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To my parents, who sort of gave me the idea...

I"d like to thank my editor at Ace fantasy, Anne Sowards, who helped make this a better sory, and
my agent, Richard Curtis, for without his efforts, there' d be no story at dl.



One

It might have been chance that kept my attention tight across the street and upon the mud-splattered
gypsy van, but | doubted it. Nebulous coincidences like chance aren’t dlowed sway inmy life, everything
baing planned to the moment if | didn't arrange for spontanety. No... it was probably my thirst for
something outside my ken, my wish to see what lay around the corner just outsde my sght and
understanding. Either that, or | was bored out of my mind.

“Look, Kavenlow,” | said, squinting in the sun & the galy painted gypsy van. “A pdmig. Here” |
dumped my latest purchase of fabric into hisarms. “1 want my fortune told.”

“Tess” The man lurched to keep up with me as | started forward. “We should get back. It's not safe
for you to be out thislong.”

“Oh, may God save you,” | complained. “It's not even noon yet. I'm safer here than in my own
rooms.” Whether fortunate or unfortunate, it was true, and | confidently made my way across the busy
Street, a way parting itsdf for me as | cut across the narrow avenue for the wood-datted, horse-drawn
van parked in the shade of the closdy packed buildings

There was a huff of exasperation as Chancdlor Kavenlow hastened to catch up, and | dowed. | gave
the thickset man a surreptitious look to gauge hisirritation as he came even. His lightly wrinkled face was
taut, his cheeks red from the sun’s heat. The fingers gripping my packages were srong from rening in
unruly horses, their tips stained from the ink | had spilled during my history lesson yesterday. His negtly
trimmed black beard and har were grizzled with white, as were his thick eyebrows. But his jaw yet
carried the firm senghility | relied upon. He was 4ill my dear Kavenlow, the one to whom | went first
with my questions and last with my complaints.

Right now, his brow was creased in bother. | winced, thinking I'd reached the balance where my
parents anger a him for letting me stay out this long outweighed the scene | would make if he bodily
dragged me dhrieking back behind stone walls It hadn't happened since | was thirteen, but the
remembered humiliaion Hill brought a warmth to my cheeks.

It had been cold when we started out, and he looked uncomfortable under his cloak; he had been
carying mine most of the morning. His boots were dusty, as was the bottom hdf of my dress, the street
having turned the lace-strewn white cloth a begrimed ydlow from my knees down. Seeing him so irate, |
resolved to stop a a winery on the way home to bribe him into a better mood. If the truth be told, the
black leather jerkin and dagger on his belt made him look more like a master horseman than a keeper of
books and armed attendant.

“Tess” he said, his blue gray eyes pinched as he eased into the dower pace. “I strongly suggest we
0o back. Your suitor has arrived early.” He glanced behind us as he shifted my packages to his other
am, squinting from the sun despite his leether cap. “And he's brought so many soldiers. Twice as many
as he needs. They're thick in our streets.”

| forced my expression into a carefree amile. 1'd noticed that as wel, but snce there was nathing |
could do but watch and wait, |1 hadn't said anything. And | knew Kavenlow was more aware of the
gtuaion than he was of thefly currently trying to land on his nose. “He probably heard what happened to
Prince Rupert,” | said, thinking | could be safly married by now if the dunderhead hadn't gotten himsdf
killed a day’ s ride ingde our borders lagt year. Just as wdl. The man had a nose like a potato. “I don’t
think we ll ever live that one down,” | added, pulling up short to dlow a wagon whose driver didn't
recognize mein time to rattle past.



Kavenlow looked pained as he took my elbow. “The point I'm making is that it's a mistake to risk
mesting him preméaturdly in the Streets.”

“Of course | want to meet him prematurdly,” | said. “I won't see him for three weeks if my parents
get their way.” Eyebrow cocked in a rather saucy expression, | pulled out of his grip and made my
sedate way to the gypsy van. “I won't be long,” | said over my shoulder. “While I'm with the madam,
you can get a drink from the tavern across the street. And | need arest,” | lied. “This heat is doing
terrible things to my hair.”

| fussed with the pile atop my head that I'd made of my wais-length curls. Apart from a few strands
atfully pulled out for effect, the neat topknot was hdd together by not only harpins but dso needidike
darts. They were made from the bone of a bird and were hollow to hold a drop of venom. The short
blowtube to launch them bisected the arrangement like a decoration. Kavenlow indsted | have them
when out of the palace, though I’d never had to use them.

Kavenlow watched me check the postion of my darts, his craggy face carefully neutra. | had been
wearing them for the last seven years. Assasans plagued my mother’s house. My firs few years had
been fraught with near misses, prompting my parents to give in to Kavenlow's ingstence that he be
alowed to teach me how to defend mysdf should | ever become separated from my guards. Hence the
bullwhip | wore as a belt under aslk wrap and the throwing knife strapped to my thigh. Heaven hdp me
if | ever needed it—I’d have to lift my skirts to reach it. The darts, though, were Kavenlow’s and my
secret. One sent a person ether comatose or into convulsions, two brought death. The weaponry was
veary unprincess-like, but then, | was supposed to shatter the world if that damned prophesy could be
believed.

The atempts on my life had dackened off after my tenth year when my parents began searching for
suitors, but now thet | was in danger of actudly marrying someone, they had started up again. Thistime
the assassins had switched from me to anyone | had shown aliking to. It made for very nervous suitors. |
couldn’t blame Prince Garrett for bringing so many men.

My eyes rose to search out the unfamiliar black and green uniforms of the Misdev prince as | rose up
onto the firg step of the van. | wondered if Garrett was as young and handsome as his portraits made
him. If they were anywhere truthful, | wouldn't complain. “Besdes,” | added, my gaze dropping to
Kavenlow's as athrill of anticipation flashed through me, “I want to know what Prince Garrett islike”

“Then let’s go back to the palace, and you can ask the maids” Kavenlow's sea gray eyes were
weary with a repressed exasperation. But the tiny scar above his eyebrow wasn't red yet, so | knew |
hed some leaway.

“The maidd They won't know anything except what color his stockings are.”” Giving hm a wicked
gmileto darehim to stop me, | climbed the last two steps and knocked dead center of the red cirdle on
the door. A flash of expectancy struck through me and settled to a steady burn as a tremulous gredting
came from indde.

I’d been waiting what seemed like hdf my life for a husband. And by dl that was haly, it wasn't far to
procragtinate into my third decade, shaky palitical Stuation or not. Papers had been sgned, and now that
| was mere days from meeting my intended, | was nervous. Gypsies were well-traveled. The madam
might be able to tdl me things about Prince Garrett my parents couldn’t— or wouldn't.

| reached for the ample laich, hestaiing when Kavenlow grasped my deeve. | looked down,
agtonished not that he had touched me but at his troubled expression. The gypsy van had to be safe; he
wouldn't have let me come down this street if he hadn’t investigated it dready. “I'm coming in with you,”
he said, worry tightening the corners of his eyes.

My lips parted in surprise. Kavenlow hated gypsies dmost as much as he hated the ocean, aways
turning overly protective when | invited them to the palace to entertain. “It's just a foolish woman's



fancy,” | said, mydified that my harmless entertainment had him concerned. “Go have adrink. I'll be fine,
Perhaps you could get me one as wdl?’

He made aamdl sgh of surrender. “Very wel, litle miss” he said, and | smiled. He hadn’t cdled me
that in years. He hedtated before leaving, looking up as if fixing me into his memory. His thick,
salt-and-pepper eyebrows bunched, but it was the glint of gpprehension in his solemn eyes that made my
somach clench. Something was wrong.

“What isit?’ | asked, my gaze roving over the noisy crowd as | came down the dair, my ingincts
flashing into a wary caution at the tenson he was trying to hide.

“It'snathing. Go on. I'll wait across the street.”

Sill unsure, | watched as he turned away and, with dow steps, crossed the Street to St @ an outsde
table in the sun. | dowly mounted the dairs again, taking a long, gppraising look at the street. | wasn't
convinced dl was asit should be anymore.

A puff of exasperation escaped me when | spotted the blue and gold of my father’s soldiers tucked
into the shadows. They were like rats, see one, know a dozen more were out of Sght. Upon seeing my
atention on him, the guard waved merrily. My nose wrinkled in bother, and | gave hm a sour,
pinky-wave back. They knew | hated them shadowing me when | was out of the palace, but | could
ignore them if they remained hidden.

Kavenlow had settled himsdf, watching everything with his hands free and his eyes roving. Sill not
comfortable, | accepted the cdl through the door to comein. A chill enveloped me as | opened the door
and stepped into the van's darkness. Immediately | moved from the opening to let my eyes adjust to the
light of two candles. It was quieter than it ought to be, the noise from the surrounding market dulled. A
forest bird fluttered againg the bars of its cage. Vamillion curtains and drapes hung from the celing to
insulate againg the heat and noise. A red rug spread dusty and worn, the tassels tattered.

“Close the door,” the madam whispered, and my atention jerked to a corner. She was in red, the
gaudy color and her chains of jewery blending into the bloodred background draped around her. There
was a fox on her lap, and her swallen fingers gentling the animd and the tips of her dringy gray hair
swinging were her only mation. | eased the door shut to sed mysdf in the ash-scented dark.

“Sit, girl,” the heavy woman said, her ugly voice rasping.

My eyebrow rose, but | accepted the dur in the spirit of the moment, feding her magic gave her more
|ditude than most. On a amdl table between us sat a lit candle, an empty dish, a jagged rock, and a
feather. | eased mysdf onto the folding stool across from her. “You wish your fortune? she said, her
harsh accent pulling my eyesto hers.

| nodded, paudng at the creased, leathery look of her face. “Yes. I’'m soon to be—"

“Bedill,” she muttered, shocking me. The fox flowed from her, and | watched, my anger dulling as it
siiffed my foot. | wondered what live fur fet like but was too respectful of its teeth to reach. The old
womean grunted when it curled up under the table between us. A wisp of its tal brushed my street-dirtied
boots, and | froze, unwilling to move and make it leave.

Metad charms jingling, the madam stretched out a flaccid-muscled am to light a stick of wood
jammed between the dats of the wall. She blew the stick out, but it continued to smolder, sending the
gardl of wormwood to thicken the air. “ Show me your hands,” she said.

Not liking her tone, | neverthdess set them onto the knee-high table between us. She glanced at my
left—mumbling derisvely that love leads to peril—then took my right, gripping it with an uncomfortable
firmness. Her paper-thin skin was cool and dry, showing none of the heat coming off the bay. She was
from the forest and seemed to have captured its essence in her van.



“Wha are you cdled?’ she said, gumming her teeth as she leaned over my hand and pulled her
candle close. Her wrinkles folded in on themsdlvesin avison of ugly wisdom.

“Tess” | said, then gave her my proper name, trying not to sneeze a the fragrant smoke, “Princess
Contessa of Costenopo-lie.”

Her bird-bright eyes flicked to mine. “Oooh, a princess are we,” she mocked, leaning to shift a
curtan with a red-knuckled finger. A ghaft of light fdl over her worn face as she looked out across the
street. The curtain dropped. “You aren't a princess. A princess wouldn't have one tired man looking out
for her; she would have five young men with whips and swords. She would not be on foot, but have a
coach to carry her. And her guardian would not be swilling de while his charge dlowed hersdf to be
trapped in avan with a horse harnessed to it.”

| diffened. “I told Kavenlow to st over there” | snapped, my ire rigng. “And he's not swilling de;
he' s drinking water. If your horse moves, it will die. If you threaten me, you will die as well. I'm Princess
Contessa,” | said, surprised to find her grip tightening until 1 couldn’t pull away. “I wak aone because an
entourage makes me a target.”

She leaned forward, her bosom pressing up to look flabby and soft with age. “Oh-h-h,” she mocked.
“You're that Red Moon Princess, en?

| fought to keep a plessant expresson. The Red Moon Prophesy was not mentioned in polite
company, having dogged my existence like a hungry cur since the month I’d been born.

“Yes” she murmured, eying me asiif it was a grand jest. “A child of the coast degtined to rule and
concaived in the month of the eaten red moon will make an dliance of the heart to set the mighty as
pawns and drive out the tainted blood rising in the south.”

“SoI'mtald,” | said, trying not to dench my jaw. And if | ever find out who painted that in blood
upon the doors of every royal family the year of my birth, I'll have them flogged, keelhauled, and
spitted. Not necessarily in that order.

She dl but snickered a my bothered look, but | didn't find anything amusing about it. Many ruling
families especidly those in the southern reaches, took that to mean | was going to grow up to war on
them and decided to kill me as a child. Others were willing to chance that | would marry therr son and
bring them glory. All I knew is the burning-hdll flight of fancy had made my life burning-hel difficult. Just
try finding someone nice to dance with you with that hanging over your head.

“Bah,” she sad shortly, pulling my hand to her face and sending her cool breath agangt my pam.
“You're going on ajourney. Quite soon. You'd best prepare for it.”

My anger dulled as shefdl into the expected patter. Convinced she was going to say something worth
hearing, | eased the tensgon in my arm, and she brought it closer. “A betrotha excurson?’ | prompted,
wondering if there might be something other than wood ash in that smoke. And why did she have a rock
and a feather on her table? “My suitor has arrived early,” | prompted.

“Dotdl?’ she said sourly. “Here” She trailed a begrimed nall down a crease in my pam. “Changes
not of your doing. You'll be traveling by horse, then ship, then horse again.”

| touched my throat and took a pleased breath. “We will be going to the idands? Oh, how splendid!”
| couldn’t help my smile. I'd never been on the water, snce Kavenlow had an unreasonable fear of it. |
thought it dreedfully unfar. It would be wonderful to see more of the land | would eventudly be
respongble for, especidly if my future husband were with me.

My gmile turned dy, quirking the corners of my mouth. Being out of the palace would make for far
more opportunities to get to know Prince Garrett better, fewer eyes to catch us “tadking,” and a much
better chance to make foolish, daring choices that we could laugh about when we were old and gray.



The woman had started to mumble incoherently, and thinking the performance was wonderful, |
resolved to pay her extra “What of my husband?’ | asked dowly, frowning as my tongue seemed thicker
then it ought to be.

“Husband?’ she murmured, gazing at the rock asif it meant something.
“Theman I'll be traveling with,” | encouraged.

She looked a me, then back down, gppearing to be confused. “He' s dark like you. Brown eyes, like
you. Brown hair, like you as well, though he has the decency to keep it short.”

| ifled a surge of annoyance. | was a princess. | was supposed to have long hair.

“Good hands,” she was mumbling. “Skillful hands. Tdl him to watch what he does with them, or they
will be the desth of him.”

| blinked. What kind of a fortune was that?
“He s closed, t00,” she said. “Hard to see. Here. Take this”

She released my hand, and | shivered. Picking up the rock, she dropped it into my grip. My fingers
curled about it, halding it gently as | fdt its roughness agangt my skin. “Mmmm,” she said, her fingers
brushing my pam as she took it back. “You won't be adle to undersand his pride. But he will
understand yours. Best | hope hel's petient.”

“Pride?’ | questioned. This was the oddest fortune | had ever been told.

She grasped my hand again, and | started at her quickness. 1 j see—stone,” she murmured, dumping
as shefdl into a deeper | trance. “Marble and hay. Silk and red ribbons—"

“Giftd” | jerked my hand from her, darm jolting me out of the smoke-derived fog in my head. The
fox a my feet yawned | and settled itsdf further. “Saint’s bells and incense. | forgot,” | exclamed. “I
have to find a betrothd gift. Forgive me, madam,”

| said hurriedly as | stood and swung my coin bag from my wrigt to my hand. “I have to go.”

The ool | had been gtting on dmogt fdl, and | scrabbled to catch it, flustered. She sat blinking a
me, dearly sruggling to shake off her interrupted magic. “Please accept this as a show of my gratitude” |
sad as | st a coin dattering into the empty bowl. She was quite good. “I’d ask that you come to the
paace” | sad impulsvey. “I need another entertainer for my betrothd fegtival, and the women would
enjoy spesking with you.”

The folds in the old woman's face deegpened. She took a sharp breath. Gathering her black shawi
tight about her shoulders, she gave me a patronizing smile. “No.”

| froze in surprise. No one had ever refused me outright before. | was too shocked to say anything
and just stood hlinking in the thicker smoke at the cdling. | fdt my bresthing dow and found mysdf
unwilling to speak or move. A tap at the door echoed in my head.

“Princess Contessa?’ Kavenlow's voice filtered through the thick wood. “I have your water.” He
opened the door, the heat and noise seeming to pooal in with the light. The bird in the cage fluttered to be
free. The fresh ar revived me, and | took a cleansing breath. Kavenlow's shadow eclipsed the light from
the street. “1 brought you a drink, Tess,” he said, the van shifting as he entered and handed it to me.

Taking it, | gave im a bewildered amile and tried to shake the fuzziness from my thoughts. My search
for the perfect gift would have to wait. Kavenlow’s brow was furrowed worse than the time | broke the
guards practice scaffold, swinging onit. | knew without asking he wouldn't let me stop anywhere on the
way home.

“If you want a token of love,” the old woman said, “1 haveit.”



Kavenlow's face went dack and empty. He gave the gypsy a curioudy anxious look from behind his
beard, then dowly— reuctantly—shut the door behind him.

“You don't understand,” | said, glancing into my cup of water. “It has to be something unique,
something my suitor has never seen.”

“Something from far away,” the old woman said, waving a the dill-glowing stick of incense,
“Something of vaue. Something smdl. Something you like as wdl?’

My eyes teared, and | tried not to breathe that foul smoke. “Yes. Exactly.”

She chuckled, lumbering to her feet and reaching for a pouch hanging from the cdlling. “I know what
pretty women like” she said, teking it down and untying the binding to show the bag was redly a square
of fabric as she opened it up on the table.

| leaned close: a bundle of slk woven with the likeness of seaweed, a bone knife, a pointed rod of
black metd the length of my forearm, a metdlic cross inlad with red wood, a fla black stone that
seemed to draw in the candldight, aplainring of gold, a gring of tiny bells, and a pam-szed puzzle box
of colorful wood. But it was the knife my eyes lingered on.

“Not money,” she said. “Give me something of yours.”

A frown pulled my brow tight. All I had with me of vaue was the ring Kavenlow gave me last summer
and my favorite necklace with blue stones and rubies—and she wasn't getting Kavenlow's ring.
Bothered, | set the cup down and reached for the clasp of the necklace. But the old woman shook her
head, her gaze upon the circlet atop my head. My eyebrows rose. She wanted my circlet?

| glanced & Kavenlow to gauge how this particular trade was going to go over with my parents. He
was garing at the wal most hepfully, aready trying to divorce himsdf from the coming furor when it was
found I'd “log” my crown again. But burning chu pits, | wanted that knife.

Knowing I'd pay for it later in spades, | took my circlet off and set it on the table. It was only a bit of
twised metd, worthless in my eyes. She nodded her acceptance, and | eagerly reached for the knife,
pleased to no end. “Tdl me about this” | demanded, knowing the story behind it was probably more
vauable than the knife itsdf.

Immediately she bunched the fabric up, retied the binding, and hung it from the cailing. My circlet was
indde the impromptu bag, and | fdt oddly naked without it. She Sghed heavily as she settled her bulk
back into her chair, and it creaked in protest. “It’s from the east,” she said, apparently not minding the
smoke she had stirred up. “It belonged to a young man searching for unfaling love. He became a sultan;
that's a king of the desert. He found a good use for the ring | gave him in return. The knife of a king
makes afitting gift, don’t you think?’

My fingers seemed dow as | turned it over in my hands, and | wondered if | ought to ask Kavenlow
to open the door. But it seemed like too much effort. Engraved upon the knife were large beasts with
noses as long as their legs and ears as big as thar backs. Fandful. It was perfect, especidly with the
dory that went dong with it. | blinked lethargicaly, trying to decide something. But | couldn’t remember
what my last thought weas. ..

Her hand darted out, grabbing me. | gasped, jerking away as she pricked my finger on the blade.
Shocked, | lurched to my feet. My stool crashed to the floor.

“Tesd” Kavenlow shouted. The van dipped as he put himsdf between the woman and me. The fox
darted under the dresser. The table hit the wdl as heflung it aside.

My heart pounded like the begting of the bird's frantic wings asit tried to escape. Indinct backed me
to a corner. My face went cold, and my grip tightened on the knife dill in my hand. The smoke swirled
through me, numbing me. | should do something; | couldn’t remember whét.



“Get back, Kavenlow!” the gypsy cried Silly as she rose. Her rough accent was gone. “If you dart
me, | swear I'll pull your insdes out through your nose!”

| clagped my throbbing finger to my chest. She knows him? | thought, forcing the concept through my
muzzy head. She knew Kavenlow?

“How am | going to explain a cut on her?” Kavenlow exclamed. Red-faced, he stood diffly between
the gypsy and me with his hands clenched at his Sdes.

The large raggedy woman sneered a him, her stubby fingers sending the jewelry about her neck
clattering. “That’s your problem, not mine. And you've made a mistake. She has no defensve reactions
a dl. Her thoughts revolve around men and buying things”

Kavenlow’ s shoulders were tense with anger. The smoke seemed to fill my bones. | couldn’'t move. |
heard my pulse dow, and | forced my eyes to remain open. “Just recognize her so we can leave” he sad
tightly.

My lasstude deepened with every breasth, and | wondered how | could gill be sanding.
Concentrating fiercdly, | shifted my head to see my finger and the drop of blood there. My knees fet
shaky. The gray smoke pooled in my head. “Kavenlow?’ | whispered, hearing nothing.

“Pick my table up,” the gypsy woman commanded, and Kavenlow obediently righted it, replacing the

candle and the shawl covering it. The rock and feather were sullenly placed in the center dong with the
bowl.

Grumbling in complaint, the gypsy settled hersdf in her chair and rdit the candle from another. “Do
you dream, woman-child?’ she said, fixing a sharp gaze on me.

| blinked, dizzy. “How dare you address me like... that...” | whispered, my voice traling off to
nathing.

“Answer her, Tess” Kavenlow said as he pulled me from my corner.

“You want afortune, dearie?’ the gypsy woman said in a mocking falsetto. “1 can give you a fortune

to make your har turn white” She leaned forward, running her eyes over my dusty clothes. “Tdl me if
you dream.”

| swalowed hard. “Yes, of course,” | said, hearing my voice as if it came from across the room. The
smoke was turning my head, making my mouth work when my mind said to be quiet.

“Any of them come true?’ she asked.
“No,” | sad, then heditated. “No, of course not.” What an odd thing to ask.
“Animas” the old woman said. “Do they do what you want?’

My brow furrowed, and a disant part of me wondered at the absurdity of the question. “I can ride a
horse” | took a deep breath to digpe the fog inmy head, but it only made it worse.

The gypsy shook her head in disgust. “Can you walk unnoticed?’

“I'm a princess. Waking unnoticed is pretty much’—I took a breath, willing mysdf out of the
fog—"impossible” My finger throbbed as | gripped the bone knife. | wondered if the fox had run away,
and my attention wandered until 1 found a pair of black, unblinking eyes watching me from under the
dresser. It was panting, afraid. My water had spilled, and | wished | could find enough stamina to coax it
out to drink from the puddle.

The gypsy followed my eyes to the fox. She made a rude sound | and leaned forward. | made no
protest as she reached out and plucked aloose hair from the shoulder of my dress. Holding it over j the
candle, she made a show of gmdling the smoke when it flashed into light and was gone. “She can do litile
for the amount of venom you've subjected her to,” she said sourly. “Shell hate you if you haven't told



her the cost, which I'd wager Sx horses you haven't. What is she, eghteen?’
“She' s twenty, and | chose that risk.”

The woman harrumphed. “Breach the confidence, and you'll be ripped to shreds. The Costenopolie
playing fiedd will be destroyed to keep any disturbing ideas from taking root.”

“I'm aware of that.” His stance was iff with no show of repentance. A part of me wondered who
this woman was who thought she could treat Kavenlow as a drudge.

“Shel s weak-minded. | pulled her here easier than if she were a garveing child”
Kavenlow gritted his teeth. “ She would have come without your summons. She likes gypses.”

“So do I,” the woman said sharply. “But | don't go trapsing into ther vans with no thought to my
sfety.”

A spark of anger findly broke through my fog. “Kavenlow sees to my safety,” | said hatly. “I don’t
need to think about it. And you will not address himin such atone”

Thewoman's brow rose as if surprised | had broken my slence. “Thisis what you taught her?” she
sad, fanning that mind-numbing smoke a me. My anger died, dl my efforts to pull from my haze gone in
a breath. “Rdiance on others? A smart mouth that runs without thought? You wanted a princess,
Kavenlow? You have a princess. What you plan on making from this is beyond me” She leaned back
with a shrewd gleam. “Either you are a moonstruck idiot or more cunning than even my master.” Her
eyes narrowed in threat. “He's dead.”

| could dmogt hear the words, “I killed him,” hanging unsaid between them. Kavenlow diffened, his
feat planted firmly and un-moving. “How | play my game is my business” he said through his gritted
teeth. “Do you recognize her or not?’

A dgh escaped the woman. Her fingers played with the jewdry about her neck. | watched, unadle to
look away until the fox poured itsdf from under the dresser and dunk to the puddle by my feet. For a
moment, only the smal sound of its lapping could be heard, and then it dunk back into hiding. 1 smiled,
pleased it had trusted me.

“Aye” the gypsy said grudgingly, eying the fox’ s nose peeping from under the dresser. “I'll recognize
her. There s something there—though the package it comes in is worthless. You should burn your plans
and start over. Thiswomean isonly fit for dressing in finery and resting on another’s arm.”

A flush of anger cut through my benumbed state, then died.

“Thank you,” Kavenlow said, an irate rdief in his voice.

“Thank you?' the gypsy questioned mockingly. “Whatever for? Go on. Get out. | want to leave
before the crush.”

Kavenlow hestated. “ Something is coming? Tdl me”

A shaft of light stabbed into the smothering darkness as she shifted the curtain and peered into the
street. “If you can’t seeit, you'll have to wait urttil it happens. I’'m not your nursemaid.”

Flucking her smoldering stick from the wall, she wafted it under my nose. “You won't remember any
of this” she said to me, and | lost Sght of everything but her eyes sharp with an old bitterness. They were
blue. What gypsy has blue eyes?

“When | cut you,” the woman said, “Kavenlow beat me with the flat of his sword, burned my van,
and daughtered my horse. Oh, it was a Sght to remember,” she said dryly.

“Burned your van?’ | said, my eyes tearing and my words durring at the sudden smoke.
The gypsy smirked a my loose speech, the folds of her face fdling into each other. “Yes. Burned my



van down to its whedls. It's what he wants to do. Can’t you tdl?’

Kavenlow pried the knife from my fingers. “That won't work with her,” he said as he tucked it into
the coin purse dangling from my wrigt. “She will eventudly remember. She's stronger than she seems.
I’ve never been able to doud her memory.”

“It'sa good thing I’'m not you, then, isn't it?’

Hislips pressed into a thin line behind his graying beard. Taking my arm, he moved me to the door.
The rush of light and heat as he opened it was so sudden and shocking, it was amogt a pain. | balked,
uncble to leave the coal rest of the van. With a smooth mation, Kavenlow hoisted meinto hisarms.

“Come see me again when you find unfaling love, dearest,” she sad sarcadticdly as he carried me
down the steps, “and I'll tdl you your children’s fortunes.”



Two

“Not so tight,” | gasped when Hesther tugged my bodice laces. “I do have to bresthe.”

“Tigh, tash,” the young woman said, giving the laces afind yank before tying them off. “We have to
make the most of what little you have. Heaven help you, Tess, if you took away the dress and long hair,
you could be a boy. And you want to make a good impression if you see him in the hdlways—by
accident, of course.”

My eyebrows rose at the blatant hint of scheming. “And passing out from lack of ar will impress the
chu out of him, won't it,” | said dryly, but a stab of anticipation brought me straight.

Saudly humming the music | had picked out for my wedding, Hegther helped me into a clean dress.
She had joined the palace gaff as a kitchen gil when | was seven and she was eight, but after borrowing
her for agame of tag, | ingsted she become a member of my “court.”

Court had been arather grand name for my loose gethering of companions at the time. | had been
horribly obnoxious, demanding everyone play with me, noble and commoner dike. Heather, though,
remained while others drifted away—a steady companion and extra set of ears kegping me informed of
the palace gossp.

“Have you seen him?’ | asked, worried as | sat in a rudle of faoric before my mirror in my outer
room. She had been unusudly slent while I'd washed the street dirt from me, making me think the news
wasn't good.

“Hewho?’ Her eyebrows were high with an artful disnterest.

“Garrett!” | said, pushing her away in exasperation as she tried to arrange my har.

“Prince Garrett of Misdev?’ She said his name around a languorous sgh that sent her ample chest
heaving dramaticaly. “The entire gaff met him after breakfast while you were out. He's been with your

parents since, cloistered away with papers and maps. Dreary suff. | don't know how he stands it, the
poor man. I'm sure he'd rather be out hawking or riding.”

Hesther pulled a curl from my topknot, and | tucked it back. | didn't like her that close to my darts;
she thought they were only a favorite bit of decoration. Lord help meif she ever pricked hersdf. | didn't
wear my knife or bullwhip behind palace walls, ether.

“And where did Kavenlow ride off to in such a hurry?” she continued. “The cook said he took the
cold pork she was going to serve tomorrow and ran to the stables. Such a fuss that woman made. You'd
think he stole alive pig the way she was bdlyaching!”

| frowned. “Kavenlow left? By horse?’

“Right out the front gate.” She teased out another curl. “Bilge scrapings, Tess. Let me put your har
down. Honestly! Why won't you let me pad you in front a little, too? Just for today? You're as tdl and
thin as adinghy’s mast.”

Exasperated, | let the curl stay. Heather’s preoccupation with my looks was because | didn't have
any, and she did. She was shorter than me by hdf a head and pleesngly round where a woman should
be, with rosy cheeks, blond hair, and wide, child-bearing hips. Fine, good, Costenopolie stock, as
Kavenlow would say.

“Kavenlow didn’t tdl me good-bye,” | mused aoud. “Tha's not like him.” Then | brightened.
“Perhaps it has something to do with a betrotha gift.”



“That mug beit,” Heather said. “Though why he raided the larder is beyond me.”

“We didn't eat while we were out.” | carefully took the darts from my topknot and placed them in the
hairpin cushion. My hair tumbled down, and | reached for the brush.

The morning's excursgon had been an obvious ploy to keep me out of the paace and prevent me from
meding Garrett. | thought Kavenlow was being grosdy overprotective. Though our grandparents had
warred upon each other, King Edmund had far more to gain by his second son marrying into the family,
hoping to prosper by the Red Moon Prophesy rather than be destroyed by it. Our marriage had been
aranged for dmog a year, but Garrett and | weren't supposed to meet until a month from now at the
summer festivd, then be wedded this winter at the turning of the year. That he was early didn’t bother me
adl.

Heather pressed her lips and took the brush from me, struggling to get through the tangles the wind
from the bay had made of my curls. “1 don’t like you going down into the streets. Y ou're going to end up
dead,” she said, givingmy hair a sharp tug. “And what’s going to happen to me then? You couldn’t pay
meto go into the Streets with you again.”

“That was years ago,” | protested. “Hesather, bury it and find a new horse to ride”

A tinge of red came over her sun-starved cheeks, and her tugs grew sharper. In dl honesty, it had
been a near miss. The surrounding merchants and townsfolk had spontaneoudy retaiated, soning the
men to death under my and Heather's horrified eyes. To Kavenlow’s fury, he hadn’t been able to stop
them. My people l&ft nothing to question in their anger. Kavenlow had stomped about the palace for
days. Two days later, he began secretly desenstizing me to the poison on my needles to supplement my
growing whip and knife skills.

“Y ou should have sent me” she said, tugging on my hair. “I know what you like”

| took the brush from her before she yanked my hair out entirdy. “1 was buying something for
Garrett.”

“Oh, that’sright.” A randy glitter came into her blue eyes. “What did you get hm? A matched set of
jewds?” Her eyes went wide with a mocking innocence as she fluffed my clean underskirt. “No-0-0-07?
He probably has a pair dready. Maybe a great, avful, long sword? No? He has one of those aready,
t00.” She giggled merily.

“A knife” | said, meting her grin with my own. Heather should have been married years ago, but had
she accepted any of the numerous offers, she would' ve had to leave meuntil | was wed as well. And life
beside me was too comfortable for her to giveit up. Not to mention the court stipend.

“A knife?” Heather repeated. She played with the ends of her hair, her full lips fdling into a pout that
genadly got her whatever she wanted from the cook’ s boy.

| nodded. “It used to belong to a desert king. Want to see it?’ | reached for my coin bag atop the
vanity, pulling out the knife and placing it in her pam. “Be careful,” | warned. “It's wickedly sharp. The
gypsy | bought it from accidentaly pricked my finger on it. See?’

Heather dutifully glanced at the tiny spot as | hdd my hand out. “Kavenlow beat her with the flat of
his sword,” | said, a disant feding coming over me. “He burned her wagon and daughtered her horse.
She had... blue eyes. Have you ever seen a gypsy with blue eyes?’

Heather’s mouth fell open. “Kavenlow?’ she whispered. “He beat her?’

“Oh, it was quite a 9ght,” | said dowly, seeming to amdl smoke. | fdt odd, sarting when Heather
took my hand and pulled my finger closer for a better l1ook.

“Chu, Tesd” she exdamed softly. “Why didn’t you tdl me before?’



| pulled away, confused. “I don’t know.” Frowning, | turned to my mirror. “Do you think Garrett will
likeit?" | asked, tucking the knifein a drawer. “You saw him. What's he like?’

My pricked finger apparently forgotten, Heather sat on the edge of my dressing couch, her round
cheeks pinched as she beamed. “You are so fortunate, it makes meill. Of dl the fa ugly men, you
somehow find the Sngle handsome one.”

At least heisn't ugly, | thought. “Is he clever?’ | asked her reflection.
“Clever? It matters? He's gorgeous!”

“Oh, how nice...” | sad, trying to feign an ar of indifference as | smoothed my hair. I'd seen
portraits, of course. But portraits often lied.

“Yes, and he looks like he redly knows how to use his sword,” she confided. “Even the one buckled
to hisbdt,” she added, her blue eyes innocently serious.

| gave her araised-eyebrow look. Angds give me strength. I'd been waiting for a husband too long.
A girl can crochet only so many doilies.

“And he made the head cook blush with his praise of breskfast,” Heather added.

That was impressve. Getting that old womean to color took some doing. “He can't be better looking
then the falconer’s boy,” | protested, praying she'd say he was.

She nodded enthusiagticdly. “By a wagonload. Lord hep me, his shoulders would make angds cry.
And he has such atight little—"

“Heether!” | cried as she dramdticaly fanned hersdlf, fdling back on the couch by the window.

“Oh...” she moaned. “You will have so many children, you will put the peasants to shame. To
shame!”

| turned away, pleased. | was obligated to marry the mogt lucraive offer, no matter what the man
who came with it looked like or how stupid he was, especidly with the “Marry her for glory or murder
her for sefety” mentdity the surrounding noble families were efflicted with. And the marriage offers had
tapered off dramaticadly since poor Prince Rupert.

“Looks aren't everything,” | said, running the brush over my hair and getting it stuck ina curl.

Heather’ s face was masked in a mocking horror as she met my gaze in the mirror. “Ligtening to you,
one would think looks were nothing!”

I cocked my head. “If one thought that, one would be... hdf-right?’

She threw a cushion a me, which | easly knocked aside. “Your royd blood is showing,” she sad in
disgud. “Looks are everything.”

| gazed at mysdf in the mirror, hoping Garrett didn’t think so. “I want a husband as smart as | am,” |
sad, thinking widfully of Prince Rupert’s witty letters dill a the bottom of my wardrobe drawer. “One
who can play a decent game of thieves and kings”

“Games” Heather said with a Sgh as she came and took the brush from me. “Is that dl you think
about? Men are pigs rooting in the mud, royd and common dike. The sooner you redize that, the

happier you'll be.”
“A man with high standards,” | continued, knowing she didn’t understand. “Dangerous, maybe?’ |
sad, and her eyes went bright with repressed laughter. “A man with power, not necessarily wedth.”

Heather snickered as she brushed my hair. “Y ou have a better chance to catch a punta by the tail than
finding a man that meets your standards, Tess. Especidly when you have such a smdl inlet to cast your
netin”



| 9ghed. “Use a mythicd creature to catch a mythicd creature,” | said, thinking that it was a good
andogy—and not very encouraging. Puntas were large, ferocious cats with tufts of dlver on ther ears,
able to vanish in awhirl of wind when surprised, which wasn't very often. They haunted the beach as wdl
as me mountains, reputed to be able to hed the sick, bring rain to end a drought, or cadl wandering herds
of goats to their doom. I'd seen a punta pdt before, dry and dusty, cracking with age. They avoided
people to the degree that it was questioned whether there were any yet dive.

| stood, running my hands down my white linen dress. It wouldn’t be my fault if Garrett and | met in
the corridors. “Do | look dl right?’ | asked anxioudy.

Heather sent her gaze over me, shaking her head in dismay. My eyes dropped, and my face went
dack. It didn't matter how tal | stood or how courtly my accent was, | was not built right. My curves
were too shdlow and my figure hidden under the yards of fabric was too defined by my afternoons on
horseback. It hadn't seemed to matter before. It did now.

There was a heartbeat of slence, then dearly redizing what she had done, Heather bustled close,
fluffing my skirt. “Oh, your har looks fetching,” she asserted brightly, her face flushed. “I’ve never seen
longer, and it's that lovey rich brown, like freshly turned earth. Just like your eyes. You look—nice.
Princess nice”

| gave her athin amile | wasn't ugly, but we both knew | wasn't the one the palace guards were
sghing wigfully after when we went down the halways together.

“All you need is your circlet,” Heather said as she turned to my vanity.
A amdl, pained sound escaped me, and | said nothing, keeping my eyes on my reflection.

“Tesd” Heather walled, her shoulders dumping. “Heaven hdp you, again? | swear, you'd lose your
feet if you didn’t use them to stand on.”

“l didn't lose it; | traded it for Garrett’s knife)” | said defensvely. “Could you dip out to the amith's
for anew one for me? I'd be ever so grateful.”

My voice was entirdly reasonable, hiding my sudden flush of worry for what my mother would say if
ghe found out. It had sounded like a good idea at the time, and it was my crown, drowned it dl. | was
tired of being told what | could and couldn’t do. One would think that being a princess meant making
your own decisions, but | never got a say in anything, dways bending to do what was proper, what was
expected. And | was weary of it. My thoughts drifted to the picture of Garrett hanging in the receiving
room. Oh, | was so weary of it.

Hesther stood with her hands on her hips, waiting. She wasn't supposed to leave the grounds
unchaperoned, and I’d have to sweeten the ded for her to risk it. “I'll tdl everyone you're cloistered
away sawing,” | offered, recdling her unending prattle this morning had been exdusvely about her latest
auitor, and how long it had been since she had seen him. Alone. In the spring air. Wink, wink. Nod, nod.
Sgh, Sgh.

My shoulders dumped. If | couldn’t follow my desires, a least she could. And maybe she'd tdl me
about it in the morning. “Take as long as you want,” | added. “I can get out of my dress tonight by
mysdf.”

| couldn’'t—at least not without hurting mysdf—but | knew | had won when a sound of anticipation
dipped from her. “All night?” she questioned. “Y ou won't tdl anyone I’'m gone?’

| nodded, relieved the price of Garrett’ s knife wouldn't be a lecture from my mother but an evening of
sawing buttons back on my dress when | popped them off to get out of it tonight.

“Oh, pig feathers, it'sa ded!” she sad, licking her thumb and extending it. | did the same, and we
pressed them together, sedling the bargain with spit as we had when we were giggling fools keeping



secrets. Apparently not much had changed.

She looked to the door, dearly eager to be gone. “I hear there's a new fish in the solarium’s pond,”
Heather said as she picked up the basket in which she had brought me my noon med. “Very pretty. You
should see it. All glittery with black and green...”

Black and green. The same color as the uniforms of Garrett’s guards. | met her grin with my
own. | would have been surprised had she not known where Garrett was.

Standing by my door, her amile faltered. “Y ou aren’t redly going to force an introduction, are you?’

Seaing her troubled brow, | shook my head, bowing yet again to what was expected of me instead of
what | wanted. Chu, | was so weak of determination, it was pitiful. But to do more than sted a look at
Garrett would be a severe breach of etiquette. “No,” | said. “Just [ook.”

She gave me a satified nod and tugged open the door. Leaving it propped for me, she sashayed
down the hallway with her empty basket on her arm, giving each sentry she passed a flirtatious hello, her
mind obvioudy on—er—other things. | headed the other way, getting only cursory gregtings until | turned
the corner snce mog of the guards were watching Heather. All | had to do was get to the solaium
before Kavenlow intervened. And he was gone for the day.

Nervousness began to creep up my spine like a wolf spider, and | gathered up my skirts so | could
move fagter. The hdls were bright with noon, and my father's soldiers posted a the corners were
wearing their best uniforms of gold and blue. They looked j unusudly dapper. | gave each a nod as |
passed, and got more than a few encouraging winks in return. We had grown up together, and | fdt as if
they were ovely protective brothers. They | knew where | was headed, but only Kavenlow or my
parents had the authority to stop me.

Anticipation tingled to the tips of my toes when | found four guards at the door to the solarium. Two
were unfamiliar, dressed in the well-gppointed uniforms of black and green that | had seen in the streets.
Lavish hats with drooping black feathers sat j perched upon their heads. | eyed them, thinking the gaudy
things would blow off in the fird breeze from the bay. The men were undoubtedly part of Garrett's
persona guard. One looked too young, | the other too old.

| shook my head at my father’s sentries to tdl them not to announce me. One smiled and opened the
door, taking care to shut it softly behind me. The sun was glaing, and | squinted about the
empty-seeming indoor garden. | heard my mother's laugh and placed them at the unseen table by the
orchid pond. The space was draped in vines to make a private nook. | had often used it for a classroom,
and there was an ongoing game of thieves and kings between my father and me on the fishpond's
retaining wall.

Following the voices, | crept down the tiled path between potted ferns and lavish vines from the south
border idands. The hest of the day was thick, caught between the stone walls and the high glass cdlling. |
wished | had worn something lighter. My pulse quickened as | heard what had to be Garrett’s voice. He
spoke with greet precision, hitting every syllable with a darity that hinted at a clever mind and swift wit.

| eased around a large potted tree, wdl-hidden behind the captain of my father’s guard and another,
unfamiliar manin black and green. My father looked up across the distance when the sentries shifted to
recognize and dismiss me. Brow furrowed, he started to rise but then turned the motion to that of
reseitling himsdlf. “Leave now,” he mouthed at me, distracting my mother and the young man standing
beside her by shuffling the papers on the table.

| scrunched my face up in rebdlion. 1'd leave, but how fast | obeyed remained up for interpretation.
Hunched with my skirts held tight to me, | studied Prince Garrett.

As promised, he was handsome, making a trim figure beside my squat, dare | say rotund, father.
Garrett stood a shade tdler than I, | guessed. His hair was sraight and fair, cut short about his head. My



brow rose in gppreciation at his clean-shaven features. | liked a tidy man. Freckles scattered across his
narrow nose made him look young.

He reached for a map, the black fabric of his uniform pulling tightly across his shoulders. | fdt warm
just looking a him. His atire wasn't flashy, usng the cut of the cloth to hint a his wedth instead of
digracting medds and jewels. He amiled a something my mother said, and | noticed his tegth were
draight and even. My eyes ran down the snugness of his trousers as he turned his back to get a paper
resing upon the pond wall, and my lips curved in ady smile. Heather was right.

| rubbed my finger where the gypsy had pricked it as his pleasant voice joined my mother’sin an easy
laugh. 1t rankled me to be hidden away like a bauble to be brought out for theatrical effect. If | had hdf
the fortitude of my father, 1'd force an introduction now. But what | did was 9gh and turn to leave,
Protocol and diplomacy. They ruled me. Coward.

My foot scraped the date tiles and | froze.

“Tess” my father said as | spun and my mother met my horrified eyes. “What are you doing here?”
He stood with a quickness I’ d never seen in him before, dismay in his stance.

Garrett smiled as he graightened to his full height. Our eyes met, and my stomach twisted. | was
knee-deep in the chu pits now. Trying to force my face into a pleasant expression, | squared my
shoulders and came out from behind the sentries.

“Oh, Tess” my mother said, touching the yards of ribbon binding her ydlow har in its elaborate
coiffure. “Why didn’'t you wait?’ She and my father exchanged unreadable |ooks, seeming to be at a loss
whet to do.

Shaking indde, | curtsed low. “Good afternoon, Father, Mother,” | said with a formd diffness. “1 do
goologize. | was unaware you were here” It was an outright, bald-faced lie, and | approached dowly,
praying | wouldn't trip on a date tile and fdl flat on my fundament. That would be about right for my day
0 far.

My pulse quickened when my father came forward, taking my am in a show of ceremony. “| told
you to leave,” he whispered, looking unusudly statdly in his best receiving garb.

“I'm sorry,” | whispered back. “I only meant to look.” But my unease sharpened to a fine point when
he answered me with slence. Together we hated before Garrett sanding beside my seated mother. Her
petite, wispy figure was tight with an unusud tension.

“Prince Garrett, second son to King Edmund,” my father said. “Thisis our daughter, Tess. | gpologize
for her forwardness, but she has amind of her own, as you can see”

A flash of emotion went through me as my father settled my hand into Garrett’s. It was strong and
lightly callused, tdling me he had much practice with a sword. He hed my hand gently, as if he might
break it. “A woman who thinks is a boon to her kingdom,” Garrett said, his voice mixing with the
birdsong asif it belonged. “I'm pleased to meet you, Y our Highness—under any circumstances.”

| flushed, thankful he didn’t seem offended by me pushing up the courting timetable. “1t's an honor to
make your acquaintance, Prince Garrett,” | said formaly. “I trust your journey to join us was uneventful.”
The expected words flowed from me, a well-practiced litany. His nose was amdl, and his eyes were a
riveting green. Both my parents had blue eyes, and I’d never seen quite ther like before. They were
beautiful, and | couldn’'t look away.

As tradition dictated, Garrett brushed the top of my hand with his lips. | smiled, wecoming the
age-old promise behind that smple act and the feding it pulled through me. “The honor is ming” he said.
His voice was pitched low and his enunciation elegant. “Now that | have found you, the trids of the road
have faded to a distant memory. It's truly a pleasure to see the daims of your beauty have erred on the
sde of modesty. But why did you have the portrait artist straighten your curls? | think they become you.”



I met his amile with my own, glad to see he had a sense of humor. Straighten my curls, indeed. A flash
of emation went al the way to my toes, rasing gooseflesh on the way back. This is to be my husband?
Oh, the trials of being a princess... “Please cdl me Tess” | said, thinking my face mugt be red. “Lifeis
too short to stand on formdity behind palace wals”

Garrett glanced at my mother for permisson before indining his head in agreement. “Tess, then,” he
sad. “I'd be pleasad if you cdled me by my given name as well.”

“Garrett,” | repeated. “Of course.” The formdlities observed, Garrett escorted my pounding heart and
meto the table. The tenson eased as our court manners could now be dropped.

| glanced a the game of thieves and kingsin progress upon the wall of the pool in passng. My father
hed findly shifted his pieces, putting one of his knightsin danger to lure me into exposing my king. Pulling
Garrett to ahdt, | accepted the chdlenge of taking his piece in the hopes | could return my thief to safety
before his second knight could make good his threat. My father made a sound of surprise as | et the
black knight aside.

“Your princessis threatened,” Garrett murmured as he helped me with my chair.

My hopes soared. He knew how to play thieves and kingd “Yes” | murmured. “But if he takes her, |
will have hisking in four moves.”

“Clever,” he breathed into my ear, adding to my fluser. A dow shiver filled me from the inade out.
And | rather liked the way his hand lingered on the back of my char. The mix of possessveness and
protection was something | couldn’t find fault with at the moment. | knew | was behaving worse than a
kitchen maid who had caught a nobleman’s eye, but | couldn’t help it. Saint’s bells, but | liked him.

“There” my father said gruffly as he stood by Garrett. “Is't this as nice as a day on the bay in
ummer?’

An awkward slence threatened, and my maother gracioudy stepped into the breach. “Tess?’ she said,
cam and self-possessed despite my socid blunder. “We were going over the proposed exchanges.
Would you like to see?’

Immediately | shifted my attention from Garrett’s presence behind me to the map on the table. All
fluser aside, | was keenly interested in what King Edmund was offering in return for taking ther
unnecessary, second-born son off ther hands and out of their borders.

The map showed much of the lower part of the continent, my mother’s large bays and severd of her
andler ones dearly marked. We controlled the usable beaches for hundreds of miles up and down the
coast, and thus most of the sea trade came from or through us. The shore we didn't actively use met the
land in jagged diffs Farther inland were the hardwood forests where we harvested the timber for our
homes and the sturdy, fast ships we were known for. Between the woods and the sea was a distressngly
gmd| tract of land fit for farming.

Beyond the forest was Misdev. King Edmund retained a dim portion of the forest we took from them
two generaions ago. The kingdom was thoroughly landlocked but made up for it by condsting of large
tracts of farmland butting againgt the mountains. It was hoped the union between us would rub out the last
of our grudges and increase the qudity of food crossing into our borders.

My father leaned over the mgp and tapped a finger upon a smal cove on the outskirts. “See here?’
he said, leaning so his bald spot showed. “We would lose one of the minor, shdlow harbors. Along with
agenerous ribbon of land so they can get to it.”

A whisper of unease took me. The proposed section would drive a dangerous-looking wedge
between us and our neighbors to the south. They wouldn't like that at al, and nether did 1. “But | a good
portion of the populace pulls ther fishing boats out there,” | said, tugging the map from under my father’'s
elbow. “I thought | we would be returning the forest to them.”



My father had a stisfied air about him as he leaned back and | beamed, his gaze dternating between
Garrett and me. “Didn't | tdl you she was clever?’

Frowning, my mother touched his shoulder. | watched the exchange, not knowing wha was beng
sad. A alllen, dmog defiant look flashed across my father’'s face before he focused on me. “You're
right, Tess” my father said. “They will lose their homes, but they will be farmers”

“Where?’ | asked, sruggling to keep my voice mild and polite. “It takes a generation to turn woods
into good farmland. What will they do in the interim?”

“They will farm the land we get in exchange for the harbor and boats,” my father said, dearly pleased.

“Boatd” | cued. | looked a my mother, who nodded dmaost imperceptibly. A harbor and boats? We
controlled the sea. Our armada was the only thing we had to fend off the greed of the surrounding
kingdoms. “How many boats?’ | asked warily.

“Dear, that's not polite,” my mother said, and | pulled from her gentling hand.

“Neither is forcing your people to scratch the ground for their sustenance instead of pulling it clean
from the ocean as they have for generations,” | said hatly.

“Tesd” my father exclamed as he flicked a glance over my shoulder to Garrett.

“Forgive me” | said, my words and tone contrite but my expression grim. | steded it back to a
proper, pleasant demeanor as there was a whisper of linen and the prince moved to the opposite side of
the table so he could see me. His shadow fdll over me, and | looked up.

“You have no reason to ask for forgiveness” he said. “You care for your people. | won't fault you
for that. A queen puts her people firs.” He straightened, holding my gaze with his. “Your people will be
jusly rewarded on ther firg harvest, dear lady. The produce they bring to your markets will not have
spent weeks drying on the back of a cart or baing bruised in the bely of a ship. It will be fresher and
bring a correspondingly higher price”

“Boats and a harbor?’ | questioned my father, ignoring Garrett and his soothing amile.

My question clearly made my father uncomfortable, and his chin bunched behind his beard. He knew
aswdl as| the threst another force on the water, no maiter how smal, would bring.

“Trug, Tess,” he said. “Trudt is expengve, egpecidly with the higtory of—ah—your birth. The tracts
of land we will receive will delve deep into Misdev. King Edmund deserves proper compensation.”

Lipstight, | turned to Garrett. “And what will you gain from this, Prince Garrett?’

Garrett, though, didn't seem disturbed by my obvious ire. He sank down to a crouch before me.
“Beddes the satisfaction of knowing I've won a beautiful lady as my bride ingead of an old hag with
warts and an ugly nose?’ he said as he took my hand. “Nothing. The boats and harbor will be managed
by me only until such time as my brother becomes king after my father.”

Beautiful lady? | thought. | was a flat-chested, narrow-hipped woman who looked like she should
be tending fires, not lounging before them. His flattery fdl flat, pulling me into mistrust. My heart pounded
as | caught a dark emation flickering behind his eyes. Jedlousy. Garrett was unsatisfied with beng a
second son. That was dangerous. No wonder his father was so generous with his land. He wanted
Garrett out of hiskingdom and safdy settled.

Garrett raised my hand to his lips, letting them linger a shade too long upon my fingers. My eyes
jerked to his A chill did through me, and | struggled to not yank my hand away.

Thiswasn't right. None of it. But it wasn't asif | wouldn't be able to keep an eye on him. | would be
Queen after my parents, he would never be more than what he was now. With me, he would have at least
theilluson of his own kingdom instead of a castle on the outskirts of his brother’s redm.



| began a steady pull away from him, and annoyance flickered over Garrett as he was forced to let go
of me or make it obvious | didn’t like his touch. “Then it's settled?’ he said, his tone light as he rose to
gtand over me. “Perhaps we can choose the boats tomorrow?’ He amiled, but it no longer warmed my
soul.

“Tomorrow?’ my father said hdtingly.

Garrett stood and drew me rductantly to my feet. He was tdler than | by hdf a head, outweighing me
by severd stone of sword-worked muscle. My heart gave a thump as | took in the faint scent of horse
and leather, the familiar amdl having logt dl its comforting memories. “Everything is in place,” Garrett
sad. “1 suggest we move the wedding up to circumvent any possible retdiation concerning the Red
Moon Prophesy.”

Shocked, my breath caught, and | reddened. How dare he speak so cavdialy of my private
heartache? That burning-fool fantasy was the bane of my existence.

“We can be married in place of the betrotha fegtivd,” he continued. “All the important guests will be
rHe_”

“No,” came my mother’'s fant protest. She had a peculiar expression, dismay and... quilt? “The
wedding has been planned for the turning of the year. We have set arangements for informd parties,
teas, and joint excursons to provide time to become better acquainted. That you're here early does not
change our timetable. We have been fighting assassins for years, Prince Garrett. You are safe”

Garrett seemed unperturbed. “l ingg,” he sad softly, and | diffened when his grip on my am
tightened and then relaxed. “I will send my guards with news of the changes. They will be faster on horse
then your ships. I'm only thinking of my bride’ s safety.”

| stood diffly besde him, disgusted a his impatience. He was thinking of my father's ships and
harbors, not me. Sowly | tried to pull away. They wouldn't make me marry him if | didn't want to,
would they? Then our ships and harbors would be safe. But even as | thought it, | knew what | wanted
made no difference. It never did.

Brow furrowed, my mother gave my father a sharp look. Seeming reluctant, my father came around
the table, taking me from Garrett and pulling me a step away. | went with him willingly, feding as if | had
to wipe my hands free of the Misdev prince.

“l understand your worries, Prince Garrett,” my father said, placing himsdf between Garrett and me.
“But as my wife says, we are killed at fending off assassns. Having the wedding after the shipping
Season is to provide protection againgt a prophesy-induced attack. To have it earlier, even as a surprise,
would invite violence. Our agreement remains unchanged. Y ou will have your bride. But there will be no
marriage for at least 9x months.”

Garrett’s stance diffened as | stood beside my father, reishing his protection for the firg timein years.
“l believe you are ddling, gr,” Garrett said, a faint flush coming over his pae features. “You have a
lovely daughter, and | see no reason to wait for an assassin's knife when everyone isin agreement.”

My mother Sghed a my obvious ire. She gave my father atight amile “Dear,” she said to me, paiting
the chair beside her. “Come gt. Gentlemen? | would speak with my daughter?’

My father dumped, turning from a sovereign to a father sruggling to reconcile the will of a kingdom
with the will of his daughter. “Leave us” he said to his guard. Still not looking up, he said tiredly, “Prince
Garrett, if you would ask your man to join hm?’

Garrett made a quick gesture to his guard, and the two sentries turned smartly and left. The slence
was uncomfortable as we waited for the sound of the door. My resolve diffened. Garrett wanted my
father’s ships and harbor. He didn't care about my safety.



“It' smy regpongbility,” my mother said, her eyes sad upon my father. “I'll explain.”

Explain what?1 thought. | dready knew | had no say as to whom | married. But | could make things
difficult, drag the proceedings out, make sure everyone knew | wasn't happy. Papers had been signed,
butif 1 set my mind to it, it could be years until the actud wedding took place. Who knew? Maybe if |
gdled long enough, he would find a poisoned knifein hisribs.

Nodding with his head lowered, my father gestured to the prince. “Prince Garrett,” he said. “Would
you accompany me on a brief tour of our interior gardens? We can rgoin the women shortly, and al will
be explained.”

“Mother?’ | demanded, feding my stomach tense.

Garrett cleared his throat. “It's dl right, Tess, dear. | have a desre to learn the higory of that
exquiste statue there. | won't be but a moment.”

| scowled openly at histerm of affection. My parents exchanged that same weary look, and my father
escorted Garrett out of earshot to the most recent addition of statuary, a young womean in flowing robes.
My father moved his hunched figure asif he would rather haul nets out of the bay than tdl Garrett of the
life-dzed statue | pitched cherrystones a when avoiding my lessons. It's not nice to have a statue prettier
then onedlf.

Garrett gave me what was probably supposed to be an encouraging amile before he followed my
fether, slanding so | could see him across the short distance. Thinking he was rather vain, | frowned and
turned away. My mother took my hand and pulled me down into a char beside her.

“Tess. Sweetheart,” she sad, her eyes showing deep lines at the corners. “I was expecting to have
the next few weeks to tdl you this | am so sorry. Garrett ariving early has thrown everything into a
quick coming-about, and now your impatience has complicated things beyond belief.”

“You can't give King Edmund one of our harbors” | protested in a harsh whisper. “The man is a
flop! A carp mouthing the top of the water for scraps. What about the Rathkey’s proposal? They must
need something, living way up in the mountains like that. Metal, maybe, or woal. | don’'t mind waiting
until their son gets allittle older.”

“Tess, hush,” my mother pleaded. “This ig't anything to do with Garrett or the marriage
arrangements.”

My next outburst died. Suddenly | wasn't so sure | knew what was going on.

“We do love you,” she said, her thin hand looking pae atop my sun-darkened one, “and please don't
take this the wrong way, but...” She hesitated and took a deep breath. “You aren’t the crown princess.”



Three

“What do you mean, I’'m not the princess?’ | said, dmost laughing. That was ridiculous.

My mother’s eyes were sad, and her face drawn. “Dear,” she sad, her nervous gaze darting over my
shoulder to the two men. “Not so loud. | know thisis awkward—"

“How can | not be the princess?’ | exclamed, pulling away. Mydtified, | glanced to my father and
Garrett. It was obvious they had heard me. The prince was red with anger, and my father wore a look of
pained determination.

Garrett stood with his hand upon his sword hilt. “You dare play my family as fools?” he sad
indignently. “We offered you immessurable tracts of land, and you give us insult? Usng lies to null a
sSgned agreement is craven. Wars have started for less, ar!”

My father’s face darkened. “We do nathing of the kind. We fully intend to honor our agreement. We
have a crown princess.” He glanced a me with that same tinge of guilt. “She just isn't Tess, here”

Confounded, | stared blankly a my father. What, by the three rivers, is going on?

My father turned his back upon Prince Garrett and came to the table. | jumped as he cupped my
chin, megting my eyes with a sorrowful expresson. “I'm sorry, Tess. If it was up to me, I'd let you be
queen. You'd have made a good one.”

He looked at Garrett sanding by the beautiful statue. “Prince Garrett,” he said, his voice carrying a
weary weight. “Allow me to explain. Ther€'s been no breach of contract. | introduced Tess as nmy
daughter, nothing more. Any judgments you came to are unfortunate.”

“l am so the princess” | said, looking from my mother’s pinched face to my father. A bad feding
settled over me. No one was laughing.

“No, sweetness,” my mother said. “But you are our daughter. We love you very much. Please don't
make that face”

Garrett hadn’t moved. His eyes were fixed on me. | couldn’t tdl what he was thinking. “If she’s not
the Red Moon Princess, who isshe?’ he asked tersdly.

My father winced. “Ah—we aren't entirdly sure.”
My eyes widened and | stared, not bdieving this was happening. “But I’'m the princess!”

“It was troubled times, Tess, when your sster was born,” my faher sad persuasvey. “The
assassination attempts began the week we found the prophesy painted on the wall, and we had to do
something. There had been alunar eclipse the fal before your sister was born, and it seemed she was the
royd child of prophesy. We sent Kavenlow to find an infant to confuse the assassins, and after the firg
two babies perished, we sent your Ster into hiding.”

“I'm a decoy?’ | exclamed, feding my face warm. “A moving target?’ | looked a them as my
dishdlief whirled into outrage. “Y ou're not even my parents?’
“Of course we're your parents,” my mother protested. “We bought you honestly.”

My bresth seemed to freeze, and a wave of nausea swept me. | hed my hands to my middle Why
hadn't Kavenlow told me? He had known, and never told me. | was a foundling? | was one of three,
lucky enough to survive a prophesy that wasn't even mine to bear?



“We assumed the Stuation would ease, and we could bring her back and raise you together as proper
sgers” my mother pleaded. “But things only worsened. Even to finding assassins among her suitors. We
thought it prudent to wait until she was safdly home before tdling you so as to protect your Sster while on
the road, but between your impatience and Prince Garrett’s early arrivd...” Her hand reached out, and |
drew away, unable to accept her touch.

Garrett was ablur of jerky motion at the edge of my dght as he paced. “Where's the princess?’ He
spun to a stop. “I was promised the Red Moon Princess. Where is she?’

My father diffened at Garrett’s cadlousness. “She is safe)” he said coldly. “The chancellor has been
sent this very afternoon to fetch her.”

May heaven help me, | thought, going cold. It was true. And Kavenlow had known it. He had
known and never told me. | fdt betrayed, trapped. | wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go. It had
dl been alie the fancy dress, the privilege, my entire life. | was a beggar’ s unwanted child. | was bought
and pad for. And Kavenlow, the only soul | trusted with my hidden wishes, had known it and let me live
the lie, making mysdf into afool.

My father stood between Garrett and me. “The joining of Costenopolie and Misdev will take place as
planned in 9x months” he said firmly. “1 gpologize for your misunderganding. There has been no
intentiona deception. You have a bride, Prince Garrett, the same you have been exchanging letters with

this past year.”

| fet | might pass out. | couldn’t seem to get enough air. Who had gotten the letters | had written?
Were the letters | had received in response even redl?

Garrett’s pacing came to an abrupt hat beside the pond. “Six months puts me on the wrong side of
the shipping season,” he muttered. “How far awvay ‘2> she?’

| stared, hearing but not understanding.

My mother’s lips were pressed together, meking her look severe and protective. “Thet is none of
your concern,” she said coldly. “Our chancdlor is bringing her back directly.”

“Who ese knows?” Garrett said tightly. “Who knows this harlot is gutter trash?’

My eyes widened, and | gripped the arms of the chair. | was going to pass out. | knew it. My father's
jaw clenched, and his round cheeks reddened. “Take care, Prince Garrett!”

“Who se?’ Garrett exclamed. “I have aright to know!”
My father was ramrod diff. “Other than us and the crown princess? The chancdlor.”
“No one ds2?’ he ingged, his brow furrowed. “Not even the people caring for her?’

“No,” my mother said. “Chancellor Kavenlow told them nothing. The crown princess hersdf found
out only recently of her true birth so she could properly answer your letters”

“I'm not the princess,” | whispered as the nightmare forced itsdlf into my redlity.
“No, dear.” My mother turned to me.

“I’'m not going to marry Prince Garrett?’ Somehow | sounded plaintive, as if it meant something. But
there wasn't much left to my world a the moment, and | was trying to build on what | had. It was like
making a castle with dry sand. Everything dipped away.

“No.” Her eyes tightened. “And | thank God for that.” Garrett’s breath hissed in, and he spun. His
smooth cheeks were spotted with red. My mother’s face was grim with a repressed anger. “You speak
like a snake, Prince Garrett,” she said. “Your pleasantries are to lull the unsuspecting. You are far too
eager to accelerate the marriage, couching it in a fase concern for your bride. We will hold to our
agreement of marriage, but | doubt if my body-born daughter will ever share a bed with you.”



Clearly surprised, my father blinked. “Wife?’

“He cdlls Tess gutter trash,” she said, gesuring angrily at Garrett. “He wants only the glory promised
by the prophesy.”

Garrett gripped the top of his sword, his knuckles white. “She is gutter trash! And you tried to pass
her off as the Red Moon Princess. Y ou wouldn't dare do that to my brother!”

Hand upon the hilt of his sword, my father stood before the man | dmost wed, shaking in a repressed
anger. “It would be best if you retired to your rooms, Prince Garrett. We will speak again tomorrow.”
His voice was frighteningly cold.

Garrett’s fierce green eyes were unwavering from my father's. “As you say,” he said. He turned to
my mother. “Your Highness” Spinning on a hed, he strode up the wak to the door, his boots loud on
the date.

| sat in shock, blinking a nothing as his steps grew faint and vanished. My mother dropped her head
into her hands and started to slently weep.

I’m not the princess?



Four

The creak of my outer door dosing woke me. Eyes open, | stared into the dimness of the predawn
dusk as Heather rustled about, trying to be quiet. A knot of worry loosened about me, and | stretched
my feet downward to find the hot water bottle. Its warmth was dl but gone, tdling me as clearly as the
lighter black outsde my window that it was dmogt sunrise. Too early for me, but not for wandering,
lustful members of my court.

A amile curled up the corners of my mouth. Hesather was dways sharp to spot a chance to escape the
palace wals Aslong as she didn’t get pregnant, everyone would look the other way, and | enjoyed living
vicarioudy through her. Regttaching buttons was a smdl price to pay for hearing how she had spent her
evening. | just hoped she remembered what | had sent her for.

My flicker of anticipation died. | wondered if Heather would 4ill like me after she found out | was a
beggar’s child.

“Heether?’ | cdled, shame deciding for me that | wouldn't tdl her urtil | had to. “What did you do,
wait while the amith smelted the metd?’

There was a scrape of a foot on the floor insde my room, and | frowned. | could smdl horse. That
waan't Heether.

Head throbbing with fear, | bolted upright, reaching for the knife under my pillow.

“Nuh-uh,” ameasculine voice said, and athick hand gripped my shoulder in a painful pinch. A gasp of
fear escaped me, and | struggled as the man swore and put a hand over my mouth, pinning me to the
headboard. | froze, leaving my knife hidden when | heard the snick of sted againgt legther from a second
men entering my room.

“There now, Princess,” the man holding me said. “See, | tolds you she was a good girl. She only
needs to know what's what.”

The second man grumbled something, his black shadow shifting uneesily from foot to foot. My heart
was pounding, and | was cold. Where were my guards? Why was | adone?

“Now,” the fird said, his moig fingers againg my face dinking of mutton, “Prince Garrett sent us to
fetch you. | can knock your pretty little head and carry you, or you can wak.”

That was a choice?“Wak,” | mumbled around his hand.
He eyed mein digtrugt, his grip on my shoulder tightening until | cried out.
“Gent,” the second said, sounding worried. “Don’'t bruise her. He won't like it.”

The fingers on me dackened, and he stepped back. My pulse raced, and my head throbbed. |
wanted my knife, but it would be usdess agang swords. Where are my guards?

My face went dack, and my breath fatered. Garrett had taken the palace. He had enough men with
him to take the palace! God hdlp us... My parents...

The man danding over me gestured with his bare blade, and | scrambled out of bed before he
reached for me. Stomach clenched, | drew mysdf up and forced my arms down from where | wanted to
dutch them about mysdf in fear and cold. The second man motioned to the door, and | sumbled into
motion. My thoughts were a sckening durry as | went into my outer room, one guard before me, one
behind. It was the fird time | had ever fdt imprisoned by swords, never having had them drawn againgt



meingtead of for my protection.

My nightdress wasn't enough to stop the dawn's chill from soaking into me as | paced the empty hdls
inmy bare feet, becoming more afraid as | went. Most of the lamps had died, and fant cdls and shouts
echoed occasondly. We came into the main receiving room, as large and spacious as the banquet hall.
You could get to anywhere from here, and | stared a a amdl archway beside the dais. Please, no, |
thought. Not the one leading to my parents' rooms. My shoulders eased as the man before me went to
the large archway leading to the solarium.

It was warmer past the heavy oak doors of the indoor garden, the moisture beading up on the ingde
pand. | could smdl the night blooming vine my mother loved, mixing with the early roses. The damp ar
was abam againg my face. The sound of my father’s voice raised in anger was both a rdief and a fear.
“Father,” | whispered, darting round the firgt guard to reach him.

“Hey! Get her!” someone shouted.

| ran down the path to the glow of torches, jerked to a hdt by arough hand when | turned the corner
of the path and found the fishpond. “Mother!” | cried in fear, Sruggling to push the hand about my am
away as the soldier who had caught me apologized to Prince Garrett. My mother was in the grip of a
Misdev guard. Angels save us. There was a knife at her throat.

My attention flicked over the tiled patio. Garrett stood confidently with one foot upon the fishpond's
retaining wal beside my game of thieves and kings. My mother was before him, looking smdl in her
nightdress, pride in the set of her lips and the flash of her eyes. Two guards hdd my father. One had a
bruise on his cheek and a cut lip. My father was swegting, sraining againg ther restraint. His fear chilled
me I'd never seen ny father afraid. It was quiet, with only the sound of water and the fird twitters of
caged birds. The sky beyond the glass was gray with the coming dawn. No one would hear us here. No
one would see.

“Wdl,” Garrett sad as he pulled his foot down and sraightened his uniform’s coat. “Now we can
gat.”

| said nothing, taking my cue from my parents. They looked vulnerable, pulled from their beds in their
nightclothes with their hair rumpled and ther faces bare. They were no longer a king and queen, showing
only their deeper bond of husband and wife. | could see their love and fear for each other. And | knew
Garrett could see it aswell.

Garrett turned to my father. “I'm not going to be delicate about this. Tdl me where the Red Moon
Princessis, or | will cut her throat.”

Shock took my breath away. “No!” | cried. | tried to break free, my knees buckling when the hand
on me sgueezed my arm with an unbearable pressure.

“Tess, no,” my mother said, and the camness of her voice pulled me back from the brink even as the
knife under her ear glinted. “He won't do it. His father doesn’t want a war with us”

Garrett blinked one eye a my father with a mocking downess. “For once we are in agreement. My
father isa coward. He and my brother. They’d quake in their boots if they knew what | was doing.” He
took a step to my father. “Whereisthe Red Moon Princess?’

My father went desperate. With a gutturd groan, he fought to break free. The guards wrestled him to
lie half upon the table, his arms pulled behind his back.

“I'm going to count from five” Garrett said, his breath fast as he came to stand before the table
between my father and my mother.

“Youwon't,” my father said, his face pinched as the guards kept him unmoving.
“Hve” Garrett said, his hands on his hips and his back to my mother and me,



Chin againg the table, my father sent his gaze over Garrett’s shoulder to my mother. Desperation and
fear showed from him. His breath came fast in indecision.

“Don't tdl him, Stephen,” my mother said, standing unafraid with a Misdev knife a her throat. The
men holding her had wide, frightened eyes. His hands shook.

“Four.” Garrett ignored her, fixed entirdy on my father’s fear.
“Don't tdl. Hewon't do it.” My mother’s voice was strong.
Garrett stood unmoving. “Three”

My father’s eyes shot from Garrett’ s to my mother’s. “May?’ he quavered, and the guards shifted to
keep him down.

“Stephen. It's abluff,” she said, dill cam.
“Two,” Garrett said, the word short and clipped.
“May?’ It was frantic with indecison.

“No, Stephen!”

“One”

The word was as devoid of emotion as the ones before. It settled heavy upon my ears. Garrett flicked
his eyes to the guards and nodded.

| stood frozen as the Misdev guard ran his knife across my mother’s neck with a slken sound. Her
eyes widened. Red flowed, drenching her shoulder and side.

“Mother!” | shrieked, jerking into motion. Using nails and fet, | squirmed and twisted. | could hear
my father’ s shouts, and Garrett’s angry demand to hold him. The guard restraining me went to help them,
and | ran to her, crumpled where the guard had dropped her.

“Mother!” | cried, fdling to pull her head onto my lap. Her eyes were open, glazed.
“Tess” she whispered, her eyes unseeing. “Don't think—we didn’t love you.”

“Mother? Mother!” | looked down. There was so much blood between my fingers. | couldn’t stop it.
| couldn’t stop it!

The tenson eased from her, and she went dack. | looked up in ddirium. My father was under a pile
of guards. | could hear him angrily sobbing my mother’s name over and over. Garrett stood over us.
“Thiscan't bered,” | whigpered. “This can’'t be hgppening.”

Garrett’s atention flicked down to me. He reached out, and before | knew what he was doing, he
yanked me up from my mother. She dumped gracefully as if degping, her blood ganing the maoss
between the flagstones. The white of my nightdress was crimson and warm. Garrett pushed me into the
grip of one of his guards. “Her turn,” he said softly.

“May,” my father wept as the men pulled him to hisfeet. “May. Y ou took my May.”

Garrett strode forward and dapped my father smartly across the face. “And I'll take your gutter trull
next if you don’t tdl me where the Red Moon Princessis”

A guard hdd me. Terified, | looked a my father. His grief shone from him, besten and overpowered.
He dumped as the hands holding me tightened. “No,” | whispered plantively, too shocked to do more.
My mother was dead. She had been dive, and now she was dead. The grief and loss in my father’s eyes
when he raised them to mine was like a blow to my middle. | struggled to find enough air.

| tried not to, but | cried out when the guard holding me put the knife, ill red from my mother’s
throat, againg mine. He stank of sweat and fear, and the knife trembled against me.



Garrett’s amile broadened as my father hung unresiding. “She's a the nunnery on Bird Idand,” my
father said, his voice cracking. “Damn you to hel. She's in the mountains on a peak caled Bird Idand.
Leave Tessadone. Please... don't hurt my daughter.”

Garrett leaned close, amug and confident. “Are you sure?’

“Yed” my father shouted, beaten. “Yes. She's there. | swear it. Oh God, you took my May. She's
gone” His head bowed to hide his eyes, and he dumped.

Garrett made a satisfied noise and motioned the guard to take the knife from me.

| took a shuddering gasp of air. My father pulled his eyes up. They met mine from under his mussed
harr faling about his face. My only warning was the tightening of his jaw.

Crying in rage, my father struck at the guards. | broke free of the grip on me a my father’s triumphant
shout as he took another’s sword and drove it deep into its previous owner.

“Run, Tess!” he shouted, magnificent as he fought the Misdev guards in his nightclothes. The softness
I’d dways seen was gone. He swung and parried, swirled and danced in a pattern of movement and
sound given purpose and grace by the grief in his heart. His shouts were thundering vengeance, his blows
carried the might of desperation of aloss never to be paid. He stood over his fdlen love and fought as if
mead, thinking only to assuage the pain in him. Three Misdev guards fdl before him, and Garrett’s brow
furrowed.

“Father!” | shouted as a soldier he thought downed ran my father through from the back.

My father fdtered. Horrified, | watched the second remaining soldier swing his sword in a smooth arc
to land like an ax upon my father's neck. His breath escaping in a pained sound, my father reached
upward. Blood flowed past his fingers. Face confused, he dumped from the table to the floor. His
outstretched hand touched my mother, and he went ill.

“Nol” Garrett shouted, his beautiful face ugly with frustration. “Y ou killed him! | needed him divel”
“He attacked me, Prince Garrett,” the man whined. “Hekilled Terrace”

“You bloody fool!” Garrett shouted, cuffing him with enough strength to send the man staggering. “He
hed to verify the true princess s birth!”

The man scrabbled backward, standing white-faced and shaking. The guard holding me tightened his
orip. Heart pounding, | heard the distant sound of the door opening and feet on the path. Garrett
scowled. Pulling me away from the guard holding me, he said, “Kill him.”

The man who had murdered my father froze. His mouth opened and shut.
“Sorry, Kent,” the soldier said, pulling his blade. “Better you than me”

Kent didn't even try to run. Fdling to his knees, he whispered a prayer, his eyes fluttering closed,
unable to watch.

| turned away, finding my head resting againgt Garrett’s chest. | tried to shove him away, but he
pulled me close. His breath caught as the sound of a sword megting bone thunked through me. My eyes
closed, and | thought | was going to vomit.

“His death is your fault,” Garrett whispered, his bresth moving my har. “The last one there? He's
dead, too. | can't use the red princess now. Who would believe me? Everyone who knows who you are
isgoing to die. Congratulations. Y ou' re royaty again.”

Horrified, | tried to break free. He hdd me tight, his strength far beyond mine. Sobbing, | stomped on
hisfoot, and when his hand got too close, | bit it.

“Sattern!” Garrett exclamed, shoving me at the remaining sentry.



| landed hard, crying out as the men brutdly squeezed my arms. “Damn you, Garrett,” | spat.
Garrett’s face showed a dark anger as he ingpected his pam. It was his sword hand, and | had drawn
blood. “I'll see more of your blood before I'm dead. | promise you!” The words raged from me, hot in
vehemence. | couldn’t look at my parents; | would collapse from the truth.

Garrett stepped close. Green eyes placid, he drew hisarm back and swung theflat of his hand a me.
His pdm met my cheek with an explosion of hurt so unexpected | dmogt didn’'t recognize it as pan. |
reded and would have fdlen had the last guard not been holding me.

“Keep her quiet,” Garrett muttered as two guards came around the corner. Cheek burning, |1 gazed
numbly at them, trying to make sense of it dl. | couldn't.

The oldest paused as he took in the carnage, going ashen behind his salt-and-pepper beard. The
other gave it only a brief glance. He was the only Misdev guard I’d seen who looked the part, being
neither too old nor too young.

Taking off his overdone hat with long drooping black feathers, he stood beside the prince with a
comfortable ease. He wore a black sash @out his narrow wag that the other guards lacked, and |
guessed he was the captain of Garrett’s guards. He stood a good head taler than the prince, strong and
broad of shoulders, in the prime of life

“You sad you weren't going to kill them,” the captain said. His eyes lingered on me. | done was
unhurt in the room, the blood on my nightdress and hands dearly not mine My eyes widened at the
man's audacity.

“It was your men who did it,” Garrett said tightly. “And | don’t need aking or queen, only a marriage.
We have the outer garrisons. In sixteen days, the rest of my men will be here, and we will have the town

and harbor. Until then, we will hold the palace and continue as if nathing has happened. Do you think you
can manage that—Captain Jeck?”’

My eyes widened in understanding. Garrett was going to pass me off as the red princess. He was
going to... He was going to kill Kavenlow!

Garrett flicked hisfar hair from his eyes and frowned at the blood on his uniform’s coat. *“Have your
men managed to find the lagt of the guards?’ he asked as he took it off. Sweat stained his slk shirt
undernesth.

“Yes, Prince Garrett.” 1t was atight admisson, and | could hear Jeck’s frudration for having to take
such abuse from someone so young.

Garrett's smile made a mockery of his handsome face. “Good. Something done right. Lock them in
their own cdlls. They will be oarsmen when we need them.”

| stood in shock. My betrothd plans had been nothing but a ruse. Garrett glanced at me and rubbed
his bitten hand. “Has her room been searched?’

Jeck nodded. A part of me noticed his boots were as well-made as Garrett's, but heavier.

“Put her there,” Garrett said. “And keep someone outside her door. | don't care if it's the Second
Coming, there will be aguard on her. Is that clear, Captan?’

