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			CHAPTER 1

			BEING BETTER THAN EVERYONE ELSE WAS EXHAUSTING WORK.

			That had been true for most of my life. I couldn’t remember a time when I wasn’t helping support my family, fighting for every copper we earned. If you slacked off in Osfro’s bustling market district, even for an instant, then you were just opening the door for someone else to move in and snatch your triumph for themselves.

			That hadn’t changed when I moved into a household of girls all vying to marry wealthy men in a far-off land. Others here at Blue Spring Manor might think they could ease up, and that only worked to my advantage. Let them think they could coast now. Let them all hate me. I wouldn’t lose my edge. I’d stay focused on my prize, never getting distracted by people or frivolity.

			“Happy birthday, Tamsin!”

			I stumbled to a halt in the doorway to my room, clamping a hand to my mouth to cover my shock at the sight that met me. Intricately cut garlands of paper hung along the walls. A little box wrapped smartly in silver tissue rested on my bed. A vase of rainbow-hued gladioli stood atop my dresser. And a plate of something lumpy and pink sat nearby.

			As it turned out, not everyone hated me.

			“What is this?” I swiftly shut the door. “Wait. How did you even know?”

			My two roommates stood side by side, grinning broadly. “We have our ways,” said Mira.

			“Though we shouldn’t have had to use them,” chastised Adelaide. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

			“I didn’t want to make a fuss. It’s not a big deal.” I walked over to one of the walls and touched the garland. “This is lovely.”

			“I made it,” said Mira. At ease, a lilting accent crept into her voice, the result of having lived most of her life in Sirminica. Looking at her, so neat and proper in a pink poplin dress, one would never guess she’d had to fight her way out of a war-torn country. “Miss Shaw gave me the supplies the last time she visited.”

			“And I made the cake,” piped up Adelaide. “It’s strawberry.”

			I frowned. “What cake?” She pointed, and I turned to the plate with the oozing pink blob on it. “Did you now?” I asked. “All by yourself? Like, with a recipe and everything?”

			“You’re lucky it’s your birthday, or I wouldn’t tolerate that kind of sass,” she returned.

			I didn’t believe that for an instant, seeing as she tolerated my “sass” on a pretty regular basis. Adelaide had one of the wittiest, most cheerful dispositions I knew, which worked as a good balance to my unending restlessness and Mira’s quiet reflection. Everyone at Blue Spring was trying to rise from our roots and learn the ways of the upper classes, so you’d think Adelaide would be the one with an edge after working as a genteel lady’s maid. And she did have occasional bits of brilliance about obscure aristocratic behaviors. But that was often overshadowed by her complete lack of practical life skills. Like sewing. And cleaning. And . . . cooking.

			“Well, thank you . . . though you shouldn’t have gone to the trouble. Um, especially the cake. It’s kind, but you two shouldn’t have wasted that time on me when you could have been studying.”

			Adelaide sat on the edge of her bed, swinging her legs. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t have spent that time studying.”

			“Mira might have,” I shot back.

			Mira took a spot beside Adelaide and tossed her long black hair over one shoulder. “I don’t think I would have either.”

			“Oh, come on, you two! If you really wanted to get me something for my birthday, it would be to get more serious about your studies. Time’s running out.”

			“I am serious about them,” Mira said indignantly. “Just not like you are. No one is.”

			“And we have loads of time,” said Adelaide. “I’m not going to worry yet.”

			There was no point in chastising her. Adelaide would be Adelaide. I’d learned that six months ago when I’d joined the Glittering Court. Like me, she and the other girls in our house had committed to a year of learning etiquette, politics, music, and what felt like a hundred more subjects. These grueling days would pay off when we sailed to Adoria in the spring to find upper-class husbands who would elevate our standing in the new colonies. Some days I wished my two roommates would remember that. Of course, I still had to be the best, but I would like to see them be, say, second and third best.

			Mira did take her studies more seriously than Adelaide and, ever observant, had noted my late return. “Was there some sort of trouble downstairs? It looked like Clara and some others were trying to talk to you after class.”

			“As if that lot could give me any real trouble,” I scoffed. “They were just sulking because I interviewed Florence about all the eligible bachelors in Cape Triumph.”

			Adelaide’s eyebrows rose in astonishment. Florence was an alumna of the Glittering Court, and had returned from Adoria last week to tell us about her experiences. “You did what with Florence?”

			“Remember how she wanted to rest after lunch? She’s apparently gotten used to having a maid help her all the time—which is silly, since she started where we did—so I volunteered to help get her settled in the guest room. And then I used the chance to get as much information out of her as I could about all the men she knew over there.”

			Silence and stares met me. Then, Mira said: “Yes. Of course you did.”

			“I’ve been using what she told me to study up on some of their interests. For example, there’s a prominent banker who’s looking for a wife, and he’s very into lawn tennis. Do you know what that is? I didn’t, though I do now, of course. I’ve been reading about it on my breaks.”

			“Actually,” said Adelaide, “I do know what it is. But how come you never told us about this?”

			I shrugged. “Do you want to know? Do you want to start researching these men?”

			“No,” they both said.

			“See, that’s why I didn’t say anything, though I’d gladly share . . . some . . . of it with you. But as for everyone else? Not a chance. And that’s what I told Clara and her cronies just now.”

			“Tamsin, there is no one else like you,” said Adelaide, her voice full of both admiration and disbelief.

			Mira nodded, her earlier smile back. “And we wouldn’t have it any other way.”

			“Tease all you want,” I said, “but I’m telling you, something’s going on around here. Each time Jasper visits—I don’t know. I can just feel it. We have to be ready.”

			Adelaide was getting bored with the shop talk. “Can we be ready after you open your present and have cake? Please?”

			I picked up the silver box. “Ah, well, I’m not so hungry just yet, but let’s take a look at this.” When I opened the gift, I found a polished wooden pen with a steel tip. It was nothing fancy, but it was clearly new and well made. “Where in the world did you get this? Neither of you have money to spare.”

			“Cedric picked it up in the city for us. After an absurdly rich husband, we knew this was the present you’d want most,” Adelaide explained. “That other pen you were using was barely staying together.”

			“You’re right. Thank you.” An unexpected wave of emotion swept me. I didn’t need friends to succeed in the Glittering Court, but it was certainly nice to have them. “And thank Cedric too.”

			“Hopefully you’ll stop slacking on those letters to your family,” said Mira, remarkably straight-faced. “I think I saw you write only three of them yesterday.”

			“Then you missed one. I did four.” I looked down at the pen, feeling an ache in my heart at the thought of my family. Everything I did here was for them, but ironically, it came at the cost of being away from them. “The six blessed angels know how I miss them. First birthday I’ve ever been away.”

