouting. And another, “Reform is coming!”


“It passed?” Emmi asked, incredulous.


I shook my head—the bill had only just been drafted, and I knew contentious debate was still to come, not to mention the vote itself.


A passerby pressed a broadside into Emmi’s hands. “The prince’s reforms were officially introduced to the floor today!” He brandished his banner, the vermilion cotton matching his red cap. “Read these—these will make for a better Galitha!”


Emmi and Alice read the broadside, listing the high points of the Reform Bill I already knew like a well-worn book from hours talking with Theodor, but as the merry band paraded down the street, I couldn’t dissuade myself from worry. The people were in clear favor of a bill that would only pass after a fight. Would this merriment turn to violence in the wake of disappointment?


“We should get back to work,” I said quietly, watching the brilliant scarlet fade as the crowd moved into the summer haze.
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I THREW MY COMB DOWN, READY TO GIVE UP ON DRESSING MY hair for the formal dinner I had agreed to attend with Theodor. I knew how nobles managed elaborate hairstyles—they had their maids trained in hairdressing or hired professional hairdressers. I had no such luxury, but a formal dinner demanded a formal hairstyle nonetheless. Even more now, with the prince’s gold wrapped around my wrist, I had implicitly agreed to looking the part of royal consort. The rose scent from the powder wafted into my nose. I had liked it when I had selected it at the apothecary’s, but now it made me want to sneeze.


The bells from Fountain Square warned me that it was six o’clock already, and Theodor’s coach would be at my door in half an hour. I hadn’t dressed yet, wanting to spare my new gown an unhealthy dose of powder from my hair. I shook a little more powder into the front, took a breath, and rolled it onto the wool pad again. This time the modest pompadour was smooth and at least reasonably even. I quickly pinned it in place and gave up on the idea of more elaborate curls on the sides, settling instead for a simple chignon and loop of hair at the nape of my neck.


I hoped that the new gown, a brilliant turquoise silk with perfectly stitched pleats cascading down the back, courtesy of Alice, and trimmed with box-pleated strips of the same fabric, my own work, would distract anyone from the near travesty on my head. The prospect of accompanying Theodor to more public events had spurred me to remedy the severe lack of formal clothing in my own collection. I had made the turquoise gown, had begun another gown appropriate for a ball or dinner in a pale coral pink, and sitting in pieces in my bedroom were the beginnings of a court gown for the most formal occasions.


New gowns could only prepare me in part for accompanying Theodor anywhere, however. Any public appearance with an heir to the throne was complexly coded, read by the nobility as a message of intention and, often, political machinations. When the son of a minor noble appeared at his aunt’s birthday dinner with a duchess above his station as his guest, Viola’s salon had buzzed for a week over the alliance growing between the families.


Rumors had already circulated the city that the prince had bound hands with, depending on the source, a “heroic seamstress” or an “infernal doxy.” I had, of course, anticipated gossip. There had been intermarriages between commoners and minor nobility in my recollection. Accounts of the weddings made it into the better monthly magazines; salacious gossip filled the cheap rags. It had been clear that money, or a lack of it for the nobles, had motivated most of the marriages. Successful merchants, especially speculators who wagered well in the gamble of imports and shipping, could accrue more money than nobles whose estates were unlucky or mismanaged.


No one would assume that Theodor was courting me for my money. I laughed at the thought, but the laugh was spiked with nerves. It caught in my throat. There was no turning back, not now that I’d begun to uncouple myself from the shop, not now that I was about to appear on Theodor’s arm wearing paired wristlets.


I had a reason to be there, I told myself strictly, and that reason was the betterment of Galitha and her people. I repeated this little mantra to myself as I pinned my stomacher and then my gown into place, checking in the mirror that the robings covering the gown’s front edges were even and straight. The turquoise hue worked particularly well with my Pellian complexion—warm tones and dark hair that were unusual in the Galatine nobility. And that, I knew, meant that few other women would have a gown in this color. I consulted on enough gowns to have mastered the art of pairing silk hue to skin tone, complementing hair and eyes with the right touches of accent colors.


I plucked jewelry from my modest collection, deciding between paste peridot and real pearls from Theodor, knowing that the imitation peridot worked better with the gown but that the pearls wouldn’t be sniffed out as inexpensive costume jewelry. Ultimately, I chose the peridot.


