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      For Isadora Elizabeth, my darling daughter

      May you ever be as brave as Ruby and know that you are a daughter of God.
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      I watch through thick glass while my biological father's body burns into ash.

      No tears well up in my eyes. No sorrow swells in my heart. I didn't cry when my mother shot him, either. It probably means I'm broken inside. Although, to be fair to myself, he was a narcissistic, abusive sociopath whom I didn’t know existed until last month.

      Even so, his half a million subjects loved him fanatically.

      “I hope you've prepared something appropriate to say at his funeral tomorrow,” Josephine Solomon says. In spite of being the one who shot him, my mom harbors mixed feelings.

      “How’s this?” I ask. “David Solomon is dead. I'm really hoping he won't haunt my nightmares any more, now that I've watched the flames incinerate his body into powder. I’m planning to dump the ashes into the sewage processing plant where they’ll fit in with the other filth. Succinct enough, you think?”

      Josephine frowns. “He was a great man in many ways, you know.”

      I shake my head. “You keep saying that, but I haven't seen much evidence.”

      “The point,” she says, “is that as the new queen of World Peace Now, you'll need his popularity to transfer to your rule. Things will go much easier for you if the people like you half as much as they loved him.”

      I snort. “No one needs to like me. They only need to obey.”

      “Spoken like someone who's never ruled a day in her life.”

      I grit my teeth. “I don't want to be a queen at all. You wouldn't know this since we just met, but I never played princess growing up. I didn't have make believe crowns, and I freaking hate dresses, with or without princess puffs.”

      In fact I'd love to walk away from all of this. The only thing I'm dreading more than David Solomon's funeral is my coronation the following morning. I'd gladly run and never return to World Peace Now (usually called WPN), or Galveston ever again.

      Unfortunately if I leave, the new leaders of WPN will carry out my biological father's plan to massacre the hundred thousand or so people infected with the Tercera virus. My delightful bio father, the late great monarch, planned to “cleanse” the earth of the plague that almost destroyed humanity more than a decade ago. He believed killing the infected kids, who were struggling to survive on their own, was a small price to pay to ensure the bright future of his half a million subjects.

      Actually, he told me killing them was mercy on his part. He said God infected people to punish them for their sins. As for the infection of children, well, they were paying for the sins of their parents, and he was dispensing God's mercy by killing them and ending that just suffering.

      See? Sociopath.

      “If you really can't think of anything to say, I can write something for you,” Josephine says.

      “Yes,” I say. “That's a good plan, but I'm not much of a public speaker. Maybe keep it short.”

      Behind me, Wesley chokes on a laugh.

      I scowl at him over my shoulder. “Why's that funny?”

      “I've heard you speak in public, is all,” Wesley says.

      “I'll keep that in mind,” Josephine says. “Since I now have two speeches to prepare, I'd better get started. I do expect you to write your own coronation address.” After dropping that bombshell, my mother walks down the hall and turns the corner toward the exit.

      I turn to race after her and argue, but I’m met by a tall man with blond hair and sparkling bright blue eyes. I pull up short, taking in the standard issue gray uniform of the palace guard. Two gold stripes run down each shoulder, which tells me he’s near the top of the pecking order. He approaches and salutes.

      Once I look at his face, I recognize Adam, the first WPN guard I met when Sam and I were caught looking for the cure. He breezes past the four guards on duty without even acknowledging them, reinforcing my impression that he now holds a reasonably high rank. He stands a few inches taller than Wesley, which puts him about the same height as my boyfriend Sam. His shiny, short hair is combed sideways, not a single strand out of place, and his uniform accentuates his broad shoulders and deep tan. He probably surfs whenever he's off duty. Galveston might have a few things to recommend it when compared to Port Gibson, the perks of beach living among them.

      Stuff like that might matter if I were thinking of staying, which I'm not.

      He straightens and says, “Your escort's ready, your Highness.”

      Sam may be the hottest guy I've ever seen, but this guy's face is nearly as pretty. I assume a gaggle of girls probably follow him around too, like they always did Sam back home. “I'm sorry, my escort where?”

      “To the bridge, Your Highness.”

      “Right, an escort intended to keep me safe while I drive a mile out onto a bridge.”

      Adam frowns. “A bridge currently under attack by infected hostiles.”

      Hostiles I trust more than my head guard, not that I mention that to him. I glance around. “Uh, where’s Sam?”

      The tall guard's eyebrows draw together. “Samuel Roth? Your Highness’ recently appointed Chief of Military and Strategic Defense?”

      I nod my head. “Sure, yep, that's the Sam I mean.” I forgot about the title I created so Sam could tell people what to do and come and go as he pleased.

      “Your Highness, he has many important tasks to complete. He can't be around to escort you from place to place like a common palace guard. He's in a meeting reviewing security for the coronation at present. My name's Adam Forsythe and you may not recall, but we've met before. I've been voted in as the new Chief of the Palace Guard. Your safety is my number one priority and I assure you I take it very seriously.”

      I bite my lip before I can swear, since that doesn't seem very queenly. I didn't expect Sam to actually need to do anything with his stupid made-up title. “If you’re going to be around a lot, maybe we should review the Your Highness thing. You don’t need to call me that. Like at all. Ruby is fine.”

