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The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom;

all who follow his precepts have good understanding.




To him belongs eternal praise.
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◊

“Eleanora.” 

Against the darkness of the lingering night, I heard my grandmother calling for me from the other side of my bedroom door. 

It could’ve just as easily been the other side of the world, and I still would’ve heard her, I thought groggily. 

Even though I had not known her long, I knew there was no ignoring Lady Penelope Ollerton-Wellesley—especially when she demanded my attention. 

The shadows of her toes began to tap impatiently from the other side of the door. It was too easy to believe St. Peter would simply open the pearly gates at her command, rather than calling her into heaven himself. 

“Eleanora, I know you’re awake. This is no time to languish.”  

I frowned at her sharp tone. Assuming she makes it into heaven. 

Frustrated, I shifted my weight onto my elbows and eased myself up from the softness of my mattress. 

“What is it?” I flinched at the stark sound of my voice as it cut through the early morning air. I did not want to wake yet, but between Lady POW and the wintry chill, I knew there was little hope of finding sleep again. 

“You have training this morning. And you are late.” Lady Penelope’s sour tone hardened, as if she sensed my resistance. 

I stifled a groan. She only ever seemed pleased when I was miserable, and in the month since our meeting with Empress Maria Anna, the former ruler of the Austria-Hungarian Empire, pleasing her was more than impossible.

“I will be there in a few moments,” I promised. 

“See that you are. Also, I need you to tend to Lumiere. He’s been drinking the absinthe again.” 

At the mention of the infuriating, incorrigible Frenchman who was currently our prisoner, I clenched my fists into the folds of my blankets. Lumiere had been drinking in excess since his arrival, and it was a miracle the rest of us hadn’t followed suit. He regularly insisted that if he was stuck here, he’d make sure we were fully aware of it every cursed moment of our lives. 

So far, I was the only one who had any success when it came to shaming him. Even Tulia could not stop him, and she’d never had any trouble getting anyone to heed her orders, even as a mute. Yet Lumiere only laughed at Tulia’s silent chiding, calling her his favorite old crone and insisting her ugliness kept the devil at bay. Seeing Tulia so uncharacteristically helpless disturbed me far more than I wanted to admit. 

Perhaps it was because Lumiere was more than a legitimate threat. Quite proudly, he’d admitted to orchestrating the attack on Tulia’s house before the Advent Ball and organizing several other murders around Prague. He never repented of those transgressions, either; instead, he insisted everything he did was supposedly under the direction of his father, and he even assured me I would thank him if I knew the whole truth. But when I would ask what he meant, he only devolved into a fit of laughter. 

Lady Penelope reprimanded me for paying any attention to him at all, and this made me even more upset. 

How could I be anything but horrified at Lumiere’s delighted confessions? 

Tulia was severely burned because of his orders. Outside my family, others were dead, and the future of the kingdom was more uncertain than ever. 

And after all that, why should I have to be the one bringing him to heel, as if he was a wild dog? 

“I need you to hurry.” Lady Penelope let out a long sigh, forcing me back to the moment at hand. 

I unclenched my fists, letting the feeling come back into my fingertips. Lady Penelope could have sent anyone else to fetch me—Xiana, Amir, or Tulia, or one of her maidservants; if she had come for me, there was a good chance she hadn’t been able to sleep herself.  

As much as I suffered because of it, I could understand her restlessness. So much had happened after the Salacia had blown up in the harbor. 

“All right,” I replied carefully. 

“Fine. Do not disappoint me, Eleanor.” 

I winced as she called me by my mother’s name. Before I could correct her, Lady Penelope’s shadow whirled around and disappeared down the hall. As she turned down the corner, I could hear her skirts fluttering angrily. 

“Thank you, Lord.” I let out a quiet sigh of relief before slumping back onto my bed. 

An arm reached out from the shadows beside me and curled me into a tight embrace. I smiled as the scent of lavender and mint flickered around me, hinting of musk and carrying the warmth of flesh.

