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  For Logan, who is better than any fairytale prince: 
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If there’s one thing I love about this city, it’s the smells.

The cool October air teems with clashing scents: bread, soap, coffee, horse, smoke, fish, sweat, dog. It’s so wonderfully messy and full and alive.

“What are you sniffing at?” Chemmy asks.

“Everything.” My stomach growls. “Especially the bread.” We’re scuttling home from Mistress Hardinge’s sewing shop, skies darkening above us and a sharp breeze playing with the edges of our cloaks. Well, the edges of my cloak; my friend wears a coat, much more fashionable.

“You want to stop?” Chemmy asks, tipping her bonneted head toward the bakery where a round-faced man advertises his end-of-day sale. Her nose is red from the cold.

“Can’t,” I say, but I take an extra deep sniff as we pass his shop. I reach a mitten into my empty pocket. “Maybe another time.”

Chemmy clicks her tongue. “You need to eat more, Hester. I can buy you—”

“No, thank you,” I interrupt. “Besides, I’ll have a feast tomorrow.”

“A feast?”

I clear my throat, excited to make my grand announcement. “I’m going to the Commoners Ball.”

“The Commoners Ball?” Chemmy laughs. “You wouldn’t!”

“It’s for commoners, isn’t it? Aren’t I as common as anyone else?”

She frowns. “It’s not for commoners like us.”

“Well, I certainly can’t invite myself to the Lords Ball, can I?”

The sharp smell of blood carries on the breeze, and Chemmy slows as we pass a butcher’s shop. Sure enough, there’s Ungus Morfry, taking up most of the doorway. He grins and waves. Chemmy blushes prettily and smiles back. Her feet come to a stop. And here I’d been hurrying because I thought she was cold!

“Evening, Miss Chemmy, Miss Hester.” Ungus nods at us—well, mostly at Chemmy. He wipes his broad hands on his apron. It’s already stained with rusty streaks of dried blood.

“Ungus, you’re a native,” I say. “Tell me about the Commoners Ball.”

“The ball?” He turns, blinking. I feel a bit guilty that I’ve forced him to stop making eyes at Chemmy. “What about it?”

“Hester says she wants to go,” Chemmy tells him.

“Is there a rule or anything that says I can’t?” I ask.

He pokes out his lower lip and answers slowly. “I guess you could, Miss. But no one goes without an invitation. It isn’t done.”

“Ha,” I say. “Then I shall go. I don’t particularly care about what’s done.”

Chemmy shakes her head, making the tassels on her bonnet bob. “Why do you want to go? Even if you can get in, the princes won’t pay attention to you.” She grimaces. “No offense.”

I wave her off. “Oh, I’m not worried about that; I only want to go for the food.”

The Commoners Ball was the biggest topic of conversation in our musty workshop this afternoon, and the talk of who would be there—and more importantly, what they would be eating—had started me on the idea. When I moved into Mistress Mungon’s boardinghouse last month, I negotiated: half off rent in exchange for an hour or two of work every evening, and not eating the breakfasts Mistress Mungon prepares, nor the larger dinners she makes every Sunday. My purse is happy; my stomach, less so.

“The food?” Ungus blinks at me again, wrenching his gaze away from Chemmy’s fluttering eyelashes. “Are you hungry, Miss Hester? We sometimes have a bit of extra—”

“I don’t need charity,” I rush. “Eating at a ball is not begging. It’s a transaction. Food for company.”

“I didn’t say you were begging—”

A querulous voice from inside the butcher’s shop interrupts him. “Ungus! Close that door!”

He glances apologetically at us—mostly at Chemmy again—and makes to tip his hat before realizing his head is bare. “My mother,” he laments. “I’ll be seeing you.” He steps backward into the shop. Mistress Morfry’s hollering is audible even after he closes the door. I hope she mellows soon, for Chemmy’s sake. She would be such a mother-in-law.

Chemmy sighs, a tiny puff of white in the cool air, and resumes walking. I bite my lip to keep from laughing at her lovelorn expression.

“You look dejected.” I loop my arm through hers. “Perhaps a ball would cheer you up.”

She chuckles and pats my arm. “You aren’t serious, are you?”

I smile.

“Hester! You aren’t serious?”

“I don’t see why I shouldn’t go. I’m as common as anybody—maybe more so.”

We pass a millinery shop, and Chemmy slows to admire a feathered bonnet. “You don’t have a thing to wear.”

I’d thought about this while hemming bedsheets this afternoon. “I think my brown dress will do.”

“No, no. You can’t wear brown to a ball!” Chemmy waves at a peddler packing up her coffee cart for the evening. If I breathe with my mouth open, I can almost taste it.

“Well, I don’t have anything prettier, unless you want to count what I’m wearing now.” Since I’ve only lived in the city of Wellington-upon-Chesbury for a month, my gowns are quite countrified.

Chemmy purses her lips and surveys my threadbare red skirt. “I suppose the brown is the nicest you’ve got.”

“I’ll pick some flowers and put them in my hair or something,” I say. “I might inspire a new fashion.” We turn down the narrow alley that leads to the boardinghouse where we share a room, leaving the bustle of the market streets behind us.

“Couldn’t one of your faeries change your appearance?” Chemmy suggests, then yelps when I pinch her.

“Don’t joke about the Folk,” I say. “They might hear you!”

I presume Chemmy rolls her eyes, but I’m looking at the ground, picking my way over a section of muddy cobblestones. We’ve talked of this before, but I’m still surprised that most of these city-dwellers don’t worry about the Folk. The creatures nest in the Ramsfeldshire countryside, where I grew up, but that doesn’t mean one will never wander through the capital.

“You can borrow the sash from my blue dress,” Chemmy says after a moment, ignoring the Folk question. Very diplomatic of her. “It’ll be some sort of color at least.”

I look up to thank her and immediately step ankle-deep into a cold puddle.

Well, it doesn’t matter if I’m neither fashionable nor graceful. I’m not going to the ball to dance—I just want to eat.
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I keep my eyes peeled as we walk home the next day, looking for any flower-like weeds that might be growing along the streets. I only spot cobblestones, horse droppings, and bits of old newspapers. A street sweeper tips his hat to me, and I nod in return.

“Hester, look!” Chemmy tugs at my sleeve and points across the street at a little flower girl with a half-full basket of pansies hanging on her thin arm. “Flowers for your hair, if you’re really going to the ball tonight.”

“Of course I’m going,” I say. I lay a hand on my chest. “I’m offended that you doubt me.” Chemmy begins crossing the street, but I hold back. “I can’t buy any flowers, though.”

She looks over her shoulder, two thin lines wrinkling the space between her eyebrows. “They’re only a farthing.”

I scuff one toe on the street, following the groove between cobblestones. “Every bit counts.” I’ve calculated and calculated, working the sums in my head until I’m fairly swimming in numbers. I need every penny I can get if I want to move my parents to Wellington-upon-Chesbury by midwinter. They can sell the rest of the hogs for their coach fare—unless I find a boardinghouse with rooms for swine, which seems unlikely—but we’ll need money for lodgings, including a month down; and then there’s food, and a doctor for Dad’s rheumatism, and shoes for Mum. I can do it—I know I can—but I won’t be buying any luxuries until they’re here. Even if the luxury is only a farthing.

I blink and shake myself from my reverie. Chemmy has disappeared, and I have to look around for a moment before I spot her stooping over the frail flower girl and handing her a coin. I purse my lips. Chemmy picks out a bundle of pansies and dashes back across the street. She has to dodge a hansom cab drawn by a magnificent piebald horse. I admire it until it’s disappeared into the crowds.

“Here.” Chemmy holds the small bundle out, puffing from her run. “I had an extra farthing.”

“I can’t take those.” My chest tightens. Mum’s oft-repeated lessons in bargains and gifts are too deeply ingrained for me to ignore them now, even though I know Chemmy means kindly.

Chemmy rolls her eyes. “It’s a gift from a friend, Hester. And only a farthing.”

I bite my lower lip. “You’re very kind—”

“Have you truly never accepted a gift before?” she grumbles, yanking me out of the way of a donkey pulling a vegetable cart. “It won’t kill you.”

“We don’t do gifts in Ramsfeldshire,” I say.

“Then it’s not a gift.” Chemmy sighs. “I’ll trade you for some leftovers from the ball. Bring me back some cheese if they have any.”

My throat eases and I nod, accepting the bundle of pansies she presses into my mittened fingers. Not a gift; a trade. I can trade.

Chemmy’s face is a mixture of curiosity and pity.

“If you had any respect for the Folk, you’d understand,” I say, tucking my chin down to my chest. “Gifts are how they trap you.” The Folk are not kind to humans in their debt.

I think Chemmy snorts at this, but the cry of a newsboy drowns out whatever she was about to reply. I perk up, listening for any mention of Ramsfeldshire, but his news is all events in the capital, including speculations about the royal ball tonight.

“Let’s get home,” she says. “I’ll do your hair so you can go get me my cheese.”

My stomach rumbles in anticipation, and we both laugh at the sound. We hurry together against the crowds, and Chemmy doesn’t even stop to flirt with Ungus.
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I skip dinner so I can get an early start on my chores. I’m scrubbing the floor of the entry hall, probably getting splinters from the rough floorboards, when Mistress Mungon steps out of the dining room. The clatter of diners floats out behind her.

“Oh, Hester! What are you doing?”

I sit up on my knees, taking the chance to rinse my rag and wring it out. “I’m going out tonight, so I thought I’d get this done early.”

Mistress Mungon props one fist into her soft hip and nods. “Good. You don’t get out enough.”

I hesitate to tell her I’m going to the ball. Like as not, I’ll be turned away at the door anyhow. “I thought it would be a nice change.”

“Just mind you’re home by curfew, and the rest of the rules, too. I won’t have my ladies out all hours of the night.”

“Certainly, ma’am.” If I’m always thinking in terms of bargains and debts, Mistress Mungon’s always thinking about respectability. Her list of rules is extensive, and any hints of impropriety will earn her boarders a passionate, though well-meaning, lecture. I regret to say I’ve received one already, but how was I supposed to know that sitting on the roof to catch the moonlight wasn’t respectable?

I squeeze the last drops of water out of my rag, and Mistress Mungon nods kindly before turning away with a swish of her yellow-and-pink striped skirt.

Now there’s some color. I wonder if she’d lend me her dress for the ball?

I snort a laugh at the thought, imagining my scrawny frame drowning in one of Mistress Mungon’s full-bosomed dresses, and resume my scrubbing.

There are dishes to do, too, but Chemmy helps with those once dinner is finished—I promise another piece of cheese, or whatever I can fit in my pocket, to repay her—and we make quick work of it. I wipe my hands on my damp apron and survey the kitchen to make sure everything is done, and then we hurry up to our room on the highest floor of the boardinghouse.

In our tiny room, I pull my brown dress off a peg behind the door. I’d pressed it the previous night, even though I hate pressing; I figure I should at least try to look decent. I slip it on now, button up the front, and tuck my ward charm into my bodice.

“What’s in that, anyhow?” Chemmy wrinkles her nose.

“Dried folkbane. The Folk don’t like the smell, or at least that’s the wisdom of the ancestors, and I am not going to start doubting them without very good reason.”

Chemmy hmms at this information. “Turn around so I can tie this sash.”

“The closest I’ll ever come to being dressed by a maid, I suppose.” I turn as instructed. Chemmy fusses over the sash—why, I don’t know, for the pale blue looks rather horrid over my drab frock.

“Your waist is too high,” she grumbles. “No one makes dresses like this anymore.” After another moment of tweaking, she has the fabric arranged how she wants it, and steps back, lips pursed as she looks me over.

“You’re wasted sewing bedsheets,” I say. “You should get a job as a dressmaker.”

“Maybe someday.” She shakes her head, done with her survey. “You look very nice—for anything besides a royal ball.”

“Good enough!” I take my hair out of my snood and shake out the dark curls. Chemmy bids me sit on the single stool, and takes her time arranging my hair in some sort of braided black jungle, tucking the pansies in carefully.

“I’ll be late,” I protest. I glance at the window, but it’s shuttered and I can’t guess at the time. My stomach growls—there had better be good food at this ball.

“You’re supposed to be late,” Chemmy mumbles around the hairpins in her mouth. She takes one out and slides it behind my right ear. “That’s how you make an impression.”

“I don’t want to make an impression. I just want to fill my pockets with rolls and cheese and then come home.”

Chemmy laughs, sending hairpins pinging against the floor, and we waste several moments finding them all.

“I wish you had a shawl.” Chemmy sighs. “Lace would help.”

“I think I’m beyond help.” I stand, gingerly feeling at the hair on the nape of my neck. Chemmy bats my hand away.

“Don’t touch it—it will all fall out. Oh, Hester, you can’t wear that!”

This to my cloak, which I’m wrapping around my shoulders. “I have to,” I say. “It’s too cold to walk there without it.”

“No one wears cloaks. You need a coat!”

“Should I ask a prince if he has one I can borrow?” I clasp my hands and bat my eyes at imaginary royalty. Chemmy doesn’t offer hers. My frame, though bony, is still too broad to fit.

Chemmy flops on the bed and surveys me with a half-critical, half-laughing eye. “You’re really going?”

“You spent so long on my hair that I have to. It would be a waste otherwise.”

“You’re going to make a fool of yourself!”

“Oh, I know,” I say, grinning. “It won’t be the first time, nor the last either, I suppose. Sure you don’t want to join?”

“You couldn’t pay me to go. Wait! What about gloves?”

“Gloves?”

“All the ladies wear gloves.”

“I could keep my mittens on, but that would inhibit the feasting a bit.”

She sighs, but as she has no gloves to lend, I simply stoop to drop a kiss on her head and admonish her not to wait up for me.

“Of course I will,” Chemmy grumbles as I step into the narrow hallway. “You’ll probably be back in an hour, since they’ll turn you away at the door.”

I laugh and wave before making my way down the rickety staircase. Mistress Mungon peers at me over her round spectacles when I pass the common room.

“Don’t forget curfew!” she calls. “And enjoy yourself, dear!”

Before I know it, I’m prancing up the streets toward the palace.
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My brother’s reflection appears in the mirror as my valet finishes tying my cravat. The evening sunlight casts a ruddy glow over his face. Hugh’s already dressed for the ball, and he grimaces as he saunters into my dressing room. “You’re actually wearing that?”

I’m not sure what part of my outfit he’s talking about, so I ignore him. Hugh plops into a stuffed chair behind me and watches for a moment.

“Your cravat is crooked.” He wrinkles his nose. “But there’s really no point in fixing it.”

My valet purses his lips and replies stiffly, “Of course I shall fix His Highness’ cravat, Your Highness.”

“It’s fine, Rodering,” I say before he can start fiddling with it again. I glance in the mirror and don’t see what my younger brother is criticizing.

“It’s only the Commoners Ball, anyhow.” Hugh stretches. “They won’t care.”

“That’s not what—” I sigh. “Does it need to be redone, Rodering?”

My valet glances from me to my brother, face expressionless.

“Never mind.” I stand. The cravat is fine, but he can’t say so without contradicting Hugh. I survey my reflection and I’m satisfied, so I turn to Hugh. He’s dressed in the height of style, despite his grumblings. “A purple waistcoat? Isn’t that a trifle … ostentatious?”

“At least I don’t look as though I’ve stepped straight out of a casket.” He shakes his head. “Really, Luke, where did you get that coat? Were you stealing someone’s graveclothes?”

“Did you need something, or are you only here to criticize my outfit?” I run a comb through my hair.

Hugh lifts a lazy shoulder. “Criticizing you is an unexpected bonus.” He stops and corrects himself. “Well, I really should have expected to, but I wasn’t. Aren’t you bored already?”

“Of what?”

“This ball. I wish Father would just give the commoners ducks or something.”

“Ducks?”

“You know.” He waves. “Some fowl for a nice meal. That they can have in their own homes.”

“You love balls,” I say. My valet offers me a pair of gloves. “Thank you, Rodering. You may go.”

Hugh makes a face as Rodering shimmies out of the room. “I don’t love this ball. There’s no—no class! Half the girls can’t even dance! And the fashion!” He shudders in his seat.

“It’s for the good—”

“Oh, don’t start with the talk of duty and public relations. Just let me be miserable.”

“I’m sure you shall find at least one pretty girl to flirt with,” I say with neither sympathy nor humor.

He props his chin on one hand, drumming the fingers of his other against the arm of the chair. “You don’t even care about my broken heart.”

“Broke it again, did you? Did Miss—Hamish, was it?—decide to go with someone more … reliable?”

“I haven’t thought about her for weeks!” he says. His tone is offended. “I meant Lydia Hitchingford.”

My eyebrows raise. “Lydia Hitchingford? How did she break your heart?” As far as I knew, the young lady in question mooned over Hugh with as much vigor as anyone.

“Her father betrothed her to Lord Antrony—you know, the one with the neck like a goose—and she’s acting happy about it!”

“How cruel of her to enjoy her betrothal.” I tug my gloves on. “Come, it’s time to greet the guests.”

Hugh follows me out of the room, dragging his feet on the carpet. “You’d have more sympathy if you’d ever been in love.”

I don’t answer in words.

He flushes. “Oh, you didn’t love Grace.”

“No reason for you to go around kissing her.” I lengthen my stride as we make our way down the hall to the grand staircase. Ruby light from the setting sun filters through the western-facing windows, and Hugh pauses to look down.

“Here they are already.” He sighs. “So unfashionably early.”

“Right on time, actually.”

“Worst way to make an entrance.” He leans against the pane, and I join him to glance at the carriages starting to roll down the drive. Some of the commoners invited have their own, while others hire a cab. Either way, none have recognizable livery, so I step back and continue to the staircase. Our father and mother will greet each guest personally before the dancing and dinner begin. Hugh and I are supposed to be there as well, although if past years are any indication, Hugh will probably wander off and only reappear when it’s time to dance.

At the top of the sweeping stairs, I pause to call one last rebuke. Hugh still has his nose pressed to the window in a grimace.

“Perhaps if you make up your mind to stop feeling sorry for yourself and do your duty, you’ll enjoy yourself more.”

“It’s always duty with you, and you get precious little joy out of it that I can see,” he grumbles. He straightens and looks at me. “I think I will enjoy myself, though.”

I don’t like the look in his eyes. “Whatever you’re thinking—”

“You said I should enjoy myself,” he interrupts. “And I enjoy falling in love. So!” He turns back to the window, this time with eagerness. “I’ll find one of these common girls and fall in love with her.”

“That’s not what I meant.” I take a step toward him. I don’t know why; there’s no reasoning with Hugh.

“I can, actually. It’s quite easy to fall in love. You should be happy.” He looks at me, reproachful. “I’ll stop complaining.”

I press my lips together and bite back the words I want to say. I can’t contain Hugh, as hard as I try. With a shake of my head, I turn back to the stairway, leaving Hugh to watch his prey from the window. I don’t suppose he’ll do much real harm. Even the commoners know Hugh’s fickle reputation, and none of the girls who attend should take him seriously. All the same, I should keep an eye on him.
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HESTER


It feels good to be stretching my legs in the autumn air. I like living in the capital, but I’m not used to such a sedentary job. I enjoy my walk to the palace, taking in the sights of the city I call home now. The genteel shabbiness of my neighborhood gives way to increasingly impressive architecture, and my steps slow more than once so I can admire a particularly imposing building or a marble statue. I’ll have to wander back this way on my next day off to admire everything better.

I find the palace without incident, following the broughams and hansom cabs that roll past me. Maybe some year I’ll be one of these invited guests, rich enough to hire a carriage to take me to the ball. Chemmy would certainly go with me then. I smile at the thought.

I’ve been so preoccupied with my stroll that I haven’t been thinking about the ball at all, and I’m unworried about my scheme until the moment I climb the final hill and see the palace gates. They’re nearly as tall as the mill back in my village of Lower Splott, and I used to think that a grand place indeed! If I stop to think about it, I’d feel intimidated—so I don’t stop.

The gates stand open for guests to enter. I lift my chin and walk through. A long, winding avenue, bordered by ferns and chrysanthemums, stretches before me, and bright gas lamps push back the growing dusk. I don’t hurry, admiring what I can see of the grounds.

A final curve brings the palace itself into view, and I stop in the middle of the drive to gape at the great stone building. I try to count the glimmering windows, but there are too many. My whole village could easily fit inside, chickens and hogs included, although they’d be more out of place than I am.

Or would we be equally out-of-place? Am I really more refined than a hog?

The rattle of a carriage behind me breaks my reverie and prompts me to scamper the remainder of the way down the drive. Wide stone steps—or is this marble?—lead up to a massive doorway. A manservant dressed in a crisp green suit stands at attention on one side. He eyes me as I climb the last stair.

“The servant’s entrance is around back, miss.”

“Oh, I’m not a servant.” I favor him with my brightest smile. “I’m here for the Commoners Ball.”

The servant barely restrains a laugh, looking me up and down. “You’re hardly dressed for it, miss.”

“I’m dressed as a commoner.” I slip off my cloak and spin, showing him my outfit. “Don’t you like it?” I smooth my skirt and wait for him to open the door for me.

“When they call it the Commoners Ball, miss, they don’t mean commoners,” the servant grunts. “Do you have an invitation?”

“That seems disingenuous.” I ignore his question. “To call it something without really meaning it.”

The carriage I’d heard pulls to a stop in front of the stairs, and I turn to watch a family alight: a balding man in a checkered waistcoat, a woman in a very bright yellow gown, and two younger women—daughters, I guess—with feathers in their hair.

Feathers! Now those I could have gotten easily enough. I’ll tell Chemmy later that she could have skipped the pansies and saved her farthing; I only needed to snatch some plumes from the dinner goose!

One of the daughters spares me a curious glance, but the rest of the party takes no notice of me as they sweep up the stairs. I move out of the way as they present their invitation, and the servant pulls the door open for them with a bow. I determinedly follow the last daughter. The servant reaches out to stop me from stepping through the doorway, but I whisk out of his reach and into the palace.

He catches up to me immediately. The family I’ve followed hands their various shawls and overcoats to another servant before gliding down a long hallway, but I stop right inside the doorway to gawk.

“How beautiful! It’s so tall! And are those actual gaslights—indoors?” I nod my appreciation. “Isn’t it overwhelming to work in such a place?”

“I’m used to it, miss.” The servant takes my arm to pull me back outside. “If you have no invitation hidden in that costume, I’m afraid I’ll—”

“Ah, Miss Smith!” A booming voice interrupts him, and a tall figure hurries down the shining hall to me, arms outstretched. The servant drops my arm as swiftly as he grabbed it. I wait dumbly as the man approaches and grabs my ungloved hands in his. He brings one to his lips.

“I’m delighted you’ve arrived! I only apologize that I was not at the door to greet you immediately!” The man straightens, and I notice a purple waistcoat, impish smile, twinkling blue eyes, and impossibly golden hair. I can’t help but grin back when he winks and turns to the servant. “My personal guest,” he explains, tucking my hand securely in his arm. “You can take her cloak.”

The servant opens his mouth—maybe to argue, but he must think better of it—and merely gives me a suspicious look. He takes the cloak with nothing more than a muttered “His Highness’ guest! I wonder you didn’t mention it before, miss!”

I give him a benign smile and a thank you as the man—wait, did the servant say His Highness?—leads me back down the hall he had approached from. “Good thing I saw you,” he says, a self-satisfied note in his voice. “That footman would have thrown you out in another moment.”

“You didn’t have to lie for me, sir.” I try to extricate myself from his arm, but he smiles and tugs me closer. “I do thank you, but I don’t need to bother you further.”

“I never lie. I said you are my guest, and my guest you shall be!” His eyes are dancing and his grin is contagious. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course I mind!” I say. “I have no idea who you are!”

He stops. “You don’t know who I am?”

“How would I? I’ve never seen you before.”

“Well, and there we’re equal, at least! You may call me Hugh”—he pauses and releases me enough to give a little bow—“and you are?”

“Miss Smith.” I repeat his earlier greeting with a cheeky grin. This earns me a laugh from Hugh before he pulls me to the ballroom entry.

I am stunned.

No, more than that. Flabbergasted? I’m flabbergasted. We’re at the top of a short, sweeping staircase that descends into a massive room. The room itself is beautiful—more of that marble, and an entire wall of windows, and gilding and paintings and tapestries and flowers and pillars and flaring gaslights everywhere else—but it’s the guests who make me take a step back. Why, there must be hundreds of people in here! Men in suit coats with long tails, and women in bright dresses with enough fabric to make at least three bedsheets, and servants scuttling around like so many green beetles, and a gaggle of musicians making an absolutely glorious ruckus.

Now, as a rule, I am not a self-conscious person. There’s too much else to think about to waste time being self-conscious. But this big room—these beautiful people—well, I am a little self-conscious after all, it seems.

I tug on Hugh’s arm until he steps out of the doorway with me. “I can’t go in there!” I hiss.

He blinks at me. “Why ever not?”

I peer around the doorframe again. “I really only came for the food, so if you could just direct me—”

“Don’t be ridiculous! You can’t come to a ball and skip the ball part! You’re my personal guest, remember.” He pauses to drop an over-the-top wink. “Come, I’ll have us introduced.”

I have no choice. Hugh leads me back into the room with its dazzling lights and swirling couples. He pauses to murmur something to a servant standing at the top of the stairs, who proceeds to clear his throat, shoot me a questioning glance, and bleat a short note on a golden trumpet.

“Prince Fitzhugh Charles Chesingwick and his personal guest”—his staid voice falters for a moment—“Miss Smith.”

The crowd, as one, turns to stare.

Chemmy was right. This was a terrible idea.
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Eyes. There are so many eyes staring at us. At me.

Beside me, Hugh—no, Prince Fitzhugh!—beams and nods to the crowd, keeping me firmly beside him as we descend the steps. I can’t smile; I can barely keep my mouth shut. It keeps wanting to drop open.

“I thought this was a ball for commoners!” My whisper is, perhaps, a bit screechier than intended.

Hugh peers down at me. “It is.”

I survey the room, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone. “Well, where are they?”

“Ah, you’re the broad-minded type, Miss Smith!” he says, smiling. I’ve never seen such perfectly straight teeth. “What, would you have us fill the palace with urchins?”

“You’re the one who invited me,” I say. He laughs.

We’re down the stairs now, and the crowd parts for us to get through. Hugh releases my arm and bows. “Dance with me, Miss Smith?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer, just grabs my hands to lead me to the dance floor.

“I don’t dance!” I protest.

“Just follow my lead! I’m an excellent instructor.”

The musicians strike up a new tune—much faster than I can hope to keep up with—and the prince whirls me around the floor. I struggle to follow, nearly running into other couples every time he changes direction. I suppose this could be enjoyable, if I had a lot more practice and a lot less scrutiny; as it is, I’d rather be mucking a hog pen.

I’m beginning to fear that the dance will never end, and I will die of hunger here in the middle of a crowded ballroom, when the musicians finally pause on the final chord. I stop, panting. I was already tired from my long walk. My stomach gurgles again.

Hugh chuckles. “Not so bad, yes? Here, the next is slower.” Without missing a beat, he has me in his arms again, this time twirling sedately. I catch on to these steps more easily, but I can’t enjoy the dance. He has me tucked very snugly in his arms, closer than I’ve ever been held by a man, and a blush colors my cheeks. I’ll blame it on the stuffiness of the room.

“Well, Miss Smith,” he says, tightening his grip, “isn’t this nice?” His eyes twinkle.

“I’m still deciding.” I try to wriggle out of his grasp.

He chuckles, keeping me close, and winks at me. I can’t hold his gaze, so I look around the room instead, trying to remember everything—the bob of feathered headdresses, the rustle of dancing gowns, the arch of the painted ceiling. My gawking probably isn’t helping me to be any more graceful, but Hugh is holding me firmly enough that I keep up anyhow. I want to put everything in a letter to Mum and Dad, although I’m not sure they’ll particularly approve of my being here; I don’t think I’ll mention this dance, at any rate.

Hugh spins me in one final circle as the music comes to an end. He holds me a moment longer than necessary, so I push myself away.

“Well, thank you for your time.” I offer a clumsy curtsy, the only kind I know how to do. “I would hate to keep you from your other guests.”

“Not at all!” He falls into step beside me as I navigate away from the dance floor where a violently energetic jig is beginning. I shudder, imagining what would have happened if he tried to lead me through that. Would I be put in prison if I hopped on the prince’s shoe and broke his foot? I must ask Chemmy about it later.

“I’ve just been—well, call it bored,” he confides as we stroll through the room.

I get distracted by a large painting on the wall—very blotchy in style, but what do I know about art?—and forget to listen to whatever comes next.

“—and then you appeared!” He grabs my hand and raises it to his lips before tucking it into his arm again.

I hope whatever I missed wasn’t important. “Oh—certainly. Your Highness.”

“Call me Hugh.” He grins. “How nice it is to be truly understood! Now, some refreshments?”

I don’t hesitate to answer this time. “Please!” The prince chuckles at my eagerness and steers me toward the far side of the room.

Before we can get to the refreshments, we are intercepted near a tapestry depicting an angelic queen of old. (I like it much more than the blotchy painting.) The man who steps in front of us is a good inch shorter than the prince, though I still have to look up to meet his stern brown eyes.

“Hugh, I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of being introduced to your guest.” He speaks to my companion, but his dark eyes study me. His voice is low and serious. I gulp and hope I’m not gaping.

“Did you miss our introduction?” Hugh asks lightly. “This is my beloved guest, Miss Smith.” He emphasizes the beloved and pats my hand. I come to my senses and try to curtsy, but with Hugh holding my hand, my attempt is horribly lopsided. I flush.

The man is still considering me. “Does Miss Smith have a first name?”

“No,” I blurt. “My parents couldn’t afford one—commoners, you understand.” Hugh laughs, but I flush deeper. What am I saying?

The man’s lips almost twitch. “How—unfortunate.” He breaks my gaze to glance at Hugh, and I can finally breathe again. “And do you care to introduce me to Miss Smith, brother?”

Brother? Another prince? If I’d known I was going to run into two princes at this ridiculous ball, I would’ve stayed far away and nibbled my cold supper with Chemmy. She positively promised that they wouldn’t notice me!

“Ah, this is my older and less charming brother, Luke.” Hugh’s voice is flippant, and he starts to tug me forward. “We were on our way to refreshments.”

“There are no princes named Luke,” I object.

Hugh grins. “He’s really Inglebert, but I don’t like to use it.”

“I wouldn’t either! I’m sure I could never call you Inglebert,” I say to the older prince—the crown prince! I wince as the words leave my mouth. I should at least make an attempt to watch my tongue!

“Could you not?” he replies, faintly.

I clear my throat. “We have a hog, you see—named him Inglebert when he was just a piglet, because he would strut around the sty with such a princely air!—but he’s bitten me one too many times on my—” I flush. “Anyhow. I do not care for that name.”

Prince Inglebert, or Luke, or whatever he’s called, is staring at me, lips parted in a little O.

“Well done, Miss Smith!” Hugh claps me on the back. “You’ve flustered him—you’ve really flustered him! Ha! That’s difficult to do, you know!”

Oh, Chemmy is going to love this story.

“Pardon me, sir—Your Highness?—what am I to call you?” I squeak.

“Not Inglebert, certainly,” the older prince chokes. I hope it’s humor, and not outrage, or else I really do run the risk of being thrown in prison. “My middle name is Lucas. Did you—did you really name a pig after me?”

“Not just any pig,” I assure him. “He’s a woolly hog. They’re quite intelligent.”

“Ah.”

Hugh’s broad smile splits his face in two, still firmly holding me to himself. “Didn’t I tell you I’d find someone tonight?” he asks Luke-Inglebert-Lucas—I shake my head to clear it. I’ll just call him Lucas; if I think of him as the crown prince, I’m sure I’ll start shaking and stammering.

And wouldn’t that be embarrassing.

Any humor I hoped to see in Lucas’ face swiftly disappears. His eyes dart to me and then back to Hugh, and he lowers his voice. “I am trying to keep you from causing a scene.”

“Should I be insulted by that?” I wonder aloud.

I should have wondered it quietly, because the princes, who had been staring each other down, both turn their attention back to me.

Hugh chuckles. “You should!” he says. “Luke is trying to say you’re not fit to be seen with me.”

“I’m really not,” I agree. “If you could just tell me where to find the food—”

“I’ll take you,” Lucas says.

Hugh chuckles again and releases my arm, but not before pressing a warm kiss on my palm. I wipe it on my skirt without thinking.

“Now, I am insulted by that!” Hugh says, but his eyes are bright. “I’ll leave you in my brother’s capable hands, but not because I am tired of you!” He bows. “I think you will annoy him very much, and if there’s one thing I love more than causing a scene, it’s annoying Luke!”

“I’m not going to annoy him on purpose,” I protest, but Hugh only laughs and blows another kiss to me as he disappears back into the crowd.

With a gulp, I turn to Lucas. While Hugh was childish, more annoying than intimidating, I’m unsettled by Lucas’ serious gaze. I try to smile. “You really don’t have to worry about me,” I reassure him. “If you could only point the way—”

“I shall accompany you,” he interrupts with a shake of his head, his lips downturned. He doesn’t offer his arm as his brother did, merely turning and leading the way through the crowd. Hugh had been steering me toward a long table on one end of the room, but Lucas pivots and takes me through an arched doorway. It’s wreathed with ivy and roses; the scent caresses me as I pass through. I sigh with relief when we leave the crowded ballroom behind and look with wonder at the hallway we’ve stepped into. How long does it stretch? I can barely see the far end.

Lucas doesn’t stop. I hurry to follow, looking around as much as possible as I scamper behind him. We pass ten doors, three portraits, five potted plants, and a suit of armor before he stops and opens a door on the left side of the hall and waves me through.

I obey slowly. I don’t know what sort of room this is—maybe a parlor, or a sitting room, or a breakfast-on-Thursdays room—but it’s nearly as large as my family’s whole cottage. Lucas steps to the wall and flips a switch. A gasolier flares to life. I watch with wonder, craning my neck to admire the hanging lights.

“Aren’t you nervous about burning the whole palace down?”

His dark brows draw together when he looks at me. “Nervous?” he repeats.

I point at the gasolier. “Were you scared when you first used one?”

“I—no, I don’t think I was.”

I step closer to him and the brass switch. “Can I try it? Please?”

“You want to turn the light on?” He sounds faintly confused.

“Unless—is that against the rules? Will it be damaged by putting it out again so soon?” I turn my attention to the prince, who is standing very still, lips parted, and looking at me. I flush and wish I hadn’t turned my attention to him after all.

“You—you may try it, if you like.”

I don’t wait for him to retract the offer. At my touch, the lights fizzle out and then spark back to life. I flex my fingers as if I’ve just performed some sort of Folk magic and grin at the prince. “Thank you! Chemmy will never believe this!”

Lucas blinks. Well, let him blink; I am going to enjoy myself. I turn slowly to admire the rest of the room.

“Exactly how did you come to know my brother, Miss Smith?”

There is an interesting picture on one of the walls, and I walk over to look at it. “I met him at the door.”

Lucas sighs. “You met him at the door?”

“Well, yes.” I glance over my shoulder. He looks skeptical. “The servant didn’t want to let me in, and Hugh—Prince Fitzhugh, that is—of course I didn’t realize he was a prince—showed up just in time to invite me in.”

“Just in time,” he echoes.

“Stop repeating me, please.” I finish my inspection of the portrait and turn to face Lucas, tucking my hands behind my back.

Lucas sighs again and runs a hand through his hair. “Miss Smith, do you truly expect me to believe your story? Don’t you think it sounds suspicious?”

“Suspicious! I thought this event was to welcome commoners.”

“I do not believe there was a Miss Smith on the invitation list.” Lucas pulls a red cord on the wall.

“Well, I wasn’t precisely invited,” I say primly. “But I am common.”

Lucas eyes me. “Not very, I think.”

I narrow my own eyes, unsure whether or not this is a compliment.

“Sit. And tell me your name.”

“Not even going to pull out a chair for me? Oh, wait—I’m annoying you, aren’t I?” I plop onto a velvet cushion and wiggle appreciatively. “Hester Flanders,” I say. “And I really didn’t mean to cause you trouble.”

Lucas pulls out a chair across the table and sits slowly. He folds his hands in front of him—and just looks at me.

I flush. Why must he be so handsome?

“Miss Flanders,” he finally says. “Tell me about yourself.”

“What do you want to know?”

“You can start with your age and where you are from.”

“Nineteen this summer, and a village in Ramsfeldshire,” I say. “I moved here last month.”

“Ah.”

“Don’t say it like that!”

“Like—” Lucas lets out a long breath. “Your pardon, Miss Flanders. What brought you to Wellington-upon-Chesbury?”

That’s an easy answer, anyhow. “Oh, I’ve always wanted to live in the capital, ever since I was a little girl. There’s so much to see here.” I prop my elbows on the table and survey the room again as I speak. When Lucas isn’t paying attention, I’ll feel those velvet drapes.

“Your family remains in Ramsfeldshire?”

“My parents, yes. I’ll bring them here as soon as I can.” I finally turn my attention back to Lucas. “Have you been?”

“Been?”

“To Ramsfeldshire.”

“Ah—yes, once.” Something in his dark eyes lightens. “I remember seeing many hogs.”

“Finest wool in the country.” I grin, resting my chin on my hands. “You should get some.”

Lucas doesn’t quite smile, but he’s not frowning so much anymore, either. “And what brought you to the ball tonight, Miss Flanders?”

Another easy answer. “The food, of course.”

“You came for the food?”

“If you’d ever had to work for your keep, you wouldn’t laugh.” But there’s no reproach in my voice. Chemmy’s been hungry plenty, too, and even she thought this was a ridiculous idea.

“I do not think I laughed, Miss Flanders.” The stern lines around Lucas’ eyes have softened, and his gaze travels over me with something more like sympathy.

A knock sounds at the door, and my heart falls. Suppose it’s Hugh back to parade me around again! But instead of the younger prince, a round-faced maid enters the room, curtsying to Lucas.

“Miss Flanders needs some dinner,” Lucas says. “And send Rodering here.”

The maid dips again. “At once, Your Highness.”

He glances at me as she exits. “The regular dinner isn’t served yet,” he explains, “but if you don’t mind eating alone—”

“I can actually eat? Oh, thank you, sir! Your Highness! It’s not—it’s not charity, though, is it?”

Lucas blinks. “Does that matter to you?”

“Of course it does! I thought guests got food, as a sort of trade, you know—but if you think I’m suspicious, then I’m not a guest, so I shouldn’t be eating at all—maybe I’d better just leave—” I push myself away from the table and stand.

“Miss Flanders,” Lucas interrupts. He motions for me to sit again. Even though he apparently does not know how to smile, his eyes are still gentle. Lucas isn’t looking at me like I am only a shabby commoner, or an ignorant outsider, or a superstitious child; he just sees me.

And somehow, I feel understood.

I swallow my ramblings and sink back into my seat, and something flutters to life inside me. Something warm and nice and—and absolutely inappropriate! This is the crown prince I’m goggling at!

Lucas flicks his gaze over my bony frame. “I really think you should eat,” he says.

“So you’re accepting me as a guest?”

“Miss Flanders,” Lucas says, a pained expression on his face, “I do not want you to stay after you eat.”

“I would be insulted, but I do not want to stay, either.” I use my most gracious tone.

Lucas surprises me by saying, “I did not mean it as an insult. However you came here tonight—”

I lean forward slightly. “Yes?”

“My brother is … impetuous.” He glances at the portrait on the wall behind me. When he speaks again, it is deliberate. “He had his heart broken recently, and I worry that he may make a hasty choice for his next beau.”

My cheeks heat. “I barely spoke to him! I don’t think that you need to worry on—on that account.”

But Lucas doesn’t seem reassured. “You do not know my brother, Miss Flanders.”

“If he falls in love that easily, he’ll fall out easily enough, too.”

“Certainly,” he agrees. “But still, it would be more pleasant for you if you don’t encourage him.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

The maid returns, bearing a steaming tray. The scent causes my stomach to growl, and I flush again. She places the tray on the table before me. What a feast! There’s a bowl of steaming fruit, and a gelatinous stew, and a crusty sort of bread, and a thick piece of roast meat, and at least three kinds of pickles, and a pastry seeping a deep red filling—and most importantly, two kinds of cheese!

“It’s not the full meal,” Lucas apologizes. “But hopefully enough to satisfy.”

My eyes grow wider. “You usually eat more than this?”

Lucas almost smiles—almost. When he stands, I begin to rise too, but he gestures for me to stay seated. “I must return to the rest of our company. My man Rodering will wait for you in the hall, and get you anything else you might need. When you are finished, he will call a carriage to take you home.”

“A carriage, sir! I mean—Your Highness!” I shake my head. “Thank you, but I can walk perfectly well!”

Lucas frowns. “Where do you live, Miss Flanders?”

“Close enough to walk.”

“You will have a carriage take you back,” he says, and there’s firmness in his voice. “No guest of ours will walk home in the dark, especially not a young lady.” He bows to me. “Please do not speak to Hugh again, Miss Flanders.”

Then he’s gone. The room feels large and empty when I’m by myself, but my stomach won’t ignore the steaming food any longer.

This is why I’m here, after all.

I eat as much as I can, and wrap up anything I think will keep for tomorrow. I’d brought a handkerchief in my pocket for just that purpose. Still, there’s some left over on the tray when I’m finished. I hate to waste food, but I simply don’t see how I can transport soup home in a kerchief. Regretfully, I rise and wander back to the hall—after I run my hand over the velvet drapes. They’re as soft as they look.

As promised, a man—Rodering, I presume—stands at attention in the hallway. “Finished, miss?”

“Yes, thank you. I left the rest of the tray on the table—shall I put it somewhere, or … ?”

“No, miss, we’ll clear it up for you. If you’ll follow me.”

He leads the way through the hall—bypassing, I note with thanks, the ballroom. When we reach the entrance, Rodering gives some instructions to yet another servant—I wonder how many people are employed here, and if it’s more than live in the whole of Lower Splott—who disappears for a moment, then returns with my cloak. “Thank you!” I smile, but my brightness fades when I hear a voice behind me.

“Luke thought he could sneak you away, eh?” Hugh booms. Rodering stiffens, obviously displeased, but Hugh chuckles. “I have my spies, too, you know.” He turns to me. “Must you leave already?”

“I’m afraid I have to be at work in the morning.” A yawn escapes as I finish, and I smile sheepishly. “And I’m already so tired.”

“Work? Where does a pretty girl like you work?”

“Mistress Hardinge’s linens shop on Willowby Street, sir—Your Highness.” I wonder belatedly if I should have told him, but I don’t think any harm can come of it. He never even bothered to learn my name.

A rattling sounds outside the door, and Rodering coughs. “That will be your carriage, miss.”

Hugh takes my hand, steps close to me, and raises it to his lips slowly. “I shall call on you sometime, then, Miss Smith.” I don’t like the look in his eyes, and Lucas’ warning flashes through my mind.

“Oh, I don’t think you need to do that, Your Highness! But thank you for the lovely evening.” I smile at him and slip away. Rodering shows me into the shadowed carriage and asks for my address so he can tell the driver where to go, and I fall asleep nearly as soon as we pull down the long drive.

I don’t wake until I hear the driver’s “whoa!” and feel the carriage jolt to a stop. Rubbing my bleary eyes, I peer out the window. Well, that certainly is faster than walking. Although I suppose my sense of time might be off, what with the sleeping.

The door pulls open, and I clasp my cloak around me when the chilly air seeps in. This is warmer than walking, too. I’ll have to remember that; after I save enough to move my parents here—yes, with all my extra money I’ll buy myself a carriage just like this. I grin sleepily at my own foolishness.

“You’re forgetting your basket, miss,” the driver says as I begin to step out. I glance around in confusion before spying the basket on the other seat.

“Oh, that’s not mine.”

“’Twas sent for you,” he replies mildly.

I purse my lips. “Thank you, but I’m afraid I can’t take it.” I’m already wondering if I should have accepted this carriage ride—my conscience is pricking me that I wasn’t a true guest, and I would hate to be in debt to the stuffy older prince.

Even if I do like his eyes.

The door to the house is locked. Did I really stay so late? I should have eaten faster. I rap gently. Shivering, I shove my hands in my pockets, being careful not to disturb the packet I saved from dinner. After a few moments, I rap again, louder, and finally I hear the thumping of Mistress Mungon’s footsteps and the slow creaking of the door.

“Who’s there, now?” One of her black eyes peers out, and I catch a glimpse of her nightcap already settled on her gray curls.

“Hester, ma’am. Sorry to be so late.”

Mistress Mungon grumbles but pulls the door open for me, and I call my thanks to the driver, who waits until I’m safely inside before he clicks to the horse to move on.

“Curfew was ten minutes ago, Miss Flanders.” Mistress Mungon frowns in the darkness. “We’ll discuss this in the morning!”

I mumble my apologies before I feel my way up the stairs. The door to the room I share with Chemmy isn’t locked, and faint light shows underneath. Inside, she’s sleeping on the chair, a stubby candle dripping wax on the table. She starts when I step in.

“I told you not to wait for me!”

Chemmy yawns. “I was too worried to go to bed.”

“And for no reason,” I say. “I didn’t even get thrown in prison.”

“I want to know all about it.” Chemmy yawns again.

“In the morning,” I reply. I don’t dare tell her tales of princes and dancing right now, or we’ll never get any sleep tonight.

And if, as I curl into bed, I’m remembering a pair of warm brown eyes, who can blame me?
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The Commoners Ball lasts until the early hours of the morning. When the final guest, a talkative wine merchant eager to discuss new import policies, takes his leave, I stalk up to Hugh’s suite. I knock and wait for his slurred instruction to enter.

“What were you thinking?” I say as soon as I step into the sitting room. The door closes with a soft snick.

Hugh’s lounging in a bright yellow chair, one leg thrown over the armrest, jacket missing. “Delightful, isn’t she?” His left hand swirls a half-empty glass of bright red wine.

“Leave her alone, Hugh.”

He raises an eyebrow. “Fancy her for yourself?”

“You made a scene.”

“I told you I would find a girl to fall in love with, and I have. Lydia can have her old man now if she really wants him.” He throws his head back and gulps the rest of the wine.

“The very actions of a man who no longer cares.” I seat myself in another chair and stifle a yawn.

“And why do you care so much?”

I run a hand over my face. “I’m trying to keep our family from becoming a laughingstock, Hugh.”

“It’s not like I proposed marriage to her.” Hugh unfolds himself and saunters across the room to pour another glass.

I chuckle. “Marriage? To a commoner? I hardly think even you would do that.”

“I could marry a commoner if I wanted.”

So, he is in one of his contrary moods. The wine’s probably to blame, or he may be more distraught over Miss Hitchingford than I realized. “We can have this conversation when you’re thinking more clearly.” I rise.

Hugh’s eyes narrow. “I’m thinking clear enough right now.” He takes another long sip. “Say whatever you came to say.”

“We can talk about it in the morning.”

“It is morning.”

I sigh.

“If you won’t come out and say it, shall I?” Hugh puffs out his chest, contorts his face into a grotesque scowl, and speaks in a mocking whine. “Hugh, you are a disgrace to our family. You need to be more responsible. You are unreliable. Stop having fun.”

“That isn’t what I was going to say.” I fold my arms across my chest.

“Oh?” He downs the rest of his wine and drops back into his chair.

“I was just going to say that you should leave the girl alone.”

“Why?”

“She is naive.” Or a very good liar—but I remember the way her wide gray eyes lit with amazement at the gasolier, and my instinct tells me she was genuine. “She’s not right for you.”

“And what do you mean by that?”

“Hugh, you’ve courted, what, twelve women in the months since you turned eighteen? I think all the nobles know by now not to expect anything serious from you. This girl might not be aware of your … reputation.”