      Adam’s mouth drops open but before he can speak, Wesley throws a hand up and waves it at Adam Forsythe, catching his attention and then shooing him backward. “Hang on a second, pretty boy. Ruby already has a boyfriend, the Sam guy she asked about. And she has a back up boyfriend.” He points at himself. “The last thing she needs is another genetically perfect model looking guy following her around all day, flexing, or whatever you’re going to do to keep her safe. I'm sure the four guards that already create a tripping hazard whenever we turn around are more than sufficient.”

      Adam glances from Wesley to me, and back again. “I don't understand.”

      Wesley rolls his eyes. “I'll enunciate. Go. Get. Sam. And while you're down there at central command, tell them we want the fugliest soldier they have to replace you as Chief of the Palace Guard. Got it?”

      “Appearance does not factor into a guard's performance review on any level,” says Adam.

      I laugh. “You can ignore Wesley. He thinks he's funny.”

      “You appear to agree.”

      I roll my eyes. “Most days.”

      Adam raises one eyebrow. “If you believe my performance to be sub par, I will request the selection of a replacement.”

      I shake my head. “No, it's fine. We wouldn't dream of interfering with the way you select your positions or evaluate performance. But I do need you to send someone to let Sam know we're ready to go. One of the main reasons we're traveling down to the end of the bridge is so Sam can meet with the Marked leader.”

      Adam’s eyebrows rise. “In his capacity as Chief of Mi—”

      “Yes, yes,” Wesley says. “As Head Poomba he needs to coordinate with the Marked.”

      Adam scowls at Wesley, but he walks back to confer with my four guards. One of them sets off down the hall at a trot, presumably to tell Sam we're ready to go when he is.

      I glance at the incinerator. My father's body will burn for quite some time yet, but he's surely past the point of resurrection. Hopefully I'll sleep a little easier at night having witnessed that fact myself.

      Wesley walks beside me down the hall, and the guards take up positions in front of and behind us, Adam filling in for the one who took off. Having four guards in attendance at all times is super annoying. We walk the half a mile from the Crematorium back to the palace-that-isn't-officially-a-palace in silence, which is strange for Wesley. He generally talks even more than me.

      “Are you okay?”

      He shrugs. “I'll be glad when this coronation business is past us so we can shut down the Cleansing and actually focus on developing a cure that works.”

      I only spent a few days in Baton Rouge, the largest Marked community, and I can't stop thinking about baby Rose, the newborn we saved using the antibodies in my blood. The face of her sweet mother springs to mind often as well. Sadly Libby's still Marked, probably because the Tercera virus in her system had already entered the active phase. Antibodies work well to prevent disease, but aren’t usually effective once it's entrenched. Unlike me, Wesley lived with the Marked for weeks. He's made friends there and feels even more pressure than I do to save them.

      Of course, it's not like his dad engineered the deadly virus, which I know because my dad did. Not the psychopath burning in an oven, but the man who raised me as his own. If David Solomon was right and God punishes children for their parents' sins, I may as well reserve a house down in purgatory. I have quite a list of things for which to atone, coming from both good old dad and my biological father.

      “If we’re lucky,” I say, “maybe Job's already made some progress.”

      “Except he probably needs more antibodies from you to continue his testing at this point,” Wesley says. “We’ve been gone way longer than we expected.”

      I bob my head. “I know. I feel bad that I only gave plasma once.” And I’m so thin that it wasn’t very much. Not nearly enough.

      When we reach the palace I sit down on the steps to wait for Sam. I pointedly ignore the gesturing and pointing from my guards and the butler. If I'm really their queen, I can sit where I want, including a pristine porch step made of white marble. I kind of want to lay down and roll around like a puppy, just to see what they’d do.

      Wesley puts his hand on my shoulder. “Even if we were still in Baton Rouge, you'd have needed some time to recover before they drew any more blood. Don't feel too bad about a delay in their testing.”

      I shrug. “But if I were there, I could help Job with interpreting the data and research.”

      “You're doing the most good here for right now.” Wesley starts to sling his arm around me, but then shifts at the last minute and acts like he was stretching.

      I glance around, because that kind of oddball reversal usually means Wesley noticed Sam.

      And I'm right. I stand up and my mouth stretches into a smile in spite of myself.

      “Hey sunshine.” Sam's wearing a navy blue military uniform with four bright yellow stripes on each shoulder.

      “Glad you're back, oh great and revered War Chief. The new Boss Guard says they're ready to take us out on the bridge.”

      “I'm ready to go.” Sam’s grin showcases perfectly white teeth. His impossibly handsome face becomes just a little more unbearably beautiful when it’s smiling.

      “Wow,” I say, “I thought you said no uniforms.”

      He lifts one eyebrow. “I did. Until this girl I know said she had a thing for them.”

      “She did, huh? Who is this girl? I already dislike her.”

      Wesley clears his throat. “Those buttons look hard to do and undo. If it means you keep more clothes on, I'm all for a uniform. Not that anyone asked for my opinion.”

      I roll my eyes at Wesley and then turn toward Sam. “Are you ready to go see Rafe?”

      Sam reaches down and takes my hand in his. He squeezes it tighter than he normally would. If meeting Rafe makes my brawny, scientifically enhanced warrior nervous, well, that's about the cutest thing ever. Rafe, also known as Raphael Roth, is the leader of the Marked. He’s also Sam's previously lost little brother. They haven't seen one another since before Tercera ravaged North America, a time we usually refer to as Before. Eleven years is a long time between family reunions, even for me.

