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			CHAPTER ONE

			May

			MAY OF TECK HATED WEDDINGS.

			It hadn’t always been this way: she used to stare in girlish awe at the white-gowned brides, dreaming of when it might be her turn. And May had seen plenty of brides in her day. Say what you would about Queen Victoria, she’d certainly been prolific in the childbearing department; the family tree of the British royals was vast and tangled, and some family member or other was always getting married. Today it was May’s cousin Princess Louise.

			May had long ago stopped enjoying these occasions. Now every wedding she attended felt like a reproach, a reminder of her own dwindling possibilities. For six years she had been out in society: rotating around London’s ballrooms and reception halls, always gowned and perfumed and stupidly hopeful. Yet no one ever took a bite, as if she were some appetizer that had grown stale on the platter.

			May saw the future stretching mercilessly before her, a bleak existence filled with charity work and Sunday church and, worse, forever living under her father’s roof.

			She forced herself to smile and sit up straighter. The ballroom at Marlborough House, the home of the Prince of Wales and his family, wasn’t as grand in scale as the one at Buckingham Palace—no private ballroom was—but today it was the only place worth being. Women in dresses and men in tailored suits spun around the dance floor, the musicians struggling to be heard over the low hum of gossip and flirtation.

			May wasn’t a part of it. Like all the unmarried, unwanted women, she’d been relegated to these chairs tied with awful pink bows, tucked away along the ballroom’s edge.

			She noticed John Hope across the dance floor, and her smile softened, became more genuine. Perhaps her prospects weren’t entirely bleak. Before she could question herself, May stood.

			“John,” she said warmly, when she’d come to stand near him. She and the earl’s son had known each other for long enough to dispense with the formalities.

			“May. It’s always a pleasure.” His smile revealed a turned canine tooth, though somehow the effect didn’t diminish his attractiveness. “How are your parents?”

			Bad, and getting worse. “They’re doing well, thank you. And Dolly is still at Sandhurst,” May added, naming her brother Adolphus—one of the few people in the world she actually trusted. She hurried to change the subject. “I wish Estella could have made it. I miss her.”

			May had grown up visiting the Hopes at their estate every summer; her parents were friends of the earl and countess. John’s sister Estella was a few years older than May. She hadn’t come to the wedding today, stuck at home with her newborn son.

			“Estella sends her regards,” John said absently, already searching for someone else to talk to. Panic fluttered in her rib cage.

			“Of course. I’ve been writing to her, and love hearing about little Alfred.” May strove to bring the conversation back to their shared history. “Soon enough he’ll be romping through the piles of hay in the barn just like we used to!”

			“The hay is still there,” John agreed. This struck May as a rather dumb thing to say.

			Before she could think of an appropriate reply, John cleared his throat. “I have some news. You may have heard that I’m engaged to Camilla St. Clair.”

			No, May most certainly hadn’t heard, though she knew all about Camilla: a seventeen-year-old debutante with no title to speak of, but an expansive bosom and even more expansive dowry.

			“Congratulations.” May forced out the word and fled before John could see her tears.

			She was so weary of putting herself out there: begging men for their approval, then pretending it didn’t hurt when they passed her over. The thought of starting again from scratch—facing all the house parties and dinners and shooting weekends of next year’s Season, still as unmarried as ever—made her feel sick.

			At times like this, May wished she weren’t royal, or—more accurately—quasi-royal. A fringe, borderline member of the extended royal family.

			As a great-granddaughter of King George III and Queen Charlotte, May should have grown up in a palace, or at the very least on an estate with countless servants at her beck and call. Yet May’s mother had chosen to marry Francis of Teck, a nobody prince from the backwater territory of Württemberg.

			May knew that her mother’s prospects had been slim. Even in her youth, Mary Adelaide had been a mountain of a girl, so large that she famously broke a chair at her own debut ball. Mary Adelaide had longed to get married, and it had been Francis or no one.

			If those had been her choices, May would have stayed a spinster forever.

			Her royal cousins, Princess Louise and her siblings, were always courteous to May while making their difference in status abundantly clear. They were Royal Highnesses, and May was just a Serene Highness. Two small syllables that changed everything. May and her parents existed on scraps of charity from the real royals: the grace-and-favor house bestowed on them by Queen Victoria, the trips to St. Moritz hosted by the Waleses.

			When she was young and foolish, May used to think she might marry a prince. Her grandmother had broached the subject with several German princes—Friedrich of Anhalt, Günther of Schleswig-Holstein—but nothing came of it. There was even a brief discussion with the Russian Grand Duke Michael Michailovitch, yet that, too, fizzled out.

			May had felt a flurry of excitement at age eighteen when the Prince of Naples came to London to “see the sights,” though everyone knew it was a bridal interview for May. She sat next to Prince Vittorio at several dinners, and then two weeks later he left without a goodbye.

			In some elusive, intangible way, May had failed.

			Things might have gone differently if she had been wealthy or beautiful. But her parents had long ago squandered what little fortune they had, and May couldn’t marry on her looks alone. She wasn’t ugly; she was just…ordinary-looking, with eyes too close together, and ash-blond hair that she struggled to tease into fashionable ringlet curls.

