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In 1429, the English army and its formidable magicians were led to victory by their Merlin, Emrys Myrddyn, defeating Charles VI of France and his dark witch, Jeanne of Arkk. Henry VI was crowned King of England and France. 
Since the fifteenth century, the sun has never set on the Franco-British Empire. It is the most powerful in the world, with vast holdings in Asia, Africa, Australia, and particularly North America, its rich territories comprising sixty provinces. 
Almost five hundred years later, the one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old Queen Eleanor II is at the end of her reign. Her daughter Marie-Victoria, the Princess Dauphine, must marry and conceive an heir to carry on the line. 
A marriage has been arranged between Marie-Victoria and Leopold VII, the Kronprinz of Prussia, the empire’s most dangerous enemy. Truce has been called after the Battle of Lamac, which ended the Franco-Prussian War. 
The engagement will bring peace to the Continent, and will be announced and celebrated at London’s annual Bal du Drap d’Or, where eligible ladies are introduced to society and presented at court. 
The season opens at the beginning of the twentieth century, during what will be known in history as the height of magic’s golden age.





There are two of them, bent over their dolls. One is small and sickly; the other is strong and tall. Their backs are turned to me, so that I can only see the delicate bones of their necks underneath their ponytails. The girls. While they play they are singing to each other, a song that the music master has taught them on the harpsichord. 
Their singing stops. They have noticed my presence. The girls turn, and I can see their faces now.
One is pale and thin, her eyes a waterless blue, their color fading. 
One is merry and bright, her eyes a vibrant hue, their color blinding.
After a moment they turn back to their play, ignoring me.
Except now there is no more singing—only the darkness of the room as the curtains close against the light, and the dream fades.
Two girls.
One beautiful and strong.
One plain and powerless.
Only one shall be queen…
And the other shall serve her.
But as I awake from sleep, I still do not know—
Which one of them is my daughter? 
And which one is the traitor?










A half unconscious Queen—
But this time—Adequate—Erect,
With Will to choose, or to reject,
And I choose, just a Crown—
—EMILY DICKINSON

Who run the world? Girls!
Who run this motha? Girls!
—BEYONCÉ,
“RUN THE WORLD (GIRLS)”





The streets of London were so much more crowded than she remembered. It was as if everything in the city had multiplied. The buildings were taller and closer together, rows of red brick houses next to the new tall, skinny, cement ones with slate roofs; and there were so many people jostling on the sidewalk, elbow to elbow, shoulder against shoulder, a great army of pedestrians marching purposefully to who-knows-where. For a moment, she felt claustrophobic and trapped; lost, adrift, and alone in a sea of humanity. Her senses were assaulted from every direction: smokestacks belching into the gray sky, newsboys yelling the headlines, the salty-tangy smell of fried fish from the sidewalk vendors. It had only been four years since she’d left the city, but it felt like four decades, and Aelwyn Myrddyn stood in the middle of it all, clutching tightly the battered leather valise that contained all she had in the world. The bag was heavy with bottles of herbs, tonics, and potions from Avalon. 
“All right, miss?” the driver asked, tipping his hat in her direction. 
She hesitated for the briefest moment, feeling a pang in her heart. She thought of Viviane waving a solemn good-bye from the shore, her golden hair shining through the mist. For a moment, Aelwyn wondered if she had made the right decision in returning to the city of her childhood. When Aelwyn had turned sixteen, Viviane had told her that it was time to determine her fate. Magic users had two options when they came of age: to join the invisible orders, or to choose exile in Avalon. 
“Miss?” the driver asked again.
“Yes, quite all right,” she said, thinking of the letter in her pocket from her father. She squared her shoulders and nodded. The driver’s orders were to take her to the palace directly, but she had persuaded him to stop a few blocks away. She wanted some time to walk by herself, to see the city up close, before she disappeared behind the black iron gates of St. James Palace. Aelwyn watched as the driver whistled and shook the reins, which were connected to an empty harness hanging in the air. The black horseless carriage rolled away slowly down the street and disappeared all at once with a thunderclap and a cloud of white smoke. Viviane’s hansoms were a rare sight in the city, and so a few pedestrians blinked in surprise; but most hardly missed a step, and were more concerned with getting out of the way of the newfangled automobiles that were clogging the narrow roads.
“Need a hand?” asked a nearby gent, his eyes lingering over the curve of her form underneath the cloak. “That bag looks heavy, lass.”
She shook her head and pulled the cowl over her mass of auburn curls. The ability to command male attention was its own kind of magic, but one that could backfire on a girl if she wasn’t careful. Aelwyn had learned caution during her time away from home, and not to waste her charms on unworthy candidates. The nubby fabric of her wrap was cozy and comforting; the cloth was handspun, and reminded her of the island and the simple pleasures of life there. She had given them up to return to this metropolis.
As a child, she had not been allowed out of the palace very often; but, after the first few moments of terror and disorientation, she had navigated her way easily, using the tall tower spires of the castle as a guide and beacon through the crowded streets. Now, everywhere she looked, there were banners hanging from balconies, and storefronts were flying the red-and-blue flags of the empire. They were remnants of last week’s victory celebration for the soldiers and magicians, who were finally home from the long war against the Prussian kingdom—although “victory” was a bit of a misnomer. The smaller nation had wrestled the mighty empire to a bit of a truce, a standoff. But in any event, the war was over—and that was indeed something to celebrate.
She walked along the mall, a broad boulevard lined with flowering trees, pretty shops, and gardens, stopping once in a while to peek into dusty book emporiums and bakeries with Cornish pasties in the windows. This is what she wanted—to live in the moment, to live in London again, to matter. She had cherished her experience in Avalon, but couldn’t imagine living there for the rest of her life as a person out of time, living in an endless present. Alone and apart from the world, she would have watched the ages going by through her aunt’s crystal glass. Avalon, for all its glories and beauty, was not enough. She was her father’s daughter, after all.
During her exile she had yearned for the city, like a missing limb. She wanted to experience all it had to offer: live in the great palace, participate in the hectic preparations for the coming season, and dance at the Bal du Drap d’Or, the Ball of the Gold Cloth—an annual gala to commemorate the unification of the two kingdoms and the foundation of the empire. She wanted to see the queen again. Emrys’s magic might be the shield of the realm, but Eleanor was its center, its great beating heart.
Aelwyn took a shortcut down an alley that led directly to the royal mews, heading toward the side and back entrances for staff, ministers, and courtiers. The elaborate and heavily guarded front gates and reception halls were reserved for honored guests only. Here she slowed down her pace, nervous about seeing her father again. Four years ago, he had sent her away as if she had been nothing to him; as if she’d been just a girl from the kitchens, and not his only daughter. She knew she had done something wrong by losing control of her powers and starting a fire, and she understood expulsion was the only punishment the court would accept for the threat and harm done. But because Emrys never once wrote her while she was away, never once indicated that she was forgiven, Aelwyn had taken her banishment to heart. 
In his letter, Emrys had invited her back to the palace, but she was still apprehensive about their reunion. When she was younger, she had sobbed bitterly at their parting; and while she was almost grownup now, as well as Avalon-trained, thinking about him made her feel like that sad girl once more. She wasn’t that much different, really, from the group of street kids—grubby little urchins with dirty faces—that had just emerged from the back of a fry shop into the alley. “Want some?” one of them asked with a grin, holding out mushy peas wrapped in greasy newsprint. She shook her head with a smile, and he shrugged, turning back to his meal and accidentally bumping her shoulder. 
“Oh, excuse me!” she said, dropping her bag. But when she leaned over to pick it up, it was no longer there.
It was gone. 
She stood there, staring at the ground, and realized she had been had. That bump had been no accident. She looked up to see the little thief running away with it, his food scattered everywhere. “STOP!” she cried, horrified. “STOP, boy!” But he paid no attention to her, darting into the busy streets, weaving quickly through the crowd, and was soon lost in a sea of dark coats, hats, and parasols. 
Her precious stones, tonics, and herbs. Viviane’s crystal glass: her treasured inheritance from Avalon. Aelwyn pushed up her sleeves, hiked up her skirts, and ran after the little criminal, pushing gentlemen to the side and stepping on ladies’ toes. Her face flushed with anger and embarrassment. Had she looked that much like a rube? Like such an easy mark? It shamed her to think she had been robbed the minute she set foot in London. Her aunt had cautioned her, had ordered the driver to see her safely into the palace, and Aelwyn had only her stubbornness to blame. 
She saw the boy ahead of her—he was about to turn the corner—and once he did, she knew he would be lost, her valuables gone forever if she did not act. There was no other recourse. She had to do it. The boy had given her no choice. 
She stopped running and forced her heartbeat to slow, her breath to steady. She closed her eyes and focused. She had seen him for the briefest moment when he’d offered her a bite. She touched the stone she wore around her neck—obsidian, deep as midnight—and called up his face in her memory.
His grubby little face; the face of a young street beggar, a naughty boy with shifty cold blue eyes; an operative of a local syndicate, working for a Fagin who was sure to be lurking somewhere, taking whatever he stole and stringing him along with a pittance. She concentrated and called up her memory of his eyes, and looked through them into his soul.
Aelwyn would not have been able to do this to just anybody, but the boy was young and poor, untrained and uneducated. Children from good families were taught how to protect one’s soul from a mage. But the little thief had not had the privilege of learning how to hide his soul from the world, to disguise its nature; and so she had been able to see into his very essence, into the spirit that made him who he was. As she looked into that deep abyss, a calm settled upon her.
The name of his soul came to her mind in a whisper.
Bradai, she called. To me.
She opened her eyes. Just as she had commanded, a thin gray column of smoke, shimmering in the afternoon light, came streaking toward her. She reached out and caught it with her fist. It was small and cold and shivering. His soul.
No one noticed the little boy frozen in his tracks in the shadows, his mouth agape, his foot hovering above the sidewalk in midstep, a large ladies’ valise hanging off his arm. Aelwyn took her time as she walked toward him, holding his soul in the palm of her hand. She looked right into his eyes, which were blank now; dead. He did not know what had happened to him; did not understand what had taken hold of his very essence and frozen him into place.
She plucked her bag from him and slapped him, hard, on the cheek. His soul trembled in her grasp, wriggling—gasping for air, for breath—for release. Aelwyn sighed. He hadn’t deserved this. It was wrenching to perform an extraction on so small a child. He was only a little boy, a desperate, hungry street urchin, and his gang leader probably wouldn’t have even known what to do with the treasures he carried. Most likely he would have tossed the jars of tonics and herbs into the garbage, broken the crystal glass, and sold the stones for a tenth of what they were worth. She turned away. When she was a few blocks safely past, she released her grasp on him and let his soul back into his body.
St. James Palace, the home of the sovereign, was a monolith: heavy, brown, and solid. It lacked the symmetry of Parliament and the Crown’s other great structures, as its twin towers were located off to one side, their octagonal turrets standing like two sentries at the ready. The red-and-blue Franco-British flag flew proudly from the roof and whipped in the air. Above, the sky was gray, as it always was; the clouds stirred and streaked across the horizon, but never parted to reveal the sun. Perhaps the great palace would look less dour if the sun ever shone on it, but it rarely did. The gray of London made the castle look darker, more ominous. Aelwyn felt increasingly small and insignificant as she got closer to it. St. James was the seat of the queen, and had been home to centuries of British and Franco-British rulers. Its architecture spoke of unquestioned power, of a strength that had stood for centuries without interruption—of a power that would never bend, never compromise.
Her father was in his study, she was told by his unsmiling secretary. It was the same dour old woman who had ushered her out of the castle four years before. The chamber was tall and narrow; like the castle itself, the proportions of the room were designed to intimidate anyone who entered. Slender pilasters dressed the walls, their thin golden lines interspersed with panels of rich red cloth. In the early morning light, the cloth reminded her of blood. A brazier of candles made the darkness of the room even more intense, more foreboding. Her father’s desk occupied a faint patch of light below the flickering candles. The mighty table could seat a dozen men, and the desk nearly dwarfed the man sitting at its head. A globe decorated one side of the tabletop; it spun slowly, apparently of its own accord, and she guessed it was her father’s magic that made it spin. Indeed, it was the power of the Merlin that made all things turn. Behind the desk hung a loosely knit tapestry embroidered with a map of the empire. The map’s size, its age, its glorious detail, all said one thing to anyone who braved a visit to the first magician of the realm: Our empire is vast, our power unquestioned; our rule will stand forever.
She had not seen him in four years, but Emrys Myrddyn looked exactly the same, with his stern countenance and trim white hair and beard. He was dressed in a beautifully tailored morning suit, his gold cuff links catching the light. “Ah, there you are,” he said, looking up from his paperwork with a distracted smile, as if she had just disappeared for a moment and not been sent away for four years. 
“Hello, Father,” she said politely.
“Have a seat,” he said, motioning to the chair in front of his desk. “How was your journey? Are you hungry?”
She shrugged. “I’ll get something from Cook later.”
Emrys took an apple from behind his desk, peeled it, cored it, and cut it into fourths. She was touched by the gesture. He’d remembered that as a child she had always preferred her fruit this way: peeled, prepared, cleaned of skin and pits and stones, which was the way the princess’s fruit was always served. When she was a child in this castle, she had insisted that everything she had be exactly like the princess’s. She had never settled for less than what Marie received.
She accepted the plate gratefully and took a bite from one piece.
“How is my sister?” Emrys asked.
“Viviane is well. She sends her regards.”
Emrys snorted. Aelwyn knew that Viviane believed Emrys had sold out the enchanters of the world by making them servants to the throne. “Your father is nothing but a glorified civil servant,” the Lady of the Lake liked to grouse. Viviane had chosen exile over subservience. “I will not bow to some lesser creature,” she’d told her niece, and made it clear what she thought of Aelwyn’s decision to return to the palace. “What is outside this mist that calls to you so? There we are but chattel, performing monkeys. Let them find someone else to create their fireworks and call for rain.” 
“Is my sister as stubborn as ever?” Emrys asked in a bemused tone.
Aelwyn smiled. Other than inquiring about Viviane, her father did not mention Aelwyn’s long absence or its cause; he did not ask about her health or her happiness. Then again, Emrys had never been particularly affectionate. Her father was the nearly thousand-year-old wizard who had advised Artucus, the first King of England, and all his heirs—including Henry VI, for whom Emrys had brought the kingdoms of England and France together to create the foundation of the empire.
Emrys settled back into his chair and drummed his fingers on his desk. “I had to convince the Order to take you in; you know they aren’t very fond of Viviane, and were wary of her influence upon you. I had to assure them of your obedience. Do not fail me.”
“My will is to serve,” she said, showing him she had already learned the vows of her future station. 
He nodded, pleased. “Run into any trouble on your journey?” he asked, taking a pipe out of his pocket and lighting it.
“No, Father,” she said with a shrug, fiddling with the obsidian stone on her chain. She thought of the little thief, and how she’d held his soul in her hands. “None at all.”





The prettiest room in the castle was built like a jewel box: all pink, white and gold, with gilt molding, pink damask wallpaper, fat cherub murals painted on the ceiling, and a crystal chandelier above the bed. It was a room fit for a sleeping princess. Except the princess, Marie-Victoria, was only pretending to be asleep. She kept her eyes closed and her breathing even as her ladies-in-waiting gathered around the bed, trying to make as little noise as possible. Marie wondered how long they had been standing there—since dawn? Or for only a few minutes? She never knew; only that they were always there when she woke up. There was an audience for everything she did, even the most mundane of activities, from rising to dining to strolling in the gardens. The practice had been handed down from the French side of their family, and even though the court was in London they kept to the French ways. 
She supposed she should get up soon. She could sense that her ladies were getting impatient; she could hear them coughing and murmuring to each other. But she also knew what was awaiting her that day, and so she wanted to stay in her soft warm bed for as long as possible. One of her ladies—Evangeline, most likely, the highest-ranking one—cleared her throat loudly, and Marie decided it was time to put everyone out of their misery.
“Good morning,” she said, pulling open the bed curtains and yawning.
“Good morning, Princess,” her ladies chorused as they curtsied.
“No breakfast today?” she asked, noticing that no one had set the little table at the edge of the room by the windows. 
“No, my lady. You have been asked to join the queen this morning.”
Marie sighed. It meant that the rumors were true, then—her mother had plans for her. The formal request to join her at breakfast in front of the whole court meant that Marie would discover what those plans were, along with everyone else, in public—with no opportunity to talk about it in private beforehand. Which could only mean that her mother did not want to take any chances, and that any objections Marie might have to her designs would not be taken into account. She began to cough violently into her handkerchief, staining the white linen with blood and scaring her ladies. 
“I am all right,” Marie said when the coughing subsided, and the ladies helped her dress. Paulette, the Lady of the Robes, decided on the crimson silk. 
“Better for your coloring.” She smiled as she helped Marie pull the gown over her head. “There, you see? You carry it well—you can hardly tell you are sick.”
“Paulette! Watch your tongue!” Evangeline reprimanded.
“Oh! Forgive me, Your Highness,” Paulette said fearfully, with a bow. 
“It is all right, Paulie, dear,” Marie said gently, taking a long wheezing breath. “It is not a secret.” As a child, she had suffered from every childhood ailment, from infection to the pox. She had been slow to speak and slow to walk; for a long time, it was assumed she was slow in every capacity, and arrangements had quietly been made for transfer to an institution in Geneva—until she surprised her governesses by speaking in complete paragraphs at the age of four, and discussing logic with her tutors by age seven. She had worn braces on her legs to straighten the tibias, a helmet on her head to round out her skull, and a contraption on her back to make her sit up straight. For most of her life she had felt more like part of a machine than a girl, harnessed and strapped and attached to a variety of painful apparatuses to improve her looks and posture. 
Marie scrutinized herself in the mirror. She was seventeen now, no longer shackled by contraptions or sitting in a wheelchair. But a few years ago she had caught the wasting plague, a rare and debilitating illness of the tubercular variety, which caused blood in the lungs, shortness of breath, and weakness in the constitution. It had turned her pale coloring almost translucent. She had thin brown hair, a high forehead, a narrow nose, and intelligent gray eyes. The dress did give her a little bit more color, even as she despaired of ever looking pretty. It took almost an hour for the ladies to get her properly outfitted—to hook every eye in her corset and tie every bow on her skirt, to plait her hair and arrange it artfully around the nape of her neck. 
When they were finally satisfied with her appearance they led her to the queen’s bedroom, where two hundred courtiers were already gathered behind the railing that separated the private from the public space of the room. The assembled were the great and the good of the realm: the noble ladies and lords, dukes and earls, ministers and officials, high-ranking enchanters; even the Merlin was there for a change, looking impatient as he scanned his pocket watch. She had heard Aelwyn was supposed to return to the palace that day, and wondered when her friend would come to see her. Emrys nodded a greeting, and Marie shuddered inwardly; she had been uneasy in his presence ever since the day of the fire. He had stormed into the burning room and cast a spell to put out the blaze, his face full of wrath and anger. Emrys was a sorcerer, a wizard, a master of the dark arts. Like many of the queen’s subjects who did not understand magic or its workings, Marie was afraid of the man who wielded it.
The queen’s bed was a grand four-poster draped with the most luxurious of velvets, embroidered with the white fleur-de-lis of France and the white roses of England. Marie held her breath as a gnarled hand reached and pulled the curtains away. The queen appeared in her nightdress: a small old woman, stooped, hunchbacked, balding at the top. She was neither stately nor regal, but when she appeared all two hundred members of the court bowed low. Marie kept her head bent and tried not to cough. She snuck a peek as her mother walked behind the dressing panels, where her ladies-in-waiting helped her into her morning robe and breakfast cap. 
The court kept their bows in place until the queen spoke.
“Good morning,” she said, addressing them at last. Her voice had a majestic timbre, powerful and authoritative. It was a voice that made proclamations, turned commoners into lords, and sentenced enemies to death.
The crowd chorused a hearty “Good morning, Your Majesty!” 
“Her Royal Highness, Princess Marie-Victoria Grace Eleanor Aquitaine, Dauphine of Viennois, Princess of Wales,” said the herald, announcing Marie’s presence.
“Marie, my child, will you join me for breakfast?” Eleanor said, looking pleased and surprised, as if she had not orchestrated her daughter’s appearance herself.
Marie took a seat across from her mother at the gold-and-white table in front of the railing, which was set with an exquisite breakfast. It was a command performance; the entire court hung on their every word and scrutinized their every action. Her hand was shaking a little as she accepted a cup of tea, but it was not from being on stage. No, the fear was always there; underneath the love and obedience, thrumming like a barely heard note, there was a cold panic in her bones whenever she was near this strange creature, this ancient mother of hers. Her eyes watered and her throat itched. Marie chastised herself for her cowardice, but she could not help herself. She had always felt mute and powerless and distant in her mother’s presence. She glanced at the queen’s wizened face, lined with wrinkles as heavy and deep as the folds in the curtains behind her. Queen Eleanor was over one hundred and fifty years old.
Growing up, Marie had noticed that the other children who lived in the palace had mothers whose faces were creamy and soft to the touch. Who is this old crone? she’d wondered when the queen visited the nursery. She could still recall the shock and dismay she’d felt when she understood that her mother was not Jenny Wallace, the pretty, apple-cheeked nurse who held her in her arms, but the imposing old woman in jewels and furs who appraised her with a grimace.
Mother and daughter sat across from each other. The queen was dressed in her plain morning robe, which even in its simplicity spoke of power and ease and position. The brocade and embroidery were so fine as to be almost invisible; the fabric was smooth to the touch, weightless on her frail shoulders.
“I am so glad you have joined me today, my dear, as I have a wonderful surprise for you. The Prussian court will be our honored guests at this year’s Bal du Drap d’Or.”
“The Prussians?” Marie asked. Just a few weeks ago the empire had been determined to crush the tiny obstinate nation, until the smaller kingdom had revealed its trump card. 
“You remember dear Leopold, don’t you? The Kronprinz? Such a handsome boy,” Eleanor said, attacking her breakfast with an uncharacteristic ferocity.
Marie felt the blood slowly drain from her face. She was right to fear this day. Her mother meant to marry her off to Leopold VII of Prussia to secure a lasting peace between the two nations. Marie glanced at the Merlin. Emrys’s face was impassive, but she knew he had to be behind this. A truce; a marriage; an alliance that would turn a deadly rival into a close friend once again. 
The Prussians had once been allies. The royal families of Europe shared common ancestry, and Marie had grown up knowing Leopold. She even counted his younger brother as one of her closest childhood friends. But the relationship between the nations had slowly deteriorated until it reached full-blown hostility, and the Prussians had gone to war with the empire over the Alsace-Lorraine border for several years, with countless fatalities on both sides. The courage and resistance of the much smaller country was impressive, just like the power at their command—one of the last Pandora’s Boxes left in the world, which they had put to awesome use at the Battle of Lamac. The victory they’d won had led to the empire’s retreat.
Marie heard that the Merlin had been stupefied and Eleanor incensed at this remarkable and astonishing turn of events. For centuries, the empire had maintained a stranglehold over the world’s only source of magic after defeating Jeanne of Arkk and her dark witches five hundred years before. How the Prussians had gotten hold of a weapon of such magnitude was unclear, but they had used it to their advantage, and this proposed marriage would be their reward.
She knew from the way the Merlin ignored her and her mother chastised her that they considered her too weak, mild, and sickly ever to become an effective ruler, and the most they could hope for was to marry her off to one. She supposed that with this peace treaty they were forced to accept Leopold, but she couldn’t help but think that they must be relieved as well. Leopold VII was one of the most eligible of the royal sons of Europe: tall, broad-shouldered, classically handsome, with bright blue eyes the color of the Danube and a halo of golden curls upon his brow. More than that, he was supposed to have grown up a real gentleman; he was said to be well-read, smart, diligent, and hard-working—instead of the usual lazy Lothario. From his performance at the battle, it was clear he was a real leader, a hero brave and true, who had the love and respect of his subjects. Not that it mattered when it came to her happiness. She remembered him as a sly little boy, one who had little interest in other people, other than as his admirers. He would not care for her as a person, nor should she expect him to. Romantic love did not factor into royal matrimony; the most one could hope for was civility. He was marrying her for the empire, for the crown she could place upon his head; for the chance to be king. 
She had known this day would come, but it was still a shock that it had arrived so soon. She knew she had no choice when it came to her own marriage, and that love was the least of considerations when a princess chose a mate—or, more to the point, when a mate was chosen for her. Even though she had been preparing for it all her life, it was still unexpected when it finally arrived. She thought briefly of a person she would choose if she were allowed to, but it was too painful to even think of him. Gill Cameron had left her service for months now, and it didn’t appear he would be back anytime soon. Besides, there was no possibility of the queen and the Merlin ever approving that union. 
Her mother tapped her spoon against her cup, to show she was still waiting for an answer. 
“Yes, I do remember Leo,” Marie said finally. “But he is engaged, isn’t he?” 
There was a titter from the assembled courtiers, which the queen silenced with a frown. “Is he?” Eleanor asked pointedly. 
“To Isabelle—you must remember—the pretty little French girl,” Marie insisted. House Valois was not welcome at court, but like many, she had heard that sixteen-year-old Lady Isabelle of Orleans was very beautiful indeed, blessed with dark eyes like limpid pools in a small, heart-shaped face. Uncommonly breathtaking and lovely: everything Marie was not. Marie knew she was displeasing her mother by bringing up Leo’s engagement, but she couldn’t help it. What was the use of power and privilege if one could not be happy in life? She missed Gill and wished with all of her heart that she could see him again. If she could, she would tell him exactly how she felt about him this time. She did not want to think about a future with Leopold.
Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “I am quite certain he is unattached. And if not, he will soon be.”
Marie nodded. This was not just her mother’s will, but the Merlin’s. The peace of the empire depended on her taking the Prussian prince as her bridegroom. The sooner she accepted her fate, the easier her life would be.
“In any event, he is to be our guest. I trust you will help make his stay with us more pleasant.”
“Of course, Mother.” Marie wondered what her father had been like—if her parents had loved each other as history claimed. The great love story of Queen Eleanor and Prince Francis. Or was that another lie? Marie had seen portraits of her mother as a girl. Eleanor had been so beautiful once, with her crown of red hair and dazzling green eyes. They called her the English rose with French charm. Once in a while, she saw glimpses of that fierce, gorgeous girl in the old lady sitting before her—like today, for instance, as her mother planned her daughter’s betrothal, her bright eyes flashing.
“I am sure he will be quite taken by you,” Eleanor said, her voice brimming with confidence as she slathered butter on her toast. It was clear that as far as the queen was concerned, the courtship, proposal, and wedding were as good as done. “If all goes well, perhaps you will be wed by the end of the season.” 
It was late March, and the season ended in June, just a few months from now. A royal wedding was just the thing to distract the populace from the costly failure of the long-fought Prussian campaign. The public loved a royal wedding; there would be tea towels with their faces on them before the year was out. At least Leo had a handsome profile. “You will adore him,” Eleanor said in that voice of hers that brooked no argument.
“Yes, of course, Mother,” she replied automatically, and was seized by a hacking fit that left her red and breathless.
Eleanor was instantly alarmed. “Have you taken your tonic?” the queen demanded.
When she was able to speak, Marie nodded. She had taken the latest tonic, but there was nothing that could be done; no amount of spell-casting or potion-making could ease her affliction. The wasting plague was a disease even the healers from the sisterhood could not cure. Marie had heard the sisters murmur that it was her mother’s advanced age that had caused Marie’s many ailments, as Eleanor had been over a century in age when she carried her to term. The pregnancy had been an alchemy of creation, made from the preserved seed of Eleanor’s long-mourned and long-dead husband when the queen had decided that, at last, she was ready to bear a child. Even so, the wasting plague was a virulent disease, and one that afflicted perfectly healthy people out of the blue.
“Emrys assured me this one would provide the miracle we have been hoping for. He had the herbs brought from the East; the viceroy himself sent it from the mountains of the Himalayas,” the queen said, exchanging a sharp look with her enchanter.
“Yes, Mama,” Marie rasped, her chest heaving and her eyes tearing as her mother grew more and more upset. 
“You must rest, dearest,” her mother said, rising from her seat to kiss Marie’s forehead. With papery lips against her skin, Marie tried not to shudder. 
Marie nodded, still coughing blood, and stood from her chair. She waded through the rows of bowed courtiers, letting her ladies lead her back to her room so she could lie down. 
It was an odd thing, her cough; as soon as she left her mother’s presence it abated, and she almost felt fine.





The Astor manor in Washington Square had once been the grandest house in the city. It was built in the French-Gothic style with a touch of Beaux-Arts flair, three-and-a-half stories high, with an imposing limestone façade. But the corners of its cornice were crumbling. A few slate tiles were missing from the roof, so that copper flashings left long streaks of gray-green oxide collecting in the cracks. In a drawing room on the first floor, the formerly vibrant Renaissance-style space with a scene from the Trojan War painted on the ceiling was empty, save for a lone ebony desk, at which the daughter of the house was currently bent over her studies. 
Ronan Elizabeth Astor grimaced at the book in front of her. The reproduction was badly faded, splotchy, and gray, so that it was difficult to make out the face of the boy in the picture. He was either afflicted with a bulbous nose and tragically triple-chinned, or it was an unfortunate angle and even worse lighting. She decided it was likely the former, as a handsome suitor’s features would be discernible even in an abysmal photograph. As far as she was concerned, he was a dog just like the rest of them—all these princes and barons, aristocrats and lords, dukes and archdukes, and more counts than she could count. Total bow-wow, she thought with a naughty smirk. A collar would have been more appropriate than that ghastly ascot he wore. Her governess glared at her and rapped on the print with her finger. “Pay attention!” 
“One would assume that Viscount Stewart would have been able to afford a better court photographer,” she finally said in a bored voice. Ronan was tired of all this. For weeks, her governess had been showing her various portraits of titled, single male aristocrats from Debrett’s International—that august and authoritative guide to the landed, titled, and moneyed in the empire—and quizzing her on their names, positions and hobbies. It was a special edition, with lavish full-color spreads of their country estates, not the usual roll-call listing of names and titles. And therefore, it was much more helpful for a striving American outsider. All morning, Ronan had dutifully parroted back the correct responses until she knew their names, titles, and interests better than her own. 
This was to be her first London Season: a special privilege, as not many from across the sea were invited to court every year. Ronan had merited an invitation through a patron—an old friend of the family, one Lady Constance Grosvernor, who was a favorite of the queen. There were plenty of silly American girls who would jump at the chance to marry one of these fools, but Ronan was not one of them. At sixteen she had a restless, impatient quality that set her apart. It was the best and worst thing about her, depending on whom you asked.
“I believe the correct answer is Peregrine Randolph, Lord Stewart, as that is the proper ‘courtesy title’ of the eldest son of the Marquess of Hillshire,” Vera Bradford admonished. Her nanny was very particular about such details, and Ronan’s mother had chosen her precisely because Vera had served at several great houses abroad, and knew the names and habits of the important characters intimately. Too intimately, the rumors had it—but then, there were always rumors of lordlings and their pretty young governesses. If one believed all the rumors, then one believed that Vera’s son would have been the rightful heir of Salisbury, if not for the absence of a silly little thing like a marriage ceremony. Noble and royal bastards: the world was full of them, babies like strays with Devonshire noses and Aquitaine eyes. 
Ronan wrinkled her own nose at the sight of the pudgy, squash-nosed boy in the picture. Peregrine Randolph, Lord Stewart was a handsome name wasted upon someone who was decidedly not. It was grossly unfair to think that she would be the one who would count herself lucky if he took a liking to her, and not the other way around. But as the heiress to a bankrupt house, with little access to the power of magic, such was her lot in life.
“Lord Stewart,” she said in a flat voice. “Hobbies: archery, still life, and discussing Plato.” More importantly, the Hillshire riches included a vast collection of rare and valuable amulets forged by the brotherhood of Merlin. They were said to bring the bearer good life, good fortune, and good luck—though obviously not good looks. She smiled, and supposed that was where she came into the picture.
The next photograph filled the whole page, which boded well for the wealth of the family of the aristocrat in question. This one was slightly cross-eyed and buck-toothed, but what did it matter if his family had a powerful enchanter at their disposal? Especially one who could make lands fertile and farms profitable. “Marcus Deveraux,” she said. “Or, as you prefer to call him, Charles Arthur Marcus Deveraux, Viscount Lisle. Hobbies include falconry, piano, and romantic poetry.” So pretentious. She bet he only knew that one line from Byron, the one everyone knew, about walking in beauty.
She flicked her eyes at the next titled lord in question, a grainy photograph of a dark-haired boy with a prominent nose and chin. “Archie Fairfax,” she said. At a sharp glance from Vera, she relented and recited his real name. “The Honorable Archibald Fairfax. He prefers champagne, music halls, and noise.” Finally, an honest answer, she thought. 
Ronan sighed. They were all the same, these inbred, weak-chinned boys. They had too much money and time but too little to do, even as they professed a proclivity toward an athletic endeavor, supposedly cultivated an interest in some form of art, or followed the teachings of a great philosopher. Truth be told, it was common knowledge that boys from privileged backgrounds mostly favored cards, girls, and drink. Their only advantage came from their families’ magical holdings. 
Unlike her own father, who wasted his time on such wrong-headed pursuits as “technology” and “progress” and who would have been dubbed “Empty Pockets Astor” in the papers if anyone knew the truth of their situation. Thankfully, her mother was good at keeping up appearances. No one in New York knew how badly off they were.
Perhaps she was just bitter. The Astors held one of the oldest and most important positions in the Americas; they were deeply loyal to House Aquitaine, and had been well-rewarded for it. If only her father had managed to hang on to more of his inheritance, instead of squandering it all away on frivolities—investing in such notions as railroads and steam engines that would never be built, nor run correctly. He continually assured his family they would soon receive generous dividends. But not soon enough for their comfort, she thought, knowing the vast sum that was mortgaged against the estate. That was the problem with Americans, they placed too much faith in science, when anyone could see that such pedestrian inventions as shoulder rifles or mechanized cannons would never beat England and its powerful Merlin. The American rebels had learned as much during the failed Insurrection of 1776, when the Redcoats and Her Majesty’s magicians had laid waste to the attempted sedition with their superior spell-casting.
Luckily, her ancestor had been on the right side of the rebellion, and had retained the governorship of New York and all the privileges that came with it. Their country home in Hastings was practically a castle. Of course, nothing could compete with the sprawling and magnificent stone piles that the Europeans called home, but even the queen had spoken fondly of her time at Hudson Park. Maintenance, however, was another matter; keeping up the estates and the staff had all but drained the family finances. Many of their beautiful things had quietly been sold to pay their monthly bills.
Relief was on the way however, in the form of passage on the Saturnia, which was to take her across the Atlantic. Once there, she would be presented to the queen. It was her family’s dearest hope that Ronan secure a desirable mate and land an engagement before the season ended and all the eligible aristocrats repaired back to their country homes. As it was, her trousseau was not worth its mention in the Herald. The enthusiastic descriptions of the fabulous gowns she would be taking to London masked the shabby reality: scraping together the very last of their resources had only resulted in a trunk full of knockoffs of the latest Parisian styles. She had a few of her mother’s glamorous gowns, of course, but they were twenty years out of date. Her jewels, or lack of them, were an unspeakable tragedy. No longer did she have her great-grandmother’s famed Astor tiara, but only an expert reproduction—it was a fake, paste and glass, and created in utmost secrecy. The real one had been sold long ago to an Arabian princess, who was probably wearing it somewhere in the desert. A shame. 
Ronan was sailing across the sea so she could sell herself to the highest bidder, and she must make a match—a rich one that would allow her to pay off their debts and secure her future. And if the family came with a retinue of magicians at their beck and call, then all the better. It was tiresome living without a little glimmer every now and then. All of her friends had the latest fripperies from the empire: powders that turned your hair gold, creams that took away blemishes on the skin. She was at least fortunate in that she did not need a magician to appear beautiful. 
“There’s my favorite girl,” her father said, entering the room. He was a large man with a bristly beard and a gruff but gentle demeanor, the type who was called upon to play Father Christmas every holiday. “What’s this?” he asked, looking askance at the book on the desk, which was open to a lavish illustration of a ducal coat of arms. He made a face, realizing what was going on. 
“Oh, Daddy, it’s nothing,” Ronan said, closing the leather-bound book with a thump and handing it to Vera, who politely excused herself from the room.
“Your mother puts strange ideas in your head, but an Astor of New York doesn’t need anyone’s help—remember that. You have your good name. You don’t need to scrape at the feet of those empire snobs.”
Ronan held her tongue. To be honest, she did not have it in her heart to resent him. Her father was the one who had played backgammon with her and drawn her pictures as a child. He was the one who had attended her tea parties in the nursery, and read her picture books at night while her mother threw herself into the social whirl of the city. “Did you hear the Haltons have a new fortune-teller?” she asked eagerly. “She predicts a rise in the stock market.”
“Bah, that dark magic has no place in the future,” Henry said. “Fortune-tellers are nothing but frauds, my girl.” She knew her father did not want to admit it, but if she did not succeed in marrying well, they would have to move out west—a last resort—to her mother’s people, the “barbarians.” 
She kissed her father on the cheek and left to dress for dinner, heading up the stairs. Ronan had always been fond of the grand staircase, with its oiled and shiny balustrade, treads that neither creaked nor wobbled, and rails solid as stone. When she was a child, she had turned it into a coliseum full of dolls, placing row after row of silk-garbed figurines on each of the steps. The stairs held her audience, while Ronan performed a dance at the base. Ronan remembered nervously descending these steps on Christmas mornings, her nightdress gleaming against the dark of the wood as she tiptoed toward the dazzling tree festooned with tinsel and presents. She’d miss these old boards when she went off to England. Not that they’d had much of a Christmas last year, anyway…and the ancient but beautiful brass chandelier that used to hang in the center of the room was gone now—sold, like all the rest of the most valuable décor.
Rounding the corner, past the now-empty corridors with the scraped-away wallpaper and more missing paintings, she stopped for a moment to stare at the pendant lights, whose candle mounts had been recently retrofitted for Edison bulbs. It looked as if strands of lightning were trapped within their tiny globes. Was this not magic? Wasn’t this power just as grand and unknowable as the Merlin’s? Her father believed so. Sometimes, looking at those incandescent lights, Ronan thought he might just have a point.
“Is that you, Ronan?” her mother’s voice called. She turned toward the sound, knowing it was more of an order than a question.
Ronan entered her mother’s bedroom, the only room in the house that still had all of its original furniture. It was the best room as well, with a view of the park and gardens. Outside, the first street lamps had popped to life as the sun hung low near the horizon. Inside, a single Edison bulb lit her mother’s room with a strong, consistent glow. The white paneled walls amplified the light, making her mother’s chamber not only the largest bedroom, but the brightest one as well. Her father had insisted the house be paneled in walnut, but her mother had disagreed. Against her husband’s will she’d had her room paneled in silk sateen, a finish as bright as newly fallen snow.
The bed was done in the English style, tall and canopied, dressed up like a queen’s with bunting stuck between four tall poles. The plush white rug beneath her mother’s bed abutted a second one that stretched underneath an armoire, a dressing screen, and a powder table. Each of these pieces was framed by a pair of gilded chairs, their backs pressed against the wall. Vera told her that the backs of chairs in great houses like theirs remained unpainted, because no one ever moved the chairs or used them. Ronan had never checked to see if it was true, if the chairs were indeed nailed to the walls, but it made sense. Everything in the room was meant to be admired. Every piece—from the exquisite French clock on the mantel, to the row of perfume decanters on the vanity, to her own mother. 
At thirty-five years of age, Elizabeth Astor was still extraordinarily lovely, if a little haunted-looking. Her hollow cheeks and red eyes were the result of many sleepless nights. She came from the provinces—she was from nowhere, her parents nobody. Her only treasure was her arresting beauty, which had won over her husband, the third son of the then-richest man in New York. The youngest boy was traditionally not meant to inherit, or expected to come to much; but when the elder and middle sons of Jackson Pierce Astor were both lost during the War Between the Americans thirty years before, the youngest had inherited the governorship, and little Sue-Beth Morley (the horror of that name—so common—it held the stink of dusty towns and tumbleweed)—suddenly found herself the reigning doyenne of New York. Upon her arrival in the city, her mother had had the good sense to adopt the name Elizabeth, and went by the name “Bits.”
“Show me your court bow,” Bits Astor demanded now. “When your father and I were presented at court to meet the queen, they all said I had the most beautiful one.”
Ronan rolled her eyes. Her mother was forever waxing nostalgic about the glories of her season. Knowing the ingrained snobbishness of the Franco-Brits, Ronan was sure that was not all they said about the social-climbing young American.
“Yes, Mother,” she said, and dutifully displayed what Vera had taught her. The deepest curtsy, almost to the floor. Her head was bowed demurely, lashes against her cheeks, eyes downcast. Not once must she turn her back on the monarch. It was said that Queen Eleanor had her Merlin destroy those who dared to disrespect her, and Ronan did not want to suffer such a fate. She respected the power of magic; it was why she found her dear father so misguided.
“I sense a hint of rebellion in the curve of your cheek, my dear; and we must show utmost deference to the Crown. Again.”
Ronan nodded and curtsied again, deeper this time—so low that she felt the backs of her thighs burn with the effort.
When her mother was satisfied with her performance, she crossed the room to stand next to her daughter. She turned Ronan’s face toward the Venetian gold gilt mirror, one of the last antiques left. Bits’s hands were as delicate as a child’s, but her grip on Ronan’s chin was like steel. She turned it to the right, then the left, examining her daughter’s profile, and finally brought it straight back to face the mirror.
“My lovely girl.” Bits smiled.
Ronan looked at what her mother saw. Her otherworldly, celebrated beauty: the porcelain skin, luminescent and pearly; the high sweep of her forehead; a thin, sculpted nose; sharp cheekbones; her pink pout, a proper rosebud, ripe for the plucking. Her long golden tresses, finer than silk, fell on her shoulders loose and wanton; she had been impatient with her governess that morning, and had pulled away when Vera had tried to braid her hair and put it up properly. 
“You look exactly like me at your age; thank goodness for that. A consummate New York blonde, as they like to say,” her mother said with satisfaction. “This is your fate. These are your riches. This face will win you a prince; take my word for it. You are an Astor of New York. You should do no worse, as you have much more than I started with.”
Ronan flushed. She looked at her face and her mother’s closely in the mirror. They were like twin images, except for the very faint lines around her mother’s eyes, the faded color in her thinner cheeks. 
She knew all of this already, of course. She would choose one of those awful boys from the photographs and make him fall in love with her. And then she would find a way to make this estate matter again. The port town was booming, and New York City was being compared to the great capitals. If the Astors managed to get some enchanters at their service, they might be able to shape their fortunes and their future. 
Her mother’s face, and her father’s name—her parents thought that was all there was to her, and maybe they were right. She would be married at the end of the London Season—and she determined right then and there that she would make not just a good match, but the best match; perhaps even catch the eye of the Kronprinz of Prussia himself. She had studied his portrait in the book with the greatest care, and had found much to admire in his noble profile. It was said that the Prussians had used a Pandora’s Box during the final battle, which had brought the queen’s army to its knees and ended the war. With a weapon of such magnitude, one could rule the world. 
Ronan was nothing if not ambitious.





“WOLF! WOLF! WOLF! WOLF!” The roar of his name made him euphoric as the crowd surged forward, lifting him into the air. He raised a bloody hand to the ceiling. His vision was clouded by sweat and blood, his mouth full of red, his eyes bleeding red, so that everything was red—from the faces of the spectators to the shadows in the dark room. It wasn’t even a room, but a space in the bowels of an empty abandoned building by the harbor, once reserved for the coal stocks that powered the boiler. The ground beneath his feet was made of hard dirt, and soot covered every surface. The room was so dark that the gas lamps made the shadows deeper, the hollows blacker. This is a tomb, Wolf thought, a crypt.

