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  For my mother.


  I never found my tears for you. I wrote a book, instead.
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  DAY ONE


  1ST ELEVENMONTH


  
    
  


  1.


  For years, Ivor Ruenichnov had run New Vraska Imports with the glass-eyed hunger of a shark. He wasn’t a man prone to sentiment or waste, and so it was scarcely a surprise to Rowena Downshire to find the old man waiting for her up in the warehouse’s courier loft when she returned from the Shipman’s Bazaar.


  “You saw Sticks?” he asked by way of greeting. “Gave it that damned monkey-rat it wanted so much?”


  Rowena nodded. Her hands still ached from the dozen half-moon cuts the little beast had taken out of them as she’d carried it, stuffed into the smallest cage she could manage, down to the lanyani merchant’s sad curiosities booth. The damned thing had gone half-mad when she hauled it free for Sticks’s inspection. Then again, Rowena hadn’t exactly found the lanyani’s rutted face of old oak or its white, iris-less eyes soothing, either.


  Every kind of animal, it seemed, knew better than to trust the walking trees.


  Ivor thrust out his hand, fingers flexing greedily.


  Rowena passed her purse on. She was glad she’d thought to nick the spare halfer out of it before coming back to the warehouse. If there was anything the old man could do fast, it was count. He’d know an extra half-piece would mean she’d been engaging in . . . What was his phrase? Extracurricular profiteering.


  “Get caught stealing while you’re my bird,” Ivor had snarled the day he bought Rowena up from Oldtemple, “and I’ll buy you back from the gendarme so I can slit your neck myself, savvy? I have a reputation to uphold.”


  Rowena looked down at Bess’s foot chest on the loft floor between them.


  A reputation, she thought. He certainly has that.


  Ivor grunted approvingly at the bag before stowing it away. “Now, business. Been days since we’ve seen Bess, poor bird. She en’t coming back. Let’s see what we can make of this lot.”


  Ivor unlocked the chest and shoved it toward Rowena with a hobnailed boot. It was large enough she could have curled up in it and shut the lid. She had, actually, in the days when she and Bess were small and playing their games in the loft above Ivor’s stocking rooms and offices. Rowena still recalled the wallop of his false hand when he’d discovered their muddy footprints on the fine clothes inside. Since then, the key had rattled from the remoteness of Ivor’s belt, hidden among half a hundred others of every length and heft a locksmith could craft.


  It had been a little better than two weeks since Bess went out on delivery to Smallduchess Avergnon. The smallduchess had offered Ivor only a shrug and her apologies when he came calling the day after Bess’s scheduled delivery. “But really,” the smallduchess tutted, “could one be surprised by a street lark taking leave of her work and her senses to go back to the rough life whence she’d come? It happens all the time. A pity.”


  Mick’s familiar laugh jolted Rowena to attention. The boy was her age but big and craggy-looking with a broad, flat nose. He could have passed for eighteen, and it was well for him he often did. His delivery routes ran along the rough wharves of Oceanside. Rowena had started keeping the knife in her boot on Mick’s sage advice. Bess had kept her own knife ready for Mick himself.


  Mick sat on his pallet by the coal brazier, warming his hands. He winked. “G’wan, Rowie. Give us a look, eh?”


  “You turn your back, Mick, or I’ll sock you in the neck,” she snapped.


  “Enough,” Ivor growled. His iron gray moustache hunkered down like some burrowing creature. “I’m not your bloody ladies’ maid, Downshire. Try the fit in your own time.” Ivor threw open the chest, then put a hand on a gouty knee, rising with an effort. “Last of the ladies now. Need you to pretty up for the gentry’s goods.”


  Rowena lifted a muslin skirt and tucked it against herself. Bess had been tall. Pretty, too—a favorite among customers for discreet, sensitive jobs, with clothes that were nearly costumes. The chest was full to bursting with blouses, chemises, and skirts; little fitted jackets, broad sun hats, and tidy bonnets; even a decent fur muff and wool shawl. There were two pairs of walking slippers and a lovely pair of ankle boots the color of cream, laced with silk ribbons wound around polished brass frogs. Everything would need hemming, but Rowena knew the trick of it and could work at it on slow days.


  Ivor snatched the skirt from Rowena’s hands, hissing like a kettle. “Look at your hands! You’ll get this filthy.” His hands were scarcely better, the right stained with tobacco and ink, the left an ever-changing array of filthy prosthetics. Today, it was a rough brass replica of a hand, its digits stiff and brutish. But it might have been worse. Some days, it was a rust-flecked gaff hook. Others, Ivor attached his “experiment,” a sharp, scissoring riot of gear teeth and cranks bought from a Nipponese tinker with too little language to keep from getting skinned down to his britches. Today, the false fist merely punched about Rowena, as if it could attach the clothes to her frame by main force. He paused and held the skirt out, squinting at Rowena eclipsed behind it.


  “Bah. You haven’t any hips.”


  The old man dropped the skirt and pulled out a high-collared blue day dress. Rowena felt him clamp down on her chest with a metal thumb and forefinger, pinching through her clothes. She stared down at his hands. The fleshy one drifted a bit lower than was needed to mimic a fit.


  “No tits, either, damn you,” Ivor spat, casting the dress back into the trunk. “How old are you now, Downshire?”


  “Thirteen.”


  The reply was a long, indigestive noise peculiar to Ivor. Rowena had been running for him for nearly seven years and still wasn’t certain if the sound meant agreement, or displeasure, or thoughtfulness.


  Probably not thoughtfulness.


  “Not so bad,” he decided. “Thought you were fifteen. You’re a hopeless-looking girl, but at least not a hopeless woman. You’ve time yet.”


  He picked up his braided hawthorn walking stick, all knots and lacquered thorns, and stumped toward the long ladder stretching down to the warehouse floor.


  Ivor tucked his stick under his false arm, easing his bulk through the square cut around the ladder. “Stuff the brassieres until you’ve grown something of your own,” he advised. “Folks in Bess’s districts like a girl who looks like one. Makes ’em charitable. Some even tip.”


  Rowena listened to the ladder moan as Ivor descended. These days, by the time he reached top or bottom on a visit to his bird’s nest, he was flushed and snorting like an ox. The stick had once been a weapon; now it was a prop for his gouty constitution. Still, under his straining belt, that barrel body was as much muscle as fat, and all it took was one crack to remind you of it.


  Rowena looked down at the chest. She tucked a lace apron back inside. She folded the muslins and damasks and little tartan lovelies. Then she shut the lid. On his pallet, Mick snored like a steel grinder.


  “Some even tip.”


  Rowena sat with her feet dangling over the railed edge of the loft. Casting a furtive glance to be sure Ivor was well out of sight, she reached for the leather strap hidden up her right sleeve. It was where she tucked all her “extracurriculars.” So far, it had outmatched the old man in half a hundred friskings. She dug for the halfer she’d pinched off the pudding man just an hour before. There’d been no time to go to Oldtemple and put it against her mother’s ledger before she was due back at the warehouse. Rowena ran her thumb down the coin’s imperfect edge. A bad break, really more of a third-piece than a half, but if she was lucky, the prison accountant wouldn’t be bastard enough to take out his scales. She leaned against Bess’s chest and felt its latch dig into her back, nagging.