“Yes, Prince Garrett.” Jeck’ s tone was heavy with repressed anger. “And the bodies?’

Garrett had moved to the game board, his bresthing dowing as he took in the shifting of the pieces
that had occurred. My faher's careful plans to snag me had been destroyed, knocked askew in the
daughter. “Bury themin the gardens,” he said as he tipped a piece upright onto the wrong square. “All of
them.”

My stomach twisted. Buried without markers, without rites.



“And, Jeck,” Garrett sad idly. “Have someone run down their chancdlor. HE's headed for a
mountain peak cdled Bird Idand.” The prince nudged a pawn on the dividing line to St dead center on a
black square. “When he joins up with a woman with graight, far hair, 1 want them, and anyone with
them, killed.”

“Yes, Prince Garrett.”
My pulse quickened. | had known it, but to hear it said doud made it tarrifyingly red.

Garrett shifted to the opposite Sde of the board and reached for ablack piece. “Knight takes pawn,”
he said, eying me as he removed the piece and st it aside.

“You'rewhat dime” | said, knowing | would stay dive only as long as he needed me. “You're the
muck we scrape from the bottom of our boats and throw into the chu pits. Starving wolves wouldn't eat
you. Your ingdeswill be drawn out through your nose. Y ou—"

Taking three steps, Garrett closed the gap between us. My eyes widened, and | gasped when he
pulled his sword. Panicking, | twisted to escape. The guard’s grip on me jerked and went dack. | broke
free and ran for the unseen door.

“Catch her!” | heard.

| fdl, my feet pulled out from under me. Scrabbling violently, | twisted. The hed of my pam struck
something. There was a pained grunt, and | was yanked to my feet. It was Jeck, the captain of the guard.
The man held me up off the floor. My pulse hammered, and | froze as his grip bit painfully into my arms.
This one would give me twice the hurt if | struggled.

There was a wet cough from the floor. My gaze darted from Jeck’s eyes to the tiles | took a
frightened breath, unable to look away. The guard had dropped me because Garrett had run him through.
The young sentry writhed on the floor, his blood washing the date tiles as he struggled to rise with little
gurgles, findly faling ill.

“He was the best man | had!” Jeck exclamed in frustrated anger. “Why?’
“l don't have to explan mysdf to you.” A bright flush hid Garrett’s freckles. “ Get her to her room.”

Jeck held me as Garrett wiped his sword clean and sheathed it. The Misdev prince walked past me
without a glance, a frown twisting his youthful face into an ugly mask.

“Let me go!” | demanded when Jeck pulled me down the path in Garrett’s footsteps. My fingers
pried at his grip as Jeck pushed me sumbling through the door and into the hdlway. It was quiet, with
only one Misdev soldier ganding guard. There was a soft dwffle as the old guard followed us out and
closed the door to the solarium.

Garrett was disgppearing around a corner, flanked by two of his own. | twisted, gomping on Jeck’s
foot. He grunted, his grip tightening on my arm. | went Hill. As his fingers loosened, | jammed my elbow
into his gut, and his breath whooshed out. “Hold her,” Jeck gasped, and the old guard grabbed my
shoulders.

“Squirmy little thing, isT't she?” he said, then yelped when | lunged a him, only to be yanked back
before | could reach his eyes. The third man laughed until Jeck barked a him to be slent.
As| fought to get free, Jeck wrenched my arms behind my back and bound my wrists with the black

scaf he took from hiswast. “Let me go!” | demanded, the pain from my shoulders meking tears dart.
My hands were gicky from my mother’s blood. It fdt awful.

“Hold 4ill,” Jeck muttered, jerking me roughly around and flinging me over his shoulder.

Outraged, | kicked my bare feet a nothing. Jeck gave a little hop, resettling me asif | was a sack of
sdted fish. His shoulder cut into me, and | struggled for ar. “Get the room cleaned,” Jeck said tersdly.



“Bury the bodies in the garden. Make it deep enough so the dogs don't dig them up. I've got her dl
right.”

“l said, let me—go,” | wheezed, feding my face redden as Jeck started down the hdlway. “Put me
down. You're acoward. A lackey for a spineless, gutless excuse of aman. Garrett is seaweed caught on
my boat’s ked. HE I kill you as quick as that soldier. HE sacur. A—"

Jeck turned the corner and shifted me from his shoulder to the floor. | made a tiny shriek as | did
from him, struggling to keep from faling while I found my balance. The halway was empty, and | pressed
agang the wal in fear as Jeck stood before me. His arms were as strong and muscled asif he pulled nets
dl hislife His brown eyes were cold, and his jaw clenched under his closgly cropped beard. He sandled
like horse, and my mother’s blood on my nightdress stained his shoulder. “Why did he kill my men?’ he
asked in awhisper.

“W-what?" | sammered, my fear fdtering in surprise. He reached out, and a gasp dipped from me as
he pinned me againg the wal. The stones were cold on my back.

“Why did Prince Garrett kill my best swordsman?’ he asked again.

My chin trembled. | wasn't the princess. If that became common knowledge, Garrett would kill me
and use the red princess despite the problems of ill confidence it might indtill.

Jeck saw my fear, and he jerked me up to push me back into the wal again. | bit my lip, refusng to
cry out again as the stone hurt my shoulder. The man looked only a few years older than | was. He must
be brutd to have gained captain so quickly.

“Tdl me, Princess” he whispered, glancing down the empty hdl. “King Edmund's second son is
reckless. Ambitious, but reckless. | want to get out of this dive. If | like what | hear... I'll let you
escape.”

Hope warred with common sense. Hope won. “Prince Garrett killed hm because he knew | wasn't
the crown princess” | ssammered.

Jeck’ s face went ill. | fdt three pounding heartbeats, and then he breathed, “The red one is on the
road from Bird Idand. The devil takes my soul. Who dse knows?” | said nothing, and he shook me urtil
my head snapped back. “Who ds=?’ he demanded.

“The chancdlor and the red princess” | blurted, frightened. | waited, hope making me hold my
breath. He shook his head a my unspoken question. Despair took me. He wasn't going to let me go.
“No! Please!” | begged as he bent, grasping me about the waist and flinging me over his shoulder again.

| cried and cursed, filling his ear with the foulest language | had overheard on the docks. He ignored
me, not even puffing is he climbed the two flights of gairs to my gpartments. There were two unfamiliar
guards outside my room, and one held the door open. Jeck flung me onto the floor of my dtting room. |
cried out as | hit the rug. The door dammed shut. Sobbing, | twisted and squirmed until 1 got my bloodly,
dicky hands free.

“Coward!” | shouted, flinging an empty pitcher at the door before | even rose. It shattered into Sx
pieces. Running to the door, | locked it from the insde. | soun, looking over the empty room that was
now my prison. There was nothing init to hdp me. Giving up, | flung mysdf onto the couch and cried.

He had killed those | had cdled my parents. He was going to kill Kavenlow. And | was hdpless to
do anything about it.



Five

Standing before my vanity mirror In my outer room, | tugged my skirt down over my narrow hips to
try to make the hem meet the floor. The gray dress | had on was too short, but it and my red underskirt
were the only things | could put on without Heather's help. My eyes closed at the reminder of her. |
hoped she was safe with her young man beyond the walls. The front gates weren't visble from my
window, but what | could see of the grounds looked normd, as did the streets. It seemed as if no one
was even aware the paace had been taken over.

Sumping, | sat on the chair before the mirror with my elbows on the vanity—waiting. The night arr
pooled in my room, meking goose bumps. | didn't care. Pulling my gaze up, | found my eyes red-rimmed
and miserable-looking in the lignt from the fire. My stomach growled, and | turned away, angry that my
body went on while my soul had died. Earlier today, I'd thrown the med the Misdev guard brought me
out the window let it be poisoned. In hindsght, | probably could have chanced it. Garrett needed me
dive until he was sure Kavenlow wouldn't be showing up with the redl princess.

“Kavenlow,” | whispered harshly, fedings of betrayd meking my shoulders tense. He had known |
was a foundling and never told me. The chancdlor had been more available than my parents, in essence
rasng me as he filled my days with diversons when no one ese had the time. And his devotion had
been a lie, | thought bitterly. | had trusted him, loved him as a second father. | couldn’'t be angry with my
parents. They were dead. The blood pounded in my head as | hdd my breath. | wouldn't cry. It had
taken me dl afternoon to stop the firg time.

Hand sheking, | reached for my brush. My day spent wadlowing in sdf-pity had left my cheeks
blotchy and my hair a tangled mat. | welcomed the sporadic jabs of pain as | yanked the brush through
my curls. 1t reminded me | could fed something other than grief and betrayal.

My reflection gray from the dusk, | began methodicdly arranging my hair. 1t seemed likdy | would be
dining with Garrett; | had afew extra preparations. Siffing in a very unladylike manner, | piled my curls
atop my head, binding the topknot together with a black ribbon. | wished | had a black dress to metch it.
Gingerly leting the arrangement go, | pulled my harpin cushion close and plucked one of my decorative
datsfromit. | glanced at my door before | touched the flat of it to my tongue. Immediatdy it went numb.
Sdtidfied the venom was gill potent, | tucked the needle into my topknot.

| had never defended mysdf with my darts before, but | knew firghand what the venom did to me.
Kavenlow had spent the last seven years conditioning me to it until 1 hardly noticed when | accidentdly
pricked mysdf. The convulsions and nausea had been frightening and painful until | passed out, leaving
meill and weak for days until my body developed the daility to throw the poison off quickly. Even now
nmy left leg turned duggish when | was tired. | had risked desth every time. More proof | was an
expendable pawn even to Kavenlow, bought to keep the red princess safe. Angds save me, | was a
fool.

| continued arranging my hair, finding only four needles from yesterday were 4ill good. The lagt had
chipped and gone dry. | threw it into my Stting room fire, nudging the remnants of my nightgown stained
with my mother’s blood into the flames. | had tried to wash, but with only a amdl pitcher of water, | dill
hed a tacky residue on my hands and legs. | refused to look a my trembling fingers, knowing ugly black
dansdill lingered in the cracks of my skin.

Jaw gritted to sed away my grief, | closed my empty jewelry box. Garrett’s guards had looted my
room, finding not only my jewdry but aso my bullwhip, the knife under my pillow, the handful of
unadorned darts | used for practice, and the rope | used to sneak out my window when the moon was



ful and | wanted to wak in the garden.

| stood before the fire and fingered my dart pipe, wondering if it might be recognized as a weapon
and lead to my hairpins being confiscated as wel. Unwilling to chance it, | snapped the wooden tube in
haf and threw it into the fire. I’ d have to get close enough to scratch Garrett. | didn't think it would be a
problem. | was sure he would be here soon—gloating.

An unexpected pain prompted me to close my eyes. They weren't my real parents, | told mysdf.
They used me, bought me in the village like a horse or dog. But even as | thought it, | knew whether
bought or born, | had been ther child. And they had loved me.

My throat closed in on itsdlf, and | forced mysdf to breathe. Garrett had killed them. Tonight, | would
return the favor, sending Garrett’s body back to his father with my regrets, blaming it upon the assassins
who plagued us. Kavenlow might suspect what had redly happened, but | didn't care. The tears pricked,
seducing a headache into existence as | refused to cry. | had thought Kavenlow loved me. It was dl a lie

Everything.
My threatened tears vanished at the sound of a key in my lock. | spun, frightened, as Jeck strode in

unannounced. Past him in the torchlit hallway were two sentries. He tucked the key into an inner pocket.
“Your Highness” the imposing, square-shouldered man drawled, and my heart pounded.

“Knock before you come into my rooms,” | demanded as | wiped the back of my hand across my
eyes. “I may be a prisoner in my own palace, but I'm dill the princess.” | took a fadse strength in that he
would have to treat me as such even though he knew the truth.

“My mistake,” he said and amiled. It looked like an honest reaction, and | wasn't sure what to make
of it. His gaudy hat with the excessive drooping feathers was missng, and | thought he looked better
without it. “Prince Garrett has requested your presence for dinner,” he continued, sanding with his hands
behind his back at parade rest. “I'll carry you if you refuse. You may want to walk, though. He's
undoubtedly going to propose, and you'll want to look your best.” He hesitated, his brow furrowing.
“Don’t you have anything nicer than that to wear?’ he asked.

My mouth dropped open—part anger, part embarrassment. “ Perhapsiif the Misdev dog gave me my
court, | could manage a decent appearance,” | said diffly. “Tdl himif he wants a proper princess, he will
have to supply me with the trgppings. He should check with his guards fird, seeing as they stole my
jewelry.”

A amile quirked the corners of Jeck’s mouth, then was gone. “Prince Garrett has your baubles” he
sad. “Tdl hmyoursdf.”

He reached for my shoulder, and | jerked back. Annoyed, he reached out again, gripping my
shoulder with a painful srength through his soft leather gloves. My affront that he dared touch me warred
with common sense, and | did nothing as he turned so the guards in the hdlway couldn’t see his face. “I
aso found a knife under your pillow, darts, awhip, and enough rope to tie down a bull,” he murmured, a
blatant question in his soft voice and brown eyes. They were the color of earth in the candldight, with
flecks of gold. “It's unusud for a princess to know the art of defense” he breathed, sending a loose
srand of my hair to tickle my neck.

“But I'm not a princess, now, am 17" | whispered, my heart pounding as | shrugged out of his grip.
“So I've been told.” A wary tone had darkened his voice, and he rested his hand upon the butt of his
sword as he gave me avisaud once-over. “Out,” he demanded.

| draped the same black scarf that he had used to tie my hands with earlier over my shoulders like a
shawl of grief, blew out my candle, and went before him. The way was darker than usud, with only every
other lamp lit. We passed no one as Jeck and two sentries escorted me through the slent passages, and
it felt cold. | walked beside Jeck, wondering why he asked the two sentries to dow when it was obvious



| was having trouble keeping to thelr pace. He knew | wasn't the princess. Why did he bother with any
kindness?

| was getting the digtinct impression that Jeck didn't careif Garrett succeeded in his plans to take my
mother’s lands or not. It seemed as if Jeck was waiting, riding the waves until he knew which way the
wind was going to shift. Waiting for Garrett to make a mistake?

My mind whirled as we passed from the corridor into the formd banquet hdl. It echoed with a high
blackness, but awarm ydlow light spilled into the spacious room from the smdl dining room between it
and the kitchen. Jeck took my elbow, his grip tightening when | tried to pull away. “Stop touching me,” |
demanded, and my face burned when he outright ignored me.

We entered to find the room empty but for the long table. There were only two chairs—one a ather
end ingtead of the usud three clustered in the middle—and a wave of grief dmost buckled my knees.
With more grace than | would've credited him, Jeck guided me to a chair and made me St before the
elaborate place setting. | was too upseat to be amused thet | didn't have a table knife. And stting with my
back to the archway to the kitchen instead of the hearth made me uneasy.

“I'll stay,” Jeck said to the guards who had accompanied us. He shifted a step away from me and fell
into a parade rest. “I want Olen as Prince Garrett’s escort, then you're relieved.”

The two sentries left the way we had come. Looking over the familiar room, a pang of heartsickness
settled heavy in my middle. This was where | had eaten most of my meds with my parents. The room
hed no windows but was bright with ail lamps. Stting between the kitchen and the large banquet hdl, it
served as a daging area for food on the occasions we had a large function. There was a fireplace we
used in the winter. Right now the ugly black hole of the empty hearth was hidden behind one of the
cealling-to-floor tapestries that softened the room.

Jeck stood with a relaxed tautness, his well-honed body held 4ill while thoughts unknown occupied
him. | watched his square jaw dternately tense and relax, and | wondered if he would leave when Garrett
came s0 | could kill the Misdev cur with no interference. “Are you the captain of Garrett's guard?’ |
asked suddenly.

Jeck shifted, seeming surprised that | had broken my silence. “1 act in that podtion.”
“What else do you do?’ | persisted, hearing the lack of completenessin his words.
“Keep him dive when he does something foolish,” he muttered.

Nodding, | shifted my empty wineglassto the proper sde of my plate. He was charged with Garrett’s
safety just as Kavenlow had been charged with mine. Garrett had said he was acting without the blessing
of his father. Perhaps Jeck might be open to working againgt Garrett’s interests in order to maintain his
king' s? Starting a war with your neighbor is not undertaken lightly, and embarrassing if your son does it
without your knowledge.

“Jeck,” | said, hedtating as | fumbled for the proper term of respect. “Captain,” | added. “I don't
have the luxury of time to be delicate. Are you King Edmund’s man, or his son's?’

There was a creak of leather as he looked at me, then away. “You are a nosy woman.”

My boot tapped slently under my skirt. “I won't st idy by and let Costenopolie fdl to Prince
Garrett,” | said as | turned the plate so the pattern was right side up.

Jeck made a puff of amusement. “Prince Garrett’s chances of success are excdlent. And you have
overestimated your reach, Princess. I'm charged by my king to protect his son. I'll kill you before | let
you harm him.”

It wasn't a boast—it was a Smple statement—but | was too drained to be afraid. My eyes rose a
the soft cadence of boots in the banquet hall. Garrett entered, accompanied by the old sentry from this



afternoon. Three men, | thought as the older man took up a podtion behind Garrett. 1 had four
needles—two of which would be needed to kill Garrett. The odds were not danted enough in my favor.

| was shocked to find mysdf thinking Garrett looked dl the more handsome. He entered the room
with a poise and confidence that hid the ugliness of his true nature. His fair hair had been dicked back,
and his jawline was firm. Moving with a predatory grace, his every motion screamed of his comfortable
expectation of supremacy. But then | noticed his riding boots gave him more height than he deserved.
And when he met my eyes with a cold distaste, my impresson of him reversed from a powerful man to a
spoiled child.

Garrett’s brow rose mockingly as he took in my subdued attire and black shawl. He had changed into
amore decorative uniform. Gold glittered from his deeves and collar, and | wondered if they were my
father's adornments. Yes, my father, | thought as grief pulled my eyes down. My entire life was a lie, but
they had been my parents, and | would have my justice.

“Princess Contessa,” Garrett said with no emotion. He went to the far seat, not bothering to take my
hand in gredting as | deserved and so denied me the pleasure of kicking his shin. “How gracious of you to
jon mefor dinner,” he added as he shook out his ngpkin and sat.

| let minelay whereit was. | had no intention of eating, Sarving though | was.

“Olen, tdl the cook we're ready,” Garrett prompted irady, as if his sentry should know the niceties
of polite dining as wel as how to plit an opponent with three strokes. My pulse hammered as the old
guard went into the kitchen passage behind me. Two men; four darts. Olen would be back. | had to get
Garrett done. My foot under my dress jiggled nervoudy.

“Slent? Garrett said, and my eyes flicked to his. “Good,” he said as he poured a glass of wine for
himsdf. “Stay that way.”

| dilled my foot. “You are a cur,” | sad softly, knowing my words would carry in the smdl room.
“I’'m going to send you homein a box. Therewill be holes for flies By the time you get to your fether, he
will see as dearly as | the maggots that infest you.”

Garrett sipped his drink, his amused gaze going from mine to Jeck’s. The captain shifted himsdf
closer to me. His leather-gloved hand rested upon his sword hilt.

“| like you better dlent,” Garrett said.

“Your father will thank me” | predicted. “He sent you to marry into my family’s blood, not destroy it.
Hewon't like you dtering his plans.” Garrett’s pae face colored, and | guessed | had found a sore spot.
“Second sons are dways a problem,” | added, and he clenched his jaw. There was a scuff behind me,
and | diffened as Olen returned.

“It will be afew moments, Prince Garrett,” the guard said as he took up his spot again.

“Good.” Garrett’s once-beautiful green eyes were ugly, and his smooth cheeks were red with anger.
“I’'ve something for you.” He rose from his chair and set his ngpkin aside. My stomach tightened as he
approached, and my fingers trembled & the chance to dart him. My eyes flicked to lesk. He was
watching closely, and | forced my breathing to dow.

Garrett took ahandful of green, purple, and slver from his pocket. | recognized the familiar sound of
diding stones and metd as jewdry. | held desthly gill as Garrett went behind me. | sifled a shudder as
my scarf did from me like water to make a black puddle upon the floor. He draped a necklace in its
place. Green and purple stones so dark as to be dmogt black decorated it, making an obscene show of
privilege. It was extravagant and heavy with wedth. My proposa gift. “That's for you,” he sad as he
stepped away. “Now we can wed.”

“Why awedding?’ | said, refusng to look at it. “'Y ou have what you want.”



“By force,” he admitted as he resettled himsdf in his chair. His elbows went on the table, and he
leaned forward, looking entirdy reasonable and plessant. “I want it legdly, as wel. | won't leave an
opening for my father to take my kingdom to add to his own. | will prove to him that I’'m more worthy
then my brother. Once the rest of my men get here, 1 will secure your ships and harbors. You will be
coronated shortly after that, followed by our marriage.”

“Thenmy deeth?’ | said caudicdly, though | was shaking insde.
His face was sckeningly indifferent. “That’s up to you.”

“My parents are dead,” | said, making my words harsh so | would fed nothing. “Do you think no one
will notice?’

“Oh, | expect them to.” He picked up his table knife and idly balanced it upon the tip of a finger. “I
have their crowns, and that is what makes a sovereign.” He amiled. “That and one's birth. But you know
dl about that, don’t you? The survivors are the ones who write the history books. What does it matter to
the common man who sits on the throne?” He set the knife down. “No one will care, Princess, as long as
the goods keep moving.”

Disgusted, | undid the necklace' s clasp and threw the jewdry across the room. It hit the floor in a pile
of glittering stone and meta. The old sentry behind Garrett shifted. Jeck never moved, quietly weatching.

Thinlipstight, Garrett rose to retrieve it. “How long you live after we consummate our marriage is up to
you. Therewill be no children. Y ou won't be dlowed to carry them to term.”

He paced the length of the table to me, his anger hidden but for the sharpness of his steps. Jeck was
poised as Garrett replaced the necklace. | kept my hands in my lap with a white-knuckled strength. I'd
never dart dl of them. | had to get Garrett to make them leave.

“If you are troublesome I'll feed you to your dogs” Garrett whispered in my ear from over my
shoulder. “Be agreeable, and I'll Imply treat you like one.”

My breeth came and went. Anger, | thought, my hands beginning to sweat in ther tight grip. Garrett
was reckless when he was angry. If | could make him angry, he would want to remind me | was a
guttersnipe. He couldn’t do that properly unless the sentries Ieft, especidly his more vauable captain.

The beginnings of an idea set my heart to hammer. | waited until he sat down and took up his wine
before | yanked the necklace off, sngpping through the clasp. It reached the wall this time. There was a
crack of ajewd bresking.

Garrett's face reddened. “Gutter trull,” he snarled, ganding so quickly his char scraped agang the
gonefloor. “You broke it!”

“Princess” | indgsted, meking the word as imperididic as | could. “Put that on me again, and I'll toss
it into the harbor’ s chu pits the first chance | get.”

“It would suit you better then, wouldn't it,” he said, his perfect hair shifting out of place.

“Look a you,” | mocked. “Coming to the table andling of horse and with dust on your boots.
Y ou're nothing but an unwanted extra son to be sold for your father’s gain.”

“Shut your mouth!” he cried, his refined voice harsh.
“Don't speak to mein that tone,” | demanded. “I am Y our Highness or Princess.”

Garrett crossed the room in tight strides. “You two, get out,” he said to the guards, but his eyes were
on me. Hisfingers were trembling, and his freckles were logt behind his red face.

My pulse raced, and | worked to keep victory from my eyes. “Second son,” | goaded. “Worthless
but for what a woman can give him.”

“Leave us,” Garrett sad through gritted teeth. “1 have a few words of love | wish to speak to my



bride, and | am—shy.”

Olen edged to the door, but Jeck stood firm. Garrett took his murderous eyes from mine “I sad
leavel” he demanded.

“Prince Garrett, I'm againg this Sheis—”

“A woman!” Garrett said, spitting the words. “Get out.”

“Thisisamigake—’

Garrett diffened. “Get—out,” he repeated. “Don’'t contradict me again.”

A musde near Jeck’s eye twitched. | diffened as he moved, not to the door, but to me.

“What are you doing?’ Garrett exdlamed as Jeck took a cord from his pocket and began binding my
unressing handsinmy lap.

“Securing her before | go, Prince Garrett.” His words were clipped and seethed with frugtration. |
could smdl his sweet of repressed anger as his one hand gripped both my wrigts.

“Get out!” Garrett shouted, cuffing the larger man. His raised voice brought a Misdev guard from the
kitchen, looking awkward wearing an gpron in his new role of cook. “I don't need a woman tied up
before me. Get out before you' re whipped!”

| shivered, though the anger in Jeck’s eyes wasn't directed at me. The cord dipped from my wrids
and disappeared into Jeck’s pocket. The guard from the kitchen eased back into hiding, and the old
sentry stood uncomfortably by the archway to the banquet hall.

“Prince Garrett,” Jeck said flatly, “my apologies.” He turned on his hed and Ieft with Olen going fird.
| didn't watch him leave. | couldn’t. If Jeck recognized the victory in my eyes, | knew he would risk a
whipping and stay. The sound of Jeck’s thick boots was loud in the banquet hdl, and | swore | heard the
painful thump of something, or someone, hitting the wall.

“Hisfather was afarmer,” Garrett said scornfully. “The breeding dways shows.”
“Oh,” | sad lightly. “Y our mother ran on dl fours, did she?’

Garrett lunged, grabbing my arm and pinching it painfully. “You may want to shift your grip higher,” |
taunted, ignoring the hurt. “Mogt of my dresses show my am there. It would be a shame to leave a
bruise for everyone to see.”

“Beggar’s get!” he said, yanking me out of my chair, and foraing my back onto the table. “You're my
play-pretty,” the prince said, his beautiful face ugly. “Nothing more. Irritate me, and I'll hurt you. Even a
queen is done from time to time, and you will be done more than mogt, supid woman.”

My eyes narrowed, my arm aflaming agony where he was gripping it. “Are you through?’ | said, and
his green eyes became choleric. He yanked me up. | reached for aneedle. | jammed it into his chest.

Garrett sumbled back, rdeasng me. “Saitern!” he cried, plucking out the dart and throwing it to the
floor. “I'll beat you mysdf for that!”

| scrambled sideways dong the table as he grabbed for me. But his stance wavered. Face ashen, his
hesitated. He met my expectant expression in horror, redizing the needle was more than decoration. His
mouth opened, and he clutched a his chest. He made a strangled moan. | watched, shocked and
horrified a how fast he crumpled to the floor.

Heart pounding, my gaze darted from one empty archway to the other. How much time?1 thought as
| kndlt by the convulsing prince. “You're a Misdev dog,” | whispered, knowing from experience he
would remember everything until he passed out. *Y ou're foolish and ambitious, and your father will thank
me for ridding him of such a dangerous combination.”



“N-n-n-n-n,” Garrett sammered, his eyes ralling back and his limbs jerking. Foam caught a the
corners of his mouth. He was terrified, and rightly so. Not knowing if you would be &ble to stop jerking
long enough to take a dean bresth was enough to make one insane. | wiped the sweat of remembered
fear from my hands, glad when he passed out, hislimis going dack and 4ill.

“Cur,” | muttered, fedingill as | rolled him over so | could see his shoulder. Rulling another needle
from my topknoat, | lifted his collar. I"d take hislife as easly as arabhbit’s.

“Prince Garrett,” came Jeck’ s voice from the banquet hal. There was the sound of boots.

| took a panicked breath. Jeck crashed into me, knocking me from Garrett. The scent of horse filled
my senses. | jammed the dart into Jeck where his jerkin parted to show skin.

“Damn,” | heard him pant, but his grip tightened instead of fdling from me as expected. He pinned me
to the floor. My arm was dlill free, and | scrambled for another dart. Why wasn't he going down!?

Panicking, | scratched his neck with the new dart to leave atrall of blood. His fingers went dack. My
breath whooshed out as his deadweight fdl upon me. His breath came in a quick heave. | could fed the
beginnings of tremorsin him.

| franticaly shoved him off me, aready gripping my last dart. Crouched, | waited a bresthless
moment, then gathered my skirts and crept to the archway. | peeked around the corner to find the dining
hdl empty and dark. Satisfied no one had heard, | turned.

Garrett was unconscious, but Jeck was't. Not only was he dill awake, but he had pulled himsdf into
a gtting podtion againg the wall. He watched me through eyes weaving in and out of focus. His large
body mass wasn't enough to explain how he could ward off the effects of two darts. He must have a
shade of immunity, and | wondered where he had gotten it. The look in his eyes made it clear he knew |
was going to kill his prince.

Shaking indde, | went over to where Garrett lay. | crouched and brushed aside a fold of doth to
show skin not yet toughened by age, ill freckled and smooth. He was no older than | was. My fingers
trembled. | had never taken anyone'slife

| was suddenly sickened. My eyes closed as revenge hitterly cried for justice. “He killed my parents,”
| whispered, trying to become angry. Garrett shuddered, unconscious. | cursed my indecison, nmy
weakness. He deserved degath for what he had done.

“No,” | said with a frantic exhdaion and pulled away. Killing hm now was a misake. Garrett’'s men
had the paace and outer garrisons. Unless | had control of the palace, King Edmund would descend
upon mein retdiation, finishing what his son started. | couldn’'t retake the palace done. | needed help.

My eyes rose, and my stomach churned. | needed the chancellor. | needed Kavenlow.

Tucking my last dart back into my topknot, | went to Jeck. He was shivering from the venom. | was
impressed; he ought to be dead. He watched me, his eyes showing pain but no fear, waiting to see which
way the wind would blow. “I won't make my people go to war over a stupid man's death,” | whispered.
“I'm leaving to get help, not fleesing—and I’'m giving Garrett the chance to escape. Tdl your king | spared
his son’s life once. I'll kill im if he is dill in my palace when | return.” | glanced to the kitchen at the
sound of the cook coming up the passage.

“But you—aren't—the Red Moon Princess,” Jeck grunted, his mustache twitching as he forced the
words past hislips.

He was right, and | blinked. I’ d forgotten. | leaned close, knowing | only had a moment. “1 am now,”
| said, shoving him over and making sure he had a good view of the wall.

A sound of outrage dipped fromme as | saw the hilt of my bone knife showing from behind the hem
of hisjerkin. “That'sming” | said, teking it in a flash of salf-righteous anger.



It was light in my grip, but | fet safer for having it, patry as it would be agangt a sword. Garrett's
necklace | left where it was. | didn’'t want anything he had touched, and sdling it would only start a trall
to me.

The glow of approaching lights in the large hdl brought my head up. “Chu pitd” | swore under my
breath. Thiswas not what | needed. | looked franticaly a the kitchen passage. The cook was coming. |
had nowhere to go. My eyes it upon the covered fireplace.

| dove for it, settling the tapestry behind me with a dlent prayer that no one would see the soft
movement. | had hidden here a score of times while playing hide-and-seek as a child. | crouched, trying
to dow my breathing. Hide-and-seek, | thought as the cook entered and shouted for help. Only this time,
my life hung on the outcome.



Six

| heard the cook’s boots fater. Stooping, | found the thin spot in the tapestry I’'d made as a child.
The peephole was lower then | recdled, and my knees complained. The scent of old ash tugged a me,
threstening to tickle into a sneeze. | hed my breath, ssomach tight with tenson.

“Guardd” the cook cried, retaning the presence of mind to dide the tray onto the table before
lurching to Garrett. “He' s dive” he whispered as he bent low over his prince. Jeck lay dumped beside
him, ignored. | couldn’t help but shirk back from the curtain when Olen and three sentries clattered into
the room with drawn swords.

“Here,” the cook caled. “Get him up. Help me get him up! Up off the floor.”

“We were only gone amoment!” Olen said as dll five lifted Garrett to lay him prone on the table. The
tray of food was dmaost pushed onto the floor. “Where s the princess?’

My legs trembled, and | tried to swdlow as the soldier-turned-cook spun. His hand dapped his
sword where it hung over his apron. “ She didn’'t come through the kitchen! | swear it!”

Please, | thought, don’'t ook for me here.

Olen pointed to the youngest of the three guards. “You,” he demanded, “roust the guard to find her.”
The sentry ran from the room, and | fdt dizzy from rdief. Olen knelt by Garrett. “Give me the wine. Let’'s
get some of it into him.”

“No wing” came a thin croak, and my gaze darted to where Jeck lay. “He might choke on it,” he
sad, shifting himsdf upright on an elbow.

“Captain!” Olen said, his expresson easng as he went to help him. “What happened?’

My stomach quivered. | was impressed. Jeck had more willpower than | had ever seen in a man. His
dearing gaze darted over the room as he dragged himsdf into a chair. | cutched my dagger in one hand
and my needle in the other, but he never looked at the tapestry.

Garrett’s breath turned into heavy wheezes. Jeck leaned across the table to tilt the prince's head to
the sde. It was none too soon, as Garrett vomited, covering the table and floor with his last med. |
swdlowed hard, forcing back my own gorge at the amell.

“Clean that up,” Jeck said, taking control of the Stuation though he couldn’'t yet stand. The cook
vanished into the kitchen. “He's going to live” Jeck said to Olen. Brow gligening with sweat, Jeck
reached for Garrett’ s wine, gulping it.

“What happened?’ Olen asked again as he refilled the glass with a sheking hand.
Jeck took adow breath asif rdishing the ability to do so. “ She poisoned him.”
Olen diffened. “Poison!”

Jeck nodded, his face pale under his tan. “ She must have had it on her when | searched her room.”
Jeck went dill, and | could dmogt see his thoughts. What else had he missed? | wondered for him, my
eyes narrowing in satisfaction.

The cook returned with a bucket and scented candle. He lopped up the mess as two guards tended
to Garrett: loosening his dathing, wiping the vomit from his face, generdly accomplishing nothing as the
prince struggled to regain consciousness. His hands ingffectively tried to push them away. “She vanished
into air,” one of the guards said, his face drawn. * She didn’'t come through the kitchen or the hall!”



“Fool,” Jeck said harshly as he took a swalow of wine. “She's just fagter than you.” He set the glass
down as Garrett started to cough, his entire body shaking.

“Hedp him up,” Jeck ordered, and Garrett was pulled into a Stting postion atop the table. The prince
looked repulsve, pade and vomit-strewn, il shivering from the venom. A swollen bruise was on his
upper chest where the dart had punctured his skin. He would probably wear it for days, and | knew the
use of hisleft am might be impaired even longer.

“Whereis she?’ Garrett panted, his bloodshot green eyes weaving in and out of focus.
Olen stood at a diff attention, worry clear in hiswrinkled face. “We're looking—"

“Hnd her!” Garrett cried. He hunched into himsdlf as his shout instigeted a violent cough. Pushing the
fumbling guards away, he ralled into a chair.

Garrett and Jeck were gtting at the same table, and my eyebrows rose. There was a heartbeat of
slence before Jeck lurched to his feet. The large man leaned heavily on the table. “You and you,” he
sad, pointing a two guards. “Escort Prince Garrett to his rooms. Keep the fire high. Stay with him. He
may convulse again.”

I nodded a hidden agreement. Garrett was coming out of it too fast not to have a relapse.

Jeck took another gulp of wine. “Olen, pull everyone not guarding the palace’ s sentries. Search from
the wdls inward. No tdling how far she's gone. Keep the interior of the garden walls manned. Don't give
them torches. They'll ruin their night vison.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Jeck’ s voice was steady and unhurried, seeming to make the ar in my chest tremble. Garrett moaned
and doubled in pain. My eyes narrowed in satisfaction. I'd done wdl letting him live. Desth would have
been merciful. When | did kill him, it would be painful. My eyes closed as | remembered the warmth of
my mother’s blood on my hands and the fear in my father’s voice. | would make it painful. | would make
him hurt.

“Get off of mel” Garrett protested as two guards tried to lift him. His words were badly durred, and
his eyes were glassy. “ Get your—filthy—hands—off me!” The sentries backed up, too inexperienced to
know what to do. “I want that whore now!” he demanded, focus wavering.

Jeck put his hands behind his back and straightened. His face was drawn, but it had dready regained

its normd color. His immunity couldn’'t have been an accident, and that worried me. “We're looking,
Your Highness” he said. “I have set up a perimeter—"

“Worthless famer!” Garrett shouted, sartling me. | jumped, my shoulder bumping into the black
stones. “You let her poison me! I'd be safer with a chu dinger.”

Jeck’s jaw clenched, and he stared fiercdy a a spot over Garrett’ s shoulder.
“Who searched her room?’ Garrett asked, his voice virulent and his head weaving.
“l did, Prince Garrett,” Jeck said tightly.

A tremor shook Garrett as the venom began reasserting control. “Get me a whip,” the prince said.
No one moved. “1 want awhip!” he shouted, lurching to his fedt.

My mouth fl open as Olen strode out. Garrett was going to flog Jeck? | fdtill. I'd never withessed a
flogging, but I’ d seen ther aftermath in the Streets.

The two young guards approached Jeck, backing off at the murderous look he gave them. Mations
abrupt and short, Jeck removed his legther jerkin. It hit the table beside the cooling tray of food. His
black linen shirt was next, but this he carefully folded. He stood directly before me with the table between
us | stared wide-eyed, blinking.



| had been raised as a princess. Was | chaste? Of deed, perhaps, but not thought. | had stolen my
share of kisses and caresses in dark corners at eaborate functions when the laughter flowed and the
music played. Usudly the young nobleman was more inexperienced than |, anxious and sammering.
Worried about being caught. Worried about not being caught. Worried about that damned prophesy.
Even so, | was not such an innocent that the sght of a bare torso would fluser me. But Jeck... |
swalowed and held my breath.

Burning chu pits. The man is magnificent. His shoulders were marred with old white scars, but
they were as srong and smooth as the blackamith’s. His skin was dark from the sun, looking like
well-oiled wood as his muscles bunched and eased as he moved. | could see every linethat ran down his
abdomen to vanish beneath his trousers. His power was clearly born from long hours with a blade. No
longer hidden behind the disguise of dothing, his every movement possessed the unconscious grace of a
predator. He was beautiful. And I'd never seen hislike.

Olen returned and apprehensvely extended a short black-stained whip to Garrett. The prince
snached it, his expresson ugly. “Hold him down,” he demanded.

Jeck shook his head, his hands clenched as he leaned over the table and braced himsdf. My eyes
followed a puckered scar cutting a ragged peth across his sde. It hadn’t hedled as wdl as the others.
There was afant red mark on his chest where my dart had found him.

“Let me remind you,” Garrett sad as he staggered to stand behind him. “You are here to keep me
alive!”

He swung the whip a hislast word. It met Jeck’s back with a crack. | jumped, startled. Jeck tensed,
his eyes saring straight ahead at the tapestry. It was asif he was looking & me, and | backed up from the
mugly fabric. Olen reached to catch Garrett as he sumbled, thrown off balance by his swing.

“It'sthe only reason you are here!” the prince said. The whip descended, the blow harder this time.
Jeck’ s eyes narrowed as his anger grew. My mouth went dry, and | bit my lip.

“Another lgpse,” Garrett said, “and you'll be chained with the dave detall, Captain Jeck!”

The prince nearly fdl as the whip met Jeck again, the poison’s effects returning. Olen caught him, and
Garrett hung in his grip, his face white. “Find her. Bring her to me” he panted.

Garrett threw the uncoiled whip a Jeck’s back. | started as it hit hm and did to the floor. “Finish
whipping him,” Garrett rasped. “Do it properly.”

They weren’'t done? | thought in horror.

| didn’'t move as Garrett was dl but carried out by a sentry. Olen looked at the remaining guard, then
Jeck. “He's going to kill us, Captain,” he said softly. “Taking a palace with boys and old men? We're
spread too thin, and what we have are poor soldiers a that. Haf-trained and better at guiding a plow or
chopping vegetables than to stland where you tdl them.”

“He gave you an order,” Jeck said. His voice was low with a barely leashed anger.

Olen edged the whip away from Jeck’ s boots before bending to pick it up. Taking Garrett’s place, he
pulled his am back and swung, grunting with the effort. The leather hit Jeck with a loud, soul-bresking
crack. My air hissed in, my hand going to my mouth. It was nothing like Garrett’s blows. Jeck’s head
jerked, and his eyes bulged at the sudden, red pain.

Taking no pause, Olen svung again. Garrett had been weak from the venom; Olen was not. He was
udng dl his strength to drive the cord into Jeck’s flesh. It came away red with blood. My pulse pounded,
and | watched, horrified but unable to look away.

A third gtrike, and Jeck grunted. His grip on the table went knuckle-white. The muscdes in his neck
became cords. His teeth showed as he gritted them. My eyes went hot with tears.



| looked away at the fourth strike, unable to watch Jeck’s eyes glaze with pain. So it was that | only
heard the fifth strike and Jeck’s groan. | was shaking, holding a hand over my mouth to keep 4ill. It
wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t. How could someone do thet to a person?

“Hve drikes, Captain,” Olen said somberly. There was a hesitation, then, “ Get the surgeon.”

“Wait.” It was a breathy exhdation, and | looked through the tapestry, my eyes wet. Jeck lowered
himsdf into a chair. He put his elbows on the table and leaned forward to keep his back from touching
anything. “Put someone in Prince Garrett's rooms. | don't care if he threatens to have us burned dive.
He s going to have a relapse. The venom isn't out yet.”

“Captain?’ the young guard questioned as he gingerly coiled up the whip.

“Go,” Jeck said. He took adow breath. “And put a guard outside the chancellor’s room immediately.
No oneinor out. Send the surgeon to wait for me there.”

“Yes, Captain.” Olen nodded, and the two left.

Kavenlow? | wondered. Why was Jeck interested in a chancellor?

Theroom grew quiet as the sound of their boots in the banquet hdl diminished. Sharp and hitter, the
grd| of vomit and blood mixed with the scent of cooked mest and the ash in the flue. Over it dl was the
candle the cook had brought in, adding pine and rosemary to the mix.

Jeck’s head lifted. His face was haggard, but his eyes were intent. He was ligening.

Blood humming in my ears, | eased back from the musy tapestry, my grip on the dagger going
sweaty. | was sure he could hear my pounding heart. Only doth separated us.

“You should have killed him, Princess” he said, and | froze, panicking. Sowly Jeck levered himsdf
up, his eyes on the table. My pulse dowed at his vacant stare. He was tdking to himsdf. “You should
have killed either him, or me, or both. | will wring your neck mysdf before | give you the chance to ham
hm again.”

| hdd my breath as a wave of vertigo took me. Don’'t find me. Don't.

Jeck prodded his chest where my dart had hit him. He grunted in surprise as he plucked out the
broken tip of the needle and flicked it to the floor. Sow from pain, he gathered his bdongings, hestaing
briefly before scooping up my scarf as wdl. Cradling everything in one arm, he took a dab of meat from
the tray and shoved it in his mouth. He wiped the juice from his beard as he |ft, never looking back.

| waited along time hidden in the hearth, wondering if Jeck was right.



Seven

My eyes were on the archway to the kitchen as | dipped from behind the tapestry. The smdl of roast
meset lingered, though the platter was gone, taken to feed Garrett’'s men, I'd wager. It didn't matter. |
was shaking too badly to be hungry.

Snatching a napkin, | wiped the soot from the soles of my boots, then bent to smear my footprints
into a blur. | wedged the ngpkin in a crack in the chimney and turned. Hegther was the only one to have
found mein the hearth, and it had been my own fault, having left black footprints while checking the door.

Heather, | thought, praying she was ill beyond the palace wdls and safe.

I hdd mysdf ill, ligening. It was surprisngly quiet, Snce the saff was dead or gone, and most of the
soldiers were in the garden. Hopelessness pinched my forehead. | couldn’t fight Garrett’'s men; | was
amog hdf their weight and had only one dart and a decorative knife. | had to get out. The quickest way
was through the kitchen.

Putting more faith in my dart than my dagger, | tucked the bone blade at the smdl of my back and
edged down the tunnd until a muted conversation brought me to a hdt. Breeth held, | peered around the
cold stone. The sword belted about the cook’s apron made him look ridiculous. | was sure he and the
sentry leening casudly againg the table had been told to watch the door, but they were far more
interested in the brace of squab over the largest hearth, the fat dripping down to spurt into flame.

Beyond them was the moonless night. The door was open to let the heet of the kitchen escape. |
didn’'t know whether to be thankful or insulted they thought | was <0 little a threat. My gaze flicked from
the door to them. It was so close, | could amell the dew.

The soldier-turned-cook spun to show a satisfied amile on his round face. “Leave your grubby hands
off,” he said sharply, looking far happier in his new postion of cook than | would have expected. He hdd
apan under a squab and basted it. “Them's for the prince.”

“Aw hean't gonnamiss aleg,” the other said, leaning close with his Angers twitching. “You said he
soilled his guts like a pregnant womean.”

“You touch ‘em, and I'll cut your burning fingers off!” the cook threatened as he turned to set the
badting pan aside. “I want them pretty, not torn gpart.”

As| expected, the second man reached for the birds. Tharr backs were to me. | bolted to the door,
shocked when a new wave of dizziness shook me. Muscles suddenly shaking, | skittered around the
archway and put my back to the outsde wal. My shoulders tensed as the cook shouted, then | dumped
when | redlized he was ydling a his companion.

Out, | thought as ther argument grew louder. | had made it. Fingers gripping the cold stone | was
pressed agand, | ligened to my heart pound, panting while the unred feding began to pass. The
sensation was akin to having accidentaly pricked mysdf on one of my darts, and | put my fingertipsin my
mouth, looking for the tdltde bitter bite of venom. There was only the taste of ash. The dizziness mug be
from my hunger. | hadn’t eaten dl day.

The ar was cold, and | shivered in my thin dress. Gaining the garden had been very much like my
games of hide-and-seek as a child. Easier, dmog, as it was night. It had generdly come as a surprise
whenever Kavenlow woke me from a sound deep and bundled me off to a remote corner of the palace,
announcing to dl at breakfast thet the fird to find me got my dessert that night. | had usudly spent dl day
skulking through the palace to reach Kavenlow’ s safe tree, pilfering my lunch from the kitchen or gardens



as | went.

The working-class children who were my playmates were dways delighted, since my hide-and-seek
took precedence over their usud chores. Sentries replaced them when | was older, and Kavenlow got a
lot of resstance until he told the captain it was good practice ferreting out assassins for his men. It had
been then that my ddlight in the game blossomed into dmaost an obsession as | outsmarted the very men
st to keep me safe. But this time, | thought as my amile of remembrance fdtered, if I'm caught, |
won't forfeit my dessert, I'll forfeit my life.

Taking a steadying breath, | tucked my last dart back into my topknot and crouched. The sound of
gpproaching voices jolted meinto mation, and | did into the kitchen’s outdoor firepit. Pushing up on the
heavy oak cover, | did it hdf over me. The sharp smel of ash and burned fat was an assault, and | kept
my breething shdlow to keep from coughing. The pit was 4ill warm from lagt night's dinner. Shifting
uneadlly in the defunct cods, | poked my head above ground leve to see a pair of sentries.

They were hdfheartedly beating the bushes with the flat of ther swords as they complained loudly of
ther interrupted dinner and how this was a waste of time because | was probably crying at the back of a
clost. If dl of Garrett’s men were this inexperienced, I'd have a chance. Even the stableboy had known
the vadue of stedth while playing hide-and-seek.

The two passed. Feding tense and ill, | waited until their voices vanished before | eased out of the pit.
| stank of burned fat, and a dark stan of grease smeared my elbow. | was a mess.

Taking a steadying breath, | checked for lights and ran to a smdl grove of trees, skidding to a hdt
among them. The gray of my dress mixed with the shadows. Moonrise would bein a few hours; | had to
be over thewdl by then. Breathlesdy | waited for any sound of pursuit. There was none.

Jttery and nervous, | gathered my skirts to keep them from snegging and eased through the amdll
grove. Almog logt againg the black sky was my god: the only tree in the garden whose branches
reached over the paace wadls. It was Kavenlow's safe tree, and | frowned, redizing he had taught me
the many paths to reach the one way out usng games and diversons.

Lights and noise pulled my gaze up. My pulse quickened. They were far enough away for me to
move, but not for long. | glanced the other way, then ran for a dull shimmer of rocks.

My breath came in time with my soft footfals on the damp grass. | dowed to a hunched crawl as my
boots scraped on the loose scree. The pile of rock was from a stone arbor, left where it had fdlen after |
had said it made a grand place for snakes and butterflies to overwinter.

Dropping down, | fdt for the amdl depression | had scraiched out nearly a decade ago. It was too
shdlow to provide much cover now that | was twice as big, and | fdt exposed, crouched beside the
rocks. They were warm yet from the sun, and | pressed againg them.

The sound of a dog chearfully barking seemed to freeze my heart. “Banner,” | whispered in dismay,
recognizing him. They had loosed the dogs to find me. And they would, wagging their tails and licking my
face.

“Down. Down!” a sentry shouted, hardly a boy by the sound of it.

Please, no, | thought desperately, knowing if I moved Banner would find me al the sooner. | peered
over the rocks to see a digant light. My hope sank as a sudden pacing and heavy bresth came out of the
dark.

“Dog!” | heard a deeper voice cdl, and the digtant torch bobbed. “Whatcha find, dog?’

The large wolfhound stood poised, ligening. Histal began to wag. | sank miserably down as he made
a bedine to me from across the open space, leaving the sentries behind. His wet nose pushed into my
hand, and he licked the grease from my elbow. “Go away,” | hissed, but he wanted to play. “Bad dog!” |



whispered, and his swinging tall faltered. He whined, his paws as big as my hand dmost pushing me over
as he wanted to know what he had done wrong.

“Oh, you'reagood dog,” | said in dismay, fondling his ears as | forgave the massve animd. “ Good
dog.” Wishing he would be 4ill, | peeked over the rocks. The lights were closer. | looked to the wall,
then back. | couldn’t run with him, and if | stayed, they’d find me.

“Dog!” the guard cdled, and Banner’s ears pricked. He didn't move. It gave me an idea.

“Down,” | said, and the large dog dropped, his eyes catching the faint light as he waited expectantly. |
grabbed his bearded muzzle and brought it close to my face to remind him | was the leader of his pack.
“Say,” | whispered. “Stay.” He watched as | backed up, histal swishing uncertanly. “ Stay.”

Stomach churning, | crept through the boulders until they gave way to pebbles and findly grass. |
prayed Banner would do as told as | ran to a shack hidden behind a bank of roses. The scent of
decaying weeds was thick. | circled the gardener’s hut until | could see the palace wall and my tree. A
shadow hiding agdlint of sed shifted beside it. My eyes closed in despair. Leaning againg the very tree |
hed to dimb was a sentry.

A shout pulled my eyes open. They' d found Banner. Everything was fdling apart!
“Here heis” one cdled to the other. “Here, dog.”
“What's he got?’ the second asked.

“Nothing. Come on, dog. Up. Up!” There was a pause, then, “He won't get up. Hey you. Move!”
My eyes widened at the sudden yep. “Fool dog!” the guard ydled. “ Get up!”

“Good boy,” | whispered, cringing as Banner yelped again. The shadow beside my tree moved. |
watched, not bdieving, as the sentry Ieft his post to see what was going on. A young, inexperienced
guard, indeed.

“Hit im with your sword,” a deeper voice said. “Get him moving.” The sentry at the wal Started to
jog, passing mein acreak of leather. Thet easly, | was beyond their perimeter.

Curang mysdf as a coward, | ran to the tree. Banner cried out in hurt, and the warmth of tears filled
my eyes. He should have l€ft, run to his kennd. Stupid dog. Why had he listened to me? But he stayed,

hisloydty buying metime,
My hand touched the smooth bark, and | reached for alimb. Skirts caiching, | levered mysdf up to
the firg branch. The bark scraped my pams, and dizziness washed through me, setting my arms shaking.

There was aydp of pain, and a stab of heplessness took me. “Good boy,” | whispered as | went higher.
| was a coward, running away while he was beaten.

Muscles protesting from lack of food, | findly reached the limb pardlding the top of the wal.
Banner's cries turned angry. Tears pulled a me, and | risked a glance at the three lights drding him.
More were converging on them.

The guards had begun to bait him, urging him to attack. One cdled out to kill him as they would never
get amonger like him back in his pen. Hating mysdlf, | turned my back on Banner, standing upright upon
awide branch. Banner’s barks grew savage as | inched forward, arms out for balance. Tears flowed,
unchecked. He trusted me, and | was abandoning him. | couldn’t explain to him why.

The branch turned before coming close enough to the wdl for me to jump, but another limb continued
over my head, actualy passng over the wal. Standing on tiptoe, | grasped it, dosng my eyes to steady
mysdf. Hunger sapped my srength; fear and worry made me dizzy. My feet left the branch, and | inched
my way forward one hand width a atime. Banner’s barks cut off in a heartrending cry of pain.

“Banner, jud run away,” | sobbed, my grip threatening to dip. The branch thinned. The soldiers



cheered, and heartache gripped me. They had cut him. | was sure of it.

Ancther handhold, and | froze at the whine at the foot of the tree. Banner! He was alive! Then my
heart sank. He had come to see what he had done wrong. They’d follow him!

My ams trembled as the guards raitled closer. Panicking, | lurched forward another handhold. |
looked to see the shimmer of the wdl under me. My fingers found a smooth strip of leather. It was the
srap of a bag hanging in a thick tangle of branches. Yanking it from its hiding spot, | dropped the few
feet to thewdl to land in an unsteady crouch. My muscles trembled from overuse and cold. | fdt asiif |
might pass out, dizzy and unredl.

“Thank you, Banner,” | whispered, tears clouding my sght. “Y ou're a good boy. Now, run!”
| dipped over the Sde of the wal and fdl into nothing.



Eight

I hit the ground hard, ralling into the street. A wagon was approaching, black and dow with a angle
torch. Favoring my ankle, | tucked back off the road and into the shadow of the wal. My pulse
hammered. A long howl came from behind the wall, and my eyes closed in heartache. “Run, Banner,” |
whispered, hating mysdif. “ Jugt run away.”

| was out. It hardly seemed to matter. | lowered my head as the wagon passed, heavy with people
and household belongings. Suddenly | was aware | was filthy, smeared with bark, grease, and dew. I'd
never been past the walls aone before, and | fdt naked without. ..

“Kavenlow,” | said savagely doud. Thisis his fault, | thought as | sat and massaged my ankle while
the wagon creaked by. Kavenlow should have told me. | could have done something had | known. | had
been so shaken by learning of my true birth that | blinded mysdf to Garrett. I'd seen his frudtration a
being a second son and his pride demanding he take a kingdom for himsdf. It had been there. | had
ignored it, walowing in self-pity. And now my parents were dead. Because of me.

“Footsore dready, love?’ rasped avoice.

My breath hissed in. An old woman with a doth bag was sanding before me. | hadn’t heard her
approach because of her bare feet. “Beg your pardon?’ | ssammered, frightened.

“Footsore? Aren't you going? I’'m going. Misdev soldiers thick in the streets,” she mumbled over bad
teeth. “Then suddenly, not a one. And Costenopolie men gaing to the palace and none coming to replace
them?1| don't likeit. No, | don't.”

| stood up, gingerly putting weight upon my foot until 1 was sure it would hold me. There were no
cries coming from behind the wdl, but | had to move. The leather bag in my grip was water-stained and
old. I could hear the sound of diding coinsinsde.

“And that poor woman,” the lady said as | edged away. “ Shouting at the gate, demanding she be let
in, and the guards pushing her down. That's not Costenopolie men. No, it isn't”

Heather! | thought. “Is she dl right?’ | asked, stepping close. “Did they hurt her?”’
The woman squinted. “I don’'t know. But I’'m leaving. Y ou should, too.”

A wet cough soun me around. “Go home, Mabd,” a thin man said. Holding a cloak tight to him, he
crossed the torchlit street to join us. “The lights are up in the palace because of the Misdev prince. Don't
be filling her head with your old-woman fantases. It's wedding plans”

“Ha” the old woman barked. “Then why did you pack your lesky old rowboat?’ «
“It never hurts to be prepared, | say.”

| backed away from them, a fase amile on my face. | didn’t think they redized | was gone as they
continued their discussion, each assartion louder and laced with more fond insults than the last. One thing
was clear. The dty was emptying. Somehow the people knew something was wrong, and fear had
darted an exodus. Tha was fortunate. | could get logt in a crowd, dip past the gates with the rest. |
needed a horse, a cloak, food... | needed money.

Remembering the jingle of coins, | struggled with the knot holding the bag closed. A well-dressed
couple passed me with what looked like dl their belongings on atidy cart. Two children were adeep in
the back. | tried to hide the grease on my dress as the woman eyed me with contempt. Cheeks flaming, |
went to the nearest light to look in the bag.



There was money, enough for a decent trip into the streets. My eyes widened as | recognized the
bitter amdl of Kavenlow’s venom, and | wasn't surprised to find a smdl capped jar, the white crust
hdping to sed it. There was dso a handful of unadorned darts tied with a purple ribbon. A quick taste
assured me they were potent, and | added severd to my topknot in rdief. It wasn't until | was replacing
the bundle of unused darts that | found the folded paper tucked a the bottom of the bag. It was from
Kavenlow, and my brow furrowed in anger.

My dear Tess,

That you have found this means | have taught you well. It saddens me | must
rely on ink and paper to convey how proud | am of you.

If you are climbing the walls to escape, I’'m probably dead, and the stability of
the realm is in jeopardy. Flee if you deem it best for the short term, but
Costenopolie is now yours. | wish your game well. Whatever task the
sovereigns have given you upon the return of their princess, use it to further
your deception. | worked hard to keep the king and queen from knowing my
real intention for you. Be satisfied knowing that though royalty holds the crown
, We are the cunning and strength that keep the realm intact.

You'll never know the depth of my grief for my lies of omission, but | want you

to believe that you were never the king and queen’s. You were mine, and | loved

you as the child | couldn’t have. You are the daughter of my heart, the inheritor

of my skills.
Your loving mentor,
Kavenlow

The tears started somewhere in the middle, and they ran down my face unchecked. My chest was
tight with an unbearable weight. How could you do this to me? | thought desperately. Just when | was
ready to hate you? Choking back a sob, | stretched to put the note to the lamp flame and watch it burn.
No one would see his words but me. | didn't understand dl of what he meant, only that he loved me. |
fdt like Banner, howling at the wall as his source of strength dipped away, leaving him with an unheard
promise to return.

| dropped my head as a handcart passed. Wiping my eyes with the back of a grimy hand, | numbly
walked, heading downward to the docks and the inns. Kavenlow’s absence made the once-comforting
streets seem fraught with a hidden menace. Garrett’s soldiers were absent, a Stuation | was sure would
remedy itsdf tomorrow when they began searching the streets.

Much to my surprise, a good dedl of the dock market was open as greedy merchants pandered to
frightened people hoarding food and supplies. The lights were high, and so were the prices, but |
wouldn't have to wait until morning to outfit mysdf. Firdt, though, | needed a quiet place to draw my
scattered soul together and find a sense of purpose.

The dizziness had passed now that | wasn't running, but exhaustion pulled at me as | angled for an inn
st back two streets from the docks. 1t would probably be quieter. | glanced back at the paace before
crossing the street. It glittered like a necklace in candldight, high on the hill. My eyes closed in a pained
blink, and | turned away. They are dead. Both of them.

Striving for an ar of wedth rather than dedtitution, | resolutely smoothed my filthy dress and strode
into the inn. The stagnant ar amelled of overdone potatoes, but the low-celinged room was warm and
amaos empty. Three men were gaming a a table by the hearth. Another sat done with a bowl, esting



soup as caefully asif it were money to be counted. A surly tavern mad eyed me, but it was the menin a
tattered cap leaning againg the casks that | approached. A beggar would seek assistance from the tavern
maid; alady would demand it from the owner.

He gave me a once-over, the question clear in his eyes as to what a woman with good boots was
doing done with no coat, covered in filth, and her hair fdling down about her shoulders. “1 would like
some supper,” | said, pronouncing my words carefully.

The innkeeper took a breath to speak, but a dill voice coming through a dark archway shouted,
“Get her out! We aren’t the palace to feed the city’s laggards.”

| gave Kavenlow’s water-stained bag a subtle shake, sending the soft sound of diding coins to him.
The man glanced at the archway. “Tend to yoursdf, woman!” he yeled. He was smiling when he turned
back, his work-reddened cheeks salit to show he was missing a tooth. “Running away from our husband
now, are we, maam?’

| looked at the empty tables. “Supper?’ | asked as| set two coins down, glad Kavenlow had inssted
| handle the money when in the streets and so | knew how much was needed.

“Hep yoursdf to what'sin the pot,” he said, nodding to the hearth behind me.
“I left so quickly,” 1 ssammered, embarrassed, “I don't have a bowl.”

Saying nothing, he leaned to reach behind a counter and pull out a wooden bowl and flat length of
wood that might be considered a spoon—if one was desperate.

“She pays for that!” the unseen woman shouted, and the man’s shoulders hunched.
| took them, feding ignorant. “Would it be possble to have a bath?’ | asked.

“l an't doing any bath!” the woman exclamed. The bar wench suddenly found something to do,
vigoroudy scrubbing at afar table with her back to us.

| brought out two more coins. It was twice as much as | pad for dinner. My mother’s blood sill
gained my hands; | would give him the entire bag if needed. “Shut your mouth, woman!” the man yedled
over his shoulder.

“I @in't doing any bath!” she insisted.

“You'll do abath,” the man bellowed. “Shut yer mouth!” He turned to me, and | gritted my teeth to
keep the tears from garting. “It'Il be awhile. Y ou want it in aroom?’

Head down, | nodded, though | wasn't planning to deep in it, and he reached behind him to draw a
tankard of dark liquid. “Here)” he said, handing it to me. “Take your pick of the rooms in back. The
second one has alock, maam.”

My face went cold. “Thank you,” | managed, a sick feding thundering down upon me. | was o
adone. There was no hidden escort, no friendly guard behind me. | was done after sunset with a bag of
money in a tavern two streets up from the docks, dressed in rags and covered in pig grease. The only
thing that could make this worse wasiif it started to rain.

Knees feding like wet rags, | crossed the room to a table near the hearth and sat with my back to the
wadl. | set the heavy tankard down, and with Kavenlow's bag over my shoulder, | found the pot held a
fish stew. The thought of egting was repdlant, but having nearly passed out from hunger, | took some.
Eyeswere on me. | didn't likeit. I’d never eaten by mysdf before.

Themen turned away as| sat down. Sowly my fear eased, warmed away by the creamy soup. The
spoon was hard to manipulate, and | fdt like a fool as | sruggled to keep anything on it. | found my
appetite quickening—until 1 redlized the gdatinous blob | was pushing around in my mouth in question
was probably twin to the fish eye that was now staring up a me.



Gagging, | hunched over the bowl and spat it back out. My face was warm as | looked up, but no
one seemed to have noticed. | difled a shudder and pushed the bowl away, my gaze fdling upon the old
men eding. He didn’t seem to care that his soup was looking back a him, but | did.

The gaming table grew noisy, and my atention went to them as they played three rivers. The oldest
men at the table was graying at the temples and had a kind, noble-looking face despite the weary dump
that put im as a laborer of sorts. He was dressed amply but clean. A gtick was tight between his teeth,
and he shifted it from one Sde of his mouth to the other.

Closest to the hearth was a soft-spoken man, tight with both his money and opinions. He was dressed
like a merchant with clean boots and a good cloak.

The lagt had his back to me. He wore a nondescript shirt and trousers of brown cloth. Unlike the
other two, he had no beard, and his brown har was cut severdy short as the younger sentries like to
keep it. Hisjests were quick, as was his speech, and he seemed to be winning alot. | watched him pull a
few coins to himsdf with pleasant, encouraging words to the others. His hands were too clean to be a
laborer, and his clothes weren't good enough for a merchant’s. Soldier ? 1 thought, but dismissed it as his
build—though nicdy muscled and sturdy with a broad back and trim waist—was clearly used to casud
exertion rather than the discipline of swinging a sword. He had a dagger, though, its outline showing a the
top of his ragtag, thin-soled boots.

Then | saw him draw a card from his collar and replace it with one from his hand, disguisng the action
as a gretch. My breath hissed in. He was a cheat! That's what he wad!

Outraged, | fet my cheeks warm, then checked my upward motion. What the chu pits was | doing?
| was worried about a thieving cheat when my life was balanced between my quick feet and Garrett's
anger?

Chilled by the thought of Garrett’s soldiers, | pushed my bowl farther awvay and looked into my bag
to esimate what | could purchase. There was enough for supplies but not a horse, too. They were
expensvein a coastd dty where the little fertile land was used for growing food for people. They would
be even more coslly with hdf the dity surging through the gates.

How was | going to get a horse? Worried, | took a sp from the tankard, dmost choking at the
acidic taste. It was near spoiled. God help me, this was the worst med I'd ever not eaten.

| spat the de back and frowned as the cheat laughed at something the merchant said. My gaze rose,
lighting upon the money on the table. My eyes narrowed in speculation.

| could play cards. Kavenlow had taught me. As a rule, he cheated. The fird time | caught him, |
swore |I'd never play againg him again. He had laughed uproarioudy—which made me so angry | could
have had him stuffed and turned into a rug— men changed the stakes. If | caught him cheeting, | got his
dessert. If he won without me spotting the deception, he got mine. It had been a very enjoyable winter.

The flash of pleasant memory died. Depressed, | wound a stray curl back around my topknot. |
would find Kavenlow. But | needed a horse.

Leaving my unesten soup, | rose with my tankard and bag and approached the table. The talk fdl to
nothing as the men looked up. | flushed for my forwardness; | hadn’t been introduced, but | didn’t think it
mattered. “Threerivers?’ | said. “May | join you?’

The slence grew uncomfortable. The merchant glanced at the innkeeper, and he shrugged. It was the
cheat who broke the tableau by shoving a bench away from the table for me. | ignored it, my face

waming. Immediady the merchant rose with a quickness undoubtedly born from pandering to
customers. The other two men got to ther feet as wll.

“Let me help you, madam,” the merchant said, taking my tankard and sgtting it on the table before
assding me onto the rough bench with a practiced ease. “My nameis Trevor.”



“Thank you, Trevor,” | said, breathing easer now that someone had findly said something. | eyed him
speculatively as | adjusted my filthy dress. “1 believe | have vigted your shop on high street. You sl
threads and cords, yes?’

“Yes mdam,” he sad with a smile He didn't recognize me, and for the firg time al night, |
appreciated the fact.

“Cdlin,” the second man said. His stick shifted between his teeth as he sat back down.

The cheat had hardly risen from his bench and was dready back to shuffling the cards. “Maam,” he
sad, giving me no name, and | nodded at him.

“I'm...” | hesitated, not knowing what to cal mysdf. “I find I'm in need of a digtraction tonight, with
dl the excitement in the Streets. What verson are you playing?’

As one, the men relaxed. “ Stones dam the river,” the cheat said, diding a card to me. “Forest blocks
the sun.”

| nodded. I’d played that. Pulling an appropriate coin from the bag atop my lap, | set it in the center
of the table with the rest. | took up the cards and bit my lower lip. Play circled from me to the chest,
exactly how | wanted it. If | couldn’'t win what | needed, | could blackmail the cheet into losng to me.
That is if | could catch him cheating and show him | could proveit.

There would be two circles of the table, each of us trading cards with a visble waste pile or the
unseen remainder of the deck. At the end, each could fold and lose their coin, or throw in another to buy
the chance to win it dl. The strongest hand won. It was a Smple game.

We played our fird turnsin slence. My didike of the quiet prompted me to turn to the merchant, the
mog refined of the three. “Trevor,” | said, eyes watering as | pretended to sp the awvful de. “You
that marvelous thread made by insects, don't you?’

“Yesmdam.” He discarded a sword card into the up-facing pile. “1 don’'t think 1 will be sdling much
slk for atime. | would be wise to shift my inventory from domestics to the thicker cords that can be used
in ropes for warships, but | have yet to find a supplier.”

“Warshipd” | said, my surprise genuine. How could he have even guessed such a thing? It had only
been this morning that Garrett began hisbid for my lands.

“Rumors” Callin growled around the stick between his teeth. “Costenopolie won't go to war over a
damned-fool marriage.”

| blinked. But my unease went unnaticed as the merchant took up his tankard and said, “No, but the
Misdev dogs might. May they rot in hdll.”

With loud agreements, the other two men raised ther drinks in sdute. All three took a draught,
damming thar tankards onto the table with undue force. | watched Callin in fascingion as he didn't have
to take the stick from his mouth to manage the lip of the cup.

“You ded in cords and sring?’ Callin questioned as he picked up the merchant’s discarded sword
card and put down ared pawn. “1 make twine for nets”

The two exchanged shrewd looks as | chose an unseen card. Anything was better than the pawn |
discarded. It was ablack stone, usdess with the cards | had, but | kept it, cagting aside a vauable queen.
| had three reasons for giving it away. One, it would imply | had an excellent hand and perhaps | could
bluff my way to winning. Two, if I was right, the cheat would take it, squirrding it away for future use. Or
three, it would lead the table to believe | was a ampleton. Any of the results would be favorable. My
heart gave a pound as the cheat hesitated for the barest moment before picking up it up.

Callin leaned toward the merchant, his eyes carefully away from the man’'s cards. “With incertive, |



could pull my workers from nets and shift them to ropes. Ropes will be in high demand if we war with
Misdev.”

“To the Misdev dogd” the cheat said loudly. “May they rot in hdl.”

“May they rot in hdl!” the men returned. The man egting soup weekly joined in, and | belatedly raised
my tankard, pretending to drink the swill. Excitement tingled my toes as the cheat dipped the queen into
his deeve and replaced it with another while we drank. It was very quick, and | never redly saw it, but
my games with Kavenlow assured me that’s what happened.

“Pay the pot or fold?’ the cheat asked, his brown eyes innocent as he discarded.
Callin chewed furioudy on his stick before tassing in a coin.
“Fold,” said the merchant, placing his cards unseen on the table.

“Me, too,” the cheat said, unable to show his cards and risk someone recaling he ought to have the
queen | had thrown away.

Immediately | put acoininto join Callin's to further theilluson | was fodlish. After losng the queen, |
had a very bad hand. Callin won, and he gathered the coins, looking pleased.

The cards went to the merchant, and he shuffled them. “I'm surprised you aren't & your shops” |
offered as he did my cards to me. “The town seems to think it's noon at midnight.”

“People fleaing war do not buy spools of flax,” he said shortly.
“All thistak of war isfoolish,” the cheat said. “What does it matter who she marries?’

His gtick clamped between his teeth, Callin picked up a card and threw a black wolf down with
enough force to dmogt send it off the table. “I"d rather the princess marry a goat keeper than one of King
Edmund's spawn,” he muttered. “My grandfather came back with his hand black and ginking from the
last Misdev war. He lived long enough to touch the sea, then died among the nets he could no longer
even mend. And what did he die for? A grip of forest.”

The bitternessin his voice surprised me. “It wasn't for a strip of forest,” | sad as | took up the wolf.
“He died to keep the Misdev devils out of our harbors.”

“May they rot in hdl!” the men shouted, and | found mysdf joining them. My attention wandered as |
redized my father dmogt put King Edmund in our harbors, the very thing my grandfather had fought so
hard againg. Distracted, | never caught the man cheating, and he won.

“And what do you do, sr?’ | asked the cheat as Callin dedlt a new hand.
“I'mintrading,” the young man said without hesitation, his eyes on his cards.

My eyes flicked over him. “Trading?’ If he was in trading, | was a dock whore. Which | wasn't. So
far. Despite what | presently looked like. “What do you trade in?’

He glanced a me. “Black sheep. When | find a farm with such an animd, | buy it.”

“Black sheep,” | repeated. | discarded a priest, taking up the red sun. | was betting the cheat would
take the priest. Instead, he chose from the unseen pile.

“And what isit you spend your daylight hours upon?’ the cheat said sarcadticdly.

My mocking mood went bothered as | redized | didn’t do much of anything. “Purchesng,” | said. “I
purchase large amounts of goods for sundry reasons.”

“You tend house,” he said, histone making it an insult.

“You would be surprised a the amount of planning that goes into one” | said hotly. “But you
wouldn't appreciate it, seeing as you don't stay in one spot for the span of a moon's life—chasng black



sheep asyou do.”
The merchant glanced at Callin. “Ah, I'm sure you keep afine house, maam.”
“Then why is she leaving it?’ the cheat asked.
“The Misdev curs” | answered, unable to keep my eyes from dropping.
“To the Misdev curd” the cheat asserted.
“May they rot in hdl!” the other men returned.

| watched closdy as they drank, but the cheat didn’'t shift his cards. | wondered if he knew | was
watching. On my find turn, | was lucky in picking up ariver card. | had a strong hand containing dl the
eements. No longer needing my king, | discarded him. The cheat’s eyes crinkled at the corners as he
picked it up. | waited for him to pocket it, but when the game ended and | had won, he dill held dl his
origind cards.

It was my turn to dedl, and | dmost missed his treachery in the rush of cards upon the table. The
cheat only returned four. The fifth went into his boot as | pretended to dop my ade and Trevor solicitoudy
blotted it up. My eyes narrowed. | was sure it had been the king. It was the only good card he had held.

“Gentlemen,” | said, intentiondly shuffling the cards so they threstened to soill from me
“My—hushand used to play a game with me when we were firg wed.” | grimaced, putting a tone of
irritation inmy voice. “We used to play for sweets. Of late he refuses to play anythingwith me a dl. | 4ill
recdl it fondly, though. Do you know spit in the wind?’

The table went ill in speculation. The pot built upon itsdf quickly in this game, reaching dangerous
proportions with four or more players. | knew the cheat would be ungble to resst. The two honorable
men looked at each other, dearly unwilling to take advantage of a woman with a tankard of de in her.
But the cheat nodded. “I know it,” he said. “I’'ll play one hand. More would be too rich for me tonight.”

“Wdl,” Callin hedged, “if it's just one hand.”
“One hand,” the merchant agreed.

| dedlt out the 9x cards per player, athrill of warmth starting in my middle. Teking a steedying bregth,
| picked mine up, planning out how to use them. My pulse increased as | anticipated the end, and |
concentrated on keeping my breathing even.

There was ajingle as we dl contributed a coin. Spit in the wind was too fast for deight of hand. The
cheat’s cards would gtay right where they were. Everyone smply played the card of his choice. The
highes card won, pulling in the coins dong with the cards. The winner then had not sx cards to chose
from but nine. The losers had five. Play repeated with additiond coins being bet until one person had dl
the cards—and dl the money. The winner would have taken sx coins and turned it into twenty-four at
the vary least. | had an even chance of waking away with the pot. | would ether win it outright or
blackmail the cheset into logng it to me.

The cheat won the firg round, then | won the second. The merchant won the third, setting everyone
to seven cards except for Callin, who had three. “1’ve got fish offd for ahand,” the man said, knowing he
couldn’'t come back from such alow postion. Spitting his stick onto the floor, he threw his cards on the
table. “I’'m done. I'll buy my cards out.”

| gifled agmile. | had been hoping he'd do that. What it meant was he would contribute three coins to
the table, one for each of his remaning cards, instead of playing to the end. My pulse hammered as the
coins hit the table. | had to win this.

The cheat won the next, and | the next two, then the cheet again. It brought the merchant down to
three cards to the cheat’s and my nine each. “That's asfar asI'll go,” the merchant said, easing his cards



down and emptying his tankard. Three more coins joined the center of the table. He remained watching,
as did Callin. Both wanted to see the end.

Together the cheat and | lad down our chosen cards. My jaw clenched. | hardly bested his by the
color, and the man’s mocking brow shifted to concern.

The merchant leaned toward Callin. “When thisis done, I’ d like to talk with you. 1 might be willing to
loan you money to hire more workersiif they make cord for my shops.”

Callin's eyes went digtant in thought. “I’ll starve if we go to war and I'm meaking nets.”

| was ahead by two cards. | should act before | got behind, making his concession look forced. “Do
you think it will come to war?’ | said, surprised at the quaver inmy voice.

Immediately the merchant became reassuring and jovid. “Not at dl, milady,” he said, his reassurance
fdling fla. on me. “King Stephen didikes war as much as the merchant guild. Princess Contessa will be
wed in such amanner that no one will think to go to war. | can't see the king abandoning his comfortable
dippersto put on boots and march or sal away. Sll, it is best to be prepared, en?’

The cheat made a rude noise and reached for his tankard. Clearly he didn't care. “Ah,” | sad
cypticaly, thinking of the card in his boot. “But a king can find himsdf in the oddest of boots
occasondly.” | looked at him squardly, eyes wide and innocent. “And a queen often finds hersdf on the
srangest of arms—from time to time.”

The cheat froze as he took in my carefully accented words. His tankard dowly descended to the
table, and he stared at me. “Isthat 0?7’ he said, shoulders tense.

I nodded dowly, confidently, as he forced his shoulders down. “It is. I've seen it”

His clean-shaven chin was thrust forward, and | wasn't surprised when he jostled my de to ol it as
he reached to place another coin. “The cardd” the merchant cdled, and as he and Cadllin pushed the
discard pile to safety, the cheat leaned close to me.

“What do you want?’ he muttered, his eyes dmog black in the dim light.
“Loseto me” | whispered breathlessy, “or you'll lose your hands.”

The barmaid sghed at the soill so loudly | could hear her from across the room. The cheat kept his
eyes upon his cards as she blotted at the mess. | knew he was trying to decide if 1 would cdl him on his
cheating, and what would happen if he couldn’'t escape. He eyed the coins on the table. His breath
quickened as his gaze went to the door. | narrowed my eyesin threat.

“Fold or play?’ the merchant prompted. The cheat reached for a card in his hand.

“Innkeeper?’ | called loudly, my eyesriveted to the cheet’s brown ones. My heart pounded. | knew
that 1 couldn’t turn him in; they might cut off his hands. But cards was a game of not just skill but
bluff—and Kavenlow had taught me well.

His mouth twitched, and his thumb rubbed the second finger on his hand. “Ah, hdl with it. | fold,” he
sad, grimacing as he threw his cards to mingle with the others.

The two men leaned back with asgh. | didn’t reach for the coins, surprised when my exhaed breath
shook. | jumped when the innkeeper bumped my shoulder, brought by my earlier cal. “I'm buying the
tablearound of de” | sad. “It was a wonderful game, gentlemen. If you will excuse me?’ | sat on my
bench and amiled at each in turn as my pulse dowed.

The merchant rose immediatdly, knowing from experience alady wouldn't put such a large sum away
while anyone was watching. “A pleasure, maam,” he said, indining his head and going to the casks
where the innkeeper was drawing four tankards.

The bench scraped loudly as Callin rose with a pained downess. He had a new gtick between his



teeth dready. “Maam,” he said shortly, dmogt hobbling as he went to join Trevor. | wondered if he
suffered from bone-ache, and the stick was from awillow.

| turned to the chesat. For dl of three seconds | resisted the urge to cock my eyebrow, then gave in,
meaking him scowl. There was no joy in taking hismoney. | had been lucky.

“That’smy money,” he said as he placed seven coins atop the pile to pay for hisloss.
Immediatdy | stiffened. “Not anymore, it isn't.”

He leaned closer, dearly going to say something. | could amdl horse sweat on him, and earth.
Glandng at the door he muttered, “Purchasing? Y ou’ re good. Y ou're very good.”

On edge, | shifted dl but one coin into my bag to pay for the de. “If you mean | know how to play
cards and spot a chest, yes. If you mean | cheat? You are sadly mistaken. | could have won it dl from
you honesdtly, but I’'min a hurry.”

Slent, he glanced at my bowl of soup before he pulled the king from his boot, the queen from his
deeve, and a priest from behind his collar. “We made a good team, didn't we?’

My jaw dropped. “Thisismy money,” | said as| stood. “All of it. Get out of my sght before | tdl the
innkegper and you' re thrown into the pillory.”

