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One
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May 13, 3070, 8:14 p.m.

Our empire is fading.

My mama told me this an hour before I boarded a cruiser and left the Austro Lands forever. We were in her stateroom, one of the few ancient places left in Schönbrunn Palace. The tall, echoing ceiling was full of cracks that turned up faster than the repair droids could detect them. Sometimes, I imagined I could smell candles in there, phantom scents from a thousand years ago. My mama liked that ancient aesthetic. She had barely any neon or holos, just a bit of purple glowing around the red curtains.

She stood at the huge windows with her back to me. Big gray snowflakes fell like ash, making the light strange and greenish as it slanted through the clouds like a bad photo filter. Snow in the middle of May was usually a sign that the weather was going to glitch even more. Big storms with high winds or blazing heat for three weeks.

Her holo-cat circled her feet, twitching its big white tail. I tried to avoid its giant yellow eyes, which flickered just slightly, showing the hem of my mother’s dress through the projection. Holo-cats always creeped me out, but Mutti was allergic to the real ones.

Her giant black dress made a crinkling sound as she turned to me. It looked like a heap at a plastics landfill, all shiny, crumpled ruffles. Her crown twinkled to match her eyes, the delicate twists of white LEDs and gold filigree catching a neon glow. “Our empire is fading, Maria. You and your husband will have to forge a new path into the future if we’re to survive.”

“What do you mean, Mutti?”

“You’re still a frivolous young thing glued to your holofone. But you’re only seventeen. You’ll grow, and you’ll learn, until you find your way as a queen in your own right. It won’t do to repeat the mistakes of your parents. I hope you’ll learn from mine.”

I couldn’t remember her admitting to a mistake before that day. Not once. Not the empress of the Austro Lands. I asked, “Which mistakes, Mama?”

“There are those who will tell you that tradition is the way to victory. . . .” I expected her to continue, but she trailed off.

“What do you mean, Mama?” 

She was silent. We watched the little worker droids in the courtyard as they blasted air over the paving stones to stir the snow away. When my mother was a little girl, snowfall used to be pure white and shimmering. My tutor told me that. Then some eco disaster happened. It turned the snow into the dull, dirty stuff that swirled around the chrome columns of the palace, leaving dark streaks as it melted that had to be scrubbed away by worker droids.

“It’s hard to see past yourself . . . past the crown. You’ll find out soon enough what I mean. Change is not just inevitable, it is natural. We may not like to think in such terms, but I believe it’s foolish to ignore reality. Now that I’m older, I can see. Our empire is fading.”

That phrase again. . . . It meant nothing to me yet made my stomach a glitch of fluttering nerves.

“I don’t understand.” I had been prepared for a lecture about how small-minded I was. This was . . . something else.

“Are you afraid?” she asked.

I wasn’t sure if she meant about the supposed fate of the empire or about the fact that within twenty-four hours, I would be sent to marry Louis-Auguste, dauphin of the Franc Kingdom, a complete stranger, a total mystery with almost zero social media presence. Of course I was scared. But when you’re a princess, you say what people want to hear, not how you really feel. I had strong smile muscles, so I flexed them.

“I’m excited, Mama. I’m going to be the Franc dauphine. I’m going to make you proud.”

“Good. There’s no reason to be afraid. All empires pass.”

She hugged me then. I can still remember exactly how warm she was, how her perfume smelled like roses and amber. She placed her hands on the back of my neck and my left shoulder blade.

I can feel it as clearly as if it were happening now, even though I’m miles and miles from Schönbrunn Palace and my mutti. The memory makes a lump rise in my throat, but I breathe in the cooled air of the cruiser and calm myself.

We flew across the border of the Franc Kingdom about an hour ago. I’ve looked at the tracker screen above Ambassador Mercy’s head a thousand times. It shows our clunky cruiser as a blue square, flanked by the white triangles of our escort, blinking toward the grid of lights labeled Parée.

My heart skips a beat. Parée is the most lit city in the world. Literally. It is filled with legendary amounts of neon. Thousands of Franc kids have been hashing me in photos and videos of parties and clubs and cafés leading up to my arrival, all to greet me.

I press my face to the cool glass for my first real glimpse of Parée. In the dark, I can’t see much but the realm’s escort cruisers. Way more chic than our model. They’re off-white, with a long, pointed nose and a curving pilot’s window like a big eye. There’s no passenger section because they’re small and made for speed, kind of like a sport cruiser. I bet they’re way more fun than our behemoth with red velvet seats, stiff as old antiques. I can barely tell we’re moving.

Except for the lights of Parée, growing closer and closer until they become a big tangle below us. Traffic flashes in the air lanes beneath ours, weaving a pattern of headlights over the multicolored glow far below.

Rising above the city like a dagger dropped into the earth, La Tour Ancienne shines brighter than anything in the city, a spire of old rusting iron twisting to the sky, pumping with neon lights. It sparkles and shimmers, defining modern marvel and old-world mystique. The Francs dressed up its ancient bones in gleaming color and gave it new life. They don’t know who built it or why, but the people have made it the epitome of Franc style.

The glow-grid covering the tower advertises JetVolt cruiser batteries. A rocket blinks upward, growing smaller and smaller as it reaches the top, then the lights shimmer to turn hot pink and form a bubbling bottle of Mountain Jam Lime drink.

“Ambassador Mercy, it’s La Tour Ancienne!”

I really should practice keeping the volume down, because Versailles will be very strict. I won’t be able to simply blurt things out. But for the first time since I left home this morning, I’m actually excited to be in the Franc Kingdom. Maybe I really am as lucky as everyone tells me.

Mercy doesn’t even glance my way. He’s sitting stiffly with a leg over his knee, wearing a perfectly starched suit, dark except for the iridescent dress shoes shining in the soft blue cruiser light. “Good. We’ll arrive soon.”

His eyes are glued to a news report where someone is yelling that androids are going to take over everything, like that’s even real.

I open the camera on my holofone and grab a selfie with the tower behind me—quickly, before it passes from view. Not my best work. The intensity of the glow blurs out the advert and clashes with my iridescent skirt and pale pink blouse.

To show my millions of followers a terrible photo or no photo at all? The influencer’s constant question. The answer is: perfection only, at all times. Especially when you’re about to become the Franc dauphine.

“Are you posting a photo of La Tour Ancienne?” Mercy asks.

“No.” I groan. “It looks bad.”

“Well, I was about to ask you not to.”

“Why not?”

“The entire kingdom doesn’t need a live update of our progress.”

I roll my eyes. “You sound like Mutti. Always yelling at me for being on the Apps.”

“I should be so fortunate as to sound like your esteemed mother. There’s more to life than posting on the Apps. You should be focused on making a good impression. We’ll land in twenty minutes.”