The crowd, made up mostly of day laborers and off-duty soldiers, hard men with stony faces, pressed against him, cheering his name.
Victory. He had bested the fiercest fighter in the city—a soldier in the queen’s army, built like a fortress, who’d crumbled like a burnt and broken tower. “WOLF! WOLF! WOLF! WOLF!” They called him the Beast of Berlin, the Animal of the Black Forest, Lobo Loco in Spain, Le Loup Fou in Montreal; and tonight in New York City, he was the Mad Dog of the East. While he was no hero of Lamac, no soldier, no knight, he was still a winner.
“Wolf!” One cold, disapproving voice stood out in the crowd, cutting through the noise. “WOLFGANG FRIEDRICH JOACHIM VON HOHENZOLLEM!”
“Bollocks,” Wolf cursed. The fun was over. He waded above the crowd, touching feet and palms to hands and shoulders and backs as he rode the tide toward the door, his winnings in his pockets. His breeches were torn at the knees, his shirt shredded. He tumbled to the ground at the feet of his closest friend, his advisor, his minder, his mentor; the one who had taught him how to fight, how to stop a man’s heart with his hands. An old man, who crouched down low and lifted him up by his ear. 
“Ow, ow, ow!” Wolf said, batting Oswald’s hand away. “Leave me alone, Oz. I’ve taken enough of a beating tonight.” He winced; he had taken a few good hits from the Brooklyn giant. His back and shoulders throbbed, and he couldn’t open his right eye. He would have swooned and fallen, but he had too much pride. Thankfully, Oswald put his arm around him to steady him as they left. 
“Your father would have my head if he found out about this, and your brother will be far from pleased,” the old man scolded.
“Hang my brother,” Wolf said, spitting out a tooth. A back one, thank Merlin, he thought, fishing in his mouth with his fingers, grateful that it wasn’t one of the front teeth so it wouldn’t show when he smiled. Messed-up chops didn’t go far with the ladies. He took a long, loud sip from his flask, felt the liquor burn his throat, and smoothed his dark hair away from his head, knowing it looked better that way. “You won’t tell Father; I know you, Oz. You’re all bark and no bite, unlike me,” he said with a golden smile that gave charm a new name.
Oswald didn’t answer as he helped the young prince into his dark jacket. They boarded a waiting carriage that would take them back to their hotel. Once they were in the privacy of the plush, velvet-lined box, he spoke freely. “I suppose not, but the rumors will catch up with him one day. When His Majesty finds out the ‘Beast of Berlin’ is actually his younger son, you’d better hope we’re all very far from the capital.” He grimaced as he handed his ward a clean handkerchief. “You’re bleeding.”
“Just a trickle,” Wolf said, taking it and pressing it against his eye. “Nothing permanent, don’t worry. All damage is temporary.”
“You’re lucky. We have a month to get to London, so your bruises should be healed by then, and your face back to its rightful shape. You’re sure about the eye? We can have Von Strasser look at it tonight.”
Wolf waved the suggestion away. “Let the doctor sleep. It’ll open in the morning. This is nothing compared to what they did to me in Boston. They had a real gladiator there—you should have seen the arms on the man. Tree trunks! No, tree trunks are smaller. So, we’re off to the enemy’s lair, are we?”
“Hardly an enemy, more like your new family,” Oswald sniffed.
“Right. Leo’s to marry the princess now, isn’t he? That was one of the terms of the peace treaty.”
“After all the papers have been arranged, yes.”
“Poor Isabelle. She can’t be happy about it. She’s been looking forward to her wedding since February.”
“Her happiness is irrelevant.”
“Of course. Although Marie can’t be thrilled either. She’s never liked Leo very much,” Wolf said. Smart little Marie, with her wan face and kind smile. He hadn’t seen her in years, since relations between their kingdoms had gone south. He missed her warm and easy friendship. Marie had always been such a sensible girl, the only one apart from him who understood what it meant to be royalty, and the uselessness that came with privilege. The Prussian kingdom was run by its ministers, the empire by the Merlin. Whoever said “uneasy lies the head that wears the crown” knew of what he spoke. It was a pity that her hand and happiness were the price the empire would have to pay for peace with Prussia. She and Leo would be miserable together; a more ill-advised match could not be proposed between two more different people. But it wasn’t as if his father had married their mother for love, either. For that, his lord father had his mistresses. This was how it was for the heirs and heiresses of this world: trapped by their families, by their titles. Duty. Family. Royalty. Side dish.
The King of Prussia had forbidden his younger son to fight in the war, arguing that the country needed him safe in case anything happened to Leo. But Wolf became a fighter anyway. There were underground sparring clubs in every city. The staff usually knew where they were located, fond as they were of wagers. The first time he had done it, he’d been fourteen, and ruthless even then—trained by Duncan Oswald, his father’s master-at-arms. He’d been itching to show off what he’d learned. In the ring there were no rules, no restrictions. During a fight, it didn’t matter if he was a prince or a peasant; he was the same as any other man. In his eighteen years, he had never felt better than when he discovered he could fight, and fight well. 
“So, what does that have to do with me? Why do I have to go?” He already knew the answer, but he felt petulant, small, and complaining—the opposite of being a man. But then, what kind of title was “prince” anyway? It was an embarrassing one. It spoke of lace collars and tufted pillows, like the one his sore behind was comfortably seated on now. 
“To represent your house and honor. Not that you have any,” Oswald said with a raised eyebrow.
“I need to fight, Oz. You know that. Especially since they wouldn’t take me to Lamac.”
“You know why your father sent you away. If your brother had lost, then you would be king.” 
“Ha, the odds of that happening are about as good as Leo beating me in the ring.” Wolf grinned. The heir and the spare. Wolf was the one in the shadows, the one who would inherit little…some land out in Bavaria, maybe. There, he would be nothing but a titled and glorified sheep farmer when it came down to it, unless something happened to his brother, the future king, who had the duty and honor to lead the Prussian troops into battle.
“Your brother is a good soldier,” Oswald admonished.
“Only thanks to that demon’s tool,” Wolf said. “Practically cheating.” 
Pandora’s Box. Supposedly it was the last one on earth, able to conjure horror unlike anything seen in this world. “I don’t need magic to win my fights,” he said bitterly. Leo had been something of an apprentice to his father’s oldest and most trusted advisor, Lord Hartwig, who had been intent on finding a way to combat the empire’s monopoly on magic. Wolf had to hand it to him; he had certainly succeeded wildly on that front. Growing up, Leo had taken to Hartwig in the same way that Wolf had taken to Oz. Both of them were searching for a father figure, as King Frederick, busy monarch that he was, never had time for either of his sons.
“No doubt your father will find some use for you.”
“Ah well, could be worse. Could be goats rather than sheep.” Wolf winked. He leaned back into his chair, wondering exactly what he would do with his life. He hadn’t a clue. Nothing was expected of him, other than to remain alive in the event of his brother’s death. 
“We are sailing on the Saturnia in the morning. And good timing, too—a quick escape, shall we say—for there is another one now,” Oswald informed him. 
“Not again?” Wolf groaned.
“Yes. That makes three young ladies of gentle birth accusing you of fathering their babies since we arrived in the Americas. The latest one is a baron’s daughter visiting from Sussex.”
“She has done this publicly?”
“No. They are—taking care of it,” Oswald said delicately. “Unless…”
“Unless I marry her. Is that it?”
“Yes.”
“She’s lying. They all are.”
“Oh?”
“I didn’t touch her. I didn’t touch any of them.” Wolf smiled at the memory. “It was merely an innocent game of strip billiards. Surely you know the game?” he teased. The memory of a certain night several months ago flitted into his mind. The eight-ball sinking in the corner pocket. Click. Swish. Thud. “Strip.” The girls, standing at the back wall, giggling, with only their long hair to cover themselves; not that they hadn’t wanted to show him everything they had…they were more than eager…but he had not touched any of them, and that was the truth. But there was no harm in looking, was there? “Really, Oz, do you think I’m that stupid?”
Oswald looked cross. “You are accusing these fine young ladies of harlotry.”
“Whoever they’re sleeping with, it wasn’t me.”
“So you deny it all? Every one?”
“Oz, don’t you know me by now?” Wolf said, feigning hurt. “Let them make their accusations all they want; they are without merit. I’m as pure as a maid,” he added, his face set. Unlike his vaunted older brother, he had no taste for womanizing, no desire to father a litter of bastards. He vowed that once he was married he would never take a mistress, not after seeing his mother cry in her room over his father’s indiscretions. When she was alive, she had cried all the time. He would never add to another person’s misery in that way, and his future lady wife—whoever she was—would not suffer the fate of his mother. 
It was his darkest secret: Wolf, the Beast of Berlin, was more Labrador than fox when it came to the ladies. “This is my only vice,” he said, holding up the bloody handkerchief.





Isabelle had never been across the Atlantic, but had heard that the richest Americans, whose fortunes rivaled even the queen’s, lived in grand, palatial homes. There was no need for fireplaces, as they were built with central heating and wired with electricity. And so, when she thought of that faraway land, she thought of being warm. With their astonishing technical inventions, the Americans had learned to live comfortably without magic. Critics of the Merlin accused the magician of keeping scientific progress at bay. In the empire, if one had no magic, one had almost nothing. It was always cold in this house, ever since her family’s witches had been burned at the stake. Not that Isabelle had any more faith in the power of magic; far from being able to save her family, magic had been its destruction. Magic had rendered her a charity case, one to be pitied or cast aside. And now magic was taking her dearest love away from her, along with her dreams for the future. She cursed the Pandora’s Box that had won the Prussians the war. 
The reality of her situation made the walls feel colder, the ceilings taller, the drafts more intolerable. Her home was more cave than castle. The parlor they were sitting in stank of oil lamps, and the walls had acquired the gray sootiness of a decade’s worth of ash and candle flame. The great fireplace in the middle of the room had a hearth taller than her head. The thing was immense, medieval, originally designed for roasting whole hogs—perhaps two at a time. It was all so primitive. 
Through the high windows she glimpsed the family vineyards, long rows of knotted vines stretching over rolling hills. The castle was overrun with vintners, field hands, and armies of grape sorters and bottlers. There were hundreds of wine barrels in the cellar, and more in the servants’ chambers below the house. Now that she thought about it, she’d seen wine barrels in just about every cool place they could be stacked. The whole castle was one big, rotting barrel, stinking of vinegar and fermentation. It smelled like defeat. 
The horrid letter from the solicitor’s had arrived that morning. 
“This is the Merlin’s doing, isn’t it?” Isabelle said bitterly, feeling sick to her stomach. She felt like throwing up, she was so upset. “It has his foul hands all over it.”
“It is Eleanor’s proclamation,” her cousin said evenly, reading the paper once again.
Isabelle laughed. “She is merely a puppet at that man’s command.”
Hugh Borel frowned at his cousin’s loose tongue. He was called the Red Duke of Burgundy, not for the color of his hair (which was a nondescript brown) but for the rich, ruby tannins in the wine from their vineyards. Or so Isabelle guessed. She herself had many names for him. “Lech” was one. He was ten years her elder, a squirrelly, myopic man with thinning hair he combed over his forehead, and shifty, bulging eyes. “Even so, you will do as she has asked. You will release Leopold from his promise.”
“You would like me to sign my future away, wouldn’t you?” she said, with an upturned chin that she couldn’t keep from trembling.
“Like I’ve said before, I only want you to be happy, Isabelle. But if you do not do what you are asked, you will face the wrath of all England and France and the power of her magician. I cannot protect you from that,” he said with false concern. 
You have never protected me from anything, Isabelle thought, balling her fists against the folds of her dress. Her elder cousin had a way of staring at her for too long, and he was always “accidentally” running into her room just as the maids were helping her undress. He gave her the shivers, and she had been counting the days until she would be free of him and this damp, stinky castle. She had a feeling he would change for the worse once her engagement was dissolved. Her betrothal to Leo meant her freedom from Hugh, among other things.
“Leo loves me,” she whispered. 
“His feelings aside, he will marry Marie-Victoria to bring glory to Prussia,” Hugh said, almost smugly. 
It hurt Isabelle to know he was right. Nothing mattered more to Leo than his country. He loved her, but he loved duty more, and the crown of the Franco-British empire was too tempting to refuse.
The defeat in Orleans had been five hundred years ago, and yet it felt to Isabelle as if she was reliving it at every moment—that she was still a victim of that long-ago failure. She was the rightful dauphine, not that sickly pretender who was to marry Leopold once she signed the papers allowing it. Her father, rest his soul, would have been Charles VIII of France; but House Valois had lost the throne to the British king, Henry VI, when the Merlin broke the spell cast by their sorceress and won the battle. Jeanne of Arkk had been burned by the English madmen, and her wyrd women disbanded and killed.
Isabelle’s family had been banished to their ancestral holdings, and tacitly forbidden to appear at court. Even so, her father had a few loyal allies left, and at birth Isabelle had been betrothed to Prince Leopold of Prussia. It was an alliance uniting them against a common enemy. But who needed Isabelle of Orleans if Marie-Victoria was being presented as a bride?
“I heard the princess is deformed—a freak—that no one ever sees her, that she is nothing but her mother’s pawn,” Isabelle said bitterly.
“She is sickly,” Hugh said. “And her mother’s daughter. But she is said to be gentle and soft-hearted.”
Isabelle snorted. Leopold’s victory at Lamac was no victory after all, if this was the sacrifice it entailed. 
“You will sign the papers when we arrive in London for the season. We must be grateful, as Eleanor was kind enough to extend an invitation for the royal ball to us all, for the first time,” said Hugh. “Look at this as your chance to secure a good match.”
As if Hugh cared about matching her up with anyone, or about her future away from his influence. When he had arrived in Burgundy to become her guardian, he had made it clear that as highborn as she was, she was completely at the mercy of his kindness. He kept accounts of every piece of bread she ate, every dress or gown that was made for her, against a ledger that he would collect on when her inheritance was settled: when she turned eighteen, or married. Hugh knew she despised him, that she couldn’t wait to get as far away from him as possible.
“Why do I need to find a husband?” she said. “Remember? Until yesterday I was to marry Leopold.”
“But that is no longer the case,” Hugh said smoothly. “Be grateful the queen did no worse.” 
“Bastard,” she muttered.
“Excuse me?” He cocked an eyebrow.
“I am grateful for the invitation,” she said, gritting her teeth and lowering her eyes to the floor.
“Good,” he said, standing up and walking behind her seat. He put a heavy, sweaty hand on her shoulder. 
Grateful.
She had to be grateful for everything the royal family—those British usurpers—had given her. Grateful that her family had been allowed to keep their countryside estates after the Battle of Orleans. Grateful that they had been granted their lives and retained their titles, which assured that the Valois line would forever be prostrate to the throne. Forever grateful for scraps; forever in debt; forever losers.
Grateful.
Now both of Hugh’s hands were on her bare shoulders, and they were massaging her skin. He had never groped her so publicly before, and Isabelle couldn’t help but think it was due to her looming status as a woman without protection. If she wasn’t betrothed to Leopold, she was nobody; there would be no prince or royal family to answer to. No one would care what happened to her.
“Leave her alone,” said the third person in the room, probably the only person in the world who did care what happened to her; he had remained silent until now. Isabelle glanced nervously at her other cousin, Louis-Philippe Beziers, who had grown up in the castle with her. His parents had been felled by the same wasting plague that had taken hers. Louis had finely chiseled features, dark hair and eyes, and would grow up to be strikingly handsome one day, but right now possessed a gangly, boyish awkwardness. Quiet and reflective, he was the only bright spot to her dark days. They clung to each other against a common enemy, but Louis had never dared speak up to Hugh until now.
“What did you say to me, Jug Ears?” Hugh asked, turning to Louis with a dangerous look on his face. Their entire childhood, Hugh had been dismissive of Louis—continually mocking his interests, calling him names, and making it clear that he was nothing more than a burden. When they were younger, Louis had hardly ever spoken a word.
“I said, leave her alone,” Louis said, rising from his chair and standing a foot taller than his cousin. 
But Hugh continued to massage Isabelle’s creamy shoulders, and she shook her head at Louis to tell him to back down. She didn’t want him to get hurt, and even if Louis was bigger than Hugh now, their wretched cousin was still their guardian, with the power to make life difficult for them. 
“It’s all right,” Isabelle said weakly. “Louis—it’s all right.”
“See? It’s all right,” Hugh said with a smarmy smile. He gave her one last squeeze and left the room.
“What am I going to do?” she despaired. 
“Don’t worry, Leo will never give you up,” Louis said. “He would be a fool to do so.”
“If only that were true.” She sighed, looking out the window apprehensively, as if the answer to her dilemma could be found in the serene, rolling hills. “But perhaps you are right,” she said, thinking that it might be a good idea to see Leo face-to-face. Perhaps if he saw her, he would change his mind about this so-called peace treaty. Leo loved her. He would never willingly release her from their promise to each other. Once he laid eyes on her, he would change his mind. She would steam into London under the cover of the season, ostensibly to sign the papers destroying her future, but she would make certain to speak to him alone before that was necessary. That was all she needed—time alone with him.
When she could be alone with Leo, as they had been just a month ago, there would be no king or country to contend with, only the two of them; and when they were alone, she would make him remember why he fell in love with her in the first place. 
Of course, she would have to be careful. If the Merlin or the queen knew what she was plotting, it would be treason; she had no desire to lose her head, she was quite fond of it. But if she were somehow able to make Leo think it was his own idea—his own love for her that was spurring him to honor their agreement—then the engagement with Marie-Victoria would be forgotten. She would be married to Leo as planned, safe from her lecherous relative. Besides, she had always been curious about the legendary Bal du Drap d’Or. Perhaps it was time to see it for herself.
“Hugh is right,” she told Louis-Philippe, fanning herself with the queen’s letter. “I am grateful for this invitation.”





If Aelwyn had any fears about the quality of her welcome, they evaporated the moment Marie walked into the room and caught sight of her. “Winnie!” her friend cried, crossing the length of the room in quick strides and enveloping her in a warm embrace. “Where have you been? Why has it taken you so long to come see me?”
Aelwyn had no answer to that. It had been a week since she had returned to the palace, and she had been meaning to call on her old friend, but had been overtaken by a sudden shyness. Her last memory of the princess was of her ash-and-tear-streaked face as her bedroom burned. Aelwyn had only meant to make a few sparklers for her and Marie to play with truly, but instead had set the entire east wing ablaze. It had been an epic disaster, a scandal. Her father had paid for it politically, as the queen had insisted that she could not rest unless Emrys sent his daughter away, which he had done without question.
In truth, Aelwyn was also ashamed of what she had done—put the princess in mortal danger—and she had doubted that Marie would even want to see her. What if her friend shared her mother’s paranoia? When they had first been separated, they had written letters to each other: long, detailed missives about the injustice that had befallen them, along with their daily tribulations. Marie wrote about the tedium of court life, and Aelwyn regaled her with stories of the strange and fascinating creatures she encountered on the island. But as the years went by, the letters dwindled, until it was only through the crystal glass that Aelwyn was able to keep up with Marie, to sneak a peek into her life. In the past year, though, she’d barely ever bothered, although she had been worried when she heard the princess’s health had deteriorated.
Her best friend was a stranger, and even the palace was unfamiliar. Was this really where she had spent her childhood—where she had played hide-and-seek in the secret passageways, stolen pies from the kitchen, and giggled over dolls? This was a stranger’s castle, unfamiliar in every way—the ceilings felt lower, hallways narrower. Murals that had for centuries graced soaring barrel vaults were newly restored, but they were repainted in garish colors, hues too bright for the palace’s drab interior. Doors replaced blind archways, halls supplanted galleries, leaving St. James neither old nor new, but somewhere in between. Back then, her compatriot had been a gangly, awkward girl in a helmet and a back brace; Marie was now the princess of the land. Aelwyn had always known Marie was special, but it had not stopped her from thinking they were equals when they were younger.
Although to be honest, she did not find her much changed. Marie-Victoria was taller and thinner, maybe, pale as usual, the sickness showing in her sallow color and sunken eyes, but she was as warm and welcoming as ever. “I am so glad you are back. Look,” she said, placing a gold foil truffle in the palm of Aelwyn’s hand. “Hazelnut, your favorite.” In an instant, it was as if they were both twelve years old again, conspiring to nab extra cream puffs from the dessert buffets. 
Aelwyn beamed at Marie. “Father said I was to see to your glimmer before the reception,” she said. “Send your ladies away. I shall take care of you, Princess.”
“Don’t call me that! You’re being so silly,” Marie said, shooing her ladies out the door. “And you don’t have to wait on me.”
“Yes, I do. No arguments, now,” Aelwyn said, leading Marie to the mirrored vanity and picking up a comb. 
“Can you believe I’m to marry Leo? That little squirt you used to chase down the hallways? That is, if his people find me acceptable this morning,” said Marie.
“Which they will, I guarantee it,” Aelwyn said cheerfully, even as she noticed her friend’s face fall in the mirror. She ran the comb gently through Marie’s fine brown hair, untangling snarls and whispering a few words to give it some luster. She eased into the familiarity of the act, remembering the hours they had spent learning to braid each other’s hair when they were younger. This was just like before, except, in a nagging corner of her mind, Aelwyn knew it wasn’t. Even if Marie hadn’t changed, everything else had, including Aelwyn Myrddyn herself. She was no longer the orphan girl of the kitchens, with a dirty face and tangled hair, but a full-grown sorceress in control of her magic. She was an enchanter trained in the ways of Avalon, able to command wind, water, air, and stone—and what was she doing?
Combing hair. 
“Make her look pretty. She will be queen one day, and no one wants to be reminded their queen is ill,” her father had ordered before dismissing her that morning. She received the message loud and clear: You are a servant to the throne.
While you might command the power of magic, the royal family has command over you.
Your power is theirs.
In Avalon, Viviane had explained the reasoning behind her brother’s decision to bow down to the sovereign. “He did it for our protection. Emrys believes that unless we submit ourselves to their rule, they would hunt and kill us for the rest of our lives. There are too many of them and too few of us. Before the Order was established and the rules set in place, mages like us were tortured and killed. Magic is unpredictable, but try explaining that to a pining lover or the mother of a sick child.” 
“And what do you believe?” Aelwyn had asked.
Viviane had smiled ruefully. “I believe, my child, that servants or not, they will find a way to use—or kill—us anyway. My brother thinks he can manipulate time and history to remain among the mortals, but he will be proven wrong. Magic has no place in their world, as the glass has shown us time and time again.” Aelwyn had seen the other time lines her aunt was speaking about. She had peeked into the crystal and had seen visions of strange, foreign worlds. In one, the very earth had frozen over in ice, its mages destroyed—literally rotting from their own magic.
Aelwyn ruminated on her aunt’s words as she continued to comb the princess’s hair, so dry and brittle, unlike her own lustrous locks. The difference between them was striking: Marie was frail and delicate, while Aelwyn was tall and voluptuous, her hair a rich, dark red that complemented her cat-like green eyes. She wore the garb of the Order she would soon join—an apprentice spellcaster’s midnight blue tunic and long skirt. The uniform was meant to be deliberately drab, but even in such dull clothing her figure was stunning. 
Since she had arrived at court the other week, the sight of her had caused pages to run into doors, and lords and knights to stammer and stare. Even the footman who’d carried her bags to her room the first day had hinted that if she ever desired company, he would be happy to provide it. She had turned them all down with a sweet but firm hand. If she was to take a lover—a privilege sorceresses were granted freely, as those of the invisible orders were bonded to the throne and forbidden to wed—she would choose a great man indeed, a man worthy and able to bear the weight of her love. Unlike her last choice. But now was not the time to think of that mistake.
“Mama told you to make me beautiful for the Prussian ambassador, didn’t she? Perhaps if you fail, they will turn me down,” Marie said suddenly. 
“Shush, now,” Aelwyn said, disliking Marie’s defeatism in the face of such privilege. “You are to marry a handsome prince, and live happily ever after like a real fairy tale. You will dazzle them.”
“I am not fishing for compliments. They will call me beautiful enough when they see me, I am sure. The Prussians want to end this war and seal this alliance as badly as my mother and your father do. I used to think I was the only one who thought Mama looked old, since everyone around me always talked about how young and beautiful she was, until I realized they were all lying—they were so afraid of her. For the longest time I thought I was out of my mind as well as my health, because no one ever told me the truth.”
Aelwyn stared at her. “You see the queen as she really is?”
“What do you mean?”
“The courtiers talk about the queen being young and beautiful because to them she is young and beautiful. It is a glamour spell of some sort, but even I cannot see through it,” Aelwyn said.
“Do you mean you do not see her as an old crone, as I do?”
“No, not at all.”
“How strange,” Marie said. 
“Perhaps it is your gift.” Aelwyn smiled. “That you can see things others don’t.” She placed a few pins in the princess’s hair to hold it away from her face, thinking it would look more striking that way. 
Marie nodded. “I am sorry we lost touch—Mother said I was not to bother you anymore. That you were to make your own decision about your future, without me hounding you. But I am so glad you chose to return to us, instead of staying in Avalon! Was it hard to leave Viviane? And you never told me—is Lanselin as handsome as they say?”
“I too am glad to be back, and my cousin is very handsome indeed,” Aelwyn said lightly. They were cousins in name only, as Lans was the child Viviane had raised as her own, but he was not of her blood. He had taken to reminding her of that when they were together. “I heard your Leo has grown up to be very handsome as well.”
“I suppose. Handsome is as handsome does.” Marie shrugged. 
“Why are you so against the idea of Leo? You never liked him, even when we were little,” Aelwyn said, as she waved an amethyst stone over Marie’s hair to create vermilion highlights. “Oh, I remember now—you always preferred the younger one. What was his name again?”
“Wolf,” Marie said softly. “I didn’t ‘prefer’ him. We were friends. Or we used to be, before the Merlin declared war on his family. It was awful during the war; I was always worried he would be killed, although my mother assured me she would only take the royal family hostage, then put them to death if it came down to it. Apparently there’s no need to start a precedent of spilling royal blood. Never mind that they were our friends and distant family, and we shouldn’t murder them.”
“That stands to reason,” Aelwyn nodded. “Now, Leo can’t be too different from his brother, can he?”
“Yes, he is,” Marie said, annoyed. “Wolf is sweet and smart and kind, but everyone thinks he’s a troublemaker, while everyone thinks Leo is perfect.” She made a face in the mirror.
“Did it ever occur to you that maybe Leopold is perfect?” Aelwyn smiled, remembering the handsome young man who used to visit.
“Maybe you should marry him, then.” Marie sighed. “I don’t know, there’s just something about him. He’s always so proper and polite and, well, perfect.” Perhaps she did hold it against him a little, because she’d had such a rough start in life.
Aelwyn considered that. “You’re not just saying that because there’s someone else, are you?” she asked.
This time Marie wouldn’t meet her gaze. Aelwyn realized they weren’t twelve years old anymore, passing notes to the young princes who came to court and laughing when one of them tried to kiss them during dancing lessons. Marie was seventeen now, a girl with desires and secrets of her own. 
“Marie, who is he?” Aelwyn asked. It had been years, but in the space of a few minutes they had eased back into their familiar intimacy. “You can tell me.” 
“There’s no one,” Marie said flatly. 
Aelwyn was relieved, until Marie spoke again all in a rush. “It doesn’t matter. He’s gone now. He was a soldier—a member of the Queen’s Guard, actually. But he was sent to the northern front. I don’t know when he’ll be back, or even if he’ll ever return. He just…disappeared…one day. They said he only went on leave, but I wrote to him, and I never got a letter back,” she said, covering her face with her hands.
“Oh, Marie.” Aelwyn finished with the highlights and put the stone back in her bag. “This isn’t good.”
“Like I said, it doesn’t matter now. I don’t know where he is. I don’t even know if he’s all right. I wish someone would tell me what’s happened to him, but no one will.”
Marie had always been so obedient, so agreeable, and Aelwyn felt a pang to see her so low. She loved Marie like a sister, even if she had always been just a tiny bit jealous and resentful of her position. The court fawned over her, and Marie always got the best of everything—the largest piece of cake, the best cut of meat at the table, the prettiest dresses, the most toys, the largest stack of gifts, the white pony at the stables—while Aelwyn always had to make do with hand-me-downs and scraps, never quite knowing her place, never quite having a real home. She was the bastard daughter of the Merlin, and magicians were not allowed to have children. Her whole existence was a mistake, even if her father never said so. It was only now that she truly understood that Marie was as trapped in her life as she was; that she had little choice or freedom to shape her own destiny. That, like her, she was a prisoner of her fate. “You have to forget about him. You know that, right?”
In answer, Marie kept her face covered with her hands.
“You haven’t seen Leo in years. I know you’ve never liked him much, but you need to give him a chance.”
“I suppose you are right,” Marie sighed. “You know, they call him the Hero of Lamac, because it was he who unleashed the Pandora’s Box that won the battle.”
Aelwyn held the comb in midair and shuddered. Viviane was uninterested in the mortal realm, but even in Avalon they had heard the gruesome news. The stones made by the witch Pandora could conjure the horrors of Gilgamesh, Tartarus, and Doomsday all at once. They were stones that held the power of the Dark, of the Terrible. They had the ability to unleash a million hungry mouths with blades for teeth—monstrous creatures, rotten and soulless. She pitied the soldiers that had been on the battlefield that day. No wonder the empire had agreed to a truce, to a wedding. Anything to erase the memory of that dreadful battle, and—it remained unsaid, but it was clear—anything to make sure it never happened again. “However did the Prussians get their hands on one?” she asked.
“No one knows.” Marie shrugged.
“Because only a mage tutored in the dark arts could unleash the power of Pandora’s curse,” Aelywyn said. “And the most powerful enchanters of the world are in service to the queen, and work for the empire.”
“Well, maybe he was lucky,” Marie said. “That’s what everyone says about Leo, you know—that he’s blessed. The seers say there was a shower of shooting stars on the day he was born.” 
Aelwyn shrugged. “Don’t they say that about every royal prince? Don’t they say that about you?” She smiled as she sprinkled another dusting of powder on Marie’s hair to make it shine, and rubbed a rosy pigment into her cheeks. 
Marie peered at herself in the mirror. A naughty smile crept on her face. “Remember how we used to play twins?” she asked.
Aelwyn remembered but she shook her head, knowing what Marie would ask next. “No, it’s not right.”
“Please? It’s so fun—please do it! Winnie! Please!”
Aelwyn pursed her mouth in disapproval but as Marie continued to insist, a reckless rebellion overcame her better sensibilities. Marie always could goad her into mischief. It had been the princess’s idea, after all, to make the sparklers that had started the fire in her bedroom. “You must never tell anyone,” Aelwyn warned.
“I never have. I promise,” said Marie.
Taking a quick look around to make certain they were alone, Aelwyn blew a puff of smoke from her hand. It sent a shower of silver sparks dancing around them. “Did it work?” she asked, when it cleared.
Marie laughed in delight. “Look for yourself!”
Aelwyn stared at the beautiful princess in the mirror. Marie’s face was vibrant, her cheeks pink, her eyes shining, her brown hair thick and glorious, everything about her blooming in the prime of health—with no sign of illness or the wasting plague. Then Marie put her own cheek next to hers. There were two of them in the mirror now. Two princesses, who looked exactly alike—except that one was just slightly more radiant than the other. 
The illusion glamour. One of the most powerful spells known to Avalon, it had the power to make people see only what you wanted them to see. It had the ability to fool the world and blind it from the truth. Viviane had taught her to use her power sparingly, to keep it hidden from those who would use it against her. “Not even your father can know you can do this,” her aunt had warned. “He is wary of the glamour mask. It would cause him to be wary of you.”
But Aelwyn couldn’t resist. And anyway, Marie already knew she could do it. 
Her friend brought her back to the moment. “Winnie, there’s something I’ve been meaning to say to you since you returned. When you left, I never got the chance to tell you how sorry I was about what happened, the day of the fire,” Marie whispered. “It was all my fault.”
“We were children,” Aelwyn said stiffly.
“It’s no excuse. They sent you away. I know how hard it must have been,” Marie said. “I’m sorry, Winnie.”
Aelwyn unclenched her fists; she hadn’t noticed how tightly she was holding them until now. “I forgive you,” she said, blinking back tears.
Marie nodded and wiped the corners of her eyes as well. “Look,” she said hoarsely, pointing back to the mirror. “You’re me,” she said wistfully.
“If only,” Aelwyn joked, then snapped her fingers and just like that, she was herself again. 





The Prussian ambassador was satisfied. He had been very complimentary of her looks, which Marie attributed to Aelwyn’s handiwork rather than anything real. “Inspected and found satisfactory,” she had joked to her ladies after the gruesome affair that had included a private visit with the Prussian royal physician. She had tried to protest, but her mother had silenced her with a stony frown as the nurses led her away. 
During the examination Marie had been made to stand this way and that, while the creepy doctor had peered down her throat, inside her ears, and in her unmentionables. Marie had snuck a peek over her shoulder and caught the doctor scribbling “virgin, fertile,” in her chart after the exam. Truly? How could they be so certain she was chaste? And who was to say she was fertile? Just another way to assuage any concerns over the upcoming alliance, she thought. Even so, she was nonetheless relieved to have passed the test. There had been many queens who had been unable to produce heirs to the throne, and had lost their lives and crowns in the process. Marie did not think she would be susceptible to such a fate, but she wasn’t certain she was so keen to bear a child so soon, either. She was still a child herself; what would she do with one? 
Now that the princess had been deemed acceptable by his advisors, Leo was on his way to the palace to meet his bride. There was still the matter of dissolving his prior engagement, but the ambassador assured them that Isabelle and her guardian would be in town shortly to sign the papers releasing him from his obligation. The prince himself would be in London in the next week or so, and the court was buzzing with excitement and pride, as well as relief that the long war with Prussia was finally over. Yet the more her ladies congratulated her and made a fuss, the more depressed Marie became. She could hardly force a smile during wardrobe fittings, and was absent-minded and distracted at every royal occasion. 
As the days went by, preparations for the upcoming season began in earnest, with the traditional opening of Parliament by the queen and the city filling up as noble families from all over the empire arrived for the festivities. Marie was starting to be a bit of an embarrassment to the whole court. The princess, instead of acting like a girl on the cusp of a great romance—awaiting the appearance of her soon-to-be-beloved—was sulking around the palace, holed up in her room, eating sweets and not speaking to anyone. 
One afternoon not long after the ambassador’s visit, Marie remained in her room once more, rather than taking tea with a few court favorites. Her ladies did their best to encourage her, but she would not be persuaded to change her mind. “I need to be left alone, I feel ill,” she insisted, thankful that she always had the wasting plague to fall back on when she didn’t want to do something. 
The ladies bowed and exited the room, but a few minutes later there was a knock on the door again. “I told you, I want to be left alone,” she snapped, then immediately felt guilty for taking that tone with the servants. 
“Sorry, Princess, I’ll come back later,” the voice called.
Gill?!
At the sound of his voice, Marie hustled out of her bed and opened the door in a breathless rush. “I didn’t know it was you!” she cried, throwing her arms around the soldier who stood in her doorway.
Gill Cameron laughed, but looked around nervously to see if anyone had seen the princess’s enthusiastic display of affection. Luckily, the hallway was empty for once, and Marie was without her usual entourage of ladies. “I just got back from leave. Thought I’d tell you I’m back on duty.”
“I’m so glad! I didn’t think I would ever see you again!” she said, pulling him into the room, even as her cheeks turned bright pink at her outburst. 
“Truly?” he asked, a confused look on his face.
“I wrote you—to your family in Ayrshire—and when you didn’t reply, I thought…it’s so good to see you,” she said. 
Gill smiled and ruffled her hair. He was a strapping lad of eighteen, with a blunt nose, honey-colored hair, and a strong jaw. His features were more rough than fine, unlike the pretty-boy aristocrats who professed their admiration for her at court, but Marie’s heart beat painfully in her chest at the sight of his shy smile.
“So what you’re saying is, you can’t live without me—is that right?” He grinned, taking the seat recently vacated by her attendant.
“Not at all,” she said. “Were you gone? I didn’t notice,” she said airily.
“I didn’t think about you at all either, not even once,” he said, stretching his arms across the back of the couch.
“Liar,” she said, sitting next to him so that she was curled up against his side. It was his cue to put his arm around her, which he did, and he squeezed her shoulder warmly. “You’ve heard, I’m sure?” she asked.
“That you are getting a husband? Yes! A fine one too. Leopold the Seventh! The Hero of Lamac!” Gill said affably. “Good on you, Marie.”
“Please don’t congratulate me,” she said stubbornly. “I don’t care about him, or the empire. Hang it all, they don’t care about me except as a broodmare,” she said darkly. 
“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that. Stop acting so foul, people are starting to talk. Even the stablehands have heard there’s something the matter. Luckily, the scuttlebutt is that your ladies are just worried you’ve taken ill again. Have you?”
“Maybe.” She felt a pain in her heart from his genial reaction to the news of her upcoming nuptials. What had she expected? A flare of jealousy? A declaration of affection? For him to whisk her away somewhere? No such luck. He was a practical fellow and knew his place. Gill was a friend, and that’s all he would be to her, for his sake and hers. Anything more would have meant treason, or worse. It was wrong to yearn for the impossible, but Marie found she could not stop hoping. She took a deep breath and put a hand over his, her small fingers interlacing with his broad ones. “Shall I read to you?” she asked.
Gill nodded. “Please.”
Marie flushed with pleasure and took out a book that had been their latest fancy. “Now, where were we before you left? Oh yes, here we are,” she said, finding the page. She settled against the crook of his arm and began to read, her quiet, even voice filling the room. 
Gill hadn’t been schooled in his letters as well as she, and he delighted in the stories. She delighted in reading them to him, even if her tastes were not as gruesome as his. She often teased him that he only liked books with murder and bloodshed in their plots.
If she could write her own story, it would be a much simpler one than the life she led now. She was a small, plain girl, and yearned for a small, plain life. If only I wasn’t a princess—then I could go away with Gill.
We would live in a cottage by the sea and be happy forever. It was her not-so-secret desire, one she had held in her heart for many months now. One that she knew had absolutely no possibility of ever coming to fruition. It was a cottage in the air. A dream.
Gill pulled his hand away and stood up to face the window, stretching his legs. He yawned with his arms up to the ceiling, lifting the edge of his jacket and shirt, so that she couldn’t help but notice the ugly scar on his lower back. It was a gift from the bullet that was meant for her during a failed coup d’état last year, when “progressive”-minded populist rebels styling themselves the League of Iron Knights had somehow been able to destroy the wards around the gates. They’d stormed the castle in an attempt to assassinate the royal family. 
The Iron Knights believed magic was a tyrant’s tool, and agitated to end the monarchy’s control of its source; they believed magic should be for all, not just the rich and titled. Her mother’s retribution had been swift and brutal, the traitors hanged or burned in the square. The Merlin’s men were still out in the country, flushing out the remaining members. It was a reminder that the empire had as many enemies as allies; there were antagonists and opportunists in the shadows within and without, eager to see the fall of their house.
“Does it hurt?” she asked.
“What, this?” He lifted his shirt higher, revealing his hard stomach as he twisted his head down to look at his scar, and Marie felt her cheeks flush. “Nah, it looks worse than it is.”
Marie still recalled the utter terror of that day: the rebels storming her room, and Gill with his pistol, shielding her with his own body. He would have died for her, and almost had. She put the book away. “I don’t want to marry Leopold,” she said quietly. 
“But you don’t even know him,” Gill said gently, tucking his shirt back into his trousers and buttoning his jacket. “You could learn to love him.” He returned to his seat next to her and smoothed her hair away from her forehead, as one would a child.
She shook her head. Tears sprang to her eyes, but she blinked them away. She was being ridiculous, she knew. There was nothing to be done; she was born into her position. She could not change who she was, and she could not change who Gill was, either. She would marry Leopold at the end of the season as her mother decreed, and that would be the end of it.
“I should go—they’ll wonder why I’m not at my post,” Gill said, getting up and holstering his sword and gun.
“Wait—” Marie said, feeling bereft already, even though he was still in the room. “Gill, promise me—” 
“Yes?”
“Promise me, whatever happens, that we’ll always be friends.”
Gill looked down at her, and his eyes were soft and sad. “I’ll always be your friend, Princess,” he said. “No matter what happens. I’ll be right outside the door, as I always am.” Then he closed it quietly behind him.





As the carriage approached the port, Ronan felt very smart indeed, traveling abroad for the first time—and without her parents! Even though she did have her chaperone Vera with her, who was nervous about making it on time. Ronan thought it was so silly—they had ample time to spare. They had set off from Washington Square right after breakfast, and the ship was not set to sail until noon. They would have hours to unpack and settle into the grand staterooms for the month-long voyage, and Ronan was looking forward to the thrilling adventure of it all. She had spent summers in Newport, but she had never been outside of the Americas. She tilted her hat over one eye, thinking it looked more fashionable that way. Her mother had allowed her a few new things for the journey, including a hat Ronan had helped design: a massive confection of lace and silk with a curved ostrich plume. 
Vera leaned over to rub her cheek. “Street dirt,” she explained. “I told you to leave the windows closed.”
But Ronan had been too excited to keep her face behind the dark curtains. She wanted to soak everything in, to breathe the sea air, to revel in her newfound freedom. They arrived at the port, which was busier and smellier than she had expected, and she held a tidy handkerchief to her nose and a parasol over her head as they made their way to the ticket office. It was almost April, the first hint of spring was in the air, and Ronan felt as if she were bursting at her velvet seams—she couldn’t contain her excitement. After months of penury, this trip was a godsend. She was on her way to make her fortune and her name—to make a life for herself in the world. She could forget, for a moment, the seriousness of her mission, and the parents who had invested everything they had in her success.
But the moment was short-lived; Vera returned from the ticket office looking more anxious than ever. Apparently there was a problem with their rooms. Her father had booked them first-class staterooms, but her governess told her that the ship’s officer insisted they were listed for two second-class fares instead.
Ronan was aghast. “We cannot possibly travel in such cramped accommodations. Our luggage alone will take up the entire room. Let me talk to him. Perhaps it is just a mix-up and easily remedied.” Her heart pounded in her chest, even as her spirits sank, because a part of her knew there was no mistake. Her father had most likely booked the more expensive passage a year earlier, but as financial troubles accumulated, quietly exchanged the tickets without telling her mother. Ronan thought she might still be able to talk her way into her proper berth; she had seen her mother do the same at restaurants and shops when their credit was called into question. She pushed her way to the front and, in the haughtiest voice she could muster, asked the ship’s officer to check again.
The man consulted the list once more with a weary air. The port was busy, with travelers bidding friends and family farewell, great ladies and their servants disembarking from shiny carriages, and tradesmen waving their paper tickets and disappearing into steerage. “Sorry, miss,” the officer sighed. “Right here. Astor. Second class.”
“See, I told you,” Vera chided. Her governess looked almost smug, and Ronan felt an instant of hatred for the older lady, who depended on her family for her well-being. After all, her father had continued to pay Vera’s salary, regardless of their financial insolvency.
An impatient crowd had gathered behind them as they held up the line. Even if the air was cool, the sun was hot, and she could feel the sweat forming a thin layer between her skin and her clothing. She had felt every inch a grand lady that morning in her fine coat and new hat, along with her mother’s most elegant parasol, but her confidence was shrinking, along with her chances of first-class accommodations. Even Vera had abandoned her, returning to stand by the impatient porter and their embarrassingly large collection of steamer trunks. 
Ronan wanted to curse, scream, and cry at the humiliation, but she could not allow herself to make a scene. Second-class cabins! She would die of seasickness! She would rather stay at home. What if someone saw…? But what did it matter where she stayed on the stupid boat, as long as she arrived in London in time for the party? She would sleep on her trunks, if necessary. 
“Miss?” the officer asked again, irritated now.
She was about to snatch the tickets from the officer’s hand when she caught sight of Whitney Van Owen and her mother walking sedately along the docks toward the gangplank. The Van Owens were one of the wealthiest families in the Americas, but their riche was so nouveau that their social ascent was still a bit of a shock to established hostesses like Ronan’s mother. It was well known that Colonel Van Owen’s father was nothing more than an indentured servant. Their money was tainted, not quite perfectly respectable, in that it was not inherited but earned—hand over fist, blood over dollars, until it had accumulated and multiplied to ridiculous proportions.
“Why, it’s Ronan!” Whitney trilled. “Off to London for the season as well, of course!”
“Of course,” Ronan smiled, pressing her hot cheek next to Whitney’s fair one. 
Whitney looked every inch an heiress, cutting a striking figure in a lavish, fur-trimmed coat with ornately jeweled buttons that caught and spun the light into a thousand rainbows. Her elaborate hat was three times larger than Ronan’s, with a full crown of ostrich feathers and a dazzling lace overlay. Ronan felt drab as a sparrow next to her, and swallowed a pang of jealousy at the shimmering moonstones nestled in the brooch on her friend’s throat.
“Mage-made,” Whitney said, showing them off with a wave of her hand. “Pretty, aren’t they? You should see my dress for the royal ball! It practically glows in the dark!”
“Gorgeous,” Ronan agreed, feeling even more deprived than before. 
“Well—see you inside. Shall we meet for breakfast? I heard the chef is amazing. Ta!”
Ronan hadn’t the heart to tell her she would be dining in the common area, and not the lavish dining room. The ship was the size of an island; perhaps when they arrived in London, she could say she’d caught the flu and couldn’t leave her room during the entire journey.
“Miss? You want these tickets or not?” the officer asked, rapping on the glass to catch her attention.
“Yes—I mean—no—I mean…” Ronan shook her head, rattled, trying to figure out her options. She could go back home and yell at her parents, or get herself to England as planned. There was no time to waste; the sooner she arrived in London and accepted a proposal, the sooner she could pay off the debts against the house and estate. Vera had hinted more than once that her own impoverished status was due to a family fortune brought low—that she, too, had been raised in splendor, only to find herself in ashes. 
No. No. No. She would find a match, and a title, and the magic to go with it. She had to, she had to, she had to.…She wrung her gloves in her hands until they were soiled. Another expense she could not afford. She wiped her palms on her skirts and tried to compose herself.
“Is something the matter?” asked a young man behind her, who must have heard every word. He regarded her with an amused smile, as if he found her situation to be very entertaining.
She turned to him and did not smile back, as he looked a bit…battered. He had a black eye and a bruised cheek, dark messy hair, a strong chin; he could be handsome, although it was hard to tell underneath the battle wounds.
“Miss?” the ticket officer asked again.
Vera bustled over. “The porter wants his tip. What shall I tell him?”
“Just please—please—give me a moment,” she pleaded with everyone. “Let me think.” Whitney and her mother were on the gangplank. If she took the second-class tickets now, they would know how far she had sunk. Perhaps they would spread the word in London; everyone would know the truth about the Astor situation, and Ronan would not be invited to the best parties, which would dash all her hopes even before she had set sail. But she could not stall any longer. It was second class or stay in New York. “Fine, give them to me.” She took the tickets, stuck them in her purse and walked toward the dock.
“All right, miss?” She looked up to see that the roguish young man with the swollen eye had followed her. “You look as if you need some help,” he said.
What business was it of his? “I’m quite all right, thank you,” she said coldly. She did not speak to strange young men who loitered around docks. He looked almost terrifying with those bruises on his face. She looked around for Vera. What use was a chaperone if they did not chaperone? 
“You don’t have to run away,” he said. “I don’t bite. Unless I want to.”
Her blush deepened. He truly was a sight to look at, but even with the broken nose and face, there was something compelling about him—his dark hair, piercing blue eyes, that dangerously crooked smile. 
“I’m afraid no one can help me.”
“No one?” he asked. He had an accent she could not place. He raised an eyebrow quizzically.
“No,” she said firmly. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude.”
“Then don’t be,” he said reasonably.
She laughed, she couldn’t help it. He looked funny, all beat up like that. What did it matter who she spoke to now? She saw Whitney giving her an odd look, and Ronan waved her handkerchief gaily, as if she spoke to uncouth young men at the docks all the time. “What happened to your face?” she asked.
“It fell on a fist.” He shrugged.
“That happens a lot?”
“Enough.”
“You say that as if you enjoy it,” she said tartly. 
“Perceptive and beautiful,” he said. “I like that.” His blue eyes sparkled and there was merriment there, and possibility. What cheek to speak to her so frankly! She was hot all over, but for a different reason now. Ronan had never met a boy quite like him before. All her suitors had been of the starchy variety, and after the parade of uglies she’d had to memorize, his handsome (if bruised) face was very appealing. He was not good-looking so much as striking: the sort of man you could lean on, could count on, who could do hard work and not be afraid of it. She thought of the aristocrats with their wobbly chins and soft hands, and wondered what it would feel like to be pressed against his body.
“What else do you like?” she asked, feeling incredibly daring all of a sudden. It was not the kind of question a lady of gentle birth would ask. 
His eyes lit up at her challenge and he moved closer to her. Startled, she dropped her parasol. He picked it up and handed it back just as Vera finally appeared, bustling toward them like a ship with a full head of steam. She gave the boy a sharp look. “Do excuse us.” She took Ronan’s arm and led her away, as the young man returned to his party by the ticket window. “My dear, you know it isn’t proper to talk to strange young men,” she reprimanded with a scandalized air.
“What does it matter? Where we’re staying, I’m sure there will be a lot more of them,” Ronan said crossly. “Let’s go.” She motioned to the porter, and together they walked up to the entrance of the ship.
The ship’s conductor glanced at her tickets and told the porter, “The first-class parlor suite.”
She blinked. “Excuse me?”
But the conductor had already moved on to the next group and when he handed her back her tickets, she noticed they were indeed for first-class berths. She stared at them in disbelief. How had that happened? She was certain she had been holding second-class tickets—why was she being led to the first-class suite? Ronan was about to correct the mistake, but decided it was best not to look a gift horse in the mouth. Better to accept it as her due all along, and pretend as if nothing had been the matter. 
As they made their way up the gangplank, Ronan saw the young man with whom she had been conversing. He was walking onto a lower deck with an older gentleman.
“Second class,” Vera hissed. Making it sound like not just a statement about his ticket, but a verdict on his character.
“Vera, a moment ago we were second class,” she said, still wondering about her sudden change of fortune. Could it be at all possible that the handsome young stranger had something to do with her new tickets somehow? Was he a thief? Or a lord in disguise? She shook the thoughts from her head—he was obviously neither. Just a handsome, but nosy, pest. Ronan chastised herself for having an overactive imagination. Perhaps the mistake was that she had not been given her correct tickets in the first place, because anyone could see she clearly belonged in first class. 
On the lower deck, Oswald was admonishing his ward. If he could have hit him with the newspaper he was holding, like a master reprimanding a puppy, he would have. “Wolfgang, what have you done with our tickets? Why are we booked in a lower-class cabin? I can’t help but think this must be your doing,” he rumbled, his tone dark. “You do realize the beds are stacked on top of each other—they are called ‘bunks’—and we have to share a privy with a dozen men? And that there is only one bathtub for the whole lot?”
The prince’s smile was glorious. He liked the spirited American girl, and had decided to save her from embarrassment on a whim. “I met a damsel in distress, Oz. She needed the rooms more than we did. Come on, you always said I should be open to new experiences.”





