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◊

MY FATHER’S HANDS, stained with darkened sunlight and roughened sores, were cold as I touched them for the last time. 

As he lay still in his coffin, I rubbed my small hands over his, much as he had done to mine before I went to sleep each night when he was home. 

“Night-night, Táta.” I said my final goodbye softly, my lips barely moving to form the words. Not even my hair stirred, the ebony curls stilled out of solemnity. 

My gaze turned to his face, as the church’s robed pallbearers, silently but surely, came up beside me. I felt them surround my father’s body more than I saw them, as I continued to watch his face, searching for any sign his eyes might open and wink up at me once more. 

A sleeve tickled my neck. “It’s time to let go, miss,” one of the pallbearers whispered into my ear. 

“Not yet!” I objected. 

“Eleanora.” The sharp voice of my stepmother, Cecilia—officially Baroness Cecilia Haberecht Chotek Svobodová of Bohemia—snapped loudly and harshly against the quiet sea of silence inside the church. “Let the men do their job.” 

Only after I turned to face her did her hard expression melt into one of concern. 

“Please,” she added more sympathetically, but I knew from the hard line of her jaw she was more concerned I would make a scene in front of the whole kingdom.

How impudent it would be of me to embarrass her with my grief. 

“But Ben didn’t get a final chance to say goodbye,” I said, my nostrils flaring.

At the sound of his name, my brother, at twelve years of age, shifted uncomfortably on the hard pew bench. In the last few days, Ben had transformed from the smart and silly, fun-loving boy I grew up with into a cynical, unrecognizable man. 

I did only what I could—I waited for his response. There was a long moment where the crowded church returned to its stifled silence, before finally, finally, Ben coughed discreetly, and spoke. 

“It’s fine, Nora. I’ve already said my farewells to Otec.” 

I grimaced at his tone; it was brusque and formal, and nothing about it suggested Ben was as heartbroken as I was.

“Come sit down, Eleanora,” Cecilia insisted once more. “Father Mueller is waiting to perform the last rites.” 

“I’ll not come down until Ben comes and says a proper goodbye to our father.” 

“You are embarrassing yourself in front of our family and neighbors. Even His Grace has come from Moravia to be here at your father’s mass.” Her voice was low and deadly. 

Briefly, I glanced over at the stern-faced man who was standing next to Cecilia. The Duke of Moravia, Lord Franz Maximillian Chotek, was a cousin to both the Emperor and my stepmother. His thin, dark mustache twitched in irritation as Cecilia and I battled over the right to grieve. 

“It is the honorable thing to do,” I argued.

My brother sighed. In his lap, I could see his fingers clench into a fist. 

“Benedict, go. If it will let us move on before Adolf’s body starts to smell, then by all means, appease your sister.” 

I held my breath, wondering what I would do if he did leave me to send Táta off all by myself. 

I relaxed a moment later when he reached over, almost as if he was mentally reconsidering his reluctance, and grabbed his crutch; glaring angrily at me, he hobbled less than gracefully up to the altar. I was relieved when no one muttered anything about my brother’s crippled right leg.

“I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” he whispered to me. “You of all people know how I feel about Otec.” 

I frowned. “Táta was a good man. Even the king said he was a good man who protected him during the Revolution.” 

“Kings are quick to reward those who would die for them.”

“Not all of them.” 

“Nora, what do you know of war or any soldier’s duty?” Ben hung his head at my childishness. “It doesn’t matter anyway, does it? The Germans are still in control of the Diet, and the Emperor is in his palace in Vienna, while King Ferdinand is playing with his posies all day long.” 

My brother was clever. In ducking his head, it looked from behind as though he was sad or even crying. The church’s audience murmured a quiet approval as Ben grasped onto his crutch with one hand and put his other hand over mine, while I continued to rest it on Táta’s.

As we stood there, I saw there was a bluish tint to my father’s stiffened hands, and I wondered if death had chilled him even in the afterlife, so much that his veins had swelled. I looked back up at his face, surprised to see there were similar lines around his lips, although his beard and mustache helped to hide the unsightly marks.  

“There.” Ben squeezed my hand. “Are you satisfied?” 

“Yes.” I nearly choked out a response. “He was all we had, Ben, no matter what you say.” 

I slowly released my father’s hands and whispered one last prayer toward the heavens for his soul as I headed back to my seat in the pew. 

But when I turned around, I suddenly stopped, as a flurry of sound and movement in the back of the church caught my attention. Ben, with his uneven steps, bumped into me from behind, and I heard his mumbled curse. 

Fortunately for Ben, everyone else, including Father Mueller, was too busy staring at the back of the church to chastise him.

My own mouth dropped open as I saw a kingly procession entering the chapel. Men wearing fine livery made from shining threads, woven with the proud red and white colors of Bohemia, dotted the small crowd. 

It was only when they parted that I saw the king. 

King Ferdinand V, the former leader of the Austria-Hungarian Empire and King of Bohemia, and a string of several other titles, had arrived. 

“His Majesty!” Cecilia gasped. I might have laughed at her expression at any other time, but she was right to be surprised. 

