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For my own Princess,
who danced before she could crawl


Prologue

Perfect,” the Corley said, lips stretched wide in a smile. She took a shallow pan of molten glass and set it in the air over her head. “Yes, everything will be perfect this time.”

She tilted the pan just a little, and the syrupy stuff slithered out in a green sheet. It flowed, pale and smooth, into a basin, and showed the Corley a young girl with blue eyes and black hair under a little white cap. She was ironing a muslin gown, a grim expression on her face.

“She is beautiful,” pronounced the witch. “And clever. But almost … obsessed with her loss. Perfect. She will come to me with open arms, the lovely. And now for her prince.”

She tipped the pan a little, pouring out more liquid glass, and there he was. A tall youth with pale gold hair and deep blue eyes, riding a showy gray horse down a city street. All around him, women stopped to sigh but he rode on, oblivious.

“Handsome, yet blind to his own appeal and so much more,” the Corley purred. “And it was so easy to bring him here.”

The thick green liquid flickered and another face appeared. Black hair framed a face with porcelain skin and large violet eyes. The young girl’s beauty was only marred by the frown she wore.

Curious, the Corley watched as the frowning girl was kissed and hugged by a whole herd of other young ladies, clearly all sisters. Last of all two tall young men embraced her. One of the young men handed over a bag that appeared to be full of balls of yarn with a pair of sharp knitting needles sticking out of the top. The girl finally laughed, and the other young man helped her into a carriage.

“What’s this, what’s this?” The Corley clucked her tongue when the steam failed to show her any more. “Another one coming? Ah, me! Can nothing I seek come easily?

“Still, what’s one more little girl?”


Houseguest

When someone knocked on the bedroom door, Poppy nearly leaped right off the bed. She had been sprawled across it writing, and her quill pen skidded over the paper and left huge blotches of ink on the letter to her twin, Daisy.

“Oh, blast!” Poppy dabbed at the ink with her handkerchief before it could run off the paper and onto the white counterpane. “Yes? Come in.”

After sharing a room with her twin and their sister Orchid all her life, Poppy was not used to people knocking on her bedroom door. Nor was the silence of Seadown House at all soothing, but only seemed to magnify the least squeak or whisper, until Poppy thought her nerves would never settle.

Lady Margaret peeped around the doorframe. She had been the greatest beauty of her generation, and her looks had not faded with age. Her hair gleamed like polished wood and her large brown eyes sparkled. She smiled kindly at Poppy, who was still dabbing at the letter with her ruined handkerchief.

“I hope I didn’t startle you, my dear.”

Years ago Poppy would have said yes and indignantly displayed the ruined letter. But Rose and Lily, her oldest sisters, had been teaching her tact with great determination, and so she shook her head.

“Not at all,” she replied. “I’ve made a muddle of this letter without any help.”

Lady Margaret came all the way into the room. She took the pen and ink from Poppy and set it on the writing desk without comment. Poppy felt a pang: she should sit at the desk to compose her letters, but it was so hard to break the habit of lounging while she wrote.

Lady Margaret turned the elegant little desk chair to face the bed and sat down. “Marianne tells me that you don’t wish to attend the Thwaites’ ball,” she said, her voice beautifully modulated as always.

Poppy reflected that it was no wonder she had been shipped off to Breton. Lady Margaret Seadown, Poppy’s late mother’s cousin, was all that was elegant and refined. Poppy suspected that her father, King Gregor, was hoping for some of Lady Margaret’s elegance to rub off on her.

Fighting down her feeling of panic at the very mention of a ball, Poppy took command of her own voice and said merely, “I’m sorry, Cousin Margaret, but I don’t dance.”

Lady Margaret’s brow furrowed delicately. “But my dear, the unpleasantness with the dancing slippers …” She let the question trail away.

Poppy winced, clenching her fist around the ink-stained handkerchief. Yes, the “unpleasantness” with the dancing slippers.

From the time she could walk until she was thirteen years old, Poppy had spent nearly every night dancing. Dancing until her toes bled and her satin slippers were worn to shreds, and her eleven sisters with her. Until Galen, now married to her oldest sister, Rose, had rescued them from the curse that had begun with their mother’s foolish bargain nineteen years before.

