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“An engrossing, thrill-filled adventure, full of fascinaing dien—and human—waeirdness.”

—Locus

“The seriesisworth the price.”

—VOYA

“Wen Spencer’ s Ukiah Oregon stories owe more to the Detective genre than to Science Fiction, which
iswhat makes them so compelling. Oh, sure Ukiah ishdf aien, ahundred or so yearsold, oncelived as
an Indian, ran with wolves and can’t be killed short of incineration, but every Pl hasbaggage... The SF
aspects of it arefun... But take away the dlien parts and you' ve till got a great action/detective story,
which iswhy you should pick up Wen Spencer’ strail wherever her literary muse takes her next.”
—SFRewu

“The rocketing pace... had me glued to the pages.”

—SF Site

“An exciting sciencefiction thriller that stars avulnerable and powerful hero who isimpaossible not to
cherish... amust read.”

—BookBrowser

“[Spencer] has blended in private investigation, sciencefiction, and fantasy into arip-roaring tae. ..
More books like this would probably expand the Science Fiction and Fantasy genre' sreadership... A
book that keeps going from strength to strength, the action just won't stop, and it will apped to fansof a
wide spectrum of fiction.”

—TheAlienOnline

“The continua character development adds another dimensionto the tory... Thetension buildsnicdly...
An exciting chapter to the continuing adventures of Ukiah Oregon.”

—Rambles
“Ms. Spencer hasamighty fineimagination.”*
—Science Fiction Romance

continued...

Tainted Trail
“Spencer continues to amaze, cranking up both suspense and wonder.”

—Julie E. Czerneda



“A fun read, definitely worth checking out.”

—Locus

“Spencer’ sskillful characterizations, vividly drawn settings, and comic exploitations of Ukiah's
deceptively youthful, highly buff looks make the romp high light entertainment.”

—Booklist
“A unique and highly entertaining reading experience.”

—Midwest Book Review

Alien Taste

“Each and every character isfascinating, extraordinarily well-developed, and getsright under your skin.
A terrific, memorable story.”

—JllieE. Czerneda

“Revdations ranging from surprising to funny to wonderfully inventive. A ddightful new SF mystery with
afun protagonis.”

—Locus

“Spencer has written an intriguing contemporary science fiction tale. Her characters come dive on the
page and their uniquenesswill grab and hold you.”

—Talebones

“The characters are fully developed and understandable. Thisnovel iskeeper shelf material.”

—BookBrowser

“ Spencer takes readers on afast-paced journey into disbelief. [Her] timing isimpeccable and the
denouement sunning.”

—Romantic Times (4 gar review)

“A fabulous mix of sciencefiction, suspense, romance, and the nature of wolves, in agtory like none
you've ever seen.”

—Science Fiction Romance
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Chapter 1

There were afew advantagesto being aboy in a society dominated by women. One. Jerin Whistler
thought, was that you could throttle your older sister, and everyone would say, “ She was one of
twenty-eight girls—a middle sister—and atroublemaker too, and he—he' saboy,” and that would be
theend of it.

Certanly if agster deserved to be strangled, it was Cordle. Shewasidly flipping through amagazine
showing the latest in men’ sfashions while hetried to stuff athirty-pound goose, comfort ayoungest Sster
with aboo-boo knee, and feed their baby brother. Since their mothers and elder sisters had |eft the
middle sstersin charge of the farm, Corelle strutted about, with her sx-gunstied low and the brim of her
Stetson pulled down so far it was amazing she could see. Worse, she started to criticize everything he
did, with an eye toward his coming of age—when he would be sold into amarriage of hissisters
choosng.

She had previoudy complained that he chapped his handsin hot wash water, that trying to read at night
would give him asquint, and that he should add scentsto his bathwater. This morning it was his clothes.

“Men’ sfashion magazines are ajoke,” Jerin growled, trying to keep the goose from scooting acrossthe
table as he shoved sage dressing into its cavity. If he hadn’t spent years digpering his seventeen youngest
sgtersand threelittle brothers, the goose might have gotten away from him. The massive, fat-covered
goose, however, was nothing compared with adetermined Whistler baby. “No one but family ever sees
their menfolk! How do these editors know what men are wearing?’

“Things are different with nobility,” Corelle countered, and held out the magazine. “It’ sthe whole point
to a Season: to be seen! Here. Thisisthe pair | want you to make for yourself.”

Instead of good honest broadcloth trousers, the fashion plate showed kid-glove-tight pantswith a
groin-hugging patch of bright colored fabric. Labeled underneath was Return of the codpiece: it allows
the future wives to see what they are buying.

Jerin wrestled the goose into their largest roasting pan. “Don’'t even think it, Corelle. | won't wear them.”

“I’d like seeing you say that to Eldest.”

“Eldest knows better than to waste money on clothes no one will see.” Jerin worked the kitchen pump
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to wash the goose fat from his hands. Much as he hated to admit it, Corelle’ sam was dead-on—he
wouldn’t be able to face Eldest and say no. Two could play that game, though. “Eldest isgoing to be
pissed that you went to town and got that magazine. She told you to stay at the farm, close to the house.”

“I didn’'t go to town, so there.” Corelle, nonethel ess, closed the magazine up, redizing it was evidence of
acrime.

So where did she get it? Jerin swung the crying little girl holding on to his knees up onto the counter
bes de the goose. It was Pansy, when he had thought it was Violet dl thistime. “Hey, hey, big girlsdon't
cry. Let me seethe boo-boo. Corelle, at least feed Kai.”

Cordle eyed the doppy baby playing in his oatmed. “Why don’t you cal Doric? It'sboys work. He
should belearning dl thisfrom you before you get married. Y our birthday isonly afew months
away—and then you' Il be gone.”

Luckily Pansy was crying too hard to notice that comment.

“Doricischurning butter and can’'t stop,” Jerinlied. “If you want to spell him, I’'m sure he' d rather be
feeding Kai instead.”

Corélle shot him adirty look but picked up the spoon and redirected some of the oatmed into Kai’s
mouth. “All I'm saying isthat the—that certain families are making noises that they want to come courting
and see you decked out in something other than awalking robe and hat. Hell, you might aswell be
suffed in agunny-sack when you' re out in public—at least asfar as awoman knowing if you' reworth
looking &t or not.”

“That’ sthe point, Corelle.” Jerin had gotten the mud and crusted blood off of Pansy’ s knee and
discovered anasty cut. He washed it well with hot water and soap, put three small stitchesin to hold the
flesh together, and then, knowing hislittle Ssters, bandaged it heavily to keep the dirt out. He ordered
firmly, “Now, don't takeit off,” and unlatched the lower half of the back door to scoot Pansy outside,

In the protected play yard between the house and the barns, the other sixteen youngest ssterswere
playing reconnaissance. Apparently Leiawas Genera Wellsbury; she was shouting, “ Greet Hera stedt,
you Whigtlers cal thisan intelligence report?” According to their grandmothers, this was the phrase
uttered mogt often by the famous genera after their pying missions. Accurate, it might be—but too foul
to be repeated in front of the three- through ten-year-olds.

Jerin shouted, “Watch your mouth, Wellsbury!” and went back to the goose. At least the goose had
nothing annoying to say.

The same, unfortunately, could not be said of Corelle. “Y ou need some nice clothes so we can show
you off and make agood match. People are saying you' re not as fetching as rumored.”

Asif anyone careswhat | ook like, aslong as I’ m fertile. Jerin made a rude noise and seasoned the
goose' sskin. “Who said that?’

1] %pl e.”
Thenit dl clicked together. The criticism, the magazine, the clothes, and a certain family annoyed that the

Whigtlers were landed gentry—despite their common line soldiers' roots—making them a step above
their neighbors. “Y ou' re talking about the Brindles!”



“Amnot!” she snapped, and then frowned, realizing that she had tipped her hand. “ Besides, they havea
right to see what they’ re getting before the papers are signed. None of them has ever laid eyes on you
outsde of afair or abarn rassng—whichishardly seeingyou a al.”

“Y ou better not be thinking of bringing them here while Eldest isgone. She'll have your hide tacked to
the barn! She doesn’t want them past the east boundary fence unlessthe whole family is here.”

“Nay neighborly of ‘er,” Corelle retorted with such an up-country drawl that it could have been straight
out of a Brindle mouth.

“Not neighborly of her.” Jerin heaved the goose up into the oven and dammed shut the oven door. “You
sound like ariver rat, haf drunk on moonshine.”

“What does it matter, how wetak? Corelle deemed herself finished with Kai, now that his bowl was
empty. Shedrifted away from the high chair, leaving the messfor Jerin to clean up. “The Brindlesthink
We re putting on airs, paying so much attention to speaking correct Queens diction. All we'redoing is
annoying our neighbors.”

Jerin worked the kitchen pump to wet atowel to wash up Kai. “Who caresif we annoy the Brindles?
None of our other neighbors are bothered by how we talk. And you know why we speak thisway, even
if the Brindles don’t. Our grandmothers paid with their livesto buy usabetter lot in life—for their sake,
we don't give up an inch of what they won us.”

Cordle made agreat show of ralling her eyes. “No oneisgoing to marry you for your diction. They're
going to marry you for your die—"

Jerin twirled the damp towel into arattail and snapped it like awhip, catching her on the exposed skin of
her wrid.

She yelped, more out of surprise than pain. Anger flashed across her face, and she started toward him,
handscosing intofigs.

He backed away from her, twirling up the towd again, heart pounding. When they werelittle, only
Corellewould risk Eldest’ swrath to hit him. and now their older ssterswere far from home. Therewas
the sudden, tiny, fearful knowledge that Cordlle was wearing her pistals. “ Don’'t make me get the spoon!”

She checked and they glared at one another across the cocked and ready towel.

“You becivil, Corele,” hefinadly managed. “Y ou have no need or placeto talk low to me. Eldest will
decidewhat | wear, whom | see, and whom | marry, so there’ sno call for you to be fussing at me over
it

Cordlle pursed her lipstogether asif to keep in bitter words, her blue eyes cold as winter sky.

Inthe high chair behind Corelle. Kai started indignant squawking.

“Take care of the baby,” Corelle snapped, to give hersdlf the last words of the fight, and stalked out of
the kitchen.



Jerin had just put Kai down to deep when he heard thefirgt rifle shot. He froze beside the cradle,
listening to the sharp crack echoing up the hollow.

Maybe it was just thunder, he rationalized, because he didn’t want it to be gunfire. He replayed the
sound in hismind. No, the sound definitely came from arifle.

Who would be shooting in their woods? Damn her, had Corelle gone out hunting? Eldest had told all
four of the middle sistersto keep at the house, to forgo even fence mending, while their mothers and
elder ssterswere gone.

Another shot rang out from the creek bottom, then athird, close after the second. The back door

banged open. Hisyounger siblings spilled into the house like acovey of quall, thelittlest Sster runningin
firgt, the older ones doing adower rear guard, scanning over their shouldersfor lost shlings or srangers.

Blush, second oldest of the youngest sisters, stationed herself at the door, tapping shouldersto keep
count. “Drill teams! Prepare for attack! Shutter the windows, bar the doors, and get down therifles.
Fifteen! Sixteen!” Blush snapped, and tagged Jerin. “ Three.” Then pointed to the cradle. “Four?’

“Four boys” Jerin said automeaticaly, athough stunned. Sixteen? There should be seventeen youngest,
and the four middle sgters.

Blush dropped the bars on the upper and lower halves of the back door. First downgtairs, then upstairs,
the shutters banged shut and their barsrattled into place. Little girls moved through the shutter dats of
sunlight, working in teams of mixed agesto load two rifles and guard every window.

“What'sgoing on?’ Jerin asked. “Who' s shooting? Where are Corelle and the others?’

Blush gave alook of disgust that only atwelve-year-old could manage. “ Corelle, Summer, Eva, and
Kirawent over to the Brindles . courting Bain Brindle. Heriasaid she thought she heard ridersin the
woods. Shetook her rifle and went out to have alook-see.”

“Herial” Thefourteen-year-old oldest of his youngest ssters had more courage than sense. “Holy
Mothers above!”

“Eldest isgoing to skin Cordlle dive,” one of the youngest whispered.

There was aripple of agreement.

“Watch the windows!” Blush barked.

Too preciousto risk in afight, the boys were left with nothing to do but whisper. Liam complained about
his blocks, left outside in the sudden retreat. Doric speculated that it was only Corelle in the woods,
doing ahit of hunting while coming home from courting. Jerin would have liked to believe that—but
Corelle knew perfectly well there was no need for fresh meat with the elder haf of the family goneand a
thirty-pound goose in the oven. Most of the youngest till ate like birds.

“What do we do?’ ayoungest asked Blush after several minutes of silence.

Blush clutched one of thefamily’ s carbinerifles. “We stand guard until Corelle comes back.”

A thunderous pounding at the back door stopped them cold.



Blush scurried to Jerin’ sSide, the soldier training that had been carrying her vanished, leaving only a
frightened twelve-year-old. “ Jerin?

Jerin swdlowed hisfear and whispered, “I1dentify the enemy and establish numbers.”

Blush nodded rapidly, her eyeswide and rounded with fear. Still, she managed to shout, “ | dentify
yoursdlf!”

The pounding stopped. “Let mein! Let mein! Let mein!”

A dgh of rdief went through the room.

“It' sHeria” Doric cried and wasimmediately hushed.

“Everyone, get to posts.” Blush struggled to return to their training. “What' s the password, Heria?’
“I don’'t remember!” Heriawailed beyond the door. “Lemmein!”

Blush looked at Jerin, unsure what to do.

“Usethe spyhole.” Jerin gave Blush adight push toward the kitchen door. “Make sure she salone. Then
let her in, but only open the bottom half of the door.”

Blush had to fetch astoal to reach the spyhole. She covered the delay by cdling out, “Y ou know we
can't let you in without a password, Herial”

There came aminute of cursing that would have made their father blush and their grandmothers proud.
Fndly,

Heria remembered the week’ s password. “ Teacup! It's ‘teacup’!”

“Wadll, the whole county knowsit now!” Blush complained. “ She' salone! Let herin.”

Heria pushed her rifle and ammunition pouch in first. then scrambled in on hands and knees. Onceinside,
she remained crouched on the flagstones, panting, as the door was bolted shut again. The red stain of
blood on her shirt made Jerin forget to stay out of the way. He dropped down beside her.

“Areyou hurt?’ Hetried to get her up s0 he could see where she bled. “ Did someone shoot you?’

Heriashook her head, squeezing his shoulder comfortingly, and gasped. “Not my blood.” She
swalowed hard. “The—they didn’t have guns, only clubs and sabers. There' s a soldier—in the creek!”

“Did you shoot her?” Jealous admiration tinted Blush’ s question.

Heriashook her head. “No. Riders chased her down out of the woods by the bend. They knocked her
off her horse, into the creek. | thought they were going to kill her. and we' d get blamed, so | shot a
them. Thefirgt shot just startled them.” Which meant she probably missed, and they hadn't redlized how
lucky they had been. “They didn't start to run until the second shot. 1 winged one of them.”

Thisgot amurmur of admiration from the others.



Jerin hushed them. His youngest Ssters might not see the danger remaining with the riders gone. “But
they didn't kill the soldier?”

“She'sgot abig bruise on her forehead and she' sout cold in the creek.”

“Init?’ Jerin cried. “Oh, Herig, you didn’t leave her to drown, did you?’

“No, of course not,” Heriasaid, which earned her afew dark looks from her sisters. “I got her sat up,
put some rocks behind her, then laid her back down. It was the best | could do because | couldn’t move
her otherwise. She's Cordle ssize and dl dead weight.” Which meant the soldier was nearly astall as
Jerin. “I didn’t know what elseto do. She's out of the water, and I’ ve got her pinned so if she only half
wakes, she’ snot going to roll in and drown.”

“Good!” Jerin said. Hewas relieved that the entire younger haf of the family was all accounted for,
sound and secured. Now if only the older half were here, armed and ready!

“What about the riders?’ Blush pressed Heria. “How many were there? Did they look like araiding
party? Are they coming back?’

“I saw five women. They didn’t look like Ssters, didn't act like Ssters. They looked like river trash.
Dirty. Ragged. Poor. | winged the biggest.”

As she spoke, Jerin glanced about the kitchen at the girls clustered around him. Most barely cameto his
chest and only Heriaweighed more than ahundred pounds. Three or four of the older girls combined
could get the soldier out of the creek and to the house. But that would leave girls under ten to guard the
boys.

“I’m going down to the creek and getting the soldier,” he announced, standing up.

“What?’ dl hislittle Ssters shouted.

“If she'sdlive, we can't let her die on Whistler land,” he said.

“Damn right we can!” Blush snapped. There wasaroar of agreement.

“We can't!” Heriashouted. “ Jerin’ sright. It'sthe law. We haveto lend aid to travelersin distress.”

“Who would know?’ Leia, thethird to oldest, argued. “We just say that we never found her until after
shedied.”

“Her attackerswould know,” Jerin pointed out. “They probably know that the soldier isdive, and that
at least one of usknowsit, because aWhistler shot at them.”

“Who would they tell?” Blush asked. “ It would be stupid for them to tell anyone. They’ll be admitting to
besting the soldier up.”

“Better than being blamed for murder,” Heria snapped. “What do you think they’Il say if the Queens
Judtice catchesthem? ‘Y es, wekilled her,’” or * Oh, no, she was il aive when we got chased off?”

Silencefd| ashisssters recognized the truth of Heria s argument.



“Thequicker wego."” Jerin findly broke the silence, “the quicker we get back.”

“No!” Blush cried. “We just won't send for Queens Justice. We can bury her in the woods. No one
need know.”

“Won't wash.” Heriastood up. “ There€’ s her horse, to start with. Do wekill it and bury it too?’
“We could driveit off,” Blush said.
“I’'m eldest here,” Heriasaid. “ Jerin and | are going down to the creek. Y ou stand ready.”

They didn't likeit, but they had been raised as soldiers and the line of command was clear. Heriawas
eldest; shewasto be obeyed.

“Comeon,” Jerin said to Heria. “ Show mewherethe soldier is”

Despite everything, he was nearly too angry to be scared. “I can’t believe Corelle went off chasing after
Bdin's pants. Eldest told her not to leave sight of the house while they were gone.”

“Eldestisgoing to kill her.” Heriatrotted to keep up with hislong strides. She held her carbinerifle
ready, her wide-brimmed hat thumping on her back with each step.

“One can hope s0.” He scanned the ralling pasture nervoudy. Thiswastheir main cattle field and thus,
thankfully, bare of anything between the height of the short grassand thetal hickory trees. Inasingle
glance, he could see that the pasture was clear of strangers. They would, at least, not be taken by sneak
attacks. He looked back at the sprawling stone farmhouse, looking toy-sized on the hilltop.

“*1 wasthinking, Jerin, maybe we should just kill this soldier. Hold her under, |et her drown, then take
her up onto the bank. We |l tell the Queens Justice that we did all we could, but she died anyway.”

“Herial”

“We don't know anything about thiswoman. She might be amurderer or ahusband raider. We can't
just take her into the house, give her accessto our men!”

“No! Y ou know what Grandmothers aways said; the best way not to get caught for acrimeissmply

not to commit it. Besides, she probably has sisters, maybe close by. What if they found out we didn’t
help her, that we hurt her? They could take us to the Queens Jugtice and strip the family of all

possessions.”

And legdly, asaboy, hewas apossession. “ After we get her to the house,” he said, “you should ride
quick to fetch the Queens Justice. Then go on to Brindles' farm and tell Corelle what’ s happened.”

“| should go for Cordlefirg.”

“Thereareonly four of our sstersat the Brindles farm. Y ou saw five riders. We don’t know how many
more might be in the woodsyet. I d rather have atroop of Queens Justice here instead of our ssters.”

“Don’'t worry. If anyonetriesfor you, I’ll shoot them.” Heriaput her rifle to her shoulder and pretended



to shoot it. “Bang!”

Jerin shook his head, wishing their mothers were home, or at least their eder Ssterswere nearer at hand.
Cordlle, and the sgtersthat looked to her, were al going to bein big trouble for leaving the farm
unguarded.

A womanin her early twentieslay faceup in thewide, shallow creek, red hair rippling in the water like
flowing blood. A purple knot marked her forehead. The soldier wore ablack leather vest over agreen
slk shirt and black leather pants. Rings graced every finger of her left hand, with the exception of the
wedding finger, and a diamond-studded bracelet |ooped her |eft wrist. Her right hand remained
soldier-clear of clutter.

Jerin glanced about the creek bottom. The marsh grass, cattails, and ditch weed on the far bank had
been trampled asif agreat number of horses had ridden down into the creek, then back out again. A
thick screen of brush cloaked the woods beyond the pasture’ s stone wall, and jackdaws and chickadees
darted through the branches, apparently undisturbed by humanstoo near their nests.

Why had theriderstried to kill thiswoman? Were their reasons desperate enough for them to return?

“Did theriders see you?’ he whispered to Heria over the gurgle of water. “ Do they know you were
adone?

“I don’'t know. | hid mysdlf like Grandmas taught me.”

Their grandmothers had been spiesfor the Queens. They had taught dl their grandchildren, regardiess of
sex. how to be clever in war. Jerin wished they were aive and with him now; maybe they could decipher
the dangers.

Standing around guessing wasn't solving anything. He pointed to the woman’ s horse, afine roan mare,
eating grass aong their side of the creek, saddle polished glossy and decorated with bits of silver. “Can
you catch her horse, Heria?’

“Easy asmud: dirt and water.” Heriamoved off toward the horse, talking softly to it.

Jerin scrambled down the steep bank into the water beside the soldier. He disarmed her first, undoing
her sword belt buckle to tug free the belt and scabbard. He tossed it to Heria s feet as she brought back
the horse. Jerin found the woman’ sfluttering pulse, then stooped lower to examine her forehead. Marked
clear on her skin was evidence of what had struck her—a stedl-shod truncheon. On her wrists, forearms,
and shoulders were marks of other blows.

Faced with the clear proof of attempted murder, fear became a cold, sharp-clawed beast skittering
franticingde of him. Jerin looked up, eyesto the woods again, ears Sraining.

Chick-a-dee-dee-dee-dee, cdled thelittle birds, flirting in the brush. Deeper into the woods, something
unseen crashed in the bracken and then went ill. Jerin bit down on ayelp of fear and levered the soldier
over his shoulder like asack of potatoes. He scrambled quickly back up the bank.

Heriahad tied the mare to a sapling, leaving her hands free to shoot. She crouched in the weeds,
scanning the woods as Jerin juggled himsdlf and the soldier up into the saddle.



“Get on behind me” he ordered Heria
“ canwak.” She untied the mare and handed him thereins. “1t would be easier.”
“Not quicker. Get on.”

She scrambled up. “When we get to the house. I'll ride out for the Queens Justice,” Heriasaid ashe
kicked the mare into a smooth canter for home. “Ill tell them that Blush and Leia are here done with you
and the boys. That will bring them quick. Then I'll go out to the Brindles' for Corelle.”

A dight stirring made him look down at the woman in hisarms. She opened her eyes and looked up at
him in surprise, gpparently confused by her wounds. Memory seeped in, tainting her look with fear,
diffening her inhishold.

“Hush, you'refine, you're safe,” he crooned softly in his best fatherly-comfort voice.

Her eyes closed, asmile dipped onto her lips, and she relaxed againgt his chest.

At the house, he got his youngest Ssters to unlock and open the kitchen door for him to carry inthe
woman.

“Blush, have someone go help Heria saddle up one of the horses. Have them stable the red mare, but
don’t take time to unsaddle it or anything. Kettie, lock the door behind them, and stay hereto let them
back in. We didn't see any raiders, but they might till be close by.”

Out of spite, he carried the soldier up to the middle sisters' room, to put her in Corell€’ s bed.
Chaperoned by adozen curious children, he stripped off the woman’ swet clothing.

“Emmaand Cdain,” Jerin said to the ten-year-olds, oldest of the girlsaround him, *“bring up teaand
whatever sugar biscuits are left over from yesterday. Y ou will have some when you get back, so please,
don’t eat any beforehand. Ask Kettie to help you while you' re down there. Have Blush or Leiacarry up
the teapot when the water ishot.”

S0 it became atea party after he dried the soldier’ s hair, bandaged two of the wounds that bled still, and
dipped one of Cordll€ s degping shirts on her. She opened her eyesfrom timeto time, to watch him
groggily, still apparently unable to move. When the tea arrived, he made hers heavy with honey and
cream, coaxing the warm drink into her. His baby sisters gathered around the bed, wide-eyed, Sipping
tea.and munching on sugar biscuits, watching every move the soldier made.

“Jerin! Jerin! Cordle and the others are home!”

Somehow his middle sisters had missed the soldier’ s horse in the barn. They didn’t notice that the
youngest weren't out to play. They hadn’t seen that the windows were shuttered and the doors were
locked. They couldn’'t have—because they strolled lazily across the barnyard toward the kitchen door,
arguing again about Balin Brindle and whether to take him as ahusband or not.

Neither family had the cash to buy a husband; both could afford a husband only by selling or swapping
their brothers. Where the Whigtler family had the wedlth of four sons, Balin Brindle was an only boy. I
Jerin’sssterstook Bain as ahusband, Jerin would most likely marry the Brindle sisters as payment.



Thirty Brindles— with no hope of a second husband to lessen the number! True, many of them were
younger than Heria, so it would be years before he needed to service them dl, but still! Worse yet, they
were dl ugly to him—uwith horsey faces, horsey laughs, and heavy hands. At abarn raising, he' d seen
two Brindle ssters brawl with one another, afurious fight in which he thought they would kill each other.
The other Brindle women had stood around, shaking their heads, asif it were normdl, asif it were
common. A Brindle mother finally stopped the fight with kicks, punches, and curses more fearsome than
thesgers.

No, hedidn’t want to be wed to the Brindles. Just the thought of it usualy made him sick. Today,
though, hismiddle ssters continued consideration of the union infuriated him. They knew how he
felt—and the fact they left the farm unguarded to continue the courtship made him rage.

Arms crossed, he waited at the kitchen door, seething asthey strolled toward him.

“He has beautiful eyes.” Corellewasin favor of the match, of course, else she would not have allowed a
trip to the Brindle farm.

“He has atemper with the babies,” Summer snapped, never happy with her role of younger sster and
follower; yet she could never stand up to Corelle. “Y ou could dmost see him cringe every time the littlest
one cried, and he never once tended to her. Hisfather, bless hisfeeble body, looked to her every time.”

“Hisfather wasn't too feeble to father the baby,” Corelle quipped.

“I've heard that Balin did, not hisfather. He' stumbling with his own mothers.”

“SUmmer!”

“Oh, come on, admit it—there’ satwelve-year gap in the babies and then they start back up. His father
is so feeble he couldn’t work from the top. and so brittle he couldn’t endure the bottom.”

“Wdll, then we know the boy’ sfertile.”
“And throwing only girls”
“We can pick up other husbands. We have four brothers.”

“I don’t want him asa—" Summer noticed Jerin at the door, the angry ook, and then the empty play
yard, the barred shuttered windows, and his damp clothing. “Oh, sweet Mothers, Jerin, what

happened?’

“Thank you. Summer, for noticing that something iswrong. | can’t believe you. Corelle, going off and
leaving the farm unguarded!”

“What happened?’ Corelle asked, guilt flashing across her features, then passing, asit dwaysdid.
Cordle never believed what she did was wrong—she was as good at lying to hersdlf as shewasto
anyoneese.

“Heriaheard riders in the woods. Poachers or raiders. She went down to the creek—"

“Heriaheard something,” Corelle snickered. “ She heard the wind, or aherd of deer, or nothing.”



“Wall, then you won’'t mind that  nothing’ istaking up your bed, Cordle. The Queens Justice should be
here soon to dedl with that ‘nothing.” They might escort the ” nothing' back to the garrison, or perhaps,
"nothing’ will stay in your bed, being that she hasn't spoken since | carried her home half dead from the
creek where her attackers|eft her to drown.”

They gaped at him. Then Corelle reached in the opening to unlatch the bottom half of the door, pulled it
open, and pushed past him to rush upstairs. Kiraand Evafollowed her without aword to him, asrudely
intent as Corelle.

“I’'m sorry, Jerin,” Summer said before hurrying after them, tagging along as usud, unableto find the will
to bresk free to stand on her own. 1 should have stayed.”

But gill shefollowed to leave him donein the kitchen.

Jerin checked to make sure the goose wasn't burning, then went up to the man’ swing of the house. He
sat on hiswedding chest to take off his damp boots, and stripped out of hiswet, muddy clothes.

There! Hismiddle ssters were home, and Queens Justice would arrive soon, settling everything for
good. All that remained was the possibility of marriageto the Brindles.

Oh. he hated the thought of marrying the Brindles! He hated everything about them, even their farm.
Poorly made with no future expansion in mind, their farmhouse was aready crowded and in desperate
need of repair and additions. The Brindles proudly pointed out new barns and outbuildings, but no
thought had gone into their locations. None of the barns sat west of the house, to act asawindbreak to
driving snow and freezing wind. None of the outbuildings abutted; thus there was no enclosed and
sheltered play yard. The pigpens sat upwind and close to the house. Sturdy oaks that would have shaded
off the summer sun had been cut down to make room for rickety chicken coops. Softwood maples and
poplars now grew too close to the house, threatening to take out part of the roof with every storm.

And everything, everywhere, from the weed-choked garden to the sticky kitchen floor, showed signs
that the Brindles had a tendency toward doth. The problems with the farm could be solved—maybe. He
might be able to push them into changing their farm to suit him.

But the fact would remain that the Brindles themselves were ugly, brutish, and threetimes morein
number than he ever wanted to marry.

Hedidn't know where his seven elder ssters stood in the matter; they had stayed closemouthed on the
subject, which hetook asasign of disapprova. Had he read them wrong? Did Corelle and asa
weathercock for their older ssters minds? Certainly the swap of brothers would tie them closeto their
next-door neighbors, putting cousins on their doorstep instead of strangers.

Jerin shuddered and clung to the knowledge that at least Summer opposed the marriage with good, solid
points. If Summer did, then perhaps aso Eva, who usualy echoed Summer’ s desire—but aso her
inability to sand againgt Corelle swill. Likewise, though, Kirafollowed Corelle slead dmost blindly.
Two for, two againg, if Summer and Eva had the courage to stand against Corelle. Too bad Heriawould
not be old enough for asay in the marriage; she didiked the Brindles.

If the saven elder sstersal opposed the swap, they outweighed the middle ssters completely. If they
too were in disagreement, he didn’t want to even consider the way the vote might fall.

Hedidn't want to marry the Brindles! If such thingswere strictly up to his mothers, then he knew his



desire would be consdered firgt. In the matter of husbands, though, their mothers bowed to the women
who would actudly bed the man.

Jerin dressed and picked up hismuddy clothesto rinse them clean before the dirt could set. He would
have to keep hoping things would work out the way he wished. To be disheartened—when his older
gdersmight al agreewith him—wasslly.

Blugh' s voice suddenly rose from the front door in shrill panic.
“Riderscoming in!” Blush screamed. “Cordlel Summer! Eval Ridersare coming!”

Jerin ran to his dormer window and looked out. A dozen of riders, maybe more, were coming across
the pasture from the creek bottom. The Queens Justice would come from the other direction, from out
acrossthegrainfidds.

The riders stopped in the apple orchard, out of volley range. Some of the riders split off from the main
group and circled the house, checking the barns and outbuildings.

Their horses were fine, showy specimens, well cared for but ridden hard. Like that of the wounded
soldier’s, their saddles and bridles gleamed with polish and bits of silver. Blonde-, black-, brown-, and
red-haired, the riders lacked the unity of ssters. Somewhat comforting was the fact that half of them
wore uniforms of the Queens Army—abut then again, Jerin’ s grandmas had been soldiers when they
kidnapped his grandfather.

The riders converged under the apple trees again, discussed what they found and started for the house.
When they reached optima volley range, there was aclatter of rifles being did through the ditsin the
shutters.

“That' sfar enough!” Corell€ svoice shouted from the dining room window. “We' ve summoned Queens
Jugtice and they will be arriving soon. We suggest you move on.”

A black-haired woman on a huge black horse shouted back. “In the name of the Queens, we ask for a
parley like civilized women, not this screaming at one another through walls”

There was awhispered discussion in the dining room as the middle sisters conferred. Corelle suddenly
ran back into the kitchen, unlatched the bottom half of the back door, and ducked out, snapping, “Lock
it behind me” to Kettie. A moment later Corelle trotted around the corner of the house, riflein hand,
looking tall, cool, and unafraid.

For thefirst time in months, Jerin loved her and amost weypt at the sight of her outside, done, in front of
the armed soldiers.

“Sowetalk,” Cordle stated.
“I’'m Captain Raven Tern,” said the black-haired woman.

“Corelle Whidler. Thisisthe Whigtlers farm. Y ou' re trespassing. We will defend our property and the
livesof our younger sgers”

“You have aroan mare in your stables that doesn’t belong to you.” Captain Tern motioned to the horse
barn. Heriamust have put the roan in the first stal, making the mare visible from the barnyard. “It



bel onged to ared-haired woman. Where is she?’

Corelle gave them acold stare, then finally admitted,

“We found the woman down in the creek, beaten and nearly drowned. We brought her home, asthe
law states we should, and gave her comfort. We' ve sent for Queens Justice. They will dedl with the
metter.”

There was a shift in the group—shoulders straightening, heads lifting, flashes of smiles—asif the news
was good, asif they had expected the soldier to be dead and didn’t want to hear that unpleasant report.

“She'saive?’ Captain Tern asked, her voice less harsh.
Cordle considered for amoment, then nodded dowly. “ Sheis aive and, from time to time, awake, but
has taken a blow to the head that has | ft her disoriented. We don’t know who attacked her. We don't

want trouble. We have children here to protect.”

Tern gave adight laugh. *Y ou' re not much more than achild yourself. Where are your mothers? Don't
you have any elder ssters?’

Corelle clenched her jaw, not wanting to answer, but the truth was too obviousto deny. If there were
any older women in the house, they would be out talking to the strangers. * Our mothers and elder ssters
are not here. They will be back shortly.”

One of theridersin the back, wearing a broad-brimmed hat, pushed forward. The young woman
stopped even with the captain, and swept off her hat. The setting sun glittered on her flame red hair, red
asthesoldiershair.

“Do you know who you' ve saved today?’ the woman asked.

Cordle shook her head. “The woman hasn’'t spoken yet, hasn't given her name.”

“SheisPrincess Odelia, third oldest daughter of the Queens.”

Cordletook astep back. “1 suppose,” she said faintly, “that makes you a princess?’

“Yes. it does. I'm Princess Rennsdlagr.”

Chapter 2

Princess Rennsdllagr, current Eldest of the Queens' daughters, sat in the shade of the apple orchard,
secretly glad for the chance to relax her nerves. She had been growing more and more surethat she'd
find her sster Odelia dead, and that she would have to return home and tell her mothersthat not only had
the long-awaited cast-iron cannons been stolen, but another of their daughters had been killed.

Theworst came when the peaceful-looking farmhouse suddenly bristled with rifle barrels, and it seemed
that she and her guard had ridden into atrap. Their fears had quickly been adlayed by the shouted
chdlenge—the house held nothing more than frightened farmers defending their own—but the close call
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rettled her.

She was unnerved enough to wait, as the farmers asked, for Queens Justice to arrive and act as trusted
go-betweens. In the course of afew hours, the stolen cannons had moved from al-important to trivid,
losing priority to Oddia s safe return. Cannons could be replaced; her sster could not. What surprised
Ren was that the captain of her guard. Raven Tern, had not fought the delay.

She said as much to her captain. “I' m amazed you agreed to this. We could be waiting on the Queens
Justice for hours. | thought you would want to push your way in, get Oddlia, and get on with finding the
cannons.”

Raven made afist and tapped the sword tattoo on the back of her hand. “Didn’t you notice the Order of
the Sword mark on the girl, Ren? Crib father initials under the pommel, and on either sde of the hilt,
makesthree generations of career soldiers. A family of line soldiers earning stud services from the military
cribswouldn't be able to afford thisfarm: it probably was aland grant for vaiant service. A reward for
loyadty proved by fire. Short of thelocal garrison, thisis probably the safest place for Odeliato hole up
in”

“Why naot bully them into turning Oddliaover?’

“The girl we parleyed with was, what—seventeen?— and scared silly. If she' sthe oldest oneinthe
house, then those twenty rifles are in the hands of frightened children. Frankly. I’ d rather not haveto
execute an eight-year-old because she shot you by accident.”

“The family might have been soldiers. Raven, but they’ re farmers now.”

Raven shook her head. “We re talking third-generation soldiers. They're like a different species by that
stage, and dl they know istraining their daughtersto fight dongside of them. Every girl in that house
probably got atoy gun as ateething present, and ared gun at the age of eight. Every window is shuttered
and barred. The doors are reinforced and barred. The house probably has food enough to last asiege,
and access to fresh water. Y ou could throw ahundred soldiers against those twenty children and lose.”

Ren eyed the house in question. Mostly stone, with adate roof, it looked like afortress. Flowers grew
around the footing, softening the impression, but she noticed for the first time the lack of bushes near the
house. Thetreeswerein full summer foliage, yet the house remained unscreened, dlowing aview for
milesin three directions. West of the house were barns and outbuildings, checking winter winds. None of
the buildings touched the house directly—they could be set fire to and not take the house with them. A
cupola, she noticed now, on the highest peak of the house, looked over the barn roofsto the west. A
dark line of arifle barrel showed that even the cupolawas guarded.

In this remarkable house, instead of lying dead in woods, her charmed younger sister found refuge.
It figured.

Ren laughed doud asit occurred to her how typicd the event was of Oddia slife. “ Oddiadways had
theluck of acat. A countryside full of sheep-witted farmers, and she finds averitable fortressto land in.”

“I see you' ve stopped worrying about her.”

“Currently she seems safer thanme. That is, if these farmersweren't part of stedling the cannons.”



“Doubt it,” Raven said after consdering it for awhile. “Locas might have run the barge
aground—sandbars change overnight—but they wouldn’t have left it there for usto find. The barge was
left because it couldn’'t be moved. What with the draft horsesin the barn and twenty little Ssters, this
family could have pulled the barge free. Whoever isriding herd on those cannons, they’ re scrambling
right now.”

“The attack on Oddiawas adistraction.”

“Most certainly,” Raven said. “A handful split off to keep us busy so the rest could dedl with the cannons
andsmdl ams”

Ren cursed softly; they had been so close to catching the thieves. “Damn Oddia. Why' d she haveto go
off done?’

“Shewouldn’t be Odeliaif she had alick of common sense.”
“Riderd” cameacal from asentry. They turned and watched the troop of Queens Justice ride up. The
leader was agraying, trim woman with a crooked nose. She blinked in surprise a the royal presence,

then flashed a snaggletoothed grin at the princess and her captain.

“Lieutenant Bounder, a your service, Highness. Heria Whistler came to fetch us, saying that asoldier
had been |eft to drown in their creek. One of yours, | takeit?’

“My sster Princess Oddia”
Bounder blanched. “Mothers above, isshedl right?’
“She'sinthere” Ren waved toward the imposing farmhouse. “ They wouldn't let usin until you arrived.”

Bounder laughed. “ Sounds like them, making roydty stew like aneighboring farmer. Glad to seeyou
had sense to wait for us. Y ou have to cat-foot around the Whistlers.”

“They’retrouble?’ Raven asked.

“Oh, not trouble, just dangerousto corner,” Bounder said. “ At the locd fairs, the Whistlersdon’'t start
the trouble, but they dways end it. No nonsense, just pow. and lay the other girlsout flat. Y ou'd think
the farmers around here would learn, but every year it seems one of them hasto be taught what it’ slike
to cross someone trained to fight.”

“I didn’t know farmers were so quarrelsome.” Raven murmured.

“It'sdl on account of the men,” Bounder said.

“Pardon?’ Ren was sure she misheard. Men fighting?

“The Whigtlers menfolk.” Bounder grinned and clucked her tongue suggestively. “ The Whidtlerstrot
them out at socid events and women fdl over themselvesto get near them. But the Whistlersdon’t share

them out, and sooner or later someone won't take no as an answer.”

Raven glanced uphill, eyes narrowed in speculation. “ Their mothers are away and they’ ve got men to
protect.”



Bounder nodded. “Likel said. I'm glad you waited.”

With Queens Justice on hand, the rifles were put up, the windows unshuttered, the doors unlocked, and
the visitorsinvited in to check on the desping princess.

Inside, the house had the same military stamp: clean, nest, uncluttered, and orderly. The smél of roasting
goosefilled the house. There were only four teenage Ssters; the rest weretiny, giggling girlsthat ducked
shyly out of rooms and behind cover whenever looked at directly. Over the mantd, though, was an
impressive array of medas. Degth for Country. Queens Meda of Honor. Queen Elder Cross of Victory.
Queens Order of Knights!

Raven had paused with Ren to look at the medal's, and aahed at the Order of Knights. “ Those
Whidlers”

“Y ou know of them?’

“Aye. Famous, infamous Whigtlers,” Raven murmured quietly, then glanced at adoorway, sending a
giggling host of girlsinto hiding. The Sster called Corelle reappeared to lead them updtairs. “I'll explain
leter.”

Ren sat on the edge of the bed. suddenly frightened for her Sster over again. Oddlialay so till and pale
on the farmer’ s narrow bed, obliviousto Ren’s presence. When ahand on Odelia’ s shoulder failed to
wake her, fear and despair mounted in Ren’s chest. “Oddia?’

Oddiasghed deeply. “Rats.”
“Rats?’ Ren blinked in surprise and relief.

“I’ve been playing sick for hours hoping they’ Il let him come back.” Oddia opened her eyesand sighed
again. “And now you're here”

“Him?1’m frightened for your life, and you' re ogling farmers husbands?’

“Oh, he was too young to be a hushand.” Odelia sat up in bed—then looked concerned. Clasping her
hand over her mouth, she fought a battle to keep from vomiting, then—carefully—lay back on the pillows
Ren propped up behind her. “ Okay. | wasn't totdly playing,” Odeliaadmitted quietly. “But he was very,
very handsome.”

“Lieutenant Bounder said the Whistlers had handsome menfolk, but | assumed that was compared to the
farming standard.”

“Look at the Sgters, Ren. Then think of aman dong those lineswith hair al down his back instead of a
military crop.”

Ren recdlled the oldest sister. The girl had been striking enough to remember despite the day’ s flood of
sressful events: clear pae skin, black hair, large blue eyes, and afull mouth. Ren snorted at the
woolgathering, dismayed that Odelia managed to lead her so astray from important issues. For the sake
of the country, it was good that Oddliawas not the oldest. Her charmed lifeleft her seeing things dightly
skewed.



“Odelia, | can't believe you were beaten haf to death, left to drown, and al you' re concerned about is
the handsome son of poor landed gentry.”

“I'm il dive. The bruiseswill heal. Why dwell on the past? The future holds the chance to stedl akiss
or two from the prettiest man I’ ve seen my wholelife.”

“Because whoever tried to kill you is still out there, you' re weak as akitten, it'san hour’ srideto the
garrison protected by the Queens Justice, and the cannons are till missing.”

“So | stay here, while you look for the cannons.” Odelia s face went soft with apparently dreamy
thoughts. “Maybe he'll come check on the poor unconscious princess.” She dipped back down in the
bed, pushing away the pillows. “Don’t tell them | woke up.”

“You're hopdess.” Ren had been gifling the urge to take up apillow and hit her sister. In moving about,
though, the deeves of Oddia s nightshirt dipped up past her elbows. Ren found hersdlf staring at the
large black bruises marking Odelia s forearms where she had apparently fended off killing blows.

Oddlia s attackers dmost killed her, would have surdly if they had not thought the water would finish
their work. If they had stopped to administer a sounder beating, used a sword instead of a truncheon,
used apistol—

Ren shuddered at the thought. To owe her sster’ slife to the doppiness of crud strangers and the lucky
clear thinking of the daughters of farmers! So instead of hitting Odeliawith pillows, Ren tucked her sster
into the borrowed bed.

Raven leaned againgt thewadll in the hdl. “1 heard you two talking. She' s awake? How isshe?’

Ren shut the door quietly. “ Scheming to sted kissesfrom the farmers’ beautiful son.”

Raven shook her head. “ That sounds like Odelia. 1’

“Shewon'’t be able to ride to the garrison. It would make her happy to stay here. It would alow her to
continue her schemes”

“It would make me happy to Stay here,” Raven stated. “With the Queens Justice looking for the cannons
and Odédlid s attackers, this place is safer than the loca garrison. Apparently the lieutenant’ s predecessor
alowed the town to grow up to thewalls of the garrison, replaced a stone wall with awood one—to cut
cost—and soforth. All indl, it would be like guarding lambsin abrush lot.”

“And thefamous, infamous Whistlers? Are they safe?’

“They seem to have smoothed around the edges from thelast I’ d heard of them.”

“And what have you heard of them?’

Raven amiled at Ren’simpatient tone. “ The grandmother Elder, or maybe the great-grandmother Elder
of thislot, did something that got herself executed, her Ssters cashiered, and their daughters blacklisted.
To keep the family dive, the Eldest bullied the Sisterhood of the Night to take her and her sstersin.”

“Thethieves guild?Bullied?’



“Aye, had the family switched into training asthieves. They were better than most, being aready trained
to work together under fire and fight well enough to bresk freeif caught. Well, the War of the False
Eldest started, and things were going badly. The False Eldest knew our defenses and we knew nothing of
Tastledae. We sent in scouts, but they were al caught and executed. Then, somehow, Wellsbury picked
up theWhidtler girls”

“Soldierstrained asthieves, or thievestrained as soldiers.”

Raven nodded. “ They were amotley crew, al born to the Order of the Sword, so each had a different
father, and different grandfather more often than not. They fought like wildcats with everyone and
everything. They lied, they stole, they ignored orders, and they won the war. Wellsbury started them with
Spying, but expanded that to wreaking generd mayhem behind enemy lines. There had been thirty of
them to start, only about ten survived the war, and they cashed out after being knighted.”

Ren looked at the well-ordered home. “Their grandfather and father must have had strong character to
turn amotley crew of spiesinto thiswel-run army.”

Raven nodded in agreement. “1’ ve heard so many women go on about wanting a biddable husband, but
I’d rather have astrong-willed man who can keep your children in line. Weak hushands make spoiled
children.”

Ren leaned againgt the wall, rubbing at the bridge of her nose, weighing the few options available.
“Okay, Oddiastays. | want to send areport downriver to let our mothers know she's safe and that we
might missthe opening of Summer Court. Trini will haveto preside as Elder Judge. See what the
Whigtlers have in the way of riding horses. After I’'m done with my report, | want to head out.”

Raven shook her head. “It’ s dusk, Ren, we're dead tired, in astrange land, and they’ve had onego at a
roya princesstoday aready. Let Bounder search for the cannons. Or do you redly want Oddliato be
Eldest?’

The last made Ren laugh, but she conceded the point. “Okay. Okay. Halley, though, istwo months ol der
than Oddia”

“No one has seen Halley for four months” Raven said quietly.
Ren sghed, closing her eyes againgt the pain that truth triggered. “ Thereisthat.”

Jerin and the boys moved to his bedroom to ride out the roya storming of the house. Heria brought him
progress reports, aswell as complaints of hunger growing among their younger ssters.

The Princess Ren was pleased at finding her sigter dlive and well. When Princess Odelia had gone
missing, she had feared the worst. Seeing that the younger princess was not fit to ride, it was decided that
theroya party would spend the night. Knowing their motherswould have afit if Princess Ren was
housed in the barn, Corelle offered up both the youngest and the older ssters' bedrooms. They were
gracioudy accepted.

Nothing had been said, Heriacomplained, about dinner, and all the baby Ssters were starting to whine
and cry. Knowing full well that his ssters couldn’t organize dinner to save their lives, Jerin came down
from his bedroom to take control of the kitchen.



Heriahad only one pot on the stove, just breaking into abail. It contained peeled and diced potatoes.
The youngest were divided between raiding the pantry and peering in at the goose, trying to decideif it
was done.

“Isthat enough potatoes?’ Heriaasked, chasing girls out of the pantry.

Jerin dodged the little girls to consider what they had on hand for dinner. “How many arein Princess
Rennsdlaer’ s party?’

“Fifteen. Ten privates, two lieutenants, a captain, and the two princesses,” Heriareported. “ All of the
guard are fathered out of the military cribs—QOrder of the Sword tattoos range from second generation to
sixth. One of the privatesis Sster to the younger lieutenant; otherwise, there are no other sibling pairs. All
but Princess Odelia are currently armed with a pistol, abrace of knives, and a saber. They aso have
standard-issue rifles and bayonets, but those are geared with their persond items upstairs.”

“They each have ahundred rounds of rifle ammunition, and only fifty rounds of pistol anmo.” Blush's

toneindicated she thought it was a patry supply. “They have no food supplies nor grain. Each woman
has apersond purse, totaling sixty-seven crowns, eighty-six gils, and fifteen quince between them, but
they’ re not carrying a cashbox.”

“Blush!” Jerin hissed in surprise. “You didn't search their gear?’
Blush looked at him with surprise and hurt. “They won't be ableto tell.”

Leia, who was younger than Blush by an hour, and twin-close as aresult, added in, “Princess
Rennsdllaer hasaroyal sed in her traveling desk, and Captain Tern has hers secured against spies.”

It was difficult to tel which desk created the most interest. Immediately planswerelaid for aseries of
reconnai ssance missions to see said desks by the rest of the youngest siblings, Doric included.

“No!” Jerin stated firmly. “Y ou will not invade the princesses  privacy or that of their guards any further.
They’ re guestsin this house, and they will be treated with respect.”

“Oh, pooh,” Heriarisked grumbling, but the rest held their tonguesin the face of hisglower.
“And that' s plenty of potatoes,” Jerin told Heria.

Fifteen hungry women. There would be no leftover goose for lunch tomorrow. The potatoes would
make things stretch, but one could eat only so many before getting bored. “ Get abushel of sweet yams
scrubbed up, and we' Il put them in the oven after the goose comes out.” He handed out gathering
baskets. “Therest of you, out to the garden. Pick afull basket of peas, and cut a quarter row of
asparagus—make the stemslong as possible.”

Summer hurried into the kitchen just as he set the goose out. Her eyes went wide at the sight of him.
“What are you doing?’ she whispered fiercely, throwing alook toward the front of the house, where the
roya party gathered in the parlor.

“I am cooking dinner.” Jerin picked up the tray of now scrubbed and pierced sweet yams and did them
into the empty oven. “ Roasted goose, sage dressing, mashed potatoes, gravy, blanched asparagus,
boiled peas, diced winter apples, cheese, fresh bread, butter, and yams.”



“They’ re going to see you and the boys!” Summer cried.

“Not if they don’'t come into the kitchen,” Jerin said. “ And you middle ssters handle the serving in the
dining room.”

If Summer’shair had been longer than the military crop, it seemed she would be pulling it out by now.
“How are we going to keep the royal guard out of the kitchen? They’ re probably going to check the food
for poison.”

Jerin got out their largest platter and dua meet forks. “Like we keep poison on hand to kill off visting
princesses.”

“Jerinl” Summer wailed.
He closed his eyes and counted to ten. “ Summer, the goose was going to burniif | didn’t get it out, and
the youngest are hungry, and we have guests—roya guests. If Corelle did the cooking, truly we would

be poisoning the princesses.”

“What if they see you?” Summer frowned at the door asif she expected the roya guard to burst through
it any moment.

“Then they seeme!” He lifted the goose out of the roagting pan and onto the platter. “ She' sthe crown
princess. She' snot going to ride off with me.”

“One of her guards might grab you and desert,” Summer said.

“I''m sure the army knows where their families are located,” Jerin said.

Summer glared at him. “ Jerin, will you take this serioudy!”

“I am!” He drained the drippingsinto a cook pot and st it to boil. “Only the creme of military are
picked for roya guard. If they see me, the worst that will happen isthat they’ Il offer for me—and frankly,
| think that’ s a better fate than the Brindles.”

“Don’t be naive, Jerin.” Summer crossed her arms and gave him alevel look. “ There are thingsto be
donewith aboy that have nothing to do with marriage.”

He stared at her, and then blushed hot. “I wouldn't do anything like that.”

Summer glanced at the little girls around them, listening intently, and whispered, “Y ou wouldn't have
much of achoice. It'swhy they call it rape.”

Herolled hiseyesat that. “Trust me, if any of them were carrying crib drugs, our little ssterswould
know.”

Asadigraction, it worked. Summer turned on the youngest in afull rage. “Youllittle brats! 'Y ou stay out
of their rooms!”

Jerin moved on to the potatoes, which needed to be drained by now, and mashed. “Dinner will be ready
in twenty minutes or so, though the sweet potatoeswill be coming out later. The boysand | will est inthe



keeping room, and then go upgtairs right afterward. Heria can make sure the little ones eat, and Corelle
can clean up with the girls”

“I will make sure you have aclean kitchen for morning,” Summer said.
“Thank you, Summer. I’ [l make sure our mothers know who acted theidiot and who didn’t today.”

Summer suddenly caught himinto ahug. “Oh, Jerin, | wasanidiot! | knew we were leaving you and the
babiesaone! | et Corelle bully meinto going. What if they had been raiders? We could have lost

everything.”

“l know. | know. Now, let mefinish dinner.”

Jerin had picked at his dinner and then Ieft the kitchen without thinking of taking a snack. Later, hefound
himself so hungry that he couldn’t deep. Findly, he couldn’t take it any longer. The house was silent. No
onewas up. He could dip downgtairs, hetold himsalf, grab something to eat from the pantry, and return
with no one being the wiser.

He crawled out of bed. and stood amoment in darkness. Normally he'd pull on histrousersin addition
to hisnightshirt before going downgtairs. Tonight, though, histhree younger brotherswerein hisroom,
restlessin their strange beds. He would have to light the lamp to find histrousers. He could imagine a
cascade of events, starting with the lamp waking the boys and ending with the rest of the house awake.

It would only take a minute to run downstairs and raid the kitchen. | don’t need trousers. My
nightshirt reaches my knees—it’s nearly a walking robe.

The kitchen seemed huge in the darkness. Hames gtill danced in the hearth; Summer must not have
properly banked the cook fires. He frowned, crossing to the hearth, not sure if he should take the timeto
stlethefire.

“Somy sster isn't imagining things,” afemale voice drawled in the darkness.

Jerin startled backward, dmost into the flames of the open fire pit. There was motion, and arms pulled
him away from thefirewith alow croon of “Careful, careful.”

“Your Highness!” His heart hammered in histhroat as he recognized a gleam of red hair and delicate
features before his body eclipsed thefirdight.

“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” the princess murmured, a dark form with strong arms about him. “My
sster claimed abeautiful man carried her up from the stream, but | thought she imagined it. Who would
let aman risk hisreputation s0?’

“A sster who will soon be in deep trouble with her mothers and older Ssters.”

“Siger?” Onearm lifted from hiship to run fingers through hiswaist-long hair. “Y ou’ re not a husband?’

He bit hislip. Husbands were more dearly protected by the law than brothers. He shouldn't have
spoken— each word he said was adanger to him.

’Come, come,” Princess Rennsellaer coaxed gently, "1’ m not going to carry you off like some husband



rader.”
“I’'m abrother. I'll be of agein two months.”

The princessturned him dightly so the fire wasto her back, the light a gleaming hal o about the nimbus of
her shadowed hair. Her fingerstouched his cheek, trailed down to cup hischin. “Y our family runsto
good looks.”

“Our grandfather was an exceedingly handsome man,” Jerin admitted, aware suddenly that he wore only
one sheer layer of cotton, that she wore nearly the same, and then her |eft hand cupped his buttocks,
pressing hisbody to hers. “1 came down for abite of something.”

“I have something here you can nibble on,” she murmured, catching his hand, guiding it under her
degping shirt. Her skin was soft, warm, and firm. His body reacted to the touch while hismind
floundered in panic. How much force could you use denying the crown princess without bringing trouble
down on your head?

“Y our Highness, please.” Hetried to Sidestep, but she moved with him.
“You desreme,” she noted, running her hand over his body.

“I desireto marry well,” he murmured hoarsdly. “For fifteen years| have stayed chaste and pure. |
would not liketo fail two months shy of thegod.”

She chuckled. “I’m amazed that you' ve seen any women besides your Ssters.”

“They take meto socid events.” He was babbling now, unable to stop. “How else would families know
we seek amarriage dliance? We go to fairs, festivals, and such. The girls compete in races and wrestling,
and the boys talk about how their Ssters make them crazy and how lonely it is, being the only man among
S0 many women.” He moaned softly now, as her hand had not stayed idle. “That isnice,” he admitted,
“but | wish—" Truthfully hedidn’t redly want it to stop. “1 wish—"

She stepped him back, pressing him against the stones of the hearth, and kissed him tenderly. Her mouth
was sweet, and warm, and electric on his. He couldn’t find anyplace safe to put his hands; they tended to
flutter like birdslooking for aroosting place. He whimpered partidly in ddight of the many sensations
bombarding him, partidly in the hel plessness of hisStuation.

“Highness—um—I don’t think—we shouldn’t be—oh, gods—I—" While hismind raced to form some
sentence, any sentence, he ssumbled on an awful thought. 1f not for this once, the only intimacy in my
life will be with the horsey-faced, heavy-handed Brindle women. Who would know what we' ve
done? Who would guess? Who would tell? Certainly not my sisters. With those thoughts, he alowed
his handsto alight on her hips, then explore upward, under her nightshirt.

Inthelast year of hislife, Jerin’ sfather had told him how one man could keep ten women happy. It had
been afrank, embarrassing, sometimes mystifying set of discussions. There hadn't been an opportunity
for Jerin to try any of the techniques outside of hisincreasingly erotic dreams. It was somewhat satisfying,
judging by the princess sreaction, to discover he remembered agoodly portion of hisfather’ slessons.

They could have taken the last step. They lay on the warm flagstones before the cooking fire, glistening
with swest. She reached for him, his body responded as before, but thistime, the edge taken off his



desire, hewas able to stop her.
“No.” Hekissed her to soften the refusal. “To go thisfar wasfoolish. To go on would be stupid.”
She gazed a him, her hair reflecting back the flame-red firdlight. “ It was wonderful .”

That pulled awry smile out of him. He caught her hand before it could cause more mischief, and kissed
her palm, nuzzling the sensitive spot on her wrist. “We can’t do more. It would ruin me.”

Shelooked away, watching instead the dance of firelight on the whitewashed celling. Shewas slent for

many minutes, to the point that he was afraid he had angered her. “Y ou areright. Y ou are not yet old
enough to marry, and | seduced you in your mothers’ kitchen. It would be best that | don't take your

virginity on your mothers Hearth.”

She gaveit the old name. Jerin vaguely remembered that there were ancient rules of hospitality tied to
the Hearth, remnants of dayswhen starting afire didn’t mean just using amatch, and homes consisted of

just one large room.

“Please”—Jerin reached for his abandoned nightshirt—"let me go back to my room and you go back to
yours?’

“I could cometuck you in,” she murmured.
“We d wake my brothers.”
She gartled. “ There are more?’

Hetold her hisbrothers names and ages. “Please don't tell my sstersthat I’ vetold you. They’re afraid
that you'll carry me off.”

“Or seduce you in the kitchen.”
Heblushed. “Wel, yes.”
She giggled and then sobered. “ Run up to bed, love, and be careful not to wake your brothers.”

He dipped reluctantly out of her arms. “It'smy sstersthat | worry about.”

Chapter 3

The black, bitter cold snow tasted of soot, mud, and blood. Ren slowly levered herself up, spitting
out the tainted snow, puzzled by the odd flickering shadows, the endless, shapelessroar that beat
on her ears, the heat across her back. Why was she facedown in the slush-covered street? A loud
crack made her turn, and she gaped at flames towering up into the night sky, consuming the
broken timbers of a building. The theater! What had happened? She had been standing on the
theater stairs a moment before—had it been just a moment? But surely it must have been longer
—the whol e building was engulfed. Then realization struck her. The others were still inside. She
opened her mouth to scream when the shape of a crumpled human finally found meaning in her
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mind. Her sister Halley lay at the top of the steps, half in the doorway. Ren tried to stand, but
something was wrong with her legs. She struggled on anyhow in a haze of pain, crawling, frantic.
She had to get to Halley. Had to get Halley away from the fire. No matter how hard she tried,
though, she could not get closer. The doorway itself was on fire now, about to collapse in burning
timbers onto her sister. Oh, merciful Mothers, let her save Halley!

Ren snapped awake, whimpering in fear, the smell of smoke thick under her nose. Shesat upindarm,
ingtantly disoriented by the placement of the window, the low rough-timbered ceiling, and the plain lines
of thefurniture.

Oh. yes, the Whigtler farm!

