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			Chapter One

			Hélène

			“Come on, Amélie!” Hélène shifted her weight, her feet warm on the platform’s wooden boards. Bathing machines were like carriages designed for discomfort. Or perhaps they were more like closets on wheels? Behind them, plodding toward the shore on a sleepy-looking dray horse, was the coachman who’d driven their bathing machine into the surf. A lot of work, all so that the Orléans sisters could swim without compromising their virtue.

			As if Hélène had any virtue left to compromise.

			It was maddeningly slow, being bundled into that ridiculous machine and dragged into the ocean. But Hélène had swallowed her complaints. Amélie’s husband, Carlos, the Crown Prince of Portugal, had tried to be thoughtful by arranging this outing. And it was hardly his fault that men were allowed to stroll around the beach in one-piece bathing costumes while women had to keep themselves hidden.

			Hélène lowered herself onto the top step of the ladder and shivered. The water was chillier than she’d expected.

			“They should make these costumes warmer,” Amélie grumbled, nudging open the door of the bathing machine. Like Hélène, she was dressed in a white camisole and bloomers: not the beautiful silk bloomers they wore under their gowns, but a simple pair made of cotton.

			“You’ll warm up once you get in the water,” Hélène fibbed.

			Amélie lifted a skeptical eyebrow, wrapping her arms around herself in the ocean breeze. So Hélène dived in.

			The water closed over her head, cold and dark. It was so blissfully quiet that she couldn’t hear anything but the far-off roar of the surf, murmuring like a distant heartbeat.

			Here in the water, Hélène could forget it all. The mistakes she’d made, the secrecy and the joy and the unbearable pain she’d endured over the past year and a half: when she had fallen in love with Prince Eddy, then lost him.

			As she broke the surface, Hélène looked up. Amélie was still standing on the back platform, watching her closely.

			“I’ll join you,” Amélie declared, and began descending the ladder built into the back of the machine. The water wasn’t deep; Hélène could dig her toes into the sandy bottom.

			Amélie drifted toward her, moving her arms in circular motions to keep her head above the surface. “You look like a little mermaid with your hair all wet,” she teased. Une petite sirène, she’d said; the sisters were speaking French, as they always did together.

			Hélène bristled at the phrase; it made her think of that awful Hans Christian Andersen story. “I don’t like the little mermaid.” What a foolish decision, to give up everything for a man. Small surprise that the prince had left the mermaid the moment her back was turned, breaking her heart forever.

			Though, to be fair, Hélène’s heartbreak came from the fact that she was the one who’d left Eddy.

			“You’re right, of course. You’re more like Mélusine than the little mermaid,” Amélie amended.

			Mélusine, the water spirit who had married a mortal man, a beloved French children’s story. The ancient House of Anjou had claimed her as their ancestor; and since the Anjou were earlier French kings, succeeded by the Valois, then by the Bourbons, then by Hélène’s own family, the Orléans—well, perhaps she was an ancestor of Hélène’s, too.

			Though Hélène was really a princess in name only. If history had played out differently, her father, Philippe, might have sat on the French throne; but France was a republic now. The Orléans family lived in exile in England.

			“It’s been so long since I went swimming,” Amélie said eagerly. “Remember when we all used to go into the canal?”

			“Philippe pretended to be an eel.” Hélène elongated her body to mimic her brother’s movements, pleased when Amélie smiled. “That feels like so long ago,” she added softly. She didn’t miss France, exactly, but she missed the simplicity of childhood. She missed those summers at the château in Normandy, before her family’s exile.

			Swimming like this—without heavy lace dragging her steps, without a corset constricting her movement—she felt a bit like a child again.

			Hélène plunged beneath the surface and stayed submerged as long as she could, until her lungs were in agony.

			When she emerged, her sister sighed. “Are you ready to tell me what’s wrong?”

			Hélène kicked her feet above the surface, staring at the pale half-moons of her toenails to avoid Amélie’s gaze. “What do you mean?”

			“You’re hiding from something. And as much as I love having you here, you’ll have to go back eventually, and face whatever—or whoever—it is.”

			Hélène had been with her sister for months, since Prince Constantine and Princess Sophie’s wedding in Athens. The morning after the wedding, Hélène had asked her parents if they could stop in Portugal to visit Amélie and her baby. Her parents had been surprised; they knew that Hélène was secretly engaged to Prince Eddy of England. Didn’t she want to return to London and make a wedding announcement? But Hélène had been adamant. She needed her sister.

			After a few weeks in Lisbon, Marie Isabelle and Philippe had returned to England, but Hélène had lingered. Now it was April, and she still had no plans to return.

			Eventually, Amélie had suggested that they go to Albufeira, on the southern coast, so that Hélène could “see the Mediterranean.” As if her sister hadn’t just been at a royal wedding in the Mediterranean. Clearly, Amélie had sensed that something was amiss, and hoped that the ocean air, and solitude, might help.

			Hélène kept floating, buffeted by the sway of the waves. The air smelled of salt and lemons. Overhead, the sky was a brilliant blue.

			Eddy is looking at this very same sun, Hélène thought, and instantly felt ridiculous. That was the kind of sappy thing that heroines of operas sang about—right before they died of a broken heart.

			“It was Prince Eddy,” she heard herself say.

			Amélie’s mouth fell open in surprise. “Prince Eddy, as in the future King of England?”

			“We don’t know any other Prince Eddys. So, yes.”

			It was a sign of Amélie’s shock that she didn’t chastise Hélène for the sarcasm. She just stared at her, droplets of water gathering in her dark eyebrows. “All those letters you got were from him?”