“My reputation!” Hugh smiles. “So you think I’m unreliable, too!”

“Too?”

Hugh doesn’t answer directly. He rises with a stumble, hiccups, and says, “Listen, Luke, I keep my word. Lydia thought—never mind her. I said I would fall in love, and I have. And I’ll prove it. I’ll prove that I’m reliable. I’ll make that common girl—whatever her name was—I’ll make her a princess. She’ll be princess of Chesbury!” He staggers across the room until he’s close enough to jab his bony finger in my chest. “And when I do, then you’ll all know I’m the sort of man who keeps his word!”

I wrinkle my nose at the stench of wine on his breath. “You’re drunk. Get some sleep. If you’re this upset about Miss Hitchingford—”

“I keep my word, Luke!”

I gently push him toward the door to his bedroom. “Let me help you into bed.”

“Get your hands off me! I need another drink.” He shakes me off and returns to the side bar where the bottle of wine sits. He doesn’t bother with a glass.

“Well, I’m going to bed,” I say, but Hugh pins me with a glare as he wipes his sleeve across his mouth.

“You think I’m lying.” He hiccups again.

“I think you’re drunk.”

“I can make good decisions when I’m drunk. Besides,” he adds, tipping the bottle to his mouth, “I think you’re just jealous that Miss—Smith, or whatever her name is—likes me better than you.”

Miss Flander’s pinched, curious face reappears in my mind. “She likes food better than either of us.”

“You know your problem, Luke?” Hugh sets the now-empty bottle back on the table and strolls over to the fireplace, clasping his hands behind his back and fixing me with a stare.

“Why don’t you tell me when you’re not drunk?”

Hugh ignores me. “You have never been in love, and you don’t know how to enjoy yourself. You’re a stuffy”—another hiccup—“a stuffy old pigeon. Perhaps, if you stopped waiting for Father to decide who to sell you to, you would be more … understanding.”

I find Hugh’s logic difficult to follow at the best of times, and now is certainly not the best of times. “Father has decided who to—I mean, a marriage alliance is not a sale.” I frown.

Hugh laughs. “Isn’t it? Whatever you say, brother.” His smile is brittle and mocking. “Anyhow, even if Father has sentenced you, you may as well fall in love with someone while you await the evil day.”

This conversation will get us nowhere. I turn to leave.

“You should try falling in love sometime,” Hugh calls after me. “Might wipe that frown off your face for a bit!”

I shake my head at him, not bothering to reply. I know my duty when it comes to marriage, and falling in love has nothing to do with it.
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HESTER


Chemmy wakes me up earlier than normal, anxious to hear the royal gossip. I yawn and bury myself deeper under the faded quilt. “You should have gone yourself if you wanted news so bad.”

A lumpy pillow thumps against my skull. “I’ll throw a shoe next if you don’t tell me everything. How’d you even get in?”

She wouldn’t. Probably. I sit up. “I met Prince Fitzhugh.” Another yawn. “Made me his personal guest; it was uncomfortable. He’s a good dancer, though.”

“You danced with Prince Fitzhugh?” She’s so surprised that she puts her gown on inside-out and has to restart the process.

“Why didn’t anyone tell me he calls himself Hugh?” I complain, pulling a comb through my matted curls. I’d been too tired to do anything with them last night, and now I’m paying for my negligence. I summarize the events of the evening, from the feathered headdresses to my unpardonable impertinence to Lucas.

“I can’t believe you danced with Prince Fitzhugh! Was it romantic?” Chemmy sinks down on the stool and sighs dreamily.

I grimace. “It wasn’t romantic at all. I was starving and everyone was staring at me.” I hold up a hand to stop her before she even starts. “And yes, I know you warned me—and you were right. But still, I did get the food!” I find the packet I’d saved and unwrap it with a rustle. “Look, Chemmy, cheese!”

She takes a piece of pecorino. “I bet he’ll fall in love with you,” she says around a mouthful. “And then he’ll whisk you away to live in the palace.”

Laughing, I toss a biscuit at her head. “Silly,” I say. “Hugh—Prince Fitzhugh, I mean—is the flightiest man I’ve ever met.” I indulge in a nibble and purr in satisfaction at the savoriness. “Oh, cheese, how I’ve missed you!” Living in Wellington-upon-Chesbury has many advantages, but cheese is much more expensive here than it was at home. It’s one of the luxuries I’ve cut out until I save up enough to get Mum and Dad here.

“Did you meet Prince Inglebert too? I’ve heard he’s not as nice.”

“He certainly doesn’t smile as much.” I wonder how charming he’d be if he did smile; probably best that I didn’t see it. I wriggle into my clothes and pop a final bite into my mouth before rewrapping the packet; we can save the rest for later.

Chemmy leads the way downstairs. “Next year, when you’re a princess, you can invite me to the ball.”

“Not to the Commoners Ball.” I tromp down behind her. “We’ll make Ungus some sort of lord so that you’ll be nobility and can attend the fancy one.”

Mistress Mungon waits at the bottom of the stairs, frowning behind her spectacles. “Hester, we need to discuss your tardiness last night.”

I wince. “I’m very sorry, Mistress Mungon!” I wonder if she’d believe me if I said I was detained by a suspicious prince; then again, that’s hardly a testimony to my good character. “I lost track of the time.” Which is true enough: I spent far longer than I should have talking to Lucas.

Mistress Mungon mutters something about next time, but I’m distracted by a large basket sitting in the entryway.

“What’s that?”

Mistress Mungon sniffs. “A carriage driver brought it in for you after you went up to bed.”

I shake my head. I’d convinced my conscience that the carriage ride was in the same class of not-quite-gifts as the feast at the ball, and thus not a favor I need to repay, but a basket of food is a step too far.

“If you won’t look, I will,” Chemmy says, bending to pry open the lid. “Oh, more cheese!”

“I told him I couldn’t take charity!” Still, I peer over her shoulder. That is a lot of cheese.

“Told who?” Mistress Mungon asks.

“A—a man I was speaking to. Lucas.”

“A man!” Mistress Mungon frowns. “I should have known it was a man! Now, Miss Hester, I keep a respectable house—”

“Yes, Mistress Mungon,” I interrupt. She’s given this speech to each of her boarders in turn; I don’t think I need to hear it again. “It was an accidental meeting.”

“Is this from the pri—” Chemmy begins, but I cough before she can finish the sentence.

“I’ll take it back after work,” I say.

“Mind you’re on time for your chores.” Mistress Mungon’s face is still pinched in displeasure, and my conscience berates me. She’s been an accommodating landlady, even if her obsession with respectability borders on the absurd, and I should have been more careful last night.

“I will,” I say. “And I really am sorry for troubling you. It won’t happen again.”

Mistress Mungon pauses another moment, taking in my meek tone and posture, before accepting my apology. “Good.” She dusts her hands on her wide skirts before swishing back to the kitchen.

Chemmy’s still rummaging around in the basket. “What’s this?” She pulls out a small, clinking sack. She peeks inside, then looks at me with wide eyes. “There’s a week’s wages in here, Hester.”

I sniff. “I said I was hungry for food, not that I was a—a beggar!”

“If you didn’t want the prince thinking you were a beggar, you should have dressed differently.”

Well, I can’t say she didn’t warn me.

She hands me the pouch, and I scowl at the coins inside before I see the note. I slip it out, unfold it, and scan the elegant penmanship.

Miss Flanders,

Please accept this small token of my goodwill, and remember my request.

Respectfully—

My jaw drops. “Is this a bribe?” Ridiculous! What does Lucas think I’m going to do, walk up and knock on the palace door and ask if Hugh wants to court me?

Chemmy stands and cranes her neck to read it. “Who’s it from? What request?”

“We need to get to work.” I refold the note, pressing my lips together. “I’ll have to return this later.”

Chemmy looks longingly at the cheese, but I snap the basket shut and hoist it over my arm. I’m not going to be accepting anything—gifts or bribes—from a prince.














[image: image-placeholder]





I hadn’t told any of the girls at work about my plan to attend the ball, and I don’t feel the need to spread stories now. Chemmy, by means of leading questions and expressive glares, tries to convince me to tell everyone that I danced with Prince Fitzhugh, but it was more embarrassing than anything. And besides, who would believe me? And if they did, would I have to share our cheese?

Toward the end of the day, faint footsteps approach our workroom and pause at the door. Our needles still at the sight of Mistress Hardinge herself staring at us. She’s a thin woman with a tall white topknot and a face nearly as colorless as the bleached linen I hold.

“Hester,” she says in a pale voice, “gather your things. At once.”

I hesitate. Gather my things? She taps a foot and I scramble to do as bidden. My small bag of sewing supplies gets tucked in the still-full basket, and I snatch my cloak from the rack by the door as I hurry over to her. Without a word, she beckons me to follow and glides from the room.

My heart sinks. Has there been word from my parents? Has something happened?

Increasingly disastrous predictions spin through my mind as I follow Mistress Hardinge through the hall and down the staircase to the first floor. She stops outside the door to the receiving room where she sees important customers. Well, important in a relative sense; we’re only hemming bedsheets, after all, and not particularly good ones at that.

“You have a visitor,” she says, much in the same way she’d announce that I had leprosy or head lice.

“A visitor? Who?” My body grows cold. “It’s not a message from my parents, is it? There’s nothing—wrong?”

A flash of surprise on Mistress Hardinge’s face reassures me that this is not the case. “No,” she answers. “It is a man.” Somehow, the word man sounds even worse than leprosy. I didn’t realize that was possible.

“A man?”

Mistress Hardinge wrings her hands and bobs her head to the door. “He’ll explain, I’m sure.” She pauses, opens her mouth, and pauses again. Finally, “I’m sorry, Hester. You’ve been a good seamstress. I’ll go calculate your wages.”

My wages? I stare after her as she melts down the whitewashed hallway back to her own office. With a shrug, I push open the heavy door. Maybe it’s Ungus, come to see if I know Chemmy’s ring size.

But it’s not.

“Miss Smith!” Hugh cries when I peer into the room. He stands, wide-legged, in front of the window and looks absolutely delighted to see me. “Or not. Your mistress was quite confused when I asked for Miss Smith!” He chuckles while I blink in surprise.

“Hugh? Why are you here?” Too late, I remember that Hugh is a prince, and offer a lopsided curtsy before setting the basket and cloak down on the worn carpet.

He turns and plucks a large packet from the table beside him. “I said I would call on you, and here I am! I brought you these.” He beams and unwraps a huge bouquet.

I normally have no problem speaking, but then again, I’ve never had a prince shove a bundle of hothouse flowers at me before. I splutter at the overpowering scent of roses and lilies, too surprised to refuse them.

“And now,” he continues, “you can come ride with me. I’ve brought my open phaeton, of course. You’ll love it.” He moves to take my arm, but I shimmy away.

“I—I can’t?” My voice quivers. I can’t guess what this is all about. “I have to work.” I glance down at the bouquet, taking a deep breath of the fragrance before I hold it back out to him. “And I can’t take these, but—thank you?”

“Don’t worry about work,” Hugh says, ignoring the flowers. “I already talked to that lady—nice, isn’t she? But,” with a sigh, “so pale! Well, we can’t all be beautiful.” He grins again, running his eyes over my outfit. “I’ll have to get you something prettier, too.”

“Hugh—that is, Your Highness,” I say, holding up my palm. “I don’t understand what you are doing here. And I really do need to get back to work, if you will excuse me—”

“I said you don’t need to work.” Hugh pouts. “Weren’t you listening?”

I look around the room: is someone else hiding, ready to laugh at this prank? Has Hugh confused me with someone else? Did I fall asleep somewhere in the yardage, and am I even now drooling on my work while this perplexing dream plays out?

But the afternoon sun shining through the window shows the same room as usual, with the fog-colored couch and the little table with its stack of linen samples. Outside the window, I catch a glimpse of a phaeton hitched to the glossiest horse I’ve ever seen. I squint. Is it too glossy? Could I be dreaming?

“I talked to your employer,” Hugh says, “and told her I didn’t want you working for her anymore, so we can be leaving—”

It takes my mind a moment to understand, but as soon as I do, my eyes widen and I utter an embarrassing little yelp. “You what?”

“You really don’t listen, Miss Smith! And we’re wasting the sunlight! Come, come.”

I dig my heels into the floor so he can’t pull me from the room. “Hugh! Are you saying that you told Mistress Hardinge to fire me?”

He tugs on my arm, eyebrows raising at my screech. “Is that bad?”

“Is that—” I yank myself away and toss his bouquet on the couch, fisting my hands into my hips. “Yes, it’s bad!” I push past him and stalk down the white hallway. Mistress Hardinge’s door is propped open, but I knock anyhow. She bids me enter.

Mistress Hardinge’s office is a pale closet wedged underneath the stairs, lit by cold, narrow windows. She looks up from the ledger lying open on her desk, eyes wide, and scrambles to stand, curtsying to someone behind me.

Great. Hugh followed me.

“Please,” I say, ignoring the prince at my shoulder, “I don’t know what he said, but please let me keep my job—I won’t cause trouble, and I’ll work late tonight—”

Mistress Hardinge’s eyes are pitying, but she shakes her head anyhow. “I have your final wages here.” Her white fingers tremble as she hands me a small stack of notes. “I counted this as a full week.”

It’s a kindness of her to pay me for work I’m not doing, but a kindness I can’t accept. I won’t take wages I’m not owed. I bite my bottom lip and peel one of the notes from the stack, letting it flutter back to her desk.

Mistress Hardinge winces. Her eyes dart to Hugh, and she lowers her voice. “I really am sorry, Hester. I can give you a reference, if you need. But”—she looks at Hugh again—“I can’t ignore the request of his highness. You understand.” The last words are almost pleading.

I sigh and turn so I’m facing Hugh. “Please, Your Highness,” I say. “I don’t know what sort of joke this is to you—”

“Not a joke at all!” Hugh’s voice is far too loud in the colorless room. “I didn’t think you’d take it so hard though, Miss Smith! Aren’t you glad to be free?”

Free! I narrow my eyes. Is he malicious or just ignorant? Hugh holds my gaze with a genial smile, and much as I wish I could detect cruelty in the curve of his lips, I see nothing but puppy-like enthusiasm. I sigh. “Can you please tell my mistress to let me stay?” I don’t want to plead, but it’s better than being jobless.

A trace of remorse crosses his face, and he shifts. “I never go back on my word, Miss Smith.”

I suck in a breath. Well then. Mistress Hardinge won’t disobey Hugh, and Hugh won’t retract his request. I gulp and nod to my former employer, clutching my wages in one fist, before pushing past Hugh.

A murmured “Your Highness” and the rustle of Mistress Hardinge’s lethargic curtsy sound behind me as I plod down the hall.

Hugh follows me, whistling. I duck into the receiving room to collect my things, leaving the bouquet on the couch, then make my way outside.

“Here’s my phaeton!” Hugh says. A grubby-faced urchin holds the reins of the shiny black mare I’d seen through the window, and I feel a brief pang. It’s a truly magnificent beast, and such an elegant vehicle, as different from my father’s donkey cart as could be! How I’d love to ride …

“I’ll help you in,” Hugh says at my elbow.

“No, thank you.” Suppressing a sigh, I toss my cloak over my shoulders, nod, and try to move down the street, but he catches my sleeve.

“Has no one ever said no to you?” I demand.

A smile breaks across his face. “That’s just it. You’re the first. It’s absolutely captivating.” I roll my eyes. “Oh, don’t be angry, Miss Smith!” he wheedles. “Come ride with me.”

“I can’t,” I say, attempting to keep the peevishness out of my tone. “I have to go look for a new job. I’m already losing half a day of wages!”

“But it’s such a lovely day,” he pleads. He gestures at the narrow strip of blue visible above the looming buildings. “Unseasonably sunny! We cannot waste it!”

“I’m wasting it by not working!” Does the man not understand economics? I’m already scrimping as much as I can; if I don’t work, I won’t be able to move my parents here soon.

“I didn’t know you’d feel so bad about it,” Hugh says.

I eye him. Either he’s a very good liar, or he’s the most thoughtless person I’ve ever met. What was he expecting? That I would thank him and we’d ride off into a golden afternoon?

“Let me make it up to you.” He’s all golden hair and benevolent beam, still grasping my sleeve like a little boy hanging on to his favorite nurse.

I heave a sigh. Playing royal nursemaid was not part of my plan for today. “Your brother warned me about you, you know.”

The ghost of a frown passes over his brow, but he shrugs it off in a moment and steps closer to me. “Did he? How rude! I make a policy of never listening to anything he says.” There’s a new shrewdness in his face.

“Please, Your Highness, I need to go. I don’t know how long it will take to find a new position.” I tug in vain against his grip, trying to inch my way down the street.

“Then I should help you look.”

I shudder at the thought. Imagine dragging a prince into all the shops and factories of Wellington-upon-Chesbury! What a scene that would cause! Too many people have already seen us together as it is, gathering on the street to point at Hugh’s fine clothes and gawk at the gleaming phaeton. “Do you have any idea how to find a job?”

“Well, not really. But I could give you a ride to wherever you’re headed, couldn’t I?” He grins, mischievous and childlike, and leans down to speak in my ear. “Think of it as payment, Miss Smith. If I cost you today’s wages, you must at least allow me to repay you with a ride.”

Oh, I do have trouble resisting the idea of repayment. “I suppose,” I begin cautiously, “that you could take me just over to Herringbone Street. There’s a shop there that might be hiring.”

His grin widens triumphantly, and he lets go of my sleeve to lift me into the phaeton. I narrow my gaze and repeat, “Just to the next street,” which makes him chuckle as he leaps to sit beside me.

“Here, your cloak—” He tucks it around me more securely, letting his hands linger on my shoulders and annoying me with an exaggerated wink.

The urchin hands the reins to Hugh, and Hugh thanks him by dropping three coins into the child’s brown paw. The groups of people watching dash out of the way as the horse begins trotting down the cobbled street. And, well, I can’t deny that I enjoy it just a little bit.

“What a beautiful animal!” I’ve always liked horses, though not as much as hogs.

Hugh grins down at me. “Isn’t she fine? I call her Kelpie.” Kelpie twitches an ear at the sound of her name, and I admire her for a moment. She’s about as like my hogs as the palace is like my cottage, but there’s still a hominess to being close to livestock again.

Kelpie pulls us smoothly down the lane and Hugh steers her around the corner, headed to Herringbone Street like I’d asked. I’m almost regretful as we get close; despite the chill, and the annoyance I feel with Hugh, it is a nice ride.

Until he passes Herringbone Street. “Hugh!” I gasp, craning my head to watch the intersection disappear behind us. “You missed the turn!”

“Did I?” His eyes twinkle.

“You—you did that on purpose!”

“Nonsense, Miss Smith! Isn’t it more likely that I forgot where we were going, distracted by such pretty company?” He smiles at me, all innocence. “Besides, you’d like to really feel what it’s like to let Kelpie run, wouldn’t you? It’s near flying!”

“You can’t let her run here,” I protest, watching the milling foot traffic and various carts and wagons cluttering up the street.

“Certainly not! That’s why I’m taking you to the park!”

“You said you’d let me out,” I say, indignant.

“If you’ll think carefully, you’ll remember I never agreed to your terms, Miss Smith!”

“But I need to find a job—you must turn back!” I tug at his sleeve, willing him to slow the horse and turn around. He pats my hand, and I snatch it away. “Hugh!”

“Wouldn’t it be better to apply for employment in the morning? I’m sure you’d have better luck then.”

“You just want your own way,” I accuse, and he twinkles down at me.

“Well, yes. I’m accustomed to it.”

His attitude annoys me. “Let me out, sir. Or I’ll—I’ll jump out.”

“No, you won’t.” Hugh takes the reins in his left hand so he can snake his right arm around me. “You’d be trampled, and that would break my heart. I’m sure you don’t want that.”

“Get your arm off me, please,” I say, as stiffly as possible.

Hugh sighs, but lets me go. “I can’t very well turn around in the middle of the street here, so we may as well go on for just a little bit.”

“You can stop easily enough, even if you can’t turn.”

“You really would rather spend this beautiful afternoon trudging through the streets than enjoying a drive with me?”

I’m not used to rejecting men—there weren’t that many for me to reject in my hometown—and Hugh sounds so genuinely disappointed that I wonder if it would hurt to ride with him for just a while longer. And, well, he does have a point. Despite the chill, the sun is shining and the afternoon has a crisp, golden feel that will be washed away in the autumn rains all too soon.

Hugh notices me hesitating and redoubles his charm. “Please, Miss Smith! I will be heartbroken if you leave me now!”

“Why do I doubt that?” I say, dryly.

“Because you know I am a rogue and a knave. And yet—irresistible!” If he accompanied such a pronouncement with smugness, I’d be repulsed, but his face is laughing and pleading at the same time.

“You are a child,” I retort. “A spoiled little boy who needs to learn what no means.”

“And you can be my tutor!” He waves an arm grandly. “I can learn in repose at your feet! Besides, we’re halfway there already.”

I sigh. He’s right. We’re so far beyond Herringbone Street that I’ll waste as much time walking back as I will if I drive on with him. I fix him with a glare. “Fine. But then you will take me wherever I ask and let me go.”

Hugh winks and snaps the reins, and Kelpie darts forward toward the park.
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The creamy paper stares up at me from my desk, empty save for the  Dear Princess Islabetta scrawled across the top in my own handwriting. Father instructed me to pursue an alliance; my sentencing, as Hugh put it. I’m willing enough to obey, but find myself unsure of exactly how to begin.

I rub my nose, attempting to think of something to write, but my mind is as blank as the letter. My eyes wander my darkening study, searching for inspiration, but the books on the shelves are, for lack of a better term, boring. I doubt I should lead with a discussion of the history of maritime trade treaties or an explanation of the economic philosophy of Kentish bankers. My gaze lands on the canvas hanging over the dark mantle, a pastoral scene. It puts me in mind of the common girl from the ball and her crotchety hog sharing my name. A ghost of a smile tugs at my lips, and I impulsively write, Do you have any animals? 

I stare at the page for a moment before shaking my head. That will never do.

Before I can crumple up the paper and begin again, the door to my study bursts open and Hugh dances in, bringing a chill air and the scent of horses and coffee with him. His hair is tousled, and he’s wearing a green-and-yellow riding jacket. I eye him distrustfully. “Who have you been out with?”

“Who are you writing to?” Hugh crosses the room in two steps to peer at my desk, and I hastily grab a book to cover the page. I pause, however, mindful of the wet ink, and Hugh snatches the letter as I hesitate. He scans the few words, then lets the letter flutter back to the desk and stares at me.

“‘Do you have any animals?’ That’s how you’re going to start courting a princess?”

I snatch the paper back, smearing the ink in my haste, and open my mouth to defend myself, but Hugh shakes his head. “Never mind,” he says. “I wouldn’t expect anything more from you. But I really must tell you about my afternoon.”

“You have always been more competent at courting than I. Who is it this time?”

Hugh falls into a stuffed chair, loosening his white cravat as he relaxes. “Miss Smith.”

“Miss—Hugh, I told you to leave her alone!”

He smiles and looks up at the ceiling dreamily. “She is a wonder.” He sighs. “I simply couldn’t stay away.”

“You know her name isn’t even Smith?” The girl’s laughing, trusting face flashes through my mind. “She’s too innocent for you, Hugh. Find someone else to amuse yourself with.”

He chuckles. “She said you warned her about me. Uncivil of you, that was! I suppose my charm won her over anyhow.”

I barely restrain from rolling my eyes at his exaggerated wink. Rubbing my temple, I ask, “What did you do?”

“Just took her for a drive. Kelpie was itching to get out, you know. By the way, you got ink all over your face.”

“You took her—what were you thinking?” A glance at my hand shows smeared black ink, which I’ve presumably just spread to my temple. “Hugh, commoners can’t simply stop working to gallivant with you.”

“Er, yes.” Hugh coughs. “But she’ll be fine.”

“Fine?”

“Well, she said she didn’t want to stop working altogether. Odd, that, and of course I couldn’t have known! But she’ll find something else tomorrow.”

“Find something else?” My voice is growing louder. I take a breath to try to modulate it. “Hugh, did she lose her job because of you?”

“I thought she’d be happy to be free!” he protests, but I see him squirm in his chair. “And I made it up to her! Gave her the most beautiful flowers and bought her a pastry.” He sighs. “But I couldn’t wheedle her into joining me at the club.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, pained. “You invited her to your club. Hugh! She’s a lady! You can’t—”

“She’s not really a lady,” Hugh counters, picking at a speck of mud on his trousers. “She’s just a commoner, like you said.”

“Even worse.” My forehead wrinkles in a frown. “You could ruin her, Hugh. She is … delicate.”

He laughs. “Delicate? I don’t think so. You should have heard her scold! She could rival you, Luke!” He pauses, and looks at me more appraisingly. “Why do you care so much this time, anyhow? I’ve courted lots of other girls and you haven’t said a word.”

I falter. “I don’t care, particularly,” I answer after a moment, fishing a handkerchief out of my waistcoat pocket to wipe my inky hand. “She just seemed uncommonly naive. I think you should let her be.”

“You like her!” Hugh says, wondering and slow at first, then faster and gleeful. “You like her!”

“She is one of our subjects, and it is my duty to care about the well-being of—”

“You like—”

“Stop saying that.”

He warbles it instead, “You like her,” bouncing off the walls in a smug singsong.

My mouth forms a flat line, and I return my gaze to my desk, pulling out a clean sheet of paper for my second attempt at a letter for Princess Islabetta.

Hugh scoffs. “Ignore me if you want, Luke, but I can tell! You’re finally in love! I am delighted on your behalf!”

“Love!” I look up from my paper. “Hugh, I barely know her.”

“You don’t have to know someone to like them,” Hugh counters.

“You do have to know them to love them.”

“But you don’t need to love them to marry them, apparently!” Hugh curls his lip at the letter I’d tried to write.

“No, not for royalty,” I agree—not in a pleasant way. “Marriage is more than love. It is a responsibility—”

Hugh ignores the barb, as he usually does. “You can be a good king and still fall in love, you know. A little fling would be good for you, loosen you up, make you less stingy—”

“I am not going to have a ‘little fling’ with anyone. And I’m not stingy.”

“Then why don’t you have a fire in here? It’s dark as the underworld, and I’m getting chilly.”

“You can leave anytime.” I crumple the smeared letter and toss it in the wastebasket. It lands with a soft rustle. After a moment, I glance back up. Hugh’s leaned forward in the chair, chin propped on his hand to stare at me. “Yes?”

“You really do like her, you know.”

“I—”

“And you’re so focused on your idea of duty that you’re an intolerable prig, and Miss Smith probably wouldn’t even like you back anyhow—although I suppose I could put in a good word for you, if she can resist me to listen—but anyhow, I think you’re wrong about everything.”

“Thank you for sharing your opinion.” I trust that my gratitude, or lack thereof, is truly conveyed through my tone.

“No, I mean it!” He stands and frowns at me, eyes narrowed. “You think the only way to be responsible is to bargain yourself away in marriage. You don’t even know how free you are to choose for yourself. You could have any woman you wanted, Luke! You could—”

I stand. “Is that what it’s all about to you? Just proving to the world that you can have what you want?” I grit my teeth. He won’t have Miss Flanders to prove a point; I’ll see to it that she’s cared for. The gift I sent last night will be a start. “And I am not bargaining myself away, either. Father wants to strengthen our connection—”

“Father wants more money.” Hugh strolls over to a bookshelf and inspects it absently for a moment before whirling and changing the subject. “What did I say to you last night about Miss Smith, exactly?”

I rub my temple again and feel the ink, now crusted on my skin. “When you were drunk, you mean?”

“I may not have been thinking quite as clearly as I should have,” Hugh agrees. “What did I say?”

“Nonsense, I think.” I sink back into my chair. “Just leave her alone, Hugh. I’ll see that she’s taken care of, and you can stay out of it.”

Hugh grins slowly. “Will you really? But you don’t like her?” He shrugs and walks to the door. “By the way, she left a basket in my phaeton—note was in your handwriting.”

“Why did she—” I begin, but Hugh’s already left the room. I close my eyes, exasperated, and when I open them, I’m staring at the new sheet of paper for my letter to Princess Islabetta.

I start reaching for my pen, but stop midway. The princess will have to wait. Rising, I leave the room and go to wash my face.
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“He  likes you!” Chemmy whisper-sings into the darkness of our pre-dawn room.

It’s too early for this, and I give her a grumpy side-eye. It doesn’t dampen her spirits. “He’s a spoiled baby and he only knows how to like himself.” Stretching, I push myself up and sit on the bed.

Chemmy’s already lit our oil lamp, which flickers fitfully as if it, too, would rather be sleeping. My wilted pansies from the ball sit on the windowsill in a cracked jar Chemmy borrowed from our landlady, and the brisk morning air seeping in around the shutters spreads a faint fragrance throughout the room.

“Oh, you must like him at least a little bit. You were out with him all day!”

“Not by choice,” I say, with a laugh and a sigh together. “I told him to put me down, but he just kept pestering me!”

“And you had fun,” Chemmy accuses.

“Maybe a very little bit.” I grumble the admission, resting my chin on my hand. I did enjoy the ride itself, and Hugh can be a good conversationalist if he wants. And, since he doesn’t know where I live—or, now, where I work—I’m not worried about a repetition of the event.

He tried to convince me to eat dinner with him at some club, which was the most idiotic idea I’d ever heard. But even then, he had an air of innocent ignorance; I don’t think he was hiding any seductive schemes. I’d had to be firm with him, but eventually he settled for buying something from a patisserie—and while he was making the purchase, I’d slipped away into the crowd and run home.

And I left that basket in his phaeton, so I can count myself as out of debt to Lucas.

“You know, Hugh reminds me of a dog I had once,” I say around a yawn, “the runt of the litter. He had this laugh—and I know you’re going to say dogs can’t laugh, but this one did!—and even though he was always getting in my way and tripping me up, I couldn’t help but like him. Never was much of a working dog, though,” I add thoughtfully. “Wouldn’t obey any commands.”

Chemmy ignores my canine memories. “So, when you’re a princess, will you get me a job at the palace?”

“You can be my royal advisor.”

“I don’t think princesses need advisors,” Chemmy says, buttoning her dress. She opens the packet of food I’d brought home from the ball and begins dividing it. “Here’s the last of our cheese.”

“I suppose Hugh could give me as much cheese as I wanted,” I ponder, getting out of bed. Chemmy glances at me out of the corner of her eye, so I take the time to smooth out the quilt and tuck it in place neatly. A waste of time—it will get wrinkled again soon enough—but she likes things to be orderly.

“He could move your parents to the capital, too,” she points out, placing a generous portion of bread and cheese on my side of the tiny table.

I frown. “You didn’t take enough for yourself.” I push some back to her.

“Who knows when you’ll eat again,” she says, and it sounds so grim that I’m surprised into laughing.

“I have a few coins saved, and I’m sure I’ll find another position today. I’m almost glad, really. I’m tired of sewing. I’d like a job where I can be on my feet, doing things.”

“You’ll be on your feet plenty today,” Chemmy answers, “looking for work, so you may as well have the bigger half. But you’ve changed the subject.” She takes her portion of bread and perches on the edge of the bed while I struggle out of my threadbare nightgown and into my slightly-less-threadbare dress, making sure my ward charm is tucked securely under my collar. “Prince Fitzhugh really likes you! You should take advantage of it!”

I shudder. “I don’t think so. I already lost one day’s wages! I’ve learned my lesson—no more grasping above my station!”

“I can ask Mistress Hardinge to reconsider,” Chemmy offers, but I shake my head.

“She wouldn’t go against a prince’s wishes.”

Chemmy’s sympathetic smile is ghostly in the thin lamplight. “What are you going to try first?”

“The shops on Herringbone Street.” I eat my last crumb of cheese with my eyes closed, memorizing the taste, before I look down at the empty table sadly. It had been nice while it lasted.

Chemmy finishes too, and she stands and brushes off her skirt. “Try the opera house. Maybe you could sell tickets.”

“Well, wish me luck,” I say, tucking my hair up into my snood. “I suppose I’ve got to go find a job. And since I know you’re going to ask—” I sigh. “Yes, you can tell the other girls that it really was the prince.”

Chemmy squeals and throws her arms around me. “They’ll be so jealous!”

“They’ll be employed,” I say dryly, but I quirk a little smile at her. She turns down the lamp, we put on our bonnets, and it’s time to find another future.

I wave goodbye to Chemmy on Willowby Street and forge ahead, accompanied by a fine drizzle of rain. Flower girls dart past me, clutching their baskets and weaving their ways to whatever small section of the city they’ve claimed as their own. A fishmonger lays out his goods on one side of the cobbled street, and from the other a mustardman advertises his wares with a hearty voice. A hansom cab rattles down the cobblestones, and I watch the prancing horse with admiration. Not as impressive as Kelpie, but still a pretty creature.

My destination is the department store on Herringbone Street, in a slightly more refined section of the city. I hope that richer customers mean higher wages, although I’m not sure my countrified appearance will impress the proprietor.

My fears prove true when I step into the two-story shop. An angular woman, dressed in all black, peers at me from over a tiny pair of pince-nez as the door softly closes behind me.

My home village of Lower Splott has a sort of market, but this department store is completely unlike it. Instead of packed dirt and donkey droppings, these floors are brightly-polished wood, and the dismal weather that would plague the various mongers cannot penetrate into this place. And the angular woman, far from attempting to persuade me to buy her wares, has seemingly decided I am not her type of customer.

“No begging on the premises,” she says. Her voice is stuffy, as if she’s been afflicted with a cold for most of her life.

“I’m not here to beg. I’m looking for a job.”

She sniffs. Perhaps she really does have a cold. “We’re not hiring.”

I knew the first place I looked certainly wouldn’t yield success, but disappointment still wells up in my body. “Do you know of any other places that might be, ma’am?”

“No.”

The door behind me swings open, letting in a gust of cool air and a spray of the misting rain. I step out of the way for a pair of nicely-dressed men to enter the shop, and the angular woman simpers at them. It seems that’s my final answer, so I slip back out into the damp morning before the door swings closed.

The second store I try—a haberdasher—is likewise not in need of help. Nor the third, nor the fourth, nor the fifth. Before long, I have entered every building on this street and the next: shops selling shoes, cloth, hats, beads, knitting wool, corsets, tapestries, stockings, stationary, and ready-made garments for both men and women. The replies I meet with are not all unkind, but no one has a place for me here.

I trudge out of the final building. I think I aimed too high. After all, didn’t I reach for something outside my grasp the night of the ball? And look at me now!

A tiny smile tugs at the corner of my mouth at the thought of the ball. It was exciting, even if it had unexpected consequences.

Shoppers crowd the street by now: maids and footmen with their heads bent against the drizzle, busy on errands for their lords and ladies; women in fur-trimmed jackets nimbly entering and exiting carriages, attempting to avoid the worst of the puddles; portly gentlemen swinging their canes and ogling the women’s ankles. I’d love to sit and watch them all, but I put my own head down and continue on my way.

The day is filled with disappointments. I’ve spent my life tending herds of woolly hogs, but this earns me no respect when I apply to the refined shops in the center of the city; and to secure a position on a farm outside the city would take me too far from the lodgings I share with Chemmy. Following her suggestion, I visit both the theater and the opera-house, but they are not in need of ticket-takers, and goodness knows I cannot perform. I’m too scrawny to earn a job in any of the warehouses, and though I protest to the various foremen that I’m more capable than my looks indicate, I receive only suggestions that I look for employment in a rather lewder quarter. The few shops that don’t reject me outright ask for a reference, and when I stumble over my dismissal from my last position, they quickly lose interest.

The thought floats through my mind that I could apply to the palace stables, but I certainly don’t want to see Hugh again. I suppose the wharf is an option; I might be skilled at catching rats.

I sigh, wiping a soggy curl off my forehead. If I could see the sun behind the clouds, it would be low in the west by now. I’d started the day with a belly full of cheese and a head full of bright plans, and I’m ending it with aching feet and no employment. I wend my way through the milling crowds back toward Mistress Hardinge’s shop on Willowby Street so I can meet Chemmy and walk home with her. My stomach growls, reminding me that I’ve not eaten since breakfast.

The linen shop is in a winding, narrow alley, surrounded by laundresses wringing out the last of their day’s work and other modest sewing shops issuing forth seamstresses ready to return to their various homes. I speak to two of the washing-women as I pass them, but by this time I’m expecting a negative answer to my inquiries, so their rejections don’t surprise me.

I’m nearing Mistress Hardinge’s shop when a door to my right bursts open and a pair of women spill out.

“I wish you’d never met that Barnum,” one pouts. “It’s awful of you to be leaving!”

The other, a tall girl with deep dimples, laughs and nudges her companion’s shoulder. “I think you’re jealous that no one has offered for you yet.”

Impulsively, I step toward the pair. “Are you—excuse me, I know I’m being unpardonably rude—are you leaving?”

The women look at me with varying levels of confusion before the dimpled one answers. “Leaving, miss?”

“I overheard you—I’m looking for a job, and if you’re marrying, I thought there might be an opening—?”

“Today was my last day, and I am glad to be free!” the dimpled woman confirms, beaming. “Mistress Corthope is still inside if you want to speak with her, but she’s in a fair foul mood today.”

Foul or not, I need to work. I express my thanks to the women. “And best wishes for your marriage, too!” I call as an afterthought before entering the dingy shop. I don’t even know what sort of place it is, but after a fruitless day, I’m not inclined to be particular. The floor creaks under me, and a sharp-faced woman, who is busy sweeping, stops to look at me with mistrust.

“Good evening.” My smile is not returned. “Are you Mistress Corthope?”

The woman leans on her broom and nods her assent. “What do you want?”

“A job, if you have one.”

She hmmphs once. “My best seamstress just left. Can you sew?”

“Oh yes, ma’am. I was working for Mistress Hardinge until yesterday.”

“Was?”

“She—didn’t have need of me anymore.” Which is true enough.

“Then what need would I have of you?” She purses her lips and waits for me to answer, but I flounder. Finally, she sighs and thrusts the broom at me. “If I weren’t short, I’d not take Hardinge’s castoffs, but Tessa’s leaving puts me in a bind. You can have a trial, but I don’t promise anything. Sweep up in here first.”

I’m too surprised by my change in luck to do anything but accept the broom and set to work. The mistress disappears into a back room while I whisk away the day’s grime—threads and fuzz from the shop’s wares mingled with mud and dirt tracked in from the street. It’s not a large area, just a long strip of floor in front of a rickety counter, and I finish quickly, renewed energy replacing my previous hunger and lethargy. She hasn’t reappeared by the time I’m done, so I cautiously duck my head through the doorway. The mistress is hunched over a desk in the back of a poorly-lit room, tallying something in a ledger with a scowl on her thin face. She doesn’t look up when I enter, so I set to sweeping in here, too.

After the errant threads and snips of dark cloth are cleared away, I’m obliged to wait for her to notice me, shifting awkwardly from one foot to the other. She doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to speak to me again, and I don’t see anything else I can do.

Finally, she closes her ledger and pushes herself away from the desk, inspecting my work. As if I didn’t know how to use a broom! I might be rustic, but I can sweep!

Apparently satisfied, she asks, “Your name?”

“Hester Flanders, ma’am.”

“I don’t like taking Hardinge’s rejects,” she grumbles again. “But I do need an extra hand about, even if you can’t sew.”

“I made this dress I’m wearing.” I spin slowly. “It’s quite worn, I know, but I’ve had it for years, so you can see that I know how to sew well enough to last.”

The woman looks at my gown more critically, and I’m suddenly aware of every frayed seam. Strange how I hadn’t even thought of my gown when the actual prince was calling on me yesterday. “Why’d Hardinge fire you, then?”

“I had a—a caller during work, but it won’t happen again.” I sound defensive even to my own ears, but it’s better that she hears the truth from me than Mistress Hardinge. I don’t need people thinking—well, I don’t quite know what people would think, but I don’t want it, all the same. I only hope I wasn’t seen in Hugh’s company long enough to be recognized.

“Come tomorrow. For a trial only.”

I beam, delighted by even this grudging acceptance. “Thank you, ma’am. How early shall I arrive?”
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Chemmy is pacing in the entryway of our boardinghouse when I arrive back home.

“Hester! You’re so late! Did you find anything?”

“Mistress Corthope says she’ll give me a trial. I spent the day walking around the city only to land back on Willowby Street.” I unwrap my woolen scarf and hang my soggy cloak on one of the hooks in the hallway.

Chemmy’s face falls. “Oh, but Mistress Corthope’s isn’t what you wanted at all! She’s more miserly than any of the other seamstresses, and I’ve heard she yells.”

“I can stand being yelled at, as long as it pays.” I sigh. “Although I fear my wages with her will be less than Mistress Hardinge’s.”

“Oh, I nearly forgot.” Chemmy reaches into her pocket and retrieves a creamy envelope, holding it out to me with a knowing look on her face. “This came for you.”

It can’t be from my parents—my heart skips a beat when I recognize the elegant handwriting on the outside. I tuck it in my own pocket, attempting nonchalance.

“Aren’t you going to read it?”

“Not yet.” I glance to the right of the entryway, where most of the other boarders spend the evening in the large common room, warmed by the cheery fire. “I have my chores first.”

My stomach growls. “Food before chores,” Chemmy declares, dragging me to the kitchen. “I suppose you didn’t get any lunch.”

I’ve missed supper, but Mistress Mungon has laid by a few leftovers for me, which I snarf by the kitchen fire before starting on the scrubbing. Chemmy grumbles, wanting to know what the letter says, but I don’t want to disappoint Mistress Mungon again. The envelope burns a hole in my pocket as I work, but I force myself to finish everything before climbing the dark stairway with Chemmy.

She squeals as soon as we’re safely in our room and lights the lamp. “Well! Is it from Prince Fitzhugh? I can’t think who else would have such a pretty hand!”

I take the envelope out of my pocket. Miss Hester Flanders is written in a neat flourish on one side, and a red wax seal with the initials ILC is affixed to the reverse.

It’s not from Hugh.

I bend closer to the desk where our lamp flickers, eyes skimming over the message inside.

Miss Flanders,

Pray forgive my boldness in writing to you, but my brother has told me of his antics and their effect on your employment. I would be happy to speak to your former mistress, should you desire to return to your position, or you may ask for my man Rodering here at the palace, and he will help find a suitable place for you. I apologize for my brother’s thoughtless actions. Please rest assured they will not be repeated.

I. L. C.

“Well?” Chemmy prompts. I hand it to her—reluctantly, which is foolish, for why would I keep anything from Chemmy?—and wait for her to read it.

“This is wonderful!” she exclaims. “A job at the palace! That’s what he means, don’t you think?”

“I doubt it. Probably he means nothing at all by any of it.”

Chemmy scoffs. “Nothing at all? Why take the trouble of writing, then?”

She gives me back the letter, and I handle it rather more tenderly than it warrants. My stomach churns as I reread it, but it’s not an entirely unpleasant sensation. I’m sure Lucas is only attempting to make up for Hugh’s deficiencies, but even so … Warmth creeps from my toes to my hair as I think about the fact that Lucas—Prince Lucas, that is—has taken the time to think of me.

“Will you go to the palace tomorrow, then?” Chemmy’s question interrupts my daydream.

I blink away the vision of grave brown eyes. “What? Oh, no, of course not. I’m already employed.”

“Only with Mistress Corthope! The prince could get you a much better job than that!”

I shrug one shoulder, carefully tucking Lucas’ letter away beneath my mattress. “I told Mistress Corthope I’d be there, so I’ll be there. Besides, Hugh lives at the palace, and I really don’t want to see him again.”

Chemmy sighs at my lack of romance and settles herself on a chair, beginning to unwind her blonde braids. “Will you write him back at least?”

“Should I?”

“It wouldn’t really be that improper, since he wrote to you first.”

I laugh. “Not that improper? So still mostly improper?”

Chemmy runs a brush through her hair, giving me a chiding grin. “Knowing it’s mostly improper probably makes you want to do it.”

Well, she’s not wrong.

“I wouldn’t know what to say, and besides, I can’t afford the postage. The poor prince will have to do without the great delight of hearing from me.”

Still, once I’m huddling under my quilt in the darkness, I lay awake for a long while, pondering what I would say to him if I could.
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I’m not sure I’ve done the right thing.

It’s unsettling.

I normally know my duty, and I do it. There’s little to ponder. But now, I fear I’ve misjudged. I shouldn’t have written to Miss Flanders myself, and yet, what else could I have done? Hugh must not be left to his own devices with the poor girl, and simply instructing a servant to attend to her felt—wrong, somehow.

“Did you hear me, Inglebert?” Father’s voice cuts through my reverie, and I start, nearly dropping my fork.

“Not during dinner, Conrad,” Mother says in her honey-sweet voice. The fizzing gasolier above the table turns her fair hair into a halo. “You can talk business later.” Mother insists on a weekly family dinner, no business allowed, so the four of us are gathered in the palace’s smallest dining parlor, although I don’t know what we’ve been speaking of.

Father harrumphs his assent, though Hugh gives me a narrow look across the table. I’m glad he is too busy chewing a stewed eel to interrogate me on my absent-mindedness.

“I have some news,” Mother changes the subject—at least, I suppose she changes the subject. “My maid Livia is going to be married.”

“Marriage!” Hugh shudders. “Most terrible news, indeed!” His gaze slides back to me. I raise my eyebrow. He hadn’t seemed so averse the night of his impetuous, inebriated promise.

“I hope you’re not implying that marriage is a thing to fear, Fitzhugh. Your father and I have always been happy together.” Mother raises her thin eyebrows at Father, who mutters something about Hugh settling down someday around his mouthful of eel.

“Livia’s match was all my idea, you know,” Mother continues. “She’s fallen in love with the very footman I wanted for her!” She sighs and sips absently from her wine glass. “I must give them a generous wedding present.”

“You’ll give the boys romantic notions of love-matches,” Father grunts.

“Not Luke,” Hugh says. He spears another bite and looks at me, spite glimmering in his blue eyes. “He’s responsible, you know.”

“You married for love, Conrad.” Mother’s laugh tinkles through the room.

Father grunts again, but it’s affectionate. “And I had no idea what I was getting into!”

“I presume you’ve started courting the princess already, Inglebert?” Mother lays her fork down. One footman silently steps forward from his place along the wall, taking her plate with its half-eaten eel, and another follows with the next course.

“I began a letter.” I allow the footman to clear my place.

“It was very stupid,” Hugh interrupts. “You didn’t send it, did you?”

I flatten my lips.

“I still think we should leave you out of this,” Father says as a plate of mutton and redcurrant jelly is set in front of him. “It’s none of your business. Let me and King Alvaro arrange everything.”

Mother lays her hand on mine and gives Father a pointed look. “Oh, let the boy try first, dear. Perhaps he can woo the princess on his own. You got me, you remember.”

Father rolls his eyes.

Hugh grins and leans forward in his chair. “Do you want to know how he started his first letter to her?”

I cough. “So, Mother, you are in need of a new maid, then?”

“Oh, yes. And it is so difficult to find someone who’ll be properly discrete.” Mother takes a tiny bite of her mutton.

Hugh looks at me, eyes brightening. “Ah!” He beams at our mother. “I believe I have just the thing! Or person, I mean!” Foreboding slithers down my spine. “I know an absolutely charming young lady who needs a job, and I’m sure she’d be just the girl for you, Mother!”

“Oh? Are you acquainted with many servants?”

Hugh turns to me. “You were just telling me to fix it, and here I am, fixing it! What a happy idea!”

“But who is she? And where did you meet her?” Mother presses, but Hugh gives her a blissful smile.

“I never told you to—” I begin at the same time that Hugh says, “I’m sure you’ll love her, Mother!” He scoops jelly onto a spoon, self-satisfaction oozing out of him.