“The Apps are the whole reason everyone likes me so much, and that’s my entire job, is it not? Being liked?” I get sick of Mercy and the courtiers downplaying the hard work I do. One doesn’t simply gain a million followers and keep them without putting in the effort. One must be perfect. One has to be familiar, relatable, but not flawed, or at least flawed in the right way. Perfect, polished, and totally tradigital and original. That’s my brand. I’m the bubbly fashionista princess and icon. I take a glitching LED gown and accessorize to make it work. I take a rained-out garden party and turn it into an impromptu film festival highlighting young and trendy artists.

Mercy presses a hand to his graying temple. “I will not even begin to unpack that statement, Marie.”

“You know it’s true,” I mumble, and turn back to watch the Tour pass out of the corner of my window. It’s still strange to hear my Franc name. Just one little syllable’s difference. Marie, not Maria . . . The Francs will totally transform me, morphing everything Austro into something Franc. Even my name.

Ahead, I see something strange and murky blurring out the city lights with a different kind of glow. It isn’t neon, but something orange and inconsistent. “Is that a . . . fire?”

Mercy wouldn’t get out of his seat for the Ancient Tower, but apparently he’ll get up for this. He frowns, furry brows pinched together. Then he goes to the tracker screen and presses a few buttons. My window goes solid black.

“Was zum Teufel machst du? I’m trying to look at the Franc Kingdom!”

“I need to speak to the pilot. You ought to settle, Marie. We land very soon, and you have a lot to remember. Like speaking Franc. Franc only. You’re perfectly fluent, and Austro will not be acceptable in any circumstances.”

I thump my head back against the blacked-out window.

Mercy pauses as the pilot’s door slides open. “Please compose yourself. You look like a sulking girl. We need you to become the dauphine.”

A nervous jolt streaks through me. He’s right. I can’t mess this up. If I do, I will be sent home disgraced, and the Austro Lands will lose the tie that makes the Franc Kingdom our ally. Mama said my marriage will end our hundred-year feud, so my job is very important. If the Francs love me, they’ll start to love Austros too.

I sit up straight and tug out the creases in my skirt. I practice my smile. I can feel it nudging at my cheeks when it’s just right. Tip of my tongue pressed to the back of my teeth, chin forward like I’m having a photo taken. I tell myself a few times that I am lucky. It’s how I get through pretty much any situation—repeat it until it is real. Just like finding the perfect angle and filter for an image—framed the right way, and cast in the right light, just about anything can seem beautiful and perfect. Even when it’s not.

Watching the tracker get closer to the little gold Versailles icon is making me kind of sick. I yank out my holofone and open Pixter. This App is my most popular. Currently I’m at 1,254,376 followers.

A few pastel-themed photos are matched perfectly for my Top 6. One has my brother, Josef, in a light blue sweater, and another has my pug, Mops, curled up on a pink satin bed.

Ugh. Home. Looking at Pixter was a mistake. I smack my holofone facedown on the seat beside me. They wouldn’t let me bring Mops to my new home. He’s an Austro dog. And I’m Franc now. I can only have a Franc dog.

The minute my toe touches Franc soil outside this cruiser, I will be the dauphine. The Franc dauphine doesn’t cry. The Franc dauphine is going home, and she is delighted to meet her people and her lovely future husband. I repeat those things twice.

It doesn’t really work. My stomach knots up again.

I’ve known my whole life I’d marry young. Younger than girls who aren’t the duchess of the Austro Lands. I found out a few years ago that my husband would be Franc. After I got that news, I dreamed up all these pictures of what he might be like. Probably handsome, dark-haired, and suave. Franc guys are all charming and cultured. Or at least that’s how it seems on the Apps, and the Franc diplomats who arrived at Schönbrunn acted like they were born with perfect manners. 

Nothing could have prepared me for the text I got last week.

With a glance at the pilot’s door, I pick up my holofone again. Not that Mercy pays attention to what I’m doing on the Apps anyway.

I open Pixter and click to my old messages before my eyes can linger on Josef and Mops. I bring up the message thread from “Anon4427.”

It was a bizarre thing to land in my in-box because my permissions are set up so that chats from randos are blocked. I’d be flooded if my in-box were public. All the messages would probably crash the App.

For at least the sixteenth time, I read over the thread.

It says:

Anon4427: Hi [image: image]




Duchess_MariaAntonia: hi?

At the time, I wrote it off as a spammer or a bot. The timestamp shows that it took forty-eight minutes for him to respond. When he did, he wrote:

Anon4427: sorry it’s Louis

Anon4427: like the Franc guy

Duchess_MariaAntonia: Oh! Hi

As if it wasn’t obvious from the fact that he wrote in Franc. I remember thinking there was no way this was Louis. Like, my fiancé, Louis. I thought someone was trolling me. When I learned we would be engaged, I asked Mama if I could chat Louis, but she said we weren’t allowed to talk.

Anon4427: yeah just wanted to say hi before we meet and everything.

Duchess_MariaAntonia: that’s sweet. But how did u chat me? I’ve got it blocked & we aren’t allowed to talk 

Anon4427: yeah . . . i’m not supposed to do this. Don’t tell anyone ok?

Duchess_MariaAntonia: ok

Anon4427: thought this would make everything less weird. Maybe. It will prob be weird anyway. I’m not really sure what people expect from a prince. So FYI or something.

Duchess_MariaAntonia: expect? In what way? [image: image]

Anon4427: all the ways [image: image]

Anon4427: ur really hot

I’m not usually a blusher, but my face caught fire when I got that one. I buffered, trying to decide if I was being trolled. Franc guys are meant to be confident. And I suppose I should have been happy my husband-to-be liked the look of me, but this message made me even more nervous. Luckily, the feeling didn’t last long.

Anon4427: omg. I’m so sorry. That was my brother. He took my holofone. Sorry.

Anon4427: he says I’m a turbo-nerd and can’t talk to girls.

Duchess_MariaAntonia: Which brother? Philippe?

Anon4427: yeah. How’d you know?

Duchess_MariaAntonia: I’ve checked out the Bourbon bros on the Apps [image: image] Easy to figure out from that. I’m basically an App genius.


Anon4427: yea [image: image] I could tell from your pixter.


Duchess_MariaAntonia: you looked at my Pixter? [image: image]


Anon4427: srry g2g

The thread ends there. I close out the App window on my only conversation with my husband-to-be, Louis the Unexpected.

I had stalked his Pixter, of course. He wasn’t exactly the suave prince I’d dreamed about. I wouldn’t call him handsome. But he’s cute, I guess, with a round face and dark brown hair that curls up at the ends. He’s really tall and he always looks serious, like having his photo taken is torture. The only posts I saw with any personality were one of him cuddling a hound puppy and one bizarre snap that looked like a bunch of computer code.