  I’ll probably have to learn how to act ladylike, too. At least until Ivor gets a new bird.


  If he got a new bird. Three years before, the courier staff had been Rowena’s older brother Jorrie, and Bess, and Mick, and of course Rowena herself. But consumption had taken Jorrie, and none of the birds Ivor had sprung from the debtors’ prison of Oldtemple or the workhouse of Brixton since had worked out. One he’d clouted so hard the poor girl took a brain fever and never awoke again. The other tried to steal from the office strongbox. In her darker moments, Rowena still wondered where that boy’s bones lay. Now with Bess swallowed up by the streets, the little aerie of couriers had grown spacious and the routes long. Enough of Ivor’s business was aboveboard he could carry on moving the illicits with a small staff, but not for very long. There were always new clients, and Corma’s districts were forever swelling.


  Bess had been careful. So very careful.


  Rowena recalled Bess’s knife and how quickly the older girl could make it appear. The blade had only been as long as her thumb, but its edge was ground to a faint, blue blur. It looked like a serpent’s tooth, full of menace and purpose. Now, it seemed very small in Rowena’s memory.


  Rowena shivered. She might have looked down at the ground floor of Ivor Ruenichnov’s warehouse shop. But there was no point. It always looked the same. Desks with busy clerks. Pallets of goods. Instead, she gazed out the windows running along the wall of the space between floor and ceiling she called home.


  In the distance, Rowena could see smokestacks and steeples, clock towers, jail towers, and the low, rude walls surrounding them. The city was the gray of pigeon wing and granite here, the black of soot and brackish mold there; the rust stains on the teeth of gargoyles; and the faint smells of charring meat and alley fires and sour ale. The cracking whips of carters driving loads and the screams of balking horses making reply echoed down the cobblestone streets.


  New Vraska Imports was near enough Dockside that she could spy a little knot of squints from the Ecclesiastical Commission prowling around a new pump design some lay engineer had been tinkering with for weeks. Rumor was he meant to do away with old, heavy crank handles—the aigamuxa bars that drove clockwork ships and owed their name to the burly ogres employed turning them. Only they could wind the massive mainsprings to which the bars were linked. But the aiga had been damned hard to employ on the up and up since the workhouse laws changed three years before. If this loon could replace manual pumping on ships with a pressure engine, he’d cut the size of crews at sea by nearly half.


  Rowena leaned close to the glass, peering suspiciously. If the pumping crews lost their work, she knew all too well where they’d end up.


  “I hope your engine’s a pile of goat pellets,” she whispered.


  Moments later, the acrid tang of scalded gears wafted down the alley. Now, the tinker was scurrying about, throwing one sloshing bucket after another on the contraption while his reverend audience staggered back, batting at the smoke with their long, embroidered sleeves. The whole scene disappeared in a cloud of spilling steam.


  Stupid idea anyway, Rowena thought. Bess would’ve liked it. Bess had liked anything new and odd. Modern.


  “It’s by the Grace of the Unity that we live in a city,” Bess had declared once with a solemnity that belied her comment’s obviousness. They’d been walking a delivery together, Bess carrying the real goods in a daintily covered grocer’s basket, Rowena pushing a load of decoy parcels with a grouchy old handcart, dressed every inch the good serving girl. Bess loved looking the proper lady. Loved talking like one even more.


  “We should be happy to have people inventing new conveniences,” she’d gone on, “and happy to live civilly because of them.”


  And Bess had punctuated the statement by slipping a bag of chestnuts nicked from a roasting cart into her muff.


  Rowena had a suspicion of clockworks, let alone standing engines. They could snap a man’s arm up in gear teeth and grind him down to a paste. The coke sellers and coal men had a notion of trying to supplant them with mobile engines, but their designs were little better than giant samovars with wheels. And they left their own messes. An engineer from the Ecclesiastical Commission had debuted a hulking, awkward platform affixed to an old lightning rail undercarriage just a month earlier, trying to begin the Decadal Conference season with an inventive bang. He drew quite a crowd down by the Cathedral Commons and, in the end, had his bang. Not half an hour in, the street filled with the screams of his coaling boy, cooked like a piece of meat plunged in a kettle.


  Yet Bess seemed to love the city’s danger as much as its elegance. She was perfect, or so Ivor had told Rowena when she was new to the trade and brought out to shadow her.


  “Bess is a natural, little bird,” the old man had whispered in Rowena’s ear, “because she was born to look clean and proper. Look how she smiles at the woman selling scarves. Bad thieves and couriers sulk and stalk. Good ones stuff the payoff in their handbag, all smiles, and you’ll never look twice. And there she goes, beautiful thing. See? A natural.”


  And Rowena had seen. Two weeks ago, looking more like a wealthy merchant’s daughter than a courier minx, Bess took her last package and disappeared like fog on a hot morning.


  Rowena looked below. She could almost see Bess’s phantom claiming that tiny bundle, small enough to tuck in a brocade purse. Ivor had pulled her in close, his flesh hand straying low, tracing the laces of her corset. His lips almost touched her ear, whispering something. Rowena remembered the point of Ivor’s hook tangled in her skirts. Bess stiffened just slightly, and her smile became porcelain—painted on, brittle.


  And then Bess threw a wave and a kiss up at Rowena and swirled away, skirts bustling about her. Gone.


  Rowena wondered if she could ever make Bess’s clothes fit. She knew in an instant she didn’t want to.


  She pressed the half-clink coin under her leather strap again. She knew something of getting tips, all right. But she had her own ways of scoring them.


  Rowena Downshire had never been to so much as an EC free school, let alone had tutors, but she knew numbers because numbers mattered. Numbers told her if she’d been cheated and would get Ivor’s hawthorn, or if she’d saved enough to mark against the Oldtemple clerk’s ledger. Whether she had nipped away at her mother’s debt or only shaved the always-climbing keeping fees. Rowena had a number in mind. She knew it down to the quarter-clink.


  Five hundred fourteen and a half more.


  [image: ]


  Ivor Ruenichnov slammed the door of his ground-floor office with enough bile to impress upon the clerk half-asleep outside that he did not wish to be disturbed. The room was hot and noisome, choked by a dense, gray smoke from his private stove. Anyone else found the heat oppressive. Ivor thrived in it. It loosened the pain in his legs and made the room feel close, tight—private.


  He pushed around the papers stacked on his desk until he found the letter pouch he sought. The clerk, Albert, had attached a scribe’s ciphering of a galvano-graph spark to it—something from the Coventry Passage rectory, inquiring after a delivery long expected.


  Ordinary folk kept their correspondences to posted letters and galvano-grams. The public post came twice daily, but its letters were lost near as often as delivered, eaten up by sorting gins and postage-punchers. And some messages were too long for galvano-graph. And so, there was still a brisk business in letter-carrying for Ivor’s New Vraska Imports, a legitimate way to earn coin outside smuggling off the quaysides.


  The Reverend Doctor Nora Pierce of the Ecclesiastical Commission and her colleague, the Reverend Doctor Phillip Chalmers, had relied on Ivor for their correspondence for the better part of a year. Ivor liked long-standing customers.