			“You’re lucky,” said Adelaide, growing uncharacteristically solemn. “To have a family like that—to be so close to them.”

			The wistful note in her voice reminded me that she and Mira had lost their families. Maybe mine was far away in Osfro, but at least I had them. At least I’d see them again.

			“I am lucky,” I agreed. I set the pen down and walked over to my friends, pulling them into a shared hug. “Because I have a family like this too.”

			We held each other for a few moments and then Adelaide said, “So. Is it time for cake?”
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			I’d meant it when I told them I felt like something was going to happen. It took almost two months before I was proven right. Before then, life marched along to its normal rhythm at Blue Spring Manor. Instructors came by each week to teach their subjects, rotating between us and three other Glittering Court manors. I studied. I relished Adelaide and Mira. I tolerated the others. And always, always, I wrote my letters home.

			One winter afternoon, Jasper Thorn—one of the two brothers who’d founded the Glittering Court—summoned us to the ballroom. That change of routine immediately put me on alert. When we arrived and saw blankets spread out on the floor and caterers setting up around the room, I panicked even more.

			“I knew it,” I kept telling Mira and Adelaide. “Maybe this is a surprise test. One to get us thinking about the big exams at the end.” Mistress Masterson, who ran the house, wouldn’t tell us anything, and I watched anxiously for Jasper’s arrival in the hopes of getting answers.

			But the next person who walked through was a man I didn’t know. I didn’t recognize the couple who came in after him either. Or the woman and four little boys who soon followed.

			I knew who the next people were, though. With a cry of surprise, I raced across the ballroom. “Merry! Ma! Pa!”

			In an instant, I was engulfed by people whose hair was the same autumn red as mine. My thirteen-year-old brother, Jonathan, was trying to keep a stoic face but failing. His twin, Olivia, had no such reserve and cried openly as she hugged me. Little Merry, at three years old, had a much simpler reaction to a happy occasion. She squealed with delight and launched herself out of my father’s arms, nearly knocking me over in the process.

			“Careful there, love,” I said with a laugh. “These shoes I’m in are meant for dancing, not acrobatics.”

			She squirmed and peered down at the shoes. “Ooh, look at the buckles! Look at your dress! Look at all of this!” Her green eyes stared around the room, growing wider with each new wonder she saw. “Everything is so beautiful. Is this where we’re going to live? Can we see the rest of it? Can I see the dress from your letter? The one with green flowers?”

			“Hush, child,” said Ma, her eyes misty. “You aren’t letting her get a word in.”

			I hugged Merry tighter and showered kisses on her. “That’s fine with me. I hear myself plenty. I can’t believe you’re here! What’s going on?”

			Pa scratched at the red beard on his chin. “Not sure. We got the invitation a week ago, and they sent a carriage for us today.”

			“Well, I don’t care what it’s for, so long as you’re here.” I tucked Merry’s curls behind her ears so I could better look at her beloved face. “I’ve missed you so much. I’ve missed all of you so much.”

			The room buzzed with happy reunions. Laughter and tears surrounded us as other girls reunited with longed-for families. I spun around, suddenly concerned about Mira and Adelaide, but then I saw them with their own guests. Mira was beaming at an older couple who looked to be Sirminican too, and Adelaide was giving a stiff hug to a boisterous woman in a tacky red dress. I urged my family over and made introductions. Mira explained that the husband and wife, named Pablo and Fernanda, were fellow refugees. The woman with Adelaide was Sally, a distant aunt.

			Jasper finally arrived and called us to attention. Though old enough to be my father, he was handsome and always smartly dressed. He was also something of a showman and knew how to sell.

			“First, let me welcome you here today to Blue Spring Manor.” He held up his hands in a grand gesture. “You are our guests, and we are all at your service. Second, I want to thank you for the sacrifice I know you must have made in the last eight months by lending us your daughters. But it has been our privilege and our honor to have them, to help them develop the potential you surely knew they had all along. Today you’ll get a glimpse into the world they’ve entered—a world that will be dwarfed by the riches and splendor they’ll get when they marry in Adoria.”

			When we’d joined the Glittering Court, we’d done it with the understanding that we couldn’t visit our families back in Osfro, and they couldn’t visit us here. I’d had to accept the dreary prospect that I could very well be facing two years without seeing them. I’d long hoped for a reunion of this type but never dreamed it would happen. So, that vigilant, always planning part of me warned that something like this wasn’t being done as a random act of generosity. I shelved those concerns—for now. Just this once, it felt good to relax my guard and be with these people I loved. Jasper urged us all to get food, and we brought it to the blankets, eating picnic-style.

			Merry, never leaving my lap, found the setup delightful and chattered on about it and any other thoughts that came to her mind. I listened contentedly, nearly bursting with joy. The others got a chance to share their stories too, the twins telling me about school, and Pa describing a building project he’d just been hired onto.

			Ma, at one point, exclaimed, “Look at your hands! You’ll never be able to do a load of clothes again.”

			I felt a flush of pleasure. I’d worked with her for years washing laundry for households throughout the city. It had taken a lot of care at Blue Spring to repair the damage of soap and lye, and while my hands weren’t perfect yet, they’d improved by leaps and bounds.

			“Not much longer and you’ll be relaxing your hands too,” I told Ma after we ate. “I’ll make sure of it. I wish I could do something about it now. I hate the thought of you shouldering most of the workload.”

			She tsked. “Don’t give it a second thought. You have better things to focus on today.”

			Merry, head leaning against my chest, said, “We all love and miss you so much. But I love and miss you the most.” The poignancy of her words was underscored with a challenge as she glanced at the rest of our family, daring them to say otherwise.

			I held her tighter. “I believe it, sweet one. I believe it.”

			And yet, as much as I reveled in every moment of being with her and the others, I was always conscious that it would have to end. At some point, they would be taken away from me again. I smiled, laughed, and gazed at their beloved faces while my dread grew and grew. Nausea stirred in the pit of my stomach; my hands sweated as I held on to Merry. When Jasper at last called an end to the gathering, I felt as though I was going to throw up.

			Merry noted the signs of departure, like people gathering their things and exchanging hugs. She turned to me in a panic. “I don’t want to go. I want to stay with you.”

			“I wish you could, love.” My voice cracked. “You have no idea how much I wish you could.”

			“Then can you come back with us?”

			“No. I have to stay here a little longer and finish my studies. But I’ll keep writing every day. Twice a day, if I can. And before long, I’ll see you all again in Adoria, and we’ll live in a fine house—finer than this—with all the things you could ever want.”

			Merry’s lip quivered a bit. “Why can’t we just live in this one?”

			“Livvy, Jon,” said Ma loudly, “they haven’t put all the food away yet. Why don’t you take Merry over there and pick some sweets for the trip back? You’ll have plenty of time for goodbyes.”

