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      “There!” Lady Alice stepped back, smiling in satisfaction. “You look absolutely perfect, my lady. Just as a princess should.”

      A chorus of agreement from the other ladies-in-waiting followed her words, and Tallie managed a smile in return, though she couldn’t help wondering if her anxiety showed despite her best efforts.

      Princess. Two years since she and Morgan had first met… and now, this very morning, they were to wed.

      Two years during which so much about her life had changed. Even now, she could scarcely believe how, practically overnight, she had gone from despised, neglected orphan to cosseted royal ward. And afforded the best of everything, whether it was food, apparel, housing, or fortune. According to King Constantine, nothing was too good for the daughter of a man who saved his life in battle, at the cost of his own.

      Including the hand of his only son and heir. Who agreed wholeheartedly with his father’s judgment.

      Tallie’s heart lightened at the thought. Dearest Morgan. Who had been drawn to her when she’d appeared to be nothing more than a goose-girl, declaring his honorable intentions even before he had known of her true parentage. Learning that her father had been a knight and her mother an earl’s daughter had certainly pleased him, but his resolve to marry her had already been formed.

      Indeed, they’d have married several months ago, but for the death of Tallie’s estranged grandfather. Morgan, who had nothing good to say of the late Earl Seward, had claimed he’d timed his death out of sheer spite.  Struggling with her new inheritance, Tallie had found it hard to disagree with him.

      No other claimant to the title and property existed, so the king had conferred both upon the earl’s granddaughter, Talitha de Lacey. She was Lady Seward now. Countess Seward, mistress of Castle Seward—the ancestral estate that had never been a true home to her. No house, however grand, could be a home without affection to sustain it—and Lord Seward had never expressed any towards Tallie, not even in his last moments on earth.

      And while Tallie herself might still regret that lack in him, she had long since stopped grieving over his coldness and selfishness. She had a new family now, a new home—and most important of all, she had love: Morgan’s, his parents’, the relations on her father’s side of the family who’d been eager to meet her, and that of a person who had championed her from the moment she drew breath.

      She turned now to that person, who had been sitting quietly in her chair, watching as Tallie’s attendants arrayed her for the wedding.

      “Dearest Martha, what do you think?”

      “Ohhh…” Her faithful nurse’s eyes brimmed with happy tears.  “You’ve never looked more beautiful, child!”

      Tallie smiled at her, blinking back tears of her own. Heartened by Martha’s praise, she turned to study her reflection in the mirror.

      No one would ever think to call her “Tattercoats” now. Her wedding gown was white silk, its full skirt embroidered with swans stitched in silver thread and shimmering crystals. The skirt opened slightly over an underdress of celestial blue, the color the sky had been the day her fortunes had changed forever. Her honey-blonde hair had been brushed until it shone, then coaxed into soft curls, beneath a delicate coronet of pearls. A coronet that had once been fashioned out of little white flowers…

      Tallie ran gentle fingers over one of the swans. The emblem of her father’s house: he had been the youngest son of Comte de Cygnes and carried as his battle standard a silver swan upon a field of blue, sewn by the loving hands of his wife, Lady Tamsin Seward.

      But swans held other associations for Tallie as well. She could never see a swan without thinking of the gaggle of geese who had first set out with her on a journey to Riversedge. The geese… and their minder.  Her dear friend, Silas, and his flute, the music of which made everyone who heard it want to dance. And that wasn’t even the half of what Silas could do when he played it!

      She wondered, not for the first time, how they all fared. What form did the gaggle wear now, and were they happy in that guise? And Silas… sometimes she thought she heard his music in her dreams. When she was a child, he would always play for her when she was sad, and while she was seldom sad these days, she still had moments of feeling anxious or uneasy about her new position. But when Silas’s melodies wove through her dreams, she always awoke the next morning feeling calm and comforted.
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