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The roses bloomed behind her and filled the air with sweetness.  Rosette, kneeling on the flagstones, could not look at them.  Coin by coin, she turned each one and made sure it sat in the sun.  By now, they were not so much lead as metallic and even showing signs of gold.  Still, they needed many a day of sunning to become gold.  Many a day inching sideways on her knees.  Many days had passed, and more were to come.

She turned another.

Her father Ruggerio had sworn and raged when he had to leave, as if inheriting a title were a plot against him, and he threatened to raze her roses if she did not meticulously carry this out.  Sometimes, she wondered what he would do to replace the roses' protective enchantments, but every day, she turned the coins over and shifted them into the sun from shadows.

She used it to dawdle, Rosette told herself.  She turned the last coin, stood, and walked through the archway into her golden garden.  It held southern roses in every shade of yellow that roses could bear, with buzzing bees and golden butterflies—perhaps golden from the solar enchantments so heavy on the cottage.  Sometimes she wondered about her own golden coloring, both her golden hair and her so easily but lightly tanned skin.  Neither of her parents, whether Ruggerio, or Gloriana before her death, had given her a straight answer.

The door inside appeared ahead of her like a dark cave, and she stopped.  She knew her routine; she had taken advantage of her father's absence to make it as regular as sunrise and sunset.  Go in.  Write to Justin.  If Saturday, mail the week's letter off.  Commence her studies.  Except—except that since her father inherited that title (and been summoned to court), Justin had never written back.

Rosette had been more relieved by the absence forced on her father than she had cared about her new state.  But now—she walked in, slowly—had Justin decided a noblewoman was of no interest to him?  Found another sweetheart?  She had no grounds for complaint if he had, she thought forlornly.  She had put him off, told him that she had to finish the studies laid out in her mother's will before she could even think of marrying.  It was the condition of her being her mother's heiress.  (And it had been Justin who had alerted her to the will.  He had not said, when she refused him, that he wished he had kept his silence.  But he might have come to wish it.)

She reached her study, and stood in the doorway.

Those very studies could aid her now.  She would know, even know the worst, and she should stop wavering and do the enchantment.

She opened the book.  The section was not where she had been studying, but she did have to master it sooner or later.  She laid the rose carefully aside, and began to read.

Footsteps sounded on the walkway.  Between masses of goldenrod, old Master Thomas walked up, with a letter in hand.  Her heart drummed in her chest, no faster than usual, but harder.

They received letters, she reminded herself.  One reason her father had left her here was to ensure she dealt with any from the magistrate or merchants.  This could be something of no importance at all.

Her heart still did not calm as she crossed the floor and opened the door before he knocked.  She glanced down, and saw a royal seal.

Her heart settled at once.  She did not need to see the direction to know it was not Justin's.

Master Thomas lifted the letter and smiled mischievously.  "What's the point of your father gallivanting off to court?  When the king has to send letters here?"

"Who knows the thoughts of kings?" said Rosette.  "It must content us lowly ones to serve them fittingly."

Master Thomas's smile twisted ironically.  He handed over the letter—addressed, of course, to her, not her father—and sauntered off.  She closed the door before breaking the seal.

In the king's name, it directed Mistress Rosette to aid her father's work in all things necessary that he might serve the king and the kingdom, and gave her authority to demand aid from all royal officials for those ends, including creating a package for her father of all objects and materials he might need in his new work.  It included a list.

She looked up and at the gargoyle sitting by the stairs.  "Every one of these, my father could buy at Kingston.  There is no need for me to send them."

The gargoyle shrugged.  "True, inscrutable are the thoughts of kings."  It turned toward the stairs.  "No doubt you'll manage to get it off, in your own sweet time."

She bore the letter back to her study.  The rose would not keep, and that package would.

Fill a golden bowl with pure water.  Float the rose in it.  Cast the enchantment and watch it point north.  Refine it to point at Justin.  Elaborate it—she scowled and reread the direction to be certain—to discern problem.

The rose withered in the water.  Parts of it turned black as pitch, as if it had rotted in the moments it lay there.

