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The violet hour came to Vallerand the way it came to everything in Aldoria: slowly, and then all at once.

Casimir Duval, Crown Prince of Aldoria, stood at the window of his chambers in the great palace and watched the sun go down over the capital. The light turned the marble of the city gold, then rose, then violet, and the violet was the hour he had been waiting for since dawn, the way he waited for it every day, the way he had waited for it for five years. The court knew he watched the sunset from his window. The court believed it was a habit, a prince's idle ritual, the kind of small eccentricity that made the heir seem human.

The court did not know that the violet hour was the only hour of the day that was his.

His hands were still on the windowsill. His face was the face he had worn for twenty-nine years — the mask of the perfect prince, carved by tutors and councilors and the long, patient machinery of the crown. He had worn the mask so long that the mask had become a second face, and the second face was the one the realm saw, and the one the realm saw was the one the realm believed.

Behind him, on the table, lay the decree that had been delivered at noon.

He had read it four times. It was written in the Chancellor's formal hand, on the king's own paper, and it announced, in the language of courts, that the Crown Prince of Aldoria would be betrothed to Lady Clarisse Fabron, niece of the Grand Duke Leopold Fabron, at the winter ball, three months hence.

The betrothal was not a surprise. Every man in the realm had known it was coming, the way every man knows the snow is coming in winter. The Duke had been maneuvering for two years, and the king had been ailing for three, and the succession had been the only game in the capital, and the pawn in the game was the prince's hand. Casimir had known, and had prepared, and had built the wall of the mask higher, and had told himself the same thing he told himself every day: the crown is a cage, and the cage is the price of the throne, and the throne is the price of the realm.

He had told himself that for five years.

The violet deepened. The city glittered. And Casimir Duval turned from the window, crossed the room, and opened the door of the hidden passage.

The passage was the secret the palace kept from itself. It ran behind the walls of the west wing, from the prince's chambers to the armory, and it had been built three hundred years ago, in the time of the Siege, when kings had needed to move unseen through their own fortress. The court had forgotten it. The maps had lost it. The stones had kept it, the way stones keep everything, patient and silent.

Casimir knew it the way he knew the face of the man he loved.

He moved through the dark without a light, the way he had moved through it a thousand times, and the stones knew his feet, and the dark knew his breath, and at the end of the passage, the door opened into the armory, and the armory was lit by a single lamp, and Remy Delacroix was there.

He was at the far end of the armory, at the long table where the swords were kept, and he was working on a blade — Casimir's own blade, the one that had been nicked in the last tournament — and he did not look up when the door opened, because he never looked up, because the looking up was the thing they could not afford. He worked the edge with the stone, slow and steady, and the sound of the stone on the steel was the sound of the violet hour.

"Three months," Casimir said.

"I heard." Remy's voice was quiet, the way it always was in the armory, the way it had to be. "The whole palace has heard, Casimir. The whole of Solenne has heard. The betrothal is the only thing anyone is talking about."

"The whole of Solenne will stop talking about it," Casimir said, "the moment there is something else to talk about. That is the nature of courts. And the nature of the thing we are."

Remy set the stone down. He turned, finally, and the lamp lit his face — the face Casimir had been watching for a thousand violet hours, the face that the court saw only in the tilt of a sword or the shadow of a helmet, the face of the master of arms, the commoner, the sword, the secret.

"You're going to marry her," Remy said.

"I am going to do what the realm requires." Casimir crossed the armory, and the swords stood in their racks, and the lamp burned, and he stopped in front of Remy, close enough that the whole of the armory disappeared, close enough that there was nothing in the world but the two of them and the violet hour. "The realm requires the betrothal. The betrothal requires the wedding. The wedding requires the heir. And the heir —" He stopped.

"And the heir?" Remy said softly.

"The heir is the thing I cannot give her." Casimir's voice was rough. "That is the whole of it, Remy. The heir is the thing I cannot give her, because the only thing I have ever wanted to give anyone is in this room, holding my sword, looking at me like the whole of the realm does not exist."

The armory was very quiet. The lamp burned. The swords stood in their racks.

"Casimir," Remy said, and the name was the thing they never said in daylight, the name that belonged to the violet hour alone, "you cannot say these things to me. You cannot stand in this armory, with the betrothal on the table of the palace, and tell me the heir is the thing you cannot give her. Because if you say it, I will believe it. And if I believe it —" He stopped. "And if I believe it, I will not be able to let you go."