I hovered by my door, watching anxiously for Theodor, not wanting to make him wait or come to my door. My neighbors were gossiping enough as it was, and I didn’t relish the attention. When the carriage maneuvered around the narrow corner, I was out the door in a flash.


“It’s not the hippodrome,” Theodor said as I rushed to close the door. “We aren’t in the midst of a race. Though, speaking of races, there is a horse race I thought you might—”


“One thing at a time,” I reminded him, though I couldn’t help but laugh. “Perhaps we’ll attend the dinner on your terms and the race on mine. Fancy a picnic on the general lawn?”


He smiled at my joke. I wished the suggestion hadn’t been made in jest.


The foreign minister’s house was on the outskirts of the city, in a relatively new district full of limestone façades and grand brickwork overlooking the bluff where the river began to widen into the harbor. I had rarely been here, save an occasional consultation with a newly moneyed merchant’s wife or shipbuilder’s daughter. Viola and Theodor both lived in older, though no less wealthy, districts.


We were escorted down the long hall, wider and more full of echoes than either Viola’s or Theodor’s townhouse. Each footfall sounded louder than I intended, uncontrolled against the marble floor. I took in the dining room in one look—nothing intimate about this place, not like Viola’s salon. If I had thought myself at all prepared after spending afternoons and attending parties with Viola’s set, I was quickly disabused of that notion. This was a level of formality and presence I had not experienced since the Midwinter Ball—and my mission here was entirely different. I realized I was less prepared for it than I had been to remove the curse from the queen’s shawl.


I was relieved to be seated next to Viola. “I convinced Lady Juline to swap my seat for the Duchess of Pommerly,” she whispered, nodding toward a bird-slender woman with a pompadour of pure white hair, surrounded by other octogenarians at the far end of the table. “I think they’ll all be more comfortable if they’re allowed to nod off during the sorbet course, don’t you?”


“Thank you,” I replied. With Viola beside me, at least I had an ally.


She sat, smoothing her delicate lavender gown. Amethysts bobbed in her ears, catching the candlelight, and a brilliant scarlet cockade winked at the edge of her neckline. “Your gown is delicious,” she said as I took my seat next to her.


“Thank you,” I said. “I haven’t sewn for myself in ages.”


The woman across the table from us glanced at me. I wasn’t sure if she had heard me, but I flushed anyway. Sewing for myself—no other woman here did that, save embroidered trifles and beadwork that they gave one another as gifts. I felt my cheeks growing red, but after all, this was what gave me the clout to speak for the common people, wasn’t it? My calloused hands and long days of work?


“The color is superb,” Viola continued. “I suppose you went to the Silk Fair this year?”


I swallowed against a dry mouth. “Yes, it was well attended.”


“I hear that the Serafan silk production has suffered a bit from the droughts—the worms are overwarm or something,” she said. “But that their dyes are as brilliant as ever.”


I couldn’t help discussing fabric. “They’ve dealt with the quality issues by producing some silks with larger slubs in them—rougher texture—and thinner, so it won’t do for formal gowns, in my opinion. But it could make interesting wraps or dressing gowns. Dyed just so, the texture looks as though they even intended it.”


“So cheap silk becomes the new fashion.” Viola laughed.


“I think so,” I said.


The woman across the table didn’t seem interested in our conversation; no one did. Next to me, Theodor chatted amiably with a man with a graying mustache wearing full military uniform. Viola’s tactic was immediately clear—she had made me seem completely at ease, discussing any old topic, knowing full well no one else was listening to what I was actually talking about.


“Speaking of silk,” Viola said, digging into her pocket. “I nearly forgot. I know I should leave the sewing to you, but I made up a few of these.” She pressed a cockade of scarlet and gray silk into my palm. “To support the Reform Bill. Red for obvious reasons, gray for the granite most of Galitha City is built on. Like building on a good foundation. Clever, no?”


I turned the silk cockade over in my hand. The gray reminded me of ink, and of winter, too, of the Midwinter Revolt. “It’s perfect,” I said.


“I know it doesn’t exactly match your gown, but here,” she said, handing me a pin. I affixed the cockade like a breast knot at the center of my gown.


“And I was looking forward to sitting next to Lady Juline!” I looked up—the speaker was Theodor’s brother Ambrose. He grinned as he sat next to Viola.


“You can see if one of the prune and porridge set would like to trade.” Viola laughed.


