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      I met the chaperone three blocks from the first checkpoint. She seemed familiar, but chaperones were all meant to be similar, so it could have been my imagination. They were shadows to protect—or to give the appearance of protecting—their lady as she went about business in the city. Never heard and barely seen. They were all older ladies with upright bearings and gray hair barely visible under a black veil, which melded seamlessly with the strict black cloaks and dresses they always wore, regardless of the time of year.

      I’d heard that it was a position many women of a certain age and standing sought. The positions weren’t paid, so protecting a young woman from the moral quagmires she would inevitably face when she left the house was considered a suitable way for women—even those further up the social classes—to give back to society.

      My new companion was unsmiling as she dipped into her curtsy and said, “My lady.”

      I nodded but didn’t reply, not even offering an introduction. If she’d been my personal chaperone, she would already know my name—and anyway, a decent servant would never use their mistress’s name in public, or so I’d heard. Once we were underway, she trailed after me at the required two-and-a-half paces.

      If the soldiers at the checkpoints located between Redmere City districts ever noticed that I had a different chaperone every time we passed through their station, they never mentioned it. More likely they were even poorer at their jobs than city gossip said, but it was to be expected, as most of them hadn’t had a decent meal since the turn of the year.

      “What’s your destination?” a guard at the second checkpoint asked. He was young, younger than me. His face was too thin, his eyes too big. He’d be dead by winter.

      “I’m going to the dressmaker’s on Ruby Street.”

      He sneered. “Shouldn’t she be coming to you? A grand lady like you shouldn’t be alone in this type of neighborhood.”

      Firstly, I wasn’t a grand lady. A grand lady’s boots wouldn’t swallow mud in Redmere’s dismal streets the way mine did. Secondly, I’d been in worse neighborhoods. And thirdly, “I’m not alone. My brother has sent a chaperone with me.” I didn’t gesture toward her. Grand ladies didn’t acknowledge servants, and despite my boots, I had a role to play.

      The soldier narrowed his eyes as he glanced over my shoulder. “You were here earlier.”

      My breath fluttered in the tight cage of my corset, but I suppressed any signs of nervousness. If he recognized the chaperone as having been through with someone else that day, there would be additional questions that neither of us could answer.

      “Oh for mercy’s sake, Fin,” an older soldier growled. “They all look the same. Let the lady pass.”

      The young man stiffened and, for a moment, looked like he might refuse, but the older guard took a step forward with a creak of leather. My interrogator stepped to one side, eyes dropping to the ground as he bowed.

      “My lady.”

      I didn’t reply. I could have reported them both to the City Guard for questioning my morality when I clearly had a chaperone present, and they would have been flogged for their impertinence. But a flogging was inhumane and would weaken them so they’d be dead by the end of summer instead of winter. I didn’t know if things in the city would have changed by winter, but this small mercy would give us both a chance to find out.

      We continued through the third checkpoint and made two turns on dark, stinking roads to Ruby Street. This part of the city was quiet. Tall, narrow buildings lined both sides of the muddy road. Smudged, hungry faces peeked out the windows at me. The prince’s taxes on farms had become so severe that it had driven people into the city, searching for respite and other ways to earn a living. But there was only so much work to be had, particularly with a population so poor they couldn’t afford to buy anything but the food we no longer had enough farmers to grow. People got poorer and hungrier in a continuous cycle, and the prince did nothing to stop it. The streets grew more dangerous. People disappeared if they were unwise enough to venture out after the sun went down. Sometimes their bodies were found, stripped of what few possessions they had. Others were never seen again.

      Here I was, pretending I had nothing on my mind other than the fit of a new dress. By the time we reached the shop, my boots were truly soaked through.

      As I reached for the door, it swung open. I nearly collided with a young woman with bright red hair that slipped out from a poorly fastened veil.

      “Oh, my lady!” She bobbed a curtsy as she gripped my sleeve to steady herself. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Step back from Her Grace.” The chaperone was very good at her job. It was a shame I couldn’t ask for her again. Not everyone I’d met on these missions was as good at the charade as she was.

      “Of course.” The redheaded girl was still bobbing. “Of course. I’m sorry. My lady. I mean, Your Grace.”

      I kept my eyes fixed on the shop door. When the street was quiet again, the chaperone stepped past me to open it.

      “Lady Georgina!” The dressmaker was ready for me.

      I’d heard it said this dressmaker was the best in Redmere City. She was from somewhere else, though I’d never worked up the courage to ask where. Her skin was a tawny gold, noticeably darker than nearly anyone else’s in Redmere. Living and economic conditions being what they were, the city wasn’t exactly a draw for craftsmen and tradespeople from abroad, but the dressmaker’s creations were so fine and in demand that I had no doubt she could make a life for herself here. And she’d found other ways to keep herself busy, though I wasn’t supposed to know about that.

      Under normal circumstances, I would have never had an opportunity to find out about the quality of her work. Dresses like hers were meant for private parties held behind closed doors, where the color and the cut couldn’t be seen by the general public. We never held parties like that at home because none of Jeremy’s friends were the sort to venture so far into our neighborhood. Even if I knew anyone who held parties like that, we couldn’t afford a dress like the ones made in this shop.

      Still, she greeted me like an old friend. “Lady Georgina, so good to see you again. Your last dress was acceptable?”

      As if anyone needed more than one dress. I heard that, among the prince’s inner circle, most of Redmere’s morality laws were either flouted or ignored altogether. But despite Jeremy’s best efforts at social climbing, we would never rise that high.

      I gave her the indulgent smile that would have been expected. “Oh, yes. Perfectly lovely. I received so many compliments.”

      In fact, the dress had been disassembled and no doubt given to families who might sell the fabric and use the money to keep themselves alive for a few weeks longer, but we were all playing our parts.

      “Excellent. I’m so pleased you’ve come back. This way. You will be delighted with our newest creation.”