He stood dowly, clearly not darmed as the cards were now upon the table and not on his person.
Gahering them dl, he wedged them in a iff lesther box and tucked it behind his shirt. The man had his
own cards. How could he not be a cheat? “ Good-bye, Lady Black Sheep.”

| frowned at the connotation as he went to get hisde. He said afew words to the merchant and cord
maker before he left, svalowing his tankard in two breaths to make his Adam'’ s apple bob.

My bag was subgtantidly heavier, and knowing the target 1 was, | motioned for the innkeeper. The
flush from my win vanished as he brought me a new tankard. “Do you have a son who can accompany
meas | shop tonight?” | asked.

He nodded and took the coin | had left on the table. “I'll fetch him, maam,” he said. “Though if |
were you, I'd wait until morning.”

“Everything will be gone by then,” | said, dutching my arms about mysdf. He walked away, his head
nodding in undergtanding.

The merchant and Callin were deep in conversation as | waited for the innkeeper’s son. | fdt ill, the
fish soup gtting uncomfortably in my knotting ssomach. My firg stop would be to get a new dart pipe. |
expected the cheat was a thief as wdl, and despite the assurance of an escort and a topknot of deadly
darts, | was done and vulnerable.

My eyes closed, and my jaw clenched. My parents were dead, | was a beggar’s get, and the only
person | had left in the world had let melive alie. And there wasn't asoul | could tell.



Nine

“No horses!” | flicked my gaze past the stableman to the gdls. “What are those?’
The man took the lantern down from an overhead hook and rubbed his whiskered face.

It was blessedly warm insde the stable, but my arms were ill wrapped around me. To my disgud,
the innkeeper’s son had been haf-drunk in addition to being haf-witted. After fending off his groping
hands, | had left im on a corner snging of women to finish my shopping aone. | was safer without him.
And | wasn't as out of place as| had origindly feared.

Scores of people were in the streets shopping by lamplight. Being under a terrible time congraint and
too dispirited to care, | had accepted inferior everything: my blankets were one thickness not two, my
cooking utendgls were made of copper and wood instead of clean metd, and the change of clothes
shoved digmdly into the bottom of my pack had been worn before.

At least my boots were my own, and the gray cloak bumping about my ankles was fresh from the
loom. Even better, |1 again had a whip coiled in supple loops and fastened to my waid. It was eght
beautiful feet of leave-me-alone, and it gave me more confidence than | deserved. No knife, though.
Clean sted of any length and drength was nearly as expendve as a horse.

| had been to two other liveries dready. If | didn't find a horse here, | wouldn't have time for my bath
and find amount both. And leaving without a horse with the hope to buy it from afdlow traveler wasn't a
promising proposition.

“Come back tomorrow,” the man said as he shuffled to the wide doors. “I've got afew at pasture.
Seems horses are in demand now. Damned wedding has everyone jumpy.”

The last was muttered darkly, and | reached out after him. “Wait. Please?’ | said, and his eyes
widened as he caught 9ght of my whip. | clutched my cloak closer, hiding it. “What about one of those?”’
| stepped from the ring of light his lamp made to where two megnificent black horses—a perfectly
matched mare and a gelding—stood degpy and nodding.

His brow was furrowed, his mind clearly on my whip and not the horses. “Ah—you can't have
those” he said. “They belong to someonein the palace. A gift for the princess.”

| took a breath to explain, then let it out in frudtration as | gazed a my beautiful horses | couldn’t
have. He wouldn't believe me. Probably take me to the palace gates as moonstruck. Lips pursed, | went
to the lagt gdl. “What's wrong with this one?’ | said, surprised to see a child curled up in the corner,
amog under the mare's feet. Her body was thin from growing too fast, covered by a grimy, too-short
dress. | couldn’t tdl how long her hair was asit was amat of tangles and straw, and her toes were black
with filth,

The man leaned over the edge of the short wall. His gaze fdl upon her, then rose to the horse. “Can’t
sl you Dirt.” His voice was oddly flat.

“Why not?” The brown mare looked sturdy, though a little short. Almogt a large pony. My irritation
tightened, knowing in a sdler's market, he could demand admogt anything. When he didn't answer, |
entered the gdl. The mare’ s whiskers tickled my padm when she dropped her head to greet me. “Is she
yours?’

“Bought her this goring,” he admitted, clearly not pleased | wasin with her.
Good, | thought. It was a matter of finding the right price, and | was going to make sure it was one |



could pay. | ran my fingers down the mare’'s leg and lifted a hoof. Kavenlow had taught me to ride,
ingging being able to choose a good horse was as important as being able to keep your seat in a jump.
Letting the man stew for a bit, | looked her over. “Theré' s tak of war in the streets,” | sad camly as |
patted the mare’ s shoulder. “You can sl her to me tonight or give her to the palace when they assemble
their cavary troops in the morning.”

“Cosgtenopoalie doesn't have a mounted army,” the stableman said quickly.
“l imagine they are going to need lots of horses, then—aren't they?’

Theman looked like atrained bear as he shifted from foot to foot. The gil woke, and | scraped up a
gmile to soothe her frightened stare. She couldn’'t be more than thirteen, gawky with adolescence. I'd
been enamored of horses a that age, though I'd never been dlowed to deep with them. “She has a
cracked hoof,” | said, trying to keep the price reasonable, “and is out of condition. I’'m willing to pay you
agood price, regardiess.”

The girl’seyes widened. “You can't,” she cried, scrambling up. “Y ou won't!”

“Shut yer mouth!” the stableman bellowed, and |, the girl, and dl the horses jumped. “I'll sl the
worthlessthing if | want!” He turned to me with asmile *Y ou leaving tonight?’

| hadn’t liked him shouting, and | nodded curtly. My curiogty took on a tinge of confusion as he
beckoned me out into the amdl stable yard. Giving the mare a pat, | latched the gdl shut behind me and
followed him to where he waited just outside. He leaned close enough for me to amdl the sour pork he
hed eaten tonight, and | backed away. “If it were just the horse, maam,” he said, “I'd sdl her to you and
be donewith it. But it' sthe girl.”

My eyebrows rose, and | glanced behind me into the lit stables.

“I bought the horse after her family died in a fire” he continued. “It used to belong to them, and she
won't leave the mare. Screams as if the devil hmsdf were after her if you try. She won't stay with the
folks that took her in and gave her work, ether. They quit coming to fetch her, seeing as she's old
enough to be on her own. If | I the mare to you, she' s going to follow you sure as chu pits gink. She's
awicked thing, but | get too much work out of her to let her go for nothing. Maybe if you added a litile
something...”

My face warmed. He had himsdf a dave. | recdled her haunted eyes waiching me from her narrow
face. She was what | would have been had Kavenlow not bought me: a beggar beholden to filth like this
men for everything she had.

Kavenlow had kept me from such misery as this, | thought, unable to be angry with him. He had
lied to me, but hislove had been true. | had to find him before a Misdev soldier did. And though it would
complicate my life immeasurably, | couldn’t leave this girl here to accept whatever this men forced on
her. Right now, her grime protected her. That might changeif he ever got drunk and found her. “I'll take
both,” | said, praying | had enough.

“Sell make a fine servant, maam,” he sad, his eyes fixed on the money | was stacking on a
fencepogt. “ She jest need a good whipping. | can't bear to beat a woman. But seeing as you are one...”
Hisgrin turned ugly. “ She' d make afine lady a good servant,” he repeated, his eyes dropping to the call
of lesther on my hip.

She wouldn’t, and | fought to keep from sneering that he would pander to me like that. The man was
vile I’d known such commerce took placeinmy streets. God save me, | was one of the commodities. |

would make it clear to the girl thet | bought her freedom, not her. “I want the girl, her horse, and the tack
forit)” | said, disgusted as | gave him everything but a few coins.

“Done” he said greedily as he snatched them up in a thick-fingered hand.



We spun at the sound of hooves. “Look out!” the stableman shouted, sumbling back as the brown
mare clattered into the yard. The girfl dung to the horse's back like a brown shadow. “Addi€l” he cried
as the mare took the low fence. “Come back here. Wretched girl!” He ran to the street’s edge, coming
to afrustrated hdt. Dogs barked, and a candle flickered as a curtain was pulled aside. | stood in shock
asmy horse ran into the dark and was gone. “Addiel” he shouted again. He turned to me, anger hunching
his shoulders. “I'll get her maam,” he dl but growled. “I'll get her and tan her hide so wel she won't be
able to go horseback for afortnight.”

“My horse” | said, outraged. “You let her stedl my horsel Is this why you're the only one in the city
with horses to sdl? How many times have you done this tonight?’

The man's face went ashen in the light spilling from the barn. “No, maam!” he cried. “She run off on
her own. Ask anyone; I'm an honest man!” He took a step to the gate, then turned back again.
“Wat—wait here)” he said, his words seeming to sumble over themsdlves. “I'll get your horse. She
couldn’t have run far.”

My eyes narrowed as he jogged to the street. He turned and gestured for me to stay, then lumbered
into the dark. Dogs barked &t his shouts, and | stared in disbdief at the empty Street. He had my money.
| had no horse. | had to leave. Now.

Not knowing what €lse to do, | went into the stables to pick out my saddle. There wasn't a
sSdesaddle, but | could ride astride. Kavenlow had inssted | learn, despite the stares of the stable-boys.
Worried, | sat on abae of straw and tugged my dress hem down. The gdding flicked his ears back and
then up, dearly not sure whether he liked me or not. “That girl is hdfway to the forest by now,” | sad
aoud, and his ears stayed pricked.

| frowned with a sudden thought. | had paid for a horse, its tack, and agirl, much as the idea revolted
me It was't my fault he had alowed dl but the tack to run out the barn door and into the night. The
horse | bought wasn't coming back. | had every right to take one of these. After dl, they were intended
for me.

Making soft noises, | entered the mare's gal and made friends with her. | liked the more flaghy
gdding, but the mare would have more endurance. “Why shouldn’t | take you?’ | whispered, my fingers
aranging the slky strands of her mane. “You'remy horse. That | haven't been presented with you yet is
aformdlity. He should be thankful 1 paid for you at dl.”

| flushed in shame for what | was going to do as | got the saddle and pad and tightened the cinch. The
mare tossed her head as the weight of them hit her back. She looked as esger as | was to leave. Her
gablemate stamped and blew; he knew he was being left behind.

My expectation that the man would come bursting back in a any moment kept my pulse hammering.
Guilt made me choose the bridle in most need of repair, and | dipped the bit in between her teeth. The
bag of bdongings | had purchased went into a tattered saddiebag | found. | hadn’t exactly arranged to
purchase it, but | was geding a horse; the bag was incidentd.

Fingers trembling, | turned the ail flame down and led my mare out into the yard. The noise of her
hooves was loud, and | cringed. | had paid for a horse. | was taking one. My gaze roved over the empty
yard, ligening for the stableman. Nothing. | couldn’t wait. | had to go.

| gazed up at the stars, unseen behind the smoke of a hundred fires. Asking for forgiveness, | svung
up into the saddle. Pitch— as | decided to cal he—shifted a step, then settled as | adjusted my new
cloak to best cover my legs.

“She'smy horseto take. I'm not a thief,” | said as | shifted my weight and sent Fitch into the strest.
But somehow | couldn’t seem to 4ill the smdl, nagging voice that said | was.



Ten

| pulled my cloak, tighter about my shoulders, rdishing the dlean amdl of the wool and glad for its
warmth as the cold dipped in from the bay to fill the town. Having decided careening through the streets
on a gdloping horse was a sure way to attract atention, | was again on foot. Sow and hypnoaticaly
relaxing, the noise of Aitch plodding behind me a the end of her lead echoed againg the buildings. | was
sengng darm in the few knots of people huddlied under the puddies of flickering light, and | wondered
what the rumors had shifted to.

| waily eyed a group arguing as | passed. The street traffic had dropped off with an darming
suddenness, but the people who were left were noisy. “Lady Black Sheep,” a masculine voice cdled
sarcadticaly, and my breath seemed to freeze in me. A shadow pulled itsdf away from the lamp. Chu
pits, it was the chest. | looked up at the hazy heavens, wondering why it wasn't raining. Everything ese
seemed to be going wrong.

He angled away from the amdl group, a gray horse trailing behind him. My hand plucked a dart from
my topknot and | fidd it hidden in my pam. | wondered if | should risk making a scene by darting him or
if there were enough people about that | could tolerate his presence. | decided on the latter but kept the
dart where it was.

“Sr Cheat,” | sad tightly as he came even with me. His horse wore a patched riding pad instead of a
saddle. A bedroll and pack were tied behind it, filthy with use.

“My name is't chedt. It's Duncan.”

“I don't care,” | said, eying the street. Pitch made greeting noises and accepted the gray gdding in the
easygoing manner of equines. |, however, wasn't pleased.

“Look... lady,” he said, “and I'm being generous with the title. | have to talk to you.”
My jaw clenched. “I don't owe you anything. Go away.”

“Hey,” he said. “Hold up.” He matched his pace to mine. “Ah, no one has caught me cheating since |
was fourteen.”

“Congraulations” My eyes were on the next pool of light. Perhaps | should have tolerated the
innkeeper’s son after dl.

“Will you ligen to me?’

He grabbed my arm, stopping me. Shocked, | tugged away from him. “Don’'t touch me!” | sad,
feding my face go hot. Angry, | continued on, my pace quick and gtilted. If he grabbed me again, | was
going to drop him where he stood.

The cheat took a breath and surged after me. “All right, but lisgen. What you did in the inn was
incredible. I’ve never built up such a stockpile of cards before. Not that fast. You fed them to me” he
sad, sounding grudgingly impressed. “ Offered didtractions so | could move them. And you did it so you
could blackmail me into giving the winnings to you.”

“What if | did?’ | said, not proud of mysdf.

“Don't be such a snot,” he said, and | difled the urge to dap him. “I'm not mad. Not anymore,
anyway. It was as beautiful abit of trickery as I've ever seen. You took the table's money and kept your
lily-white hands spotless.”



“Musgt be my breeding showing,” | muttered. Why was he 4ill here? | had made it obvious | wanted
hmto go.

“Will you stop?’ he demanded. “We can do far better together than we can done”

My feet halted, and | stared a him. He thought | was a thief. He wanted us to work together? “I am
not athief!” | said loudly, and he pursed hislipsin bother and glanced over the empty strest.

“Of course you're not,” he said, with a hurried quickness, eyes ill roving. “Nether an |. I'm a chedt,
and | only take from those who can afford it.”

“Oh,” | said dryly. “A noble cheat. That makes it so-0-0-0 much better.”

Duncan didn't seem bothered by my scorn, actudly touching the brim of his dirty hat. Angd’s Spit,
was there nothing clean outside the palace? “So what do you say, Lady Black Sheep? Shdl we find a
quiet table and have a quiet conversation?’

“No,” | sad sharply. “I'm not interested in your pdtry little schemes...” | hestated. “What did you
Sy your name was?’

“Duncan.”
“... Duncan,” | said, gripping Pitch’s lead tight. “1 want to leave the city, not fleece it.”

“Good idea. Leaving, | mean.” He lurched into mation as | strode briskly forward. “This damned
betrothd has everyone jumpy. But you've got a sar-shining play with your act of fdlen wedth to soften
their guard, little girl. At that with my <kills a cards, and the excess coinage we could dleviate is
incaculable”

| seethed at being caled “little girl,” but as | put my eyes on the next puddie of light, my throat
tightened in fear. | forced mysdf to keep moving and not draw attention by changing my pace. A soldier,
inmy father’s colors, but | could tel he was Garrett’s man by his stance done.

Not so soon! | thought, my knees going weak. They couldn’t be looking for mein the Streets areedy.
Swadlowing hard, | shifted the dart between my fingers. | could probably put the sentry down from here
udng the new dart tube inmy hair, but it would tel Garrett where | was.

There was an dley to my right, and | took it, heading away from the docks and toward the western
gate up a dreet and over. A flash of annoyance colored my fright as Duncan matched my move. He
glanced behind us with a casud interest. “Where are we going?’

“We aren’'t going anywhere,” | said, distracted. “Will you please leave?’

Thedley opened into the next street. This one was il lit and busy as it led to the gate. | forced my
pace to dow, matching that of those around us. My pulse raced. Duncan walked beside me, his slence
worrying. | put the back of my hand to my face, carefully wedging my pamed dart into my deeve. My
cheek was cold. How was | going to get past them?

“l don’'t think you redize the extent of my talents, Lady Black Sheep,” Duncan said. “1 am the best
carder up and down the coast. Maybe you've heard of me?’

“No. And stop cdling me that.”
“What do you want meto cdl you, then?’

“Tess” | glanced ahead to a guard quedtioning a haggard woman with a heavy pack bowing down
her shoulders. They were looking for me: awoman traveling aone.

“Wdl, Tess” Duncan continued, watching me watch the woman. “I can assure you there's few as
good a cards as | am. It's a mistake to wak away. You owe it to yoursdf to a least see what you're
turning down.”



The woman was dismissed, and she shuffled to the gates with an uncomfortable haste. They are
looking for me! | thought, my mind whirling. “Take my hand,” | said, fedingill.

“Your hand?’ he said dyly, the surprise I'd have expected utterly absent. “Of course.”

My stomach dropped. Shifting his horse's lead, he dipped his hand into my free one. It was warm
and dry, and he twined his fingersinto mine with a grip that wasn't tight but comfortably firm. A surge of
unexpected emation warmed the pit of my belly, mixing with my fear in a Soine-tingling durry of reding.

| kept my head lowered as we approached the sentry. | thought of my dart up my deeve and the
whip on my waist. Don't see me. Don't see me, | thought, the litany setting my blood to pound through
my head. Vertigo came from nowhere, riang to set my limbs trembling as we passed him. But we
continued, unchecked. The ity gate was ahead, the night black beyond it. “What is he doing, Duncan?’ |
asked softly, thinking | should have eaten that soup, whether it was saring a me or not.

Duncan tipped his hat off, looking behind us as he picked it up. “Waiching us” he drawled with a
questioning, confident lilt to his voice.

“Hold me” | whispered, feding unred and digtant. “Keep waking.”

“Of course, Tess” Histone had ady understanding, and he put an arm over my shoulders and pulled
me close. | could amdl the gtink of de on him, mixing with woodsmoke, crushed grass, and his own
sweet. My blood tingled, and | cursed mysdf for a foal, thinking how heady his arm fdt about me while
my life hung by a thread. He wasn't a nervous young noble. His hands weren't ready to fly from me a
the dightest sound. They gripped me with a dominating sureness that carried a promise I'd never fdt
before.

“Mmmm, a whip?’ he breathed as his featherlight touch of his fingers dipped down my shoulder to
find my hip. “You are full of surprises. Anything ese | can do for you, love?” An unstoppable shiver
shook me. “A kiss, maybe?’

Oh, God help me. He knew what he was doing to me. A wisp of my hair pulled againg the stubble
on hischeek, and | stared a him, seeing his eyes go intense. | heard the guard hall someone behind us,
and | pushed Duncan away.

His soft chuckle said more than words. | could tdl | was flushing and was glad the dark hid it. My
heart was pounding, and my knees were weak. It's from the danger, | thought, not because a man's
arms were about me. But | knew | lied. I'd been held by men before and stolen flirtatious kisses behind
the roses. | knew how easy it was to confuse the thrill of danger with the tir of desire. And | knew what
| felt was not born from the guards but Duncan.

Duncan glanced behind us, then leaned close. “They’re looking for you,” he said, his breath on my
cheek warm. “What did you do? Correct their manners? Tdl them thar stockings needed mending?’

“Nothing.” | forced my thoughts from him, recognizing them for the fally they were.
“Wel, there’ s another guard. I’d wager he knows. I'll ask him.”

Fear pulled my head up. “No.”

Duncan’s look turned dmogt angry. “Spill it, pretty thief. What did you do?’

Teking a quick breath, | eyed the gate ahead, counting four sentries, two on ether gde of the
opening. | couldn’t tdl Duncan who | was. “They might think | stole ahorse,” | improvised. “Just help me
Oet past the gates.”

His anger turned to a manipulative understanding. “Ah. This one here?’ he asked, not appaled as |
thought he should be. “Not smart, Lady Black Sheep. They hang you for that in the capitd. Well, they’d
heng me for that. Y ou, they’d probably strip and flog.” He eyed me. “Tha might be entertaining.”



“l didn't sted her,” | nearly hissed, frantic he might turn me in. “I paid for her. The man let the firg
one run away. | had every right to take another! And you are a disguding pile of chu, you know that?’

We dowed as we fdl into the line before the gate. My face went cold when his expression changed,
becoming darker, more intense as he ran his eyes dowly over me, lingering on my shdlow curves and
face, never reaching my eyes. I'd never been looked &t like that before, and | difled a shudder.

“l want everything you won at theinn,” he said, findly medting my eyes.
My breath caught. “I spent it. All of it.”

“Inan hour?’ he protested. “You had—" His brow furrowed in bother. “You couldn’t have spent dl
of it!”
“I'm good at spending money,” | said hitterly. “It's dl I've done for the past ten years” We were

darting to attract attention, and | lowered my voice. “Please. Help me get out. I'll give you whatever you
want—except the horse.”

The press of the people a the gate had increased, and Duncan's gray horse tossed his head and
fidgeted. The cheat soothed the flighty animd with a surprisng gentleness. His eyes caught the torchlight,
dinting in greed. | waited in a bresthless anticipation.

His gaze flicked to the sentries at the gate, men over my shoulder behind us. Nodding, he pulled out a

day flask. Uncorking it, he took a swalow. My lips curled as he spilled some on his front. “Get back,
woman!” he suddenly shouted, shocking me. “Before | beat you blue”

Wide-eyed, | gripped the dart hidden in my deeve. A wash of vertigo took me, dying to nothing as he
rolled his eyes toward the sentries in exasperation. My tension eased, then swelled back to life

“Damned wench,” he said, hunching into himsdf and durring his words. “Get behind me where you
morg.”

| flushed. But the cart ahead of us trundled through the gate. Freedom beckoned, barred by sheathed
swords. The night shimmered in the hazy moonlight, its darkness and cooler ar welcoming compared to
the crush of people behind me. | shirked back between the horses, trying to stay unnoticed. Nausea rose
high, and | forced mysdf to breathe.

“Trouble?’ the sentry said as he looked past Duncan to the people lined up behind us.

“Cursed wife spent dl the money,” he grumbled. “Left me with hardly anything to put ae in my bely.
Why do we have to wait? We ve never had to wait before.”

Duncan leaned heavily againg the sentry, breething his stde breath over him. The sentry pushed him
away. “What was your busness?’ the other guard asked in a bored litany.

“Sdling my culled rams. She bought a cloak with the money.” He turned to me, spittle flying as he
shouted, “You don't need a cloak! You never ir your ugly hide out of the housa!”

Don't see me, | thought, pulse hammering. Don’'t see me at all. My head fdt thick, and | stared &
the ground and hdd onto the saddle as my knees threatened to give way. Something was wrong. | was
afrad, but it wasn't fear that was making my muscles tremble and my head spin. The sensations were
reminiscent of when Kavenlow had been building my immunity to the venom on my darts. Why was | so
dizzy?

“She keeps me from my ae” Duncan durred. “Shouldn’'t keep a man from his de” He lurched,
fdling into the sentry again, holding himsdf up by the man’s shoulders.

The sentry shoved im away. “Go,” he sad in disgugt. “Go on. Get out.”

Duncan fdl back into his horse' s shoulder. The frightened animd shied, and | reached out. “Womean!”
he shouted. “Help me onto my horse.”



“Get out,” the sentry demanded, drawing his sword. | cried a warning as it descended, smacking into
the rump of Duncan’s horse. The animd lunged forward through the gate, dragging Duncan since he
refused to let go of the reins. | jogged after them with Fitch. When | caught up, Duncan shoved his
horse's bridle into my hand and sumbled to Fitch's side.

“l said, hep me up!” Duncan durred.
The guard's eyes were on me. Leaning close, | whispered, “Get on your own horse!”

“A man wouldn't let his wife have a saddle before he had one” he said softly. Then he broke into
song, snging ludily as he tried to get up on to Pitch's saddle. The mare spun in a quick circle as he
fumbled and lurched, findly gaining her back.

Outraged, | flung the reins over Fitch’s head to him. His horse' s reins were inmy hands, and | looked
up a the gray’stdl back. The mongter stood too high for me to get up on without a sirrup, so | angrily
paced beside them. Duncan gave a loud, wet belch, disgusing me. My jaw clenched, but as | glanced
back at the city’swals, | redized | was out. | had done it! Somehow we had doneit!

The night air fdt cooler, and a great ded cleaner. Heart pounding, | fought the urge to move faster.
All of the visble traffic before us had turned west to the little arable land we had. My ears warmed as |
abruptly understood the words that Duncan was singing. Even worse, he kept sarting over every time he
got stuck at the same phrase. Fndly he remembered it, ydling it at the top of his voice. The slence as he
quit seemed dl the more profound.

Sowly the noise of the horses hooves became loud. We were done, the trees arching over us
protectively, hiding us from the stars. | tucked the dart back into my har with sheking hands. My
dizziness had gone, leaving my hands trembling with only my spent fear.

The shadow tha was Duncan looked down a me, his anug satidfaction obvious even in the
blackness. “There you are, Lady Black Sheep,” he said. “I got you out, safe and sound.”

“Thank you,” | said tightly, my worry a my vertigo coming out as anger. And | didn't like him riding
when | was forced to walk.

“Thank you?' he said, sounding affronted. “I got you past four—no, five guards—and dl | get is a
thank-you? You ungrateful brat! You think that was easy? It wasn't as if it was raning and we could
have Smply walked past them.”

My eyes narrowed as he swung down, putting us back on more even terms. The knots in my bdly
eased. It lasted for dl of three heartbeats until he said, “ So, about my fee...”

| rocked back a step. | had nothing. My offer, while not empty, lacked a certain promptness. My
face burned. “1 said | spent it. You'll get your money as soon as | do.”

“Oh-h-h-h,” he laughed. “I've heard that before. And I've got a burning-hdl good idea on how you
can pay me back.”

The gppraising way he was eying me made my pulse race, and anew fear set my somach to roil. He
was three stone over my weight and stood hdf a head taler than | did. Remembering the warmth of his
am about me, | backed up. If he touched me, he would die with three darts in his bely. “Take my
supplies” | said, curang my voice asit quavered.

“l don't want your supplies. | want to know how you saw me move my cards. A week working
together ought to do it. And | keep everything until you pay me back wheat you took in the inn.”

My breath came in a gulp of surprise. A week working together? “1 told you I'm not a chedt. |
appreciate your hep, and if you don’t take your fee from my supplies, it's not my fault.”

Saying nothing, he shoved Pitch's lead & me, and | stepped back out of his reach, heart pounding.



He hegitated, eying me. “Kinda skittery, aren’t you?’

| stared, not beieving this was hgppening as he dropped Fitch's lead and reached for her cinch.
“What are you doing?’ | findly managed, snatching her reins up and gripping them dong with his horse's
lead.

“Taking your saddle until you pay me back.”
Aitch's ears flicked as her cinch svung free. “What?’ | excdlamed. “I never...”

He turned, his stance going aggressive. “You sad if | helped you past the gates, you would give me
anything except your horse. | can't beieve you were stupid enough to sted a horse! Or do you make a
habit of uang your womanly charms to win your innocence? God | hate that. Y ou women get everything
for nothing.”

“You chull bait!” | exdamed. “I’ ve never golen anythinginmy lifel | paid for her!”

“Yeah. All right.” Undoing the knot holding the pad to his horse, he handed me the blanket. | held it
blankly. “You can have my riding pad,” he said magnanimoudy as he moved my saddle from Fitch to his
horse.

Dumbfounded, but redizing the only other option was to cowardly dart him and run, | did nothing as
he took the blanket from my loose grip and fastened it atop Pitch. Giving his horse a reassuring pat, he
mede the hdf jump to his horse’'s back, not even uang the irrups. | dropped his horse's reins, and
Duncan leaned forward to gather them up.

“Where to?’ he said, looking very pleased with himsdf as he sat tdl in my saddle. “Sdtwood is the
only thing in this direction, and finding a fisherman willing to risk a coin on cards islikefinding a virginin a
brothel.” He hedtated, his face logt in shadow. “Ther€'re the salors, though. They don't have much
money, but they're free with it. That might be a good place to start. Work out the tack we're going to
play out before we hit the bigger towns.” He hesitated, looking down a me. “Y ou gonna wak the whole
way?’

| led Pitch to a fdlen tree and scrambled up the best | could. Duncan’'s eyes widened as he saw me
with my feet to ether Sde of the animd. He opened his mouth, then looked away as | flushed and pulled
my cloak to cover my legs. | sniffed, trying to make it as haughty as | could. “Keep the saddle. I'm not
working with you,” | said, nudging Fitch into mation.

“No, no, no, my pretty thief,” he said as he pulled even with me. “You owe me. And | want to know
how you spotted me moving my cards. If you caught me, someone ese could.”

“I'mnot athief,” | said, wondering if | dare try to outrun him in the dark. I’d never ridden without a
saddle. The movement of muscles under me was odd, and not entirdly uncomfortable.

Duncan’s words caught at me, reminding me who | redly was. Within hours of loang my crown | had
shown my true birth, becoming a thief with frightening ease. The princess had taken everything from me. |
was nothing, thanks to her.

| fet the warmth of tears and held my breath, refusng to cry. | had to find Kavenlow. He was dl |
hed |eft. He would know who | was.



Eleven

| rubbed a my neck, intime with Pitch’'s mation as | watched the flight of birds winging their way to
their evening roosts. The mat of needies and dead leaves muffled the sound of hooves. This far out, the
path was a thin ribbon, but it was dill clear where it ran, drding the rocky places and running beside
narrow, deeply cut streams until a good crossing was to be had.

We had passed only a few people today, on foot and dow with their belongings. They had been
frightened and unwilling to talk. It seemed my unrdenting pace had put us ahead of the crush, though, and
we hadn’t seen anyone since noon. Duncan had sad nothing about traveding deep into the night
yesterday; | had waited until dmost dawn before collgpsing by the road like the beggar | was. He
probably thought | was trying to leave him behind. He' d be right. The man was sticking tighter to me than
aburr, and | had resgned mysdf to his presence. At least until | found Kavenlow and the chancdlor paid
hm off and “encouraged” him to leave.

Fitch sumbled, and | winced when my cramped knees flaned a the jolt. | was hungry, exhausted,
and the pain from riding too long was dmost unbearable. But I’d ding chu in the careen pits before | said
anything to Duncan. I'd stopped severd times today to shift my legs, blaming the hdts on checking
Pitch's feet for nonexigent stones or watering her. Duncan seemed obnoxioudy fing perched on my
saddle and probably used to the travel.

| brushed a wisp of curl out of my eyes and tucked it behind an ear. The continud jarring had
loosened my topknot, and as | wound my hair back up for the uncountable time today, | spotted a maple
lesf impaled upon a stripped twig. Kavenlow had put it there. | had been falowing his markers snce
sunup—though Duncan didn’t know it—Kavenlow’ s modified garden game of hide-and-seek paying off
inan unusud way.

The way the branch that held the marker was growing showed direction. The height of the lesf told
me he was on a horse. An upside down lesf would tel me he had lingered and moved on, or camped in
this case. We had just passed one like that. Despite my pace, | was dmogt a full day behind him. I'd
never catch him before Garrett’s assassin did. But Kavenlow had kept me dive for two decades. | had
to believe he could survive one Misdev guard.

I'd been watching the markers closdy for his path to leave the trall and strike out southwest.
Sdtwood was a harbor town, and though it would be faster by nearly severa days to cross the large bay
between us and the mountaintop caled Bird Idand than to go around it, Kavenlow hated the water and
would mogt likdy take the longer way.

The thought that | should have tried to free a garison indead of chasang after Kavenlow flitted
through me, quickly dismissed. It would precipitate an armed attack, ending scores of lives, soldier and
commoner dike. Garrett was the only one | wanted to kill, and with Kavenlow's paliticd kills to
convince King Edmund his deeth was judtified, that'swhat I'd do.

| shivered in the chill of the coming evening. The sun was behind the trees, and it was growing dark.
We were passng beside an open fidd, gray in the low light, and after flicking a bothered glance behind
me a Duncan, | angled off the path and into it.

“Stopping dready?’ he said. “You went till dmost dawn yesterday. What about the hundred men
fallowing you?' he mocked. “Seeing as you stole your own horse and dl.”

“| didn't stedl Pitch,” | said tighdy. “I paid for her.”



“And that’swhy | had to snesk you out, yes?’

My breath quickened, but | tried to ignore him. There wouldn't be a hundred men hunting me. There
would be one: Jeck Depressed, | shifted my weight, and Fitch obediently halted. My feet hit the ground,
and pan dmog buckled my knees. Clutching at the riding pad, | breathed dow and shdlow. “I'm
camping there” | said, pointing to the edge of the fied.

Duncan swung from his horse—I’d found out today he had named the gdding Tuck. Both of them
reached for a tuft of grass, the cheat contenting himsdf with a Sngle stem, the horse taking a mouthful.
“That's a god-awful place to camp,” he said around the stak of green. “If you want to deep on oft
ground that's going to leave your blanket wet again, fing but I'll be over there” He gestured to a
crumbling rock face that looked as gppeding as degping in a dog's kennd. “The fire's warmth will be
reflected by the rock, and it will be drier.”

| was too tired to try to disguise my ignorance. “You'reright. I'll get wood for afire”
“l don’'t suppose you know how to start one, do you, Lady Black Sheep?’

The arrogant mockery in his voice pushed me beyond my tolerance. Jaw clenched in a flash of anger,
| flicked the bone knife from my waistband and sent it spinning across the space between us. His horse
shied asit thunked into the tree next to him. “My nameis Tessl Useit!”

Duncan blinked at the hilt of the knife quivering a foot away from him. “Uh, sure, Tess” he sad,
reeching to wiggle it free from the wood soft with soring sap. My anger took on a hedthy dose of
exagperation when avarice joined his surprise as he looked it over. “Hey, I’ ve never seen aknife like this.
What isit? Bone?' He grinned. “Find it lying about, did we?’

Insulted, | snapped, “1 bought it.”
“Jud like your horse?’ he chdlenged, eyebrows high. “All right. How much, then?’

My lips pursed. “For more than you'll ever haveto lose” | said, knowing he wouldn't believe meiif |
told him | bought it with my crown. Literdly, it seemed. | was embarrassed for having lost my temper. He
was dill turning it over in his hands, and the thought crossed me for the firg time that he might not be
willing to give it back. Worried, | hobbled closer and extended my hand. Eyes distant in thought, Duncan
gaveit back, and | tucked it away.

Making an “uh-huh” of disbdief, he led Tuck off the path to the rock face. Sow and pained, |
followed, trying to keep my limping as unobtrusive as possble. My |eft leg had gone duggish as it did
when | wastired, and | tried to hide its hesitancy.

Seeming unconcerned that Tuck would wander, Duncan took my saddle off his horse and gave the
gray afond dap on the rump, letting him graze as he wanted. | collapsed beside the black circle of a past
fire, thinking longingly of the bath I’d paid for but never used.

“Get up,” Duncan said, pushing the toe of his soft boot into my ribs. “You'll go Hiff.”
“Stop it,” | sad irritably. “I'll get the wood in a moment.”

He squatted beside me and brushed my dress up to my knees. Shocked, | bolted upright. “What the
chu pits are you doing?’ | shouted, jerking my leg out of his hand.

“Rubbing the life back into your knees. Even a blind man could see they hurt.”
Agan, he reached out. Appdlled, | drew back and kicked him square in the chest.

Duncan fdl backward. His rump hit the earth, and his breath whooshed out. My pulse pounded. |
scrambled up, my fingerstingling as | fought to keep from reeching for my darts.

“What the devil iswrong with you?’ he gasped from the ground, his fingers splayed over his chest as
he sruggled to breathe. There was a wet print of my boot on hislower chest.



“Don’'t touch mel” | demanded, face tight. He was a grasping lowlife of a man. How dare he presume
| wanted his hands on me? Even if | had. Once. By mistake.

Duncan staggered to his feet. His face was red, and his eyes were watering. “Y ou ungrateful brat!” he
exclamed, hunched into himsdf. “I was trying to help.”

“You're afilthy liar. And don’t you ever raise your voice to me again!”

Sill red-faced, Duncan made a sarcastic bow, sweeping his raggedy hat off and running it dong the
dirt. “Whatever you say, Princess.”

My face went cold and my anger shifted to darm. “What did you cadl me?’

“Princess” he mocked, his eyes hitter as they dared me to throw my knife a him again. “That’s what
you seem to think you are: taking in that fool accent, checking your hair Sx times a day, unable to show
an ounce of gratitude for someone who helps you. Your act may work on haf-drunk merchants and
fisherman, but | know who you are.” He pointed, and my breath caught. “You're a cheat and a thief, no
better than me, so bury your airs and shovd chu like the rest of ugd”

“A thief and a cheat,” | said, hearing my voice shake. “And if you touch me again, you'll find out if
I’m an assassin, t00.”

He pulled his narrow face into a smirk, thinking | was meking an idle threat. Tugging his water sack
from his pack, he affected a mien of indifference. “I'll find the water,” he sad over his shoulder as he
swaggered into the brush.

Full of a flustered anger, | removed Pitch’'s tack and rubbed her down. The horse arched her neck
and nickered at my overly aggressive touch, leaving to join Tuck before | was done. Eying Duncan's
pack suspicioudy, | arranged my things to dam some space. Knowing the horses wouldn't likdy stray
from a meadow surrounded by trees, | l€ft to search out some wood.

My knees fdt like embers as | struck out across the fidd in the opposite way Duncan had gone.
Sowly my muscles loosened, the pain dmogt feding good. Firewood was only one of my gods What |
redly wanted were the flowers from the stand of torch plants growing in the fidd where the sun shone
mogt of the day. It was too early in the season, but | gathered the spent blossoms from lagt year's tdl
pikes lying flat on the ground. When dried and powered, the ydlow flowers made a tea to ease pain and
act as a mild sedative. It wouldn't help me tonight, though, and so after putting what | gathered in
Kavenlow’s amd| bag tied to my waist, | went to search out awillow.

| found onein arill that was probably dry in high summer, cutting severd twigs and a good portion of
me underbark. Working my way back to camp gathering deadwood, | vigoroudy chewed a sap-rich
twig, thinking of the manin theinn.

My cloak snagged on a briar at the edge of the meadow, jerking me to a hdt. Dropping my wood in
exasperation, | worked to free it, hedtating when done. | was exhausted, and bregthing in the
evening-cooled air, | looked over the meadow. Last year's dead vegetation was dready dew-wet and
purplein the graying dusk, and there was a definite chill in the air. No rain, though, and | was thankful for
smd| favors.

My face went dack when | redized the fidd was empty.

“Where are the horses?’ | whispered. “Duncan?’ | cried, not seeing him. Then | went cold. “He took
them,” | breathed.

Wood forgotten, | ran to camp, fear making me fed unred and disconnected. Had he played me like
one of his marks? Following me until he could steal everything? Not a day from the city, and | lose
everything. | was such the fool!

| skidded to a heart-pounding hdlt by the rock face. My things were where I'd left them. He hadn’t



robbed me. But the question ill remained as to where the horses were.

“Hey! Here!” came afant cdl. | soun to find Duncan emerging from under the far trees. He was
leading Tuck; Pitch followed obediently behind. “I found good water,” Duncan said when he was close
enough. He dipped the rope from Tuck and shooed the horses into the field. Looking up a my slence,
hisface darkened. “I’'m a cheat, not athief,” he said hatly.

“Can you blame me?’ | dl but shouted. “I come back to find you and the horses gone. | don’t know
you from a holein the ground. Y ou should have told me you were taking them!”

Duncan coiled up his rope and tossed it at his pack. “Get off your pedestal, Princess. I'm sorry if |
scared you. | was only watering them.”

“Don't cdl methat,” | said, my heart beginning to dow. “And you didn't scare me”

“l think 1 did.” He crossed his ankles and sat down in a smooth motion. His eyes were amused,
watching me from under his tetty hat. An emblem had been torn from it, and | wondered where he had
gotten it. Taking up a gtick, he peded the bark from it for kindling. “You look like that net maker with
that stick stuck between your tegth.”

Aghad, | diffened. “It's to ease my soreness” | accused, refusng to throw it away. “I'm not
accustomed to riding without a saddle.”

“l can tell. It won't be long before you are, though. You smdl like a horse dready.”

My jaw dropped. The gall of him! | stared, not knowing what to do. Feding sx times more filthy, |
sat down across the fire from him and took up a stone to pound my willow bark with. “Better that than
the chu pit you amdl like” | belatedly muttered.

“l think it's an improvement,” he said. “Better than that soapy smdl you had before. And | like the
smudge of pallen on your nose”

Immediatdy | wiped it off and took the stick out from between my teeth. My face warmed, and |
pounded &t the willow bark, thinking I’ d like to do the same to his amirk.

Making a scoffing noise deep in his throat, he pulled a wad of fluff from his pack. Usng a striker rock
and flint, he set a spark to a triangle of charred linen. The burned fabric hed a faint glow of ember until
the hedthy wad of waste flax caught. “What are you making for dinner?’ he asked as he tried to get the
sudden burst of flame to catch the grass and twigs.

“I’'m not making you dinner,” | said flaly. “1 don’t even like you.”

Hisfingers were among hisinfant flame. “ Camp tradition,” he said as if not having heard the lagt part.
“One person makes and tends the fire, the other makes dinner.”

“l got the wood,” | said quickly. A wisp of unease floated through me. I'd never made anything to eat
inmy entire life

He eyed me from under the brim of his hat. “What wood?’

| took a breath to explain, then let it out. Saying nothing, | lurched to my feet. The bottom hdf of my
dress darkened with dew as | stcomped across the open fidd to pick up my dropped sticks. | struggled to
get it dl back in one trip. Duncan just sat and watched, the lazy cheat. “Here)” | sad as | dropped it
besde hmin a dattering pile. | had bits of lichen dl over me, and now my dress was wet. Angdl’s Sit,
will | ever be clean again?

“What did you find for usto eat?’ he asked lightly, and | stared at him. “Whoever gets the wood has
thelr eyes on the ground,” he said dowly as if explaining something to a child. “Did you find anything to
et?’

| unclenched my teeth. “No.” | was sure he was making it dl up. But seeing as he had eased himsdf



back againg the rock face with his hands behind his head, | kndt and hestantly pulled out my smdl
stewpot. “I’ve got afew things from the stores. What do you have?’

“Travd cake, cheese, dried fish. The usud. Hep yoursdf.” He tossed his patched bag & me. It
landed at my knees, and | reached for it. His daims of the divison of work were chu in a pit, but | was
garving, and he wasn't showing any Sgns of doing anything.

At least he didn’'t expect me to furnish all the food, | thought as | opened his bag to find it
contained what he said and more. Convinced if | protested he would have me brushing his horse and
mending his shoes because | sat on the west sde of the fire, | dlently warmed things up, burning my
fingarstwice.

| would be the firg to admit my quiet compliance was patialy due to my thoughts being ful and
worried. Finding the horses gone had struck me with a mind-numbing blow. I'd never been so vulnerable:
out in the woods with amean | knew to be a cheet and a vagrant. Always I'd had guards and Kavenlow.
| checked my hair, vowing to keep my darts close.

Duncan indudtrioudy cleaned my saddle as | prepared my torch flowers and put them to dry beside
the fire. With luck, they would be crisp enough to powder by morning. The decoction from the willow
bark would do tonight.

It was fully dark when | irresolutely decided there was nothing more | could do to dinner and
pronounced it done. Duncan eagerly filled his bowl from the pot over the fire, then after tagting it, emptied
it reluctant spoonful by reluctant spoonful. Clearly it wasn't what he had expected. | would' ve been
angry, but even | admitted it was tasteless. Without a sngle word of thanks, he put his back againg the
rock face and pulled out his lesther box of cards.

| could fed him watching me, and | tucked mysdf closer to the fire. It only left me too hot in front and
too cold behind. The branches moved incessantly, the rustling continualy drawing my gaze to the edge of
the firdight. My eyes widened at the screech of a bird or anima. Duncan didn't seem bothered, but |
wished the horses were closer.

The cheat Slently manipulated his cards in and out of hiding, blatantly waiching as | emptied my pack
to rearrange it into some semblance of order. We hadn’t said but afew words to each other while on the
trall, but now that we were face-to-face, his quiet irritated me. It had been a difficult day. | wasn't used
to slence and wanted someone to talk to. Finished with my repacking, | cleared my throat. “I'm... sorry
for kicking you,” | said.

Duncan wiggled a stick into the fire until sparks flew up. “Forget it.” He rubbed his nasty stubble and
glanced at me. “Like you said, you don’t know me from a hole in the ground.”

It was the firg hdfway intdligent thing | had heard him say, but | didn't know what to come back
with. We had nothing in common.

“Flay a hand with me?’ he asked, his thin fingers diding a card into his deeve as dow and unhurried
asamuddan playing scales.

Or so | thought. | met his eyes briefly. He made an odd picture of dovenly attentiveness as he sat in
his travel-stained clothes, poised and dert as he practiced his craft. “No, you cheet.”

“I'll let you win,” he offered, a new amile on him, the firg that wasn't at my expense.
My shoulders eased. “Then | especidly don't want to play.”
Duncan shuffled the deck, keeping the same five cards on top. “Then I'll let you lose”

| ducked my head to hide my smile “No, thank you.” The spring night was cold, and | set some
water to warm for tea. Dinner had been awful, but how hard could it be to make tea? “Do you have any
honey?’ | questioned. He looked a mein bewilderment, and | added, “For tea”” He shook his head with



a cautious downess, and disgppointed, | dug out my tea and dropped a handful into the cold water.
Duncan was garing a me. “Do you want some?’ | asked, trying to be nice.

“Um, yes” he said hesitantly, and | added another handful. His brow furrowed. He leaned forward as
if to say something, then sat back. “Do you want to head inland after Saltwood?’ he said, his words
dearly not what he origindly intended. “It Il be warmer.”

I pushed my fingers into my forehead as if in pain. “Duncan,” | said wearily. “I'm not a cheat. You
should take my saddle and just... go away.”

His eyebrows arched dyly. “You won't find anyone better,” he perssted.
“I’ve seen street performers who can move cards like you,” | scoffed.
Duncan went cocky. “Can they do this?” he asked, bringing one of my needles ouit.

My jaw dropped. “W-where...” | sammered. My hand flew to my topknot, my fingers counting to
find a dart missng. “When did you take that?’ | demanded, going frightened.

“Earier.” He was smug, dmog frightening in his confidence.
“When?’ | said, unable to think of atime when he had been close enough.
Duncan put afinger to his nose and grinned. “I'm not saying, Lady Tess”

| watched the dart, thinking Lady Tess was margindly better than Lady Black Sheep. “Fine” | sad
cautioudy. “You're dever and quick. Giveit here”

He heard the threst in my voice and pulled away. “Isit vauable?” He looked at it with a new interest,
grinning to show his teeth. “Did you lift it where you got thet knife?’

“Duncan...” | warned. “Giveit to me”

He shook his head, thinking it was a grand game. | lunged around the fire to take it, and he pulled
away. Jumping, hisfingers jerked gpart. “Damn,” he said, eying the needle by his knee. “That's wickedly
sharp. | can't believe you keep it in your hair.”

| went cold. “Duncan, ligen,” | said, knowing the venom'’s effects would be dowed if his heartbeat
stayed dow. “You're going to be dl right. | promise I'll see you out of it.”

Duncan looked a me as if | was insane. Then his humor left his face, replaced by a sudden pain.
“Wha—" he started, then bent double. “Chu pits” he moaned. “What is it?” Then he fdl over, curled up
about himsdf.

Lips pursed, | leaned across the camp and snatched my needle up and tucked it where it belonged. |
was more irritated than worried. Shifting around the fire, | checked his pulse a his neck. It was fast but
steedy. “Idiot!” | berated him. “I told you to give it back.” He moaned, and | sghed in resgnation.
“Youll be dl right,” | said, scraping up my empathy and awkwardly patting his shoulder. “1 promise |
won't let you stop breathing.”

Apparently it was't the right thing to say, as a violent spasm shook him, and his jaw clenched urttil his
neck muscles turned to cords. Remembering the cold, | pulled his blanket over him. He had curled into a
bdl, his eyes closed and his face tight with an agony he didn’'t understand. His breath came in quick,
harsh pants.

I bit my lipin concern and poked the fire for more light. He looked awful, a tinge of purple edging his
lips The venom seemed to be acting harsher than usud. His gasping bresth hesitated, then resumed. My
mild concern shifted to darm. That wasn't good.

“Duncan?’ | said, knowing he could hear me. | watched his pulse a his neck. The wild pounding had
frightening hestations.



“Duncan, you're dl right,” | lied. He was having a bad reaction, made worse by his fear. “Liden to
me” | sad firmly, trying to keep whét little presence of mind he had left, focused. “I have to look at your
finger.” | reached for hisright hand, clutched to his middle. “Let me seeit,” | coaxed. “You need your
hands for your trade.”

Frightened for him, | yanked his hand from his shivering huddle to find it swollen grotesquely. His
middle finger was purpling. A stark white upraised circle showed where the dart had penetrated. It would
be easy to dow the venom's spread with atight bandage from his elbow to his finger. But doing so might
cause irreparable damage to his hand.

“I'm sorry,” | whispered, feding nauseous. “I have to bandage your hand. It's gaing to hurt like the
devil’s dogs are chewing it, but it will dow the poison down.” | hestated, having to be honest with him.
“You might lose your finger, but if 1 don’t, you might lose your life”

He jerked. “N-n-n-no,” he moaned, yanking his hand out of my grip and curling around it. Swesat
beaded up on his forehead, gligening in the firdight.

“Duncan!” | tried to sound authoritative but was scared to death. What if he died out here? “It's
ather that or you might die. | told you to giveit back. Let me see your hand!”

He clenched into himsdf, trembling and swesting. He managed another gutturd moan, and | touched
his shoulder, turning darmed a how his muscles had locked up. His shoulders were like rocks. “Let me
haveit!” | demanded, tugging a his aam. He gritted his teeth, and his eyes were clenched shut. Even
under the throes of the venom, he was stronger than | was.

Frustrated, | sat back on my hedls, waiching. If he fdl unconscious, his hand was mine.

Anxiety prompted me to pick up Duncan’s cards, dusting each one carefully before | put it back in his
box. Ligening to his panful rasps of breath, | wished he’' d pass out, then prayed he wouldn't as he might
never come out of it. | sat a his shoulder, worrying as | built up the fire.

“You're doing fine, Duncan,” | said as the firg hints of rhythm returned to his breething. His blanket
was soaked in swesat, and | draped my second blanket over him. “That’sit. You're going to be dl right,”
| whispered, fdling into a soothing pattern of voice. “I'm right here. I'll see you through it. | promise”

The words sounded eerie coming from me. They were nearly verbaim to Kavenlow's whispers when
| had struggled to throw off the venom. | wondered if he had been as worried as | was now, when he
watched with only his voice to ease the pain. The memory of Kavenlow prompted me to run a hand over
Duncan's head. Kavenlow’s touch had dways made the pan eader to bear, as if he knew and
understood. Duncan was an idiot, but his pain was my fauilt.

His shortly cropped hair was softer than | had expected, a pleasant whisper on my fingertips. My
tengon loosened as the warmth of the fire findly soaked into me, making my hands tingle in rdief. | let
one rest atop his shoulder to fed his muscles dowly ease. “You're going to be dl right,” | whispered as
the hurt findly left his face.

He took a shuddering heave of breath. It was his firs grasp at conscious control, and my shoulders
dumped. They ached, asif | had been the one sruggling to breathe, not Duncan. His gamble to save his
hand had worked. Tucking a wisp of har from my eyes, | moved away, diff and sore from the day’s
ride.

| reached for the forgotten tea, black and boailing over the fire. My hands were shaky as | pulled it
from the fire and poured two cups. | set Duncan’s within his reach and moved to my bedroll. Experience
told me he would want something to shake the cold that gripped him. And | needed something to steady
mysdf as well. Watching his misery had brought it dl back. Until | had built my resistance high enough to
st Kavenlow, he had repestedly subjected me to that same pain, that same fear. The reminder left me
heartsick. What had it dl been for?



“Who... are you?' Duncan rasped.

My aitention jerked to him, finding im huddled under the two blankets. His eyes looked black as he
stared a me over the low fire, his long face haggard under a day’s growth of stubble and his struggle. |
wondered if he hated me the way | hated Kavenlow thefirgt time | had gone through that hdll. | looked &
the fire, trying to find an answer. “No one,” | said, bdieving it. My eyes closed so they wouldn't fill, and |
fdt the fire's heat on my cheeks.

“Thet's a pit ful of chu,” he said harshly, and | opened my eyes. Taking two attempts, he propped
himsdf up on one elbow. He hunched as he coughed vidlently, then wiped the spittle from himsdf. “I saw
you repacking. Everything you need for extended travel, but you've never dept in the open before. You
ride like a man but have the manners of alady.” He held his breath as he shook with a repressed cough.
“And though you know whet to do with torch flowers, you can't cook worth a tinker’s damn. Who are
you?”

“I'mno one” | said, recdling Garrett’ s face twisted in disgust as he learned of my true birth. My eyes
flicked to hisand away. “I'm a beggar’s child,” | whispered, afraid.

Duncan clutched the blankets tight about his shoulders. He shivered, eying me over the flames. “A
beggar's child wouldn't wak away from a bowl of unesten soup. They don't have poison on their
hairping, ether. Nether do thieves”

He raised his tea to hislips with sheking hands. Hesitating, his face drained of what color it had. “You
are an assassin,” he said, dropping the cup. Tea soaked into the ground. “1 thought you were—who did
you kill? Sweet mother of God. | helped you escape! They saw me! They're going to come after me,
now!”

“I'm not an assassin,” | asserted, depressed.

“Then what are you?' he demanded. He tried to raise his arm, becoming panicky when it didn’t move
aswadl asit ought. “What did you do to me?’ he cried.

Frustrated, | shouted, “Next time lisen when | tdl you to do something!”

He hesitated, then settled back on his blankets, showing a wary respect. | waited until 1 knew he was
ligening, then added, “My hairpins have poison on them. I've been conditioned to withsand it. One
scratch usudly won't kill a person. Two will, unless you work hard to keep them breething.” | recalled
Jeck retaining enough control after two darts to talk. “Usudly.”

“Only an assassin would be immune to poison,” he said, shivering.

| Sghed as | gathered my thoughts. Perhaps he'd bdieve the truth now. “You were right, earlier,” |
sd in afla voice. “Wdl, dmogt. I'm—" | took a breath, forcing the words out as my betrayd rose
caudtic and strong. “I'm the princess's decoy, bought to shied her from backlash caused by that damned
Red Moon Prophesy. I'm immune so as to extend my usefulness.”

And I'm stupid, | thought bitterly. | should have seen it. No one risks the life of a princess to make
her immune to poison.

And you don’'t leave her upbringing to the chancelor, however wel he keeps her occupied and
prevents her from bothering the royd family.

| closed my eyes againg the hurt. In that ingtant, | hated them. Hated them dl: my father, my mother,
Kavenlow, the princess | had unknowingly protected, dl of them. When | opened my eyes, | found
Duncan watching me with a mix of disbdief and migrud. “Ligen,” | said, deciding he needed to hear it
al. If Jeck found him with me, he might be killed by association. “King Edmund's second son, Garrett, is
meking a bid for Costenopoli€'s land and ships. He could have had it dl but in name had he bided his
time and married the red princess a year’s end, but he wants it now. He took the palace and the outlying



garisons, and when the rest of his men get here, he ll take the city, the harbor, and dl the shipsinit.”

Grief broke through, and | caught my breath. All | cared about and thought was true had died in the
name of Garrett’s meaningless conquests. Nothing had arisen to replace what | once thought redl. “Prince
Garrett killed my parents,” | whispered. “After | find Kavenlow, I’'m going back to kill Garrett.”

“You can't kill a prince of Misdev,” Duncan whispered, his knuckles white where he gripped his
blanket.

“l dmogt killed you,” | said, weary of everything.

“But it will start awar,” he protested, hunching into his blankets.
| dropped my gaze. “Kavenlow can stop it.”

“Kavenlow?’ he questioned.

“The chancdlor.” My face twisted as | Sruggled not to show my emations. “He went to fetch the red
princess. He sthe only one | have left—" My voice had risen to a squeak, and | cut my sentence short.
“He doesn’'t know what happened,” | said flatly. “I have to find him.”

“You're the Red Moon Princess?’ he said, ahint of bdief in hislong face,

“Not snce yesterday.” | said the words carefully, refusing to fed anything. My life had been ruined,
and dl for nothing. | glanced up at the branches and the clear skies beyond them. Where is the rain? My
life can’t get any worse. It ought to be raining.

Numb, | took agulp of tea and set it asde. It was bitter. “Drink some tea to keep your heart strong
through the night, and don’'t even think about swalowing any of that vile de of yours,” | said. Not caring
if he had more questions, | lay down, wrapped in my cloak, and drew my last blanket over my head. |
wanted to deep, exchanging my redity for dreamsif only for the span darkness ruled the sky.



Tweve

Thelight on the indde of my eydids was a restful gray, not the bright glare | usudly woke to. And |
was cold. Confused, | tried to separate mysdf from my dream of shifting waves. | amelled horse, and the
surprise of that, not the stick poking repeatedly into my shoulder, brought me fully awake.

My pulse legpt as | bolted upright. Duncan was crouched on the far Sde of the fire. The stick that had
been poking me was in his grip. My hand dropped from my darts, and | clutched the prickly wooal
blanket to my neck. Sitting to curl my legs under me, | blinked at the man.

The dim light of morning made him look more unkempt than usud. He had a brown cloak over his
shouldersthat | hadn't seen before, its hem black from use. “Morning,” he said as he dropped the stick
and pushed the rim of hishat back. “I’'m going to water the horses. | thought you' d want to know.”

“Thank you,” | said, then coughed a the coldness of the ar. The birds were noisy, and | wondered
how | had dept through them. Saying nothing, he rose and went to Tuck. He was't usng his right hand
much as he coddled the gdding into taking the bit. “Can I... see your hand?’ | asked.

He hestated. Dropping Tuck’s lead, he eased down into a crouch beside me. Slently he pushed his
shirt up to his elbow. | leaned close. His deeply tanned am was dill swollen, and the purple and red
streaks across his padm and finger were downright ugly. Still having not said anything, he flexed his
poison-bloated hand, winang.

“Can you move your cards?’ | asked, knowing he mug have tried.
His eyes were fixed upon his dhifting fingers. “No.”

It was flat and emotionless, and guilt made me drop my gaze. “It will get better, but your fingers might
aways be dow when you'retired.” | hesitated. “ Do you want some willow tea?’

“No.” Ridng, he turned his back on me, diding the bit into Fitch’s mouth with a practiced ease. The
horse mouthed it noisly.

Shivering, | bent to tighten my bootlaces. | fdt bad about what had happened, but a least he
wouldn't be following me anymore. “You'll be heading inland, then?’ | asked, not sure | was happy to
seehimgo. | didn't like being aone.

He turned, his nasty stubble unable to hide his surprise. “We aren’t going to Saltwood?’
“We?’ | blinked up at him. “After last night? | nearly killed you!”

“Redly...” Motions giff with what | thought was pride, he sat the saddle pad on Tuck, quickly
followed by my saddle. He rubbed his right shoulder before cinching it as if noticing a generd weakness
there.

“There'sno reward for hdping me” | said. “Jugt take my saddle and go.” Miserable, | removed my
needles and let down my hair. “I can find Kavenlow on my own,” | whispered as | set my black ribbon
adde and forced a comb through my curls.

Duncan’'s rough bark of laughter pulled my head up. He was laughing at me ? The nerve!

“Tess” he sad as he stood by Tuck’'s head. “Let's say you are the princess's decoy and not a
lunatic.” His eyes flicked to my darts beside me, then the whip on my waist. “You don't owe that man
anything. The king and queen bought you with the sole purpose of keeping their daughter dive. And you
want to hep her? Wake up,” he said bitterly. “Your dreamis over.”



“They loved me” | said hatly, surprised to find mysdf defending them, even though the same thought
hed filled my head for the last three days.

“They used you.” His narrow face was harsh. “Don’'t you know how the story goes? The logt
princess returns, saves the kingdom with the help of a goat boy, then marries her rescuer to live happily
ever after. There's no room for you! If you're lucky they’ll banish you from the kingdom. If you're nat,
they’ll tuck you away, and you'll never see the outside of the palace wdls again. You,” he said, his eyes
fierce as he pointed a me, “should be running hard and fast. And I’'m going to run with you until you go
hungry long enough to redize it’s better to be wel fed than spotlesdy honest. You have a hard-won Kill,
Tess. And I’'m not going to let you hide it under moras too expensive for commoners when we could be
living like roydty in two years!”

Angry, | gritted my teeth and swung my length of hair in front of me. | tugged my comb through it
heedless of the sharp jolts of pain. “You think | should run away,” | sad as | picked a a snal in
frugtration. “From Garrett. From everything. He killed them right in front of me!”

My pulse hammered, and an upwdling surge of anger knotted my stomach. “He had my mother’s
throat dit while | watched!” | exclamed. “I couldn’t keep her blood insde her, Duncan! It's Hill under
my fingernaild” | held my hand up, dmost screaming at him. “My father died to protect me! | promised
I"d kill the murdering dog, and | will!”

My anger and grief poured through me, tightening my throat. | dropped my head as | redized | was
amog in tears. Duncan stared, dearly shocked.

Caching mysdf, | dropped my head and bound my har up off my neck. It was hard without
Heather’s help, but | managed. Duncan slently finished with Tuck and put the riding pad on Fitch for me.
| brought out my venom and refilled the needle Duncan had darted himsdf with, adding it to the four in
my topknot. | was cold, and | hated it. | hated everything.

“But it's not your kingdom,” Duncan said, jerking my attention up. “Why do you care?’

My lips pressed together as | put the venom back into Kavenlow’s pouch and tied it shut. “I'll deep
inachu pit before | et Prince Garrett think he can have Costenopolie.”

His shoulders shifted in an audible Sgh as stood beside Tuck’s head. “Tess, you're a commoner. And
there sno shame in it. Let the royals bicker over what they will. It makes no difference who gts on the
throne. Y ou have to look out for yoursdf. No one esewill.”

| said nathing, putting my eyes on the brightening sky showing behind the soring leaves.

The uneasy Slence was heavy as he took up the horses leads. “I'll bring some water back so you
can wash,” he said, leading the horses away. “I have some sogp—if you need it.”

At the mention of soap, my feding of filth seemed to increase tenfold. It was more than the earth
beneath my pams and the blood gaining my nails. | miserably got to my feet as he left, feding dl the
aches from yesterday come to life. Today ought to be ajoy as | added to them.

| wondered at Duncan's new respect. | didn't think it came from me having nearly killed him, and |
was sure it didn’t sem from a reverence for the crown—aof which he had none. | was hoping it was born
from a respect of me and me done. It was something | found rarely enough among the favning nobles,
and | found my fedings toward him softening. After two days of fending for mysdf, his smple offer to get
me water meant more to me than it should.

The sound of the horses in the brush faded. | gazed ligledy after them, wondering if Duncan was
right and | should just keep running.

Numb, | folded my torch flowersinto a cloth and tucked it in Kavenlow’ s pouch before tying it to my
belt. The stink of last night’s onions was thick on me, and when | took care of my morning ritud, | found



my inner legs had a layer of grime on them from rubbing againg Pitch yesterday. It had gone clear
through my underthings.

“God hdp me” | whispered as | dropped my skirts, wondering if there was anything clean in the
world. Duncan’s water wasn't going to touch the black mix of horse sweat and dirt.

There was amovement at the far end of the fidd, and | hurriedly checked that my skirts were in the
right place. A sharp pinch in my shoulder brought my hand up, and | dapped it.

My hand hit not the expected insect but the smooth fed of wood. Heart in my throat, | plucked out a
tiny wooden dart ringed with back.

| was found.

Panicked, | looked up. A black horse bolted from the trees and across the fidd. Hunched upon him
was Jeck with his cloak flapping like Death himsdf.

“Duncan!” | shrieked, lunging into the woods. Hidden behind a tree, | fumbled for my dart pipe. |
peeked past the oak, my face going cold as | loosed one, then another, to no effect. | fumbled for my
whip, but the black mongter of a horse was upon me. Gasping, | ran, sumbling as my will was fagter than
my fedt.

“Duncan!” | cried as | spotted him. He was too far away. Branches snapped as the black horse came
to a four-posted stop. “No!” | shrieked as an am wrapped about my was. | jammed a dart into Jeck.
Swearing, he dropped me, pulled the bone needle from his thick leather jerkin, and snapped it in two
with a leather-gloved hand.

| hit the ground hard. Jeck followed me down. | held my last dart like a dagger as | tried to rise. Jeck
caught me hafway up, grabbing the back of my neck so tight | yelped. His other hand went about my
wrigt, squeezing. My fingers opened. My lagt needle fdl to the ground.

“Princess” he growled, and | wasflung like a sack of fish over the horse's shoulders. “He-yal” Jeck
shouted as, with a lurch, he sprang onto the riding pad behind me. My stomach hurt. | struggled to
bresthe as the horse bolted.

“Let mego,” | panted. The vegetation was a blur as we raced down the trail. Teking a jolting breath,
| kneed the horse. It squealed, risng up to dmost il us.

“Relax, Princess,” Jeck said as the horse's feet hit the ground and we continued. “Can you fight alittle
less energeticdly?’

He sounded dmogt casud, infuriging me. “Let me go!” | shouted, bending awkwardly to punch him
inthe gut. The man grunted, but | hadn't been able to put enough force behind the blow to do more than
annoy him.

“Stop it,” he said. “You asked for this meeting, not me. Y our trail was clear enough.”

Trail ? | thought, going limp in surprise and wheezing for breath. Kavenlow’s trail of leaves? Jeck
knew whet they were?

“So you're Kavenlow' s apprentice,” Jeck was saying, confusing me further. “It's a pleasure.”

Jeck knew Kavenlow? | tilted my head, bouncing with the horse's movements. Jeck was amiling
behind histrim black beard. | fdt hisleg tense as he put the horse into a dower gait.

“| thought it was your servant girl, first, seeing as she had disappeared,” he sad, his eyes on the tral
back to the palace. “But only a player could escape the palace as quickly as you did. And no one but a
player would have dart venom. Hard luck Kavenlow being sent on an errand just when he needed to be
here. He mudt trust you if he iswilling to let you speak for him. You're being a shade paranoid, though.
Dragging me out here to talk settlements? The tower would have been fine”



| took a graeful breath of ar as the horse's pace eased. What was he taking about? He knew |
waan't the princess and would have nothing to do with mking treaties. “Let me up,” | demanded, feding
my face redden from being upside down.

“*Course” He glanced behind us. His gloved hands tightened about my waist, and it was with great
rdief | found mysdf upright and set gently down upon the horse before him, sidesaddle, as was proper.
Hisarm stayed around me, and my pulse pounded as my chance of escape dimmed. The man had arms
thicker than a fence post.

He grinned a my cold face. “Surprised? Being the captain of King Edmund’'s guard is risky, but it
works” His grip on my wais tightened as he glanced behind us at the empty trall. “Kavenlow is ether
moongtruck or planning a game | won't live to see the end of if he's taking someone so close to the
throne as his apprentice. Hel and damnation, what if something happened to the red heir? You'd be
pulled down before the ink dried on the coronation invitations. The man has more gdl than I'd give him
by his milksop looks.”

He looked behind im again. “ So, out with it,” he said. “Leaving Prince Chu-head done this long isn't
wie What are Kavenlow's thoughts on Garrett's bid for your land? I'm tempted to back the
dunderhead, though his father will have to annex the kingdom as his own before | can use it in play.” His
white teeth showed grongly behind his beard. “I'm going to enjoy tending Costenopoli€’ s harbors as wel
as Edmund’ s farms. Hard luck having to start over.”

| stared dumbfounded at him. He was taking as if he stood higher, had more power, than hisking's
son. “Don’'t you mean, King Edmund’ s fams?’ | ssammered.

“King? Since when does a piece warrant king?' Jeck paused, taking in my slence. His face went
empty, and his grip tightened.

“You didn't leave the trail; you were fallowing it. Damn it dl to hel,” he swore. “He hasn't told you
who you are yet. You're not a player, you're dill a damned piece.”

Panicking, | squirmed. “Duncan!” | shouted, damming my heds into his horse. The black horse
squealed and lurched. Jeck scrambled for control as | did to the ground.

Three darts hit mein quick succession as | ran into the woods. Bark bit at my pdmsas| clutched a a
tree, Saggering under the venom. Lungs heaving, | fought off the vertigo, quickly regaining my balance.
Nausea rose high. Jeck crashed after me. Panic gave me a renewed drength. | sruggled forward,
running.

“Sorry, Princess,” Jeck said bregthlessy as he yanked my arm and brought me to a spun-about hdlt.
“I’'m not wagting any more darts on you.”

| gasped as the butt of his sword arced toward me. There was an indant of white pain in my temple,
then nothing.



Thirteen

My head hurt. 1t pounded from somewhere over my right temple. That was the fird breath of
awareness, to wedge itsdf past my muzzy blanket of unconsciousness. The second was that | was Stting
on something sharp. It fdt like a thorn, but | had a suspicion it was one of Jeck’s darts. A filmy black
cloth stretched across my face, cutting into the corners of my mouth. | tried to raise my hands, finding my
ams were bound behind me. A familiar chaky taste coated my tongue—the flavor that an overdose of
venom left behind. | pried my eydids apart, blinking.

It was well past noon by the sun’s position; | had been out most of the day. My boots and stockings
were gone, which would explain why my feet were so cold they ached. A cord was about my ankles. |
was propped agand a tree, its bark pinching my knuckles and back. Before me was a smdl camp.
Jeck’s, | assumed, snceit was his horse tied nearby. The black gdding dill wore his riding pad, and he
looked annoyed as he flicked histall at it.

A metd pan steamed over a amdl, smokeless fire. Beside it were my black har ribbon, my coiled
whip, my bone knife, and Kavenlow’'s bag. | went cold as | redized Jeck had searched me while | was
unconscious. He had taken my hair down in his search for more darts, and the tips were trailing in the
dicks and leaves. Where dse had he looked, | wondered, and why had he taken my stockings off? My
head dumped back to hit the tree. | was tied to a tree in my bare feet. It wasn't raining. That meant it
was going to get worse. Somehow.

Gahering my resolve, | wiggled to get free. The horse turned to watch. “Mummph,” | granted in
frudration around the gag, but the horse didn't care. Ears pricked, he looked over my shoulder. | heard
the thuds of gpproaching hooves. Duncan! | thought, squirming to make as much noise as possible.

Wiggling and twigting, | peered around the tree to find Jeck, not Duncan, leading Tuck through the
brash. My draggles stopped, and | dumped. Tuck eagerly paced to join Jeck’s horse. | closed my eyes
in misery. The gray 4ill wore my saddle; Jeck had probably stolen hm so we could reach the palace
sooner. Worry pinched my brow, and | hoped Duncan was dl right. A angle dart might kill him so soon
after lagt night.

“Princess.”

My eyes flew open at the soft word. It was entirdy devoid of emotion, either Sncerity or mockery.
Dressed in black leather and linen, Jeck looked more like a highwayman than the captain of King
Edmund' s guard. His black cloak was clean, showing only a dudting of grass and dirt. He eyed me from
under the brim of a smple black hat. It appeared far more functiond than the one decked with feethers
he had worn when | firg saw him.

Crouching by thefire, he took off hisriding gloves and poured the liquid from the Seaming plate into a
bowl. My eyes darted from the near-boiling water to his eyes. Whatever was in that bowl probably
was't soup. And | was Stting here, pretty much helpless.

“I'm glad you woke,” he said as he stood. “1 didn’t want to move you until you had.”

“Mummph,” | said, making it as bdligerent as | could. My defiance fatered as he crossed the camp
and kndlt beside me. Lurching, I swung my bound feet up to hit him.

Bdance never shifting, he grasped my knees with a thick-knuckled hand and pinned them. “Easy,
Princess,” he said, stting upon my knees and tugging the scarf from my mouth.

“Get off me” | demanded, taking a grateful breath of air. “Let me go!”



“l don't like being kicked.” He dipped a square of doth into the water, and | squirmed, tilting my
head away asfar as| could. “Hold sill,” he muttered.

| flinched when he touched me, but his fingers were gentle as he dabbed a my forehead. Sowly | let
out my held breath, watching his brown eyes. | could dmost believe it was concern that pinched his quiet
face. The cloth came away with crusted blood and the faint smel of figwort. It would reduce the swdling,
and | wondered why he bothered.

“My gpologies,” he said, his attention on what he was doing. “I hit you too hard. Prince Garrett wants
you in good hedlth, not feverish with infection.” He rinsed the cloth, and the water turned red with my
blood. “He |l have my hide should | bring you back in too sorry a condition.” Leaving the rag on the edge
of the bowl, he leaned closer to ingpect his work.

His shirt brushed my cheek, and | could andl woodsmoke and two days in the wilds on him. He
eased back, and | started to breathe again. “How gdlant of the Misdev dog,” | sad sharply. “Wanting
mein good hedth before he weds me, rapes me, then killsme.” 1 would have called for Duncan, but Jeck
wouldn’'t have removed the gag had he been close.

Jeck made a noise of agreement and moved to St before the fire on a decaying log. Watching, |
pulled my knees to my chin to hide my dirty feet as much as to try to warm mysdf. | thought I'd been
vulnerable degping across the fire from a cheat. Now | knew what vulnerable was. Jeck rubbed a
sword-hardened hand over histidy beard and looked &t his horse. “What am | going to do with her?” he
asked the animd asif | wasn't gtting in front of him.

“Let mego?’ | prompted.
His gaze flicked to mine. “No.”

“Untie me? At least my hands? It's not asiif | can run away from you. Not without my boots.” My
thoughts went to my knife and whip beside the fire. “And I’'m gStting on something sharp,” | complained
to move him into something foolish. “One of your darts, probably. One would think you would have
redized | had some immunity right off. But no-0-0-0, you just keep darting away, wasting them until you
hit me”

He reached out. Before | redized hisintent, he shoved me over. | shrieked as my cheek smacked the

leef mold. “Get your hands off mel” | cried as a hand fdl heavy on my hip, forcing me down. A scream
escaped me as he flung my skirts over my head.

“Hold dlll. | seeit”

Thelight was a crimson tint from my red underskirt as | wiggled, fighting him. There was the twinge of
something sharp being removed from my behind. “Get off me” | ydled, and his weight on my hip
vanished. | gasped as a hand gripped my shoulder and yanked me upright. By the time | flung the hair
from my eyes, he was back before the fire holding one of histiny wooden darts between his fingers and
gying it for damage.

“What luck. It's not broken,” he said as he tucked the diver of wood into his hatband, showing me
where he kept them. His eyes went to mine, and his eyebrows bunched. If | got loose, they would be the
firg thing | would head for, and he knew it.

“Y ou uncouth Misdev barbarian!” | shouted, trying to spit the curl of har out of my mouth. “Don’t
you ever do that again! I'll have you kedhauled and thrown into the chu pitd”

He gave me a speaking ook, his eyes going to the gag 4ill loose about my neck and the rope about
my ankles. My dress wasn't exactly where it ought to be, and face flaming, | tucked my legs up to hide
them.

“You are the most vileman | have ever met,” | said, my heart dill pounding. “You abduct me, knock



me out, search me while I’'m unconscious, and tie me up. Then you shove me down and nearly pull off
my dress while my hands and feet are bound. Untie me. Right now!”

A rude snicker came from Jeck, infurigting me. “I didn’t pull off your dress. | pulled out a dart. Would
you rather | left it in?" | diffened as he rose to his fedt, flicking a knife out from somewhere. “You do
anything | don't like, I'll knock you slly again,” he said.

| hed my breath, pushing back into the tree for leverage. If he got close enough, | could kick him
unconscious, now that my skirts were about my knees. But before | even had a chance, he put his big
hand on the back of my head and shoved my forehead to my knees. | took a breath to shout a him, my
impetus dying as there was a firm tug on my wrists, and my hands were free. His hand lifted from me. My
outrage vanished and | pulled my aching arms forward. A groan of pain dipped out before | could stop it.

Jeck eyed me carefully from three steps away as | rubbed my wrigs and the red marks left by the
bindings. Tingling jolts pulsed through my fingers with a steady hum, hurting them with the sudden heet of
creulatiion but soothing my wrists where | hdd them. My feet were dill tied, but | had my hands. | was
halfway to freedom. Soldier he may be, but he was afoal for bdieving threats of violence would keep me
docile.

“Thank you,” | said sullenly. The gag was dill about my neck, and | picked the knot loose and
dropped the spit-soaked rag to the earth.

“If you try to escape, I'll tie you up again,” he warned as he coiled the cord he had used about my
wrigs and shoved it in a saddlebag dong with my whip and knife. His face logt its emation when he saw
me gitting cross-legged, holding my wrigts. “Wha—ah—what are you doing?’

I looked up, doing nothing to hide my disgust. “My wrigts hurt!”

“Um,” he said, hislips pressing together to dmogt disappear behind his beard and mugtache. “It’s just
the circulation coming back. You'll be fine”
“l know that.” My eyes narrowed when he turned away. | remembered my hands had the same,

humming-tingly feding when | had been comforting Duncan. They hadn’'t been tied a dl then. But my
wridsfdt better, and | let them go.

| purposely kept my gaze away from the horses. As soon as | could, I’d be gone. “May | have some
of that warmed water?’ | asked, embarrassed that my face was streaked with dirt.

Attention on an unvoiced thought, he set the high-walled pan within my reach. | edged closer to it and
the fire. Everything but my hands were cold, the tingling having subsided into an ache. “Did you kill
Duncan?’ | asked, unable to keep the worry from my voice.

“The man with you?’” he said, seeming to jump to the present. “No. | had no reason to.”
“Then how did you get hishorse?’ | asked.

Jeck smirked and sat down across from me. “Hefdl off when | spooked his horse. The beast is more
flighty than Six deer. | thought the gray was yours. The stableman said you stole a horse and a saddle—"

“| paid for them,” | protested, then hesitated. “Y ou talked to the stableman...”

Nodding, Jeck pulled atravel cake from his saddlebag. “ Getting out as one of two,” he said around a
mouthful of fat and grain. “Nice. How did you convince a vagrant to help you?’

| said nathing, feding sullen. My stomach rumbled at the smel of honey.

Apparently unconcerned, Jeck brushed a crumb from his beard. “I knew you' d want a horse, and the
men wouldn't stop talking about you. How his girl ran away with the mare he sold you. How you stole
the one that belonged to the palace, and what was he going to tdl the palace when they came to collect
them? Oh, woe isme,” he finished in a mocking voice.



| fdt ill, redizing I'd left atral as clear as Kavenlow's. My eyes flicked to the black gdding. It was
the twin to my mare. “That'smy horse” | said. “He was holding them for me.”

Jeck’s narrow mugtache rose as he grinned. “He's a fine animd, and a great ded more rested than
my horse. Being the captain of King Edmund' s guards has its privilege”

He had taken my horse when it came right down to it. Turning the hem of my dress up, | looked for a
fold of less-begrimed fabric | could use to clean mysdf.

Jeck leaned to his pack and tossed me a wad of cloth. It arched over the fire and landed squardly in
my lap. | picked it up—fully intending to throw it back into his face—but it was soft and clean, smdling
of soap. Abandoning pride for comfort, | dipped it into the warm water.

Jeck et histravel cake aside and picked up Kavenlow’s bag. My mouth opened as he undid the tie
and upended the pouch. “That's ming” | protested. His eyebrows rose as he took in my anger, and |
added, “Get out of it!”

Ignoring me, he ran hisfingers over everything. “Fishhooks,” he said, dropping them back in me bag.
“Candle, needle and thread, flint.” He glanced a me from under the brim of his black hat. “Dry tinder,
cord...” He hdd up my packet of dried torch flowers. “What' s this?’

