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Chapter 1

Rose

 


Rose
Bainbridge’s nose wrinkled as the wind shifted. The smells of fetid
water and stale coal smoke mingled with the faded scents of orchids
and roses and the dense layer of pine needles. Behind her, another
twig broke as Janett stepped on it. The sharp sound was muffled by
the loam of pine needles and dead leaves as well as Janett’s
moccasined foot, but was still loud enough it seemed to echo
between the tree trunks and cypress knees and cause the muschio
fronds to sway. The egrets and raccoons and other animals of the
cypress swamp had been silent the last few minutes, the sounds of
Janett’s slow, noisy progress causing them to stop and listen. Only
the mosquitoes still buzzed around their faces.

Rose sighed as
she heard Janett’s sharp intake of breath. Then Janett gagged on
the stench, and said, “Fie!”

Rose turned at
the waist so she could look back at the younger woman. Janett stood
in an awkward, unbalanced stance, her right foot extended in front
of her, her hands out. The muzzle of the girl’s shotgun poked above
her head, with the stock almost touching the ground behind her.
Strands of auburn hair fell across her face, escapees from the knot
that Janett tied behind her head every morning. As always, though,
the effect did not make Janett look disheveled so much as spirited.
Even the rough cotton clothes she wore could not mar the beauty of
the girl. Janett looked like an English lady participating in a
foxhunt. All the girl needed to complete the costume was a
bright-red coat and black hat.

“God’s Teeth,
that hurt,” Janett said, ruining the image of an English lady. Six
months ago, Miss Janett Laxton, seventeen years old, would have
been offended to hear such language from anyone around her, much
less say any such thing herself. Janett pulled back her right foot,
then hopped to keep her balance as she rubbed the sole of her
moccasin. “And what is that awful stench?”

“The goal,” Rose said, her voice just over a
whisper, “is not to be heard. Feel where you are about to step.”

“It is hard to
feel when you are stepping,” Janett whispered back, almost as loud
as she had spoken before. She stopped rubbing her foot, then looked
with distaste at the dirt on her fingers. She wiped her hand on her
trousers, then pushed her hair back behind her ears. She left a
smudge on her forehead over her left eye. “If we are going to be
walking off the trail,” she asked, still whispering, waving her
hand in front of her face to keep the insects away, “can we not at
least wear our boots?”

“No,” Rose said. “You need to be able to feel what
you’re stepping on. You need to feel the twig
before
you step on it.”
She paused, added, “And then not step on it.” Rose turned to face forward again.
“Come on. There’s not much further to go.”

Not for the
first time in the past five months–or even in the last few
hours–Rose wished she had let General Tendring ship Janett back to
England on the first available merchant schooner.

“If we are
almost there, why are we sneaking?”

Rose glanced
at her over one shoulder. “You need the practice.”

Janett pulled
a face. “Did you not say there was a storm coming? Should we not
hurry?”

Rose shook her
head, then scanned the trees around them again, starting with the
closest trees. The overcast sky above the trees was almost totally
blocked by leaves, needles and vines, but still added a touch of
gray to the verdant undergrowth. Rose could feel the storm building
to the southwest, the power still growing behind the clouds she
could not see. “We will probably be rained on, but the real storm
won’t reach us until late tonight or maybe tomorrow. By either time
we should be safely ensconced in the Commodore’s hospitality. It’s
best to take it slow,” she added. “Be safe.”

“Surely, we
are safer the closer we get to the city.”

“You’ve never
been to Founsteeth,” Rose said, and started walking. Behind her she
heard Janett whisper another sailor’s oath. Then she heard the soft
steps of Janett’s moccasins on the damp forest floor,
following.

Janett had not
wanted to go back to England to face her mother alone, bearing only
bad news. Janett had come to the Amerigon colonies with her sister,
Margaret, to visit their father, Colonel Laxton, at Fort Russell.
But the colonel was dead now, and Janett’s sister was … gone. If
that was the right word. So Janett had appealed to Rose, asking if
she could stay, if Rose could teach her how to be a scout. Rose had
had no idea if she would be able to teach the girl anything.
Certainly nothing a dishonorably discharged former soldier could
teach Miss Janett Laxton would be of use back in English society,
or even in the far less refined society of colonial New Venezia.
But Rose had been lonely too, with Chal … also gone. Rose had felt
sympathy for Janett. She understood not wanting to go home. Plus,
she had felt a debt.

Not a debt to
the girl’s dead father, though. She owed nothing to Colonel Laxton,
deceased, neither honor nor duty. Nor did she feel a debt to
Janett. A growing irritation toward the girl, yes, and sometimes a
growing affection, but no obligation. Margaret, though, Janett’s
sister, was another story. Even with months between her and the
events at the site of what had once been Fort Russell on the
Misi-ziibi, Rose was still not sure what to think about Margaret,
or how to repay Margaret for the pain the girl had endured. Or for
the gift the girl, with Chal, had bestowed on Rose.

Maternal
feelings were still foreign to Rose Bainbridge. As a gunwitch of
the 101st Pistoleers, there had been little time, and less use, for
such instincts. And in the years since Rose had been transported
from England to the colonies, such feelings had been painful,
avoided. Then she had met Margaret and Janett Laxton.

She should
have let General Tendring ship Janett back to England.

Instead, here
they were, two women alone in the Amerigon wilderness. Even worse,
they were two women very nearly arrived at Founsteeth.

* * *

The cypress
swamps and pine forests that had once surrounded Founsteeth had
long ago been stripped of usable wood and had been left bare, muddy
marshland. Dense undergrowth provided little cover but prevented
easy walking everywhere except the worn trail and the few naked
rocks that thrust out of the mud. The twin ruts of the trail were
churned mud with just enough standing water to make the cloud of
late-season mosquitoes even thicker. Rose and Janett walked beside
the left rut.

“We have not
seen another traveler all day,” Janett said. “What were you worried
about?”

“The ones we
couldn’t see,” Rose said, her eyes scanning the underbrush along
the edge of the trail. “Most trade with Founsteeth comes by sea, or
down the river. And most of the farms are on the other side of the
river. So travelers on this side of the river often have a …
different agenda than most.”

“Brigands, you
mean?”