      We played this charade every time I came, even though the shop was always empty. The chaperone stayed by the door and would alert us quietly if anyone entered while I was being fitted.

      “I see you have a new assistant,” I said as the dressmaker led me into a small room with mirrors mounted on each of the walls. A young woman waited inside. She held a dress made of so many yards of heavy fabric that she, herself so small and so thin, nearly disappeared behind it.

      “Oh, yes. The last one got married, poor girl. But Celia here, her family is too poor to worry about finding her a husband, aren’t they, dear? Now let’s get you undressed and see if this new gown fits.”

      The dressmaker and her assistant helped me out of my layers of clothing. The restrictions on what a lady—especially a noble lady, even a relatively obscure one like myself—could wear in public were as effective in limiting our freedom as the rest of Redmere’s laws combined. The heavy overcloak. The buttons that reached from my wrist to my elbow. The collar that ensured a lady remained graceful and modest at all times, but with the heavy gray veil meant we couldn’t turn our heads farther than an inch or two in any direction. Then, the undergarments. I dreaded the stiff restriction of the corset every morning.

      By comparison, the dressmaker and her assistant were relatively unencumbered. No overcloak since they were inside. The dressmaker had pinned her veil back so it would stay out of her face while she worked, while her assistant only had her hair tied up in a black scarf. No doubt she had a veil to wear when she was outside, but they were too heavy for someone who spent their day hunched over their work.

      “Oh, dear,” the dressmaker clucked. “You’ve torn the hem of this underskirt. Celia will repair it for you while we finish this fitting.”

      The underskirt was more than torn. It was stained from the black mud in the streets and was more patches than original fabric, but the assistant gathered it up and carried it off without a word.

      Those that stayed in the country and worked the land were given a certain amount of freedom. In the city, the most women could hope for would be to quietly work for their husband, mending fishing nets or mixing healing powders. A dressmaker’s apprentice—even if the dressmaker wasn’t Redmerian by birth—must have seemed like a dream. Had she known what this dressmaker’s true business was though, Celia might have reconsidered.

      It took nearly as long to get me into the new dress as it had to get me out of my traveling clothes. I never understood why we insisted with this part of the performance since we had no spectators. It wasn’t as though I would ever wear the new dress, but the dressmaker always insisted. She said the City Guard had never inspected her shop, so it was only a matter of time before they raided the entire place.

      As she slipped layers of skirts over my hips and cinched and pulled the corset to her liking, I pictured a different dress.

      “What are you wearing?” The little girl—if she is a little girl under all that mud—glares at me suspiciously. Her hair is long and probably brown, although it is hard to say, and she wears pants, even though my last tutor said that girls could be flogged for wearing pants now.

      “It’s my new dress,” I say, spinning in a circle so she can see the way the skirt puffs out when I move. The sleeves are too tight, and I cannot get my arms over my head the way I would like to, but the new tutor said that little girls who want to be elegant ladies when they grow up never have any need to lift their hands over their heads.

      The muddy girl sniffs, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. We are standing in the stable yard at my father’s house. It is summer and has been hot for days. I do not know where she has found so much mud, but I hope she will show me.

      “You can’t climb trees in a dress like that,” she says.

      I stop spinning, enjoying how the world keeps going round and round for a little longer. “I’ve never climbed a tree before.”

      Her eyes go wide. “You haven’t?”

      I shake my head. She goes back to eyeing me like I am from another world. “What’s your name?”

      I straighten and recite the names as the tutor has taught me. “Georgina Elizabeth Millicent Cressida Wright.”

      She giggles. “That’s a funny name. I’ll call you George. My name is Lou. My brother and I were catching frogs. Do you want to see them?”

      After that, we are inseparable. Climbing trees, catching frogs, terrorizing the household staff with our made-up games, and reading stories smuggled from a trunk of my mother’s old things. Lou loves the tales of pirates and sea monsters. I love the ones about dragons and lost princesses. When we are together, the rest of the world doesn’t matter.

      “Your brother is so kind to buy you something like this,” the dressmaker said.

      I coughed on a laugh. Jeremy’s “kindness” was present in the wet squish of my toes inside my boots.

      “There.” The dressmaker smoothed down the skirt and stepped back. “What do you think?”

      This was always my least favorite part; the dresses were beautiful, but they made me intensely uncomfortable. My day-to-day dresses were as restrictive and shapeless as possible. Plain colors, black or gray, with no embellishments. But the dress I’d been fitted with today was the kind worn in private. They were meant for when you wanted someone to look at you, particularly a man—and I had no desire for a man to look at me in that way.

      This dress was dark, but metallic threads in the seams showed off tiny flashes of color against the material. The bodice was more fitted, revealing curves that a woman—regardless of whether she was a queen or a beggar—wasn’t supposed to show in public, even if every inch of my skin was still covered from my throat to my toes. The exceptions were the sleeves, which fluttered away from my elbows. I’d heard they were meant to show off an elegant lady’s wrists as she ate or took a drink from a crystal glass, but I found them drafty as cool air brushed over my bare arms—and, anyway, Jeremy had sold off our crystal years ago.

      “You look like a queen,” the dressmaker said.

      I looked ridiculous. The fine fabric, so light it felt like it floated over my skin, would never survive the walk home. It clashed terribly with the drab heaviness of my veil. Even a dressmaker who could see my naked limbs would not be allowed to see my hair.

      I glanced at her reflection in the mirror. Her brows were pinched in the center.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked.

      She opened her mouth to speak, but then her teeth clacked shut again, and she ran her hands over the flowing length of the sleeves. “It suits you. That’s all.”

      The assistant returned. “I’ve finished.” She held out the underskirt for the dressmaker’s inspection. She took it, running her fingers over the seams and shaking her head.

      “You’ll need a new one of these. We can only repair it so many more times.”

      Her warning was perhaps the only true thing she said to me that day.