He must be referring to Miss Flanders, but I cannot argue with him without inviting a rather awkward line of questioning from my parents. Hugh doesn’t know I already sent a message to Miss Flanders yesterday, nor that she made no reply. I’ve spent the day trying to convince myself that it’s none of my concern, but if Hugh’s going to interject himself again …

I take a bite of my own jelly. It’s tarter than I expected, and I pucker as I reprimand myself. I offered aid to Miss Flanders, and there’s nothing more I can do for the girl. Hugh will probably forget all about it by morning.

“Lord Travis told me you raised taxes on the Ramsfeldshire road, Father.” Changing the subject seems my wisest course of action. “I thought you were going to wait until after the province stabilized.”

“Can’t afford to wait,” Father says. “We need a generous bride-price if you hope to catch Princess Islabetta.”

“Perhaps she’s not the best choice, then.” I shouldn’t feel this reluctant to pursue her; even though I haven’t met the princess, I’ve always known that I must marry whomever my parents choose for me. It is my duty. There’s no reason to drag my feet now.

“Business, my dears,” Mother yawns before steering the conversation to the number of families coming to the city for the upcoming social season, dropping some broad hints to Hugh about which young ladies he should pay special attention to. One of them will surely catch his eye, freeing Miss Flanders from his notice.

Hugh listens to Mother, but when she looks toward her plate for a moment, he gives me a slow grin and a wink.

My further involvement will be required, after all.
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HESTER


“And then Mistress Hardinge made Rhea take the entire hem out and redo it!— Hester! Are you even listening?”

“Yes!” I glance at Chemmy. The evening air has turned her nose pink, and she’s frowning at me. “Mostly.”

“Liar. Tell me what you were dreaming about.”

“Honestly?” I breathe a laugh. “I was wishing we had more cheese.”

Chemmy laughs, too. “You shouldn’t have been so rude to Prince Fitzhugh if you wanted more cheese.”

“He’s not the one who gave it to us in the first place.”

“I still think you should go apply at the palace. You can’t convince me you enjoyed working for Corthope today.” Chemmy looks around as if she’s afraid my new mistress will be lurking in the crowds, ready to pounce on anyone who would defame her.

“She wasn’t that bad,” I say. “Only scolded me twice, and once was mostly my fault.”

Hooves sound on the cobblestones behind us, so we scuttle to the side of the narrow road, hugging the walls of a pawn shop. The sound slows, then stops. Curious, I toss a glance over my shoulder.

It’s Hugh—of course it’s Hugh. Why wouldn’t it be? How silly of me to assume that I could simply live in peace for twenty-four hours!

Why did I go to that ball?

I huff in exasperation and try to cover it with a cough. Hugh grins down at me from his phaeton, so I curtsy. “Your Highness.”

“Oh, don’t bother with that nonsense,” he says. “I was just heading to call on you! What good luck that we ran into each other!”

Beside me, Chemmy is gaping—positively gaping! Mouth hanging fully open, eyes wider than I believed possible, actually holding onto the wall for support.

“Your friend can join us.” Hugh says. “There’s enough room in my phaeton for three—if you don’t mind sitting close.” He winks. I roll my eyes.

“This is Chemmy,” I say. “Chemmy, Hugh.” My introduction lacks any sort of formality, but Hugh—ever gallant, if ever thoughtless—hops down from his perch and drops into a sweeping bow. The tails of his orange riding coat flutter behind him. “But we don’t need a ride.”

“I’m calling on you anyhow. You may as well ride with me.”

“Last time you wouldn’t let me out!” I accuse. Hugh’s eyes widen innocently. “Don’t try to lie about it, either!”

“I never lie,” Hugh says. “Perhaps I did not put you down quite where you wished. But if you ride with me now—”

“No, thank you!” I say, tugging Chemmy’s arm so we can walk away. “You’ve gotten me into quite enough mischief! Besides, you don’t even know where I live.”

“Don’t I? You forget I have many informants at my disposal.” Hugh winks and falls into step beside us, leading Kelpie and the phaeton behind him. “Think of your friend! You’re depriving her of joy!”

“Chemmy doesn’t want to ride with you either!” I look at Chemmy and sigh at her wistful expression. “Don’t tell me you do.”

Her voice is barely more than a squeak. “It—it would be a great honor, wouldn’t it?”

Hugh reaches around me to shake Chemmy’s hand. “Exactly! Come along, Miss—er—Not Smith!”

Chemmy gives me an apologetic glance, but lets Hugh boost her up into the tall phaeton. I prop my fists on my hips and glare at the pair of them.

“Well, Miss Smith,” Hugh says once Chemmy is perched on the seat, quivering with excitement. “Don’t you think we need a chaperone?” He flashes a smile and holds out a hand.

“I don’t owe you anything for the ride, then, if I’m chaperoning,” I mutter. I don’t know if Hugh hears, but I think his smile grows a bit sharper as I allow him to hand me into the phaeton. He climbs in after me so that I am in the middle.

And when he said it was close, he wasn’t lying.

The three of us are squeezed as close as a group of piglets trying to stay warm, so tight that I’m afraid Chemmy might fall out when we go around a turn. She clings to my arm, expression alternating between terror and exhilaration. I’d like to scoot away from Hugh, but I fear I’ll push Chemmy right out if I do, so I resign myself to being far too close to him for a few minutes. At least it’s warmer than walking.

Hugh grins down at me. “Would you like to help drive?” Deftly passing an arm around me, he presses one of the reins into my hand, then keeps on holding it. “Here, I’ll teach you.”

“I’ve driven before, as it happens.”

“But not a phaeton! Yes?”

I really should be more annoyed than I am. He cost me my job! And yet, there’s some sort of charm to his boyish enthusiasm that keeps me from being truly angry. My mischievous puppy comes to mind again.

I’ve never been more relieved to turn down the alley where our boardinghouse is. After Kelpie comes to a stop, Hugh hops down and lifts out first Chemmy, then me. His fingers splay around my waist and linger there much longer than necessary, even once I’m on the ground.

“Really, Your Highness!” I say, and he lets me go, but his cheeky grin doesn’t falter. I roll my eyes and follow a blushing Chemmy to the house. I hesitate in the doorway. Hugh’s tying Kelpie to a hitching post down the street. Does he really mean to come in? What cheek!

“Well,” I say with false cheer as he swaggers toward me, “thank you for the ride. And I hope you have a good evening.” I’m being rude—and to royalty! What would my mum say!—but I don’t want to encourage whatever silly notions Hugh has. Besides, Mistress Mungon is strict about gentleman callers.

Hugh grabs my hand and pulls me to himself. “I shall,” he says. “I plan on spending it with very pleasant company. Don’t you want me to come in?” He looks around at the exterior of the four-story building crammed in the middle of the row of narrow houses. I suppose it had once been whitewashed, but only bits and flakes of dingy gray remain on the weathered walls, and a dead vine twines about the doorway. The street itself receives only intermittent sweeping, and various sorts of refuse pile up in corners and nooks. A lamp post marks the far end of the alley, but it’s too far away to illuminate us, and I can’t make out his expression in the fading light of dusk.

He’s still holding my hand. “Chemmy will wonder what’s happened,” I sputter, pulling away and darting through the door.

He saunters through behind me into the narrow entryway with its fitful lantern and row of shabby cloaks. Chemmy curtsies from the doorway of the common room while I add my own cloak to the line. Hugh takes off his hat and hangs it on a hook. I scowl. Who said he could use our hooks?

“Can we offer some tea, Your Highness?” Chemmy’s voice quivers about two octaves higher than normal. She motions him into the common room, blessedly deserted for the moment.

“Tea! Delightful!” Hugh takes the seat Chemmy offers and beams. “What a charming house!” Chemmy pours the tea with shaking hands, and Hugh accepts it as though it were the finest bone china instead of an old chipped cup.

An awkward silence descends. Chemmy doesn’t know where to look, and her cup rattles against its saucer from her trembling. Hugh seems content to sip his tea and simply smile across the room at us, his blue eyes gleaming in the lamplight.

I can’t take it anymore. I blurt, “And how is your family, Your Highness?”

“Oh, very well. Luke is as fussy as usual, but that’s to be expected.” He eyes me when he mentions Lucas, and I squirm. Hugh doesn’t know—he can’t know—that I still see his brother’s face when I close my eyes. Can he? “He encouraged me to come, actually,” he continues, setting his cup on the side table.

“He did not,” I say, pinking.

Hugh leans forward, clasps his hands over his knees, and grins. “Encouragement is found in many forms, Miss Smith! But enough about Luke. Do you want to know why I’m here?”

I raise my eyebrows.

“I’ve found you a new position!”

“A new position?”

“I still feel terrible about what happened at that ghoul’s place.”

Chemmy sputters on her tea.

“She is a ghoul,” Hugh insists, wagging a finger. “I’ve never seen anyone so colorless!”

“Are ghouls common in the city?” I ask. “I didn’t know.”

Chemmy rolls her eyes—she probably doesn’t believe in ghouls any more than she does in the Folk—but Hugh laughs. “I can take you to the graveyard after dark tonight and we can watch for them, if you like.” His eyes sparkle. “But I’m getting distracted, Miss Smith! Luke told me I owed you a new position.” I open my mouth to interject that I’ve already found one—he doesn’t need to know it’s worse than what I had before!—but he doesn’t notice. “My mother has been looking for a new lady’s maid. What could be more perfect?”

My mouth hangs open, but no words come out. I would’ve been less surprised if he suggested I go work in his father’s gold mines or join the military as a drummer. I was less surprised at his suggestion that Mistress Hardinge is a ghoul!

I finally recover my voice. “A—lady’s maid? Your mother’s maid? The queen’s maid?” I shake my head so vigorously that a hairpin slips free and pings against the floor. “Thank you, Your Highness, but I couldn’t possibly—”

“Don’t say that! I’m sure you’d be wonderful! And you could see me every day!”

I blanch at that thought. “If you think I’m going to take a position with your mother so that you can sneak around your big palace and pinch me when she isn’t looking—!”

“You’d like it, I’m sure.” Hugh leans back and takes a sip from the cracked cup, eyes gleaming with mischief.

I glance at Chemmy. She’s spilled her tea all over her lap and doesn’t seem to have noticed. She’s not going to be able to speak any sense into Hugh; I’m on my own here. I heave a long exhale.

“I already found a job,” I say to Hugh. “Another seamstress position, which will suit me much better.” It doesn’t suit me much, to be honest, but even not much is better than attempting to be a lady’s maid! To the queen! I rub my temple.

“Wouldn’t you rather live in the palace?” Hugh peers at me over his teacup.

“Not at all!” This is, perhaps, not quite true. Who wouldn’t exchange the monotony of Willowby Street linens for the life of a palace maid?

For a single, mad instant, I consider it.

Then I come to my senses. Hugh would plague me, and then grow tired of me, and then I’d be kicked out and worse off than ever. I’ll stay with the linens.

Chemmy is either making faces at me or having a spasm. “I hope you’re not trying to suggest I should do it!” I tell her.

“You could live in the palace, Hester!” she squeaks.

I scoff. “You don’t really think the queen would have me, do you? Imagine it! Me marching up to the palace and saying the queen needed me to do her hair! I’d be thrown out before I could finish speaking!”

“Mother will take you if I ask her to,” Hugh says. He leans back in the chair and crosses one leg over the other. “Don’t worry on that account.”

I ignore him. “Lucas would have a fit if I ever showed my face there again.”

Hugh’s face brightens. “And wouldn’t that be fun!” His blue eyes have that twinkling look in them again.

I shake my head firmly as I rise. “I suppose I’m grateful for the offer, but I really don’t need any help.”

Hugh unfolds himself like a wildcat rising from its perch. It’s not fair for any man to be so perfectly graceful all the time. “Don’t look so stern, Miss Smith,” he says, sauntering closer to me. “I only want you nearby, you know.”

“I think we’ve been quite close enough as it is. Anyhow,” I say, glancing out the window, “I’m afraid we’re going to be late for supper.”

“Sending me away?” Hugh chuckles. “At least do me one favor.”

“I don’t do favors.”

Hugh reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a folded piece of paper. “Not for me,” he says with a sharp smile. “Luke is so worried about you—if you’d just write him to say you’re well—”

I narrow my gaze. “He is not worried about me.”

“You think I could lie to you, Miss Smith?” Hugh presses one hand to his heart and holds the paper out to me with the other. “He was dashed concerned when I told him you’d lost your position.”

“You shouldn’t have been talking about me at all,” I grumble. Did he—was he really—Lucas couldn’t actually be worried about—but he did write … A warmth steals through me.

“If you would only write the briefest note,” Hugh says. “It would set his mind at ease.”

I hesitate.

I was wishing that I had a way of replying …

“It’s not a favor,” I say, accepting the paper from Hugh. I turn and stalk across the room to the scratched desk. Mistress Mungon keeps it stocked for her boarders; writing letters is a perfectly respectable habit, in her opinion. Chemmy watches with round eyes.

“I should have chosen a different word,” Hugh says, teeth gleaming. “Careless of me.”

I don’t have time to agonize over what I’m writing, so the words come out jumbled and foolish. Well. I could never impress Lucas, anyhow. I blot the note quickly, fold it, and hold it out.

Hugh snatches it and tucks it back into his pocket with a bright smile. “Luke will be very gratified. I will deliver this with pleasure.”

I lead Hugh out of the common room and retrieve his hat, which he accepts by bowing and pressing a dramatic kiss to my hand. I wriggle away and curtsy; I must be getting better at it, with all this practice. “Good night, Hugh! Please don’t trouble yourself on my account anymore!” I hasten back down the hall without waiting to see if he knows how to open the door on his own.

Once I hear the latch of the door, and the rattle of his phaeton driving away, I sneak back to the common room to retrieve Chemmy. The poor girl is quite overwhelmed.

If only we had some cheese to restore us.
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“Luke! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

My brother’s booming voice does nothing to endear him to me at the moment. After a long evening in a stuffy parlor listening to rival lords vie for Father’s attention and fending off the advances of a pair of eager socialites, I’m looking forward to a quiet cup of tea; pertinent part, quiet.

Hugh, outfitted in bright orange tonight, bounds up to me as I pause in the hallway outside my study door. “Well, not all over,” he says. “I actually knew you’d be here. Do you ever think of spending time … somewhere else?” He gestures expansively.

“I just spent the evening at Lord Ingersoll’s. Does that qualify? By the way, Miss Ingersoll was sorry you missed it.”

He pooh-poohs my mention of the family. “I already courted both the Miss Ingersolls, so there was no reason for me to attend. Besides, I had to go speak to Miss Smith like you told me to.”

“Like I—Hugh, I never told you to speak to Miss Fl—Miss Smith!”

“Didn’t you?” His face is all innocent wonder. “But you wanted me to get her a position.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I wanted you to leave her alone.”

“Ah, but if I had left her alone, I never would have gotten this.” He pulls a small, folded paper from his breast pocket and dangles it in front of me.

“And that is…?”

“A love letter, obviously.”

Pursing my lips, I turn to push open my study door and stride into the room. Hugh follows, naturally, for he never knows when he’s not wanted.

“Well? Don’t you want to read it?”

“I want a quiet cup of tea,” I say, sitting down behind my desk and ringing the bell. “I have no interest in your love letters.”

“My—? Oh, didn’t you see?” Hugh slides the note across the desk. “It’s not for me.”

A curious feeling—nausea, possibly, or it might be fever?—pools in the pit of my stomach. Prince Lucas is scratched on the outside of the thin paper, the handwriting large and looping.

“Well?” Hugh prompts again, and I realize I’m still staring at it. I sweep it away from him, into my lap, as the door opens and Rodering walks in.

“You rang, Your Highness?”

“Tea, for one.” I glance pointedly at Hugh, but he fixes Rodering with a dazzling smile.

“And I’ll take wine.”

Rodering bows and withdraws silently. With a sigh, I choose a book—Tariffs and Taxes, Their Impacts and Consequences—from the stack on my desk and crack it open.

Hugh clears his throat.

I read my book.

“Well! Aren’t you going to read it?”

I look up blankly. “I am reading.”

Hugh huffs and reaches over the desk to snatch the note from my lap, jostling Tariffs &c. into a pile of papers and launching a whirlwind of memorandums and accounting notes to flutter to the ground. I push Hugh away, grasping my letter with a strange possessiveness. We’re still wrestling when Rodering returns. Hugh’s laughing, but I’m annoyed.

“You’re behaving like a child,” I say, wrenching out of Hugh’s grasp and straightening my jacket. He eyes my right hand, still fisted around the little note, and laughs before he drops back into the chair he’s commandeered.

Rodering, with his usual silence, does not remark on the scene, first setting down my tea things and then pouring Hugh his wine, and I tuck the note away and gather the scattered papers. I’d been meaning to file these, anyhow.

“If you’re shy about reading it in front of me, you don’t need to be,” Hugh says. “I already read it.”

“You already—” I start, but don’t continue, mindful of Rodering’s presence.

Hugh, less mindful, explains helpfully, “Luke’s got a love letter, but he won’t read it as long as I’m here.”

“Perhaps you should leave then, Your Highness,” is Rodering’s emotionless answer, which elicits a burst of laughter from my brother.

“But I do want to see what he thinks of it!” Turning to me, “Are you going to write back? Have you sent her flowers yet?”

I sigh and retrieve the note from my pocket, smoothing out the wrinkles on the desktop. There’s a large blot of ink in one corner, and several words have been scratched out and re-written.

Dear Lucas,

I should probably address that to “Dear Your Highness,” but I only think of you as Lucas—not to say that I think of you that often—well, really I should probably not be writing this at all. Blame my country upbringing for the unfathomable impropriety. You did write first! 

It was very kind of you to offer your aid in finding a new position. I’ve already found employment with a Mistress Corthope, sewing curtains. It’s even more dull than bed linens, but I’m thankful to have regular employment.

And before you get all squinty-eyed and annoyed by the fact that I’ve seen Hugh again, please know that I’m trying to get him to leave me alone! Is he always so obtuse? Can you believe he thought I should be a lady’s maid for your mother? You might think better of me knowing I turned that down.

Oh, and one more thing—how dare you try to bribe me! And with cheese—you tried to exploit my weakness, and after I had already given you my word! I’m very angry about that.

Your servant, 

H. F.

“You’re smiling!” Hugh crows, and even though I am not, I immediately frown, just to be sure.

“This is your notion of love letters?” I ask dryly, carefully refolding it. “Small wonder you have yet to keep a woman longer than two months.” I notice Rodering still waiting silently by the door, and dismiss him with a nod. Taking a sip of tea, I find my place in Tariffs again.

“Ah, I understand. You won’t write back until I leave.” Hugh makes a great show of finishing his wine and unfolding himself from his chair. “She did greatly enjoy our little ride around the park, so if you want my advice—”

“I do not.”

“—you should take her out. The menagerie, or the ballet, or something. Of course your horse is nothing to mine, and neither is your company, and neither are your looks. But still, you may have a chance.” He twinkles out the door and leaves me with my cold tea.

I read the note once more, and the ghost of a smile does pass over my face when I imagine Miss Flanders telling off Hugh. I can put all this behind me now, although I wish she would have kept the basket and the money I had tried to give her; her cloak was in tatters, and it will only get colder. I didn’t mean it to be a bribe, although I suppose I should have thought of that before I sent it.

I take a sip of tea, but it’s lost its appeal, and so has my book. I ring for Rodering to clear away the cup and rise to leave the room, Miss Flanders’ note safely in my pocket.
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Of all the idiotic things I have done in my life—and I’ve done many—sending that letter with Hugh was the  most idiotic.

I don’t even remember what I wrote in it, only that it was not fit to send to anyone, least of all the crown prince.

The crown prince.

I wince, partially at my own stupidity, and partially because I’ve stuck my needle straight into my finger while mulling over my complete lack of common sense. I hurriedly pop it in my mouth before I bleed on the gray curtain spread over my lap.

Mistress Corthope narrows her eyes at me from her seat in the corner. “If you don’t have that set of draperies finished today, I’ll be docking your wages, Hester.” She sounds almost happy about it.

“Yes’m,” I mutter, trusting that my finger is done bleeding and returning to my hemming.

Push the needle in. Pull the thread through. In, out, in, out, in, out.

I’d thought Mistress Hardinge’s place was repressive, but at least she didn’t sit and watch her workers all day long, quelching any hopes of conversation. Jinna, the non-engaged woman I’d met in the alley last week, hasn’t so much as whispered since I’ve started.

The bell at the door jingles, and Mistress Corthope rises to see who’s come to patronize her business.

In, out, in, out. Pull the thread through. Wonder how poorly Lucas thinks of me now. Calculate how many more days it will take before I’ve saved up enough for my parents to move. Sew faster so Mistress Corthope doesn’t follow through on her threat to dock my wages. In, out, in, out.

Mistress Corthope returns, a strange look on her pinched face, lips pursing together for a moment as she surveys us. “We’ve been called for a job at the palace tomorrow.” A shudder of excitement quivers through the room. “Hester, you’ll have that piece finished tonight, no matter how late you have to stay. You’ll be coming with me.”

“What about me?” bursts Jinna.

“You’ll need to stay here to mind the shop, so you’ll have time to finish your work.” Mistress Corthope’s eyes glitter warningly. “I expect you to handle whatever else comes in, so make sure you don’t dawdle just because I won’t be here.”

“But why can’t I go? I want to see the palace! Make Hester stay here! She’s the newest!”

Something like a cold fat worm wriggles up my spine, but I’m not sure if it’s hope or fear. My rational mind says I should hope to stay here, that I’ve had enough of the palace, that I shouldn’t tempt fate by getting anywhere near Hugh again.

My heart wonders if Lucas would still be so understanding if I saw him again. Would his gaze still be kind? Would he ever smile at me?

Idiot. I bite my lip and bend back over my sewing.

“I can’t trust Hester yet,” Mistress Corthope says to Jinna. “I’d rather not bring her, either, but I can’t risk being short-handed at the palace.”

In, out, in, out. Ignore the barbs.

When I look up again, Jinna’s glaring at me, and I think I see her wipe her eyes on the back of her hand as she resumes gathering ruffles for a dainty white curtain.

Mistress Corthope is on edge for the rest of the day, and Jinna’s the only one who leaves at the normal time. I’m left squinting into the dusky light coming through the clouded windows, doing my best to finish before it’s fully dark. Mistress Corthope won’t light the lamps for me, but she will punish me for poor work.

When I’m finally done with my last hem, I rub the back of my neck, stiff from bending over miles of gray linen all day. Mistress Corthope takes her time looking over my work and tells me to sweep up before she dismisses me, and by the time I’ve donned my cloak and slipped into the alley, Chemmy, who usually waits at the end of the street so we can walk home together, is long gone and the skies are dark with drizzling clouds.

Nevertheless, I float home. Tomorrow I’m going back to the palace.

And I may even see Lucas again.
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After a fitful night, I’ve determined that I do not want to go to the palace. I do not want to see either prince, and the fluttering in my stomach is all anxiety, no excitement. I’d gladly trade places with Jinna, but when I offer, Mistress Corthope only looks at me suspiciously, as if she expects me to raid her moneybox if left alone.

And so we head to the palace, a watery-eyed Jinna left to keep shop. Mistress Corthope doesn’t own a cart, so she hires a hansom cab to take us up. It’s squashed, and Mistress Corthope’s elbow is in my ribs, and my hip bone is nearly one with the side of the cab—but what fun! I’ve ridden in slow-moving farm carts, and I journeyed by coach on my way to the city, and I’ve experienced Prince Hugh’s phaeton twice now, but this is my first time in a hansom.

“What are you grinning at?” Mistress Corthope mutters.

“I feel like I’m a real Wellington-upon-Chesbury-ite now.” I watch out the window as the horse trots us toward the palace. “I’ve always wanted to ride in one of these.”

“The fare will come out of your wages,” Mistress Corthope warns, and it dampens my spirits, but only a bit. I wonder if Dad could be a cabman when I get him and Mum here. I can imagine him driving about with his flat cap on, work-roughened hands holding the reins, whistling as he clops along the city streets. I smile. Losing my position with Mistress Hardinge was a setback, but I’ll get them here yet.

We pull through the gates much sooner than I wish, and my enjoyment of the ride fades into apprehension as we near the palace. My stomach churns, my palms sweat, and I look around wildly, as if I expect Lucas to step out of the shrubbery and wave good morning.

He doesn’t.

We make it into the palace—yet another entrance, this one leading into the servants’ areas. There’s less marble and more stone, but overall, still opulent. It would be nice to work here—maybe I should have taken Lucas up on his offer.

Then again, I got here without his help, so I suppose I made the right choice.

An older woman, dressed in sedate black, introduces herself as the housekeeper and shows us through multiple winding corridors and up a staircase. She points out locations we’ll need to find later: the servants’ dining hall, the workroom, her office, the quickest route to the stables. I lose track almost immediately, but as long as I stay with Mistress Corthope, it won’t matter.

The housekeeper’s gaze flickers over us as she leads us to a tall door, and she doesn’t smile when she speaks. “In here.” We follow her lead and step into a large room. As I look around, I meet Mistress Corthope’s wide-eyed gawk and grin at her; I’m not the only one overwhelmed by these surroundings, even if I am the country girl.

“This is the prince’s sitting room,” the housekeeper explains, tone grim. “He’ll need new draperies all through the suite.”

I gulp once at the mention of the prince, and once again at the mention of draperies. There are four windows in this room, and each stretches higher than my head. How many will there be in the whole suite?

Ten, it turns out. Four in the sitting room, two in a dressing room, four in the bedroom. And yes, I do blush when we enter such intimate locations.

“And the bed-curtains will have to match,” the housekeeper drones. “You can do that too, I presume?”

I’ve never seen Mistress Corthope gracious before, but she’s all scrupulous amiability now. “Certainly, certainly, my lady.” I think I hear her face creak when she tries to smile—she’s rather out of practice. The housekeeper does not return the expression.

“I don’t know why you were sent for,” she says. “There are many seamstresses in this city, so why you were requested for His Highness’ rooms—” Her gaze snags on mine, and my cheeks flare.

Oh.

Oh no.

If that arrogant, dunderheaded, foppish, foolish, Folk-taken, absolutely ridiculous Hugh had anything to do with this, I’ll kick him in the shins! I’ll spit in his tea! I’ll put a mouse on his pillow! I’m sure I can find a mouse somewhere in this blasted city!

Mistress Corthope is still simpering at the frosty housekeeper, and I take a moment to inspect Hugh’s rooms. I’m surprised by how austere they seem; I would’ve expected Hugh to surround himself with more luxuries.

Truly, I must be acclimating to the city, to think of this as anything like austere.

The rooms are large, but not cluttered, and everything is earthy shades of brown and green. It’s rather homey, actually, and I have to admit he has good taste; I wouldn’t have expected it, based on his outfits. I step nearer a tall bookshelf along one wall of the sitting room while the housekeeper continues to rebuff Mistress Corthope’s attempts to ingratiate herself.

Are these textbooks? Surprising. Is Hugh interested in such dry titles as The Legacy of King Archibald IV: an Autobiography or An Analytical Treatise on Guilds and Unions?

“Hester!” Mistress Corthope snaps.

I startle, straightening and spinning back to face my companions. “I’m sorry! I wanted to see Hu—to see the books!”

The housekeeper looks even more disapproving than before, which is quite the feat. I hasten back to Mistress Corthope’s side and try not to ogle a portrait of the royal family on the wall.

I don’t want to see if the painter managed to get Lucas’ brown eyes just right. What is it to me whether or not the artist managed to get the correct warmth in them? I am not interested at all.

A faint rap at the door, and a lanky maid peeps in the room. “Begging your pardon,” she says to the housekeeper, “but you’re needed in the back parlor.”

The housekeeper purses her lips and leaves, but not before giving us a last glare. Mistress Corthope curtsies—I didn’t know her knees could bend like that!—but as soon as the housekeeper has left the room, the gentility slides off her like a snake shedding its skin.

“Measurements, quickly,” she says, pulling a tape out of her pocket. “Though how we’re to reach the top of the window… ” She glances around the room, gaze landing on a solid chair in the corner next to the bookshelf. “You can use that. Check each, mind! We must make sure they’re all the same. I’ll get the bed-curtains.” She hands me a pencil and scrap of paper, also fished from the pendulous pocket, and disappears back into the bedroom.

I must admit, I’m a bit relieved to stay out here. I don’t want to think about Hugh sleeping. I shudder.

The chair is solid and heavy, but I manage it all right. Climbing onto the seat and reaching up on my tiptoes has me almost tall enough to reach the top of the window. I wonder briefly if almost is good enough.

Of course not. This is the palace.

I cast around, looking for something else to stand on, but there are no higher chairs, and standing on a book would be a sacrilege, even if the book is An Analytical Treatise on Guilds and Unions. I doubt Hugh would mind, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

“I’ve measured for bed-curtains.” Mistress Corthope walks back in from the bedroom, tapping her pencil against the paper. “I’ll be cutting them in the workroom. Come when you have the windows done.”

I duck my head with a “yes’m,” and she bustles out before I can ask what else I should stand on. I fidget with my own measuring tape, unwilling to poke around Hugh’s rooms, but knowing I’ll have to. Finally, I sigh and return to his dressing room. A quick glance shows me more chairs, but none taller than the one I’ve already nabbed, so I move to the bedroom. There’s another bookshelf in here, and I smile. Who would have known Hugh reads himself to sleep? If the titles are anything like the books from his sitting room, I suppose they would make it hard to stay awake.

I know I must hurry—Mistress Corthope will have my hide if I take too long—but I can’t resist inspecting the books on this shelf. They’re more of the same: history, foreign policy, and a surprising number on economics.

There’s little else of use in here, so I return to the sitting room. I suppose I’ll have to use a book after all, so I pick the one that looks the least interesting—Inquiry into the Nature and Origins of Public Wealth—and apologize to it as I balance myself. I’m still short, so I stack up a few more, and with their help, I’m able to reach the top of the window. I carefully unroll my tape.

Behind me, someone coughs.

Startled, I turn, but I’m not cautious enough. With a yelp, I slip off the precarious stack and land on the floor in an undignified heap of red calico and torn pages, with far too much ankle showing.
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“Lucas—Your Highness!” I scramble to my feet, or try to, but I’m not quick enough. Lucas has crossed the room before I can untangle myself, and he reaches out to help me up. His touch is both strong and gentle. Warmth sparkles up my arm and lodges itself firmly in my heart.

Wonderful. Now I can never wash this hand again.

“Pardon me,” he’s saying. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” His gaze flicks to the floor, where leaves from Inquiry into the Nature and Origins of Public Wealth have fluttered to rest.

“I’m the one who needs pardoning,” I manage to squeak. “I’m the one who ruined Hugh’s books.”

Wait. Why is Lucas in Hugh’s rooms?

Oh. Oh no.

“Hugh’s?” he echoes.

I groan. “These are your books.” Suddenly, I straighten. “And these are your rooms! Hugh didn’t do this!”

“Hugh didn’t do what?” His look is guarded.

I plant my hands on my hips and glare at him. “Hugh didn’t get us this job! You did! Why on earth—”

“I felt responsible.” Lucas holds himself very stiff. “Hugh told me about your lost position.”

“And I told you I’d got a new one! You didn’t need to interfere!”

“I didn’t interfere. I had a job that needed to be done.” His gaze meets mine, defensive and slightly apologetic, and I’m suddenly conscious that I’m alone in his rooms with him, and he’s probably just seen my knobby ankle, and I’ve ruined his book. My face flares.

“Have you hurt yourself?” He looks me up and down. I wish I’d worn my nicer brown dress instead of this faded red calico.

“Only my pride. And your books.” I grimace and begin gathering them up. Lucas bends to help, fingers grazing mine as we reach for the same one.

Well, there goes that hand too.

“I’m so sorry—I’ll—” I begin, but my voice quivers. I can’t promise to replace them; where would I even find any of these? Chemmy and I had visited a bookseller one day, but his stock was mostly cheap sensational novels, not Treatises and Inquiries.

“Don’t worry about the books, Miss Flanders. These two are unharmed, and the other one was already falling apart. I’ve been meaning to get it rebound for months.”

One of the things I wondered yesterday—would Lucas look at me in such an understanding way again?—is answered: Yes. I gulp. “Are you quite sure, Your Highness?” Whatever he says, I’ll owe him something. 

“Quite.” He reaches out to collect the last book from me.

I frown at the boring title. “Pardon me, but have you ever read a vampire story?”

“A vampire story?” Lucas sits back on his heels and regards me blankly. “Why would I read a vampire story?”

“For fun,” I say, trying not to notice how nice he looks today. I like him like this—simple trousers, no jacket, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. “Or for research, in case you ever come across one.”

“I suppose you will despise me if I say no.” There’s almost a smile in his voice.

“Very much!”

“I’ll decline to answer, then.” He stands and offers his hand to me again, and it would be rude not to take it, so I do.

“You can’t just not answer questions!” I protest.

“I am a politician.” His lips give a faint twitch.

“Do you really read all these? Have you even heard of penny dreadfuls?”

“Are those the vampire books you referred to?” Lucas asks, eyes beginning to crinkle around the edges. “You ask a lot of questions, Miss Flanders.”

“I have a very curious mind.” I sniff. “But since you haven’t answered my question, I’ll presume you mean no, so may I recommend starting with The Abbey of Orricor. It would enliven you.”

“Do I need enlivening?”

I brandish a book at him. “You have economic books in your bedroom!”

“You should see my study.” His eyes catch mine, and he smiles—actually smiles—at me!

Oh dear. How long have I been staring?

“The measurements!” I yelp. I’d nearly forgotten that I’m supposed to be working right now, and Mistress Corthope will be getting antsy. I can handle her ire, but I can’t handle the idea that she might barge in here and catch me talking to Lucas.

Mind, I don’t say flirting with Lucas, because I am not doing that. But I know how it could be construed, and I’m quite anxious to not let that happen.

“I’m sorry,” I say, “but I need to measure for new draperies, and I couldn’t reach high enough—” I gesture, defeated, at the books. “I really should replace the ruined one.”

Lucas shakes his head. “If we neglected to provide what you needed for your job, the blame is with us. You owe me nothing.” He glances at the windows. “Allow me to assist.” Lucas steps onto the chair and holds his hand out for the tape measure.

“Thank you,” I say stiffly. “But I don’t need help.”

Lucas doesn’t argue, only wiggles his fingers until I give him the tape.

“Please don’t—I can’t afford to pay you back.”

“Pay me back?” Lucas looks down at me from the chair. His forehead wrinkles. “For what?”

“Help.” I squirm. “I can’t accept—”

Lucas ignores this. He stretches the measuring tape across the window and calls out the measurements. Then, “Is this some strange rule of your employer?”

“It’s the laws of nature,” I say with a sniff. “A favor for a favor. I don’t have a favor for you, so I can’t accept one from you.”

Lucas stares at me for a long moment. My cheeks heat under his gaze. “That sounds like a difficult way to live.”

His voice is compassionate, and it surprises me enough that I have no answer for a long moment. He’s right; this is a difficult way to live. Hasn’t Chemmy been trying to tell me the same thing? But I can’t just … stop. Even the thought of trying to change—of trying to let go, of trying to accept something freely, of trying not to worry so much—is enough to make my stomach clench.

“It’s all I know.” I don’t mean for my voice to sound so pitiful.

Lucas shoves the chair to the next window. “Suppose we trade, then. I help you with your measurements”—he stretches the tape over the window frame—“and you tell me more about Ramsfeldshire.”

“That hardly sounds fair.”

Lucas flicks his gaze back down to me and gestures to the stuffed bookshelves. “Is information not worth something?”

“I suppose.” I scratch down the number he says. “Though I’m not sure I have much interesting to say. Ramsfeldshire is mostly just fields of woolly hogs and warding charms hung over every doorway.”

“Warding charms?”

I follow Lucas to the next window. “To scare off the Folk, you know. I’m not sure how well they work, but I’m not going to be the first to stop using them, either.” I feel the ribbon around my neck absently. I’d tied one above the doorway of our boardinghouse, too, but Mistress Mungon didn’t like the way it looked, so I’d hidden it under a loose cobblestone next to the entrance. Hopefully it will still work down there.

“Tell me more about your Folk. What do they look like?”

“They’re not my Folk,” I grumble. “It’s not as though we’re inviting them around! Really, Your Highness, with all these books here, you should know everything already.”

Lucas’ gaze slips to me. “My father encouraged me to focus on foreign policy. I’m afraid I was remiss in my study of non-human creatures.”

I sniff. “And what they look like—well, I’ve heard that they’re rather wrinkled and scrabbly if you spot them in their glades, but they can disguise their appearance. Sometimes they’ll try to impersonate someone you know for a little bit—we call that sort Imposters—and sometimes they’ll swap themselves with a human baby—Changelings, you know.”

“And they do … what, precisely?”

“They’re blamed for all sorts of tricks, but mostly bargains. If one gets you in its debt,” I say, shrugging, “maybe it’ll cause you to dance for a thousand years, or maybe drive you to madness, or maybe steal you away to be a nursemaid—well, I suppose it wouldn’t want you for that one. They take more girls, naturally.”

“Ah,” Lucas says.

“You asked,” I grumble.

“And this fear of indebtedness causes your aversion to favors?” Lucas steps down from his chair again and leans against it. I nod. His eyebrows draw together thoughtfully. “That must have repercussions on the productivity of the district.”

“Perhaps?”

He strolls across the room and takes a book from the shelf, brows still furrowed in concentration. “I wonder if the effects of such superstitions have been studied from the economic angle.”

“Superstitions!” I sniff. “It’s not just superstition! My Mum had a neighbor whose cousin’s husband’s great-aunt’s daughter was taken to a Folk glade, and when she finally came back she cried all the time, they say.”

Lucas flicks his gaze over to me. “You knew her?”

“Well, no.”

“Ah.”

“It’s very annoying when you say that,” I grouse. I glance down at my paper. I wonder if I should tell Lucas I need to measure the rest of the windows, or just take these numbers to Mistress Hardinge and come back later for the other rooms. He’s still thumbing through his book, and—and—well, it’s quite adorable, that’s all!

He looks up and catches me staring. “Pardon me.” His cheeks flush. “I fear I was distracted.” He snaps the book shut and tucks it under his arm. “Do you need measurements from the other rooms as well?”

“Yes—sorry—and thank you.”

“So how do you discern if a person is actually one of these Folk in disguise?” Lucas asks as he begins measuring the windows of the dressing room.

“See if they can lie, count their teeth, splash them with cold water.”

“Does it have to be cold?”

I squint. “Your Highness, are you mocking me?”

“Merely collecting information.” He looks down at me, and I see another real smile on his face for a moment.

And it is a very nice smile.

“Should I ask you to lie to me to prove that you are not one of these creatures, Miss Flanders?”

“Me!” I press a hand to my heart. “I’m wounded you’d even think such a thing.”

Lucas steps down from the chair and moves to the bedroom for the final measurements. “That’s no proof, is it?”

“Very well. My dress is orange. Although,” I add thoughtfully, “the lie test isn’t foolproof. The Folk are sneaky in their wording. Plus, there are half-Folk, and quarter-Folk, and sometimes they can lie, depending on which nature is stronger.”

“A complicated business, in other words,” Lucas says, smiling again.

“Very,” I sniff. I think he’s laughing at me, which shouldn’t be surprising, yet I find myself longing for his respect. Silly. I have no right to wish for that. I bite my lip and focus on my paper, listening as Lucas reads out the last few numbers for me.

Finished, we walk back to the sitting room. I catch a glimpse of my face in the dressing room mirror. It’s nearly as red as my dress.

Lucas hands my measuring tape back to me, and I try not to flinch at the touch. “Thank you for the information, Miss Flanders. I hope my questions were not bothersome.”

“Not at all.” I dip into a curtsy.

“Do you know where your workroom is?”

The housekeeper pointed it out; I only need to go down one flight of stairs, turn left, and then turn right. If only I could remember how to get to the stairs!

“I can find it,” I hedge.

“I’ll show you the way.”

“You don’t need to do that,” I say. I’ve talked with Lucas quite enough for one day. I can’t go traipsing all over the palace with him! I’d begin to think he tolerated me!

Lucas pulls the door open. “After you.” I walk through stiffly, half thrilled that Lucas is escorting me and half desperate to be away from him so I can think straight again.

“Miss Flanders,” he begins as we walk down the hall, his voice growing hesitant and his gaze flicking over me, “I would gladly be of service to you. If you ever have a need, you have only to ask.”

“After all my talk about favors?” I raise my eyebrows. “Tricksy. Half-Folk, for sure. Has one of your parents ever exhibited signs of being a changeling? Does your father seem to have too many teeth?”

Lucas stops in the middle of the hall. I think I may have startled him again, and I should not be proud of that, but I am!

“I have not counted recently,” he says, rather choked.

I pat his arm—I pat his arm!—why am I patting the prince’s arm?—and say, “I understand if it is a terrible shock.”

Lucas stares at me. I freeze.

And then—he laughs. He laughs! At me! And it’s not one of those mean laughs, either! His laugh is even nicer than his smile! “Miss Flanders” —he works to school his features back to their standard stateliness—“I do not think I know anyone else quite like you.”

I grin. “How very sad for you.”

“Very,” he agrees, ushering me back down the hallway. “I am sincere, though,” he says. “If I can be of assistance in anything, please send word. Ask for Rodering; he will make sure any message gets to me.”

“I am out of cheese,” I say meditatively. “If that’s what you mean.”

“I can ask Cook to serve some for your lunch.”

Why does he have to be so—so nice? How am I supposed to stay rational when he’s being all gentle and understanding? I nod, and, being too addled to think straight, I speak without thinking at all. “If there happens to be anything you need from me—my parents have a fine collection of woolly hogs and would happily send one on the next coach if you desire.”

His lips twitch again. “As kind as your offer is, I fear that I would not know what to do with a woolly hog.”

“They’re wonderful to hug,” I say solemnly. “Quite soft, if you don’t mind the smell.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Then, with a smile that warms me all the way to my toes, “It has been a pleasure, Miss Flanders. Until next time.”

And he’s gone.

But he said next time.

Well, that won’t help me squash my daydreams, not even a little bit. I positively float back to work, and I don’t think my feet touch the floor for the rest of the day.
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I walk home after Mistress Corthope finally releases me for the day. She’s taking a cab again, but I know she’ll take the fare from my wages if I ride along. Wind nips at my ears and tousles my curls. Scents of soot and bread, refuse and soap, swirl around me. Biting drops of rain begin to sting my exposed skin, but I don’t walk faster. Instead, I tip my head up to the sky and welcome the cleansing. Perhaps the rain can wash away the memory of all the very stupid things I said to Lucas today.

I pass by a bookseller, and I smile, my steps slowing. I spot a lurid poster for a new penny dreadful—The Indigo Creeper—and if I had any money to spare, I’d buy it and read it aloud to Chemmy this evening. We’d huddle close under the covers and read until we got scared, and then argue about who had to get out of bed to turn down the lamp.

Too bad I don’t have any extra money.

I do owe Lucas a debt, though—

I wonder if he would mind terribly if I got him a book and read it before I gave it to him? It would still be a repayment, wouldn’t it?

I duck into the bookseller and make the exchange, wrapping the book carefully in my cloak. Now I have reason to duck my head and hurry through the crowds.

By the time I get back to the boardinghouse, feet damp and ears numb, supper is finished, and the other boarders are playing a game of whist in the common room. Chemmy sits near a sputtering oil lamp and knits, mouth moving as she counts her stitches.

I peel off my cloak, nodding a greeting to the people in the common room. Mistress Mungon looks up from a bit of mending she’s working on. “Supper is over,” she says. “But there’s a plate for you in the kitchen before you start your chores.”

I beam my gratitude and hurry off to the kitchen, and Chemmy follows me.

“Hester!” Her voice is nearly a squeal. “You’ll never guess what came!”

I take a bite of cold potatoes and make a face. “Did Ungus send you something?”

“It’s not for me,” she says. “I put it in our room so no one would bother it until you got back.”

“Is it from Mum?” I ask. She and Dad are scrimping, too, so I shouldn’t expect a package, but I do wish they’d send me some of Mum’s lardy scones. I haven’t found anything like them here.

“It’s not from your parents.”

I swallow another forkful of potato. What kind of grease did Mistress Mungon use on these? Or is this her normal recipe, and I’m merely spoiled from my palace lunch?

Chemmy huffs at my distraction and pulls at my arm. “You can bring that up! Come see!”

“You know how Mistress Mungon feels about taking dishes to the rooms!” I protest.

“We can sneak it back down later.”

I allow myself to be pulled along, munching potatoes as we leave the kitchen and head to the stairs.

Mistress Mungon is walking down the hall, and her gaze narrows when she sees the plate I’m carrying. “Miss Flanders, I have told you before—”

I gulp down my mouthful. “Sorry, ma’am.” She snatches my half-empty plate as she passes, and I droop as I watch her march back to the kitchen.

“Never mind her,” Chemmy says, and we continue on our way through the gray corridor and up the even grayer stairs. Our room is dark, so Chemmy fumbles with the oil lamp. It flickers to life, and I spy a magnificent basket on the bed.

My eyes go wide. My heart flutters. Is it—

“It’s from the palace!” Chemmy says. “I told you Prince Fitzhugh likes you!”

“It’s from Hugh? Really?”

“Who else would have sent it?”

Who else, indeed?

I inspect it. A creamy envelope is tied to one handle, Miss H. Flanders written in a bold hand.

“I didn’t read it.” Chemmy plops onto the chair and smiles cheekily. “I didn’t think you’d want me reading your love letters before you got a chance to.”

“It’s not a love letter,” I scoff. It takes me a moment to untie the note, for my fingers are trembling.

Chemmy leans forward when I finally slide a note out of the envelope.

Miss Flanders,

How much cheese does a typical seamstress eat in a week? And lest you accuse me of bribery or Folk-esque favors again, this is merely part of your payment.

Sincerely,

I. L. C. 

This is not a love letter.

So why is my face suddenly hot?

“You’re blushing.” Chemmy’s voice is smug.

“It’s the lamplight. It makes everything look red.” I peek in the basket and see well over a week’s worth of cheese, and my ire at Mistress Mungon’s greasy potatoes vanishes. I don’t even mind that she stole my plate from me. I grin at Chemmy. “I hope you’re hungry.”
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I did nothing wrong in conversing with Miss Flanders yesterday. Unconventional, possibly forward, but not truly wrong. Still, I am cognizant of a strange sensation, something like a thousand gentle needles pricking my skin.

It is not altogether unpleasant.

I think it best to leave the palace today, too aware of Miss Flanders’ presence under the roof, even though I will not see her unless I seek her out. My mother has some visits to make and is pleased that I join her. Although I don’t charm like Hugh, I’m well-practiced in these sorts of social niceties, and if it’s dull, what of it? I was born into a dull role, but I can play it anyhow.

We are out all morning, take lunch at Mother’s favorite tearoom, and are pressed upon to have afternoon tea with an earl and his wife. It’s nearly dinnertime when we finally return to the palace, and the setting sun casts our long shadow before us as we roll down the drive. Those strange needles grow more insistent the closer we get, and by the time I hand Mother out of the carriage and help her sweep up the steps, I’m quite warm, despite the chill of the evening.

I do not know how late the seamstresses stay to work. They must be gone by this time. Still, as I walk down the hallways, my eyes dart at anything that could be a head of loose black curls or a faded red gown.

I make it to my rooms without seeing Miss Flanders. As I expected.

Rodering waits there, ready to dress me for dinner, and something in his expression gives me pause.

“There’s a parcel for Your Highness,” he says. I’m shrugging off my jacket, but I hesitate for a moment when I catch his eye.

“From whom?” I try to keep my tone disinterested, handing him the jacket and removing my cravat.

“A young lady, Your Highness.” I think there’s a glimmer of amusement in his face. “I placed it in your sitting room.”

