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        Duty defined Jing Althus' life.

        Duty to Nthanda, his cousin. To the Ceelen who expected him to lead if Nthanda fell.

        Someone had targeted the Ceelen for destruction.

        Only one person could help Jing discover them: Iman Hogarth, conman, genius and the most beautiful man Jing had ever met.

        If Iman would help.

        Jing's only hope was to convince Iman that he was worth risking Iman's life.
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      Briar's fingers clenched hard around Fen's hand, grinding the bones together. Her smile was hard, sharp as a new gutting knife, as she smiled at Fen's mother. Just Mother. Father, of course, was sitting with his kilts demurely covering his ankles off by the house, a dozen younger husbands clustered around him as they gossiped. The garden party was quiet, demure, respectful around Briar, the exact opposite of everything that Briar was.

      And Fen, though Fen hid her wildness much better.

      She had to.

      Mother's eyes were hard as diamonds even as she gestured languidly with her class of the best red wine in the city towards the roses with an indulgent smile. "Fen always has loved the rose garden. Of course, we had to hold your first reception here, dear Briar."

      "It's lovely. I agree," Briar said with barely a glace at the roses perfectly in bloom, their scentless blossoms carefully pruned, tended and clipped so that not one bit of rot or imperfection showed. The thorns had been clipped off to make sure that no one snagged their embroidered coats. "Rather bland on the scent, but lovely to look at."

      Fen opened her mouth and then snapped it right shut when both Briar and Mother slid glares her way. Quick ones. Fast and sly enough that all the family friends watching from a proper distance wouldn't clearly see just how poorly this meeting was going.

      Briar Bellomi, she of the wild red hair, olive skin and fiery brown-gold eyes, marrying Fen Doherty, Lady Lim Burnham's so-disappointing but only daughter.

      The entire city would be gossiping about it already. The servants had to have spread the news beyond the estate ages ago. Probably before Briar and Fen even got out of their carriage and approached the stairs to the house. They'd gossiped before that about Fen's inability to be domineering and authoritative like a proper woman. In all the Goddesses' names, they gossiped no matter what Fen did. Fen took one step outside Briar's Clanhouse and the whispers and mock-quiet comments roared like the ocean that Briar loved so much.

      Traitor. Idiot. Fool. Coward.

      Fen had heard it all. She hadn't quite figured out how to ignore it yet. Briar said that once she got fed up it would get easier. No matter what Briar claimed, though, Fen wasn't sure that it was possible to get fed up enough to be able to ignore how people looked at her. Talked about her. Complained about her abandoning her mother's house and her duties to her clan.

      As if all three of her brothers hadn't made brilliant matches to women who gladly gave up their Clans and became Doherty women better suited to lead than Fen ever would be. For much less of a price than Mother had expected to pay. Less than half that price for Darby who stood gazing adoringly up at his wife Giang, once of the Hellewege Clan. She smiled back at him, tall and strong, one arm wrapped around his shoulders just the way a woman should.

      Fen had never figured out exactly how that was supposed to work.

      The whole romance and love and marriage thing. She still didn't know. Briar had helped her as much as she could, explaining it a thousand times over, once with diagrams and filthy drawings and then a detailed discussion of exactly how male bodies differed from female that had left Fen blushing and so embarrassed she'd barely been able to meet Briar's eyes.

      "Well, if one wants mere rose oil," Mother said with a faltering sneer, "I suppose old roses would suffice."

      "Mm, I just like the fragrance," Briar said. Her little sniff implied so perfectly that preferring the look over the substance was as bad as having one's spouse wear paste jewels instead of the real thing. "Nice enough garden, I suppose. A bit… predictable. Maze with a fountain inside, I presume?"

      She sounded so utterly bored at the idea that Fen nearly stared at her. Mother's jaw jumped. There was a distinct sound of gritting teeth and then Mother laughed.

      "Of course," Mother replied. "It is what one does."

      Briar raised one eyebrow. Smiled so gently that color bloomed on Mother's cheeks. Both their chins came up as if they were half a second away from punching each other, very proper garden party or not.

      Fen bit her lip and looked around for Father. Her luck continued as normal. Father was nowhere to be seen, his little group of husbands disappeared with him. Darby, on the other hand, swept up to put both of his hands on Mother's arm while laughing breathlessly. Where no one could see but Fen and Briar, Darby's fingernails dug into her arm through the tastefully embroidered sleeve of her earth-brown coat.

      "Oh, Mother!" Darby exclaimed in just the right sort of breathless and delighted tone that made both Mother and everyone else at the party smile indulgently at him. "You must let us steal Fen and Briar away. Giang just told me that there's new fish in the center of the maze. I must see them, oh, please say you'll let us go. It's been so long since I could spend any time at all with Fen."

      Mother's smile was a bit brittle but she patted Darby's cheek and kissed his forehead. "Of course. Don't stay out too long, dear. You know how you burn in the sun. And there's so much more for us to discuss."

      "I'll make sure they come back promptly," Giang promised.

      Her Aingealese was still accented, the l's more like r's, but she was improving day by day. Soon her accent would only be a faint hint that would puzzle people. Though her features would always mark her as Chinwenduese-descent.

      "We'll talk more later," Briar promised. "After all, there are so many things you could be doing with the garden."

      "Really?" Mother asked sharply enough that Darby glowered at Briar, then at Fen.

      "Oh yes," Briar said, that smug, secure smile back on her lips. "Water gardens with lilies, a dry garden with sculpted sand. I've always been fond of mountain gardens where you sculpt the plants and rock to look like you're the Goddesses gazing down on the world. So many options. Pity you didn't find a designer with a bit more… imagination."

      Mother bristled at the final comment but her eyes were darting at the lines of carefully pruned and planned roses as if only just now realizing that she could have had more. Before she could ask about the terms, all of which Fen wanted more information on too, Briar nodded and pulled Fen away by their joined hands.

      Darby laughed his perfect breathless little laugh. Kissed Mother's cheek and then caught Giang's hand in both of his as he beamed and all but skipped his way after their slow stroll into the hedge-maze's looming aisles.

      Neither Fen nor Briar said a word as they walked. Darby kept on chattering about the party, the lovely day, how happy he was for Briar and Fen, until they were six turns into the maze and well out of earshot from the rest of the party. None of whom had been allowed in. Mother didn't like the idea of young people canoodling in her maze. It was for serious discussions, not illicit kisses.

      "What in the Goddesses' names are you pulling, Fen?" Darby hissed.

      He dropped Giang's hand and strode over to grab her arm. She
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