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Three things shine before the world and cannot be hidden.
They are the moon, the sun, and the truth…

 
-         Pokala Lakshmi Narasu, The Essence of Buddhism


Lay, lady, lay, lay across my big brass bed
Stay, lady, stay, stay with your man awhile

 
-Bob Dylan, Lay Lady Lay
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Wedding Night
Princess Marie-Victoria’s wedding day was over.
The hundreds of guests—thousands really—had been dismissed, each and every one, depending on their rank and lineage, bowing, curtseying or (if they were family or close friends, and the sorceress Aelywn was both) double-cheek kissing the future queen and king of the Franco-British Empire before wishing them a long, prosperous, and above all peaceful reign. Marie was pretty sure the seventy-two-year-old crown prince of Denmark had even tried to cop a feel.
It had taken four maids to get the wedding dress off. Their manner had been deferential but ruthlessly efficient. They manipulated her body as though the princess were a doll, loosening laces and unhooking clasps and unbuttoning buttons until the great white garment had flown over her head like a cloud ascending with the rising heat.
From white gown to nightgown: in place of a river of watered silk and intricately beaded lace that an entire convent of nuns in Albania had gone blind making, Marie was now wearing a simple satin sheath in a creamy ivory color that fell delicately over her skin, leaving her shoulders and arms exposed even as it draped intimately over her slight curves. A sprinkling of fairy dust caused it to shimmer and sparkle even more. It was like wearing a garment made of running water, Marie thought when she examined herself in a full-length mirror.
Here goes nothing.
It was time for her wedding night.
Marie-Victoria Grace Eleanor Aquitane, Princess Dauphine of the Franco-British empire, hesitated in front of the double doors that led from her dressing room to her new bedroom. The room she would share with her new husband, Wolfgang Friedrich Joachim von Hohenzollern, the Kronprinz of the Prussian Empire. Their marriage had not only ended the most devastating war in five hundred years, it had also created an empire that covered half of Europe and a good portion of the rest of the globe, an area so vast that it made the Roman empire look like the Duchy of Luxembourg in comparison. Marie went over all this in her head to remind herself all that was as stake—not just her future, or Wolf’s, but the fate of untold millions, both her subjects, and the subjects of other nations that might be tempted to go to war with the United Empire if its new rulers showed even a hint of vulnerability.
The soon to be King and Queen of the United Empire.
Marie told herself to think regal, to think like a queen. But she didn’t feel like a queen. She felt like what she was: a seventeen-year-year-old bride suddenly married to a boy she had known her whole life. Although really, she could count on her fingers all the time she’d spent alone with him. Wolf and Marie had met as children of a privileged royal circle—at court, at spas, on yachts, in the nursery wing of this or that summer palace in Bristol or Baden-Baden.
They’d even been friends.
But sweethearts?
She couldn’t think about Gill, her loyal guard who had won her heart and whom she had left for duty and responsibility, and she promised herself she would not think about Wolf’s American paramour, the formidable beauty Ronan Astor. She and Wolf had promised each other a new beginning. To forget the past and forgive their past loves for the sake of their marriage.
They hadn’t even been meant to marry at all. According to the terms of the Treaty of Lamac, which had ended the war between Prussia and England, Marie was supposed to marry Wolf’s older brother Leopold, whom she despised. But Leo was killed in a duel with a young Frenchman, and the terms of the treaty quickly shifted to Wolf. One minute he was the rough-and-tumble second son of one of Europe’s most powerful royal families and the next he and Marie were being formally heralded at a state banquet celebrating their engagement attended by more than a thousand guests.
In the following months they had presided over dozens of dinners, balls, ribbon-cutting ceremonies as well as the usual ballet and opera openings. But every interaction had been strictly supervised by dozens of courtiers and ambassadors and overweening relatives while, behind the scenes, their respective courts worked out the details of the marriage contract and the political implications for their two empires. The Grub Street tabloids described it as a “whirlwind romance,” but the truth was it felt more like quicksand. And as for romance: ha! Wolf and Marie’s first kiss had taken place in a room with almost a hundred other people present: photographers, art directors, hair stylists, makeup artists, and dozens of reporters there to “capture the moment”—not to mention her mother who watched everything with a gimlet eye.
And now she was supposed sleep with him. She didn’t even have a choice in the matter: the law required that she “consummate and consecrate” her marriage on her wedding night. Tomorrow morning she would be examined by Sir Paul Reed, the same court physician who had certified her virginity six months ago, just before she was supposed to marry Leo. Assuming all went well tonight, Sir Reed would issue a statement declaring the royal marriage—and, by extension, the two empires—“conjoined and indissoluble.”
Even if the tradition of running the bloody bedsheets up the flagpole had gone out of fashion centuries ago (thank Merlin), all told, it was as unromantic a prospect as she could possibly imagine.
She didn’t know how she could have survived their six-month “courtship” without Wolf, who had whispered jokes as the cameras snapped their first kiss and who had held her hand earlier, squeezing it tightly as they had walked down the aisle.
Her maids left the room, and her heart beat at the thought of him seeing her in the nightgown, which was truly lovely. When Marie ran her hands down the charmed fabric it emitted translucent pastel clouds: lavender, buttercup yellow, a green like the color of the Mediterranean off the coast of Malta. The swirly rainbows shimmered before her eyes for a few seconds, then dissipated into the (somewhat chilly) air of the room: somewhere in the rush to the altar summer had passed its peak, and now a nip of fall could be felt in the night breeze swirling around her bare ankles.
Steeling her shoulders and sucking in her already tiny waist, Marie reached for the bronze knobs and pushed both doors open.
Her childhood bedroom had been all pinks and whites and golds, but her adult bedroom was papered in burgundies and greens, dark, almost masculine colors with only a few threads of gold piping to lighten it up. The room was dominated by a massive ebony four-poster, each of its intricately carved columns as thick as an lamp pole, and so tall that a set of steps had been placed on either side to grant access to the elevated mattress, currently concealed by several yards of quilted cerulean damask, heavily embroidered and embossed with ropes of midnight blue velvet. The whole affair was so large and imposing that Marie didn’t immediately notice the tall figure in pinstripe pajamas that stood at its foot, staring at the patterned bedspread as though it depicted a map of some distant colonial possession.
It was a boy.
And not just any boy.
It was also her new husband.
Wolf’s head jerked up at her entrance, his perennially messy dark bangs flopping off his forehead, which was creased with nervous furrows. Marie was relieved to see that he was as anxious about the coming encounter as she was.
But then a different form of surprise entered his eyes. It was as if he was looking at her for the first time. Looking at her not as a princess or a friend, let alone the woman he had been contractually obligated to marry, but as a woman.
“You are so beautiful,” he whispered.
She felt the heat of a blush spread over her face. A few short weeks ago she would have worried that bright spots of color on her cheeks would have only accentuated her pallor, but since the Merlin had stopped poisoning her food a healthy complexion had returned to her skin. She was still pale as a calla lily, like fresh cream or Venetian plaster, and she knew that a flush would only enrich the effect.
But could she really be beautiful?
It wasn’t something she’d let herself consider before, let alone wonder about. She had always been considered plain.
But as Wolf stared dazedly at her with his piercing blue eyes, she suddenly understood that beauty wasn’t something you saw in a mirror. You saw it in someone else’s gaze when they looked at you.
The way he was looking at her now.
Emboldened, she took a step toward him.
Wolf smiled crookedly and took a step toward her. It was as if she were walking toward a magic mirror, one that showed not herself but her future. Another paired step, and another, until they stood barely a foot apart in the center of the room. His eyes traveled her body openly, assessing what he saw, appraising it even. But there was nothing possessive or aggressive in his gaze. Rather, he was all admiration, as if regarding a marbled Venus recently unearthed from ancient Greece.
Admiration…and desire.
Her skin tingled before her husband’s wondrous examination and she felt her stomach coil with something she could not name.
His blue eyes had taken on a hungry, hunted look. “Come here,” he said, his voice low and deep, as he held out his hand to her. “My lady.”
“My lord,” she replied with a tentative smile.
For one more moment they stood apart, joined only at the fingertips. Then Wolf’s hand squeezed powerfully around hers and he pulled her to him—all the way against him, so that her body was pressed against his, and she felt the heat of him—of the two of them.
She was trembling.
“Don’t be scared,” he said. “I am almost as new to this as you,” he whispered.
Her eyes widened at his confession. This was Wolf, the black sheep, the ne’er do well. Court gossip had it that he had sired a slew of bastards and left a trail of ruined girls across the continent. “You’ve never?” she asked softly. “Not even with…?”
He shook his head. “This is my first and only wedding night,” he said. His hands were on her shoulders, kneading softly as they took in the shape of her, sliding over the thin, gossamer material of her nightgown.
“I’m not scared,” she whispered. “Not of you.”
“Good.” He smiled down at her, cupped her chin in his strong hands and lifted her lips to his. His kiss was gentle at first but quickly grew urgent, and she returned his passion with her own, running her fingers through his thick hair.
Now his hands were down to her waist and on to her hips, where they grasped her tightly and pulled her pelvis against his, where she could feel all of him.
She rocked against him and he gasped, his voice gravelly in her ear. “Do that again,” he said, his breath ragged.
When she obliged, she heard a faint moan and realized it came from her throat, and Wolf was answering with a low and needful groan of his own.
A shiver went through her body and her own arms closed around his back, pulling him even closer, and his hands were tugging the straps of her gown, and she was unbuttoning his shirt, fingers shaking, but not with nerves anymore but with impatience.
But it was too much.
Too overwhelming.
Too soon.
Too fast.
Her hands roved over the lean muscles of his chest, but they seemed far away from her, as if someone else were controlling them.
And then, so quickly that she didn’t know what was happening, his right arm was behind her back and his left arm slipped under her legs and he scooped her into the air. He was taking her to bed.
To bed, where they would finally become husband and wife.
Her own arms curled naturally around his shoulders. Her face fell away from his and she opened her eyes. Wolf was looking down at her, and once again she had the sensation of looking into some kind of mirror, because she could see that while he wanted this as much as she did, except there was something else in his eyes…
Was it confusion? Like hers?
Was he only doing this because his body told him to? Because it was expected of him? It couldn’t be because he had decided to, no.
Not because he chose her.
Not because he wanted her.
Not because he loved her.
“Marie?” he said huskily, a question hiding in the word.
“Wolf?” she answered, no more able to articulate what she was feeling than he was.
And then, quiet as cat pawing at a ball but loud as pealing thunder: three short, distinct knocks at the door.
She sat up in his arms, pulling away from his embrace and looking back toward the door she had just walked through. In an instant she went from being the future queen of the empire on her wedding night to just another girl making out with her boyfriend.
The knocking came again. Three short, heavy knocks, followed by an anxious male voice.
“Your highness?”
Marie recognized the voice of Lord Daniels, the Queen’s Lord Chamberlain and most trusted advisor. Wolf didn’t, but from the look on his face she knew he heard the gravitas in the voice, the weight of power and urgency.
“You should probably get that, right?” he whispered, almost as if he were happy for the interruption.
Relieved.
She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and he set her down a bit awkwardly. She pulled up the straps of her nightgown and smoothed the folds, an unnecessary gesture, since the magicked silk was as unwrinkled as it had been a few moments ago, but it calmed her slightly. Gathering a few inches of smooth fabric in her hand, she trotted on bare feet toward the door.
Before she opened it, she glanced back at Wolf, who was buttoning his shirt back up. When he felt her gaze, he looked up and smiled.
She gave him a shy smile back.
“You might need this,” he said, throwing her a plush ermine robe from the foot of the bed.
Marie thanked him, tied it on and turned back to the door, composing her face into the impassive imperial mask she had learned from her mother, and pulled it open.
“Lord Daniels what is the—” she began haughtily, but stopped speaking when she saw the expression on his face, full of fear and sorrow.
“Your highness, I am deeply sorry to inform you that your mother…”
“My mother!” she cried. “What has happened?”
“Marie—are you okay?” Wolf called from the room. “Do you need me?”
But Marie ignored him. She shoved the shocked lord out of her way and ran down the hall as fast as her bare feet could carry her.
Her mother…what happened to her mother…
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 Mommy Dearest
Princesses don’t run.
As Marie flew through the endless corridors between her new bedroom and her mother’s chambers, she found herself remembering the dozens of times her governesses had admonished her when she was growing up.
The Princess-Dauphine is never in a hurry.
The Princess-Dauphine is never agitated or anxious.
Whatever is happening will most assuredly await the arrival of the Princess-Dauphine.
But the Princess-Daupine’s mother was dying, and the Princess-Dauphine didn’t know if she could get to her in time.
Marie ran faster.
A guard snapped to attention as she rounded the last corner and sprinted the final ten yards to her mother’s room. It was his duty to open the door, but Marie was barreling in so fast that he didn’t know what do. He feinted toward the door, then stepped back, then leaned in again. In the end he was barely able to jerk his halberd out of the way as she all but crashed into the door and burst through.
“Oh!”
The small squeak came from the heavily draped bed. At first Marie thought it was a cry of pain, or fear, but it was followed by the strangest sound she had ever heard in her mother’s august bedchamber:
A titter.
“Marie, my dear, do slow down,” an amused voice called faintly from somewhere inside the half-drawn gold and red velvet curtains. “Why, you startled me nearly to death!”
Another titter, followed a weak cough and a struggle for breath.
A movement to her right caught Marie’s eye. It was Lord Daniels coming in through a door in the far wall. She wondered how he’d gotten there so fast—it was impossible to imagine him running—but when he closed the door and it blended into the quilted gold panels that lined the wall, she understood that he had taken a shortcut—one of the many secret passages hid inside the walls of St. James’s Palace.
At the sight of his sallow, middle-aged face, she was filled with anger. Misplaced anger probably, but she needed to be angry at something. Death was too large, too ephemeral, so she chose to be angry at him. The Lord Chamberlain had been a constant presence at her mother’s side for more than thirty years—almost twice as long as Marie had been alive. There were many who whispered that he was the latest in a string of men who had “comforted” the Queen after the death of Prince Francis, Marie’s father (or father-with-the-aid-of sorcery, since the prince had died nearly a century ago, and had only managed to donate his seed to his widowed wife with the aid of the Merlin’s magic).
The Merlin! Marie looked around the room and there he was, hovering in a dark corner. But he wasn’t alone. His daughter, Aelwynn, was by his side. Like Marie, she was dressed in white, in the pale moon-silver of the Invisible Orders that spoke not of nuptials but of purity and celibacy. As Marie looked at her childhood friend, she realized that Aelwynn, like her, was poised to assume a responsibility and a power well beyond her years and experince.
It seemed to Marie that Aelwynn wanted to say something, but before she could so much as twitch the Merlin placed his hand on her shoulder, and she fell so still that Marie wondered if he’d cast some kind of spell on her. All Aelwynn could do was stare at Marie with burning, silent eyes.
Suddenly it was too much. The Lord Chamberlain, the Merlin, even Aelwynn.
They were dragging the affairs of state into this private space, this private moment, which should have been Marie’s alone.
Queen Eleanor was her mother, after all.
But she was Aelwynn’s mother too, Marie remembered with a start. Eleanor had not borne her, but she was hers nonetheless, by Merlin’s alchemy.
And Aelwynn Myrddyn would soon be Morgaine of the Realm, the most powerful sorcerer on the planet. Marie knew it was selfish, but she felt like she had a prior claim to the queen’s affection, and at this moment all she wanted to do was be alone with her mother.
She ran to the bed, where the wizened form of the hundred-and-fifty-year-old queen lay propped on pillows inside the heavy draperies. As Marie fell to her knees beside the bed, her mother lifted one thin, birdlike hand and placed it on her daughter’s hair.
“I am sorry for spoiling your wedding night,” she said in a voice that, though weak, did not sound frightened. If anything, Marie thought, it sounded eager. “You look beautiful.”
Once again the word caught Marie off-guard; once again she blushed. Beautiful. Coming from her mother’s mouth, from which compliments had been few and far between, it meant even more than it had from Wolf’s.
“There is no place on earth I would rather be. Oh, mother!” she exclaimed. “What’s wrong?”
Her mother smiled benevolently, the thin lips nearly disappearing in a nest of wrinkles, and took Marie’s hand. “There is nothing wrong, my dear,” she said in her soft, raspy voice. “I am simply very, very, very old.” She squeezed Marie’s hand weakly. “And I am ready.”
“But I’m not ready!” Marie protested. “There must be something the Merlin can do!”
Her mother shook her head, and her thin silver hair, plaited loosely into a pair of braids for sleeping, shivered on the pillows. “Even if there were, I wouldn’t allow him. Do not be afraid for me, my daughter. It is my time. And that means it is your time too.” She smiled proudly. “It is time for you to be queen!”
Marie did her best to keep her face steady, but her mother’s words struck a bolt of fear deep in her chest—not for her mother, but for herself. Though she had always known she would be queen one day, she’d always assumed it would be at some point far in the future. Her mother had lived for 153 years, after all. Why shouldn’t she live for another decade, another century even?
But worrying about herself was selfish. She wasn’t the one facing death, after all. Her mother was. She took a deep breath.
“I love you, Mother.”
“And I you,” the queen replied, her smile tremulous but proud. “There is no one else to whom I would rather entrust my kingdom.”
It seemed to Marie that a faint but definite edge came into her mother’s voice when she said this. The queen turned her head toward the room’s opposite wall, where Emrys and Aelwynn stood, now joined by Lord Daniels.
“Leave us,” she said, and the imperial steel was back in her voice. The threesome nodded submissively, each in turn, and scurried silently from the room.
“I must apologize,” her mother said as soon as they were gone. “When I told the Merlin I would no longer take his longevity potions, I had no idea they would cease functioning so quickly. I thought I would have a few days more. But not even the Queen of the Franco-British Empire can tell death when to come for her.”
“I don’t understand,” Marie said helplessly. “You chose to die?”
“It would be better to say that I chose to stop fighting it,” her mother answered. “I have lived far longer than I should. My body and my brain—my very soul—are exhausted. But I wanted to make sure I left the empire in as healthy a state as possible. Your marriage to the Prussian crown will be a great boon to our subjects. The Germans are a clever, industrious, and, as we know, extremely fierce people. Their factories and armies will bring great strength, which, combined with our magic, will help to stave off the threats that are all around.”
“Threats?” asked Marie. “I thought the empire was unassailable.”
“No empire is invulnerable. The war with the Prussians proved that. We thought we had a monopoly on magic, yet somehow they procured Pandora’s Box and used it to lay waste to thousands of our troops at the Battle of Lamac.” A sorrowful expression flashed over the queen’s face as she remembered the tragedy. “The world is a bigger, more complex place than you have seen in your young, sheltered life. Ours is not the only empire in the world, nor are we unique in believing our way of life to be superior to all others. The Ottomans, the Austro-Hungarians, the Spanish, the Muscovites, and the Chinese believe as strongly in their supremacy as we believe in ours. The colonies have their own cultures, in India, in Africa, in Asia, in the Americas, and they clamor for independence. It will take great ingenuity on your part to hold them together—yes, and great strength too. Wolf’s tanks and artillery will come in handy there.”
The names of countries and colonies assaulted Marie’s ears like a swarm of bees, and she shook her head as if to chase them away. “I don’t want to talk about the empire right now. I don’t care about the empire. I only care about you.”
A look of haughty anger crossed her mother’s face, and for a moment she was the Queen Eleanor of old, the autocratic ruler who had singlehandedly led the Franco-British Empire for well over a century. Then it passed, or rather, melted away, and she was once again an aged, dying woman.
“That is what I am trying to tell you, my daughter! You must always think of the empire first. Before you think of me, before you think of your husband and whatever children you have. Before you think of yourself even. Out of all our subjects, you are the most powerful, but you are also the most enslaved, for the empire is your responsibility, and yours alone. You must never forget that!”
The queen’s voice broke off in a fit of coughing. Marie glanced around, saw a goblet of water on the bedside table, and brought it to her mother’s lips. The Queen managed a few small sips, and the coughing subsided.
“The Merlin tells me he will soon follow me out of this world,” she continued, “which means that Aelwynn will succeed him as chief mage of the empire. As children you were close, but as queen and Morgaine you will be practically inseparable. She is an able magician, and her time in Avalon has matured her. Nevertheless…”
The queen’s voice faded away. Her eyes stared blankly into space.
“Mother!” Marie cried.
For a moment there was nothing. Then the queen blinked rapidly and her eyes regained some of their focus. She struggled to lift her head a few inches toward Marie’s, and Marie leaned closer so her mother wouldn’t have to exert herself.
“Do not misplace your trust in Aelwynn just because you knew each other as children,” the queen hissed in her punctured voice. “Magic has its own agenda, just as monarchy does. Though you may live a century or even two, she will live ten times longer. Aelwynn…”
Another long pause, during which Eleanor’s eyes again glazed over. Then she was back, coughing this time, with a terrible wet sound like the last water gurgling out of a bathtub. Marie tried to soothe her, but the queen pushed her daughter’s hands away with gnarled fingers.
“I must tell you this,” she rasped weakly but urgently. “Confide in your Morgaine only such information as she requires. Aelwynn—” A sputtering cough. Then: “Aelwynn would not be the first magician to betray her monarch.”
Her voice was so faint that Marie could barely hear it, even as the words themselves burned their imprint on her brain. Betrayal. Aelwynn. Marie couldn’t believe it. She wouldn’t believe it.
Her mother’s head fell back against the pillow then, and her hand fell out of Marie’s. Any thought of Aelwynn disappeared as she stared at her mother’s wrinkled face with its jaw half open and its eyes half closed.
“Mother!” she called. But this time the old woman didn’t respond.
“Mother!” Marie screamed again, but the only response was the tolling of a distant bell, and then, a moment later, the voice of the Lord Chamberlain could be heard calling out.
“The queen is dead! Long live the queen!”
“The queen is dead!” a hundred voices answered throughout the palace. “Long live the queen!”
From beyond the palace walls the call was echoed over and over again, gathering in greater waves as it swept across London and flowing ever outward across the ancient island of Albion.
“The queen is dead! Long live the queen!”
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 Mage’s Daughter
Aelwynn was reluctant to leave Queen Eleanor’s bedroom, partly because she wanted to be there in case Marie needed her, but also because the queen was her mother too. She wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, since Eleanor had neither carried nor borne her, but even so, it didn’t seem fair that she should be banished when Marie got to stay. A daughter is a daughter. If there were death-bed secrets that concerned the Franco-British Empire, as the future Morgaine, she needed to know them just as much as Marie did.
Her father, however, didn’t protest, and in fact seemed eager to leave. Emrys Myrddyn put his hand around her arm and, when Aelwynn dragged her feet, applied a little pressure. Though the Merlin admitted to being a thousand years old, he had an iron grip, and Aelwynn was swept along like a straw broom. Lord Daniels didn’t presume to follow them, instead vanishing into whatever mouse tunnel he had appeared from.
As soon as the door closed behind them, Emrys whirled on her. From the outside he looked like a man in his late forties or early fifties, with dark hair touched by gray at the temples and features that were lean and drawn but still virile. His black eyes were filled with an ageless, timeless intensity, like pools of tar bubbling up from rifts in the earth’s surface. They spoke of knowledge beyond human understanding. The thought of that knowledge frightened Aelwynn, but it excited her as well, because she knew that one day it would be hers as well. She too might have to live a thousand years, and one day she would know everything her father did, and more.
Right now, though, it was all she could do just to read the intense yet inscrutable expression on his face. Was he scared? Angry? Ecstatic? Aelwynn couldn’t tell, and flinched back in fear.
“You must listen carefully,” he said. “The queen will be dead soon, after which things will happen quickly. There may not be another opportunity for the two of us to be alone.”
“What are you talking about, Father?”
He pointed to a chair, and Aelwynn sank into it gratefully. It was nearly two in the morning, after all. She had just dropped into bed after the daylong marriage celebrations when he had awakened her and dragged her to the queen’s bedroom.
“Five hundred years ago,” her father began without preample, “when British forces faced the French at the Battle of Normandie, the armies of Charles VI and his dark witch Jeanne d’Arkk looked as if to carry the day. England’s king was Henry VI, but he was a mere child of eight years, and on top of that was already showing signs of the erratic behavior that would come to dominate his life.”
Aelwynn struggled to absorb all this information. “Erratic behavior? You mean, like, temper tantrums or—”
“I mean he drowned puppies and doused sheep in pine tar and set them on fire,” her father answered coldly. “The child was insane, and even if the generals fighting in his name had managed to defeat the French armies, he would have destroyed England himself.”
Aelwynn struggled to absorb this information about one of the most venerated kings in British history, but her father was still speaking.
“Because of the king’s youth, the kingdom was governed in his name by a group of regents, each of whom was more concerned with plundering the nation’s treasury than leading its forces to victory. Henry was a member of the House of Lancaster, but the House of York also had a claim to the throne. The head of York was another child, Duke Richard, who though only seventeen years old at the time of Normandie was shrewd beyond his years. He refused to bring his armies to the field unless I pledged my support to his bid for the throne. I will admit that I admired Richard, and I was also desperate—our troops were greatly outnumbered and faced imminent destruction. And so I bound the Myrddyn line to the House of York, and together we defeated Jeanne d’Arkk and Charles VI of France, after which Richard assumed control of the newly created Franco-British Empire.”
History had never been Aelwynn’s best subject, but she remembered enough to question her father’s account.
“But the Battle of Normandie was in…1429?” she said hesitantly, hoping she’d gotten the date right. “King Henry reigned until fourteen…” Another pause. “Sixty-one? And Richard of York was never king.”
A proud smile flickered over her father’s face at this display of schoolgirl facts.
“I see you paid more attention to your tutors than we realized. Yes, Henry officially reigned until 1461, and Richard never ascended to the throne. He thirsted for power, but he cared more about the health of the empire than any title attached to his own person, which is why I threw my support behind him rather than Henry. He was content to maneuver behind the scenes, gathering support for his line, and eventually we were able to secure a right of succession for his children from Parliament in the event that Henry had no surviving issue at the time of his death, which is indeed what transpired. On Henry’s death the throne passed bloodlessly to Edward IV, Richard’s eldest son. Had Richard not been such an adept politician, and had Queen Margaret not obliged history by failing to conceive a child, England could have faced a long and bloody civil war.”
There was something about the way her father said that Queen Margaret had “obliged history” that raised Aelwynn’s suspicions.
“Did you have anything to do with Queen Margaret’s inability to have a child?”
Her father paused before answering. “Henry was not the first Lancastrian to go insane. Mental illness dominated his family line, and no doubt would have surfaced in his children as well.”
“But you were his Merlin!” Aelwynn exclaimed. “You took an oath to serve him!”
“An oath, yes. A legal bond. But the blood pact I made with Richard was even stronger.”
There was something about the way the Merlin said this—something resigned, even defeated—that frightened Aelwynn. “What do you mean? What could be stronger than a Merlin’s oath to his king?”
“A blood knot,” her father said simply. “I tied my life to the Line of York. If ever there came a time when when the Lily Throne was not occupied by a Yorkist monarch, I would die.”
“How could you do such a thing?”
Emrys shrugged. “It was not such a fraught choice. I am the Merlin, after all. It was easy enough for me to ensure that a member of the House of York has ruled England for half a millennium. But now their reign has come to an end.”
Aelwynn frowned. “But isn’t Marie a York? Through Queen Eleanor?”
Her father shook his head. “Legally, she is a member of Prince Francis’s line, the House of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Glücksburg.”
Aelwynn couldn’t help but smile at the ridiculous name. “She should join the House of York, if only to save the empire all the money it’s going to spend on ink for stationery.” But she quickly sobered. “I don’t understand. You were able to keep a York on the throne for five hundred years. Wasn’t there some cousin you could have married Eleanor to?”
“There were three,” her father said in a dark voice, “but all of them died before they came of age.”
“You sound as if you suspect foul play.”
“There is no need for suspicion. Eleanor told me herself that she had them murdered.”
“But by doing that she was as good as murdering you!”
“Eventually, yes. But she was also ensuring my loyalty to her and her alone, for if she died then I would too.” He smiled ruefully. “Even in her youth, Eleanor had a keen eye for power. And to tell you the truth, I wasn’t too bothered by her plan. I had been alive almost nine hundred years when she ascended to the throne. This body, this life—“ the Merlin passed a hand up and down his tall, gaunt form, then waved at the window, indicating the wide world beyond “—had already lost some of its appeal to me. A century later, I can say that I am ready to take my leave.”
“What? No! You can’t go—I’ve only just returned from Avalon! There’s so much you need to teach me!”
“And you will learn it all my daughter. Just not in the way you expect.”
Aelwynn started to protest, but Emrys waved her silent.
“There is no use fighting what must be. For now, the most important lesson you can learn from me is that the role of the Morgaine is not to serve the monarch, but the empire. Fully half of the world’s population lives under the protection of the Franco-British armies. This is not the design of any one monarch or even a succession of them. It is mine. I created this empire and I eradicated magic from the rest of the world, not so that England could lord it over its enemies but so it could protect its citizens. You will have even more power than I did, because you will not be bound to a single line. You could extend the empire’s borders even farther. With the aid of Prussia’s armies, you could absorb the rest of Europe and Asia and usher in an era of universal peace such as the world has never seen. But to do so you must think beyond the reign or wishes of a single monarch, whether it be Marie-Victoria or her heirs, or some other king or queen you yourself bring to the throne.”
The barrage of information her father threw at her was so bewildering that Aelwynn had no idea how to respond to it. Finally she did the only thing she could think of. She laughed. “I couldn’t possibly…”
Her father drew himself up to his full height.
“You are the heir of the Myrddyn line! You will be the Morgaine of Albion!”
“But—but I’m scared,” Aelwynn protested, trying not to whine.
To her surprise, her father nodded.
“As well you should be. There is a dark power out there, a strange magic of a type I haven’t experienced in a thousand years or more. I have felt it sniffing at the edges of the kingdom for some time now, but in the past few years it has grown bolder. It is as if it senses my impending death, and is preparing to make its move.”
“What is it?” Aelwynn said. “How do I fight it?”
“I wish I could tell you. It shields itself, as if obscured by a cloud. But I can sense its curiosity, and I am sure it will reveal itself soon. When it does, you must be ready.”
“But how can I be ready when I don’t even know what it is?”
Emrys paused before speaking, looking down at his daughter with an expression that was almost paternal. Concerned, yet also proud.
“You are my daughter,” he said finally. “You will know.”
Aelwynn opened her mouth to ask another question when a scream from the adjacent room cut her off.
“Mother! Mother!”
Even as Marie screamed, Emrys seemed to sag. He grabbed onto the arm of a chair and half sat, half fell onto its seat.
Aelwynn rushed to him.
“Father!”
Emrys took her hand in his as the bells began tolling in Westminster, spreading the news throughout the land.
“There is not much time,” he said to her, his voice half what it had been a moment ago, his eyes shining in a face that had gone pale and damp with sweat. “Danger! Darkness!” he choked.
“Father!” Aelwynn cried.
His eyes were closed and he was still breathing, but she knew the end would be soon in coming.
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 Milliner to the Stars
On the morning after Queen Eleanor’s death London awoke to the thickest fog in living memory. The sun was clearly up, because the fog glowed brightly, almost eerily, as if it were a phosphorescent gas swirling through the streets, but was so dense that you couldn’t see more than a few inches in front of your face. Anyone brave or foolish enough to venture out in it was immediately confronted by the sounds of neighing horses and screeching tires and loud voices, as hansoms and motorcars and pedestrians all struggled to avoid one another. The more prepared travelers carried a lantern with them—it didn’t make it possible to see any farther, but it did alert coachmen and motorists to your presence. Still, the occasional frightened shout or anguished scream told you that not everyone managed to avoid being clipped or hit, and by midafternoon the damp air was sharply tinged with smoke, as fires burned out of control because the brigades found it nearly impossible to respond.
Fortunately, though, most of modern London was built of brick and stone. There would be no repeat of the Great Fire of 1666, when baker (and amateur magician) Thomas Farriner attempted to conjure a drakonet to entertain his children and their guests at a birthday party, but instead brought forth a fully grown drakon, which promptly went on a rampage and torched half of London before it was chased back to its own realm.
Still, like the drakon of two and half centuries ago, people suspected that the fog blanketing the mourning city had a similar origin: magic.
Some said that Albion, the mythological patron spirit of the island of Brittania, was in mourning for Queen Eleanor, who had lived on his shores for a hundred and fifty years, and ruled them for well over a century. Others said that the fog stemmed from a darker source, that the enemies of the Franco-British Empire were gathering to attack the capital before the young Princess-Dauphine could cement her hold on the Lily Throne.
For seventeen-year-old American expat Ronan Astor, however, the fog had a minimal effect. Her spacious, tasteful, and (normally) sunny flat was located directly above her hat shop on chic Regent Street, so opening up meant a simple walk down a flight of stairs. Nor did the fog impede business, since Ronan took clients by appointment only, and then only with a referral from a previous patron. Her two best friends in London, Peregrine Randolph, Lord Stewart, and his boyfriend, the Honorable Archibald Fairfax, had worried that Ronan was being too exclusive, even for London, but as an American Ronan had a keen sense for just how snobbish Brits could be. Perry and Archie brought in a half dozen of their fabulous friends when the shop first opened, and ever since Ronan had been flooded with orders from ladies, countesses, duchesses, princesses, and three queens (only two of them were actual women, although the third was the prettiest).
Perry and Archie weren’t with her that morning, however. Shortly after she came downstairs Perry rang from the “fashionably unfashionable” new flat he shared with Archie in a converted warehouse in Islington to tell her that the fog was “thicker than Oliver Twist’s gruel,” and they were spending the day in bed.
“Come and join us honeybun,” Perry cooed.
“But I’m just a common shop-girl,” Ronan pretend-pouted into the telephone, “and the missus expects me to work no matter what the weather is. I’ll be here if you get bored.”
“Oh, boo hoo,” Perry pretend-commiserated. “You are the missus, my dear, and I saw the books for last month. You’re bringing in almost as much income as my estates.”
“Somehow I doubt that,” Ronan laughed. Peregine’s father was ridiculously wealthy. (When she had asked, in the American manner, what the elder Lord Steward “did for a living,” Perry had looked confused. “I’m not sure? I think he owns…Yorkshire?”) But she didn’t begrudge her friend his leisurely life—it was his generosity, after all, that had enabled her to open her shop, and if she wasn’t making quite as much money as he did, she was still doing far better than her family back in America.
As an Astor, Ronan was descended from one of the oldest families in British North America. General Benjamin Astor had sailed into New York Harbor in 1664, where he had wrested the city of New Amsterdam from the Dutch settlers who had lived there for half a century. Among those Dutch men and women was Judith Stuyvesant, the daughter of Pieter Stuyvesant, the Director-General of the Dutch colony. Judith was a smart, pragmatic girl, and once things had settled down a bit, she set her sights on the new ruler. Within two years of the takeover she had become Mrs. Benjamin Astor, while her husband had been named governor of the rechristened colony of New York, an appointment the Astors had held for three hundred and fifty years, until Ronan’s father had been forced to sell the office in order to avoid debtor’s prison.
And it’s all my fault, Ronan thought guiltily as she hung up the phone. Her parents had gambled everything on her making a good marriage to a wealthy European. They had borrowed heavily against their mansion in Washington Square so that Ronan could have a London Season and sent her across the Atlantic on the Saturnia, the greatest passenger liner of its day. But Ronan had failed to make a match. Had, in fact, turned down not one but two proposals, one from Marcus Deveraux, Viscount Lisle (who, as it turned out, was only courting her for the money he thought she had), and the other from a handsome working class lad she met on board the Saturnia—a ruffian with a penchant for boxing and strip billiards who it turned out just happened to be second in line to the throne of Prussia.
If only she had known that when he had offered his hand in marriage. But she had refused, unwilling to give up the life she aspired to in order to marry for love.
And now, thanks to the death of his older brother Leopold, Wolfgang Friedrich Joachim von Hohenzollern, a.k.a. Wolf, was going to be king, not just of Prussia, but of England and France and all their dependent colonies.
Wolf could have been hers.
Oh well, Ronan thought as she opened the curtains in the front of the shop, she probably would have gotten fat from all that schnitzel.
Ronan knew she had no right to feel sorry for herself. It was she who had turned him down. Turned him down not because he wasn’t handsome or smart or a great kisser—he was such a great kisser—but because she’d thought he was poor, and she wanted a rich man.
It served her right.
But even so, a part of her was still angry at Wolf. He shouldn’t have pretended to be someone he wasn’t. If he’d been honest with her, he would be married to her now, rather than the pasty Princess-Dauphine, Marie-Victoria. Ronan would be queen of Prussia. She would not be making hats. She would be having hats made for her.
And not just any hats.
Crowns.
Such were her thoughts when the bells over the front door jangled. Ronan looked up to see tendrils of fog swirling in the open door around the large dark outline of a man. The outline stepped into the shop, turned to close the door, then turned back to her. With a flourish, the visitor swept off his tophat. A mass of dark curls spilled around skin so pale it was almost blue. Thick eyebrows capped a pair of the blackest yet brightest eyes she had ever seen, while the full, red lips were spread in a smile that revealed gleaming, somewhat sharp-looking teeth. Beneath his throat, in front of the knot of his tie, hung a heavy white pendant on a thick silver chain—moonstone, she thought, or possibly white jade. It was an old-fashioned adornment for such a modern suit, and Ronan assumed it was some kind of magical device—perhaps a portable ward, which only the very, very wealthy could afford.
“Good afternoon, miss,” the man said with what Ronan thought was a trace of a French accent. “I hope I’m not intruding on your solitude on such a sad day of mourning for all of England. May I have the honor of presenting my card?” His right hand was still holding his hat, so he reached inside his jacket with his left and pulled out an ivory calling card.
“G-good afternoon,” Ronan stuttered. The stranger was so intense-looking that she was taken completely off guard. Handsome, yes, but in a slightly scary way, which was only intensified by the fact that he was dressed completely in black, from the herringbone cravat that bulged at his throat all the way down to his ankles—his feet were still lost in a swirl of fog that had snaked in from outside. “I think you want Savile Row. It’s just around the corner. We only make ladies’ hats here.”
The man’s smile grew wider, humanizing him a little more. The fog he had brought in with him had dissipated as well, and he seemed less like an apparition than what he was: a tall, dark, handsome stranger.
“No mistake,” he said. “I would like to obtain one of your hats for my cousin.”
“I’m so sorry,” Ronan said. “We have a policy that new customers must be referred by existing ones. I know it must seem tremendously formal, but we have a backlog of orders as it is, and it’s the only way to ensure that our hats are only worn by the finest ladies in society.”
“Our hats?” the man repeated, his smile as bright and undeterred as ever. “Do I have the pleasure of speaking with the famous Ronan Astor herself?”
Ronan couldn’t quite keep a proud smile off her face. “I don’t know about the famous part, but I’m Ronan Astor.”
“Ah, I thought so! I have only been in London for a few weeks, but already I have had a dozen people tell me of this great American beauty who designs hats for only the finest ladies of London. I see now, however, that all the talk has done you an extreme disservice. You are far more ravishing than I was led to believe.”
Ronan blushed, but didn’t look away. For better or worse, she knew that she was beautiful. Her mother had drummed it into her from the time she was a little girl that it was her best—if not her only—asset. Her long blonde hair was the golden color that most girls could only achieve with the aid of magic (or very caustic chemicals), and it framed a heart-shaped face enlivened by luminescent green eyes and the perfect rosebud pout of a mouth. It was a face Ronan was both thankful for and tired of. It got her lots of attention, sure, but that attention seemed always to end in heartache. If she had been born to a lower class she could have used her beauty to find work as a fashion model or even an actress, but as a member of the American aristocracy she had been limited to husband-hunting. And though you’d think beauty was an asset in such a task, luring the men to her, in practice, it attracted too many potential mates and all the minnows nipping at her bait kept her from landing the big fish.
Although this man, she had to admit, didn’t look like a minnow. More like a shark. A very wealthy, very landed, very sophisticated shark.
“You flatter me,” she said now. “Nevertheless, that does not change my policy—”
“I am sorry,” the stranger cut her off suavely, his mischievous smile never fading. “Perhaps I should have mentioned that my cousin is Marie-Victoria, the Princess-Dauphine.” His outstretched hand wiggled the card he was holding.
“The Princess-Dauphine,” Marie repeated, feeling her blush grow even hotter. After a moment of confusion she stepped forward and took the card from his black-gloved hand.
Henri de la Rouchefort
Comte de Boulogne et Lille
Ronan stared at the elegantly scripted name for a long time. Perry and Archie had been giving her a crash course on European aristocracy, but there were just so many to remember. Still, she knew Boulogne was a jewel of a city on the French side of the English Channel, a destination spot for the yachting set, while Lille was one of the great industrial cities in all of Europe. If this man was count of both municipalities, he must be fabulously wealthy. And a cousin to the Princess-Dauphine as well! He was the kind of customer her shop coveted (although Ronan thought she might be doing a little coveting herself). He may have been a French count rather than a Prussian prince, but he would certainly take the sting off her loss. And with his dark curls and eyes, he even looked a bit like Wolf—a little taller maybe, a little older, a little more mysterious. It had been six months since she’d even thought about flirting with a man. She was due for a little fun.
She looked up from the card with a bright, apologetic smile on her face.
“I beg your pardon, Monsieur le Comte. It would be my pleasure to design a hat for your wife.”
The Comte du Boulogne beamed at her. “I have no wife that I’m aware of,” he chuckled. “The hat is for my cousin.”
“Is that right?” Ronan said, as inside she was crowing. Rich and unmarried. Just her type. “The Princess-Dauphine.” She pointed to the several hats on display in the store. “All of our creations are one of a kind, of course. But perhaps you see something here that inspires you.”
“Indeed I do,” the count said without taking his eyes from Ronan’s face. “I find myself very inspired indeed.”
Ronan returned his smile as brightly as she could, though inside she was quaking. He was just so handsome and bold. No man had ever looked at her with such frank and earthy interest. “Perhaps a cloche,” she said, reaching for the nearest hat, a bright red cloche with a simple yet elegantly pleated brim cut to curl modishly over the eyes. “They are so chic, and the princess is so young. She should wear something modern, don’t you think?”
“I will defer to your taste,” the count said. “But I think perhaps something less joyful.”
“Less joyful?” Ronan repeated in confusion.
“Something black, I think, and with a veil. She is in mourning, after all.”
Ronan was still confused. “I thought the period of mourning for her former fiancé had ended.”
At the mention of the former fiancé the count’s face clouded for the first time. “The traitor Leopold?” he said in a bitter voice. “The sooner he is forgotten the better. No, I am referring to her mother, Queen Eleanor.”
“Queen Eleanor is dead?” Ronan sputtered.
“You hadn’t heard? The bells were ringing all night.”
“I heard the bells, but I thought they were for the fog. To warn the ships?”
“The queen died in the middle of the night,” the Count explained. “And so dear Marie-Victoria will need an entirely new mourning wardrobe. I expect I will not be the only person coming to you seeking a hat for her. I do hope that mine will be the most beautiful though. And then, in nine months time, perhaps we can commission something more exuberant.”
“Nine months?” Ronan repeated. “Is the princess—?” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. The wedding had taken place only yesterday.
“With child?” the count finished for her. “No, the law requires that nine months pass after the death of a monarch before a new queen can be crowned.”
Ronan’s head spun. Marie-Victoria was going to be queen—in nine months. More to the point, Wolf was going to be king. Though she’d always known rationally that it was going to happen, in her head it was a distant event, years and years in the future, by which point Ronan would have found a husband of her own and would no longer be jealous of what had, after all, been but a shipboard romance that had lasted barely two weeks.
“Miss Astor? Are you well? You seem flushed.”
Ronan started from her thoughts. “I’m fine, thank you, count.”
“Please. Call me Henri.”
“Only if you call me Ronan,” she answered. “Now then, Henri. This would normally be the time when one of my milliners measures your head, but as you can see none of them showed up to work today, and, well, you’re not the Princess-Dauphine. You don’t happen to know her royal highness’s head size, do you?”
Henri’s smile was more of a smirk. “Design something that you would wear if you were queen,” he replied. “I’m sure it will fit perfectly.”
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The Price of Freedom
Nearly five hundred miles away from fog-shrouded London, eighteen-year-old Isabelle of Valois, Lady Orleans, stood in the window of her garret bedroom and stared out over the rolling fields of Burgundy. The pale blue sky was cloudless, the hot air tinged lightly with dust, while beneath them, for as far as she could see, the rolling hills were covered by endless parallel rows of trellised grapevines, heavily laden with plump purple grapes that would soon be ready for harvest. Here and there she saw a man in the fields—a vigneron checking the grapes for ripeness or an overseer on horseback keeping watch for poachers—but by and large the view was unpopulated. The late September heat kept most people indoors, and the vineyard managers tended to lighten their workers’ loads so they would be well-rested when the harvest started, probably any day now.
It was a bucolic scene, the product of a natural order that had persisted for hundreds of years, and normally Isabelle derived a great sense of well-being from the view. After all, she was mistress of these lands—to some degree every grape on every vine owed its existence to her, who, besides being the legal owner of these estates, was also the rightful heir to the throne of France, which had been stolen from her ancestors by the upstart British usurper half a century ago.
Lately, however, she hadn’t been able to take any comfort in her possessions, real or symbolic. The reason why was napping in a rosewood crib behind her. Charles Louis Valois, or Charlie as she called him, was nearly three months old, a beautiful child with bright blue eyes and sable-colored hair and an almost eerily peaceful demeanor, as if he understood his mother’s fraught situation and didn’t want to add to her woes by fussing and crying. Isabelle loved her son with a fierceness that surprised her. In her life she loved many things—from her own beauty to her former fiancé Leopold VII of Prussia to the crown of France that had been stolen from her five hundred years before she was born. She even thought she’d loved Louis, her cousin and fellow ward, before her other cousin, Hugh, who was also their legal guardian, had him murdered. But all of these desires paled before her feelings for Charlie, who, though conceived unintentionally and out of wedlock with a man who later betrayed her, his family, and his empire, nevertheless brought her the greatest joy she had ever felt in her life.
Joy, yes, but not comfort. Not security. In truth, the baby was a constant source of anxiety for Isabelle. She had tried to leave once, and to make a life for herself and her son as a village schoolteacher, but she had come back, unwilling to raise him in such low environs. This was because he was Leopold’s son, a fact Isabelle was terrified her guardian Hugh Borel would find out. Hugh had been furious when she had left him. He thought Charlie was his own, which was the only reason Charlie was still alive—quite possibly the only reason Isabelle was still alive too. But Isabelle knew Charlie was Leopold’s son, and not just because he had inherited his father’s handsomeness, as opposed to Hugh’s sallow, bland features. It had emerged after Leopold’s attempted coup in London that he was a magician—no Emrys Myrddyn, certainly, but powerful enough to have rooted out and utilized Pandora’s Box, with which he had brought the English to their knees at Lamac.
After what happened yesterday, Isabelle was sure that some vestige of Leopold’s power lived on in Charlie.
It had been a beautiful late summer day, not too hot, and Hugh, feeling magnanimous, had let Isabelle out of her room to take her tea in the garden. Isabelle instructed her maid to spread a blanket on the grass so that Charlie could roll around more freely than he could in his bassinet. The silly girl had done as instructed, but then her attention was distracted by the hummingbirds feeding on the rose bushes and she wandered farther from the child than she should have. Suddenly Isabelle was disturbed from her book by a scream. She looked up to see the maid staring in horror at Charlie’s blanket, where a massive asp lay coiled just inches away from her son, its head raised in striking position.
Isabelle wanted to scream too, but she was afraid to startle the snake. Charlie, however, stared at the snake fearlessly. Though only three months old, he was already able to roll himself over and prop himself up, and he leaned on his plump pink arms and regarded the furiously hissing snake with a look of almost adult fascination. The snake swayed back and forth as if searching for the right angle to strike, while Isabelle and the maid could only stare helplessly. But before the snake could sink his fangs into Charlie’s tender flesh, the baby’s eyes flashed to the sky. Isabelle looked up to see a dark shadow streaking downward, followed by a thump that shook the lawn so hard she felt the vibration in her legs. An eagle had plummeted from the sky and pounced on the asp. Its talons sank into the scaly coils, pinning the snake in place, and then its massive hooked beak grabbed the wedged-shaped head and severed it from the body, which continued to writhe with slow, jerking spasms for several seconds.
For a moment eagle and infant stared at each other, a tiny smile playing on the boy’s face, an almost deferential expression on the eagle’s. Then the eagle snatched up the severed snake’s head in its beak, tossed it a few feet into the air, and snapped it out of the sky and swallowed it whole. It flapped its massive wings mightily and took to the air, the slack body of the snake dangling from its claws like a piece of old rope.
For a moment Isabelle could only look on in shock. Then she roused herself and rushed to Charlie and swept her son into her arms.
“My lady!” the maid cried, running in after her. “I’ve never seen such a thing in my life! It was almost as if—”
“Silence!” Isabelle commanded, concealing her fear with fury. “It is your own carelessness that placed my child in danger! Do not speak of what happened here again, lest the master punish you for jeopardizing the life of his heir!”
But Isabelle knew what the maid had been going to say. She was going to say that it was almost as if Charlie had summoned the eagle to protect him. It was thrilling, but it was terrifying too. If Hugh discovered that Charlie was Leopold’s son he would surely kill him, and not just because he seemed to have inherited his father’s magic. The Burgundy estates belonged to Isabelle, but Hugh was her guardian for the next eleven months, until she reached her majority. He had announced his plans to marry her before that happened, at which point, under French law, he would become permanent master of his wife’s property. Master, but not owner: those rights would pass to Charlie as her closest blood kin. Hugh was unbothered by this as long as he believed Charlie to be his own son. But if he discovered the truth, he would undoubtedly eliminate the infant from the picture.
And so Isabelle’s only joy in her captivity was also her greatest torment.
A key sounded in the lock behind her, and Isabelle started away from the window. To her surprise, the door was opened by Hugh himself. He usually didn’t force his unwanted visits on her until after the sun had gone down.
Though only ten years older than her, which is to say, twenty-six, Hugh looked like a man in his mid-forties. His brown hair, thin to start with, was receding in front and back, and his ungainly body managed to be both thin and fat at the same time—scrawny at the shoulders and ankles but flabby in the center. There was a time when he’d been thin as a beanpole, which was slightly less unattractive than he was now, but lately he was starting to look more and more like an egg with legs.
Isabelle walked slowly to Charlie’s crib, putting herself between her child and her cousin as casually as possible. As she did, she passed a mirror, and couldn’t help noticing that her beauty was intact. Childbirth had hardly affected her perfect figure, though it had made her breasts bigger and brought a glow to her skin that set off her dark full lips and flashing eyes, perfectly framed by a mass of gently curled dark locks. Even the simple Empire-waisted dress she was wearing, devoid of ribbons or gems or embroidery, couldn’t diminish her beauty—if anything, it allowed her figure to be the star, rather than some seamstress’s handiwork.
“Ah, Isabelle!” Hugh said with gloating insincerity. “So nice to find you at home!”
“Home? Where else would I be?” she retorted. “You keep the door of my room locked day and night. Unless I grow wings, I will be in this room until you let me out.”
“Why, whatever are you talking about? You had a lovely tea in the garden just yesterday, only to come running back here before scarcely an hour had gone by. It seems to me you like your little garret.”
Isabelle blanched at the mention of the picnic, but Hugh didn’t seem to notice. He was too busy leaning over the crib and examining the sleeping child he thought of as his son.
Just then there was a commotion at the door. A pair of male servants, one in footman’s livery, the other in groom’s rags, came walking into the room after their master, lugging some kind of large mechanical apparatus—an oddly shaped box connected to three long horizontal poles. Isabelle had never seen its like before.
“And how is my son?” Hugh said, reaching a finger into the crib and chucking Charlie under the chin.
Charlie woke immediately and started crying.
“He was sleeping,” Isabelle said sharply. “But I guess he’s awake now.” She reached into the crib and lifted her crying son into her arms. After one more discontented wail, he fell silent again.
The servants, meanwhile, had turned whatever it was they were carrying on its side, so that the poles were horizontal now, and underneath the box. The one dressed like a groom pulled the ends of the poles apart, and Isabelle realized that the contraption was in fact a tripod upon which the weird-looking box rested. Isabelle glanced at it anxiously, wondering what fresh torture her cousin had devised for her. As she did, the groom looked up and caught her gaze. He was a fresh-faced handsome boy around her own age, with messy, dirty blond hair and cool brown eyes, but as he averted his gaze she saw that the left side of his face was raked by three long scars, which cut across his left eye and his mouth, pulling it into a sour grimace.
Hugh, meanwhile, was frowning at this display of his son’s maternal preference.
“Clearly, the boy is spending too much time alone with you. We shall have to do something about that. No no,” he added, speaking to the servants. “Point it that way. Toward the bed.”
Isabelle saw now that the box had a small tube mounted at one end, which seemed to be capped by a piece of convex glass. It almost looked like the lens of a monocle. The servants pointed this lens toward Isabelle’s bed.
“Now remove the draperies from Lady Orleans’s bed and throw the window curtains wide. We need as much light as possible.”
“My lord?” Isabelle said, fighting to keep the nervousness from her voice, if only for the sake of the child sleeping in her arms. She wanted Hugh to have as little to do with her bed as possible. “What is this strange invention?”
“A device by which I hope to immortalize your ethereal beauty for all the world to see,” he replied.
Fewer things make a girl less proud of her beauty than when an ugly leech complimented her on it. Isabelle blushed, and wished she hadn’t. A glance in the mirror told her it only made her that much more fetching.
“It is some kind of…camera?” Isabelle asked, feeling a wave of dread.
Last year she had sat for a formal photograph and found the results disappointing. It was in black-and-white, for one thing, which failed to capture the radiance of the gold and green gown she’d had especially made for the occasion, and she’d had to sit so incredibly stiff for so long that she ended up looking bug-eyed and stupid in the picture. It was quick and convenient, certainly—it only took twenty-four hours to produce a finished picture—but in Isabelle’s opinion the camera was a novelty that would never replace painting. She would take a Degas or a Whistler, an Eakins or a Sargent over a grainy, bland photograph any day.
“At any rate, I haven’t dressed for a portrait. I would ask that you come back another day,” she told him.
Perhaps never.
Hugh’s smile was mocking. Mocking and salacious.
“It is a camera, my dear ward, but not a still camera. This is one of the Lumiere brothers’ motion picture cameras. It can record a moving image.”
“Is that so?” Isabelle’s stomach lurched. Her fears were confirmed when he walked to her and fingered the thin cotton of her dress.
“You will have to take this off of course,” he said with a salacious grin, whispering so the servants couldn’t hear him.
He turned to the servants, who appeared to have finished setting up the camera.
“Leave us. And take the brat with you. I don’t want him crying during my film. I don’t want anything spoiling this…performance.”
Isabelle eyes locked with those of the scarred groom. It seemed to her that he knew exactly what was going to happen as soon as he left the room, and this time it was she who looked away in shame.
Hugh was unbuttoning his jacket even before the footman had wrested Charlie from Isabelle’s arms and exited through the door, locking it behind him.
At dinner that night, Isabelle and Hugh sat at opposite ends of the table in the chateau’s informal dining room, which only seated ten (as opposed to the formal dining room, whose immense table could seat fifty). The table’s eight side chairs were all empty, as was the table itself, besides their plates and glasses. A single candelabra stood in its center. Unfortunately it wasn’t high enough or ornate enough to conceal Hugh’s face.
Her cousin tore into his meal with gusto, shoving greasy pieces of roast pork into his thin-lipped mouth with barely any time to chew. He washed down the meat with liberal doses of his famed red burgundy. Which was really her red burgundy, Isabelle reminded herself, just like the glass from which Hugh drank and the table at which he sat and the great chateau that housed them. They had all been stolen from her, along with her honor and her freedom.
“For some time now I have felt that it is unseemly for my future wife to be locked up in her room,” Hugh said without preamble, a bit of pork flying from his greasy lips. “Therefore from this day on, I propose to leave the door to your room open. You will be free to come and go, as befits the mistress of a great chateau and the mother to the Borel line.”