“Why is she bothering us this early in the morning?” Ferdy’s voice was muffled by his pillow. 

“It’s Lumiere. He needs to be subdued, apparently.” 

“I would’ve happily taken care of him for you, if I’d been allowed.”

I grimaced at his dark tone, recalling how often in the last few weeks Ferdy had fought with Lumiere. “Lady POW told you to stay away from him if all you were going to do was argue.”

“I’m happy to do more than argue.” He shifted closer to me. “Besides, I don’t take orders from your grandmother.” 

“Then think of it as a request from me.” I patted his arm gently. “I don’t like seeing you get hurt. Besides, Lumiere enjoys getting you into trouble. He doesn’t deserve such happiness.” 

“What of my happiness?” 

I leaned into him. “You must find it elsewhere for now.” 

“It’s no wonder why I love you.” Ferdy chuckled before his lips touched my shoulder. My skin tingled with the whisper of heightened awareness.

“You know I need to train this morning.” My heart beat in warning and anticipation. “Our position with Lady Penelope is tenuous enough. For now, I’d rather you not risk her wrath.”

“I wouldn’t dare,” Ferdy playfully assured me as he pressed another kiss on my neck. 

“Ferdy.” My voice was full of warning, but he was eager to ignore me. 

“Come now, you already trained plenty last night.” Ferdy drew me even closer to him. “Lady Penelope should appreciate enthusiastic training such as ours.” 

Even in the dark, I blushed. “Ferdy.” 

“Ah, chérie, you know I love hearing you say my name. Such a ploy is sure to make me spill all my secrets.” His voice was still slightly slurred with sleep, but I knew he was stirring awake as his lips found mine. 

His mouth was irresistibly warm. I twined my arms around his neck, moaning softly in momentary surrender. My lips were still swollen with his kisses from the night before, but the more I had of him, the more I wanted. 

Ferdy, for his part, seemed to be in complete agreement. His one arm kept me pinned next to him, while his other held my head closer to his. 

I giggled, reluctantly pulling away from him as the stubble of his beard tickled my neck. “Come, now. You know Lady Penelope is the leader of the Order, and I have to listen to her.” 

“You’re my bride, and I’m your master now.” As if to prove it, he rolled over and tugged me underneath him. The heat between the two of us crackled like lightning through the room, made more clear and certain as it met February’s bristling chill. 

“You might be the master, but she’s still the spymaster.” It was so hard to remain resolved. I let him kiss me a few more times before I slid out from under him. 

“Now you’re just torturing me.” 

“Absolument.” I freed myself from his grasp and rolled off the bed to grab my chemise. As I dressed for training with Harshad and Xiana, I could see Ferdy’s cheeky smile in the dim morning light.

I climbed into a pair of breeches; I usually trained in my stealth habit, but with the colder weather of setting in, I opted for warmer clothes. 

“You get such joy out of wounding me like this, Ella.” Ferdy sat up and crossed his arms over his chest, watching me. He was clearly enjoying himself, even if he insisted on making everything harder. “Weren’t you the one, just a few weeks ago, who tried to convince me that parting was such sweet sorrow, and then promptly fell into inconsolable despair after leaving me?” 

Recalling the incident he was referring to, I almost smacked him. 

“There is quite a difference in believing you’re dead and knowing you’re just a few corridors away,” I retorted. Despite the flare of my temper, I was glad for his goading. There was no doubt Ferdy was infuriating at times, but that was all the more reason to make him suffer—and it would help me keep my promise to Lady Penelope. “Besides, you know this is important. I’m certain Lady POW would’ve shot Lumiere herself by now if he wasn’t our best lead on Lord Maximillian, and we need to find him if we’re going to save Karl.” 

Ferdy groaned. “If there’s one thing that will kill the mood, it’s mentioning my wayward brother.” He climbed out of bed, wrapping a sheet around himself. “But then, I suppose I have things to attend to, as well.” 