I can’t figure him out, even though I can usually dig up every account someone has on any platform and get a read on them. Knowing Louis’s youngest brother, Philippe, is a flirt and a brainlag? Not exactly nanotech science. He never fails to post a photo on #AbDay. Then there’s the middle brother, Stan. He clearly sees himself as the smart one, with his très chic watches, designer ties, and opera photos. They have a sister, Elisabeth, who doesn’t post as much. Nature photos, some latte art, biology stuff . . . She strikes me as the brainy type.

But Louis? Who knows. All I have is that string of messages.

The pilot’s door opens with a quiet whir.

“We’re starting the descent,” says Mercy. “When we land, you’ll be greeted by Countess de Noailles and begin the garb change.”

“Of course.” I’ve been briefed on every step in emails from Countess de Noailles herself, my publicist and guide on all things Versailles. “Will you take the dimmer off the window so I can see the palace?”

“You’ll see it soon enough.”

My stomach is fluttering like crazy, and it’s not just from the sinking cruiser. The garb change is to strip me of all things Austro. When I exit the cruiser, I will leave everything about my old life behind except Ambassador Mercy. My mother and brother will still be a text away, but I won’t be Austro anymore.

I am Franc now. Marie Antoinette. I wonder how many times I’ll have to repeat that before it becomes true. If it ever will.

The sinking feeling stops, and the cruiser stills. I remember my posture. Chin raised and extended, stomach drawn in, shoulders straight. With a hiss, the cruiser door swings up and open. I have a second to be dazzled by neon light and a pattern of black and white tiles before a stern woman with a tight ponytail and a navy-blue pencil skirt marches in. She’s followed by a small army of attendants dressed in royal blue and two ladies of the court in satin gowns with blue LED collars.

“Bienvenue, mademoiselle.” She curtsies expertly, hand poised in front of her chest. “I am Countess de Noailles. I’m pleased to be of service.”

I reach my hands out, thinking, I don’t know . . . that I should embrace her? “I’m so happy to meet you in person, Countess. I’m sure I have so much to learn from you.”

Much more to learn than I thought, because she stiffens right up like an old-school droid. I’ve already done something wrong. Have I been too informal? But I’m going to work closely with this woman. That’s so silly.

Not silly. I must not think of Franc court rules as silly.

Noailles’s smile is as mechanical as a bot’s when she says, “Ah, yes. No sense in waiting. Let’s begin the garb change.”

I follow her to the cruiser’s bathroom, with the attendants flocking behind like ducks after crumbs. My stomach is cramping with memories of my final Austro dinner. I haven’t eaten in twenty-four hours.

The cruiser bathroom holds all of us somehow. If Josef were here, he’d say there wasn’t enough room to load a gigabyte. Noailles looks at me, waiting for permission to begin, so I nod.

A maid reaches for my zipper and it starts. A flurry of hands yank my dress over my head. I raise my arms to help, and they feel weirdly like both jelly and stone. The moment the dress is off, I’m freezing, goose bumps everywhere. My underwear goes next. I suppose I can say goodbye to privacy at Versailles.

I might start shaking, so I tense all my muscles, willing them still. I stretch out my arms as Noailles passes a UV wand over me. Gotta kill those Austro Land germs. But the worst is yet to come. There’s a reason I haven’t eaten in twenty-four hours.

Noailles raises a Franc silk robe for me to step into, then hands me a small plastic cup. Her face is blank like a statue. I won’t even carry the Austro contents of my stomach out of the cruiser. I’ll be like a newborn. That’s how Mama described it to me. I toss back the liquid in one quick swallow.

I avoid the many eyes staring at me and instead focus on the dull glow of the soft lights above the sink. I’m pale in the mirror, truly stripped of myself and washed out in the bathroom lights. Cold sweat prickles at my scalp and my stomach clenches.

An attendant places a bowl beneath my chin. It might be real gold.

After a moment, it’s flecked with spatters of my spit and bile, thick and pale with a bit of yellow streaked in. I keep retching, puking mostly water. My throat burns and I think my brain is trying to push my eyes out of their sockets.

I’m gasping when I’m done. In the mirror, I find bright red eyes and a snot-smeared nose, and to my total embarrassment, I buffer and crash. Sobs claw up my throat to replace the retching.

No one seems to know what to do except a kind-eyed court lady with tight curls and a pink satin dress. She gently dabs at my face with a handkerchief. A toothbrush and a bit of mouthwash are shoved into my hands, and when I get control of myself, I use them, arms shaking and stomach sore. I’m so annoyed that I’ve cried, but at least I did it here instead of in front of the whole court.

I turn to find Noailles right in my face, nostrils flared. I think . . . she’s smelling my breath. It must meet her approval because fresh underwear appears, lacy and bright white. I step into it, just a little wobbly. Next, the waist trainer/bra combo is wrapped around me. Someone does up the three sets of clasps down my back. The material is stretchy, but meant to slim and smooth.

My dress is pale blue like my Austro one, a good color for me that matches my eyes. I raise my arms to slip the small ruffled sleeves over them. There’s no hiding my trembling.

Once it’s smoothed into place, I decide I do like the dress even if it’s a little plain for my taste. Cinched at the waist, flowing elegantly to my ankles, it leaves my shoulders bare and the collar makes a sharp, deep V. My hair and makeup aren’t done yet, but I’m beginning to look less like a scared girl and more like a dauphine should.

They powder my face, line my eyes, tease my hair to be full and dress it with ribbons. When I face the mirror again, I see a stranger. This can’t be me. Those aren’t my highlighted cheeks or long-lashed eyes. I’m not sure whether I’m thrilled because my makeup is celestial, or scared because I don’t know this girl. They put a diamond necklace around my neck and then I’m finished.

There’s nothing Austro left on me or in me—except memories and the Austro heart beating hard in my chest.

“Madame . . .” With an elegant tilt of her wrist, Noailles gestures to the doorway. I leave the bathroom and go straight for the exit of the cruiser. No looking back. If I look back, my knees will shake so much I’ll fall over.

As I set one silver high heel onto the checkerboard stones of the Versailles courtyard, I let myself feel the slight impact. I am no longer Maria. I am now Dauphine Marie Antoinette. 

A warm breeze stirs my dress and all my nerves tingle. The wind smells funny. Sort of like old garbage. It stuns me for a moment because it doesn’t at all match the glamour my eyes behold. The pure beauty of this place kicks my senses into overdrive.

Unlike Schönbrunn Palace, a lot of ancient Versailles remains. Schönbrunn was thrashed a lot harder during the wars and weather of the Event. I’ve never seen so much brick and marble on a building in my life. This is why thousands of people come to marvel at the old stones decorated with gorgeous busts, lit in pink to show off the features of ancient people with names we’ve forgotten. Things this old are très rare, absolutely priceless. This palace is built out of treasure.

My eyes skim the roofline, where gilded fleurs-de-lis have survived to line the eaves and many windows. The parts of the palace that fell apart are patched with modern material. Gold and iron replaced by bars of neon, like the building has veins of light and bones of shiny chrome. It would overwhelm anybody, even me, even though I grew up in my own palace. But no one can know. Not any of the hundred or so faces gathered can see one gigabyte of my fear, or awe.