Leopold of Prussia was a fine royal specimen. He looked kingly already as he entered the formal state room in his dress uniform of grays and reds, an array of gold medals pinned to his chest, so tall and proud; a lone scratch on his cheek was his only souvenir from the battle he had won so handily. He looked at ease and exuded confidence—a natural aristocrat, with his brilliant golden hair and generous smile. There was a gasp from the gathered ladies of court—one could practically hear them swooning—and the men were just as embarrassing, subtly edging each other out of the way to be closer to him. 
“My princess, it is lovely to see you again.” His voice was like honey, full of sweetness and affection, and his smile was kindness personified. Even his hand was warm and comforting as it held hers. Only his lips were dry as they brushed the back of her hand, and Marie was relieved because it meant he was not as perfect as he looked. Maybe Aelwyn was right—she should give him a chance. She shouldn’t hold his perfection against him. Some people were as bright as the sun; if the majority of her own days were gray, it was not his fault.
“My prince,” she said demurely as she took back her hand. “Welcome back to London.” They were standing in front of the full audience of the entire court, from the lowliest page to the haughtiest ladies-in-waiting, innumerable cabinet ministers, the ageless Merlin, and the ancient queen. This was the formal reception of the future king of the empire, and certain rituals must be observed. The grand hall had been given a dazzling shine, from the marble colonnades to the granite floor to the array of crystal chandeliers that marched down the length of the room. 
They bowed to each other and, with a signal from Eleanor, Marie took his arm so that she might introduce him to their loyal and noble subjects. Their courtship would be a choreographed performance, from initial meeting to the royal wedding. She saw Eleanor beaming at the two of them, and the queen smiled at Leo in approval before taking his father’s arm herself and introducing the Prussian monarch to her lords and ladies. 
When they had greeted every member of the court as well as the Prussian delegation, Marie led Leo to the end of the gallery to show him the famous view of the gardens. “Do you remember? You used to run in those mazes,” she said, pointing to the topiary.
“I remember a certain little girl chasing me.” He smiled.
“Oh, that wasn’t me you remember. I had crutches then.”
Leo’s forehead wrinkled. It was obvious he didn’t remember her at all, which was just as well. “My mother tells me you were very brave at the battle,” she said. “That you held the Box yourself and loosed it upon the field. You could have been killed! Our Merlin says the Pandora is the world’s deadliest and most dangerous weapon, one that only the most talented sorcerer can wield.”
“Is that so?” the prince asked politely. “I don’t mean to contradict your Merlin, but it just happened that I was closest to it, and any of my men would have done the same.”
He was being a little too modest, as a lesser man would have surely been killed by the horrors from the Pandora’s Box. She smiled at him serenely. “I know that cannot be true. Not every soldier keeps his head in battle; most are just trying to stay alive. And very few can stand up to such powerful magic.”
“You have an interest in the field of war? That is uncommon in a princess,” said Leo, walking around the room with his long, loping stride.
“Do you think it strange?” she asked, struggling to keep up with her much shorter legs.
“No. Not at all. I find it charming.”
“I don’t mean it to be charming. I am simply interested, that is all,” she said, a little unsteadied by the edge in his voice. “I mean—I am just being myself. I am not trying to pretend to be what I am not.” She halted their walk and looked him in the eye.
He raised his eyebrow. “I see.”
They resumed their stroll in painful, awkward silence. Marie wondered at her outburst. She had only meant that she was not flirting with him, that she was sincerely interested in the art of magical warfare. Her realm and reign were protected by a great and powerful magic, so it seemed only reasonable to try and understand its workings. She glanced at his handsome profile, remembering the arrogant young boy who had paid her no attention in years past. If he remembered their childhood antagonism, he made no sign of it. He was playing the part of besotted lover; his eyes were pure adoration. Across the room she saw Gill, his back to the wall, his eyes blank, his posture straight: a true soldier of the Queen’s Guard. Then he caught her eye and winked. She hid a smile behind her fan that, unfortunately for her, Leo did not fail to notice.
“Is that your guard?” he asked. 
“Gill? Yes,” she responded innocently. “He’s a great friend of mine; he saved my life once.” 
“Then I owe him my gratitude,” he said warmly. “For keeping my princess safe.”
“How is your brother?” she asked. Her feet ached from walking the length of the ballroom in her new satin slippers, but she knew she must keep up her end of the conversation for courtesy’s sake.
“He is well, thank you,” he said. “Father sent him to the Americas, and he is on his way back now. I shall tell him you asked about him.”
“Please do,” she said. “I look forward to seeing him again. Does he still box for fun?”
“Unfortunately, yes. Wolf should really be kept on a short leash. There are rumors that he fights for money. He could get himself in a lot of mischief,” Leo said with a forced smile, his jaw clenched tightly. His cheekbones looked so sharp they could hurt someone. 
Marie remained silent, unwilling to bash her old friend. “Your English has improved.”
“Mon français, c’est encore mieux,” he said. My French is even better. “Et vous, mademoiselle, which language do you prefer?”
“Mama prefers that I speak French in private, but English at court. There is a saying we have in the empire: practical matters en
anglais, and dreams en français.”
“A very wise saying,” Leo smiled. His demeanor relaxed. “I will love you, my English rose, and you will fill my French dreams.”
Marie burst out laughing, and Leo looked troubled. “Did I say something incorrect?” he asked.
“No it’s just—you don’t have to be so—” Marie could not stop laughing. She noticed a few courtiers looking alarmed at the sight of the princess caught in a fit of hysterical laughter. Marie knew she looked terrible when she laughed; her face went bright red, her nose especially, and more than once she had overheard her mother tell her ladies that she wished Marie would not laugh quite so loudly and so vigorously. It wasn’t ladylike. It wasn’t queenly. Marie took a deep, shuddering breath to control herself. “I am sorry, Leo,” she said. “But let us not make this what it isn’t. You must marry me for my kingdom, and I must marry you for my mother. That is the way of our life, and I am sorry to have embarrassed you.”
Leo’s smile faded a little, and for a moment Marie worried that she had truly hurt his feelings. “My apologies that you find my emotions…amusing,” he said. “I hope that one day you will believe in the sincerity of my affections. Excuse me, my lady, I find I am quite worn from the travel after all.”
“Yes, please—don’t stay on my account. See to your apartments. We have chosen the south wing; it has the best view of Big Ben and Parliament. Your servants have already been housed downstairs. I do hope you enjoy your stay with us.”
“I imagine I will. Good day, Princess.” He gave her a curt nod.
She curtsied and watched him leave the room abruptly, followed by his entourage, who hurried to keep up with his long strides.
Aelwyn, who had been standing with the members of the sisterhood, walked up to her. “What happened? What was that about? Why did he leave?”
Marie rolled her eyes. Leo was only playing a role, nothing more. He had never shown much interest in her when they were young, and he was only pretending to now for the sake of the treaty. Her sense of despair deepened at the thought of spending the rest of her life with such a man. Even friendship seemed out of reach. They would slowly grow to hate one another, she could tell—if they didn’t already. 
“What did you say to him?” her friend asked, concerned.
“Only the truth,” Marie sighed. “And he didn’t like hearing it.”





Aelwyn did not think Marie had made a good decision in ruffling the future king’s feathers by making sport of his soft words. She could guess at their conversation from the looks on their faces. He was only trying to do his duty, and should not have been mocked for it. Marie should take care. The young Prussian did not look as if he would take kindly to an impudent queen. A wife’s job was to placate her husband and learn to hold her tongue. It was the beginning of the twentieth century, but a girl could still lose her head—literally—for saying the wrong thing. The keys to the empire came through Marie-Victoria’s hand, but according to the points of the treaty, Leopold would be an equal sovereign once they were married. Unlike Marie’s father, Prince Francis, who had been born into the Danish and Greek royal families and whose title had been Prince Consort, Leo would be king, and kings had been getting rid of their pesky wives for ages.
Queen Eleanor dismissed her court, ostensibly to give King Frederick a tour of the grounds, but also in order to distract them from Leo’s hasty exit. The court began to file out of the room according to rank, and the mages standing in the back of the room were dismissed last. The brotherhood of Merlin, solemn-faced men in dark suits, exited ahead of the lady magicians in white habits from the sisterhood of Morgaine. 
“Thank goodness that’s done,” said Sister Mallory, a moon-faced enchantress whose specialty was speaking to animals. “He’s handsome and says all the right things, but if you ask me, the princess is better off alone. I don’t trust the Prussians. Where could they have found that horrid weapon and learned the ability to use it?” 
Sister White, who could conjure weather patterns, nodded. “Yes, if it hadn’t been for that, our boys would have won that battle, but there you go.”
“Can’t imagine the Merlin would bow down so quickly,” said Sister Mallory.
“Perhaps he was as tired of war as we were,” another sister opined.
“Weapons of dark magic were supposed to have been destroyed after the Treaty of Orleans,” Sister White grumbled.
“So it was smart of the Prussians to use one, then, as it gave them the advantage,” Aelwyn said.
“Advantage? Cheating is more like it!” Sister White argued.
“Sometimes the only way to win is to cheat,” Aelwyn said stubbornly.
The sisters turned to see what the Sister Superior would do, but Sister Mallory only sighed. “You are young still, Sister Myrddyn, but one day you will learn that a false victory is a hollow one.”
Aelwyn nodded, thankful that her own loose tongue had not gotten her in trouble. The sisters disappeared down the hallway, and she dawdled behind, uneager to return to the charter house so soon. After her years in Avalon, life as a member of the invisible orders was boring. The sisters lived in a small convent in a remote wing of the palace, next to the home of the brotherhood. Every morning began the same way, with a quiet knock on the door at the first light of dawn. Bonded sister and acolyte alike rose to perform the daily tasks. They were not allowed to waste their magic to sweep the corridors, dust the stairs, or make the preparations for breakfast. Magic was a special gift; it had to be rationed for only the most important tasks, like warfare and security. Aelwyn’s morning chore was to wipe down the windows with a rag. Once the glass was sparkling, she was allowed to return to her drab little cell to change into her blue tunic and wash her face in the tiny washbasin.
At breakfast, the sisters would gather at long wooden tables, eating porridge and talking in low voices. She usually joined a group of new acolytes at a table near the window. They knew she was the Merlin’s daughter and were kind to her, but they avoided asking her about Avalon, or her time with Viviane. Aelwyn understood what her father had warned her about from the beginning: the sisterhood did not trust her. She would have to prove herself to them to gain acceptance into the Order. After the meal, the group convened to the chapel for silent spell-casting. While the Merlin’s men spent their time on strategizing military campaigns and border expansion, the sisterhood was responsible for the health and safety of the empire. The wasting plague was one of their more bitter failures, as none of their healers could concoct a real cure. Shields, wards, and anti-destruction spells were strengthened, renewed, and refurbished on a rotating basis, especially after the failed insurrection only a few months ago that had threatened the queen and her daughter.
Sitting quietly, surrounded by dutiful mages who had given themselves over to magic and servitude, Aelwyn’s thoughts flitted back to Avalon. She could chant the shield spell in her sleep. She was so incredibly disinterested in the humdrum nature of the Order’s magic. It was strictly by the book, whereas in Avalon magic was wild and mercurial, but extremely powerful. Well—there was no use thinking of Avalon now, was there? 
Perhaps Viviane was right.
Perhaps she had made a mistake in choosing to join the invisible orders.
But if she did not take her vows and exchange her blue robes for the white habits, she would be a rogue enchantress, a woman without protection, practically a harlot, and even magic could not protect her from the people’s wrath if something went wrong. There were hedge witches and random warlocks in every town and village, scrounging a living from the edges, their magic separated from the true source of power, weak and ineffective.
Viviane had made it clear when Aelwyn left that Avalon would always be open to her—but if she returned, she would have to stay for good this time. Why had she chosen London over the island? Because when she was younger, she had worshipped the white-clad sisters, so beautiful and mysterious? Aelwyn had looked forward to the day she would “don the white and serve the light.” Magic was a gift, a calling, a home; especially since her father had asked her to return to the palace in the letter he had sent on the eve of her sixteenth birthday. That letter had sent her running back to the city. She had hidden the letter from her aunt, as Viviane would not have understood. She’d only have accused her of sentiment. 
Aelwyn was so deep in her own thoughts that she did not notice the prince in the shadows of the corridor speaking to one of the younger, prettier ladies of the court. The girl was practically throwing herself at him, fluttering her lashes and shoving her cleavage in his face. He seemed to be reeling her in, little by little. She tipped forward, as if to receive a kiss, but he merely brushed her off with a lazy smile. 
The girl handed him a slip of paper—no doubt with the location of her apartments in the castle—and sashayed away, promising something delicious and naughty with every sway of her step. But when her back was turned, Leo tossed the piece of paper to the ground. When he looked up, his eyes met Aelwyn’s. 
She felt a hot spark between them, an electric energy that sent a tingle to the very center of her. He hadn’t much changed from the handsome, confident young boy he used to be, the one she had secretly mooned over in her diary. Even then, he had the ability to make you feel as if you were the only person in the room, the only person who mattered. “She’ll be sorely disappointed you won’t be looking for her tonight,” Aelwyn said, motioning to the torn piece of paper. 
“I’m glad you think so,” he said, a small smile dawning on his face as he appraised her boldly, his stare raking her up and down. She felt as if she were standing naked in his presence. 
But Aelwyn returned his stare with one of her own. Her green eyes held his gaze. “You should be more careful. This court is lousy with gossip, if you haven’t noticed.”
“All courts are. That is the nature of court. Let them talk; words are nothing but air,” he said dismissively. 
“What are you doing out here, anyway? Are you lost, my lord? The tour of the grounds is that way.”
He smirked, still drinking in every inch of her with his soulful gaze. “‘Lost’ is not quite the word I would choose, my lady.”
“I am no lady,” she said with an arch smile. 
“For my sake, I hope not,” he replied. “You look familiar.” He studied her face so intently that she blushed. “We have met before, have we not?”
“I grew up in the castle,” she allowed.
“You were the little girl who used to chase me all over this place,” he said. “As I recall, you caught me quite a few times.”
“Did I now? You must have been a slow runner.”
“Perhaps I wanted to be caught—that was the game, after all, wasn’t it? Catch and kiss?” he said.
“Was it?” she asked coolly.
“Ah, the games children play,” he said, his smile broadening.
“Except we are no longer children, my lord,” she said, shaking her head.
“No,” he agreed. “Indeed, we are not. You are a sorceress now. I remember; you are the Merlin’s daughter. Aelwyn.” Her name on his tongue gave her another secret thrill. He remembered her. Did he remember any more from their past? Catch and kiss. They had chased each other down these same hallways. It all came back to her suddenly. Fourteen-year-old Leopold, young and breathless, with his lips on hers. They had kissed right in this hallway. From the smile on his face, it looked as if he did remember. 
“And you are soon to be our king.”
“Not just yet,” he said with a wave of his hand, as if to sweep it away.
“Yes, I suppose you are right. You are not yet crowned, and I am still an acolyte.”
He put a hand on his cheek. “A sorcerer’s apprentice; a wyrd woman,” he teased, as if finding it all so incredibly amusing. “My brother told me there are secret passageways all over St. James, leading from the roof to the dungeons. Funny that I never knew of them during the time I was here, and I have always been curious about the history of this castle. Would you care to discover them with me?”
Would she care to? She could see it now: taking him around, showing him the hidden passageways she knew so well. She and Marie had discovered them as children and the princess must have shared them with Wolf while Aelwyn was entertaining his older brother. Aelwyn imagined she and Leo reconnecting again, reminiscing about their shared childhood, laughing at his witticisms; perhaps even making plans to meet again; perhaps even renewing that little game they had liked to play, catch and kiss.
Leopold of Prussia. So young and handsome, a boy who had everything and everyone he’d ever wanted delivered to him on a plate. When had he ever waited for anything? Even the empire had succumbed to his charms. The queen did not want to risk losing another battle, was tired of losing soldiers and public support, and so had offered up her daughter as a bride—the richest gift yet. 
If she went with him now, Aelwyn knew that before long, she would be just another conquest; another notch on the royal bedpost. One more name written on a scrap of paper, crumpled and discarded. Not to mention, he was supposed to be the intended bridegroom of her best friend—although Marie had made it abundantly clear she had absolutely no interest in marrying him, and possibly even despised him. 
“Well?” he asked. “Shall we, then?”
Before she could answer, there was the sound of another girl calling his name. “Leo, darling?” There was a distinct French lilt to the voice, and Aelwyn remembered that the French girl, the faux-phine, the would-be princess, was supposed to arrive today. Leo’s engagement to Marie-Victoria could not be announced until his former alliance was dissolved.
“Someone’s calling you,” Aelwyn murmured. “The south wing is that way, my lord, and the hidden passageways are easy to access. Perhaps Princess Marie can show you sometime. She knows them as well as I.”
“Ah.” Leo nodded. The electric charge between them faded. 
“Good-bye, my lord. I’m sorry I cannot help you.” The rules of the land said the mages were to remain invisible; that their power was reflected through their sovereign’s rule. 
The bonded sisters served in silence.
But at that moment, as Leo walked away from her, Aelwyn wanted nothing more than to live out loud.





“Leo! I was calling for you—I was waiting for you in the east parlor. They said you were to meet me there.” Isabelle pouted. She knew she looked pretty when she pouted, and so she pouted often. That he had ignored her call was just the latest annoyance in a long string of annoyances that afternoon. It had taken longer than she had anticipated to travel to London; it was a journey hampered by broken carriage wheels, dubious fare and boarding at a slew of roadside inns, and the knowledge that once she arrived at her destination she would have to relinquish her dreams of love and hope. 
She was settled for the season in an apartment at a grand house in Mayfair, and while it was one of the most fashionable addresses, she had found the staff wanting. Isabelle had spent the morning haranguing her maid about her hair—she was certain the girl was conspiring against her by turning her fringe into a row of stiff ringlets more appropriate for a poodle. Isabelle had yanked the curling iron from the hapless servant’s hand and taken care of it herself, cursing her family’s lack of beauty mages. She wanted to look as dazzling as possible for their meeting.
But Leo seemed distracted when she saw him. He didn’t seem to notice her Cupid’s bow of a mouth, painted exquisitely so that it was as red as a ripe berry, or the beauty mark she had filled in on her left cheek. Her hair was an architectural creation, a riot of soft dark curls, and her maid had been useful at last—cinching her corset as tightly as possible, giving her that elusive fifteen-inch waist. She couldn’t breathe and was terribly uncomfortable, but no matter. She had chosen to wear her dress in the French style, with the exaggerated low neckline and powdered bosom thought too daring for the British sensibilities. Isabelle was set on looking as exotic, foreign, and French as she could—to remind these peasants and usurpers that she was the rightful Queen of France. The Lily Throne belonged to her, Isabelle of Valois, Isabelle of Orleans—she still carried the titles bestowed on the French royal family—the French heir to the throne, not this ugly, ancient crone or her horse-faced daughter.
She cleared her throat, and Leo turned to her as if noticing her for the first time. “Ah! Lady Orleans,” he said. “How are you?” His tone was vague, though, and he looked as if his mind were still stationed elsewhere.
“Terrible,” she said with a dramatic whisper. “But you should know that!” With his usual awful timing, her cousin rounded the corner. Hugh looked irritated, and she knew he was impatient to get on with the program. Isabelle had purposefully wandered away from him when they had arrived at the palace earlier, so that she could meet Leo and convince him no empire was worth the loss of her love forever. After he failed to show up, she had decided to look for him.
“My lord.” Hugh nodded his greeting to Leo. 
“Burgundy.” Leo nodded as they shook hands vigorously.
“I will give Isabelle her moment, as you cannot fail to observe she has dressed for it,” he said, with his usual leer. “Isabelle, they are waiting for us in the second drawing room. I think you know the way.”
They were silent after Hugh left. Isabelle reached out with her hand and touched his cheek where the wound was still healing. “Does it hurt?” she asked sorrowfully.
He shook his head no.
“I wish you were hurt. If you had not won the battle, then we would not be here today,” she whispered. 
Her words shook him out of his daze and his eyes focused on her, as if seeing her for the first time. “Today? What is today? Oh, that’s right—my dear Isabelle, of course—you are here to sign the papers.”
“Oh, Leo,” she cried. “I can’t let you go!”
“My little French nightingale, this is not good-bye. Far from it. You will be with me always,” he said. “After today, we will never be separated from each other again.” 
“Truly?” she asked with a rapturous look on her face. It was exactly what she wanted to hear. 
“Do you doubt me?” he asked.
“Of course not, my darling. I will not sign the papers this afternoon. I will not release you,” she said, feeling brave and determined.
“No, my dear,” he said, the smile fading from his face. “You must sign them. Sign whatever Eleanor demands. Our future depends on it.”
“Our future?” she asked, her eyes bright.
“Yes, our future,” he said. “You must sign the papers so that the treaty is not called into question.”
“But—!” she tried to protest. 
“Meet me tonight,” he whispered, his breath on her skin making her shiver in delight. “I am in the south wing, the third room to the right under the portrait of Henry the Second. Take care that you are not seen; use the stairway from the servants’ quarters. My man will let you in with the usual code.” 
“Tonight?”
“Yes, it must be tonight. But first, you must sign the papers, so that we will never be separated.”
They were going to elope tonight! That’s what he was telling her. He was asking her to pretend that she was here to make peace, as he was. But in reality, he was planning to take her away—from St. James, from Orleans, from Hugh and his disgusting attentions on her. Leo was her savior, the only boy she could trust; the only one who loved her.
“Never,” she said. “We can never be separated.”
“Ma belle. Ma chérie, you will always be at my side,” he said. It was what he had called her in February, when they had first fallen in love—when they’d first met. He began to kiss her, and wrapped his arms around her body, holding her so tightly that she was pressed against him. The heat of his body on hers was wonderfully familiar. 
“My dearest love,” she breathed, and she moaned as he pressed his lips against her cheek, finding her lips, her neck, her collarbone.
Leo’s kisses turned harder, more passionate—he was biting her—and she gasped, for it hurt. She had wanted him to respond, but not like this…in public where anyone could see.…
“Leo! Stop! Not here!” she said, as his hands groped her body in a fever. “Please!”
He was panting. “Tonight, then. Promise me you will meet me tonight.”
“Tonight,” she whispered. “Yes.”
“For our future,” he said, with one last kiss. Then he released her and disappeared down the hall.
Isabelle clutched a hand to her neck, where he had left a red love mark. She looked frantically for something to hide it with, and decided upon her handkerchief, unfolding it from her pocket. She was terrified and elated. Leo was the same as ever, devoted and passionate. She would sign the annulment. She would do as she was told. For him. For them. 
Our future, he’d promised.
They were leaving tonight; they were going to be together forever. He’d promised. She wrapped the hankie around her neck, feeling jaunty, triumphant. She had not lost anything. The princess could think she was marrying the prince, but Isabelle was secure in the knowledge that she had won his heart.





“Hold your head up—yes, that’s good, very nice, Princess—a little higher—one step, two step, and slide to the right with me.”
Marie slid as her dance instructor had taught her, but her foot caught in his shoe and she fumbled. “I’m sorry, I just…I can’t.”
The flamboyantly named Pierre La Fontaine was a man of infinite patience and outrageous wardrobe, but by late that afternoon the brightly colored feathers on his amazing velvet jacket were beginning to droop. “Your Highness, it is simply a matter of finding the rhythm and counting in your head.”
“I’m so tired. Can we try again tomorrow?” she asked. They were standing in the middle of the ballroom, with the full orchestra playing the Lovers’ Waltz, the dance that would open the royal ball. The party would be held at the Crystal Palace, but the main ballroom served as an adequate rehearsal space. Members of the court were standing at a respectful distance, watching the proceedings as they always did, and probably making fun of her graceless dancing under their breath.
Aelwyn walked up to the two of them. She had been borrowed from the sisterhood that day, as she was the sorceress in charge of the princess’s wardrobe and social preparations for the season. Marie shot her a glance, begging her to help. “Can I have a word with the princess?” Aelwyn asked.
The dance instructor nodded and blotted his forehead with a handkerchief. “Yes, yes, go ahead,” he said. “Perhaps there is a spell that might help Princess Marie to remember the steps.”
Marie and Aelwyn went to the corner of the room to confer. “You’re not very nice to him, and you should be,” Aelwyn said. “He’s only trying to help. You’re not even trying.”
“I’m tired,” Marie said stubbornly. “I need to rest.”
“You look fine to me,” Aelwyn said firmly. “Maybe we should we send the court away?”
“Is that possible?”
“You’re the princess; you can do whatever you want.” 
Marie watched as Aelwyn walked over to the ranking lady-in-waiting and exchanged a few words with her. After a moment, the courtiers left the room, a few of them looking a bit miffed. She had forgotten how strong and forthright her friend could be. When they were little, Aelwyn had often been the one who told Marie what to demand on birthdays and holidays. She knew instinctively how to stretch the limits of Marie’s privilege, and when to push back.
“Shall I send away the orchestra, too?” Aelwyn offered. “Maybe everyone but the violinist, for a melody.”
“It’s like magic,” Marie said when the large cavernous room was empty—save for the two of them, the dance instructor, the violinist, and Gill, of course. 
“Are we ready to try again?” Pierre asked with a weary air.
“Perhaps the princess should dance with a different partner,” Aelwyn suggested. “Her guard can take your place, Master Fontaine. What is your name, soldier?”
“Oh Gill, you don’t have to,” Marie said, horrified and a bit excited as Gill stepped forward obediently.
“Aelwyn is right. It might help you, because then I can see what you are doing and correct what you are doing wrong,” Pierre said. “Over here, please, Corporal; yes, just like that,” he said as Gill placed one hand on Marie’s waist and took her right hand with the other.
Marie placed her hand on Gill’s shoulder and hoped he didn’t notice that her hands were sweaty. She felt self-conscious standing with him this way. She was physically affectionate with Gill, always in a purely platonic spirit. But this was the Lovers’ Waltz they had to master, and it was disconcerting and thrilling to be practicing it with Gill. Since the reality of the situation meant she would be dancing this with Leopold in a few weeks, it seemed almost cruel to dance it with the boy she wished could take his place.
“All right, Marie?” he asked.
“Let’s just get this over with,” she said testily.
The violinist played, and Gill moved woodenly through the dance. He didn’t hold her any closer or tighter than necessary, and he had a hard look on his face as if he were in pain.
“Hold her closer,” Pierre instructed. “You act as if she is a puppet; she is your partner! Dip her lower—closer—this is the Lovers’ Waltz!”
Marie blushed. “You don’t have to do this,” she told him.
Gill frowned grimly. “I do as told.”
The violinist played the waltz, a romantic, elegant melody, the sound of the first blush of young love. It was traditionally the first dance of the Bal du Drap d’Or, and the most beautiful debutante performed it with her chosen partner as an homage to the enduring power of love. As a child, Marie had loved watching the chosen young couple perform the special dance. She had loved everything about the royal ball, from the heady music to the extravagant magic used on the ladies’ dresses. She remembered a dress made from sunshine itself; it glowed golden rays when the dancer twirled. Now it was her turn to shine, her turn to swoon and fall in love in front of the whole court. But she was not in love with the prince. He was rehearsing on his own time, as tradition dictated they would not perform the dance together until the fateful night.
She wished Aelwyn had not suggested Gill dance with her, he looked so mortified and annoyed. He did not take the least bit of pleasure in holding her this way. She was embarrassed for herself and for her infatuation, for her greedy desire for any excuse to be close to him. She could tell he only wanted it to be over. Mercifully the lesson finally ended, and Marie was free to return to her room. She pushed Aelwyn inside and shut the door in Gill’s face.
“Why did you do that?” she whispered fiercely. “Why did you get Gill to dance with me? I was so embarrassed!”
“You need to learn how to dance for the waltz. I thought it would help. Master La Fontaine is so short.…I thought if you had a partner who was tall like Leopold, it would be easier,” said Aelwyn. “Wait, why are you so upset? The boy you were talking about before—the one who disappeared—it’s not—” she pointed to the door. “It is, isn’t it?”
“Yes, that’s him. Gill.”
“But you told me he had been sent away—that you didn’t know if you would see him again.”
“He came back.” Marie said. Except it wasn’t the same, not like before. He had returned, but he hardly spent any time with her anymore. After that first day when they’d read together, he never did again. He visited her less and less on his downtime, and if she had thought there was any indication of deeper feeling on his part, it appeared she was wrong, especially after his strained performance at the dance rehearsal. 
Aelwyn walked to the sideboard and found a bottle of mulberry wine. “Can I open this?”
Marie nodded and brought out two goblets so Aelwyn could pour them drinks. “Winnie, you can’t tell anybody about how I feel about Gill.” She knocked back the wine with one gulp. 
“No—of course not,” Aelwyn said, taking a long drink from her glass. 
Marie held out her glass for another and Aelwyn obliged her. She sat down on the couch where she and Gill had spent many afternoons talking and reading books and felt melancholy. There was no stopping the season; every day brought her closer to the formal engagement, and after the engagement, the royal wedding. Already the dressmakers and seamstresses were fitting her for a wedding trousseau. She had argued that she was not engaged yet, but no one would listen. Everything had to be ready if she was to be married by the beginning of June. 
“Aelwyn—have you ever been in love?” she asked.
Aelwyn finished her glass and poured another. “Yes,” she said quietly.
“With Lanselin, was it? In Avalon?”
“Yes.” Aelwyn sighed. “I will tell you one day, but not today. We might need more wine for that story.”
“Was it—did he—was your heart broken?”
Aelwyn looked away. “Yes,” she said again.
“I’m sorry.”
“Marie, I know it is not my place to tell you, but you can’t think that anything can happen with this soldier of yours.”
“I know. But don’t worry, he doesn’t feel the same about me. We’re just friends, and we’ll always be just friends.”
“You’re certain he doesn’t feel the same way about you?”
“I’m sure,” Marie said, thinking of Gill’s stern demeanor that afternoon. How stiffly he’d held her. This time, she couldn’t keep the sadness out of her voice.





The plush, twelve-room parlor suite that Ronan and Vera called home for the month-long voyage boasted the most luxurious accommodations on the boat by far. Even Whitney Van Owen could not hide her surprise at finding Ronan ensconced in such beautiful quarters when she came to visit the first week. “Great digs!” Whitney had exclaimed upon taking a seat by the window nook. “Yours has a library?” she asked, impressed. As well as a dining room, a dressing room, several sitting rooms and a marble bath, Ronan wanted to add, but did not. Best to act as if this was all her proper due, and not some strange twist of good fortune that had finally come her way. 
“Mama is incensed,” Whitney confided, her pinkie pointing straight up as she sipped her tea. “So far we’ve only been invited to a luncheon with the queen, and not the actual royal ball. The Duchess of Wiltshire promised that she would get us in, but so far hasn’t been successful in actually landing us an invitation. Isn’t it tragic? To go all this way, only to have lunch!”
Ronan laughed. She found herself warming up to the girl. Whitney had never been so frank with her before, and she realized with a pang that the reason why her friend was being so voluble now was because she thought she and Ronan were equals, due to the opulence of her current surroundings. If she knew the truth of the Astor finances, she would not have been so forthcoming with her own family’s failures.
“But you are going, I’m sure?” Whitney asked. “Lucky duck!”
With pride, Ronan recounted how her invitation to the Bal du Drap d’Or had arrived by regular post, but once she touched it, it had opened in a spectacular manner—the envelope bursting in a shimmer of light and stars, gold letters spinning in the air to spell out her name. 
“Do you think it’s true what everyone’s saying, that the queen will announce the princess’s engagement at the ball?” Whitney asked.
“Princess Marie-Victoria is getting married?” 
Whitney nodded. “Mother heard from a friend in London right before we left. She is to marry that Prussian prince as part of the peace treaty—you know, the good-looking one—and they are already preparing the city for a wedding.”
“Leopold? She’s going to marry Leopold?” Ronan raised an eyebrow. She’d set her heart on winning his, but of course he was already spoken for. She should have known better than to hope a common American like her had a chance at a crowned royal. But a girl could dream, couldn’t she?
“Yes, that’s what Mother said,” Whitney sighed. “That princess is another lucky duck!” She set down her cup and gathered her skirts. “You know, Leopold’s brother is supposed to be on this ship, but I haven’t seen him around anywhere. Anyway, I should go. Mother will wonder where I am, and we’re supposed to dine with some friend of the duchess tonight—the campaign for a spot on the guest list continues!” She smirked. “I told Mama to offer her more money!”
“Whitney!”
“Oh please, don’t you know that’s how it works? Don’t be so naïve!”
Ronan bid Whitney good day, and told Vera she would take a stroll around the deck to take in some sea air. Her governess waved her off with a smile. Ronan had noticed she had been decidedly more agreeable since they’d settled into their sumptuous rooms. Luxury had a way of doing that to a person, and far be it for her to begrudge the old girl the pleasure of being catered to, hand and foot, by the stateroom’s butler. Even their assigned table in the banquet hall was located in the “Gold Coast” area of the room nearest the windows, so they could look out over the serene waves of the Atlantic while they dined on oysters and champagne.
The promenade was nicely shaded, and passengers lounged on the jaunty blue-and-white deck chairs, sipping their mint juleps and Pimm’s cups. There were several croquet and pétanque games in progress. Ronan said hello to a few familiar faces: dowager ladies in pearls and lace gloves, older gentlemen in ascots and top hats. Many of them were from the finest families of New York, Virginia, and Newport, along with several Europeans heading home as well. 
She found a cozy spot to perch and twirled her parasol, thinking she made a nice picture in her pretty pastels against the blue sky and sea. Even so, she was still surprised when someone said exactly the same thing. “What a nice picture you make!” It was the boy from the docks, the one with the bruise on his cheek and the black eye, although both wounds were healing nicely. His face was starting to come into focus underneath all the swelling. 
She murmured her thanks and turned away. 
“Hey, no need to be so shy. I thought we were friends!”
“Friends?” she said, aghast. “Wherever did you get that idea?”
He grinned and didn’t answer. “Having a good trip?”
She nodded curtly and attempted to turn away again, but he wasn’t having it. “I’m a little seasick myself, but that can’t be helped,” he said.
“You could try watching the horizon. Supposedly it centers your equilibrium,” she said.
“Is that so?” he asked, staring at the sea. “Hmm. You might just be right about that.”
“You’re not supposed to be up here, you know,” she said. “This is for first-class passengers only. The porter comes around in a bit, and he’ll know you don’t belong here.”
“Oh? That’s very nice of you to be worried about my well-being.” He smiled. “What will they do? Throw me off the ship? I’d like to see them try.”
“You like to live dangerously, do you?” she said.
“Ah, so you do remember me!” he crowed. “See, I told you we were friends.” He nudged her elbow. Against her will, she found herself smiling back at him.
“That’s more like it,” he said. Footsteps rounded the corner: the ship’s porter, offering drinks. His smile faded. “Well, I suppose that’s my cue,” he said. “Like Heathcliff, I’ve got to run away.”
“Wait!” she called.
“Yes, Cathy?” he asked with a grin.
She bit her lip. “Will I see you again?” 
“Would you like to?” He winked. “I’m just teasing. Same time, same place, tomorrow?”
She hesitated, unsure why she had asked. Something had propelled her: a desire to not let him get away, not to say good-bye just yet. She couldn’t help but say, “No—I mean, yes, but not here.”
The next day, Ronan insisted that Vera take the afternoon off to visit with a friend she had made, who was a governess for another family. “Go and catch up over a long and luxurious six-course tea,” she urged. “I am quite content to remain here and relax quietly.”
“If you’re sure, dear,” Vera said doubtfully. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”
“I’m sure. And take as long as you want. Please.”
Once her governess was dispatched, Ronan heaved a sigh of relief. 
Promptly at three o’clock, there was a knock on the door. She opened the door and sure enough, the boy who’d styled himself Heathcliff was there with a smile on his face. “Is this your room? All this?” he said, taking a look around.
Ronan nodded, feeling somewhat embarrassed at the luxury. She had been intent on finding a private place for them where he wouldn’t be run off by the porters on the upper deck, but it seemed fraudulent to pass it all off as hers. “I mean, it’s all my room, but it’s not really mine. It’s a long story.”
He walked over to the library books, pulling out titles, murmuring to himself. “Have you read this?” he asked. “This?” 
She shook her head, not paying too much attention to the books. She began to think it might have been the wrong idea to invite him over. Now that he was here, she wasn’t sure what to do with him. But he saved the afternoon, as somehow she knew he would. “I say,” he said, spying the game room. “Do you play billiards?” 
From that day on, every afternoon Vera went to have tea with her friend. Ronan met Heath, as she came to think of him, in her room to play billiards and drink champagne. He was very opinionated on what kind of champagne to order, and gave her a list of the best vintages to ask for from the room’s stewards. 
“The ’87 Canard-Duchene! A very good year,” he said as he popped the cork and the bottle frothed with bubbles. 
She laughed as he poured them two tall stems.
“Prost!” he said heartily.
“Cheers,” she smiled, taking a big sip. “How do you know so much about champagne?” 
He shrugged. “A hobby of mine.”
She put down her glass and picked up her cue, and sent the white ball spinning in a complicated move that sank two colored balls in different pockets.
“Good shot,” he said, raising his glass in salute.
“My dad taught me to play.” She smiled.
“Thanks, Dad. So,” he said, “shall we play a game?” 
“Aren’t we playing one now?” she asked.
“Oh, but this one is much more fun.” He waggled his eyebrows and set up his pool cue. He looked like a sleek, handsome panther as he leaned over and elegantly dispatched the remaining balls on the table.
“What kind of game?” she asked.
He told her the rules with a grin and she shook her head. “No, I’m not taking off my clothes for you. Not one glove,” she said. “Don’t even think about it!”
“It was worth a shot.” He smiled. “You can’t blame me for trying,” he said as he racked up the balls.
Ronan looked over her shoulder at the door. Vera was in the middle of tea right now, on the second course, gorging herself on scones and cream. Ronan, on the other hand, was alone with a strange, wicked boy in her rooms, and he had just proposed they play a game where they take their clothes off. It was the farthest thing from being a lady, and she would never in a million years acquiesce to something so vulgar.…But somehow, the way he proposed it, and the naughty smile on his face, made her think twice about saying no. It was just a little fun.…She felt a wild impulse to enjoy life, to be a little free-spirited—to be that crazy girl who had no inhibitions, no worries, before she went to London to be a lady and find a husband. She wanted a chance to be young and reckless, and “sow her wild oats,” as they say.
“Fine,” she said, picking up the pool cue and carefully wiping the ends with chalk. “I have to warn you, though, I’m wearing a lot of layers.” She smiled as she sent the balls flying in every direction with the opening break.