“I can dance,” Poppy clarified. “But I really prefer not to.” Ever again, she added silently. Rose and Galen sometimes danced together, out in the garden with a little impromptu music courtesy of her sister Violet. But the royal family of Westfalin had neither hosted nor attended a ball in three years, though they had banquets and concerts and parties enough to befit their status.

“I see,” Lady Margaret said.

But it was clear that she didn’t. No one did. And as fond as Poppy was of her mother’s elegant cousin, she could not enlighten her.

By the time Galen had helped free her family, the Church was investigating Poppy and her sisters on charges of witchcraft, and nine princes were dead. Their only crime had been trying to solve the mystery and perhaps win a royal bride, but the King Under Stone, the horrible creature with whom Poppy’s mother had made her bargain, had killed them all. Since then they had all agreed—King Gregor, the sisters, and Galen—that none of them would speak of the curse or the King Under Stone again.

“But my dear,” Lady Margaret went on. “Please consider attending the ball even if you don’t dance. The Thwaites are charming, and their social occasions are the height of fashion. There will be wonderful music, and food, and so many fine young people for you to meet. And I hate to have you languishing at home alone while we enjoy ourselves.” She made a face. “I would stay home with you, but Marianne will be heart-broken if she cannot attend, and I must chaperone her.”

Poppy had to think about it for a while.

A long while.

She was not given to fearful turns or attacks of the vapors like some girls (including several of her sisters). But most of her life had been a nightmare of endless, sleepless nights dancing in the arms of the half-mortal son of a half-mortal king. She had no happy memories of balls.

But she would not let old fear rule her life, she decided. During the three weeks that she had been in Breton, the Sea-downs had been invited to no less than seven balls, and turned them all down because they did not want their guest to feel abandoned. She could not in good conscience ask them to give up another invitation just because she was feeling missish. She was fairly certain that the Thwaites were not evil incarnate, and they would not try to kidnap her. She would go, and she would enjoy herself.

Even if she could not bring herself to dance.

Poppy realized she had been holding her breath and let it out now in a whoosh. “I’ll go,” she said to Lady Margaret. “Thank you for understanding if I don’t dance, however.”

“Of course, my dear.” Lady Margaret smiled radiantly and patted Poppy’s hand. “I’ll tell Marianne and Richard. We’ll have a cold supper, and then Gabrielle will help you dress.”

She glided from the room, and Poppy set aside her ruined handkerchief and letter. She would write to Daisy later. For now she opened her wardrobe and brought out two gowns from the very back. Her oldest sister, Rose, had had them made for her.

“You’ll need ball gowns,” Rose had insisted.

“I’m not going to any balls,” Poppy objected.

“You might surprise yourself,” Galen had said. “You’ll have friends; you’ll want to go to a ball with them…” He had raised his eyebrows suggestively as he knit away with two tiny wooden needles and yarn that was hardly thicker than a thread.

“No.”

But Rose had had the maids pack the two gowns behind Poppy’s back. And Poppy would never let Rose know that she was suddenly grateful for the gowns. In fact, Poppy debated whether she would even tell her own twin that she had been to a ball. Daisy practically had hysterics when their sister Violet played a valse on the pianoforte.

Young Bretoner ladies wore white to most formal occasions, which made Poppy feel like a corpse. Clever Rose, knowing this, had had these gowns made of fine white muslin with satin slips of a different color underneath. One slip was purple, which the white muslin softened to lavender, the other a rich blue dampened into a mistier shade by the overgown. There was delicate embroidery around the hems and necklines to match the underskirts. Poppy laid the lavender gown across the bed (after checking to make certain that she had not spilled any ink on the counterpane) and then went downstairs. Suddenly hungry, she wanted to find out how soon the early supper would be.


Prince

Prince Christian rode with his eyes focused straight ahead. As long as he didn’t make eye contact with any of the girls lining the streets of Damerhavn to watch him go by, they wouldn’t do anything foolish.

Like pretend to faint under the hooves of his horse.

Or throw a handkerchief at him, hoping that he would keep it as a memento.

The last time that had happened, his horse had spooked at the sight of the white fluttery thing, and Christian had nearly been thrown into the waiting arms of a horde of hopeful young ladies. He wanted to ride, needed to get out of the palace and away from his parents and tutors, but it was never as relaxing as he hoped it would be.