			Merry still looked troubled but allowed Olivia to take her from me. Pa glanced between them and Ma and, after a moment’s deliberation, went over to the food too. “Six, child,” said Ma. “You look ready to faint. Come sit down.”

			I shook my head frantically and clutched her arm. “I can’t do it. I can’t be away from her again.”

			“Yes you can.” Ma’s gaze was steady and clear as she patted my hand. “You’ve already come so far. You can’t turn back after all you’ve done.”

			“I want to leave. I’m going home with you. Right now.”

			“Tamsy—”

			“Ma, how can I do this?” I hissed, trying to hide my hysteria from others. “Eight months I’ve been away already. Eight months, almost nine! And it could very well be another year by the time you’re able to sail over. It’s practically half her life!”

			“You’re with us all the time. She talks about you constantly, and we read your letters every day. We reread them. Hush,” she added, seeing me about to protest. Her voice lowered to almost a whisper. “And listen. I was going to write you, but you should know now. It won’t be a year. It’ll be six months.”

			“W-what??”

			“You remember that the Wilsons were planning on coming to Adoria?”

			I frowned, unsure how our neighbors fit into my breakdown. “Yes . . .”

			“Well, Merry’s coming with them. Her coughing spells were light this autumn, so we didn’t need to buy as much medicine. It let us build up a nice bit of gold, enough to buy her a ticket! She’ll be in Cape Triumph with the Wilsons in six months.”

			I stopped shaking. “Are you serious? That’s when I’ll arrive!”

			“Yes. I know you won’t have things settled yet, but I’m sure it won’t take long—not for you. The Wilsons have a lead to work in the south but will stay in Cape Triumph a few weeks to look after her.”

			A fledgling hope started to rise in me, but too many other fears dragged it down. “But the money! If she needs the medicine—”

			“She has plenty. We had a lucky streak. You know I wouldn’t do anything rash, and you know the Wilsons are like our own blood. They’ll take good care of her.”

			I stared off at the rest of my family by the food table. “It’s still six months.”

			“Six months is less than a year. For the price of, what, not even a year and a half, you’ve ensured all the years of her life will be secure. And yours.”

			“And yours,” I said in a small voice. “I’ll send for you too.”

			Ma wiped at her glimmering eyes. “I know you will, Tamsy. Just get by a little longer. You’ve never backed down in your life, and I know you won’t now, my girl. Did you find out what you needed to know?”

			With great effort, I attempted to shift to business. “Yes. There was a girl here—Florence—who’s pretty thick with Cape Triumph high society. She told me all about the men who’d been available when she was there, and it matched up with what Esme had said. I’ve memorized everything about them—and there are several who are pretty open-minded.”

			“Good. You’ll have them all charmed in no time, I’m sure.”

			“I’m glad one of us is.” Pa and the others were returning, and the sight of them made all the emotion swell up in me. “Some days, Ma, I’m just so worried . . .”

			“Don’t be,” she said, her voice affectionate but firm. “Remember what you promised yourself: no defeat. Not ever again.”

			Only the others’ return kept me from choking up again. Jonathan and Olivia hugged me, and Merry climbed back up into my arms. Spots of pink icing showed on her face.

			“What’s this?” I rubbed some of it away. “I thought you were just getting something for the ride back to the city.”

			Merry grinned, showing her one dimple. “There were so many, though.”

			“Oh, well, I suppose it’s all right then.” I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Be a good girl. And the rest of you be good too. No skipping school, Livvy.”

			Olivia made a face. “I only do it on days Ma needs extra help.”

			“You won’t need to do it much longer. A year from now, you’ll go to the best school in Adoria. And you’ll have a private drawing instructor.” I ran a hand over Merry’s hair as she licked her fingers. “And you, love, I’ll be seeing even sooner than that. You’ve been so patient. Can you do it just a little longer?”

			Time was a tricky concept at her age. Six minutes, six months, and six years all ran together. Her little face started to darken again, but then she gave a brave nod. “As long as you send more letters. And promise not to leave anymore.”

			I started trembling once more. “No. We’ll never be apart again, I swear it.”

			Seeing my resolve falter, Ma touched my cheek. “I had my doubts about this Glittering Court, but I know now that you did the right thing. Seeing you like this, such a proper young lady . . .” She cleared her throat. “Well. It’s clear this is what you were meant for. This and more.”

			“We’re all meant for more. And we’ll all have it,” I told her fiercely. Another call sounded, urging the guests to finish goodbyes. “I should go get you the latest letters. I have a whole bundle I haven’t mailed. But spread them out so you have something new to read each day.”

			I handed Merry to Pa and then fetched the letters from my room. I peered at myself in the mirror as I left and was pleased to see how calm I looked. No trace of my distress, no sign that I was crumbling inside.

			But as soon as they were gone—after many, many more hugs and kisses—I couldn’t maintain the façade. My family walked out the front door, and I hurried back upstairs, not caring that I had to push my way through some of the other lingering guests. I burst into my room and went to my bed, burying my face in my hands. A couple of minutes later, Adelaide slipped in. Quickly, I rubbed my face on my sleeve.

			“I’m fine,” I told her when she sat beside me.

			“It’s okay to be homesick. You don’t have to be ashamed about missing them.”

			“I’m not ashamed . . . but I can’t let them—the others—see me like this. I can’t show weakness.”

			Her blue eyes brimmed with compassion. “Loving your family isn’t weakness.”

			I thought again about how she didn’t have any family—well, except for that unexpected aunt. I was beyond lucky. And now I had to wait only six months for Merry! I tried to tell myself that, as Adelaide continued her attempts to console me, but the pain was too fresh to let go just yet.

			At one point, I blurted out, “If you only knew what I had on the line—”

			“Then tell me,” Adelaide said urgently. “Tell me, and maybe I can help you.”

			Her words elicited a whole new ache within me. “No. If you knew, you’d never look at me the same.”

			“You’re my friend. Nothing’s going to change how I feel about you.”

			The temptation was overwhelming. I wanted to tell her and Mira both, to let out all the pent-up emotion that had tormented me these long months. And I wanted to clear the space between us. I wasn’t lying to my friends, but I wasn’t telling them the entire truth either. But I couldn’t. The secret I carried was too powerful, too dangerous. One hint of my secret getting out, even accidentally, could ruin everything in Adoria.

			“I can’t,” I told Adelaide. “I can’t risk it.”

			She nodded, her smile gentle. “Okay. You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. But I’m always here. You know I am.”

			“I know.”

			The door was suddenly flung open, and Mira rushed in. “Everyone’s gone—the families. Jasper’s calling for all of us to assemble back in the ballroom.”