“A mild sedative and pain rdief,” | said, seeing no harm in him knowing. His soft cdoth fdt like heaven
agang my travel-torn fingers, and my hands were humming from the hot weter.

Never dropping my gaze, Jeck dipped the torch flowersinto an inner pocket of his jerkin. Outraged,
| siffened. “Put that back!” | cried. But my anger shifted to darm when he opened Kavenlow’s venom
and took a iff.

“Sill aliquid?’ he murmured. “Interesting.” As | watched, unable to stop him, he removed his hat and
dipped atiny dart from the hatband. | knew he used a dart pipe, but | had yet to see it. He dipped the
dart into the venom, then touched it to his tongue. “Chu,” he swore, recoiling with a grimace. “No
wonder you put me down with two.” The skin about his eyes wrinkled as he replaced his dart into his
hatband. “And why you were ill running after four of mine. What does Kavenlow do to keep the venom
from coagulating after you kil it?’

Kill what?1 thought as | struggled with my desire to either smack him for pawing through my things
or thank him for the information. He recapped the smdl jar when | remained slent, tucking it into his
saddlebag. My face flamed. “That'smine” | said.

“What's yours?’ He meet my eyes with a blank expression.
“That’smy dart venom. Put the jar back inmy bag.”
He gave me a handsome grin. “Whet jar?’

Giving up, | scrubbed the cooling cloth againg my face. Keeping even my hair ribbon, he shoved
everything into Kavenlow's bag, which he then knotted to his bdt. “You're a thief,” | said, unable to
think of anything more derogatory.

His eyebrows rose. “I prefer ‘usng my means to thair fullest potentia.’”
“And a coward,” | added, coming up with something vasily better.

Jeck’s face emptied of dl expression, and | wondered if | had gone too far. “No,” he sad oftly.
“Not a coward.” | couldn't tdl if he was angry, and somehow that frightened me,

“What are you going to do with me?’ | asked as | braided my hair, despairing of the sticks and leaves
my fingers kept finding.
He scuffed a boot into the leaf mold. “Return you to Prince Garrett as ordered.”



| looped the braid about itsdlf, shaping the entire arrangement into a decorative bal at the base of my
neck. It would hold as long as | didn't move about much. Sniffing a him, | tried to find the ar of
misplaced confidence that worked so wel on the palace guards when they caught me where | shouldn’t
be. “Thismorning you seemed to be acting on your own. And now you're back to taking orders from a
gpindess, siveing, worthless excuse of a royd who has as much right to rule as a barnacle worm.”
Exctement went through me as Jeck dtiffened in unease. I'd found a diver of truth, but how did it fit?

“Thismorning | thought you were someone else, Princess” he said.

“Don’t cal me that,” |1 demanded, pretending disinterest as | scrubbed between my toes to turn the
cloth brown. “We both know I’'m not.”

Jeck rose to take the saddle off Tuck. “People act within the expectations they're given. | say you're
aprincess. Act like one. And keep your burning hands away from those knots.”

Disgusted he had known | was working my way to them, | made a face and dropped the clath into
the water. “I'm her double, that's dl,” | said tightly. But Jeck never noticed my frustrated anger as we
both turned a a scuffling in the leaves. My breath came fast in hope, but | dumped when | spotted a
squirrel, not Duncan. There was a thump and a squesk. A knife pinned the rodent to the ground, dead.

Shocked, | spun back to find a second knife in Jeck’ s hand, hisarm cocked to throw it. Frowning, he
did the knife behind his belt. “But I'm in no hurry to get back to Prince Chu-head,” he said. “And you
look hungry. Skinny. All legs and arms.”

Ignoring hisinault, | sourly picked the mud from my hem. He could throw a knife. How wonderful .
And though | was starving, | wouldn't est. He might tamper with my food.

“Wdl, I'm hungry,” he continued asif | had said something. “We can’'t make it back by sundown, so
well leave in the morning. Garrett can stew for awhile. Maybe hell redize wha he has started.” Putting
thelast of histraved cake in his mouth, he went to get the squirrdl.

The captain’s casud disregard for Garrett’s sanding gill shocked me, serving as more proof tha
Jeck held more power than he ought. He had said | was a player, that | was Kavenlow's apprentice.
What the devil was a player? A specidized bodyguard, maybe?

As Jeck butchered the squirrd, | finished washing my feet, thinking about that. Kavenlow had taught
me my letters and numbers, and countless ways to ddly the hours away, but nothing about protecting
anyone except mysdf. Then again, Kavenlow had kept me dive my entire life through a score of
assassination attempts. A chancdlor.

Feding asif | was close to figuing something out, | dried my feet on my red underskirt. Jeck had
hinted a a huge conspiracy. His few words—at fird gib and bewildering, then hestant and
obscure—had filled me with unease. Things weren't as | thought. My ingrained beliefs—the bdiefs of my
entire society—were based on a veneer that even the royas thought went dl the way through. | had very
little to shape my new wisdom upon.

Fingers dow, | placed my damp cloth on the rim of the pan. Kavenlow’s note had said that though
the king and queen held the crown, we kept Costenopoalie intact. It went dong with what Jeck hed
implied about him controlling Misdev. But | had grown up in the palace. | knew the king and queen ruled.
Didn't they?

A wash of unredl feding coursed through me as | recdled how often my and Kavenlow’s diversons
hed been interrupted by private councils with men of importance, the letters without the roya sed passed
by Kavenlow's hand, and his excursons to the docks at dl hours. Suddenly Jeck’s hints of Kavenlow
pulling hidden strings sounded not only plausible but obvious.

| raised my head to find Jeck butchering the squirrd at the edge of camp. “You sad | was a—a
player,” | said, trying to pull more informetion from him. The familiar word fet odd as| sad it, and Jeck’s



firg expresson of shock melted into a fierce look.
“Don't,” he said with a frightening harshness. “Don’'t ask me”

| leaned forward, feding as if | dmogt had it. | recdled Jeck’s whipping, the frudraion in his
eyes—and the control. “You aren't just the captain of King Edmund's guard,” | said, thinking | was
closer to the truth than | had been my entire life. “Y ou're a player.”

“No,” he said, radng a protesting hand, fingers red with the squirrd’s blood. He saw it, and put his
hand down. “It was a jest. A vary bad jest. I'm the captain of King Edmund's guard, charged with
keeping his second son dive until he's safdy married. That's dl.” But his brown eyes looked too
determined.

“No, you're more. You're aplayer,” | prodded.

“Princess...” His shoulders shifted as he took a deep breath and dowly let it out. Returning to the fire,
heflicked my damp rag into his grip and wiped his hands clean. He looked worried as he stood before
me “Damn it, Jeck,” he swore. “Y our big mouth findly caught up with you.”

“Ligen,” he said, crouching down before me. “Do us both a justice and keep your thoughts to
yoursdlf. Kavenlow isgoing to be angry enough with me as it is for letting Garrett make an unannounced
bid for Costenopolie. But forcing his timetable with you?” The corners of his eyes crinkled, and he took
off his hat, making him look younger asit touded his harr. “1’d rather swing from King Edmund’s rope as
atraitor than interfere with you. That it was an honest mistake means nothing. I'm going to sdvage whét |
can and get out.” Clearly worried, he carefully set his hat on his bedroll and moved the pan of bloody,
brown water out of my reach.

My pulse raced. He was more concerned about what he had told me than about Garrett killing the
king and queen? | was learning bits and pieces, each one more confusing than the lagt. “You're afrad of
him” | sad. “You're afrad of Kavenlow?’

Jeck looked up from the squirrdl, hiswide shoulders tenang. “No. I'm not.”
“| think you are, Captain.”

He turned around. “No, Princess. I'm not.” He hung the rodent upside down to drain into the pan.
“It's not dl my fault, though. Why he kept you in the dark this long is beyond me. You have a
consderable tolerance to venom. He should have had you recognized years ago.”

“Recognized,” 1 whispered. An image of fox lgpping water drifted through me. | could smdl burning
wormwood. My heart hammered as memories flooded back.

Kavenlow had been angry, but he hadn’t burned the gypsy wagon. He had carried me to my room,
kissed my forehead, and went to talk to my parents. Why hadn’'t | remembered that before?

Suddenly frightened, | met his eyes. “What is going on, Captain Jeck?’
“Nothing,” he said, garing & me. “That'salie” | said, knowing it was.

Jeck carefully wiped his fingers clean. “You keep tdling yoursdf that, Princess, and we both might
urvive”



Fourteen

It was cold. The clear skies had dlowed the heat of the day to abandon the earth quickly once the
aun set, and even the saring frogs were too numb to sng. Everything | owned but the clothes | had on
were in Jeck’ s saddlebags or with Duncan, thoroughly out of reach. | wondered if “my thief,” as Jeck
hed come to cdl him, had taken Pitch for his own and headed for better pickings. A part of me hoped he
had. The more frightened part of me hoped he hadn’t.

My head throbbed dully where Jeck had knocked me. There was a lump the Sze of a wanut, but it
didn't seem feverish. Feding sorry for mysdf, | scooted closer to the fire and licked the lagt of the grease
from my fingers. The previous empty ache in my middle—and weatching Jeck prepare the squirrd—hed
convinced meit was safe to edt.

“Thank you,” | said as | glanced over the fire | froze, embarrassed; | had bolted down my med
before he had even finished hdlf of his He sat on hislog well back from the fire, looking plenty warm with
his boots, coat, and heavy cloak. My eyes lingered on his blanket folded neatly beside him. | wouldn’'t
ask for it. | had my pride.

“You'rewdcome” he said. “I've never seen anyone eat the meset from toes before.”

“Dinner lagt night wasn't very good,” | muttered. A sudden sneeze shook me, and | clutched my arms
around my drawn-up knees and pulled my thin cloak tighter. The tight band about my ankles had been
replaced by a length of rope that hobbled me like a horse. 1t was humiliaing. If | had my knife, I might
loose my bonds. If | had my boots, | could run. If | could knock Jeck unconscious, | might dude him
entirdy. If, if, if...

“S0,” | sad hesitantly, not liking the silence, “you learned to cook while a guard?’

Jeck laughed, and the pleasant sound of it sartled me. “No,” he said. “My father taught me, but I'll
be damned if it wasn't his cooking that got me my position of captain.”

“How could cooking do that?’ | asked, not liking his rough language.

He pulled a bite from atiny bone and chewed thoughtfully. Wiping his mouth, he said, “King Edmund
sends hisfoot soldiers into the fidd for a month every fdl. You know that grip of forest you left him?’ |
nodded, and his eyes went distant. “They camp there and fend for themsdves. At the end of it, there's a
contest. Fghting, dimbing, svimming, that sort of thing.” He flicked the stripped bone into the fire. “The
best join the palace guard.”

“And you won it your very firs year.”

| couldn’'t keep the sarcasm from my voice, but Jeck’s eyes hed laughter, not anger. “No. It's
generdly the big hulks of men who win. After two years of being beaten black-and-blue, | befriended
one. Fed him the entire time. | invented so many ways to cook squirrel, you wouldn’'t know you were
edting the same animd for a week. He agreed to hoist me up the rope, push me over the wall, and fight
beside mein the find meeeif | kept hisbdly full until then.”

“You cheated,” | said, not surprised.

“No.” Jeck gave me a sdeways amile from behind his beard, his eyes dlinting in the firdight. “You
have to have rules to break them, and there weren't any. | couldn’t do it by brawn, so | did it by brain.”
Jeck wrapped a cloth around a pot of bailing water and pulled it from the fire before adding what |
thought was a ridiculoudy smdl amount of tea leaves.



“l had alife expectancy of about forty in the army if we never went to war,” he sad softly. “I didn’t
like the idea that my life was that close to being hdf over. Being in the castle guard would have increased
it dramaticaly.” He met my eyes. “It did increase it dramaticaly.”

| clutched my knees to mysdf, uneasy. “Have you ever killed anyone?’ | asked.
“Of course” He frowned, then added, “1 don’t enjoy it, if that’s what you're asking.”

| thought of Garrett and the shudder of lugt I'd fdt in him while he watched his guard kill another. He
hed enjoyed it. My throat tightened as | remembered watching my parents die. How could | have let im
live? Next time | would be strong. “Doesit get eesier?’ | whispered.

“The doing? Yes. Much as I'd like to think otherwise, yes. It does. The afterward, though, gets
worse” His eyes met mine. “Why? Do you wish you had killed Garrett?”

Defiance mixed with fear and anticipation in a nauseating mix. “He deserves to die”

Jeck nodded in an absent fashion. “True, but that doesn’t meen it's in everyone's best interests that
he should. But | won't let you kill him. I’'m not eager for another pointless Misdev war, which is what
you'll get if Garrett dies”

“There won't be awar. Kavenlow can convince King Edmund | was judtified,” | said.

“Judiified...” Jeck stretched hisfeet out to the fire and loosened his bootlaces. “ So the contest ended,
and | and my dinner companion were left,” he said, continuing his story. “I hadn’'t yet grown into my
height, and | lacked the power that the men who lost had, but | was smarter. It wasn't long before it was
recognized, and after | got my growth, | moved up to captain. Life became interesting after that.” He met
my gaze from under his hat, the firdight flickering to make shadows. “How about you? How did you
become the princess's decoy?’

“Uh” | stammered, caught off guard. “1 was bought in the streets. The only one of three decoys to
aurvive the earliest Red Moon Prophesy assassination attempts.” | tucked the hem of my dress under my
feet to keep them off the damp ground. “I’'m a beggar’s child, | suppose. | didn’'t know until”—! thought
for amoment, surprised—"four days ago. Before that it was the usud princess tasks: reading and sums,
how to draw amap, how to play atune, how to step a dance, how to seat vigting dignitaries at dinner so
no one is beside the person who snubbed them last spring.” | flicked my gaze to his and then looked
away, seeing aworried confuson in his eyes.

“That'sit?’ he asked. “He haan't taught you anything. Anything of vaue, | mean.”

“Who are you to know?' | snapped, but it lacked conviction. | had a feding Jeck was right.
Kavenlow had been responsible for my schooling, and most of that had revolved around the palitica
niceties of being a princess. Perhaps because there was dways the chance | might end up on the throne if
anything happened to her. Like her royal snotship meeting the soul reaper on her way home, |
thought, amost hoping she would.

An animd screeched, the same as lagt night, and | edged closer to the fire. Kavenlow hadn't taught
me anything specid. If he had, | wouldn't be gtting here with my feet tied together, shivering. | would
have chewed my way free when Jeck had been digging a shdlow privy, whipped him into submission
when he returned, then stolen the horses to run away.

“l was bought for dlver, t0o,” Jeck said suddenly. | looked up a his quick-worded admisson. His
brown eyes hed ahint of vulnerability, and | didn’t think he had ever told anyone before. “Before that, |
lived with a childiess farmer. A passng priest saw me throwing rocks a the birds to keep them off the
corn. He took me right there, yanking me onto his horse and shouting for my father. | was eight.”

Shivering, | pulled my cloak tighter. Jeck must mean his surrogate father. He had said the farmer was
childess



Jeck looked tired as he gazed into the fire as if searching for his past. “I remember my father dutching
myleg as| sat before the priest on his horse” he said. “My father told him | was dl he had. The priest
kicked him in the mouth—broke one of his teeth—then threw a pouch of coins into the dirt.” Jeck
poured the brewed teainto a metd cup. “He died three years later from too much work and not enough
food. | didn't know urtil he was in the ground until grass had grown over him so thick | couldn’t tell
where he was. He was the only father | knew.”

“You don't remember your red father?” | asked, feding an odd kinship.

“He was my red father.” Jeck’s lips pressed together, dl but disgppearing behind his mustache. “He
took care of me. We worked together to build his farm so he would have food when he was too old to
work and | would have food until | was old enough to work. If he wasn't a father, then what is one?’

| said nothing, feding foolish. Apparently satisfied with my attitude, Jeck took a sp of his tea and
brushed away the drops left on his beard. “The priest left me with the army, and | dready told you the
rest. God help me, | thought it was such a waste a the time”

“You were eght?’ | asked, appaled. “King Edmund puts eight-year-oldsin hisarmy?’

“No,” he sad in annoyance. “I was a glorified dave to the enlisted, but | joined when | was old
enough. | never saw the priest again until 1 made captain. That was when he—" Jeck cut histhought short
and poked at thefire.

That was when he gave Jeck his firgt dose of venom, | guessed, and told him about players. But |
wouldn't say it. If Jeck redlized how much | was gleaning from even his casua words, he would return to
his stone-lipped <.

Stretching to his stack of firewood, he set a thick piece on the fire. “Do you want some tea?’ he
asked, dearly changing the subject. “1 don’t have another cup, but you could drink it out of a bowl.”

“Do you have honey?’ | asked, and when he shook his heed, | gestured no. It was't teaif it didn't
have honey init.

His cup dmog logt in hisbig hands, Jeck tilted his head and eyed me from under his hat. “I’m curious.
How old were you when you firg tasted venom?’

| tucked an escaped curl behind my ear. “Y ou admit there’ s such athing now?’

The flash of white teeth as he grinned was unexpected. “I do nothing of the kind. But you have quite a
tolerance. If you don’t mind my asking, when did Kavenlow fird initiste you?’

| hestated. He was charming information from me, but if it kept him talking, 1 might learn something
mysdf. “Thirteen,” | said. “An assassin found mewhile | wasin the streets. Almost got me with a dart.” |
picked at the grimy hem of my dress. It had been awful. | couldn’t blame Heather for not coming into the
streets with me. | hoped she was dl right.

“Kavenlow wanted to give me a better weapon of defense,” | continued, “suggesing the very thing
that dmogt reached me. He said | had the ability to become immune to it, that it wouldn't kill me”
Stomach denching, | remembered my firs dose of venom. | hadn’t died—though at the time, | wished |
had. The convulsons had left me weak and in tears. “He said I'd never see the outside of the palace
aganif | didn't. It was outright blackmail, even to keeping it from—from my parents. They never knew
the cause for my occasond lethargy.”

Jeck made an undergtanding noise. His eyes, when | met them, were very intent. | shut my mouth. |
was taking too much. He reached for a stick, his cape pulling agang his broad shoulders. Stirring the
cods, heleft it to burn. “Do you like him?” he asked, shocking me.

“Kavenlow?’ | said, affronted. “He s like a second father to me”



His eyes fixed to mine. “Why?" he asked, the word making me uneasy. “He poisoned you countless
times, made you go through the hdl of building your tolerance. For what? To protect someone you never
met? To force you to suffer the weight of a prophesy that wasn't yours to bear? He has lied to you your
entire life. And you trust him?’

“Kavenlow saved my life more times than | have fingers,” | said hotly. “He sat with me every time |
took the venom. And he dways had something nice planned for the next day to make up for it. A rare
outing into the hills or—" 1 abruptly went slent, thinking. “Or a good game of hide-and-seek,” | breathed
as | pondered Kavenlow’s diversons with a new outlook. | had never guessed they were more than
games. What had Kavenlow made me into? My eyes flicked to Jeck’s. | had to stop talking.

“At thirteen? Jeck’s voice overflowed with disbdief. “You were playing games at thirteen! | was
learning how to kill a man at fifteen paces with a knife when | was thirteen.”

“How splendid for you,” | said dryly. “But | didn’'t have to kill anyone to get past the palace wadls.
Could you have done the same?’

Jeck grunted at that, seeming pleased rather than annoyed as | would have expected.
“Stop talking to me” | said in ahuff. “I’'m going to deep.”
“You do that. We leave before sunup.”

| shifted my shoulders to show | had heard him, pushing the dirt smooth where | was going to have to
deep. Leaves and dirt dung to my pams, and | looked at the filth on them in disgust. I'd be leaving
tonight if | could sneak away with the horses.

He wadded up his blanket and threw it at me over the fire. “Seep on that,” he said.
Rdief filled me as the coarse wool rasped across my fingertips. “Thank you.”
“Takethis, too,” he said as he undid the clasp of his cloak and carefully handed it to me.

| accepted it with some surprise, my eyebrows rigng as | found the black wool lined with an even
blacker slk. It was beautiful, and | wondered that he had something this exquisite. “What will you use?’ |
asked, seaing nothing left to him but his coat.

“I'm daying awake for obvious reasons.” He took a sp of tea “And before you get any idess, I'm
bigger than you, I'm stronger than you, and if you try anything...”

| made aface as | remembered the shriek of the dying squirrdl. His eyes were on mewhile | sruggled
to arrange the blanket with my ankles hobbled. Fndly giving up, | covered mysdf in his cloak, pulling the
hood up over my head as | lay down.

The amdl of horse and woodsmoke filled my senses—it seemed to warm my chill as much as the
added weight of the cloak—but the masculine smdl of Jeck mixing with them stirred me back to
vigilance | took a shdlow bregth, then a degper one, pulling in his scent and dudying it as | might a new
concoction from the kitchen. Much to my disgust | decided it was nice. Manly nice, as Hesather would
say. | sghed, wishing | was of a strong enough mind to convince mysdf it stank.

| could see Jeck across the fire, hisimege distorted from the flanes. He was... He was taking his
shirt off! My pulse hammered, and | sat up.

“Don't flatter yoursdlf, Princess,” Jeck said, his brow furrowing as his shirt stuck to his back. “Not
every manistrying to get under your skirts.” His shirt pulled away with a sharp suddenness accompanied
by atight grimace. My somach clenched as | remembered his whipping. He dropped his shirt, leaving
him bare to the waist. Pulling the hood of his cloak over my face, | settled down, propping my head on
my folded arms so | could watch the bunching smoothness of his muscles. | had afeding he knew it.

Jeck took arag and dipped it into the water left from making tea. Twiding awkwardly, he tried to



sponge the dried blood from his back. It didn’t take long to redize he couldn’t manage it. “I'll do that,” |
sad, not knowing why | offered.

Jeck’ s attention flicked over the fire to me and away.

“You got them because | escaped,” | prodded, Stting back up and letting his cloak fdl from me. “I'll
clean them for you.”

He wrung out hisrag in the water and stretched to reach the center of his back, coming short. “Why
would you hep me?’

“Why would you bother to feed me and give me your blanket and cloak?’ | answered.

Jeck dghed, his entire chest moving. “No. Soothe your conscience some other way. Like not
annoying me with trying to escape.”

“They'll get infected,” | said. “And what can | do to you? It's not asif | can hurt you. You took al my
darts and tied my feet asif | was an errant goat.”

Jeck’s jaw clenched. “True. But | might have to hurt you. And it’s harder if—"
| fdt the blood drain from my face. He wouldn't hurt me. He couldn'’t.

He scowled as he took in my expression. “Hdl and damnation,” he swore. He rose, and while my
pulse hammered, he brought his pot of hot water and tin of paste to my side of the fire. Feding ill and
unred, | did down the blanket to make room for him. He sank down beside me, diffly showing me his
back. “Behave yoursdf, or I'll knock you so hard you won't wake up,” he threatened. “Don't think |
won't.”

| swallowed hard. “I know.” His back was very broad and smooth, the skin dark from long hoursin
the sun. The five brands looked raw, rimmed with red and their edges swollen. With the right ointment,
they’d hed. Garrett’s marks were fant wets, nothing more.

The water was hot on my chilled fingers as | wrung out the cloth. | reached forward, then hesitated.
Angd’s Spit, I'd never done anything like this before. Taking a breath, | decided I'd pretend | was
Heather. She ‘d know how to wash aman's back. God help me, | was pathetic.

Steding mysdf, | dabbed hestantly at the highest bloody mark and worked my way carefully down.
His shoulders were different from those I'd seen a the docks, bunching with strength gained from
swinging a blade rather than pulling a rope. He smdled like horse, same as his cloak. Scattered between
the whip marks were a sprinkling of old white scars.

| continued to work, running the cloth carefully over each rise and fdl of muscle, feding the difference
ineach of them. I’d never had this opportunity to unhurriedly touch a man, this soft exploration that was
meade right and proper by way of an offer of help. It was heady, and the cool detachment | touched him
with seemed to make it dl the more intense.

Jeck started as | touched the amdl of his back to catch a rivulet. | suddenly redized | had gone over
his entire back and had needlesdy started over again. What the chu-pits am | doing? Embarrassed, |
draped the rag over the edge of the pot and opened the tin.

| risked a siff a the white ointment, recailing a the stench. Garlic and horseradish, with a hedthy
dose of thyme to try to counteract the amdl, mixed in what looked like wax and fat. It was a nasty
concoction, undoubtedly guaranteed to remove infection. | hestantly dipped my fingers. | looked & his
back, thinking it was beautiful with power, even marred asit was.

A grunt dipped from Jeck as the cold ointment hit his back. “Sorry,” | said, shifting to kned behind
him. His skin was warm where | smoothed the paste over the brands. The musclesin his neck turned to
cords, and his shoulders tensed. “I’'m not going to try to escape,” | said, trying to get my mind off how



my fingers fdt diding over the smoothness of him.
“I'll believe that when | have you in the paace,” he replied, his voice strained.

“Wdl,” | admitted, afinger tracing a brand from his shoulder to the amdl of his back. “I didn't mean |
wouldn't try to escape. Just not while tending your back.”

“Oh-h-h-h-h. A noble-minded prisoner. I'll rest easy tonight.”
“I'm not a prisoner,” | said quickly. “Prisoners are hdpless”
“No?’ he said with a rained-sounding laugh. “Whéat are you, then?’

“All right. I'm a prisoner, but I'm not helpless” My fingers were humming, amog hurting, redly, and
| looked at them. “What’sin this ointment? It's making my fingers hurt.” Annoyed a how easly his back
could distract me, | roughly smeared the paste across ared line

Jeck’s breath hissed in over his teeth. Tuming where he sat, he snatched my wridt.

“Hey!” | shouted, surging to my knees and trying to tug away. His grip was like sun-warmed metd,
hard and unyidding. | lurched back, the length of my arm stretched between us. “Let go,” | demanded,
frightened. “I'm sorry. | didn't mean to push that hard.” But it was the look on his bearded face that
shocked me to gillness. Wonder, fear, and—speculation?

“They’re humming, aren’t they,” he said, making it a statement. “Y our hands. Almaost enough to hurt.”

My mouth opened, and | twisted my arm until he released me. The tingling in my pdms swelled, tiny
spikes exploding from my skin. | made figts of them, willing the sensation to go.

He took a breath to say something. Clearly changing his mind, he extended his hand toward me. |
drew back, and he aggressively shifted closer. | spun away, lurching to get to my feet, and was pulled
back to my knees when he gripped my shoulder. “Let me go!” | shouted.

“St,” he demanded, jerking me back onto my blanket.

A cry escaped me. In that ingant Jeck frightened me as no one ever had before. He knew | wasn't a
princess and held no respect that | once had been. | was a beggar, to be treated as such. He could hurt
me without even trying—and he didn’t care if he did. Panicked, | froze in fear as he gripped my upper
am. My heart pounded, and | shirked back as he hestantly, dmost reverently, reached out and touched
my jawline.

My lips parted and my shoulders eased at the tingling sensation where his fingers rested. | met his
eyes, seaing flecks of gold hidden within the deep brown. In his touch was the heat of the sun, soothing.
His hand dropped, and | reached to fed my facein wonder. | looked a my hands, then his, knowing he
hed felt that same warmth coming from my fingers.

“It's the venom,” he said. “I dosed you up beyond your usud levels. Even so, I've never heard of
anyone beside me who could...” He drawled to a stop. Eyebrows raised, he confidently waited for me
to ask the expected question.

| swalowed, afrad a how wel he was manipulating me. “Could what?’ | whispered.

He picked up the tin | had dropped. Ficking out a flake of bark, he recapped it. “Agree to leave
Kavenlow and be my apprentice, and I'll tdl you.”

My breath came in a knowing sound. “You are chull bait, Captain,” | said, frightened.

His face gave me no clue as to what he was thinking. Breaking our gaze, he took his water and tin of
paste and returned to hisside of the fire. Silent, he pulled a clean shirt from his saddlebag and put it on.
Ignoring me, he sat on hislog and took up his tea

| settled mysdf uneesily on the blanket. The tingling of my hands had retreated to a dull throb, and |



tried to wipe the stink of garlic off on the hem of my dress. Strong and heady, the scent of Jeck’s cloak
assaled me, thoughts of his smooth skin flashing unbidden into my mind. Eying him over the fire, |
promised mysdf I'd stay awake, but my ful somach and the warmth of Jeck’s cloak put me adeep
fagter then if | had been lost inmy sheets and pillows safe a home.



Fifteen

It was the birds that woke me up, Screeching and squawking asif only they could convince the sun to
rise. They were unusudly noisy, and | stretched my feet downward in search of my bottle of hot water.
My toes poked from under the covers to find the icy morming insteed of a warm spot. Jerking my feet
back, | remembered where | was and that my pillow hadn’t dipped to the floor but was missing entirely.
Chu, | thought, keeping my eyes closed as | ligened for any movement from Jeck.

Thesun was't up yet, | decided as | dit my eydids and found only afant brightness. | had woken on
three occasions during the night. Each time I'd found Jeck awake—not watching me but dert. Once, he
hed scratched out a grid for thieves and kings, populating it with finger-sized pieces of black and white.
Now, though, when | ralled my head to see him, | found him gitting before a neglect-extinguished fire with
his chin dumped to his chest.

My pulse hammered. | dowly brought my knees to my chin, moving my hands down to my ankles. If
| could worry the knots loose, | could dip away, barefoot or not.

“Get your hands from your feet, or | will lop them off,” Jeck said, his head unmoving.
“Lop what off?" | asked sourly as | sat up. “My hands or my feet”

Jeck’s head rose. “Care to find out?” he said irately. “Get up. We're leaving.”
“What? Now?’ | complained. “The sunisn't up. | haven't had my breskfast.”

A dgh shifted his shoulders. He dowly rose, dretching. As he collapsed in on himsdf, he
unexpectedly snatched his cloak off me. Gasping, | clutched & my cloak Hill wrapped around me.
“Aren't you a basket of sunshinein the moming?’ he said as he draped it over his shoulders. “Show me
your feet.”

Feding shrewish, | poked my toes out from behind my cloak. My feet were nigh frozen.
“Farther...” he demanded, “and put your hands in your lap.”

| sullenly pulled my pams from where | had braced them on the dirt to give mysdf leverage should he
come close enough for me to kick. Only when | was unbaanced did he leen over my feet. “You were a
good girl,” he said, satidfied.

“| could have gotten away,” | boasted, “but it was too cold. Can | have my boots back?’
Jeck grunted. Before | could take a breath, he flipped his knife from somewhere, darted forward, cut

the rope between my feet, and leaned back. He stood ill, as if he hadn’t moved. His knife was gone.
The blood drained from my face a how fast it had been.

“If you have to do anything, do it now,” he said. “I won't stop until we reach the palace.”
| shivered, shocked by how easily he could have cut my throat instead of my bonds.

“No farther away than that, Princess,” he warned, pointing as he brought Tuck closer to make him
reedy for travel.

My head bobbed loosdly. Worried, | took care of my morning ritud as best | could, horribly glad
women wore dresses. As Jeck finished readying the horses, | dternately picked a the leaves in my har
and the rings of rope about my ankles. The knots were too tight, and | could do nothing with them. It was
humiliaing. A frown pinched my brow when | redized Jeck had put my saddle on his horse. Men were
thieves, dl of them. Feding sour and unpleasant, | glanced over the camp, my gaze landing on the game



of thieves and kings he' d scratched out.
My heart seemed to stop. It was the game | had been playing with my father.

Misery closed my throat as | saw the layout wasn't quite right. “I didn’t take the pawn,” | whispered
ingrief. “I took the knight.” Jeck looked up from folding his blanket in confuson. “The game” | said, my
voice high. “I'm the white side. And | took the knight before Garrett—" | caught my breath and held it.
Angels save me, they were dead.

Jeck glanced from me to the game and back again. “That puts your thief in danger.”

“I know.” It was dmog a sob. Standing with my thin cloak clenched tight about me, | watched him
crouch to adjust the pieces. He then moved hisking to thresten my thief. | stared a him, my mind swirling
with a Sckening durry of emotion. “Just let me go,” | warbled. “My parents are dead. Kavenlow used
me. There' s nathing left—"

“Tdl it to Prince Garrett.” Face tight, he swept the pieces up into his pam and dropped them into a
saddlebag. It was the last of the camp. Jaw clenched in what looked like anger, he cinched Tuck’s riding
pad so tight that the flighty gray tossed his head and squeded.

“I’'m going to pick you up and put you on him,” Jeck said as he came forward. He was so much taler
then | was, and | stared up a him, numb. “If you kick me, I'll break your toes. If you hit me, I'm going to
drop you. Put out your hands so | can tie them.”

| was too miserable to move. With a jerky quickness, Jeck snatched my hands and wrapped a cord
about my wrigts. Garrett had killed my parents. He was going to kill Kavenlow. | would be dead when
Garrett grew tired of me. | should have run. | should have listened to Duncan.

| gasped when Jeck’ s gloved hands went around me and he picked me up. Tuck snorted as | landed
gently on him, my feet to ether sde of the tdl gray. The horse danced, and | dmog fel. Jeck shoved me
upright, and his rough touch sparked my anger, cutting deanly through my grief.

| might be a beggar’s child, | might have lost my kingdom to a woman I'd never seen and then to
Garrett, | might have been betrayed by the man | thought of as a second father, but | would ding nets and
shovd chu from the careen pits before | accepted being treated like this My face burned as Jeck
brusquely tugged my cloak out from under me o it lay right. “I need my hands to hold on,” | said, forcing
ahdf cry into my voice though | was seething.

“You'll hold on asyou are, or you'll ride the entire way on my lap,” he said camly. My eyes darted
over everything, and | weighed my chances to escape as he knotted Tuck’s bridle to the black geding.

After afind check on the extinguished fire, Jeck untied his horse and led us to the trall. | balanced easly,
ducking the low branches.

Frudration kept me dlent. My fingers twined in Tuck’s mane in a white-knuckled grip. | could not let
Jeck take me back to the palace. Stomach denching, | assessed what | had to work with as we edged
down onto the sunken trail and Jeck swvung onto his horse.

I had no boots. My wrists were bound. I'd have to escape by horse, and mine was tied to Jeck’s.
My shoulders were tight with tenson as we shifted from a wak into a smooth canter. | licked my lips,
ganang at Jeck riding beside and alittle before me,

| had to get him off hishorse. 1t was dl | had; the rest would come as | needed it.

“Captan!” | cried out as | let mysdf dip. “Jeck!” | shrieked, denching my eyes shut as | fdl. | let go
of Tuck’'smane lest | get dragged under him. | hit the ground in a painful thump, my shoulder taking most
of the hurt. A gtick bit into my thigh, and | snatched it, tangling it into my hair. It was only the length of my
finger, but it would be enough.

Tuck danced aside, not liking his rider fdling off. Jeck’s gelding, too, was spooked, and it took a



moment for Jeck to cam him before he could turn him around and dismount.

The fdl had shaken me, and my confuson wasn't entirdly faked as he grasped my shoulder. “That
was afoadlish thing to do,” he said roughly. “Don’'t do it again.”

| hid my disgust that his knife was on his saddle and out of my reach. He had put his hat and its darts
on the saddle as wdl. “I hurt my hands” | said, alowing my eyes tofill as | held them out to show him. “I
can't hold onif they are tied.”

Jeck pulled me up, and | wobbled until | found my balance. With an excessive force, he put me back
on Tuck. “I'm not going to free your hands” he said, squinting up at me from under his hat, his jaw tight
and his shoulders tense. “Do that again, and you'll ride with me.”

| nodded, making my face sullen to hide my excitement. | was on the trall. | was on a horse pointed
away from the paace. And in this splinter of time—Jeck wasn't.

He turned his back on me. As he reached for his hat, | tore the stick from my hair and jammed it into
Tuck’s hindquarters.

“Heyah!” | shouted. The flighty horse squedled, balting into a run. Gasping, | clutched his mane and
crouched low. Jeck’s horse was tied to us and had no choice but to follow. Jeck’s tenuous grip was torn
away. The horses and | fled. Surrounded by trees, there was only one way to go. | didn't need to do

anything but hang on.
“Tesd” Jeck shouted. “Damn you, woman!”
| grinned, encouraging Tuck with wild, hissed words. | was free and running.

The wind in my hair had never fdt so glorious. The aches from my night on the ground melted into
victory. The thudding of eight hooves pounded into me, making mewish | could go on forever.

But horses are supid beasts, more indined to fill their belly than run from a pain they quickly forget.
Tuck began to dow, and judging | was far enough away to get out of my bindings, | sat up, murmuring
until he came to a jolting, arched-necked stop. Jeck’s horse obediently hadted since they were 4ill tied
together. As they vied for the same spot of green, | looked behind me. Jeck was rgpidly cdosing the
distance, pounding down the path.

| stretched for Jeck’s knife tucked into the saddle. Fingers bent awkwardly, | tugged and sawed.
Findly the cord parted. Heart pounding, | looked to see Jeck scooping up his falen hat. | could dmost
make out what he was saying, hallering at the top of hisvoice. The black horse watched him with pricked
ears. Jeck should have stuck to his own tired mount instead of deding a rested one who didn’'t know
him.

| put the knife away. My pulse hammered and | dipped from Tuck. Ignoring the twinge in my ankle, |
quickly made friends with the black geding. As Jeck yeled a me, | svung mysdf onto my saddle and
arranged my filthy dress. “What am | going to cdl you?’ | said as | patted the gelding's neck. | glanced
behind me to Jeck. Undble to resist, | pulled the black up into a squeding, two-footed hdf tun. “I’'m not
athieg!” | caled merily as his front feet thudded down and he pranced. “I’'m usng my means to ther
fulles potentia!”

Leaning forward, | screamed into the black horse's ear. He surged forward, willingly charging ahead
with a reckless abandon until our pace was neither safe nor stoppable. Tuck thundered aongside, urging
the black into a faster pace.

Jeck will never catch me now, | thought in satisfaction. | would go to Sdtwood. | would find
Kavenlow. He would explain to me why he had taken a beggar’s child and made her into a player. And
then he would tdl me just what the devil a player was.



Sixteen

The stableman watched me as | counted the money he had put into my hand. It was obvious by his
glances into the yard where Tuck and the black gdding stood blowing at the smdl of grain that he thought
it suspicious | had them. | didn’t care as long as he bought the saddle. A part of me regretted sling i,
but I needed money for passage across the bay.

Satidfied the coinage was correct, | wrapped the money in a cloth and tucked it away. The rdief | fdt
surprised me. Money had never been important until | didn’'t have any. “Thank you,” | said, trying to
sound as coarse as My dress and har were. Five days in the wilds with little water had left me o filthy |
could hardly stand mysdif.

He grunted in acknowledgment as he took my saddle and moved it to the tack rack. “We don't see
much leatherwork from the capitd,” he said. “Leastwise not for sale” He hit the word hard, as if
expecting me to confess it wasn't mine

Last night had been miserable. Duncan hadn’t been a our abandoned camp. Alone and depressed, |
hed kept the horses plodding forward most of the night. There was no moon because of the clouds,
meking traveling difficult. | wasn't willing to risk afire when | stopped, and between the cold, the dirt, the
misery of my dead parents, and waiting for Jeck to catch me up or the wolves to take me down, | hadn’t
dept. Morning found me moving before the sun had risen. | was wretchedly tired, but | wouldn't rest until
aship was carrying me across the bay.

I. took adow bregath, letting my anxiety go as | brought the musty smdl of hay and horses deep into
me. | liked stables. | had often hidden in the palace livery to avoid my studies, until Kavenlow redized
what | was doing and switched my lessons to horsemanship, pushing me so far into exhaugtion that |
would willingly St with paper and ink the following day. Looking back, | redized he had been very good
a such persuasion, invariably getting hisway without caling upon my parents to force my obedience.

A memory swirled up unbidden, of Kavenlow squinting from the sun and amiling proudly the firg time
| made my pony jump a fence. | had been saven, and so full of mysdf one would think I'd jumped the
cracks of hdl. The stableman cleared his throat, and | brought mysdf back.

“Maybe you could hdp me” | asked. “I'm trying to catch up with my father. Tal, gray-bearded man
on horse? He'd be dressed well. It would have only been aday or so ago.”

“Haven't seen him,” the man muttered, rubbing afilthy rag over my saddle.
“Thank you,” | said, edging away. “I may be back to buy food for my horses.”
“I'll giveit to you cheaper than the innsin town,” he said, his voice eeger.

Nodding, | stepped from the dill warmth of the stables into the late afternoon. Jeck’s horse pricked
his ears, his eyes begging me to scratch the underside of his massve jaw. Theslly beast stretched out his
neck like an enormous cat, a low moan escaping him as my fingernails raked through his giff hair. My
hand pulled away with dust and sweat under my nalls | looked a them, 9ghing. | wanted nothing more
than a good med and a bath. But | didn't think being on foot would dow Jeck appreciably, and | fdt asif
any moment a dart would find me.

Taking the two horses' leads, | walked into town. The dock street was a dirt track, widening where
thick wooden pilings jutted out into the bay and a scattering of ships rested. Barnacle encrusted fishing
boats were pulled out onto the rocky beach. Most were empty and abandoned, having processed their
haul dready, but one latecomer was busy. A vidous flock of seagulls and crows circled and dived as the



men threw out the offd of his catch. The harsh noise of the birds and the dog chasing them were loud. By
the looks of it, the tide was dmogt in.

Jeck’s horse cdled out, gartling me. Another answered him. My gaze went to the hard-packed yard
of aninn, the Seasick Pony by the placard showing a wide-eyed, pathetic beast with green spittle coming
fromit. My heart gave a pound when | saw Fitch tethered outside.

“Fitch!” | cried, not caring that | was atracting stares as | jogged to her. The black gdding behind me
was nearly as enthusiagtic, neck arched and tall raised. “Oh, don't you look fine” | murmured as | tied
Tuck and Jeck’s horse beside her.

A amd| stableboy with a broom taler than he was watched me suspicioudy, and | took my hands off
her. A flush of guilt for sdling the saddle went through me when | saw that my gear was on Fitch, right
beside Duncan’s. But if Pitch was outside, then Duncan was insde.

Leaving the three horses to their reunion, T eagerly stepped over the dice game on the front steps of
the inn and entered. The room was suffy and dim, noisy with too many men struggling to fit months of
entertainment into days. My gaze roved over the throng, my eagerness dulling as the stares of the women
grew hodtile. Nervous, | checked my bedraggled topknot.

“Gond” | heard a familiar voice moan, and | soun to the bar. “Vanished like a meeat pie from a
windowsl! in spring.”

A gmile pulled up the corners of my mouth as | found Duncan sprawled miserably across the counter,
monopalizing the innkeeper. Not wanting to attract more attention by caling out to him, | edged through

the tables with an intentness that would hopefully tel the waiching eyes | had my own business to attend
to.

“She was gaing to make merich,” Duncan said as | gave agrasping sailor anasty look and sdled out
of his reach. “And now she's gone. | looked for her. God knows | did, but | couldn’t find a trace.
Vanished like a puntain awhirl of wind.”

“Ah,” the innkeeper said. “Don’'t chase the women that run from you, lad. You'll find better. Have
another de?’” It was dearly a wdl-practiced litany by his bored countenance,

“No.” Duncan pulled his tankard close. “You don’t understand. | could look a lifetime and never find
another like her. | didn't even care her cooking was like the scrapings from under the stewpot and her
tea was like rabbit piss.”

I grimaced, startled to find the innkeeper looking me over with a derisve interest. “Did she have curly
brown hair to her waist with sticks and leavesinit?’ he asked.

“Aye” Duncan sighed, sounding angry. “Full of leaves and wickedly sharp darts. Damnit dl to hell, it
was perfect. Now I’'m back to nothing.”

My hand went up to check my hair. | hadn’t brushed it in hours. | mugt look asif I had been pulled
through a knothole backward.

“And was her dress too short?’

Duncan’s head bobbed. “God hep me, but she had a red underskirt. | saw it when she was on
horseback. And she rode like aman.” Hunched over the bar, he stared up at the innkeeper. “Like a man,

| say!”
| frowned and tugged at my dress. How dse could | rideif | didn’'t have a proper saddle?

“And does she have atemper about her?” the innkeeper asked, looking from me long enough to soit
on the floor.

“Sgp your face as soon as give you the time of day,” he said morosdly. “You sound as if you've seen



her.”
The man shifted his eyes from me to Duncan. “ She's burning well sanding behind you.”

Duncan spun so quickly, he nearly knocked his stool down. “Tesd” he cried, shock on his face as he
rose. “You're dive” A score of unvoiced thoughts cascaded over him, too fast for me to recognize.
Then he settled on one, and beaming, came forward with his hands outstretched.

Alarmed, | held out my hands to keep him away. Duncan pushed them aside and gave me a hug that
forced the ar from my lungs. His stubble had turned into the beginnings of a nasty-looking brown and red
beard, and it scraped my bruised forehead. “ Stop!” | protested, unable to keep the grin from me. He had
missed me. | didn’t think anyone, except Heather, had missed me before.

“You'redl right!” he said, amiling as he put me a arm’s length. “I thought I'd lost you.”

Embarrassed, | glanced over the room as the noise resumed. The innkegper had made his escape to a
table, but I couldn’t help notice he kept an eye on us.

“What happened?’ Duncan asked, trying to lead me to his stoal. “Who was that? How long were you
ganding there?” He frowned, reaching out to my head. “Hey. You're hurt.”

“Don’'t.” Fustered, | pulled away, and his frown deepened. “It' s just a bump.”
He took my shoulders and peered down at my scap. His eyes hardened. “He hit you?’

| looked up, surprised a his anger. “Yes” | sad, “and tied me up and sat on me But | got
away—with your horse and his—so | guess we're even.”

Hope lit Duncan’'s eyes. “Tuck! Is he outsde?’ He strode out the door, and | stood for three
heartbests, unbdieving. The man was as skittish as his horse, | thought, decidedly put out. | followed
himinto the street, trying to scrape my dignity from the floor as | went.

Squinting in the brighter light, | found Duncan running his quick hands eagerly over Tuck. “Hey, boy,”
he said, his eyes dight with pleasure. “Look at you. Not a scratch. Stupid beast. It was only a tree” He
dapped Tuck’s neck fondly, and | sourly wondered if Duncan’s attempt to find me had been out of
concern for me or his horse.

“Tess” he sad earnestly. “Thank you. | raised him up from a fod when he was born out of season
and abandoned. | can’'t imagine where I’d get another like him.”

“You'rewedcome,” | said, forgiving him for leaving me standing done in a tavern.

“What happened?’ he said as | started to move his gear off Pitch and onto Tuck. “Who was that who
grabbed you?’ He leaned close until | could smdl the smoke from the inn on him. *You gole his horse?’
he asked, clearly exasperated. “Tess, you' ve got to stop doing that.”

My anxiety flowed back. “I've got to go,” | said as | tied my pack onto the black geding.

“Good idea” He started to take his things off Fitch and put them on Tuck with an unhurried
quickness. “Now for the third time, who was that? Y ou think he'll follow you?’

| started to help him, hesitating as | tried to decide what | should do with Jeck’s things. Now thet |
hed mine back, it didn’t fed right to keep them. “Oh, he'sfdlowing medl right,” | said, feding a pinch of
urgency. “He sa—" A new caution stopped me from saying player. “He s the captain of King Edmund's
guard,” 1 whispered, not sure how much was lie and how much was truth. “It was luck that got me away,
and he's as angry as a gingray on a deck. | have to find a boat to take me across the bay. I've got to
find Kavenlow.”

“Us” Duncan pushed Tuck’s bony head out of the way to see me. “You have to find a boat to take
us across the bay.”



His stance was determined as he squinted in the sun a me. Though as tal as Jeck, he lacked the
captain’s bulk, replacing it with alanky quickness. His hand was ill swollen from the dart that had nearly
killed him, and it made him look vulnerable in my eyes. “Duncan,” | protested oftly, “this isn't one of
your schemes. He's not going to stop until he finds me. | know | promised I'd give you anything for
hdping me get past the gates, but aweek of my timeis going to get you killed.”

“You got away,” he sad just shy of bdligerent. “How bad can he be?’

A 9gh escaped me. | looked down the street, worried. “You don't believe me, do you?’

“Beat mewith adead carp, Tess. | beieved you when you fird told mel That's why | say you should
keep running. HE |l stop if you go far enough. | should know.” He grimaced, looking angry a some past
injudtice.

My attention followed his to the light foot traffic. My pulse increased. Jeck was out there. He was
getting close. | could fed it. “I can take care of mysdf,” | said.

“l know you can. That's one of thethings | like about you.”

Shock struck through me, jerking my eyes to his. We were caught between two horses, closer than
proper decorum dlowed, hidden from casud eyes. | swallowed, ungble to find the will to pull from his
orip as he took my hands and exerted a soft, subtle pull. He liked me?

“Work with me” he said softly, making my heart pound. “Say you will. I'm looking farther ahead than
you, and Tess, | know you fed like you owe them something, but there's nothing left for you in the
capitd. Nothing. Come with me... and | promise | can have you living like a princess again in three
years.”

| tried to swalow, finding my throat too dry to manage it. “Duncan...”
Hislong face turned pained. “1 thought | lost you, Tess. Judt...”
My breeth caught. He thought he lost me? Suddenly frightened, | tugged from his grip.

Duncan diffened as my hands dipped from his “I'm sorry,” he said, ducking his head. “I didn't meen
how that sounded. It'sjudt that...”

| forced mysdf to amile up a him, my hours spent in diplomatic conversation coming to the forefront.
“It'sjudt that you want to make lots of money,” | said, the stupider part of me hoping that he had meant it
exactly how it sounded. | was an idiot; but at least | knew it.

His breath escaped himin ardlieved, hdf laugh. “Yeah,” he said. “You got me there.”

Rdieved that we had sidestepped whatever he had dmogt said, | ran my gaze from his grease-stained
het to his squdid, worn boots. What was in between was unkempt and coarse. But his words il
resonated in my mind. He cared about me, Jeck frightened me, and | needed a friend. | didn't care if his
motives were alittle skewed. Or were they?

“l have to find Kavenlow,” | said softly. “He can pay you back for what | took from you in the inn.
Andif he doesn't, he can get it for you.” | fdt embarrassed as | looked up, knowing Duncan heard the
ungpoken please stay with me inmy words.

“Kavenlow, huh,” Duncan said. Lips pressng together for an ingant, he licked his thumb and stuck it
out. My thumb was in mation before | knew it. Jerking to a hdt, | watched his eyes as | finished the
moation to lick it and pressit to his thumb, seeling our bargain. | wondered if he put the same weight as |
did on the slly bond. “Fine” He was scanning the street again, shifting back to put space between us.
Therimsof his ears were red. “I'll stay with you urtil | get paid.”

“If you'd rather, you can take one of the black horses,” guilt prompted meto say.
He shook his head with a nervous amile. “I’d sooner deep in a chu pit than take one of those horses.



They're golen, remember?” Then he paused, frowning as he looked them over. “Where' s the saddle?’



Seventeen

| flushed and dropped my eyes. “I sold it,” | admitted. “For ship fare.”

His long, stubbly face suddenly empty of emotion, he moved to shiddd me from anyone passing by.
“How much did you get?’ he asked as his shadow fdl over me.

Wondering why he wasn't angry for me having sold a saddle he had considered his, no matter how
loosdy, | handed him the impromptu bag. He unfolded it in his cupped hand, his head bowed over it:
“Chu,” he breathed in admiration. “You dl got this? For that saddle?”’

My amile turned relieved. “I know how to bargain.”
“Huh,” he grunted, and my eyebrows rose as he handed it back to me. “Nicely done.”
| looked askance at him. 1 thought you' d be angry.”

He turned to Tuck, seeming to want to ignore that he was doing something nice. “1 don't need a
saddle. And now we can cross the bay in comfort.”

“Uh, Duncan? A saddle won't get two people and three horses across the bay. Especidly since welll
have to charter a ship. There s no regular run from Saltwood to Brenton.”

Duncan’s brow lifted. “Who says?’

“Three summers spent sketching the trade routes,” | answered, thinking that though the information
was now proving useful, it dill seemed like a colossal waste of time,

Duncan turned an gppraising look at Jeck’s horse, and | shook my head. “I'm not sdling him. The
other one @ther,” | said with agrimace. “They are a betrothd gift.”

Frowning, he took Jeck’s pack off Tuck. “Maybe we could sl histhings, then.”

I’d been through Jeck’ s pack yesterday, finding my boots and stockings—I had no due as to why he
had taken them off in the first place—but my venom was gone, and I'd found only a handful of my darts.
My whip, though, was again at my wais. “I thought you weren't a thief,” | said. “Besides, the only thing
he has of worth is a bunch of knives, and if we tried to sdl them after | sold the saddle, someone would
sy we gole them.”

He grinned and touched his hat’s brim. “That’s what you did, Lady Black Sheep.”

| fought the urge to kick hisshin. “So you'll understand then why I'm leaving everything but the knives
a one of theinnsfor imto find,” | said.

“What? Tess, he kidnapped you. He owes you. A blanket, a bowl. Pick something!”

“I'm not athief.” | yanked the bag back and dung it behind my things for the time being. Not mesting
hiseyes, | untied the two black horses and backed them up with soft words.

Duncan looked at theinn. “Why don’'t we eat while we' re here.”
“Tide turnsin afew hours. We need to arrange passage, first. Then we can eat.”

A groan escaped him. “Good. I'm famished. You look at the boats. I'll stay here” His eyes were
bright, and he hunched closer. “How about my share of that saddie?’

My shoulders tensed, and | touched the fold of cloth with the money, reassuring mysdf | il had it.
“We need it for getting across the bay. We're short coinage asit is”



“Give me an hour, and I'll double it. Play with me, and | could double it again.”

| fdt an ingant of fear in that aflicker of temptation burned in me. “That money is to get us across the
bay, not gamble with,” | said, hushed though no one was near enough to hear. “Especidly after what you
told that innkeeper about me making money with you.”

“Wewon't get caught,” he said, sarting to sound angry as he pushed hisfilthy hat up.

My stomach clenched. How could | go from dewy and soft to irate so quickly? “You want the
money? Fine. Take dl of it. But you're only three days from dl but dying from the venom. Your fingers
can't be fast enough yet. And there isn't enough money in town to keep your hands attached to your
wrigsif you're caught.” He said nothing, and guilt prompted me to add, “We can esat, though, and maybe
buy a bath.”

“A bath!” His face lengthened in disgust and he scratched his jawline under his scraggly beard. “You
don’'t amdl that bad. Y ou look like you need degp more than a bath.”

Cringing, | led Jeck’s horse and Fitch into the street. Duncan hesitated a moment before following
with Tuck. My dress was too short, my boots were dirty, and | had dept in my clothes four nightsin a
row. “1 may be abeggar, but | don’'t have to look like one,” | said as he came dongsde. “And if | amdl
a dl, thenit'snot dl right.”

Duncan snorted as he paced beside me. As peeved as| was, it fdt good to have someone besde me
agan. | didn't like being done. Over the bay, a bank of rain clouds was building. We were a dack tide,
and it was chancy that we'd be able to leave yet today. Jeck was moving while we stood 4ill. | could
lose hdf a day because we were an hour too late.

Fatigue forced me into a dower pace as we came to the fird dock. Sun warming my back, |
evaduated the handful of ships berthed and the precious few more at anchor in the close, deep water that
Sdtwood boasted. Seeing them with their sails wrapped and anchors trenched, my thoughts went to the
scores of ships at the capita. They were fish trapped in atidd pool, truging the twenty-year peace of the
harbor. | could do nathing to warn them. | could only hope that | could find Kavenlow and get back
before the bulk of Garrett’s men got to the capitd.

Worried, | focused on the few docked ships. I'd rather hire one of them since the captain would
likdy make me pay the docking feeif he had to tie up to take on the horses.

| passed the firg without comment. Duncan glanced once behind us as we continued. “Is there
anyone we can ask what boat is going where?’ he questioned.

“No,” | sad. “If it'slike most smdl harbors, the inns put up and maintain their separate docks. They
cater to the captains, knowing their crews will come to their taverns firs when given leave. There's a fee
to pay for the dock’ s upkeep, which the captain arranges with the innkeeper, sort of as we do when we
dable our horses. 1t's based on how big the boat is and how much trouble the crew generdly gives the
innkeeper's ladies” My cheeks warmed as | remembered the hogtile looks in the Seasick Pony. “It's the
innkeeper who collects the taxes on the goods coming ashore, passing them to the king's collection
boat.” My eyes dropped at the memory of my father. “At leadt, that’s the theory,” | finished, my throat
tight.

Duncan made a rude noise. “I’d think the innkeeper would keep some for himsdf.”

“That's your firg thought?’ | accused, depressed. “How to cheat someone?’ He gave me a tdling
look, and | dropped my gaze. “In the larger ports, there's a palace-paid bookkeeper,” | admitted. “But
it's not worth the sdlary in the amdl harbors—as long as the innkeeper ian't too greedy. And in most

places there’ s enough treffic to warrant two inns and docks. They watch each other’s purse grings better
then the most loyd servant to the king.”

That seemed to satisfy Duncan, or perhaps he was trying to devise how one could get around even



that. “How about that boat?’ he said, pointing. “That one looks big enough.”

| shook my head. “See how low it's riding? They aready have a cargo and destination, and | doubt
it's Brenton, seeing as it's carrying grain, and Brenton has its own fams.”

“That one?’ he asked, sounding hopeful as he pointed to the next.

“Too many crewmen Stting doing nothing. It 1ooks like they’ re leaving tonight, though. We can check
later where they’ re going. Maybe we can convince the captain to make a detour.”

“Chu, Tess” he swore. “We re running out of boats.”

Worried that he was right, | bit my lip. | was 0 tired. My |eft leg was growing duggish, and |. was
nigh starved from the amdlls of cooking food. “We want a ship that’s big enough to handle the open sea
but smdl enough to make a prafit harbor-hopping,” | said. “One that’ s riding high and empty, and whose
crew is ashore, saying the captain has no prospects yet but ign't willing to move his boat to anchor and
incur another docking fee to take on cargo.”

Duncan eyed me. “You know alat about boats for a princess.”

“I'm not a princess” | sad tightly. The road turned to wooden planking, loud under the horses
hooves. Kavenlow took me whenever a shipment came in a the palace dock. | hated the idea that my
food was better traveled than | was, and he knew | enjoyed hearing where everything came from and
why some things were twice as expensive other times of the year. It was a wonder Kavenlow had done
anything with me, | pestered him with so many questions.

My feet dowed as we came to the second, nicer dock. “There” | said, pointing. The end of the pier
was overwhemed by two large ships. Stuck between them looking like atoy was a trim little schooner. |
liked it. Its two masts were gdlf rigged, giving it the ability to run close to the wind. Its timbers were black
with age but clean. There was a andl shack in the bow where | imagined the gdley was, a long,
thigh-high rise in the middle above the hold, and a second, shorter but dightly higher rise bresking the
deck at the back right before the whed.

There were gx catapults for lobbing flaming tar agang pirates, twice as many as usudly found on a
boat this Sze. The ropes were negily coiled around the dock cledts; the captain was meticulous—and in
port too long. He was probably anxious to be under way as much as | was. | read the name, amiling. The
Sandpiper .

Duncan’s eyebrows bunched worriedly at my pleased look. “It's amdl.”

“Only because it's between those two hulks” | countered. Turning to the slent boat, | cupped my
hands. “Ahoy, Sandpiper!” | called. | glanced up and down the dock, not liking to have to shout. No
one answered, and | frowned. “You try,” | said, gesturing for Duncan. “You have a screamer of a
mouth.”

He grinned. “ Sandpiper " he shouted, his voice echoing. “Hey! Anyone aboard?’

A dark head rose from the fore hatch. “Hoy,” a gaunt men caled back. He was dressed in faded red,
and he squinted at us asif wondering why we had bothered him.

“We re looking for your captain,” 1 said loudly. “Is he about?” The man stared a me, and | repeated,
“WEe re looking for your captain?’

The man looked & the top of the mat, outright ignoring me. Anger warmed my cheeks. Sailors were
superdtitious foals. I’d never been treated like this at the docks when with Kavenlow, and though | knew
it happened, to have it happen to me was a shock. “You ask him,” | muttered, giving Duncan a nudge.
“Hewon't talk to me because I'm a woman.”

Duncan smirked and took a cocky stance. “You, gr,” he cdled. “Is the captain aboard?’



| seethed as the sun-darkened man turned back to us. “He's a the Three Crows, but if you're
looking for the shegpskins they’re gone.” His voice was rough—wind-torn amost.

“Thank you,” Duncan said. “1 need to speak to himdl the same.”
“Ask hmwhereitis” | said, peeved when Duncan turned Tuck and headed up the Street.
“l know whereitis” Duncan said, pointing. “ See? Right there.”

He swaggered beside me, finding something funny in that the man had taked to hm and not me.
What a fool bunch of simpletons, | thought. | hated being dirty. It was the dirt that had done it. The
dirt, the leaves, my filthy black hem, and my muddy boots. They wouldn’'t dare treat me like that if | was
clean. But as Duncan angled us past the shop fronts to a prawling building, my temper eased.

Thisinn had a fenced yard, and even what looked like a separate building for the louder guedts. It
was obvioudy the better of the two inns. The plaque hanging above the open double doors showed three
crows fighting for a perch on a fence post or mast. One had his wings open to land, another was fdling
off with feathers splayed, and the last was perched safdly, his eye egrily watching everyone passing under
him. The and| of cooked meat dmost made me dizzy. It had been days snce my last good med, and |
fdt, more than heard, Duncan Sgh.

“Let’s put the horses behind the fence,” | said, thinking of Jeck. “Mmmm, amdl that?’

A limping stableboy came to take the horses. | handed over Pitch and Jeck’s horse, dismdly thinking
that the boy’ s clothes were cleaner than mine. Duncan dug through a bag and pulled out his bowl. “Chu,
isit beef?" he asked.

My eyes shut in anticipated bliss as | sniffed. “And potatoes, and carrots, and onions” My bowl in
hand, | followed Duncan as he boldly strode under the Sgn and entered.

| found fewer eyes on me than when | had burgt into the other inn by mysdf, but | Hill ran a hand
down my grimy dress and checked my topknot as | followed Duncan to the counter where a
bookish-looking man and a well-endowed woman were didng potatoes for an empty stewpot. The short
men was keeping atight eye on the loudest table. His beard was cut so close it was dmost not there, and
his apron was stained from long use between washings

“Two for supper,” Duncan said cheerfully, seeming to think this was a grand event when dl | wanted
to do was dink to the back and hope no one saw mein my grime and filth. Duncan looked expectantly at
me, and | grudgingly lad out the proper coinage, my reluctance at parting with money new and
disurbing.

“Hep yoursdf to the stewpot a the hearth,” the man said, his eyes shifting from the noisy table to the
coin and me. His gaze took us in, lingering on the bump on my head. A flicker of concern crossed him.

“The new bread isamog done. | imagine the lady would like a bit of bread, en? Keep the color in your
cheeks and the curl in your har, maam?’

| dropped my eyes and blushed, having discovered anew appreciation for being cdled a lady the last
few days. The plump womean next to him sent her knife through a potato with a thump, and the innkeeper
sghed. “I'll bring you your bread,” he said blandly. “For a bit more, you can have de ingtead of water.”

Duncan bobbed his head, then seeing my disapprova, he frowned. “One de won't turn my head so
far | can't do business”

“l was thinking of the cogt,” | muttered, warming with an unexpected mortification.

The man in the gpron straightened. “Ah, wdl. | know everyone hereabouts. | can help you there if
you need it.”

Duncan put an dbow on the counter and leaned forward conspiratoridly. “We were told the



Sandpiper’ s captain was here?’

| cringed ingde. He was doing it dl wrong. Because it was the firg thing out of his mouth, the woman
was not only listening, but she would remember us for months,

The innkeeper’'s eyes dhifted to a corner by thefire “Aye” the man said. “That’s him. But if you have
business with Captain Borlett you should wait until he gets afew pintsinhim.” The man smirked to make
his spotty beard bunch. “He's doing his books, or trying to, the poor sod.”

Duncan grinned in understanding. “We I talk to him now.”

| kicked Duncan’s boot in disgugt, and he gave me a black look. In fifteen minutes, the entire room
would know we were in ahurry. The cost of our fare just went up, thanks to him.

The innkegper shrugged. “As you want it.”

His eyes went to the table at the back. They had started to sing, and a heavy manin a cdf-length blue
coat seated in aquiet corner dammed his fig down. “Shut yer mouths, you bilge scrapings!” he shouted
with enough force to carry over sorms. “Can’'t you see I'm thinking? Get out! Get to the wench house
where you belong.”

The group quickly broke up. Most |eft the inn with quiet words of apology, leaving one of ther own
dead drunk at a table in his own drool. The men passng before me were thin and wiry, or bulky and
muscular, but they dl had an untamed look about them that wasn't entirdy unattractive and made me glad
Duncan was beside me.

The innkeeper took up a tankard and wove through the exodus to the squat man in the corner with
the blue coat. It had to be Captain Borlett. The innkeeper whispered a few words into the captain’s ear,
and he eyed us from under a faded blue hat. | shivered, unable to say why.

“Books?” Duncan grunted. “His mood won't get better no matter how much he drinks.”

| sourly agreed, and | followed Duncan across the quieter room. The song started up again in the
yard. The captain vishbly sghed and ran a hand across his eyes and down his face, ending with a
white-knuckled grip on his short, graying beard.

“Keep your mouth shut,” | said as we neared. “I’ll do the talking.”
Duncan made a noise deep in his throat. “I can do more than play cards, Tess”

| gave him a raised-eyebrow look. “I’'m sure you can, but dl I’ ve done the last ten years is purchase
things”

He took a bregth to protest, then nodded, his face blank in thought. “Will he talk to you?’ he asked.
“The salor wouldn't.”

| nodded, farly sure he would. The captain of a reputable merchant ship was gengdly a
book-learned man who had developed an unfortunate taste for adventure. Educated and from an afluent
family, he was a step up from his superdtitious crew. He could read and write, and had some skill with
aums as he had to prove to his backers that he was making a profit. He was often set apart from his
crew, SO much so that many captains maintained quarters to entice passengers for long trips, hoping for
the diverse conversations he couldn’t get from his crew.

We came to a danddill before Captain Borlett. An ail lamp shone over the scattered papers, his
tankard making a blurred smear out of the notes under it. The mess was atrocious, and | couldn’t imagine
anyone working in such a haphazard way.

“Captain?’ | said when he didn’t look up. | pronounced the word carefully to tel him | was educated
despite my dovenly dress.

“What do you want?’ he barked, eyes dill on his papers.



| jumped in surprise, ebowing Duncan into slence when he opened his mouth. | would wait to be
recognized properly. The captain’s jaw clenched, then relaxed. His shoulders shifted as he glanced & me
from under his hat. His eyes seemed tired, and the wrinkles about them vanished under a shaggy frazzle
of abeard. “Yes” he said with asgh.

It was likely the best | would get, and | extended my hand. “Good evening, Ceptain,” | said, and he
took it for a moment. My hand fdt lost engulfed in his, thick with knobby knuckles and salt-parched skin.
“May we join you? It won't take but a moment. | can see you're busy.”

Captain Borlett's gaze flicked behind us to the innkeeper. Leaning back in his chair, he made a puff of
amused acceptance and gestured for us to St. Duncan grabbed a stool, but | waited with a growing
warmth. | wouldn't St unless someone helped me. It was imperaive the captain think | was a lady
despite my true birth being lower than everyon€e' sin the room.

Grimacing, Duncan got to his feet. The innkeeper chose this moment to intrude with a basket of warm
buns from the kitchen and two tankards of murky water. “Unknot your hair, Tess” Duncan whispered as
he helped me gt. “Thisisn't how normd people act.”

“l have to make up for you tdling everyone we'rein ahurry,” | nearly hissed back.
“I only told the innkeeper,” he protested.

The bench did smoothly benesth me and | sat down. “And his wife” | said. “Who told the dock
women, who told the stableman, who told every burning soul outside.”

Duncan dumped to St beside mein exasperation. By unspoken agreement, we slently waited until the
innkeeper left. The moist smel of hot grain drifted to me, and | forced my hands into my lap. | wished |
could take arall as Duncan had, but | didn't want to look hungry. “We would like to get to Brenton,” |
sad as my somach rumbled. Angd’s Spit, | was tired.

Captain Borlett dipped hisquill into hisink, dismissng me.
“Two passengers,” | continued, undeterred, “and three horses.”
Never looking up, the squat man muttered, “If you have horses, ride it.”

“If | wanted to ride it, | wouldn't be spesking with you,” | said, putting the proper amount of
arrogance and irritation into my voice. “The Sandpiper is empty. Your crew is spending the lagt of their
pay. What will they do tomorrow except cause trouble? Y ou're harbor-tied, Sr, unless you want to sal
with hdf your hold empty.” He looked up with amix of surprise and worry, and | smiled. “We would like
to get to Brenton,” | repeated pleasantly.

The captain set his quill aside and put a thick hand atop his papers. A thrill went through me. He
would consider it. “You two,” he said, his gaze taking in our dirt and exhaugtion, “and three horses” He
hesitated. “ Expensve.”

Duncan shifted, and with that tdling hm we didn’t have enough, | vowed to leave the man in the
gables the next time | had to buy anything. Cheat he may be, but he was ruining everything. “May 17’ |
asked as | reached for the captain’s quill. | had an idea of how | could make up the differencein our fare,
but if the captain thought it was hisidea, then dl the better. Under hiswetchful eye, | wrote out a sum that
would leave an unsttlingly few coins in my pocket. The amount wasn't as important as much as him
knowing | knew my numbers.

He made along, “Mmmm,” as | pushed the paper to him. | had just elevated mysdf from a beggar to
alady of stature down on her luck. His weary blue eyes were a shade softer, and he took his hat off as
he leaned back with the beginnings of interest. “You'reright,” he admitted, smoothing his greasy, graying
hair. “I'm in a bind. But | would rather be cargo-light at Satwood than a Brenton.” He tapped the
paper. “This herewill pay for the horses”



Duncan giffened. “Come on, Tess” he said. “There re other boats.”

I ignored Duncan as he stood and grabbed the bowl of rolls. “Captain,” | said, trying to indnuae
Duncan’s opinion wasn't mine. “| like the Sandpiper. She's amdl and fast.”

“Inahurry?’ he asked, chewing hislip to send his mustache dancing.

| nodded since the damage had aready been done. “There's a sorm bresking upon the capitd,” |
admitted. “We're 9x days ahead of it

Captain Borlett leaned forward until | could smdll the de on him. “Aye” he said softly. “You look it.
What happened?’ Fear crossed him. “Plague?’

| shook my head. “Worse. A wedding, Sr. An unexpected hastening of the wedding with Prince
Garrett by month’'send.” Captain Borlett's eyebrows rose. Clearly the news hadn’t come this far yet. It
was a vauable piece of informetion that could make fortunes. “They will want wine at the capita,” |
continued softly. “Good mountain wine from Lovrege. It's a two-week sal from Brenton this time of
year. It would bring afine pricein the capita harbor.”

“If the timing was right,” he breathed, his mind clearly thinking as was mine. Duncan sat back down. |
squashed my quilt for sending the captain to the capita, but it would be won or logt by the time he got
there.

Captain Borlett shook his head, but the gleam in his eye told me he was't saying no. “Good advice,”
hesad. “But | can't take advantage of it. My backers will beach meif | don't have my year-end figures
to them soon. | can’t think on the water. There isn't enough time to make the run from Lovrege to the
cgpitd and do my books as wdl.”

| amiled. We had passage. It was only a matter of the formdities—if Duncan didn’'t make a chu pit of
it. My pulse quickened. “I have a amdl il in figures” | said. “Perhaps | could do your books for the
price of passage?’

Tuming over a paper, he scrawled two rows of numbers. “ Show me”

Duncan leaned to watch as | rewrote the numbersin tidy rows and added them up. He sat back with
apuff of disgust. A flash of memory sent the amdl of gardenias through me, a memory of me by the
solarium pond, sunlight warming my back as | franticdly scribed what Kavenlow shouted a me from
across the garden. He nonchdantly trimmed greenery while | struggled to work out on paper what he
added in his head.

“Thet will gain one of you passage,” the captain sad, jerking me back to the now. “But you?' He
pointed to Duncan with a stubby finger. “I'll take you if you work.”

Duncan’s eyes went darmed. “Me? | can’'t do sums”

Captain Borlett took a long draught of his tankard and carefully wiped his beard. “I’'m short a hand.
He didn’'t duck fast enough lagt night. He needs a day or two to remember how to focus. You filling in for
ashort hop won't be too dangerous—for you or my crew.”

“I don’t know how to sal!” he exclamed. “I’ve never been on a boat beforel”

The captain snorted as he capped his inkpot and shoved everything pel-mdl into his satchel. “I'll be
the one salling, not you.” Suddenly somber, he leaned close, and | hed my breath againgt the stench of
de. " She wasn't supposed to wed till the new year. Are you sure?’

| nodded, thinking it wouldn't happen. Someone would die firs. Or shortly thereafter. And it
wouldn't be me.

Captain Borlett rubbed a hand across his belly and looked to the innkeeper. “No more for my crew!”
he shouted as he rose. “We leave with the tide”



The innkeeper bobbed his head to show his bad spot. There was a groan from the hearth and the
card game. Duncan had been eying them throughout the conversation, worrying me. “Be a the dock
within the hour,” Captain Borlett said. “1 want to see how your horses take to the water. I'm not feeding
them or you, ma am. But he can eat with the crew.” He pointed to Duncan. “He can deep with the crew,
too.” His eyes pinched. “I don’'t know what to do with you, and that’s the honest truth. Putting you under
the deck isasking for trouble.”

“I'll degp by the horses” | said. I'd rather be on deck than in a rank hold, though if it rained, | might
change my mind. My thoughts returned to the dark clouds building. Rain. | had escaped Jeck, found
Duncan, and gained passage across the bay. It was about time for fate to swing my luck back around,
and degping on deck during a sorm while Duncan was comfortable below had a certain poetic judtice.
Then again, it might be the only way I'd ever get my bath.

“S0... the horses fare?’ Captain Borlett said pointedly.

Embarrassed for having forgotten, | pulled out the cloth and counted it out. Twice. Captain Borlett
pocketed the money and put on his hat. “I'll set you up with the books after we cast off. If you aren't
done when we get to Brenton, you aren’t leaving my deck.”

| nodded, and he put on his hat and |eft. Duncan went to the stewpot with our bowls. Shifting chairs, |
put my back to the wdl as Captain Borlett talked to the innkeeper. Ther eyes landed on me once during
the conversation. Two of the men carding left with the captain, dragging the drunken man between them.
There were shouts from outside as the news spread.

“An hour,” Duncan said as he returned and set my bowl before me. | dumped againg the wal, and he
sared. “What?’ he asked. “All you have to do is scratch a quill across paper. I'm going to be ruining my
hands scrubbing decks for the next two days.”

“An hour isn't enough time to buy a hot bath,” | complained.
“So take it cold.” Stting down beside me, he put his elbows to ether side of his bowil.

Disgusted, | watched him durp, deciding it would be pointless to ask him to remove his elbows. And
| was <0 tired it didn't seem to matter. | wearily reached for aroll. “You know,” | said as | broke it in
two and breathed in the heavenly scent of new bread, “there might be time to wash our clothes, at lesdt.
And maybe you could buy a shave.”

Duncan nearly choked on his stew, standing with a harsh scraping of his stoal. “I’'m going to check on
the horses.” His eyes darted to the door. Taking his bowl in one hand and two ralls in the other, he I€ft,
meaking me wonder if it would be possible to avilize him.



Eighteen

The last hour waiting for departure was nerve-racking. | had gotten us passage. We had arranged for
aupplies. The tide was running. And Jeck, | was sure, would find me. | was walting for his voice,
expecting his am to wrap around my was from the shadows, and | found mysdf watching for his
slhouette againg the lowering sun as we stood on the dock before the Sandpiper. Rumors had begun to
fly about the amdl town like embers from a bonfire, and Captain Borlett was as eager as | was to go.

| had left Jeck’s pack with the innkeeper of the Three Crows dong with a description of Jeck and a
coin for histrouble. All but the knives and game pieces. The knives were safe in the bottom of my pack,
and the pieces were set up on a board scratched on one of the inn's tables,

Jeck had made a bold move by shifting hisking to the middle of the fidd. It freed me to take it before
his remaining knight took my king—if he didn’t see the trap before it was too late. My imaginaion put
Jeck at theinnright now, hunched over the table, pondering his next move.

| dternatdy fussed with the mane of Jeck’s horse and glared at the crew as they lowered a ramp for
the horses. The men were being unconscientioudy noisy with it, uncaring that the horses were watching. |
knew they wouldn't like walking on something they’ d just seen boom and rattle.

The sun was a mere two hours from setting. To the bay side, a featureess bank of clouds threatened,
purple and even. Behind me over the land, the sun set in a clear sky. The strong beams of light outlined
everything with a silver-edged shadow. If | had been less nervous, | would have enjoyed the unusud ook
to the sky. As it was, | was more concerned with Tuck baking a the ramp shifting under his front
hooves.

“Hey! Hup!” Duncan shouted, giving an impatient tug on his lead. “Get up here. Haky beast.” Duncan
wasin afoul mood since the innkeeper hadn’t sold him any de, cutting him off with the rest of Borlett's
crew. It had come as a nasty shock, dreadfully unfair in his eyes.

Tuck took another step, then flung his head, dmogt pulling the rope from Duncan’s hand. The horse's
eyes were wild. He backed up nearly into the water as Duncan dternately shouted soothing words and
curses. The crewmen ignored us, carrying aboard the bundles of hay we had dropped shipside earlier. It
had gotten noisy. We weren't the only ones leaving, and the dock had become busy surpriangly fast as
last-minute details were found and dedt with.

Anxious, | sent my eyes over the ship, garting as | found a crewman scowling a me from the raling.
He wore a red cap, and he seemed to be important enough to not have to be working. First mate? |
thought, sure of it when the captain pulled him aside. Our locked gaze broke, and | turned to Duncan.
“Let me take Pitch up fird,” | said. “Tuck might follow a mare.”

“Go ahead,” Duncan said crosdly, dearly not expecting it to work.

| dropped the lead to Jeck’s horse and headed up the ramp with Fitch. Duncan fdl into place. |
looked behind me to see Tuck’s ears flattened a the sound of his hooves echoing on the ramp, but he
followed the mare's sedately shifting rump up and onto the ship. Jeck’s horse pricked his ears and
followed Tuck by himsdf. | waited bresthlesdy by the railing, hoping he wouldn’'t step on his dragging
lead and scare himsdlf, but the black horse took the indine like an experienced war animd.

Duncan muitered a curse when he redized Jeck’s horse was boarding without direction, but | was
delighted, especidly when the black horse came to find me, dropping his head into my hands. My pams
were tingling again, and the horse seemed to enjoy the warmth on his sengtive nose. “You are a sweset



horsg” | murmured as the firs mate strode toward us.

“Duncan?’ the man barked, and Jeck’s horse lad his ears back for an indant. The man never looked
a me, his animodty plain enough.

| glanced a Duncan, seeing his entire body shift as he Sghed. “Yes” he sad flatly.
Thefirg mate frowned. “That's‘Yes gr, ” he said. “Or you'll missyour de retions.”
“Yesdr,” Duncan muttered, not as excited about the de as | thought he would be.

The man grunted, gpparently satisfied. “Tie the horses againg the gdley wall, ssow your things, then
find me” he said. “Captain says I’m to keep you busy and out of the way.”

“Yesdr,” Duncan repeated sullenly.

Thefirg mate ran his eyes from my filthy boots to my topknot faling apart. He made a sniff of distaste
and turned away. It was his sole acknowledgment | existed. Where | would have demanded an apology
and lorded over him for the rest of the trip, | now fdt more indined to hold my tongue. | found it easier
then | imagined. They were dl fools, except the captain.

