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The Russian Empire is on the verge of collapse. Revolution is in the air. The starving stalk the streets of St Petersburg and yet the Imperial Court still commute between their estates and organise their lavish balls.

Two sisters arrive in the city. Princesses from Montenegro; they are famed for their wild beauty and mystical powers. Initially ridiculed and outcast as the daughters of a provincial ‘Goat King’, they react in the only way they know how. They befriend the isolated Tsarina Alexandra and, using their gifts, they help her in her increasingly desperate quest to give birth to a son and heir. The circle closes. The girls are the gateway. Gurus, clairvoyants, holy fools and charlatans all try their luck. Then in one last, doomed, throw of the dice, the sisters introduce Rasputin into the Russian Court…

Based on the true story of the lives of Princess Militza and Princess Anastasia of Montenegro during the dying days of the Russian Empire, The Witches of St Petersburg is a tale of love, lust, power and betrayal at the heart of the Romanov Court.
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‘Rasputin is a vessel like Pandora’s Box, which contains all the vices, crimes and filth of the Russian people. Should the vessel be broken we will see its dreadful contents spill themselves across Russia.’

Papus, 1905 – Occultist and founder of the Martinist Order

‘I will set my face against anyone who turns to mediums and spiritists to prostitute themselves by following them, and I will cut them off from their people.’

Leviticus 20.6
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Prologue

10 February 1911, Znamenka, Peterhof

They hammered on the entrance to the palace, pounding with their fists. The heavy wooden doors shook on their hinges and cries of bloodlust rang out into the night.

‘Open up! Police! Open up in the name of the Tsar!’

Militza stood in the hall. She could hear him panting with fear from behind the heavy silk curtain. She glanced across. His pale eyes stared at her from the darkness. The most powerful man in Russia was finally asking her for help. He’d arrived drenched in sweat, his clothes sodden, his bare feet crimson with cold. He’d come careering through the woods like a deer chased by a pack of hungry wolves, had begged her for protection, implored her, promised her anything, everything – and she could hardly contain her pleasure.

They hammered again. The glass in the windows at the front of the palace rattled. A few of the domestic household, some sixty souls, were now gathered on the stairs, some shocked, some quizzical, some clasping their hands together in terror. All were staring at the doors. These were dangerous times; there was more than a whiff of revolution in the air and anything could happen. The burgundy-liveried footman went to open the door.

‘Wait!’ commanded Militza, taking a step forward and raising her hand. She pulled a diamond comb from the back of her head, shook her long, dark hair over her shoulders and partially opened the front of her red velvet robe. ‘Now,’ she said and nodded.

The footman pulled back the brass lock and opened the great doors. An icy blast tore into the hall. In front of her stood a seething gang of some twenty or so policemen. Dressed in navy tunics with lambskin helmets, they surged towards her, their breath white and their eyes wild with the chase. The young officer in charge lunged forward.

‘It has gone midnight! What in God’s name,’ Militza demanded, dramatically crossing herself, ‘are you doing waking my household at this hour?’

‘Where is he?’ barked the officer, leaning in, glancing around the hall.

‘How dare you!’ Militza stood her ground.

‘I am sorry, Your Imperial Highness.’ The young man withdrew slightly, cheeks tinged with contrition, clutching a piece of paper. ‘We are searching for Rasputin. Grigory Yefimovich Rasputin—’

‘The devil!’ someone shouted.

The young officer swung around. ‘Quiet!’ he snarled. He turned slowly back and, wiping his mouth on his coat sleeve, he smiled. ‘We believe he came this way.’

‘Well, I am sorry to disappoint,’ Militza replied, returning his smile, ‘but I have been here, alone, all evening and, as you can see…’ She looked down at her smooth, white, carefully exposed skin, ‘I am about to retire.’

The young man immediately averted his gaze. She had managed to disconcert him, but it was only momentary. ‘I would like permission to search the palace.’

‘You doubt my word?’ Militza glared.

‘Witch!’ came a shout from the back of the pack.

‘He is not here,’ she said, ignoring the accusation. She stood aside, calling his bluff. ‘You are very welcome to search the palace of Grand Duke Peter Nikolayevich, cousin of the Tsar, should you so wish, but you will not find the dog.’

The mere mention of her husband’s name called them to a halt. At least some titles still managed to instil a scintilla of respect, fear even, despite the ever-shifting sands.