      They helped me dress again. Underskirts. Overskirts. Collar. Buttons. So many buttons.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have a boy to carry the dress home for you,” the dressmaker said as we emerged into the shop.

      “My chaperone will carry it,” I said carelessly, because that was what Lady Georgina would say.

      She wrapped up her creation in paper, securing it tightly with rough hemp string. She used more of both than was strictly necessary, but we all knew that these materials were hard to come by among the poor and would be put to good use.

      “Thank you, Lady Georgina. I’ve always appreciated your business,” the dressmaker said as she passed the package to the chaperone.

      “You’ll send the bill to my brother,” I said.

      “Of course.” Her tiny frown was back, the faintest tremor in her brows, but it wasn’t my place to ask what was bothering her. She’d be paid, though not by Jeremy. If he ever knew how much money was spent on me in dresses here, his face would turn purple with rage, but this was just another secret to keep from him. I followed the chaperone out the door.

      The young soldier at the second checkpoint wasn’t there as we made our way through. I hoped he was all right. It didn’t need to be me that reported him. Anyone who had overheard our conversation and felt it was improper could have alerted the City Guard. We’d been through here not two hours earlier, but justice could have been enacted that swiftly. The palace tolerated no deviations and no impropriety.

      As if to prove that point, the final checkpoint was abuzz as we approached it.

      “They’re going to hang him!” a boy shouted, running through the small crowd waiting to pass the inspection.

      Two soldiers in the dark green uniforms of the City Guard were loading a bound man into a wagon. He thrashed and struggled against them, but one smashed a heavy club on the man’s spine, and he cried out as he fell into the wagon.

      When they were satisfied he was secured, they mounted their horses. One of them turned toward us and spoke clearly to be heard over the twenty or so people who had gathered.

      “This man is a criminal. He has perverted our laws and morals. Justice will be served.”

      “Justice will be served,” we all said in reply, because that was what we were expected to do. I’d become very good at hiding over the years. I couldn’t be arrested for the thoughts in my head or the desires in my heart, but others had been taken away for not spouting the lies the Guard wanted to hear quickly enough.

      “It’s not true!” the man shouted from the back of the wagon. “I’ve done nothing wrong!”

      “That’s what they all say,” a man near my right shoulder muttered to no one in particular. “I heard they actually found him in bed with another man. No shame. No deniability. Disgusting.” He spat on the ground.

      Someone shushed him. I dipped my chin to hide the flush of my cheeks behind my veil. The wagon creaked forward, heavy wooden wheels kicking up mud as it lurched away. The man continued to call out his innocence, but the crowd had already turned from him by the time the crack echoed back to us. He’d been struck again, this time hard enough to compel his silence.

      It wasn’t always like this. At least, that was what the old women who sat on stoops and old men who hunched over cups of strong tea would tell you. They’d say that, in their youth, Redmere had still been poor, but people had been free to dress as they pleased and earn a living any way they could, even if women had usually raised the children while men had made most of the money.

      Then, the king had come. He was a younger son, and he’d poisoned his brother to take the throne. He said the country needed change, a return to something he called “societal order.” Under his rule, laws were passed to define classes and the appropriate roles of men and women, and for a while, it worked. People felt they had a purpose. But the king overreached, declaring war on neighboring kingdoms, costing Redmere in both gold and lives before he finally retreated to his palace.

      To refill his coffers, the king taxed anything he could. He conscripted sailors into his navy and sent them to raid ships that came too close to Redmere’s shores. Some were successful. Many were never heard from again. Without husbands under the king’s so-called societal order, the women and their families at home starved.

      There was a rebellion when I was small. The people of the city stormed the castle. It was even rumored that men from my father’s estate went to help, though my father could never openly support them or we’d have lost everything. The siege went on for weeks before the king sent mercenaries into the streets and killed any rebels they found, along with too many innocent citizens.

      The king had finally died last winter. His son, Prince Beverly, led the country now, waiting for the year of mourning to be over before he could officially take the crown. If the king’s rule was cruel, Beverly’s was merciless. The edicts we all followed grew by the day, with a population too depleted, hungry, and frightened to resist. The mercenaries never left. They now made up the City Guard commanded by the prince to enforce laws and maintain order by any means necessary. People adapted. Struggled. Starved. They turned on their neighbors, hoping to win favor with the Guard or even a scrap of food.

      But the rebellion wasn’t entirely dead. Now, before the prince officially became king, was the biggest opportunity we had to take back the country.

      The checkpoint line moved slowly. With the Guard’s presence lingering, the soldiers were suddenly motivated to new thoroughness. Questions were asked, bags and cargo inspected. I let my veil drop over my shoulders. With so little showing, I was nearly anonymous. Just another pale face in dark fabric. It was why I could move through the city the way I did, because few people would remember me. One more girl in too many layers of fabric.

      “Lady,” the soldier said as I arrived at the head of the line.

      “That was quite the scene,” I said, trying to sound bored. If the Guard was going to be in the area with more regularity, I would need to be careful. More careful.

      “Going home?”

      “Yes. My chaperone and I have just returned from the dressmaker’s.”

      He glanced over my shoulder at the chaperone and motioned her forward.

      “What’s in the package?”

      “A gown for my lady,” the chaperone said.

      He eyed us. “You walked to the dressmaker’s?”

      “My brother’s carriage was in use.”

      “Open the package, please.”

      I stiffened. “Surely that’s not necessary.”

      He flushed, and his gaze dropped, but he didn’t step out of my way. “I’m sorry, lady. The Guard, you saw them. There’s no saying if they’ll come back. I need to be seen doing my job. Please. My family needs me to do this job.”

      It was rare to hear it said so plainly. No one wanted to work for the prince. A checkpoint soldier was little better than a spy as far as his neighbors went. At least the fishermen in the harbor and the shoemakers in the city could be said to work for themselves. There was no such separation for those that worked the checkpoints, but money—even a little—was money, and food was scarce.

