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Funerals were strange things, even when the deceased are not convicted traitors. The ceremony to lay Prince Yvon to rest was somber and not well attended, the sound of shovelfuls of dirt hitting the wooden coffin were the only sounds. Even the birds refused to sing his praises. The dead man deserved no pity, no fanfare.

Queen Jaqueline only allowed her brother’s body to be buried on palace grounds as a final favor to her late father. The prince had used magic to try and kill Jaqueline, and the old king had never fully gotten over the betrayal. Yvon had been granted the right to live out the remaining two decades of his life locked up in the north tower, preening at his guards and carving things in the walls, instead of experiencing the uncompromising edge of the executioner’s blade.

The queen personally chose the location of her would-be killer’s grave, a little patch of nothing that never seemed to grow anything and always had too many biting bugs. She prepared his body and watched over the diggers as they set the unadorned, wooden box in the ground. Through it all her cheeks remained dry. Her chin stayed firm. She had long ago buried any good feelings or memories she had had of her younger brother.

As the last shovelful of dirt was turned over, she vowed her obligations ended, and that she would never return to the spot or think of Yvon again.

That vow was broken the very next day.

Sir Morvan came to her, frantic. “Your Majesty, there is a tree. Growing from his grave.”

“Pull it up,” Jaqueline said.

Her private secretary shook his head hard enough that his reddish hair peeked out from under his old fashioned wig. “You must come. To witness. Your Majesty.”

She followed him out to the grave. The day before there had been fresh turned soil, but now there was a magnificent tree with sweet flowers blooming from every branch.

Yvon had not had any magic of his own that anyone knew of, he had borrowed the power of his lover, until her death. He should not have been able to extend his life, even as a tree, but it seemed even death was not enough to stop his scheming.

“Cut it down,” Jaqueline said. She did not acknowledge the trembling in her hands, and so, to Sir Morvan, it did not exist. “Burn the wood. Do not leave so much as a blossom behind.”

Her orders were followed to the letter, but the next day the tree had returned. Again, she had it cut down and burned. And it returned.

By the third time, poor Sir Morvan’s nails were stained with ashes, and he had bags under his eyes. The palace guards were all jumping at shadows, and the queen’s rage had her nearly in tears.

Her second son, Emile-Leon, came up beside her. His last growth spurt had left him almost as tall and broad as a tree. “Forgive me for intruding. My valet spied you from the window.”

“The whole kingdom will hear about it soon enough.”

“I trust in Little’s discretion.” Emile-Leon’s voice was low. Jaqueline missed the squeaks of his awkward years, as much as they had embarrassed him. “It is one of the main requirements of staying in my employ.”

She almost smiled. “No doubt. I am hardly ever briefed on your behavior. I do not delude myself into thinking it is because you are any less wild than the rest of the family.”

“Do not slander Lochlyn-Jean so. You did well having your perfect child first. It makes it so I cannot even resent him properly.”

“More the better. We have had enough bitterness, anymore and I would think it was in our blood.” She ran a finger across her smooth palm. “You do not covet the throne, Emile-Leon. You know your place and worth is in supporting the heir. It is a role of equal value to me.”

“I know.” Emile-Leon surveyed the blight on the otherwise lovely palace grounds with an uncharacteristically solemn expression. He put his hand on her shoulder. “I hope you will not worry overmuch about this. It is merely the last tantrum of a traitor.”

The blossoms on the tree fluttered like they were winking at Jaqueline. “Despite our efforts to extirpate the kingdom of it, Yvon was able to salt away enough magic to accomplish this. Even from his tower cell.”

“Spite is its own kind of magic I suppose.” A gust of wind shook the tree and a blossom blew free. Jaqueline did not see where it landed. Emile-Leon frowned at her. “It has landed on your crown. May I?”

She tilted her head slightly to allow her son access. “Yvon did always have to have the last word.”

Emile-Leon was obviously trying to be careful, but she could feel the tug on her hair, and then he held the blossom up. Before she could say anything, he crushed it, rubbing it between two fingers. “Let him scream his last words. He can grow as tall as he likes, he will still be nothing but a harmless tree.” He dropped the crumpled petals to the ground.

“You are right, my dear.” Jaqueline stepped on the battered blossom, twisting her foot. “Rest easy or not, brother, I am beyond caring.” She jerked her chin at Sir Morvan who had watched it all with an impassive expression. “No one goes near that tree or touches it or its fruit. Ever.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

And so, a wall was built, and the tree was forgotten by nearly everyone.
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Chapter One
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“Emile, did you light a fire in the middle of the king’s study?”