‘That will not be necessary, Your Imperial Highness.’ He paused, fixing her with a stare. Militza’s face was impassive, her body completely still. She had always been an excellent liar. His men’s feet pawed the ground, itching for a fight, but the officer was not quite brave enough to enter. ‘We know for certain Rasputin came this way.’

Militza stared, a gentle half-smile curling her lips. ‘So…’

The officer cleared his throat. ‘We’ll stand guard on the entrance to your estate. It is, after all, our job to protect you.’

‘Protect me, indeed.’ She nodded, taking in his young face, the blond moustache struggling to cover his top lip. ‘How kind of you. I shall send out warm refreshments for your men.’

‘No need, Your Imperial Highness. My men will be quite warm enough.’

The wooden doors slammed shut and Militza slowly closed her eyes in relief then turned and dismissed her servants. Rasputin waited for the household to disperse before he drew back the curtain. Stepping out of the shadow, he walked towards her, arms outstretched. He pulled her towards him, enveloping her firmly in his embrace. She could feel her stomach tighten.

‘Thank you,’ he whispered in her ear. His hot breath sent a shiver down her spine. ‘May the Lord bless you.’ He kissed the backs of her hands with his dry lips, his coarse beard tickling her skin and the acrid smell of his fetid hair filling her nostrils. He looked up. ‘I shall exit by a basement entrance and head towards the sea. I will trouble you no more.’ He brushed his rough lips once more across the back of her hand. ‘I am forever in your debt.’

It was now or never, she thought. He had come to her of his own free will. It would only work if he were compliant. And here he was. This was it.

‘Stay!’ she replied, a little too swiftly. He looked puzzled. ‘You are cold,’ she added. He hesitated. ‘And you must be hungry, starving. We have sweet cakes, Madeira. All your favourite things. Let me warm you and get you something to eat.’

‘But the soldiers?’

‘Many things might have changed but no one would doubt the word of a Grand Duchess.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘They will soon disappear to find vodka in the village.’

*

Half an hour later a servant delivered a tray of small cakes and Madeira wine to her private drawing room. Intimate, filled with many of Militza’s most precious philosophical and religious texts, it was rare she entertained here. The fire was well-stoked and Rasputin was lying on her peach velvet button-backed divan, his damp clothes steaming, his small leather bag of possessions next to him on the floor.

Militza was at his gnarled feet, gently washing them in a bowl of hot, scented water.

‘Relax,’ she soothed.

‘Are they still out there?’ He sat up, nervously glancing towards the window. ‘I can feel their presence and smell their sweat; their blood is up, the night is cold and getting colder still – their master shall not keep his hounds at bay for much longer.’

‘They wouldn’t dare. You’re safe here.’

‘Safe?’ he snorted. ‘None of us is safe, my dear, not any more.’

‘What happened to your shoes?’ she asked, wringing out the cloth and letting the warm water trickle between his toes. The sweet smell of Indian sandalwood rose up in the vapours and began to fill the air.

‘I lost them somewhere in the forest. I took my boots off on the train and didn’t have time to get them on again before I saw them at the station. I had to leap from a moving train to get away from those bastards! They mean to banish me from the city. Me? From the city. My city!’ He laughed. ‘Little do they know who they are dealing with!’

He sat in silence while Militza continued her washing. The severity of his situation had stunned him. He had been utterly unprepared. He would not make the same mistake again. Who had sent them? Who had betrayed him? Didn’t they know who his friends were? How powerful he was? They would surely pay.

The heat of the room, the noise of the crackling fire, the wine, the cakes and the gently dripping water wove their soporific charm. Slowly, he sat back into the divan, closing his eyes, his head relaxed, his mouth fell slightly ajar as he lightly licked his lips. He was enjoying the warmth of the water and the softness of her touch. She picked up the bottle of oil again. She had chosen it carefully. Sandalwood: the realizer of dreams. And this was her moment. She could not believe it had arrived so soon after asking. The Fates had indeed been kind. She dried his feet with a towel and then, pouring a few drops of the oil just above his toes, began to massage the liquid into his chapped skin. Her nimble fingers moved adeptly up the arch of his foot, her sensuous touch causing him to moan unconsciously. Suddenly he opened his eyes.