“What do you have to do?” I asked, genuinely curious. Ferdy was not a member of the League of Ungentlemanly Warfare, nor was he a member of the Order of the Crystal Daggers, as I was. He chose to remain at my side, even standing against his mother and Lady Penelope to do so, but he had no official orders. 

“Oh, nothing much,” he assured me, his tone too casual for comfort. “But if you must know, I’ve decided to use my time on a few special projects.”

I frowned, suddenly suspicious. “What does that mean?”

“Just that if Clavan and Jarl don’t see me at the Cabal every once in a while, they’ll be concerned.” 

My cheeks filled with heat, recalling my more recent, embarrassing moments there. “Especially after I thought you were dead?” 

“Especially now that I’m married,” Ferdy said with a gentle chuckle. 

I could almost smile back at him. 

“Don’t tell me Jarl is listening to your advice,” I warned, thinking of our friends down at the publican house. “I won’t let Faye suffer because of your antics.” 

“Never,” Ferdy promised, once more making me suspicious with his quick appeasement. “Remember, Jarl happens to know his fiancée is not a spy or an assassin. Since that’s the first rule for finding a bride, I’m willing to gamble he’ll be fine in the end.” 

“We’re not assassins,” I murmured, knowing my objection was useless. Ferdy and I would likely never see things the same way; he observed the Order from the outside, while I was a member on the inside. 

That was not all he was observing, either, I noticed, watching as his eyes followed the shadowy outline of my form as I dressed. 

I pretended to ignore him, letting the next few moments pass in tense, mutual silence. 

“You shouldn’t worry about Karl.” Ferdy finally spoke again, surprising me as he returned to our initial argument. 

“Why not?” I asked, genuinely flustered. “The former empress told us Lord Maximillian’s guest house had been abandoned, Karl hasn’t contacted her, and even Harshad’s informants haven’t found a lead on their whereabouts. Aren’t you worried?” 

“Karl is resourceful, and if he’s capable of threatening Lady Penelope, he’s more than capable of taking care of himself,” Ferdy pointed out. “Even if he’s been kidnapped.” 

“If that’s really what you think, then it’s no wonder why I’m worried. You don’t really care about him at all, do you?” 

Ferdy scowled. “Of course I care, but he’s stuck in a situation of his own doing. This is how justice works. Should I have endless amounts of compassion when it’s better that he’s gotten his comeuppance?” 

“He’s still your brother.” 

“Yes, but my brother is not your brother.” 

I stepped back, stricken at his words. Of all the recent shadows that had been cast over my father’s manor, it was the distance I felt between myself and my older brother that haunted me the most.  

“Ella.” Ferdy softened at my sudden silence. “Karl’s not Ben, and you shouldn’t compare them in this case. Your brother is upset with me, but he hasn’t tried to dislodge the kingdom from the empire or framed anyone for murder.”

“I know,” I murmured, still despondent even if Ferdy was right. Ben would always be a weakness of mine, and in more ways than one; it was hard for me to imagine hating my own brother. “But we’re not sure what Lord Maximillian will do with Karl.” 

“What does it matter? It’s unlikely he’ll kill him. The worse that can happen is Karl will be held prisoner until his Tripartite Council convenes. And despite what Lumiere says, we all know excessive boredom isn’t the same as death or torture.”

“Ferdy! That’s still not good enough,” I objected. “Besides, what of your mother? She wants him back, and it’s already been weeks. I don’t want her to be even more upset with us.” 

“And so what if she is?” Ferdy shrugged. “There’s nothing she can do, now that we’re married. Even she’s not able to nullify our vows.” 

I said nothing at his remark; instead, I began to pull my hair back. 

While I was still irritated at Ferdy’s flippancy regarding Karl’s fate and his mother’s distress, I was torn between my greatest joy and deepest pain. 

It was still a miracle to me that in the past few weeks, Ferdy’s cheeky grin and irreverent comments had become as necessary to me as his searing hot kisses and sincere moments of kindness. After everything we had been through, even though I did not deserve him, I could not stop myself from embracing him, especially when he made it clear he was determined to marry me.