      “Come on.” I tug Sam toward the bridge and he lets me pull him along. I know he lets me, because there's no way my ninety-pound self could drag his two-hundred-and-thirty pound brick wall body anywhere he didn't already want to go.

      My new captain of the guard strides quickly toward us, falling into step alongside Sam and me. “Samuel Roth, I'm Adam Forsythe, the new Chief of the Palace Guard. Ensuring the safety of Her Royal Highness Ruby Solomon is my top priority. I'll be taking frequent rotations in her personal guard to make sure I stay abreast of everything about her preferences and schedule.”

      Sam looks Adam up and down and nods. Samuel Roth's a man of few words, but this is terse even for him.

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm,” I say. “Congratulations on what I assume was a promotion, but out of curiosity, why did the job need to be filled? What happened to your predecessor?”

      “He was fired, of course. Under his tenure your father was infected with a deadly virus by a rival and went mad, taking his own life. Peter Richelieu should have taken measures to prevent both occurrences. I assure you, no such harm will come to you on my watch.”

      Sam releases my hand as we approach the van and opens the door for me. “I'll be with Ruby twenty four seven from here on out. Your services will be superfluous.”

      “You can't be with her twenty four seven, sir. Everyone sleeps.”

      Sam raises one eyebrow. “That’s true.”

      “Uh, well.” Adam looks from Sam to me and back again. “In any case, when you have meetings or are otherwise occupied, you can rest easy knowing she's in good hands.”

      Wesley snorts.

      “I'm your boss, right?” Sam asks.

      The muscles in Adam's jaw tighten and his cornflower blue eyes bulge. “Yes sir.” He watches as Sam sits down next to me and puts an arm around my shoulders.

      Wesley catches my eye as he climbs into the van and whispers, “This is so awesome.”

      I roll my eyes. At least neither Adam nor Sam have beat their chests or roared yet. I hope Adam lets it go, because I haven't met anyone who could take Sam out. I'd hate to see Adam take a beating his first day at a new job. Besides, it can't be good for morale.

      Adam climbs into the van and tells the driver to go. I told them we didn't need any guards and that the Marked who have gathered are friends, but it was a futile effort. Three other vans full of armed men drive alongside us anyway. I hope Rafe doesn't see this as an act of aggression.

      When the Marked come into sight, I lean forward and place a hand on Adam's arm. “I'd like to go by foot from here.”

      Adam frowns. “It's safer to have vehicles close.”

      “But it indicates hostility,” I say. “I know the Marked who are gathered. I won't scare them or have them thinking this is a show of force. That will only escalate things.”

      Adam opens his mouth to argue, but Sam cuts him off. “I have six guns on me with enough rounds between them to take out every kid on that bridge. It's fine; you can actually obey the orders from your future queen. If anything comes up, I'll be there to keep her safe.”

      “That kind of arrogance is dangerous,” Adam warns.

      “It's not arrogance. It's fact.” Sam raises his voice. “Stop the van.” The driver stops.

      Oh, good grief.

      Adam orders the other vans to stop as well with his walkie. I don't wait for anyone to open my door, because I need to escape this puddle of testosterone before I drown in it. I grab the handle, swing it open, and hop out. I've barely gone two paces before Sam falls into step next to me and Adam slides alongside me on the right.

      “Don't worry guys,” Wesley says, “I've got the rear covered. Nothing back there will make it through me.”

      I snort. Freaking Wesley.

      As soon as the Marked kids see my hair, curly and windblown into my telltale fluffy blonde mop, they start walking toward us. I can't make out the details of his face from here, but I can tell Rafe's at the front because I recognize his hair. No one else has quite the same spiky, russet colored Mohawk.

      When we draw near enough to see faces, I notice Rafe and the dozen men with him have guns trained on us. So much for my hopes of a nice, friendly meeting.

      “What's going on?” I shout.

      “Back away from Ruby slowly,” Rafe says, “and no one will be shot. We need her, and we won't leave without her.”

      I shake my head. “You don't understand Rafe, it's fine. I'm not being held against my will. Put your gun down.”

      “I will when they do,” Rafe says.

      “No one's holding a gun on you, you blind idiot.” I turn my head toward my people and exhale heavily, because I'm a big, fat liar. Even Sam's pointing a gun at them. “Put. Your. Guns. Down. That's an order.”

      Everyone but Sam listens.

      “How is it that you're giving them orders?” Rafe asks. “And who's the meathead who won't put his gun down?”

      “That gorgeous blockhead is your big brother. Sam, stop aiming your gun at Raphael's head. It isn't polite.”

      “Wait.” Rafe squints, his head tilted and his body tense. “That's Sam? Seriously?”

      He's wearing a uniform. Duh, I should've thought about that. It's been a weird couple of days. “How about this? Wesley, Sam and I will meet you in the middle. Your people and our people will all walk back forty paces on the count of five. Yes?”

      Rafe nods.

      I turn to Adam. “Okay?”

      Adam says, “Yes, but I'm staying too.”

      “No, you're going and I'm done arguing. You take orders from me, not the other way around.”

      Adam scowls, but when I count to five, he walks back with the others. If he stays a half dozen feet closer to us than the others, well, I'll cut him some slack. It's his first day and his boss is meeting with a bunch of armed soldiers infected with the same deadly disease that he thinks killed the last boss. Of course, no one from WPN knows that I'm immune.

      Rafe could lick my face and I wouldn't catch Tercera.