There are perfectly painted faces, hair teased tall, elaborate with bows, braids, and tiny lights. Gowns and suits in all colors. I’ve never seen people as fashionable as these, and I’m not sure my dress, or my makeup, or my Austro hair color and eyes measure up. Surely they can see my foreignness written all over my face and in my stupid, careless walk that I should have practiced more.

One foot, then the next, Marie. You can do this. I let those phrases circle my mind until I’m an appropriate five or so steps from the king of the Franc Kingdom. It feels like I use every muscle of my face to tug a warm, gracious smile into place.

The king steps forward. This is Louis the Well-Beloved, my grandfather-in-law, tall and strong for his age, with square shoulders and jaw. I admire the flattering cut of his royal-blue suit. A faintly glowing holo over the breast pocket depicts a rose. He carries a cane full of bubbling liquid lit neon blue. Dark-tinted glasses band across his face, making him look more like a fly than fashion-forward. I heard he has cataracts that he doesn’t like people to see.

Before I can stare at him too long, I do my very best curtsy, taking my time to make sure I do everything right. Foot forward, arm bent, I bend to sweep slowly and gracefully downward like a wave. I hear a rustle as Noailles and the attendants behind me do the same.

I rise with a small smile. The king must speak first.

The glasses weird me out a little. The tint obscures his eyes, making it impossible to read him. But he’s smiling too. I just don’t know what kind of smile it is.

He puts a foot forward and ducks into a sweeping bow. “Bienvenue, young mademoiselle. Welcome home.” 

“Majesté, thank you. I’m so happy to be here, and you are responsible for that happiness.”

His smile twists up at the corners. “You’re very welcome, Dauphine. But I think you ought to meet my grandson if you want to know who’s really responsible for your happiness.”

He chuckles, head thrown back like he’s made such a great joke. I’m not sure if I should laugh too. A few of his retainers join in. He must mean well, but it kind of feels like he’s mocking either me or Louis-Auguste or us both.

I glance around at the faces, trying to pick out Louis. I thought he would be front and center, but he isn’t. I think I’ll fry a hard drive if I have to wait another second to meet him. A few shoulders shuffle around to make an opening. I spot his dark-eyed brother, Stan, before I pick out the prince himself.

“Come on, boy,” says the king. “Greet your fiancée.”

His Majesté reaches back into the crowd and yanks on the dauphin, who stumbles just slightly as his grandfather practically shoves him at me.

Louis-Auguste catches himself quickly, drawing his shoulders and chin up. He’s as tall as he seemed on Pixter. Something about his soft face and stooping bow make it seem like he really wishes he were smaller.

I so wanted the sight of him to make me brave or at least release an insta-crush wave of nervous butterflies, but it doesn’t happen. He’s just . . . there. I curtsy to him while he bows.

As we both rise, our eyes meet and he blushes.

“Bienvenue, mademoiselle.” His voice is soft, as if we’re in a library instead of the courtyard of Versailles.

Why does he look so terrified of me? He messaged so we could break the ice, didn’t he? All I can think to do is reach out my arms and walk the few steps to hug him. I hope this shows him that more than anything, I want us to be friends.

It’s like hugging a tree, he’s so stiff. He barely moves his arms to put two hands gently on my back. I think he’s shaking a little.

Does he hate me because I’m Austro? He wouldn’t be the only Franc with a super-bias, but we’re going to be together for the rest of our lives! We’re going to rule the country together—have a family together!

If we were alone, I would take his hands to steady them. If we were alone, we could ask each other some of the hundred questions that are swirling around my brain and probably his too. But we’re not going to be alone until after we’re married.

Louis turns back to his grandfather. Apparently our greeting is over.

The king stretches his arms out in a grand gesture. “Well, young Miss Antoinette. Let us give you a proper welcome.”

The court whistles and claps. A little extra glow lights the courtyard from a hundred holofones as the courtiers start snapping pics. All my mama’s etiquette reminders spring to mind, but there are so many people I can’t tell who I should smile at. As a cruiser swoops low over the palace, probably filming us, two squat worker droids shaped like discs scoot ahead of the king to attach to the golden front doors and swing them open. With barely a glance at me, Louis offers his arm and we step forward to enter Versailles.





Two

[image: image]

May 13, 3070, 9:30 p.m.

The party is a sensory bomb.

Flashes of laser cut through the dim light, and everything is swirls of glowing gowns, bobbing feathers with LED fronds, and iridescent shine. The air feels hot and close as courtiers dance to a beat that rattles through the marble floor and shakes through my heels. A little bot floats overhead and blasts us with bubbles that have a strange, sweet smell like soap and sugar.

I run a finger along smooth glow-in-the-dark plaster used to fill a crack in the marble pillar beside me. Oil-paint-and-canvas portraits have been re-created with soft, glowing holograms. The ceiling is giga-old, though. Against all odds, the paint up there has survived. I try not to gape at the fading, flaking fresco that shows a range of men with long coats and curling white hair, and girls with huge dresses that have no LED lights but are somehow as flashy as our own. I tear my eyes away from an image of a long-forgotten blonde girl who could have been me a thousand years ago. The king plants a kiss on my knuckles and then fits a glass of champagne into my fist.

I finish it off quickly, ignoring the sting in my throat. I’m not used to drinking, but I’m sick of straining to smile. Maybe the drink will loosen my expression into something genuine. Louis hasn’t said a word. He stares into his glass while his siblings descend on us. Through shouts in my ear, I’m introduced to a family I’ve only glimpsed through the Apps. The youngest one, a wiry boy with fair hair, is Philippe. The one who looks like a bulkier, flashier Louis is Stanislas, or Stan. A pretty girl close to my age with glossy brown hair and a kind smile is Elisabeth.

I’ve just finished my drink when Philippe produces three more, shoving one at me and downing two himself. Damn, he’s, like, fifteen. The Francs must have different rules about drinking. Or different rules for royals.

Maybe sensing my nerves, Elisabeth grips my arm and smiles. She reaches for a silver platter that floats by on a hoverdrone and gives me a fluffy little pastry with an adorable cherry on it.

I pop the pastry into my mouth and almost melt along with the light, buttery icing. It’s so sweet and tastes like fresh cherries. I chase it with a flute of champagne, which Philippe promptly replaces with another.

“Let’s dance! Come on!” he shouts.

I turn to Louis. “Do you like to dance?”

“Huh?”

He leans down, but he’s so tall I still have to go on tiptoe to reach his ear. “Do you like to dance?”

He shrugs, shaking his head no.

So Louis doesn’t dance. I get a sinking feeling in my gut. I love dancing and do it as often as humanly possible, but it’s rude to dance without your fiancé. Stan and Philippe practically throw themselves out on the floor. Elisabeth gives me a nudge and raises an eyebrow. It kills me to smile politely and decline again. She rolls her eyes and tugs at Louis’s sleeve. “Allons.”