He is no Borel. He was no Valois either, but she couldn’t tell him that. She had named him after her one true love, Louis Valois, who had perished trying to save her from Hugh.
Isabelle had no appetite after the afternoon’s activities, though she drank her wine gratefully. Anything to dull her outraged senses.
“I have always had great fondness for you, my dear cousin Isabelle, and I have always tried to do the best by you. I have managed your estates well, nearly doubling their output—and doubling your fortune in the process. I even secured you the engagement to Leopold of Prussia, which was broken off through no fault of my own.”
He paused to shove another piece of meat in his mouth, swill another mouthful of wine. Isabelle didn’t say anything. She knew there was a catch coming.
“Nevertheless,” he continued, “I get the sense that you do not appreciate me in the way I deserve. I will admit I am no Leopold. I am but a humble servant of the Franco-British empire, and of you, my lady. It is time you appreciated you have a duke right in front of you.”
My father’s title that you claimed as our closest relative and only because I could not, as a woman, claim it under these horrible laws.
Another bite; another drink. Isabelle sipped at her own wine coldly.
“I have no doubt that in time you will come to love me as much as I love you,” Hugh continued. “But until then I have decided to take out a little…insurance, shall we say, against your getting any ideas into your pretty little head. The film that we shot earlier this afternoon will be developed and multiple copies will be made, which will be stored in the armory here in Burgundy, as well as in bank vaults in Paris and London. Should you decide that you want to go looking for a husband elsewhere, I will arrange for the film to be shown at the largest theaters in both capitals, at which point all of society will see you for what you are: a fallen woman. Ruined. A common slattern, no matter your royal pedigree. You will never be able to show your face in society again. And of course your child would be taken from you as an unfit mother.”
Isabelle did her best to remain impassive as Hugh delivered this horrible speech, but even so she felt wetness on her chest and realized she had spilled a few drops of wine on the front of her dress. When she set the glass on the table her hand was shaking so much that the clattering glass echoed in the empty room.
No…he could not…he would not…
He would.
Hugh smiled as he wiped his mouth then, not with his napkin but with the back of his hand, which he then wiped on his jacket. Then he stood up.
“So,” he said. “You are free to roam the house and lands as you see fit until our marriage, which will come as soon as the harvest is brought in. Step one foot off the property, however, and the film goes public. You are mine Isabelle. Care to remember that.” He looked at her sharply. “Do we have an understanding?”
Isabelle couldn’t bring herself to speak. She nodded furiously.
“Very good then,” he said, digging into the pocket of his too-tight pants and pulling out something, which he tossed to her. It clattered noisily on the table and slid into her lap.
“Your key, my lady. You are now a free woman.”
And, chuckling under his breath, he grabbed the bottle of wine and tottered out of the dining room.
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 House of Death and Fog
The noxious fog that gripped London persisted for the next several days. Reports came in from as far as Edinburgh, Scotland and Dublin, Ireland, and coastal Normandie in France that the fog was just as thick there as it was in southeastern England. As a consequence the state funeral for Queen Eleanor was pushed back from the Sunday following her death to Monday, then Tuesday, then Wednesday. When Wednesday dawned with the fog still as thick as ever, top advisors to the princess, including Emrys, who looked unnaturally gray and weak, Aelwynn, and the Lord Chamberlain, gathered to discuss whether to postpone one more day. These meetings took place in what had formerly been Queen Eleanor’s Privy Chamber, whose the most prominent feature was a rather large gilded chair tufted with red velvet and mounted on an elevated platform at one end of the room. As girls, Marie and Aelwynn had snuck into this as well as every other room of the palace, but it was only now, as Aelwynn looked up at her friend sitting on that raised seat, that she recognized the fancy chair for what it was:
A throne.
Although she was standing a mere ten feet away from her friend—there were, in fact, no other chairs in the room—Aelwynn felt very far from Marie as she watched the discussion go back and forth.
Also, Marie was alone. Where was Wolf? It struck Aelwynn that it was odd to see the princess without her prince.
Marie was initially adamant that they hold the funeral so that the great dignitaries from all over the empire could arrive to see off her mother, while the Merlin argued that she should be laid to rest as soon as possible so that the court could be seen as moving forward. Marie and Emrys went back and forth for several minutes until Sir Paul Reed, the court physician, meekly raised his hand. When no one acknowledged him he cleared his throat, and when still no one acknowledge him he dared to speak.
“Your highness?” he said in a soft, obsequious voice. “If I may make a contribution?”
Marie whirled on him angrily. “My Lord Physician,” she said in the disdainful tone that had come to characterize more and more of her conversations. Aelwynn wondered what happened to her sweet friend. Marie seemed to be growing more irritable by the day. Was it just her mother’s death that was bothering her? “It would seem that the time for contributions from medicine has long passed.”
“Yes, your highness,” Sir Reed acknowledged with a bow of his head. “However, there is the matter of the vessel that formerly housed Queen Eleanor.”
“The vessel that formerly housed Queen Eleanor” was the court euphemism for Marie’s mother’s body.
“Yes,” Marie said even more haughtily. “You have perhaps become an undertaker as well?”
In fact, Sir Paul’s duties as court physician did include supervising the embalming of Queen Eleanor’s body. He did not, however, point this out. Instead he said simply:
“The royal vessel has been removed from its controlled environment”—a.k.a. the morgue’s freezer—“on numerous occasions over the past five days. The repeated changes in temperature have started to have, ah, deleterious consequences.”
“My Lord Reed,” Marie said imperiously, “if you have something to say, please refrain from using either medical or diplomatic jargon and just say it.”
Sir Paul looked around at the small audience, as if hoping someone else would say it for him. When no one stepped up, he turned back to Marie.
“The body is starting to smell.”
In short order it was agreed that the funeral would take place that day, as scheduled.
As soon as the details had been worked out, Marie dismissed her courtiers with a tired wave of her hand.
“There is one more matter,” Sir Paul said, his tone if anything even more obsequious than it had been earlier. “It concerns a question of some delicacy. About your…marriage.”
As Aelwynn watched, the color drained from Marie’s already pale face.
“My dear Sir Paul. Now is neither the time nor the place for such a discussion,” Lord Daniels cut in. “The queen designate is in mourning. She has not had time for her husband.”
“But it is required by law,” Sir Paul said stubbornly. “It is already five days overdue.”
Aelwynn’s eyes darted back and forth between the two ministers and Marie, who looked increasingly mortified as the conversation went on.
“May I remind you,” said Lord Daniels, “that there is only one queen-designate, but the position of Court Physician can be held by any number of certified doctors who hold the rank of Earl or above? At last count,” he added, when it looked like Sir Paul was going to protest again, “there were twenty-two eligible candiates in London alone.”
“Thank you Uncle Roderick,” said Marie quietly. The Lord Chamberlain was Lord Roderick Daniels, and when she was a child the queen had asked Marie to call him uncle.
Sir Paul didn’t say anything for a moment, then nodded meekly. “Very good, sir,” he said, and, after bowing to Marie, made his way out, followed by Emrys and the Lord Chamberlain.
As the men headed for the door, Aelwynn stepped torward Marie.
“Your highness,” she said tentatively. “May I have a word?”
Marie turned to her with a flat expression on her face, but Aelwynn could see that it was a struggle for her to maintain. “Yes of course.”
For one more moment Marie didn’t say anything. Then the door closed silently behind the Lord Chamberlain and Marie jumped off her throne and threw her arms around Aelwynn.
Aelwynn let Marie cry for as long she needed to, not saying anything, just holding her friend and softly stroking her hair. Finally, Marie stepped back, her pale face blotchy with tears.
“Feel better?” Aelwynn asked, smoothing a few strands of damp brown hair from Marie’s wet cheeks.
Marie sniffed and nodded yes.
“I would ask how you’re holding up, but you just gave me a pretty good idea.”
“Oh, Aelwynn, you don’t know! It’s been just awful. Every day there are so many papers to sign. Sign this or the armies won’t be fed. Sign this or the lights in the palace will be shut off. Sign this or we’ll go to war with Liechtenstein and Andorra.”
“Dreadful.” Aelwyn nodded.
“At first I asked Daniels to explain what I was signing, but every document was a thousand pages long and they were all so dense. And besides, he tells me everything’s temporary. Once I’m actually crowned all of this becomes null and void and then I have to redo everything in the name of my new government.”
“But why?” Aelwynn asked. “And where are Andorra and Liechtenstein anyway?”
“One of them’s, I don’t know, that way,” Marie said, waving her arm to due east, “and one of them’s more that way.” She waved her arm in a southeasterly direction. “And as for why, it’s all this terrible chauvinist nonsense. Apparently when the monarch dies and a female is the heir, there’s a mandatory waiting period of nine months.”
“That’s a weird length,” Aelwynn said, and then she gasped. “You mean, in case you’re—”
Marie nodded. “‘With child,’ is the court’s favored euphemism. If I’m queen and I have a baby, my child automatically becomes the heir. But if I conceive a child before I become queen, Parliament gets to decide whether or not my ‘issue’ has the right to inherit my title.”
“You mean if you were to get pregnant before you were crowned they might not let the child inherit the throne?”
“Daniels says that it’s a very slight possibility, but it could happen. Apparently one of my great-great-great-great-great-great-grandmothers was a bit of a get-around girl in her day, and she had a child by a footman or a valet or something, and it was all a big scandal.” Marie tried to chuckle, but her lip quivered. “If I’d known being queen was going to be this much of a bother, maybe I should have run away.”
“But isn’t Wolf helping you with all this? Where is he?”
At the mention of Wolf’s name, Marie’s lip quivered even more. “He’s with the Prussian contingent. I hardly see ever him. Daniels says there are ‘peculiarities’ in the Treaty of Lamac—‘eventualities’ that weren’t provided for that have something to do with Leo’s death, and that have to be reviewed. I think it’s because I was supposed to marry Leo and not Wolf, but every time I ask him to explain what’s going on he gets called away on this or that or the other thing. In the meantime, Wolf and I have barely had five minutes alone together. I have to preside over all these meetings—so many meetings!—and even though we’re only discussing the guest list for the funeral and whether my mother should wear her crown in her casket, Wolf’s not allowed to attend, or if he does attend he has to stand with all the other courtiers, and he isn’t even allowed to speak to me, since technically he has no rank here in England. Not ’til I’m queen.”
“But you see him at night, right?” Aelwynn asked.
Marie shook her head miserably. “No. Not even then. They’ve moved him to a different bedroom. Daniels says it would be ‘unseemly’ for the queen-designate to be ‘frolicking’ with her ‘consort’ so soon after her mother’s death. We’re not even allowed to sleep in the same floor. If I’m lucky I see him for a few minutes at dinner, but that’s all. I wish…” She shrugged. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Marrying me was never his choice.” Marie shrugged. “So maybe it’s all for the best.”
“How can you say that? You love Wolf! You always have, since we were children. And he looks pretty besotted with you.”
Marie shook her head. “My feelings are irrelevant, and as for his…I don’t know how he feels about me truly.”
“So on your wedding night…?”
Another said shake of the head.  “Technically, Wolf and I aren’t even married.”
“What!?” Aelwynn said. “But I was there, along with about a thousand other people. I saw you say your vows. I heard you say ‘I do.’”
“It’s part of the law. It doesn’t matter if you’re a princess or a commoner. A marriage isn’t legal until the contracts have been signed, the vows have been said, the vicar has conferred his blessing, and, most importantly, the bride has submitted to her husband. Only aristocratic ladies, however, and especially members of the royal family,” Marie added dourly, “have to submit to an official examination to prove she went through with it.”
“Oh!” Aelwynn gasped. “Was that what that business with Sir Paul was all about?”
Marie nodded. “At least Daniels had my back on that one. Every time Sir Paul hints at it he chases him away with threats of appointing a new royal physician.”
“Oh, how awful!” Aelwynn commiserated. “At least once your mother is finally laid to rest you can start to get on with your life.”
“I hope so,” Marie said. “I do wish she could have a proper funeral, with all the heads of state there and the like. She would have wanted it—and, you know, after a hundred years on the throne she earned it. This crazy fog!” she threw in, waving at the room’s windows, which even with the curtain open, were shrouded in darkness. “I don’t know where it came from, but I wish it would go back there!”
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Talisman
Aelwynn took her leave soon after, as both she and Marie had to change for the funeral. The truth is, she was much more bothered by the fog than her friend was. The royal magicians practiced a gray magic, which was built around incantations and talismans—“spells and stones,” as Emrys had called it when he instructed her as a child. But during her time in Avalon Aelwynn had dabbled in the older arts of wyrdding, or green magic, which drew its strength from the energy of the primal elements, earth, sea, air, and fire. Green magic was said to have been the magic of fairies, and it took Fey blood in your veins to wield it properly.
Aelwynn doubted that fairies had ever actually existed—even Viviane had never seen proof of them, although according to legend the Fey had founded Avalon thousands and thousands of years ago—but, at any rate, in the absence of green blood, wyrdding was largely for show. You might make a rosebud burst into bloom or, if you were really good, whip up a little rain shower, but that was about the extent of it, and her father had laughed away her childhood curiosity about the old ways. But after she’d set accidentally set fire to the palace and been hustled off to Avalon until she learned to control her magic, she’d taken it up, if not with Vivane’s blessing, then at least not against her will.
Aelwynn enjoyed the sense of connection wyrdding gave her to the larger world, and had become quite adept at manipulating the weather during her four years in Avalon. Avalon of course was quite different from England—it was itself a magical place, which was perhaps why she had been able to summon massive thunderstorms while she was there, while here in London she found herself unable to do a single thing about the fog—though she summoned rain to wash it away, sun to burn it off, and wind to whip it into tatters, all of her wyrdding seemed to dissipate at her fingertips. The fog remained, as thick, inert, and unnerving as ever.
She didn’t have much energy to worry about it, however, because she was more concerned about her father. Since Queen Eleanor’s death Emrys Myrddyn had visibly declined. Before, he had looked like a handsome if somewhat gaunt man pushing fifty. Now he seemed twice that age. He stood as straight as ever, but his once-black hair had gone silver, and the distinguished lines on his face had softened into plain old wrinkles, and his hands were thick with veins. He’d hidden his deterioration from the rest of the court behind the same kind of glamour spell he’d used to hide Queen Eleanor’s true appearance from her subjects, but he didn’t bother to conceal it from Aelwynn. But he drew the line at her fussing over him.
“It is all part of the natural order, my daughter,” he said solemnly. “To fight against it is merely a waste of energy.”
Aelwynn didn’t care. She wanted to fight against it—she needed to fight against it. Bad enough that she’d learned Queen Eleanor was her mother only to have her die a few months later, before they could develop any kind of relationship. To lose her father a week or two afterwards was too much to bear.
But it didn’t matter how she felt: with each passing moment more and more of her father’s spirit left his body, and it was clear that he would be gone in a matter of days.
That afternoon at Westminster Abbey for the Queen’s funeral, however, Emrys was more animated than she had seen him in days. It was rare that the Merlin led a public function, and this would be his last as well. No doubt that had excited him. He had donned his best suit, and put on the three great talismans of the Merlin’s office as well: the silver sword that was the Hand of Uthor, the silver chain from which hung the Tooth of Ascalon, and the silver ring on which was mounted the Heart of Rhiannon, the smallest but most powerful of them all. The three gemstones pulsed with an inner, liquid glow, as if they weren’t giving off light but sucking it in, and they seemed to lend her father strength. Or perhaps it was simply the crowd.
Despite the fog, the cathedral was packed to the gills. So many Londoners had shown up to pay their respects that the monks who took care of the church had removed all the chairs from the nave, along with pretty much everything else that wasn’t nailed down or made from twenty tons of stone. There were probably three thousand people packed into the nave and the wings, all clothed in enough black silk and wool and linen to shroud the home counties. Because Queen Eleanor had died on the night of Marie’s wedding, nearly all the dignitaries who had journeyed to London to attend the nuptials were still here to attend the funeral. There were also scores of local lords and ladies, from the merest pauperized viscount all the way up to the grand Dukes of the rich northern counties, as well as hundreds more of Britain and France’s wealthiest businessmen and their families. But at least half of the crowd was made up of commoners. The Queen had been much beloved by her people, who, like their parents and their parents’ parents, had never known another monarch, and they had crowded the doors of the cathedral, demanding to be allowed in to mourn her properly.
Aelwynn had expected her father to turn them away—the Merlin was always strict when it came to protocol—but to her surprise all he said was, “She was their queen. It is their right to say goodbye to her.”
The doors were thrown wide. The rabble rushed in. The massive nave was a sea of churning black cloth. The only spot of calm was at the sanctuary, cordoned off by a simple velvet rope (which was, Aelwynn knew, reinforced with a dozen warding spells to protect the royal entourage). There, Marie sat behind in a heavily tailored black wool dress, with a satin ruffle around the hem and rows of dark silk buttons its only ornamentation. A narrow hat sat atop her brown hair, which had been braided and plaited at the back of her head, and a heavy veil concealed her face, so that from head to toe not a single inch of skin was showing. Beside her (but slightly below her), Wolf was less severely dressed, in a black suit halfway between a military uniform and a tuxedo. For whatever reason, mourning customs did not dictate that a man’s face be covered, and his piercing blue eyes were trained on Marie. Though she only sat a foot away from him, it might as well have been a thousand miles, as protocol forbade any display of affection between them—if she stumbled over the train of her dress, he was supposed to allow the Lord Chamberlain to help her up. If she started to cry, he was supposed to stand back and watch. And in fact he was doing a good job of hiding his feelings. Only Aelwynn and the dozen or so people clustered around the flower-draped casket could see that his black-gloved hands were balled into fists.
The Bishop of Westminster stood up from his gilded chair and a respectful hush fell over the room. By the time he had walked the ten steps to the lectern the vast hall was completely silent. He bowed to Marie, then led the congregation in the traditional invocation, dedicating the day’s ceremony to the lords and ladies of the air, then bowed to Marie a second time. Then he sat down.
Beside Aelwynn, Emrys stood up. The silence that had greeted the bishop seemed to roll itself backwards, as nervous whispers flitted back and forth until the room vibrated with the sibilant sounds of fear and awe. No doubt some of them thought the Merlin was only a legend, a story they told to scare their children. But here he was, a towering rail-thin figure in flowing black robes that seemed to suck a little of the light out of the space around him.
He made his way with slow, solemn steps not to the lectern but to the coffin itself, which, because of the condition of Queen Eleanor’s body, was closed and covered by perfumed flowers. He stood behind the massive ebony lid as if it were an altar. Slowly, with the kind of dignity that only love and reverence can confer, he bowed to the coffin and kissed its shining cover.
“Your royal highness,” he said, turning and bowing to Marie. “Your royal highness,” he said, nodding to Wolf. “And all you gathered lords and ladies and gentlemen and honored citizens,” and here he waved his arms grandly at the entire assembly. “We are gathered here today in the most holy of ceremonies of our ancient religion: the releasing of the soul of our dear, departed Eleanor, who was our queen and our nation’s guiding light, but also our sister, a child of this great green island that nourishes each and every one of us alike, whether we are queen or commoner.”
A murmur of approval spread through the crowd. These were nearly the same words said at a funeral for one of their own. Death was the great leveler. In life Eleanor II had been monarch of the greatest empire the world had ever known, but in death she was one of them. A simple daughter of Albion.
“For one hundred and fifty years,” the Merlin continued, “Queen Eleanor drew her strength from this land, and today we return all she took from it and more. We do this ritual so that our sister Eleanor shall remain with us always, in the air we breathe and the water we drink and in our children. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, spirit to spirit, amen.”
“Amen!” came the uniform reply. Though no one spoke above a whisper, there were so many gathered in the hall that their response shook the windows in their stone frames.
Emrys put his left hand on the coffin then, and lifted his right to the sky. With her glamour-free eyes, Aelwynn could see that the raised hand was gnarled and shaking, but when she squinted and allowed her father’s spell to color her vision, it appeared young and steady.
“Oh, Albion,” her father intoned, “we commend to you the soul of your daughter Eleanor. What she was came from you and what she is returns to you now. Receive your daughter back into your bosom, that she may live forever with all your children in the land beyond sky and stream.”
As Emrys spoke the coffin began to glow, as if it were made of glass rather than wood and a light had been turned on inside it. Aelwynn knew that only she and her father and perhaps a half dozen other magicians in the room were able to see this glow, the last vestige of Queen Eleanor’s soul separating from her physical shell and dispersing back into the atmosphere. Yet it was clear that the room could sense something was happening as, one by one, they began the traditional funeral hum:
“Hummmmmmmmmmm,” they chanted, exhaling heavily on the h and then drawing out the m’s until the air in the room began to vibrate. “Hummmmmmmmmmm. Hummmmmmmmmmm.”
At first each person said it on his or her own, but after half a dozen rounds they began to sync up, so that soon enough the entire room was chanting in unison.
“Hummmmmmmmmmm.”
“Hummmmmmmmmmm.”
“Hummmmmmmmmmm.”
Aelwynn felt a tingle in her bones now, as if the sound were working itself inside her flesh. She had never been to a funeral before, but she had heard this feeling described. It was a strange sensation, but not unpleasant. In fact, it was kind of intoxicating, as if her body and mind were separating from one another. Her flesh was firmly rooted on the ground, yet her consciousness seemed to have lifted up into the soaring arched ceiling of the cathedral, where it mixed with the spirits of the thousands of other guests. She felt a tremendous sense of connection and caring for her fellow mourners—above all for Queen Eleanor, whose freed soul was like the magnet around which they all clustered. It was, in that moment, impossible to believe that death was final. It was merely a transition into another state. Even Marie seemed to be smiling behind her veil as she felt her mother’s spirit rejoin the world.
The glowing coffin was almost dark now, and the hums began to fade of their own accord. Tears streamed down faces, but people were smiling too. Their queen had passed on. Each of them felt touched by her presence.
Suddenly Aelwynn’s attention shifted to her father. Something was wrong, but she couldn’t tell what. He wasn’t moving. His left hand was still on the coffin, his right still raised in the air. But he was too still. It was as if he couldn’t move. As if something was holding him.
She heard a noise to her left, and looked over to the Bishop of Westminster fidgeting nervously on his chair. Clearly something was off here. Aelwynn had no idea what to do. Should she go to her father?
The Merlin was twitching now. To most people it probably looked as though he was struggling to remain on his feet, but Aelwynn could see that he was actually struggling to move. She looked beseechingly at the Bishop, who returned her gaze with a bewildered expression.
Before Aelwynn could decide what to do a spiderweb of lightning erupted from the ceiling of the cathedral, directly above her father. It danced across the ribbed stone arches and circled the gigantic columns before coalescing into a single bolt of light that slammed directly into Emrys’s upraised hand. For one eternal instant the jagged electrical column danced between the Merlin and the distant ceiling, then thousands of scattered lines writhed across the ceiling before fading away, leaving their twisting afterimage burned into the eyes of the onlookers.
The blast had been so bright that it was hard to believe the ceiling was still standing. Yet it wasn’t even singed, even in the place where the lightning had come through over—
Aelwynn had been so captivated by the pyrotechnic display that she’d lost track of her father. She redirected her attention to him, only to see to her horror that he was…gone. His robes lay in a crumpled heap on the ground beside the coffin, but of his flesh not a speck remained. Not even a fleck of ash. Besides his wrinkled clothing, the only sign that he had ever existed were the talismans of the Merlin’s office: the Hand of Uthor, the Tooth of Ascalon, the Heart of Rhiannon, jumbled in his black clothes like so many bits of tinfoil and glass.
With a start, Aelwynn realized that these talismans belonged to her now. They were her right and her responsibility. In a flash she was out of her seat and running for the sacred gemstones. But before she she’d taken a single step something slammed into her and knocked her backwards. It felt like a horse running into her chest, yet there wasn’t anyone within a dozen feet of her.
The wards, she realized. The ones designed to protect the royal party from the crowd. But why were they holding her back as well?
She didn’t feel hurt—the only pain was a slight ache in her lower back where she’d fallen to the carpeted floor. Her head was spinning though, as if she was intoxicated, and spots danced in front of her eyes. Her ears rang with the roar of the crowd, as people screamed in fear, anger, and confusion.
By the time she was able to get back to her feet the Lord Chamberlain’s men had closed ranks around the coffin and her father’s vestments. Through their crossed halberds she could see Marie and Wolf being hurried toward a rear exit. Staggering wildly, Aelwynn pushed her way toward her father’s fallen robes, only to have Lord Daniels suddenly appear in front of her, a shimmer around his body as he stepped through the wards and put his hands on her shoulders.
“My lady, please. We must get you to safety.” His voice was firm yet not at all comforting. Indeed, it was almost menacing.
“But my father,” Aelwynn panted, still struggling to find her balance. “His talismans. They must be protected.”
“My guards will see that they are returned to the palace. For now we must get you inside the palace’s wards before whatever struck the Merlin down can strike again.”
Aelwynn stared helplessly between the guard’s legs as her father’s clothing was swept up unceremoniously like so many rags and bundled off.
“Please,” she said haltingly. “Princess Marie…I must…” But her head was swimming and nothing made sense all of sudden.
“Princess Marie is being taken to safety,” said Lord Daniels. “Please, my lady. We must hurry.”
Aelwynn opened her mouth but nothing came out. For one more moment she wavered on her feet. Then she felt herself falling backwards, but before she hit the floor everything went black.
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Heir to Muscovy
The fog broke the morning after the funeral, as if it had simply been waiting for the release of Queen Eleanor’s soul. It began to thin during the night, and when the sun had risen it melted away. By midmorning it was as if it had never been there. In its place, however, was something that was even more shocking: a flotilla of seven ships docked in the Thames just beneath Tower Bridge.
These ships had not been there before the fog descended.
They were massive wooden sailing ships covered in shiny, foreboding black pitch. Four were clearly warships, with literally dozens of cannons poking through tiered portholes in their sides, while two appeared to be luxurious yachts, outfitted as they were with bronze and silver buckles, the fore- and aft castles as ornately detailed as Queen Eleanor’s Hameau cottage on the grounds of Versailles. Even the ships’ sails, though furled, could be seen to be richly colored in white, blue, and red stripes, and fringed with golden silk tassels. The vessels were less than half the size of new steel ocean liners like the Saturnia and the Lusitania (and only a third the size of the famed Titanic), but they were still imposing: it was as if an alien city had sprung up overnight on the Thames’s gentle waters, right in the middle of London.
But how had they navigated more than forty miles of river in the impenetrable fog?
And more to the point: who was in them?
Speculation about the ships’ origins spread like wildfire though the capital. The masts flew white, blue, and red horizontal tricolors, which led some to think the ships were French. For nearly five hundred years, since the Normandie defeat in 1429, a significant minority of French citizens had agitated for independence from England, and some Londoners wondered if the seven ships were the beginning of a French uprising, begun in the disorder following the death of the queen and the Merlin.
Other people, however, quickly pointed out that the order of the colors was wrong, and besides, the French flag had vertical stripes, not horizontal. More to the point, the writing on the ships’ sides was in a strange script, which was soon identified as Cyrillic and then more specifically as Russian, at which point the local populace realized that the ships must have sailed from Muscovy, the vast northern empire that stretched from the Baltic Sea in the west to the Pacific Ocean in the east.
In terms of land area, Muscovy was the only nation in the world whose size rivaled that of the Franco-British Empire. The difference was that Franco-British holdings were scattered across four continents, whereas Muscovy was contiguous—a military advantage, at least in theory. However, this advantage was more than offset by the technological superiority of western European technology: machine guns versus muskets, tanks versus cavalry, or, more to the point, steel-clad ships versus the wooden vessels that had appeared in the Thames. And of course the Franco-Brits had a monopoly on magic.
Or did they?
By midmorning the ships’ names had been decoded and began to circulate: the vessels were the Tsar Ivan IV, the Tsar Peter I, the Tsaritsa Catherine II, the Marshal Mikhail Kutuzov, the Generalissimo Alexander Suvorov, and the Tsar Nicholas II. The first five names were among the most illustrious rulers and military leaders in Muscovite history, while the last named the current emperor, or Tsar in the Russian tongue, all of which fueled suspicions that this was no routine visit. It had to be a royal delegation. But what was it doing in London? Muscovy and the Franco-British Empire had severed diplomatic ties after the Crimean War in the 1850s. No Muscovite ambassador had been presented at the Court of St. James for nearly sixty years, and no British ambassador had made the journey to St. Petersburg in just as long.
The answer wasn’t long in coming. The Lord Chamberlain himself went to the flotilla, unaccompanied by a guard (although he took the precaution of stationing a regiment inside the Tower of London, located less than quarter mile from the docks). An hour after he set out, he was back. He met with Marie in her private office, where he confirmed that the flotilla was indeed Muscovite, and, further, that the Tsar Nicholas II carried the eldest daughter of Tsar Nicholas: Tsarevna Irina Romanov, who was the heir to the Muscovite throne, accompanied by her distant cousin and fiancée Grand Duke Alexei Romanov.
“Like your majesty,” the Lord Chamberlain explained, “the tsarevna has yet to come into their majority, and it is her hope that she can inaugurate a new era of friendship and cooperation between the two empires. Tsar Nicholas is apparently ailing,” he added. “So her accession is imminent.”
Protocol being the ridiculously bureaucratic mess that it was, it was the following evening before all the necessary agreements could be arranged. Marie wanted to meet the Muscovite royals privately, but again the Lord Chamberlain said it would be “unseemly,” and advised Marie to receive them publicly before the Lily Throne, as befit a queen and empress. Marie capitulated, but only if Wolf was allowed to be present—she had hardly seen her husband in the past week. Lord Daniels hemmed and hawed but eventually relented. Wolf was not allowed on the dais, however, but was assigned a seat with the other members of the royal family and members of government who had been hurriedly gathered to attend the historic meeting.
Marie found Wolf in the antechamber behind the throne room, however, and, shirking off her maids, who were ruthlessly pushing pins into her tightly pleated hair to hold her crown in place, she rushed over to him.
Wolf cut a dashing figure in his Prussian military uniform, a short teal frock coat belted at the waist over a pair of black trousers tucked into knee-high leather boots as shiny as obsidian. His face, however, despite looking more handsome than ever with its three-day scruff, was set in a dour cast—until he saw Marie rushing toward him, at which point he lit up.
“Darling!” he smiled. “This is a pleasant surprise.”
Marie felt as if the sun had burst through the clouds. She didn’t know what she expected from Wolf after their forced separation, but the way he said “Darling”—naturally, eagerly even—immediately brought her back to the interrupted excitement of her wedding night. She was a little shy in his presence, even though they had seen each other since then, this was the first time they were alone in days.
Wolf stepped forward and took her in his arms, crushing her against the medals pinned to his chest. Marie threw her arms around his back and pulled him even closer.
“I’ve missed you!” she whispered fiercely into his ear. “This has all been so terrible!”
“It’s okay,” he whispered back. “Things will settle down soon—I hope!”
He let go of her then, and took a step back.
“Let me get a look at you.”
Marie smiled nervously but happily. Mourning protocol dictated that she wear black, but this was the twentieth century, so black didn’t have be dowdy. Well, not too dowdy anyway. Her couturiers had provided her with an inky dress cinched tightly at the waist. The skirt was full and augmented at the hips by a layered petticoat, but the arms and shoulders were covered by semi sheer black lace. The bodice, though square-cut, was still low enough to show off a bit of cleavage, and as Wolf’s eyes completed their inspection she could feel them linger there appreciatively.
He smiled at her. “All that and a crown too.”
Marie’s blush deepened. She touched the silver, jewel-encrusted band wreathing her head.
“Mother called this the ‘everyday’ crown, because it only weighs seven pounds.”
“Aren’t you afraid it’s going to fall off?”
Marie shook her head—very, very slowly. “The maids have fastened it to my head with so many pins that a storm couldn’t blow it off. I’m more afraid it’s going to knock me over, or pull all the hair out of my skull.” She laughed as she poked Wolf’s jangling, medal-covered chest. “You don’t look so bad yourself, although I think you bruised me with all that hardware!”
It was Wolf’s turn to blush. He tapped the left breast of his frock coat. “From the look of it, you’d think I’d fought in fifty wars, when I’ve only been a royal observer at a couple of, ah, skirmishes,” he stammered, remembering that some of the “skirmishes” had taken place during the war between his father’s empire, and Marie’s mother’s. “Oh well,” he said with mock enthusiasm. “Maybe one day I’ll actually fight in a real war.”
“Never!” Marie said. “I’m not risking you in a battle. There are soldiers to do that. Although the saber is quite dashing on you.”
Wolf laughed. “Ever heard the expression ‘saber-rattling’?”
“You mean when a politician is agitating for war?”
“Right. Listen.” He grabbed the handle of his saber and shook it.
“But I don’t hear anything?”
“Exactly! I think whoever made up that expression never actually ‘rattled’ a saber in his life!”
They laughed again, and Marie felt her heart leap at his smile. But before they could continue their conversation the Lord Chamberlain approached with his typically dour expression, as if he’d just sucked on a lemon and washed the juice down with a glass of vinegar.
“It is time, your highnesses.”
He spoke in the plural, but it was nothing more than a courtesy. He looked only at Marie.
“Lord Daniels,” Wolf said testily. “Has there been any progress in the investigation into the death of the Merlin?”
The Lord Chamberlain turned to Wolf but didn’t say anything. After a moment, he turned back to Marie.
Marie resisted the desire to scowl. “I have no secrets from my husband, Lord Daniels. Please answer the question.”
“I understand, your highness. Nevertheless, duty compels me to remind you that until the Treaty of Lamac is ratified—which is to say, until your marriage to Kronprinz Wolfgang is certified—the Kronpriz is, for all intents and purposes, an enemy combatant living inside the palace walls.”
Wolf turned crimson and Marie had to resist the urge to slap her uncle’s face.
“My Lord Chamberlain! I command you to speak freely in the presence of my husband.”
Daniels glowered and for a moment, Marie thought Wolf would need that saber after all.
Finally, he submitted. “Very good, your highness,” he said, although his voice didn’t sound pleased at all, and he still spoke only to Marie. “The court magicians have ruled out the possibility of an external attack. The magical wards that protect Westminster weren’t breached. Therefore, the attack could have only come from inside the cathedral.”
“You mean one of the mourners killed the Merlin?” Wolf said incredulously.
“It seems unlikely,” Daniels said, still addressing Marie. “Again, the wards around Westminster would have detected magic of the caliber needed to get the Merlin’s attention, let alone kill him. In fact, the only person in the cathedral who possessed the necessary power—”
“No!” Marie cut him off. “I refuse to hear it! Aelwynn would never hurt the empire, let alone her father.”
He nodded. “In fact, your highness, I was going to say that the only person who possessed the power to hurt the Merlin was the Merlin himself.”
“You think he killed himself?” Wolf scoffed. “That seems even stranger than the idea of Aelwynn killing him.”
Daniels shrugged. “At any rate, the investigation continues, and your presence is required in the Throne Room.”
“Let’s not keep our guests waiting,” said Wolf, clearly disgusted by the Lord Chamberlain’s rudeness. He stepped towards Marie and gave his wife a soft kiss on the forehead just below the rim of her crown. Then, without acknowledging the Lord Chamberlain, he headed out with the other officials to take his place.
Marie felt her heart ache as he left her. She wished he could be by her side.
Daniels kept watch from the edge of the door, and once the royal party was all in place he returned to lead Marie to the Lily Throne. Her throne.
Marie peeked over his shoulder at the assembled masses. It seemed surreal to her. She was only seventeen. She should be finishing her studies and attending parties and going shopping, or at least picking out dress patterns and fabrics so that the palace’s army of seamstresses could transform them into the latest styles. But here was the Lord Chamberlain, holding out his elbow to escort her through the door.
She summoned some of her mother’s imperial dignity.
“This is not cotillion, Lord Daniels. You do not escort me as if you were my chaperone. Precede me, and announce my arrival to the room.”
He bowed his head. “Very well put, your highness.”
He disappeared through the door, but left it open behind him. A moment later, she heard him proclaim:
“Her Royal Highness, Marie-Victoria Grace Eleanor Aquitane, Queen-Designate of Great Britain and France, and Empress-Apparent of India, Australia, Egypt, South Africa, and North America.”
Marie gathered a few inches of her dress in one hand and walked as upright and as regally as she could through the door. The Throne Room was a essentially a long, wide hall, with a high arched ceiling and leaded windows through which the late afternoon light streamed in solid bars of silver. There were a good two hundred people standing on either side of the central aisle. Fortunately, though, she was entering from the rear of the room, and had only to walk a few steps. The whole time the only thing she could think was: Don’t trip! Don’t trip! Don’t trip!
Once she was seated, the interminable presentation of the various government figures and royal guests began. Humorously enough, it started with the introduction of her own husband. She had to sit unsmiling while listening to the list of his titles and forebears, while he was forced to bow to her as if they’d never met.
Wolf took it all in stride, though Marie could tell he wasn’t happy about it. She did her best to commiserate with him with her eyes, though she kept her expression impassive.
Her attention faded during the next four or five presentations, all of which were to people she had known for years, but she perked up when Lord Daniels said, “Your royal highness’s cousin, Henri de la Rouchefort, Comte de Boulogne et Lille.”
Her cousin? Marie’s grandmother, Evangeline, Queen Eleanor’s mother, had famously given birth to fourteen daughters, and as a consequence Marie had almost a hundred first cousins alone, scattered among the royal houses of Europe. The emphasis was on had, however—Queen Eleanor had kept herself alive with the aid of magic, an advantage out of reach of all but a few of her relatives, and to the best of Marie’s memory she had only two first cousins still living: the 128-year-old Salvatore di Primo, Grand Duke of Corsica, who, despite the longevity potions he drank like cheap wine, was confined by age and infirmity to his home island in the Mediterranean, and the “baby” of the family, the 102-year-old Princess Shilpa Chandragore of Maharashtra, who wasn’t bound by any magical strictures, but nevertheless disdained European society, and had never travelled further east than Persia. These hundred first cousins had nearly a thousand children, grandchildren, and great-great grandchildren between them, scattered from San Francisco to Beijing to Buenos Aires to Helsinki, and even though Marie was pretty familiar with most of her relatives within a hundred-mile radius, she was hardly surprised that one had slipped her mind.
She was a little more surprised, however, when a young man with inky curls haloing a sharp-featured face stepped forward. He was in his early twenties, tall, broad-shouldered, with skin was so pale it was practically blue and a wide, pink-lipped mouth curled in a slight but almost mocking grin, suggesting a level of knowing comfort in the pomp and circumstance of court that she herself didn’t feel. What’s more, he was wearing a large white pendant at his throat. The pendant was clearly magical, and its presence inside St. James’s walls was a small but serious breach of protocol—this cousin clearly had a bit of cheek to him. In fact, something about him reminded her a little of Wolf. It was quite possible that he was related to her husband as well, as she and Wolf shared a common ancestor from four generations ago. Henri was taller than Wolf, and somehow more refined. Wolf had an earthy, beer-and-bratwurst appeal, but this newcomer was a blue-blood through and through.
“My Lord,” Marie said now, “you will forgive our forgetfulness, but we were unaware of any cousins in Boulogne-sur-Mer or Lille.”
The full pink lips separated in a wide, easy smile. The dark eyes flashed deep in their sockets.
“The Lord Chamberlain flatters me, your majesty. The Roucheforts are only distantly related to House Aquitane. My great-grandmother was your father’s sister. I am your first cousin, but twice removed.”
“Ah,” Marie said. Her father’s two sisters and one brother had all died long before she was born—just like her father. “Nevertheless a cousin is a cousin. We welcome you to the Court of St. James. Will you be long in England?”
“I certainly hope so,” the count replied. “My mother’s family has a house in Mayfair that has sat empty for nearly thirty years, which I am renovating as my own. Additionally, I have been fortunate enough to acquire a small estate in Hertfordshire that I hope to make a fixture on the social calendar. Who knows, perhaps one day Ashburnham Hall will be lucky enough to host your highness and Wolfgang.”
“Kronprinz Wolfgang,” Marie said a bit crossly, looking over at Wolf, who had not appeared to notice the slight. “Ashburnham? Isn’t that the ancestral seat of the Dukes of Hertfordshire? How did it come into your possession pray tell?”
The count nodded obsequiously. “It was. Unfortunately, the current duke rather rashly decided to invest the family fortune in munitions. When the Prussian War ended, he was left with rather less than nothing.” A pious smile, simultaneously acknowledging the duke’s tragedy and England’s triumph. “Everyone rejoices when peace comes, save for armaments manufacturers.”
“Indeed,” Marie said, noting that the count didn’t seem remotely embarrassed to have profited from another’s man’s failure nor to have usurped one of the great homes of England, which had been in the duke’s family for something like six hundred years. “We trust you will honor the fine traditions of Ashburnham and Hertfordshire. I have many fond memories there from my childhood.”
“It is my hope that I can add to that trove of memories,” the count responded, then, sensing his audience had come to an end, bowed low and stepped back. As he leaned forward, the white jade pendant swung on its short length of silver chain.
Oh yes, Marie thought. This Comte Henri is one to keep an eye on.
Daniels stepped forward and prepared to rattle off the next guest. Marie held up a hand.
“My Lord Chamberlain,” she said haughtily, enjoying the way his lips quivered when she called him out. “Is the purpose of this meeting to introduce us to members of our own court, or to introduce the tsaverna of Muscovy?”
She was proud of herself for remembering to use the royal we.
“As you wish, Your Highness.”
He gave a slight nod to the footmen at the far end of the room, and they pulled open the double doors. Without any preamble, Lord Daniels called out:
“Her Royal Highness the Tsarevna Irina Romanov and the Grand Duke Alexei Romanov.”
For another moment the doorway remained empty. Then a pair of figures seemed to materialize in the space and a stifled but still audible gasp traveled the length of the room. Even Marie had to catch her breath.
At first she couldn’t tell if it was two boys that had appeared, or two girls, or a boy and a girl, and if so, which was which. They looked exactly alike, almost as if they were twins. She had been told that Irina had been betrothed to a distant cousin, but the similarity was still shocking. Both were preternaturally slim, draped in gold-edged white frock coats that reached nearly to the ground. Their complexions were pale-to-the-point-of-blue—so pale they made Henri de la Rouchefort look like a beach bum fresh from Ibiza—yet their hair was even paler, platinum rivulets that fell in clean cold icicles past their chests. In the midst of this whiteness, their large gray eyes, visible even from fifty feet away, seemed almost shockingly dark, yet also glittering, like the surface of the moon when it’s visible during the day.
The more Marie looked at them, however, the more she began to see the distinctions between them. The swell at the chest of the figure on the left, the slightly broader shoulders of the figure on the right. Both had thin wide lips set in determinedly expressionless straight lines, but the girl’s face had a hint of softness to the cheeks, while the boy’s jaw was firmer, implacable. After half a minute of looking at them, as more and more tiny but important differences appeared to her, Marie couldn’t believe she’d ever confused the two. The boy exuded an air of commanding masculinity, while the girl…the girl was so irresistibly beautiful that Marie felt breathless.
Magic, she said to herself, glancing to Aelwynn for confirmation. But when she looked in the place where the Merlin had always stood when he attended her mother, she noticed for the first time that Aelwynn wasn’t there. And, when she thought about it, she realized she hadn’t seen her friend since the strange bolt of lightning that had pierced the ceiling of Westminster Abbey, vaporizing the Merlin without leaving so much as a scorch mark on the plaster.
She would have to worry about that later, though, because the Muscovite couple had begun walking slowly toward her, their retinue appearing in the aisle behind them. Their long buttonless coats flapped opened as they proceeded, and Marie could see that the prince was wearing a pair of slim white trousers, while Irina had on a simple white sheath. They were not dissimilar to the outfits she and Wolf had worn on their wedding night, and when Marie glanced over at her husband she could tell from the tiny smirk on his face that he was thinking the same thing, and when she caught his eye, he winked as if to say, It’s not every day that a pair of visiting dignitaries arrives in court wearing nothing but very fancy pajamas.
The pair approached with almost exaggerated slowness, yet it seemed that they were in front of her before she’d had time to take them in fully. Nevertheless Marie knew it was her right—her responsibility—to speak first, and she summoned all her authority.
“Your highness,” she said, looking at Irina but resisting what felt like a natural impulse to bow her head. “Your highness,” she said to the prince consort, and did her best to avoid falling into the frigid yet intoxicating depths of his gray eyes. “On behalf of the Franco-British Empire, I welcome you to the Court of St. James. May this visit mark the beginning of a renewed friendship between our nations.”
Neither one said anything for what felt like an eternity. Then, in unison:
“Your highness,” they said in English only slightly softened by a Slavic accent. “We feel exactly the same.”
Their voices were as cold as their exteriors. As cold, and as seductive. Marie could almost smell the frozen north on their breath, but she also found herself imagining the warmth of a giant hearth: great logs blazing heat, fur rugs scattered across wooden planks worn smooth by the feet of hundreds of years, a goblet of spiced cider or wine to heat up the blood in the same way the fire warmed the skin.
The tsarevna spoke now.
“On behalf of the Muscovite people,” she said, “we would like to present a gift to the queen of the British.”
Irina wasn’t carrying anything, and Marie expected one of the members of her retinue to step forward and hand her the usual wooden box or velvet pouch. Instead, Irina held out her hands in front of her, palms up, as if they were holding something invisible. One second her hands were empty. The next they were obscured by an ornately carved ebony casket about two feet long and one foot high.
The people in the front of the room gasped. Because there were only a handful who could see what had happened, it took a moment for the reaction to spread, but soon enough the entire hall was vibrating with urgent whispers.
Marie herself was shocked, but did her best not to show it. For five hundred years the Franco-Prussian Empire had believed itself to have a monopoly on the use of magic, at least outside the mystical land of Avalon. But here was a Muscovite princess conjuring a box out of thin air as if were no more unusual than pouring a cup of tea! And in the Throne Room of St. James’s Palace, no less, where there were dozens of anti-magic wards in place, which should have prevented an outside magician from casting even the weakest of spells.
If the Muscovite princess noticed the commotion, they gave no sign. Perhaps she simply thought it was their due. She nodded to her companion and Alexei tipped the lid of the casket open, exposing a purple velvet interior on which sat the most exquisite object Marie had ever seen. It was an jeweled egg about four inches high. It appeared to be made of a single piece of lapis lazuli, over which had been wrought a delicate silver web as intricate and fine as the lace in Marie’s wedding veil, and flecked with hundreds of pink diamonds to boot.
“It’s beautiful!” she said, completely forgetting her imperial pose.
She thought she saw the faintest flicker of a smile cross Alexei’s face. He tapped the back of the egg and the top third hinged open, revealing a miniature replica of a palace wrought from gold encrusted with tourmaline.
“It is a model of the Alexander Palace, in Muscovy. My princess lives here,” he said, and a tiny glow flickered from a row of windows in the model’s east wing, “while I live here,” he finished, as a glow lit up an adjacent row of windows.
“It’s remarkable,” Marie said. “Was it made by one of your Muscovite craftsmen?”
Alexei nodded. “His name is Peter Carl Fabergé. He has been making these eggs for the royal family for more than twenty years.”
“Fabergé?” Marie said. “That sounds French.”
“His ancestors were Huguenots,” Irina spoke up. “They fled religious persecution in France and eventually settled in Muscovy.”
Marie looked sharply at the tsarevna. It seemed to her indelicate to mention religious persecution that had taken place in one of the countries she ruled, but she decided not to comment on it, lest she make the situation even more tense.
“France’s loss is obviously Muscovy’s gain,” she said instead. “I accept this gift gratefully and will treasure it not just for its beauty, but for the thoughtfulness that went into it.”
She added just the slightest emphasis to the word “thoughtfulness,” looking Irina in the eye when she said.
The boy seems nice enough, she thought, but the girl’s obviously going to be trouble.
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 Unbound
At the other end of the palace, in the apartment that had been set up for her, Aelwynn pressed her palms against her temples.
Calm, she told herself. You have to keep calm!
But it was impossible. Since her father’s freakish…evaporation, or whatever had happened, she had been seething. And not just mentally. Something was happening to her physically. Something she didn’t understand, and couldn’t control. She was supposed to be in the Throne Room in her new role as Morgaine, standing deferentially by Marie’s side during this strange visit by the Muscovite delegation, but there was no way she could have pulled it off and so she had remained in her own quarters. She couldn’t sit still, let alone stand still.
She felt as though she’d drunk too much coffee—like, say, about two hundred cups. She was frothing with excess energy. Twitching with it.
At the same time, she wanted to sleep for a week. She felt like she’d just run a marathon, and she didn’t know whether to collapse in a faint or run another. She wanted to break things. She wanted to crawl into the back of her closet and hide. She wanted to scream. Most of all, she wanted someone to tell her what in the hell was happening to her.
But there was no one. In the space of five days, she’d lost both her father and her mother. She was the most powerful magician in the realm, and she was on her own.
Right before the strange bolt of light had passed through the ceiling of Westminster Abbey, her father had looked at her. There were perhaps two thousand people in the nave, yet his eyes had turned unerringly to hers, and he had bestowed on her the look of love and pride that she’d been waiting for her entire life. He’d smiled slightly, then closed his eyes.
And then he was gone.
Everyone else had screamed, thinking that the Merlin had been struck down, but Aelwynn knew better. Although she hadn’t realized it at the moment it happened, she now understood from her father’s look that he had summoned the bolt of light. No one could harm the Merlin. It was as if the slow dissipation of Queen Eleanor’s soul that had been taking place over the course of the past five days had happened for him in a single instant. And as a magician—as the greatest magician in history—his soul was a thousand times more powerful than the Queen’s. Hence the pyrotechnics.
Aelwynn had rushed forward, but before she’d taken three steps something slammed into her. She thought it was a person at first, but there was no one within five feet of her, and then she thought it was the wards protecting the altar, but they shouldn’t have affected her—as blood of both Eleanor and Emrys, she should have passed right through. Instead she was knocked her off her feet with a feeling like she’d taken a fist to the gut. A shield stone had kept her out. But why? By the time she recovered, Lord Daniels’ men had closed ranks around her father’s empty robes. A red velvet glove dove into her father’s robes, and in a moment it fished out the talismans of the Merlin’s office: the Hand of Uthor, the Tooth of Ascalon, and the Heart of Rhiannon. The most powerful magical objects in all the empire disappeared into a pocket of Lord Daniels’ coat.
In some ways Aelwynn was even more horrified to see the Lord Chamberlain snatch them up than she was to see her father struck down—her father had raised her to believe that the talismans of his office were the source of his power, and it was tantamount to sacrilege for someone other than the Merlin or Morgaine to touch them. She had been so distressed, in fact, that she had summoned a spell of grasping to pluck them away, but the minute she tapped into her magic a wave of vertigo washed over, and she would have fallen over again if the crowd of mourners had not surged forward by that point, and held her up with their sheer density.
She didn’t really remember how she made it back to her apartment in St. James’s Palace. She had a vague memory of stumbling down side streets as though she were drunk. The fog was still thick then, but it seemed to run from her as she walked, so there were always a few clear feet of space for her to see. Without that little bit of visibility, she’d have never made it home. She barely managed to bolt the door behind her before she collapsed in a chair. She would sleep five minutes then pace the floor for an hour, or sleep an hour and pace for five minutes. Strange spots danced in front of her eyes when she was awake, but when she was asleep it was worse. She saw a bolt of energy erupting from her father’s body and slamming into her, then scattering throughout the church. She saw his body disintegrating before her eyes over and over.
But she saw the look in his eyes too. The smile that said everything would be all right. What would be would be.
A night and a day passed this way, and now darkness was falling again. Aelwynn wasn’t sure she could make it through another night like the last one. She was afraid she would throw herself from the window. She knew she needed help. But getting that help involved using magic, and even the thought of casting a spell had her head spinning. But she didn’t see that she had a choice.
Summoning her energy, she staggered to her dresser and opened the top drawer, which contained the embroidered bag that held her wyrdding tools. With trembling fingers she undid the knot, ignoring the jolts of electricity that coursed up her arms—the bag was protected by a small enchantment, but she didn’t have the energy to disarm it, and the electrical jolts, though painful, couldn’t really hurt her. When the bag was open she dumped the contents onto the dresser, then sifted through them until she found what looked like a short, fat piece of chalk. In fact it was chalk, but the calcite was suffused with mica and iron, and when she knelt on the floor and began to draw a circle on the wood boards, the wide white line sparkled in the flickering light of the gas lamp.
The longer the line grew, the more it sparkled, and as her hand circled back around to the beginning it began to fizz as well, like just-popped champagne. Then the circle was closed around her, and began to smoke slightly, thin gray plumes that smelled like singed hair. But almost immediately Aelwynn began to feel better.
The chalk circle was one of the oldest, simplest, and strongest magic spells in the world. All it did was divide two realms with a barrier that was so strong no known magic could pass through it. A ordinary char maid could come along and wipe the chalk away with her hand, but not even the Merlin himself could have sent a spell through it.
Aelwynn’s chalk was a little different though. It had been quarried in the hills of Avalon, and had been given to her by Viviane. Thus, though Aelwynn’s body was in St. James’s palace in central London, her soul was, for all intents and purposes, back in Avalon. She simply had to disconnect her soul from her physical senses, and she would be able to perceive the magic island where she had lived for four years with her aunt.
She took a few deep, calming breaths. As she’d suspected, whatever was making her feel so unsettled was coming from outside her—the chalk was smoking as this foreign magic asaulted it, attempting to break through. To get back inside her body. Aelwynn adjudged she had no more than three or four minutes before it burned through the barrier.
She closed her eyes, and a welcome darkness descended on her. As carefully, as gently as she could, she tapped into her magical core. She felt a small wave of dizziness, though it was nothing like before.
Amazing! she thought. Whatever’s trying to take over me, some of it’s actually getting through the protective circle!
She did her best to ignore her spinning head.
Viviane, she called, using the ancient Voice spell her aunt had taught her. Viviane, it’s Aelwynn. Can you hear me?
Though her eyes were still closed, the darkness seemed to shift and swirl and brighten. In a moment it had resolved itself into the green fields of Avalon. The smell of burning hair faded from her nostrils. In its place came the scent of fresh water and flowers whose delicate fragrance didn’t exist in our world.
“Aelwynn?”
Aelwynn whirled. She was back in her body again, but now her body was in a field in Avalon. She saw her aunt and rushed to throw her arms around her—only to pass right through Viviane’s form and tumble to the ground.
Her aunt’s ageless, beautiful face smiled wryly.
“Do you remember nothing of what I taught you, dear niece? Your body is just a figment of your imagination. You can’t touch anything here.”
“Really?” Aelwynn muttered as she got up, dusting herself off. “Because this ground feels pretty hard.”
“Another figment. It would be too disorienting to stand in a void—”
“I’m sorry to interrupt you, Viviane, but I haven’t much time. Something’s happening to me.”
“Tell me,” Viviane said, her voice unconcerned, barely curious. Her aunt had not approved of Aelwynn’s decision to leave Avalon, and her attitude now seemed to suggest that whatever befell her niece, it was Aelwynn’s own fault.
“I don’t know what it is,” Aelwynn said. “It’s some kind of…power. Energy. It’s malignant and it’s surrounding me. I can feel it all around. Noxious and full of hate. It’s been happening ever since my father died.”
Viviane just stared at her for a moment. Then she threw back her head and laughed. “Your father dead? You’re teasing me!” she said. “If Emrys were dead, I’d know it. He’d be here in Avalon—and I’d be delivering the lecture I’ve waited five hundred years to give.”
“Do I look like I’m teasing?” Aelwynn said dourly. “He died yesterday, at Queen Eleanor’s funeral. There was a bolt of lightning—”
“A what?” Viviane said. For the first time her voice showed some concern.
“A bolt of lightning,” Aelwynn said. “It came right through the ceiling of Westminster Abbey, although it didn’t even singe it.”
Viviane frowned. “Emrys unbound the last fragments of Eleanor’s soul from her body at her funeral, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Because Eleanor was already dead, most of her soul had already dissipated. All your father did was free the remaining dregs to ensure that she would sleep peacefully and not wander the earth as a ghost.”