      Luckily, I've inoculated Sam and Wesley with the antibodies my dad gave me years ago, so they're also safe. Even so, since WPN doesn't know that, it's best if we maintain our distance. Rafe walks toward us slowly and I take a few hesitant steps toward him too. Sam holsters his gun.

      I coo a little, because I can’t help needling them. “I am so proud of you boys, both of you sheathing your claws for this little meet and greet. Rafe, meet Samuel Roth, my Chief of Military and Strategic Defense. Sam, this is Raphael Roth, leader of the Marked, and your long lost baby brother.”

      If I expected them to hug, I'd have been disappointed. I know Sam well enough to have guessed that wasn't going to happen, which will make things easier when we head back to the island anyway. I'd rather not have to explain to my new people that while my blood could certainly immunize them from ever catching Tercera, I'm saving it instead to use in a last ditch attempt to somehow cure the imminently dying.

      I'm not sure they'd appreciate my priorities.

      “It’s actually you.” Sam smiles. “I'm glad to see you.”

      That’s it. More than ten years since he saw his brother, and Sam’s exclamation of affection is less than ten words. I exhale heavily.

      Rafe's grin makes his eyes match the rest of his body for once. He actually looks like a tall twelve-year-old should. “I straight up can't believe you're alive, Sam! You look amazing. Man, I wonder if I’d look like that if I hadn’t been on the suppressant for all these years. And Dad?”

      Sam shrugs. “He's as big a jerk as ever.”

      Rafe's grin widens. “I wish I could see him.”

      Sam raises his eyebrows. “No you don't. Seriously, if you do it’s only because you’ve forgotten what he's like.”

      “Maybe. Is he really running the Unmarked?”

      “Yep,” Sam says. “Are you surprised?”

      “Not really, no.” Rafe glances at me. “So what's with ordering people around? I thought they'd taken you hostage when you didn't come back.”

      “They did. Long story short, they tossed me and Wesley in prison.”

      “Yes, and thanks for your great concern over my welfare by the way,” Wesley says. “I was thrown in prison, almost shot by ten snipers, shoved into shackles with a gun to my temple, and basically mistreated every way possible. Yet here I am, and no one’s even mentioned me.” Wesley puts his hand to his heart, and shakes his head. “I’m wounded, honestly.”

      Rafe shrugs. “You're wheezing and complaining as much as ever, which means you're fine.”

      “I basically saved the day,” Wesley says. “In case that wasn’t already obvious.”

      All joking aside, he's kind of right. Wesley's not tough in the way Sam or Rafe or even Adam are tough, although he's fit and a competent shot, but his knowledge of abused women did bring Josephine over to our side. Without him, we might not be standing here.

      I clear my throat. “He’s joking as usual, but Wesley did save us in point of fact. He helped me convince my mom to take action against Solomon.” I lower my voice. “Josephine shot her husband and now, in the twist of the year, it turns out—”

      Wesley bounces up and down like a toddler who needs to pee.

      “Fine,” I say. “You can tell him.”

      Wesley beams. “She’s his heir! They're crowning her queen day after tomorrow. Crazy, right?”

      “That is crazy,” Rafe says. “And also, it’s not happening. We need you in Baton Rouge now. You can't stay here and be queen of the Bible Belt.”

      “They're planning to eradicate you and everyone you know,” I say. “Maybe I should stay long enough to put the kibosh on that. Or have you decided WPN's well armed and enormous army isn't actually a threat?”

      “I worry about the snake that's about to bite me before the one in the tree.”

      “Triage,” I say, “I'm familiar with the concept, but a few days here could eliminate the threat of WPN forever. They'd kill you faster than Tercera, even with the suppressant failing. Besides, there are other reasons it might help you. I can come back next week and bring supplies, including food. Good nutrition will strengthen your people for their fight with the virus, you know.”

      Rafe scowls. “Why should I believe you'll come back at all?”

      Wesley grunts. “Like I told you before, Ruby does the right thing. Always.”

      Sam growls at nearly the same time. “We'll come to Baton Rouge, I swear it.”

      “Pardon my lack of faith that you'll come for me big brother, but it's not like history supports your promises. It's doubly hard to believe you when you've gone native.” Rafe stares pointedly at Sam's uniform.

      “Mom wouldn't take any of Dad's calls, which I don’t blame her for, but then the grid shut down. Dad and I had no reason to believe you survived,” Sam says, “or any idea of where to look even if we wanted to.”

      Rafe shrugs. “Where did you start looking, then?”

      Sam's face falls. “I'm sorry Raphael. I really am. I failed you.”

      I take Sam's hand. “You most certainly did not. You were eleven, twelve at the most when your mother would've died. There was nothing you could’ve done. You'd have died if you tried to find him, as Rafe well knows. By the time you were old enough to hunt for him, the suppressant wouldn't have worked on you.” I spin around on Rafe. “You were willing to risk the lives of all your people to get your brother back. Stop acting like a spoiled brat and show him some of what you really feel.”

      Rafe's face collapses and my heart twists in my chest. These poor brothers. So much love, obscured by so much emotional constipation. I decide to throw them a bone.

      “Rafe, Sam loves you. I care about you and all the Marked kids who have hovered on the fringe making their own community. Relying on the generosity of others might have kept the hormone suppressants coming, but it hasn’t taught you to trust. I know the Unmarked didn’t provide much aid. I know they weren’t reliably supportive, but I’m not your dad, and I’m not the Unmarked leaders. I won't abandon you like everyone else did.”