  The longer they employed his services, the more of their letters he could steam open.


  The packet Ivor now held was late—very late—because he had found its contents interesting. It would need to be carried soon, if only because the mailing pouch refused to hold any more. Ivor had been scowling at Pierce’s letters to Chalmers for nearly a month now. He was troubled both by how much and how little of them made any sense. There had been research. Apparently it promised to be big, though in what way was beyond Ivor. That didn’t trouble him. Indeed, he prided himself on being obtuse where matters of theosophical science were concerned. No, what bothered Ivor Ruenichnov about Nora Pierce’s letters was how much of them seemed to be written in plain language and still didn’t make sense.


  Ivor was, at bottom, a thug, and though he had a spy’s ambition for gathering useful secrets, he lacked the discernment to make anything of them. He ground his teeth and resisted the urge to fling the letters at the coal stove in disgust. He had only a prickly feeling about Chalmers and Pierce’s business that foretold both danger and profit—but for whom? The woman’s last flock of letters said little about the research. The scientific scrawl had grown sparser and sparser, finally giving way to a desperate change of tone.


  Ivor unfolded the most recent piece, dated a week earlier.


  
    The sooner you can destroy our notes, the better, Phillip. They will be following not far behind these letters.

  


  It was that last phrase that most bothered Ivor—They will be following not far behind these letters. “They” could mean more notes. But why warn Chalmers of that? No. “They” were people of some kind. People who Pierce seemed to think would make things hot for— Ivor frowned. For whom? Surely whoever “they” might be, they’d seek the recipient of the letters, Reverend Chalmers.


  Ivor chewed his lip and stuffed the letter back into the pouch with little regard for the illusion of it being unmolested. He was, he supposed, technically a recipient of the letters, too. But what could Pierce have been afraid of? Some rival scholar in the Ecclesiastical Commission? Ivor snorted. As if reverend doctors and bishop professors hired guns to menace one another or steal research.


  And he paused.


  They didn’t, Ivor knew. Not exactly. They hired people whose job it was to hire those others. Middlemen. Go-betweens. He should know. Ivor had not always been a smuggler.


  The thought that he had been sitting for a week on documents that could embroil him in something more hazardous than his retainer compensated loomed suddenly large. The sooner he was rid of the lot, the better.


  Rowena needed to start picking up Bess’s routes. There was no time like the present to be about it.


  
    
  


  2.


  Smallduke Abraham Regenzi’s clockwork carriage clamored down the cobblestone streets of Westgate Bridge, throwing up a racket like an ill-tuned piano tumbling downhill. The carriage crew had hammered relentlessly at its signal bells, as if the power of sound waves might part the sea of people through which it had just recently passed. Now, they seemed to keep on making the racket for sport. The smallduke tapped a hand restlessly on the head of his walking stick. He had to speak quite loudly to be heard over the ringing outside, close to shouting words Bess was certain were meant in confidence.


  “When we get to the shop, keep well away from the old man. I’ve business to transact of a most sensitive nature.” He fixed her with a stern look, his pursed lips nearly lost in a tawny bristle of moustache and side whiskers.


  Bess nodded. Regenzi seemed satisfied.


  Bess had always made a show of liking the style of a clockwork carriage and four winding men. Truthfully, she’d never actually ridden in one before. Now that she had, she longed for the familiar, quiet jouncing of an ordinary hackney. She sat looking to the quayside, watching barrow men lift their wobbly loads and make for the workhouses lining the riverbank.


  None of this, she thought gloomily, is going to plan.


  Three weeks ago, the idea seemed like simplicity itself. After only a few subtle inquiries to the maids of her finer clients, Bess received a note by way of a mute girl working for the Smallduchess Avergnon. Her ladyship’s good friend, the Smallduke Abraham Regenzi, wished to employ a courtesan. Bess was no trained companion, but her mother had been the matron of a rather fine brothel. She fancied she knew a bit about how to look at a man and move her hips. Odds on, she could convince him of her aptitude without any formal papers. Smallduchess Avergnon agreed to meet Bess, interviewed her briefly—most of the conference conducted without the bothersome imposition of clothing—and recommended her to Regenzi with many compliments.


  And until just now, things had been quite lovely. The smallduke asked very few bedroom favors and rewarded Bess with jewels and little pets and sweets. That morning had been pleasant. Abraham had let her sleep late, then met her in the breakfast parlor with instructions to wear a good hat and bring along a parasol. There would be a ball at his city manor that evening; she would need to dress well for it—very well, in fact. He’d flourished the invitation roll before her, as if the cascade of long, layered titles running down the page should mean anything to Bess at all. “Smalldukes and the governor’s cabinet and bishop professors, and even Reverends Pierce and Chalmers, the keynote speakers for the Decadal Conference,” he’d boasted. “Nothing less than the finest will do, poppet.”


  And so, they had journeyed to the shops and spent hours choosing, trying, returning, rejecting, tailoring, cinching, lacing, unlacing, and fitting over and over again. Now, hours later, the carriage’s parcel platform was loaded down with tissue-lined boxes of petticoats and gowns, with high-lacing boots and teetering ivory heels: a freight worth two working men’s yearly salaries at one of the Regenzi family’s textile mills.


  Yet, Smallduke Regenzi had grown stiff and commanding. They were traveling to the edge of the Old Town, toward Westgate Bridge. It was such an ancient quarter that this neighborhood, once farthest west in all of Corma, was now very nearly its easternmost appendage, the rest of the city swollen up against the seaside to the true west. The people of quality did not come to Westgate Bridge—a rumpled borough of fulleries and fisheries and pubs and common greengrocers—for any reason save one: they came for the Alchemist at the Stone Scales.


  Bess supposed Corma had dozens of alchemists, being a city of better than a hundred thousand souls, and that excluding the aigamuxa in their shanty villages of fire escapes and rope ladders in the south river quays, and the lanyani in their traveling wains and secret hothouses. The quality might secure a reverend doctor to act as chemist and physick, but for the everyday citizen, an alchemist was Rational enough. Most were immigrants from lands far south and east of Corma, where the Divine Unity had never quite taken hold—women and men the color of ochre or ebony, with exotic accents and an eye for good clink. A few were castoffs from the many Amidonian seminaries, fourth- or fifth-year students who couldn’t afford the final examinations required for a doctorate of theosophical sciences. Couldn’t afford or, perhaps, couldn’t pass.


  But there was only one man called “the Alchemist.” His shop sold a bit of everything. Rumor was he had never been asked a question he couldn’t answer with authority. His goods always worked, even when they promised unlikely results. Old men and women, recalling the superstitions of their ancestors, called him a sorcerer. Or a witch. The terms varied, but the implication was the same: what he was and what he sold were very real and not to be trifled with.


  Bess felt a sharp rap against her knee and flinched from the window. Smallduke Regenzi leaned toward her, all but bellowing over the sound of drive-train chimes and scrambling feet.


  “You don’t scare easily, I hope? Just hold your tongue and don’t dawdle about his things. He has a beastly temper. The folk around these parts think the devil of him. But he’ll give you no trouble while I’m around.”