			No, May would bring nothing to a marriage: no fortune, no lands, only a tenuous connection to the British throne. And her razor-sharp mind, which she was careful to keep hidden.

			Society was very cruel to women who let on that they were smarter than men.

			After her third Season ended with no prospects, May’s parents had quietly given up on the foreign princes and started searching closer to home. As a Serene Highness, May couldn’t marry just any aristocrat, but what about someone high-ranking enough for her—a widowed duke, or Lord Euston?

			May hadn’t told her parents about her secret plans for John Hope; they would have dismissed him as “not good enough.” He was only an earl, and a Scottish one at that. But what other choice did she have?

			She walked slowly around the reception hall, trying to gather her thoughts. The setting sun poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows, making the air inside feel stuffy. Before the fireplace stood the wedding cake: a multitiered confection over seven feet high, topped by a Greek temple done entirely of sugar, columns and all.

			“May!”

			At the sound of that voice, May sank into her deepest, most reverential curtsy. “Your Royal Highness.”

			She looked up and met the blue eyes of Prince Albert Victor Christian Edward, or as everyone called him, Prince Eddy. The heir to the British throne.

			Standing there in his military uniform, medallions gleaming on his chest, Eddy looked like a prince from a child’s storybook. His features were so fine and delicately carved that he would almost be pretty, if he didn’t radiate such intense masculinity.

			Eddy frowned, noticing the tears that still clung to May’s lashes. “Are you okay?”

			“Oh, yes. Just overwhelmed with joy for Louise,” she demurred.

			Eddy nodded, accepting this. He wasn’t the most perceptive, but only because his blithe, carefree energy was always skipping along from one thing to the next.

			A bold warmth was curling in May’s chest, like when she snuck sips of her mother’s sherry. Her eyes darted toward the couples in the center of the ballroom, and she decided to risk it.

			“Have you danced much this evening?”

			“Oh, of course!” Eddy grinned at her sheepishly. “I should have asked. May, would you like to dance?”

			Dancing with Eddy would be like stepping into the glare of a spotlight, which was precisely what May needed right now. She had lost John, but there were other eligible men here, men who might take notice once they saw her with the prince.

			Eddy’s hand fell to her waist as they started forward. Other couples moved in a slow orbit around them, the wooden floor hidden beneath swishing skirts and shining dark shoes. Standing with Eddy, May felt that she reflected back some of his royal aura—that she looked brighter and prettier simply by being near him.

			She tipped her head toward the groom. “Tell me more about Lord Fife. I’d never met him before today.”

			“Oh, you’d like Alexander,” Eddy exclaimed, with a surprising amount of confidence given that he had no idea what sort of person May liked or disliked. “Louise really loves him, you know.”

			“That’s wonderful,” May murmured, though the match was actually preposterous. Alexander Fife was a nobody, a low-ranking nobleman whom Eddy’s sister had decided she adored, and because she was a spoiled princess she had gotten permission to actually go through with it.

			A princess, marrying for love? Only servants did that, or Americans.

			May was far too much of a realist to believe in something like love. It was a plot device invented by novelists, as fantastic and nonsensical as pixie dust. Just look at what had happened to her mother. Mary Adelaide had married for love, or at least for lust, and once that lust had cooled, all she had was a husband who burned through her fortune and treated her with cool indifference. On a good day.

			“And he’s great company on the hunt,” Eddy added, launching into some story about riding with Lord Fife at Balmoral.

			When he’d finished, May smiled. “Are you headed to Balmoral soon?”

			“Yes, though I have to come back to London in a month. The Shah of Persia will be visiting, and Sally says I have to entertain him.”

			“Sally?” she repeated, puzzled.

			“Lord Salisbury. George and I call him Sally behind his back,” Eddy said breezily.

			It was shockingly impertinent to refer to the prime minister that way, even if you were a future king. May doubted that George, Eddy’s younger brother, had had anything to do with the nickname.

			“How fascinating that you’ll get to meet the shah,” she ventured. “He’ll want to discuss the situation in the Black Sea, I imagine?”

			Her words seemed to glance off Eddy. “I was thinking of taking him to Romano’s. Surely he doesn’t have any good whiskey in…” He trailed off with a disinterested shrug. May bit her tongue to keep from finishing his sentence. In Tehran. Didn’t Eddy realize that Persia was of crucial importance, a key ally in Britain’s growing tensions with Russia?

			May looked up at the prince, but he was glancing over her shoulder yet again. There was something deliberate in his expression, unusual for Eddy, who was so rarely serious about anything. As the steps of the dance spun her around, May did her best to follow his gaze.

			Of course. He was watching Alix of Hesse.

			Stupid, perfect Alix, with her golden hair, her enormous blue-gray eyes, her soft, delicate features and narrow waist. Even in the bridesmaid dress Louise had chosen, a fussy thing of pink crêpe de chine with a watered-silk sash, she still turned heads.

			May had always suspected that Eddy would propose to Alix. He was the future King of England, and everyone knew that Alix was the most beautiful princess of their generation—not to mention Queen Victoria’s favorite granddaughter. Their pairing was simply inevitable.