“Then I couldn’t sit by Sophie,” he said with a half-serious seated bow. “Congratulations are in order, I understand. Welcome to the family, and my apologies.”


“Thank you,” I said with a nervous laugh. The woman across the table was staring now, at the gold bracelet, and abruptly caught herself and turned away.


Ambrose took a quick swig of wine. “Did you finagle a date for the wedding? Autumn, I suppose? But then again—Mother hasn’t been well lately, and she’ll certainly want to take the helm.” In truth, I hadn’t even begun to consider the multi-layered machinations of a noble wedding.


“Her migraines?” Viola asked. “Is she leaving for Rock’s Ford for the summer soon, then?”


“Mother’s trying to hold out until the council recesses, but Polly’s working on her to go now. She even started flirting with that entirely reprehensible rake of a man Duke Tye of Underhill, just to convince her to leave the city earlier rather than later. Or too late, when she’s late.” He laughed.


“You’re terrible,” Viola said, “and your jokes are worse. Ah, the salad—tomatoes? Who plates a tomato and calls it a salad?” She prodded the runny crimson and gold disks on her plate with some disdain, but I enjoyed them, enhanced with salt and a dash of vinegar.


As we finished the salad course and moved on to the fish, conversations percolated from observations about the weather, the meal, conspicuous or absent guests. It was almost as though any topic of potential contentiousness was neatly avoided, the woman across the table from me even steering discourse nimbly away from summer weddings with a pointed glance at my wrist. This continued until the meal was nearly finished. Viola had been correct—the clutch of older guests at the end of the table had grown very quiet. I nudged her and we both laughed behind our hands.


“I don’t think there’s anything going for it,” the man next to Theodor said, too loudly for the room, breaking the quiet hum of conversation. “Enough with reforms already. There’s been enough concession as it is.” Ambrose glanced at me and rolled his eyes with a subtle shake of his head. A keen student of law, he had supported Theodor’s bill from the first, helping him draft and revise the nuanced codes and regulations that would provide legal structure to a new system.


“So I suppose you’d favor a return to last fall’s riots and last winter’s coup, then?” The woman across the table from me had a high, piercing voice. “General Whiteacre, perhaps you have the benefit of having missed this particular engagement, but I assure you, none of us wishes to repeat it.”


“I didn’t miss anything,” General Whiteacre bellowed. I assumed she had touched a sore point. “I’m not afraid of rabble with pitchforks, but you lot can’t see what you should be afraid of, and that’s their grand ideas—not only stuff and nonsense, but dangerous poppycock. Impossible for a government to put into practice.”


“How so?” Ambrose asked, the careful control in his tone making even more plain Whiteacre’s histrionics. “Are there particular legal theories or comparable government frameworks one could reference?”


Whiteacre avoided the request for a scholar’s specifics. “The common man can never be expected to govern himself. That’s what they want, at the end of it—you’ll concede yourselves right out of governance. And when you’re gone, what will the country have? Anarchy.”


“Not a government of elected men?” Theodor said. “Hypothetically. That is what most of their writings aim at—elected representation.”


“Commoners electing each other—yes, let’s allow the pigs to rule the sty.”


Viola glanced at me, her wide brown eyes taking in the entire scene at once, scanning the players and the setting as though arranging a painting. I could see it laid out on canvas, in a classic style, the quarreling statesmen-nobles arrayed on either side, the opulent setting, the remnants of the meal laid out like a still life, and me at the center, turquoise gown drawing the eyes to an unwilling focal point.


“I thought I was coming to dinner, not the hall at the council,” Viola said. “I’ve avoided sitting in the gallery there long enough and now you’re bringing it to me!”


There was some polite laughter, but General Whiteacre would not be quieted. “The common people don’t have the gumption to sustain a revolution,” he said.


I took a hesitant breath. “I believe, sir, that you would find yourself on the losing end if you laid stakes on that bet.”


Viola’s eyes widened, surprised that I’d spoken, and Theodor pressed his lips together until they turned white, clearly nervous on my behalf. Ambrose gave me an encouraging lopsided smile. I straightened my shoulders. “They were quite capable of fomenting one insurrection and will be all the more motivated if their patience is rewarded with inaction.”


Whiteacre’s bulbous nose turned a shade of crimson that the best dyes would have difficulty reproducing. Before he could reply, the woman across the table who had dealt him a swift retort turned her shrewd eyes on me. “Is this to be read, I wonder, as a threat from the insatiable masses?”