Aelwynn nodded impatiently. Like all girls raised in the Church of England, she had known this since her catechism when she was five.
“Based on your description, it sounds as if your father performed the same spell on himself. But somehow the entirety of his soul was unleashed all at once. A soul consists of two parts, as you know. There is the mortal part that is made up of what we call the personality—a person’s thoughts and emotions—and the immortal part made up of magic. Even the lowliest commoners have some magic in them, but a magician’s soul is a thousand times more powerful than that of a commoner, and the Merlin’s soul was a thousand times more powerful than that of a common magician. That bolt of lightning you saw—it wasn’t coming into the church. It was his soul going out of him.”
“Yes!” Aelwynn said. “I think I saw that!”
“Merlin is dead then,” said Viviane softly. “My brother is dead. Strange that I did not feel it.”
“My father is dead,” Aelwynn lamented. She knew it would happen, but it still took her by surprise, and the shock and grief were compounded by the dark menace she felt all around her.
“This dark magic you sense is troubling. Do you hold Uthor’s Hand?”
“No. The Lord Chamberlain seized my father’s talismans before I could claim them.”
A look of horror crossed Viviane’s face. “You need to get them back immediately. The Hand of Uthor will protect you from every kind of harm. For now, use the chalk I gave you. Draw a circle around your neck. Instead of opening a portal to Avalon, it will seal your mind from earthly magic. Mix it with some powdered bloodstone to help it last longer. But be careful—while it’s on you, you will be unable to cast any spells yourself.”
“Bloodstone, chalk, around the neck,” Aelwynn repeated. “Is there anything else you need to tell me?”
“Only that you need to hurry,” Viviane said. “Best to protect yourself before anything happens.”
Viviane’s image wavered suddenly, and whatever she said was inaudible. Then the image of Avalon swirled away, and in its place was Aelwynn’s apartment in St. James’s. The chalk circle had been eaten away, leaving nothing but a singed black line on the floor.
Aelwynn was desperate to know what her aunt was going to say next, but the portal couldn’t be opened for another twenty-four hours. She would have to wait.
Her head was spinning again, and it was all she could do to keep from falling over. She grabbed the piece of chalk and staggered to her dresser, tossing precious herbs and stones to the floor as she looked for powdered bloodstone. At last she found it. She poured some into a vial of spring water and shook it up, making a thick red paste. She peeled her shirt off, then dipped her finger into the paste and traced a red line around her neck. She leaned on the dresser heavily as she waited for it to dry, then grabbed her chalk again and awkwardly dragged it around her own throat. She could feel it popping and tingling on her skin, a faint electrical tickle that steadily intensified as she drew the chalk around her neck, until it seemed like she was dragging a hot coal across her skin.
Finally, the circle closed. Her skin began to cool instantly and the smell disappeared from her nostrils. Her head stopped spinning.
Aelwynn stared at herself in the mirror. A thick red-and-white smudge was smeared around her throat. It looked as though her head had been cut off and crudely stitched back to her body. But at least she wasn’t dizzy anymore.
“I think I’m going to be wearing a lot of scarves for the next few days,” she said aloud, then began gathering up her wyrdding tools and stuffing them back in her bag.
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 Mourning Star
“I’m not sure, but maybe you could try some more…black?”
Perry’s voice dripped with sarcasm, and Ronan had to resist the urge to swat him. Instead she stared helplessly at the pile of black fabric scattered across her work table: black wool, black crepe, black felt, black silk (raw, watered, sateen), black grosgrain, black sequins, even black marabou, which was technically a feather, although that didn’t help matters any.
“This is hopeless!” Ronan said. “The Comte du Boulogne is going to be by in two hours for the princess’s hat, and I have no idea what to make for him!”
“That’d be the queen-designate to you, commoner,” Archie said teasingly. “There, there,” he added, patting her on the shoulder. “You possess the best taste of anyone I know, plus you’ve an army of seamstresses at your disposal. Trust yourself. It’ll be fabulous.”
“Speaking of the mysterious count,” Perry added. “Archie and I haven’t been able to dig up a thing about him. We’ve tried telephone, telegraph, parcel post, and passenger pigeon, but all our inquiries have turned up is the bland basics. His family controls a great big chunk of northwestern France. Industrial Lille brings in the francs, while Boulogne-sur-Mer is pretty much the most chicest place in France outside of Paris, at least on the Atlantic side—beaches, hotels, and a surprising amount of coal.”
“Coal?” Ronan said.
“You know, mines—very big, very lucrative mines. But the jewel in the Rouchefort’s crown is a massive estate in north Africa—and by ‘estate’ I mean a plantation the size of Wales. Apparently Henri was raised there, which is why so little’s known about him. He only came back to Europe earlier this year, after his father died. What we can confirm, however, is that he’s definitely rich, and probably single.”
“North Africa?” Ronan frowned. “Isn’t that a little desert-y?”
“The Rouchefort lands are coastal. Gorgeous beaches, palm trees, crystal clear waters. The locals have this herb they smoke, called kif. It’s like a bottle of Scotch packed into a couple of puffs off the hookah—divine!”
“Don’t forget the cabana boys,” Archie threw in.
“The cabana boys!” Perry agreed, and they shared a private giggle.
For a moment Ronan imagined herself mistress of a great Mediterranean estate with red tile roofs and gleaming terra cotta floors and potted palms bursting from brilliantly glazed vases—and, apparently, cabana boys. Then her vision dissolved into the tangle of inky fabric in front of her.
“It’s no use! I know how to design a stylish black hat, and I know how to design a mourning hat, but I have no idea how you make a stylish mourning hat that won’t have the Lord Chamberlain shuttering my shop and shipping me back to New York in a freight box.”
Perry picked up a bit of grosgrain ribbon and wrapped it around Ronan’s forehead, tying it in a bow. Archie snatched a black ostrich plume and inserted it into the band.
“Stuck a feather in her hat and called it macaroni!” the two boys sang out in unison.
“Oh, you’re useless!” Ronan said, grabbing the feather and swatting the two of them across the room, much to their delight.
“Oh, come on, Ro,” Archie said between giggles. “You’re thinking too hard. Don’t worry about mourning customs—that’s so nineteenth century! And don’t think about fashion. Think about Marie. What would look good on her?”
Ronan didn’t want to think about Marie, because when she thought about Marie she had to think about Wolf.
And she had to forget about him.
He was married. Off-limits. He was no longer interested in her, that was clear.
But if she was going to complete this assignment—and, more to the point, if she was going to impress the handsome and apparently eligible Henri—she needed to put her jealousy aside and concentrate on designing a showstopper. She conjured up Marie’s face now. The long, delicate lines of cheek and jaw and nose, the high smooth forehead, the sharp inquisitive blue-gray eyes. The complexion was a bit wan, but the bones were good—quite dramatic, in fact, though her plain-girl straight dishwater brown hair didn’t do her any favors. A hat would need to be as architectural as her face. Something tall but narrow. Maybe with a front-to-back rib.
Ronan pushed the pile of black fabric aside and grabbed her notebook and pencil. Her hand flew over the page as she sketched a quick outline.
Behind her, Perry leaned over to Archie. “I believe our girl’s been inspired,” he whispered.
“Looks like she’s going to be busy for a while,” Archie agreed quietly. “Should we—?” He nodded toward the window, toward a fancy champagne bar
“Oh, yes!” Perry assented. “We should!” They skipped off toward the door.
Ronan didn’t notice them leave. She ripped the first sheet off the page and started over, refining her idea. Marie’s face was so perfectly proportioned that she needed something asymmetrical to give it a little drama. Ronan extended the brim down the left side of the face and turned it up on the right. The angle seemed a little harsh at first, but she added a loosely draped veil to soften it—these Brits had to have their mourning veils! She went for a wide mesh, just a few crisscrossed lines adorned with crystals, more like the idea of a veil than something that would actually conceal the face. A spray of iridescent black feathers on the right side balanced the high brim. This might work, she said to herself.
She grabbed her hat block and some felt. There was no time to call one of her seamstresses. She would have to make it herself. Her mother had forced her to learn to sew when she was younger. (Mrs. Astor said it would be good training if Ronan ever became a lady in waiting; her mother’s vision of court life had apparently stalled somewhere around the Middle Ages). But the training had come in handy when Ronan opened her shop. Even though hired seamstresses produced most of the hats, she still needed to be able to mock up a sample on her own to see how her sketches worked in three dimensions.
Lately, as she’d grown more and more skilled at her work, she had taken to making the finest, most intricate hats on her own. She told herself that it was just practice, that making hats was just a means to an end, although the truth is she took great pleasure and pride in her burgeoning skills. Even if Perry and Archie withdrew their support—even if the Lord Chamberlain really did send her back to New York—Ronan knew she would always have a skill to fall back on. She would not have to be solely reliant on her looks, like her mother. Look where that had gotten the former Sue-Beth Morley: a marriage to a penniless governor who had lately been forced to decamp with his family to—the horror!—Seattle.
Ronan’s fingers darted around nimbly. Scissors, needles, thread, a half dozens bits of expensive fabric. She was so deep in her work that she didn’t hear the bells ring until after the fact, when she felt a strong hand on her shoulder and heard a soft yet authoritative voice whisper in her ear.
“C’ést trés belle.”
Ronan nearly jumped out of her chair. She whirled around to see Henri de la Rouchefort standing over her in what she was starting to think of as his trademark black ensemble: shiny boots, tight trousers, exquisitely tailored frock coat. The white jade pendant gleamed in front of his tie.
“Monsieur le comte!” Ronan exclaimed. “I didn’t hear you come in!”
Henri smiled wider. “What did I say about calling me by my title?”
“Sorry…Henri,” Ronan said nervously. She took a deep breath to calm herself. “It’s lovely to see you. The princess—the queen-designate’s hat is nearly finished.”
“So I see,” Henri answered. “It looks quite bold.” With a small chuckle, he added, “Let’s call her princess, shall we? Queen-designate’s a bit of a mouthful.”
Ronan nodded. “The hat isn’t too bold, I hope,” she said, trembling inside.
Henri frowned. “I’m not sure. I need to see it on. Would you mind?”
Ronan often tried on the hats she made, yet somehow this felt different. It was a hat for a queen, after all. For the queen. But Henri didn’t strike her as a man who would take no for an answer. She picked up the newly created hat from the work table and slipped it on her head.
“S’il vous plait, leve toi,” Henri said. “Please, stand up so I can see it better.”
Ronan stood up, suddenly aware that she was wearing her sewing smock over her dress. The stiff white garment was covered with bits of thread and cloth and she hastily slipped it off and dropped it on her chair. Underneath she was wearing a brilliant turquoise dress with long sleeves but bare shoulders. The corset was lightly ribbed to accentuate the tininess of her waist. She could tell Henri noticed, because it was a long time before his eyes made it all the way up to the hat on her head, and even then she couldn’t tell if he was looking at the hat or her face.
He made a little circle with his finger, indicating that she should twirl. She turned slowly. By now she was sure he wasn’t looking at the hat, or not just the hat.
“Exquisite,” he said as she came to face him again. He smirked. “And the hat’s nice too.”
“Henri!” Ronan pretended to be shocked. She plucked the hat off and set it down on the block. “You’re attempting to scandalize me!”
“I’m sorry, Miss Astor, I couldn’t help myself. As I was riding in my carriage over here, I told myself that you could not be as beautiful as I remembered. And yet here you are, if anything even lovelier. I cannot believe I am the first man to tell you this.”
Ronan didn’t know whether to blush or laugh. Even for a Frenchman, he was laying it on thick. Yet she was anything but displeased. Before she could say anything, she heard a noise as the door opened.
“We’re baaack!” Archie called out as he and Perry tumbled in, both flushed red from their little tipple. “We’ll take care of the customers, you keep on—well, hello, stranger,” he said, stopping short at the sight of the count.
“Ronan, you sneak!” Perry said. “When you said he was handsome, I didn’t think you meant, well, handsome.”
“Boys,” Ronan said warningly.
“Oh, don’t mind us,” Archie said to Henri. “Our bark’s worse than our bite. Although I have to say, I wouldn’t mind taking a bite out of you.”
Henri bore the verbal assault good-naturedly. Ronan guessed it wasn’t the first time he’d been fawned over. Gay men were so good at cutting to the chase. She wished she could be as bold as Archie and Perry.
“May I present Peregrine Randolph, Lord Stewart, and his boyfriend, the Honorable Archibald Fairfax. Perry and Archie, this is—”
“You don’t have to tell us who this is,” Perry said. “Also, you don’t have to introduce us, because we were just leaving.”
“Again?” Archie said.
Perry nudged Archie in the ribs, glancing sidelong at Henri and Ronan.
“Oh, right!” Archie said. “Uh, lunch time! We’ll be back in an hour.”
“Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do!” Perry called as they made their way back to the front door.
“That doesn’t leave much,” Ronan called after them.
“Exactly!” Archie said, and they skipped out to the sound of ringing bells.
Ronan turned back to Henri.
“Sorry about that,” she said. “I just have a few more stitches to put in and then you can be off.”
“Actually,” Henri said, “I was wondering if I might make one small alteration.”
I knew it, Marie thought. He hates it.
“Sure, uh, what is it?”
But even as she asked the question Henri was reaching into the breast pocket of his frock coat and pulling out a small black velvet sack. He opened it and turned it over his black-leather-gloved hand, and a large white stone dropped into his palm. It seemed like the bigger sister to the one that hung on his neck, and it immediately captivated Ronan. It wasn’t just its size—it was at least as big as a quail’s egg—nor its baroque teardrop shape, which made it look like a drop of milk suspended in flight. Nor was it the incredible luster of the finish, which seemed simultaneously translucent and opaque, as if she was looking into a bottomless well. It wasn’t even the exquisite silver harness that had been attached to the thin end of the teardrop so that it could be mounted. No, this stone exuded something more than just beauty.
“It’s jade, isn’t it?” she asked without taking her eyes from the stone. “Like your pendant?”
“Collectively they are known as the Star of Tahiti,” Henri said in a reverential voice. “Tahiti is divided into two parts. The larger part of the island is known as Tahiti Nui,” he explained, stroking the stone in his hand like a tiny kitten, “while the smaller part is called Tahiti Iti,” and here he stroked the stone at his throat. “They were quarried as a single stone joined by the slenderest of threads, but when they were being polished the thread broke and the stones were set separately. They have been in my family for three generations. They’re exquisite, no?”
Ronan nodded vacantly. “The one you wear is nice, but there’s something about this one…may I?” She held out her hand.
“But of course,” Henri said. He picked up the jade teardrop carefully and set it in even more carefully in her hand.
Immediately Ronan could feel the power in the gem. It was like a throbbing, yet it wasn’t a physical throbbing. It was more…electrical. As soon as it touched her palm her temperature seemed to go up three degrees, and she had to reach her free hand to the chair back to steady herself.
She looked up at Henri. “Is it magical?”
Henri smiled in delight. “I knew you were a woman of great refinement! Indeed, the Tahiti Nui has been imbued with dozens of charms. Its effect is to amplify its wearer’s charisma a hundredfold.”
“You mean it makes a person seem more beautiful.”
“Not beautiful, per se. Attractive. Desirable. It is makes one, how do you say in English, more sensual.”
Even as Henri said this Ronan was already blushing scarlet.
I’ll say, she thought.
“For example,” Henri continued, looking directly into Ronan’s eyes, “before, when I first looked at you, I was struck anew by your beauty. But now that you’re holding the Tahiti Nui in your hand, it is taking all my gentlemanly training not to grab you in my arm and kiss you.”
Ronan’s flush deepened. “Does it have the same effect on the wearer?” she asked in a breathless voice.
Henri chuckled. One of his hands reached out and cupped Ronan’s chin. He guided her face up until she was staring at him. Their lips were inches apart.
“Does it?” he said teasingly. “Or is that desire all you?”
Before she could answer, she felt a soft touch in her right hand and the heat in her body immediately faded. Henri had plucked the larger half of the Star from her. He waved it front of her eyes, grinning wickedly.
“To answer your question, yes, the Star has a, shall we say, an amorous effect on its wearer, especially if the person is unaware of its magical qualities, or hasn’t been trained to resist them. I know you Americans don’t put much store in magic, so I suspect you were a little vulnerable to its effects.”
“Wow,” Ronan said, shaking her head. “Is that safe? Is it legal?”
“I suspect that her husband will be quite pleased with the effect. And you can be sure the princess’s magicians have trained her to deal with such minor spells, and of course I will explain all its properties to her when we present it to her.”
Ronan felt a pang and had to shake her head to get rid of the image of Marie and Wolf together, and almost missed the crucial word.
“I’m sorry, did you say ‘we’?”
“Of course,” Henri said. “This hat is my gift, but it is your creation. It is only fitting that you be there when Marie receives it.”
“But, I’m not—” Royal, Ronan was going to say, but cut herself off. No sense pointing out her inferior status to Henri.
“Nonsense,” Henri said, as if he’d read her mind. “You are Ronan Astor, daughter of the Astors of New York. Your family name is infinitely older and more respectable than half the johnny-come-latelys who cadge their way into a royal introduction.”
Ronan didn’t know what to say. “Well, thank you. I’m very flattered.”
“Good.”
I deserve this, Ronan couldn’t help thinking. She knew it was probably selfish, or vain, but she had worked hard, and sacrificed much. Another introduction at court was her due. She had been presented to the Queen once before, and so she would be again, to the new queen. And the new king…
I could make him love me again. I could take him from that drab sparrow he has wed.
Henri bowed and strode quickly to the door and vanished into the street. Ronan stared after him for a moment, then looked down at the black velvet bag containing the Star of Tahiti. It occurred to her than aphrodisiac was a very strange thing to sew onto a mourning hat.
“Only in France,” she said aloud, and sat down at her worktable.
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Runaway Bride
It took Isabelle almost a week to come to a decision, but once she had her mind was made up. When you got right down to it, the hard part wasn’t leaving. It was deciding what to pack. Now darted about her bedroom closet, trying to decide what clothes she should take on her journey.
Calling the vast circular space a closet wasn’t exactly accurate, though, since it occupied the entire third floor of the tower that housed her bedroom, accessible through a graceful wrought-iron spiral staircase. The bath area contained a six-foot long soaking tub, while the dressing area featured a gracefully curved vanity whose pink-veined chocolate marble top was covered with dozens of different crystal bottles filled with the most precious perfumes and scents, most of which had been custom made for her to compliment her body chemistry. On top of that there was as a small octagonal chamber with mirrors mounted on all its walls—and even the ceiling—so she could examine herself from every possible angle.
But the most precious part of the room was undoubtedly the built-in bois-du-rose wardrobes that curved all the way around the exterior wall of the tower. There were twenty of them, and each contained between ten and fifteen gowns and dresses. Some had been made for Isabelle’s mother, and others had been made for future occasions, but most had been worn by Isabelle at some function or other—a ball, a christening, a wedding, another ball. Isabelle went down the wall, opening the double doors to one wardrobe after another, until all forty doors stood open and more than two hundred exquisitely shimmering garments hung before her misting eyes.
“I think I’ll miss you most of all,” she whispered aloud, and, steeling her heart, turned her back on all that beauty.
Because she couldn’t take any of them. She had to travel light. In addition to the dress she was wearing, she allowed herself only one other, a simple shift fashioned from durable beige—beige!—muslin. Muslin! The dress she was wearing, a delicate lavender calico with a field of white lilies dancing across its surface, was somewhat more refined, but she’d only chosen it in case she ran into someone on her way out of the chateau. She didn’t want to look like she was running away.
Everything else she packed was for Charlie—nappies and baby blankets and warm cotton pajamas. He had to be her priority on this trip. It was for his sake as much as her own that she was running, after all. If Hugh ever found out Charlie was Leopold’s son and not his, Charlie’s life would be in the gravest danger.
Isabelle grabbed a lightweight cloth bag and tossed the clothes in it, then descended the staircase to her bedroom, where her son was sleeping in his crib. She paused to look down at his sweet face—plump cheeks, pink lips, dark ringlets curling loosely around her head. To her surprise, the six-month-old opened his eyes and looked directly at her. And smiled.
Isabelle held her son’s gaze for a long time. It was as though she was staring into the eyes of some sage creature—a century-old owl, say, rather than an infant. He reached his arms up for her.
Isabelle smiled and shook her head in wonder, then bent over and lifted him out of his crib.
“You’re going to be trouble one day, aren’t you?” she said, laying him on her shoulder. “Just not tonight, okay?”
Her son sighed in her ear. Before she’d snuck out of her room, he was asleep.
She hurried down the chateau’s dim corridors. These old hallways were still lit the old-fashioned way, with thick tallow candles that gave off a smoky wavering light. The mosaic stone floors, worn smooth as carpets by hundreds of years of use, were silent beneath her feet. At each corner she paused, peeking around, but Hugh had drunk himself into a stupor at dinner, and the maids and footmen had all retired to their rooms in the servants’ wing. The hallways were empty.
She knew the front gate was locked, and didn’t bother heading that way. Instead she headed toward the kitchens. As she rounded the last corner, she saw a light flickering ahead. A moment later a sweet if somewhat sharp singing voice came to her ears.
“Frère Jacques, frère Jacques,
Dormez-vous? Dormez-vous?
Sonnez les matines! Sonnez les matines!
Ding, daing, dong. Ding, daing, dong.”
Damn it! Isabelle cursed to herself. One of the cooks must still be awake. But there was no other way out of the chateau at night. She would have to sneak past.
She tiptoed down the dark hall until she reached the doorway. She glanced inside the vast kitchen. White quartz counters stretched away in every direction, and hundreds of copper and steel kettles hung from the barrel-vaulted ceiling. She didn’t see the cook anywhere, and the singing had stopped. She decided to risk it.
She hadn’t gone three steps when she heard a noise behind her.
“Well! And who’s sneaking into my kitchens at past midnight!”
Isabelle frozen, taking a moment to collect herself. You are the mistress here, she reminded herself, turning around with as much nonchanlance and regal superiority as she could muster.
The cook’s mouth was open to yell again when she recognized the lady of the house. Her jaw snapped shut and she dropped to her knee in a deep, frightened curtsey.
“My lady! I beg your pardon! I did not know it was you.”
Isabelle was about to scold her, not because she was angry but because that’s what was expected of her, when Charlie surprised her. He started crying—Charlie never cried. Isabelle was flustered, but her son’s wails put an idea into her head.
“Please stand up, Madame Portier. I only came down because Charlie was hungry, and I am afraid I have no milk left to give him tonight. I thought I would warm a cup for him, but since you are here, perhaps you would—”
“Of course, my lady, of course!” the old cook said, wheezing as she lurched to her feet. “Anything for le petit prince!”
“And perhaps a sandwich for me, if you would be so kind?” Isabelle added as Madamoiselle Portier hurried toward the larder.
“Of course, my lady. I can slice some of the lamb I served at dinner, or perhaps you would prefer the roast turkey from lunch?”
“Both?” Isabelle called after her. Anything to keep the old woman out of the kitchen for another few moments.
She heard the faint sound of doors opening and closing, dishes being set on countertops. She glanced down at Charlie, who was looking at her with what almost seemed like a mischievous expression. There was no sign of tears on his cheeks or in his eyes.
“You are a resourceful child,” she said, and hurried toward the door to the kitchen gardens.
Outside, a warm breeze brought the odor of herbs to her nostrils: lavender, basil, rosemary, all the sweet fragrances that had perfumed her life for the past seveteen years. Isabelle paused, thinking of all that she was leaving behind. She turned and looked at the massive hulk of the chateau behind her. To anyone else it was just a forbidding fortress built of gray stone, but to her it was home—the only home she had ever known.
She picked a sprig of lavender and tucked it into Charlie’s blanket.
“Remember this odor, my son. This is the smell of home. I promise you that the next time you smell it, you’ll be entering here as master.”
She hurried off into the darkness.
From the kitchen gardens she made her way to the formal gardens. The smell of herbs gave way to the smell of roses. It was a dark night, with only a sliver of moon in the sky, but even so, she stayed close to the clipped hedges and flowerbeds, keeping them between her and the chateau. She didn’t need anyone looking out and seeing a lone girl running across the grounds.
A thin belt of poplars surrounded the formal gardens, and then came a wide empty expanse of lawn, at the far end of which was the outer wall. The lawn was sometimes used for cricket or croquet or outdoor parties, but it had originally been built to aid the chateau’s defenses: it offered absolutely no cover to any invaders. But as Isabelle looked out at the vast open expanse, she realized it afforded no cover to anyone who was trying to sneak out either. Even so, she had no choice. She would have to cross it.
She took a deep breath and set off. For the first few steps the trees shielded her from the chateau’s windows, but then she was out in the lawn proper. She glanced back and saw the turrets and gables of the chateau. There was the tower with her bedroom, there the protruding wing that housed Hugh’s rooms. A light was burning in one of the windows, but she saw no shadows moving within. Hopefully he had just left a candle burning, she thought.
Hopefully it catches his sheets on fire and burns him to death in his sleep!
She turned and hurried on. The dew was surprisingly cold, and her shoes were soaked in a few steps. Soon enough the hem of her dress was sopping too, dragging heavily on the ground and slowing her progress. She remembered games of tag and croquet on this lawn, learning to ride a pony, being pulled along in a sledge in winter. How perfect it had seemed then, her own playground on which the servants set up tents or carousels and even, once, a trampoline. But now it seemed like some kind of horrible marsh, bogging her down, threatening to pull her to the ground.
She was exhausted by the time she reached the wall, and took a moment to catch her breath. Then, creeping along in its shadow, she made her way to the gate. She wasn’t sure how she was going to get it open. She would figure it out when she got there. If she had to, she’d just climb it. She only prayed there wasn’t a guard.
Suddenly a noise disturbed her. It was the distinct sound of a snorting horse.
Isabelle froze, peering into the darkness. After what seemed like an eternity of silence, a thin, nervous voice asked, “Is someone there?”
Isabelle didn’t answer. After another endless moment, she heard the sound of footsteps, human and horse. She tried to melt into the wall but there was nowhere to hide.
A pair of figures emerged from the darkness: a slender young man leading a small horse by a bridle. He squinted at her, then fell to one knee.
“My lady!” he said, bowing low. As he knelt down, she saw that the horse he was leading bore a saddle on its back, as well as a pair of bulging saddle bags.
Just my luck, she thought, I’ve run into a thief!
“Stand up, boy,” she said, mustering as much authority as she could. “Explain yourself. What are you doing out so late at night, and with one of the master’s horses as well?”
The boy stood up slowly, and as he did the moonlight caught his face, and Isabelle saw the long scars that slashed the left side of his face. It was the same young groom who had helped set up the camera in her room last week.
“He is not master here,” the boy said defiantly. “Neither house nor horse belongs to him. It is all rightfully yours, my lady.”
Isabelle gasped.
“Wh-who are you? How dare you speak of the duke with such disrespect!”
“It is he who has disrespected you, my lady,” the boy said, his mouth curling awkwardly around his scarred cheek. “He has stolen your possessions and defiled your person.”
Isabelle didn’t understand what was happening. Was this boy a thief—or was he somehow here to help her?
The boy answered her unvoiced question.
“You will need a horse if you plan to make your escape. This is a fine mare, young, calm, and strong. She won’t win any races, but you can ride her fifty miles at a stretch without rest and she’ll never complain, and her gait is as smooth as they come—the young master will appreciate that,” he added nodding at the bundle in her arms.
“But, but,” Isabelle stammered. “How did you know?”
The boy dropped his eyes as if embarrassed for her. “The duke brags about his foul exploits openly. The whole household knows of his wickedness. And though I have only been here a few months, I could tell you were not the type to suffer his abuse forever. I’ve hoped that I would be able to assist you. Fortunately I was finishing my duties in the stable when I saw you walk out of the kitchen gardens. When I saw the bundle at your chest, I knew immediately.” He nodded at Charlie, nestled peacefully in Isabelle’s arms. “I fashioned a simple sling that you can wear. It will hold the young lord so that your hands will be free.”
Isabelle was overwhelmed. “I don’t know what to say. This is…extraordinary of you.”
The boy shook his head. “It is my duty, my lady. My family has served House Valois for generations, and, I hope, will continue to serve them for generations more.” He nodded again at the sleeping Charlie. “Come, we must hurry.”
He led her toward the gate, which, she saw, stood open.
“Shouldn’t there be a guard?” she asked.
The boy shrugged, but not even the darkness could hide the pride on his face. “I am the guard.”
“But you’ll be flogged if my cousin learns you let me out!” Isabelle exclaimed.
Another shrug, this one defiant. “It’s just skin,” the boy said. He fixed her in the eye as he spoke, offering her a clear view of his terribly scarred face. “I’ve lost some before, and survived.”
Isabelle tried to hold his gaze, but couldn’t. Her eyes kept drifting down to the horrible slashes across his face, and she had to look away.
“I thank you…I’m sorry, but I don’t know the your name.”
The boy didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he smiled slyly. “You can call me Martin.”
The name rang a bell, but Isabelle didn’t recognize it. “Thank you, Martin. You have saved me and—” She broke off. She had almost said “and my son,” but realized it wasn’t safe to say that aloud, even to her Samaritan.
Martin helped her put the sling on to carry Charlie. His nimble fingers adjusted the straps around her shoulders and torso. Isabelle noticed several cuts on the boy’s hands, presumably from his work in the stable, but other than that they were smooth. He smelled of sweat and horses, a solid, manly odor, but even so, these were not the hands of a boy who had done manual labor all his life.
When he had finished securing the straps he helped her transfer Charlie to the sling. He paused once, looking down at the sleeping child’s face.
“You are fortunate in that he looks like your cousin,” he said, “but not too much like him.”
It was an odd thing to say—almost as if Martin knew Charlie wasn’t Hugh’s son, but looked enough like Hugh that Isabelle had been able to convince her cousin that the boy was his.
“You are a mysterious boy, Martin,” Isabelle said. “I don’t know what brought you into my life, but I am grateful for it.”
Martin didn’t answer immediately, just cupped his hands together and held them for Isabelle to step in.
“You should be off, my lady. I trust you know how to ride.”
Isabelle smiled, a little smugly, but also a little bitterly. “My cousin Louis taught me,” she answered.
“You have many cousins apparently.”
“Louis was nothing like Hugh,” Isabelle said in a voice that cut off further questions. She hadn’t dressed for riding, so she had to gather up the folds of her dress to nearly her thigh before stepping into Martin’s cupped hands, and she was aware of his eyes on her bare leg as she mounted the mare. An instant later she was astride the horse’s broad, solid back.
Marin nodded his head. “You sit a horse well. Your cousin was a good teacher.”
“Nah,” Isabelle said a bit mischievously. “I’m just a good horsewoman. I could outride Louis any day of the week.”
Martin snorted. “I suppose I’ll have to take you at your word,” he said. “Hugh will expect you to ride west, to Paris. I suggest you head east first, then veer south toward Marseilles. There are many families there who are loyal to House Valois—to the true House Valois, and not the Aquitane imposter who rules in your name. Identify yourself, and someone will help you get passage across the Mediterranean to Algiers. You can take refuge until such time as you and you son are ready to return and claim what is rightfully yours.”
Isabelle peered down at the slim, scarred boy. “You seem to know quite a bit about my family.”
“As I said, my lady, it has been my family’s pleasure and duty to serve House Valois for many generations. Godspeed,” he added before she could ask him anything else. He slapped the mare’s rump with his right hand. The horse immediately broke into a smooth ambling gait.
“Godspeed,” Isabelle called back, and headed off into the darkness.




A House Divided








  To keep your marriage brimming
With love in the loving cup,
Whenever you’re wrong admit it;
Whenever you’re right shut up.

 
-Ogden Nash




I don’t even need your love
You treat me like a stranger and it feels so rough.

 
-Goyte, Somebody I used to know
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The walls have ears…and eyes!
Marie pulled back the five-hundred-year-old tapestry that covered one wall of her new dressing room. She felt around the paneling until her fingertips came upon a little groove where two pieces of wood came together. She slipped her finger between them and pushed. A faint click, and then a door-sized piece of wall slid inwards. Glancing around quickly to confirm that a maid hadn’t come in to light the fire or turn down the bed or some such, Marie slipped inside and let the tapestry fall back in place.
Castles were full of secret passages and St. James’s Palace was no exception. Marie, having grown up here, knew them all. Some were barely wide enough for a person to fit through, and studded with the sharp, rusty ends of nails that tore at dresses and skin; others were nearly as grand as the main hallways and passages of the palace, and culminated in opulent concealed boudoirs that previous residents had used for trysts and assassinations, kings bedding their mistresses while unsuspecting wives slumbered just the other side of a stone wall, queens poisoning their lovers to prevent them from exposing their affair to their husbands. The corridor she was in now was a little over two feet wide, and twisted its way through the residential wing on the palace’s east side, which was itself larger than most London mansion.
It was a good ten-minute walk through its narrow, somewhat dusty confines until she emerged at her destination: Wolf’s bedroom. His temporary bedroom, at any rate, until the Lord Chamberlain thought it was appropriate for the two of them to begin cohabitating like an actual married couple—or until she decided to lock the Lord Chamberlain up in the Tower. Marie still wasn’t sure she was ready to sleep with Wolf, but she missed him, his company, his friendship. She wanted to see him.
As she neared Wolf’s room, however, she heard voices coming through a grating that concealed one of the passage’s exits. The grating had been specifically designed to allow someone hiding behind the wall to spy on the room’s occupants—many a foreign dignitary had been housed in this suite, so that palace officials could keep on eye on any meetings he or she might take. Strange that Lord Daniels should have put Wolf here, especially since the Russian couple, along with a good portion of their retinue, had agreed to sleep in the palace rather than on their yacht. Marie would have thought Daniels would have put one of the Muscovy contingent here and posted a spy outside the grating. Still, she was glad she’d been alerted to the presence of a stranger in Wolf’s room. No sense giving away the secrets of the palace to someone who didn’t need to know them.
She paused behind the grating and pressed her face to it, peering into the room. The grate was covered by a fine screen that cast everything in shadow, but fortunately Wolf had turned the gaslights all the way up, so she was able to see into the room clearly. Nevertheless, she was surprised by the identity of Wolf’s guest.
It was Aelwynn Myrddyn.
The new Morgaine wasn’t wearing the pale robes of the Invisible Orders, but a simple mourning dress of modern design, including a brimmed hat with a dark veil that now sat on a table. Evidently she, too, had felt the need to sneak into Wolf’s room.
“I’m so glad you agreed to meet,” Wolf said. “I didn’t know who else to talk to, Daniels has shut me out of everything—cabinet meetings and official briefings and the like. I barely even get to see Marie, and then only in public.”
She must have just arrived, Marie thought. She knew she should just enter and join them—they were her friends and Aelwynn had also grown up in the palace and was as familiar with the secret passages as Marie was—but for some reason she lingered behind the grating. She noticed Aelwynn was wearing a strange choker: a wide red ribbon that covered most of her neck, with a small amber curio mounted on the front of it. It looked like something was suspended in the amber, but Marie couldn’t make out what. Marie didn’t know if it was meant to be a fashion statement, part of her disguise, or if it was some kind of magical talisman, but in either case it looked simultaneously medieval and garish, which is to say not like Aelwynn at all, who usually managed to make being a magician look, if not stylish, then at least not respectable.
“Of course I came,” Aelwynn said. “It was my duty: the security of the palace and the realm is the primary task of the Morgaine. So what’s the threat?”
“It’s the Muscovites,” Wolf declared without preamble. “They’re up to something.”
“They sailed four warships and two yachts up the Thames while concealed in a magical fog,” Aelwynn replied. “Of course they’re up to something. The question is, what?” She fiddled with her choker in a way that suggested she wasn’t comfortable wearing it, which strengthened Marie’s conviction that it must be magical, perhaps even related to her ascension to the highest magical office in the realm.
“Don’t you feel it?” asked Wolf. “As if something is hiding the shadows, ready to strike.”
“Yes—a growing darkness. But do we really need to fear the Muscovites? The Russian capacity for magic was widely considered to be no match to the strength of the empire and Avalon.”
Wolf frowned. “My country borders the western edge of the Muscovy Empire. We’ve had experience dealing with these people. They come to you with smiling faces and exotic gifts, and the next thing you know there are 30,000 soldiers outside your city gates and cannonballs coming in through the walls. Prussia and Muscovy have fought two wars in my lifetime alone.”
And every time the Muscovites won, too, Marie thought. The bad blood between Prussia and Muscovy was no secret to the rest of Europe. The two empires had fought a pair of wars in the past fifteen years, the first for control of the Baltic nations, Lituania, Latvia, and Estonia, the second for control of southwestern Poland. In both cases the Prussians had been attempting to seize land that had traditionally fallen under St. Petersburg’s sphere of influence, and in both case the Muscovites had fought back and won, though only because their troops outnumbered the Prussians ten to one. Though the Prussians had far superior equipment and training, and used their new automatic weapons to mow down the Russian soldiers like so many ants, there was always another group of soldiers to replace the fallen ones. In both wars the Prussians had finally grown sick of the carnage and retreated. Now that Marie thought about it, she remembered that it was only after Kaiser Wilhelm II had accepted the fact that his empire couldn’t expand eastward that he had decided to attack the Franco-British empire instead.
“Maybe you should let the Baltic states and Poland decide their own fates,” Aelwynn said now.
You took the words right out of my mouth, Marie thought, and immediately felt guilty. Wolf hadn’t started the wars, after all—his father had, goaded on by his traitorous older brother, Leo, who had almost surely used magic to influence the old man’s decisions. Although Wolf certainly didn’t seem sorry about that now.
“Ha!” he exclaimed. “Do you think the Muscovites respect national borders? If we hadn’t attempted to take them under our protection, the Muscovites would have been there in a heartbeat, absorbing them into their empire. Thanks to my father, they retained a measure of independence as satellite states of Muscovy rather than being out-and-out annexed.”
“A colony is a colony no matter what you call it,” Aelwynn said. “At any rate, I’m not concerned with the Baltic states or Poland. My duty as Morgaine is to the Franco-British Empire.”
Wolf slapped the back of his right hand into his left.
“It’s the Franco-British-Prussian Empire,” he said emphatically. “Everyone seems to be forgetting that I was made to marry Marie so we could unite two empires, not so Prussia could become yet another colony.”
In the passageway, Marie winced at her husband’s words. It only confirmed her deepest fear, that Wolf had only married her for duty, that while was fond of her, if he’d had his freedom, his choice for bride would have been someone quite different.
Again, the beautiful image of Ronan Astor came to mind.
I am nothing next to her. A mere wallflower.
Aelwynn smiled gently at Wolf, if somewhat condescendingly. “No one is denying that Prussia is a mighty European power, but even you have to admit that on a global scale it’s strictly small potatoes. Your father rules his European parcel as well as a few small colonies in sub-Saharan Africa. Marie rules North America and Australia, which are entire continents, not to mention India, which has more people than all the countries of Europe put together. Plus England, plus France, plus Italy. This was not exactly a marriage of equals.”
“You weren’t talking so tough when my brother Leo used Pandora’s Box to wipe out your armies at Lamac! Then you were begging us for peace!”
“I wasn’t saying anything, Wolf,” Aelwynn said, dropping protocol. “I was off in Avalon, where I’d been exiled by my father and my—I mean, Marie’s mother. Calm down,” she added. “We’re all friends, remember?”
“Not anymore, we’re not,” Wolf retorted. “Now she’s my wife, and queen-designate to boot—and you can be sure the Lord Chamberlain and everyone else in this drafty old palace makes sure I never forget it. Except I’m never allowed to be near her, and I’m a prisoner in my own house. Except it’s not even my house. It’s Marie’s. Or at least it’s supposed to be Marie’s. The truth is it feels like everything belongs to that Lord Chamberlain. Do you know what he told me today?”
Aelwynn shrugged.
“He said that ‘if and when’ Marie becomes queen—if and when!—I won’t be crowned king beside her. I’ll be allowed to keep my title as Prince since I was born with it. But the offer of king applied only to Leo and it was made only because he had Pandora’s Box. But since Leo’s dead and Pandora’s Box is missing, Parliament rescinded the offer when they revised the Treaty of Lamac before Marie and I were married.”
Aelwynn’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know where Pandora’s Box is, Wolf?”
“I don’t care where Pandora’s Box is!” Wolf yelled. “Aren’t you listening? Daniels and his cronies have made sure I’ve been demoted from my wife’s partner to her subject!”
“We are all subjects to the crown,” said Aelwynn, holding up a hand. “And anyway, it’s way too early in the game to think anything’s permanent. Marie isn’t even queen yet. If and when she’s finally crowned, she can direct Parliament to name you king.”
“Queen Eleanor couldn’t get Parliament to elevate Prince Francis. If she couldn’t change their mind, how can Marie?”
Thanks for the vote of confidence, Marie thought, even though she knew Wolf was right. Her mother had by and large been able to play Parliament like a fiddle, while Marie could barely remember all of her Cabinet ministers’ names.
Aelwynn sighed heavily. “Look, I’m not too fond of Daniels either,” she said with a trace of sympathy in her voice. “But you must be patient. And take care, as these walls have ears.”
Wolf glanced at the grating, and Marie started, as if her husband could see her through the screen. In a voice that was only slightly quieter, he asked, “What is your beef with the Lord Chamberlain?”
“He removed my father’s magic talismans from Westminster Abbey after his death… Now he’s refusing to turn them over to me.”
“But he doesn’t have the authority to hold them from you, does he?”
“Oh, he’s not openly defying me. He keeps saying there was a mix-up: he told his guards to take them there for safe-keeping, but for some reason they were moved to the Tower and locked up with the crown jewels. He keeps promising to get them ‘tomorrow,’ but I’ve been asking him for them for two days and every time I see him there’s a new excuse. These talismans are some of the most powerful magical items outside of Avalon. Not only do I need them to do my job as Morgaine, but every minute they’re away from me is another opportunity for someone else to get hold of them. I can’t tell you how disastrous that would be.”
Wolf was silent a moment, a reflective look on his face. Then:
“I remember when Leo found Pandora’s Box,” he said. “I knew he’d been dabbling in magic, but I didn’t realize to what extent until his men brought it to him. He—he’d done something to their minds. They worshipped him as though he were some kind of god or something. They bowed at his feet and called him master. It would have been funny if it hadn’t been so creepy. And then when he opened the case and looked at it.” Wolf shook his head in horror at the memory. “It was like his personality, his soul just disappeared. I knew I’d lost my brother forever. That’s when I took off for America. I didn’t want to be anywhere nearby when he used that thing. I knew nothing good could come of it.”
Aelwynn touched Wolf on the sleeve. “Well, one thing good happened. You got to marry Marie.”
Wolf sighed. “Except it doesn’t feel like a marriage. It feels like I’m just another functionary here. Footman, check. Butler, check. Husband, check.” He shook his head. “I don’t even care about the title really. I just care about…”
Say it, Marie urged. Say you care about me. She had been certain at first, that Wolf was determined not to break protocol and that was why he had never attempted a clandestine nocturnal visit to her chambers. But perhaps there was another reason. Perhaps, as she feared, he did not care to visit.
She couldn’t hear the end of his sentence and now he was talking about something else. “Do you think Marie knows Daniels took your father’s talismans?”
It took Aelwynn a moment longer to respond than Marie would have liked.
“I don’t know,” she said finally, “but it’s hard for me to imagine that she doesn’t. We’ve both known him since we were little girls, and whatever else he is, he’s not a traitor. He may not be loyal to Marie but he was devoted to her mother, and for that reason alone he wouldn’t do anything behind Marie’s back.”
“So you think Marie told him to take your jewels? Why would she do that?”
Marie couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She had no idea that Daniels had taken the Merlin’s talismans, yet somehow her best friend and her husband seemed to think she was behind it. So much for trust.
“I don’t know,” Aelwynn said. “She’s obviously had a lot to deal with. So have I, for that matter. So if you don’t have anything concrete on the Muscovites?”
She reached for her hat as if to go, but Wolf started talking again.
“My father made me go to Warsaw during the war for Poland. Leo, as first son, was going to be emperor, but as second son it was my fate to become a general, and I was supposed to learn about the realities of war early on. It’s hard for me to describe what I saw there. Mordern warfare is terrible—the weapons we have now, I can’t imagine why anyone ever bothered to invent them, but you know, that’s Prussia’s specialty. But the Muscovites were even worse. Sometimes they were fighting with twenty- and thirty-year old rifles, sometimes with nothing more than swords, or shovels even. They were dressed in rags and obviously starving, and, what’s more, they didn’t need Polish land and Polish grain like Prussia did. They have the largest land empire in the world. They have wheat fields the size of Ireland, but they export almost of all of it so their tsars can dress up in Western clothes. No, they just wanted it—wanted more land, more possessions, more power. They had this look in their eyes like Leo’s servants. Blind, unthinking devotion. The soldiers in the front lines would get shot down and the soldiers behind would just walk right over them as if they’d never known them. Wave after wave, all chanting ‘For the Mother and the Fatherland.’ I’ve seen zombies in Haiti with more freedom than these people. I always wondered if there was magic involved, and after the tsarevna’s little display in the throne room today, I’m convinced of it.”
Aelwynn didn’t respond immediately. Finally she nodded solemnly. “The residents of Avalon used to say that the Fey went north before they opened the portal to Avalon and left our world. It was one of those stories that seemed more like, well, a fairy tale than something that actually happened. They can’t be using gray magic or my father would have known about it. But maybe they’ve found a way to use green magic.”
“What’s green magic?” Wolf asked, which was the same question going through Marie’s head.
Aelwynn smiled and shook her head. “I could tell you, but then I’d have to turn you into a frog.” She grabbed her veiled hat. “I’ll check them out, okay? If I find anything, I’ll let you know.”
“That’s all I ask,” Wolf said.
As Aelwynn took her leave, Marie turned back in the direction she’d come. Her desire to see Wolf had evaporated. All that talk about his being made to marry her and feeling like a servant in her house was dispiriting. It was disappointing to discover Wolf couldn’t see that she was as trapped by protocol as he was. If anyone deserved sympathy, she did. It was her mother who’d died, after all. It was she who had to shoulder the burdens of empire all by herself.
He doesn’t care about me. He doesn’t even miss me. It’s not as if he doesn’t know the secret passageways in this castle either. He had never come to visit her, not once. Their relationship was born out of duty and not love, but she had hoped…oh, she had hoped for so much more. She had hoped for everything. A happy marriage. A loving husband. She had been falling in love with him but he was indifferent to her. Friendly, but indifferent.
She hurried back through the narrow passage toward her room, but when she came to a fork in the way, she paused. Straight ahead lay her bedroom, but if she cut left she would pass by the pair of bedrooms housing the Muscovite royal couple. She was already in a spying mood, so…
She ducked into the side passage, which was even narrower than the one she’d been in. She had to tread carefully lest she snag her dress on the nails that protruded from the walls. She wasn’t terribly worried about the dress, which, though chic, was the tenth black dress she’d worn in as many days, but she didn’t want anyone to hear her coming. She slowed even more as she neared the first room, listening for voices, but didn’t hear anything. Finally she saw seams of light coming through the wall. She tiptoed up to them.
There was no grating here, just the thin spaces where the paneling had pulled apart a little in the years since it had been installed. Marie had to lean against the wall and press her eye to them to see anything.
She jumped back.
On the far side of the wall, Alexei Romanov was walking around with nothing but a towel—a not very big towel—wrapped around his waist while Irina lounged on the bed. They were not even married! Now here was a couple who did not care for protocol one bit. Alexei’s muscled torso was like a fine piece of white marble. His normally pale skin was pink and damp from a recent bath, his white-blonde hair slicked back from his forehead. He moved with a cat’s easy, graceful silence as he crossed from the wardrobe to the dresser, where he pulled out a white cotton shirt and pulled it on.
“Aren’t you dressed yet?” Irina drawled.
“Look who’s talking,” Alexei answered. “You’re not planning to wear that to dinner, are you?”
“Why not?” Irina said with a yawn in her voice. “These Brits are so boring. Maybe I’ll shake thing up a bit.”
Now Marie was dying to know what Irina was wearing, she couldn’t see very well from the angle.
“You need to change,” Alexei continued. “As fetching as you look, there’s no way you can wear that to dinner.”
Irina stood up and now Marie could see her. The tsarevna was wearing a pair of cerulean blue trousers. It was easy to miss because the pant legs were exceptionally blousy, billowing around her hips and tapering down to her ankles, but when she took a step the separation between her legs was clear. Marie had never seen a woman in pants before. It was odd and liberating at the same time.
“You’re no fun!” Irina pouted. “I’m just trying to show that all Muscovites don’t run around in fur coats and boots. We think about fashion too.”
“That isn’t fashion, it’s a political statement,” Alexei said. “Besides, you dress like that, we’ll have to bathe again,” he teased.
“So needy, Alex,” she taunted.
He disappeared into the back and returned wearing dress trousers and a tailcoat. “There was plenty of girls in London, I suppose.”
“And you should have eyes for only one,” Irina cooed softly, but with an edge to her voice. “Don’t forget it.”
But weren’t they engaged? Why would Irina want Alexei interested in someone else? Muscovite culture was certainly eye-opening.
“I don’t know how you expect me to pay attention to all these drab Brits,” Alexei said, putting his hands on Irina’s shoulders. “None of them can hold to candle to you.”
Marie stared with a combination of fascination and horror as Irina placed her own hands on Alexei’s hips, just over the tops of his trousers, which were still undone. Marie imagined doing the same to Wolf and blushed at the thought.
Irina stared up into Alexei’s eyes. But instead of kissing him, all she said was, “Not all these girls. Only one girl. One girl in all of London. Remember.”
She turned from him then, and headed for the door.
Alexei stared after her with an expression of palpable longing, while Marie stared at him through the wall, her own expression more confused, and jealous of their closeness. She didn’t understand why Irina was pushing him to another girl when she was engaged to him. In any case, she too, had to dress for dinner and she had a lot of questions about Muscovite culture.
Once Marie had left, on the other side of the wall, Alexei screwed on his cufflinks. “Is the little brat gone?” he asked.
Irina stepped away from the closed door. “All gone,” she said, walking back over to him. “No doubt she’s going to fantasize about you all night.”
“Ugh, I don’t even want to think about it,” Alexei said. “And fix that, will you,” he added, waving a hand toward the wall where Marie had stood. “I feel like a mouse living inside the walls of the house.”
Irina turned to the far wall. Instead of the paneling and wallpaper of Alexei’s bedroom, the room appeared to extend into the secret passage where Marie had stood and they had seen her clearly. There was only the faintest shimmer where the wall should have been visible—until Irina waved a hand at the wall, that is, and it suddenly rematerialized in all its polished, ornate glory.
Alexei grabbed her in his arms.
Irina let herself be held, but turned her face away so that his kisses landed on her cheek. Instead she looked in a mirror whose glass reflected their conjoined bodies, so like each other, yet so different too.
We do make a beautiful couple, she thought. Father was right.
“Try to mask your contempt for the wan little thing,” she said.
“I’ll close my eyes and think of you,” Alexei said, leaning in for another kiss. “Seducing that grey wren will be child’s play.”
Irina pulled her face out of reach. “This is no game, Alex. Remember she’s the queen of the Franco-British Empire. A union between her house and ours would rewrite history. There would be no portion of the globe not under Romanov control or influence.”
Alexei yawned. “Except she’s already married.”
“Only on paper,” Irina sneered. “I have it on good authority that Their Royal Highnesses haven’t consummated their union. Which means that it’s null and void in the eyes of the law.”
“Unconsummated is it? Well, she’s obviously a timid little thing. But that Wolfgang is Prussian through and through. They’re not known for waiting in the background. They like to take what they want. He must not want her.”
For the first time Irina turned to face her lover. “Nevertheless, Muscovy will take what Prussia has, just like we always do. Focus on the princess and leave Wolf to me,” she added. Before her beloved could speak again, she gave him the kiss he was longing for.
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Bandits in the Night
Isabelle didn’t know how long she’d been riding when she came to a fork in the road. Three hours? Four? It was impossible to tell.
This wasn’t the first time the road had split or intersected other roads. But she’d been familiar with the other turns, either because she’d seen them before or because she recognized the town names on the signposts. But the two signs attached to this post bore only one word each: Nord and Est.
The boy called Martin had said she should go east first, then south. Est it was.
She turned her mare to the right and gave her a little nudge in the flank. As Martin had said, the horse was a sturdy, comfortable ride. Isabelle was pretty sure she could have fallen asleep in the saddle and not fallen off, had she not been so anxious. That’s just what Charlie had done. He was a warm bundle against her chest rocking ever so slightly with the mare’s gentle gait.
The road so far had been fairly wide, though empty at this time of night. This new turn, however, put her on a distinctly narrower path—not quite a wagon rut, but not much more either. What’s more, within a half mile the fields began to be studded with trees, and within a mile after that the trees had thickened to genuine forest. Isabelle had taken a hand in the redesign of some of the gardens at the chateau and considered herself a fair horticulturalist. She peered at the bigger and bigger branches, the denser and denser foliage in an attempt to figure out what kind of forest she was riding in. But the only thing she could make out was that the trees that surrounded her were big and tightly grown. Their high, heavy canopies blocked out nearly all the moonlight. Soon the road was all but invisible, and her mare slowed down without any direction from Isabelle, as if nervous about stepping in a pothole. The only sound was her hooves striking the packed soil, and the heavy rustle of leaves when a breeze shook the branches.
As soon as she thought that, however, a long low howl echoed through the dark woods. It sounded plaintive to Isabelle’s ears, and hungry too. Fortunately, it also sounded quite far away. The mare snorted quietly, but otherwise seemed unbothered.
“That’s a good girl,” Isabelle said out loud, patting the mare on the neck. She glanced down at Charlie, but he remained asleep.
Another howl sounded then—louder, hungrier, and much, much closer. Isabelle was well aware that wolves rarely attacked humans and that there was every likelihood that what she’d heard were simply dogs. Nevertheless the mare jerked her head to the left and whinnied sharply. Isabelle could feel her pulling at the bit, as if she was eager to go faster. She gave the horse a little bit of rein, but not too much. She wasn’t boasting when she’d told Martin she was a good horsewoman (not boasting falsely anyway). Still, the last thing she needed was a runaway horse in the middle of a dark forest, One misstep could mean the end of the mare’s life—or hers, or Charlie’s.
Still, she let the mare break into a canter, and gathered Charlie a little closer to her breast. There was no need to spend more time in this forest than necessary. She could feel her son squirming around a bit in response to the increased pace, but he didn’t seem to be awake. She didn’t want to risk taking her eyes off the road ahead, but she lowered her lips to his forehead and gave him a small, comforting kiss. She smell the lavender she’d tucked into his blanket and reminded herself this was only the beginning of the journey. One day it would lead her back home.
Preferably with a crown on my head, she told herself.
Suddenly there was a loud crash in the trees to her left. Limbs snapped and cracked, and when Isabelle turned toward the sound she thought she saw a gray flash amidst the dark trunks. The mare whinnied sharply, even as another crash sounded to the right. Isabelle whipped her head around, accidentally tugging on the reins as she did so. The movement panicked the mare, and with a determined tug the horse took the bit in her teeth, lunged her head forward, and took off at a gallop. Isabelle fell backward at the sudden propulsion, barely staying in the saddle, then threw herself forward toward the mare’s neck, doing her best not to crush Charlie. She managed to keep hold of the reins but also clutched fistfuls of the mare’s mane in her hands in her effort to stay on the horse’s back. Charlie, shockingly, did little more find a more comfortable position in his sling.
The thump-a-thump-thump of the mare’s hooves drowned out most of the surrounding sounds, but occasionally Isabelle heard a crash from the forest on one side or another. She peered into the dark trees, but the undergrowth was too dense for her to catch a glimpse of the wolves. She knew a horse could outrun a wolf, but her mare had been going for several hours already, and had to be a little tired. She only prayed the wolves gave up first.
A dark shape appeared on the road ahead of her then. All at once Isabelle realized her plight far worse than she’d thought. It wasn’t wolf that burst from the forest: it was another horse, with a hooded rider on its back.
Brigands!