			If she had been born that beautiful, May thought bitterly, there would be no heights she couldn’t reach.

			Well, she would just have to make the best of what little she had. Finding a husband was a cruel, cutthroat business, but May would keep at it. She would find someone to marry, someone kinder and easier to manage than her father. The alternative was simply unbearable.

			She could never admit it, because there was nothing attractive about a stubborn woman, but May refused to accept defeat. Even when it stared her in the face.
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			CHAPTER TWO

			Hélène

			PRINCESS HÉLÈNE LOUISE HENRIETTE D’ORLÉANS glanced across the ballroom of Marlborough House to where the footmen kept entering with champagne. The best thing she could say about this wedding was that the wine was good, and there was plenty of it.

			She sighed, and her sister Amélie cast her a knowing look. “Shall we take a turn around the room?”

			“Perhaps,” muttered Hélène, though the one person she longed to see wasn’t in this ballroom.

			“Oh, you must take a turn about the room if you haven’t yet.” May of Teck, who was seated in a neighboring chair, clapped her hands in a silly show of enthusiasm. Oddly, her eyes were on Alix of Hesse, though she was speaking to Amélie. “Have you seen the flowers near the cake? They are divine.”

			Alix blinked as if waking from a daydream. “Hmm?”

			“We were just saying how lovely the wedding is,” Amélie said gently.

			“Oh yes!” Alix beamed at her. “How long are you in town, Your Royal Highness? You must come over for tea before you leave. All of you,” she added, including Hélène and May in the invitation.

			Hélène refrained from rolling her eyes, but only just. You must come over for tea. As if she had nothing better to do than nibble at scones and exchange gossip.

			These noblewomen were all the same, not an original thought in any of their heads. When Hélène had learned that the Princess Louise was marrying for love—and not even a prince, but a mere aristocrat!—she’d actually thought this wedding might be interesting. But, as usual, her imagination had outpaced reality.

			“That sounds lovely,” Amélie agreed, when it was clear Hélène wouldn’t say anything.

			May smiled at Amélie. “This must bring back such joyous memories from your own wedding day.”

			Two years ago Amélie had married Carlos, the Crown Prince of Portugal. The two of them genuinely cared for each other, which was a rare gift in a royal marriage. Of course Hélène wanted her sister to be happy. Yet she missed the old version of Amélie, who used to follow along in Hélène’s schemes and giggle at inappropriate jokes. She missed the closeness they had shared before marriage and motherhood came between them.

			This trip was Amélie’s first time away from her two-year-old son, Luis Filipe. Prince Carlos, clearly besotted with Amélie, had insisted she come home to see her family—or more accurately, come back to England, since home would forever be France for the Orléans family. They were still very much in exile.

			It had happened long before Hélène was even born, when her father was just ten years old. His grandfather, King Louis Philippe, had been forced to abdicate as King of France. At least he’d had it better than the king in the other French Revolution, who’d died on the guillotine.

			Hélène had grown up in Paris, in a townhouse that was beautiful, but certainly not a palace, her family treated like any other wealthy family—save the white roses that were occasionally strewn over their doorstep, a sign of illicit support from monarchists who wanted to see Hélène’s father restored to his throne. Perhaps the monarchists had been growing in number, because when Hélène was fifteen, the tides of the Third Republic shifted, and her family was informed that they must leave France and never return.

			They had lived here in England ever since.

			Ridiculously, no one ever spoke of what had happened. The British aristocrats who ran in their social circles addressed Hélène’s parents as the Count and Countess of Paris, a title that Queen Victoria had invented when she offered them asylum. Hélène’s father had been forced to smile and thank her, no matter how galling it was to be a made-up count when he should have been king.

			A murmur arose among the young women as Prince Eddy approached, his brother George trailing along in his wake. Hélène had known Eddy long enough to remember when he’d been a boisterous, enthusiastic child. He was a young man now, but there was still something boyish about him—in his floppy hair and carefree smile and the coltish way he moved, as if he’d grown in a sudden spurt and wasn’t yet used to his long limbs.

			The other girls smiled and tossed their heads coquettishly, but not Hélène. And, she realized, not Alix of Hesse. Alix was staring out the window again, lost in a world of her own making.

			Eddy’s eyes trailed over the line of women before him. When his gaze met Hélène’s, she cut hers away in cool dismissal, as if the very sight of him bored her. He stiffened, then turned to Alix.

			“May I have the honor of a dance?”

			Of course Alix was who he wanted. That porcelain doll of a girl whom his grandmother had set him up with.

			Hélène watched as Prince George asked May of Teck to dance. He was like a muted version of his older brother: his hair a deeper brown, his eyes a darker blue. George was stocky and solid where Eddy was lean and athletic, calm and even-tempered where Eddy was restless and loud.

			A few of the other ladies, visibly disappointed that they hadn’t been chosen, ventured off for glasses of lemonade, leaving Amélie and Hélène alone.

			“Did you just roll your eyes at Prince Eddy?” Amélie whispered.