Prince Emile-Leon looked over his horse’s back, his hand frozen mid-brush. His grandmother Freddie, the Notorious Count of Aucony, was casually leaning against the stable door. She was in her signature trousers and leather boots, an ornamental walking stick resting against her thigh. Her silver threaded hair was in a tight bun with no ornamentation.

She did not look concerned or terribly upset, so he assumed someone had managed to put out the blaze before it spread through the palace.

“No, ma’am.” Knowing the importance of an alibi, he added, “I have been riding all morning.”

“Convenient.” Freddie raised an eyebrow. “Your party preparations were the bulk of the casualties, so it occurred to me that you might have been making a last effort to cancel the whole thing.”

Emile-Leon had been trying to get out of the masquerade ball, where all of the eligible youths in the kingdom and beyond would be coming to try and charm and receive permission to court him, but arson had not been on his list of escape plans.

Despite Emile-Leon being the third child and unlikely to ever sit on the throne, the prospect of the ball had caused a stir. There were wagers being made in all the gambling houses and clubs, and the palace had been inundated with letters and gifts.

His older brother, Crown Prince Lochlyn-Jean, had married the year before. His wife was already expecting the prince’s heir, which should have lessened the pressure on Emile-Leon to marry, but Lochlyn-Jean had had the temerity to marry a lady from a forgotten county in the north with no influence. The future queen had no real power beyond her ability to make the stuffy crown prince smile, so it was hoped by the schemers at Fair Court that Emile-Leon would take politics into account when choosing a spouse.

Several advisers had approached him to ask what he would need in a spouse, as if he had compiled a list of requirements. Emile-Leon actually had no such list, because he had no interest in marrying.

It would not have done him any good anyway, the circle of acceptable people for the queen’s three children did not really change. Most everyone invited had been at every one of his sister’s parties in the last five years. Except for a few foreign dignitaries and royals; he had probably played nursery games or competed in tournaments with half the people on the invite list. And the list of those with whom he had played other kinds of games was not exactly short either.

That was a list that the siblings kept a close eye on, no one wanted embarrassing entanglements. That plagued the royal set almost as much as family trees with too few branches.

He was not excited for the party, and he hated playing courtiers’ games, but he had agreed to it. And the queen’s private secretary Sir Morvan had put many hours into preparing for the ball. It would have been cruel to purposely tax his nerves. Not to mention, Emile-Leon would never treat the king’s cherished sanctum like a firepit.

“Was there much damage?” Emile-Leon asked.

“A carpet.” Freddie gave an aristocratic sniff. “Given to me on my wedding day by your grandfather’s dear departed mother.”

“You hated that rug.” And the lady in question. “You cackled after convincing Father it was a family heirloom that must be passed down and should go in his study.”

Freddie stared at him. Emile-Leon had his grandfather’s height and formidable brow, but he shared his grandmother’s smile, irrepressible at times, and too often surfacing as a smirk. He knew she was trying to look stern, even as one side of her mouth twitched up.

“Two things can be true,” Freddie said. “Take for example: I love my grandchildren. And I fear that if they put their minds to it, they could bring down the entire kingdom.”

Emile-Leon did not think she meant him. His young cousins Nicolette, and the terror twins Charlot and Cordelia were good suspects for any and all crimes. Nic was not yet eight, the twins were six, but where Emile-Leon and his brother and sister had been deep in their training and studies by that time, his aunt Lucille’s children were too feral to even lure into the schoolroom.

“Anyone know where the little fiends are?” Charlot asked.

“I imagine they are hiding in the tower.”

The palace tower had cells for political prisoners, but since his uncle’s death, it was an empty and tempting playground for his cousins. “The tower is a fine place for them.”

Without moving her face, Freddie’s eyes slid to the inner depths of the stables. She took a careful step away from the doors. “Perhaps, you could round them up, Emile love.”

“Ha!” A pony, with little Charlot as her rider, burst out of the farthest stall and bolted towards the open doors. The boy lifted one grubby fist in the air and yelled, “You will never catch me, you villains!”

Emile-Leon and Freddie calmly watched the pony and rider until they had cleared the nearest hedge and disappeared.

“How goes the search for a governess?” Emile-Leon asked.