      “Be quick.” I motioned to the chaperone, and she released the package to him. He used a blunt, rusty knife to open the string and, like it had been under pressure, the wrapping erupted, releasing a flurry of fabric.

      A single piece of creamy white paper fell to the muddy ground, and my heart stopped. The chaperone smothered a cough beside me.

      How could the dressmaker be so foolish? We had rules for a reason.

      The guard bent and picked the paper up from the ground. He held it at arm’s length, squinted, then turned to another guard. “Can you read?”

      His colleague shook his head. The guard went to another man, who also said no.

      “You.” The guard pointed at a man in line behind me. “Can you read?”

      “I—” The man stepped back, eyes wide, complexion going pale as he was singled out. “I can.”

      The guard thrust the paper at him. “What does this say?”

      I shivered, despite how my skin was suddenly too hot in my clothes, as I stared at the single paper that was about to condemn me.

      The man glanced at me, an apology for what was about to follow, before he examined the page. His voice was halting as he read. “To Lady Georgina. A dress for a queen.”

      The guard frowned. “That’s all?”

      The man nodded quickly and handed the paper back like it would burn. The guard squinted at it again, as if now that he’d heard its contents, he’d be able to read and verify what the man had said. Eventually, he sighed, gathered the paper and the dress back up, and handed the whole thing to the chaperone without bothering to wrap it again.

      “Have a good day, lady.” He bowed stiffly toward me.

      The chaperone and I parted ways once we were out of sight of the last checkpoint, just in front of the print shop. We didn’t say anything, because neither of us was rash enough to congratulate the other. The city was full of eyes. Instead, the chaperone dropped her curtsy, clutched the dress to her chest, and disappeared down an alley as I let myself into the print shop’s front door.

      “George, is that you?”

      “Yes.” I undid the laces of my cloak and sighed as the weight dropped from my shoulders. I longed to pull off the heavy veil. The pins were digging into my scalp. But that was a liberty I wouldn’t be able to enjoy until I was safe at home.

      “Any trouble?”

      “The City Guard arrested a man.” Almost anyone who was arrested in the city was charged with immoral behavior. Public drinking, swearing, making music of any kind, speaking with an unescorted woman. Being an unescorted woman. These were all considered immoral. “Found him in bed with another man.”

      Consorting with a member of the same sex was seen as especially depraved. I shuddered at the memory of the man’s stricken face as they’d loaded him into the cart. I knew what it was like to want something you could be killed for, but I’d never acted on it. Of course, the fact I couldn’t even leave my own home without an escort and had no friends who would call on me went a long way in keeping me safe from my own nature.

      Niall appeared as I entered the back storeroom. “Well, that was foolish of him.”

      “They’re going to hang him.”

      “They don’t hang people for that anymore.” Indeed, there were fewer public executions these days. I’d heard the prince found them messy, which I was sure he thought was the only reason to do away with them. “He’ll go to prison for the rest of his life.” Niall pursed his lips. They were thin and always tinged toward blue, like he was cold and could never warm up. “Did you get his name?”

      “No,” I said. “And I didn’t recognize him.”

      “Shame. Imprisoning a man for what he does in the privacy of his bedroom is barbaric, but it makes a better pamphlet if we know his name.” He led me to the back room. “Now help me with these levers.”

      The trapdoor was a marvel of engineering; it took three levers pulled to just the right point to open it. The City Guard had inspected Niall’s shop nearly a dozen times over the years, almost as if they knew they were in the right place but couldn’t find the proof they needed.

      We descended into the dark spare room. If the Guard ever found it, we’d be hanged despite the prince’s distaste for capital punishment. The second press stood in the middle of the room. Pages hung in the air from strings, their ink drying. The pamphlets shouted their bold and treacherous headlines.

      Prince Beaverly Unfairly Persecutes the Poor

      Daughters Sold into Marriage for Food

      A Hundred More Men Lost at Sea. When Will it End?

      Stop the Tyrant Beaverly

      That last one was my favorite. Niall had it specially illustrated with a caricature of the prince. His face had been drawn overly large with two great teeth pressed over his front lip, while a broad, flat tail poked out from under his robes.

      I ducked behind the hinged screen set up in one corner of the dim room and began to undress. “They inspected the dress today. There was a note inside.”

      “What?” Niall’s voice reflected all the terror I’d felt in that moment.

      “It was addressed to me. She said the dress was meant for a queen.”

      Niall growled. “I’ll have someone speak with her. She knows the risk you’re already taking. Adding to it is unnecessary.”

      “I’m fine.” My trips to the dressmakers had never earned more suspicion than the occasional lecherous glance from a soldier who hadn’t had the lust starved out of him yet. I could handle myself.

      “George,” Niall said sternly.

      I sighed. “There’s always risk. But I manage.” I emerged from behind the screen, suitably covered in my gray dress again, and handed him the patched underskirt. “She said we need a new one. The material is so thin, the stitches won’t hold.”

      To prove my point, he hooked a finger in the wide hem the dressmaker’s assistant had sewn and pulled. The whole thing gave way with only a moment of resistance.

      A dozen sheets of paper, each one carefully folded and hidden in the skirt, fluttered to the floor.

      “Now, let’s see. What news here is fit to print?” Niall asked as he bent to gather them. Once upon a time, he’d tried to hide these from me, saying that it was better if we each only knew the smallest piece of the part we played in Redmere’s resistance. But one afternoon about a year in, I’d gone to the dressmaker’s, and her assistant had been so diligent in hiding the papers in the underskirt that Niall had missed one, and I’d only found it when I’d returned home. I’d recognized the crown’s seal at the top of the page before I’d even read the first word.

      “Hmm.” Niall scratched his chin as he read through the pages. “There’s a new tax on corn growers. As if they had any money for the old tax. Count Snowham has been dispossessed of his lands seized by the prince. No doubt Snowham’s wife said something unkind about the prince’s new horse. Do you know the count, George?”