Isabelle pulled the sheets up to her chest and turned away from Leo so she could reach for the candle and light her cigarette. She thought her dark hair would make a pretty picture against the satin pillow. She was always very conscious of the best angles and the best light for her features; conscious of her effect on men; on him. Sometimes it was as if she were looking down on her scene, directing it, rather than living it. It gave her a pleasant sensation to have control over the atmosphere, as there were so few things she had control over these days. 
“Hand me one, will you?” he asked.
“Sure.” She lit it with the gold engraved lighter he kept by his bedside that she had given him as a Valentine’s Day present. It was embossed with their initials, L and I; a secret souvenir of their love. She watched as he inhaled deeply and exhaled a ring of smoke in the air. She was glad for the oil lamps in this part of the castle, as the dim candlelight made his hair like burnished gold, his skin a warm caramel color. His cheeks were still rosy from their exertions between the sheets. He was as avid a lover as ever, his ardor for her unquenchable as before.
“So, shall we get ready to leave?” she asked, flicking her ashes into the marble ashtray. 
Leo raised an eyebrow. “Leave?”
“I’ve brought my bag. I’m ready when you are,” she said. She had signed the papers that morning, breaking their engagement and his obligation to her, guaranteeing peace between their families. House Valois would not seek recompense or restitution from the Prussian kingdom. He had asked her to sign it to protect their future, and now Isabelle wanted to know what the future held.
She was still smarting from her treatment in the royal court earlier. The assembled audience had all been so sympathetic, so pitying, as they watched her sign the papers. She couldn’t stand it. Leave your pity for someone else, she wanted to scream at all the smug noblewomen and their ugly daughters who had gathered to watch and celebrate her humiliation. She wanted to laugh and say there was nothing to pity; Leo was hers. They could make her sign all the papers in the world releasing him from his engagement; it would not make the least bit of difference in the temperature of his passion for her. They would be together, as he promised—always.
Only the queen had smiled, gently. And drat it all, even that horrid ghastly princess, that Marie-Victoria, had been truly kind.
“I am so sorry you have to do this,” Marie had whispered as she handed Isabelle the feathered quill. “Believe me when I tell you, I do not want to take him away from you.”
Isabelle had stiffened. The princess was not half as ugly as they said. She was plain, sure, but had a handsome elegance to her bearing. “I do not want, nor need, your sympathy,” she’d whispered fiercely.
“You have it regardless,” Marie had said. “I am truly sorry, Isabelle.” Then she’d stepped away from the desk to let her have her privacy.
Next to her, Hugh had coughed into his hands and glared at her. Isabelle had pulled herself to her tallest height and nodded. “I am ready.” She flipped through the pages: a negotiated treaty between Orleans and Prussia. Her father’s hard work to ensure her legacy and safety by marrying her off to the Crown Prince had all been in vain. Her father had been dead for years, she was under Hugh’s care now, and Leo had asked her to do this for him. She signed her name with a flourish.
I, Isabelle of Orleans, release Leopold of Prussia from his obligation without penalty of war or threat of battle.…Blah blah blah.
She had fled from the humiliation of that moment and packed victoriously, only taking as much as she could carry. She had snuck out alone in the night, had told no one, not even Louis, what she was doing or where she was going. She’d hailed a hansom cab to take her to the palace, and given the butler the secret code to bring her up through the servants’ quarters. If she was afraid, she was also certain that tomorrow she would be his wife. Of course, when she’d arrived in his room, Leo had pounced on her the moment she walked in the door. That was only to be expected, of course, because he loved her so much. They had a little time, she thought; it was only midnight. They could enjoy each other’s company before running away.
She nestled herself against him, luxuriating in his slow caressing of her hair as they puffed on their cigarettes. “It was awful, you know, having everyone stare at me as if I were to be pitied—I hated it so! Shall we go now? Do you have the carriage waiting to take us to the vicar?”
“A carriage waiting? A vicar?” Leo repeated, his voice amused. He stopped touching her hair and regarded her thoughtfully through the smoke. She didn’t like the way he was looking at her, as if she had suffered a brain injury; as if she were speaking nonsense. 
“We are eloping, aren’t we? I assumed that was what you’d planned? For our future?” she asked, feeling cold all of a sudden.
He picked up the lighter and flicked it open and closed, playing with the fire, and continued to look at her in that maddeningly casual way. “Ma chérie, you assumed that we would elope tonight?”
“You said I had to sign the papers for our future. That it was very important to you.”
He nodded. “Yes, for our future. It is very important to me that I be free to marry Marie-Victoria. Eleanor was quite insistent that the royal wedding should go off without a hint of scandal, of tarnish. She and her Merlin would never have welcomed me into the palace otherwise, certainly not with open arms. I don’t know what I would have done then—continue the war, most likely. And then where would we be?” he mused. “Do you know—we were about to surrender when the Pandora gave us our victory? We were so close to defeat—so close! We had hardly a pawn to play, even in the peace negotiations, as I was already affianced—and marriage was off the table. But I told them you would sign it, that you only wanted to make me happy, and you didn’t fail me. You were brilliant, weren’t you, my sweet French nightingale,” he said as he nuzzled her cheek.
“I still don’t understand—how is this important to our future?”
“Isn’t it obvious? With all the riches of the empire at my disposal, I will take care of you forever. Don’t you worry—my sweet Isabelle will have everything she wants for the rest of her life.”
It was as if she could not understand English. His words were like hailstones. She could not make them out because her head was buzzing too loudly, sending warning signals. She could not quite believe what she was hearing. “Wait a minute, what do you mean…? Do you mean you are actually going to marry her? You are going to marry Marie-Victoria?”
“Of course.”
Isabelle felt her cheeks burning hot, and suddenly realized she was very, very naked. She had never felt more vulnerable in her life. She was in bed with a boy who was not her fiancé anymore. “But what about us?” she squeaked. She sounded just like a stupid little mouse. She wanted to slap herself. What had she done? What had she done?
Eleanor was quite insistent that the royal wedding should go off without a hint of scandal, of tarnish. And they would never have welcomed me into the palace otherwise, certainly not with open arms. I don’t know what I would have done—continue the war, most likely, and then where would we be?
But I told them you would sign it, that you only wanted to make me happy, and you didn’t fail me.…I will take care of you for the rest of your life.
She put her hand on his chin and turned it, so he had to look at her directly. “What do you mean, you will take care of me?”
“You will want for nothing, I assure you.” He gently took her hand away from his face and kissed her on the forehead. His lips, which had been so soft just a moment ago, were now dry and papery. She was suddenly revolted by his touch.
“But Leo—this—this cannot go on—you cannot mean…” she sputtered.
“I will marry Marie-Victoria and become king of the empire. But do not worry your pretty little head. I promise you that nothing has to change between us. You will continue to meet me in my room when I call for you, and I will make sure you are by my side at every occasion. We will always be together like I promised.” He put his head on her bare shoulder and kissed her neck. His lips traced a path to her breasts. She felt him pull the sheet away from her body to make his intentions clear.
“But you will be married!” she said, protesting against his kisses.
“Little nightingale, why should my marriage change anything between us?”
You will be by my side at every occasion, never far from me.…You will come when I call for you. Then she realized what he was saying, what he was proposing, and finally she saw the shape of the future he had intended for them, even as he kissed her skin and put his hands all over her body.
She wrenched away from his grasp. Her voice was low and hoarse. “You mean to make me your mistress?”
His head on her bare stomach, Leo murmured, “Aren’t you already? I have always taken care of you, have I not? Like a proper gentleman? Have you wanted for anything? I have seen to it that you have one of the best houses in the square, that your wardrobe is the latest from Paris. I have even sent you my magician to make your jewels sparkle.”
She was Isabelle of Valois, Lady Orleans; she was the rightful Queen of France. She told him she would never debase herself in such a manner, but he only looked amused. Her words sounded hollow, even to her.
“My dear Lady Isabelle, nothing changes. My love for you remains as strong as ever,” he said, taking her hand and showing her. “On the night of the royal ball, you will meet me here, in my bed. You will wait for me. On the night of my wedding, I will come to you, and prove that I am as good as my promise. You must not be seen—but then, you are good at that, aren’t you? You have always been good at keeping secrets.”
She felt her cheeks turn scarlet. It was true. She had seduced him from the beginning. She had thrown herself at him, flirted with him madly when he had come to Orleans that winter. But it was he who had insisted. It was he who had forced her into taking the next step.…And it was too late, now, to take it all back.
When Lord Hartwig and Leo had arrived in Burgundy that winter to meet with Hugh, the Prussians were still at war with the empire and things were not going well for them. Louis-Philippe guessed they were calling on their old allegiance, to ask for aid and soldiers. 
The moment he entered the castle, Leo fixed Isabelle with a look. “So, you are to be my bride,” the handsome young prince said as an opener, showing he was well acquainted with the agreement between their families. Isabelle would be lying if she did not admit her heart raced from the moment she saw him. This tall and handsome boy, who had come right up to her and claimed her. She would have swooned if she could have. He was her future—the one who would take her away from the sadness of her past, as well as her disgusting cousin.
Later that afternoon Leo whispered in her ear over tea, “My rooms are in the east tower. Meet me tonight. My man will let you in.”
She had done it. She met him in his room that evening. At first, they were just talking and holding hands; he was whispering in her ear, and he poured her something to drink. The next thing she knew, he was all over her, untying the stays in her corset. She pushed him away, weakly, asked him to stop. But it was like her arms were made of lead; like she couldn’t say no at all. 
“We are to be married,” he said. “We are doing nothing wrong.” And he kissed her hard on the mouth, and his tongue was down her throat. “You are mine,” he said. “Pretend it is our wedding night.”
And because they were to be married anyway, and because she could not think straight, and because he was so handsome, and because she was so thrilled to know he was so enamored of her, that he wanted her so much…and because she just couldn’t say no, not once, not ever, could not form the word, no matter how many times she was screaming it in her head…he took what he wanted.
Afterward he kissed her on the forehead, as if to apologize. But the next day he had asked her to meet him again, and the next day, and the next. All that month before he left for Lamac, she met him in his room in the dark of night, and she fancied that she was in love: in love with the boy who was just as in love with her, and who was to be her husband.…
But he was not to be her husband.…
Not anymore…
Not since she had signed her life away that morning…
Leo leaned over and kissed her again, and now he was on top of her, kissing her again, and she wriggled underneath him, and found she was crying. She was crying without making a sound, the tears streaming down her face as he kissed her, just like the first time, when she had been unable to ask him to stop.
“Come now,” he crooned, as he kissed her tears away. He hitched his breath and then he was inside her again, and he held her hands down on either side of her head with his. “Don’t be this way. Isn’t this what you wanted? I promised you we would be together always. Love is all we need…it does not matter if we are married or not, and it never has. Not with us.”
No, this is not what I wanted, she thought, turning her face away while he ravished her body.
This was not what she’d wanted at all.





Prince Leopold did not seek her out after their chance meeting in the hallway the day of his arrival. Aelwyn was surprised to find that she felt the sting of rejection. It was she, after all, who had sent him away; and yet, there it was anyway, prickling at her skin. She had expected him to chase her, she realized; had been looking forward to clandestine notes pressed underneath a serving tray, or the knock of his valet at her door, asking her if she would be so kind as to see to some matter—which would lead to meeting him in some secret room. She had even wandered the halls of the palace and the gardens in the hopes of bumping into him again. She had made herself very available. Yet she saw neither hide nor hair of him for days. 
It appeared the prince was kept busy by his royal duties: meeting ministers and noble families, familiarizing himself with their ways, and supposedly wooing the princess. The rumor mill had it that the prince was quite infatuated with the young dauphine, and she with him. It was all hogwash, of course, Marie couldn’t stand the boy, and Leo was an actor on a stage. They spent as little time together as possible. Perhaps he had found some other entertainment or distraction, which is why he did not seek Aelwyn out. It couldn’t be that difficult to keep himself occupied. There were many beautiful girls at court.
The morning spell-casting over, Aelwyn walked with her sisters to a quiet meal of hard bread and cheese. The sisters were eager to talk, and many of the young acolytes wanted to know more details of her life in Avalon. They all wanted to know about Lanselin. His beauty and legend were famous even now, even after a thousand years. Aelwyn told them he was as handsome and charming as the legends said, but she did not tell the entire truth.
She had arrived at Avalon as a child. During her four years there he was always the same age, permanently arrested at seventeen, with his angelic face and curls, and those bright eyes that had taken Genevieve from Artucus. Lanselin would never grow old; he would never grow up. He was trapped in time, old and young, but neither wise nor innocent.
A boy who would never grow up.
They had been friends at first. He was like a brother to her, and taught her how to use the power of the stones to amplify her own abilities.
Things changed as she changed. She noticed how his eyes lingered over her body. “Don’t be shy,” he’d said to her when she’d tried to cover herself up after bathing, after he’d chanced upon her unawares in the stream. He had taken the cloth away from her, and she had been frightened at first. But then she’d realized that, for the first time, she had something he wanted; she was no longer a child to be dismissed, but a woman.
So she let him look at her.
He didn’t touch her that day, but it was only a matter of time.
It happened one afternoon a few weeks before she returned to London. It was a game they played: she’d run all over the island, and he would chase her. Aelwyn remembered the feel of the wind on her back, how fast and strong she felt, the ecstatic high of the chase—how breathless they had been. Catch and kiss. A game she liked to play with boys. Lanselin had fallen and tackled her, his lean body on hers, his mouth crushing hers. It wasn’t a game anymore. She had whispered in his ear and bit it, sucking on the flesh.
His hand had slipped under her skirts again, and she let him go further than before, and then there was no stopping it, not this time. No laughter, no giggling. He had not asked permission, and he had not needed any, for she had wanted it—had wanted him, had succumbed. Succumbed was too weak a word; she had drowned in his attention, relished it, hungered for it; had been lit up by his infatuation with her; had craved it with every fiber of her being.
“Do you like me,” she had whispered, right in the middle of it, while he was thrusting into her, her back arched, her lip bitten, his hands in her hair. “Do you like me?” she had asked, like a child, like a fool.…
He had not answered.
Instead he’d cried out, and crashed against her until she thought she might break.…
It had lasted for a month—his infatuation. They slept entwined in each other’s arms, awoke in the same bed. One morning Viviane walked into the room unexpectedly and saw them together, and walked out without a word. She never mentioned it, and Aelwyn had felt a twinge of shame. Not that she’d done anything wrong, as Avalon did not subscribe to the rules of society and propriety. Viviane knew all that happened under her watch; she was neither mother nor friend, and she had done nothing to encourage or discourage it. But somehow, Aelwyn felt she had shown weakness in submitting to Lanselin—to that ageless, mercurial boy. 
Because just as quickly as it began, it ended.
The chase was over.
She had thought that loving him would bind him to her forever. But he had only turned away. He had lost interest. He was bored again. 
He had gotten what he’d wanted after years of pining, but when he finally got what he wanted, she was nothing to him.…She would never hold a candle to his lost love, his Jenny. She was gone now, dead a thousand years, and still he mourned her. Lanselin had come to Avalon to repent for the damage he’d done by loving her, and so he was cursed to live on the island alone, forever preying on the young girls who chose Viviane over Emrys. Lanselin would not go with her to London, he told her when she asked him. He belonged to Avalon. He did not ask her to stay, either.
Lanselin had taken what he wanted—her girlhood, her innocence, her love—and shrugged it off. It meant nothing to him. She meant nothing to him. It was a hard lesson to learn.
Like Lanselin, Leopold had looked like the kind of boy who would enjoy a chase—and so she’d meant to give him one. But perhaps Leo was too lazy after all. He was a prince; he was not used to effort. She had piqued his interest, but any more exertion was too costly to him. What was she doing, anyway, thinking about him? It was disloyal to Marie, her friend—his future wife—no matter that Marie did not love him. She would marry him, as was her duty. But Aelwyn couldn’t keep him from her thoughts. You always found him charming; maybe you should marry him, Marie had said jokingly, even though they both knew that would be impossible.
Lanselin du Lac, Leopold of Prussia. The golden boys everyone wanted, including Aelwyn. When she was a child, she’d always wanted what was the princess’s. Even at seventeen years old, it was a hard habit to break.





The first kiss was not their last, and by the end of the trip Ronan was looking forward to the afternoon billiard games with growing impatience. It was all a lark, a tryst, a distraction, she told herself. She didn’t even know his real name, and he did not know hers. They were Heath and Cathy, passing the time together on a long seafaring journey. It was their last week on board the Saturnia; they would arrive in London soon. It was a pity they would never see each other again after they reached the city. They were not so different, when it came down to it. It was such a shame they had been born into different stations. There were several titled lords on board, but somehow Ronan managed to avoid spending any time with them. If Vera had known that she was spending every afternoon half-dressed with a strange boy, she would have sent Ronan back to New York on a lifeboat. 
Right now she was lying with him on top of the billiards table, the game forgotten. She was dressed only in her slip, and he was only in his trousers, his chest bare. Her lips were puffy from kissing. While she would have let him have his way with her, he was respectful of taking it too far; they never did more than kiss. She could kiss him for hours, she thought. She traced a map of scars on his hard stomach with a light finger. She didn’t know very much about him, other than what he had told her: he was a fighter, a boxer, returning home to the ring. His mother was dead, and he was estranged from his father and brother. He wasn’t cut out for the family business, he explained. 
“Don’t have it in me to join the firm,” he sighed.
“What does your family do?”
“Oh, them? They keep sheep,” he smiled.
“I see. And you are not the herding type.”
“Not the least bit. I’m not one to follow the herd, if that’s what you mean.”
She laughed prettily, her long blond hair falling over her shoulder like a silk curtain. “Yes, somehow I can’t picture it.”
“So what about you? You never told me why you were traveling to the capital,” he said. He ran a finger along the edge of the strap of her slip, playing with it. She held her breath, wondering if he would tug it away, but he seemed content to just caress her skin softly with his finger.
Ronan squared her shoulders. “I am going to London to sell myself,” she said, her tone hard and brittle. Earlier she had told him about her disastrous family finances, and had finally confessed that she had lucked into the first-class stateroom by accident.
“Such dark words for such a bright girl. I was not aware you were for purchase.…” he said, his tone light. “If I had known this earlier, perhaps I would have placed a bid. May I?”
“Oh please, you can’t afford me. But it’s the same thing, is it not? Because of my circumstances I must marry for money, and not for love. I might as well be one of those painted ladies in Amsterdam, with a red light over my head.”
“Then don’t do it,” he said softly. “You’re better than that.”
“If only that were true,” she said with a bitter laugh, sitting up to wrap a shawl tightly around her shoulders. “No, you will find I will be quite good at it. I will pretend to fall in love with one of these titled dopes, and that will be the end of me. But perhaps all is not lost, after all; there will be all that lovely money, and all the magic it can buy.”
He shrugged. “Magic is overrated. I didn’t take you for a cynic.”
“Just a realist.”
“So that is the plan, then? To enter into a fraudulent, loveless union in order to save face and status, and earn a token from the Merlin?” His tone was sharp and disappointed. He sat up as well and put his shirt back on.
“Don’t judge me. Without our name, without our home…” She shook her head. “I told you that you wouldn’t understand. Your family…”
“Herds sheep. Yes. But you are wrong there—I understand perfectly,” he said, fastening his cuff links. 
Ronan, watching him dress, noticed that his cuff links were gold—although gold-plated, most likely. 
“My mother had to do the same thing. She had to marry my father. She had no choice in the matter,” he said.
“You’re so lucky. You can do whatever you want. You can keep fighting…your future is your own. Mine is behind a golden cage.”
“Then break the chains,” he said, daring her. “Why not do something wild—and consider a different outcome.…” He put a hand on top of hers. “Perhaps one that you did not expect.”
She looked at his hand. There were faint lines on his knuckles. More scars from his fights, she thought. He was offering her something—she was certain of that—but what could he offer her? He was no one, from nowhere—a nobody. Her mother hadn’t pulled herself out of the frontier so her daughter could sink back into obscurity. If she set her lot with his, she would lose the game before the season had even started, by giving her heart to this nameless boy. Ronan knew she should take her hand away from his, but she did not. She clung to him, as if he were a life raft. He was offering something—something—what was he offering her? They stood there for a long moment, holding hands on the billiard table. The question he posed hovered in the air between them. She was filled with doubt: what was he talking about, really? Was he even serious? 
The books she had read as a child were filled with stories of heroes and heroines who risked everything for love and adventure. They left their families and their ordinary lives behind for travails on the road, the oceans, the unknown. She had loved those stories when she was younger. She’d thought of herself as an explorer, an adventurer—a girl with a free and wild heart—which was why she had played the game with him, why she met him every afternoon. To see how far she would dare. How far she would let it go. 
But if he was asking what she thought he was asking, she knew she had taken this illicit affair too far. “So, what do you say? Come with me when we get into port. I know a judge in London, a friend of a friend who can see to everything. Or we can pop down to the General Register Office. Whichever you’d like—it’s all the same to me,” he said.
A judge? A quick trip to the Register Office? Was he mad? Out of his mind? Did he truly think she would consider getting married without the blessing of the sisterhood? Without a sign from the Merlin? She was Ronan Astor. Her wedding would be the talk of New York! The queen would be invited (she probably would not attend, but she would be invited nonetheless!), and her bridesmaids would number the wealthy, the beautiful and the titled! She could not see herself plighting her troth in her traveling clothes, taking a fighter for a husband, standing in front of some sleepy-eyed judge whom they had roused in the middle of the night.
Oh, but he was so handsome and kind. He smiled at her, and she felt as if she would give him anything he wanted. Was it so wrong, what he was offering? They were in love, were they not? She had disrobed in front of him—he knew almost every part of her by now, from all these secret afternoons filled with laughter, champagne and intimate conversations, not to mention the passionate kisses they’d shared. She had been more honest with him than she had been with anyone in her life. He knew her and he liked her. She had lost her heart to him from the beginning, when he had spoken to her at the port in New York. 
Perhaps she would regret it for the rest of her life—in fact, she had a feeling she would certainly regret it for the rest of her life. As a fat matron with a rich husband, she would look back on this proposal from this strange and wonderful boy, and wish with all of her might that she had answered differently—that she had said yes to him. But as it was, she was too much her mother’s daughter to throw away her future so recklessly. She couldn’t do it. In any event, he could not truly be asking what he was asking, surely? He was just teasing her, trying to make her feel better. For that matter, she didn’t even know his real name…nor did he know hers.…
“So, what do you say?” he asked again, and his grin was wide and confident. It was too bad she didn’t know he had a ring in his pocket, and that if she’d said yes, she would have been wearing the famous blue diamond of Brandenburg on her finger when they arrived in London. 
“You’re such a sweet boy. I’m sorry, but the answer is no,” she said, and quickly changed the subject. “My father says our civilization has become stilted, that magic has corrupted reason, logic and freedom…if magic did not exist, we would be living in a different world,” she said as she pulled away from him.
The light in his eyes faded as he turned away from her. “Perhaps, but perhaps some things would still be the same. There would still be the London Season. There would still be the Debrett’s rankings.”
“I think you might be right on that,” she allowed. Later she would wonder how a boy from steerage had known about the social calendar, or the name of the social bible. Or, for that matter, how a boy like him would know to order the best types of champagne. Perhaps he read tabloids. Perhaps it was another hobby of his.
“So, that’s your answer, then,” he said lightly, but his face was pained, hurt. Ronan wanted nothing more than to take that hurt away, but she steeled her heart against him.
“Yes,” she said. “Maybe we’ll see each other in London,” she offered, even though she knew it was insincere.
“Maybe if we’re lucky,” he said with a sad smile. “So this is good-bye, then, is it?”
“Good-bye, Heath,” she whispered, watching as he gathered his things, put his socks and shoes and coat back on.
“Good-bye, Cathy,” he said. When he walked out of the room, he didn’t look back.
She didn’t see him for the rest of the journey. She found that she was more devastated than she’d expected. One lonely afternoon she contemplated looking for him in every corner of the boat, but Vera came back from tea early for once, and the chance passed. Perhaps it was just as well. If she’d spoken to him any longer, if she had let him kiss her again, if they had shared another steamy afternoon, she had a feeling he would have succeeded in talking her into eloping somehow. Ronan had been so close to saying yes that afternoon, to risking the unknown…perhaps it was for the best that she’d never see him again. She had done the right thing. She was certain. 










Everyone’s here and frightfully gay; 
Nobody cares what people say.
—NOEL COWARD,

“I WENT TO A MARVELLOUS PARTY”





When the Saturnia docked in the Port of London, Wolf felt a heaviness in his step at having returned to Europe. He had enjoyed the Americas; had liked the broad open spaces of the Midwest plains, the awkward and aggressive confidence of the cities, the fact that no one cared who his father was, that no one recognized him. But back in the empire, he was back to being the prince again—back to being his father’s son and his brother’s wayward problem.
Unlike Leo, he was ushered into the palace with hardly any pomp or fuss when he arrived. Oswald and his loyal valet were his only entourage, and aside from a few giggling ladies of court, no one else seemed to pay him much attention. Perhaps they were all too busy, as the “small season” had already started with the opening of Parliament, and the hectic festivities would build from Easter until the official opening of the season at the royal ball. Wolf tried not to feel too offended that there were no high-ranking representatives from the queen’s circle to greet him. While he hadn’t expected Her Majesty or the Merlin to make an appearance, a minister or two would have been nice. The suite of apartments he had been given was adequate, but after traveling for months and then spending the sea voyage in second class, he was itching to just go home to the family schloss in Brandenburg. The homefront was indeed plagued with the aforementioned sheep, but did boast a very comfortable bed. 
That morning dawned bright and early, and at first Wolf was disoriented, unsure of where he was. It was strange to be back on land; he had gotten used to the gentle rolling of the waves on the ship. He blinked open one eye to see a shining apparition at the door. 
“So, the prodigal son has returned,” the apparition said, stepping into the room and out of the sunlight, so that Wolf could see his brother clearly. Leo walked in with a broad grin and clapped his hands loudly. “Wake up! Wake up!”
“Hello to you too,” Wolf grumbled, forcing himself awake and upright. “You’re awful cheerful this morning.”
“Am I?”
“Isabelle here?” Wolf said pointedly. 
“I wouldn’t know,” Leo said, but his eyes were smirking. “Is she?”
Wolf shook his head. His brother was a pig. Poor Isabelle. She should have known better than to give her heart to Leo. His brother took after their father, with an eye for every pretty girl in his path. And yet, for all of Leo’s indiscretions, there was hardly a whiff of scandal about him. He was the golden boy: nothing tarnished his sheen. If anything, it made him more lovable. Wolf didn’t know how his brother got away with everything, but he always did.
“How were the provinces?” Leo asked.
“Provincial,” Wolf grumbled, even though he had enjoyed his time there. He looked at Leo, dressed in a proper British cricket suit. “Settled in, have you?” 
“Fancy a game?”
“Not today, thanks.”
“Right, then. Well, see you later. Dress for dinner, will you? And get the doctor to give you something better for that eye. You look like a burglar.”
Wolf nodded.
He didn’t want to admit it, but he hadn’t felt like doing much of anything since the American girl had rejected him. Of course it had been a foolish offer—what was he thinking, going around proposing with his mother’s diamond ring? What made her so different from all the other girls he had romanced and left behind? From all the other girls he had played strip billiards with, for that matter? But there was something about her honesty, her brave determination, that had touched his heart. She was trying so hard to be the grand lady, but she was a kindred spirit, wild and uninhibited. He had been drawn to her fire, and to the impulsiveness of marrying her without knowing her real name—the daringness of it. It was a story they could tell their children, something out of a fairy tale. How their mother had not known who he was when she accepted him, and the frog turned out to be a prince. But the princess had been unwilling to kiss the frog, the prince remained warty and unloved, and now there was no adventure to be had. Perhaps the world was right about him after all—without his title, he wasn’t much use to anybody.
Wolf thought that maybe he should have been honest with her. Not about his name—he was too careful for that after the latest paternity accusation—not that she would do something like that, but it was safer to remain anonymous. No, he wished he had spilled the dark secrets of his own heart and admitted that, like her, he was not free to live life on his terms—not at all—but instead was as much a prisoner to duty and family as she was. Which was why she should have accepted his proposal, because together they could have forged a new life that was unconstrained by tradition, a new and uncharted adventure. He would have married her then and there if she had said yes. He had never met a girl who didn’t know who he was, who his family was, and who only liked him for himself. And she had liked him, had liked him fine, but not enough…not enough to risk it. Alas. 
If only she had said yes.…
He wondered what he would do when they saw each other again—she had mentioned she had been invited to the royal ball. Perhaps if they met again, he would tell her his real name.…
There was not much time to feel sorry for himself, however. Once he arrived in London, there were social and royal obligations to meet. During his first week in town he was a fixture at the opera, the ballet, dinners, dances, and suppers that lasted until the wee hours of the morning. People whispered when he walked past; he could not enter a dining club or a theater without causing guests and patrons to titter, or worse, being obliged to greet and pay homage to the various dignitaries who knew his father and brother. 
That evening he tagged along with Leo to a dinner given by one of London’s best hostesses, one Lady Constance Grosvernor. It was the standard fancy affair, with the usual mix of the beautiful and the titled, and Lady Constance had remarked to him that she had a friend who had also sailed on the Saturnia to London. She had thought of inviting her, but had decided against it at the last minute, as it would have caused their dinner to have an odd number at the table—and everyone knew that was unlucky. Wolf found the prattle as mind-numbing as usual. He was glad when Leo entered the room, and the lady and the rest of the party left him to swarm over his brother.
Wolf was even gladder when Leo decided it was time to leave the dinner and head to the nearest private club. The night ended at a rather famous bordello, and the next morning at the breakfast table Wolf cursed himself for taking the carousing too far. He looked and felt like death, but of course Leo looked like he always did: perfectly robust, healthy and whole. Meanwhile, Wolf felt as if his head would crack open, it was pounding so hard. He finished off his coffee—so much weaker than they took it back home.
“A note for you, sir,” the butler said, placing an envelope with the royal seal on his plate. 
Wolf smiled as he recognized his friend Marie’s handwriting. He had been feeling a bit lonely and useless at the palace, and it was nice to be remembered by a friend. Dear old Marie, as constant and thoughtful as ever. 
My dearest Pup,

Marie had written, 
You must think I am so rude to have ignored you for so long. Please forgive me by meeting me for a picnic this afternoon at our usual spot.

Your loving friend, Marie.

“Another game of cricket today,” Leo said as he attacked his plate of roasted tomatoes, bacon rashers, creamy spinach quiche and a buttery croissant. A traditional Franco-English breakfast. 
“Can’t, I’ve got plans,” Wolf said, whistling as he scribbled an enthusiastic acceptance on her note. 
Be there with bells on!

Love, your own Wolf.

Leo chewed on his croissant. Bits of pastry clung to his lips. “Plans? With who? Don’t tell me—is it the lovely ‘Lady’ Marianne from last night? You did seem awful cozy with a few of her dancing girls, eh?”
If “cozy” meant he’d passed out on the floor while they tried to revive him, then sure, Wolf thought. Even he was getting tired of his undeserved reputation.
It’s from your future wife, he wanted to tell his brother, but he didn’t. He had a feeling Leo had not been, nor would ever be, invited to the roof. “Make the usual excuses for me, would you?” Wolf asked.
Leo grunted and turned back to his paper. “Suit yourself. But don’t make plans for the weekend—we’re off to Chatham for a hunting party.”
“Isn’t it a bit early in the season for grouse?” 
“Maybe, but I asked him to open it up and he said yes.” Leo smiled.
“Of course.” Wolf nodded. It wasn’t that he was jealous of Leopold—that would be like being jealous of the sun. One did not wonder why the sun shone in the sky; one just accepted it as a fact of life. In truth, Wolf idolized his big brother, as everyone did. 
“Hey,” Leo called. He tossed Wolf a black object. 
“What is it?” he asked, catching the small velvet pouch, although he could already tell what was inside. It brought a smile to his face.
“Your lucky dice. Thought you’d want them.”
He did want them. He couldn’t risk an underground sparring club for fear of being caught out. It was too close to court, and could potentially harm his brother’s chances of marrying the princess. Surely the queen would not look kindly on a bruiser as a sort-of-son-in-law. He had been missing home and wishing he had remembered to pack his lucky dice with him so he could maybe find a game or two, hit the tables, try his luck. He thanked his brother. That was the thing. Leo might be a pig to the ladies, but he was a mate.
With a little help from one of the pages, Wolf remembered how to get to the roof through the secret passageways, hidden doors, and hallways he and Marie had discovered as children. It had been their little secret when the four of them used to play together, although Leo never really joined in the games. And what was the name of the other girl, Marie’s friend? The red-haired magician’s girl. He couldn’t remember. She’d been more interested in Leo than in hanging out with Wolf and Marie. When Wolf was young—six, eight at the most—he’d found the hidden doors. He’d noticed something odd about one of the walls in the east wing. One of the wood panels looked slightly askew, and when he touched the surface, it moved. It was not a wall at all, but a door that had been left ajar. 
Now, Wolf approached one such paneled wall, pressed against its edge, and felt the wood bend slightly inward as a spring compressed. The panel nudged aside a little. He wrapped his fingers around the edge and tugged it open. He smiled as he slipped inside the passage and pulled the door closed behind him. 
It was dark inside the tunnel, but Wolf found the bronze rail that ran through the entire maze, making it navigable. Marie always said to keep turning right if he got lost. He followed the path and wound quickly around corners and up stairs. The passage had been built behind the backs of closets and bedrooms. It ran above dropped ceilings, and alongside stairs. He suspected the passages had a variety of uses; pinpricks in the walls made it possible to eavesdrop on the occupants of many of the palace rooms. Cool air rushed across his face as he passed one of the tiny apertures. A narrow winding stair led him up one floor, then another. The air grew hotter as he ascended. There was no ventilation in the passages. Mildew and rot filled his nose. 
The air cleared when he reached the top of the stairs, which were dimly lit with blue light where an open hatch awaited. Ah, so Marie had used the old way too, he thought. He stepped through the roof hatch and into the sunlight to find the princess at their usual spot, as promised.
He and Marie were called “friends of the blanket,” for they had known each other since birth. The story went that as babies, their nurses had placed them in the same crib. He supposed they would all soon be family now, once the marriage was settled; but back then, years ago, when he was just a young pugnacious boy and she was a sickly little girl, they had been friends. 
Marie was sitting on a checked cloth with a picnic laid out with a few of his favorite things. His spirits lifted to discover she remembered the old days as well—the picnic was set with their favorites. Peach pie, a pitcher of cold lemonade, bacon butties, French cheese, a bar of chocolate. She was alone except for a member of the Queen’s Guard, a rough young man who gave Wolf a stern look as he approached, as if the soldier would have no trouble pitching him off the roof if he tried anything. Wolf wanted to tell him to relax, he was a friend, not an enemy. The war was over, wasn’t it?
“Dog droppings!” Marie said, looking pleased when she saw him. 
“Helmet head!” he said, pulling her hat down over her eyes and making her giggle. He was the only one who could call her that, because she knew he meant it fondly. When she’d worn a helmet, he had drawn lions and bears on it, the symbols of their houses. “Here,” he said, offering her a bouquet of red and pink wildflowers that he had ordered from the shop that morning. They were her favorite kind, and she lamented that the palace gardener would not cultivate them, dismissing them as common and weed-like.
He flopped on the blanket and helped himself to a sandwich. He was glad to see her looking better. The last time they had seen each other was four years ago, right before the empire had declared war on his father’s kingdom. She had been just a girl then, but now she was practically a married lady, and he was still…well, he was still a brawler. Maybe not much had changed after all. Marie was thin and pale as usual, but she had a flush in her cheeks, and her eyes were bright. She was wearing a pretty white linen dress, and her hair was dark and loose under her white hat. She looked enchanting, like a girl from a painting, and he told her so.
“You’re too kind,” she said. “And you of all people don’t have to blow kisses to me, you know. I’ve heard what you’ve been up to.” She shook her head and adopted a stern tone. “Too many nights at private clubs! How much debt have you racked up this time? How many hearts have you broken?”
“It’s good to see you too, I missed your scolding,” he laughed. From the roof they could see all of London, all the new development and construction, the city expanding in all directions. They did not speak of the war, or their long separation. Instead they talked about books and music, like they always did, and their plans after the season was over. Marie thought she would be going to Versailles as usual for the fall, but she did not know. So many things were changing so fast, and she was uncertain if Leo would uphold the usual traditions once they were wed. She thought they might set up house in a wing at Kensington, where her mother had lived as a girl.
“So you really mean to marry my big brother at the end of the season?” he asked lightly, taking a big bite of peach pie. 
“I don’t have a choice, do I?”
“No,” he sighed, “I suppose not. None of us do. I’m sure Father will tell me who I’m supposed to marry soon enough.” He stretched his legs lazily and let out a little burp. Marie was like family—not quite a sister, but a distant cousin. They shared a great-grandmother or two somewhere up the line.
“Well, you are a second son, so perhaps it doesn’t matter so much who you marry,” she teased.
“Thanks for reminding me,” he growled, pitching crumbs toward the pigeons that had gathered at a discreet distance from their picnic.
“Why so gloomy? Have you met someone and had your heart stolen, for once?” she asked. When he did not answer, she laughed. “Ah! So there is a girl!”
He shrugged, even as his thoughts wandered to the girl on the boat. How did Marie know he was thinking of that girl? Marie had always been too smart for her own good. “I suppose I have met someone,” he allowed.
“What happened?” she asked, pulling her knees up to her chin under her skirts and regarding him thoughtfully.
“I asked her to marry me.” He grinned.
“Wolfie!” she gasped and rapped his knee with her fan. “What would Oswald say!”
“He would whip me like when I was a kid, I suppose.” 
“Well, I’m sure you didn’t mean it,” she said with a laugh, but when she saw his face her tone changed. “Darling! What happened?” 
He hung his head. His proposal had been sincere, but he shrugged as if it were nothing, as if he asked girls to marry him every day.
“She said no,” he sighed.
“That silly girl,” Marie said angrily. “Why on earth did she refuse you?”
“Oh, I can imagine there are many reasons.” He frowned. The rejection had stung more than he’d expected. If only she had said yes—and she had been so close to it, he could tell. At that moment, he’d felt as if he were standing at a crossroads, that his destiny could change on a whim—on her word. He would have run away with her if she had accepted him. And what he wanted more than anything in the world was someone to run away with, he realized at that moment—to be someone else, rather than second-in-line to the throne. It was not to be, and his face darkened gloomily.
Marie returned a hand to his knee and shook it back and forth, as if to shake him out of his terrible mood. “You’ll find another girl. There’s always another girl.”
He put a hand on top of hers and grinned. “Maybe I already have found one,” he teased. He liked teasing Marie; she got so mad at him. It was fun.
She tossed a croissant at him. “Now you’re the one being silly.”
They ate the rest of their meal in companionable silence, until Marie spoke again. This time, her tone was not teasing, but serious. “Isabelle dissolved her hold on Leo the other day. She didn’t look very happy when she signed the papers. Wolfie, tell me the truth. Are Leo and Isabelle truly in love, as everyone says? She is so very pretty.”
“If you like vipers,” he said. “She has nothing on you, my dear. Do not worry.”
She sighed. “I always thought Leo would marry a great girl.”
“He is,” Wolf said, turning to her in surprise. “Don’t be so hard on yourself! My brother is a very lucky man, he always has been.” He meant it. Marie would be a good wife to Leo: kind, devoted, helpful, smart. Leo was a great man—generous with his subjects, a forward-thinking statesman, a formidable opponent on the battlefield, a hero to his men—but he had none of the qualities in a person that made life bearable, even—dare he think it?—happy. “You are an absolutely remarkable girl,” Wolf said, looking into her fair gray eyes with deep sincerity. 
“Why, thank you, kind sir,” she said, looking pleased.
“Like I said, I am just being honest,” he said. “Yes, absolutely remarkable—you must be the only girl in the empire who isn’t in love with my brother. Why is that, do you think?”
“I’m immune to his charm?” she laughed. 
“Mmm,” Wolf said thoughtfully. She’d drawn the short stick in the bargain, truly. She was a princess, however; she understood the way the world worked. Love was not a priority for the likes of them—it was a luxury they could not afford. Perhaps she would find a way to make peace with the marriage.
“Oh well. At least now we’ll see each other more often,” she said, brightening.
“Count on it. Every Christmas and Easter at least.” He raised a champagne glass and clinked it against hers. “You’ll never get rid of me at your table.”
“Princess? It’s time to take your tonic,” her soldier said, looking intently at Marie.
Wolf raised an eyebrow. There was something just a bit proprietary and familiar in that man’s tone…but he supposed someone who was with Marie day and night would naturally feel that way about her.
Marie nodded. “Yes, thank you, Corporal.”
“You’re welcome, Your Highness.”
“Protective chap, isn’t he?” Wolf asked, as the soldier went back to his respectful distance. “He doesn’t look like a city boy—where’s he from?”
“His family’s from the north—Ayrshire, I think,” Marie said, blushing unexpectedly. 
Wolf squinted at the soldier and saw a meaningful glance pass between him and his friend. Ah. So Marie was in love as well. Wolf mused on how he felt about that. He felt a little uncomfortable, sure, and more than a little pained for her. He hoped it was mere infatuation, for her sake. He could not imagine Leo would stand for being made a cuckold. His brother would expect his wife to remain faithful, even if he was not. If Marie knew what was good for her, she would put this young soldier aside soon enough. Or not. The wags did say that Wolf closely resembled a dashing Bavarian knight who had served his mother. Not that it had ever mattered. Not that his father, stodgy King Frederick, had ever shown any indication of listening to vicious rumors. 
Wolf was the second son. He would never inherit the throne. In a way, it would never matter who his father was.
Not with Leo around.





In the weeks since Marie had first been introduced to Leo, since that first abrupt conversation, things had not progressed nor developed for the better. Now that the season was truly upon them, with the royal ball imminent, the two of them had to spend a lot more time together to move the courtship along. The prince was just as charming and sparkling as ever, and although it seemed every girl at court had lost her heart to him, Marie felt as indifferent as before. Was there something wrong with her? Why did she not find him handsome? Or even humorous? While everyone at court praised his good looks and rapier-sharp wit, she continued to find him false and dull. 
Even Aelwyn thought she was being too harsh on him. The sorceress had taken to joining Marie at meals. Their old friendship was renewed over many glasses of mulberry wine, and the sense that they wanted to cling to each other as everything changed around them. Aelwyn would soon bond to the sisterhood, and Marie to Leopold. Aelwyn urged her to try and accept her fate, as she had. It was a running joke between them that Leopold was going to marry the wrong girl. If only it was Aelwyn who was the princess…if only…
Try as she might, Marie could not soften her feelings toward him—could not find a semblance even to her dear friend, Wolf. When she looked at Leo, she saw darkness and despair, a miserable gray future in which she was shackled to him for the rest of her life. 
That evening she was suffering through another long and ponderous state dinner in which the health of both nations was toasted, along with the health of the monarchs and the young royals. She sat with Leo on one side and a rather entertaining young man on the other. He was one of the princes from Spain, as London was now full to bursting with the glamorous, young, and titled who had come to the city for the season. 
When dinner was over and the servants had cleared the table, it was time for the ladies to depart for the drawing room, leaving the gentlemen at the table to their cigars and brandy. Leo came to her chair to bow and kiss her hand. “Don’t,” she said.
“Excuse me, my lady?” Leo said, surprised. He looked uncertain as to whether or not to take her hand, now that she was holding it up in a “stop” signal.
Don’t touch me. Don’t tell me how beautiful my eyes are, how soft my hair is, how you love to hear my voice. Don’t. Don’t pretend you are falling in love with me. I know you are lying, and every word you say hurts even more. Let us just be friends, if we can start there. Can’t we? Can’t we at least be friends? Get to know each other a little? Before the wedding, and the bedding, when I will have to take you as my lord and husband?
But all she said was “Don’t.” Her eyes dropped, and her hand fell to her lap as well. 
“You are tired, my dear,” he said, and patted the back of her chair instead of any part of her. At least he had divined that much.
“Good night,” she murmured.
He bowed and waited as she stood, following the ladies into the drawing room. Once inside, she took a cordial and downed it in one gulp. Aelwyn raised her eyebrows, but she did not say anything to her friend. Marie played one hand of bridge, listening to the idle chat and speculation about the upcoming royal ball. “I heard the sisterhood is working on a charm spell—that it will be like winter inside the palace!” one said.
“Oooh, I hope it doesn’t get too cold!” another gushed. 
“I do! Mama said I could wear the white mink!”
Marie smiled at them benevolently. She, too, loved the London Season. As a child, she had been enamored of the glamour and magnificence of the legendary Bal du Drap d’Or. During her debut year, she had not taken a particular affinity to any of the young men who had come courting, and had been thankful her mother had not pushed her to marry any of them. But the time had come now, and the whole city was buzzing with her prospective engagement. The ladies were all gossiping, talking about her as if she weren’t there.
When she felt she had stayed long enough to be polite, she excused herself from their company. She went through the elaborate bowing and curtsying ritual with the queen, and was about to take her leave for the evening when her mother stopped her.
“Marie,” Eleanor said, and her face was hesitant.
“Yes, Mother?” Then she noticed her mother was close to tears; her eyes were shining.
“I just want you to know that I am very proud of you, my girl,” Eleanor said, her voice trembling. “I know you think I am hard on you, but it is only because I need to prepare you for your future—for the day when you will reign with your husband over our people.”
Marie started. Her mother had never spoken to her like this before. She felt a wave of tenderness for her. If only Eleanor showed her true face to her more often…if only she allowed her daughter into her intimate conversations, into her plans with the Merlin. But it was almost too late. 
She bowed and said good night, and the queen dismissed her. Finally, she was alone in the corridor with Gill, who was to walk her back to her rooms.
“Thank God that’s done,” she said, stomping down the hallway. She shook her hair out of its tight braids as if she were shaking Leo out of her life. “If he tells me again how my eyes look like starlight, I swear I am going to have him hexed,” she muttered. 
“He could be sincere, you know,” Gill said, giving her a sidelong glance. “You’re far too hard on the chap. Don’t give him an inch. You’re much nicer to his brother.”
“Wolf is my friend. Leo’s a fraud, and you know it,” she said. “I’m not a fool, Gill. I know love when I see it.”
There was a strange silence. She noticed he did not say anything, but instead blushed to the roots of his fair hair. She felt her heart ache painfully at that moment. But no. Gill had always treated her as a friend, nothing more…had never given her any hope that he returned her feelings. He couldn’t even hold her properly when they had practiced the Lovers’ Waltz the other day.
They arrived at her apartments. He held the door open for her.
“Don’t you want to come in, for a change?” she asked. “And have tea, and read stories, as usual? I miss you, you know. You told me we would always be friends.…” She tried not to sound whiny, and failed.
His open face crumpled. “I would like nothing more, Princess. Especially since…” He shook his head.
She was alarmed by the morose tone in his voice. “Especially since what?”
“After the ball, when you are formally engaged to the prince…I have been told I will no longer be needed at your service.”
“No longer needed? Why?” she asked. 
“You will be the responsibility of the Prussian court, and their soldiers will be in charge of your protection.”
“What on earth? Are they insane? You’re part of the Queen’s Guard! Does Mama know?”
“Yes. I gather she and the Merlin don’t like it too much, but the Prussians will be offended if they are rebuffed in this matter. They are quite insistent upon it.”
“But this is still my home—and the Queen’s Guard is our tradition—they cannot do this!”
“My captain tells me that it is a sign of faith. Of peace between the two nations.” 
“Gill—”
“Don’t fear. I don’t think the queen would agree to it unless she and the Merlin knew your safety was secure.”
“So after next week, I shall never see you again?”
“Surely not?” He smiled. “I will visit the palace sometimes, and you can wave to me from the royal carriage.” 
How could he be so casual about their coming separation? Why were they taking him away from her? Then she realized. It was because they knew how she felt about him. They had noticed that she had been gloomy for weeks. Hardly acting like a girl in love, she was the only girl in the kingdom who did not find Prince Leopold the most fetching prince of all time.
Leopold had said something very pointed the day of his arrival. You seem very attached to your guard. The Prussians were worried about scandal, the same scandal that had haunted their very own queen—a royal queen and her loyal guard, fanning the subsequent rumors about a bastard son. They had determined the secret recesses of her heart, even if she herself had never told the boy who held it what she felt for him.
It was Gill’s turn to bow. “Good night, Marie. See you around, eh?”
But Marie would not let him go so easily. She had to say something she had kept from him for so long. She had to be brave: she had to speak her mind and her heart. “Gill, listen, they know how I feel about you,” she said. “And so they want to take you away.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know how I feel about you—don’t you?” she asked quietly, so quietly that she was afraid he could hear how loud her heart was pounding in her chest.
Gill looked around nervously, even if there was no one in the corridor. “What are you saying?” He looked so pale and troubled that she thought she would lose the nerve to tell him how she truly felt. But she had no time. They were taking him away soon. If she did not speak now, she might never have the chance to tell him…and she had to tell him, it was killing her. She had to tell him—before it was too late. 
She looked into his eyes and took his hands—they were so large and rough compared to her small ones. “I can’t imagine life without you.”
Gill looked askance. She felt her heart drop into her stomach. “Don’t talk like that, Marie. It’s not safe,” he said. “Whatever you feel about me—it’s just friendship, nothing more.”
She blinked her eyes. “I knew you would say that. I know you didn’t feel the same way…you can’t even dance with me without cringing, but I had to say it, I wanted you to know before…before. It’s all right. I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she said, trying not to sob. She wiped her eyes angrily. Of course he did not feel the same way about her. Who could love her? She was so plain and dull and sickly, and he was so wonderful, and there were many girls—so many prettier, more deserving girls—that he could want. That he did want, she was sure.
“Wait!” he said, holding her hands tightly. “Why are you crying?”
“It’s nothing—”
“You cannot think—you cannot mean—is it because you think I don’t feel the same way? Is that it?”
She nodded, unable to look at him. Her heart was so open and vulnerable at that moment, and she wanted to take it back so badly, wanted to wrap it up and put it back in the locked trunk where it belonged. She should have never said anything to him; it was stupid of her to think, to hope, that he would feel for her what she felt for him. “You are right—we are only friends…of course…of course you don’t feel the same.…”
Still holding her hands in his, he pressed his head against hers, forced her to look him in the eye. “Stop telling me what I feel. Stop it. You have no idea what I feel. All I do is feel. I feel so much
for you, it’s destroying me. It’s why I had to leave, I had to go away and I couldn’t answer your letters,” he said fiercely. He was angry now, his eyes wild, and she was a little frightened of him. But all the same, she felt a sudden, sharp happiness rise in her heart. “You have everything wrong. I don’t think of you as a friend,” he said.
“You don’t?”
“No—Marie—I don’t think of you as a friend at all—” And his face was so intense, almost red, and he was staring at her so intently, and his face was so close to hers, and she closed her eyes, and then—and then he kissed her. And he kissed her again, and it was sweeter than she could have hoped, could have dreamed—and he was kissing her, and it was like her dreams were coming true all in one moment. And she kissed him back and forgot to worry, forgot who or where she was, and it only mattered that he had his lips on hers.
“Gill,” she breathed, and he began to kiss her neck and press her against his body.
“Marie, my Marie,” he said, his voice strangled, wretched. “How could you believe that I didn’t feel the same for you, when all I do is think of you? It’s why I had to get away—because being with you, but not being able to be with you…I couldn’t take it anymore.”
“Oh, Gill…” she breathed, and her voice was a woman’s voice, full of promise and seduction. 
“But it doesn’t matter what we feel for each other. We can’t do this. I’m a soldier, your servant…and you are the princess.”
“But I don’t want to be.” She held tightly to him. Her hands were around his neck and his back, his entwined in her hair, the two of them so close to each other she could feel his heart beating in time with hers.
“Don’t say that. You don’t mean it. You can’t. You’re making this harder than it has to be,” he said, and his voice was full of raw despair. “It was wrong of me to kiss you.”
“Listen to me,” she said.
He shook his head. “No. I won’t let you do this. I won’t let you throw your future away.”
“Then you will let me marry him, then? And live a life where I will never know love?” she said bitterly.
He crumbled at that. “Marie,” he said. “Hush.” His hand was on her lips, and princess or no, he kissed her again, and she felt alight with love, and she knew that there was no turning back now.
He kissed and kissed her, and he pushed the door open so that they tumbled into the room, alone, and he kicked the door closed, and they fell on the floor, and still they kissed as if they could not stop. She smiled, feeling warm and beautiful and protected in his strong arms. “You were right and I was wrong.” 
“I never knew you felt the same,” he said as he leaned over her, his face full of love. 
She arched an eyebrow, feeling coquettish all of a sudden. “Truly?”
He blushed and kissed her softly again. “I hoped. I hoped with all of my heart. But I did not want to take advantage of my position.”
“What position?”
“I saved your life; I am with you every day, you are my dearest friend. Maybe you only think you love me because you are grateful to me,” he admitted.
“Who says I love you?” she teased.
He turned scarlet. She put him out of his misery, pulling him down to her by the soldier’s chain he wore around his neck. 
“Maybe we should have done this earlier,” he murmured.
“Mmm.” She nodded. “If we had, we would have had so much more time.” She liked the heaviness of his body on hers, but also the way he didn’t rest all of his weight on her—as if she were delicate, and made of porcelain, a china doll he was afraid of crushing or hurting. He was so strong and yet so gentle. “I don’t want to let go.”
“Neither do I,” he murmured. 
“Then let’s not. Let’s not let go.” She kissed him again.
He stared at her.
“You are everything I want,” she told him. “The only thing.”
“I have never wanted anything else,” he said.
“Then we shall have what we want,” Marie said decisively, propping herself up on her elbows, her forehead scrunched in concentration. She was thinking of options, obstacles, a way out, a way forward. “We don’t have much time.”
“No, we don’t,” he agreed in a mournful tone. “We don’t have a lot of time together.…”
She shook her head. “No, that’s not what I meant.”
“Time for what, then?”
Her eyes were blazing. An onlooker would have been surprised to see the princess in such a state, sprawled on the floor: her hair a mess, her eyes bright, cheeks flushed. She looked like Eleanor in one of her many portraits, the painting where her mother looked like a warrior on the eve of battle, ready for blood. “Time to change the future.”