“Very well.” I have no secrets from Rodering. I have no secrets from anyone. I am a simple man with nothing to hide.

And yet, I will not open the package while he is with me.

I say no more about it while he dresses me for dinner, although I urge him to hurry. Mother and I were out so long that I’m in danger of being late, and several lords will dine with us tonight. I should not keep them waiting. There is always business to discuss and expectations to manage.

But when I dismiss Rodering, I do not immediately hasten down. I wait until I hear the door latching behind him, and then I stroll to the desk in my sitting room where a paper-wrapped rectangle sits. My throat is dry, and those needles are pricklier than ever. I unwrap the wrinkled paper and find a slim book with The Abbey of Orricor: Volume One printed in bold letters. A paper flutters out from between the pages; I snatch it from the floor and smooth it out on the desk.

Dear Sir,

Cheese! You cannot know how much joy you have brought us! I nearly danced when I saw your basket, but I didn’t because the lady who sleeps below us goes to bed very early and would have been even more cross than usual if I had started hopping above her head.

As restitution for the book I damaged—and to improve your mind—I got this for you. Please be very impressed at my self-control, because I wanted to buy a different one and read it first, but I restrained myself on your account. Don’t bother savoring it—there are seventeen more volumes, so you won’t soon run out of horrible things to put you to sleep. 

Many thanks, &c.

H. F.

I turn the small volume over. The cover is coarse and the ink is splotchy, and when I open it, the pages threaten to fall out at the least provocation. But it’s small enough that it can slip in my breast pocket, and that is where I put it.

I go down to dinner with a smile on my face, and when the evening is over and we have seen our guests safely away, I stay up late into the night reading.
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HESTER


Although we go to the palace every day for a week—Mistress Corthope riding, and me getting up earlier than usual to walk through the city—I do not see Lucas again.

I am relieved, of course.

Our stitching keeps us confined to the palace workroom, except for lunch, which we are invited to eat with the rest of the staff at a long, noisy table in the servants’ hall. That’s where I’d seen Rodering the second day we came and passed off the penny dreadful to him. It was horribly conspicuous, for I am anything but subtle, but I had to do something to take that ruined book off my conscience.

I haven’t spoken to Rodering since then, even though I’m dying to know what Lucas thought. More likely, Rodering realized the vulgar impropriety of a common seamstress sending a gift to the crown prince and kindly disposed of it before the prince ever saw it. Lucas has probably forgotten all about me.

By the end of the week, I’m not gaping at everything—only most things—although Mistress Corthope still simpers unnaturally to the higher-ranking servants. There are others using the workroom, palace servants mending and constructing everything from bonnets for the queen to cushions for the palace cats. Our presence has been met with some surprise, but I’ve even made a few friends.

It’s the last day of the week, and we’re finally done with our work for the day. Why must these rooms have so many places to hang draperies? We’ve finished the set of bed-curtains, but there are still miles of deep green velvet to pleat and hem and embellish with fleur-de-lis. The fabric is softer than the coarse linen I’d worked with at Mistress Hardinge’s, but it’s so heavy that my arms ache, and so thick that my pleats keep coming out irregular. I sigh and stretch before carefully folding the curtain I’ve been working on. I’ve done this one twice already, and I fear that Mistress Corthope will make me tear it all out again tomorrow. I don’t think she minds that I’m slow, really; she seems to be enjoying the status of working here.

A nearby trunk has been designated to store our projects while we’re not here, so I stack the folded velvet inside. Mistress Corthope finished several minutes ago, but I was so near to the end of a seam that I couldn’t stop.

I wave a farewell to the few others still in the workroom and hasten out. I’m quite familiar with this small section of the palace by now, and I hurry down the corridors instead of dawdling to admire the building. I find the exit closest to the stables, hoping Mistress Corthope hasn’t left yet.

Outside, it is raining for the fourth time this week. An unadorned carriage stands in a puddle, and Mistress Corthope is just stepping up into it.

“Mistress Corthope!” I call, hurrying over to her.

She glances down from the top step. “Well?” Her voice is pinched. “You’ve finished that hem?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Why are you standing around then? You can go.”

“I need my wages, ma’am.” I shuffle from one foot to the other. A small hole has formed in the toe of my left shoe, and cold rainwater oozes onto my stocking.

Mistress Corthope finishes stepping into the carriage and seats herself before answering. I have to step closer to see her. “My moneybox is at the shop. You’ll have to wait until Monday.”

Monday! “My landlady needs to be paid tonight, ma’am!”

Mistress Corthope sniffs. “I have nothing to pay you with unless you return to the shop tonight.”

I’ll have to walk there and then home, and I’ll be drenched by the time I’m back at the boardinghouse, but at least I’ll have cheese to enjoy afterward.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say with only a little sigh. “I’ll come.”

She does not offer for me to ride with her, and I do not ask, fearful that she will reduce my wages further.

“Shut the door, then,” is her peevish answer, so I do, and I watch her roll away, wondering why she’s in a carriage instead of the hansom.

I follow it down the drive, my skirt swishing damply about my ankles as I go, but when I near the gates I hear the clop of horse hooves. I step off into the wet grass to make way for a pair of horses and riders trotting into the drive. The horse on the left looks familiar—oh dear. I pull the hood of my cloak down as far as it can go and dip my face toward the ground.

I’d recognize Hugh’s beautiful mare anywhere.

I wait without moving for the riders to pass me, but instead a concerned voice calls my name. “Miss Flanders?”

I look up, pasting a smile on my shadowed face, and offer a shallow curtsy. I think I’m getting better at them, actually. “Your Highnesses! How unexpected!”

Lucas dismounts from his horse—a speckled gray mare, nowhere near as beautiful as Hugh’s Kelpie—and steps toward me, a slight pucker on his brow.

Hugh stops Kelpie, though he doesn’t dismount. “Why, it’s Miss Smith!” He beams. “How d’ye do?”

I curtsy again, cursing my bad luck. I had been hoping Hugh wouldn’t find me here!

“You are walking home,” Lucas accuses, rain dripping from the brim of his hat. “Why are you not in a carriage?”

“Why are you not in a carriage?” I say.

“Never mind that,” Hugh says, still atop his horse. “You’ll stay for supper, of course, Miss Smith! Luke, boost her up in front of me. Too wet to stay out here and chat.”

“I will not!” I might be blushing, but at least a blush will keep me warm.

Lucas gives Hugh a black look, and pointedly does not give me a boost up. “You must wait indoors while a carriage is readied,” he says, ignoring Hugh’s grin.

I shake my head. “I can’t wait.” Mistress Corthope is likely to close her shop and leave without giving me my wages if I don’t hurry. I curtsy again and would walk off, but Lucas prevents me.

“Then I shall give you a ride,” he says. My eyes dart to his face, but he is stoic. Hugh, watching us from his perch, is grinning widely.

“I will not ride with you either!”

“Then you force me to walk with you.”

I scoff. “I’m not forcing you to do anything. But really, I must hurry, so if you’ll excuse me—”

The rain is coming down heavier now, and both my stockings are soaked through. Hugh shivers. The feathers on his hat are flopping miserably.

Lucas grimaces. “Please, Miss Flanders, come let me order you a carriage.”

How long have we already stood here? Is Mistress Corthope even now turning the key in the lock? Were I to run all the way to Willowby Street, would I find only shuttered windows?

The princes are still waiting, and I dart my eyes between them, noting that Hugh’s smile is more forced than usual—perhaps he doesn’t enjoy the weather. A puddle is forming at Lucas’ feet, but he doesn’t flinch.

If I kept walking, would he really insist on accompanying me?

Probably.

“Very well, and thank you,” I finally sigh. I turn to follow them up the drive, but Lucas doesn’t remount his horse.

“Why, you mustn’t walk! Luke, help her up, I say!” Hugh winks at me. “I’ll have you warm in a moment.”

“I’d rather not,” I say quickly.

Lucas shoots Hugh a glare, and Hugh’s grin widens. “You may ride with me if you like, Miss Flanders.”

“I can walk—” I begin, but he interrupts me.

“I will walk with you, then.”

I sniff. “Afraid I’ll run away if you’re not looking?”

Something smile-like passes over his face. “It would hardly be courteous to make you walk while I ride ahead.”

I turn to hurry back up the drive, and Lucas follows, leading his horse. Hugh watches with amusement, letting his horse walk slowly beside us.

“You’re getting soaked,” I say to Lucas. “You should go on.”

“See, Luke, she doesn’t want your company. Go along. I’ll take care of her.”

My eyes widen, and I look at Lucas a little frantically. “Don’t leave me with him!”

Hugh only laughs.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer to ride?” Lucas murmurs. “Your shoes look wet through.”

“Talking about shoes, Your Highness? Isn’t that terribly improper?” Mistress Mungon would have a fit if she knew I were discussing feet with a man, but he’s correct: mine are absolutely saturated. His offer is tempting, but I don’t know how I’d mount a horse without showing quite a bit more leg than I care to, so instead I duck my head and walk faster.

We’re all three dripping when we arrive back at the stables. A couple of grooms rush forward to take the princes’ wet mares. While Hugh dismounts, Lucas removes his hat and steps a trifle closer to me.

“You’ll get sick.” He looks over my soggy figure. “Come into the kitchen to warm while you wait for a carriage.”

“It’s just a bit of water. I don’t want to ruin Cook’s clean floor.”

His lips quirk. “Afraid of angering Cook? You’ve always seemed so fearless.”

“I find it prudent not to annoy people who feed me.”

Hugh steps closer and shakes his head. Droplets of rain spray in every direction. “Well, what a pleasure to have you here, Miss Smith! Come along, come along. I can find something for you to wear for dinner.” He takes my arm and would have pulled me through the stables into the palace, but I resist.

“I’m not eating dinner here!”

“But I want my parents to meet the girl who has charmed us so much.” Hugh directs his grin at Lucas.

“Another time, perhaps,” I say as dryly as possible. “Please give them my regrets.”

Lucas’ lips tighten. “We shall be late,” he says to Hugh. To me, “If you will not come in, I will take you to the head of the stables. He will make sure you get home safely.”

He motions for me to follow him, and I do. Hugh lets us go; I’m quite relieved that he’s not causing a scene, but more curious why he isn’t causing a scene. Is he up to something, or is he finally tired of teasing me?

I crane my neck to peer around the stables as we go, admiring everything from the polished wooden plank flooring to the rows upon rows of spirited horses. A petite white mare tosses her mane and nickers when we pass, and I stop to pat her velvety nose.

Lucas stops, too. “Do you ride, Miss Flanders?”

I laugh. “I’ve ridden a mule.”

He seems to be on the verge of saying something, but stops himself, and we continue walking down the aisle. Then, “I have not thanked you for the novel.” He glances down at me.

“You haven’t,” I agree. “Quite bad manners.”

“Unpardonable, unless you’ll pardon them.”

“I will, if you’ll read the book.”

“I already did,” Lucas says. “In one night.”

“Did you really?” I grin. “And aren’t you just dying to know what happened to the priest?”

“Not dying, precisely.” He returns my smile and I have to look away, flustered.

Fortunately for my heart, we’ve arrived at the office of the stable master, and Lucas ushers me in. The stable master is an old man with a long face, busily oiling a harness as he studies some papers on his desk. He rises when we enter. Lucas instructs the man to send me home in a carriage and sees that I am given a blanket to sop some of the rain from my outfit while I wait.

“And this is part of your wages,” he says. “Not a favor.”

“But if it were a favor, you could ask me for the next book,” I say.

Lucas lets himself smile again. “You would have me spend my time reading vampire novels instead of fulfilling my responsibilities, Miss Flanders?”

“I’m sure you work very hard and deserve a break.”

He shakes his head, still smiling, and takes his leave by pressing my hand for the briefest moment. Somehow, I refrain from fainting with delight.


      [image: image-placeholder]
LUCAS


Hugh is in my room when I return from the stables.

“Don’t you need to dress for dinner?” I look pointedly at his blue checked trousers, which are dripping onto my carpet.

He grins. “Fancy meeting Miss Smith here, eh? I’d no idea she was about the place!”

I shrug and stroll into my dressing room to remove my own soggy clothes. I’m glad the fire is lit, filling the room with its warmth and comfortable crackle. I hope Miss Flanders won’t catch a cold. I should have pressed her harder to come to the kitchen and have a cup of tea.

“You didn’t seem surprised,” Hugh says, following me. “I wonder why she was here.”

“Business, I suppose.” Rodering has seen her in the servants’ hall for lunches and kept an ear out for reports from the workroom. While her mistress is said to be a ninny, Rodering’s only heard good words about Miss Flanders. Her manner is as open and cheery with the servants as it has been when I’ve had the pleasure of speaking with her.

“I’ve been neglecting her frightfully,” Hugh muses. “I’ll have to send her a present. What sorts of things do peasants like, I wonder?”

Cheese and vampires, I nearly say, as the ghost of a smile twitches across my face.

“Well, never mind,” Hugh says. “I know you don’t care to hear about my little love affairs.”

“Not at all,” I agree.

He raises his eyebrows. “Well? No warning me off, this time?”

“The young lady seemed disinclined to spend time with you.” I peel off my wet overcoat and hand it to Rodering before loosing my cravat.

“Maidenly modesty,” Hugh says. “So very charming.” He perches on the edge of a chair and surveys me, tapping a finger on his chin. “I do wonder why she seems so comfortable with you.”

“You’re going to stain the upholstery with those wet trousers.”

“It’s just a little water.” Hugh protests.

“Besides which”—I allow Rodering to help me into a clean shirt—“you are going to be late for dinner. I wonder why you are here instead of dressing.” My eyes meet his, and I’m not sure I like what I see. Hugh looks mischievous—even more so than usual. I’m no longer worried about him trifling with Miss Flanders’ feelings; she doesn’t seem to be in danger of losing her heart to him, but I’m still apprehensive that he will cause trouble. Clearly the poor girl has a hard enough lot without his annoyance.

I look away and say abruptly, “Leave her alone, Hugh.”

“I knew you’d scold if I waited long enough.” He chuckles as he rises, then slaps me on the shoulder. “You’re a meddlesome old fruitcake, Luke. Still claiming you don’t like her?” With a final wink, he’s gone, and I’m frowning at the wet spot on the chair.
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I have to dip into my savings to pay rent; I don’t like doing it, for I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t touch that money for any other reason than bringing Mum and Dad here, but since Mistress Corthope had left her shop by the time I arrived, I had no other choice.

The next day is rainy, too, and Chemmy and I stay indoors instead of exploring the city. I write a long letter to my parents, telling them cheery news about working at the palace and describing Hugh’s fine horse, although I omit the owner’s name. I add a special note for Mum, asking her to tell me how Dad’s rheumatism is; he doesn’t like me to worry about him, but since he can’t read, he won’t know I’m asking.

I wish I could tell them I had the money to get a place for them. I wish I could say “very soon.” But that too-light money bag weighs on my mind, and I close the letter with only vague hopes.

Monday dawns clear, though frost sparkles on the cobblestones and hanging street signs. I leave the boardinghouse even earlier than usual. Chemmy, bless her heart, walks with me even though she doesn’t need to leave yet. Her face is lined with concern.

“Mistress Corthope keeps you too late. You’ve not been home before dark since you started working for her—and then you’re doing chores for Mistress Mungon all evening! You’re going to run yourself ragged, Hester.”

“I’m fine,” I say, yawning into the back of my hand. “I’m lucky to have a job at all.”

Our steps slow as we pass the butcher shop where Ungus works. He spots Chemmy through an open shutter and waves at her with a face-splitting grin. She blushes and waves back.

“One of these days, I’m going to lose my roommate to the heroic Ungus,” I say.

“One of these days, I’m going to lose my roommate to the charming Prince Fitzhugh,” Chemmy shoots back.

“I’d almost rather take my chances with the Folk,” I laugh. Besides, other than our brief meeting in the rain, he hasn’t sought me out recently; finally tired of me, I suppose. I won’t complain.

Chemmy smiles and waves as I enter Mistress Corthope’s, bell jingling, and I rub my chilly hands together.

“I need my wages, ma’am,” I call, and Mistress Corthope appears from the back room.

Her eyes narrow. “Didn’t I give them to you on Friday?”

“You weren’t here when I came to collect them.”

“Are you sure?” She taps a finger on her pointed chin. “I remember counting them out for you.”

“You didn’t,” I answer, stomach tightening. “I still need them.”

“Hmm.” She pulls the moneybox out from beneath the counter and unlocks it with a little key from a chain around her neck. She counts up the coins, taking her time, while I curl and uncurl my toes. Finally, she consults the ledger on the counter and shakes her head. “No, your wages aren’t here anymore.” She points to the figures in the ledger. “I’ve noted the amount I withdrew for you, you see.”

I can’t feel my hands. My eyes dart from the ledger to Mistress Corthope’s face. “But—I didn’t get them!”

She closes the ledger and the moneybox. The clang rattles in the quiet shop. “I’m not to blame if you’ve misplaced your coins, girl.”

“You didn’t give them to me!” My voice is growing shrill, but before Mistress Corthope can reply, the doorbell jingles again and Jinna enters the shop.

“You were here when I paid Hester, weren’t you?” Mistress Corthope asks.

Jinna doesn’t meet my eyes. “I—I don’t remember, ma’am. Maybe.” She squinches her face apologetically.

“You—” The rattle of a carriage interrupts me, and Mistress Corthope gives me a mocking smile before she stalks toward the door.

“Don’t be late,” she says over her shoulder. She exits, and I glimpse a carriage through the open door before it slams shut behind her.

A whole week’s wages.

I glance at the counter where the moneybox is. Even if I had the key, Mistress Corthope would accuse me of thievery if I helped myself. I’d be arrested—or worse. Jinna rattles around the back room, muttering to herself. I’d be angry at her for not standing up for me, but she’s just trying to survive here, too. What else could she have done? What can anyone do?

I suppose a—a prince could do something, if I were foolish enough to apply for help.

I draw in a shaking breath and wipe the back of my hand over my eyes. This is my responsibility, and I’ll fix it by myself. I haven’t been working hard enough. I have to do more. I have to be better.

Lucas’ voice echoes in my mind. “That sounds like a difficult way to live.” What if I just … ask someone for help? Other people do that.

Ah, but Mum would kill me. We don’t need help. We don’t accept help. Mum and Dad would rather starve than know that I stooped so low.

I suck in one last shuddering breath and leave the shop. Someday, I’ll find a new position doing something I’m better at, something that pays more. But until then, I’m late for work, and if I want any chance of increasing my wages, I’d best try not to give Mistress Corthope cause for displeasure.

I’m out of breath when I arrive at the palace, and later than usual. The place is always bustling, it seems, and I nod to a few recent acquaintances as I hurry past the stables to the back entrance.

A familiar figure stands ready to mount a pretty gray horse, and I duck my head, hoping to avoid his notice. Not that I dislike Lucas’ notice, but he is the prince, and I am late for work. I can’t resist one glance as I skirt around the groom holding the reins to his mare, and our gazes meet.

His face pinks slightly, and his brows draw together. “Miss Flanders,” he says. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Your Highness,” I murmur and curtsy, not stopping.

“Why are you walking again?” His voice is a bit stern as he calls to my retreating figure, and I stop and turn slowly to face him.

Why am I walking? “My carriage is out of commission, sir,” I deadpan.

His frown deepens. “There is one sent for you and your employer each day. Why do you not ride in it?”

“Mistress Corthope hasn’t been hiring a cab?” I say slowly before understanding dawns. That wasn’t a cab I saw this morning. My fingers clench into tight fists.

Lucas’ expression flickers, and he moves a tiny step closer to me, bending his head toward mine. “Is your employer—unkind to you, Miss Flanders?”

I will not cry in front of the crown prince. I sniff and raise my chin. “I have no complaints.”

Oh, what a lie! I have many complaints!

“You can tell me.” Lucas’ dark eyes bore into my own, so gentle and compassionate that I have to blink back unbidden tears. “I can help.”

“I need to get to work,” I say. “My mistress will be displeased that I’m late.” I wrap my arms around myself.

His hand twitches toward mine, but stops before he touches me. “Tell me what I can do for you.”

My smile is bitter, and it’s not fair to be bitter at the prince. He hasn’t done anything besides insult my mum’s story. “Thank you, but I’m fine, Your Highness.”

I emphasize the title just the tiniest bit. My heart craves his proffered friendship, the warm compassion in his face, but it cannot be for me. All I’ve known—all I’ve been taught to know—is work and stubbornness and a bitterly proud self-reliance. I can’t change my whole worldview just because one man thinks he can solve any problem.

Lucas steps back and nods, a flash of sorrow crossing his face before his expression shutters. “Forgive me for keeping you, Miss Flanders.”

There is nothing else to say, so I bob my head and hurry on into the palace, ignoring curious looks from the grooms and servants. I choke down the tears that will rise, despite my best efforts, and I arrive in the workroom red-faced and sullen. Mistress Corthope greets me with ill-natured scolding, and I bite back the retorts I want to make.

It’s a long, querulous sort of day, and everyone is out of sorts. I sew faster than ever in a mad attempt to make up for my tardiness, but Mistress Corthope is not pleased with my work and makes me pick out a long seam and redo it.

“These must be done by the end of the week,” she snaps. “Don’t make me dock your wages, Hester!”

I’ll beat the rugs for Mistress Mungon this evening with extra vigor.

I’m still re-sewing the troublesome seam when Mistress Corthope is ready to leave. She puts away her work with an oily smugness. “My carriage will be waiting,” she says. “Hester, mind you have that done before you leave.”

I bite back a bitter laugh. Done! There’s at least an hour of work here, and I’ll be walking home in the dark. “Of course, ma’am.”

One of the palace maids gives me a pitying glance as Mistress Corthope leaves, but I ignore it. I want money, not pity.

I’ve only done a few more stitches when she reappears. “Come, Hester,” she orders peevishly. “You’re to ride with me.”

I look at her with confusion, my hands stilling in my lap.

“Well! Put your work away! I don’t want to be kept waiting!”

I follow her instructions slowly. “I thought you wanted me to finish this.”

“The coachman said he can’t leave if we don’t go together.” Her voice is sullen and she presses her lips in a thin line.

A tiny bit of warmth eases through me, and I finish folding my work and brush tiny threads off my skirt before I follow her out.

Mistress Corthope doesn’t so much as look at me as we rattle gloomily back to her shop. I’ll still have to walk to the boardinghouse, but it’s not far from there. We pull up to the shop, and she pushes her way out of the carriage first. I step out and walk to the front where the driver sits. “Thank you,” I call. I recognize him; he drove me home after the ball.

He nods at me with a friendly smile and grabs a paper-wrapped parcel from the seat next to him. “For you, miss.”

I have to stretch up on my tiptoes to reach it, and I accept it with another thanks. I hope Mistress Corthope is not watching. I step out of the way as the driver snaps the reins and jolts off, and I tuck my parcel into the pocket of my cloak. I’m tempted to open it right here in the middle of the street, but I force myself to go home first.

When I get to the boardinghouse, Chemmy is sitting in the common room, darning a pair of stockings. She looks up and brightens when I enter. “Hester! You’re earlier than usual!”

“The palace sent us in a carriage,” I say, unwinding my scarf. I omit the fact that apparently, they’ve been sending us a carriage all along, and my mistress neglected to inform me.

“A royal carriage! Imagine! I’m almost jealous that you’re working for Mistress Corthope.” Chemmy sighs dreamily. “I’d love to see the palace up close.”

I grit my teeth. Chemmy doesn’t need to be burdened with my gripes about my employer. “Why don’t you go to the Commoners Ball next year?”

“I don’t have your gumption,” Chemmy says, laughing.

“Come upstairs with me.” I drop my voice. “I have something.”

Chemmy lays down her darning, and we hurry up to our room. “What is it?”

“I don’t know yet.” I pull the rectangular parcel from my pocket and Chemmy crowds in close to see. We tear the paper off to reveal a box, and we open the box to find a book and a paper-wrapped cluster of tiny white flowers.

“Meadowstar,” I say, and if my voice is quivering, it’s probably because I’m out of breath from running up the stairs. I bury my nose in them and close my eyes. They smell like sunshine and freedom and home, and I let the bright fragrance fill me.

“I’ve never seen them before.” Chemmy breaks my reverie, and I hand her the nosegay to admire.

“They grow all over back home. I used to fight the hogs for them—they wanted a snack, and I wanted a centerpiece for the dinner table, and great was our quarreling.”

“Hogs can’t quarrel, Hester,” Chemmy objects.

“Imagine if they could, though.” I peer back into the box and pull out the book, a narrow, cloth-bound volume. When I open it, I find a folded note. I swallow, and my heart beats just a tiny bit faster.

Dear Miss Flanders,

I must start with an apology: the tales in this book are neither terrifying nor horrible. I read them as a child. Perhaps I am only trying to prove to you that I have read more than economic texts, or perhaps the pastoral nature of these reminds me of you; either way, I hope you get some enjoyment from them. 

I found the meadowstar in the greenhouse. I hope it cheers you.

Yours,

I. L. C.

Chemmy’s eyes are wide. “And I thought Prince Fitzhugh was going to offer for you!” She fingers the meadowstar. “How did you manage to get both princes to fall in love with you? And Prince Inglebert’s rumored to be marrying some foreign princess, too!”

“No one is in love with me!”

“I suppose Prince Inglebert gives cheese and books and flowers to every peasant he meets?”

“He shouldn’t give them to anyone,” I grouse as I take the meadowstar from Chemmy and place it into our cracked jar. “I told him all about the dangers of debts!” Chemmy plops onto the bed, grinning, but doesn’t say whatever else she’s thinking. I survey the delicate flowers for a moment before turning away with a sigh. “I need to go beat the rugs.” And come up with a way to pay Lucas back—again.
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I haven’t spoken to Miss Flanders again, but I’ve made it my business to be in the back courtyard these past few mornings. I cannot single her out, but I can survey her as the carriage requisitioned to her employer rolls in. She hasn’t seemed as upset, and I’m satisfied to see that she’s at last riding instead of traipsing about the city at all hours.

“A letter for you, Your Highness,” Rodering murmurs to me as I pass him in the hall, returning from a morning ride. “I left it on your study desk.”

I nod my thanks and lengthen my stride slightly, turning for my study. Upon entering, I am surprised by a large, thick envelope addressed in elegant penmanship instead of a creased and smudged bit of paper.

Ah, Princess Islabetta.

Of course. I should have expected as much.

I sit down at my desk and slit the top of the envelope with a silver knife, drawing out a perfumed sheet covered in swirling calligraphy. The scent makes my eyes itch, and my mouth flattens in a thin line as I read.

There is nothing remarkable in the letter, but there was nothing remarkable in my letter to the princess, either. It seems we have little to say to one another, and that should not bother me. We would not be the first royal couple to marry without any affection and hardly any knowledge of the other.

Of course, I have yet to indicate any purpose to my writing; our marriage is still theoretical.

I sigh and tap my fingers on my desk. I must reply to this.

But not, perhaps, right now. I refold it, wrinkling my nose as the heavy perfume once again wafts my way, and lay it on top of some other paperwork.
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HESTER


A week passes, and we’re out of cheese.

It shouldn’t bother me—after all, I get to eat my lunch with the palace servants each day, and their fare is enough that I’ve been skipping Mistress Mungon’s suppers, trying to make up for my lower wages. And yet I had grown accustomed to nibbling a bit of sharp cheddar before bed with Chemmy, like overgrown mice stuffed into our attic room, giggling about the events of the day.

I know I could get more if I dropped a hint to Lucas, and I’m ashamed of how tempted I am by the thought.

I see him every morning now. He’s always in the courtyard, waiting to mount his horse, or speaking with a groom, or doing something princely out there. Once he caught my eye, and smiled a bit, and my legs turned to jelly; but otherwise, he takes no particular notice of me.

Hugh, on the other hand, has made a habit of strolling into the workroom each afternoon. He is very charming, and very disagreeable, sitting down by me and saying all sorts of ridiculous things, even asking me to attend a ball with him—a ball!—which I had the great pleasure of declining.

I’m glad we are nearly done working at the palace. I’m thankful that each stitch is one closer to being finished with this job. I’m relieved to be returning to my own more familiar surroundings.

I am, really and truly.

And yet, when the final seam is finished, and the housekeeper pays Mistress Corthope with a decidedly “good riddance” air, and we are taking our last carriage ride away from the grand gates—well, I do wish I had a bit more cheese, is all.
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The benefit of no longer sewing at the palace is that Chemmy and I can walk home together again, huddling close to block as much of the chilling wind as we can. Winter is threatening, and I think with an ache of the drafty cottage and blustery field Mum and Dad are still tending.

I worry the edges of my scarf absently while Chemmy and I hurry to the boardinghouse one Thursday evening. It’s been nearly a week since we finished at the palace, and though Mistress Corthope has been snippier than usual, I suppose I should be relieved that I can put that strange period behind me. I’d sent my polite reply to Lucas for the book and the flowers, which are now hanging upside-down from a rusty nail in the wall. I wished I had something to give by way of thanks, but I wasn’t sure about buying another penny dreadful—and besides, I really couldn’t spare the penny. So instead I had made a rough drawing of a woolly hog on the back of my note.

In retrospect, that was not my best idea.

But I had to give him something, and perhaps, I’d hoped, it would make him smile. Whether or not it did, I have yet to discover, as I haven’t heard from him since.

“What’s bothering you?” Chemmy asks, turning to me with her pink nose.

I gaze back innocently. “Nothing. Why do you ask?”

“You were sighing,” she accuses.

“Just thinking about my parents.”

Chemmy sniffs. “I bet you were moping because you miss—”

“I was not,” I interrupt before anyone on the street overhears her slander. I glance around, uneasy, but no one is paying attention to us; everyone is bent against the wind and just as intent on getting home as we are.

Chemmy grins despite the bitter weather. “How did you know who I was going to say, then?”

“Because you’ve said it before.” I tug her arm as we round the final corner, relieved to be nearly back to the boardinghouse.

We burst through the door in a mess of wind, unwrapping our cloaks as our teeth chatter. My eyes go to the entry table where mail waits for us, hoping for a letter. From Mum, of course.

Chemmy sees the parcel before I do, and her eyes light up. “Hester!” She points to a large box with my name on it.

The handwriting is not Mum’s, nor is it Lucas’—not that I particularly know his handwriting—and I am curious. It’s an unwieldy size, but I heft it in my arms and bumble it upstairs to our room, Chemmy following. I plop the box on the bed. Chemmy helps me untie the string around it; inside is another paper-wrapped something and a note.

Chemmy looks over my shoulder as I tear open the note first.

Miss Smith,

Tomorrow Lady Hitchingford is having a masquerade, and you must join me! I sent you a dress and a mask and will pick you up promptly at eight o’clock in the evening.

Delightfully, Hugh

I stare at Chemmy blankly. “Read this,” I say, though I know she’s already read the few lines over my shoulder. “Does it say what I think it says?”

Chemmy plucks it from my fingers and rereads it, her expression a mirror of my own. “I think,” she says slowly, “that Prince Fitzhugh is … inviting you to another ball?”

“Of all the nerve! I already told him no!” I throw my hands in the air.

Chemmy tsks at me. “You could see Prince—”

“I doubt he goes to masquerades.” I take the note back and scowl at it. “I must, must I? I don’t like being ordered about. And I don’t trust masquerades—who knows how many changelings are lurking in those costumes! And I don’t even know who this Hitchingford lady is!”

“Lord and Lady Hitchingford are nearly as rich as the king and queen themselves,” Chemmy says. “Everyone who is anyone will be there.”

“That leaves me out, then. I wonder how I can send this thing back to Hugh?” After refolding the note, I poke the parcel.

“Don’t you even want to see it?” Chemmy asks with a hopeful voice. “It couldn’t hurt to try it on, just once, even if you don’t go.”

I fix her with a stern—nay, a very stern—glare. “I’m not even going to unfold a single corner,” I begin. “It can go back right now.”

But Chemmy’s curiosity won’t be put aside that easily. “What’s the harm, Hester?” she asks. “Just see what he chose for you. You may as well go, you know. Lady Hitchingford will probably have good food.”

My stomach rumbles. “Not fair!” I say. “I don’t always think about food!”

“What if she has cheese?”

I hesitate for the briefest of moments, and Chemmy laughs at me. “Just look at the dress, Hester! It can’t hurt anything to take a peek!”

I shouldn’t—I should send it right back. But I’m not anxious to carry it out to the post right now, nor am I anxious to spend money on a carrier. I’ll just wait until Hugh arrives to pick me up tomorrow and throw it at him then.

Finally, I sigh. “One look. But no one is trying it on.”

Chemmy squeals, and together we unwrap the parcel, taking care not to rip the paper. Silk shimmers out at us as we peel back the wrapping, but we reserve judgment until we have uncovered the entire gown. Then,

“Oh, Hester, it’s hideous!”

Even expecting something ridiculous or gaudy—Hugh was wearing a violet waistcoat when I first met him—I’m still surprised by exactly how ugly this gown is. The square-necked creation is a vivid orange silk trimmed with even oranger feathers, and there are ruffles—so many ruffles.

“How did all this even fit in that box?” The dress seems to inflate itself, frills popping up all over the place. “And how are we going to get it back in?”

Chemmy fishes out an orange silk mask with long feathers bobbing from the corners and elbow-length gloves. “At least the gloves are nice. Sure you don’t want to try it all on?”

I drop the gown on the bed. “I’m sure,” I say crisply. “I’m not a doll for Hugh to dress up and play with.”

“He sent slippers, too,” Chemmy says, poking through the rest of the package.

“Feathered, I suppose.”

“No.” Chemmy frowns when she pulls one out. “Is this made of glass?”

“Glass slippers! Hugh would!” I say. “What’s the rest of that fabric?”

Chemmy laughs. “Your petticoats.”

“All of that?” I pull out what seems like miles of rustling petticoat, my eyes widening until they can no longer widen. “Ladies wear all of this? How do they walk?” I’ve never been so thankful to be a peasant.

“Try it on and see,” Chemmy suggests with a twinkle in her eye, but Mistress Mungon’s dinner gong sounds.

“Help me fold this back up,” I say, ignoring any impulse to comply. It can’t happen, and it won’t happen, and the gown is worth a fortune—even if it is ugly—and must go back to Hugh immediately, anyway. I won’t risk soiling it.

Despite our best efforts, the gown will not condense to the size it was, so we settle for repacking the petticoats and accessories and hang the dress up before we head down to dinner.

“You should go, Hester,” Chemmy says, picking her way down the dark staircase. “You could probably persuade the prince to pay for your parents’—”

“I’ll pay for my own parents,” I say, and I immediately regret the harshness of my tone, so I offer a smile. “You know they’d flail me if I asked for a favor from anyone.”

Chemmy makes a face, but doesn’t press the issue, and we go arm-in-arm down to dinner.
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“You look lovely, Mother.” I descend the staircase with quick steps and kiss her gloved hand. “As always.”

Mother sits in a straight-backed chair, already dressed for Lady Hitchingford’s masquerade. I pride myself on my efficiency in dressing, and yet she is always the first down. Her bright gaze flicks over me. “No costume for the ball, Luke?”

I pat my breast pocket. “I have a mask.”

She tuts gently, but she doesn’t actually expect me to play dress up like Hugh does. Hugh—I frown and pull out my pocket watch.

“Where is Hugh?”

“Still preening, I expect.” Mother taps the chair next to her with her fan. “He’ll be down soon. But sit, talk to me. Tell me how things are going with the princess.”

I sink slowly to the chair she’s indicated. “I have heard from her.”

“And?”

I don’t quite meet Mother’s gaze, watching the staircase where Hugh has yet to appear. “And I should reply to her letter.”

From the corner of my vision I see Mother’s brow raise slightly. “I wonder that you have not already done so.”

Why haven’t I already done so? I can hardly say. “Should I go fetch Hugh?” I take out my watch again. “It is not kind of him to keep you waiting.”

“What did her letter say?”

“Oh, just what one would expect. It was quite formal.” I pull my gloves out of a pocket and lay them on my lap.

“Do you think she sounded agreeable to the idea of a union?”

“I did not broach the subject yet.” Where is Hugh?

Mother hums. “Broach it soon. Your father and I are anxious to see you happily settled.” She pats my knee.

I stand. “Shall we ride ahead? Hugh can follow when he’s finished preening.”

Mother smiles and accepts my hand, rising in a rustle of perfumed silk. “Very well,” she says. “We can continue our discussion in the carriage.”

“Very well indeed.”
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HESTER


I’d like to say I forget all about Hugh’s invitation, but of course I don’t. My mind is full of ballgowns and princes, and maybe if Hugh had sent a pretty dress, I’d reconsider. But nothing could convince me to wear that orange monstrosity.

Still, I’m on edge all day. Certainly he won’t actually come to pick me up tonight, will he? Certainly it was merely a jest? And certainly I do not secretly wish I could go!

Eight o’clock sharp, he said. And the hours tick by in my bones, drawing closer and closer to the appointed time, when I certainly, certainly will not go to a ball with Hugh.

Chemmy encourages me to change my mind—“You may as well get a proper meal this evening, Hester!”—but I am so certain, after all! So instead of her helping me into that garish gown, I help her primp for a musicale. Ungus finally worked up the nerve to invite her when we walked past his shop this morning, and though Chemmy half-wished to stay home and spy on Hugh, she couldn’t say no to Ungus. So we giggle as she readies herself, and I watch her beam when he arrives to escort her away, then I go back to the kitchen to scrub the dishes for Mistress Mungon.

And I do not keep an ear out for the sound of Prince Hugh—and I do not imagine the music and the dancing—and I do not feel sorry for myself. Or at least, not much.

But when the clock chimes eight, I realize my hands have stilled, elbow-deep in the lukewarm water, and I’m holding my breath, straining to hear the noise of the street. I’m quite alone tonight—several of the other boarders are attending the same musicale, and although one invited me to accompany the group, I couldn’t afford the ticket.

I’m glad I’m alone, too, for unless my ears are terribly wrong, I do hear the sound of a horse, and it’s stopping outside the door, and now there’s a rapping. Well, there’s no one else to answer, so I wipe my hands on my stained apron and nearly trip over myself on the way to the door.

Certainly, certainly, certainly, and yet—

Hugh, dressed in a ridiculous forest-green costume with a longbow over his shoulder, is waiting on the doorstep.

I shouldn’t be surprised, or should I?

“Miss Smith!” he begins, but his bright smile falters when his gaze snags on my stockinged feet and damp apron. “Didn’t you get my invitation?”

“I did, and thank you, but you can’t really expect me to go!”

He frowns. “Of course I can.” He steps closer, so that I have to fall back and allow him into the hallway. “Well, we shall only be late, and that’s of no consequence. I’ll wait for you to change.”

“I can’t,” I protest, and his frown deepens. “Especially not in that dress!”

“You disliked the dress?” A twinkle lurking in his eyes proves he’s not offended.

“You know it’s very ugly,” I accuse.

He laughs. “Well, if you insist, you can wear that,” he says, surveying me more critically. I flush under his scrutiny. “We’ll say you’re masquerading as an urchin.”

“I’m not wearing this either!”

“Oh? Do you have something else?”

“I mean,” I say more slowly, “that I thank you for the invitation, but I cannot go. So, if you’ll excuse me—” I start to curtsy, but Hugh reaches out and grabs my arm, forcing me to stand back up.

“Oh, don’t be silly. You must come with me. I won’t take no for an answer.”

“Well, that’s the only answer you’re going to get! Really, Hugh, isn’t there anyone else for you to bother?”

“No one at all, Miss Smith! I am entirely at your disposal!”

“You are—” I begin spluttering, and am saved by the arrival of Mistress Mungon.

“Did you finish the dishes, Hester?” She asks before she realizes who is lurking in the shadows of the entryway. When she notices Hugh, she lets out a squeaky little gasp and drops into a curtsy. It’s more elegant than mine, which I resent.

“Oh, is that the problem?” Hugh says. “I’ll wait while you finish. Or shall I help you?”

“You can’t help me with dishes!” I protest. “Do you even know how to wash up?”

“Excuse me, Your Highness,” Mistress Mungon interjects. “I did not realize Hester had an … engagement.” She says the last word doubtfully, looking at me with her face wrinkled up, and my already-flushed cheeks get hotter.

“You’ll let her go for the evening, won’t you?” Hugh turns his charming grin upon Mistress Mungon, and she has no option but to nod stiffly. He claps. “Then you shall change, and we shall go!”

“I don’t want to—” I begin, but Mistress Mungon interrupts me.

“I don’t think you should argue with His Highness, Hester.”

I glance helplessly between them: Hugh, jovial and smug, and Mistress Mungon, worried and dubious. I could say no; I should say no. I have no right to attend such an event, and Hugh has no right to ask it of me. But I’m not in a mood to argue, and I can’t deny that a tiny bit of me does want to pretend to be someone else, just for an evening. Can that be so very wrong?

I finally sigh. What use is there in arguing? Besides, as Chemmy pointed out, at least I shall get a good meal. “I doubt I could get myself in that—that thing,” I say, by way of one last try. I can’t call it a dress; that would be an offense to all other dresses, including the dingy one I now wear.

“Don’t you have anyone to help you?”

I glare at Hugh, which is completely inappropriate, but he started it. “No, I do not.”

“I will assist the prince’s guest,” Mistress Mungon says with an annoyingly formal detachment.

There is nothing I want less than for Mistress Mungon to help me into that silken malformation, but she herds me upstairs while Hugh makes himself comfortable in the common room, and so I press my lips together and do as I’m bid. She helps me wriggle into the ugly thing—it is so very orange!—and ties the bow, and fluffs the petticoats, which I expect will cause me to trip and fall headfirst down all three flights of stairs, but at least a broken neck will mean I don’t have to go.

Her frown grows deeper and deeper as she silently arrays me in Hugh’s mockery of an outfit, and I’m not sure if she’s disturbed by the gown’s ugliness or by the fact that he sent it at all. I open my mouth once to offer an explanation, or a justification, or anything to break the awkward silence, but I close it again without saying anything, because my heart knows that her disapproval is just and right. He should not have sent these things, and I should not be going. I should stop her now—I should jump out the window—I should just say no, and let Hugh throw his fit—

But I don’t. I submit to the tugging and the stuffing and the brushing and the braiding, and though I wriggle uncomfortably beneath Mistress Mungon’s frown, I don’t protest, because—well, because I want to go. I could imagine a more agreeable escort, but a ball is a ball, and there will be food, and maybe there will even be Lucas.

I do, however, give thanks that there is no looking-glass in the room I share with Chemmy. I truly do not want to see how I look.

Finally, Mistress Mungon breaks the heavy silence. “Well,” she says, and it’s so inadequate that I smile, which seems to displease her.

“Well,” I agree, glancing down at the violently orange swirl of my skirts. I sway a bit when I take a step. The glassy slippers pinch, and I’m half-inclined to wear my own. I don’t put on the mask yet—may as well spare myself that indignity for as long as possible. “Do I look very ugly?” I say with an attempt at humor.

Her mouth thins and she peers at me. “Is that all you’re concerned about?”

I don’t know what she wants of me. She told me to obey Hugh, she insisted on dressing me, and yet she worries her hands together as though I am doing something disgraceful! I shrug and make my precarious way downstairs.

Hugh’s whistling to himself, tapping his foot in rhythm to the off-key melody. He leaps up when he sees me. “Miss Smith! How marvelous you look!” His eyes rove up and down, and I tug self-consciously at the neckline of the gown.

“Marvelous is not the word I would use.” I say. “I feel like a pumpkin.”

“Don’t you like it? You’re supposed to be a fox.”

“A feathered fox?”

Hugh grins.

I narrow my eyes, considering his leather breeches and quiver. “And what are you?”

“A huntsman, naturally.” He winks.

“Ugh.”

“I thought it was rather clever,” he says, offering me his arm.

“That’s because you didn’t cast yourself as the prey!” Reluctantly, I allow him to drape my cloak around my shoulders and lead me out and into his waiting phaeton. I immediately scoot to the far edge, but he makes himself comfortable right in the middle, so we’re still much too close. Hugh takes the mask I’m still holding, tucks it in his pocket, and clucks to his horse. I huddle down sullenly.

I do hope Lady Hitchingford will have a lot of cheese.
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Hugh chatters inanely as we make the drive from the tenement district to Lady Hitchingford’s manor, but I barely speak. He doesn’t seem to notice until we’re pulling down the brightly-lit drive.

“Looking forward to your evening, Miss Smith?”

“I want you to know I am not here by choice, and I do not intend to have a pleasant time.” I get a glimpse of a jungly sort of garden around the corner of the house. I’ll sneak out there to explore if Hugh ever leaves me alone.

“Don’t you?” Prince Hugh looks at me with wonder. “Well, you shall anyhow.”

He stops his horse, and a groom steps forward to hold the reins while he jumps down and then lifts me out. He leans close to my ear and murmurs, “I’m determined that you shall have a very pleasant time, indeed.”

I push him away, but he only chuckles and pulls my mask from his pocket. “Allow me.”

I stand frozen as he ties the mask behind my head. His long fingers skim my hair, one hand fluttering down to tickle the base of my neck. I twitch away with a scowl.

Hugh smiles absently and puts on his own mask. The knot in my stomach relaxes just a trifle. Perhaps I shall be anonymous. Perhaps no one will know I was here.

And by “no one,” of course I mean Lucas.

He probably won’t even be here.

The groom drives the phaeton away while Hugh leads me up the steps into the house.

“I suppose we’re quite late?” he says to the gray-liveried footman who takes my cloak with a faint sniff.

“The dancing began an hour since, Your Highness.”

“Good, good.” Hugh tugs me into a corridor.

I’ve been at the palace often enough that this house shouldn’t awe me, and yet it does, and a tiny portion of my heart is gladdened by the thought that I have not lost my wonder. I have not yet lost myself, and I don’t mean to. I allow myself to look around with admiration.

The Hitchingford’s house is nearly as opulent as the palace, with lofty muraled ceilings and a long row of marble statues watching us walk down the hall. I blush when I realize some of them are rather unclothed, and Hugh must notice, for he chuckles as I quicken my footsteps down the corridor.

The ballroom is filled with even more dazzling couples than I had seen at the Commoners Ball. Masked men and ladies in long gowns twirl gracefully in the center of the room, while more stand or sit around the edges, idly talking. I see jewels and feathers and even an enormous floral headdress, but not a single soul wearing head-to-toe orange like I am. We pass through the crowds, and people bow or curtsy with a murmured “Your Highness.” It’s impossible not to recognize Hugh. I get glances—sometimes merely curious, and sometimes sharply calculating—and whispers follow me. I only hope my mask is large enough to prevent anyone from recognizing me as the wayward peasant from the palace.

The dancers on the floor come to their final bows, and the musicians begin a new tune. I brighten. “This is a country dance! I didn’t know you danced it here!”

Hugh grins. “You know it, then?” He doesn’t wait, or ask permission, simply twirling me around to join the dancing couples. For once, I don’t mind his presumption. I used to dance this at harvest time at Lower Splott’s yearly fete. My feet find their rhythm quickly, and I accidentally smile at Hugh as we prance down the line. A vigorous twirl reveals the crystalline slippers underneath the silk dress, and even though they pinch, they look so pretty that I can’t help but admire my own feet. Even when another lady—dressed in all white and topped in feathers, like a swan—wrinkles her nose when I twirl too close, I only give her a cheerful smile and spin away with the prince.

When the dance is over, I am laughing and breathless. Hugh claps. “Bravo, Miss Smith!” His voice is as loud as ever, and I wince as several of the other masked dancers look our way. “I didn’t realize you could dance so well!”

“Only the country dances,” I warn. “I’m not familiar with the newer ones here.”

“Yet,” he laughs, and though I frown at his presumption, the musicians have chosen another familiar tune. My feet are already tapping the quick rhythm, and we’re off again. It’s fast and whirling and glorious, and I can almost forget how out of place I am, simply enjoying the freedom of movement.