      “Even if I believe you, I need to be able to convince my people. A week is too long after all the time I’ve already been gone.”

      Wesley groans. “You’ve got to be more flexible, man.”

      I huff. “How about this? I’ve been thinking that we should establish a care center locally, near WPN. If WPN provides materials in the old Marked maternity ward in Texas City, I can drive out each day and work with Job. Then I could donate plasma as needed and keep order here in Galveston too. That way WPN will be on tap to provide food and any other support the Marked need. WPN's organized and has plenty of grain, meat, and medical supplies.” I look at him flatly. “Things the Marked don’t have.”

      Rafe scowls at me. “We have meat and we have grain.” He glances back at my guard. “You kind of like the idea of being queen, huh?”

      I frown. “Actually, no. I hate it.”

      “Uh huh,” Rafe says. “I just bet you do.”

      “I'm thinking of what would be best for the Marked, nothing more.”

      “What's best for us would be you honoring your word. Come back like you said you would before we brought you down here to save your boyfriend and retrieve your daddy's journal. You know, the one that was only lost because you left it.” Rafe peers around me to look at the vans. “Where is that journal, by the way?”

      “I have it,” I say. “Back on the island. I'm reading it now.”

      “Uh huh, well, how's this for some incentive to do what you already promised?” Rafe asks. “Wesley said the coronation's Friday, which is the day after tomorrow. I'll give you one day after that to get things in order, and one extra day to drive out to Baton Rouge. If you haven't arrived by sunset on Sunday, I'll execute Rhonda. The day after that, I'll execute Job. Before you say I won't, remember that he's no good to me without antibodies to work with.”

      I clench my hands into fists. What if something comes up? What if a bridge collapses, or a car breaks down?

      “You're acting like an insane person.”

      “No,” Rafe says. “I'm acting like your presence is a life and death issue to us. Because it is. Every day you delay means a day we can't work toward a solution. That means more of us die.”

      “Fine. I don't want to leave WPN until I'm sure things are stable and they won't kill you all, but if you don't mind that possibility, so be it. I told my people that my cousin needs my plasma due to a bleeding disorder. I set up a plasma draw for later today so you can take some of my antibodies back with you. At least stick around for that, so Job can continue the clinical trials while he's waiting for his own execution.”

      “Fine.” Rafe waves at Wesley and Sam, spins on one heel, and starts toward the mainland.

      “You know, I told my WPN guards not to worry about me during this meeting. I told them you're a friend and not a threat. I guess that was a lie.”

      Rafe pivots. “Sam's my brother and Wesley's my friend, but you're not my friend. You’re a necessity, nothing more.”

      I pretend I don't care. “Fine, whatever, but before you leave, at least tell me if you ever heard from my aunt.”

      “She must've gone back to the Unmarked. She disappeared a few days ago, or so my people tell me. There at night, gone the next morning. When she joined us her husband didn't want her to stay. He kept insisting she could live in quarantine indefinitely. We’re assuming she got sick of bad food and bailed.”

      That doesn't sound like my aunt. She would've wanted to stay where the infection was and truly study the live virus like she couldn't before. Even if it meant she had to eat burned oatmeal every morning.

      This time when Rafe turns to leave, I don't stop him.
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      After dealing with Rafe and his ultimatums, I figured the rest of the day would be a breeze. It's harder than I anticipated to convince Josephine to find me an aphoresis machine to donate plasma for Job’s fake bleeding disorder. She plies me with all kinds of questions.

      “Why can’t someone else donate?” “How long has this been going on?” “Why are you a match, if you’re not really related.”

      “Because I’m O-neg!” I finally yell. “I match everyone.”

      Maybe I shouldn't have mentioned to her that the last time I gave plasma, I passed out when I upped the amount the machine was set to pull. This time I sit patiently while it pulls half the average amount due to my stupidly small size. Being tiny sucks.

      An hour later, thirsty and a little woozy from donating plasma, I sway during yet another fitting for my coronation gown. This time when a clumsy apprentice pokes me with a pin, I don't grit my teeth and bear it. I whimper. Not that anyone notices or cares. And despite Sam's reassurances that I'd never be alone, I'm on my own in here.

      After the third poke I throw my hands up in the air. “I'm done with this. Get it off me.” I pull at the fabric surrounding me in great swaths. “Now.”

      “I'm sorry this is taking so long, Your Royal Highness,” Melinda says, “but we still have a few more modifications to make. Sewing a gown of this quality in only two days. . . well.” My mother's private seamstress clucks. “Some might say it can't be done, but we'll prove them wrong.”

      I groan. “You'll have to make do with what you've got.” I glance at the clock. “I have a meeting in twenty minutes with the Port Heads, and I can't be late. I doubt you want me wearing this to see them.”

      Melinda's eyes bug satisfyingly. “No indeed. We'll wrap it up.”

      I've been dreading having to welcome my biological father’s cronies, but I'm almost excited for it now. Being poked and prodded with pins while holding absolutely still for the pleasure gives me a new outlook. All my friends in kindergarten who pretended to be princesses should've spent a day being fitted for a ball gown. They'd have changed their minds. From what I can tell, being a princess involves a lot less ordering people around and a lot more being shoved into doing things you'd rather avoid. Every time I blink someone's asking me to do something, and I have no choice about what.

      Once Melinda and her cadre of helpers clear out, I change into a button down white shirt and a pair of khaki dress slacks. I'm drinking a glass of water when my mother knocks and walks in, Adam right beside her. Good thing I was dressed.