Today he was even more distracted than usual. On his way to the stables, his father had popped out of his study and made Christian promise to speak with him immediately upon his return.

Christian had extended his daily ride to stall for time.

With a sigh, he saw from the angle of the sun that if he didn’t return to the palace soon his father would send soldiers to find him. Not because he was a prisoner, but because Christian’s parents loved him, and cared for him, and worried for his safety.

Constantly.

“You’re alive today because we smother you,” King Karl was fond of saying when Christian accused his parents of being overprotective. “Imagine if we’d sent you off to Westfalin, and you’d had your soul sucked away by those horrible girls!”

Mention of this always made Christian uncomfortable. When the king of Westfalin had pleaded for a prince to help solve the mystery behind the princesses’ worn-out dancing shoes, Christian had been eager to go. His parents, however, had not permitted it. From the beginning they had been certain that dark magic was involved, and when the reports came of the failed princes dying in strange accidents, King Karl had put Christian under house arrest. No son of his would sneak away to Westfalin and attempt to meddle with those “cursed girls.”

Not that Christian had wanted to get married. He had only been fifteen at the time, after all. But he had never been outside of the Danelaw, and it all sounded like such a great adventure. In the end it had been a common soldier who had solved the mystery and ended up being knighted and married to the oldest princess. The intrepid fellow had solved the problem using an embroidery hoop or some such strange thing, but Christian rather doubted that part of the story.

Back at the palace, Christian groomed his horse himself, still trying to put off this talk. Then he had to go and change out of his riding clothes, wash his face, and comb his hair—which needed to be cut, he noticed—and find his father. The king was not in his study after all, but up on the roof of the palace where a telescope had been mounted next to the pole bearing the royal flag.

“See this?” King Karl pointed the telescope at the harbor and gestured for Christian to look through it.

He looked. “It’s the harbor,” he said.

“I know it’s the harbor, Christian,” his father said patiently. “Look at the ships in it.”

“Two of our navy gunners and a merchant from Norsk-land,” Christian reported, not sure where his father was going with all this.

“And there, to the left of the Norske ship?”

“It looks like a Bretoner.” Christian pulled away from the eyepiece to blink for a moment, then looked again. “Yes, a Bretoner galley. Royal Navy, in fact.”

“Very good.” King Karl nodded in approval. “Yesterday I received the ambassador from Breton. It seems that King Rupert has some ideas about the future of Ionia.” Karl chuckled. “Funny, isn’t it? When Breton is doing well, they’re an island unto themselves, but if there’s ever any unrest, suddenly ‘all the nations of Ionia need to band together.’”

Not knowing how to reply to this, Christian merely continued to look at the harbor through the telescope. A sinking feeling was growing in his stomach, however, and he knew that somehow this news from Breton involved him.

“Westfalin’s war with Analousia was not a pretty thing,” King Karl went on. “It cost a lot of lives, and caused a lot of bad blood between former allies. Then there was that business with Gregor’s gaggle of daughters and those fool princes dying left and right.”

The Westfalian princesses again. The back of Christian’s neck prickled.

“A lot of old alliances need renewing,” his father was saying. “Rupert’s quite concerned about it, and I know that Francesco of Spania’s been talking about the same thing for a while. Some official state visits and exchanging of gifts would not be remiss.”

“Do you want me to send a gift to Prince George?” Christian had met the heir to the Bretoner throne once before, and he was a nice enough chap if a bit too obsessed with foxhunting. Christian shrugged. “I could send him a new riding crop or some such.”

But his father was shaking his head. “Well.” King Karl paused. “I suppose if you wanted to take a gift to George you could. But that’s not exactly what we have in mind.”

Christian’s heart began to race. “Take a gift? You want me to go to Breton?” Christian blurted out the question, incredulous.

King Karl nodded, looking uncomfortable.

Jaw agape, Christian stared at his father. He’d been to Breton once, as a child, and once to Analousia before the war, but since then he’d had to fight to even leave the palace grounds. Now his father wanted to send him to Breton?

“Why? Why now?”

“Because we must,” King Karl said simply. “As I said, since the war, things haven’t been right between the nations of Ionia, and the Westfalian princesses did nothing to improve that. It’s time to prove to our neighbors that we trust one another—”

Christian interrupted. “Do we?”