Hotel Claridge figured highly in Ronan’s imagination of London high society, and it did not disappoint. While pollution had turned the once-red bricks of London’s best buildings gray, Claridge’s façade sparkled in the sun. There was no wind on the street and the air was still, but the flags above the entry billowed slowly, their folds animated and graceful. Ivy graced a cast-iron awning, milk-white flowers dotting the foliage. Their white petals winked open and shut as she approached. Magic, Ronan thought. How wonderful, and how utterly luxurious it was to use such a power to make things look nice.
The hotel had been highly recommended by Lady Grosvernor, and Ronan thought she recognized a few titled and noble patrons in the hushed room. However, knowing what had happened to their grand staterooms on the ship, she was fully prepared to be booked into the maids’ rooms when they checked in. Sure enough, the rooms were as small as could be, with a view of the wall next door. 
Still, it was wonderful to finally be in London. Ronan spent an invigorating week taking in the sights and visiting museums. She had left her card with Lady Grosvernor, but the grand doyenne had still not returned her call. Ronan tried not to be put out, but without her patron, she had no entrance to any of the fancy parties and dinners that were swirling around her. She hoped the lady would call on her soon.
The next afternoon, Ronan was sitting in the lobby when she noticed Sigrid Van Owen stomping down the staircase, haranguing the army of footmen who strove to keep up with her while carrying all of her luggage. Whitney was hurrying after her mother, looking abashed and apologetic. She saw Ronan and gave her a hapless shrug. 
Ronan walked over to her friend. “What happened?” she asked. “Are you leaving?” She watched as the great Mrs. Van Owen swept out of the lobby and into a hansom cab. 
Whitney crinkled her nose. “We can’t stay. We just got a letter from the duchess. Apparently she lied about everything, just to get more money from Papa. There was no invitation for the queen’s luncheon at all, and the ball is completely out of the question, since it’s a special year with the princess announcing her engagement. Mother is furious and mortified—says she won’t stay the season if we can’t go to anything except a few little teas and dances at minor houses. We’re to leave for Italy immediately. She says she’ll take an Italian count if she can’t get me an empire peerage.”
“Oh Whitney, I’m so sorry!”
Whitney laughed. “Me too—all my nice things, wasted!”
“Can’t you wear them in Italy?”
“Not a one. We’re going to be doing a Grand Tour, so all I’ll be wearing are practical clothes and walking shoes.”
“Pity,” Ronan sighed.
Her friend agreed. “It’s such a waste of a wardrobe. And I was so looking forward to it, especially—well, you know!” She looked at Ronan. “Speaking of, what are you wearing to the ball? It must be fabulous!”
“Oh, me—” Ronan said. “You saw what I wore to dinner the last night on the ship? That one.” It was a serviceable dress, a nice plum color trimmed with lace—not made in the latest style, of course, and no glimmer on it at all to enhance its beauty. But it was the nicest thing she had; the Paris knockoffs were stiff to the touch, and didn’t fit well. She tried to put a positive spin on things. “Mother wore it when she was presented at court, so it’s a family tradition. It’s a sentimental choice.”
Whitney looked disappointed. “Oh, of course. I understand. But still, it’s a bit out of date, isn’t it?”
Ronan turned red and tried to protest—but Whitney suddenly brightened. “Listen, take my wardrobe for the season! I don’t need it!”
“Excuse me? I couldn’t possibly—!”
But Whitney wasn’t finished. “And you might as well use our rooms, too. I’m sure your rooms are nice, but Mother booked the royal suite—best room in the house—and it’s paid for already. Can’t let the whole thing go to waste. It’s booked for the whole season. Mother won’t care. She’s ready to buy the whole stinking town, but our money’s not worth anything here, apparently. Hopefully we’ll have better luck on the Continent.” 
“You’re giving me your dress?”
“Not just the dress, everything! Didn’t you hear me? The whole caboodle! I’ll have the bellman bring it up to the rooms. It’s all wrong for Italy, I’ll have to get a whole new set,” Whitney said, perking up at the thought of new purchases. “I mean, wear your mom’s clothes if you want, of course, but just in case you change your mind, someone should wear this wardrobe.”
But Ronan shook her head. “Whitney—you’re being much too kind. There is no need. I can wear my old dress, and I brought my own clothes.”
“No I’m not, I’m not being kind, just angry they’re such snobs. Thinking we Americans aren’t good enough. But you’ll show them, won’t you, Ronan? Show them we’re just as good as any of them. Make a splash, will you?” she said, as the footman came scurrying back to tell her that her mother was waiting impatiently. “Oi!” she called to the scandalized hotel clerk. “This is my friend Ronan Astor—she’s to stay at our rooms. And bring my trunks back up, while you’re at it!”
“Whitney! Stop! I can’t possibly accept all this.”
“Yes you can! You can treat next time we’re in Paris—ooh, it’ll be your turn!” she said merrily. “It will give us an excuse to get together again—you’re so much fun! We’ll stay at the Ritz! Okay?”
“I…” Ronan felt faint, not knowing how to tell Whitney she could not possibly return the favor.
“It’s done!” Whitney said. “Paris in the spring is lovely!”
Ronan stopped fighting. Why was she arguing in the first place? Pride? But what was pride, compared to a fabulous wardrobe and the best room in the hotel? “Well, all right, as long as you insist.”
“I insist.” Whitney kissed her on both cheeks in a breathless rush. “Knock ’em dead. I’ll send postcards from Florence. Hopefully the Tintorettos are worth it.”
The royal suite was aptly named, sprawling over the entire top floor. Its walls were covered with sumptuous velvet, while delicate silk curtains kept out the worst of the afternoon sun. Whitney’s trunks were stacked neatly in rows, ready to be opened; ready for the staff to do their work. Ronan’s heels made a sharp click as she entered the room. The floor was mahogany, shipped from West Africa, dark amber swirls with lighter areas in the heartwood. She kicked off her shoes and removed her hat while Vera gushed at the expanse of luxury. The smell of rosemary and lilac pervaded the air; clusters of flowers were arranged on every table. Through the archway was the bedroom, where the enormous bed was set with three mattresses, so high that it required a small stair for access. She wondered what would happen if she woke up during the night, or if she needed to exit the bed quickly. Would she fall?
There was a roaring fireplace across from the bed, and a pair of armoires flanked the hearth. In the room’s center, below a candle-lit pendant, arranged upon a brightly woven rug (most likely Tibetan) was a table chess set. On either side of it was a silk upholstered chair. She sat on one of the chairs and picked up a chess piece at random. Turning it over in her hand, she saw it was the queen. She smiled.
However did she land so many wonderful things? First the luxurious suite on the ship, and now the best room in the best hotel in London. Ronan had been prepared to scrape by on nothing for the season, but so far it was as if everything had been handed to her on a royal platter. She was made for this life. Providence was shining down on her, and she was glad she had turned down “Heath.” She could not live any other way but in the best way possible.
When Lady Grosvernor arrived that afternoon to call on her, finally, she insisted Ronan call her “Aunt Constance” and nodded approvingly at the pretty lilac gown she was wearing. “I just ordered the same dress in peach for my Melisande,” she told her over buttered scones. 
Whitney’s wardrobe was even better than Ronan could have dreamed. It was full of the prettiest day dresses and glamorous evening gowns, made of gossamer silks and satins softer than butterfly wings; suede gloves lined with fur; and a full riding outfit, with gleaming black boots and a new leather saddle from Hermès. There were hats for Ascot and Covent Garden, as well as nightdresses and robes, a full tray of jewels, and several standing wardrobes that opened to reveal shoe closets. There was one trunk that was bigger than all the others, simply marked DO NOT OPEN UNTIL ROYAL BALL and Vera said it was probably because it had some deep magic in it. The two of them were beside themselves in anticipation to see what it looked like, and had to restrain themselves from opening it immediately. Ronan had sent her own shabby trousseau down to storage, but she did not share that with her guest.
Ronan was glad to find that this “old friend of the family” (whom she had actually never met) was a woman her mother’s age, with a warm and friendly demeanor. She was not at all like the frosty English ladies who had raised their eyebrows at her on the ship. Lady Constance had a charming way about her, with her bright dark eyes and neat dark hair. “You are such a great beauty, like your mother,” she said.
“Thank you,” Ronan said simply.
“Your mother and father and I had such a wonderful time during our first season,” Lady Constance sighed, as if remembering. “Oh, to be young again.”
Ronan took a sip of her tea. “I’ve heard,” she murmured, thinking of her mother’s old stories.
“And do you find the rooms to your liking?” Lady Constance asked, after the usual polite chitchat about the weather in New York, the health of Ronan’s parents, and the weather in London.
Ronan allowed that the rooms were fine—in fact, the finest in the house. She wasn’t sure how much Lady Constance knew about their finances, but she supposed it was better for everyone to think the Astors were on top of the world. The royal suite on the top floor was practically a little mansionette on top of the building, with a full garden terrace and dizzying views of the city. She and Vera had done a little jig after the butler and footmen had left.
“The season doesn’t really start until the ball, but there are a few entertainments that you might find amusing. I’m sorry you missed my dinner the other week; we had the prince as our guest,” said Lady Constance.
“Leopold?” she asked eagerly. “You hosted the prince?”
“And his brother—what’s his name? I can’t remember! The prince is so terribly charming! It’s a pity you missed it!”
Was I invited? Ronan wanted to ask, but didn’t.
“Anyway this week, Lady Warwick—a friend of mine—is having a little dinner, and is looking for fun young people to invite. Would that be something you might be interested in?”
“I’d love that, but I have to check the diary,” Ronan allowed, trying to appear nonchalant. 
“Wonderful! I will see what I can do, as she’s a bit choosy about her guests. I myself have to attend a hunting party this weekend—such a chore. But I will try to entreat her to invite you.” 
For the first time since she arrived in town, with her beautiful dresses and beautiful room at hand, Ronan was able to banish thoughts of the boy on the boat and what he had asked her. It was difficult, but in the face of such bounty it was easier to forget how much she had liked him, and how much she had regretted letting the moment slip away from them. She could not give all this up, could she? Already she was forgetting that “this” was not actually hers to give up, but a gift from the gods themselves. She could not imagine life with someone of lower station, a commoner (forgetting that she herself was without a title)—no matter how handsome or charming the boy had been. This was what she was used to, what she had set off to London for. Once she met a rich little lordling, her life and her family’s would be set.
“What is it?” she asked the next morning, when Vera came marching into the room looking like a general who had just vanquished the enemy. 
“Your first invitation! Dinner with Lady Warwick in honor of her son, the Viscount Lisle!” 
Ronan smiled. She had, as they say, arrived.





When Marie-Victoria and her loyal guard knocked on her door the night before the royal ball, Aelwyn had been dreaming of Avalon. She was back on that magical island, and Viviane was teaching her the ways of magic and the language of the stones. Stones were the foundation of their magic; the mages of Avalon derived their strength and ability from the legendary stones of Avalon. There were stones that granted power, like the one Artucus’s sword was buried in, and there were Pandora’s cursed stones, which harnessed the power of evil. Avalon mages learned the language of the stones, from onyx, citron, and opal to musgravite, garnet, jade and more. There were as many stones as there were spells.
In her dream, Aelwyn was holding a ruby in her hand, using it to direct the fire on the hearth, making it dance and turning it off. But she was not listening to her aunt, not listening to the song from the stone, because she was distracted—too distracted. So the fire burned as it had when she still lived in the palace. An annoyed Viviane stopped the fire before it could rage out of control. Because it was Lanselin’s song Aelwyn was singing when she should have been tending the fire—his face she was thinking of, his name on her lips, when they woke her.
“Winnie—Winnie, wake up, I need you.”
Aelwyn opened her eyes. For a moment, she was frightened that it was the night of the fire again—Marie twelve years old, her gray eyes so large and wide in her face. 
“What is it? What’s wrong? Why are you here?” Aelwyn asked, frantically pushing off the blankets. “Is it a fire? A coup? Have rebels found a way to destroy the wards again?”
“No, nothing of that sort,” Marie said anxiously, and it was then that Aelwyn noticed that she was holding Gill’s hand in hers. 
She blinked her eyes and looked from one drawn face to the other. “What is this, Marie?”
“Winnie, you must help us. Please.”
When she found out what they wanted her to do, what they were begging her to do, it was as if they had read her mind. They had known, somehow, that she’d wanted this from the beginning—that what they were proposing was exactly what she’d wanted to happen when she arrived at St. James. That Aelwyn Myrddyn had returned from Avalon for the purpose of becoming the princess. 
She bade them shut the door, put a kettle to the fire, and poured them each a cup of tea. Quickly she put a spell on the room so no one would hear, but even so, their voices were low, whispered, urgent. What her friend was asking her to do was treason, a betrayal of everything the empire stood for—everything her father had worked hard to secure. Aelwyn worried that maybe even the walls could hear them; that her father would know, somehow, that she was party to this faithlessness.
Marie sat on the edge of the cot, holding her teacup in both hands. She was still wearing the golden gown she had worn for the state dinner, but her hair was wild, and her dress had a rumpled look. Her lips were red and crushed—kissed
raw, Aelwyn thought. Her friend had been kissing the soldier. They had come to her room after being with each other, she could tell. “I don’t want it; I’ve never wanted it. I just want to be able to go away, to live a small life. To be with him,” Marie said, looking at Aelwyn pleadingly. 
Aelwyn asked if the soldier—Gill—could leave them alone for a while. He nodded and left the room. She looked her friend in the eye. “Do you know what you are asking of me? If I do this for you, we will be traitors to the crown—to the sacred trust between the royal family and the invisible order. My father, the Merlin, would never forgive us, and your mother! The queen—if she knew what you were planning…Marie, this is deep magic, a perversion of the way of things, and if we are found out…” Aelwyn shuddered.
Marie put her teacup down on the side table. “We will not be found out. And if we are, I will go to the gallows for you, for it was my idea all along, and they will believe me. But we will not be caught, my darling Aelwyn. You are the most powerful sorceress since Viviane. You can make this happen. I know you can, and you know you can.”
“Marie—I can’t—my vows…”
“You are but an acolyte. You have not yet said the words that will bind you to the Crown.”
She had her there, but still Aelwyn shook her head. It was wrong; it was cowardly of them. They had roles to play, duties to perform, and one’s personal desires did not factor into their lives, into this equation. She could not do what her friend was asking. She knew it would be wrong of her—wrong from the beginning—wrong. 
“Please. I beg you. Help me be free,” Marie said, her voice breaking now. “I cannot marry Leopold. I cannot—he will make me miserable for the rest of my life.…”
“But if I do this, what will happen to you—where would you go?”
“I will marry Gill and we will go far away from the empire—to the farthest reaches of the American frontier, maybe, or even farther away. Somewhere we can never be found—where my mother cannot go, where your father cannot find us.”
Did Marie know what she was giving up? She would trade a life bound by duty and decorated with privilege for a life as a frontier wife—a simpler life, certainly, but one that was difficult, poor, and hard. Aelwyn had seen the lives of such women in her aunt’s crystal glass: their tired faces, their callused hands, the backbreaking work they did every day in the fields and in the home. Marie had never had to work hard in her life. She’d had a difficult upbringing, yes, one marked by illness and indifference, but she did not know the feeling of poverty, of hardship, of hunger pangs gnawing on your dreams; of falling on a coarse and lumpy mattress after a hard day’s work. Did this soldier know what he was asking of her? How could he love Marie if he would take her away from the palace, everything she knew and everyone who loved her? How could one man’s love equal the love of an empire, a family, a mother, a people? Aelwyn shook her head. She would not consign her friend to such a fate.
“No. I cannot do it,” she said. “Go back to your room. Tell him good-bye. You will hate me tonight, but one day you will forgive me. This is not the life that was meant for you, Marie.” Aelwyn took Marie’s hands in hers, trying to make her understand. This delicate friend of hers, this princess who had been educated in five languages, who quoted literature and spoke of art, who made music and beautiful embroidery—who, more importantly, had compassion for her subjects—would make a wonderful queen. The empire could not afford to lose her, nor could she lose such a friend.
But Marie was adamant. “Just—just try it. Please Aelwyn, use your power for one night, tomorrow night only, for the Bal du Drap d’Or. If we are not caught, if they accept you as me, then maybe…maybe we can do it forever. But give me one night. Please? I beg of you—one night,” Marie implored, and she knelt before Aelwyn with tears in her gray eyes.
And Aelwyn found she could not refuse her friend one night.





The Warwick dinner turned out to be a relatively small affair, with only twenty at the table. Ronan tried to hide her disappointment at finding only a handful of gentlemen at the party, and consoled herself with the fact that at least she was seated next to two of the most handsome ones there. Lord Stewart, on her right, insisted she call him Perry. To her surprise he was not fat, puffy-nosed, or squat at all. He was tall, slim, elegant, and handsome, and closely resembled a long cigarette on a slim black holder.
“You don’t look at all like your picture!” she exclaimed, as the footmen served the first course, a clear consommé dotted with tiny, perfectly square croutons.
“Oh—that hideous thing in Debrett’s?” he said with a wicked grin. “That’s because we entered the ugliest photographs of strangers we could find! Howlers! D’you know, ladies use it to pick and choose husbands for their girls? Good prank, no?” he asked, picking up his spoon and taking a sip of the savory liquid.
Ronan blushed, as he had hit it right on the nose, but she kept her consternation hidden. “Yes, too funny.”
“We’re not getting married off, are we, Archie?” he said, smiling at the equally handsome lad on his right, who had been introduced to Ronan earlier as his beau, the Honorable Archibald Fairfax.
Ronan admired them with an almost jealous longing. They were both so beautiful, it just made sense that they were in love with each other. They were like a pair of twins—two tall, thin, devastatingly handsome twins. The majority of the laws in the empire concerned the governance of magic, and, as in America, there were very few rules concerning personal liberty. Sir Oscar Wilde was a favorite at court, and lived openly with his partner.
“Sorry we’re all there is,” Perry said. “I assume you were hoping to meet some lords or baronets, but they’re all at the hunting party in Chatham before the big ball-o. The prince went down there, so then everyone else wanted to go. Our hostess is a bit miffed at the turnout.”
Ah. So that was why she’d been invited to this dinner. She recalled her last-minute invitation, and Lady Constance begging off because she had to attend “this chore of a hunting party.” But in truth, it appeared Ronan had been fobbed off onto the lesser event, and tonight’s invitation was not so much a social triumph as a social failure. Then there was the dinner Lady Constance had thrown in honor of the prince, to which she had failed to invite Ronan. She wondered how close this friend of the family really was. Ronan understood the hierarchy of parties; her mother had kept lists of guests divided into desirability, back when they’d had the wherewithal to entertain. Still, it pricked a bit to realize one had been dumped into the C-list.
Archie looked up from his glass. “Well, here’s one who didn’t go out with the dogs. Hullo, Marcus, come and meet this lovely lady from the Americas!”
Marcus Deveraux, Viscount Lisle, was the eldest son of her host, and the guest of honor. While he was nowhere near as pretty as Perry or Archie, he was titled, male, and apparently available. “Hate hunting, can’t stand it,” he said, wiping his sticky fingers on his jacket before taking her hand.
“Or he wasn’t invited,” Archie murmured into his champagne glass. 
“Can’t ride a horse, that one,” Perry whispered in her ear. “Keeps falling off. Can’t shoot either, unless he means to aim at his foot.”
Ronan tried not to laugh. “Nice to meet you, Marcus,” she said with what she thought was a flirtatious smile.
He nodded brusquely and stalked off. Ronan tried not to feel too insulted.
“Ignore him, he’s got awful manners,” Archie said. “It’s why no one’s accepted him yet, even though he’s gone and proposed to half the girls in London already.”
It was a shame the boys had to go off after dinner; she had quite enjoyed their company. Ronan followed the ladies into the drawing room and sat down on one of the flowered couches. A girl around her age took a seat next to her. She was wearing an obviously expensive but somewhat ugly dress, hampered by an abundance of lace and embroidery. Ronan had chosen Whitney’s dove-gray silk for the evening, and she wished she had not wasted it on so trivial a party. The real action, it seemed, was at the hunting party down in the country. There was nothing worse than feeling as if life was being lived better somewhere else. Ronan attempted to focus on the positives instead of the letdowns of the evening, but her first foray into the London Season felt a lot more like tinsel than gold.
“Perry’s a laugh, isn’t he?” asked the girl next to her, whose name she now remembered was Lady Fernanda Something-or-Other.
She nodded eagerly. “He and Archie are hilarious.”
“Life of every party. Thank God they have no patience for hunting, or this shindig would be a total bust.”
“Oh, it’s a very nice party.”
“You don’t have to lie, it’s my mother’s,” Fernanda said. “I told her no one would come if the prince went down to Chatham, but she wouldn’t listen. Said she had to do something, as Marcus is to make a match this season or she’s going to take away his stipend. She’s tired of worrying that the estate will go to my third cousin and we’ll be turned out on the streets.”
“Is there any danger of it?” Ronan asked. She was fuzzy on the rules of titles and inheritance, but had a vague understanding that only the eldest son could inherit everything. The rules were a bit more lax in the Americas, since there were no titles to fight over.
“Always,” Fernanda said. “Speaking of weddings, congratulate me—I just found out I’m to be a bridesmaid for the princess.”
Ronan was impressed. “You are friends with Marie-Victoria?”
“Never even met the girl! But Daddy’s a friend of the Merlin’s, so I’m on the list. There are twelve spots—I hear not all of them are taken yet. Perhaps you’ll get a nod,” she said sagely. 
“Me?”
“The Merlin wants all the empire represented. He’ll need an American on the carpet, holding up the gown. It’ll look good. Diversified,” she said. “Maybe calm down those rebels overseas. Bring the Americans closer to the fold.”
Ronan nodded; that seemed like a sound proposition. She imagined herself walking on the carpet, holding up a corner of the princess’s long train, a demure smile on her lips.
“Where are you staying?” Fernanda asked, taking a handful of nuts from a silver bowl on the table and chewing noisily. 
“Claridge, in the royal suite.”
Fernanda nodded approvingly and gave Ronan a long look up and down, taking in her jeweled fan and the spray of yellow diamonds in her hair, along with the aforementioned gray silk. “Is that Worth?” she asked, meaning Ronan’s dress. “Mama wouldn’t let me have it when we were in Paris. Said it’s frightfully expensive. But no expense is too much for you Americans, is it?” 
Ronan smiled mysteriously and did not deny it.
“Remind me of your name, darling,” her new friend said. “I didn’t catch it earlier. You’re a friend of Aunt Connie’s, aren’t you?”
“Ronan Astor,” Ronan said proudly. “From New York.”
Fernanda clinked her glass against hers. “Well, Ronan, welcome to London. Here’s to a fabulous season.”





After he revealed his plan for their future, Leo continued to call on Isabelle at every possible moment, stealing kisses and demanding other advantages. She had allowed it until last night, when she told him in no uncertain terms that it was over. She would not come to him anymore when he called for her. She was not a dog to be whistled for when its master wanted it.
How low she had sunk, she thought the next evening, remembering his smirk. Leo seemed to believe that nothing would change between them—that Isabelle was merely having a little temper tantrum, and it would soon pass. Her father and mother must have been turning in their graves. Her father Charles always spoke about the glories of their house and their vaunted bloodline, but it was all so long ago. Charles was no King of France—had never even been a prince of France, but merely a vintner, a farmer, one who was too proud for his own good. He would have spit on the Bal du Drap d’Or. The annual ball commemorated the victory of the English over the French. It was said that the first celebration had gone on for days on a field of cloth-of-gold. There had been jousting tournaments, a carnival, a castle made of gold, banquets and feasts that went on for two weeks; even a legendary drakon and its rydder had performed aerobatics in the sky. 
It was the night before the ball, and Isabelle was accompanying Louis-Philippe to one of the minor operas to take her mind off her pain. Her young cousin looked so handsome in his fine new clothes. She was glad that Hugh had sprung for a decent wardrobe for Louis for the season. 
Isabelle recalled now that Hugh was called the “Red Duke” as a derisive nickname because it was only through a fluke of the law that he came into the lands and title, as he was a distant relative through a minor line who had lucked into the claim. He was the Red Duke, as in a red herring, a fraud. 
If it were not according to Salic law, the title and lands would have rightly belonged to Louis-Philippe, who had grown up in the castle as a child, since his mother was a Valois. Isabelle and Louis had hated him so much—this interloper who came to the castle as their guardian. 
So far, Hugh had kept his distance, and had spoken about setting up a match for her, but Isabelle decided she would go as far away as possible after the season. She would be of age by the end of June; she would take the small dowry her parents had been allowed to leave her, and she would make a life of her own. Perhaps she would be a governess, or a teacher. She would willingly choose a hard and humble life, as long as it was an honest one that took her far away from Hugh. It was better than being the prince’s mistress.
“Are you ready?” Louis asked, and helped her into her cloak. 
She would miss Louis, she thought as she smiled and nodded at him. He would probably want her to stay, but he of all people would understand that she could not. It was too dangerous for her with Hugh around. She would never go back to Orleans, no matter what happened during the London Season.
The opera was not the escape she had thought it would be. It was about a doomed love affair, and in the end the woman killed herself. Wonderful. 
“Did you like it?” Louis asked as they left their seats.
“Not particularly,” she said. “But the music was nice.”
Over at the front, there was a crowd around the prince, who was leaving the royal box. Leopold was in fine form, as usual—wherever he went there was a crowd of admirers hanging on to his every word. He did not look her way, and Isabelle was glad. He was nothing to her, nobody; she wanted nothing to do with him. Her skin crawled at the thought of him. She wanted to dunk herself in a hot bath, and scrub every inch of her skin, everywhere he had touched her.
“Come on,” she said to Louis. “Let’s go, before we are caught in the rush.”
She would stay for the ball and the rest of the season—for as long as Leo had rented the house for her—but afterward, she was going to leave this all behind.





On the morning of the royal ball, Ronan woke up earlier than usual. She could not wait to see her dress, and ran to Whitney’s trunk, her fingers shaking in anticipation. But Vera was already kneeling by it, her hand on the latch. Ronan felt the urge to shove her aside, but squelched it. “Well, let’s see it, then,” she said.
“Oh! Ronan, you’re here. I was just so excited!” Vera said, as she opened the lid.
Ronan looked over her shoulder as Vera unwrapped the layers of tissue to reveal the most beautiful dress she had ever seen. It was a sheer white silk encrusted with moonstones, silvery gems woven into the very fabric of the dress. “Look, this is for your hair,” Vera said, breathless, holding up a slim tiara made of the same stone. “And matching earrings, too!”
“Let’s hope it fits,” Ronan said, trying to act nonchalant. She left Vera to admire the dress and went to have her toast and tea, dressed for the morning in Whitney’s smart riding outfit. After the party at Lady Warwick’s, Ronan met Lady Constance at the park for a ride every morning.
Ronan liked the rigor of the season; her mentor was amusing and knowledgeable, and the morning went pleasantly. While she could not help but feel a bit annoyed that Lady Constance had sent her to a lesser party during the hunting weekend, she did not mention it. After all, she had met some truly lovely gentlemen at the Warwick dinner. At the end of the evening, Archie and Perry had declared themselves her guides for the rest of the London Season.
After an invigorating ride through the park, they repaired to a full breakfast back at the hotel. Afterward, they made a few social calls on “prominent ladies that you must know in order to secure invitations to the better dances this season.” The great ladies were polite enough to Ronan, but she had a feeling that they were assessing her chances against their own daughters’, and finding their daughters wanting. More than a few exclaimed at her beauty, and how she was sure to secure a proposal even before the ball had ended. “The pretty ones always do,” Lady Whitmore had said with a wrinkle of her nose. Ronan smiled and said nothing, but hoped that they were right. She had not traveled all this way to return to New York without a ring and a title. 
As the carriage ushered Ronan back to the hotel, Lady Constance explained that the presentation at court used to happen early in the afternoon, but now it had been folded into the ball in the evening. A twelve-course dinner would be served first, followed by the formal presentation of guests to the queen, after which the Princess Dauphine would dance the Lovers’ Waltz with Prince Leopold to formally announce and celebrate their engagement. A light supper would be presented at midnight, and afterward the dancing would go on until sunrise. Ronan could hardly wait. 
At long last, it was time to dress for the ball. Vera brought out the dress, carrying it as if it were a valuable and precious gem, as if she were cradling her firstborn.
Ronan was a little concerned; she was a bit more statuesque than Whitney, who was built a little smaller. But there was no need to worry. The moment she touched the fabric, the dress and the jewels arranged themselves on her as if they were made for her alone. The dress glowed with silvery moonlight, and with her fair coloring and platinum hair, she possessed a striking similarity to the long-lost woodland sylphs who were said to have left this earth.
“You look…” Vera had no words.
Ronan felt chills all over her body as she stared at the dress in the mirror. She had never seen herself look more beautiful. It was as if all her dreams were coming true in one moment. Surely, with this dress, she would be able to melt the heart of any lord of her choosing. Vera handed her the ostrich-feathered fan, helped her draw on the lace gloves, and knelt to slip her feet into the sparkling kidskin slippers. Not long after, the butler announced that the Lords Stewart and Fairfax had arrived to escort her to the party.
When she appeared in the lobby, Perry gave her a long wolf-whistle. 
“Need a lift, gorgeous? Told you we were your fairy godfathers,” he said. “My, my, the princess is going to face some stiff competition with you in that.”
“I only have one question,” Archie said, after kissing Ronan on both cheeks.
“Yes?”
“Do you think it would look better on me?”
“Shut up, queen. Let’s go see the queen,” Perry said.
The royal ball was held in the Crystal Palace, a cathedral of glass and steel—a steel skeleton with glass panels. It had originally been built in 1845 for the Annual Exhibition of Scientific Inventions, but that yearly ritual had ceased years ago, by order of the Merlin. Now it was only maintained for the express purpose of hosting this annual event, after the ballroom at St. James had been deemed too small to fit all the courtiers and guests. 
A huge, cheering crowd of commoners lined the circular streets leading up to the palace, waiting to catch a glimpse of sparkle and glamour. The open-air carriage ferried the happy trio to the entrance, where gaily-dressed guests—aristocrats, royals and prominent friends of the empire—disembarked from a line of coaches and hansoms. Ronan was awed by the size, the grandeur. The great hall loomed over the park, over the trees. Its barrel vault stretched a dozen stories into the sky, and the long axis of the ballroom ran nearly a half mile in length. 
Through the entry, beneath the great barrel vault, liveried servants stood in long lines, waiting to take coats, hats and canes, or offering sparkling drinks and platters heaped high with delicacies. Velvet drapes and richly tufted rugs decorated the interior. Oil lamps hung at intervals were akin to stars flickering in the sky. Music echoed from every direction. The long axis stretched from the left to the right, ending with the podium where the queen sat with her court.
Ronan tried to breathe deeply, having found the oxygen was thin at such great heights. She was glad to have the two boys with her, who made fun of everything and cut it all down to size, although she could tell that they too were impressed and awed by the spectacle inside.
Fountains bubbled not with water, but pink clouds. Dancers resembling sculptures, their faces chalk-white, pranced like living marble creatures. The Crystal Palace was too large for a single band of musicians to fill the hall, and so a dozen or more bands were assigned to the task, playing the same tune in a glorious symphony. The room was alive with half-heard conversations, trumpets and strings. 
Everyone was so beautiful. Ronan admired a few girls who were laughing and talking in a huge circle; they were each more beautiful than the last, and they had a ring of admirers around them. “Ah, the Montrose girls, the ducal daughters,” Archie said. “Pretty, aren’t they?”
“Loud,” Perry dismissed.
They walked toward the dinner setting on one side of the hall.
“A lot more magic this year,” Perry said, switching the place cards at the table so they could sit together. He did it so deftly, Ronan was certain he had done this many times before. She would have been too afraid to meddle with a seating arrangement, but it was clear Perry had no problem with it.
“Princess is getting married,” Archie reminded him.
“No more war.” Perry nodded.
“Come on, let’s find the champagne,” Archie decided.
Ronan followed their lead, still feeling dizzy, although she couldn’t help but notice the many admiring glances thrown her way. Their table was one of the farthest from the queen’s table at dinner, but it did not matter. She would have her two minutes with the queen when she was presented. Anything more and she would probably have fainted from happiness.
The queen was seated on a throne on the podium. She was flanked by her Merlin and a slew of attendants: white-robed sisters from the Order, and courtiers in their finest plumage. Ronan had only seen photographs of the queen, and was struck by how they did not do Her Majesty justice. The queen had an otherworldly beauty; her skin was the color of pure alabaster, her red hair fiery and thick. Her gown, a vibrant emerald color, was deep and rich. The crown on her head was enormous, and studded with the largest emeralds and sapphires (green for France, blue for England) Ronan had ever seen. The Merlin was frightening: a somber man in black, with a face like a mask. 
“Ronan Elizabeth Astor, of New York,” the herald announced.
Ronan stepped in front of the throne and curtsied to the floor, just as she had practiced, her head almost brushing Her Majesty’s feet.
“Rise, child,” the queen nodded. “What a pretty dress. Moonstones have always been my favorite.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Ronan held up the edges of her gown tightly. Slowly, as she had practiced, she walked backward, never taking her eyes off the queen. 
“Bravo,” Perry said when it was done and she was back in their circle. She was trembling from the roots of her fair hair to her fingertips. 
“Americans tend to overdo it, don’t you think?” a voice said. “Look at that one, she looks like a bank exploded and rained diamonds.”
Ronan stopped and turned around to see a beautiful French girl regarding her with a sullen frown. The girl’s dress was understated and elegant, a simple dress of the palest pink; no waist or corset was discernible, as it was cut in the daring new loose style, and she wore her dark hair in a low chignon. She was exquisite and perfect and tiny, and Ronan felt like a lumbering American giant next to her. 
“Now, now, Isabelle. Jealousy doesn’t flatter you,” the boy beside the French girl said. He was dark-haired and strikingly handsome, his hair falling into his bright blue eyes. There was something familiar about him, but Ronan could not place him until he winked—and then—
“You!” Ronan gasped. It was him—Heath—the fighter from the boat—looking even more devastatingly, knee-tremblingly, breath-caught-in-throat-handsome than he did when she had last seen him. A handsome devil. What was he doing at the royal ball? He looked dashing in a red coat with a golden sash and epaulets, a ceremonial saber on his hip. Why, he looked every inch a…but she couldn’t form the word. She blushed to think of their intimate moments together—the way they had lain across that billiards table…“Heath!”
The boy smiled. “Cathy.” 
Isabelle—the French girl who had made the nasty comment about her dress—curled her lip. “You two know each other?”
The boy raised his glass to Ronan. “You could say that.” His bright blue eyes danced with mirth. 
“We’ve met,” she said faintly.
“Why am I not surprised,” Isabelle said, her voice dripping acid. “Wolf has probably ‘met’ every girl from here to New York.” She unleashed her fan with a snap and walked off without saying good-bye. What a rude little wench, Ronan thought. What had she called him—the boy from the boat? Wolf? Was that his name? What kind of a name was that? Wolf? My family herds sheep, he had told her.…
She stared at him, alarmed. “What are you doing here?” 
He shrugged his shoulders and took a sip of his champagne. “My brother’s getting married. I have to be here.”
“Your brother…?”
He cocked his head to the front of the room, where the herald was about to introduce the royal couple. He couldn’t mean…? Who was his brother? 
When she turned back to him, to this Wolf, he was gone.
Ronan felt her heart beating painfully. She thought she might have to sit down. With relief she again found Perry and Archie, who had wandered off in search of more drinks. They were in a corner, guzzling champagne and cutting people down to size while cutting a dashing figure in their tails and top hats. Archie was nuzzling Perry’s shoulder. “There she is, the most beautiful girl in the room.” Perry smiled. “Enjoying yourself, darling?”
“Do you know everyone here?” she asked.
“Pretty much,” Perry said. “We do, don’t we, Arch?”
Ronan raised her fan so that no one could see her ask, “Who’s he, then?” Her eyes followed the dashing, dark-haired boy in the red coat and gold sash across the room.
“Oh, him?” Archie said. “Congratulations, you have great taste, darling.”
“He’s yummy,” Perry agreed. “I’d let him conquer me any time.”
“But who is he?” she hissed. She almost wanted to cry. He was just the guy on the boat. Some fighter. He was nobody. He was an impostor! He didn’t belong here. All those hours studying Debrett’s! And she had been unable to see past the obvious—that he had never been “kicked out” of the promenade deck; that he was only pretending to be second-class. His hobbies: good wine and champagne. Those shiny gold cuff links. She felt faint as she realized, her grand rooms—the mixed-up tickets—he must have put them in her handbag. Which meant he knew her plight, and it was he who had come to her rescue. Which meant those first-class rooms were his, and that he was rich, then. Very rich…but who was he? “Please tell me, I beg of you,” she said, to her new friends. “Tell me who he is.”
Archie stared at her. “You really don’t know?”
Ronan shook her head so vigorously that the moonstones in her ears were in danger of falling out.
“That’s the prince, you silly girl,” Perry said, putting her out of her misery—or more correctly, adding to it.
“Prince? You don’t mean…Leo? That’s Leopold?” she said. Her mind had turned to pudding. He was a prince! And he had asked her—oh dear God—someone should ship her back to New York. She wasn’t worthy of the season.
“No, of course that’s not Leo. Don’t you Americans pay any attention at all? That’s his younger brother, Wolf.” Archie rolled his shoulders as if she were the silliest person he had ever met.
Ronan had to support herself on the wall. He wasn’t Leo, but he was a prince all the same! A real prince! She’d had a chance with him…he had asked her to marry him, and she had turned him down. Perry handed her another glass of champagne. “Be careful with that one,” he said. “He’s a hard one to pin down. Don’t let him break your heart.”
“Yes, he’s got quite the reputation with the ladies,” added Archie.
“Mmm-hmm,” Perry said.
“Does he, now.” She pressed her lips together, thinking of those endless hours playing strip billiards. Of course he did. What handsome prince did not, except for Leopold? They were all rakes and playboys. Was he just playing with her, then, proposing to her like that? Or did he do that to all the girls? Suddenly, Ronan wanted nothing more than to slap him for taking advantage of her. 
Wolf walked away quickly before he could change his mind. It was her, of course. He had seen her the moment Archie and Perry walked in with her. He had been struck by how beautiful she was, how she’d approached the queen with chin held high, even as her shoulders were trembling. It had made him feel protective and gentle toward her all over again, just when he had written her off.
His feelings were in turmoil. He hadn’t counted on seeing her so soon after they’d parted—it had only been a week or two. But, of course she was here. What had she said to him? I am selling myself to the highest bidder. The Bal du Drap d’Or was the largest and most expensive auction block in town. He was disgusted by the whole enterprise, and disappointed with himself for being attracted to her anyway. He felt angry, but didn’t know why; he felt like throwing a punch, and once again wished he were back in the ring, where things were simple. A fight—he needed a fight, needed to feel the rush of adrenaline as his fist made contact with flesh. Maybe he would look for a fight later, even if he had promised Oswald he wouldn’t. He had to—there were so many places to have it—all those secret dungeons in the basement. No one would have to know, and he was sure he could scare up a good betting crowd.
“You look like you want to kill somebody,” Oswald said, appearing beside him. “Go on and find a girl to chase, would you?”
There’s always another girl. Wasn’t that what Marie had said? And Marie was smart, the smartest girl he knew, so he would take her advice.
He would dance with all of them, and avoid the girl in the silver dress who looked like a ray of moonlight.
As he walked toward the ballroom, he spotted Leo’s familiar golden head bowed low, kissing a girl in the shadows. Isabelle, of course. The two of them were pawing at each other. A last hurrah before the engagement was announced and the dancing began.
Wolf shook his head. His brother was truly brazen and unapologetic. He should know better—what if someone from court saw him? War could be declared again if he embarrassed the queen in this way. On the other hand, he had to hand it to Leo. He didn’t let duty get in the way of his fun. 
Maybe it was time Wolf did the same.