			Eddy knew Hélène well enough to guess she would run to her sister. He’d written a series of letters to her in Portugal, begging her to change her mind.

			If only Hélène could risk a reply.

			“You’d better start at the beginning,” Amélie said incredulously. So Hélène told her.

			She explained how last year, she and Eddy had begun seeing each other in secret. They met up late at night, at the rooms he kept in London for that exact purpose, or at crowded parties, where they stole away for a few illicit moments. Eddy wasn’t the first man Hélène had been involved with—earlier, she’d had an affair with Laurent, her family’s coachman.

			“Laurent?” Amélie interrupted. “I had no idea!”

			“It started after you were married.” Hélène waited for Amélie to scold her, but her sister just lifted a hand from the water, gesturing for her to continue.

			Eventually, Hélène and Eddy had realized that their relationship was far more than a fling. They loved each other. When Eddy proposed, Hélène had been elated—except that Eddy wasn’t free to marry. At least not according to his grandmother Queen Victoria, who had already matched him with Princess Alix of Hesse. And Her Majesty’s opinion was the only one that mattered.

			Eddy’s request to court Hélène had been met with laughter at first. As his grandmother had reminded him, Hélène was a princess without a country, a princess whose value on the marriage market was a matter of constant debate. But then Hélène had done the impossible, and convinced Queen Victoria to give them her blessing.

			Until May of Teck ruined everything.

			Somehow May had intercepted a letter from Laurent to Hélène. She was now using it as blackmail, threatening to show the highly incriminating letter to Queen Victoria unless Hélène ended things with Eddy.

			So at the wedding in Athens, Hélène had told Eddy that she’d changed her mind, and couldn’t convert to the Church of England, as she’d promised. As a future Queen of England would need to do.

			Eddy hadn’t flinched. He’d just reached for her hand and said, I’ll renounce my place in the line of succession.

			He’d offered to give up the throne for her, and still Hélène had turned him down.

			She wanted so desperately to tell him the truth. But she feared that it would ruin everything—that Eddy’s impulsive temper would get the better of him, and he would confront May head-on. He might succeed in exposing May’s cruelty, but in the process, he would inevitably expose Hélène’s secret. And then she could relinquish any hope of marrying him; because a formerly Catholic queen was one thing, but a queen who was not a virgin…Queen Victoria would never allow it.

			No, Hélène needed to keep this mess to herself, and let Eddy go on thinking that she’d left him. It was their only hope of ever being together.

			When she finished her story, Amélie was silent. Hélène braced herself for her sister’s judgment. She doubted that her sister had even kissed Carlos before their wedding night, let alone slept with him—and as for Laurent, Amélie wouldn’t have dreamed of it.

			But to Hélène’s surprise, her sister swam forward and flung her wet arms around Hélène’s shoulders, her tiptoes perched on the ocean floor.

			“You cannot keep blaming yourself,” Amélie murmured. “Do not regret anything you did out of love, all right?”

			Hélène’s eyes stung. It must be from the salt water, because she couldn’t be shedding any more tears over her mistakes.

			When Amélie drew back, her hair had utterly fallen from its knot, damp tresses floating like seaweed over the waves. “I can’t believe May did such a thing! You know, I used to feel sorry for her, showing up at parties in those awful old dresses. When, the entire time, she wasn’t just a shy relation of the Waleses; she was a—a lying, two-faced snake!”

			Hélène was a bit startled to hear such vehemence from Amélie, who rarely spoke ill of anyone. “Now you understand why I can’t go home.”

			“But that’s exactly why you must. Did you hear what you just said? You called England home.”

			Hélène hadn’t even registered her own words. She had lived in England since she was fourteen, yet she’d never thought of it as home until now. Until she fell in love with Eddy.

			It hurt, thinking of him—of how his eyes lit on hers across a crowded ballroom. The impatient warmth in his voice when he said her name. The sensation that the world had become sharper, or brighter, or somehow vaster, simply because he was in it.

			“You love him,” Amélie observed, watching Hélène’s face.

			“I do.”

			A cloud scuttled across the sun, breaking the light that danced over the ocean. Hélène splayed her fingers on the water as if she might catch the shadows in her grasp.

			“If you love him, you cannot let May win. You need to take action,” Amélie told her.

			“But the only safe action is to do nothing!” Hélène splashed her hands angrily into the water. “If anyone learned about me and Laurent, I’d be ruined, and our family in the bargain. Papa would never get his throne back.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because I would have shattered our reputation!”

			“You should have more faith in our family.” There was a new determination in Amélie’s voice. “People have been trying to destroy us for centuries, yet here we are! We survived burning palaces and revolutions; we survived mad kings and corrupt kings and a hundred years of war with England. You really think that one little affair with a coachman would bring down our dynasty, when even the guillotine didn’t end us?”

			Hélène stared at Amélie with something like awe. “You can be quite frightening, you know.”

			“Motherhood tends to make women into the scariest versions of themselves,” Amélie said ruefully. Her hand drifted to her belly, and Hélène’s eyebrows shot up.

			“You’re pregnant again?”

			“I think so. It’s still early days, though.”

			Hélène hugged her sister again, more gently this time; even as a strange, bittersweet sensation seized her. She adored her sister, but it felt like their lives were diverging. Amélie was so settled, happy with her husband and her son, and now another baby on the way. While Hélène was confused about most everything.

			“Speaking with maternal wisdom, you need to go back,” Amélie insisted.

			Hélène blew out a breath. “I’m scared. As long as May knows about me and Laurent, I don’t dare antagonize her.”

			“You mean, as long as May has proof about you and Laurent. Without the letter, her allegations are nothing but slander, and will hurt her as much as they hurt you.”