			I jumped up. My earlier suspicions returned and—for now—I set aside my emotions. I had to be sharp. I had to be ready. “I knew it,” I told them. “I knew something was happening.”

			And I was right. When the whole household was gathered downstairs, Jasper delivered an announcement that turned our worlds upside down.

			“I hope you’re all excited about Adoria, because we’re going there—two months earlier than planned.”

			The news sent us reeling, and our composure dissolved into whispers and speculation. Two months early! That meant a departure in just over one month. Adoria, which had always been spoken of like some far-off fairytale land, was suddenly right at hand.

			When we’d quieted, Jasper went on: “I know this change in plans is unexpected. But really, it’s a reflection of your outstanding progress that we feel confident in bringing you to Adoria early. In just a couple of months, you’ll be in a whole new world—adored and coveted like the jewels you are.”

			My heart pounded as he delved into details and explained how we’d be taking exams early too—within the next few weeks. The others gasped, but I knew I could pull it off. It’d mean some sleepless nights and frantic days, but that would have happened regardless of when we took exams.

			A sudden and thrilling realization struck me. Going to Adoria early meant I’d arrive ahead of Merry. I could secure a husband in that time and have a household ready to go. Just like that, my earlier uncertainty vanished. My passion and focus were renewed. I was going to blaze through these exams and have my pick of prominent suitors in Adoria.

			And everything was going to be perfect when my daughter arrived.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			THERE WERE SOME BACK IN MY OLD NEIGHBORHOOD who believed—and had told me—that Merry was a mistake. And I’d had a few choice words for those people. Merry wasn’t the mistake. Falling for the lies and manipulation of her father had been the mistake.

			My mother’s laundry business had sent me into countless upper-class homes for deliveries and pickups, and I’d been continually awed at the excess and glamour—especially compared to our modest house in an overcrowded neighborhood. I wasn’t ashamed of my family or what we had, but I became very conscious of the way our “betters” looked down upon us—assuming they even noticed people like us. We might as well have been fixtures or furniture to some of them. And that smarted.

			But Harold Thomas Barnett III had noticed me. Harry spoke to me like an equal, wanting to know about my interests and dreams. He would share his too, and I’d linger with him after my deliveries, dazzled by the warm and sophisticated persona he put forth. He let me browse his family’s extensive home library and borrow books on topics I’d heard of but never dreamed of learning: astronomy, philosophy, geography, and more. From there, he advanced into outright giving me gifts—mere trinkets to him, I realized later, but luxuries by my standards.

			When Ma discovered those presents and learned what was happening, she no longer allowed me to deliver to him or anyone near his neighborhood. But her efforts came a little too late. I was too far gone, too in love with him and the idea of being in love. We met in secret, and when we were apart, he was all I thought about.

			Beyond Harry’s good looks and clever words, I think, was the sheer thrill of having something that was mine. In an existence where food and rent were always in doubt, nearly every decision I made had to take my family’s future into consideration. And so, it was glorious to toss all of that aside and do something because I wanted it. I believed Harry when he started talking about marriage. We speculated about our wedding and our future home and how my family could finally have the comforts they deserved. We rarely talked about when marriage would happen, though. It was always later, later because he needed more time. Time to persuade his father, time to “figure things out.”

			I was barely sixteen the day I found out I was pregnant. And that was also the day he stopped talking about marriage. In fact, he stopped talking to me at all.

			It had taken me a little while to understand what had happened—to accept that he was done with me, that I was thoroughly and definitively cut off. After months of trying to get through to him, I finally admitted defeat—but I swore then that it would be the last time I ever would.

			And that was why, when Jasper Thorn had offered me a spot in the Glittering Court, I’d seized the chance and developed a plan. Insight from both Florence and a former laundry client, Esme Hartford, had given me advance knowledge of eligible Cape Triumph bachelors who weren’t picky about a bride who had been married before. I’d created a backstory for Merry about how I’d eloped when I was younger and then lost my husband tragically. Once I was married, I’d tell my husband that tale. It would be a shock, but if I chose correctly, he’d be someone whose blinding love for me would accept it. So, I needed a husband who was rich, fine with a widow, and completely enamored with me. I was certain that man was out there, but to find him, I had to make sure all options were available to me. I had to meet and win over as many suitors as I could, which meant I couldn’t be any less than perfect.

			This conviction drove me as I went through the Glittering Court’s exam week. I studied longer and harder than anyone else. I slept less and ate less than anyone else. The only breaks I allowed myself were to write letters. My family would need an extra-large batch before I sailed.

			When our last exam came, many of the other girls were bleary-eyed. Not me. I walked into the test ready and eager. It was part of our etiquette curriculum and required us to create a proper place setting for a formal dinner—involving two dozen pieces. Around me, other girls stood at their tables, a bit taken aback by the array of glasses and silverware. But I set right to it.

			One glass for water, another for champagne. One glass for red wine, another for white. Last and smallest of all, a glass for cordials. I set each piece of stemware down with care, slowly creating an artful arc around the plate’s upper right side. My hand trembled, but it was from eagerness, not anxiety. After all, what did I have to be anxious about? I could do this with my eyes closed, and if the stakes weren’t so high, I might have been tempted to try it.

			Salad knife, meat knife, fish knife, butter knife, seafood knife. Why did there have to be separate knives for fish and seafood? I had no idea, but if our instructors said that was the way it had to be, then that was how I’d do it. The polished silver surface caught the chandelier’s light, and I had a brief, surreal moment recalling the broken wooden cutlery we’d used back home. Our entire set contained fewer pieces than the glittering array before me. But not for long, I thought. Chipped spoons will soon be a thing of the past for my family.

			Confident or not, I double-checked my work when finished. Then I triple-checked it. Perfection. In my best script, I wrote Tamsin Wright on the card beside the plate, and then I walked out of the exam without a backward glance.

			I don’t think I breathed until I reached my room on the manor’s upper floor. I rested my hand on the doorknob and closed my eyes for a brief moment, reveling in my success. I’d done it. I stepped inside, my heady glory jolted into surprise when I saw Adelaide sprawled on her bed. “What are you doing here?” I asked as I shut the door. “Didn’t you go to the dining exam?”

			“Of course. Went there. Did it. Done.” She spread her arms out over her head and shot me a grin. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

			I’d been so fixated on my own performance, I hadn’t really noticed who else was still there. Most of the others, I’d wager. Even with all the extra checking, I’d been one of the fastest. But apparently not the fastest. “How long did it take you?”

			Adelaide sat up and shook out her mane of tawny curls. “I don’t know. A few minutes. It wasn’t that hard. I just hope you can get some sleep now. It’s a wonder you haven’t made yourself sick with the hours you’ve pulled.”