“Yes.” Rose
continued to scan the underbrush. “On a positive note, though, on
this side of the river, and this close to the city, the … brigands
… are more likely to take us on to Founsteeth.”

Rose gave
Janett a quick glance when the girl did not respond. Janett’s face,
still fair-skinned even after weeks out of doors and showing only
the faintest brush of freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of
her nose, was paler than normal, the line of her jaw tense. Janett
saw her look and managed a tight smile.

“At least we
might arrive there faster,” Janett said. “Though why we are going
to a place that smells this foul even from a distance, I can only
imagine.” She took out a handkerchief and started to hold it over
her nose and mouth with her right hand, then stopped. She shifted
the handkerchief to her left hand. Her right hand moved back to the
hilt of the sheathed hunting knife that hung from her belt.

Rose gave the
girl a curt nod. Janett was learning, if not always and not
everything Rose had tried to teach her. Rose went back to looking
where they were going.

The smells of
burning coal had become stronger, as had the stench of raw sewage.
Rose resisted the urge to cover her own mouth and nose.

They first saw
the ferry landing when they were still a quarter mile away. A small
grunzer squatted on one side of the ferry, resting its boiler on
its folded iron legs, its weight causing the ferry to tilt and push
the far end out of the water. A thin finger of black smoke arose
from the grunzer’s smokestack. Another plume of smoke came from the
smokestack of the small shack next to the ferry landing. The back
of the shack had a covered coal bin and an uncovered pile of refuse
where a handful of gulls perched and searched.

Beyond the
ferry landing, beyond the bare rocks of the smaller Fountain’s
Teeth islands, beyond the steel-gray surface of the Acu-Iibi, the
city of Founsteeth rose out of the river. Rusted iron, corroded
brass and verdant moss decorated the wooden structures built on the
largest of the Fountain’s Teeth. A haze of smoke hung below the
gray clouds and created a black halo for the city. Naked masts and
miles of rope created a leafbare forest along the seaward side of
the city, boats and ships come into the city ahead of the storm.
Flocks of gray and white gulls flew around the masts.

Rose saw the
grunzer’s blank, metal “face” turn to look at them.

“Well, hello,”
Janett said.

Rose looked at
Janett and shook her head. The girl would talk to anyone.

The grunzer
stood, generating a racket of poorly lubricated gears and a screech
of rusted metal scraping on rusted metal that startled the gulls on
the trash heap into flight. As if the noise were not signal enough,
a whistle mounted on the grunzer’s boiler shrieked, mixing white
steam with the black smoke above the grunzer’s head.

“Fie!”
Janett’s shout was almost lost in the whistle, which ended as
abruptly as it began. Janett winced and stopped walking. She rubbed
the center of her forehead with her right hand while her other hand
covered her left ear, still clutching the handkerchief.

Rose stopped
beside Janett. “What happened?” she asked. She looked at Janett,
then looked around them, more on edge than before, scanning for
threats.

“It was like
the whistle went off in my ear,” Janett said, “and echoed in my
head.”

Rose frowned.
Movement pulled her attention back to the shack. She saw the door
of the shack open. Her right hand moved to the stock of her pistol.
A man looked out the door, then disappeared as he pulled the door
closed again. Rose watched for a few seconds more, her eyes moving
from the door to the grunzer, which stood still, its blank face
looking back at her. Rose turned back to Janett.

The girl was
blinking away tears. “God’s teeth,” she said, still rubbing her
forehead.

Rose touched
Janett’s shoulder with her left hand. “Do you need to sit
down?”

Janett shook
her head, then winced. “No, I’m just …” She paused. “I am all
right.”

Rose let her
hand drop away from the girl’s shoulder. “Maybe the man in the
shack has kahve brewing,” she said.

“Men,” Janett
said. “There are two men. In the shack.”

Rose frowned
again. She looked at the shack, then back at Janett. “How could you
know that?”

Janett managed
a weak smile. “How did you know they had kahve?”

“I didn’t,”
Rose said. “I was guessing.”

“Good
guess.”

“Are you sure
you’re all right?” Rose asked.

“Yes,” Janett
said with a slight nod. She dabbed at her eyes with a corner of the
handkerchief, then put it away.

Rose looked
hard at the girl, gripping her pistol and willing herself to see
deeper into the girl, to see with more than just her eyes. Janett’s
disorientation swirled like a whirlpool behind her young face, and
Rose could feel the throbbing pain in the girl’s head. But the pain
was already ebbing, dissipating with the confusion.

“I am fine,”
Janett said.

“Good,” Rose
said, and let her perceptions return to normal. She started to say
more, to ask about the whistle and the echo, but she let the
ratcheting thumps that accompanied the grunzer as it stepped off
the ferry to the landing silence her. She watched the ferry settle
level on the water as the wooden beams of the landing groaned under
the weight of the grunzer. The gulls, now perched on the roofline
of the shack screeched their protests at the grunzer as it walked
to the back of the shack. The grunzer picked up an oversized
shovel, then lifted the shovel over its left shoulder and with a
clang knocked open the iron door of its firebox. The gulls watched
with disapproval as the grunzer began shoveling coal overhand into
its firebox.

The door of
the shack opened again, wider this time, and a man stepped out. He
moved away from the open door as he turned to face them. The man
wore his hair long but pulled back from his face in a tangled
ponytail. A worn tricorner hat was on his head, the brim pulled low
enough that his face was lost in the shadow, but Rose judged him to
be close to her own age, in his late thirties, though maybe into
his early forties. A battered pilot’s coat hung open, revealing
that he wore no shirt. His chest was covered with curly, dark hair.
His cotton breeches were held up with suspenders and frayed below
the knees, not reaching even the tops of his heavy boots. The man
looked at Rose and Janett, tapped the brim of his hat with his
right hand, then turned away. He stepped to a wooden rail and
leaned against it, looking off in the distance at the black clouds
of the coming storm.

“Maybe I was
mistaken,” Janett said. “Maybe there is only one man.”

“Oh, there’s
two of them,” Rose said. Rose looked at the man, then at the open
door of the shack. Her eyes could not see into the shadows of the
shack, but she could feel the second man in there, looking out at
them, almost certainly watching them down the length of a rifle
barrel. Rose took her hand off her pistol.

“Let’s go see
how much this is going to cost us,” Rose said.