His father looked grim. “We pretend that we do,” he said. “And we pretend that we aren’t all thinking the same thing: that the death of so many princes has left a lot of countries in a vulnerable state. Not all of those poor boys were second sons, you know. Helvetia sent their only heir, the next in line is a cousin’s son. Unless Markus decides to take Westfalin’s lead and declare his daughter and her future husband co-rulers.”

Frowning, Christian asked, “Who is she going to marry?” His tutors had drilled the names of every royal family in Ionia into his head, but it always seemed that there were so many young princesses that their names blurred together in his mind.

“No one yet, and that’s what makes Rupert’s little plan so perfect. We’re going to be exchanging our sons and daughters for a while: sending you to Breton while George goes to Analousia, and Analousia’s little Prince Henri comes here. Ostensibly it’s to make friends among the next generation, but go a little deeper and it’s a grand matchmaking scheme.”

“What?”

“That’s right,” King Karl laughed. “Think about it: George will leave for Analousia shortly after you arrive in Breton, and then you’ll be at the mercy of his sisters and cousins. You’ll come back here for the holidays with your family; your mother put her foot down over that. But after the New Year I might have you visit Spania, or La Belge, we’ve just sent them a courier. There are a number of lovely ladies at those courts as well, and you, my boy, are of an age when you should be thinking of a royal alliance.”

Christian felt as though his world were dropping out from under him. In the space of a few hours he had gone from feeling smothered by his parents to being thrown to the wolves, so to speak. He would be alone in a strange country, expected to talk and flirt and possibly even marry some silly princess.

And if he failed, another war might break out.

This wasn’t remotely what he had thought his father wanted to talk about. Christian slapped the side of the telescope and watched it spin on its tripod. He was being offered an adventure, but was it one he wanted to embark on? There would be no battles to fight on horseback and with rifle in hand, only fancy dress parties and balls.

King Karl’s gaze softened and he put one hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Son, we need you to do this. You know your mother and I have always tried to keep you safe,” his voice roughened and he barked a laugh. “All right, we’ve fussed like a hen with a new chick. But it’s because you’re our only son and we love you. Sending one’s heir off to a foreign land is never an easy thing, but your sisters are too young. Your mother and I, well, we paced the floor all night arguing about what to do. And we think that this is the right thing.” Karl looked down for a moment. “If you cannot bring yourself to go, we’ll make other arrangements.” The king grimaced.

It was reassuring to know that this wasn’t an easy decision for his parents. For a brief, wild moment Christian had been wondering if they wanted to be rid of him after all.

But at last he was being offered a chance to travel! Even if it wasn’t where or how he had dreamed, it was better than nothing.

“I’ll go,” Christian said.

His father gave him a rough, quick hug. “Good lad.”


Ball

Poppy regretted her decision to go to the ball as soon as they entered the Thwaites’ mansion. The dancing had already started and music poured down the stairs, making Marianne clutch at Poppy’s arm in excitement. The Thwaites were standing at the top of the stairs to receive their guests, and they were delighted to see Poppy, the mysterious foreign princess.

“Oh, Your Highness,” Lady Thwaite gushed. “We’re honored to have you join us! I’m sure your dance card will be filled before you have time to sit down.”

Wishing that she could sink into the floor as the guests gathered in the foyer turned to gawk at her, Poppy just nodded and smiled. Then Marianne burst out with the news that Poppy didn’t dance, and they spent ten minutes explaining that she was not ill, and she really did want to attend the ball, and thanking their gracious hosts, until Poppy felt like she was baring her teeth in self-defense rather than smiling.

It started all over again when they stepped into the ballroom. A footman bustled over to hand the ladies their dance cards, and was confused when Lady Margaret took one, Marianne took one, but Poppy did not. They found some seats along one wall near some friends of the Seadowns’ and young men started coming over to sign their cards. Again Poppy had to decline any dances, holding up her left hand to show that she had no dance card dangling from her gloved wrist.

“But surely you’ll make an exception for me,” said one duke’s son, lowering his eyelids in a flirtatious manner.

“Is there something in your eye?” Poppy tried to assume a solicitous expression.

“Er, no.” The duke’s son backed away, and Poppy fought back a pang of guilt.