‘What are you doing to me, woman?’ he barked, retracting his feet. ‘What wicked enchantment are you up to now?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Sit back and let me tend to you.’

‘Why?’ he asked warily, trying to read the expression on her face. ‘What are you planning – witch?’

‘You, of all people, know better than to call me that!’ She laughed as lightly as she could, trying to control the rising flush in her cheeks.

Rasputin leant forward. Militza’s heart was pounding. She could feel the cold metal of his golden crucifix as it swung against the warm flesh of her breasts. His breathing was heavy.

‘I’ve had enough of your tricks,’ he mumbled, slowly running his coarse fingertip down the side of her throat. Militza shivered again in an intoxicating combination of mounting fear and desire.

‘Let me be Magdalene to your Christ,’ she whispered, staring into his eyes. She could see his pupils were dilated. Was it natural? Or had he willed them to, as she knew he could?

There was a pause. Militza didn’t dare to move or breathe – and then Rasputin roared with laughter. He threw back his bearded chin and his large frame shook as his crucifix danced on his belly.

‘As you wish,’ he chuckled, leaning back and returning his feet to the towel. ‘As you wish, my little… bitch.’

Militza echoed his laugh with as much enthusiasm as she could muster and, somehow, she managed to control her shaking hands enough to continue the massage. She worked hard and deep, moving up his strong ankles and down between his thick, splayed toes. Clearly this wasn’t the first time he’d run through the forest unshod. She poured on more oil; her hands were beginning to hurt, but she forced herself to continue, humming gently under her breath. Not long now, she thought. Not long. It would take an iron will not to succumb to slumber. And sure enough, Rasputin’s chest began slowly to rise and fall. After a while he started to snore.

At last! Militza sat back on her haunches for a second, allowing herself a moment’s rest. She could kill him now, as he lay there, snoring and slack-jawed, exhaling through the blackened gaps between his filthy teeth. She could slit his throat, plunge a dagger into his rotten, duplicitous heart: it would be quick and easy and no one need know, least of all the Tsarina. She could even feed him to the dogs outside. But he was her creation, her creature, her thick-shafted lover – and she had not finished with him yet.

Quickly, silently, she crossed her boudoir to find the sewing sampler she’d left on the arm of the sofa earlier that afternoon. She lifted it up and, from underneath, she rescued a small pair of ornately carved golden scissors. Quickly, she knelt back down at Rasputin’s feet and slowly, surely, she got to work. The toenails were thick and difficult to cut, but, one by one, she very carefully snipped them off, keeping them as whole as possible, curved as new moons. Only when she had collected all ten, did she place them very carefully in a beautiful wooden box.


1

28 August 1889, Peterhof, St Petersburg

Right from the very beginning, Militza knew it was not going to work. She was like that. She knew things, saw things, sensed things… Second sight is what they called it. She saw the omens were bad… and the omens never lie.

She’d lit a candle the night before, something she and her mother had always done – a little bit of apotropaic magic to ward off evil. You place a lit candle in the window to dispel the dark, welcoming in the light and good fortune. But it kept on going out. There was a breeze, an ill wind, which meant that no matter how many times she lit the flame, it flickered, guttered and died.

Naturally, she didn’t tell her sister. Anastasia was two years younger and upset enough already, so much so she’d woken up in tears. What sort of bride wakes up in tears on her wedding day?

‘I can’t,’ she sobbed, propped up by a pile of soft, white pillows. ‘I just can’t.’

At the time, Militza didn’t know what to do. Anastasia was weeping copiously; her black hair, loose around her face, clung in damp curls to her wet cheeks. Her huge black eyes were mournful and completely piteous.

‘You’ve got to help me!’

‘He’s not so bad,’ Militza heard herself lying to her sister. ‘He’s a good match.’

‘How can you say that? He is sixteen years older than me, he has been married before and—’

‘And he’s been hand-picked by Papa.’

‘I’ve only known him for four weeks. Four weeks! His eyes are cold and his heart is even colder. Oh God! Why didn’t Papa choose someone else?’

‘He has his reasons – and he expects both of us to do our duty.’ Militza stroked her sister’s damp hair, trying to placate her. But it was no use.

‘I want to marry for love!’ she exclaimed, collapsing back on her bed and staring up at the ornate ceiling of the Grand Palace.