The grunzer,
finished loading itself with coal, squatted on the ferry landing
near the man and watched Rose and Janett step over the worst of the
mud puddles as they approached. The man leaning against the wooden
railing, though, did not look at them again until they were less
than ten yards away.

Rose still
could not see much of the man’s face under the brim of his hat, but
she saw the shape of his eyes change in surprise. The surprise did
not last long before it was replaced with a smirk.

“Aye,” the man said, “you’ll be wanting to jump
over those puddles, missies.” He said missies louder, with an emphasis
clearly meant for his partner waiting in the shack. “It’s not the
wet season, yet, when the muck can swallow a loaded mule, but you
can lose a shoe at least. Maybe a leg if a Lady Lucy’s waiting at
the bottom.”

Janett pulled
up short before stepping over the next puddle. “A Lady Lucy?”

Rose looked back at her. “La lucertola,” she said. “He means a
holata.”

“Aye,” the man
said. “The savages used to live here called the beasts ‘holaties’.
Take your leg off, they will, if they don’t drag the rest of you
under with it.”

Janett shrank
back from the puddle, nearly stepping into one behind her.

“He’s having
you on,” Rose said.

Janett still
looked dubious, until the man let out a loud laugh, then her
expression darkened. With exaggerated dignity, Janett stepped over
the puddle.

“Just having a
bit of fun, missie,” the man said, smiling. “No harm in that, now
is there?” He winked at Janett.

Janett did not
respond, and Rose suppressed the smile that tugged at the corners
of her mouth. “We’re needing to cross over to Founsteeth,” she
said.

“Of course you
are,” the man replied, his eyes running up and down both of them
before settling on Rose. “Why else would a couple pretty ladies
such as yourselves be walking up to Mitchell’s Ferry?” Rose heard a
slight hesitation before he said “ladies”. “Allow me to introduce
myself,” the man went on. “I am Robert Mitchell, proprietor.” He
took his hat in his right hand, revealing the thinning hair on top
of his head, and held the hat to his chest as he gave a slight bow
to Rose. Then he gave another, deeper bow to Janett. He
straightened and used both hands to pull the hat back on his head.
“My mates all call me Mitchell, and I would be honored if you would
do the same.” He looked at Janett. “And who might you be, my
ladies?”

“My name is
Rose Bainbridge,” Rose said, forcing the man to look at her again.
“And my traveling companion is Janett Laxton–”

“Miss Janett Laxton,” Janett said. Janett
managed a formal curtsy despite her trousers and the shotgun on her
back. “Of Clifton, near Bristol.”

Behind
Mitchell, the grunzer let loose another shrieking whistle that made
Janett wince.

“Be quiet, you
great lummox,” Mitchell shouted as he turned around. He kicked one
metal leg of the grunzer with his boot. “We’re trying to bloody
talk here.”

The whistle
stopped and the grunzer pulled back from the man.

“Get on the
bloody ferry, you clanking great pile of junk,” Mitchell said with
another kick. “And get ready to cast off. Bloody hell,” he said as
he turned to face Rose and Janett again. “My apologies, Miss
Laxton, and you too …” He paused, looking at Rose. “Mum,” he
added.

The grunzer
stepped off the landing, back to the ferry, which creaked in
protest and tilted more than it had before. The grunzer walked up
the tilt to the far side, where it picked up a long pole. Now the
part of the ferry closest to the landing stuck up higher than the
landing, exposing one of the large, barnacle-encrusted logs that
formed the foundation of the craft.

“Is that
safe?” Janett asked.

“Mitchell’s
Ferry is the safest conveyance this side of Founsteeth, Miss
Laxton,” the man said, looking pained.

“It’s the only
ferry on this side of Founsteeth,” Rose said.

“That is
completely beside the point, my lady, and I’m wounded that you
would even say such a thing.”

“Just having a
bit of fun,” Rose said. “There’s no harm in that, is there?”

Mitchell met
her eyes and smiled in a way that made Rose want to grip her
pistol. “No, mum. There’s no harm in that at all.” He faced Janett
again. “I will personally see you safely across the storm-tossed
river, Miss Laxton, through the Teeth of the Fountain, to the
waiting haven of Founsteeth herself–”

“Mitchell!”
shouted another man’s voice from the door of the shack. Now Rose
let her right hand go where it wanted. Her fingers wrapped around
the polished wood and blackened metal stock of her pistol as she
turned to face the new voice. Through the palm of her hand she felt
the runes etched into both the wood and the metal tingle with
power.

A second man
stood just out the shack. He cradled a long rifle in his arms, the
stock resting in the crook of his right elbow. Like Mitchell, this
man wore the clothes of a seaman, but instead of a pilot’s coat, he
wore a rough, short-sleeved shirt of homespun cotton, and he was
barefoot. He was younger than Mitchell by at least a decade, his
tanned face unlined and there was no trace of gray in his hair. His
eyes flicked to Rose, then fixed on Janett.

“Mitchell,”
the man said again, “I’m wondering when you’re going to introduce
me to your new lady friends.”

“And this is
John Bobby!” Mitchell proclaimed. “The very man I was about to tell
you about. John Bobby is the best navigator on the Fountain. He
could tread a camel through the eye of a needle if the Good Lord
asked, or if the price offered were high enough.”

John Bobby
stepped away from the shack, his eyes still fixed on Janett,
leering. “Could we offer you … ladies … some kahve on this chill,
damp morning?” He gestured back to the shack.

“No,” Rose
said before Janett could open her mouth. “We would like to be
across to Founsteeth before the storm hits.” She glanced at the
grunzer who stood still on the tilted ferry, the long pole held in
its hands. “Your grunzer is fired up and ready to go. Just tell us
what you require for the trip over and let’s be on our way.”

“The storm is
still some time away, Mum–” Mitchell stopped when Rose looked at
him. “Right, then. Bloody rustbucket,” he muttered with a glance
over his shoulder at the grunzer. Then, “Alright, Johb Bobby, let’s
be off.” He paused again, looked at Janett, then Rose again.
“That’ll be five shillings. Each,” he added with another look at
Janett.

“That’s more
than fair,” John Bobby said. “Normally we would wait for additional
passengers, but as you are in a hurry, we will cross light.”