"Then don't let me go."

"Casimir—"

"Then don't let me go, Remy." Casimir's voice was the voice of the prince, but the words were the words of the man, and the man had been waiting five years to say them. "I have spent five years being the perfect prince. I have worn the mask until the mask is a second face. I have stood at this window and watched the violet hour come, and I have walked this passage in the dark, and I have come to this armory, and I have looked at you, and I have told myself the crown is a cage and the cage is the price of the throne. And I am done telling myself that."

The lamp burned. The swords stood. The violet deepened beyond the high windows.

"I am done," Casimir said, "being the perfect prince. I am done pretending the betrothal is a thing I can bear. I am done —" He reached out, and he took Remy's hands, the hands that had taught him every blade he knew, the hands that had held his sword and his life and his secret for five years. "I am done pretending you are not the only thing I have ever wanted. And I am going to find a way, Remy. I am going to find a way through the cage. I don't know how. I don't know when. But I am going to find a way, and I am not going to let them marry me to a woman I cannot love while the man I love stands in my armory in the violet hour, sharpening my sword."

Remy looked at him for a long moment. The lamp lit his face. The swords stood in their racks. And the whole of the realm, and the betrothal, and the crown, and the cage, was a long way away.

"You can't promise me that," Remy said.

"I know."

"You can't promise me a way through the cage, Casimir. The cage is three hundred years old. The cage is the realm. The cage is the succession, and the council, and the Church, and the Duke with his niece and his army of spies. You can't promise me a way through it."

"I know." Casimir's voice was quiet. "But I can promise you this, Remy. I can promise you that I will not stop trying. I can promise you that the violet hour is ours, and the passage is ours, and the armory is ours, and I will not let the cage take them." He paused. "And I can promise you that if the cage ever closes completely — if they force me to the altar and there is no way through — I will not marry her with my heart in the armory. I will not do that to her, and I will not do that to you, and I will not do that to myself."

The armory was very quiet. The lamp burned. And Remy Delacroix, master of arms to the Crown Prince of Aldoria, the commoner, the sword, the secret, looked at the man he had loved since he was twenty years old, and he said, very quietly, "Then we find the way through the cage together."

"Together," Casimir said.

And the violet hour deepened, and the dark came in, and the two men stood in the armory in the lamplight, holding each other's hands, with the swords in their racks and the secret in their chests and the whole of the realm pressing against the walls.

"Three months," Remy said at last.

"Three months." Casimir's voice was steady. "Three months to find the way through the cage, Remy. Three months to the winter ball, and the betrothal, and the altar. Three months to decide whether the crown is a cage or the cage is a crown."

"And which is it?" Remy said.

Casimir looked at him. The lamp. The swords. The man.

"I don't know yet," he said. "But I know this, Remy. I know that love is the only crown I have ever wanted. And I am going to find a way to wear it."

The dark came in over Vallerand, and the violet hour ended, and the Crown Prince of Aldoria walked back through the hidden passage to his chambers, and the mask went back on, and the court saw the perfect prince at the window, watching the stars, and the court did not know that the perfect prince was thinking of a master of arms, and a sword, and a secret, and a way through the cage.

The betrothal decree lay on the table, unread for the fifth time.

And somewhere in the palace, in a suite of rooms on the east side, Grand Duke Leopold Fabron smiled at the news, and poured himself a glass of the king's best wine, and began to plan.
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Remy Delacroix had been in love with the Crown Prince of Aldoria for five years, and he had been keeping the love a secret for five years, and the keeping was the hardest thing he had ever done with his hands.

That was the shape of it. His hands had been trained to hold blades since he was old enough to lift one. His father, Marcel Delacroix, master of arms to two kings, had taught him the sword before he had taught him to read, and the sword had become the language he spoke, and the armory had become the room he lived in, and the prince had become the student he was sworn to protect.

He had been fourteen when he first held a blade against the prince's. Casimir had been eighteen, already the heir, already the mask, already the perfect prince of a thousand portraits. They had sparred in the training yard of Vallerand, and the whole court had watched, and Remy had lost, of course — had lost beautifully, the way a squire loses to a prince, with the right amount of effort and the right amount of grace — and the prince had offered him a hand, and he had taken it, and the hand had been warm, and the warmth had been the beginning of everything.