The events of thelast few days must have triggered her old nightmare about the explosion at the theeter.
Onimpulse, she had decided to visit the armory upriver a North Branch. It had been aleisurely six-day
trip from Mayfair on the roya stern-wheder, but they had arrived to find the armory plundered and set
afire. Asthey were gill docking, the flames reached the gunpowder room. Grest flowering blooms of
flame rosein the night with asound that could be felt, a heat that seared the skin even at ahundred feet

away.

The scorching heat, the thick black smoke, and the charred bodies curled into the fetal position. Old
impressions of the theater explosion that had killed her elder ssters and Keifer joined with new. No
wonder her old nightmares were resurfacing.

Her cold rage at her helplessness reawakened too. Without thought to Odelia’ s and her own safety, Ren
had led a pursuit of the escaping thieves from the armory back downriver. When the roya party found
thethieves barge run aground, she ordered alanding against Raven’ s advice. Stupidity at its highest
order: going into unknown territory after an unknown force. Only Odelia s amazing luck had kept her
safe.

At least there wouldn't be new nightmaresto join the old one.

Dawn gleamed in the window, smal noisesindicated a house awakening to anorma day, and the smell
of smoke vanished. Maybe, Ren rationaized, the stench had been thetail end of her nightmare.

She dtretched, stiff after anight in astrange bed. and caught another whiff of smoke. She pulled the
shoulder of her nightshirt to her nose and sniffed. Woodsmoke. No wonder she was dreaming about the
fire. With a curse, she yanked the nightshirt over her head, wadded it into aball, and was about to throw
it across the room when she caught the smell of him. Ren buried her noseinto it. Jerin. Beautiful, talented,
sexy Jerin. Shelet the memories of him crowd out the nightmare. His sweet kisses. Hiswarm skin. His
long, slky hair. The delight hetriggered in her body. Thelast made her giggle, hugging the shirt to her.
Oh, she must be insane—asinsane as Odelial Making loveto afarmers son on the kitchen floor. Her
motherswould die! Hismotherswould kill her!

Raven’ stap came at the door.
“Enter,” shecdled, trying to control her grin and failing.
“Wearein agood mood.” Raven used theroya plurd. The captain carried asteaming pail of water.

“Weare” Ren unrolled the nightshirt and carefully folded it, vowing to hersdf never towash it. A
farmers son, no matter how beautiful or talented, could never be prince consort. Last night, though, had



been glorious, and stopping where they did madeit al the more pure.

Raven lifted one eyebrow in question and poured the water into the washbasin bowl. “ The Queens

Justice rode in with the false dawn. They spent the last of yesterday sweeping the woods and the
neighboring landsfor five miles. A lot of tracks, many from us when we were searching for Oddlia No
sgn, though, of the guns or Oddlia s attackers. They’ Il be combing them again today.”

“I didn’t expect any.” Ren stashed the folded nightshirt into her travel bags. “ The thieves had since the
night before last to tuck the guns away. The Whistlers found Odelia hours before we arrived, and we
waited about an hour for Queens Justice to arrive. Oddlia s attackers would have been complete foolsto

wait around for a second chance.”
“So you think they’re gone?’

“Certainly it'safar more comforting thought than the idea of them lurking behind every bush, looking for
an open shot.” Ren splashed warm water onto her face.

“Bounder had atheory on why the attackers didn’t use pistols. She saysthat the Whistlers are
notorioudy rough on poachers. A shot fired would have brought them out in force, and no onein their

right mind would want to take the Whistlers on.”

Water dripping from her chin, Ren looked at Raven. “ Only localswould know about the Whistlers. She
thinks one of the locashad ago a Oddia?’

“Heron Landing apparently hasagood bit of river trash.” Raven named the nearest town, home of
Bounder’ sgarrison, at least ten milesfrom the Whistlers' farm. “ Seasond workers, outcasts, drifters, al
of whom have been in the arealong enough to learn about the Whistlers, and wouldn’t be above doing
somedirty work for hire. It would fit the description of the riders Heria saw.”

Disposd tools. Did they even know who Odeliawas? Or had they been told just to kill the red-haired
woman on the roan mare? Considering her family’ s reputation at meting out severe punishment for
regicide, one could almost be sure that the hired thugs were kept ignorant.

Stll, theignorant disposd tools were human beings. They might have seen or heard something they
weren't supposed to. information they’ d gladly trade for their lives.

“Isthere asheriff for Heron Landing?’ Ren asked.
HAye.’l

“Have the sheriff round up al the trash. Check them for studded truncheons. Find out where they were
yesterday. Seeif any of them heard of someone hiring for akilling. Have her use whatever means she

needsto find usalead.”
“Yes. Your Highness” Raven gave adight bow and left.

Ren dried her face, watching the door close behind the captain of her guard. Raven never called her
“Your Highness® in private, never bowed. Why the sudden change? Was this some subtle hint that Raven

thought Ren wasfindly acting like afirstborn?

Jerin woke shortly after dawn as normal. He bathed quickly in the washbasin, brushed out his hair,



braided it into onelong braid, and pulled on his best shirt, ablue chambray that matched his eyes. After
waking Doric and helping the ten-year-old brush out hishair and braid it, Jerin sent him out to gather
eggsin the henhouse. Liam and baby Kai, Jerin gathered up and carried downgtairsinto the kitchen.

Corélle, Eva, and Kirahad gotten up earlier to tend the stock. Heria had the cook fire built up for
breskfast. Summer had organized the youngest Ssters and they were carrying in pails of fresh milk for
breakfast.

Jerin now put the many hands to work setting tables, fetching jars of clotted cream from the springhouse,
opening crocks of blackberry jam and apple butter, cutting dices of yesterday’ s leftover bread to toast,
fetching awhed of sharp white cheese and dicing it down, mashing cold potatoes to make potato
pancakes, and boiling the fresh eggs. As there were guests for breakfast. Jerin had Heriafetch aleg of
ham from the smoke shed. For the occasion of gueststoo, he brought out a crock of maple syrup. He
had no more than opened it when every finger in the room seemed to gravitate toward it.

“No fingerd” Hetapped Doric’s outstretched hands with hislong mixing spoon. “Wait for it.”

Therewas a collective gasp of surprise. Jerin glanced up and noticed that every eye was focused on the
door to the dining room. He turned and found Princess Ren leaning on the doorjamb, watching him with a
dight smile on her lips. The memory of her kisses burned suddenly across his senses, and he looked
down.

Heria, Blush, and Leiadid between him and the princess, the set of their shoulders pure defiance.

“Heria.” Heturned her toward the cook fire. “ The egg sandglass has run out. Get the eggs from thefire.
Blush, start the potato pancakes now, so they’ll be hot with the eggs. Leia, run out to the barns and let
your ssters know that breskfast will bein ten minutes.”

“Jerinl” They protested in chorus, their eyeslocked on the princess.
“Go!” hesad kindly but firmly, giving eech asmal nudge.
They went to their appointed tasks, though it was clear where their attention remained.

“They don't trust me.” Princess Ren came to the high cooking table that he worked at, and took a seat
on the stoal there. The black-haired captain took Ren’s place at the doorway; she seemed to view the
kitchen full of knivesand children with amixture of anxiety and bemusement.

“Family history makes usleery.” Jerin scooped up baby Ka and did him into ahigh chair battered by
nearly three dozen babies. Hetickled a pure baby giggle out of his brother and spoiled him with a spoon
dipped in the maple syrup. Princess Ren watched him and he found himself watching back. Her eyes
were deep green, deeper than her Sster’s. Her red hair, like aflame, was spun from threads of red,
orange, and gold. Her skin was creamy white and unblemished.

He found himself wishing they had taken that final step the night before. He blushed at the thought and
looked away.

“What happened to make you leery? Y our family lose ahusband or ason?’ Princess Ren asked.

“Well, actudly, it ran the other way,” he admitted. “ Our grandmothers kidnapped our grandfather during
the War of the False Eldest. He had not come willingly.”



The princess reached out for the maple syrup and he tapped her fingers out of habit. She looked up at
him, startled, while he stared at his spoon, horrified.

“Ummm, no fingers.” He dipped a spoon into the syrup and handed it to her.

She amiled at him and |gpped the spoon with thetip of her tongue, making ashow of licking it clean. It
recalled her leaning over him, her tongue touching his bare skin. His body responded to the memory. His
blush became a complete burn as she noticed hisarousal in histrousers.

“It'ssweet.” she murmured, * but not astasty asyou.”

Hefdt tikeflipping atowd over his head and hiding. Hefdt like running from theroomin
embarrassment. He fet like leading her upstairs and letting her use her tongue on him again. Thelast put
shudders of desire through him.

He struggled to find alessintimate subject. “How isyour Sster?’

Amusement fled Princess Ren’ s eyes. “ Shetried to get out of bed and failed. She nearly fainted when
she stood up.”

“I'msorry.”
Ren frowned amoment, then shrugged. “I’ m thankful she'saive”

Jerin finished dicing down the ham, his hands trembling so much he had trouble controlling the sharp
knife. “So,” he said, trying not to seem as anxious as he fdlt, *“you' re going to be staying another night.”

The smilereturned to Ren’ sface. “If not more.”

Helooked at her. wanting her, wondering how he was going to resist her.

“Riderd” cameacal from one of the princess swomen, and the kitchen went ill.

“It' sEldest! It'sEldest and the othersl” Leia svoice followed the call.

There was agenerd rush for the door to see their seven elder sstersreturn. Corelle, not surprisingly, ran
to meet them, talking low and fast, making sure they heard her Sde of the Story first. They had apparently
aready heard some version of the news. Their horses were lathered and blowing from ahard riding.
Their rifles sat in saddle holsters, instead of being wrapped well and strapped to the back of their
saddles. Eldest gave Cordle a scathing ook as she dismounted. She unholstered her rifle, saying, “ Seeto

the horses. We' Il talk later.” Shethrew her reinsto Cordle and came on to the house.

Eldest looked first to Jerin. then scanned the children for the other boys. Seeing that the family’ s grestest
assets were safe, she locked gazes with Princess Ren.

“Y our Highness,” Eldest said quietly, handing her rifle to Heriawithout aglance. “Welcome to the House
of Whidler.”

“Thank you. Eldest Whidtler.”



Heria ducked away to return the rifle to the gun rack. The other children stood, waiting for orders.

Eldest glanced about the kitchen at the food threatening to burn unattended. “ Get breskfast on,” she
gated. “We'll wash up and edt, then talk.”

So thiswaswhat little Whigtler girls grew up to look like, Ren mused, studying the recently returned
elder sgters. If the Whistler family had been amotley crew during the War of the False Eldest, they had
weeded out al the variantsin the last two generations. Without exception, the Whistler clan was
black-haired, blue-eyed, and good-looking. The military heritage that showed in the children as broad
strokes became unmistakable in the women. Regulation short haircuts, clothestailored dong the lines of
an infantry uniform, riflesin hand, and sx-gunsriding low in tied-down hip holsters. Beyond the outward
appearances, there was the military precision to the way they rode in—handing exhausted horses, damp
greatcoats, and wegpons to younger sisters—and they settled wordlesdy to the breakfast table smelling
of horses and lye soap. Food was eaten in tense silence, broken occasionally by ayounger sister trying to
report awrong or misadventure. Eldest Whistler silenced the girls with alook.

Unlike the night before, Jerin and the younger boys sat with the family instead of hiding in the kitchen.
Still, Jerin sat at other end of the table, at Eldest’ sright hand, with the other boys well barricaded behind
their gters.

Eldest broke the silence, naming atown aday’ stravel downriver of Heron Landing. “Wewerein
Greenhaven last evening, when we heard that there had been an attack on the farm. No one knew any
details, just that one of our little ones had ridden in for Queens Justice.”

“1 went for Queens Justice,” Heriasaid, “because Corélle and the othersweren't here.”
“Herial” Coréllecried asif stabbed. “We were just next door.”

“Y ou were supposed to be here!” Heria snapped, to which the nine- and eight-year-olds added their
backing.

“Hush.” Eldest Whistler quieted that family dispute with onelook and asingle even command. “We will
talk about thet later.”

Ren looked down at her plate to cover abolt of jealousy. Command of afamily came so easy for
someone who held her position from her first breath, blessed with the name of Eldest. Intheir cradles,
younger sstersweretold, “Listen to Eldest—she | be Mother Elder when she sgrown.” even when the
sgterswere younger only by months or days. Ren wished she had that luxury in her own family, then,
chiding hersdf for being smal-hearted, wished instead that her elder Ssters hadn’t been killed, making
her Eldest over ssterswell practiced at disagreeing with her. She had not, in fact, even been the natural
leader of the middle ssters. Halley had commanded Oddlia, Trini. Lylia, and hersdf from the time they
had |eft their cradles until the night Ren had become the Eldest.

Halley was younger by only six months. Six months that had never mattered before.
“Wedon't air family problemsin front of strangers,” Eldest Whigtler stated as one who is never argued
with. Shefinished thelast bite of her eggs and pushed away the empty plate. “ So, Y our Highness, what

brings you upriver to Heron Landing?’

Her eyes asked, “What troubles do you bring to my home?’



Ren glanced about the table, at the family trained by the best spiesthat Queendand had ever had. and
decided that perhapsit would be best to take them into her confidence. “While we didn’t engage the
Imomainsin full war, it has been acodtly effort to keep them off our shores. Our coffers are low, and we
canill afford the drain on tax revenue that smuggling represents. Worse, smuggling on therivershas
increased tenfold in the last decade. The Queens contracted with afamily of gun-makers upriver at North
Branch to produce gunsto be the teeth in our efforts to bear down on the smugglers. Princess Odeliaand
| decided to do asurpriseingpection.” Actually, Ren had dragged Odeliainto duty, determined the
younger princesswould act her age and rank. “We had interrupted araid on the armory. While we
managed to prevent the theft of Six navd guns, dl the smal arms and a series of cast-iron cannons were
taken. The cannons are our main concern now.”

“Cagtiron?" Cordlle scoffed. “You can't cast iron barrels uniformly. Under pressure they burdt, killing
everyone within dozens of feet. No one' s made cast-iron cannons since Degthstriker burst twenty years
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Eldest frowned at her sster’ s rudeness, but added, “Bronze is the best metal for cannons.”

Even after two generations of farming, they remained well schooled in the art of war. Until afew months
ago, what they said had been true.

“Unlessyou want to rifle them.” Ren pointed out the true flaw of bronze. “Bronze istoo soft of ametal.
Thefriction wears down therifling in ashort amount of time.”

Jerin had been listening with hisamazingly blue eyes open wide. He leaned to his Eldest Sster and
whispered, “How do you make acannon arifle?’

Eldest answered, obvioudy aiming her answer more to the very youngest of her sstersthan to Jerin.
“Rifling is cutting spiral grooves down the bore of the weagpon, any weapon. It makes the shot fly
draighter, so your aim istruer. Smooth bores, wegpons without the grooves, you might aswell point in
the generd direction, pull thetrigger, and hope.”

Ren nodded at this patient explanation. “The Wainwrights at North Branch proved they could make a
reliable, cast-iron, breech-loaded cannon.”

“Completely reliable?’ Eldest asked.

Ren shrugged. “Extremdly reliable—| would cal nothing * completely.” Apparently the novelty of their
method isn't in the reinforcement of the cast iron forward of the breech—others have tried that and
faled—but in the method of attachment.” While hisssterslistened passively, Jerin nodded dightly to
indicate he followed the explanation. Ren controlled the urge to smile encouragement to him. “ A wrought
iron band is dlowed to coadl in place while the gun isrotated, which alows the reinforcement to clamp on
uniformly around the circumference of the breech. We ordered eight ten-pounders. The Wainwrights
caled them the Prophets. Joan, Bonnye, Anna, Judith, Gregor, Larisa, Nane, and Ami.”

“At Greenhaven,” Eldest reported, “they were saying that the Wainwright place blew up, theat their
ammo went up and took out the shop and the house.”

Ren shook her head. “ The thieves killed the family in their bedslong before torching the place. They
managed to carry out dl the smal arms, the pistols and rifles, and the Prophets before we arrived. They
weretrying to move the great nava gunswhen we rode up, and they set fire to the shop to cover their



retreat.”

She and Raven had been to the Wainwrights home severa times to see the new weapons tested and to
order various guns. While not as pralific asthe Whidtlers, the Wainwrights had numbered around twenty
women and girls with a handsome young husband that they proudly showed off. Not one survived the
murderous attack.

Raven cleared her throat and covered Ren’ssilence. “1t was easy to track the cannons. Each of the
Prophets weighs nearly nine hundred pounds and they are roughly six and ahaf feet long. Multiply that
by eight, and it’s quite an operation to move them. The thieves used two cod wagons and made four
trips from the gun shop down to awaiting cod barge. Half the town saw them, but thought it wasthe
Wainwrights norma weekly delivery of cod for the forges.”

Ren took up the story again. “ The coa barge with the Prophets and small arms left with itsload. There
were two more barges waiting for the naval guns. The thieves scuttled them to foul river traffic. It gave
them severd hours start on us. We might have caught up with them if they stayed on theriver, but the
barge and its tug ran aground, so they started overland.”

“They ran aground above Heron Landing?” Eldest Whistler guessed.

Ren nodded. “They made amakeshift raft and floated the cannons and other crates ashore one a atime.
We found a safe landing and unloaded our horses. Odelia”— Holy Mothers knew what Odelia had been
doing— “became separated from the rest of us, and was attacked. We think it was more of adistraction
than aplanned nation.”

“Sothesegunsare dill inthe area?’ Eldest Whistler asked.
“Isthereareward?’ Corelle asked.
“Do you think the riderswill come back?’ Jerin asked.

“Theriderswere probably hired to delay pursuers.” Ren sought to reassure Jerin. “ They have no reason
to come back. Asfor the cannons and small arms, the Queens Justice has found no sign of them.”

Two of the younger Ssters were rude enough to laugh.

Eldest Whistler stood up, motioning Ren and Raven to follow. “Lieutenant Bounder isagood soldier,
but she and most of her command are new to the area. Nor does she have many good trackers under
her.” Eldest led them to the small, well-appointed parlor. There she opened the doors on acherry
cabinet, revealing aset of shallow drawers. She pulled out the top drawer and took out amap. Shelaid
the map on asmall sdetable. “How far upriver from Heron Landing did they hit the sandbar?’

“About five miles.”” Raven answered. “Bounder said it’ stimberland belonging to the Fiddler family.”

Eldest Whistler grunted, tapping a section of the map. “1 thought it might be there. Look, the river runs
fairly straight north to south through all of Queendand, but here, it makes atwenty-mile U esst to wes,
and back again. When you're on theriver, it’snot obvious. Thelay of the land foolsyou; only thisridge
lies between the northern and the southern point.” Her finger with atorn fingernail traced a short line over
the said ridge. “1t’ sless than three miles, but unless you' ve walked this straight line, or seen the map, you
would never guess you could skip so far downriver so quickly.”



Ren cursed softly and tapped the downriver part of the U. “1 don't suppose theriver is shalow here?’

Eldest shook her head. “Fairly deep. If they brought the gunsto here, it would be easy to load them onto
another boat.”

“Why movethem at dl?” Corelle asked. “ Seemslike alot of work for nothing, when they could hirea
boat to go upriver and unload the barge.”

Eldest threw her adisgusted look. “1t would have been stupid to leave them stranded with the princesses
somewhere close behind them. Secondly, this confusesthetrail. Think of thetrail they would have lft if
they had hired aboat to go upriver to the stranded barge. Every ship captain they tried to hire, the crew
of the ship they findly hired, any passengers dready on the boat, any ship that passed while they were
transferring the load, and Holy Mothers knows who else would have known what ship the guns are now
on. The princesses could go downriver until they saw that ship and stop it. If the thieves had managed to
aready off-load the guns, there would be witnesses to where and when.

“By moving the guns, they’ re no longer linked to the barge. Picking up cargo isso commoniit’sinvisble
in comparison to asalvage job. And, unlessyou’ ve seen amap of theriver, it seemsunlikely that anyone
could move adozen heavy crates so far downriver in aspan of afew hours.”

“WEe I never find them again,” Ren whispered.

“They’ve only had one day to secure aship. The guns might still be here.” Eldest reached over to the gun
rack and took down arifle. “If they are, we can stop them.”

The other Whistlerstook thisasasigna and armed themselves, down to the little ones, excluding only
the boys. For one panicked moment, Ren thought she might have the whole clan ride out with her. Eldest
Whistler, however, motioned to the middle and youngest sets of Whistler sistersto put up their rifles, with
afirm, “You stay here and guard the boys and Princess Oddlia”

“You don't haveto come.” The Queens Justice’ s opinion aside, Ren wasn't sure the farmers were up to
riding with her guard.

“I've spent my wholelife learning how to fight,” Eldest stated. “ Oncein my life, it would be good to
actually ride out to battle. | don't think the chanceto ride in the Princesses Guard will come around
twice”

Certainly, it would help to have someone who knew the lay of the land to guide them.
“Glad to have you, then,” Ren said, and earned awide grin from the woman.

They surged out of the house, carried dong in awave of excited, and thankfully now unarmed, children.
While saddling their horses, Ren caught sight of Jerin helping his older Ssters saddle up. He moved with
assurance among the horses, handling the bridles and saddles with ease. As she watched, he kneed a
black mare in the middle to make her suck in her somach. He clinched the saddle girth tight, tied it, and
then looked up to meet Ren’s gaze.

Hewanted her. She knew the look now, having seen the physical evidence of his desire paired before
with hislevel blue gaze. Just knowing that he wanted her did magic to her body. She dropped her eyes
before anyone noticed the exchange. The Whistlerswould not be so happy to ride beside her if they
knew what she had done with their little brother in the kitchen.



Suddenly the idea of them at her back with rifles did not seem so wise. She glanced a Eldest Whidtler,
wondering if thiswas an exercisein revenge.

You're crazy, Ren told hersdlf as she swung up into her saddle. Eldest just rode in. She wasn’t here
to witness anything. You' ve heard everything that everyone had to say to her.

Then she remembered Corelle darting up to her oldest Sister, earnestly pouring out some story. Eldest’s
flash of anger could have been toward alax sister making excuses—or at the newstheir brother had
been compromised.

Ren scanned the milling women and children for Corélle. The middle sister stood by the padlock’ s gate,
holding it open asriderswere aready trotting through. Asif sensang Ren’sgaze, Corelle turned toward
her as she rode up to the gate. Coal, caculating resentment filled the girl’ sface.

She knows.

Ren kept her face passive as she rode past, and tried to ignore the itch between her shoulder blades.
Had Cordletold Eldest? Was sheriding into atrap?

If the Whistlers fought the way they rode, it was no wonder they won the war.

Showing little evidence that they had ridden dl night, the Whistlersled cross-country, over fencesand
creeks, with seemingly reckless abandon. When one watched, though, not one horse so much as
stumbled. Ren wondered if they were attempting an extremely subtle form of nation: ride out with
the princess and let her break her own neck trying to keep up.

The last mile they cut through rows of shoulder-high corn, the leaves cutting and grabbing at both sides,
and came out onto adirt path. Fresh wagon tracks crushed the grass growing on either side of the path.
The path ran aong the cornfield and, ahaf mile farther down, dipped into woods. The river was near
enough to smell over the bruised corn and the hot horses.

The Whistlers dismounted, tied off their horses, and went silent as wolvesinto the woods. Ren wanted
to follow, but she knew her own vaue. Her life was't worth the capture of the cannons. There too was
the niggling thought that the small woodlot would be a perfect ambush site by the Whidtlers. She signaled
to her women to ready wesapons, wishing she had told Raven of her indiscretion. Now, on the cusp of
battle, would be afoolish time to make her women doubt their alies. On the other hand, |etting the
captain of her guard ride blindly into an ambush seemed particularly stupid.

She fought her conscience while silence came from the woods and one lone cicada droned loudly.

A Whistler cametrotting out of the woods and tugged on her cap bill in salute. “There' ssgnsthat a
riverboat tied off and something heavy was|oaded. No cannons, but there are a couple of fresh graves.”

“Show me.” Ren dismounted.
A screen of brush in the woods proved to be fase, a deliberate attempt to hide the path down to the

river. On the high bank someforty feet from the river’ s edge, the thieves camp showed evidence of
being used often. River sone shielded afire pit from theriver. Evergreens hid acorrd of sapling stringers.



A well-beaten path led down to a spring-fed streamlet, awooden bucket beside it waiting for the next
vigt. A secretive camp, but one long-standing, not erected overnight. The corra and fire pit both had
seen winter. Thinking of the cornfield she left behind, Ren guessed at the origin of the camp.

Beyond the corrd, five of the Whistler sstersworked at digging up the graves. Ren signded to Raven
and her women to help with the unearthing and continued on to where Eldest Whistler crouched beside
thefire pit.

“Whiskey runners?’ she asked Eldest, meaning the origind crestors of the campsite. Wasit just irony
that the thieves used asmuggling camp while stedling cannons meant to fight river smuggling, or had they
known what the cannons were going to be used for, and stolen them as a preventive measure?

Eldest shrugged. “ Anything taxed going up and down the river. From the number of horses, tents, and
footprints, we figure there were about twenty women in al. There are Six graves. Heriasaw fiveriders,
so that may be them plusone.” She touched the ground and lifted her fingers up to show that they were
now tinged red. “Thisisthekilling ground.”

Odelia could have been the plus one. Ren controlled a shiver.

“Thekilling started here at thefire.” Eldest wiped clean her fingers. “ The worgt of the blood has been
scraped up, probably buried with the victim. There were gunsfired.” She tapped a scar of whiteon a
river sonethat served as afireside seat. She pointed out fresh gougesin trees at chest height. “ The dead
were dragged up there to be buried. Things were cleaned up. That was yesterday, or the night before
that. The survivorsloaded ariverboat this morning around dawn.” Eldest held her hand out over the
white ash in the white pit. “ The cods are ftill warm.”

Ren swore softly. “ They had wagons. | can’t imagine them loading them—too noticeable. Can we track
those?’

Eldest shook her head, and waved toward the shimmer of water through the trees. “ Pushed them in the
river and let the current take them.”

“All dead ends.” Ren stalked about the clearing, curaing. They had missed the thieves by afew hours. It
was, perhaps, just aswell. With her guard and the seven Whistlers they numbered only twenty-one.
True, they outnumbered the surviving thieves, but the campsite had hidden defenses. A jumble of
boulders, afdlen tree, and another set of rocks came together to form adisguised wall to shield
defenders. Three approaches were uphill with theriver at the attackers' backs.

Ren skirted the disguised wall to consider the only downhill attack. A blur of motion was her only
warning—Eldest Whistler came over the low wall in aflying tackle. Eldest dammed into Ren’'swaist, and
they tumbled onto the ground, Ren on the bottom, a shoulder smashing into her gut.

Shit't Renrolled free, reaching for her pistal, thinking. Stupid! Stupid! Ruin their brother and then let
them take you out in the middle of nowhere and separate you from your guard! Her pistol had been
knocked free during the tumble, lost in the dead leaves. She jerked free her knife, and scrambled into a
fighting crouch in the dead leaves.

Eldest crouched adozen feet from her, unarmed. Eldest made a tiff motion with her hand, palm
downward. “ Stay till.” She flashed another hand signd, aquick stiff chop that flicked off to the right.

1] Trq)s.”



Ren frozein place. Traps? Shewas an idiot! Outside the camp and beyond the defense wall, of course
there were trgps! She glanced back at where she had been walking. A pole tipped with adozen
sharpened stakes pinned her hat to atree. Eldest hadn’t attacked her— she had saved Ren'slife.

Putting fingersto her mouth. Eldest gave two dhrill whigtles. *“Ware! Traps!” Hearing her warning
echoed through the encampment, Eldest turned back to Ren. “ Areyou dl right, Y our Highness?’

Ren nodded, sheathing her knife, feding stupid. “Y ou sartled me.”
Eldest grinned. “Did I, now?’
“Yes, but thank you.”

“Another onethere, and behind you.” Eldest pointed out atrip wireto either side of her. “Best just hop
thewadl.”

Raven was coming down from the graves asthey did over thewall. “Y ou might want to seethis” she
said, but her face belied her words. Whatever they found was horrible to see.

“What isit?’ Ren did not want to go unprepared to the grave site.
“They'vekilled aman.”

It was not enough warning. Ren gagged at what they showed her. Armstied behind hisback, his
trousers down around his ankles to expose scrawny hairy legs, paunchy ssomach—no dignity afforded
him in death. Blood spotted his privates; hisrapists had either been virgins or on their menses. Blood had
clotted on hisface and nose, had pooled in hiseyes, and his ears. Drug vias littered the grave with him,
paper labd s proclaiming everlagt. A crib drug, meant to keep the men passive, willing, and able.

Her women had uncovered the grave, and they stood silent, staring at the body. The younger Whistlers
hung back, their fierceness stripped by their shock, unable to even look at the man. Her eyesfurious,
Eldest knelt beside the corpse and covered his nakedness with her coat.

Ren didn’t want to look at the body, even with it decently covered. She didn’t want to think of arich
Wainwright home now reduced to ash, of the intelligent women who were now burned shells, nor of the
handsome husband showed off to vigiting roydty. Sheturned instead to Raven. “1t' s Wainwrights
husband, isn'tit?’

“Yes” Raven said. “Hisnamewas Egan, if | remember right.”

“They overdosed him?’ Ren guessed. It was acommon problemin cribs, and evenin afew families
where the number of wiveswas high.

Raven looked bleak and confused. “They cut out histongue, | suppose to ensure his silence, but
botched it completely. Either he choked to death on his own blood, or he bled to death.”

“Holy Motherd” Ren trembled. “What kind of animas could do this? Rape aman, then maim him so.
What if he got you with child? What do you tell your daughter?1 tore your father’ stongue out after |

rgped him'?”

Raven shrugged. “When your family’ s been bred out of the cribs, you don't talk about how you got



pregnant. Y ou go into an unlit room, aman half incoherent with drugs ruts on top of you, breaks your
hymen—nhopefully plants afertile ssed—and you leave. What' s there to say except it was dark, painful,

and bloody?’

Ren glanced at the gathered women. The women of her guard—all fathered from cribs—were passvein
the face of this horror. The Whistlers, two generations removed from the cribs, looked panic-stricken.
Did you haveto have aloving father to understand the horror?

“Your Highness.” Eldest struggled to keep fear from her face. “ There' s nothing here for us. We need to
go! We need to get back to our brothers!”

Jerin! Odelial Ren nodded even as she glanced to Raven.

“The other five areriver trash.” Raven indicated the other five shalow graves holding women in dirty
ragged clothing. “ The largest is wearing abandage on her arm.”

“Odelia s attackers.”
“They’ ve been shot, searched, and buried. There' s nothing to identify them with.”

Ren looked out upon theriver. Thetrail ended here, then, at least for her. Summer Court opened in less
than aweek, and she needed to return home to Mayfair to act as Elder Judge. “ There’ s nothing here for
us. Let'sgo.”

With no twenty sisters and one wounded princess to feed, Jerin did not hold dinner. He sent atray of
food up to Oddiawith Summer, and the family ate aquiet dinner. He put the leftoversin the warming
ovensfor the others. Cleanup would have to wait until the others had eaten.

His announcement that it was bath night was greeted with much groaning and moaning. He supervised
the water brigade to fill the tanks of the bathhouse bailer, and had the fire built up. Asthe water heated,
he sent the little ones up to their roomsto strip down and to troop back for the cold-water scrub and
hot-water communal soak.

He went up to his quarters, undressed, and realized there was a good chance Ren and her women
would return before he finished bathing. He couldn’t go out in just atowel asusud. He opened his
wedding chest and found his grandfather’ s silk bathing gown. It did on like a cool, soft hand. Just in case
Ren saw him, he also put on hisonly piece of jewery, asmall golden deer encrusted with green stones
strung onagold chain.

Eldest had told Jerin once that most nelghboring families found the Whistlers bathhouse a source of
mystery. Apparently most families bathed less frequently, in laundry tubs set up in the kitchen. It seemed
an uncomfortable way of bathing. Mother Elder often told them what her mothers went through trying to
build the bathhouse. Grandfather had wanted one, so Grandfather got one, despite the fact hiswives
were clueless on how to build one. Apparently it wasjust one more of the many traditions Jerin’'s
grandmothers had bent themselvesinto pretzels over for his grandfather’ s sake. Grandpawanted al the
menfolk to read and write? They were educated. Grandpa wanted the boysto play aongside their
sgters, learning to run, climb, ride, shoot, and defend themselves? They were taught.

Jerin was going to miss the bathhouse. He was going to miss his freedom even more. He continued to



soak even as hisssters turned to prunes, got out, and trooped back to the house. How had his
grandfather convinced his grandmothersto build the bathhouse? He could not imagine his grandmothers
giving in to childish displays of temper. Nor could heimagine his grandfather throwing afit—he had been
aquiet-spoken, dignified man.

Perhapswives werelike ssters. Y ou chose your battlesinstead of engaging in every skirmish, negotiated
terms whenever possible, and fought as cleanly as possible in hopes that the other person would react in
kind. He would know soon, whatever the case. Within the next few months, his ssterswould choose a
betrotha offer that suited them, and he would marry on or shortly after his birthday.

He climbed out of the lukewarm water, finding comfort in being clean and warmed to the core. If nothing
edse, hewould haveto ingst hiswives build him abathhouse.

It was full night when he stepped out of the bathhouse. Stars studded the sky and the cricketswerein
full voice

“I’ve caught you again.” A woman' s voice made him start. Princess Rennsellaer came out of the night.

Jerin pulled the silk wrap tight about him. “How isit. Princess, you keep catching me with next to nothing
on?’

“Luck, | guess.” Ren reached out to finger hiswrap. “Thisis beautiful.”

“It was my grandfather’s.” Feeling naked, he stepped back into the shadows of the bathhouse door.
“Thekidnapped one during thewar?’ Ren followed him into the shadows,

“Yes” Heblushed. “It was al he was wearing when my grandmother Tea snatched him.”

Ren laughed, running hands over the silk gown. 1 suppose he wasn't very happy.”

“No, hewasn't. My grandmothers were common line soldiers, unspeskably low for aprince to marry.
,;féirt lk:lfz iznti refamily was put to death for Queen Beal s murder, though, he became more philosophical

Ren took asharp gasp inward. “What? Y our grandfather was part of the False Eldest’ sfamily?’

“Prince Alannon. Generd W lsbury had dipped my grandmothersinto Castle Tastledae to bresk the
sege.

Grandmother Teafound Grandpa aone and unguarded, so of course she took him.*

“Of course,” Ren murmured, pulling him out of the shadows to eye the bathing gown closdly. “Thisisthe
only thing he had?’

Jerin glanced nervoudy about for his ssters. They wouldn't be happy about histalking to Ren with next
to nothing on. “A necklace. And some hair combs.”

“Doesyour family gill havethem?’

Jerin fumbled the green deer out of his gown. “ Grandpa gave the necklace to me before he died. Doric



has the hair combs. Liam and Kai weren’t born yet. He said we should never forget our blood isroya.”
Ren looked aghagt. “Commoners can’'t marry royals.”
“My grandmothers didn’t marry him until they were knighted.”

Ren laughed, caught between amusement and shock. She cupped the deer in her hand and gazed t it.
“Do you know how long my family searched for Prince Alannon?’

“My grandmothers were quite anxiousto keep him.”

Ren laughed, then fiddled on her fingers, counting generations. “We share great-great-grandmothers.”
She tapped on her index finger, then stepped down to her middle finger. “Y our grandfather was cousin to
my grandmothers.” Shewiggled her ring finger. “ Our mothers are first cousins once removed, or second

“I’'m not sure.” He leaned over to touch her pinkie. “Thisisus?’

“First cousins twice removed, or second cousins once removed, or third cousins.”
“Arethere such things asthird cousns?’

“I’'mnot sure,” she admitted.

“Perhgpsit’ sagood thing we did nothing in my mothers' kitchen.”

“Pshaw, sharing great-grandmothers means nothing.”

“Areyou sure?’ Jerin tucked an errant lock of hair behind his ear. “ There seemsto be agresat ded
we' re not sure of.”

She pulled him to her, her hands dipping into his gown to stroke his damp bare skin, her mouth warm
and sweset on his. Her kissleft him breethless, trembling, and wanting more but not daring to go on,
because this time he would not be able to stop. She held him, nuzzling into hishair. “I am sure,” she
whispered into his ear, her bresth hot, “that you are abeautiful man, in abeautiful slk gown, and | want
you.”

“I—l—" He wavered, then steled himsdlf to pull out of her arms. “I can’t. | want to, but | can’t do
it—I can’t betray my family. We ve come so far from being thieves, but only because twenty of my
grandmothersdied in war, because Grandmother Tealucked into finding Grandfather, because my
mothers worked until they dropped to make thisfarm bountiful. | hate being the coin of their future,
but—but—"

And he knew, suddenly, that any look, or word, or gesture from her, and hiswill would go. Hefled her,
fled hisown desre.

Chapter 4
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Jerin was not sure if he wasrelieved or disappointed that Odelia came to breskfast the next morning. She
looked pae, weak, and battered, but pronounced herself up to riding. She spent the meal watching
Jerin’severy move until Ren teased her for being abird dog at point. Jerin had to admit therewas an
uncanny resemblance between the princess and a hunting dog locked on to a pigeon: the unwavering
gaze, the orientation of the body toward the target, and the trembling desire kept carefully in check.

As hefeared, Ren announced that with Oddliafit to ride, they would be leaving. By setting out
immediately, they would have agood chance of making the four-day journey downriver to Mayfair in
time for the opening of Summer Court, where the princesses would preside as judges. Eldest offered the
use of the Whistler dogcart to Heron Landing, where the roya sseamboat wastied off. Odelia agreed
that the small buggy would be safer than trying to take the ten miles on horseback to town. Breskfast
finished, the women went out to hitch up the dogcart and saddle the horses. It happened so quickly, it
was't until Jerin set the last dirty plate next the kitchen sink that he redlized the princesses were going,
going for good, and that he' d never see Ren again. Suddenly it seemed something amazingly precious had
dipped away, something he couldn’t grasp, no more than he could hold air.

The paddock seethed with horses and women and children. Jerin stood at the edge, watching Ren give
commands. Somehow she detached hersalf and came to him without seeming to seek him out. They
gtood in Slence as Jerin tried to think of something he could say. Certainly not “Don’t go,” or “I think |
loveyou,” or even “Don’'t leave me hereto marry the Brindles.” With hissisters near at hand, even “I'll
missyou” was dangerous. “ Come back and vist” wasimpossible; he' d be married and gone within afew
months

Finaly, he found something acceptable. “ Keep yourself safe”

Shelooked away, ahint of tearsin her eyes, but then looked quickly back, asif shedidn’t want to
waste one moment of their time together. “1 will. | would fed better if your motherswere heretoo, in
case there was an attack.”

“They'll beback inaweek.” Eldest joined them, Raven on her hedls.

Jerin bit down on his disappointment, only nodding to Eldest’ s comment. “They’ rein Annaboro.”
Ironicaly, the princesses would pass Annaboro hafway downriver to Mayfair.

“What takes them down there?’ Raven asked.

“They took our two-year-old fillies down for market,” Eldest said.

“They go the extra distance to vigt their Ssters and brothers,” Jerin added.

“Sigters and brothers?” Ren asked, clearly sartled by their rare proliferation.

“Our grandmothers had twenty-four daughters and three sons,” Eldest explained. “ They split the family
in haf. The elder twelve ssters stayed here at the farm, and swapped the oldest brother for a husband.
The youngest twelve swapped the middie brother, and got the brother’ s price from sdlling their youngest
brother. They started atrading housein Annaboro with the money.”

A call took Eldest away. Jerin continued since the subject seemed safe.

“Our motherstake our bloodstock down every summer to sall. Sometimesthey take us dong, so we
stay closeto our cousins. In the winter, when trading is ow, our aunts, uncles, and cousins cometo visit
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“I see,” Ren murmured. “What do your sisters plan with their wealth of brothers?”

The question made his somach drop. “We might split the family again: deven older Ssters, seventeen
younger. With the four of us boys, my sisters could swap two brothers for husbands, and sell the other
two. Eldest isaready twenty-eight; she and the others want a husband soon. I’ [l—1I’ [l probably be
swapped for ahusband.” He closed his eyesto force himsdf to say in aneutrd voice, “Maybe with the
neighbors. Doric will be of agein six years, but none of the youngest ssterswill be quite old enough then,
s0 they might sdll him. Liam and Kai—sdll one, swap the other.”

“It sounds so cold.”
“Actudly it isn't that bad. With four boys, thereis no pressure to accept the first offer.”

Ren reached out to clasp his hands. “Keep safe”

With the royal party departed, the farm seemed emptier than two days previous when Eldest and the
otherswere gtill gone. Thisbeing alaundry day. Jerin washed out the trousers he' d rescued Oddliain,
and the sheets soiled by dreams of Ren. Her perfume clung to his nightshirt and he sood smelling it,
wishing now that they had finished the deed. Findly, he added it to the soapy water, saying to himsdif,

“Silly, slly boy.”

When Corelle gppeared, wanting to make sure he wasn't ruining his hands with the hot wash water, he
threw abucket of dirty sogp water at her. Corelle legped at him, fist upraised, and vanished under apile
of screaming, flailing girls. The youngest dragged Corelle down by sheer volume as she punched and
kicked. Jerin cursed and started snatching the littlest ones out of the fight before they could get serioudy
hurt.

“Stopit! Stopit!” heyelled, plucking Violet out of the fray. The four-year-old had abloody nose
dready. “Damnit. Corelle, you' re going to hurt someone!”

“Good!” sheroared.

Heria appeared suddenly, summoned by the fighting. “ Corelle, do you want to be thrown out of the
family? Stop it now, or I'll seeit done!”

It shocked dl the girlsinto tillness.
“Who do you think you are?’ Corelle growled, wiping blood from a split lip.

“Eldest is pissed enough for you going off and leaving the boys unguarded, Cordle. Y ou shouldn’t be
fighting with the little ones, and if you hit Jerin, I’ll tell. Eldest will throw you out for sure.”

“I'll tedl! I’[l tell'” Corelle whined and shoved Heria hard, knocking her to the ground. “Oh, shut up!”

Cordlle stormed away, leaving behind little girlstoo angry to cry. Worse, they ill had to carry the heavy
baskets of wet linens down to the clothedines and hang up the sheets. In the end, they pinned up only
forty of the Sixty sheets, creating walls of white that rippled in the wind. Blood from dripping noses, cut
hands, and bloody lips splattered the rest of the sheets and they needed to be rewashed.



At dinnertime Eldest announced Corell€ s punishment for leaving the farm unguarded: her persond items,
with the exception of weapons and work clothes, would be divided out to the youngest sisters and she
would be given no more pocket money for the rest of the year. Hinting at a day spent inventorying
Corelle sbelongings. Eldest read the list to be parceled out: Cordlle sflashy buckskin mare, her
fine-tooled saddle bought at last year’ sfair, her gold money clip, her two silk shirts, her tooled |eather
beltswith silver buckles, her silver currycomb, and even her coveted kegpsake box inlaid with
mother-of-pearl. To give the youngest sisters credit, the greed in their eyes dimmed to pity asthelist
continued until only guns and knives wereleft to Corelle.

“That' snot fair!” Corelle yeped.
“1 could throw in ahorsawhipping too. if you like,” Eldest snapped.
“What about the others?” Corelle indicated Kirabeside her. Evaand Summer acrossthetable.

“You wereleft in charge.” Eldest jabbed afinger a Corelle. * You decided to go to the Brindles’. You
will pay for this*
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“Yes” Eldest cdmly stated. “ Y ou left four brothers’ prices, our entire future, the only hope we haveto
buy ahusband and have children to care for uswhen we're old—all of that—unguarded when you had
been specificdly told not to leave the farm.”

“Fine!” Corelle stood up. “ There snothing | want.” she said, and then paused to run her tongue over her
lipsin amanner that made Jerin recal Ren delighting him, “that | can't get for free.”

Eldest caught Corelle by the hair and muscled her down into her chair. “First, you have let your hair
grow too long. | suspect Balin Brindle to be the cause, but you will cut it shorter. Secondly, you' re acting
alittle too knowledgeable for someone your age. Again, | suspect Bain Brindle to be the cause, and that
better not be the case. That’ s how syphilis enters afamily—one sster dallying outside of wedlock.”

“He sclean, he promised me!” Cordlle protested, indignant.

Eldest dapped her hard. “Y ou do not put your family’ s lives on the line with apromise from an outsider.
Tomorrow we will take you to a doctor and see what she says about how clean you are. | warn you: if
you' ve gotten yoursdlf infected with something, you will not be wife to our husband. If we haveto, we
will throw you out of the house.”

“No!” Cordlecried. “I haven't done anything wrong!”

“You' d have us belike the Treesda es? Ignore the situation so our husband gets infected? Have him
passit to dl of us, and then dl the youngest sisters asthey come of age? Do you want the whole family to
dieahard, dow death? Do you remember how the Treesdales suffered? The pain? The babies born
dead, born twisted? They’ re gone, Corellel The whole family gone, because Zera Treesdd e got theitch
totry out acrib.”

Corélle hunched down, ducked her head, and pouted. “He snot in acrib, and we' re going to marry him



“No, wearen't!” Eldest stated, then forestalled an argument by explaining, “They approached us. We
listened. That wasdl. That isnot an agreement for marriage. Frankly, Corelle, we can do better than
them. We have land, money, and breeding. We ve got Queens blood in us, and don’t you forget that.
You'reacting likeacat in heat, presenting yourself to anything that might want to service you.”

“Atleast I’'m not servicing women on the kitchen floor in the middle of the night!” Corelle hissed.

Jerin clapped handsto hismouth to trap in acry of protest. Corelle witnessed him and Ren? Eldest
turned toward him, saw hisface, and went white.

“Corelle, go to your room,” Eldest said.
“I'mnot achild!” Corellewhined. “1 have aright to heer—”
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Corélleflinched backward from Eldest, shot an angry glare a Jerin, and then bolted from the room. Her
footsteps thundered up the stairs and her door dammed shut with a bang.

Jerin sat frozen, hands till over his mouth.

“Therest of you too.” Eldest indicated the youngest ssters, and they filed out.

“Who wasit?’ Eldest asked quietly, emotionlessy, when he was done with hismiddle and oldest sgters.
His voice would only come out asawhisper. “ Princess

Rennsdllaer.” Unbearable silence followed. He had to bresk it. ” She didn’t mount me.” The silence
continued. ” Shewas Sitting in the dark when | came down for something to est. | didn’t see her until she
had mein her arms, and—and—I tried to resist. | asked her please not to—and she pushed me againgt
the hearth and kissed me. She didn’t mount me—we didn’t go that far. Father told me waysto makea
woman happy, and that satisfied her.”

“Thebitch!” Eldest muttered finaly. “Come to our home, eat our food, deep in our beds, and then rape
our little brother!”

Jerin wrung his hands, fegling guilty for not confessing that he had done nothing he hadn’t wanted to, thet
it wasn't truly rape. He was afraid, though, of hissigters' fury, and the cold disapprova he would haveto
livewith until he married well, proving he was't ruined by the incident. Hislife would be bearable only
by claiming the part of wronged innocence.

Still, it galed to leave the dangerous word floating there, uncountered. “I' m il avirgin, technicaly. In
the end, when | said that going farther would ruin me, shelet me go off to bed aone.”

Thelevd of anger in the room lessened dightly. He rocked dightly in hischair, chiding himsdlf for being a
coward. Should hetell them how he surrendered to the seduction, enjoyed giving pleasure to the
princess, and received ecstasy beyond description? Who was the true hussy in thisfamily?

“Doyou think,” Summer said quietly into the stunned silence, “he did enough to catch any diseases she
might have?’



“She’saprincess!” Jerin cried.

“She'sarapist,” Eldest snapped.

“Shedidn’t rape me. Shedidn’t try to use any crib drugson me. I'm ill avirgin.”
“Shetook you. Maybe not completely, but still shetook you against your will.”

Wasit rape? He didn't know. Certainly if she had let him go when hefirst asked, he would have fled
back to hisbed, remaining chastein hislips, his hands, and his memories. Now only parts of him were
virgin. Hewavered in the belief of hisvirginity. Maybe being avirgin was like planting agarden—you
could turn the earth and rake down the soil al you wanted, but until you pushed a seed into the dirt, you
hadn’t crested agarden. Or was being avirgin like afrosted cake, where once someone stole adlice,

you couldn’t proudly serveit to visitors?

Heredlized that while he debated hisvirginity, his Ssters were discussing the issue of diseases. It would
be too soon, they had decided, to tell if he had caught something. They would take him to a doctor, but
onefar away, S0 hisreputation would not suffer.

He remembered with sudden, sickening clarity how experienced Princess Ren had seemed, how sure
her touch, how skilled her kisses. If she could have any man that she wanted, then what wasto say that
she hadn’t dready taken them al? What was to say she wasn't diseased? Had they been intimate enough
for him to catch something from her? God, they could barely have been more intimate!

If he was diseased, who would take him as hushand?
The answer was obvious. The Brindles would take him.

The thought made him cover his eyes and weep.

Eldest pulled him into ahug, murmuring, “Hush, honey, hush,” astherest of the family fled or were
shooed away.

“I’'m sorry. I'm so sorry,” Jerin sobbed.
“Wedon't blame you, honey,” Eldest murmured.

“I could havefought.”

“She' saprincess. All her life people have obeyed her commands. Y ou'reaboy. All your life you have
listened to others. It was up to her to stop at any no you gave, even if it was whispered.”

“Please don’'t hate me, but | didn’'t say no. | protested some, but | didn’t say no, not until the very end,
and shelistened to it.” He could not look at Eldest when he admitted, in awhisper, “1 liked what we did,

only | was afraid to do more.”

When silence was the only answer, he peeped at her. Eldest gazed unseeing across the room. When she
findly looked at him, her eyeswere sad. “I don't hate you. Truly, it iseasier to know you gavein to
passion. It hurt to think you had been pinned and taken against your will in our very kitchen. I'm till
angry with her. Making advances on you is akin to dangling candy before achild.”



“I'mnot achild. Inafew months, I’m going to beamarried man.”

“That’ snot what | meant. Jerin, have you not noticed how we are with Doric compared to Heria? Boys
are cuddled by everyone from the day they are born. Heria, we discipline sternly. We ve taught her how
to protect what belongsto us. Doric would think nothing of astranger wanting to cuddle with him. Heria
would look for knives.”

| one, swap the other.

Jerin’slast words rolled about in Ren’ s head during the ride to Heron Landing. Strange how two days
could change one' s perspective. She had presided over countless marriage cases—all those bitter battles
over money and men asif one were interchangeable with the other. Every season for the last Six years,
she had attended the society functions designed to bring prospective wives and the sisters of unmarried
brothers together—buyers and sdllers. When she was sixteen, she had even married aman her older
ssters had bought.

It seemed asif she had stood on the moon and watched the process from that emotional distance. Now,
gods have mercy on her, she saw with her heart engaged.

Sl one, swap the other.

Gods, how cold, like they were horses or pieces of furniture. But the man in question wasn't either. The
man was Jerin. Beautiful, sweet Jerin, who had asked for nothing but her own safekeeping.

Sold to strangers. Given to strangers.

Shetried not to think of horror stories she had judged. True, humans could inflict terrible cruelty upon
one another, regardless of sex. Men, though, had no lega protection or recourse. They weretheir wives
property. She could not even count the times she had heard of men committing suicide to escape
impossble situations.

Surdly Jerin had the right of it—with four brothers his ssters could refuse offers. Eldest Whistler
impressed her as an intelligent, reasonable woman. Ren trusted that Eldest would choose good wives for
her brother.

I’1l probably be swapped for a husband... maybe with the neighbors.

Ren remembered with astart that Corelle and the younger sisters had been off courting the neighbor
boy. She wondered what kind of women these neighbors were.

Queens Justice met the roya party at Heron Landing. Ren greeted Lieutenant Bounder with anod. The
officer had been out to the campsite to ensure that the river trash received proper buria and that the
body of Egan Wainwright was sent north to be buried with hiswives.

Raven took out her portable desk and scratched out orders onto a piece of Stationery. “If you find
anything else out, report to me.”

“Kegp an eyeonthe Whidtlers,” Ren commanded. “It’ sunlikely they’ |l be bothered for their part in
this— but one can’'t be sure.”



“The Whistlers can probably fend for themsalves better than | can look out for them,” Bounder said.

“Perhaps,” Ren allowed, then pressed on. “1 don’t want arepest of last time, the menfolk and the
youngest done, the older ssters out courting the neighbor, and death nearly at the doorstep.” Rentried to
remain ca-sud as shefindly asked, “What do you know about these neighbors?’

Bounder snorted. “Not asmuch as| would like.”
[1] M%I r.g?’

“The Brindle women are lazy brutesthat liketo pick fights. They're horrible farmers, but they il
manage to build new barns and outbuildings. | suspect they might be one of the familiesthat smugglein
my areg, but o far | haven't caught them at anything. Just ametter of time.”

Ren felt like she had been struck. If the Whistlers swapped brothers with their neighbors, and the
Brindles were then arrested for smuggling, the weight of the law would fall on Jerin. Since men were
congdered property, they could be taken as part of the heavy fines against smuggling. Such men usualy
went to cribs belonging to the Order of the Sword, which serviced the army, or were sold to private
cribs. Her Jerininacrib?

Her Jerin, indeed! She scoffed at hersalf. Asif she could marry mere landed gentry.

Y et—yet—was he not the grandson of royaty? And was she not to be the Queen Mother Elder?

Shefound hersdf amiling. Her Jerin, indeed.

The Bright River lazed through the ralling hills of upland country, down to the greet fallsa Hera s Step.
Each bend was the same as the |ast—high banks scoured by the winter ice and spring flooding, afringe
of treeslacing the uncertain flood zone, and, beyond, fields and sprawling farmhouses. Women and
children in the fieldswould unbend from their work to wave at the passing paddie whedl. The pilot
followed river traditions and blasted the grest, ear-deafening steam whistle to each group of wavers.

Rennsdllaer paced the decks, watching fields, workers, and countless|ittle towns appear before them
and dip dong their sdesto vanish behind the ship. It grated that someone had killed her people, taken
her wegpons, attacked her sister, and vanished without atrace. She wanted to hound the thievesto their
lair and seethem punished. Leave thetilling of the fields to the farmer’s mule, as her Mother Elder
would say. Asfuture Queen Mother Elder, she should be dedling with the entire army and not just eight
missing cannons. Stopping at every town to personally conduct the search would be pointless. Raven had
aready sent ordersto every garrison downriver, and the Queens Justice was scouring the countryside for
the cannons.

The plain truth would be easier to cope with if she weren't stuck with nothing to do but watch
changeless scenery glide past.

Besides, she and Odelia needed to attend Summer Court. If Halley did not reappear, only Trini and
Lyliaremained at Mayfair. Ren had no fearsthat Trini could act as Elder Judge; her sster was quietly
stubborn—no one would be able to bully Trini into adecision. Lylia? Lyliahad turned sixteen at the
beginning of the year and was eager to speak her mind. Unfortunately, her mind wasfilled with odd
notions and sweeping reforms, some of them far from practicd. It would be best if Ren and Oddliawere



on hand to dilute Lylia s presence.

Denied the release of seeking out the cannons, Ren struggled instead with the perfect set of argumentsto
convince her mothersto allow a marriage with the Whistlers. She well remembered the declaration of
undying love her older ssters gave for their first husband, Kelfer. Asdisappointing asthat marriage was,
no passionate pleas would work for her. Her only hope, it seemed, lay with establishing that the
Whistlers' grandmothers had, beyond a doubt, kidnapped and married Prince Alannon after they had
been knighted. The date of their knighting would be asimple matter of checking the Book of Knights.
Hopefully they had properly recorded the marriage, although she couldn’t see how they had managed to
keep it quiet when the prince s disgppearance had been so widely publicized. Then again, if their clam
was vdid, they had managed to spirit him out of a castle under sege by the entireroya army, through half
of Tastledae, and then across the channel.

Their success a secrecy could be the undoing of her hopes.

Still, if she could show they had reasonable access to the castle on the date of the prince's
disappearance, it would be a start. Wellsbury’s memoir recorded the war in minute detail, so getting a
copy of her book would be the place to begin.

At Herd s Step, a queue formed of boats waiting to pass through the lock, bypassing the massive
waterfals. Theroya stern-whedler docked to wait their turn through the locks and take on coal.
Normally Ren would ride out to perform devotions at the temple wreathed by the omnipresent spray,
overlooking the mile-wide curve of thefdls. Thistime Oddlia, with acontingent of their guard, would
have to uphold the family obligations. Ren went with her own guard to asmall bookstore located at the
heart of town. If she found a copy of Wellsbury’s memoir, she could use the rest of thetrip scanning it for
referencesto the Whistlers,

Raven accompanied neither princess, going instead with their pilot to the lock offices. She wanted to
check the logbooks. Careful records were kept on the lockage fees; not even arowboat could bypass
the waterfalls unrecorded.

Raven later found Ren at the bookstore, gathering startled looks and curious stares from the regular
patrons. Between the “royal red” of Ren’shair and the royal guards, everyone knew she was one of the
five adult princesses. From their whispers, it was clear the patrons were mistaking her for Hdley.

“I’'vegot alist of shipsthat passed through the locks since the barge ran aground.” Raven said, pulling
out asmall tablet that she carried, the sharpened nub of ateeth-worried pencil tucked between the
pages. Ren noted the pencil with chagrin; recent events were crack-ing Raven’ slegendary poise. “ There
are gpproximately adozen ships aday of the tonnage needed to haul the cannons.”

Ren glanced over the list and shook her head. “ The haystack is growing quickly.”

“Did you seethis?

“This” being a newspaper folded and tucked under Raven’ sarm. When Ren shook her head, Raven
unfolded it to reveal the front page.

It wasthe Mayfair daily newspaper, the Herald. Dated only two days before, its headline exclamed in
huge dark print, PRINCESS ODELIA STRUCK DOWN!

“Oh, damn.” Ren snatched the paper out of Raven’s hand, FATE OF PRINCESS UNKNOWN, read



the second headlinein only dightly smaller print. The article took up the entire front page but contained
very little red information. Rumors gleaned from crews of ships passing through Heron Landing made up
the bones of the story. Snippets of reports from the Queens Justice fleshed it out. It accurately recorded
that Oddliahad been attacked, |ft for dead in astream, and found by loca, thankfully unnamed gentry.
Odélia s condition, however, was speculated on wildly, putting her at death’ s door. Worse, the article
raised concerns about Rennsellaer’ s safety, and went on to repest rumors about Halley’ s dropping out of
the public eye. The article finished with an unsubtle reminder that Trini, at age twenty, and Lylia, who
recently turned sixteen, were the only other adult princesses, Ren’ s other five Ssterswere clustered
around age eight.

Had her report via Queens Justice reached her mothers before this hysteria? The article noted that no
information was forthcoming from the palace.

“Isthere amore recent paper?’ Ren asked.
“Not yet. They say it normally takestwo daysfor it to travel up from Mayfair.”

Ren swore, spotting at last acopy of Wellsbury’s memoirs and plucking it up. “ Seeif our ship can be
moved to the head of the lock queue. | want to get to

Mayfair as quickly as possible. The noble houses are probably up in arms about this. We need to get
home.” The paper was two days old. and it would be another two days, at safe speeds, before they
reached Mayfair, meaning the nobles would have four days to panic. Hopefully her motherswould have
received her report and released some kind of calming news. Still, she and Oddliawould both have to
make public appearances as soon as possible.

Chapter 5

Mayfair first gppeared in the distance as a haze on what had been a perfect summer morning sky. Great
billowing plumes coughed up from the smokestacks of a score of steamboets joined with hundreds of
smaller smudges from the kitchen chimneys and bus nesses ranging from bakeriesto whedwrights. Later
in the summer, when the heat would trap in what the winter winds scoured away, the smoke would hang
like a permanent fog over the city.

Ren’s ancestors built their summer palace on fairgrounds located at the confluence of rivers. For a
hundred years or more, the arearemained fairly bucolic, aroya park reserved for ambles through groves
of live oaks and foxhunts over the downs. The sprawling city of Portsmouth was the capita at that time,
and theroya family spent three seasons at the badly named winter palace. During the War of the False
Eldest, though, Portsmouth proved vulnerable to enemy ships, and swamp fever outbreaks spread from
the poor to the noble families. Ren’ s mothers were sent to the summer palace when they were young;
when they became Queens, they moved the capitd to them.

Unfortunately, much of the surrounding land had been sold to finance the war. The groves of live oaks
were leveled for sprawling city blocks. Soon factories and mills hugged the riverbanks, gathered to
Mayfair by the gravity of power. Theirony being, of course, that the capital had been movedto a
hedlthier clime, only to have squaor closein around it.