			At the mention of it, I yawned. “It just means I can sleep until the results come in. I don’t know how I’m going to wait to find out how I did.”

			“We all know how you did. What I don’t know is where you get that drive. I’m wiped out, and I did only half the work you did.”

			“Half? That’s generous.”

			I took out a piece of paper from my bureau and settled back against my headboard. Where did I get my drive? Right here. Dear Merry, I began. So many thoughts and feelings were bursting in me just then that I had to pause to collect myself before continuing.

			How are you, my love? I hope you’re happy and well and being a good listener and helper while I’m away. I heard recently that you’ve nearly learned all your letters! You’ll be reading in no time, which is good since I plan on getting us loads of books once we’re set up in Adoria. Of course, I still hope you’ll let me read to you once in a while. Be sure and bring the book of rhymes when you pack, and we’ll read it at bedtime, every night, just like we used to.

			I’ve been doing a lot of studying too. I just finished taking a dozen different tests in all sorts of subjects and did wonderfully on all of them, even though I’m too tired to remember a word of it right now! Don’t worry—it’ll all come back before I see you in Cape Triumph, and then I’ll teach you all of it.

			It’s time for me to rest now, but I’ll write again tomorrow. And before long, I’ll be able to tell you all about the fancy clothes that are going to be made just for me. I’ve heard all of the diamond’s dresses are white and silver. Can you imagine? I’ll be sure to describe each and every one of them. Until then, know that I love you without end and think about you all the time.

			I had just signed my name when Mira returned. The knowing glint in her dark eyes told me she was unsurprised that my mastery and Adelaide’s indifference had brought us both back early.

			“Why,” Mira asked, “are there two different forks for seafood and fish?”

			Adelaide looked startled. “Are there?”

			“It’s a mystery we shouldn’t question.” My tone was a match for Mistress Masterson’s. “That, and why the seafood one goes with the spoons and not the other forks.”

			Now Mira did a double take. “It does? That doesn’t make sense.”

			“Are you questioning Tamsin?” asked Adelaide.

			Mira smiled through her weariness. “Never. I’ve done some dangerous things in my life, but even I’m not foolish enough to go there.”
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			The following three days felt like three years. The feast day of the glorious angel Vaiel gave us a brief respite, but as soon as the festivities were over, it was back to waiting and more waiting. I was practically climbing the walls when word finally came that Jasper had arrived with our results.

			“It’s about bloody time,” I exclaimed, running to the stairs.

			Mira, taller than me, easily matched my hurried stride. “Watch it. They might decide to take away an extra point for that.”

			I bit my lip. Her tone was light, but around here, there was no telling what a slip into the market district’s slang might do.

			We gathered in the library, standing with the grace and good posture drilled into us these long months. Jasper looked supremely self- satisfied, no doubt envisioning piles of gold where each of us stood. He liked us reasonably well, but it was no secret he ran a business and always had his eye on the next big payoff. I’d picked up on his ambitions very quickly, back when I delivered his laundry. And he’d picked up on mine.

			As soon as Mistress Masterson posted the results, our orderliness devolved into a frenzied rush. The first thing I saw was that the list had forty names on it. It was a compilation of scores from all the girls in all the manors. My eyes immediately scanned the top . . . but my name wasn’t in the first spot. Or the second. It was third, with a 99 written beside it. Frowning, I looked back up at the other two names. They were from other manors: Winnifred Cray and Vanessa Thatcher. They each had a 99 too.

			I spun around in outrage. “How am I ranked third? The girls above me have the same score as me!”

			A few of my chattering housemates fell silent. Mistress Masterson, clearly not grasping how disastrous this development was, regarded me with exceptional calm. “Yes. You all tied—it was very impressive. Really, what it came down to is aesthetics. Winnifred, the first girl, would look so lovely in the diamond coloring. Ruby’s the next most precious stone, and that obviously wouldn’t suit you with your hair. So third, as a sapphire, seemed like—”

			“Sapphire? Sapphire? Everyone knows green is my best color. Isn’t an emerald rarer than a sapphire?”

			If I couldn’t claim the honor of the Glittering Court’s most exalted spot, then I at least needed to salvage something.

			The dressmaker who’d accompanied Jasper, Miss Garrison, gave me a cheerful smile. “My green fabric hasn’t arrived yet. Isn’t likely to show until about a week before you sail.”

			“And the categories are approximated,” added Mistress Masterson. I could tell she thought I was being petty, but she couldn’t understand how much I wanted—needed—every advantage I could get to ensure my success in Adoria. “It’s more of a gemstone range we’re going for. We thought it best just to go forward with sapphire so that she could start on your wardrobe. Otherwise, she’d be working at the last minute.”

			“Well, maybe she could just sew a little damned faster.” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

			Mistress Masterson blanched. “Tamsin! You are out of line. You will take sapphire and be grateful that you’re among the top three. And you will watch your language.”

			Her scolding snapped me back to what mattered. This wasn’t a time to let my emotions run wild. Swallowing my anger, I took a deep breath and hoped I looked contrite.

			“Yes, Mistress Masterson. I apologize. But I can retake the exams I did poorly on, right?”

			It wasn’t an option I’d ever expected to need. I’d been so confident that I would earn the top spot. And yes, technically, I had—as far as scores were concerned. But when we sailed to Adoria, when Jasper dressed us up and put us on display for Cape Triumph’s well-to-do bachelors, I wanted Tamsin Wright to be the first name everyone saw on our roster. Not the third. I wanted people to wonder who I was, to go out of their way to meet the girl who led the pack. To find the girl who was the best. That had to happen, because I needed to find the man who was the best. Considering the struggling backgrounds we’d come from, most of my peers would be happy with any husband who could elevate them to a higher class. A class change wasn’t good enough for me, though. I had to have my pick of suitors and seize a man who could and would do anything for me—and could accept anything from me.

			Mistress Masterson’s ire turned to surprise. “Yes, of course. Every girl can. Though, I’ll be honest, with a ninety-nine percent rating, there isn’t much else to achieve.”

			I lifted my chin. “Perfection.”

			She gave me her blessing, but until any scores or ranks changed, I was still a sapphire. One of Miss Garrison’s assistants began taking my measurements and examining swatches of luxurious blue fabrics. They were all so beautiful, so far and beyond the plain cotton dresses I’d worn only a year ago. Half of my mother’s laundry clients didn’t have clothing this fine. I almost felt embarrassed for my outburst and could tell by the glances of many of my housemates that they thought I was behaving absurdly.

			“Tamsin, you know that blue is striking, don’t you?”

			Jasper strolled over to me as the assistant draped sky-blue silk over my shoulder. He wore a neat gray suit paired with a navy jacquard waistcoat. The ensemble was smart and stylish, but it didn’t flirt with flamboyancy the way his son’s fashion choices sometimes did. Jasper’s attention made me feel even more chagrined, but I hid it with a haughty tone.