Sure enough, just as she had expected, the minute Isabelle stepped foot inside the Crystal Palace, Leopold pounced. Here he was, all over her at the royal ball, on the night his engagement would be announced. Isabelle pushed him off, balling her hands into fists, and pushed against his chest with all of her might so that Leo finally had to let go of her. She had been struggling against his hold, closing her mouth against his kisses, fighting the urge to scream while he pawed at her chest. “I told you, I don’t want this, I never want to see you again,” she said, spitting out her words. “Please, leave me alone.”
Leo only smirked. “You’ll change your mind, chérie, you always do. You will be begging for my attention before the night is over. You will be so jealous of Marie-Victoria you won’t be able to stand it.”
She slapped him as hard as she could, and gasped. She hadn’t meant to hit him that hard, but his cheek was red. Her ring had opened his old wound, and the cut on his face was bleeding. “Leave me alone—I am not your toy!” She smoothed her hair and gathered her skirts, but Leo’s arm shot out and grabbed her by the wrist.
“I will scream!” she said. “And everyone will know!”
“Everyone will know what?” he asked, his voice soft and amused, even as his hold on her was growing more painful by the moment. She felt as if he could break her bones in half, one by one. She felt like a caged bird, struggling and flapping her wings as the cat pounced. A bird, a mouse; always she felt like an animal around him, and now she wondered, was it her or him who made her feel this way?
“Everyone will know the truth about you—that you take advantage of women! That you are not the hero everyone claims you are!”
“Go ahead,” he whispered in her ear, his voice smooth and silky and dangerous. “Tell them. See who they believe—their beloved future king, or you, a descendant of a failed house.”
“I hate you,” she said. “I hate you so much. I curse you with any power left in our bloodline. I curse the rest of your days. May your light turn to ashes, and everything you hold dear disappear from this earth.” She had no idea where the words came from, but it was something her mother used to say when she spoke of the British royal family. 
“Hard words, my lady,” he said. “But your threats are emptier than a beggar’s cup. I will see you on my wedding night.”
“I will see you in Hell,” she vowed as she twisted away from him. She pushed the curtains aside and stepped back into the party. She hadn’t taken one step when someone accosted her.
“Isabelle, what is the matter? I have been looking for you—are you all right?”
For a moment she was scared that Leo had returned to rough her up again, and she cringed away, but it was only her cousin Louis. He was wearing the Valois medals on his gold-trimmed jacket, and he looked so handsome and French that even though they had arrived at the ball together, she fell upon him as if she had not seen him in days. “Louis!” she said, falling into his arms and hugging him tightly. “Thank God! Do I look okay? I tripped, my heel caught on something,” she said to explain her disordered appearance. She held on to his arm and leaned on him heavily. She hadn’t realized how off-balance she was until now.
“How are you? Are you sure you can go through with this? We can go home, you know—just say the word.” Louis had been offering his sympathy since she had signed the papers. He thought she was still in love with Leo.
She smiled thinly. A lock of hair fell onto her cheek, and she tucked it back behind her ear. “No, actually I pity the princess.” Now that she knew exactly what kind of a man Leopold was, she was sorry for Marie-Victoria. Isabelle herself still felt confused about the love she had felt for him—was any of it real? Just a few months ago she would have done anything for him, and she had let him do anything he wanted to her…how had everything changed so quickly?
Her cousin stared at her. “You are different today.”
“It is like I was sleepwalking, and finally I am awake,” she said slowly. It was as if a veil had been lifted, and she could see Leo for what he was. He was not even as handsome as she had first thought. Upon closer inspection, his hair was dishwater yellow, his eyes set too close together in his face. It was his younger brother Wolf who was the looker in that family. It was odd how no one ever noticed or commented on it. Everyone was always talking about how wonderful Leopold was; no one ever mentioned Wolf, except to chastise or criticize him. 
“You look very beautiful today, Izzy,” Louis-Philippe said as they approached the dessert sideboard, which was groaning from the weight of many fantastic desserts. “Here.” He handed her a cherry ice and a slice of lemon cake. “Eat, you look hungry.”
“Thank you,” she said. “So do you. I mean, you look very handsome.”
He smiled, and she felt better for the first time that day. Her maid had talked her into wearing the daring new style of dress, and while she was worried about going without a corset, she was relieved to be comfortable for the first time at a party. Why did women wear them, anyway? They were awful. In the meantime, the orchestra was playing a Prussian melody in honor of the Crown Prince’s home kingdom, and in preparation for the entrance of the prince and princess. They melted into the crowd and scanned it for familiar faces. Isabelle nodded to a few girls she knew, taking note of dresses, gloves, and fans to see if there was anything she wanted her seamstresses at home to replicate. So this was the mythical Bal du Drap d’Or. So far she was not impressed, although she had been a little nervous when she had been presented to the queen earlier. She had been so frightened that the Merlin would cast a spell on her, but he did not. He let her live, let her dance. He had merely nodded, dismissing her like all the rest. She wondered if they even knew who she was, or if they even cared at this point. It had been almost five hundred years ago now, and House Orleans posed no threat to the Crown. As Hugh said, they were merely grateful for scraps. She hoped that at least Louis was having a nice time.
“Have your eye on anyone?” Isabelle asked. “Spill it—who’s caught your fancy?”
“Nobody. I don’t have ‘an eye’ on anyone,” he said as he finished his ice and set it down on a passing tray.
“Oh. But surely you like somebody?”
Louis-Philippe bowed his head, and when he looked up at her, he was blushing. “I do. I do. I do ‘like’ someone.”
“Who? Tell me!” Isabelle asked, fanning herself with vigor. “Tell me!”
“I can’t…she doesn’t know…and I think she might get angry.”
“Angry? Why would she be angry? At you?”
“Well, she is a little…opinionated,” he said.
“Opinionated? You mean she’s a bit dramatic? A loudmouth?” Isabelle laughed. “Sounds like someone I know.”
Louis-Philippe looked at her with such a hopeful expression that she felt a flutter in her heart. He couldn’t possibly? Louis-Philippe? In love with her? Jug Ears, as Hugh always called him? Although his ears were the right size now, and he was not so little anymore—he had grown up so tall—but he was just a boy, really. Even if he believed he was in love with her, it was nothing but boyish infatuation, surely. She shook it from her mind. It was too much, too soon, after Leopold. She could still feel his cold hands groping her. The last thing she wanted to think about right now was anything to do with boys. She wanted to be as far away from them as possible—even from Louis, who really didn’t count as a boy at all. 
“Oh, well, forget about her then. Did you see the American girl? The one who is shining like a diamond? They say she is very, very rich. Find her dance card. See if you can win her heart and her money—we need it!” She pushed him away, almost the same way she had pushed Leo earlier.
Isabelle just wanted to sit down. She had had quite enough of boys for the day.





It was time. The princess’s grand entrance. The guests had been presented at court; the party was in full swing. Dinner had been served long ago, and it was time for the ball to officially begin. People needed to dance; they were itching to dance. Gentlemen milled by the sidelines, waiting. Girls new to society couldn’t wait to show off the steps they had practiced. The queen on the podium looked like she wanted to go to bed already, she was yawning so much. But still the ball had not yet opened, as the princess had not yet appeared. A few, however, had caught glimpses of the prince—clasping hands here and bowing to guests there, his fine blond head shining like a beacon in the middle of the dark room. 
It happened slowly and all at once. First the lights dimmed, then the orchestra stopped playing. In the middle of the Crystal Palace, a small blue fire began to grow. It started as a tiny spark and grew into a ball of flame, as tall as a hedge, now tall as a tree, beautiful and sharp as a phoenix. It grew until it filled the entire room, this strange and beautiful blue light—grew so large, it dispersed among the crowd, covering each and every guest, from royal to aristocrat to servant alike in its strange blue light. Until all at once, it snapped back to the center, intense and blinding, and burst with a huge thunderclap—the sound of the sky breaking open, of the world splitting apart—and then just as suddenly disappeared, sending the room into total darkness, having swallowed every light in the Crystal Palace. When the lights flickered back on, in the middle of the room stood a girl.…
Her Royal Highness, Princess Marie-Victoria Grace Eleanor Aquitaine, Dauphine of Viennois, Princess of Wales.
Her dress was the same color as the blue fire. It was made of a thousand tiny blue feathers, a wave that moved with a graceful ripple across her bodice and skirt. And then the dress exploded, and a hundred blue birds flapped away from her dress up toward the ceiling, through the hole in the roof to the sky. There she stood, their princess, her bare shoulders creamy against a blue dress made of midnight satin. Her only jewelry was a small circlet of diamonds on the coronet, entwined with stones representing England and France in her hair.
She was absolutely breathtaking. No one had ever seen her look so beautiful; she was so much taller, her hair darker, her eyes brighter—she was made of light and magic. She was the most dazzling creature in the history of the monarchy. Her entrance would be recounted in history books for years to come, marveled over, picked apart, every detail of her dress obsessed over by millions of young girls all over the empire.
The silence was broken by a hoarse cheer from the back of the room, soon taken up by every guest, hooting and hollering and yelling their lungs out: a jaded court brought back to life by the sight of their beautiful, healthy princess. She was no longer an invalid, no longer ailing; she was an evening star sent down from the heavens. Her beauty and magnetic presence eclipsed every girl in the room. No one remembered Isabelle of Burgundy, or remarked upon Ronan Astor of New York; all eyes in the room were on Marie-Victoria of England and France.
The crowd continued to roar—for a moment it appeared they might mob the princess, so great was their intense passion and patriotism—but when the Merlin held his hand up for silence, the crowd instantly quieted. The show was not yet over. It was time for the prince to make his appearance. 
Leopold walked out of the shadows. No fancy magic for him: no blue light, no soaring birds. He did not need any. He simply walked in, tall and handsome as ever; he was dressed in his Prussian gray and reds, his smile as bright as his hair. The crowd stirred in breathless anticipation as he bowed to Marie-Victoria. She curtsied to him. He took her hand, and the orchestra played the first strains of the Lovers’ Waltz. There was no announcement from the herald. None was needed to present the future King and Queen of the Holy Franco-British-Prussian Empire.
The Merlin smiled. With that came clapping, cheering, and whistling as the room exploded in joy. They had never seen a couple so enchanting, or so enchanted; their love was pure magic. 
Only if one looked very, very closely would one notice the prince had a red mark on his cheek. As if someone had kissed or slapped him just a few moments before, the real Marie-Victoria thought as she watched the performance intently through Aelwyn’s crystal glass.
“Are you sure you don’t wish you were out there with him?” Gill asked, his voice in her ear, his strong arms around her waist.
She shook her head and leaned back, so that her head rested underneath his chin. “No. I’m exactly where I want to be.”
They continued to watch the ball unfold through the magic glass. Viviane’s crystal allowed them to hear and see everything. One by one—courtiers, lords and ladies, the great and the good, the beautiful and the damned—all joined the royal couple on the dance floor. The princess down below was perfectly executing the steps to the Lovers’ Waltz. She was as graceful as a prima ballerina; she was beauty incarnate. Her prince looked absolutely besotted with her.
“See, she has fooled everyone. We will be safe,” Marie said. “Aelwyn’s magic is formidable. No one will see through the illusion.”
“She wouldn’t have fooled me,” Gill said. “That girl is nothing compared to you.”
She smiled and nuzzled his chin in reply.
“I wish we could go now,” he said. “Tonight. I wish I could take you away from all of this forever.”
“I do too,” she sighed. “If only we could go now.” They had agreed they needed to escape as soon as possible. Gill wanted them to go abroad, to the American provinces. There they could blend in as new immigrants, and make a new life for themselves away from the empire. But passage would be expensive, and Gill’s salary from the Queen’s Guard was but a pittance. He was going to try to borrow money from a friend or two. Marie could not help with this. She might be the princess of the realm, but she had no access to any of their wealth. She never carried coin or gold—never needed it—and she was loath to take the jewels and heirlooms of the house to sell or barter. She was adamant that they remain with House Aquitaine; they were not hers to take. When it came down to it, she owned very little.
Marie tried not to worry about taking such a long journey, with the state of her health being what it was. Besides, she had been feeling better since deciding to leave with Gill. She was worried about Aelwyn, however, who would bear the burden of their deception by remaining.
There was also the problem of getting past the wards on the back gates, which were heavily fortified and spell-cast to keep the royal family safe. They would need a spell-key to unlock it, and the spell-keys were kept by the Merlin’s order.
Tonight was the first test—to see if Aelwyn’s magic could fool a crowd, fool a prince. If she was successful, Aelwyn would tell the sisterhood that she had chosen to return to Avalon. In truth, she would take on Marie-Victoria’s visage for good. Slowly, the spell would merge her own features with Marie’s until, little by little, it would reveal her own. The people would not remember that their princess had once been pale and plain; they would have always known her to be beautiful and vibrant. Aelwyn would marry Leo, taking ring and crown in one fell swoop, and leaving Marie-Victoria with her wished-for cottage by the sea.
There were pitfalls, of course—the eagle-eyed Merlin, for one, and Eleanor for another. If they caught a whiff of the deception—Marie shuddered to think what they’d do to the two girls. It was treason, what they were planning—a betrayal of the highest order—a dark and terrible magic that would corrupt the very foundation of the empire. No matter how light and pure their intentions were, it was a perversion of the natural order of things. It would mean the Aquitaine bloodline would not continue—the victory Henry had won on the bloody fields of Orleans would be for naught. The treaty the Merlin had crafted to ensure no mage would ever rule—a treaty that protected magic and non-magic alike—would be nullified.
Hell, as they say, would break loose.
To give up an empire for personal happiness was madness, but Marie had never wanted to rule—had never wanted to be queen—had never truly believed she would inherit the crown. She had always felt lesser, unworthy, too small and insignificant for so large a role. All she wanted was to be happy. Although, perhaps if she was being completely honest, Marie would admit that she did feel a little twinge of sadness and jealousy when she saw Aelwyn in all her finery down there, reveling in the love and appreciation of her people. Marie herself would not have chosen a blue column of fire to mark her appearance. No, that was pure Aelwyn: drama, magic, the unknowable mystery of Avalon. Marie would have chosen something simpler to announce herself: perhaps a crown of flowers on her head would have been her only jewel for a public appearance. 
Either way, the point was now moot. Once the plan was in effect—a plan she herself had set in motion—she would no longer be the princess. She would never face the court again, never have to wake up to the blank faces of her ladies, never have to sit in session on any issue, never see her mother again. If only they could leave as soon as possible, so she would no longer linger on the doubts that had started to cloud her decision.
Gill kept his strong arms around her, and his heart beat steadily in his chest. Marie decided she would spend her future with him, place her happiness with his. “Let us go, as soon as we can,” she whispered. “Please.”
“I’m doing everything I can,” he whispered. “I promise. It won’t be long now.”
She nodded and sighed.
“Now I need you to do something for me,” he said. “Dance with me, Princess. After all, we know the steps.”
She turned to him with a smile. To the strains of the Lovers’ Waltz, they danced the night away.





She was the princess. She had the fire, the dress, the magic, and—thanks to the power of the illusion spell—Marie’s face on her visage. The joy of the crowd. The hand of the prince on her waist. They finished the waltz and Leo escorted her to the podium, where the queen and the Merlin were waiting.
“My darling daughter!” Eleanor exclaimed, enveloping her in her arms and kissing her profusely on her cheeks. “Well done!”
“Princess,” Emrys said, bowing. The Merlin looked at her keenly, but Aelywn would not meet his eye and kept her chin lowered. The white stone that amplified the spell was tucked underneath her neckline, and the glamour it cast made certain that not even those with the power of sight could penetrate its haze. But still she trembled before the Merlin, her treacherous black heart cowering in front of the most powerful mage in the world.
Now Leo was leading her back to the crowd, back to the dance. He was looking at her with a wonder-filled light in his eyes, as if he had never seen her before. As he led her through the dance, holding her in his arms tightly, he was just as strong and confident and handsome as the day when they had first met in that hallway. She felt her body responding all too eagerly to his touch.
She had not felt this way since Lanselin.…
She could not think of Lanselin right now.…
His hand was on her waist, the other on her shoulder as she swayed to the tune of the music, their steps exquisite and perfect. It felt as if they were the only two people in the room, even while they were surrounded by the entire court. Leo had not said a word to her since her appearance. Instead he had a glazed, dazed look on his face, as if he could not quite believe his luck. 
“My prince, you are so quiet,” she said coquettishly. “Do you not like the dress?”
“Who are you?” he asked abruptly. Before she could answer, he added, “You are different tonight. Where have you been all this time?”
“I have been right here, my lord. Right in front of you.” She smiled.
“Then I am a fool for never noticing before,” he said, and held her even more tightly. It was tradition at the royal ball for the princess to dance with lords and courtiers out of courtesy—to entertain the Viceroy of India and the Minister of Zanzibar, to laugh at the jokes of the Duke of Buckingham—but Leo did not let her go, would not let her leave his side, would not give her up to anyone in the room.
Instead, they danced for hours. With every waltz, every step, Aelwyn understood there was no turning back now. She had fooled the queen and the Merlin, the entire court of England and France: the great empire. She would be the princess. She would have love and power and position, higher than she could have dreamed.
It was everything she’d ever wanted.





Her feet were tired. Her dress was made of magic, and fit like it was made for her and her alone, but the shoes were another matter. The heels were very high, and the narrow shape pinched her toes. Ronan wanted nothing more than to sit down, but there were so many lords and gentlemen who had written their names on her dance card, and it felt rude to turn them away. 
When she’d found out who “Heath” really was, she had wanted to hit him, or run after him—explain, or apologize—but she understood that it was too late. He had been looking for something, had been testing her, and she had failed. If she ran after him now, his disgust with her would be complete. And Wolf had looked a bit disgusted with her, she could tell; she’d seen his lip curl a little at the sight of her face when she received the news. 
So she danced, and looked gay, and pretended that she was having a wonderful time, that she was just glad to be there, to be part of it all. When the princess appeared in a ball of flame that turned into a hundred blue songbirds, Ronan had gasped in delight and marveled at the depth and breadth of the Merlin’s magic. Her own moonstones paled in comparison next to the blue fire that was Marie-Victoria’s gown. Prince Leopold was as handsome as advertised, but he was too far away to analyze or worship thoroughly; since he was already spoken for, her interest in him had receded. No, she was only thinking of Wolf, dashing Wolf, who had walked away from her without looking back.
Ronan leaned against a wall, hoping that her next partner wouldn’t show up or had found someone else to dance with. But no such luck. She spotted Marcus Deveraux winging his way to her with a smug smile.
“Ah, there you are—I was looking for you. I believe you are mine.” He looked better than he had the other night, with his hair brushed back from his forehead. Away from the eclipsing glamour of Perry and Archie, one could go as far as to call him handsome—or as handsome as he would ever look in a white tie and tails.
“Lord Deveraux,” she said brightly. “What a pleasure to find you here.”
“No need to be so formal,” he said with a dismissive wave that was meant to be nonchalant. “Just call me Marcus, like everyone does.”
“Marcus,” she smiled. She was tempted to tell him she would rather sit this one out, if he did not mind, but somehow the words never came out of her mouth. She fell into his arms, and they fell into the small precise steps of a minuet. 
“Having a jolly time, are you?” he asked, straining to make his voice heard over the strings.
She smiled and nodded politely.
“Had a chance to see any of the countryside?” When she shook her head, he said, “Oh, no matter. We won’t have to live there for a while yet. In fact, we could even live in America, in your ‘neck of the woods,’ as they say. I’m an adventurous chap.”
“Excuse me?” Ronan asked. She wasn’t sure she understood what he was saying. What was all this talk about “we”? “Forgive me, my lord, but I’m not quite following you.”
“Now, now, you don’t want me to get down on one knee, do you? Knee’s a bit shot. But I suppose the ladies like it. Ferdie said you would, said I shouldn’t muck it up.”
“Lord Deveraux,” Ronan said firmly, forgetting that they were supposed to be on a first-name basis, “please explain what you are trying to say.”
Marcus sighed loudly and blew a raspberry in exasperation, as if she were a particularly slow or dim-witted child. “Here’s the thing, see? I’m supposed to pick a bride this season, or Mummy’ll cut off the dosh. And, well…you’re awful pretty, aren’t you? So, um, how about it?”
The pretty ones always go first.
Ronan stopped dancing and stood still in the middle of the ballroom. Several couples had to dance around them to keep from bumping into them. “Are you proposing to me, Lord Deveraux? Proposing marriage, I mean?”
“Yes, of course I am,” he said with a big smile, relieved to be understood. “So, what do you say? Want to give it a go? You’re a pretty American—I’m a single, titled Brit—it’s what you came to the season for, isn’t it? Why don’t we seal the deal, as you folks like to say? Get this done, right?”
Since it was so businesslike, Ronan was tempted to ask about the amount of his stipend, and for that matter, how much he would inherit—what the estate was worth, and exactly how much of his fortune was liquid. But she did not have to, as what had been presented was enough for her to make a few quick calculations. She factored in their great house on the square (which had been suitably updated with the latest modern conveniences), the fact that his sister would be a bridesmaid to the princess, and what she could remember from the issue of Debrett’s—that the Warwick country home was one of the finest castles in all of Franco-England, and they also kept a house in Paris. On paper, he was proposing a very good match indeed—one, he was right to note, that she had come to London for.
“I…”
“Yes?”
“Yes—I mean—no. No. I can’t,” she said. Ronan started to dance again, and he was forced to follow. She gave a small laugh. “I mean, we don’t even know each other! We’ve hardly said two words to each other! And this doesn’t count.”
Marcus’s shoulders slumped. “Ferdie said you’d say that. I suppose I’ll have to court you properly, then?” he asked gloomily. “Send flowers, pitch woo, moon about your eyes and such?”
She did not dignify that with a response. Instead, as the orchestra played the last strains of the piece, she curtsied politely. “I am very flattered, Marcus, but…”
“But?” he asked hopefully.
Ronan wanted to laugh. She couldn’t seem to walk in any direction without someone proposing marriage to her. But she said the same thing she had told Wolf on the boat. “I’m sorry, but the answer is no.”
Wolf couldn’t help but overhear the conversation, since old Deveraux had had to yell above the orchestra. He had to hand it to Marcus—full points for attempting to make his mark early. Claiming the prettiest girl in the room before the night was even over. Ronan Astor, that was her name. He savored it like a fine wine on his tongue. Unconsciously, he had spent the entire night shadowing her movements, watching her as she danced with his friends and acquaintances, making sure she didn’t see him.
Like everyone else at the party, Wolf had been impressed by Marie-Victoria’s entrance, amazed to have seen his friend transformed into some kind of magical bird. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about that—it didn’t seem very Marie-like to enter the dance in such a showy way—but he supposed it had to do with the Merlin, and the empire wanting to make an impression. During the mandatory dance, his brother seemed happy enough to see the princess transformed like that. After watching them for a few moments, Wolf went back to his regular pastime—tracking the movements of a certain American girl.
Right now she was dancing with the so-called Red Duke, although nothing about him was red, except his face after a few drinks. Hugh Borel. Wolf didn’t know him that well—French royals had been practically banned from court since their defeat—but he appeared a nice enough chap, polite to a fault maybe. One of those nervous types.
Wolf downed his glass of champagne and made a decision. It was almost four in the morning, long past supper. All the court insiders had abandoned the ball for the after-parties, and he himself had promised a few friends he would leave soon. He felt a pang to see that Ronan was still at the dance, not realizing that only the losers who had not been invited anywhere else (like Hugh Borel) remained.
Well, it was up to him then, wasn’t it? To rescue the fair maiden and all that. He finger-combed his hair and checked his teeth in the silver. Then he approached, silent as a leopard, as smooth as knife through butter. “Mind if I cut in?” he asked.
Hugh glanced at him. For a moment his eyes were icy, but they turned back to the warm, cloying obsequiousness he was known for. “By all means, she’s yours. Excuse me, my lady,” he said as he bowed to Ronan.
“You,” Ronan said. He took her hand in his, put the other around her waist, and pulled her toward him.
“Me.” He smiled.
“I don’t think what you did was funny.”
“Really? I thought it was a laugh. That Red Duke needs to learn his place around here.”
“Not that. You know what I mean. Back on the Saturnia. Pretending to be someone else. Getting me to play those games with you,” she said, her cheeks turning red.
“All right, so I never told you my real name. But Wuthering Heights is one of my favorite books. If you recall, Heathcliff is quite the anti-hero—so in that way, I never pretended to be anyone else. I told you the truth. I fight in the ring, my family herds sheep. Okay, so they herd a lot of sheep. My brother’s getting married. All truths. And it was just a game, love—we did nothing wrong, did we? As I recall, you enjoyed it too.”
Ronan’s face remained frosty. “If you say so, Your Highness.”
“Highness! You don’t need to mind your P’s and Q’s with me, girl.” He quite liked the way she fit around him. His hand almost spanned her small waist, and her hand was curled in his like a child’s. 
She lowered her lashes. “I don’t think we’ve even been properly introduced.”
He leaned in to whisper in her ear. “I’m Wolf.”
“Ronan Astor,” she said, her voice still chilly.
“Don’t be that way, Ronan. Come on. I heard you turning down my friend Marcus back there. Now, why would you do a thing like that? I thought you meant to marry well—the Warwick spread not big enough for you? Have your plans changed, my lady?” he asked, his blue eyes twinkling with merriment.
“If they had, why should I alert you?” she asked tartly.
“Point taken,” he said. “I do apologize.” They danced for a few more songs, taking a whirl across the floor. He leaned over to her ear again. Her skin was so soft, and her hair was fine as silk. He remembered those lazy days of champagne and billiards. “You have to believe, I wasn’t…I wasn’t taking advantage of you, back on the boat. And I wasn’t making fun of you…the proposal might have been an impulsive gesture, but it was a sincere one. I apologize if I offended you.”
She relaxed in his arms and looked him right in the eye. For a moment, she looked like she did the first time they had met: determined, resolute, brave. “If you want to know why I turned down his proposal, it’s because I thought it was too early.”
“Too early?”
“Too early to exit the game. After all, the season’s just begun, hasn’t it? It would be a shame to miss all the fun,” she said with a raised eyebrow. “And it’s all a game, isn’t it? Even to you, who proposed to a stranger on the boat. What did you call the London Season? The wedding races? Well, I aim to get my filly past the line.”
He’d been about to invite her to the after-party at the Grosvernors’, but it was clear she thought their time together was over for the evening.
She curtsied. “Good night, my lord,” she said, reaching out her hand. Wolf flinched, thinking she meant to slap him. But she only tweaked his bow tie, which was crooked.
Wolf bowed, watching her leave. He touched his tie where she had fixed it, a small, secret smile on his face.





The next day, wedding gifts began to pour into St. James Palace in earnest. From the far-flung reaches of the empire and across the globe, friends and allies sent gifts to the newly affianced couple in honor of their upcoming wedding. A date had been set by the Merlin and announced all over the empire: Marie-Victoria and Leopold would be married on the summer solstice, a worthy night for merrymaking. It would be the end of a glorious season, capping the year and signaling the start of something the empire had not seen in decades: peace.
The gifts were remarkable in breadth and variety: dazzling jewels from the mines of Burma and Africa, pineapples and coconut creams from the island provinces, rare animals and exotic fruits from the Australian hinterlands. There were gifts of ornate furniture and important paintings, gold doubloons and bottles of the finest liquors throughout the land.
Isabelle stood in the center of the royal court, covering her yawn as Hugh presented their gift to the royal couple. Her cousin was a bit agitated, as Louis-Philippe was supposed to have joined them for this reception, but had failed to meet them at the ordained time. Good for him, Isabelle thought. She would have preferred to sleep in as well.
Was this truly necessary? Neither the queen nor the prince or princess were at court to receive the gifts. Instead, only a minister of the Merlin’s and the first lady-in-waiting stood a few feet away from the throne to officially accept the procession of bounty. Even they looked tired. But this was the royal protocol—no matter that the entire court had been up until five in the morning from the festivities.
“With great joy, we bequeath our gift to the royal couple. Five hundred barrels of our best Burgundy,” Hugh said, his hands shaking a little. He held out a bottle of the same vintage, presenting it to the minister and the lady with a bow.
Isabelle wrinkled her nose. Five hundred barrels! That was almost their entire harvest. Now this palace would smell just like home—like a stinky, vinegary, earthy cave. “Awful generous of you, Hugh,” she said as they left the stateroom, once they were safely out of earshot. “Wasn’t it enough that they chucked me as a bride? Must we provide for the wedding feast, as well?”
“It is but a small price to pay for our return to court. I can assure you, our generosity will be well rewarded,” he replied with a satisfied smile. 
She supposed that that meant he’d lined up another match for her. Who cared? She had drunk too much champagne the night before, and her head was pounding. It was the worst kind of hangover, since it wasn’t from merry-making—she had refused to dance the entire night, and had instead sat in a corner, downing glass after glass until she could barely stand. She wasn’t too sure how she’d gotten home, either. She had woken up in her bed with all of her clothes on, lying on top of the covers, her hair still in a bun, her makeup smeared on her face. 
The maid had awoken her to tell her that Hugh had arrived to take her to the gift reception. She had kicked and whined, but Hugh had insisted. So she had scrubbed her face and changed her clothes, while her maid had quickly put up her hair. Now she was walking in the palace courtyard, desperate for a cup of coffee.
She didn’t want to bump into anyone, didn’t want to gossip about the stupid ball. She had heard enough the night before of Princess Marie-Victoria in her beautiful, magical, astounding blue dress. More annoyingly, it appeared from their passionate kiss in the middle of the waltz that Leo was actually falling in love with the princess, and was happy. She didn’t know what else could possibly worsen the very worst day of her life, when she saw Louis-Philippe walking out of one of the apartments of the castle’s east side, still in his ball clothes. He was rumpled and sheepish, his bow tie askew, carrying his frock coat folded over his arm. There were lipstick traces on his collar.
She called his name and he jumped a little, startled. “Looks like you had a good night,” she said, a little stunned to see him so early in the morning, and obviously just coming home.
He smiled, abashed, but he didn’t deny it. In fact, he stood up a little straighter, carrying himself with a newfound confidence. Isabelle understood instinctively that whatever the night had brought, it had made him a man. “Hey, Izz,” he said, ruffling her hair with a grin. He had never called her that before, nor had he ever been so casual around her. 
Isabelle remembered the shy boy who had looked at her with so much longing last night, and how she had fobbed him off—urging him to meet the rich American, or any other girl. But it looked as though the lucky girl lived in the palace. It was probably one of those daughters of the duke.…She felt a pang. How could he have grown up so quickly overnight? One night with one of those floozies had crushed his crush so completely? It wasn’t much of a torch he carried for her, then, if it had burned out in less than twenty-four hours. So much for his protestations of love. He was the same as all the rest—just some stupid boy who thought with his little brain.
“Did I miss the gift presentation? Is Hugh mad?” Louis asked.
“I don’t think he noticed. He was too busy preening—he was so proud of his overly generous gift,” snapped Isabelle. Coffee…was there no coffee to be had in this godforsaken palace?
Louis cocked his head and squinted at her. “And how are you feeling this morning?” He fell in step with her as they made their way to the back gates. There were few courtiers out that morning, only the odd page boy, a few yawning footmen, and ladies’ maids running with irons to attend to their mistresses.
“Fine,” she said through gritted teeth. “Just fine.”
“I’m glad you got home safely.”
She stopped and stared at him. “That was you, then? You were the one who took me home?”
He nodded, and had the good sense to blush. “I tried to wake your maid, but she wouldn’t budge—apparently she had quite a good time at the servants’ ball.…”
Isabelle was turning a bit red herself, as a few memories from the night before came back to her. She had sobbed in his arms, she remembered now. It all seemed so terribly melodramatic. “So, you dropped me off and went back to the ball?”
He kicked at pebbles in their path. “Well…not exactly.”
Ah. So he had come back here, then, after dropping her off like a sack of potatoes. She wondered if the girl he was with had witnessed her complete, humiliating breakdown. Isabelle vowed never to drink any champagne again. It was a vow she knew would be forgotten by the evening. “Is she rich, at least?” she asked.
“I have no idea,” he laughed. 
Just then, footsteps on the pathway alerted them to the fact that they were no longer alone. A girl was coming out of the same apartment that Louis had just vacated. She was radiant and pretty, her hair golden as the sun, her cheeks pink and fresh: a proper English rose. She ran up to Louis-Philippe and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Isabelle had guessed correctly: she was one of those ducal daughters. Lady Celestine was her name. “Oh, hi,” she said when she saw Isabelle. “Um, Louis, you forgot your belt,” she said, handing him a black satin one.
“Thanks,” he said, grinning widely.
She wrapped her robe tightly around her person and looked up at him eagerly. There were red love marks all over her neck, and Isabelle hoped the girl would be wise enough to cover them up. Her father was notorious for his temper. The Duke of Montrose had five daughters, each one wilder and more reckless than the next. Celestine was the youngest, and the prettiest by far. “We’re all booked up this week with tiresome dinners, but we’ll be at the vernissage next week. See you there?” she asked.
“You can count on it,” Louis promised. He glanced around and, finding the courtyard clear, kissed her right on the lips.
“You’re so naughty! I’ve got to get back, I’m late for breakfast.” She laughed, pushing him away. “Don’t forget me!” she called gaily.
The young couple looked so incredibly happy that Isabelle wanted to vomit. As she followed the whistling Louis to the waiting carriage, she thought she’d been wrong earlier: it was possible to feel even worse today. 





The wedding dress fitting was finishing up. Marie was smiling at the mirror, humming to herself as the ladies who surrounded her clucked and chatted. There was a lightness in the air these days since the royal ball. All talk in the palace was of Marie and Leopold, and the kiss that had sealed it on the dance floor. The prince had taken hold of the princess and, in a smooth gesture worthy of a true Romeo, dipped her back till she was bent at the waist and kissed her soundly in front of the whole court. The clapping and cheering were even more deafening than when the princess had first appeared.
The wedding dress was flamboyant: gold in color, resplendent with magic. It was woven with the stars of the sky and the light of the moon; it was the most amazing, ethereal creation that anyone had ever seen.
Of course, her ladies thought she was in a good mood because of the kiss, because of Leo, and because she was finally happy to be marrying him. None of it was true, but Marie let them think that. It was so much easier. After the ball, the prince had sent a myriad of invitations her way—requests to see her alone, for a stroll in the gardens or dinner à deux. But she had demurred, saying she was ill after the ball—that it had taken too much energy out of her—or that she was busy. This had only led to even more desperate and lovesick entreaties. Aelwyn had agreed to don the glamour and visit him one more time, but so far they had not found the right opportunity to make it happen. They had to be careful; they couldn’t take the chance that anyone would notice Princess Marie had been in two different places at the same time. 
“The Lovers’ Waltz.” Julia smiled.
“Huh?” Marie asked.
“You’re humming it,” her lady said. “Oh Marie, your wedding will be wonderful!”
Yes it will be,
now, Marie thought. It will be everything I’ve dreamed of.
When her ladies left, along with the tailor and his seamstresses, Marie put her day dress back on with the help of her nurse, Jenny Wallace. Wallace was the apple-cheeked caregiver who had raised Marie—who had wiped away her tears, fixed her helmet, understood each of her physical regimens. Marie called her “Wallace” because when she was little it was easier to pronounce than “Jenny.” Wallace was the one who had soothed away nightmares, and stayed up holding her hand when she was ill with fever. Wallace wasn’t a young girl anymore—she was now a sensible matron with several young girls of her own. But she still came to the palace once in a while to check in on “her princess” and to make sure the healers were prescribing the right medicines for the wasting plague. Wallace wiped her hands on her apron and frowned at Marie.
“What?” Marie asked, trying to wipe the smile from her face. 
“You don’t fool me,” Wallace said.
“What are you talking about?”
“You cannot go away with that boy, my chick,” she said. 
Marie put down her book and regarded her nurse with alarm.
“Of course I know. I’ve known you since you were a babe. I’ve seen how you look at each other—the way he smiles at you. The way you light up when he’s around, and only when he’s around. I wanted this for you, but I wanted it to be with someone you were allowed to love as well. Perhaps it was wrong of me to hope that it might happen,” Wallace said, putting her hands on her waist and regarding Marie with forthright disapproval.
Marie paled. “What will you do, Wallace?”
“It’s not for me to do anything,” Wallace sighed. “I’ve already done as much as I can,” she said, giving Marie a hard, knowing look.
So it was not the Prussians who had insisted they replace her Queen’s Guard, after all. “It was you—you were the one—you told them to send him away.”
“I suggested to your new family that it might make a nice gesture. Yes I did, my sweet, I did. I thought it would be easier for you if he went away.”
Marie fell to her knees and put her head in her nurse’s lap. She had always found comfort in that lap. “Wallace, I can’t marry Leo. I can’t.”
“But you looked so happy at the ball dancing with him,” Wallace said, as she stroked her hair gently. 
“That wasn’t me,” Marie whispered.
“I knew it was too good to be true. I knew it. That wasn’t you down there, it was just a façade. What a great actress you are.”
“How did you know we were planning to leave?”
The nurse showed her what she had found in Marie’s dresser. A pouch full of gold coins; letters; keys that would unlock each door in the secret dungeon passageways. The first few items in their escape plan. All they lacked was the spell-key for the wards.
“What will you do?” Marie asked, lifting her tear-streaked face.
“It is your life, my dear. I cannot do anything except ask, what are you thinking? You cannot mean to do this. You cannot leave with him—you must know that.”
“I have to,” Marie whispered. “I love him.”
Wallace gave her one of her deep and sympathetic and terribly sad smiles. “But what about your mother? Think of what this will do to her. To lose her only child and heir—to lose the throne—”
Marie shook her head. She hardly knew her mother. Her mother had loved her, but she would enjoy having a different daughter. Let Aelwyn be the strong, beautiful, healthy girl that Eleanor had always wanted—the girl Marie had never been. Eleanor was not losing a daughter; she was gaining a finer one than she’d ever known. But Marie could not tell her nurse that. She would have to tell Aelwyn to be kind to her nurse. “Mother will be fine,” Marie said.
“You are wrong there—so wrong, my chick. Your mother will be devastated.”
“But you won’t tell?”
“I won’t—I promise, Princess. It is your life. But I beg you to reconsider. Think of the queen, of your country. Think of me. If you leave, I will never see you again. And think of yourself. If the Merlin finds out—your actions will be considered treason. You might lose your life in this venture. Is he worth that much to you?”
But Marie did not want to listen. She stood up and walked away from Wallace, taking the small sad envelope of keys and coins away from her and stuffing it back into the depths of her drawer. She was tired of thinking of everyone else. She had spent her whole life trying to gain everyone’s approval: her mother’s, the Merlin’s, the court’s. She was tired of duty, of necessity, of royalty. But even so, she heard the sadness in Wallace’s voice, and knew her nurse had spoken truth. She would miss them all desperately—the palace, its people, her mother. She could not bear to think of Eleanor—what if she learned the truth? Or what if her mother never guessed? Each seemed awful in its own way. 
Hopefully Gill would come up with the money soon, and find a way to get his hands on the spell-key somehow. They had to get away before she could change her mind.





The private opening of the Royal Academy of Art was typically the second biggest event of the season. Located in Burlington House, Piccadilly, its annual exhibition showcased the work of the best living artists of the empire. Wolf was looking forward to the event, as he had been a tad disappointed to miss Ronan at the flurry of dances and dinners that had immediately followed the ball. He was very much looking forward to seeing her again. He’d eagerly awaited her appearance at a party at Duchess Wellington’s, a dinner at Earl Pembroke’s, and at the opera on Thursday. But she was nowhere to be found. He was beginning to worry that she had taken Marcus Deveraux’s marriage proposal after all, and was in Avon planning her wedding.
He followed the crowd into the main gallery, where paintings of every size, shape and color filled the wall up to the rafters in a jumbled fashion—portraits of the queen, of the Merlin, bucolic landscapes, fruity still-life studies. Wolf remembered a conversation he’d had with Marie about the formulaic stagnation built into the current artistic movements. She had argued that it was the kingdom’s very culture that was repressing true and enlivened artistic expression—everyone was too afraid to create something that would offend the Merlin, and so the only art that was produced was boring, pedestrian, inoffensive. Wolf sighed and thought she might have a point. Even the most important pictures—deemed the best by the Academy, and therefore set right at eye level—showcased the same cloying, patriotic tone as the lesser works.
Wolf was bored. It had been weeks now since he’d fought that giant from Brooklyn. He was out of shape, and felt stuffed and lazy. Thankfully he had spoken to a few of the good fellows of the Queen’s Guard, and had set up a fight in a few weeks’ time. They’d agreed to meet in the dungeons below. He was looking forward to it, but for now his mind felt like it was full of cotton balls, fuzzy and useless—only consumed with gossip from the vain, venal strivers of the Lenoran court. Wolf had no interest in the usual aristocratic pastimes of shoot and hunt. So far the only thing he was interested in tracking was a certain golden-haired American bird. 
He spotted Archie and Perry with the aforementioned Marcus, who soon stalked off, and Wolf sidled up to the pair. He had seen them with Ronan the night of the ball, and guessed correctly that they were good friends of hers. “Hello, lads.” Wolf smiled. “Enjoying the exhibition?”
“Wolfgang.” Archie nodded, raising his glass. 
“Evening, Prince.” Perry smiled.
“What’s got him all hot and bothered?” he asked, motioning to Marcus, who was haranguing a waiter for bringing him wine instead of champagne.
Perry took a lazy sip from his flute. “Oh, we were just riling him up a bit about being rejected so early.”
“Rejected?” Wolf asked, ears cocked.
“He proposed to Ronan Astor—the American girl. Remember her? The looker in the silver dress? I do believe you danced with her at the royal ball.”
“He actually proposed?” Wolf asked, raising an eyebrow, even though he had been there when it happened, and had overheard the whole thing.
“To get it over with. His mummy is threatening to cut him off if he doesn’t settle down. Lady Julia’s worried they’ll lose the pile if he doesn’t marry soon. Worried he’ll fall down, bonk his head and die—then what’ll she and her five daughters do?”
“Good for Ronan for turning him down, then.”
“Yes, she’s quite available,” Archie smiled. “Why? Interested, are you?”
Wolf drained the rest of his glass and winked at the boys. “Maybe.”
Perry gave him a fatherly nod. “She’s supposed to meet us here—she should be along shortly. I’ll tell her to find you. Come on, Arch, let’s see what atrocities they’ve put in the condemned cell.” He nodded toward the back of the gallery, where it was so dark and narrow it was hard to get a good look at the paintings.
“Hey, that’s where they put my pieces!” Archie said, affronted.
“I know, darling,” Perry said. “Maybe now you won’t waste so much of your time in your studio?”
Wolf left them bickering fondly with each other, and walked the length of the exhibition by himself. Royal portraiture was always well-represented, and Wolf stood in front of one that depicted the Prussian court with his family in the middle. The resemblances were passable enough. King Frederick was seated on his throne, with one son to each side of him. Duncan Oswald, master-at-arms, stood next to Wolf, and Lord Edmund Hartwig next to Leo. The queen was next to Altmann von Vilswert, the Bavarian knight who was supposed to have been a favorite of his mother’s. Wolf squinted at the painting, wondering. Was that truly what his nose looked like? 
“Monstrosity, isn’t it?” his brother’s voice asked.
Wolf laughed. “Oh, it’s not so bad, is it?” He turned to see Leo exchanging a word with the seller, who was writing down a receipt.
“It’s appalling. I’m taking it off the market so I can put it out of its misery. There are so many here, and I aim to buy every one.” Leo sniffed. “I’m uncertain why a portrait of the royal family should include these three courtiers. It looks like a bad Nativity scene.”
“Ah, well.” Wolf smiled. “When did you get here? Is Marie with you?”
“She’s coming with the queen,” Leo said. “I thought I’d check it out beforehand. Having a good season so far?”
“Fine,” Wolf replied. “You and Marie seem to be finally hitting it off,” he said to his brother as they moved down the hall, turning heads and drawing appreciative glances along the way.
Leo’s forehead crinkled. “Blasted wedding preparations are taking up all her time. But she is supposed to meet me here tonight.”
“Well, Marie does love art.”
“Yes. I thought I’d get her a painting as a wedding gift. Not any of these ugly family portraits, of course. The only place they’re going is the fire.”
Wolf smirked. Leo was entirely too vain; his brother often argued that only the royal court painter should be allowed to paint their family. “Good choice.”
“Speaking of wedding gifts, have you seen the loot? Real drakon eggs, and all sorts of magical exotica. Burgundy sent all of their Burgundy, apparently. There can’t be a bottle left in France,” said Leo.
“Hopefully his wine is as good as they say. Else, your wedding will be a sour one.” Wolf shrugged. 
“By the way, when you get a chance, will you show me around those passages of yours? I want to know more about this castle.”
“Sure,” Wolf agreed. “So, you and Marie, eh?” 
They hadn’t talked about the royal ball yet. Leo was not forthcoming with his emotions, and Wolf was not one to bring the subject up. Until now, they had hardly talked about the wedding, or the fact that Marie was to be Leo’s wife. It seemed disloyal somehow to speak of it. Marie was his friend and Leo was his brother, and Wolf decided they each deserved their privacy. But now that things had changed—for the better, it seemed—Wolf felt confident he could ask about it. “Things are good?”
Leo stopped and grinned at Wolf. “I have to say, I am besotted. It’s a whole new world. She is a dazzling creature. I only wish she had more time to see me.”
Wolf smiled indulgently. “I told you she was a remarkable girl.”
“Remarkable is only the tip of the iceberg. I’ve never met anyone quite like her.” 
“There are not many like her in this world, brother,” Wolf said, happy that the two were getting along so well after their rocky beginning. “Now, come—perhaps we will find a gift for your remarkable bride.”