Theroya stern-wheeler had stopped at Annaboro the night before to let off amessenger. Because the
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river made numerous lazy turns, awoman on afast horse could reach Mayfair before the ship traveling at
night speeds. Asthe ship docked at Mayfair, the princesses court uniforms and roya carriage would be
wating.

The city bellswere ringing seven when the roya stern-wheder sseamed up to the landing. Asusud, ships
jockeyed for the limited docking space. Raven got the princesses’ uniforms onboard somehow, then
went off to seeto the boat’ s docking. Ren dressed quickly; Summer Court would open within the hour.

As she stepped out of her cabin, alarge stern-whedler crawling upriver toward them let out a series of
quick, urgent-sounding blasts on its sleam whistle.

“Hoy!” the pilot of the stern-whedler shouted. “ Sigter!”

Ren tensed until she recognized it as her ssters-in-law’ s Destiny. Cotton bales stacked the Destiny’s
decks, clear evidence it was returning to Mayfair from the south. The whistle tooted again, and Kij Porter
waved from the pilothouse. Seeing that Ren spotted her, she turned the stern-wheeler over to ayounger
sster and hurried to therailing asthe ship cameaong Ren's.

Like hersdf, Kij hadn’t been born Eldest of her family. The blast that killed Ren’s sisters and husband
asokilled severa of Kij’s oldest mothers, and her Eldest. That common point formed abond of
friendship between Ren and the older woman, much stronger than it could have been if their ssters had
urvived.

Shaggy and rumpled, Kij didn’t look like the Duchess of Avonar. Apparently returning from along
difficult trip, Kij suddenly no longer seemed young, asif she had crossed over to middle age sSince Ren
last saw her. Dark smudges underlined her vivid blue eyes, and her ash-blonde bangs hung down amost
to thetip of her nose.

Still, the Porter beauty that had made her brother, Kefer, exquisite remained. Kij leaned her lanky frame
over therailing to better show Ren the headlines of the newspaper she held out.

Will, that answered the question of whether the type size was as large as Ren had feared.
“| saw the Herald yesterday!” Kij shouted. “How isOddia?’
“She' sfinel” Ren shouted back. “ She’ swith me, getting dressed, late as usua!”

Kij glanced ashore and saw the roya coacheswaiting there. “Y ou're not planning to make the opening
of Summer Court after what you' ve been through?’

“Good gods, yes” Ren said. “If we don’t show, the rumorswill have another day to run rampant. Wil
you bethere?’

Ren asked out of courtesy. Any noble house could attend, but usually only those involved in the current
case made an appearance.

Kij scrubbed wearily at her face and then shook her head, laughing. “No! No. We aren’t interested in
anything scheduled for today. Besides, I’'m bonetired. Y ou’ ve got more fortitude than | do, Sister!”

A flash of gold hair stregked dong therall of Destiny’ s top deck, and amoment later little Eldest Porter
scrambled up beside Kij. She squedled at the sight of Ren.



“Auntie Ren!”

“Hoy, Eldie,” Ren cdled to her only niece. The girl wasliving testament to how badly Kij had taken the
loss of her mothers, sister, and brother. In agrief-borne panic, Kij had visited acrib the day after the
bombing. Luckily, al she came away with was achild.

Stll, it had been enough to ruin an offering monthsin the planning, and it had been the stated reason for
many rejections since then, despite Kij being able to produce medica records proving she was clean.
Ren suspected that the truth was that many families were jockeying for aroya match of their own, and
only used Kij’ s possibleinfection asacrud, convenient snub.

When we marry Jerin, Ren thought, those families will be regretting their heartless rebuffs.

“Auntie Ren!” Eldie shouted again, bouncing up and down on therailing in excitement. “Look, | lost my
top teeth!” She grinned, showing off the gap between her canine teeth.

“1 seel You'rebigger every time | seeyou! Look a you. How old are you now? Ten?’

“No, five!l” her niecegiggled. “1’ll be six a summer’s pek! Auntie Ren, can | come and seethe
youngest today?’

Kij’ syoungest ssterswerein their teens, leaving Eldie without anyone to play with except her dightly
older aunts. A sad way to grow up; Kij must have been crazy with grief.

“Summer Court openstoday!” Ren called back. “ Zelie and the others have to attend. Tomorrow?’

“Perhaps.” Kij told them both. “We re scheduled to continue upriver to home tomorrow—if today goes
smoothly.”

Oddiacame out of her cabin, wondering whom Ren was shouting at. There were greetings exchanged at
full volume, the missing teeth were displayed, and then the two greet ships parted. Ren’ stucked in close
to the landing, while Kij’ s—with Eldie blowing afarewel| on the steam whistle—moved on upriver to find
aberth.

“We could have missed the morning session and bathed like civilized women at the palace,” Odelia
complained asthe carriage pulled avay from the docks.

Ren glowered, picking up the case binder. “Focus, Odelia, focus.”

Oddliaignored her binder, choosing instead to rest her head, eyes closed, againgt the padded wall of the
carriage. “I’m focused on a hot bath and amed prepared by Cook.”

Ren shook her head, scanning the cases they were to judge. Thefirst one made her curse, startling her
gdter. “Raven!” At her call, her captain pulled her horse dongside of the carriage window. “ Someone has
shuffled the casdload. 1 |eft instructions that the Wakecliff inheritance wasn't to be tried until we returned
home. We weren't expected to make thismorning, so it shouldn’t befirst case up.”

“I’ll look into it while you'rein court.” Raven’slook turned dark.

Ren dumped back in the carriage, raging at this new miscarriage of justice. The opening day’ s schedule



would have been posted in the Herald aweek ago. By the laws protecting civil rights, once made public,
ahearing time couldn’t be changed, even by theroyd judges. This guaranteed that a hearing couldn’t be
moved to atime unknown to the clamants.

The Baroness Wakedliff family had managed the impossible thiswinter: fifty-eight members, from
great-grandmothers down to infant granddaughters, had al died within one season. Not al a once, which
actually would have been more understandable, but here and there in escalating tragedy. Thefirst ten or
50 had been drowned in amidwinter shipwreck. Then afire ripped through the nursery wing late at night;
twenty-three mothers and ssters, al under the age of ten, died in their beds. A half-dozen adults, one of
them abel oved newly wedded husband, died of burns and smoke inha ation suffered whiletrying to
reach the children. Rev Wakecliff had died trying to give birth to adead baby boy. Kareem Wakecliff
committed suicide when shelearned of dl four tragediesin asingle day. Eldest Wakedliff took to drinking
heavily, and died of alcohol poisoning after a carriage accident, claiming another sx Wakedliffs, triggered
abinge.

Ren wasn't sure how the other ten had died. It little mattered; by then al the women of childbearing
years and younger had aready been killed. The Wakecliff family was dead long before the last member
took her find breath. Had any member survived, however. Ren would have been spared trying to
determine who received the inheritance today.

While there were no clear heirsto the great Wakecliff fortunes, three powerful families had issued
nebulous claims. Ren had planned to carefully study al claims prior to hearing the case. Someone,
however, had juggled the docket.

Theroya carriage pulled up to the front of the courthouse. They werelast to arrive, the normal
confusion of coaches dready cleared. Asusud. Raven entered the building at astride that was nearly a
run. four of Ren’ straveling guard half a pace behind their captain. The rest of the guard stood anxiousfor
asignd that the foyer was clear, and then opened the carriage door.

They swept into the courthouse, flanked al around by the guards, through the foyers. Raven was at the
courtroom doors, waiting. Just as Ren and Odeliareached them. Raven swung open the doubl e doors.

Normally the room seemed to be built on too ponderous ascale, asif the plan of the architect had been
to crush the handful of participants by sheer height and breadth of marble. Thiswasthefirst time Ren had
seen aseaof humanity reduce the room to almost claustrophobic size. Almost every noble
house—M other Elder, Eldest, elder Ssters—sat in attendance, completely screening the massive marble
columnsand walls.

Trini sat in Elder Judge position, her mouth moving, but her voice, which barely carried to the back of
the room when it was empty, couldn’t be heard. Lylia perched on the edge of her throne beside Trim’s,
eyeseager. Intheroya box overlooking thejudges thrones and the speaker’ sfloor, their youngest
sgers, Zdie, Quin, Nora, Mira, and Selina, watched over what someday would be their duty to uphold.
Trini spoke again, whatever she was saying lost in the surflike roar of voices.

Lylianearly quivered with the tension in her, and then shouted, “ Silence! The court isnow in sesson!
Bailiff! Cdl thefirst case!”

“That'sit, Lylia,” Oddiamurmured fondly assilencefdl. “ Givethem hell.”

The bailiff came from her acove to the center of the speaker’ sfloor. She cleared her throat, opened her



mouth to call thefirgt case, and then caught sight of Ren and Oddlia
“All risefor Their Royad Highnesses, Princess Renn-sdllaer and Princess Oddlial”

They started forward into stunned silence. Then with arenewed roar, the observers cametto their feet,
clapping.

Clap, Ren thought, but some of you bitches are very unhappy to see us.

Trini and Lyliastood too, not gpplauding, but their relief plain to read. Trini Sdestepped to her norma
position and Ren took the throne of the Elder Judge. She made no signd to silence the crowd, taking the
opportunity to scan the gathered nobles, wondering which of them had changed the docket and why.

There were three noble families, al baronesses with massive estates of their own, who had semivalid
clams. Dunwood, Lethridge, and Stonevae. The network of marriages, however, extended those three
by five- or sxfold, evidenced by the number of women crammed into the courtroom. Whichever family
snared the vast estate would need trusted adults to immediately take control of the far-flung shipping
fleet, manage the extensive vineyards, oversee the tenant farms, and repair the haf-burnt Wakecliff
Manor. The heirswould turn to their ssters-in-law, who would in turn lean on their Ssters-in-law.

Most likely, every woman present had avested interest in the outcome. Any one of them could have
moved the case forward.

Sowly the cheering of Ren and Oddlia s appearance |essened and then died to a soft murmur of
whispered comments between family members.

Ren nodded to the balliff.

“Thiscourtisnow insesson.” In her clear, carrying ato, the bailiff announced the first case. “Now
judging on the orphaned estate of family Wakedliff, dl lands, furnishings, and moneys herein. All
petitioned claimants, make yoursdlf be known.”

Therewas a brief, undignified scramble as claimants made unseemly haste to be first to make their case.
Ren motioned the bailiff to her and set the petitionsin aphabetica order. Judging by the smileson the
Dunwoods and the frowns on the Stonevales, “first” was being construed as “favored.”

“The family of Dunwood claims the orphaned estate!” Eldest Dunwood spoke for her family, even
though her mother was present, most likely because their claim was through her brother. “ Our beloved
brother, Cedric, had been married to Eldest Wakecliff and her sstersfor five months. Perhaps ashort
period of time, but the law does not set atime limit. We' rethe only clear heirs here”

That triggered ahowl of protest from the other two families and their various ssters-in-law. Ren scanned
the room quickly, trying to get afed of who supported whom. The Dunwood sisters were the youngest
clamants, but came from avigorousline. Their mothers and aunts numbered in the sixties, with two
uncles, ahushand, and ayounger brother to bring the number of possible families directly involved to
five. Indeed, the elder Filot ssters sat sprinkled among their Dunwood sisters-in-law, heads together in
conference. Ren tried to recdl the name of the family that married the Dunwood boy, then remembered
hewas Lylia s age, and would be coming out this season.

Eldest L ethridge waved to be recognized, and reluctantly, Ren gave her the floor. *Y our Highnesses,
yes, thelaw gtatesthat the sisters-in-law are the favored heirs of an orphaned estate, but that favoritismis



based on children. Cedric Dunwood Wakedliff fathered no living children! The child that killed Rev
Wakecliff wasthe only throw that made it to term, and it was dead before her contractions started. The
Dunwood clamisthusvoid.”

Eldest Dunwood frowned. “I1t would be void if there was anyone with a better clam, but thereisn't. It's
well known that the Wakecliffs were strongly traditiondist. In the three hundred years of its recorded line,
the Wakedliff family has never split. They have no cousins”

“Not true!” Lethridge cried. “ Our mothers brother married Mother Elder Wakecliff and her sisters. Our
uncle was producing children up to his death. We are Eldest Wakedliff and her sgters’ first cousin.”

“Our claim of sgter-in-law overrides yours!” Dunwood shouted.

Eldest Stoneva e waved to be recognized. Ren motioned to the bailiff to silence the others and give the
floor to Stonevae. Asthe woman moved to the speaker floor with pointed looks at the others, Ren
flipped through her case binder, studying the extensive propertieslisted. She wished she had been given
timeto research it at length. In the past hundred years, through a series of desperate measures and bad
judgment, vast tracts of land originally owned by the crown had been sold, some of them beatedly
proving to bevita to security. Unfortunately, the new ownerswererarely interested in salling back the
properties. Only orphaned estates such as this one provided a chance to recover them.

Stonevae announced her dubious claim. “ The family of Stonevae clamsthe orphaned estate. Our
grandfather was Grandmother Elder Wakecliffs brother. The blood of Wakedliff flowsin our veins. We
have the strongest clam here.”

“Men are property,” Dunwood snapped. “ They can't inherit an estate any more than that chair can.”
“We re not men. We' rewomen!” Stonevae hissed.
Dunwood said, “The daughters of abrother cannot lay clam to aunts' property!”

“Don’t be dense!” Stonevale snapped. “ The law states that descendants through the femae line inherit
before ssters-in-law, but there are nonein this case, and it doesn't state which siters-in-law inherit firdt.
Living blood is stronger than a dead brother, especialy one who didn't father any children! We're
comparing aliving Wakedliff descendant versus a—a—aburned chair!”

“How dare you say that in our hour of grief?” Dun-wood howled in rage, and legped at the older
woman. Court guards moved in, setting up abarrier between the scuffling women and the princessesfirdt,
and then breaking up the ensuing fistfight.

Ren winced, trying to ignore the scuffle and focus on the properties at stake: One of the names suddenly
legped out a her: Tuck Landing. She' d forgotten about the notorious anchorage point located within the
Elpern Bank holding. In truth, Ren didn’t care which family received the money. Tuck Landing, though,
shewould be loath to hand over to any of them. A hundred years before, in what was tantamount to
outright theft, the ownership of Elpern Bank and its anchorage had changed from the crown to the
Wakecliffs. Since that time, it had become a mgjor weakness. Both invasion forces that landed on
Queendand soil had originated at Tuck Landing. Collusion was suspected but never proved in both
Cases.

“We arethe current sgters-in-law!” Dunwood was shouting. “Listen to thewords! By law, we are
Eldest Wekecliffssgters”



L ethridge was not to be outdone. “My family isssters-in-law to Mother Elder, which makes us your
mother, and mothersinherit before daughters.”

“We are the blood of Wakecliff!” Stonevae shouted, shedding some of that blood from a broken nose.

Even as Ren realized that this squabble over the es-tate provided the crown a chance to take back
Elpern Bank, it dawned on her that she might have stumbled onto the true reason the docket had been
changed. Lyliacertainly wouldn't have the experience to oot theinclusion of vitd red estate. Trini might
have missed it. They would have judged the case, and the chance of regaining Tuck Landing would be
logt.

Stll, she couldn’t act without her Ssters agreement, and she didn’t want to discussit in front of the
assembled nobles. “ Have we heard enough?”

Her ssters nodded.

“Well, | haven't had breakfast.” Ren announced to the courtroom. “ Bailiff, recess the court for an early
lunch. We'll announce our decision after lunch.”

“All rise!” the bailiff shouted.

The crowd cameto their fegt, respectfully silent. Ren led the way to thejudges chambers. Asthe door
closed behind Lylia, she heard the bailiff shout, “This court isin recess! Court will adjournin one hour!”

Out of the public eye, Trini and Lyliagreeted their ssters with hugs aong with cheeky remarkson

Lylia spart. Thefar halway door opened, and Raven entered the chambers, escorting the lunch servers.
“| thought you might want to discussthisin private.” The lunch table was whedled in, and then the servers
bowed out. “1 hurried the kitchen for you.”

“You'reatrue gem,” Ren said, the smell of food making her suddenly ravenous. “Did you find out who
tampered with the docket?’

Raven shook her head. “In afew more days, | might be able to question the clerk staff closaly enough to
crack it, but not in this short time. There are severd families serving as clerks, and quite abit of bickering
between them. I’ ve got a surplus of suspects.”

“I want whoever took the bribe and made the changesfound,” Ren said. 1 want them out. | will not
have my court manipulated likethis.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Raven bowed and |eft them to ddliberate.
“Wow, Ren, that was so queenly,” Lyliabreathed.
Oddiagrunted, settling down to lunch. “Why isthat when | talk like that, people cal me bitchy?’

“Because you only talk about your supper and bathsin that tone,” Trini chided quietly. “Renis
demanding respect for higher causes.”

Odeliastuck out her tongue, ate a bite of lunch, and then asked, “ So, what made you go to point like a
bird dog?’



Ren opened her binder and tapped at the property list. “Tuck Landing. It's part and parce of Elpern
Bank. Wakedliff tore down the watchtower and built their manor with the stone. Thisisthe crown’s
chance to get the landing back. Once we recover it, we can build a garrison and awar harbor, and we
protect the whole southeast asit was protected for athousand years.”

They nodded in understanding, and ate in silence, each to her own thoughts.
“How dowedoit?’ Lyliapushed her empty plate awvay and leaned againgt the table.

“The combined inheritance taxes of dl the estates are quite sizable.™ Trini murmured, eyeing her binder.
“The moneysin escrow will not cover it dl. We can declare that the crown has chosen to handle the
reckoning. We saize the entire estate, do an accounting of debts and taxes, and deduct Elpern Bank as
payment, then release the rest of the estate to the heirs.”

Ren winced. It seemed like a perfect plan, except the numbers would not balance. “I doubt if the taxes
arethat Szable”

Trini shrugged. “We can figure areasonable price for the sdle of Elpern to the crown. Deduct the taxes
from the sale price, and add the difference to the etate.”

“They’renot going to likeit,” Oddiahaf sang. “El-pern’ syearly income, in the long run, would outstrip
any priceyou set onit. They’ d probably rather pay the tax from their pocket than have it taken out
beforehand in the form of primeland.”

“None of them have clear right to theland,” Ren growled. “Holy Mothers, the Wakecliffsdidn't have
clear right toiitif you look closdaly. EzraWakecliff was supposed to deliver the title deeds of twelve
crown properties to the church during the Prinmae War for safekegping, and she delivered eleven. The
bitch goleit. and because her brother was married to our great-great-grandmothers, she was never
cdled onit. We have asmuch aright to it as any of those women out there.”

“Shegoleit? Lyliaasked.

Odedlianodded. “ That' swhat the whole children’ srhyme is about, the * Wakedliff in the corner, eyeing
queenly pies’ Thetitle deeds wereinsde pies, to disguise them in case Wakecliff was stopped by the
enemy.” Odeliamade arolling motion with her hand, indicating that the rhyme continued to be quite
literdl. “The‘plum’ was aplum piece of property.”

“ Y ou know in whose bed her brother lies ” Lyliafinished. “Oh, | see. Her brother was prince
consort.”

“Well, it stimefor usto take back what isours.” Ren rapped for avote. “Agree.”
“Agree” Lyliasad, eyesglowing.

“Agree,” Trini murmured.

“Agree” Oddiasad.

“Once we separate Elpern Bank from the rest of the estate, we' |l decide who getstherest.”



“1 have found a young man who delights me.” Ren had rehearsed the speech for hours and days. She
now faced her Mother Elder, aloneat last, in the privacy of the queen’ swing—weak-kneed for thefirst
timeinyears. “Heiswarm, loving, inteligent, strong of character yet biddable, chaste, and very beautiful.
| wishto marry him.”

After amoment of pleased surprise, the Queen

Mother Elder put aside the book she had been reading with adight, worried frown. “Y et you say
nothing of breeding. After the adventure you' vetold us, | doubt you' ve met anyone of acceptable
breeding.”

“Hisbreeding isodd.” Ren wished she could leave the whole of it out, but knew eventudly her mother
would dig out the truth, then hold it againgt her for omitting it. “His grandmothers were conceived in the
Order of the Sword' s cribs. Blacklisted from the army due to their Mother Elder’ s crimes, they joined
the Sisterhood of the Night. Wellsbury employed them in the war as spies. They won the Queen Elder
Cross of Victory, were knighted, and retired to aland grant.”

“That would make him the very lowest of landed gentry I’ ve heard tale of, Rennsdllaer.”

“During the Sege of Tastledae, his grandmothers kidnapped Prince Alannon, and after they were
knighted, they married him.”

The clock ticked off the silence between them. In one of the many specimen jarsthat lined her mother’s
desk, acotton weevil scratched on the glasswall of its prison. Ren felt a sudden sympathy withiit.

“Yes, odd breeding,” Queen Elder finaly murmured. “ Are you sure of their clams?’
“Hewearsthe Emerald Hart.”
“Which has been faked in the past.”

“I believe their clam.” Ren handed her mother the copy of Wellsbury’ s memoirs. “Welsbury herself
reports sending the Whistlersinto Castle Tastledae during the time that Prince Alannon vanished. Trained
thieves, desperate for a husband, and amissing prince—I don’t know why no one has ever connected
the two before now.”

Her mother opened the book where Ren had placed a marker, scanned the page, and caught where Ren
had underlined the name of Whistler, then skipped on to a passage Ren had purposdly not underlined. “
‘As| hoped,” ” sheread, “ ‘the Whistlers have found ways to come and go unobserved into the castle.
Their intelligence indicates that we will not be able to take the castle by honorable siege, but will haveto
resort to mayhem. Fortunately, the Whistlersexcd at mayhem.” ”

Ren had chosen to ignore the passage. Acknowledging it could only make thingsworse. 1 visited the
wall of sorrow thismorning. The Whistlersal bear a striking resemblance to Prince Alannon.”

“I see” Her mother set the memoirs down beside her own book. It wastitled, Ren noticed now,
Breeding for the Success of Pest Resistance—a Study in Genetics. Had her mother picked up this
passion for breeding before or after the princesses’ marriage to Keifer? Most likely before—whatever
her mother thought of Keifer, she couldn’t fault his breeding. “I suppose one could argue that knighthood
and aroyd husband diminate al black marks against afamily.”



Ren struggled to find the thread of the argument she had hammered out over thelast five days. “His
family has maintained the status of landed gentry sincethewar. Their farm iswell ordered and bountiful.”

“No crimes, lgpsesinto thievery, or joining the army?’

Ren was not sureif thiswas atruthful question or a sarcastic comment on the Whistlers' background.
“No.” Shereturned to her planned discusson. “Heis one of four sons, and has three uncles.”

“Seven maesin two generations?’ her mother asked with sudden, sharp attention.

“I’ve checked the best one can, and histhree uncles and one set of split-off auntsall have sons,
somewhere between a confirmed two and arumored five.”

“Y ou argue your case well.”

“He hasthirty-one sisters and brothers, al healthy as horses, sharp-eyed, quick-witted—sound
teeth—pretty enough to put most of the peersto shame, hardworking, polite—"

“Enough, enough.” Queen Elder held up her hand. “Y ou said ‘ chaste’ earlier. Are you sure?’

“*Perhapsit ismy vanity spesking, Mother, but I cannot imagine him refusing me after accepting another
woman.” She caught her mother’ slook, and found hersdlf blushing hotly. “I wanted him, and pressed him
close. He dlowed kisses—no—he ddlighted in kisses, but for hisfamily’ s sake held theline on further
pursuits.”

“Dear, how many times have | told you? Don't dabble before marriage, or you'll be blinded by your
heart. As Eldest, you have to be the clear thinker now.”

“He was very sweset. With hisfather gone, he tends the babies asif they were hisown, and heis gentle,
firm, and loving with them. He understands honor, pride, and loyaty. He can withstand the pressure of a
wanton princess when heis but poor landed gentry.” Shefound hersaf scrambling for more, for her
mother’ s look was hardening. “ He is the one that went down to the creek and carried Odeliahome
because hisyounger sstersleft him and hisbaby sstersaone.”

“And you'redready inlovewith him.” The look was stone-cold now.
Ren closed her eyes, hoping her mother would not deny the suit based on that done. “Yes, | believe s0.”
“And what does Oddiathink of thiswonderment? Did she meet him? Kisshim?’

“Shelay in bed an extraday in hopes he would come nurse her through. | don’t think she managed to
obtain akiss; | think she would have gone on at grest length if she had.”

“l see”

“Please, Mother, let us consder him. Heisamost sureto throw hedthy children with good chances for
aboy or two. Hewould certainly be agood father. Hisroya blood baances the thieving soldiers turned
landed gentry. He seemsto have the strength of will to be the roya husband—he can resist temptation
and do theright thing. Heis beautiful—very, very beautiful .”



“Let mecondder.”

With the statement. Ren fell silent. Any further ar-guing would only damage her cause. After that roya
decree, one could only retreat, wait, and hope.

Queen Mother Elder gave her verdict later that night. “If your Ssters agree, you can marry him. 1 will
send for him, on pretense of areward for saving your sister. Thereis no need to taunt hisfamily with
hopes of amatch that might not come about.”

“Thank you. Mother.”

Chapter 6

“Rider! Theré sarider comingin!”

The call echoed over the farm. Jerin came to the kitchen door to see the solitary rider coming up the
lane. Hisyoungest ssters and little brothers stopped their game of “recon” to Stare out toward the road.
Middle and elder Ssters came drifting out of the barns and outbuildings. Before the rider had reached the
bottom of the hill, Heria picked up Kai, took Liam by the hand, and started toward Jerin. Doric followed
reluctantly, throwing curious glances over his shoulder. Eldest went into the house viathe front door and
came back out wearing her pistols.

Princess Ren' s captain of the guard. Raven Tern, cantered her horse up to the beaten dirt of the
barnyard. She pulled her horseto ahalt before Eldest. “Eldest Whigtler, greetingsto you.”

“Gresetingsto you. Captain.”
“I carry amessage to you and your sisters from the Queens.”

Eldest took the message with atrembling hand, broke the sedl, and read it. When she reached the end,
shetook adeep breath, and tension went from her. “I'll haveto talk to my sisters about this. Birdie will
help you stable your horse. Y ou’ re welcome to dinner and to spend the night.”

“Thank you. I'd like that.” Captain Tern dismounted. “If you decide to accept, I’ m to provide escort.”

Eldest looked surprised, then schooled her emation. “ That would be an honor.” Eldest sgnaled to
Cordle. “ Show her where she can put her things, and get washed up for dinner.”

Cordleled Captain Tern off, clearly annoyed that she' d be the last to learn what the Queens’ letter had
to say. No sooner than Captain Tern was out of sight did the rest of the family gather around Eldest.

“What doesit say? What doesit say? Are we getting knighted?’ The youngest bounced in place from
excitement.

Jerin clasped his hands together hard in order not to tear the letter from Eldest. The letter was good
news— that much was clear from Eldest’ srelief—and Captain Tern was going to act as an escort, so
someone was going to Mayfair. Suddenly his heart was like a caged wild bird, beating madly againg his
ribs, crying, “Ren! Ren! Ren!”
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Eldest held up her hand, sgnding for silence. “ The Queens send thanks for saving the princess Oddid's
life,” she gtarted, once her gathered family fell quiet, “and as atoken of their thanks, they’ ve invited usto
bring Jerin out at the capital. Jerin and I, and one or two others, would stay at the palace and be
sponsored by the Queens.” Eldest was shouting now to be heard. “1t would alow usto meet the most
influentia familiesin Queendand, and thus make the best possible trade of brothers.”

Ashisssterswhooped and hollered, Jerin stood, stunned silent, hands clasped so tight they were white.

Eldest caught sght of him, and sobered. “ Get ready for dinner,” shetold everyone. “Remember we' ve
got company. Go on!” As she spoke, she caught Jerin’s shoulder and guided him away. “Areyou all
right?’

“I don’t know.” Jerin felt astrange hollownessin hischest, asif that wild bird of his heart had burst out,
leaving nothing behind. “ For aminute there, | thought that maybe Princess Ren was sending for me.”

Eldest cursed softly. “Oh, Jerin.” Shelooked down at the letter till in her hand. “ Thisisashining coin,
Jerin. You' d be presented asan equd to al the noblesin the land. We could never match thisagain. If
we refuse this, we only have common country bumpkins, the likes of the Brindles, to choose from.”

“Holy Mothers, no!” Then, fearing she misunderstood, he caught her wrist and said asclearly as
possible, “I do not want to marry the Brindles! | hate them! They’re like rabid dogs!”

“I wouldn'’t give you up to someone who would hurt you.”

“They might not turn on me, but it's nearly asure thing that I’ d have to watch my children grow up to be
just as mean. People are saying Bdin tumbled his mothersto father hisssters. It snot like the Brindles
would tdl us, if it wasthe truth; we d have to wait until after the marriages to know for sure, and then it
would betoo late, at least for me. Besides, they say apples only come from apple trees; the family might
have practiced incest for generations now. They al could beinbred monsters.”

A smile quirked onto Eldest’ smouth. “Well, it would explain why they' re dl so gods-awful ugly.”

“Eldest, please, please, don’t make me marry them!”

“I’'m not asking you to. W€ re invited to the paace, remember?’ Eldest rumpled hishair. “Quite frankly,
Jerin, I’ d rather marry apig than Balin Brindle. | don’t understand what Corelle seesin him. HE sa smug,
ugly littlething, and his ssters have aways made my skin crawl. I’ d hate to have ahouseful of children
that looked like them.”

Jeringiggled.

Eldest held up the Queens’ letter. “Will you do this?”

“It'snot like | don’t want to marry. | just want to be picky!” He winced as he redlized he was whining.
Hetried amore adult tone. “1 want afamily of clean breeding, one that does't fight, well, at least no
more than we do. and—and ten to fifteen wives a the most. None of thisthirty wives or more! Mothers

above. I'dfed likeawhore! I'd have a different woman every night for amonth mounting me.”

She laughed a moment, then gazed sadly a him. “I hadn’t thought of the Brindlesin quitethat way. I'm
glad that we' re able to afford more than one husband. I’ d hateit if | had to wait awhole month for one



night of pleasure, and only twelve chances ayear to catch ababy. Y ears go quickly when measured in
twelve days. | don’'t have many years|eft before my time of change comes.”

“I didn’t think you' d like having babies.”

Eldest shrugged. “I'd like to have at least one, to see what it was like. Our mothers seemed so miserable
pregnant—puking in the morning, bloated up like something dead |€ft in the sun too long, and waddling
around like aforce-fed goose.” After the birth of thirty sblings. Eldest could mimic thewalk quite well,
making Jerin giggle. “1 don’t know why anyone would want to live through it. Y e, at times, it seemslike
that’ swhen they were the happiest. They’ d get that smug, satisfied smile, and practicdly glow.” She
reflected amoment, and then nodded. “I think one baby will be enough to leave me content, more than
happy for my sstersto bear therest.”

They fell slent.

Eldest took out the letter and read it Slently once more. “It’sashining coin, tossed up in the air for us,
and al we haveto doisreach out and catch it.”

“Let'scatchit, then.”

Surprisingly, Captain Tern came down for dinner in her dress uniform, boots polished to agleam, her
chest covered with medals. Tucked under one arm, she carried along leather case that the Whistlers had
missed in their excitement for the letter.

She spoke quietly with Eldest, who nodded soberly, then cdlled the family to standing attention.
“Heria.” Eldest motioned for her to come forward.

“Me?’ Heriagtartled and. with aworried frown, pushed back her chair to come around the table to
where Eldest and Raven stood.

Captain Tern snapped open the catches of the case, opened thelid. and held it out to Heria. “Their
Royd Mg esties. Queen Mother Elder and her royd ssters, have charged methisduty. Asaduly
appointed representative of their roya will, | present this gift to you in thanks for saving Princess Oddia
Please accept this honor for your selfless courage.”

“Holy Motherd” Heria's eyes went round in surprise, and she whispered, “ They’ re beautiful!”

Shetook the case and turned so her family could see. An engraved rifle and matching pistolslay inthe
case, each in acompartment lined with velvet. There was amoment of stunned silence, and then aroar of
approval.

After severa minutes. Eldest called for order, had Heria put up the gun case, and commanded the family
to dinner. Everyone sat, but, with the exception of baby Kai and little Liam, ignored the food, gazing
expectantly at Eldest and Raven.

Eldest broached the subject as it became apparent that no one was going to eat until the course of the
future was plotted. “1I’ ve talked to my sisters. We're going to accept the Queens' offer. We haven't
decided who will go.”



Thistriggered cries of “Take me. take me”’ from dl the youngest. The middle ssterslooked slently
wigtful, except for asullen Corelle, who was il in extreme disfavor and unlikely to go.

“We haven't decided,” Eldest repeated firmly. “We expect our mothers any day. | would fed better if
they were here before | left with any of my ssters. I'm leery of leaving the farm shorthanded of adults.”

Captain Tern nodded. “I have businessin Heron Landing. We re dill trying to find the Prophets. I'm
checking back with the Queens Justice to see if any more information has surfaced on the thieves.” Raven
glanced meaningfully to Jerin. “I thought you would need afew days before sending your brother out to
be married.”

With a sudden ring of silver on china, Doric dropped hisfork on his plate. “ Jerin won't be coming back,
will he? Once he goes off to get married?’

“I'll be back,” Jerin said with careful cheerfulness. “It will be just like our cousins. You'll ssemefrom
timetotime”

“I don't want Jerin to go away like Pgpadid!” Bunny, thelittlest of the youngest Ssters, suddenly wailed.

“Papadied, honey.” Jerin reached acrossthetableto pat her. “I’m not going to die. I'm just going to live
at someone elsg’shouse.”

“No!” Bunny cried, ducked under the table, and scrambled up into hislap. “1 don’t want you to go!”

It triggered awave of crying little girls. Mot of the youngest over five years old managed to contain
themsalves. The three- and four-year-olds, though, could not be consoled.

He hugged them, four and five to an armful, rocking them. “Hush, hush, thisisawonderful day for the
Whistlers. We shouldn’t be crying. We should be happy and celebrating.” The wordswerelike ashin his
mouth, but to show his own pain would only make hislittle ssters unhappier. “1 know—Iet’ sforget about
dinner and make ice cream and cake.”

“|cecream?’
“Cake?

“Mapleice cream and pound cake,” Jerin said firmly. “Come on, let’s go into the kitchen and start
making them.”

“You'll haveto excuse thefamily,” Eldest murmured to Captain Tern as Jerin herded the sniffling girls
toward the kitchen. “Welost our father early this spring, and our mothers have been gone severd weeks.
Thelittle ones arefragile at the moment.”

Captain Tern waved away the gpology as unnecessary. “ They’ rejust babies. They seemto love thelr
brother well.”

“Jerin haslots of patience with them,” Eldest said.

“Patienceisinvaluablein ahusband,” Captain Tern said. “ Children need anurturing hand to grow them
into strong women. Hiswiveswill be lucky. Tell me, how did your father die so young? Heart failure?’



“No, no, it was an accident.” Eldest sighed. “He dipped onicy stepsand fell. He struck hishead...”

Jerin was glad when the kitchen door sivung closed, shutting off that quiet conversation. Tonight would
not be agood time for him to have those wounds opened by the recounting of their father’ s prolonged
desth.

Captain Tern rode out after a breskfast of dinner leftovers, promising to return at dusk. Jerin waited until
his youngest sisters were deeply entrenched in their morning chores before he sarted to pack; there was
no need to give them fresh remindersthat he was|eaving.

Hiswedding chest would go with him. He took everything out and repacked it carefully for thetrip,
mindful it would be shifted and possibly dropped. He used his wedding linensto pad the bone chinatea
set hismothers had bought for him on histwelfth birthday. There would be no way to foretdl the quaity
and wedth of hisfuture wives, his mothers had stated as he’ d unwrapped the expensive gift, but his
children should be raised with manners befitting the blood of the Queens. At that time, his grandfather,
Prince Alannon, and two of histhieving spies of grandmotherswere il dive, and they laughed until tears
cameto ther eyes.

He kept out three of the silver engraved spoons stolen from the Castle Tastledae, and three of four
tintypes he had of Prince Alannon. These he divvied into his younger brothers wedding chests so they
each would have something from their royal grandfather. Another generation or two, and there would be
nothing to share out but memories.

Hetook only his best clothes, leaving behind hiswork clothesfor Doric. Lastly he packed theitems
about hisroom that he wanted to keep, leaving only his quilt out, to be added on the day he lft.

He sat staring at the now stark room. What was he forgetting?

Hisbirth certificatel

The family records box sat in the corner of the parlor, firmly locked againgt little fingers. The key was
kept on the high trim piece of the window besideit. Jerin no longer had to stretch to reach the key, which
surprised him.

Thefirst piece of paper was the death certificate for their father. Jerin set it quickly aside. Under it was
baby Ka’ s birth certificate, which Jerin lingered over to erase the jolt of pain that the death certificate
hed put through him.

Ka Whigtler, made child born to Bliss Whistler and fathered by husband Tullen Beadwater from Bowling
Green. Grandchild of NidaWhistler and husband Alannon (ancestry documented but uncertified).
Great-grandchild of Kel Whistler & Order of the Sword crib captive named Gerard, #458.
Great-great-grandchild of Allysen Whistler & Order of the Sword crib captive Kyle, number unknown.
No other lineage known.

A family copy, it was stamped and seded with reference numbers of where the origina was stored. Also
indicated was where the marriage records for their mothers and grandmothers could be found.



Jerin leafed down through the birth certificates, layered youngest to oldest, till he cameto hisown.

Jerin Whistler, mae child born to Mother Elder Whistler and fathered by husband Tullen Bead-water
from Bowling Green. Grandchild of TeaWhistler and husband Alannon (ancestry documented but
uncertified). Great-grandchild of Jo Whistler & Order of the Sword crib captive named Harrid, number
unknown. Great-great-grandchild of Mother Elder Whistler & Order of the Sword crib captive, name
and number unknown: tattoo initia of T. No other lineage known.

If not for their father and grandfather, Jerin suddenly redlized, he wouldn't be blood related to Kai at all.
He thumbed through the others, noticing for the first time how odd hisfamily was once dl the bloodlines
were assembled. Histen grandmothers were divided among five crib fathers, and no two shared the
same birth mother. None of his great-grandmothers represented by their surviving daughters even shared
the same crib fathers; they seemed to be nine strangers sharing afamily name.

Lifting out the records of his mothers' generation, he studied his grandmothers' papers underneeth. They
were dog-eared, much folded, and largely incomplete. One even had an elaborate map inked oniits
back. The birth certificates recorded birth mother and father, and most had a birth grandmother named.
Often for grandfather, the records stated, “ Order of the Sword crib captive, initia designation,”’” and this
varied from grandmother to grandmother, and then agenerd time period of years was noted.

Among the grandmothers papers was one crisp sheet, obvioudy carefully protected. It declared that the
ten Whistler ssters married one Alannon, pedigree lines waived as the groom was war plunder and
verba questioning indicated no crossbreeding.

Too bad he hadn’t thought to show Princess Rennsdl-laer this. She seemed interested in his grandfather.
Bit-ing hislip on bitter thoughts that wanted to crowd in, he placed dl the documents back into the box,
and locked it tight.

Their twelve mothers arrived after lunch, while middle sSsters tended the back pasture fence. The
youngest reached their mothersfirst and shouted news a the top of their lungs. Even from the kitchen
where he was kneading bread, Jerin could hear cries of *“Heriagot arifle from the Queens” and “ Jerin
and Eldest are going to Mayfair! Can| go too?’ Jerin covered the dough to rise, washed his hands, and
went out to welcome them home.

Mother Elder was sitting up on the buckboard’ s seet, stranded there by awailing Bunny on her lap,
tryingto listento al her children at once. “ Quiet! Hush! Eldest, what in Mothers nameisgoing on?’

“Princess Rennsellaer’ s Captain Tern cameto Stay yesterday,” Eldest said, reaching up to free Mother
Elder of Bunny. Eldest passed thelittle girl to Mother Dia, and then gave Mother Elder ahand down.
Mother Elder had been with their father the night before his accident. When she left for Annaboro, she
hadn’t redlized that she was pregnant, thinking her weight gain had signaed the Sart of menopause. Even
without her letter from Annaboro, however, there was no missing the pregnancy now. The buttons of her
shirt, stretched over her swollen belly, were threatening to pop, and she had a satisfied smile and glow.

“She' sat Heron Landing today,” Eldest said of Captain Tern. “But she'll be back for dinner. The
Queens sent an expensive custom rifle and pistols for Heria They also offered to sponsor Jerin’s coming
out in May-fair. We' ve accepted. Captain Tern isto escort us back to the palace. We haven't decided
whowill dl go.”



“l want to go! | want to go!” the youngest chorused.

“Hush! None of the youngest will go!” Mother Elder said firmly. “Marriageisbusinessonly for elder and
middle sgters. They’ll be the only onesgoing.”

Thiswas greeted with groans of disgppointment.

“Now, now, we' ve been riding for hoursto see you, so no long faces, or no one getstheir presents from
Annaboro.”

The horses were cared for, the supplies carried into the house, and the presents distributed, al in record
time. With the youngest shooed out into the play yard with their new treasures, Jerin, hiselder ssters, and
their mothers settled down to discuss who would go with Eldest to Mayfair.

“It says ‘with as many sistersyou wish to aso attend.” ” Eldest tapped the Queens' etter, folded stiff, on
thetable. “Harvest will start soon; we'll need amost everyone here. With Captain Tern escorting us
downriver, and then us staying at the palace proper, | can’t see needing to take more than two others.
Which two?’

“I think we should take Summer,” Jerin said quietly.

“Summer?’ Eldest looked and sounded surprised. “Why?’

Jerin blushed, ducking his head from hiselder ssters confused scrutiny. “We re not going just to get me
wives, but you a husband too. It' d be a shame to pass up the chance to make an influentia marriage both
ways. And, well, | don’'t mean to dight anyone, but Summer’ sthe prettiest.”

“What doesthat have to do with anything?’ Birdie asked.

“Wdll,” Jerin said, “if your husband has any say in who he marries, then we should take the prettiest
ggter with us. Right?”’

There was reluctant agreement from hissigters.

“Thenwe'll take Summer,” Eldest stated. “ And who else?”

“Corelle,” Mother Elder stated.

“Cordle?” Jerin yelped in surprise as the others mur-mured their agreement with Mother Elder. “She's
been taking favorsfrom Bain Brindle and she | eft the farm unprotected. Take her? After theway she's
been?’

“Especidly after the way she’ sheen.” Mother Elder said quietly. “ She hasn't seen enough of the world,
what she'sgiving up if she settlesfor Bdin Brindle”

“But Mother Elder!” Jerin cried. “1t would be like rewarding her for being bad! 1 don’t know why you
let Cordlle get away with things.”

“Jerin, we have four sons,” Mother Elder said, taking his hands. “We could easily split the family four
ways, though we probably won't, but we certainly will be splitting at least once. Either Corelle, Heria, or



Blush will be Mother Elder for the younger Ssters. Y ou can’t make good decisions as an adult if you
were never allowed to make any decisonswhile you were achild. Now isthetimefor Cordleto learn
from her mistakes.”

“Couldn’'t you split the family so Summer is Mother Elder?” Jerin grumbled.

“Summer isn't strong enough. Where Corelle leads, the others follow. We only need to teach her to lead
wisdy.”

The middie sstersrode in shortly before dinner. Eldest met them at the paddock, pulled Summer and
Cordle asde, and told them that they would be going to May-fair. The others could hear Corelle scream
from dl theway in the kitchen, sounding like someone was murdering her with arusty knife.

“What did Cordle do thistime?’ Blush asked.

“What's Eldest doing to her?” Leia peered out the kitchen window. From there they could see Corelle,
legping up and down in the paddock, still screaming.

Heriaglanced out the window and made a noise of disgust. “ Coredlle' s going with Jerin and Eldest to
May-fair. Eldest just told her.”

“Lucky dog,” Blush muttered.

After adeepless night that seemed to go on forever, dawn came. Jerin dressed in hisloose, dun-colored
walking robe, folded up his quilt, placed it in hiswedding chest, and locked it tight shut. When he came
down to breakfast. Eldest and Birdie went up to carry his chest out to the buckboard. Eldest. Corelle,
and Summer stacked their bags on top of it.

Breakfast was quiet and solemn. Afterward, he hugged and kissed his mothers, sisters, and brothers
good-bye. He gazed one last time at the solid stone farmhouse, the well-kept barns, the sprawling fields.
Then heleft home, forever.

Chapter 7

They planned on being early to Heron Landing so there’ d be no chance of missing the packet that arrived
at noon. Three-quarters of amile from the house, the Whistlers' lane joined the common road; there,
Eldest was able to whip the horses into a smooth trot. Captain Tern rode outrider on her big black, easily
keeping pace, her eyes sharp for danger.

Whilethey traveled, they discussed what to buy at the mercantile in town. Mother Elder Sarted the
discussion by clucking over the condition of Jerin’ straveling hat, and stated that he couldn’t board the
packet without anew one. Summer had promised all those left behind to buy stick candy and send it
home with the wagon. Eldest wanted ammo for their pistols, which, in Mayfair, would be their principa
wegpons. Jerin needed cream for his hands, asthey were hopeessy callused and chapped by his chores,
but hewouldn't give Corelle the satisfaction of hearing him say it doud. Cordlle, of course, had no
money, S0 it came as no surprise when she declared that she would stand guard on their luggage with
Mother Erica.
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By Eldest’ s pocket watch, they arrived in town agood two hours before the packet was due. She pulled
the wagon up to the mercantil€ s hitching post and siwung down to tie the horses off. Captain Tern tied
her black aongside, then cameto give Jerin ahand down. Eldest frowned but said nothing; she was used
to him scram-bling up and down on his own, but then normally he wore trousers.

The mercantile was the largest building in town, with twin mullioned bay windows bracing the door. A
wooden sidewalk ran the length of the front, and the hitching posts were cast iron. The Picker ssters had
run the sore for aslong as anyone could remember. Thetiny old women had frightened Jerin when he
was smal; compared to histal, lean grandmothers and mothers, the merchant Ssters seemed like
something out of afairy tae.

The bl over the door announced the Whistlers entrance. They scattered among the binsand tall
shelving: Captain Tern followed Jerin to the hand creams near the back counter, and watched without
comment as he studied the selection. Apparently only men used hand cream. The bottles showed
amplified pictures of hands, flowers or fruit, and perfect little mounds of cream; one chose by scent.
Lilac. Rose. Jasmine. Apple. Peach. Vanilla. Jerin wondered which scent Rennsdllaer liked the most; he
wished he had the nerve to ask Captain Tern. Then again, would the captain of the guard even know?

He chose vanillaand took it to Eldest so she could buy it for him. She stood at the back counter, box of
ammo in hand, watching with interest as one of the Picker Ssters painted asign. Jerin couldn't tell the
sgters, with their faceswrinkled up like dried-agpple dolls, apart; Eldest, who did most of the family
purchasing, could.

“What' sthis, Meg?' Eldest tapped the painted sign. «* Y ou’ re selling the place?’

“Yup,” thewizened old woman said. “ The store, the outbuildings, and al of the goods. We're getting
too old to run the place. Haddie fell and broke her hip last night; she' sthe youngest of us Picker girlsand
we depended on her to do al the heavy work. We' ve talked for years about putting this place on the
market. Last night just decided it for us”

“Y our family has been herefor ages,” Eldest said.

“One hundred and thirty-three years,” Meg said proudly. “Mothersto daughters for”—the old woman
paused to count on her fingers—"“five generations. My greet-great-grandmothers came upriver with a
boatload of goodsin 1534 and bought two acres of land from the crown. But we' ve dways had bad
luck with the menfolk. Not like you Whigtlers”

Another Picker sister had come up the aide to brush past Jerin. She came only to his chest and stood
child-sized next to his Sster. She gazed toward Mother Elder with sharp, envious eyes. “Rumor hasit
that you' ve got another on theway.”

“Don'tjinx us, WilmaPicker,” Eldest growled. “1t’ sunlucky to talk about a child ill in the womb.”

“Gods love the boy children—that’ swhy they call so many back before they can be born.” Meg used
the most popular belief for the cause of miscarriages.

“Our mothers had twenty-six miscarriages,” Wilmasighed. “And Mother Ami had onelittle boy stillborn,
perfect down to hisfingernails yet blue and cold asthe sky. The grief of it nearly killed her.”

“Hush, you ninnies.” Eldest Picker hobbled out of the back room, hunched nearly double with a



widow’ s hump, leaning heavily on a cane. She paused to poke threateningly at her younger sigters.
“Decent women don't talk that way in front of menfolk, especialy the young ones.”

The younger Picker sisters skittered away, leaving Eldest Picker frowning in their wake. “ Can’t whack
themlike | used to.”

“I’'m sure you can gill ddliver agood thumping, Picker.” Jerin’s Sster nodded in greeting, Eldest to
Eldest.

“l can hitjust ashard as| used to, Whistler!” Eldest Picker snapped. “It’ sthem! They break too easy
now. | got to pull my hitd”

Eldest Whistler ran her tongue along theinside of her cheek, trying not to grin. “Well, now, that’'sa
problem.”

“I’'m too old to be learning how to curb my temper.” the old woman snapped. “Especidly with this pack
of ninnies! | sweer they’redl getting senile”

“How much you asking?’ Eldest Whistler tapped the For Sde sign again.
“Two thousand crowns,” Picker stated firmly.
Eldest whistled at the price.

“It'sworthit,” Picker snapped, then added softer, “We rewilling to listen to offers, though. We need
enoughto live on until thelast of usdie”

“A shameyou don’'t have children to take it on,” Eldest said.

“It' satasteless stew, but it'sal we haveto eat.” The old woman shrugged. “Our mothers mortgaged
everything to buy Papa, and he died without giving us a brother. We could have paid the mortgages, or
paid for viststo acrib. If we hadn’t paid the mortgages, we' d be out on the street now, so old the first
winter storm would put aperiod to usdl.”

Meg returned to fetch wet paintbrushes. “We should have took in astray or two, adopted them as our
own.”

“And broken the laws of gods, Queens, and good common sense?’ Picker snapped. “It’' s been thirty
years, for gods sake. Can’'t you shut up about that?’

Meg wrinkled up her face more. “We wouldn’t be selling this businessto strangersif we had.”

“No, we'd begiving it to them instead!” Picker said. “The prophets say adoption isahidden evil. It only
encourages the idiots to overproduce in vain hopes of aboy. Look at those Brindles. They got the boy
deeping with his mothersin search of another son to sell off. Like someone would buy the inbred
mongter. Idiots! They're struggling to feed thirty children and al the while producing more that no one
would want their brother to marry. I'm sure, if they thought they could get away with it, they would be
littering the countryside with dead girl babies”

“Y ou shouldn’t dander the customers,” Meg muttered.



“They won't be mine for much longer!” Picker snapped. “If | could have gotten my hands on good solid
stock like the Whistlers here, | would have said yesto you thirty years ago—but people like them don't
give up their little ones. It sthe lazy onesthat overbreed becauseit’ s easy to do, pleasant to do. Breed
with aman, eet like apig whileincreasing, and if the baby is born the wrong sex, just tossit away to sart
agan. | tdl you, if we' d adopted your ‘ strays,” we' d be up to our armpitsin lazy children. Breeding tells,
| say. It tllsevery time.”

The old woman had wound down as she talked till thislast was asow, soft mutter. She took a deep
breath, glanced at Jerin, and frowned fiercely at her sster. “Now, look what you' ve made me do. Tak
coarseinfront of this pretty little thing. My pardon, Eldest Whistler.”

“No harm done.” Eldest grinned. “1’m pleased to know our neighbors think of us as good solid stock.”
“Aye, we do,” Picker said. “You're not drunks, wastrels, smugglers, thieves, or idiots. You're honest in
your business, and no one begrudges you thirty-two children when four of them are boys. People wonder

that you didn’t try for more.”

Eldest threw alook where Mother Elder was sill looking at the hats. “Now is not the time for counting
children.”

“Sorry. | forgot.” Eldest Picker reached back without looking and selected athin cigar and offered it as
an apology.

“Thank you.” Eldest put it in her mouth, reached for her matches, and then, glancing to Mother Elder,
dropped the matchbox back into her pocket. “Later,” she murmured around the cigar, not adding that the
smdl would make their pregnant mother nauseous. “ Two thousand.” Eldest studied the store with
narrowed eyes. “It' sworth it.”

“Y ou thinking of buying?’ Jerin asked her, surprised. He didn’t think hisfamily had that much cash.

“Y our brother’ s price, even without going to Mayfair, could reach two thousand crowns.”

“| thought you wanted a husband.” He tried not to whine. What he left unsaid was | thought you were

going to swap me. Swapped families were dways closer because cousins sharing both bloodlineswere
more like Sstersthan true cousins.

“I do.” Eldest shook her head. “But thisisashining coin, Jerin, and it’sup for grabs now. If we don't
snatch it up, it'sgoing to be gone.”

“What if | don’t bring two thousand crowns?’

“Don’t underrate yoursdf, Jerin.” Mother Elder came up holding awide-brimmed straw hat. She put the
hat firmly on his head, then studied him, head cocked in speculation. “Remember who your grandfather
was. | think we might be able to do both: buy the shop and afford a hushand of good breeding.”

“You'regiving yoursdf airs. Elder,” Picker said. “I could see two thousand with your family’ s breeding
record for boys—but three or four?’

“Nobility, they say, pays dearly for good breeding.”

“Mamal” Jerin blushed hatly, partly for their discussng him like aprize salion, partly for theideathat he



could command two or three times the normal amount of abrother’ s price.
“Bah!” Picker scoffed.

“The Queens are sponsoring Jerin’ s coming out.” Summer said quietly as she came up with the front of
her shirt filled with stick candy. She counted the sticks out onto the battered wood counter into two
uneven piles. “Thirty-six pieces” A slver gil joined the candy on the counter.

“The Queens?’ Picker humphed, taking the gil and counting Summer her three quince change. With the
ease of lifetime practice, she tore a perfect length of brown paper from abolt, wrapped the larger pile of
candy into aneat package, and tied it off with cord. “Y ou want the rest wrapped?’

“Nope.” Summer said, picking up the seven remaining sticks. She held them out to Jerin. “Pick two.”

Hetook a black anise and abrown maple. Summer offered one each to Mother Elder and Eldest, then,
shyly, oneto Captain Tern.

“Y ou think the Queens goodwill isworth two thousand crowns?’ Picker asked.

“Not so much the Queens goodwill asthe peers opinion of their own worth.” Mother Elder explained.
“Downriver, they say if you want a noblewoman to pay for adrink of river water, you sy it' samedica
tonic brewed for the Queens and charge her agil.”

“S0.” Picker said dryly, “that’ swhat your ssters sell in that fancy Annaboro store of theirs? River
water?’

Mother Elder scowled at the barb, then controlled her irritation. “We Il need alength of velling to go
with the hat. White lace, | would think.” She took the hat off of Jerin and measured alength of blue

ribbon around the rim. “What abind. If we wait for Jerin to marry, we have the money without worries.
But by waiting, someone might best usto the purchase.”

“We rewilling to work with you,” Picker said. “ Agree to meet our price and sign acontract, help usrun

the store until you have the full purchase amount, and we' Il hold the store off the market until your boy’s
birthday. If you get your fancy pricein Mayfair, then useit to buy the store. If not, you back out of the

ded, paying apendty.”

“We releaving within an hour,” Jerin protested, aghast that hisfamily future suddenly hung on the
moment.

“What penalty?’ Eldest asked.

“Ten percent,” Picker stated.

Jerin gasped. Two hundred crowns just to back out of the dedl!
“One percent.” Mother Elder countered.

“Five,” Picker said. “Noless”

“One hundred crowns?’ Mother Elder glanced at Eldest Whistler and Summer. “It’syour brother’s
price”



“It' sashining coin.” Eldest murmured to Summer.
Summer glanced about the store, considering, then nodded. “A wonderful golden shining coin.”

“Ded,” Eldest Whigtler said, and shook hands with the old woman. “Let’ s go to the Queens Witness
and have the papers drawn up.”

Mother Elder gave asiiver gil to Summer with ingtructionsto buy the hat. the ribbon, and the lace. Eldest
added her ammo. Jerin’s cream, and coin for both. With a stern reminder for Summer to guard Jerin.
they went off to make the deal permanently legd. Jerin stared after them, dightly stunned. He was not
sure how many Picker sisters tended the store, but forty-four Whistlersjust had their lives utterly
changed. When hisssters split the family, only haf would stay on the farm. He would definitely wed on
his birthday. If he fetched only two thousand crowns, Eldest and the others would have to wait until
Doric was of ageto get a hushand. Six yearswould put Eldest into her thirties. If he didn’t fetch two
thousand crowns, hisfamily would have to pay one hundred crownsto back out of the deal. A heinous
amount of money to throw away, but asmall priceto pay if the worst happened.

Jerin added extra of the blue ribbon to their purchases; it would be pretty braided in his hair. Hewould
need to look hisbest at Mayfair to fetch ahigh brother’ s price; hisfamily was counting on him.

At least an hour remained before the packet arrived. Summer, Captain Tern, and Jerin went out to join
Mother Ericaand Corelle. They moved the wagon down to the village green and set out alight picnic
lunch. Jerin got out his sewing kit and tacked the vell to his new hat between bites of his sandwich.

Cordle and Summer were both pleased with the idea of becoming shopkeepers. The older sisterswould
take the Sore, they reasoned, because it would need minding right away.

“No more getting up before dawn!” Cordle cried happily. “ No more fighting with stock in the middle of
snowstorms. No more watering fields during droughts using endless buckets of water. No more plowing,
and planting, and seeding.”

Mother Ericalaughed at their logic, saying it made more sense for their aging, wiser mothersto mind the
store, moving the younger sistersto the city to learn storekeeping asthey grew up.

“Weat least have worked at our Sisters' storein An-naboro,” Mother Ericareminded them. “ Besides,
your baby sstersaren’t big enough to take on al that brute work, and your mothers can’t tend thefarm
alone. You know that it takes at |east twenty able bodies to manage planting and harvest.”

Summer frowned. “ But there are only eleven of us. How are we going to work this?’

“We Il manage.” Mother Ericasmiled. “There are so few opportunitieslike this. Unlessafamily endslike
the Pickers, or loses everything in some disaster of bad judgment, farms and businessesjust aren’t sold.

Y our aunts had to travel to Annaboro to find abusinessto buy.”

“Look!” Summer stood and pointed upriver. A trail of gray smoke drifted above the treetops. A
deep-throated whistle sounded, far off and echoing. “ The packet iscoming.”

“Eldest will haveto eat on the boat,” Mother Erica said, repacking the basket.



The packet rounded the bend as they reached the doped cobblestone of the landing. It wasa
triple-decked stern-wheder with twin smokestacks. Now in sight of the landing, it blasted itswhistle
again, adeafening howl of near discord. The stevedores caught the mooring ropes and looped them
about great pilings set into the stone-work of the levy, tying the stern-whedler off by bow and stern. The
swinging landing stage, fixed with ropes at the bow of the boat, was dropped down to form a gangplank
up to the main deck.

The smooth and practiced docking complete, the huge boat was suddenly laid still beside the stone
landing, dwarfing dl structuresin town. Jerin sood in awe, though he had seen it many times before.
Wheat great works woman could creste!

Jerin recognized one of the women waiting to board, asmall hill of bandboxes and steamer trunks beside
her. Miss Abie Skinner taught the one-room schoolhouse that his school-aged sisters attended at the
intersection of Whistler, Brindle, Fisher, and Brown land. She had been kind enough over the yearsto
extend the classroom to Jerin and Doric by sending homework back with their ssters. Occasiondly, she
even came to the house to teach. Reed-thin, she dressed with the same artistic flair of her handwriting.
When Jerin was very young, he had been madly in love with her. He recognized signs of it in Doric now.
Their infatuation came, he decided, as a side effect of her being the only femae they closely associated
with who wasn't blood related.

“Miss Skinner.” He greeted her with asmile. “ Y ou' re going to be on this boat too?’

Histeacher turned in surprise, smiled with pleasure to see him, then frowned. “Master Whistler, you
know that aproper young man never arts a conversation with awoman outside of hisfamily whenin
public.”

Jerin recoiled, hurt. “But I ve talked to you lots of times.”

“I know, lad, but | shouldn’t havelet you. ‘Once' leadsto ‘adways.’ Y ou'releaving Heron Landing,
where everyone knows not to mess with your sisters, and your sisters know where they live.”

Jerin nodded. “1 know not to talk to strangers, but you' re Miss Skinner.”
Abie Skinner amiled. “Thank you, Master Whidtler.”
“So, you're going to be on this boat?’
Shetried not to grin, then shook her head and laughed. “Y es, Master Whistler. I'm going home.”
“For avigt?’
“No, for good. | got aletter from Eldest.” She patted her pocket, and a paper crinkled under the pat.
“My scattered sstersand | have finally accrued enough money to purchase a husband of modest
breeding.”
“How wonderful!” Then theimplication sank in. *'Y ou’ re not coming back?”