And I truly was so happy we were married. I’d found a kind of freedom in our love, one that I had never even imagined possible. It gave me security in the midst of adventure, and it was a place of arrival, as much as the milestone on the way to a greater destination. 

Even if coming home from the castle as his bride had soured the already-salted wounds between me and my brother. 

My fingers slipped; my hair tie fell to the floor as I stood there, remembering the look of angry shock on Ben’s face when I told him the news. 

“Let me help,” Ferdy offered.

“I don’t need your help,” I snapped, my voice surprisingly harsh. “I just need to do what I am supposed to do and then everything will be fine.”

The tense silence returned briefly, before Ferdy let out a sigh. “Do you know, Ella, that despite everything, I can’t feel the smallest measure of remorse for the trouble we’re in?” 

I scowled, keeping my face hidden from his. “What Karl did isn’t your fault.” 

“Well, that’s certainly true, and you know I’d never take on the burden of guilt when it’s not mine. But I’m here, just as you are.” His voice was just shy of cheerful, but still deeply sincere. “Once we find Karl and appease my mother, I’ll do whatever I can to make this up to you.” 

“It’s not me you’ll have to make amends with,” I murmured, thinking of Lady POW’s soured expression and recalling Ben’s ire. Ferdy was not the only one who was wondering how to find a way to get his brother back, even if he was considerably less eager to do so. 

“Anyway, Karl will be all right, Ella.” Ferdy sat down on the bed again. “Lord Maximillian needs him to secure the Bohemian throne, so he’ll be fine. And Karl deserves to be frightened for at least a few weeks.” 

“But—”

“But nothing,” Ferdy insisted. “He kidnapped your grandmother to force you to marry him.” 

“Yes, but your mother—”

“No mother wants to see her child suffer, but no mother wants to believe he might deserve it, either.” Ferdy frowned, and all trace of cheerfulness disappeared. In the morning shadows, he suddenly seemed so much older. “Karl’s the reason Lumi hired assassins and attacked my friends.”

“Oh, Ferdy.” I sat down and draped my arm around his shoulder, pushing aside my anger as I sought to comfort him. 

After the ballroom walls of Prague Castle had fallen, back when I first doubted Ferdy, I woke to find I was trapped in his room, and I was equally trapped in my doubt. I had left, torn between the love of my heart and the logic of my mind. That pain was only resolved when he earned my trust and I embraced my love for him. 

But while we had a new life together, we still had the past to face. Now was not the time to distance myself from my greatest ally. 

“I’m sorry.” At my apology, crushing agony shot through me, and I tightened my grip on him. “I didn’t mean to sound so upset. I’m just worried.”  

Ferdy drew my hand into his and kissed it, before holding it over his heart. In the dim lighting, I could see all of his usual mockery and irreverence was gone from his eyes.

“I’m sorry, too. I know how much you strive to honor and serve those you love, chérie, and I would do anything to keep you safe,” Ferdy said. 

“I feel the same for you,” I whispered back. 

“I know. But you don’t have to fear my mother’s disappointment—or your own mother’s, either.”

At the mention of my mother, my heart stilled, overwhelmed with a sudden mix of shame and despair. 

“The promise she made to my mother was kept, remember?” Ferdy smiled at me. “You saved my life at the Advent Ball.” 

“Thank you.” I pressed into him gratefully, as my heart began to beat regularly again. His assurance, even if it was misplaced, was more comforting than I could say. 

“I love you, Ella.” Ferdy pulled me into his arms. “That love has saved me more than once.”  

“It would have to; I can’t bear to lose you.” I trembled, recalling just how close I had come to that fate in recent weeks. 

An overwhelming flood of love washed through me. The instinctive drive to comfort and protect was at once so primal and yet supernatural; I longed to offer him every ounce of goodness inside of me, all with the hope of pushing back against the pain he carried. 

Before I knew it, we were falling back onto the bed behind us. 

The second before passion consumed me, I sighed. “Lady POW is not going to like it if I’m late.”