  Regenzi offered her a wink and a salute with his crystal-headed cane, the picture of gentlemanly confidence.


  Bess smiled, all beatitude, and thought, I already know him, you silly bastard.


  Of course she knew him. The common alchemist needed supplies that were damnably hard to find, and so import and a bit of smuggling was an assumed professional overhead. But the Alchemist? He needed all these things and more. Since she was a pretty, proper thing of twelve, Bess had made Ivor’s monthly deliveries to Westgate Bridge and the infamous Stone Scales. There might not be a soul who had seen the Alchemist more regularly than Bess or knew his shop better. She knew very well the local people didn’t think the devil of him. He was, if anything, something like a talisman—held at a careful, superstitious distance, a human ward against whatever bugbears they imagined still lurked in the world.


  Still, Bess was terrified of him, and with good reason.


  For two weeks, she’d been protected from Ivor by dissolving into thin air. She hoped fervently the old bastard believed her dead. But now, the Alchemist would see her. If she were unlucky, he would recognize her as the mannerly young woman who had passed him his tight-wrapped parcels so many times before. If she were as miserably unlucky as she feared, he would assume her a runaway and contact Ivor with the news, and that would make an end of it. And why shouldn’t the Alchemist turn her in? Out from under Ivor’s boot, she could do anything—turn to the constabulary and testify about his operations, implicate the Alchemist in years of illegal trafficking. No. At large, she was a threat, and one didn’t become a fearsome legend by turning a blind eye to one’s own weaknesses.


  A fortnight ago, Bess’s life began anew. The clench in her stomach warned it might soon be ending.


  The carriage jangled to a halt in front of a familiar block of cross-framed buildings. Bess felt sick and dizzy.


  “Abraham,” she said, smiling as sweetly as she could, “I feel a little under the weather. Might I just stay in the carriage? Please?”


  Regenzi frowned. “What a pity, poppet. Still—” he stepped down to the curb and reached back to her with a gloved hand, “—if you’re feeling green, we’re sure to find a remedy here.”


  Oh, Bess, you’re such a fool.


  The color must have drained from Bess’s face, for Regenzi stepped toward her quickly, lifting her in a sweeping gesture about the waist. “Come, darling,” he said. “Be easy about the stairs.” His hand closed on her waist and squeezed, the grip sudden and fierce. “And remember what I said,” he hissed into her ear.


  The road leading directly to the Stone Scales was too narrow to admit carriages, and so Smallduke Regenzi’s driver had parked one street below. Regenzi and Bess walked up a curving stone staircase, stubborn lichens making each step treacherous. The stairs led to the highstreets of Westgate Bridge, lanes so old they had no names and no need of them. The Stone Scales was a tall, slender building with a wide, leaded glass window, its deep sill displaying a menagerie of goods and décor. There was the dog, Bess saw, curled up on a battered, old cushion just inside the door. It was a shaggy hound, russet apart from its gray muzzle.


  Bess tried not to flinch as the little silver bell over the door sang out. She peeled free of the smallduke’s arm to imitate a careful examination of some well-dusted books. She kept as close to the door as she might and put her back to the shop counter far down the center aisle. The dog raised its head and thumped its tail, a little nasal trill begging attention. Bess glared at it, shooing. The beast tucked its nose back under its tail and sighed.


  Regenzi turned over a price tag dangling from some chemical apparatus with the head of his stick. He snorted and looked around again. “Hullo? I say, anyone here?”


  “There in a moment,” Bess heard the familiar voice reply. The dog uncurled itself and trotted toward its master’s voice.


  It sounded close by—off to her right. That way lay more and taller bookshelves. Bess could see the Alchemist’s left shoulder and part of his backside around the edge of a display case. He was up on one of the rolling ladders, nudging a sheaf of papers back into place before climbing down. The dog got no warmer a reception from the Alchemist than his customers and slunk under the front counter with its tail low.


  Bess cut up the center aisle between a chemicals rack and a shelf of folded canvas smocks. They might hide her and still leave gap enough to watch Regenzi’s “private transaction.”


  Knowing what she did of the Alchemist, Bess supposed Smallduke Regenzi could not have done a worse job of introductions had he been given lessons.


  A handsome, dandyish young man in a robin’s-egg-blue tailcoat and high, black boots, Abraham Regenzi regarded the Alchemist and his rolled shirtsleeves and bracers—his canvas apron tied off around the front and his spectacles hanging from the button hole of his shirt—as one beholds a shoe shiner in a half-kept hotel. Regenzi removed his hat but did not offer his hand or his name. The Alchemist was a tradesman, and a gentleman gives a tradesman nothing more than his card. That was the proper order of things.


  Abraham Regenzi believed quite strongly in the proper order of things.


  The Alchemist took the card wordlessly, slipped on his spectacles to read it, then studied the smallduke over their rims. He was at least a hand taller than Regenzi and might have been twice his age. Bess found it very hard to guess ages, particularly men’s, who were so often much fussier about concealing them than any woman she knew. Then again, Bess supposed the Alchemist probably was not the sort to care what anyone thought of his age—or anything else about him.


  “What may I do for you, my lord?” he asked at last. His voice was deep, perfectly unaccented. Practiced. He folded his glasses and returned the card.


  Regenzi held the slip of pasteboard, dumbfounded at having his imprint spurned. “I’ve come for something quite . . . specific.”


  He looked around furtively. Bess realized it must have been for her. Regenzi reached for the Alchemist’s arm, meaning to turn him toward the back of the shop.


  The older man saw the approaching hand and turned before it reached him, walking back to the counter. Regenzi spoke quietly, hurriedly, stalking beside the Alchemist.


  Bess chewed her lip and watched. The sales counter was at the back of the shop on a raised step. The Alchemist lifted its hinged flap and walked to the other side. He stooped behind the counter, only half-listening to his murmuring customer. Bess heard a muffled response. Regenzi scoffed. The Alchemist straightened and shrugged. Leaving the counter, he shouldered past the smallduke, carrying a wooden crate well packed with straw and glass beakers, which he began arranging on a shelf so near Bess she could have plucked at his sleeve.


  Regenzi stood stubbornly by. “If you can make it, say your price. There’s no figure you could name I can’t answer.”


  “One thousand sovereigns.”


  “For a dram?”


  “Be happy you don’t require more.”


  Regenzi tugged at his whiskers. He paced a tight path up and down the aisle, cutting in between Bess’s hiding place and the Alchemist’s perfectly disinterested backside. Finally, he cursed.


  “And it will work?”


  The Alchemist turned a gaze on Abraham Regenzi that made Bess’s heart stall. There was a tightening in his jaw, as if he had a response he’d closed his teeth on and needed to savage till he could be quite sure of its being dead.


  “Yes, my lord,” he said quietly. “It will work.”


  “Fine,” Regenzi spat, marching back to the counter. He reached in his breast pocket for his bankbook and counted paper notes in curt, snapping motions. “One thousand. Can it be made now, or shall it be sent along?”


  The Alchemist set the last of the glassware in its place and returned behind the counter. He dropped the raised leaf with an absent gesture and began drawing items from the decades of potions and ethers and powders filling his workroom.