Another crash behind her, and Isabelle glanced back to see a second rider. Given the tightness of the path, she was effectively surrounded.
Isabelle had heard rumors that the rural roads of Burgundy were plagued by bandits, but she’d always chalked them up to old wives’ tales, stories told to scare children. House Valois had administered these lands for centuries, after all, providing good work to its subjects. Why would someone risk hanging—the punishment for highway robbery—when a stable, secure job could be had in the fields or wineries of Burgundy’s fabled vineyards? Yet here they were, attacking their princess on her first night out of the chateau! It was unbelieveable, and part of Isabelle wondered if she were dreaming, or under some hallucinatory spell.
But there was no mistaking the writhing muscles of the horse beneath her. This was all too real. Isabelle spurred the mare on, but there was nowhere for her to go. The road was too narrow for her horse to pass the lead bandit, who was weaving his horse from side to side, forcing Isabelle’s mare to slow her pace to avoid colliding with him. Isabelle thought of veering into the forest but the trees limbs were too dense and thick, and she was afraid of being thrown off. She would have risked it if it had just been her, but she couldn’t chance it with Charlie strapped to her chest.
Despite the breakneck pace, she glanced down at her son, then started back. Charlie’s eyes were open, and he was staring up at her. He didn’t seem alarmed, though, or confused. If anything, he seemed to be…concentrating.
A shadow appeared in Isabelle’s peripheral vision, and then it solidified. The rear rider had forced his horse abreadst of hers on the narrow path. She looked over to her left to see a pale, dirty face grinning wickedly out of its dark cloak. Half the teeth were missing in the lecherous mouth, and a V had been branded on the right cheekbone.
V.
Voleur.
Thief.
Another rumor Isabelle had chosen not to believe. The practice of branding criminals was supposed to have been abolished half a century ago, but stories of its persistance still floated around. Isabelle had dismissed them just as she’d dismissed the stories of highway robbers. Once she thought she’d seen a groom with the brand on his cheek, but when she asked Hugh about it he told her she was seeing things, and she never saw the groom again. Yet here was the proof, staring her in the face.
Hugh, she told herself. It has to be him. The monster.
The branded man reached his right hand for her reins. Isabelle was able to swerve a few inches to the right and he just missed. Another swipe, another swerve. Low branches slapped at Isabelle’s face and she was blind for minute. It took all her strength and presence of mind not to fall off the racing mare.
She felt the press of flesh against her leg, and when she could focus again saw that the robber had pulled his horse right next to hers, and was using the animal’s weight to force her off the road. Finger-thick branches whipped at her face. The thief’s face was so close to hers that she could smell his foul breath.
“Don’t worry, madamoiselle,” the gap-toothed mouth hissed at her. “Death will be quick—”
Even as he said the final word, the man’s jaw went slack. He slumped forward on his horse’s back, and Isabelle just had time to see a feathered iron shaft sticking from his back before the bandit slipped off his mount’s back and disappeared beneath the flashing hooves. The riderless horse bucked once to shake the dead thing all the way off, then veered off into the dark trees.
Before Isabelle could decide what to do a much larger horse raced past her mare as if she were standing still. Isabelle saw another hooded form in the saddle but couldn’t catch a glimpse of the rider’s face. He held the reins in his left hand. His right held an unsheathed sword. As he raced past her she caught a glimpse of a crossbow slung across his back.
Branded bandits? she said to herself. Crossbows and swords? Have I ridden back in time?
The new rider sped past her without glancing in her direction. The rider up ahead must have seen him coming, however, because he too had produced a sword. In the dark forest, the shiny blades flashed like electric lights.
It is 1913, Isabelle thought. What are these men doing with swords?
A clash of metal against metal was her only answer. Once, twice, a third time. Then the new rider slipped his blade past the second bandit’s guard and drove it into his ribs. The man fell backward off his horse and Isabelle just had time to tighten her grip on the reins as her mount gather herself for a leap. The mare’s croup tensed beneath her and then they were airborne, leaping the fallen bandit. Then they bounced back to the ground and raced on.
Not for long, though. The mare began to slow immediately, almost as if she knew the threat had been eliminated. Isabelle wasn’t so sure, however. Who was to say this wasn’t a third robber, usurping the prize claimed by the first pair? She spurred her mare on but the exhausted animal ignored her. In a few seconds they had ambled to a stop.
Suddenly she remembered her son strapped to her chest. She looked down to see Charlie still staring up at her. He held a moment longer, then closed his eyes. Within moments he was once again sleeping peacefully.
Up ahead, the new rider had also come to stop, and now he turned his horse to face her. His sword was still in his hand, and Isabelle could see the dark smear of blood on it. He pulled some leaves from a tree, wiped it clean, and sheathed his weapon. Only then did he push back his hood.
A thin bar of moonlight found its way through the trees and gleamed on the diagonal scars slashing his face.
“I see you weren’t boasting when you said you could ride, my lady,” Martin said, smiling as broadly as his scars would allow. “Perhaps I should have stolen a faster horse for you.”
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Guess who’s coming to dinner
Wolf pulled at the constricting knot of his bowtie, which pressed against his Adam’s apple like a hand trying to choke him to death. It wasn’t just the bowtie that was bothering him: the ultra-starched high collar of his dress shirt felt as though it was cutting into the underside of his chin like a knife, the purely-for-show medals pinned to the left side of his chest caused his jacket to sag so that he constantly had to hitch it up, and the formal trousers he was wearing were itchy and hot.
Wolf had been sitting down for two hours, and they were only on the third of six courses of this formal dinner.
Wolf hated formal dinners.
Tonight’s get-together was a “small” occasion: there were “only” twenty-two people seated at dinner. Marie presided at the head of the table, with Grand Duke Alexei Romanov at her right, while Wolf sat at the foot of the table with Tsarevna Irina Romanov to his right. In theory there were eighteen more guests seated the polished mahogany table, but, though all of the chairs were filled, Wolf was not convinced that the tailcoats and dresses at the other seats were actually inhabited by living, breathing human beings.
Having grown up at court, Wolf understood that diplomatic protocols could make people a little stiff, a little formal, but no matter how he tried he couldn’t think of a valid reason for someone to wax poetic about the virtues of sauerkraut, which the Polish ambassador had been doing for the past twenty-two minutes. “You know it’s good when you can smell it through a closed jar,” is how the panegyric had begun. It had been downhill from there.
There were seventeen more representatives from eight other countries, and even as the Polish ambassador would up his paean to fermented, rotten cabbage, Wolf found himself imagining the forthcoming homilies to Spanish olives, Greek cheese, and Albanian…well, whatever Albania made. His eyes fell hungrily to his plate. Etiquette dictated that you refrain from eating while a speech was being given, but Wolf had been sitting down for two hours and all he’d managed to ingest was a bowl of tepid consommé, three pieces of lettuce, and a tomato wedge. Mouthing a silent “Sod it,” he grabbed his knife and fork and tore into his Boeuf Wellington. About the only thing that was good about a palace banquet was the food, although the portions were on the meager side.
“Are we allowed to eat?” asked an amused voice.
Wolf jerked his face to the right. To his surprise, the speaker was Irina Romanov, who was looking at the hunk of rare meat on Wolf’s fork with obvious relish. She was wearing a sleeveless gown of emerald silk. The bare arms were daring enough, but the décolletage, which reached to the middle of her abdomen, put it over the edge. A large green emerald hung on a silver chain around her neck, which mesmerized him until a peal of laughter from the other end of the table caught his attention.
He turned to see Marie engaged in an animated, whispering conversation with the Grand Duke. In contrast to the tsarevna, Marie was just dressed from head to toe in black—with a little bonnet with a black lace snood into which her hair was bundled. She looked so much like herself, smart, gentle and lovely that Wolf fought an impulse to leave his place at the table to go by her side.
He watched with growing jealousy as Marie put her hand on Alexei’s sleeve. There was a gleam in her eyes that Wolf hadn’t seen since her mother’s death. He should be the one making her laugh and her eyes sparkle. Hang protocol, he had crept out of his room and into Marie’s after Aelwynn had left his, but her room was empty. Marie laughed again, and Wolf attacked his plate as if it were Alexei, whom he suddenly desired to beat into a pulp.
Except Alexei was not the only one who could be charming, he thought, turning back to Irina and summoning his best devil-may-care smirk.
“Let’s put it this way,” he said. “The waiters are going to be out in three minutes to clear for the next course, which I believe is pork jelly.”
Irina frowned in confusion. “Jelly? This is a fruit paste, yes? Something sweet?”
“Normally. But in this case it’s pig’s feet that have boiled for about six hundred hours until they turn into a kind of paste. Count Polonsky here has been known to drone on for a good forty-five minutes, so you want something solid, you’d better start eating now.”
Irina processed this with a blank look on her face, as if she thought Wolf might be putting her on, then suddenly smiled. She grabbed her fork and knife and tore into her meat.
“In St. Petersburg,” she said between bites, “our father would have a windbag like Polonsky tied to his chair and gagged with an apple. I understand that your monarchs don’t have quite that much freedom here.”
Wolf chuckled. “My father would interrupt Polonsky and tell him that the purpose of a meal was eating, and have one of his servants force feed him until he lost consciousness or died, whichever came first.”
They shared a laugh, even if Wolf thought his father a brute and he hadn’t found it funny then, only frightening, but he felt a tingle of satisfaction when Marie’s eyes flashed in their direction. He’d caught his wife’s attention, at least.
“I must say,” he whispered, leaning close to Irina for Marie’s sake rather than the tsarevna’s. “I’m very impressed by your English. I’m surprised you studied it in Muscovy. Relations between your country and England have been so distant.”
To his surprise, Irina rolled her eyes. “Study? English? Our father would have disowned us. He can’t stand the English—or the French, for that matter, or Prussians, Austrians, Italians, Turks, or, well, anyone who’s not Muscovite, although he does have an odd fondness for Tahitians, at least in paintings by Gauguin.”
Wolf was shocked by Irina’s frankness. Admitting such things at a state banquet was unheard of—and kind of refreshing too, when everyone else was spouting one line of bull after another.
“I can’t say my father has any great affection for Muscovy,” he admitted, “but how did you learn English if you didn’t study it?”
Irina looked at him as though he were putting her on. “What do you mean? We used magic.”
Now it was Wolf’s turn to be confused. “Magic? I’ve never heard of a spell that could teach you a language.”
“Oh, I always forget. It’s all gray magic west of Rostov-on-Don.” She rolled her eyes. “Gray magic’s very good for war and concrete things like that, but there’s so much more you can do with green magic.”
“Green magic?” Wolf said, pretending to ignorance despite Aelwynn’s lesson of a few hours ago. “Is that the fairy stuff? I thought that was just legend.”
“I think the preferred term is Fey, no? So it doesn’t sound so twee?” Irina smirked, and even though Wolf hadn’t been teasing her, he suddenly felt as if he had been. “At any rate, I’m sure parts of the legend are indeed fabrications that have been embroidered over the course of millennia, but the core of the stories is quite true. Alexei and I share not only common blood but a magical heritage as well.”
“So you’re saying that you and your…fiancé are descended from”—Wolf couldn’t quite suppress his smile—“fairies?”
“Fey,” Irina insisted, but she was smiling too. “Ridiculous, right? There are these terrible murals in the Winter Palace of androgynous little pixie girl-boys with pointy ears and rainbow-colored eyes running around meadows with flower necklaces and skirts made out of grass.” She rolled her eyes. “But there are also two-thousand-year-old books in the Holy Synod documenting the dissemination of Fey blood throughout Muscovy, Kievan Rus, White Russia, and the eastern nations. Royal Muscovite unions are entirely based around fairy bloodlines. It’s one of the reasons Alexei and I were engaged to each other last year. We are the last of the fey line. As Aelwynn is the last of the Aquitaine fey.”
Wolf was just about to take another bite of food. Instead he put his fork down heavily on his Spode dinner plate.
 “Aelwynn?” Wolf said, completely forgetting about his meal. “She’s Queen Eleanor’s daughter?”
“You didn’t know?”
“No.” Did Marie know about Aelwynn? What else didn’t she tell him? He believed he and Marie told each other everything. They always had, in the past.
Irina shrugged. “The children of the Fey need only look at each other to see their ancestry.”
“Are you saying that the Merlin was one of these Fey too?”
“Of course. All magicians have at least a few drops of Fey blood. But Aelwynn also gets her Fey blood comes from Eleanor. I’ve studied the Franco-British genealogical tables, and it’s clear that Emrys Myrddyn spent centuries planning royal unions to bring together the last vestiges of Fey blood in European royal families. Queen Eleanor possessed more magic blood than any monarch in the history of the Franco-British Empire. Which is why we were confused when he chose Francis as her consort—it was a good political match, but he has almost as little Fey blood as the New World colonists. If Marie had had a different father, she could have made quite the witch.”
At the mention of her name, Marie glanced in their direction again. From the fire in her eyes, Wolf wondered if his wife thought Irina had called her the b-word rather than the w-word. It couldn’t possibly be that Marie was jealous he was talking to Irina. She didn’t feel the same way about him, that much was clear. He knew she had been in love with her guard, Gill, but he had hoped…he had hoped that she would learn to love him too. He had certainly enjoyed learning to love her…His love for her had caught him by surprise somewhat, at the passion she arose in him. He had expected to grow ever fonder of his friend as their years of marriage passed.
Instead, the moment they were engaged it was as if there had never been anyone else. There was only Marie. He was hopeless lost and he had no idea how to make her love him, he had never had to try before.
Marie made him want to try.
Marie made him want to hit something, the way Alexei said something and Marie turned back to him with a smile, and seething inside, Wolf redirected his attention to Irina.
“I believe the preferred term is magician,” he said. “Or sorceress.”
Irina pouted. “I much prefer to think of myself as a witch. At any rate,” she continued, “Marie could have been born with substantial magical abilities, had Emry not chosen to dilute Eleanor’s blood with Francis’s. I didn’t understand this strategy at first, until I met Aelwynn. Or, well, saw her across a room. She doesn’t come out much, does she?”
“She’s been a little, um, secluded since her father died,” Wolf stuttered as brain struggled to process all this information. “What is it you understood when you saw her?”
Irina gave him an incredulous look.
“Clearly, the Merlin wanted his daughter to succeed to the Lily Throne.”
Wolf’s eyes flashed around the table, but no one seemed to have heard Irina’s blasphemous accusation.
“But that’s illegal,” he said, turning back to her. “Witches—magicians aren’t allowed to be monarchs.”
Irina shrugged. “Under your current laws. But laws are made to be broken.”
“Are you suggesting that the Merlin contemplated treason against his queen?”
“Who knows? He didn’t steal Eleanor’s egg, after all. She gave it to him. Perhaps she knew that your wife wasn’t the strongest of heirs, and she wanted a backup. I suppose I can see why,” she added in a nonchalant voice. She allowed her eyes to flicker toward the opposite end of the table, then turned back to Wolf. “The princess is rather pale don’t you think?”
No. I think she is the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. He glanced down at his wife, who was still deeply engaged in conversation with Alexei. Marie was pale, but her skin was luminous, like starlight. Her hair was pulled in a low chignon and he could see her long white neck and he felt an urge to kiss her there. The way he had on their wedding night, when he’d held her in his arms in nothing but a thin silk shift.
Wolf felt another rush of jealousy and anger as Alexei turned to Marie and whispered something in her ear. He would tear the Muscovite piece by piece if he came any closer to his wife.
He turned back to Irina with some difficulty. “Let’s get back to this green magic. How does it work?”
Irina smiled, and her eyes went far away as if she were contemplating a mental vision of some beautiful place. “It’s easier to say what it’s not,” she said. “Gray magic is very concrete. You mix these herbs and these stones together, and out comes a bolt of lightning or vapor. Like I said, very good for wars, or circuses for that matter, or any other time you want to impress a crowd with smoke and flashing lights. Green magic is less…showy. More abstract or intuitive. There are no spells or potions or magic stones. There’s just desire. Sometimes conscious desire, sometimes unconscious—it’s not something you can turn on and off with a switch. It’s always there, always in you, always acting out your will in the world, sometimes when you don’t want it to. It takes great discipline not to walk around turning people into hedgehogs just because you’re mad at them. I’m exaggerating a little,” Irina added quickly, “but I did once turn a nanny’s dress into butterflies when I was five years old. Needless to say, when they flew away she wasn’t too happy with me.”
Wolf found himself staring at Alexei while Irina spoke. Alexei’s intense gaze was zeroed in on Marie, and Marie’s attention was focused on Alexei. As if the Grand Duke was the only man in the room, when her husband was just a table-length away.
He gritted his teeth.
Irina glanced down at the far end of the table to see what he was looking at and to Wolf’s surprise, she threw back her head and laughed so loudly that the entire table stopped what they were doing and turned on her with appalled gaze. “I see I am not as fascinating as I thought I was,” she purred.
Only Count Polonsky continued droning on. But the tsarevna ignored everyone, her own attention as locked on Wolf’s as Alexei’s was on Marie. But Marie had heard Irina’s laugh with the rest of the table, and she was no longer paying attention to Alexei. She was staring at Wolf and Irina with a look of open suspicion.
Wolf turned away, irritated with everyone—himself, Alexei, his wife, the tsaverna.
“Do not worry about Alex,” Irina said. “He is only being his entertaining self.”
Wolf felt his cheeks warm, and averted his gaze to the other end of the table. Marie had turned back to Alexei, and was batting her eyelashes at him, but there was something forced about the performance. As if she knew Wolf was looking, and wanted to upset him, wanted to make him jealous.
As if he couldn’t be any more jealous than he was right now.
Once more, he recalled their wedding night, the way she looked in her shift, the way she had trembled in his arms.
So many times he had wanted to take the hidden passageways back to her chambers, but he was afraid of presuming too much and too soon. She had been relieved when they had been interrupted—hadn’t she? She had pulled away from him so quickly it was as if his touch had burned her.
But Marie looked up unexpectedly and held his gaze. Her eyes were pools of longing that reflected his own hunger. She looked so alone, so miserable. The attention she had paid the Grand Duke had been false, nothing but courtesy shown a royal guest.
Wolf decided right at that moment he would save her, he would get up from his seat at the table and sit next to her. Take her hand in his and to promise her he would always be at her side.
He motioned to get up, but Marie’s eyes widened with horror.
No. He should not make a scene. He would not embarrass her. He turned away and back to his seat mate.
“It’s shocking to me,” he said, returning the conversation go its ostensible subject, “that Muscovy allows magicians to sit on the throne. Aren’t your people afraid of too much power being concentrated in one place?”
“Where else should it be concentrated?” Irina said. “The more powerful the monarch, the more powerful the empire.”
“But what’s to stop one of your tsars or tsarinas from becoming a tyrant and terrorizing his people?”
“Nothing,” Irina said, a lilt of amusement in her voice. “But why would they? The tsars love their people, and the people love their tsars, and both benefit from that relationship.”
“I don’t mean to sound skeptical, but that sounds awfully optimistic to me.”
“Perhaps,” Irina said nonchalantly. “You Prussians elect your emperor, after all. You’re much more rational about these things than we Muscovites. We Muscovites are more…passionate.”
“What? We Prussians are full of passion!” Wolf said, loudly enough that half the table turned toward him—though neither Marie nor Alexei looked up. “If we allow a group of magistrates to elect our emperor, it’s only so that the best candidate is chosen for the task. Although you can be sure the process itself is quite passionate!”
“Relax,” Irina said with a sly smile. “I was teasing—mostly. The truth is we Muscovites are a bit old-fashioned about these things. In fact that’s one of the reasons why I talked my father into allowing us to take this trip. There are many things that Muscovy could learn from the western empires.”
But Wolf wasn’t listening anymore, he was staring at his wife, wishing he could speak to her, tell her that he missed her desperately.
“Tell me, Wolf, your own marriage is as artificial as mine will be, is it not? It is similarly…open?”
Wolf choked on his wellington. He looked down the table at Marie, so pretty and still, listening patiently as the Muscovite fool prattled in her ear.
Wolf turned back to Irina, whose glittering gray eyes were fastened on his. She touched his hand as she laughed. Tapped it really, with the point of one of pearly lacquered fingernails, yet it seemed to drill into him like a massive icicle falling off the eave of a building and piercing your skull.
He brushed away her hand. “I assure you there is nothing artificial about my marriage,” he said coldly, standing up from the table. He was going to see to Marie, and cared no more about protocol or royal dinner guests.
His wife needed him and his place was at her side.
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The Secret Samaritan
Isabelle wasn’t sure what she expected Martin to do after he killed the two men who had attempted to ambush her, but she was surprised when all he did was wipe his sword, sheathe it, and say, “They may have accomplices on foot. We should ride on.” Without waiting for an answer, he turned forward in his saddle and spurred his horse on. Isabelle had no choice but to follow.
For a long time the path continued to wind through the thick forest. Isabelle probably could have brought her mare alongside Martin’s mount, but they would have been right next to each other, and the low branches at the edge of the forest would have swatted at her face, so she elected to ride behind him. But this made conversation nearly impossible, so they continued on in silence for a good twenty minutes or so, until finally the trees began to thin and the path began to widen, and Isabelle kicked her horse alongside Martin’s. Before she could speak, however, he said:
“I owe you an apology. I should have gotten you something faster than the palfrey you’re riding. You obviously ride a horse much better than I remember.”
Isabelle was about to reply when she glanced over and caught a glimpse of his face. She was on his scarred side, and the bright red streaks dominated this side of his face, slashing cruelly across cheek and chin. The sight of them made her catch her breath, and it was a moment before she could speak.
“First of all,” she said, arching her voice to cover up the strange sense of guilt his scars produced in her, “I’ll not have you insulting m’lady here by calling her a palfrey.” She patted the neck of her mare. “She got us through danger just fine, and I for one am quite grateful. Secondly, what do you mean I ride a horse better than you remember? As far as I know we’ve never met.”
Martin turned to look at her when he replied. He saw where she was looking, though, and immediately jerked his head around and pulled his hood up to hide his cheek.
“The Valois estates are quite vast, your highness. There are probably hundreds of servants on the grounds who have glimpsed you from afar, yet whom you yourself have never noticed. I saw you ride many times when you were younger—in the sheep pastures with another young noble, no doubt your cousin Louis.”
Isabelle had in fact ridden in the sheep pastures with Louis when she was younger, many times, as Martin said. But she didn’t remember anyone watching them, not even “from afar.” That was why she and Louis had chosen the sheep pastures—because they were out of the way of prying eyes.
“You must have been spying on me then,” she said, “because I don’t remember anyone watching us.”
A faint chuckle came from within the the hood.
“Perhaps I was. Who knows, maybe I was shirking my duties that day, and was hiding in a fig tree eating sweet fruit, and spying on what went on below.”
Isabelle gasped as an image popped into her mind. A hot day in early fall, not unlike today, when she and Louis had stolen out for a ride and ended up beneath an ancient fig miles from the chateau. Louis had stolen a bottle of wine, even though they were still fifteen and only allowed a glass with dinner. Later they found out the wine Louis had stolen was a twenty-five-year-old chablis worth thousands of francs—Hugh, needless to say, had been furious—but that day they had passed it back and forth between them as though it were the cheapest beaujolais, and after it was gone Isabelle had felt light-headed and laid down beneath the fig. Louis had gathered some ripe figs for her and fed them to her one at a time, just three or four of them, but he had held each one above her head and pulled it back and forth and teased her so that it took a long time before the figs were gone. And then, just as she’d gone for the last bite of the last fig, Louis had pulled the fruit away and put his face in its place, so that she’d ended up nipping his lips. A nip that became a nibble, a nibble that became her first kiss, close-mouthed and brief, but full of pressure and feeling. Isabelle hadn’t thought of that kiss in years, but even now she could taste the fig and the wine, could feel Louis’s long hair tickling her cheek and the soft touch of his hand, which had rested gently on her stomach, too nervous to move from its position.
She could also remember the spreading limbs of the tree above her. It was a massive tree, and dense with thick branches and leaves as big as serviettes, but she still found it hard to believe there had been a stable boy hiding there for the hour and more she and Louis had lingered beneath the canopy. Yet how else could he know what had passed between her and her cousin?
With a start, she realized she hadn’t said anything in a long time. She stirred herself angrily, half because Martin had dared to spy on such an intimate moment, half because he had dared to bring it up.
“You are very bold for a boy who muck stables. I could have you flogged for speaking in such a manner to me.” Isabelle had never had anyone flogged in all her years as a countess, and wasn’t sure how she would go about doing it, but it seemed like the thing to say.
A faint chuckle sounded from within the hood beside her.
“And you are very bold for a girl whose life I just saved.”
“That is the only reason I don’t have you flogged,” Isabelle said.
Another chuckle. “I’m pretty sure the reason you’re not ‘having me flogged,’ as you say, is that we’re in the middle of nowhere, and there’s no one you can get to do it.”
“Don’t let our surroundings lull you into a false sense of equality. I am still a lady, in or out of my chateau, and you are still my servant!”
Martin pulled his horse up short, turning it sharply to the left, and grabbing Isabelle’s reins from her. The hood fell from his face, and there were his scars, gleaming on his cheeks.
“In fact I was never your servant, Lady Isabelle. I was your cousin Hugh’s servant, in which regard I was no different from you.”
“I?” Isabelle retorted, outraged by Martin’s familiar tone as much as what he said. “Hugh’s servant? Hugh was my guardian, nothing more—and that only until my twenty-first birthday, at which point I assume full control of my estates!”
“Is it common practice for guardians to ravish their charges, and father children on them?” he asked coldly.
“Hugh is not—” Isabelle bit her tongue.
“What?” Martin demanded. “Not Charlie’s father’s? Perhaps that would be the traitor, Leopold of Prussia?”
Isabelle stifled another gasp with her hand. “How dare you!”
“It is the naive aristocrat who thinks the servants don’t know everything that goes on within their palaces and chateaux,” Martin said. “Your engagement may have been a secret to the von Hohenzollerns, but it was well-known in the stables and kitchens of your own house.”
Dumbfounded, Isabelle could only shake her head. “I…I…I have never been spoken to in such a manner in my life.”
“Well, get used to it, my lady, because you’re not in your chateau any more.”
“I am Isabelle of Valois! The rightful dauphine of France! I command you to be silent!”
Martin shook his head. “Uh-uh. No commands. I’ll help you escape, and I’ll protect you and your son because my family took an oath of fealty to yours, but there’ll be no commanding. If you want me to stay, you do what I say. Or perhaps you’d prefer if I went on my own way?”
He dropped her reins and pulled his horse a few feet from hers.
“No!” Isabelle said quickly, looking around at the vast dark emptiness around her. “I command—” She cut herself off. “I ask that you stay.” She took a deep breath and regained a little more composure. “House Valois would be grateful for your assistance,” she said in the smoothest voice she could muster.
For a moment Martin didn’t say anything. Then he smiled his scarred, lopsided smile. “House Valois, huh? You’re very small for a house. You look like a little girl to me.” And he jerked his horse forward and set off again.
They rode on in silence for another hour or so. Isabelle’s anger ebbed and flowed inside her, so that several times she had to bite her tongue to keep from snapping at him, and then again bite her tongue before she asked him a friendly question, which was more than the insolent brute deserved. Fatigue, however, finally drove her to speak.
“I’m tired,” she said simply.
Martin had pulled his hood up again, and his voice came from deep within it.
“There is an inn about a mile ahead.”
“Good,” she said, adding, “I have money.”
A grunt from inside the hood. “You don’t need money.”
They rode on in silence, until at last the inn appeared on the horizon. At this late hour none of the windows was lighted, and only a single lantern hung outside a postern announced its presence. To Isabelle’s surprise, however, Martin turned off the road a hundred feet before they actually reached the inn, riding toward a dark building that looked like a barn. She was confused, but assumed they were going to stable the horses first.
Instead Martin rode around the back of the barn. He dismounted his horse and tethered it to a post, then stood beside her horse and motioned for her to come down. Isabelle ignored his proferred hand and, pressing one hand over Charlie’s sleeping body, jumped down on her own.
“Why are you tethering your horse here?” she asked.
“You don’t think I’m going to put them in the barn, do you? They could be discovered.”
It took Isabelle a moment to grasp his meaning. “Are you telling me we’re not sleeping in the inn?”
Martin shook his head in wonder. “You didn’t give this whole running away thing much thought, did you? Do you really think Hugh isn’t going to have men at every inn, hotel, and abandoned house within a hundred miles? I thought you wanted to escape from him, not leave him a written message telling him where he can find you.”
Isabelle opened her mouth to protest, then thought better of it. She knew Martin was right. But where were they going to sleep?
“Of course it’s not me I’m worried about,” she said quickly. “But my son. You can’t expect him to—”
“Seems to me like Charlie’s dead to the world, my lady. I’m pretty sure you could lay him down on a rock and he wouldn’t notice.”
Isabelle glanced down at her son. His little mouth hung open, and a tiny drop of drool glistened on his chin. She wiped it away with a corner of his blanket and he didn’t stir.
She looked up at Martin, who was doing a poor job of concealing his amusement.
“Can’t we at least sleep in the barn? It’s chilly out here, and damp.”
Martin shook his head. “For all we know there are stable boys sleeping in there right now. I’m afraid we’re going to have to rough it.”
As he spoke he was pulling a rolled up blanket from his pack. Isabelle stared at it in relief.
“Well, at least there’s a blanket,” she said gratefully.
“Um, this is mine?” Martin said. “Didn’t you bring a blanket?” When Isabelle shook his head, he all but rolled his eyes. “Well, what did you bring?”
“What do you mean? I brought money. I intended to pay for things, like any other twentieth-century person.” She smiled sheepishly. “Well, not money so much as…jewels.”
Now Martin did roll his eyes. “Show me.”
Isabelle pulled a pouch from her bag, pulled it open, and carefully dumped its contents into Martin’s palms. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and sapphires glinted in the moonlight, some set in rings and necklaces, others loose stones.
Martin started to whistle. “Nice work.”
Isabelle snatched her jewels back and stuffed them in the bag. “I am once again starting to find your tone overly familiar.”
“Pardon me, my lady,” Martin said with a raised eyebrow. “But you can’t pay for anything with these.”
“What do you mean?”
“We need currency, not jewels.”
“Oh,” Isabelle said quietly. “I didn’t realize. I’ve never actually had to, you know, pay for things.”
“As incredible as that statement is, I have no trouble believing it.” Suddenly he stopped, peering at one of the stones. He moved his finger toward it and a spark and jumped from Isabelle’s palm, causing him to jump back.”
“Is that a fire opal—a charged fire opal?”
Isabelle nodded sheepishly. “How did you know?”
“Never mind that. Where on earth did you get it?”
“Leopold gave it to me. He asked me to hold on to it for him.”
“He did more than that, apparently. He keyed it to your person, so that no one else can take it from you. If they do they’ll got a jolt like I just got—the closer they come, the bigger the jolt.”
Isabelle grimaced. “I wish I’d known that. I’d have put it in Hugh’s drink and let him swallow it. I bet that’d be quite a jolt!”
“Quite a mess is more like it. It would blow his guts open.”
Isabelle savored the image a moment. “But I don’t understand. Why would Leo give me this?”
“A fire opal is basically a magic battery. My guess is Leo used them to power Pandora’s Box at Lamac. He probably distributed them among his unsuspecting friends so that he wouldn’t have to carry them all on his person—that much magic concentrated on one person would almost certainly set off alarms.”
Isabelle gasped. “But does that mean he had Pandora’s Box when he was with me?”
“It might,” Martin answered. “No one actually knows what the Box looks like—whether it’s actually a box, or if that’s just the symbolic name for some wand or stone or spell parchment.”
“Didn’t anyone see at Lamac?” Isabelle asked.
Martin shook his head grimly. “Anyone close enough to see was killed,” he said, his voice so heavy that Isabelle wondered if he’d actually been present. Perhaps he’d been some kind of child soldier.
“Look, Isabelle,” he said now, “you have to promise me you won’t flash these without checking with me first. Especially that fire opal. If you do, we’ll have every thief within a hundred miles after us.”
“Fine,” Isabelle said in an exasperated voice, wrapping up the jewels and dropping them back in her bag. She was feeling defeated, both by the events of the evening as well as the unwanted reminder that her relationship with Leo had been a sham in every way—every way except one, she reminded herself, looking down at Charlie’s blissfully sleeping visage. “Can we just go to sleep now?” She sat down on the grass, immediately feeling the dampness through her skirt. She wrapped her arms around Charlie and cooed in fake whisper, “It’s okay. Mommy may freeze, but she’ll keep you warm.”
Martin stared at her with a mixture of anger and compassion on his face. Finally he grabbed his blanket and handed it to her.
“Take my blanket.”
“Oh, thank you!” she said, grabbing it from his hand before he could reconsider. She wrapped it around her shoulders and lay back against the side of the barn. Martin stared at her a moment longer, then stretched out a few feet from her, pulling his thin cloak around him.
He’s fine, Isabelle told herself. He has his cloak to keep him warm, and turned and faced the other way so she wouldn’t have to see him shivering in the wet grass. It must have been three or four in the morning, and she was exhausted. She closed her eyes and was asleep before she knew it.
She woke up once in the middle of the night. Every party of her was achy and cold—every part except her breast, against which the warm ball of Charlie was nestled like a hot water bottle. Half asleep, she tried to remember why her bed was so hard and damp, her down comforter reduced to a thin sheet of coarse wool. Then she felt an arm slip over her shoulder. She stiffened, but somehow knew it wasn’t Hugh. What it was was warm, and she pushed eagerly against the body it was connected to. Anything for a little warmth! The arm curled lightly around her, and she felt soft breaths on the back of her neck. And then she was asleep again.
Sometime later, she awoke to the sound of angry voices. The sun was well up in the sky, and Martin was arguing in fierce whispers with a boy about their own age. He was dressed in ragged clothing, barefoot and dirty, with pieces of straw in his messy hair. And he was pointing angrily at her.
She sat up defensively, pulling Charlie closer to her chest. Her son’s eyes were open and he looked up at her with calm but expectant eyes, and she realized he would need to be fed soon.
“You cannot sleep here!” she heard the boy say in a normal voice.
“Sshh!” Martin whispered fiercely. “Please, it’s morning, we’ll move on now.”
She saw now that Martin’s right hand was inside his cloak. Something long and narrow moved around beneath the damp, dirty fabric, and Isabelle realized it was the sword swung in its belt over his back rather than down at his side. The thought of Martin killing this boy frightened her, but also excited her.
“I will get in trouble if the master finds out someone slept on his land without paying,” the stable boy said in a slightly quieter voice. He too had seen Martin’s concealed right hand. She didn’t think he could see the sword, but she could tell he was afraid that Martin had a weapon of some kind. He glanced in the opposite direction, as if contemplating a run for it.
“We can pay!” Martin whispered quickly. “But please, don’t tell anyone we were here. It’s a matter of life and death.”
The boy shook his head. “If the master finds out I took money, it will be even worse for me!”
He took a step back, and before Isabelle knew it Martin had slid his scabbard down his left arm and pulled the sword out with his right. It was a practiced, fluid gesture, and once again Isabelle found herself wondering who Martin really was. He was nothing like the boy from the inn, who cowered backwards and tripped over a branch, falling to the ground.
Martin brandished the sword at the boy’s throat. Instead of slashing it though, he used the tip to worry something inside the collar of the boy’s dirty smock—a piece of string, Isabelle saw, when Martin deftly flipped it from beneath the boy’s shirt. At the end of it hung a small piece of wood. Some kind of design had been carved into it, but Isabelle was too far away to see what it was.
Whatever it was, it brought a smile to Martin’s face. He brought his left hand to his collar and pulled his own rope necklace from beneath his shirt. It too had a piece of carved wood dangling from it.
The frightened boy stared up at the swaying ornament. He glanced at Isabelle, then back at Martin.
“Is it possible?” he said.
“You understand now?” Martin said, tucking his necklace back inside his shirt.
“Of course, of course!” the boy said, tucking his own necklace away and scrambling to his feet. “Please, let me give you some bread and cheese, and some oats for the horses!”
“We appreciate your help very much,” Martin said as the boy trotted around the corner of the barn.
“Martin!” Isabelle whispered sharply. “You’re letting him get away!”
“We’ll be fine, my lady,” Martin said without looking at her.
A few minutes later, Isabelle and Martin were in their saddles and riding away from the inn. Isabelle was chewing on a piece of hard cheese and even harder bread, but she was so hungry she didn’t care about the roughness of the fare.
“What was that all about?”
“The secret order of stable boys,” Martin said with a sly grin. He was munching on his own bread and cheese, and didn’t bother to look at her when he replied.
“Hmph,” Isabelle murmured. She was about to question him further when she had a sudden memory of the feel of his arm around her shoulder last night, and her question died in her throat. After years of abuse from Hugh, not to mention Leopold’s lies, it was nice to meet a man who remembered what decency was. Stable boy or no, she decided to trust him for now.
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Whose empire is it anyway
Aelwynn paused outside the Lord Chamberlain’s office to check her reflection. She glanced up and down the corridor, but there wasn’t a mirror handy. Normally she would have cast a simple spell, transforming one of the stodgy, dark portraits of former Lords Chamberlain into a scrying glass, but with the chalk circle tingling around her neck she had no ability to use magic. She had to settle for lifting up a silver bowl of dried hydrangeas and looking into its convex side. Fortunately the chambermaids kept it in high polish, and she was able to ascertain that her choker was snugly in place, concealing any sign of the freshly applied white and red stripe that ringed her neck.
She replaced the bowl and opened the door to the anteroom that led to the Lord Chamberlain’s office. A thin-lipped, middle-aged man sat behind a small spinet desk resting on slender gilt legs. The desk shook beneath the weight of a large metal box that sat in its center, which the Lord Chamberlain’s secretary was apparently striking with both hands, producing a dismal clatter. The secretary looked up from his task with an annoyed expression when the door flew open. Then, recognizing Aelwynn, he jumped to his feet and hurried out from behind his desk to greet her, his hand outstretched in greeting.
“Morgaine! A thousand apologies for not opening the door for you. If I had known you were coming—”
“You didn’t know I was coming because I didn’t tell you I was coming,” Aelwynn said, interrupting him. Playing nice hadn’t gotten her anywhere with the Lord Chamberlain, so she’d decided to go the imperious route instead, especially with his staff. Marie wasn’t the only one who’d grown up in a palace, after all.
She peered at the metal box dominating his desk, noticing now that it had a piece of paper sticking out of its top, and an array of disks or buttons on the side facing the secretary’s chair, on which were jumbled up the letters of the alphabet. “What is that ridiculous-looking machine?”
The secretary grimaced in mock-pain.
“Yet another invention from our ingenious American colonists. It’s called a typewriter.”
“Oh, I’ve heard of them!” Aelwynn said, momentarily distracted from her task by this novel piece of technology. “They produce sheets of writing that look like they were taken from a printed book!”
The secretary nodded miserably. “Supposedly. But they’re so confusing—the keys are laid out any which way, as you can see, and if you make the mistake of hitting two at the same time they stick together and you get ink all over your hands when you separate them.” He wagged his fingers at her, and Aelwynn saw that they were covered in dark smears.
“And you were going to shake my hand with that grimy thing!” Aelwynn chided him. “Shame on you! Well,” she continued, “you’ll have to give me a demonstration some other time. I’m here to see the Lord Chamberlain,” she said, turning from the secretary toward the closed door at the far end of the room.
“I’m not sure that he’s available at the present moment,” the secretary said, hurrying to cut her off, but Aelwynn flashed him a withering look that froze him in his tracks. She might not have been able to cast any spells, but the secretary didn’t know that.
“He’s available to me,” she said, brushing past him and pushing the door open.
The Lord Chamberlain sat behind his desk at the far end of a massive room. It was the quintessential library office, with two of its long walls lined with ornately carved bookshelves and a massive rococo granite and marble hearth surrounding the fireplace, in which a small pile of birch logs burned brightly. Like his secretary, the Lord Chamberlain looked up when Aelwynn burst through the door, but unlike his secretary he appeared neither flustered nor obsequious. He checked her presence, then returned his attention to the document on his desk, which he was apparently editing with an old-fashioned quill pen, which he dipped into a crystal pot of India ink and applied to a thin but substantial sheaf of papers in front of him.
“The Morgaine, Your Lordship,” the secretary said over Aelwynn’s shoulder in a somewhat frightened voice.
“It’s all right, Jeeves,” he said. “I’m always free for the Morgaine.”
There was a soft click as the secretary closed the door behind her. The Lord Chamberlain still didn’t look up, so Aelwynn walked to the desk, where a pair of leather-cushioned curules were arrayed. She didn’t take a seat though, but remained standing, because otherwise she’d have felt like an errant pupil in the headmaster’s office.
“Jeeves?” she said skeptically.
The Lord Chamberlain crossed out a line of text and wrote a small emendation. “His given name is acually Æthelbert, but that’s just not the kind of thing I can say with a straight face.”
“Why not just call him Bert? Or even Ethel?”
The Lord Chamberlain made one more note on his manuscript, then inserted his pen into a stand on his desk and looked up at Aelwynn.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Why don’t you call me Uncle Roderick as you used to?”
“Touché,” she said. Then, summoning all her dignity and authority, she announced, “I have come for the Merlin’s talismans. It has been more than a week since my father died, and the jewels of the realm belong with the Morgaine.”
Daniels looked up at her for a long time with an neutral expression on his face, as if he was considering his reply. At length he nodded, as if acknowledging some internal line of reasoning he had presented to himself. He waved a hand at one of the backless chairs.
“Please, have a seat.”
“I’ll stand, thank you, my lord.”
“As you wish,” he replied. “You are quite correct when you say that the jewels of the realm belong to, and with, the Morgaine. Unfortunately, Aelwynn,” he said, shocking her with the use of her given name, “you are not the Morgaine.”
Aelwynn looked at him with incredulity. Whirling the off-white robes of the Invisible Orders around her, she demanded, “What are you talking about? I am the Merlin’s only child and heir. There can be no other Morgaine.”
The Lord Chamberlain nodded. “Once again, you are correct. Perhaps I should have said, ‘You are not the Morgaine yet,’ to be more clear.”
“The Morgaine isn’t some cabinet post the queen has to push through Parlianment,” she protested. “It is a power and position passed from parent to child and second only to the monarch in rank.”
Another of Daniels’ reasonable yet maddening nods. “All true. Unfortunately, however, there is no monarch right now. By law, Marie cannot ascend to the throne for another eight months and eighteen days, and until that time a new Morgaine cannot be named.”
“But that’s just a formality! Everyone knows Marie is to be queen!”
“A formality, maybe, but far from mere. Empires are run by bureaucracies, and bureaucracies take their business very seriously indeed. In the absence of a monarch, Parliament has extraordinary freedom both to pass laws and spend money, and you can be sure my lords and ladies of the chamber will take every advantage of this moment, which is unlikely to come again in their lifetimes.”
“Aren’t you a member of the House of Lords?”
Daniels smiled with false modesty. “Honorary only. I neither vote nor collect a tithe. I do, however”—he indicated the mass of paper on his desk—“get to read a lot of extremely boring documents and summarize them for the queen-designate.”
Aelwynn stared down at his smug calm face in helpless fury. She tried to look as magical and threatening as she could, but he clearly wasn’t intimidated by her. She decided to change tactics. She sat down in one of the curules and leaned forward as if to whisper a secret to him.
“You realize the empire is extraordinarily vulnerable in the absence of a supreme magician? Pandora’s Box, which Leopold VII used against us, is still unaccounted for, and only the jewels of the realm, used by the Morgaine, can possibly counter it. Not to mention the great conventional armies that lie in wait just beyond our borders. Without magic to stop their bullets and dull their swords, a Turkish or Chinese army could sweep across India in a matter of weeks. For that matter, a Muscovite regiment could burst from the bowels of those warships docked in the Thames, aided by the strange magic of the tsarevna. St. James to could fall to the enemy before we were even aware we were being attacked.”
Daniels listened attentively to her speech, the neutral expression on his face never wavering. Only when she had finished did he answer.
“I am aware of all that, Aelwynn, as well as of dozens if not hundreds of other threats you know nothing of. I served Queen Eleanor for nearly three decades, through the tenure of four successive Prime Ministers. Aside from your father and the Queen, no one knows more about the state of the empire than I do. Their deaths, not to mention the treason of Leopold, have left the empire in an extremely vulnerable and confused state. What’s more, in addition to Marie’s limbo status, and yours, there is also the matter of her marriage.”
“What do you mean?” Aelwynn asked.
“The Treaty of Lamac was very specifically worded. The war between the Prussian and Franco-British empires would end when Leopold VII married Marie-Victoria. Not Wolf, and not any other Prussian noble, whether heir to the throne of Brandenburg or not.”
“Are you saying we’re still at war with Prussia?”
He shook his head quickly. “No, that at least was resolved by a quick emendation to the treaty. However, Prince Wolfgang’s status within the Franco-British imperial family was not clarified in the newest version. Since he has married a person of superior rank, he will remain a prince of Prussia rather than king of England and France, and on his father’s death his claim to the Prussian throne will pass to Marie or to their eldest child.”
“Does Wolf know this?”
“Half of it. He is aware that he will hold no British rank, but he doesn’t yet know that the Prussian throne will never come to him. I saw no need to burden the Kronprinz with the news, especially in the wake of…” He allowed his voice to trail off, although it seemed clear he wanted Aelwynn to ask him what he was hiding. Which she did.
“What else can possibly be wrong?”
The Lord Chamberlain paused before speaking, a somewhat pained expression on his thin, lined face, as if what he was about to say were indelicate.
“I didn’t tell Prince Wolfgang any of this because it is not yet clear to me if he will in fact be married to Marie at the time all of this becomes active. You see, the kronprinz and the princess have not yet, how can I put this, made their marriage official.”
“Yes I know. Marie told me.”
The Lord Chamberlain frowned. “It is not wise for the princess to share such information. If the news were to reach official ears, whether in Westminster or Berlin, the marriage could be declared null and void, and the Treaty of Lamac with it. The war would resume, and, as you say, with no Morgaine to protect us from the Pandora’s Box, the empire would be very vulnerable indeed.”
Aelwynn raised an eyebrow. “Which is why you must give me my father’s talismans!”
The Lord Chamberlain shook his head as if in resignation, although to Aelwynn it seemed that he wasn’t really bothered at all.
“You must understand, Aelwynn, the talismans are withheld from you not simply by force of law, but force of magic. Your own father bound them to the office, and bound the office to the law of the land—the law is in effect a spell, and since it was cast by the Merlin it would take a magician of equal or greater power to undo it. In the absence of such a magician, it an act of Parliament is required to declare you Morgaine, and I can assure Parliament would never do that. They’re having too much fun. What’s more,” he added in a slightly louder voice when Aelwynn opened her mouth, “what’s more, I will not betray my monarch by arming someone who may well turn out to be her enemy.”
“I am not Marie’s enemy!” she seethed.
“I was not referring to Marie when I said my monarch. I was referring to Queen Eleanor.”
“Queen Eleanor is dead!” Aelwynn almost shouted. “As is my father!” She peered at Daniels suspiciously. “You’re aware how vulnerable the empire is, yet you’re actively working to prolong its weakened state. Why would you do such a thing?”
For the first time a real emotion broke through the Lord Chamberlain’s neutral mask. Indignant anger flashed in his eyes, and his lips stretched in a thin white line. “Are you saying that I am somehow seeking to gain from this situation?”
“I’m saying that in the absence of a monarch or a Morgaine, you are the reigning palace authority. What’s more, as a member of the House of Lords, you also have a direct line to Parliament. You say a law is needed. Well, you can propose legislation, can’t you? You could introduce a law allowing me to assume the office of Morgaine.”
“As I just said, such a law would never pass.”
“And you won’t even try,” Aelwynn said disgustedly. She stood up so swiftly the curule wobbled on its legs, nearly falling over. “This is not your empire to rule, Lord Chamberlain,” she said with as much ferocity as she could. “You shall learn that soon enough.”
Whirling on her heel, she stalked from his office.
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Fairy God Suitor?
“I’m really very sorry, my lord,” Vera Bradford’s carried down the hall to Ronan’s bedroom. “Nevertheless I must insist that you wait until eleven to see Miss Astor, when the shop opens.”
“And I’m very sorry to do this,” the unmistakable voice of Henri de la Rouchefort answered, “but if you will not stand out of my way, I’m afraid I’m going to have to—”
There was a masculine grunt then, followed by the most high-pitched whoop! Ronan had ever heard from her nanny’s mouth. Though she couldn’t see them, it was all too easy to imagine the handsome count lifting Vera up bodily and moving her out of his way.
Fortunately, when Ronan had heard the bell ring a few moments ago, she’d had a premonition or at least a hope of who would be standing at the door. Nearly a week had passed since Henri had last called on her, and she was starting to think that maybe he had forgotten about her. But when she’d rushed to her window, she’d been thrilled to see Henri’s massive carriage parked in the street below. It was only ten in the morning and she was still in her dressing gown, but she at least had time to pull a brush through her hair before Henry burst through the street door and bounded up the flight of stairs to her flat above the shop, where he pounded on the hall door. The street door was locked and Ronan hadn’t heard the sound of breaking wood, which led her to wonder if Henri had used magic to force it open. The thought of the dark-haired count casting a spell to get to her sent a shiver of excitement up and down her spine.
Now three heavy footfalls sounded in the hallway, followed by a sharp knock on her bedroom door.
“Ronan,” Henri called through the door. “Are you awake?”
Ronan hurriedly seated herself at her vanity. Her back was to the door, but she had a full view of it in her mirror. More importantly, Henri would have a full view of her when he entered the room. Her dressing gown’s thin golden silk clung to the curves of her body, still wet from her bath.
“Come in,” she called as nonchalantly as possible.
The door burst open. In the mirror Ronan saw Henri take in the view. At last his eyes met hers. “Ahem,” he coughed. “I should apologize for disturbing you but I am enjoying it too much.”
Ronan reached for her brush and casually pulled it through her lustrous blonde locks. Thank heavens I didn’t wash my hair this morning, she thought. Aloud, she said, “And good morning to you, Henri.”
“Forgive me for bursting in like this, but there was no time to waste.”
Before she could answer, Vera appeared in the door behind Henri, doing her best to make her face seen behind the count’s substantial frame, which, in addition to the usual tight black suit, was clad in a light wool traveling coat—black, of course, with a thin strip of fur on the collar. The white jade pendant hung in its place, glittering beneath his chin.
“I’m sorry, Ronan dear,” her nanny said. “But the man simply forced his way past me.”
“It’s okay, Vera. Would you mind going downstairs and getting the shop ready to open? I’ll deal with Comte de la Rouchefort.”
Henri waited till Vera was gone before speaking.
“I’m sorry about your…nanny?” he said, a mocking grin curling up the side of his mouth.
“Assistant,” Ronan corrected. Nannies went with little girls, which was the last impression she wanted to give Henri.
“You see,” Henri continued, “I’ve rather unexpectedly found myself the host of a small party at my country house in Hertfordshire. I was having dinner at the palace last night—my third invitation in a week—and Princess Marie essentially invited herself up to Ashburnham, along with half the court as well as the Muscovite party. I was hoping her hat would be ready.”
Ronan’s heart sank. And here she thought Henri had bounded up those stairs because he wanted to see her!
“I suppose it’s done,” she said, doing her best to hide her hurt. “I had thought I might have to add a few more the feathers to the brim, but I suppose I can give it to you now.” In fact the hat was perfect, but Ronan had to say something to mask her disappointment.
“Thank goodness!” Henri said. “Between invitations to St. James’s and now this command performance, I’m afraid I might have used up all my social capital. Who knows when I might see Marie again?”
Ronan bit back an angry sigh as she rose from the tufted stool in front of her vanity. First Marie stole Wolf from her, and now she was stealing Henri as well. Stupid princesses, she thought. They get everything.
She crossed to a bureau on which sat a simple but meticulously crafted hatbox clad in watered black silk. She turned to Henri and practically shoved it in his hands.
“Indeed,” she said. “Well, here is your gift for the princess. Since I suppose I won’t be seeing you again anytime soon,” she added coldly, “I should mention that payment at is due upon receipt.”
Henri took the hatbox but didn’t bother to inspect its contents.
“But I thought I mentioned that I wanted you to present the hat to Marie personally,” he said. His voice seemed confused, but a mischievous smile played at the corner of his mouth.
“So you said. But I’m finding that Europeans speak rather differently than we Yanks. When we say something, we actually mean it.”
Henri didn’t react for a moment. Then he threw back his head and laughed. His face colored and his teeth flashed and the jade pendant bounced off his Adam’s apple.
“You’ve got quite a fiery temper,” he said when at last he could speak again. “I can see I’m going to have to watch myself around you!”
It was all Ronan could do not to stamp her bare foot on the plush carpet of bedroom floor.
“Well, how would you react if someone barged into your bedroom at an ungodly hour and told you that he was rushing off to a party that you weren’t invited to!”
This produced a fresh round of laughter from Henri.
“So tempestuous! Why, I do believe that if you were a witch you’d turn me into a toad right now!”
“A toadstool’s more like it,” Ronan shot back. “A slimy little fungus that I’d crush beneath my foot.”
Henri smiled. Then: “Perhaps you’ll reconsider when I tell you that you are invited to the party, where you will be presenting your hat to Marie yourself.”
“You’re teasing.”
“I wouldn’t dare. Especially not after that toadstool remark.”
“But, but when?” Ronan stammered. “Now? I haven’t arranged for someone to watch the shop for me, or, or packed or anything.”
In fact Ronan knew she could get Perry and Archie to watch the shop for her, and she was less worried about packing her trunks than what she would put in them. Though the shop had been doing extremely well the past six months, it had also kept her extremely busy—too busy to shop for the latest fashions she would need if she was going to make the proper impression at a country house party attended by the top royals of the empire.
“No need,” said Henri. “I’ve brought a dress for you to wear for the ride up, and I’ve arranged for a suite of clothes to be sent ahead to Ashburnham.”
“A dress?” Ronan said, peering behind Henri into the empty hallway. “Where is it? In the carriage?”
“What do you mean?” Henri said, his voice once again tinged by that funny combination of confusion and mischief. “It’s right here.” And he held up the hatbox she had put in his hands only a moment before.
Now it was Ronan’s turn to be confused.
“Um, I believe I just gave that to you?” she said dubiously.
Henri frowned. “I don’t think so. Why don’t you open it and check?”
“Is this some kind of game?” Ronan said, reaching for the lid of the box. “Because I must warn you I have no patience for such—”
Her voice died off when the lid came off the box. Instead of the exquisite little had she’d made for Marie, she now saw folds of gorgeous azure silk, embroidered with sparkling gold and green thread.
Her mouth dropped, and she whirled around to her bureau. Marie’s hat sat on its pink marble surface.
“How did you—” she began. “Never mind,” she said, grabbing the dress and pulling it from the box. Yards and yards of brilliant blue silk burst from it like a fountain. Despite the fact that the hatbox was hardly larger than a pot for boiling water, the dress was completely unwrinkled.
“Oh, Henri, it’s gorgeous!”
“Not half as gorgeous as the girl who’s going to wear it,” Henri answered, stepping forward to hook a lock of hair behind her ear. He let his finger graze down the side of her cheek until it curled beneath her chin. He stared deeply into her eyes and Ronan thought for sure he was going to kiss her. But all he did was whisper, “Your carriage awaits, my lady.”
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Train in Vain
Aelwynn looked around the stateroom of the royal railway carriage, which, along with two additional cars that carried “staff and suitcases” (as Lord Daniels put it), had been attached to the end of the regular Great Northern Railway train at King’s Cross station. Though narrow, the room was a good thirty feet long, and as opulently decorated as any salon in Knightsbridge or Belgravia. A pair of tufted leather sofas ran the length of one wall, while a series of plump wing chairs and occasional tables ran down the opposite side. Fireplaces flanked either end of the long chamber with a rich teal marble mantle, while the endless cut-glass windows that ran down both sides of the cabin were hung with damask velvet curtains whose raised crimson patterns depicted the entire history of the Franco-British Empire—a two-thousand-year-old narrative that Aelwynn was half convinced was going to come to an end in the next hour, if someone didn’t separate Marie and Wolf.