The king did not come out in public very often, and at once I could see why. My eyes took in his large forehead, his wide-set eyes, and his aged, enlarged face. His robes were grand, and his jewelry ornate, but there was nothing ostentatious enough to hide his shaking discomfort. He walked slowly, with a cane in hand and two young attendants immediately behind him for support. I, along with everyone else stared as the elderly figure proceeded toward the front, where my father’s casket was waiting.

I had heard the rumors of the king’s precarious mental state—of his simplemindedness, his mental fits. I wondered as he passed, only giving me a light glance, if he was here against his doctor’s wishes. 

King Ferdinand V used to be our king. In 1848, the same year Ben was born, Ferdinand had been forced to abdicate his throne to his nephew, the current Emperor, Franz Joseph I.

But, as the king bowed down before the altar and made the Holy Cross over my father’s corpse, I remembered King Ferdinand’s informal title, Ferdinand Dobrotivý, or “Ferdinand the Good.” 

It seemed to suit him. 

I blinked back tears, remembering Táta telling me that even kings had to bow to something greater than themselves in the end. Many of them submitted to God, in life and in death, while King Ferdinand had submitted to the power of the people. My father had remained at the king’s side, protecting him from physical harm during the Revolution of 1848, when King Ferdinand’s power was revoked. 

Maybe that’s why the king decided to come down out of his castle in the city to see him. 

Father Mueller continued with the Funeral Mass, reciting the familiar lines of liturgy, along with the occasion’s additions for the deceased. I barely listened to the service for my father. While grief was not preferred, it was familiar; Ben, Táta, and I had all been through it four years prior, when my mother was lost at sea.

As we responded to Father Mueller’s reading of the twenty-third Psalm, I glanced back over at the king. My grief was great, but my curiosity was proving itself the more demanding of the two. 

“I can’t believe the king came,” I whispered to Ben. 

“He didn’t come for Máma’s funeral,” he whispered, “and she was the better one between the two.” 

“Táta is with Máma now. They are together again at last.”  

“If Otec even made it to heaven,” Ben retorted. 

“Ben! That’s terrible to say.” 

“He was a terrible man.” 

“To you, maybe.” 

“Exactly.” 

At the bitterness in his tone, I decided to discontinue the conversation. 

But I stopped for other reasons as well—two of them, to be more precise. Priscilla, my stepsister, was earnestly tugging on her mother’s skirts as she glanced over in our direction, and my stepbrother, Alexander, glared menacingly at Ben. 

How can they be the same age as us, but act like such little children? 

It was not hard for me to make that deduction; they had never known pain as Ben and I had. It seemed that for every burden my family had borne, our stepsiblings had only brushed theirs aside. 

In addition to our mother’s death, there was Ben’s injury. Táta never forgave Ben for getting crippled two summers past, falling off the stable roof after trying to fetch one of my cats for me.  

Priscilla and Alex’s father, Cecilia’s second husband and the one before my father, had died serving in the armed forces abroad. Even at our first meeting, Alex had been eager to boast of how his father’s shield had saved the baby prince, Leopold, and his mother, Queen Victoria, and subsequently, the entire kingdom of Britain, from death and destruction. When I asked if his father was acting as a nursemaid, he nearly cried. 

I think that was the moment when he began to hate me. 

Quickly, so Cecilia would not see, I stuck my tongue out at Alex and glared a warning to Priscilla, before turning away from them completely. 

Ben shifted in his seat uncomfortably again. I looked up to see he was giving silent warnings to our stepsiblings himself. Their derision toward us since the day we had met had never been more inappropriate. Some part of me blamed Ben for that; he had been angry, angrier than ever, the winter after his accident, and gaining a new family was the last thing that could have cheered him up. 

“Stop fretting, Ben,” I told him, placing my hands over his as I had done to Táta’s just moments before. 

“I can’t. I have to watch out for you now.” 

I wrinkled my nose. “Cecilia’s children don’t scare me.” 

“Lucky you,” he said. “There is no one to stop them from taking our inheritance now. Indeed, Cecilia has already begun raiding Otec’s estate. How else do you think she was able to get such a fancy dress made up from the seamstress before his funeral? And how else do you think she was able to get clothes and shoes for Alex and Priscilla? I also overheard her ordering a new carriage in the English style. She fancies herself to be Queen Victoria or Empress Elisabeth, cast out to far and foreign lands.” 

I glanced over to see Ben was right; Cecilia’s dress was indeed much finer than my own. The gown was cut in a fashionable style, though from what I remembered of Máma’s wardrobe, I would have said it was French rather than British. The stitching was fine, and even from where we were sitting, I could easily make out the sheen of expensive silk. 

“We didn’t get any new clothes,” I said. 

“Clothes are one thing, Nora. But how will you be able to get married? You have no dowry to your name now.” 

“I’m not even ten years old yet.”

“I knew after my accident I would never marry,” Ben said. His words were stilted, as though he had to chisel them off his chest. “But you, Nora. You could have had any suitor in the kingdom, just as Otec said Máma did.” 

“I did inherit Máma’s looks,” I said, straightening my posture, momentarily forgetting my pain as pride took over. 

“You dream of a family.” 

“No.” I shook my head firmly. “You are my family. It is enough for me. I need no husband to be content.” 