			Amélie was right. Without Laurent’s letter, all May could do was gossip—and Hélène could fight against that.

			“You need to let May think she’s won,” Amélie mused aloud. “Once she believes you’ve given up on Eddy, she’ll lower her guard. Then you can find a way to outwit her, and get your letter back.”

			Hélène turned and began swimming with strong, clean strokes toward the shore, no longer caring about the ridiculous bathing machine. What did it matter if anyone happened to see her in her wet bloomers?

			“What are you doing?” Amélie called out.

			“I’m going to England!” Hélène needed to pack her things, book herself on the next ship to Portsmouth. And she should write to Alix. The two of them had exchanged a few letters since that night in Athens, when they had confessed their secrets while watching the fireworks.

			Well, Hélène had confessed her secrets. Alix had explained that she loved someone whose parents disapproved of her, but she’d never admitted his name.

			Hélène heard an exasperated laugh behind her. Amélie was splashing along in her wake, the bathing machine left behind like the hull of an abandoned ship. Then the two sisters were running, waves breaking around them as they sprinted, dripping wet, onto the beach.

			Amélie was right. The Orléans dynasty was made of fighters, of survivors.

			If May of Teck wanted a fight—well then, a fight Hélène would give her.
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			Chapter Two

			May

			May of Teck prided herself on seizing every chance to further her own cause, even if it meant attending an industrial fair.

			“Oh, look, ice cream!” Princess Maud tugged May toward a cart with a striped umbrella. May forced an agreeable smile, though she hadn’t come to an exposition hall in South Kensington to eat dessert. She was here because this event was sponsored by the Prince of Wales, and she’d hoped that meant Eddy might come, too.

			So far, all she’d done was stroll the exhibit hall with Eddy’s sister Maud, feigning interest in galvanized electrical wire and new types of phonographs.

			“Can I offer you some ice cream? I’ve kept it stored for over ten days in my new icebox, without replenishing the ice!” The man at the cart prattled on about some new insulation he’d invented, explaining that iceboxes would someday be powered by electricity. “Then we won’t need to haul ice down from the mountains at all!”

			“Electrically powered iceboxes. Can you imagine?” Maud murmured, reaching for a cup of ice cream.

			May couldn’t imagine. Her family was down to a single icebox. The ice delivery cart—laden with slabs of ice packed in straw, which were chiseled off at each house and charged by weight—now only drove by White Lodge once a week. The Tecks had to store all their perishables in the same tiny icebox, cramming the dairy alongside the meats. It was one of her father’s many complaints that their butter smelled like fish.

			She turned to Maud, ignoring the man’s offer of ice cream. “You must be so excited for your parents’ party next month. To be married twenty-five years! What a milestone.”

			May’s parents had celebrated their own silver anniversary with a luncheon they couldn’t afford. They hadn’t given each other gifts—they had long ago stopped doing so—but Her Majesty had given a lovely watch bracelet to Mary Adelaide. May sometimes caught her father staring at it with a sour expression, as if he blamed the bracelet for everything that had gone wrong in his marriage.

			By contrast, the Waleses would mark their quarter century of marriage with a formal ball at Marlborough House, which half of Europe’s royalty would probably attend.

			“It’s always quite awful when Mother throws a ball,” Maud admitted. “Just yesterday she and Father were arguing about how big the tent should be.”

			May doubted that Maud would call her parents’ discussion an argument if she knew what went on in the Teck house. Then she registered the rest of Maud’s sentence. A tent, for an evening party? The Waleses must be planning an even larger guest list than she’d realized.

			For a fleeting moment, May missed her friend Agnes, an American heiress with a wicked sense of humor and a closet full of breathtaking gowns. Agnes would have lent her the perfect dress for this party.

			Except that Agnes wasn’t actually May’s friend. From the beginning Agnes had been using her as a stepping stone: hoping May could propel her upward in her endless, relentless social climb.

			“If there’s a tent, your parents must be expecting guests from out of town,” she said carefully. This was what she really wanted to know—which other princesses would be in attendance at the silver anniversary.

			In other words, who her competition for Eddy might be.

			“Mormor and Morfar,” Maud replied, using awful Danish nicknames for her maternal grandparents, the King and Queen of Denmark. “Aunt Minnie said she hopes to come, but I’m afraid she’ll end up stuck in St. Petersburg. And of course there’s no chance of Uncle Sasha making the journey.”

			May felt a stab of jealousy, hearing Maud refer to the Tsar Alexander as Uncle Sasha. She wasn’t as excruciatingly royal as Maud, but she was part of the royal family, too—her great-grandfather was King George III! Yet she felt excluded from the network that Maud spoke of so effortlessly, this skein of intertwined connections that gave Maud access to every crowned head in Europe.

			“What about Alix?” May asked.

			Maud handed her empty bowl and spoon back to the ice cream man, who dropped them into a tub of soapy water. She shrugged. “Perhaps? No one ever knows when Alix and her brother are coming from Darmstadt.”

			May wasn’t especially worried about Alix. Last year, she had ensured that the Hessian princess would never marry Eddy by spreading word about Alix’s fainting spells. A harsh move, perhaps, but Alix did suffer from a weak constitution. It didn’t count as gossip if it was true…. Right?

			May knew she wasn’t anyone’s first choice as future queen. Queen Victoria would have preferred Alix; Eddy had wanted Hélène. But neither princess was currently in London. Her Majesty had already slid further down the list of eligible brides than she’d expected—surely, eventually, she would remember that May was an option too?

			Of course, it all came down to the question of Hélène.