Freddie laughed without humor. “Lady Lucille and Sir Geoffrey have returned to the country on vineyard business.” She tapped her walking stick on the floor a few times, the only indication she was annoyed with her daughter and son-in-law. “But they have promised to try and find someone with a strong constitution to fortify the nursery.”

“Have they considered the navy?”

Freddie frowned. “Do you think a former officer would do the job?”

“No. I was thinking of enlisting the menaces.”
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Perrette Dash rang for tea. She hoped her guests could not tell that the brokers had already been through collecting everything that could be sold quickly, emptying the room of half its furniture. Even the sofa and chairs they were sitting on had been sold. “Make the appointment for the morning,” Perry’s mother had said. “There will not be anywhere to sit by supper.”

The silk wallpapers showed clearly where the tapestries and paintings had been, except on the far wall where her portrait stood uneasily alone, like a sacred altar. She did not know what her mother intended to do with it, Perry would take an axe to it before letting it be sold to a stranger.

When she had asked the artist to portray her out of doors, she had envisioned a naval scene. All he could see was her soft body and easy blushes and had put her in a tree swing with flowers in her hair and too much leg showing. And that exuberant vision was hovering over her visitors’ heads as Perry tried to present herself as a responsible scholar prepared to watch over young children.

Despite the countless interviews she had suffered through since her father’s death, she had yet to develop the skill of presenting herself favorably to prospective employers. Part of it might have been the humiliation attached to her need to beg for a job in the first place.

Her father had been the second son of a wealthy trader, running the family business for his brother. After his death, they learned he had also been racking up as much debt as possible providing his wife and daughter the life he thought they deserved.

Perry had always known that the beautiful ships she toured with her father did not really belong to him, she had not realized the same could be said of their house, their carriages, and even their library full of books.

After the debts were settled, all that would remain for Perry and her mother would be their clothing, and a modest allowance provided by her uncle that would set her mother up in a small, furnished apartment. Perry’s mother had not explicitly said that the money would not cover them both, but she knew. She needed a future of her own: a job or a wealthy spouse.

Her mother had spent a few weeks frantically trying to lock down suitors, but gossip had traveled fast, and no one wanted a penniless bride. So, Perry sought a position.

Her uncle, on the last legs of his generosity, helped her send out letters of inquiry, and on his personal reference she had gotten a fair amount of responses. But, so far, the good and upright citizens of Leoadria in possession of both a nursery and a fat purse did not think Perry had the right look for a governess.

She was short, not much taller than most children, had round cheeks, and big eyes, and a generous figure. Not intimidating enough. Too distracting. Too young.

The unfairness of it all had started to grind down her spirit. But then she had received a reply from the sister of the king, of all people, and after a brief correspondence, Sir Geoffrey and Lady Lucille had made the journey to town to meet with Perry. They had not rejected her on sight—even if the sight of them had nearly sent her into a fit of nerves.

Lady Lucille was stunning, with glossy, dark hair and large eyes. She came from an old and much heralded family—even without her brother marrying onto the throne—she could have married almost anyone in the kingdom and beyond, but she had fallen in love with her childhood friend. Sir Geoffrey had possessed no title or wealth, but he was rather dashing with thick curls and a soft smile, which probably had not hurt his suit.

Perry wondered if it was the love they shared that made them shine like the sea at sunrise. Or if it was just the jewels. They were wearing an awful lot of jewels. But in a careless way, as if they had been dashing out the door, but had stopped to throw on enough treasure to tempt a person to piracy.

Sir Geoffrey glanced around the room and then settled his gaze on Perry’s ink-stained hands. She had been writing lesson plans to show the couple she had things to offer. If she had known exactly what type of people she would be meeting, she would have focused more on her dress.

They made idle talk about the weather and a new play that had taken the kingdom by storm. Sir Geoffrey deemed it a worthy effort but lacking in warmth, proclaiming that every play could benefit from a love story.

After tea had been served, and they had all taken a nibble or two of the bland sandwiches, Sir Geoffrey smiled and asked, “Miss Dash, are you an active sort, would you say?”

Perry tried not to frown. There was a strange needle to thread in these interviews. A governess should be proper and able to mingle with the highest class of people, but they must also be able to handle themselves in the world and understand their place was in the nursery not the drawing room.