			“So what if I did?”

			“You can’t keep frightening off eligible young men, especially not princes. How will you ever get married?”

			“It doesn’t matter; we both know that Eddy isn’t an option.” As future head of the Church of England, Eddy would need to marry a nice Protestant princess, and the Orléans family was exceedingly Catholic. “Besides,” Hélène added flippantly, “I don’t want to marry at all.”

			Amélie gasped. “Stop saying that! You’re too pretty not to marry!”

			Actually, Amélie was the prettier of the pair—or at least, she was softer and more delicate, which seemed to be what men preferred. There was something too bold and decisive about Hélène’s beauty: her long dark hair and full lips and most of all her eyes, which were dangerously expressive, flashing a fierce golden-brown with her moods.

			Hélène could only hope that since Amélie had married a crown prince, recruiting a powerful new ally to the Orléans cause, Hélène’s parents wouldn’t rush to find their other daughter a husband. She wasn’t looking forward to being an item for trade.

			It was all that princesses, and aristocratic women in general, lived for—all they ever seemed to talk about. They worried about marriage and having children and then, eventually, getting their children and grandchildren married. It was just an endless cycle that always came back to marriage.

			When Hélène was younger, her governess had fought to make her one of those young ladies, the kind whose daydreams ended at the altar. But Hélène had lacked the patience for piano, singing, watercolor: all the things that made a woman ornamental and utterly useless. She’d escaped her lessons and fled to the stables so many times that her parents eventually told the governess not to bother.

			Now she had other reasons for visiting the stables.

			Feeling provocative, she turned back to Amélie. “If I ever do marry, it will be to someone adventurous, like a soldier.”

			“A soldier! Why?”

			“I could travel with him, see the world.”

			Amélie’s brow furrowed. “But you can see the world.”

			Hélène didn’t share her sister’s definition of the world, which was limited to fashionable society retreats and cloistered palaces. Back when they’d lived in France, she used to love their summer visits to their Normandy estate, the Château d’Eu. Hélène would plead with her father to take her to the quays—where she stood transfixed, inhaling the scents of tar and salt air, watching the sailors unload the various ships. Imagining the beautiful, distant places they had visited, full of magic and adventure.

			Her brother Philippe got to lead that sort of life. He’d joined the British military and taken a position at an outpost in the Himalayas. According to his latest letter, he’d been mountain climbing in Tibet and hunting in Nepal and had met fortune tellers in Ceylon. That was the world Hélène longed to see.

			“Of course, you’re right about Prince Eddy. You could never convert to the Church of England.” Undaunted, Amélie glanced back at the dance floor. “There are other princes here. What about Christian of Schleswig-Holstein or Frederick of Denmark? We should go say hello.”

			Hélène followed her sister’s gaze to the couples moving in steps as narrow and choreographed as their narrow, choreographed lives. Jewels and champagne flutes gleamed in the afternoon light. Her blood felt suddenly hot, her skin prickly.

			“I don’t feel well,” Hélène blurted out. Before Amélie could protest, she started toward the front door.

			The driveway that led to Marlborough House was crowded with carriages, all of them emblazoned with their owners’ coats of arms. Coachmen loitered near the steps, looking more disheveled than usual with their vests tossed aside, shirtsleeves rolled up in the heat. Most of them loosely clutched cigarettes, killing time until their employers were ready to head home.

			It was so hot out; Hélène felt a bead of sweat sliding down her back. Still, it felt less stifling out here than in the crush of that ballroom.

			Her eyes cut instinctively to the gold and blue of her family’s carriage, and there he was—the man she couldn’t stop thinking about. Her family’s coachman.

			Laurent Guérard was certainly not the type of young man she should be alone with, though really, Hélène shouldn’t be alone with any young man. He’d come with her family when they crossed over from France three years ago, along with their entire household: their ladies’ maids and butler and chef, all the way down to their scullery maids. Royals, even those in exile, didn’t travel without a full retinue.

			Laurent reddened adorably at the sight of her. He was so handsome, with his sand-colored hair and shy smile, but it was his voice that had captivated Hélène. He’d been soothing the horses during a storm, his tone low and husky as he crooned songs she’d never heard: shockingly inappropriate songs that should have scandalized her, but only made her want more.

			She remembered standing in the shadowed stables as thunder cracked overhead, the air heavy with the warm, familiar smells of hay and horses. Hélène had listened, entranced, as Laurent’s voice wove around her like a spell. Even though she’d never done so much as kiss a man before that night, it had felt impossible not to go to him, to whisper his name in the enchanted darkness while rain pounded overhead.

			That was over a year ago, when Hélène had just turned seventeen.

			“Mademoiselle. Shouldn’t you be at the reception?” Laurent spoke in French, as he always did when alone with Hélène.

			She held out a hand so that he could help her into the carriage. “I don’t feel well. I told Amélie that I’m heading home.” It was only half a lie.

			He hesitated. “Are you sure? This party will last for several more hours.”

			“Which means we have several hours to ourselves.” Hélène smiled, a bit wickedly. “As I said, I don’t feel well. I need to be taken straight to bed.”