			“Yes, of course, Mister Thorn. And you know I’m grateful and willing to wear such dazzling gowns. But when you recruited me, you said I had a spark you almost never see around here. ‘I need smart girls. Resilient girls. Girls who understand what needs to be done to secure their end goal and who will fight for the best deal.’ Those were your exact words, sir.”

			Jasper laughed. “The fact that you can quote those words back confirms I was right. I’m not going to talk you out of retakes, but I want you to know that you shouldn’t lose sleep over this. Women are still so scarce over there that truthfully, I could take girls off the street and ship them directly to the colonies with no polishing at all—I’d still make a hefty profit. So when a prospect like you comes over, suitors will line up. They won’t care if you’re third, and remember—the top three all get extra perks and exclusive invitations.”

			Something in my chest lightened. I felt back in control—more driven than ever. “Thank you, sir. You have no idea how much your words mean to me. I’m just fighting for the best deal, that’s all.”

			“That makes two of us,” he said.

			Once I calmed down about my own results, I learned later that Mira had scored an astonishing seventh place. She’d faced the same disdain all Sirminican refugees regularly received when she’d come to Osfrid, so to place higher than most of our housemates—many of whom had looked down on her when she arrived—was quite a coup. I could hardly contain my pride.

			Adelaide placed right in the middle of the list, which didn’t surprise me at all. What did surprise me was her showing up for retakes the following week. She’d been subdued after the results came out but had never mentioned this.

			Amusement sparkled in her blue eyes when she saw how shocked I was. “Hey, I can care about my future too.”

			“Since when?”

			I retook only the exams I hadn’t received a perfect score on, but Adelaide did every single one of them over again. It made for another stressful, sleepless time, and at the completion of my final test, I felt as though I’d used up every last bit of physical and mental energy I had. I staggered upstairs afterward and thought I might very well make good on my previous joke about sleeping through the days until the results came.

			Mira, reading on her bed, greeted me with “There’s a letter for you.”

			My heart nearly burst when I saw what it contained. Olivia had sketched a charcoal portrait of our family for me. Ma, Pa, Jonathan, Olivia, Merry. I drank in the familiar faces and felt tears prick my eyes.

			Mira, passing by on her way to the door, did a double take and then backed up a few steps. “Sorry—I didn’t mean to look. Wow. That’s amazing. It looks just like them.”

			I swallowed back more tears. “My sister made it. She’s very talented.”

			“The older one, right? Olivia?”

			“Oh, yes, of course.” Almost a slip. Almost. I tapped Olivia’s likeness for emphasis. “She must have used a mirror to draw herself. She was practicing self-portraits when I left.”

			“Well, I think she’s figured it out.” Glancing at my face, Mira discreetly retreated, but not before adding, “Don’t worry, Tamsin. You won’t let them down. You’re unstoppable.”

			“I hope so,” I murmured, once alone. I gazed at each face, but it was Merry’s that drew me back over and over. Olivia had perfectly captured the way Merry’s curls lay this way and that against her little cheeks. She’d had those unruly curls since she was born, and for three years, I’d tried in vain to tame them. I traced their shape with my fingertips, smiling in spite of the gnawing in my chest. “Six, I hope so.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			THOSE WHO HADN’T RETAKEN THE EXAMS WERE ALMOST as excited as those who had to see the new results. We gathered with Jasper and Mistress Masterson just as we had before. Miss Garrison wasn’t around, but Jasper’s son, Cedric, had turned up unexpectedly, as he so often did. He was studying at the university in Osfro but would be taking a break to accompany us to Adoria and help with the family business. A few girls in the house had a crush on him, thanks to his dapper good looks and seemingly endless supply of charm.

			He came off a little more serious than usual today. In fact, Jasper and Mistress Masterson looked solemn too, which was odd given their enthusiasm last time. A strange feeling twisted in my stomach, warring with the giddy overconfidence of my expected triumph.

			Mistress Masterson cleared her throat. “I know some of you have been waiting for your retake results, so you’ll be pleased they’re in. Most of you showed improvement—for which I’m particularly proud. But there was nothing significant enough to warrant a change in rank or theme—with one exception.”

			My mouth went dry. My fists clenched at my sides. I’d done it. I’d really done it. I was going to be the Glittering Court’s star in Adoria, the wife of Adoria’s most prestigious man. No one would ever look down on Merry—or me—again.

			Mistress Masterson’s gaze shifted in my direction—but not to me. Rather, beside me. “Adelaide. The improvement you showed is . . . remarkable, to put it mildly. I’ve never, ever seen a girl make such a leap in scores. And . . . I’ve never seen a girl get a perfect overall score. We rarely have theme changes based on retakes, though of course it happens. And in this case, it’s absolutely warranted.”

			Jasper beamed at Adelaide, though tension seemed to strain his smile a bit. “Adelaide, my dear, you’ve replaced Winnifred from Dunford Manor as our diamond.

			“Everyone else who scored above your last result will move down a notch,” Jasper continued. “All girls will still keep their gemstone themes, with a couple of exceptions.”

			They started talking about Winnifred, and the world spun around me. I feared I’d faint. After a few deep breaths, I regained my senses in time to hear Mistress Masterson say, “. . . we think she’ll show best as a sapphire, and we’ve done a couple of other last-minute switches—which means, Tamsin, you can be an emerald after all. Miss Garrison expects the green fabric to arrive next week, and she and her assistants will work around the clock to make sure you’re properly outfitted.”

			Her expression said she expected elation from me. I had to wet my lips a few times before my mouth could make words again. “But . . . if the ranks shifted, then that means . . . I’m fourth.”

			“Yes.”

			I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know what to think. Everyone in the room was watching me, and I oscillated between humiliation and despair. I hadn’t just lost my diamond rank; I’d also lost access to the elite three.

			Jasper attempted to fill the silence with words that didn’t make me feel any better: “You’ll dazzle them as an emerald. Even if you aren’t invited to all the elite parties, I know you’ll be in high demand.”

			He went on and on with compliments for the rest of us and offered his congratulations to Cedric, who had recruited Adelaide for the Glittering Court and would earn a commission when she got married. For his part, Cedric seemed to be the only one in the room as stunned as I was.

			They forgot about me after that. All anyone wanted to talk about now was Adelaide’s amazing performance and how close we were to Adoria. Everything blurred into a haze, and I had no idea how I made it back to my room. I collapsed onto my bed, next to Olivia’s folded picture. Seconds or maybe minutes later, Mira closed the door and walked over to me.

			“Tamsin—”

			“How?” I peered up into Mira’s eyes, desperate for answers. “How is this even possible? I gave it everything, everything that was in me. I worked hard. I studied hard.”