“No.” She grinned widdly. “ Someone dse will have to force basic figures and reading onto willful young
minds”



“My sgterswill missyou.” He could think only that Doric would be crushed.

“Some of them. | will missthose ones.”

They had two cabins on the second deck. Jerin would share a cabin with one of hissigters. Captain Tern
would deep in the other cabin. They worked out a schedule where at dl times at |east two of the women
would be awake while the other two dept. One of his deeping ssters would aways bein the bunk under
the window while he dept. It was as safe as they could make thetrip.

That afternoon he took astroll on the sundeck with Summer and Corelle. He had stepped out of his
room intending to pull down hisveil. The unobstructed sight of the sunshine on the water checked him.
He climbed the Sairsto the sundeck with hisssterstrailing him.

Jerin expected Corelle or Summer to say something about hisvell being up, but they didn’t. Fedling
someplace between guilty and free, he walked the sundeck, moreinterested in the fellow passengers.
They gave him wide smiles and nods of greeting, but, with quick looks at hisarmed sisters, didn’t spesk
tohim.

At the stern, over the churning paddlie whedl, he met Miss Skinner.

“Tch, Mr. Whigtler, what are you doing?’ Miss Skinner reached up and tugged down the veil. “There
are people on this boat not to be trusted. If they thought you were an ugly thing behind that vell, they
might leave you done. Don’t tempt them by showing them how stunningly beautiful you are.”

“I"'m not sunningly beautiful.”

“Most women only see afew meninther lives. Their father. Perhagpstheir grandfather. If they arelucky,
abrother and their husband. Any other men they see are dways veiled. To them, anything with both eyes
and sound teeth is a handsome man. My family are portrait painters. My hand is not as good as my
ssters, so | decided to teach instead, to see a bit of the world. Before | |€ft, though, | had seen an
extraordinary number of men and paintings of men. Y ou, Mr. Jerin Whidtler, are the most sunningly
beautiful man | have ever seen.”

“Me?

“Yes, you.” Shetwitched the vell, artfully arranging thefold at his neck. “ So don’t tempt the scruffy lot
on this boat more than your mere presence aready does.”

“Yes, Miss Sinner.”

The next morning it wasraining. Captain Tern was guarding him while hissisters dept. Miss Skinner
cameto the door, bearing a gift.

“Here, | have something for you to look at.” It was alarge book, amost three feet square. She set it

down on the table and opened it to reveal maps donein gorgeous color. “Thisisan atlas. It has maps of
al of the countries of theworld.”



“I wish | could have goneto school,” Jerin murmured.

“Tch, I wouldn't have wanted the responsibility of keeping you safe, Mr. Whistler. It would have been
too easy for someoneto stedl you away, and then where would | be? All donein Heron Landing with the
Whidler girlsout for my blood.”

“Areyou happy about getting married?’ Jerin asked.
“Totel thetruth, I'm giddy asagirl.”
“Even though you don't know your husband at al?’

“Honestly” —she blushed—"1 haven’t thought much about him, just the babies. We had a brother, who
was killed ayear before we would have swapped him for ahusband. Maybe if we hadn’t grown up so
sure we would be married, it wouldn’t have mattered so much. Some days, it'sal | can think about,
having children of our own.”

“Redly?

She nodded unhappily. “Thefirst day of school and the last are dways the hardest. The seven-year-olds
comein that first day, oh so little and darling. Y ou just want to cuddle them. Y ou try to keep your
distance, but at the end of the year, when it’ s going to be months before you see them again—it just
breaks my heart.”

“I'msorry.”
“It'snot your fault,” she scolded.
“I mean—well, | guess| meanthat | fed sorry for you.”

“Don’t. I’'m getting married. W€ Il have baskets and bushel s of babies and get as blase about them as
everyonedse.”

“Blase?’ he asked, unsure what the word meant.

“Casud. Cardess.” She defined the word using ones he did know. “Ever been to asocid function and
watch the mothers with their babies? Oh, you can't hold the little boys—no one but family getsto hold
the boys— but they passthe baby girls off like sacks of wheat. Anyone can hold them aslong asthey
want. And they sigh over thefact that the baby girlsweren’t born boys. Y ou want to scream at them how
lucky they are, and how they shouldn’t take these hedlthy babies so lightly. And at |least once aweek you
wonder if you' re ill young enough to carry ahedthy child to term and survive delivering it. or maybe
you should avoid dl therisk, even though the thought of not being pregnant at least onceislike putting a
gun to your head and—"

She shuddered to a stop, and wiped tears from her cheeks. “I’m sorry. | shouldn't say things like that to
you. I’'m happy. | truly am.”

He reached out and covered her hand. “I’ m sure thingswill befine”

“Indeed. Holy Mothersarekind.” She sniffed, and forced hersdf to smile. “Well. I'll leave thiswith you
to study. Eldest can drop it a my cabin later.”



With that, she withdrew.

“She should have goneto acrib,” Raven murmured after Miss Skinner’ s footsteps had faded away.
“Got hersdf pregnant before this. It' swarped her.”

He could not help but fed that she wasright. “Are you married, Captain Tern?’

“No. Don't particularly want to be. | don’t get dlong well with my sisters, so | try to stay away from
home. Not everyone fits the molds of society.”

“Do you want children?’

Captain Tern congdered the question and finally shrugged. “1 don't like smadl children. Their noise—that
high-pitched squeding—and energy level grate on my nerves. Y ou can't reason with them. If you try
bribing them, then they get spoiled and throw fits. My baby sisters drove me out of my home. | couldn’t
gtand them. | certainly don’'t have adesireto raise any of my own. Still. | can’t imagine not having a
family. | send part of my paycheck home every week, and vist when | get londy.”

Thefirst deck of the steamboat had adining room. They had avoided it thefirst night, eating instead from
the food hamper. For breakfast and lunch of the next day, one of his sisters carried sandwiches back to
their cabinsto supplement the dwindling cache. By the second night, the food was gone. Reluctantly, they
went down for dinner.

Round tables, with chairsto st ten, crowded into the space, lit by chandeliers of il lamps. Eldest chose
atable with easy accessto the doors. She and Captain Tern sat on either side of Jerin, Summer and
Cordleflanking them. Jerin was the only one able to it and eat in peace.

Most women approaching the unoccupied chairs veered away after one hard ook from Captain Tern
and Eldest. When they were amost through with dinner, however, afamily of four ssters sat down,
ignoring the pointed stares.

“We have ahundred crowns,” the oldest-looking of the Sisters stated.

“So?"* Eldest looked as mydtified as Jerin felt.

“We'rethe Turners,” the oldest Turner said. “We were going to Suttons Ferry. There' s supposedly a
clean-run crib there. But we heard the talk since you’ ve boarded. Four boysin your family, and you're
taking thisone to market.”

Captain Tern put down her slverware and dowly did back her chair, her hands dropping down to her
gun belt.

Eldest growled softly. “ Shut your mouth! My brother isn't livestock.”

A younger Turner sigter leaned in. “What my sister is saying isthat your family throwslots of boys. We
were going to spend ten crown anight for one of us, probably Jolie here, to try for ababy.” She
indicated the youngest, amere teenager. “We re too poor to afford a hushand, so we' redoing it by tens,

asthey say.”



“My brother isn't for sdle,” Eldest said.

Y ounger Turner said, “WEe' re offering twice the crib price, twenty crowns, because he' s of good lines
and sureto be clean!”

“No!” Eldest shouted, drawing looks.
“Jolieisavirgin,” older Turner pressed. “ She' s clean. It would be ahundred crownsin only five nights!”
“My brother’ s priceisfour thousand and not acrown less,” Eldest said through clenched teeth.

Their jaws dropped.

“Four—four thousand?’ older Turner finaly stuttered, apparently torn between being angry and
laughing. “* Y ou'reinsang!”

“WEe re landed gentry with roya bloodlines and throw boys,” Eldest snapped. “ That’ sworth four
thousand to a peer!”

“But you can't be sure,” younger Turner said. “Thisismoney in hand. It'snot like you can tell when a
manisavirgin or not.”

“No,” Eldest said quietly.
“No onewould know,” younger Turner said.
“I would know,” Captain Tern stated.

“And who areyou?’ older Turner asked.

“Raven Tern, Captain of the Roya Guard, serving as escort to Master Whistler by order of Queens.

The Queens are sponsoring Mr. Whistler’ s coming out and it would reflect poorly on them to present
used goods.”

Jolie Turner laughed, which earned her ahard cuff from her older sgter.

“They’re not joking, Jolie,” older Turner snapped, and stood. “My apologies. Captain. Wewon't be
bothering you again.”

They watched the Turners make their way back out of the dining room.
“We re done edting,” Eldest announced, athough Jerin was the only one finished. “Let’ s go back to the
cabins”

It was Eldest’ sturn to deep while Captain Tern guarded the door. Eldest went into the cabin, but Jerin

held back, pretending to look out over therailing a the moon shimmering on the water, the star-studded
sky, and the black ribbon of shore between the two.

“Captain Tern,” Jerjn whispered so Eldest wouldn’t hear.



“Cal meRaven.” Captain Tern’slow voice came out of the darknessthat cloaked her.
“Raven, can | ask you aquestion?’
Beside him, Raven moved, and he took it to be anod.

Wetting his mouth, he asked quietly, “Do nobles actudly pay as much as four thousand crownsfor a
brother’s price?’

“Yes. The princesses paid nearly five thousand for their husband, Lord Kefer.”

Hefdt asif Raven had thrust asword into his chest. Histhroat constricted around that formless blade.
“Ren—Princesses Rennsdlaer and Oddliaare married?”

Raven moved asif gartled. “ The prince consort waskilled six years ago! Enemies of the crown had
filled the basement of Durham Thesater with gunpowder and et it off while the royd family were attending

aplay.”

Heturned away, ashamed that Raven might seetherdlief in hisface evenin the dark. Horrible man, he
thought. Her family dead, and you're relieved. You know she' s too far above you. You're only
landed gentry. Your grandmothers were thieves, spies, common line soldiers, and kidnappers.

“Magter Whigtler?” Raven touched his shoulder, then quickly took her hand away. 1 thought you knew.
Half theroya princesseswerekilled. It was all anyone would talk about for months. It was on the front
page of al—" She cut her sentence short as she remembered the normal limits placed on hissex. “Asa
man, you couldn’'t have read the papers. I'm sorry. | didn’t consider.”

“I wasonly ten.” Back then al he wanted to read from the newspapers were the seridl
stories—adventures of steamboat captains, river pirates, and card sharks. “My family might havetold
me, but it would have mattered little to me. Children are so self-centered.”

“Some adultstoo,” Raven added quietly. Jerin glanced a her, wondering if she meant him. Asif sensing
his expression, she said, “No, not you. Y ou strike me as bravely sdlfless. Y our family isputting you ina
difficult position, and yet you' re not complaining.”

“If I knew they werewrong, I’d complain,” Jerin said.

“Their reasoning, though, seems sound. One of our neighbors might be able to afford a brother’ s price of
two thousand. Surely anoble could afford twice that. One hears how wedlthy the nobility are. Their
estates encompass over a hundred thousand acres. Their houses contain ballrooms, gadights, and indoor
necessities. They eat fresh fruit in the winter off of plates made of gold.”

Jerin reached out and caught Raven’ swrigt. “Isit true? Arethey that rich? Isthere a hope that my family
can get the price they want? The price they need?’

“Some noble families arericher than you can ever imaging, little one,” Raven said. “ Some are poorer
than your family. Some of them will look at you and see what agood, beautiful young man you are. Some
will only seeyou asthe grandson of common line soldiers. Therewill be familieswhere the Eldest isfree
to choose any man she desires, and in other families the motherswill have to approve of you first.”

“Soit'sdl ‘maybe and ‘it depends.” ”



“Ya”

Jerinlet go of her wrigt, knowing she told him the truth, wishing she had lied. “A smple‘yes would have
been kinder.”

“No, it wouldn't have,” Raven said. “Much rides on how you and your family present yoursdlf. To get
what you want, you can't be carelessin your actions.”

“l see”

They stood in silence, absorbed in their own thoughts, asthe dark river murmured far below.

“Tdl me” Raven said after afew minutes, “what does your family mean when they say *ashining coin’?’
“It'salong sory.”

“We havetime.”

“My great-great-grandmothers were firs-generation line soldiers. We don’'t know what drove them to
enlist. Maybe it wasthat or starve.”

“For many itis”
“They won their way into the Order of the Sword, giv-ing them accessto the military cribs. Many
families chose only one man to father dl their children, to maintain theilluson of normalcy, | guess. My

great-great-grandmothers hadn’t, and it showed. My great-grandmothers were avery motley crew.”

Raven rubbed the Order of the Sword tattoo on the back on her hand. “1t sounds like me and my
ggers”

“Their mutt breeding, though, was what saved them. Apparently just looking at them lined up at the
court-martia inspired the judgesto believe my great-grandmother Elder acted a one when she committed
treason.”

Raven laughed softly.

“Still, they were discharged, stripped of pensions, and dl their daughters were barred from service. They
didn’t know anything but soldiering, and they started to starve to death. Grandma Teaended up in
charge of the family, and she managed to force the Sisters of the Night to take themin, train them as
thieves, but she wasn't happy. No retirement, no pension, no crib, no future except to dance at the end
of arope.”

“They dill tdll stories of TeaWhigtler. She was aforce to be reckoned with.”

“Oneday, dl the luck of the Whistlers changed. Grandma Tea had gone to her Mother Elder’ sgrave
and made abargain with her.”

Raven snorted but said nothing.

“Shetold her mother that she didn’t blame her for what she had done—being a soldier of the line wasn't



awonderful thing. Teal s mothers had no husband of their own, lost Sisters to diseases caught in the crib,
lost sstersfor causesthey didn’t understand, and lost daughters to the wet and cold and hardship of
following the drum. It was adow and steady grind. Many think it istaking them uphill whenitisonly
wearing them down.”

“Unlessasgter makesit to officer grade, yes, the army eatsfamilies.”

“Grandmother Tearecognized that her Mother Elder had made a desperate gamble to better their lot,
and lost—she grabbed for a coin tossed in the air and missed. If she had caught the coin, her sstersand
daughterswould have praised her. Instead they cursed her name and spit on her memory.

*“So Grandmother Tea made abargain. She needed an opportunity, that golden moment, where playing
loose and wild and reckless, like her Mother Elder had, gave her the dimmest chance to win. She
pledged that if her mother gave her the opportunity, just set the coin flying into the air, evenif shedidn’t
catch it, they’ d honor her memory.”

Raven shook her head. “And she got ashining coin?’ Jerin nodded. “ The day she was caught while
thieving by W lsbury. She convinced the generd that trained thieves would make excellent spies. That
led to being knighted and given the farm, and kidnapping Grandpa. Our family hasn't been poor and
garving sncethen.”

Eldest was gtill awake when he came into their cabin. He should have known that she wouldn't deep
until he was safein the room. She sat cross-legged on her bed, cleaning her revolvers.

“Be sureto secure the door,” she said without looking up. The shutter on the cabin window was dready
latched and a piece of lumber wedged in the frame to reinforce the shuitter.

Jerin locked the door and then propped the cabin’s chair under the door handle. He wondered how
much of his conversation with Captain Tern Eldest had heard. He felt vaguely guilty about talking to
someone outside the family about his fears—but none of his sisters could have answered his questions
about nohility. What Captain Tern told him, however, hadn’t settled hisfears. He changed into his
degping shirt, and then sat on his bed, chin on hisknees.

Eldest eyed him, reloading her revolvers without looking. “What' swrong, Jerin?’

“I’'mworried,” hewhispered. “What if we don’t get more than two thousand for me? What are we going
to do?’

“Don’'t worry.” She spun the cylinder on each gun, double-checking she had afull load. “If things come
to worse, we could sdll futures on Doric’ s brother price.”

“Futures?’ Jerin asked.

“Likegrain futures” Eldest did her pistolsinto their holster, hanging from her headboard. “A lot of
farmers sdl their cropsin the summer at a set price before the harvest. It hel ps them tide money over, but
it'srisky. Basically, it'saloan, and you put your farm up as collateral on the loan. People that don't ook
a it asaloan usudly losethe family farm.”

Jerin picked nervoudy at his sheets. “What if the market price of your crops goes higher than the set
price?



“That’ swhat the women that bought your crop are hoping for,” Eldest said. “Y ou don’t see the profit;
they do. That’ swhy the Whistlers don't sl futures. We don't work to make other peoplerich.”

“Why don’t you use my brother’ s price?” Jerin asked.

Eldest smiled, and hugged him suddenly. “Because | want ahusband, silly, not the money.”

Three days later they arrived at Mayfair. The city seemed to go on forever, Sunning even hissgtersinto
slence. Eldest took firm hold of hisarm with her left hand, keeping her right free to draw agun, and
didn't let go.

“Stay here.” Raven went down the canted stage to the crowded landing. The ship’s caliope started up,
drowning out al norma levels of conversation with bright loud music. Jerin watched the captain’s broad
back as she pushed through the milling crowds. Partway to the cobbled street, an odd thing happened. A
woman in awide-brimmed hat coming down the street glanced at Raven asthey passed each other. The
stranger started asif recognizing the captain, then ducked her face away. Raven, intent on the wagon,
seemed not to notice.

“Did you seethat?’ Jerin shouted at Eldest, standing beside him, as he kept watch on the mystery
woman. The woman had turned to watch Raven'’ s retreating back, and Jerin had amomentary stab of
fear for the captain.

“What?”’

“The woman. Did you see her?” Jerin pointed at the only figure that seemed to be standing till in the
crowd.

“I can't hear what you' re saying, Jerin! Who do you see?’

Hetook hiseyesaway only for amoment, to turn and shout into Eldesfs ear. “ That woman is acting
oddly.”

“Which one?’

He glanced back, and found her gone. “ She' s gone now.”
Eldest scanned the crowd. “Was she armed?”

He shook his head, and shouted back, “I don’'t know!”
“Here comes Raven!” Eldest pointed out the captain.

Raven waded back through the crowd, signding that they wereto join her. Eldest took hisarm above
the elbow to escort him down the stage. Raven met them at the foot.

“I’ve got ahackney hired,” Raven shouted to Eldest. “ Take Jerin over and I [l bring the luggage.”

Eldest nodded, not bothering to shout back. Eldest turned, apparently spotted Corelle and Summer, and
flashed hand sgnalsfor them to get the gear and follow.



“WEe Il get your stuff loaded and go straight up to the palace,” Raven told Jerin, pointing.

Jerin gasped. The city ran back to sandstone cliffs, which legped skyward in walls of rich tan. Crowning
the bluffs, with windows glistening like diamonds, sat an immense building. It was an architectural sprawl
of turrets and wings, gables and dormers, date roofs and copper cladding, gray stone veiled with ivy, and
windows— hundreds and thousands of mullioned windows. Too huge, too impressive, too nobleto be
anything but the royd palace.

“I’ve never seen anything so big,” Jerin breathed.
Hiswordsfell inamoment of silence asthe calliope paused between songs.

“It swhereyou' I be living for—for the next few weeks.” Raven said, then patted him on the shoulder.
“Go on to the hackney. Y ou can gawk through the window.”

He and Eldest pushed their way through the crowd to the closed carriage. While he climbed into the
hackney. Eldest waited outside for Summer and Corelle to catch up. He scooted across the battered
horsehair-stuffed seet to stare up at the palace. Ren and Odelia s home. He remembered Ren, standing
inthe Whigtlers' kitchen, watching him cook. How poor and lowborn he must have seemed to her.

He was aware of someone staring at him, and he looked down.

The young woman with the wide-brimmed hat stood before him, shielded from Eldest and the others by
the hackney. Shelooked at him with neither envy nor the open speculation that he had grown used to
during thetrip, that ‘ T wish | had him* or " Can | get him without being caught?* She seemed, insteed,
stunned by some surprising news.

Jerin gazed a her, wondering why she sought him out, what was so surprising about himsdlf. He could
find nothing familiar about her face, no hint that he might have known her long ago. True, theslvery line
of ascar ran from the corner of her left eye down the line of her chin to the edge of her mouth. The skin
lay smooth; the hedling had been perfect despite the fact she had nearly lost her |eft eye with the wound.
The scar, thus, did not disfigure her beyond recognition.

Infact, he would not say it disfigured her at al. At onetime, her face had been aharvested field under a
winter sky: barren of good features, containing no bad. Plain. Neither beautiful nor ugly. It had existed.

The scar gave her plainness character, like athick choker, or alarge bold earring. It spoke to Jerin of
strength and determination.

The woman had tensed when their gazes met. alook like fear going through her eyes. He had thought
Raven might be the cause for her darm, but then the woman didn’t glance to see where the captain was.
or what Raven was doing. Instead her eyes widened dightly, and Jerin redlized she had been somehow
afraid of him, and now shewasn't.

She stepped forward, reached out, and lifted hisvell.

Time stopped.

They froze there. He haf leaned out the window of the hired coach. She held the vell up with both
hands. Her eyes were green, green and changing as summer wheat, one moment dark as velvet, next light



as sk, with long thick dark eyelashes. Gorgeous eyes. How could he have thought her plain with such
eyes?

She gasped, asif surprised, and then kissed him.

He hadn’t expected it, and sat stunned during the touch of warm lips, the flegting exploration of her
swest cinnamon tongue, the brief touch of fingertips on his check.

Then shewas gone, hisvell drifting down, the calliope blasting forth into the sillence that had surrounded
them.

The hackney rocked, and Summer climbed in beside him. Sheleaned againgt him to look out and up at
the palace on the cliff. “To think, after al these years, the Whistlers are going to be guests there.”

Chapter 8

The hackney cab jostled and swayed through town, and climbed the cliff road. At the paace gate, Raven
leaned out to have them passed through. All the while, Jerin found himself pressng his hand to hismouth,
feding again and again the kiss of the stranger on hislips. What was wrong with him?Why did helet a
stranger kiss him? True, he had not expected the kiss, but still, once it started, once he was aware it was
happening, he should have stopped it. Was hein truth adut, unable to resist any woman' s advances?
Certainly, prior to Ren, he never had to resst awoman; hissisters kept al comersat bay. Ren certainly
hadn’t taught him anything in the way of resstance.

All thistime he thought—actudly, he still believed— hewasin love with Ren. If heloved her, why had
he let that woman kiss him? Gods above, he didn’t even know the woman' s name!

Eldest findly noticed his silence, the hand pressed to his mouth. “ Are you sick?’
Sick? Well, mentd illnesswould explain hisactions. “ Perhaps.”

“Should we stop and let you throw up in the gardens?’ Eldest asked. “It would be better than spilling
your accountsin the palace proper.”

“If hegoes, | go.” Summer looked dightly green from thejostling.
“Ah, Whidlers at their finest hour.” Corelle earned a cuff from Eldest.

“I'll befine,” Jerin muttered, blushing. Certainly with hisfamily pressed so close, hewould be able to
resist the next woman who tried to kisshim.

The cab came to a stop before the palace in avast paved courtyard and they spilled hastily out into the
fresh air. Women in the livery of the Queens unloaded the wagon as Raven paid the cab driver. The
servantswere of smilar coloring and height, making Jerin suspect they were Ssters.

“Thisisthe Queens mgordomo, Barnes.” Raven indicated the woman supervising the others, polished
in dress, face passive, but eyes deeply curious.
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“I’'m at your service,” Barnes said in greeting, giving ahdf bow. “ The Queen Mother Elder wishesto
meet you immediately. | must ingst, however, that no wegpons be kept in the palace. Anything you
surrender will be returned to you at the end of your stay.”

“Thereareriflesin our luggage,” Eldest stated, undoing her gun belt.

Jerin froze, unsure what to do. His mothers dways stressed that he should never go unarmed among
drangers.

Summer carried only the six-shooter but had three knives. Corelle wore two six-shootersand a
derringer, but no knives. Eldest matched Summer with knives, Corellefor guns, and then added two
pairs of brass knuckles and awire garrote. Barnes and Raven took the weapons without comment or
surprise. Jerin was amazed Eldest surrendered al her stash weapons, but apparently she judged the risk
of being caught with them in the presence of the Queenstoo high to warrant kegping them on her.

Which probably meant he should give up hisweapons. He gave Eldest aquestioning look, and she
nodded. Reaching into his pocket, he produced his derringer.

Barnes gartled visibly. “Holy Mothers above.”
Raven raised one eyebrow and accepted it. “Y ou know how to usethis?’

Jerin nodded, blushing at the thought of taking his knife off. Eldest rescued him by knedling at hisfeet,
reaching under the hem of hiswalking robe, and undoing the shin sheath. She made no move, thankfully,
to retrieve hislock picks; if she had, he would have discovered if it was possibleto die of
embarrassment.

Raven accepted the knife with adight, unexpected amile.

Barnes gave Raven an unreadable |ook, then turned to the Whistlers. “ Thank you for your cooperation.
Comethisway.”

Barnes led them through a portcullis and down agraveled path to a deep porch overlooking the gardens.
Wicker chairssat in aloose circle, facing one another. A tal stately woman sat waiting for them. She
wore agreen silk shirt, high-collared with long, narrow deevesthat matched her deep green eyes. A gold
circlet over her short, gray-tinged red hair proclaimed her as Queen Mother Elder. Besidesthe green
eyesand red hair, she shared her daughters deceivingly delicate features and fair skin.

Barnes announced them, waited until the Queen Elder dismissed her with awave of fingers, and bowed
out.

Queen Elder consdered Jerin with acock of her head and dightly pursed lips. After long minutes of
study, sheindicated that they should sit. A servant moved forward to pour tea, then faded into the
background.

The Queen Elder addressed Eldest. “I was one of seventeen ssters. There are only five of usleft. Iliness,
war, childbirth, and ns have weeded us down. We had twenty daughters, which are now ten. It
matters much to usthat the count is not nine. We are indebted that you put abrother to risk providing aid
to our daughter.”

“We merdly followed the law,” Eldest said quietly, choosing to ignore the fact she hadn’t been present to



consult on the matter. The law usudly held the entire family responsible for one sster’ saction. A family
could otherwise engage in wanton lawbreaking, sacrificing one Sster to savetherest if they were caught.
Theinverse, Jerin decided, must be that they were held accountable for good deeds too.

“Unfortunately,” the Queen Elder said, “when it comes to men, our people tend not to be law-abiding.
Finding astranger on their land, most women would have let their fear for their menfolk rule their actions.
In part, by rewarding you, I lift you up as an example. If we reto stand againgt our neighboring nations,
we cannot be fighting so between oursalves. Thiswas why the husband raids were outlawed. Thiswas
why blood feuds are forbidden. Thisiswhy thetraveler’ s-aid law was created. Our people must be
made to understand that their neighbors aretheir Ssters.”

The Queen Elder sipped her teaand they sat in sillence, unsure what to say.

Eldest findly cleared her throat and said into the silence, “ My grandmothers were line soldiers before
they were knighted. We are just landed gentry. We re aware of the benefits from bringing Jerin out with
your sponsorship—but we' re not surewhat thisal entails.”

“Wisdy said.” The Queen Elder amiled. “In the next three months there will be nightly socid eventsto
attend. Actually there will be savera on any given night; one picks and chooses—and oneis picked and
chosen, asthey aredl by invitation only. Normally, landed gentry such as yoursdlf would field only
invitations from the lower strata of the Peerage. With the sponsorship of the Queens, dl who wishto
curry our favor will invite you. There are dances, musicales, dinners, and picnics— window dressing for
the true event—bringing Eldests together with brothersin tow. Offers are made, negotiations follow, and
hopefully, by the end of the season all will be happily married.”

“It sounds like extended fairs.”

“I’'m sure the Season grew out of fairs. Unfortunately, in my view, things have gotten out of hand. I'm
afraid that members of the Peerage put too much importance on dress. Itisasign of how rich they are
that they can sink so much money into an ouitfit, then never wear it again. We have not invited you hereto
bankrupt your family by keeping up appearances, nor to be humiliated unfairly because you' re wise not
to waste your resources. As our guests, we intend to provide amodest wardrobe to your family.”

“The cogsaretruly prohibitive?’ Eldest asked.

“Fifty crowns.” She gave anumber that made Eldest startle, and then added, “ For each outfit.”

“Each?’ Eldest asked.

Jerin blanched. One hundred for Eldest and himsdlf to be made asingle set of ouitfits. Two hundred if
Summer and Corelle wereincluded. Multiply that by three or four. The numbers staggered him. Hisentire
brother’ s price could be swallowed by the cost of the clothes.

His ssters exchanged alook.

“Wewill haveto depend on your generosity,” Eldest murmured.

“Good,” the Queen Mother Elder said. “ The best tailorsin Mayfair were put on notice. A runner has
been sent to their shop with news of your arriva. Y ou will see them this afternoon.”



“Yes, Your Mgesty,” Eldest said, bowing her head.

The answer pleased the Queen for some reason. She offered cakes and they accepted, using their best
manners to negotiate getting the rich flaky pastry from the delicate china plates to their mouths using only
the silver dessert forks. Jerin remembered without prompting that he was the senior ranked mae at the
table, and thus responsible for refills. Hefilled everyone s cup without spilling adrop or trailing his
deevesintheliquid, dl thewhile grateful that their grandfather had drilled table mannersinto the family.
They even managed polite smdl talk, answering questions on the trip down and the health of the Sgters
and mothersthey’ d left behind.

“Y our family seems blessed with strong, hedlthy, beautiful children. Any birth defects?’

“None,” Eldest said proudly. “Our family has ways kept itsalf clean of inbreeding. If afamily can’'t pin
down amde from the time the first daughter isborn until the last daughter hits menopause, someforty or
fifty years, then the family shouldn’t reproduce in thefirst place”

The Queen Elder laughed for amoment, then sobered. “ There ismuch to do, and timeis growing
shorter. Barneswill show you to your apartment.”

Barnesled them up acurving flight of stairs and down along carpeted hall to a set of double doors.
These she opened to reved a spacious parlor, donein pale yelow damask-velvet wallpaper and cheery
yellow silk drapes and matching settees. On the left-hand wall, two doorsled to bedrooms. Jerin's
wedding chest sat untouched in the small corner bedroom with alarge four-poster bed. Barnes cdled this
bedroom the men’ s quarters. Hisssters' luggage had been unpacked into the richly carved mahogany
wardrobes of the much larger bedroom, which contained six elegant deigh beds.

“Will you be wanting baths?” Barnes asked Eldest.
“If it can be arranged,” Eldest said.

Barnes sgnaed ayounger woman with afamily resemblance to her standing at the parlor door. “Two
hip baths, hot water, and towelswill be brought up. It will be removed while you are a dinner.”

She showed them how the double parlor doors could be barred at night. She went on to quietly point
out that the parlor and women' sroom isolated Jerin’s bedroom from the rest of the palace. She
demonstrated how one of the parlor settees could be wheeled to block his bedroom door and used asa
bed. Surely even the most paranoid of ssterswould fed safe with their brother in this gpartment.

Jerinrecalled that in hissisters adventure novels, there were alway's secret passagesto the men's
quarters. The daring heroines used them to save their true loves from heartless mothers, cruel ssters,
abusive wives, and vile kidnappers. He sighed over the banks of windows, evidence that no secret
passage could open into his bedroom; Ren wouldn't be visiting him late at night.

A squad of servants, obvioudy younger sisters of the majordomo, brought up two copper bathtubs.
They set onein his bedroom, the other in hissisters' room to share, and poured buckets of steaming
water into them. All the while, the women sent curious glances hisway. It made Jerin blush—these
strangers preparing a place that he' d step naked into.

“The Queens have commissoned talorsfor you,” Barneswas saying. “They’ll be herein an hour.” The



tub filled, the servantsfiled out. Barnes followed them to the door, then turned, indicating alength of
tapestry fabric hanging from aloop in the calling. “Thisisthe belpull here. Ring if you need anything.”

Jerin glanced to hissster and saw the dight frown Eldest wore when irritated. Was she as baffled as he
was but too proud to ask? Summer and Cordlle studiously ignored Barnes, which probably meant they
were also ignorant. Luckily men were expected to be naive. He cleared histhroat and asked quietly, “I
don’t understand. Ring what?’

Barneslooked surprised. “The bdlpull. You pull on this, and it rings one of the bells down in the kitchens
to let us know you want something.”

“Redly?” Summer exclaimed. “How doesit do that?’

“There are cables on small pulleys run through the walls, going down to arack of numbered bells. You
pull here, and your bl in the kitchen rings. If you want anything, just ring.”

Jerin nodded, wondering what “anything” constituted. With atub, towels, and chamber pot a hand, he
could not guess what more they could want.

“The Queens keep country hours, so dressing gong isat Sx and dinner gong isat seven,” Barnes
continued.

“Dressing gong?’ Jerin asked.

Again the startled look from Barnes. “It’ slike abell sound, deep and not so sweet. Brassy, one could
say, kind of like hitting adipper againgt abig kettlelid.”

“What'sit for?’ Jerin pressed on.
“Soyou know it' stimeto dressfor dinner,” Barnes said.

“Y ou expect usto take that long to bathe?’ Summer half laughed, nervous that things were vastly
different with the nobility.

Barnes worked her mouth, considering words carefully before saying, “ Dressin one sdinner clothesas
opposed to one sdaily wear.”

That stunned dl the Whistlers speechless.
“Will that be dl?’ Barnes asked after amoment.
“Yes” Eldest murmured findly. “Thank you.”

Barnes backed out of the room, gpparently a habit from serving royalty, and closed the door. The
Whigtlers stared at the shut door in silence.

“Dinner clothes.” Eldest crossed to bar the door. “ They have clothesjust for eating?’
“Apparently,” Corelesad.

“Dally clothes. Dinner clothes. Party clothes.” Eldest counted on her fingers, squinting. “ 1 think we



should have asked for the reward in money and stayed home. We could have bought the storeand a
husband for the cost of these clothes.”

“A good husband isworth it,” Summer murmured. “Besides, we can resdll the clothesin our new store
later for at least haf their cost.”

Jerin glanced at hiswedding chest, thinking of the clothes within. What would he wear for dinner?
“WEe ve got an hour beforethetailors come,” Eldest said. “ Let’ s hurry with the baths.”
Thetailorswere afamily of a least seven women, with agoodly chance of many more not in attendance.

The ddest was asmall, bird-boned woman with sharp features and a bright chirpy voice. Her
sat-and-pepper hair was twirled up into abun by way of acharcod pencil, joined by a hemming guide
and apaternroller. A flock of younger sstersfollowed in her wake, carrying colorful ribbons and
swatches of fabric. It was obvious by the way they migrated about the room, emitting pleased twitters
over therich gppointments, that it was the first time the younger ssters visited the palace.

“My, my, my, what apretty little brother you have here.” The eldest tailor circled Jerin. “ Certainly makes
my job more pleasant. Nothing isworse than trying to make an ugly toad of aboy into something
someone would want in their bed.”

“ Someone bedded their mothers,” Eldest said.

“Fathers are bought, not mothers.” Thetailor grinned at her own wit. “I’ll enjoy making this one radiant.
| could even use him to set the next rage.”

“Rage? Eldest asked.

“The most popular fashion a the moment,” thetailor explained. “ They’ re started by the powerful or the
beautiful. The rage this season isto dress the family in atheme, say adark blue silk.” She snapped her
fingers. One of the younger ssters thumbed through her stack of fabric swatchesto select out severa
shimmering blues. “A shirt for the boy, avest for the Eldest, trousersfor the Mother Elder—that sort of
thing. In aglance, you can see who belongsto who.”

“If thisseason isjust Sarting,” Summer asked, “how do you know what isthe rage?’

A chorus of twittering laughter broke out from the flock of younger tailors, sllenced by alook from their
eldest. “Oh, ordersfor clothes start as early asthe end of last season.” Shetook the blue silks, and
examined each carefully inturn. “Normally arage sarts the last week or so of aseason and hitsfull force
at the beginning weeks of the next season. The ladies of Avonar started the family-theme rage the last
season while courting for a husband, and one could not have asked for a better starter of arage.
Powerful and beautiful in one package.”

“Y ou recommend a blue?’ Eldest asked.

“Thisonewould be perfect.” Thetailor held aswatch of cobat-blue silk stamped with ashimmering
design to Jerin' s chest. Theintimate touch of acomplete stranger made him blush, especidly with so
many people watching. “To bring out his eyes, not that they don’t jump out and grab you aready.
Landed gentry you might be, but | think you'll find no end to offers.”



Eldest aso seemed bothered by the tailor’ s encroachment. She rested ahand on Jerin’s back. Jerin
more felt than saw the gaze his older Sster directed over his shoulder at thetailor.

Summer drifted closer. “ Are there ever brothers stolen?”’

“Oh, yes.” Thetailor backed off unhurriedly, perhaps well used to possessive ssters. “Not out from
under the Queens' eyes, | would think, but anumber of boys are snatched each season. Oh, it’ s not the
peers you have to watch; they aren't the desperate ones. It’ sthose poor of resources: street vendors,
house guards, maids—"

“Tailors,” Summer added to thelist.

Thetailor laughed, unembarrassed. “Y es, there was at |east one case of such.” She sobered then, and
looked levelly at Eldest. “ Some boysend up in acrib, whored out to father children for the desperate.
Disease runs rampant in those houses; there' s areason the gods forbid us from sharing our husband with
thelessfortunate. Evenif you find the boy and free him, most familieswon't run the risk of adisease
taking out wives and children in the future. Guard thislittle sweetie well.”

“Weawayshave.” Eldest glowered at thetailor.

“Well"—thetailor turned avay—"thereismuch to do, so let us tart. It will take severa daysto prepare
awardrobe for your family: until then, you will need something suitable. Princess Odeliaadvised uson
your build, and we ve brought some clothes that should fit with some dterations. The peers of the
realm—" She shook her head. “They order clothes and then change their mind, usudly after they seethe
bill. Funny thing is, money is never the reason for them. No, no, the color iswrong, or the cut, or thefit;
they’ re dways too proud to say they cannot afford our clothes.”

Raven waited for Ren at the palace stable.

Ren swung down off her horse, and threw her reinsto her groom as a grin bloomed on her face. He's
here! Jerin’sfinally here!

“I wish | could believe that smilewasfor me.” Raven nodded in greeting to Ren.

“I’'m glad to seeyou too.” Ren swatted at Raven. “How ishe?’

“He sfine. Thetrip went well. No attempted kidnappings and only one offer to stud him out—which
was politely but firmly refused. Y ou might be interested to know that they’ re planning to hold out for four
thousand crowns.”

Ren paused. “They know we' re going to offer?’

“Actudly, | don’t think they have a clue. Sometimesthey’ re refreshingly naive about the whole thing.
They reason if they can get two thousand out of landed gentry, they should be able to get four thousand
out of nohility.”

Ren shrugged, said, “Not unreasonable,” and headed for the palace in long strides. The city clocks had

rung five o’ clock during her ride up—she had missed the dressing gong, and dinner would be soon. “I'm
willing to pay four thousand. HE sworthit.”



“Morethe point of their plan,” Raven said, faling in step with her, “isthat it lets them afford a husband of
good breeding, and the mercantile at Heron Landing.”

“The onerun by thosetiny old ladies? What was the name? Picker?’
“Thesame”

Ren started to strip off her sweat-stained clothes as soon as she entered her bedroom. Raven |leaned
againg the mantd, looking entirely pleased with hersdlf.

“So what do you think of him,” Ren asked, “now that you' ve had a chance to spend time with him?’

It was Raven' sturn to shrug. “Keep in mind that | have known only three menin my life. Y our father,
Kefer, and your cousin Cullen.”

Interesting, she doesn’'t consider Keifer as my husband, Ren thought, washing off dirt and swest.

“Of thethree,” Raven continued, “1 would say Jerinismost like your father, but only in the way apples
arelike oranges.”

“What doesthat mean?’
Raven looked annoyed at her own andogy. “Forget | said that.”

“Tell me.” Rentoweled dry. A middle Barnes sister had laid out her dinner clothes, knowing Ren liked
privacy for discussing matterswith Raven before dinner.

“Jerinis stronger of character than your father. | don't think Jerin would have let Keifer rule the roost
like your father did. He certainly wouldn't have let what happened to Trini occur in the next bedroom.”

Ren froze in the act of reaching for her shirt. “Don’t say that.”

“Keifer was poison for your family. Worse yet, Eldest and the otherstook it willingly. No one would put
their foot down, s0 he got away with everything.”

Ren forced herself to continue dressing, her fingers suddenly seeming too thick to deal with the buttons.
“True, but that' s over; Keifer isdead, and Jerin’ snothing like him.”

Raven conddered, her eyes digant. “The moretime | spend with Mr. Whigtler, themore | like him,” she
finally admitted. “1 think he’'sagood man, but | could bewrong. I've only known three menin my life,
Ren, and only one of them was aresponsible, reasonable human being. If | am wrong, Jerin could be far
more dangerous than Kelfer.”

“Meaning?’ Rentried not to let panicin. It was her captain’sjob to be paranoid, to seek danger where
it might not befound.

Raven reached into her coat and took out asmall pistol that she sat on the mantel beside her. A long dim
knifejoined the pistal. “Keifer was never thiswell armed, and certainly never trained by thieves, sies,
and assassins”

Ren sighed, thinking not of how dangerous Jerin might be, but of how her motherswould react to such



news. “Does anyone else know he was armed?’

“Barnes”

Which meant her mothers knew. She cursed softly. “Have any of my mothers met the Whistlersyet, or
will dinner bether first exposureto them?’

“Queen Mother Elder gave them aprivate audience. She wanted to appraise their socid skills—to seeif
tutors would need to be hired prior to them meeting polite society. I'm told it went well. Y our
sgesinlaw dinewith the family tonight, aswill the Whistlers”

Out with the old and in with the new.
Ren pulled on fresh boots as she considered how to put a positive face on the situation. Nothing cameto
mind until she went to comb her hair in the mirror. “Raven, drop atdeinto Barnes sear. Tell her about

finding Egan Wainwright raped and killed. Stiressthe fact that the Whistlerswitnessed it all, knowing that
Jerin had been adonelessthan amile from these rapist killers.”

“Andyou |l tdll the same to your mothers?’

“Not at dinner, but assoon as| can.”

The dinner gong sounded, muffled by the floors between it and them. Ren shrugged into her dinner coat,
reglizing belatedly she had spent the entire briefing on Jerin without aword said about the cannons.

“Did you learn anything about the thieves?’ Ren asked as Raven followed her out into the hdll.
“Not yet, but Jerin gave me an interesting idea. So far the thieves have killed everyone that might be

witnessto them, including that crudlty to Egan Wainwright. | have my staff checking to seeif any shipon
our list recently had part or dl of its crew killed off. | should have areport by tomorrow.”

“Jerin?’

“He' saman of surprigng intelligence.”

A Barnes sster directed Ren to the blue salon, where she found her in-laws, the ladies of Avonar, and
her mothers gathered. Her youngest ssters till hadn't graduated to forma dining parties. Odeliawas late,
asusud. Trini was absent and sent asketchy apology, complaining of amigraine; truth was, she refused
to ded with their in-laws. Lylia, Ren wasinformed, had gone to escort their cousins, the Moorlands,
upriver. The Whistlers were the only ones unaccounted for.

Ren poured herself a brandy and then sought Barnes ouit.

“Thetailors only finished dtering the premade clothes ashort while ago,” Barnes said in reply to her
questioning. “A youngest sister will be guiding them down as soon asthey are dressed.”

AsBarnes bowed off, Kij Porter drifted to Ren’sside. “Did | hear Barnes mention newly arrived paace
houseguests? Who rates that specia honor? Y our cousins?’

Ren covered her wince by taking asip of her brandy; the Porters were not the ones she would have



chosen asfirst contact for Jerin’sfamily. Asclose afriend asKij was, “pompous ass’ till defined the
Porter family asawhole. Families of old blood tended to be that way, due, perhaps, to inbreeding. She
suspected that the Porters were among the worst because, along with their name, thev retained the taint
of common blood. “The Whis-tiers. They’ re the ones that saved Odelia from drowning upland. My
mothers are sponsoring their brother this season.”

Kij made the polite noise of understanding. “A charity case?’

I’m going to marry him. Ren restrained theimpulse to say it doud: she didn’t want Jerin hurt if she
couldn’'t clear dl the hurdles between them. She nodded dightly, giving atight smile over therim of her
glass

“How very kind of your—" Kij paused, her eyesfocusing over Ren’s shoulder. “Well, | see that the task
will not be an odious one.”

Jerin! Ren turned, locking down on asmile that wanted to blaze across her face. At the sight of him,
only that control kept her jaw from clicking open. They had swathed himin layers of silk: ashort-deeved
under-tunic of deep blue that showed off histanned, muscular forearms; fashionably snug britches of the
same shade; and arichly embroidered waistcoat that came to mid-thigh to make the britches more
modest, and yet accentuated his wide shoulders. His silken raven hair was gathered into graceful falsand
smdl loose braids woven through with ribbons.

His ssters wore deep blue, high-collared silk shirts, and black silk dining jackets and dacks. Clean,
carefully groomed, and formally dressed, the women were nearly as striking as Jerin. Eldest Whistler led,
Jerin on her arm, the younger ssterstrailing behind in flanking pogtions. The Whistler family entered the
room with theferd grace of hunting wolves.

“They don’'t look like farmersto me,” Kij murmured as Eldest correctly approached Queen Mother
Elder first to pay respects.

“Their grandmotherswere knights,” Ren told her smply. Theless said about what €lsethe Whigtlers
grandmothers had been, the better. “ The title reverted after their deaths, of course, but the family remains

gentry.

' Just bardly,” Kij murmured. " Too bad—he' s quite pretty. I'm sure someone who doesn’t mind adding
alittle common stock into the line will be quick to snap him up.”

Pompous ass.

Ren knew that the Whistlers had never been before royalty, and doubted that they had ever beento a
forma dinner, yet she watched with awe asthey greeted each of her motherswith regal calm. After
bowing to Ren’ s youngest mother, Milain. the Whistler party turned, and Jerin saw her for thefirst time.
His smilewaswarm, shy—and stunning as ablow from agiant malet.

Kij drifted off, no doubt to warn her sstersthat the pretty stranger wasn't up to the Porter level of
breeding. Ren crossed to the Whistlers. Her mothers, bless them al, hung back so she had their visitors
to hersdlf.

“Whistler.” She nodded to Eldest. There was adark |ook that wasn't there before. Drat, they know
what | did with their little brother!



With that in mind, she cooled her greeting to Jerin to dl that was proper. It was dmaost maddening,
though, to be so close asto fed the heat of his body, be able to catch hislight scent, and yet be unableto
touch him.

She scrambled to find aneutral subject to talk about, findly settling on, “1 hope you had agood trip.”
“Uneventful, whichisalwaysgood,” Eldest said.

Queen Mother Elder caled for attention. “ Our esteemed daughters-in-law, ladies of Avonar, welcome
againto our dinner table. May weintroduce you to our guestsin our home this summer, the family
Whidtler.”

Asher Mother Elder named members of each family, Ren wondered if thiswas in someway a subtle cut
on her mothers' part. The Porters had been amost shamelessin their pursuit of aroya marriage, making
sure Keifer was dwaysin Princess Eldest’ s eye, and dlowing Eldest to take discreet liberties with their
brother. The Porters succeeded in their campaign, and regped the re-wards of being in-lawvsto the
crown, but Keifer had been abitter disappointment. If Ren had her way, the Porters would soon lose
their coveted position.

Queen Mother Elder had finished explaining the Whigtlers' tie to Prince Alannon and hisroya bloodline
when Oddlia gppeared in the doorway. She amiled brilliantly at Jerin and hurried to hisside.

“Whigtler.” Odeliagave aquick nod to Eldest, and then she caught Jerin’ sfree hand in hers. “ Jerin! It's
good to seeyou herel!”

“You look well.” Jerin reached out to brush back Odelia’ s bangs, away from where she had been
struck. “Hardly ascar. No one could ever tell.”

“Thanksto you.” Odelia beamed, looking more radiant than Ren had ever seen her. “Come, they’re
gtting for dinner.” She swept him away without aglance a hisssters. “I'm sure no one will mind if you sit
besde me”

AsRen gazed after Oddiain stunned amazement, Corelle whispered overloud to her sster, “1 don’t
know, Eldest—I think we better find some mighty big sticks, and soon.”

“Yup,” Eldest Whigtler murmured low enough so only Ren and her sisters could hear, and made a
motion with her hand. The younger Whistlers nodded to their Eldest and hurried after Odeliaand Jexin.
Cordle cut off amiddle Porter sster to claim the chair beside Jerin, and Summer flanked Odelia.

Ren sugpected if their guests had been anyone but the Porters, her mothers would have set the Sitting
arrangements back to the origind plan. Since the Porters were their in-laws, however, the dinner could
be consdered “only family.” Whatever the reason, their mothers made no move to correct things.
Perhaps Oddia had even counted on that; Ren could never understand the inner workings of Odelia's
mind.

Ren took advantage of the change and sat Eldest Whistler beside her, wanting a chance to mend their
friendship. They were, hopefully, going to be sigters-in-law.

Kij Porter took the chair to Ren’s other side. Asthefirst remove made its rounds, Kij leaned close and
whispered, “Isit true? Their grandmothers married Alannon?’



“Go look at his portrait upgtairs after dinner and compare.”
Kij made anoise of disgust. “ That proves nothing.”

“There sapaper trail. Do you think we wouldn’t check? Besides, it’ snot asif they came forward with
the claim. Our paths happened to cross when Odeliawas attacked, and the story came out.”

Kij gazed down thetable at Jerin. “Heis certainly a pretty one. We were thinking of offering for Dirich
Dunwood, but maybe we' Il go for roya blood instead.”

Ren covered her dismay. She' d forgotten that her ssters-in-law had been quietly searching for a

husband. She shot aglance at her Mother Elder. Were the Porters here not as asubtle dig at them, but to
provide away to marry Jerin off before Ren could get her sisters’ approval ?

After dinner they retired to the blue salon. There, Oddiaand the Porter sisters vied for Jerin’ s affection.
Ren did not have the heart to press him, so she stood back and watched as Jerin flustered under the
close attention. He flashed shy amiles a their compliments and witty remarks, but grew quieter and
quieter.

“Jerin’shad along day,” Ren findly murmured to Eldest Whistler. “ And he' s not used to this mobbing.
Why not send him up to your suite?’

“I'll takehim up.”

Ren rested ahand on Eldest Whistler’ s shoulder to keep her from going. “I’ d like to talk to you. Have—
can Summer and Cordlle take care of him?”

Eldest studied her with ice-blue calm, then nodded. “We should talk.”

Good-nights were said, the younger Whistlerswent off to their rooms, and Ren led Eldest to her study.
Ren poured out brandy, offered good cigars, and then said, “ Y ou seem angry a me.”

Eldest Whistler poke dowly, obvioudy choosing her words carefully. “ Shdl | say that | was
disappointed when | learned what liberties you had taken with my brother?’

“Corelle saw us, then,” Ren guessed.

Eldest nodded. “ And told the first moment it was useful to her to do so.”
“I'm sorry,” Ren murmured.

“This sponsoring of Jerin. I’ syour ides, to make amends?’

“In part.” Ren considered and decided. “1 love Jerin. It would make me happy to marry him. If | had
been born Eldest to another family, | wouldn't have left your farm without a marriage contract.”

“But we' retoo far beneath the princesses of the realm,” Eldest said bitterly, dmost spitting the word
“princesses.”

“Except for aquick ddliance.”



“Perhaps not.”
Eldest looked up sharply, and then frowned. “Y ou toy with me.”

“No. My first hushand was politically agood choice. Keifer was also a spoiled, salf-centered,
manipulative brat. He played my sisters against one another to get hisway. He threw fits, threw food,
threw dishes, pouted, cried, and withheld sexua services. The public appearance at the theater was
typicd of hisrefusd to listen to common sense.”

“1 would have spanked him,” Eldest murmured.

“I wished my sister had, often. Perhaps she would be dlivetoday.” Ren sghed. “ Kefer was everything
that Jerin is not, including a bloodline that traced back twenty generations. | have asked my mothersto
alow amarriage between our families. To be frank, without Prince Alannon’ s blood, they would have
never agreed to consder Jerin. | don't know if it's enough, though, for them to decidein favor of a

marriage.”

“I see” Eldest Whidtler said, face controlled againgt any emotion that she might have been feding. A
soldier’ sface. How many generations before that military stamp would breed out?

“My mothersthought it would be unfair to raise your hopesfor aroya match,” Ren said. 1 thought you
should know, so you can keep it in mind when the offers for Jerin comein.”

A trace of asmileflitted across Eldest’ sface. “Y ou don’t want us to accept any offer before you can
make yours.”

“Y%"

Eldest stood swirling the brandy in her glass, considering, and findly sighed. “And how long must we
wat?

Ren hesitated before saying, truthfully, “I don’t know. | know your family made agood first impression.
| know that my mothers are now convinced of your roya bloodline. I know that | love Jerin. and that
Oddiaismost likely favorable to amatch. Lyliaisjust old enough to marry, and anxious for her wedding
night. She'll be sivayed by Jerin’s beauty done, | think. Trini suffered at Keifer’s hands, and will
probably not endorse any man, which my motherswell know. Halley—if she’ sto befound, if she's
dive—she'll bethe difficult one to sway; she was not happy with our first marriage.”

“So the rumors aretrue; Princess Haley ismissing.”

“For months.” Ren sighed. “ She has never dealt wdl with the murder of my sigters. At midwinter she
said not to worry about her, that she’ d be gone for awhile, then vanished.”

“Can you make an offer without her?’

Ren shook her head. “I don’t think | can. Halley is much better Eldest material than |, and so her word
carries much weight with my mothers. They might decide to wait for her to regppear.”

Eldest Whidtler sghed, and waslong silent. “Wewill et you know of any offerswereceive, and give
you achance to counter them, but we can’t wait forever. We need Jerin’ s brother’ s price aweek after



his birthday. We ve made arrangements to buy the mercantile a Heron Landing from the Picker ssters,
and they’ ve given us only until then to buy it, elsewe pay apendty.”

Two months. Ren nodded, feeling sick. Halley had been gone for eight months. Sixty spare days did not
seem enough time.

“Excuseme,” Eldest murmured, “but | should go and tend my family. They're ill unsettled, thisbeing a
new placeand al.”

“Of course” Ren said. “Good night, Whigtler.”
“Your Highness.” And Eldest Whidtler Ieft with abow that was hardly more than anod.

“Gods above, Hdley.” Ren murmured to thefire. “Where are you? Are you even il dive?’

Chapter 9

It had been anight of nightmares and Ren jolted awake a dawn. A light rain during the night had
dampened the fireplace ashpit, and the ghost of winter fires lingered in the room. Ren tumbled from her
bed 4till haf adeep and flung open the windows. After a couple of deep breaths of clear summer morning
air, she sat on the window seet, staring as the sun turned the river molten, letting the glitter fill her eyes
and blot out the night images. Her nightmare had been twisted by fears of losing Jerin. Halley was missing
in aburning building, while the dwarflike shopkeepers from Heron Landing were carrying Jerin off to
marry astranger. No, it wasn't difficult to tell what had triggered her nightmare.

Where had Halley gone? Moreimportantly, how could they get her back in time?

While Hdley hadn’t said where she was going, it hadn’t been hard to guess why sheleft. More than any
of them, Halley had been marked body and soul by the explosion that killed their Sisters and husband.

Typicd of Oddia sluck, Odeliahad not goneto the theater that night. Ren could never remember why,
except ahazy notion that it came as punishment for some small crime. Trini, fortunately, had not gone
either— shewas Hill recovering from Keifer’ sunnaturally vicious treetment of her. Lyliaand the youngest
sigters, of course, were too young to take to the theater. With their husband, Keifer, dl ten oldest
princesses, however, and two of the middle princesses made arare gppearance a a public performance.

After Sx years, odd memoriesremained crystd clear. A virgin layer of snow had covered the city, not
yet touched by the omnipresent soot of deep winter. They arrived late, delayed by another fit of anger
from Kefer, and the great arching windows sent pillars of light into the night. Ren and Halley came
through the doors a step behind Lieutenant Raven, and the music struck them dl of a sudden, asif they
had been deaf up to that moment. Behind them. Eldest ignored Raven’ s older sister Hawk as she
explained that they hadn’t vetted the building yet due to the sudden plans and pleaded for the royd family
to wait in the coaches. They swept up the stairsto the Porters private box, where ahandful of ancient
Porter mothers aready waited. In the next box over, their middlie M oorland cousins acknowledged the
princesses with dightly cool nods—they were il angry with Keifer for dapping Cullen.

The operawas Barren Winter, which had been banned for two generations. The princesses settled into
the Porters box as the opera s opening lines reminded the audience that Ren’ s great-grandmothers had
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gplit their roya daughtersinto two families. Ren’ s grandmothers married Michael and took rule of
Queendand. The younger ssterstook Rafael as a husband and were given the newly annexed idand of
Southland torule,

Ren started out bored. She knew the story well, the events having triggered the War of the False Eldest,
and the repetitive nature of the lyrics annoyed her. Ann Kinsen, however, gave a brilliant performance as
Michad, her powerful dto sweeping Ren up in the story of aman’s serility destroying hisfamily and
country. Asthe younger Ssters grew more strident in their demands that their children be considered
heirs of the childless elder Sgters, the more tortured Michael became by his affliction.

It was Queen Titia, however, who made the operapainfully real and persona. Nana Titiahad been a
woman forever undecided. To wear the red shawl or the blue one. To it next to thefire, or near the
lamp. To take thefish, or eat thelamb. She wavered on the smdlest of details, dwayswith atwittering
laugh to cover her awareness of her own weakness.

There on the stage, with her embarrassed polite laugh, Titiadithered about delivering a secret offer to
share anoble husband, an option that would have saved Eldest from visiting the disease-ridden cribsin a
desperate attempt to produce an heir. Titia hesitated when action would have prevented pregnant
Beatrice’ smurder and thus the entire war. She wavered as Michadl begged for divorce, which would
have alowed him to escape the sense of responsihility for the growing tragedy that ultimately led to his
auicide. Shevacillated instead of stopping Cida s bloody revenge a the war’ send, letting their
imprisoned youngest Sisters and nieces—including the infants—to be beheaded in one gory afternoon.
With adowncast look and a soft laugh, she refused to make any decision that would have saved her
ggters, her husband, and afull score of innocent children—girlsthat could have been Ren’ s mothersif
they had lived.

In a stunned moment, Ren redlized that the true source of tragedy hadn’t been Michadl’ s sexility, but
Tit-ia' sindecision. Ren thought of her nana, how rarely she smiled, how she often “stared out the
windows of the paace crying, how shelived into her nineties knowing she destroyed almost everything
sheloved. For her poor heartbroken nana, for the grandmothers she never knew, for her
might-have-been mothers that had been killed in anger, Ren wept.

Ren’sdder ssters and husband heard her crying. They shot cold looks a her—silent ordersfor her to
cease her sobbing. Finaly, Keifer leaned against Eldest and whispered his digpleasure. A hard ook, a
flick of hisfingers, and she was bundled up to be taken home.

Oh, she hated them so that night, for not weeping, for not being touched by this horrible tragedy that
happened to their family, for scolding her with their slent disapprova, for sending her homelikea
screaming infant. She sood on the front steps, weeping openly now, waiting with aguard for the roya
coach to be brought around.

She would get back at them somehow. She would make them pay. Only Halley would she spare, for
Halley followed her outsideto find out why she was crying.

“They should have spared the children,” Ren said as she took the handkerchief that Halley offered. “If
they hadn’t split the family, those would have been their own children that they killed. The children would
have been our mothers.”

“Their mothers and father had been executed.” Halley scowled at her. “ Do you think you could take that
hatred to suckle at your breast?’



“They had done nothing wrong!”

“If we had aunts that executed our mothersfor fighting over ajust cause, would we camly accept them
asour new mothers, or would we rebel 7’

“Merrilee was just seven monthsold.”

“And Livi was seven, and Wren was seventeen. Which ones do you spare? Where do you draw the
line?”

“Itwasn't right,” Ren inssted, hunching her shoulders.

They fell into sllence, recognizing that they couldn’t agree on thisissue. It snowed in huge, dowly drifting
clumps, like goose down falling to earth. The coach appeared at the corner. Halley nodded to her and
started back up the sairs.

At the theater door Halley stopped, and bluntly announced, “I hate him.”

“Sodol.” Ren knew she meant Keifer.

“| don’t want to be married to him.”

Ren scoffed, “We don't have achoice. The royd family isnever going to split, not after last time.”

Halley glared at her.
In the silence between them rose Michad!’ s poignant arialamenting the death of innocent children.

There was amuffled noise, like adistant cannon being fired. Then aroar of noise and light whiting out
her senses as the explosion smashed Ren down the steps. She landed in dush, bitter cold on her face and
hands, flames aready furnace-hot across her back.