			May hadn’t seen her in months, since the wedding of Princess Sophie and Prince Constantine. She suspected that Hélène was hiding with one of her relatives, probably her sister, worried that May would reveal her explosive secret.

			May hadn’t actually been the one to blackmail Hélène; Agnes had written the letter without telling her. But now it was done. Given Hélène’s continued absence from London, May couldn’t help feeling just the slightest bit grateful for Agnes’s interference.

			At the sound of a commotion, May and Maud glanced over. A man with a thick mustache waved enthusiastically from a platform several feet above the ground.

			“The Otis elevator! The safest lift in the world, as seen at the World’s Fair in Paris!” The man gestured to the machine on his left. It resembled a closet with three walls, connected to a series of pulleys and ropes and wheels.

			“I’ve heard of elevators! They are like dumbwaiters, but for people,” May exclaimed, momentarily forgetting to hide the fact that she read the newspapers. Luckily, Maud didn’t seem to notice.

			“What a strange contraption.” Maud tilted her head, studying it. “I can’t imagine anyone would choose that box over a staircase. It looks quite devoid of air.”

			May could have pointed out that one side of the elevator box was open, letting in plenty of air, or that many people found it impossible to walk up a staircase. In fact, Queen Victoria had taken to riding in her wheelchair more often lately.

			But May was distracted by a flash of dark hair near the elevator. “Your brother is here?”

			“I didn’t know George was coming!” Maud followed May’s gaze, and cast her a puzzled look. “I’m sorry, did you mean Eddy?”

			“Yes, Eddy,” May said awkwardly. She must not have been very discreet last year, when she and George had developed a friendship—which May had, for a foolish moment, thought was more.

			At least George himself seemed ignorant of her feelings. He had made it abundantly clear that his inclinations toward May were strictly friendly, that he wanted to marry his younger cousin Missy once she came of age. And he would almost certainly get permission to do so. George was a second son, and could follow his heart.

			Eddy, on the other hand, would have to marry whomever his grandmother selected for him. May just needed to ensure that Queen Victoria chose her.

			“Father dragged Eddy along,” Maud explained after a beat. “Said that if he had to deal with these freakish scientific types all afternoon, then Eddy did, too. I think he was surprised that I wanted to come,” Maud added, “though I’m glad you suggested it.”

			May craned her neck. Sure enough, the Prince of Wales stood a few steps behind his son, his features glazed with boredom. Or perhaps he was simply nursing a hangover.

			Through wordless agreement, she and Maud started toward the man at the elevator.

			“Of course, powered hoists have been around for years, used to lift building materials in construction,” the man with the mustache called out. “The elevator is something different! Imagine how high buildings might soar if we were no longer limited to staircases.” He grinned. “Now, who is willing to test this marvelous invention?”

			A crowd of several dozen people stood around the elevator in a loose semicircle. Men in morning suits glanced at one other with amused expressions, as if daring their friends to complete the challenge; women gasped in shock and held tight to their parasols or their children’s hands.

			“I’ll do it.” Prince Eddy stepped forward.

			The crowd roared in approval. May wondered how many of them recognized the young man before them, in his lightweight gray coat with a checked vest beneath, as their future king. It wasn’t as if the newspapers printed his photograph with any regularity.

			“Thank you, sir!” The elevator man beamed. That sir, instead of the customary Your Royal Highness, revealed his total cluelessness about Eddy’s identity.

			But Eddy didn’t flinch. He smiled slightly, as if the lack of title didn’t bother him—as if he was almost pleased by it.

			“Anyone else?” the man asked, scanning the crowds once more.

			Before May could quite think it through, she lifted a hand into the air. “I volunteer as well.”

			“May!” Maud grabbed at her wrist. “What are you doing? You aren’t acting like yourself!”

			She wasn’t acting like herself, truth be told. And perhaps that was a good thing. If she wanted to get Eddy’s attention, May needed to stop acting like herself and start acting like Hélène.

			There was no doubt in May’s mind that the French princess would have climbed up there without hesitation.

			She met Eddy’s gaze, and was gratified to see that she’d surprised him.

			“Welcome aboard.” The man held out a hand, helping her to step up next to Eddy on the enclosed platform.

			They heard the hissing sound of a steam engine. Then the gears overhead turned, lifting the elevator box off the ground.

			May had never believed in magic; she’d always rolled her eyes at children’s stories about fairies and mermaids. But rising into the air like this made her think, uncharacteristically, of a magic carpet.

			“We’re flying,” she whispered.

			“You aren’t frightened?” Eddy must have been talking to May, though his eyes were fixed on the distance.

			“Not really.” There were plenty of things in this world to be frightened of. An elevator machine simply wasn’t one of them.

			Eddy turned. “Is that why you volunteered to come up, then? Because you wanted to fly?”

			I’m here because it gives me an otherwise-impossible opportunity to be alone with you.

			“I came for the same reason you did,” she declared. “I was curious.”

			Eddy gave a huff of what might have been amusement. “You give me more credit than I deserve. I volunteered to ride the elevator because I wanted to get away from my father.”

			They were at least fifteen feet above the ground now. May could see the tops of the gentlemen’s hats, little gleaming black circles when viewed from above, a stark contrast to the women’s bonnets with their curling pastel ribbons.

			“Why are you avoiding your father?”

			It was a bold question. But something about this situation—looking down on the crowds from the vantage point of birds—made it feel less intrusive than normal.

			“He’s been rather hard to deal with lately. He and Grandmother are trying to pin me down on the subject of…” Eddy hesitated. “My future.”

			May knew what that meant. They were pushing him to marry.