			“Of course you did.” She settled down next to me, her expressive face troubled. “It’s just that Adelaide studied . . .”

			The absurdity of what Mira couldn’t bring herself to say almost made me laugh. “. . . studied harder than me? We both know that’s not true. And my dreams are done.”

			“Of course they aren’t!”

			She squeezed my hand and started to offer reassurances that were cut short when Adelaide entered. At the sight of her face—that beautiful, blue-eyed face that had always appeared so cheerful and guileless—anger suddenly dashed aside my self-pity. I leapt up from the bed.

			“What have you done?” I cried.

			“I’m, uh, not sure what you mean.”

			The weak attempt at deflection only enraged me more. “The hell you don’t! Has this all been some kind of joke? Coast along and then swoop in at the end to crush everyone else? How did you do that? How did you score perfectly on everything?”

			Adelaide quickly grew somber. “I learned a lot of it when I worked in my lady’s house. I was around nobility all the time, and I guess I picked up their ways. You know that.”

			“Oh yeah? Where were those ways in the last nine months? You’ve botched things continuously—but not always the same things! You run hot and cold, perfect at some things and then failing at the most basic ones. What kind of game are you playing?”

			“It’s no game,” Adelaide said. “My nerves just got the best of me. Things finally came together during the retakes.”

			I didn’t believe it. And I could tell Mira—who was very obviously trying to figure out how to calm the situation—didn’t really believe it either.

			“Impossible,” I told Adelaide. “I don’t understand how or why you’ve been doing this, but I know something’s going on. And if you think you can just ruin my life and—”

			“Oh, come on.” She gave me a withering look. “Your life is far from ruined.”

			That hurt me almost more than everything else—more than the results, more than her lying. She really didn’t know that she’d ruined my life. How could she? I sincerely believed these two would still love me if they knew about Merry, but I’d learned too well that secrets rarely stayed secrets when shared. Jasper wasn’t going to peddle a bride with an illegitimate child, and there was no way I could endanger all I’d accomplished.

			And as Adelaide and I continued shouting, the fury within me was directed at myself as well as her. If I’d told her and Mira about Merry, maybe Adelaide wouldn’t have done . . . whatever it was she’d done. But there was no going back now. I had to salvage my future somehow, and I knew with a sickening dread that I wasn’t going to be able to do it with Adelaide around. Every time I looked at her, I’d be reminded of what she had potentially cost me. I couldn’t risk the effect that would have on me. More than ever, I needed to keep a cool and calculating head. That couldn’t happen if I was constantly driven to rage or tears.

			When Mira couldn’t take any more of our arguing, she begged, “Tamsin, please stop and talk this out.”

			Blood pounded in my ears, and I bit off the next angry retort I’d had ready for Adelaide. Studying Mira, I felt a pang of sympathy. She hadn’t asked for this, and now she would suffer too.

			“No,” I told her. Realizing then what I’d have to do, I shifted back to Adelaide. “I’m never speaking to you again.”

			I stormed out of our room soon thereafter and went straight downstairs to the wing that held Mistress Masterson’s office. Jasper used it when he was here, and we generally stayed away. Finding the door ajar, I pushed it open without knocking. Jasper glanced up from his desk and didn’t look entirely surprised to see me.

			“Tamsin.” He leaned back and rubbed his eyes. “There’s nothing I can do to change the rankings.”

			“That’s not why I’m here, sir. It’s the ships I want to change.”

			“Ships?”

			“We’re still taking two to Adoria, right?”

			“So long as none of them back out on me,” he replied. Brides weren’t the only things he sold, and part of the reason he’d accelerated our departure was so that he could get the jump on other merchants. But it also meant risking rougher sailing conditions, and he’d apparently paid dearly to hire the ships.

			I wrung my hands in front of me. “Well, then, I’d like to switch off the Blue Spring ship and go on the other one.”

			He took this in for several moments. “I assume this is about Adelaide? Look, I understand you’re disappointed, but getting caught up in petty drama with other girls is only going to distract you from success. Focus on your contract.”

			“I will, Mister Thorn—when I’m in Adoria. And it seems like I’ll have better odds of that if I’m not miserable for the two months leading up to it.”

			That brought a wry smile to his face. “I see.”

			I waited, unable to read his thoughts. As the silence stretched, I had to repress the urge to beg further, to plead and wail about how I couldn’t be trapped in a small space with Adelaide for that long. But Jasper Thorn wasn’t indulgent or sentimental. He would make his decision with or without further persuasion.

			“I normally wouldn’t even consider it,” he said at last. “You should be able to deal with this minor inconvenience. But honestly, I’m still reeling a bit too. Who’d have thought Cedric could bring in a girl capable of a score like that? When he showed up with her and the Sirminican, I thought for sure he was out of his mind. He still might be.”

			Jasper gazed off, seeming to forget I was there. I didn’t fully understand the dynamics of the Thorn family, though I’d picked up a few things while delivering their laundry. They weren’t openly affectionate, but I still got the sense that Jasper cared about his son and wanted him to succeed in the world. The thing was, I felt like Jasper wanted to make sure he succeeded more than Cedric did.

			Snapping his attention back to me, Jasper abruptly asked, “Did she cheat?”

			“I . . . I beg your pardon?”

			“Do you have any reason to think Adelaide might have pulled this off dishonestly? Yes, I’d like to parade a ‘perfect’ girl around, but I don’t want to discover some nefarious scheme later and unleash a scandal. Our reputation isn’t just built on teaching young ladies to be genteel. It’s also about them putting in the work and effort for it.” The intensity of his gaze made me take a step back. “You live with her. Did you see anything?”

			I hesitated as an unexpected power now hovered within my grasp. What would happen if I said that I suspected Adelaide had indeed done something underhanded? Would she be removed? Would they take me at my word? I could back up my claim with her moody behavior before the retakes. Others must have noticed. It was no indicator of guilt, but it could be damning enough to cost her her rank . . . and win me back mine.

			Except I truly didn’t think she’d cheated. She’d been dishonest—that I believed, though I still couldn’t put all the pieces together. We’d retaken some of the same exams, and I hadn’t seen any real way to cheat. No, Adelaide wasn’t fooling us by pretending to know everything. She’d fooled us by pretending to know nothing. And no matter how angry she’d made me, I couldn’t falsely accuse her.

			“No, sir. I didn’t notice anything.”

			He nodded and sighed. “Mistress Masterson thinks it’s all honest too. I suppose it could just be luck . . .”

			As he fell into thought once more, I asked nervously, “So . . . does that mean I can switch?”

			“We’ll see. I’m going to Swan Ridge tonight. If one of those girls will trade, you can do it. Our space is parceled out pretty tightly.”