Six yearslater, amemory, broken free by her nightmares, suddenly surfaced. The moment before the
explosion, Halley broke the slence and said with heartfelt spite, “I wish Keifer was dead.”

The murder of their Ssters held them al prisoner. Trini wore the scars of Keifer’ s cruelty asif they were
gtill fresh. Lyliarushed to be an adult, tofill the void that their Ssters’ deaths created. Oddliaretreated in
the opposite direction, trying to dodge the responsibility that made them targets. Ren resisted all
suggestions of marriage—until she met Jexin.

Hdley, though, had been consumed. She abandoned everything to find their sisters’ killers. It had
mydtified them dl, the way she devoted hersdlf to the search.

Sitting on the window sedt, trying to forget her nightmare. Ren remembered Halley’ slast words, and
redlized the truth. Halley’ d wished Keifer dead, and in that instant, he died—and with him, dl ther

sgders
Halley was searching for someone other than hersdlf to blame.

“Y ou' re thinking of the bombing.” Raven had knocked, and entered at Ren’s cdll, finding her on the



window sedt, still stunned by theinsght to Halley’ ssoul.

“Yes. | think | findly redized why Haley vanished.”

“Any ideaasto where?’

Ren shook her head. “No, and if I'm going to offer for Jerin, | need to find her soon.”

Raven looked pessmidtic. “| have been searching for her, discreetly, not that any of my people could
bring her home againg her will if they found her.”

Ren snarled acurse, getting up to cross the room to the washbasin. “1 can’t offer for Jerin without
Halley. | can't put word out to Halley that | need her back to make an offer; if | did, theworld would
know.”

“It might be the only thing to make her surface.”

The newspaper story of the attack on Odelia should have brought her running. Ren could think of
only one reason why Halley hadn’t regppeared when Odeliawas wounded.

“It would add fue to fire the rumors about her.” Ren splashed cold water onto her face; it dampened old
tearsthat burned anew. She leaned over the bowl, water dripping from her face, blinking away the st
firein her eyes. “Plus our enemieswill then know that sheistraveling without roya guard.”

Raven held out the hand towd. “I’ [l set more people on finding her. Quietly.”

Ren scrubbed dry her face. “Would it put you short on finding the Prophets?’

“Oh, yes, the cannons. We found the ship they used to trangport them from Heron Landing. The
Onward. The cannons were unloaded, herein Mayfair, the night before we arrived.”

Ren started to smile, then remembered Raven' stheory on how they could find the ship. “The crew is
dead?’

“Thethievesincluded two kegs of ae, heavily laced with arsenic, with their payment. The captain and
eight of her sgtersare dead. Six more are not expected to live.”

Ren jolted at the name of the poison. “Did any surviveto talk?’

“Nonethat interacted with the thieves directly,” Raven said. “ Those who did survive told us the captain
was hired in Heron Landing to pick up ten heavy crates downriver, and give passage to the gentry family
riding herd on the cargo.”

“What made them think the women were gentry?’

“Cut of the clothes they wore, the way they talked. There were eight to ten of them in their late teensand
twenties, fair of coloring, average height and weight.”

So the cannons were here nearly ten days ago. Most of the witnesses were dead. Dozens of ships had
come and gone during that time.



“So our haystack grows again.”

“They only had afew hoursto hide the cannons before my ordersto check al incoming and outgoing
cargo arrived in Mayfair. There' s hope we can run them to ground. We also have alead.”

Raven reached into her vest pocket and pulled out afolded piece of paper. It wasaleaf of common
foolscap, cheap in quality, thefool grinning a her in the watermark. With alight hand, someone had
covered one side of the paper with pencil shading, revedling a series of crude pictures marching across
the paper like letters.

“What' sthis?’

“A trick | picked up. If someone has written on the top sheet of apile of papers, the next sheet down
retains an impression of the writing. Y ou can capture the impression by shading the page with agraphite
pencil.” Raven grinned smugly. “ The drawings are written thieves  cant. Apparently the thieves wanted
the cannons e sawhere. During thetrip, they tried to talk the captain into changing the scheduled stops
and couldn’t. They also tried to hire the ship out once they arrived at May-fair, but didn’t want to wait
for the two-day layover that the Onward had planned. They borrowed paper to write out this note and
sent it by runner. A short time later awoman showed up with some roustabouts and wagons to unload
the cannons. Lucky for us, the gentry returned the unused paper.”

Ren gazed at the crude drawings. “Can you read it?’
Raven's mouth gathered into a chagrined smile. “No.

I’'m trying to track down someone who can read it and yet would be unlikely to beinvolved inthis case.
| don’t want to tip off our thieves.*

Ren stripped out of her deeping shirt and started to dressin the clothes laid out for her. Theidea of
waiting chafed. Thelonger they waited, the less chance they had of finding these murderers. Shewas
buttoning her dacks when an idea cameto her. “1 wonder—do you think the Whistlers still know their
thieves cant?’

Raven shrugged. “Can’t hurt to ask.”
Eldest Whistler nodded through their explanation as she wordlesdy studied the paper. When it was clear
that they had no more to say, she shook her head. “It isn't cant. It looks like cant, but itisn’t.”

“Areyou sure?’ Raven tapped a square with two whed-like circles at the bottom of it. “Thisis wagon.
Everyone knows that much cant.”

“Yes, that's wagon.” Eldest went on to name afew other words that even Ren could make out just by
the pictures. “ There slots of commonly known cant in it, but the rest—it’ s like someone made up
picturesfor the wordsthey didn’t know.”

“Areyou sure the cant hasn’t changed since your grandmothers knew it?” Ren asked, sinceit had been
over fifty years since the Whistlers were part of the Sisters of the Night.

Eldest shook her head. “ The Sisterhood assumes that anyone can learn enough cant to fake a message,
S0 cant has a second level which actslike asecurity check. There are things like the number of pictures



per line, and a certain set of words that have to appear at least once in the message. Sometimesthere’'sa
series of itemslisted— like five gil, two pistols, and seven quinces—where the items aren’t important,
only that al but the last number add up to the last number. Five and two are seven. Written cant Started
out asaway to communicate with illiterate members of the Sisterhood, but it evolved into ameansto do
busi ness without having to worry about the authenticity of the message.”

“ So someone is throwing suspicion on the Sisters of the Night.”

“Or just sedling agood idea,” Eldest said. “ Part of thisisaset of directions on where to take the cargo.
Mill on Dunning Street. | can't read the rest, though this part might be awoman’s cant name: Black Hat.”

Eldest Whigtler and Corelle volunteered to join Ren in the pursuit of the cannons, reclaming their
wegpons with gresat enthusiasm. Asthey rode down off the palace s high bluff, listening to Raven outline
her plan to storm the mill, however, their eagerness faded into distaste.

“If it'snot to your satisfaction, Whidtler,” Raven findly said in her blunt way, “what would you suggest?’
Eldest shot the captain a cold ook, and then shrugged. Y ou’ re doing the best with what you have.
Troops, though, are best for fighting big noisy wars on battlefields. Hours before you manage to push
those troops through city traffic, the thieves are going to know you' re coming. Not only could this get
very messy, but there’ sachance they could dip the cannons out in the confusion.”

“And?’ Raven saidd with the air of not hearing anything she didn’t know.

Eldest shrugged again. “If you had asmdler force of women, doing what my grandmothers did under
Wells-bury, they could move through the West End without notice, scout the mill, and take out the
thieveswith much lessfuss”

“Unfortunately, | don’t have such aforce,” Raven said. “Y our grandmotherswere singular in their
traning.”

“Not quite. They trained us.”

Ren saw where this was going and started to shake her head. “No, I'm not going to put you at risk!
These women have killed everyone who has crossed their path.” Jerin would hate meiif | got you two
killed.

“And there’ sonly two of you,” Raven added. “ The reports put twenty roustaboutsin the employ of ten
gentry. Y ou would need amiracle to diminate that many by yourselves.”

Eldest shook her head. “I wasn't talking about taking them out. We could scout the mill, find out what
your troopswill be marching into, and make sure the Prophets aren’t dipped out.”

“Y our Highness?' Raven turned to Ren with aclear look of “They will beyour ssters-in-law.”
“Whistler honor.” Eldest held up her hand in pledge. “Wewon't run unnecessary risks. We'll befine”
How could Ren keep them safe and yet keep them as equals? In truth, she couldn’t do both. And equals

they had to be in her eyes or there would be no hope of the Whistlers being considered peers by the
nobility. Shewould release a noblewoman on her word of honor, and so she must |et the Whistlers take



thar risks.

“| sedl you to your word—no unnecessary risks.”

Ren worried asthey rode to the barracks, gathered the troops, and marched them into the city with the
rattle of drums and the incessant call of “Makeway! Makeway!” The narrow city streets required the
column to be four abreast, twenty-five rows stringing out to create a scarlet centipede stamping its way
through West End. A narcissitic young lieutenant by the name of Cowley rode at the head of the column
on ashowy white mare. Raven kept shadow-close to Ren and her guard in the rear.

Many of West End’ s Streets were meandering tracks, following what once were footpaths through a
wood of live oaks. Dunning Street, however, turned out to be along straightaway, narrowing dowly in
degrees, ending a the doors of the mill.

Ren scanned the crowds of onlookers as they made their way down the street, looking for the Whistlers.
What had happened to them?

Cowley called for ahalt, and the drumsrrattled and dropped silent. Over the heads of the infantry
women, Ren could see Cowley dismount to try thetall, wide mill doors. The lieutenant obvioudy found
them locked as she moved off to one side and motioned the first rank in position to force them open.

Suddenly gunshots, muffled by the wals of the mill and distance, echoed up the street. A single shot,
then ascore, sounding like astring of firecrackers.

The women in the front line ducked out of habit, but didn’t move to return fire—obvioudy the shots
weren't aimed a them.

The Whistlers! Ren cursed hotly. “Get the door open! Get insde!”

The shooting continued as Cowley barked out orders and the second line crowded up beside thefirgt,
shouldersto the door. The drummer took up a beet to coordinate their efforts.

Comeon! Come on!

A long sharp whistle from a nearby rooftop caught Ren’ s attention. She glanced up and saw Eldest
Whidtler crouched beside achimney. Eldest pointed down the street to the doors, shouting something
unheard over the wind and the rattle of the drum. She made a hard chopping motion with her hand, made
afigt, and let it fly open, then pointed urgently to the shop door beside Ren. She started to repest the
whole sequence when Ren recognized thefirst hand sgnd.

Trap!

But what kind of trap did you lay for an army? Ren gasped as the second signal became clear.
Grapeshot! The thieves had the cannons |oaded with grapeshot and pointed them down the Street.

“Ambush!” Ren shouted, throwing hersdlf off her horse. “ Get to cover!”

“Take cover!” Raven repeated, though it wasn't clear if she had seen Eldest hersdlf or just took up the
cry. “Take cover!”



There was a muffled thud and a flash of fire from the mouth of the street. Out of the corner of her eye as
sheraced for the shop door, Ren saw the mill doors flying outward on a plume of fire, blown off by smdll
explosives st a their hinges. Flame and smoke engulfed Cow-ley and the front line, asthe great doors
skipped and jumped down the Street on the force of the explosion.

The tableau beyond the blasted doorway stamped itself on Ren’ svision. Two cannons, the cyclopean
eyes of their barrds pointed straight down the street, sat in temporary cradles behind awall of sandbags.
Like so many cornered river rats, twenty women in dirty ragged clothes crouched around the cannons,
two dready lowering the burning wand of afuse lighter.

“Take cover!” Raven shouted again, somewhere behind Ren.

The cannons roared, spitting out flame and screaming grapeshot.

Ren flung hersdf through the shop door. She had an ingtant impression of heat and fresh bread—it wasa
bakery. Then, through the open door behind her, like a sharp hailstorm of desth, the grapeshot blasted

up the dtreet, shredding everything in its path. Women shouted in horror and screamed in pain; some of
their cries cutting off abruptly. The abandoned horses went down, great bloody dashes laying them open.

And then therewas slence.

“Return fire!” Ren shouted, scrambling back to the shop door, hoping that someone was diveto hear
her. “ Stop the next volley! Return firel”

The street reeked of blood and viscera. Her troops had tucked themselvesinto every acove and
doorway. Her yelled commands shook them out of their shell shock, and they returned fireina
thunderousvolley.

Where the hdll is Raven? Has she been killed?

Half the thieves were rel oading the cannons, ignoring the rain of bullets, while the other half kept the
roya troops at bay. If they managed to reload and fire, her troops would be cut to ribbons.

“Set bayonets and charge! Engage in hand-to-hand!” Ren shouted, working her way down the street
from nicheto niche, tearing her voice ragged in an attempt to be heard. “ Chargel”

They heard her and obeyed, probably out of fear of facing the cannons once more. More than haf her
women lay dead in the street, but the remaining ones surged forward. Forty trained soldiers against fewer
than twenty river trash. The fight was bloody but quick.

Silencefd| again, broken only by the moans of the wounded.

“Takeahorse” Ren said to aprivate, ayoung girl who looked barely sixteen. “Return to the barracks.
Tell the commander we need wagons for the wounded, and more troops to clean up this mess.”

The girl nodded repeatedly, eyeswide, asif she had seen too much today.

Ren set the remaining survivorsto searching for the cannons and thieves. She dso gavethem
descriptions of the Whistlers and ingtructions that they shouldn’t be harmed. Raven gtill hadn’'t made an
appearance, so Ren stumbled back up the street, heartsick, looking for the captain’ s body among the
dead. Her other bodyguards had been from the palace guard, arotating handful from nearly two hundred



women. Raven, though, had been with her for over ten years, had been there on the night of the
explosion, had been her captain Since that night. To lose Raven would be likelosng asger.

She made it back to the bakery shop without asign of her captain.
“Hoy! Princess”

Ren looked up at the call and found Corelle Whistler, leaning against the doorway of the bakery,
splattered with blood, looking pale but smug. “Corellel” Ren cried. “Where€ s Eldest? Have you seen
Raven?’

“We found the captain out cold. Eldest is patching her up. I'm afraid that any othersyou' re missing are
dead.”

Ren nodded, too relieved to care now. She’'d mourn later. She brushed past Corelle, anxiousto see
Raven with her own eyes.

“You'redive” Eldest said, glancing up when Ren entered. Raven dumped in awooden armchair, face
pale under astain of blood, eyes closed, coat off, and blood-soaked shirtsdeeve cut away. A strip of
white bandaging was wrapped about her temple, aspot of red growing on it as Ren watched with
concern. “We thought with so many trigger-happy regulars, we should keep out from underfoot.”

“How isshe?’ Ren asked, torn between staying out of Eldest’ sway and wanting to reassure herself with
atouch.

“I'mnot sure.” Eldest mummified Raven' s shoulder, her hands and the bandaging blood-tainted from
Raven’ swound. “I don't have my grandmothers experience with battle wounds. Head wounds always
bleed alot, and the shoulder looks shalow to me. Y ou'’ Il want someone who knows what they’ re doing
to look at her, though.”

“I'm—I’'mfine” Raven muttered, her eyesfluttering open. She eyed the shop asif seeing it for thefirst
time. “Ren, Y our Highness, wereyou hit?’

“No.” Ren reached out to grip Raven’ s unhurt shoulder. “I’m fine.” She thought then to ingpect the
Whistlers. They looked asif they had been dragged down abloody street behind awagon, but there
were no visible bullet wounds. “ Thanks for the warning. Are you two al right? What happened? We
heard shots.”

“It'swhy we came aong.” Eldest shrugged, then looked sheepish. “We had worked our way into the
mill. When we redlized they were laying atrap for you and tried to pull out, they spotted us. It might have
been trickier for usif your people hadn't started beating on the doors. It kind of spooked them.”

“What happened with the cannons?’ Raven asked.
“There were only thetwo to be seen,” Eldest explained. “But the others might till bein the city. They
had coal wagons and buckets of codl. | think they were |oading cannons on the wagons, then spreading

coal on top of the cannons. It'san old trick.”

Raven gtarted to nod, and then winced. She reached up with trembling fingers to explore her bandage,
but Eldest caught her hand before she could.



“Eh, eh,” Eldest scolded. “1t' samost stopped bleeding. Touch it, and you'll start it going again.” After
shewas sure Raven listened to her, Eldest continued her story. “ There were five door guards and fifteen
more women insde playing cards, deeping, and waiting. There were three women that seemed to be
running things. walking rounds to the guards, keeping the others quiet, and such. Soon after we heard the
drums start, two gentry rode up.”

“Gentry?’ Ren asked.

“They were dl spit and polish,” Corelle said. “High boots, tan leather riding britches, and broadcloth
coats, neat as new. Thethreein charge al bowed and said ‘ yes, madam’ to them.”

Eldest nodded. “ As Cordlle said, nothing flashy but good-qudity riding clothes, both about five foot
seven, maybe about fourteen stones. Same build, same walk, like they were Ssters. They rode up on
bloodstock, atrim bay mare with four white socks, and ablack mare.”

“They wore executioner’ shoods,” Corelle added. “Onein black silk and the other in red.”

“They were still adjusting the hoods, so they must have pulled them on just as they rode up, beforewe
noticed them,” Eldest said. “ They camein snapping orders, not like they were scared, just in ahurry. At
first | didn’t see the rhyme and reason to what they were doing.” Eldest frowned, apparently angry at her
own lack of understanding. “And then you were nearly on the street and we were hemmed in. We
backed out quietly aswe could, but they spotted us and we exchanged fire.”

Ren offered up aprayer of thanks that neither one of them had been killed.

“I hit the one with the red hood,” Corelle boasted. “Grandmastold usto dwaysam for the
commanders— you do more damage per bullet that way. | think | nailed her fairly good.™

“Remind meto keep you on our side.” Raven said dryly.

Ren leaned outside and called one of the troops to her. “ Spread the word. One of the wounded or dead
thieves was wearing ared executioner’ s hood. | want her found.”

The soldier sduted and hurried off. The Whistlers continued recounting their adventure, in greater detail.
They had found the doors al guarded, but found a broken, unguarded window on the second story. They
had moved quietly to a place where they could view the thieves. When the gentry arrived, the action
shifted toin front of the doors, out of sight from their origind pogtion.

Telling Corelleto stay put, Eldest had worked around to where she could see them.

“Even then, there was awagon blocking my view of the cannons themselves, or | would have figged to
their plansimmediately. When | heard them discussing the grapeshat, | redized it wasatrap.” Eldest’s
eyeswent winter cold. “We d given you our word not to take them on single-handed, or | would have
tried to nail them. It felt wrong to just cut and run.”

Cordletook over the explanation. “ They spotted Eldest and started to shoot. | laid down some cover
for her, taking out one of the commandersto throw them into confusion. After she was clear, | made
mysdlf scarce.”

Eldest put out a hand and squeezed her sister’ s shoulder. “Y ou did good.” She turned back to Ren. “I
came across the rooftops to warn you. Highness. | wish we could have done more.”



“Y ou saved mysdlf and agoodly number of my women.” Ren said. “Thank you both.”
A soldier appeared at the door with the news that the dead red-hooded thief had been found.

Thewoman wasn't lying where she had been hit. A trail of heel marks and blood showed where she had
been dragged to aback corner of the mill, beside atrapdoor. The red silk executioner’ s hood had been
pedled back, revealing asmashed pulp of flesh and bone framed by short gold curls. A fist-sized hole had
been punched through her chest, leaving her fine clothes asoggy red mass of cloth. Her silk-lined
pockets were turned insde out, coins littering the ground like bright tears.

Eldest shifted the woman onto her side, grunting at the deadweight. A smdl neat hole marked the
entrance of the bullet that had cauised the massive chest wound. “ She was shot in the back, then in the
face”

“I'hit her inthe back,” Corelle said, and then added defensively, “ She was facing away from me,
shooting at Eldest.”

“You didright,” Raven murmured.

“She was shot in the face so she couldn’t be recognized,” Ren growled. “ Her sister searched her
pockets, |eft the money, but took anything that would reved her identity.”

Eldest examined the trapdoor, then, satisfied that it was safe, flipped it up. A short drop into gurgling
darkness. “ Accessto theriver.”

“Soit'sadead end,” Corelle grumbled.

“Well, depends.” Eldest shrugged. “ A dead sster is something. We hurt them, if nothing dse” Eldest
glanced at Ren. “How long do you think anoble family could disguise the fact they’ re down by one?’

“Forever,” Ren muttered, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Most families have shipping interests. They
could say their missing sSster istaking aprolonged trip until she' slost at sea.”

Chapter 10

It had been afine morning for Jerin, one with the dawn sun pouring rich golden light into the yellow sk
parlor. A youngest Barnes brought atray of hot melted chocolate, triangles of toasted bread anointed
with fresh butter and little cups of fruit jams, and the promise of another bath. Jerin rose from his
feathered bed with silk-soft sheets, sat in the sunshine, ate of abreskfast he hadn't prepared, and felt

roydly pampered.

Did nobleslive every day of their life like this? Did they wake like him, reveling in the comfort? Did it
fadein time? Perhaps, he consdered, if they lived their wholelife thisway, they couldn’t find the same
leve of pleasureinit. Surely you had to get up a dawn and cook for forty peopleto redize the luxury of
having the food brought to you.

Barnes cameto the door then, saying Princess Renn-sdllaer wished an audience with Eldest Whidtler.
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Eldest returned a short time later for Corelle, saying that they were riding out with Ren. Summer followed
them out into the hall for ashort murmured conversation about their plans.

Jerin had raised a cup to his mouth, unconcerned, when thoughts came together in hismind. Theroya

summons. The cannon thieves leaving atrail of dead behind them. His Sster suddenly keeping things from
him.

A cloud passed in front of the sun, and he lowered the teacup as the shadow did over him.
Summer camein quietly, avoiding hiseyes.
“Where are they going?’ Jerin put the cup down harder than he intended.

’Just out for aride. Princess Rennsdllaer thought they would enjoy aride,” Summer said too lightly, too
quickly. " Thetailorswill be here shortly.”

Summer was aterribleliar. Jerin wished, for once, she was better at it. Since she had obviously been
instructed not to tell him, it would have been more comforting if he had been ableto bdieve her.
Thetailorsarrived. While they pinned and poked, Summer stood at the window, looking out over the

city. Shortly before lunch, there was an odd double clap of thunder.

“Isit going to rain?’ the eldest tailor asked, frowning in concern at the window, where clouds raced on
thewind.

Summer turned toward her, an odd expression on her face. “Perhaps.”
“I hope not. Rain would ruin thisfabric,” the tailor muttered around amouth of silver pins.

Thunder or cannons? Jerin stepped off thefitting stool and toward the window, only to be stabbed by a
thousand tiny sharp prickles asthetailor cried out in shrill dismay.

“No, no, no!” Thetailor pushed him back, losng her mouth of pins. “Stay put! Thisfabric costsa
fortune, so we must beright thefirst time.”

“A fortune?’ Hefrozein place, hisvoice breaking in nervousness. He lifted an arm draped with the
flimsy, shimmering cobdt bluefabric. It waslike being wrapped in cool air and nothing else.

“A crownayard.” She gathered up the dropped pins, tucking them between her lipsagain. “Now,” she
murmured, “ stand Hill.”

Summer paced for the rest of the fitting session, stopping often to ook out over the city. When the
tallorsfinished, sheimpatiently herded them out.

“What isit?” Findly free, Jerin hurried to the window. All of the city waslaid out below them, running to
theriver, an endlessjumble of buildings cut by streets seething with people. “Wasit the cannons? What
did you see?’

“Nothing,” Summer said, pulling on her coat.



“Where are you going? What did you see?’

“Nothing, Jerin, just nothing. I'm going out. I'll be back shortly. Y ou lock the door after me and let no
onein, understand? No one.”

“What do | do if someonetriesto bregk in?’
“Ring for help.” Summer opened the door.
“What if one of the Barnesesisthe onetrying to bregk in?’

Summer stopped with acry of anger and frustration. “Barnesisn’t going to break in! They’rethe
Queens most trusted servants. Just lock the door and ring if there' strouble!”

Summer fled. Jerin threw the bolt with trembling hands and went back to stare down at the city. What
had happened? What had Summer seen? He scanned the city, still unable to pick out what had set his
sgter racing out of the room. Frowning, he tried amore methodica search, dowly examining the city
block by block, moving east to west. Time stopped as he pressed against the glass, searching without
knowing what he looked for.

Therewasadight noise from hissisters bedroom. At first heignored it; then, with aspike of cold fear,
he redlized he was supposed to be alone. He turned and saw a shadow, cast from hissisters' window,
on thefloor of the parlor—the outline of someone climbing through the window. He snatched up the
fireplace poker, hefting it high, and edged sdeways toward the bellpull.

The path to the bellpull, however, took him in front of the bedroom door. He saw, for thefirst time, that
it was aboy climbing through the window. Jerin froze, confused.

The boy |ooked about sixteen, with dirty blond hair and square, plain festures. While cut from fine cloth,
hislight woolen kilt of green was gathered high about hiswaist with a horse-blanket pin. One knee bled
dightly, while the other sported a scab from previous outings. He Sarted at seeing Jerin, his green eyes
going widein surprise. “Oh! Thereyou are! Y ou gave meadart! Quick, hideme!”

Jerin conddered. If astrange woman appeared in his quarters, he knew what to do: flee, fight, or shout
for help. But what about a strange man? The boy seemed to lack any malice, and Jerin hadn’t seen
another man outside hisfamily sincethe harvest fair. “Um, you can hide in—in my room.”

The boy needed no further directions. He beamed a happy “ Thanks!” and darted off to Jerin's
bedroom. Jerin returned the poker to the fireplace and followed, till confused but now unalarmed.

“What are you running from?” Jerin asked.

“My sigters. Stupid rules. Complete and total boredom.” The boy threw himsalf onto Jerin’sbed. “ * Sit
up straight. Smile. Don’t it with your legs open. Don't douch. Don't talk. Don’t think.” I’ m bored, and

londy, and’ now I’'m whining. Sorry.”

“I don't mind,” Jerin said. “1 didn’t know there was another man in the palace.”

“Wegot inlast night. The Queensinvited usto stay. | think to give you someone to show you the ropes

without getting your ssters’ hacklesraised. But, of course, every time | asked when we were going to
mest, it's‘later,” and ‘in good time' and ‘when there stime.” All | haveistime! I’ ve been sitting sewing



wedding linensal morning, with tiny invisble sitches, and no one even offered for meyet.”

“And vou are?’

“Cullen Moorland.” A brilliant smile. “I'm the Queens nephew.”

Jerin considered what he knew of theroya family. “I didn’t think the Queens had a brother.”

Cullen laughed. “ Y ou don't know who | am?1’m hurt! But | forgive you, Snce you don't know better.
My mothers are—were sstersto the Queens consort, the princesses father. We're old blood, very tah,
tah and dl that, but we didn’t have much clout until the roya wedding brought us up in the world. Got
anything to eat?’

“We could ring for tea,” Jerin stated, and then marveled at how naturdly it cameto him, asif he dways
had teadelivered at thering of abdlpull.

“Then they’ll know I’'m here”
“And you shouldn’t be?’

“Oh, it'sjudt that it's more fun them not knowing. It makes being herefed like I’m doing what |
shouldn’t be doing.” Cullen took a deep breath. “ The air even smells better when | decide whereto be.”

“Y ou could stay in here when the tray comes.”

Cullen flashed another brilliant smile. “Y ou' reagreat gun! Ring avay.”

Jerin went back to the parlor and pulled the bell cord. A tap on the door announced a Barnes sister.
Jerin unbarred the door and asked for ateatray, adding that he felt very hungry, and that his ssters might
returnintimeto join him, so could she make it ageneroustray with at least four sets of cups? The Barnes
youngest nodded, impassive as dways. Was she totdly unaware of Cullen, or was she humoring Jerin
likeachild?

When Jerin returned to his bedroom, he found Cullen knedling beside the nightstand, jiggling the open
drawer.

“Thisisthe best suitein the paace.” Cullen lifted out the drawer and st it on the bed. “We usudly have
it when we stay here. It put my sisters noses out of joint to find you were put up hereinstead. | don't
know why—we ve had to giveit up before. A case of speaking before thinking, to be sure.”

Cullen reached into the empty drawer hole and fished out abundle of papers. “My secret stash. Look at
these”

Still kneeling beside the bed, he untied the bundle and spread seven tintypes out onto the bedspread.
Jerin looked at the pictures, then looked quickly away, blushing. “Where did you get those?’
“Lyliagave them to me. Of course my sisterswould have afit if they knew she was corrupting me.”

Jerrin frowned. He thought at first Lyliawas one of Cullen’ sssters, but now it didn’t sound likeit. Who
else would have accessto anoblemale? A servant?“Who'sLylia?’



“Gogh, you are an innocent! My cousin, Her Roya Highness, Lylia” Cullen rooted two cigars out of his
bundle and handed one to Jerin. “ She doesn’t see the point of keeping boysignorant. Accident of birth
does not make us less human or lessintelligent. We ve got avow that whichever of us has sex first, we'll
tell the other everything. One time”—he dropped his voice to awhisper—"“we practiced kissng.” He
shrugged, propping one ebow on the bed and resting hischinin the pam. “Buit it was like kissing your
sgter. Well, your own sigter. I'm surekissing your sister wouldn't be the same.”

Kissng Lylia ssigter certainly hadn’t been the same. Jerin picked up one of the tintypes and found
himself burning with embarrassment. He had done the pictured act with Ren.

Cullen put afinger on the top of the picture and tipped it down so he could see. “1 dways wonder why
you would want to put your mouth there.”

Luckily, there was aknock on the door. Cullen dived down behind the bed. Jerin dashed toward the
door, dammed to a stop halfway, ran back, and swept the pictures from the bed to snow down on
Cullen. Heran back and jerked the door open. The Barnes sister stood with the tea cart.

It was't until Jerin barred the door after the Barnes had |eft that he redlized that he had the cigar till in
hand. He collgpsed into the chair beside the cart, giggling. “Y ou can come out.”

Cullen peeked over the edge of the bed. “What are you laughing about?’

Jerin waved the cigar. “| forgot about this.”

Cullen laughed and vanished behind the bed. “One last thing.” He popped up holding abottle. “Wine!”
“Lylig?

Cullen nodded, breaking the sedl. “ A truer cousin is not to be found.” He produced a cork puller and
fumbled through the opening of the bottle. He made a show of splashing wineinto the dainty teacups. “A
toast! ToLylial”

“Lylia” Jerin picked up the cup and raised it high.
“And to our friendship, may our sstersalow it to prosper!”

The teahad come with sandwiches of roast turkey with spiced mustard, dices of chilled cucumber ina
dill vinaigrette, and raspberry tarts.

They talked asthey ate, sounding out each other. They compared sstersfirst. Cullen had far fewer in
number, partly due to an outbreak of yellow fever. Hisfather, ayoung brother-in-law, and five out of ten
elder sgtersdied then. Hismiddle ssters died in the same blast that killed the princesses. His youngest
sgtersranged from late teensto early twenties, making Cullen the baby of the Moorland family.

“Actualy, | was born after my father died,” Cullen admitted. “My mothers married himin the olden
days, when men were only thirteen when they wed, something they thank the gods about every chance
they get, since hedied so young. Persondly, I'm glad | didn’t haveto act the blood stallion at thirteen.
Wha?'

Jerin had bitten histongue on the news that his Mother Elder would also bear a child after hisfather had



died. It would be unlucky to talk about that before the baby was born. Cullen till looked at him, so he
volunteered adifferent family secret. “1 have three younger brothers.”

Cullen’ seyeswent wide. “Y ou’ rejoshing! Four boys?’

Jerin nodded, dightly embarrassed by Cullen’simpressed reaction. He, himself, had done nothing
toward the feat except be born.

“What'sit like.” Cullen asked, “having other men in the house?’

Jerin had never congdered this. “It's—nice. A lot of time, it’ s no different than having girlsaround. Well,
at least with my little brothers, except everyone s more careful with them. | loved it when my father was
alive. He had to shave hisface with arazor every day, or he would grow whiskers. His voice was deep:
when he wasin another room, he rumbled like a distant ssorm. He was away's patient, but he never
talked to melike | wasachild, like my elder sstersdo. He would say, ‘Y ou’ re dmost afull-grown man.
You need to act likeit.” Hetold medl sorts of stuff about being married, like how to make sure your
wives aren't jealous of each other.”

“How?’ Cullen asked, hiseyesbright with curiosity.

“WEell, you never tell any of them that they’ re your favorite, even if they are. He said you should aways
try to act equally happy to be with any one of them, and to always stick to a service schedule, Eldest to
youngest, without skipping anyone for any reason.”

“Ugh. That doesn't sound like fun. What if that night’ swifeissck?’

“Wait aday and deep done,” Jerin said after amoment of recaling hisfather’ sadvice. “ Father wasa
youngest child, and his elder Ssters married aman who was obvious in which wives he liked the most. It
caused all sorts of fighting between the Ssters. One sister even |eft to join the Ssters of Hera”

“Sounds like Keifer, only Keifer kept changing hismind.”

Jerin’s heart skipped a best a the mention of Ren’s dead husband. “What was he like?’

“Keifer? Oh, | hated him. He used to lie to me and make me cry. | wasonly nine or ten a thetime. He
told me that my you-know-what would fall off because | ate too many cookies. Then one day he
smacked me, | forget why—actudly, I’'m not sure there was even areason why—»but we didn’t come

back to the palace again until after hewaskilled.”

“Oh.” Jerin fiddled with araspberry tart, saddened that Ren had had such aterrible marriage. At least
shewas out of it, able to marry someone better for her and Odelia and the others.

Cullen chattered on. “1 suppose, though, he wasn’t any older than we are now. Y ou know, | don't fedl
old enough to get married and father children.”

“My father said you never fed old enough.”
“Oh, rats.”

The conversation drifted off onto other subjects. Neither one of them liked to sew, or had any interest in
clothes. However, they shared alove of horses. Jerin made the mistake of complaining that his Sister



would let him ride only the older, gentler mareswho rarely would do anything more than aeasy canter.

“They let you ride! Good gods, Jerin, | would kill to be ableto ride! My family won't let me near horses.
| had some great-great-grandfart that got kicked in the head and died. Lyliawill sneak me out to the
stable, but even she won't let me do more than pet them over the stable wall.”

There was abang at the door, followed by Eldest calling, “ Jerin? Jerin? Come open the door!”

Jerin jerked up in surprise, and then dl the worry he felt earlier came flooding back, chased by guilt that
he' d forgotten about hisfears. He rushed the door, unbolted it, and flung it open without athought about
Cullen. Hissgters sood waiting in the hall—Eldest and Cordllein srangeill-fitting clothes for some
reason—safe and sound. With acry of happiness, he hugged Eldest.

“Where have you been?’ he asked. “What happened to you?’

“Nothing happened,” Eldest laughed, lifting him up in abear hug and walking him back through the
doors.

“Then what happened to your clothes?”’

He had never seen Eldest blush before.

“Y ou’ ve been pinched!” Summer grinned a Eldest, using the cant word for “ discovered” or
“apprehended.” Jerin wondered what he' d caught Eldest doing, and why it had been necessary for her
and Corelle to change their clothes. Summer’ s smile faded as she spotted the table set with four cupsand
ahost of dirty plates. “Jerin, who did you have teawith?’

Eldest came to attention, moving Jerin behind her as she put him down. “Y ou're not one?’

“Ummm.” Jerin peered over Eldest’ s shoulder to discover the parlor was empty. “ Cullen?”

For amoment, he thought maybe Cullen had climbed back out the window. Then Cullen pesked around
the doorway of Jerin’s bedroom. He had taken out the horse-blanket pin so hiskilt fell to its proper

length.

“Thisis Cullen Moorland,” Jerin said.

“My cousin Cullen, who shouldn’t be in guest quarters by himsdlf,” afemae voice behind Eldest
clarified. The voice belonged to agirl in her mid-teens, with hair the color of anew copper coin and a
rash of sun-darkened freckles. “And I'm PrincessLylia” Lylia, the supplier of wine, cigars, and naughty
pictures. She held out her hand to Eldest and they shook like equals. “I’m Cullen’s escort, when | can
catch up with him. | was hoping to find him here.”

“I’'maboy, not ababy.” Cullen pouted.

Eldest ignored the comment. She introduced hersdlf, Corelle and Summer, and Jerin.

Lyliagave Jerin along measuring look and smiled at what she saw. “A plessure.”

Cullen tsked as Jerin blushed. “No, no, you tilt up your chin, raise one eyebrow camly, and state, i
know."”



“Oh, but I likethe blush,” Lyliasaid.

“If he kegps blushing like that, you'll haveto use apry bar to get the women off him,” Cullen said.
“Arrogance. It sthe only way to have amoment’ s peace.”

“Asif you had practice,” Lyliasaid, tugging on Cul-len’sbraid.

Cullen tweaked her cheek. “I’ll have you know that there are families out there that are willing to
overlook asmdl stresk of headstrongness.”

“Smdl?Hal” Lyliarolled her eyes. “1 was going to suggest awak in the gardens.” Shetilted her head in
the direction of the door. “Just the six of us”

“A pleasure,” Eldest murmured.

Lyliadid not take Cullen’sarm, as Jerin expected her to do, but let her cousin lead the way. Summer
and Eldest fell into step with Cullen, flanking him. On ahand signa from Eldest, Cordletook Jerin’sarm
with asgh of thelong-suffering, and Lyliawaked beside them.

“Thereare actudly severd gardensinsdethe paacewdls” Lyliaexplained asthey strolled down aflight
of stairsand severd halwaysto the porch where the Queen Mother Elder had first met with them. “The
family is mad about puttering about in the muck, bending nature to their will. | don’t have the madness, so
| don't quite understand it, but Trini and, strangely enough, Odelia are both crazy about it.”

The gardenswere ariot of color, in full bloom with early-summer flowers. Paths of peagrave
meandered through drifts of peoniesto archways leading to other gardens.

“The back wall issixteen feet tdl and is patrolled night and day. The gardens are as safe as the house.”
Lyliapointed out the wall afew hundred feet away. “We can walk around without fear in here.”

“My favorite areaisdown here.” Cullen led the way to awell-shaded grotto, where water spilled over a
water-fal into adeep, rock-lined poal. “ The cliff was built here for my uncle. If you look carefully, you
can seetheindividua dabs of stonethey fitted together to makeit.”

Jerin sudied thewall severd minutes before finding the finger-wide joints of the very natural-looking cliff
face.

“Thewater is pumped by that windmill.” Lylia pointed to a picturesque structure, its sailcloth arms
cresking in the stiff wind.

“Oh.” Pieces of Jerin’s education came together in hismind. “We're at the top of asandstone cliff. The
ground is probably too porous to keep water up here.”

His reasoning seemed to please the princess for some reason. Lyliagrinned widely at him. “Exactly!”

Beyond the grotto, there were lily pools and a hedge maze. They strolled on, he and Lyliafaling behind
the others, frightening hidden frogs into the water with a soft plop, plop.

“Doesthewindmill pump dl the water for everything, or just the gardens?’



“There are severd water supplies. Specidly lined cisterns collect the rainwater; plusthere are severa
wdlls. If you look up there, on the roof, there are tanks that the windmill fills. In the family wing, there are
indoor privieswith running water. Mothers had them ingtalled when | waslittle”

“My aunts needed to build anew wing to their home, so they designed their house to have aindoor
privy,” Jerinsad. “It' svery clever.”

“It'sjust atank of water high over apisspot withaholeinit,” Lyliasaid, grinning asif she enjoyed the
innocent rudeness of the conversation.

“It' sthat thetank fillsitsdf to exactly full and stopsthat | think isamazing. A human would know that the
tank isempty and could fill it and then stop when it wasfull. It' slike they madeit intdligent, yet inddethe
tank are only little pieces of metd and cork.”

She covered her mouth on alaugh. “Oh, please, you' Il make me nervousto sit with my pants around my
ankleswith these ‘intelligent’ tanks of water above my head.”

Helaughed. Lyliasurprised him by taking hishandsin hers and looking up at him.
“Kissme,” she demanded.

“What?’ Jerin blinked in amazement.

“Kissme.”

Jerin glanced around to see if anyone was about to observe them. Where had hisssters and Cullen
gone?“Would it be proper?’

Lylia seemed to consider for amoment, or maybe it was just an act of considering. “ Proper enough. It's
not like I’m asking to mount you.”

“No.” he admitted uneasily, * but one seemsto follow the other.”

She giggled, and then leaned forward—pressing her body full againgt his, wetting her lips before
whispering again. “Kissme.”

He supposed this was why the sisters were princesses. They commanded and everyone e sewas
helpless not to obey. Certainly he aso was hel pless not to enjoy. Her lipswere warm, moist velvet, her
taste of apples, and her scent of cinnamon. She put her arms about his neck, ran her fingers down his
braid, and tugged at the end. A moment later his braid uncoiled and his hair cascaded forward, a
waterfal of slky black. Sheran fingersthrough hishair.

“Lylia” Ren said from behind her sgter.

The younger princess broke the kiss. “1’'m behaving.” She skipped backward, grinning, until she collided
with Ren. Sherolled her head back on Ren’ s shoulder to look up at her older, taller sster. “He's

dreamy.”
“Y ou' re supposed to be escorting your cousin.” Ren lifted her arm to point back up the path. “ Go!”

“I’'mgone.” She spun to duck under Ren’sarm and cantered off.



“Um.” Jerin ran histhumb across hisforehead, gath-ering up hishair and pulling it out of hisface. “I'm
not sure how to say no to you princesses.”

“I suppose not,” Ren said quietly. “Our society can't allow men to learn how to say no; it' stoo
important they say yesto so many women. Maybe if there were one man for every five women, or every
three women, we could afford for men to say no.”

“What if there were five men for every woman?’

Ren studied a cloud as she considered. “Interesting question. Five sisters can share one man because
each of them isindividudly rewarded with achild. Five men could share one woman, and beindividualy
rewarded, but only if the woman was careful in dlotting her pregnancies. It seemsto run against human
nature, though. Waiting five nightsfor one' sturn isnot the same aswaiting amost five years. Allowing
your husband to impregnate your sister is not on the same level of commitment and risk asletting your
wife carry and give birth to a.child for your brother. Plus, any midwife can tell you, space the babiestoo
close together, and each subsequent child is unhealthier than the previous one. Which brother getsto go
first? Which brother hasto be last?’

“It would seem that the power would remain with the woman,” Jerin said.

“It does indeed. The very nature of intercourse—an act to produce a pregnancy—and the risks to the
woman' s hedth as such, | think will dways make' the choice of yes or no the woman's.”

“So the man can never say no.”

“Actudly,” she said as she gathered up hishair into a ponytail, “you can dways say no. | supposel
sound the hypocrite, but you have the right to choose who does what to your body.”

“Even though | belong to my ssters, as much asachair or atable belongsto them, and they can sdl me
to whoever they want, despite my wishes?’

“I have never believed that to be right and good.”

She began to rework his hair into abraid. “Nowhere in the holy book doesit say that asister hasthe
right to treat her brother as something less than human. Sometime, somehow, smple human greed
worked itsway into thelaw. Thegreed says, | will not give up something | have without getting
something in return, even for someone | should love dearly.”

“But if you are giving up the only mae you have, you' re giving up the ability to have children, evenif only
by means of incest. No babiesto love, no daughters to tend you when you are old, no descendants to
honor your memory.”

She picked up his ribbon from where her sister had dropped it and tied the end of hisbraid. “If it didn’t
cost you to gain ahusband, you wouldn’t haveto sdll your brother. The ability to sell abrother leadsto
circumstances such as your uncle's, who was sold to finance atrading house.”

“My mothersalowed him to choose hiswives. He loves them dearly.”

“Y our mothers are particularly noble, then, compared to stories | have heard at court. The most pitiful
ones are widows suing their husband’ s sisters because he committed suicide after the money was



exchanged.”

He nodded dowly. “It ishard knowing | won't be going back home, that Il only see my youngest
sdersand little brothersagain if my wivesdlow it.”

“That, unfortunately, isthe nature of marriage and not an evil that can be banished by law. The husband
hasto go livewith hiswives.”

“| supposeit’s because aman’slittle ssters will grow up and become women with a husband to fill their
thoughts, run their house, and raise their children. In hiswives home, aman’ swives and children will
awaysneed him.”

“You are wise beyond your years.” Her eyes sung his praises.

He suddenly realized that he was wasting this moment aone with her, maybe the last he would have.
Perhapsit wouldn't bewise of him to kiss her, but he had been wanting to since she left the farm. He
stepped closer to her, leaning awkwardly forward, torn between wanting to close his eyes and knowing
that he' d probably missher mouth if he did shut them.

For amoment he thought he was horribly wrong in trying to kiss her, because the dight smile on her face
faded. But then she was pulling him close, her lips pressed to hisin unmistakable desire.

| love you! | love you! But hewas afraid to speak the words doud, because if shedidn’t crush him
down with some crudl remark, he knew that his fedingswould grow. Even now hefound greast comfort in
her returning hiskisses asif she was as starved for histouch as hewas for hers. When the edge of their
mutua hunger was dulled to bearable, they stood, foreheads gently touching, hisarms about her neck,
her hands on his hips, holding him to her. She would exhale, and he would inhae her warm breeth, feding
a onewith her.

He finally whispered much safer words that those that shouted in his heart. “1I’ve missed you. I’ ve
dreamed of you.”

“Andl, you,” Ren breathed.

Lest hisempty mouth fill up with the dangerous words, hetrailed kisses down the tan, graceful curve of
her neck, desirefilling him, blotting out common sense. The memory of her breadts, replayed dmost
every night sncethat night in the kitchen, lured him downward. Her fingersmoved in front of his advance,
opening the line of attack. He moved hislips across skin silken as flower petals. Ren arched her back,
making asmall sound of pleasure. Hisright hand found the buttons of her trousers, worried them open,
and did down her fiat somach.

His universe became her; shefilled dl his senses and thoughts. The murmur of faling water, the birdsong,
and the drone of beesfaded till he heard only her bresth, her soft sghs. She guided his mouth to hers,
demanding hislips, and they breathed as one. And when shefindly clung to him, shuddering, it was asif
they wereasingle being, filling dl of redity. They stood entwined—mouth to mouth, heart to heart, hipto
hip.

“I envy my ancestors,” Ren murmured againgt hislips. “1 think | would give anything to be able to just
take what | wanted.”

“Doesthat include me?’



Ren laughed softly. “ At the moment, you' re the only thing | want—your ssters, my ssters, my mothers,
the whole queendom be damned.”

Jerin jerked away from her with ahissand acurse. “My ssters! Oh, gods, if they caught us, they’ d kill
rre"

“They would kill me.” Ren hurriedly refastened her trousers. “ And Cullen’ ssisterswould kill Lyliaif they
knew what shedid.”

“Lylia?’ Jerin glanced around for the others. “What did she do?’

Ren laughed, buttoning her shirt. “ She used Cullen to distract your Ssters, to get you aone, thelittle
minx.”

Jerin winced, remembering Lylia s sweet stolen kisses. How many men had the young princess lured out
and kissed before him?“They do this often?’

Ren grinned, cupping his chin with awarm hand and running a callused thumb aong his cheek. “No.
which isquite encouraging in dl regards.” She glanced down the path as sounds of the others reached
them. “Here they come.”

Cullen wore acrown of flowers, and looked extremely touded, and pleased. Eldest had adightly smug
expression, which made Jerin wonder what exactly had taken place before—and perhaps even
afte—Lyliahad caught up with them. The young princess grinned a her older sster, asif well satisfied
with thewhole affair.

“The dressing gong will sound soon,” Ren said, making ashow of pulling out her pocket watch and
checking the time. “We should retire to get decent.”

Clearly, it was ambush.

Lyliaand Oddlialazed in Ren’ s study, idly bouncing abal between them, asif they had nothing better to
do. Oddia, onthe divan, gave anonchdant. “Hoy.” Lylia, sdewaysin the leather armchair with her
booted feet on the antique cherry end table, feigned alook of surprise. Plainly, they had been waiting for
her. joining sSidesto do gory battle, but over what?

“Wel?" Ren pushed Lylia sfeet off of theend table.

“Wdl, what?’ Lylia put on her doe-eyed innocent look, perfected and much abused over theyears. It
worked well with people outside the family, but Ren had witnessed too many of Lylia s maneuveringsto
beieveit.

“What are you two herefor?’ Ren asked.

Oddiagmirked at Lylia “Told you she would know.”

Lyliastuck out her tongue at Odelia, then addressed Ren levelly. “What are you doing about Trini and
Hdley?

“Trini?” Ren could understand their worrying about Halley’ s prolonged absence, but they’ d worked



adongsde Trini that very morning. “What' swrong with Trini?’

“She’ staken atray in her rooms every med since Jerin arrived,” Lyliagroused. “ She' srefusing to meet
him. She' still saying it’ stoo soon to get married.”

Ren jerked in surprise at the word “married.” She hadn’t talked to her Sisters about a possible marriage
in hopes of staving off any negetive reactions before they had a chance to meet Jerin persondly.
Apparently Lylia, Oddia, and, unfortunatdly, Trini &l knew why the Whistlers had been invited to the

palace.

“Completely pigheaded.” Odelia added, hopefully meaning Trini. Oddialay back on the divan, tossng
the ball upward until it nearly touched the celling and catching it when it dropped.

“Thisisaperfect opportunity, and she' sletting it dip away.” Lylialaunched hersdlf out of her seat to
rove through Ren’ s study with restless energy. “ Every nobleman available for usto marry has been raised
like avacuous songbird. Other than ignoring traditions and marrying Cullen, quite frankly, | don’t see
another aternative on the market.”

“*Vacuous.” Isthat really aword?’ Oddiaasked asthe ball rose again in another orbit.

Ren settled herself on the edge of her desk, trying to smother asmile. Obvioudy both of them were for
marrying Jerin—but then, she had figured they would be. “We can’'t marry Cullen.”

“There' s precedent for roya cousnsmarrying,” Lyliastated firmly.

Ren shook her head. “The parents weren't full siblingsin those cases. The bloodlines are too close with
usand Cullen. | checked it one time—his mother wasfull Sster to Father.”

Oddiacaught the bal and sat up in one smooth motion. “Y ou two are serious! Cullen?Holy Mothers,
you're both asbad as Trini.”

“What' swrong with Cullen?’ Lyliaasked, jerking up her chin.

“Besdesbeing more like our brother than our cousin?’ Oddia scoffed. Then, apparently redizing that
she abouit to fdl into full warfare with Lylia, shethrew up her hands. “ Forget | said anything. We're here
to talk about Jerin and Trini and Halley.”

Lyliaswalowed her attack, and nodded. “ Trini can’t be alowed to get away with this. It would be one
thing if she met Jerin and found fault with him, but she' sbeing completely irrationd. We need to get
married. She hasto be reasonable.”

Odeliasnorted. “Trini is never going to be reasonable when the subject ismen.”

“What Keifer did to her couldn’t have been that bad!” Lylia snapped, then glanced to them, uncertain.
“Couldit?”

Thisisgoing to hurt a little, right, Keifer? Oh, no, Ren,

it'sgoing to hurt a lot! Ren flinched at the memory. At the time she believed the pain had been
unavoidable. Since then, she had grown sure that Keifer had enjoyed inflicting much more pain than

necessary.



“Oh, don’t do that!” Lyliasnapped at their carefully blanked faces. “Since | wasten. every timel ask
about this, everyone gets quiet and then they change the subject. I'm an adult now! I'm aroyal princess
of theream. | have aright and a duty to know what happened.”

Ren sghed. Lyliawasright. “'Y ou might not remember, but Keifer was very beautiful. Eldest and the
othersfdl inlove with hisbeauty, and didn’t care that he wasn't very intelligent.”

“I’ve seen dogs smarter than him,” Oddiamuttered, then added wistfully, “But he was beautiful.”

“Trini was only thirteen,” Ren continued. “ She was't interested in men yet, and | think she saw him
more clearly than the rest of us. She saw that he was stupid, spoiled, and ill-tempered. Shecalled him a
breeding bull. Shetried to block the marriage, but she wasn't an adult yet, and she was vastly
outnumbered.”

“Back then, shewas much like you, Lylia” Sorrow tinged Oddlid s voice. “ She had a sharp tongue and
shewasfearlessin using it. She could get him so mad.”

In the beginning, it would take several minutes of cutting remarks before Keifer would react. Toward the
end, asinglefacia expresson from Trini could make Keifer explode. Trini played it asagame, even
taking bets that she could get Keifer to throw things at the dinner table or scream in public.

“So, what happened?’ Lyliaasked. “What did Keifer doT*
Ren swallowed old anger and disgust. “He hit her in the head with a paperweight and, while shewas

stunned, dragged her to his bed and tied her there. He beat her, and—and serviced her. and everything
else he could think of to hurt her.”

Odelia cata oged the injuries. “He broke her nose and blackened her eyes. He broke two of her fingers,
and burned her on one hip, like a cattle brand, for calling him a.cow. He was threatening to cut her face
when Eldest showed up.”

Lylialook horrified. “ And we didn’t send him back to hisssters?’

“Eldest got Trini cleaned up and half convinced it was dl her fault before our mothers saw her.” Ren
swallowed the rage again that her Eldest acted not in the best interest of their Sister, but for her own
desireto keep Keifer asahushand. “Keifer turned al sweet on Eldest, said he was sorry and that he
redly didn't meanto do it, thet Trini drove him toit. Eldest wasblindly inlove with him.”

“Obvioudy,” Lyliamurmured.

“So what do we do about Trini?” Odeliaflopped back onto the divan. “ She' s going to think we' re just
like Eldest, in love with apretty face.”

“And you' re not?’ Ren asked as Oddliatossed her ball skyward again.
Oddiathrew her a surprised ook and nearly missed her bdl. “No! Wdll, Jerin’ s beautiful, but he' salso
very gentle and sweet and caring. After | was attacked, Jerin was like afather comforting hislittle one.

Me! | wasn't aprincess of the realm to him. 1 wasjust astranger he found half dead in a stream.”

Lyliasghed. “If Trini would only talk to him. He'sso intelligent for aman.”



Ren caught herself before she, too, sang Jerin’s praises. “We rein complete agreement that Jerinisn't
like Keifer and would make an excellent husband. How do we convince Trini?’

“Wedon't,” Oddliasad, flinging her bal skyward. “ Jerin does. She won't believe anything we say

Chapter 11

On the morning of the Season’ s opening ball, a hip bathtub and buckets of warm, scented water were
delivered to the suite. After the Whistlers had bathed, dried off, dressed, and eaten alight brunch, a
horde of women descended on the suite.

A manicurigt family arrived firgt, corrdling al the Whistlersinto having the dirt scraped out from under
their nails and their ragged edges trimmed and filed. Eldest, Corelle, and Summer got off with aquick
ten-digit service. Jerin found himsdf propped in a semire-clined position, each limb in the command of a
separate plump-cheeked woman. They trimmed, shaped, and ran a pencil of white chak underneath his
finger- and toe-nailsto give them alasting “freshly bathed” gppearance. The manicurists voiced dismay
that he had gone barefoot when he was younger, leaving ghost calluses on the bottom of hisfeet. They
aso tsked over the condition of his hands, and discussed at length the benefits of full-length gloves.

Eldest vetoed the suggestion of gloves, looking disgusted at the fuss over Jerin’ sfeet, and chased them
out. The hairdressers, however, were waiting in the hdl. Since his sgterstrimmed their military-style short
hair every morning, Eldest eected to retreat with Summer, leaving Corelle to watch over Jerin's suffering.

The hairdressers undid his braid, combed out hislong hair, trimmed it to an even length, and then
washed it.

Normaly hishair took hoursto dry. The hairdressers blotted individually coiled sections, again and
again, working through a stack of forty or fifty towes. It Ieft hishair dightly damp to the touch. He was
reclined once more, hishair carefully arranged on adrying rack, and the hairdresser sisters blew air down
over the hair viaa crank-driven machine with teardrop-shaped revolving blades. It made him nervous
and dightly dizzy to Sare up at the spinning blades, and the sound was thunderous.

It took an hour of cranking the machine before his hair was dry. He had to admit, as they combed it out,
that it had never lain so silky straight before. They braided it then, in loose coils woven through with
ribbons, strings of smal glass beads, and tiny blue flowers.

Hewas dlowed tea. Apparently noblemen ran toward being heavyset—and considering how little
activity they were alowed, it was smal wonder. Perhaps with thisin mind, someone had tried to change
what had become Jerin’ s normal teato just dry muffins. Corelle sent ayoungest Barnes off for atruetea
with sandwiches made of chicken and a swest pickle relish, and little cakes of sweet cream topped with
fresh raspberries.

Lastly camethetailorswith hisforma bal clothes. At dl thefittings, they had dlowed him to wear
undergarments. He was dismayed when they explained that the clothes were to be worn without
underclothes.
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“It' sthefashion,” the tailor murmured, carefully keeping her face averted as she held out the leggings.
“With underwear on, you won't... settle... properly into the codpiece. Just dip off your underwear, and
into theleggings, and we' |l sew them shut.”

Jerin balked. “1I'll fed naked. I'll ook naked.”

“I'm sorry, sweetheart, but women like to see what they’re buying. You'll befine. All the other men will
be wearing leggingsjust like these. | should know—we ve made agoodly quarter of them.”

Cordle scolded him impatiently. “Oh, Jerin, don’t be acrybaby.”

Jerin supposed thiswas what Captain Tern had meant when she said their successwasriding on his
conduct. If he refused to wear the most fashionable clothing, it would be unlikely he' d catch theeye of a
well-to-do family.

| wish 1 could marry Ren.

He bit hislip on that thought. No one would want to ook at a boy with eyesfull of tears. So he stripped
out of hisunderwear, stepped into the leggings, and tried not to pout as they explained how to tuck
himsdf into the codpiece’ s pouch, and then sewed the fabric shut. The shirt had padded shoulders,
curioudy shaped deeves that managed to leave his forearms bare while draping fabric amost to the floor,
and a collar open to midchest. At least they let him wear riding boots, with cuffsthat faired up around the
knee.

A dight gasp made him look up. Eldest stood in the doorway, looking stunned.
“Holy Mothers” Eldest findly murmured. “Y ou' re beautiful .”

Jerin ducked hisheed a the praise. “| fed like amidwinter tree with beaded strings and glittering
ornaments. All that’ s missing are the gingerbread angels”

“Jerin!” Eldest came across the room and gave him aquick hug, careful not to musshishair or crinkle his
shirt. “Don’t beaninny.”

“I'vegot bellson,” he said, taking afew stepsto illustrate his point. Thetiny bells sawn into the long
deevesrang as he walked, afaint shimmering sound.

Eldest shook her head. “I don’t know if | should let you out of thisroom dressed like that.”

“I look silly.”

“You look sensud, beautiful, and erotic. WE |l be beating women off of you.”

He blushed and went back to the mirror to consider hisimage. His reflection barely seemed to be him,

but did look like someone who could command a brother’ s price of four thousand crowns.

He had been prepared for afair: women in work clothes, men clustered together for the rare chanceto
talk to someone of their own sex, children moving like schools of minnows, al contained in amesting hall,
atent, or arough dance floor under the stars. Potluck dishes. Amateur musicians mostly playing together.



Hethought it would be like acountry fair, just on agrander scale.

They came down adim halway and out aside door to the brightly lit foyer. Stairs cascaded downin

vivid red velvet into a balroom, ashifting sea of the most beautifully dressed people he could imagine.
Gresat crystd chanddiers hung overhead, thousands of candles setting fire to the glittering glass prisms.
Every person was arrayed in silks and satins, diamonds and rubies.

There were no children. There was no food in evidence. The few men were scattered and closdly
guarded. Music came from asmall orchestra, in tune and on best.

Jerin froze at the top of the stairs, wanting to turn and escape back to their rooms.

Eldest checked at the sight of the whirling dancers, then, hooking her arm with his, led him down the
gairs, murmuring, “We ve got the blood of Queensin us. We' rejust asgood asthey are.”

Corelle and Summer trailed wordlesdy behind, Summer wide-eyed and Corelle looking sour, asif it dl
was putting a bad taste in her mouth.

Behind them, Barnes announced loudly, “Miss Eldest Whistler, Master Jerin Whistler, Misses Summer
and Cordle Whidler.”

A handful of women turned at the announcement, glancing up at the Whistlers asthey descended the
gairs. The women'’ s gazes flicked over Eldest, then settled on Jerin and stayed. 1n ones and twos, others
glanced their direction and didn’t look away, until dozens of eyeswere focused on him.

“They’'restaring,” Jerin whispered.

Eldest tightened her grip on him. “ Of coursethey are. Y ou're beautiful. Smile. 1t'snot like they’ re going
to eat you.”

“How can you be sure?’

“I'll rip the heart out of anyonethat liftsafork to you,” Eldest said so only he could hear, dl thewhile
giving atight smileto thoselooking in their direction.

“Holy Motherd” Summer gasped. “Cullen!”

