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Rebecca Lartigue

Rose

He doesn’t seem as arrogant as the other princes I’ve 
known—unsure of himself too, the way he fumbles 
with his coin. This is not routine to him.
 I do not leave my window. Already I think of 
it as “my” window, though I have just moved into the 
room this morning, finally convincing Madame that I 
have earned the privilege. It’s not really a privilege: the 
real reason she has given in to me on this matter is that 
by standing here, I will be the candle that attracts the 
moths.
 This particular moth is evaluating his first 
impressions of me. An hour before, he stood there 
in the courtyard below, I just a silhouette above him 
instead of this warm, perfumed flesh near him.
 Still, he has not yet crossed the room. Most 
men cannot wait to put their hands on me, to begin to 
take their money’s worth. This one just stands there.
 My pride—it stings. I hate him a little already.
 Instead of showing this though, I let my voice 
stroke him from a distance. “You are handsome,” I say, 
for I know that princes, like other men, prefer to think 
themselves irresistible.
 “There’s no need for flattery,” he says, curt.
 I realize then how much a boy he still is. Or, to 
be clearer: though he may be nearly my age, I am older 
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than him than can be counted by minutes alone. I have 
been at Madame’s for three years, and he has just seen 
his first fighting. Hours ago on the field, he grappled 
with his weakness, probably for the first time.
 After feeling such helplessness, most men want 
to remind themselves of their power. I know better 
than to mock at such a moment. But I mock, anyway. 
“You’re young, too.”
 His scabbard clinks against mail, and without 
looking, I know his hand is on his hilt. I smile that I 
have vexed him.
 He says, “I have killed,” as if this fact should 
make me respect him, or at least fear him. As if in this 
world that were anything to boast of.
 The sun is wilting below the horizon and I take 
a final look out the window for which I have so long 
campaigned. The view was baptized in blood today. 
Carrion birds swoop in the day’s last light, and the 
ditch diggers are laying the dead to rest. His people 
won the battle, but it looks like no one’s victory.
 There is a leaden feeling in my belly. The fallen 
are nameless to me and I do not mourn them, exactly. 
Rather I am remembering the time I crossed that field, 
in the time before his kingdom’s war came here: about 
the time of my kill, and my flight, and how I lost what 
I carried, leaving nothing to bury. A nothing that felt 
so very heavy.
 I turn back to the room, matching my eyes 
against the prince’s. His are gray.
 I need him to know I am not afraid. “Many of 
us have killed,” I say and gesture where he should place 
his coin.
 He sets it down and I walk to the door and slide 
the bolt. Next to him now, I take his hand and study 
his signet ring: a boar, his family crest. He has washed 
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most of the dirt and blood from his hands, but a line of 
grime remains under his nails. He is tall and his breath 
is warm on my neck.
 I have let my robe fall open a little. But when I 
tilt my face up to his, it is my fine bed he is looking at, 
not me.
 Another sting to my pride. “How many nights 
since you slept in a bed?”
 “Many.”
 “Poor prince,” I say.
 Provoked by my tone, he reaches for me finally, 
but he is still armed and dressed. A movement of my 
hand arrests him. I gesture to the bench, direct him. 
“Lay your things there.”
 I could have helped him—I have taken the 
armor from many men over these years—but it 
pleases me to watch. I am feeling my power and 
his helplessness. This war, at least, has brought new 
accents, new bodies, to the city.
 He wrestles the mail over his head and it clatters 
the way that it does; then he unlaces the padding and 
shrugs out of it, and pulls the tunic over his head.
 I let my eyes run freely over him. He is trim 
and his skin is like a child’s, barely scarred. I smile a 
little, certain his nurse must be the last woman to see 
him naked.
 There have been enough preambles. I close the 
space between us and whisper. “Today you have killed. 
But have you ever loved?” 
 His eyes glance down the length of me before 
retreating to my face. He is almost blushing—a boy, 
indeed. This virgin-prince amuses me, and it has been 
a long time since I was amused. But for this blush, I 
begin to pity him. I think that I should go easier with 
him, show him the way. I speak before he has to answer 
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my last taunt. “Let us see how gentle you can be.” I start 
to kiss his mouth and run my hand over his stomach.
 At first he is so reluctant, so cool, it is like 
kissing a ghost, but then his body begins to respond. I 
sit on the bed and coax him next to me, and he relaxes 
a little more, reaching. But still, he is deliberate. As 
careful as a man walking across a slippery stream.
 I was sure I knew his story—certain that he 
hesitated for the betrayal he was about to wreak on 
some girl, miles away, who would never know of his 
break of faith. With the young foreigners who come 
through Smithton, there is always some girl, miles 
away. The old ones have learned to manage their guilt.
 I couldn’t resist tormenting him one last time 
before I would drive all thoughts of this girl from his 
head. “And where is she now—the one you are thinking 
of?” My whisper buzzes in his ear like a mosquito and 
my hands move over his body.
 “Dead,” he says.
 Men blurt many things in my bed. Few are to 
be believed, but this is truth.
 I lost my course a little, then.
 He covered my mouth with his own, to stop 
any more cruelty from coming out of it, perhaps, but 
the desperation with which he took me to him sufficed 
to end all my teasing.
 When he first entered my room, I had not 
understood how much sadness he wore. But when 
he lay over me, the weight of what he carried—then I 
recognized it. Only grief and the betrayal of hope feel 
so heavy.
 And there was something in how he clung to 
me, like a doomed man clings to the wreckage of a 
ship—out of instinct, more than hope for the shore. 
Resigned, like he no longer believed there was any 
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shore to make toward.
 He was gentle enough in the end. But when 
we were done, he fell asleep holding me like that: so 
tightly my skin first blanched, then bruised.