“Please don’t leave me,” Ferdy whispered, his voice desperate and his hands already seeking the warmth of my skin. “I’ll write the apology letter for you myself.”

“I suppose that’s fair.” My response was slightly muffled as his mouth covered mine. 
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◊

It was roughly an hour later when I finally headed for the west parlor. I was late for my training, but I had difficulty caring. My body was still tingling from my husband’s touch, and I was amazed all over again that such marital joy was not only sanctioned by God, but encouraged.

A pair of servants rushed past me, careful not to call attention to themselves. I slowed my steps a little, thinking of how things had changed so drastically in such a short amount of time.  

After the Advent Ball, Lumiere had captured my family’s household, and then stationed them aboard the Salacia. They had served as working hostages during the holidays and the new year celebration. Now that they were back at the manor, they avoided me and the others under Lady Penelope. Even my friends, Betsy and Mavis, seemed unsure of whether or not to approach me. 

At first, their distance felt strange, but after my hasty wedding, it was easier to accept; it was even a relief not to have to explain certain things. 

And Ferdy was far from the only thing I did not want to explain; there were others I did not even want to think about. 

Such as my mother’s promise to Empress Maria Anna. 

My steps slowed, thinking how Ferdy mentioned her promise. 

From what I knew, Máma had come back to her childhood home of Bohemia in 1847 as unrest threatened King Ferdinand and Empress Maria Anna. She vowed to protect them and their family. Not long after that, my father saved the king when he was attacked by an unknown assailant.  

My mother’s promise to protect Ferdy’s family was one I could wholeheartedly embrace—even if I was a little unnerved by it, as well. 

That was one of the main reasons I stayed in the Order, despite my mother’s wishes for a better life for me and Ben, and despite my own uncertainties. 

And because Lady POW hasn’t dismissed me for all my failures—yet. 

Perhaps that was why Máma’s promise bothered me so. 

Such a promise was no easy undertaking, and thanks to Karl’s disappearance, I’d already failed to keep it.

I slowed to a stop and leaned against the wall in the middle of the empty hallway. I put my head in my hands as I relived the most intense hours of our adventure—the ones I spent in Prague Castle, speaking with Ferdy’s mother. 

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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“ELLA.” 

Ferdy said my name quietly as he squeezed my hand, attempting to comfort me. But neither his encouragement, nor Lady Penelope’s calm demeanor or Amir’s presence, could give me any peace as we stood there, waiting. 

We had just been escorted into a private throne room, similar to the one I’d seen the day of the Advent Ball. We were there to prove Lady POW was innocent of killing Ferdy—a relatively easy task, as he was standing next to me—but then we had to explain Karl’s abduction and Lord Maximillian’s treachery. Thanks to Harshad’s contacts, we knew that they had been last seen heading east from the Vltava, but no other sign of either man had been confirmed in the hours since; we had nothing hopeful to offer the former rulers. 

Finally, seemingly endless moments later, Empress Maria Anna came into the room and made her way to the throne. She was younger than Lady Penelope, but she seemed so much older, even since the Advent Ball. Her downcast eyes carried the weight of grief, and all her jewelry and ornate trimmings only seemed to add to her weariness. 

She waved to the guards as she entered, a telltale sign that King Ferdinand, Ferdy’s father, would not be joining us. Briefly, I wondered if he was feeling well. The former emperor had a history of physical ailments, and the events of the past few days were no doubt strenuous for him. 

I tightened my grip on Ferdy, but with my other hand, I held onto the hilt of my mother’s dagger, the one I carried as a member of the Order. It was hidden away between the layers of my skirts, and I was never more aware of it than when I needed to remind myself to be brave. 

Máma told before me that my life could change in a moment, if I was brave enough to let it. As I stood there, I could only think of how life could change in the worst sort of ways. 

Lady Penelope cleared her throat and scowled at me and Ferdy, before nodding toward our joined hands. 

Quickly, I looked to Amir for guidance. He’d seen Lady Penelope in trouble before, and after all we had been through together, I could trust him to tell me if Lady Penelope was overreacting or not.  