It was all very well, she thought to herself, to say that choosing not to dance at a ball will be no great matter, but things look different once you reach the ballroom. As Marianne’s first partner claimed her, Poppy tried to smile and not feel bereft. The only other ladies not dancing were elderly chaper-ones. Lord Richard and Lady Margaret, who loved to dance, had taken to the floor once Poppy assured them that she was all right.

But she wasn’t all right.

She was surrounded by women who smelled of lavender water (a scent she had always detested), and all around the room people were staring at her and whispering behind their hands. In Westfalin, ringed by her eleven sisters, she did not attract much attention. But here in Breton, a visiting foreign princess was the subject of much gossip. A visiting foreign princess who refused to dance for unknown reasons was even more interesting.

Lady Thwaite, freed from the reception line, came over to Poppy a few moments later. “Your Highness, may I present the Duchess of Hinterdale?” Lady Thwaite indicated the woman at her side, who was shaped rather alarmingly like the prow of a ship.

Poppy shook the woman’s hand. “How do you do?”

“Veddy, veddy well,” the duchess replied, staring down her remarkable nose at Poppy.

Lady Thwaite went off to see to the rest of her guests, leaving Poppy and the duchess to make each other’s acquaintance. The duchess spoke in a drawling fashion that forced Poppy to listen very carefully. She had studied Bretoner since she was three, but her governess had always used perfect grammar and pronunciation.

Unlike the Duchess of Hinterdale.

“You are a strenge gel, Princessss Puppy,” the duchess said. “He-ere you are, with ev-er-y young man in Breton to dence with you, and you well not dence.”

“Ah,” Poppy said after deciphering this. “No. I don’t den—dance.”

“Wuh-hy not?” The duchess raised one overplucked eyebrow.

“Because my mother and sisters and I were cursed to dance for the pleasure of an evil king,” Poppy thought. She reached up and straightened her knitted silk choker. “I do not care for dancing,” she said finally.

“Do not care for dencing?” The duchess’s face was abruptly purple. “My godson was Prence Alllfred!” And with that the Duchess of Hinterdale stormed off, leaving Poppy with burning cheeks and a hammering heart.

“Alfred,” Poppy muttered under her breath. “Duel? Or horse accident? He was the horsy one… yes.” She put one hand over her eyes, then snatched it away, knowing that people were watching her and whispering behind their fans.

Alfred, King Rupert’s late son, had gone to Westfalin to find out the secret of their ruined dancing slippers, failed, and returned to Breton to die in some sort of accident a week later. He had been foolish and vain, but no worse than a lot of spoiled princes.

And it was because of Alfred that Poppy had been sent to Breton. In the wake of his son’s death, King Rupert had stirred up rumors of witchcraft and foul play at the Westfalin court, which even now continued to circulate.

But since the mystery of the slippers had been solved (even though the solution had not been widely broadcast), and three uneventful years had passed, Rupert and Gregor had reached an uneasy truce and Rupert had come up with this grand fostering program to establish stronger ties among the Ionian nations.

The first to be taken from her home and family? Poppy. In an effort to appease his royal neighbors, Gregor had volunteered all of his unmarried daughters. Poppy and Daisy had asked to go together, but no one seemed to want two of the mysterious Westfalian princesses at once. It had been a wrench, leaving her twin behind, but she didn’t envy Daisy, who had pulled Venenzia out of the hat.

Daisy hated boats, and humid air made her hair frizz, and the streets of Venenzia were paved with water. Her first letter to Poppy had been a hysterical recitation of horrors, from her wild hair to the shaky gondolas to the food, though Poppy argued that Bretoner cuisine was far worse.

“Are you all right?” A tall young man saw her shudder and strode over to her. It was Richard “but everyone calls me Dickon” Thwaite, the genial eighteen-year-old son of her host and hostess.

Poppy blurted out, “I was just thinking about kippers and blood sausage,” and then bit her lip, feeling like a fool.

Dickon took a step back, startled. “I see. Well. I thought you might be bored, sitting alone here, but it seems that you are more than capable of entertaining yourself.” He gave a little bow and started to move on. He had been hovering near Poppy’s chair, waiting to talk to Marianne, whom he had already danced with twice.

“Wait!” Poppy stretched out a hand. She was bored, and more self-conscious than she’d ever imagined she could be, and she didn’t want to have another encounter with another indignant matron like the Duchess of Hinterdale.