By morning his hold has relaxed, the way an old knot 
loosens over time.
 He sleeps on his side, one hand on my thigh, 
his face before mine. He does not snore. His forehead 
is smooth. His face is just a sketch, not yet a map.
 When he wakes, I see it all in his eyes: the traces 
of dream still upon him, the girl he was imagining he 
was with, another where and when. He has been far 
away—in the past with her, or in some future that 
would never now exist.
 Delusion sheets away from him like water when 
you rise from a bath, and disappointment settles in its 
place. He dresses and leaves without saying another 
word.

Millie brings up my drink and breakfast, and I rise so 
she can collect the bedding. 
 I sip the potion, guarantee against 
complications. The bitterness used to bother me, but I 
am used to it now. I hand her the empty cup, and she 
starts downstairs for the laundry.
 I go to my window and push back the shutter. 
Beyond the city wall there is the awkward flap of birds’ 
wings near the ground. Last night’s graves have been 
filled in, but the field is so muddy that it’s difficult to 
see where the earth was turned over itself. How long 
before anything grows there again? Less time than will 
seem fitting. The ground does not remember what 
passed over it.
 I pull my robe around me and go downstairs. 
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I like these morning moments when the House is 
quietest. The men leave and the other girls sleep. The 
maids are sweeping out the hearths and mopping the 
tiles; in the laundry, a girl is moving a paddle around 
the great vat. They work silently, careful not to lose our 
good graces, and thus tips and favors. Soon deliveries 
will start arriving from the vintner, bakers, and 
butchers, and deliverymen will linger to steal peeks of 
the women they can’t afford.
	 Madame is in her office already. Like me, she’s 
an early riser, despite being the last to leave the hall 
each night. Her blue eyes like a physician’s inspect us 
girls for signs of illness or dotage, like that cow-eyed 
look Iris started to wear my first summer here, after the 
governor’s son singled her out—that summer before 
he married, not Iris, of course, but rather a noble girl 
with both title and honor intact.
 I give Madame nothing to worry about.
 “Well?”
 “First-timer,” I say.
 She nods, adds my coin to her coffer, and 
enters a number in her ledger. I am more than earning 
my keep, worth her investment—one of the reasons 
she gave me my nicer room and its window. She has 
several more years of profit out of me, if I manage to 
avoid the pox.
 I am generally satisfied, as well. Noble 
manors—the few Qwelli ones I’ve seen, at least—are 
no grander than Madame’s House, and she is fair to us. 
We do not work for more than one guest each night, 
nor do we work every night, these civilities being part 
of what distinguishes Houses from common brothels, 
and what distinguishes Pretty Ladies (for so we are 
called) from whores. We have abundant food and 
wine, servants and comfortable beds, as well as clothes 
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a duchess would envy.
 She is called May, and though she’s no longer as 
young or fresh as her name, she’s still as full of license. 
May is not her given name, of course. No Pretty Lady 
uses her given name. I am called Rose; that name goes 
to the girl considered first in a House. I’ve been Rose 
for twenty-six months, since the previous Rose moved 
on to a larger House in Ez.
 The use of a false name helped me in the 
beginning. I was called Violet then. Madame’s wine, 
stronger than anything I’d ever sipped back at the 
village, helped, too. Thus I barely remember those first 
hours dining and dancing with clients in the Great 
Hall, nor those hours afterwards, upstairs in the room.
 The waking, though—that I remember. Walls 
frescoed with scenes that just a day before had made me 
blush. Incense like the whole world was full of flowers. 
Bed linens, soft and smooth as the down on a chick...
and a hot, hairy, pink body pinning me to the mattress.
 But it was as if I wasn’t there, not really. I woke 
with those words galloping through my head: This is 