“We’ll pay you
four,” Rose said. She realized she still had her hand on her
pistol. She left it there. “For both of us.”

“But that
won’t cover the cost of the coal,” John Bobby said. “Much
less–”

“Hush, John
Bobby,” Mitchell said. “Four shillings will be more than enough
compensation. Mitchell’s Ferry seldom transports the likes of Mum
Bainbridge and the young Lady Janett. It will be our little treat.”
He smiled again, showing his teeth. “Now, John Bobby, if you will
collect the toll from Mum Bainbridge while I close up the office,
we can be off.”

Rose watched
Mitchell walk to the shack. She gripped her pistol even
tighter.

“That will be
four shillings, mum,” John Bobby said, holding out his left hand,
his rifle still cradled in his right arm.

* * *

Rose watched
Janett hesitate at the end of the landing, the girl eyeing the
uneven deck of the ferry. The grunzer took a loud step toward her,
causing the ferry to sway. Janett pulled back.

“No no no,”
John Bobby shouted at the grunzer. “Don’t move, you daft clankie.”
He stepped past Janett, now carrying his rifle in his left hand,
and leaped up to the ferry deck. The ferry shifted slightly under
his weight. He turned around and offered his right hand to Janett.
“Step on up, my lady. The deck will settle as we board.”

After a
second’s hesitation, Janett took the man’s hand and stepped up as
he pulled.

“There we go,”
John Bobby said.

“You can let
go of her hand now,” Rose said as she followed Janett. The ferry
settled into the water, then swayed a bit.

“Yes, mum,”
John Bobby said and dropped Janett’s hand.

The ferry was
a large rectangular raft of planks nailed over logs, big enough for
four wagons plus their teams to line up two abreast. The ruts worn
by wagons into the warping planks made the ferry looked like it was
about to fall apart, but it felt solid enough under Rose’s feet.
With just her and Janett and John Bobby in this corner, and the
grunzer opposite, the ferry looked empty. Rose walked to the rail
that ran along the starboard side of the ferry. Janett followed
her. They leaned against the railing.

“Just the
three of you is all the crew you need?” Janett asked.

“The three of
us?” John Bobby said, looking around. “There’s just Mitchell and
me.”

Janett nodded
to the grunzer. “Isn’t he part of the crew?”

John Bobby
snorted. “That great pile of rusted cogs? That’s just the motor.
Like the sails of a ship. Like the oars of a rowboat. Ain’t that
right, you bucket of bolts?” John Bobby shouted at the grunzer. “Or
do you think I should start paying you wages now?”

The grunzer
did not respond. It had not moved since told to stay.

“Casting off,”
Mitchell shouted from the landing.

Rose turned to
see Mitchell unhooking the heavy bow lines and throwing them to the
deck of the ferry. Mitchell now had a rifle slung over his
shoulder. When he bent over to unhook the last line his coat fell
open and revealed a pistol pushed into the waistband of his
trousers.

Mitchell
leaped to the deck and landed with a clomp of his boots.

“Expecting
trouble?” Rose asked.

“Not at all,
Mum,” Mitchell replied, smiling in a way that Rose did not like.
“Not at all.”

As Mitchell
went to the port stern corner and John Bobby crossed the deck to
the port bow, Janett unslung the shotgun from her back and sat. She
crossed her legs, native-style, and laid the shotgun on the deck
beside her. She looked up at Rose.

Rose made no
move to sit down. She kept her eyes on the two men, her eyes moving
from stern to bow and back.

Mitchell
lifted a large oar from the deck near his feet and stood there,
looking forward. He saw Rose watching him and gave her a wink. Rose
did not respond.

“Right, then,
you daft clankie,” John Bobby shouted at the grunzer, “get that
pole into the water and let’s be off.”

The ferry
shuddered as the grunzer put the end of the pole into the water
along the port side and pushed. As it did that, Mitchell pushed
against the ferry landing with his oar. When the ferry had cleared
the landing, Mitchell put the oar into a notch carved into the aft
of the ferry, with the blade of the oar in the water. He leaned to
starboard, pulling against the current of the river.

Janett looked
up at Rose. “Is there a problem?”

“Not yet,”
Rose said. “But I think one is coming.”

* * *

The wide mouth
of the Acu-Iibi created a shallow bay with very little visible
current. The waters that moved around and through the jagged rocks
called Teeth of the Fountain hardly seemed to move at all, but Rose
noted that John Bobby always had the grunzer pole the ferry on the
lee side of the rocks. Once the grunzer had to pull its pole
completely out of the water and use it to keep the ferry from
scraping against the smaller of two Teeth that the ferry threaded
between. Looking back the way they had come, Rose could not see the
path they had taken. There did not seem to be a path wide enough
for the ferry to have come as far as it had.

Once the ferry
was in motion, Mitchell had pulled his oar out of the water and
placed it on the deck again. Then he crossed to stand with Rose and
Janett. He had invited them to come forward with him, to stand with
John Bobby, but Janett had politely refused. Rose suspected the
girl did not trust herself to walk across the slanted deck. Rose
had no doubt the ferry could take their additional weight, which
was insignificant beside the weight of the grunzer, but she did not
wish to leave Janett, nor did she want both men in the same place.
Certainly not both men near the grunzer. She and Janett were armed,
but so were the men, and the grunzer would do what the men told
it.

“Were you not
steering the ferry?” Janett asked.

“Aye,”
Mitchell said, “ but that’s only for getting her started, the fat
pig. If John Bobby needs me for more, he will let me know loud
enough.” Mitchell squatted on his heels and smiled at Janett. “You
were saying you were from Clifton.” When Janett nodded, he went on.
“Never been to Clifton myself, but I spent many a night in Bristol,
between shippings.”

Rose let her
attention drift as Mitchell talked about Bristol and the ships he
had worked on. After the last weeks alone in the wilderness with
Janett, Rose was happy to share the burden of talking to the girl.
Even with a man like Mitchell. The respite, though, made her mind
wander and she found herself wondering what Major Ian Haley of His
Majesty’s Amerigon Army was doing this morning.

Ian would have
been up with the dawn, at the same time she had roused Janett. She
felt close to Ian at times like that, even though he was hundreds
of miles away in Fort Gunter. Two veterans, though one enlisted and
one commissioned officer, he and she had similar habits.