  “It doesn’t take long,” the Alchemist said, never looking up from his work. Bess saw several old catalogues and references shelved nearby. He never reached for them. Whatever had been ordered, he seemed to have its recipe committed to memory.


  “Excellent. Good. Fine. Yes.” It was the smallduke’s peculiar habit to revise his assessments downward in quick succession. He turned and, as if he’d forgotten her entirely, startled upon seeing Bess half-hidden among the shelves. “Beatrice, darling!” He reached out both hands and smiled. “Look at you, trembling like a leaf! You’re feverish. There’s something here to see to that, isn’t there, my good man?”


  No, no, no, no, no, no, no—


  The Alchemist had been massing something grainy on a set of balances. He looked up over the rims of his spectacles as Regenzi produced Bess like a conjuror drawing a scarf from his sleeve. Bess felt the flash of recognition in the old man’s eyes like a physical blow. Her knees buckled. She leaned into Regenzi, shuddering.


  The room swam. She felt herself bundled up in the smallduke’s arms, carried to a little wooden chair beside the front counter. She shivered with cold and sweated with heat, the morning’s toast and clotted cream threatening to find its way back up again. Regenzi fanned her with a folded gazette.


  “She’s sick. Fainting.”


  “Give her air,” Bess heard the Alchemist say, his voice very close. “Your fussing all over the girl won’t help.”


  Bess stared at the floor, trying to fix her gaze to something steady. Regenzi’s polished shoes retreated, and she saw the Alchemist’s scuffed boots take their place. He crouched before her, lifting her chin with a bent finger.


  The Alchemist was dark—of skin, and eye, and expression. Bess had always imagined his eyes to be as black as the rest of him, but this close, she could see a shadow of color, like the green gloss on an opal. They were watchful eyes, deeply creased at the corners. The spectacles hung at his shirt front again.


  “If I’m to diagnose something,” the Alchemist said rather loudly, glancing back at the smallduke, “I’ll need to ask some questions for which the lady might wish her privacy.”


  Regenzi nodded and backed away, sketching a little bow to Bess. He retreated near the shop’s front door and examined a collection of microscopes and crucibles with exaggerated interest.


  The Alchemist held Bess’s wrist, two fingers over the pulse. He drew out his chronometer, glanced at it long enough to suggest he might be working figures, and returned it to a fold behind his apron. Bess made a study of breathing—slowly in, slowly out, striving to master the art of her lungs filling and emptying. She could not pull her gaze from the old man.


  When he spoke at last, it was in an undertone Regenzi would not have heard had he been packed into her corset.


  “Beatrice. Well. I never knew your name.”


  Stupidly, Bess realized she didn’t know his, either—apparently no one did, or no one ever troubled to use it. She tried to interpret his tone. He might have said “Raining today” or “Time to close shop” in the same voice. Factual. Disinterested.


  “I expected you a week ago,” he continued. “Ivor sent some boy a day late. He dropped the package taking the stairs up from the lowstreet and broke half my goods.” He pinched the pad of her thumb and watched the nail turn colors. “I’m sure your master has been wondering what became of you.”


  “Please,” Bess whispered. Without thinking, she closed her hands around his, squeezing as hard as she could through her shaking. “Please. You can’t.”


  Two weeks before, Bess would never have dreamed of grabbing the Alchemist’s hands. There was some kind of wall around him, deflecting the foolishness of other men, their little courtesies and intimacies. Now, she clung to those hands and felt her arms quaking. He studied her a long, inscrutable time.


  “Well?” Smallduke Regenzi’s impatient voice cut the air. “What’s the story, eh?”


  The Alchemist’s hands returned Bess’s grasp for an instant so brief she thought she’d imagined it. And then he pulled away as easily as if she’d no grip on them at all.


  “A minor hysteria,” the old man answered. He turned and stepped behind the counter again. “There are half a dozen tonics to treat it. I’ll have one prepared in a moment.”


  Bess stared at the Alchemist as he resumed working, hands moving automatically among his instruments, measuring and combining. If it were not for the slow steadying of her heartbeat to prove otherwise, she might have sworn their conversation had never taken place. It was as if he had forgotten her entirely.


  Soon, the Alchemist had a tiny aluminum flask sealed with a gasket-lined screw top and a dainty glass philter bottle wrapped up together in a paper parcel. He laid the order beside the stack of untouched sovereign bills and began tidying up his workspace.


  Smallduke Regenzi took the package and donned his four-cornered hat once more. “A pleasure doing business. Good day to you.”


  The Alchemist was busy stuffing a beech pipe. He nodded, as much to it as to his customer.


  Bess stood and slipped her arm into Regenzi’s.


  They were passing through the door when the old man called.


  “Madam, a word.”


  They turned.


  The Alchemist set his pipe beside the till.


  “There are some instructions for your medicine.” He began scratching on a pad of paper.


  Regenzi nudged Bess with a reassuring smile and stayed outside on the stoop, searching about the pockets of his tailcoat for his cigarette case. The bell rang as the door closed between them.


  Bess stepped up to the high counter. The Alchemist pushed the pad and pen aside. The pipe smoldering by his elbow smelled sweetly of marjoram and fennel.


  “The philter is nothing more than distilled water and some ginger tonic,” he said. “And you’re not an hysteric, in any case.”


  Bess tried to look at him squarely. “I know.”


  He snorted and looked to the front window. Regenzi stood under the awning, wreathed by fog and cigarette smoke.


  “Stay with that one and we’ll see how long your nerves last.” The old man folded the note and offered it between two fingers. “I have a customer in Oldtemple Down who keeps a ladies’ garment shop. She complains sometimes how hard it is to find a good clerk.”


  Bess frowned and took the note. Through the ecru-colored fiber, she could see the digits of an address written in a precise hand.


  “Thank you.” Somehow, the words sounded more like a question than a statement. She slipped the note into her bodice.


  The Alchemist had taken up his pipe again, speaking around its stem. “Your lover has need of rather dangerous things. Be mindful what that might mean for you.”


  And then he turned, shrugging past the heavy curtain separating the counter room and the storerooms beyond, as if she were already gone.


  “Thank you,” Bess repeated, louder.


  There was no response. As she turned, Bess heard a trilling sound, something like a whine, near her ankles.


  The dog. It thrust its head out from a perch on the cash counter step, tail beating a trench in the floor. Bess bent low and smoothed one ragged ear, and for a moment, the creature was the soul of joy.


  Outside, the air smelled cool and damp, promising rain. Regenzi dropped his cigarette on the stoop. Bess blinked at him. He seemed suddenly strange—a man half again her age, whiskered and groomed and full of self-assurance. He looked at her solicitously, and something in the look—so sincere and yet so false—struck her like a blow. She felt herself inch away. Regenzi raised an eyebrow and frowned.


  Bess straightened. She gave him her most perfect, painted smile.


  A few minutes later, he was helping her climb the stairs back into his carriage.


  “Not so bad, was it, my dear?” the smallduke asked. “I told you: he may be shyster enough to frighten the locals, but put a man of means and spine in his way and it’s plain he’s just a common shopkeep.”