“I would not let you be alone with me if you could do better.” 

“For all your trouble, there is no one better than you,” I said. “You have always watched out for me, even before Cecilia and the demon twins came to live with us.” 

A small chuckle was smothered in his throat, but I heard its echo nonetheless.

“You’ve got Máma’s humor too, it seems. Hopefully you’ll have her strength as well,” Ben said. “Because these next few years may be hard.” 

“Máma taught me to be brave, Ben. As long as you’ll face them with me, we will survive.” My hands tightened in his. 

“We may survive, but we will not be free.” 

“One day we will,” I vowed. “You’ll see.” 

He could only grip my hand back in reply before Father Mueller, finished with the eulogy, harkened us once more to prayer.

“ ... And so, let us pray for Adolf Svoboda, a regal nobleman in the court of His Imperial and Royal Apostolic Majesty, the Emperor of Austria, Apostolic King of Hungary Emperor Franz Joseph I, of the House of Hapsburg-Lorraine, his kind and generous legacy in service to His Majesty King Ferdinand V of Bohemia ... ” 

Upon hearing his name, I glanced over at the king once more. He had his one hand resting on his walking stick, and the other nudged between his legs underneath a thick blanket. 

I tilted my head, watching him. Was he cold? I wondered. It was getting close to the end of summer.

When he began to twitch and moan a moment later, I felt my own body go still. “Ben, look!” 

The congregation began to whisper voraciously as the king fell over in his pew, convulsing fitfully. Father Mueller faltered mid-prayer, and I saw another man, one I recognized as my father’s friend and medical doctor, Dr. Sigmund Artha, hurry forward to help. 

“Your Highness,” Dr. Artha said. He patted down his bushy wave of gray-streaked hair, and I wondered if he had only just remembered he was in the presence of the former king of Bohemia. The faded, familiar rosary beads from the Church of St. Nicholas, the Kostel svatého Mikuláše, jangled against his small medical bag as I watched him hastily make a quick bow. “Let me assist you.” 

I had seen Dr. Artha in our manor enough to know that he was deathly afraid of the silliest things, from spiders and dusty books to messy rooms and babies. On several of his visits with my father, he would excuse himself to go to wash his hands, and he would rub down his hair in both a nervous and necessary habit. I found it amusing and endearing that Dr. Artha had no fear of approaching King Ferdinand. 

“We’re here, too, sir.” One of the young attendants, the shorter one, behind the king, stepped forward. 

The first attendant, the one with black hair, began to issue orders to the king’s men. Meanwhile, the other one who had spoken with Dr. Artha, a slightly shorter boy with copper hair, stepped up beside the king and began to tend to him, whispering into his ear. I saw he had a small decanter in his hand.  

“Stay calm, Nora,” Ben whispered beside me, as the king let out a loud moan. 

“Father.” The second assistant suddenly yelped as the king fell to the side. 

I frowned. King Ferdinand had no children.

“Father Mueller,” the black-haired boy called, his voice more confident and urgent, and I quickly realized my misunderstanding. He was calling for the priest. “Please, continue on. His Imperial Highness would benefit from your godly prayers.” 

The other boy nodded, and the reverend complied. I saw Father Mueller’s face was white with slight panic as he stepped back up to the pulpit. 

As the normal prayer resumed, this time louder and clearly more strained, I kept glancing over at the king. 

“Oh, merciful infant Jesus! I know of your miraculous deeds for the sick. How many diseases you cured during your blessed life on earth ... ”

I made the sign of the cross over me, still watching as the king slowly reverted to his previous state; there was less jolting and gasping, and his eyes, even though they were still blinking fast, seemed more alert. He watched the copper-haired attendant with a tepid smile on his face. 

That was when the attendant boy caught my eye. He was dabbing the king’s head with a handkerchief, carefully and calmly, almost lovingly, before the king whispered something. Then the boy turned to see me staring at him. 

Remembering my father’s affection for the disposed king, I gave the boy a kind smile. 

He went still, staring at me. 

I stared back. 

Just as I noticed he seemed to be close to Ben’s age, the other attendant stepped in front of him. 

“Guard,” I heard him call. “Prepare His Highness’ coach for departure. We will be leaving shortly. The king needs his rest.” 

A guard saluted him and headed down the back of the small church. 

The dark-haired boy suddenly narrowed his gray eyes in my direction. From his expression, I could tell he expected me to turn away or bow my head in feigned prayer. 

Rather than submit to his wishes, I stared back at him, arching my brow at him, letting him know, in my own small way, he had no moral authority to shame me. As a citizen, I had just as much concern for our king’s health, even if he was no longer our ruler. 

Our imagined conversation did not seem to be going as smoothly as he might have hoped. The boy at least seemed unnerved by my response, blushing quickly and then turning back to say something to Dr. Artha, who seemed to be asking him a question. 

“Nora,” Ben whispered. “Stop causing trouble.” 

“I didn’t do anything,” I said. 

“Just be quiet and focus on the ceremony, would you, ségra? Maybe it was nice of the king to come, but it seriously doesn’t matter.” 