She and Ian
had not been able to arrange many nights together after they got
back to Fort Gunter after the battle at Fort Russell. General
Tendring had been tolerant, but there was only so far he had been
willing to bend military traditions. Even though Rose was no longer
in the King’s Army, she had been, and she had been an enlisted
woman, and Ian was a commissioned officer. Plus, Ian shared his
quarters at the fort with two other officers, a Leftenent and a
Captain. On those few occasions, though, when she had had Ian to
herself for a night, she had enjoyed every following morning when
she had been able to lay in bed and watch him dress. She thought of
him dressing for the day, pulling on his white trousers and cotton
shirt, then his belt and gaiters and his red officer’s coat with
its pretty gold braid.

So why had she
left him behind in Fort Gunter to follow a summons through the
wilderness? Janett had asked her the same question many times over
the past weeks, never satisfied with Rose’s answer about going to
Founsteeth to see an old friend. Rose insisted she had not been
running away. Except, why had it felt so much like running
away?

The ferry deck
jolted and tilted even more than before. Rose grabbed at the
railing behind her to avoid being thrown to the deck. At her feet,
Janett fell forward into the arms of Mitchell, who caught her as he
stood. Janett’s shotgun slid down the deck away from her, helped
along by a kick from Mitchell.

Rose steadied
herself with her left hand as she grabbed the butt of her pistol
with her right and pulled it out of her belt. She leveled the
barrel at Mitchell’s head as the muzzle of his pistol pushed into
Janett’s side.

“What are
you–?” Janett said, twisting around in Mitchell’s arm, trying to
break free.

“You had best
be holding still, little lady,” Mitchell said, pushing the muzzle
of the pistol harder against her side. He looked past Rose’s pistol
into Rose’s eyes. “Let’s be negotiating once more the fee of your
passage.”

“Calm down,
Janett,” Rose said. She felt the cold inside her as the magic that
had seen her convicted and conscripted into the King’s Army made
itself ready. Mitchell held Janett so the girl’s arms were pinned.
Still, Janett struggled, making it difficult to get a clean shot.
“I need you to hold still.”

“Unhand me,
sir,” Janett said. She could not turn around, so she pulled her
face back as far from Mitchell as she could. “I am Janett Laxton,
the daughter of Colonel–”

“Still or not,
mum,” Mitchell said, “you pull the trigger and so do I. Then the
little missie will be dead, blown in two in a most unpretty
fashion, and you’ll be unarmed. We would prefer to just take our
payment, mum, and drop you both off on the dock at Founsteeth.
Ain’t that right, John Bobby?”

“That’s
right.”

Rose risked a
quick glance. John Bobby stood in the middle of the ferry, less
than ten yards away, his rifle at his shoulder, looking down the
barrel at her. At that range he could not miss. Even worse, behind
him, the grunzer stood, also facing her, the pole it had been using
to propel and direct the ferry held out of the water. With both men
armed and ready, with the grunzer on their side, Rose felt the odds
were stacked against her. And from the looks on their faces, the
men agreed.

“So you just
be dropping that pistol, mum,” Mitchell said. “Slowly, now. Then
that rifle. Then John Bobby here will tie you to the rail and we
can have ourselves a bit of fun.”

“You would not
dare–”

“Hush,
Janett,” Rose said. The ferry swayed as the grunzer shifted its
position. Rose noticed that the ferry was in a shallow pool created
by the rocks of the Teeth. She focused on Mitchell and Janett
again. So long as Mitchell pressed the muzzle against Janett, she
could not risk the shot.

Mitchell
smiled. As if he could read her mind, he pushed the pistol harder
into Janett’s side. “What will it be, mum?” he asked.

“Let me go!”
Janett shouted, and renewed her struggle.

The grunzer’s
steam whistle shrieked and the ferry shifted as the grunzer stepped
forward and swung its pole. The pole hit John Bobby in his right
side and swept him off his feet. His rifle boomed and sent smoke up
at the sky over their heads.

Startled,
Mitchell looked over his left shoulder, allowing Janett to twist in
his grip. Her right hand grabbed the barrel of his pistol and
pushed it away from her as he fired.

Rose felt the
sting of burning powder on her face, but the shot went wide of her.
She resisted the urge to also fire. Instead she stepped close to
him and whipped her pistol across his face. She did not need to
fire her pistol to use her magic. She let the cold come out in her
swing. His nose flattened and sprayed blood that froze into
dark-red crystals. He let go of Janett and stumbled backward.

Janett fell
away from him, but Rose stepped to stay close to him. She swung her
pistol in a backswing, the cold of the barrel leaving a streamer of
fog in the air that wrapped around his face as it she him again.
Mitchell spun to his left with the impact and fell face down.

Breathing
hard, the air cold in her lungs, Rose backed away from Mitchell. If
she had been wearing boots, she would have kicked the man in the
kidneys to keep him down. Wearing moccasins, though, she preferred
to stay back, out of reach. She kept the pistol pointed at Mitchell
as she looked to see what John Bobby was up to.

John Bobby lay
on his back with the articulated metal foot of the grunzer covering
his torso. The man was gasping as he struggled to push the foot off
his chest. The grunzer stood there, still holding the pole.

Rose looked at
the grunzer. She had seen grunzers go berserk on the battlefields
of the Continent, but she had never seen a grunzer act against its
handler like that. She was not sure if she should thank it,
somehow, or be worried about what it would do next.

Janett crawled
on her hands and knees across the deck of the ferry to retrieve her
shotgun.

Rose shifted
her position so the girl would not be between her and the grunzer.
As Janett stood with the gun and backed away out of the line of
fire, Rose saw a black scorch marred the left side of the girl’s
blouse where Mitchell’s gun had gone off. She saw no sign of blood,
though, and the girl did not seem to be hurt.

Mitchell
groaned and started to turn over.

“I wouldn’t do
that,” Rose said. “And I would like to see your hands.”

Mitchell
stretched his hands in front of him as blood pooled beneath his
face. In the middle of the ferry, John Bobby gasped and made faces
like a dying fish.

“Now,” Rose
said, “what are we going to do with you?”