Louis goes red. “You know I can’t.”

“You can. You won’t.”

Louis nods toward the dancers. “Is Stan trying to crowd-surf Philippe?”

“Not again. Stan, put him down!”

Elisabeth rushes off in the direction of Philippe’s foot bobbing over the crowd of glittering hairpieces.

Louis and I are left as alone as we’re going to be tonight. I look up at him. He’s sweating and chewing at his bottom lip with his eyes fixed on the crowd. His blazer strains around his big, slouching shoulders. I’m not sure what I expected from our Pixter conversation, but this is awkward. Why has he got me on ghost mode? I take a big swig of champagne for bravery and press as close as I can.

He shifts. Glances in my direction, then away.

“It was sweet of you.” I have to nearly shout over the music. “To message me. It made me feel better.”

Finally, Louis looks at me, but his eyes are bugging out like I just told him my mama is an android. He glances over his shoulder and leans toward me to answer in a mumble I can barely hear: “Please don’t talk about that.”

“Well, why not? It was really nice! I know we weren’t supposed to, but too late now. I’m sure it’s okay.” He glances around again, even though literally everyone else in the room is either dancing or drinking. I nudge his arm. “Hey, how’d you do it, anyway? My in-box is private.”

Louis shakes his head. “We really can’t talk about it.”

I’m in a hyper state of glitched out and a little tipsy from the champagne, which bubbles up in a laugh. I glance around the whirl of dancing and drinking. There are some curious eyes on us, but they’re not crowding us. “No one is listening.”

He leans close to me now. I smell champagne on his breath and my heart flutters. “Someone is always listening.”

My skin prickles and now I’m giga-focused. “What do you mean?”

He downs the rest of his champagne. “You should go dance. I don’t mind. Elisabeth will look out for you. Allez-y. It’s okay.”

“Won’t you come with me?”

He mumbles something that sounds like “You wouldn’t want me to,” and before I can stop him, he’s slipping away.

What did he mean by that? And why did he buffer and crash?

I’m sure no one could hear our conversation over the music. There’s nothing to do now but dance and find more champagne.

The crowd has given the Bourbon siblings their respectful amount of space, so it’s easy to spot Elisabeth and weave my way through to her. The crowd parts, full of faces smiling and curious. I try not to look too closely, and let the music and champagne move me. I feel it all uncurling in my belly, and it seems like I’m dreaming in the neon half-light, dancing in the court of Versailles with my new family of strangers.

Elisabeth gently takes my arm to guide me toward them. Stan and Philippe yowl and clap me on the back, jumping around like maniacs. Stan grabs my hands and spins me around in a few circles.

Not a good idea with my champagne belly. I can’t stop laughing. Everything is spinning.

“Stan, relax!” I hear Elisabeth yell.

With Elisabeth’s help, I stop laughing and straighten up. The whole room tilts sharply to the right. Lasers, mirrors, people, bass. These things repeating, tipping, falling, creeping.

“Get her some water.” Elisabeth shoos Philippe away.

Yes, water. Thanks, Elisabeth.

Maybe this is my family. Maybe it’s really, really my family now. 

Mein Gott . . . This is nothing like home. I was barely ever allowed liquor at home. We had dances sometimes, but never this loud or this . . . much. Do I even like to drink? I’m not sure. But everyone here seems to, so I feel like I just . . . have to. Is this what the rest of my life will be like? Shouting down my fears with fake happiness and champagne while I do what everyone wants?

Elisabeth guides me off the dance floor back to where the king is seated on an enormous wingback chair. Elisabeth and I both bob quick curtsies. He gives us a nod. “Enjoying yourself?”

I curtsy again. “Yes, Majesté.” The motion makes my head spin.

“I think she must be very tired, Grand-Père,” says Elisabeth. 

Noailles sweeps up, apparently waiting to pounce the moment I was done dancing. How did she hear Elisabeth over this noise? Doesn’t matter. The champagne and exhaustion have me almost happy to see her.

“Well, then. Have pleasant dreams, Dauphine,” the king says. Then he frowns over the bobbing heads, craning his neck. “Louis!”

The dauphin appears from nowhere. Where has he been? He doesn’t acknowledge the king, just sidles up to me.

I don’t know what to say. I have no idea what he thinks of me, but he’s pretty much ignored me all evening.

“Bonne nuit.” He kisses my cheek, light and quick, pauses by my ear. He says, “Sorry.” Then he’s gone at mega-speed.

“I will show you to your rooms, mademoiselle,” says Noailles.

It feels like we walk forever. Every hallway is a maze of hologram portraits of ancient people in weird wigs and capes. I could have sworn one of the portraits moved, and not in a holo way. Like someone’s shadow moved out from behind the faintly flickering image of a guy with a huge mustache. Or maybe I’ve had too much champagne.

We arrive at my room. It’s very white, and the decor isn’t as old as what was in the ballroom. The furniture has plain gold and brass handles and embellishments. The only pop of color is the red canopy over my bed, backlit with pink neon. We step behind a privacy screen that glows softly with a holo image of a preening peacock. 

Mechanically, I move my arms as I let the attendants take me out of my dress. Noailles presents me with a nightgown and—gigs! It’s so sheer. Will I have to wear this when I’m married? Louis could barely meet my eyes. I try to imagine him looking me up and down in this nightgown and flush.

I think of Louis saying sorry. Sorry for what? Glitching when I asked him about the messages? Sorry for not dancing? For the fact that I’m here?

The attendants flick back my blankets as I climb into bed. Once that’s done, they all line up before me. This seems pointless. Also kind of creepy.

“Good night, mademoiselle,” they all murmur and bob little curtsies, like a flock of pigeons pecking toward the ground.

“If you need assistance, mademoiselle, you may summon us here.” Noailles gestures toward a small black com-box to the left of my four-poster bed. “This is Georgette. She will be your lady-in-waiting.”

A round-faced girl with mousy hair pinned in a knot gives me a bow. She looks around my age. At least I don’t have to deal with another Noailles. “It’s nice to meet you,” I say.

This seems to catch her off guard. She blinks a few times, then bows again with a flicker of a smile.

They all bow again. I nod and sit all stiff until they file out.

When the door shuts, I flop backward onto my pillows.

The curtains above have swirling, intricate patterns. I click a light on my nightstand. One switch makes soft, gold, star-shaped lights dance over the velvet canopy.

I’ve never felt so glad to be alone.

A quiet voice from deep in my mind made bold by champagne and an empty stomach asks what I’m doing here.

“I’m a princess,” I say out loud. “The dauphine. And I had fun.”

I silently repeat the “fun” part a few times, but the quiet voice is a traitor, reminding me of my unease.

“I did have fun. Screw you,” I grumble, and turn over, swallowed by my dozens of too-soft pillows.