The floral gilt border shone in the early morning sun, the crystal chandelier glittering and swinging a little in the breeze. The opulence and splendour of their surroundings were completely overwhelming.

Militza laughed, she couldn’t believe what her sister had just said. ‘Don’t be so naive, Stana! Women like us don’t marry for love.’

How typical of Anastasia! Even when the sisters were growing up in their father’s court in Cetinje, Montenegro, running along the narrow corridors of their cosy little palace with its russet walls and white shutters, Anastasia had been the romantic, the one who believed the fairy tales their mother told. She’d listen, wide-eyed, sitting on her knee playing with wooden poppets and planning her own wedding. She’d always fantasized, had always thought, always known, that one day her prince would come. Out of all the sisters – and there were nine of them at the last count – Anastasia was the dreamer, the romantic. Even the Montenegrin belief that daughters were a misfortune seemed to pass her by. She ignored her parents’ endless conversations about money and about the dearth of suitors, she was impervious to their father building a nunnery on the shores of Lake Skadar in case he needed to house his ever-growing cabal of useless daughters – and she was deaf to her mother’s schemes and plans as to how to rid themselves of so many costly women.

So, when the two sisters were invited to St Petersburg, at the behest of the Tsar Alexander III, Stana was the first to be thrilled, the first to be excited, giddy with the idea of the clothes, the parties, the whirl and, unlike Militza, she was the last to realize: the plan.

‘Women like us marry for money,’ Militza reminded her sister. ‘We marry for position, security and status and, as we have none—’

‘But we are Princesses!’

‘Of a feudal backwater, with barely an army to call its own.’

Stana looked shocked.

‘We both know that is true,’ continued Militza, ‘and so we have to take what we are given, take who our father chooses, which will always be whoever he deems useful, who can advance him and our country. And our job? Our job is to produce children. Sons. We’re a couple of brood mares! That’s why the Tsar invited us here. We’ve been told as much.’

‘A brood mare…’ she sighed.

‘You’re almost twenty-one, Stana! You are not young any more. You can’t have little girl fantasies of a handsome prince rescuing you from your fate.’

‘So we’re to be sold off for thirty pieces of silver!’

‘A little more than that, I hope!’ Militza laughed. Stana did not. ‘We do not have a choice,’ her sister conceded quietly.

‘A life without choice,’ Stana stared at her sister and slowly shook her head, ‘is no life at all.’

‘It’s our duty.’

‘Duty to whom?’

‘Our father, our country.’ She paused. ‘Honestly, it is not so bad. And you hope, you pray, that eventually, over time, you can grow to love your husband.’

‘Do you love your husband?’ asked Stana, sitting up.

Militza smiled. ‘It hasn’t been long.’

In fact, it was just four weeks since she herself had been a bride. Her marriage had also been arranged by her father and the Tsar. She’d even sat next to Alexander III as he toasted the union between her and her husband, his cousin Grand Duke Peter Nikolayevich.

‘I drink to the health of the only sincere and faithful friend of Russia,’ Alexander had said, before placing the golden goblet to his lips. There had been no mention of happiness, or of joy, or love of any kind. That’s not to say that Peter was not charming, he most certainly was, but the real reason behind the union did not go unnoticed by the newspapers.

‘It would be unwise to ignore the tender feelings which prompted this celebration,’ said one. ‘But it would be foolish not to recognize all the great national and political reasons, which have joined together, in friendship and family ties, the mighty Royal House of the Romanovs of Russia and the modest court of Montenegro.’

‘The modest court of Montenegro…’ Militza smiled ruefully. That phrase had made her father furious, incandescent. She turned to stare out of the window at the manicured gardens below. It was such a beautiful day. The morning sky was fresh and cloudless, perfect for a wedding; the fountains at Peterhof were sparkling like decadent glasses of fizzing champagne and a warm wind was blowing off the Gulf of Finland. She and Stana were young and beautiful, they should both be so happy.

So why did she feel the desperate sickness of foreboding in her throat and the tight knot of dread deep in the pit of her stomach?