not me. I am not here. This is not me. I am not here. 
That incantation held me together sufficiently until the 
man rose, dressed, left his tip, and said good-bye.
 The next night, when the next man closed 
the door, I was not as drunk as I had been the night 
before. But I called up those words again, and the spell 
worked; my body was there, doing and having done, but I 
was elsewhere, hidden away like a love note in a bird nest.
 Each morning of that first week I woke beside 
a snoring merchant or bureaucrat who was neither too 
old nor too ugly. Madame arranges it so, to ease new 
girls to the work. I was quite awkward: raw as some of 
those I’ve seen come to work for Madame since. A few 
of the girls, ruined or ruining themselves before their 
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families could arrange marriages, come from the same 
high social classes as our clientele. They come with the 
right accents. The rest of us Madame must transform, 
dusting off the country, dressing us like our betters, 
and seeing that we learn a bit of poetry and music, as 
well as how to dance and play cards.
 She teaches us many things: when to speak and 
when to be silent, what men want and what pleases 
them. For as alike as most men are, they want slightly 
different things: merriment or earnestness, attention 
or scorn. They are attracted by faces or bosoms or legs. 
They might be drawn in by forwardness or modesty, 
by wit or wine, by refined music or bawdy jokes.
 Madame and her lessons showed me the way in 
my new life at the House, but I would have had a much 
harder time adjusting were it not for one of the girls. 
Luna was her name—her name here, at least. She was 
a village girl, like me, and she became a friend. It was 
she, actually, and not Madame who gave me the best 
advice about handling the men. At first I was polite with 
them—shy, even. But Luna said to be mean and tease, 
else they would forget the way things were supposed 
to be at a House. And she was right; my dealings went 
far easier after I started acting as she advised.
 She was smart, and sharp-tongued, and so 
merry. On our way down to the hall each night, we 
used to trade whispers about the men waiting, who 
we glimpsed through the banisters—just enough 
observations to make the other one giggle. How lightly 
she took it all! She used to laugh about her small little 
self making such great men beg! 
 I miss her.

It is afternoon, and the House is not yet open. In the 
hall, Pearl and Ivy play cards; Lily practices her lute. I 
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take a book from Madame’s library to my room and try 
to read. But I am on the same page hours later when 
the sun starts to disappear.
 The winter day has drained away, and like most 
days, I can’t account for it. From my window I watch 
carts leave the city for the night. I have seen so little of 
the world. I try to imagine what brings all these people 
to Smithton and what carries them off. I wonder about 
the cozy homes they are going to, and what it would be 
like to be the lady of one of those houses.
 Within the city walls, townsfolk leave off their 
business and return home. A striped cat waits on the 
doorstep of the widow’s house across the way, and 
the dark-haired daughter of the jeweler next door 
returns from her lessons and kisses her father and 
mother. On the street, peddlers pack up their carts 
and wares, and noblemen and noblewomen ride by, 
haughty in their furs.
 The women do not pause; they ride coolly past 
our gate. Yet the boldest do steal glances at the House, 
for they are curious about us Ladies. Are we happier 
than they? Do we see more of their men than they do? 
They wonder if we are the daughters cast out of the 
family house, the sisters and cousins who went away 
quietly and never returned?
 The men pause and look up to this window 
above the entryway, where I stand. A sheer curtain 
is all that is between me and Madame’s inviting 
courtyard. My hair is down and I wear a tight-laced 
dress that shows off my figure because light from the 
room silhouettes me. The House will open soon.
 Come, moths.