  Bess nodded absently. She tried to recall just what Abraham had said about the Alchemist earlier. It didn’t seem to have quite been that. But things were disordered in the attic of her thoughts; she did not think much on his boasts or anything else he said the rest of the ride. She did look down at the paper parcel on the seat beside them, though.


  As they entered the foyer of Smallduke Regenzi’s manor house, Bess excused herself for a headache’s sake, claimed her philter, and retreated to her rooms.


  She kept the blinds drawn. She unsealed the bottle, smelled it, and considered. It did smell of ginger. She couldn’t tell anything more than that, but still—there was prudence, and then there was caution. She set the bottle aside and reached into her bodice, withdrawing the note.


  
    Gooddame Audrea Carringer, 108th on Lower Hillside, Street 19.

  


  It seemed a credible sort of name. Perhaps Audrea Carringer was even a real person.


  But still.


  Bess returned to her sitting chamber and searched its smoking box for a packet of lucifers. In the lavatory, she dropped the note into the copper basin and pressed a lucifer onto its face, watching the paper curl and cinder. Once there was just a ghost of ash left, she poured the tonic over it and pumped the tap handle to flush the basin clean.


  Slowly, she undressed, shrugging and unlacing and unbracing down to her underthings. Bess curled up to sleep, knowing she would turn the kitchen maid away when she came with an afternoon cordial. Her stomach would be unsettled a long while yet. She tried to fill herself with thoughts of the ball—the gentry and peerage and even the Decadal keynotes smiling and taking her daintily proffered hand. But there was no room left inside for their silks and frippery, only a brown parcel dug deep in her guts and words of warning still sounding in her ears.


  
    
  


  3.


  It might have been the heat of the lecture hall or the swirling light of alchemical globes, shaded to accommodate the lamp film projector. Or it might have been the susurrus of conversation slithering among the auditorium seats. It very likely was the presenter’s Trimeeni accent, a syrupy drawl spooning out a lengthy paper on conceptualizations of the Golden Mean as demonstrated through the flora of the upper Hebrides. Whatever the cause, though he had scarcely been out of bed three hours, the young Reverend Doctor Phillip Chalmers was left fending off drowsiness barehanded. He shifted about, leaned forward, rested his chin in his palm. He affected a thoughtful, sober expression that involved drawing his lips into a tight purse and his brow down to his knees, looking—for all that effort—like a nearsighted monkey in the robe of a decorated scholar.


  His imagination for socially apt contortions exhausted, Chalmers stifled a yawn and checked his chronometer.


  Quarter of eleven. The lecture would not end for another half hour.


  The published abstract on the session scarcely resembled the business this Trimeeni deacon was carrying on about now. A sham. A trumped-up bit of buggery. Gloomily, Chalmers wondered if he were within his rights to show his contempt by sleeping the rest of the way through.


  Certainly, Chalmers thought, you’re entitled not to have your time wasted. You’re the bloody keynote.


  The keynote. The drowsiness left him in a rush at the thought. Chalmers checked the date window on his timepiece, though of course he knew well what it would say. Three days from now. Well, properly, two days, one hour, and fifty-one minutes. The keynote. Chalmers tried a slow, composing breath.


  It did little to help.


  For him, the Reverend Doctor Phillip Chalmers—late of the seminary of Rimmerston some three thousand miles east, a gangly tradesman’s son from a plantation town—to have found himself a project of such moment, and a partner of such repute as the Reverend Doctor Nora Pierce, was still an unaccountable miracle. They were better than two decades younger than any keynote speakers the Council Bishopric had selected in ages. Chalmers lived in constant fear of some archdeacon coming up from the back of the hall to tap him on the shoulder and show him, so very sorry, that there had been a mistake in arranging the Ecclesiastical Commission’s Decadal Conference program, and he was, indeed, not in any way suited to being the keynote.


  Probably, the Decadal Committee had chosen his project with Pierce strictly for its provocative title. They had debated a long time over it. Chalmers had wanted something rather straightforward. Say, “On the Movement and Accumulation of God Particles in Statistically Significant Zones: A Case Study.” The colon and subtitle had been his little creative flair. He’d been quite proud of them.


  But Nora Pierce had a vision and daring quite apart from Phillip Chalmers’s. She revised the final copy of the proposal and sent it away. As first author, it had been her right. When the acceptance of the proposal was quickly followed by an invitation to keynote the once-a-decade grand conference, he’d been so pleased he’d scarcely even read the handpress-printed copy of the letter past its first laudatory sentences. He’d seen the new presentation title for the first time only a fortnight before, published as a banner on the conference packet sent by post.


  It was the title that sent his fame rolling downhill, skirting the sheer edge of notoriety:


  
    “God Is With Us: A Seven-Year Communion with the Conscious Divinity, Featuring Mathematical and Material Proofs.”

  


  Since then, Chalmers had spent his nights pacing the floors of his rectory apartments and his days reviewing his copies of the notes Pierce had been sending by courier from Lemarcke over the summer. There was a sort of truth in that title. But it seemed a mud trap, too, sucking inexorably at his heels. A title like that promised things—not explicitly but implicitly, which was far, far worse to Chalmers’s way of thinking. His colleagues of the EC were no ruffians at a cabaret, but any audience that felt itself shorted on a spectacular premise was likely to turn sour. Chalmers spent days living on a bottle of paregoric and his jangling nerves, searching all his drawers for the evidence to exonerate himself if Nora’s presumption earned them both the boot off the EC’s rolls.


  And yet, the first morning of the conference had nearly passed, and Phillip Chalmers had collected only a gracious tip of a hat while walking the Cathedral campus between lecture sessions, and polite queries after his health and rising fortunes. The fearful tap on his shoulder had not yet come.


  Well. At the dinner hour, he would meet Pierce in the Commons and they would retire to his rectory apartments. They could take a meal and discuss the presentation. Perhaps, very gently, he could suggest some kind of opening remarks regarding the title—something to soften its edge. The Council Bishopric would attend the keynote, of course, and who could know whether they would share the Decadal Committee’s enthusiasm for such an audacious project? Science and theology had merged generations before those grand old men and dames were born, but for some the word “God” was still a talisman, not a synonym for the ordered processes of creation. Chalmers liked to imagine that science had the better end of things now, with conservative theology pared down to trappings and titles. But that was not an opinion on which one should wager a career. There were still women and men who crossed themselves or blessed themselves or said little prayers when they should be working figures or studying theory. It was like a race memory, the young reverend thought, something in the marrow of bone and stitching of sinew.


  Perhaps it was not all bad. Science and the superstitious character of Old Religion had made their peace, in most respects. The cathedrals had been kept, for they were marvels of the forces that gave shape to God’s creation, tabernacles of physics and mathematics. Indeed, more of the massive structures had been built, though the modern versions lacked the Gothic opulence of their forbears. Their stained glass windows portrayed the fractal design of the snowflake, the nervous system of the human body, the orbital paths of comets spied at the furthest reaches of a telescope’s lens. No more virgins and shepherds giving watch in the night. To be taken seriously as a person of education, one had to see in the cosmos the hand of God—a hand that shaped and cast the first die and now studied with perfect dispassion the restless action of creation.


  Chalmers had thought that, for a time. Believed it with a fervor once reserved for the Old Religion itself. Now, he was less certain.