“I can’t believe you invited the Muscovites to this house party,” Wolf was saying vehemently. “Not only that, but I can’t believe you forced some no-name count to throw you a country house party so soon after your mother’s death. It’s unseemly.”
They had been quarrelling since the night of the dinner party, when Wolf had broken protocol to leave his place at the table to join Marie. The Lord Chamberlain had given them both an earful about the discourtesy shown to their guests, and Wolf was still hurt that Marie had not defended him.
“The count is my cousin,” said Marie evenly. “And if you think I am not grieving…” Her face fell and her gray eyes clouded with tears.
“Marie…” Wolf said, suddenly contrite and moved to console her.
“No—don’t!” she said, waving him away.
He dropped his hands in frustration and stomped away.
Aelwynn remained silent. Though she was sitting only a few feet from Marie, directly across a small table topped with a brass tray in the Moroccan style, she could see that her friend’s eyes were glued on Wolf’s form, which skulked to the far end of the cabin near one of the lit fireplaces, which he prodded with a poker so violently that Aelwynn was worried the cabin was going to catch fire.
“Besides, aren’t you happy Irina is joining us? You’ve sought out her company at every turn,” Marie accused.
“What are you intimating,” he growled.
“With your reputation, you should be able to figure that out,” she said angrily.
Wolf glanced up in horror. “You can’t think…” He shook his head. “I’ve been trying to find out the real reasons they are in London. I’ve been…interrogating her.”
Marie scoffed. “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”
Wolf used one of his shiny boots to kick the pile of logs beside the fireplace, sending them flying. “What do you care what I do with anyone, with this sham of a marriage!”
Marie’s pale face went scarlet with indignation and hurt. “Is that what you think our marriage is?” she said finally. “A sham?”
Aelwynn could see that Wolf knew he’d gone too far, but then so had Marie with her accusation. Wolf’s pride wouldn’t let him back down and Marie’s stubbornness would not let her do the same.
“Neither you nor I chose each other. We were traded like playing cards in a schoolyard huddle,” he said evenly.
“Is that so?” Marie said, her voice as cold as Scottish gale. Rising quickly, she stormed out of the cabin car.
“Marie, wait!” Wolf called, to no avail. Marie slammed the door on her private quarters at the opposite end of the room.
Wolf made to catch her but turned away and punched the wall instead, making a dent in the wood.
“Destroying the room isn’t going to make you feel any better,” said Aelwynn.
Wolf clenched his fists and sat down in the seat his bride had just vacated. “I messed up,” he said. “Royally.”
Aelwynn tugged lightly at the choker around her neck. It was red today, and adorned with a single pillow-cut emerald that also had the power to turn a summer day into a winter storm in a manner of minutes—not that she could use the gem in her current condition.
She looked at him keenly. “You care for her.”
He colored. “Of course I do.”
“Maybe you should try telling her that instead of bickering,” Aelwynn said gently.
“I don’t think she’d believe me,” he said.
“Try,” Aelwynn said simply.
Wolf closed his eyes and put his head in his hands.
“So what about Irina? Did you discover anything?” asked Aelwynn.
He sat up and opened his eyes. “She’s had some interesting things to say about you and Marie, for starters.”
“Really?” Aelwynn said. “Like what?”
“Oh, just that the Merlin bred your ancestors over the past thousand years or so, in the same way a horse farmer breeds a Thoroughbred. She said he was trying to concentrate the last remnants of Fey blood in Europe in the house of Aquitaine—or at least he was, until he let Queen Eleanor choose a mere mortal as Marie’s father.”
“Fey blood?” Aelwynn laughed. “My father told me occasional stories about them when I was little girl, but they were just that—stories. Even in Avalon people would laugh at you if you asked about them. Magic is the gift of the earth, not pointy-eared little pixies running around in flowery meadows.”
“That’s not what Irina says. She claims the Romanovs are direct descendants of the Fey, which is why they were able to use magic in the throne room the other day, despite all the counterspells protecting the palace. She called it, what was it—”
“Green magic?” Aelwynn hazarded, and Wolf nodded. “Green magic is certainly a real thing,” she explained, “and there are definitely stories that say it comes from the Fey, but like I said, no one really believes them.”
In fact, ever since she’d started wearing the chalk line around her neck, Aelwynn had felt a deeper sense of her own green magic. She assumed it was because she was cut off from her other magic, but regardless of the source, she’d felt a greater connection to the world around her—to the plants and animals and even the weather. It was one of the reasons why she’d agreed to go to Ashburnham for the party—she wanted to be free of bricks and buildings and try some green wyrdding, not least because she felt so helpless without access to her magical training. And if it did go wrong, she wanted to be as far away from people as possible, so no one would get hurt.
“Well, stories or not,” Wolf continued, “Irina says that green magic is the primary form of magic in Muscovy, and that she’s basically the equivalent of Morgaine up north—the most powerful magician in the land. Along with its future empress.”
“The magic would have to be green,” Aelwynn agreed. “My father eliminated nearly all the magic from the rest of the world after the Battle of Normandie.”
“You know, I’ve always heard that expression—‘eliminated all the magic’—but I’ve never really known what it means. What exactly did your father do?”
“Well, he destroyed most of the magical artifacts in the world, for one thing. Those he couldn’t destroy he bound together into the Hand of Uthor and the Tooth of Ascalon.”
“Speaking of which,” Wolf said. “Did you ever get the talismans back from Lord Daniels?”
“Right here,” Aelwynn said brightly, patting her small bag, which in fact contained nothing magical besides the piece of chalk Viviane had given her, and a tincture of bloodstone. But no one had to know that, not even Wolf. “So yeah, he did that. But then he also, you know, killed people.”
“You mean magicians.”
She nodded. “He did it over the course of almost two hundred years. But yeah, he pretty much hunted down every magician in the world, and if he couldn’t convince them to swear a magically binding oath to the Franco-British empire, he stole their souls and trapped them in the Heart of Rhiannon. Their own power was added to his whenever he cast a spell.”
“No wonder he was so tough.” He squinted at her, and Aelwynn knew what he was going to ask before he opened his mouth.
“Does it work the same way for you?”
Aelwynn had wondered that herself. She assumed so, but until the Lord Chamberlain surrendered the jewels of the realm to her, she wouldn’t know for sure. She decided to fudge it with Wolf.
“I think so, but to tell you the truth I’ve been a little afraid to try. It’s like learning to ride a horse by climbing on top of the biggest most uncontrollable stallion around. You have to work up to it, you know?”
Wolf nodded to show he understood. “But if the Merlin was so ruthless, how did my brother and the Pandora’s Box escape his attention?”
Aelwynn had long wondered that herself, but her father had never told her. Perhaps he didn’t want to alarm her. Perhaps he was embarrassed to have let something so powerful escape him.
“It’s a big world,” she said, shrugging. “No matter how thorough he was, some things are bound to hide in the shadows.”
“But Pandora’s Box? I mean, I don’t know how it stacks up against the jewels of the realm, but I’m assuming pretty well. Otherwise your father would have just wiped us out rather than arranging this marriage.”
“You’re right of course. You know, just before he died, my father said he sensed a new magic in the world. Something he’d never felt before, sniffing around at the edges of the empire.”
“The Muscovites?”
“I don’t know. Whatever else it is, green magic isn’t new, although no one’s ever heard of people using it the way the Muscovites do—covering more than a thousand square miles of land and sea with fog.”
“With all that control over the weather, you’d think they’d make it warmer up north,” Wolf joked.
“I know, right?” Aelwynn shook her head in confusion. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know what to think about the Muscovites. I’ve been a little overwhelmed with figuring out what it means to be Morgaine, and I haven’t paid as much attention to them as I should. But I’m definitely going to have my eye on them this weekend.”
Wolf nodded, but he was looking out the window as he did so.
“That might be hard,” he said.
“What? Why?” Aelwynn said, even as she felt the train begin to slow beneath her.
She turned toward the window. About a half mile across immaculately landscaped grounds stood the largest house she’d ever seen in her life.
“Oh,” said Aelwynn.
“Yeah,” agreed Wolf.
Ashburnham Hall was, in fact, the largest private residence on the island of Great Britain. The east front façade, which faced the house’s private rail station, was 607 feet long—one foot longer than the façade of the famous Wentworth Woodhouse in Yorkshire, the ancestral home of the Marquesses of Rockingham, which had been the longest and largest private house in England for well over a century. It was substantially larger even than St. James’s Palace, though smaller than Windsor Castle—but Aelwynn had only visited Windsor once, when she was six, and had hazy memory of it. Plus Ashburnham’s isolation made it appear even larger than it was. The grounds had been cleared and leveled for nearly a mile in every direction, and the house sat on the plain like the magical Ayers Rock in Australia, a long low mass of gray stone, with a rusticated lower story giving way to the elegant piano nobile, or main floor, whose fifteen-foot-tall arched windows seemed to stretch endlessly away from the central portico.
“The count’s estate, huh?” asked Aelwynn.
“Summer residence, actually,” Wolf said with a frown. “The place is empty nine months of the year—well, except for the hundred or so servants that keep it running.”
“That’s a lot of dusting,” Aelwynn said as the train pulled to a stop at Ashburnham’s private rail station. She stood up.
“Not so fast,” said Wolf.
“What do you mean?” Aelwynn said, pointing out the window. “The house is nearly a mile away. I assume the Comte du Boulogne will be sending carriages for us. Although I might walk myself. I’ve been sitting for the past two hours, I’d like to stretch my legs.”
“I’m afraid you’re going to have to sit a little longer,” Wolf said, even as Aelwynn felt a small but significant lurch beneath her feet—not enough to knock her off-balance, but enough to make her reach for the nearest tufted leather seatback.
“Um, what’s happening?”
But Wolf just smiled mysteriously, and the next thing Aelwynn knew the train had begun backing in the direction from which it had come.
“Is the train backing up?”
“Not the whole train. Just us.”
Aelwynn was about to ask if they were heading back to London when the carriage turned sharply to the left, toward Ashburnham. In a moment she realized what was happening.
“Not only does he have a private station,” she said incredulously, “he actually has a private track that goes to his house?”
“What if it rains?” Wolf said. “You couldn’t expect the lords and ladies to risk soiling their silks and furs, could you?”
“I know the aristocracy is expected to put on a bit of a show for the lower orders,” Aelwynn said, “but this is a bit much, don’t you think?”
“To be fair to Henri, the track was built by the seventh Duke of Hertforshire. He just bought it.”
“I’m beginning to see why the dukes went broke. They weren’t exactly frugal, were they?”
The ride to the house took no more than five minutes. The train pulled into a large arch carved out of the east wing, where Henri de la Rouchefort awaited them, along with a small army of liveried servants who flanked him with military precision. There was no disorder, however, like a normal train station. Everything was governed by strict protocol. The Lord Chamberlain disembarked first—from the rear of the car, so as not to appear presumptuous—and made sure everything was in order, at which point Marie emerged to general applause from the arrayed servants, followed a moment later by Wolf, who offered up a weak wave when the servants applauded him as well, then pulled his tophat low over his face.
From her perch inside the cabin, Aelwynn watched as Marie approached Henri. A young woman stood behind the count, a ravishing blonde who seemed somehow familiar. Although she would have remembered her if she was, because the girl was almost eerily beautiful, with endless creamy locks of blonde hair, flawless porcelain skin, and long, athletic limbs that were still sensuously curved. What’s more, she seemed nervous—her hands were clenching and unclenching at her sides. Many people get nervous when they meet their monarch, but what the blonde woman’s agitation unusual was that she wasn’t looking at Marie. Rather, she was staring at Wolf, who stood just behind his wife.
Wolf didn’t return the interest however, his gaze was solely focused on Marie.
Then Marie was standing before Henri, and the count was bowing as low. Marie was of course also dressed in black—between the two of them, they were wearing enough black to shroud Big Ben, although Henri’s suit was stylish, even rakish, whereas Marie’s dress was just the tiniest bit dowdy, as befitting a princess in mourning for her mother.
“Ashburnham is as impressive as I remember,” Marie said when Henri had stood up. “Thank you for inviting us. I look forward to a relaxing weekend here.”
“The honor is all mine, your highness. I hope the entertainments I have planned will help to divert you after your recent, tragic loss.”
“As do I,” Marie said. “If you would be so kind as to show me to my room, I would like to change out of my traveling clothes.”
“Of course,” Henri said. “The Royal Suite has been completely redone in honor of your ascension. I’ll take you there myself.”
Since Marie had not even bothered to introduce him, the count did not acknowledge Wolf. It was as if he wasn’t even there.
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Getting over by getting under
Somehow it had never occurred to Ronan that Wolf would accompany the princess on this trip. Yet the minute he appeared behind his wife—his wife!—Ronan immediately knew that the real reason she’d accepted Henri’s invitation to his country house was in the hopes that she would see him again. Wolf’s hair was messy, and his sharp-boned face had two days of stubble darkening his cheeks and chin. He raised his eyebrow when Henri bowed obsequiously to Marie.
“Miss Astor,” Wolf said, as he bowed and kissed her hand, but his eyes were mild. His eyes, it seemed, were only on his wife.
Wolf was looking at Marie longingly, as if his heart were breaking.
And it was a dagger through Ronan’s own.
There was no heat in his fingertips when he held her hand. His eyes were friendly, but calm, and Ronan saw with no doubt that she had been replaced in his affections.
“Let us be friends, Ronan, that is all you can be to me from now on. Let me be your friend.” It was what he had told her all those months ago, when he let her go.
She had loved him, but not enough—she should have taken Wolf as husband when he had first proposed, but all she had seen was a ruffian, a commoner, she had not seen the prince underneath the dirt.
And perhaps he had loved her, but not enough—not enough to forsake his duty, his country and peace of the empire.
He had chosen Marie and he had chosen to love her.
And Ronan could see that he loved his wife dearly, almost desperately.  Anyone could see it, anyone that is, except for Marie.
The princess all but ignored him.
Whatever had Wolf done this time? Ronan wondered. But he was no longer her concern. She had her own life to consider.
Fortunately the suite of rooms Henri had given her was in a completely different wing of the house than the royal quarters. She walked into her dressing room, where, as promised, an entire wardrobe of beautiful clothes in the latest Parisian fashions was hanging from fragrant cedar hangers. As she fingered one particularly radiant tangerine silk gown, she found herself thinking of Marie’s dowdy black mourning garb.
With practiced fingers—in New York, she’d had to do without a lady’s maid for years—she opened the buttons in back of the blue dress Henri had given her in London and let it slip to the floor. A few minutes later, she stood naked before the triple-paned floor-length mirror in the room, turning this way and that to remind herself just how perfect her body was. Every inch of skin was luminously perfect. And that’s when it came to her. She would go to dinner, and she would wear the tangerine dress—with nothing underneath it. She would show Wolf what he was missing and tempt him with her beauty.
She bathed first, lathering her body in a deliciously creamy soap redolent of citrus and cinnamon, and after in a fluffy but remarkably light bathrobe. She wandered to the window and threw it wide, allowing the cool country breeze to wash over her skin and cool it completely before she slipped on the tangerine gown. The air smelled of fresh-cut grass and roses, and as far as she could where manicured gardens, dense copses of beech and ash trees, rolling meadows on which grazed the most perfectly British sheep she could imagine.
She whirled from her window and dropped the robe in the middle of floor, stalked naked into her dressing room and pulled the tangerine gown from its hanger. The silk was cool as rain as it slipped down her body, falling in just the right places. The bosom was cut in a daringly deep V, and her cleavage and arms were covered by the sheerest gauze. The feel of silk against her skin was intoxicating, and she felt a wave of heat wash over her. She chose elbow-length gloves and featherweight pumps in rust-colored suede to round off the outfit.
She had just finished tying the shoe’s laces when a knock sounded the door. Before she could call “Come in,” it opened, and in walked Henri. The count was handsome but frightening, and his smile was a mask. Ronan couldn’t decide if she was attracted to him or terrified of him. Possibly both.
“Oh,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”
The count stared at her with a fresh expression of wonder, as if he couldn’t believe she was his date for dinner. “I knew that color would look beautiful on you when I saw it in the shop, but I had no idea how beautiful,” Henri said as he walked toward her slowly, savoring ever inch of the view. He held out his hand. “Come along. There’s someone I’d like you to meet before dinner.”
Ronan’s hair was still pinned up from her bath. “I still need to do my hair,” she said. Henri frowned, then pulled out the pair of lacquered chopsticks she’d used to hold it up and she felt her hair fall around her shoulders and back. He put his hands on her arms and turned her back toward the mirror, where she saw that her hair had fallen into the perfect déshabillé spirals.
“Anything more would be gilding the lily,” he said, and she had to admit it was true. “Come along now.”
She dutifully followed him out into the halls, and as they walked he went over the festivities planned for the weekend—formal dinners inside, elaborate picnics in the gardens, a steady stream of musicians providing a series of private concerts. “Alas, the Lord Chamberlain has forbidden a ball. Not while the princess is still in mourning.”
After what seemed like half a mile of steady walking, Henri turned a corner. A pair of guards confronted them. There was something different about them, Ronan noticed. For one thing, they weren’t wearing the brilliant scarlet coats of the Queen’s Guard, but rather green ones, with tight white pants tucked into knee-high black boots. But it wasn’t just the uniforms. Both had hair that wasn’t blonde as much as it was colorless, and icy gray expressionless eyes that seemed to look at Henri and her without seeing them. It was a blankness Ronan had only ever seen on the faces of prisoners who had been condemned to have their souls taken from them, a punishment reserved for traitors and murderers. But Ronan had never encountered it in people who were not in prison cells, and a little shiver of fear ran down her spine. The idea that you could go through life without actually experiencing it—feeling it, knowing it—was the most terrifying fate she could imagine.
The guards were carrying halberds which, though archaic, were still topped by very real blades that shone with magical energy. As Henri and Ronan approached the guards angled their weapons toward each other, so that the hallway beyond was barred by a steel X.
Henri turned to Ronan with a mysterious grin on his face. “Well, that’s a chilly reception, isn’t it? Especially for the master of the house.”
Ronan smiled weakly, unable to tear her eyes from the guards who continued to look right through her. “They’re Muscovite?”
Henri nodded. “I guess they miss the northern cold. What say we give them a taste of home?”
Ronan had no idea what Henri meant until he reached up to his the collar for his pendant. Henri rubbed the stone between his index finger and thumb a couple of times, then held his hand before his mouth and blew.
Ronan felt the air chill around her, and Henri’s breath fogged in front of him. The soldiers seemed to stiffen and grow even more statuelike, and within moments pale frost crystals were glittering on their skin.
“Did you…freeze them?” she whispered, half appalled, half excited, even as Henry took hold of the crossed halbards and with a simple twist broke them into pieces, which shattered on the stone floor.
“They’ll thaw in a few hours,” he said, holding out his hand and helping her across the slippery pieces of ice. “They’re lucky I don’t shatter their arms that way.”
They’d only taken a few steps when the doors at the end of the short hallway flew open and a slim female form appeared in the opening.
“Henri! How many times do I have to ask you not to turn my soldiers to ice!”
Ronan started and pulled up short, but Henri’s hand dragged her inexorably forward. The girl who had appeared was about her own age, and in some ways resembled her—pale skin, long blonde hair, petulant pout on her lips. There was something androgynous about her, but even so, she was undeniably beautiful. She had the same icy gray eyes as the soldiers, but hers flashed with internal light, and Ronan could tell that she was more amused than annoyed at Henri’s spell. They were as alive as the guards’ were dead, and, what’s more, they were examining Ronan just as critically as Ronan was examining her.
“Is this the American girl you’ve been raving about? The…milliner, is it?”
Henri smirked. “Now, now, Irina, play nice. Ronan Astor, may I present the Tsarevna Irina Nicholaevna Romanov. Irina, this is Ronan Astor, of the Astors of New York.”
“Silly Henri,” Irina said without taking her eyes from Ronan. “Don’t you know you’re supposed to introduce the higher ranked person first?” Her voice was mocking, but there was an undertone of real reproach to it.
“This is Europe,” Henri responded. “Muscovite ranks are not recognized here. I mention them merely as a courtesy.” His voice had the same mocking tone as the tsarevna’s, but Ronan also heard an edge in it. These two clearly had a history, and it included jockeying for power. Henri’s charisma had swept her off her feet since she’d met him, but if she had to pick a side here, something told her to put her money on the Muscovite princess. She looked like she would brook absolutely no challenge to her authority.
“Muscovite ranks might not have any sway here, but Muscovite magic does,” Irina said, waving her hand in the direction of the soldiers. Irina felt a pulse of heat wash over her, and turned to see the soldiers shiver and stagger slightly, as drops of water fell from their uniforms. “And I don’t need a stone to cast my spells,” she added, flicking the jade pendant at Henri’s throat, which responded with a little shower of blue-white sparks.
Suddenly a male voice sounded from within. “Good lord, would you two please kiss and get it over with already?”
There was an awkward pause, and then Irina and Henri burst into laughter—and fell into each other’s arms. Irina pulled Henri’s face down to hers and planted a lingering kiss on his lips. When she tried to step back, Henri grabbed her and pulled her back for a second kiss. Ronan actually saw Henri’s tongue dart from his mouth, as if he’d forgotten that his date stood just a few feet away. The fact that he didn’t try to hide it, however, confused her a little. She didn’t feel rejected as much as jealous. Jealous and a little excited, to be honest.
“Oh, Henri, I’ve missed you!” Irina exclaimed when the liplock was finally over. “How long has it been?”
“Since just before—” Henri broke off, glancing at Ronan. “Nearly two years. Time has been good to you, Irina.”
“And me?” asked the voice that had spoken before, and Ronan turned to see a similarly blonde and beautiful boy standing in the doorway. “Alexei Romanov,” he said, extending his hand to Ronan. “And you are Henri’s new plaything?”
“I, um, I—” Ronan stuttered as she shook Alexei’s hand limply. Wasn’t the Grand Duke engaged to the tsaverna? Why wasn’t he jealous she had kissed Henri?
“Alex, please,” Irina said, “you’re overwhelming the poor girl.” She looped her arm through Ronan’s and guided her towards a gilt-edged sofa. Irina’s arm was somehow warm and cold at the same time—hot on the surface, but icy in the veins, and Ronan had to resist the urge to pull free. “I hear you’ve made a gift for our lovely princess. Do you have it with you? Henri has told me so much about you.”
“What?” Ronan said, still flustered. “No, it’s back in my—” Her voice broke off as she saw Henri walking toward her holding a large hatbox. He had carried nothing during their walk from her room. “How did you—never mind,” she corrected herself. “Apparently I do have it with me.”
“May I?” Irina said, pulling the lid off the hat without waiting for a reply. “Oh, it’s exquisite!” she said, turning not to Ronan but to Henri. “She’s as good as you said she was!”
“Would I exaggerate?” Henri said.
“If it suited you, yes,” Irina said, pulling the hat from the box. “I want to see it on.”
She plucked it from the box and twirled it between her index finger like an athlete toying with a ball. The pearl Ronan had sewn into the crown winked in the room’s gaslights. Irina touched it, and a little gasp of wonder broke from her mouth. She took her finger off the stone for a moment, and very deliberately replaced it. For a moment she stood motionless, eyes closed. Then a shiver wracked her body and a tiny moan escaped her lips.
She looked curiously at Ronan, then at Henri.
“One of your trinkets, I presume?” When Henri nodded, she smiled wickedly. “Only you, my prince, would be ruthless enough to bind an aphrodisiac to an ornament on a mourning hat. That poor princess! She’s going to be sitting there in her drab weeds looking for all the world like a burnt piece of firewood, while inside she really will be on fire. Delicious!”
Henri stepped forward and took the hat delicately from Irina. “A compliment from you means more to me than from anyone else, tsarevna. Nevertheless I would remind you that I am no prince, just”—a meaningful glance at Alexei—“a lowly count.”
Ronan saw a look pass between them and then a laugh erupted from Irina’s mouth.
“Bien sur, mon comte. I was only teasing!”
“That’s my darling, always teasing,” Alexei said dryly. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to tease someone else.”
“Do you want the hat?” asked Irina.
Alexei shook his head. “Not yet. Later. I said I was off to tease, not conquer.”
“Have it your way,” said Irina, looking bored already.
“Have fun you three!” Alexei said, winking at Ronan, and bowing in a gesture that was simultaneously mocking and sweet, before exiting through a door at the back of the room.
Henri turned back to business. “You wanted to see this on?” he said, indicating the hat.
Irina wagged the finger that had touched the pearl. “Now more than ever,” she said. She curled it at Ronan. “Don’t be modest, girl. Show off your wares.”
She put the slightest emphasis on the word “wares,” and Ronan couldn’t tell if she was talking about the hat or about something more intimate. Irina regarded her with a smile that managed to be friendly and contemptuous at the same time. Ronan was acutely conscious of the fact that she was wearing nothing beneath her dress.
“I’ve been accused of being many things,” Ronan said fiercely, “but modest isn’t one of them.” She strode to Henri and plucked the hat from his hands. Twirling it as Irina had done, she slipped it on her head.
Immediately the warmth swept through her body. She’d known it was coming, but even so it was a shock. It felt like she’d plunged into a hot bath, like a dozen masseurs were rubbing their hands on her body at once. She felt an intense need to be touched, and a strange moaning sound came to her ears, but she barely recognized it as coming from her own body.
Irina’s eyes went wide with delight, and she reached out to Henri and grabbed his hand. The count shrugged.
“The girl is sweet, but she’s had no training in magical resistance. The spell affects her viscerally. Marie will not be so susceptible,” he warned.
“Who cares about Marie!” Irina said eagerly. She reached out and grabbed Ronan’s hand and pulled her close to herself and Henri. Ronan shuffled forward as if in a trance.
Henri grazed Irina’s lips.
Irina responded by pulling Henri close and kissing him deeply.
Ronan watched them as if from far away, as if she were peeping though a keyhole, but at the same time she felt Henri’s hand on the small of her back, pressing her closer and closer into their huddle. Then Irina’s hand was slipping over Henri’s and sliding past it, to Ronan’s hand. Irina turned to her. “It’s your turn to kiss him.”
“No, I…” her voice broke off in confusion. All of a sudden, she had no desire to kiss the count. There was something very wrong with these people. She wanted nothing more than to be away from the two of them. But her thoughts were muddied by the spell exuded by the hat, and she was confused and excited at the same time.
Irina looked sharply at her for a moment, and then her mouth fell open in a gasp.
“Oh, I see!” she said triumphantly. “There’s someone else!”
“No!” Ronan protested weakly. “It’s just…” Again her words escaped her.
She wanted Wolf.
But Wolf no longer wanted her.
She remembered how he had looked at his wife. With love, adoration, gentleness and concern.
How could he love such a sparrow, when he could have had a peacock! She was so much more beautiful than that princess. Anyone could see that.
But Wolf had made it clear that he considered their time together a flirtation, an infatuation, nothing more. He had made it clear that he had no need nor want of a mistress.
I will not ruin you, Ronan. Wolf, so honorable, so good and true.
He was not for her.
But maybe she could have something else.
She could have this night…this count…
Why not?
I have another bird to land.
The count was as rich as Wolf and, more importantly, unmarried. Perry and Archie had assured her that there was no way someone from as prominent a family as the Roucheforts could be single for long. The riches of his estate were vast, so much more wealth than she could ever accumulate in a silly little hat shop.
Fate had handed her an opportunity to correct her mistake. She shouldn’t let a second opportunity slip by.
He wasn’t so bad now was she? What was she so frightened of before? He was really quite handsome and a great kisser.
Irina pushed Henri toward her again, and this time Ronan didn’t resist.
Henri put his hand on her chin, turning her face toward his. His mouth descended on hers again, powerfully, insistently. Their lips touched, opened, his tongue slipped inside. Ronan pushed hers against his, drinking in the taste of him.
The magical stone on her hat sent waves of hot energy streaming through her body. She forgot everything but the taste and touch of Henri.
She heard the door click, and realized Irina had left them alone. And then, with a light but irresistible pressure, the count led her to bed.
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Sheep’s Clothing
After the scene on the train, Marie didn’t want to share a room with Wolf anyway, she told herself. He thought their marriage a sham. And maybe he was right. The royal couple had been put into two bedchambers at opposite ends of the hall. Despite the fact that they were at a private house and no members of the press or public were present, Lord Daniels still felt that the princess shouldn’t be thought of as having marital relations so soon after her mother’s death. Marie had thought to protest, but decided against it.
It wasn’t as if Wolf wanted to be near her anyway, that much was clear.
He had married her out of duty and had been bound to her by law, but there was no feeling between them. Not even their old friendship, which had been very dear to her.
He hates me. He thinks our marriage is a sham and it is.
She sat at her vanity now, staring at herself in the mirror. That American girl that Wolf had been in love with—Ronan Astor—was at the house as well, a guest of the count.
Marie felt a stab of despair. How could she even hope that Wolf would learn to love her after being in love with Ronan?
Her husband had been known as one of Europe’s most legendary rakes—and if it wasn’t one beautiful blonde it was another. There was also Irina Romanov to consider.
It didn’t matter that Irina was engaged, or that Wolf himself was married.
Married in name perhaps but not by law…
Not until we…
She recalled their interrupted wedding night. What would have happened if Lord Daniels hadn’t knocked on the door?
Would anything have changed between them? Would they be closer? Would their marriage have blossomed into love and affection and trust? Or would they be similarly estranged and even more awkward after being so intimate with each other?
She would never know.
Marie touched a photograph of the two of them from their wedding that her maid had set up on a gilt frame. Wolf, looking so handsome and so serious in his dress uniform.
She had hoped love would spark between them, and for months it seemed that the closeness they had shared had led to deeper feeling, and for a moment on their wedding night, she believed it had, but she never felt as distant from him as she did at that moment.
A knock sounded at the outer door, and, sighing, she got up to answer. She had chosen not to bring a lady’s maid with her, and declined Henri’s offer of one. She knew the Lord Chamberlain was right when he said the walls eyes and ears, and she didn’t need word of her fights with Wolf to spread all over Ashburnham, and thus all over England.
She was halfway to the door when it opened and a slim, blonde figure slipped inside.
“Alexei!” she said. She was shocked that he had simply walked into her room—and a little surprised, too, because she was pretty sure she’d locked the door, and that there were guards stationed at either end of the hall.
He brought a finger to his hand as he eased the door shut. A small cluster of medals on his chest jangled musically, but he clapped a hand to them, silencing their bell-like chimes.
“Shhhh!” he said, taking a key from his pocket and latching the door.
She got up, feeling alarmed, until another knock sounded.
 “Your highness?” the Lord Chamberlain’s voice called. “The Comte de la Rouchefort has invited you for tea in his music salon in a few hours. In honor of our royal guests, there will be a performance of music by, ah—” The sound of rustling paper came faintly through the door. “Sergei Vasilievich Rachmaninoff, and Nikolai Andreyevich Rimsky-Korsakov.”
Alexei shook his head and pressed a finger to his lips.
Marie didn’t answer. She was intrigued and not a little flustered to find him in her room. Unlike Wolf, Alexei seemed to have no trouble finding his way to her bedroom, she thought.
After a pause, there was a second knock. “Princess?”
Marie backed away from the door on tiptoe. Fortunately she was still barefoot, and her feet made no sound on the polished parquet.
The doorknob rattled ever so slightly, then more firmly.
Then there was the distinct sound of his footsteps hurrying away on the stone floor.
She smiled. “I haven’t pranked the Lord Chamberlain since I was ten years old.”
“You call that a prank?” Alexei laughed. “When I was ten I tried to turn the Chief Chancellor’s shoes into turtles, but I ended up turning his feet into turtles.”
“Oh no! What happened?”
“I didn’t know how to fix it, and the only magicians strong enough to restore his little piggies were all at their summer dachas. He was stuck with a pair of snappers at the end of his leg for two weeks. We actually had to feed them to keep them from dying! I’ve heard that he still refuses to allow his wife to see his bare feet.”
They shared a laugh.
“You refer to your magicians as strong, whereas we say skilled. Why is that?” she asked.
Alexei looked confused. “What do you mean? Magic isn’t something you can learn. You’re either born with it or you’re not.”
“Not here,” Marie said. “I mean, yes, there’s apparently some inherited component, but no one ever knows where it’s going to turn up. Just because you’re a good magician doesn’t mean your kids will be, and sometimes a magician will show up in some remote village in the Hebrides where no one’s done magic for two hundred years. But either way, if you don’t train the gift rigorously it never turns into anything.”
“Oh, right,” Alexei said. “Gray magic. I always forget about it. Why do you call it gray anyway? It sounds so…drab.”
“Well, it’s really white magic and black magic. But since it’s technically the same kind of magic, just used for good purposes or evil purposes, people tend to say gray as a shorthand.”
While Marie was speaking, Alexei had held his right hand in front of him, palm up. His brows furrowed, and just as she finished her explanation a green ball appeared over his palm.
“So it’s true. You are magic. After what Irina did in the throne room when you arrived, I wondered if maybe there wasn’t a magician in your retinue who was actually casting the spell.”
The ball was about four inches in diameter, thick and swirly. At its center, a tinier ball of golden light appeared, and as Marie watched the golden ball grew denser and denser, though not bigger.
“No self-respecting Russian tsar would have a magician at court. He’d be afraid the magician would try to assassinate him and steal his throne.”
“Whereas here there are magical injunctions preventing a magician from taking the throne. People are afraid the monarchy would become too powerful without some balance of pow—oh!”
Alexei had put his left hand over his right, then rapidly spread his arms. The ball suddenly expanded until it was a good five feet in diameter. Alexei flicked it with a fingertip, and it started bouncing silently around the room.
“A monarch that’s too powerful?” he said, turning back to Marie. “Isn’t that an oxymoron?”
“A monarchy that is too powerful is in danger of inciting revolution in its people,” said Marie, thinking of the conversations she and Wolf had discussed in the months before their marriage, when they had discussed their dreams and their favorite philosophers.
“The people don’t know what is good for them,” Alexei sneered.
But Marie was captivated by the ball now, and could care less about the politico-magical realities of her and Alexei’s respective empires. “What is it?”
Alexei offered her a mysterious smile, then stood up. He waited until the ball bounced close to him and then, pressing his hands together in a prayer gesture and bending his knees, he jumped up in the air—and came down inside the ball.
There seemed to be no gravity inside it, and he did crazy somersaults and cartwheels and bent-kneed backflips one after the other, effortlessly, as the ball bounced around the massive, high-ceilinged chamber.
“Your turn,” he said.
“I can’t…” she said.
“Yes you can,” he said, putting his hands in front of him as though he were about to open a heavy pair of curtains, he pulled himself out of the ball. His suit was as unwrinkled as if his valet had just slipped it over his shoulders.
Now she was spinning in the air, tipping over backwards until her feet were kicking the sky and her face hovered a few inches above the floor, as weightlessly as if she were swimming in the warm waters of the Mediterranean.
Marie laughed as she kicked herself around. She discovered that she was able to push off against the edges of the ball, and soon she was bouncing all around the room. The ceilings must have been fifteen feet tall, but the ball bounced with exaggerated slowness, while inside it she executed one acrobatic move after another with the skill of an aerialist.
For the moment, she had forgotten her troubles, her mother’s death, her husband’s disinterest.
The ball climbed higher and higher, and when she looked down she screamed out of surprise. “Alexei put me down! Alexei!”
But he only raised the ball ever higher to the ceiling, now twenty feet in the air.
“Alexei!” She was truly frightened now, but he continued to ignore her.
Could anyone hear her outside of this magical ball? What was she thinking, letting the strange Muscovite prince stay in her bedroom?
“ALEXEI!”
Finally, Alexei stepped toward the ball, and waved it to the ground without actually touching it. His hand reached through the green wall for hers and pulled her out.
Marie fell into his arms. Her heavy black dress was back, and she could it feel it sticking to her warm damp skin, but even more than that she could feel Alexei’s hands on her waist. Their lips were only a few inches apart.
“You scared me!” she cried.
“Just a game, princess,” he said. “A little game. A little fun. A little tease.”
But just as he bent his head to hers and lifted up her chin, there was another, sharper knock on the door.
“Marie! Are you in there? Is everything all right? It’s Aelwynn! Let me in!”
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The Green Against The Grey
There was something wrong with Marie’s smile. It was as if she were hypnotized, distant. “Marie? I heard you scream.” Aelywnn looked around the room and was startled to see the blonde Muscovite prince standing there, looking bored.
“What’s he doing here? This is not proper!” Aelwyn hissed, taking Marie’s arm and pulling her to a corner of the room.
“We were just having fun,” Marie said dazedly, and pointed to the big green sphere floating around the room.
“What is that? A gravity ball?” Aelwynn asked, narrowing her eyes.
“Among other things.” He grinned wickedly. “Try it.”
Aelwynn’s eyes flashed suspiciously between Alexei and Marie. She walked toward the ball. She paused at its edge, turning to Alexei.
She decided she would, just to make sure Marie was safe. She stepped into the gravity ball, reaching nervously to her neck, to make sure her choker was still there, transformed into a simple bowed ribbon, hiding the white and red ring around her throat.
Alexei admired it and stroked it with a long finger. “Pretty bauble.”
The next thing she knew her feet were above her head. She let out a shriek of fear and delight. From her upside down vantage she faintly heard Alexei call to Marie,
“Let’s have a little more fun, shall we?”
Waving his hands up and down, the ball began to bounce rapidly around the room, bouncing like a cricket ball smashed by a skilled batsman. The ball slammed off walls and ceiling and floor while Aelwynn whirled around like a whirling top. Yet the lack of gravity inside the ball kept it from being too overwhelming. Her body twirled end over end, but her head didn’t spin and her stomach didn’t lurch. Nor did the ball have any effect on the things it touched. Whether it crashed into the marble mantle or a small silver candelabra dripping with crystals, it bounced away as lightly as a feather. It was chaos, but controlled chaos.
She saw a blurry form standing on a marble-topped pedestal table, and suddenly there was another body in the ball with her. She realized Marie had jumped off the table into the ball, which expanded just enough to accommodate a second figure.
“You could’ve split your head open.”
But she only laughed Aelwynn’s words away. “It’s magic!” she cried. “Let’s try to go through that door into the dressing room!”
The two girls threw their weight around the ball, and very nearly succeeded in going out the window before they managed to aim the ball through the open door. Now there was a whole other room to bounce around in. They bounced back into the bedroom, Alexei smiling up at them.
Aelwynn whispered, “What’s going on between you two?”
Marie turned away. “What do you mean?” she asked innocently, leaning her weight to the left and sending the ball rolling up one of the newels of the massive four-poster bed and landing in the canopy atop it.
“What was he doing in your room? Why was he there?” Aelwynn demanded.
Marie jumped up and down in the ball until it started bouncing again. It fell out of the canopy and plummeted to the floor, sending the girls spinning crazily inside it. Yet somehow their flailing hands and feet never struck each other.
“He came in,” Marie said as they went careening across the room. “Unlike some people I won’t name, Alexei doesn’t seem to have a problem finding the way to my room.”
Aelwynn was shocked. This wasn’t the friend she knew. “Marie, you’re married!”
“In name only,” Marie said. “Don’t you remember? Parliament may still annul my marriage if they want to get rid of the Prussians.”
“Is that what you want? To get rid of them? What about Wolf?” Aelwynn said.
“What about Wolf?” asked Marie stubbornly.
“He cares about you.”
“Does he? He has a funny way of showing it. Ronan’s here you know. His former paramour…”
“He doesn’t care about her.”
“No, he likes Irina now.”
“You know that’s not true,” Aelwynn said. “It’s just Lord Daniels and his stupid protocol. Once things settle down, you’ll be able to spend a lot more time together.”
“Will we?” Marie said dubiously. “It seems like it’s always one thing after another. Didn’t you hear what he said on the train? He’s only with me because he has to be, but that can change. He’ll be free of me soon enough.”
“Is that what you want?”
Marie’s face flushed. “I don’t know what I want…But I know Wolf doesn’t want me.”
“Marie—that’s not…” but before she could finish her sentence, the ball flew across the width of the room, sending the two girls into even crazier spins.
“Hey!” Alexei’s voice came to them faintly. “Like that? I can do more! Let’s have some fun!”
“Hear that,” Marie said in a too-bright voice. “Alexei’s a guest in our country, and he wants to have fun. It’s our duty to give him what he wants.”
Aelwynn was about to reply when she felt a familiar burning at her neck.
“Aelwynn?” Marie said. “Are you dizzy? Your face is getting very red.”
With a jolt of terror, Aelwynn realized she was perspiring heavily, and her sweat was melting the chalk line around her throat. She felt the same dark force assaulting her, burning her flesh as it struggled to invade her body.
“I— I—”
She clawed blindly at the wall of the gravity ball, which burst like a soap bubble. Fortunately the girls were only a few feet above the plush carpet. Even so, they smashed heavily into the floor, and one of Aelwynn’s hands smacked Marie right in the mouth.
Aelwynn struggled to get to her feet, but now she really was dizzy, and she barely made it to her knees before she fell back down again.
She shook her head to clear it, but this only made things worse. Licks of lightning flashed from her hair, darting across the room and singeing whatever it touched: flocked wallpaper, burnished wood, even polished stone. The air reeked with the stench of smoke.
“Help me!” Aelwynn screamed, reaching a hand to Marie, but the princess flinched backwards as a bolt of lighting flew from Aelwynn’s fingertips directly at Marie.
That wasn’t her! Someone was using her own magic against her and to hurt Marie!
Before it struck Marie, though, a flashing form dove between them. Aelwynn had managed to fight it.
Aelwynn knew she had to get herself away, that she carried the danger within her somehow. She couldn’t stand, but she found she could crawl if she kept her eyes on the floor. The fire at her neck was unbearable now, and it was all she could do not to scream in agony. Her hands and knees left scorch marks on the carpet, and then on the parquet tiles as she crawled toward the door of her bedroom.
Her hand reached for the doorknob. She squeezed the metal knob and it melted in her fingers.
“Damn it!” she yelled, smashing her fist into the door, which exploded into charred splinters at her touch.
She crawled into her room, dragging her body toward her bureau, where her bag of magical artifacts sat in a drawer.
Just a few feet more, she told herself. Spots were dancing in front of her eyes, and she was afraid she was going to lose consciousness. But she knew if she did that it was all over. Hold on, she pleaded with herself through the pain. Hold on!
Sparks were flying from her body now, starting little fires across the room. She was only a few feet from the bureau. She reached a hand toward the drawer handle, then snatched it back. A figure had interposed itself between herself and the dresser. It seemed to have materialized out of thin air. No—out of the very sparks that were flying off of her body. It wavered in the air, a half-translucent shadow with a pale face.
It was her father.
“Aelwynn!” he said urgently. “You must fight it!”
“Wh-what?” Aelwynn said. “Father?”
“Fight, Aelwynn! Use your magic!”
“But…but I can’t!” Her fingers scratched at her throat, as if it could pull the burning sensation away like a broken necklace. “I can’t control it.”
“Not gray magic!” her father said urgently. “Your magic! The power that is within you! Use it!”
Across the room was a shadow form with its hands were above its head, and a ball of pure swirling darkness was materializing between them, as large as a boulder, as solid as midnight. The shadow was reaching for it as if to throw it at her and smash her skull.
Aelwynn’s brain reeled with fear and pain as she tried to think what her father meant. Her magic? What was her magic? Did he mean green magic? But that was so weak—it was all she could do to summon a breeze or a light rain shower. How could that help her here?
And who was attacking her? Where was Marie? Was this some kind of assassination attempt?
The shadow hands had grasped the massive ball now, and its face was as contorted, as conflicted as hers. She could see its greed and malice. With a great cry of rage, it slammed the ball on her head.
“No!”
The word didn’t come from Aelwynn’s mouth or lungs as much as from her belly. It was a scream of fear but also of power.
Shards of lightning exploded off her body, dozens, hundreds of them. They intercepted the ball just inches before it smashed her skull open.
For an eternal moment the two forces collided with each other, the bright lightning and the terrible consuming darkness of the ball. Then there was a great soundless explosion, and bolts of light and ribbons of smoke splattered across the room, slamming into Alexei, sending him crashing into Marie, and they both sprawled across the floor.
Marie yelled, but her cry was overshadowed by a louder scream from Alexei.
Aelwynn managed to focus on him with difficulty. It seemed like his chest was on fire. He was ripping his suit jacket off with frantic gestures even as tongues of flame licked at his face.
“Aelwynn!” Marie screamed, her terrified face flashing back and forth between the two of them. “What are you doing to him? Alexei!”
Was it Alexei who was behind the attack?
Was he perpetrator or victim?
Aelwynn wasn’t sure. And now Marie was sitting on the floor cradling Alexei’s head in her lap. His eyes were closed, and there was a kind of…hole in the middle of his chest, although it would be more accurate to say that where his chest used to be there was now a hole from which a column of smoke spiraled like a smoldering volcano.
Oh God, Aelwynn thought. Have I killed him?
But did he deserve it?
Her fingers reached for a ribbon to cover up the line around her neck. But even as her fingers closed around the coil of silk she fainted, and slumped heavily to the floor.
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White Knight
Wolf decided to take a walk around the grounds to clear his head after his argument with his wife. He shouldn’t have said that, he chided himself, remembering the hurt look on Marie’s face when he had called their marriage a sham. It wasn’t a sham, but it certainly wasn’t much of a marriage either. It wasn’t the marriage he had hoped for during the months since their engagement, when he and Marie had spent time together—talking, laughing and kissing.
He used to be able to kiss his wife.
Now he couldn’t even hold her hand, and she couldn’t even stand to be in the same room as him.
He found himself a good mile away from the house in a rolling park studded with birch, cherry, and apple trees. Idly, he wondered what Ronan was doing at the house party and how she was invited. He had kept his promise to be a friend to her—sending renowned ladies to her hat shop and he was glad she was looking well.
Whatever happened between them was over now, and he was glad to find that seeing her did not disturb him in the least. He wished her well. She appeared thrilled to be in such elevated company. The count was some kind of character however, and that jewel around his neck looked familiar. Wolf wondered where he had seen it before. No matter. At least Ronan was happy.
He only wished that he were as content. For a few months there, during the engagement, he had believed that it had all worked out for the best. He was so happy he almost felt guilty that his happiness had come at the expense of his brother’s death.
Marie suited him. Her intelligence, gentle nature, and trusting innocence had unlocked a deep and wild emotion within him that he had never felt before. He had been looking forward to their marriage. There was no denying it now. He had fallen deeply and devastatingly in love with his wife.
Her face on their wedding night…
She was so beautiful then, so nervous and excited, and he clenched his fists painfully at the memory.
But she had shoved him aside ever since her mother’s death, and while he knew she was grieving, she didn’t seem to allow him to help her in anyway.
Their marriage had turned out to be nothing but protocol and scheduling, and there was nothing asked of him except to smile and pose for pictures.
He had called their marriage a sham, when a sham was the last thing he wanted in a marriage. He had no desire to keep a mistress, to slip out in the middle of the night to seek the arms of someone else. It felt so backward, the usual royal shenanigans. Marry the politically correct spouse, father the politically necessary heir, but have a private relationship with someone else? No thanks. Wolf didn’t want to be married to one woman but in love with another. He wanted a twentieth-century partnership, a meeting of the minds and hearts. And until today, he thought he had one.
Marie was his best friend, and she had abandoned him.
So many nights he had considered sneaking into her room, but he wasn’t sure whether he would be welcome.
He missed her.
He had never felt lonelier in his life.
“Why, hello stranger,” came a low cool voice.
Irina Romanov was standing beneath a canopy. She had an odd little smile on her face.
He wasn’t sure exactly what she and that Grand Duke of hers were up to in England, but Wolf had no doubt it wasn’t completely above board. But he nodded to her politely.
“A beautiful day is it not?” she asked.
Wolf had enough experience to know that when a woman mentioned that something was beautiful, they were just expecting to be complimented as such, and while Irina was beautiful, there was something cold underneath the perfect exterior that he found ugly.
“I was just about to return to the house,” he said. He didn’t want to be anywhere near her.
“Don’t rush of on my account. Stay a while.”
A woman who wanted his company, now there was something new. They spoke of their empires and responsibilities. Wolf was enjoying having an audience for his thoughts when Irina tittered at his suggestion that he would bring change to the empire. “The people should rule themselves—I realize this is blasphemy, but the harder the dynastic families try to keep power, the worse the coming revolution will be. I have no desire to find myself at the end of a guillotine,” he said.
“Oh, your European optimism,” Irina said. “All this talk about ‘progress’ and ‘freedom’ and such. These concepts are alien to the Muscovite sensibility. Our culture has survived for hundreds of years by adhering to the tried-and-true principles that have seen us through war and famine and winter. Why chase after change when you have no idea what it will bring? Maybe things will actually be worse instead of better? The people don’t know what is right for them, they never have. To let the rabble rule--” she shuddered.
“With education, an enlightened populace might be the best way to ensure the continuity of the monarchy. If we don’t share power, I fear we will find ourselves as history’s footnotes.”
Irina’s eyes flashed but before she could argue, they jumped at the sound of a crashing explosion. A flash of green light burst from the house. Wolf looked up to see a pair of the mansion’s tall windows had been blown out of their frames. Heavy curtains flapped from the empty portals, their ends licked with flame, and thin columns of smoke dissipated into the air.
“What happened?” asked Irina.
Wolf began to walk, then run toward the house. “Wait—those are…that’s where…” That’s where his wife was staying. Marie’s room. That explosion came from Marie’s room.
Next to him, Irina was clutching her chest. “Something’s happened to Alexei! He’s in there!” she cried, pointing to the guest wing.
Alexei, Wolf thought. What’s he doing in Marie’s bedroom?
But all he said aloud was, “You think the magic came from Alexei?”
She didn’t reply and Wolf found he had stopped caring.
There was another explosion and before it ended, Wolf was already racing through the meadow toward the house.
He didn’t care what was going on, except that he knew Marie was in danger.
He burst through the courtyard, and began running across. This being the largest private mansion in England, the courtyard was the size of a football pitch, and as Wolf ran across it he could see servants and guards racing ahead of him. Some of the servants carried buckets of water, while some of the guards had already drawn their pistols and sabers. By the time he reached the opposite side of the courtyard, two of the latter were in position at the nearest door.
“Out of my way,” Wolf said brusquely. He went to push through the soldiers, but they stood firm. “My wife is in there.”
“I’m sorry, your highness,” one of them said. “We’ve been given orders not to allow anyone though.”
“Are you insane!” Wolf shouted. “Didn’t you hear me? The princess is in there!”
The soldier blanched but didn’t budge.
“Again, I apologize, but the Lord Chamberlain’s orders were quite clear. No one through, including you.”
Wolf could see that arguing would get him nowhere. He whirled from the soldiers and ran for the next door, but when he got there he saw that it was similarly guarded. He didn’t bother to ask this time. He just rushed them. He doubted the soldiers would actually strike him with their swords, let alone shoot them, and he figured if he hit them hard enough he could get through.
But Irina was right behind him. “Out of my way, swine!” she commanded, and the soldiers went flying through the air as if shot from cannons.
“We must hurry!” She grabbed his hand and ran through the open doors.
The rounded a corner. Up ahead a small crowd of soldiers and servants were clustered outside the door to Marie’s suite. A pair of soldiers guarded the near end of the hall, but Irina sent them flying with another wave of her hand. They raced down the hall.
Wolf noticed a small glittering object on the ground.
He halted but Irina raced ahead heedlessly. Green sparks hissed in the air, and her brutal scream echoed up and down the hall, more angry than hurt.
“It’s a shield stone,” Wolf said, running up behind Irina and catching her before she fell down. He pointed to the small green stone on the flagstones. “You’ll never get through.” Who had put it there? Who had wanted no one to be able to get inside Marie’s room?
“No!” Irina snarled.
Her eyes flashed red fire, and the air above the shield stone glittered with thousands of green-and-gold sparks. A terrible stench of brimstone surrounded them as sparks flew ferociously off the shield.
“Marie!” he yelled. Who was in there? What was happening? “Marie!”
“I can’t feel Alexei!” Irina screamed, sparks flying from her fingers and bursting off the shield wall. “If he were alive, I could feel him! The Morgaine! It is her who has done this! It has to be!”
“No—Aelwynn would never harm anyone. Irina, stop!”
Irina raised her arms and began an incantation.
He held a pistol to her temple. “Stop it. Whatever you’re doing—you’re putting Marie in more danger and I will kill you before I let that happen.”
The sparks continued to fly until they disappeared. Irina’s fists unclenched.
“I can feel him now,” she said coldly. “He is alive.”
Wolf kept the gun drawn. “For your sake, Marie better be as well.”
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House Valois
Martin turned out to be as ruthless at traveling as he was at killing bandits. Under his unrelenting direction, he and Isabelle made it from central Burgundy to eastern Provence in five days, reaching the coast of the Mediterranean on the morning of the sixth. There Isabelle bid her sturdy mare adieu, as Martin traded their mounts for steamer tickets on a cargo ship laden with wine and cheese destined for Algeria. Martin told her that several French families with estates in the colony were loyal to House Valois, and after five hundred years still believed that Isabelle was the rightful queen of France.
“We’ll take refuge there. Once we’ve caught our breath, we can decide what to do next.”
Algeria had been a French colony for nearly a century, and Isabelle knew from her French history that it occupied a special place in the realm. Unlike the colonies in Indochine or the Caribbean, or even neighboring Morocco and Tunisia, Algeria was considered a part of the geopolitical entity known as Metropolitan France, which included all of continental France as well as Corsica. It was a province, in other words, just like Burgundy or Provence, one that just happened to be almost four times larger than continental France. Most of that area was desert, however.
The vast majority of Algerians, both native and French transplants, lived along the Mediterranean coast, sheltered from the inhospitable Sahara by the Atlas Mountains, which dominated the southern horizon. On the far side of that formidable range lay more than a thousand miles of sand, but on the near side lay a green belt of land some 600 miles in length: this relatively narrow strip was rich with date and coconut palms, figs, even vineyards. Isabelle was surprised. She had thought all the country was covered in sand, but the area they were riding through was virtually identical to southern France.
There was one difference however.
“I…do…not…like…ri…ding…on…a…cam…el!” Isabelle sputtered, each syllable snapped out of her mouth by the strange bouncing gait of her massive dromedary mount. Another thing Isabelle hadn’t known: camels were bigger than horses. Way bigger, especially when you factored in the hump. A horse was about five feet tall at the shoulder. A camel was a full foot taller—and then there was two feet of hump on top of that. In order to get on the beast, it actually had to sit down, and then, once you were mounted in the strange wooden saddle, it rocked forward onto its knees and straightened its back legs, nearly toppling her over the long curved neck, then straightened its front legs, nearly sending her over backwards. But once she’d regained her balance, she had a bird’s eye view of Algiers, the capital city, where they’d disembarked.
“You have to admit, it’s quite a sight,” Martin had said from atop his own camel. Isabelle had been just about to agree, but then the camel started moving. Unlike horses, camels move both legs on one side of the body at the same time, which makes the body of the camel swing from side to side (this is how Martin explained it to her anyway; he seemed to know as much about camels as he did about horses). Way up in the hump-mounted saddle, Isabelle felt as though she were back on board the ship, which had encountered rough seas during the crossing and thrown her out of bed on two different occasions.
“This…is…not…fun…for…me!” she sputtered now.
“You just have to give in to it,” Martin said. “Think of it like jumping on a bed. It’s fun.”
“Trying on dresses is fun,” Isabelle retorted. “Sipping a cognac is fun. This is not fun.”
“You can take the countess out of the chateau,” Martin smirked, “but I guess you can’t take the chateau out of the countess.”
“Ugh,” Isabelle said. “Tell me where we’re going again anyway?”
“The comtes du Boulogne have an estate just south of the city. The family has been Valois loyalists since Normadie. The older son, Henri, is a particularly rabid anti-Aquitanian.”
“‘Anti-Aquitanian?’ This is a word now?”
“Not just a word. A movement.”
The lurched on in silence for a few moments.
“Poor Marie,” Isabelle said suddenly, thinking of House Aquitaine.