I was tempted to pinch him for his flippancy, but hearing his pet name for me softened my resolve. It had been awhile since he had called me ségra, and I was glad to hear it again. I took his hand in mine, holding it as I returned my focus to Father Mueller.

“ ... Extend your most holy hands, and by your power take away all pain and infirmity, so that our recovery may be due, not to natural remedies, but to you alone ... ”

I sighed. Father Mueller’s prayers were appropriate, I supposed, but they were as dead to my ears as the words were to my heart. I knew they were for my father’s heavenly ascent, but I felt Ben and I needed prayers more than our father did.

I tightened my grip on Ben’s hand and prayed. Please, Holy Father, help Ben and me. Help us to find a way to be happy once more. Please keep us together and keep us safe. 

As my father’s casket was finally removed from the church, as Cecilia wept loudly, kneeling before the benign king of Bohemia, as I sat helplessly next to my brother, I beseeched God again with a barrage of earnest prayers. 

It would be many years before I believed God had heard me—and even more before I realized that he had bigger plans than I could have ever imagined, and he had already set them in motion.  
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◊

“NORA.” 

The call to wake up was never a pleasant one. Ben’s voice, though it had grown deeper over the years and changed according to his moods each day, was constant throughout the last decade of our lives; it was the precursor to the endless rounds of chores and errands. 

It was a comfortable kind of discomfort. 

My slumbering barrier against the real world was breached again, this time more urgently. 

“Come on, Nora, wake up.”

I could hear the mix of impatience and compassion in his tone as Ben sighed.  

“Cecilia’s coming.” 

At that, I shot up, sitting upright on my small pallet. I groaned as I pushed back the loose tresses of my hair, allowing my eyes to find sunlight. It was a wasted effort; the sun had not yet risen. “Already?” I asked, rubbing my eyes. “Why is she even up this early? You’d think that after so many evenings of dancing till dawn she would never again rise from sleep before noon.” 

“Why else?” Ben asked. “She and Priscilla have rounded up more treasures that used to belong to our father, and she wants us to trade or sell them at the market before the neighbors can see how shabby they look.” 

“Oh, no. Not more of Táta’s things!” I turned my face away from my brother and flopped back onto the small, soft bag I had stuffed with cotton and feathers to use as a pillow. “I thought she’d finished searching for his stuff years ago.” 

“Otec collected a lot of junk from his travels for the king,” Ben said. His formal use of “Otec” snapped in the air between us, also reminding me of his animosity toward our father. “Máma’s stuff is nearly gone, too. Including all her lovely books from Paris.” 

From the look on his face, Ben mourned the loss of those books more than I did, and it was likely only a little less than either of us missed our mother.  

“I know, but still. It’s been over ten years since Táta died,” I moaned. “Cecilia wasn’t married to him that long.” 

Ben gave me a small smile. “I know it hasn’t helped Cecilia that we’ve hidden some of Otec’s things. And there is her party tonight, don’t forget.” 

“How in the world could I forget about the party?” I held up my hands. “My palms have been raw all week from the extra scrubbings she’s had me and the other maids do.”

“That’s probably how she managed to find some more of Otec’s collectibles.”  

“She didn’t find anything under the floor in the pantry, did she?” I asked, my eyes suddenly wide with fear. “I put Máma’s locket there, along with Táta’s pocket watch.” 

“I’m sure we’ll find out,” Ben said. “I just saw her hanging out the east tower window, yelling at the gardeners, and when I went to go pilfer some bread earlier, Betsy told me ‘Her Ladyship’ has to check on the barn’s repairs on her way over here to us. She’ll come for us last.”

“Of course.”

“Of course.” Ben mocked my tone. “So you’ll have time to shake the soot out of your skirts.” 

“Huh?” I looked down and sighed. I had stayed up late reading by the fireplace, and my skirts were covered in a light coating of soot. 

Why was it so hard to find the time to read, and then to have the joy of reading itself tampered with the cost of Cecilia’s anger?  

“Ben, help me.” I began jumping up and batting the ashen dust off my apron. “She’ll kill me if she sees my dress like this. She hates doing laundry any more than she has to.” 

“You mean she hates it when we have to do laundry any more than she wants us to. It’s laughable to think she does any real work herself.” 

“She does all the accounting work. I’ve seen her doing it, even very late into the night in the library.” I suddenly laughed. “Oh! I forgot to tell you. The other night, I actually saw her wearing her spectacles.” 

Ben smiled as he pushed my pallet and homemade pillow inside a small chest and grabbed a broom while using his crutch to push aside the rug. “I’ll bet that was a sight,” he said. “What did they look like?” 

“They were wire frames,” I said, “and they were perched on her nose like a chained bird, trying desperately to fly free. They made her nose look so big! I’d never noticed how long it is.” 

“We’ll have to keep that in mind if we ever need emotional blackmail,” Ben said. 

“Yes, most definitely—”

“Ouch!” 

I flinched as Ben’s weak leg tripped over the book I had managed to hide under my pallet; once I recovered, I hurried over and picked it up, quickly thrusting it behind my back. 

“I see you were in the library looking for books again,” Ben said. 

“I can’t help it,” I insisted. “Life is so dull without books.” 