Jerin missed Cullen at first, expecting to see the boy that climbed in through hiswindow. After aminute
of futilely scanning the crowd, he redized that the young man standing demurely behind Eldest Moorland
was Cullen. His muddy blond hair had been dyed to a deep rich honey, interwoven with strands of
gem-encrusted gold threads, and gathered in loose falls by green silk bows. Eyes down, head dightly
bowed, hands clasped before him, his clothesfaling in eegant unwrinkled lines, it seemed asif dl of what
was Cullen had been stripped away and a soulless doll stood in his place.

Then Cullen lifted his head dightly to peep around, noticed Eldest Moorland was distracted, and saw
them watching. He made aface, sticking out histongue and rolling his eyes, then ducked his head again.
Hisfingers, though, wiggled, indicating thet they should join him.

“Scamp,” Eldest Whigtler’ stight grin relaxed into atrue smile. “Let’ srescue him from hisfamily.”

“Ah, ahusband raid,” Jerin whispered. “What us Whistlers do best.”



Eldest Moorland greeted them with anod. “Whistler.”

Cullen flashed agrin at them and then returned to his demure mask.

“Moorland.” Eldest Whistler started the socia dance. It had been explained to them that by protocoal,
any woman that wanted to speak to aman had to talk first to hissister. Cullen and Lyliahad gone over
the accept-able topics for the conversation, and the length needed prior to addressing the brother.

Luckily, there were no limits set on conversation between men.

“What happened to you?” Jerin whispered to Cullen.

“Eldest heard about our walk in the garden and gave me a blistering with her tongue.” Cullen whispered
back. “ She cdled me a Dru Hightower. Ha!”

“A what?’

Cullen risked glancing up to scan the room, then pointed out an e egant-looking young man, dightly older
than the two of them. “In the east corner, in white—as if wrapping dirt up in clean linen could save face.”

“Hewas caught kissng agirl?’

“Worse. He was caught tumbling his betrothed wives servants during the betrotha period. It wasahuge
scanda—not that anyone redlly blamed him. His betrothed are dl bloated toads, wartsand dl, but his
betrotha contract had been signed, his brother’ s price paid, so his betrothed had possession of him and
everything. All the deal needed was the wedding—and a massive one had been planned. His betrothed
hauled him back to his Ssters and demanded arepayment.”

“Didthey getit?’
“Of course. Damaged goods! No way to prove he was clean before the betrothal, and certainly they
didn’'t want to risk infecting the whole family. They say that one of the servants had been to acrib and

caught something other than ababy. They say on hisfirat night with one of hisactua betrothed, his Eldest
wife discovered sores dl over hisyou-know-what.”

“Redly?’

Cullen shrugged. “Who knows? People start making stuff up after awhile.”

“I didn’t know wives could demand a repayment.”

“Happensdl thetime.”

Eldest Whigtler turned to Cullen. *Y our Sister has given me permission for thisdance.” She held out her
hand, palm up. Cullen brightened and reached out to rest his fingertips on hers. They went out onto the
dance floor, where other couples were gathering. How odd that the only time awoman and aman could

be completely alonewasin front of so many watchful eyes.

“Jerin,” awoman’ svoice said, making him turn. Kij Porter sood beside him, smiling. She indicated
Summer with her chin as she extended her hand. “Y our Sister has given me permission for this dance.”



He glanced to Summer, surprised. Summer gave him ahelplesslook, asif the older, palitically savvy
woman had outmaneuvered her. Corelle was nowhere in Sight, apparently scouting out the rest of the
men.

Jerin rested his hand on Kij’ swarm fingertips and alowed himself be led out onto the dance floor. She
took him to the opposite end from where Eldest Whistler waited with Cullen for the music to start. They
were deep in conversation, and didn’t notice him joining the dancers.

“Do you remember your grandfather Prince Alan-non?’ Kij asked.

“Yes” Out of habit, he avoided giving out too much family information.

Kij seemed annoyed by the evasive answer. “Helived to be very old?’

“Nearly saventy.” Jerin reminded himsdlf thiswasn't acountry fair; it would be safe to discussfamily
here. “He wasfifteen when my grandmothers...” He swallowed the word “ kidnapped.” With the
Queens coaching, they had come up with a“sweeter” verson of hisfamily’ s history. He substituted in
theword “... found him. Welost him to afever three years ago.”

It was an important breeding point that none of hisfamily had died of aweak heart, stroke, or other
inherited illness. Only disease and accident had winnowed their ranks.

“I see” Kij said. “Why didn’'t he ever try to contact the Queens?’

“* After the public executions of his mothers and ssters, he didn’t see any point.”
“Ah. Y et you saved Princess Oddlid slife. Wasn't that a betraya to hisloss?’
Jerin blinked in surprise. “Betrayai? No.”

“Hewas said to betrained in the ways of k' lamour” Kij said.

Jerin blushed and ducked his head.

“Y ou know what that means?’ Kij asked.

“It'snot redly aproper thing to talk about,” Jerin murmured, glancing to see where Eldest wasin the
shifting couples.

“He passed thisto you?’ Kij pressed.
“The paths of pleasure?’ Jerin whispered, to quiet her. The music was coming to an end, and he didn’t

want be overheard. “Y es, he and my father told me. Please, talking about sexual union isn’t the proper
thing to do.”

“On the contrary. A woman should know what she’ sgetting.” Kij al but purred, taking firmer hold of his
hand.

The dance, though, ended with bows. He spotted Co-relle coming toward them to claim him back. He
gaveKij afase smile, tugged free his hand, and met Corelle hafway. Kij, infuriatingly, trailed dongside



him.
“I would dance with Jerin again,” Kij stated, putting out her hand to him.

Cordletook Jerin'sright hand with her own, blocking any moveto claim him. “I'm sorry, but we need
to spend Jerin’ stimewisdly. A second dance would beimpossible”

“I don’'t know if you redlize, little mushroom, how important my family isand how much you would gain
by courting us”

“Y our family of old controlled the portage over Hera s Step,” Corelle said in abored tone. “Y our
grandmothers bankrupted your family building the lock to replace the portage when it was destroyed by
sabotage during the war. Through marriage and other means, you' ve reclaimed a controlling interest in
the lock. Second to the royal family, you are the oldest recorded family, noted when a brother was
married to the second generation of theroyal princesses. Y ou are not considered, however, the oldest
noble family, asyou gained your title through service to the crown— ending money—and not by
marriage. In fact, you are one of the few noble familiesthat never married aroya prince.” Corelleflashed
agrin.”Unlike ours. Good day .

With that, Corelle turned Jerin away from Kij and led him across the room.
“That wasrude,” Jerin whispered after he got over his shock.

Cordle gtill smiled smugly. “Perhaps. I’ me not going to have any Ssters-in-law looking down their noses
a us. They'll seeasequals, or not at al.”

“WEe re not going to get four thousand crownsif you insult everyone that dances with me.”
“Perhaps.”
“How did you know dl that, anyhow?’

“Her sgter Alissatold me most of it. She went on and on like | cared. Eldest and | asked around to dig
out thedirt.”

“It was gill rude,” Jerin bowed his head in embarassment.

“Yes, but | thought you might want to dance with someone else,” Corelle cameto a stop, loosing her
hold on Jerin’ s hand. “ Y our Highness, you asked for adance?’ Jerin looked up in surpriseat Ren's
amiling fece

“Y our sgter has given me permission for thisdance.” Ren said.
Jerin ducked hishead again, thistime to hide the grin that bloomed uncontrollably across hisface. He

dipped his hand into the princess's, and she squeezed it dightly before leading him out onto the floor,
where Summer was partnered with Cullen.

* * *

Therewould be, Jerin reflected, a profound lack of thingsto do in hisnew life. True, they had dept in
after alate night dancing, but after brunch, as rain started to drizzle down, there was nothing to do. No



dishesto clean up. No dinner to get ready. No clothes to wash. No knitting or mending to be done. No
children to keep entertained.

The suite had severd musica instruments, none of which they played. It was dso devoid of reading
materids, except the newspaper and a score of books on profoundly dry subjects such as Land
Improvement via Introduction of Fertilizer, and Primer of Livestock Breeding Practices. Either the
royd family didn’t know about the existence of novels, or had formed an undeservedly high opinion of
theWhidlers inteligencelevd.

The shlingstook turns swapping newspaper pages between them, occasondly murmuring, “Did you see
herethat it says...?" and getting their fingers black from theink. One by one, they finished the newspaper
and then hunted through the loose pages, hoping for something they’ d missed, something more to read.

Jerin was beginning to understand why Cullen had been so bored.

They had hunted out writing paper to play code breaker, devising quick cryptograms and handing them
off to the next person to break. Corelle had just won thefirst round, as usual, when aknock at the door
provided awelcome distraction. It proved even more welcome when it turned out to be Cullen and Lylia

“We're bored,” Jerin told them. “We just read the Herald to death.”

“Yes, yes, that'sadead newspaper.” Lylianudged arumpled page aside with her foot. “Y ou can read?
How wonderful. I'vetried to teach Cullen in the pagt, but he refusesto learn.”

“You'realousy teacher.” Cullen pouted. “ Besides, what’ sthe point? My wives probably won't let me
read.”

“Why not?’ Eldest asked. “Whistler men al read— doesn’t make them cross-eyed or serile or
anything.”

Lyliashrugged. “I guessit’slike the poor who don’t want their daughters going to school. The girls make
more money by working alongside their mothers.”

“Oh, like you see noblemen out weeding fields every day,” Cullen said.

“I didn’'t say it made sense,” Lyliamurmured, tweaking him gently with her thumb and forefinger. She
turned back to the Whistlers and gave them a bright smile. “How about atour of the palace?’

The palace proved to be more rambling than Jerin had imagined. The tour ended in a suite of rooms that
hisyoungest ssterswould kill for. Called the nursery, it held aroom of fanciful beds, awell-stocked
schoolroom, and a playroom. One wall of the playroom contained windows, and the rest of the walls had
shelvesto the high ceiling, filled with toys. Baby toys were put up, and the floor was now littered with toy
soldiers. Tiny cannons, afleet of warships on ablue painted river, even supply wagons, accompanied the
soldiersto war. The five red-haired, youngest princesses, Zdie, Quin, Selina, Nora, and Mira, werejust
settling down to battle,

Lyliaintroduced Jerin to the five, and then went off to chaperone Cullen in the schoolroom with Jerin’'s
ggers

Zdiewasthe leader of the youngest princesses. With aregdlity that fitted her position, she announced,



“WE re reenacting the battle of Nettle'sRun.”

Jerin smiled. The soldiers might be tin instead of wood, the cannons might articulate and fire, but it was
one of the same battles his Ssters engaged in on long winter afternoons. He glanced over the troops.
“Where' s Pegtfid d?’

“What do you know about playing with soldiers?” Mira, the obvious baby of the sisters, asked.

“My grandmothers were under Wellsbury,” Jerin explained, pointing to the mounted genera flanked by
her younger sgters. “My sistersand | have re-created this battle, just like this.”

“But you'reaboy,”* Princess Zdlie said with puzzlement tinged with contempt.
“Yes. | find it depressing sometimes,” Jerin admitted.

“Why?" Quin, or perhaps Nora, asked. Thetwo looked very smilar and al the girls had shifted since
he' d been introduced to them.

“There slotsof things| would like to do that I'm not alowed,” Jerin said.
“Do you want to play?’ the other of the two asked.
“WEe ve dready picked troops,” Zelie reminded the others.

“You don’t have Pestfield,” Jerin pointed out. “ She was held in reserve for most of the battle. | could
play her troops.”

They consented after aquick check with their history booksto confirm Pegtfied’ s existence and the
srength of her troops. Almost seventy-five thousand women clashed in the woods a ongside the Bright
River, leaving nearly ten thousand dead or wounded. It was attributed as a brilliant win for Wellsbury. but
luck had played alarge part in the victory—Smythe' s misunderstanding her orders and withdrawing just
as Wellsbury attacked, for instance. Though in truth, the garbled message she received hadn’t been the
true ordersissued. Pegtfield’ s orders too had been waylaid, and thus her reserve troops never entered
the battle.

When played without the deet, the exhaugtion, the lack of food, the poor visibility, the sniper attacks,
and the Whistlers confusing enemy orders, the outcome favored the False Eldest’ sforces. It surprised
him, thus, that the royal sisters kept to the same attacks and retreats of the origina battle.

After watching for several minutes, he faked aretreat up Granny Creek, crossed over Blue Knob, and
took out the overextended | eft flank of Wellsbury’ sforce. Zdlie shrieked with dismay and literally had the
army fly to protect her tin generd.

“No, no, no, you can't do that.” Jerin laughed as he caught atin soldier that was flying miles acrossthe
landscapeto land in his path.

“Yes, | can.'” Zdie pushed hishand away to thump the soldier down. “I just did!”
“No. you can’'t.” Jerin struggled to stop laughing. “ That' sagaingt therules.”

“You can't tak to me that way!”



“Good heavens, why not?’
“I am aprincess of therealm,” Zelie explained in perfect princesstones.

Jerin covered his mouth to hold in acrow of laughter. She was so ddightful using the adult deadpan.

“Y our Highness, the point of the rulesisto mimic battle, so you can learn how to fight one without getting
everyonekilled on your first charge. Y our tin soldiers can only do whét rea soldiers do, because you
must learn what your real armies can do. If you cheat, then you’ re not only chesting on me; you're
cheating yoursdlf out of achanceto learn, and you' rerisking the life of every woman you'll ever
commeand.”

“But you cheated!” Zdlie cried.

“Oh, thereis cheating and then there' s cheating. What | did, red soldiers could do, that is, pretend to
run away and then attack el sewhere. Real soldiers, however, cannot fly across the battle, willy-nilly.”

Five seriousfaces consdered him. “Soit’ sdl right to cheat sometimes?”’

Oh, dear, Ren probably wouldn't be happy if he perverted her youngest sisters. Still, Whistlers never
found alittle chegting to be harmful.

“My mothersaways said,” Jerin said carefully, “that those who are completely forthright are often at the
disadvantage of those who are corrupt. Here.” He picked up three of the earthen cupsthat held the
cannonballs, passed the cannonballs out to the princesses, and turned the cups upside down. He picked
up amarble and showed it to them. “*We re going to pretend your cannonbdls are coins. I’m going to
put this marble under one of the cups, and shuffle them around. Y ou bet your *coins' on which cup that
you think the marbleis under. If the marbleis under the cup, then I’ [l match the number of ”coins' you
bet. If the marbleisn't under the cup, then | get to keep the ‘coins' you bet.”

He made a show of placing the marble, palmed it, and alowed them to win thefirst pass by paming it
under the cup they chose. After that, he left the marble pocketed and began winning al their cannonbdls.
Eventudly, one of them remembered what had started the game.

“Wait!” Sdlina squeded with surprise and dismay. “Y ou're cheating! Aren't you?’

“Oh, yes. See?’ He overturned al the cups. “The marbleisn’t under any of them. There’ sno way you
canwin.”

“How did you do that?’ Zelie asked, chewing on onelong lock of hair. “We saw you put it under one of
them.”

S0 he showed how he could padm the marble, using misdirection and deight of hand. “The point is, you
could have logt dl your money, because you thought | was being honest, and you were playing fair. The
more you know how people can chesat you, the lesslikely you' |l be cheated.”

“Soit'sdl right to cheat?’” Miraasked dowly, obvioudy struggling with the concept.
He shook his head. “Lying and cheseting is like playing with guns. When it’sredl, it' s very dangerous.

Y ou have to be very careful, but we Whistlers aways thought it was a good thing to know how to do it
well, and more importantly, how to tell when someone eseisdoingit.”



Jerin redlized that someone €l se was in the room. He glanced up to meet the gaze of ayoung woman
leaning againg the door, watching them. Judging by her auburn hair, fair skin, and ddlicate festures, she
could be none other than the mysterious Princess Trini. Her look was amix of amusement and dismay.

Lyliawandered back into the room. “Trini, thereyou are! Y ou haven't met the Whistlersyet. Thisis
Jerin.”

Princess Trini straightened up with ascowl at her younger sster. “Well met. Master Whidtler, but if
you'll excuse me, | have better thingsto do than to play with toy soldiers.”

The others, minus Eldest Whistler, returned to the playroom. Barnes, they said, had fetched Eldest to
meet with avigtor. The Whistlers showed off their skillsat deight of hand for the youngest princesses,
making coins and balls disappear and reappear. The children and Cul-len picked up most of the basic
moves, but Lylia, laughing at her own fumble-fingeredness, couldn’t get it.

“Findly,” Cullen gloated, “something | can do that you can't!”

The young princesses' tutor arrived, announced playtime was over, and shooed the visitors awvay. The
group decided to troop back to the Whistler suite for tea. They reversed their norma marching order,
with Lyliaand Jerin leading, while Summer and Cordle, flanking Cullen, trailed behind.

Reaching the suite firgt, Lylia opened the door and hated.

Eldest Whigtler and Kij Porter stood in the room, the tension dmost visible between them. If Kij and
Eldest Whistler had been armed, surely both would have hands resting on their weapons. Seeing them
gtanding thus, it struck Jerin for the first time that the Porters were built much like his ssters—tal, lean,

and broad in the shoulders.

“You'll haveto give ustimeto decide.” Eldest’ s voice was carefully flat, void of any emotion. “I won't
be pressured into a snap decision.”

“l don't seewhat thereisto decide,”’ Kij said lightly.

though her eyes were narrowed in something that might be anger. “We re willing to offer twice the
amount you' d get from commoners. We re apowerful family with ancient noblelines. Thereisn’'t afamily

greater than oursin al of Queendand.”
Jerin’s heart quaked in his chest. Offer? The Porters?

The two women redlized that he stood in the doorway. They turned toward him, Eldest with aflash of
irritation, Kij Porter with alook closeto greed.

“Well talk about thislater,” Eldest stated firmly; it was unclear if she spoketo Kij or Jerin.

“Jerin!” Kij cameto claim his hands, squeezing them possessively. “Y ou' re more beautiful every timel
seeyou.”

“It'sthe clothes,” he murmured, ducking his head shyly, but then glancing up to study her. Did he want
Kij asawife?Kij and her ssters were handsome women— stronger in features than the delicate royal



princesses, which some would say was abonus. Certainly they did not tend toward freckling like Lylia.
Kij’s eyeswere the hard blue of sgpphires.

Jerin could not find asingle spark of warmth for Kij. Wasit because he had given his heart totally to Ren
aready? Wasit just alack of knowing Kij?

She leaned toward him. A month ago, he would have missed the warning signs. Thanksto his experience

with the royal princesses, however, he redlized she was going to try to kiss him. He stepped backward
with no conscious thought in the action, not even aware he' d avoided her until she Sraightened with a

dight frown.
“Come, what' sthe harm in asmplekiss? A sample of what I’ m buying?’

“My brother isnot ahorse, nor awhore.” Eldest’ s voice was tonel ess with her controlled anger. “We'll
need a contract and brother’ s price in hand, a secure betrothal, before anyone can try for asample.”

Not counting royal princesses, of course. Jerin studied hisfeet as hisface burned. Hopefully that
comment won’t blow up in our face.

Kij didn’'t seem put off in the least. She chuckled softly and murmured, “Ah, | do enjoy taming aspirited
colt before mounting and riding.”

“Good day, Porter,” Eldest snapped.

Kij nodded to them and went out.

“I don't like her. Eldest,” Corelle muttered.

“You sad hewasn't ahorse,” Summer growled.

“Corelle. Summer,” Eldest snapped. “We don’t discuss family businessin public.”

Lyliaand Cullen! Jerin turned around and found the two hovering by the door, looking paer than any of
hissgers.

“Thisisnot agood time,” Lyliasad, blinking rapidly. “WEe |l leave you to discussthis.”

She went without seeing if Cullen followed. Cullen opened his mouth, closed it again, and hurried after
his cousin. The Whistlers stood in silence, the younger siblings waiting out of habit for Eldest to spesk.

“Wdl?" Cordlefindly asked. “What do we do?’

“Wewait,” Eldest stated firmly, leaving no room for discussion. “Thisisonly our first offer. We have
time. Wewait.”

Renwasin her officein town when Lyliacamein like afirestorm.

“Whereis she? Barnes said she came to the offices, and her office said she mentioned she was coming
here! Was she here?’



“She, who?’

“Trim!” Lyliashouted. “ That cold, saf-centered bitch of our sster!”

“Lylia” Ren snapped. “Y ou will not use that language when speaking about one of our family.”

“Kij offered for Jerin!” Lyliawailed. “ And that— that—Trini refused even to meet him!”

Ren sat. She had no choice as her legswouldn’t support her. “Whistler didn’t accept?’

“She said they would need time to think, thank gods. It worked just like | planned. | got Jerin and Trini
both to the playroom, and just as Oddlia predicted, he was terrific with the youngest—I’ ve never seen
them so good. But dl she did was stand at the door and sulk. Then— then!—to top everything off, she
insulted him!”

“Shedidn’'t!”” Ren suddenly felt like calling Trini afew choice names hersdf. “What did she say?’

“Oh, nothing redly bad. Just that she had better thingsto do with her time than play with soldiers.” Lylia
deflated dightly a alook from Ren. “Oh, okay, it wasn't redly aninsult. It just seemed likeadapinthe

faceto me, after Jerin was so nice. He' s such asweetie. He can do magic!”

“Magic?’ Ren could think of only one thing magiclike that Jerin did—and she hoped that he hadn’t done
itinfront of the youngest.

“He can make coins and little balls disappear. HE s so clever with his hands.”

Ren recalled Jerin being clever with hishands and her body pulsed with a sudden need to be with him
again. Had he done magic on Lyliatoo? The kiss she interrupted seemed mild compared with the
embraces she had shared with Jerin.

“What do we do?’ Lyliaasked, drawing Ren out of her air dreams.

“I'll order Trini to spend time with Jerin, let her get to know him, and then push theissue. We ve got to
get married, and we want our husband to be Jerin.”

Eldest Whistler waswaiting for Ren in the princess s study at the palace.
“I'veheard,” Ren said.

“No you haven't.” Eldest held up an envelope addressed in thin spidery writing. “Eldest Picker has died.
Meg isnow head of the Picker family. Someone ap-proached her with a better offer. She' sgoing to hold
us gtrictly to the terms of our contract. Payment for the store will have to be on the contracted date, or
el sl it to the other party.”

“I thought you had an exclusive contract.”

“We do, until Jerin’s birthday, which we were assuming would be his betrotha day. We had hoped for
some traveling time beyond that, but Meg Picker’ s disalowed it. We need to be back to Heron Landing
by that date. If we don’t hand the Picker sisterstheir money on that day, then we owe them the pendty
and they arefreeto sl to the other buyer.”



Ren did the math. Once Eldest accepted an offer, she would need four or five daysfor the betrotha
contract to be written, al prenuptia testsrun on Jerin, and then the actua signing. Add another five days
for traveling, and the Whistlers actually needed to accept an offer two weeks prior to Jerin’s birthday.
“So you only have thirty days or so to decide.”

Eldest nodded. “Have you heard from your sster?”
Ren shook her head. Raven' s people had found no trace of Halley.

“If it was a straight choice between you and the Porters,” Eldest said, “it would be asmple pick. Jerin's
happiness matters much to me, and any fool could see that my brother isin love with you. If | was sure
that your family would eventudly come around to favoring the match, we could wait financidly. We have
different options, but they’ re not as smple to access as the brother’ s price on Jerin, and not without
risks.” Eldest looked at Ren with frank honesty. “But I’m not sure. Princess Halley may show up and
want nothing to do with us. Or she might not show, and yet your mothers could continue to deny the
match. Much as| love my brother, | have to do what isbest for my sisters. | can give you until thirty
days, and then | must accept Kij's offer.”

“| understand.”

Ren would face Trini and make her seethefacts. If four of the five elder Ssters agreed on Jerin, perhaps
her mothers would alow the marriage without Halley’ s presence.

Trini managed to mostly avoid Ren for aweek. Their duties precluded her from avoiding Ren
completely, but she dipped into court minutes before the first case was called, and then darted out the
moment the last case was settled. Unwilling to estrange Trini from Jerin completely, Ren settled on giving
arare command as Eldest, ordering Trini to eat with the family. 1t was dmost comical to see Trini try to
avoid Ren, Oddlia, Lylia, and Jerin at dinner.

Aware of the days dipping by, Ren finally cornered Trini deadheading her prize roses. “We need to
tak.”

“No, wedon't.” Trini snipped vicioudy at the innocent flowers. “1 know what Lyliatried to pull. I know
what you' re trying to do. I’m not going to be roped into marriage again so soon. We' re young. We can
wait.”

“No, we can't!” Ren snapped. “ Do you want it to end here, with us? After twenty generations, our
family endswith us? The entire country thrown into the same chaos of Wakecliff’ s estate, with no clear

heirs?”
“Y ou're being melodramatic, Ren.”

“I am not. We re only ten in number. If something happened to any one of us, our daughters could be
even fewer. We have to marry and start having children.”

“Why not thisviolent outcry last year? Or the year before? Or any timein thelast six years?’

“Hdley hadn’t gone missing last year. Odelia hadn’t been attacked last year. | hadn’t had afew narrow
cdlsmysdf. And yes, this opportunity hadn’t presented itself.”

“Opportunity? Let’s call thingsasthey are. Y ou’' ve met a pretty boy and you want to be serviced likea



cat in heat. Thisisno different than with Eldest and Keifer.”

“Jerinisnothing like Kefer. Thisian't like our first marriage. The Porters poured afortuneinto Keifer's
dress; they kept him under our elder ssters nose, and gave full libertiesto him prior to the wedding.”

“ And this differs how from the Whistlers? It ssems he' s here, under our noses, well dressed, and, from
what Barnestdlsme, well touded.”

“If Oddiaand | hadn’t gone north, we would have never met them. | caught Jerin done a night and
seduced him. | brought the Whistlers here. And if | hadn’t begged Eldest Whistler to wait for our offer,
they would have already accepted Kij Porter’ s generous offer aweek ago and left.”

Trini whirled around. “What? No on€ stold the Whistlerswhat amonster Keifer was?’

“Kij isnot her brother.” Ren waved it tiredly aside. “Besides, it would seem asif we were just poisoning
the well to keep the water for ourselves.”

“All bad apples come from gpple trees.”
“You can't say Kefer isafair representation of hisssters, any morethan Cullenislike hissgters”

“I find Cullen exactly like his s sters—intelligent, fair-minded, openhearted, charming, and headstrong. |
wouldn’t mind marrying Cullen.”

“Cullenistoo closein blood.” Ren rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “I like him too. He would be a safe
choice; we know him well and there’ d be no surprises. but we can’'t marry him.”

“I' know. | know.”

“Trini, do you remember how Keifer waswith you and Lylia? He could bardly be civil even with Eldest
watching. I’ ve seen Jerin with his youngest ssterswhile trying to cook for forty people. There’ sno way
he could have faked being so patient, gentle, and caring with them.”

“I've seen Jerin with Zelie and the youngest,” Trini admitted. “He seemed very good with them, but it
could have been an act. All of it could be an act.”

“If you don't trust him, at least trust me to know the difference between genuine goodness and fake. I've
resisted a second marriage thislong because Keifer hurt me too. Of al the men paraded before us,
Jerin’sthe only onel’ vetrusted.”

Trini stared out over the rosebushes for severd minutes. “ And if we don’t take Jerin, Kij getshim?”’

“Mogt likely.”

“I wouldn't give adog to the Porters” Trini growled.

Wasit too soon to ask for her support? Ren hesitated, afraid that Trini might construe the next question
as her being bullied into adecision. But it made no sense to avoid the issue after pushing it to ahead.

“Can | tell Mother Elder that you support amarriage to Jerin?’

Severa minutes passed, and then, quietly, Trini murmured, “Yes”



Ren went to her Mother Elder. “The Porters have offered for Jerin. Let me make an offer too.”
“Have you spoken with your sisters about this?” Mother Elder asked quietly.
“Oddiaand Lyliaare eager for the marriage. Trini has agreed.”

“And Halley?

Ren bit down on abolt of anger. She mustn’t lose her temper. “ There hasn’t been any word from
Halley. Mother. | am beginning to doubt sheisdive; | would have expected her to surface when the
Herald reported the attack on Oddlia. In that light, | do not think it’ s reasonable to wait for her. We have

amgority.”

“With another man. abrother of awell-established noble house, | would agree with you. While Jerinisa
charming man, there will be many objectionsto him fathering the next generation of rulers. We arethe
daughters of the Holy Mothers, unsullied by common blood for twenty generations.”

“All the noble houses were commoners a one time, from the Keepers on down.”
“With the exception of the Porters, the nobles have dl taken roya princes as husbands.”

“If the Porters were acceptable, why not the Whistlers? They at least married aroyal prince. Infact, in
many ways, they are more noble than al the noble houses, since their roya blood has been less diluted

by successve generations.”

“Truly, Ren, how can you compare the Porters, landowners for twenty generations, to thieves fathered
out of cribs?’

“Landowners? The Porters were not much more than river pirates cutting the throats of those who failed
to pay for portage around thefals. They claimed to be neutral during the War of the False Eldest, but
everyone knew they played both sides, and yet we married them. ”

“Thisis not about the Porters; it’' s about the Whistlers.”

Ren redlized that her mother was going to hold to her impossible demand. “If you hadn’t planned on
giving your permission al aong, why did you dlow meto hope? Y ou’ ve made losing him dl the more

bitter now.”

Her mother shook her head. “I told you that you shouldn’t engage your heart.”

Ren stood, fedling hollow, betrayed.

Her mother reached out and took her hand. “Ren, | waswilling to dlow the marriage if Halley agreed to
it. In such an unegqua marriage, you' re asking your sstersto take ahugerisk, arisk anorma marriage
wouldn't entail. If you wished to marry the brother of anoble family, amgority would be enough. This
isn't thecase. You must all bewilling to take Jerin as husband.”

“Haley isdead!” Ren snapped. “Dead! She went out and got hersaf quietly killed!”



Her mother dapped her hard. “ Shut your mouth! Until her body isburied in the family crypt, sheisdive!
The answer isno. Y ou cannot marry without Haley’ s agreement. That was the case from the very sart.
Do not whine, child. It does not become you.”

“I am not whining. | believe your grief has made you unreasonable. Evenif Haley isdive, she' spassed
al responghilities of her dutiesto us. her ssters. Choosing ahusband isjust one more duty she's
neglecting. We ¢ have not stopped the courts. We have not stopped the balls. We will not stop choosing
ahusband.”

“Youwill! I am gill the Queen Mother Elder. Y ou are my subject. | say you will not marry Jerin Whistler
without your sister’ s gpprova. Push me any further Ren, and | will refuse the marriage totdly.”

Ren clenched her teeth together, balling her handsinto figts, trying to keep her anger in. Her mother
meant it. It had been years since she' d heard such adecree, since she had lost favorite toys and been
barred from outings as a child with such rulings.

“I’'m sorry you' ve set your heart on thisboy,” her mother said in a softer tone. “But our line caniill afford
discord between husband and wife again. Trini tried to block the marriage to Keifer, and no one listened.
Thistime, wewill lisen to everyone.”

Eldest Moorland cracked the door to Ren’s study and peered in. “Have you seen Cullen?’
Renwaved her in. “He susudly ether with Lyliaor Jerin.”

Ren’s cousin sat, shaking her head and Sghing. “ The younger Whigtlersarein the billiard room with Lylia
and Odédlia. Eldest Whidtler is apparently trying to track me down, so | assumeit’ssafeto say that he's
not with her.”

An unmarried Eldest Sster looking for the Eldest Sister of amarriageable man—it wasn't difficult to
guess what Whistler wanted. “What are you going to say?’

Moorland sghed again. “ Are you going to offer for Jerin? It makes adifference for us.”

In other words, would the Whistlers continue to be poor landed gentry or would they be ssters-in-law
to the princesses? Commoners might sdll their brothersto the highest monetary bidder, but noble
brothers went to the most powerful political tie.

Ren sighed. She owed it to her cousin to be truthful on the matter. In sketchy details, she told Moorland
where negotiations stood. “Not aword of this, though, should leave thisroom. | don’t want to raise
Jerin’s hopes, only to disappoint him. If he hasto marry someone else, | would rather he be ignorant that
welovehim.”

“So that’ sthe way the wind blows? Well, yes, let him start with hiswives with aclean date, so to

Ren flinched at the idea of another family being Jerin’ swives. A knock at the door saved her from
having toreply. “Yes?”

Eldest Whistler opened the door and stood in the doorway. “Eldest Moorland, | would like to speak
withyou.”



Moorland made a gesture to indicate that now was as good atime asany. “I1t would spare me having to
repest it dl to my cousin anyhow.”

“Wewish to marry Cullen.”

There was a shout from behind the heavy drapes and Cullen tumbled out from his velvet hiding spot. He
gave another whoop of ddight and flung himsdlf into Eldest Whistler’ sarms. Whistler shook her heed,
smiling indulgently, and was soundly kissed. Ren had never thought of Cullen asasexud cresture—in
that moment of frank passion, she realized he was as mature in that matter as Jerin. Her heart went out to
Eldest Whigtler and Cullen.

“Cullen!” Moorland growled. “We haven't accepted. We haven't even heard terms.”

“| want to marry them! Thingswill work out for Ren. | know they will. It'snot like any of those other
fusspots would ever offer for me, anyhow. They want abiddable, beautiful man.”

“You are beautiful.” Whistler didn’t address biddable, but Ren had no doubt that Eldest Whistler could
keep

Culleninline. “But Moorland isright. We need to discuss terms. WEe re not nobles with deep pockets.
We might not be able to afford your brother’ s price.”

Cullen clung to Whidtler, throwing his Sster atragic, pleading look. “1 want to marry them. They would
be good to me; I’ ve seen them with Jerin. They have little brothers; I’ d have other men around. They
would teach me how to ri—" Cullen broke off at theword “ride’ before it escaped completely, and
changed it to “—write and read.”

“We can only afford two thousand crownsfor the scamp,” Eldest Whistler said. “Payable on Jerin’s
betrothal. We might be able to work up more, but we' |l have to take futures out on our little brothers. It
would take time to raise more money.”

Moorland looked from Cullen to Eldest Whistler and then to Ren. The woman who loved her brother
warred with the woman responsible for her family’ s best interests. Ren could offer nothing, and waited,
sure that Cullen would lose out.

Amazingly, though, Moorland said, “Y ou won't have to work up more. We'll settle on thetwo
thousand. It doesn't pay to beggar your ssters-in-law.”

Whistler had been braced for ano and looked as stunned as Ren felt. Shouting, Cullen leaped to hug his
sgter, then mauled Ren in ahasty, exuberant hug, kissed Eldest Whistler again, and dragged her off in
search of Lylia, Jerin, and the othersto break the news.

The office seemed bare after they were gone, like someone had plucked the sun from the sky. leaving
vast emptiness behind.

“Why did you say yes?’ Ren asked Moorland. “Y ou know it’' sunlikely we' Il be ableto marry Jerin.”
“Mother calsyour father her sacrificid lamb sometimes. He bought usalot of power, at the cost of

being poisoned a the age of thirty-five. | don’t want to spend the rest of my life with the same guilt my
mother carries”



* % *

Ren woke the next morning from another night of horrific dreams. The worst nightmare started in the
garden, where she talked to Trini as her Sster deadheaded the roses. Ren redlized suddenly that the
wilted flowers had Halley’ sface, and the cut stems seeped blood. Ren pulled up the rosebushesto find
Halley buried underneath, but then her mothers wouldn’t come to the garden to see the body. Every time
she gripped their hands, they would dide away like abar of wet sogp. She woke in the dark, crying in
frustration and fear. Other dreams plagued her after she went back to deep, none asvivid, but al filled
with pain and the sense of loss.

Shewas il in bed when Raven camein.
“I received thisviaregular post.” Raven held out a battered envelope.
Rentook it. It was addressed to “R. Tern” at Raven’stown house address; the captain had torn the

canceled slampsin opening the envelope. Inside was acommon sheet of foolscap, folded once. Ren
pulled it free, and the word “ Eldest” in Halley’ sbold script made her catch her breeth.

So you' ve lost your heart to the son of landed gentry? Well done. No need for a formal meeting
for me. | approve your choice. Proceed with the wedding plans. I’ll be there. Now, call off the
dogsl
Your little sister.

Ren turned the paper, knowing that there was no more, but fedling asif there should be. “Whereis she?
How does she know about Jerin? Why hasn't she put any names on this? Why addressit to you?’

“Shesent it to me so only you and | would seeit, instead of the whole palace staff. By the amount of the
postage, I d say she's close by, though.”

“And no names o if someone wasto seeit, they’ d be none the wiser of who it was from and who it was
for.”

“Aye” Raven sad.

Ren sighed, and then, asredlity dawned on her. smiled. “ She' s approved of Jerin! We can make an
offer! She' s approved!”

Chapter 12

Jerin’ sface was gtarting to hurt from smiling so much, but he couldn’t stop.
I’m betrothed to Ren and Odelia and Lytua.

All was not perfect, of course.
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Princess Trini stayed on the edges of his awareness, watching him, wary like ahorse broken with a
heavy hand and now distrusiful. Princess Halley remained a compl ete unknown; no one seemed willing
even to talk about her. All he knew about her was that she, like dl her sisters, wasred-haired and
strong-willed.

Summer sulked because, with Jerin fetching the hoped-for four thousand crowns, the family would
definitely split at Corelle. Cullen would be the older ssters' hushand. Eldest and Corelle had aready
fought often over using futures on Doric to purchase a husband for the middle ssters. Worst of al, once
Jerin’sbrother’ s price wasin their hands, his Ssters needed to buy Cullen and leave immediately; they
had tickets for passage upriver on aboat that |eft at noon.

Stll, he couldn’t stop smiling.

It was decided to sign both contracts at the same time. Ren came in the morning, while he was till damp
from his bath, for the prenuptia ingpection. It was difficult to tell which of them was more
embarrassed—Ren, he, or Eldest. Despite her blush. Ren’ s eyes glowed with an excitement that sent his
heart racing and other parts of hisbody reacting.

“I'm satisfied.” With agrin, Ren picked up hisdressing gown and helped himinto it. * Everything seems
to be in good working order.”

“But you knew that,” Eldest said.

“I would not be so cavdier,” Ren warned. “Y ou have Cullen’ singpection yet, and you are more guilty of
ddliancethan | am.”

Eldest faked innocence. “ Oh, | wastalking about the sperm test.”

That only made Ren smilewider and Jerin blush more. Cullen’ s report indicated that Jerin’selder ssters
could expect the normal number of boys from their new husband. The doctor hand-ddlivered Jerin's
report, fortunately hours later, just to see *the amazing specimen of male virility” hersef. Hisssters had
been exceedingly smug about the report; one would think they had filled the smdll glassjar themsdlves.
Cullen, thankfully, did not take it asapersona dight on himsdif.

Ren apparently already had al the originals noted on his birth certificate researched and
double-checked, so thisvisua check for inbred deformitieswasthe last formality.

Betrothals are for women; marriages are for gods. While solemn, there was no mistaking the betrothal
for anything but what it was: a purchase. Ren handed over Jerin’ s brother’ s pricein four small
strongboxes, and signed the betrothal contract. Eldest Whistler counted through the boxes separately,
verifying that each contained athousand crowns, then countersigned the contract. Eldest took Jerin’s
hand, led him to Ren’ s side, and gave his hand over to the princess. Ren clasped his hand tight, taking
ownership.

Then it wastime for Cullen’ s betrotha . The Moorlands received two of the four boxes. Eldest Whistler
and Eldest Moorland signed as the heads of their families. Eldest Moorland gave Eldest Whistler Cullen’'s
hand.

It was done. Cullen’ swedding would be in amonth at Heron Landing. Jerin’ sroya marriage would



need an additiona two monthsto plan. Hopefully, Princess Hal-ley would reappear in timefor the
wedding.

They had abetrothal lunch, and then, with lots of hugging and kissing, Cullen and the Whistlers said
good-bye.

“Take good care of my little brother,” Moorland said.

“Wewill,” Whistler promised.

“These are the husbands' quarters.” Ren said, unlocking the doors and pushing them open.

Hisnew family stood around him. waiting for hisreaction, and Jerin could only gasp. All previous
splendor of the pdace pded to this. Hisfirs impression was of vaulting ceilings, the flood of sunlight from
awall of windows across the room, the soft murmur of water, the smell of roses, a splash of cool green
to hisfar |eft.

“Goon.” Lyliadipped around to the front to tug his hand gently. “From the bacony you can see
forever.”

He entered the room, not sure where to look first, feding doll-sized againgt the scale of the room. There
was afireplace he could stand inside. A massive grand piano sat dwarfed in one corner. Settees and
lounges that would have crowded any room in the Whistler home littered the room like chains of idands,
surrounded by great expanses of polished marble and shoals of carpets.

“There saprivate rose garden with afountain,” Trini murmured from behind him.

“Over thereisthe bedroom!” Odelia pointed out double doors opened to expose another vast chamber
and ahuge bed on araised dais.

“If thereisanything you don't like, we can have it changed,” Ren stated, unlocking the door to the
bal cony. It was deceiving, that door. Wrought iron twisting and curling, painted white, backed by glass. It
looked bright and open, but it could keep out an army.

The sunbaked bal cony of dressed stone looked out over the cliffs—in essence, protected by the sheer
drop. Below, the sprawling city, the glittering river, and then the green roll of fields went out asfar asthe
eye could see. He stared out, feding suddenly small and lost.

Ren sensed his distress, and touched his shoulder, concern in her eyes. He reached out for comfort and
shecameinto hisarms.

“I'm sorry,” shewhispered for hisearsaone. “I know it's confining after the freedom of your farm, but
it sto keep usdl safe.”

“When wewerelittle,” Oddiacaled, obliviousto hisdistress, skipping and hopping on the wide paving
stone, “we ate breakfast with Papa out here, and then played hopscotch. Thisisthe best place for
hopscotch in the whole paace.”

Jerin turned his back on the open sky and found the vast room transformed by the very presence of his
new family. The Queen Mothers had followed them into the room, but stopped midway, taking up



residence on the settees. His child brides darted about the room, exploring, laughing, and calling to one
another. The huge room contained them comfortably, keeping them together without making them fed in
each other’ sway.

Ren gave him asad smile, so he hugged her.

“Wasthisagood place when your father was alive?’ Jerin asked.

“It was my favorite part of the palace.”

“I'll have to work on making it so again.”

The hushands quarters were very much aplace of history. The rooms had been cleaned and aired, but
layers and layers of the generations remained. A cabinet of board games. A jeweled collection of
kaleidoscopes. A sawing stand filled with musty supplies. A knitting basket with ahalf-finished baby
blanket. A collection of music boxes. Even the massive wardrobesin the dressing room brimmed with
clothes.

“ After our husband waskilled,” Queen Mother Elder said with dight bitterness, “Keifer wanted some of
hisnicer clothes. Then, after the explosion, none of us could stand the thought of dedling with them. We

should have removed them before today.”

Jerin lifted down oneflora dressng gown, the silk floating in hishands. “1t ssemsashame. They're
beautiful.”

“Many of them have memories attached,”* Ren said, taking the gown from him. “Not al of them good.”
Even the good ones, Jerin reflected, could be painful. “What will you do with them?’

“Sdl themto aragpicker,” Odeliasaid.

“I’d rather see them burned,” Ren said, “than to have strangers going over Papa sthings.”
Anideaoccurred to Jerin, and he started to speak without thinking it through. “We could—" And then
the thought reached itslogica end. He was about to suggest sending the clothesto Cullen; hissgters
could never provide such arich wardrobe. Then he remembered the fate of the fine clothes the Queens
had provided to his ssters; they were to be sold on the racks of hisssters' new store. He winced at the
redization that his ssterswould be equd to ragpickers.

“We could what?' Ren asked.

He considered saying, “Nothing,” but in truth, he couldn’t be sure that his ssterswould sell them at the
store. “We could send them to Cullen. My sisters could never afford the type of clothesheisused to.”

Oddialaughed. “Cullen is probably withholding sexua services until he’ salowed to ride horses. These
are barely clothesyou could wear outside.”

“Y ou could make holiday shirtsfor thelittle ones out of these,” Jerin pointed out. “ Or curtains, or
dipcoversfor chars”



Oddiaand Lylialaughed.

Trini frowned at them. “Jerin’ sright. It would be a horrible waste to burn them. There' s hundreds of
crowns herein slk. The cost of one ouitfit probably could feed a poor family for amonth.”

Morelikely ayear, but Jerin didn't correct her. He smiled instead at the stray thought that one obscure
corner of Queendand was going to be suddenly much more gaily dressed.

“WEe ll pack them up and send them,” Ren said.
“Redly?’ Jerin asked.
Ren touched his face softly. “For another smilelike that last one, I’ d send my clothestoo.”

He could do naught but kiss her. Oddliaand Lyliathen claimed their share of his affection, soit was
quite awhile before they moved on. The bed, dressed in goose down and layers of softest linen, proved
to be able to hold them all a once—blushing husband, affectionate wives, and giggling child brides. The
Queen Motherslooked on, amiling indulgently, while the youngest princesses romped innocently on the
bed. Jerin wondered what the Queens were thinking. Did they recal asimilar moment from their marriage
on the same bed? Or were they remembering how these laughing girls were conceived between these
sheets? Or were they looking forward to grandchildren yet to be born?

The dinner gong tumbled them out of the bed. The youngest dlaimed him firgt, al but dragging him away,
until Trini rescued him. She freed him, shooed the girls on, then shyly took his hand.

“Betrothed.”

The single word shot a bolt of happiness through him. He smiled, giving her hand asqueeze.
“Betrothed,” he said.

He' s charmed Trini. Ren nearly cheered. She put ahand over her mouth to cover the huge grin on her
face. Her mothers had noticed the exchange; Mother Elder waited to walk with her down to dinner.
“What do you say now?’ Ren struggled not to be smug.

Mother Elder tilted her head, consdering. “He |l be good for thisfamily. Eldest.”

Eldest. Thetitle sobered Ren. There seemed to be something implied in the straightforward comment.
13 But?l

“The common people barely grasp how thisfamily suffered since your father died; Keifer wreaked such
damage, aive and dead. With Jerin’s background, perhapsit will be wise to educate them.”

Let the tarnished truth be known. Ren nodded, fegling guilty for agreeing. It seemed abetrayd to let
the world know how badly Eldest had chosen their first husband. Surely she had chosen more wisely
than her older sister, or was she just as blinded by love? No, Mother Elder agreed that Jerin was a better
man. But if Ren questioned her own judgment, then there could be no doubt that others would question it
too.

It would be a ddlicate path to walk.



Later that night, Ren realized that she had forgotten about the bolt-hole. She was so used to Raven
handling security issues that the secret hiding space and passage out of the palace had dipped her mind.
The hushands' quarters, however, were off-limits to the entire palace staff, Raven included. It was up to
Ren, as Eldest wife, to make sure the passage was clear, the doors worked, and that Jerin and her adult
sgtersknew dl itsfiner points.

If by showing Jerin his secret escape route, she also received some late-night cuddling, then al the
better. She stripped off her shirt, did a sketchy sponge bath, changed into a clean shirt, and tried for a
casud stroll down the hall to the husbands' quarters. The door guard came to attention as she walked up,
but kept their faces carefully emotionless as she nodded to them and rapped on the door.

The second rap got a“Who isit?” muffled by the iron-reinforced door.
“It sRennsdlaer, Jerin. Let mein.”

With various clicks and clangs, the door was unlocked and Jerin cracked it open to peer a her, hiseyes
sunningly blue

“Should you be here?’ he asked.
“Yes.” Shedipped into the room and locked the door behind her.

“I need to show you the bolt-hole. | didn’t show you while the little ones were here this afternoon; they
don’t know not to talk about such things. When they’re older, we' Il tel them.”

Hesmiled shyly. “I like the sound of ‘we.” ”

So did she. He wore a sheer nightshirt, adeep blue that caught the color of his eyes, the silky fabric
warm with his heat. After severa minutes of bliss she managed to restrain hersdlf and leed him to the
dressing room.

“It’sin here so that both bedrooms have accessto it,” she explained.

“| didn’t notice the smaller bedroom this afternoon. It surprised mewhen | found it tonight. Wasit
Keif-er’sroom?’

“While Papawas dive. Keifer moved into the larger bedroom after Papawaskilled.”

She saw his curiogity and his reluctance to ask. Because it seemed unfair to keep him ignorant of what
even the baby ssters knew, because hisreluctance reflected his hesitancy to hurt her, because she loved
him, she opened hersdlf to the pain that talking about her father’ s death aways brought. “ Papawas
poisoned about six months before the explosion. It was a beautiful summer day, and we decided to take
carriages out into the country for apicnic.” Keifer decided, and they were dready learning it was easier
to givein than to fight with him. Eader. Deadlier. “ Papawas bardly thirty-five a thetime. Thefive
youngest were learning to walk, and he was so happy. Later than night, when Mother Elder cameto him
for services, he was vomiting, dizzy, and weak. Within minutes, he collapsed into acomaand died. They
say hedied of arsenic poisoning—but we don’t know what the poison had beenin.”

“I'm sorry,” Jerin whispered, hugging her, wrapping her in hiswarm comfort.



She hdd him, finding peace within hisarms. “ At the time, we were so bitter about his degth that we
never thought how lucky we were that he was the only onekilled. The explosion at the theater taught us
to count the smdl blessngs.”

They stood for awhile, hugged close. Finally, she resolutely set him aside. He had to know how to keep
himsdf safe. She showed him how the dressing room doors bolted. The locks were smple balts, but
disguised within e aborate woodcarvings to hide the function of the room.

“Keep the doorways clear of clothing or chairs” Sherecalled theingtructions her sster had given her six
years ago when she was judged old enough to know the family secrets. *'Y ou might want to keep the
smaller bedroom’ s door bolted at al times. Thisisthe bolt-hol€' s door here, behind thiswood pandling,
S0 you want to keep this clear too.” She showed him the catch hidden in the carved trim, and had him
trigger it himsdf.

The door creaked open; the chamber beyond was musty from disuse. “The dressing room doors give
you timeto get here and shut this door after you. There' salamp here with abox of matches.” She
grimaced as the cobwebs on the lamp clung to her hand when she set the glass chimney aside. “Don’t
waste time lighting them until you' ve got the door barred solid. There salight well here, so during the day
you' Il see even with the door closed and locked.”

He nodded, so solemn. Locks of hair were escaping his braid, spilling onto hisface, and he brushed
them back absently. Distracted by him, she dropped the matchbox after lighting the lamp.

“Oops” She bent down, lantern in hand, to scan the floor for the box. It sat on apile of burned
discards. She frowned at the blackened matchsticks, picked up the matchbox, and glanced into it. Five
lone matches rattled about the box, while their spent ssterslay on the floor, covered with dust. The lamp,
she noticed now, was amost empty too, the chimney black with soot, the wick badly trimmed.

She, Halley, and Odelia had been shown the bolt-hole shortly before her father’ s death. Eldest made
them spend the day taking care of the secret route—arite of passage, Eldest cdled it. Together, they
secretly cleared the outside door, swept the floor clean, counted the crownsin the emergency purse, and
replaced the unused matches and lamp with new. Trini would have been the next to do maintenance on
the passage, but by the time she turned sixteen. Keifer was dead.

There had been no attacks on the palace. No attempted kidnappings. The lamp should be clean and full.
The matches unused.

Keifer had used the bolt-hole.

Cursing, barely aware of Jerin now, she hurried down the secret passageway. A straight shot back,
down atight flight of stairs, and through a series of sharp turns, she hit theend.

The door was bolted, but dropping down with the lamp, she could read old evidence of a betrayal that
went beyond words. Tracked in from amuddy garden, dusted now with six years of disuse, footprints of
various sizesled in toward the sanctity of the husband quarters.

“Oh. Gods, how could he have donethis?’ she moaned, sick, sick. She fumbled with the door, stumbled
out. and threw up in the swest, sharp profusion of roses. Jerin followed her out, held her head as shewas
sick.



“What isit? What' swrong?’

“Keifer! Gods damn the crib bait dut! He was bringing women into our husbands quarters! Oh, gods,
night after night, he turned us out, refusing us sexua services while he was whoring himsdlf with someone
dse”

“Who?’

“I don’t know.” She thought of al the spent match-gticks, far outhumbering the number normally found
inabox of that Sze. “ Perhgps haf the guard by the count | can figure.”

He nodded, then glanced about the garden. “We should go in, before we give away the door.”

The door is given away, she dmost snapped, but swallowed it. He was right. She followed him back
ingde and bolted the exit carefully shut. Jerin was slent the whole trip back. It wasn't until they werein
the dressing room that she redlized he was holding something back from her.

“What isit?’

Herefused to look at her. “Ren, you were with Keifer, weren't you?’

“Yes” Shewas puzzled.

“Oddiatoo?’

“yes”

He whispered so softly, she almost didn’t hear him. “Ren, you two should be checked, before the

marriage, S0 if Kelfer passed—if Keifer had—who knowsif hislovers were clean? We should be sure.
For the youn-gest’ s sake, for Lylia s sake, we should be sure.”

“Ren! What'swrong?’ Queen Mother Elder asked as Ren stumbled into her room and collapsed into
the chair beforethefire,

“Keifer betrayed us.” Ren gazed numbly at thefire. Had Keifer died instantly in the explosion, or had he
been pinned and burned dive? “When he was refusing Eldest and others services, he was servicing
strangers he brought in through the bolt-hole. Jerin—Jerin thinksit would bewiseif Oddiaand | were
checked, since we can't be sure we're clean.”

“Oh, dear godsin the heavens,” Mother Elder whispered.

“Halley will have to be checked, if we ever run her to earth. And Trini—sweet Mothers—he could have
infected her t0o.” She pressed atrembling hand to her eyes as she redlized the true depth of the danger.
“1 don’t know about these diseases. Mother, how intimate you need to be to passthem. | might have
dready infected Jerin. There was no joining, but otherwise, we were extremely intimate.”

Ren stared numbly at thefire, trying not to think of al the horrible ramifications. Keifer had died six years
ago. Surely, if they were infected, a least one of them would have fallen sick by now.

Gods, she hoped Keifer hadn't been killed immediately by the explosion. She hoped he burned Sowly.



The doctor was athin, old woman, part of afamily that had treasted Ren through sore throats and broken
arms. She examined Ren with dry, cold, dispass onate fingers, then asked amyriad of questions,
reminding Ren often to think carefully and to hold nothing back. With agrowing sense of relief, Ren could
truthfully say that she never had a sore on her vagina or rectum. She had never lost patches of hair. Her
eyebrows had never thinned. She never had rashes on her body, and especialy not on the bottoms of her
feet or the palms of her hands.

“You know if you'relying, you'll give any child you conceivethisawful disesesewhileit’ sgill inthe
womb. It will be born dead, or so damaged you'll wish it had been.”

“No. I’'mnot lying. It would be stupid to lie” Ren said.

“Yes. but it never seemsto stop people from doing it,” the doctor said. “I1t would be helpful to have
Princess Halley hereaswell, but so far, | see no sign of disease. Recently, they’ ve developed atest. A
device has been invented that alows oneto see things so smal they' reinvisible. We actudly have small
organismsliving in our blood.”

“I know. I’ve worked with a microscope.”
“Oh. Well, they couldn’t see syphilisfor awhile.

Turnsout it' swhite. On anorma dide, you can't seeit. Recently, they found away to examine things on
ablack background. The syphilis shows up. It fill isn't very accurate in the early stages of the disease,
but if you were exposed Sx years ago, it should befairly smpleto spot.”

“How soon can we have it done?’

“I'll come back in an hour or so with equipment to take your blood and have it tested.”

Jerin attacked the mystery of Keifer’ slovers. Surely, somewhere in the husband quarters, well secured
and untouched these last Six years, there had to be clues. No one outside the family, not even the
Barneses, were adlowed into the husband quarters. Once Ren’ sfather died, Keifer could have kept
lovers mementoswith no fear of discovery. Since Keifer died suddenly, any damning evidence should
have remained.

Jerin tore through the accumulation of the ages. He carried armfuls of objects out to the balcony,
examining each piece carefully before setting it aside. When shelves, dressers, and closets were empty,
and the bal cony was overflowing, he atacked the furniture itself.

The massive bed in his bedroom yielded up an earring, abold hoop of gold, with strands of golden hair
caught fast in it. Had the earring been Keifer’ s? Certainly the rest of the Porters were blond. He checked
the wdll-stocked jewe ry boxes and found no mate; in fact therewere no earrings at al. Keifer, it
seemed, didn't follow the recent fashion of men’spiercing their ears. Jerin placed the earring carefully in
the center of a piece of paper, and then tackled the smaller bedroom.

Tucked up under the support boards of the bed, he found a box wedged onto the shelf made by the
bracing. He pulled it out. It was Six inches square, and locked.



Resigting the urge to beat it open, he got his lockpicks and sat tailor-fashion, amid the wreckage he' d
caused, to twesak it open. At first hisfind seemed disappointing, a handmade book, containing hundreds
of small yet in-credibly detailed pictures. Thefirgt pictures were portraits of the Queens, then women that
must have been Ren’ s older sters, and findly Ren and the others, the surviving sisters, dmost
unrecognizablein their youth. Detailed drawings of palace roomsfollowed. As he reached abstract
pictures—adining table set for dinner, aballroom filled with dancers, athesater with actors on the stage
and a crowd of people watching—he noticed the cant. Beside each detailed drawing was asmall cant
symbol. The dining table was represented by acirclein arectangle, crude knife, fork, and spoon. Two
dtick figureswith aline joining them indicated aball. Jerin flipped back to the beginning. A crownand a
counter marked the Queens. A crown under abar and a counter ticked off princesses.

It was alexicon, heredlized, of someone s persond cant. Keifer’ slovers must have given it to him so
they could communicate with him. Under the book, little scraps of folded paper contained Keifer’ s secret

Messages.

Jerin unfolded one: aball. Heraday, a cant name, talk. Despite the unknown symbol, the meaning was
fairly clear. At the ball on Heraday, talk to cant-named per son.

The second message sickened Jerin: Claireday. aclock showing midnight, asimple drawing of abed. a
key unlocking adoor. Unlock the door to your bedroom Claireday at midnight.

Thethird message sent Jerin to thelexicon for thefirst symbol. Picnic. Food was the second word,
though he checked the lexicon to be sure. The third symbol couldn’t be found in the lexicon. Jerin's
grandmothers, though, had carefully taught it to him: an X with an ova drawn over it—to stand for skulll
and crosshbones. Poison.

The husband quarterslooked like Keifer il lived there, throwing hisfits, wresking hisanger on anything
a hand. Ren stopped just insde the door, shocked.

Surely Jerinwaan't like Keifer! Surdly Jerin didn’t turn hisanger on everything and anything.

The rooms were strangely quiet. No howls of anger. No screams of ugly, yet childishly smple names.
Was Jerin even here?

She walked to the bedrooms, noting with some relief that nothing seemed broken. No shards of glass.
No splintered, battered furniture. In fact, there seemed to be a strange order to the chaos.

Jerin wasn't in the big bedroom, with the bed stripped down to the frame, nor the dressing room, where
not agtitch of clothing remained. It was the stark emptiness of the dressing room that turned her
annoyance to concern. Thiswasfar too orderly and systematic to be compared to Keifer’ srandom acts
of destruction.

Jerin sat tailor-style on the floor of the little bedroom. He sat silent, statue-till, abox and abook both
open on hislap, ascrap of paper dangling in hishand, nearly dipping from hisfingers.

“Jerin?’

Helooked up, pae, hiseyeswide with shock. He gazed at her, seemingly too stunned to move or
Speak.



“Jerin? What' swrong?’

“I—I thought I might find out who Keifer’sloverswere.” He held up the paper and book to her. “I was
searching for clues.”

It wasthieves cant, written out on a piece of good stationery. Three neat symbols. Therewasaso a
lexicon for trandating it, the smplified symbols expanded into pictures a child could understand.

“Keifer’s stupid, Ren. He'sa cow!” Trini had sneered her contempt of their husband. “ 1 know you
don’t marry men for their brains, but there’salimit!”

Kefer' slover had gpparently known his menta limitsaswell as Trini had. The book |eft little chance for
misunderstanding. Ren looked at the quality of the stationery and the lexicon with its careful renderings of
the palace, its occupants, and the daily life of gentle society and redized thetruth. * Thisisn't thieves
cant. Thisisthe personalized cant of the cannon-stedling gentry that nearly killed Oddia.”

The color drained out of Jerin’sface. “ The onesthat killed Egan Wainwright?’

Ren flinched in memory of the mutilated, raped man. Had Jerin’ s sisters told him about that?* Y es.
Them.”

“How could they get into the gardensto get to the bolt-hole door?’

Ren knew that the gardens weren't perfectly secure despite the wall and the guards. It was unlikely,
however, that such avast number of women scaling thewall could go unnoticed. The Barneses? They
had accessto the gardens. No. The Barneses never |eft the palace in any large number—they couldn’t
have been the ten women escorting the cannons on the Onward. Nor had one of the Barneses vanished
mysterioudy when the red-hooded thief had been killed.