I reach one lazy arm upward so I can snap a pic of the stars on my four-poster curtains. It looks so cozy. I should share this.

But when I open Pixter . . . 

“What the hell?”

I can’t log in to my account.

A few clicks show a message over my locked profile: 

Follow @Duchess_MariaAntonia at her new account, 

@Dauphine_MarieAntoinette.

They set up a new account with no input from me. As if the giga-success of my old account wasn’t all due to my hard work. As if I didn’t post every photo, write every bio, compose every message myself! What if my old followers don’t follow my new account? What then? Was all my work for nothing? What about the friends I DM with?

I bet Mercy swapped out my holofone and shut down the account during the garb change! The rough pink jewels on the case of the holofone feel just like they always have under my thumbs, but I bet this is a brand-new Franc holofone and case. Can’t keep my nasty Austro one after all.

I fling it onto the bedside table, where it lands with a clatter.

It’s not fair! This is Scheiße. It’s not like I wouldn’t have made a new account myself in the morning. They don’t have to force me. They could let me say one last goodbye on my Austro Lands account. One small thing to show the little bridge between who I was and who I will be after my wedding.

If there’s a time and a place to cry, I guess it’s here in my dark, strange bedroom. Angry, burning drops streak down my cheeks while I stare at the drifting stars and try to repeat positives instead of the truth—which is that I hate it here.





Three
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May 16, 3070, 7:00 p.m.

I’ve been in the dressing room for hours without looking in a mirror. I’m scared to check, because the last time I was dressed by the Francs, I didn’t recognize my reflection. In a minute, they’ll finish my makeup, then I guess I’ll have to see.

There’s a gigaton of layers to the skirts of my wedding dress. Lace and tulle and satin and ribbon. It was designed by Givernée, the top Franc designer. I’m studded with little LED lights, silk gloves up to my armpits, and my hair is stacked high, all woven through with extra wefts. The tightly piled updo, sculpted to perfect smoothness at my forehead and temples, pulls at my scalp. Georgette dabs me with a makeup brush. She’s going to make me sneeze if she isn’t careful.

“There is little you have to remember or say,” Noailles tells me. “Walk with grace as though you are floating. Smile. Be warm toward the dauphin. Respond ‘yes’ to the priest and ‘amen’ to the prayers. That’s it, but it’s crucial. All eyes are on you today.”

The brush is finally off my face, and I open my eyes. “I understand, Countess de Noailles.”

She smiles. “Of course. You are a vision. Take a look.”

“Are you ready?” Georgette asks.

“I think so.”

Georgette spins me toward the mirror.

My breath catches in my throat. I don’t look like a princess. I look like a queen. The lights on my dress alternate in waves between a gentle white and a glowing gold. My face is pale, with makeup sculpting my cheeks to look high and regal below soft eyes powdered around with gold. Ribbons and pearls drape in elegant strands over my stacked hair. A long, cloudlike veil billows behind me. I look like a proper adult. I look otherworldly. I look like art. I’m amazed by what they’ve done to me. But I’m also frightened.

I will never be the same after today.

“Do you like it, mademoiselle?” asks Georgette.

I squeeze her wrist. She seems so genuine, and it makes me feel less alone. “Yes. Yes, of course. Thank you.”

This brings tears to her eyes.

Mein Gott, that’s going to bring tears to my eyes, and then my makeup is going to run.

Noailles must sense the danger, because she herds me toward the door. Attendants hold up my train and the edges of my dress. You’d think I was a doll made of glass the way they fuss at me while I’m angled through doorways and down stairs.

Walk carefully, Marie. You can do this. You look great. You can do this.

I take empty, windowless private passages through Versailles to get to the palace chapel. We stop in a small waiting room with a holo-screen broadcasting live footage from the front of the palace. There’s so many people that I can’t see the paving stones of the courtyard. Is everyone in the Franc Kingdom here? The reporter says that they’re all waiting for their first glimpse of Marie Antoinette.

What will they see? A scared girl in a dress? An Austro glitch in their system? I have to make sure they see their dauphine, and I have to make sure they love her. 

There are so many of them. So many of them, all with a different idea of who I am, when half the time I’m not even sure who I am, so what exactly am I supposed to present to them?

I can do this. I suck in big breaths. I can do this. I’ve trained years for this. No one is more ready for this than me. No princess is really as confident as she appears.

I just have to get through today. And tonight. It has to get easier after that. When I wake tomorrow, I’ll be Marie Antoinette and I’ll know exactly what to do and what to say.

I might vomit.

The holo-screen shows a reporter interviewing a guy with long hair and dark eyes, handsome in the way I always imagined Franc boys to be.

Then I hear what he’s saying. “An expense of what? Millions? For what? For what purpose, when electric prices doubled two weeks ago? It’s absurd. It’s unjust.”

The disgust on his handsome face is plain. The heavy tulle draped on me feels smothering and sticky with my cold sweat. I never thought about how much this wedding might cost. Besides decorations, food, the reception, the music, there’s the security to contain all the people lining the avenue. I try and fail to do the math.

“What do you think should be done?” the reporter asks.

The man’s brows furrow and he starts talking, but it sounds all distorted, quick snaps of sound as the image pales out and then goes black. There’s a few seconds of nonsense code language in the top left of the screen. It disappears, replaced by images of the cheering crowds again. This time it’s narrated by an excited female reporter while an ad for Bombazique headphones bounces along in a banner over her head. There’s no sign of the angry man who was interviewed.

Was zum Teufel?

I stare, trying to wrap my brain around what just happened, when the door opens and Mercy bustles in. He glances up at the holo-screen.

“What are you watching this for? It won’t help your nerves.” He switches off the screen, then reaches for my hand to plant a kiss below my knuckles. “You look like a splendid dauphine. The people will be thrilled to see you.”

“I just saw something weird there.” I point to the screen.

“That’s why you shouldn’t watch it.” 

“Some guy said the wedding cost millions. He seemed . . . angry.”

Mercy frowns at the blank monitor. “Really? That’s highly unusual.”

“Then he just sort of blacked out, then it was on to something else like he was never there.”

“Must have been a broadcasting error.”

“Does this wedding really cost millions of bits?”

Mercy sighs and places his hands on my shoulders. “Marie, state events are always expensive. And someone will always complain about the expense. It’s just the way of the world. Put it out of your mind. Are you ready?”

I take a deep breath. He’s right, of course. No use going out there with some rando from the news on my brain. “I’m ready.”

“You remember the ceremony instructions?”

“Yes, I’ve heard them a million times.”

“Wonderful. Your mother sends her blessings and her love.” Mercy holds out his hand. “Now, holofone, if you please.”

“Are you serious? It’s not like I’ll have it out during the ceremony.” I can’t believe I’m about to be married and he’s treating me like a little kid misbehaving at church.

“Then what is the point, my dear?”

I sigh and hand over my little bejeweled holofone. “You’ll take a lot of pictures?”