So I was surprised when he nodded curtly. I gave Amir a questioning look in return, and only when he indicated he would explain later did I acquiesce. 

Ferdy frowned at me as I let him go, but before he could argue, Empress Maria Anna gasped. 

“Ferdinand,” she cried, realizing it was her son who stood before her. 

Given Ferdy was dressed in one of Ben’s older shirts and his right arm was bound up in bandages, I doubted I would’ve recognized him myself, especially if I was used to seeing him in his princely apparel. 

“Mother.” Ferdy stepped forward and opened his arms as he hurried up to her. 

The former empress collapsed into him. Ferdy flinched as she brushed against his wound, yet he said nothing as her arms wrapped around him in a very ardent and tender manner. She spoke softly with him, and while I was not able to hear her words, a moment later Ferdy gestured toward me. 

I felt the heat rise in my cheeks as Empress Maria Anna glowered at me. She signaled to the guards again, and they marched us forward. Ferdy took his place beside his mother as she gave us a chilly welcome. 

“As you can see, Your Imperial Highness, I clearly did not murder your son,” Lady Penelope said. 

Empress Maria Anna’s frown deepened, no doubt impugned by Lady Penelope’s manners. But then, Lady POW had been imprisoned at Karl’s insistence, and my grandmother had her own dignity to defend—even if she defended it poorly. 

“You have my sincerest apologies, Lady Penelope,” Empress Maria Anna said ruefully. “My oldest son has a rather large imagination at times, and it seems his rigorous education has only worked against me in this instance.” 

“That’s certainly putting it mildly,” Ferdy retorted, and his mother gave him a sharp, silencing glare. 

“I must agree with your younger heir,” Lady Penelope replied, taking another step forward. She unsheathed her dagger and held it before her as both part of her identity and her fealty. “Prince Karl’s fevered imaginings of taking back the Bohemian throne have led to disaster several times in recent weeks, and it is time to put a stop to it.” 

She nodded toward Amir, who stepped up next to the queen and knelt as he held out a bundle of letters. I could not read the different scrawlings from where I stood, but I had a feeling the letter Lumiere had demanded of Lord Maximillian was among them. 

As much as I did not trust Lumiere, there was no denying he made securing proof of treason much easier on us.

“It seems Prince Karl has been involved in several disruptive activities in the last several months,” Lady Penelope said. “He is leading a political coup with the hope of overturning the emperor’s authority and freeing Bohemia from the empire.”

“That is not possible.” Empress Maria Anna’s brown eyes flooded with tears. 

“I’m afraid it is,” Lady Penelope said, her voice lacking any sympathy at all. “The Emperor is holding the Tripartite Council to discuss Bohemia’s place in the empire, thanks to Karl’s push for Bohemia’s sovereignty.” 

The former empress shook her head in disbelief. “There is no isolating our country as we might have in the past. Karl knows this.” 

“Does he believe it, though? He is quite ambitious,” I said.

“I am relieved to hear that you have made such a thorough study of my sons of late, Lady Eleanora.” Ferdy’s mother narrowed her eyes at me. “I must confess, given our last conversation, I was surprised to hear of your engagement to Karl through the papers.” 

My face burned with stinging heat. “I regret to inform you, Your Highness, that Karl made the arrangements with the papers. I did not agree to an engagement.” 

“Well, that’s not entirely true,” Ferdy interjected. “Ella has agreed to marry me.” 

His mother gasped. “What?” 

Everyone turned to look at me, while I could only gape at Ferdy. 

This is not the best time to discuss this. 

I wanted to shout my silent words, but I wasn’t capable of speaking at all. 

“I love her, and she loves me,” Ferdy said, ignoring my stunned look. 

My heart began to race inside my chest. Each second of silence was more unbearable than the last. It was scandalous that Ferdy would love me at all, but the way in which he presented his claim on my heart was more than inappropriate—especially given that in the eyes of Society, Karl was the one who was rightfully engaged to me. 