“Life also gets much worse when Cecilia realizes you’re reading these by the fire, getting them dirty, and demands we work more to earn back the cost.” 

I lowered my eyes. “We only have each other, Ben. Can’t we have books, too?” 

“Not while they’re technically hers, and we have to pay for them.” 

The door snapped open with a melodramatic creak. “Pay for what?” 

Instantly, we snapped to attention before our stepmother. While ten years had passed since our father died, and it had been eleven years since her marriage to him, Cecilia’s face was nearly as fresh and fair as it had been on their wedding day. 

Unless, of course, she was frowning, as she usually was when she looked at us. 

After the long years of working as her servants, Ben and I were well acquainted with the flash of her temper and the guilt of her sermons.

“Good morning, my lady,” I murmured delicately, curtsying in the fine manner Máma had taught me. 

“Save your curtsies,” Cecilia snapped. “I have no time for your disruptions today. Tell me, what are you going to pay for?” 

“A new dress,” I said. I did not think God would mind the small misdirection. “I heard that Madame Balthazar down at the market has a bolt of new silk in from the East, and I’d like to try to earn some money to pay for it.” 

Between dresses and books, I was more than happy to let Cecilia think I wanted the dresses more. She was appalled at the thought of servants knowing how to read, let alone actually reading. 

Her nose reflexively sniffed. “I doubt you’d be able to afford it, Eleanora. It would be a poor investment besides, considering you ruin the dresses you have now by sleeping close to the fire.” She prowled around the room as she shook her head. She let out a disapproving tsk, tsk as she looked up and down at my servant’s outfit.

I turned along with her, keeping the book behind me and out of sight. 

Ben coughed, effectively distracting her. 

She turned her gaze on him. “Benedict, are you ill?” 

“No, ma’am,” he said, bowing his head down to her ever so slightly. 

“I have some items I need you to take to the market.” Her eyes narrowed. “I’d like for you and Eleanora to take them today, and quickly. I also have a list of things you will need to pick up before His Grace arrives for the party tonight.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. 

“See to it that you are both back in time to help with the dinner preparations,” she said. “Betsy and Mavis are going to be extra busy, and we need all the hands we have to make sure the day is sufferable.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Stop that,” Cecilia barked. “Don’t use that tone with me.” 

Ben said nothing. 

Part of me waited to see if Cecilia was going to give the same old lines to Ben: 

You’re lucky I am able to keep you, as a cripple wouldn’t last long in the market streets or out in the fields. 

I am more than willing to do my Christian duty to your father’s memory, but you’re enough of a man to know I could turn you out if you would ever indicate that was your desire. 

You have no place here anymore; it is fortunate for you that you can be of some help, given your regrettable condition.

I should think you would be grateful to me, to keep you here with your sister, rather than thinking you deserve more. 

Life does not guarantee you anything, and it’s time to stop acting like I should feel sorry for you, rather than embracing what my good choices have brought me.  

It was almost as if she had branded those words on Ben, deforming his heart as much as his leg. A moment passed, and from the small smirk on Cecilia’s face, just barely peeking out from the thin layer of wrinkles, I knew we were all thinking the same thing. 

I guess she knows that she doesn’t have to say it anymore.

Still, I held my breath as she turned to face me. Over the years, I had learned to stop flinching; the one time I stopped her, back when she was more apologetic about the state of “poverty” my father left her in, she had me flogged. “As a servant girl should be,” were her exact words on the issue. 

“See to it that you have at least one clean outfit to wear tonight, Eleanora,” she said. “I will need you to help with our guests.”

Her impressive skirts swept around her, and before I could ask her who else besides the Duke was coming to dinner, Ben cut me off with a stern look. 

I shut my mouth and nodded to him. 

“You’ll find the items to trade gathered in the back of the main house,” she called back. “Go, and hurry now.”

I finally allowed myself to wince. “She’s getting shrilly,” I said to myself. 

“Old age comes to us all,” Ben said. “Hopefully, we won’t have to deal with her too much longer.” 

“How is our goal coming?” I lowered my voice by several degrees. “Are we any closer to Liberté?”

“Nora.” Ben sighed. “We will need another year, at least.” 

I wanted to pout. But I gave Ben my best smile. “Only a year doesn’t sound so bad.” I almost hid my roughened hands in my skirts, before I recalled I was hiding the book I had taken from the library. 

“Do you want me to return it for you?” 

There was a playfulness behind his grin, and seeing it, I could not help but give in to the temptation to run and pretend I was far away from home. “I’ll race you,” I said. “Just let me get my shoes.” 

“If I win, you have to go to town yourself,” he said. “I want to stay and help with the cooking.” 

“Help yourself to the cooking, more likely.”  

“The rich and fancy have people taste their food before they eat it,” Ben said. “They aren’t like us, Nora.” 

I ignored the part about the fancy. Ben and I had known our share of a comfortable world, before Máma was lost at sea and Táta died. “Are you hoping you’ll get the job?” 

“No, and that’s a shame. It might help us get to Liberté faster.” 

“Ha!” I rolled my eyes. “I doubt Cecilia would let you be hired, even if it was the Duke of Moravia that wanted you as his personal food taster.” 