“Of course.”

My procession files in behind me while attendants adjust my hair and fill out my train. A woman with a headset waits at the door, muttering into the mic. Nearly time to go. My heart flutters like a bird.

It’s fine. All I have to do is look nice. That’s so easy. I repeat “easy” to myself a few times and fidget with the dress’s little lights.

The music thrums, an ancient organ, a sound rarely heard anymore, mixed with a bass. I guess it’s supposed to be grand, but it’s more like a moaning monster. Trumpets blare, and the woman with the headset signals to us. A few little girls who are Louis’s cousins or something go before us, tossing big pink flower petals.

The chapel is a huge, bright space filled with the scent of flowers. Tall columns support a ceiling painted with fluffy clouds and cherubs. More paintings are projected on the white marble walls, drifting slowly in sharp high-def. There’s so much to see in here, how could any of the guests settle on one thing? How are they all staring at me?

The aisle is not so long. I’ll be able to cross it quickly in careful steps on my tiptoes like I’m floating, the same as all those painted cherubs. I can do this.

I follow the little girls while they toss arcs of floppy pink petals to be crushed beneath the feet of the procession. The king presides on the altar behind the priest with his grandchildren arranged below.

Louis looks nice with his hair brushed back and wearing the ceremonial dress: a blue sash and badges on a dark suit. But he also looks scared. About as scared as I am. I get it. I really do. But I wish he’d stop. There’s no way I’m that terrifying, and his fear is contagious.

I take my place beside him and he holds out his hand to take mine in a loose, damp grip. When I look into his large, frightened eyes, I can see the kindness in them. Things could be worse. Things have been worse for a lot of girls in my position.

The priest starts talking, but I don’t listen. I’m focused on breathing and smiling gently. There are thousands of eyes and cameras on us. I don’t stare too long at Louis because I think it makes him nervous. Instead, he watches the priest. I don’t think he’s listening any more than I am, because although everyone says our families were granted their positions by god, no one really believes in any god anymore. We go through these motions because so much of what humans were like before the Event is lost now, and Mutti and my tutor said traditions and our family’s actions give structure and meaning to our people. They say it makes us feel connected to our ancestors to marry off princes and princesses in ancient places. I say that’s a weird idea; people clearly just like to admire idols on the Apps. They look to me for style ideas, not traditions.

The room is very hot and the priest is still droning on. I feel like the weight of my hair might crush me, and Louis’s hand is sweaty. But oh! The soon-to-be husband said something! Finally. We’re at the part where we must swear to be faithful and loyal and godly and all that.

I will.

Yes.

I will.

I will.

I do.

Amen.

Louis’s hands shake when he puts a heavy ring on my finger. I search his eyes, looking for answers. What are you so afraid of, Louis? I smile at him in a way I hope is comforting. Why is he shaking like a caffeine junkie?

Oh, right. We’re at the kissing part. For a second, because of all his shaking, I’m afraid he’ll just peck at my face like a chicken, maybe miss my mouth or something. It’s quick, but he does all right. Soft, like the rest of him, just barely pressing over my lips.

I’d be lying if I said it was my first kiss . . . or my best. That award goes to Duke Francis, who kissed me all thrilling and secretly in a parlor room when we were fourteen.

Louis makes me feel a little sad. He shuffles, cheeks all rosy. That may not have been my first kiss, but is it possible it was his? Even though he’s a prince? Weird.

Gigs! I’ve been married for thirty seconds and I’m already calling my husband weird. That’s bad. I need to be nice. Really, really nice. My holofone is going to buzz any second and Mama is going to remind me how important it is that I make the dauphin happy. Wait. No, it won’t. Mercy has my holofone. And Mama can’t read minds. I don’t think.

I mouth the final prayers, thoughts swirling, then trumpets start again, and the rest of the orchestra follows with the huge electro-organ rattling through the chapel, thrumming the floor beneath my feet.

Everyone rises. I hear the shuffle behind me. Louis glances at me and gives me his arm, but he still won’t look me in the eye. All my focus is on keeping up with his long strides, which is really hard when I’m supposed to look like I’m floating. They should have given me a Holotex hoverboard. No one would have seen it under my dress.

As we cross the threshold out of the chapel into the courtyard outside, I make my first public appearance to the Franc people. The music blares everything into a frenzy that overwhelms me into a light-headed panic.

I’ve greeted my Austro subjects before, but I’ve never heard a crowd this wild. Loud, riotous screaming and clapping, lights flashing, arms in the air clutching cameras and holofones. It all looks like a big, slow-rolling wave of arms and faces. Holo rose petals fall from the sky to disappear over the crowd. The bright red sunset behind the mass of people blinds me. I stumble on a bump in the bricks. Louis tightens our arm-lock and tugs me a bit closer.

Wave. I need to wave. I twist my wrist in small, delicate motions. Everything seems to move much too slowly, drawn out by that booming music. We move down a path lined with soldiers facing the leaping crowd. Hundreds of people wave at me like they’re my best friend I lost in a crowd and they’re showing me, Here! I’m over here!

We head up a wide set of stairs leading to a dais built to display us to the masses. The higher we climb, the farther I see this crowd stretch, no end in sight, people lined up for miles, who won’t see us except on the big screens lining the roadway.

When we pause at the top of the stairs, Louis pats my hand. “Are you okay?”

“Yes!” I must have had his jacket sleeve in a death grip. There is no other way of telling that I’m not even a quarter as calm as I look. At least my smile is real, because the cheers, the screams, are contagious.

Louis nods out to them. “They like you.” He waves and his smile is small, but his eyes are warm while he extends his hand out to them, waving like he’s reaching and grasping. Louis seems to care for them. I make my own wave bigger, like I’ve got a flag I’m raising over my head so even people far away can see. I’m not sure how long we go on waving. Until my arm aches and my shoulder strap slips out of place.

Our handlers urge us inside the palace, back into the same ballroom where my welcome party took place. Everything is dressed up more formally now. Less neon, more crystal—and ice sculptures made to look like fish and roosters, the beasts on the Bourbon coat of arms. The court gathers into the ballroom with Louis and me at the center.

There’s a live band, all wired and amped so it’s loud, loud, loud. I’ve got to keep count while dancing with Louis. He’s a lot taller than me and he doesn’t exactly move gracefully. I stand on my tiptoes and get a hand on his shoulder. Not easy. Not even a little. I hope this isn’t a bad omen of . . . other stuff we might not be compatible for. The thought makes my stomach drop.

I want to talk to him. Say anything. Just a few friendly words will make what’s coming seem a little easier. But there are so many people watching us, and I really can’t afford to trip or be anything less than flawless in this dance.

No sooner do I think this than I trip over the hem of my own gown.

It’s a small mistake, a misstep, but as panic shoots between my tripping feet and my brain scrambling to choose a method of damage control, I pitch forward.