“Poor Marie?”
“It’s no more Marie’s fault that she inherited a stolen crown than it is my fault my crown was stolen. I met her, you know. At the Bal du Drap d’Or last year.”
“At the what?”
“A big party,” Isabelle explained. “A masked ball held in London once a year, where eligible ladies are presented to court. It’s where Marie and Leopold announced their engagement. I think the only person more unhappy than me about that was Marie.”
“She seemed perfectly happy to marry Wolf.”
“Well, they are much better suited for each other than Marie and Leo. And I heard they were friends as children.”
“Leo was a traitor,” Martin said.
“And so am I,” Isabelle said.
“In your heart, perhaps. But you’re not exactly leading a revolution.”
Isabelle remained silent. Her camel took a particularly lurching step, and Isabelle clung to the horn of her saddle and made sure Charlie was tucked into his sling securely. “How much further is it?”
“Actually,” Martin said. “We’re here.”
Isabelle looked around. All she saw were endless tiers of palm trees heavy with coconuts. “I don’t see a house anywhere.”
Martin pointed to a narrow track that disappeared into grove. “I think that’s the driveway.”
It was another half hour of rollicking riding before a building finally came into view. It was worth the wait, however: it was a long, low Mediterranean style villa, with white plastered walls and gleaming red tiles on the roof. Massive fig and cypress trees shaded the building, and the sweet smell of flowers was palpable from a quarter mile away.
“Wow,” Isabelle said. “I didn’t know there was so much money in coconuts.”
“And dates,” Martin said. “And figs. And esparto.”
“Esparto?”
Martin waved a hand at the foothills in the distance, which were covered by endless fields of grass, undulating in green and gold waves.
“See that grass? They make rope out of it. And mats and rugs and paper, and shoes even.”
“Shoes? Made of grass?”
“Yes. They call them espadrilles. The soles are made from esparto.”
“So twenty million peasants and beach-combers are running around in this Henri de la Rouchefort’s shoes? Nice. Is he here?”
“I hope so,” Martin said. “The elder count recently died and he inherited the title. Normally he would have been called back to the family seat in Boulogne, but Henri’s said he’ll never set foot in France until a Valois is installed in Versailles.”
“A man after my own heart,” Isabelle said. “How old is this Henri anyway?”
“Twenty-two,” Martin said. “And, before you ask, I hear he’s quite good-looking.”
Isabelle glanced sharply at Martin. She could have sworn he’d sounded annoyed. She wondered if he were getting jealous. Certainly their week together had thrown them into greater intimacy than she’d ever had with a servant, but she didn’t think she’d misled him. Her eyes lingered over the scars on his face. After a week she barely noticed them, and now she thought of them as a part of him. If they were to disappear, his face would appear strange to her. Handsome, no doubt, but something would be missing. Somehow she couldn’t imagine an unscarred Martin saving her from bandits in a midnight forest, or guiding her through four hundred miles of unknown French territory, or across the Mediterranean. She’d had a dozen instances in which she’d felt extraordinarily grateful to him, and she’d even told him, contrary to her usual policy of remaining aloof and imperious with the servants. But still. He was a servant. Beneath her, a commoner.
Before they could say anything else, someone emerged from the central courtyard of house. A servant, obviously, dressed in loose pants and the knee-length djeballah tunic worn by both men and women. His short-cropped hair was covered by a small cap.
“May I help you?” he asked in French.
“We’ve come to see the count,” Martin said before Isabelle could speak.
The man snorted.
“If you would be so good as to give this to him.” He pulled a small, folded piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to the servant. “I’m sure he’ll agree to see us.”
The servant refused to accept the piece of paper. “I tell you it is quite impossible.”
“Not the father,” Martin insisted, waving the piece of paper. “The son. Henri.”
“I tell you, he is not here. You cannot see him.”
“We must insist. Please.” As he spoke, a gust of wind blew the paper from his hand. Martin snatched for it, but the folded sheet eluded his grasp and fluttered to the ground with an erratic butterfly flight.
The servant picked it up and picked it up by one edge—Isabelle was sure he’d done this purposefully, so he could glance at the message Martin had written to his dead master. He’s probably hoping to make some money out of us somehow, she thought, forgetting that she and Martin were dressed in cheap clothing that was stained with six days of heavy travel.
The servant did indeed look at the note, but instead of trying to extort money from them he tossed the sheet of paper from him as if it were the snake that had struck down his master.
Martin’s hand reached for his sword, but his wariness proved unnecessary.
The servant glanced up at Isabelle with a look of wondrous awe on his face, and dropped to one knee before her camel. “My lady,” he said to the ground. “I am Ismail, your servant. Whatever you need I would be honored to provide.”
Isabelle glanced at the note, which had fallen to the ground face up. There was a simple design sketched on the folded page, a circle containing a Swiss cross floating inside it. It was the same design that was carved into the piece of wood Martin wore around his neck.
She looked over at him. “I think you’ve got some explaining to do.”
“It’s called the Order of the Floating Cross,” Martin told her several hours later. Ismail had helped them from their camels and brought them to a pair of adjoining staterooms, where they had taken luxurious baths and been given fresh clothing and a large silver tray containing various kinds of dried fruit and nuts, as well as a soft lemony paté that she and Martin scooped up with pieces of bread still warm and smoky from the brick oven in which they’d been fired.
“I don’t know if it’s just because I’ve been existing on bread and cheese for a week, but this is the best thing I’ve ever eaten. What did he say it was called?”
“Hummus,” Martin said between bites. “And the bread is called pita.”
“Delicious.” She took one more bite and sat back on the pile of extra-soft cushions they seemed to prefer in these parts to couches. “Tell me about this Floating Cross order. It sounds Christian.”
“It’s not actually,” Martin said, pulling off his necklace and handing it to Isabelle. “It’s actually a variation of the Venus symbol, which we know as the female symbol. The cross has been moved inside the circle, to suggest something hidden, something gestating.”
Isabelle examined the small pendant. For the first time she noticed that a small hex had been placed on it, so that the wooden cross actually floated free inside the circle without touching its edges. The wood itself was cheap and crudely carved, but a hex like that would have been quite expensive on a servant’s salary.
“Gestating?”
“Exactly. The order is dedicated to the heirs of House Valois, and the restoration of the French monarchy.”
“So in other words, it’s dedicated to me?” Isabelle said, handing Martin’s necklace back to him.
“Well, I’m not sure now,” Martin said. “Charlie is the rightful heir is he not? House Valois uses standard rather than absolute primogeniture, doesn’t it? The title always passes to the nearest male.”
“You mean after all this, if House Valois were to be restored to the monarchy, I wouldn’t be queen? I’d just be…regent?” She looked sharply at Charlie, who had eaten and was sleeping peacefully in a silk-lined crib.
“Most European royal families changed their rules of succession years ago to give women the same rights as men, but it requires governmental approval. Since House Valois hasn’t had a government in five hundred years, its customs are still stuck in the Middle Ages.”
“I’ll thank you not to criticize House Valois,” Isabelle said, softening her words with a smile. “I suppose as regent I can just declare myself queen in Charlie’s name.”
“Indeed,” Martin said, popping a cured olive in his mouth.
“So how long has this order been around? Why have I never heard of it?”
Martin shrugged. “According to legend it’s been around since the battle of Normandie, but it didn’t really start to grow into a movement until Queen Eleanor’s reign passed the century mark. There was a growing feeling that the empire had become too centered on England and that France had been given second-class status. The British are whizzing around the country in railroads or driving in automobiles, while the French are still making do with horses and carriages—if they’re lucky.”
Isabelle nodded. During their six days traveling down to Provence, she’d been shocked at the poverty she’d seen. At every town little groups of children had come rushing out to beg for pennies while their resigned parents stared dejectedly from the shadows of their crumbling houses. Isabelle had grown up in damp castle, but her life was still lived in a luxurious bubble of plenty, and now she realized it was just that: a bubble. She may have been wealthy, but the rest of her country was mired in poverty.
“What’s more,” Martin was saying, “any French children who show even a hint of magical ability are whisked off to London, where they’re indoctrinated in English until their French identity is all but forgotten. The final straw came when Marie passed over a dozen worthy French candidates for a Prussian husband. The Order of the Floating Cross has gained thousands of new members in the past year, and many of them are ready to take up arms.”
“Take up arms?” Isabelle repeated. “You mean revolution.”
Martin nodded. “The Aquitanes not going to give you back your throne, my lady. You’re going to have to take it if you want it.” He peered at her. “You do want it, don’t you?”
Isabelle returned his gaze, which was level and unflinching. Not like a servant’s at all. Did she want her throne? Of course she did—it belonged to her by right. But her trip through the French countryside had made her realize there was more to being Queen than crowns and gowns. Her people needed help, and she was going to give it to them.
“That’s why you brought me here!” she said suddenly. “Not to get me away from Hugh. But to start your revolution.”
Martin smiled sheepishly but proudly. “The Roucheforts are ardent Valois loyalists, none more so than Henri. His fortune could have purchased serious armaments for the cause. He would be a great help to us except no one seems to know where he is. Odd.”
“Is there another heir?”
“A sister, Hélène, but she is much younger. Only thirteen. Barely old enough to keep a secret, let alone form any political leanings.”
“Well, there’s only one way to find out,” Isabelle said. “We’re going to have to go see her.”
“But she’s back in Bourgogne,” Martin said. “It’s not safe for you in France.”
“Actually,” a voice said from the door. It was Ismail, entering with a  fresh bowl of hummus and a bottle of wine. “She’s not in France, but in Vienna. Her parents arranged for her to be married to an Austrian duke.”
“Married!” Isabelle retorted. “At thirteen!” She resisted the urge to chastise the servant for entering without knocking, lest he leave and take the delicious hummus with him.
“Engaged only,” Ismail explained. “But after the loss of both her parents and her brother, her aunts and uncles thought it best that she go live with her future husband’s family, where she could learn German and also be insulated from the hordes of gigolos who would no doubt come sniffing after a young orphaned girl with a massive fortune.”
After a week of sleeping on the ground with only a single thin blanket for both padding and cover, Isabelle looked at the massive bed Ismail had provided her as though it were an artesian well and she had just wandered out of the desert.
I am going to sleep on you so hard, she told the bed silently.
Ismail had even provided her a lady’s maid, and a nurse for Charlie, which was more than Hugh had done for her the past year. Isabelle felt like a little girl again, standing sleepily in the middle of the room while nimble fingers unbuttoned her clothes and pulled them from her, slipped fresh cool linen over body, combed her hair out and coiled it in a simple braid. But after the maid had turned down the blanket and dimmed all the lights save a single candelabra beside the bed and exited the room Isabelle found herself staring at the bed warily. There was something off about it. She couldn’t put her finger on what, though, and chiding herself, she climbed in and sank into the luxuriously soft down mattress. She was exhausted and expected to fall asleep immediately, but her eyes popped open after a few seconds. She tossed and turned, trying to find a comfortable position. In fact every position was comfortable, but she still couldn’t sleep.
She stood up then, not quite sure what she was doing, and went to Charlie’s crib. The boy was sleeping peacefully and didn’t wake when she picked him up. But instead of returning to her bed, she slipped out into the hall. It was a short walk to Martin’s room. Despite the fact that he was clearly a servant, Ismail had put him in the same part of the house as Isabelle. She slipped into his room quietly. Martin had put out his light and only the clear cold glow of the desert moon, so much brighter than the moon back home, illuminated the large chamber, which was filled with the sound of Martin’s regular breathing. Without giving herself time to second-guess herself, Isabelle ran on tiptoes across the room and slipped into bed beside Martin.
“Huh?” he mumbled sleepily. “Who’s that? Oh, it’s only you, Izzy.” His arm curled around her and he spooned her close. “Still scared of the dark after all these years,” he murmured.
Izzy. No one called her Izzy, except…
No. It couldn’t be. It was just coincidence.
A moment later his breathing had settled back into the regular rhythm of sleep.
That’s right, Isabelle told herself, I’m just afraid of the dark, She pulled Charlie close to her chest to complete their cozy trio. Within a few moments she, too, was breathing deeply and evenly, wrapped up tight in Martin’s safe embrace.
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Lady of the Earth
The day after the accident, Aelwynn was sitting bolt upright and as stiffly as possible inside a private railway car on the way back to London. Part of the reason for her posture was the two soldiers facing her on the other side of the seat. The soldiers were wrapped in so many layers of magical protection that they shimmered as though underwater, but even through the blur of shielding she could discern the gleam of their pistols, which were drawn and pointed at her. Lord Daniels had come aboard the car after Aelwynn and the soldiers were installed, and made the point of telling her guards that they were to shoot if “the prisoner” made any kind of “sudden” or “unusual” movements.
Which was why Aelwynn was trying not to move.
Until the Lord Chamberlain could complete his investigation, Aelwyn Myrddynn was under house arrest under suspicion of attempting to assassinate Princess Marie-Victoria. Aelwynn didn’t disagree with her confinement, she was still unsure of whether the danger had come from her or Alexei. Except of course, she was the only one imprisoned. Alexei, who had a hole in his chest, had been deemed the victim and she had no proof he had instigated the magical attack.
You are making a terrible mistake. The princess is in great danger, Aelwynn had pleaded before she was taken away. Keep her away from the Romanovs. As much as you can!
But Lord Daniels had only dismissed her with a wave.
The other reason why she was sitting so rigidly was that for the past twenty-four hours, since the eruption in Marie’s bedroom that had left a smoking hole in Alexei Romanov’s chest, pretty much everything that was or ever had been alive was sending her…signals.
Feelings.
Images sometimes.
That morning, the cedar posts of her bed whispered that they were once from a forest in Jordan, the silk of her sheets remembered being spun into a cocoon around a silkworm in China, the cotton of her robes remembered waving in a breeze beside the Nile in Egypt. The breeze itself carried wafts of thoughts and murmurs from the grass and flowers and trees in the Ashburnham’s gardens.
For a moment it felt as if there was a thousand of her, and they were standing all around Ashburnham Hall looking in a thousand different directions while opening and closing their eyes, so that the view kept changing perspective: now she was seeing from across the great lawn that looked on the 600-foot-long front of the house, now from a tiny, half-withered dandelion that had sprung up in a crack in one of the foundation stones in the rear of the house, now from the whirling, dipping view of the martins who nested beneath the eaves of the stables, now from any of a hundred, a thousand different places, all swirling into and out of her mind’s eye before she could make sense of them.
She was one with every living thing.
She felt that if she concentrated she could see all of these views at the same time, but she didn’t want to concentrate. Or, rather, she didn’t want to see the world from a thousand different perspectives. She just wanted to see it from her own.
And so she sat stiffly, concentrating on shutting out the images, but even so, they kept pushing in. Maples from southern  forests. Birds from the high peaks of the mountains. Flowers by the riverbanks.
But it was more than that. The plants and animals weren’t just sharing their senses with her: they were sharing their love with her.
Or more accurately, their love for her.
There was no other word for it. They seemed to be calling out to her, welcoming her back in some way, welcoming her home. We’ve missed you, they said, and the way they said it made her think that it wasn’t just her they’d missed, but something bigger than her, older than her. Something that had been absent from this island for millennia, and that it was now welcoming back with reverential—deferential—thanks.
We are yours to command, our lady, they seemed to say. Do with us what you will.
Aelwynn was pretty sure she was losing her mind.
But what if she weren’t? What if it was true? What if she really could command these plants and animals, whatever that meant. Wasn’t this what she’d practiced in Avalon, after all, when she’d experimented with green magic?
The legends said that in ancient times the Fey and the natural world were one. Flowers bloomed at their touch, the sky rained or cleared according to their whims. An acorn could grow into a two-hundred-foot tall oak in a manner of minutes if they desired, while a deer that had been pulled down by wolves could be brought back to life.
Aelwynn smiled at the thought. Through the shimmer of their shields the guards looked nervously at each other. Their pistols shook in their hands, but they didn’t raise them from their laps.
Turn me back into what I once was, said the leather seat. Immediately an image filled her mind, of a massive bull, glossy black fur rippling over massive muscles, a pair of gleaming silver-tipped horns crowning its head. A sense of awe filled her, answered by a sense of pride from the leather.
But could she really turn a sheet of upholstery into a living, breathing animal? It was a feat the likes of which no magician she knew had ever dreamt of, let alone attempted. It was frightening even to contemplate, and if it worked, then what? She’d have a big angry bull in a railway car—not quite a china shop, but not much better. Who’s to say it wouldn’t turn on her?
A feeling of umbrage from the seat beneath her. I would never betray you, my lady!
Aelwynn dropped her eyes to the seat beside the left-hand guard. The glossy tufted leather was so richly burnished that it almost looked alive. Show me, she said then. Show me your fur.
It happened quickly—so fast that she barely registered the change. One minute there was just the glossy, dark brown leather of the banquette. The next a patch of short dark black glistening fur covered the leather in a patch about the size of her hand, quickly growing to about the size of her abdomen. It happened so quickly and silently that the nearest guard didn’t notice it happen, although his gaze on Aelwynn had focused somewhat. It was clear he thought she was up to something.
If I can pop one button, Aelwynn told herself. Just one. Then I’ll go for it.
She stared at the furry leather, which was fastened to the frame by dozens of buttons buried deep in the crevices of the tufts. She willed the leather to stretch and tauten like skin over a shoulder.
Pop!
A button flew a couple of feet into the air and landed with a muted thud on the carpeted floor.
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
Buttons up and down the banquette jumped into the air as the black fur filled out as though it lay over muscle and bone, not cotton batting.
The guard looked over at the seat beside him, less in alarm than curiosity. But then his eyes went wide when he saw the black fur beside him, filling and expanding. He nudged his partner through their shield.
“Hey—what the--,” he said. The second guard looked over as well, his eyes growing wide with alarm.
“Now!” Aelwynn commanded.
At her yell, the guards’ gun hands jerked into the air—but so did their whole bodies, as the seat beneath them reared up and threw them down the carriage.
The guards scrambled for their guns but the rematerialized bull was faster, charging forward, its head lowered, its silver-tipped horns leading the way and raking back and forth. There was no way they could escape in the narrow car.
“Don’t kill them!” Aelwynn screamed.
There was a feeling of regret from the bull but the horns stopped swinging and instead it rammed its massive forehead into the chest of the nearest guard. Ribs snapped audibly as the guard flew a good fifteen down the carriage and slumped motionlessly to the floor. The other guard was squeezed between the bull’s head and the side of the carriage, and the bull slammed the curved side of its horn into the guard’s stomach, chest, and head until the guard fell to his hands and knees. The bull stepped back and adjusted position, then slammed the bottom of its head down atop the guard’s. The guard splatted to the floor and lay without moving.
The whole thing had taken less than a minute, and now the bull looked back at Aelwynn with a patient, expectant expression.
Thank you, she sent. Now what?
In answer the bull stepped over the guard and trotted a few paces forward to the door of the car. With one slam of its great head the door flew from its hinges and disappeared behind the train.
Again the bull looked back at her.
“Oh no,” Aelwynn said. “I’m not getting on you, and I’m definitely not jumping from a moving train.”
The bull continued to look at her.
“You’re crazy,” Aelwynn said. “Or maybe I’m crazy. But either way, no.”
The bull waited.
“Fine,” Aelwynn said. “But if I get hurt I’m turning you into…into a pair of boots and I’m giving them to a farmer.”
A wave of laughter came to her as she made her way to the bull. Up close he was even taller than she’d realized. His shoulder came to her chest. He seemed as big around as a barrel of wine.
“This is such a bad idea,” she said, stepping on top of the banquette in order to mount the bull. The bull lifted his head up and she grabbed his horns. Then he lowered his head and she was pulled down so that her chest was flush with his back. She squeezed her legs as tightly as she could around his torso.
She hoped that the four years she’d spent riding bareback in Avalon would help her here.
Ready?
The question seemed to come not just from the bull but from the grass and wildflowers streaking by the train’s open door.
“As I’ll ever be,” Aelwynn answered.
She felt the great muscles beneath her tense and spring, and the bull leapt into the air. For a moment there was a sense of weightless floating, and then the bull smashed to earth and Aelywnn’s head rocked forward. She narrowly missed bashing her skull open on the ridge of bone that ran beneath the bull’s horns.
The train tracks ran through open pasture here. The fields had recently been hayed, and dozens of wheat shocks stood like soldiers in the undulating fields.
There was a screaming behind her, and Aelwynn looked back to see that the train was screeching to a halt. Someone must have been looking out the window when she jumped, and given the alarm. Now dark forms appeared behind a dozen windows up and down the train. The windows dropped open, and long shiny barrels poked through.
Guns.
Aelwynn could barely hear the shots over the shrieking brakes, but she heard the whiz of bullets shooting past her ears well enough.
No! her mount screamed into her mind. I’ve already been shot once! I don’t want to be shot again!
Then a second voice came into her head. Or, rather, a chorus of a voices, like a crowd of a thousand voices all chanting the same thing.
We can help! We can help!
It was the wheat. Aelwynn had no idea how strands of straw could possibly protect her from bullets, but then an image popped into her head and she understood.
“Wind!” she yelled into the air. “Blow!”
One second there was the mown field bathed in bright fall sunshine. The next it was gone, engulfed by a swirling wind that picked up the hundreds of wheat shocks and transformed them from scattered piles to a wall of straw and dust.
The whole field disappeared in the conflagration, with Aelwynn and her bull safely concealed within it.
The occasional shot still rang out, but the soldiers were firing blind. Within a few moments Aelwynn’s mount had leapt the hedge that bordered the far side of the field, and was streaking toward the distant hills.
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Seating Arrangements
“What was he doing in your chambers?” asked Wolf for what seemed like the thousandth time. Marie was alone with her husband for the first time since their wedding, in a new bedroom where she had convalesced after the explosion.
“Like I said, he wanted to show me a magic trick,” she said blandly, wondering why he pretended to care. She knew him better than that. Perhaps he was only jealous the way a child would be if someone played with its toys.
“And you let him in.”
“I keep telling you, I wasn’t in any danger.”
“Truly? The explosion could have killed you,” he said.
She crossed her arms. “I was perfectly safe.”
“Not safe enough,” he muttered.
Marie turned away from him. Wolf was all concern right now, and last night he had entered the room with a pistol drawn, a wild look on his face. He had taken her in his arms, through the smoke and fire and she had clung to him.
She had never been so happy to see anyone in her life.
But now they were arguing again and the distance between them was back, she couldn’t make him understand that she could take care of herself. She wasn’t some princess who needed saving.
“I heard you were seen with Irina in the hill yesterday afternoon,” said Marie.
“Yes but…”
“So you don’t deny it.” She shook her head, hurt swelling in her heart again. Wolf wanted everyone’s company but hers. Of course he was with Irina. If the explosion hadn’t happened—who knows what he would have been doing that night.
Wolf was about to argue when they were interrupted by a knock on the door.
“Don’t get that—Marie—please, we need to talk…” said Wolf, but she was already at the door and opening it to the Lord Chamberlain, who entered the room with a grim expression on his face.
“My Lord Chamberlain, what is the Morgaine’s status?” she asked.
Lord Daniels raised his eyebrow at Wolf before answering. Marie nodded impatiently.
“Aelwynn Myrddin’s train left for London a half hour ago. She will arrive at King’s Cross at approximately seven this evening, at which point she will be transferred to the Tower until my men can complete an investigation into the events of yesterday afternoon.”
“To the tower? Like a common criminal? Why?”
“She has been arrested under suspicion of attempting to assassinate you. The Tower has held many people of higher rank than Aelwynn Myrddin, your highness, including Elizabeth I, Richard II, and Edward V. I assure you her accommodations will be quite comfortable.”
Marie brooded on this information. She wasn’t certain what happened the night before, but she knew in her heart it did not come from Aelwynn nor Alexei either—he had been as much a victim as she. Aelwynn would never do such a thing. Except—hadn’t her mother told her to be wary of Aelwynn? That magic had its own agenda?
She shook off the thought. Aelwynn was her friend. She would never betray her and told him so. “She is the Morgaine of the Realm! You cannot do this.”
“I am sorry, your highness, but that is not, in fact, true. Until the legal fog surrounding your own accession clears, the new Morgaine cannot be appointed. Technically, at least, she is a commoner.”
“Legal fog?” she asked sharply.
The Lord Chamberlain coughed. “Parliament has yet to ratify the Treaty of Lamac.”
Until Sir Reed certified her marriage as insoluble, Marie knew. Everything hung in the balance at the moment. She was not crowned queen. Wolf was not quite husband. Aelwynn was not yet Morgaine.
“And if the treaty is not ratified, our marriage is null is it not? And Marie would be free to marry a real man,” Wolf said derisively. “Thank you, my Lord Chamberlain, for pointing out the obvious.”
“You’re welcome, Kronprinz,” said Daniels, so drily that it was impossible to tell if he was being ironic.
There was another knock and the dashing figure of Count Henri entered the room.
“I have taken the liberty of ordering a train and hooking up both the royal cars and the private carriage for the Muscovite royals. My servants can have your luggage packed and on-board within the hour. And if I may be so bold as to make another suggestion?”
Marie nodded impatiently.
“I would suggest that the princess and the tsarevich ride in one set of cars, while the kronprinz and the tsarevna take the other. It’s just that the whole purpose of this trip was for the four future monarchs to get to know each other, to foster better relations between their respective empires. I’m afraid that if the weekend ends on this note it will be another sixty years before everyone comes together again.”
No one said anything for a moment. Then the Lord Chamberlain cleared his throat in a manner that was simultaneously respectful and derisive.
“I’m sure everyone appreciates your gesture, Comte Rouchefort,” he said, “but I don’t think—”
“It’s not your job to think,” Marie cut in then, her voice acid and cold. “I think it’s a splendid idea. We cannot make enemies at this moment. I will ride with Alexei.”
“I think that is a ridiculous idea. The princess just survived an assassination attempt. And now you’re putting her with him?” Wolf said heatedly.
“I agree, your highness,” said the Lord Chamberlain. “I would prefer if the princess rode with her own entourage.”
“Stop. I have made my decision,” Marie declared. The count was right, she should make peace out of this situation. She could not bring the threat of war to a nation that had recently recovered from a long and brutal one.
“And what I think doesn’t matter one bit does it?” asked Wolf. He took a long, piercing look at her, and Marie felt as alone as she had ever been.
“Very well. I will ride with the tsaverna. As you wish princess,” he said, and left the room.
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The things men do
“You said I would be able to give the princess my hat in person,” pouted Ronan. “And now you’ve gone and given it away without me.” She was sitting in Henri’s private carriage on the way back to London with the rest of the royal party.
“A useful present, from the Grand Duke to the princess, as a peace offering,” Henri said with a sly smile. “I will make it up to you, my darling.” He curled a hand around her shoulder and skimmed neckline of her dress with his fingers, softly caressing her skin below the fabric.
His touch brought reminders of the night before, when she had given herself to him, body and soul. Her mind was still cloudy from the night before, and she couldn’t quite believe that she had allowed it to happen.
She was ruined.
Traveling alone without chaperone to a count’s estate, and then spending the night in his bed. She would never be accepted in society now unless he married her and made her respectable. Except as he made clear that night after everything that had happened, marriage was the farthest thing in his mind. “Marry you? Why ever for?” he’d said, as she lay in his arms. “My darling Ronan, you are lovely as can be, but I’m not looking for a wife.”
She shook his words out of her head for now. She would make him change his mind somehow.  She had to. “Maybe Alexei should give her the hat some other time, I’m pretty sure the princess won’t want any reminders of this trip,” she said.
“Why not? The trip was quite a success.”
“What are you talking about? Aelwynn nearly burned your house down and killed your royal guests!”
Henri waved his hand. “As Alex said himself, it was just a little hole. And it threw him and Marie together. The hat will just bring it to a foregone conclusion.”
“Henri,” she said carefully, “do you have…designs on Marie and Wolf’s marriage?”
Now Henri paused, his enigmatic smile playing on his face. “Don’t you mean the princess and the Kronprinz?”
“Pardon me for being familiar, Comte Rouchefort. It’s just that your attitude seems a little personal.”
“Personal? Like your thoughts about Wolf?”
Ronan felt her face go hot.
Henri’s smile went wider. “So what’s the history there? And don’t tell me that like every little girl in America, you always dreamed of marrying a prince when you grew up.”
“No,” Ronan said. “My mother always dreamed of me marrying a prince, but I would have settled for any old count, as long as he had lots of money.”
“Touché,” Henri said. “Like I told you last night, I’m not looking for a wife, my darling.”
“Do you really want to break up Wolf and Marie? If that happens, his father will be forced to declare war on England.”
“Not if Marie marries Alexei instead.”
Ronan gasped. “What do you mean?”
“The Prussians wouldn’t risk a war with England on their western front and Muscovy on his eastern front. They know they’d be annihilated.”
“They’ll be annihilated anyway! If the Franco-British and Muscovite empires united, they’d squeeze Prussia between them until it disappeared!”
Henri’s eyes widened. “I didn’t realize you were so politically astute, Ronan.” He licked his lips. “Intelligence is so sexy.”
“But how can Alexei marry Marie? Isn’t he engaged to Irina?”
“It’s an Orthodox Church thing. It has no legal standing, at least outside of Muscovy. The man with the gray beard waves a hand over Irina and Alexei in Muscovy, the man with the pointy hat waves a hand over Marie and Alexei in Westminster, and presto, two marriages, both legal, at least far as rights of ascension are concerned.”
“Somehow I don’t see Parliament allowing their queen to be married to a polygamous husband,” she said.
“Parliament will do anything to avoid war. Their Morgaine cannot defend the realm. Besides, isn’t my plan amenable to you? It means the boy you’re pining for will be free.”
“I’m not pining for—” Ronan cut herself off. For whatever reason, she didn’t feel like lying. “And anyway, it doesn’t matter if he’s no longer married to Marie anyway. Wolf isn’t in love with me anymore.”
“Oh, perhaps not at the moment. He does seem quite smitten by the plain little thing. But he could easily fall in love again. Especially once there is no more Prussia. Believe me, the Hohenzollerns will skip out of Prussia with a few hundred million in looted jewels and art and whatever they’ve got socked away in their bank accounts, and Wolf will be just another ex-royal with a symbolic title and a lot of very real money. You could be Princess Ronan Hohenzollern, but instead of having to live in some drafty old Prussian castle, you can live wherever you want—New York, Monaco, Algiers. You could even buy your own island in the Caribbean. I believe you would look quite fetching in a bathing costume. When Wolf has nothing left, he will need you for consolation, believe me. And you will be more than happy to give it to him won’t you?”
Ronan shook her head in disbelief. Henri was casually pushing her towards Wolf? He wasn’t even jealous after what they had shared last night? “Am I part of your plans?”
Henri laughed. “But of course. There are a dozen other hat-makers I could have gone to but only one who had captured the attention of the kronprinz before his marriage to the princess.”
Ronan had no idea who this count was, or what his designs were, or why he was so interested in breaking up Wolf and Marie’s marriage.
But there was one thing that was clear.
He was giving her Wolf back on a gilded plate.
Marie would be married to Alexei and Wolf would be alone again.
Alone and free to love her like he once had.
“So last night the two of us…that was just…?” she asked.
“A test run, to make sure the spell on the hat works as it should. Alexei should not have any trouble with Marie now. And when it turns out that the princess has been compromised, but by the wrong prince, it won’t be long before everything falls into place.”
“But what about me? And my reputation? What if Wolf finds out I was with you?”
“I won’t tell if you don’t.” Henri smirked. “Besides, it was fun, wasn’t it?”
She flushed.
“And before you lie and say no, I know you had a great time. You’re not that good of an actress.” Ronan started to protest, but Henri waved her silent. “Ronan, stop letting someone else’s old-fashioned morality make you feel guilty about something that’s perfectly innocent. You were a willing accomplice to last night’s pleasures. The spell only amplifies desire, after all. It doesn’t conjure it from nothing. If you had no interest in me, nothing would have happened.”
She was silent, no longer thinking of the night before but of Wolf, who could be hers again. Wolf, who would be free to do all the things to her that Henri had done last night.
“It’s your body,” Henri said, sliding closer to Ronan on the seat. “No one can tell you what to do with it. That door is locked, by the way, perhaps we can have a little encore?”
“Once is enough thank you,” Ronan said, sliding away from him. He was so disgusting. Even if he was offering her everything she wanted. Even if he was offering her heart’s desire. Wolf. She could have him back, if Henri’s plans worked, if that hat and the magic within it worked, soon Marie would be as ruined as Ronan had been the night before.
“You still haven’t answered my original question,” she said.
“I’m sorry, what was it?”
“Why do you want to break up Wolf and Marie’s marriage?”
Henri looked down at the space Ronan had placed between them and very deliberately, he slid close to her again and put his hand on her thigh and squeezed, letting her know that enchanted hat or not, she was his for the time being.
He whispered in his ear as his other hand slipped underneath her bodice, and his voice was as dark and evil, as wrong and full of corruption as Wolf was everything that was true and good and kind. “Why? Because I can.”
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A Chilly Welcome
Eight days after leaving Algiers, Isabelle found herself sitting underneath the tented crinoline of a fifty-year-old ball gown. The gown smelled of wheat dust, since the crinoline was concealed beneath a pile of straw on the back of a farmer’s two-wheeled cart.
I am Isabelle of Valois, she said to herself, looking around her tiny tent, I am the rightful queen of—
But before she could finish the thought a mote of dust flew up her nose, and she sneezed.
It had been another whirlwind journey, which isn’t to say that it had been fast, but so much had happened in such a short amount of time that it all blurred in Isabelle’s head. After that one glorious night on a real bed, they had sailed from Algiers to Pisa on the Tyrrhenian coast of Italy, then travelled, sometimes by carriage, sometimes by horse, sometimes by donkey, and sometimes on foot over the Apennine Mountains to Bologna and then up through Padua to Venice, where they travelled briefly by train, and then again by cart, horse, and donkey into Austria and north toward Vienna, where thirteen-year-old Hélène de la Roucheforte, now Hélène von Wartenburg lived with her sixty-seven-year-old husband.
As a protectorate of the Franco-British Empire, Italy should have been a relatively safe area to travel through, but it turned out that the independence movement was even stronger there than it was in Algiers, and Isabelle and Martin found themselves confronted by hostile looks whenever they spoke French. Fortunately both of them knew enough Italian to get by—Isabelle had of course been educated in all the languages of the empire as a child, but she was surprised that a groom like Martin had had time to learn a foreign language. “My grandmother was Italian,” was his only explanation.
They were also helped out by the large number of people sympathetic to the Order of the Floating Cross, who were organized into an Italian version of the movement called the Sons and Daughters of the She-Wolf—a reference to the ancient Roman myth of the wolf who had suckled the twins Romulus and Remus, the founders of the city of Rome. Like the members of the Floating Cross, the Descendants longed for an independent Italy united under Roman rule. It was unclear whether they understood that Isabelle was the Valois heir or if they were simply helping out a pair of weary travelers who, like them, longed to be free of the oppressive yoke of British rule. Isabelle and Martin probably could have accomplished the journey without the wolves’ assistance, but the food and shelter they provided certainly made it more comfortable, and the pack animals they loaned them speeded the trip immensely. In fact Isabelle was shocked at their generosity, especially given the poverty of many of its members, but every time she tried to pay her money was refused. “Una benedizione per il bambino,” the peasants say, meaning a blessing for the baby. “May he grow up to live in a free France.”
In Austria, the independence movement was called the Society of Edelweiss, and its members were if anything even poorer than those in Italy, and even more generous. One after another peasant passed her and Martin along the way, until they arrived on the outskirts of Vienna. Martin sent out some feelers and learned that the Von Wartenburg’s were at their country house southeast of the city, on the Danube River.
Isabelle’s attention perked up at the words “country house.” Last night she had slept in a hayloft, on top of a stall containing a sow suckling a litter of what sounded like eight hundred piglets. She still had the jewels she’d left France with, and she’d have traded them all for a single night in a bed. A bath. A clean set of clothes.
“Now,” she said. “Let’s go now. Right now.”
Martin grimaced. “I don’t think it’s going to be that simple.”
“Why not?” Isabelle demanded.
“Apparently Von Wartenburg hates the French.”
“That’s absurd! He married one!”
“It looks like it’s purely a political union. Tensions between the Franco-British and the Austro-Hungarian Empires have been exceptionally high since the war with Prussia ended. Apparently the Austro-Hungarians have wanted to annex Croatia and Bosnia to secure a port on the Adriatic—”
“Stop!” Isabelle said. “I am so tired of all this political talk! All I want is a mattress to sleep on!”
“I thought you also wanted to be queen of France.”
Isabelle pulled up short. There had been nothing deferential in Martin’s voice. In fact, it was chiding. Isabelle stared at him in astonishment for several moments before speaking.
“My cousin Louis used to speak to me that way. Whenever I would get upset that I hadn’t gotten the pony I wanted, or the new dress or tiara, he would remind me that there were more important things to focus on.”
“Your cousin Louis sounds like a smart boy. I hope you took his advice,” said Martin, his eyes downcast.
“He was my cousin,” Isabelle said. “He was a Valois. He could speak to me that way.”
“But I cannot?”
“Are we speaking honestly? No you cannot. I understand circumstances have thrown us together more than we normally we would have, but you have to remember that there’s a natural order—”
“A natural order? My God, Izzy, have these last two weeks taught you nothing? There’s no ‘natural order.’ There are just some people who were lucky enough to be born into rich, powerful families and other people who weren’t so lucky. And yet it’s those poor unfortunates who want to help you, while the rich ones hunt you down and hold you prisoner and take advantage of you. Do you seriously think the people who have given you food and shelter and protection since you ran away from Hugh aren’t as good as you?”
Isabelle stared at Martin coldly.
“Izzy?” she said finally.
To her surprise Martin blushed, but he didn’t relent. He pulled his necklace out from beneath his shirt. The crudely carved wooden cross that floated magically inside the circle, wavered slightly as he jostled it. He held it up to her.
“Listen to me,” he pleaded. “I want an independent France just like you. And I believe the people of France will rally behind the descendant of House Valois. But the people need more than just a queen. They need someone who will make their lives better. Who will see to it that they have jobs and enough to eat and don’t have to die in wars that have more to do with bickering cousins in palaces in Paris and Vienna and Berlin than with any political or national goals. You ran away from Hugh. It would be a pity if you turned into him.”
Isabelle continued to stare Martin down. There was a part of her that wanted to tell him that she agreed with him—that she had had these same thoughts herself, and genuinely wanted to do something for her people. But there was another part of her that couldn’t take where this relationship was going. It was bad enough that she depended on Martin for her day to day survival. But if she gave him over her mental and emotional well-being as well as her physical well-being, she would be just as helpless with him as she’d been with Hugh. It didn’t matter that he was “on her side,” that he would never try to hurt her. She needed to be in charge of herself. And, as the future ruler of her country, she needed to be in charge of her subjects. Otherwise she would never have the authority she needed to be the kind of ruler she knew she was destined to be. And so all she did was look at Martin coldly for several seconds, and then say:
“Louis used to call me Izzy too. He’s dead now. Find me a carriage, and get me inside the Von Wartenburg’s house.”
Martin looked at her with a dumbfounded expression. Finally he shook his head disgustedly. “As you wish, my lady.”
He disappeared then, to return an hour later, not with the coach and six she’d been hoping for, but instead with a rickety-looking two-wheeled cart pulled by a mule.
“It’s a hinny, actually,” he said when she protested that she couldn’t arrive at a mansion in a mule cart. “A mule is the offspring of a male donkey and a female horse. A hinny is the offspring of a female donkey and a male horse.”
“Whatever,” Isabelle said. “Help me into the seat.”
“Sorry, you have to ride in back,” Martin said.
“You want me to sit on top of a pile of straw like a common milkmaid?”
“Nope,” Martin said. “I want you to sit under it.”
“Under it? Have you lost your mind?”
“We can’t risk letting Gustav or one of the others getting a glimpse of you. They might turn you over to Hugh for the reward or, who knows, they might throw you into prison, or just kill you. Gustav really hates the French.”
Isabelle shook her head incredulously.
“You seriously expect me to…to burrow into a pile of hay? You really are crazy.”
“As amusing as that would be for me, I know you’d never do it. The wife of the farm who sold me this cart gave me one of those hoop things women used to wear under their skirts and I’ve made a little tent out of it.”
“They’re called crinolines.”
“Crinoline, it’s all Greek to me.”
Isabelle shook her head in annoyance, then pushed aside some of the straw in the cart. Her fingers came to a sheet of muslin suspended over some kind of framework, which, when she lifted the muslin, turned out in fact to be a large crinoline—it was easily three feet tall and significantly wider, meaning it was probably fifty years old or more, since hoop skirts this massive had gone out of fashion in the 1860s. The space underneath the domed fabric was large enough to contain her and Charlie, as long as she didn’t stand up.
She looked at Martin doubtfully.
“You’re sure this is the only way in?”
He shrugged. “I could probably come up with something else, but it will take a few days. You want to keep sleeping over the pigpen?”
Isabelle shuddered as she remembered the sound of ravenous little beasts suckling their mother’s teats.
“Fine.”
The cart journey had taken nearly three hours. Isabelle slept most of it, curled around Charlie in the golden light that filtered through the thin pile of straw over the crinoline tent. She was awakened by the sound of German voices—first a stranger, who spoke in a rough and, to Isabelle’s ear, accusatory tone, and then to Isabelle’s surprise, Martin’s, whose German seemed as fluent as his Italian.
I suppose he’s going to tell me he’s got a German grandmother on the other side, she thought, wondering yet again what the real story was behind the mysterious stable boy who had guided her across thousands of miles over the past two weeks.
The conversation passed quickly, and then the cart started moving again. Soon enough she heard other voices and, even though she didn’t understand what they were saying, she recognized the familiar chatter of servants and laborers on a wealthy estate.
We must be getting close, she thought, just as the cart came to a stop again. There was a creak and lurch as Martin climbed down from the seat, and a moment later the straw was swept away and the edge of the hoop was lifted up.
“We’re here,” Martin said, holding out his hand to help her down.
Isabelle ignored Martin’s hand, gathering up the sleeping Charlie and sliding off the cart of her own accord. Martin had stopped the cart just inside the doorway of a small barn, and Isabelle took a few moments to stretch her cramped limbs, then a few moments more to pluck the straw from her hair and clothes. Nothing could help the outfit itself, though, which was wrinkled and soiled from eight days of hard travel.
“The gatekeeper told me the ‘französisch Frau’ likes to take a turn in the gardens at this time of day.” He pulled a basket and a pair of shears from a nearby table and handed them to Isabelle. “Carry these. You can pretend you’re a housemaid cuting flowers for the house.”
Isabelle took the basket. “At Burgundy I cut the flowers for the house myself.”
“I hate to break it to you, but there were about a hundred vases of flowers in the chateau on any given day. You couldn’t have even carried all of the flowers it took to fill them, let alone cut them yourself.”
“You just love tormenting me, don’t you?” Isabelle said.
“Love is such a strong,” Martin said with a wicked grin. “I like torturing you. I would even say I enjoy torturing you. I might even go so far as to admit that torturing you is the high point of my day. But love?” He pretended to ponder the question. “You know what? Yes. Yes, I love torturing you. Don’t worry,” he added, when Isabelle opened her mouth to yell at him. “When you’re queen, I’ll condemn myself to the guillotine on your behalf.” He grabbed an axe from the table and slung it over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”
The Von Wartenburg estate sprawled over several hundred acres, which, in the manner of great European houses, were elaborately landscaped and ornamented. At first Isabelle was delighted by their beauty—it was so refreshing to be in a setting that suited her station again!—but after nearly an hour of searching she began to despair that they were ever going to find Hélène de la Rouchefort. Just then, however, she heard a faint sound coming from the other side of a thick hedge bower. It sounded like crying.
She looked at Martin, who put a finger to his lips. They slipped around the hedge, where a bench was tucked deep into the bower. A teenaged girl dressed in an exquisite gray and mauve dress sat on the bench with her head buried in her gloved hands, crying softly but heavily. Her grief was so palpable that Isabelle’s first impulse was to sneak away and not shame her with the exposure. But then Martin nudged her, and she realized she had no choice.
She rustled a branch softly to alert the crying girl to her presence.
“Mademoiselle?” she said in a soft voice.
The girl’s head jerked up. Her otherwise pale cheeks were red and blotchy from crying and her face was streaked with tears, but it was obvious that she was quite pretty. She said something in broken German that Isabelle didn’t understand, but from the wave of her hand it was clear she was telling them to get lost.
“I’m sorry to disturb, but are you Lady Hélène de la Rouchefort?” Isabelle persisted.
The girl’s face went wide. “You speak French?” she responded in that language.
“Ouí,” Isabelle answered. She looked down at her drab, dirty dress, then up at the comtesse’s exquisite garments. “I know this will sound incredible, but my name is Isabelle Valois. Lady Isabelle Valois.”
The girl’s face remained skeptical for a moment, and then her mouth dropped open. “It’s true!” she gasped. “I saw your portrait last year! Your father sent it to my father, to see if he could make a match between you and my brother.”
“He isn’t my father!” Isabelle snapped. “My father’s dead, just like your brother. The man who sent you that portrait is my guardian, and he’s a monster.”
Instead of recoiling at this outburst, Hélène just nodded sadly.
“I think they must all be monsters,” she said. “The men who marry us off as though we’re just another possession, a house, a horse even.” She offered Isabelle a forlorn smile. “I still thought the portrait was lovely.”
Isabelle blanched at this unexpected show of kindness after she’d been so rude. Forgetting that she was dressed like a housemaid, she hurried to the bench and sat down beside Hélène and took the younger girl’s soft clean hand in her dirty one.
“Is your husband really that bad?”
“I hardly think of him as my husband. We sleep at opposite ends of the house, take our meals at different times, and lead separate lives. When he travels into Vienna or anywhere else he leaves me here, and when he brings people back to this house he locks me in my room so I can’t embarrass him with my French accent. I am a prisoner in a gilded cage,” she finished up, waving a hand at the elegantly manicured grounds and the mansion at the end of the gardens. “I know I shouldn’t complain. So many other people live in true squalor. But I’m so lonely! So lonely and so, so bored.”
Isabelle identified strongly with what Hélène said, which accurately described her own condition at the Burgundy chateau. She was about to commiserate when Hélène’s face lit up.
“Is that a baby?” she said, poking a finger at the folds of Isabelle’s sling, where Charlie was sleeping peacefully.
Isabelle smiled proudly. “That’s Charlie,” she said simply.
Hélène stared down at the sleeping child. “He’s adorable,” she said wistfully. “Gustav says he’ll never allow Von Wartenburg blood to be diluted by ‘French mud.’ Thank goodness, at least it saves me from that at least.”
Hélène stared at Charlie for another moment, then looked back at Isabelle.
“Did you run away?” she asked in a guarded tone. “From your guardian?”
Isabelle nodded.
“Maybe I’ll run away too,” Hélène said, though her voice was full of doubt. “Probably not, though. I don’t have your courage.”
“At least he’s old,” Isabelle said. “He has to die eventually, right? Hugh—my guardian—is only a few years older than me.”
Hélène laughed mirthlessly. “He’s very fat too, and wheezes when he climbs stairs. Maybe I’ll get lucky and he’ll go before I lose my looks.” She shook her head sadly. “I wish I could be that jaded, but I can’t bring myself to hope another person dies, even one as awful as Gustav. But enough about me. It’s a long journey from Burgundy. I’m sure you’d like a bath and a set of clean clothes and something to eat. I don’t have much freedom here, but I can at least do that for you.”
“That would be divine,” Isabelle said. “But aren’t you worried Gustav might see me?”
“Like I said, our apartments are in opposite wings of the house. And I brought my servants with me from Boulogne, so they’re all loyal to me. But let’s go around by the east front anyway. We can use the hedge to shield us from the house, just in case.”
They made their way arm-in-arm through the gardens. Hélène was clearly starved for company, because she didn’t stop chattering the whole time, but she was also surprisingly plugged into society gossip for someone so isolated—Gustav had installed telephones in the house last year, and she kept up with things in France through what she called a “spy network” of friends back home. At the mention of the term, Isabelle suddenly remembered what had led her and Martin (who has trailing along behind them) to Austria in the first place.
“Hélène,” she said suddenly, “did your brother ever mention an organization he was in? The Order of the Floating Cross?”
They were nearing the house now, and Charlie was starting to fidget in the sling across her chest. It had been a few hours since he’d been fed or changed, and as peaceful a child as he was, he need his nappies changed just like any other three-month-old.
“You mean the movement to restore the French monarchy and put you on the throne?” Hélène said blithely, as if she were discussing fall’s hem lengths. “Oh, he was passionate about it. He hates the English like Gustav hates the French. All this anger and resentment. I don’t understand why people can’t just get along.”
Charlie was crying softly now, and Isabelle stroked his forehead before answering. They were crossing a small patio near the side of the east wing of the house.
“I quite agree,” she said. “Nevertheless, when an injustice has been done, something must be done in response. We thought perhaps you might know of some of the members of the—oh, Charlie, darling, don’t carry on. Maman will get you inside soon, and then we’ll get you a clean nappy and something to eat.” For Charlie had suddenly started wailing.
“Oh, dear, he sounds upset,” Hélène said. “Maman always said that the bigger the lungs, the bigger the man. If that’s the case, you’re going to have a giant on your hands. I think I know some of the families involved in the Floating Cross. The Rothchilds were members, I know. Well, the Pauillac Rothchilds—the wine Rothchilds. The Paris Rothchilds—the banking Rothchilds, are big Germanophiles. The family originated in Frankfurt, you know, and still has many ties—”
As Hélène spoke they were crossing the patio to a set of glass doors, which Hélène pulled open. As soon as they stepped inside, however, she fell silent.
On the far wall a shite sheet had been hung, and on the sheet a series of faint images flickered in the bright sunlight. A strange whirring filled the room, coming from a boxy machine that had been set on a table opposite the screen.
Charlie’s wails grew louder.
Isabelle found herself staring at the screen, a knot of dread growing in her stomach. She couldn’t make out anything at first, because of the faintness of the image, but gradually shapes began to reveal themselves. Arms. Legs. Breasts. Her arms and legs.
Her breasts.
Suddenly she realized what she was looking at. It was the film Hugh Borel had made of her two weeks ago.
Charlie was practically screaming now, and digging at Isabelle’s chest—not as if he were hungry, but as if he wanted to crawl back inside his mother.
Suddenly a man-shaped appeared in front of the terrifying images. Isabelle was so horrified by what she was seeing on the screen that it took her a moment to realize that someone had stood up from a high-backed chair beside the projector.
Isabelle saw the paunch first, the stringy hair, the soft chin, the wine-stained lips.
It was Hugh.
She had been caught.
A second figure stood up beside him. He was older and fatter and balder, like a version of Hugh in thirty years time. Isabelle figured this had to be Gustav von Wartenburg.
“Your cousin here was just showing me a most interesting film,” Gustav said with malicious glee. “I have to say, it was so enjoyable I could almost forgive him for being French.”
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Sheep’s Clothing
“Are you sure you’re okay? That was a nasty burn on your chest. Oh! Do you want privacy—I can step out if…”
“Stay where you are, princess,” said Alexei with a smile. “We are all friends here.”
Marie sat fretfully at the edge of her seat in the royal car, embarrassed as Alexei unwound the long bandage that covered his chest. She was of course familiar with magical healing spells, but even so, she was surprised to see that the only mark on his skin was a faint pink smear, which she thought had actually come from the bandage itself.
“Is it painful?”
“No,” Alexei answered nonchalantly. “Irina healed me herself. She can bring small animals back from the dead if she gets to them quickly enough.”
“Truly?” Marie said. Nothing in her kingdom’s magical arsenal could do something like that.
“Muscovite magic is very different from western magic,” Alexei said.
“Do you need a shirt?” she asked.
“I’m quite comfortable actually. I need the wound to air out if you don’t mind.”
“I do mind, actually,” she said. He should not be shirtless in front of her, it was beyond inappropriate.
Alexei made a show of reaching for a shirt and putting it on slowly. “Before I forget, we have a present for you. We had it made in London, I’m told it’s from one of the best milliners in the city.” He offered her a large hat box.
“You are both too kind,” she said. “And it’s so unnecessary.”
“A peace offering—for the misunderstanding in your room. I heard it brought some strain to your relationship with your husband? I apologize for that. Please.”
Marie took the box and saw the name of the designer on the lid. Ronan Astor. Her face fell. Would she always be reminded of Wolf’s first love?
“Is there something wrong?” Alexei asked.
“No, no,” she said. She opened the lid to see the beautiful black hat. “Oh, it’s lovely.”
“Put it on,” he said. “Let me see how it looks on you.”
She decided it couldn’t hurt, and placed the hat on her head. “I think it’s too big,” she said. She felt a strange sensation wash over her, prickling over her skin, and she felt woozy. She blinked her eyes.
And when she opened them,
Wolf was in her carriage. Except he was wearing Alexei’s clothes. What was going on? It was all so confusing and she had a terrible headache.
“Alexei?” she asked tentatively.
“Call me whatever you want,” he said. “Whatever pleases the lady,” he murmured, before leaning in to kiss her.
Two cars down, Irina and Wolf were ensconced in the Muscovite carriage on opposite ends of the seat. He was still furious with Marie, and determined not to show her how much she had hurt him by sending him away.
“Why so shy all of a sudden?” Irina asked, lunging forward and grabbing his hand in hers. Again Wolf felt that sensation of Arctic coldness surrounding a raging subterranean fire.
Irina’s fingers were massaging his lightly. Cold. Ice.
He thought of holding Marie’s hand. Her small, warm hand in his and pulled his hand away.
Irina didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she sat back on her own seat and crossed one thigh over the other. The movement caused the fabric of dress to pull tight against her leg from the knee all the way to her curves. “Darling, a blind girl could see that things aren’t working between you and Marie.”
“So? We’re still married. At least until—” Wolf but his lip. Until they turned him out, that is. He was a useless prince in a useless position.
“Until the world finds out you haven’t consummated your marriage?” Irina said mockingly.
“My marriage is none of anyone’s business.” How did she know? Did everyone know? Of course they did. This was court life.
“I think your Parliament would disagree, don’t you think?” Irina asked, her voice all sugary innocence.
“My relationship with my wife is my own affair.”
“Oh my darling, it’s so clear that she ignores you. She wants nothing to do with you. I know you have been sleeping in separate bedchambers. I know the Lord Chamberlain is attempting to nullify the Treaty of Lamac because of it.”
So it was true. The Lord Chamberlain was trying to get rid of him.
“That traitor.” He seethed.
Irina shrugged. “Everyone has an agenda, Wolf. This is mine. Would this make it easier?” She waved a hand down her body, and Marie was in the room, Marie’s body pressed against the revealing fabric of her dress. “I’m always up for a little role-playing,” Marie-Irina said coyly.
Wolf hurled himself back on his seat, horrified. “Don’t!”
Even before the words had left his mouth, Irina was back, smiling mockingly at him. “But don’t you want your wedding night?”
I do, thought Wolf. But not with you. With her. My wife. My love.
As if she read his mind, Irina smirked. “Love is for the lower orders. Fidelity, monogamy, all those things are simply to keep our subjects preoccupied. Royalty answers to no one.”
Wolf grimaced. “You don’t actually believe that, do you? Don’t you love anyone?”
“I love Alexei. Very much,” she admitted. “But I wouldn’t be jealous if he was, shall we say…loving someone else right now.”
Wolf colored.
Marie was back there.
With the Muscovite snake.
He ran out of the room, determined to settle this once and for all. If anyone was going to be alone with Marie, it should have been him from the beginning.
Two cars back, Marie was so surprised that she didn’t respond at first—didn’t kiss him back or push him, just stood there as his tongue pried her lips open and pushed inside her mouth. Wolf’s kisses were sweet, with a shyness about them, an uncertainty, whereas whoever was kissing her spoke of a long, practiced sexual history.
“Wait…” she said, “Alexei..?”
But it was Wolf’s face she saw, and Wolf’s arms that were wrapped around her waist, pulling her to him.
After being away from him for so long, dreaming of a time when they were alone together again, she didn’t know what to think.