“Yes, where would she be without us?” Ben rolled his eyes. “She wouldn’t be able to get on her high horse and claim she’s doing her duty to our father’s memory.” 

“I can’t imagine her on any horse at all,” I said, trying to add some levity. “Not in those gowns, with those horribly voluminous skirts. It’s worth it to be a servant just so I can walk without falling over and drowning in a puddle.” 

Ben laughed, and I cheered at his mirth as I grabbed my shoes and laced them up. My brother knew little of joy in his life, outside of caring for me and working on his machines. It was only right that I tried to provide him with as much happiness as I could. 

Especially since Cecilia seemed so determined to take it away, just as she had taken our inheritance away. 

“Ow,” I muttered. 

“What is it?” Ben asked. 

“My shoe.” I held up the small slipper. “It has a hole in the bottom.”

“I’ll see if I can repair it while you’re out on the town, you klutz.” The smirk on his face might have made me mad if I did not know we relied on making each other laugh and keeping each other fighting. 

“Ha!” I stood up. “You really think you’ll beat me to the library?” 

“While I’m holding the book.” He lifted up his right pant leg to show me the latest brace he had designed for his crooked leg. “This model helps my balance a lot more. I used some spare iron from the blacksmith’s shed. I don’t even need my crutch to run.” 

“Run, maybe,” I said, “but I’ll still be able to beat you climbing into the kitchen windows!” 

And before he could stop me, I tore out of the small servant’s house and headed for the main house, laughing all the way. 

Ben quickly managed to catch up to me. I could see his twisted leg moving with a straightened limp, and he had been right; his balance was kept in place as he ran. 

As soon as I could feel him catching me, I twisted about, skipping through the pig’s pen. 

The mud and muck would surely slow him down, I thought, not too thrilled to be so competitive that it made me less than compassionate. 

Ben did not seem to mind.

“Ha, nice try, Nora!” 

As I watched, he pulled out the feeding trough and used it to slide through the muck. The pigs did not even see him. 

And I did not really see them. I stumbled right into one, only managing to jump over him at the last moment.

Furious Ben had found a way to beat me, I grappled with the ivy vines, thick from years of growth in the Bohemian clime, and pulled myself up to the second floor of my father’s mansion. 

“Ha, yourself!” I called back, teasingly waving as I headed down the stone battlement. 

Ben grunted in response, but I saw the smirk on his face as he trotted up a small tower of hay bales and hurried into a nearby window, only catching his leg briefly on the outer trim. 

“Hey!” I rushed toward the door. 

Only to be immediately stopped by my stepbrother. 

“Where are you rushing off to?” he asked, as he lazed about in the doorway to the inner keep. 

“I’m just going inside, Alex,” I murmured, avoiding his eyes. 

He looked too much like Cecilia that I did not like to look at him in general, but he had inherited her vanity along with her looks.

As I glanced up at him, waiting for him to move, I caught sight of the leer on his face, and I felt the sudden urge to hit him. He was looking down his nose at me, as though I was beneath him. 

Which, considering my role in his household, even I had a hard enough time doubting. But I was a lady, a true one, just as my mother had been, and my father made me a knight’s daughter. 

“That’s Lord Alex to you.” 

“Well, then it’s Lady Eleanora to you,” I spat back. 

“I’d hardly bow to a servant, especially a hoyden such as you,” he countered. “What kind of lady romps around on the battlements just before breakfast? One returning from an illicit, romantic tryst, maybe?” His gaze wandered down my dress, and I gave in to my hateful temptation. 

My fist balled, and I struck him in the stomach before he could move. 

“Ack.” He gasped before doubling over in pain. 

“Serves you right,” I said, kneeing him in the face. I could feel the stark bluntness of the impact, and I was not surprised a moment later to see droplets of red slam against the stony walkway.

“You’ll pay for that,” he vowed, as his nose began to bleed. 

“Oh, what are you ever going to do? Tell your mommy on me? She’ll hardly think you’re man enough to marry that countess then.”

“I’ll find a way to make you pay,” Alex grunted, “if it’s the last thing I do.” 

“I would gladly let you try, if it was indeed the last thing you would ever do,” I yelled back, already moving past him and out the door of the next room. 

It was no secret my stepbrother was a monster; Ben and I had caught him trying to coerce Betsy and some of the other younger maids into dark corners of the house a few years ago, and ever since then we made sure he was constantly watched. 

All of Táta’s playing around when we were younger looked more and more like a wise investment, I thought, as I arrived at my destination. Ben and I had learned to hit and fight as well as any siblings who shared the ups and downs of our lives, mostly thanks to each other, but plenty of others as well. 

The halls around me were quiet and still. I burst through the double doors of the library and threw up my arms in triumph. 

“Take that, Ben!” I twirled around and flopped into a chair. I decided it was the perfect place to greet him as he entered and found himself in second place. 

There was just one problem with that. 

“Take what?” Ben asked, all too innocently, from behind me. 

I jumped up and swiveled around, the mud on my shoes making my feet more slick. “Oh, no.”

“Yep, that’s right. I’m the winner.” The innocence was gone, and the arrogance had come. 