He had been twenty when the beginning had become the thing it was. The prince had returned from the wars in the Marches, and the court had celebrated, and the violet hour had come, and Remy had been in the armory, and the prince had come through the hidden passage, and the first kiss had happened in the lamplight, with the swords in their racks and the whole of the realm pressing against the walls.

And now he was twenty-five, and the love was five years old, and the secret was five years old, and the betrothal was three months old, and he stood in the training yard of Vallerand in the grey morning, watching the prince's guard drill, and he did not let his eyes find the window of the prince's chambers, because the window was the thing he could not afford.

"The line is loose on the left," Bastien Roche said, coming to stand beside him. "Third rank. The boy with the red plume. He'll lose his sword arm in the first real fight."

"He'll lose more than that if he keeps holding it like a plow." Remy's voice was level. "Send him to me this afternoon. I'll fix the grip."

"You always fix the grip." Bastien's voice was quiet. "You've been fixing grips since you were fourteen, Remy. You've been fixing everything since you were fourteen. The grip, the stance, the formation, the prince." He paused. "The prince's grip is the only one you can't fix."

The training yard went on. The swords rang. The morning went on.

"I don't know what you're talking about," Remy said.

"You know exactly what I'm talking about." Bastien Roche had been the prince's friend since they were boys, and he had been Remy's friend since the training yard, and he was the only man in the realm who knew both halves of the secret, and he had been carrying the knowing the way he carried everything: with the whole of his attention and none of his fear. "I've known for four years, Remy. I've known since the night of the winter ball, four years ago, when the prince disappeared for an hour, and you disappeared for an hour, and you both came back looking like men who had seen the inside of the same secret. I've known, and I've been keeping it, and I'll keep it until the grave, and I'm telling you now because the betrothal is three months away and the keeping is going to get harder before it gets easier."

Remy looked at him for a long moment. The swords rang. The morning went on.

"Four years," he said.

"Four years." Bastien's voice was gentle. "I'm the colonel of the guard, Remy. I see everything. I see the violet hour, and the hidden passage, and the way you look at him when you think no one is watching. I see the way he looks at you, and I've been watching the way he looks at you since the day you were fourteen, and I've been telling myself it was nothing, and I've been wrong, and I've known I was wrong, and I've been keeping it." He paused. "And I'm going to keep keeping it. That's the whole of it. You're the best man I know, and he's the best prince this realm has ever had, and the realm is going to need both of you, and I'm not going to let the realm take either of you."

The training yard went on. The swords rang. And Remy Delacroix stood in the grey morning, with the knowledge in his chest that he was known, and the knowing was a door, and the door was open, and the open door was the first thing that had felt like hope in five years.

The afternoon brought the prince's lesson.

That was the shape of the day, and it was the shape of a thousand days: the prince came to the armory at the hour the court believed was his fencing hour, and the court believed the master of arms was teaching the prince the blade, and the court was right, and the court was wrong, and the blade was the only witness to the truth.

They sparred in the armory, in the long room with the racks of swords and the high windows, and the sparring was real — the prince was a true swordsman, and Remy had made him one, and the making was the part of the love that had no name. The blades rang. The feet moved. The breath came hard. And when the lesson ended, and the blades were sheathed, and the door was barred, the truth came into the room the way it always did, in the silence after the steel.

"The decree is on the king's table," Casimir said. "I saw it this morning. The seal is set. The date is fixed. The winter ball, three months from tonight."

"I know." Remy's voice was quiet. "The whole realm knows, Casimir. The whole realm knows the date, and the seal, and the ball, and the bride."

"The bride." Casimir's voice was rough. "The bride is the Duke's niece, Remy. The bride is the pawn in the Duke's game. The bride is the cage, closing."

"Then we find the way through," Remy said. "We find the way through, the way we said last night. Together."

The armory was quiet. The swords stood in their racks. And the two men looked at each other in the silence after the steel, and the whole of the realm was a long way away, and the cage was a long way away, and the only thing in the room was the truth, and the truth was the thing they had been carrying for five years.

"I have to ask you something," Casimir said. "The thing I've never asked you. The thing I've been afraid to ask you, because the asking makes it real."

"Ask it."

"If the cage closes." Casimir's voice was steady, the voice of the prince, the voice of the man, the voice of the whole of it. "If the betrothal becomes the wedding, and the wedding becomes the heir, and the heir becomes the succession, and there is no way through the cage. If the cage closes completely, Remy. What happens to us?"