A week after the Wahnese victory, our regular clientele 
of Qwelli officers and city leaders are still absent, 
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licking their wounds. Some locals resent the region 
falling to Wahnese control, but they have no choice but 
to accept matters. The battle was lost, the city taken. I 
hear there are uprisings in a few neighborhoods, but 
these are quickly put down.
 For their part, the Wahnese are remarkably 
orderly. Professional, like they have done this many 
times before, wrecking no more than they have to.
 The hall is full of them tonight. Some sit at 
tables with Ladies, eating, drinking, and playing cards. 
Others dance, holding tight to the girl they will have. A 
number of Wahnese officers eye me, but I am waiting 
for Madame to assign me. 
 I don’t mind the Wahnese. As clients, the 
conquerors have the liveliness and generosity of those 
far from home who have recently seen death. They are 
generally easy to satisfy.
 Indeed, most of the men who visit us are 
tolerable, no worse than dull. Coming to a House, and 
paying what they pay—not just to take us to bed, but 
also to eat and drink, converse and gamble—they are 
looking for something more refined than the whore 
they could have for a quarter hour and fraction of 
the price down at the neighborhood tavern, or in a 
back alleyway. No, these men want an experience: 
music and dancing, a bath and a clean bed. They want 
to boast and tell their stories, then coax silks off soft, 
willing limbs. They want to be pleasured by a pretty 
face, tickled with clean hair.
 True, some are sour-breathed. Corpulent. 
Sweaty. Hairy. The worst kind of client is the newly-
rich, or those who have married into status.	Madame 
says their money is as good as the others’, and she 
always likes to cultivate new customers. But we girls 
know the trouble these men are. They feel compelled 
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to demonstrate how below them you are, even if you 
were once village neighbors. Their insecurity comes 
across in every interaction—the fear they are being 
tricked when you play cards, and that the steward 
is pouring them the lesser vintage. And then there 
is their greed for pleasure: they always suspect you 
are withholding from them some unknown, greater 
delight, on purpose.
 No, we prefer the nobles, officers, and 
merchants; these understand how Houses work. And 
the merchants are by far the easiest. They are used to 
buying and selling, and they tend to be clearest about 
terms.
 The music is loud, but different strands of 
laughter weave over it; and whenever a Lady crosses 
the Hall, she leaves a trail of perfume. Finally the man 
Madame has been expecting arrives—an ambassador 
from Maritea. She signals me, and I go to welcome 
him. He kisses my hand reverently. I brush snow from 
his hair, snake my arm around his, and take him to a 
table beside the fire.
 A few cups of wine later, he is at ease. He leans 
to me and whispers, “Mistress Rose, I bleed for you. I 
loved you the moment I lay eyes on you.”
 “So long?” I always smile as if I have not heard 
these lines before. I let him touch my thigh beneath 
the table and ask what brings him to Smithton. He tells 
me his story, as they always do.
 The night grows old. Coral and Iris have already 
gone upstairs, but Ivy is with a foreign lieutenant who 
has lost too much gambling to walk with her to a room. 
Before she goes off with someone else, her smiling red 
mouth rests at his ear: she is letting him understand 
exactly what his losing has cost him tonight, but if he 
returns tomorrow...
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 That smile, such a snare.
 The room has thinned out, and I notice the 
Wahnese prince I entertained last week. I did not see 
him come in, and I point a welcoming smile in his 
direction. If he asks for me, Madame will give another 
girl to the ambassador. But when the prince sees me, 
he looks away and quickly chooses someone else. Ivy, 
I think.
 I could be insulted, but I just laugh like Luna 
taught me.

Later that night, I am dreaming, and the one I love—
loved—is there.
 I dream it is almost summer, about to rain, and 
he and I are alone under the pear tree where we used 
to leave notes for one another. The wind is whipping, 
but we don’t care that the rain is going to catch us 
because it is so warm and we are so young. His hands 
snag in the tangles in my hair and his lips are on my 
neck. I feel dizzy, like I’m on the edge of cliff, but he 
is holding me up against him, I will not fall. The wind 
throws down white petals and a soft rain sticks them 
to my breasts, bare for his kisses—and his hair, black 
as a crow’s wing, even shinier in the rain, is so smooth 
under my hand. He is pressing against me—and, oh!—
the fevered sweetness of it!
 I wake flushed, my heart racing; there is a 
sour taste in my mouth. The darkness is still full and 
there is no moon, and no rain, and no pear tree, and 
I remember that I am with the ambassador from 
Maritea. He is passed out on his side of the mattress, 
unaware of me. 
 Noiselessly I climb out of bed, steal to the 
window, and push back the shutter. I want the air, 
sharp and calming.