Militza dared not look Stana in the eye. What could she tell her? She was supposed to be the strong one, the cleverest of all the children, fluent in Persian, Russian, French as well as all the languages of her motherland. She was the one who had the sensible head, the clear vision. Zorka, the eldest, might well be able to predict earthquakes and their mother could tell the sex of unborn babies, but it was she, Militza, who had the real power, the one who could really see things. She was the one who spoke to Spirit, the one who was headstrong, who had an answer for everything. Known in her family as a reader of runes and oracles, a sibyl who always found it hard to curb her tongue, why was she so quiet now? What was she to say? That Stana had no choice but to accept this widower duke as her husband? That marriage was lonely? That she herself was struggling to find happiness? That the wedding night was something you just had to get through?

And she knew her husband, Peter, and he also knew where she had come from. He had toured Montenegro with her, witnessed the toasting and fireworks that greeted their engagement. He’d sailed down the Croatian coast in his beautiful white yacht to stay with her family in Cetinje, had seen their unprepossessing palace, its narrow corridors and wooden shutters, he had walked through their scrub of a garden without so much as a fountain, or a manicured lawn, and they’d travelled back to Russia together to be married.

But Stana, poor Stana, had not been so fortunate. She had met her soon-to-be husband just four weeks before, their father selecting him from the shallow pool of eligible suitors at Militza’s wedding. Quite what made the widower, with a motherless seven-year-old son, stand out for their father, neither of them knew.

All Militza knew was there was to be no celebratory cannon fire on Stana’s wedding day, no party at the Tsar’s palace. In fact, neither the Tsar nor even their father were going to attend. It was as if Nikola could not wait to give Stana away, at any price.

Militza sighed. What were they doing here, two sisters so far from home? How could their father have done this? She couldn’t help but think how cruel it was to be born a woman, how cruel it was to be powerless and unable to decide one’s own fate. However, she said nothing, did nothing, except continue to stare out of the window and try to quell her own misgivings.

*

It took Stana half an hour to compose herself enough to sip her tea. She had it strong and sweetened with a little cherry jam dipped in on a silver teaspoon. The maid had delivered a plate piled high with warm blini with soured cream and honey, but neither of them could stomach anything.

‘You’re right,’ Stana declared flatly, as she licked the jam off her spoon. ‘There is nothing else to be done. I have no choice. It is either George—’

‘Or the nunnery on Lake Skadar.’

They looked at each other. It should have been a funny joke: it was something they’d laughed about as children, that they’d end up in the nunnery their father was building. Militza had often declared, in lofty tones, that she was looking forward to a life of learning without distraction. But the older they became and the steeper and thicker grew the convent’s walls, the more of a terrifying reality it was. How could their father truly think this was a good solution to the problem of having so many daughters? Anything, anywhere, anyone – even George – would be better than the nunnery on Lake Skadar.

Militza leant over and took the spoon out of her sister’s mouth. ‘Don’t do that. We are not at home any more.’

‘Don’t I know it! I hate this place! The Grand Palace!’ she snorted. ‘It’s like a cage!’ Stana leapt out of her chair and walked towards the large open windows. ‘Why does it have to be him?’ She turned back towards Militza with her large imploring eyes. ‘Why does it have to be now? I know people are talking. I hear them whisper. I feel them stare. What is that stupid saying of theirs? “An uninvited guest is worse than a Tatar?” Well, that’s us. A couple of uninvited Tatars. They don’t like us. They disdain us.’ Her pretty lips curled. ‘I’m scared. I’m scared of these big, cold palaces. I’m scared of the people who live here – and most of all I’m scared of my husband. He doesn’t love me, I know he doesn’t. He can barely look me in the eye.’

‘He proposed to you and that’s all that matters.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘I don’t know what else to say.’

The sisters sat in silence and drank their tea. The only noise was the scraping of Stana’s spoon as she stirred more jam around her cup.

‘I just wish Mother were here,’ said Stana, suddenly putting down her cup and pulling her knees up under her chin. ‘Both Mother and Papa came to your wedding.’

‘You will be fine.’ Militza squeezed her hand.

‘I miss our little palace.’

Militza looked out through the large open window to the beautifully manicured lawns beyond. ‘So do I…’ She added swiftly, turning back to her sister, ‘You will be fine. You are not alone. You have me to look after you.’

‘You?’ Stana’s eyes filled again with tears.

‘I will look after you.’

‘Please… I am not sure I can do it without you. You’ve always been the strong one, the clever one – the one everyone looked up to.’ She grabbed hold of her sister’s shoulders and gripped them tightly. ‘Promise you’ll make it all right? Promise!’