			An unfamiliar emotion—confusion, or maybe regret—flickered over Laurent’s face, but then he nodded and opened the carriage’s gilded door.

			When they reached Sheen House, Laurent steered the horses past the main front drive, heading directly to the stables. Hélène opened the door herself and went eagerly inside.

			Laurent stared at her for a moment, eyes wide. “You look very…royal.”

			She realized that he rarely saw her like this, fully dressed as her princess self. Her bright blue gown was embroidered with shimmering silver thread. Diamonds blazed at her ears and throat, and her unruly dark hair had been coaxed into an intricate knot, atop which sat a tiara.

			She reached for the pins that held her tiara in place and tugged it off, then set it on a hay bale. Sunshine sliced through the open window to catch on the diamonds, sending a spray of light over the walls.

			“How about now?” Hélène tugged at her hair until it fell in a wild tumble over her shoulders.

			Laurent swallowed. “There’s something I need to tell you…that is, I…”

			She started up the narrow staircase that led to the loft. “Tell me after you’ve helped me out of this gown.”

			He clattered up the stairs after her. They fell back onto the mattress he kept in the corner, beneath the swooping wooden rafters where small birds built their nests. Laurent’s fingers fumbled with the intricate hooks and fastenings of her elaborate court dress, until Hélène impatiently yanked it, causing a delicate pearl button to fly into the hay. Oh well—Violette would have to sew it back on tomorrow.

			She tugged Laurent’s gold-braided jacket over his shoulders and flung it impatiently to the floor, then reached for his belt buckle. He was saying her name over and over, and the desire in his voice felt so thrilling; it felt right. Hélène tightened her arms around him as he fisted a hand in the curtain of her hair. She was aware of different sensations all at once: the brush of Laurent’s stubble against her cheek, the strength of his torso as he settled over her. Warmth seemed to ignite everywhere he touched, spreading from her limbs and collarbone to spool deep in her core.

			Up here in the loft, Hélène wished her life could always be this simple. That there were no obligations or restrictions, no gowns or tiaras—nothing but her and this man who held her, who loved her.

			She felt certain that he loved her, even if neither of them dared speak the words aloud.

			It wasn’t until later, when Hélène lay nestled in the warmth of Laurent’s arms, that she remembered.

			She propped herself up on one elbow. “What was it you wanted to tell me?”

			Laurent’s lips twitched, as if he was about to speak, only to decide against it. “It’s not important,” he assured her, and leaned over to kiss her again. His hand crept beneath the blanket to skim over Hélène’s body, and she stopped thinking about whatever confession he’d decided not to make. There was room in her mind for nothing in that moment but him.
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			CHAPTER THREE

			Alix

			THE NEXT MORNING, ALIX VICTORIA Helena Louise Beatrice, Princess of Hesse, forced herself to smile as she glanced around the patio of Marlborough House.

			The reception last night had been hard enough, and now Princess Louise was having a send-off breakfast, too? Why did these weddings involve so many events?

			Everyone else seemed to be in a jubilant mood. The sky was a brilliant blue overhead, the table bright with smiles and laughter as twenty-odd guests—only close family, not the extended cousins and foreign royals who’d been at yesterday’s wedding—toasted the newlyweds.

			“I can’t believe you and Ernie are leaving so soon,” said Prince George, who was seated across from her.

			“I know. I’ll miss you.” Alix had always been especially fond of George, who was similar to her in so many ways. Perhaps he, too, was ready for the endless social rounds of this wedding to be over.

			Though she doubted that his reasons for hating crowded events were anything like hers.

			Her gaze drifted down the table to where her own brother, Ernie, sat with Prince Eddy and Alexander Fife, Louise’s new husband. The three of them were laughing uproariously at something Eddy had said. Eddy shifted in his seat and stretched his long limbs, the movement lazily graceful, as if he were a panther settling itself in the sun.

			“It’s nice that Lord Fife gets along with the family,” she observed.

			There was a flash of hurt in George’s smile. “Yes, he and Eddy are two of a kind, aren’t they?”

			Poor George, forever forced to come in second place. He and his brother had been inseparable as children: born hardly a year apart, they’d been effectively raised as twins, with the same tutor and same governess. During the (admittedly brief) interlude when they’d both served in the navy, they had even been staffed on the same ship. Alix had always thought that George would have made a perfect second son in medieval times, back when they sent the spare into church service. Now he was doomed to live in Eddy’s shadow.

			Alix used to be that inseparable from her older sister, Ella. But it was different for them, because she and Ella were both princesses—or at least they had been until Ella married Sergei, one of the Russian Grand Dukes. Whereas Eddy and George were forever set apart by the single, crucial thing that divided them: Eddy was the future King of England, and George was not.

			A lanky figure approached her chair from behind, casting a shadow over the dining table. “Alix. Would you walk with me in the gardens?”

			She blinked in surprise, as if there might be some other, different Alix here that Eddy was speaking to.