“Where s the chu pit of agdley?’” Duncan said, surprisng me with his bad temper.

| gave Jeck’s horse afind pat. “Probably up there” | said, and headed for the smdl shack at the bow
with my horses dattering behind me. | wondered what was bothering Duncan, not thinking anymore that
it was the ale.

We found precious little space for them between the gdley and the second mast, but at least they
would be out of the wind. And there were rings aready in the wdl tdling me they had carried livestock
before. Ignoring Duncan’s not-so-soft comments of who was likdy going to be deaning up after them, |
took off the packs and dropped themin apile.

“Where?” Duncan asked shortly as he stood with hisriding pad and pack in his grip.

A shout from the whed brought us spinning around. “Down below!” the firs mate shouted, gesturing
a the rise that took up much of the middle deck. It was about thigh high to give the area below some
headroom. A doorlike hatch was a one end, and it was here that the firs mate was pointing to. “And
hurry up!” he added.

Jaw clenched, Duncan stomped across the deck. Growing more unsure, | hastened to follow with my
things The crew moved around us with very little direction as they prepared to cast off. Duncan tossed
everything down the opening before turning to go backwards down the steep ladder. Waiting for my turn,
| tried to remember if I’d done something to make him angry.

| headed down after him, my feet fdtering on the steps when the dean smdl of wind and sdt turned
dank: wet rope, mold, unwashed man, damp wool—and rats. | had known it was going to be bad, but
thiswas awful. | shot alook a Duncan, glad | would be shivering on deck tonight.

Duncan muttered under his breath as he looked for somewhere to put his things. Sowly my eyes
adjusted to the precious little light that came in datted vents in the sunken room’s sdes. There was a
cleared space where a table was fixed to the floor. Around it were a handful of narrow, low bunks built
right into the walls of the ship. The few persond bedongings | saw were carefully arranged, and mogt of
the beds had a locked chest beside them.

Both fore and &ft of the living quarters was storage, and | left Duncan so | could invedtigate. Barrds
lined the center of the ship, the symboals burned into them tdling me some held water but most had de.
Bags hung from the ceiling like fruit. | spotted a few sheepskins piled in a corner, and | wondered if the
cgptain was keeping them for a favored customer. Actudly, | decided as | invedtigated further, the
cgptain seemed to have kept alittle of everything from past shipments.



There was a andl cask of very good wine with a Lovrege stamp, a crate of pottery from the lower
idands, and three bags of sand, pure and white for meking glass. It was rare in the rocky beaches tha
made up mogt of the kingdom. Clearly the captain was well traveled.

There was a sudden commoation of voices and thundering feet followed by a series of chants and
rhythmic clatters. Something bumped the side of the ship. The cdling voices didn't turn angry, just louder.
| ft the floor move, and my breath hissed in from excitement.

Duncan saw my thrill and gave me weary look. Lips pressed together, he clambered back on deck,
grumbling about his hands. | hastened after him, refusing to let his mood ruin my firg sal. Kavenlow had
never taken me on the sea despite my pleading. Costenopolie€'s strength was on the water, and | had
aways thought the Stuation grosdy unfar.

As| emerged after him, blinking into the odd, slver light of sunset, my gaze went to the rigging. The
mainsal was up and full with a light wind. Dizzy, | dropped my eyes. We were dready free from the
dock, and | watched it fal away with relief. There was one more obstacle between Jeck and me, one
fewer between Kavenlow.

Before us with their masts showing sharp againg the clouds were two ships. Beyond them was only
the black line of the wide bay’ s horizon. The evening sun shimmering on the flat skin of the ocean againgt
the backdrop of the purple clouds was breathtaking. My shoulders eased from the beauty of it. “I
should've been born aman so | could go to seq,” | murmured.

“Aye” came the cgptain’s voice behind us, and Duncan and | spun. | put a hand to my face, feding
the warmth of embarrassment. “It's—nice” the squat man said hdtingly, clearly loath to divulge his
fedings “I dways thought the sea, in any weather, was a Sght not to be taken lightly. But | can't tdl
those louts” He glanced at the crew divided into two teams to hoig the second sal. Before | could say
anything, he straightened with an officd ar. “Got your belongings stowed?’ he asked, and | nodded.

Duncan opened his mouth to say something, but someone was cdling his name, and he turned.
“What?' he shouted, then redizing it was the fird mate, added, “I mean, yes Sr?’

“| talk to the captain, not you!” the man ydled from the whed. “You're crew, not passenger. Get on
one of those ropes!”

Duncan's shoulders hunched. “This is why | do what | do,” he muttered for my ears aone as he
moved away. “| hate people giving me orders.”

My breath dipped out in a sound of sympathy as | redized where his bad mood was coming from. It
was going to be along two days for him.

Captain Borlett gazed intently a the larger boats in front of us. “We ve time afore we catch ther
backwind,” he said, gesturing for me to accompany him. “I'll show you my desk.”

| couldn’t help but notice the captain’s squat stature suited him well as he moved with confidence
across the levd deck. The fird mate€'s stare was heavy as we approached the whed and the second
half-sunken room before it. Skin prickling, | ignored him as | passed him to get to the hatch. Captain
Borlett went down before me, his mood splendid as he offered me a hand. Remembering the gink of the
other room, | held my breath as | descended. But my fird hedtant sniff drew a amile from me. The smdl
room smelled of leather, twine, and metd polish.

A gmdl table and two chars took up mog of the tiny space cluttered with charts and shiny
indruments | didn't know a thing about. A marvelous mgp showing the entire coast and the four
kingdoms bordering it took up much of the fore wal, and | envied him in that he'd probably been
everywhere on it. There were two doors, one on either Sde of the common room, and Captain Borlett
opened one. “Thisoneisming” he said. “The other ismy fird mate's”

| lifted my skirts as | stepped over the raised sll. He didn't come in but remained in the outer room,



and for that | was thankful. It wasn't that his room was smdl as much as it was so full of things both
wonderful and odd that there was no room for him. If | hadn’'t guessed it before, | would have known
now that the captain liked collecting expengive, beautiful things.

Captain Borlett leaned in. Lifting a coat from the cluttered desk, he tossed it to the narrow bed built
into the wall. His atempt to tidy made no difference, but now | could see the papers hiding the desktop.
There were three smdl windows at head height looking out at a shin-high view of the deck, but it was a
gimbded ail lamp that lit the clutter. | swallowed, feding a dight darm. If this was any indication of how
he kept his books, | wasin trouble.

“Some of the records are in the bag there” he said, pointing. “But most are on the desk. Ther€'s
paper in the drawer—I think.” Not looking at dl embarrassed for the mess, the stocky man rubbed his
hands together asif pleased. “I'll be on deck if you can't read my writing.”

“Yes Thank you.” | picked up a scribbled note. Five cases of granite, no, gran from Geants. |
frowned. It had to be graniteif it was from Geants. “Captain?’ | asked, as he disappeared into the amdl
outer room.

He poked his head back in, looking eager to escape. “Yes, yes. What?’

| brought my attention up from the pungent ink. “The barrelsin the firg hold...”
His eyebrows arched. “The de? | told you that you' d have to feed yoursdf.”
“It' sthe water I'm asking about,” | said patiently. “How much am | alotted?’

“What you can drink, | suppose. No washing or deaning.” A amile came over his round face. “Your
mean can ask my fird mate for the leftovers from his work if you want any of that. HEll be scrubbing the
deck soon enough. But Haron is gingy with his water. He got caught in deep ocean without once and
would have died had he not snared birds and rats. He won't let any water go over the side until its
blacker than my beard used to be.”

My brow furrowed as | found mysdf hoping for rain. | had very little money, but | had been trying to
take a bath for the last four days. “Can | buy some?’ | asked. “I can pay for the trouble of replacing it at
Brenton.”

Now it was Captain Borlett’s turn to frown. “I don't rightly know how much that would be” he
admitted, rocking back. “I'll ask Haron and tdl you when you finish the books.”

It wasn't a threst—more like a carrot. |1 suddenly fdt like Tuck, lured into finishing a distasteful act by
the promise of anicer one.

A series of shouts came through the walls, and the captain looked up asif able to see through the low
caling. “That'd be Sty Dancer,” he said. “We're passing her. That tub is so heavy, she would Snk in
waves | could make in my washbasin. I'll be on the whed deck.”

“Thank you, Captain,” | sad as he backed away. “Perhaps when I'm done, we can find some
diverson together. | can play cards or even recite poetry.”

He amiled. “Aye” he said. “Some company who doesn't think with their somach would be nice”
The door snicked shut behind him. | turned to the desk, blushing at the sailors catcdls as we passed Sky
Dancer. Clearly therivdry | had seen at the paace docks was commonplace.

| shifted a stack of papers to find the desktop was a dark wood. “This is going to be nigh
impossible” | whispered as | leaned againg the wal. Sighing, 1 spun the all lamp up high and st to
finding the desk under the mess. It was going to be along night.



Nineteen

My shoulder hurt. Rulling the strand of my harr out of my mouth yet again, | baanced agang the
swaying of the boat and the force of the wind, focusing on the three chicken feathers stuck into the rope
coiled and tied to the ralling. Exhding, | drew my whip back. With a practiced mation, | flung it out and
back in a series of rgpid maotions. All three feathers exploded with a stisfying, crack, crack, crack.
From behind me came a scattering of muttered oaths.

I grinned, not looking behind me as | heard money exchanging hands. The crew had been watching
gnce I’d come on deck after finishing the captain’s books this afternoon. Their condescending banter had
since turned to respect.

The squat form of the captain came forward from where he had been watching, and | met his amile
with my own. “Maam,” he said, nodding to the whip. “You have a right nice skill there. Don't think I've
ever seen awoman wanting to know how to do more than whip her horse or her servant.”

“Thank you,” | said. “I haven't practiced in awhile, and it helped me find the baance of the boat.” A
pained twinge came from my shoulder as | coiled the whip up and tied it to my hip. | should have quit an
hour ago, but the scornful laughs of the crew and my desire to find the accuracy | was accustomed to
kept me practicing long past where | should have stopped.

His head bobbed in undersanding as he stood with his hands clasped behind his back, looking
embarrassed. | squinted up a him, wondering what was bothering him. The splash of a gingray pulled my
gaze to the waves, and | wished | had been quicker so to have seen more.

“I've been over my books,” he findly said, his words hdting and rluctant as he drew my attention
back to him. “I hope my notes weren't too difficult.”

| coughed to cover up the beginnings of a hyderica laugh. “Oh,” | hedged, “it was easier after |
started usng the map in your common room. | smply followed the dates and made guesses at the next
harbor if 1 couldn’'t read something. It wasn't hard, seeing as | knew the cargo you had just picked up
and where you might be going with it.”

Heran ahand over his beard in an endearing motion of chagrin. “Aye” he muttered. “That's what |
usudly do.”

The sun was bright, but now that | had stopped moving, | fdt cold. The threatened rain of last night
hed never maeridized, but | could fed the chill in the ar being pulled off the water. Taking my filthy
cloak from where | had dropped it, | settled it about my shoulders. My sweat was cooling rapidly, and |
fdt avful, sicky and cold dl at the same time. “Captain,” | hedged. “Have you had a chance to tak to
your firs mate about the water?’

“Yesmaam,” he said quickly. “That’'s why | came to tak to you. HE's not pleased, and he st a
price so high I'm shamed to tdl you. Haron isin charge of the stores, though, and a good man. I'd hate
to drive him to another ship over this”

A dgh dipped from me as | held my cloak closed a my neck while the wind stole whét little heat |
had under it. | understood too well the palitics of amdl groups. The captain could overrule his firg mate's
decison, but it might cause a rift between them. My comfort came out a distant second to that. “To be
honest,” | said as | looked askance at him, “1 was thinking that instead of outright purchasing the water, |
might try to win it from you over a hand or two of cards? Perhaps tonight?’



The cgptain blinked. A dow smile curved over his face, and his atention went to the hdm where the
firs mate stood with the whedman, eying the ribbons traling from the edges of the salls. “That'd work,”
he said.

| fdt athrill of anticipation. “I’d be willing to wager more of my time. Perhaps tidy your room or help
Duncan organize your hold. Seeing as he's not much good with the rigging.”

His blue eyes grew brighter in what | thought might be avarice. “Yes maam,” he sad. “I would play a
hand or two with you tonight. Why don’t you get yoursdf out of the wind, meantime? The crew seems
right impressed by you, but I'd stay out from under the deck anyway. Y our man Duncan is in the gdley,
though.”

“I will, thank you,” | said, chilled to the pit of my being from the wind and my exertions.

“Good,” he said shortly. “Have some tea. You look cold, if you don’t mind me saying.”

Nodding emphaticdly, | held my cloak to me and headed across the doping deck.

The glow of acceptance warmed me as much as the sudden lack of the wind when | peeped round
the archway and into the amdl kitchen. Duncan was aone, and he looked up from where he was leaning
agang awal, keeping himsdf steedy as he plucked a chicken.

“Tess” He wiped his stubbled chin with the back of his hand, only managing to stick more feathers to
him. “I saw some of that. Very nice”

“Thank you.” | touched the familiar loops on my belt. Holding on to the archway, | moved insde and
perched mysdf on the tiny counter space to get out of hisway.

The minuscule fire in the gimbaled pan kept the smal space plenty warm, and Duncan had stripped
down to only aworn pair of trousers and a thin shirt despite the wind whipping just beyond the archway.
It was a shade too amdl for him, pulling tight to show the curve of his shoulders as he worked. Haron
hed put him here after he had loosened the wrong rope and brought a sal hdfway down. | had a
suspicion Duncan had done it intentionaly. His mood had lightened considerably since he had taken over
the gdley and put some distance between himsdf and the fird mate's barked orders.

“The captain said | could have some of the crew’stea,” | said, looking around for a pot.

Duncan flopped the messy bird onto the counter and wiped his hands on his pants. “I'll get it,” he
sad, finding a pot from somewhere in the mess. “It should dill be warm.”

He poured out a dark stream of liquid into a thick-waled mug, and | murmured a grateful “Thank
you,” as | took it. The boat’s motion was rougher closer to the bow, and | tucked mysdf back on the
counter until 1 was wedged into a corner. A patch of sun moved from the floor to the cabinets and back
agan as the Sandpiper took the waves. My one hand went to rub my shoulder, and | thought pride was
responsible for the hurt, nothing more.

Duncan picked the chicken up, turning so he could watch me. “1 won a bet with one of the crew,” he
sad. “I knew you' d be hitting dl three feathers before you quit.”

| amiled as | took my hands from my neck and sipped my tea. It was bitter without honey, but | drank
it greedily, glad for its warmth. “It took longer than | thought to find the boat’s balance,” | admitted. “I
don’'t know how they wak about like they do.”

His long, expressive hands worked fast againg the damp bird, and the cleared patch rapidly grew
larger. “1 knew the moment you found the pattern of the waves” he said. “ Crack, crack, crack.”

My amile deepened. | liked being on the water, glad | hadn’'t gotten seasick as Kavenlow had
gaunchly daimed | would. “1t’s like being rocked by your mother, or the kingdom's chancdlor in my
cae” | sad, haf-serious.



“I wouldn't know.” Gathering a wad of feathers, he dropped them in a bucket.
Embarrassed, | eyed him over adow sip. “Sorry.”

“ About what?’

“That you don’'t remember your parents.”

He laughed harshly. “I remember them dl right. But as the eighth child out of nine, | was never
rocked. More likdy told to ‘ Stop yer bdlyaching and go to degp!’” he said, dhifting his voice to a harsh,
low-street accent on the last word.

“Oh.” | set my cup asde and swung my har to my front, running my fingers through my curls to get
the worgt of the tangles out. “ Sorry. Where are they?’

A shrug shifted his shoulders. “They have a fam on the edge of the forest about a week from the
capitd. | left when | was twelve” His voice was bland. “Gone before the sun set on the day they buried
my grandfather. See, | was at the end of the children. Kind of scrawny. | should' ve been in the fidds, but
someone had to look after my grandfather, and | didn’t mind spooning soup into his toothless mouth. My
gger thought he smelled. He didn't like her e@ther and wouldn’t eat unless | fed him. So while everyone
els= worked, | took care of him. He was the one who taught me cards. | Ift the day he died.”

“Sorry.”
His eyes were dark with irritation as he pulled them up. “Will you stop saying that?’

My fingers dilled themsdalves in my hair, moving instead to rub my giff shoulder. “You mugt have
loved him very much,” | said, my sympathy mixing with the grief of my own loss.

There was the sound of boots, and a crewman passed the open archway. “Nah. See, once he was
dead, they were going to make me work the fidds. That’swhy | left.”

I made a amdl sound. He was lying; we both knew it. Sghing heavily, | continued to work a my
neck. Angd’s Spit, | was sore. And dirty. If thefilth | was covered in didn't keep me awake tonight, the
painin my neck would. And | wasn't even going to think about rain.

“Stand up and turn around,” Duncan said suddenly as he rinsed his hands clean and dried them. |
stared, not understanding as he tossed the towd into adry snk. “It's your neck, right? Y ou haven't taken
your fingers off it since you camein. I'll rub the knot out of it for you.”

| hesitated, my fingers dropping. My thoughts went back to having kicked the bresth out of him when
hetried to do the same thing with my knees. Then they darted to his words said outside the inn. | froze in
congternation, not knowing what to do. Despite my better judgment, | liked Duncan, but the last thing |
could afford to do was give him the wrong impression.

He puffed in exasperation. “Go ahead. Hurt dl night, then,” he said, sounding wounded.

“No,” | sad as | dipped from the counter. “I’d like that. Y ou— surprised me. That'sdl.” Still unsure,
| got to my feet and turned to show him my back. | regathered my hair in front of me. Head bowed, |
heard the tengon ease from him as he exhaed.

His hands touched me, cool from their fresh wash. The gentle pressure of his thumbs deedily
increased until it had me amogt moaning in relief. He was dlent, and | relaxed. It did fed better, his
coarse mation lacking the seductive feding | was worried about. The square of sunlight coming in the
door shifted from the waves, and | reached for the counter for support.

“So you' ve been on your own since you were twelve?’ | asked. No one came up to the bow much
unless it was time to eat, and | fdt the need to mantan the conversation to keep the Stuation from
growing intimete.

“For the mogt part, though I’d have died that firg week if it hadn't been for Lan.” He sounded irate



as hisfingers found a knot between my neck and shoulder and concentrated on it. God help me, but it felt
good, and | hed to difle aggh. Kavenlow had often rubbed aches and pains from me. Duncan was right;
it didn’t mean anything.

“Lan took me in,” Duncan said as he worked. “He kept food in my bely, taught me how to beg

properly. | never knew why we never spent more than afew daysin any one town until | got too well-fed
to beg, and he took me off the street and taught me how to move cards.”

| didn't know what to say, kegping my eyes on my hands braced againg the counter.

“l was 0 stupid,” Duncan whispered, his ceaseless motion moving outward to my shoulders. My
eyes closed, my body shifting dightly under his hands. “By thetime I'd figured it out, | didn't care. | saw
hm as a big brother. Better even, as he never hit me unless | deserved it. He aways dressed well. He
aways knew what to say. Always had money. | was so bewitched with the desire to be like him, | never
saw how he was usang me”

The boat dipped and hit a wave wrong. My eyes flashed open as Duncan reached to steady me.
“Wha happened?’ | asked as he let go.

He turned me around, and | pressed back againg the counter. His sudden nearness gave me pause
until his hands began rubbing away the deeper tenson in the front of my shoulder. My hands dropped,
and | didn't know what to do with them.

“Lan was more than a cheet,” he said. His gaze went distant, and | noticed he had atiny scar above
his upper lip. “He was athief, and a very good one, or so | found out. But one night he was caught and
somehow did his thievery onto me. | had no idea what was going on.” The drength in Duncan’s fingers
grew less, and hisface logt its expression. “He laughed with the rest when they dragged me through town
inchans and burned a thief-mark into me”

Anything | might say would sound trite. My life looked suddenly worthless, my childhood worries and
disappointments petty.

“The man Lan had robbed wanted me hung, and they would have, but it rained like the flood that
night, and Lan broke me out of the pillory. Expected me to thank him.”

“I'm sorry,” | whispered. | was s0 self-absorbed, it sickened me.

He shrugged, seeming far too at peace with himsdlf. “ Someday. Someday I'll find a way to get back
a him. Make him pay for what they did to me” His voice was cdm and relaxed, sanding in a sharp
contrast to his words. It was an old hate, spoken without passon. It dmog seemed as if he waan't
ligening to what he was saying. His hands, too, had gentled their maotions as my muscles |oosened.

My face logt its emation. The intent behind his touch had changed. It was deeper, dower. And it now
held an unspoken question of the possibility of more.

A spark of warmth flickered through me. My eyes darted to his, seeing anew how close he was. They
were dark and one thought ahead of me, waiting to see what | would do as | stood againg the counter,
cearly having fdt the difference in his hands, yet not moved.

His motions dowed, his touch becoming firmer, more demanding. My heart pounded. | was suddenly
filled with the desire to know what it was like to kiss a thief, a dangerous, clever thief who wasn't
fumbling or worried. Someone who knew what he was doing and felt no shame.

He was tdler than me, but | would only have to tilt my head allittle. Breeth held, | leaned forward. My
chin lifted, and my lips parted.

Only now did the hest in his eyes fdter and his hands on me go ill. “You're a princess” he
whispered, dearly having recognized the invitation. “Y ou’ re not serious.”



“l haven't been a princess for the last seven days,” | said. “And I’ ve kissed men before.”

He said nothing, but his look of doubt prompted me to reach up and cup my hand behind his neck,
pulling his head down to mine. It was only akiss.

His beard was scratchy againg me, a ddightful contrast to his lips, soft as they met mine. Relaxing
into the kiss, | let the warm feding take me. My eyes closed, and | found my tenson easing under his
hands gripping my shoulders. He pressed into me, prolonging it. | willingly responded, parting my lips and
pushing gently back againgt him. My hand ran down his back, stopping just above his hip.

Sowly | pulled away, and Duncan leaned after me until our lips parted. Opening my eyes, | found him
waiting for me. Heart pounding, | kept my hand where it was, feding the heet of him through histhin shirt.
It had been a very nice kiss. Much nicer than my last, even if he did smdl like chicken and potatoes.

Duncan’s eyes were bright with surprise. “You have kissed a man before.”

A dy gamile hovered over me. Did he think that royaty was any less randy than common folk? We
were perhaps more so sSince we had to be so discrete about it—especidly princesses. “It was just a
kiss” | sad, bdieving it.

He nodded, his brown eyes dark with an unsaid emation. “Just a kiss.”

Yet | was holding my breath when he cupped my cheek in his pdm and leaned close. | let him draw
mein, and my eyes closed as he tilted his head and met my lips again. Stronger, the feding of warmth
rosein me. My breeth dipped in, gathering my will and seeming to mdt me into him. | sent my fingers to
link behind him, pulling him closer.

So dow it was amost unnoticed, his gentle kiss shifted from inquigtion to a deeper heat. The growing
hint of his restrained need was like a spark, jumping from him to me. The feding crashed over mein a
warm wash, shocking me to dillness asit drew from me a surprisng, dmaost desperate need I'd never fdt
before.

Shocked, | pulled awvay. My hands dropped from him, and | stood with my back to the counter,
frightened. | knew better than to let a kiss become more than a kiss.

Duncan looked a me, seeming to have to catch himsdf. “You darted it,” he said, his voice low and
husky as he stood with hisarms at his sides, a heady mix of want and restraint in his stance.

| swvdlowed hard, frightened that | had dipped so badly. “I shouldn't have done that,” | said oftly.
“I'm sorry.” Unable to meet hiseyes, | headed for the open door.

“Sorry?” A jolt went through me as he grabbed my upper arm, hdting me. His eyes were angry, and |
let him pinch me, thinking | deserved far worse for having midead him like that. “You can't tel me you
didn't like that.”

“Of course | liked it,” | said. “It was the mos—" My words caught. | couldn’t tdl him it had been the
mos sensuous, the most passon-lost feding I'd ever let mysdf experience and that I'd do dmost
anything to fed it again. “I can’t do this, Duncan,” | whispered, frightened. “I can’t do this, right now.”
His hand loosened, and | continued out into the sun. The wind beat & me, seeming to take the last of my
certainty with it.

“Wdl then, when can you?’' he cdled beligerently after me. | clutched my cloak about mysdf and
went to stand at the raling. | would have thought he was no better than an animd, but that | was
wondering the same thing about mysdf.



Twenty

The breeze was glorious up on deck, lifting through my hair in a wonderful sensation. The curly
grands were smooth and slky agangt my fingers—and about a foot shorter snce I’d cut them to fdl
midback instead of to my wais. | wasfindly clean, and it fdt so good. My dress dung uncomfortably to
my shoulders, the waistband of my red underskirt was postively damp, and my stockings had fdlen apart
to ragsin their wash, but | didn’t care. | was clean.

| stood between the water and sky on the deck of the Sandpiper adrift off Brenton. The faint noise
from the samdl cluster of buildings was logt behind the excitement of the horses being winched over the
gde, and it was only knowing | would be leaving the Sandpiper that dulled my satisfaction.

I had findly gotten my bath this morning, taking it in the captain’s quarters since the crew would have
mutinied had | bathed esewhere. Duncan had toted the buckets of water across the deck from the gdley.
He was sulking, now. | had confronted him about his mood, thinking it was from our kiss. | had said that
| was sorry, that he had every right to be angry but that he would do better to forget about it. He had
turned belligerent then, tdling me not to flatter mysdf and that he was angry | had gamed with the captain
without him, not about some fool kiss from a tease of a woman who couldn’t control hersdif.

| had soothed my injured pride by throwing the soap a him, thinking he probably believed that. And
he had good reason for being upset about my card game. As crew, Duncan wasn't dlowed to play cards
with the captain. He hadn’'t even been dlowed to watch, since only the firs mate was dlowed into the
captain’s common room. The smdl chamber had quickly become my favorite spot on the boat, a cozy
oas's from cold looks and cutting wind.

Thankfully, the captain’s fatherly coddling had vanished as soon as he redized my kill a cards
rivded his By the end of it, | not only had the water for my bath but the fud to hest it.

The captain and | were on excdlent terms now, having shared much conversation and tea. He had a
tea lesf equaing the qudity | had grown up on and, saint’s bells preserve us, the honey to go with it. |
found he was quite the learned man, eager to tel an appreciative ear of his stories: dark-skinned women
who went about half-naked under a sun strong enough to strike a man dead, warriors bedecked with
feathers, spices that burned from the ingde, clever animdswith tiny faces and hands like men, and musc
besten from drums to drive one mad.

In return, | entertained him with anecdotes from the palace. He readily accepted my story that | was a
member of the court fleaing the possibility of war. It explained my skill at sums and why | spoke the way
| did. | thought the randy behavior of men and women of noble standing boring, but he lisgened with a
rapt atention. Of the darker news of the capitd, | was circumspect. | couldn’t bear that Captain Borlett
would become an officer and his trading of sat and grain would turn to flaming tar and metd. | sad
nothing of my parents death, only that the Misdev prince was making irrationd demands, forcing the
wedding to take place immediady. It wasn't a lie just a veay lage omisson and a drastic
understatement of Garrett's actions,

| would say nothing to start a war. The memory of my people soning the assassin to degath in the
Streets eight years ago was very clear inmy mind. | didn’'t want them to take matters into their own hands
when diplomacy and a well-placed knife could end the problem with no loss of life but Garrett’s.

“Tesd” cdled avoice behind me, and recognizing the captain’s bellow, | turned. Smiling, | pulled the
har from my eyes, only now redizing | hadn’t worn my topknot and darts since the firs night. “Tess” he
repeated as he came close. “You're looking... cleen.”



“Thank you.” | squinted up a him, a hand held over my eyes. “It's a charmer of aday.”

He nodded, his gaze going up the mast to where his flag fluttered. “Aye. WE Il be heading out of the
bay from here, and then to Lovrege.”

There was awarning shout, and we both looked to where Duncan was sruggling to fasten a looping
harness around Tuck. The poor animd was near panic, his eyes wide and wild. Pitch had dready gone
over the Sde, winched to the water and left to swvim to the shore. Jeck’s horse would be last. The rude
shouts of the crewmen in the unseen dinghy floated up.

“l should go,” | sad regretfully. “1 don't think the black gdding will give you much trouble. Fitch is
amog to the beach. One of us should be there to make sure no one takes her.”

“My crew will keep an eye on her,” he said. “I' ve two ashore buying water and wood.”

Tuck whinnied when the straps tightened about him and his feet |eft the deck. | reached out, relieved
when the animd went giff, dl hislegsinto a four-posted postion.

“See?’ Captain Borlett said. “I knew he'd be dl right. My lads know wheat to do.”

Duncan shouted a nervous encouragement from theralling as Tuck was swung out over the water and
three crewmen began dowly winching hm down. The horse's feet touched the water, and he exploded
into helpless mation. He was frantic, and the weighted ropes tangled.

“Hey, hup!” asalor in the dinghy cdled. “He s caught! He' s gonna drowned himsdf!”

“Tuck!” Duncan cried, his voice cracking in fear. He watched in horror as the horse struggled.
Lunging over the raling, Duncan fdl into the water. | ran to the side, but the horse camed as Duncan
touched him. Taking loudly to Tuck, he untangled the rope, and the two started svimming for the nearby
shore.

“l should go,” | said, hdting my mation to leave as the cgptain cleared histhroat.

“Mdam,” he sad formdly, extending an envelope sedled with a drop of wax. | took it, mydified.
Seaing my confusion, he added, “It's a recommendation. A written one.” He looked embarrassed as he
ran his grip over his graying beard. “You did a cgpitd job with my books. That's my recommendation
that any captain would be lucky to trade your figuring with numbers for passage.” His eyes crinkled. “In
case you find yoursdf in a hurry again.”

| beamed. It was the firg time | had done something on my own, and | had done it well. “Thank you,”
| said, tucking the vauable paper awvay. He had no idea how delighted | was.

“And this” the squat man said, handing me a cloth-wrapped package. He stood ramrod draight
beside me and rocked on his heds, his gaze on the forested hills before us.

| unfolded it to find a amdl jar of honey. But then | noticed what it was wrapped in, and my lips
parted. | glanced from the square of fabric to the flag atop the highest mast. “1t's your flag!” | breathed as
the standard—a gold fidd with three black dashes—fluttered in the breeze.

“Aye” hesad. “It'sso | can find you this winter, wherever you might be—if you like. I'll be looking
for it. And you can do my books again. | may have to go out to the southern idands. It will be a long trip.
Y ou can bring your man, there. Just not his horse.”

My throat went tight. If only | could. “Thank you,” | said, suddenly loath to leave.
“Hy it from a pole in Sght of the dock,” he said, staring off into nothing. “I’ll find you.”

| wrapped the honey back in his flag, unable to say anything. Throat tight, | gathered my skirts and
one-handedly levered mysdf over the raling and down the rope ladder. It was Haron who helped me
meake the jump to the rocking dinghy. His smal hand was rough in mine, and | appreciated his grudging
help. Jeck’ s horse reached the water the same time as | did. The weighted ropes dipped smoathly from



him, and the levelheaded horse s&t out for the beach.

The Sandpiper fdl from mein even, rhythmic surges of motion. The lump in my throat surprised me.
My hands drifted upward to bind my hair in a topknot with a bit of twine. By the time the dinghy scraped
the rocky beach, my few remaining darts werein place.

Miserable, | stood to disembark. Haron stepped into the water, and with no warning, scooped me off
my feet and doshed the few steps to land. “Thank you,” | said, flustered, as he set me down. He smdled
of wind and sweat. | glanced at Duncan meking baby sounds & his shivering horse. The men threw our
packs to land out of the surf. They were replaced with a bundle of wood and cask of water tha two
crewmen had rolled forward.

“| dill think women on water are unlucky,” Haron said a my elbow, and | spun, surprised. “But the
captain... He says you can hear it. The sea, | mean.” His gaze flicked away, then back to mine “Can
you?”

Vison blurring, | looked at the Sandpiper and nodded. | had fdt safe there. And free.

“It don't seem right,” he said as he touched his red cap and stepped barefoot into the surf. “Why
would God let awoman hear the seaif she's not supposed to brave the waves?’

He pushed the boat into deeper water, the scrape of the ked seeming to grate across my soul,
wounding me. His question wasn't a taunt; he was confused. I'd cracked hisbdliefs.

Taking aquick breath, | wiped a hand under my nose and turned my back on the sea.

Brenton lay before me, amdl and disorganized. | nervoudy checked my topknot to see that dl was as
it should be, and my worry about Jeck thundered down. The wind in the leaves became threatening, and
the dightest twitch of the horses ears caught my attention. There seemed to be an animosity or cunning in
the curious stares of the few passing towngfolk. They were dirty, and | had yet to see anyone with shoes.
The entire town stank of fish. | had never seen anything as filthy and poor as Brenton. | pulled my cloak
tighter about my shoulders, wondering what ese | had missed living behind my wals.

Sipping awkwardly on the stone beach, | went to Duncan. “Is Tuck dl right?’ | asked, but he didn’t
answer, the back of his neck going red as he continued to fuss over his horse. Chu, | thought. He was
worse than Heather, thinking he could punish me by ignoring me.

Frowning at hisinfantile behavior, | led Aitch and Jeck’s horse into the stream that bisected Brenton.
My skirts tied high to keep them from going damp, | dumped water over the horses usng the bowl from
my pack to get rid of the sdlt. | used the remnant of my stockings to dry the back of Jeck’s horse before
aranging my pack and riding pad on him.

Duncan said nathing, keeping with his cold silence. He stomped into the stream, gtting up to his
ampits to let the current wash out the sdt. Dunking himsdlf, he dicked his hair back as he came up. Stll
dripping, he splashed off Tuck and led him up the steep embankment to the street. | followed, and we
slently headed into town. There was no dock, but there was probably a tavern where | could ask after
Kavenlow.

| didn't look back at the Sandpiper. My chest was tight with a confused frugtration. With Captain
Borlett's letter, | had freedom. | had no earthly reason not to abandon my pogtion as the princess's
double. Except thet to flee would dlow Garrett to live And | wanted him dead.

“Look a her,” Duncan said crosdy to Tuck as we found our place among the noise and ink of
people again. “Did | tdl you she made me carry fourteen buckets of water across the deck of that
burning ship? Madam princess wants to burning wash her hair. Madam princess wants to burning wash
her clothes. It's burning unfair. And what's worse, she didn’'t even let me watch her win it. She burning
wel cheats, Tuck. Otherwise, she would've let me waich.”



“I didn’'t cheat,” | sad, frustrated. | dill thought it was the kiss, not the cards.

“Hear that bird Snging, Tuck?’ Duncan mocked. “Have you ever heard such an annoying twitter in dl
your life?’

| frowned. Duncan’s feet squished in hiswet boots, keeping exact time with my pace.

“No onewins a cards that often unlessthey chest,” he continued, spesking to his horse but taking to
me. “She cheats, Tuck, sure as you're a gdding, poor sod. But how she does it, | can't tdl.” He was
dlent for three heartbests. “If she told me, | might talk to her again.”

“Duncan...” My shoulders dumped. “I don’t chest. | grew up playing cards with someone who does.
| had to learn how to read people just to win my far share. The captain was good, but he was careless.
He touched his beard when he had to think about which card to throw away. He leaned forward when
he thought | had a better hand than his, and he took a drink when he pulled a card higher than a sword. If

you would spend as much time watching your opponent as you do the cards, you wouldn't have to
cheat.”

“Ligen to her,” Duncan said to Tuck as he squashed the hiting fly that landed on his horse's neck.
“Such pretty stories.” He glanced at me, hisinfant beard meking his ire look ugly. “You make a good
dorytdler, Tess. Ever think of changing your professon?’

Ignoring that, | angled to a hard-packed dirt yard that was as indicative of a tavern as much as the
dgn above the door. “You don't have to come in if you don't want to,” | said, tired of inns and de and
loud voices of men raised in tone-deaf salutations of friendly women with full tankards and ample breasts.

Duncan pushed Tuck’s head out of the way so he could see me. “Do you have enough for something
to eat?’ he asked, gpparently having forgiven me dready at the prospect of food.

“You spent the lagt two days in the gdley, and you're hungry?’ | said feding a jolt of nervousness.
“Jeck’ s behind us. We find out if or when Kavenlow was here. Then we leave.”

“Yes” he drawled. “1 can hardly wait to watch you go in there and ask if they’ ve seen awise old man
and a princess”

My brow furrowed. “Y ou have to go through Brenton to get to Bird Idand. Either he'sin front of us
or dready on hisway back. | have to know which direction to take.”

“And Captain Jeck will do the same thing, won't he,” he said. “He's either chasing behind us by boat,
or waiting for us to walk right into him on the way back.”

For amoment, | could only hear the pounding of my heart inmy ears. Why hadn’t | thought that far
ahead?*" Shut your mouth, Duncan,” | said, the pit of my stomach cold.

“For atadented woman, you aren’'t very bright.”

My lips tightened, and | tied Jeck’s horse and Fitch to the post outsde the inn. The stable was
nothing more than a shaky-looking lean-to propped againg a tree. | glanced back at the bay, fighting a
pang as | found the Sandpiper inful sail heading toward open ocean without me. The fear—the need to
be moving that had been absent from the time | has set foot on the Sandpiper—filled me again. | didn't
want to advertise my presence, but | had to know if Kavenlow had been here. Garrett’s reinforcements
would reach the capitd soon. | was running out of time.

Duncan entered the inn ahead of me. | followed, a amdl sound of disgust dipping fromme as | took a
shdlow breath. The place stank of soured fish and mugty potatoes. Even Duncan wrinkled his nose as he
looked to the hearth and the cluster of too-thin men drinking. | took in the dovenly dressed woman
draped across the loudest man and grimaced. Theinn was nothing like the Three Crows. Not having any
competition, theinn did very little to attract customers. “It's a wonder anyone is here at dl,” | muttered.
“It reeks of fish.”



“Oh, someone new. Whatcha want?’ a woman said as she came out from a back room. Her eyes
roved over Duncan's damp attire. “A late noon med? Perhaps aroom? En? Y es?’

My heart gave a pound as Duncan eyed me in speculation. “Two des, please” | said, laying out the
proper amount of money. Maybe ale would soften him where my words couldn’t. It would distract
him, if nothing ese.

Her brow rose a my accent. Duncan took the firg tankard. Holding my breath, | tried a tentative Sip,
my eyes medting hiswhen | found it surprisngly pleasant. Duncan’s gaze did from mine to the men by the
hearth. “I'll be over theretill you're done,” he said shortly, drifting toward them as if flotsam on the tide.

“Yes, go,” | encouraged, thinking if he was over there, he wouldn’t foul up my careful question's over
here. “Maam,” | said, “you brew a good de”

She sent her gaze over me again, clearly wondering what | was doing here. “My husband, he taught
me” she sad, dragging a rag over a table as she pretended to clean it. “It brings the ships in when
nothing ese will, it does. Y ou out from the capitd?’

| thought back to the bitter de in the casks on the Sandpiper and nodded. “We're just off the
Sandpiper.'”

“You and your hushand, there?’ she interrupted, nodding toward the hearth.
“Ah, yes” | sammered. “I was wondering—"
“Tymusistaking on passengers?’ she blurted. “That's not like him.”

Tymus? | thought, not liking that Captain Borlett and this woman were on a firg-name basis. “It took
afar amount to convince him,” | said. “I've been trying to meet up with someone. An older man,
well-dressed? He was headed thisway.”

The woman brushed her hands on her skirts, her eyes roving over the patrons. “I didn’t hear the cdll
of aboat coming in. Where's Tymus's crew? Isit abig cargo? Any fabric?’

“No,” | sad in exasperation, redizing | had logt what little control | had. “No cargo. He's dready
headed out. He only stopped to let us off.”

“Oh.” The woman dumped. She eyed Duncan across the room. “He made you svim?’

“Just—my husband.” Her eyebrows rose, and | surged ahead. “I was hoping you might be able to
help me find my father. He might have my sister with him?” The lies came out so easlly, it was frightening.

“You don't know if your sister was with him or not?” She looked a me as if | was stupid. Hushing, |
glanced a Duncan, his hands waving in conversation. | didn't like that tart of a woman touching his
shoulder. Neither did the man whose lap she was currently Stting in.

“Ah-h-h,” | said, remembering the innkeeper had asked me something. “He' s fetching her back to the
capitd. He wouldn't have gone by boat, and | don't know if | passed him in my rush to catch up with
him.”

She nodded knowingly. “Oh. Old man with graying beard? Attractive, if you don't mind me saying
se? Dressed up red fancy?

| fdt awash of rdief. Garrett’s assassn hadn’t found him. “Yes, that’s probably him.”

“Aye” the woman said, wiping out a bowl with the corner of her gpron. “You just missed them. He
came through two days ago off the Sea Mist. He bought the Ellisons horse and rode out of town like the
devil himsdf were after him”

“Two days!” | exdamed softly. | would never have guessed he would cross the bay.
“Shame you didn't comein erlier,” the woman said. “He left this morning.”



My head rose, and | looked a her in confuson. “But you sad...”

“With your sister and her man,” she added, and my brow smoothed in understanding. Kavenlow was
on hisway back to the capitd. Then | hesitated. Herman?

“They spent the night,” the chatty woman was saying. “Took my two best rooms. She's a beatiful
litle thing, ain't she? Hair long enough to St on, and as far as sunlight on water.”

I grimaced, touching my dull-brown hair. “Yes. That's—her.”

“l can see why your father dotes on her,” she said. “Never left her done. Kept everyone away.
Waited on her hand and foot. | hardly saw the fral wisp. She looks a mite ill, the tiny thing. So sad and
melancholy. Was she away for her hedth?’

“She's fine” | said, trying to hide my anger. Kavenlow waited on her? He wasn't a servant. My
growing aversion for the princess shifted to ared didike.

“It was a gght. The both of them tending her asif she was a queen,” the woman said.
“Queen. Yes” | muttered.

“I tdl you, if my husband had given me hdf that attention, | might have worked harder a keeping him
divewhen hefdl sck.”

Il with jedlousy, | put my de down. “Yes. Thank you. | have to go now.”
“l expect if you hurry, you might find them yet tonight. Wagons are dow things”

A wagon! | thought. No wonder she was taking so long to get to the palace. Little princess perfect
couldn’t ride. She needed awagon. “I expect 0,” | said, no longer trying to hide my bitterness. “Thank
you.”

“Good luck finding your father and sister.”

“Yes Thank you.” | turned away before she could say anything else, Somping across the room to
Duncan. | stood behind his chair, seething. The men ignored me, making me even angrier. “Come on,
Duncan,” | said, tugging a his deeve. “We have to go.”

Duncan rose with a mocking downess, tipping his hat at the unsavory woman in parting. She dl but
leered a me, thinking | was his jedl ous wife, no doubt. Why would | be jedlous of her? She had dirty feet
the 9ze of a duck.

“They were here last night,” | said as | pulled him to the door.

Duncan tilted the bottom of his tankard to the caling and finished his de in one swill. “1 know,” he
sad when he came up for air. “Chu, that's good.”

“How did you find out?’ | said, glancing behind me as the group sprawled about the hearth laughed,
probably at me.

“Thadd likes to rall the dice.”

“Thadd? Who's Thadd?’ | took his empty tankard and set it on atable as | hustled him back out into
the sun and to the horses.

“Thedd is her goat boy,” he said. “A sculptor, redly. He s ddivering a statue. That’s why the wagon.”
“Goat boy?’ Bewildered, | squinted at himin the bright glare.

Duncan untied Tuck and belched, earning my disgust and the admiration of the boy nearby throwing
pebbles at the chickens in the road. “Yeah. Goat boy. You know, the hero in the stories who helps the
princess save the kingdom.” Smirking, he added, “H€e's sweet on her. Poor sod. | wonder if he knows
who sheredly is?’



Goat boy? Deep in thought, | swung up onto Jeck’s horse and arranged my dress and cloak. What
was the princess doing with a scul ptor?

We headed out of town a afast pace. Behind me | heard amdl bel ches coming from the stableboy as
hetried to outdo Duncan. “Look what you started,” | said, disgusted.

Duncan grinned, his nasty red and black beard looking awful. “Don’'t you know how to show the
proper gppreciation for such afine de as that? Who ever heard of an assassn who didn’'t know how to
bedch?’

My stomach tightened, and | looked over my shoulder to see if anyone had heard him. “You're a
dark-raving idiot, you know that?’

“And you're an assassin, Tess” Duncan said chearfully, asif he rather liked the idea. “Not athief or a
cheet. You're an assassin. And together, we're going to make a fortune. After you save the kingdom and
al”

“Some cheat you are,” | scorned. “One de, and you lose what little sense you had.”

“I'm not drunk,” he dlaimed, and the clear look in his eye made me believe it. “Think about it. What
else are you good for?’

What else, indeed? | thought as we left the amdly harbor of Brenton behind, dipping into a
mile-egting canter headed back to the capitd. | wondered what it said tha the skills of a princess and
that of an assassn were s0 dike that no one had noticed the difference.



Twenty-one

What am | going to do about the princess? The thumps of Jeck’s horse's hooves pounded the
thought into me as we cantered up the path to the capitd. Though rutted with the imprints of hooves and
whedls, the trall was blessedly empty. Jeck’s horse never sumbled, and the gentle mation thet usudly
soothed me only made things worse. Each hesitation of hoofbeats seemed like the gathering of breath,
tightening me urtil 1 was ready to break. My mind kept drding back to the question | had blinded mysdf
to. What am | going to do about her?

If the princess took the throne, 1’d never be able to convince King Edmund that | was judtified in
killing his son for the murder of my parents. Only if | was a felow sovereign would he lisen to me. Only
by taking the throne could | find my revenge for the murder of my parents.

“But it's not my kingdom,” | whispered, hearing my voice quaver.

It should be, a sdfish thought whispered. A tremor took me, and | hid it by tapping the horse with my
heds to get im to step it up. She might be her to the throne, but she would lose it in three years, taken
by Misdev or any of the other kingdoms watching the wedlth pass through our harbors. War would erupt
up and down the coast whether | killed Garrett or not. Captain Borlett would carry soldiers, not grain.
People would starve. People would die.

| angled Jeck’ s horse to a branch impaling one of Kavenlow's leaves. It ripped from the branch with
awet sound, and anxiety tightened my stomach. They were close. Perhaps as little as just out of Sght.
Fingers trembling, | dropped the ledf.

“Duncan,” | said as | pulled Jeck’s horse to a standdtill. “We ' re stopping.”

He brought Tuck to a neck-arched hdt, his shoulders bunching as he reined the horse in. “Now?
Look at those ruts. They're right in front of us” His eyes were wide in the early dusk under the trees.

“It's getting dark,” | said. “They'll have stopped, too. WEl catch up with them tomorrow.” Face
flaming a his questioning silence, | dismounted and walked Jeck’s horse and Fitch off the trail to a amdl
dearing beside the path.

“All right,” he said dowly and dismounted. | could fed his eyes on me as | wound the reins of Jeck’s
horse into a bush and started up the tral. | had to see her. | had to see the princess. Perhaps she wasn't
asfral and supid as the woman had made out.

“Tess? Where are you going?’

Duncan's voice brought me spinning around. “To find something to eat,” | lied, not knowing why |
did. “I'll be right back.”

He scratched a finger through his vile, sparse beard. “Y ou never have before.”

My lips pressed together, and | belligerently tossed a stray curl out of my eyes. “Would you rather
have me try to cook agan?’

Misdirected anger made my words harsh, but ingead of reacting in turn, he stared a me. “Wha
about your horses?’

“Oh,” | sad, returning. “Yes.” With abrupt mations, | removed the riding pad and packs from Jeck’s
horse. Leaving them where they lay in the dirt beside the trall, | dusted my hands and backed up three
seps. “There)” | sad. “I'll be back.”



| strode down the path. The hairs on the back of my neck pricked, but | wouldn't turn around. My
pulse quickened. “Hey!” he cdled, and | spun. My hands dropped from my topknot to catch the water
sack he tossed me. “ Seeif you can find running water, too.”

“Yes. Fing” | said, hagtening down the trall. As soon as | was around a bend, | gathered my skirts
and went faster. My tension didn’t dissipate with the mation; it worsened.

A low murmur of voices pulled me to a ganddtill. One was high-pitched, the other low. Hunched, |
edged off the trall and continued. My heart pounded, and my hands trembled. | smelled the smoke from
their fire before | saw them. In alow crouch, | crept forward. The canes of wild berries caught a my
skirt and hair, and the sharp stabs of thorns were like guilty accusations for my soying. | difled a cry as
my deeve ripped to leave a long scratch in my arm. | brushed a the pain, a diver of motion meking me
go dill.

Shifting asmdl branch, | peered through the vegetation. My eyes narrowed. A young woman sat on a
log beside a fire, huddled under a thick woolen cape. Her arms were wrapped around hersdf. She
looked cold and lost. And beeutiful.

Thetips of her ydlow hair brushed the ground as she sat. It was draight where mine was curly. Her
skin was sun-starved while mine was dark. She looked unfit for anything useful, with ample curves where
| only had suggestions. She amiled up at the short, powerfully built young man who draped a blanket over
her shoulders, and | hated her. | was no princess. This is a princess, | thought as | wiped a hand under
my nose. | was afool to ever think | had been one.

“Goat Boy” crouched beside her to arrange the fire. He was too muscular to have any sense in him.
Hisfeet were bare, and he had broad shoulders and thick legs, looking as if the cold couldn’t touch him.
| frowned when he flicked the black bangs from his eyes.

Pulled off the trall in the shadows was a narrow wagon holding a box the shape of a coffin. There was
only one horse to pull it. The draft animd was enormous, looking as if he had pulled sumps from the
ground the day he fdl from his dam. No wonder it was taking them forever to get to the capital.

My atention returned to them as the man murmured something to get her to amile. Anger filled me.
Where was she when Father died on a sword? Where was she when Mother’s blood stained my fingers?
| was their daughter, not her!

| watched her take a comb from a smdl sack and brush her har. The curve of her cheek and her
position struck me as familiar. With a shock that twisted my stomach, | redized the statuesin the solarium
were of her. The beautiful statues in the garden were of her!

Goat Boy leaned closer and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Do you want another blanket,
Contessa?’ he asked in adow country drawl.

| fet asif my breath had been knocked from me. She had taken my future, she had taken my parents.
How dare she take my name?

Stomach churning, | stood. Thorns caught a my skirts, the soft sound of them ripping adding to my
anger. “That'smy name,” | said softly.

Goat Boy spun, his eyes wide and his mouth open.

The princess stood, her blanket fdling to dmost catch fire. “1t'syou!” she exclaimed, a wesk-looking
hand going to her neck. “You're her!” She hesitated, and my face burned as she ran her gaze over me,
taking in my scratches and travel-stained clothes. | drew mysdf dtraighter, refusng to touch my hair or

dress to draighten them. “What are you doing here?” she asked, her country drawl a hint under her
attempt at a noble accent. “Y ou're supposed to be a the palace.”

My breath came in a shuddering sound, | was s0 angry. “You have no right to question me” |



whispered, drawing on every ounce of hard-won protocol to not shout &t her.

The princess pursed her lips, her chin rigng. “I'm the princess, not you. | can ask you anything |
please. Why aren’t you at the palace?”’

My hands trembled, and | took a step toward her, my motion not as graceful as | would ve hoped
because of the thorns. Jerking free of them, 1 sumbled into the clearing. Though her words had been
bold, the princess went pale, dutching Goat Boy's arm. She made a conscious effort to let go, nervoudy
gmoothing her dress. The woman at the inn was right. This was a weak-minded nothing. Costenopolie
would fdl under her.

“Don't question me again,” | said, matching her highbrow speech though | was seething ingde. “You
are alittle country bumpkin who doesn’t know the firgt thing about ruling a country. Y ou're going to lose
it without my help.”

“It' smy kingdom, not yours,” she asserted, her chin high and spots on her cheeks. “And I’ll do just
fine without you. Be sure you remember that.”

| took another step forward, and Goat Boy shifted uncertainly. “Your kingdom?' | sad, and she
sniffed, cearly thinking my soft voice meant a soft temper.

“Yes, my kingdom. Thadd was right. You're a grasping little beggar, angry that you aren’t the
princessand | am.”

| struggled to keep my breething even. “I kept you dive for twenty years” | said, my voice risng
despite my efforts. “And you cdl me a grasping beggar? | didn’t ask for this. You ruined my entire life
with that damned Red Moon Prophesy of yours!”

Face tight, she looked me over. “Your speech isfoul, and you' ve torn your dress. Mother wrote and
sad | was to speak to you as my sster, but you're not worthy to be her daughter. They never thought of
you as anything but away to protect me. You aren't their daughter. How could they ever love you?’

“You... you little... chu mouth!” | ssammered, sanding before her, shaking. My mother, not hers.
My father, not hers.

“I'll have the chancdlor beat you for your insolence” she said, her nosein the air.

My breath hissed out. A flash of fear crossed me that she could make him do it. Anger washed it
away. If Kavenlow was going to beat me, I’ d give im something to beat me for.

Striding around the fire, | swung the flat of my hand to smack sharply onto her cheek.

She gasped, taking a step back. The imprint of my hand showed an ugly red. Shock froze her for an
ingant, then she flung hersdlf at me, crying out in rage.

| backpedaled, but not fast enough. We went down in atangle of skirts and flying hair. She hit my eye
with her figt. Stars exploded inmy vison, and | rocked my head back. Her grip tightened in my hair, and
| smacked her again, hitting her ear by thefed of it. She fdl back, and as the stars dill danced before me,
| grabbed her shoulders and rolled her over to the ground.

Straddling her, | sat on her back. “They are my parents!” | shouted, forcing her pretty little blond
head into the dirt and lesf mold. “Don’t you ever try to take them away from me again. Do you hear me?
I’'mthelr daughter as much asyou are! | am. | am!”

The princess was crying, her arms reaching behind her to find me with the deeves of her dress down
about her elbows. Her har was full of sticks and leaves, and | thumped her head into the ground, jerking
when Duncan grabbed my shoulders and pulled me off her.

His eyes were bright in amusement, and | wondered how long he had been wetching. Goat Boy was
wisdy daying out of it, sanding at the edge of camp, pae and shaking. Laughing, Duncan shook his



head, his hand ill gripping my ebow. “Tess, what are you doing?’
“Let mego!” | cried, and when he didn’t, | punched him solid in the ssomach.
Clutching his middle, he rocked back with a breathless, “Ooof.”

| swung the hair from my eyes and looked for the princess. She was tripping on her skirts and cloak
as shetried to rise and get to Goat Boy. Her dress was mussed, and her har was in disarray. She was
sobbing, and my eyes narrowed. “I don't think you fully understand the Stuation yet,” | said, lunging for
her.

A shadow darted between us, and | ran right into Kavenlow.

“Kavenlow!” | cried, jerking to a stop. He was dressed as a huntaman in black linen and lesther. His
dagger was in plan view ingtead of hidden, and his dart pipe was tucked into his hatband, aready
loaded. Worry pinched his brow, but hislips were firm in disgpprova.

Fear flashed through me, then anger. “You lied to mel” | shouted, the heartache of the last eght days
thundering down upon me. “Y ou lied—then left me!”

His face mdted into understanding, and he put a hand on my shoulder. “Easy,” he soothed. “1 never
meant for you to find out thisway. But do you redly think dgpping the princess is the best way to make
her acquaintance, Tess?’

At the sound of my name, something in me broke. “That’s not my name!” | shouted, furious. | hit his
shoulder to drive him away, but he wouldn't let go. “It's her name” | cried, shoving his chest with my
pam. “1 don’t even have my own name. You lied to me. My entire lifeis a lied” My throat closed, and |
fdt the tears threaten, hating mysdf for them.

“Hush,” he soothed as the firg one trickled down. “It will be dl right.”

“No it won't!” | exdamed, pushing againg him to get away, but he pulled me closer. The familiar
grd| of horse and ink drew from me memories of books, and riding lessons, and long evenings of ide
diverson and tak. My angry resolve fatered as | admitted it was dl gone. Everything.

| hed my breath, my head pounding. My throat ached for release, and a cry broke free. My parents
were dead. My life was gone. He was the only one I&ft to me. | dlutched at his coat, burying my head
agang his chest. Sobs shook me as the lagt of my will dissolved.

“Shhhh,” he said, bringing my head againg him as he used to when | fdl from a horse. His hand
brushing my hair was soothing and familiar. “I1t'sdl right. It's going to be dl right.”

“But | don't know who | am,” | wept, unable to stop. “Why didn’t you tdl me? Why?’



Twenty-two

Kavenlow set a cup of tea within my grip. | took, it without looking. My hands were giff with cold,
but the warmth of the cup did nothing to shift the chill that had taken me. Feding numb and drained, | sat
upon the log beside the fire. The princess was at the edge of the camp, glaring a me from behind the
wagon as she brushed her hair to get the dirt out of it. Goat Boy, or Thadd rather, was standing beside
her looking laughably out of place. Her face was red where | had dapped it, and she had a bump on her
forehead where | had pummeed her into the ground.

My breeth eased from me. She had snapped my temper asif it had been a dry twig, and | had acted
like the gutter trull she daimed | was. But she had said they hadn't loved me.

Duncan was taking with Kavenlow in a hushed, intent voice. It took a decisve sound and went slent.
There was a rudle of fabric, and Kavenlow sat besde me “You cut your har,” he sad by way of
gregting, distress heavy in hisvoice.

My heart seemed to clench, and | wondered if he would beat me. | certainly deserved it. “Kavenlow,
I'm sorry,” | whispered.

He stopped my words with a raised hand. “I’'m not the one you need to gpologize to.”

| glanced at the princess. She sneered a me, showing no control of her emotions a dl. “She is the
one who should gpologize,” | said. “She said | wasfilthy. A grasping beggar.”

He stretched hislegs out to the fire, pulling hislong cloak away so the flames could warm him better.
“You arefilthy.”

My throat closed. Her insults weren't why | had dapped her, but | couldn't make mysdf tdl him that
my parents were dead. It should be raining. It couldn’'t get any worse. “She said they didn’t love me” |
breathed.

“Of course they loved you.” He tried to meet my eyes. “You were their daughter.”

“Kavenlow...” | took a breath to tdl him they were dead, then hesitated. He had put them in past
tense. Eyes warming with unshed tears, | looked to see his face gentled in shared sorrow. “You know?” |
warbled.

He nodded, his gaze deep into the fire. “Duncan told me. I'm sorry. | had guessed as much by the
assassin | found yesterday. They were good people, deserving of far better. Tdl me what happened? Of
Garrett’ s reasons, if nothing dse”

| could do that. “Garrett is acting on hisown,” | said, wondering a my even tone. | mus be dead
ingde. “He killed my mother to force my father to tdl them where she was.” | glanced a the princess.
She couldn’'t hear me, but her face had gone blank a my obvious misery. “Father died... to avenge her
desth and give me the chance to escape.” | took a dow bresth, remembering the guard's knife sheking
agang my throat. “ Garrett wants to make his dam to the throne legd by marriage so his father can't
take the ships and harbors through an act of war started by his son.”

“Garrett gets a kingdom by his own hand,” Kavenlow breathed. “Clever...”
“My parents are dead!” | exclamed. “There is nothing clever about it!”

There was a gasp, and the princess's face went white. “Dead?’ she quavered. Her beautiful face
twiged with panic as she stood. She clutched a Thadd's arm, her eyes on Kavenlow. “You sad |
wouldn’'t be queen for years and years,” she cried. “You promised!”



Kavenlow dumped. “Tess...” he murmured. “You have the timing of a hurricane” Srraghtening, he
turned her. “1 gpologize, Princess Contessa,” he said formdly. “1 was unaware Prince Garrett had
planned treachery.”

My heart sank deeper. “How could you let them give me her name?’ | whispered. Wasn't anything
mine? Was she going to take everything, even down to my name?

“You promised!” the princess wailed as Thadd fussed over her. “I want to go home! | don't want to
livein a city. | never wanted to be a princess. I'm not going to mary a prince. | don't care how
handsome heid” she blubbered, her straight hair faling to hide her face.

| sghed, finding mysdf agreaing with her. Kavenlow rubbed his temples with his fingertips. Glancing
between me and the panicking princess, he stood. “Tess, come with me to get your horses. You're not
on foot, are you?’

Numb, | shook my head and set my cup aside. Thadd and Duncan were hunched over the princess,
trying to soothe her as she sat by the wagon in tear-strewn hysterics. Kavenlow’s neck was diff, and he
refused to look at her as he took my elbow and hustled me down the dark path.

| settled into his pace, pulled into matching him stride for dtride. 1t was comforting, his hurried gait,
which he had often strode about the garden with. The redization he chose to wak with me in the dark
rather than console the princess was more of a comfort than it should be.

“I'm sorry, Tess,” he said as soon as we were out of earshot.

“Don’t cadl methat. It's her name,” | said, scraping up enough feding to put some weight behind it. “I
don’'t even have my own name.”

He harrumphed. “ Stop feding sorry for yoursdlf. Y ou have your own name. | gaveit to you. The king
and queen chrigtened her after you, adding to it to get Contessa.”

It was agmdl thing, but | fastened on it greedily. Kavenlow had named me? | had been named firg?
Then my shoulders dumped. What did it matter, realy?

“If | could do it over, | would have told you before | left,” he said.
“Tdl mewhat?’ | sad bitterly. “That I'm awhore' s get or that you're a player?’

Kavenlow gripped my arm and pulled us to a stop. “H-how...” he sammered, his white face ablur in
the chill darkness under the trees. “Who told you that?

His surprise gave me drength. So it was true. Jeck hadn't lied. “You're aplayer,” | said, trying to pull
away only to find his grip tighten. “That'sdl | am to you, a piecein agame”

“Who?" Kavenlow demanded, but his anger was't directed at me. “Who told you?’

“Jeck,” | said. “The captain—"

“—of King Edmund's guard,” he interrupted. “What ese did he say?’ he demanded.

His fervor shocked me, and | took a step back, dill in his grip. “That you control Costenopolie,” |

sad, suddenly afraid. “That he controls Misdev. Thet there are more of you, and the rule of the kings and
queens are a sham that even they don’'t know—"

“Thefool!” Kavenlow exclamed, wire-tight as he dropped my arm.

My eyes widened. | had never seen Kavenlow this angry. Except thetime | hid in the palace wdl and
couldn’'t get mysdf out. | had shouted mysdf hoarse before Heather found me. It wasn't Jeck’s fault,” |
sad, only wanting him to cam. “He thought | was a player, seeing as | downed him with darts and
escaped right under his nose. He didn't tdl me anything once he knew | wasn't one, but | pieced it
together from what he didn’t say as much as what he did. And with the note | found hanging in the * saf€



tree—"
A flash of pride crossed him, banishing his anger. “Y ou found it. | knew you would.”

“How could | not?’ | said bitterly. “You trained me like a dog to find it. Bent my life for escape and
murder. Y ou made mefit for nothing but frivolous games and dedling out death, and I’'m not even good a
it. Why didn’t you tell me?’ | exclamed, desperate for answers.

His head bowed, he started dowly up the path. “I couldn’t,” he said as | followed him. “There was a
chance the red heir wouldn't live to see her coronation, and you'd be put on the throne. | couldn’t risk
that happening with you knowing who you are.”

“Why?' | asked, angry as | paced beside him.

Pain crossed his brow. “If you reached the throne knowing you were destined to be a player, | would
have broken one of the strongest-held rules of the game. A player can’t St on the throne. It would give
them too strong an advantage. The rest would have banded together and swamped us until there was
nothing left of Costenopolie but a tattered flag hidden under a straw mattress.” He frowned. “ Just building

your resistance to the venom was a risk, but one | was willing to chance. The danger was minimd until
Captain Jeck fouled it.”

My arms swung in quick, short motions as | paced beside him. “My entire life has been a game for
you,” | sad caudticdly. “All of it.”

Kavenlow avoided a low branch and my eyes both. “Aye” he said, “a game, Tess, but a very red,
complex, deadly game, and I’ d like to make you awilling participant.”

“Then you admit you used me! I’'m nothing but a pawn to you!”

He drew me to a stop, his eyes pained. “You're not a pawn. | made you a thief. The most powerful
piece in the game. The only one not of noble birth that can take the king.”

“A thief! Don't you mean an assassin?’ My breath caught, and | turned away, refusing to cry agan. |
was frustrated, angry, and very confused.

“Tess...” Taking my hands, he led me off the path to a fdlen tree. | sat Hiffly, ligening to the frogs,
unwilling to look at him, as | was sure whatever he might say would be alie. Jeck was right. How could |
ever trust Kavenlow again?

Sill standing, he ran a hand down his beard in thought. “When the first assassin gained the princess's
chambers, the queen asked meto find a child,” he said.

“Me” | sad, though it sounded much like a sob. My head hurt, and | held my bregth.

“You were one of three that | found that day and took behind palace walls” he said, not sounding at
dl repentant for it.

“Who were they, my red parents?’ | managed.

The darkness hid his eyes. “I don’t know. | found you with a woman who took you mewling from
your dead mother's arms two days previous. | had no intention of finding my successor, but you were
grong, Tess. Clinging to your short life as tight as a soldier. | lost mysdf to you the moment | held you.”

“How much slver?’ | sad bitterly, determined to know my worth.
“l don’'t remember.”
“Yes, you do.”

He hesitated. “Enough for a loaf of bread,” he said, and | made a helpless moan. “I don’t know my
parentage ather,” he said, trying to catch my gaze. “No player does. | came from the docks. My mather
was a tavern wench and my father probably a salor.”



| sniffed, miserable. | didn't want to hear any more. None of it.

Kavenlow took my chin and turned me to him. The lines of his face were softened by shadow. “The
king and queen bought you, Tess, but | stole you from them.” He made a short, unhappy laugh. “Perhaps
itis more accurate to say you stole me. | was completely unprepared.”

My eyesrose to his, and | saw the lovein him.

“You were s0 clever and bright,” he said with a fant samile. “You were the daughter | could never
have. And when you survived the assassin’s darts thet killed the others?’ His amile turned full with a soft
memory. “That was when | convinced the queen the only way to insure her daughter’s survival would be
to send her away. | had found my apprentice, and | would have her raised with dl the skills and grace of
aprincess.”

“Apprentice?’ | whispered, my hope amog panful.

“The king and queen are legdly your parents, but | raised you, Tess” he sad, pride crinkling the
comers of his eyes. “Y ou' re more my child than theirs”

The tightness in my chest loosened, and | took a breath. In my soul, | knew he was right. Our long
hours spent in diversion, his atentive interest in my studies—these were not faked, put on to lul me into
thinking he cared. | was not his plaything. | was not the princess's decoy to be cast asde. | was
Kavenlow's gpprentice.

He nodded, seeing the beginnings of forgiveness in my eyes. Shoulders bowed in relief, he moved us
back to the path. My thoughts were oinning too fast to say anything, and we went to fetch the horses in
an awkward dSlence until he cleared his throat. “Did Captain Jeck tdl you anything about his plans?” he
asked, his voice mixing with the Snging frogs.

“No,” | said, amused a the intentness in his voice. Imagine, Kavenlow looking for information from
me. “Garrett has only enough men to hold the palace and outer garrisons, and they aren’'t very good. He

expects more in about. .. ten days. Jeck did say he thought Garrett could manage it and that he wouldn’t
mind tending our ships as wel as Misdev's fams.”

Kavenlow frowned. “Then he thinks King Edmund will daim Costenopolie when the dugt settles. A
player can only manipulate one kingdom. If Jeck wants to use Cogtenopolie in play, King Edmund will
have to take it firs.” He was dlent, his movements going jerky as they did when he was worried.

“Jugt how many rules are there?’ | questioned, not liking the idea.

His teeth gleamed from the dark. “Very few, of which I'll acquaint you in due time. Some are
sef-imposed and can be broken, such as knowing who another player is in redity, like Captain Jeck.
Others can’t and will result in being pulled down should you flaunt them.”

“Like putting yoursdf on the throne” | said, and when he nodded, the fear dipped back into me,
twice as srong. “Yes, but if I'm not on the throne, how will we keep the royas from swamping us? You
saw her,” | accused, waking dmost sdeways as | pleaded. “ Sheis a pathetic, soft know-nothing.”

His eyebrows rose. “Don't be harsh. Her life has been upended as much as yours. She may be having
hysterics, but she wasn't the one pounding her sster’s head into the ground.”

“Shelsnot my sger,” | sad, flushing. “ She doesn’t even want to be the princess”
“Sheis Costenopoli€' s heir, and she will be put on the throne.” His jaw was .

“But she can’'t control a kingdom!” | protested. “She can't even control her mouth! When it's made
common knowledge that Prince Garrett murdered my parents and the princess was raised in a nunnery,
the assassination attempts will redouble. That’s assuming our neighbors don’t declare outright war on us.
Garrett should be sent back to his father in a box. You can convince King Edmund that his desth was



judified. That'swhy | came looking for you! Y ou have to smooth the political waves after | kill him.”

“Politicdl wavesl” Kavenlow said, aghast. The horses were just ahead, and he pulled me to a stop.
“Tess. We can't kill Prince Garrett and not expect retdiation under any circumstances. It doesn’'t matter
how much blood money we give them.”

My lips pursed. Kavenlow didn’t understand. Garrett was going to die. He couldn’t be dlowed to
think his actions would go unpunished. “The easiest way to end thisisto kill Garrett,” | said sullenly.

Kavenlow shook his head. “No. | won't start awar over one person’s pride.”
| siffened. “Pridel He murdered them! If that’s not judtification, whet is?’
“It's not necessary, and | won't let you.”

“Kavenlow!”

“No. Cogtenopolie is mine, not yours. There can't be two players for one kingdom. Technicaly,
you're dill a piece. I'm the player. And you won't kill Prince Garrett. | forbid it!”

Embarrassment covered my surprise a him giving me a direct order. 1 was no longer the princess,
even in play. | was his apprentice. | didn't mind as much as | would have expected—seeing as | had
spent the lagt few days being nothing. “But they’re dead,” | protested, and we shifted back into motion. |
could say the words, now that I’d found Kavenlow.

His face was sad as he glanced from the shadows of the wating horses and back to me. “Tess,
Costenopolie's player before me wasn't a pleasant man. He used people badly, and it was because of
him Costenopolie and Misdev warred upon each other.”

“What does that have to do with letting Garrett live above jugtice?’ | asked.

“Ligen and I'll tdl you,” he said, and | grimaced. “I was far into my gpprenticeship when | decided |
wouldn’t use aggression to increase my sovereign’s danding. | wanted to try commerce. My master and
| argued, and he tried to kill me when it became obvious | wouldn't continue his plan of conquest by sea.
| barely escaped him, exchanging hislife for mine”

| sifled a tremor, imagining the terror of finding someone | trusted trying to kill me.

“Once my peers found out | had killed my master, it took al my cunning to convince them | wasn't
going to manipulate Costenopoli€'s king to directly threaten ther individud games. They thought | was
daging a continent-wide takeover, not beieving | had killed my master to prevent hm from doing the
same. Someone, | haven't figured out who, yet, started the Red Moon Prophesy to try to end
Costenopoli€ s royd family line and set me back.”

“Thenit'sfake?’ | asked in dishdief, my feet scuffing to ahdt. “It' sdl been ali€?

His apologetic look was obvious, even though it was fully dark. “Maost prophesies are continent-wide
datements of a player’s future intent.”

As | stood there, trying to take that in, Kavenlow took my shoulder and moved me to the horses.
They were watching us, Jeck’s horse tossing his head in impatience. “1 wasn't unhappy when Misdev's
player died of consumption,” Kavenlow said. “I only know Captain Jeck by reputation, seeing traces of
hiswill in the upcoming marriage plans.”

| was slent as we loosaly cinched riding pads and draped packs on the horses. There were too many
thoughts swirling through me, most dirding back to the Red Moon Prophesy. The burning-hdll thing had
been a fake? What had dl my misary been for?

“Where did you get these horses?” Kavenlow asked as he looked at the undersde of Fitch's hoof.
Blinking, he set it down and patted her hindquarters.



| turned from knotting a pack onto Jeck’s horse, glad the moonless night hid my face. “The gray is
Duncan’'s. The other two—" | warmed. “Why?’ | asked. If he knew where | had gotten them, he would
make me give them back and the princess would have them.

Kavenlow looked a me over the back of Jeck’s horse. “These are my horses.”

My face went empty in dismay. Kavenlow had bought them? For her? “You bought her horses?’ |
sad, hearing the smdlness of my voice. “As a betrotha gift?’

“No!” Kavenlow came around the back of the horse and gripped my shoulder. | looked up, heting
the warmth of unshed tears in my eyes. “They’re yours, goose,” he said softly. “I bought them for you.
Wha would a princess do with two black horses she can't even ride?”’

“B-but the sableman,” | sammered. “He said they were a gift for the princess.”

“l couldn’t tel him they were for the princess's changding, could 1?7’ he said gruffly. “How on earth
did you end up with them?’

“Thank you, Kavenlow!” | said, givinghim ahug. They were my horses. It seemed like such afoolish
thing to cry over, but | had o little |eft.

“| take it you like them?’ he asked, awkwardly patting my back. He gripped my shoulders and set me
back upright. | wiped my eyes with the insde of my deeve, and he turned away, dearly uncomfortable.
“How did you get them?’ he asked again. “| told that man to keep them until 1 sent for them. They were
going to soften the blow of, er—"

“Of me not being the princess,” | said, imagining the news would have spoiled my ddight with them
quite thoroughly, even if his intentions had been good. “I sort of stole me mare, and Jeck stole the
gdding, though in actudity | paid for mine—wadl, | paid for a horse, but the girl ran away with it, so you
see | had to take one of the others—"

Kavenlow waved me to slence, and | winced. | thought he would be angry, but his look was of
concern. “Captain Jeck stole one?’ he asked. “He s not a the palace? He' s is out here?”’

| nodded, suddenly worried. “Garrett sent him to find me. He caught up with me two days out from
the capitd. That'swhen he let it dip about players. He was going to take me back, but | escaped with his
horse” Embarrassed a my double thievery, | dropped my gaze. “I Ieft his pack in Saltwood for him,
except for hisknives. | kept those. He's either behind us or ahead, depending on whether he cut across
the bay like | did.”

Kavenlow went 4ill, as if looking for strength. “You escaped him, stole everything he had, then left
mog of it for im to find a day down the road?’

“Yes” My voice sounded defensive, even to me. 1 didn’t need anything he had.”

Kavenlow slently untied Pitch and Tuck and led them to the path, leaving me to wonder if | had done
something wrong. “Let’s get back to the others” he said, his thoughts clearly on something else. “As you
say, he might be before us, or behind. Either way, we will want to meet him together.”

| followed with Jeck’s horse, my thoughts uneesy at his continued silence. We were nearly back to
the camp when | scraped up enough courage to break into the noisy frogs. “Kavenlow?’ | questioned,
his dark shadow beside me seeming suddenly foreign. “Did | do something wrong?’

He was slent for so long | was sure | had, but then he shook his head. “1 don't think so. Have you...
told anyone?’ he asked, his tone carrying a forced casualness. “About players? Duncan, perhaps?’

“No.” | took along step to maich his pace. “But he accidentaly darted himsdf and now thinks I'm an
assassin. | told him | was the princess s decoy, but he doesn't believe me”

His mation hesitated for an indant so brief | might have imagined it. “Ah, how did you explain the



venom?’ he asked guardedly.

| met his eyes, black in the dusk. “I told him you made meimmuneto it so | could defend mysdf from
assassins. It only enforced his bdief that | was one”

“And he probably thinks I'm the same,” Kavenlow said around a Sgh. “No,” he said, raisng a hand
as| took a breath to apologize. “1t's my fault. It's not againg the rules for someone to know about the
venom, but it's risky. They might jump to the proper concluson.” His head drooped. “I'll try to reinforce
the idea that I’ ve been training you to be the princess's armed chaperone. It'll be dl right.”

“I'msorry,” | sad, redly meaning it.

Kavenlow amiled thinly. “He hasn't had much opportunity to tdl anyone dse. And it's only been a
few days. It shouldn’t be too hard to cloud his thoughts.”

“But he nearly died!” | exclaimed.

“Redly? 'l make it food poisoning so it's asmdl shift of his memory.”

| frowned, not liking that | had cooked dinner that night and would be blamed for it. But a thought
stopped me cold. “What do you mean by shift of his memory! Duncan’s memory?’

We rounded aturn and found camp. Duncan stood up from beside the fire as the sound of the horses
reached him. The princess was dill crying, but at least she was being quiet about it. “Kavenlow, what did
you mean by shift of hismemory?’ | asked again.

Kavenlow waved a digant gregting to Duncan. “Did Jeck tdll you about the venom?’ he asked, his
eyes bright.

I made asmdl face. “Heimplied it came from an anima of some kind.”

He nodded. “It does. But he didn't say anything ese?” | shook my head, and he leaned close and
whispered, “It's rather specid, Tess. | sad | will shift Duncan’s memory, and that's exactly what | can
do.”



Twenty-three

| pulled my cloak, tighter againg the cold. My bedroll was some distance from the fire, and the
dampness of the ground had soaked into me. The princess was deeping sweetly right before the codls,
her sundry blankets—which she had haughtily told me she had purchased in Brenton—were strewn in a
cardess disarray. Kavenlow sat upon the log across the fire from her drinking his tea, keeping watch
over us as we tried to deep through the freezing soring night.

Everyone had agreed a waich was necessary. Duncan and | were dated to stand together later,
Thadd and Kavenlow again just before dawn. The princess had protested she could stand guard as well,
and | found a perverse satisfaction in that Kavenlow told her to deep. Only Kavenlow and | were
resstant to Jeck’s darts; one of us would remain awake dl night.

| pulled my blanket to my chin, accidentally exposng my feet. | dill had on my boots—just the
thought of which made my lips curl—but it was dther that or suffer dl the more from the cold. My
evening had been a frugrating mix of awkward hestations and Kavenlow’s put-offs. All my requests that
he explain his las words before we regoined the camp had been brushed away with an infuriating,
“Later.” Depressed, | sat up to tug my blanket down over my feet.

“Can't deep, Tess?” Kavenlow said softly, and | met his eyes over thefire. “Come sit.”

Freezing, | rose and, draped in my blankets and cloak, shuffled to where he made room for me on the
log. “Isit later now?’ | asked dryly.

Kavenlow's salt-and-pepper beard shifted as he amiled. Pulling a sheaf of wormwood from behind
him, he threw it on the fire. A musty smdl came up, tickling my nose and memory. My eyes shifted
closed, then jerked open. “You didn't burn it,” | said, snagpping ful awake.

“Beg your pardon?’
“The gypsy. You didn't beat her, you didn’t kill her horse, and you didn’t burn her van.”
“No.” He poured a second cup. “Have some tea. It will help keep you awake.”

| dmost dopped the dark brew in excitement as he handed it to me. He wasn't trying to lul me to
deep; he was making sure no one ese woke up! “The gypsy isa player, isn't she?’ | asked, not caring to
get my jar of honey for fear Kavenlow would make me share it with the princess in the morning.

“She used to be” Kavenlow watched the princess's dow bregthing. “ She willingly handed her sphere
of influence to her successor dmogt a decade ago. Now she wanders, acting as an arbitrator and judge
over therest of us. | don't like her. Players don't ever stop playing. They just use more powerful pieces.”

| pushed my frozen toes up dmogt into the codls. *Y ou took me to see her. Why?’

He sipped his teg, his fingers 4ill showing the ink from my last history lesson, black shadows the
firdight flickered againgt. “I took you as my apprentice long ago, but | never cared to present you to her
before. It was nothing. Don’'t waste time trying to find sgnificanceiniit.”

“She tested me” | said, remembering it now. A shaft of anger colored my words. “She sad | was
lacking.”

The wrinkles across his brow deepened, and he looked pained. “By her definition, you are lacking:
you'd rather work to find a compromise than face a conflict directly, and though you can defend yoursdif,
you can't bring yoursef to kill, even when you think it's deserved.”