Chapter
2

Janett

 


Janett Laxton
held her shotgun at waist level, right hand wrapped around the
stock, left hand under the barrel, as Rose had taught her to do,
aiming the barrel at Mitchell while Rose stood in front of the
grunzer that had its foot on John Bobby. The grunzer had saved
their honor. And maybe their lives. Janett’s right index finger
twitched at the thought, making her glad she had that finger
outside the trigger guard, pointing along the barrel, also as Rose
had taught her. The twitch was not lost on Mitchell. His eyes
expanded and he took in a breath through his open mouth.

“Just you be
calm there, missie,” Mitchell said, his busted nose making him
sound as if he had a cold. Rose had not allowed him to wipe his
face before she tied him to a rail strut, so the lower half his
face was caked with blood. The shape of his right cheek, just below
the eye, differed from his left cheek, and his right eye was
swelling shut. “We were just going to have ourselves a bit of fun,
me and John Bobby. That’s all. There’s no need to be taking
this–”

“Shut up,”
Rose said before Janett could find the words to express the same
sentiment. Janett settled for glaring at the man as she shifted her
grip on her shotgun.

Janett could
still feel the man’s arm across her back, his hand on her left
shoulder where he had pinned her and held her to him. She could
still smell his breath in her face. Her left ear still rang and her
left side still stung from the powder burns when his pistol had
fired and nearly blown her in half.

The outrage of
it all had rendered her speechless. That he had laid hands on her
with intent to– To–

She could hardly think of it, let alone put the thought
into words. Robbery she could understand. That was why Rose was
always so careful, and why they both carried weapons. So they could
travel the wilderness in safety. But that a woman, a
lady, could be at risk of–

There were too
many angry words to say, and they jammed up in her head and tied
her tongue. She bared her teeth at in a very unladylike manner,
causing Mitchell to flinch.

Behind her she
heard Rose telling the grunzer to lift its foot. Janett did not
have to look to know that the grunzer did not move. She understood
its reluctance. She also did not want the man to get free.

Janett had spent her life around men. Her father’s officers
were gentlemen, of course, but even the enlisted men who served
under him had treated her with respect. The sailors on the
Maryanna
Rose, when
she came over from Bristol with her sister Margaret, and the men at
Fort Gunter, had sometimes become too familiar–sometimes at her
invitation, sometimes not–but she could not imagine they would
have–

She shuddered,
suddenly cold despite the warmth in the air, and the shotgun now
seemed too heavy for her to carry. Because Margaret was gone and
her father was dead and Mum was still at the family home that
suddenly seemed infinitely far away. Mum did not even know about
Margaret and Father. Mum did not know that her eldest, and last,
daughter was alone in the wilderness with men who thought they
could–

She forced herself to say it. “You tried to … to
rape
me.”

Mitchell would
not meet her eyes. “Was just a bit of fun,” he muttered.

If the shotgun
had not been so heavy, if she had not felt as if she had just run
all day through mud, if Rose had not stepped beside her and put a
hand on her shoulder, Janett thought she could have struck the man
across the face with the butt of her shotgun. And, maybe, have kept
striking him.

“He tried,”
Rose said in her ear, “and he failed. Because we stopped him.
That’s what matters.”

Now Janett
wanted to drop the shotgun– What would Mum think? Miss Janett
Laxton of Clifton, daughter of Colonel Robert Laxton of His
Majesty’s Army, pointing a shotgun at a man. Even a man who had
tried to– She wanted to drop the shotgun, to throw it over the side
of the ferry and have Mum hold her and brush her hair and tell her
everything would be as right as rain. Except Mum was not here, only
Rose Bainbridge, and Rose expected her to hold the shotgun and aim
it at this man.

“How can you
be so calm about this?” Janett asked, turning to look at Rose.

At the
question, Rose’s green eyes seemed to look past Janett and see
something visible only to her. Then her face hardened, the lines
around her eyes becoming more defined. “You get used to it,” Rose
said, the chill in her voice creating fog that the wind whipped
away. She focused on Janett again. The chill dissipated as she
said, “I need your help.” She pulled at Janett’s shoulder, turning
Janett around. “I need you to tell this grunzer to let John Bobby
up.”

The man was
still pinned under the metal foot of the grunzer, his breathing
only short, shallow gasps.

Janett shook her head. “I … I can’t do anything.” She
looked away from the blank face of the grunzer. The grunzer had no
eyes as such, only a slotted visor positioned on its spherical head
where eyes would be. Still, Janett felt it looking at her. Grunzers
had always seemed to look at her. The harvesters that passed
through Clifton in the autumn, the loaders that worked the docks at
Bristol and in New Venezia, even the ones built for war that had
been at Fort Gunter. Margaret had teased her about that, saying
that the metal, autonomous grunzers must be men, after all. But none of those had looked at
her like this one. This grunzer looked at her and seemed to be
… expecting something. That expectation shook her almost as much as the
attempted rape.

“It won’t
listen to me,” Rose said. “And it seems to have stopped listening
to these two reprobates, as well.”

Janett bit her
lower lip. She looked at John Bobby. She had thought him handsome
when she first saw him. Unshaven and in need of a haircut, but in a
way that had made him rakish. Now she thought of what he and
Mitchell had been planning, and the muscles of her jaw clenched.
She could almost feel the man’s bones bending under her own left
foot. It would not take much for her to squish the man. All she
would need to do is put her weight on him.

John Bobby
moaned and there was a sound like a snapping twig.

“Stop it,
Janett,” Rose said, shaking her. “We need him. To get us to the
docks. He can’t help us if he’s dead.”

Janett blinked
and shook her head, trying to clear it. She realized what had
almost happened. She had almost– She licked her lips and looked
into the face of the grunzer. She seemed to see herself in the
reflection off its rusty, salt-encrusted surface. She looked away
again.

“Listen to me,
Janett,” Rose said, her voice softer now. “Just tell it to lift its
leg.”

Janett took a
breath and tried not to think about anything. She wanted to be back
home in Clifton, wearing a dress made by Mistress Couer, the
seamstress that had made her clothes since she was old enough to
walk. She just wanted to be a lady again. A lady did not carry
shotguns or walk in the woods wearing moccasins. A lady did not
tell a grunzer what to do.

“Janett.”

Or maybe, as
Rose had told her more than once over the past five months, a lady
did what was necessary. “Lift … lift your leg.”