			She and Eddy were cousins, yes, but Alix had a lot of those: thirty-seven on her mother’s side alone. When they’d been children at Balmoral, Eddy had gravitated toward her siblings and mostly ignored Alix. He and Ernie used to gang up together, playing at pirates or sneaking into the aviary, or pulling some prank on Ella, who responded with gratifying shrieks of outrage. Whenever they had tried to tease Alix, she’d just walked away.

			“It’s a lovely day to explore the gardens,” Eddy repeated. As if he needed to explore a landmark that had been familiar to him since childhood.

			Alix cast a puzzled glance around the table, but everyone else was deep in conversation or focused on their breakfast plates. A niggling suspicion arose in the corner of her mind; she resolutely ignored it.

			“Of course.” Alix stood, the peach-colored fabric of her day dress swishing around her legs.

			Eddy’s fingers twitched, almost as if he meant to reach up and tug one of her pigtails, the way he had when they were children, but then he held out a hand. Alix placed her palm in his, letting him lead her into the Marlborough House grounds.

			“I’m so glad you and Ernie came for Louise’s wedding,” he began.

			“She and Lord Fife seem happy.”

			“He’s a lot of fun. We’re going to Scotland soon to visit them. You and Ernie should join us,” Eddy added.

			For a moment Alix marveled at the cavalier way he’d invited her to be a guest in someone else’s home. Perhaps when you were going to rule the entire country someday, you felt like the whole thing belonged to you.

			“Thank you, but I need to get back to Darmstadt.”

			She might be a princess, but Alix’s life was nothing like that of Eddy and George’s sisters. Louise and Maud lived in grand style, while Alix was simply the daughter of the Grand Duke of Hesse, a minor German duchy. In Darmstadt she spent her days quietly, managing her father’s household, sewing shirts for the poor.

			Yet she was happier there. Alix wasn’t equipped to navigate the hive of gossip and ambition that was the English court. Not to mention the attention that focused on her like a spotlight whenever she entered a ballroom.

			Alix was self-aware enough to know that she was beautiful. People had been telling her that her entire life: seamstresses and dressmakers, other young women, and especially men. They had a disconcerting way of staring at her, their eyes unabashed and bold, as if she weren’t a person at all but an object of scenery—a mountain, or a rosebush. As if she had no feelings about their stares, and they were entitled to look at her for as long as they liked.

			“Tell me more about Balmoral. I haven’t visited in several years,” Alix said, realizing the silence had gone on for a moment too long.

			To her relief, Eddy launched into a story about how he and Alexander Fife had tried to race their horses to Loch Nagar, only to end up at the wrong loch, where they’d befriended a band of local fishermen. He had a jocular, enthusiastic way of recounting things that always made them sound more thrilling than they’d probably been in real life.

			Alix smiled and nodded, occasionally making little exclamations of surprise when appropriate. She and Eddy might not have anything in common, but at least he was an avid talker. Alix was always grateful when someone else bore the conversational load.

			They turned deeper into the gardens, and Eddy fell silent. Roses and junipers bloomed around them, their fragrance thick in the summer air.

			“Alicky,” Eddy said, and she startled at the old childhood nickname. No one but her siblings called her that anymore. “I’m so glad you’re here, because I want to talk to you about something important.”

			Anticipation knotted in Alix’s chest. She walked a little faster, as if to outrun her growing suspicion.

			“You know I’ve always admired you. You’re so poised, and elegant, and beautiful. All the things I’m not,” he added ruefully.

			“Your Royal Highness,” she said haltingly. Eddy waved away the title, but she’d used it on purpose.

			Titles felt safer. Titles meant distance between them, and propriety, and rules.

			“Everyone assumes we’re already courting, so, you know…” He looked at her with a self-deprecating smile. “I suppose I should get the formalities aside. May I have permission to court you?”

			Alix stared at him. For a wild moment she thought this was another of his outlandish pranks, like when he and Ernie once let two ponies loose in the halls of Sandringham.

			“You want to court me?” she asked slowly, numbly.

			“We’ve always known that we would get married someday. I think it’s time we made things official, don’t you?” Eddy spoke with indulgent patience, as if explaining something to a small child.

			Had they known that? Maybe he was right, and everyone in their family—everyone except Alix—had always taken their engagement as a given.

			This was the sort of thing a mother would have helped explain to her, except that Alix had lost hers when she was six.

			A suspicion crossed her mind, and she glanced over at Eddy. “By everyone, did you mean Grandmama?”

			“Well…” Eddy seemed at a loss. Then he smiled as if suddenly understanding. “I do want to court you, Alix. What does it matter if it was Grandmother’s idea first?”

			She should have known. Queen Victoria was the puppet master silently arranging all their marriages, scattering her children and grandchildren across the thrones of Europe like pieces on a chessboard.

			Before she could help it, the truth spilled out of her lips. “How can you want to court me when we aren’t well matched?”

			The moment she’d said it aloud, Alix winced, but Eddy seemed unbothered by her observation. He kept moving, leading her around a marble fountain where a goddess—Persephone, most likely—was forever strewing stone flowers.

			“I know our temperaments don’t align, but that’s precisely why we are well matched.” Eddy said this without an ounce of compunction; if anything, he seemed pleased. “We complement each other so well. The best marriages are when each partner has different interests, different strengths.”