My shoulders slumped over. “I guess this means I have to go into town by myself.” 

“You know it.” Ben grinned. A moment later, he softened. “It might be for the best,” he said. “If you go by yourself, you’ll take longer. That’ll give me some time to get the work done around here.” 

I sighed. “Anything to get away from Alex. I ran into him out on the battlements. That’s why I lost.” 

“Then it is better you go,” Ben said. “So when I beat him, you won’t be around to take the blame.” 

“I already took care of it,” I said, before diving into the details, telling Ben the story of how I had fought off our wicked stepbrother. 

“In all seriousness, we need to practice your fighting some more,” Ben said when I was done, and he was done laughing. “He’ll be the master here soon, Nora.” 

“Not for some time, surely. Even if he gets this manor when he’s married, they’re only announcing the engagement tonight. It’ll be at least another year before they get married and move in. That’s plenty of time for us to get the funds we need for Liberté and then get out of here.” 

“I hope so. But that also gives him plenty of time to terrorize us.” He came up and patted me on the shoulder. “I don’t want anything happening to you, ségra.” 

Since I coveted his approval and affection, I quickly hugged him, before brushing off his concern. “We’ll be fine, brácha,” I assured him, using my own endearment for him in return. “Now, let me go. If I’m supposed to be back from town before tonight, I’d better get going. Alex might be a terror, but he’s still nothing compared to his mother.”
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IF I HAD ANY OTHER reason to be there, going into the city would have been my favorite chore. Over the last few years, I had grown accustomed to the sadness I felt when I sold my father’s possessions, but I never tired of the wonder I felt when I wandered into the city.  

As I packed up the small carriage and flicked the horse’s reins, I breathed in deeply, tasting freedom’s forbidden elixir. I had nothing of my own, except the time that was given to me, and I was reminded of this nearly every day since my father’s passing. Going into the city was a respite from my reality, and like anyone who hungered after something so secretly and desperately, the tendency to hoard it and hide it came naturally.

It doesn’t come senselessly, though.  

That was why I pulled on Dox’s reins, stopping at a small cottage not far from my home. 

I hopped down from the carriage perch and knocked on the door. After waiting patiently for a long moment, I cupped my hands against my cheeks and hollered, “Tulia! It’s me!” 

The door creaked open, and one-half of a half-wrinkled face appeared before me. Despite her annoyed look, I grinned at the surly figure. “Dobré ráno, Tulia. I need a companion today.” 

Tulia rolled her pretty topaz eyes, gesturing toward the sun and curling her fingers, making a motion like she was checking the time. 

“I know it’s early,” I said. “Cecilia’s party is tonight, remember? She is on a tirade, preparing for His Grace’s arrival.” 

Tulia had worked for my mother as a nursemaid and companion for several years. After Máma died, she took up residence at her cottage, keeping watch over Ben and me as best as she could. I was sure it was hard for her, especially because Tulia was never permitted inside our manor after Cecilia moved in. Cecilia hated “crippled folk,” as she called them, and she seemed to have a particular animosity toward Tulia, who was a mute.

But Tulia was like a second mother to me—or maybe because of her age, more like a grandmother—and I sought her company as much as I could, even if it meant trouble.

From her doorway, Tulia shot me another bitter look, and I gave her my best smile.  

“I’ll bring you more tea next time,” I promised, as she came over to the carriage, finally ready to head toward the heart of Prague.  

Tulia climbed up beside me on the wagon’s perch, bumped against me companionably, and waved her arms toward Dox. It was her way of signaling to me she was all ready to go, and there was no need to keep her waiting now that I no longer had to wait for her. 

At her spirited movements, I laughed; Tulia was perpetually silent, but she had a way of speaking that left me in little doubt of her exact thoughts.  

I jostled Dox’s reins, and together we set off for the city. 

Prague was the crown jewel of the whole kingdom of Bohemia, and I did not need to travel great distances to see that reality. The city skyline misted over with clouds, keeping itself steady on the edge of my dreams while it remained grounded in the roots of my blood. 

The November fog cleared as the sun rose, leaving the city sharp at its edges and shimmering at its core. I breathed in the fresh air deeply as I surveyed my surroundings. The mishmash of newer housing clashed with the cramped townhouses in color as much as in design, further juxtaposed against the darkness of the old city walls. It was a strangely beautiful thing, ugly but still mesmerizing, to see the city growing even as it remained the same.  

I knew convenience and change came with a cost, just like the new sewage system that was installed a few years after the Revolution. I did not know if it was always a fair exchange, and I did not know if the Lords and lawmakers always acted in the best interest of anyone but themselves. The political wars between the Bohemian Diet and the German Diet were legendary, and I considered myself too young and too poor to care as much as I might have.  

When I had been younger, my father mentioned once that there used to be much more violence in Prague, but more effort was culled into political maneuvering than anything else. When I told Táta that sounded like a good thing, he said the expended effort was better going into the arts. 

“Always remember, art is upstream from politics,” he had once told me at bedtime, before pulling out a new book for us to read. 

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Art is supposed to inspire the highest level humankind has to offer. Politics is only agreeing on rules that one might use to engage with others, and slowly changing them with the hopes no one else will notice.” 