The armory was very quiet. The lamp was not lit — it was afternoon, and the light came in through the high windows — and the light fell on the two men, and the swords stood in their racks, and the whole of the realm pressed against the walls.

"Then the cage closes," Remy said, "and I keep the violet hour, Casimir. That's the whole of it. I keep the violet hour, and the passage, and the armory, and the memory of every lesson we've ever had, and I keep the love, and the love keeps me, and I go on." He paused. "I go on, and I watch you wear the crown, and I watch you be the king the realm needs, and I keep the violet hour, and the violet hour is enough. It's always been enough. It's the only thing I've ever needed."

Casimir looked at him for a long moment. The light. The swords. The man.

"It's not enough," he said.

"Casimir—"

"It's not enough, Remy." Casimir's voice was rough. "I have spent five years telling myself the violet hour is enough. I have spent five years telling myself the crown is a cage and the cage is the price of the throne and the throne is the price of the realm. And I am done telling myself." He crossed the armory, and he stopped in front of Remy, close enough that the whole of the world disappeared. "The violet hour is not enough. You are the whole of it, Remy. You are the whole of the day, and the whole of the night, and the whole of the realm, and the whole of my life. And I am going to find a way through the cage, and I am going to marry you, and I am going to make you the king beside me, and the realm is going to learn to love you the way I love you, because there is no other way I am willing to live."

The armory was very quiet. The light fell. The swords stood in their racks.

"You can't promise me that," Remy said, and his voice was shaking, the way it never shook, the way it had never shaken in five years of keeping.

"I know." Casimir's voice was steady. "But I can promise you this, Remy. I can promise you that I will spend every day of the next three months finding a way through the cage. And I can promise you that if I find it, I will walk through it, and I will take you with me, and the realm will know the whole of the truth, and the truth will be the crown." He paused. "And I can promise you that love is the only crown I have ever wanted, and you are the only love I have ever had, and the two of them are the same thing."

The armory was quiet. The light fell. And Remy Delacroix, master of arms to the Crown Prince of Aldoria, looked at the man he had loved for five years, and he did not say anything, because there was nothing to say that the silence wasn't already saying.

The lesson ended. The blades were sheathed. The door was unbarred. And the mask went back on, and the court saw the master of arms and the prince walk out of the armory together, the way they walked out of the armory every afternoon, and the court did not know that the two of them had just promised each other the whole of the realm.
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The summons came on the third morning, and it came in the hand of the king's own chamberlain, and the chamberlain's face was the face of a man carrying news he did not want to carry.

Casimir was in his chambers when the summons came, and he read it once, and the mask went on, and he walked the length of the palace to the king's apartments, and the court parted before him the way courts part before princes, and the doors opened, and the king was there.

King Armand Duval was sixty-four years old, and he had been ailing for three years, and the ailing had carved him down to the bone — the great shoulders gone, the voice gone thin, the eyes still the eyes of the man who had ruled Aldoria for forty years. He was propped in the great chair by the window, with the sunlight falling on him, and he looked at his son the way he had looked at him for twenty-nine years: with the whole of his attention, and the whole of his love, and the whole of his fear.

"Come in, Casimir," the king said. "Sit down. The chancellor is not here. The council is not here. The court is not here. It is just you and me, and the truth."

Casimir sat. The sunlight fell. The king looked at him.

"The betrothal decree," the king said.

"I have read it, Father."

"You have read it." The king nodded slowly. "And you have not come to me. You have not come to me to protest, and you have not come to me to consent, and you have not come to me at all, and I have been watching you for three days, Casimir, and I have been watching you the way I have watched you your whole life — the way a father watches the son he is losing to the crown."

"Father—"

"Let me finish." The king's voice was quiet, and the quiet was the whole of it. "I have been king for forty years, Casimir. I have been the crown, and the mask, and the cage, and I have worn the cage so long that I have forgotten what it felt like to stand outside it. And I have watched you put the cage on, the way I put it on, and I have watched you wear it, the way I wore it, and I have told myself the cage was the price of the throne, the way my father told me, the way his father told him." He paused. "And then, three days ago, I watched you stand at the window at the violet hour, and I watched the way you looked at the sunset, and I understood — I understood that you were not watching the sunset. I understood that you were waiting for it."