“Yes, Your Highness?”

“Er, where are you going now?”

He paused. “Well, since Marianne’s dance card is full now and you are occupied with important thoughts about breakfast meats, I thought I might take myself to the card room for a hand or two.” He nodded in the direction of a little door to one side of the ballroom. Through it, Poppy could see part of a table occupied by four men, deep in their game.

“I shall join you,” she told him with relief. She got to her feet and took his arm before she saw the shocked expression on his face. “What is the matter?”

“Young ladies don’t … I shouldn’t really … ,” he spluttered.

“Oh, nonsense! I love to play cards.”

And Poppy steered him out of the ballroom and into the rather smoky little card room, where their appearance briefly stopped all conversation. She felt a flush of regret: apparently young ladies really didn’t play cards.

“Ah, Poppy dear,” Lord Richard said, coming to her rescue. “Care to join me?” He had been standing to one side, talking to a friend and watching a game that looked to be ending. “Poppy and young Thwaite and I will take this table next, if you don’t mind, Robert. And perhaps Geoffrey will consent to make up the fourth.”

The men all agreed despite their shock at seeing a young lady in their midst, and got up as soon as the hand was finished. Robert, the winner, gathered up his chips with a bemused expression.

“Didn’t think you played anymore, Seadown,” he said.

“Ah, well, a hand or two with my lovely houseguest hardly counts as gambling deep,” Lord Richard said airily.

Poppy could tell by the look in his eyes and the surprised way that many of the men in the room were staring at Lord Richard that it was a weightier matter than he made it seem. She wondered if he had come to grief because of cards in the past. She wondered, too, if she ought to let him win.

Before marrying her two oldest sisters, Poppy’s brothers-in-law had both been common soldiers. They had taught the girls a number of things: to shoot a rifle and a pistol, make a fire, knit, cook stew, sing all twenty-eight verses of “Baden-Baden Mädchen,” and play a number of card games not normally enjoyed by young ladies.

It came as quite a surprise to her family when Poppy proved to be fairly adept at knitting. It did not surprise them, however, when she also turned out to be the best card player in the bunch. Although Poppy’s gambling had proved far less dangerous than Petunia’s fascination with bonfires, which had resulted in her chopping up one of King Gregor’s prize rosebushes for kindling.

Sitting down at the table, Poppy unbuttoned her gloves and folded them back so she could handle the cards better. She shuffled and dealt while Geoffrey and Dickon Thwaite stared in amazement. Lord Richard just chuckled.

“The princess is an uncommon young lady, you will find,” he told the others. “Oh, and forgive my manners! Poppy, this is the Honorable Geoffrey Wainwright. Geoffrey, this is Princess Poppy of Westfalin.”

“Charmed,” the Honorable Geoffrey murmured.

“Shall we set a minimum bid, gentlemen?” Poppy picked up her cards and arranged them.

“Let’s keep it small, shall we?” Lord Richard also situated his hand, and the other two scrambled to pick up their cards. “Otherwise Margaret will think I’m corrupting the innocent.”

Poppy glowered a bit at this, but Lord Richard just laughed. “Not you, my dear. But young Thwaite has only had a year at university.”

Now it was “young Thwaite’s” turn to glower.

Poppy sighed, realizing that it was up to her to break the heavy mood in the card room.

“First bid?”


Guest

And this is the portrait hall,” Prince George said.

“Very nice,” Christian agreed, and tried not to yawn.

He’d traveled for two days to reach the Bretoner capital of Castleraugh, and when he’d arrived George had insisted on giving Christian a guided tour of Tuckington Palace. Christian had seen more portraits of unfortunately horse-faced Bretoners than he cared to remember, and passed more inviting chairs and sofas than he could bear. At that very moment they were standing two paces away from a silk-upholstered couch littered with small round cushions, and Christian thought he could hear it whispering enticingly to him.

“This armor belonged to my great-great-great-grandfather, King Gerald,” George was saying. Then he frowned at the plaque affixed to the pedestal the armor stood on. “No, wait. It was my great-great-great-great-uncle, Prince Everard’s.” George pulled at his lower lip. “I could have sworn it was Gerald’s,” he muttered. “What’s become of Gerald’s kit, then?”