The ferry
shifted with the motion of the grunzer as it rocked its weight to
its right leg and lifted its left foot off the chest of John Bobby.
The noise of its joints and gears as it did this echoed in Janett’s
head like the steam whistle had done before and drowned out the
sounds of John Bobby coughing and gagging as he rolled to his
side.

Janett
slumped, but Rose caught her and held her up.

* * *

Janett held
the rail near the starboard bow, next to a large coil of heavy
rope, as far from Mitchell as she could get and still be on the
ferry, as John Bobby directed the grunzer. Rose stood at the
opposite corner of the ferry, in the port stern corner, ready at
the rudder.

Janett had not
said anything else to the grunzer, or to Rose. Rose had told John
Bobby what his options were, and had wrapped strips of the man’s
shirt around his chest to ease the pain of his broken ribs. Janett
had heard the grunzer move back to its position at the port bow
when John Bobby told it to, and she had heard the man give it the
orders that started the ferry moving again. But she had not
listened to the words. It was all just noise on the wind, like the
squawks of the gulls.

She looked at
the roiling, black clouds of the storm coming toward them. More
than once she saw lightning in the blackness and heard a faint, low
thunder. The sight made her think of the battle of Fort Russell and
firing the rifle Chal had given her, trying to save Margaret and
herself from the grasping hands of the cold, dead army of Mr.
Thomas.

She made her
eyes drop away from the clouds and the memories of the battle and
saw an English man-o-war with all sails to the wind, heading into
Founsteeth harbor. The ship was too far away to make out its name,
but it flew the English flag and the banners of the fleet from New
Venezia.

Founsteeth was
known as a haven for the pirates of the Gulf of Azteka and the
Carib Islands, and was rumored to have connections to the Lost
Colonies. Janett could think of no reasons that would bring an
unescorted English ship, even if it was a warship, to Founsteeth
willingly. Unless the ship was seeking shelter from the storm.

On the other
hand, Janett was not entirely sure why she and Rose were headed to
Founsteeth. The only thing she knew for certain about their trek
through the coastal swamps of the Gulf was that Rose was running
away from Major Haley. Of course, Rose would never admit such a
thing. Rose had insisted they were going at the request of an old
friend. A pirate, according to General Tendring, who had given
himself the rank of Commodore.

General
Tendring had not wanted Janett to accompany Rose, and Rose had not
been enthusiastic about her coming along. But Janett had not wanted
to stay in New Venezia by herself. If she had stayed, alone, she
would have gone home by now, driven by guilt and loneliness. And if
she went home, she did not think she would ever come back. She had
been surprised the first time Rose had stood up for her, preventing
General Tendring from shipping her back to England. She had been
surprised again when Rose agreed to let Janett accompany her to
Founsteeth.

In the village
of Clifton, in Janett’s brief travels to London and Bristol, she
had never met a woman like Rose Bainbridge. When she had first met
Rose at Fort Gunter, Janett had thought the woman acted more like a
man, a soldier. Rose wore her hair long, but nearly always braided
in two plaits on each side of her head. Like a little girl. Or like
a native woman. Janett had not even thought Rose was English the
first time she saw the woman. Now, here she was, Janett Laxton,
dressed as a man, unbathed for two weeks as she walked through the
wilds, and very nearly arrived at a haven for pirates, thieves and
murderers.

Janett looked
away from the man-o-war and turned to look at Founsteeth. The city
had been built on a massive, crescent-shaped rock that had thrust
itself out of the Fountain River, what Rose had called the
Acu-Iibi. Legend said that the Fountain River was named for the
Fountain of Youth at its source. When asked about the truth of the
legend, Rose had only looked sad, and said, “You should have asked
Chal about that.”

The ferry was
not heading for the harbor on the seaward side. Instead, it was
taking a zigzag course toward a section of cliff covered with a
spiderweb of wooden platforms and rope rigging. At the base of the
cliff, just above the high tide level, a dock had been built. The
dock was surrounded by smaller boats lashed together in uneven
lines that radiated out. Janett saw no place for the ferry to pull
up to the dock, but that did not seem to be slowing the grunzer or
causing John Bobby any consternation. The grunzer pushed first to
the port, then to starboard, sometimes straight ahead, as John
Bobby ordered it.

When starting
from the ferry landing, the depth of the river had been only a
fathom or more. Now, though, when pushing with its pole, the
grunzer had to bend over the side of the ferry, its metal hands
disappearing beneath the surface of the water to find purchase. It
leaned out over the water so far that Janett worried that it would
fall into the water.

As she thought
that, the grunzer stood straight again and shifted its position to
be further back from the edge of the ferry. Then it continued
pushing the ferry toward the mass of boats. Janett looked away from
the grunzer, back to the approaching man-o-war.

* * *

One last push
from the grunzer, assisted by Rose pulling hard to starboard on the
rudder, caused the ferry to turn just enough to make it parallel to
a fishing boat that had been lashed to the chain of boats radiating
from the dock, just before sliding against that boat.

Janett would
have left her position at the starboard bow rail, because the
fishing boat seemed to be coming at her broadside, but there was
nowhere for her to go. She was sure if she let go of the rail to
back away, she would fall. So she held on. She was gratified when a
quick glance showed Mitchell, still lashed to the rail amidships,
grimacing and turning his face away from the impact, as well.

Janett gripped
the rail as the ferry shook. She heard the planks of the fishing
boat groan from the weight of the ferry against it. She was looking
over the rail at coils of rope and piles of netting, wondering how
they were supposed to reach the dock when she realized Rose was
shouting at her. She turned to see Rose running toward the stern
opposite the rudder.

“The bow
line,” Rose shouted. “Lash the bow line!”

Janett looked
down at her feet, where the heavy rope lay coiled. A loop had been
tied into the end of the rope.

“Step aside,
missie,” John Bobby said behind her, making her hand go to the
knife on her belt as she spun around. The man was right on top of
her. Rose had wrapped John Bobby’s chest with the torn scraps of
his shirt, then immobilized his right arm to his chest with a
length of rope. He was pointing at the rope. “You need to either
lash the line, missie,” he said, “or step aside so I can do
it.”