She would be tending to scraped knees and wiping noses, not exhibiting at the piano or engaging in polite conversation, but the children she tended would someday be expected to do those things. And even if at the moment, Sir Geoffrey looked like a drawing room peacock, he was the steward of one of the largest estates and vineyards in the kingdom. A man with employment and practical education.

Perry imagined the three small children spent a good amount of time out of doors with him, learning the trade and getting dirty. She had no issue with any of that, and she knew she could teach them mathematics, and with a bit of study herself, any agriculture science they might need, but she had spent almost no time in the country and had no experience with hunting or riding.

“I enjoy swimming and sailing,” Perry said, reaching for anything she could offer.

Lady Lucille nodded and smiled. “Do you have much experience with archery, sparring, grappling, anything of that sort?”

A bubble of laughter escaped before Perry could stop it. At the look the lady sent her, she bit her lip. “Pardon. No, I am afraid not. But I could learn?” She had not meant it to come out as a question.

The couple exchanged a glance that made her think the interview was over. Who knew you were supposed to be practiced in warfare to rear children?

Lady Lucille took her husband’s hand. “You must understand, Miss Dash, our children require stimulation of all kinds. They are very...energetic and curious.”

“As children should be,” Perry said.

Lady Lucille nodded. “My husband and I have always held that a governess should foster those things and not be too severe. You agree?”

“I do. I never had a governess myself, but I was very fortunate that my parents could afford tutors for all of my interests. I am also self-taught on many subjects. I know half a dozen languages and dialects to speak and read, I can converse in three more. When I was old enough, I spent time at my father’s offices here in Port-Elise, visiting the shipyards and docks, learning about his business.” She did not know if she had given them the answer they wanted somewhere in her ramblings. She smiled weakly and added, “I was never bored.”

“And is that your hope going forward?” Lady Lucille was like a coiled spring. “To never be bored.”

That was not a usual question. Perry had been asked if she planned to marry in the future. If she would mind being cut off from her friends and family. If she was prepared for a lower station in life. But never if she thought she would be bored.

She decided to be honest and hope for the best. “As you may know, I have had to adjust my hopes since my father’s passing, but I am adaptable. And I have a great incentive to succeed; I must be independent. But I do try and find adventures in the everyday.”

“That we can provide.” Sir Geoffrey smiled and pulled a piece of paper from his jacket pocket along with a money purse. “Perrette Dash, on this day, you are free and able to sign a contract for employment at the terms previously discussed?”

She nodded and sat forward. This was really happening. She was going to start a new life. Later, she might wonder why the parents looked as relieved as she felt.

“Then congratulations,” Lady Lucille said. “We have a carriage ready to leave in the morning. The situation at the moment prevents us from joining you when you meet the children, but we will see you as far as the family’s estate in Aucony, and then you will finish the journey on your own.”

Perry blinked in confusion. “Where are the children?”

“Why, the palace, of course.”
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Freddie perched on the queen’s desk, an action no one else would dare attempt, especially not while the queen was sat at it working and the sour-faced Lord Beaufort looked on.

Freddie picked up a dark bottle of liqueur and frowned at it. “What is this? Cherry ratafia? Where did you get this?”

“It was a gift,” Jaqueline murmured.

“A valuable bottle of wine from the Republic of Cleredok,” Lord Beaufort said.

Freddie set it aside with a look of disgust. “What needs to be done?”

Emile-Leon had suffered through the last of the party preparations with as much cheer as he could manage, which was not much. As the date approached, he had reflected with bitterness that he was not meant to be the one to save the royal family from themselves. It was not meant to fall to him to be respectable—to be good—that was Lochlyn-Jean’s role. He was born to it, or so everyone had thought, being as handsome as a statue and just as warm. But then the crown prince had gone out and done the unthinkable; he had fallen irrevocably in love. And Emile-Leon, whose sole purpose in life was to support the heir, became the choice leg of lamb for the Fair Court to tear apart and devour.

Though the ball was the focus of most of the attention, Emile-Leon’s torture was not limited to one evening. A few guests to the ball, those with far to travel or with particular connections to the royal family, were invited to stay at the palace for an extended visit.

Among them was Joan Norwood, a distant cousin on his father’s side, with more ambition than charm, and Lady Flora, the younger sister of the duke of Casimir, who Emile-Leon had known since they were in pony jumping competitions together as children.

He had very little patience for either of them when he was in good humor, let alone as he prepared to be the prey in a giant hunt.