The room was very quiet. The sunlight fell.

"Waiting for it," the king repeated, "the way a man waits for the hour he is allowed to be himself. And I have been asking myself, for three days, what a man does in the violet hour that he cannot do in the daylight. And I have been asking myself what my son is hiding from his father."

Casimir sat very still. The sunlight fell. The mask held.

"I am hiding nothing, Father," he said.

"You are hiding everything." The king's voice was gentle. "That is the whole of it, Casimir. You are hiding everything, and you have been hiding it for years, and I have known — I have known for a long time that you were hiding something, the way I knew your mother was hiding something, in the years before she died. And I have been too afraid to ask, because the asking makes it real, and the real is the thing I could not bear." He paused. "But I am dying, Casimir. I have months, perhaps less. And I will not die without asking my son the question I have been afraid to ask."

The room was very quiet. The sunlight fell. And Casimir Duval, Crown Prince of Aldoria, sat in his father's chambers with the mask on his face and the truth in his chest, and he did not know what to do with any of it.

"Ask it, Father," he said.

"Who is he?"

The question came into the room and lay there, and the sunlight fell, and the mask held, and Casimir looked at his father, and the whole of the realm was in the question, and the whole of the cage was in the question, and the whole of his life was in the question.

"Who is he, Casimir?" the king said again, gently. "I am not asking as the king. I am not asking as the crown. I am asking as your father, who is dying, and who wants to know, before he goes, whether his son has known love. The way I knew it, once. The way I knew it with your mother, before the crown took her from me."

The mask cracked. It was a small crack, the kind that comes after twenty-nine years of wearing, and it was the first crack Casimir had ever let his father see, and the crack was the whole of it.

"His name is Remy," Casimir said. "Remy Delacroix. He is the master of arms. He has been teaching me the blade since I was eighteen years old. And I have loved him since I was twenty-four." He paused. "I have loved him for five years, Father. I have loved him in the violet hour, and in the hidden passage, and in the armory, and in every hour of every day, and I have worn the mask over it, and the mask is the only thing between the love and the realm."

The room was very quiet. The sunlight fell. And the king looked at his son for a long moment, and then he did the thing that Casimir had not expected: he wept.

"Father—"

"Let me weep." The king's voice was rough. "Let me weep, Casimir. I have been king for forty years, and I have worn the cage for forty years, and I have told myself the cage was the price of the throne, and I have watched the cage take my wife, and I have watched the cage take my son, and I have told myself the whole of it was the price of the realm." He looked at his son. "And now my son tells me he has known love, and the love is the thing the cage cannot take, and I am weeping because I have spent forty years telling myself the love was the thing I had to give up, and my son has kept it, and the keeping is the bravest thing I have ever seen."

Casimir looked at his father. The sunlight. The tears. The man.

"Father, the betrothal—"

"The betrothal is the Duke's game." The king's voice hardened, just slightly, the voice of the king coming up through the tears. "The betrothal is Leopold's move, Casimir. He has been maneuvering for two years, and I have been watching him maneuver, and I have been too ill to stop him, and I have been telling myself the betrothal was the price of the succession, the way I told myself everything was the price of the succession." He paused. "And now my son has told me the truth, and the truth has changed the shape of everything."

"Father—"

"I am going to give you a gift, Casimir." The king's voice was steady. "The last gift I have to give you. I am going to give you time." He reached out, and he took his son's hands, the hands of the prince, the hands of the man, the hands that had held a master of arms in the violet hour. "I am going to delay the betrothal. I am going to tell the council that the king's health requires the winter ball to be postponed, and the betrothal with it, and the delay will give you months, and the months will give you time, and the time is the only thing I have left to give you."

"Father—"

"Do not argue with a dying man, Casimir." The king's voice was gentle. "I have spent forty years doing what the realm required. Let me spend my last months doing what my son requires." He looked at his son, and the love was in his eyes, the whole of it, the forty years of it. "Go and find your way through the cage, Casimir. Go and find your way through it, and when you have found it, come and tell me, and I will die knowing that my son has known love, and that the love is the only crown that has ever mattered."

The room was very quiet. The sunlight fell. And Casimir Duval, Crown Prince of Aldoria, sat in his father's chambers with the mask gone from his face and the tears on his own cheeks, and he held his father's hands, and he did not say anything, because there was nothing to say that the sunlight wasn't already saying.