After that dance finishes, a stout man in some sort of military costume taps Prince Hugh on the arm. “You don’t mind if I steal your charming partner, Your Highness?” His mustache bounces as he bows.

“I’m sorry, sir,” I stammer, but Hugh is already handing me over, not waiting for my opinion on the subject, and replacing me with a woman in rose-pink ruffles. I try to keep hold of his arm, but he shakes me off and shimmies away. I turn desperate eyes on my new partner. “Please excuse me, sir,” I try again. “I don’t know this tune.”

He doesn’t bother listening and drags me into another dance.

It’s a disaster.

I can’t follow this man at all, and keep turning left when I’m meant to turn right. My cheeks were already flushed from the exercise, but now they’re flaming from embarrassment. My partner scowls as he yanks me back and forth. “You did credit to the prince,” he mutters.

I should probably be polite to him, since he’s likely someone important, but since I’ve already insulted Hugh more than once, what’s the harm in snapping at this man? “I tried to tell you that I didn’t know this one.”

He quivers his mustaches disapprovingly and deposits me at the side of the dance floor without a backward glance as soon as the music ceases. I roll my eyes at his retreating back.

“Why do these men never listen,” I mutter, turning around to survey the room. There are several clusters of people near me, but none look particularly friendly, so I slowly wander the perimeter.

Hugh has found another willing partner, and no one else approaches me, so I stroll through the room, admiring the finery of both the house and the people. I’ve never seen such gowns in my life, and wish Chemmy were here to admire them with me. There’s an idea—if Hugh ever comes up with a madcap scheme like this again, I shall insist that Chemmy join us. She’d give these outfits the respect they deserve. I try to notice as many details as possible, wanting to give her a full recounting of everything.

I’ve nearly circled back to where I began, Hugh still dancing away, when I’m startled by a sweet voice addressing me over my shoulder. “Miss Smith?”

I turn to see a tall woman in shimmering lavender and blanch when I recognize her. Even I know what the queen looks like—and if I didn’t, the golden crown topping her equally golden hair would be a clue.

“Your Majesty,” I bleat, dropping into a curtsy, and thankfully not tripping over myself this time. She’s backed by a retinue of sycophants, who all stare at me. I recognize the look: my herd of hogs made the exact same expression when a lost owlet wandered through their pasture once.

The queen says nothing for a long moment, while I squirm under so many gazes. “Forgive me for my rudeness,” she finally says. Her eyes are the exact same bright blue as Hugh’s. “I should have waited for Fitzhugh to properly introduce us, but I have been so curious to meet you.” Her gaze flicks over my orange ensemble, eyebrows drawing together slightly.

“You have? Erm, Your Majesty?”

A smile appears on her face. “He talks about you often, you know.”

I scrunch my fingers into one of the skirt’s many ruffles and gulp. “He—he does?”

“Oh, yes. He seems to be quite infatuated.”

“I didn’t mean—well, I’m not trying to—” I stammer.

The queen looks out over the crowd, then back to me. Her smile relaxes a touch. “I would like to see my sons happy, Miss Smith. I suppose you might be an opportunist, but that is a possibility regardless of class, is it not?” She tilts her head to one side as she studies me. The ladies behind her do the same. It makes the room seem suddenly lopsided.

“You are very gracious, Your Majesty.” I presumed she would be stuffy and pompous, but there’s a curious goodwill in her gaze. I bite my lip. “But I’m afraid that Hugh—His Highness, that is—has given you the wrong impression.”

“I know my son very well.” The twinkle in her eyes is so like Hugh’s that I have to blink to make sure I’m not imagining this whole thing. “He won’t let you get away, I don’t think.”

I blanch. How do I contradict the queen herself? “I’d rather—that is, he is agreeable enough, but—I didn’t mean—” I stammer.

The queen laughs. It’s a merry, tinkling sound; not unpleasant, except for the fact that she’s laughing at something I said, and I don’t know what it is. “Well, we shall see what it comes to.” The queen opens her fan and waves herself gently. The retinue behind her mimics the motion, and I shiver in the sudden gust of air. “My husband may not be so agreeable to the match as I am,” the queen adds in a lower voice. “But he’ll understand in time, yes?”

“Yes?”

The queen nods, apparently satisfied, and clicks her fan shut before turning away. I remember to curtsy just in time, although I don’t know if I am supposed to hold the pose until each of her goggling ladies has strolled past me. I do, just to make sure I’m not offending any of them, and by the time they’ve all left, my legs are cramping.

Well, this has been an interesting evening.

If I could just find a snack, I’d be ready to return home. Despite the queen’s unexpected—kindness? approval? There was a subtext to her comments that I didn’t quite understand—anyhow, despite whatever it was, I’m not interested in Hugh like that, so I’d better try to slip off without him. I haven’t yet seen Lucas, so maybe I’ll be spared at least one embarrassment.

Hugh intercepts me before I can get out of the room. “I see you’ve met my mother!”

“She’s a very gracious woman,” I say. “Although I believe you’ve misled her concerning our relationship.”

“Have I?” Hugh asks, taking my hand and tucking it in his arm. “How so?”

“She seemed to think you fancy me.”

“Me, fancy you?” Hugh echoes, his eyes twinkling. “I wonder why I gave her that impression.” He glances across the room, and I follow his gaze.

Lucas is watching us. I wilt.

Hugh chuckles and pats my hand. “A depressing figure, is he not? I wish he’d let me dress him! Don’t you think he could use some color? Orange, perhaps?” He casts his laughing eyes down at me, and I roll mine in return.

Hugh tugs, and I allow him to lead me across the room, over to where a servant stands with a tray of refreshments, I hope. But before we get there, he whisks me into a dark alcove. “What are you—” I begin to ask, and then I realize. His hands are around my waist, and he’s leaning toward me—I yelp and turn my head just in time. His lips land on my cheek, leaving a trail of saliva.

I scrub it off, glaring at him. “Let go of me!”

“What! Don’t you want to kiss me?”

“When have I ever given you an indication that I want to kiss you?” I push on his chest, but he’s too strong.

“You came to the ball with me.”

“That doesn’t mean I want to kiss you!”

“You might like it,” he says, a laugh in his eyes. “Most girls do.”

I grit my teeth. “Let me go, or I will—”

“Scream?” Hugh suggests. “That would be interesting.”

Before I can reply, Lucas’ voice, cold and hard, comes from behind me. “Take your hands off of her, Hugh.”
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“Or  you will scream?” Hugh answers Lucas, chuckling. But his grip relaxes, and I squirm away. Unfortunately, Lucas is blocking the entrance to the alcove, and I bump against him. I make myself as small as possible, which is difficult in all these ruffles.

“Mother approves, you know,” Hugh says with a smile. He directs it at Lucas, but I reply.

“You aren’t trying to kiss her.” I scrub at my cheek again, trying to get rid of the clammy memory of his lips.

At my side, Lucas speaks with a voice like ice. “You need the approval of Miss Flanders, not of Mother, if you want to—” He breaks off with a cough. I think he looks at me, but as I am busily not looking at him, I can only guess at his expression. “You should mingle, Hugh.”

“Always with the mingling,” Hugh grumbles. “Can’t let me have any fun.” He leans against the wall, and when he catches my gaze, he winks. “Well, shall we be back to dancing, then?”

Dancing! As if he hadn’t just tried to kiss me against my will! “No, thank you.” I make my tone as impolite as possible.

He surveys me for a moment, mischief lurking in his eyes.

“Perhaps you could fetch the lady a drink,” Lucas suggests. Well, not so much suggests as commands. I shiver a bit at the authority in his tone, but Hugh is not cowed.

“Certainly, certainly.” He winks at me again and sidles past. “We can resume our … discussion … when I return.”

After he’s pushed his way past Lucas, I turn slowly, folding my arms across my chest. “If you’re going to scold me, you can save your breath.”

When I finally work up the courage to meet his gaze, his forehead is furrowed behind his thin mask. “Scold you?”

“I know I shouldn’t have come—this isn’t a place for me—I wasn’t going to, and I let him talk me into it, because—” I bite my lip and look at the ground, ashamed.

“You do not think I blame you, Miss Flanders?”

“Isn’t this my fault?”

Lucas’ eyebrows raise. “You are not responsible for my brother.” He sighs. “I should have known he was up to some mischief. I’m sorry for the way he’s treated you.”

“But I shouldn’t be here,” I insist. I feel so guilty, and I want to wallow in my condemnation. “I shouldn’t have come at all!”

“How did you come to be here?”

“You mean, at this ball? Or in this corner?”

Lucas reddens a bit. “I saw how you got to the corner.”

“We should probably leave it,” I say, matching his blush. “And as for how I came to the ball—” I explain Hugh’s note, and how he sent me the dress, as we creep out of the alcove.

Lucas’ eyes flick to the gown. “I wondered where you came up with that.”

“Hideous, isn’t it?”

“I was going to say bright.” He holds out an arm to me. “Would you care for some fresh air, Miss Flanders?”

I accept his arm gladly, letting him guide me through the stuffy ballroom. Was it this stuffy before, or does it only feel so now because I’m walking so close to him? Somehow, Lucas lending me his arm through a teeming crowd is more intimate than Hugh trying to kiss me in the dark. He wends his way to a tall glass door which opens onto a stone veranda. The air out here is brisk, refreshing on my flushed cheeks, and carries a faint scent of evergreens; there must be some fragrant hedge out in the gardens. We wander over to the rail, and he doesn’t withdraw his arm. It’s cold enough that we’re the only people out here right now, though the noise of the ball floats through the doorway behind us.

I should move away, but I can’t make myself do it. “I really am sorry for coming. I know I promised you I’d stay away from Hugh, and—”

“You have no need to apologize to me,” he says, and his eyes are so gentle that I feel quite sentimental, until he keeps talking. “You would not be the first woman to succumb to Hugh’s charms.”

“Succumb! I’ve done no such thing!”

His lips, which I am not looking at, quirk into a tiny smile, but he gazes absently into the dark gardens. “Did you know I once courted a woman?”

I clear my throat and let my hand slip from his arm. I tug at the strings of my mask and let it fall away. “No.”

“It was years ago,” Lucas says. “I thought I would marry her.”

“Why didn’t you?”

He finally looks at me. “I saw her kissing Hugh at a ball one night. Enthusiastically.”

“Oh.” I almost say that I wasn’t kissing Hugh at all, let alone enthusiastically, but then again, he’s not courting me. Instead, I blurt, “What is your costume?”

“Will you be very shocked if I confess that these are just my regular clothes?”

“Quite. That’s no fun at all.”

“And may I ask what you are?”

“A fox to Hugh’s huntsman,” I grumble. “And I’ve never felt more repulsive.”

“You could never be repulsive, Miss Flanders.”

I blush. Lucas is not supposed to give me compliments. He continues, “Though the gown is indeed … unique.”

The cold air raises goosebumps on my bare arms. I shiver. Lucas notices, and immediately apologizes, holding out his arm again to lead me back into the ballroom. I hesitate.

“It’s time for me to leave, I think.” I’ve lost track of time. Will Mistress Mungon be fidgety about her curfew this evening, since she knows where I am? I’d prefer not to risk it.

“Whatever you wish,” he replies. He glances toward the far side of the balcony. “I could lead you through the gardens, but it would be warmer to go through the ballroom.”

I grimace, my desire for warmth warring with my desire to not be caught by Hugh again. “I’d rather not go back in if I can help it. But I can find my own way—”

“Nonsense,” he interrupts. He slips out of his jacket and leans closer. “May I?”

I want to protest, but I am so cold, so I allow Lucas to drape his jacket over my shoulders. His hands slide down my arms gently before he steps back. I’m warmer immediately, though I’m not certain the coat can take all the credit. It has a faintly spicy smell, and I take a deep breath.

Lucas offers his arm, tucking me close to him as he leads me down the balcony steps and through the dark garden paths. I wish it were the season for flowers; I’m sure Lady Hitchingford’s garden is full of varieties I’ve never seen before. Maybe next spring Mum and I can weasel our way back in to see them together.

Above us, stars twinkle in a clear sky, and I look up appreciatively. Lucas follows my gaze, and we pause for a moment to take in the expanse.

“It reminds me of home,” I finally offer. “My dad and I used to sit and stare at the stars on a clear night like this.”

“You must miss your family.” Lucas notices how I’m shivering again, and gently tugs me forward.

“Of course. But …”

“But?” Lucas prompts.

“I thought I’d be more homesick than I am,” I finally say. “Is that very terrible?”

“Perhaps it means you’ve found your place here.”

My place. I swallow, feeling Lucas’ jacket around me and his warmth at my side. I fear that I am very far from my proper place.

My teeth are chattering when we finally round the front of the house, and I stop short, beginning to shrug out of his coat so I can begin my walk home.

“Miss Flanders,” Lucas says, a long-suffering note in his voice, “If you still think I am going to allow you to walk in the dark—” He tugs me toward the doors. “We can wait inside while I call a carriage for you.”

“I don’t need—” I begin out of habit, but Lucas sighs in a somehow princely way, and I submit to him. He leads me up the grand front staircase, and a servant, surprised, opens the door for us. I flush suddenly, wondering what sort of gossip he’ll circulate about the prince and the girl dressed like a feathery pumpkin, sneaking around in the dark.

I walk into the entrance hall and rub my arms while he stops to give some instructions to the servant. “I told him to fetch our carriage,” he informs me as the servant scurries away.

“Won’t you need that?”

“Not for hours yet, I’m afraid. My family will not notice a brief absence.”

“That would put me in your debt,” I say.

“Must we do this every time?” Lucas murmurs.

I catch my breath at the way he says we. “It’s a hard habit to break.” I curl my fingers into fists, wishing I could make him understand. It’s as if bargains are in my very nature.

“Hugh brought you, so he owes you the ride home,” Lucas finally says. “Will that satisfy?”

“I—I suppose so.” I wish I could ask why he’s so understanding. Even Chemmy thinks I should just get over it, stop thinking about the bargaining, just change, as if it’s that simple. But I’m suddenly too shy to ask—or perhaps I just don’t want to hear his answer.

I offer him his jacket back, missing the warmth and the comforting scent as soon as I’ve taken it off. I expect him to bow and leave, but he doesn’t. “I’m not going to run down the drive by myself,” I say. “You can return to your party without worrying about me.”

“Wouldn’t you?” His eyes twinkle behind the mask. “I know you can lie.”

I reward him with a sniff.

We can hear the music from the ballroom from here, and my toes start tapping when I recognize the jig.

“You know this dance?” Lucas asks. I hadn’t meant for him to notice.

“Yes,” I answer. “It’s a Ramsfeldshire favorite.”

He bows and offers his hands. “Then may I have the pleasure?”

My heart is in my throat, and I take his hands, breathless already. His grip is firm, yet gentle, and we twirl and hop, spin and stomp for a few minutes until my nervousness melts away and I’m laughing at him. It ends sooner than I wish, since we’d started in the middle of the music.

He gives me a final spin and looks down at me. “May I ask what is so funny?”

“You look ridiculous hopping like that,” I say, surprising a laugh out of him. He surveys my outfit pointedly.

“Do I indeed?”

“Oh, I’ve already called myself ridiculous enough times,” I say cheerfully. “It’s nice to have company at last.”

The musicians have switched to a slow, sweet melody, and Lucas holds out a hand again. I wonder what’s delaying the carriage, but I can’t say I’m disappointed. “I think this dance is more sophisticated,” he says, a smile in his voice. “Perhaps I shall perform in a less ridiculous manner.”

My fingers twitch, eager, but I hesitate. “I’m not sure I know this one.”

“We can go slowly, if you like,” he offers. “But if you would rather not—”

“Promise not to laugh at me.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He grasps one hand loosely and settles the other on my back as he leads me through the steps. He’s easy to follow, and it doesn’t take long to fall into rhythm together. The haunting strains floating from the ballroom stir an emotion I can’t quite name, and Lucas’ touch makes my heart pound faster. I hope he’ll attribute the flush on my face to the activity and not any silly emotion.

Do I imagine it, or does he tug me just a trifle closer as we go through the final few steps? I can smell the slight spice of his cologne again, and suddenly I wonder if he can smell me, too. I suppose my scent has more to do with sweat and cheese and smoky boardinghouse. It certainly won’t cause him to swoon.

The musicians land on their final chord, and we glide to a stop. Lucas’ hands slip off me, and he bows. “Thank you, Miss Flanders.”

“You may call me ridiculous if you like.” My voice is unusually high. “I’ll allow you to laugh at me after all.”

His lips quirk upward. “Ah, but you gave me nothing to laugh at.”

“I shall try harder in the future. I do love to make myself a laughingstock.”

He chuckles. “Ask Hugh for advice on dresses, then.”

I grin back, but we are interrupted by the servant’s demure cough. I step away from Lucas, wondering how long the servant’s been here and hoping I haven’t caused too much of a scene.

“Your carriage is here, miss,” he says. He’s holding my cloak and a basket. “Cold food,” he informs me as I take the cloak from him. “His Highness said you’d need a dinner, having to leave before the meal.”

“I can’t take that—”

Behind me, Lucas sighs. “Guests are always served dinner.”

I hesitate only a moment more before accepting it from the servant. “Thank you.” His gaze softens a bit as he nods and returns to his post.

I turn back to Lucas to thank him, too, and my breath catches when I see his kind eyes, hands clasped loosely behind his back.

If this were a festival back in my village, I would stretch up on my tiptoes and press a kiss on his cheek without shame—but this is no country dance, and he’s no village boy. There is no future for me with Lucas. I have nothing to offer him, nothing to bargain with.

Biting my lip, I only curtsy and mumble a thanks before scurrying down to the carriage, and I don’t let myself look back.
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LUCAS


I linger just long enough to watch Miss Flanders safely into the carriage, raising my hand in farewell. She doesn’t notice, and I force myself to look nonchalant in front of this footman. I can still feel her hand in mine, still hear her teasing laughter in my ear. If I were Hugh …

I stop the thought before it goes any further.

I rub a hand across my face, steeling myself to reenter the ballroom. I’ve been absent long enough, and I risk insulting my hostess. I’m glad I could be of service to Miss Flanders; I should like to be something of a benefactor to the poor girl. Perhaps there is—

“What! You didn’t even kiss her?” Hugh materializes from behind a statue.

“I—how long have you been hiding there?”

“Long enough to see you not kissing her!”

“Keep your voice down!” I look over my shoulder. The footman at the door studiously ignores us. “Why would I kiss Miss Flanders?”

Hugh stares at me. “Why would you kiss—” His eyes narrow in disbelief. “Are you stupid?”

“I’m fond of you, too, brother dear,” I mutter, walking past him.

He keeps in step with me. “Really, Luke! Why on earth didn’t you kiss her? She clearly wanted you to!”

I stop abruptly, but don’t look at Hugh. “I hope I may be a benefactor to Miss Flanders. Anything else would be far beyond my line of responsibility.”

“Yes, yes, waltzing in seclusion is what all benefactors do.” Hugh steps in front of me, forcing me to meet his gaze. He scratches at his chest absently. “There’s no law saying you can’t court—”

“I am courting Princess Islabetta.” I step to the side, bypassing Hugh to continue down the muraled hall.

“You are not.” I can almost hear Hugh rolling his eyes. “You only wrote one very boring letter, and it said nothing of marriage. I doubt she thinks you are courting.”

I stop and turn to face Hugh. “Did you read my letter before I sent it?”

He snorts. “I didn’t have to. I know you.”

I’d like to say he’s wrong, but … well. My first letter—my only letter—was exactly as Hugh described. “I’m going to write to her again.”

“I pity the girl.” He takes a step closer to me, voice lowering. “Listen, Luke. I know you have your ideals, but I—I need you to do something for me.” He scratches his chest again.

I frown. Hugh doesn’t normally sound serious. “What is it?”

“You were supposed to say, ‘Yes, anything for you.’” Hugh shuffles his feet and coughs before continuing. “I need you to court Miss Smith. Actually court her, I mean.”

I stare. He holds my gaze defiantly. I keep expecting him to burst into a grin, slap me on the back, and say what a good joke he made, but he doesn’t. Finally, I say, “Whatever do you mean?”

“I need you to court Miss Smith!”

“Yes, you said that already! Why on earth—”

“I can’t explain,” Hugh interrupts. “Just—please, Luke. You know I don’t ask for favors often.”

He doesn’t; that worries me. “If it’s some stupid bet you made, I can give you money—”

“I don’t need money! I need you to court Miss Smith!” Hugh presses his lips together, glancing around. I hope no one overheard his outburst.

“I’d do anything in my power for you,” I say. “That is out of my power, Hugh. I am sorry.” His blue eyes, normally sly and jovial, bore into me with anger. “I don’t understand. Why—”

A muscle in Hugh’s jaw jumps. “You don’t want to understand. You’re just as much a—” He cuts himself off with a shake of his head and pushes past me. Over his shoulder, he tosses, “You’re just like Father.”

I stare at his retreating back. Should I follow him, force him to explain? Clearly, something’s come over him. I may be able to help.

Then again, I don’t want to. What he’s asking for must be wrong. I don’t know what game he’s playing, but I won’t let Miss Flanders be a victim in it. And I won’t chase him down. If he wants to be mysterious and throw around childish insults, very well. I have responsibilities.

I march back to the ballroom in a sour mood and am very poor company for the rest of the night.
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I don’t fall asleep in the carriage this time, like I had after the Commoners Ball. My nerves are too zappy and my memory replays every word I exchanged with Lucas. I sigh, resting my head against the plush wall of the carriage. It must be wrong to be so happy, so surrounded by warmth and luxury, accepting far too much good fortune, when my parents are probably fighting off chilblains and making sure the Folk don’t bewitch the hogs overnight.

I don’t count this evening as a favor; this was a more-than-equal exchange of my company for a basket of cold food and a carriage ride home. There is nothing for me to repay Hugh. Lucas lending me his coat, though—

The lights of the city flicker outside the carriage window, lanterns and candles and gas lamps swinging on their posts. I shouldn’t have let him lend me that, and I shouldn’t have danced with him. Even if it was not precisely a favor, it was still wrong. Who am I to take such liberties with the prince? I rub at my chest, surprised by the ache I feel.

The carriage rolls to a stop outside Mistress Mungon’s and the driver steps down to open the door. I slip off Hugh’s glittering slippers and leave them on the seat. No use pretending they’re mine.

I’d like to be rid of the dress, too, but that would be an inappropriate thing to leave behind. Plus, I’d be cold.

So I trot up to the doorway with my basket of food, the damp ground seeping into my stockinged toes, calling my thanks to the coachman as I go. I don’t recognize this one; I suppose the man who drives the queen around would be different than the one playing chauffeur to a couple of poor seamstresses.

The door is locked, so I rap once—twice—three times, and finally hear the slow thud of Mistress Mungon approaching. She opens the door to me, her wrinkled face anxious and ghastly in the candlelight, and I gather my pumpkin skirts and rustle my way upstairs.

Chemmy’s waited up for me, of course. “You’re so late!” she whispers, the lamp on the table casting ghoulish shadows over her face.

I yawn. “I’ll pay for it in the morning. Help me out of this monstrosity, would you?” It’s wrinkled by now, but Chemmy unbuttons the long row in the back, and I shake it out and hang it up. I’ll find a way to get it back to Hugh tomorrow. I’m too tired to figure out how right now.

Stifling another yawn, I peel my damp stockings off and shimmy into my nightclothes. “Well? How was the musicale?”

Chemmy fairly glows in the darkness. “Oh, so wonderful.” She sighs, dreamy and contented.

Her happiness brings a smile to my face, too. “The music? Or the company?”

“Both.” Chemmy giggles. “Ungus bought a crumpet for us to share.”

“Sharing crumpets! That’s as good as a declaration!” I pull the pins out of my hair, letting my curls flop free.

She giggles again. “And then he kissed my cheek when we got back.”

“I hope Mistress Mungon didn’t see,” I say with a laugh. “She’d have you thrown out for that.”

“She knows Ungus means to—”

“Marry you?” I supply when Chemmy breaks off, flustered. My fingers are growing stiff with cold, but I scramble my hair into a braid before I slide into bed.

“Someday.” She sighs again, less dreamy this time. “But he can’t set up for himself, and his mother doesn’t want him marrying yet. If I had a dowry—”

I pat her hand, sympathetic.

“Perhaps next time you see your prince, you could ask him to have a word with her.” Chemmy sniffs and rolls to her side. “But it’s your turn. You must tell me all about it.”

“What’s there to tell? One ball is the same as another, I expect.” I yawn again and close my eyes. “Hugh was annoying, but I met the queen.”

“The queen!”

“Don’t squeal so loudly! She’s very beautiful, and not as stuffy as I imagined she’d be.”

Chemmy pokes my arm. “Stop pretending to be asleep and tell me everything!”

“Lucas did lend me his jacket.” A smile steals across my face.

“He did?”

“You’re squealing again! Besides, I don’t think sharing a jacket is anything near as wonderful as sharing a crumpet.”

Chemmy giggles again, sleepily, and I do, too, even though my heart is heavy.

She can fall asleep and dream hopefully of her butcher, but I—I have nothing to dream of. Nothing to hope for. Only a fledgling love that must be laid to rest.
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“Hester!” A sharp voice rouses me, and I open my eyes slowly, trying to escape from a dream in which a lavender woman was ordering my … execution? Or my wedding dress? The details of the dream fade as I come to, finally realizing the voice that woke me belongs to Chemmy. “We’ve overslept!”

I push myself up on my elbows. Bright sunlight already bleeds in around the window shutter. I squeal and dive out of bed, hurrying into my dress. My wet stockings from last night are balled up in a corner of the room, but I don’t have time to wash them out now; goodness knows what Mistress Corthope will do to me if I’m late for work.

“Lu—the prince sent along some food,” I say to Chemmy, who is just as frantically readying herself.

“I knew he would,” she says, abandoning her hairbrush to rummage through the basket. She finds two rolls and an apple and stuffs them in her pocket. “We can share as we walk.”

Shoes on, cloaks tossed over shoulders, scarves wound hastily around our necks, and we’re nearly falling down the stairs in our haste. Mistress Mungon appears as we rush out the door, but we have no time for anything but a brisk good morning.

I wonder what expression I had seen on her face, and why it made me so uneasy, but there’s no time to stop and ask.
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LUCAS


This should not be so difficult. All I have to do is write to the princess and tell her I want to marry her. Or rather, that my family—my country—wants me to marry her.

It is my duty. When have I shirked my duty?

I run a frustrated hand through my hair. It’s already sticking up wildly, due to more than one of the same gesture over the course of the last hour.

I pick up my pen yet again, running my eyes over the princess’ letter lying unfolded and unanswered on my desk. I’ve read it so many times I could probably recite it, and yet I cannot think of a single thing I want to say in reply.

There’s another letter, backed with a sketch of a hog, I’d like to answer, but I can’t let my mind go there.

I lay the pen down. No use trying to do this before I eat.

I leave my study and make my way to the breakfast room. I presume Mother and Hugh will sleep in following our late night, so I’m unsurprised to find Father alone with a plate of ham and eggs and a stack of correspondence.

He nods at me as I sit at the mahogany table. A footman immediately appears with a steaming cup of tea and my own ham-and-egg platter. I forego them in favor of a buttery piece of toast.

“Anything interesting this morning?” I ask Father to get my mind off princesses and seamstresses.

He hrmphs, chewing ham slowly. “Nothing as interesting as the gossip saying both my sons were acting silly over some peasant girl last night.” He dabs at his mouth with a napkin. “I couldn’t believe it of you, of course.”

I choke on my toast. “Hugh dragged a young lady out to Lady Hitchingford’s party.” Why is my mouth so dry? I gulp my tea too quickly then wince when it burns my tongue.

Father watches me with narrowed eyes, then stabs a forkful of eggs with another hrmph. “I’d like to announce your engagement to the princess next week.”

“So soon? I haven’t formalized it yet.”

“Still?” Father’s brows draw together. “What is she waiting for?”

Me to ask her, I suppose. I don’t say this to Father. “There is much to think about in such an arrangement.”

He drums his fingers on the table, frowning. “I should have handled it myself. Could have had it all taken care of weeks ago.” I glance down at my toast, and when I look back up, Father’s staring at me, fork hanging forgotten halfway between his plate and his mouth. “Not like you to be so behind,” he says.

“I thought she’d like to be wooed first. It seemed distasteful to go straight to treaty arrangements.”

“It was good enough for my father and his father before that,” Father scoffs before bringing his fork the rest of the way to his mouth.

“Modern women, you know,” I murmur, absently scraping my own eggs around my plate.

Father makes a final dismissive noise before pushing his chair away from the table with a clatter. “Don’t bother trying to woo her. You’ve been thinking of economics since you were a babe.” Father chuckles at himself. “Now, Hugh would have a hard time with a political alliance, but you were made for it. No dreams of love-matches in your mind, I’d wager.”

Hugh chooses this exact moment to stroll in lazily. He really does have the habit of showing up at the most inconvenient times. “What’s this? Luke’s having a dalliance? Do tell.” He looks at Father as he plops into a chair and leans his elbows on the table, but addresses me. “You did disappear with my Miss Smith for a long time last evening, brother.”

“She’s not your Miss Smith,” I say without thinking. I feel Father’s gaze on me and turn my own attention to my tea, stirring it unnecessarily. “Stick to your own kind.”

Hugh’s grin widens. “I think she’s more my kind than you realize. I shall call on her today.” He spears a fat piece of ham.

I push away from the table and give Father a half-bow. “I shall go write to the princess.”

And do my best not to think about a narrow, laughing face surrounded by wild curls.
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Mistress Corthope is more irritable than usual, or maybe I’m more irritable than usual. The late night and the annoying realization that I’m falling in love with a man I can’t have—and, most pressingly, spending the entire day in wet socks—combine to set me on edge, and I prick my finger more than once.

I’m late getting out of Mistress Corthope’s shop, and I rub my back as I exit. A scowl covers my face, both at the steady drizzle already dampening my skirts, and at Mistress Corthope’s treatment. I’d finished the piece moments after Jinna left for the day, but Mistress Corthope insisted on inspecting it before I left, and she refused to inspect it until she had puttered around doing her bookkeeping, and so I was forced to wait. My stomach growled louder and louder as time ticked past.

If only I could find another position! I sigh, pulling the hood of my cloak lower to keep the drizzle out of my eyes.

I know I shouldn’t be so cranky. Didn’t I have the treatment of a princess last evening? Shouldn’t I be grateful that Lucas took notice of me? And Hugh, too, even if I don’t like him—and then, the queen herself!

And yet I want more—more—more. Not of Hugh, clearly.

I want to dance with Lucas again, and talk with him about books and economics, and make him laugh more, and be held by him. I want moments with him that are not stolen and scandalous.

My scowl deepens as I skirt a puddle and nearly run into a coffee-seller’s table. “Look out!” the woman scolds. “You almost upset my stand!” I sniff the bitter aroma of the coffee longingly before I skitter away.

I’m still ruminating on my misery when I reach the boardinghouse. Head down, I shake myself like a sheepdog on the doorstep before entering. The first thing I see when I open the door is a pair of well-oiled riding boots; my eyes follow them up impossibly green breeches and a close-fitting jacket dotted with raindrops to find a handsome face with a roguish grin.

Hugh. Wonderful.

“Your Highness. How good of you to come and fetch your things.” I don’t bother with a curtsy, instead peeling off my dripping cloak. I resist the urge to wring it out on his toes.

“My things?”

“The gown you sent? I’m afraid it’s a bit wrinkled. If you care to wait, I can press it.” He had better not take me up on that; if there’s one thing I loathe, it’s pressing clothes. I’d probably burn the ruffles, anyhow.

“Keep it.” Hugh smiles. “A gift.”

I shoot him a sideways glare as I hang my cloak on its peg. Raindrops roll off and dot the floor. “I don’t take gifts.”

“And yet, my brother keeps sending you things.” Hugh leans against the whitewashed wall and inspects his nails idly. “You prefer his gifts?”

“I’ve never taken a gift from him either. I always pay him back.” Of a sort.

Hugh raises an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“If you will be so good as to wait here”—I pronounce the words with fearsome purpose, smiling through gritted teeth—“I shall fetch the gown.”

“Keep it,” Hugh says, stepping away from the wall so he’s standing in my path. He’s still smiling, but it’s a trifle less jolly.

“No.” I tilt my chin and cross my arms over my chest. Ridiculous to be in a staring match with a prince, but Hugh never has been normal!

He matches my stare for a moment, eyes narrowing, before suddenly relaxing and moving aside with a shrug. “As you wish, Miss Smith.” He offers a disarming smile. “Perhaps another gift will suit you better. I’ve heard you’re fond of cheese.”

I dart around him and up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and nearly fall on top of Chemmy when I enter our room.

“The prince was here!” she says, eyes wide.

“Still is,” I grumble. “I’m making him take this back.”

“You can’t make princes do things, Hester!”

“Well, he can’t make me do things.” I gather the orange silk—farewell, you hideous creature, and may your vivid hue never again cross my vision!—and try to fold it back into the box it arrived in.

“You’d never make it as a dressmaker folding gowns like that,” Chemmy says. “Here, let me.”

She manages to get the offensive dress mostly tucked into the box. “Good enough,” I say, hefting it into my arms. “Thank you.”

I exit the room back to the narrow stairs, hoping I won’t trip and break my neck on the way down. “If this dress kills me, write to Lucas and tell him that the crown owes my family something,” I toss over my shoulder to Chemmy as I begin feeling my way down the stairs. The box is too big to see around, and my hands are too full to grope the walls to steady myself, so I mince my way, step by step. I am down to the last flight when a mouse scurries across the floor.

Now, I am not afraid of mice. Harmless little things, really, and cute enough in their own way. Rationally, I don’t mind them one bit.

Unfortunately, my rational mind is not in control at the moment.

The mouse startles me—so much that I leap aside with a yelp, which makes me miss the first step after the landing and hurtle headfirst down the remaining stairs, bumping and thumping and collecting bruises as I go.

But what’s worse than the indignity and worse than the bruises is the fact that Hugh catches me, arms wrapping around places I’d rather not have them and crushing my nose right into his top jacket button.

I’d rather have a broken neck.

“Why, Miss Smith! If you wanted my embrace, you only had to ask!” He chuckles and shifts his grip so that it’s less of a tackle and more of a snuggle.

Wonderful. Now I need a bath.

“You’re ruining the dress,” I grind out.

“I think you’re ruining the dress, jumping into my arms like that.”

“I did not jump into your arms! Let me go!”

Hugh sighs, but loosens his grip enough for me to wriggle away. I press the misshapen garment box into his arms.

“Thank you for the gown.”

“You loved it, I suppose.” Hugh leans back on his heels and smiles at me, all beneficence and goodwill.

I stare at him narrowly. “I’m never sure if you actually believe what you’re saying.”

“Always, Miss Smith, always! Well! Shall we dine together this evening?”

I raise a shoulder. “You’ll have to ask the mistress of the house if you want to eat here.”

“Oh, not here. I’d take you somewhere nice.” He grins.

I shiver. Something about all those teeth makes me uncomfortable. “I’m afraid I have chores.”

“You’re always working.” His grin turns to a pout. “It’s very inconvenient.”

“I didn’t work last evening, if you remember,” I say dryly. “And now I’m behind. If you’ll excuse me—” I make to curtsy and back down the hall, but Hugh’s hand darts out, catching me by the wrist.

“At least tell me you had a good time last night.”

“Didn’t I already thank you?”

“But you never said you had a good time.”

I sigh. “Will you let me go if I say it?”

Hugh’s smile returns. “I will.”

“I had a delightful time.” I roll my eyes. “There.”

“With me?”

“You didn’t specify that wording. Now release me, please.”

Hugh drops my wrist suddenly, chuckling to himself. “Clever girl,” he says, nodding.

“Well?” I say, shooing him toward the door. “Are you going to leave?”

“Rejected yet again!” He sighs with his whole body. “And now I must ride in the rain, too!”

“It’s not my fault it’s raining. You should get a covered carriage if you dislike it so much.”

“But I do so hate getting wet.”

I roll my eyes. “Do you want me to take your horse back to the palace and fetch you something warmer to ride in?”

It was supposed to be sarcastic.

Hugh brightens, standing straight once again. “Would you? Not as a favor. I’ll pay you.” He pats his pockets and pulls out a coin. It flashes toward me through the air; I manage to catch it between two fingers. “Erm, is a crown enough for now? And I’ll give you another once I’m home.”

“Two crowns?” I goggle. “I’d do it for a shilling. I can stay up late to finish my chores here.” I shove the coin in my own pocket, snatch my cloak back off the peg and sling it over my shoulders, droplets of rainwater flinging out from its folds. “Seems a bit too trusting of you, though.”

“What, are you planning on running away with Kelpie?” Hugh says, sauntering into the common room.

“She’s probably worth a fortune.”

Hugh sits down on a sofa and leans back, crossing one leg over the other. “You couldn’t steal something if you tried, Miss Smith. Actually,” he smiles, “I’d rather like to see you try. You’d be squirming like anything.”

“You shouldn’t goad me,” I say, tugging my mittens on. “If I’m not back in half an hour, you’ll know I’ve sold Kelpie to a cabbie and made off with my riches.”

Hugh leans his head back on the sofa and smiles a little absently at the gray ceiling, tapping a finger over his heart. “Try it. It would entertain me very much.”

I don’t waste time replying. Leaving Hugh in the common room, I step back out into the evening drizzle.

Kelpie and the phaeton are tied to a hitching post a few doors down; Mistress Mungon doesn’t have a post outside her place. I should’ve noticed her before, but I was too focused on keeping water out of my eyes. “I didn’t mean it,” I mutter to myself. “He should have a groom with him to do this sort of errand!”

Of course, if Hugh did have a groom, then the groom would be taking Kelpie to the palace and leaving me inside with Hugh—so I suppose I’m glad he doesn’t have one, after all.

I eye Kelpie dubiously. She nickers, rolling an eye at me. “Well, then.” I untie the reins from the hitching post and pat her shoulder. “Shall we be off?”

Hoisting myself into the phaeton is not a precisely graceful feat on my part. It’s a tall contraption, and my skirts are already damp and heavy and clinging to my bruised legs. I grasp the side of the phaeton and pull myself up, scrambling to get my leg over the high wheels.

A tapping sound pulls my attention back to the house, and I scowl at Hugh, who’s standing at the window and laughing. He’s getting a much more expansive view of my legs than I’d like him to have. Well, an entire crown is worth the embarrassment. My pouch of savings hasn’t grown much recently.

I finish shimmying onto the wet seat, finally managing to get myself upright, and snap the reins. Maneuvering the phaeton is different than the donkey-cart I’ve driven back on the farm, and Kelpie doesn’t want to cooperate; she turns left when I want her to go right, and leaps forward instead of stepping nicely, and generally proves to be a handful. I manage to get her down the alley, but just barely. Hugh’s amused face watches through the boardinghouse window. Kelpie whinnies when she sees her master, shaking her head and rearing up onto her hind legs. The reins rip from my grasp. I squeal and cling to my seat. “Hugh! Come get your blasted horse!”

Hugh takes no notice of my predicament, so there’s nothing for it but to hold tight and let Kelpie do what she wants. She whinnies again and darts out of the alley. A collection of pigeons scatter in front of her, so she veers sharply to the right. The side of the phaeton scrapes against a bricklayer’s shop, leaving a trail of black paint along the building.

Soggy fishmongers and dripping pedestrians yelp and dive out of the way as Kelpie continues her mad dash. The reins trail along the ground, too far away for me to reach, but maybe if she slows down I can somehow leap onto her back—

She doesn’t slow down. In fact, she seems to delight in running straight at people; I think she’s laughing at their terrified squeals. She barrels through a coffee-seller’s table—the same one I nearly ran into before, I note. “Pardon!” I yell to the angry woman picking up her pot. “I’ll pay you for it!”

I don’t know if she hears. Kelpie gallops helter-skelter down alleys and across streets, huffing and puffing. Once or twice the cursed animal looks back at me and rolls her eyes in an exaggerated sneer before diving directly into a puddle. The spray from the wheels arcs across anyone unlucky enough to be standing close, but at least she doesn’t trample anyone, so things could be worse.

They could be much better, too; for example, it would be nice if she were running toward the palace instead of away from it. Such a beautiful creature, and yet such a hellion!

“Kelpie!” I finally bellow. She turns down yet another winding alley. “Stop this, and I’ll get you an apple!” She twitches her head, so I lean forward on the seat and try again. “Two apples! And some warm oatmeal! I’ll make it myself!”

She slows her pace and looks over her shoulder. “I promise,” I snap. “If you take me back to the palace.”

She whinnies, then stops and paws the ground.

“I’m going to get out and make sure you didn’t hurt yourself on that coffee stand,” I say. A raindrop rolls off my nose. “No treats if you run away!”

Her nicker is surprisingly conversational, as if she’s agreeing to the terms. I squint at her, suspicious of this sudden acquiescence. “I should’ve offered oatmeal earlier.” She whinnies her agreement, and I slide out of the high seat. The sharp sound of tearing fabric makes me wince; a wet ribbon of calico, previously part of my skirt, is now dangling as a sort of pennant from a nail on the side of the phaeton. “Perhaps it will become the new fashion,” I mutter. Kelpie stands still as I walk around her, checking her legs and hooves. Satisfied that the only injuries were to the coffee-cart and my dress, I grab the reins and hoist myself back up into the phaeton.

“Do you know the way back to the palace? Or do I need to direct you?”

Kelpie huffs and tosses her head before turning back the way we came. I don’t really trust this Folk-blasted creature, but she seems reasonable now that I’ve promised her a snack, so I let her trot where she wants.

“One crown,” I muse, brushing at my mud-splattered skirt. “Minus a penny for a couple of apples, one for the pot of oats”—Kelpie neighs her approval—“three more to have this dress laundered, and the rest for the coffee-woman.” I sigh and wipe rainwater out of my eyes. “So much for tucking it all away!”

Kelpie makes quick time getting back to the palace now, heading straight up the avenue and to the stables with an expectant whine. “I didn’t know horses could whine.” I slide down in a soggy mess of dripping skirt and muddy stockings. She replies with another whine, louder, and a stomp of her foot. “I’m getting it, I’m getting it!”

A middle-aged groom appears, eyebrows raising when he sees me.

“His Highness Prince Fitzhugh is at a boardinghouse,” I say primly, pretending I look like a respectable messenger instead of a dingy gremlin. I give the groom the directions. “He would like a carriage to come fetch him so he can stay dry.”

The groom rubs a hand over his chin, mustache quivering with an emotion that is probably not flattering to my own self.

“At once,” I add.

His lips quirk, but he nods. “I’ll get one prepared for His Highness immediately,” he says in a friendly tenor, “and get Kelpie rubbed down.” I pretend not to notice the way he eyes my bedraggled skirts. “You can return to—wherever it is you’ve come from.”

Kelpie lets out an earsplitting whinny. I wince. “I’m afraid I bribed her with some apples and a bowl of warm oatmeal.”

“I can get her some apples, miss, but oatmeal?” The groom rubs his chin again.

“Warm. I suppose there is a pot somewhere I could borrow—?”

“Uh—I’ll see to the horse, miss—” the groom begins, but Kelpie stamps a front foot, neighing in a way I take to be disagreement.

“I promised her,” I say. I give the horse a tentative pat on her soggy shoulder. “I’ll be right back with that, Kelpie.”

I leave the groom gaping behind me and stalk through the stables. Out of all the foolish things I’ve done recently, promising a horse that I would make her warm oatmeal—! I sigh, pushing back the hood from my cloak so I can shake my wet curls. I find the office of the stable master, who remembers me—I suppose that is not a good thing—and although he twitches his long nose when I explain my errand, he directs me to the stable kitchen, where I find a pot and a fire easily enough. I hope the water boils quickly; Kelpie’s impatient screeches are echoing through the building, and I’m afraid she’ll start biting innocent grooms if I take too long.
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“Your Majesty. Your Highness.” Rodering bows, first to Mother, then to me. We are in Mother’s sitting room, going over wedding plans. I’ve tried to tell her that I’m not yet engaged, but she insists on getting ahead. She stops lecturing me on the importance of seating arrangements to nod at my servant.

“Forgive the interruption, but there is a young lady in the stables making oatmeal for a horse.” Rodering’s voice betrays no emotion. Mother raises an eyebrow.

“Oatmeal for a horse?” I repeat.

“Your Highness has asked to be appraised of the young lady’s activities.” Rodering coughs demurely. I flush.

“Why, Ingelbert.” Mother strokes the cat on her lap. “You never told me you were appraising a young lady!”

I am careful not to make eye contact with her. “I’m not,” I say. “I’ve just been trying to make sure Hugh doesn’t injure her.”

“Ah, Hugh’s girl.”

I don’t like Mother’s tone. “She’s not his.”

Mother smiles one of those close-lipped smiles that expresses a great deal. I flush again. She speaks to Rodering. “What does this young lady look like?”

“She has primarily been described this evening as filthy and wet, Your Majesty.”

“On other occasions?”

Rodering looks at me apologetically. I shrink down into my seat while he answers Mother. “Black hair, thin, very curious.”

Mother hmms in satisfaction. “Hugh’s girl, to be sure.” Her eyes gleam. “I suppose he knows you’re—what did you say? Appraising her?”

I rise stiffly. “Hugh has caused her a deal of trouble. I feel it is our family’s responsibility to help.”

“How thoughtful of you.” Mother taps her fingertips together. “It’s always wise to repay debts.” The cat on her lap stretches and mews, and Mother scratches its chin. “Very well, then.” She turns her blue eyes on me and I squirm. “Go see to your young lady.”

I hesitate. Rodering still stands at the door stoically. “Does she need assistance? You said she’s making oatmeal?” I ask.

“For a horse, yes.”

I don’t see why I should get involved. Whatever Miss Flanders is doing here, it’s really not my business.

On the other hand, I’m very tired of discussing seating charts for a wedding that may never happen.

I bow to Mother. She’s still giving me that unsettling smile. “I shall return in a moment.”

“Do not rush on my account.” Her eyes glimmer. “I find this a very interesting development.”

I bow again and hurry away. Nothing is developing, but there’s no use arguing with Mother.

Rodering informs me with a muttering cough that Miss Flanders is in the stable kitchen. Servants scurry to get out of the way as I stride down the halls and dash out into the rain.

I confess that I’ve spent little time in the stable kitchen. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve ever been in there before, but I find my way to it easily enough now. Grooms bow and look at each other with raised eyebrows when I pause in the doorway.

Miss Flanders stoops with her back to me, witchily stirring a cauldron over an open fire. I run a hand down my face. “Please tell me you aren’t brewing some potion in here.”

She jumps and spins to face me. Her soggy clothes fling raindrops across the room, and some hit the cauldron with a fizzle.

“Oh! Lucas!” Her face is bright red from the heat of the fire. “I didn’t mean for you to be here!”

“A pleasure to see you as well, Miss Flanders.” A smile twitches my lips. I step into the room and look her up and down. She’s rather less polished than she was at the ball last night, wet bodice clinging to her skin, skirt torn and muddy, and standing in a puddle that’s dripped from her clothes. Less polished, but no less charming. I swallow.

She laughs. “Is it really? You’re a very good liar, Your Highness, which is a relief! I’d curtsy, but I think I’d spray you with mud.”

“Is there an explanation for—this?” I ask, gesturing vaguely to the whole of her.

“It’s Hugh’s fault,” she says, as if that explains anything. “I need to get Kelpie some oatmeal before she breaks something.”

I run my hand over my face again. “Should I ask why, or should I just tell you to ask the cooks for some?”

“I’m afraid I promised her I’d make it myself.”

“Her?”

“Kelpie.”

“Does the horse care who makes it?” I ask hesitantly.