Her grip was strong, her pain evident. Militza looked deep into her sister’s black eyes. Perhaps it was guilt that fate had dealt her the better hand, perhaps it was instinct, the older sibling’s duty to look after the other, or perhaps it was just the raw vision of her sister’s shattered heart, but Militza did not pause. She did not waver. ‘I promise,’ she whispered. ‘Cross my heart.’ She hooked a strand of hair behind her sister’s ear, before cupping her chin. ‘Together, we can do anything,’ she said softly, then kissed Stana’s cheek.

Years later, Militza remembered, then and there, that with one small kiss, she had sealed both their fates. Forever after she was obliged to help her sister, to come to her rescue. She’d promised. She’d crossed her heart. There was nothing more to discuss.

‘Smile,’ she said. ‘You’re getting married.’

*

The wedding was at 3 p.m. and Stana had much to do. As was traditional, her dress was in the style of the court. Made of white silk, it was embroidered with silver thread, pearls and a scattering of diamonds around the neck and it took her over an hour to put on. Her fine lace stockings were difficult to fit in the heat, and her new lady’s maid, Natalya, took an age tugging them over Stana’s knees. The lace underskirts were fitted next, to give the dress volume, followed by the starched petticoats. A wider dress, made of silver and silk, was layered over the top. The inverted V at the front allowed the other skirt of finer silver tissue to peek through. Due to the late summer heat and humidity, instead of a more usual heavy velvet train Stana had opted for a simple mantilla and veil of delicate handmade Chantilly lace. It was attached to a diamond and pearl tiara, her wedding present from the Tsar. Fortunately, Monsieur Delacroix was on hand to make sure her coiffure was perfect. A corpulent fellow with a florid complexion and a long, waxed moustache, he arrived amid much flamboyant fanfare, accompanied by a phalanx of flunkies and a fug of lavender. Monsieur Delacroix had been court hairdresser for so long he knew more secrets than the police, more gossip than the servants, but most especially he knew about nervous brides and he never travelled anywhere without a chilled bottle of Roederer champagne. His energy, and indeed alcohol, went a little way to lightening the mood.

‘So, have you heard the Grand Duchess Vladimir is pregnant?’ declared Monsieur Delacroix, combing Stana’s hair. ‘That’s number four or five.’

‘How fortunate,’ replied Militza, sipping her champagne.

‘That’s a lot of babies,’ commented Stana, staring into the mirror.

‘All that money and all those children – and still no nearer to the throne!’ he laughed into his round chest. ‘You know when the Tsar was in that railway accident at Borki in the Ukraine last year? When twenty-one people died?’ He turned to heat up his curling tongs. ‘Rumour has it that neither she nor her husband returned to Russia, or even asked about his older brother’s health. They were sitting in France with their fingers crossed, spitting at the Devil, hoping against hope the Tsar and all his children would be wiped out, and they’d inherit the throne! Ouch!’ he said, burning his index finger on the hot brass as he pulled a set of tongs out from the gas-fired heater. ‘I don’t think the Tsar has forgiven him. It’ll be you soon,’ he joked, pausing mid-comb and nodding towards Stana’s slim belly.

‘Me? What?’

‘Lots of boys, that’s what every wife needs.’ Stana blushed. Noticing the bride’s evident discomfort, Delacroix continued swiftly, ‘The Grand Duchess Vladimir is sponsoring Cartier to open up here. She’s just ordered another kokoshnik tiara.’ He rolled his small currant eyes and tweaked the end of his moustache. ‘Apparently, they are all going crazy trying to source the diamonds, scouring Siberia! Not that anything can rival her Vladimir Tiara, the one she was given when she got married. That’s got more pearls than the Indian Ocean. I think she wants more stones than the Yusupovs, but no one can compete with them.’

He worked meticulously to smooth Stana’s hair into the two traditional fat ringlets that he placed hanging down over each shoulder. After he had brushed each curl, he then sprayed her hair with a mist of violet cologne from Guerlain in Paris. Finally, he picked up the diamond tiara with the flats of his palms and, careful not to dirty it with his sweat, set it gingerly in place.

‘There!’ he said, deftly wielding a small silver hand mirror. ‘Perfect.’

Stana got out of her seat and turned to look at herself in a full-length mirror. The tiara, the French lace veil, the silver dress, her dark hair all
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