			“I should think your future is rather clear. You’ll be king someday,” she replied, her tone falsely flippant.

			“I think the more pressing question is, who will be the queen?”

			May couldn’t help a sharp intake of breath at his bluntness.

			“There was—there is—someone. But I’m not sure she will have me.” Eddy seemed to have half forgotten that May was here; he was staring into the distance again, his words quiet. “She loves me; I know she does. There are just so many obstacles.”

			He was clearly talking about Hélène. May felt a wave of relief that her strategy had worked, and she’d successfully scared off the French princess.

			“And now Her Majesty is trying to suggest other…options?” May asked as tactfully as she could.

			“Exactly. You know what she can be like.” Eddy flashed her a grateful look.

			May resisted the urge to grab him by the shoulders and shake him. I’m right here, she wanted to scream. Don’t you see? But of course, Eddy never saw much of anything, even when it was directly in front of him.

			The elevator machine was still ascending. May dared a glance down at the ground, then regretted it.

			“It helps if you pick a focal point. Something distant, like that lantern on the far wall,” Eddy suggested. “Don’t look down, or it will only make you more afraid.”

			May kept her gaze fixed on the ironwork lantern he’d indicated, trying to ignore her sudden prickling of fear. “Is this something you learned when you climbed the Himalayas?”

			“On sailboats. I like climbing up to untie the knots. I’ve never actually climbed the Himalayas,” Eddy added, “though I did climb the pyramids at Giza. From the top you can see the Sphinx.”

			“Did she ask you a riddle?”

			“Who?”

			Once again, May had blundered, letting her cleverness slip out. She should have known a reference to mythology would have been lost on Eddy.

			“Are the pyramids haunted?” she asked, rapidly changing tack. “I’ve heard there are ghosts there.”

			“You believe in ghosts?” Eddy teased.

			“Of course I do. I heard them at Balmoral last summer.”

			That startled a laugh from him. “I’m sure it was Grandfather. He haunts the ballroom, where all those deer heads he shot still hang.”

			“Are you sure he doesn’t haunt the upstairs corridor? Because my room was absolutely frigid.”

			“That’s just how Scotland feels at night. You’ll get used to it.” Before she could wonder what Eddy meant by that—did he think she’d be invited again this year?—he sighed. “Sometimes I think this whole country is founded on ghosts. We all seem to be doing things for the benefit of people who are long since dead.”

			Now it was May’s turn to glance at him in surprise. That might have been the most eloquent thing she’d ever heard Eddy say.

			“When you’re king, everything you do will be for the living. Mostly for people you’ve never met.”

			The elevator came to a stop. May tried, and failed, to keep her gaze on the iron lantern Eddy had indicated. They were just so high. Even with walls surrounding three sides of this box, she felt like she might tumble to the ground at any minute.

			“Our fearless volunteers are forty feet aboveground!” the elevator man shouted. “And now I will demonstrate the safety brakes that make the Otis model so unique.”

			May’s head whipped toward Eddy. “Safety brakes?”

			“It’ll be fine,” Eddy said, which wasn’t particularly helpful. “Remember when you thought it was magic?”

			“That was when we were still close to the ground!”

			May was too high up to see the elevator man, but later she would hear Maud recount how he had drawn a sword (“A real old-fashioned one, like my grandfather used to have!”), waved the sword with a dramatic flourish, and cut the cable holding the elevator aloft.

			All she knew in that moment was that the floor had fallen out from beneath her.

			May’s skirts swooped upward, her stomach flying up to somewhere in her throat. She closed her eyes, scrabbling for anything to grab hold of—

			The box shuddered to a screeching halt, and May realized that her body was pressed against Eddy’s, her hands grabbing the walls to either side of his waist.

			“It’s perfectly safe!” the elevator man boomed. “Even if the cord is damaged, the safety brakes will engage, ensuring that no one falls to the ground….”

			May rapidly disentangled herself from Eddy and took a step back, only to realize with surprise that he was smiling. Inexplicably, he’d thought that was fun.

			Hélène would probably have thought the same thing.

			“I take it the safety brakes were more than you bargained for?” His voice was teasing, but gently so.

			“A little,” she admitted. “But I’m glad I did it.”

			When the elevator car descended, everyone swept forward, peppering them with questions and exclaiming how brave they’d been. Eddy’s identity must have been revealed while he and May were in the air, because there was also a lot of bowing and Your Royal Highnessing. Eddy’s little adventure had, May thought, helped deflect attention from how useless the Prince of Wales was as a royal scientific patron.

			“You were up so high! How did it feel?” Maud asked, hurrying toward May. “Did it give you a new perspective on things?”

			May stole a glance back at Eddy. As if he felt her eyes on him, he met her gaze and grinned knowingly. There was nothing romantic or intimate about it; it was the sort of look you might give a friend, someone with whom you had shared a joke.

			Well, she had to start somewhere.

			May turned to answer Maud’s question. “How astute of you. Yes, being in the elevator gave me an entirely new perspective.”

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Chapter Three

			Alix

			“Can I join you?”

			Alix of Hesse set aside the sketchbook she’d been holding. “Of course,” she told her brother, who dropped down to sit next to her. Insects buzzed in the air around them, which was filled with the fresh growing scents of spring, tender green shoots peeking up through the earth.

			“How long have you been out here?” Ernie asked.

			“A few hours?” When she’d come into the gardens, the sun had hovered above the ivy-covered brick wall; now it was nearly overhead. But then, Alix was always losing track of time. She would fall headfirst into whatever she was doing, a novel or a sketch or a piece on the piano, and the hours melted away like candle wax.