Following her relative success at the Bal du Drap d’Or (after all, the name on everyone’s lips was not Ronan Astor but Princess Marie-Victoria, and of course no one could compete with a real princess), Ronan felt quite confident in her showing. She felt she had done quite well—enough to sit back, relax, and enjoy the mountain of missives and invitations for the season. So it came as an awful shock to realize that there were none. 
“I’m so sorry, my dear, it appears the claws have come out. The hostesses are afraid you will upstage their own daughters,” Lady Constance said that afternoon during their usual tea at Hotel Claridge. “They have closed ranks and decided to keep you out of the party.”
“Can they do that?” Ronan asked, horrified. She also couldn’t help but notice that Lady Constance never picked up the check, and it was beginning to smart. Although, for some reason, the hotel seemed happy to place it all on the Van Owens’s bill. Ronan had not corrected their error.
“They can do whatever they want, I’m afraid; they are free to invite anyone they choose,” Lady Constance said. “But it is a shame. I will do my best to try and change a few minds. Perhaps some of those who do not have marriageable daughters might be persuaded. Also…and I think this is a delicate question, so please forgive me for asking…but I have heard a few rumors about the evening of the ball.”
“Rumors? About me?”
Lady Constance hesitated. “Yes, my dear. It’s come to my knowledge that supposedly dear Lord Deveraux asked you to marry him.”
“And? So?”
“Well, my child, it can’t possibly be true, but the wags say you turned him down.”
“That’s because I did.”
“Oh!” Lady Constance looked scandalized. “I was certain it was a joke. I told everyone not to believe such vicious lies. Can I ask why you rejected dear Marcus?” 
“I did not accept him, as I hardly knew him from the footman,” she said, even though she had come to London for the express purpose of marrying a rich stranger. Lady Constance’s handkerchief quivered. “Ah. I see. Well, dear, then there is very little I can do for you. Lady Julia was quite insulted when the news got out, and now the rest of the town’s hostesses are worried that because you are so beautiful to merit a proposal on the first night of the season, they would rather keep you out than risk losing a chance for one of their girls.”
“Are you saying I should have accepted him?”
Lady Constance put down her cup of tea. She looked as if she meant business. “That is what you are here for, is it not? To make a match? I was told by your mother that you could not return to New York without an engagement. I am only trying to help.”
Ronan flushed. “But I don’t love him.”
“What is love?” Lady Constance asked serenely, adding a few more spoonfuls of sugar to her tea. 
Later that morning, Ronan received a letter from her mother. She reread it again when she was alone. The situation at home was direr than they had earlier believed. The bank was threatening to foreclose on the house in a month, or take their debts public, which would put the governorship at risk. Was there any news Ronan could share that might alleviate their misfortune? her mother asked. 
We hope you are enjoying London and making many good friends. Let us know if there is any news.

With love, Mother

She put the letter away. She was to meet Archie and Perry at the vernissage at the Royal Academy that evening. The boys weren’t any help with any of the London hostesses, but Archie was an artist, and was entitled to invite whoever he liked to his exhibit. She was too proud to tell them her troubles anyway, and worried that they would not understand. They were both fabulously wealthy, and in Ronan’s experience, those who did not think about money preferred to keep it that way. They would surely think Ronan’s impending poverty something of a lark, and wouldn’t take it seriously.
Lady Constance’s visit had upset her, but it was not Marcus’s proposal she was regretting right then. It was the other one: Wolf’s. Was she cursed? To have come so close to winning, only to lose in the final round. She had been so confident at the ball, flippant and glib with Wolf—but what if her confidence was misplaced? What if she had played her hand wrong? She would not return to New York without a proposal. She could not. 
Ronan decided to take Lady Constance’s advice and try to make peace with Lady Julia, Marcus’s mother. She paid a call to their house on the square. Lady Julia was out—supposedly on her way back soon—so Ronan waited for the better part of an hour in the hope that she would return. Finally, the butler allowed that perhaps the madam was not returning any time soon. Ronan left her card with him and hurried over to the Royal Academy, annoyed that she was running late. She hoped she wouldn’t miss the boys. The Academy was thinning out as guests left the exhibit, and Ronan was one of the few entering. “Oh, excuse me,” she said, bumping into a gentleman staring at a portrait of the royal cat.
“Miss Astor,” the gent nodded.
“Lord Audley,” she said. She recognized him from the ball and remembered him as an eager dance partner, and one who often stepped on her foot. Robert Tuchet, Baron Audley, was a portly gentleman of some years. 
“So pleased to see you. May I show you around? Have you only just arrived?” He smiled broadly.
“Yes, and yes please,” she said. She allowed herself to be led around the exhibit, and properly oohed and ahhed at his every observation. She craned her neck to see if she could catch a glimpse of Archie and Perry anywhere, but they were nowhere to be found. Neither was there a familiar dark head in the crowd, for that matter.
As Ronan strolled through the exhibit, she mused on her current state of social decline—had she truly made such a big blunder in turning down two proposals? If she had accepted Wolf on the boat, she would be married already; and if she had accepted Marcus, she would be picking out china patterns with the Warwick crest. She would not be walking through this dull exhibition of atrocious paintings with the boring baron.
If only she had the courage of her convictions. It would be so easy to make the baron propose, she could tell—all she’d have to do would be crook a finger in his direction, and he would fall to his knees. No matter. Marcus had promised to court her, and somehow she sensed she had not seen the last of Wolf. She was looking forward to it. She hoped the next time they saw each other, they would make themselves understood, and perhaps find a way forward.





Her mother was already waiting for her in the open-air carriage. Marie took the footman’s hand and climbed aboard, sitting across from her so they could converse easily. The driver clicked his reins and they rolled toward the Row for their morning ride, a practice they took up every so often for the benefit of their subjects. It was why Eleanor never wore a large hat, or one that obscured her face, when she went on these morning drives. She knew there were people who had waited hours to see their monarch, and she did not want to disappoint them. Now that Marie knew that only she could see her mother as she really was, she was fascinated by her mother’s glamour. She could catch a glimpse of it if she looked at Eleanor sideways. The streets were lined ten deep with pedestrians who clapped and cheered as the royal procession made the rounds.
“You were not at the vernissage last night,” Eleanor said.
“I was not feeling well, Mother.” Marie waved at a child holding flowers in the air. She had planned to go, but decided to stay inside at the last minute. She had yet to see Leopold since Aelwyn had charmed him and danced with him at the ball, and Marie thought it best not to break the spell that had been cast. Aelwyn had looked every bit as in love with him that evening, and Marie was worried Leo might suspect something was different. She couldn’t quite bring herself to moon over him like Aelwyn had. The two friends had agreed last night that it was best that Aelwyn not use the glamour again until Marie was safely gone from the palace. It was much too dangerous.
“You looked very well at the ball,” Eleanor said. “The living dress was a thrilling idea.”
Marie nodded. “It was Aelwyn’s idea.”
“She did a fantastic job on you—it was quite a performance,” the queen said as the carriage entered Hyde Park. The crowds were not as heavy inside as on the boulevards. Eleanor sniffed and rearranged her blankets. Even though spring had come to London, the cold and damp never quite went away. 
Such a pretty city, Marie thought. She looked out over the park grounds, with their strangely melancholy weeping beech trees. She would miss this when she went to the Americas. Gill had told her that the Saturnia was scheduled to make its return passage to New York, and they would be on that ship when it did. It wouldn’t be long now. Marie sighed and the queen gave her a sharp glance.
“Sometimes I wonder, my child, if you truly enjoyed the ball that evening,” Eleanor said.
“I did—of course I did,” Marie said. She attempted a smile, but it was difficult to lie, even then. She had to remember she was doing it for Gill. “All my dreams came true that night. It was truly a magical night. I will remember it forever.”
Eleanor settled deeper into her blankets. She looked like a wizened elf buried under wool. “Funny, I don’t recall you ever mentioning ‘dancing at the ball’ as one of your dreams when you were a child. You always seemed a little bored by the whole spectacle.”
Marie shrugged. She couldn’t recall sharing any of her childhood dreams and fantasies with her mother.
“I for one, was sad at the end of the evening,” Eleanor said, her voice gravelly. “I was so disappointed, truly. I wondered whether I should mention it, and decided it was best if I did.” 
Her mother’s stare was piercing and cold, like that of the gargoyles on top of the palace. For a brief moment Marie felt the hair on her arms stand up in terror. Eleanor knew about the illusion spell—she had to. And now she would send her child to the gallows for her deception. This was her mother’s way of sentencing her; Marie would not have been surprised if the captain of the Queen’s Guard, who was riding in front of them, turned back and apprehended her immediately. “What do you mean, Mother?” Marie said, and coughed loudly and messily into her handkerchief.
“I was sad and disappointed, for my girl did not come to my room after the party. Remember when you used to do that?” she asked. “After every royal ball?”
Marie turned to her mother and smiled in relief as she dabbed her mouth. It was one of her favorite childhood memories—sitting in her mother’s dressing room, watching her take off her gown and jewels and turn back into her mother once more. How had she forgotten that?
“I was expecting you, I was. I missed you, Marie,” Eleanor said. “You are growing up so fast…and I think I had hoped to hold on to you for a little longer.…”
“Oh Mother, I’m sorry, I was so selfish—the ball took so much out of me—I just needed to rest—I’m sorry,” she said, reaching across the carriage to take her mother’s hands in hers.
They remained that way for the second loop of the park, and Eleanor released her grasp first. “You know, my child, you do not have to pretend with me, like you did for everyone at the ball. That kiss—a little over the top, don’t you think? I know you do not love him, and that perhaps you are angry that you have to marry him. But you may learn to love him, like I loved your father. That is all you can ask of our life—to do your duty to your country, to protect our interests and serve our people, and hope that happiness comes as well. If you are lucky and try very hard, it will.”
“Yes, Mother,” Marie said, turning away. They were silent for the rest of the trip.
A few days later, Marie visited Aelwyn at the charter house. She found her friend sitting alone, looking out the window pensively. Aelwyn looked as drawn and tired as Marie did, and Marie wondered who, exactly, was benefiting from this. Both of them looked ill. Perhaps it was a sign that she was on the wrong path, that they both were—but she could not admit it to herself. She had to do this; it was their only chance—her only chance—for freedom and happiness. She had to shove her feelings aside, especially her loyalty to her mother, to do this. Gill—think of Gill and his love for you, and the life you will share together, she reminded herself. That is all that matters.
“Marie,” Aelwyn said. “You startled me.”
“I’m sorry—I had to see you—”
“Because you are leaving.”
“Yes. Tomorrow evening, at the garden party. You must take my place at the dance. I will tell the court I don’t feel well enough for dinner, but will join them for dancing and supper afterward. At midnight, Gill and I will leave the castle through the basement tunnels by the back gates, and you will appear at the dance as the lovely Princess Marie.”
“He has the spell-key?”
“No.”
“But how?”
“I don’t know, but he says that the wards will be down when I cross. Can you do anything to help us? Doesn’t the sisterhood work on those shield spells?”
“I will try to make sure the wards don’t come back up too soon. I can give you more time. I can’t bring them down myself—only the spell-key can do that—but I can keep them open once they are down.”
“He will be waiting for me outside with a hansom cab. The ship sails a day later.”
“So soon,” Aelwyn said. “Are you truly certain this is what you want?”
Marie nodded her head, and said the same thing she had said when she first came to ask her friend for aid. “Please. Help us. I am begging. Winnie, I know I am asking so much of you. But, don’t you see—this is all for the good—Mother will have a healthy heir, and Leo will have a wife who loves him—won’t he? Won’t he?”
Finally, Aelwyn nodded. “As you wish. I will play both parts for a while,” she said slowly. “It won’t be too hard, as the Order is going into its silent recess where the sisters are in seclusion for a month, and I am to remain in my cell for a good part of the day. At the end of it, they will discover that I have ‘escaped’ as well, leaving a note that makes it clear I have returned to Avalon.”
“It will be done, then,” Marie said, putting her hand on Aelwyn’s cheek. “You will be me. And I will be with Gill.”
“Good luck, Marie,” Aelwyn said. “I hope very much that you know what you are doing.”
Marie laughed. “I don’t…but maybe that is for the best. This will be the greatest adventure of my life.”
She hugged her friend tightly, said good-bye, and did not look back once.
On her way back to her apartments Marie ran into Hugh Borel, the so-called Red Duke, who had been in and out of the St. James Palace throughout the season with the French contingent. She hoped he was happy with the reinstatement of Orleans into the court. Perhaps Aelwyn would do Isabelle a service, and take her as one of her attending ladies. 
“Princess,” he said, bowing.
“Lord Burgundy,” she said with a smile, hoping he would be brief and not desire to hold her attention for longer than necessary. She knew she should be flattered by all the attention, but run-ins with obsequious courtiers usually resulted in another round of coughing. 
“Congratulations again. I wish you every happiness with Prince Leopold,” he said with a shy smile.
“Thank you,” she said. “And thank you for your most generous gift. I hear our sommelier is beside himself.”
“It is our pleasure.” He smiled. “It is an honor to be part of your wedding.”
Marie smiled and did not respond, hoping he would get the idea and gracefully end the conversation as soon as possible.
“No one will have seen anything like it, I’m sure,” he said. “It will be spectacular, a real thrill.” It appeared he had more to say, but Marie had had enough; Gill was waiting for her, and she wanted nothing more than to bury her face in his chest and breathe.
“Yes, yes, thank you. Please excuse me,” she said, trying not to be too rude.
“By all means, Your Highness.” He bowed, but Marie could tell he was annoyed to have been dismissed so quickly. 
She tried to shake it off. She was tired of trying to please everyone. She was looking forward to tomorrow, when she would only have to worry about herself.





The next morning, before the sisterhood went into seclusion, Aelwyn was called into her father’s office. Emrys’s back was turned to her. He was facing the window to the garden, where the staff were putting the finishing touches on that night’s party. When he turned around to face her at last, he looked grim.
“Father.” She bowed.
He motioned for her to sit, and she did, wondering why he had called her in. Did he know exactly what she and Marie were planning? In a moment he could clap chains on them both and put them to the fire. She touched the white illusion stone around her neck for luck.
“My time grows ever shorter, my daughter,” he said. “You must be ready when you are called to serve.”
“I will be, Father.”
“How do you find the studies of the sisterhood?”
“Dull,” she said. “Rote.”
“You prefer Viviane’s approach to magic.”
“I see the benefits of both,” Aelwyn said.
“I am feeling my age, my child,” he said. “And, like it or not, you are my only heir.” He explained that once she said the words that bound her to service for a thousand years, he would leave his own mortal body. She would replace him, taking the title of Morgaine to Marie-Victoria and Leopold and their descendants, as he had served as Merlin to Artucus and his. As Morgaine, she would be forbidden from holding title or lands, marriage or children; a spinster. But as the royal sorceress, she would be the invisible hand that ran the palace and ruled the empire.
She would be immortal, but never bear children…not that she cared about offspring at this stage in her life. But the thought that she could never have them in the future was daunting. Except, of course, the Merlin had fathered a child. She was living proof. Maybe there were others like her.…But if she ever bore a child, she would have to give the baby up to the Order as her father had done, and sentence her own progeny to a life of servitude. An honor, Emrys had always said. A shackle, Viviane had argued. 
“Do you know what the sisterhood and the brotherhood truly do, Aelwyn? Do you know what my job is? What your job will be?” Emrys asked.
Aelwyn waited patiently, as she surmised her father was speaking rhetorically.
“We keep the kingdom safe, my daughter. From the rot inside as well as dangers from outside. Viviane believes that we have surrendered our power, but in truth, we are the power behind the throne. The wizard chooses the monarch. We place the crown on their heads. It has always been thus.” He stared at her intently, almost as if he were looking into her soul. 
He knows. He must know what I’ve been doing, what I am planning. Was this a way to tell her he approved? That he would allow her to be the princess, and queen one day? She had no idea. But if he did know what she and Marie were planning, why did he not stop it?
When her father dismissed her, Aelwyn’s thoughts flitted back to the night of the royal ball, when she had danced with Leopold. At first she’d wondered why it was that the prince had accepted Marie’s change so wholeheartedly. But she’d realized that Leo had just taken her change of heart in stride—Marie had finally succumbed to his charm—and there was no suspicion in his eyes. He was just relieved to see the princess finally coming around to the way everyone else thought about him. 
She remembered a conversation they’d had the night of the ball. They had stopped dancing, as Leo wanted to take a stroll through the Crystal Palace.
“Such a beautiful country,” he said to her that evening. “When we are married, we will travel the empire. In Paris they have erected the Tour Eiffel.”
“Yes, my lord.” Aelwyn nodded, thinking it would be wonderful to see the world, to see every part of it. This was what she had left Avalon for—to see and feel and experience everything.
“We must make certain to keep the empire safe and whole. The Iron Knights have reunited after their failed coup d’état. They are only biding their time. One hears that they have found a way to counter Avalon’s magic, and the protection that keeps us all sleeping soundly in our beds.”
“You will keep us safe, my prince?” she asked, her eyes bright.
“Yes, we will start here, in this city. Already there is too much theft, corruption, and danger. One cannot even travel the queen’s road without being set upon by bandits. It is a shame. They must learn to fear our strength again. I shall restore order and bring peace.”
“A nation needs a strong arm,” she said.
“And I will give it to them.” He smiled.
“Yes,” she said. “You will.” 





“Ronan, it is simply not done. You cannot think you can come to the palace and call on the prince without an invitation,” Vera said, scandalized, as Ronan adjusted her hat in the mirror. She had suggested a few tweaks to the milliner, who complimented her on her good eye for design.
“Why not? It’s the twentieth century, Vera, and I am tired of waiting,” she said. It had been more than a week since the royal ball. Ronan had been very good and patient, going through the motions of the season: calling on great ladies, attending a few minor suppers and dances with Archie and Perry. But it appeared their circles did not overlap with Wolf’s; while Marcus had become a diligent suitor, and had taken to calling on her every other day, the one she was waiting for never showed.
She was a modern American girl, and Ronan was not one to wait around. She knew he was living at St. James with his brother, and what could it hurt? Why couldn’t she go to him? Perhaps he was busy, or he did not know where she was staying (doubtful). It appealed to her spirit of adventure—that same bravery, she thought, that he had so admired on the Saturnia.
He had admired and loved her once; he could do so again, she was certain. She was going to make him love her again, or die trying.
And hadn’t she already been presented to the queen? That meant she was part of society—didn’t it? 
“You may call on him after he calls on you, but only then! A lady does not call on the gentleman first!” Vera admonished, wringing her hands.
“Relax, Vera. It will be fine. I bet he’ll like it.”
When she arrived at the black gates of St. James, her confidence wavered a little. Was she doing the right thing? Or was this foolishness? He was reckless and impulsive, and so was she; she wanted to show him that. Also, she wanted to see him again. The days of the season were ticking by; soon it would be over, and she would be back on a ship headed to New York. There was so little time. Every day she did not accept Viscount Lisle’s proposal was a day that her parents’ investment in her was unmet. 
The lord steward of the house greeted her and showed her to a front reception hall. “Is Prince Wolfgang expecting you?” he asked. 
“No, I think not,” she said. “I thought I would call on him, as I missed him at the vernissage the other day.” She handed him her card, and he bowed.
So far, so good, she thought, studying the portraits in the palace. Each ruler had a portrait next to the Merlin. It was amazing to see the Merlin so unchanged over the centuries. It was uncanny. 
There were footsteps in the hallway. She turned to greet Wolf, but it was not him who appeared. It was the old man who was always at his side.
“Miss Astor?” he asked.
She nodded.
“I am Duncan Oswald, master-at-arms. I am sorry to say that the prince cannot see you this afternoon. He has a very full schedule.”
“Oh, it would only take a minute—I just wanted to say hello,” she said, disappointed.
“I am afraid he cannot see you.”
“Or he doesn’t want to,” she said, unwilling to apologize for her impudence.
“I am sorry, Miss Astor.”
She nodded, her pride burning. She began to walk out of the reception room when she saw him. He was rounding the corner with his brother. “Wolf!” she cried. “Wolf! It’s me—Ronan!”
Wolf looked at her and at the courtiers. A scandalized look appeared on his face. He ran to her, his face red. 
“Ronan! What are you doing here?”
“I’m calling on you.”
“But—you can’t—this is not done. You should have waited for me to call on you first.”
“But you didn’t.”
“I know—I—Ronan—you should go.”
“You’re telling me to leave?”
“Yes.”
She picked up her parasol, furious with her and with him. He was actually ashamed of her! “Fine. Good-bye, Wolf,” she said. She would be damned if she saw him again.





Now that she had decided to spend her future alone, there was nothing Isabelle wanted more than to leave London immediately and start her new life, far away from everything. Her cousin Hugh, however, insisted she attend the opening party at the palace gardens. She could not refuse lest she arouse suspicion, for he would never let her go if he knew what she was planning. Typically the garden party was an afternoon affair, but since it was a special season—the Wedding Season, as everyone was calling it now—the palace decided to throw the party at night, complete with billowing striped tents, a full orchestra, and dancing. The gardens were transformed into a wonderland worthy of Titania and Oberon’s court. A true midsummer night’s dream—a carnival and a party, all in one.
“Isabelle, may I introduce you to Lord Stanley,” Hugh said, gesturing to a handsome young man puffing on a cigar. He had a swoop of dark hair rolled off his forehead in a pompadour style, and his jacket sleeves were pushed up to his elbow. He looked her over slyly. “So this is the famous Isabelle of Orleans,” he said.
She waved the smoke away from her face and forced a smile. “Pleasure…” 
“…is all mine,” William Stanley said, smiling at her with a leer and forgetting to kiss her hand. 
Isabelle nodded politely and walked away. If Hugh thought he could fob her off on just anyone, he was mistaken. She would rather live alone than marry any of these arrogant fools. With relief she spotted the familiar dark head of her cousin Louis, and her heart leapt—only to fall again when she saw that he was with the girl from the other morning. She was wrapped around his arm like a koala—the royal couple had received one from the Australian territories as a wedding present.
Louis extricated himself from her grip and came up to Isabelle, kissing her on both cheeks with affection. “You look tired,” he said, concerned.
“Thanks, that’s just what a girl wants to hear,” she said dryly. When she saw the hurt look on his face, she apologized. “I’m sorry, I don’t feel like myself lately.”
“It’s all right, Izzy,” he said with a sigh. “I’m used to your moods.”
“I suppose you’ve had fun this season. You seem to have become quite a favorite of Celestine’s. Be careful—her father might have your head if he finds out you have been taking liberties with his youngest daughter.”
“There is nothing to fear from the duke. I aim to propose to Celestine tonight,” Louis said as they made their way through the garden maze toward the main tent, where jugglers, acrobats, and fire eaters were performing for the entertainment of the assembled guests.
Isabelle had been distracted by a mime that came too close, so when his words sank in she was not prepared to hear them. “What do you mean, propose?”
“It’s only right,” Louis said, clenching his jaw.
“But you are only—”
“I turn eighteen next month, and will come into my inheritance. Hugh is ready to settle the estate for me. I will leave before the summer ends.”
She turned to her cousin with a new light in her eyes. Of course. Louis had an inheritance through his father, as well. He was the Count Beziers of Languedoc. There was a small castle in Cévennes that came with a yearly income and some land. It was nowhere near as large an estate as Orleans, but it would be enough.
He held her hand. “I hope you can be happy for me, Isabelle. I hope you will come visit me and Celestine sometime.”
“Oh Louis,” she sighed. “I am happy for you.” Sweet Louis, who had always been such a good person, a good friend, and a good man. Where did she go so wrong? How was it that Celestine Montrose could capture his heart, his hand, and all the riches of his inheritance in one fell swoop? How did it happen so quickly? What was she doing while Louis was growing up and falling in love? 
She had been alone with Hugh for too long—had grasped on to Leopold as an escape, only to find that the raft was sinking. It was a pity one never loved the person who loved you until it was too late. And it was too late; she could see that. Louis was only standing by her to be polite, but his eyes were already scanning the crowd, looking for his love.
“I want to do the right thing—we got a bit carried away before, and I want to make sure that she is taken care of. I want to take care of her,” he said. It was as if he was talking to himself more than her. His Adam’s apple bobbed painfully. 
“Of course you do.” She nodded. “Well then, what are you waiting for? Get down on one knee. Isn’t that what the season is for?”
Ronan did not think she had merited an invitation to the garden party, but Perry insisted that he had called on Lady Marlborough, who held the lists, and she assured him Ronan’s name was on it. “Perhaps you made an impression at the royal ball,” he told her. “Don’t look so shocked. This is what the parties are for, you know, to see beautiful young people out and about. You are very decorative, and just between you and me, the court is looking a wee bit dismal these days. They need fresh blood.”
She was pleased to have been selected, and excited too, to see the real palace where the royal family lived. St. James was the center of the world. In the past few days she had been visited by the Boring Baron more times than she could count. He had sent many lovely bouquets and had been very close to proposing, she could tell. He just needed a little nudge from her, a little indication that his proposal would be accepted. It was the same with Marcus, who was soldiering on with his courtship like a lad getting through his finals, checking all the boxes with a dogged determination. Yet Ronan could not do it; could not bring herself to accept either of them. She had simply smiled and thanked them both for their company and sent them away.
Her visit to St. James the other day still made her burn to think about. The way Wolf had sent her away—as if she were a mere scullery maid! Well, she would show him. She had been invited to the palace this time. And if she saw him, she would ignore him until he felt as hurt as she did.
Ronan arrived at the party in a beautiful turquoise gown. Her maid had draped her hair with a string of lustrous pearls. Archie and Perry were dressed in “penguin suits”—practically casual wear—black jackets and bow ties. She saw the baron approaching from the left, and winced. “Quick, hide me, it’s the Boring Baron,” she said. “He aims to propose and I can’t let him—otherwise I’ll face his mother’s wrath, I’m sure.” She had finally made peace with Lady Julia over tea, who pretended not to know what Ronan was talking about, and insisted that Marcus had most likely been joking.
“Never fear, my lady,” Perry smiled, pushing her behind a tent flap while the baron, Lord Audley, looked confused.
“Did I just see Miss Astor?”
“Nope, sorry—try that-a-way,” Archie said, pointing him to the opposite end of the party.
She exhaled a sigh of relief. Then, out of the corner of her eye she saw him. Him. It was as if she had a sixth sense when it came to Wolf—as if she could close her eyes and divine his presence when he was near. But outwardly she gave no indication that she was vibrating with anticipation, and continued to chat gaily with her friends.
“Oh, there’s the Lupine One,” Perry said, motioning to Wolf, who was talking to three very pretty girls. “With those Montrose girls. I wonder who he’ll choose? Or perhaps he’ll take all of them,” he said, looking pleased at the naughty idea.
“He asked about you at the vernissage,” Archie said, elbowing Ronan.
“Did he, now?” she said, keeping her face serene.
“Mmm-hmm,” Perry said.
Ronan shrugged. “He can ask about me all he wants. Questions are free, aren’t they?” She decided she knew exactly how to play his game. 
After dinner, which was truly lovely—outdoors under the tents, with the candles flickering and the moon so pale and white—the evening started with a few dances. Ronan made sure that every time she saw Wolf approaching in her direction, she was able to cajole a nearby gentleman to dance with her. In a few minutes, her dance card was full.
She could feel his eyes on her the entire evening, but she paid him no attention. Even when they were practically next to each other and he said, “Excuse me, Miss Astor.”
She just shrugged and danced away with Marcus, who was determined to win her over, it seemed, with a variety of whining, mooning, and annoyance. “What is wrong with you? Aren’t you here to find a husband?” he said testily. She had just told him she was unsure of her schedule for the next few weeks.
“Can’t one simply enjoy the season?” she said lightly. “Oh, come now, Lord Deveraux, let’s be friends.”
“Friends,” he said mournfully. “I have enough friends.”
Finally it was the end of the evening, and Ronan had danced with almost every eligible young man in the place. She stood to the side, fanning herself. She was glistening with sweat, the night was beautiful, and she had quite enjoyed herself. The band played the most marvelous music, and there were many fun and handsome boys to choose from. Not that she really noticed, as she was only interested in one handsome gentleman in particular.
She saw Wolf nursing a drink on the other side of the room. He caught her eye and walked purposefully toward her. She ignored him, remembering again how insulted she had felt the other day when she had come to call. Truly, these fatheaded Europeans should join the twentieth century. In New York, no one would think twice.
“Ronan,” he said.
She turned away. “Did you hear something, Archie?” she said. “I don’t see anyone, do you?”
Archie raised his eyebrows. “We don’t?”
“Ronan, please,” he said. “Please hear me out.”
She rolled her eyes. “I guess he won’t leave me alone.” She nodded to the boys to indicate they could leave her with him. She turned to Wolf coldly. “Enjoying the evening, my lord?” she asked.
“Not so much, no,” Wolf admitted.
“Why is that?”
“I was hoping I would get a chance to speak to you and explain, and apologize about the other day, yet I find I can barely get a word in before you are whisked off by another ridiculous boy. It’s become quite tiresome, really.”
Ronan shrugged. “Next time, try to get your name in early.”
“Ronan—I am sorry for the way I acted. I should not have turned you away. You surprised me, and court etiquette is very strict about these things. You don’t understand.”
“I understand that you did not follow the protocol to call on me, and so I thought I would give you a chance to remedy that. Instead, I was humiliated.”
“My father was there that day, and it looked as if you were one of those girls who are always accusing me of fathering their babies—and you’d come after me. That’s what they thought. That’s why I was embarrassed.”
“You have girls accusing you of fathering their babies?”
“Yes—very many.”
“And have you?”
“No!” he said. “I’ve never—it’s all lies and entrapment. It’s a tactic. They hope to blackmail me into marriage somehow.”
“But I assume you did play strip billiards with them, didn’t you?”
He did not protest, which she took as a yes. He’ll break your heart, that one—be careful of him. Wasn’t that what Perry had told her?
“It was nice to see you, Prince. But I’m afraid I am full up all evening,” she said.
“Oh, you mean this?” he asked, holding up her dance card.
“Where did you get that?” she asked, searching her pockets. “Give it back, sir.”
Wolf smiled as he tore it in half, then into tiny little pieces that fluttered to the ground.
“Excuse me!” Ronan said indignantly.
“Relax—now you are mine all evening.” Wolf smiled and took her in his arms. He whispered in her ear. “Come, now—you have made your point, and I have made mine. We are made for each other, can’t you see?” 
Ronan never felt as happy as she did surrendering to his victory. Over his shoulder, she saw Archie and Perry raising their glasses in celebration. She winked at them and went back to nuzzling Wolf’s neck.
“I’m sorry about the other day—I was wrong to say the things I did. I was wrong to send you away. And I was wrong not to call on you properly,” Wolf said. He had so much to tell her, and now that she was in his arms, he wanted to tell her everything. “It’s just that I wasn’t sure before.”
“You weren’t sure about me?” she asked softly.
“I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to do,” he said. “To court you. If I am not free.”
“Not free, my lord?”
“But it is all right now. My father is so happy that Leopold is marrying the princess, he does not care who I marry. He told me so this morning.”
She bristled at the suggestion that she was less than worthy, and he strove to soothe her doubts. “I am sorry to speak so bluntly. But there are duties and responsibilities that come with my position, and I did not want to begin something that I would not be able to finish…I would never want to hurt you.”
His cheek was pressed against hers, and her lips were almost brushing his face. She could dance like this forever. “But you are free now?” she whispered. “Free to love me?”
“Yes,” he said. His father would give them his blessing. There was nothing to fear. He looked forward to this new adventure with her by his side. His heart leapt with joy to be able to hold her so closely. If he could, he would marry her now—but they had to follow proper procedure. His brother would marry first, but perhaps they could be married a few months later, in the fall. A smaller ceremony, of course, and it would not be in London. Perhaps they could even get married in New York, although he doubted his parents would allow it.
A strong, spirited and smart girl…Ronan Astor…he had been looking for a girl like her for so long. And now she was real, she was in his arms. Better yet, he had a fight scheduled for later tonight, in the dungeons…he was looking forward to the adrenaline and the exercise. Perhaps he would even take her to see one of his fights—he wanted to share everything with her, and Ronan seemed like the kind of girl who might even enjoy it. She was different, and never cared what anyone thought. He couldn’t believe she had simply walked into the palace and called on him like she had done the other day.
A girl and a fight. The public was right—this was the best London Season yet.
It was time. Fifteen to midnight. She would meet the sun the next morning as a commoner; she would no longer be the princess. It was a perfect night, clear and balmy for London. The whole court was in the gardens, far from the basement passageways that would lead to her freedom. Marie-Victoria put on her most practical outfit: a black cotton poplin dress, a traveling cloak, and her gloves and hat. She tucked the envelope with the keys and coins into her pocket, and picked up the small bag she’d stuffed with clothes, books and tonics for her illness. Starting tomorrow, it was all she would have in the world. 
Marie looked around at her beautiful pink room, at the pink wallpaper with the gold filigree, and hoped that Aelwyn would enjoy her life.
The wards would only be down just long enough to let her pass, for a few minutes after the hour. Once she was past the last gate, Gill would be waiting for her right outside. In the morning, they would board the ship bound for New York and begin their new life together. They would find the captain of the ship and have him marry them, so they would arrive in the new land as husband and wife.
Marie had never been so frightened in her life. She was really doing this. She stole out of her room and found the hidden panel in the hallway that allowed her inside the secret passageways. She followed the brass rail down to the basement, unlocking each door until she was in the bowels of the castle. Near her were the dungeons where her ancestors had kept their enemies, until the Merlin forbade the practice several hundred years ago. 
The last gate was up ahead—the final door. The wards that kept the castle and its residents safe were down, she could tell. There was no feeling, no heaviness in the air. The wards were down, like she had been promised.
She walked toward it, and noticed the damp basement had the usual loamy, earthy smell, but there was something else—a vinegary, sour smell—and right underneath, a smoky acridity. She stopped to wonder about it, when she heard a noise in the tunnels.
There was someone else down here.
She heard the footsteps come closer and then run away in the other direction, back to the party, back to the gardens.
Who was it? Who else knew about these passageways?
She had to go—the ward would be down for only a little while longer, and Gill was waiting. So was her new life, her new name, her new reality. Good-bye to the princess, good-bye to the palace.…
Good-bye…
Good-bye…
Marie ran as fast as she could through the rest of the tunnels that would lead to the iron bars of the last gate.





Why was she seeing double? Everywhere she looked was so fuzzy, and her head hurt. She thought she might be laughing too loudly, but what Lord Stanley was saying really was so funny. Hysterical. “I think you’ve had enough, Isabelle,” Louis said firmly, taking away the glass of champagne in her hand. “Let’s get you home.”
“Give that back!” she screeched, reaching for the flute helplessly and dissolving into more giggles. “Don’t be a killjoy.”
“Aw, come on, let her have it,” William Stanley said with a sneer. 
“Yeah, I heard she’s more fun with a few in her,” said Edward Finch-Hatton with a bit of a knowing air.
“You’d know, wouldn’t you, Beziers?” William Stanley said.
“Excuse me?” Louis said, holding her up by her shoulder. “What did you say?”
“Saw you leave with her last night, when she was plastered. Don’t tell me you didn’t get lucky.”
“Lucky? With Leo’s sloppy seconds?” Finch-Hatton scoffed. “That’s like shooting fish in a barrel. She’s a done deal. A sure thing.”
“Ignore them, Louis—come on, let’s leave, just let it go,” Isabelle said, coming to her senses when she understood what they were saying about her: that she was fish in a barrel. She did feel very floppy and out of water just then. She just needed to get away from this awful party, this awful city. Away from these horrid boys. 
But Louis-Philippe would not let it go. He turned to the rowdy lads. “I don’t think I quite understand you. What are you saying about my cousin?”
“C’mon, everyone knows she’s been giving it up all winter to Leopold—that he had her brought here so that he could…well, you know. She’s sloppy seconds and soiled goods, right? But you’re a good man, you don’t care. All we’re saying is, maybe you could share.”
Isabelle couldn’t look at him; she knew the look of horror on his face too well. It was the same face he’d made when the healers told them their parents had succumbed to their illness, leaving them both orphans. He pulled her to one side. “Isabelle, is this true? Did Leopold…did he take liberties with you?” Louis asked, his voice hoarse and angry.
She nodded, ashamed. “Yes,” she whispered. “Because I was to be his wife anyway. Because we were engaged.”
“When did it start? In February? When he came to Orleans?” Louis asked, his face slowly draining of color. “Was it then?”
She hung her head and nodded. 
“And after the engagement was dissolved?” Louis whispered. “Did you continue to—did you—did he—”
She looked at him beseechingly, and he knew the answer.
Louis-Philippe put down his drink and removed his jacket. She had never seen him look so angry in her life. “Leopold!” Louis called, his voice ringing through the party. “Leopold, come here!”
The prince, who had been marveling at a dancing bear in a tutu that was pirouetting for its trainer, looked up with a bemused expression. “Excuse me?”
“Leopold. A word, please.” Louis kept calm, though his fists were clenched in rage.
“Yes?”
“These men have accused my good cousin of harlotry. Surely you will defend Isabelle’s honor as a gentleman and a prince.”
“But your cousin has no honor,” Leo smiled. “At least when I knew her. And I knew her very well and very often, didn’t I, Isabelle?”
“Let’s go, Louis—come on, let’s go, please—you’re just making it worse,” Isabelle pleaded, hanging on his arm. “Please, let’s just leave here. Please.”
“NO!” Louis threw down his glove at Leo’s feet in a rage. The crowd went silent. Even the orchestra stopped playing. There was a dangerous malice, a strange feeling in the air; as if the world was hinged on a precipice, and could fall at any moment.
Leo raised an eyebrow. “Are you mad, sir?”
Louis put up his fists and insisted Leo do the same. It was as Leo said: Louis looked crazed. The vein on his forehead was throbbing, and he looked as if he were about to burst. 
Isabelle came between them. “Louis—let’s go—what are you doing? Let it go. Stop this!” But he pushed her off. He lunged after the prince.
“I challenge you to a duel! To defend Isabelle’s honor,” Louis called. 
Leo knelt and picked up the glove. He put it in his pocket. “I accept.”
“Now.” Louis removed the pistol he always carried as part of his gentleman’s uniform. He motioned to the garden, away from the party. An empty courtyard would accommodate the ritual.
“As you wish,” Leopold said lazily.
“Louis!” Isabelle screamed. “No! No! Take it back. Don’t do this! He’ll kill you!”
“Leave me alone, Isabelle,” Louis said. “Hugh, you will be my second?” he asked, finding his white-faced cousin among the crowd.
“What are you doing?” Hugh whispered fiercely. “You cannot challenge the prince to a duel at St. James! This is madness! Apologize and pledge your loyalty, then let’s get out of here. This has gone too far. Isabelle will survive this slur. No one will remember unless you go through with this.”
But Louis’s jaw was clenched and his face was set. Isabelle recognized that same stubbornness in her father. There was no talking him out of it. He would see this through to the very end.
“I look forward to the challenge. I will enjoy winning,” Leo smiled. He looked around. “Find my brother,” he said, irritated when he was unable to see Wolf in the crowd. “Tell him to get my guns.”
It took a little while to locate Wolf, but when they did, each combatant was ready. Louis checked his gun and cocked it back to make sure the bullets were set. He cleaned the handle and practiced removing it from its holster. 
“You must walk away while we still can—they will have our heads!” Hugh screeched. “Louis-Philippe, I forbid you to carry this out!”
“You are no longer my guardian, Hugh. I have come into my father’s title. Now, do be quiet, as I have to concentrate,” Louis-Philippe said.
“Louis! Wait!” Isabelle rushed out to the courtyard, pushing away the ladies who attempted to keep her back.
He turned to her, his face open and hopeful. “Yes?”
“Louis…” she said, wonderingly. “Louis, I wanted to tell you something, before…”
“I’m not going to die, Isabelle,” he said.
She gulped and nodded, tears forming in her eyes. She couldn’t believe it. Was he truly doing this for her? She did not believe she was worthy of honor, and here was her cousin, wagering his very life on her virtue. The rules of the duel were clear: whoever won was the moral victor. If Louis-Philippe won the duel, Isabelle of Orleans would be as pure as the driven snow. And if Leopold won, then she would be cast out from society as a wicked woman, a loose woman, a harlot.
“Louis—I love you,” she said. Did she love him? Why had she said that? Because he was about to die for her, and she wanted him to die with that knowledge? To die happy? No. She was not lying. She did love him—she had always loved him, with all of her heart. He was her true love—her childhood friend and protector. But he was a man now.
She had been consumed with sadness to see him with Celestine—to know that he meant to propose to the girl. She had thought she would lose him forever. But the sadness was not just jealousy, like when she had believed herself in love with Leo and wished ill on the princess. She was sad because she wanted Louis to be happy, and she realized that he could be happy without her—perhaps happier, even.
“Isabelle,” Louis said, his face conflicted. “Don’t.”
“I love you; it’s okay. It’s okay if you don’t love me. But I want you to know that I love you.”
He closed his eyes and holstered his gun. 
“Take this,” she said, removing a chain from her neck. It had once held a stone, but it was gone now; she had given it away. “It was my mother’s. For luck.”
Louis nodded. “Hugh, are you ready?” he called.
Hugh nodded, holding his own weapon.
Isabelle watched them walk to the courtyard.
“What are you doing?” Wolf asked. “What is this? Walk away from this, leave the boy alone.”
“Worried about me?” Leo asked. “Don’t be, little brother. He won’t be able to touch me.”
“If you won’t back down, then let me do it—I’m the better shot. Let me take your place,” Wolf insisted.
Leo laughed. “I don’t hide behind anyone. Now come.”
Wolf shrugged his shoulders and holstered his gun. If Leo wanted to duel, then he couldn’t stop him. Leo always got what he wanted.
It was midnight at last. Aelwyn checked herself in the mirror. She still couldn’t get used to the sight of Marie’s face staring back at her. The illusion stone created a mask that was uncanny, unreal. She touched the bridge of her nose, her cheekbones; it all felt strange, unfamiliar. She changed from her acolyte robes to the dress that Marie was meant to wear to the garden party, tucking the stone into her dress under her collar. Aelwyn stopped to consider what she was doing. After tonight, she would no longer be an acolyte, a mage; she would be the princess of the empire. 
Marie had made it clear she had no interest in the throne, or in wedding the future king. The ring and the crown were there for the taking—all Aelwyn had to do was claim them. But her heart was heavy as she stole away from the charter house toward the castle proper. She remembered how she and Marie had looked, the night that Marie had told her she and Gill were really leaving the palace, that Aelwyn was to take her place as princess. Their faces had been so ashen, so unhappy…was this the right choice? There was no stopping now. Marie would be gone when the sun rose in the morning. 
As she made her way to the gardens, she thought it seemed oddly quiet—there were no sounds of murmured conversation, no clink of glasses or forks against plates. There was no music playing.
Leo was supposed to meet her in the bower by the courtyard. Marie had sent a note saying she was too ill for dinner, but she would meet him there. Aelwyn found the bower of trees near the courtyard. There was no Leopold. She must be early; it was not midnight yet. 
No sounds of merry-making, no party…and when she looked at the courtyard again, she saw why.
Silhouetted against the moonlight were four figures. Two of them stepped forward and shook hands, and the other two stepped to the side. Then the first two began to walk ten paces away from each other.
Aelwyn caught her breath. When the moon came out of the clouds, she saw their faces clearly. One was Leopold. The other was a young Frenchman—Louis-Philippe Beziers, she thought his name was. He came with the Valois contingent. 
What was happening? What was this?
She stepped back into the shadows, hoping that no one had seen her face. Where was Marie? Had she escaped? Was it safe to come out? Aelwyn thought it was better if no one saw her just yet.
The boys stopped walking, their backs still turned to each other.
“Ready?” Louis-Philippe called.
“When you are,” Leo drawled.
He was so confident, so sure he would win, and the other boy was so very young and determined. Aelwyn’s hand went to the other stone she wore upon her neck. The black one.
It happened in a split second. Before Leopold could draw his weapon, Louis-Philippe had already fired his pistol, shooting the prince right in the chest.
Leo fell, tumbling backward—caught unawares—a stunned expression on his handsome face. 
Wolf screamed and ran to his brother. “LEO! LEO! SOMEONE GET ME A HEALER! LEO!”
The other boy stood motionless, his pistol still smoking, as Hugh corralled him and led him away. They brushed past Aelwyn, who stood stunned. But she was jarred to action by the look on Isabelle’s face, locking eyes with her as she passed. She broke the illusion and fled back to the charter house.
That night the palace was silent, but for the sound of Wolf yelling and crying for his brother. 
On the gray cobblestones, Leo had bled a river of blood through his white shirt, and he lay still and unmoving.