      “The Port Heads are waiting for you in the Garden Room,” Josephine says. “I've called for a tea service. I hope you don't mind.”

      “Not at all. I love tea.” I think about my little greenhouse at home. With Job and Rhonda in Baton Rouge and Aunt Anne who knows where, I wonder whether anything's still alive. The downside to a greenhouse is that without someone tending to it, it won't get any water. My poor mint plants have certainly died by now.

      I follow Adam down the hall and a few steps from the Garden Room, Sam turns the corner. He's not wearing his uniform anymore. My comment about uniforms was true, I do like them. But on Sam, his typical black shirt, this time with a collar, looks even better. The cotton fabric hugs his pecs and tightens over his biceps and I remind myself not to stare, even if he is my boyfriend. The dark jeans he's wearing fit perfectly and class his shirt up even more.

      He grins at me and takes my hand before gesturing toward the door. “Can't let you tumble into the lions' den alone.”

      I smile. “Nice reference. Mom says these Port Heads are the religious, political, and economic leaders of WPN's Port cities, essentially ruling them like fiefdoms.” That's going to have to change, and I doubt they'll like it. Baby steps.

      Sam narrows his eyes at Adam, who's standing quietly by the door. “I told you I'd be supervising her private security at all times. You shouldn't have brought her without me.”

      Adam frowns. “You were still being fitted and she indicated she was ready to go. She's perfectly safe under my supervision.”

      “Not your call,” Sam says.

      “Uh, but it is my call.” I toss my hair and Sam has the decency to look chagrined.

      He tugs me along behind him and away from Adam. We walk through the doors and into a room filled with windows and plants. The last time I entered this room I was hoping to see Sam alive. Now I'm walking in with him by my side, and my heart is a thousand pounds lighter for it. Chairs scratch against the floor when Sam and I walk inside, presumably so everyone can stand.

      “No, no, please stay seated,” I say. “I'm not one for formalities.”

      Wesley doesn't listen, walking around the table to greet me. He was here the last time I came to the Garden Room, and I'm relieved to see him again, this time sporting a dashing new suit. I guess when you're more patient with interminable fittings and stand still as long as they want, there are some payoffs. Nothing's been finished for Sam or me yet.

      My request for informality notwithstanding, Wesley bows when he reaches my side. “Your Royal Highness I'm so glad you're here, although that means I won't have the attention of these amazing women and men all to myself anymore.” Wesley widens his eyes at me meaningfully, and I almost pity him. He's so good in crowds that sometimes I forget how exhausting it must be to act gracious and convivial all the time.

      The seat my biological father occupied last time I was here is conspicuously empty, as are the seats to its left and right. I walk purposefully to the front of the table and rest my hands on the back of my bio father's chair. Sam and Wesley flank me.

      “Thank you, Wesley, for entertaining these fine men and women until I could be here myself.” I smile at each person around the table in turn. Five men and two women, all wearing dark pantsuits, all seated as I asked. I hadn't realized there was some kind of uniform for attendance today. I glance at my white button down shirt and sigh. Too late to change now.

      “I'm Ruby Solomon, daughter of David Solomon. Welcome to Galveston. I'm sure you've all been here many times before, but it's my first chance to welcome you all into my home.”

      I glance at Josephine, who has taken an empty seat on my left at the far end of the table. Even she should be satisfied by my reference to Solomon as my dad. I hope the reminder’s worth the nasty taste in my mouth from saying the words. I force a smile as I sit and gesture for Wesley to take the seat to my left. Sam takes the one on my right.

      “You've already met Wesley Fairchild, son of the leader of Port Gibson, and also my dearest friend. This is Samuel Roth, son of the leader of the DeciCouncil of the Unmarked, Jonathan Roth. He's also my new Chief of Military and Strategic Defense. Now if you wouldn't mind, could you please introduce yourselves?”

      The man seated next to Sam stands. He has a full head of white hair and deep smile lines crease his weathered face. “My name's Sawyer Blevins, your Royal Highness. I'm Port Head in New Orleans, which also makes me your closest geographic neighbor. Your father was my first cousin, which means we're first cousins once removed.” He extends his hand, and I reach forward to clasp it in my own. His smile seems genuine. “We provide more oil and gas than any other port, as well as an abundance of corn, strawberries, and peaches. I'd love to have you out for a visit. You'll adore beignets and gumbo, I just know it.” He sits.

      I relax a little. My mom's talk of the Port Heads demanding proof of who I am and her claims that my father's enemies killed him had me nervous about meeting them, but it's hard to fear someone who's smiling at me warmly and telling me we're related. Although, blood relation to David Solomon doesn't exactly leave me optimistic about his goodness.

      I shift my gaze to the heavy-set woman next to him wearing a floral print blouse under her suit jacket. She stands up and licks her dark pink lips. “I'm Dolores Peabody, and I'm Port Head in Mobile, Alabama. We may not be related by blood, and Mobile isn't the closest to you geographically, but you'll find that we're quite useful to WPN. In fact, we manufacture and process nearly all the coal and most of the chemicals that supply every WPN settlement.” She inclines her head, and I'm grateful I don't need to reach across two chairs to shake her hand.

      “It's wonderful to meet you. I'm sure we're all grateful for the products you provide.” I look around the table, making eye contact with each Port Head. “But of course, I want to make it clear that this isn't a competition.”