Louis’s hands tighten on mine, and he turns so I spin into his broad frame to steady myself.

There’s a breathless moment where we stare wide-eyed at each other.

Someone behind me snickers.

Another one gasps.

“Did she really just? She has one job. Dance.”

Before I can decide what to do and process what just happened, Louis spins us to face the whisperers. A couple with sharp cheekbones and unforgiving eyes.

“My fault,” he says quietly with a clumsy shake of his head.

He saved me. He really stepped up for me.

Maybe saved me. People are still staring.

I squeeze his hand. “Thank you.”

His cheeks flare red. “It’s nothing. Everyone knows I’m a bad dancer.”

Before I can think of what to say next, the dance is over. We bow and separate.

Then we’re promptly matched off with others. I dance with the king next. He’s Pixter-famous for his graceful dance moves, so if I trip again, everyone will know it was me. “You were exquisite,” he says. “The Francs love you already; you were so charming. I couldn’t feel better about this alliance.”

I blink and say a breathless thanks. How did he not notice our fumbled dance? The king’s approval will heavily influence the public’s. I glow with pride and gigabytes of relief, until I catch him looking down my dress. The dance can’t end soon enough after that.

I partner up with three dukes. Only one of those looks down my dress. Then I dance with both Stan and Philippe, and they both make me laugh, which I hope is not against etiquette. Four more dukes and lords, and then I’m surprised when Mercy is my last dance. The sight of him is like a bubble bath after a long day, a comforting face, almost like family. He gently takes my hand, and when he does, my holofone is in my palm.

“Oh, thank you, ambassador!” I slip it into a discreet pocket in my dress lining.

“Plenty of pictures on there. You did well. Very warm welcome from the people. Positive reports on all the Apps. They admire your youth and spirit.”

I giggle, still overcome with relief. “The king praised my performance! Even Louis-Auguste! He said the people liked me. I was so afraid they wouldn’t.”

A line appears between Mercy’s fuzzy gray eyebrows. “Yes, well . . . generations of bad blood won’t go away with one beautiful wedding. There will still be some who are suspicious of Austros. That’s why you can’t afford to slip up. Not even a trip in a dance. The Francs highly prize grace under pressure.”

The relief that flooded me when Louis saved me and the king praised me disappears. “I’m sorry . . . I . . .” But there’s no excuse for my mistake. I’ve practiced formal dancing since I could walk. It was stupid of me.

“It’s no longer a worry for this evening. There are more immediate concerns.”

He frowns. Neither of us wants to have conversations about my marriage bed. The skin-crawling feeling I get each time I think of my wedding night creeps over me. Dread when I think of what I have to do. A flutter in my chest when I think of Louis’s kind eyes. I don’t know what to do with such conflicting feelings.

“There’s really nothing to fear. Of course, tension will be high, but matters should be . . . simple enough.” Mercy clears his throat gently.

I nod. There’s really nothing to say. He’s trying to make me feel better, but he’s made my nerves a lot worse.

“It should all get easier after tonight,” he adds quietly.

More nodding. Just because I have to have these conversations with him doesn’t mean I have to like it.

“This silence isn’t the norm for you. What’s the matter?”

“I’m just nervous, Mercy. Gigs, wouldn’t you be?”

I stare him down, because if I have to answer his questions, he should have to answer mine.

His eyes widen. I’ve stumped him. “I don’t know. I suppose . . . I would be.”

“But you will never have to know, because you aren’t a woman.”

His grip on my hand loosens and our dancing becomes mechanical. After an awkward minute, he says, “I’m sure the dauphin is nervous as well.”

As if Louis glitching out improves the situation. I’m not sure if I’d feel any better if he seemed eager to seal the deal, but his nerves don’t make me feel . . . appealing. And I’m supposed to be appealing, though that thought also makes me feel small and worthless. The idea of being presented to the dauphin makes me a little angry, like I’m less than a person and more like some doll. Or a prize achievement unlocked in a holo-game. But then the way he avoids my eyes disappoints me, and I worry that there’s something wrong with me.

My mind is awhirl with feelings that don’t make sense all at the same time. Is this what it’s like to be a princess? Will everything just suck no matter what?

“I’ve barely spoken to the dauphin. I’m not sure he even likes me. Everyone acts like the most important thing I can ever do in my whole life is to look beautiful and act perfect and someday have Franc babies. They act like this is all I’m good for, but there’s so much I can’t control.”

“You’ll be just fine, Dauphine. There are many people who will help and advise you. The dauphin knows his duties as well as you do. He’s been shy all his life, so his reserve doesn’t surprise me. But I’m sure he’ll like you just fine. Any young man would.”

Like everything else Mercy has said, this should make me feel better, and yet . . . 

The dance ends and we take our seats for dinner.

Etiquette says I have to eat at least a little of everything that’s put in front of me. I nibble at the skin of a fish that still has eyes. Glitchy. I’ve never liked fish, ever since I came across an article on my holofone about how fish is a risky food that makes people sick, but a lot of common people eat it anyway. Even when it has three heads and six fins. At dinner a month ago, when I was about to gag over some yellow lobster thing, Mama told me seafood is healthier and easier to come by in the Franc Kingdom, so I’d better get used to it.

Louis-Auguste sits across from me with his brothers on either side of him. Philippe and Stan keep glancing at me, then they smirk and elbow Louis, whispering things in his ear. Louis gets redder and redder and won’t look at anyone.

During course seven, Stan and Philippe say something I’m glad I can’t hear. Philippe laughs so hard that a tear streaks his red face. Louis buries his head in one large hand. I’m about to tell them to cut it out when Louis finally, after seven courses full of giggles and snorts, speaks up. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to make you so sorry. It’ll be like after that time you loosened all the buckles on my saddle.”

“All right, lay off!” Stan barks at Philippe, even though he was the one who started it, and had laughed twice as loud.

Louis glances at me before rounding on Stan. “You should say sorry to her.”

“What for?”

“You’re being rude.”

Stan snorts, but Philippe nods. “Sorry, sis! We didn’t mean anything by it.”

Stan rolls his eyes and gives me a greasy smile that reminds me of his grandfather. “Apologies, madame. We’re having a laugh at our wanker of a brother, not you.”

I give him my sweetest smile. “Seems to me you should apologize to him too, then.”

Philippe does a loud “oooooh” and claps.

Do I look like the worst kind of stuck-up Austro princess? Maybe, but I don’t care.

I don’t like the way Stan looks deep into my eyes, totally unembarrassed, before he smiles that slimy grin again. “Looks like you have yourself a feisty one. That ought to be fun.”

What a glitchy little creeper! It takes every ounce of guts I’ve got to stare right back without moving a muscle except for a little twitch that flutters in my eyelid.

Louis sets his fork down with a clatter. “I said quit it. I was serious.”

Apparently a firm Louis is a rare occurrence, because Philippe giggles nervously this time.

Stan puts
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