Let me be your ruler,
You can call me Queen Bee.
—LORDE,
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“What was that?” Marie said, hearing the sound of gunshots from the courtyard. She turned, looking back at the palace walls. It had taken a while to make her way through the tunnels to the gates, and she was nervous that someone would find them, that she would be caught before they could escape. 
“Nothing that concerns us,” said Gill, taking her bag and putting it in the carriage. “Come, Marie—please.”
She nodded, still shaking, shivering. She was so frightened. She was leaving the only life she’d ever known. Leaving not just St. James Palace, but England, the empire, the Continent. New York was only the first stop; it was Gill’s plan to make their way south: first to Mexico, then as far south as they could go. They could not stay anywhere within the empire’s reach; they would have to find a small independent country where they could hide and create new lives.
Gill looked tense. His eyes were bloodshot, worried. 
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I didn’t think you would meet me.”
“I am here,” she said. 
He folded her into his arms and kissed her hair. “This is a dream.”
“My dream,” she said, putting her arms around him and kissing him on the lips tenderly. “Let us go and make it a reality.”
“Here,” he said, putting a cloak around her shoulders and helping her into the warm carriage.
“How did you know the wards would be down? And where did you get the money?” Marie asked, when they were safely on their way. “Who helped us?”
“A friend,” Gill said. “My captain handed me an envelope, said it came from someone very important. Inside were two thousand emperos, and a note that said the wards would be down at midnight. It said for me to do my best by you. That’s all I know, as it was unsigned. I didn’t ask any questions, and the captain had no answers. But a friend helped us tonight, Marie—a real friend.”
A real friend…Marie thought. As the carriage rolled away from the palace, Marie thought she would feel complete, happy; but she was nervous, agitated. Those gunshots in the courtyard—and that strange smell in the basements.…She tried to shake them from her mind, tried to focus on the warm body next to her. The reassuring solidity of Gill Cameron. But something in her mind nagged at her.…
“We have to go!” Isabelle said, crazed, as their hansom took them away from St. James. Louis-Philippe was sitting between her and Hugh, his hair wild, his cheeks red, breathing heavily. “We have to leave as soon as possible! Good God, Louis, you shot the prince! You killed him!”
“Isabelle! Calm down,” Hugh ordered, his normally placid voice agitated. “We have to think this through. Louis-Philippe shot the prince in a duel. Duels are protected by law. He is not a criminal.”
“What about the queen? What about the Merlin? The princess—? When they find out what he has done—they will take away everything they have allowed us to keep,” she said bleakly. “They will send us away, even from our homes, and burn Orleans down.”
“We have nothing to fear from House Aquitaine; they are our friends,” Hugh said with a smug smile. “I have taken care of the princess.”
Louis-Philippe was dazed, his eyes blank, but at Hugh’s voice he came to life. “I did it for you,” he whispered, looking deep into her eyes. “I did it for you. I won…and I saved your honor.”
Isabelle was shocked. In the middle of her panic, she had forgotten this part—this essential reason for his valiant action. She stared at him, and she realized what she’d told him before the duel was still true. She loved him. She loved him, and he had saved her honor. And when she looked into his eyes, she knew he was not thinking of Celestine anymore. 
What was having a girl for a season, compared to a lifetime of loving her? 
“Louis,” she whispered.
It was he who turned to her, who took her in his arms and kissed her like a man; and at last, at long last, Isabelle found what she had been looking for all her life: safety, security, love. At last, all her dreams would come true.
His brother was dead. It was all his fault. He should never have let him duel. But Leopold had been so confident in his success, and Wolf had never been able to stop him from doing anything. Still, when the shot rang out, Wolf was sure it would be the young French boy who fell to the ground, but it was not. It was his brother. Leo. I don’t need magic to win my fights, Wolf thought fiercely. I should have been the one to hold the gun. I could have cut that boy down before he drew a breath. But Leo had insisted, had assured him nothing would happen, that nothing could happen to him.…
And so Wolf had let him, because his older brother was always right, and now Leo was dead. He was kneeling in the bloody courtyard. People were screaming, milling about; the healers had taken Leo’s body into the palace. King Frederick was being roused from his sleep, as was Queen Eleanor. But Wolf was alone. He couldn’t find anyone. He was alone among strangers, alone in the courtyard with blood on his hands, and his brother was dead. 
“He’s not dead,” Oswald said, appearing by his side. “Get up, Wolf. Get up.” 
Wolf looked up with bleary eyes at his mentor. “Leo’s not dead?”
“He’s still breathing,” Oswald said. “The healers are looking at him now, the Merlin as well. He is unconscious and gravely wounded, but he is still breathing.”
Wolf said a prayer of thanks.
“What now?”
“We will find out tomorrow. He will live through the night, the Merlin assures me. There is a more pressing issue.”
“More pressing than my brother almost dying?”
“The princess. She is missing.”
Wolf looked at Duncan blankly.
“She was not in her room. She told the court she would appear at the garden party at midnight, but she is gone. No one can find her anywhere.”
“She’s gone?”
He walked with Duncan back to his apartments and saw Ronan standing there. It jolted something in him. Marie-Victoria was missing…
Ronan ran to him, a ministering angel, a dove. “Wolf, I’m so sorry! Your brother—oh my God…” she said, holding him in her arms.
“Is still alive,” he said.
“Thank God! But where are you going?” she asked as he pulled away from her, a faraway look in his eyes. “Wolf!”
He faced her, but he was still looking past her. “Ronan, I’m sorry—I can’t stay with you right now. The princess is missing, and I think I know where she is. I will come back to you, I promise. When this is over, I will come back to you.”





Isabelle felt renewed, revitalized. She felt better than she had in days, in weeks, in her whole life. She had a purpose, and something to live for—someone to live for—and he had been there all along. She and Louis-Philippe would leave for Cévennes that day, get the sisterhood’s blessing on their marriage, and be happy. They would be happy forever. It was so close now.
She urged her maid to pack faster. Louis would be coming back soon to pick her up, and she wanted to leave before daybreak. Before Eleanor and the Merlin decided to do something about the Frenchman who had killed the princess’s intended—let alone what kind of revenge the Prussian contingent would plan.
“Where do you think you are going, Isabelle?” Hugh said, entering the room without knocking. “Do you really mean to leave with him? He is nothing but a boy. Cévennes is a small estate—barely worth a mention. Stay with me and you will remain in your ancestral castle, and live as your father would have wanted you to live.” 
Isabelle stared at him. “No. We are going. I would have left anyway. I would do anything to get away from you. We won’t have much, but we will have each other. We have always had each other, and now we will always be together.”
He took a step toward her, and she held up her hand. “Stop—right there. Don’t come any closer! Or I will tell him what you did! What you have been doing for years!”
“Do you think Jug Ears frightens me, Isabelle?” Hugh asked, his voice dark and threatening. “Do you really believe I’ll let that little bastard take you away from me?”
He crossed the room, and she shrank from him. He took her in his arms and licked her cheek. “You are mine, Isabelle—you will always be mine—you can never get away from me,” he whispered.
She had been nine years old when her parents, aunt, and uncle had died of the wasting plague. Hugh Borel had been a boy, ten years older than her and from a poorer branch of the family, but with a better claim through the paternal bloodline. He’d come to Burgundy, claiming the title and estate. She was only Isabelle of Orleans, Isabelle of Valois; she held the titles that claimed the French throne, but that was the extent of her inheritance. At first Hugh had been gentle and kind, and she and Louis had considered themselves lucky to have such a fine guardian.
The visits at night began a few years later, when she was a maiden. In the morning Hugh pretended nothing had happened, his face serene and innocent, but he was a monster at night. He claimed her as he claimed the castle, the title, and all the land that would have been hers if she had been her father’s heir. If she had only been born a boy. As she grew older, he stopped pretending and began to leer at her openly, so that others began to notice. Louis must have known what was happening, because that was when he stopped talking. He wanted to protect her so badly when they were younger, and it killed him that he couldn’t. Hugh had almost destroyed both of them.
It was only because her father had arranged her marriage to Leopold before his death that Hugh had allowed the prince into her life. Even though she had never met Leopold before—her father was the one who had traveled to the Prussian kingdom to make the arrangements—she had fallen in love with Leopold because she thought he would save her from Hugh. It was why she had allowed herself to be used, why she had been so accepting of his demands—because she was used to meeting Hugh’s.
Hugh was a coward, and had not stood up to the Prussians. Hugh was particularly frightened of Lord Hartwig, the old minister who insisted on performing a thorough search of their dungeons. He was looking for something he insisted Jeanne of Arkk had left there.
The Pandora’s Box. She knew where it was, and she showed them. Her mother used to call it their last hope, but she never knew what it was. Only when Lord Hartwig described it did she realize what she wore—the stone around her neck—the last inheritance from her long-dead mother. She had given it to Leopold freely, thinking that with it, she had bought her freedom as well.
No matter. She could care less about Leopold. She was going to be with Louis, her love, her wonderful boy.
“We are leaving you,” she said. “You can have Burgundy and all of Orleans. Take all of France, for that matter. Louis and I will have each other, and after today you will never see us again.”





Gill had rented them rooms at an inn near the port. Marie should not have been shocked at the shabbiness of her new accommodations, but she was. It occurred to her that she had never stayed anywhere that was not exquisite and beautiful and perfectly appointed until now. It was just a normal room, and Gill was right next door, but Marie was still shocked. The bed was so plain, the mattress so hard, and the food at the inn—Gill brought her up a plate, lest anyone see her—the food was so cheap. The meat was salty and tough, the bread hard, the cheese moldy. 
Do you know what you are giving up for him? Aelwyn had asked her.
She had not known then; she understood now. But it was all right, Gill was worth it. She would do anything for him, would live anywhere. And hadn’t she longed for a cottage, anyway? A simple cottage, not a palace. She was done with castles and palaces; she’d had enough of those to last her a lifetime. She did not need her jewel-box room and her beautiful bed. Really, this clean, small room was all she needed, as long as she had Gill.
Gill knocked on her door. “Hey,” he said. “Is it okay?” He looked at the small, plain room nervously. “Are you comfortable?”
He hovered by the doorway, shy about entering because there was no one to tell him not to, and he wanted to observe the correct protocol. They were not yet married—but tomorrow by early morning, they would be. He would not enter her room until then.
“I know it’s not great,” he said. “But I’m going to work really hard, and one day—one day I will give you riches, more than you desire. I will work so hard for you, Marie.”
She put her hands on each side of his face and kissed his lips. “I don’t want riches, I want you. The food was delicious. We are off to a great adventure, you and I.”
“I cannot wait for tomorrow,” he said.
“Neither can I.”
The next morning, Marie dressed for her wedding and the journey. She was in a gray dress—plain, but one of her favorites. It was made of a good, sturdy cloth, and tailored to be comfortable for a tiring day. She wished she had a flower for her hair, or something prettier; she was a bride this morning, and she wanted to look like one—wanted Gill to see her and smile.
The innkeeper left her a breakfast tray with salt beef, bread, and wine. The wine was sour on her tongue, and Marie had a jolt of recognition. The smell in the dungeon—in the basement—that earthy, vinegary, smoky smell—it smelled like magefire. Like dark magic—
“Gill,” she said, rapping on his door. “Gill!”
He opened his door, looking sleepy but happy. He, too, was dressed in traveling clothes. “Yes, my dear?”
“I need to go back to St. James,” she said urgently. “Now.”
His face crumpled. “You changed your mind.”
“No—it’s not that—I have to warn them!”
“About what?”
“They’re in terrible danger.” She told him about the smell in the basement. “It smelled just like it did four years ago, before Aelwyn set my room on fire. Like vinegar and acid and sulfur.” Magefire. The barrels of wine from Orleans were full of magefire, she was sure of it. “Someone is planning to burn down the palace, to set off an explosion. I need to hurry—I need to get those wine barrels out of there.”
He grabbed his pistol from the desk and put on his coat. “You are certain?”
“I’m not—” she said, losing the conviction in her voice a little. “I just have a feeling—the smell was so strong—and I will never forget that night—”
Gill hesitated. “If you go back now, the Saturnia will sail without us. Is that what you want? What if we sent a messenger to the palace—a warning—that way we could still get away. Marie, this is our only chance to make a life with each other.”
He was right. They could send a messenger. Of course she could not return to the palace. After all, Aelwyn had cast the illusion spell and was the princess—they would know there was treachery afoot. She had to stay. “Of course—yes—let me write a letter—I will have them give it to Aelwyn.” She left Gill and went back to her room, rummaging through her bag for her pen and stationery.
She began to write a note, and then thought better of it and tore it up. She wrote another one instead.
It was addressed to Gill Cameron.
Please forgive me. –Marie.

Then she left the room and slammed the door. By the time Gill realized she was gone, she was already out the door and in the streets, running back to St. James. It did not matter if there was a princess with her face in the palace, for she was the real dauphine. Somehow, she knew it was up to her to make everything right. This was her responsibility, her duty, her destiny. It wasn’t about personal happiness or even about herself at all. She was right—she was a small girl, with a small life—because her life was irrelevant, her desires immaterial. She only lived so that others might live as well. 
It was what her mother had always tried to tell her: her life was not her own, and because of that it was glorious. Her small life was so large it encompassed everyone in the realm: everyone’s happiness and safety was tied to hers, because this was what it meant to be a princess, to wear the crown, to rule an empire. Keeping her people safe, and creating a stable, solid foundation for their peace and prosperity.
Because what was a cottage in the sky, when her castle was about to burn?





Every bump in the carriage made Isabelle jump. A few times she thought she would vomit on the side of the road, she felt so ill from the journey. But Louis held her hand and had such a strong, resolute look on his face that she knew she mustn’t fear. They were out of the city by dawn, and on the long journey home.
“I don’t remember Cévennes very much,” she said. They were taking an early breakfast at an inn near the harbor, where they would board the ferry that would take them across the Channel. “But I know we vacationed there sometimes when Papa was still alive, to visit you.”
“It is just a small estate, nothing to get too excited about,” Louis said with a smile. “But it will be home.”
“Home.” She nodded. She liked the sound of that very much. She had been looking for home all her life. Now she knew she’d always had one with him.
They finished their meal and walked out of the inn to look for the hansom. 
“Where is everybody?” she asked, when the driver did not appear. The roads were notoriously dangerous, and no one traveled without at least a team of armed men.
“Let me see,” Louis said. He walked toward the horses, which were idling by the road, lazily eating grass. What he found when he came closer caused him to shout, “Isabelle! Run!” All their servants had been slain—the driver, the footmen, and even the young pages. Their bodies lay on the side of the road, red with blood.
She whipped around in time to see a marauder knifing Louis in the back. He fell to the ground, blood pooling in his mouth, a surprised, shocked look on his beautiful face. “Louis!” she screamed, just as a cloth was placed on her head and everything went black. She was surrounded. She tried to kick and scream, but there was nothing she could do—there were too many of them. As she was bundled up and taken away, all she could hear were men speaking in French, and she could understand them perfectly. “Kill the boy, but keep her alive.”
Meanwhile, deep in the heart of the city, Marie walked quickly through the streets, zigzagging, trying to find her way back to the palace. She had never walked through the city much before, and she got lost quickly. She was horrified to see how people lived—the poor children in the streets with their hands out, begging. The dirty sidewalks were full of horse dung; the sky was clogged with gray smoke. The abject poverty in front of her moved her to tears and mortification. How could she sleep on a comfortable bed, dine on rare and fanciful treats, when children were going hungry just a few blocks away from the palace gates? She had to do something about this…she had to.
Marie made another right turn, and realized she was in a small, dark alley that was ominously empty. It occurred to her that she was alone and unarmed, and London was notorious for its thieves and criminals. It was one of the things she would have worked on if she were queen—to make the streets safer for everybody.
“Looky here, boys,” came a low rough voice. A hard-looking man emerged from the shadows. He was not alone.
“Please, let me pass,” she said. 
“What do you have in your bag, missy?”
“You can have whatever you need—let me pass,” she said. “Don’t you know who I am?”
“No clue.”
“I am the Princess Marie-Victoria,” she said, bearing herself up to her full height and speaking to him with her mother’s voice—the voice that inspired total obedience. The voice of the queen.
“And I’m the King of Romania,” the bandit laughed.
There were four of them. She wouldn’t get away. But she could scream, and so she did—she screamed at the top of her lungs—and then they surrounded her, and she screamed even more—and she thought she would die, or worse—and they pushed her to the ground—and she closed her eyes then, because now she was too frightened to scream, and she only wanted to live. But then, just as suddenly, someone was pulling the men off of her, and she was safe and unharmed.
Gill! she thought. He found me. Then she saw it was not Gill, but someone else—a boy with dark hair and blue eyes. “Wolf!”
“Stay back, Marie—let me take care of them.” Wolf had no weapon. Already he had a cut lip and his fists were red with blood, but the men looked even worse. They surrounded him menacingly, and one pulled a broken pipe out of his pocket.
“Hey boys, now, that’s not so nice—picking on a girl alone in the city,” Wolf said.
“Go on, boy, nothing for you here. There’s four of us and only one of ya.”
“Then it’s an even fight.” Wolf smiled as he dispatched them in quick succession. A flurry of fists and feet: roundhouse to the jaw, karate chops, well-aimed punches to the gut and face. In a few moments they were all in a heap on the street.
“Are you hurt?” he asked, as he helped her to stand.
“No, just shaky,” she said, taking his hand.
He pulled her close and held her in his arms until she stopped trembling. “You’re all right now—you’re safe, you’re with me.”
“How did you know where to find me?” she asked.
“I went to the Knight’s Arms, but you weren’t there. I thought you might be lost, and I know you—you always think if you keep turning right, you’ll find your way somehow. Remember how we learned the passageways that way? So I kept turning right, and here you are,” he said. 
“You knew I was at the Knight’s Arms?” she said, staring at him. Then she realized she had stumbled upon the answer to another mystery. “It was you—you gave Gill the money. You were the friend who helped us get away.”
“Yes. I’m sorry, Marie, I thought I was helping you,” he said. “I thought I was doing the right thing for you. It was wrong of me—it put you in too much danger. But I only wanted your happiness. I thought it was what you wanted.”
“It was, but it isn’t now,” she said. “I made a mistake. I don’t know what I was thinking.” Her heart ached, because she knew what she had to do. She had always thought of herself as gentle and soft-hearted, but in the end she had been as abrupt and brusque as the Merlin. She had left Gill at the inn without even saying good-bye. 
Wolf nodded. “But when Leo was shot and they said you were missing, I realized my mistake. The palace needs you—you belong back in St. James, and I came to fetch you, to bring you home.”
Marie stared at him. “Leo was shot? Is he dead?”
“I don’t know,” Wolf said, anguished.
She nodded. She could hardly stand him let alone love him, but she felt for her friend Wolf and his loss. Still, she had to act fast. “We must leave immediately,” she said, remembering what had caused her to return in the first place. “When we get back, I need you to do something for me. The five hundred barrels of Burgundy—the duke’s wedding gift—send them away. Put them on a boat and have them destroyed.”





Wolf took a few of his loyal men, and together they placed the barrels of wine on the boat. He watched from the dock. Moments later, it exploded in a burst of magefire. A large blaze stretched up to the heavens, resounding with a thunder that shook the very air around it and rocking the waves to a churning height. Marie had been right. The barrels under the palace were as good as powder kegs, waiting to explode—to destroy the palace and everyone in it. If Marie had not figured it out…he shuddered to think what could have happened. Everything would have been thrown into chaos. War would have broken out, as warring factions seized the opportunity to take power and control. Everyone would have suffered—more deaths—the people would have starved. Without the leadership of the monarchy and the invisible orders, civilization itself would have been in jeopardy.
He went back to the castle and found Marie in the main drawing room, talking with several high-ranking ministers, looking worn and tired. She was still in the dress she had worn that morning, when he’d fought off the goons in the alley.
“How did you know?” he asked simply.
“Let us talk privately,” she said, and dismissed the cabinet. “I didn’t want to create a big scene out of it,” she said when they were alone. “I didn’t want whoever set it to know what I knew. But last night, when I walked to the basement, I thought it smelled familiar—then I remembered it smelled like when Aelwyn burned down my room. Sour and smoky—the ruby spell.”
“So the Red Duke…”
“…is not our enemy,” she said firmly. “He insisted I drink a bottle of the same vintage at a dinner right after the royal ball. They brought it up from the dungeons specially. I thought he meant to poison me, but he was just hoping to curry favor. He wanted desperately to be back in the court’s good graces. No. It was not him. Someone came in after it was delivered and cast the ruby spell on the wine.”
“Who?”
“That’s what I want to find out,” she said. “Whoever did it had access to the basement with the spell-key.”
Wolf shot her a meaningful look.
She shook her head. “I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. It wasn’t Gill.”
“Marie—he was planted here. The Iron Knights have a strong presence in Aylshire. I looked into it after we had our picnic. My men said he was clean, that he was no rebel, and I trusted them—and I trusted your judgment—but now I don’t know. Perhaps he was meant to save you so that you would trust him, so that they could destroy the monarchy from the inside, get rid of the princess—don’t you see? It’s the only explanation,” argued Wolf.
“So he could marry me on a ship bound for the Americas? No. It wasn’t Gill, Wolf. I know it wasn’t,” she said. “And while the Iron Knights can destroy magic, they cannot create it.”
“Fine, it wasn’t the Red Duke and it wasn’t Gill—but whoever it was, he used them both. Whoever it was knew that the duke had sent hundreds of barrels of wine, and knew how to get to the dungeons without being seen.”
“You know what, Wolf? I know only one other person in this palace who knows the secret passageways and has an extra spell-key.”
“Marie…”
“We found it as children, don’t you remember? I know you still have it. It was yours, wasn’t it? When you gave him the money, you told Gill the wards would be down because you would make sure they were. Because, as I suspected, you had invited an underground sparring ring to meet in the dungeons that night, and you had to let the men in…and maybe that’s not all.…”
Wolf stared at her and could not speak.
They were interrupted by the arrival of the Merlin. “Your Highnesses. A word.” Emrys looked like he’d had a rough night; there were shadows under his eyes. “I regret to inform you that Prince Leopold has succumbed to his wounds. The prince is dead.”
Wolf looked at Marie, who was still staring at him with doubt in her eyes.
He was now the heir to the Prussian kingdom. He bolted out of the room, unable to believe that his brother was dead.
“Wolf!” Marie called.
He needed to be alone, but as he left the drawing room he saw Ronan. She was standing like a beacon of light, looking so beautiful in the sunlight, still wearing her gown from the night before. No one from the party had been allowed to leave after the duel. Most were in the parlor rooms, eating breakfast and complaining about when they would be allowed to go home and change. 
Ronan walked up to him and embraced him. “I heard the news. I’m so sorry about Leo.”
“I am the heir to the throne,” he said, stunned. 
“What does that mean?” she asked, and then saw the fear on his face. She felt a cold stab through her heart.
“Nothing will change,” Wolf said fiercely. “Nothing. I love you.” 
“You promised you would come back to me.”
“And I have,” he said, and held her tightly in his arms and would not let her go, not even when Marie came out to the hallway to find him and tell him that they were needed in the crown room, because King Frederick and Queen Eleanor and the Merlin wanted a word with the two of them.





When Marie left the crown room after the meeting with the Prussian and Franco-British advisors to return to her apartments, Gill was stationed at her door as usual, back in his place. She nodded to him and motioned for him to follow her inside. When they were alone, they sat side by side on the settee, where they had spent so many wonderful moments reading together, talking and laughing. He slumped down in his seat. There was no happiness on his face. He looked betrayed, lost, and so miserable. She wanted to tell him nothing would change between them. 
But that was not why she had asked him inside.
“Don’t say it,” he said, his brown eyes dark and angry. “Don’t apologize, Marie, I don’t think I can stand it.”
She sat next to him and looked down at her hands. Was it only last night that she had left the palace with no intent of ever returning? Was it only last night that she’d run out through the passageways, never to turn back? Was it only this morning that she’d put her gray dress on, thinking she would be a bride? She looked up at his sad, drawn face. If she had not left him, they would be married now; she would be his wife.
“You’re leaving me, aren’t you? You’re not coming with me to the Americas. You’re not leaving St. James,” he said.
“I’m so sorry.”
“You said you loved me.”
“I did, and I do.” She wanted to touch his face, wanted to hold his hands, wanted to reassure him nothing was different between them—but everything was different. Everything was wrong. There was no such thing as personal happiness. One hoped that it would come with duty, like a flower you stumbled upon in the wilderness. One could only hope—but one could not desire it, could not live for it. She lived for others. Her life was not her own, because it was everybody’s. She understood that now. As much as her heart was breaking, she had never felt as alive and as vital as she did that day.
She had fallen into her mother’s arms in the crown room, and she had told Eleanor she understood now. She understood so many things about her life. She had been a silly little girl before, but now she understood. Now she understood what it meant to be a princess. Royalty meant sacrifice and not privilege, and it would entail the hardest sacrifice of all. She felt a wrenching in her stomach, and she felt like crying but she had to be stronger than that. She had to do the right thing for everybody, including him.
Gill would never feel like he deserved her, she realized. He would work so hard, but it would never be enough for him to forget who she was and where she came from. He would have worked himself to death, trying to make it up to her, trying to make up for what she had sacrificed for him. The cottage she’d dreamed of was indeed a cottage in the sky. She was playing a child’s game, for fantasy and escape. She would have been happy with him, but she wondered if in her happiness she would have been depriving him of his. He would never have believed his love was enough for her. He had grown up in the palace as well—he had seen its splendor and grandeur—and for the rest of his life he would have blamed himself for taking it away from her.
“I do love you, Gill,” she said, because she did love this sweet boy who would have risked everything for her. He had loved her enough to try and make a new life for the two of them.
“But you are leaving, regardless.”
“It’s because no matter what happens, I can’t—I can’t change who I am. No matter how hard I want to be someone else, no matter how much magic is at my disposal, however many spells Aelwyn can cast, I can’t change the fact that I am Marie-Victoria of House Aquitaine.”
“You don’t think it was me, do you?” he said softly.
“What?”
“Your friend, Wolf—he grilled me earlier. Did I tell anyone else that the wards would be down? Who else knew about the secret passageways? He thinks I betrayed you—that I would do that to you and the queen,” he said bitterly. “Because my damned brother is an Iron Knight, because of what happened during the coup—he thinks I set you up, that I was part of a conspiracy. They tried to recruit me once, but I told them to go to Hell.” 
“I know it wasn’t you, Gill,” she said softly. “I know it wasn’t you.” She stroked his back, remembering how he had consoled her when she had discovered she would have to marry Leopold.
Gill hung his head and gripped her hands tightly in his. When he looked up again, she could see that tears were falling silently down his face. “You’re going to marry him now, aren’t you? That Prince Wolf. You have to. Now that his brother’s dead. Because that’s the way it works, isn’t it?”





Isabelle woke up in an unfamiliar room. She was covered in gauze, and everything hurt. She looked outside the window at the rolling hills, the rows of vines. The familiar smell of vinegar. Home? She was home? Why was she back in Orleans? She sat up with a start, suddenly remembering the attack on the road outside the city.
Louis? Where was Louis?
“Louis?” she called. But it was not Louis who was sitting across from her. It was Hugh. She recoiled. “Why am I here? Where is Louis?”
“You’re awake,” he said. “Good.”
“Why am I here? Where’s Louis?” she asked, even though she already knew the answer in her heart. “Louis!”
“Louis is dead,” Hugh said flatly. “You can call for him all you want, but he’s gone.”
“No,” Isabelle said and fell back, sobbing. “No, he can’t be dead. Not Louis. What did you do, Hugh?” She remembered the last words she’d heard before she blacked out. 
Kill the boy, but keep her alive.
“You killed him,” she screeched. “You killed Louis. Oh my God, you killed him! Leave me! Leave this room! Leave me alone! Oh my God, Louis…my beautiful Louis…”
“You truly want to be alone, Isabelle? You cannot think only of yourself now—think of the child.”
“What child?” she said.
“Your child, of course. Do not tell me you don’t know you’re pregnant, Isabelle. The sisters confirmed it when they healed you.”
She was pregnant—of course. She’d known, of course, but she did not want to accept it. It was why she’d kept throwing up all the time, why she felt so uncomfortable in a corset, why her breasts were so large and swollen. She was carrying someone’s child…how terrible that she did not even know who the father was. It could be Leopold’s, or it could be Hugh’s…the thought disgusted her. She would kill herself before she allowed herself to bring his child into the world.
“My men assured me that Louis-Philippe died before he could make you his wife. If you have this baby out of wedlock, you will be shunned from court and every great house across the Continent. No one will marry you. So I have taken you home to Orleans, where you belong. I am offering you my hand in marriage, and a chance for you to remain with your lands and estate. Come, my dear—haven’t I been kind to you? I will accept your child as my own; perhaps it is mine anyway.”
“No, no, no,” Isabelle sobbed. She was going to escape, she was going to get away from him, from this.…How had this happened…? She was going to live in Cévennes with beautiful Louis, and have a beautiful life together.…
“Come here—I have missed you,” Hugh said, and he put his slimy hands around her, and he kissed her lips—and it felt disgusting and repulsive, but also familiar, too familiar—too much like coming home.





The Prussians would bury their dead in their home country. But before they took Prince Leopold away, his body would lie in state in a chapel at St. James, so that the court and the many members of the public who loved him could pay their last respects. When the crowds had left and the chapel was empty, Aelwyn arrived to say good-bye. She looked down at his face, so serene in eternal rest.
Marie was sitting in the first pew, and bade her friend come and sit with her. They sat and looked at the body of Leo together. 
When Aelwyn heard that Marie had returned to the palace, she knew she had made the right choice not to keep the glamour. The night of the garden party, she had destroyed the illusion stone—and with it, the temptation to be something she was not. Her father was right to be wary of the glamour spell, and Sister Mallory was correct; a false victory was a hollow one. 
“We made a mistake,” Aelwyn said. “I am sorry.”
“I am sorry too, for I made you do it. I’m sorry, Winnie, for pushing you, just like on the night of the fire.”
“It is not your fault,” Aelwyn sighed. “Not all of it.” Her father had been right to send her away four years ago, and the queen had been right to be paranoid and to fear her. Because on the night of the fire, the night that she had almost killed the princess, a dark, awful place in Aelwyn’s soul had wanted it. All her rage and frustration at her position had manifested that night, and when she saw the flames burn and lick the building, and the princess trapped in the smoke…
Aelwyn had been glad, had felt triumphant. See, I can do this. I can make things burn, I can destroy, I can show you all.…
The power is at my command.…
She had seen the evil in her heart. It had been right of her father to send her away to Avalon, to understand that she must learn to control her power and emotions. She must accept her position and find the good in her…for there was good in her…unlike Leopold.
“I am glad he is dead,” Aelwyn said. “He was evil, Marie. He was a sorcerer—he was poison through and through. Everyone loved him, except for you—you were the only one who was immune to his magic. You saw through him, ever since we were children.”
“A sorcerer…you’ve known from the beginning, haven’t you? Since I told you what he did at Lamac—you said, ‘But only a powerful sorcerer can unleash Pandora’s Box.’”
Aelwyn nodded. “I knew. I saw it in him when we met again—Leopold was not just a sorcerer, but a sorcerer’s son. Lord Hartwig was a hidden mage, he had to be—he lived in obscurity and only recently infiltrated the Prussian throne. He was Leo’s father. It was why Leo had wanted the portraits of the royal family destroyed, because anyone who looked closely could see the resemblance.
“It was then I began to believe that the rumors of the Prussian queen and her guard were just a cover—to throw suspicion on Wolf, so that no one would see. No one would know the truth. Hartwig raped the queen—and she bore Leopold. It was why Queen Theresa cried all the time; it was why she killed herself. Wolf is the true prince, the true king. Leo used his magic to make Wolf seem like the wrong one, the bastard, so that no one would pay attention to him. Because if they did…anyone would see that it was Leo who was wrong.”
“He must have secretly borrowed Wolf’s spell-key days before to set the spell,” Marie said, understanding everything now. “He knew we had found it as children, and he used the secret passageways to get into the dungeons where the wine was kept.”
“Yes. The wards would never have allowed him to bring the Pandora’s Box into the castle, so he had to find another way. But if the tools for a weapon were already here, all he had to do was cast the spell.”
“The ruby spell. He turned the wine into barrels of magefire to destroy us all,” Marie said. “But why? We were going to be married—he had the empire at his feet.”
“Hartwig was not Prussian at all,” Aelwyn said. “He was a French warlock. He survived the Battle of Orleans, and nursed a lifelong grievance against the empire. Leo was his son. Like his father, Leo never wanted peace. He only wanted a way into the palace—a way to be welcomed by Eleanor. The wedding was just a cover for his true intentions. Hartwig was killed at Lamac. He was Leo’s father, and trained him as a boy. He shaped him to be a weapon, and fed his mind with anger and fury. Leo wanted revenge—everything destroyed—the empire turned to ashes, and war brought down on all our heads.”
“So we owe our lives to that French boy, to Louis-Philippe,” Marie said thoughtfully.
“Not quite,” Aelwyn said with a smile. “I cast a spell of my own.”
“When?”
“At midnight, in the garden—when I saw the duel. I thought, here is my chance. Here is my chance to make everything right. I made certain that the bullet would hit its mark. Leopold never saw it coming; he didn’t know that the wards were down, and the royal blood was unprotected.”
“I thought you loved him.”
Aelwyn sighed. She had been attracted to him—to his bright and fearless ambition. His focus and his anger had appealed to her, too, because rage and resentment were her lot as well. “I was drawn to Leo. I was attracted to his hunger, his weakness; but later, I saw him for what he was. He reminded me of Lanselin, whom I loved in Avalon. A vain and foolish boy, who would put his selfish desires over the peace of the kingdom.”
“Did he know you were me?”
“I don’t know…I suspected…I don’t know.”
“I am not sorry he is dead,” Marie said. “But he deserves our pity. It could not have been easy, growing up with such an awful secret. Hartwig must have corrupted him with his hate. Queen Theresa was still his mother, and he often spoke of her lovingly. And Wolf adored him.”
“You are truly merciful,” Aelwyn said as she knelt before her. “I serve you, my queen. You have my loyalty. I am your friend, you have been mine…”
“Winnie, you don’t need to apologize,” said Marie.
“There is more, my princess,” Aelwyn said, bowing her head. “I must beg for your forgiveness. My father admitted to me that he has been poisoning you since you were young. He made you think you suffered from the wasting plague. Your mother, the queen, began to suspect as much.”
“I knew there was a reason I was afraid of your father,” said Marie. “Although I did not think he was trying to kill me.” 
“He never tried to kill you. It was to make sure your will was strong enough to triumph over a weakened body—strong enough to lead an empire. Testing your strength was a precaution to protect the empire, to protect the realm from weakness inside and out. I’m sorry, it is upsetting news, and it was to me.”
Marie laughed without bitterness. “Strangely, I am not upset. I am just relieved that I do not suffer from illness after all.”
“You have proven you are the strongest ruler this empire will know,” Aelwyn said. “You will be queen. I will bond to the Order and serve as your Morgaine.”
Aelwyn swore fealty to the princess. As she did, she remembered her father’s words that morning. We serve the realm by choosing the monarch. I chose Henry over Charles. I saw the future: I saw this empire standing tall and proud. I saw Camelot lasting a thousand years. I prevented wars, famine, death; instead, I gave this land peace, prosperity, and a succession of worthy sovereigns.
Your mother and I planned it from the beginning.
When her time to exit came upon her, Eleanor understood what the empire needed: we each needed an heir. One to rule, and one to serve.
She had a dream once, that her daughter would betray her—that her daughter was a traitor. And so we devised a test. We knew Aelwyn’s power of illusion and Marie’s desire to have a different life. We decided we would announce Marie’s engagement to Leopold to set it in motion. Nothing happens in this empire without our knowledge, but we left it to you both to save the kingdom from ruin. If both of you failed, then I would step in, but we would be lost; we would have to try again somehow. Our time was running short.
Eleanor had two daughters seventeen years ago.
One from the seed of her long-dead husband. And the other from the seed of her most trusted advisor.
One to rule, and one to serve.
They were sisters—twins—best friends born into separate destinies. 
After telling her the truth, the Merlin had withdrawn into himself. She had shifted forward in her seat, one last question burning in her mind.
“Father, have you seen the future in the glass? It will not show me mine,” she had asked.
He’d sighed. “I have seen many futures. Each one shows that now is the time for my death. Eleanor will not live the year, and neither will I. But I have seen you taking the vows and taking your place by the throne. For you have chosen the monarch, have you not?”
She had. She thought she had chosen to rule herself, but when she’d seen Leopold in the courtyard, she’d known what had to happen. The death of the prince meant Marie had to return, and she could not take Marie’s place. That had never been her true place in the castle, her true position. When she had sent the bullet flying to its mark, she had chosen Marie to be queen and sovereign.
Sweet, compassionate Marie, who would rule the land with a gentle hand and an intelligent heart.
Aelwyn had chosen the monarch, and chosen well.





Lady Constance had arrived for tea again that afternoon. She wanted Ronan to tell her everything that had happened at the palace on the night the prince was killed. Ronan told her what she could, but did not relish the news. Wolf’s brother was dead. She did not know what it meant for her, but she feared what it would bring.
“And I have good news,” she said. “Lady Julia thinks Marcus will propose to you again. This time you must accept.”
“I must?”
“Your mother and I made an agreement,” Lady Constance said. “Shall I speak plainly?”
“Please do.”
“I was to help you land a titled lord. You are a rich American girl, and his family goes back generations. I help set up the match, and voilà.” 
“Wait—my mother promised you a fee?” Ronan goggled.
Lady Constance shrugged. “It’s a typical practice during the season. How else did you get an invitation to the royal ball? I gave you one of my slots.”
“But you didn’t even get me to any of the best parties, or to your own dinner.”
“Your parents’ first payment only covered so much,” Lady Constance said. “I have been waiting for the next installments. But I did find you Marcus and the baron.”
“What does Marcus get out of it?”
“Oh, he’s a typical broke Englishman,” Lady Constance said gaily. “All of their assets are tied up in the land and the estate. They’re practically penniless.”
Ronan began to laugh. “Well, then he was barking up the wrong tree if he thought I could change his fortune.” They thought she was a rich American, a Van Owen—because of the dresses—because of the royal suite at Claridge…of course. It all made sense now.
“Pardon?”
“We’re broke, Lady Connie,” Ronan said. “Penniless as your friends. It’s why Mother couldn’t pay the rest of your so-called fee. But here, you’ve had some wonderful teas on my friend’s account. Perhaps I will let you take care of this one.”
Later that afternoon, Vera told her she had another visitor. When her governess left the room, Wolf entered. He was paying her a proper call at last. 
“You came back to me,” she said, rushing to his arms, but he held himself back and gave her only a stiff hug.
“No, Ronan. I have come to say good-bye.”
“Good-bye?”
It was as Lady Constance had said earlier, that of course the negotiated treaty still stood—and there was no better way to meet its obligation than to have the prince who was still alive marry the princess. That was his job, after all—his purpose in life—to fulfill promises and responsibilities in case his brother failed to deliver. 
“I am sorry,” Wolf said. “I have no choice in the matter.”
“Do you love her?” she asked, tears in her eyes. 
“I am fond of Marie. She is an old friend of mine.” Wolf did not elaborate. He did not tell her about the admiration he felt for her: how smart and strong and brave she was, how she had saved the empire from destruction and war. He said none of these things to Ronan.
“Because there are other ways…kings and consorts…” Ronan said, her voice low. “I do not care. I only want to be with you. I want to be at your side, at every occasion. I will be in the shadows, but I will love you. I just want to be with you. I will be your mistress if you want, but let me love you. Let me stay with you. Please.”
Wolf shook his head, appalled. “No. I will not do to you what my brother did to Isabelle. I will not have you ruined and debauched. I will let you go. I have to let you go.” 
“No—please—don’t say these things, you can’t mean them—we only just found each other…” 
“It must be done,” Wolf said firmly. “You must forget about me, Ronan, and build a life for yourself. Find a man who is free to love you. Find someone who is worthy of you. You think too little of yourself, and of your worth. You’re more than just a beautiful girl from New York. You are worth more than any titled aristocrat. You can make your own fortune. I can help you, if you want. I can be a good friend to you.” 
“But you will not be my husband,” Ronan cried. “Or my lover.”
“No, Ronan, I cannot,” he said. “That part of our relationship has ended.”
“Then I will leave court and go back to New York,” Ronan said. “I will marry Marcus!” she threatened. “Or the baron!”
“If you must,” Wolf said, and his face was tired and drawn, distant. This was not the boy who’d held her in the garden. That boy had also died that night. This was the prince and heir to the throne. “Think about what I am offering, and do what you need to do—but this is good-bye, Ronan.”





When Wolf arrived back at the palace, he was told by the butler that Marie had asked him to go to the small drawing room and wait for her there. When Marie entered, she found Wolf sitting on his favorite chair, his shoulders slumped. He looked just like he did when he was a little boy. Her favorite friend, she thought. “Pup,” she called. “You’re back.”
He turned and saw her at the door. A ghost of a smile appeared on his face. “Helmet head.”
She took a seat next to him and they both looked out at the garden. The tents were gone now, and the courtyard where Leo had been shot only a few days ago was scrubbed clean. Everything, it seemed, would be scrubbed clean…a prince was dead, but a new prince had been offered in his place. 
They stared at the garden for what seemed like a very long time. They’d both had such different dreams for their lives, but their lives had led them back here, to this room, to each other.
“Did you love him? A silly question,” Wolf said. “Of course you loved him. You were going to run away with him. You were going to give up everything for him.”
She did not answer, because the answer was clear. “The American girl whom you were embracing in the hallway earlier. Her name is Ronan, isn’t it?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said quietly. “Ronan Astor.”
“You had planned to marry her, didn’t you? But now you cannot marry her—you have to marry me.” Marie sighed. 
When Wolf looked up at her, his face was as gray and tired as she felt. She thought he would deny it—fight it—but instead he took her hands in his and pressed them to his lips. “I have been thinking, ever since my brother died.”
“Yes?”
“We must be kind to each other, Marie. We must forgive each other.”
“For what?” she asked, though she already knew. They had to forgive each other for not being the first: the first love, the first kiss. For not being a dream come true from a fairy tale. There was no such thing as fairy tales. Princesses didn’t turn into peasants, and princes could not run away to have adventures. She had wanted to be someone else so badly, but perhaps the secret to life was accepting who she was. She was Eleanor’s daughter, Princess Marie-Victoria of England and France. She had passed the Merlin’s test, carried the blood of generations of rulers, and was to rule an empire that spanned five continents—the most powerful empire the world had ever known.
His lips were warm and soft on her hand. When he let her hand go, she felt a pang. 
“So you will marry me, then?” She smiled, her eyes bright. Her heart was breaking, but she was not thinking of Gill just then. She was looking at Wolf—at her dear friend, Wolf—and she was thinking that Ronan Astor was so very beautiful indeed. 
“Was there ever a doubt, my friend?” Wolf said lightly.
She nodded, satisfied with his answer.
They would fulfill their duties, honoring their families, their countries, and the hard-won treaties that would bring peace to the nations. This was what they had been born to do.
“My brother—Leopold—I loved him,” Wolf said, as they continued to hold hands. He was glad he was with his dear friend Marie, who understood the depth of his pain. 
“I know you did.”
“But your Merlin told me that he was a sorcerer, that he was the madman who created the magefire. And that while he was my brother, he was not my father’s son,” Wolf said.
She nodded. “I was told that as well.”
“But I loved him. He was good to me, my brother. Perhaps it was I who failed him, who should have been a better brother to him. I should have urged him on a better path. I saw the way he was with women—what he did to Isabelle—and I did nothing.” Wolf shook his head. “I need to be better.”
She kissed his hands and smoothed his hair. “We will try to do better together.”
After the mandatory six-month mourning period for the sudden and unexpected death of Prince Leopold of Prussia, the court of St. James announced that Marie-Victoria of England and France would be married to the Kronprinz of Prussia, Wolfgang the First. 
The choir sang a hymn of joy as Marie walked into the church on her wedding day, and the court gasped in delight at the sight of her. The princess was dressed simply, her only crown a wreath of wildflowers in her hair: pink, purple and deep red. Her dress was ivory in color and dressed with English lace, a simply-cut satin gown trimmed with orange and pink blossoms. Its train was eighteen feet in length, held up by her loyal ladies. She had insisted on no political favors—she wanted only the attendants who had known her from childhood. There was the lady of the bedchamber, Evangeline; Paulette, the mistress of the robes; and her nurse, Jenny Wallace. 
She wore no jewel, except for the gift of Wolf’s mother’s diamond ring, the blue stone of Brandenburg. There was no magic or glimmer on her dress or glamour on her visage. Her face was clean and shining, and her smile was gentle. Yet it was said by those who were present for her wedding that she had never looked so beautiful; that on her wedding day, she was even more beautiful than she had been on the night of the royal ball.
Marie walked down the aisle on the arm of the Merlin, and as she did she nodded to the glittering assemblage of honored and titled guests who had come to witness her wedding. Among the courtiers and dignitaries in attendance were the newlyweds Viscount and Lady Lisle, Marcus and Celestine, who had wed a few months earlier. It was said to be a happy marriage, as both came from similar land-rich estates, and were used to living without heat and plumbing. 
The Duke of Burgundy sent his regrets, as he had taken ill. It was rumored that Isabelle, Lady of Orleans, had left the castle in the dark of night. It was said she was living humbly in a seaside town by herself, teaching English and raising the son she had named Charles Louis Valois, who had a remarkable mop of golden hair and the ability to charm everyone with his smile. 
Ronan Astor was also present at the wedding. As a friend of Wolf’s she had merited an invitation, and Marie had been kind enough to agree. The two young men seated next to her were Lords Stewart and Fairfax. Ronan had elected to stay in London. They said she had taken a position as a secretary to a rich American heiress who had recently married an Italian count and had set up a home in London. The Astors had lost the governorship of New York, and her parents had decided to move out west instead of remaining in the city. Ronan was living with her former governess Vera in a small flat in Kensington, but she was starting a small business—a millinery shop—and already her hats were sought by the great ladies of London.
Marie turned away from the guests, looking ahead to the smiling face of the newly installed Morgaine. Aelwyn Myrddyn of the sisterhood was resplendent in her white robes, her auburn hair flowing to her shoulders, Avalon’s medallion in the hollow of her throat. She had a serene smile on her face. Queen Eleanor was standing next to Aelwyn, and her mother looked as happy as she had ever been. She was an old woman—everyone could see that now. Her hair was snow-white, and there were wrinkles and heavy folds on her face. For the first time, the entire court saw the queen as Marie saw her.
Marie reached the altar, and the Merlin released her with a bow. He, too, looked as if he had aged a thousand years overnight since he had relinquished his position.
She turned to the front. There, standing in his wedding suit, so handsome and heartbreaking, was Wolf. He winked at her as he took her hand in his. “Nice flowers,” he whispered.
“I wore them for you,” she said.
They faced the archbishop of the brotherhood, as well as the Sister Superior, who gave the blessings of Avalon on their marriage. After the readings and the songs, it was time to say their vows.
In a clear, loud voice Marie turned to the groom and said, “I, Marie-Victoria Grace Eleanor Aquitaine, take thee, Wolfgang Friedrich Joachim von Hohenzollem, to have and to hold, from this day forward, in sickness and in health, till death do us part.”
Wolf followed. “I, Wolfgang Friedrich Joachim von Hohenzollem, take thee, Marie-Victoria Grace Eleanor Aquitaine…”
They were pronounced man and wife to the joyful cheers and applause of the court and all its allies.
Marie was trembling as Wolf took her hand. They began their triumphant march down the aisle. He looked so dashing in his white and gold, so much more handsome than Leopold had ever been. Now that the spell was broken, everyone could see the truth. This was the true prince. And this, the true princess.
“I will be good to you, I promise,” Wolf said, leaning down to kiss her forehead. “You will have my heart.”
Will.
Because it was not love yet, between them; only friendship. But after everything they had gone through together, and all they had learned about life and war and magic, and the privileges and responsibilities of royalty, it could change. 
No, not love, not yet. But, holding on to Wolf’s warm hand, Marie thought, One day, it might be.
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