Ferdy cleared his throat. “We would like to speak with the archbishop while we are here.” 

“Today?” The former empress stared at him, still clearly stricken. 

“Yes.” Ferdy stepped down from beside the throne to stand beside me. He took my hand and brought it to his lips. 

“Ferdinand ... ” Empress Maria Anna looked from Ferdy to me, and then back at her son. She seemed aghast, and I did not know what would calm her fears, if such a thing could be done at all. My own stomach was turning and twisting into tight knots. 

“I have fallen deeply under her spell, Mother, and I would hate to fall even further into scandal and temptation,” Ferdy continued, his eyes sparkling with mischief and amusement. “It would be such a stain on our family’s virtuous history.” 

The former empress flushed as she turned back to me, and I was still too shocked to assure her Ferdy and I were not engaged in an affair. 

But even if I did say anything, I worried Ferdy would only speak more about our stolen moments together, vaguely enough that everyone would assume the worst. 

Some measure of relief came as Amir gave me a small smirk; it seemed he approved of Ferdy, and I was glad for that. 

But as for Lady Penelope ... 

In that moment, I did not know what she was thinking, nor did I want to. I deliberately kept my face turned away from hers as Ferdy continued. 

“It was only a few days ago that my life was endangered as I made my way back to Silesia,” Ferdy said, so smoothly I did not even call him out on his lie. “Life is so fragile, Mother, and I have been waiting for Ella for so long.”

He looked back up at his mother, resolved and proud but still pleading for her approval. 

Ferdy had told me before that I was the more determined one between us, but as his fingers curled into mine, in a manner so seductive, yet so innocent, I wondered if he’d been lying. 

Empress Maria Anna shook her head. “But your duty to the kingdom—”

“There is no better way to serve the kingdom, and show it my love, than by marrying Ella.” Ferdy held steady as she looked down her nose at us, clearly skeptical. 

Once more, I began to feel uncertain. I knew we would face some adversity if Ferdy and I remained together, but I never considered what he would have to give up for me. 

I did not want to be the reason his family disowned him. 

“What of your brother and his claim on her hand?” Empress Maria Anna asked. 

“Karl is not here to object,” Ferdy pointed out. “And considering his own villainous behavior of late, I know he would take Ella as his bride if he were in my position.” 

I tightened my grip on Ferdy’s hand, sickened by the thought of Karl’s manipulative behavior. 

It would also be much easier for me to refuse. 

Lady Penelope stepped forward. “If I may speak, Your Imperial Highness. I would prefer Eleanora to stay under my custody.” She looked over at Ferdy with a slanted gaze. “The Order requires her service, and I would not want to interrupt any newlywed bliss, Prince Ferdinand.”

Ferdy gave her a calculated, saccharine smile. “I assure you, Madame, you would only add to my joy. After all, I know how fond Ella is of you and the rest of your cohorts. And as for the Order, what better way to explain Karl and Ella’s sudden disappearance from Society than an actual wedding?” 

“What of your father’s approval?” Lady Penelope argued. “Perhaps the question is better left to him.” 

“Excellent idea,” Ferdy agreed. “As it happens, I have already secured his approval. I told him of my intent to marry Ella the night of the Advent Ball.”

“That was before you knew about me and the Order,” I whispered. 

“Nothing has changed my feelings for you, Ella. Not even that.” Ferdy looked back at his mother. “And just think, Mother. Soon, you could even be a grandmother—possibly even by the end of the year.”  

Empress Maria Anna’s face went white, while Lady Penelope’s sharp gaze traveled down my midsection, as if her squinting would allow her to see if there was indeed a baby already growing inside my womb. It dawned on me belatedly that the dress I was wearing, with its plain, simple fabric and unfashionable cut, was exactly the sort of dress I would wear if I was trying to hide a pregnancy. 

The former empress’ voice croaked with disbelief. “I suppose if it’s too late ... to ... to prevent you from manifesting your affections, and your father has already given his blessing, I am unable to stop you.” 

“Are you saying you would, if you could?” I asked. 