			That must be one of the reasons she’d made a poor impression at the Russian court. Everything there ran on such a regimented schedule: meals served at the stroke of the hour, appointments carved into little thirty-minute blocks. It was maddening.

			Ernie leaned over to study her sketch. “Did you start this last night?”

			Belatedly, Alix realized that she’d drawn the scene before her with heavy strokes of charcoal. Moody shadows crept across its surface, a bruised sky looming overhead—nothing like the sunny garden that surrounded them.

			“I wanted to draw a stormy day,” she replied, though Ernie wasn’t fooled. He knew the reason her mind felt turbulent, alternating between hope and despair.

			Alix hurried to change the subject, nodding in the direction of the stables. “Were you out riding this morning?”

			“Oh—no,” Ernie said, almost evasively. “But I might go later, if you want to join.”

			“Maybe.” Alix fiddled with her charcoal stub, leaving gray streaks across the back of her knuckles. Her grandmother—Queen Victoria, the most powerful monarch in all the world, except, perhaps, the Russian tsar—would have scolded Alix for her messy hands. But Grandmama and all her advice, not to mention her meddling, were far off in England.

			Church bells clanged from the Stadtkirche just across the road. Alix always felt at ease here in Darmstadt, with its cobblestone streets and gabled roofs. Her family’s “palace” was really just a spacious home, no more ostentatious than any of the massive residences in London’s new fashionable neighborhood of Mayfair. But then, as grand duke of the minor German territory of Hesse, Alix’s father wielded little political influence.

			Ernie was staring at the row of linden trees along the far wall. He looked so much like Alix; they both had their mother’s blond hair and sky-blue eyes. But their similarity was more than physical. It was a dreaminess in their expressions, the distracted way they both moved through the world, as if their interior dialogues were more interesting than what others had to say.

			“Don’t move,” Alix commanded, crossing her legs beneath her dress in a distinctly unladylike manner.

			Ernie gave a beleaguered sigh. “Must I be your model now?”

			“I’m sorry, did you have other plans for the afternoon?” Alix had already pulled out a new sheet of paper.

			“My plans involved napping.” Ernie leaned back so that he was lying on the sun-warmed grass, folding his arms behind his head. “If you insist on drawing me, it will be like this. You can title it Arthurian Knight in an Enchanted Sleep.”

			Alix snorted. “Arthurian knight? More like, Prince Ernest of Hesse, Sleeping Through the Sermon at Church.”

			“I only did that once! And you must admit, Father Anton is excruciatingly dull.”

			“What does it matter if he’s dull? It’s church, not the music hall. You aren’t there for entertainment.”

			Ernie huffed in drowsy protest and shut his eyes.

			Silence fell as Alix’s pencil darted over the paper. She had no burning artistic ambition; she’d learned the basics of drawing, like any other well-bred young woman. But she’d always found something soothing in the ritual of it: sitting, arranging the pencils in a neat row, quieting her mind. Looking at a person and reducing their face to a study in line and form and shadow, rather than fretting over their opinions of you.

			Soon the paper was covered in swooping pencil marks that captured Ernie’s eyelashes, the lock of hair falling onto his forehead. After a few moments he began to snore. A breeze rippled the surface of the water in a nearby fountain. Years ago the fountain had held live goldfish, which Alix and her siblings would scoop up with their hands, giggling at their sliminess. Their mother, Alice, would laugh, encouraging their daring.

			They’d had such fun here: playing games of blind man’s bluff, packing fresh-baked pies or bilberries and cream and picnicking out on the grass. Sometimes they would pile into a cart and ride out into the countryside, delivering baskets of bread or medicine to the sleepy little villages, where fields of poppies waved next to acres of golden corn.

			Alix had lost her mother when she was six years old, yet some memories remained achingly fresh in her mind. She recalled how she used to slip into Alice’s dressing room on the nights her parents went out. Here, try it on, Alice would urge, helping her daughter into oversized gowns and furs, threading jewels into her bright blond hair. Look at you, her mother would murmur, pressing a hand to the center of Alix’s chest. You are so beautiful on the outside, but most of all you are beautiful here. In your heart.

			“Miss?”

			Alix put down her pencil and glanced up in surprise. A few feet away stood Johann, the new footman, holding a pile of envelopes in his gloved hand. His eyes flicked to Ernie before he flushed and addressed Alix.

			“Pardon me, miss, but you requested that I bring the day’s mail to you at once. It just arrived.”

			“Thank you.” Alix nearly jumped to her feet, reaching for the mail so eagerly that she knocked Johann off-kilter.

			“Anything from Russia?” Ernie lifted himself onto one elbow, rubbing sleepily at his eyes, but his question was serious.

			Johann bowed and retreated. Alix fanned through the mail, but there was only a letter marked with Hélène’s typical scribble. Not the handwriting she was looking for. “Nothing from Russia,” she said meaningfully.

			Alix didn’t know how she and Nicholas would ever get his parents’ permission to marry. It felt so impossible, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to give up hope. Not entirely.

			She hadn’t meant to fall for the Tsarevich of Russia. Things would have been so much easier if she could have been happy with Eddy, the prince everyone expected her to marry. But the moment she’d seen Nicholas last year, standing outside the Winter Palace to greet her carriage, Alix had been a lost cause. It was like she’d been struck by some new illness—Alix was no stranger to ailments of the body—except that instead of making her weak, this one strengthened her. Loving Nicholas made Alix feel acutely alive, bright and wondrous and full of possibility.

			When he’d proposed, Alix had said yes with hardly a moment’s hesitation.