“Is that really how politics work?” 

He cupped my cheek and smoothed back my hair lovingly, in that way he had always had with me. “Always so curious,” he said. “Just like your mother.” 

Then he would kiss me goodnight, before reading to me until I fell asleep. 

Tulia suddenly clapped her hands, and I blinked. “What is it?” I asked. 

She nodded toward the city, urging me to go faster. 

“Dox can only go so fast,” I said, briefly reaching forward to pat my faithful steed. “Besides, you’re the one who took her time this morning. Are you getting older and slower naturally, or were you just moving slowly on purpose?” 

Tulia flicked her nose at me.

“Careful. God still knows you’re cursing at me.” 

In reply, Tulia made even more obscene gestures at me, and I laughed. I was pleased to have had inherited her friendship. 

Tulia waved her hand again, and I looked to see she was greeting a man with his own leiterwagen full of grain. She gestured to me, cupping her hands and rounding them out in a small oval. 

“I should have enough to get some bread from the baker’s.” I glanced back at the goods in the carriage. “There’s enough here that Cecilia won’t miss a koruna or two.”

Tulia gave a silent cheer, and my stomach concurred with her, giving a hungry rumble of its own. 

I knew I should have eaten more, especially after fighting with Alex and racing with Ben. 

“Alex is just terrible,” I told Tulia, recounting my earlier tale of bravery and triumph. Even though I had lost the race to Ben, I held my head up high. I had stood up to my terrible stepbrother, and that was no easy task. Over the past ten years, Alex had grown much taller and with his schooling at Oxford complete, he had become even more insufferable. 

And Alex was barely human before he went to London. Ben was right to worry about him.

“I can’t wait until the day Alex goes too far,” I told Tulia. “I’d really love to see him squirm.” 

Tulia grinned, and I could see her full smile, complete with its gaps of missing teeth. 

My hands tightened carefully on the reins while Dox’s feet hit the bridge stones hard and steady as we headed over the river. 

“I wonder if this is how Aeneas felt,” I mused aloud, “crossing into the Underworld.”

Tulia pretended to yawn; she knew of my love for books, but she always insisted I read too much.  

As soon as we entered into the heart of the city, heavy traffic and crowded streets forced us to a momentary stop. Carefully, I stood up on the coach box, only to see there was a funeral procession heading down Kaprova Street. 

Tulia tugged on my skirt. “There’s a funeral,” I explained, surprised when she stood up herself. As she looked down the street, her expression changed from one of interest to something much darker. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

She held up a hand to me, telling me to wait. It was strange of her to be so blunt with me. 

I heard angry yelling, the words mixed with German and Prussian. From the little German I knew, the man was yelling about the funeral. 

“Sounds like a politician died,” I said as we passed by, heading deeper toward the heart of Prague, where the markets were located. 

Beside me, Tulia nodded. She was a mute, but I had a feeling she knew six or seven languages herself. When I was younger, she had caught me trying to learn how to swear in Italian, and when I switched over to Slovak and then Spanish, she had still known what I was saying. 

Then, like any good mother figure, she had me learn to curse in French properly, telling me in her own way that if I was going to curse, I was going to curse like a lady. 

“Who was it?” I asked her, and she used her secret language to spell out the man’s name.

“Sigmund Artha?” 

Tulia nodded again, and I was shocked I recognized his name. “He was Táta’s doctor. He was close with the king, too. He came to my father’s funeral. How sad that he died.” 

Tulia frowned angrily. I saw her fists clench and her eyes narrow with dangerous tears. When I asked her what was wrong, she responded with a vitriolic message. 

He did not deserve to die. 

“What happened?” I asked. Something was unusual about her demeanor, and I was suddenly worried. “Tulia?” 

Tulia did not respond, as she was still looking over her shoulder, distraught at the sad scene. As we passed by the Betlěmskěnàm church, I saw Leopold Artha, Dr. Artha’s brother, the former Minister-President of Austria. He wore his finest clothes and a stoic expression, but, even from where we were, I could see his eyes were blurry with tears and tiredness. 

“He was a good man,” I said. From what I remembered, Dr. Artha had been a polite man, even with all his strange idiosyncrasies. I could not imagine him as a politician, but his brother had likely compelled him to accept such a position. 

Tulia was obviously upset about it.

“I will pray for his soul’s peace.” I made the sign of the cross over my heart, silently sending love to my mother and father as well. 

Tulia joined me in the motions, but much more slowly. She kept her eye on the funeral as we turned down the street and headed for Old Town Square. 

As we approached the market, I forgot the funeral and Tulia’s frustration. 

I was not indifferent to her confusion and pain, it was just very easy to get lost in the city and its beauty. Prague Castle dominated the background as we rode through the crowded city streets. We passed by the Old Town Hall, where the Pražskỳ orloj, the Prague Astronomical Clock, continued to push the shadow of its dial around its concentric faces in an age-old dance. The Kostel Matky Boží před Tynem church, flanked with its high twin steeples, sounded with echoes of pipe organ music, mixing with the angry shouts, the hurried people, and the busy, face-freckled crowds. The city radiated a life and heart of its own. 
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