      “Isn't it?” Dolores asks. “You don't know much about the role any of us play in the interconnected web that creates WPN's commerce.” She doesn't quite scowl, but her iron gray hair twisted in a tight bun, combined with tightly compressed lips doesn’t exactly convey a sense of welcome. “I'm pleased to meet you, happy to educate you, and I look forward to many years of working smoothly together.”

      Josephine gasps, and I have no idea why. I glance at Wesley. He leans toward me and whispers. “You're queen. She works for you, not with you.”

      Good grief. This was exactly the type of pettiness I dreaded. “You're happy to educate me? Well that's fine, but we won't be working together, will we?” I raise one eyebrow and look at her pointedly.

      Dolores bows. “Pardon me, your Majesty, I meant working for you. It's been a long trip on short notice. Please excuse my inaccuracy.”

      I hate word plays, slights, and politics. I want to run back to Baton Rouge now, and let Rafe deal with the Cleansing if it comes. If I do that, the blood of any Marked kids who die will be on my head. I grit my teeth and wonder whether I'm doing permanent damage to my molars. I glance at the man sitting next to Dolores so he'll realize it's his turn.

      There aren't many fat people alive today. In Port Gibson, for example, Dolores would stand out as quite large, and she's only carrying twenty or thirty extra pounds. I vaguely remember people who were much, much, larger Before, and I've even heard that some people had surgery to reduce their stomach's ability to process food. Since the Marking, there simply isn't enough food to go around. Everything we eat requires dedicated work and is carefully divided.

      When the man next to Dolores heaves himself upright, I can't keep my eyebrows from rising. He looked a little heavy from where he sat, but when he stands up his belly sticks out far enough that I could set a dinner plate on top and avoid using a table entirely.

      “Quentin Clarke,” he says. “Pleased to meet you. Port Head for Savannah, Georgia. We provide nearly all the chicken, and much of the pork you'll eat. We also provide all the paper goods.”

      “Well, I'm sure we're all grateful,” I say. “After all, who doesn’t like bacon? Pleased to meet you, Quentin.”

      He bobs his head, his face mottled and red, his hair thinning on top. He collapses back into the chair and breathes a sigh of relief. He seems to dislike this whole business as much as I do, and my heart goes out to him. I imagine it was a long trip on short notice for him too, just as Dolores claimed.

      The woman next to him stands, and smiles at me warmly. “My name is Rosa Alvarez, Port Head for Miami, Florida. We provide thousands of tons of citrus and most of your cattle. We also build almost all of WPN's ships. I would love to have you out for a tour anytime, you know. I can show you how to Salsa.”

      I glance at Wesley. “Isn't salsa a condiment of some kind?”

      Rosa's laugh starts in her belly and fills the room. “A condiment? You've never had salsa?”

      I shake my head, my cheeks flushing.

      “It comes in so many different flavors and varieties that you'll be amazed. It's the most delicious sauce you'll ever taste,” Rosa says, “but I was referring to the dance. It's wickedly fun. I'm delighted to meet you and I'm excited to welcome our first female monarch.” Her eyes dart quickly to Josephine. “No offense your majesty.”

      Josephine smiles back. “None taken, Rosa, por supuesto. I understand your meaning.”

      “I think it's my turn to introduce myself.” The tall man with dark brown skin sitting next to Wesley stands up and offers me his hand. No one in Unmarked society would shake hands, not anymore. I wonder whether it's recklessness, trust, or pride that prompts them to shake barehanded. I can't catch Tercera, so I shake the extended hand without fear. “My name's Terry Williams and I'm Port Head for Tampa, Florida.”

      “Wonderful to meet you,” I say.

      “Since everyone appears to be playing a game of one up, I'll just mention that Tampa produces more fish-”

      Rosa snorts. “If you like catfish, the cockroach of the waterways.”

      Terry pretends he didn't hear a thing, but he does elaborate. “We catch substantial quantities of lobster, shrimp, grouper and clams. But we also provide citrus and sugar, as well as the best fertilizer of any port.”

      I reach forward and take the sugar tongs in my hands, putting two lumps of sugar in my teacup. “I'm delighted that you make sugar, Terry. Perhaps it’s a good time to suggest that everyone enjoy some tea while we continue the introductions. I've been an abominable hostess. Please do pour yourselves something to drink and help yourselves to some snacks.”

      Two serving maids in grey uniforms, Melinda and Greta I think, walk from the back wall and begin pouring tea into teacups.

      A thin man with a shock of bright red hair stands up next to Terry. “My name's Steve Young, and sadly I have no football talent myself.”

      I glance at Sam to see whether he understands. He shakes his head. Wesley shrugs.

      “Never mind,” the man says. “I forget how young you all are. It's an old joke from Before. I'm named after a famous football player and everyone used to laugh about it given that I'm so skinny and uncoordinated.”

      “Ah,” I say, “well it's nice to meet you.”

      “The pleasure's all mine,” he says. “I'm Port Head for Jacksonville, Florida, and we manufacture all the automobiles, movies, and electronics for WPN.”

      “I've been wondering whether the automobiles were made recently or exceptionally well maintained. I'm very impressed that you’re still manufacturing them. Nice work.”

      “Thank you. I'm happy to hear you’re pleased with our work. We would love to host you as well, anytime you'd like. And I'd be happy to sit down and take down design notes and ideas for your next shipment. We’d be flattered if you’d place a custom order for whatever car you might want, personally. It’s actually my coronation gift to you.”