Miserable, | lowered my cup to rest on my knees. How had he known | hadn’'t been able to kill
Garrett?“I’'m no good a this, am 1? That's what she said. Thet you should start over.”

Much to my astonishment, he put an am across my shoulders and gave me a Sdeways hug. “Tess,
you lack those abilities because that's what | wanted my successor to be. | didn't want a soldier. |
wanted an inteligent, sophisticated, beautiful woman who would search for an answer rather than go in
with arrows flying and swords flashing. Someone who could endave with charm instead of chains”

| amiled weskly, and his am fdl away. “The game is changing,” he said. “The old methods aren’t
going to work much longer. When opposing forces fight, there're no choices. When one side refuses to
fight, they have dl the options. Your <kills give you possbilities your competition will only wonder at.
That bitter old woman doesn’'t see that. She never will.”

| falled to seeit ether, not reassured at dl by Kavenlow’s proud amile. Despite what he said, | knew
| had no ills. But then | wondered. Kavenlow had said he could shift Duncan’s memory. The gypsy
hed said the same about me, and Kavenlow had told her it wouldn't work.

Curious, | pulled my toes from the fire before my boots caught. “The gypsy,” | said, not sure | was
remembering everything properly. “ She asked meif | could ride a horse? And—if | had dreams? No. If
my dreams came true.”

Kavenlow started. “You remember dl that? Tieme to a stake at low tide, | warned her you would.”
Smiling past his beard, he threw a second sheaf of wormwood on the fire and fanned the smoke away.
From behind us came a ssomp from the horses.

“It' sthe venom,” hefindly said. “It's a player’ sfirs weapon, yes, and | imagine players began drictly
as assassins. But it was found long ago thet if one increased their natura immunity by repeated exposure
to the venom as a way to protect agang arivd’s dart, they were able to take on the dilities of the
animd it came from.”

| stared a him, not understanding. “Abilities?’ | prompted. “Like what? What animd?’
He leaned closer, his eyes catching adlint of the fire. “A punta,” he said, deadly serious.
My mouth dropped open. “A punta?’ | findly said. “They're dl dead.”

He draightened. “No, they’re not, and the next time | need to replenish my venom, you're going to
hep me. It’'s about time you start earning the poison I’ ve been giving you.”

“They're just stories,” | protested. “Big magicd cats that...” My words trailed off, and my bregath
caught. Magic?

Kavenlow grinned through his beard. “I’ve waited so long to tdl you. Every player has cheated degth,
aurviving a killing dose of venom to baance on the edge of oblivion, returning with the magic puntas
possess. Y ou were three months old, struck by an assassin’s dart. | think it ironic that arivad player found
my successor for me. I'd thank him, if | knew who it was.”

He had to be jesting. “A punta?’ | looked a him quizzicdly. “I can’t do anything a punta can do.
Nether can you.” | heditated. “Can you?’

“I'll show you,” he said. It was just what | was going to demand, and it took me aback. “See Fitch
over there?’ he asked, pointing with his chin. “Try to get her to come to you.”

Fitch had wandered from the other horses, trying to get at the hay in the wagon's bed. My eyebrows
rose, giving him a pained look. “Y ou mean, here, horsy, horsy, horsy...”

He gave me a severe look, but his eyes were dlittering in a repressed amusement. “Don't be
impertinent. Put the thought into her head that you have a handful of grain in your pocket.”

“Like cdling wandering sheep...” | said, and heindined his head as if | had said something wise. He



was in a grand mood despite the cold pinching his cheeks red.

| took a deep breeth and dowly let it out. | stared a Pitch, thinking thoughts of grain overflowing my
pocket. My heart pounded when Pitch svung her head and looked a me. She didn't move, though. |
flushed, and a whigper of vertigo swept me. My knees started to tremble from the cold, and | fdt
nauseous.

Kavenlow glently eyed me rubbing my knees. Reaching up, he plucked a dart from my topknot.
Before | knew hisintent, he stabbed it through my blanket and cloak and into my thigh.

“Ouch!” | cried, shaking the spilled tea from my hand. “Why did you do that?’
“Try again,” he said as he set the dart on the log between us.

My leg throbbed—from the needle, not the venom—and | rubbed it. Irate, | nevertheess imagined a
juicy apple. My dizziness eased, and | stared a Pitch, feding like an idiot. “Nothing is hgppening, except
my leg hurts” | said sourly. In fact, Pitch seemed utterly deepy, her tail going dill and her head drooping
as the wormwood smoke swirled about her hooves.

Something shoved me from behind. Cup dropping, | spun on my seat to find Jeck’s horse.
Frightened, | raised my hands to touch him as he dropped his head and snuffed a me with his
prickle-velvet nose. “Kavenlow?’ | quavered, frightened.

He chuckled, pushing the horse's head out from between us “Tha wasn't quite what | had
envisoned, but you did it.”

“l did it?’ | said, not redly bdieving. Jeck’s horse stomped impatiently, waiting for the nonexistent
apple. | rubbed his earsin apology, thinking I’ d have to get him an apple as soon as we got back to the
cagpitd. Much to my amazement, he blew heavily and turned away. Chu, | thought. 1 not only enticed him
to me but told him to go away, as wel! “Is that why I've been so0 dizzy?’ | sad, pulse hammering.
“Sant'sbdls, | dmost passed out the night | got over the paace wall when | told Banner to stay. Was
that magic? | thought he was just obedient.”

Eyes catching the amber light, Kavenlow picked up my cup. “He is, but a portion of that is because
he' s used to taking venom-induced direction from me. Animals become sengtive to it and respond better.
And your abilities gain grength as you build up your resstance to the poison. You can dso find a
temporary boost by taking some, such as | did here, though that’s a good way to end up unconscious on
the floor and vulnerable. Y ou might get dizzy when you try to do more than your skills have risen to, or
your muscles might spasm—just asiif you had an overdose of venom. Your knees were shaking before |
darted you, yes?’

“Oh!” Excited, | turned to snatch a glance at Jeck’s horse. “Is that why my hands hum?’

His eyes widened. “Your hands...” He grabbed one, dternating his attention between my eyes and
my pam, looking smdl in his “Oh, Tess” he said softly, frightening me. “I had no idea. They redly...
How long have they been doing that?’

“Since Jeck tried to down me with about Sx darts. Why? Isit... wrong?’

His amile went proud. “No. It'sright. Maybe it's because you were fird darted so young, but it's rare
to come back from the brink of deeth with that particular ability.” He swalowed, his brow furrowing.
“You say they hum? Does it hurt?

“Not... redly.” He sad nothing, pressng his lips so his mustache stuck out. He looked admost
worried. “Kavenlow?’ | questioned. “Isthat dl right?’

He flashed me a quick amile that did nothing to ease my mind. “Yes, yes of course. I'm trying to
figure out how I’'m going to teach you something | can't do, isdl.”



| didn’t like seeing him fed inadequate, so | smiled—though it probably looked rather ill. “What dse
can | do? Vanishin awhirl of wind like a puntain one of the stories?” | jested.

He chuckled. “No. As a novice you can nudge thoughts into quiet animas with nothing on ther
minds—like that black gdding there. | have a grester span.” He Sfted his atention to the trees, and |
ligened to the night, waiting for something to happen. My breath caught as a black shadow ghosted over
the camp and an owl dropped to my abandoned bedroll.

“Oh, ig7't he grand?” Kavenlow whispered, a ddighted smile making him look younger as the horned
owl shifted on histhick taons, hissng at us. “When there is a good match between player and animd, it's
dmog asif you can speak to them.” Kavenlow reached out to the owl, and with three heavy bests, it
took to the air and vanished. We both sighed.

“People are too complex to manipulate like that,” he added, his voice ill soft with wonder from the
owl. “But you can cloud a person’s memory and sght. And from that stems your wonderful ability to play
hide-and-seek.”

“I knew it!” | exclamed, then covered my mouth, looking over the slent bumps of the people degping
around us. “You were teaching me how to get out of the palace, weren't you?’

He nodded. “Magic or not, puntas aren’'t any faster than any other animd; they just seem to appear
and disappear from nowhere because they can cause a person to not see them until they want to. The
venom gives you the same ability. Right now the best you can hope for is to keep from being seen if
you're trying to hide. | can wak the Streets unnoticed if | work at it.”

I dumped on my log. “So dl those times | won at hide-and-seek it was the venom?’

Kavenlow took afinger and raised my chin. “Tess, it was never agame to me. It was practice. Don't
think of it any other way.”

It didn't make me fed any better. It seemed like chedting to me. “Have you—ever clouded my
memory?’ | asked, afraid of the answer.

“If you remember the gypsy, then you remember whet | said.”
“You said you couldn’t. But she did,” | blurted.

“She's stronger than me. Apparently, though, even her kills aren’t infdlible. Some of that is your will,
but mogt is because of the venom dowly building up in you gives you some protection aganst
venom-induced trickery. That's why she used wormwood to reinforce her atempt to cloud your
memory. Tha you recadled so much tels me you've been sandbagging, my girl.” He patted my knee. “I
hed no idea | had built up your resstance so high. It's past time | start teaching you how to conscioudy
draw upon your taents and find out what you're especidly good a.” He hesitated. “Besides heding.”

It was dmogt a mutter, and | heard the concern he was trying to hide. “The gypsy,” | said, reluctantly.
“She asked if my dreams ever came true.”

Kavenlow's eyes went worried in the flickering light. “Be careful, Tess. Even a novice can have
prophetic dreams, especidly when under an overdose of venom needed to build ther resstance. But
dreams can be manipulated by your own fedings, giving you fase truths. The gypsy has so much venom
in her she can see the future even when awake. | don't trust dreams, and neither should you.”

An uneasy feding took me. “ She forecasted for me. Before you camein,” | said softly.
Kavenlow diffened. “What did she say? Did she say anything about war?’

| shook my head. Everything she had said had happened. | had just been interpreting it wrong. “She
sad | would be travding with a man who had dark hair.” | looked over the camp to Duncan. “The rest
was fluff and patter,” | said, not knowing if it was or not.



“Good,” he breathed. “It's no guarantee we won't find oursalves there, though.”

| nodded, my attention on the coas. My eyes rose to the degping princess. The gypsy hadn’t sad
anything about her. What dse had she left out?

“Sheredly it abad sort, isshe” | said, gesturing to the degping woman with my eyes. “Just rough.
How is she ever gaing to learn the polish she needs to survive?’

There was a creak of leather as Kavenlow turned to me, ssemingly surprised. “1 was hoping you'd be
able to hep her with that. She didn't know who she was urtil last year, and I'm afrad she is
very—ah—provindd in her reactions and expectations. | think the nuns redized who she was and let her
have her way in everything.”

| cringed, thinking of the political retdiation if her mouth ran amok with a vigting dignitary as it had
with me. “ She has no idea how many disappointments a princess must swalow with a amile, does she?’

He shook his head. “ She thinks being a princess means doing what she wants.”

“It' sthe exact opposite.” | hesitated as my brow smoothed. | wasn't the princess anymore. Perhaps
thiswas a good thing. “What is going to happen to me?’ | asked, warming when my thoughts drifted to
Duncan and that kiss. “Now that I'm not the princess?’

Chuckling, he downed the lagt of his tea. “I wanted her to take you as her attendant guard, though
that might be difficult Snce you thrashed her.”

| was quite sure | didn’t fancy the idea of being a member of her court. It was insulting, and | would
probably be stuck behind walls sewing dl day. God hdp me, | would go insane if | had to make one
more usaless daily. Kavenlow refilled my cup before doing the same with his. He set it in my hands, and
my fingers tingled at the new warmth. “Kavenlow,” | mused doud. “Just how strong can you become?
Do you just keep dosing yoursdf to increase your strength?’

His head shook an emphatic no. “There are two reasons not to. One, you have to kill the punta to get
the venom, and they are hard to find and devilishly harder to subdue. And two, players that push
themselves beyond a reasonable leve tend to die quickly. Though you were born with a naturd immunity
to the venom that most people lack, there are limits Oddly enough, it takes more venom to kill an
gpprentice than a magter, but an apprentice will pass out sooner, saving his life. A master won't, giving
the impresson that they're safe, which leads to the dangerous assumption that they can tolerate more
then they can.”

“Meaning...” | prompted, not understanding.

“The more venom you're able to tolerate before passing out— or the stronger you are, rather—the
more careful you need to be about reeching your deeth threshold. An apprentice may fal unconscious
after three darts, but it might take ten more to kill them. That's ten darts that no player will waste upon
someone who is down. A master can day active after as many as eight darts, but one more after he fdls
unconscious might be enough to kill him or her.”

“With more power comes more risk and a lower threshold,” | murmured. My head rose in a sudden
dam, and | searched Kavenlow's face. Was he in danger?

“Look at you!” he exclamed, teeth glinting in the firdight. “I'm nowhere near overdosing on venom.
I'm very careful to keep a safe baance of dtrength and safety. And spesking of that, here. You need
these more than | do.” He twigted to reach his pack behind him. Slently he placed severd pam-sized
dartsinmy hand. They were made of metd instead of bone, looking like wickedly long needles as they
glinted with a gray sheen of ail.

“l had them made dmost ten years ago,” he said, his gaze on the fire. “These three are dl | have I€ft.
Be careful. They hold a grest ded of venom and will kill a large man very quickly. They're used to bring



down a player,” hefinished, and my eyes widened in understanding.

“These are for Jeck,” | said. Lips pursed, | extended the darts to him on the flat of my pam. I don't
want to kill him. | just want him to leave me done.”

The wrinkles about his eyes deepened as he curled my fingers over the darts. “I'm sure there isn't
enough there to kill him—unless he makes a practice of dosng himsdf up to temporarily increase his
kills Use them to knock him unconscious”

Reassured, | obediently tucked the lethd dartsin my topknot.

“Tess” he said dowly, a new hesitancy to his voice, and | put my hands between my knees to try to
wam them. “There' s a price for this. And | wanted to tdl you before it's too late. The venom—it takes
away your ahility to have children.”

Eyes wide, | stared at him, reading the truth behind it in his sorrowful gaze. “No children? Ever?’ |
asked, hearing the smdlness of my voice.

He looked pained. “It's not too late. | think you have a few years yet before the venom asserts itsdf
S0 deeply indde you that it would be difficult to carry a child full-teem. It's one of the reasons why
players can't rule. There would be no heirs”

Tuming away, | clenched my blanket to me, colder than the night warranted. | rubbed a my thigh
where the dart had penetrated. Magic—red magic—or children. “None?’ | asked.

“No.” His gaze was weary as he stared at the coas. “But it's not a bad option to take a child from
the street as your own. They're full of surprisss—like you.” He cupped my chin and made me look at
him. “Tess? | forced this beginning upon you, but it's not too late”

My gaze fdl from him. | fdt an unexpected tingle of tears. No children of my own? Probably not even
a husband, as | was sure anyone close to me would be a target for player-sent assassins, just as | had
been.

“Mogt gpprentices are given no choice,” he said, “but you're a woman, Tess. The decision should be
yours. There aren't many women players, but what you can bring to the playing fidd— compassion,
empathy, and the dbility to compromise—are desperately needed. You can't be a player without the
grength of the venom. If this is something you don’t want, I'll find another. But, please. You could hold
the future of thousands of children in your choices. Y ou would be a magnificent player.”

| said nothing, putting an elbow on my knees and dropping my forehead onto my 4iff fingertips. No
children? Ever ?Why was he asking me to choose? | had dways known what to do when | had been a
princess, there never were any choices.

Kavenlow shifted his yelow-lined cloak about his knees, dearly uncomfortable a my distress. “Get
some deep,” he said gruffly. “As| said, you havetimeto decide. Years. I'll wake you when it's time for
you to stand watch.”

He took my cup from my fingers, replacing it with the bone dart he had stuck me with. Not looking at
him, | dowly tucked the spent dart away and rose. Edging around the deeping princess, | numbly went to
my bedroll. An owl feather rested onit. | picked it up, gripping it asif it were a tdisman. | lay down with
my back to Kavenlow and stared unseeing into the night.

A child of my body, or a lifetime manipulating vast forces and hidden agendas. A husband to
grow old with, or a kingdom. | recalled my ddighted shock when Jeck’ s horse bumped me, looking for
an gpple that exiged only in my thoughts. The owl’ s feather was softer than Slk as | brushed it againg my
chin. My children taken from me before | had begun to think of them?

But there redly was no choice to make. | knew my answer. If | wanted a husband, 1'd find a man
able to defend himsdf from assassins. If | wanted a child, 1’d take one who needed me as Kavenlow



had. To do otherwise would say he had been wrong, that he loved me less because | wasn't of his body.
And to say that would be alie

“Kavenlow?’ | whispered, knowing he could hear me, “I’ll stay your apprentice.”



Twenty-four

It was the sound of someone rudling in ther pack, that woke me, and | knew we had made it through
the night without Jeck finding us. The birds were damoring again, and faint through the twittering uproar
were Duncan and Thadd's whispers. My eyes opened, and | stared at my odd view of matted leaves and
grass, dim with the scarcely risen sun. | wasfindly warm, so | didn’'t move, hoping everyone would leave
me done and perhaps make me breakfast.

Sghing, | closed my eyes. It fdt good to be hungry. It fdt good to be warm. It fdt good to have a
purpose. | was a player, and not the princess—not anyone—could take that from me. This, | thought,
would be what | shape myself on, now that I’m not the princess.

My eye opened at a crackle of ledf litter. It was a mouse, Slver and samdl, hardly big enough to be out
of its mother’ s nest. Cregping forward, it pushed its way over and under the sticks and leaves looking for
food. A amile curled the comers of my mouth.

Steedying mysdf, | tried to put an image of a pile of seeds into the sweet-looking rodent’ s thoughts.
The mouse hunted on, seeming unmoved by my attempt. My vison swam, and vertigo took me as | tried
to use my Kills past what my venom levels would dlow. Ignoring it, | tried again, squinting as | tried to
imagine alink between my thoughts and the mouse.

From my stomach came a pang of want so srong and fast, | dmost bent double. | clutched a my
middle, breath catching when | redized it wasn't my hunger but the mouse’ s Thrilled, | shuddered as the
eariefeding of emations-not-mine trickled through me. It was fascinaing, and not at dl comfortable.

Sowly | found the emoations that were mine and focused on them. The pained hurt in my bdly grew
less, making it easier to sense the mouse. He was hungry and cold, confused by the absence of his
littermates. More confident, | again tried to put a thought into his head, overpowering his hunger with the
ideathat over here, inches from me, was a pile of seed.

The background noise of the birds disappeared, the scent of earth grew strong. My pulse pounded as
the mouse rose up onto two feet and tested the ar with his shifting whiskers. He took a humping step,
then paused. | forced my excitement down, imagining the pile topped with a strawberry. My mouth
watered with the memory of its tart taste.

Thetiny mouse was dearly not bid enough to have seen a strawberry before, but it hastened forward,
scrambling carelesdy toward the nonexigtent seed. It hated when it got to the point | had imagined the
food, dtting up and twitching its nose. His confuson poured through me, meking the space | had put
between our emotions turn blurry. Fity went through me, and | was sorry | had tricked it.

“A mouse!” shrieked the princess, sending the rodent into a crouch. “Thadd! Get it!”

| sat up. Thadd was standing with hislong shirt untucked, wide-eyed and darmed as he tried to spot
the amdl shadow the princess was pointing at. | sent a thought of safety from birds and nasty princesses
under my cupped hand. The mouse darted under the dome my padm made, shocking and ddighting me. |
could fed him, warm and shivering.

“It'sin your blankets!” she wailed, twiding her skirt up to show her tiny ankles. God save me, they
looked so thin they might break. How could she wak about on them without fdling down?

“l know,” | said, sending soothing thoughts as | cupped my hands to pick him up from the damp
ground. “Would you stop shrieking? Y ou're scaring him.”



“But it's amousal” she cried, then hestated when she redlized everyone was saring a her. Duncan
chuckled. Going red, she spun and stalked into the scrub, baancing perfectly on her tiny, thin, perfect
little ankles wrapped in homespun woal.

“Princess,” Kavenlow called. “Take someone with you. We stay in pairs from now on.”

“But | need to—" she stammered, her eyes going from Thadd to me. “Come on, Thadd,” she said,
flushing even more. “You'll just have to look the other way.”

| made an ugly face at her back and cuddled the mouse close. What did | carefif little princess perfect
ankles would rather have Thadd accompany her for her morning ritud than me, another woman? The
mouse nibbled on the fla of my hand, and | cracked my fingers.

Kavenlow shook the leaves from the princess s thick bedroll and folded it. He looked fully rested and
tidy, though he had dept less than anyone. “A mouse?’ he questioned dryly.

“l want to keep him,” | said, and he sghed as if gathering strength. “It's not as if he's going to eat
much,” | protested.

“Let it go, Tess” he sad. Showing me his back, he went to stack the princess's blankets in the
wagon, but my bad humor eased as he muttered, “1 suppose | ought to be glad the fird animd she
charmed wasn't a moose.”

| opened my hands, and a whiskered nose poked out, then withdrew. Duncan’s shadow fdl over me,
and | squinted up. “Let me see?’ he asked.

| amiled, and taking that as an invitation, he dropped down beside me on my blankets. The memory
of our kiss shocked through me, and | searched his face with a feding of guilt. | flicked my attention to
Kavenlow, seeing his brow furrowed. Duncan took my cupped hands in his, and jolted, | opened my
pams. The mouse sat unmoving for a moment, then washed his whiskers,

“He's a swest little thing, isn't he?” Duncan said, and | nodded, tense as | noticed how warm his
hands were under my fingers. My breath caught, and Duncan’'s eyes met mine, drawn by the sound. |
froze at the intentness of his gaze. When, then? his eyes seemed to ask.

“Don't ask methat,” | whispered, dosng my hands to hide the mouse.

Eyebrows high, he said nothing. His hands cupping mine were very dill, and | couldn’t find the will to
pul away. My thoughts spun back to his touch, rubbing my shoulder in time with the waves motion, and
then that kiss pulling from me a want I'd never let mysdf fed before. My heartbeat quickened. How
could | have been so foolish? Why did | hesitate now? Why didn’'t | pull my hands awvay? Chu pits, I'm
not the princess anymore. | can do what | want.

Kavenlow cleared histhroat, and my hands dipped from Duncan’s. Unable to bring my eyes to meet
his | opened my hand and watched the mouse dart into the leaves. Duncan rose, and | refused to look as
he stretched. How had my life gotten so muddied? No one told me being able to make your own choices
would be so... so confusing.

| dowly stood. My back was sore, and my eye where the princess had hit me was tender to the
touch. “Pairs, Kavenlow?’ | asked. | had my own morning ritua to attend to, and | could do it done,
thank you very much.

“BEven you, Tess” he said. | looked at Duncan, then sent my eyes pleading to Kavenlow. His jaw
grew tense, and his brow furrowed. “Be quick,” he added, and my shoulders eased.

| touched my topknot, then my whip on my belt, then findly one of the knives tha | had taken from
Jeck at the smdl of my back. Reassured, | gathered my skirts and crossed the path to find some privacy.

My thoughts were a durry of emotion, giving my steps only haf my attention. Duncan was far away



and digant from the safe, tidy, fumbling nobles with cold lips and light hands that | had spent time with.
He amelled. He was prickly. He shouted at me and told me | was wrong.

And he pulled from me fedings | thought | had control over with no more than a look. | didn't know
whet | was feding. It wasn't love. | wasn't that foolish. Duncan was a cheat—not that it mattered. Did it?

Almogt under my feet, a duck exploded into the air. | gasped and reached for my topknot, then burst
into laughter as dl thoughts of Duncan were driven away. “Oh, what luck!” | said as | spotted the nest a
my feet. Crouching, | fdt the warmth of the eggs, wondering how long she had been gtting. It couldn’t
have been long; it was early spring. Thinking 1’d found a capita-fine breakfast, | piled the eggs into the
fold I made of my top skirt, leaving five for the hen.

“Eggd” | cried triumphantly as | crossed the trail again and entered the camp. “I found a nest of
eggd”

The princess had returned with Thadd and had aready clamed my usud spot before the fire. “Let me
see?’ she asked, somehow making it both mocking and demanding. My good mood fdtered, and my

mood soured. | fdt like a beggar beside her. She had been degping on dirt same as me. How could she
look so clean after degping on dirt?

Sore eye pounding from my tension, | knelt beside her, intentionaly putting mysdf too close to make
her move away. She didn’t, but a new color rose in her cheeks as she watched me carefully unload the
eggs on my far sde. With a hurried quickness, she reached across me for one. “They'refing” she said as
she gave it a tap with her fingernal. “The hen had just started to sit.”

| frowned in disbdligf. “How can you tdl?’

Sheran a quick gaze over me, meking me fed even more dirty. “By the way the weight shifts indde
the shdl,” she said, her scorn thinly velled. “I grew up on Bird Idand. I’d find nests dl the time. There's
nothing worse than cracking an egg to find a nestling. Learning what a good egg fedslikeis easy.”

| watched, unbelieving, as she took the eggs one by one and set them on her other sde. “What are
you doing?’ | asked, affronted.

“I'll cook them with some of that watercress | saw by the river. Thadd? Would you fetch me some?’
“Yes, Contessa.” The short bear of aman got to hisfeet and gestured for Duncan.
“l can cook them,” | said indignantly.

Duncan jerked to a stop, hdfway out of camp with Thadd. “No, you don't!” he cried. “Princess?
Don't let her touch those eggs. You cook them. I've had Tess's cooking. Made me sicker than a dog
edting five-day-old carrion.”

Appaled, | looked at Kavenlow, and he shrugged. Apparently he had been successful in douding
Duncan’s memory of the true reason he had fdlen into convulsons. But why did my cooking have to be
the scapegoat? | turned back to find the princess humming, her motions vindictive as she rubbed a flat
rock clean with the water | had been planning on using for my tea.

“Kavenlow?’ | complained as | rose and strode to him. “1 want to cook the eggs. | found them.”

He folded up my blanket and st it beside the princess's in the wagon. “Do you know how to cook
egos?’
“It can't be that hard,” | said. “| eat eggs”

He flicked his gaze to the sckening picture of domestic bliss the princess was making beside the fire.
“Let her doit,” he said. “ She seems to know what she isdoing.”

| turned with a huff and went to brush the horses. I d let the princess cook the fool eggs. | was willing
to wager she'd burn them—or do whatever you do to eggs to ruin them. What would she know about



cooking? She had been raised in a nunnery.



Twenty-five

The heavy smdl of eggs rose thick as | sat under the wagon and sulked. The princess can cook, |
thought bitterly as | choked down the last fluffy, mouthwatering piece of egg. Not only could she cook,
but she could cook well, having fashioned a pan from aflat rock and plates from the tightly woven reeds
she had sent Thadd to gather while the cattall roots Duncan had dug softened. “The next thing you
know,” | grumbled, “shell make us forks from sticks and leaves.”

Kavenlow made a choking cough, and | glanced up. He was tending the horses, and | hadn’t known
he was close enough to , hear. My attention went back to princess perfect ankles. Duncan was stting at
her elbow, his brown eyes bright and eager as he entertained her with a bit of card play. While she had
been cooking, he and Thadd had gone to the river, both coming back refreshed and suspicioudy
clean-shaven.

The princess was duly gppreciative of Duncan’s deight of hand. Thadd, too, seemed impressed. He
hed quietly tended to the princess dl morning, treating her asif she might break. The two men had hardly
left her Sde since she cracked the firg egg, and it sSickened me. Kavenlow didn't seem to notice them
favning over her, gpparently not caring that Jeck might find us at any moment. The sun was well up, and
no one showed the dightest concern. It was if we were out for an afternoon of hawking, not running for
our lives.

The princess laughed, and | grimaced &t the pleasant sound. | could take no more. Standing, | stalked
out of camp, ripping my skirt as | jerked it free from a briar.

“Tess?’ Duncan cdled. “Where are you going?’
“Totheriver,” | sad, never dowing.
“Pard” Kavenlow cdled. “We gtay in paird”

Ignoring him, | stormed across the path and into the woods. | bullied my way through the brush,
coming to an abrupt hdt a the water’ s edge with my arms about mysdlf.

It was quiet, Snce the morning birds had findly ceased their noise. The sound of the current againgt
the rocks was soothing. Morning air, cold and hiting, cooled me. My shoulders eased. | wished | was on
the Sandpiper . | would' ve enjoyed seeing Lovrege' s hillsdes wreathed in fog.

Finding peace in bang done, | took off my boots and gathered my skirts. | waded into the river,
shocked at how cold it was before remembering it was running with snowmelt. The rocks were dippery,
shifting under my toes without warning. | looked toward the unseen camp and wondered if | might
chance a bath— seeing as we weren't going anywhere soon. An urgent need to be clean had filled me.
There wasn't a smudge on the princess. | didn’t understand it. She was the one who had been pounded
into the dirt, and | was the one who was filthy.

Brow furrowed, | decided I'd take a bath even if they were packed and ready to go when | went
back for my clean dress. Feding a dir of self-worth, | waded to the bank.

There was arudle in the brush and my head snapped up. My skirtsfdl as | reached for my dart tube.
| had it to my lips when the bushes parted to show the top of the princess's far head. Her atention was
on the ground. One dart, | thought bitterly. It wouldn't kill her, but rolling about on the ground in
convulsons would get her dirty. | could say it was an accident.

She looked up. Fear flickered in her blue eyes. They looked like Mother’s.



Shame filled me, and | tucked the tube away. “Sorry. | didn't know it was you,” | lied. | pulled my
dripping skirts from the water, then let them fdl in disgust. Now | was dirty and wet. | looked to the sky
and the clouds that ought to be threatening. Rain would top this off nicdly.

“It was my fault,” she said as she stepped to the bank. “I should have let you know | was coming.
The chancdlor says no one should be done.”

My firg caudtic retort died a her hestant admisson of blame, and | said nothing as she picked her
way to the water, mindng in her little black boots. Her heart-shaped face and transparent kin made me
fed like a crass bumpkin. | wanted to tdl her | never dressed like this, that | normdly wore slk and a
cirdet, that | usudly had dean hands and face, that | could do sums and read—that | wasn't the gutter
trash that she thought | was.

My skirt dragged in the current as | lurched to dry ground. Ignoring her, | picked up my boots to
return to camp barefoot. | was as clean as | was going to get. Why wasn't it raining?

“Would you—like to use my sogp?’ she said, and | froze.

| hadn’t any soap. | had used the last of mine on the Sandpiper. | met her eyes. “Yes” | sad waily,
wondering why she was being nice. “Yes, | would. Thank you.”

Unfolding a cloth, she reveded a thick cut of brown soap, its edges smoothed by use. She set it on
the bank and stepped away. | eyed her suspicioudy as | took it. Knotting my wet skirts up, | waded
back out to wash my face. | set the soap on arock as | scrubbed, jerking in hurt when | touched my eye.
The soap amdled of mint, and | wondered if the nuns had given it to her or if little princess pretty ankles
hed made it hersdlf.

Though unable to watch her with lather threstening my eyes, | was panfully aware of her as she took
off her boots and stockings to step-hop out over the river across a path of dry rocks. Stting on the
largest, she dipped her feet in. The slence grew.

The water dripped from me, and the current pulled the ripples away. My face tightened from the cold
as| snuck aglance a her. | had escaped guards and ariva player, crossed the bay with money | earned,
and made the mistake of kissng a cheat and learning what a redl kiss could do to a person. | could
pretend to be nice to her.

| lurched closer, holding the soap like an offering. Her narrow chin looked tense as | set it beside her
and backed away. “Thank you,” | sad, trying to keep it unsullen. She gave me a nervous gmile and
started to wash her feet. They were tiny, and turning blue with cold.

| shifted to find better footing. My toes were going numb. “I’'m sorry for—uh—dapping you,” | said,
thinking | should exert mysdf lest | end up making dailies the rest of my life,

“It wasn't dl your fault.” She didn't look up, and | wasn't sure how sincere she was. “I shouldn’t
have cdled you a beggar, and I'm—" Her expression went anxious, looking amog frightened. “I'm sorry
for saying they didn’t love you,” she blurted. “It was crud and untrue. But I...” She looked into the
woods, her blue eyes going wide. My lips parted in surprise as she pulled her knees to her chin and
wrapped her ams about her legs. Her eyes went dark and watery, and | redized the young woman was
on the verge of tears.

“l was jedous” she whispered, “and afraid. | wanted to hurt you. You had everything. You knew
everything. You cameinto camp looking so strong; | got frightened. | don’t know how to be a princess.
And when | saw you sanding there, | redlized | can't do it!”

| stood, shocked by her admisson. She wiped her eyes, the pae skin around them flashing into an
ugly red. Shiffing, she managed a weak-sounding bark of laughter. “1 was going to marry Thadd, you
know. And have children with him, and live in the house his grandfather built for his grandmother, and die
there happy. And then last year, a man riding a beautiful horse and wearing the finest clothes I'd ever



Seen comes to my room and tels me | am a princess? That | have to leave my mountains and go to a
city? That a prophesy said | might cause of awar if | didn’'t! Do you know what that’s like? To have the
fate of the world take your life away from you?’

She wiped her eyes on her deeve in a very unprincess-like manner, and my heart went out to her. My
throat closed in sympathy. | knew. | knew dl too well.

“And then you waked into camp,” she said, her voice bitter with self-incrimination as she looked at
the moisture on her deave. “I'd never seen anyone like you.” She met my eyes, and | saw the misary in
them. “How am | supposed to be like you? You're so tdl and graceful. Even when you had dirt on your
face and had torn your dress, you looked like a princess, proud and cam. And you spoke so well. |
could tdl you were angry, that | was hurting you, but you stayed avil as long as you could. | hated that
you knew everything that | didn’t. | had to prove | was better than you, and when | tried, | only proved
how low and common | was” Her gaze went across the river and into the woods. “1 can't do this”

“Yes, you can,” | said, shocked to hear the words come out of me.

She sniffed, looking up. “Chancdlor Kavenlow said you could hdp me” Fear flickered over her as
she met my eyes. “Will you? Please? | can't ask anyone ese. | don't know what to do. | don't know
how to act. | don’t know anything, and I'm scared someone will find out!”

My eyes went to the water swirling about my shins, shamed for how | had treated her. Bringing my
head up, | gave her awesk, comrade-in-arms amile. Her pinched face mdted into relief as | nodded and
doshed to the rock beside her. Slently | sat down and arranged mysdf, finding the stone only margindly
more bearable on my bare feet than the cold water. | looked at my toes, then shifted my dress to cover
them, thinking they looked ugly.

“Do you want our name?’ she sammered in a rush. “We can't both be Contessa. And snce no one
but you has the right to cal me by my firs name, you may aswel haveit...”

| looked past her fear and worry to the Smple woman beneath. The tips of her far hair had dipped
into the water to make her look guildess. She utterly lacked the polish and sophidtication of the people |
grew up with, her emotions—good and bad—shining like stars in winter. If | didn't hep her, she would
be eaten dive “You can be Contessa” | said. “Unless I'm in trouble, everyone cdls me Tess
or—um—~Princess” My gaze dropped.

She shifted uncomfortably. “What were they like? Our parents?’ she asked hesitantly.

Our parents? | mused. | redly didn't want to talk about it, but | knew I'd be asking the same thing.
“Father was nice” | said, my eyes on the opposite shore. “He was logng his hair, but it used to be black.
Blacker than Kavenlow’s. He was loud in the morning, ddiberately shouting for everything, waking me
and anyone dse degping beyond the sunrise” | was surprised to find a fant amile coming over me.
“Mother was very sern,” | continued. “But if she said no, | could usudly get what | wanted from
Father... eventudly.”

It felt odd, referring to them like that: Mother, not my mother;

Father, not the king. “ She taught me how to sew,” | said, warming to the task. “She would never miss
our gppointments where we would talk as we sewed or collected flower seeds for next year.”

“Appointments?’ The princess looked shocked. Perhaps even appalled.

| shifted my shoulders. “She was very busy. Both of them were. But | never fdt as if | couldn’t
interrupt them if it was important.”

Contessa grimaced as she redized the tips of her har were wet. Taking them in hand, she tried to
pinch the water out. “Appointments,” she said, her eyes on her pae fingers

“Have you known Thadd long?’ | asked, thinking it was my turn.



The anxious expresson she wore eased, and it was with a flash of worry that | recognized the same
look my father had for my mother. She loved him. It would make things difficult, but by no accounts
insurmountable with discretion, something | imagined they both utterly lacked. “I grew up with him,” she
sad softly.

My eyes widened. “In the convent?’

The princess flashed me a amile to make her a vison of my mother. No, our mother. “His father
sculpted the saints and angdls” she said. “When his father was on the grounds we played together.”

“l grew up with a gil named Heather.” | pulled a leef from an overhanging branch and shredded it.
The pieces fdl to the current and scattered. “You'll like her. She can make daisy chains and sted an
entire pie from the kitchen without getting caught.” | sent a slent prayer that she be dl right. “And the
guards are nice” | said, sending a second prayer for them.

Her atention jerked up from the leaf | had thrown in. * Guards?’

| amiled to ease her thoughts. She was wary enough of the paace. The least | could do would be to
try to make it less forbidding. “Yes. They have to do everything you say, you know. Once, | had one
gtand below my window and catch me when | jumped out.”

“No!” she cried, dearly shocked.

| bobbed my head, grinning. “Three stories down. | broke his arm. It was the autumn star shower,
and | wanted to get past the smoke from the city to see it. My—our parents wouldn't dlow it, even when
| sulked for two days. Kavenlow was furious. He wouldn't take me out to buy anything for two weeks. It
was terrible”

The princess slently took that in. “Is the dity large?’ she blurted. “I’ ve seen Brenton.”

| tore another leef and tossed it into the current, redizing how sheltered a life she had led. “It's ever
30 much larger then Brenton. And it doesn’t amel like fish.” | wrinkled my nose.

“How much bigger?” she asked, looking frightened but anxious to not show it.

“Lots” | sad, garting to enjoy mysdf. “You could get logt in the Streets there are so many, but you'll
never be done, so don't worry. Some of the buildings have three stories. There are severd liveries,
bunches of inns, and two markets, one by the docks and the other up in the high Streets. We have twelve
docks in the harbor. One is reserved for the padace. I've been down there with Kavenlow. And the
markets are open until sundown every day but Lastday. On fedtivals, they stay open dl night.”

She was slent, her eyes on the bubbles tralling from her rock. “I went to a fedival once,” she findly
sad. “I'd dearly love to know how to dance.”

| turned in surprise. “Y ou don’'t know how?’
“The nuns were very reserved.”
And probably boring, | thought. “Oh. Well, Kavenlow can show you. He taught me”

Much to my surprise, she shook her head. “No,” she said, and when | didn’'t say anything, she added,
“What if he laughed at me?’

| fdt a pang of sympathy. “I can show you,” | offered, not knowing why | did.

Spots of color appeared on her cheeks. She was the image of our mother, and grief stabbed into me.
| couldn’'t help but fed my dark skin and narrow hips were wrong compared to her. | pushed the ugy

thought away.
“You'll teach me?’ she asked, dearly relieved.
| nodded, refusing to fed sorry for mysdf that she looked like Mother and | didn't. “1 can teach you a



little, and when you think you know enough, Kavenlow can teach you the rest. He's better than | am.”

Sheamiled, and | found | didn't mind that she looked like an angd. “All right,” she said, eyes eager.
“And | can teach you a crochet pattern Thadd' s grandmother taught me. It's a secret.”

| froze, cringing ingde. “Oh... how wonderful,” | lied.

A twig snapped behind us, and | twisted, my dart tube to my lips. My heart pounded hard enough to
make my head hurt. But it was Thadd, and my held breath exploded from me in a relieved rush. “Will
you people stop cregping up on mel” | shouted, trying to burn away the flush of angst. “One of you is
going to end up convulsing on the ground!”

Thadd' s eyes narrowed suspicioudy. His broad shoulders hunched. “Contessa?’ he said in a dow,
country drawl. *Y ou should come back to the fire”

Head bobbing, she dried her feet with her white underskirt.

“You don't have to do what he says, you know,” | said, surprised to find | didn't like him lording
over her.

She amiled lopsdedly to make her look smple. “1 know.” My eyes widened as she leaned across the
narrow band of water between us and gave me a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I don't think it's
going to be as bad as | had feared.”

My mouth hung open as she stood and hopped from rock to rock to the shore. Thadd extended a
hand to help her onto the bank. He gave me ajedlous look as she leaned comfortably againgt him to dip
on her stockings and boots. | didn't know what to think. | had been ready to hate her from this lifetime
and into the next, and here | was garting to like her.

“Are you coming, Tess?' she asked as she sraightened. Thadd stood beside her, his squat bulk just
besting her petite height. “We can wait if you aren’t done with your wash.”

Her question caught me off guard. | was safe enough, but if | didn’t go back, Kavenlow would come
looking for me with a lecture. “No. I'm coming.” | stood and gathered my wet skirt up, lurching across
the rocks to shore. Putting my back agang atree, | brushed the dirt off my feet and struggled to put my
boots on without stockings.

Thadd took Contessa's ebow and started to lead her away before | had finished. “Why are you
baing nice to her?’ he said in a too-loud whisper. “She tried to pull out your har.”

| flushed, my chagrin not abating even when the princess said, “I deserved it after what | said. And |
like her. Leave her done”

His shoulders tensed, and he held a branch out of her way.

“You can't trugt her,” he said, his low voice carying better than he knew. “She could have killed
you.”

“Thadd,” she said, the new sharpness of her voice bringing my head up. “She's my sgter. She'sdl |
have left of my kin. And | don’t want to talk about it!”

| blinked, taken aback a how quickly she had gone from pliant friend to angry fidwife in three
heartbeats. Giving him an irate look, Contessa tugged from his grasp and stormed away. A cry of
frugration dipped from her when she caught her skirt on a stick. Thadd scowled a me as if thar
argument was my fault, then hastened to catch up. “Contessa...” he pleaded. “Please. | didn't meen it
like that.”

| smoothed my brow and started after them, wondering if tumning Contessa into a proper princess
might be harder than | thought. Their short exchange had the sound of an old pattern.

“Thadd?’ | heard the princess say loudly from up ahead. It sounded as if she had gotten over her



temper aready. “Thadd!” she shrieked.

My head came up. There was a blur of a brown horse running through the woods. A black-cloaked
rider was on it. Jeck! “Contessal” | shouted, panicking. “Get down!”

She didn’t. Thadd was weaving on his feet. He had been darted.
Jeck thundered down upon them. Jolted into motion, | ran.

Jeck picked the princess up and flung her shrieking over his horse's shoulders. Thadd fdl as his
support was ripped away. | sumbled onto the path, then flung mysdf back into the scrub as Jeck
wheded the animd into a two-legged turn right before me. He gave me awild grin as his horse screamed.
Tuck answered.

| scrambled for my dart pipe. Heart pounding, | amed for the horse. Either | missed or one dart
waan't enough to affect the heavy animd. His gray cloak furling, Jeck put his heds to his horse and
bolted down the path in awild cadence of hooves.

| stared across the open space a Kavenlow. For a heartbest, our eyes locked.

Kavenlow lunged for Fitch. “Watch them, Tesd” he exdamed as he swung onto the horse and
shouted Fitch into awild run. The thumping rhythm of hoofbeats faded to nothing.

My astonished gaze fdl on Duncan. He was stting dumbfounded by me fire, not having had time to
even rise to his feet.

“Angd’s Spit!” he swore, throwing a pot of water across the camp to dam danking into the wagon
and send Tuck shying. “I’ve logt another princess. The same way as the firg!”

Thadd was clenched into a bal, sill conscious under Jeck’s weaker darts. | crawled to him and fdlt
hispulse. It was strong and steady. His eyes were closed, and his face was lined in agony. “Oh God. No,
no, no,” he moaned. “I logt her. I'm going to die. €l be dl done”

“You aren’'t going to die” | sad harshly, remembering his midrustful words. “And well get her
back.” | turned to Duncan. “Help me get himin the wagon.” | pulled a Thadd. “Get up!” | said, trying to
drag him. “It will wear off. Get up, you lout! If you love her, get up!” Where is the rain? It ought to be
raining.

Thadd lurched to his knees, doubled over in pain. Duncan took his other arm, and together we lifted
the short but hard-muscled man into a saggering walk.

“Wagon!” | gasped, sruggling to keep him from faling on me.
“Chu, Tess,” Duncan muttered. “Y ou might be nicer. Those darts hurt.”

“I know,” | said beligerently, surprised that Kavenlow’s blurring of Duncan’s thoughts hadn’t taken.
But my anger dipped into a grudging empathy as | helped Duncan move Thadd to the wagon. Jeck’s
darts held hdlf the venom | used. Goat Boy probably wouldn't even pass out.

Thadd collapsed heavily into the wagon's bed beside the long box. “Harnessthe horse” | sad tersdly
as Thadd groaned, his thick shoulders hunched and trembling.

Duncan jumped from the wagon. | listened with hdf my attention as he coddled the frightened draft
animd into position. Jeck’s old horse nickered in recognition, and | spun.

| loosed a dart, my hand covering my mouth when | hit Kavenlow. “Be careful with those,” he sad in
annoyance, plucking the bone needle from his shoulder and frowning.

“Kavenlow, I'm sorry!” | cried, embarrassed.

Scowling, he nudged Fitch closer and handed me my dart back. He glanced a Thadd. “Is he going to
be dl right?’



| nodded, then scooted across the hay-strewn wagon and back to the ground. | wildly threw
evarything that wasn't packed in beside Thadd. It's my fault. | should have been with her. | should
have been closer.

Kavenlow dismounted and tied Fitch to the back of the wagon. He levered himsaf up on the bench
and dapped the reins. | joined him, gripping the bench as we rattled and bounced back onto the trall.
Duncan mounted Tuck and paced in front of us down the path. The flighty gray arched his neck and
pranced asif on parade.

“He mugt have been watching us for hours” Kavenlow said tersdly. “Perhaps as early as lagt night. |
thought we' d have more time.”

My stomach clenched, and | fdt ill. “It's my fault. | should have waked her back to camp,” |
whispered, and Kavenlow gave me a grunt and a sideways |ook.

“Your fault? No.” | said nothing, and Kavenlow's frown deepened. “Leave it be, Tess” he sad.
“Jeck made amove. Now we counter it. We're going to the paace; he's going to the palace. It doesn't
meatter whose company she arrives in. Garrett won't harm her.”

“Hemight marry her,” | said, redizing | had worsened the tear inmy top skirt. | glanced behind me at
Thadd. His eyes were unfocused, but he seemed to be gripped more by remorse man pain.

“Not until he can prove to the people that she is the red princess” Kavenlow said. “He can't pass
her off as you. The people know you, especidly the merchants” He made a short, mirthless laugh. “This
isthe middle game, Tess, not the end. It's not over.”

His voice hed an eager, intent tone, and | watched him chew his lower lip as we jostled down the
path at too fast a gait. A familiar light wasin his eyes. It was the same | had seen when we stayed up late
to finish a game of thieves and kings. Though worried, a tendon that had been building in me since
yesterday began to unrave into a steedy anticipation.

Jeck had taken Contessa, but that didn’t mean we would let im keep her.



Twenty-six

Kavenlow pulled the draft horse to a stop where the trall branched. | leaned past him to see the
hoofprints pressed deep in the soft earth. From atop Tuck, Duncan came to a hdt. | looked from the
tracks to Kavenlow. “He went draight,” | said. “He' s dill carrying her.”

A frown creased Kavenlow's forehead, and he ran a hand across his trim, graying beard. “If |
remember, there's ariver ahead. I’d be willing to wager the crossing is too difficult for a wagon the way
Captain Jeck took. That'swhy the two paths. See?” He pointed sraight ahead. “It tapers down to little
more than a horse path that way. | think we should go left, but | don’t want to diverge from Captain Jeck
unless we have to.”

| glanced behind me to Thadd gtting miserably in the wagon's bed beside the long box. He had
quickly recovered, his squat bulk throwing off Jeck’s weaker venom faster than | would have imagined
possible. But he had yet to banish his depression. | fdt bad, as nothing was his fault. Duncan had
repeetedly told him so, but Thadd might not believe it until Contessa said the same. Even then, | didn't
think he would.

“Duncan,” Kavenlow continued. “Go see if the water is too high for awagon crossing.”
“Let’s leave the wagon,” | complained. “We ve enough horses to follow on horseback.”

It was the third time today | had suggested it, and Kavenlow grimaced. “Duncan?’ he prompted. The
cheat grinned a my impatience from under his grimy hat. Pulling Tuck’s head up, he gave his flanks a
amart kick. Theflighty horse bolted down the thin trall. 1 would have liked to fallow him. The dow pace
the wagon had reduced us to had me dmogt frantic.

We had been geadily faling behind Jeck. Kavenlow wouldn't leave the wagon and its heavy load.
Thadd' s gatue couldn’'t be that good. He wasn't much older than | was.

The draft horse's ears pricked, and | wasn't surprised when Duncan and Tuck did back around the
corner fagter than they had left. “He s at the river!” he said as he reined up. “ Captain Jeck is on the other
gde dtting on his horse waiting for us. | think he wants to talk.”

My heart jumped into my throat. Jeck was waiting.

Thadd lurched upright in a clatter of noise. “Contessal Did you see her?’ he exclamed.

Duncan shook his head, and a severe determingtion came over Thadd's square face. Bare feet diding
in the bed of the wagon, he pushed a spot for himsdf between Kavenlow and me on the bench.

Snatching the reins from Kavenlow, he clicked a the horse. The sedate animd flicked an ear and rocked
into motion.

“Thisis what | was waiting for,” Kavenlow said, peering a me from around Thadd as we rattled
forward. “It's agame, Tess. One where the pieces don't dways do what you want.”

| grasped the bench as the pace grew fast. “He has Contessa. What dse does he need?”’

Theriver waan't far ahead, and Thadd kept usto afast dip. The edges of the wagon began scraping
the encroaching branches with an darming amount of noise. | wondered how we were going to get back
to the man trall if we couldn’'t cross here. Thadd's pace was subgtantidly faster than Kavenlow’s, and |
started to fed queasy as we rocked and lurched dong.

| heard the river before seeing it. My fird glimpse of it did nothing to indill any confidence. It
gretched before us, a rumbling icy tumble of water running high with snowmet. It would be foolish to



cross hereif there was an easer way upstream.

My gaze roved the far bank for Jeck. | pulled my cloak tighter about my shoulders as | found him at a
grdl riseinthe trail atop a brown horse. He must have gotten it at Saltwood. He sat tdl, unmoving but
for the wind shifting his cape. Like a mysterious figure from a story, he tipped his hat and waited.

Contessa was't with him. | was willing to wager she was tied to a tree out of shouting distance, her
hair down and her boots and stockings off for whatever reason. | didn’t think Jeck would hurt her, but if
he had, |1 would see he got twice what she received.

Frowning, | wondered where my loyaty had come from, finding it odd she should have earned it so
quickly with her offer to share a diver of soap and her honest plea for help.

Kavenlow took the reins out of Thadd's hands and pulled the horse to a stop before the man could
drive the wagon directly into the river. Immediately | svung to the ground and reached for Jeck’s horse
tied to the back of the wagon.

“You're not going,” Duncan said as he wedged Tuck between the black horse and me.

“The devil I'm not!” Shoving Tuck out of my way, | glared up a Kavenlow dill on the wagon's
bench. “And don’t give me any chu pit of an excuse like | have to stay behind and guard the wagon.
Someone has to watch your back.”

Kavenlow took his eyes from across the river. He looked grim and uncertain. “I’'m going done.
Duncan? Off your horse.”

“What?" the cheat exclamed.

“l need a horse. Yoursisthe only one ready to ride.”

He shook his head, dow and controlled. “I’m coming with you. Tessisright. You can’'t go done.”
My shoulders tensed. “I’m the one going. And neither of you can stop me!”

Kavenlow's face darkened, and he gathered his breath to protest. | raised my chin, and he frowned.
“All right,” he said. “But | want your promise you'll do everything | tdl you.”

“Don't | dways?’ | countered, wanting to keep my options open.
He hesitated, knowing | hadn’'t said yes.

“l should go, nat her,” Duncan said as he tried to dill Tuck’s nervous sdestepping. “What's to keep
him from knocking you on the head and taking you again, Tess? Then he'd have both of you. It'satrap.”

Kavenlow jumped to the soggy ground. “She escaped him before,” he said. “She could do it agan if
ghe had to. I'll take Tess”

My flush of pleased vindication shifted into excitement. Duncan dipped reluctantly off Tuck and held
the horsg's head as Kavenlow took his place. The horse shifted a the heavier weight. My brow
furrowed as Kavenlow held a hand for me to ride before him.

“One horse?’ | said. “I've got my own, thank you.”

Kavenlow's eyes looked tired under his eyebrows streaked with gray. “You want to put the animd
you gole from him back within his reach?’

Sghing, | accepted his hand and arranged mysdf before Kavenlow like the princess | used to be.
Thadd was scanning the shore, his expresson of hope waning.

“Be careful,” Duncan cdled as we splashed into the shalows. “Tuck doesn't like water.”

“Tuck doesn't like anything,” | said softly. But ether the weight of an extra person was enough to
cdm him, or the soothing thoughts | was atempting to wedge into his foolish head were getting through,



and we gdtarted the crossing without difficulty. It wasn't as deep as it looked. The statue-heavy wagon
should be dl right.

| kept the stained hem of my dress out of the water and my eyes on Jeck. The powerfully built man
looked nothing like the captain of King Edmund's guard anymore. The lack of a uniform and overdone
het left im dl the more dangerous, dressed in his Smple but well-made black shirt and trousers. Even his
thick-soled boots were black. He sat atop his horse, unmoving, with a sure confidence, his cloak drifting
about his stirrups.

The memory of the firdight flickering againg his damp skin as | sponged the blood from his back
made my stomach clench. My hands had tried to hed him. His had warmed in return. Hushing, | put the
back of my hand to my cheek to coal it. Of dl the things | should be thinking about, this was the last.

We neared the bank, and Tuck heaved out of the water, blowing hard to take in the scent of the other
horse. Seeing Jeck so self-possessed, | had a stab of doubt. Regardless of what Kavenlow said, | knew
Jeck held dl the cards. Together we might subdue him with venom, but | knew that Kavenlow wouldn't
violate the truce of a parley.

My eyes widened as | redlized Jeck’s saddle was the one | had sold in Saltwood. The packs behind
it were his own, and | was glad the innkeeper had been honest enough to give them to him. We came to
ahdt before Jeck, and | fdt Kavenlow shiftin asgh.

Jeck’ s eyes flicked briefly to Kavenlow, then fastened on me. “Good to see you again, Princess” he
sad, his resonant voice lacking even ahint of madice or sarcasm.

| flushed deeper, the memory of his smooth muscles dick with ointment under my fingertips coming
unbidden to me. “Captain Jeck,” | said, sure Kavenlow had noticed my red face. My eyes lingered on
my bag Hill fastened to Jeck’s bdt.

Seeing where my attention was, Jeck unknotted it and extended it to me. “I believe this belongs to
you,” he said. “You forgot it in your rush to leave my company.”

| carefully accepted it and looked ingde to find everything there but my bone knife and venom.
“Wheré sthe res?’ | asked, very aware of one of Jeck’s knives at the amdl of my back.

“Where are my knives? My horse?’ he drawled, his gaze drifting across the river.
Kavenlow cleared histhroat, and | grew nervous. “You'll get them back later,” | said.

“Aswill you.” Jeck turned to Kavenlow and indiined his head in a respectful gredting. His eyes never
shifted from Kavenlow’s. “She ought not be here” he sad, dearly having turned to the matter at hand.
“Technicdly, she' s dill a piece, not a player.”

“She would dill be a piece in truth if you hadn’'t opened your mouth,” Kavenlow said, anger in his
usudly cam voice. “What an | supposed to do? Pretend she knows nothing? You forced my hand with
my apprentice; you will tolerate a few irregularities”

Jeck’ s horse shifted, and he took up the dack in the reins. “You have my forma gpology for having
interfered with your student. My inexperience mided me into divulging her status. | gpologize. It wasn't
intentiond.”

My eyebrows rose. Jeck sounded not only sincere but dso meek. That wasn't the captain of the
guard | had known. | turned to Kavenlow, surprised at the deep look of anger on him.

“Y ou have severely compromised my game,” Kavenlow said. “One of my most vauable pieces—I'm
sorry, Tess—has los her versdility because of you. It has furthered your postion tremendoudy.
Unintentiond or not, you broke arule. Y our comparatively new status of player isno excuse. If you can't
play properly, you will be removed—Captain.”



Jeck reddened. “1 made an error,” he said, his meekness gone, “but it was an honest one. | won't
make any large concessions for it. The only compensation I'll give is to hdp insure the rightful heir gains
the throne, thereby diminating the possibility of you and your apprentice being persecuted for putting a
player in adirect pogtion to rule”

“Asif that makes up for it,” Kavenlow growled.

Jeck’s jaw tightened behind his black beard. “It's dl I'll give you. You bear some of the blame,
teaching her to use the venom before giving her the wisdom of what it meant.”

| fdt Kavenlow rdax. “I'll accept that. Yes. | will refrain from lodging a formd protest, providing the
proper Costenopolie princess gans the throne. Agreed?’

Jeck nodded, the tightnessin his eyes easing. | wasn't sureif | should be happy or not.
Kavenlow whispered in my ear, “Good. We will at least wak away with our lives”
“Our lives?' | questioned. “What about Costenopolie?’

His gaze flicked to Jeck and back to me. “Kingdoms rise and fdl, Tess. Only the players endure, their
teaching lineages dretching back farther than most royd bloodlines We Il amply begin again if worse
comes to worst. But | don't think it will.”

Jeck cleared his throat to bring our attention back to him. “The reason | asked for this meeting was to
try to diminate unnecessary loss or injury for the next few days.”

| sniffed, taking on a haughty expression. “And whét is that supposed to mean?’
“Tess...” Kavenlow warned, but Jeck seemed amused.

“I'm saying that having Costenopoli€'s princess does me little good unless | have someone to verify to
the populace that she isthe legd heir, not Tess.”

“Isthat you spesking or Garrett?’ | asked tartly, and Kavenlow nudged me to be quiet.

“I’'m going to take both princesses back,” Jeck continued. “I1t's the only way | can ensure the proper
har gets the throne. Rather than expend alot of wasted effort, | propose you sSmply give Tessto me”

My breath hissed in. Frightened, | forced my hands to stay in my lgp instead of reaching for my darts.
| would make it one of the metdl ones. See how much venom the wicked things held. Garrett would kill
me. | knew it. “That isridiculous” | said boldly to hide my shaking voice. “ Expecting us to believe you're
doing us a favor. Teking me by force is more than you can manage. And you know it.”

“Care to wager your thief’s life on it?” He moved his brown horse closer, drding us to turn the
ground where Tuck had dripped into mud. My pulse pounded as | fdt his eyes on me. | remembered my
missng venom, wondering if it was on his darts now.

“I will harry you, Princess,” he said, his low voice and the intendty of his brown eyes pulling a strike
of fear through me. “Pick you off one by one. I’'m giving your master the chance to save himsdf and you
alot of unnecessary pain.”

My heart hammered. “1 don’t think you can do it.”

“Enough,” Kavenlow said tightly, backing Tuck away and out of his circle. “Stop arguing with the
captain, Tess. He is amply looking forward. We're dl going to the same place. I'd rather get there
unwounded. I’'m gaing to take him up on his offer.”

I spun to face him. “But Garrett will kill me!” | cried, uncaring if Jeck saw my fear.
Kavenlow’ s gaze was decidedly gpprehensive. “Which iswhy I'm going instead of you.”
Jeck started. “You!” he exclamed. “1 won't take a player when a pieceisavallable. | want her.”



“Then | step down,” Kavenlow said. “I give my postion to Tess and become the chancellor in full.
She'sthe player; I'm the piece” He put a hand atop my shoulder, fixing an aggressive look upon Jeck.
“You won't have her, Captain. In any way.”

“Kavenlow!” | cried. “Don’'t!”

“Hush.” Histeeth gritted and his eyes went fierce. “This is not what | had planned, but if Garrett gets
you under his thumb, he will kill you.”

“Which is exactly what hewill do to you!”

He shook his head. “I’'m not the one who made him into afoal. I'm a mild man who does the books.
Jeck can't breathe a word otherwise. Thereislittle honor among players, but on this we hold tight.” He
turned to Jeck. “Promise me you'll tdl her how to kill a puntaif | don't see the end of this She dso
needs to know the formd rules”

| could say nothing. My mind was empty in panic. He is going to leave me? Kavenlow is going to
leave me again? The thought | should have just killed Garrett flitted through me, taunting. Jeck’s horse
shifted nervoudy. Jeck’ s expression was dark and irritated.

“You're puitting your entire game in jeopardy,” he said. “She's a novice. Your game is mature, and
only you know it. Shewill break a hundred rules”

Kavenlow was unperturbed. “There aren't a hundred rules. There are only Sx.” His eyes went to
mine “Trug your fedings Tess, and you won't break any.”

“Fne” Jeck said tightly, pulling his horse' s reins to make the animd prance and arch its neck. “Bring
your horse. | have only the two.”

| stared blankly, not bdieving this was happening.
“Down you go.” Kavenlow offered me a hand to descend with.
Frightened, | shook my head. “No. Hel kill you!”

“Here” Kavenlow twisted an unadorned ring from his finger. “It's just a ring, but with Jeck as
witness, it serves as proof thet | give my game to you willingly.”

“Kavenlow, no!” | cried, denching my fis when he tried to force it into my hand. “I don’'t know what
to do. Garrett will kill you!” Don't leave me again! my thoughts screamed.

“Garrett won't kill me” he said. “You, though, he will. This way we're dl dive to see the end of the
game” He kissed my forehead, and my fis loosened from surprise. The smooth shape of a ring fitted my
pam, and he closed my fingers about it. “You can’'t do anything when you're dead. Keep to your heart. |
know you'll bring us through with more than we went in with, my little thief.” He leaned close and
whispered, “I’ve venom in my saddlebags. And if | don’'t see the end of this, stay away from Jeck.”

“l won't get down,” | said beligerently.
“I'm sorry,” he said, and he pushed me off the horse.

| hit the muddy ground with a gasp. Both horses jumped. | scooted backward as Tuck shied.
“Kavenlow!” | cried, sprawled on the ground. “Don’'t leave mel”

He never looked back. Jeck touched his hat and followed Kavenlow in adow canter.

“Kavenlow!” | shouted, sumbling to my feet. “Kavenlow. Don't!” But he was gone. | looked over
the river to Duncan standing helplessy on the bank.

What was | going to do now?



Twenty-seven

| stood beside the wagon, a hand over my eyes as | squinted up. The tree Duncan was dimbing
shivered, and a green ledf drifted down. We had been falowing Jeck for two days with hardly a rest.
Our frantic pace had put us outsde the capita’s wals in record time. We had been meding an
increesingly amdl stream of refugees. None had any red news, smply running from rumors. It was
fortunate we had hay within the wagon, or the horses would be aling. | hoped for Duncan's sake that
Tuck was dl right.

“WdI?’ | shouted up. | was nervous and ill-tempered, and | impatiently tugged the hem of my gray
dress down. It was now too tight as wel as too short. | had shrunk it in my laundry aboard the
Sandpiper. My ankles showed, and it bothered me.

“They're stopping everyone a the gate” came Duncan’'s voice. | craned my neck to spot him.
“They’relooking for us, sure as rain is wet and the seais Aty.”

Frudration and anger spilled over. Modtly frudration. “ Curse you, Kavenlow!” | shouted, kicking a a
wagon whed. “Why didn’t you tdl me whét to do?’

Thadd |ooked up from the front bench, his round face depressed.

Branches snapped as Duncan did down the tree to land lightly on the path. “Chu, Tess,” he sad.
“You didn’'t expect us to wak in the front gate, did you?’

Not wanting to hear his opinions, | kicked the whed again with a cry of frudtration. It hurt, and |
decided to find something e se to abuse. Duncan, maybe.

“How about that?' Duncan said to Thadd, his hands on his hips. “A princess with a temper. | never
would have expected that.”

A rare amile crossed Thadd' s stubbled face, vanishing quickly. Duncan brushed the bark and needles
from himsdlf, chuckling. | wanted to pace but forced mysdf to be ill. “All right,” | said, thinking aoud.
“We can't wak in like this. Jeck knows everything: our horses, the wagon, everything.” | found mysdf
moving and stopped. “Duncan, you go in first with the two black horses. When you get insde, take them
to the dockside stables and leave them there. Meet Thadd and me at that inn we played cards a. Well
comeinwith the draft horse.”

Duncan looked up from rubbing the dirt from a boot. “Take them back?’ he sad, his face empty.
“You want me to take the horses you stole back?’

| nodded. “I’'m not going to risk everything coming down around us becalise someone recognizes
them.”

“I'm not taking them back!” he exclaimed, surprisng me with his sudden vehemence.

Hands onmy hips, | strode to him. “They aren't mine yet,” | said, dmog in his face. “And I'm not a
thief. Leave them in the yard if you like. Take Thadd with you if you're afraid.”

Duncan’'s jaw clenched and he pointed & me. “I’'m not afraid,” he sad in a low, forced voice. “And
I’'m not athief, either.”

| backed up a step. “Don't point your finger at me!”

“I'll point my burning finger a you whenever | damn well please!” Duncan shouted. He took a step
forward, and | backed up, finding mysdf againg a tree. My eyes were wide, and | didn't know whéat to



do. | wasn't used to having someone shout back at me.

Angry and red-faced, Duncan jerked his shirt from his left shoulder. A thick, raised scar in the shape
of a cirdle—God no, it was a crown—was branded into him. “If I'm caught with those horses, they'll
hang mel” he said, screaming though his voice was just above a whisper. “If you want to risk a hanging
by taking them back, fine. But don't ask me to do it—Princess.”

My face went cold. I"d forgotten. “Duncan.” My anger turned to shame. “I'm sorry. | forgot.” Damn
my mouth, | thought in harsh guilt. Why can’t | keep it shut?

Duncan spun on a hed and went to rummeagein his pack in the wagon. “Here” he said, tossng me a
wad of dothing.

| shook it out, finding it was his spare shirt and a pair of trousers. My face flamed. “What is this for?’
| sad tightly as | threw it back. What he wanted was obvious.

Duncan grimaced. “I’'m going to cut your hair, too. They're looking for a woman. You're going in as
aman. You amost look like one”

Jaw dropping in outrage, | glanced down at my straight hips and nearly flat chest. “I am not going to
wear your disguding cothing,” | said hatly. “And you aren’'t coming near me with a knife” If | cut my
har any shorter, | wouldn't be able to useit to hold my darts.

Duncan took a step forward. “Thadd, grab her ams.”

My breath quickened as | retreated, hand atop the knife a my back. “Stay away. Both of you!” |
demanded. The pounding of my heart was so loud, | was sure they could hear it.

Thadd snorted. “I'm not touching her,” he said in hisdow voice. “You're on your own.”
Duncan stopped his advance. “Wdl, she can’'t go in like that,” he said, gesturing.

Watching them warily, | relaxed. “The woods are rife with black gring,” | said, recdling having seen
the thorny vine in the brighter patches of forest. “It will dye anything black. I’ll go in with black hair...”
My words trailed off as a thought took their place. “1 could go in as a gypsy. We dl could. Gypsies come
into the capitd to sl horses dl the time, especidly matched pairs”

“You don't look like a gypsy,” Duncan protested. “And neither do I.”

“Thadd dmogt does,” | said. “Give me a hot fire and three hours, and I'll be a raven-haired beauty
with a bad temper.”

“You're hdfway there with the bad temper,” Duncan muttered, crossng his ams before hm and
taking a stance to look nearly unmovable. “And I’'m not going to dye my hair to play gypsy. If you don't
put on those trousers, I'm not coming in with you.”

“l don’'t care if you come or not,” | lied, feding a stab of worry. “Thadd and | can do this on our
own. You can say here with the wagon whereit's safe” .

“Oh, I'm coming,” he said tightly. “But I'll be behind you. You're going to get caught if dl you do is
dye your hair and fake an accent, pretty little thief. | want to see that.”

My eyes narrowed, but before | could say anything, Thadd interrupted. “Um, I'm not leaving
Contessa' s statue,” he said in his somber voice. “We re bringing the wagon with us.”

I closed my eyes and rubbed at the beginnings of a headache. Neither man was capable of taking
direction. | would be better off darting them and tying them to a tree like goats than trying to find a plan
that stisfied dl ther inane, sundry requirements.

Ignoring Duncan's increedngly barbed comments, | spent the remainder of the afternoon dying my
har and weaving strips of my red underskirt into it and the mane of the draft horse. It emulated the



younger gypsies | had seen perfectly. | tied my two black horses to the back of the wagon with ropes
dained red to sgnify they were for sde. I'd probably be dl right unless| ran into red gypsies.

Thadd was frantic about his statue, ingding he st in the back with it instead of up front where he
ought to be. | had found some prickle stick inmy search for hair dye, and after rubbing it on his foot, he
developed swallen, itchy welts. No one would be poking about in our wagon with his foot looking like
that, and it was a good excuse for me to be driving.

Surly and bad-tempered, Duncan watched us prepare to leave, daming he would vist our heads on
the palace gate tonight. And it was wdl past noon by the time | drove the wagon out from under the
woods. The sun pressing down fdt heavy after the chill shade of the trees. My toes were cold. Gypses
wouldn't have boots, and I’d hidden mine under the hay with the statue. The closer we rattled to the
sentries, the more nervous | became. | had my handful of darts, but the entire point was to get in with no
one the wiser. The stone walls of my dity loomed gray and cold. My pulse hammered. This isn't going
to work, | thought. Jeck would come out of the guardhouse, pin my arms to my sdes, and drag me
avay.

“Are you ready?’ | asked Thadd as we neared the gates. He said nothing, and | turned to find the
men gaping a the walslike a peasant. My shoulders dumped. | was on my own. I’d have to tak to the
guard mysdf. If he had any brains a al, he would know my accent was fase.

“Ho there,” | murmured, pulling the horse to a stop as the guard came forward. He had dried food on
hisjacket, and | frowned. He wore my father’s colors, but | didn’t recognize him.

“Hrd time to the capitd?’ he said, his gaze flicking behind me to Thadd.

Heart pounding, | turned inmy seat. The sculptor was saring wide-eyed at the buildings, the people,
evarything. “For him,” | said, wrangling my tongue around the Rs. “He wants a surgeon to look at his foot
afore Momia chopsiit off.”

“Itign't catching, isit?’ the guard said, backing up.

I shook my head, tucking my feet under my skirt as | redized they were a shade whiter than the rest
of me. “Momia can't cure it. Which street has a surgeon?

The guard smirked. “Five coppers,” he said, and | stared at him for a heartbeat before remembering
to keep my eyes down. “Trading tax,” he added, grinning as a second guard came out of the guardhouse,
blinking at the brighter light. “'Y ou want in, you pay the tax.”

My stomach clenched. | had no money. “I burning-well told you | was here for a surgeon, not trading.
The horses are for fetching city medicine”

Thadd threw five coins on the bench, and the guard took them, his grubby fingers grasping. “Go on,”
the thieving sentry said. “Y ou're blocking the road. Stinking gypsies”

Nervous, | clicked a the horse and dapped the reins a shade too hard. Head bobbing, the animd
ambled peecefully forward. Trading tax? | questioned as we passed the gates. Right into their pocket,
I’d wager.

“Does Duncan have money?’ | asked as soon as we were out of earshot, not knowing why | cared.
Thadd grunted an unknowing answer. | longed to turn and watch the gate but didn't dare. Taking the first
right | came to, | hdted beside a smithy. | had made it past the gate despite Duncan’s dire predictions.
Now, would he?

The hot amdl of the forge tickled my nose, and | wiggled my fingers a& Thadd for my boots. His
somber gaze roved over the narrow houses, the people, and the few open shops. There should have
been masts showing above the roofs, but there were none. | fdt sick, wanting to drive to the docks and
see if Garrett had burned them to the waterline or if they had smply abandoned the harbor because of



rumors.

“l didn’t know you had money,” | said as my second hed thumped into a boot. “I'll get it back to you
when | can. Ther€'s no such thing as a trading tax.” | reached for the water bag and handed it to him.
“Better wash your foot. If you keep scratching, those weltswill turn redl.”

He accepted the water, hiswide back hunched as he sponged the irriteting sap from him. | anxioudy
watched the top of the road for Duncan. The foot traffic was thin. Shops were open, though the stock
looked scanty. The few people about were tense, getting what they needed and moving on. There was
very little banter. The veneer of normacy was thin.

My nerves had me ready to bolt when | spotted Duncan's jaunty profile a the top of the road. Rdief
dumped my shoulders. | whigtled, and he turned on a hed to make his unhurried way to us. “Since when
does the capitd have afoot tax?’ he asked when he was close enough.

“Why didn’t you tdl me you had money?’ | answered.

Duncan froze. “Because you would have spent it on something stupid, like a bath.”

“Bahs aren’'t supid,” | snapped. “They keep your har from fdling out.”

“Look,” he said belligerently, tugging on the hair showing from under his begrimed hat. “No bath.”

My hands trembled. “All right,” | said through gritted teeth. “We're here. Let's get something to eat
while| decide how to get into the paace.”

Thadd slently dumped his water over the Sde of the wagon and shifted his work-hardened bulk to
the front bench. He took the reins from me and got the horse moving. Duncan gripped the side of the
wagon and, with a graceful motion, pulled himsdf over the edge. “Don’'t you have a plan dready?’ he
sad as he kndt in the wagon's bed behind Thadd and me.

“Not yet,” | admitted. | fdt my gringy hair, hating the greasy texture. | thought longingly of the bath |
hed bought but never gotten. “How much money do you have?’

Duncan grew wary. “I’m not buying you a bath. 1t's my seed money. | can't start a game without it.”

His words were laced with spite, and my worry flared to anger. “Why are you being so mean to me?’
| asked, turning to see him.

“Because this gtinks like a chu pit!” he exdamed under his breath, brown eyes narrowed. “You
should have gone with me and |eft this to sort itsdf out.”

My brow rose. “That's it?” | exclamed. “That’'s why you've been badgering me dl day? You're
angry because | won't leave her to be raped and killed so | can pursue a career cheeting people with
you?" Thadd clenched his jaw in menta anguish, and | added, “Pardon me for having a whisper of
mords, but there' s nathing stopping you from leaving. Go on. Leave! Thadd and | will be fine”

I spun from him and stared draight ahead. My hands were clasped tight in my lap, and my throat
closed. | didn't need his help.

| sensed, rather than saw, Duncan look between Thadd and me. “That's not what | meant,” he findly
sad.

“What did you mean, then!” | exclaimed. “ Stop questioning my decisions or come up with something
better!”

“Contessa?’ cdled afeminine voice across the street. “God save us. Tess?’

My head turned. “Heather?’ | cried, wiping my eyes and sanding up as | saw her.

Thadd pulled the horse to a stop, and Duncan grabbed my arm to keep me from fdling.



“Look at you!” my friend said as she ran across the Street. “1 was coming to seeif anyone had picked
up your circlet. | do it every day, hoping for news. Oh, pig feethers You have a black eye? And wha
are you doing in the streets without Kavenlow— and in a wagon!”

I lurched to the hard cobbles and touched my cheek. | had a black eye? Why hadn’t anyone told
me? Heather reached us, and | gave her a hug. “Hegther!” | exdamed, dmog crying. “I'm so glad
you'redl right.”

She pushed away, her red cheeks bunched as she beamed. “Wel, why wouldn't | be? | heard you
arguing with”—she looked Duncan over apprasingly—"this man,” she continued,

“and | knew it was you. I’ve heard you put a servant in his place enough times. Lord hdp me, who
did that to your hair?’

| glanced up a Duncan’'s scowl. “He' sy friend, not a servant,” | said softly. She went to touch my
eye, and when | pulled away, she plucked the deeve of my dress instead.

“| thought | threw this away,” she chattered, then gave me another breath-catching hug. “1’ve missed
you,” she said as she pulled away, her eyes bright. “Why won't they let anyone into the paace?’ She ran
her fingers over my greasy hair in dismay. “They said you're getting married next month. | knew you
weren't. You can't get married without me. And so soon!”

“Thisis Duncan,” | said when she paused for bregath. “And Thadd.”

“Pleasure” she said, her eyes darting from them to me. Then her eyes went back to Duncan, and |
sghed. “Why won't they et anyone in or out of the grounds?’ she asked again. “The rumors put the king
and queen dead. Then the next day they're dive but you're dead. But here you are! | don't recognize
any of the guards on the gate. They tried to tdl meit's practice to lock the gates when there's foreign
royaty on the grounds. | fold them that was chu on my shoe and gave them what for. But you look dl
right, except for your black eye. Who hit you? Saints preserve you, you're filthy! | hardly recognized
you. How did you get that dirty?’

“We need aplace to rest,” | wedged in, garting to get depressed. “Do you know somewhere?’

“My house,” she said breathlesdy, touching my hair and meking a face. “Oh, Tess. | don't know if
thiswill come out. It's my parents house, actudly. I'll get you a bath. And a good med.” She glanced at
Duncan and Thadd. “And your man-friends, too. They both have horses, do they?’ She gave me another

hug. Her blue eyes were wide as she put me a am’s length. “Heaven save you. Is tha your red
underskirt in your har?’

“Heether!” | exdlamed, embarrassed. “Can we go? We don’'t want to be noticed.”

Her mouth made an O of undergtanding. “You ran away? Shame on you! Prince Garrett was
handsome enough.” She hesitated, disnay coming over her. “He wasn't the one who hit you, was he?
Why isit dways the pretty ones who have the worst tempers?’

“Um, it wasn't him,” | said, and she looked at Thadd. “It wasn't either of them, ether.”
“Hep the princess into the wagon,” she said pertly, asif Thadd should have aready.
“Burning chu pits,” Duncan muttered. “ Does the woman ever shut her mouth?’

Thadd extended athick hand, and | lurched up to St beside him. Heather hed a hand to her fair har
and pursed her lips until he offered her a hand as wdl. She sat next to me, adjusting her dress and she
glancing a Duncan with the edge of her atention. “How long have you been out of the paace?’ she
asked again. “Thank heaven | found you. You shouldn't be out done” She looked a Thadd. “Though |
see you have a guard—of a sort.”

“They aren’t guards,” | said dryly. “And | would have found you sooner, but | was at Sdtwood and



then Brenton.” She gasped, and | glanced behind us. The few people who had seen our reunion didn’t
seem interested. “I was chasing Kavenlow and the red princess.”

“Red princess? How...” Heather's blue eyes opened wide, and she put her hands to mouth. “Oh,
Tess” shewalled. “You're the redl—’

“No!” | cried, reaching past Thadd to cover her words. | fdt the prick of tears. This was not whet |
needed.

“But, Tess,” Heather said in a hushed voice as | pulled my hand away. “How?’

| shook my head. “It doesn't matter. | just want to take a bath and eat something. The horses have to
be returned to the stables before someone recognizes them, and | have to figure out what Kavenlow
would do.”

Heather took a breath to demand | answer her, but years of taking direction were hard to overcome.
Swdlowing, she pointed down the street with a quivering finger. “There” she said. “Turn left down
there” She forced a nervous amile. “I'll get you a bath. And see you in some proper clothes, though |
don’'t know where, since the shops close early now. I'll get you cleaned up, and you'll see. You're the
princess, Tess. You are”

| closed my eyes as her prattling washed over me, both comforting and irritating. 1 could smel the
amithy going distant behind us. The scent of cooking potatoes and fish was making me dizzy with hunger.
| didn't mind the stink of people, or that my dress was too tight, or my feet hurt from the pinch of my
boots without stockings.

It was hard, though, seeing Hegther as | last saw her, rosy-cheeked and dressed in white. And even
harder that she was treating me asif | was ill the princess. Deep inmy heart | knew | wasn't.