Hester purses her lips in a pretty pout. A strand of black hair is plastered to her forehead, and my fingers itch to brush it away. “That thing is no horse. I’d bet my left leg that she’s one of the Folk in disguise, or at least cursed.”

I shove my hands in my pockets. “Ah, of course. One of our horses is actually a faerie.”

“One of these days you’re going to wish you’d taken them more seriously,” Hester scolds. She turns to the fire again to resume her stirring.

I glance around the kitchen. Several other stable hands are at work, pretending not to listen to our conversation. I draw closer to Miss Flanders. “I confess, I’m still confused about all this, Miss Flanders.”

“Hugh gave me a crown for bringing Kelpie back here.” She frowns. “Maybe that’s why she was so worked up. The Folk do hate rain, you know.”

“Naturally.” I sniff. Something’s burning. From the corner of my eye, I see one of the other stable hands jump and frantically scrape the bottom of his pot; too busy listening and not busy enough stirring, I presume. I hide my smile. “And where is Hugh?”

“I left him at my boardinghouse—I hope it’s not rude to say that I wish he didn’t know where I live! I’m nearly ready to move!”

“Do you need help finding new lodgings?”

Hester clicks her tongue at me. “Really, Your Highness! You should stop offering to help all the time! Someone will take you up on it someday, and then you’ll be in a bind.”

“It won’t be you, at any rate.” I lean against the stone wall to peer into the oatmeal pot. It’s gray and lumpy; I don’t think Miss Flanders’ gifts lie in the culinary direction. I hope faerie-cursed horses have different tastes than I do.

Miss Flanders sniffs. “One of the Folk will wander through this city, and you’ll make some silly promise to help them, and then do you know what will happen?” She brandishes her dirty spoon at me. “Then you’ll start feeling a heartache, and it will get worse and worse until you either keep your promise or die, and then Hugh will be the next king, and we’ll all be doomed.”

I don’t hide my smile this time. “You’ve got oatmeal on your nose.” I push away from the wall reluctantly. Miss Flanders doesn’t need anything from me, so it would be foolish to linger here. “But I don’t think you need to worry so much,” I add. “You assume I wouldn’t keep my promises.”

Miss Flanders wipes her nose with the back of her hand, flinging more oatmeal against the wall as she does so. I dart out of the way.

“You should still be more careful.” She gives the oatmeal a final stir and begins to scoop it into a shallow plate.

“You’ll take tea before you go,” I say. “And I’ll order a carriage for you.” With all the water she’s dripped onto the floor, I’m surprised that her gown can still be so wet. I narrow my eyes at her. “You won’t sneak off if I take my leave?”

Miss Flanders looks up at me innocently. “You wound me.”

This is not a promise, but I really shouldn’t stay any longer. Mother’s still waiting for me, and I hear grooms whispering in the doorway. “I’m telling the stable master,” I say, “so he’ll keep an eye on you.”

“Very kind of you, Your Highness.” Miss Flanders purses her lips and blows on the oatmeal to cool it. Her dancing eyes meet mine.

I really shouldn’t stay. With a sigh and a bow, I bid her goodnight.
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Lucas is kind—too kind. And too trusting. Of course I’m going to sneak away.

The stable master thinks I’m taking tea in the kitchen, and the kitchen hands think I’m off to find a carriage, and instead I creep back through the stables and down the drive. I hear the rattle of Hugh’s carriage coming and sink into the shadows of the trees until he passes. I don’t want to see him again, even if he did promise a second crown.

The sun’s gone down by now, and the rain, getting sleepy, has slowed to a fine mist. The gaslights turn the drops into shimmering halos and the puddles into twinkling mirrors. I pick my way down the wet drive, turning a coin between my fingers. An obliging groom had broken the crown for me, so I could leave a few pennies to pay for Kelpie’s treats, and the rest jingle in my pocket. How I wish I could keep them! If only I could march straight back to Mistress Mungon’s and tuck them under my mattress!

But that broken coffee-cart haunts my mind, and I can’t convince myself that it wasn’t all my fault. If I’d held the reins tighter—or not attempted the drive at all!—it never would have happened. I didn’t get a good view of the damage, distracted as I was, so I don’t know if the coffee-woman will be able to fix it easily or not at all, and I can’t go home until I at least try to make amends. Though it’s past sundown, I still have a bit of time before Mistress Mungon will bolt her doors and scold me for flouting curfew.

I shouldn’t be surprised to find the coffee-woman gone from her normal corner, but I look around in dismay, anyhow. The only evidence is a lingering aroma of roasted beans and a scattering of wicked splinters from the cart. A teenaged fishmonger with a mop of red hair stands under a gaslight on the other side of the street, halfheartedly advertising his wares. I’m not sure why he’s still out; I doubt anyone wants a day-old trout for a bedtime snack. But he might know something about the coffee-woman, so I cross the street to talk to him. I try to breathe shallowly as I sidle up; the aroma is a sad change.

“Salmon, miss?” The lanky boy asks in a monotone voice. His eyes are not very hopeful.

“Oh, no thank you,” I say, ignoring the greenish array before him. I don’t like fish at the best of times, and these certainly are not the best of times. I smile and hope he won’t notice that I’m only breathing through my mouth. “You don’t know where the coffee-seller’s gone, do you?”

He sighs. “Just like everyone else.” He looks at his sad wares. “No one buys my fish. Just want coffee. I’ve a nice selection of trout here, miss.”

The trout are not what I’d describe as nice, but I suppose he does have a selection: foul or fouler. “I don’t need fish or coffee,” I say. “I just need to know where the woman is. I have something of hers.”

“Sure you don’t want fish, miss? Did you see my eel?” He has such a pitiful voice.

I rub my temples. “If you can tell me where the coffee-woman is, I’ll buy a fish,” I say with a sigh.

He perks up slightly. “Salmon?”

I study the cart with distaste. The salmon looks at me with a glassy eye. “Fine.”

“I don’t know where she is,” the boy says as he begins wrapping the pungent creature in a wrinkled piece of newspaper. “Two pennies.”

“Two?” I blink.

“One, then.” He sighs and slumps again.

I hate spending even that, but I retrieve the coin from my pocket and trade it for the salmon with a queasy resignation. “You really don’t know where she is?”

The boy takes his time replying, wiping his hands down his gray trousers and looking off into the distance. I close my eyes and exhale—a mistake, because then I have to inhale, and I sputter on the piscatory fumes.

“You can ask at the tavern on Lark Street,” he finally says, while I cough. “That’s her old man’s place.”

I turn away with half-choked thanks. The odor lingers around me—probably, I realize with despair, because I am now carrying a semi-rotten salmon. How nice.

Lark Street is not too far away, and the late hour means there are no crowds to elbow through, although I do have to dodge several piles of fresh horse droppings. The cabs never sleep.

The outside of the tavern has a sign adorned with a bright red—well, what is it? I stop in the middle of the street to tilt my head and squint. Is it meant to be a cow?

I push open the door, and the hinges only squeak a little as I step into the dim interior. I enjoy the odor of ale and warm meat pie until I catch a whiff of my salmon. My inhale turns into a choking wheeze. Laborers sit at scattered tables, enjoying the aforescented ale and pies, and no one pays me any mind as I pick my way through to the bar.

“Excuse me,” I call to the large man pouring mugs of ale behind the counter.

He looks up, shaggy gray hair flopping into his eyes, and nods. “Welcome to the Red Lark. Wanting some ale, miss?”

That sign is supposed to be a lark? I suppose I should have guessed from the street name—

“Miss?”

“Oh,” I say, trying to recover my thoughts. “No, thank you. I’m just looking for the woman who sells coffee.”

“Too small to hold your liquor, hey?” The bartender sets the full mugs on a tray and scoots out around the bar to deliver them to tables. “She’s in the back. I’ll fetch her for you.”

I sink to a stool to wait for him, laying the salmon on the counter.

Then I pick it up again, because this looks like a clean tavern, and I hate to contaminate it with this thing.

The man makes his rounds and delivers the ale, then disappears through a swinging door to what I presume is the kitchen. Sure enough, the coffee-woman herself appears a few moments later, carrying another tray of pies.

“You!” she cries when she sees me across the tavern. “You’re the girl who ruined my cart!”

Every head turns to look at me.

I slide off the stool and try to look disarming. “I really am sorry about that. I brought payment—”

She doesn’t pause to hear my offer, just shakes a long finger at me. I’m impressed she can balance that heavy tray of pies with only one hand, but I suppose I should be paying more attention to what she’s saying and less to her forearm strength.

“You should be thrown in prison! Ruined my whole cart with that demon-horse, you did!”

“So you don’t think she’s a natural horse, either! I’m almost sure she’s Folk-cursed!” I say.

This does not impress the woman. She sets her tray of meat pies on the nearest table with a thud and storms across the tavern to me.

I dig around in my pocket for the remainder of my coins. “I brought this as soon as I could—”

She dashes them out of my hand. I wince at the sound of coins scattering across the floor.

“It’s not enough!” she spits. “My cart is ruined!”

“I don’t suppose you’d want this?” I offer up the salmon.

Her inarticulate splutter convinces me that she does not want the salmon, and the way her arms snake out to grab me convinces me that she’s not really amenable to my offer at all.

Well, I’ve done what I could; now it is time for me to leave. I dart backward, narrowly avoiding her snatching fingers, and hurry to the exit.

“Stop her!” she cries, and a man with a straw hat—indoors! How uncouth!—leans my way, but I bend and dodge past the tables before anyone can get me. I very much doubt either the woman or her old man are going to shrug and say “Oh well,” so I make an immediate run for it. By the sound of it, the entire tavern crowd pours out into the darkness to pursue me.

Leaving their pies to get cold! Clearly, our priorities are not in alignment!

I pump my arms and run, turning the corner and hoping that I can get a bit of a lead. If I’m lucky, the misty fog will obscure me. Behind me, angry voices shout something that sounds like “Beef! Beef! Stop her!”

I presume that interpretation is not accurate.

“I paid the debt!” I yell back. A bystander gapes at me, and probably at the crowd of people chasing me, too. “I don’t have anything else to give!” Besides the salmon, of course, which is still dangling from my hand. The fish’s moisture has seeped through the newspaper, fusing it to my skin with a pungent wetness, and I fear I shall never be rid of the odor.

Either they do not hear, or they do not care, for the sound of pounding feet continues. I dart around another corner and dive down a dingy alley lined with barrels and refuse. I don’t slow until I topple into a fence, too tall for me to vault. Gasping, I check behind me; no one’s following me yet. The fog will only hide me so much, though, so I pry the lid off one of the rickety barrels leaning against one side of the alley. A mangy tomcat hisses at me from the shadows.

“Nice kitty,” I try. I’ve never cared for cats; he must sense this, for he hisses again and creeps nearer. I toss another glance down the alley. I can’t retreat—I’ll run right into the arms, or the fists, of the coffee-woman’s cronies.

The salmon—bless the fishboy and his salmon! I lob it toward the fence, and the tomcat pounces after it. While he rips through the soggy paper, I clamber into the barrel and pull the lid back over me as well as I can.

The scent of pickle brine washes over me, and I press a hand—not the one that held the salmon—over my mouth to keep from spluttering. A thick layer of sludge lines the bottom of the barrel, seeping into my shoes and soaking my skirt.

Well, I needed to wash this dress, anyhow.

I hunker down, breathing as shallowly as possible. From outside, a clattering noise grows closer, resolving after a moment into voices and thudding footsteps.

“Eh, there’s ’er fish,” sounds in a man’s voice. I imagine him pointing to the tomcat, and hope that the cat bites his ankle.

“Think she went over the fence?” A second voice, reedier, speaks, and footsteps pass me. “It’s pretty high.”

“She must’ve,” the first voice says. “I’ll boost you over.”

A series of grunts, then a heavy thud. “I think these are her footsteps,” the reedy voice calls. “She got over somehow.”

Bless whoever hopped that fence and left footsteps earlier. Possibly a real pickpocket, come to think of it, but I’m not currently in a place to criticize.

I hear a grunt, the tomcat’s hiss, and the scramble of legs against the fence as the first speaker follows his reedy friend over. Their voices fade away, and I let out a shaky breath. I can’t get out yet, though. They might come back this way, and even if they don’t, I have nowhere to go until I’m sure they’ve given up the search. My back is already protesting this position, and I feel the slow creep of pickle brine permeating my skirt.

I wait, and wait, and wait, but the men don’t come back through the alley. After a while, the tomcat jumps on top of the barrel with a purr, jamming the lid down further. I hear the sounds of his self-satisfied personal grooming above me.

“You should be nicer to me after I fed you,” I whisper through the briny wood. The cat makes no reply.

I count my woes. My neck may have a permanent crook, my dress is streaked with vinegary sludge, my landlady will have a fierce lecture for me, my friend will be forced to smell this pickley gown all night, and I am very hungry. I’d cry, but really this is too ridiculous! A hysterical giggle pushes itself out.

I hope those men don’t come back down this alley, because a giggling pickle-barrel is probably not something they would overlook.
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I stay in the alley for a long time after my hysterics subside, then sneak out of the barrel and limp back home. My teeth are chattering and I’m wet down to my underthings; I know I smell, too, but my nose seems to have ceased functioning. A small mercy.

I stand on the stoop and pound on the boardinghouse door—gently at first, and then with increasing urgency. I glance from side to side, hoping no unsavory characters are wandering through the alley to see my helplessness.

“Mistress Mungon!” My cry finally has an effect. Slow footsteps sound from the other side of the door. I cross my arms in front of my chest and shiver. All I want to do is peel off these freezing things and crawl into bed, but I’m hideously behind on chores. At least scrubbing floors will warm me up.

The bolt scrapes in the lock, and the door swings inward. A frowning Mistress Mungon stands inside, wearing a dressing gown and holding a candle. “Miss Flanders! Do you have any idea what time it is?”

“No, ma’am, but I’ll explain everything when I’m inside.” Or at least most things. I really haven’t had time to analyze my interaction with Lucas; I’ll keep that to myself for now.

Mistress Mungon snorts, but steps aside so I can enter.

“I’ll get right to mopping,” I say, aware of the mess I’m dragging in. “I know I missed last—”

“I’m giving you your final warning,” Mistress Mungon interrupts.

“Warning?”

“You know I run a respectable house, Miss Flanders. I won’t have the prince’s—what is that smell?”

“The prince’s what?” I say.

She wrinkles her nose and shakes her head. “You’ve been out past curfew thrice now.”

“It won’t happen again.”

“It better not,” she says, shaking one fat finger at me. “If you choose to accept the prince’s favor in exchange for your—for your maidenhood, I suppose that is your business! But you’ll be finding another place to stay!”

I open my mouth, close it again. “It’s not like that, Mistress Mungon,” I finally squeak. “I’ve not done anything indiscrete.” I was almost kissed by Hugh in a dark corner, and then I almost kissed Lucas in a well-lit entry hall, but almost kissing isn’t the same as actually kissing. And tonight I was making oatmeal—for a horse—and then trying to do my duty toward an injured merchant—the very opposite of indiscretion, in my opinion!

“Not done anything yet, maybe,” Mistress Mungon stresses. She sniffs, makes a face, and backs away from me. “And it won’t be under my roof when he—gets what he wants.”

If I weren’t so cold, and so miserable, and so annoyed at Hugh—in short, if I were in a better mood, I wouldn’t roll my eyes. Unfortunately, I do. “You don’t actually think I’d try to take the prince to bed here.”

This is the wrong thing to say.

Mistress Mungon pulls herself up taller. “Is there a problem with my house?”

“Of course not. I just don’t think the prince would be interested in visiting one of the bedrooms in a place like this—”

“And what kind of place is this, exactly?” Mistress Mungon’s tone increases in shrillness.

I wave a hand, hoping to calm her. “It’s a perfectly fine place,” I say, “for someone like me! But it’s not very—well—grand!”

“I didn’t know pig-girls from Lower Splott needed a grand bed!” The calming hand trick was not effective, judging by the amount of stresses in Mistress Mungon’s sentence. Really, to emphasize that many individual words weakens the overall meaning of the sentence—but now is not the time to quibble over diction.

“I don’t need anything nicer—the prince is used to much finer places, is all I meant!”

“Are you embarrassed for him to see you here?”

I stare at Mistress Mungon. “I thought you didn’t want him to see me here?”

“Since you’re so ashamed of this place—”

“I’m not ashamed!” I attempt.

“—you can find a grander house to entertain your visitors!”

“I’m not going to entertain anyone,” I protest again, but it’s too late. Mistress Mungon grabs the broom leaning in the corner and begins muttering to herself as she spreads my rainwater and pickle brine all over the hall. “The bedrooms here are perfectly adequate! Quite respectable!”

“You’re getting the broom terribly muddy!” I try to stop her, but she pushes me aside.

“In my day, girls could entertain a caller in a simple place! Not anymore, I see!”

“I don’t want to entertain Hugh in any place!”

“Bedrooms are fine! Parlor is fine! Not grand enough, she says!”

I sigh. “Perhaps I could go do the washing up in the kitchen, and we can revisit this conversation in the morning.”

“Out!” Mistress Mungon says, not even looking at me while she points to the door.

“Or I could scrub the floor while you get some rest?”

“I’ll scrub my own floors! You can just go run back to your young man and let him know you want a grander home for your seductions!”

“I could ask him to return and take tea with us tomorrow,” I say through gritted teeth, “so we can all enjoy the fine accommodations you have here.”

“Out, out, out!”

“But Mistress Mungon—”

“Out!”

“I don’t have any of my things—”

“Two minutes! Then I want you out!” Mistress Mungon waves the broom at me, flinging fine droplets of mud over the whitewashed walls.

“Please, I think—”

“Now it’s one minute!”

I groan and race up the stairs.

Chemmy meets me when I’m halfway up, her bare toes peeking out beneath her nightgown and her eyes round as saucers. “I was listening over the banister,” she says. “Oh, what is that smell?”

“So you heard Mistress Mungon throwing me out because I said this bedroom wasn’t nice enough to tempt Prince Hugh to sleep here?”

“You really shouldn’t have said that,” Chemmy says.

“I know that now.” She follows me into the bedroom, and I look around helplessly, blinking back tears. “I don’t know where else to go.”

“Ungus and his mother will let you stay for the night. Don’t take everything, though. I’m sure Mistress Mungon will let you back tomorrow when she settles down.”

“I doubt it.” I grab my extra gown and a clean pair of stockings and stuff them into a sack that Chemmy holds out for me. “Sorry I’m dripping all over the floor.”

“What happened to you, anyway?”

My sigh is more of a growl. “Hugh.”

“Hugh!” Chemmy gasps. “Did he tear your dress? Did he—hurt you?”

“Shh! Everyone will hear you!” I fish under the bed for my too-flat money sack. “It wasn’t like that,” I say, echoing the protest I made to Mistress Mungon. “Nothing untoward. He just has a way of messing things up, I mean.” My fingers graze the book from Lucas. I slip it in with the rest of my possessions. If things get really bad, I can sell it. The thought makes my heart twist.

A sharp rapping catches our attention. “One more minute, Miss Flanders! And I’ll thank you to be out!” Mistress Mungon’s squawk is loud enough to wake the entire house. I wince at the sound of floorboards creaking and doors swinging on their hinges. The other residents want to catch the drama.

“I’ll come with you,” Chemmy offers.

“No, don’t. It’s too wet; you might catch cold.” I hope my grin looks less ghoulish than it feels. “I’ll give Ungus your regards, though.”

She blushes and hands me the basket from Lucas.

“Chemmy!” I say, peering inside. “You didn’t even eat any of the cheese!”

“You need it more than I do.”

“You’re a darling.” I put my small sack of things into the basket and sigh. “I’d hug you, but you really don’t want to touch this sludge.”

“Go straight to Ungus,” Chemmy instructs. “I’ll meet you tomorrow before work. I want to hear everything.”

Another screech floats up to us, gentle as a hawk with a mouse, and I shrug ruefully. “Tomorrow,” I promise, and head back downstairs.

Mistress Mungon, still grumbling, points me to the door. I don’t say anything as I walk out; I don’t want to cry. She slams the door behind me, the bolt making a decided thud as it locks into place. I stand on the stoop and stare gloomily out into the murky darkness, my only light the gas lamp at the end of the alley.

All is still. Wise people are home in bed right now.

Clearly, I am not wise, which is why I must trudge back down the alley, step by squelching step.

Where did I go so wrong? Have I been cursed, or am I just the greatest fool this city has ever seen? I’ve had nothing but bad luck since I went to that ball—since I met Hugh. My trembling fingers sneak up to touch the ward charm hanging around my neck. I’ll ask Mum to send some fresh folkbane, just in case.
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LUCAS


I finished the letter.

I stayed up late last night, working on it, Mother’s talk of wedding arrangements ringing in my ears and the smell of charred oatmeal lingering in my memory. I wish—I wish—

It doesn’t matter.

Although I wrote three drafts, the letter still feels wrong, somehow. Well, no one expects me to be romantic. I made the offer, and that’s all that is required of me.

Or, I will make the offer once I send the letter. It’s still in my breast pocket.

I pat the pocket in question and am reassured to hear the faint crinkle of the envelope. I’ll send it soon, just … not yet. If I wait, I might think of a better way to word everything, make it sound less awkward and stilted. I’m sure Hugh would gladly give me advice; if I thought it would be good advice, maybe I’d ask him.

As if on cue, my brother appears. While I’ve spent the day in meetings with Father and the council of Lords, discussing various economic matters and pointedly not wondering how Miss Flanders is, Hugh’s been doing who-knows-what, and only shows up once I am finally settled in the library with a cup of tea.

“Blasted cold out there,” he says, blustering into the room and stomping over to the fire. His nose is red from the chill. I glance toward the window, where the sky is already dark, although yesterday’s rain finally broke.

“What were you doing out?”

“I rode down to Miss Smith’s house.” He rubs his hands together and blows on his fingers to warm them.

I sip my tea. “After how you treated her yesterday?” Rodering told me that Miss Flanders had, indeed, snuck off without either her tea or her carriage. I should’ve stayed with her and seen that she was taken care of.

“I thought you’d tell me to leave her alone again.” He turns so his back is to the fire, clasping his hands behind him. “Or perhaps ask me how it went.” He wiggles an eyebrow.

I ignore this.

“Well, since you won’t ask, I’ll tell you. She wasn’t there.”

“How disappointing for you.”

“Wasn’t it? I had such high hopes for a pleasant evening.”

A muscle jumps in my jaw. “I thought she’d made her feelings for you clear.”

“I can persuade her.” Hugh winks. “Anyhow, she wasn’t there, and her landlady said she’d moved on, so I don’t know where to find her now.”

“She what?” I sit forward in my chair. Tea sloshes over the side of my cup and scalds my knee. “Moved on?”

“I knew you’d be interested! Yes, just left last night. Very strange!” He sighs. “And now how shall I ever get to kiss her?”

“Her landlady didn’t tell you why she left?”

Hugh shrugs a shoulder. “I didn’t ask.”

“Or where she was going?”

“I didn’t ask that either.”

“Very helpful.” I stand and pace across the room, uneasy. Miss Flanders is lively, impulsive; she’d even mentioned wanting to find a new home. But to leave so unexpectedly? I shake my head. Something seems wrong. I’ll have Rodering send scouts throughout the city, looking for her. And then—

Well, and what then?

I run a hand through my hair.

If Miss Flanders wants my help with whatever she’s facing, she can ask for it. And if she doesn’t want it, I have no business chasing her down, wherever she is. The letter in my pocket, with its clumsy proposal of marriage to Princess Islabetta, rustles as I pace.

Miss Flanders is not my duty.

Except—

Isn’t she a citizen of the land? Doesn’t she deserve my care?

And isn’t she, in some small way, my friend? Can I leave her wandering?

And do I not love her?

My feet still beneath me.

Do I not love her?

My heart beats erratically.

I cannot—I should not—I must not love Miss Flanders. To love her would be inappropriate, injudicious, undutiful, irresponsible.

I’ve stopped my pacing and stand, gazing blankly at the shelves of the library, teeth grinding together so hard I can hear them. From the corner of my vision, I notice Hugh smirking, and I force my face into a neutral expression. “Excuse me,” I say. I must speak to Rodering; he can organize some men to search for Miss Flanders. And then, once I know she’s safe—

I’ll decide what to do about the rest later.














[image: image-placeholder]





I didn’t go to Ungus after all. I stood outside the butcher shop, biting my lip and thumbing through my money bag. He’d have let me stay, even if his mother scowled, but it would have been asking for help. I couldn’t do it.

Instead, I wandered to a particularly shabby inn—The Wet Og, according to the faded sign hanging crookedly above the door. I presume a letter is missing, but whether it was originally Dog or Hog is anyone’s guess. Neither sound inviting to me, but what do I know about naming public houses?

I’ve been here two nights, but I plan to find another boardinghouse today; the inn charges nearly twice as much as I paid Mistress Mungon.

I absently pass a hand over my heart and readjust my sack over my shoulder as I make my way through the bustling streets from the inn to Mistress Corthope’s. I take a long way round so I can avoid the coffee-woman’s corner. Chemmy waits at the end of Willowby Street, brows furrowed as she watches the crowds. I wave, and she hurries to meet me, although her face doesn’t brighten.

“You really should stay with Ungus,” she begins, looking me up and down for any sign of ill-usage by the other occupants of the inn.

“I have a door with a lock,” I say. “You can stop worrying so much about me.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Prince Fitzhugh came looking for you yesterday.”

“I hope Mistress Mungon asked him if he’d like to tour the bedrooms,” I say, with only a little bit of spite.

“He was very put out to find you gone.”

I sniff. “I’m sure.”

“And you have a letter.” Chemmy pulls a slightly-bent envelope from a pocket. I take it eagerly, recognizing the handwriting.

“It’s from Mum!” It’s been weeks since I heard from them. I step further off to the side of the street, out of the way of traffic, so I can slit it open with a fingernail—dirty, I notice; it’s about time I had a bath.

Thoughts of baths fade when I scan the scrawled lines.

Chemmy places a hand on my arm when I gasp. “What is it?”

“Fire.” My stomach falls to my toes. “Started in the sty and spread to the house. Dad—Dad …” I stare unseeing at the passing crowds, and the letter flutters out of my limp fingers. Chemmy catches it from the air.

“Oh, Hester.” She rubs my arm, a soothing, grounding sensation. “I’m so sorry. Is he—?”

I shake myself and catch a shuddering breath. “Hurt, but not …” My voice trails off, unwilling to say the worst. I take the letter back and read it once more, slowly, absorbing the news. Dad saved the herd, but at what cost to himself? I wish Mum went into more detail; she must’ve written in haste. Sty demolished, house half-charred, Dad injured … “She needs me to come back.” I bite my lip.

“Of course,” Chemmy says. “What can I do to help?”

My laugh is bitter; it shouldn’t be. Chemmy doesn’t deserve my bitterness. “You can’t.” I refold the letter and tuck it in my pocket. “I don’t have a way to repay you.”

“For goodness’ sake,” Chemmy mutters. “Can’t you, just once, accept that I’m not trying to trap you, or whatever it is you think your faeries do, and let me help—”

“No!” I wince at the hurt in Chemmy’s eyes. “That’s—that’s just not how we do things.”

“The way you do things is wrong, Hester!”

“You need to save for your wedding to Ungus,” I say, forcing cheer into my voice. “Which you must write and tell me all about.”

“Write—you don’t mean to stay in Ramsfeldshire that long?” A milk cart comes rumbling over the cobblestones, so Chemmy steps closer as she speaks.

“It depends how Dad is,” I say quietly. “I’ll just have to see.” I take her hand and squeeze it. “You’ve been a better friend than I deserve, Chemmy.”

“Oh, Hester.” Chemmy wraps her arms around me. “I could help with—”

I sink into her embrace for a moment, but shake my head when she says help. “You don’t get it. Help isn’t an option. We have to do it on our own, or die trying.”

“You don’t get it, Hester.” Chemmy pulls away, frustration dancing across her features. “You don’t have to do it on your own. There are no faeries here waiting to bargain your soul away.”

My hand snakes to the warding charm I wear around my neck. “You don’t know that. Ungus’ mother, for example, seems malevolent.” My attempt at humor works; Chemmy makes a noise somewhere between a giggle and a sob, and then she pulls me to her fiercely. “You need to get to work.” I dash a hand across my eyes. I’m not crying; it’s just a bit of dust, is all. “And I need to wrap everything up before—before I leave.”

“Will you leave today?”

“If I can,” I say. “I’ll write when I get there so you won’t worry.”

“I’ll worry anyhow,” Chemmy says.

“Come visit on your wedding-tour,” I say. “I’ll feed you fresh cheese and you’ll never want to leave.”

“I’ll tell Ungus to take me, if he ever gets around to offering.” Chemmy tries to smile, but it’s not quite convincing.

“Well. Good-bye for now, then.”

“Good-bye, Hester.”

A final embrace, and Chemmy disappears reluctantly down Willowby Street. I wipe my hand over my eyes, sparing just a moment to mourn, well, everything.
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The first thing is to collect my wages from Mistress Corthope; she grumbles and grouses, but hands them over. To my surprise, Jinna even says she’s sorry I’m leaving and wishes me well. I secure the money in my pocket and turn my thoughts to what else I must do before catching a coach.

My worldly possessions are already in the sack slung over my shoulder; Mistress Mungon’s temperamental eviction worked in my favor, after all. There’s nothing left for me to do but leave—but the thought feels wrong. Something tugs at me, a sense that I’ve left something unfinished, something unpaid. I tick through recent interactions: who has done me a favor? What have I accepted?

I hadn’t expected this about the city: so many people are kind—despite Mistress Corthope’s stinginess and Mistress Mungon’s somewhat crazed fear that I’d try to seduce a prince under her roof—that it’s difficult to keep track of debts and favors. Too many friends are willing to help: Chemmy, Ungus, my fellow boarders, Lucas. Especially Lucas. I have a sort of ache deep in my chest, which must mean I owe something to someone, but I don’t know who it is. Does my conscience still smite me about the coffee-woman? Did Lucas do too much for me? Or has Chemmy helped me in ways I didn’t even notice?

Maybe this longing is not related to a debt at all, but only my heart whispering its desire to stay here. Foolish. I tuck my head down and force my feet toward the station. Ramsfeldshire has no rail service yet, but I have enough money to purchase a fare for the fastest stagecoach; I could be home as early as tomorrow afternoon.

Still, that nagging, that tugging, that feeling that I must turn around—I must return to the palace—

The moment the thought flows through my mind, I scoff and walk faster. To the palace! My heart has betrayed itself; this is no pull of an unpaid debt, just the fanciful longing of a girl for a man she cannot have.

The day is fine for once, and I let myself walk a little slower to get my final view of Wellington-upon-Chesbury. A cab driver tips his hat to me while a pair of girls in yellow dresses scamper along the pavement behind a long-haired dog. I pass a smithy, and the heat and smells of smoke and metal billow from the open doorway.

A man on a horse—a pretty roan mare, I notice, with delicate hooves—trots past me, slowly. He cranes his head to look back once he’s passed, and his eyes linger on me. I shiver and stop to buy an apple from a balding man with a produce stand. I’ll need to eat something before I get home, and the time it takes picking a suitably plump fruit lets the man on the horse disappear before I resume my walk.

Too soon, the blue-shingled inn that serves as the station for the Ramsfeldshire stagecoach comes into view. My heart gives me a final tug, but I step through the door to pay my fare.

It’s time to go home.
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LUCAS


Hugh follows me into the library after breakfast. Very annoying.

After a quarter of an hour trying, unsuccessfully, to focus on my work despite his yawnings and twitchings and general restlessness, I set my book on my lap. “Do you need something?”

His lips stretch in a sickly smile. “I do, actually.” He stops pacing to stand in front of the natural history shelf. “Don’t you feel even a little bit” —he looks around, shrugs—“antsy?”

“Me?” I raise my eyebrows. “You’re the one prancing all over the place.”

“Obviously, I am antsy. I thought you would be too, considering …”

“Considering what?” I search around for something to mark my place in my book; quiet study is unlikely until Hugh leaves. No markers appear until I pat my breast pocket—the letter to the princess. I haven’t sent it. I can’t send it until this business with Miss Flanders is settled. It wouldn’t be fair to the princess to offer marriage while I am still so … antsy.

I slip the letter between the pages and close the book. “Considering what?” I repeat. Hugh chews his bottom lip. When I stare at him, expectant, he twirls and paces over to a window.

“Do you remember—that is—you know that evening, when Lydia jilted me, and I had a bit too much of the strong stuff—”

I lean forward in my chair. “Yes?”

Hugh clasps his hands behind his back and clears his throat, still staring out the window. “I’m in a bit of a bind, Luke. I said—you remember that I said—”

A knock on the door, and Rodering slips in silently. “Your Highnesses,” he says, bowing.

Hugh turns away from the window. The trouble I’d heard in his voice doesn’t show on his face.

Rodering walks to me and holds out a folded note. My heart beats faster, but I keep my features neutral. It’s not long, and I read it in a matter of seconds. Miss Flanders has been found. One of my men observed her going to the Ramsfeldshire stagecoach station this morning.

I let out a deep breath, tension easing from my shoulders. “Very good, Rodering.” I nod. “No answer needed.”

“Your Highness.” He bows and leaves. I refold the note along its creases and rise, hesitating only when I meet Hugh’s gaze. A calculating glimmer has replaced whatever anxiety was there before.

“Something important?” He smiles.

“A small matter I’ve been working on.”

“I don’t suppose it has to do with my Miss Smith, does it?”

“She’s not your Miss Smith.” The phrase is rote by now.

Hugh is fully grinning. He strolls to an armchair and settles down, one leg crossed over the other. “You found her, then?”

“Why would you think that?” I tug at my collar.

“I suppose you’re going to speak to her?”

Am I? “I don’t know if that would be necessary,” I murmur. My instinct had immediately been to go to her, but what business is it of mine if Miss Flanders wants to return to Ramsfeldshire?

“If you don’t, I will.”

I roll my eyes at the smugness in his tone. “I thought you were going to tell me of your troubles, brother.”

Hugh leans back, lacing his fingers behind his head. “What troubles? I find myself quite content with the circumstances now.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Perhaps you will not disturb my studies again today.”

“Oh? Was I disturbing you?” A lock of hair flops on Hugh’s forehead when he leans toward me. He cranes his head to make out the title of the book I’m holding. I tuck it beneath my arm, so he turns his attention to the shelf I’d been sitting by.

It’s a bit of a catch-all shelf, so he won’t be able to tell I’ve been reading about the development of Folk superstitions in the western counties. Not that there’s much to read. The study has been sorely neglected; someone should do something about that.

“Of course not.” I bow to him. “Enjoy your time in the library.”
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The next stage will not leave until this evening. I’ve secured my place, so now I have nothing to do but wait, and think, and fret, and pace, and ache.

And then do them all again.

If I’d known I couldn’t leave until evening, I would’ve worked another day with Mistress Corthope. It’s barely past noon; perhaps I should go back now.

Or perhaps … perhaps I should go somewhere else.

I bite my lip and look out the window of the inn. I’ve sat in every chair, toured the stable twice, drank a sludgy cup of coffee—a luxury, I know, but if I can’t come back anyhow, I may as well spend the ha’penny.

Now I’m back to pacing from window to window. The proprietor is not very fond of me at this point, I’m afraid.

But I don’t have to stay all afternoon, do I? I was so focused on getting on the coach that I forgot I could leave the inn until it’s time to depart. I should go stretch my legs—stroll past the opera house, or visit the Bridge of Wickets—I think I shall.

I smile at the inn’s proprietor and tell him I’ll return in time for the evening stagecoach; he doesn’t look sorry to see me go. I let my feet lead me where they will, ambling past green-shuttered houses, down narrow alleys, through open squares, along tree-lined avenues. I don’t hurry, and I try to rid my mind of all the anxieties swooping about like so many bats.

I’m so focused on not thinking at all that I don’t realize that my feet have ambled closer and closer to the palace until I stand at the end of the drive once again. I press my hand to my heart. Is this the debt that’s been calling me, then? Who do I owe, and what can I give him?

The coffee-cart woman comes back to mind. Is her need the one that’s been calling me? Hugh is responsible for the damage, really; can it hurt to give one of the footmen a message?

Of course it can hurt, my more rational side tries to tell me, but I ignore it. Today is not for rational thinking. I’m leaving Wellington-upon-Chesbury, and I’d like to say goodbye to … the palace. It’s a beautiful building, worth viewing one last time, I think.

“You again,” I’m greeted when I rap on the kitchen door. I smile sheepishly at the maid who’s opened it and wipe my feet on the thick rush mat. “Don’t tell me you’re here for oatmeal again.”

“You heard about that?” I ask.

“My brother works in the stable, and he was very amused by the whole thing,” she says with a laugh. She beckons me to come further into the kitchen. “You’ll be wanting to make a pie for the chickens now, I suppose.”

I laugh with her. “Couldn’t make pie to save my life, so the fowl will have to scrape along without me, I’m afraid. I actually was hoping to leave a message for Hugh—Prince Fitzhugh, that is.”

“A letter?” The maid leads me into the heart of the kitchen, and she turns her attention to a lump of bread dough sitting on a wooden table, kneading it with deft movements.

“No—I haven’t written anything. I’d just thought of saying something to a footman.”

“If he’s jilted you,” the maid says, sympathy oozing from her voice, “you’d be better off trying to forget about the whole thing.”

“Hugh didn’t jilt me,” I say, too loudly. Several fires crackle along the edges of the room, warming my cheeks. “I mean, it’s just about some damage his horse did that evening I drove her.”

“Ah, the day of the oatmeal.” The dough thumps against the table for several moments as she considers. Finally, satisfied, she smooths it into a ball and covers it with a cloth. Dusting her hands against her already-floury apron, she looks back at me. “I was going to run a fresh batch of biscuits upstairs anyhow.” Her voice is low and conspiratorial, and she glances over her shoulder at one of the cooks lurking in the background. “You can come along and leave your message on his desk.”

“I’d rather not run into him,” I say, but the maid shakes her head as she unties her apron.

“He’ll not be at his desk, I can promise you that!” She fetches a silver tray from another table. My mouth waters at the scent of fresh pastries. “I’m not really supposed to be doing this job,” she confides in a whisper, “but the girl who normally takes them wants me to put a good word in with my brother—the groom, you remember—so she’s letting me have a turn. It’s fun to sneak about the princes’ rooms, and I do get dreadfully tired of bread!” We wait until the cook is berating another servant—for the crime of plucking a chicken incorrectly, from what I can hear—and we sneak through the kitchens and up the stairs to the family’s private quarters. I recognize the hall from my time spent sewing drapes. I suppose this is my last time here.

That thought sends another stab, which is illogical: after all, I never expected to be here in the first place. Tragically enough, heart-stabs don’t seem to follow logic.

We pass Lucas’ rooms—he’s probably not there right now, so I don’t need to blush!—and down another corridor I haven’t been in before. The maid stops before a door.

“Why is it purple?” I ask. All the other doors are respectable door colors.

“His Highness has his own ideas about things,” the maid says dryly.

“He was wearing a rather bright pair of trousers the other day.”

The maid raps once on the door and waits for a few heartbeats. “I don’t think he’s in.” She turns the knob and beckons me to follow her into the room. “There’s paper on his desk. You can write your note there.” She walks over to a polished buffet and begins exchanging her fresh biscuits for the stale ones.

I stop in the doorway, overwhelmed by the riotously colorful room. This is nothing like Lucas’ orderly sitting room. “Why is there so much—” I wave my hand.

“I’m surprised you’re still asking that question.”

That’s fair. I should’ve expected Hugh’s room to bear some resemblance to his personality; there’s a disorienting jumble of potted plants, strange portraits, gaudy furniture, and mismatched candelabra. Hugh might be able to make sense of the organization and design choices, but I won’t even try. I step toward the desk, and the door closes behind me with a soft snick.

I have a momentary misgiving about using Hugh’s paper, but decide if it’s his debt to the coffee-woman, he can spare a half-sheet of paper, too. I jot my note without much thought, not wanting to spend too long in Hugh’s room.

Once I’ve signed my note, I let myself inspect the room more leisurely while the maid dusts crumbs off the buffet. A sunset-orange settee stands in front of a veritable jungle of ferns and purple-flowered vines. I sniff. Is that a pot of folkbane in the corner? A larger-than-life portrait of Kelpie occupies an entire wall. Maybe Hugh has misgivings about her origins, too.

“All done?” the maid asks. “Care for a biscuit? They’ll get tossed, anyhow.” She pops one in her mouth, but I shake my head. “I’d best get back to my bread, then. And you said His Highness didn’t jilt you yet, after all? I know I’m nosy,” the maid says cheerfully as I follow her back into the corridor, “but I love having the freshest news.”

“There’s nothing to jilt,” I protest. “He’s just a … a very odd friend.”
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LUCAS


I almost chased Miss Flanders to the station this morning. I got as far as walking to the stables to have my horse saddled when I came to my senses.

Regardless of how I feel, I have duties, responsibilities. I must get my heart under control. Miss Flanders is leaving, apparently; if she needs my help, she knows she’s welcome to it. If she doesn’t approach me, I will put her out of my mind and—

—why is Hester Flanders stepping out of Hugh’s room?

I stop in the hallway. I’d been heading to my study after a morning spent half-listening to a duke drone about budget troubles. “I thought you were leaving,” I blurt.

Miss Flanders turns bright pink. “I am?”

A maid is with her. She drops into a curtsy, then offers a wide-eyed look to Miss Flanders, ducks her head, and hurries away.

“Forgive me.” I cough and adjust my cravat. “I didn’t mean to be so rude. I’m only surprised to see you here.”

I can’t tell if Miss Flanders looks ashamed or nervous. She twists her hands together. “I wanted to leave a message for Hugh—there was a coffee-woman, and Kelpie ran into her cart—anyhow. Excuse me.” She curtsies, but I hold out a hand.

“Wait,” I say. She looks up at me, eyes wide and questioning. I clear my throat. “Are you leaving the city, Miss Flanders?”

“How did you know?” She sounds perplexed.

“I—” I’m not sure if I want to tell her I had a search party roaming the city since Hugh told me she was gone. “One of my men saw you at the station this morning.”

One side of her mouth tips up in a crooked grin. “You’re not having me followed, Your Highness!” When I don’t respond, the grin turns to a surprised O. “Are you?”

I look at the rose-patterned wallpaper. “Hugh told me you had gone missing. I was …” I meet Miss Flanders’ gaze again. “I was worried.”

Her flush deepens. “Well, here I am, then. Although I’m leaving tonight.”

“You’re going home? For how long?”

Her smile wobbles. “Yes. My parents—there was a fire—they need me.” She scuffs her toe along the carpet.

“Are they all right?”

Hester shakes her head. “Dad is hurt—I don’t know how badly. I thought I could bring them here, but …” Her voice trails off.

I clear my throat. “If you need funds—”

“We don’t do gifts.” There is steel in her gaze, and I purse my lips.

“A loan, then.”

“Or loans.”

“Even though you have to give up everything you’ve worked for?”

“Better to give up on my own than not earn my place.”

“I disagree.” Somehow we’ve drifted closer together, and my fingers twitch, wanting to reach out and touch her. I don’t. “People were meant to rely on each other. Life is more than bargains.”

Hester lets out a little laugh. “Why are you marrying that princess, then, Lucas? I’ve heard the rumors.”

I clear my throat. That’s different.

Hester doesn’t wait for an answer. She shakes her head. “It’s too risky. You might not worry about the Folk, but we do, and I—we—none of us can risk getting trapped by a bad bargain!”

“You surely don’t think I’m a faerie, Hester!”

“It doesn’t matter!” She takes in a little breath. “I don’t accept things from anyone.”

“Very well, then,” I say. “But stop blaming it on your superstitions when it’s only your pride!” Her mouth drops into an O again, offended instead of surprised this time. I lean closer, voice dropping. “You’re not actually afraid of those creatures, if they’re even real. You’re just too stubborn to admit you might need someone else!”

She stares up at me, eyes narrowing. We are close enough that I could—

My gaze drops to her lips. I swallow hard.

“You think you know me so well, Lucas?” she finally breathes. “Please, continue.”

“If you weren’t so cursed independent, I could help you,” I murmur.

She huffs a laugh, bitter and fragile. “I don’t want your charity, Your Highness.” She emphasizes the title.

“I’m not offering charity. I want to—” I swallow again. An offer perches on the tip of my tongue, but I do not have the right to make it. I nod once, slowly.

My heart thuds. This is not how I want our final conversation to be.

“Forgive me, Miss Flanders. I wish you well.” I hold out my hand, and she hesitantly takes it. Her fingers are small and calloused and fit just right in my own. “If you ever need anything—and don’t bother interrupting to say you won’t”—she opens and closes her mouth, and I finally see the hint of a smile again—“I’d be honored to serve you. Friends?”

Her face softens. “And if you ever want to begin a hog-herd,” she answers, “I would gladly assist.”

Her fingers slip out of mine. I wish I could stop them. She smiles one last time, and then she walks past me and turns the corner and is gone.

I wait until even the ghost of her footsteps has died away before making my way back to my own rooms. Once safely on the other side of the door, I rest my head against the smooth wood and sigh. A headache pounds at my temples.

Hester is leaving. I cannot make her stay, and I cannot go with her.

She is not mine. I am not hers.

I had not even told her I loved her. Which, on the whole, is a good thing. Admitting as much would have been a breach of both reason and decorum, and could lead to no good end. And yet—and yet—

I sigh again and lift my head.

And yet, I wish I could have said the words, just once.

I stride through the room and find the book I’d been reading this morning—the one I needed a page marker for. The letter to the princess is still wedged between two pages. I pull it out and turn it over in my hands. The corners are wrinkled from being carried in my pocket and the ink has smeared. I slit the envelope and pull out the sheet inside, rereading my formal offer.

If I were the princess, I’d be insulted by such insipid words.

Can I really think of no way to make it sound more—affectionate? Tender? Personal, at the very least?

My words stare up at me, cold and lifeless and stifled, and I imagine Hester reading them over my shoulder. Hadn’t she accused me of bargaining away my life, as though I was dealing with one of her faeries?

A humorless smile contorts my face.

Perhaps I should rewrite this completely, put a bit more heart into it. Perhaps the princess would appreciate the effort.

I pull out a blank sheet of paper. I can do better, surely. If I cannot have the marriage I wish, at least I can make an effort to make this alliance something more than mere politics.

Despite my best tries, the new page is still blank an hour later when I am called away to another meeting with Father and a handful of lords—this one about proposed road improvements in the lower city—and after that, Mother nabs me for tea with the geriatric Lady Jingleby and her jowly son, who insist on a hobbling tour of the palace grounds. I cannot politely break away until it is time to dress for dinner.

But instead of dressing, I sink back down at my desk. The blank sheet stares up at me. I consider it thoughtfully, tapping my fountain pen on my chin. What if, instead of a proposal to Princess Islabetta, I wrote—something else? A stack of books catches my attention: treatises on negotiating alliances, debates over how to encourage economic growth in agricultural regions. I start scratching out some new ideas, only stopping when the first dinner gong sounds.

Before I rush to change, I pick up the wrinkled proposal I had been meaning to send to the princess and crumple it into a ball.

Then I toss it in the fire and watch it burn.
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Home is different, or perhaps I’m different. The jostling stagecoach brought me to the biggest town in Ramsfeldshire late yesterday, and a smaller wagon got me to Lower Splott this morning, and now I crest the final hill and view my family’s farm for the first time in months.

Strange, how I spent nearly twenty years here and only a few months away, and yet it already feels so foreign.

Of course, the fire might have something to do with that. The grand old sty Dad built before I was born is nothing more than a square of charred earth, and dingy blankets flap in the breeze where two of the cottage’s walls were. The sun shines down, at least, and the herd seems happy enough to roam the yard and graze on coarse clumps of dying grass while Mum works on a new sty.