Only paace guests could have been in the garden unobserved.

And the only women invited to the palace, prior to the Whistlers, were from noble families. During
Keifer' sshort timein the paace, theroyal family entertained often. He liked partieswhere hewasthe
focus of powerful women. Keifer flirted with everyone; those who had the decency not to return the
attention were never asked back.

Ren flipped through the lexicon, hoping for aclue to the family’ sidentity. There wasthe picture of the
executioner’ s hood, and atrandation for colors, but nothing as damning as awoman’ s face with “ black
hat” transcribed besideit. She cast the book angrily aside and looked into the nearly empty lockbox. All
that remained was a smdl square of fine white paper, folded carefully into an envelope, asyou might
receive from an apothecary- Powder shifted inside the envel ope, creating sand dune shadows as she held
ituptothelight. A circle overlaid an X to obscurdly label the substance. Ren started to unfold the
envelope, only to have Jerin catch hold of her handswith ayelp, squeezing until she stilled her fingers.

“It'spoison!” Jerin cried. “Don't openit! 1t could kill you if you bresthed it in or got it into your eyes.”
She froze. “ Poison? How can you tell?’
“The cant. It'smarked poison. Skull and crossbones.”

“What was Kefer doing with poison?’



Jerin picked up one of the abandoned dips of paper. “Ren, | think he killed your father.”

She found Kij and flung the note into her face. “Look at this!”

Kij took the note, unfolded it, gazed at it for along time, and then asked carefully, “Am | supposed to
understand this?’

“Thisisthenotethat your brother received aong with a packet of arsenic to kill my father!”
Kij forced ahollow laugh. “ Oh, be serious. Keifer would never do anything like that!”

“Kefer wasawhoring, murdering dut!” Ren snarled. “ After murdering my father, he fucked womenin
our wedding bed!”

In afiat, emotionless voice, Kij asked, “Areyou sure?’
“Yed The evidenceis everywhere, once you start looking!”

Kij sat ill, controlled. “What do you want meto say, Ren?‘I’m sorry’ does not seem to belarge
enough for this”

“You can tell mewho!” Ren shouted. “Who killed my father? Who laid waste to the Wainwrights, nearly
murdered Oddlia, and butchered forty of my troops with grapeshot? Who was fucking your brother?’

“I don’t know!” Kij cried, spreading her hands. “He flirted with everyone. | don’t know who could have
seduced him to thet level. Even if Eldest knew that he was being unfaithful, which I’'m sure she didn't,
who could have guessed that anyone was using him for treason? Kelfer? He wasn't intelligent, Ren!”

Intelligent, no, but cunning, yes. He should have been on that stage that night. What a performance he
wove for such ayoung man. During the courtship, he pretended to be blindly in love with Eldest. He
fooled the Queensinto thinking he would make their daughters a fine husband. Hisfits of anger werejust
illusonsto cover hisinfiddity.

“I need to know who was using him, Kij. He might be dead, but they’ re continuing their treason.”

“I don't know. It was Six years ago, Ren, and | wasn't Eldest at thetime. | tended family business. | was
adways either on the Destiny or at Avonar. Eldest stayed herein Mayfair, but she couldn’t have known.
Do you think shewould let him chance destroying our connection with the crown? We gained so much
influence when we became your ssters-in-law; we' d havelogt it dl if you returned him to us.”

Ren sighed. If Keifer had kept his secrets from her own sisters, right under their noses, she supposed
that his ssters could have been just asfooled. They would have seen him only at socia functions and
occasond joint family dinners. “Raven will be by to interview your staff and ssters. I'm sorry, but we'll
have to make this public in hopes of information surfacing. We need to track down my father’ skillers”

Kij frowned. “Isthat truly wise? There will be rumorsthat Keifer picked up something and spread it to
you. | know what that’ slike, Ren. People don’'t want you sitting on their chairs, afraid they’ll catch
something.”



“If rumorsaredl | haveto ded with, Kij, I'll be happy. It hasyet to be seen if Keifer hasleft death
behind him. But I will find these women, and then, headswill roll.”

* k% %

The thunderstorm started with the longest thunder Jerin had ever heard, asthe cloud boiled off the
plateau and struck the river valey. It went on and on. and finally died. He went to the window and
watched as the thunderclouds claimed the sky until only the farthest horizon remained clear, adice of
goldinasky of ralling gray. Raindrops began to fal on the gray flagstone of the balcony, a splattering of
dark spots. And then therain started in earnest, in driving sheets.

| was so happy. Jerin opened the door and walked out into the pounding rain. It was too good to be
true. Keifer was probably diseased. Ren and Odelia and Trini are going to die.

If they did, he couldn’t bear going on too. It would be more than just the grief of losing them. No one
would think him clean, not even hisown family, who knew of hisindiscretionswith Ren. Everything
balanced on an edge of cascading disaster. If Ren was infected, the Queens couldn’t dlow him to marry
Lyliaand the younger princesses. If hisfamily had to give back the four thousand, they would lose the
mercantile, and would have to pay the penalty.

His ssters had planned to stop in Annaboro for afew days before going on to Heron Landing. With a
quick boat, the Moorlands could fetch back Cullen with hisreputation fairly intact. With four brothers,
why would his ssters need to visit acrib? The public opinion would be that, unlike Ren, hisssterswere
clean and thus Cullen was safe, regardless of any dalliance.

But Jerin’ s brother’ s price would be worthless forever. The betrotha notice had gone to the newspaper
before hissgtersleft. Hisreturn to his Ssters—and the reason why—would be equally public. Returning
the four thousand crowns would be a crippling blow to hisfamily. Much as hissgtersloved him, they
would have no choice but to set him up in acrib, servicing strangers for ten crowns anight.

He stared down at the bleak drop below the balcony, a storm of dark emotions raging through him. My
life has been ruined by a man already dead.

“Jerinl” Ren dashed out into the cold pounding rain and caught hisarm. “What are you doing out here?’

“If hewasdive, | would hunt him down and cut out hisheart!” Jerin trembled with the desireto do
violence. Never before had he wanted to hold on to someone— preferably by the throat—and squeeze
the very life out of him. Nothing would be dow and painful enough to ease the pain insde himsdif. “Why
did he do this? He had everything!”

“Jerin, we're clean!” Ren shouted over theroll of thunder. “If Keifer had anything, he didn’t passit to
me or the others!”

He blinked the cold rain and the hot tears out his eyes. “Clean?’

Ren smiled a him, obliviousto therain. “There snot asingletrace of anything! Keifer' snoble lovers
must have been clean. Nobles don't visit cribgl”

It sounded so sane and reasonable. Of course, nobles were never pushed to desperation—they had
money to buy the pretty son of apoor farmer if they had to bend that low. Surdly if the women dept with
Kefer, it was part and parcd of using him to commit treason. Had sex and the lure of doing something



forbidden been smply an easy leash to control Keifer with?
The darkest and bleskest of Jerin’s emotions drained away, leaving him fedling bruised.

“Comeon.” Ren tugged him back toward the suite. “ Come out of the rain, and take off those wet things
before you catch acold.”

Numbly hefollowed. She pulled his nightshirt up over his head. She was soaked to the skin and
shivering hersdf.

“Y ou need to get dry too.” He reached for the buttons of her shirt.

Ren toweled his hair as he undid her clothes, dropping them into damp piles at their feet. All at once, it
seemed, they were naked, pressed close together, kissing. All the fear and anger and hurt twisted into a
desperate, consuming need to be together.

Two steps, and they were on the bed. Ren reached between them, took hold of him, and guided him
into her. One smooth warm stroke, and they were joined as one.

“We shouldn’t have donethat,” Jerin murmured much later. “Not yet.”

“We rewife and husband minusalarge circus act called aroya wedding. It's only a show for the
common folk. The betrotha contracts are the true binding word, and those are all signed and legd.”

“Weremarried,” he whispered, barely believing it. A few weeks ago hewasasmplelanded gentry’s
son, without atitle, in an obscure part of theream. “1’m Prince Consort.”

“Yes, my love, you are”
“Youloveme?
“Withdl my heart.”

“1 wanted to tell you, before you left the Whistler home, that | loved you, but theredidn’'t ssemtobea
way. | never dreamed you would want me for a husband.”

“A hundred years ago, and | would have carried you off that first night, Oddiaand your ssters be
damned.”

She brought abasin and atowe to the nightstand. Dampening the towel, she washed him clean, the
warm nubby fabric rubbing gently againgt him.

“That'snice” hesaid deepily.

“Go to deep,” she murmured, drying him. “You'll need therest.”

Hefdl sound adeep, wondering what she meant by her remark, and woke to find Oddliajoining himin

the bed. Under the loose wrap, Oddiawore nothing. She was fuller in the chest than Ren, broader of
hip, and wanted to try positions she had read about. Like Ren, she washed him before tucking himin.



“I woreyou out,” shelaughed as he yawvned.

“I didn’'t get much deep last night.”

“They should makeit atradition. No one ever waitsfor the wedding night.”
“Someone mugt.”

Trini woke him with atray of food and a session that was mostly eating, talking, and tentative cuddling.
He thought that they wouldn’t consummeate their marriage until later, but then Trini, in sudden Slent
resolve, held him down and mounted him from the top. Afterward, shelay ontop of him, listening to his
heartbeat until they both fell adeep.

Lyliawoke them, impatiently scooted her older sister out, and allowed him to clean himsdlf for her. She
was nervous, awkward, curious, and eager. Hefdt like amountain range, being explored, climbed, and
conquered. Y et when shefell adeep tangled in hisarms and sheets, he watched her bresth, her
so-kissable lips parted dightly, and felt deep, moving love for her. Heloved them dl. Ren’ s strength.
Odedlia swhimsy. Trini’ s passon despite her shyness. Lylia s determined struggle for justice.

Hekissed Lylia slips, and cuddled her close, and fell adeep happy.

Chapter 13

Jerin’ sfather liked to say, “Over. Done. Gone.” It settled many fights between his siblings, with no lasting
hard fedings. They dl struggled to meet their father’ s high expectations. With maturity Jerin redlized that
you needed that release from anger, to put it behind you. in order to work ahead. As children, his parents
forced them to put the hurt aside. As an adult, he had to find the power to decide he had raged long
enough, that hisanger had served its purpose, and move on.

The newsthat Keifer' sinfidelity had left no lasting harm hel ped. And the seria prenuptia sex worked
wonders. So the next morning, at a cheerful breakfast with hiswives on the balcony, he decided it was
time

The novelty of the husband quarters was wearing off, and he noticed now how shabby they were. The
carpets were threadbare. The divans were battered from the princesses' roughhousing on them. Sun rot
and moths tattered the drapes. The ceiling needed paint where damage from roof |eaks had been
repaired. Some of the ivory had been picked off the keys on the grand piano. Even the wa lpaper was
worse for wear, grubby from tiny hands as high as a child might reach, and pedling at the very top a
every point the water damage had reached. What surprised him most was that Keifer hadn’t made any
changes.

Odedliashrugged it asde when he mentioned it. “Hewaslazy.”
“Heliked to make himsdlf pretty,” Trini said. “Hedidn’t care about how the room looked.”

Lyliapointed out, “Father didn’t want the fuss of redecorating, and Keifer died only afew months after
Father.”
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“Keifer came up with some plans before he died,” Ren said. “I1t would have bankrupted the country. He
wanted to gold leef the calling.” Shetook abite from her toast, thinking for amoment before continuing.
“And to tear out thefloor and put new marble in— and mirrors over the beds. He and Eldest would have
screaming fights over it, and he'd lock her out of the quarters.”

“So he could be with hislovers’ echoed between them without being said.

“If you make alist of what needsto be done,” Ren said, “and giveit to Barnes, she'll line up the
workers.”

“It would be expensive,” Jerin said.

“Don't plan on gilding the ceiling, leave the floorsbe, and I'm sureit will be areasonable amount. It
needs to be done, love.”

Jerin gazed through the windows to the massive set of rooms. “ Arewe going to do al the work
oursalves?’

“Good gods, no!” Ren laughed. “The workerswill be closely supervised, though, and you' |l have to stay
someplace e se. It would take forever if wetried to do it on top of our other work.”

“I can paint—" he started to offer, but Ren put fingers over hislips.

“I don’t want you up on thetall laddersit would take to paint the ceiling or hang the wall paper. Besides,
with a crew of ten or twenty women, the work would be done shortly. Think like acommander, love, not
aprivae.”

Hekissed her fingers. “I'll try.”

Barnes knocked on the door an hour later. He looked out the spy hole, saw her and the guards that
bracketed his door, and undid the lock.

“I jugt finished,” hetold Barneswhile they stood in the doorway. “I think it would be nice to go with the
ydlow sk, likein the guest room. It' s very cheerful. That wallpaper wouldn't stand up to children well,

though, so | was wondering, could we put in wainscoting?’

Barnes |ooked puzzled amoment, then nodded. “ Ah, refurbishing the suite. Y es, wainscot is certainly
doable”

“The drapes could be the ydlow silk, but the divans and carpets should be something darker, so they
don't show dirt. | wasthinking green.”

“I could have samples sent up for you to choose from.”

Jerin winced. He was hoping to avoid anything that resembled histime with thetailor, looking a dozens
of fabricsthat al seemed fine to him, and needing to chose one. “If | mugt.”

“I will try to makeit aspainless aspossible,” Barnes assured him.

“Let meget thelist.” Heleft her at the door to fetch hislist. Their conversation had aready covered most



of the main points. “ The piano needswork. I—I would like to learn how to play it.”
“Youdon't play?’ Barnes seemed surprised, then looked asif sheregretted letting it show.
“Wedidn't own apiano,” Jerin told her quietly.

“| see. Arrangements can be made, with the Highnesses' permission.” Barnes dipped an envel ope out of
her coat’ s breast pocket. “A letter came for you from your sisters.”

Jerin took the letter quickly. “Thank you, Barnes. That will be dl.” He ducked back into his quarters,
blushing hotly. He had written his ssters shortly after the true depth of Keifer’ sbetraya cameto light, but
before Ren’ s announcement of being disease free. Initialy he meant it to be a short, politely worded
warning that he might be returned to them. His anger and fears, however, had spilled out onto the paper,
dl the sordid details. It ended with “ Damn Keifer, damn him, damn him,” which, helater realized,
might seem deranged. When he gave the letter to Ren to pogt, even its haphazardly folded, ink-splattered
appearance seemed dightly maniacal.

The letter back from his Ssterslooked so sane and unremarkable compared with what he had mailed
out. Itslooks, he discovered, were purposely deceiving.

Burnthis, it sarted,

once you have read it. You and your wives are in grave danger. We researched the Porters when
they offered for you, and came across a piece of information that did not make sense until your
letter. Eldest Porter and Kij were born to a husband who died a month after the wedding. The
rest of the family was fathered by the Tibler husband. Tiblers apparently have a genetic quirk of
eleven toes. According to their birth certificates, half the Porter daughters born to the Tibler line
have this quirk. The Porter mothers and, of course, Kij do not. Kij’s daughter, however, has
eleven toes. She could only be fathered by a Tibler. The second husband died two years prior to
the birth of Kij’s daughter. Kij must have been Keifer’s blonde lover. If the princesses are digging
for new information, pushing to find this lover, then the Porters must act. Tell thisinformation to
your wives in private. Warn them to be careful. The Porters have proved to be extremely
dangerous, and they are being backed into a corner. Do not underestimate them! Do not let the
Porters know that you have this information until they can be safely taken into custody! Do not
trust the palace guard or even the Barneses with this information; anyone can be bribed. We are
coming as quickly as possible. If you need anything before we reach you, remember your aunts are
as close as Annaboro. BURN THISLETTER! Eldest.

He stood, shocked till, his eyes dragged back to the line “ Kij must have been Keifer’slover.” Vividly in
hisimagination, he saw them in the roya wedding bed, twin blond heads bent close together, Kij’sarms
and legs clinging to her brother’ s humping body, Keifer’ sincestuous seed spilling into his sster’ swomb.

Cullen had told Jerin about Kij’ s daughter, supposedly aproduct of agrief-triggered vist to acrib. Did
Kij'ssgters know thetruth? Had Keifer dept with his other ssterstoo, with only Kij becoming
pregnant? As ayounger sster, Kij could have carried a child without anyone outside the family being any
the wiser. As Eldest, however, she would bein the public eye, and her pregnancy had to be explained.

And she had explained it well—no one until now even questioned the daughter’ s parentage. How well
Kij must lie, to baldly claim not to know the identity of her daughter’ sfather. To claim not to know who



was Keifer’s lover!

Theletter in Jerin’ s hand trembled violently. Ren had told Kij that they knew Keifer had taken alover!
Shetold Kij that they wouldn't rest until the lover was found! If Keifer’ slover was head of the cannon
thieves, then Kij was quite capable of murder. Jerin reded then, redizing that Kij had murdered the entire

Wainwright family, and the crew of the Onward, and all the troops shot down with grapeshot in
Mayfar' s stredts.

Murderous Kij knew that Ren was looking for her! Surely Kij would strike first!

Heflung down the letter and rushed to the door, throwing the single lock he normaly kept looked, and
jerked the door open. The guard turned with surprise.

“I need to spesk with Princess Rennsdllaer!”

“She'sat court,” the guard said.

“Send amessenger. Tell her | need to see her immediately. It surgent!”

“She ll be back within afew hours”

“Thisiscriticd, | must tak—"

“Surely anything you require could wait until shereturns.”

“If you won't send amessenger, then I’ [l go mysdlf!”

That struck home. “ Sir, amessenger will be sent.”

Jerin shut the door and carefully threw the entire series of heavy bolts, feding safer with every clank.
After the betrothal, Ren had returned al of the Whistlers' weapons, including Jerin’'s, as agesture of
goodwill. He had put hisin hiswedding chest, thinking then that neither he nor any son he fathered would
ever have need of them. He retrieved them now, checking over them out of habit. He had unloaded and
cleaned the palm-sized derringer when he stored it. After double-checking that the pistol was unloaded,
he tested the hammer, trigger, and firing pin. Satisfied it wasin perfect working order, he loaded it.

Afterward, he sat on hiswedding chest, heart pounding asif he had run arace. Why was he so scared?
He was perfectly safe. It was hiswives who werein danger.

Am|, heasked himsdlf, or am| not a Whistler ? He might be aman, but he was a so trained by the best
spiesthe country had ever known. If hiswives werein danger, he had to act. If Ren took his summons
no more serioudy than the door guard, then she might put off her return for hours. Surely every minute he
delayed gave Kij Porter aminute to act without suspicion.

And if hewaited for Ren to ride to the paace, hear what he had to say, and act upon his news, then
Oddlia, Trini, and Lylia—4ill at the courthouse—would remain in danger.

He had to go to Ren himsdlf, and tell her about Kij.

Theroyd tailors had made him awalking coat to replace his old brown robe. However, it was nearly as
reveding asthe formfitting trousers he currently wore. Nor did it have any pockets. He changed quickly



into his old walking robe, and dipped the derringer into the pocket designed to hide the pistol’ s bulk. His
stash pouch, with lockpicks, matches, money, and other emergency needs, he strapped up under his
robe, snug to hiswaist. Only the most thorough of searches would find it. He aso strapped the shin
sheath to hisright leg, fluffing hisrobe so it would resettle around his ankles, hiding the knife. He stood
looking at his deceptive reflection, a picture of mildness.

He started for the door, and then spotted Eldest’ sl etter lying open on hiswriting desk. What an idiot!
Kij had defiled the sanctity of the husbands quarters once. If she or one of her agentsfound the I etter, all
waslost. He burned it, crouching before the fireplace.

It was the dightest noise that made him look up.
A strange woman stood in his bedroom door.

Their eyeslocked in mutua surprise, and then the sharp, weasdl-faced woman gave asmile full of evil
promises, and camea him at arun.

Jerin yelped in surprise and terror, and haf scuttled, haf stumbled back and up.

There were other strangers, not one a Porter sister, coming out of the bedrooms. Five, dl running
toward him.

He shouted as he ran for the entry door. As he fumbled with the locks, he heard his guards caling on the
other side of the door. Then the weasdl-faced woman caught him by the hair, jerking him backward, out
of reach of thelocks. It felt like his scalp would rip from his skull. He screamed in pain, and spun. The
woman wasn't expecting him to fight, and went down to his punch.

The others, however, took him like aflood.

Ren had dithered.

It would shame her to the end of her days, that the man she loved had sent for her, and she hadn’t
hurried to him, dmost ignored his message completely.

Ren found the palace in chaos, the guard bristling with weapons, charging across the grounds. Barnes
hurried out to meet her as she dismounted, pain filling the old woman’ sface.

“Y our Highness, I’'m sorry. I'm so sorry. Wetried. We could hear him cdling for help, but we couldn’t
get through the door. I’'m sorry.”

Ren stared a her in horror, trying to understand, but it was like hearing aforeign language; the words
wouldn't take meaning. “What?’

“We broke the door down, but by then—" Barnes spread her hands helplesdy. “We weretoo late.”

“No.” Nothing could have happened to Jerin. Shejust saw him this morning. She was coming to talk to
him. “No.”

Then her legs started to run, taking her racing through the palace before she even knew where she was
headed. Shewas calling hisname.



The door to the husband quarterslay on the floor, the doorframe in splinters where the hinges had been
pulled out. She paused in the doorway, suddenly fearful of what she d find. The room was tomb silent.
An overturned divan wasthe only sign of violence.

Footsteps ran up behind her. “Y our Highness.”

“Whereishe?’ she whispered.

“They took him.” Barnes svoice cracked, and she worried her hands together. “ They must have come
in through the bolt-hole, caught him, and taken him out. | delivered aletter from hissstersaround ten. A
few minuteslater he sent for you. The messenger had no more than ridden off when he sarted to cry for
help. The guard heard other voicesin with him. We broke down the doors—but it wastoo late.”

“He' snot dead!” She clutched at that. It was nearly one now—he had been gonefor less than three
hours.

“They’ ve gotten clean away. WEe ve sent messengers to the Queens Justice. We' re garting a citywide
search.”

Ren dashed to Jerin’ s bedroom and the dressing room beyond. “The gardens. The bolt-hole comes out
inthe gardens.”

“WEe ve searched the grounds.” Barnes stayed at the door out of habit. “ Therewere eight or ninein al.
They split up. Half went over the back wall with him. The rest decoyed the guard away. We were ableto
kill one. River trash! Common river trash!”

The bolt-hole door stood open. Ren stopped at the sight of it. Surely the guards aready checked the
passage. Black handprints surrounded the door, as if someone with soot-covered hands had struggled to
keep the door closed. Jerin? But why the soot? Shelooked carefully at the marks. Among the many
handprints, the word “Kij” had been hagtily written, sooty fingerprintsdotting the i and j.

Kij?Kij had taken Jerin? The Destiny had steamed out of Mayfair yesterday, and the palace guards
knew her former Ssters-in-law on sight.

The consort has something urgent to tell you.
“Barnes?’

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“You said aletter came from hisssters?’

“Yes. | handed it to him persondly.”

“And afew minutes later, he sent for me?’
“yes”

Inthefire pit, she found the remains of the letter; asingle piece of curled blackened paper remained
intact. Very littleremained legible... fathered by a Tibler... pushing to find this lover, then the



Porters must act. Tell thisinformation to your wivesin private. Warn them to be careful. The
Porters have proved to be extremely dangerous... Remember your aunts are as close as Annaboro

Kij? With sickening clarity, she knew then. The Porters had lured the princessesinto marriage, and then
used Keifer to deal them death. He poisoned her father. He had been the one who demanded they go to
athesater filled with explosives. He had been the one who delayed their arrival, preventing any search for
danger. Theroya family never suspected the Porters—too many of them had died that night too.
Thinking back, now knowing Kij’ s ruthlessness, Ren realized that only the feeblest of the Porter mothers
had been at the box. Had Keifer known that he had been walking into a death trap? Or had Kij kept him
ignorant of it al?

No, Ren couldn’t believe Kefer was innocent. He took too much pleasurein hurting her and her ssters.
Keifer' sand Eldest Porter’ s desths must have been an accident—perhaps Keifer misunderstood the
Porters ingtructions and wasn't supposed to go himself. Certainly the Porters never tried to explain why
Eldest Porter had arrived so late, or used the back entrance. Had she been rushing to save Keifer, who
was't where they planned him to be?

If Keifer hadn't died in the theater, who would have been next on the Porters' list? Her mothersand all
the adult princesses, leaving the Porters regent to the youngest? The entire family?

Y es. the entirefamily. Ssters-in-law inherit an orphaned estate. They were an ancient and powerful
family, lacking only aroya marriage, thus Jerin’ skidnapping.

If the Porters planned to marry Jerin, then there was hope. They would keep him dive, and hopefully
clean. Logic suggested that they would take him to the Destiny, and from there, upriver to above Hera's
Step to the ducal seat, Avonar. She needed only to catch up with them before they could force the

marriage.

And then she had vengeance to wreek.

Jerin woke to fema e voices arguing. For amoment of compl ete disorientation, he thought he was home
with his sisters squabbling as usud. Then he remembered the attack at the palace, the desperate struggle
to leave awarning for Ren asthey dragged him from hisrooms, the entry door booming like agreat drum
asthe guard tried to force their way in. His attackers had been hampered by the fact that they wanted
him unharmed—if they had wanted him dead, he would have never been ableto fight free long enough to
write hismessage on thewall.

At one point, though, one of them had whined. “ Giveit to him, aready!” and aneedle had jabbed into
him like awasp’ s ing. Everything went weird and dreamy after that. A race down adark tunnel. The
garden from an upside-down perspective. A wagon ride with whed's rumbling like unending thunder. It
seemed asif the true him had been shrunk down, caught like abutterfly in aglassjar. and wasriding in
thelarge shdll of hisbody. That tiny him, unableto act. watched with helpless darm asthey dipped out of
the city and took to the Queens highway before deep finally spared him the agony of witnessing hisown
abduction.

“Just tell us straight—how did ya know it was us that nabbed the roya mount?’ awoman was saying as
he woke up.

“I guessed,” a second woman answered in acultured ato that seemed familiar, asif Jerin had talked to



her before. “ Anyone with two ears and two eyes could see that the Hats tapped you for something big,
and then thisturnsup.”

There was arustle of newspaper.
“Yaknow we can't read, Miss High-and-mighty.” athird female speaker growled.

“Wall, Bert, if you could read anything but Hat cant, you' d see that you now have what the entire
Queendand islooking for.” Miss High-and-mighty stated in her strangely familiar voice. “ The Hats told
you to take him. Fen? Or you just figured to do alittle husband raiding while you werein the pdace?’

“We did exactly what we were supposed tado. Take the boy.” Fen proved to be the first speaker.
“Iffen yawant taknow more, ya can ask the Hats when they come for him.”

“What do they want with him?’

A short nasty laugh, and afourth woman said, 1 expect what any heathy woman would want with a
man that pretty.”

In the general laughter that followed, Jerin picked out at least seven separate female voices. Seven
grangersl Oh, merciful gods, he waslost. He wished he could sink back into oblivion, but now that he
was awake, his body was making demands on him. He needed to pee and his scomach was quessy, like
he' d eaten too many sweets.

He blinked open his eyes. They werein ashack, large enough for two good-sized rooms with adoor
between them, but river-trash poor in quality. The wallslacked plaster and whitewash, and were made of
roughhewn lumber nailed to framing timbers. Sod covered the roof, pale fingers of grassroots prying at
the cracks between the overhead boards. One paneless window, its outside shutters latched tight, a
shipping crate standing in as bedside table, alit oil lamp, and the bed he lay on made up the furnishings of
the room he wasin. The voices spilled through the open door from the next room; shadows cast by a
second lamp moved menacingly acrossthe rough wals. A girl, filthy-faced and ferd-eyed, stood in the
doorway, afinger digging into her nose.

“He sawake,” the girl intoned with the same disnterest akettle of boiling water might raise,
“Get away from him, Dossy,” Miss High-and-mighty said.
“Yaan't my sger.” Dossy stared on at him.

“If I was, | would wallop you good for not listening.” Miss High-and-mighty walked closer. “I told you
to say away from him.”

“I an’'t ever seen aman before,” Dossy said.

A hand reached into the room, caught the girl by the scruff, and jerked her back into the other room, out
of sght. Miss High-and-mighty muttered softly, “With any luck, you' Il never see another one.” She
stepped into the room, a chair in hand. With a hollow thunk, the chair was set beside the bed helay on,
and a black-haired woman sat down on it. She gazed at him with infinite sadness on her face.

Jerin blinked a Miss High-and-mighty afew moments, recognizing the woman but not knowing from
where. Then he remembered. She had been at the landing when they arrived at the summer palace. She



had stolen akissfrom him. Did thistime she stedl more than akiss?“What have you done to me?’

“Y ou haven't been touched.” Miss High-and-mighty reached out ahand and he flinched away. “Easy.
easy, it'sjust atowd.” When he held till, she dabbed at his forehead with the damp rag. “Nobody is
going to touch you. | promiseyou.”

“Don’t go giving promisesyacan't keep!” Bert cdled from the next room, and there was snickering.

Anger flared in Miss High-and-mighty’ s eyes, the musclesin her jaw jumping as she gritted her teeth.
Shedidn’t spesk, only continued to carefully clean hisface with the gentleness of amother.

Hisleft hand was caught somehow above his head, the back of hiswrist pressed against the cold bars of
the brass bed. Twisting his head up, he saw that iron manacles shackled him to the bed. He stared at
them with sick dread.

“Easy,” High-and-mighty murmured again. When he glanced a her. she was glaring at the manacles, the
anger in her green eyes at odds with her soft murmur of, “Everything will befine”

“Who areyou?’ Jerin asked, shifting dightly until he felt the comforting lump of hisemergency stash.
Shelooked troubled and busied hersdlf at refolding the rag to aclean corner. “Cira”

“If you take me back to the palace, my wiveswill pay twice what the Hats offered you.” Jerin struggled
to keep hisvoice firm and authoritative.

“Fen?’ Ciraraised her voice without turning, ‘it’sagood offer.”

“The Hats are paying usin hard cash and land.” Fen called from the next room. “ Them bitchesin
Mayfair will just string us up to dance by our necks.”

Jerin scrambled for a better offer. “Then to Anna-boro, | have kin there. They can get you threetimes
what the Hats offer without my wivesin the dedl. Y ou can buy your own land with it.”

The sster or mother of the girl cameto lean against the doorframe. She worked awad of chewing
tobacco between her back teeth. “Boy.” By her voice, he knew her to be Fen. “1’m no fool. No one has
that kind of money just Sitting around except the nobles, and yer just poor gentry. Everyone says 0.”

“They can borrow the money from the bank when it opens. They’ ve got amercantile that they can take
aloan againg. My wiveswill pay them back.”

Fen spat on thefloor. “Mercantiles? Nah, they won't beggar themsalves on the hopes yer royd bitches
will have you back. Everyone knows that those duts nearly turned ya out once * cause they thought one
of them caught something riding the wrong horse.”

Thetruth of her words hit him like ahard dap. Much as Ren might love him, she wouldn’t dare take him
back without being sure he was clean. He had to get away from these women, quickly.

“Cira | haveto wee-wee.” He used the baby word and tried to look helpless.

“Who hasthe key to these manacles?’ Cirasad.



“He'saman!” Fen shrugged. “He doesn't have to get up to piss.”

“What if hehastovoid?’ Cirasad.

Fen spit on thefloor. “If he hasto shit, he'sgot room to move around some. | saw to it mysdlf.”

Jerin noted that the loop of sted latched to the bed could indeed ride the bar from straight over his head
down to the bed rails. He could get out of the bed, stand, and reach the length of his outstretched arms.
He kept himsdf from experimenting—no need to let them know how mobile he was.

“Thisisn't decent,” Ciragrowled. “You don't treat menfolk like this”

“I redlly need to wee-wee and poo.” Jerin added the second to buy himself more time. He had to get
free before one of them decided to rape him.

“There' sthe pisspot.” Fen spit into it to point it out.
“For gods' sake, give him privacy.” Cira brushed past Fen and went into the next room.

“Finewith me.” Fen caught the loop of rope serving as a doorknob on the crude door. “We weretold
not to touch him. That' swhat they’ re paying well for. and I'm not going to nick thisdedl by not giving
them what they want.”

Asthedoor shut, Cirasaid, “If we take him now. straight from the paace to hisaunts store, then
everyone can count on their fingers and know that there wasn't time for rides on the sde.”

Jerin held ill, waiting for the answer.

“We?’ Fen'svoice was muffled now, but he could tell that she had brushed off the suggestion without
giving it any seriousthought. “There sno ‘we' here. There' susand you. Don't come crowding in here,
after the work is done, with yer hand outstretched.”

Jerin lifted the loop of meta, ran it down the headboard to its farthest reach, and dipped out of the bed.
Herdieved himsdf in the chamber pot.

“Who got you out of that messin Sarahs Bend?’ Cira countered. “Y ou would have been hung if | hadn’t
bribed the Queens Jugtice.”

“That' sthe only reason,” Bert said, “that | didn’t plug ya dead when yawaltzed in here unannounced
like”

“I’ve seen you shoot,” Ciradrawled. “I wasn't in any danger.”

Asthe women laughed like baying dogs, Jerin dipped hislockpick out of his stash pack, stabbed the gtiff
wiresinto the keyhole, and fished about carefully, while his heart hammered in his chest. All the winter
days he and his ssters spent playing thieves, hiding in the shadows, seeing who could pick locksthe
fastest, and he never dreamed he’ d have need for the skill.

“Iffen we redoing thissister thing,” anew speaker said, making the count of women to be eight, “maybe
we should count Cirain too. We could use someone with book learning and smartslike her.”



There was amoment of silence from the other room.

Theclick of thelock springing open seemed loud as thunder. Jerin paused, listening, poised to fall back
into the bed and pretend helplessinnocence.

“Sigter thing?’ Ciraasked.
“Whenwegit thisland,” Dossy said, “we re going tatell folksthat we' re ssters”
“You saven?’ Cira svoicewasfull of disbelief.

“Mothersdidit by tens.” Fen meant that they would claim that their “mothers’ had visited cribsto
explain how they were dl ssters. “Been done before. Y ou interested?’

Jerin stepped quietly to the bedroom window. The shack stood on pier footings, a ston€e' sthrow from
theriver. A barn loomed againgt the night sky, somefifty feet away; the soft noises of restless horses
camefromit.

Cirasaid, without any redl excitement, “ Perhaps.”

“WE re not making this offer to everyone,” Fen said. “Greddy’ sright, though—yer a sharp one, through
and through.”

Jerin wavered at the window. He' d be running blind in an areathey knew wdll. If hejust dipped away,
the moment they redlized he was gone, they’ d be on him like apack of dogs. He might not get any farther
than the barn. He needed to throw them into confusion. He turned back to the room.

“You'll bethe Eldest?’ Cirawas asking.

“Ah,” Fenreplied. “ So that’ sit—yawant to be Eldest? Greedy little bitch.”
“I'vedone secondinlineg,” Cirasaid. “It doesn't work too well.”

“Hal” Bert cried. “Yagot thrown out for back talking to your Eldest?’

“Let’sjust say,” Cirasad, “that some of the partiesinvolved thought | was usurping my sister’ s authority
and it would be best that 1 leave.”

Asthe women howled in laughter, Jerin shoved the limp pillows under the ratty blanket. He unscrewed
the top of thelamp and poured its oil out onto the bed. Plucking the hot chimney free of thetines on top
that kept the glass from shifting, he carefully he laid the top—Iit wick and all—down on the cover.
Hopefully thewick would act as afuse. He was lowering himsdlf out the window when the bed went up
in asoft muffled whoof.

Helanded with ajolt that went up hisright leg. He folded to the ground with pain, clutching hisankle,
Light and smoke spilled out the window above him. Steding himself againgt the pain, he limped asfast as
he could to the barn. It leaned precarioudy, the roof was sway-backed, and the air inside was rank with
rotting hay. A dozen horses stood waiting in box stalls, their bridles hanging from pegs. He unlatched al
the stall doors and tossed all but one bridle into the dark corners. Back at the shack, the window framed
abrilliant blaze—how had they not noticed thefire yet?



Returning to thefirst stal, he dipped in beside the horse there with the last bridle in hand. Then his
escape, which had been going so smoothly, stuttered, as he fumbled with the straps of leather and pieces
of metd in the dark.

“Come on. Comeon,” he whispered.

A shout went up from the house. The fire had been discovered. Desperate now, he urged the bit into the
horse’ s mouth and tried to fit the headpiece over its ears, only to discover he had the bridle upside down.
Jerin removed the bit, flipped the bridle around, and coaxed the bit back into the horse’ s mouth. Ashe
pulled the headpiece into place, someone sscumbled into the stable.

The horse gartled forward, forcing Jerin to step backward. Pain flared up hisleg. He bit down on a
gasp, but not quickly enough.

Cird s voice came out of the darkness. “Who' s there?’

“I’'vegot agun.” Jerin tried to keep hisvoice cadm as he pulled out his pistol and leveled it at her. It was
s0 heavy for something so smdl. “I know how to useit. | will useit.”

“Jerinl” Ciracried, and launched hersdf a him.

If it had been one of the other women, he would have pulled the trigger. He was sure he would have. He
tried to tighten hisfinger, to pull thetrigger, to kill her, but he couldn’t, he just couldn’t. Her acts of
respect and kindness flashed through his mind, freezing himin place.

She caught hold of him in acrushing hug, pressing adamp cheek to his. “Oh, thank the gods, oh, thank
the gods, oh, thank the gods,” she breathed like amantrainto his ear. Then shewaskissng him, a
desperate hungry kiss.

Hejerked out of her hold, whimpering in pain as he put weight on his bad ankle again. “1’ve got agun. |
know how to useit. Please, don’'t make me.”

“I’'m not part of them, Jerin.” The flame from the shack gleamed on her pale face. “On my word. | came
to saveyou.”

“I can save mysdf.”

“| can seetha.” Her tone amost seemed like admiration. “Let me help you.”

“I don't trust you!”

They stood, facing each other, asthe fire crept through the shack’ s ceiling to feast on the dried sod roof.
“Y ou're not going to believe anything | say, areyou?’ she said quietly.

“No.” He motioned with hisgun. “Back up.”

She backed up, giving him plenty of room to run. He swung up onto the smooth back of the horse and
took it.




Chapter 14

It wasadmost aroya brawl on thelanding of Mayfair. Despite Ren’sordersfor Odelia, Lylia, and Trini
to be escorted back to the palace, they met her on the cobbled landing.

“Look at thisd” Lyliacried, thrusting acopy of the Herald at Ren. “Isit true? Ishe gone?’

Ren took the paper and scanned it. The Herald, dwayswilling to blare out rumors, hearsay, and
outright lies, blasted the story of Jerin’s kidnapping across the front page. The Herald went on to decry
theroyd security, lamenting that |osing an innocent from the pal ace was a sign of supreme incompetence.
Worse, the story begged someone, anyone, to save the poor roya-blooded boy before it wastoo late.
Read carefully, it hinted darkly that such saviors could expect to keep their spoils. After such an article,
the public would look softer at Kij for keeping Jerin after “rescuing” him from theriver trash. Kij was
dready juggling madly to make her marriage to Jerin respectable. The news of Jerin’ s kidnapping must
have reached the Herald' s office long before it reached Ren. Or—she gritted her teeth in sudden
anger—even before Jerin had even been kidnapped!

“Wdl?’ Trini asked quietly.

“Yes, he'sgone,” Ren admitted, crushing the newspaper, wishing it was Kij’ sthroat. “ They camein
through the bolt-hole and kidnapped him, just like the paper says.”

“What are we doing just standing here, then?” Ode-liacried.

“Ravenissecuring aboat,”” Ren told them, beating her palm with the crumpled paper. Jerin's
kidnapping wasn't an impromptu grab and run. Kij had planned it in greater detail than Ren had initialy
given her credit for. What other plans were set? Did Kij count on their chasing after her?

Ren uncrumpled the paper and scanned the story. Not surprisingly, there were no mentions of cribs; Kij
would want to keep Jerin’ sreputation clean of that rumor. Otherwise, though, the text ran closeto
hysterical over the possible dangersthat Jerin faced. Surely, upon reading the story, even the most
coldhearted of women would rush after their betrothed. “Where did you get this, Lylia?’

Lyliawas standing on tiptoe, looking over their guard’ s headsfor Raven. “ One of the clerks at the
courthouse brought it around. She was concerned that we didn’t know what had happened.” Kij was
concerned that they didn’t know. “ There’ s Raven now!”

“Good! We can get moving!” Odelia garted toward Raven.

Ren caught Oddliaby the ebow and pulled her back. “No. Y ou three aren’t going anywhere.”

“What?’ they cried in dismayed chorus.

Lyliarecovered firg. “I’m going after Jerin!”

“Metoo!” Oddiatried to shake loose from Ren'shold.

“It' sawife sduty to guard and protect her husband,” Trini stated firmly. “Y ou can’t stop me from doing
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“The Porters are behind this! They killed Eldest and the others. They want the throne,” Ren told them.
She added in what she knew, and then what she only suspected. “Kij wants us to chase after her. She
has sometrap in store.”

“Surely you' re not suggesting letting them keep Jerin!” Trini growled, her eyes narrowed in anger. “Not
after dl they have doneto usl”

“No!” Ren cried, hurt that they would think her capable of that. “1’m saying that only one of us should
go!

“Kij doesn’t know that we know it’s her!” Odelia pointed out. “We'll be on our guard!”

Ren shook her head. “ She can't trust her luck that we haven’t guessed. She' sin too deep. She hasto be
sure that when she strikes thistime, she getsus all. She' staken our husband, printed this damn story, and
left atrail tofollow. It satrgp!”

“And we're supposed to St back and let you ride off to get killed, and do nothing?’ Lyliaasked.

“You're supposed to stay here and make sure our little Ssters are safe, or have you forgotten that
they’ re between the Porters and the throne too?’

Her sgters exchanged guilty looks.

“Y ou think Kij isgoing to lure us upriver and then attack here?” Trini asked.

“Quite possibly,” Ren said. “Our mothers might be mostly retired, but they’re still aforceto fear. If Kij
kills us upriver, unless she counterblows here too, against the paace, then she'll befacing avery angry
Queen Mother Elder.”

“Go upriver,” Trini said quietly. “We'll guard against the Porters here.”

Raven broke her silence. “It would be best if none of you go. | can take a boat and fetch Jerin back.”

Ren shook her head. “Much aswe love Jerin, hefiguresin thisonly as bait, and asaroyal husband for
whoever comesout dive. | need to go upriver and nail Kij to the nearest tree”

“You can't arrest aduchess on her ducal grounds, Captain,” Trini added. “Y ou don't have the power.”

Raven’smouth quirked into agrin. “1t might be fun to try, though. She wouldn’t be suspecting it—a
common arrest ismuch below her own sense of sdf-importance.”

“| don’'t want her warned,” Ren said. “| have afeding that we' || have only one shot to get her. | want to
make the most of it. Raven, take the boat you just comman-deered to Sparrows Point. Get the Red Dog.
Bring it back. I’ll ready aplatoon of marines here.”

Raven eyes widened. She controlled agrin, and then bowed dightly. “Yes. Y our Highness”

As Raven hurried off, Lyliacrowed with ddight. “ A gunboat? Ren, that’ struly evil! Blow that bitch out
of thewater!”



Ren grinned, and swatted Odelia with the newspaper. “Y ou! Y ou're eldest whilel’m gone, unless
Halley shows her face, which she may once she seesthis paper! Kij has done us afavor there. Send
troopsto the Herald, find Kij’ s mole there, and root her out. | don’'t want any more articles that
amell—ever so mildly—of treason.”

Odeliagulped at the promotion, and nodded, eyes huge.

“Trini, have afast messenger go on to Annaboro and let Jerin’ sfamily there know what’ s happened. Il
send one on to Heron Landing once | get upriver. Send word to our cousns—Kij might try to iminate
them too. Send out messengers to the Queens Justice for news on Jerin—Kij will be expecting usto do
that, and we don’t want to disappoint her.”

Trini nodded solemnly.

Renturned last to Lylia “ Cdl in troops, fortify the paace. The youngest aren’t to go out. Keep our
mothersin, if you can. Remember that Kij’ sfavorite weapon is poison.”

Lylianodded, and then suddenly hugged Ren tight. “ Take care of yourself. Get Jerin back!”
Ren blinked back sudden tears. “1 will. Go on, now. Kij has her plan in motion. We ve got to get ours

going too.”

Jerin wasn't aware Cirawas following until her big roan muscled beside his. She reached out, caught him
by thewaist just as he registered her presence, and jerked him sideways onto her horse. Taken by
surprise, he was left with the choice of faling between the horses.
perhapsto be trampled, or letting her settle him onto the saddie in front of her.

To hisshame, hisbody chosethe latter, clinging tightly to her.

“Wherethe hell did you learnto ride?’ Ciragrowled, reining her horse sharply and turning suddenly
down asdetrack. His horse raced on without him. She held him tight with one arm, and stripped the
pistol from hisbelt. “ Y ou certainly have pluck, | have to say that!”

“Let mego!” He swung at her awkwardly with hisfree hand, but she dodged the blow.

“What alittlelion cub.” Ciralaughed at him. “Hush! Quiet asyou can! Herethey come!”

The shack was atorch in the night behind them. She had tucked her horse into athick grove of sumac,
screening them from the road he had been racing dong. Horses were coming, arolling thunder.

Jerin stopped fighting Cirato be quiet. She held him close, stroking his hair. Her heart pounded under his
cheek.

Theriver trash rode past, dark forms moving through night, hooves drumming on the dry earth.
“It'sokay. We' re safe now.” Ciralowered him to the ground but kept hold of hisforearm. “ Get on

behind me. | can get you back to the palace without so much as a blemish on your reputation. It will get
al hushed up, no onethewiser.”



He hesitated, not sure what to do. A throbbing pain in hisankle reminded him that running on foot
wasn't an option.

Ciratightened her hold on him. “Alone, you' d be a the mercy of every woman that seesyou.”

Shewasright. If hedidn’t run afoul of afamily desperate for a husband, then there were the women that
would use him to establish acrib. Much ashe didn’t trust Cira, his chances were better with her.

He scrambled up behind her. “Where are we?’

“Hafway to Hera s Step.” Ciraclucked to her roan and guided it out of their hiding space. “Thisisthe
main road into Sparrows Point. If we stay on it, well be caught between them and the damn hat-wearing

bitchesthat hired them.”

“How do | know you're not lying to me?’

Cirachuckled. “I'll try not to push my credibility with you. Fen and her women went that way; we' Il go
thisway. How about that?’

“Will it take us downriver to Mayfair?’

“We can't go downriver. We have to cut across adozen fields and get upriver.”

((Wl.ly?l
“We're just north of Snake Run, and it’ sal white water and deep fast pools. We can't ford it. We'll
haveto go al the way to Queens Highway for a bridge across. With usriding double, thoseriver rats
would catch us before we could get to where we could buy fresh horses.”

“It would have been better if you left me on my horse”

“I"'m hoping they think you were thrown. | don’t know many women that could have kept their seat
through that. If they believe you ve been thrown, they’ |l have to be searching for you to be on foot, or

unconscious, inthe dark.”
For aplan concelved a afull galop, it ssemed sound enough.
Jerin pointed out the one flaw. “But won't they think you' ve caught up with me, like you have?’

Cird sshoulder lifted under hischin. “I tried to give the impression that | thought everything wasalost
cause, and started out in the opposite direction. Whether they believed any of it, is another thing.”

They went as quickly asthey could, crossing open fieldsin reckless bursts and carefully picking their
way through cave-black woodlots and windbreaks. With the gray of predawn came athick fog, whiting
out the land-scape. Steamboat whistles echoed from the distant river like cries of great hunting beasts.

Theroan, lathered and winded, couldn’t go any farther. They dismounted and found that Jerin’ sankle
was weak, but he could limp.

“We'reamost to Sarahs Bend,” Cirasaid as she helped Jerin to ahay barn standing likeanidand in the



fog. “It’'sjust ahaf mile down the road. The Queens Justice hereis corrupt. | think the Hats have the
lieutenant in their pocket. Fen might think | pulled wonders getting her and her women free, but dl | had
to do was mention the Hats and drop afew crowns, and someone forgot to lock their cell door.”

“I’'m supposed to believe you' re not one of them after comments like that?’ Jerin asked.

The barn was in good repair, with no windows and a door padlocked against passing river trash.
Ciratested the heavy lock with atug. “ Fen was a means to something bigger.”

“And I’'m just ameans to something bigger too?’

Ciragave him ahurt look and then turned away, studying the barn for another entrance. “I’ ve been
hunting the Hatsfor over ayear. Fen is getting me closer to knowing who they are.”

“They’rethe Porters. Kij and her ssters. We found proof.”
Cirajerked around to face him. “What?’
Jerin backed away from her. “We found the proof in the husband quarters.”

Ciracaught his hand, keeping him from bolting away. “Honey, I’ m not angry at you. Just tell me what
you found.”

“Kij was degping with Keifer, even after hewas married.” Jerin dipped out hislockpick and tackled the
padiock to distract himsdlf. “Keifer poisoned the princesses father. And then, after the princesses father
was dead, every time Keifer acted angry, it was so he could let Kij into the husband quarters. We didn't
know at first thet

Kij was hislover, though, and Ren went to Kij and showed her what we found.”

“Oh, bloody hell.” Ciragarted to pace. “ Thisal makes sense. They’re after the throne. Y ou' re Prince
Alannon’ s grandson: marrying you would give them legitimacy.”

“But | have male cousins nearly my age—they could have made an offer...”
“Y ou're the one who' s been verified by the Queensthemsalves.”
The padlock clicked open and Jerin unlatched the door.

Ciraeyed the lock with surprise. “ So that’ s how you got free from that bed. An interesting talent for a
prince consort.”

Jerin limped ingde to collapse onto the fresh hay. Ciraled in her roan and tied it outside reach of the
hay, soit couldn’t eat itself to death, and then found grain and water for it.

“Three daily packets top intown,” Cirasaid as she returned Jerin’ s pistol to him. “I think the first
packet comes through town before noon. I’ ll get tickets so we can board at the last moment and go
sraight to acabin. Once we re on theriver, we |l be safe until we hit Mayfair.”

Somehow sharing acabin with Ciradidn’t seem likea*“safe’ option. Nor did Jerin like the idea of



waiting here, trugting Cirawhile she could be sdlling him to the highest bidder.
“And your planisfor meto St here quietly until you come back?’

“Swetie, I'll just be moreriver trash, but you' re aman, one that the entire Queendand islooking for. If
the Queens Justiceisin town, they might have drawings of you.” Ciratook his hand and clasped it tight.
“And | know you have no reason to trust me, but just because they’ re soldiers doesn’t make them
infdlible”

Ashisown family history would attest to.

He sighed and pulled hishand free. “ 1’1l wait here. Can you bring me something to eat? My ssomach is
dill quessy.”

She gave him adight smile, pulled her Stetson down low to throw a shadow across her scarred face,
and left. He waited as the bells of the nearby town rang five o’ clock. Once hewasfairly sure she was
gone, Jerin unbuckled her saddlebag and carried it to the hay mound to look through it.

Ontop wasasver flask. He unscrewed itslid, sniffed its contents. Brandy—and fairly expensveif he
judged it correctly. He had expected to find corn whiskey, the stlandard smuggler drink.

He put the flask aside and continued unloading the saddlebag. A turtle shell comb. A bottle of black
liquid he couldn’t identify. A small book tied shut with apiece of ribbon.

Untying the ribbon, he found the book was ajourna written in code. He worried at his bottom lip. While
his grandmothers had taught him code breaking, neverthdess, it could take him hoursto crack it and
trandate the book. He didn’t have hours. He flipped through the pages, checking if anything had not been
written in code. Between the back pages, he discovered three newspaper clippings. Thefirst was
headlined forty dead in weapon shop fire. The second story looked like it had been torn out instead of
clipped; whileit was missing the headline, he recognized it asthe Herald' s story about the attack on
Oddia. In the same handwriting as the journa were names and numbers written in the margin. “ Osprey
6/4 Dusk. Frontier 6/5 Dawn. Enterprise 6/4 Midnight.” Ship namesand times, heredlized. Where
had she gone? The* Osprey” had been underlined, seeming to indicate a need for speed.

Thethird story had been carefully clipped, neatly folded and refolded, and was well-worn from being
handled.

QUEENS SPONSOR PRINCE ALANNON’S GRANDSON

After decades of mystery, the fate of the vanished Prince Alannon has been finally revealed. A
report issued from the palace today stated that the prince married Queensland knights Srs
Whistler and retired to their up-country land grant. In an amazing twist of fate, Master Jerin
Whistler, the grandson of Prince Alannon, has been named as Princess Ode-lia’ s recent savior. As
areward for his selfless bravery, the Queens will be sponsoring Master Whistler for the upcoming
Season. Sources close to the crown state that the young man has been installed at the palace and
bears a striking resemblance to the beautiful missing prince...

The story would have appeared after he met her on the Mayfair landing—after she kissed him. He



supposed it was understandabl e she would want a keepsake of such an event. Kissing was something
only husbands and wives were allowed to do. His sister Summer would keep a newspaper story of aboy
shekissed. That Cirawas like hissster helped calm his nerves.

He could glean nothing more from the journal. He returned the clippings, closed the book, and tied it
shut. He dug deeper into the saddlebag. A can opener. A tin pan with a screw-on handle that could be
stored inside the pan. He marveled at the ingeniousness of the pan and then started to set it aside. It
struck him then, the qudity of theitems Ciraowned. Thejourna had not been showy, but was well
bound with astamped leather cover. Thetin pan was cunningly made. The saddlebag itsalf was a sturdy
and handsome item. The fine roan horse she rode. Even the brandy in the flask had been qudlity.

Cirawas arich woman, though she did not show it. It was, infact, asif she wastrying to hide the fact.

The other women at the shack, though, seemed to beriver trash. The shack. Thetwo or three of them
he saw. The language that the others used. Dirt-poor and willing—no. needing—to sted to survive.

Cirahadn’t been one of them. Cons dering the newspaper clipping, it even seemed likely that she had
been there only to rescue him. Still, he could not afford to trust her. Trust had led to betraya too often,
too recently.

A short time after the town bellsrang six, Cirareappeared.

“There sno sign of Fen and her women,” shetold him as she sat down on the hay beside him. She had
two smdl loaves of fresh bread. “Thiswas dl that could be had thisearly in the morning. | would have
brought you ginger if the apothecary was open. Most likely it’ sthe drugs that Fen gave you that upset
your stomach, but it might be because you haven't eaten for afull day.”

He ate the bread cautioudy; it seemed to help settle his queasy somach.

“Thefirg packetisat nine.” Ciralore her loaf of bread in two and gave him the larger piece. “ And the
Queens Judticeisin town. If I'd had the coin. I’ d have bought fresh horses. | don't like this sitting and
waiting, but we don’'t have much of achoice.”

She gtarted to unload her pockets, producing asmall ceramic crock, rhinestone hair combs, a bright red
slk scarf, and awhite-feathered boa. “1 thought that one way to dip you past the Queens Justice isto
hide you in the open.”

“What do you mean?’ Jerin opened the crock, hoping for something to edt. It contained a bright red
cream. “What isthis?’

“That'slip paint,” Cirasaid, dipping onefinger into red. “Purse your lipsand hold ill.”
“Makeup?’

Cirablushed, afirg for her. “1t' sadisguise. Everyoneislooking for aman; they might not look twice at
awhore.”

He knew some women pleasured others for money, but his mothers and sisters kept him innocent of the
details. “Whores are women, aren't they ?’

“In body, but not always in appearance. Many dress as men, the manlier, the better.” Ciraglided her



fingertip over hislipsin away that was a onceintimate and erotic.
Jerin scrambled to take his mind away from her fingers. “ Don't they lack certain vitd equipment?’

“Thereare atificia devices.” Ciradipped her finger into the crock again, and rouged his cheeks, her
breeth on his face as she blended color out. “They call them bones because they’ re made out of ivory.
They strap on. Whores carry them sheathed to their leg, here, to look more manly.”

She put her hand on him, and found him excited. She smiled, stroking him gently, her eyesfull of lust.
“Wh-wh-why red on the lips?’ he asked.

“To advertise they know how to use their mouth.” Sheran thetip of her tongue over her lips, moistening
them, drawing adight gasp from him. “It fedsvery, very good.”

He understood then what she was referring to—his wives claimed he was very good at it. He couldn’t
believe he had anything in common with awhore. Maybe she was just repesting arumor. “Y ou—have
you ever— you know—been with awhore?’

“I had alover, abeautiful young officer, whose mother had been awhore.” Her voice turned bitter as
she draped the scarf about his neck, trying to cover his man's gpple. “ She should have been awhore
hersdf. Shewaswell suited for it: ambitious, heartless, and very talented. She could make you fed like
you were about to turn inside out.”

“What happened to her?’

She caught his hand and pressed it to her scar. “ This happened to her. After | was scarred she couldn’t
bear to touch me, look mein the face.”

“Why?" Hetraced the scar on her face. ** It slike an exotic piece of jewdry. It becomesyou.”

In a sudden angry move, she pulled her shirt off and turned her back to him. revealing amass of
puckered skin and slvery scars. At some point she had been badly burned. “Look a me! I'm repulsive!”

He ran ahand over the wounded skin. His fingertips reported only warm flesh and solid muscle, the
ugliness of the burn invisible to the touch. “No. Y ou're not repulsive.”

She turned—her eyes luminescent with unshed tears— and kissed him. Applesflavored her mouth. He
retreated. She advanced. They ended sprawled in the hay, no more room for him to retreat, and she on
top of him, her groin pressed againgt him instead of her hand, rocking suggestively. They fitted together as
if molded from oneflesh, only her trousers and his walking robe and underclothes between their bare
in.

“Show me,” shewhispered againg his mouth. “ Show me how beautiful | am.”

“No!” He pushed at her shoulders. *’ Y ou' re taking me back to my wives. Y ou promised. | won't be
unfaithful to them.”

She laughed, seemed about to say something, and then shook her head. “1 won't push you. my love.
Thiswill al be over soon, and you'll seethat you can trust me.”



He snorted as she retreated then, drawing her shirt back on.

“WEe I pad thefront of your shirt alittle, to makeit ook like you're hiding breasts.” Ciraglanced at him
and laughed. “And we' |l haveto put the lip paint back on again too.”

Three hours later, they started into the town of Sarahs Bend. Cirawould have liked to wait until they
heard the steam whistle of the packet docking at the landing, but was afraid they might missthe boat. A
weak sun had burned off part of the fog, revealing the edge of town within rifle shot; Ciradill ingsted that
he ride the big roan while sheled it.

Sarahs Bend was much larger than his hometown of Heron Landing. There were severa blocks of
paved streets flanked with tall, narrow but deep, brick buildings. Thefirst floors were sorefronts, while
the upper floors were obvioudy residences of the store owners. Some of the buildings were four stories
tall, casting shadows onto the cobblestones. The edges of their roofs sparkled oddly in the sunlight.

“City people hang laundry on their roofs,” Ciraexplained when Jerin asked about it. “ People embed
broken bottles into the roof parapets, to discourage husband raids.”

He noticed then that the storefronts also had cast-iron gates that could be padlocked shut at night.

It surprised him how many types of storesthere were. Besides two mercantiles, there were stores for
apothecaries, books, dry goods, shoes, tailors, watchmakers, and more. Each carried the name of the
family that ran it and then symbolic sgnagefor theilliterate; he recognized al but one.

“What do they sdll there?” Jerin pointed to a gas lamp with three blue glass globes. The stone building
lacked the glass front of the rest; while the front door stood open, heavily armed women guarded the
entrance. Customers came and went, but they carried items neither in nor out. “Isit abank?’

“Hush, don't point,” Ciramurmured, and then clucked the roan to speed them past the store.

“What isit?’ Jerin whispered.

“Pay itnomind.”

He d heard that tone enough in hislifeto redizeit was acrib. Helooked back to study the fortresdike
building. He never thought such athing would be on aMain Street corner, itsgaslamp bright in the
overcast morning so it couldn’t be missed. How many men wereinsde? A dozen narrow windows cut
into the thick stone of the first story. One window per man? Iron bars covered the larger windows of the
second story. A short railing lined the roof with sharpened iron points. He knew that they were thereto
keep out women, but they would work to keep men in. Thetrickle of women in and out of the building
was constant—each representing aforced coupling.

His breskfast churned in his ssomach. “ Cira, | think I’ m going to be sick.”

“Now?" Whatever she saw on hisface convinced her. She guided the roan into anarrow aley.

Hisbreskfast came up while Cirakept his hair and clothes out of the way.

“That’ swhere|’m going to end up.” He moaned. “In aplacejust like that. Locked in and drugged.”