			Alix thought of her parents, both quietly joyful, both soft-spoken, who’d been extremely happy together before her mother passed. She wasn’t certain Eddy was right.

			“You’re so beautiful,” he added warmly. “You’ll be a spectacular queen.”

			Queen. Of England.

			Somehow in all the shock of Eddy’s words, Alix hadn’t thought that far ahead, to the fact that he would someday be king.

			Her breaths came faster, shallower. She clenched her hands into fists so tight that her nails dug into her palms, willing herself not to fall into one of her episodes. She had no desire to reveal that side of herself—her sickness, her brokenness—to Eddy. He would never understand.

			“I’m sorry, but I—I don’t know,” she stammered.

			For the first time, a wounded expression flickered over Eddy’s features. “You don’t know,” he repeated. She heard the unspoken subtext: You, the princess of a minor German duchy, aren’t sure about becoming queen of the greatest empire on earth?

			The sun was beating down on her; Alix felt sweat gathering at her brow, along her armpits. She felt like she was falling backward, off a cliff into some chasm of shock. Oh god. She was going to descend into the familiar dark panic, right here in front of Eddy—

			“I’m sorry. This has all taken me by surprise.” Miraculously, Alix found the strength to sound calm.

			“Of course. It’s a big step,” Eddy agreed. “Which is why we need to make our courtship more formal, to give you time to adjust to it. You’ll sit with me at the opera tomorrow, won’t you?”

			She nodded, and he flashed her a blithe smile, tucking his hands into his pockets.

			“Wonderful. Well, I’ll give you a moment.” Whistling cheerfully under his breath, Eddy started back toward the terrace.

			Alix watched him go, a bee droning in the rose trellis behind her.

			What happened today wasn’t a proposal, she reminded herself. He hadn’t gone down on one knee, didn’t have a ring. All Eddy had done was ask to court her.

			But they both knew where such a courtship would lead.

			Could she go through with it—marry Eddy, become queen someday? Alix tried to imagine being like Aunt Alexandra, and then someday like Grandmama, living an excruciatingly public life. Everyone in the country, in the world, would know her name. She would ride in parades and wave from balconies, and each time she walked through a doorway, the entire room would fall silent.

			And she would do it all as Eddy’s wife. The reality hit her like a blow to the stomach: she would wake up with him, go to sleep with him, sit across from him at breakfasts and dinners. Eventually, though it was hard for Alix to imagine, she would have children that were half Eddy and half her.

			He was handsome, of course. And good-natured, and entertaining. Yet it felt inexplicably wrong, as if she were shoving a puzzle piece where it didn’t fit.

			Alix slumped down to sit cross-legged on the ground, for once not caring that her dress would get grass stains. She braced her hands on the sun-warmed earth, wishing that she could cry, but no tears came.

			She never cried anymore, not since the awful thing she had done all those years ago. Perhaps that was how grief worked. When you’d done something truly horrible, every other unhappiness paled in comparison. Even the prospect of marrying a prince you didn’t love.
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			CHAPTER FOUR

			May

			MAY HELD HER BREATH AS she walked down the staircase, her hands tightening over the wooden railing. Maybe this time she could escape unnoticed—

			“Mary Adelaide? Is that you?”

			No such luck.

			She drew in a steadying breath, then descended the last few steps.

			May had never liked White Lodge, which had been designed as a hunting retreat years ago, its low-ceilinged rooms painted in muted colors. There was a stale, defeated air to the place, as befitted the Tecks’ diminished status, but the living room was worst of all. When they’d returned to England after their years abroad and were granted use of White Lodge, the Tecks had stuffed it with old furniture from Kensington Palace—furniture that was drastically out of scale, making it look like the house had swallowed another house twice its size. Fringed ottomans sprang up from the floor like mushrooms, rugs overlapped each other in chaotic disorder, and oversized curtains dragged along the floor.

			Her father, Francis of Teck, sat in one of the wingback chairs, staring listlessly into the empty fireplace. He did this a lot lately: just sat there, as immobile as the footmen who stood around Buckingham Palace. Except that they were young and dashing, while Francis was a shadow of his former self.

			“Hello, Father,” May said politely.

			Francis had leaned forward at the sound of her footsteps, but when he saw that it was May, he sagged, as if he’d been craving the prospect of shouting at her mother. Now he was left with nothing but May, who never gave him the satisfaction of fighting back.

			Sometimes, when he smiled, May caught a glimpse of the man he’d been before bitterness and abandoned dreams wore away at him. She remembered that version of Francis from her childhood, back when he used to make up silly games—like the one where they would each describe a made-up monster, and the other person attempted to sketch that monster while blindfolded. They used to dissolve into fits of laughter comparing their atrocious drawings.

			Francis so rarely laughed anymore. Now he was almost always the other version of himself: apathetic, callous, cruel.

			“What did you think of last night?” he asked, then answered his own question. “It was a little crowded for my taste, but I suppose when you’re the Prince of Wales, you have to invite everyone to your daughter’s wedding.” The bitterness in his tone was caustic.