If I had thought her an ally in the cause of the reform, I had been mistaken. “I hardly think so,” I stammered. “Merely a comment on their dedication.”


“And I think it important,” Theodor rushed to add, “that they are being very patient, given the circumstances. Why, half of the broadsides circulated are celebrations of the legal process and exhortations to patience, patience, more patience.” His laugh was nervous, but I noted that several nobles, silent in this debate, were nodding.


“Speaking of wagers, I understand we’re to be given quite a treat with the series of horse races this summer,” Viola said, prompting several voices to fill the silence with chatter centering on the summer social events in the city. Even this topic, however, was tinged with conflict—the only reason so many nobles were staying in the city this summer was the Reform Bill. Most of them, in a peaceable kingdom, would be spending the summer away from the city, on their estates.


“I’m sorry for that outburst,” Theodor said as we drove away. “I shouldn’t have pressed Whiteacre—he’s a blowhard. Knows the military but couldn’t maneuver through passing a new law for his life.”


“He’s certainly not the only one with those particular opinions,” I replied. If Theodor’s goal for the evening had been to encourage an elite nobility to consider and begin to accept a commoner as a consort, I wasn’t sure that we had been even remotely successful. “And it isn’t only reform he’s rejecting,” I said, staring out the window. It was the idea that he was equal to someone like me at all. I was glad my side of the carriage overlooked the bluff and the river rather than the oversize houses on the other side of the road.


Theodor edged closer to me and laced his fingers through mine. “Men like him can bluster all they like, but they can’t unmake this alliance. They can’t go against legal reform. We’ll outlast him.”


“What if—what if we don’t?” I recalled something from one of Kristos’s books, one of the thick tomes I now suspected he had borrowed from Pyord Venko. Despite the dubious source of the material, the line stuck with me. “Stasis is easier than change, and it has its own momentum, entrenching itself,” I paraphrased. “What if they won’t change?”


“If reform passes, they have to change. Whether they like it or not.”


“Do they?” My voice was small, barely a whisper. It challenged everything we had built our hopes on, but I had to voice the creeping doubts that Whiteacre had stirred in me.


“For them to go against the law would be treason. Just as much as assassination or secession or any other unthinkable act.” He edged closer to me as we jounced over a particularly deep rut. “Reform won’t be theirs to give or withhold any longer.”


“But they still have the money, and control so much of the provincial regions—how will you make them?”


“They’ll follow the law,” Theodor repeated.


I hesitated. “Theodor, I—I don’t mean to mistrust you, but these nobles—they’ve been working within a system of governance that gives them all of the authority for generations. Isn’t it—perhaps—just a bit too optimistic to assume they’ll bend to new laws?”


“Are you suggesting that the nobility would—what? All turn criminal overnight?”


“No,” I answered, frustrated. “But when you see them, you see them as equals. I see them as people who have been at the top of a very unfair game of king of the mountain for a very long time. They don’t know what the view looks like from anywhere but the top.”


“Are you saying I’m… stepping on you? Keeping you below me?”


“No!” My hands clenched into fists around my silk petticoats. “That is, not on purpose. You can’t help that you were born on the top of the mountain and I’m farther toward the bottom, but can’t you see how you’re allowed power that we’re not?” I breathed out, quick and relieved to have finally said it out loud.


“But I’m trying to help! I’m trying to do right by you and everyone else in Galitha without the whole damn country falling apart!”


“I know! But—damn it all, Theodor, can’t you see how you doing it is part and parcel of the problem? How it feels like something is being given?” I sucked in a breath. “How it feels like it could be taken away?”


He stared at me, at the crumpled silk in my hands and my stalwart confidence. He took a measured breath. “I can try to understand that better.”


“Thank you.”


“In the meantime, I think we can proceed with some assurance that even if they don’t truly want to change, they’re not interested in fighting a long-scale rebellion, so they’ll pass the bill.”


I accepted his confidence with a tentative smile. “I don’t suppose they fancy fomenting civil war, disobeying the reform once it’s law.”


“Indeed not,” he blustered with mock indignation. “Leave that to the upstart common rabble who think they can govern themselves! Poppycock!” I laughed—his imitation of Whiteacre was on the nose. “For now, there’s piles of work to be done, and plenty of long evenings like that ahead of us.” He took my hand. “I’m glad I’m facing it with you beside me.”
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