			His parents, however, had been less than thrilled at the news. You will never marry Nicholas, not while I have breath in my body, the tsar had roared at Alix, at the wedding in Athens last fall.

			Devastated, Alix had run outside, where she’d found Hélène in similar distress. It turned out they had the same problem, both unable to be with the man they loved. We’ll fight for them, Alix had told Hélène that night. But…how? It seemed impossible.

			Then Alix had returned to Darmstadt, and the letters had started to come.

			Nicholas couldn’t write regularly, but the notes he did manage to send were so utterly him—so intelligent, so thoughtful—that Alix felt like he was right there with her. Even if he was thousands of miles away. We will change my parents’ minds, Nicholas repeated in each letter. I know we will find a way forward, as long as your feelings for me haven’t changed.

			Of course they hadn’t changed. Alix cherished his letters, reread them so often that they tore at the creases. She loved Nicholas so much that it frightened her.

			The possibility that she might lose him frightened her more.

			“I’m sorry, Alicky,” Ernie said quietly. “I know how hard it is.”

			“It’s all right; I’m sure he’ll write again soon.” Alix paused as her brother’s words registered. “Wait—what do you mean, you know how hard it is?” Was Ernie also in love with someone he couldn’t be with?

			“Just that all this pressure to marry is awful,” Ernie said quickly, and smiled. “Really, Alix, I need you to find a way to marry Nicholas so that Grannie will stop pestering me. She and Papa keep demanding that I marry, insisting that the duchy needs an heir. Speaking of which…” He held out a letter in Alix’s direction. “Grannie wrote.”

			Ernie and George were probably the only grandchildren who’d ever called Queen Victoria Grannie. Even Alix had always used Grandmama.

			“I assume she wants to plan our summer trip?” Alix asked. The prospect of going to England again, as she and Ernie had done practically every year of their lives, felt suddenly wearying. There was no question of her marrying Eddy anymore; perhaps she could stay away for a year, let Hélène fight for Eddy as best she could.

			“Grannie says that Uncle Bertie and Aunt Alexandra are having a party for their silver wedding anniversary. She wants us there.” Ernie glanced over. “I think we should go, for your sake.”

			“For my sake?” Alix asked, confused.

			“Grannie didn’t exactly send me the guest list, but the tsar and tsarina will surely be invited.”

			The Tsarina of Russia and the Princess of Wales were sisters, the two princesses of Denmark who had married princes of the world’s two greatest nations. Which meant that Eddy and George were Nicholas’s first cousins.

			“I doubt they’ll make it,” Alix pointed out. The tsar didn’t leave Russia for anything less than a state occasion. A wedding, a coronation, perhaps even a funeral; but not an anniversary. No matter how much his beloved wife begged him to.

			“Exactly my point. They won’t be able to go, but someone needs to attend as the Romanov representative,” Ernie pressed.

			Alix’s heart leapt. “You think Nicholas might be there?”

			“Grannie didn’t say as much in her letter, but then, she wouldn’t.” Ernie knew how much Queen Victoria disapproved of Alix’s feelings for Nicholas. He gave Alix a nudge, nodding at Hélène’s letter. “Now, what does mademoiselle have to say?”

			“You’re so nosy,” Alix scolded, amused. She scanned the letter and looked up sharply. “Hélène says she is heading back to England!”

			“Which means she’ll probably be at the party, too,” Ernie observed.

			Alix stood, brushing off her long skirts. A smile stole over her features at the thought of seeing her friend—and the prospect, however slim, of being with Nicholas. “Very well, write to Grandmama and tell her yes. We’re going back.”
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			Chapter Four

			Hélène

			Hélène had become enough of an Englishwoman not to mind a bit of rain. Not even a wild thunderstorm at sea.

			“We should have gone from Calais,” grumbled Antonia, the lady’s maid whom Amélie had sent to chaperone Hélène back to England. Hélène didn’t bother acknowledging that remark. They both knew that it was impossible for an Orléans to set foot in France. Hélène was forced to travel from Portugal to England through the rougher waters of the Atlantic, instead of the calmer winds of the English Channel.

			Not that she minded. Hélène had always been tough of nerves—a sailor’s stomach, her brother Philippe had said approvingly, that fateful day they were exiled from France. Hélène’s mother and sister had spent the journey vomiting into a pair of buckets, but not Hélène. She’d stood at the window, staring out at the rain-lashed waves, wondering what their new life in England would hold.

			When Hélène turned to leave their shared cabin, Antonia made an incredulous noise. “You’re not going up in this weather?”

			“I want to see England.” Ignoring Antonia’s muttered commentary, Hélène shut the door behind her.

			Rain thrummed on the planks of the deck. Hélène lifted one hand to shield her eyes, not caring that her green traveling dress was getting soaked through. She fixed her gaze determinedly on the horizon, willing the shore of England to appear.

			When she finally saw it, a darker shadow against the blurred gray of the ocean, elation seized her chest.

			She wiped the rain from her eyes, ignoring the curious glances of the sailors as they prepared the ship for landing. Eddy was standing on that very island. A large island, yes, and he was probably countless miles from her, but he was there all the same. For the first time in months, she would be within reach of him.

			When they disembarked at Portsmouth, Hélène saw a waiting carriage emblazoned with her family crest. Thank goodness her parents had sent for her; Antonia would have complained at a hired hackney. Hélène hurried to throw open the carriage door—only to blink at the figure of her mother.

			“Try not to track too much water inside.” Marie Isabelle reached for a dry cloak that was folded on the opposite seat, as if she’d expected Hélène to show up bedraggled and rain-soaked. “We’re headed to Farleigh, to stay with the earl. You’ve brought one of Amélie’s maidservants with you, yes? She can go in the second carriage, with the luggage.” Marie Isabelle gestured for her daughter to take the seat opposite her.