  Two days more would decide whether he was right to look with doubt on what he thought he knew.


  The Reverend Phillip Chalmers felt a pressure on his shoulder.


  He snapped forward in his seat with a yelp, sending his note papers shooting out from under a propped elbow. Two sheets filled with idle curlicues fell into the seats before him. A woman with a black bonnet and a pinched face glared back. She wore the brooch of an archdeaconess on the shoulder of her bodice.


  “Sorry,” Chalmers said in an imploring undertone.


  He looked from where the touch had come.


  A page boy in the stark, clean black-and-gold collar of the EC stood by. He offered the reverend a folded note and a curt bow before departing the lecture hall.


  Chalmers’s face burned as he felt the weight of many eyes. He looked to the note—long for a galvano-gram, folded twice over.


  He read . . . and wished he had not.


  
    To the Reverend Doctor Phillip Chalmers


    Lemarcke, 1st Elevenmonth, 0800


    The galleon from Lemarcke has turned back to port after a malfunction in one of its sweeps. It is under repair but cannot be expected to sail again sooner than Third-day. There is steerage passage on a freighter that departs on the morrow, though the captain has made buying the berths very dear. I am told it will attain the Port of Corma by Fifth-day, which means I shall miss our keynote. Please use the notes I have sent along to plan the last of it. We shall have much to discuss when I arrive.


    Regrets,


    Nora Pierce, ThD, PhD, Order of the Physical Sciences, Ecclesiastical Commission

  


  With the stiff composure of a mannequin, Phillip Chalmers rose and began gathering his papers, muttering, “Excuse me, I beg your pardon, so sorry . . .” as he walked up the aisle to the back of the auditorium, addressing no one in particular.


  He stepped out into the hall.


  He stood at the brass doors in the vestibule.


  He put on his tricorn hat.


  His nerves did not begin to inform him that he should be afraid until he stepped from the building onto the evergreen paths lacing the Cathedral campus. The terror crept up very slowly, quite unlike the flushed and defibrillated worry he had felt back in his seat. He walked with his hands thrust into his tailcoat pockets and shoulders shrugged up to his ears, all his grave composure carefully ordered.


  It was not to last.


  Nora is not coming.


  Chalmers tried reframing the statement as a thought experiment, something merely theoretical. What if Nora didn’t come?


  But no. That wasn’t it.


  Nora was not coming.


  It was cold out—far colder than an early Elevenmonth morning ought to be. His hands were already tingling, even in the depths of his pockets. Chalmers’s right fist clenched the galvano-gram. It most assuredly was real, and it was First-day of the month, and the ship from Lemarcke would not come until Fifth-day.


  And then, at last, the little winding spring in his head tightened a turn too far, and Phillip Chalmers found himself running down the hill of the Cathedral campus, dodging between strolling ladies departing a laity lecture, passing parsons and deacons and reverends, leaping a squat topiary globe, and tearing around the corner of the great iron gates toward Coventry Passage. He threw a hand up to save his hat from skirling away and did not stop running until he reached the rectory.


  The landlady, Mrs. Gilleyen, was dusting the foyer art. She scarcely had time to greet the reverend before the scrabbling young man was up the marble curve of stairs, taking them two at a go, his smooth-soled shoes sliding out from underneath him as he barreled into his study and slammed the door.


  Inside, it was as it always had been: woody and paneled and busy with papers and instruments, a wreckage of pedantry and bachelorhood.


  Use the notes I have sent along, Chalmers recalled. He found his writing desk, pulled its drawers, and dumped them. The rectory’s very fine Aubusson rug disappeared in a cloud of dusty mail and forgotten parcels.


  The study door opened, spilling daylight over the riot of stationary in which Chalmers knelt, desperately burrowing. Vast as a prison hulk, Mrs. Gilleyen loomed in the threshold.


  “Doctor Chalmers, have you lost your senses?”


  “The post, Mrs. Gilleyen. Has it come already?”


  The old woman frowned. “Post? Yes, sir, it’s all there. Smallduke Regenzi sent a footman by with an invitation to a welcome ball for the conference attendees, as well. Not half an hour ago. Quite a sudden thing.”


  “No, no, no. I don’t care about balls or footmen. I want the other post,” he said, dragging himself into the chair behind his escritoire. “The girl—what’s her name who brings all the letters from Reverend Doctor Pierce?”


  “Ohhh,” Mrs. Gilleyen said. It was a very long word in her vocabulary, a statement of not less than three syllables. “Well, that en’t any proper post, sir. Not what she brings.”


  Phillip Chalmers buried his face in his hands. He was imagining the Old Cathedral of Corma two days hence, the only place big enough to hold all six thousand of the Ecclesiastical Commission’s attending members, and himself standing there in the pulpit, about to give the keynote with only half—no, with less than half—of the presentation in hand.


  “I need the other post,” he moaned and dropped his head onto the blotter.


  “It’s First-day,” Mrs. Gilleyen said. “That’s near when she comes ’round. Shall I have a boy send a spark, check for it coming soon?”


  “Yes. Yes. Do.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  “And, Mrs. Gilleyen?” Chalmers lifted his head. In the reflection of a brass lamp teetering at the desk’s edge, he spied a blue bruise of ink smeared up to his hairline. “A little gin, please.”


  She frowned. “’S’not even dinner hour, sir. Are you sure?”


  He didn’t manage a word—just a squeak and a feeble nod.


  
    
  


  4.


  Ivor lifted Rowena’s chin with the butt of his hawthorn. She stood at the foot of the courier loft’s ladder, turning her head as he raked her with a customary scowl.


  “Shall I wash up?”


  “Nah.” Ivor’s flesh hand offered a leather letter pouch, stuffed full to bursting. “You’ll pass muster this time. Bring this to Reverend Chalmers, Coventry Passage.”


  She took the package. Coventry Passage had been one of Bess’s routes. An old neighborhood, monied and clean. She was less sure than Ivor about skipping a turn at the washbasin.


  “Any return goods?”


  He took a long time figuring the reply.


  “No,” the old man said, brows knitting. “Just be quick about it.”


  New Vraska Imports squatted at the foot of Blackbottom End, less than a quarter mile from the docks of Misery Bay. The street ran steeply down toward the sea, and so the climb back up it was slow going, especially with the fishmongers driving their carts all around. With the weather turned unseasonably cold, the streets and markets should have winnowed down to the maids-of-all-work doing shopping, or the odd pair of young lovers looking for the novelty of privacy in a crowd. But the Decadal Conference was back in Corma. What exactly that meant was a mystery to Rowena, apart from the glut of high-collared reverends, sober deaconesses, and other squints of the EC taking up near every room in the Upper Districts. Like rats jumping a scuttled ship, the city natives had moved out of doors in search of air. That had made a riot of Rowena’s usual haunts. Beyond Blackbottom, Corma’s streets transformed into a maze of people. There was a dance to staying arm’s length from the cutpurses, eyes down from the beggars. Rowena knew its moves as well as she knew the city’s cobbled streets.