Her hand still
on her knife, Janett looked and saw that Rose had picked up several
coils of the line at the stern. As she watched, Rose heaved the
coils over the side of the fishing boat.

John Bobby
shouldered her aside and she stumbled back. With his left hand he
clumsily gathered coils of the rope. He leaned over the rail and
reached to dump the rope on the fishing boat.

A man that
Janett had not seen popped up from the deck of the fishing boat.
With no word, only a quick look at Janett, the man took the rope
that John Bobby had dropped, looped it around something that Janett
could not see, then heaved the extra back over the rail to the
ferry. John Bobby tried to wrap the line around the forward rail
with just his left hand. Finally seeing something she could do,
Janett stepped up.

“If you will
allow me,” she said.

John Bobby
moved out of her way. The rope was as heavy as it looked. Her
fingers barely reached around the thick strands. She wrapped the
line around the strut until only the loop remained. She looked up
at John Bobby with the loop in her hands.

He was looking
down at her, shaking his head. Rose was coming up behind him.

“What?” Janett
asked.

“You needed to
tie it off,” Rose said. “Not just wrap it around.”

Laughter came
over the rail from the fishing boat. Two men stood there now, both
of them shirtless and hatless, their faces dark and lined by sun.
The lines around their eyes, though, were dancing as they looked
down at her and laughed.

Janett felt
her face growing warm. “I am sure,” she said, “that had I ever been
taught such a thing, I would have done it correctly.” She let go of
the loop of line and stood. She looked at John Bobby and gestured
at the dangling loop.

John Bobby
shook his head and indicated his injuries.

“I’ll get it,
lass,” one of the men from the boat from said. He used both hands
to spring over the railing. Janett averted her eyes in case the man
was as naked from the waist down as he was from the waist up. She
heard bare feet come down on the deck of the ferry.

“Mitchell got
you bringing the pig over all alone, Mr. Bobby?” the man asked as
he took the line.

Janett sneaked
a peak, and breathed a sigh of relief that the man was wearing
short breeches. Though as he bent over to tie the line, the top of
his buttocks came into view. She cleared her throat and turned to
face Rose. Rose met her gaze with a slight smirk. Janett looked
past Rose, back the way they had come. The grunzer stood in the
port bow corner, looking at her. At least it was not smirking at
her discomfort.

“No,” said the
other man, still on the boat. “I think that’s Mr. Mitchell over
there, trussed up to his own conveyance.”

There was a
pause, but Janett refused to look at either man or at Rose. Then
both men burst out laughing again.

“Took on a
bigger load than you could pull, did you, Mr. Mitchell?”

“And it looks
like young Mr. Bobby here might have caught some of the spray, poor
lad. What did we tell you, lad, about the error of navigating
through the front of your britches?” There was the sound of a hand
slapping a shoulder, and Janett heard John Bobby grunt, then give
an unconvincing chuckle.

More laughter
from the men almost made Janett want to swim back to the far
shore.

“Here you are,
my ladies,” said one of the men, “a veritable red carpet to see you
properly welcomed to I Denti della Fontana, the Teeth of the
Fountain.”

Janett turned
to see which of the two men was talking. The shirtless man still on
the boat, who had not yet demonstrated the presence of pants,
dropped a rope ladder over the side of the boat, draping it to the
deck of the ferry.

The man next
to John Bobby grabbed the waist of his breeches and pulled them up
with a smile and a wink at Janett. He bowed at the waist, gesturing
to the rope ladder with his left hand. “After you, my lady,” he
said, then broke up laughing again. He straightened. “I am Edward
Fisher, and that laughing scarecrow on me boat is me brother,
Robert. I’d be careful letting him assist you off the ladder, or
you might have to tie him up with Mr. Mitchell. And me with him.”
Another smile and even broader wink. “Wecome to Founsteeth, my
lady!”

* * *

Rose preceded
Janett up the rope ladder, then stood by with her right hand
conspicuously near the butt of her pistol as she waited for Janett.
The rope felt rough through the soles of Janett’s moccasins, and
she felt indecent climbing the netting under the leering eyes of
the four men. She tried to climb with as much dignity as she could
manage, and ignored the comments of Edward Fisher when the seat of
her trousers stretched across her bum. She ignored Robert Fisher’s
offer of a hand down, and managed it on her own with a leap. The
butt of her shotgun hit the deck with a loud thump, which caused
the laughter to stop and made Robert Fisher take a step back with a
worried expression.

Janett let
Rose thank the Fishers for their assistance, then the two of them
went over the rail to the next boat on their way to the dock. Some
of the boats they crossed had planks set from starboard to port,
providing an unstable walkway that shifted with their weight, the
wind, and the water beneath them. In the other boats, they had to
pick their way around nets and hooks and coils of rope. Most of the
boats had men dressed like the Fishers who were busy mending nets,
coiling ropes, spreading tar from heated buckets, or doing other
chores that Janett could not identify. All the men paused to watch
Janett and Rose pass through their narrow domains. Janett tried not
to look at the men, but Rose looked them all in the eye and nodded.
Some nodded in a return, and a few touched their heads and said
“Mum” or “Signora,” then continued with their business. Most,
though, just leered at the two of them.

Janett felt
exposed. As exposed as if she were naked–which thought made her
face grow warm with more than just the exertion of walking the
obstacle course of boats. She let out a sigh of relief as she
stepped off the last boat and climbed the netting to the massive,
unmoving timbers of the dock at the base of the cliff. The dock was
more crowded than the ships had been, with men standing in groups
exhaling clouds of tobacco smoke and swapping dirty bottles, but
the dock did not move with the wind or the water. Then she saw that
the way up the cliff was another collection of swaying nets and
rickety gang planks, and groaned.

Beside her,
Rose chuckled. “It’s not as bad as it looks.” She put her hand on
Janett’s shoulder. “We’re almost there. And when we’re there, I’m
sure you can even have a bath.”

“I certainly
hope so,” Janett said as Rose pushed her into motion again.

As they
walked, first one man, then another, then all the men at once it
seemed, noticed her and Rose. The dock suddenly became a gauntlet,
a canyon of men more foreboding than the Valley of Death. Janett
wondered if she had died sometime during the day and was now
sentenced to a walking, male-infested Hell.

The men in the
boats had not said much, or if they had
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