His hand was on her chin, turning her face toward his, and Wolf’s was the face she saw.  How was this possible?
“I hadn’t thought it would be this way,” he hissed in Wolf’s voice, “but you are delicious!” His mouth descended on hers again, powerfully, insistently. Their lips touched, opened, his tongue slipped inside. Marie pushed hers against his, drinking in the taste of him, which was Wolf’s taste, exulting in the feel of his body, which was Wolf’s body.
Her husband had finally come back to her.
Except he was so cold.
Wolf always felt so warm.
And when she blinked she thought she could see something through the haze, and Wolf had blue eyes…
Not gray.
“Alexei?” she said again, putting a few inches between her body and his and pulling away from the kiss. “What is happening? Why do you look like that?”
But whenever her mind tried to form a rational thought her body overrode it, just as it had with Wolf on her wedding night. And now she understood: the body can want something that the mind has no interest in.
Just as Wolf hadn’t had any interest in her that night. He was only interested in something every boy was interested in.
The truth of that hurt so badly, as she had wanted him so much. What does it matter who is kissing me? I can pretend it is my husband.
I can pretend that he wants me.
But it’s not Wolf.
He isn’t Wolf.
I don’t want him.
I don’t want this.
“Alexei, stop—” she said, pushing him away.
“Sshh,” he cut her off, burying his face on hers again. He pushed his body against hers and she felt herself tipping backwards onto the leather banquette. He slipped a hand to the small of her back to ease her down. She sank into the tufted leather and he landed on top of her, his lips squarely over hers, his chest over hers, his stomach, and now his hands were lifting her skirts and his legs were between hers.
“Alexei! Stop!” she cried, alarmed now. She was about to scream when she heard a loud voice call from the far end of the car.
“Marie!”
That voice.
Low and familiar and full of shock.
Marie felt as if she had awoken from a nightmare. A spell—she must have been bewitched—her mother and the Merlin had warned her about such things. The hat! She pulled it off her head and pushed Alexei off her. Because of the narrowness of the banquette he rolled onto the floor, landing on his back, leaving them both staring at—
“Wolf!”
The real Wolf.
Her Wolf.
He stared at Alexei who bore no sign of the disguise he had worn to seduce her.
Irina appeared in the doorway behind Wolf. Her hand curled possessively around his waist and a smug smile appeared on her face.
Marie and Wolf stared at each other, hurt and confusion in both their faces.
Wolf pushed Irina’s hands away from him and wheeled around.
“Wolf!” Marie called. “Please! Wait!”
She ran after him. “Please!”
He turned and stared at her. “The treaty is null…when we return to London, we can part ways if that is what you want.”
“It’s not…”
Before Marie could finish her sentence the train lurched mightily and a metallic screen filled the car. She stumbled and Wolf caught her in his arms.
She breathed his scent, felt his heart beating in his chest, felt his warmth surround her. This was her husband.
Not the cheap imitation who had tried to make his way into her bed.
“What’s happening?” she asked.
“It’s the emergency brake,” Wolf said, even as the Lord Chamberlain ran into the hallway, followed by two members of the Queen’s Guard with drawn guns.
Wolf saw the danger and pushed her body down on the banquette, shielding her with his own.
The train had screeched to a halt, and now the sound of gunshots could be heard clearly.
“What’s going on?” Wolf yelled, as soldiers pulled open a pair of windows over them and pointed their guns out into the field beside the train.
“The train in front of us has derailed. Aelwynn Myrddynn has escaped! We don’t know if she’s armed!”
“Escaped?” Marie said. “How?” She huddled under Wolf, and through his arms, she looked out the window. But all she saw was a flurry of dust and wheat stalks. “What is that?”
“That’s Aelwynn,” Irina said, coming in behind Wolf. Her voice was calm, almost amused, but also tinged with curiosity. “She has crafted her escape through the maelstrom.”
“How do you know?” Marie asked. She was suddenly conscious of Wolf’s eyes on her, and she grabbed her shawl and pulled it around her bare shoulders.
“Because,” Irina said, her voice half grim, half amused. “One greenwitch can always sense another.” Even as she spoke Marie noticed that Irina’s eyes had changed somehow. They were still gray, but the gray was cracked and faceted, like water frozen too suddenly. For a moment they glittered with the coldness of diamonds and Marie had the sense that the tsarevna was looking at something not in the railway car. Then the cracks were gone and Irina’s eyes were the pools if icy gray water they’d always been.
When Irina smiled at Marie, the princess felt a chill travel up and down her spine.
“It seems, princess, that another contender has thrown her hat into the ring for the throne of Albion. Or should I say, thrown her crown?”
Marie did her best not to flinch at her malevolent tone. “Aelwynn would never betray me.”
“Hold on to your foolish faith but have no doubt that the greenwitch has awakened,” Irina sneered, “and she will not be content to play handmaiden to a mortal peasant like you.”
“Watch your tongue,” warned Wolf.
“Aelwynn? She’s a…a greenwitch? What does that even mean?”
“She is no longer Aelwynn Myrddynn. That person is gone now. The greenwitch will not be bound by her childhood affections, and she will not allow anything—or anyone—to stand between her and the throne of Albion. The history of the kingdom you call England is but a speck on the vastness of Albion, which stretches back thousands of years to the time of the Fey.”
Marie narrowed her eyes at Irina. “You do not scare me with your magic. Aelwynn—whatever she is, is loyal to the crown, and to me. She will never forget that.”
Irina curled her lip but instead of replying she snapped her fingers. “Alexei! Our charade has come to an end.”
Alexei went to stand next to her. He blew a kiss to Marie. “You were sweeter than I expected. A good kisser too,” he added with a wink.
Marie only saw a flash, and then Wolf sucker-punched Alexei right in the mouth, drawing blood.
Alexei grinned and spat out a tooth. “I’ll let you have that one for free, but the next one will cost you.”
“You ever come near her again, I’m going to kill you,” said Wolf, his voice low and dangerous, looking as if he wanted to do that again.
“Save it for the battlefield, boys,” Irina said. “Come now, Alex, it’s time for us to return to our ship.”
A human-sized hole exploded in the side of the carriage.
The next thing they knew, Irina and Alexei were gone.
“Good riddance,” growled Wolf, licking his knuckles, which were bloody.
Marie had to agree.
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Another Duel
“Izzy, run!” Martin cried, bursting into the room behind her, even as Hugh lunged around the couch, in a frenzied attempt to grab her.
Isabelle barely managed to dodge him. She tipped over a pedestal table between her and her hateful guardian, sending a massive Chinoiserie vase crashing to the ground.
“Sorry!” Isabelle called to Hélène.
“It’s okay,” Hélène called back, racing after her. “Everything here belongs to Gustav!”
“In that case,” Isabelle said, grabbing a crystal figurine and tossing it at Hugh’s florid face. He barely managed to duck out of the way before Martin was on him. Two sharp blows of his fists sent Hugh sprawling. There was an audible crack as his skull hit the checkerboard tiles, and then he was still.
But now Gustav was entering the fray, lumbering heavily toward Martin. At first Isabelle didn’t think he posed much of a threat, especially since Martin had managed to draw his sword from beneath his cloak. But as the Austrian’s corpulent form rounded the couch, she saw the long barrels of a pair of pistols gleaming in both hands, which he held up now, pointing one at Martin, the other at Isabelle.
“Dueling pistols don’t scare me,” said Martin as Gustav cocked the trigger. “You should know I won my last duel.”
Gustav shrugged. “Only a single shot in each gun. But do you really want to risk it?”
“But why would you help that awful man?” Hélène cried. “Hugh is French! And you hate the French!”
Gustav shrugged. “I hate some French more than I hate others,” he said, glaring at Isabelle. “The Red Duke is an obnoxious twit, but a Valois heir poses an ongoing threat.”
At his words, Isabelle wrapped her arms protectively around Charlie. Gustav’s hands were shaking, she saw. The old-fashioned guns were more than a foot long, and looked quite heavy, and Gustav was hardly in the best of shape. Even so, she didn’t want to risk it, especially with her son strapped to her chest.
“Fine,” she said. “We’ll surrender. Just—”
“No! Run, Izzy!” Martin cut her off. “Run, don’t you hear me?” And he dove toward Gustav.
There was a tremendous crack! and a puff of smoke erupted from Gustav’s left hand. Martin spun around, his sword slicing wildly through the air, and fell behind the couch.
“Martin, no!”
Isabelle started forward, only to have Gustav whirl on her with his second gun aimed directly at the bundle at her chest.
“Oh, this is almost too tempting. The chance to extinguish not one but two French lives with a single—!”
Gustav staggered backwards, and as Isabelle stepped away she saw a silver spear protruding from his ankle. The other end was clutched in Martin’s hand. A rope of blood leaked down his arm.
“What are you waiting for? Run!” he said weakly, as Gustav fell backwards.
The two men began to grapple on the floor, but Martin was clearly hobbled by his wound. The Austrian managed to hold his left hand down and started to pummel Martin with his right.
Isabelle hesitated. Martin wanted her to run, but she couldn’t leave him. He was the only one she had, other than Charlie. What would she do without him?
She reached for a fireplace poker, but it felt flimsy in her hand, and she chucked it aside. She was a few feet from the projector, still spitting its vile images. She grabbed it both hands and staggered beneath its weight as she brought it to the fight. She didn’t so much bring it down on the back of Gustav’s head as drop it on him. Gustav slumped to the floor. Even better, the reels stopped spinning and a satisfying smell of burning cellulose filled her nostrils.
But right now she didn’t care about any of that.
“Martin!” she said, falling to her knees beside him and scooping his head into her lap. Before she knew it her lips had closed over his. Martin pulled back at first but she held him tightly. Then his good arm was around Isabelle pulling her even closer.
At last they separated. They looked into each other’s eyes for a long moment, and then Isabelle shook her head in mock regret.
“Oh, Martin Guerre,” she whispered. “You’re never going to let me live this down, are you?”
“Not a chance,” Martin said with a smile.
“Martin Guerre!” Hélène tittered. “But that can’t possibly be his name?”
“What are you talking about?” Isabelle said.
Martin flushed. “It’s nothing, don’t listen to her.”
But Helene wouldn’t be silenced. “Martin Guerre was the name of a French peasant in the sixteenth century. He ran away from his wife, and then years later another man showed up pretending to be him. He was so convincing that even his wife thought it was really her husband, but in the end he was proved to be an imposter.”
Isabelle looked down at Martin’s scarred face. She knew there was something familiar about him, something comfortable, something she had known all her life. Could it be?
But before she could say anything, Helene screamed.
“Guards! They’re coming!”
The sound of running footsteps and jangling weapons came from the hallway. Isabelle held out her hand to help Martin up, but he pushed it away.
“I’m fine,” he said, struggling to his feet, but once he was upright he staggered and Isabelle had to catch him to keep him from falling.
“The roles are reversed,” she said as she helped him toward a door on the far side of the room. “Now you’re in my care, whoever you are.”
Hélène pulled a key from a string purse and threw the door open. The trio ran through and she locked it behind them.
“This won’t hold them long. We’ve got to get out of here.”
“The stables,” Martin said. “We can ride for it.”
“You can’t ride,” Isabelle said. “You can barely walk.”
“Then you’ll ride without me!” Martin said weakly but fiercely. “I won’t let him take you back.”
“He’s not dead,” said Isabelle.
“No, they’re both just knocked out. They’ll come too soon enough. You should be long gone by then.”
Suddenly the doorknob rattled, and then fists began pounding on it from the other side.
“We may not have a choice,” Isabelle said, looking around the room for a weapon. “Wait,” she said, running over to a table on which sat a pair metal of crescents, heavily etched with some of ancient runic-looking inscription. “Hélène, where did you get these?”
Hélène looked stricken. “They were on the floor in my brother’s room when we—when we found him. Do you know what they are?”
Isabelle snatched the two crescents and lay them on the floor and they snapped together as if magnetized, forming a circle about two feet in diameter.
“It’s a transport portal. I saw one in Leo’s palace once. All you have to do is step inside the ring and you’re whisked to wherever the other end of the portal is set up. It could be the next room or the other side of the globe.” She looked at Martin. “It’s our only chance.”
The pounding on the door grew louder.
“Gustav told me the same thing,” Hélène said, “but we tried it and it didn’t work.”
“It’s probably out of energy,” Martin said, limping up to the girls. “Have you still got your fire opal, Izz—I mean, my lady?”
Isabelle dug into her pocket and pulled out her purse. Her fingers sifted through the jewels until she found the opal, which she pulled out and offered to Martin. He reached for it, only to jump back as a spark jumped from Isabelle’s fingers to his.
Suddenly the pounding took on a different tone, louder, heavier. The door began bouncing on its hinges.
“They’ve got some kind of ram,” Martin said. “We have to move fast. Put the stone on the rim of the portal.”
Isabelle bent over and set the fire opal on the metal ring. Immediately the runes etched into the portal began to glow. At the same time the fire opal began to fade as the energy was sucked out of it.
Another slam of the ram on the door, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood.
“C’mon,” Martin urged the stone. “Hurry!”
The glow grew brighter, the opal paler. The ram hit the door again and this time it burst open. A pair of guards staggered through, carrying a heavy bronze torchiere between them, followed a moment later by Hugh Borel, who clutched Gustav von Zeigesar’s dueling pistols in his hands.
He screamed at Isabelle. “I have suffered your impertinence long enough! It’s time you learned you can never leave me. Not until death!” He raised one of the pistols and fired directly at her chest.
Isabelle had no time to move. Her hands folded themselves around the bundle of life at her chest and shielded him from harm.
Yet the bullet did not come their way.
Behind them, Hélène de la Rouchefort crumpled to the ground.
“Hélène!” Isabelle screamed, kneeling beside the fallen girl. A bloody rose was blooming on the bosom of her dress. A necklace had pulled from the corset, and Isabelle saw the simple wooden ornament hanging from the chain. The Order of the Floating Cross.
“Go, my queen,” Hélène whispered weakly. “For France’s sake as well as your own.”
Hugh was already running around a heavy table, trying to get a bead on her, even as Martin, crouching as low as he could, grabbed Isabelle’s hand with his good arm.
“We have to go,” he said urgently. “Now.”
Isabelle gave one last look at Hélène, who offered her a thin smile, then turned with Martin and dashed the two steps to the glowing portal. She grabbed her fire opal, which was so hot it nearly burned her hand and stepped inside the portal.
Just as she did, she heard the sound of a gunshot. She braced herself for impact, but instead there was just an overwhelming blackness, silent, all-encompassing.
Was I hit? she had time to think. Am I dead?
Then light returned, and feeling, but it was a different light, gray and icy cold. The only warmth she felt was Martin’s hand clutched in hers.
She looked around. They were in a large room that had once been quite ornate, but had now fallen into disrepair, gilt flaking from the ceiling coffers, empty chains dangling where once had been chandeliers. The light came through a pair of tall windows curtained in plain, heavy cotton. The only other thing in the room was a…was a…
“Martin,” Isabelle said in a shaky voice. “Is that a coffin? A glass coffin?”
It was. And inside it lay the ashen figure of dark-haired young man. He couldn’t have been more than twenty or twenty-one.
Engraved on a card by the coffin was the name Henri, Comte de la Rouchefort.
They had found the missing count and he was dead.
Martin shook his head.
“I’ve a feeling we’re not in Vienna anymore,” he said.
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To have and to hold
In the odd, empty moment after the Romanovs had disappeared, Wolf and Marie were left staring at each other in confusion and anger. The Lord Chamberlain and his soldiers looked around in confusion, but after it was clear that Irina and Alexei were genuinely gone, Marie dismissed them.
Lord Daniels suggested she move to a different car—one that didn’t have a massive hole in its side—but Marie just sank down on the banquette. “Leave us,” she commanded, and waved him away. “I wish to be alone with my husband. Now, Lord Daniels.”
The Lord Chamberlain stood stiffly for a moment before nodding. “As you wish, your majesty.” Preceded by his soldiers, he walked out of the carriage.
After the door closed, Marie turned to Wolf and summoned a small, pained smile. “Thank Merlin. I don’t think that’s the last we’ll see of them but at least they’re gone for now.”
Wolf nodded and sank to the seat beside her. “Yes, I don’t think this is over quite yet.”
“I’m sorry,” she said softly.
Wolf just stared at her, his hands balled in fists of frustration, his knuckles still bleeding from hitting Alexei in the face. He turned and stared out the bucolic Hertfordshire countryside rolling past the hole in the side of the carriage, breathing heavily, until finally he took one more deep breath and let it out in a long, heavy sigh. He turned back to Marie finally. “Sorry for what?” he said, his voice guarded, neither hostile nor hopeful.
Marie was taken aback. “What do you mean? I’m trying to apologize.”
“I mean, are you sorry you got caught with Alexei, or are you sorry for shutting me out of your life these past three weeks?”
“I didn’t shut you out—” Marie began, but then she stopped herself when she realized Wolf was right: she had shut him out of her life. Intentionally or not, at the behest of the Lord Chancellor or court protocol, she had separated herself from her husband. She fretted with her hands, worrying the ribbon around her waist. “I thought you cared more about the title than about me. I thought you would resent me every day for the rest of our lives because of it, and I couldn’t bear it if that happened…and I thought maybe you were better of without me.”
“You would have let Parliament annul our marriage,” he said, shocked.
She closed her eyes and didn’t answer.
Wolf shook his head in bewilderment. Then he looked up at her sharply. “Is it Alexei? Do you want to marry him instead?”
“Alexei! I want to erase all memory of him.” Marie reached out her hand to Wolf, and he slid a little closer to her so she could take it.
He squeezed her hand. “Marie, you have to believe me. I couldn’t care less about the title,” he said. “I never wanted to be king—that was Leo. He wanted too much, he wanted everything. I only want…” Wolf stared down at Marie’s flushed face and trembling lip, his own heart full of emotion.
“What do you want?” she asked, her eyes large and vulnerable. Please, please tell me. Tell me you want me.
When he didn’t reply, Marie crossed her arms in front of her chest. “You were with her,” she said flatly, even as tears clouded her vision. It had been so painful to see Irina with her hand around Wolf, so possessive, so smug.
“Nothing happened. Marie—you have to believe me,” he said, sounding almost desperate.
“And Ronan? You didn’t seek her out?” Marie asked.
Wolf shook his head, looking mystified. “You are my wife. Our vows—they mean everything to me.”
He looked so ruined and desolate that Marie wanted nothing more than to hold him in her arms. “I just…I had to know,” she said. “I was jealous…”
Wolf took her face in his hands and made her look him directly in the eye, his blue gaze fierce and wild. “You have no need to be jealous of any woman ever. Not where I am concerned.”
His words sent a thrill to her very core, and Marie put her hands on top of his. “I’m sorry about Alexei.”
At the sound of his rival’s name, Wolf couldn’t look at her for a moment and it was her turn to feel wild and desperate. “I wanted it to be you so badly,” she said. “He was you…he…used a spell to disguise himself…made me believe…” Tears began to fall now, down her cheek and into their joined hands upon her face.
“So when you were kissing him, you thought you were kissing…” A sly grin spread over Wolf’s handsome features, even as he wiped her tears away.
“I hoped I was…” She shrugged, putting her hands back in her lap. “I didn’t think you cared. You haven’t kissed me since…”
Wolf stroked her wet cheek and bit his lip before answering, staring out the open hole at a little flock of sheep grazing peacefully in a rolling pasture. “That’s where you’re wrong, Marie. I care. About you. About everything. I’m so sorry I called our marriage a sham. It’s the farthest thing from one. I hate myself for saying those words to you. Make no mistake, I have wanted to kiss you at every moment, every day, every night.”
“Oh,” she said, bowing her head low. “I didn’t know.” She reached out her hand again and Wolf slid closer so he could take it in his.
They sat next to each other, holding hands, the English countryside rolling lazily past the aperture in the side of the car. At length Wolf turned to Marie with a sober expression. “Do you still want to be married to me?”
“I couldn’t want anything more,” she said softly. “Do you?”
Wolf smiled and a distant expression came on his face, and somehow Marie knew exactly what he was thinking of: their wedding night. Of those few blissful yet confused moments before Lord Daniels had knocked on the door and sent their whole world crashing.
“Well?” she asked, nervous all of a sudden that he hadn’t replied. “Do you still want to be married to me?”
“I meant every word of our wedding vows,” he said emphatically.
“Every word?” Marie smiled gently.
“Forsaking all others. To have and to hold. In sickness and in health. Till death do us part,” he murmured, sliding down the banquette as he said it, and pulling her with him at the same time, not roughly but firmly, taking the lead.
She felt a thrill at his assertiveness.
“I should have done this sooner,” he said, as he bent his head over hers, his lips grazing her lips just barely, killing them both with anticipation.
Her heart beat painfully in her chest and she felt as if she couldn’t breathe.
At last, he kissed her, and Marie closed her eyes and opened her mouth and soul to the sensation, shuddering as he wove his hand in her hair and pulled her closer. His tongue explored her mouth, stroking over hers, and she pressed her body against his, reveling in the masculine weight of him, his scent and his passion. He groaned as she shifted her hips underneath his. “You are killing me,” he whispered.
“What took you so long?” she asked, when they took a breath, both of them flushed and heady. “I’ve been waiting for you for weeks.”
“I’m an idiot,” he said, forcefully pulling apart the ribbon that held her dress together. “I thought you didn’t want me. That you were only doing your duty.”
“I thought you didn’t want me—that you were glad we were interrupted,” she admitted, remembering that fateful night. But now, through the veil of Wolf’s confession of love, she realized that the relief he had felt was from nerves, and not rejection. His feelings, like hers were so strong they had scared him, just as her feelings for him had frightened her. Could she really love him so much?
Yes. She loved him more than anything, Merlin help her, she loved him more than the empire, more than any crown. He was all that mattered. He was everything.
Wolf kissed her forehead, her nose, her lips, her chin, making his way down her neck. “Nothing was more frustrating,” he whispered, his hands caressing her arms, her legs, under her skirts, over her stockings. “But I thought we had to be respectful—for your mother. And then it was too late, I couldn’t get to you.”
“I want you so much,” she told him, lifting his shirt and placing her hands upon the strong muscles of his abdomen underneath and feeling a sense of womanly power as he hitched his breath when she touched him, as if her fingers were made of sparks. She was trembling with so much desire. “Do you---do you really want me?”
“So much,” he whispered, as he slowly and then quickly, so quickly, unbuttoned her dress and pulled her gown off her shoulders. “More than you can imagine. I want you always. Forever. Now.”
Together they slid all the way down the banquette, mouths locked, legs intertwined, hands roving freely over each other’s bodies, shedding more pieces of clothing, until suddenly Wolf lifted his head up. Outside the hole in the side of the car was a herd of cows, staring that the royal couple with placid expressions.
He turned back to Marie. “My lady,” he said. “I think it’s time we celebrated our marriage,” he said, sliding off the straps of her chemise.
“Yes my lord. I can’t think of a better idea.” She motioned the open window and the cud-chewing cows. “Except perhaps we should find a more private carriage?”
Wolf shook his head, his blue eyes burning with desire and twinkling with good humor. “Let them be, perhaps they can bear witness to Parliament,” he said, as his mouth closed over hers again.
He pulled away to help her out of her corset and underthings and a pretty blush spread from her face to the rest of her body, lying on the carriage bench, divested of all of her clothing and bared to her husband. But she wasn’t embarrassed this time, or nervous. “For the sake of the empire and all of its subjects?” she teased.
“Screw the empire. This is for us,” he growled, kicking his trousers to the floor and slowly falling on top of her again, his body covering hers, so warm and male.
She gasped from the sheer pleasure of it, and she opened herself to him, to all of him, until they were both lost to the world around them, locked in a universe of their own making, their cries of love lost to the sound of the train as it journeyed back to London.
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Awakened
Aelwynn woke up beneath the spreading branches of an old, gnarled apple tree, its moss-dappled boughs heavy with ripe red fruit. It looked like it was morning, but she had no memory of the night. It had been early afternoon when she escaped from the train. She remembered riding away on the couch-cushion-turned-bull, remembered being fired upon by the soldiers and summoning the gale that had sucked up the wheat sheaves into a covering wall, and then…nothing.
Blankness.
If it was in fact morning, she’d lost a good eighteen hours.
I guess green magic really takes it out of you, she said wryly to herself.
At the thought of magic, her fingers floated to her neck, which was tingling with a faint but definite heat from the wild magic—although it felt weaker than before, or perhaps she was stronger now. At any rate, she’d managed to slip her stick of Avalon chalk and vial of powdered bloodstone into an embroidered sack before she was arrested, and now she pulled the bag from beneath her robes, took out the chalk and vial, and touched up the line around her neck.
It was only as she was tucking the sack back inside her clothes that she noticed that her pale silver robes had turned a brilliant dark green—a rich regal color as bright as an emerald’s hue yet dark as pine needles. She was still wondering at the transformation when she saw a large piece of dark brown, almost black leather on the ground beside her. With a start, she realized it was the bull from yesterday.
“Thanks, Toro,” she said, patting the smooth skin, and thought she heard a faint you’re welcome in reply.
She stood up then, grabbing the sheet of leather and throwing it about her shoulders like a warrior’s cloak. She felt remarkably refreshed for a night spent on the open ground, and when she glanced down she saw that the grass where she’d lain was unusually thick and plush, especially compared to the thin patchy blades just a few feet away. It was dry as well, though the grass nearby glistened with dew. It was almost as if nature had rearranged itself to give her a good night’s sleep.
This green magic thing was turning out to have some definite perks. She just hoped she wasn’t going to have to go into a coma every time she used it. Somehow, though, she didn’t think she would, that it was more a question of learning how to accustom herself to the strange forces that had awakened inside her.
She pulled an apple from the tree she’d slept under, heard the tree sigh with gratitude and followed the sound of gurgling water to a nearby brook. The apple was crisp and sweet, and after she’d finished it she drank a few palms of water, splashed a little more on her face and smoothed her hair, and then set off with no real idea where she was heading, save for the fact that she knew she needed to get back to London to warn Marie about Irina Romanov.
Aelwynn pulled up short.
Of course.
Irina was the shadowy form in the room.
She was the one who had attacked her and Marie somehow. When Alexei had touched the stone on her choker, he had opened a connection to her somehow.
A memory washed over her from the day before. The soldiers had been firing at her through the wall of wind and wheat chaff she’d thrown up when suddenly she’d felt a strange, overpowering chill, as of a frigid gale blowing down from the North Sea. Only there hadn’t been any wind—no wind besides the one she was creating anyway—just the coldness, pressing into her bones with a kind of brutal sentience. It wasn’t like the coldness was attacking her though. It was more like it was inspecting her. Taking her measure. Assessing the threat level.
The tsarevna’s face had appeared before her—before her, behind her, inside her, everywhere, its cold white features twisted into a contemptuous, amused sneer.
I see you, greenwitch, Irina had hissed. Welcome back.
But it didn’t sound like a welcome at all. It sounded like a warning.
An hour later found Aelwynn was astride the back of a large sorel mare, galloping on the Queen’s Highway toward London, her leather cloak streaming behind her. The mare had been a small, fat-bellied pony when she’d come across it, but it had taken nothing more than a few strokes of her hand to bring out the mighty steed lurking inside. Aelwynn was pretty sure she could have transformed the creature further—could have caused it to sprout a unicorn’s horn or the wings of a Pegasus, but she didn’t want to push things until she was sure of the effect using this new magic would have on her. The last thing she wanted was to fall into another coma. She contented herself with conjuring a simple halter from a strand of ivy and filling the mare’s limbs with boundless energy, then leaping aboard her transformed steed. The mare had leapt her paddock fence as though it were a stick on the ground and without any direction from Aelwynn begun to race south.
Central London was a good thirty miles away, and the journey should have taken the better part of the day.
Aelwynn made it in just under two hours, as she pumped energy and strength into the limbs of the animal beneath her. She would have traveled even faster, but as she reached the outskirts of London she had to contend with more and more traffic—horses, carriages, cars, and people, all of whom she rode relentlessly through, around, or over. She allowed nothing to slow her down until she reached the crest of Stanmore Hill, and saw the Thames shrouded in fog ten miles to the south.
Not fog, she realized as she pulled her mare up short. Smoke. And then a faint but distinct thudding sound came to her ears. She’d never heard it before, but no one needed to tell her what it was.
Cannon fire.
London was under attack.




The Sword and The Stone




Have power on this dark land to lighten it, And power on this dead world to make it live.

 
-Alfred, Lord Tennyson, Idylls of the King






If you’re having girl problems I feel bad for you son,
I got 99 problems but a b--- ain’t one.

 
-Jay Z, 99 Problems
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Fables and Foibles
Isabelle was still staring at the slim figure inside the glass coffin when Martin shouted, “Look out!” and pushed her to one side.
One of the guards from Gustav von Wartenburg’s Vienna estate climbed out of the bronze disc on the floor. He held a gun pointed in front of him, but before he could take aim Martin’s sword had sliced his hand from his wrist. A second thrust to the stomach put the man out of his misery, and he collapsed to the floor, even as Isabelle rushed to the portal and kicked it violently, sending its two halves spinning in opposite directions across the parquet.
“No one else will be coming through there, at least. Now we just have to figure out where we are.”
Martin nodded. “Wherever this is, it’s cold.” He peered down at the dead soldier as he wiped the blood from his sword on the dead man’s clothes with exaggerated nonchalance before sheathing it. “Come here,” he said, opening his arms.
“No.”
“Don’t be silly.”
“If you think that kiss meant anything to me, you’re wrong. It was just the heat of the moment. I don’t even know your real name.”
“You know my name,” said Martin, leaning closer. “And I think you’re lying. Because it certainly felt like it meant something to me.”
Isabelle stared defiantly into his face. The scars were still there but they were invisible to her now. Or, if not invisible, insignificant. Just another part of his face. Her thin arms were wrapped around Charlie for warmth, and she could feel the heat coming off Martin’s body.
She held out for about five seconds, then threw her arms around him. His own arms fell around hers and pulled her even closer. She didn’t kiss him, but pushed her face past his, rubbed her smooth cheek against the adolescent stubble on his.
“Be careful of the baby,” she whispered into his ear. “Don’t squeeze too hard.” But when he tried to step back she pulled him closer, breathing in Martin’s masculine scent of sweat and, beneath that, blood.
Suddenly she pushed him away. “You’re wounded?”
“It’s nothing,” Martin said. He stepped back and lifted his shirt, showing her a long red crease beneath his arm. “It’s just a flesh wound. It stings like hell, but it’s not serious.”
Isabelle sighed heavily. “Oh, thank God,” she said. “I couldn’t bear it if you—”
Martin grabbed her and pulled her close again. “Don’t worry, Izzy. I’m not going anywhere.”
It was another long moment before they pulled apart. Isabelle looked up into Martin’s face without speaking. After a moment she reached a hand up and touched his scars. He jerked his head back, but when she continued to hold her hand up he relaxed and let her touch them. She didn’t trace them or anything, just touched each one in turn, from the shortest one at the edge of his mouth to the longest one, just above his eye.
Could it be?
Could he be whom she wanted him to be?
But the person she loved was dead. He was murdered. It had to be coincidence. And wouldn’t she know if it was him? Wouldn’t she recognize him immediately?
But the scars…the terrible scars… and he hunched when he walked, and he wore gloves all the time.
“What has only three claws? A tiger? A bear?” she asked.
A dark cast clouded his face. “A whip,” Martin said brusquely. Then: “We should go, my lady.”
“Oh, it’s my lady now, is it? What happened to Izzy?”
Martin grimaced.
“I’m not complaining. My cousin used to call me Izzy,” she said softly. “My friend. It reminds me of him. You remind me of him, ‘Martin Guerre,’” she added, making the air quotes audible in her voice.
Martin shrugged nonchalantly. “Louis, was it?” He had walked to the room’s only window and pulled back the curtain just enough to peek outside. “Louis Valois?”
“If you worked on the estate then you know who I am talking about.”
He shrugged. “I only gained employment a few months ago. Besides,” he said, his dark eyes cold and his scars suddenly making him look terrifying, “I heard Louis Valois was dead.”
She nodded and tried to hold back her tears. Of course. Louis was dead. Martin was not Louis. He couldn’t be. Why would Louis pretend to be someone else? It didn’t make sense.
Martin stalked over to the glass coffin. “So here lies our missing count,” he said. “I wonder what happened to him.”
The boy in the coffin looked exactly like a masculine version of Hélène, albeit almost a decade older, with the same fair skin and dark curls. He was dressed not in a typical funereal suit but in brown tweed, the kind of thing a man of his class would have worn to an afternoon party, save that the tie hung askew out of the jacket and he was missing one shoe.
“They didn’t really pay attention when they put him in here, did they?” Martin said.
“No,” Isabelle agreed. She pointed at Henri’s unshod foot. “In fact, it kind of looks like they grabbed him and just threw him in here.”
Martin nodded. “Is it just me, or does he look, well, not dead?”
“I was thinking the same thing myself. Do you think it’s a Princess Zellandine kind of thing?”
“You mean Sleeping Beauty? Aren’t the Valoises descended from her?”
“She was my many times great-great-grandmother.”
“So if you kiss him, do you think he’ll wake up?” Martin asked, his voice teasing.
Isabelle made a face at the thought of kissing someone who might be dead, even someone as handsome as Henri.
“That was just a story the family made up. In real life Prince Troylus got his court magicians to whip up a really foul-smelling poultice—one of those quintessential ‘eye of newt and toe of frog’ kind of things—and rubbed it on her chest. But the kiss made a better story to tell their children.”
“I guess so. Even so…” Martin reached out to the coffin’s lid.
“Martin, you’re not! What if it, I mean, what if he, I don’t know, smells?”
“He doesn’t look like he smells. He looks like he’s sleeping.”
Isabelle had to admit that was true. “Okay, but be careful. There may be wards on the lid.”
Martin shook his head “You’d see the paste around the rim.”
Isabelle was about to ask how Martin knew that magical wards were made with paste when she was silenced by the scrape of the lid sliding open. It wasn’t hinged, so Martin had to push it down it down and sideways, angling it so that it didn’t crash to the floor until eventually Henri’s face was uncovered. Martin laid a hand against the cheek.
“It’s warm!”
Isabelle held out her finger tentatively, pushing it into the soft skin of Henri’s cheek. It wasn’t warm exactly, but it was certainly less cold than the room they were in. She poked a little harder, causing Henri’s head to turn slightly, but he didn’t wake up.
“Wait, what’s that?” Martin said, pointing at the sleeping boy’s neck.
Beneath the band of the crooked tie, Isabelle spied a thin golden cord. It was barely visible, pulled tightly into the flesh beneath the Adam’s apple.
“Oh my God, was he choked?” Isabelle gasped.
“I don’t think so,” Martin said. “Or he’d really be dead right?” With a little pushing, he was able to slip a finger under the cord. “Yeah, it’s not tight enough to choke him. It’s warm too—a good sign it’s magic.”
“Wait a minute!” Isabelle said sharply. “I think I know what it is! Help me lift him up.”
“What? Why?” Martin said as Isabelle awkwardly grabbed Henri’s head and began to pull it up. “Careful, you’re going to knock the lid off.” He slid the lid down a little more,  and returned to help her sit Henri up. His head and arms fell limply at his sides, but even so, they weren’t the movements of a corpse, but of a someone who was deeply unconscious.
“I was right!” Isabelle exclaimed. “Look!”
Martin peered at the back of Henri’s neck, where he saw that the chain had been tied of in a complicated series of knots.
“What is that?” he asked.
“It’s called a wraith’s necklace. When you tie it on someone, it knocks him into a coma, but it also causes a perfect duplicate of his body to appear. The wraith doesn’t have a soul though—you have to inject one into it.”
“Good Merlin,” Martin said, recoiling. “Why in the world would you want to do something like that?”
“As a safeguard against death,” Isabelle said as, with Martin’s help, she lay Henri back down. “You can cast a spell that transfers your soul to a soulstone when you die. The stone is then transferred to the wraith—you have to put it inside the body. Usually you make the wraith swallow it. The soul is then released into the wraith, although after the stone passes it has to remain nearby to give the host soul energy. It’s usually worn on a ring, although sometimes on a chain around the neck.”
“But why not just take over the original body? Why go to all trouble of making a second one?”
“Because the consciousness of the original body would still be there, fighting for control. Whereas the wraith is just an empty shell.”
“So what happens if we take the string off? Will the wraith disappear wherever it is? Will Henri wake up?”
Isabelle frowned. “I’m not sure about the wraith. I think as long as the second soul is still in the wraith it’ll continue to exist. But yeah, I’m pretty sure Henri will wake up if the string is removed. You can’t cut it though—that would kill him. You have to untie the knots. And you need a magical source to undo the spell.”
“Still have your fire opal?”
“I do,” Isabelle said, pulling it from her pocket. “I don’t know how much of a charge it has left though.”
The stone glittered in her hand, but it was clearly dimmer than before, the surface was marred by chalky white patches where it had been tapped dry.
“Will it hurt him?” Martin asked. “If we untie the knots and there’s not enough power in the stone?”
“I don’t know,” Isabelle said. “His body might wake up but soul might remain asleep.”
“That doesn’t sound any different from what he is now.”
“Except his body would start to need food and water again, without any way for us to give it to him. He’d starve to death.”
Martin grimaced. “What do you think we should do?”
Isabelle shook his head. “I think he’d want us to try? I mean, someone’s out there using his body, maybe even his name, doing who knows what? He’d want to stop that, right?”
Martin shrugged. “I know I would.” He looked hard at Isabelle. “I say we try.”
Isabelle held his gaze for a moment until finally she nodded. “Okay.” She put Charlie down in a blanket of coats and made sure he was comfortable.
Holding the fire opal somewhat awkwardly with the pinky and ring finger of her left hand, she began untying the knots that held the wraith necklace closed. Her fingers were cold, and the stone in her hand made the task even harder, but as the first knot came undone she felt a pulse of warmth from the stone.
“I think it’s working!”
She kept going. With each knot the stone in her fingers grew warmer. At first the warmth felt good in the frigid room, but soon it was just burning, and she had to fight the urge to fling it away. But she didn’t know what would happen if she stopped halfway through, so she pressed on.
“Jesus, Izzy,” Martin said. “There’s smoke coming from your hand! You’re burning!”
Isabelle ignored him. There were two more knots to go. Sweat was streaming down her face and it was hard to see. She wiped her eyes as best she could with her upper arm, but didn’t take her hands from the golden chain.
At last one of the knots came loose. She felt as though her hand was on fire now. She could smell burning flesh. Martin was yelling at her stop, to save herself, but she kept at her task, picking and tugging at the tiny, tightly laced string until at last it came loose.
She heard a loud crack! and the fire opal crumbled to dust between her fingers even as she fell backwards, almost tripping over the baby on the floor. To her surprise, her son’s eyes were open and staring up at her. He looked unnervingly curious.
“Are you okay?” Martin said, falling to one knee beside her and putting his hand on her shoulder.
Isabelle nodded, blinking back tears. “It hurts.”
Martin pulled her hand from her chest and gently pried the fingers open. There was a large blistered burn on Isabelle’s palm, and several more welts on her two smallest fingers.
He shook his head. “We’ll find you a healing salve, but for now you’re just going to have to bear it, I’m sorry.”
Isabelle nodded again. “Did Henri wake up?”
Martin shook his head. “No, but his chest is moving now. He’s breathing. Do you want to do the honors?” He nodded toward the coffin.
He helped Isabelle up and they walked the two steps back to the pedestal on which the coffin sat. Isabelle put her good hand on Henri’s shoulder and shook it.
“Henri de la Rouchefort,” she called softly. “It’s time to wake up.”
For a moment Henri didn’t respond. Then his eyes began to flutter and he started coughing. His hands went to his throat and found the remnants of the wraith’s necklace and flung it away. Only then did he seem to realize there were other people in the room with him. He blinked sharply, his face a mask of confusion at first, then wondrous awe.
“My queen!” he gasped.
Despite her pain, Isabelle smiled over Henri at Martin.
“I could really get used to that,” she said.
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The Return of the Dark Prince
Meanwhile in London, the man Ronan knew as Henri de la Rouchefort stumbled as he walked across the bedroom, clutching at the back of a chair to stay upright. The muscles tensed up and down his body, cording and rippling beneath the skin. He clutched his jade pendant, clutching the stone that glowed beneath his fingers before he turned away.
From beyond the closed windows came the distant thud of cannon fire.
“Henri?” she called from the bed. “Are you okay?”
He didn’t answer, just stalked through the open doors to his dressing room.
“Henri?” she called, slipping out of bed and reaching for a silk sheet to wrap around her body. Since returning from the country, she had kept him company in bed and out. Ronan knew it didn’t mean anything to him, but she was starting to believe that he was right about giving in to pleasure. Why shouldn’t she be allowed a little fun?
Besides, after all his devious plans, it appeared Marie and Wolf were not at all in danger of dissolving or annulling their marriage. In the days that London was under attack, Parliament had not only ratified the Treaty of Lamac, but all the talk in the city concerned the royal couple’s great love for each other.
It was said the prince consort could never take his eyes or hands off of his beautiful bride. His ardor was almost scandalous.
Love, it seemed, had brought color to Marie’s cheeks and brought out her beauty for all the world to see, and her husband could not be more besotted.
Ronan scowled at the thought.
Everyone could have happiness and wealth except her, it seemed. No matter. There was still Henri and she was determined to change his mind about making her a respectable woman.
When she got to the door of the dressing room she posed herself provocatively, lifting one arm and leaning against the doorframe with one hip jutting out. “Going somewhere?”
Henri was riffling through his clothes. He’d already pulled on drawers and trousers, and was searching for a shirt. He glanced at her distractedly as he riffled the hangers, then stopped, turned back, and smiled lasciviously. “It pains me to say this, but get dressed.”
“Why?”
Henri worried the egg-shaped jade pendant nestled in the coarse dark hair of his chest. “Something’s happened. I need to get to the palace and warn Marie.”
“But the palace? Do you think that’s safe? The Russian fleet is lobbing cannonballs at it.” Even as she spoke, there was the sound of another explosion in the distance.
“I told you. They’re not cannonballs. They’re mortars and they’re bouncing right off the wards. The palace is perfectly safe. The season is in full swing.”
“If it comes from a cannon it should be called a cannonball. And yes, they’re bouncing off the wards protecting the palace, but they’re exploding all over the surrounding neighborhood.”
Henri’s smile as he slipped his shirt was simultaneously kind and condescending. “Don’t worry, my dear, I enjoy your beauty far too much to risk even a single scratch on that perfect face.” He tossed her a silver dress. “Wear this. You look ravishing in it.”
Ronan snatched the dress out of the air. It was yet another new dress, and she could see it was daringly minimal, with the thinnest of straps holding up a plunging bodice and almost no blousing in the corset or pleating in the skirt. Even without putting it on, she could see that it would cling to her body revealing every curve.
Ronan smirked at him. “There isn’t much fabric to this.”
“If I had my way, you’d never put clothes on again. But you should get dressed now.”
Ronan rubbed the thin silk between her fingers. “This fabric is so delicate.”
Henri walked over to her in his unbuttoned shirt and pulled her close to him for a kiss. “Not as delicate as you,” he said. The coarse hair of his chest scratched pleasantly against her smooth skin. The lump of his jade pendant pressing against her breastbone felt oddly warm.
Ronan pulled him down and kissed him again, then fingered the pendant, which was in fact significantly warmer than body temperature.
“This errand you’re about to undertake. It wouldn’t have anything to do with your soulstone heating up, would it?”
Henri started. He recovered quickly, smiling down at her, but his eyes had gone distant and cold.
“How do you know about soulstones?”
“I may be from the provinces,” Ronan said, “but I haven’t led a completely sheltered life. Don’t worry,” she said when he opened his mouth, no doubt to make an excuse. “You’ll tell me your secret when you’re ready.”
It was a scant fifteen-minute ride from Henri’s house on Grosvenor Square to St. James’s Palace. Henri took his coach-and-four, an antiquated and impractical method of travel, but Henri loved the ostentatiousness of the four massive black horses cantering down London’s stone streets, sending cars, bicycles and pedestrians skittering out of the way. They’d gone only a few blocks before they came to the first mortar crater—a massive rubble-strewn hole between two stately homes, one of which had lost its side wall, affording a glimpse into its ornately decorated parlor rooms.
“That was Lady Emerson’s home!” Ronan exclaimed as they passed the still-smoking ruin. “I hope she’s all right!”
“Is she a friend of yours?” Henri asked.
“Oh no, she’s a horrible snob, she wouldn’t dream of associating with a shopgirl like me. But she’s a fantastic client. I’d hate to lose her business.”
Henri laughed. “You Americans and your entrepreneurial spirit. You’ll run the world some day!”
There was boom in the distance, followed a moment later by a strange loud fizzing, as of a million bottles of sparkling water opened all at once. Ronan peered through the small window beneath the coachman’s seat. Normally the view would have been blocked by the coachman’s legs, but Henri’s coach was steered by magic—the reins hung in the air as though held by an invisible driver, and Henri simply told his horses where to go and they took him straight there. Now, as she watched, green and gold lights arced high in the sky beyond Green Park. It was the wards shielding St. James’s, she knew. The Muscovites had fired another mortar. She could see the small black blip of it, bouncing on the dome-shaped wards like a tennis ball, until it disappeared down the side. A moment later there was a loud explosion, close enough that it caused the carriage to rustle.
“Henri!” she said, grabbing his arm. “That was close!”
He patted her hand reassuringly. “I assure, my darling, we’re perfectly safe. The royal family aren’t the only people who can afford wards, you know.”
Ronan peered at her lover. “You have wards?” she said doubtfully. “Around your carriage?”
“It’s a very handsome carriage, you must admit. I wouldn’t want it getting scratched.”
“But aren’t wards military-level magic? Only members of the royal family are allowed to have access to them.”
Henri shrugged and patted her arm. “Magic is no different from any other piece of merchandise. If you have enough money, you can get whatever you want.”
Ronan was shocked. “But isn’t purchasing military secrets treason?”
“I should hope not!” Henri said, with feigned outrage. “I bought them from an officer in the Queen’s Guard.”
“You’re going to end up in jail! Or hanged!”
“I think not,” Henri said, his voice smug, as if he was affronted by the thought that anyone would dare to judge him.
The horses were cantering down Berkeley Street toward Piccadilly, when suddenly they veered sharply right, then almost immediately left onto a path along the eastern edge of Green Park.
“Why did we turn?” Ronan asked. “Aren’t we going in through the front gate?”
“Not exactly,” Henri said with a cryptic grin.
“What do you mean, not exactly?” Ronan said, even as the horses broke into a gallop. “Why are the horses speeding up? We’re going to go right past the palace!”
Before Henri could answer there was a sharp crack, followed by an electrical fizz. For a moment the carriage was engulfed in a greenish light and then it was gone, leaving behind a faint whiff of ozone.
Ronan peered out the window. A soldier stood on the opposite side of the street, his rifle level directly at them. There was another crack, another green-glowing crackle. Ronan realized the carriages wards were being struck by bullets.
“Why is that soldier firing at us?” she demanded. “What’s going on?”
Henri shrugged. “What was the word you used before? Treason, I think it was.”
“What!” Ronan yelled. “I—I don’t understand. You said Marie is your cousin!”
“A very distant cousin, I said. And we’re hardly the first family members to find ourselves on opposite sides of a war.”
“Opposite sides? You mean…you’ve sided with the Muscovites?” Of course he had. He had wanted to break up Ronan and Marie’s marriage. She should have seen it before.
“I wouldn’t say I’m with them. It’s more like they’ve sided with me.”
Ronan shook her head in astonishment. By now more soldiers had appeared, and the wards were firing almost constantly. The interior of the carriage was bathed in an eerie green light and the air tickled her nostrils, but the horses plunged on—toward the river, she saw now.
“Wait, are we going to their ships?”
“Beautiful and smart,” Henri said approvingly. “Irina has moved the fleet up to Westminster Bridge. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”
Ronan jerked away angrily. “I don’t understand any of this. But more than anything else, I don’t understand why you had to drag me into it.”
Henri shrugged. “In many ways, it has less to do with you than with Wolf.”
“Wolf?” Ronan said in confusion. “Why? Why do you hate him so much?” Until she said the words, she hadn’t noticed it before but she noticed it now. Henri was not just dismissive of Wolf, he was flat-out hostile. “Because I was in love with him?”
“Oh no darling. I knew all about Wolf’s flirtation with you aboard the Saturnia long before I met you. And I didn’t begrudge him his fun, although how he could have held himself back from keeping you company in bed is something I’ll never understand. But then he had to go and steal my crown and my bride. It was too much to bear. I had to punish him.”
“What do you mean, your crown? Your bride? Marie was engaged to—” Ronan’s voice broke off in horror, and she slid as far across the seat from Henri as she could. “Leo! You’re Leopold!” She cried. “You’re dead!”
Henri didn’t answer immediately, just rubbed the pendant that dangled at his throat as bullets bounced off the carriage’s wards and his face was bathed in a sickly green light. The soulstone. Of course. He had trapped his soul in a stone before death could take him.
They had buried a shell, a body, but the soul of the sorcerer was still alive.
Leopold.
“I don’t know why you’re so upset. You came to Europe to marry a prince. You’re going to end up concubine to an emperor.” He smiled at her, his teeth green as dragon’s scales in the glow of the wards. “You’ll be remembered as the most powerful mistress in history.”
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Up for the count
Isabelle and Martin helped Henri to sit up. “Don’t try to do too much,” Isabelle said. “You’re still weak.”
“Apologies, my lady, but I need to get out of this hellish box. I’ve been trapped here for more than a year.” He swung his legs over the edge of the coffin and started to stand up, only to fall back, his hands clutching his head.
“You have to sit down,” Isabelle said. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”
“It’s not that,” Henri said, pushing her hand off. “It’s him.”
“What do you mean, it’s him?” Martin asked.
“Leopold von Hohenzollern. He is the one who stole my body.”
Isabelle recoiled in horror. She grabbed Charlie, heedless of the pain in her burned hand. “But he’s dead! Louis killed him during the duel! There were dozens of witnesses! And there was a state funeral.”
“The wraith necklace,” Henri said, scratching at his throat, which still bore the impression of the gold chain Isabelle had cut off. “Henri came to visit me in Algiers last year. He knew I was a member of the Order of the Floating Cross, and he wanted to recruit us in Prussia’s war against the Franco-British Empire. He hoped that we would start a revolution against London, which would further divide Queen Eleanor and the Merlin’s forces. I have to admit I was tempted, but Prussia is no friend of France’s. If the Order did in fact help him to destroy the union, who’s to say German soldiers wouldn’t have been invading France the next day? I refused, and in retaliation he tied the wraith necklace on me while I slept, then moved my body here for safekeeping. At some point he must have bound his soul to the soulstone, and after his physical body was killed his supporters must have been able to feed it to the wraith he’d made in my image. Now he’s living behind my face, using name, to advance his—”
Henri clutched his head again. “No!” he yelled. “Get out of my mind!”
Isabelle and Martin looked at each other in alarm.
“What is it?” Isabelle.
“It’s Leo! Somehow—somehow our consciousness have been joined. I can feel him in my head—seeing what I’m seeing, hearing what I’m hearing. But I’m in his head too. I know what he’s up to!” He looked at them with wild eyes. “He’s going to—” His voice broke off, and he swatted the air. “You can’t stop me!” he yelled at his unseen antagonist. “He’s going to kill Princess Marie!” he finally managed to spit out.
“What?!” Isabelle exclaimed.
“How?” Martin demanded.
Henri shook his head furiously side to side, as if he were trying to shake something out of his ear. “I can’t quite make it out. It has something to do with Pandora’s Box.”
“He still has it?” Martin demanded. “If he’s in London, he could kill thousands—tens of thousands!”
“He refused to surrender it after Lamac,” Isabelle said. “He said he needed it as insurance until he was safely married to Marie. And after he died no one could find it.”
Henri shook his head in consternation. “I can’t make it out. All I can tell is that his plan has something to do with marrying Marie now.”
“But she’s already married!” Isabelle said.
Henri’s eyes glazed as he tried to peer into Leo’s thoughts. “I’m wrong. He’s not going to kill Marie. He’s going to kill Wolf.”
“And marry Marie himself?” Isabelle said, trying to mask the hope in her voice. Leo! Alive! Despite all the terrible things she knew he’d done, she couldn’t help feeling some of the love she’d felt for him before he’d been unmasked. He was the father of her child, after all. She looked down at Charlie to see him staring up at her, his eyes intelligent yet inscrutable pools of brown sunk in his infant’s face.
But Henri was shaking his head. “He can’t marry her in his own name, but he can’t marry her in mine either—he knows that sooner or later his charade will be unmasked and the marriage would be declared void. No. It has something to do with…” A doubting expression crossed his face. “A Muscovite prince?”
“Alexei Romanov!” Isabelle said, remember the pictures of the handsome Muscovite prince she’d seen in the newspapers.
Henri nodded. “His plan is to marry her off to him, and then kill her after she’s produced an heir and the empire has had enough time to get used to the idea of a Muscovite king. Meanwhile, Leo will rule both the United Empire and Muscovy as their Merlin.”
“That explains one thing, I guess,” Martin said. He had returned to the window and was staring out of the curtain again.
“What is it?” Isabelle said, turning to him.
“We’re in Muscovy,” he said. “I thought I recognized that building,” he added, pointing to a blue and white baroque structure, heavily accented with gold leaf. “It’s the Catherine Palace. If I remember my St. Petersburg geography, that would put us in the Alexander Palace.”
“The residence of the tsarevna!” Isabelle said. She turned back to Henri. “Is she in on it too?”
“I—” He broke off. “It’s strange. I can’t find any trace of her in Leo’s mind. There are places where she should be, but it’s as though she’s been blacked out.”
“What, like he wiped her from his thoughts?”
“I don’t think so,” Henri said. “I can sense his confusion. He himself wasn’t aware of it until I saw it just now. My guess is she did it herself.” He concentrated for a moment, shook his head. “It’s no use. I can’t get anything on her.”
Isabelle shivered. “Leo was an incredibly powerful magician—save for the Merlin, there was none more powerful. If she can do that to him without his even realizing, she must be immensely strong. Maybe even stronger than him.”
“So Leo thinks she’s helping him overthrow Marie but she’s planning to double-cross him?” Martin said. “Thieves honor and all that. Even so, I guess we have to warn Wolf and Marie, if only so that we don’t end up fighting the Muscovites when we launch our own revolution later on.”
Isabelle hadn’t run away from Hugh only to get sucked up in a plot to help Marie, who had, as far as she was concerned, stolen Leo, then gotten him killed. But Martin was right—with Alexei Romanov on the Lily Throne and all the military might of the Muscovites joined to that of the British, reclaiming her own crown in France was going to be that much more difficult. A small part of her couldn’t help imagining a reunion with Leo. Maybe death had changed him—or perhaps the knowledge that he had a son would. Maybe there was still hope for them?
She caught Martin’s eyes on her, and turned away guiltily, as if he’d read her thoughts. What was she thinking? Leo was a monster and a madman, one who had ruined her as badly as Hugh.
She glanced down at Charlie, who was still staring up at her. But didn’t he have a right to know his father?
She was holding one of his tiny hands cupped inside hers, and now she let it go to trace one of the golden locks he’d inherited from his father. She started then, pulling her hand back and turning her palm over.
The burns were gone!
She flexed her fingers, but felt no pain whatsoever. It was as if she’d never burned herself.
“Izzy?” Martin said. “Your hand hurting you?”
She looked up, startled, then plunged her hand inside Charlie’s swaddling, nodding in what she hoped was a convincing manner.
“It’s not too bad,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”
She looked down at Charlie. His eyes seemed to twinkle, as if he approved of her subterfuge.
There is great magic in my son, Isabelle thought. I will have to protect him until he’s old enough to control it.
“Wait a minute!” she said sharply, looking up. “If I remember correctly, a wraith that’s been made in the image of a living person can’t survive the gaze of its original. If we can get to London, you could destroy Leo’s body!”