      “Thanks,” I say. “Maybe I can do a tour and visit each port soon. I'd be happy to see Jacksonville.”

      Murmurs of agreement come from around the table.

      “And I'm the last one to introduce myself,” says a man with dark, curly hair and a thick Spanish accent. He stands and opens his hands wide. “Which is fitting because I live the furthest away. I'm Jose Fuerte, Port Head for La Ciudad del Carmen in Tabasco, Mexico. Cars, fish, chemicals?” He scrunches his nose. “Even salsa does not compare with what we bring to you.”

      He reaches under his chair and Sam tenses beside me. I'm positive he's holding a gun in his hand under the table.

      Jose pulls a box out, and places it on the inlaid wood surface of the dining room table. “We manufacture many things, and grow many more, from bananas to sweet potatoes, and even coconut. But we are most appreciated for our chocolate. I've brought you my wife's specialty, a box of chocolate-coconut truffles.”

      “Tomorrow's the day for tribute,” Dolores says. “This is a violation of protocol.”

      Jose chuckles. “This is not a tribute nor would any truffles be a fit tribute for a monarch. This is merely a gift from a dear family friend.” He stands and reaches over Steve and Terry to pass the box to Wesley. “Your father gave me my first job in America many years ago. He supported me and helped me to build a business that was a great success here. It fed my family and I sent much of the money I made back home. I was devastated when you were stolen from him at the hospital. We put pictures of you on boxes of chocolates for years in the hopes someone would have seen you. I'm overjoyed he was at least able to see his beautiful daughter before God called him back home. It is my pleasure to serve you, Your Royal Highness, in anything you may need. Felicidades.”

      “Wow,” Wesley whispers.

      I lift the lid on the box and gasp. Gold bars aren't as rare these days as the beautiful, rich, coconut flake encrusted dark chocolate balls stuffed into this container. I want to eat one now, but then I'd have to share with everyone in the room. I hand them to Sam who tucks them under his chair. “That was a very thoughtful gift Jose, thank you.”

      He bows his head and shoulders before sitting down.

      I might have worried for no reason. Other than Dolores, the Port Heads all seem to be quite welcoming, if a little competitive amongst themselves.

      “Thank you all,” I say. “After tomorrow's coronation, I'd be delighted to invite you to a dinner to discuss my plans for the future of WPN. You've done a lot with my father's guidance, and I know as God fearing men and women you'll be delighted to hear about the charitable efforts I'd like to undertake to help the Marked population. They’re currently struggling mightily. Their hormone suppressants are failing, but they're making great strides with new information they received about a cure. In fact—”

      Sam squeezes my hand under the table at the same time as Wesley stomps on my foot.

      “Oof.”

      “Excuse me?” Dolores asks. “Oof? In fact what?”

      “I didn't quite understand you either,” Terry says.

      Sam and Wesley both stopped me from telling them about my role with Tercera and the cure. It might be for the best, but now how do I recover from almost explaining it?

      “In fact,” I say, “uh, I hope, uh, you'll all agree to join me for dinner tomorrow. I can't wait to elaborate more on my plans then.”

      I smile and they all smile back. My heart lifts. Perhaps it will really be that easy to prevent the Cleansing and gain the support of WPN's local leaders. I imagine Rafe's shocked face when I show up with a hundred of Quentin's fat chickens or a case of Jose's chocolates. Or better yet, a few of Steve's new cars!

      “We're all delighted to accept your invitation,” Rosa says. “But for now we feel we better leave you be. After all, your Trial of Faith starts in only five hours. We announced that it will be open to the public and we're expecting quite the turnout. I'm sure you have some last minute preparations to complete.”

      The smile drops off my face, in spite of my efforts to keep it. “Um, I need to prepare for my what in five hours?”

      “Yes,” Josephine says, “what are you talking about?”

      Dolores tilts her head, “Why the Trial of Faith, my dear. Your husband issued the edict only last week. It stipulates that any heir to the throne of World Peace Now must complete a Trial by Faith to prove their worthiness unto God prior to any coronation. Each of us have done our part and completed our list of questions.”

      “What questions?” Wesley asks. “We haven't heard a thing about this.”

      Rosa glances around the table. “I can't speak to the others, but the topic I chose for my scriptural doctrine questions is that of prayer. I'll be asking Her Royal Highness about the proper order of prayer, according to the words of the prophets in the Holy Bible.”

      Heads bob all around. “Mine focus on the Psalms of God,” Sawyer says. “I figured they'd be the easiest thing for you to answer, darling Ruby, since those were David's favorite chapters. Even though you knew him for a short time, I'm positive he set you to read those at least.”

      “Of course.” Josephine's eyes bug out a little, in spite of her forced smile. I know her well enough now to recognize that buggy eyes indicate agitation. Extreme agitation.

      “What time did you say it was happening again?” I ask.

      “Five hours from now,” Rosa says.

      “And since we've obviously never heard of this,” I ask, “can you tell me? What happens if I don't pass this Test? Who's chosen to rule if I fail?”

      “Oh you'll choose, of course,” Quentin says. “Through the Divination of Ashes.”

      “Uh huh,” I say. “Well at least now I know. I'll be sure to be ready.”  I glance at the clock and add five hours. “At seven o'clock sharp.”

      Wesley makes small talk with the Port Heads. Most of them don't even sip their tea or nibble any of the sandwiches before they leave. Probably because Josephine simply
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