Rosette stared at it.  After a moment, she realized she had grabbed the table to steady herself.  She forced her breath in and out and whirled back to the room.  The hearth was closest.  She took two steps to reach it and sat on the stone.

And there she sat, shuddering.  She barely noticed the hardness.  Light from the windows inched across the floor.

If he were dead, it would have turned all black, she told herself.  She needed to read. . . .

The book spoke of what the problems could be, from the signs of the rose.  But it spoke only of black for the dead, not even the dying, as well as insisting that the rose would be entirely black if so.

She closed the book slowly.  She had wanted to complete her studies.

* * *
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"Eh, what are you doing here?" said the gargoyle.

Rosette looked about her father's study, picked out the crystal ball, and walked over.

"And—"  Its voice grew sharper.  "—what are you doing with that?  That's your father's pride and joy.  And it can't be on the list."

"Doing what my father gave me leave to do by leaving me in charge of the cottage," said Rosette coldly.  "If he wanted you to control what lay in his study, he would have left you in charge.  And the letter would have been addressed to you, about the package."

She did not pick up the crystal.  The stand kept it in place, and the crystal was so powerful that it was simple to cast the enchantment.  It was like looking through a window of the finest glass. . . .

Out on a ghastly swamp.  Trees hung over all, heavy with moss, blocking out the sun.  She thought most of them were dead, their branches stark in themselves but overgrown with hanging moss.  Then, the moss looked rather dead, as well.  Stretches of water reflected nothing, and revealed nothing of their depths in their darkness.  All of them pools, without a hint of motion in them.  Not so much as a dragonfly skimmed the waters.  Between, the stretches of earth were overgrown with dark green, but the plants were sprawled on the earth.  A few flowers blossomed there—midnight blue or royal purple blooms.  Or had they darkened in death?

On a patch of higher ground, still muddy, a company of soldiers spread about.  She frowned for a moment, aware that some enchantment guarded them, but unable to work out what they had wrought and maintained.  

She glanced at the men again, trying to make them out.  She could not bring it much closer, not enough to see faces, but patches of black on them held her eye.  As black as the rose had turned—and like the rose, they were not entirely turned.  They still held the enchantment against this wizardry.

This necromancy, she thought, feeling cold.  And if the enchantment failed. . . .

Or rather, when.  No enchantment lasted forever while the necromancy ate at it, and this one was not strong enough to destroy the necromancy.

Rosette did not even notice when her own enchantment failed, and the crystal returns to its colorless state.

"Huh."  The gargoyle hopped on the desk and peered into her face, its enormous eyes coming within inches of hers.  "What sort of daughter sits about when her father's great work sits in the shade, when it needs to sit in the sun?"

Devil take my father's great work, she thought.  I need to—I need to—

I need to hunt through my father's books to find what I can do, which means I need to keep him content and far from here.  She surged to her feet, nearly knocking the gargoyle over, and ignored its objections as she ran down the stairs to the courtyard.

* * *
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She considered, as she packed up the supplies, that her father might have sent the list to stall, not wishing to work for the king.

As was his duty, she told herself virtuously.

She looked out the window at the flower clock.  Morning glory still in yellow bloom, and the noon flowers, white and yellow and blue, still opening in glorious color.  If the package would not leave until tomorrow, still a dutiful daughter would bring it today, as early as she could.

Especially when she did not have to worry about money.  The king himself had authorized her prerogative to send it as a royal package.  (All right, the clerk signing his name and affixing the seal—but still she did not need to wonder.)

* * *
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The gargoyle glared at her.  Stacks of books everywhere, and she was quite certain she could never put them back where she had found them.

The sunset outside was flaming orange and red as she reached for another.

"Mistress," said a voice from the doorway.  The gryphon-shaped gargoyle sat there.  "Mistress Gloriana always said that failing to eat meant folly in studies."

Rosette groaned.  Yes, she had to eat.  And she had to sleep as well.  She looked at the book.  She had read much of necromancy in the last hours, but nothing of use.  It seemed to bring out the romancers, telling legends of dragons and dwarves.  And roses
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