Christian swayed on his feet and then pinched himself to stay awake. “George,” he interrupted the prince’s musing, trying not to stare at the couch. “Do you suppose we might take the tour in the direction of my room? I hate to admit it, but I’m exhausted. Perhaps I could see the portraits another time.”

Blinking, George looked from Christian to the armor and back. “All right,” he said finally, clearly flummoxed by this lack of interest in Prince Everard’s breastplate and greaves. “Let me show you our guest rooms.”

Apparently, when Prince George was in the mood to give a tour, nothing would deter him. On their way to Christian’s room George led him through a number of other chambers, listing the famous guests who had stayed there over the years. When they at last reached the “Blue Room” assigned to Christian, which had once housed a Shijnren empress, they caught a little maid in the act of laying the fire.

“Oh, I beg your pardon, Your Highnesses!” She scrambled to her feet and curtsied. She had frizzy red hair under a white linen cap and a smudge of soot on her nose.

Christian tapped his own nose. “You have a smut,” he told her kindly. She turned bright red, dropped the basket she had been carrying the kindling in, snatched it up again, and backed out of the room with more apologies.

“Of course she had a smut,” George said, laughing. “She’s a maid. The question is: why hadn’t she laid the fire earlier, sparing us the sight of seeing her and her smut?” He shook his head in exasperation. “Still, we’ve had worse… that dark-haired one …” He shuddered.

The Dane court was a good deal more casual, Christian reflected, shedding his coat and flopping into a chair by the hearth. At home the maids came and went whether or not he was in the room, and Fru Jensen, the housekeeper, had scolded him a number of times for tracking mud on the carpet or mussing a freshly made bed. Breton was going to take a great deal of getting used to.

Not the least of which was because of George.

“Ball tonight,” George said, taking the other hearthside seat. “Duke of Laurence, so we’d best make an appearance.”

Glancing at the clock, Christian stifled a groan. He’d have to start dressing in an hour if they were to attend a ball, and he was so tired the room was swimming.

“Perhaps you could give my excuses to the duke,” Christian said. “I really am done in by my journey—”

“Nonsense,” said George. “I’ve already told Laurence you’d be there. I’ll have some tea and scones sent up for now. Very restorative, tea and scones.” And George left.

Since this was not the Danelaw and Fru Jensen was not here to scold him, Christian threw himself facedown on the bed with his boots on. He’d been looking forward to having Prince George around for the first few weeks of his visit; another young man of the same rank would be interesting to talk to. But having just spent three hours in George’s company, Christian couldn’t wait for him to depart. Christian buried his head in a pillow and tried to erase the portrait of George’s great-grandmother, the dowager queen Louisa, and her mustache from his mind.

He managed a whole hour of sleep before Prince George’s valet woke him. While Christian stumbled about in tired befuddlement, the man silently found his evening clothes and helped Christian dress, even combing his hair for him.

Before he knew it, Christian was a guest of honor at the Duke of Laurence’s Harvest Ball. As soon as they had greeted their hosts, he found a chair and sank into it, waving off George, who turned away without any evidence of regret and positively threw himself at a knot of giggling young ladies.

Christian yawned and looked around. A dance was starting, and George was leading a tall blonde to the floor. Other couples followed, except for a black-haired girl across from him. Despite the lively music and the fact that there was plenty of space on the floor for another couple, the young woman did not get up to dance. Christian decided she must have too many suitors to choose from, and turned to look around the room.

The Duke of Laurence’s mansion was huge, and the ballroom ran the width of the house, looking out over the gardens at the back. He could see through an open door into the supper room, where the tables had been laid for what he hoped was a splendid feast. The scones he’d gulped while dressing were nothing but a fond memory now.

“No card room, if that’s what Your Highness is looking for,” said the duke gruffly.

Christian looked up to see his host standing over him with a young woman on his arm.

“The wife and I disapprove of gambling,” the duke explained, frowning at Christian.

“Oh, no, I was just … admiring your home,” he said lamely.

“Forget the house, admire the ladies!” The duke gestured to the girl on his arm. “Marianne, this is His Royal Highness Prince Christian of the Danelaw. Prince Christian, this is Lady Marianne Seadown. There, you’re introduced; ask Marianne to dance.”