			“Thank you, Mister Thorn. I appreciate it. And I won’t let you down.”

			“I’m sure you won’t. And despite this Adelaide situation, I have no doubt you’ll fulfill your contract in no time.”

			I crossed my arms. “I’m not going to just fulfill it. You can set a high starting price, and I promise you it’ll be met and exceeded. And my advance’ll be paid right away.”

			“I don’t doubt that either. I hope the money’s been useful to your family.”

			“Very useful,” I said, keeping my voice as level as possible. Like me, most girls here had worked a job or even two to help support their families. Losing that income for a year, even if it eventually resulted in a fortune, could seriously affect a family’s short-term well-being. So, on occasion, Jasper advanced money to a girl that she would pay back—with interest—upon getting married. Usually, he lent silver, but I’d bargained for gold.

			Jasper didn’t know about Merry, of course. I’d told him we needed the gold for my sister’s medical expenses, which was only half a lie. Merry frequently suffered from coughing fits that could almost entirely cut off her air. The doctor had told us it would pass as she grew older, but until then, his fees and her medicine had racked up a debt we’d struggled to keep up with. The Glittering Court’s advance had lifted that burden and done so much more, now that Merry had her own ticket to Adoria.

			“I’ll let you know about the switch.” Jasper’s eyes returned to his paperwork, and I recognized the dismissal. After thanking him once again, I left the office, satisfied I’d done all that I could with that problem. Now I just had to figure out how to avoid my bedroom as much as possible for the next two weeks.
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			Evading Adelaide didn’t turn out to be the problem. She made a few half-hearted attempts to talk to me but gave up when I kept refusing to even look at her. Mira was a different story, though.

			In the time I’d spent here, Mira had always been unshakeable. And how could she be any other way? Her homeland had erupted into civil war, and she’d lived in horrific conditions while escaping to Osfrid, never knowing if she’d make it alive. And even after she arrived, survival had been a daily struggle.

			But she’d endured, and her resiliency had allowed her to face the ups and downs of a household of ambitious girls with ease. I’d seen little faze her until this rift with Adelaide. Over and over, she begged us to forgive each other. It tore at my heart, realizing just how much she cared about us.

			That just reaffirmed that I was doing the right thing. This had turned into a terrible, emotional mess that was drowning all of us.

			I couldn’t let the fallout with Mira and Adelaide be a distraction. I loved them both—yes, even Adelaide—but Merry was my greatest love. Everything I had within me had to go into improving my life for my daughter, and I wasn’t going to be able to do that if I was also wrestling with the hurt of my rocky friendships.

			Mira came to me that very last night with one final plea. “You two are ripping me in half! I’ve seen what happens when neither side backs down in a fight. No one wins, Tamsin, and I’m so tired of it. I’m tired of pain. I’m tired of loss. I can’t do it anymore—and I can’t lose you two.”

			“Mira, you will never lose me. No matter what else happens or where we go in this world, I will always be there for you.” I took her hands and added reluctantly, “And whatever’s happened between Adelaide and me . . . well, I know she’ll always be there for you too.”

			I didn’t say a word to her about trading ships, how a Swan Ridge girl named Martha had agreed to swap with me. I didn’t mention it to anyone at Blue Spring, but they all found out the morning of our departure. We left from Osfrid’s largest west coast port, Culver, and spent a blustery morning waiting by the docks as sailors readied our ships for boarding. I stared off at the churning gray waves as the other Blue Spring girls clustered nearby chatted about the adventures to come. Their chatter turned to gasps when my name was called with the Swan Ridge girls traveling aboard the Gray Gull. My manor—my former manor—was taking the Good Hope.

			I couldn’t bear to look at Adelaide and Mira. Instead, I kept my eyes fixed on the Gray Gull’s tallest mast as I walked forward. I tried to clear my mind of everything except the ship. I didn’t want to think about how I was leaving my friends behind. I didn’t want to think about how I was leaving my daughter behind and how—if I failed her— this agonizing separation would have been for nothing.

			I knew how petty it must seem to everyone. It must have looked like I was having a temper tantrum, that I couldn’t handle the blow to my pride. They were all welcome to think whatever they wanted, though. Their opinions didn’t matter. What mattered was getting back on track.

			Somehow, I made it on board without crumbling. And when the Gray Gull’s lines were let loose, I stood on the deck and clenched the rails, watching my homeland grow smaller and fainter until it disappeared entirely.

			We were on our way.
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			After the excitement of departure, I climbed the narrow ladder below deck and sought refuge in my assigned cabin. It was tiny, almost the same size as the room I used to share with Olivia and Merry. I immediately began penning a letter but didn’t get very far because my three new roommates burst in.

			“You’re the girl who got kicked out of the top three, aren’t you?” one of them asked. “Because of that—what’s her name? Adelaide? The one who came out of nowhere?”

			Another girl regarded me with wide, intrigued eyes. “I heard you got in a fight with her! Did you punch her?”

			“Bad luck, that whole affair,” said the third girl. The contrast of her long black hair against alabaster skin gave her an otherworldly beauty. “You and I got the same score, you know. I’m Winnifred. You think you got it bad? Imagine how I feel, losing the diamond!”

			They all looked pleasant enough, their expressions bright and eager. And they seemed ready to welcome me too, but I didn’t want people who might like me and whom I might like in return. I didn’t want to deal with the pain that would follow if another friendship fell apart.

			I met Winnifred’s expectant gaze unsmilingly. “Well, I have no idea how you feel, but I’m sure it’s pretty good, since you’ll still be at all the most exclusive events. Hopefully you’ll find a way to cope with the agony of being pampered and adored.” To the blonde girl who asked if I’d punched Adelaide, I said: “And of course I didn’t hit her. Do you think I’d be here if I had? Six. They should add common sense to our curriculum.”

			“No need to be nasty about it,” Winnifred shot back. “We’re just trying to be friendly, that’s all. It’s a long trip.”

			“I came to the Glittering Court because I wanted a husband, not friends,” I replied.

			The first girl who’d entered leaned against the doorway and chuckled. “Quite the charmer, aren’t you? I’m sure men will be falling all over themselves when they get a taste of that sunny attitude.”

			“Yes,” I told her, “they will be falling all over themselves. Because when I set my mind to getting something done, I fight for it with every bit of energy I have. And I don’t waste that energy on things that aren’t worth my time.” I glanced at each of them meaningfully.

			“Well, it’s a good thing you aren’t looking for friends.” Winnifred moved to the doorway, beckoning the others with a jerk of her head. “Because something tells me you won’t be making many.”

			They left me alone, and I stared off at nothing for a long time, wondering how someone could exist and feel so empty. And then I continued writing.
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