The king delayed the betrothal that afternoon.

The court was surprised. The council was surprised. The Duke was not surprised — the Duke had been watching the king's health for three years, and the Duke had been watching the prince for five years, and the Duke had his own spies, and the Duke's spies had told him that the Crown Prince had been seen walking the hidden passage, and the Duke had smiled, and the Duke had begun to plan.

And in the armory, at the violet hour, Remy Delacroix heard the news, and he looked at Casimir, and he said, "The king delayed the betrothal."

"The king delayed the betrothal." Casimir's voice was quiet. "The king knows, Remy. The king knows everything. And the king has given us time."

The armory was very quiet. The lamp burned. The swords stood in their racks.

"Time," Remy said.

"Time." Casimir looked at him. "Time to find the way through the cage, Remy. Time to find the way, and the time is the king's gift, and the king's gift is the first thing that has ever felt like a door."

The violet hour deepened. The dark came in. And the two men stood in the armory in the lamplight, with the time between them like a door, and the door was open, and the door was the first door either of them had ever been given.
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CHAPTER 4
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The discovery happened on a Thursday night, and it happened the way discoveries happen: by accident, and in the dark, and with the whole of a life about to change.

Princess Lise Duval was twenty-two years old, and she was the youngest of the king's children, and she had been watching her brother for five years, and the watching had become a habit, and the habit had become a question, and the question had become, on the Thursday night, a following.

She had seen him go to the window at the violet hour, every day, for years. She had seen the way he looked at the sunset, and the way he came back from looking at it, and the way the mask went back on, and she had told herself it was nothing, the way younger sisters tell themselves their brothers are nothing but the princes they appear to be. And then the betrothal had been announced, and the king had delayed it, and the delay had been a thing the court did not understand, and Lise had understood — Lise had understood that the delay was a door, and the door had been opened by her father, and the door had been opened for her brother, and the question had become a following.

She followed him on the Thursday night.

She was good at following. She had been good at it since she was a child, when following her brother had been the only way to see the parts of the palace that were forbidden, and the following had taught her the palace the way the palace was meant to be known: from the dark side of the walls. She knew the hidden doors, and the servants' stairs, and the passages that the maps had lost. She knew the palace the way her brother knew it, and she had never once told him, and the never-telling had been the whole of the secret of her childhood.

She watched him cross his chambers, and she watched him open the panel in the west wall, and she watched him step into the dark, and she counted to sixty, and she followed.

The passage was dark and cold and smelled of stone, and Lise moved through it the way she had moved through a hundred passages, with her hand on the wall and her breath held, and at the end of the passage, the door opened into a room full of light, and the light was a single lamp, and the lamp lit the armory, and the armory held her brother, and the armory held another man, and the other man was the master of arms.

She watched them for a long moment from the dark of the passage.

She watched her brother take the master's hands. She watched the mask come off — the mask she had watched him wear for twenty-two years, the mask she had believed was his face, the mask that came off in the lamplight like a door opening. She watched him look at the master of arms the way she had never seen him look at anyone, and she watched the master of arms look back, and she understood, in the way of a younger sister who has been watching her brother her whole life, the whole of the truth.

She stepped out of the passage.

The armory went very still. The lamp burned. The two men stood frozen, their hands still joined, and Lise Duval looked at them, and they looked at her, and the whole of the realm was in the moment.

"Lise," Casimir said, and his voice was the voice of the man, not the prince, and the man was afraid.

"Casimir." Lise's voice was steady. "I've been watching you for five years. I've been watching you go to the window at the violet hour, and come back from it, and put the mask on. I've been watching you the way I watched you when we were children, when you used to hide in the gallery and I used to find you, and you used to ask me how I always found you, and I never told you." She paused. "I never told you that I knew the palace the way you knew it, from the dark side of the walls. And I never told you that I followed you tonight."

The armory was very quiet. The lamp burned. The swords stood in their racks.

"Lise," Casimir said again, and the name was the only thing he had.

"I'm not going to tell anyone." Lise's voice was gentle. "That's the whole of it, Casimir. I'm not going to tell anyone. I've been watching you for five years, and I've been watching the mask, and I've been watching the violet hour, and I've been wondering what my brother was hiding, and now I know, and the knowing is the best thing that has happened to me in years." She looked at Remy. "You're the master of arms. You've been teaching him the blade since he was eighteen."