  Coventry Passage sat snugged in the middle north of Corma, beyond the hue and cry of fisheries and coal barges and marketplaces. The alehouses traded places with row houses, each with narrow front gardens and tidy iron wickets. There were dozens of sober, black hansoms parked hereabouts—evidence of the EC philogians making social calls between the sessions of the conference, no doubt. Perhaps that accounted for the well-swept dooryards looking tidier than usual.


  Rowena found herself regretting time unspent at the wash. The monkey-rat’s musk still clung all about her.


  The Reverend Doctor Phillip Chalmers lived at 16 North Lamplighter Circle, Coventry Passage, in a vertiginous row house shadowed by the Old Cathedral on the High Hill. Most row houses had a bellpull to announce arrivals. The rope for number 16 seemed stuck, or perhaps the bell was off its mooring. Rowena all but swung herself from its rope before it finally sang out.


  When the front door opened a half minute later, the wind had long since chewed its way through Rowena’s gloves.


  An old woman with arms like rolling pins glared down at her. “No alms here. Shove off.”


  “Delivery.” Rowena patted the bulging letter pouch. “For the Reverend Doctor Chalmers, if it please milady.”


  “I’m not a lady. Give it here.”


  Old bitch.


  Rowena smiled innocently and passed the pouch over.


  The old woman opened it, thumbed through the sheaves of paper crammed within, and sucked her teeth.


  “Madam?”


  The landlady peered at Rowena as if she’d left a shit on the stoop. “You,” the woman said, “are late.”


  Rowena blinked. “I—what?”


  Until that moment, Rowena Downshire thought only kittens’ and puppies’ necks had scruffs. But the landlady found Rowena’s all the same and dragged her, ankles swinging, through the rectory’s threshold.


  “Two weeks, at least—no. Three weeks since we’ve had even one letter parcel, and the keynote speech just two days off! What does he pay you for?”


  Rowena’s mouth opened to answer, but the woman shook her like a rag doll and pitched her toward the stairs to the second floor. “You’ll explain yourself to him, that’s what. Now up, you! No dawdling, and keep your hands close. I’ve no use for light fingers.”


  The rectory’s vestibule opened to an array of great roll-armed chairs and overstuffed divans. It had, Rowena thought, something of a gentleman’s society air, though she’d seen about as much of those places in her life as she’d seen of square meals. Pushed and prodded like a calf to the charnel, Rowena took the stairs that rose up about a dozen steps before splitting right and left into a balcony circling the entry floor below. The landlady guided Rowena to the right and hissed like a kettle when she looked too long at a gilded urn sitting in a wall nook.


  They paused at the door of a study. Rowena had seen a “study” once before at the end of the job with Bess’s picnic basket and the grouchy handcart. She supposed they were all the same, apart from small details. Imposing furniture, oddments and certificates and awards, looming bookcases bursting with leathery old tomes. There would be a little bar stocked with bottles of this and that, lots of leaded crystal stacked in presumptuous little arrangements by a fastidious maid. The only thing that varied was whether the help was some blushing minx or a sour old spinster. Clearly, the Reverend Doctor Chalmers favored the snarling sort. From the look of it, he also favored gin.


  When the landlady appeared in her honorable tenant’s doorway with the packet of letters and a bedraggled Rowena, the reverend doctor scuttled toward her and snatched the parcel up as if it had just been conjured out of the air and was likely to disappear in a moment.


  “I assumed you’d want a word with this little louse,” the landlady announced proudly. “Here. Explain yourself, then.”


  “I—that is, milady—or, your honor—” There didn’t seem much use in trying to finish the apology, if that was really what was expected of her. Rowena fancied she could blow a crate of New Year crackers up in the room and Chalmers wouldn’t notice.


  The reverend doctor paced a rut in the floor, reading unfolded letters and tossing them over his shoulder as they were finished. He seemed to be hunting for something in particular. Mouthing words, he walked back over his groove, trampling letters dropped moments before.


  “Come in,” he said, flapping papers. “Come in. Have a seat.”


  The landlady stiffened and pulled back her shoulders, as if she were about to let an objection fly like an arrow. Rowena thought better of noting she’d already come in, and trotted forward before the old woman’s temper could spoil a chance at a tip—or at the tea tray. It sat on a low table amid more game-lodge sorts of chairs, laden with six lemon buns and a crown of lovely strawberries.


  Rowena chose the maroon chair with golden fringe. The cakes smelled warm and wonderfully sticky. Her stomach groaned.


  “Um, sir?”


  The young reverend looked up. He had pale eyes of some dishwater shade. “Hm?” Something in Rowena’s hopeful smile must have explained the gist of it. “Oh! Oh, yes. Yes, if you like. I’ll only be a moment.” He waved absently at the landlady. “Thank you, Mrs. Gilleyen. That’ll be all.”


  “But, sir. The lateness. Don’t you want to send her back with a message for—”


  “No, no, no. Everything’s splendid now. Thank you, Gilleyen.” Another wave, all dainty fingertips, painting dismissal.


  Rowena smirked at the old woman and twiddled her own fingers in farewell. “Bye, missus.”


  Mrs. Gilleyen’s face was a storm cloud as she whirled back into the hall and shut the study door with a good bit more force than Rowena imagined necessary. Well. There was no sense pretending at good breeding. Rowena tore off her gloves, claiming three cakes for her plate and the better part of the strawberries, licking her fingers after touching each. She was on her second cup of tea—perilously full, with as much milk as could be crowded in—when the reverend finally fell into a seat across from her.


  “I can’t begin to say how relieved I am to see you,” he began, sugaring his tea and stirring the cup with a little too much enthusiasm. It swam in his saucer, balanced above a jogging knee. “So many new conclusions have been sent along. Nora must be longing to discuss them face-to-face. . . .” He stopped, as if finally seeing Rowena in earnest. “I’m sorry. You’re . . . not the usual girl.”


  “No, sir.”


  “Well.” Chalmers set down his cup and clapped his hands, as if that was all it took to do away with that little inconsistency. “Welcome to the dawn of a new era, Miss . . . ?”


  “Rowena Downshire.”


  “Downshire. I suppose it’s not every day you’re able to play a part in something so monumental!”


  Rowena stared at him. She was working at another tea cake, chewing slowly. “Sir?”


  “The Commission has been looking for this kind of information for years—years!” He laughed at himself, a sudden yipping noise that seemed to surprise him, too. “What a foolishly small unit of time. For centuries. This research is a breakthrough. An historical moment! It almost didn’t happen at all. Two hours ago, I was in despair, abandoned by my partner. This close to giving it up altogether, and now you’ve brought us right back into it!”


  Whoever “us” was, Rowena had a fair notion she wasn’t properly a member.


  The young man tore into his lemon cake with shocking abandon. He was supposed to be a learned type, a savant. Rowena frowned. He seemed more like one of the nervous, rodent page boys darting about Ivor’s warehouses, always eager for scraps to snatch.


  “Um, your honor . . . sir,” Rowena began, “I’m just the legs here.” The young man turned his puzzled eyes on her. She tried it another way. “I’m the courier. I don’t know what’s in the packages. Actually, I don’t much want to know. Better that way for all of us. And you give a fine spread. It’s really jake of you. I’m obliged. But . . .”
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