      I shook my head, scanning the pages that Niall dropped onto his worktable. “Not unless my brother owes him money.”

      “None of this is very useful. One of the prince’s fastest ships was lost. It ran afoul of pirates after Captain Cinder kidnapped Lord Parrington’s wife. I’m sure Parrington’s wife is very pretty, but that’s the third ship to go down this summer. They’ll have to start blaming the losses on sea monsters soon.”

      “There’s no such thing as sea monsters,” I said.

      “Do you think the prince is ready to admit defeat then?” He grinned at me, and I laughed.

      “That would require him to acknowledge he’d been beaten by a woman.”

      There were many pirates who roamed the seas around Redmere—some former subjects, others from further afield—but Captain Cinder was the fiercest of them all. On her ship, the Crimson Siren, she prowled the ocean, killed men mercilessly, and dragged away their wives to parts unknown. Her legend was the sort of thing people used to frighten their children into obedience. Eat your dinner or Captain Cinder will come for you while you’re sleeping. Listen to your father or he’ll sell you to Captain Cinder.

      The prince had called her an abomination to Redmerian morals and made it his mission to hunt her down. In the last few years since Cinder’s legend had first reached our shores, hundreds of sailors had gone to the bottom of the ocean in pursuit of her. Still more, both simple fishing vessels and ships loaded for trade, had sunk for daring to trespass in her domain.

      My best friend, Lou, had been lost at sea eight years ago. As girls, we’d read stories from books we’d hidden from my tutors, tales of daring pirates who braved storms and wicked kings to find buried treasure. But Lou’s first voyage had been her last, and for years, the idea of her body trapped at the bottom of the ocean had tormented me.

      I shivered. Niall, unaware of the dark turn my thoughts had taken, squinted at a new page. His breath quickened. “Oh. Oh, this is interesting.”

      “What is it?” I stood on my toes, trying to read over his shoulder.

      “The prince is getting married.” He sighed. “Poor girl. I didn’t think any man in Redmere hated his daughter enough that he’d want her to be queen. We’ll have to do something about that.”

      “We will?”

      He waved me off as he read aloud. “Prince Beverly of Redmere is pleased to announce his betrothal to the future queen of Redmere. The engagement will be formally proclaimed at the Duchess of Capra’s birthday celebration, with the marriage to be performed seven days later.”

      “That quickly?” I had no idea when the duchess’s birthday was, but normally a couple had to wait two months from the date the engagement was announced. Officially, this was to give them a chance to get to know each other, but Jeremy had said once that it was so the bride’s father had time to pay off the groom’s debtors to avoid any unpleasantness at the wedding.

      “You can do these things when you’re the prince,” Niall said seriously. He chittered through his teeth, mocking the rodent-like man in his caricatures.

      “But who is it?”

      “The prince asks that all citizens of Redmere welcome his new bride with open arms. Please join in celebrating the elevation of Lady Georgina Eliza . . .” His voice faltered.

      “What?” My insides grew cold with every syllable.

      Niall’s eyes were glazed as he dragged his attention from the paper that now shook between his hands. “Lady Georgina Elizabeth Millicent Cressida Wright, granddaughter to the Duke of Bearford.”

      The secret room beneath the print shop grew quiet as we stared at each other. Niall swallowed hard and spoke first. “George, I’m so sorry.”

      I laughed, because what else was I supposed to do? “No. You’re joking. It’s a terrible one, but you must be joking.”

      “I’m not. It’s your name.” Niall crumpled the paper in his fist. “George. You’re going to be the queen.”
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      “You can’t marry the prince,” he said.

      I snorted. “I know that.”

      “If he found out about . . .” He motioned toward the papers I’d brought.

      “I know.” That was only the beginning. A prince’s wife would need to bear heirs, which would mean sharing a bed with the prince, and—well, sharing a bed with any man was not something I aspired to do.

      “Do you think he knows already? About you? About us?” Niall asked.

      How could he? You didn’t marry a woman who was smuggling news from the palace. We’d always been so careful.

      Over the years, I’d pieced together that the shop had a network of messengers and runners to distribute its less-than-legal wares while Niall had functioned as the bespectacled and unthreatening shopkeeper upstairs. It was illegal to speak openly against the prince and the City Guard, and Niall rarely left his shop, but he’d set the type and inked the rollers on pamphlets that called the prince a coward and a tyrant. I’d smuggled palace intelligence from the dressmaker’s shop to his. If any of us were ever discovered, we would all pay for our treason.

      When I launched myself at Niall, he opened his arms and held me tight.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “For what?”

      “We’ll be strangers, you and I. From today forward, we’ve never met.”

      Niall pushed me back, just far enough that we could see each other. I studied his face, trying to remember every last detail. The brown hair, the green eyes, the crooked tooth he tried to hide when he smiled.

      “You’ve meant so much to me. I’ve learned so much. I’m sorry it has to end.”

      I’d met Niall in the most unlikely way. He’d been beaten and bleeding and hiding in our stables. I’d just had another fight with Jeremy and was looking for a place to escape.

      When I’d helped Niall limp back to his shop, I couldn’t have imagined how my life was about to change. I’d insisted on calling a doctor. Niall had protested, but the cut over his eye wouldn’t stop bleeding; when he’d bled through a fourth bandage, he’d relented. But I’d seen the silent plea in his eyes when the doctor had asked what had happened to him. I’d stepped in, smoothly lying that we were husband and wife out for a walk when a thief had tried to rob us. Niall had heroically protected me and earned a beating in reward.

      It only took one lie to sweep me up into all this. It had been thrilling to have some power after being subject to the whims of the men around me for so long.

      Now, those adventures were over. In Redmere, a woman couldn’t refuse the man her family chose for her as a husband—and I could only assume this was my grandfather’s doing, since it was his name in the official proclamation. At best, she would be shunned and made homeless. At worst . . .

      I couldn’t imagine what the consequences would be to refuse a prince, even one as horrible as Beverly.