"Yes, Your Highness." Remy's voice was quiet.

"Don't call me that." Lise crossed the armory, and the lamplight fell on her, and she stopped in front of the two of them, and she looked at them the way she looked at everything: with the whole of her attention. "Don't call me 'Your Highness,' Remy. Call me Lise. You've been loving my brother for five years, and I've been watching him love you for five years without knowing it, and the two of you are going to need an ally, and I'm the best ally you're ever going to have."

The armory was very quiet. The lamp burned. And Casimir Duval looked at his sister, and the mask was gone, and the man was there, and the man was weeping.

"Lise," he said, and the name came out rough. "You can't — you can't just—"

"I can." Lise's voice was firm. "I can just, Casimir. I can just be your sister, and I can just keep your secret, and I can just help you find the way through the cage, because the cage is the thing I've been watching you wear my whole life, and the cage is the thing I've been afraid of since I understood what it was, and the cage is not going to take you." She paused. "That's the whole of it. The cage is not going to take you, and I'm not going to let it."

The armory was quiet. The lamp burned. And the three of them stood in the lamplight, the prince and the master of arms and the princess, with the secret between them, and the secret had grown an ally, and the ally was the whole of it.

"How long have you known?" Casimir said at last.

"Known what?"

"About the passage. About the palace. About —" He gestured at the armory, at Remy, at the whole of the truth.

"I've known the palace since I was nine." Lise's voice was quiet. "I found the first passage by accident, the way you find everything by accident, and I followed it, and I found the second, and the third, and the whole of the hidden palace, and I've been keeping it the way you keep a secret — alone, and in the dark, and without telling anyone." She paused. "And I've known about Remy for exactly as long as it took me to walk down this passage tonight, Casimir. I've known about Remy for the length of this passage."

The lamp burned. The swords stood in their racks. And Remy Delacroix, who had been silent through the whole of it, looked at the princess, and he said, "You're going to help us."

"I'm going to help you." Lise's voice was steady. "That's the whole of it, Remy. I'm going to help you, and I'm going to help my brother, and the two of you are going to find the way through the cage, and the realm is going to learn what I learned tonight: that my brother loves a man, and the man is a master of arms, and the love is the truest thing in the palace."

The armory was quiet. The lamp burned. And the secret grew a third keeper, and the third keeper was a princess with a lifetime of secret-keeping in her blood, and the three of them stood in the lamplight, and the whole of the realm pressed against the walls, and the cage was still closed, and the door was still hidden, and the way through was still unknown.

But the secret was no longer two men alone.

And that, in the end, was the beginning of everything.

The next day, Lise came to the armory at the hour of the prince's lesson, and she brought her own sword, and she asked Remy to teach her, and the court saw the princess learning the blade, and the court approved — the princess was a Duval, and the Duvals were a family of blades — and the court did not know that the armory had become the room where the three of them planned.

"We need to know what the Duke knows," Lise said, on the third afternoon, with the blades in their racks and the door barred. "He's been maneuvering for two years, and he has spies, and the spies have been watching the palace, and I've been watching the spies, and I've been watching the ones who watch the west wing." She looked at her brother. "There's a man, Casimir. A sergeant in the Duke's household, a man named Duclos. He's been seen in the palace three times this month, in places a sergeant has no reason to be. And he's been seen near the west wing."

The armory was quiet. The lamp was not lit — it was afternoon — but the quiet was the same.

"The west wing," Casimir said.

"The west wing." Lise's voice was level. "The west wing, Casimir. The wing where your chambers are. The wing where the passage begins. The wing where the violet hour is watched." She paused. "The Duke knows something. I don't know what he knows, or how much, or when he learned it. But he knows something, and he's been patient, and the patience is the thing that scares me."

The armory was quiet. The afternoon light fell. And the three of them stood in the room where the secret lived, and the secret had an enemy, and the enemy had a name, and the name was Duclos, and the name was the beginning of the end of the hiding.

"We find out what he knows," Casimir said.

"We find out what he knows," Lise agreed. "And we find out what the Duke plans to do with it." She looked at Remy. "And we do it fast, because the king's delay won't last forever, and the Duke's patience won't last forever, and the cage is still closing."

The afternoon light fell. The swords stood in their racks. And the three of them stood in the armory, the prince and the master and the princess, with the enemy named and the cage closing, and the whole of the realm pressing against the walls.
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