			“There certainly were a lot of people.” May had long ago stopped contradicting her father. At least to his face.

			Francis grunted in agreement, then looked sidelong at his daughter. “You didn’t dance very much.”

			“I danced with Prince Eddy,” May hurried to say.

			“No good barking up that tree!” Her father laughed as if he’d said something uproariously funny. “He’s as good as engaged to that Hesse girl. You know, the pretty one.”

			“Yes,” May replied, because that was the safest word around her father.

			An enormous beribboned form appeared in the doorway, and May’s heart sank. She could just about manage her father when it was the two of them alone, because she knew how to placate him, to stay quiet and walk on eggshells. But her mother was too angry to behave. She deliberately provoked Francis, stomped on the eggshells.

			“Well, look who the cat dragged in.” Mary Adelaide’s words were directed at her husband, who lifted one hand in a careless wave.

			“Sorry to have been gone all night. I was otherwise occupied.”

			He may have spoken the word sorry, but there was no hint of apology in his tone. His words were sharpened like a weapon.

			Mary Adelaide snorted. “I don’t especially care who you spend your nights with, Francis. God only knows why I married you.”

			“You married me because no one else would have you,” he spat.

			“Please. I could have married a nice duke, and instead you came courting, poor as a church mouse, hat in hand.”

			“ ‘A nice duke’?” her father repeated incredulously. “Not even the baronets wanted you. I should have known to back off when I saw the other princes running the opposite direction, the way they’ve all done to May—”

			That would have stung, except that May had long since grown numb to her father’s cruelty. Of all the things he loved to criticize his wife about, May’s failure to find a husband was one of his favorites.

			She backed away, already forgotten by both parents.

			May was sheltered, but she wasn’t completely ignorant of other people’s suffering. She had visited the poorhouse with other girls from church, had seen the women with bruises or broken limbs. Things could be worse, she’d told herself after that visit. At least her father never harmed her physically.

			The bruises that Francis inflicted were invisible, emotional. He belittled May and her mother, laughed at their hopes, mocked things that mattered to them; and his mood swings were lightning quick. He’d always been erratic, but the cruelty had escalated after May’s brother, Dolly, enrolled at the military academy at Sandhurst last year, leaving the two women with Francis alone.

			Once, when May was a child, her father had bought her a shiny red balloon at a county fair. May remembered walking home with it tied to her wrist, heart swelling with pride.

			The moment they got home, Francis slashed it with his knife.

			May had started sobbing. She couldn’t help it: the tattered remnants of her balloon drifting down through the air had such an awful finality to them.

			“You see, May?” her father had asked, with that eerie, manic gleam in his eye. “Life can be unfair sometimes. You need to learn this at a young age. You care about things, and then you lose them, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

			May had valiantly tried to swallow back her sobs, which stung the inside of her throat. That was the last time she’d ever let her father see her cry.

			She hurried toward the front of the house, a shattering sound echoing behind her. Francis must have thrown a vase, or perhaps even one of the crystal candlesticks. It really was stupid. Money was the main cause of his resentment, yet he was careless with the little they had left.

			This was why May had to get married. The alternative was living under her father’s roof forever, letting him inflict petty cruelties on her because it made him feel powerful.

			Sometimes she wished that England had stayed Catholic, because then, at least, she could have gone to a convent. May would have made quite a good abbess; she sensed that she had a knack for managing things, if only someone would let her.

			The Tecks no longer employed a butler: their housekeeper, Mrs. Bricka, answered the bell if it rang, but like all their staff, she was overworked. Their gardener, Charles, had been forced to start driving the carriage when they let their coachman go, and their cook had long since begun washing bedsheets.

			May lifted a hand as she stepped into the sunlight, thinking she would just stroll around the yard for a moment—avoid the chaos inside—but then she saw Charles kneeling by a bed of gardenias. An idea rapidly formed in her head.

			“Charles, could you bring the carriage around, please?”

			He cast her a dubious stare. They both knew that there were few places a young lady could venture unchaperoned.

			“Where are you headed, miss?”

			Not for the first time, May wished she had a close friend, someone she could trust. Of course, she could never have actually told this mythical friend about the sordid details of her life. That kind of thing simply wasn’t talked about. But it would have been nice to have someone she could visit at times like this, when White Lodge felt claustrophobic. When the pressure and panic roiling in May’s chest threatened to boil over.

			For some reason she thought of Alix of Hesse, and what she’d said at the wedding last night: that they should all come have tea sometime. Alix probably didn’t expect May to actually come over, but no matter. The invitation had been issued.

			She tipped up her chin as she looked at Charles. “I’m going to Buckingham Palace.”
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			MAY BEGAN TO DOUBT HER decision the instant her carriage rolled through the palace’s iron gates.

			A footman sprang forward to help her step down. She couldn’t help noticing how pristine his white gloves were: even crisper than hers, and this was her nicest pair.

			“I’m here to see the Princess Alix,” she informed the footman, handing him her card.

			His gaze flitted from the card to her dress, a three-year-old one that had been darned twice in an attempt to make it over for this year
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