Twenty-eight

The water was blessedly hot, and | did downward until it threatened my nose.
“St up, Tess” Heather complained. “I'm not ready to rinse your har yet.”

My breath bubbled out as | straightened. Heather scrubbed a my scalp with a vengeance urttil it hurt.
“What were you thinking?" she scolded. “You should have used that new dye from the docks. | would
have picked some up for you. You had such nice hair. | may as wel finish cutting it dl off for you, now.
We can say you had afever. Tha, at leadt, isromantic.”

“Mmmm,” | murmured, knowing her threat wasidle.

She wiped her hands on her skirt and turned to a bucket of waiting water. “Hold your breath,” she
sad as she dipped out aladle.

| leaned forward and closed my eyes asit cascaded over me, making me shiver.
“Oh... dear,” she sad dowly, and my eyes opened.

“What?’ | asked as the soap dripped into them. The harsh bubbles stung, and | waved my hand
frantically for atowd.

“Nothing,” she warbled, her voice a shade too high.

A towd hit my hand, and | wiped my face. | squinted up a her. Her brow was pinched, and her blue
eyes looked worried. A strand of my hair lay in the water, and my breath hissed in. It was red. The black
hed washed out to leave my har the color of afine roan horse. My eyes closed in misary. “It's dl right,
Hesather,” | said, trying to find the strength to ded with this latest indignity. “Judt rinse it the best you can.”

Heether’s hand shook as she tilted my forehead back and poured a second ladle of water over me.
Apart from her horrified slence, | could dmaost believe the last thirteen days were a nightmare and | was
inthe bathing room in the palace. My eyes opened. The Sght of Kavenlow’sring on a cord hanging from
ahook brought it dl back, and | dumped.

Heather’'s parents lived in one of the better sections of town, in a house, she had proudly explained,
that she bought for them with her palace stipend. Right now, the two-story home was empty, snce her
parents had |eft the third night Prince Garrett’s guards had taken the streets. They had tried to convince
Hesather to go with them, but she stayed, daiming I’d need her.

A flock of children ran chattering down the narrow lane between the houses, and | smiled. That was a
sound | hadn’t heard in ages. A dog was with them, adding to the happy confuson. There had been no
children in the palace since | had grown up. | thought the princess should do her best to remedy that.
There should be laughter in the garden again.

Heather dumped a third ladle, and | wiped the water from my eyes. “What's the news from the
palace?’ | asked. Heather had pointedly kept to frivolous topics since | told her about Garrett killing my
parents and my escape. She dedt with the uncomfortable by ignoring it—unless it was gossip, which she
then talked about until everyone bdieved it true.

She shook out my old dress, her pursed lips making it clear she wanted to throw it into the fire
“Offiddly?’ she said as she folded thefilthy thing up and set it carefully aside. “The Costenopolie guards
that are usudly in the streets have gone to inform the summer-festivd guests that it will be a wedding
indead of a betrothal. Unofficdly, Prince Garrett has killed everyone and taken over the palace” Her
eyes dropped. “His guards are scavenging for livestock and food since the regular vendors aren’'t coming



in anymore. Most of the ships have left, too. The harbor's dmost deserted. There's to be an
announcement tonight in the large square.”

My eyes dropped to my torn and ripped fingernails. Thirteen days of grime couldn’t be washed out.
“Then that’s where I'm going,” | said, gripping the sides of the tub and standing.

“Tesd” Heather waliled, rushing to a towd. “You can’t go out. | haven't had time to find a proper
dress for you!”

The rough towe smdled of lavender, and | breathed the clean scent in, rdishing it. “I can wear one of
yours” | said, then hesitated. “If you'll loan me one?’ | asked in asmdl voice.

“|—I"ve nothing good enough for you,” she said, taking a panicked-looking step back.

| waited until her frightened eyes met my gaze. “I'm not the princess” | said evenly, finding no painin
the statement for the firg time. “I'm a beggar’s child.” Heather took a bresath to protest, and | frowned,
hdting her words. “I"d rather not put either of my old dresses back on until I’ ve a chance to wash them,”
| said, finding it ironic Heather would be the firgt person | begged from. “Do you have anything that might
fit me?’

Heether's eyesfilled. Her hand went to her mouth. Hunching into hersdlf, she ran from the room. She
didn’t shut the door, and | heard her shoes whisper on the wooden floor. A door dammed, then nothing.

“That went wdl,” | said to the walls Dripping everywhere, | reached to shut the door, hoping she'd
bring a dress back with her. | toweled off, giving my black eye a close, unhgppy scrutiny in the flecked
mirror. My red curls were ghastly, and | arranged them, ill damp, atop my head in a topknot. Thadd
hed brought up my things before he had I&ft to return the horses. Duncan had gone with him, saying he'd
day ten steps behind in case there was trouble. Kavenlow’s amdl bag with the venom looked dirty and
out of place, tossed asde agang the wdl. Besde it was my coiled whip. | fdt just like them, worn, tired,
and abandoned.

| glanced at the shut door before | dug through the bag for more darts. Testing the potency of each
with the fla of my tongue, | added a veritable plethora of deadly ornamentation. | was setting
Kavenlow’s three metd darts in place when Heather’ s hesitant knock startled me.

“Comein,” | said, tightening the towel around me as the door creaked open.

“l think this one will fit you,” she said. Even with her head lowered, | could see by her splotchy
cheeks that she’ d been crying. My heart went out to her.

“Your yellow onel” | said, foraing a cheery tone. “I dways liked that one. Thank you.”

Slent, she miserably helped me into the clean undergarments she had brought with her. | remembered
the lagt time she had worn this dress. a picnic in the garden lagt spring. It hung rather loose in front no
meaiter how tight she tied the bodice, and | grimaced at my dight figure.

Hesther sniffed, and | had caught her twice wiping her eyes. “The overskirt needs a dunk in fresh
dye” she said as she adjusted the lace around the collar. “And the trim has frayed around the underskirt
hem. | had to put a new cord in the bodice, so they don’t match—"

“It' sthe nicest thing I've had on dl week,” | said, giving her a quick hug. “Thank you.”

“But, Tess, it'sone of ming” she wailed as her composure broke. Standing miserably before me, she
dtarted to cry. Her shoulders shook, and her hands hdplesdy gripped her ebows. “Don't let her take
your place,” she sobbed. “She can’t be nicer than you, or prettier.”

| gave her shoulders a squeeze. “Heather? Heather!” | exdamed, forcing her to pay attention. “It's
going to be dl right,” | said, quieter, as her red-rimmed eyes flicked to mine “She's nice—in a
backwards sort of way.” That was putting it mildly. “You'll like her. | promise.”



Hesther hiccupped. Encouraged, | wrangled the corner of my hem up and dried her tears. “I told her
about you. She's going to need so much help. You'll have to give her advice and tdl her which of the
guards will let her walk in the garden in the moonlight and which ones won’t. Y ou’ re going to teach her to
dance, and make cut-out snowflakes, and how to plan a dinner. Heather?’ | squeezed her shoulder until
she looked up. “She's going to need you.”

“But what about you?’ Heather warbled.

From somewhere ingde of me | managed a amile. “I’ll be dl right. Kavenlow thinks she will take me
as one of her advisors, and she's asked me to help her learn how to act properly, which she desperately
needs. But she’' s gaing to need a friend, too.”

“I'm your friend,” she said, dropping her gaze.

My chest hurt, and hot tears filled my eyes in that she hadn’'t shunned me after learning the truth.
“You'remy friend, too,” | said, gving her ahug. “Give her a chance?’

Hesther took a breath asif readying hersdf for a chore. A familiar tightness came into her expression.
“If she tries to push me around, shell be sorry.”

Her voice had its more familiar bossy tone, and | smiled thinly, thinking. Heather could do more then |
to put an uppity princessin her place and tame a ferocious temper. An unhappy saff made for miserable
living, and an arrogant, overbearing royd usudly caught on quickly when dinners were served cold and
fires were neglected.

“I'm sure she will be nice to you. She was raised in a nunnery,” | hedged as | put on my boots.
Headier had oiled them, and they looked dmost presentable, pegping past the ydlow hem. My whip was
next, and Heather watched with wide eyes as | coiled it about my waist, hiding it and the handle benegath
ascarf. | tucked one of Jeck’s throwing knives behind the impromptu belt a the amdl of my back. Her
brow pinched in worry at the wegpons, and | shifted my shouldersin a sheepish apology. The thump of a
downgtairs door shifted the air.

“We're back!” Duncan shouted, his voice muffled.

“Oh, good.” Heether spun to the door, clearly ready for a distraction. “The men are here. Let's get
downdtairs before they eat everything | left out. You need to eat, too, before we leave for the square.
Why you wanted to return those horses was beyond me. We could have ridden in style. Now we have to
take the cart so we don’t get crushed.”

| preceded Heather down the stairs, and she started in on one of her prattling commentaries about the
dangers of the street, bringing up past caamities and near misses that crowds just seemed to attract like
wasps to an orchard. | relaxed in the sound of her voice, meking the expected ums at the appropriate
places as she led the way to the dining room.

As promised, a cold supper had been lad out. My stomach rumbled, and | remembered how long it
hed been since | had eaten red food ingtead of whatever Duncan dug out from the bottom of his pack.
Thadd and Duncan were dready filling their plates. The squatting sculptor looked up as | entered, men
hedtily got to hisfeet, hiseyes wide. | warmed, thinking | must look better then | thought. Thadd kicked
the leg of Duncan’s chair, and he glanced up.

“Oh, hey. | like the red hair, Tess,” he said, duffing a piece of meet into himsdf. “Good disguise.
Move the potatoes over here, will you, Thadd?’

My glimmer of sdf-worth vanished;, Thadd's geping stare was due to my hair, not my clean dress.
Thadd awkwardly held a chair for me and then Heather. Duncan piled more than his share of cold
potatoes on his plate. “ Does anyone else want these?’ he asked.

No one spoke aword, so | raised my eyebrows and said, “Go ahead.” He fdl to with a grunt of



satisfaction. Rubbing my forehead, | gestured for Heether to fill her plate as wel. Hestant and unsure,
she reached for a bowl. We had eaten together before, but never a a table. Her habits with me were
going to be hard to break, and | didn’t think she would ever see me as anything other than her fdlen
princess, unjusly robbed of her throne.

“Thank you for taking the horses back,” | said, and Duncan paused in his chewing.

“Mmmm,” he grunted around a full mouth. “We left them in the yard.” He smirked as he wiped a
smear of grease from two days of stubble. “We were three streets away when the stableman found them.
You'd think an angd had left a bag of gold on his doorstep.”

“Anangd did,” Heather said primly, and Duncan made a scoffing bark of laughter. His eyes were on
his plate, so he missed her murderous look. | thought | would have to waich them both. Hesther was
likdy going to kill im or marry him.

Indignant, she stood with a scraping of her chair. Thadd hedtily got to his feet. Duncan did not. “I'm

going to harness the pony,” she said. “Prin—" She hit her lip. “Tess would like to take some air this
evening and ligten to the palace announcement.”

“Take some arr,” Duncan mocked, and Hegther' s eyes narrowed.

Thadd put his ngpkin on his chair. “I'll help you, maam,” he said, his dow drawl sseming deeper in
the close confines of the room.

“Thank you.” Heather raised her chin, her cheeks flushed. “1 would appreciate some assistance from
agentleman.” Heds thumping, she stalked out with Thadd a pace behind. My shoulders shifted in a sgh.
Hesther needed a husband—badly.

The meet was cut thin and ran with its own juice. It was just as wel Heather wasn't here Snce | ate
with little regard to manners. Stretching hdfway across the table, | wondered if there might be something
to this commoner birth if | was alowed to jam as many sweet rall tarts in my mouth as | wanted.

“S0-0-0-0,” Duncan drawled, leaning back in his chair. “What's your plan?’
| put my elbows on the table, enjoying that no one frowned a me “lI want to hear Garrett's
announcement before | decide anything.”

His eyebrows rose, and he looked at me asif | was insane. “Angd’s Spit, | knew it. You've been
soaking in a bucket of hot water for over an hour, and you ill don't have a plan?’

“I have aplan.” | kept my eyesfirmly on my travel-torn nails as | peeled a green fruit, but | could fed
hisdishdief clear across the table. “I’'m going to get into the palace, kill Garrett, and free Kavenlow and
Contessa.” | hegtated. “Not necessarily in that order.”

“That'sit?’ he said. “Chu, Tess. If you want idess, | have them.”

| took a bite of the fruit, only to nearly spit it out when | found it to be exceptiondly tart. Swalowing,
| looked for the honeypot, not finding it. “I told you, | want to hear what Garrett says firg. Or we could
do what Thadd wants and storm the front gete and die with swords stuck in us after three steps. But I've
seentha,” | sad, feding cold. “I'd rather avoid it if | can.”

Duncan scowled, his harr flat where his hat had been dl afternoon. “You aren't getting me in there
without a plan on how to get out.”

“You aren't going in anyway,” | said, setting the fruit aside on the rim of my plate.
Hisjaw clenched. “Like hdl I'm not!”

There was a clatter of amdl hooves in the street, and | guessed Thadd and Hesther were ready for
us A thill of excitement went through me when Hegther burst in through the front door. She went
directly to atrunk againg the wdl in the hdlway, rummagingin it to pull out two shawls and a ydlow hat



to match my dress. “Leave everything on the table,” she said as she clattered into the dinning hal. “Here,
Tess. | have a wrap for you. It's going to be cold. People are in the streets dready. If we don't leave
now, we won't get close enough to hear.”

“Right,” | said around my full mouth as | got to my feet and brushed off my front. Chu pits, | hed
gotten it dirty dready. But at least | had stockings again.

“Thadd?’ Duncan sad as the squat man anxioudy hovered in the archway. “You owe me a copper.
She doesn't have aplan.”

Anindignant sound escaped me, and | spun. “1 judt told you | can't make a decent plan until | know
what Garrett is doing!”

| waved Hesther away as she tried to put her best shawl over my shoulders. Dodging me with a grace
born from long practice, she darted close and fastened it about me with a decorative pin. | glanced a the
mirror over the hearth and touched my topknot. My black eye looked atrocious, and I'd grown thin. But
exdtement made my movements quick as | checked my darts. It was akin to the feding that | had when |
was finshing a game, moving my pieces to where my opponent had no choice but to lose. It was
addictive, the feding. | wondered if | should dart mysdf to heighten my abilities, then decided againd it.

Duncan came to stand behind me as | primped in the mirror. The room had grown dark as we hadn’t
bothered with lighting any candles. “I'm going inwith you, Tess,” he breathed, low and threatening. “You
can't sop me”

A flush of angst went through me. My thoughts returned to him shouting at me this afternoon, pinning
meto the tree with only his voice. | met his eyes through the mirror. His stubbled jawline was tight with
determination; shadows made him ominous. My heart thumped.

Thadd shifted from foot to foot in the doorway, his big hands clasped tight. “We dl want to hep,
Tess. Tdl uswhat we should do,” he said dowly.

It was the firgt time he had used my name, and | hadn’t redized until now how much his distrust had
bothered me. | turned to face them with a sck feding. | couldn't ask them to risk their lives What if
something happened to them? “I’'m going in by mysdlf,” | said, and Duncan made an exasperated noise
and hdf turned away. “I'll free Kavenlow and the palace guards. Unless Garrett moved them, they’re in
the cdls under the guards quarters. While they retake the palace, I'll find Contessa and keep her safe
until it' s over. If Garrett interferes, I'll kill him.”

Heather gasped, atrembling hand to her mouth.

“Thet's not aplan.” Duncan's shoulders were hunched, and his face was cross. “Tha's a vague idea.
You go in there with nothing more than that, and you won't be coming out. And what about us? You
can't do dl that by yoursdf.”

| cringed ingde, certain he knew | was trying to keep him out of the way. “I need a distraction <o |
can snesk in over thewdls” | said.

“A digraction!” Duncan’s vehemence shocked me. “I’'m no one's distraction, Princess. Not for you.
Not for anyone! Not again.”

| warmed as my anger grew. “There' s nathing wrong with being a distraction. | was one for twenty
years!”

“Yeah?' Duncan stood with his feet spread, solidly planted on the wooden floor. “You need us” he
sad, pointing a me with a giff finger. “And for more than the time it will take for you to get over the
wadld”

He was shouting & me, and flustered, | turned back to the mirror, pinching my cheeks to try to hide
how pae | was. My knees were weak, and my ssomach wasin knots. “I need you to stay in the streets,”



| said to my reflection. “Stir up some Misdev-dog sentiment. Raise afuss at the gates. Something to keep
Garrett’ s thoughts off me. If the gates open, everyone leaves.”

Heather’ s eyes were pinched as she came forward with a wide-brimmed hat. “What about me?’ she
sad. Her chin was trembling, and the fear was so thick in her blue eyes | wanted give her a hug and tdl
her it was going to be dl right. “1 know the palace as wdl as you do. What should | do?’

| couldn’'t send her behind the wdls. | couldn’t send any of them. “Can you tak to the people?’ | sad
hestantly as | took her hands. They were trembling and cold. “I can’'t bear the thought they might believe
| ran away.”

She nodded. “I'll tdll them,” she said, dearly glad she wouldn't be storming the palace.

“Damiit, Tess” Duncan sad as he crossed his ams. “You're going to need our hep. Thadd and |
will drive the cart in with the Statue. He has a commisson paper. What are they going to do? Cdl hm a
liar? Y ou can hidein the box instead of trying to dimb that wall, and once we're free of the guards, welll

get you out.”
Bilerose, and | swalowed it down. The box looked like a coffin. “No.”

“You're arad of a box?" Duncan mocked. “A strong, tal woman like you is &raid of being in a
box?’

| gtiffened, affronted. When | had been in the wilds, it had been easy to remember | wasn't the
princess, but here, in the capital with clean clothes and Hesther fussng over me, it was harder. Fingers
trembling, | ran them over the blunt ends of my darts in my topknot. “Jeck knows about the statue,” |
sad, fighting Heather’ s flustered attempts to put a hat on my head. “I'd be afool to getinit.”

Duncan snorted, earning a dark look from Heather. “You're afraid,” he taunted. “But you go right
ahead and dimb that wall. Thadd and | will take the wagon in and wait for you.”

“No.” | pulled my shawl tight. Heather took the opportunity and covered my damp hair with that ugly
ydlow hat. But it hid my face, so | took it off for amoment to shirk afew darts to my deeve and tuck my
dart pipe into my waistband beside the knife. The thought of being in that box made me shudder. “I'm
surprised they didn’t stop us a the dty gate with that wagon,” | said. “If you try to get in the palace with
Thadd's satue, you'll end up in chains”

Duncan's face went empty, and for the firgt time, he seemed to hesitate.

“What's the matter?’ Heather said with a niff. “Big strong men afraid of alittle iron?’
“No.”

“Don’t think your planisgoing to work?” she mocked, and he reddened.

“Hesether,” | said, thinking Duncan had earned the right to be afraid of iron around his ankles. “Leave
hm done. It's a bad plan, anyway.”

Duncan regained some of his blugter. “It's a sound plan,” he ingsted. “Once we're dl ingde, Thadd
can get the guards from their cells, and I'll help you protect Contessa.”

Thedd cleared his throat and shifted uneesily from foot to foot. “I’'m going to rescue Contessa, not
you,” he said, his voice thick with determination.

| made agmdl noise of disodief. It was the same conversation that we had had this morning, dl over
agan. | wasin charge. Why the chu pits didn’t they understand that?

“You?' Duncan glanced a Thadd. “You wouldn't hurt afly, Thadd. And there might be swordplay.”

| stared between them, gppalled. Asif ether one of them had been in battle before. “Ligen to me” |
dl but shouted in frudtration. “ Garrett isn't playing a game. He will kill you! None of you are going!”



Duncan shifted into quick motion. He strode toward me, his face tight. Startled, | backpedaled.
Thadd grabbed Heather’s arm, keeping her from flying at Duncan as he dl but pinned me to the wall. “I
am not letting you go in there done,” Duncan said, the width of my hat between us. His breath dirred the
wigps of har floating about my face. | fdt the heat from him through my thin dress as he came close,
bullying me.

My breath came fast, and my heart pounded. Fists clenched, | refused to push him away lest he think
his nearness bothered me. Which it did. “You're a branded thief, Duncan,” | whispered, knowing it
would hurt him but desperate for away to get him to back up. “You can't risk it.”

He dtiffened. Jaw clenched, he dropped his head and took a step back. My hands were shaking, and
| couldn’'t seem to get enough air. | fdt guilty for having said it, but | wanted him—dl of them—safe. |
wouldn't risk hislife. | wouldn't risk any of them.

“That was foul of you, Tess,” he sad tightly. Turning, his hunched figure moved soundlesdy into the
hdlway. He dammed the front door as he went oui.

Feding like the bottom of a chu pit, | looked up to find Thadd and Heather both downcast and
uncomfortable. The sound of excited peoplein the street was loud. | wished | hadn’t eaten; my stomach
hed turned into knots. “We d better get going,” | said faintly, and Thadd and Heather slently followed
me out.



Twenty-nine

Duncan wouldn't look a me as | came out onto the stoop. | hesitated, wondering if we would dl fit
into the amdl dty cart Thadd strode down to. A surly pony was harnessed to it, and | surmised Thadd's
huge draft animd was busy churning up the tiny yard where Heather said she kept the pony in the rare
indance it wasn't in the fidd.

With much hifting and broken comments, we arranged oursalves with Thadd and me in the back,
and Heather and Duncan in the front, facing us. Thadd ran the reins between Duncan and Hesather, and
we started off after an initid baking from the pony at the heavy load.

Unhappy, | sat crammed into the amdl space, comparing it to the few times | had toured the city by
coach. | was closer to the people in the cart—hearing the worry in their voices and seeing the excitement
intheir eyes—but dill detached. | caught snippets of talk of war, and that the war was dready over and
we had lost. No one was even congdering that the changesin the palace were due solely to my botched
marriage arrangements. It was depressing.

Even worse was Duncan’s continued diff slence. | wished now | had never opened my mouth. Any
gpology from me would be rebuffed; he wouldn't even meet my eyes. But he had scared me, and | had
lashed out. The memory of our kiss intruded, turning me even more miserable. At least | wouldn't have to
decide whét to do about that now.

“Tum around,” Heather said breathlesdy when we found the main entrance to the square blocked
with people. “Go down that dley there, then up and to the left. We can get in through the smdler sde
entrance between the yarn shop and the confectioner’s.”

People swarmed to take our place as Thadd hupped and cdled, expertly backing the pony up. He
kept usto a good clip, and we dodged around other carts and mounted riders bent on the same thing. “Is
it too close?’ | questioned as we dipped back into the square. We were amogt next to the hedily
constructed, raised stage. Misdev guards in Costenopolie colors stood three deep, meking a ring nearly
thirty paces from the scaffold’s footing. The young soldiers looked tense, and the crowd was voluntarily
keeping back from them. We were past accurate dart range, but | had known Jeck wouldn’'t make it that
easy for me. A movement on the high stage incited the crowd into more noise, and | stared adong with
everyone ese.

Garrett, Contessa, Jeck, and Kavenlow were filing into the smal box atop the scaffolding, having just
climbed the stairs. Dressed in furs and slks, they arranged themsalves behind Sx sentries forming a living
wadl. A closed wagon waited nearby to whisk them back behind the palace wals. Thadd looked
desperate, hepless pain thick on him.

Shouts of, “Where are the king and queen?’ and, “Where's the princess?” were put forth. | shrank
down on the bench, praying | wouldn’t be recognized. It might start a bloodbath.

Clearly Garrett was going to begin Jeck’s endgame, prodaming he had the red princess and that he
was going to marry her. Kavenlow's word would be sufficient to convince the crowd it wasn't a
convenient lie. The red question was how the Misdev dog was going to explain our parents death.

“Duck your head, Tess” Duncan murmured, and | glanced up to see a Misdev guard drding the
crowd. My heart pounded and my fingers touched my whip as he passed us murmuring, “Proud beggar
womean with a black eye and good boots,” over and over like alitany. | was fervently glad | had come as
middle-class, and | no longer minded my hair was red.



My gaze rose to Kavenlow’s, willing him to look a me. He didn't. My brow pinched as he shifted
with an odd, shuffling walk. He was fettered with chains. He looked weary, dressed in a black robe that
hindered his motions rather than his usud formHfitting trousers and jerkin. | wondered if he had esaten
today, feding guilty for my ful stomach. His har looked freshly combed and his face washed. It was
obvious someone had tried to disguise the abuse he had suffered. | was torn between my hatred for
Garrett and my heartache for Kavenlow. The pain a seeing him like this and being helpless to do
anything was unexpected, and my heart clenched.

“I'm sorry, Tess,” Heather said, seeing the direction of my gaze. “I'm so sorry.”

Garrett leaned to the princess and said something. She recoiled, her face aghast. Kavenlow's lips
bardy moved, and a sentry hit the back of hislegs. | gasped. Duncan caught my hands as | reached out.

Garrett shouted something at the guard, and the sentry backed off. Duncan’s grip tightened in
warning, then released. Thadd looked as if he might pass out, so tense with the effort to not sorm the
scaffolding was he. Giving the sentry a barked order, Garrett moved forward past him, rasing his hands
to the crowd. The murmuring eased to a background hum.

“Where are the king and queen?’ someone shouted, and it was repeated severd times.

Garrett raised his hands higher. | could see—and hate—his beautiful, reassuring smile from where |
st in the pony cart. “I have answers” he said as his hands lowered and the crowd settled. He took a
breeth. “As you good harbor folk have surmised, I'm Prince Garrett of Misdev, come to beg your
princess's hand in marriage and usher in an era of cooperation and trade between your kingdom and my
fether's”

“Where s the princess?’ someone shouted, and severad more took up the cal.
Not distressed in the least, Garrett turned to the firg voice. “She is safe beside me”
“Take your whore away,” a voice bellowed. “Princess Contessa shops at my stores.”

The crowd surged into noise, drowning out Garrett’s words. My heart hammered, and | wondered if
they would swamp him, forcing a battle they couldn't win. The ring of guards about the scaffolding
braced themselves, and the angry crowd stopped shy of their reach.

“The woman you were betrayed into cdling princess isn't onel” Garrett shouted over their noise.
“She was a changeling, bought in your very streets to occupy assassns whilethe red princess was raised
insafety.”

The people a the front went slent, shocked. A dow murmur rose as his words were carried to the
back of the crowd. | heard, “He s lying. The Misdev dog has killed them dl,” and Garrett surged ahead
before he lost control.

“l didn't know, e@ther,” he said, alowing a hurt, innocence-wronged tone to enter his voice. “I was
betrayed as much as you. But your true princess has returned, brought back by your chancdlor and my
cgptain of the guardsin a show of solidarity.” Jeck stepped forward and touched his hat before stepping
back.

The crowd’ s voices strengthened.

“The chancdlor will affirm this woman is the true and rightful princess, heir to Costenopolie,” Garrett
sad.

My throat tightened as Garrett gestured to Kavenlow. He stepped forward, pride making him hide
that he was shackled. His eyes roved the crowd. | willed him to see me, dmost crying out as our eyes
met and he forced himsdf to look away. He saw me, | thought. Tears threatened, and | clenched my
figs Damn Garrett. Damn him for what he has done.



“The woman standing beside me,” Kavenlow said, his resonant voice, dilling the crowd, “isthe heir to
Costenopoli€ s throne. At the queen’s request, | took her daughter upon her third month of life to safety,
and upon her twentieth year, | brought her home again.”

The crowd didn't like that. “Where are the king and queen?’ someone said. It was repeated and
taken up until Garrett raised his hands. Silence grew. Sowly his hands dropped.

“Your fase princess has murdered them,” Garrett said.

| gasped, turning to Duncan. Hislong face mirrored my own shock. The crowd roared, and | shrank
down, feding asif | was being beaten. | couldn’t breathe. | couldn’t think.

“She killed them,” Garrett shouted. The crowd tried to listen, but their outrage wouldn’t dlow them to
be dill. “She killed them when they told her she wasn't the princess. She murdered them, then tried to
murder me because | knew the truth. She left me for dead to find and kill the true heir so she could take
her place”

| watched from under my hat, shocked as Garrett pulled the princess forward. “Tdl them who you
are and how she attacked you,” he said, and the crowd went dlent. | fdt asif | was going to pass ouit.
The princess s lips moved, and | heard nothing. “Louder!” Garrett demanded.

“l am Princess Contessa of Costenopolie,” she said, her voice trembling. She looked like our mother,
more so for being dressed in her clothes. It was enough to convince the most doubting citizen. “ She did
attack me, but it was—"

Jeck gently pulled her back, and fear paled her cheeks. Thadd groaned. Sweat trickled down his
neck as he kept himsaf unmoving.

“Y our fase princess killed your king and queen, and tried to kill their daughter,” Garrett said. “She is
here now, in the city, plotting another attempt on her Sster’s life even as | speak. | will knight the man
who brings her to me”

The crowd erupted into noise. | dumped onto the cart’s bench, putting my head on my knees more to
keep from passng out than to hide. Someone draped a lavender-scented blanket over my shoulders. |
numbly stared at the ydlow floorboards as the dlamor shook the wood under my feet. How could he be
50 foul as to blame my parents' deaths on me?

“I will find your murdering, guiter-dime, false princess” Garrett shouted over the tumult. “Your future
gueen has agreed to wed me a month’'s end, and with her, | will bring justice to Costenopolie!”

The sound of the crowd, fierce with its conflicting opinions of denid and acceptance, beat upon me. |
fdt the cart shift and heard the cdl of our frightened pony.

“Get her out of here,” Duncan said. “Thadd, get down and lead the pony out of here.”

The cart jerked, inched forward, then moved faster. The press of the people grew less. With a
shocking suddenness, the noise dulled. It was replaced by the sharp dips of our pony’s hooves aganst
the cobbles when we found an empty street. There was a pause, and the cart shifted as Thadd lurched
intoit. I could hear the muted roar of the crowd come and go like storm surf as Garrett continued his lies.
The ar was cool with evening, and when | pulled my head up, | saw Duncan stting across from me,
walting.

“What are you going to do, Tess?’ he asked. He looked severe, thetiny scar above hislip pae in the
gathering shadows of the streets.

I remembered Kavenlow in chains and the princess's interrupted confession. A feding of inevitability
and determination pushed out my confusion. | couldn’t afford it anymore. Costenopolie was mine, and |
hed to win my master’s game for him. | took a deep breath.



“I’'m going to need some rope.”



Thirty

The jodling of people looking for answers at the palace gate square was ovewheming. | couldn’t
even see the open latticework of worked metd. Putting my back againgt a lamppogt, | shifted the bag
that contained my rope higher onto my shoulder and tried to ward off my panic at the crush. It wasn't
dark enough to go over the wdl yet, and | had come to estimate the amount of didtraction the crowd
would provide snce Duncan was aulking, refusng to hdp me. My people weren't angry yet, but they
were working themselves up to it. Already the guards behind the gate had moved back, showing an
increesingly uncomfortable indifference to the shouts.

My hands were damp, and | brushed them on the trousers | had borrowed from Duncan. | fdt naked,
asif | wasin my underthings, and the trousers caught at my legs with every step. Thadd had covered my
topknot with a cap and firmly pronounced me a fine-looking lad, but Heather’s pinched expresson had
told meit was athin disguise. For thefirg time, | was glad of my tall, less-than-womanly figure

“Hoy! Make away!” came a familiar voice, and | soun in surprise. My lips parted as | saw Duncan
and Thadd in the wagon with the statue, foraing it through the crowd.

“No,” | whigpered, redizing why he had been so adamant he was qaying behind and would have
nothing to do with my plan. He was going in anyway. After | had told him not to!

“Get out of the way!” he shouted as he stood from the wagon's bench and waved a dirty hand & the
people. “Offidd paace busness. Make a path!”

His cursed pride led hm to this nothing more. Frightened, | avoided eye contact. He looked
confident, having put his trust in a plan that was going to fal. Thadd, though, looked properly petrified,
and | cursed Duncan for pulling him into this.

The sculptor’s blocky hands gripped the reins with a fervent intengty. His attitude went perfectly with
his story of artisan ddlivering a promised commodity, and | was sure it wasn't an act Duncan shouted
agan, and heads began to turn, both guard and citizen. A reluctant path opened to show the palace gates
and the peaceful grounds beyond. A sentry came forward. His hand was on his sword hilt. “No, no, no!”
| whispered. | should have darted them dl into unconsciousness! | should have locked them in a closat! |
should have turned them in mysdf!

| elbowed my way backwards as the wagon creaked to a stop before the tdl gates. “Sit down,”
Thadd said, yanking Duncan back down on the bench. The sculptor pushed the reins into Duncan’'s
hands and dipped off the wagon. His fingers trembled as he passed a paper to the guard through the
gate. The collective noise of the gathered people swdled in question.

“l have a ddivery for the pdace,” Thadd said, his dow drawl bringing the murmur of voices to dmost
nothing. My people were curious, if nothing else. “My father received a commission to make a series of
datues. | have the lagt here. It was to be an engagement gift for the princess from the king and queen.”

| strained to watch the guard make a show of trying to read the note. He nodded as he folded the
paper and tucked it behind hisjerkin. “No one getsin,” he said. “Go home.”

“l can't take it back,” Thadd protested, his thick hands denching. “It's too heavy to get up the
mountain. And give me my paper. | need that to get my money.”

The crowd pressed closer. | was pushed dmog to the front. Wiggling, | put a tdl man between the
gates and me. “Give im his money,” someone cdled. “Let him in” another said. The phrase was
repeated, becoming louder.



“The king and queen bought it for their daughter,” someone cried. “Let im ddiver it.”
“The king and queen are dead!” the guard said. “All of you go home.”

It wasn't the best thing for him to have said, and the crowd turned ugly. Duncan looked behind him as
the once-sedate horse nervoudy tried to back up.

“Let himin!” the shout came again. “He has a paper. Let im do hisjob.”
| shrank down. Curse Duncan to the ends of the earth. He was going to get himsdf killed.

The noise clamored. A sharp crack of a whip brought a temporary slence, then the crowd returned
to a soft murmur. | put an unnoticed hand on the shoulder of the man in front of me to stand on tiptoe.
My heart gave a pound and aarm rocked me back. Jeck.

The captain was behind the gate, dill dressed in his smart uniform of black and green, again wearing
that overdone hat with drooping black feathers. He was reading the letter. A guard stood with an
uncomfortable siffness beside him. Jeck’s brow furrowed, then smoothed as he folded the paper. His
gyes rose to Thadd and Duncan.

Duncan's casud stance flashed into a tense, dangerous pitch. My breath quickened as | saw his
underganding that they were found dready. The two men locked gazes over the crowd. Duncan's
shoulders went diff, redizing he would never be able to flee. Jeck’s eye twitched, and Duncan’'s jaw
clenched as he acknowledged whatever dlent conversation had passed between them.

“Get themin here,” Jeck said, his eyes riveted to Duncan, and the assembled people buzzed between
themsdlves. | scrunched down.

“Butgr...”

“Get them in here” Jeck repeated, aggressvely shoving the note behind the guard's jerkin. “They
have a paper 9gned by the late King Stephen. We will honor it. Use a detall of guards to keep the crowd
back, but | want them in here.” He leaned close. “Now.”

They were caught. | had known this would happen, and my breath quickened in frudtration as two
ranks of sentries came out the guard door in the wall. The people voluntarily backed up, and | was
pressed to the edges. Ther shouts grew loud when Jeck came into the streets with shackles. “What's
going on?’ someone caled out as his intent became obvious.

| dl but panicked, torn between my ingbility to help them and my need to try. Jeck raised a hand.
“Assassins have infiltrated paaces through the front gates before,” he said, showing a soothing amile. “If
they are who they say, nothing will happen. If they’ re impostors, you'll find their heads on the wal in the
morning.”

My hand went to my mouth and Duncan was roughly pulled from the wagon. The clank of the meta
was loud as his boots were pulled off and the rings were fastened around his and Thadd's ankles.
Duncan’s face was tight and angry. Thadd' s fists were clenched.

Jeck made a show of tucking the shackles key into his pocket, his gaze roving over the crowd.

The crowd' s noise swelled as the gates were unlocked. A guard mounted the wagon and dapped the
reins. Neck swesting, the horse bolted from the crowd and into the dusky palace grounds. The ring of
sentries before the crowd backed up to follow the wagon in. Thadd and Duncan were roughly pushed
into mation. Jeck was the lagt to return. He looked over the crowd as the gate swung shut. The clank
shocked through me, and my face went cold.

“What do you want done with them, Captain?’ one of the better-dressed guards asked.

“Send word to Prince Garrett that we have them,” he said, his eyes on the crowd through the gates.
“And find me a lever and hammer. | want to open that box.” Saying no more, Jeck strode after the



wagon, that awful hat crushed in his grip and his cloak furling behind him. The guard's fingers fumbled as
he checked the lock on the gate and hurried to follow. Swords drawn, the remaning guards struck
aggressve poses in the safety behind the gate.

Asif Jeck’ s absence was asgnd, the crowd surged past me. | stood rooted to the cobbles, bumped
and jostled. Ther noise grew ugly, and the soldiers threatened to stab through the bars. | backed up until
the crush thinned. Almost unseaing, | turned and paced quickly down the road, feding light and unred. |
hed to get in there. Jeck would kill them both.

The tree overhanging the wall wasn't far, but it seemed to take forever. Shadows were thickening.
The moon wouldn't rise until late, giving me a smothering darkness until then. My attention aternated
from the cobbles to the unbroken line the top of the wal made with the sky. | reached to touch my whip
and then my knife as | looked for my tree.

The lamps were being lit, and my feet dowed as | passed one. A bad feding settled over me as |
recognized this corner. | had burned Kavenlow's note here. Confused, | spun to the line the wal made
agand the lighter sky. It stood unbroken, cold, and empty.

My tree was gone.

Shocked, | stood as if frozen. They had cut it down. They cut my tree down! An unreasonable
anger flashed through me. How dare Jeck cut down my tree! That was my safe tree, the heart of my
games with Kavenlow. It was asif he had killed a favorite pet. And how was | supposed to get in now?

Frustrated and angry, | dumped againg the wall, diding down until | was stting on the thin grass that
eked out an existence where the stone wal met the cobbles. This waan't fair. | had to get in, rescue
Duncan and Thadd, and save the princess. Jeck was ruining everything!

| crossed my arms around my knees and fought between my desires to cry and ral a the wal. If |
didn't get in, Duncan and Thadd were going to die. Why hadn't he lisened to me?

A clugter of jabbering people passed before me, faceess in the waning light. They ignored me as they
would a beggar, and if | didn't get over the wal, that's just what I'd be. But how? It was built to
withstand short seges. A hundred men couldn't take it.

Hoped essness turned my heart black, worse than the night | had Ieft my dog, Banner, to be kicked
and beaten for his steadfast obedience. My tree was gone, probably no more than a sump. | couldn’t tie
my rope around a tump.

My head came up. “But Banner could,” | whispered. A hundred men couldn’t take the wal, but a
lone woman might—if no one saw her. My eyes flicked across the empty street. Heart pounding, | took
one of my precioudy few darts from under my cap and stabbed it into my thigh. | grimaced at the sharp
hurt, hating it. One dart wouldn't lower my resistance too far, and | needed dl the help | could find to
remain unnoticed and convince Banner to do the impossible.

| tugged my hat back on and looked up and down the street. It was quiet this far from the palace
gate. | pulled my rope from my pack and recoiled it loosdy. There was a knot every am length, and they
bumped through my fingers.

“Banner,” | whispered as | stood before the wdl and closed my eyes. Now that | knew what the
venom did, | could fed it, trace the tingling flow from where | had stabbed mysdf. | followed the
sensation as it ran through my veins, stling on the space behind my eyes. It seemed as if my nose
burned, and | willed the sensation to grow. “Banner?’ | whispered again, thinking of sticks and bones,
and games of fetch. “Banner, I'm back. Come play with me” What if they had killed him?

A muffled whine and a short bark from behind the wal set my heart racing. He was dive and
free—and & the foot of the wall. It was working. It was redly working!



Remembering the quick fed of the mouse's thoughts, | tried to dip into Banner’s. The impressons of
the night seemed to fade, then strengthen when | found him, his paws shifting restlesdy againgt the damp
ground. Like arigng tide, his emations ebbed into mine, twining in an uncomfortable durry. | sruggled to
fit hisimpressonsinto a context | could relate to.

He was far more complex than the mouse. Making sense of his view of the world was very much like
compaosing poetry while hovering on the edge of deep. My concentration wouldn’'t hold, distracted by
the process itsdf. Every time | managed to separate us enough to remember what | was trying to do, |
would lose my place and have to start over. It was frugtrating, and only the knowledge that | had done it
before kept me trying.

Sowly | began to understand. He was hungry. Hungry and wet. His hip hurt where he had dept on it,
and one of his paws had a torn pad. But Banner’s drives were more complicated than a mouse' s want
for food and warmth. He had the ability to reason, to learn to expect an outcome from a seemingly
unrelated action. It was the aaility to play that | had to explait.

He whined, and | found atwin sgh dipping from me. Frightened from so close a tie, my eyes flashed
open. The sght of the smooth wall shocked me. | had haf expected to see Banne's tangled beard and
rough coat. Checking to see tha the end of the rope would uncail properly, | flung as many loops as |
could at the top of the wall.

Grunting from the effort, | caught my balance and watched the rope arch up. It settled over the wall
with a soft hush. “Take it, Banner,” | whispered, hoping the rope hung over the wal within his reach.
“Take it and pull. Let's play tug.” My hands tightened on the rope's rough strands. “Take it from me,
boy. Come on. Pull.”

I hed my breath as the knots bumped through my fingersin a series of jerks. He was doing it! Banner
was a heavy dog, but his weight wouldn't be enough to hold me. | had to get hm to wrap the rope
around the sump, if the Misdev guards were lazy and had Ieft one.

A fant roar from the gate rose, and | risked a glance a the street. | had my digraction, but what
would be the price? Sedling my emotions away, | settled mysdf. This was going to be nigh impossble,
even if Kavenlow had sengtized Banner to venom-induced ingtruction.

“Banner,” | whispered to mysdf, imegining the shattered remains of my tree. “Bring me the rope.
Come on, boy. I'm hiding behind the sump.”

The thought of me crouched behind the sump made Banner go wild. He barked sharp and high in
gresting. The rope went dack. | fdt his paws dhift in confusion, and his disgppointment was so thick | felt
quilty for trying to manipulate him. Shoving my heartache aside, | tried again. “Get the rope, Banner,” |
whispered, forming the thought he ought to be quiet and take it in his teeth. “I’'m hiding. Just around the
sump. Bring me the rope, and well play. Get your rope, Banner. Get your rope.”

His confuson shifted to hope, and | reinforced the idea that only with the rope in his teeth would |
praise him and tdl him he was a good boy. | imagined he saw the corner of my hed disgppearing just out
of his 9ght around the sump. | heard an eager bark. My pulse hammered. He was so excited, | didn't
know if he had the rope or not.

“Rull, Banner,” | said. “Come on. Try to take it from me”

| gave atug on the rope. My heart sank asit moved fredy. | pulled again until it held firm. Elated, my
breath caught. | had taken up the dack, that was dl. Banner had wrapped it around the ssump. | hoped.

My hands were swegty as | gripped the rope. Lips moving in a slent prayer, | forced mysdf to trust
Banner and my unseen work. The rope hdd as | put my weight upon it. |1 took a step up the wal,
baancing againg it and pulling mysdf up a step, then another. My arms ached at the drain and the fant
lethargy from the venom, but | couldn’t stop.



Up amean length, then another. My jaw ached from denching it, and sweat dotted my forehead. My
hands were cramping, and my arms fdt like cloth. By the time | found the top, my pulse was racing. |
tried to swing aleg over the top, but missed. The sudden pull of my weight on my shoulders drew a low
cry from me.

Banner barked a frantic greeting. | took a breath, wishing he would be ill. Holding it, | flung my leg
up and over, bruiang my ankle through my boot. My breath exploded from me in a sob, but | lay
graddling the wall. My cheek pressed againg the cool rock as | caught my strength. My legs fdt usdess,
and my arms were numb, but I’d made it.

| looked down at the street, glad no one had seen me. Banner barked agan—a playful, eager
sound—and | turned toward the quiet palace. A dir of pride filled me until 1 saw my tree, cut and left to
rot, its green leaves souring into decay. Nothing was left but an oozing three-foot sump—the sump my
rope cardedy circled.

There were no guards. Duncan'’s distraction had worked.

“Hey, Banner,” | whispered as he stood with his front paws againg the wdl. “Good boy. Just a
moment. I'll be right down.” The big dog's tail whipped the ground.

| pulled the rope up from the street, then dropped it into the garden. Taking a deep breath, | closed
my eyes and did from the top of the wall. It was the most frightening thing I’ d ever done.

There was an indant of ssomach-dropping motion. My eyes flew open as it seemed | should have hit
the ground by now. With a shocking suddenness, the ground pushed my feet, jamming my knees into my
chin. Stars exploded. | fdl sdeways. Pain throbbed in my hip and lip. | tasted blood; | must have bitten
it. Banner covered my face with his tongue, and that, more than anything dse, pulled me to a gtting
position.

“Down. Down, Banner,” | gasped, trying to fend him off. He would have nothing to do with my
commands, both verba and in his head. He covered me with his body, refusng to let me do more than st
up. My tears flowed as | gave him along hug before | scooted backward to hide under a bush.

He whined and fawned at my feet, and | ran my hands over his ears, tdling him he was a good boy,
the best dog anyone could have. His fur was matted with mud. His paws were caked with it. He stank
like wet dog, and | breathed it, knowing he had dready forgiven me for everything. “Good boy,” | sad,
wiping my tears away with the back of my hand. “Y ou're a good boy.”



Thirty-one

Banner’ s hunger-thin form vibrated as he growled at the Sght of Garrett’s guards. | fdt it through the
am I'd draped across his shoulders. He had dearly endured a hard time. His ribs showed, and his head
looked too large for the rest of him. “Easy, Banner,” | soothed as | peeked out from under the bank of
shrubs we were lying under, and his rumble turned into a plaintive tail thump. My fingers fdt for the
amooth finish of my dart tube. Kavenlow’ s venom had filled very few of my darts, but | wouldn’t let them
hurt Banner again.

The palace grounds were a shambles. Garrett’s solen livestock had been given free pasture of the
gardens, churning the grass into mud and digging up the roots of the rare and delicate plants | had spent
years tending. It was gopdling, convincing me further that Garrett was an ill-mannered barbarian.

Banner and | were overlooking a circular patio surrounded by budding roses. At the center stood the
wagon and aflurry of guards. The horse had been taken to the stables, leaving Duncan and Thadd with
their hands bound and meta shackles on their bare feet. There was no more pretence tha they might be
freed.

Jeck stood unmoving directly across from them, his powerful outline obvious in the flickering
torchlight. He had that gaudy hat on again, and the black feathers draped brokenly across the back of his
neck. Even as | watched, he took it off, crushing it in a gloved hand. He looked irritated.

In sharp contrast was Garrett. The prince' s mations were quick with excitement as he paced from
one end of the patio to the other. His cape furled about his ankles, showing flashes of his elaborate outfit
as he moved. He looked every it the prince and desirable husband. | bitterly thought of how innocent |
hed been.

My gaze rose to the dark tower. Kavenlow's window was black, but a faint glow of light shone from
my gtting room. | was sure Contessa was there, and | hoped she was well.

A series of shouts and harsh scraping sounds broke the dusky slence, pulling my attention to the
patio. Sx guards wrestled with the box Thadd had carted hdfway across the kingdom. It was heavy;
Thadd worked in marble. Jeck stood wel back. He was watching not the box but the surrounding area. |
dowly let my held breath out, shivering in the chill.

“Be careful!” Thadd said, his bound hands reaching out when the box thudded to the ground. The
stone pavement under it cracked, and | could see his distress-even from here. A guard cuffed him to be
quiet, and only Duncan’s quick reactions kept the short man from going down. Ancther shove, and
Duncan and Thadd were separated again.

Garrett strode impatiently to the box. Banner growled at him. “Be ill,” | whispered, thinking I'd like
to bite the prince again, too, and his threat turned into a confused whine.

“Get back!” Garrett shouted at the three sentries tralling him. “Your hovering is going to drive me
insane. Get away, damn you dl to hdl!”

The three men dropped back when Jeck raised a hand and took their place. “More torches,” Garrett
sad loudly. “1 want to see the guttersnipe' s blood run when | ferret her out.”

My face went dack. They thought | wasin the box! That's why they had ringed it. | closed my eyesin
along blink, thankful 1 hadn’t taken Duncan’s advice.

Garrett paced as two sentries pried at the dats. “So this is how she planned on ganing the grounds,”



Garrett said, sneering a Duncan and Thadd. “Not very clever, is she?’
Jeck said nothing. His eyes continued to scan the surrounding grounds.

“l don’t know why | pay you, Captain Jeck,” Garrett taunted. “You spent a week chasang a fool dip
of awoman and couldn’t catch her. All it took me was some patience.”

Jeck diffened. His hand was never far from the opening of his jerkin, and | wondered if that was
where he kept his dart pipe. The sentries returned with more torches, and Jeck pointed, placing them at
the fringes of the circle. The patio was as brightly lit as if for a festival, and my ssomach churned a the
irony of it dl.

“Please” Thadd begged as they levered the box upright. “Please be careful.”
Garrett rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “ See?” he chortled. “ She'sin mere”

| watched breathlesdy while the guards continued to pry at the box with little success. Unable to take
the suspense, Garrett strode forward. Snatching up an ax, he pushed a guard out of the way. With a
grunt of effort, he svung it a the thick wood.

“No!” Thadd shouted, lunging forward. | covered my mouth as four guards fdl upon him, pinning him
to the ground. Jeck didn't move. He was't waiching Thadd, focused instead upon the edges of the
cirdle. He was looking for me.

Thadd struggled until he had a view of Garrett. He watched, horror etching his face while the prince
beat upon the box. “I am surrounded by foold” Garrett shouted as he swung again and again. The front
of the box splintered with a frightening crack. He dropped the ax with a cry of victory and pulled at the
shards of wood. Severd guards grasped the edges, and with a cascade of sawdust, the front of the box

fdl apart.

The patio went slent. The sawdust spilled from Princess Contessa' s statue, fdling to reved Thadd's
heartfdt tribute to the woman he loved. In the softness of evening, the pae folds of her dress looked light
enough to drift in the breeze. She was holding a dove, her head tilted to show the graceful line of her
neck and me fdl of her hair. The vison hdd sway for three heartbeats as dl took in the vison of grace

and beautty.
Face ugly, Garrett drew his blade. “It's not her!” he shouted, swinging it.
“No! Don't!” Thadd cried, desperately sruggling to rise.

Garrett’s blade hit me statue with adull clank. My eyes widened as a fold of exquigitey carved stone
broke away to crack me paving stones. Shocked, | glanced at Jeck. His lips were tight, and he had his
hands on his hips. He gestured brusquely to one of the guards, and the man came close, unable to tear his
gaze from the prince’ s tantrum as Jeck whispered in his ear.

“It should have been her!” Garrett exclamed. Thadd bowed his head as Garrett’s blade hit the statue
agan and, with a sharp ping, broke. “Aargh!” Garrett shouted, flinging the broken hilt into the shrubbery.
Furious, he strode to Thadd, dill on the ground under the guards.

“Whereis she?’ he shouted, pulling the man up as the sentries got off him. “Where?’

“You're a murdering dog,” Thadd said, dmost weeping over the destruction of his lifés work. “I
wouldn't tel you before. | won't tdl you now.”

Garrett reached for his sword. His hand dapped into his empty scabbard. Clearly furious for having
forgotten he had broken it, he swung hisfig into Thadd's belly. The squat, powerfully built man doubled
over, dmog pulling the sentries down with his deadweight.

Enraged, Garrett strode to Captain Jeck. “1 want them questioned,” the prince dl but spat. “Pur the
tdler one on the rack firg. We'll find out where the guttersnipe is”



| put a hand to my mouth, deathly afraid for them. Beside me, Banner’s growling became audible.
“There'sno rack, Prince Garrett,” Jeck said. “King Stephen didn’t use one.”

“Then improvise something—Captain,” Garrett said caudticdly. “Y ou, though, will go into the city and
burn it street by street until she surrenders hersdf. Sheisn't here”

“With dl respect, Prince Garrett, | will not be leaving the palace grounds.”

Garrett jerked to a hdt. The surrounding guards glanced uneesly between themsdves. 1 gave you an
order!” Garrett shouted, spittle glinting in the torchlight as his voice echoed off the disgant walls. “Go and
find her!”

“I will not leave the grounds—Prince Garrett.” As | watched in breathless anticipation, Jeck stood
before Garrett and defied him. “I told you she wasn't in that box. This was a distraction. Pulling the men
from the wdls was a migtake. If she iVt on the grounds dready, she will be soon. | will take the
prisoners to their cdl, then return to look for her here”

“l gave you an order!” Garrett cried. “I antheking! You'll do what | say, or you'll hang with them!”

The grove of roses had gone deathly quiet. Stiff-necked and angry, Jeck said, “You are not my king.
Your father ismy king. | take direction from him. | was told to keep you dive That is what | will do
down to my last breath. If | leave, she will kill you— Prince Garrett.”

“We are not inmy father’s kingdom!” Garrett said, his voice dill. “We arein mine. | am your king
!H

A shutter banged from the palace walls, and my gaze shot to the lit window. Contessa stood framed
by the light. “You are not a king, Prince Garrett,” she said, her clear voice ringing out. “Thisis my land.
You are a second son and will never be anything more.”

My breath escaped mein afrightened hiss. It had to be bravery. No one was that foolish.

Garrett went red with afury so deep, it had to be born from insanity. “Get her back in her room!” he
shouted, and a shadow pulled her, protesting, away from the window. Thadd groaned in frustrated anger.
Garrett spun from the palace and back to Jeck. “Give me your blade, Captain,” he said, his clipped
words giving no clue as to hisintent.

| watched, unbdieving, as Jeck reached for his sword. The smooth sound of it coming from the
scabbard chilled me. Garrett’s hand was outstretched. The flickering shadows from the torches glinted on
the blade, meking it flame. My pulse raced. Jeck handed it to him hilt fird.

Garrett snatched it, damming it into his scabbard to replace his broken one. My shoulders dumped in
ardief | didn't understand. “1 want them questioned,” Garrett snarled. “1 don’'t careif it killsthem. | want
to know where she is by dawn.” The prince strode away, traling the three unlucky guards that Jeck
moationed to accompany him.

Jeck waited until he was out of earshot before muttering, “I’'m sure she will tdl us exactly where she
is—Prince Chu-head— within hdf that time” Clearly angry, he turned to the statue and the ring of
guards. “You,” he said, pointing to one gawky in adolescence. “Give me your wegpon.” The boy did,
and Jeck took it as his own. “Go to my quarters and fetch my second blade. I'll be in the cdlblock or
with the prince. Those of you on thewal, say in pairs.”

“Pars?’ ayoung guard muttered. “Who does he think is coming? The angd of death?’

Jeck spun, surprisng the sentry. “That's exactly who | think is coming, and unless you want to meet
her early, | suggest you treat every breath of wind as an intruder. Understand?’

The sentry diffened. “Yes gr!” With a cresking of leather, dl but Sx of the guards Ieft the patio. They
passed me, unknowingly. All | had to do was st and be 4ill. | placed a hand on Banner’s head, and his



fant growling ceased. He had been bred to hunt ek and wolf. He knew how to be slent, postponing the
attack until a more favorable opportunity arose.

Jeck motioned for the remaining guards to escort Duncan and Thadd. The sculptor shuffled forward
with his head down. Rty filled me as | watched his dow-moving shadow. There was nothing, save
threstening Contessa, that would move him now.

Duncan was hunched with determination and anger as he was led away. He was a branded thief,
risking deeth should he be caught thieving again. | had told him no, but he had done it anyway. And if |
couldn’t free him, he would die with that same defiance dlittering in his eye.

Jeck looked back once as he followed the tight group across the grounds to the guards quarters, his
het in his grip. The light from the torches went with them. The rose patio went Slent. Thadd's dream
stood done and broken. | lay under the shrubs, knowing it was safe but unable to move.

What was | going to do? | had to have the key in Jeck’'s pocket to free Thadd and Duncan. |
couldn’'t get the key until 1 retook the palace. | couldn’'t take the palace without Thadd and Duncan's
help. It was atight circle bound with iron.

“Why the chu pitsisn't it raining?’ | whispered. Depressed, my eyes lingered on the shattered remains
of Thadd's gatue. It had been beautiful. Even now | could recdl the lovingly shaped curve of her cheek
and the graceful line he had made of her dress. Garrett had damaged it beyond repair before his sword
hed broken. Thadd worked in marble, and his tools were made of stronger Suff than Garrett’s sword.

Thadd's tools? | thought, my gaze shifting to the wagon.

| dowly backed up from under the bushes to St upright. Thadd's tools were bound to ill be under
the wagon's bench. His chisds and mdlets might be able to break locks.

Banner sensed my excitement and stood, histall wagging. | glanced at the paace walls, imegining the
eyes. I'd have to risk going into the open. It was dark enough now, perhaps.

Tdling Banner to stay, | crept down to the patio, hestating by atdl briar of dimbing rose to gather
my nerve. Down here, the chipped mutilation of Thadd's work was heartbresking. Shards of stone and
scuffed sawdust littered the ground. | took a deep bresth and ran to the wagon. Standing upon the
spokes of the whed, | reached for the bag under the bench. My hand searched unseeing. A soft Sgh
escaped mewhen | found the fold of doth and dragged it to where | could use two hands to lift it over
the sde.

It was heavy, and | hdd it close as | shuffled back into hiding. “Banner,” | whispered. Before | could
count to three, he had loped to mewith hisralling gait. He pushed his nose into my hand and looked for
approva, nearly as excited as when | had dropped over the wal and back into his world. “Good boy,
Banner,” | said, juggling the tools as | fended him off.

I"d have to do something with him, but he wouldn't stay for long with me out of his Sght. Eventualy
he would come find me, his odd behavior leading Jeck to me. | needed a digraction for the loyd dog. A
gmile drew the corners of my mouth up. The kitchen was on the way to the guards  quarters.

“Comeon, boy,” | said, gvinghim a pat as | sarted into motion. A sense of purpose filled me. “Let’s
go get you a well-deserved bone.”



Thirty-two

“Come, Banner,” | whispered as | dunk down the hedgerow. The massve dog trotted beside me,
happy to be moving. Banner’s bone would have to wait, snce | had found two sentries outsde the
kitchen door. It seemed Jeck was taking me serioudy now. As | made my sporadic way from tree to
wal to rock, | heard the occasond shout when a pig or sheep caught the attention of a guard. Having
livestock on the grounds was an unexpected boon. I’ d have to remember that.

The soft foatfdls of two men brought me to a heart-pounding hat. Hissing to Banner to fallow, | flung
mysdf off the sawdust path to crouch at the foundation of the palace. Banner growled, and | forced him
to lie down. | hardly breathed as two men passed within a stone's throw. Hands dow and careful, |
checked my topknot, then winced as Thadd's tools clanked. Kavenlow’s three metd darts fdt cold
among the bone needles.

“Put extra guards on the perimeter,” | heard Jeck’s intent low voice say, and | jerked with a thrill of
angd. “It'll be dark enough for her to come over the wadls until the moon rises” He looked toward the
distant, unseen city. “Are the off-shift sentries searching the palace yet?’

“Yes, dr,” the other said. “Devil of agirl. Shdl | double the guard on the princess?’

“And Prince Garrett. Keep himin hisroom if you can.” Jeck’s voice went fant as they passed me. |
took a graeful breasth and gave Banner a pat, excitement tingling to my toes. My heart dowed as the
quiet reasserted control of the night.

Rigng from my crouch, | looked toward the guards quarters. a one-story building at the center of an
open area. Undernegth were the cdls, dug out and lined with stone. | had used one once as a playhouse
and remembered it was dry and smdled of earth. The guards dill teased the poor unfortunate sentry |
hed drafted as my “husband.” My face burned at my innocence.

| dunk the last few paces to the edge of the fidd. There was nowhere to hide, and even with the
darkness, the idea of crossing it was daunting. Keeping to an even pace, | walked down the sawdust
path as if | belonged. Either Banner and | would be seen or we wouldn’'t. A trembling in my legs
quickened, the vertigo coming with it teling me | was drawing too heavily upon my venom-induced skills
to stay unnoticed. The boost from the dart was fading dready?

My stomach was in knots as my feet found the wide covered porch. Breath held, | stood in the entry
room and listened for acall of question or recognition behind me. There was none. Worried, | looked a
Banner cowering a the smel of Garrett’'s guards. | couldn’'t take him with me. “Stay,” | said firmly as |
made a tentative step from him, and he whined. | took his heavy jaw in my hands and put my face beside
his “Stay,” | said, giving his head asmdl shake. A wave of dizziness took me, but he lowered himsdf to
gtin the doorway.

My focus returned and | straightened, indecison pulling at me. Should | supplement my skills, making
it eeser for Jeck to dart meinto unconsciousness should he find me, or should | keep my levds of venom
low, reying on luck and chance? | had a feding this was the question that haunted dl players, and my
fingers went to my topknot, counting what | had left. There weren't enough to reassure me, and since
Banner seemed indlined to stay where he was, | gave im afind stern command and headed insgde. With
him gtting there, I’ d have some warning if anyone tried to pass this way.

The gtairway to the cdls was in the common room in the middle of the building. I'd have to pass a
score of bunks. No one was here, though. Everyone was looking for me. | was sublimely confident the
gtuation would be different below in the cellblocks.



My har on the back of my neck rose as | strode through the open barracks, my dart tube ready. |
was shivering when | findly gained the tairway. My nose wrinkled at the foul amdl wafting up the dairs.
There ought to be two sentries a the top of the gtairs, but by the faint rumble of conversation, it seemed
they had foolishly joined the others.

| took my cap off and duffed it into the back of my trousers before | dunk down into the softer
darkness. Only afant shadow of light showed the way. The all lamps had ther wicks too low, and they
were smoking. | eased my pack to the lowest stair. My hand shook as | checked my darts, then palmed
another. As| passed thefirg cdl, there was a quick intake of breath.

“No,” | mouthed franticdly at the grimy face pressed againgt the floor-to-celling bars. | shook my
head, surprised to find mysdf grinning at the excitement in the guard’s eyes. | recognized him. More men
saw me, holding themsdlves 4ill to keep me from being found.

| glanced up the dark corridor to the brightly lit lcove and Garrett’ s guards. “Two men?’ | asked the
men before me. “Are they here?’

“In the thell acroth from the thable,” he intentiondly ligoed to keep the sharp sounds from carrying to
the sentries.

| wanted to hold my breath againg the gink of him. It was worse than a chu pit in summer.
“Kavenlow?’ | asked, my hopes plummeting as he shook his head.

“The Mithdev dog thaid you were a beggar, athangding. | knew he wath lying”

My eyes dropped. “He was tdling the truth,” | admitted. “But the red heir is here now.” | bit my lip,
wounded at his shocked expresson. “I’m going to try to get you out. Be ready.”

He nodded, pulling awvay from the light. | heard the barest whisper and fet the ar change to one of
repressed excitement. The word of my presence went faster than my progress, and eager, hopeful eyes
glently watched me pass.

Boots awhisper, | crept forward until 1 was close enough for the guards to see meif they bothered to
look up from their dice game. | cringed as | took in the Sx soldiers. They looked huge, crammed into a
space desgned for four. My chances of bringing them dl down were dim to none. Futility dumped my
shoulders, but an arm raised in encouragement gave me strength.

Trembling, | crouched. Why they hadn’t seen me was obvious and an outrage. The cdlls should be
bright so no one could hide in the shadows. Thet | could get this close undetected was atrocious, meagic
or not. | had yet to see Thadd or Duncan, and my fear for them tripled.

Three sentries sat on chairs, two on the edge of the table, and the last stood. He rolled a pair of dice,
and rough condolences were made. Having them jammed together might be a boon. They'd get in each
other’s way while trying to reach me, giving me the time I’d need for the venom to work. Garrett may
have been able to take the palace with such inexperienced guards, but to keep it with the same was a
jest. Clearly hisfather had given im the worst of the lot.

Breath held, | pulled five more darts from my topknot to make seven, counting the one in my hand
and the one in my dart tube. Inexperienced or not, they were big and armed. | fdt a collective holding of
breath from my father’smen as | let the firg dart fly.

“Ah,” aguard cried, dapping at his caf benesth the table. “Damn fless”

The second was away as he reached down and pulled the needle out for everyone to see.

Thethird found the neck of a guard when they redlized they were under attack.

The fourth landed in the chest of the man who pointed at me.

My eyes widened as dl Sx got to their feet. “It's her!” one shouted. Panicking, | couldn’t remember if



| had shot him dready, and so put a dart into him. My precious moments of confuson were gone. No
one had falen. One man, perhaps two, was undarted.

The hdl dimmed when they eclipsed the light. Frightened, | stood. My fingers jammed a dart into the
pipe the wrong way and | pricked mysdf. Dropping it, | plucked a bone dart from my topknot and
physcdly drove it into the chest of the guard grabbing my arm.

“Princess” someone shouted. Panicked, | pried a the man's grip on me. | sumbled as a
Cogtenopolie guard reached past the bars and yanked him backward. Gasping, | jerked away,
backpedaing until my head hit awall. Starsfilled my vison. | couldn’t breathe, it hurt so bad.

Sruggling to stay upright and conscious, | saw that the guard who had grabbed me was moaning,
curled upinabdl. | fdt the back of my head to find alump but no blood.

A single man was standing. His hands were raised in surrender. He was scared, not even old enough
to have a beard. “You,” | wheezed, caiching my breath. “Put your back againg the bars where one of
my men can reach you.” The young guard’s eyes widened, and | gestured with my empty dart tube. “I
can down you from here” | said. “Go stand by the bars.”

White-faced, he did, and a hairy, eager am snaked out and pinned him to the bars by his neck. My
shoulders dumped. | had doneit.

“Shedid it!” someone exdamed in a hushed voice.
“Duncan?’ | called, finding im pressed againg the bars with his mouth hanging open.

“He s got the key!” Duncan exclaimed, pointing with a blood-smeared hand. “Thet one there has the
key to the cdll. But Captain Jeck has the shackle key.” Hunched in hurt, he held one arm with the other.
His face was bruised and swollen! “Leave us here, Tess. We can get out, but what good will we be with
these?’ He shuffled hisfet, the iron at his ankles danking.

| picked my careful way through the guards trembling on the floor to Thadd. The sculptor was
dumped in a miserable huddle, dearly convinced he had falled his love. “Get up!” | whispered. “I think |
can get those off of you. And you were right, Duncan. | needed your help. | never would have made it
over the wdl if it hadn’t been for you.”

“But we don't have the key for the shackles,” Duncan protested as | crouched to pat the dothing of
the guard with the cell key.

| grinned at the buzz of muted excitement from my guards. “But | have Thadd' s tools.”

Thadd's head came up, his hollow eyes flickering with hope. “You have my chisds?’ he sad,
reeching out past the bars.

“And mdlet” | lurched over a writhing sentry and shoved the key into the smple lock. The door
avung open. The light fdl upon them deanly without the shadow of the bars. “Can you break the
shackles?’

“I'll try.” He emerged from the cdl like a young bear, nudging aside a downed guard. | ran back to
the foot of the gtairs to get his tools. Duncan hovered beside the table, anxioudy watching as | handed
them to Thadd. | slently took in Duncan’s bruises, feding sick. In the bare minutes he had been out of
my sght, they beat him for that defiant gleam he ill wore.

The clank of cdlean metd as Thadd chose the largest chisdl drew my attention. | was torn between
watching and the hushed cdls of men from the cdlls. They were shackled as well, but | could at least get
them out. Thadd swung his foot up onto the table and positioned his chisd.

| was unlocking the firs door when a sharp clank rang out. Thadd said nothing, and | handed the key
to the firg guard and returned to the table. Brow furrowed in concentration, Thadd shifted the chisd



agang the lock and raised the hammer again. His musdles tensed, and with drength and exquiste
precison, he brought the mdlet down. “Chul” he excdlamed as the chisd dipped from the metd to tear a

gashinhisleg.
“You did it!” Duncan exdlamed in a whigper, and an excited babble rose behind us.

“Yes, but look what | did to my leg.” Thadd pulled the shackle from his ankle and svung the other up
onto the table. He began to hammer at the second ring of metdl.

The Costenopolie guards blinked & the brighter light as they rattled out of ther cdls. Ther amiles
were grim but honest. With very little conversation, they moved the five comatose guards and the last
frightened one to a cdl and locked it. The feding below-ground had turned.

“Got it,” Thadd said, the sharp sound of metd against metd bresking the tension. It sounded different.
“Sant'sbdls” he swore. “I broke my chisd.” Thadd straightened. His eyes were hopeful as he threw the
chains into his empty cell. “Duncan?’ he said, and the man carefully eased his leg up onto the table, his
breath held againg the pain. He wasn't usng his left arm, holding it close and unmoving. His face was
drawn, and bruises peeked from behind his shirt. Garrett was an animd.

While two Costenopolie sentries kept a hidden guard near the top of the dtair, the rest of us watched
with waning hope as Thadd broke every chisd he had. “I'm sorry,” the sculptor said as the last cracked
to athin shaving. “Duncan, | should have done yours firs.”

| solemnly met the ring of determined faces. They were hungry. They were brave. They smdled. They
would do anything for me. “We will retake the palace while shackled,” | said.

Duncan went dill. His bowed head rose in a smooth motion, fixing the brown of his eyes on me with a
surprising intendty. Hislips pressed together. “ Thadd, give me that last chisd.”

“l brokeit.” Thadd put the handle in his grasp. “I1t's not good for anything.”

Duncan was dlent for three heartbeats. His carefully empty face shook me. He'd shown me only what
he wanted to before— and now | would see more. A spark struck through me, more potent than our
kiss. He had seemed so safe. He wasn't. Seeing my bregth catch, he nodded dmost imperceptibly, as if
agreaing with me.

A guard chuckled as Duncan carefully placed the chisd into the opening of the lock. His brow
furrowed, and he twisted the metd until it was a an odd angle. “Hairpin,” he whispered. His eyes were
fixed upon the rusted lock baancing againg hisleg, and his voice demanded obedience.

Fumbling a my topknot, | handed him a harpin—no venom, just a mundane harpin. My har was
ready to fal about my ears, and | rearranged Kavenlow’s metd darts to hold it. “Do you think he can do
it?" | heard someone ask. “Look at hishands,” another said. “He s athief sure as chu pits gink!”

“I'm not athief,” Duncan indgted, his breath dipping from himin arush as the lock clicked open. “I'm
acheat.” He eyed me from under his brow. “There's a difference.”

“You did it!” Thadd exclamed, and Duncan confidently tossed the shackles aside.

Duncan nodded, his eyes dill fixed to mine. The guards had clustered around him, but | couldn’'t look
away. | saw him there in hisdirty clothes and thick stubble, holding his beaten body at an avkward angle
to ease his hurts, and my knees fdt like water. The heat of our kiss washed through me. He wasn't who |
thought he was. God help me. What was | feeling?

“Princess” a guard said, jolting my eyes from Duncan. “We heard Prince Garrett's men leaving
updtairs. What's happened?’ | blinked as | recognized Resh, the captain of my father’s guard. “I'm
retaking the palace,” | said. “Do you know where Kavenlow is being hed?’

“No. I'll find him. You stay here.” He gestured for two men to act as my guards.



“No,” | sad. “I'm not the princess. And | won't stay here when | can do something.”
“Princess—" he started, hdting as | frowned a him. Old habits die hard.

“l can’'t wait until you're dl freg” | said. “Princess Contessa needs me now. You retake the paace.
Thadd and | will see that Prince Garrett doesn't escape with her before you regain the grounds.” His
brow furrowed, and | glared. “Until you get out of your shackles, there isn't much you can do about it,
Captain Resh,” | said, gesturing for Thadd to join me.

The man hesitated, and in his confusion, | broke away.

“You'll get them free?’ | said, and Duncan looked up from a shackle. The gleam in his eye took me
aback. Under it was the dy knowledge | had seen past his innocuous exterior to the red men
benesth—and that despite the stubble and grime, | was attracted to him. Save me from myself, |
thought, thinking my desire for men of power would be the end of meif Jeck wasn't.

“Save the princess, Tess” he said, his look warming through me, unexpected and surprising. “I'll do
this”

Our gaze broke as Thadd handed me the jacket from the amdlest Misdev guard. | shrugged into it,
not liking how it smdled or that it fdl dmost to my knees. Thadd looked frightened but determined in his
borrowed Misdev jerkin. Someone's boots were on his feet, and he moved with only a dight limp. He

wasn't much taler then | was, but | fdt safe with his powerful bulk beside me. Despite his earlier mistrust,
| knew he would sacrifice hislife for mineif he thought it would help Contessa.

Passing through my father’ s guards to reach the bottom of the stairway, | wondered if anyone would
ever love me like that.



Thirty-three

“Sow down,” | said breathlesdy to Thadd as he paced to the door of the guards quarters and the
lighter rectangle of dark. “And don't look around so much,” | added. “Drop your shoulders, and swing
your ams. You look asif someoneisgoing to fal out of the sky on you.”

Thadd caught his pace, and | came even with him. “I'm sorry, Tess” he sad, his voice dow and
worried. “I'm no good &t this”

“Yesyou are,” | encouraged, thinking | wasn't ether. Thadd said nothing, his grip tight on his heavy
mdlet. My pulse quickened as we neared the entryway, and | strained to see past the door. A savage
growl brought us to a sanddtill. My panic mdted as | recognized Banner.

“God save us,” Thadd whispered, dutching my arm and pushing me behind him as Banner’'s large
dlhouette rose in the threshold. “What the devil isthat monster?”

“Banner,” | said, more for the dog than Thadd. “That's my dog. Stay here.”

Thadd's head bobbed loosdly, and | went to the agitated animd. It took more than a few moments,
but with encouragement and a firm demand for obedience, Banner accepted Thadd as someone to be
tolerated. It didn’'t help we both stank like Misdev guards.

“l don’t know how we can reach Contessa,” Thadd said, tentatively petting Banner. “They’re looking
for us. And no disrespect, Tess, but you don’'t look like a guard. You don't even look like aman.”

“Thank you,” | sad as | peeked outsde, meaning it. | fdt anvful in Duncan’s trousers, and my
borrowed jerkin stank so badly of swest, | didn't think it had been washed since baeng taken off the
loom. “But if we can gain the hdls, | can get usinto my room without being seen.”

“What about the guards outside her door?’ he protested.

| edged into movement. | had snuck in and out of my room so often, | had worn the stone clean under
my window. “Even with the guards” | said, mationing for Thadd to follow.

We saw no one on the way to the kitchen. Mogt of the sentries on the walls had torches, and they
were too distant to worry about. A loud, fire-lit commotion was & the stables. | heard a horse cal and
frowned. It sounded like Tuck.

The sentries were dill at the kitchen door when Thadd and | eased into hiding nearby. They were
eating something sticky by the amount of finger licking going on. My head shook in disgugt at the qudity
of Garrett’'s men. They fdl with a brief moment of confusion, each pierced with a dart. Thadd and |
dragged the convulang men into the shadows.

“What do you want to do with them?’ Thadd asked, his voice shaking more than his thick hands. |
knew | could count on him, but he looked ready to fly apart.

Banner had his tall tucked, looking both aggressve and afraid. It was a dangerous combination. |
took off my pack and pulled out alength of cord. “Tie them up and put them in one of the cooking pits,”
| said as | cut it into usable lengths with my knife. “I'll be right back.”

“Tess” he protested, but | dipped to the door of the kitchen. | peeked in to find it empty. A pot of
water was geaming, and severd beheaded chickens waited on a table. Garrett had to be edting better
then that, though, and | found a flesh-strewn bone in the refuse barrdl. Banner wouldn’t move from this
for a week, | thought in satisfaction.



A wisp of song brought my head up. Someone was coming. Face tight in darm, | glanced at the door.
It was too far away. | dove for a nook beside the pantry. Crouching, | pressed againg the wdl. The
sanging grew louder as a man entered. My heart pounded. “Stay put, Thadd,” | whispered. “Please, day
put.”

“Oh-h-h-h, | don’'t have to man the walls” the man sang heartily off-key. “I don’t have to clean my
boots. | only have to clean the chickens and pull out dl their goots.”

“That'sguts” | muttered, “and it doesn’'t rhyme” It was the Misdev guard-turned-cook. Apparently
he had been enjoying his change of profession from spitter of men to spitter of chickens. | cringed in tired
weariness as he launched into a balad of the warmth of entrails on one's fingers when it was cold. “You
can take the men off the battlefidd...” | bresthed.

| peeked around to see the apron-clad, ex-soldier contentedly dipping a chicken in hot water in
preparation to pluck it. “Kurt!” came a fant summons from what sounded like the banquet hdl, and the
cook |ooked up. “The chancdlor wants some water!”

Kavenlow! | thought, tengng. They had himin the banquet hal?

The guard hummed happily. “Water for the chancelor, not rain upon my head. I'd rather be a cook
then a soldier who is dead.”

| crouched, torn with indecision, as the cook left with a pitcher. | wanted to see Kavenlow, but if | left
Thadd much longer, he'd come looking for me sure as Banner would. There were scornful laughs from
the banquet hdl, and | wondered what they had done. Worried, | glanced over the empty kitchen and
made a dash for the garden with the bone for Banner.

“Hey!” the cook cried, and | spun, my face warming. Setting his pitcher by the door, he wiped his
hands across thisfilthy gpron. “Aren’'t you the one—"

“Guts and boots don't rhyme” Pulling my dart tube to my lips, | made a puff of air.

He frowned as it hit imin the neck. “You little harlot,” he said, plucking it out and stepping forward.
A pained look crossed him. He groaned, dutching his shoulder. My held bregth dipped out as he fel, out
cold by the time he reached the floor. Heart pounding, | watched him. He wasn't even twitching. | hoped
he wasn't dead.

Banner whined from the doorway. Thadd stood beside him looking whiter than | fdt. Knees wesk, |
glanced from the empty doorway to the prostrate cook. No one was coming. No one had heard. “Come
on,” | hissed, grabbing the cook’s arm. “Help me get him outside.”

Thadd dragged him out by hishedls and | gave Banner his bone. The huge dog promptly sat where he
was and began gnawing. | joined Thadd at the pits, binding the guard’s hands and feet and tying a rag
over hismouth. Thadd shoved the unconscious cook into the pit atop the others, and | tugged the cover
over it.

“Banner, come,” | whispered, coaxing the massve dog to St on it. “Stay.” The dog's tal mumped
hollomy on the wooden cover as he resettled himsdf. He was more interested in the bone men my
praise. He would stay put, and when the cook and guards were found missng, no one would dare
disturb the huge, hdf-sarved animd that they had been tormenting.

Theadd took my am as | turned to the door. “Here,” he said, extending a belt and sword.
| stared a the length of stedl, not liking it. “1 can't useit,” | protested in a hushed voice.

“Thenit'sfor show,” he said, drgping the belt around my waist and frowning since there wasn't a hole
in the strip of leather smdl enough to fit me. “Take your knife back, t0o,” he added, and | shakily
accepted it. | didn't like this. | didn't likeit at dl.



Armed with a wegpon | couldn’t use, | reentered the kitchen and skulked past the boailing water.
“Wait here” | whispered. “I want to see Kavenlow.”

“What do | do if someone comesin?’

“Hit them on the head with your mdlet?’ | suggested, and he looked &t it in horror, as if never having
considered it as a wegpon before.

| edged into the smdl, unlit dining room. My gaze went to the tapestry that had saved my life. |
swallowed hard as | found nothing |eft of the curtain but three rings and a scrap of cloth. Sitting on a stool
inthe hearth where the fire would be was a game of thieves and kings. My face burned when | redized it
was the game | had left for Jeck on the inn table. Obvioudy he had guessed | had hidden in the fireplace.
With a sudden determination, | went to the board and moved my thief. There were moves left in the
game, but it was over. Hisking was mine. It wasn't smart. | knew with an undying certainty I'd pay for it
later. But | couldn’t help it.