      “Goodbye.” I brushed my fingers above his eyebrow, arched more sharply than the other after the doctor’s stitches.

      “Goodbye?” Niall’s other brow rose to meet its partner.

      “What other choice is there? It’s over for me.”

      Niall snorted. “You can’t marry him. No matter what you think, he’ll find out about what we’ve done here eventually, and I can’t—I won’t let him hurt you. You can’t marry him.”

      “What else can I do?”

      He smiled crookedly. “You have to leave.”

      My pulse pounded. “I don’t have anywhere to go.” I had no money in my name, no friends outside the city. I didn’t even have a horse of my own in Jeremy’s stables.

      “Do you think printing is the only thing I do?” He put a hand on my shoulder. “You’re not as friendless as you think. I can get you out of here.”

      “How?”

      He shook his head and tsked. “We don’t ask questions. You know the rules.”

      I trusted Niall more than I had anyone since Lou.

      “I’ll come back tomorrow,” I said.

      “What? No. We have to get you out tonight.”

      I shook my head. “I have to go home first.”

      “Home? George, that’s not your home.”

      It wasn’t. Had never been so. Not since the day Jeremy’s carriage had rolled up at the school and he’d told me to get in without even looking at me.

      But it was where my bracelet was.

      I stomp up to my room with all the twelve-year-old fury I can muster and slam the door. Not that there is anyone to come after me and tell me to stop behaving like a child. My father is gone, away on business that somehow never makes us money and only seems to make him sadder and thinner. Even the tutor is gone since I will be leaving for school next week. It is only me in the house, with the servants who make sure I get fed a few times a day and otherwise do not speak to me.

      She is gone. The wagon that will carry Lou to the city has disappeared up the road. I watched her from the gate, trying to be brave as she got smaller and smaller, but once she was out of sight, I suddenly felt lonelier than I ever had in my entire life.

      I cry into my pillow for a while. I read a book last year—most of it anyway, until the tutor found it and took it away from me—where a girl loses the boy she loves when he is kidnapped by a dragon, and she cries just like this, inconsolable into her pillow.

      Except it turns out that when no one comes to tell you that everything will be all right and to stop crying, weeping gets a little boring after a while.

      I burrow under the blankets, my hands stuffed under my pillow, and that is when I find it, wrapped in a little bit of plain fabric—the thin metal circle and the letter.

      “Georgie,

      If my father finds I spent all the money I was supposed to use on food for the journey to Redmere City, he’ll most likely beat me, so I can’t give this to you in person. The tinsmith in town made it. I want you to wear it and think of me. I will come back for you. We will be together.

      Your best friend,

      Lou”

      I wear the bracelet every day, hiding it under the sleeve of my school uniform. I never take it off. When word comes that Lou’s ship has been lost and she has drowned, the bracelet is the only thing that keeps me anchored to the world as grief drags me to the bottom of the ocean.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow before the sun comes up. I promise.” I kissed his cheek, even though that small gesture was considered illegal if anyone saw. Once, Niall had asked me to marry him. We both knew it was impossible. Redmerian law said a woman couldn’t choose a husband on her own. Besides, Niall was too good a man to have a wife who didn’t love him the way he deserved.

      He didn’t look happy, but he hugged me once more. “Please be careful.”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “Jeremy’s staying with friends. If it weren’t for the curfews, I’d come back tonight.” During the day, the print shop was close enough that I could go from the house to the shop with little chance of being stopped. Once the sun was down though, a lady couldn’t be outdoors without her husband, brother, or father. But the moment a shaft of light peered over the horizon in the morning, I would be back here.
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      The lantern that glowed above the front door should have been my first indication of trouble, but I was so busy reeling from the prospect of my future that I didn’t notice.

      Queen? Who thought I would make a good queen? There were fishwives who would be better choices.

      Not that my grandfather would know that. I hadn’t seen him in fifteen years. My mother’s family was one of the oldest and most well regarded in Redmere, and they’d never approved when my mother had married my father—an obscure country count with no standing at court. My grandmother was a cousin of the king’s, and his estate was said to be the largest among the dukes. Perhaps he thought to salvage what he could from a decades-old love match after all. A princess in the family would be quite the achievement.

      I opened the door and stepped inside, throwing off my cloak and handing it to Ashley, our doorman. “I’ll be taking dinner in my room.”

      “Your brother wants to see you.”

      “What?”

      He sneered. He was an older man with patchy hair in a sickly brownish yellow that always looked like it was molting. Ashley didn’t think much of women in general and me specifically.

      “Your brother is in the dining room.”

      I went still. Jeremy had left the day before to “visit friends.” What that actually meant was that he would be losing huge sums of money gambling. He’d won, but mostly lost, several fortunes over the years, including his own, even though gambling was forbidden. But if you knew where to look or who to ask—and Jeremy did—you could find a game of cards or a weekend party in a house with heavy shutters. His most recent announcement that he was going out was the reason Niall and I had planned to send me to the dressmaker’s today.

      I glanced at Ashley, who still held my things. I could snatch them back, run out into the street, and take my chances with the City Guard patrols that came out at dusk to ensure curfews were being observed. It wasn’t far to the print shop, but there was no guarantee I wouldn’t be seen or that Jeremy wouldn’t send Ashley after me. I couldn’t lead them to Niall.

      I lifted my chin and said, “Thank you, Ashley.” His lip curled as he bowed, but he didn’t say anything else as he departed.

      I walked toward the dining room, also well-lit. Jeremy made himself comfortable when he gave no thought for others.

      A floorboard creaked under my foot, and he said, “Georgina.”

      There were days I was sure my brother had forgotten I lived in this house. Weeks when I was certain he didn’t even remember my name. And yet today, of all days, he knew the sound of my footsteps.

      Jeremy sat at one end of the table. He wore a high-collared shirt and a heavy coat with jet buttons. The law required only that a man’s throat and wrists be covered, but Jeremy had never been one for simplicity.