Luckily, he had bribed his sister to take the ladies by the hand, and Dominique loved nothing more than managing her friends. If only someone would manage the occupants of the nursery as effectively. The cousins had all claimed innocence when questioned about the fire, and with their parents in the country and no governess in residence, it was left at that. Emile-Leon felt strongly that the children should be sent to the Aucony Estate, at least while the palace was full of guests, but Freddie would not hear of it.

“You cannot send the children away,” Freddie had said. “Their behavior will not improve if they are cut off from the people who love them most.”

The office, which was large enough to hold meetings with all of the queen’s advisers, had only a small fireplace and two high windows, so it was by design always too hot or too cold, ensuring everyone’s discomfort. Emile-Leon wanted to cross his arms, but unlike his grandmother, he could not bring himself to be informal in the queen’s office, so he limited himself to pressing his fingernails into his palms.

“Though I would dearly love to improve the children’s behavior,” Emile-Leon began, “at present I am concerned with avoiding an international incident.”

“You are very dramatic, my dear,” Freddie said. “Have you considered joining The Fair King’s Players, I went to the theatre last month, and I assure you, they would welcome your talents.”

“Speaking of, have you decided on a costume?” His mother’s tone was curious, but she did not look up from the large stack of papers on her desk. “I know you were shown your options some time ago.”

“Indeed,” Lord Beaufort murmured.

“Not yet,” Emile-Leon said, shooting the adviser a cold look. “Do you have any suggestions, Your Majesty?”

She shot him a dry smile—he only called her by her title when he was being a brat. “In my day, we did not fool around with masks and costumes. But alas, it was a more somber time.”

Emile-Leon snorted. “Forgive me, but you do know that every moment of your life is documented in the archive? Including the time you got drunk, dressed as your brother, and rode a horse into the middle of a ball.”

Freddie coughed to cover up a laugh.

Jaqueline finally sat back from her papers and gave him her full attention. “Is that what you do when you are meant to be studying military strategy? Rifle through old gossip.”

He had a very impressive title waiting for him as soon as he assumed his role in the military, and ever since he had left the schoolroom, he had been assigned a chair in the cartographer’s wing of the archives, where he was to sit and memorize every map available, and then draw them from memory. It was tedious, but he committed himself to it, as seriously as any sane person could.

“A hit and a very fine deflection, Your Majesty,” Freddie said.

Jaqueline just shook her head at her irksome mother-in-law.

“Perhaps I should be strategic in my costume choices,” Emile-Leon said. “What will drive all of the social climbers and Fair Court favorites away?”

“Nothing,” Freddie and Jaqueline said together.

The queen smiled sadly. “I wish there were a way I could guarantee that only the pure of heart wanted to marry you, but no one is guaranteed that. Not a sailor. Nor a baker.”

“And not a prince, who has been given every advantage and delight available,” Emile-Leon said by rote. “I know.”

“You could ask Mette for help on your costume,” Freddie said. “She always has delightful notions.”

Lord Beaufort made a noise in his throat, looking like he wanted to object.

“That is a wonderful idea.” Jaqueline’s attention returned to her papers, and he was dismissed.
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HE FOUND HIS GREAT aunt Lady Mette-Louise in the wing of the palace she shared with dear old Huet. They were both widowed and chose to spend the last of their lives with what was left of their families.

Huet was the wild cousins’ grandfather and the former steward of the Aucony Estate. Mette-Louise had been married to Freddie’s twin Fran. Their children Zuzanna and Conrad also spent most of their time at the palace, Lady Zuzanna because her wife, Odette, was Minister of Defense, and Lord Conrad Sayer because he was married to the archives.

Neither had children. Emile-Leon really could not blame them with his wild cousins running around. Therefore, their wing was the quietest in the palace. A place for writing poetry or painting. A place to hear legends of battles fought and love lost, and magic curses vanquished.

Mette greeted Emile-Leon as if they had had an appointment and fretted that the servants had not brought up tea. Emile-Leon settled into a lumpy chair in front of the fire. One of his aunt Zuzanna’s paintings, depicting his late great uncle Fran in his younger years, with a thick book in his hands, stared down from the mantel.

In the painting, Fran looked almost exactly like Freddie, except his expression was open and innocent. Emile-Leon wondered if that was due to the fact that Fran had never set foot near the palace or even his home estate until he reached maturity. His upbringing had been a cloistered one, brought up by scholars and poets. Emile-Leon thought he would personally prefer
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