A lump rises in my throat, and I stop on top of the hill for a moment to watch her. Mum’s faded skirts blow in the wind, her long braid—grayer than I remembered—coiled around her head. She frowns in concentration. Dad is nowhere to be seen.

A tear slips down my cheek. I let out a yell, and Mum turns and looks up the hill, surprise and then joy lighting her face. I wave, then dash down the road, more tears escaping as I go.

I trip over a loose stone at the bottom of the hill, but Mum catches me with strong arms, and I’m not the only one crying.

“Hester!” Mum sobs, crushing me to her boney chest. “Oh, Hester! You’re here!”

“I came as quickly as I could. Dad—?”

“Inside.” We hurry into the cottage, pushing aside a blanket to enter instead of going through the scorched doorway.

I can barely breathe in here, choked by memories as much as by the lingering scent of smoke. Is this still my childhood home, little more than two walls and a sagging roof? The meager furnishings—or what’s left of them, anyhow—are smudged with soot and dust. Across the room, Dad lies in bed, his left leg propped up on a pile of hoghides. His trousers are spotted with rusty bloodstains, and bandages wind around his right arm.

“Oh, Dad.” I rush to him, falling to my knees at his side and kissing his forehead. My tears drop on his hair.

“My lovely girl,” he murmurs. “I told your Mum we could manage. Don’t want you losing your job.”

“Don’t be silly.” I sniff. “What happened?”

“Folk mischief,” Mum spits. She limps over to the basin—I hadn’t noticed the limp before, so worried about Dad—and fetches a cup of water. “Must’ve been.”

I take the cup from her and tip it to Dad’s lips. “Did you see them?” For all the time we’ve spent putting up warding charms and cursing the Folk, they’ve never appeared to me. It never struck me as odd before, but I’ve been mulling over Lucas’ accusation …

Mum grunts. “Heard their laughter, loud and clear, and I don’t have to see them to recognize their handiwork.” Her scowl melting when she meets my gaze. “You must be hungry.” She rummages in the cupboards, finding a crusty loaf of bread. “I wish I had some of that fig preserve you like.”

“I don’t need anything. I ate on the coach.” Mum and Dad look half-starved, and I can see that the bread is the only thing in that cupboard. I’ll have to walk back to Lower Splott later and purchase more food. “But Dad, are you—”

“I’m all right,” he says. He takes my hand in his uninjured one. “It’s your Mum who needs looking after. The woman won’t sit still.”

They exchange a glance. How had I never noticed that tenderness before? And why do I ache witnessing it now? How nice it must be, to have someone to look at like that—

I gulp around the lump in my throat. “But what happened?” I press.

“Your father woke up when the hogs started squealing. Tried to get them all out—”

“I was too late for Gad Brem,” Dad interrupts mournfully. “I’ll put up a stone for her, once we’ve got everything else fixed. Poor old girl didn’t deserve that.”

Gad Brem was one of my favorite hogs; I named her when I was just a tot. “I’ll put up the stone,” I say. “But what about your leg?”

“Sty collapsed.” Dad’s never been one to talk about himself much, so I look to Mum.

“He was pinned under a beam.” Mum sniffs and turns away. “We’re fortunate that I was able to get him out before—”

I squeeze Dad’s hand. “What did the doctor say?” Dad stares absently at the sooty ceiling, while Mum saws at the bread. My eyes widen as the silence lingers. “The doctor’s come out, hasn’t he?”

“There hasn’t been much extra money this fall,” Dad finally says, trying to smile. “Mum’s taken fine care of my leg.”

I stand, brushing ashes from my skirt. Once I’ve fetched the doctor, and bought some food, and rebuilt the sty, and patched the cottage walls, and put up a stone for Gad Brem, I’ll give everything in here a good scrubbing. Sounds achievable.

“I’ll get the doctor.”

“We can’t pay, Hester,” Mum objects.

“I have my savings.”

“You’ll have other uses for that.” Dad reaches for my hand again. “Don’t waste it on your old man.”

I blink back a tear. “I saved it for you.” Every meal I skipped, every extra chore I took on, every little luxury I denied myself—every sacrifice was worth it, if I can get Dad comfortable. “I’ll fetch the doctor.”

Mum’s scraped a translucent layer of butter over two fat slices of bread, and she forces them into my hands. “You’ll eat before you go,” she says.

Perhaps home has not changed so much, after all.
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The doctor isn’t pleased that Mum and Dad waited so long before calling him. His face is grave when he finishes his examination; his proclamation, graver still.

“You’ll walk again,” Mum sniffs, after the doctor has left us in a cloud of soot and dismay. “I know you will.” She squeezes Dad’s hand so tightly her knuckles turn white.

Dad doesn’t say anything. I wonder if he’d already guessed at the doctor’s diagnosis, and that’s why he hadn’t wanted to call him at all.

“I’ll get back to work on the sty,” I say quietly. Mum bites her lip and makes a half-hearted attempt at rising, but I shake my head. “You get some rest.” I push through the makeshift wall again, leaving Mum and Dad to murmur inside.

I fill my lungs with the afternoon air. A faint scent of smoke still lingers, but it’s much better than the burnt odor in the cottage. A curious hoglet noses over to me and squeals. “I’ll get your supper in a bit,” I say, reaching down to scratch his woolly ears. “Let me fix your home first.” The hoglet prances around my feet and rustles through my skirt until I pick it up and carry it with me to the sty. I smile. Lucas really would be amused by—

My smile vanishes. I won’t talk to Lucas anymore.

I work in silence for a long while. It’s strange, the silence. I’ve gotten used to the chatter of Wellington-upon-Chesbury. No hooves clopping down cobblestones, no merchants hawking their wares, no Chemmy to giggle with, no Mistress to scold—although I don’t miss that noise too much.

I wipe sweat from my forehead, and realize my cheeks are wet too, but with tears. I’m thankful, so thankful, that Dad survived, and that it wasn’t worse—but the idea that he may never walk again! Never stroll over the hills, whistling; never work in his fields; never swing Mum in a dance or two at the village festivals …

I’ve always thought that death is preferable to dependence; that to accept help is the sign of a weak fool, and to ask for help is worse still. But the thought of Dad being confined to a hard chair in an isolated one-room cottage is enough to make me consider it.

I’d given the physician a large chunk of the money I’d saved, and he’ll require more on his next visit; I’d bought a basket of food, for Mum and Dad look as if they haven’t had a good meal in a week. Working on this sty, I realize we’ll need more supplies, too. There won’t be anything left for my return fare to the city, let alone enough to move Mum and Dad. We’ll all have to stay here, unless—

Mum’s slow footsteps sound behind me. “Dad’s asleep,” she says, voice weary. “He’s a bit broken up, though he’ll never say it.”

I dash a tear from my eye. “Why are you limping?”

“Turned my ankle in a rabbit hole this morning.” She snorts. “Of all the silly things! Hand me that hammer, will you?”

I oblige.

Mum forces cheeriness into her voice. “But all this time you’ve been home, and you’ve barely said a word about your city life! I want to hear all about your job, and your friends, and if you’ve got a beau yet.”

I breathe a laugh. “No beaus, though that’s just as well. I doubt anyone would care to follow me out here.”

“You’ll be back, though.” When I don’t reply, Mum stops her hammering to look at me. “Won’t you?”

“I can’t leave with Dad—” I swallow.

“Do you have enough to get us all to the city?” Mum asks quietly. “If we sell the farm, or what’s left of it?”

“Not after the doctor.”

Mum sucks in a breath and looks at the half-done sty. “I see.”

“I tried, Mum! And I was so close! Just a few more weeks, and I think I would have had enough.” I fish a nail out of the bucket and drive it into the wall. “I would have done it before now, if I were still working for Mistress Hardinge. She paid more.”

“Whyever did you leave Mistress Hardinge’s, then?” Mum asks. “Your letter wasn’t clear.”

A humorless smile creases my face. “I wasn’t sure how to explain it. Hold this plank, please.”

“Hester!” Mum scolds. “You didn’t get in trouble?”

“It wasn’t my fault! Hugh—that is, there was a man—”

“Hester! You never mentioned a man!”

“He was no one—well, no one to me! But he came to call while I was at work, and—well, Mistress Hardinge let me go!”

“Hester!”

“Please stop saying my name like that, Mum!” I plead.

“Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

“I didn’t want you to worry.” In my agitation, I work too quickly, and end up with a splinter in my left thumb. I try to pick it out while Mum keeps scolding.

“Didn’t want me to worry! Hester Flanders! What nonsense! Here, let me.” She takes my hand in hers and pulls out the splinter, squeezing my hand tightly before she lets go. “I worried about you anyhow, you know.”

“I know.” I sigh. “But I thought if you knew about everything that you’d be flustered.”

“Everything? Was there more?”

I grimace. “A bit. Do you know, people in the capital are so cavalier about favors and bargains—offering help and loans all the time! It was as much as I could do to not become hopelessly entangled.”

Mum makes an appropriately indignant hmph. “Don’t they respect the Folk?”

“Not at all,” I say, finishing my current section of siding and scooting over to the left. “Pass me the nails, please.” I wait until she hands them over, carefully not looking at her. “One … friend … would just send me baskets of cheese, completely heedless of repayment.”

“Who would?” Mum asks. “The man who visited?”

“No—his brother.”

“His brother! What? You had two young men after you?”

“Lucas wasn’t after me,” I protest.

“Lucas! Was he the one sending the cheese?”

“Yes. But don’t say his name like that, Mum! And don’t scowl! He is—he was a very kind man!”

Mum snorts. “He was a fool, sending you gifts. I hope you didn’t fall in love with him just because he gave you cheese!”

I skim a hand over my aching heart. “Of course not.”
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We work until the sun is tucking itself in for the night and my muscles are begging for the same. Apparently, I’ve gotten soft in the last few months. I’d push on, but Mum looks haggard, and I know she won’t stop until I do. I yawn.

“All this sewing’s made me weak,” I say, brushing a sweaty curl off my forehead. “Can’t work like I used to, I guess.”

After washing up at the well—I’d forgotten how cold the water is!—we trudge inside. Dad’s awake, and Mum goes over to him while I rummage through the foodstuffs I’d bought earlier.

“Hester’s been telling me all about her time in the capital,” Mum says, too brightly. I suppose she’s trying to get Dad’s mind off everything. “Apparently, she had two young men chasing her.”

“Of course she did.” Dad sounds proud. “Why wouldn’t she? Any man would be lucky to have her.” He snakes an arm around Mum’s waist as she bends over him. “So you’ll be going back and getting married, eh?”

I flush. “Oh, no. I’ve had enough of cobblestones and fishmongers. It’s time for me to be back with the hogs.”

“A fishmonger, was he?” Dad says. “Did you quarrel before you left?”

I suppose I quarreled with a fishmonger before I left, but that’s not what Dad means.

“He sent her gifts of cheese,” Mum tells Dad. “Foolish boy.”

“We’re all fools in love,” Dad says. “What’s his name, then?”

I fill the teakettle. “No one was in love with me.” I knew I shouldn’t have said anything. Now I’ll never hear the end of it!

“What? Giving you cheese without being in love? I’ve never heard such things,” Dad says.

Mum pats his arm. “I suppose people in the city are different.”

“Very,” I laugh. “I wish you could meet my friend Chemmy, though. She’s probably getting married in the spring.”

“Did her young man give her cheese?” Dad asks.

“No,” I say. “But he did buy her a pastry after a dance once.”

“A dance!” Mum’s voice catches. “Did you go to any dances, Hester?”

“I did,” I answer carefully, chopping potatoes. “A few.”

Dad smiles. “That’s when I first noticed your mum, you know. She was a-twirling and a-whirling in a blue dress. Never could keep my eyes off her.”

Mum blushes prettily, and I am glad to see some of the haggard lines disappearing. I hope they’ll continue, but the kettle whistles and Mum gives herself a little shake. “I’ll fetch your tea, dear.”

We keep up a too-cheerful stream of chatter. Mum relays all the gossip from Lower Splott, and I share as many stories as I can without revealing the particular identities of the young men who were after me, in Dad’s opinion. It would be too much of a shock—plus, Mum would never respect our monarchy if she knew how liberally they gave away their cheese!

Mum’s still worried about Folk mischief, so once the tea and fried potatoes are gone and the dishes are scrubbed, I kiss Dad’s cheek, take a heap of folkbane and drag myself back outside to keep watch over the hogs. They’ve already huddled together in their makeshift pen. I sit down in the entrance and lean my head against the wobbling post. One of the hogs—Hungry Murt, if I’m not mistaken—noses up against me in the darkness and nibbles on my skirt.

“That’s disgusting, you know,” I say to Hungry Murt, swatting him away. “There’s probably still pickle brine in there somewhere!”

Hungry Murt is not disgusted, and I huff a soft laugh into the still night.

A million tiny stars twinkle down at me. I never saw them so clearly in Wellington-upon-Chesbury. I trace familiar constellations: the One-Eyed Dragon, the Snake of the Heavens, the Boot. A thin crescent moon rises, giving me enough light to count the hogs and see if any of the Folk approach. I reach inside my dress and pull out my warding necklace. I’d let it hang out, visible, but Hungry Murt begins sniffing at it, so I stuff it back in again before he can eat it up. “Get off, rascal,” I say, but it’s with laughter. “Go to sleep.”

I sit and look at the stars for a long, long time, and I don’t sleep at all.
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“A parcel for you, Your Highness,” Rodering murmurs. “I left it in your study.” He bows and withdraws from the sitting room where we are entertaining the Lady Hitchingford and her daughters for the evening.

I don’t reply, my mouth growing strangely dry. Could it be from—from Hester?

It’s been four days since I last saw her, leaving Hugh’s room and declaring that she was going home. I haven’t heard from her; why would I?

Hugh’s been growing increasingly irritable, and his beautiful smile looks sharper tonight. The younger Miss Hitchingford bats her eyelashes at him, and he pays her exaggerated compliments. He hasn’t mentioned Miss Flanders to me recently, but then again, I’ve been avoiding him.

Hugh looks over and catches me staring, his lips curving dangerously. He murmurs something to Miss Hitchingford, who pouts in reply. He ignores it, rising and strolling across the room.

“Why so solemn, brother?” he asks, leaning his shoulder against the wall. “Don’t you care for the company of our lovely guests?” His voice is too loud. I try to shush him, but he laughs. “I know you haven’t arranged things with that princess yet, either,” he adds, “so don’t try to pretend you have any good excuse for not entertaining one of our charming friends. You can’t tell me your heart is already engaged.” His voice is light; his eyes are not. They bore into me with a meaning I don’t quite grasp.

I unfold myself from my chair. “Excuse me.” There’s nothing I can say that will make me sound less boorish, so I bow to our visitors and leave the stuffy room. Mother keeps her smile pasted in place, but I can tell from the fine lines around her eyes that she’s annoyed with my ungracious exit.

I slip a finger under my collar to loosen it as I walk away. I hardly know why I’m being so taciturn. I’ve never had a problem with this sort of evening before. Tonight, for some reason, I just can’t think of anything to say.

I remember Rodering’s message. Maybe I had never forgotten it, and that’s why I was so eager to leave. I make my way to my study, heart thudding. Perhaps Hester has written. I just want to know that she is well.

My breath catches when I enter my study and see the book-sized parcel, reminding me of the penny dreadful I still keep locked in a private drawer. But the direction is not in her handwriting, and when I carefully peel off the paper, the title on the spine is Methods and Measures to Increase Taxable Imports. I let out a sigh. I forgot I’d ordered this. Well, since it’s here, and I’ve already rudely left Mother’s guests, I may as well read.

I take a seat, crack the book open, and settle in for a lonely evening.

An hour later, I’ve read the first page six times without understanding a word. I shake myself and start over. Perhaps a seventh read will catch my attention.

The door bursts open and Hugh stalks into the room. He’s still smiling.

“Loutish of you to leave like that,” he says, helping himself to the most comfortable armchair in the room. His eyes rake over the book I hold and the discarded wrapping still on the desk. “I see you had better things to think about.”

“One of us must give attention to economics.”

“It won’t be me,” he agrees, paying no mind to my sarcasm. He scratches at his chest absently. “I thought perhaps you’d heard from the lovely Miss Smith.”

I raise an eyebrow, slowly, and am proud of the detached tone I use when I answer. “Miss Who?”

“You know who I mean.” His smile hasn’t changed at all since he entered the room, even though his voice has grown strained. “My betrothed, unless you’d rather have her.”

“Your what?” I gulp and turn the page. The first probably didn’t say anything important.

Hugh’s fingers tap a rapid beat on the arms of the chair. “My intended, my future wife, the soon-to-be princess, whatever you want to call her. Where is she?”

“Don’t tell me you’re considering marriage now,” I say, closing the book with a snap. “You spent the past three hours flirting with Miss Lauria.”

“Yes, and Miss Lydia was green, wasn’t she!” Hugh’s eyes are bitter. “But enough about them. Where is Hester?” He rises and stalks across the room, places his hands on the desk and leans over it. “Have you heard from her?”

“Why would I hear from Miss Flanders? But,” I add before he can say whatever he is about to say, “no, I have not.” I’m glad that I can tell Hugh honestly that she hasn’t sent a message. I’ve never been a good liar. He would know if I tried.

His gaze bores into mine for several more heartbeats, that unnerving grin never slipping, but he finally relaxes. “I need to find her.”

I stare at him, baffled. “Why?” I ask. “And why do you think I would help you? You know I’m entirely opposed to the idea of you bothering the poor girl—not to mention marrying her!”

He clicks his teeth together. “Dear brother,” he says. “Inglebert, I really do insist that you tell me if you hear anything from Miss Hester Flanders.” His eyes are alight with a strange fervor.

“Insist all you like,” I snap. “You can’t tell me what to do, Hugh!” I reach for the bell, snapping it harder than necessary.

Hugh’s nostrils flare. We sit in sullen silence until Rodering appears.

“A cup of tea,” I say. “Actually, bring the whole pot.” Rodering bows and looks to Hugh. “And if Hugh wants tea, he can take it in his own room.”

Hugh laughs and rises. “I am dismissed, it seems!” He eyes me once more with that conniving expression. “And you are firm in your decision not to help me, brother?”

“I’ll be glad to help you when you decide to act in a manner befitting your station.”

“Very well.” Hugh follows Rodering out, pausing in the doorway. “I’ll get someone else to help. I keep my word, you know.” He smiles an unpleasant smile and withdraws with a self-satisfied hum, not even bothering to close the door.
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HESTER


The physician comes back each morning; by the fourth, he looks less grave, although not much. I overhear him whispering to Mum about a surgeon, so when we go out to thatch the new sty, I waste no time asking the questions that have been roiling in my mind for days.

“Will Dad get better?”

Mum flattens her lips and looks over the hills. “I believe he will.” The words are defiant, not hopeful.

I climb the ladder and wait for her to hand me the first bundle of thatch. “Why didn’t any of the neighbors come help put out the fire?”

Mum stills. “What?”

“Surely someone saw the flames.”

“It was night,” Mum says, recovering herself. She thrusts the bundle into my arms and bends to grab another. “Besides, we had nothing to trade.”

I take a moment to fix the thatch in place. “It shouldn’t matter.”

“What?” Mum says again.

“It shouldn’t matter.” I twist on the ladder so I can see her face. “Someone should have helped.” Mum shakes her head, but I’m not done. “Maybe, if someone else was here, Dad wouldn’t have been hurt. Maybe—”

“But the Folk, Hester!” Mum’s voice is terse. “Would you have us trapped in a bargain?”

“Have you ever even seen one, Mum?” I turn back to the roof. “Are they even real? One of my—my friends said that I wasn’t actually afraid of them, just hideously stubborn.”

“Your friend is a fool, then,” Mum says, eyebrows knotted. “Don’t you remember poor Flossie from Upper Splott? Or my great-aunt Hattie’s baby, who was replaced by a changeling?” She thrusts another bundle of thatch to me. “Better to be stubborn, if that’s what it takes!”

I bite my lip. Of course I’ve heard the stories, and I’ve never questioned them, but now … “Perhaps Hattie’s baby was just—”

“A mother knows,” Mum says firmly. “A mother always knows.”

I won’t argue the point. After all, I’m not even sure that I’ve stopped believing in the Folk.

But I have started believing in something greater than the Folk. Perhaps they exist, and perhaps they are treacherous and powerful; but friendship and kindness are powerful, too.

“I’m going to write to my friend.” I tie off the bundle of thatch and reach for another. “And I’m going to ask him to help me get Dad to a surgeon.”

“Hester!” Mum gasps. “Ask for what?”

“Help,” I reply firmly. “We need help, Mum. And I know where to get it.”
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The rest of the day is tense. The clouds grow thicker as the afternoon lengthens, so Mum and I rush to finish the sty. She doesn’t try to dissuade me from my plan, even though her movements are choppy with displeasure. Either she thinks Dad will be able to talk sense into me, or she knows as well as I do that we can’t continue like we are. I won’t allow Dad to suffer for the sake of our pride.

I expect her to bring it up over our supper of boiled potatoes and salty ham, or while I’m washing up and she’s tending to Dad, but she ignores the subject. I dry my hands and rummage through a cupboard for a sheet of paper. I spare a glance for Mum and Dad, but they’re talking quietly together—why do I feel so left out by that?—so I sit at the table, sharpen my quill, and begin my letter.

I don’t get any further than Dear Prince Lucas before I lay my quill back down. A weight settles in my chest. Never in my life have I left a debt unpaid, and never in my life have I asked for a favor, and here I am, about to ask a prince for aid! How can I do it?

A glimpse of Dad, face drawn in pain, reminds me of the stakes. I am not asking for myself. I take my quill back up and scratch out an inelegant request.

Mum appears over my shoulder. I try to cover up the sheet, smudging ink all over my sleeves in the process, but it’s too late.

“Does that say Prince?” She gapes.

I twirl a lock of hair around one finger and smile sheepishly. “You saw that?”

“Hester!” Mum snatches the paper, and I have no choice but to let her read the whole thing. “You intend to send this to a … a Prince?”

“Well, he’s rather used to me,” I say, and Mum gapes even more. I wasn’t aware of how terribly well she could gape; perhaps I never used to give her cause. “Anyhow,” I say brightly, trying to slide the letter away from Mum, “I’ll take this to the village tomorrow to send it.”

“Why is a prince ‘rather used to you’?” Mum sounds as though she’s about to faint.

“He’s the friend that sent me cheese.” I blow on the ink, hoping it’s legible enough for Lucas to read.

“What’s that?” Dad says from his bed, surprise etched on his tanned face. “Who’s talking about a prince?”

“Hester’s young man was a prince!” Mum stares at me accusingly. “And you said they were brothers—you had two princes after you?”

“I did not,” I protest. “Hugh was only after me to—well, I’m still not sure what he was up to, but he wasn’t serious; and everyone knows that Lucas has to marry someone important.”

“And when you say Lucas, you don’t mean the crown prince, I hope.” Mum’s voice is at least an octave higher than usual. I look at her in alarm.

“Please sit down, Mum! You’re about to topple over! Here.” I stand and usher her into my chair. “I suppose you could say that I do mean the crown prince, yes.”

“You can’t go around calling the crown prince Lucas!” Mum says.

“Thought his name was Inglebert.” Dad scratches his chin. “Who’s this Lucas, now?”

“Middle name,” I say. “But he told me I could call him that.”

“I think you’d better explain a bit more,” Mum says, still sounding reedy.

“Let me put the kettle on, Mum, and I’ll confess everything.” I hang the black kettle on the hook over the fire and perch myself on the edge of Dad’s bed. “I suppose it all started when I went to the Commoners Ball.”
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I pause in front of the golden oak door to Father’s study. It will be my study, someday. I’ve spent hours here, discussing business with Father and his council. He’s taught me well, preparing me to be a ruler in his image. We’ve debated tariffs, treaties, and taxes; deliberated over imports, exports, and reports. Always dry, always rational, always practical.

Which is why this conversation will be so difficult.

I straighten my shoulders and rap before entering.

Father looks up from the massive desk in the center of the green-and-gold room. His crown perches on the edge, forgotten, while a sheaf of paperwork is spread before him. “Inglebert—glad you’re here. Take a look at this proposal.” He motions for me to sit and pushes the stack to me.

I clear my throat. “Actually, Father, I have something else to discuss with you.”

“Good news about your betrothal, I hope.” With the first sheaf of papers out of his way, he retrieves another stack from the end of the desk and riffles through it.

“If you’re referring to the matter with the Princess Islabetta—”

He looks up, a frown creasing his face. “Who else would I be referring to? Of course I mean Islabetta! I don’t understand why it hasn’t been arranged before now!” The fire crackles on the hearth, raindrops pitter against the windowpane, and the longcase clock ticks nervously, but I am silent. Father’s face shifts from irritation to incredulity. “She didn’t refuse you?”

“I didn’t ask.” We listen to the clock for another few ticks. “I cannot marry the princess, Father.”

I expect Father to growl or huff, bluster or yell. I expect him to be surprised, at the very least. Instead, he stares at me for a long moment and then sighs. “Your mother’s nature comes out in the end,” he says. “I should have expected as much.”

“You’re not angry?”

“I’m disappointed—very disappointed! But your mother did warn me that you were unlikely to go through with it. She told me you had a romantic streak somewhere under all that pecuniary acumen.” He frowns, tents his fingers, sighs again. “At least tell me we haven’t injured relations with the royal family.”

“I don’t believe so.” I shuffle the papers Father had put in front of me. “I only wrote to the princess once, and Hugh can vouch that it was quite unromantic. I doubt she has any expectations at this point, but I drafted another letter to settle the issue.” I take an envelope from my pocket and hand it to Father, who removes the folded sheet and reads it quickly.

“Diplomatic.” He nods and gives it back, then pushes away from the desk and paces to the window. Rain splatters against the glass. “I was hoping for that alliance, though.”

I cough. “I also drafted an alliance proposal, sans marriage, emphasizing the eastern trade routes.” I follow him to the window so I can hand him another envelope, this one thicker.

Father raises his eyebrows but takes it. I listen to the rain while he reads.

“Thorough,” he finally says. “Although it would require much more discussion.” He refolds the document and slides it back into the envelope, then turns to face me as we stand by the window. “And I presume you have another reason for refusing to marry the princess?”

I take out a third envelope. Father rumbles a chuckle. “Still more of my nature than your mother’s, I see.”

My throat is thick, and I sputter when I try to speak. “I have another proposal that I believe will increase the productivity and revenue of the western counties.” My heartbeat is suddenly louder than the other noises in the room, drowning out the rain and the longcase clock alike. Father takes longer on this paper. His eyes scan and rescan sections while his eyebrows raise higher and higher.

At last he hems, eyebrows resuming their customary place. “Interesting.”

I swallow. “And?”

“Surprising—I may say, very surprising!—but there’s some sense to it.” He faces the window again, tapping the envelope against the pane.

The clock chimes the hour, six slow clangs. I watch his face: unreadable as usual.

“Well?” he says. His eyes still trace the path of raindrops down the window. “What else do you have for me?”

“Nothing, Father.”

“Then why are you still standing there?”

“I’d like your permission, sir. To”—I cough—“to proceed.”

A flash of humor, so brief that I may have imagined it, cracks his face. “To proceed, eh?” Finally, he turns back to me. “Tell your mother before you leave. She’ll want to crow.” He places a hand on my shoulder, squeezes, and chuckles. “And put a word in Hugh’s ear about the princess. We might get that alliance yet. In fact, I’ll go with you to your mother.” He gives my shoulder one last hearty thump. “May as well suffer the glee so we can get back to business.”

My head is high and steps are eager as we stride down the hallways. I’ve never felt this light before. It may not exactly be a blessing, but I was prepared to debate my case. Father’s approval was almost too easy. Can happiness—can love—really be so close, so possible?

Mother is not in her parlor, nor speaking with the housekeeper, nor in her dressing room, nor in the gardens. We finally find her rushing down a corridor on the ground floor, closest to the stables. She flutters into Father’s arms with a sob.

“Oh, my dears!” She dabs at her eyes with a lace-edged handkerchief. “Hugh has gone missing!”
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“I know I’m a selfish beast,” I mutter to Rodering when I meet him in the hallway near my room, “but it does seem that Hugh ruins everything, doesn’t it?”

But my happiness is not ruined, I remind myself. Just delayed.

Rodering is too polite to answer my grousing. I pull the new letter for Islabetta out of my pocket. “This needs to go in the next post. You haven’t seen Hugh, have you?”

He takes it with a bow. “I saw His Highness yesterday afternoon, here in the hall, right after I left the noon mail on your desk.”

I stare. “There was no mail on my desk yesterday.”

Rodering starts. “Your pardon, Your Highness, but there was a letter—a woman’s handwriting—” He coughs. “Sent from Ramsfeldshire, village of Lower Splott, I believe. I thought you would prefer it in your sitting room, rather than your study.”

It is not difficult to catch his implication. I would be embarrassed, but my body is tingling with the realization that Hester wrote me. It must be Hester; no one else could come from a place called Lower Splott! “Ah,” I say, my chest tightening. “You’re sure—you’re quite sure you left it here?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

I walk into my sitting room, glancing around and underneath the desk, but there’s no letter to be seen. Rodering follows, distress on his face. “My apologies, Your Highness,” he stammers. “I do not know what could have happened—”

“Don’t blame yourself.” I grit my teeth, trying not to take my frustration out on him. “Was anyone else around?”

“No, Your Highness,” he answers. “Only Prince Fitzhugh, as I said. Although—I hesitate to mention it, Your Highness—”

Unease pools in my stomach. I gesture for him to continue.

“His Highness has been unusually interested in your mail recently.” Rodering’s face is red.

“Interested?”

“He asked every day if you had received any letters from a woman. I attempted not to answer—”

I flatten my lips. “But Hugh is annoyingly persistent. Yes, I’m aware.” I sweep my gaze over the study again, hoping the letter will appear in some corner or other. “Did you tell him that Hes—that I had a letter?”

“I’m afraid I did, Your Highness.”

I lift my eyes to the ceiling and let out a long breath through my nose. What business does Hugh have rifling through my correspondence and interrogating my manservant? What purpose could he have in stealing Hester’s letter?

The answer is sickeningly obvious. Her address, his disappearance.

Hugh has gone to Lower Splott to find Hester.

But why? He’s not in love, whatever he says. Why does he insist on plaguing her? I sink to a chair, suddenly unsteady. “I must talk to my parents.” They’ll want to know where Hugh’s gone, and they’ll need to know that I will be following him.

I rise again and tell Rodering to have the fastest carriage prepared.

Before finding Mother and Father, I let myself into Hugh’s rooms. I hope I’m jumping to conclusions; I don’t want to imagine why Hugh would be chasing Hester. Hopefully, he’ll have left a clue about his plans.

I’ve never spent much time in Hugh’s suite; he seemed to discourage it, somehow. His rooms are cluttered and chaotic, with too many plants and too much color. The gasoliers hanging from the high ceilings are covered with bright paper shades, making the lights look like flickering rubies and emeralds and casting mystic hues over the room.

Have Hugh’s tastes always been so odd? I stare at a statue hiding in the corner of his sitting room—a half-goat, half-human figurine with a leering face and curling horns. Where did he even get that?

There’s a half-decayed log, covered in red-capped mushrooms, hanging from the wall, and when I wander into his dressing room I see a series of mirrors each more distorted than the last. I catch my reflection in one of them and imagine it makes a face at me. I peer into his wardrobe, full of gaudy waistcoats and trousers in every color. I can’t tell if he’s taken anything; he has too many outfits for me to keep track of. I move into his bedroom.

The large canopy bed shouldn’t surprise me; my own bed has a canopy. But where mine is swathed in stately curtains, Hugh’s bed is hung with … moss? I step closer. The posts look like four living oaks, smaller branches springing out at random. I run my hand over one and feel the rough bark.

Well. This is unnatural.

A glass jar on his bedside table catches my attention. Some sort of floating light bobs gently inside.

Very, very unnatural.

Although I’d like nothing better than to leave all this strangeness behind, I force myself to walk about the room slowly, looking for any sign of what happened to Hugh. My eyes catch on a piece of paper on the floor. I bend to get a closer look.

It’s Hester’s letter. Or part of it, anyhow. The paper is ripped in half and the envelope is nowhere to be seen. Besides being torn, the letter is crinkled and smudged nearly beyond legibility. I can only make out a few lines: am writing you becau … surgeon may be … rgive my boldne … your friend.

I smooth out the paper, unclenching my jaw. I draw in a deep breath and look around Hugh’s room again.

Why did Hugh take this? What does he want with Hester?

But—are those the questions I should be asking? I pace back through his rooms slowly, stopping at the bright purple door into the hallway.

Strange lights, living furniture, inhuman figurines. Something is not right.

I swallow, my throat suddenly thick.

Hugh is—Hugh must be—

I shake my head at my wild imagination. I didn’t get enough sleep last night. Hugh can’t be anything inhuman. He is my brother.

My fingers curl in a tight fist. Hester’s letter crinkles in my hand.

Hester. Hester knows about the—the Folk.

Is that why Hugh went to her?

I let myself out and close the door firmly behind me. The air feels clearer in the corridor; I hadn’t even realized the sickly-sweet scent in the room was dulling my senses until I got out.

Why have I never noticed the strangeness of Hugh’s suite before, and why have no servants talked about it? Is it new? Has something taken my brother, replaced him?

I keep the scrap of Hester’s letter in my hand as I trot through the palace to find Mother and Father. My stomach roils. Can I accuse their son of being a—what did Hester call it? Changeling?

I find my parents back in Mother’s sitting room. I’m glad they’re still together; it will be easier this way.

“I think I know where Hugh went.” I plant my feet on the mossy green carpet. “But I’m not sure why.”

Mother looks at Father, then at me—the paper I hold in my trembling hand, the rapid rise and fall of my chest. “I think you should sit, son.” Her musical voice lulls me to a chair. “We need to talk about Hugh.”
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I rub my chest, where the aching’s been growing worse the past few days. I’m probably just tired.

Mum shoots me a sharp glare from across the room. She’s at the spinning wheel, while I pick burrs out of loose wool. Dad insisted on helping, though he fell asleep after only a few minutes. I’m glad; I hear him moaning in the night, unable to rest. Besides his injury, his joints always ache when it starts to get cold.

Maybe that’s my problem. Is there such a thing as rheumatism of the heart?

“Are you in pain?” Mum asks when I absently rub the aching area again.

“Oh—no,” I say, too quickly. I hadn’t meant for her to notice.

Mum’s brows draw together in a frown. “You haven’t made any bargains or accepted any gift, have you?”

“Of course not!” I’ve barely seen anyone since I’ve been home, anyhow. “It’s not that sort of pain,” I add. “Just a little aching.” The failure to fulfill a promise is a sharp, deadly thing, not this steady tugging.

Still, Mum’s frown deepens, and she rises from her wheel to come inspect me. I’m not sure what she can discern about an internal ache, but I submit to her scrutiny. She presses a hand to my forehead, tips my chin up to stare at my eyes, lays a palm on my chest to feel my heartbeat. “Does it seem like you’re missing something? Like something’s not quite right?” Mum asks finally.

I consider a moment. “Well, yes. I suppose. But that could be—”

“Because you’re missing your prince,” Mum supplies.

I blush. “Missing my friends.”

A smile flits across Mum’s face before the worried expression reappears. “Does anyone owe you anything?”

“Owe me?” I stare at Mum. “What could anyone owe me?”

“Did you grant any favors, or has anyone made a promise to you that hasn’t been kept?”

“I don’t think so,” I say. “Except, someone owed me a crown. But an unfulfilled bargain only hurts if it’s with the Folk, doesn’t it? I mean, it wouldn’t affect me if another human made a hasty promise.”

Mum nods. “I’ve never heard of a promise bothering like that unless it’s given by one of the Folk.”

I run my tongue over suddenly dry lips and cast about in my memory for any other promise made to me. There must be some other explanation!

“Hester?” Mum prompts. She lays her hand on my forehead again. “You look unwell.”

The aching in my chest has worsened. But it can’t be caused by a silly promise from Hugh—

Hugh, with his too-charming smile and his too-bright eyes and his too-gold hair, his vivid clothes and his lively sitting room and his constant flittering from one thing to another. But most of all, his strange insistence that he always keeps his word, that he never lies …

“Hester?” Mum says again, worry lacing her voice. “What is it? Who was it?”

I clear my throat. “It—it can’t be Hugh. He’s a prince, not a faerie!”

“Prince Fitzhugh?” Mum’s eyes grow rounder. “What did he promise you?”

“Just a crown.” I fidget with the wool in my lap while a blush rises on my cheeks. “But he said—well, many other strange things—and I’m not sure if a crown is enough for all this—”

“Are you saying,” Mum asks in a faint voice, “that Prince Fitzhugh is the cause of your heartache?”

“That’s all that comes to mind, but it is preposterous, isn’t it?”

“So you are saying,” Mum says helplessly, “that Prince Fitzhugh may somehow be one of the Folk, and he is somehow indebted to you?”

I run my fingers through the wool and look at the sooty ceiling. “That would be very bad, wouldn’t it?”

Mum makes a choked noise. “Very.”

“Is there a way to know for certain? Maybe I’m just ill,” I say. “Dying of consumption isn’t that unpleasant, is it?”

“Stop smiling like that,” Mum says. “This is nothing to laugh at, Hester!”

“What will happen if I just ignore it?”

Mum purses her lips and walks back to her spinning wheel, picking up the yarn she’d been working on. I’d think she was calm if I didn’t see the frantic trembling of her hands. “Whoever’s indebted to you feels worse than you are. He’ll be compelled to come find you. Does—does Prince Fitzhugh know where you live?”

I suck in a breath. “I don’t know.” I think of the letter I’d just sent straight to the palace. “If it is Hugh, which I don’t want to believe, then it wouldn’t be hard for him to find me.”

Mum’s face grows grimmer. She is silent for a long moment, the only noise in the cottage the hum of the spinning wheel and the keening of the wind around the doorframe. Dad snorts in his sleep.

“I don’t see how it could be Hugh, anyhow.” My forehead wrinkles. “He was strange as long as I knew him. But that would mean that one of the Folk has been impersonating the prince for months! How could his family not notice?”

Mum’s voice is nearly a whisper. “Changeling.”

Changeling. Hugh, a changeling? I rub at my chest. This conversation seems to have deepened the ache I feel, which still could be coincidence. I can’t prove that it’s not consumption.

Of course, that would leave Mum and Dad childless, which would be greatly inconvenient, but not as inconvenient as Prince Hugh being a faerie changeling!

I’m getting dramatic. Standing abruptly, I say, “I need to get a bit of air.”

Mum doesn’t stop me when I leave the room and run away from the cottage. I blindly climb the nearest hill.

My heart pounds, and I gasp for breath when I reach the summit. It’s cold up here, but I revel in the bitter wind. I raise my face to the sky and let the air flow around me and through me. Maybe it can blow away all my aches and sorrows.

It doesn’t. It just chills me to the bone, so I wrap my arms around myself and stare at the road winding down below. Smoke rises from the chimneys of Lower Splott in the distance, and I have a sudden vision of Hugh and Kelpie riding into town, havoc in their wake.

My stomach roils at the thought that Hugh might be—might be—I can barely even think it to myself. It’s preposterous, ridiculous, impossible, utterly nonsensical. Hugh is the prince! He’s strange, but he’s human!

Isn’t he?

The pounding of my heart doesn’t slow, even though I’m not running anymore.

Because it knows—my heart knows.

This ache I feel is not consumption.

Hugh is, somehow, not Hugh at all. The man I thought I knew must have been one of the Folk all along.

I stay on the hilltop until I can no longer feel my toes and the fat clouds threaten to pour rain any second. I’ve been through all my memories of Hugh and my time in the capital until I’m quite sure there is no other explanation, no other reason for my current case of heartache.

Well, the bargain sort of heartache, anyhow. I have more than one reason for the other, more sentimental sort, which are not interesting enough to go into at the moment.

I retrace my steps to the cottage slowly, not because I’m worried about tripping, but because I wish to postpone the conversation with Mum and Dad for just a few more minutes. Cowardly, I know.

I step back in the cottage just as the first rumble of thunder and crash of rain sound outside. I’m glad we’ve managed to get some sort of walls back up. They may not be the sturdiest, but we should stay dry. Dad is awake and propped up by the fire, sharpening his shearing scissors. Mum stirs a pot of stew—potato and carrot, I discern by the smell. She looks up at me, her face drawn into tight lines. I tip my head toward Dad, and she shakes hers wordlessly. I stifle a sigh. Up to me to tell him, then.

“There’s my girl,” Dad says. “What have you been thinking, wandering about in this cold?” His voice is warmer than the fire, softer than the bits of wool I still have clinging to my skirt, and I’d run and hug him if he weren’t holding an open pair of shears.

I look over at Mum, who stares tight-lipped at the stew. I tromp over to the fire and sit on the floor at Dad’s feet. “I think one of the princes is a changeling.” My voice is small and wobbling, unfortunately. I’d been hoping to project a sort of maturity and wisdom.

“You think what?” Dad says, while Mum scolds, “Not so loud,” and casts a furtive glance over her shoulder.

“I don’t think there are any Folk to overhear—careful with those shears, Dad!” I lower my voice and scoot away from his knee. I feel my confidence returning, now that I’ve got the initial declaration out, and am proud that my voice is slightly less jittery. “One of the princes—the younger one, which is better for the line of succession—so that’s at least something to be glad about—”

“Is a changeling?” Dad asks. Unlike Mum’s tightly-wound face, all Dad’s features are limp with wonder.

“Well, I can’t prove it yet.” I eye the shears, wondering if I could scoot closer to him again and pat his knee in a comforting way, but I stay put. I’d rather not lose an eye tonight, if I can avoid it. “But it makes sense out of a lot of odd things.”

“You’ve considered that it means the true prince was taken as a baby?” Mum mutters without looking at me.

I wince. “Yes.” I’d spun that thought around and around while standing on the hill. I think the wind really did help open my mind. “Do you think he’s still alive?”

An inarticulate gurgle comes from Dad’s direction, and I give him an apologetic glance. Mum and I have at least had the afternoon to get used to the idea.

“There’s no way to say,” Mum says tightly. “Until you speak with—” She breaks off, and I pick up her thought.

“With Hugh, yes.” I sigh. “Must I go speak to him?”

Mum finally turns away from the stew, anguish on her face. She wipes her hands on her threadbare apron. “We don’t know, really, that he is—well, why go back to the city because of speculation?”

“Because I’m afraid he’ll come here instead,” I say, and Dad makes another choking noise. I scoot over and rest my head on his knee. Reckless, but Dad needs me more than I need full use of my vision. He strokes my hair with a trembling hand. “When I took his horse—I knew she had to be Folk-touched!—he gave me a crown, and said he’d give me another after he got home. But then I didn’t see him again.”

“So all you have to do is collect your wages,” Dad says. “That’s a long journey for a crown.”

I laugh without humor. “I know. But if he were to come here—!”

Mum sits next to Dad with a creak and a sigh. “Wait until the other prince answers your letter, at any rate.”

I shudder into Dad’s calf and voice the thought that’s plagued me all afternoon. “What if Hugh’s not the only one, and I just asked for a favor from a—from a—” I choke. Why would the Folk take the second son, but not the first? Why didn’t anyone in the family notice?

“We won’t let you be taken or hurt,” Dad says. His voice is thick with emotion. “I’ll throttle anyone who tries to lay a hand on you, man or Folk, even if I have to drag myself like a worm.”

As it happens, Dad does not have to drag himself anywhere, because at that moment the door bursts open. Cold wind and biting rain rush into the cottage, and there on the doorstep stands Hugh himself.
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“Hugh! What a surprise!” I jump up and paste a smile on. My voice wobbles like the belly of Great Lerp, the patriarch of our hog clan. “What—what brings you here tonight?”

“You know what,” Hugh says. His eyes are darker than I remember, and he holds his right hand fisted over his heart. He stumbles into the room, dripping and shaking.

“At least close the door behind you,” I scold. “My dad will catch cold.”

Hugh ignores me, dragging himself to the hearth on the opposite wall, so I march over and shut the door. I don’t like having Hugh boxed up with us like this, but I can’t have that rain coming in. Mum and I just finished fixing the walls!

“Well, well, Miss Smith!” Hugh says, once he’s thawed a bit. He eyes me, no smile on his face. “I’ll have you know that you’ve caused quite a bit of annoyance for me!”

Does the man hear himself? He’s the reason I lost my job and my room in the boardinghouse, and now he’s complaining to me! “I’m sure I’m terribly sorry.” I hope I sound very insincere. “You can just give me that other crown, and that will be the end of it.”

Hugh stares. “A crown? You think I came all this way for a single crown?” He fishes in his pocket, pulls out a handful of coins, and scatters them over the floor. “Take what you want. I have a more urgent matter.”

It’s my turn to stare and press a hand to my heart. “If it’s not the crown, what is it?” Mum and Dad goggle silently from their respective places at the stew-pot and the bed; I don’t care to perform introductions at the moment.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know, Miss Smith!” Hugh’s voice turns mocking. “What, did Luke never tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“He really didn’t!” Hugh blinks and casts around for something to sit on. He finds my chair and yanks it closer to the fireplace, then sits backward on it, crossing his arms on the back of the chair and staring owlishly at me. “Well! I suppose there’s some fun to be had here, after all!”

“What are you talking about, Hugh?” I snap at him, changeling or not. This can’t get worse.

My ire amuses him. He puts a hand in his breast pocket and smiles, displaying his perfect teeth. “I hope you’re ready for some excellent news.”

I frown. “I don’t remember ever having excellent news from you.”

Hugh laughs. “My dear Miss Smith—or should I say, my dear Hester Flanders”—I shiver; I don’t like hearing my name on his lips. He curls a finger to beckon me closer, and I reluctantly cross the room toward him until he can take my hands in his—“We are to be married.”

“We are to be what?” I fairly shriek, snatching my hands away and scooting back toward the door. Double gasps sound from my parents.

“Married,” he repeats.

“That is the—the silliest thing I have ever heard!” And really, I’ve heard a lot of silly things!

Hugh’s smile grows. “How can you act so surprised? I’ve courted you for ages!”

“It wasn’t proper courting, and you know it! And I don’t even like you! And you are a—”

“A what?”

“A prince,” I say, even though everyone in the room must have known I was about to say changeling.

Hugh laughs. “And you shall be a princess! I swore it the night we met.” His eyes darken, and he digs his fingers into his chest.

“Did you,” I echo blankly. That would be something more than a crown, indeed!

“And since Luke refused you—”

I gulp.

“—the burden is on me. I suppose we shall be very happy together.”

“Shall we,” I echo again.

“I was quite drunk.” The firelight catches on Hugh’s golden hair as he leans forward. “Don’t worry—I’ve repented of my hasty words many times since! It will probably not happen again.”

Mum’s eyes are almost as big as the stew pot, and she presses both hands over her gaping mouth. Hugh grins sharply at her. “Did you hear that? Your daughter is to be a princess. I congratulate you.”

“No,” Dad says from his bed on the other side of the fireplace. “You can’t have her.”

Hugh’s eyebrows inch up into his hairline. “Are you planning to stop me?”

“There must be some other way to fulfill your—your promise,” Mum says shakily.

I step closer, my hands balled into fists at my side. “If you’re not really Fitzhugh, you’re not a prince at all, are you? So marrying me can’t make me a princess,” I say.

“What an idea!” Hugh looks back at me. The firelight dancing on his face makes his eyes gleam wickedly—or perhaps that’s just his nature. “Why would you think I’m not really Fitzhugh?”

I swallow and choose my words carefully. “I know you’re a changeling.” Well, I suppose I could have been a tad less blunt, but it’s out now, anyhow.