      “You called?”

      “Don’t just stand there. Sit. We’re having dinner.”

      We were? We never had dinner. Ever. Not even on the first night, when I’d carried all my worldly possessions to my new bedroom myself because my brother had lost all his money and let the household servants go the week before.

      I gathered my skirts and came to the table, pulling out the chair at the far end opposite him.

      “No.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Here. Sit next to me. Sister.”

      The last word made me go cold. I forced myself to calm as I moved around the room. Once, it had been elegant, a perfect place for our father to entertain guests when he’d been in the city. Now, closer inspection of the fine furnishing showed the wood was chipped and the upholstery on the seats was frayed.

      I sat, folding my hands on the table like the demure Redmerian lady Jeremy expected me to be. Lady Georgina. She was modest and obedient and simply grateful her brother was here to look out for her. He glared at me like he knew exactly what I was doing.

      A servant came forward to arrange place settings for us, as if it hadn’t been certain that dinner was being served until that very moment. She set a heavy candelabrum on the table, and the heat of the dozen or so lit candles made me flinch.

      “We must be celebrating something,” I said. “Did you win at your party?”

      “In a manner of speaking.” His smug smile made my stomach curdle.

      We didn’t say anything else until food was set down in front of us. Jeremy wouldn’t go to the expense of serving several courses. Instead, while the plates were elaborate, trimmed in gold, the meal they contained was nothing more than boiled vegetables and poached fish. Poultry was expensive and reserved for the rare moment Jeremy might have a guest, while other meats like beef were out of reach for our table.

      When he did finally speak, he didn’t mince words.

      “I’ve arranged a marriage for you.”

      My heart squeezed as I forced myself to stay calm. “Oh?”

      “To the prince.”

      I giggled. I couldn’t help it. The idea was so ridiculous, I had to laugh, or else I would burst into tears right here.

      Jeremy eyed me curiously. “That’s all you have to say?”

      I took a big mouthful of fish and chewed in an exaggerated manner before saying, “Thank you, brother.” Gravy leaked out of the corner of my mouth and dribbled down my chin.

      He leaned back in his chair and threw his napkin on the table. “Don’t be disgusting, Georgina.”

      Georgina, Georgina. I’d heard that name more today than I’d heard it in the last month. Why was she suddenly so popular? What made her more interesting than me?

      “My name is George.”

      He scowled. “That’s a child’s nickname. You’re going to be queen. No one’s going to take you seriously if you insist on being called George.”

      That would be what he was worried about: how others would react.

      He and I had relatively little history together. Jeremy was fifteen years older, a son from my father’s first marriage, and already off into the world by the time I was born. We had very little common ground, but one thing I knew for sure—Jeremy was a snob. While the money in his possession was as thin as the runny gravy that circled my dinner, Jeremy would always make every effort for the appearance of wealth and respectability. It was why he never had guests anymore. Too busy to entertain at home, he’d say. Too in demand. In truth, the house was a ruin that Jeremy was embarrassed to show. He would be afraid that I would embarrass him too.

      My smug glee evaporated as his words settled in my head. “Wait. You did this?”

      His smile was as friendly as a snake’s. “Surprised? I know you don’t think much of me, but I have connections. I’m told the prince is very excited to meet you. There aren’t many eligible duke’s granddaughters looking for a husband, you know.” Because the prince had dispossessed most of the dukes in an effort to maintain control of the kingdom. “It’s nice to know your grandfather’s name is still good for something. The prince was very impressed when he heard who you were.” Jeremy’s chin wobbled as he chewed.

      Impossible. I pushed my dinner around my plate with my fork. “I’m sure he was.”

      Jeremy was staring at me. I tried for my sweetest smile, then stopped suddenly, because I’d never smiled at my brother before.

      “You’re not very surprised at all, are you?” he asked.

      “What?” I choked on a piece of fish. In all the shock of the day, in all the plans that were busy writing and rewriting themselves in my head, I’d forgotten that Jeremy didn’t know that this wasn’t the first time I was hearing about this. “No, I am,” I said very seriously. “So surprised. I’m overwhelmed, in fact. Speechless.”

      He eyed me for a moment longer before returning to his meal. “We are invited for noon tomorrow. We will meet the prince and his court for luncheon.”

      I had to hold back another snort. No one called it “luncheon” unless they were trying to sound impressive.

      Jeremy continued as if he didn’t notice me struggling for control. “Afterward, I will return to the house.”

      Of course he would leave me there. He was very pleased to have elevated an obscure half-sister to the rank of princess, but once I was safely deposited at the palace, he would be only too happy to be rid of me.

      I hated my brother. For six years I’d tried, if not to win his approval, then to at least not inconvenience him. And what had it gotten me? A marriage to the most reviled man in the kingdom without so much as a few whispered words of brotherly encouragement.

      “It must be a relief,” I said before I could stop myself, “to finally have me out of your house. Brother.”

      Be nice, be nice, be nice. A voice chanted it over in my head. The time between me and the gift of never seeing this horrible man again could be measured in hours. But my temper was boiling, and when my “brother” glanced up with his flat serpent’s eyes, it was too late.

      “It is.” Jeremy’s smile was cruel. “You’ve been a burden since the first time I saw your name in our father’s will.”

      “If I was such a burden, it’s a wonder you bothered to take me in at all.”

      He snorted. “The will was very clear that I was to take responsibility for you.”

      I gripped my fork like a weapon. I’d heard all this before—how he was my guardian, how he couldn’t marry me off without my mother’s family’s blessing. He hurled all of that at me before as if it were my fault, but now, the way he said it held an element that I hadn’t heard before.

      “Or else?”

      “What?”

      “If you hadn’t come to get me at school? If you hadn’t taken me in and given me a home”—if it could be called that—“what would have happened?”