An echoing conversation filtered out from the banquet hdl. The lamps were high, and a rectangle of
light made it to where | stood. Edging closer, | peered around the archway. My hand rose to cover my
mouth in heartache.

Kavenlow was dumped on the floor in chainsin the center of the room. His chin was on his chest. He
didn't move when | willed with dl my soul for him to turn and see me. Guards surrounded him, leaning
caaudly againg the wdls. He was dripping wet. My shock turned to anger. How could they treat him like
that? Leaving himin chains on the floor!

But then | redized Jeck’s intent. In the center of the room, Kavenlow had little to work with to
escape. Worsg, if | wanted to hep him, I'd have to show mysdf. Even trying to gain his attention might
result inmy capture. But if Duncan could pick locks with a broken chisd and a hairpin, 1 was willing to
wager Kavenlow could do the same with two bits of fire-hardened needles. | had one that was empty
dready from taking the cdlblock. And | didn’t think dosing him with the venom from the second would
endanger him since he couldn’t have had any contact with venom for days. It might even help him escape.

It felt decidedly wicked to take am a my instructor. He jumped when the firg dart struck his thigh,
puling him into an dert readiness. | put the second right next to it, and he returned to his dumped
postion. | waited to be sure he wasn't going to pass out. The guards continued to tak among
themsdlves, wondering if they should send someone for more lamps. Kavenlow shifted his hand and
plucked the darts. They disappeared under the concealment of his pam. | amiled as his hands edged to
the lock on his shackles. | only had one bone and one metd dart left, but having Kavenlow free was
worth a hundred darts to me.

“Good luck, Kavenlow,” | breathed as | left, knowing he wouldn't risk looking a me.

Full of a new and probably unwarranted confidence, | backtracked into the kitchen. “This way,” |
sad, and Thadd lurched into motion. | appreciated him not asking anything. He looked frightened for
such a powerful young man.

| was torn between skulking from spot to spot or trusting my thin disguise and boldly meking my way
inthe open. We did alittle of both as we rose two floors, seen from a distance but unchdlenged. Some
of the halways were entirdy unlit, and | frowned, thinking that if Garrett couldn’'t even run a palace, how
did heintend to run a kingdom?

“No,” Thadd said, drawing me to a stop at the base of the gtairs on the third floor. “I saw her from
the garden. Sheison thisfloor.”

| pulled on his deeve at the shuffle of approaching boots. “Come onl” | pleaded, my efforts having as
much effect as pushing on a tree. “My old nursery is up a levd. We can rope down from there” |
explaned, and he let me pull hm up. My pulse hammered as we reached the shadows of the next



landing. We had madeit just intime.
“You there!” amasculine voice below us called. “Have you been up to the tower yet?’
| looked at Thadd, panicking. “Answer him,” | whispered, my heart in my throat.

“Uh, no,” Thadd said, pitching his voice deeper than usud. “We're going to recheck the fourth floor.
Uh...” He hedtated. “ See any sgn of her?’

“Naw,” the man said, putting afoot on the first step. “She an't here. | was supposed to be on leave,
and I'm spending it searching for a damned wench | can't even take a tumble with.” He took a noisy
breath through his nose and spat on the floor.

Thadd moved a step farther into the dark. “Hard luck.”

| eyed the two guards and drew back into the shadows, trying to hide my pack. Ther light made it
difficult for them to see us. My sword fdt heavy, and my knife was cold a the amdl of my back. |
fingered my whip. It had a diginctive noise, and | didn’t want to use it.

Thefirg sentry stared up at us, his stlance sullen. “Captain Jeck has gone mad. Have you heard he's
got 9x men guarding that chancellor? Why not make them search the palace? That old man is so meek,
you could tdl him to stay put and he would.” The surly guard snatched the light from the first sentry and
saked away. “Come on, Wilk. The sooner we finish, the sooner we eat, though it won't be much, seeing
as everyone is searching for a fool woman!”

The last was an angry shout, and | swallowed hard as it echoed. The other guard gave us a wave and
chearfully followed his dour companion. He was persuasively tdling him that the captain knew what he
was doing, and if the chancellor was under heavy guard in the middle of an empty room, there was a
reason for it. Thadd and | et out our held breasth Smultaneoudy.

Thadd's hands were trembling as he shifted his grip on his mdlet. | took his am as if seeking
protection, and he straightened. “Thank you, Thadd,” | said. “I think you just saved my life” He said
nothing, but his breath shook as he exhded.

We continued. A wry smile crossed my face when we found the door to my old nursery and | ran my
fingers over anick in the doorframe. | had chipped out the diver of wood when | was nine, hitting it with
a sword while playing dragon and dayer. No one had ever mentioned the missng wedge of wood. |
don't think the guard | had nearly decapitated told anyone ether.

“Here?’ Thadd whispered. He glanced at the end of the halway where two guards stood in a pool of
torchlight. They were taking among themsalves, eying us.

“Yes, thisisit. Wave at them before we go in,” | said, and Thadd did.

| pushed open the nursery door, breething in the familiar scent of old duffing dong with the
amothering darkness. My mother had amogt turned the chamber into a sawing room. Afrad I'd lose my
second, questionable door, | had protested it should stay the same for my children. She had dabbed a
her eyes and pronounced it would remain unchanged. Heartache took me, and | pushed it away.
Children | would never have. Children she would never see.

Working in shadow, Thadd barred the door with his sword. Looking about, he shoved the heavy
dress-up wardrobe in front of it. It wasn't much, but | fdt better. He strode to the largest window and
opened the shutters. A chill wind shifted my hair. The moon would be up soon. “We can get to her from
here?’ he asked, leaning out.

“Yes” | set my pack on the too-short table and pulled out the knotted rope. Striding to the
westernmost window, | opened the shutters and looked over. Down and to the left, the window of my
gtting room beckoned with a bright square of light.



“Good,” | whispered. Tight with tension, | went to the wooden hatch in the wall that opened to a
hallow chimney leading to the servants' kitchen. There was a box and pulley that | had once rode up and
down in before Kavenlow found out and had it removed. | tucked the end of the rope behind the iron
hook that latched it closed, drawing it through until one of the knots | had tied caught. | gave it a tug, and
it bumped through. A frown crossed me. | hoped the knots wouldn't be a problem. Usudly | shimmied
down a double length of rope, then pulled the one end back through once | reached my room. The knots
might make that difficult. Giving Thadd a worried look, | drew the rest through, knotting the ends
together before | lowered it over the sll.

Thadd looked uncertain. “It will hold?” he said, and | nodded, giving it a tug. Unconvinced, he set his
mdlet down and took along pull on the twin lengths asif he were trying to draw a net from the water.

A rattle a the door pulled our heads up. Thadd's hand went to his mdlet. We stared at each other,
afrad to speak. “Hey,” someone cdled faintly. “Y ou need help in there?”

“You go firg,” Thadd whispered, then louder, “The door is suck!”

| bobbed my head and scrambled onto the Sll. My sword smacked into my leg, and seaing as his was
barring the door, | gave it to him. Excitement thrilled through me as | svung my legs over. There were
lights a the rose patio and the mews. My breath caught when | thought | saw Jeck’s dlhouette by a
bonfire where the gardener’ s shed once was. | started down, faster than usud because of the knots and
Duncan’s trousers.

“Hurry, Tess,” Thadd cdled in a whisper as he leaned out the window. “I don’t think they believe me
thet the door is stuck.”

Swadlowing, | turned back to the cold stone and shimmied down to the sl of my Stting room. No one
was there. Not even a guard. Reassuring mysdf, | swung my leg over and dropped to the floor. Bregth
held, | listened. Nathing.

| sat up as the rope dipped from the sl and back into the night to hang from the nursery window. |
peered out to find Thadd dready on his way. At least the guards hadn't gained the nursery yet. A
feminine sniff from my bedchamber brought my head up.

“Contessa?’ | whispered, shocked when ingtead of her, an old guard bolted out of my bedchamber
with his sword drawn. We stared a each other for a heartbest.

| reached for my dart tube. He took a breath to cdl out. | darted his neck, hitting him perfectly.
Backing to the window, | fitted Kavenlow's last metd dart into the tube. | had nothing left. He would cdll
for help before the venom took effect. | had falled.

There was a dull thunk, and he groaned. Eyes rdling to the back of his head, the man started to
topple. Behind hm with a fireplace shovd raised high over her shoulder was Contessa, white-faced and
frightened.

| lunged forward to catch him. Any noise would bring more men in from the halway. He was heavy,
and | only managed to dow hisfal. We went down together. My breeth whooshed out as he pinned me
to the floor, and | franticdly tried to push him off. My dart tube rolled from my grasp, logt in the folds of
the rug.

“Tessl” the princess whispered, setting the shovel down and pulling on the guard. “Are you dl light?
What are you doing here? Garrett wants to kill you! He's absolutely insane!”
“Isthisthe only one?’ | gasped, struggling to get out from under him and St up.

“Theonly onein here” Her eyes were wide, and a flush was on her cheeks. “There are three others
outsde the door,” she said breathlesdy. “Bird feathers You're dressed like a man!” Her hand went to
her hair, an unspoken question in her eyes about the new color of mine.



She gasped as her atention was drawn to the window and her face was lit by the sudden love in her
eyes. Elation, hope, and desire dl swirled together, making her ook like her statue in the garden come to
life 1 knew without turning Thadd was at the window. Pain struck deep within me. | couldn’t love
anyone. They would only be used againgt me.

“Thedd!” she excdlamed in a hushed voice, rushing to him with a little sob. | was left to wiggle out
from under the guard done. | didn’t watch, tdling mysdf it was so they could have a moment of privacy
but knowing it was because it would hurt too much.

“l thought I’d never see you again,” Thadd said, his voice muffled. “Did he touch you? Are you dl
right?’

Trying to ignore her tear-strewn whispers, | crawled to the ends of the rope and struggled to get the
knot out. | had to pull the rope through before the guards gained the nursery and followed it down.

Seeing what | was doing, Thadd put his hands upon Contessa's shoulders, firmly Stting her down
upon my couch. As tears slently did across her cheeks, he took his knife and sawed through the rope. It
gave way with a snap. | backed up as Thadd pulled upon one end. It hestated, then surged free. It
caught again, and his muscles bunched.

“Therope!” came afant cdl. “Get the rope!”

Frantic, | reached to hdp, but Thadd pulled as if heaven was on the other end, dmogt fdling when the
rope jerked free. It writhed past the window to hang to the ground.

From the nursery, the guards redoubled their noise. It wouldn't be long urtil they figured out what
room we had entered and would be down here.

Heart pounding, | legpt to my door and carefully set the lock. It eased into place with a well-greased
dlence. Jeck would have the key, but we had a few moments more.

“Out the window, Contessa,” Thadd said, and tied the remaining end of the rope to the leg of the
couch. His eyes were wide and his thick hands shook. “Jugt a short ways down.”

“Tessfird,” she demanded.
“Go to the cdlblock,” | told Thadd, ignoring her. “You'll be safe there.”

Thadd scooped her up and set her on the Sll. Giving him a dark ook, the princess pushed him away,
moving his compact bulk with a sngle finger. “Y ou're coming, too,” she said tersdly to me.

| glanced a the door. Jeck was going to burst in a any moment. | knew it. “I said | was going to kill
Garett, and | will,” | sad, handing her my knife She needed something, and | had my
dart—somewhere. “Take this, and get out.”

Her jaw diffened as she refused it. “Y ou're not going to kill that man, not even for our parents. It will
gart a war, and you know it. You're going to come with us until we can free the outer garrisons and
retake the palace.”

“If 1 had wanted to involve our army, | would have freed them ten days ago,” | sad sharply. “I can
take back the palace with only one man's death. Get out.”

“Pease, Contessa,” Thadd pleaded, hislarge hands opening and cdosing helplesdy. “It was so hard to
Oet to you. Please don't ruin everything with your stubbornness.”

Her eyes flashed, and red spots appeared on her cheeks. “I'm ordering you as your sovereign,” she
sad. “You will not try to retake the palace. Y ou will escape with us”

| glared & her. Who was she to tell me what to do? Behind her, Thadd fidgeted. “Just say you will,”
he mouthed, his expresson pleading.



Frudration fought with pride, and | drew my anger in. “I'll falow you,” | said, and Thadd visbly
relaxed. When I'm good and ready, | added slently.

She frowned warily at me, weighing the vdidity of my words againgt my defiant look. The expression
would have looked cross on me. On her, it looked charming.

A 0ft conversation in the hdl drew our attention. | recognized Garrett’s voice, and my stomach
clenched.

“Now, Contessa,” Thadd said as the knob rattled. “If not for you, then your kingdom.”

| couldn’t have said it better mysdf. The princess' s protest shifted to fear when the rattle turned into a
pounding. Her leg went over the dll and she looked toward the dark ground. She gave me a lagt ook,
then bowed her head and started down.

“I'm not coming. Make sure she takes this” | said as | pressed my knife into his hands.
“Thank you,” Thadd said. Then he was gone.

| anxioudy watched them descend, going jittery when | thought | saw Jeck running from the bonfire.
He mug have findly heard the guards at the nursery window.

The conversation in the hdl continued with terse answers to Garrett’ s barked questions. The pale face
of the princess was a spot of white as she looked up. Thadd reached the ground and took her am and
ran her away. | slently pulled the knot free from the gtting couch, and the rope did from the room. |
wasn't going anywhere.



Thirty-four

The sound of my lock turning pulled my head up. Garrett had the key? | wasn't ready yet! For an
indant | thought to jump out the window but knew | would nearly kill mysdf. | had lost my chance, and |
panicked as the door opened to show a dice of lamp-lit hal and Garrett’s shoulder.

“I tdl you whet to do, not that damned-fool captain,” he said caudticaly. He was framed by the open
doorway, his back to me. “One of you in here with me is enough. Stay out.”

He turned. Our eyes met. Surprise froze hisfair features, then a dow, wicked smile curved over him.
Chu pits, | thought, but Garrett said nothing to the unseen guards as he crossed the threshold and
confidently pushed the door shut with a sngle hand. The latch clicked shut. He reached behind him and
locked the door, dipping the thick key into his pocket.

My fingers twitched to reach for my missng dart pipe. | didn't dare even shift my eyes to look for it.
My heart raced. Thiswas not what | had planned.

“Oh, thisisnice” he said, his eyes going to the guard upon my rug. “Is he dead?’

“No.” | backed up a step. Where the devil was my pipe?

“The princess?’ he questioned, moving forward to keep the same distance between us.

“Gor]e_”

He nodded asiif the news was neither unexpected nor bothering. I like the red har. And trousers?’
He leered asif | was naked, and | fdt asif | was. “I think | will dress you in them dl the time. Such fun
wewill have, my play-pretty.”

“You'velogt, Garrett,” | said with a fase boldness. “The princess is gone. You can't marry me. The
aty knows the truth. Or at least part of it.”

He shook his head, his dominating amile never fdtering. “Why would | marry a whore's get when |
have a beautiful woman of royd blood? She won't get far.”

My legs turned to wet rags. Where was my pipe? | only had the one dart, but it was a metd one,
carying twice the venom; it would be enough for Garrett. | shifted backward to put more space between
usas | fumbled a the knot holding my whip to me.

“What to do? What to do?’ Garrett said in a Sngsong voice, stepping forward until his toes nudged
thefdlen guard. “Cdl for help, or kill you mysdf?’ His jaw clenched and he reached for his sword hilt.
“Oh, | do believe I'll kill you mysdf.”

| thought of my taunts about hislow worth, wishing | could take them dl back. The sound of the metal
diding againg the sheath paradyzed me. | froze where | stood. He had killed my parents. He could kill me
just as easlly. Where was my pipe?

Garrett took a Sdeways step, making a show of placing his foot. The sound of splintering wood cut
through me like a pain. My pipe. “Oh,” he said as he ground his hed. “ Sorry. That was yours, wasn't it.”

He unexpectedly took a deep breath and raised his sword high over his head, bringing it down like a
pike into the helpless guard.

“No!” | shrieked, reaching out. Though unconscious, the man groaned as his belly was punctured. His
eyes riveted to mine, Garrett twisted and pulled his sword free. | covered my mouth in horror as the
guard's life spilled onto my rug. The stink of bile rose strong, choking me.



“Prince Garrett?’ came amuffled inquiry from the hdl.

“Stay out!” Garrett shouted at the locked door. His eyes were wild, the blue of them vivid againg his
yelow hair. “I’ll kill the man who tries to get through that door!” He listened for a heartbeat, then flipped
hishair back with a toss of his head. From the hal came a hushed argument. “Witnesses never remember
things properly,” he said camly.

“No one deserves to die like that,” | said, my voice quavering.
“l wouldn't expect a commoner to understand.”
His barbs a my low birth meant nothing. If he had hoped to anger me, it wasn't working.

Eyes never leaving mine, Garrett crouched to take the dead man's sword. Hinging it into my
bedchamber and out of my reach, he stepped over the guard. My heart pounded and | shook my whip
out, the diding hush as it coiled on the floor chilling me.

He paused in thought. “Y ou don’'t know how to use that.”
I licked my lips, trying to find enough spit to swallow. “Of course not.”

His stance went casud, and he laughed. “ Stupid woman. You're dready dead. | have everything. The
princessis very malesble. | only need to thresten an innocent to get her to do what | want.” He smiled,

licking hislips suggedtively. “Anything.”
Anger burned through my fear. “Y ou won't touch her.”
“Oh, I'll touch her,” he said, eying my trembling hand. “I'll touch her dl 1 want.”

He lunged for me. Panicking, | flung my whip up and out, practice shifting me into afirmer stance. My
muscles moved by rote. The crack shocked through me. | froze as Garrett cried out and lurched
backward. He sumbled, never going completely down. Straightening, he touched his jaw, looking at his
hand to find blood.

“Youlitle trull'” he cried out, anger turning im pae and ugly. “Y ou hit mel”

“I'msorry,” | said, my voice high-pitched and frantic. It was the most foadlish thing I'd ever said. I'd
never struck anyone before. “Stay back! Don't come any closer.”

“No one hitsme!” His hands clenched, and his teeth gritted. Blood dripping from his jawline, he took
astep to me. Heart pounding, | extended my free hand, warning him to stop, but it was the rush of boots
inthe hdl that dilled his feet.

“She'sin there!” an gpproaching guard shouted.

| hed my breath to keep from passing out as Garrett looked to the door.

“Thefdse princess,” he cried again. “They roped down from the third floor. She'sin there.”
“But Prince Garrett isin therel” the frightened guard gasped.

Garrett frowned, irritation pulling his brow into furrows. “Stay out!” he shouted, his eyes never
moving from mine. “There’ s no one in here but me and... my love”

There was slence, followed by abuzz of intense, muted conversation.

“Captain Jeck,” came arelieved cry from the hdl, and Garrett’s beautiful face twisted with a black
rage. “Thank the Almighty you're here.”

| locked gazes with Garrett as the sound of Jeck’ s running boots was eclipsed by the captain’s shout,
“Break it down! Now!”

There was a thunderous boom, and the door shivered. The doorframe shifted with a cracking splinter.
Garrett’s expresson went furious. “Damn that farmer,” he snarled. Wiping the blood from his jaw, he



shouted through the door, “The man who lets Captain Jeck into this room will be quartered. And dl of
your heads will be on the wall tomorrow. Kill him!”

The hdl went deadly slent. | imagined the exchange of nervous glances. It was eght of them by my
reckoning to ther captain’s one. Even a player couldn’'t best eight men with swords. The slence ended
with a fury-driven shout and the dang of blades.

Garrett sraightened and amiled confidently, the bloodied score mark red againg his freckled skin.
“My late captain of the guard was never one to appreciate the precious time spent between a man and a
woman,” he mocked, having to raise his voice above the noise of batle in the hdl. “He's dways
interrupting. Now, where were we? Ah, yes”

| backpedaled as he took three quick steps across the room. Again | sent my whip out. It scored on
hisarm, ripping his shirt. Jaw clenched, he swung his sword up into my next strike, and my whip coiled
about hiswrig.

“That's the bad thing about whips” he snarled. “They only work on animas and cowards!” He
grabbed my whip and gave afirm yank.

A cry dipped from me. | dropped it lest he pull me into him. Red spots appeared on his cheeks, and
he showed his teeth. “Come back here,” he said, throwing it into a corner, and | ran for the shattered ruin
of my dart tube. | fdl beside the dead guard, grasping for the fed of metd among the divers. My breath
came in what sounded like a sob.

“Stand up so | can kill you properly.” Garrett gripped my shoulder and pulled me up.

| twisted, trying to writhe away from him. Eyes fixed to his bloodied sword, | sent my free am
searching blindly behind me on my dressing table for anything. Bottles clattered and rolled. He drew back
his sword arm, his eyes fervent.

“Let go!” | shrieked. My fingers found a perfume bottle. Gripping it, | svung at him. My closed fig hit
himin the face. He loosened his hold and backed away. His look shifted to an affronted surprise. | threw
the bottle at him. He ducked. It shattered on the floor. The amdl of lilac overwhemed the guard's blood
and bile. Garrett fdt his jaw, his expresson growing murderous.

“You dattern!” he shouted over the sound of booming at the door.

Beyond him on the floor was the sheen of metd among my crushed dart pipe. | dove for it. My
fingers fumbled in the splinters. My breath came in a gasp as | found the metd dart whole. Knedling, |
gripped itinmy fig.

There was a thunderous boom as the bolt on my door gave way. My head jerked up. The door
dammed into the wal. Jeck stood in the doorframe. His face was wrathful, and his jaw was set. Bodies

lay beyond him, shifting in pained surges of maotion. As | watched, a guard dumped againg the wall and
did down to a crumpled hegp atop his companions. Jeck had been usng them as a battering ram.

Fear gave me strength. | lunged to the window. Jeck couldn’t catch mel 1I'd risk the fdll.
“| told you to stay out!” Garrett snarled.
“No!” Jeck shouted. “Prince Garrett! Get away from her!”

A hand gripped my shoulder and spun me around. Garrett crushed my back to his front, his am
wrapped around my neck. | grasped hiswrig, trying to pull it away so | could breathe. He backed to the
wal, dragging me. His breath filled my ear in heavy pants. His sword was pressed into my side. | closed
my eyes, remembering the sound of the guard's dothing tearing. The memory of the knife across my
mother’s throat pulled tears from my eyes.

“I'm going to kill her, Captain,” Garrett shouted, and my eyes opened. “Get out S0 | don’t have to kill



you as wdl.”

Jeck stopped in apparent indecison. Beyond him in the hdl, the moans became cdls for hep. My
pulse hammered. Panting, | shifted my fingers to show Jeck the dart | had pressed againgt Prince
Garrett’s arm wrapped about my neck. A gmile came over me when Jeck saw it and his face went dill in
understanding.

“Close the door, if you would?’ | asked, seeming to be Garrett’s prisoner, but in redity it was the
other way around. “Or he dies. Right here.”

Garrett laughed, squeezing my neck until it hurt. | gritted my teeth, and my fingers trembled,
threstening to stab him.

“Wait,” Jeck said, putting a hand up. “I have an idea.”

Sill not seeing his danger, Garrett snickered. “1 don't pay you to think, Captain,” he said. “She's
worth nothing now but to my pride, and my pride will see her dead.”

“The door?’ | asked cadmly though | was sheking insde.
Not taking his eyes from mine, Jeck nudged a guard’s foot clear and shut the door.
“Bar it with your sword,” | said, “and move away fromit.” And he did.

Garrett’s grip on me fdtered. “What the devil are you doing?’ he asked Jeck. “Get out! Get out, or
I'll have you strung up for sedition. The princess is on the grounds. Go find her, if you think you can
manege it.”

Jeck frowned, sending a leather-gloved hand over his beard. “Y ou're meking it very difficult for me to
judtify keeping you dive, Prince Garrett.”

“Kill me?’ he exclaimed, his breath dhifting my hair. “I’m the one with the sword!”

Jeck’ s eyes narrowed. “And you' re the one with the poisoned dart to your pulse—fool.”

Garrett's breath was a quick intake of fear. He tensed to pull away, and | gripped his am urtil my
knuckles turned white.

“Don’'t move,” | whispered, and the smdl of his fear rose over the scent of lilac and bile from the
dead guard. “Drop your sword.”

“Drop your needle, sea whore,” Garrett said. “Or I'll run you through right now.”

Jeck shook his head. “That's my blade, Prince Garrett. It's a bone crusher. It doesn't have a fine
enough edge to cut without afull swing behind it, and she knowsiit.”

“Damnyou dl to hdl!” Garrett shouted. “ Get her off of me, Captain!”

| pushed my fingemail into him, and his breath quickened in fear. My back, pressed againg his front,
fdt damp from his swest. If he tried, he might get away, but | didn’'t think he would risk it. He'd aready
tasted the poison once. “Drop it,” | said, and the blade hit the floor with a thunk. | took a shalow breath.
“Let go of my neck.” He did.

Easng mysdf away from his gink of fear, | shifted until | was behind him and had my dart to his neck.
He held himsalf iffly. His blood beat hard and fast. Striking him here would go right to his brain. He
would drop in seconds, die dmogt as quick. “I'm ligening, Captain Jeck,” | said. “Though as you said,
it's getting harder to put this off.”

Jeck stood in the center of my Stting room, his toes edging the dead guard. “I'd just as soon see him
dead, but there’' s no reason to kill him now and severd to let him live”

Garrett took a shuddering breath. “You traitorous dog!” he exclamed. “I'll have you before my



father, and his wolves will rip your insdes out!”
“Shut your mouth,” | said, then softer to Jeck, “I promised to kill him, and I will.”

Jeck gmiled. It was an honest amile, very much like the first one | had seen from that very spot. “Let
him live with the memory you beat him.”

“Nothing I’ ve done means anything,” | said bitterly. “Not until 1 kill him.”

Jeck shook his head. “You've convinced me you can keep what you hold,” he said. “The rest will
follow my lead.”

I bit my lip, wondering if | could trust him. It sounded too easy. “The royds, then,” | inasted, knowing
Garrett was hearing too much, but he was going to die, so it didn’t matter. “They'll tear Costenopolie
apartif | let Garrett get away with killing my parents.”

Jeck’ s face went grim. “1t's dways a risk, but—ah—no one of import will be activdy plotting againgt
you. If you kill Garrett, though, it will be impossble for me to keep King Edmund where he belongs.
Thinking you can convince him you were judtified in killing his son is a deluson. No matter how stupid
Garrett is, he is dill his son. It will gart the war you wanted to prevent. You know it. That's why you
didn't kill him the firg time.”

“But he murdered them,” | protested. My grip shifted as | remembered he had buried them in the
garden like animds. Garrett caught his breath, and the point pricked his skin, not bresking it. “They're
gone” | said, hearing a plaintive, hurt tone in my voice and wishing | could keep it from me.

Jeck’s eyes went cold behind his black beard. “Yes. They're dead when they could have lived for
years more. But to make a kingdom suffer for your want for revenge? You' ve won, Tess. Don't make
the next game take place on the battlefidd.”

Anger filled me, and Garrett gasped as | gripped him tighter. “You're tdling me that revenge is
wrong,” | said. “That | should be above it, to let imlive Wdl | can’'t! | can't let him live, Jeck. | can't!”

Jeck raised his hands in placation. “Easy, Tess. You aren’t ligening. I'm the last person to tdl you
revenge is a wasted emation. It's sweet and warm, and for a time, it was the only thing that kept me
going. But there's quick revenge that's fast and ultimatdy unsatisfying, or there's the ladting, sticky-sweet
honey revenge”” He cocked his eyebrows, and Garrett’s breath shuddered. “There are ways to wreak
revenge other than death, and some can serve a purpose.”

| hesitated, surprised he seemed to understand. My thoughts went back to our night together before
hisfire and him tdling me of his past. “What do you suggest?’ | said, hearing my voice as if it wasn't my
own.

“Don’t kill him. He' s worthless”

“l'amaprince!” Garrett shouted. “If you harm me, my father will descend upon you. Your homes will
be burned. Y our ships sunk. Y our—’

“Shut your mouth,” | said. | could smdl his sweat and knew he was afraid.

Jeck clasped his hands behind his back. A fant amile hovered on him. “There are worse fates than
degth,” he said. “And Garrett has made a very large, embarrassng mistake. If you let him live, he will be
sent homein disgrace like a boy pilfering gpples from a neighbor’s grove.” | fdt Garrett siffen. “Begten
by Costenopolie’'s fase princess? A child from the guitter? I’ ve walked King Edmund's hdls, and Tess, it
will be aliving hell.”

| hesitated, hearing the truth in what he said, but my soul begged me to not ligen, to just kill him and
ded with the consequences later.

“King Edmund has a third son,” Jeck said. “He isn't a man of action but a son nonetheess. If your



princess will consder hm—"
“Alexander!” Garrett exploded. “You can't cdl Alexander aman. He's aworthless—”

“Shut your mouth!” | shouted. | tossed a curl of red har from my eyes as my topknot dowly fell
apart. “I wouldn't have one Misdev dog inmy palace. Why would | trust another?”

Jeck shifted eagerly. “The union between Misdev and Costenopolie—"

My eyes widened. “Thisisto save your hidel” | interrupted. “If you go back to King Edmund with a
dead prince, hewill demote you to where you can't effectively play.”

“Play...” Garrett whispered.
Jeck straightened, glancing uncomfortably a Garrett. “Tess...” he warned.

“That's if he doesn’t outright kill you,” | continued hotly, not caring that Garrett was hearing more
than he should. “Here's my idea. | kill Garrett, and the princess won't wed at dl. The Red Moon
Princesswill stay unwed, and that damned prophesy won't mean anything!”

Jeck’s expression was open and honest. “You're right. I'm looking out for mysdf, and that could
work, but Tess...” His words took on a conspiratoria tone, and | met his dy gaze. “Condder how
strong we could be together. Misdev and Costenopolie can dill make an officd dliance by marriage as
Kavenlow intended through King Edmund's youngest son. I've studied your master’s past games. He
does nothing without a reason. He sees farther ahead then | am used to. Just look what he saw in you.
But now?" His smile went devious. “I see what he intended here. | wish he could have approached me
openly, but | never would have trusted him. Killing Garrett will limit you to one option, and you don’t
want war. I've seen it, Tess. It will kill you dowly.”

Garrett shifted under my fingers. “You think you rule us” he said in wonder. “The captain of the
guard and a changding think they rule ud”

| frowned, wishing there was another way to do this. Jeck took a amdl step forward, and | tightened
my grip on Garrett, my fingers going dippery with his swest.

“Your ships and harbors?” Jeck said. “My fidds and men? No one would dare raise a finger to ather
of us. Your people would be free to extend ther reach by commerce, and my people could devote
themselves to working the land as they want instead of sending their young men to die in congtant battle.
And if the need ever arose for a force on the land, you would have a group of very eadsly trained men
only afew weeks away. But for even a chance of it working, you can’t kill Garrett.”

Garrett trembled in his desire to move, knowing it would mean his death. “Players,” he whispered.
“I've heard of you,” he said, his voice rigng. “We will ferret you out and crush you as we did five
hundred years ago!”

That didn't sound good, and | tightened my grip. “He knows too much. | have to kill him.”

“Tess” Jeck protested. “Killing a pawn doesn't make you strong. Forging a pesceful union does.
And that's what Garrett has made himsdf into. He has gone from a knight to a pawn in his falure. It's
your decison, your move, but the way you win this game decides how the next will be set up.”

Hands clasped behind himsdf, Jeck took a symboalic step backward. | hesitated, thinking. The pain in
my soul demanded vengeance, that Garrett shouldn’t be able to fed the sun when my parents no longer
could. But knowing he had been beaten by a woman, one not of roya birth but a guttersnipe, would prey
upon him. Having everything taken from him by a child from the streets might.... be enough.

An unexpected rdief came over me. My breath whispered out, and my shoulders eased. Jeck saw
my decision to let Garrett live, and the tenson dipped from him. * Alexander?” | asked.

“No,” Garrett said, panic ganing his beautiful voice. “You can’t do that to me”



| amiled. He would be remembered as the pathetic son who tried to start a war and escaped with his
life. The one who could have had everything but was beaten by a beggar’s child. Jeck was right. Revenge
made awarm spot that couldn’t be put out.

“There will have to be along courtship,” | said. “I’ll not rush her.”
“Of course. | expect nothing dse”

“And there will be the understanding | can back out at any time, right up to the | dos” | continued,
not moving my dart from Garrett. “And if you are lying to me, I'll see you dead.”

“Asisdways awoman'sright,” Jeck acknowledged, indining his head.

His brown eyes glinted in the shine from the lamps, and | wasn't sure if he was commenting on
backing out of a marriage or a woman's right to kill the one who wronged her. “So, how do we end
this?’ | asked. “You 4ill have the pdace.”

Clearly pleased, Jeck raised a finger like a lecturing nobleman. We froze at the sudden cries in the
hall. “ Get the door open!” someone shouted.

Garrett twisted, gripping my hand with the dart and forcing it away from him. | cried out when bones
ground together and pain flamed. “Stop!” | shrieked. He pushed me from him as my hand opened and
the dart dropped to the floor. | hunched over my wrigt and backed away, terrified, as he scooped up his
sword.

“I'll kill you both,” he snarled. “1 will be king!”

Jeck pulled his sword from the door in a beautiful arc of motion, legping to stand between Prince
Garrett and me. It was all for nothing, | thought miserably as | hed my numbed hand to me. All for
nothing.

But it was Kavenlow who burst in, tralling a handful of dirty, smdly, unshaven, barefoot Costenopolie
guards.

“No!” Garrett cried, diving at me.

“Stop im!” | cried, seeing the shimmer of my dart in his hand. Fanting with the sword, Garrett drove
the fire-hardened needle through Jeck’s jerkin. Jeck sumbled back. He fdl to the floor, dutching his
chest. Garrett shouted and legpt & me. His bloodied sword gleamed red.

| stood, horrified, as Jeck lay dill on the floor. | couldn't move, couldn’t take my eyes from Jeck,
though Garrett was coming at me. The guards dove for Garrett, bringing him down three feet before me
by sheer weight of numbers.

Terified, | ran to Jeck. He wasn't moving. Had he put himsdlf & the edge of histolerance to best me,
meking this akilling dose? He has to be all right, | thought franticaly. He had to be.

“Jeck!” | cried, fdling to my knees before him. “Jeck! Look at me!”

His eyes cracked open, and | dumped. He swallowed and waved his fingers weskly. “I'm dl right.
Give me aminute. Damn, you pack a punch, woman.”

Immessurably relieved, | pulled my gaze up from his, finding Kavenlow watching me with an amazed
aurprise. 1 opened my mouth to explain, then shut it, shocked to redize | cared if Captain leek lived or
died. Confused, | got to my feet and left him on the floor. Two guards descended upon him, pulling him
roughly to hisfeet. | reached out in protest, then forced my hands to my side.

Duncan’s low voice drifted into the room. “... and then he dammed the one with the pike into the
wadl headfird. It made a dent the 9ze of my fis.” Hislanky frame came to a hdt in the doorframe, and he
dared in at the chaos. Behind him was Resh, the captain of my father’s guard. “Angd’s Spit!” Duncan
swore. Then his eyes rose to mine “Tesd” Surging in, he moved through the guards as if unseen. He



took my hand to pull me toward him, and | yelped.

“No, I'mdl right,” | protested as he leaned close, halding my arm carefully to look a my hand. His
fingers were gtained with rust and dirt. “Ow. Let it go,” | indsted as | glanced at his bruised face. “It's dl
right.”

“It's not dl right,” Duncan said, his breath warm on my hand. “I think it's broken.” His gaze went
hard and he looked a Jeck hanging in the guards grip. “Did he do thisto you?’

“No,” | sad. “Prince Garrett did. And it' s dl right. See?” Steding mysdf, | tried to close my fingers.
Nausea and relief swept me as they moved as they should. | looked up, my eyes probing his. “You're a
thief,” | whispered. “Only athief could have done that.”

He diffened, then relaxed. A flash of hidden promise flickered behind his eyes. “Only if you're an
assassin,” he sad.

Flustered, | pulled my hand from him.

“Get off mel” Garrett shouted, his voice muffled. “Give me my sword. They’re traitors to the crown.
Both of them. They rule, not the kingd It'sasham! A conspiracy! Get off!”

| glanced at Kavenlow with a sick look. He was grim, accepting Garrett’'s sword when someone
brought it to him. “Let him up,” Kavenlow said, his tired gaze going over the room. | watched his lips
move as he counted the number of people. There were alot, and dl would need their memories clouded.
He gave Jeck an angry grimace as if he should have known better. | got an exasperated sgh.

My face went cold at the princess s lyricd voicein the hdl. She above dl shouldn’'t hear what Garrett
was saying. Kavenlow leaned toward a guard. “Keep her out of here)” he said, his eyes fdling to the
dead guard on my rug. “ She ought not see this”

The guard nodded and left. There was a murmur, and the princess's voice rang out, “My sder isin
there. Y ou said the room was secure; let me through.”

Eyeswide, | looked a Kavenlow. “Get out,” he mouthed. But | wasn't fast enough, and before | had
pulled from Duncan, the princess entered with Thadd tight behind her. Her eyes went wide at the guard
dead upon my floor, then filled with rdief as she found me,

“She's a fraud!” Garrett said, oittle flying as he struggled to free himsdf from the two guards
resraning him. “A fraud!” He started laughing. The high-pitched sound made my skin crawl. “The
farmer,” he gasped, “and the dock whore. They rule. Not you.” He pointed a finger at the princess and
laughed hydericdly. “ She doesn't rule. The whore does. You're a fraud. My faher is a fraud. We're dl
frauds. The farmer rules. The farmer rules us dl!”

| stared in dismay a Garrett laughing, held up only by the guards supporting him. Kavenlow couldn’t
cloud o firm a thought. | glanced a Jeck and read the truth of it. If we couldn’t shut him up, he would
have to die or risk usdl being exposed.

| bit my lipin dismay. Garrett couldn’t die. It would ruin everything!

The princess stood with her hand over her mouth as Prince Garrett laughed. He nearly pulled the
guards down as they sruggled to keep him upright. “He's mad,” she said, her eyes wide in a fortunate
misunderdanding. “He is utterly mad! First he kills my parents, then takes over the palace, and now he
thinks my kingdom is ruled by a farmer!”

| blinked. My gaze shifted between Kavenlow and Jeck. Prince Garrett was mad? That would work.
Sent homein disgrace as mad. He would never be taken serioudy again. Garrett’s life would be a living
hdl. The warm spot in me grew brighter.

The princess lifted her skirts to delicately sidestep the dead guard, the most disturbing thing being that



tile sght of a disemboweed man upon my rug didn’'t faze her a dl. Her face was severe as she settled
hersdf before me, her white dress somehow dill spotless. Chu pits, how does she do it?

“You didn't ligen to me,” she accused. “1 told you to follow me. You disobeyed the very firg order |
gave you. It was the very firg order | gave anyone.”

| shifted uncomfortably, caught inmy lie. It didn’t matter | was tdler than her; | ill fdt like a child. “I
was going to,” | said. “After | made the palace safe for you—ah—Y our Highness”

She amiled. All her ire drifted to nothing. “Asif | could ever be angry with you, Tess. Come on.
There s afirein our parents room. Let melook at your hand in the light. | often helped the nuns hed the
lame and bury the destitute.”

She took my arm and led me out. Duncan had Thadd's ebow, pulling the reluctant sculptor into a
corner to tdl him of his battle. | passed Kavenlow, his desire to demand an explanaion from me heavy
onhim. | ignored Jeck’s worried frown for whether | would hold to our agreement. It could wait. They
dl could wait. 1t would do the men good.

The ar in the hdlway was cool, and the Costenopolie guards had moved the battered Misdev men
somewhere. “Put the cgptain inmy old cell,” 1 heard the captain of my father’s guard say, and | drew to a
stop.

“Pease, Princess Contessa,” | said, sumbling over the words. “Captain Jeck—this isn't his fault. He
tried to protect me from Prince Garrett—at the end.”

She amiled to look like our mother. “Cal me Contessa,” she said. “I hate the princess part, and since
you're the only one who has the right to cadl me by my red name, 1 wish you would.” She looked back
into the room. “Captain Jeck is to be confined to a stateroom as wel as Prince Garrett. The captain
treated me with the utmost avility when he took me prisoner, and | will return his kindness. | want to hear
what Tess says concerning what happened before | decide anything. Keep the palace gates manned from
adistance. | don't want the streets to know what has happened until 1 do.” She took my arm, her eyes
worried. “Tess, | need your help infinding away to tdl my neighbor his son isinsane”

Kavenlow caught my gaze and smiled. | couldn’'t help but grin back as the princess escorted me
down the hdls that were once again mine,



Thirty-five

“Will you rattle your teacup a mite softer? You're going to wake her,” Kavenlow said, his voice
dipping from the next room and into my deep to gir me awake.

“But the moming is dmogt gone,” Duncan complained, his tone more conniving than respectful.
“She's got to see them. If she waits, they might take them down.”

Kavenlow chuckled. “They won't come down until she says so. She's behind them somehow. | know
it”

Curiogity pulled my eyes open. “Behind what?’ | shouted, garing a my wal. My beautiful barren
whitewdl with no dirt or leaves or sticks.

“Tesd” Duncan cdled from my gtting room. “Get dressed. I1t's dmost noon. Hurry up. You have an
gppointment with the princess.”

| flung the heavy covers from me. I'd never dept so late. But then I'd been up hdf the night: ferreting
out Prince Garrett’s guards, freeing the cook and sentries from under Banner, tdling Kavenlow of the
agreement |I'd come to with Jeck. “An gppointment?’ | caled as | splashed tepid water on my face. “I
didn’'t make an gppointment.”

“The princess did,” Kavenlow said dryly. “She is dipping into her new role with a frightening
sureness. Put on something nice”

He sounded irate, and | dressed quickly, arranging my har with my usua darts and a new dart pipe
Kavenlow had given me. | fingered the bullwhip, then left it on my bedside table. It had faled me the
darts hadn’t. The back of my dress haf-undone, | went to the doorway of my gtting room to find
Duncan and Kavenlow resting companionably at my smdl table.

Duncan had found his tattered boots, and his heds were among the empty dishes and plates strewn
before them. Kavenlow gazed wearily out my window to the mangled gardens. A cow ambled across my
line of vison, asght both disturbing and amusing. There was a new colorful rug where the Misdev guard
hed been, and the scented candle 4ill burned to cover the lingaring amdl of death. It struck me how
eedly the permanence of death could be covered up.

“Could one of you lace my dress for me?’ | said, and they both Started.
“St,” Kavenlow said darkly to Duncan as the thief pulled his feet from the table.

Embarrassed, | turned so Kavenlow could reach the laces. He tugged gently as he moved upward,
leaving me more room to breathe than Heether ever did. Heather, | thought. I'd send a runner for her.
She was probably worried sick. “Thank you,” | said as he finished.

He made a soft noise of agreement. “Seep wel?’ he asked and held a chair for me,

“Yes, thank you.” As | sat, his ring, dill on its cord about my neck, swvung into my sght. Eyes
crinkled, | pulled it up and over my head. “I forgot to give this to you last night,” | said, extending it
toward him on my pam.

Kavenlow eased himsdf into his chair. Smiling from behind his graying beard, he reached across the
table. The ring disappeared into his thick hands. “Thank you.” He cut the cord with his dagger and
replaced the band of gold on hisfinger, dearly relieved.

Duncan looked between us, dearly knowing something had happened but not what. His shirt was



henging out from the rope holding up his trousers, and his boots had dearly not seen all in quite some
time. With that nasty attempt at a beard, he looked like a vagabond. There was nothing in him of the
dangerous man 1'd seen in the cdls below the guard’s quarters, even if his eyes were dlinting rather
roguishly. | wondered if | had imagined his hidden strength in the hest of the moment.

Thelight glinted on Kavenlow’s ring as he poured a cup of long-cold tea for me. “If you will excuse
me, Princess Contessa wanted to know when you awoke. She has requested to see you a your earliest
convenience.” His eyes tightened in warning. “ That means now, Tess”

| nodded and sipped my tea. Saint’s bells, but she could wait until | had breakfast.

“There s to be a coronation this afternoon in the city square,” Kavenlow continued as he stood. “The
offida onewill be during the summer festival when her neighborswill be here”

A coronation instead of a wedding. It would be the grandest event I'd ever plan. | would make
Contessa shine. No gypsies, though.

“Other than that, your day isyours. | suggest you stay clear of the streets for awhile”
Winang a hiswry tone, | took an apple from abowl. | did have to collect my horses.

“I'll see you a supper, Duncan,” Kavenlow said. He gave me a nod and |eft, having to use two hands
to shift the door since it hung loose on its hinges

Duncan waved a cardess hand in dismissal and continued to shove cold toast into his mouth. The
slence grew, and | became uncomfortable. Though the door was cracked gar, I'd never had anyone
aone with mein my room but for Heather and Kavenlow. | wasn't the crown princess. It was the sl
things that would likey take the longest to get used to.

“How's Tuck?’ | asked, knowing Duncan had spent the night in the stables with his horse. It was his
choice, not anyon€e' s request.

“Hne” he said brightly around a mouthful, then swallowed. “He needed a solid brushing. And he's
thin. That captain dl but starved him on the way back.” He heditated as if | might say something, and
when | didn't, he added, “but he'sdl right.”

The tea was too cold to enjoy. Seiting it aside, | tucked the apple into a drgping deeve for my new
gdding. It was my firg offica day as a commoner; | didn't know what to do.

“So how about it?” Duncan asked.
| looked up in bewilderment. “How about what?’

“You're done.” He propped his heds on the table and clasped his hands behind his head. “Y ou saved
the princess, rescued the kingdom, blah, blah, blah... Are you coming with me?’

Surprised, | sraightened inmy chair. “I—uh—thought you would stay.”

Duncan shook his head, not looking a me. “No.” A hint of shadow wasin his voice, a hue of power,
awhisper of a past unshared. It was there. | hadn’t imagined it.

| dowly let out my breath. “I can't,” | said, ifling a shiver when | found | was tempted.

He took his heds from the table and leaned across it. The brown of his eyes fixed on me. | knew he
saw my fluder, and as | watched, his mien of capable but friendly cheat dissolved to leave a dangerous
men | knew nothing about. “Why not?’ he asked, his voice soft.

“|—I told you,” 1 ssammered. “1 won't make my way by seding.”

“I’'m not asking you to.” The intengty in his tone pulled my gaze up. “You can do peopl€’ s books, or
write ther letters for them, or nothing at dl. You don't ever have to play another hand with me. | like
you, Tess. | want you to come with me”



“Contessa needs me” | said, then my breath caught. “Y-you like me?’

Leaning back in his chair, he picked up the last piece of toast. His ar of bound portent vanished like
one of his cards. “Well, yeah,” he said lightly. “I'm gill here, aren’t 17 He shoved the wedge of toast into
hismouth and rose. He held out his hand, then drew it back and wiped it on the back of his trousers. “I
want to show you something,” he said as he extended it.

| stared. It was gone. He had let dip enough of histrue danger to pique my interest, then hid it away.
My words to Heather resonated in my mind. A man of power, not necessarily wealth. Saint’s bels, |
was afoal. A very confused fool who couldn’t hide behind being a princess anymore.

Swadlowing, | took his hand, not wanting to let im know how muddled | was. His grip was warm in
mine, the caluses on hisfingers soft. | remembered their strength on my shoulder and neck, and a warm
tingle rose through me. “What isit?’ | said as| got to my feet.

“You can see it from your window.”

Curiogty overwhelmed caution, and | let im draw me to the window. He left his hand upon my
shoulder as he stood behind me. My breath caught as | saw the city.

Flags. The dty was draped with flags From the tops of the buildings to the lower spires of the
church, they hung from wadlls, and roofs, and trees. And they were dl dike gold with three black bars
dashing diagondly across them. “Captain Borlett’ sflag!” | exclamed, tearing my gaze away to look over
my shoulder & Duncan. “Is he here? But how?” Amazed, | leaned forward to scan the harbor and the
pdtry few ships resting there. “And why?’

There was a scuffing behind me. | didn’t turn, recognizing Kavenlow’s grumble as he edged around
my broken door. He settled behind me, and Duncan’'s hand did away with a reluctant downess. “We
thought you might be able to tdl us what they meant,” Kavenlow said.

| shook my head, a aloss for words. Apart from the flag atop the Sandpiper there was only the one
inmy pack. And Heether had that. “Heather!” | cried, my gaze on the digant blur of streets. “Heather
mug have found Captain Borlett’sflagin my things | told her to rdly support for me. To tdl the people
the truth, that | didn’'t run away. She must have told them to fly it so | would know they believed me.
They beieve me” | said, dated. | stared a the scores of banners unfurled in the morning breeze, each
one a shout that | was trusted, that my word was good enough for them.

“Of course they believe you,” Kavenlow said gruffly. “Did you honestly think they would believe a
Misdev prince?’

“l suppose not,” | said as | turned. “But look at dl of them...”

Kavenlow made a worried sound. “Yes. | was going to put the crown on Contessa this afternoon, but
perhaps you should so everyone sees you accept her as your sovereign.”

“Yes dl right,” | said, not redly caring. | looked past Kavenlow & the scraping of boots in the
hdlway. It was a sentry. After over a week in a cdl, his clothes hung loosdy upon him, but he was
clean-shaven and dert. “Kavenlow? Princess?’ he said as he came to stand gpologeticdly just ingde the
broken doorway. “They are ready for you.”

“Of course” Kavenlow reached for my am. So did Duncan. Kavenlow frowned and physcdly
removed Duncan’s hand from me. “It's a private audience” he said without a trace of apology, and
Duncan shrugged good-naturedly. He remained with the guard when we Ieft. 1t occurred to me that
Duncan, a sdf-proclaimed cheat and probable thief, was in the unique position of being known by dl the
palace guards. Having freed them, he had their trust and could breeze fredy into every part of the palace
asif invisble | waan't sure that was entirdy a good thing.

The hdlway had been washed clean of last night's ugliness. The news of our retaking of the palace



hed gone out this morning, and from the looks of it, most of the usud paace saff was back. Every
window was open, and the cool soring air swept to the corners. A bowl of unesaten, untrampled flowers
was a the end of the hdl. Violets. My favorite.

“Have you talked with Captain Jeck?’ | asked as we went down the firg dairs.

“Yes” he sad, lips bardly moving. “1 don’t like going into an dliance this openly. Trust doesn’t come
eedly to me, Tess. Watch hm dosdy.”

| went dlent, concerned. | had no ddusions that Jeck’s matives in saving Prince Garrett’s life were
anything other than to keep his own hide intact. Still, we were coming out of this better than | could have
imagined. “Didn’t he hep you cloud Garrett’ s thoughts?” | asked.

Kavenlow ran a hand down his tidy beard in worry. “Captain Jeck and | worked until nearly sunrise
under the guise of interrogating Prince Garrett. Neither one of us is good a manipulaing memories. All
we managed was to dhift a few key thoughts so he appears to be more insane than a man logt a sea.
There will be no breach of confidence.”

“Good,” | sad, reieved. | didn't want the question of broken rules hanging over me. We continued
throughout the palace, making brief grestings and assuring the gaff that we were well. My face went cold
as | found mysdf in the hdlway leading to the solarium. “Why here?’ | said, pulling Kavenlow to a hdt
before the guards sanding at the door.

Kavenlow's eyes were sad. “It's dl right, Tess. This is where she feds most a home. The garden is
duplicated at the convent. Except the statues there are of you.”

Surprised, | let mysalf be led in. My tenson eased at the changes. The round table where my parents
hed died was gone.

Even the paving stones had been torn up, replaced with new plants too smdl for the space. | had
been to my parents grave last night with Banner, explaining everything to them by torch and moonlight,
asking for their forgiveness. If it were up to me, I'd consecrate the ground and let them rest among the
laurds and ivy.

Kavenlow led me to a disant corner where the sun shone dappled through large potted trees. The
princess sat with Thadd at a table, her long, fair hair faling fredy to rest amongs their clasped hands as
they discussed a topic known only to them. The sculptor had shoes now, and anew shirt. It looked tight,
but 1 was willing to wager it was the only thing to be found on such short notice to fit him. Severd aides
stood nearby, fallowing thar practice of saying in the background. | waved my fingers a them and got
happy smilesin return.

My pulse quickened as | found Jeck standing asmdl distance apart. Though his Misdev uniform was
clean, he looked irate. He had on his gaudy mongtrogity of a hat, making him look foolish despite his trim
and powerful build. Too many guards stood by him. He wore no chains, but he had no sword, ether. |
touched my hip where a sword would hang, and he shrugged.

The princess looked up when Kavenlow cleared his throat. “Tess” she cdled eagerly, and my heart
ached at how much she sounded like our mother. “Come and sit. I’ ve been waiting.”

“Good morning, Princess. | trust you dept wdl,” | said formdly.

“Oh, don't,” she dmost moaned as she indicated a chair to her other sde. “I am so sck of that |
could throw my chamber pot out the window. Please tak normdly to me? | can take it from me guards
and such, but not you.”

| grinned and nodded in understanding as the aides shifted uncomfortably. And whereas | dways had
to bow to proper decorum, she had a capitd-fine excuse to ignore it, being raised by wolves, o to
speak. The next few months were going to be rather interesting as she met her neighbors. “Good



morning, Contessa,” | amended. “ Slegp wdl?’
Sghingin relief, she bobbed her head to look artlesdy dluring.

Captain Jeck took a step forward to help me with my chair. The nearest guard hdf pulled his sword
in response, and Jeck fdl back in exasperation. Thadd got to his feet as Kavenlow helped me with my
chair. All the men remained ganding, Kavenlow pointedly putting himsdf between the princess and
Captain Jeck.

“Thank you for coming to see me, Tess. | just don't know what to do,” the princess sad as she
resettled hersdf, and | cringed ingde at her admitting it where others could overhear. Maybe being a
bumpkin princess might not be such a good idea.

Seaing my face, her eyes widened and she flushed. “I find mysdf in a somewhat tight spot, and |
would like your advice” she amended, meking her words clear and precise. She managed a courtly
accent, and | wondered if she had been practicing. “I can't mary Prince Garrett. But if | reman
husbandless, | remain an enticing target for the next Red Moon Prophesy assassin.”

The guards diffened, and Kavenlow frowned. “That won't happen, Princess,” he said.

“l would hope not,” she sad tatly, then winced as she recognized she had misspoken agan.
“Perhgps,” she added mildly. “But it's something | need to consder.” Her blue eyes, so much like
Father’'s, were confused, and | felt awash of pity. It was easier to die from a prophesy than livewith it.

“| talked with Prince Garrett this mormning,” she said. “The man is completely insane. There's not a
breath of reason in him.”

Kavenlow eased back a step. “I'm pleased you have agreed to begin a didog with King Edmund's
youngest son,” he said to Contessa.

The princess s gaze on mine fatered as Thadd took a pained-sounding bregth. “It is my duty to wed.
| understand that,” she whispered.

Jeck stepped forward. A guard reached out and pulled him back. Giving him a black ook, Captain
Jeck brushed the man's hand from him. “I believe you will find Prince Alexander to be an equitable
meaich, Princess. May | be blunt?” He hesitated, then a her solemn nod, he added, “Prince Alexander
has refused to congder taking a wife since he became fond of a commoner woman. Until now his father
hasn't cared. That's going to change. | would wager Prince Alexander won't be opposed to a royd
joining if he was dlowed to, ah, bring his mistress with him.”

Contessa dtiffened, spots of color gppearing on her sun-starved cheeks. “Have a courtesan under my
roof?" she said loudly. “Eaing my food? Bedding my husband?’

| put a hand to my forehead and closed my eyes in a strength-gathering blink. Did the woman lack
even a hint of polish? She sounded like a fiswife who had caught her husband pinching the tavern
barmaid.

“Your legal husband, Your Highness” Jeck said, amusement hinted behind his carefully blank face.
“It would leave you free to find your own company.”

Contessa hit her lip, and | vowed to never do the same again. It made her look like a girl. The blush
that rose to turn her face red didn't make her look any more mature ether.

“It's done more often than not, Princess,” Kavenlow offered in a low voice. “It's a lucky few who
marry for love, even among the meanest of your streets.”

Her eyes were on her clasped hands, ignoring Thadd's distress. “I would like to meet Prince
Alexander,” she said hestantly. “1 will have aletter for him when Prince Garrett returns to Misdev.”

“Of course,” Kavenlow said, easng back in relief. “I'll see to the travel arrangements mysdf. Is next



week too late for your liking? | would see the palace secure before | go.”

“Gol” | exclamed. | was the only onein the room who would dare interrupt either of them, and | was
going to take full advantage of it. “You can't go.”

Kavenlow’s eyebrows rose in warning. “ Someone has to accompany them to be sure they reach their
borders safdy, Tess”

“Yes” the princess said. “I agree. But you, Chancellor Kavenlow, will be staying here”

Kavenlow froze. | thought it wasin shock. | couldn’'t be sure, Snce | had never seen the emation on
him before. “Princess?’ he dmost stammered.

Contessa gmiled, turning hersdf into an angd that rivaed the surrounding statues. “The Chancellor’'s
place isin the palace with his books and ink, not running my errands. I'll rely upon your advice, and | see
no reason to change something that worked so wel for my parents.” Grief furrowed her brow at the
thought of them. “Tesswill escort Captain Jeck and Prince Garrett to their holdings as my ambassador.”

My breath caught and my mouth dropped open. Me?

The princess was beaming. “Look, Thadd,” she said, gripping his am and dhifting in her seet in a
pleased excitement. “ Duncan was right. She can hardly wait.”

“But...” | stammered, thinking, Duncan? Duncan had talked to her? The snake! The devious,
contriving, clever, wonderful, snake! This was dl a plot to get me out of the palace. “But | can’'t!” |
sad, wanting to shout out | would. “I said I'd help you!”

“Oh, Tess,” she pleaded as she reached across the table with our mother’ s grace and took my hands.
“Please be my ambassador. You'll be my ears and eyes. You'll carry my decisons and speak for me
before kings and queens. You will have the courteses and authority that you're used to and will be
treated with respect.” Her amile turned wry. “I imagine it will be like being the princess without the
responsbilities”

| looked at Kavenlow. His face was creased with irritation. Contessa drew my attention back as she
gave my hands a squeeze. “Tdl me you will accompany Captain Jeck and Prince Garrett back to
Misdev?’ she asked. “Take the king my regrets. Explan what happened, that we' re sorry, and would
like to inquire as to the hedth of his son Alexander?” Her gaze flicked to Captain Jeck. Whispering, she
added, “And when eyes aren’t on you, cast about for any hint of betraya. You're so suited for it, with
your palace manners and,” she hesitated, her eyesflicking to my topknot, “unique abilities”

Elated, | nodded. No walls. No doilies. New places to buy things “Yes. Thank you, Contessa. |
would be honored.”

A digant commoation from the hals brought the sentries to a bristle, but | brightened as | recognized
Captain Borlett's voice. He was here? He should be hdfway to Lovrege by now.

“Leave me gtting in the hdl dl the morming while my flag is fastened to every last standard,” he said
loudly, as yet unseen. “I have athing or two to put in your princess's ear | do, concerning the right and
lanvful property of afree man. That's my flag. And I'll not have anyone take it because it goes wel with
her burning hair.”

He turned the corner, escorted by two sentries. Bluster and bother had reddened his round face, and
hisfrazzled beard was more scattered than usud. Eyes flashing, he took in the princess and the score of
guards. His anger vanished, and he snatched his faded hat from his head. “Uh, Your Highness” he said
oruffly, his eyes fixed on her as he bobbed in an unaccustomed bow.

“Excuse my impertinence, ma am. And | beg your pardon, but why is my flag waving from atop your
tower?’



Contessa opened her mouth, and | leaned close. “You can't talk to him until you're introduced,” |
prompted.

“Oh,” she murmured, dearly embarrassed. She turned to Thadd. “Please introduce us so | may
address him,” she said, squaring her shoulders to find an ar of formdlity.

Before Thadd could move, | rose. “I'll do it,” | said. “I know Captain Borlett.”

“Tess? The wrinkles about Captain Borlett's eyes deepened as he recognized me. Hands
outstretched in greeting, he stepped forward only to be blocked by the sentries.

“Leavehim be” | said iratdly. “Not everyone istrying to kill me” | pushed the sentries asde and took
his hands, beaming into his startled eyes. | could amdl the sea on him, and | breathed it in like a bam.
“Cgptain, you have no idea how good it is to see you again. But | thought you were going to Lovrege.”

Captain Borlett shifted his gaze from the princess to me, his eyes lingering on my red hair and my
black eye. “I had to ddiver my books before | was beached. But what are you doing here? Was it you
who put up my flag?’

I grinned. “I mink it was a member of my old court. I'm sorry. It was an accident. She found it in my
things and knowing | would recognize it, had the city put it up to show their belief that | didn’t run
avay.”

He bobbed his head in understanding, then he paused. “Y our parents,” he said. “That would mean...”

His eyes grew wide and his fingers gripped his hat dl the tighter. “The burning princess did my books. |
made the burning princess degp on my floor. Oh, Your Highness. If you would have said anything...”

Ddighted at hisflugter, | took his elbow and led him forward. “Princess Contessa of Costenopalie, |
would be honored to introduce you to Captain Borlett of the Sandpiper. It was because of his fast ship
and killful reading of the wind that | was able to reach you before, ah,” | glanced a Jeck, “anyone ese”
| finished.

Captain Borlett shifted his work-stained hat from one hand to another. “Y our Highness. Forgive my
harsh words earlier concerning my pdtry flag. If you want it, I'll find another.”

The princess glanced a me, and at my subtle prompting, she extended her hand.

“Takeit,” | whispered to Captain Borlett, and he jumped to do so. | fought to keep from ralling my
eyes. | had never seen such a backward court. Not one of them knew whét to do.

“A pleasure to meet you, Captain,” the princess said. “I'm sure we can convince everyone to take
your flag down once they see Tess beside me where she beongs.”

Captain Borlett fidgeted as he let go of her hand. “It's only a bit of cloth, Y our Highness”

| made a subtle gesture with my fingers, and the guards dropped back from him. Contessa saw the
moation, and | amiled when she repeated the mation as if memoarizing it.

“Perhgps you can hdp me” she said, kegping her pronunciation dow and precise, “being from the
docks as you are. | have just asked Tess to be my ambassador. Unfortunately, it's a new postion and
lacks a few essentids. She is going to need a fast ship. One with a low draft to manage the rivers. It
grikes me that the Sandpiper—’

“I'll doit,” he interrupted, then reddened for his impertinence. My heart legpt. A ship of my own, to
sl as | wanted. “That isif | can buy my backers out, and the princess—ah—your sster here...” His
brow furrowed as he glanced a me. “Uh, Tess agrees,” he said. “We weren't very gentlemanly. My
crew, | mean. Tess and |, though, had a fine evening of cards.”

| didn't look at Kavenlow, but | saw his stance turn disgpproving.
“Thenit's settled,” Contessa said, dearly pleased. “I'll buy your backers out. The Sandpiper will be



the ambassador’ s boat. My chancellor will see to your retaining fee, Captain.”

| beamed & Kavenlow—a boat of my very own!—and he frowned, looking as eager as the time |
told him | wanted to dimb a diff to catch my own peregrine chick.

The princess leaned close to Thadd. “How long until we have to go?’ she whispered.

He glanced a one of her statues and the light faling on it. “A little over three hours” he said, arting
torise. “I'll see that the coach is ready.”

She touched his arm, and he stopped. Head tilted confidently, she made a dight hand gesture, and the
sentry closest to the door vanished, his place taken by another. Chu, | thought, both pleased and worried
a how fagt she was picking this up.

“Time enough to tdl Prince Garrett of his return home,” she said. “Or & least try t0.”

Captain Borlett shifted from foot to foot. “Maam, uh, Your Highness?' he sammered. “If it s dl the
sameto you, | should get back to my boat before my men start setting the ships afire that have my flag
flying from them.”

Contessa's eyes widened, and | nodded, imagining Haron giving the order to start lobbing flaming tar.
“Of course,” the princess said, then motioned to Kavenlow. “My chancdlor here can fund anything you
need to outfit your ship for its new duties. And welcome to the palace, Captain Borlett.”

Captain Borlett's eyes lit up with a sudden avarice. He made an awkward bow to the princess and
beckoned to Kavenlow. “I’ve got afew things I’ ve been wanting,” he said.

Kavenlow gave me a pained look as he obediently followed Captain Borlett out. The short man
grabbed his elbow, spouting phrases like a third lateen sail, and a new gdley stove, and perhaps a coat of
paint. Black if they could find it.

“That's the man who took you across the bay?’ Jeck sad as he leaned close, and | nodded. “I'm
glad | was here to see this” he murmured. “Your new sovereign is rough but clever. King Edmund will
be taken by surprise should he think to start mischief with her.”

| amiled. “Did you expect anything less? Sheismy parents daughter.”

The remaining sentries shifted closer, and Thadd set a protective hand upon Contessa’'s shoulder as
Prince Garrett was bought in. | straightened, nervous for what he might say.

His wrigts were bound with a soft cloth. Metal hobbles were about his stockinged feet. He was
dressed in the same rumpled uniform from lagt night. A whisper of blond stubble was on him, looking out
of place. His mien was cold and diff as he stalked into the informd court. Jangling his shackles as if they
were a badge of honor, he came to a haughty standdtill before the table, a red mark on his face where my
whip had reached him. “Princess” he said, sweeping into an exquisite bow. Bringing his head up, he spat
a my feet.

The sentry behind him grabbed the scruff of his neck and amost pulled him from his fet.

“No!” Contessa cdled, and the guard hesitated. The prince hung in his grip, a taunting amile hovering
about him despite the pain he must be under. “Put him down,” she said, and the guard rductantly did. My
pulse dowed, and | settled into my seat. | hadn't redlized | had risen.

The princess looked distressed a the haggard, innocence-wronged look he had draped about him
like a cloak. “I told you to offer im food,” she said. “He looks hungry.”

“Hewon't eat, Princess.”
Her brow pinched. “We will get im home as quickly as possible, then.”
“You are afool,” Garrett said, his beautifully clear voice shocking through me. 1 told you last night to



kill her.”
Contessa shifted uncomfortably. “I’'m sorry, Tess. | didn’'t want you to hear this”

“They're going to kill usdl,” Garrett said loudly. “The farmers and the whores. They' Il kill us al when
it suits them. They rule the world from their rows of soil and beds of lugt.”

His voice had an eerie edge to it. The dlky sound grated across the back of my neck, making me
shudder. | wondered if Kavenlow and Jeck redly had made him insane.

“l demand you return me to my father. He must be warned,” Garrett continued. “He musgt daughter dl
the farmers and unmarried women in the streets. They can’'t be dlowed to live” His green eyes went
disant. “No,” he breathed. “That ig7't right. Just the whores in Costenopolie. And only the farmers in
Misdev.” Garrett’s brow furrowed. Losng his upright stance, he hunched in on himsdf. “But not dl the
farmers” he muttered. “Just those with swords. And the whores with red hair. The rest are just whores.
Yes” he said, his voice going crafty. “Whores with red hair. That's what I'll do. Kill dl the red-haired
whores.”

A wash of uneasy rdief went through me. Clearly the blurring of memory was imperfect, but the
indecison in his story and the muddled state of his words would make him seem dl the more insane. Siill,
there was enough truth in his words to make my nights occasionaly deepless.

The princess looked pained. “I'm sorry, Captain Jeck. Be careful with him on the way home. I'm
afrad he might hurt someone.”

The sincerity behind her smple words outweighed their lack of tact. | wondered if | should give up on
gving her royd polish and instead capitalize upon her earthy, honest nature.

Jeck gave her abow. “Yes, Your Highness. I'll put him safely in his father’s keep.”

Garrett jerked out of his soft mumbling. “My father is a fodl!” he shouted. “He will have me beaten.
My brother will treat me like a child. I'll have to kill them dl if | want to be king!”

The princess gasped, then steadied hersdf. “Please give my deepest regrets to King Edmund,” she
sad, her eyes on Jeck. “1 fed responsible somehow.”

Jeck bowed again. “I will do my best to assure him it wasn't your doing.”

Of that, | was sublimdly certain, and | made a tight, mirthless amile.

“May | go res?’ Garrett asked, his beautiful face twisted. “1 fed ill.”

“Of course.” Pushing her hair from her eyes, Contessa gestured for the guards to take him.

“Not them!” Garrett shouted wildly as he fdl back a step. “Where are my guards? | don't trust you.
Y our red-haired whores will poison me.”

The princess sat very dill, dearly thinking. She looked to me, and | shrugged. “Tess, will you and
Captain Jeck please accompany him?” she asked.
The captain of my father’s guard giffened. “Princess”

She raised her eyebrows, and he fdl slent. “Prince Garrett is mad,” she said, “not his captain of his
guard. But please, follow at a discreet distance.”

Garrett made a mocking bow, amos returning to the man he had been. “Your Highness is gracious
and kind,” he taunted, making it an inault.

| rose and gathered my skirts as he strode regdly from the room with Jeck a his elbow. | touched
Contessa' s hand in parting, giving her areassuring amile. She hadn’'t done badly in her first formd court.
She would be fine with Kavenlow, and | knew Heather would love Contessa with dl her heart, finding
her a suitable companion worthy of tdling dl her gossip to.



There were adew of Costenopolie guards between Jeck and me, and it wasn't until | gained the hdl
thet | managed to bully my way through them and catch up with Jeck and Prince Garrett. Jeck gave me a
sdeways look as | came even with him. Here in the hdlways, | was reminded how tdl the man was,
danding over me by dmog a ful head. Garrett strode before us like an injured hero. The sentries
followed obediently out of earshot. Jeck’s brow was furrowed, and he kept a terse slence. | wondered if
| had done something wrong.

We entered a hdl lit from wide, interspersed windows, and Jeck muttered, “You managed to get
yoursdf a devil of afine postion, Princess. Congratulations. It took me Sx years to get the ear of my
sovereign. How nice it was so easy for you.”

“Easy!” | said, offended, as| looked up to see his jaw clenched behind his trim beard. “You cdl the
last week and a hdf easy?’

“The only thing that would have made it easer for you was if it had rained to cover your tracks,” he
muttered.

My anger swdled. “You don’'t want me to go, do you,” | sad in sudden underganding. “You don't
want mein your lands.”

Jeck’s lips pressed together, going unseen behind his beard and mustache. “You couldn’'t be farther
from the truth,” he said, but he looked angry, and it confused me. His pace was diff, and his neck was
red. Reaching into an inner pocket, he pulled out my bone knife. “Here.”

The knife thrust bdligerently into my hand was warm from his body. He had kept it. | had thought he
hed sold it to buy a horse. “Thank you,” | said sharply. “1 thought Kavenlow searched you.”

“That's what he thought, too.”

| frowned, tucking my knife into the wide sash of my dress where it belonged. The weight of it fdt
comfortable. “Your knives are with my handmaiden. I'll get them when | can.”

“l would appreciate that.”

We continued. Confused and angry, | walked beside him, Garrett before us. Jeck took a deep breath
as we passed awindow, glanang up and down the hal. There were sentries at either end, but they were
too far away to hear. “Has Kavenlow explained to you about your—hands?’ he asked, and | Started,
shocked from my anger a the dhift in topics.

| said nothing, looking a Garrett in concern as | came to a wide-eyed hdt. Jeck stopped with me,
and when Garrett continued Jeck pulled him back, pushing him roughly into the wall. The young prince' s
eyes narrowed, but he stayed pui.

Frowning, Jeck took off his foolish-looking hat, his gaze drifting over my shoulder to the sentries
coming to ahdt out of easy earshot. “It'sjudt thet...” He hegitated. “Oh, to hdl withit,” he muttered. My
eyes widened as he made afig. Drawing it back, he swung it at Garrett with asmdl grunt, as smooth and
sweet as honey.

| gasped. The prince saw it coming but had no time to react.

Jeck’s fig smashed into his chin. Garrett’s head snapped back and hit the wal with a hollow thunk.
Shocked, | gathered my skirts and stepped back as the royd crumpled.

Satisfaction heavy on Jeck, he shook his hand free of the pain. “You have no idea how long I've
wanted to do that.”

My gaze rose to the guards jogging our way. “It's dl right,” | cdled, and they hestated. “We're fine.
Prince Garrett isfine. Thank you.” They came to an uncertain hdt. “Go on back.”

Laughing among themsdves, they returned to a respectful distance, gossiping. | faced Jeck squardly, a



quiver inmy middle as | waited to hear what he didn’'t want Garrett to know.

Jeck rubbed his hand, medting my gaze from under his shock of black hair. “Tess, Kavenlow is your
magter. And that he cares for you is obvious. But he...” His stance shifted from foot to foot, and his
shoulders hunched. “Has he told you why your hands hum?’ he asked.

“He...” | hestated. “He said | returned from me dead with the punta s ability to hed.”
He nodded, a tenson easing in him. “Did he dso tdl you that you can kill with them?’

| took a step back, frightened. Seeing my cold face, Jeck nodded as if 1 had confirmed something.
“No. He haan't,” he said.

“Why are you tdling me this?’ | demanded, my stomach light and my knees weak.

He leaned close, his brown eyes carrying ady anticipation that settled over me like a chill. “1’'m saying
Kavenlow is your master, but nothing saysiit has to stay that way.”

Shocked he dared make his offer a second time, | drew back. “Kavenlow ismy teacher. | am young,
Captain. Not supid.”

I turned with a flounce, gasping when he grabbed my upper arm. “Wait,” he demanded.

| frozeinfear as | heard the snick of sted from learner. It wasn't Jeck but the sentries at the end of
the hdl. Swalowing hard, | tugged free of Jeck’s loose grip and waved the guards back. | was shaking
indde, but if | was going to have this conversation, | wanted them close.

Jeck took a step from me, darting a glance a the sentries. “Tess, hear me out,” he said ftly as
Garrett lay dumped between us. “Y ou're young, and raw with talent. | can see why Kavenlow took you
as a sudent. But you're just that. A student. What I'm proposing isn't uncommon. Apprentices are
wooed from their origind teachers more often than not. It’s hard to trust the man who continualy poisons
you.”

My anger fdtered at the truth of what he was saying. Seaing it, his brown eyes probed mine “That's
why Kavenlow didn't have you recognized for so long. Your high tolerance to venom makes you
extremdy vaduable. But, Tess, he can't teach you to hed with your hands. He didn’'t even recognize you
hed the &bility, did he”

It wasn't a question, and he read my answer in that | was unable to look at him.

Thetipsof Jeck’s black boots shifted under my gaze. “The force you can direct through you swings
both ways, and willy-nilly experimentation islikely to get you or the one you are trying to hed killed.”

| fdt a stab of fear and | looked up. | wondered if that was why Kavenlow had been so worried
when he told me why my hands hummed.

“l can teach you things he can't, Tess,” Jeck said, hislow voice running through me like ice in a river.
“Thingshewon't. | know he has high ideas and plans for conquest by commerce. But he's wrong. The
world doesn't change that quickly. Be my apprentice, and | will teach you things Kavenlow can’t—or
won't.”

“Kavenlow knows what he's doing,” | said, but even | could hear the doubt init.

Jeck amiled, sraightening to look over my shoulder. “Y our loydty suits you. But ask him... ask him if
what | say istrue. He has never been honest with you with about his past—your past. It's ugly, Tess, the
things he' s done, the atrocities he's capable of. He has outright lied to you. | never have. | never will.”

My eyesfdl from his as a seed of doubt wedged itsdf deep, buried under my denid.

“While you'rein Misdev, let me at least teach you how to hed with your hands,” he continued. “I’'m
sure once you know enough, you'll decide I'm right and stay. If not, return to Kavenlow.”



It sounded too easy. But then | redized | could take him for dl his knowledge and bring it back to
Kavenlow.

A pleased expression wasin Jeck’ s eyes when | met them. “You just had a thought to take what you
could from me and leave” he murmured.

Fear washed through me, shortly followed by a flush. Jeck chuckled, making me fed foolish. “I'm
better at this than you, Tess” he said. “Come and learn from me with the sole intent to sted, and |
guarantee I'll come out of the arrangement better than you.”

Though my knees were weak, pride narrowed my eyes. “You' re mistaken, Captain Jeck. | accept
your offer. Teach me what you will, but | will say Kavenlow’s apprentice.”

There was a scuff from behind us, and we both spun. My hand was at my topknot, and Jeck’s was
tucked behind his jerkin. It was Kavenlow, his venom-induced skills dlowing him to get this close without
deting ether of us. He was better than both of us combined.

“What are you two doing in the middle of the hdlway?’ he demanded, ignoring Garrett dumped
unconscious on the floor.

Squinting in the bright light from the window, | looked at Jeck. “He asked me to be his apprentice,” |
sad, feding vindicated when Jeck clenched hisjaw and his eye began to twitch.

Tenson pulled Kavenlow tight. “Chull bait!” he muttered. “Y ou couldn’t wait, could you,” he sad, his
face red behind his salt-and-pepper beard. “You think you can come here and charm my apprentice
from me? She spat in your face, didn’t she?’

Jeck crouched, and grunting in effort, he dung Garrett over his shoulder. “She said she would take me
as her indructor,” he said, puffing as he rose to a stand and put his hat back on.

Kavenlow gripped my am in sudden fear. “Tesd”

Face warm, | frowned at Captain Jeck. “I said nothing of the kind,” | replied hotly, waking amost
sdeways as | followed Jeck down the hdl as he carried Prince Garrett. “I sad I'd let him teach me how
to hed with my hands while serving as ambassador. I'm usng Captain Jeck, and he knowsit.”

Jeck chuckled, and Kavenlow went white. “Tess, no,” he said urgently as he paced beside me. “Tha
decidesit. You aren’'t going. He Il wring what he can from you, then use it to take Costenopolie. That is,
if he does't outright kill you!”

“He won't kill me. He wants me to be his apprentice,” | said, not caring that Jeck was ligening. “And
he can’'t watch me dl the time. When will another opportunity to wak fredy in King Edmund's hdls
come again? Let me go, Kavenlow. I'll be dl right.”

“No,” Kavenlow said, sounding asif he had hit the word off, it was so sharp.
“But | want to go,” | ingsted. “Kavenlow, let me go!”

Under the weight of Garrett, Jeck laughed bresthlesdly.

“What the devil are you laughing about?” Kavenlow asked, his eyes angry.

Jeck shifted Garrett to a more comfortable position and started down the hall. “Let me go. Let me
go,” he said in ahigh fasetto. “That's dl she has been saying since | met her.” He eyed Kavenlow from
under his hat. “Let her go. Or don’'t you trust your own work?’

Hunched and muitering obscenities, Kavenlow strode down the hdlway between us, the guards
traling behind. “I have a week before Garrett goes back,” Kavenlow said. “You are not leaving with
Ceptain Jeck, Tess”

| said nothing, smug in the knowledge that Contessa would listen to me before him. | was going. |



would learn how to hed with my hands if nothing else. The other thing—the killing—I wasn't so sure
about.

Duncan’s raggedy slhouette appeared at the digtant end of the halway. Hands moving expressively,
he talked with a sentry until the soldier gestured toward us. Duncan followed his gaze, an eager stance
coming over him. “Tess?’ he cdled from the top of the hdl, “Do you want to go get your horses? We
have a few hours before your Sster’s coronation.”

| looked from Kavenlow to Jeck, feding the weight of an apple in my pocket. | wasn't
Cosgtenopoli€'s princess—| was Kavenlow’ s apprentice—and | had a present to collect. “Yes” | cdled
out as | dipped from them both and went to walk the streets with Duncan, free for what was probably
thefird imeinmy life “I'm coming.”