“Do you indeed? How charming.” Hugh settles himself more firmly in his chair. “I shall still marry you.”

“I don’t want to be your wife,” I hiss. “I won’t marry you. If you want to keep your word, you’ll have to find another way.”

“I can think of many ways to keep my word.” Hugh smiles again, but it’s a deadly and dangerous look, and I shudder. I hear a rustle from Dad, but he doesn’t speak. “I said I would make you a princess of Chesbury, Miss Smith, and I shall. I simply thought marriage would be the most pleasant. But if you don’t like that”—Hugh shows all his teeth—“I could have some of my brethren, if you will, kill the king and crown your father. Or I could haul you off and give you to one of the Princes of the Folk—Bluebeard, for instance, is always looking for a new bride. His never seem to last very long.”

“You can’t—you can’t do that!” Mum interjects. She moves from her spot by the stove to hover over Dad protectively.

“If you married me to Bluebeard, I wouldn’t be a princess of Chesbury,” I point out.

Hugh stands and stretches. Is he taller than he used to be? “You’d prefer I kill my father?” There’s a wild desperation in his dark eyes.

“Of course not,” I say. “He has nothing to do with this.”

“An interesting assumption!” He grimaces and holds out a hand. “We’re wasting time. I saw a chapel in one of these little villages. Shall we be married?”

“No,” I say shortly, the strain in my chest pulling me so strongly that I nearly tumble into him. “You may make a picture for me. I’m sure you can draw a princess well enough.”

Hugh throws his head back and laughs. “A picture! Trying to be clever! How very Folksy of you!” He tilts his head to one side. “You know you’re not all human yourself, don’t you?”

I gawp. “What do you mean?”

“There is some Folk in you.” He wiggles his fingers again, but I resist this time. “I can smell it.”

“You can’t smell Folk,” I protest.

“Let me kiss you, and I can even tell you how many generations ago it entered the bloodline.”

“You can’t diagnose heritage through kissing!” Plus, ew.

A choked squawk comes from Dad’s corner.

“I can’t lie, you remember. But I could kiss your lovely Mum, if you’d rather,” Hugh offers. “I smell it stronger in her.”

I stand, open-mouthed, for a long moment. I’m not sure if I’m more offended by the accusation, or by Hugh’s malicious glee. What an annoying man!

“You don’t,” I say helplessly. “You can’t.” This conversation is not going at all how I expected. Folk take the day I attended that ball!

Or, well, it seems they have.

Hugh blanches and hisses suddenly, his hand snaking out to press against his heart. I feel it, too—a sudden tightening of whatever promise binds us. If I don’t find a way to break it very soon, it will be too late. Someone will die. I don’t know who, and I don’t want to find out.

“Marry me, Hester.” His voice is commanding, and I flinch at the strange sound of any appellation but Miss Smith.

“You can’t compel me,” I say. “You don’t know my full name.”

Hugh shrugs and turns to Dad. “Tell me her name—all of it—or I will—er, I will kill your wife.”

Mum gasps and claps a hand to her mouth, shrinking into Dad’s side. Dad looks at me with anguish.

“I’ll tell you myself,” I spit. “It’s very weak of you to try to bully my parents, Hugh!” My palms are clammy, heart fluttering. He wouldn’t really—would he?

“I already made a promise! It has to be the old man!” Hugh snarls.

“Her name is—is Hester Clarinda Starling Flanders,” Dad says in a shaky voice.

Hugh relaxes a bit. “Good. I’ve never actually killed anyone, you know. I’d hate to start now.”

“What happened to the real prince?” I blurt.

Hugh tips his head to the side. “I think I’m tired of answering questions, Hester Clarinda Starling Flanders. Now, we really must be married. I will marry you.” He pauses, a frown passing over his face. “I’d rather not compel you. It would be more pleasant if you’d just come along.”

I grit my teeth, looking from Mum and Dad to Hugh, who somehow appears both smug and desperate.

“What—what will you do with her after you’re married?” Mum asks, ghostly pale.

Hugh shrugs. “I suppose we’ll be married until I grow tired of it.” He glances back at me. “I do bore rather easily.”

“I know.” I press my lips into a thin line. “I won’t take it personally.”

Hugh tries to laugh, but it’s a pitiful, crazed sound. He beckons me again. “Come, Miss Smith! Come to the chapel with me! You may be our witnesses, if you like,” he adds to my parents.

There must be another way—there must!—but I can’t think of it, and I don’t trust Hugh to not do something stupid. Whatever of his nature he restrained in Wellington-upon-Chesbury, he can’t suppress it here; everything about him seems sharper, more dangerous, wilder, more Folksy. I must get him away from my parents.

“I’ll go to the chapel with you,” I say carefully, and his eyes brighten. “But not until morning. I know you don’t want to be out in this rain.”

“Very well, Miss Smith,” Hugh says, settling back on his chair and stretching. “In the morning. For now,” he sniffs the air, “you can feed me some of that soup.”
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The fire sputters, the wind sighs, the rain weeps; even the hogs, bedded down in their sty, squeal and moan all night. Nature itself plays a dirge for me on the eve of my wedding.

There must be something I haven’t thought of, some way to wriggle out of Hugh’s promise. But although I fidget and fret for hours, dawn’s pale light finds me no closer to a solution than before. Ashen smudges beneath Mum and Dad’s eyes reveal that they’ve slept no more than I, and even Hugh looks wan and weary when he lifts his head from the nest of hoghide blankets I’d made for him on the floor.

He might be a prince, but he threatened my parents; I wasn’t about to give up my bed for him.

“Time to wed, Miss Smith.”

I wind my scarf around my neck, but not so I can go to the chapel. “I have chores first.”

“You always say that,” Hugh grumbles. “Be quick about it, then.”

I toss on my cloak and let myself out. He’s in pain. It’s obvious from the pallor on his face, the clumsiness of his movements, the rasp of his voice.

And, annoyingly enough, I feel bad for the fellow.

I don’t have to particularly like something to recognize when it’s out of order; I don’t care for snakes, but I still pity one that’s injured or dying. That sort of disgusted compassion beats in my own aching heart now. Whatever his origins, Hugh was made to sparkle, to gleam, to dance, and his foolish vow has caused him to shrivel and fade. The promise was his fault, and I’m not going to forgive him for threatening my family, but I don’t wish to harm him further. I just need to break his vow, somehow, and he can go back and live his glimmering, chaotic life.

Somewhere far, far away from us.

The cold morning welcomes me with a sparkle of frost and the hogs writhe with joy when I enter their sty. “I’d appreciate your enthusiasm more if you weren’t spilling the water on my hem,” I mutter when they begin nosing at my buckets. Hungry Murt butts his curly head against my knees, and I pause to scratch his ears. I wrinkle my nose. “You lot need baths.”

Though I’ve agonized over Hugh’s vow all night, I can’t think about anything else. He claims I’m part Folk—can I use that to my advantage? Can I out-bargain him? Do I have any power to compel him?

I give the hogs their slop slowly, buying as much time as I can before going to the chapel with Hugh. Prince Inglebert—the hog—snuffles at my boots, and I pat his woolly neck. “You’re going to miss me, I know.” A fresh spasm seizes me. I gasp and bend over double, clutching at my heart as Hugh’s promise squeezes. If it’s this bad for me, it must be worse for him. I’m worried he’ll go crazy with the pain.

Mind, I’m not saying Hugh doesn’t deserve every bit of this unpleasantness—I’m only worried about the mayhem he’ll cause if it lasts much longer.

I trail my fingers through Prince Inglebert’s soft wool one last time before hurrying back into the house. Hugh’s still curled on the floor, but looks up, hissing, when I enter.

“Will your vow be satisfied by marriage alone, or do I have to live in the palace with you?” My wet hem swishes against the doorframe. I push my hood back, but don’t bother taking off my cloak or scarf. May as well get this over with.

“I don’t know.” Hugh grimaces. “I said I’d make you a princess, so I suppose I’ll have to officially present you at court.” His lip curls in disgust.

“Then you’ll leave money with Mum and Dad, and as soon as the terms of your promise are fulfilled, I’ll come back here to live.” I keep my gaze fixed on Hugh. I don’t want to see the despair on my parents’ faces.

“What, you’d rather live here than stay with me in the palace?” Hugh eyes the ramshackle cottage.

“Precisely.” I fold my arms across my chest. Mum stirs the porridge over the stove, the spoon making shaky little thumps against the sides of the pot. I hope she didn’t make much; I, at least, have no appetite. “And yes, I mean that as an insult.”

The corners of Hugh’s mouth turn down. He unwinds himself from his woolly nest. “You shouldn’t insult your betrothed,” he grouses. “It’s not couth!”

“You threatened my parents and told me you’d be tired of me before long—in fact, I suspect you already are—so don’t lecture me about being couth!”

“You’ll eat before you go, at least?” Mum’s trembling voice is barely audible over the crackle of the fire.

Hugh shakes his head. “I’ll get you something better than porridge for our wedding feast after it’s all official. But we really must be going. I am very uncomfortable.” He wipes sweat off his lined forehead.

“You don’t have to do this, Hester,” Dad says.

“She does, actually,” Hugh huffs. “I can compel her.”

I smile brightly at Mum and Dad, trying to mask my terror, even though my stomach is in knots and my legs are wobbling. “Let’s make the best of it. Your daughter can be a princess.” My voice breaks on the last word.

Hugh, shaking nearly as much as I am, leads me out of the cottage and whistles. Kelpie comes trotting up from wherever she was roaming. Hugh lifts me up on her—“She isn’t a normal horse, is she?” I ask, but Hugh only laughs—and then he jumps behind me and we’re flying back up the hill and toward the chapel.

There is no time to think, and yet I must think. How can I outwit one of the Folk? How can I out-bargain or trick or manipulate one whose very nature is based around all those things?

I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t know.

Yet there must be something—!

Kelpie’s hooves tear up the ground beneath us. Lower Splott is too small to have its own chapel, so we have to travel all the way to Upper Splott. The only benefit to the longer journey is that I have more time to stew over my fate and all the ways I’m helpless to prevent it. Which, upon review, may not be a benefit anyhow.

“Tell me something, at least,” I say over my shoulder. The wind whips my curls around my face, and I spit one out of my mouth.

“What do you want to know, my love?” Hugh sits behind me, arms wrapped tightly around my waist as he holds Kelpie’s reins.

“Don’t call me that.” I scowl. “Why didn’t my ward protect me?”

Hugh laughs. He reaches up to my neck and fingers the pouch of herbs. “Who told you these would keep Folk away?”

I swat his hand. “Everyone knows it,” I say. “We’ve been using folkbane as a ward for generations.”

“Folkbane, as you call it, is what first drew me to you. All the Folk love it,” he says. “It will never work as a ward.”

I twist to face him. “That can’t be true! It’s the only thing that works!”

“You’ve been tricked there.” Hugh’s chest shakes with laughter. “Some clever old Folk—maybe the same one that somehow got mixed into your bloodline—must have started that superstition a long time ago. Nice of you to bury some by your boardinghouse, by the way. I felt very peaceful there.”

I turn forward again, limp. “What wards do work, then?”

“That’s a lot of information to give for free,” Hugh says, a malicious undertone in his voice. “You’d pay for it later.”

I snap my mouth closed as we barrel past Lower Splott and give a half-hearted wave to a cluster of villagers.

“Why weren’t you discovered before? I’ve never heard of a changeling who lived all the way to adulthood.” I know people in the city aren’t as concerned about the Folk, but it’s still odd that no one ever questioned Hugh’s eccentricities, especially his own parents!

“You wish I died as a child?” Hugh’s breath is hot on my neck.

“I’m complimenting your great skill in blending in with the real humans.”

Hugh snorts. “Real humans? Have you forgotten that you’re part Folk, too?”

“I can lie,” I argue. “Everyone knows Folk can’t lie.”

“Folk inheritance is unpredictable,” Hugh says, hugging me closer. Is he teasing me, or does he actually need my support to stay on Kelpie’s back? “The children of a Folk-human union can seem fully Folk, fully human, or anything in between. You might be able to lie, but I know you’re more resistant to favors than any real human—to borrow your eloquent words!—would be.” He coughs. “Our children could be as bland as Lucas or as wild as my own grandmama—who knows?”

I blanche and shut my mouth for the rest of the journey.

By the time we reach the chapel in Upper Splott, my nose and cheeks are chapped from the wind and my teeth are chattering, despite Hugh’s embrace. Hugh pulls Kelpie to a stop in front of the whitewashed chapel and leaps off her back with inhuman grace. How did I never notice it before? Or has his nature gotten more obvious in the wild air of Ramsfeldshire?

He reaches up and grabs my waist to help me dismount. I shrink away from his touch. “Come, come, my love!” he says. “Do not be missish with me now!”

“I’m not your love.”

“But you will be my wife, very soon!” Hugh twines his fingers with mine and pulls me to the chapel door. He grins, a ghastly imitation of the sunny beams I remember from the first time I met him. Now I see the otherness behind it.

I’ve never disliked our vicar, but I do hope that he will be ill today, or sleeping late, or perhaps visiting some dying Upper Splott matriarch—anything to delay this farce of a marriage. To my chagrin, he’s inside the chapel, kneeling in front of the boxy pulpit. “Ah—Hester Flanders!” he says, a gentle smile curling over his wrinkled face. His knees creak when he stands. “I’d heard that you left for Wellington-upon-Chesbury. And who is this?”

Morning sunlight filters through a stained-glass window high in the chapel wall and paints Hugh’s sickly face blue and green. “I am going to marry her.”

“Oh,” the vicar says faintly. He looks at me. “Congratulations.”

“Now,” Hugh adds, his smile never faltering.

“Oh,” the vicar says again. “Well, we really should read the banns and wait a fortnight—”

“Now.” Hugh’s teeth seem to grow slightly more pointed.

The vicar’s bushy eyebrows crawl together. “You are sure, Hester?”

“She is sure. Marry us.”

The vicar ignores Hugh, waiting for me to answer. Now is the moment to say something, anything that can get me out of this—

I think of nothing.

I swallow and nod. The vicar frowns, but withdraws to retrieve the ceremony things.

I have only minutes—maybe seconds—to think. I bite my lip, frantic to come up with something to stop this.

“You can’t do it,” Hugh says, reading the desperation on my face. “You’re looking more Folksy by the moment, but you can’t out-bargain me.”

“I have to try,” I say.

“You’ve done very well.” He chuckles and pats my hand. “Shall I take you to visit my grandmama and make a proper Folk woman out of you?”

“Please,” I say, very quietly. “Please, come up with something.”

Hugh’s eyes flicker, just for a moment, before the wildness returns. “I made a promise,” he hisses. He breathes quickly, chest rising and falling, and a spasm of pain passes over his drawn face. “And it hurts.”

The vicar returns. “If you’re ready,” he says doubtfully. Hugh nods, sharp and commanding, so the vicar takes out his ceremony book and lays it open on the pulpit. He tells us to face each other, then sprinkles crushed lavender and folkbane around us.

“Join your hands and state your intentions.”

Hugh’s fingers, stronger than they look, wrap around mine. “I intend to marry this woman,” he says. “I made a promise.”

“I didn’t,” I mutter. The vicar’s brow wrinkles in concern.

Hugh squeezes my hand harder, his lips curling in a snarl. A bead of sweat gathers on his forehead.

“I didn’t make any promise,” I say again, slowly. I tilt my chin up and look at Hugh. Light from the window behind him shines around his golden head. “And I didn’t receive any promise.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Hugh says. “I’m bound by my vow! Let’s get on with it!”

“Your intentions?” the vicar prompts.

A slow smile turns up the corners of my lips. I know what I have to do. I’ve spent all night and all morning trying to think more like one of the Folk—trying to bargain or bluster my way out of this—

but the answer has been in me all along.
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The vicar waits for me to speak. I don’t rush, taking time to gather my thoughts and choose my words carefully. “I do not intend to marry you, Hugh—or Fitzhugh, or whatever your name is.  I am not bound by your promise.” Hugh hisses in annoyance. I pull my hands out of his and press one to his chest. His heart flutters rapidly beneath my touch. “You say I’m part Folk—well, maybe you’re right.” The vicar stammers something, but I ignore him, my voice growing more confident. “But even so, I’m not all Folk. I’m a human. A vow I didn’t ask for and didn’t even witness can’t bind me.”

Hugh’s eyes narrow, pinpricks of dark light focused on me.

“I’ve been trying to think like the Folk—all my life, I’ve been trying to think like you,” I say. “But I’m not one of you, am I? I don’t have to bargain.” My smile grows joyful and real. I close my eyes briefly, willing the ache in my chest to fade. “I release you from your promise, Hugh.”

He starts, surprise and irritation dancing over his features. “You can’t just release me.”

“Why not?”

“I’m bound,” he insists. “I’m bound!”

I press my hand more firmly onto his chest, willing the bond to break, willing to calm him. Something else chivvies at the back of my mind—something about changelings, about Hugh, something Mum said. A mother always knows. 

“Hugh,” I say slowly, “are you a changeling?” The vicar yelps and takes a stumbling step backward. “Or are you just half-Folk?” I think of the beautiful, youthful queen who shares Hugh’s golden hair and gleaming eyes. “Why would you say our children could end up like Lucas if you’re not actually his brother—” I gasp. “Are you saying Lucas is Folk?”

Hugh grabs my shoulders to hold me upright. “Standing at the altar with me, and still thinking about my brother,” he mutters. “I tried to get him to do it! Threw you together as much as I could!”

“This is very irregular,” the vicar quivers. Poor old man; I hope he has a stout constitution. “Shall we postpone, then?”

“Either way,” I say to Hugh, “whatever your nature is made of, you can choose to be free. Whether you accept your freedom or not, you’re free. I won’t be bound by a bargain I never made.” I step backward, shaking his hands off.

Hugh takes a sharp breath through his nose. “You can’t do that,” he insists, his gaze flicking around the room. “You can’t do that! You’re changing the rules!”

“I am not.” I straighten my shoulders. “I am following the human rules.” I think of what Lucas tried to tell me and smile ruefully. “Humans can give freely. We don’t have to bargain all the time.”

The vicar coughs. “Am I correct in presuming that this young man, is, er, one of Them?”

“It’s all fine,” I say. “Hugh is going to act human.”

Hugh’s eyes are still fixed on me with a wild intensity—but I think I see a spark in them now, something that wasn’t there before. I reach out and take his hand.

“Here—to prove it—” I stretch up on my tiptoes and give him the only thing I can think of, a soft kiss on his lips. “A gift, freely given and freely received. It doesn’t hurt anymore, does it?”

Surprise lights his face. His pallid cheeks gradually regain their color, and he presses a palm to his heart, slowly and wonderingly. “It—you can’t do that!” Then he grins, the wildness replaced by his usual mirth. “Your great-great-great-great grandmother was Folk,” he says. “On your mother’s side, anyhow. I wasn’t paying attention to your father’s.”

The vicar sputters.

Hugh puts his hands in his pockets lazily and saunters over to the blue-and-green window. He gazes curiously out at the village. “Does everyone here use those pointless wards?” He spins and strolls back to me. “I’m not sure if you’re right, Miss Smith—”

“Miss Smith?” the vicar echoes.

“—but I’ll make a new promise now: in exchange for my freedom, I will teach your village about proper warding.” He shows a few more teeth. “Are we both satisfied?”

“Very, thank you,” I say.

Hugh nods at me once and strolls down the aisle, humming an off-key tune. At the door, he stops. “That letter you wrote Luke—not very romantic, by-the-by! No wonder you couldn’t catch him!—I took it. Needed your address, you see! Anyhow, if you still like him, you’ll have to write again.” He retrieves a fistful of bank notes from his pocket and stuffs them in the tithe box by the door. “For your service, old man!” he calls to the vicar before he disappears.

“Wait!” I rush after him, leaving the befuddled vicar behind. Hugh’s already up on Kelpie.

“Well?”

“Was I right? Is Lucas really—?” I hang on to the edge of the doorway.

“He doesn’t know,” Hugh twinkles. “Mother’s kept her secret pretty well, hasn’t she!” He winks and wheels Kelpie away, but stops when I call him again.

“Would you really have killed someone?”

His face loses its humor. “You don’t know how much pain I was in! I—I was not myself.”

“I think you were yourself.” I flatten my lips. “The worst version of yourself, I mean.”

A flicker of shame crosses his face, but he only shrugs. “Well, well, it turned out all right, so let’s say no more about it.”

“It turned out all right because—Hugh! You can’t just threaten my parents and then run away without even an apology! Hugh!”

He can, actually, and he does. Kelpie rears and whinnies, and Hugh shoots me one last grin before they dart off. “I’m telling Luke you kissed me! He’ll hate it!”

It takes them only a moment to disappear down the road. My legs suddenly tremble, and I cling to the doorframe for support, holding my breath for several long heartbeats. The ache that’s plagued me for so long is gone. I hadn’t realized how much it hurt until now.

There are still other aches, though.

I wipe my hand across my brow, weary. I’ve freed myself from Hugh—maybe freed Hugh from himself, too. And he repaid me by leaving me stranded and hungry in Upper Splott!

He really is the most annoying man!
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It takes over an hour to follow the coiling, hilly road back to Lower Splott. The wind has died down, although the air smells like rain and quiet thunder growls in the distance. My newfound lightness—and my desire to stay dry—speeds me on my way.

I mean, I still have plenty of problems: Dad still needs a surgeon, and apparently the queen is Folk, and apparently I’m Folk, and I’m still in love with a man who’s more unapproachable than ever. But if I don’t think about those things for a few minutes, I’m actually doing quite well.

Writing to Lucas again is out of the question. Not because I’m afraid of accepting favors now, but because I feel the impropriety more after almost marrying his brother. I did kiss Hugh, technically, so it wouldn’t be very polite to start asking Lucas for help again.

But Lucas is not my only friend. If we sell all the hogs, and I sell the book Lucas gave me, and maybe if Chemmy can loan us a little bit, I could at least send Dad and Mum to Wellington-upon-Chesbury to see another doctor. I’ll hire myself out as a hogmaid to someone around here and live in a sty if I have to.

I’m nearly to Lower Splott when I see a carriage stopped in the middle of the road. A dark figure leans against a nearby tree. I hope it’s not a highwayman; of course, no one would call the Upper-Lower Splott road a highway.

I slow my steps and walk along the other ditch, just in case.

Once I get closer, I realize the figure is a man—a tall man—a tall man in a very princely jacket—my jaw drops. “Lucas?”

Lucas turns, his face mirroring my own surprise. “Miss Flanders?”

“What are you doing here?” I say. “I thought you were a highwayman! You shouldn’t lurk beneath trees, Your Highness!”

“The wheel broke,” Lucas says, dipping his head toward the tilting carriage. “The driver walked on to find the nearest wheelwright.”

“He’ll be walking a while,” I say, moving over to inspect the damage. “No wheelwrights in Lower Splott, or Upper Splott for that matter.” I bend and wriggle the broken spokes.

“Oh?” Lucas follows me over to the carriage. “Where will he have to go, then?”

I dust my hands on my skirt. “Well, if he says the right thing to the right person in Lower Splott, he might get someone who can help. Otherwise, the nearest actual wheelwright is all the way in Splott Superior.”

“Splott—Hester, there is not a village called Splott Superior!”

“Cross my heart,” I say. The organ in question is fluttering rather vigorously. Why is Lucas here, and why is he acting as if we’ve just met under the most usual of circumstances—as if he’s not stranded on a narrow, rutted lane, miles from his palace and whatever princely business he’s supposed to be doing, and as if his mother is not Folk, and as if he doesn’t know that I am wholeheartedly in love with him!

I rescind my opinion of Hugh. Lucas may be the most annoying man.

The clouds cease threatening and start acting. Fat drops plop and splash around us. Lucas takes my hand, tugging me into the carriage for shelter.

I don’t mind that he’s holding my hand, not even a little bit, and I don’t object to the fact that he doesn’t drop it when we’re both safely inside, seated opposite from each other on plush seats. The carriage’s windows are covered, and the interior is dim.

“What are you doing here?” His voice is low. I wish the carriage were brighter so I could see his face better; on the other hand, there is something thrilling about having a whispered conversation in the darkness with an attractive man.

An attractive man who is about to be very disgruntled when I tell him his mother is, in fact, something quite inhuman. I tug my hand away.

“I live here, or hereabouts, anyhow,” I say. “Why are you here?”

Lucas huffs something that might be a humorless laugh, or might be the noise an injured hog would make when another hog stepped on its tail. I blink. Did he answer? I got lost in my metaphor.

He reaches up and takes off his hat. “Looking for you, as a matter of fact. Is this your farmland?”

“This? Oh, no. We’re a few miles beyond the village.”

“Why are you out walking in the rain?”

“Well, it wasn’t raining when I left.” I thread my fingers together. “You know how your brother—well, you remember—wait!” I squint into the shadows. “You are Lucas, aren’t you?”

“Who else would I be?”

“Prove it,” I say. “So I know you’re human, or at least mostly human. Tell me a lie.”

“Err—my name is Flower?”

I stare. “Your name is Flower?”

He throws up his hands. He’s still holding his hat, and it knocks into the carriage roof. “I’m not used to thinking up lies on the spot!”

“Of course you are,” I scoff. “You’re a politician, aren’t you?”

“That doesn’t mean I go around lying on purpose.”

We’re getting off-track. “What color is the grass?”

“Well, right now I can’t see any—”

I heave a deep sigh. “I’m getting you a book on botany next. Let’s try this: what direction is the sunrise?”

“East.”

“Good. Now say the sun rises in the west. That’s an objective lie.”

“The sun rises in the west,” Lucas repeats obediently. “And grass is blue, and you hate cheese.”

I smile. That’s a relief, anyhow.

Lucas clears his throat. “But about—about humans and Folk.”

“I need to tell you something about that,” I say. I bite my lip and try to think of a gentle way to suggest that his mother is not human. “I don’t think your mother is human,” I finally blurt.

“What do you think she is?” Lucas’ voice is measured and guarded, but not angry.

“Folk. I don’t know how, or why, just—”

“Was Hugh here?” Lucas twists the hat in his hands.

“You’re ruining that hat, you know.”

He barks a laugh and passes a hand over his face. “First you say that my mother is not human, and then you tell me to worry about my hat.”

“It’s a nice hat!” I protest, tugging it out of his grip and trying to punch it back into shape.

“Forget the hat, Hester! It’s not important right now!” He sighs, then takes my hand again. “You’re getting cold.”

“Less important than the hat.”

“Let me put the blanket on you.” His voice grows a bit thick and he releases my hand to rummage under the seat. He leans across the carriage and spreads a blanket over my lap carefully. He pauses, still close to me. “You never lied to me.”

I say the first thing that comes to mind. “I think your eyes are very ugly.”

He blinks. “I—I don’t know if that’s a lie or not.”

“I have six fingers on my right hand.” Lucas looks down at my hand, picks it up, and runs his thumb over my fingers before releasing me.

“I count five,” he says. His eyes find mine again. “So I can trust that you’re not a faerie?”

“Of course I’m not. Or at least, not much.”

He raises his eyebrows.

“Hugh said one of my great-great-great-grandmothers—or it may have been great-great-great-great? I wasn’t paying very close attention—was Folk. But I’ve decided to ignore it.”

“How did Hugh know?”

“Said he could tell when I kissed him,” I say absently, still trying to remember the number of greats and calculate the percentage of Folk blood that gives me.

Lucas doesn’t squawk—that would be undignified—but the noise he makes would be classified as a bleat, at the very least. “You kissed him?”

“It’s a long story!” I’m not sure where to start, but I don’t get a chance. A rattle sounds outside the carriage, and the door swings open. I blink against the light.

“Your Highness?” the man says. “I’ve found someone for the wheel.”

The light pouring through the door illuminates Lucas’ very red face. We weren’t doing anything improper, so he needn’t look so embarrassed to be caught with me!

The man—the driver, I presume—spares me a curious glance before backing away so we can exit the carriage. Lucas goes first, then hands me down. A Lower Splott villager waits outside with a tool chest.

“Well! Your wheel should be fixed soon, and I really should be getting on home.” I curtsy.

“Wait—Hester.” Lucas follows me when I begin walking back down the road. “I need to speak to you.”

“We’ve been speaking, Your Highness.” My heart warms at the sound of my name in his voice.

“Yes, and there’s more to say.” He touches my shoulder to make me stop walking. A raindrop lands on his bare head; he’s left his misshapen hat in the carriage. “If you’ll wait, I’ll give you a ride back to your home. But no bargains between us, Hester.” His dark eyes bore into mine. “I’m not here to trap you.”

My heart is fluttering, all my instincts at war. “Are you offering to help me?”

“You don’t need to make it sound like such an insult.” His lips quirk up into a lopsided smile. “I won’t force you,” he adds. “But we are friends, are we not?”

I stretch out my hand and place it in his. “No bargains,” I say in a whisper. “And I’d be grateful for the use of your carriage.”

His lopsided smile grows into a real one, warm and delighted and a bit surprised.

“You don’t need to look so shocked,” I sniff. “I’m more human than you are.”

His fingers close around mine. I like the way they feel. He leans a tiny bit closer. “Because of my mother, you mean? Then here’s a lie to reassure you—I think your eyes are very ugly, too.”

I’m surprised into a laugh, even as I blush furiously. I pluck my hand out of his and tuck a curl behind my ear. “That is reassuring. Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Well,” he says, flexing his fingers before clasping his hands behind his back, “while we wait, I’d like to hear more about why you were kissing my brother.” The makeshift wheelwright produces a series of thuds and clunks behind us.

“I almost kissed you once, you know,” I say, wiping a raindrop off my cheek. “At that ball, when I was dressed like a pumpkin.”

Lucas swallows and steps closer to me. “You should have. You—you should kiss me whenever you want to.”

“Oh?” I take two steps toward him, holding his gaze, then stretch up to my tiptoes and brush a feather-light kiss across his lips. He stands still. I back away. “Well then,” I say. He needn’t be so cold about it; it was his idea—

Lucas closes the distance between us in one sudden movement, arms wrapping around my waist and pressing me to his chest. He bends his head, finding my lips with his own, and his kiss is not feather-light. “Hester,” he says when he finally stops to breathe, “we have much more to discuss.”

One of the men from the carriage whistles. I’m sure Lucas would blush if he weren’t already so rosy.

“Were we discussing something?” I pant.

Lucas traces circles over my back and chuckles. “I have a—an idea to present to you. The paperwork is in the carriage.”

“Paperwork?” My eyebrows raise to the sky. “You kiss me like that, and then talk about paperwork?”

“It’s interesting paperwork,” Lucas murmurs. Then he kisses me again.
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I rap on the door of the cottage before I push it open, just to give my parents the briefest warning, although there’s really no way to prepare them for the fact that I’m about to bring another half-Folk prince inside.

Mum stops in the middle of her pacing and rushes toward me, arms outstretched. She embraces me, rain and cloak and all, and I hear a sob. “Hester! Are you—is he—” She straightens and stares at Lucas. “And who is this?”

“All is well,” I assure her. I cross the room to Dad and drop a kiss, and some rain, on his forehead. “This is Lucas.” He bows to my parents.

“The Lucas?” Mum says. “The one who sent all the cheese?”

“I knew he must fancy you,” Dad says.

Lucas looks at me with a raised eyebrow. We’d said many things on our ride here, but really, there was too much to say; it was impossible to warn him about everything.

“But where’s the other one?” Mum asks again.

“I really don’t know.” I strip my cloak off and hang it from a peg. “Or care. I’m still angry at him.” Lucas follows my example, hanging his overcoat next to mine.

Mum rushes to make tea, and I push Lucas into a chair near the fire. He submits with a lopsided smile. When we’re all suitably comfortable and equipped with tea, I sink to the floor next to Lucas, settle myself on a hoghide, and relate what happened with Hugh at the chapel. Dad’s face is soft and proud by the time I’m done.

“Well done, my girl,” he says.

Mum strips off her ward charm with an annoyed huff and tosses it in the fire. “You mean to say he’s not a changeling?”

Lucas clears his throat. He’d told me this part while we drove. “My mother is one of the Folk. I only discovered as much a day ago.” His fingers play nervously with his teacup.

“And you always seemed so normal,” I say, patting his knee. “Just think, you could have been compelling your council to approve your pet policies all along!”

“That’s why my parents have been quiet about it,” Lucas says. “My mother laid aside the, er, less palatable actions of her kin when she married my father. But they were afraid of public perception and accusations of coercion.”

“Naturally,” Dad says. Mum perches on the bed next to him. He strokes her hand. “And you, yourself, were unaware?”

“Only Hugh knew. He inherited more of a bent to … that side,” Lucas says. I rest my head on his knee. He’s obviously still uncomfortable with the revelation. “I would have been ignorant still, except I got a glimpse of some of Hugh’s … oddities.”

“He normally had his rooms all glamoured,” I supply. Lucas explained it to me already. “But when he came here, he couldn’t keep it hidden.”

“And you followed him here to warn us, Your Highness?” Dad’s voice is mild, but there’s a twinkle in his eye. “Or did you have other intentions?”

Lucas coughs. “I have a—a proposition for your family.” He walks across the room and withdraws a large packet of papers from his coat.

Mum raises her eyebrows.

“How did you fit all of those in one pocket?” I ask. That’s the sort of coat I need. My cloak’s pockets are irritatingly small.

“Will you let His Highness speak?” Mum scolds.

Lucas coughs again and shuffles through his stack as he retakes his seat. “While researching the economics of Ramsfeldshire, I was struck by the overwhelmingly negative fiscal outcomes, despite what should be a thriving region based on geography and trade opportunities.” I yawn, and his gaze slides to me, one corner of his mouth twitching. “Am I boring you, Miss Flanders?” He sips at his tea.

“Very much. I’d prefer if you just spit it out. Not the tea, I mean.”

Lucas splutters.

“Speak more respectfully to His Highness, Hester!” Mum scolds.

“I don’t think he wants me to.” I lean back on my hands, digging my fingers into the woolly hoghide.

Lucas splutters again and sets his teacup down. “I am rather—rather fond of your daughter’s manner of speaking, Mistress Flanders.” He turns to the next page in his sheet before peering down at me. “If I may continue?”

“You may,” I say graciously.

“Miss Flanders has previously described to me the local values of independence and self-reliance, but based on revenue reports from comparative locations—don’t yawn, Hester, I’m getting to it—I believe that one way to augment the overall fecundity of the region—would you pay attention, Hester—I’m trying to propose to you!”

I freeze mid-yawn. “I wasn’t making fun of you,” I protest. “Even though I only know half those words. I just didn’t sleep last night, what with Hugh here—not like that!”

“Strange way to propose,” Dad murmurs gently.

Lucas ruffles his papers, pink-cheeked. “A closer affiliation with a native of Ramsfeldshire might give me enough influence to encourage the values of mutual aid and neighborly assistance, to soothe some of the long-standing fears regarding the immutably malicious nature of the Folk, and to bolster the already-held traditions of diligence and resilience.”

“So many long words,” I say, stifling another yawn behind my hand.

“If you get me a book on botany,” Lucas says, “I’ll get you a lexicon.”

“Are you trying to say that I’d be better politics than whatever princess you were supposed to be courting?”

He clears his throat. “That’s precisely what I am saying, Miss Flanders.”

“Plus, my bride-price will be more affordable, I suppose.”

“That’s on page five,” Lucas agrees. “My father appreciated that point especially.”

“When I asked Hester’s mother to marry me,” Dad says mildly, looking at the ceiling, “I told her I loved her.”

Lucas flushes. “That is pages six through twelve.”

“Oh, read that part.” Mum leans forward. “I’d like to hear.”

“Your ideas are nice enough,” Dad says. He shifts onto an elbow, and Mum props him up with a cushion. “What I want to know is if you’ve both prepared for the difficult parts of life. Not just the difficulties of being political figures—my girl, you will have to learn to bite your tongue far more often if you want to be a credit to a noble husband—”

“I like her tongue,” Lucas says.

“Is that page six?” Mum winks.

“Mum!” I hide my burning face in my hands.

Dad shakes his head at the three of us. “I mean the real hard things,” he says quietly. “When you have to bury a child, or many? When your spouse is lying on a bed and may never get up again? Will you still be happy with your choice?”

“I’d take care of Lucas,” I say softly.

Dad looks at me, gently probing. “But would you let him care for you?”

Lucas reaches down and lays his hand on my shoulder. After a moment, I cover it with my own and turn my face up to his. Any questions or fears I had dissolve when I meet his eyes.

“Perhaps,” I say, heart racing, “you would like to help me with the chores. I’m sure you’d enjoy meeting Prince Inglebert.”

“I thought I was—oh, you mean the one who bit you?” Lucas asks.

“He hasn’t bitten me in years.”

“He bit me just last week,” Mum says.

“His monthly quota should be fulfilled, then. Come.” I uncurl myself from my seat on the floor, wincing at the numbness in my left toes. Lucas offers a hand to pull me up.

Did he really just propose marriage, or did I fall asleep after the last week of fretful nights? Is this all a very odd dream?

If it is, at least it’s a nice dream, and I don’t want to wake up. I could get used to the way his fingers feel in mine.

Dad smiles at me when we walk to the door to re-garb ourselves in cloak and overcoat. I know he’s given me his blessing to say yes if I choose.

The rain has stopped, and wide sunbeams push through gaps in the clouds. Raindrops still cling to the long blades of grass along the path to the hog pasture, and they sparkle in the light.

“Well,” I say, clasping my hands in front of my skirt, “here are the hogs.”

Lucas leans against the low stone wall. “They look very nice.”

I stand next to him. We stare at the herd of snuffling creatures.

“I didn’t do a very good job of proposing, I’m afraid.” Lucas looks at me ruefully. “I’m not a romantic man, Hester.”

“Did you ever propose? Or just read a treatise on revenue augmentation, whatever that means?”

Lucas chuckles and gazes out over the field of rooting hogs. “I mostly wrote that for my father. He’s always meant for me to use my marriage for the country’s sake.” Hungry Murt shuffles over to us and grunts at Lucas. “But I thought it might sway your parents, too, if they’re anything as stubborn as their daughter.”

“Stubborn! Whatever could you mean?” I flutter my lashes, probably the picture of innocence.

“I mean that if I came here and said, I’d like to help you move to the capital, they’d never accept it. But if they think it’s a sort of bargain, or a dowry …” He trails off and shrugs a shoulder. “It was the best I could come up with.”

I swallow. “Very kind of you, Your Highness.” I bite my lower lip and keep my eyes trained over the pasture. “And that’s all, then?”

Lucas coughs. “Just one more thing. I think I fell in love with you at the Commoners Ball, when you asked if you could try the gasolier—or it may have been the moment you told me your parents could not afford a first name.”

I scoff. “Preposterous. You thought I was some sort of scoundrel trying to seduce Hugh.”

“Perhaps I love you because you’re a scoundrel.” I hear the smile in his voice. My heart flutters.

“I’m not the one who’s half-Folk.” I sniff. “Do you really love me?”

“I really love you, Miss Hester Flanders.” He shifts so he’s facing me, leaning a hip against the pasture wall. His hands slip around mine. “Let me ask you again, properly: will you marry me?”

I look at our hands. “I’m not sure I’d be a very good princess. I’d demand cheese with every meal—or at least once per day—and I would insist on a herd of woolly hogs being housed in the stables—and I would make you read penny dreadfuls every night before bed—and I am very bad at dancing.”

“I agree to your terms,” Lucas says promptly, but I frown.

“No terms, Lucas! If you—if you really want—I mean—”

The breeze ruffles his hair. A lone bird chirrups from the stone fence. “No terms, and no bargains between us,” he agrees. “A heart freely given and freely received.”

I bite my lip, which makes Lucas look at my mouth, which makes me flush all the way to my toes.

“Well, Hester?” he asks. His hands are very gentle, and I do not resist as he tugs me toward him until we’re standing so close that I have to tilt my head to look into his warm eyes.

“Of course I want to marry you. No one else has ever made me feel so—so safe, and so warm, and so understood, and I think I’m very much in love with you! Now help me water these hogs!”

I am afraid the hogs have to wait longer for their water, for Lucas does not obey my summons immediately; somehow, his hands are cupping my cheeks, and his lips are alternating between kisses and whispered endearments, and it is very enjoyable for a few minutes.

Until I yelp, “Prince Inglebert! Would you stop?”

Lucas pulls back, confusion on his face. I twist away from the wall we were leaning against and swat Prince Inglebert—the hog—on the snout. He’s got a mouthful of red calico, and I think a chunk of my flesh, too.

“May I make a request, dearest?” Lucas murmurs.

“Yes?” I rub my sore thigh.

“Let’s not take that particular hog with us.”
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The bell over the door jangles as I step into the shop. No one sits behind the counter, but I hear the rustle of someone rising in the back room. I push the hood of my cloak off my head and smooth my hair while I wait. It’s sure to be a mess by now.

Mistress Corthope steps into the entry. Her lips turn down when she recognizes me.

“Good afternoon,” I say. I’m willing to be polite, or at least start that way.

“If you’re looking for your job back, I’ve already replaced you.” She props a hand on her hip and squints.

“Oh no—I’ve got quite enough to occupy me.” I step further into the shop, rubbing my hands together for warmth. “I’m here to collect my wages.”

Mistress Corthope’s forehead wrinkles, and her voice is sharp when she speaks. “What wages?”

“The ones you stole,” I say pleasantly. “You remember.”

She looks away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do. But if you’d prefer to have the minister of finance look over your books, I suppose he could.”

“The minister of finance!” Mistress Corthope scoffs. “As if he’d care about a complaint from a chit like you!”

I reach a hand into my pocket. “He would, actually.” I pull out a letter and slide it across the counter. The king’s seal, set in bright red wax, winks up at us. “I know it’s your word against mine,” I add apologetically, “but you see, my word means more to the royal family than yours does.”

Mistress Corthope looks from me to the sealed letter and back again. “Did you steal that?”

“Open it and read it, if you want.” I shrug. “Although it would probably be easier if you just give me my wages now, and don’t get the minister involved.”

She snatches the letter, slits the seal with her thumbnail, and scans the contents. Lucas had written it for me, of course. He would have skipped this step altogether and just sent the auditor over, but I’ve been in a gracious mood the past week.

She growls when she finishes reading and stuffs it back in the envelope. Her moneybox clangs when she pulls it out and counts my missing wages. She slams them onto the counter, pushing the letter back over to me.

“I suppose I can guess how you got the ear of the prince,” she sneers.

“I very much doubt it!” I collect the money, counting carefully to ensure it’s all there, and tuck it away. “Would you like to keep the letter?”

The noise she makes indicates that she does not, in fact, so I collect that too. “If Jinna is still here,” I say, raising my voice, “let her know that there’s a place for her at the palace, if she wants it.”

I am sorry to report that Mistress Corthope uses some less-than-couth language. But she has no power over me anymore, so I pull my hood back up and step out of the shop, letting the bell clang behind me for the last time.

I scan the street. Chemmy should be done with work soon, but I don’t spot her in the crowds yet. I do see a little flowergirl huddled by a lamppost, and I wend my way over.

“What do you have?” I ask, bending down to her.

She shows me her basket of pansies.

“I’ll take them all.” I rummage in my pocket for the money Mistress Corthope just gave me and press it into her cold hand.

The girl’s eyes widen when she sees the amount I’ve given her. “All of it, miss?” she squeaks.

“Well, your pansies are very nice!” I say, gathering the wilted purple bundles. “More than worth the cost.”

She grins a gap-toothed smile and takes off running, dingy blonde braids flapping as she goes.

If I’m to be a princess, I’ll buy flowers every day.

“Hester?”

I look behind me. Chemmy is exiting Mistress Hardinge’s, two doors down, and has spotted me. Her face turns from surprise to delight. I rush to meet her.

“Chemmy!”

She wraps me in a hug, questions tumbling out as fast as she can speak them. “You’re back! How? Are your parents well? When did you come? Where are you staying?” She releases me and holds me at arms’ length, looking me over for answers. “Why didn’t you send word?”

“My parents are as well as they can be,” I say. “We left Ramsfeldshire last week, but just got here yesterday. I didn’t send word because there just wasn’t time.” Lucas had arranged everything for us. We traveled slowly, for Dad’s sake, and Lucas got him into the care of the best physicians as soon as we arrived in the city.

“A week? That’s plenty of time,” Chemmy scoffs.

“Well, yes, sort of,” I say. “But I wanted to tell you everything in person, anyhow.”

She loops her arm through mine so we can walk down the street together. “Tell away, then.”

Where to start? “It might take a while to sort through all the details,” I say, “but the most pressing issue is this: will you help me get ready for the ball tonight?”

Chemmy slows her steps. “What ball?”

“The Lords Ball.”

“Hester,” she begins, “you may have been able to pass in the Commoners Ball, but even I can’t dress you as a noble!”

“I have a dress,” I say. “The queen is lending it to me.”

“The what?”

“But I still want you with me, if you’re not otherwise occupied.”

Chemmy turns so she’s facing me head on. “I think you’ve skipped a few details, Hester!”

“I’ve skipped oodles,” I agree, “which is why I want you to come with me. We can talk while we’re getting ready.” I twist my mittened fingers together, suddenly shy. “I’m getting married, Chemmy. The engagement will be announced tonight.”

“I knew he’d ask you!” Chemmy crows. She nearly tackles me with the force of her embrace.

We hug, and giggle, and say silly things, and generally behave nonsensically, ignoring the people rushing by and the cry of the merchants closing their shops.

“Your turn next,” I say. “Lucas can help Ungus set up for himself.”

Chemmy flushes. “If he could—”

The clopping of horse hooves interrupts us. We scuttle to the side of the street, but the clopping slows and stops. “Oh!” I say, recognizing the driver. “That’s our carriage, Chemmy!” I tug her over to it, and the driver hops down and hands us in. I lay my bundles of pansies on the seat next to me. “Do you suppose you could put these in my hair?”


      [image: image-placeholder]
Hours later, primped and preened, I stand at the top of the stairs in the palace and peer out a large window. Outside, the gaslit drive shows a steady stream of carriages rumbling up to the palace door. Each has its own crest, but I don’t know one from another yet. Hordes of lords and ladies alight and climb the steps to the front door before disappearing from view.

I tug at my gloves, smooth my silk skirt, pat my piles of curls and pansies, and try to ignore the self-consciousness writhing in my gut. I really can’t dance. I hope I won’t be an embarrassment to Lucas.

He’d invited Mum, but she didn’t want to leave Dad at the infirmary by himself. I feel a bit rotten leaving him, too, but the king—who is nearly my father-in-law—insisted that the engagement be announced immediately, so here I stand, waiting for my prince to appear and escort me downstairs. Chemmy is holed up with the maids, eating snacks and enjoying all the palace gossip. I knew she’d fit right in. Hugh hasn’t been seen since he left me at the chapel in Upper Splott; he might be wandering around Ramsfeldshire, offering prophetic advice about Folk wards, or he might be causing mischief somewhere else. Lucas has given me permission to box his ears next time I see him, and I intend to do it.

Behind me, I hear a rustle and a clearing throat. I spin and see Lucas, immaculate in cravat and tailcoat. He lets his eyes trail over me slowly, and a different sort of self-consciousness rises.

“You look lovely,” he finally says.

“Better than that masquerade, at any rate.” I smooth my skirt again. It’s a deep emerald green, without a ruffle in sight.

“You were lovely at the masquerade, too.”

“Liar,” I grin.

He walks over and lifts a gloved hand, pressing a kiss to it. “I thought you wanted me to lie.”

“Only sometimes.” I meet his gaze and melt. Why would I be self-conscious when I have this man by my side?

“Here is something true, then,” he murmurs. He bends and kisses my lips, warm and slow. He smiles as he draws away and brushes a curl off my forehead. “Well, my love,” he says, offering his arm, “shall we go to the ball?”
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