      His smile turned cruel, and even without knowing the answer, the venom inside me seethed. Deep inside, I’d managed to convince myself that although he certainly didn’t love me as a brother should, he’d cared for my future enough that he’d given me a place to live. Our shared lineage had been enough for him to give me a roof, clothes, and food.

      “Tell me.” My jaw ached.

      “He would have disinherited me. All of it. The house. The money. Gone. Because of you.” He spat the last words out, but the spittle that landed on my fish didn’t matter because my appetite was gone.

      I had the good sense not to point out that he’d nearly lost all of it by now. The house was his by reputation only, with the deed and most of the valuable possessions inside mortgaged. Jeremy might not think I knew, but I did. What else was there to do during the endless days when he was “out with friends” but snoop? Over the years, I’d seen it all. The ledgers, the promissory notes, the letters from debt collectors.

      Jeremy’s face turned red. “You think you’re so high and mighty, don’t you? Just because your mother should have been a duchess?”

      My mother had died when I was born, and my father had never recovered. A love match, people had whispered where I’d grown up in the country. In those days, the laws weren’t so strict, and while relations with my mother’s family were strained, there had been nothing they could do to stop the wedding. That had changed in the intervening years. Beverly and his father were not disposed to letting women make choices in their lives. It wasn’t long after my parents were married that the laws were changed. By the time I was born, there were no more love matches.

      I stilled. “Did you see my grandparents?” He would have needed to get their blessing.

      Jeremy snorted. “The old man died this spring. Your uncle is the head of the family now.”

      If I’d had a pistol, I’d have shot him right there, consequences be damned. For his coldheartedness, I would kill him. The rage inside me was terrifying.

      Instead, I folded my hands in my lap.

      “I’m tired, brother. I’m going to bed.” In mere hours, I would be free of all of this. He’d always underestimated me, and it would never occur to him that I had help to escape. He’d be angry to find I was gone, but I trusted that Niall would have me far away from the city by then.

      “Where did you go today?”

      My head bobbed up. “I’m sorry?”

      “You weren’t home when I returned. Where were you?”

      “I went to the print shop.” I smiled sweetly. It had always rankled Jeremy that I worked with Niall. I’d seen the sour look on his face when I’d come back after a day at the shop with ink under my nails and stains on my skirt. But Niall paid me. Not much, but enough that I never needed to ask Jeremy for money, and that meant he was willing to look the other way on the indecency of a sister who worked to earn a living.

      “The print shop?” His smile mirrored mine, and it made my stomach quiver.

      “Yes.”

      “Will he manage when you’re gone, do you think?”

      I shrugged, choosing my words carefully. “I expect so.”

      “He wasn’t worried?”

      “About what?” I pushed my chair back from the table.

      “That once you’re settled at the palace, you won’t betray them all? That you won’t run to your husband and tell him exactly what it is that happens at that shop?”

      For a moment, the room went dark, as if all twelve candles in the candelabrum had been blown out. Slowly, my vision swam back into focus, only to settle on the smug expression on Jeremy’s miserable face.

      “Oh yes, I know,” he cooed. “I’ve always known. Since the day you found the printer beaten in the stables.”

      “How?” I was too dumbfounded to contradict him. He’d always underestimated me, but in this, I’d underestimated him.

      The predator’s smile widened, showing a line of yellowed teeth. “Who do you think had him beaten?”

      Fish and bile rose in my throat.

      Jeremy cocked his head. “You thought you were being so clever, didn’t you, sister? You think I don’t know what you and your friends have been up to all this time?”

      A single tear slipped down my cheek. I slapped a hand to my face to hide it, but it was too late.

      “Why?” I asked. It could have been a question for so many things. Why hadn’t he done anything to stop me? Why did he think he could marry his traitor sister to the future king?

      Jeremy chose the most immediate question. “Because it wouldn’t have made a difference. Men like the prince, like me—we want to win. We know what it takes. You could have printed whatever you wanted, told whatever lies you felt you needed to. It doesn’t matter. In the two years that you’ve been playing rebellion, has it made any difference?”

      I pressed my lips together to force my chin to stop trembling. Niall. All of it. We’d only ever been fooling ourselves.

      “I was happy to let you do it.” Jeremy examined his nails. “It kept you out of my way. But it stops now. Do you hear me?” His voice cracked off the walls, and I nodded unwillingly. He smiled in response. “Good. Because I expect you to fall in line. Do what is right for our family. And if you think you can escape, if you think there is a rescue coming, let me assure you there is not. If you make one move outside of what is expected between now and the time the prince slips a ring on your finger, remember that I will still know exactly who your friends are and what”—he punched out the t between his teeth—“they are up to. And I will not hesitate to do my duty as a loyal subject of the prince and tell him everything. Justice will be served.”

      My whole body was tight and trembling. I’d misjudged him terribly. Where I’d only ever seen the playboy and the faded society gem, a cunning manipulator had stepped into place.

      Later, after he’d dismissed me with a simple “Good night, sister,” I fled to my room, biting back tears of frustration. He’d used me like a cat played with a mouse and I hadn’t seen it until it was too late. With trembling fingers, I pulled away the pins that held my veil in place. My scalp ached, along with the rest of me. I let my hair fall down my back. Many women kept their hair short. What was the point of leaving it long when it was covered all the time? But I had so little that was mine. My hair was my one point of defiance, even though there was no law that said it had to be cut. Even if I was the only one who saw it, I knew what it looked like beneath the heavy cloth. I knew who I was, even if no one else ever noticed me.

      But that was all about to change.

      I lay awake in bed. The moon tracked a slow path outside my bedroom window, counting the minutes and hours. When would Niall know I wasn’t coming? When would he realize I’d been wrong, and now, I was trapped? I prayed he had the sense not to come here.

      When I finally slept, I dreamed of Lou, just as I’d done for years. She stood on the bow of a great wooden ship at the bottom of the ocean, hair billowing in weedy strands. Her arms were outstretched, reaching, as if she were waiting to carry me away.
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