Christian felt his ears grow hot, and was mollified to see that Lady Marianne was also blushing. He hadn’t planned on dancing, but he didn’t want to embarrass anyone either. He stood and took her arm.

“This dance is almost finished,” she said timidly, looking down at the toes of her slippers. “Shall we take a turn about the room until it is over?”

“That would be fine,” he agreed.

“Here, speed things up for you,” the duke said. He stalked over to the corner where the orchestra sat and shouted, “We’ve done with that tune, start the next!”

“The duke is very … ,” Christian began.

“Blunt?” Marianne smiled as her blushes faded.

“I was going to say loud, but blunt would work as well.”

“I swear I didn’t put him up to it,” she said as they took their places for the next dance, a valse.

“I believe you,” he told her.

As they twirled around the floor, he caught a glimpse of the black-haired girl again. She was still sitting in her chair by the wall, though she had fewer suitors this time. She didn’t even tap her foot to the music, but sat with a frozen look of polite interest on her face. Christian noticed that she had no dance card dangling from her wrist, and wondered if she were crippled.

“Looking at Poppy?” Marianne raised a dark brow. “Quite a stunner, I know! I’ll never compete!”

“You are quite beautiful,” he said, the compliment coming easily to his lips. It helped that it was true. “I just wondered why she doesn’t dance. She’s the only young lady sitting out.”

“Poppy doesn’t dance,” Marianne confided. “Ever.” She studied his face, making Christian uncomfortable. “Don’t you know who she is? She’s from Westfalin … ?”

Christian stumbled and nearly tripped over Marianne’s feet. When they recovered he said, “Is she one of those princesses?”

Marianne’s face hardened. “There’s no need to say it that way,” she told him. “Poppy is my second cousin, you know.”

“I’m terribly sorry, I meant no offense.” Christian heartily wished he’d been able to get some sleep earlier. He felt incredibly slow-witted and was afraid he was going to trip again, with his tongue or his feet. “It’s just that I’d heard about the … slippers … and that one of … the Westfalin princesses would be here too.”

In fact, it had nearly kept his father from sending him. When the letter outlining the travel arrangements had arrived, King Rupert had mentioned that one of his cousin’s daughters would also be present. He had probably meant to show how generous and peaceable he was, but it had alarmed King Karl to no end.

“Witches loose in Castleraugh!” Karl had ranted. “You cannot go!” It was only when his wife and Christian had both pointed out that to back out now would insult both Westfalin and Breton, and perhaps cause the very international breach that this heir-swapping was to prevent, that he calmed down.

“Poppy says she’s worn out enough dancing slippers for five lifetimes,” Marianne said. “So she never dances.” She gave a little laugh, which let Christian know that his unintentional insult had been forgiven. “If there’s a card room, though, she usually plays.”

“Really?” He wondered if it were different here in Breton—back home the card rooms at balls were only for the gentlemen.

“It’s quite shocking,” Marianne assured him, guessing at his expression. “But she says there’s no point in being a wall-flower when she can earn some pin money off the gentlemen.”

“Is she good at cards?”

“I don’t think she’s ever lost a hand,” Marianne told him, as proud as if she were the one who’d taught her cousin to play.

“Really?” Christian decided that he wouldn’t mind meeting this odd Westfalian princess. She didn’t look at all like a witch, nor did she sound like the scheming heartbreaker he’d expected.

But he never got a chance to meet Poppy that night. Since George had insisted they arrive fashionably late, the valse with Marianne turned out to be the supper dance, so he escorted her in to the meal. It was quite sumptuous, and Marianne was good company. After supper he did his duty by dancing with the Laurence granddaughters.

After the third (rather bucktoothed) young Lady Laurence, Christian sat down by a window to catch his breath. He dozed for a time, something that would embarrass him later when he could think more clearly. What woke him was the sound of a struggle, followed by a young woman’s voice saying, “Get away from me, you fool!”

He sat up straight and looked around, finally locating the sound as coming from the garden behind him. There was no door in sight, and he was still somewhat groggy, so he simply went to the open window and half-leaped, half-fell out of it.

Christian landed on top of a burly young man who swore and punched him in the ear. He had a dim recollection of a bluish white skirt flickering away as the young lady ran off, and then a better punch from the burly young man connected with his nose and he lost consciousness.
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