			“I didn’t know you were coming, Mother.” As Hélène stepped inside, water dripped down the folds of her skirts, pooling on the carriage floor.

			“I need to speak with you. I’m afraid it’s a matter of some urgency.”

			Hélène’s hands, which were fumbling to unwrap the dry cloak, fell still. “Is Father all right?”

			“Your papa is fine. Though I must admit, he was devastated to learn about you and Prince Eddy,” her mother admonished. “Philippe had grown rather fond of the idea that his grandson would be King of England. I think he secretly hoped that child might unite England and France again, the way they were in the fifteenth century.”

			“As if that worked out the first time,” Hélène muttered.

			The carriage jolted forward, and her mother sighed. “Why didn’t you tell us that you and Eddy had broken off the engagement? Philippe found out during a card game, when the Prince of Wales mentioned his regrets that you had ended things. I believe your father would have happily forced you to go through with it,” her mother continued, “except that the Prince of Wales seemed to have abandoned the whole notion. Needless to say, Philippe lost a small fortune in that hand.”

			“I’m sorry,” Hélène said curtly. She was grappling with too much heartache to worry about her parents’ disappointment.

			Marie Isabelle stared at her. “What happened, Hélène? And don’t give me that nonsense about your religious change of heart. Your father might believe you don’t want to convert, but I know better. I saw what you and Eddy were like together.”

			Hélène stared out the carriage’s small window. The scene outside was blurry, rain still drumming on the uneven paving stones. Where was Eddy right now? What was he thinking?

			“I can’t explain what happened with Eddy,” she said helplessly, though a part of her longed to. She had a sudden urge to lay her head on her mother’s shoulder and sob like a child. To confess everything, as she had with Amélie.

			Marie Isabelle’s eyes narrowed. “Did he hurt you? If he did, I’ll head straight to London and rip him limb from limb, future king or no.”

			“Of course not! There were…obstacles,” Hélène said at last.

			“Obstacles,” her mother repeated. When Hélène said nothing, she sighed. “And these obstacles were not religious in nature?”

			“No.” There was no use elaborating, not when she couldn’t tell the whole story.

			Her mother leaned back. “That’s a relief, at least. I’m afraid you must abandon this insistence that you cannot convert.”

			Hélène looked up sharply. “I told you, I cannot announce an engagement to Eddy.” At least not until she’d figured out how to handle May.

			“I’m not talking about Eddy,” her mother said levelly. “It’s your father. He’s already considering a new match for you.”

			Hélène’s gown felt suddenly chilly, its damp fabric clinging to her rib cage. She wrapped her arms around her chest, angry that she hadn’t seen this coming.

			Her parents had happily agreed she could marry for love—when the man in question was a future King of England. And now that Eddy was no longer an option, they would still expect her to marry.

			She was a princess, an arrow in the Orléans quiver. An item for trade that they would ship off to some other family, hoping to gain support in their never-ending quest to reclaim the throne.

			“I won’t do it,” Hélène said stubbornly. “I’ll scream all the way to the altar. This isn’t the sixteenth century anymore, Mother. No priest will marry me against my will.”

			Her mother made a sound that was half exasperation, half amusement. “Nothing has been decided yet. I just wanted you to be aware that your father has begun discussing it.”

			Marie Isabelle was trying to help, Hélène realized. To warn her.

			“Thank you,” she said softly.

			She spent the rest of the drive staring at the gleaming brass hinges of the carriage door, sorting through her mental family trees. Who might her father be in talks with? The Spanish prince was too young, just a baby, and what had her mother meant by you must abandon this insistence that you cannot convert? Was her father in discussions with one of the Protestant royal families? Prince Carl of Denmark and Prince Gustav of Sweden were both of the right age. Hélène highly doubted that her father would gravitate toward a German, though she supposed it was possible. Everyone always said wonderful things about that one German prince in particular…Maximilian of Baden, wasn’t it?

			No matter. Whomever he decided to match her with, Hélène would refuse to even consider it.

			And then, as soon as she judged it safe—as soon as she was certain that her history with Laurent wouldn’t explode into public knowledge—Hélène would find Eddy, and tell him that her heart was still his.

			That it always had been.
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			Chapter Five

			May

			“Lord Jesus Christ, all of creation is filled with the light of your grace.” The archbishop held out his hands, causing the bell-shaped sleeves of his robe to flutter. “Dispel the darkness of our hearts, and forgive our sins and selfishness.”

			“Lord, forgive us.” May recited the words along with the rest of the congregation, though she wasn’t sure she agreed. Lately, she’d come to think that selfishness was an asset.

			Sunshine filtered through the stained-glass windows behind the altar, making the waters of the baptismal font seem to glow with color. They were in the Chapel Royal at St. James’s Palace, a gem of a space with its coffered ceiling, its massive tapestries and gold cornices. Half a century earlier, Queen Victoria had wed Prince Albert here.

			This was where May would marry Eddy someday, if her plans succeeded.

			Today the royal family was gathered for a baptism, not a wedding. Princess Louise—the older of Eddy and George’s two sisters—stood next to her husband, the Duke of Fife, holding a bundle of lace and white silk.

			“Your Grace, Your Royal Highness,” the archbishop called out, gesturing to the parents. “Please present the candidate for baptism.”

			The couple stepped forward, exchanging the same adoring smiles that May had seen at their wedding. So much had happened to her since then. She’d set her sights on Prince Eddy, fallen for his brother George, realized that those feelings for George were hopeless. And now here
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