“That isnot going to happen to you. Y ou' re getting home and it will be just like nothing happened.”
“Ren won't be able to take me back. No oneis ever going to believe that nothing happened to me.”
More bread came up, and then his stcomach was empty, but his body continued to heave.

Cirarubbed his back soothingly, patiently waiting for him to recover. “Renwill believeyou. If sheloves
you, shewill trust you and believe what you tell her to be the truth, even if you were gonefor years.”

He shook hishead. “Her motherswouldn’t let her offer for me for weeks—they might force her to give
me back to my ssters.”

“Jerin.” Cirastraightened him up and wiped hisface. “I swear to you, you will never beinacrib. | can

guarantee that you're clean. | might seem like ariver trash, but | come from apowerful, old family. The
Queenswill take my word.”

Hethought of al the fine belongingsin her saddlebag, everything that indicated that she was much more
than what she seemed. “Redly?’

“And | am not poor either. If need be, | have the money to pay your brother’ s price and marry you.”
“All by yoursdf?

“We can start anew trend. One wife per husband.”

Helaughed at the ridiculousness of her plan.

Theloud roar of the packet’ swhistle came from theriver.

“Come on. Dry your tears and put on asmile. We' re aimost home free. Just alittle more, and we'll be
safeontheriver.”

It was odd to be among people and not be the center of attention. He and Ciramoved through the
crowd waiting on the landing without anyone noticing them. Amazingly, the flimsy disguise wasworking.
Women would glance his direction, see the bright boa that Cira had him wave lazily about, gather in the
lack of vell and the painted face, and lose interest in him.

They dmost madeit.

A few feet from the gangplank, Ciratook a sudden deep breath, and hands caught Jerin tight from
behind.

“Not aword!” growled afamiliar voice. “A single noise, missy, and we' |l pop you where you stand.”
“Yashould pop her anyhow, steding ‘im away likethat!” Dossy whined.

He swung about. They had arevolver tight to Cira' s spine. “Don’'t you dare hurt her!”

“Or what, little boy?’ Bert sneered. “Yacry?’



“I'll tell your bosses that you raped me. Oh, it was awful! Y ou dirty, infected crib deaze took me again
and again. They're paying for clean and untouched. Il be sure to convince them you' re pulling adouble
cross. Sdling used goodd!”

“Shut yamouth!” Bert jerked her gun back, swinging the butt around to strike him withit.

“Bert!” Fen snapped, catching her hand. “Don’t you dare, shithead! Unharmed and untouched, they
sd!”

“So what do we do?’ Bert asked.
“Give them both to the bosses. Let them work it out,” Fen said.

Jerin glanced around them. The other women on the landing looked on but made no moveto interfere.
Gunswere dready in the mix. From their faces, he redized that they till saw him asawhore having
trouble with river trash. If he gppealed to them as aman, once they rescued him, would they try to keep
him?

“Comequietly,” Fen said. “Or we will pop Miss High-and-mighty here and now.”

Helet himself be dragged to an dley where horses waited. Since none of his counteroffers had worked,
hetried anew ploy. The Porters had |eft no witnesses behind them—surely they wouldn't alow Fen and
her women to live, knowing their darkest secrets.

“The Hats are anoble family planning to marry meto clam thethrone,” hetold them. “ Y ou’ Il know as
soon as the marriage is announced which noble family isthe Hats. Y ou' re the only onesthat can testify
they’re one and the same. They’ve—"

Fen cocked her hand in warning. “Hush your mouth, or I [l knock you silly enough you can't talk, and
blame it on Miss High-and-mighty.”

He wanted to stay conscious, so he kept his suspicionsto himsalf.

The sde-whedler Destiny sat waiting for them, tied off to massive oaks on asecluded bend in theriver,
its stage lowered to the desolate shore.

Kij and her ssters came down to greet them in the woods, six-guns holstered on their hips. Kij smiled a
Jerin, then noticed Ciraand frowned. “ So, you make an appearance, finaly.”

“Gods, your soul must be black,” Ciragrowled.

Kij waved theinsult away. “Faith isfor the well-to-do. My grandmothersleft ustoo degtitute for that
nonsense.”

“But Keifer, and your Eldest, and your mothers?’ Ciraasked.

“Our family doesn't agewdl,” Kij said lightly, asif she were talking about spilling chesp wine and not
her family’ s blood. “ Our mothers had long dipped into senility, and babbled family secrets right and left.
They made auseful sacrifice—one last serviceto the family. Keifer, dearly as| loved him, wasanidiot.
Hewasto get himself to the first-floor bathroom. We picked that theater primarily for aplace he could



survivethe blast. Thewadls reinforced by the plumbing would have protected him. He never showed.
Eldest went to fetch him, but then— they weren't supposed to be killed.”

“Ahhh, too bad. So now ahusband raid?’ Ciraasked.

“Oh, we didn’t raid for ahusband,” Kij cried, pressing her left hand to her chest, 1ooking wounded.
“Theroyd guard can testify without influence from usthat not asingle Porter sister took Jerin from the

paace.”
Kij’sright hand flashed downward, drawing her pistol.
Jerin had been watching for the move; he stepped in front of Cira, shielding her. “Kij, no!”

The Porters  revolversfired in thunderous rounds. Fen, Bert, little Dossy. and the otherswent downin a
hail of bullets, the Porter sisters emptying their sx-gunsinto the haplessriver trash.

Birds gtartled up out of the trees and winged away as the echoes returned from the far shore. Gun
smoke wreathed them. The smdll of blood grew astheriver trash’ slives poured out into the dirt around
them.

“There san interesting law that applies here,” Kij camly explained as she reloaded her pigtal. “It's
smilar to war plunder. It saysthat if an unmarried man is kidnapped by party A and rescued by party B,
then he belongs to party B. Losers weepers, finders kegpers.” She spun the chamber on her pistal. “ Step
out of theway, Jerin.”

“No.” Jerin was pleased that he sounded more firm than he felt.

“Sigters, please, get our new husband out of harm’ sway.”

“If I wereyou,” Ciracdled out to Kij from behind him, “I"d think long and hard before you walk down
that road.”

“It'saroad we ve walked before.” Kij raised her revolver. “ A few more miles, and Queendand is
ours”

“Kill her and | will never be your husband!” Jerin growled. “You’' |l have to keep me chained to awall,
because I’ll escape you every chancel get. I'll tell anyone | see of the crimes you committed. You'll have
to rape mefor my seed! You'll haveto raise our children done.”

“Jerin, hush.” Ciracaught his shoulders and started to push him aside. “Don't give them cause to hurt
you.”

Jerin dug in his hedls, refusing to move out of theway. “Let her live, and | marry you willingly. I'll stay by
your side. I'll pleasure you in bed, and I'll take joy in our children. My word of honor.”

“She knowstoo much,” Kij explained to him gently, then made a shooing motion with her gun. “Move
adde, Jerin.”

“Kij!” Kij’ssaster Mezahissed. “Not in front of him. Frankly, | want a husband with atongue.”

“Let’ skeep our options open,” their sister Alissaadded.



Kij stared at him and then lowered her pistal. “Y ou win for now, beloved.” Sheturned away. “1 don’t
want him haring off over the countryside again. Search them both, Alissa, and handcuff them in my cabin.
We'll do arotating guard on them.”

“Search them both?” Alissaquirked up an eyebrow.

Kij holstered her pigtal. “He may be gently born, but hisfamily were knights of vaor. Unless| missmy
guess, they’ll arm anything that can hold agun.”

They found hisderringer and knife, which made them search up under hisrobe, teasing and touching him
rudely. He covered hisface, and hid hisfierce attention to which pocket Alissadropped his Suff into.
When Meza found his stash pouch, Cirawinced. Obvioudy she had hoped he would free himsdlf a
second time.

“I can’'t believe you're turning against the Queens,” Jerin said to cover histurning, watching Mezaas she
frowned at the jumble of itemsin his pouch and then dipped it into her own pocket.

“Youcan't?” Kij took his hand, pleading understanding with her eyes. “Did you think we gave afuck
which princess was Eldest? Either one would have been the sameto us! So anidiotic war we cared
nothing about was waged, and our entire livelihood was blown away!”

“That doesn't give you theright to murder the roya family!” Jerin cried.
“They destroyed our family!”

Ciragave abitter laugh. “How do you figure that? No Porter waskilled in the war, and you received
reparations for the damage to the locks!”

“We received chicken feed! We could only rebuild half the system on what we received, and half is
worthlessl We had to mortgage everything to scrape up the money, and till it wasn't enough! So we
gtarted smuggling and stealing and murdering to make ends meet. We lost our honor. Welost mothers
and sigters overseeing the dangerous construction and smuggling ring. | had to shoot my own sister in the
face so she couldn’t beidentified! Theindignitieswe ve suffered—all because theroya family couldn’t
settle who would be Eldest. Well, never again. We re taking the thrones.”

Jerin exaggerated hislimp, and as he came off the stage, sumbled againgt Alissa. She caught him out of
reflex, and as she righted him. he dipped his hand down into her coat pocket. Hisfingers closed on the
cold, welcomegrip of hisderringer. Lightly, helifted the small pistol out, his heart hammering fit to bresk,
and dipped it into his robe pocket. There was no outcry from her ssters and Alissa smiled as she took
the opportunity to grope him. Even Cira, who was watching him with concern, seemed unaware. He
limped forward, faked another ssumble into Meza Porter, and retrieved his stash pouch. Hedidn't even
want to try for his knife—it was so awkward a shape he was sure to be caught. Instead he meekly
alowed himsdf to beled to Kij’ s cabin.

Kij’s cabin was on the second deck, in the corner farthest from the great churning paddie whedl. Jerin
balked at the door, for here was surely aden of seduction. A huge bed dominated the room, covered
with athick feather mattress, sheets of silk, and drapes of brocades and dark green velvets. Cherry
paneling and stained glass on the porthol es darkened the room. Alissa, entering before him, took amatch
to the ail lamps, and the warm glow of their flames reflected on gold leaf and brass.



Alissalooked at the bed and then at him, nogtrilsflaring. “ On the bed, love.”
Conscious of the four armed Porter sisters behind him, Jerin limped to the bed and sat on the very edge.
“Chain her to thefoot likeadog,” Alissasaid, eyeslocked on him. “ She can watch while | tumble him.”

With agrest dedl of laughing, they handcuffed Cirato the foot of the bed. Jerin braced himsdlf. Against
the five of them, there was nothing he could do except act asif he would honor hisvow. Thankfully
Alissamade no attempt to undress him. She merely pushed him back onto the bed. He twisted hisrobe
ashefdl so hispistol and stash were under him as Alissa sprawled on top of him. She writhed against
him as she raped his mouth.

“Redlly, Alissa” Cirasaid in atone near boredom. “Taking Divafrom me hurt me more than anything
you can do with him.”

Alissalaughed, tossing her head to flip her gold hair out of her eyes, and dunk up, catlike, until she sat
adtride Jerin. “ Shewas addightful little bitch. Y ou had her trained well. Tell me,” she said as sheran her
finger over Jerin’s painted lips, “is he astdented with his mouth?’

“Why would you think | would know?" Ciradrawled. “Y ou know my tastes. Y ou’' ve esten my
|eftovers”

Alissaglared at Cira. eyes narrowing, Jerin al but forgotten below her. “If you are so disnterested, why
areyouriding herd on him?’

“What better bait for wolves than the sacrificia lamb?’

Alissamade a sound of disgust and climbed off of Jerin. “Leave you to take the fun out of it. Meza, gag
the bitch.” She handcuffed Jerin firmly to the headboard. “Y ou'll have first watch, Meza.”

Meza gagged Ciratightly, settled at the paper-strewn desk, and reached for apen. “Good, | can get
caught up with theseinvoices.”

| made the right decision. | made the right decision.

Ren clung to the mantra, though as the sun moved across the sky, she sank into utter misery. Runners
bringing her updates from her sisters did nothing to shake the soundness of her decision, or give hope that
Jerin would be restored to them. The ever-so-polite raid on the Herald ferreted out the Porter mole and
awedlth of information. Recent deliveries of cooking goods to the barracks turned up enough poison to
lay wagte to the Fifth Battalion. Incensed by their close cdll, the troops marched the street, arresting all
loiterers, turning up scores of heavily armed river trash.

The Red Dog steamed into port, low and deek as ahunter, the late afternoon sun glinting off the
crimson-painted wood shields enclosing her decks. Aswomen and supplies were loaded at frantic
speed. Raven reported that orders had been sent downriver as far asthe mouth for the Red Dog' s sster
shipstojoinin the hunt.

Wait, was Raven’ s unvoiced apped.



Ren shook her head. All afternoon, the image of raped, mutilated, and murdered Egan Wainwright
seared through her memory. Gods have mercy, her sweet beautiful Jerin was in the hands of women that
had done that to aman! If the Porters meant to marry Jerin for hisroya bloodline, then he would be
spared that fate. But what if she had been wrong about the Porters? What if they had taken Jerin as

disposable bait?

Shewouldn’t delay any longer. She signded that they were to eam out immediately. “What armaments
do we have?

The corner of Raven’s mouth dipped in worried disapprovd. “ The Red Dog isonly lightly armed. Two
eight-inch guns, one forward, the other aft, behind iron shutters. True, their twenty-pound balswill put a

holein just about anything, but you' ve got to be pointed in the right direction first. The bow isreinforced
asaram. And we ve got the marines—a hundred riflesis nothing to sneer at.”

“Hopefully more than whet Kij has”

“One hopes.”

Chapter 15

Jerin never consdered he' d fal adeep, not with the stress and fear of his Situation. If he had thought it
possible, hewould have guarded againgt it. The day’ srigors, however, combined with the warm, soft
bed. put him fully adeep before he redized the danger.

He woketo Kij’ s voice, coming from across the room, asking softly, *“Is he still deeping?’
“Likeababe” Mezawhispered in reply. There was arustle of paper. “ Sign here, and here.”
“WEe re through the last lock. We re going ashore here. See that he gets well cared for—something to

egt, achanceto rdieve himsdlf. You'll reach homewithin afew hours. Ingal himin the husband
quarters—quietly. No one but family isto see him. W€ Il haveto handle this carefully for it to work.”

“And if it doesn't?’ Meza asked.

“The last fifty years have proved us cleverer than al. We Il weasdl out and land on our feet. Have we not
timeandtimeagan?

“WEe ve never pushed our luck this close before.”

“Thiswill work. It goesfaster than | planned, but a nudge here, anudge there, and everything will fall
right. Trust me. Meza”

Therewas adight, tired sound from Meza “I do. Please, be careful. I d rather not have Alissaas
Eldest”

With alaugh, Kij said her good-bye and went out the door. Jerin lay with his eyes closed and forced his
breathing to stay deep.


#chapter_14
#contents
#chapter_16

The duchy of Avonar lay upriver of Hera s Step. Kij said they were through the last lock, so they were
now above the great waterfal. He recdled the smal town that supplied boats with cod, food, and
entertainment while they waited their turn to move through the locks. The town was crowded with ship
crews and passengers, people he could hide among and perhaps find aid from. While there were towns
north of thefals, he would be alone stranger in a place loyal to the Porters.

Now was the idedl time to escape. If he wasto free himsdlf, though, he needed to get rid of Meza.
Considering Kij’s orders, asking for food and water might force Mezato fetch it hersdlf. If not, she'd at
least undo his hands so he could est.

He stirred then, making a show of waking and stretching, blinking with deep befuddlement. Did Meza
believe his act? She glanced up from her paperwork, fingers ink-stained, looking more an accountant
than amurderous smuggler. Cira, on the other hand, glancing over the rim of the footboard, had murder
in her eyes. Wasthat look of anger for him, for falling adeep, or just anger at the Stuation?

Trying to ignore the hate on Cira sface, he whined, “I’m hungry, and thirsty, and | have to wee-wee.”

“I’'mnot surprised,” Meza said, methodicaly cleaning her pens and putting the desk aright before
standing. “Y ou’ ve been adeep for hours.”

Hefet aflare of guilt a her words. He should have tried to escape hours ago, gotten free and back to
hiswives. Every minute he spent away from them, the lesslikely he could ever return to them.

Meza came and unshackled hiswrists. Holding firmly to his elbow, she steered him to the corner where
there was achamber pot built into adresser to make an indoor privy. She kept hold of him while he
relieved himsdlf.

though she averted her eyes. He chanced much, moving his stash pouch from his pocket to hisloosdy
gathered deeve.

Afterward, Mezaled him back and handcuffed him to the bed again. “I’ll go get you something to eat.”

Even as she shut the door behind her, he dipped the pouch out, fingered through it, and pulled the
lockpick free. From the foot of the bed, Cira's eyes went large.

Minutes later, when he undid her gag, she whispered fiercely, “Y ou have to be the dipperiest prince
consort in history! | saw them take that from you. How did you get it back?’

“| picked Meza s pocket,” he whispered, tempted to gag her again. “1 wanted to be free of them before
they decided that they wanted to be serviced.”

“What about your word of honor?’

“I'lied.” Jerin struggled with her handcuff. “Y ou meet people at their leve, or the liars and murderers of
thisworld will drag you under.”

Cirasmothered alaugh. “I can’t believe you! Did Queen Mother Elder redly agreefor you to marry her
daughters?’

“1 don’t see how being raped would be preferableto lying.”



The cuffs came undone and she rose, rubbing her wridts.

“What should we do now?’ he started to ask, but she caught him and kissed him. Her mouth waswarm
and swest, and heredized that he was haf in love with her.

“Why did you do that?’ To his shame, hewanted to do it again.
“Y ou'reteaching me never to give up.”

Hewasn't sureif thiswasagood thing. He pulled himself free, needing to put distance between them
before he gavein to kissing her again. “ So what do we do?’

“Get inthe bed,” shesaid with agrin.
His heart legped and aflame of arousal went through him. “What?’

“Pretend like you're till handcuffed. | will too.” She glanced about, then picked up aheavy stone
paperweight, and gave him an evil grin.

He sat down, put his hands back above his head, and tried to be cam. Cira settled at the foot of the
bed, her eyes glittering with contained excitement. Minutes stretched out until they seemed unbearable.
Then finally Meza stepped through the door.

She carried aglass of lemonade and abow! of biscuits covered with sausage gravy. Jerin’s ssomach
growled at the smell. In tense silence, he and Cirawatched as Meza came across the room, unaware of
the danger to her, intent on not spilling the nearly full bowl. As she set the food on the table beside the
bed, Cirarose, drawing back the paperweight.

Mezamust have caught the motion in the corner of her eye. She started to turn, and Jerin lunged out,
grabbing hold of her hands. Her eyes went widein shock, and then Cirastruck her. It was ahollow
noise. Meza s eyesrolled back, showing their whites before they closed, and her kneesfolded.

Jerin jerked his hands away from her as she crumpled, and covered his mouth to hold in the dismayed
cry that wastrying to escape. Cira bent over Meza, quickly and ruthlesdy binding the woman. When
Jerin trusted himsdlf, he took his hands from his mouth and whispered, “Is she dead?’

Ciraglanced up and her eyes saddened. “No! No. I'm sorry, honey, | would do anything to spare you

this”” Ciraundid Meza s gun belt and strapped the six-gun to her waig, tying it down low for afast draw,
and then checked the pistol. “Let’ sget out of here.”

The Destiny was steaming directly up the center of the massve Bright River, making it nearly aquarter
mile on either sideto the shore. The sun wasin thefina throes of setting, and the river reflected dl its
vivid blood reds and fire yelows.

Holding Jerin’ s hand tight, Ciraguided him through a maze of cotton bales and crates stacked on the
Destiny’s decksto therailing. There they crouched in the growing shadows.

“Canyou swim?’ Ciraasked him.

Jerin looked unessily out over the quickly moving water. “ Some. I—I don't think | could get to the



shore. It'stoo far and the current’ s too strong.”

Ciranodded asif thiswasafair assessment. “ Truthfully, | don’t think | could either. We' ll haveto get up
to the pilothouse and take control of the ship there. | wish | knew how many women Kij left on board.”

“Why do you think Kij got off?’

“I’'m afraid to guess, honey.” Cirapatted his hand absently.

Waved ashore by the Queens Justice late the morning after sheleft Mayfair, Ren heard her first news of
Jerin. A whore matching Jerin’ s description and a scarred woman had been taken from the docks at
gunpoint earlier that day. Investigating gunshots, the Queens Justice had found the kidnappers freshly
murdered. There were Signs at the murder site that apaddie wheel had tied off there, and the Destiny
had been one of four ships spotted that morning. Seven women dead, river trash, used and disposed of .

Raven asked questions of her own, but Ren stood numb, barely hearing the replies. She knew everything

that mattered. Jerin wasn't one of the dead, the Porters had recaptured him, and the Destiny had severd
hours' lead on them.

“Shewasriding high and fast, full steam,” the region captain of the Queens Justice shouted as the Red
Dog madeto cast off. “Y ou can burst your boiler and still not catch her.”

“Thisjust gets worse and worse,” Raven growled beside her. “I pray to the gods that Kij does not
murder Haley out of hand.”

Ren swung around to face Raven. “What? When did Halley enter into this?’

Raven lifted an eyebrow. “ Jerin was with a scarred woman.” Raven ran afinger down her face.
“Pearl-handled six-guns, riding abig roan.”

Ren gasped. “Halley! How in the gods did she free Jerin?’

Raven lifted her shoulders. “If she' sbeen tracking your Sgters’ killers, then she might have infiltrated part
of Kij’s networks. She wasn’'t one of the dead. Kij must have both of them.”

Ren cursed quietly. Marines packed the gunboat, alowing her no room to vent anger or fear. “The
Dedtiny isthe safest place for Kij to commit thistreason. It' safloating idand, easy to defend. | doubt

she'll be taking them off until they reach Avonar. WEe re hours behind them, but they’ |l have to stop for
the locks”

“Kij most likely hasthings set so the Destiny won't have to wait for the queue.”

“Even Kij hasto wait for the locksto fill with water. It takes severd hoursto work through the locks.
On horseback, we could reach the end of the locks before the Destiny steams out.”

“Y our Highness.” Raven used her title like awhip. “Kij knowsthat’ s when she' s most vulnerable and
where you' remost likely to catch up with her. She/ll have thetrap there”

“She hasHdley and Jerin!”



“If you get yourself killed, Y our Highness, no one will be able to rescue them. Y ou’ ve got the gunboat.
Put it to best use!”

Ren let out her breathinalong sigh. “You'reright. Y ou're dwaysright. We' Il keep to the gunboat.”
Halley! Jerin! Sweets gods above, protect them!

* % *

The pilothouse sat on the topmost deck of the Destiny, a shack perched at the center of the vast flat
space. A lone Porter Sister stood at the whedl, gazing out over the bow of the ship as Jerin and Cira
crept from the stern. As planned, Jerin crouched outside, hidden behind the half wall. Ciradrew her
pistol, quietly worked the door latch, and then stepped inside.

Instantly things went wrong. There were multiple startled cries, a crash and splintering of wood, and a
gun went off, the bullet whining into the night. Jerin risked aglance over thewall.

There had been a second, unseen Porter in the room, apparently lying on the back bench. She had
rushed Cira, knocking the pistol from her hand. The two now grappled in the tiny room, smashing back
and forth. The pilot gripped ahand to her arm, blood seeping between her fingers.

As Ciraand the other crashed through the door, the pilot lifted aflap on awall-mounted tube. “Koural
Mitzy! Get up here! We ve got trouble!”

From the tube, atiny startled voice queried urgently. The engine crew shoveling cod had been aerted!
The pilot awkwardly drew her pistol and hurried out after Ciraand her ster.
“Cira, watch out!” Jerin shouted, standing up.

The pilot turned, bringing up the pistal, then recognized him and froze. Ciratwisted suddenly, the Porter
sger’spigal in hand, and fired. In the gathering dark, the muzzle flare bloomed bright again and again.
The report echoed, bank to bank, repeating up the river hollow.

He and Cirafaced each other, gun smoke sweypt off by the stiff wind. A moment of silence passed
between them, and then Jerin said, “ The engine crew iscoming.”

“Everyoneon the shipiscoming.” Cirasnapped into motion. Holstering the pistol, she muscled the
younger Porter sister up and over therailing edge. There was adistant splash. “We have to steer the ship
to shore”

But the whedl was broken, smashed in thefight. Ciraswore. The great paddle whedl was dowing down,
the untended engines were dying, and the thud of heavy boots thundered up the many flights of sairs
toward them.

“WEe re going to have to swim anyhow.” Cira caught his hand and they headed for the stairs, hoping to
beat the oncoming crowd. Two coal-blackened women appeared at the top of the stairs. Cirawhedled in
front of them, racing back toward the pilothouse, curaing softly.

Like black wolves the women came, plitting up to run them down. One snatched up Jerin, lifting him
from the ground, while the second tackled Cirato the floor. Jerin struggled in his capturer’ s grasp,
reaching over his head to try to gouge out her eyes. She jerked her head back from his questing fingers,



and shifted him into a choke hold. As grayness rushed in. he heard a splash, and then Cirawas there,
pistal in hand.

If the woman had thought, she could have kept him asa shield. She threw him. instead, at Cira. Cira
caught him with her left arm, firing as soon as she was sure he was clear of the gun. Hisearsrang from
the retort, and he clung to Cira, trembling. Cira panted, nose running with blood. She swiped the back of
her hand across her mouth, clearing the blood, wincing at the pain.

“Areyou dl right?” she asked.

Jerin nodded.

“I’'m out of bulletswith thisgun.” Ciratossed the pistol aside. “Let’ s get Meza s pistol—I dropped it in
the pilothouse™—and get out of here.”

Jerin nodded.

Ciraled him back to the smal structure and hunted through the wreckage to find the pistol. Jerin saw a
flicker of shadows and called out awarning too late. Alissa Porter struck Cirawith ashort pole. Cirafell,
unmoving.

“You!” She pointed at Jerin with the pole. “You, I'll dedl with later.” She switched the poleto her left
hand, freeing her right hand to pull along knife. “Right now | have a serious mistake on Kij’ s part to

correct.”

“No!” Jerin scrambled to the pistol on the floor. His hand closed on the gun and he started to bring it up
when Alissa backhanded him with the pole. The pistol went clattering acrossthe floor.

“I will kill you if you don’'t stay put!” Alissashouted, bringing up the knifein warning.
“Leave her donel”
“Stay out of thisl” She moved toward Cira, eyeson him.

Jerin remembered then the derringer in his hidden pocket. He scrambled backward, out of her striking
range, clawing for thetiny gun. “Leave her donel” he shouted again, pulling it out and aiming at Alissa.

Alissa’ seyeswent wide a the sight of the pistal. “How the hell—puit it down!”

“Get away from her!”

“Put it down!”

“Get away from her!”

Alissa made a sudden motion, one he recognized as the start of throwing her knife, and he pulled the
trigger. In the small enclosed space, the tiny gun sounded like a cannon. Blood sprayed the glass behind
her. She looked a him, surprised, made a dight mewling sound, then collgpsed.

Suddenly the night seemed too till, too empty. Jerin stood, awisp of smoke coming from the derringer’s
barrdl.



I'vekilled her.

For severa minutes he stood, unable to move, the violence of his action shocking him to his core. Then,
desperately, he wanted to go home.

He glanced about the room, filled with unconscious and dead bodies, guns, knives, and broken ship
parts. Thewhed spun fredly, the boat giving no indication that it connected to anything anymore. If they
couldn’t turn to follow theriver asit wound itsway through the hills, they would crash on the shore.

Jerin looked out through the pil othouse windows. They were drifting downriver, sernfirst. The stern
lantern marked the back of the boat. The water shimmered black, reflecting faint starlight. A thicker
black marked the trees on the right and left banks. The boat rode roughly in the center of theriver.
Downriver, he could make out nothing but afaint frill of white cutting across the darkness ahead of him.

He gtared at the line for aminute before he realized what he waslooking at. It dawned on him that there
was no horizon. No hills. No trees. Asif the world suddenly ended amile downstream—and he was
rushing toward that edge. Like a deepwalker, he opened the wheelhouse door and heard the deep
endlessroar.

Thewaterfall!

He glanced again to hisleft, downstream thistime. Glimmering on the shore like evening gars, thelights
of thelock and the town of Hera s Step shone at once dangeroudy near and yet unreachably far.

“Oh, Holy Mothers,” he breathed as the thunder grew louder.

His mind raced from point to point on astraight line. There was no one in the engine room who could
gart the paddle whedl turning. The current was taking them downriver. The steering whed was broken.
The ship was going over thefalls. He and Cirahad to get off the ship.

He knelt and shook her. “Ciral Cira, get up! Get up!”

“What isit?’ Ciraasked groggily, getting to her knees.

“WE ve got to get off the ship. It sHera s Step! We re going over thefallsl”

Ciragtared out at thelifting spray, and then glanced to the shore. “We Il never makeitintime. The
current will take us over before we svim ashore.”

“We haveto try!”

“It will be safer to go over with the ship.” She caught hold of the whistle cord and pulled. “Find
something to weigh this down!” she shouted over the howl. “We need to bleed off steam before we go
over, or we might be scalded before we' re drowned!”

He tugged the coat off of Alissa. tied one deeve to the dead woman’swrist, and then stretched the other
deeve up to tiethe whistle cord down. Ciragave him an odd look, then nodded. Then they hurried out of
the pilothouse to the center of the two-hundred-foot boat, opposite the great side whed. Cira shouted
something, unheard over the endlesshowl of the seam whistle.



“What?" Jerin shouted.

Cirapulled him close and shouted directly at hisear. “It will go stern first, but then it will spin toward the
sdewhed! Hold tight to therail, but let go toward the bottom! Don't et yourself be trapped under the
boat asit flips over! Do you understand?’ When he nodded, she hugged him fiercdly. “ Jerin, | love you!”

And there was no time for anything more. The roar of the waterfal drowned out even the how! of the
steam whistle. The spray enveloped them like acold rain. The stern speared out over the vast empty
darkness, and then, as Cira had predicted, the weight of the great paddlie whedl dued the boat sideways.
The deck canted as the whole ship tipped, and they hung from the railing asif from an overhead tree
branch. For amoment, they dangled over the chasm, the foaming water at the foot of the falls hundreds
of feet down, and then the ship dropped.

For dmost aminute it seemed they fell, weightless, theriver’ sroar louder than their own screams. Then,
with abruta smash, they hit the cold darkness. Jerin tumbled over and over in the freezing black water
with no sense of up, hislungs aching. Finaly he broke surface. There were stars above, so he wasn't
under the Destiny. Huge forms glided around him, parts of the boat rushing with him downriver in
digointed confuson.

“Cira” he shouted, flailing and striking wood. “Ciral” In front of him, something had caught fire, and
flames danced liquid down to the waterline. He redlized the blaze was growing larger, that it was caught
on the rocks or something, and that he was rushing toward it with al the mass of the Destiny behind him.

Dusk wasfaling asthe Red Dog made its way the last few milestoward Hera s Step. The banks rose
until the gunboat steamed through the gorge cut by the waterfall into the escarpment over thousands of
years. Sowly theriver narrowed, and seemed to change to a place of menace, the granite cliffs throwing
shadows over the boat, and huge boulders, lining the shores, blocked any landing. Amplified by the
towering gorge walls, the low rumble from the distant waterfall sounded like theroar of agreat beast.

Ren paced the top deck at the edge of the pilothouse shilding. “We Il close with thefirst ship in thelock
queue and use it to unload half the marines, then back off to safety.” She nervoudy covered the plans
they’ d laid, looking for aweakness. “ The marines will crossto shore and take control of the locks. When
they givethe clear sgna, we moveinto thelocks.”

It would, however, befull night when they arrived at the locks. The marines faced abattle on unfamiliar
ground in the dark. More of Kij’s damnable luck and careful planning, no doulbt.

“Ship to starboard! Ship to starboard!” The shout was followed by a deep boom and the scream of
grapeshot.

Ren ducked behind the wood shielding. The sharp metd tore open amarine beyond the shielding, her
blood spraying the wood decking.

There were shouts of dismay. Ren risked alook over the wood shield. A gunboat steamed out of the
shadowed creek mouth, awall of woven tree branches screening it from casual glance. A gout of black
smoke rose from the ambusher’ s smokestacks, indicating Kij’ d banked her firesto hide her trap, and
now was frantically stoking up her boilers. Black, low, nearly featureless, the Porter gunboat glided like
death toward them. It was an ironclad gunboat, its decks and hull covered with iron plates severd inches
thick. Ren had seen one only on paper, and now redlized her own gullibility and naivete. Kij had talked
her out of building the ironclads, said they were awaste of money in atime of peace. In al the



speculation of what Kij had prepared as atrap. Ren had not once recalled the conversation, not even
after the attempt to stedl the heavy naval guns.

In the massive gunports, the barrels of the Prophets |ooked like oversized rifles. It would be aclose
battle— Ren without heavy armor. Kij without heavy guns.

“Hard to starboard! Bring the forward cannon to bear! Sink the bloody bitch!” Ren shouted.

The forward gunners ran out the bow cannon even asthe ironclad spat another screaming round of
grapeshot. Their distance was such that the grapeshot had time to spread over awide pattern before
griking. It peppered the decks, chewing away planking where the wood thinned. Screams of pain came
from dl quarters, mixing with the moans of those aready wounded.

With athunder that vibrated to Ren’ s very core, the forward cannon fired. On a column of smoke and
fire, the ball hurtled the gap and struck aglancing blow aong theironclad’ s stern.

“WEe I haveto hit them dead on to punch through their plating!” Raven shouted.

“Lieutenant!” Ren caled to the marines commander, then paused as grapeshot roared from the other
ship. Kij wasfiring her cannonsin series, trying to keep Ren’ s soldiers from sharp shooting the gunnery
crews. “Have your women fire at will!” Ren shouted into the relative silence. “ Aim for the gunports!”

It was adaughter, her women trying to sharp shoot in the deadly hail, dying before they could get their
shots off. The aft gun was useless. Asthe fore gun was run out to fire, theironclad turned, forcing themto
take another glancing shot. The ball careened off the thick plating. Beside Ren, the pilot fought the fast
current to try and close with the ironclad while keeping clear of the boulder-strewn shores. They circled,
wary as knifefighters, moving upriver asthey cut each other with cannon fire.

“There sthe Portage River mouth!” the pilot shouted. “But | can't get past her! She' sforcing us up the
Bright River, toward thefals. It runs shalow from here on up! Either we'll run aground or we'll be
forced under thefdldl”

Ren swore. Theironclad’ s steep side offered no purchase for her marinesto board, and closing with
Kij’ s ship would only increase the damage that the grapeshot would do. They were running out of river,
though, and soon would be at the foot of thefdlsitsalf.

“Do you hear something?’ Raven shouted.

How can you hear anything over this hellish noise? Ren tried anyhow. Over the thunder of the
cannons and the endlessroar of the waterfall, there was a high-pitched sound, ceasdless, growing louder.
A steam whistle, she recognized suddenly, blowing without stop, and coming closer.

“Whereisthat coming from?’ Ren asked.

“Look!” A marine on the deck suddenly cried, pointing upriver toward the white curtain of water. “The
falg”

Haf amile upriver, and hundreds of feet up, the underbelly of aboat speared out over the edge of the
fdls. It came and came, unending, its steam whistle screaming a death keen that was now being caught
and echoed back by the granite cliffs of the gorge. A hundred feet of hull showed before the sde whedl
appeared at the brink, and the whole mass pivoted on itsweight. Sluing Sdeways, the boat started to fall,



and the cannon fire picked out the lettering on its Ssde whed. Destiny.
Ren shouted in wordless protest. Jerin! Halley!

With a curse, the pilot svung the whedl hard, turning suddenly without regard to theironclad. “‘If that
hitsus after it comes over thefals, it'll take usunder!”

Theironclad too was turning, trying to escape the massive ship now tumbling over thefdls.

““No!” Ren caught thewhed and jerked it back. “Kij’ sgiving us her broadsde! Ram the bitch! End it
here! Kill her now!”

The pilot threw her a panicked ook, and then shouted into the tubes, * Full speed ahead! Full speed!”

The Red Dog leaped forward, its bow arrowing through the dark waters. Ren ducked down low behind
the shield, bracing for the impact. They struck with agrest splintering crack, the braced bow of the Red
Dog cleaving deep into theironclad. Ren was dammed forward into the shielding, striking her heed,
eclipsing theworld with aflash of dark and pain. Then the fore gun fired, more felt than heard, the muzzle
gpparently buried in the guts of theironclad. The ball punctured one of the boiler engines of theironclad,
and the shriek of escaping steam and screaming women joined with the crack of rifles.

Raven had her by the arm then, and was hefting her up, crying, “I1t' sgoing to hit us!”

Ren turned, and saw the shattered decks of the Destiny rolling toward them, out of the night, tumbled by
the fast shallow rapids. Her mind only understood flashes of what she saw: arailing here, an open
doorway there, ahanging flight of stairs bresking off in mid-tumble.

Raven dragged her backward, back along the Red Dog'’ s top deck to the stern gun. There Raven
pushed Ren down and caught her by the foot. “ Strip! Get your boots off! We re going to haveto swim
for it! The nearest Queens Justice is Annaboro. When you get to shore, stay low. Kij might have backup
troops!”

They went into the dark, fast water then, Ren stripped to only a shirt while Raven was il fully dressed.

Caught in theicy current, Ren struggled to keep afl oat. She looked back. The water was littered with
bodies, some thrashing, some gill. The wreckage of the Destiny struck where the two ships were joined,
and the river forced it up, rearing above the gunboats. Borne down by the weight of its plating and the
water filling its bowds, theironclad sank quickly. The Red Dog, still caught by itsram, rolled asthe
ironclad sank, the Destiny toppling over its dipping bow.

Oh, Jerin, love, I'msorry. I'm sorry that | took you away from your mothers' farm where you
were safe. I'msorry | let Kij take you as bait. I’'m so very sorry that |’ ve gotten you killed.

Ren came ashore downriver of the Portage River confluence, teeth chattering from the cold, bone weary
and heartsick. Raven had vanished into the waters, and Ren could not remember if her captain even
knew how to swim. Two guards kept faithfully to her. The sergeant, Buckley, apparently swam like afish
and had helped Ren keep her bearings as they struggled for shore. The other was ayoung private whose
face Ren could not recdll, and in the dark could not see, by the name of Cherry. For milesthe fast current
had carried them, and they could only keep their heads above water. Then theriver turned, and in that
bend, the water deepened and dowed and they thrashed ashore.



Thewind had kicked up, tossing the trees and cutting cold as sharp as knives through their wet clothes.
Buckley knew approximately where they were, and knew too of anearby mansion laid to ruinin the last
war. It would give cover and shelter well away from the exposed river-bank. Ren wanted only to liein
the mud and grieve, but dragged hersdlf up anyhow. She couldn’t give up until she was sure Kij wasas
dead as her father, her elder sisters, Halley, and Jerin. She had to be sure Kij paid.

They were past the escarpment, and the land was flat here, smoothed by countless floods. They kept to
the cave-black shadows of the windbreaks, hedging fields of freshly cut hay. The night wasfull of distant
cracks of rifles, faint echoes of shouting, and the rolling thunder of racing horses. The gray of fase dawn
touched the sky as they reached the mansion sitting alone on a hill, the short summer night fleeing before
the sun. In the silence before dawn, the dark, broken structure, surrounded by shorn fields, seemed
ominous

They paused in the windbresk at the foot of the hill, shivering, scanning thefidds.
“How closeis Annaboro?’ Ren asked.

“ Another ten miles south. Y our Highness,” Buckley murmured, then cocked her head, listening intently.
“Ridersare coming.”

Ren swore. In their white shirts and red uniform pants, they stood out in the scanty cover of the
windbresk. “Let’ stry for the mansion.”

They ran. The sharp stems of the cut hay stabbed like athousand needlesin their bare feet asthey raced
for cover. Theriders broke out of awoodiot behind them, and came sweeping toward them. A glance
was enough to show the riders weren’t the Queens Justice. Even as Ren and the others reached the old
front yard of the mansion, theriders cut them off. looping around them in arough circle of lathered,
blowing horses.

Kij looked worse for wear, at least. Her beautiful face was cut and bruised. Part of her shirt had been
torn off, and a bloody bandage showed beneath. But she was dive, damn her soul, when everyone else
was dead.

“Don’'t you know when to die?’” Ren asked her.
“I could say the samefor you. I've been trying to kill you for six years,” Kij growled.

“So, how did you find me?’ Ren asked, wondering how she had ever thought this woman to be her
good friend.

“Y ou washed up where dl the dead bodies cometo shore.” Kij gave abitter laugh. “You just don't
have the decency to redlize you're dead.”

“Giveit up, Kij. Killing mewill only dig your grave deeper. My sisters know of your crimes. I've
blocked dl your plotsin Mayfair. I've sunk your gunboat and your cannons. The Destiny is gone, and
Jerin with her, damn you. Shooting me will get you nothing.”

“It will make mefed better.” Kij raised her pistal.

“Don’'t even think about it!” awoman shouted from high above them.



Ren glanced over her shoulder, gtartled.

From the mansion’ s second-story balcony, a shooter stood mostly hidden behind a support column, a
sniper rifle amed down at Kij. “Drop your guns”

“Who the hell?” Kij shouted.

“I'm Eldest Whigtler!” the woman shouted back. “Unlike you nobles, ‘ sisters-in-law’ means something
to us. We Whigtlers have an unbreakabl e rule—you mess with one of us, you messwith usal!”

Likethorns growing from arose, the long dender barrdls of rifles emerged out of the broken windows of
the mansion.

“Now, put down your guns!” Eldest shouted. “Or we'll be finding out who gets the orphaned estate of
Avona!”

The moment froze in time, and then Kij made ashow of dropping her pistal. * Put them down,” she
commanded her sgters. “We ll liveto fight another day.”

Don’t count on that, Ren thought savagely, but held her tongue.

The other Porters threw down their weapons. A lone Whistler came out of the mansion to collect the
gunswhile her Ssters covered her. Ren recognized the black hair, and the blue-eyed, stedl-jawed look of
the woman, but not her individually. The reason why became gpparent as the other Whistlers stalked out
of the mansion once the wegpons were secured. Ren picked out Eldest, Summer, and Corelle easlly,
then Jerin’ s other elder and middle ssterstoo, leaving awhole host of Whistlers she had never seen
before. They were, sheredlized, Jerin’ s cousins, the Annaboro Whistlers.

“Y our Highness.” Eldest nodded to Ren as she flashed hand signalsto her family. 1t smighty hard to
hold awedding when you haf drown most of the wedding party.”

“Whet?’

“We spent hdf the night plucking people out of theriver. Wewould redly likeit if you took better care
with our brother from here onin. He doesn’t swim dl that well.”

“Y ou'vefound Jerin! Alive?’

Eldest grinned. “ Aye. Wefished Princess Halley and Captain Tern out too.”

“They dl aredl right?’

Eldest sobered. “We sent Jenn home with my aunts. He' s chilled to the bone, addled, and took in lots of
water. He should be fine, with bed rest. Captain Tern has abroken leg, else she'd be here. Y our
sster—we had to al but Sit on her to keep her back where things are safer. A hard thing to do with a
royd princess.”

Ren laughed. “And how did you find me?’

“Oh, we just followed Kij.”



The Whistlers secured the Porters and then escorted Ren back to the river to wait for ahastily
commandeered steamer to pick them up. Halley arrived with aguard of four Whistler cousins. Despite
the ax months and the night of hardship, Haley looked younger than Ren remembered, bruised but
grinning. She had stained her red hair black, but the night in the river had washed much of it out, leaving
only her roots dark.

Ren hugged her hard, glad to findly see her dive and well. Releasing her younger sster, Ren swatted her
on the shoulder. “Don’t ever do that again!”

“What, go over Hera's Step? | won't, | promise! Once was enough!”

Ren blinked at the answer. Thiswasthe Halley she remembered from years ago, not the solemn woman
who' d haunted the palace for the last six years and sto-len away eight months ago. “1 meant

disappearing. Y ou’ re more important to me than petty revenge.”

“It wasn't just revenge, Ren. It wasthe fact that everyone kept looking to meto be the Eldest when |
wasn't. Sx years, and Barneswould still come to mefivetimes out of ten. | thought if | disappeared for a
while, people would look to you like they should.”

Ren felt aflare of anger at dl the worry and trouble she had dedlt with since Halley had vanished. “Don’'t
you think, as Eldest, | should have decided how to handleit?’

It wasHalley’ sturn to look startled, and then she grinned. “Well, | don’t think eight months ago you
would have thought it was your due.”

Perhaps.
By unspoken agreement, they turned away from their escort and walked aong theriver.

“I’ve been worried sick about you,” Ren said. “Y ou could have written more often. My nightmares
started back up after you vanished.”

“Ah! Sorry.” Haley stooped to pick up ahandful of stones, then hurled oneinto theriver, grunting. “|
suspected someone closeto us, even the Barneses. | wasn't thinking high enough. | didn’t dare write.”

“They fooled usal.”

Halley flung another stone and, while watching it skip away, asked, “ So, what do we do about Eldie?’
In dl the confusion, Ren had forgotten about her niece. “What do you mean?’

“Wecan't let her live.” Haley flung another stone, but it sank on thefirst skip.

“What?" Ren felt like she’ d been punched.

“Holy Mothers, Ren.” Haley picked up another handful of stones, avoiding her startled gaze. “We're

going to execute her mothers and grandmothers. They killed our father, our Ssters, and stole our
husband. We can't let them walk away from this.”



“What the hell doesthat have to do with killing Eldie?’

“Face thetruth, Ren. She' stheincestuousfruit of the man who poisoned the prince consort and the
woman who blew up haf theroya princesses! Do you think any of even her most remote noble relations
are going to take her? Do you think we' re going to take her? 'Y ou would ask our youngest to be raised
with her? Her father murdered ours. Do you think our babies would be safe around her once she redlized
that we executed her mothers and grandmothers?’

Ren shuddered at theimage of asmothered infant, a baby “ accidentally” dropped, akiller lurking amid
al the dangers ayoung child narrowly missed, from the fireplace to the fishpond. Still, she recoiled a the
thought of executing the golden-haired five-year-old so proud of her missing front teeth. “She'sjust a
child”

“Now she'sachild. In eeven short years, she' |l be the age Keifer was when hekilled Papa. Kij and
Keifer had no good reason to hate you and me, except for deeds of our grandmothers. Do you redly
want their child, with better reasonsfor hating us, anywhere near our children?’

“Stopit, Haley! Thisisour niece. ThisisEldie!”

“Sheisn't our niece,” Halley said coldly. “Keifer didn’t father any children on us, thank the gods, and he
died before she was born—severing any connection between our families.”

“I have spent five yearsthinking of her asmy niece, Hdley. | can’t think of her in any other manner.”

“If we don't take her, she'll have nowhereto go. She' |l have to make her way like theriver trash. Do
you think that’ skinder to achild her age?’

“We could take her,” someone said behind them.
Ren and Halley turned, surprised, as Eldest Whistler came out of the darkness.

“We could take Eldie,” Eldest said. * Our great-grandmother Elder was executed for treason. The
judges, though, were merciful. They let the rest of the family live. Our grandmothers could have been
bitter, but they had been raised knowing you made your choices and paid for them when you were
wrong. Twenty of my thirty grandmothers gavetheir livesin the War of the False Eldes, fighting for the
very people who put their Mother Elder to death. Thereis redemption for the innocent.”

I don’t understand why you' d offer.” Ren said, though she was glad for it.

Eldest shrugged. “Y ou’ re marrying my brother. That makes us ssters. It sort of makes her our niece.
She' snot yet six, and since your youngest were her only playmeates, the Porters couldn’t leak any poison
into her heart. She' snot even redly incestuous fruit—Kij and Keifer had different fathers and mothers,
which normally would have made them cousins at mogt. It would be a shame to shoulder her with her
parents blame.”

“You'll raseher likeasster?” Haley asked, obvioudy surprised.

“I’ve got fourteen youngest Ssters under the age of ten; what’ s one more?’

“What happens when they marry?’ Halley pushed. “How could you expect them to share their husband
with her?’



“It will be up to them to decide. After looking at my family records, | suspect that my family started
when agroup of women banded together and called themselves ssters. We're not ones to worry about
bloodlines. If you' rewilling to run therisk, we d bewilling to raise her.”

Ren glanced to Halley, saw her willing, and nodded. * Have someone go now, though, and get her away
from the Porters. | don’t want them to have a chance to plant any murderous thoughts in her before we
execute them.”

Jerin woke in astrange bed. in a strange room, wearing a strange nightgown. He sat upright, panicked.
Someone had taken off &l his clothesto put new ones on him! Who? What € se had they done to him?
His head ached; there was a bandage on his head and the flesh underneath felt tender. Snatches of his
adventure swam up through his memory, but nothing was complete or sensible. He had been kidnapped,
had been on the Destiny, and had been in theriver. If he had been on the Destiny, why had he beenin
theriver? Had Kij thrown him overboard? Where was he now?

He threw back the sheets and swung his bare feet out of the bed. A quick check showed his stash
pouch was missing, and so was his derringer. There was awardrobe beside the bed. He opened it to find
men’sclothing, good in qudity, in hissize, and vaguely familiar. He fingered them, then looked about the
room again. He knew this place. Relief poured in as he realized where he was. Annaboro. His aunts
house. His cousin Dail’ sroom.

The door swung open; admogt asif summoned by hisname, Dail camein, adightly younger reflection of
Jerin, carrying aload of folded towels. “Oh, good, you' re up!”

“Dal!” Jerin caught hiscousin in ahard hug. “ Oh, merciful Mothers! | didn’t know where 1 was!”

Dall laughed, patting him on the back. “Y ou’ re safel Mothers brought you home last night, looking likea
drowned cat. Eeeew, you till stink likeriver water. I’ [l have to change my sheets before tonight.”

“What happened? How did | get here?’

Dail shrugged, nonchaant. “1 don’t know. No one tells me anything. Aunt Erica, Cousin Eldest, and the
others showed up on lathered horses yesterday just asaroya messenger did too. Therewasabig war
council, without us men, and then everyone but Lissaand Kaylie and my youngest saddled up on fresh
horses and rode out. A few hours before dawn, some of my mothers showed up with you, looking like
they’ d fished you out of theriver. | wastold to keep an eye on you since Papa’ s busy with the babies
and see that you had a bath once you woke up, if youfelt uptoit.”

“I fed uptoit,” Jerin said, while hismind raced. Eldest had written that they were coming. Apparently a
messenger from Ren had reached Annaboro at the sametime hisfamily did. They had come looking for
him, and found himintheriver.

His aunts had a bathhouse much the same as his mothers . Dail led him down to it. chattering on about
meeting Cullen. Jerin’ s Ssters had stopped on their way homein order to lay plansfor their wedding.
With only eight months before his sixteenth birthday. Dail was starting to consider wives. Apparently
Cullen thought a Whistler cousn married to his ssterswas as good as a\Whigtler brother.

“It would be a step up. Cullen saysthey have servants and he' s never had to cook before.” Dail rolled
hiseyes. “Cullen’slooking forward to cooking—can you imagine? He says having servants do everything
isboring. I think once he hasto wash diapersfor seven babies at once, he'll be wanting a servant!



Y ou' re 0 lucky to be marrying into awesdlthy family. Here are towels—I’ ve got to go help with dinner.
Weeat inahour.”

With that, Dail left him to ponder his missing memories and his future. Would he actudly be ableto
marry Ren and the others? Disturbing memories were starting to rise. Ciraholding him close. Cirakissng
him. Cirataking off her shirt. Ciralying on top of him, grinding against him. What had happened? Had
Cirataken him?1f she had, how could he return to hiswives?

He bathed in agony over the lost memories, trying to scrub away the feeling of being used and ruined. If
he had been ruined, though, he couldn’t return to hiswives. He had no way of knowing what diseases
Ciramight carry; he couldn’t subject them to those risks.

Hewastoweling his hair dry when Dail came running down the hdl.

“Jerin! Y our wives are here! Princesses Rennsdllaer, Haley, and Oddlial Three of the roya princesses,
herel”

His heart sank. From what he could remember, there wasllittle chance that he was il fit to marry. He
would haveto tell Ren the truth, and worse, tell her in front of astranger, Halley. He dressed dowly, and
went down to the parlor, shaking. He cracked the door and peered inside. Oddliasat in achair, leaned
over her knees, worrying a her thumbnail. Ren absently turned her hat in her hands. Halley, the missing
princess, sood looking out the window, her back to the door, the sun in her roya red hair.

Ren noticed the opened door and went still. Soundlesdy, shelifted her hand to him, entresting him with
her eyes. There was such pain in them that Jerin couldn’t deny her. He dipped quietly insde, for it
seemed making a sound would trigger words, and with words, he would have to confess, and it would all
cometoanend.

He clung to her, reveling in her softness one last time.

“I'mso sorry,” Ren whispered findly. “1 never wanted for you to be atarget.”

So it ends. “I’'m the one that’ s sorry, Ren. | don’t think I’ m clean anymore. | think | dept with another
woman. She helped me get away from theriver rats, and we were alone in a barn together—I|—I—don'’t
remember what happened. I'm so sorry. | failed you.”

“If that was your idea of deeping with awoman,” afamiliar dto voice drawled, “then we re going to
have problems coming up with babies.”

Hejerked out of Ren'sarmsto stare at the familiar scarred face, surrounded by animbus of flame red
hair. “Cira?’

“Halley, actudly.” She grinned as she cameto join Ren and him. “Y our wife. Cirawasjust anamel
used to get closeto thoseriver trash, so | could get my pretty new husband back.”

Jerin could only stare asthe events of the last few days turned themselves onto their heads. All at once
he recognized the M oorland stamp on Cira s—Halley’ s— features; no one had ever told him that Halley
aonetook after their father.

“Personally, | would hit her,” Odeliasaid, “but then I’'m not aboy.”



“Why didn’'t you tell me?’ Jerin asked.

Halley spread her hands. “| tried at firgt, but you didn’t believe anything | said. Later, | thought you
knew. | guess, looking back, Kij and the others never did actualy name mein front of you.”

“Y ou’' ve done nothing but make us proud of you,” Ren said quietly, clasping hishand. “Y ou’ ve been
brave, clever, and sdlfless”

“Kij would have won the day without you.” Odeliacovered Ren’s hand with her own.

“Weloveyou.” Haley cupped hishand and her ssters hands between her two. “ And we re not going
toloseyou again.”

Chapter 16

Ren wasjolted awake by someone legping onto her bed. All annoyance vanished as Jerin squirmed into
her ams.

“Get up! Get up!” Heleft her breathless with kisses between hisdemands. “ Their ship isat the landing!
They're herel”

“I’'m awake!” She managed another kiss before he dipped away. He dashed across the room to peer
out her window, knedling on the window sest.

“| can't wait to see everyone, especialy my new brother!” He looked adorable in his plum silk tunic and
flowing trousers, hislong black braid dangling between the bare soles of hisfeet.

“It will take them at least an hour to crosstown and climb the hill. Come here, and give me a proper
good-morning.”

Nights, Jerin inssted on keeping order. Eldest to youngest, and last night had been Oddia sturn. Days,
though, he was ddlirioudy spontaneous.

There were wagons and wagonsfilled with Whistlers.

Wedding Keifer had been a solemn occasion, with al the pomp and joy of astate funerd. The day had
been hot. the clothes uncomfortable, and the need for respectful silence reinforced with Eldest’ sriding
crop. The Porters had stayed cool, quiet, and watchful as sharks. Much as Ren loved Jerin, she spent the
first month of her betrotha dreading their actua marriage ceremony.

Cullen’ swedding cured that dread. After that extended country frolic, it was afamily decision to include
the Annaboro Whistlers and make drastic changesto the royal traditions. So it was over ahundred of the
Whisgtlers that tumbled out of the wagonsinto an extended, loud greeting: twenty-four mothers and aunts,
sgters and femae cous ns numbering more than seventy (Jerin couldn’t remember exactly how many
cousins he had), and elght—eight—~brothers and mae cousins.

Ren’slittle ssters and both sets of the Whistler youngest thundered off like apack of puppies, tumbling
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and ydping and squedling. It wasn't until they vanished, off to explore the paace, that Ren redlized she
hadn’t seen Eldie Porter among them. All the little ones had been red- or black-haired.

“Where sEldie?

“She went with the others,” Eldest reported, greeting Ren with arough embrace. “We ve dyed her hair.
Shefet out of place, being the only towhead. With her blue eyes, you' d nearly take her for one of us
now. Oh, yes, we' ve had her pick anew name, Neddie Whistler.”

“Gave her atattoo, too.” Corelleindicated her own Order of the Sword tattoo. “ Since Kij told her that
she' d been fathered out of acrib.”

They had agreed that she wouldn’t be told the truth about her parentage, nor what had happened
between her mothers and aunts, until she was an adult. The Whistlers had whisked Eldie out of Avonar
the very night her fate was decided, telling her nothing but that she was now one of them. Their letters
reported that between Cullen’ sfamiliar presence and achild' s acceptance of new Stuations, Eldie settled
in quickly. Apparently she had been painfully lonely, and thrived on being one of twenty Whistler
children.

Cullen folded Reninto ahug, and she laughed in surprise at how much taler he was sincethe last time
she saw him.

“Look at you! What have they been feeding you?’

“Jugt dl that exercise he gets, riding.” Corelle said with awink, obvioudy meaning more than horses,
which earned her a cuff from Eldest.

“He sjudt hit hisgrowth spurt.” Eldest gave adight, satisfied smile. Cullen echoed it, abandoning Ren to
embrace hiswife from behind, hislarge hands resting gently on her ssomach.

Hoy! What' s this? Ren eyed Eldest Whigtler closer and found barely noticeable signs of a pregnancy.
Two months? Early in the third month? Luckily it obvioudy wasn't into the second trimester—for then
it would be proof that Ren and her sisters had been less than careful in chaperoning their cousin.

Ren glanced to Halley then, who wasin the same state. Actudly, comparing the two, Halley outstripped
Eldest. Ren was going to be wearing her new title of Queen Mother Elder aweek or two before Eldest
became Mother Elder Whigtler. Ren found the fact surprisingly pleasing.

Queen Mother Elder. Ren had been saying it often in attempt to get used to it.

The Whisgtler women brought fiddles, banjos, fifes, drums, and dulcimers, aged corn whiskey, fine cigars,
and adetermination to have agood time.

A royd circus, Ren had named their wedding, and Jerin marveled a how right aname it was.
Admittedly, he had seen only one circus, when he was quite young, but certainly most of the ements he
remembered appeared on hiswedding day.

There was the brisk music—trumpets, drums, and bagpipes—yplaying thundering songs. The royd family
had their own melody, and apparently al the noble houses had a song too. It had stumped them for a
whilewhat to play for the Whigtlers, and finaly the fighting song of his grandmothers' regiment was



selected.

There were the bright coaches—the roya carriages— gilded instead of painted yelow, but just as
colorful ascircuswagons. Tenin al, and then ten more of the Moorland carriages close behind, carrying
the overflow.

There were the matching horses—the princesses, hiselder sigters, and hismiddle ssters all rode glossy
black horsesin two lines, one on ether side of him. His mount was afiery red stdlion, its symbolism not
logt to him.

There were the colorful costumes—hiswives-to-bein the dressred of theroya marines, hissistersina
balancing dark blue with gold waistcoats, he in awalking robe of white silk and seed pearlsthat gleamed
inthe morning light, with acloak so long it nearly brushed the ground.

And there were the crowds, an endless flood of women, their voices a constant roar of approval.
Apparently everyone thought the crush too dangerous to bring out their own menfolk; the only men Jerin
saw appeared in the upper windows of the buildings lining the parade route.

“I wish we could have been married at the paace temple,” hetold Ren.

“The point of the day isfor you to be seen,” Ren said. “When our daughter is born, we'll become the
Queen Mothers, mothers of the country. On abasic level, these are our children. We protect them, we
settle their disputes, and we guide them asthey grow. They have aright to know their father.”

If Ren said it to settle him, it did not help. He could not imagine being father to this press of humanity.

Eldest Whistler reached over from her horse and took his hand. “ Chin up. Eyesfront. Show no fear.
Y ou' re aWhistler—and your family will dways bethereif you need us.”

So hissgters brought him to the temple, escorted by hiswives, while dl the world seemed to watch.
Wives and sstersflanked him up thetall stepsto the dtar, and there hissistersfell back, leaving him
aonewith hiswives, before the gods.

It was not the marriage he thought he would have, so many months before, when the horse-faced
Brindles seemed to loom huge on his horizon. They shrank away now, like akite snatched by thewind,
goneforever.

Jerin reached out and found Ren’ s hand with hisright and Halley’ swith his|eft.
Surely, the gods were merciful and loving. Surdly they smiled upon thisunion, and he and his

wives—Ren, Ha-ley, Odelia, Trini, Lylia, Zelie, Quin, Selina, Nora, and Mira—would live happily ever
after.
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