“It would take great magic, my lady,” Henri said. “I am no magician, nor do I possess any magical artifacts strong enough to challenge Leo’s Pandora’s Box.”
“You’re sure he’s got it with him?” Martin asked Henri, and when the latter nodded Martin shook his head.
“Never mind,” said Isabelle. “The Morgaine will have magic a-plenty. The Heart of Rhiannon is the most powerful magical instrument in the world. So,” she finished up. “Anyone know how we get from St. Petersburg to London before he murders his brother?”
Henri shrugged. “I apologize, your highness, but I have been unconscious for seventeen months. I know almost nothing of this place.”
“I’ve got an idea,” Martin said.
Isabelle and Henri turned toward the scarred stable boy.
“Well?” Isabelle said expectantly.
Martin shrugged. “We fly.”
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Just a Crown
“Are you sure the wards will hold? And our people are safe?” Marie asked, as the sound of mortal shell and cannon fire continued.
“Yes,” assured Wolf. “The Merlin’s wards are the strongest magic in the empire. It will hold.”
The reunited couple was in the sitting room of their private suite, Marie standing by the windows, Wolf slouching in a chair, waiting for the Lord Chamberlain to apprise them of the latest situation. They’d hardly left their rooms since the return from Ashburnham, mostly for more pleasant reasons.
There was no more talk of mourning protocol. When they returned from the countryside, Marie had called Sir Reed into her office.
“You will certify my marriage,” she said coldly. “Without a physical examination. There is no question of annulment.”
“Your highness, I insist, this is highly unusual, there must be a medical examination of…”
“You will certify my marriage or you will find yourself jailed for treason. This is the twentieth century, Sir Reed. Women are not to be inspected by livestock. In fact, I have signed a proclamation that abolishes this abhorrent practice for all aristocratic ladies.”
Sir Reed bowed. “I will sign the papers.” As he left her office, he ran into Wolf.
“What was that about?” Wolf asked. “Darling, are you all right?”
Marie smiled triumphantly. “It’s nothing darling. I just ratified the Treaty of Lamac.”
Wolf raised an eyebrow. “What do you say we ratify it all over again?” he smiled, coming to circle his hands around her waist, so that she fell backwards against the desk as he kissed her neck.
“Here?” she asked, shocked and titillated at the same time. She was still getting used to his insatiable, unquenchable passion for her. There was no more doubt in her mind that she was the only star in his universe and the thought brought her endless happiness.
“Why not?” he murmured, his lips tracing downwards.
Marie ran her fingers through his hair and sighed happily.
Why not indeed.
Later that afternoon Marie looked to Wolf, who had a small smile on his lips, probably recalling their earlier assignation. She blushed and smoothed her skirts, hoping that her hair wasn’t so much in disarray and that the love marks on her neck were not so visible.
A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door and the Lord Chamberlain and a few advisors entered the room.
“Your highnesses,” Lord Daniels began. He was interrupted by the boom! of a cannon on the Thames, followed five seconds later by the flash of the palace’s wards, flickering on and off like a dying light bulb as the mortar bounced down the shield dome until it exploded somewhere beyond the shield’s protective perimeter.
Marie shuddered. The window faced the southeast, toward St. James’s Park, which just a day ago had been a verdant sea of lush greenery. Now it was a gray and black cratered waste with smoke still rising from the embers of the plane trees that had stood for more than a hundred years.
“Were you able to extend the wards to the Oxford and Cambridge Club?” she asked without turning away from the window.
“We were, my lady,” Lord Daniels said. “They now reach to Crown Passage all the way to King Street, and west to Green Park.”
“But the park itself?” Marie asked.
He hesitated before answering. “Much of the western portion has been destroyed, I’m afraid.”
“I don’t understand!” Wolf said angrily. “Britain has the finest navy in the world! Steel warships, not these wooden rowboats the Muscovites are using. Why haven’t we sailed them up the Thames and blown them out of the water?”
“As I’ve tried to explain, my lord, the river is blocked at two places: just above Swanscombe Peninsula, and then again by the Eleanor Gardens.”
“Blocked by what?” Wolf demanded. “Blocked by how?”
Lord Daniels grimaced at what he was about to say. “By what seems to be, ah, vines, my lord.”
Wolf raised an eyebrow. “Vines?”
The Lord Chamberlain shrugged helplessly. “Witnesses report that vines on the edge of both sides of the river began growing at an exponential rate. They stretched across the river in a matter of minutes and then began, ah, ‘thickening,’ is how it was described to me. They now cover an area more than half a mile wide, and the vines themselves are four and five feet in diameter.”
“But can’t you blast them apart?” Marie asked. She had turned from the window and took a seat on the arm of Wolf’s chair. Wolf rested a protective hand on her knee. When they were together, he was always touching her, her hand, her arm, the small of her back, as if he couldn’t get enough of her. It was one of the many things she loved about him, that he always made her feel loved.
“We’ve tried, my lady, but the bombs do very little damage, and the vines grow back almost immediately.”
“Well, this is obviously magic,” Marie said. “Have we tried magic of our own?”
Lord Daniels nodded gravely. “The Magicians Corps of the Invisible Order has tried to burn them away with Eldritch Fire and freeze them with Fey Frost, to no avail.”
“But our magicians are the most powerful in the world,” Marie said indignantly. “Why aren’t their spells working?”
“They have postulated it might be because they’re using gray magic against green.”
At the sound of the strange voice, everyone whirled toward the entrance to the suite. The double doors stood open, and the two guards who had been posted outside could be seen sprawled on the floor.
In their midst stood…
“Aelwynn!” Marie exclaimed. “Thank goodness! Where on earth have you been and what has taken you so long to return to me?”
Aelwynn stood in the doorframe in her rippling green robes with the leather mantle throw across her shoulders like a burnoose. Her hair seemed longer and fuller and fell from her shoulders in a wild spray dotted with flowers. Marie wasn’t certain, but it looked as if they were growing from her head.
At the sight of the one-time Morgaine, Lord Daniels’ hand snuck toward his pocket.
“Don’t bother,” Aelwynn said, waving a hand almost carelessly.
Before he could move, Daniels was snapped into a rigid position, his legs pinned together and his arms fastened to his side as if with pins.
“I wouldn’t struggle too much,” she said to him. “You won’t want to fall over.”
“Aelwynn!” Marie scolded. “What are you doing? Let him be!”
“He’s fine right where he is,” Aelwynn said, smiling grimly at the Lord Chamberlain. “Believe me, I’m being far more considerate to him than he was to me.”
Marie gasped. “Are you—are you betraying me?” Wolf stood up with a look of alarm on his face, ready to protect her if needed.
Aelwynn looked at Marie in astonishment. “Are you serious?”
Marie realized she wasn’t, she was merely taken aback by Aelwynn’s actions. “No, you’re right of course. I’ve defended you since the explosion at Ashburnham. It was not my order to send you to the Tower. I was glad to hear you had escaped. But I thought you would return sooner than now. Where have you been?”
“Fortifying the wards around the city, but I realized it was better if I came back to St. James and retrieved my father’s talismans as soon as possible.”
“You gave me the impression they were in your possession,” Wolf said, his forehead creased. “If you don’t have them who does?” He answered his own question by turning to Daniels, who was paralyzed. “I see.”
“Yes, he stole them. And Irina might have gotten the best of me in Ashburnham if I hadn’t been able to fight her off.”
“Irina?”
“It was she who attacked us in your room,” Aelwyn explained.
“But how?” asked Marie. “Irina wasn’t even in the room with us during the attack.”
“No, she used Alexei. When he touched the stone around my neck, it called up her spirit and attempted to corrupt me. Alexei is merely a conduit. Irina has the real power. Take her down and the threat will be eliminated. But I need the Merlin’s talismans to drive her away and her battleships from our shores for good.”
“But how can she be so powerful?”
“Green magic.”
“Lord Daniels just said something about that. But we were told that green magic was child’s play—making flowers bloom and all that. Magic tricks. Illusions,” said Marie.
Just then another mortar struck the palace’s wards. Aelwynn waited until the flickering lights had subsided and the mortar had gone off somewhere west of the palace grounds to answer.  “Apparently we have all been misled. Green magic is a vastly powerful magic that draws its energy from the natural world. It’s actually the force behind gray magic, but we’ve become so dependent on artifacts and incantations as intermediaries that we don’t realize it. But descendants of the Fey can feel it more directly, if they manage to unbind the blocks that have prevented them realizing their true nature. The Muscovites have been practicing green magic in secret for centuries.”
“But you are powerful enough to stop them?” asked Marie with trepidation.
“Yes, but I need my father’s weapons,” she said, turning to Lord Daniels. “Are you ready to open up the vaults, or do you prefer to remain paralyzed?” She waved a hand to let him speak.
The Lord Chamberlain exhaled in relief as speech was returned to him. “I am afraid I can do nothing to aid you. The talismans belong to the Morgaine of the Realm. But there can be no Morgaine without a queen. And Marie cannot be crowned for another eight months, until the waiting period has elapsed. As I told Aelwynn, her father crafted the law himself, to prevent a Merlin or Morgaine from ever seizing power for themselves.”
“Fine, but you didn’t just take the talismans, you tried to annul my marriage and the Treaty of Lamac as well!” said Marie. “I am starting to think that perhaps you are the traitor in our midst.”
“Forgive me your highness, but everything I have done since your mother’s death, I have done to protect the realm.”
“How?” demanded Wolf. “By keeping my wife and I separated? By putting her in danger? She could have been killed in Ashburnham!”
Daniels looked nervously at Wolf but focused on Marie. “Forgive me for being frank, but I was unsure about the Kronprinz’s feelings toward you, your majesty. I did not want you burdened with an unhappy union. Your mother cared about you too much. I promised her I would not let the marriage be certified unless I was sure you were both…”
“In love with each other?” she asked. “And that’s why you kept us apart?”
Daniels nodded. “I had to make certain of your character, your highness,” he said to Wolf. “You are not the only one who loves the princess. She is like a daughter to me. I put the shield stone around your room in Hertfordshire, Marie, as I did not trust the Muscovites, but I was too late. They were already inside.”
“Uncle Roderick,” Marie said firmly. “I will forgive you as your intentions were honorable, but never think to assume you make decisions for the crown ever again. I am the monarch and this is my empire.”
Aelwynn sighed and released the Lord Chamberlain from her spell.
“Thank you,” Daniels said, mopping his forehead with a handkerchief.
“About the talismans. Can’t you just break into the Tower?” Marie asked Aelwynn. “You got in here easily enough.”
“I already went there before I came here. But my father did his work too well. The Tower’s wards have been specifically formulated to repel one of his blood unless they carry the title of Merlin or Morgaine. Only a crowned monarch can release the wards.”
“A crowned monarch…” said Marie. She shook her head in disgust. “I thought magic was mystical, not bureaucratic. But if bureaucracy is what’s called for, then bureaucracy we shall have. The law concerning the waiting period can be changed, and parliament is in emergency session, is it not? They ratified the treaty and certified my marriage last week.”
“It is, my lady,” Lord Daniels replied with some confusion. “It is meeting in Lancaster House, because Westminster’s wards are not as powerful as those protecting the palace and its environs.”
“And the Bishop of Westminster. Here’s here at the palace?”
“Yes, as one of the many who have sought protection behind our walls.”
Another mortar struck above them, and Marie waited until it had exploded beyond the ward’s dome to tell them her plan.
“Well, then,” she said. “I believe a coronation is in order.”
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Den of Thieves
Henri’s carriage—no, Leo’s carriage, Ronan reminded herself—raced toward the Westminster bridge, where the seven ships of the Muscovite fleet floated in the water like gigantic black swans, smoke billowing from the dozens of cannons that poked from their sides.
“Leo, please!” Ronan begged. “I’m not part of this. I just own a little hat shop. Please let me go.”
“Speaking of hats, time to break out the big guns,” he said, conjuring a hatbox. The same one that held the hat she had made for Princess Marie, and when he opened the lid the hat was inside.
Leo held up the hat to inspect it. The white jade dewdrop glistened in the green light of the wards, but also had a silvery light of its own, answered by the pendant hanging at his neck.
“For the record,” he said, “I really did think it was quite stylish. It’s no longer needed, however.”
He grabbed the stone and ripped it roughly from the hat, tearing a large hole in the brim, then tossed the carcass hat to the floor. “Silly Muscovites thought it was just a love-stone. So much for their magical abilities.”
The carriage had nearly reached the edge of the river. A contingent of British soldiers was stationed behind a barricade protecting them from the warships in the water, but they were whirling around now, and leveling their rifles at the four horses barreling down on them.
Leo pulled off a glove and curled bare fingers around the stone. Bright silver light shone from between his finger’s but Ronan hardly noticed, because, with a shiver and a lurch, the carriage had uncoupled from its harness and its horses and left the ground. Now it was shooting over the water toward the largest of the ships, the Tsar Nicholas II.
“Leo!” Ronan screamed, terrified, but also thrilled. She knew he had magic at his disposal, but never dreamed he was this powerful. Leopold the Sorcerer. Leopold, the hero of Lamac, who had brought the Franco-British empire to its knees with Pandora’s Box.
The horseless carriage shot across a hundred feet of water and came down heavily on the central deck of the Tsar Nicholas, which was thick with its own soldiers. They turned their own guns on the carriage, but didn’t fire.
Leo waved a hand, and the carriage door flew open. He stepped out blithely, heedless of the dozen guns pointed at him, then held a hand out for Ronan. “Come along, my dear. It’s time to meet your destiny.”
Ronan didn’t like the sound of that, but didn’t know what else to do. She took his hand, and let him help her out of the carriage—an awkward procedure, since it had left its wheels behind and wobbled precariously on the Tsar Nicholas’s deck.
Once out, she found herself confronted by a dozen rifles pointing in her attention.
“Not quite a friendly welcome?”
“Don’t worry. They couldn’t hit us even if they were stupid enough to fire. Someone will be out shortly.”
Even as he said this, a door was flying open on the aft castle, and Irina strode boldly onto the deck, followed, a moment later, by Alexei. Both had changed into the all-white robes in which they’d first appeared at St. James’s, and in the dazzling fall sunshine they liked a pair of candle tapers.
Or a pair of icicles, Ronan thought, shivering involuntarily
“Henri, what on earth are you doing?” she said, striding toward the shattered carriage. Soldiers bowed so deeply their noses almost scraped the deck, but before their faces folded over Ronan saw a singular expression on each one in turn: not respect, but fear.
“You can drop the whole Henri thing,” Leo answered. “The jig, as they say, is up.”
“What?” Irina said, whirling on Ronan, who flinched from her gaze. “How?”
“The real Henri woke up. Or rather, someone woke him up.”
“Impossible!” Irina spat. “None of my people would dare, especially not with one of your degenerate magical devices attached to him.”
“I take exception to the word ‘degenerate,’” Leo said, though he sounded more amused than annoyed. “But it wasn’t your people. It was Isabelle of Orleans.”
“The Valois bitch?” Irina snarled. “What’s she doing in St. Petersburg?”
“Apparently,” Leo said, and he looked significantly at Alexei, “someone left a transport portal in the room where Henri was sleeping.”
Irina turned and glared at Alexei, who only shrugged nonchalantly. “Who can keep track of things?” he said.
Ronan looked sharply between Leo and the Romanovs. It seemed clear that none of them trusted each other. Whatever plot they were attempting to pull off vis-à-vis Marie and Wolf and the Lily Throne, it seemed clear that this was a union of convenience. That could only spell trouble. And as the only person who didn’t possess magical abilities to protect herself, she really, really didn’t want to get caught in the middle of it.
She felt increasingly vulnerable and unprotected. A state that came naturally to her, she realized—as her father had frittered away his fortune and sentenced her to seek an advantageous marriage over love, again she was at the mercy of those who were more powerful than she.
Even as she was thinking that, a mortar fired from the English forces assembled on the north bank of the river shrieked into the wards protecting the Muscovite fleet. Blue sparks flashed wildly overhead, and when the mortar exploded in the water it created a crater as big as a ballroom, and the ensuing waves rocked the boat wildly on its keel.
“I see the wards I provided you with are holding up nicely,” Leo said smugly. “You’re welcome.”
“Don’t be so proud of yourself,” Irina answered haughtily. “Remember your own magic wasn’t nearly strong enough to bring down the Merlin and his army. You could only fight them to a draw and a peace treaty. That’s why you came to me.”
“I came to you for help, yes,” Leo answered. “And I’m still waiting for it. Yet so far the only magic I see is mine, and the only weapons being used are conventional. Where is this ‘great shattering’ you promised me?”
Irina flicked her fingers and Leo rose into the air in a strange swirling vortex of air. “You watch your tone with me, wraith, or I’ll rip that borrowed body of yours to pieces.”
Leo floated a dozen feet off the deck, an imperturbable expression on his face. “I think not. This body is entirely a product of my magic. Your own could do nothing to it. You could direct your soldiers to fire on me, of course, but I think you know their bullets would never touch me. And I’d have to kill them all, of course. For the affront.”
Ronan looked out at the arrayed soldiers, whose upraised rifles trembled in their hands. After a long tense moment, Irina waved her hand and Leo dropped nimbly back to the deck.
“Remember, we’re allies now, Irina,” he said as he landed.
“I am the tsarevna of the Muscovite Empire, count, or whatever your title is now. I forgot, dead men have no titles.” Irina replied disdainfully. “Soon I will be tsarista. I do not have ‘allies.’ I do not have equals. But I will honor my agreement with you, because I’m not a liar.”
“And you’re afraid of this,” Leo said, waving the stone he’d pulled from the hat Ronan had made for Marie.
“Clever. Hiding Pandora’s Box in a love-stone,” Irina acknowledged.
“That’s Pandora’s Box?” Alexei interjected, his eyes bulging. “I thought it would be, I don’t know, more boxy.”
Leo opened his hand and the white stone clung on his vertical palm as if glued there. It glowed with a deep inner light, visible even in the bright light of day—matched, Ronan saw now, by a companion glow in the stone at his throat.
“Pandora’s Box has had many incarnations in the past five hundred years, some of which have indeed been more like boxes. But the shape is irrelevant. After the Merlin defeated Jeanne d’Arkk at the Battle of Normandie, he discovered that he could not destroy her soul. The best he could do was strip it of its consciousness, leaving it an inchoate magical force. He thought that without intelligence it would be harmless, and he set about destroying all the magic artifacts in the world. He thought he was releasing their energy back to the world, but unbeknownst to him the magical energies of many the artifacts he destroyed were drawn to the Box instead. Over time it acquired a kind of, not sentience, but focus. It desired expression, and that desire sought out the nearest descendant of Jeanne d’Arkk.”
“I’m guessing that would be you,” Alexei said, soundly supremely unimpressed.
Leo rolled his eyes. “Pandora’s Box contains almost two thousand years worth of magical energy, equal in power to the Merlin’s great talismans, but it will be completely useless to us if you”—he looked at Irina—“do not bring your own magic to bear against the British forces. The real Comte du Boulgone is even now speeding toward London, and if he as much looks me in the eye, he will be able to destroy the body I now inhabit. Without my magic you cannot hope to defeat the British on their own soil.”
“You think I don’t know that, fool?” Irina spat. “How do you know Henri is on his way?”
“It is a bit of a surprise,” Leo admitted. “Apparently there is a link between his body and this copy. He can sense my thoughts, and I can sense his. It is a little disconcerting, but useful too. So?” he demanded. “How close are you to casting this spell?”
“I do not cast spells,” Irina said. “I do not mix foul-smelling ingredients into a cauldron and spout nonsensical rhymes over it. I summon the energies of the earth!”
“Yes, yes, yes,” Leo said in a bored voice. “How soon before you can ‘summon the energies of the earth’?”
“Albion is a powerful place,” Irina replied. “More powerful even than I realized. It is the ancient homeland of the Fey, who were driven out by magicians of your ilk thousands of years ago, which is when they took refuge in the north. I would have harnessed them easily, but somehow the Myrddyn witch has found her own connection to them, and she is interfering with my plans.”
“Would it help if Aelwynn were dead?” Leo said, as if he were confirming a grocery list.
“It would be most helpful,” Irina answered, as if she were choosing a fabric for a new dress: gold rather than silver.
“Well, why didn’t you just say so?” Leo answered. “Stay here,” he told Ronan. “I have business to attend to, but when I am done I will need your particular brand of company,” he said with a leer.
“You’re leaving me here? Leo! Wait!” She was afraid of him but she was more terrified of the Muscovites. But it was no use.
Leo had disappeared.
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Tower of London
Nearly a thousand members of Parliament were crammed into the grand foyer of Lancaster House, which could hold perhaps half that number in relative comfort. The usually dignified members of the House of Lords were crammed into the normally stately room, ties loosened, hair in disarray, their dignified faces covered with sweat.
Marie waited for the Lord Chamberlain to finish calling the house in order to address the crowd. She gripped Wolf’s hand tightly in hers. The future of the empire, the safety of her people, were her responsibility. If she could not convince Parliament to change the law and crown her queen, she would have failed her mother, the Merlin and most of all, herself.
“Knock them dead,” said Wolf, giving her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I’m so proud of you,” he whispered.
She nodded, glad she was not alone in this, that she had him by her side. She motioned to Aelwynn, who created a spark of fireworks as Marie ascended to the makeshift podium.
That caught their attention.
Marie swallowed her fear and addressed her government. Her voice was tremulous at first, but gained confidence and assurance as she spoke. “My lords and ladies, I offer you my gratitude for your swift response to our request. As you are well aware, we are currently under attack by ships from the Muscovite Empire. The royal couple whom we welcomed as our guests have proven to be deadly foes. While our wards will hold, it is of utmost urgency that we vanquish the threat that has appeared right at our doorstep as soon as possible. I have been advised that the only way to do so would be for this house to pass a resolution to declare my queenship and ascension to the throne immediately. Only by my coronation can the talismans of our former Merlin, Emrys Mryddyn, pass to his daughter, Aelwynn and institute her with the offices of the Morgaine of the Realm. These talismans are our only weapon against the Muscovite danger. I beseech you to pass this resolution post haste, so that we can defend our country and our empire.”
There was a swell of murmurs, an uneasy tide sweeping over the assembled aristocrats. At last, the Lord Chamberlain called the room to order.
“Motion to declare the waiting period over and crown our queen, Marie-Victoria at this gathering,” Lord Daniels announced.
“Motion seconded!” came a shout from the back room.
“Motion to vote on the declaration. All those in favor say Aye,” said Lord Daniels, banging on his gavel.
The sound of almost a thousand lords roaring “AYE” brought tears to Marie’s eyes.
“All those opposed say Nay,” said Lord Daniels.
There were a few scattered nay’s around the room.
“The Ayes have it!” declared the Lord Chamberlain with a triumphant smile.
In a matter of moments, Marie was kneeling before the Bishop who still a little confused as to what was going on. He intoned the fairly endless liturgy, and at last his palsied hands placed the simple gold ring on her head—the crown worn by every monarch since Artorius’s time. It was a dull gold, without jewel, plain, as befitted the first King of Albion.
“—by the powers vested in me by Albion and the English Parliament, I crown you Queen Incarnate of Britain and France and all its dominions.”
Another roar of applause filled the room. Marie nodded to her subjects, the gold crown striking against her dark hair. She looked every inch a queen, so small and slight but with power and steel in her voice and character.
“You honor me. I am but your humble subject and the safety and well-being of the empire and its people are my first and final priority,” she said.
There was a cheering from the gallery but Marie waved it away. “My first decree as Queen Incarnate is to order the restoration of the titles to my husband, Wolfang of Prussia, that were promised in the original treaty of Lamac. We shall rule as King and Queen of the United Empire, and nothing less.” She turned to Wolf, who looked as if he couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. She held out her hand to him and he took it.
She raised his hand to the air in triumph and in love, and the resulting pandemonium of cheers and stomping threatened to bring down the roof.
“My queen,” Wolf said, stroking her cheek. “You are an improbable woman. I have never known and will never know anyone like you.”
“My king,” she replied, with a brilliant smile of her own.
He whispered in her ear, his voice intimate and quiet, and she could hear him clearly even as they were surrounded by cheering lords and weeping ladies. “You know I never cared about the title. I only cared about you.”
“I know, but I wanted you have it nonetheless,” she said, kissing him soundly. “Now, we need to get to the Tower of London. Fast.”
The three of them, Wolf, Marie and Aelwynn bid goodbye to the Lord Chamberlain and the House of Lords and piled into a car waiting for them in front of Lancaster House. “I’ll drive,” said Wolf, relieving the chauffer who saluted quickly and left. He got into the front seat, Marie next to him and Aelwynn in the back. “Are you sure?” she asked nervously.
“I’m sure. We’ll go faster with me at the wheel.” He dropped it into gear and the car lurched into motion so sharply that it nearly snapped everyone’s necks.
“You have driven one of these before, haven’t you?” Marie asked. “Darling?”
Wolf just grinned and squealed around a corner at nearly twenty miles an hour on its thin wheels. “Hold on!”
At that speed, it was only a few minutes to the Tower. The streets were pitted with blast holes and strewn with rubble from collapsed buildings, and Wolf veered in and out of these obstacles until the turrets of the ancient donjon came into view.
Marie pointed a finger to the sky. “Bomb!”
A black speck hung in the air, swelling rapidly as it shot toward them. A mortar.
“I’ve got this,” Aelwynn said, raising a hand. For a moment nothing happened save for the fact that the mortar grew larger and larger as it hurtled toward them. Then a bolt of lightning tore across the cloudless and intercepted the flying bomb, which exploded harmlessly in the sky.
Wolf steered as carefully as he could around the debris on the ground until there was no other way forward. The car slammed to a halt.
“We can’t drive any further,” Wolf said, throwing the door open. “We’re going to have to run for it.” He jogged around to open the door for Marie and shielded her from the falling mortar shells, putting an arm around her as they ran toward the tower gate.
Aelwyn raised her arms and created a protective bubble around but they reached the gate of the tower, a second object streaked out of the sky toward them. At first they thought it was a mortar they’d missed, and threw themselves down the ground.
But instead of an explosion, a taunting and familiar voice called out, “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the happy couple. It seems like you’ve wasted no time cozying up to my former fiancée.”
Wolf and Marie had landed in a tumbled heap and were just now sitting up, Wolf’s arm wrapped protectively around his wife. He stared the figure in front of him, recognizing the face and form of Count Henri. But that voice—and the count’s eyes were no longer dark, but the brilliant Hohenzolleren blue, like his, cornflowers in a Saxony meadow.
“Leo,” he said, his voice was a mixture of resignation, fear, love, and disgust. “You’re alive.”
“Hello brother,” said Leo. “Perhaps you were right. She is not as plain as I thought. Shall I make her mine when I am done with you? She was mine before she was yours after all.”
Wolf lurched to his feet, his teeth bared, and fists pumped, but Leo held up his right hand, which glowed with a powerful and clearly magical incandescence. Wolf bent over as if a boxer had punched him in the gut and went flying backwards.
“Wolf!” Marie cried, turning to her husband. For her trouble she too was sent flying.
“No!” Aelwynn screamed, and instead of rising to her feet she floated into the air. “You shall not harm them!”
Leo turned his glowing hand to her, and Aelwynn could feel waves of energy streaming toward her, but they parted around her like water coursing around a boulder in a river. She raised a hand to the heavens and lightning fell from the sky, only to fork away harmlessly a dozen feet before they struck Leo.
He smirked at her in surprise. “Looks like someone’s learned a few new tricks. I’m afraid you’ll find they’ll be of little use against me.”
Wolf tried to crawl to Marie who was lying dazed near by.
“I’m all right,” she called, standing up. But before she could move toward him a bolt of force from Leo’s hands sent back falling on her knees.
“That was fun,” Leo chuckled, walking toward her. “What say we do that again?”
Marie screamed as another invisible force slammed her into the ground.
“YOU BASTARD!” Wolf yelled, emerging from behind an ancient cannon mounted on the lawn in front of the gate with a length of iron in his hands. He swung the bar and Leo instinctively held up his right hand to ward off the blow. The iron bar smashed into Leo’s hand and a glowing object went flying across the lawn.
“My stone!” Leo screamed, scrambling after it.
“Now!” Aelwynn screamed to Marie. “Get my father’s talismans while I hold Leo at bay!” She ran after the stone Leo had dropped, knowing she had to take it away from him.
“MARIE GO!” Wolf yelled, raising the bar to strike again.
“You caught me by surprise the first time, brother,” Leo sneered. “Don’t think you can hurt me a second time.”
Wolf brought the bar down on Leo’s skull. Instead of a shower of blood, however, there was a shower of sparks instead, and the bar splintered into pieces. Laughing, Leo drove a quick jab into Wolf’s midsection, causing him to double over in pain, then aimed a second, stronger blow at his chin, sending him sprawling backwards.
Aelwynn, meanwhile, had pounced on the glowing stone—
—only to feel herself hurled back up into the sky. She must have flown twenty feet through the air before she slammed into the ground—except instead of hitting the ground in full force, she was cushioned, the landing soft. Behind the chatter in her brain she heard a faint voice.
We are here for you, greenwitch.
The words seemed to be coming from the grass itself, or maybe the ground—maybe both—and Aelwynn barely had time to whisper a mental thank you before turning back to Leo, who was striding malevolently toward the glowing stone. Wolf was struggling to his feet, looking for a weapon, and Marie had managed to get inside the Tower, hopefully on her way to retrieve the locked-up talismans.
Leo was nearly on the stone.
A stone that was powerful enough to bring him back to life.
That was no ordinary soul-stone.
Pandora’s Box.
It had to be.
It had been in Leo’s possession all this time. It was why he did not die when Louis’s bullet killed him.
Aelwynn knew her green magic wouldn’t be able to resist its power for long. She needed her father’s talismans if she was going to have a fighting chance. From the corner of her eye, she saw Wolf stand up and run toward the tower gates. The fortress was massive—who knew how long it would take Wolf and Marie to navigate its maze of corridors?
We can help you, mistress, a thousand tiny voices whispered in her head. The very earth was speaking to her. Aelwynn suddenly knew what she was meant to do.
 “You seem to have forgotten that I have killed you once before,” she said, facing him. “And in this country we bury our dead.”
There was a roiling beneath Leo’s feet and the ground seemed to turn into muddy soup. Leo sank into the earth as though a hand had grabbed him by the foot and yanked him down.
He screamed all the way down into the bowels of the earth, fighting and resisting its pull.
There wasn’t much time, she had to secure the Pandora’s Box. She couldn’t touch it, but maybe she could use the wind to scoop it up. If she could get inside the Tower wards, she might be able to keep Leo from it.
Aelwynn sensed a feeling of pain and grim determination as the soil struggled to hold on to the immortal sorcerer.
But he was too powerful.
A shower of dirt and grass exploded from the lawn as he shot up from beneath the ground. His body was nearly unrecognizable as human beneath a coating of mud, rendering him a featureless black blur out of which shown a single light at his throat. Its glow was identical to the glow of Pandora’s Box clutched in Ronan’s hands.
That amulet must bind him to the Box somehow. I have to get it away from him!
Leo shivered then, or shimmered, and the mud flaked away from his body, leaving him pristine in his unwrinkled black suit.
“I usually find mud baths so soothing,” he said, surrounded now by a green glow all over his body.
Aelwynn made lightning dance from the sky and the ground churned like lava, but the green wards around rebuffed her attacks as if they were mere raindrops on a window.
Meanwhile, Leo came ever closer, and Aelwynn felt an invisible force being to choke and paralyze her, tightening its hold inch by inch.
It’s no use, Aelwynn thought. He’s too strong. I need my father’s talismans.
“Aelwyn! Catch!” It was Wolf, from the tower gate, where he stood with Marie. He must have goHe held up his hand and she saw something glittering in his palm.
She caught the talismans and draped the chain bearing the Tooth of Ascalon around her neck, then shoved the ring that held the Heart of Rhiannon onto her finger.
“The Hand of Uthor!” she demanded. “Where is it?”
“The what?” yelled Marie.
“The sword!”
“Oh right! Here!” She threw a small silver dagger with a jeweled helm toward Aelwynn.
There was a great flash as Leo lunged for the glowing stone, to claim Pandora’s Box once again.
Aelwynn grasped the sword in her hand.
She had all the talismans and their power at her command.
She was the Morgaine of Albion. She raised the sword and blasted a force of magic that surrounded Leo and trapped him inside.
Yet at the same time she felt an intense heat around her throat, as if someone had pulled a necklace from a blazing fire and clasped it around her neck.
Her fingers scratched at it but found nothing there save the ribbon she had worn for the past three weeks, since her father died.
“Aelwynn?” Marie called. “Are you okay? Aelwynn!”
Aelwynn tried to answer, but couldn’t force a breath past the fire in her throat.
And then the world went black.
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Secrets of Avalon
No! Aelwynn screamed at herself. You cannot black out! The lives of Marie and Wolf and everyone in the empire depend on it!
Over the screaming of her mind she heard a faint voice calling.
“Aelwynn! Aelwynn, wake up!”
She reached toward the voice, thinking it was Marie calling her, or maybe Wolf. In her delirium she couldn’t tell if the speaker was male or female.
“Aelwynn. Open your eyes.”
I’m trying! she yelled inwardly. But it was as if her eyes were weighted down by bricks, sewn closed by metal wires. Her body refused to respond to her thoughts.
“Don’t worry, daughter. It will soon be over.”
Daughter.
She opened her eyes.
The green fields of Avalon stretched out on every side as far as she could see, broken only by the forms of Viviane, who stood in deep green robes drawn in tightly at the waist by a golden belt, and her father, who sat on a stone in his own gold-belted green robes. He looked like himself once more. The gray had faded from his hair and the wrinkles had hardened into the old stern lines framing his thin-lipped mouth. His body looked as strong as it had ever looked in life, and yet there was a feeling of weakness about him as well. Fatigue. Hence the rock he sat on.
“You will forgive me for not standing up,” he said. “I have not yet adjusted to life in this body.”
Aelwynn shook her head in disbelief.
“I don’t understand, Father. How is that you are here? Shouldn’t you be in the land beyond Avalon?”
He smiled gently at her. “There is no land beyond Avalon, Aelwynn,” he said in a wry voice. “This is as beyond as it gets.”
“But you always told me told me there was a place…a place powerful magicians went after they died.”
“This is that place.”
“But how can that be? I was here—I was here for four years! I wasn’t dead.” A thought burst into her head. “I’m not dead now, am I?”
“Please, Emrys,” Viviane cut in now. “This deception has gone on long enough. Tell her the truth, finally.”
Emrys Myrddyn was silent for a long time. At last he spoke. “No, daughter, you are not dead. In fact, you cannot die. You cannot die because you were never really alive, at least not in the way that humans think of life.” His ancient, ageless eyes bored into hers. “You are immortal. Like us. You are one of the Fey.”
“It is as I had suspected,” Aelwynn whispered.
“The Fey are the most glorious of Earth’s creations, and you, now, are the greatest Fey on the planet,” said Vivienne.
“But why am I here—what about my friends back in London?” she asked.
“Marie is a daughter of Albion, don’t forget. The island will protect her and her kin, at least for a while.”
“Thousands of years ago, in the beginning of time, there was only the Fey. The Fey created everything in the world. Of all these creations, the most special were the humans, which the Fey had made in their own image. Eventually some Fey grew to love their creations too much, and they made a fatal decision. They allowed humans to bear their children.
“These new creatures, half human, half divine, combined the best and worst of both species. Like Fey, they had the ability to tap into the earth’s magic, but it was tempered by the jealousy and greed that is symptomatic of mortality. Mortal beings are driven by the urge to acquire and experience everything they can during the short time they are alive, and to destroy everything that they cannot take with them after death. These Half-elven humans saw their condition as a cruel joke played on them by the part of their Fey masters which fostered a hatred and a desire for revenge. These half-human, half-divine creatures were nearly as long-lived as we are, and they bided their time, reproducing, populating the earth and building vast armies. They also learned how to draw the magic out of the earth and bind it to stones and words, thus creating what you know as gray magic – white for good, black for evil, while simultaneously reducing the power of the earth’s own magic—the magic of the Fey, which you know as green. While their power grew, ours diminished.
“Finally, when they deemed themselves ready, the Half-Elven launched an attack against their masters. They had discovered a way to banish us from the human realm. By then there were millions of them and only a few thousand of us, and the carnage was indescribable. We were forced to retreat here to Avalon, our first home. The Half-Elven bloodline spread across the earth, but as the generations went by, their magical abilities diluted, until all that remained was a distant memory of the ancient connection they had once had with mother earth. Such magic as they retained came solely from talismans and spells, and even then only a few of their number, in whom Fey blood was least diluted, had the ability to use them.
“When enough time had gone by, we dared to venture out of Avalon. By that point nearly two thousand years had elapsed and stories of the Fey had retreated to the level of myth, and we were able to pass ourselves off as human. We called ourselves magicians, and we began to gather up the artifacts that the Half-Elven had created thousands of years earlier to use against us. We passed these artifacts off as trinkets to amuse the humans we ostensibly served, or as weapons to help them in their wars, but all the while we were gathering them to destroy them and release their magic back into the world.
“But there were still some humans in whom Fey blood was strong, and who had never forgotten the ancient enmity between their species and ours. Among these, the most powerful was Jeanne d’Arkk, who commanded massive armies as well as a formidable cache of magical artifacts, and who came very close to defeating your father before she was finally vanquished at Normandie. History teaches us that Jeanne d’Arkk was French, but in fact she was only raised there. She came from the far north, from the land of the so-called Northern Fey, who are not pure Fey at all, but rather our ancient enemies, the Half-Elven Muscovites who in their isolation managed to hold on to their ancient magical heritage more successfully than their southern neighbors.
“After Jeanne d’Arkk’s defeat, the Northern Fey knew it was only a matter of time before your father turned the armies of the Franco-British empire against them. What your father didn’t know, however, was that the Northern Fey had acquired possession of Pandora’s Box, one of the oldest of all magical artifacts. Pandora’s Box had the ability to absorb magic from other magical talismans, and unbeknownst to your father the magical energy from the artifacts he had destroyed had not returned to the earth as he had planned, but was instead sucked up into Pandora’s Box. The Northern Fey arranged for one of their number to be an advisor to the royal family of Prussia, and this illicit union produced Leopold VII, who, though of diluted fey blood, still possessed powerful magic. He was trained in sorcery in secret by his real father and for years they searched for Pandora’s Box until they found it unknowingly hidden by House Valois. With this weapon, he was ready to challenge the Merlin.
“The results of that battle you know well enough. What you don’t realize is that Leo would probably have won the battle if he hadn’t rebelled against the Muscovites in an attempt to claim even more power for himself, ultimately setting his sights on the Lily Throne. His hubris allowed Emrys to strike him down, but Leo had prepared for this possibility by releasing his soul into Pandora’s Box and fashioning a wraith into which his soul was transferred by his loyal subjects. After he was reanimated, he recovered Pandora’s Box and made peace with the Muscovites, and they bided their time until the deaths of Queen Eleanor and the Merlin left the empire at a vulnerable position until the new queen and Morgaine were instated into their power. The upshot of that attack is unfolding on the shores of the Thames even now.”
Aelwynn listened closely to all of this, even as she worried about her friends back in London. “But I’m the daughter of Queen Eleanor,” she said. “And Queen Eleanor was human. Or mostly human. Doesn’t that make me Half-Elven instead of Fey?”
Merlin turned to Viviane with a questioning look on his face. After a long pause, Viviane nodded. “It’s true,” she said. “You are Eleanor’s daughter, and Eleanor was, as you say, mostly human. But I devoted virtually the entirety of my life to creating Eleanor, arranging marriages and unions over the course of more than eight hundred years to ensure that at least a few drops of every branch of the Fey family flowed in her blood. Thus, though Eleanor herself was human, she carried the legacy of our race within her. She herself would never realize that legacy, but her offspring could, with the right father.”
“You mean you?” Aelwynn said.
Emrys nodded.
“The decision to conceive a child with a human was not I made lightly,” her father continued. “I was not entirely sure that her human traits would be suppressed—that our union would not produce to one of monstrous Half-Elven of ages past. That’s the real reason we sent you to Avalon when you were younger—not to punish you, but make certain of your true heritage. Had more than a trace of human taint persisted in you, it wouldn’t have been possible for you to enter Avalon. But you did enter, and there your aunt allowed you to cultivate your green magical skills.”
“I thought I was banished from court,” she said softly, remembering the hurt when she had been exiled to Avalon.
“Hear me, green magic is not your only strength,” her father said. “The few drops of human blood that persist in you give you the power to unite gray and green magic and to heal the ancient rift between Fey and human. But first you must defeat the Half-Elven. Leo and Irina.”
“How?”
“Your power is growing all the time. And you have a few advantages in the current battle. The first is that the real Henri de la Rouchefort is even now arriving in London. If he can get close enough to Leo to look him in the eye, his presence will destroy the wraith made in his image. Leo’s soul will retreat into the soul stone his wraith wears around its neck. That stone is tied to Pandora’s Box. It is likely that Leo has other wraiths prepared, but if you can destroy Pandora’s Box you will strip him of virtually all his power, even if he does manage to reincarnate. What’s more, the vast quantities of magic contained in the Box will release into Albion, thus adding to your own power.”
“That still leaves Irina,” Aelwynn said. “Will I be strong enough to defeat her?”
Another look passed between Emrys and Viviane.
“The truth is, I don’t know. The Northern Fey have evolved into something new and distinct during their long isolation from the rest of the world. Their power is great, and it is different from ours. But it is also tied to Muscovy, just as yours is tied to Albion. She is weaker here. And, as well, she has an Achilles’ heel that you can use against her.”
“Well?” Aelwynn demanded. “What is it?”
“Not what.” her father answered. “Who?”
“You mean…Alexei?”
Her father nodded.
“Irina loves her brother fiercely. You can use that against her.”
“Her brother?” Aelwynn shuddered, repulsed at the memory of Irina and Alexei together. Of course. They were twins. That’s why they looked so alike. That’s why they never made their true relationship clear to the Franco-British court. A pair of incestuous royal twins would never have been welcome at St. James.
“Yes father—”
But even as she spoke, she knew she had been dismissed, and it was as if she was shouting inside a closed closet.
Once again, the world went black.
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Final Showdown
Aelwynn opened her eyes. She was surprised to find herself stretched out on the ground, her head in Marie’s lap. “Am I back in London?” she asked.
Marie smiled. “Yes you are. Thank goodness. We were so worried about you! She’s back!” she called to Wolf.
“Good!” Wolf said from a few feet away. “As I’m almost out of ammunition!”
Aelwynn struggled to her feet. She felt slightly dizzy but otherwise okay. She made her way to the door of the Tower and peered out.
Leo was surrounded on three sides by a regiment of the Queen’s Guard, who were firing at them with a mixture of magical and conventional weapons. He was still enclosed in the green prison but it wouldn’t hold him for much longer. When the soldiers fired at him he was able to swat the bullets from the air, or turn the magical energies back the way they came. Soon he would be free of it.
There was no sign of Pandora’s Box.
“Where’s the box? You know, the stone he was holding,” she asked Wolf. He held a rifle in his hand, pointed at his brother.
“I don’t know,” he answered. He squeezed the trigger on his rifle and a fireball exploded from the end of the barrel. It streaked toward Leo, who smacked it away like a cricket ball.
“We’ll never get rid of him!” said Marie.
“No, there’s a way—I went to Avalon and my father told me the real Henri Le Rouchefort is on his way. If we can get him close to Leo, his body will be destroyed.”
“That sounds great,” Wolf said, “but until the real Henri arrives, like I said, I’m running out of ammo. Can you do something else with those talismans?”
The talismans! She took stock of them now. To her surprise she felt nothing. Then she remembered: she ripped the scarf from her neck and scratched at the line of chalk and bloodstone on her throat.
As soon as the line around her throat was broken, she felt a thrum of power from the ring and the necklace and the circlet. The feeling was incredible, like she had a million senses instead of six.
“Look!” cried Marie, who was pointing up in the sky at a black bird that was growing rapidly larger. No, Aelwynn, realized. It wasn’t a bird. It was an aeroplane. It looked like a small, open-topped biplane. It was too way far away for Aelwynn to see who was in it, but somehow she knew it was Henri de la Rouchefort.
Before she could decide how she was going to get him face to face with Leo, a massive bolt of lightning shot up from the ground and tore through one of the plane’s wings. Immediately it began to spin crazily and plummet toward the ground.
Leo smiled from behind his green haze.
“No!” Aelwynn screamed. Before she knew it she was airborne, shuttled aloft by a wind she was hardly aware of conjuring. She was exhilarated with her newfound power, but also terrified. What if she couldn’t control it? What if she not only failed to save Henri and stop Leo, but ended up plunging to her own death?
She would not let that happen.
She shot toward the plane, which flew two or three hundred feet overhead. As she got close she asked the wind to widen from the narrow stream that had propelled her into the air. In her head she imagined a cradle of wind supporting the plane, holding it in the sky.
But the plane was too heavy. Its fall slowed, but only slightly. It was still spinning rapidly toward the ground.
She could see now that it contained three passengers—Henri de la Rouchefort sat in the pilot’s chair, looking eerily identical to Leo below, save that his pale face lacked the demented, demonic gleam of Henri’s eyes. Behind him a boy and girl were sandwiched into the passenger’s seat. All wore terrified expressions, yet none of them was screaming. Henri was fighting with the plane’s joystick. The girl was clutching something to her chest, and looked almost to be whispering soothing words to it.
She maneuvered closer to the spinning plane, grabbing onto the edge of a wing to steady herself.
“You’re going to have to jump!” she yelled.
“What?” the girl screamed, looking up.
“Jump!” Aelwynn screamed.
“No, I heard you,” the girl screamed. “I just can’t believe you want us to—”
Her words were cut off as the boy sitting behind her pushed her from the plane, and jumped out after. He just managed to grab onto her ankle with one hand, and caught the edge of the plane with the other.
“Martin!” the girl screamed, more in anger than fear. “What are you doing?”
Only Henri was still in the plane. He seemed paralyzed by terror.
Aelwynn glanced down at the ground. It was dizzyingly close, and getting closer all the time.
“You have to jump!” Aelwynn ordered. “I can’t save you if you’re stuck in the plane!”
“I can’t!” Henri screamed.
“You have to trust me!” Aelwynn screamed back. “I won’t let you fall!”
She held out her free hand. After a long moment, Henri took it.
“Now grab his wrist,” she said, nodding to the boy in the back, who was struggling to hold onto the girl. She saw now that his face was scarred by three long slashes, but beneath them his expression was one of grim determination.
Henri twisted in his seat and used his other hand to grab the scarred boy’s wrist. The scarred boy released his hold on the plane and wrapped his fingers around Henri’s wrist in turn. He and the girl were dangling freely in the air, whipped about like the tail of a kite.
When she saw that they were all linked together, Aelwynn used her legs to push off from the plane. Henri remained stuck in his seat for a moment before popping free. The four of them were linked together now as Aelwynn concentrated on commanding the wind, slowing their chaotic motion and halting their fall. Once they were stable, she was able to ease off a little, and a few seconds she and her companions tumbled clumsily but safely onto the ground.
Almost immediately the strange girl was on her feet, her hands clutched to her chest. With a start, Aelwynn realized a baby was bound there in a loose fabric sling. Instead of thanking her, though, the girl whirled on her scarred companion.
“I can’t believe you did that! You could have killed—”
Again the girl was cut off as a gun sounded and a bullet whizzed by her face. The scarred boy grabbed her hand and pulled her to the ground.
“Stay down! We’re right in the crossfire!”
It was true. Aelwynn had set them down only a few dozen feet from Leo, right between the two lines of British soldiers who were shooting at the sorcerer-wraith.
“Hold your fire!” she screamed. She still had hold of Henri’s hand, and she jerked him to his feet.
“Come on,” she said. “We don’t have much time! He’s almost broken through the Tower wards.”
She ran towards Leo, who whirled in her direction. He loosed a bolt of magical energy at her but she was able fend it off with a bolt of her own—barely. The power Leo was wielding was incredible.
“You have to look him in the eye!” she yelled at Henri. “That’s the only way to defeat him!”
She pressed forward. Leo continued to fire at her, his eyes locked with hers, a smile of fierce sadistic pleasure on his face. She continued to parry his blasts, but each wave of energy he sent at her seemed stronger than the last, while each of her counterthrusts seemed weaker.
Pandora’s Box is stealing the talismans’ power! By defending herself, she was actually making him stronger. But if she didn’t defend herself, she and Henri would be blown to smithereens.
Suddenly she saw a movement behind Leo. A figure had emerged from the Tower entrance. It was Wolf. He raced toward his brother’s wraith armed with nothing more than a rifle even as Marie appeared in the gate behind him, her mouth open in an inaudible scream.
Wolf ran toward his brother, never once attempting to fire. Aelwynn remembered him saying that he was almost out of ammunition before she’d rescued the occupants of the plane. He held his gun like a club, and as he got close to his brother he raised it above his head brought it down on his brother’s hand that held Pandora’s Box.
Had it been a magical weapon, it would have never gotten through Leo’s wards. But the empty gun was nothing more than a stick of wood and metal, and as such passed right through Leo’s magical shielding.
Leo dropped the stone and whirled around, his fist flying. It struck Wolf full in the face and sent him flying through the air. Wolf fell backward and hit his head hard on the concrete.
Marie ran to him, sobbing. “Wolf!”
For a moment a look of regret crossed Leo’s face. Wolf was his brother after all. Once upon a time, they were friends. But it passed when Aelwynn called his name.
“Leo!” she yelled, at the same time jerking Henri forward in front of her.
Leo whirled around, his hand outstretched with the stone, but as soon as he came to face her and Henri he froze into place.
“No!” he screamed, his voice wracked with pain. “No!”
But though he twitched with fury, he seemed unable to move. His features hardened like wet sand baked by the sun, then began to crack and flake away. A strange groan came from deep inside him, but it too disappeared. Then, with a near-silent whisper his stolen body exploded in a burst of sand. The only thing that remained of him was the amulet he’d worn at his neck. It seemed to hang in the air a moment, glowing brightly, and then it went out like a broken lightbulb and splatted to the ground.
Aelwynn pounced on it, surrounding it with the strongest magical shield she could summon. But even as she did so she could tell that all magic had left the piece of white jade.
But where was the Pandora’s Box?
It had disappeared into the ground.
And there was no time to search for it just yet.
She looked around—Wolf was coming to, and returning Marie’s embrace. The newly crowned King and Queen of the United Empire huddled together, finding comfort in each other in the middle of the battlefield.
Good. They would need each other.
But Aelwynn wasn’t done.
There was still Irina Romanov on her warship in the Thames. She could sense the Muscovite’s strange magical energy reaching into the land—into her land—and attempting to turn it against Aelwynn.
“Excuse me, would you?” she said to Henri de la Rouchefort, who looked lost and bewildered in the middle of a battlefield. She let go of his hand and launched herself into the sky.
Flying was easier the second time around, and she shot like an arrow over the embankment and past Westminster Bridge. As she streaked toward the Tsar Nicholas a pair of mortars erupted from cannons in the side of the ship. Aelwynn couldn’t tell if they were aimed at her or not, but it didn’t matter. At a thought the steel in the mortars crumbled away to rust, and before they’d gone fifty feet they were nothing but thin trails of dust in the sky.
She pierced the warship’s wards as though they didn’t exist. Muscovite soldiers turned their guns on her, but with one wave of her hand the barrels bent like wet noodles and with a second the soldiers were thrown over the ship’s railing. She turned toward the aft castle, from which emanated the tsarevna’s energy. At her glance the castle’s wall splintered away to dust and there, in a sumptuous stateroom, sat Irina and Alexei Romanov.
The twins.
The Half-Elven royal couple.
Take what is Irina’s. Hurt what she loves.
Before the pair could get to their feet Aelwynn put out her hand and squeezed her fist. Alexei hurtled toward her but she had thrown a lasso around him and jerked him to her side. He twitched and writhed in a net of crackling energy, but otherwise couldn’t move.
Irina drew lifted her hands and pointed them at Aelwynn. She could feel the magic gathering around her. It was incredibly powerful, even though Irina was thousands of miles from her native soil, and deep in Albion’s territory besides. She didn’t want to imagine how much powerful Irina would be inside Muscovy’s borders.
“Don’t,” Aelwynn warned her. “If you attempt to use magic of any kind, I’ll kill him.”
Irina stared at her with a look of pure, unadulterated hatred. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with, greenwitch.” Sparks and flames flew from her hair and skin.
Aelwynn squeezed her fist again, and Alexei screamed in pain.
“You know I’ll do it,” she said, and she knew she meant it. She held Alexei’s life in her hands and she would crush him like an egg against a bowl.
For another moment the two witches started at each other.
Finally, all at once, Irina’s magical aura disappeared. Her hands dropped to her sides uselessly. “What do you want?” she demanded in a voice dripping with venom.
“I want you to turn these ships around and sail out of English waters. Now.”
Irina shook her head and her icicles of hair flew around her. “I’m not leaving without my brother.”
“You will if you want him alive,” Aelwynn shot back. “When I receive word you’re back in St. Petersburg, I’ll release him. But not one moment before.”
Irina raised her hands to the heavens and thunder boomed. “Unacceptable!” But there was a desperate edge in her voice. She knew she’d been cornered.
Aelwynn smiled maliciously. “I think I will enjoy killing him right in front of you.”
Irina’s eyes flashed with hatred. “If you dare harm a lock of his hair, all of London will burn! I promise you that! There will be nothing left of this precious land of yours.”
“Maybe,” Aelwynn answered. “But you’ll also lose your dearest love. I am the Morgaine of Albion and you are far from Muscovy. You and your seven ships will not be able to hold out indefinitely.” She shrugged as if she didn’t care either way. “Maybe we should just get this over with now.” She squeezed her fingers again, and Alexei screamed in pain.
Irina scowled. “Victory is yours for now, greenwitch.”
Aelwynn smiled in triumph. “I’ll call up a nice breeze to speed you on your way. You have one hour to reach the Channel. If you’re not out of English waters by nightfall, your brother dies.”
And, with another wave of her hand, she took to the skies, leaving Irina staring at her in impotent rage.
For the first time since she’d returned to London, Aelwynn caught a glimpse of the destruction wrought by the Muscovite mortars: dozens of buildings reduced to rubble, the vast green fields of St. James’s and Hyde parks rendered into muddy, smoking ruins.
She switched her gaze to Alexei Romanov, who was hanging in her arms with a bored, insouciant expression, as if he were merely at a cocktail party.
“Is this what you wanted?” she said to him, waving a hand at the carnage below.
Alexei shrugged. “Who can say? Only that my sister wants what she wants and she had decided she wanted London. Oh I know you know about us, I can see it in your eyes.  As you see,” he said, motioning to path of destruction through the city, “Irina has quite a temper. And you better believe you haven’t seen the least of it.”




Epilogue
Ronan Astor crept out to the field, she had found a way off the Muscovite’s boat, which had dumped her on the London docks before it high-tailed it back home. The battle was over. She had been wandering for a while now, dazed, through the rubble of the city, looking for something.
She was in the meadow in front of the Tower of London. Somehow, the voice in her head had led her there.
There was a stone on the ground somewhere.
It was calling to her with a familiarly seductive voice. Leo’s voice.
Ronan.
You can’t ignore me, Ronan.
Pick me up and make me yours.
You know you want to.
Ronan shook her head. No. She didn’t want any of this. She recognized that stone. It was Leo’s once.
I don’t want this. I don’t want any of this.
Didn’t you, though? Didn’t you go questing after power? Didn’t you dream of marrying a prince? Didn’t you wonder what it would be like to be queen?
“All I wanted was a rich husband,” Ronan muttered.
A rich husband along with
jewels and land and wealth beyond imagining as due a lady of her rank and beauty. She was entitled to a life of luxury.
It was all she loved, all she craved. Power. Riches. Status.
And you will have it, Ronan. All of it. I will give it to you. Pick me up and make me yours.
Yes. Ronan reached for the stone and immediately she felt the glow of the Pandora’s Box fill her soul, as if a fire was burning inside her.
She wanted it all.
She wanted more.
And she would have it.
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