“I want only what is best for my sons.” Her eyes frosted over. “This will hurt my Karl, even if it makes my Ferdinand happy. How can a mother willingly choose between her children?” 

I swallowed hard, unable to think of a suitable answer. 

That did not stop Ferdy, of course.  

“That’s simple. You can let them choose for themselves.” Ferdy gave her a cheeky grin, but I frowned. 

“Ferdy,” I hissed. 

“Oh, Ferdinand.” Empress Maria Anna sighed. “At least I can take comfort that he has chosen you as his bride, Lady Eleanora. I trust your mother’s promise to my family will remain intact?” 

“My mother’s promise? What promise?” 

Empress Maria Anna frowned at me, more irritated at my ignorance. “She promised me when I was carrying Karl that her family would always protect mine.” 

“She did?” I blinked in surprise. There had been no hint of guile or deceit in the Empress’ words as she spoke. I looked to Lady Penelope, whose expression was full of withering disdain. 

The Order must not have sanctioned her promise, I realized. 

“I’m surprised you’ve never heard the story,” Empress Maria Anna said. “Before my husband abdicated, I found her promise somewhat naive, but then your father saved my husband from an assassin, and Lady Eleanor’s promise proved useful.”

Lady Penelope groaned. I did not have to glance behind me to know she was growing more agitated by the minute. 

Still, hearing of my mother’s promise of protection from the former empress made me feel proud, as though God in all his wisdom had woven these precious moments together, just for me. I took it as a sign that I was walking in the right footsteps afforded to my fate. 

Empress Maria Anna cleared her throat. “If I give you my blessing, I want your oath that you will uphold her vow.” 

“You have it,” I promised, smiling over at Ferdy. I already wanted to protect him. 

He reached over and took both of my hands, a devoted look in his silver eyes. 

“You will protect my family,” Empress Maria Anna insisted. “And that would include Karl.” 

Ferdy squeezed his fingers around mine. “She already knows that,” he said, failing to notice I had indeed forgotten about Karl in those few moments. 

But I quickly nodded in agreement. If I worked with the Order to save Karl, keep Ferdy safe, and secure the kingdom, not only would I earn the Empress’ approval, I would also honor my mother. 

It was everything I could ever hope for, and everything I wanted. 

“Yes, I will protect Karl, too,” I vowed. “We will find him and return him to you.”

“Then you can see he is adequately punished,” Ferdy added, as his mother scowled at him again. 

“Come here, Ferdinand,” she said, beckoning him forward.  

Ferdy let his hand linger around mine as long as possible before letting me go. The moment he began talking with his mother, Lady POW scooted over to speak with me. 

“This is unacceptable, Eleanora,” she hissed. “I didn’t come here to discuss marriage.”

“You didn’t object to the thought of Ferdy wanting to marry me while we were on the Salacia,” I reminded her. 

“I’ll humor ideas to get where we need to go, but this is ridiculous.” She shook her head. “Should I remind you that you specifically told me you did not want to end up married before?” 

“I did not want to be married as a bargaining chip.” I did not want to argue with her, but I would fight for Ferdy. “And, well ... I really do love him.” 

“There is no room for love in the life of a spy.” 

Off to the side, I saw Amir flinch. His pain strengthened my conviction. 

“I will make room for it, then,” I insisted, annoyed by Lady Penelope’s stringency. 

Why did Lady POW even have such rigid, unbending rules? There was nothing in her own life that seemed worth the price of giving up Ferdy. She had Harshad’s contentious friendship, but she never allowed herself to love him more than the mission would let her; she’d supposedly trusted Amir, but at the first sign he had stepped out of line, she condemned him; and even now I knew my own mother had deserted the Order quickly enough after being freed from Lady Penelope’s oversight. 

“Eleanora.” Lady Penelope’s eyes were a chilly blue as we stared down at each other. “Are you to end up like your mother? Giving up the security of nations and the lives of others, all for your own selfish happiness?”

I gulped. It was almost as if she knew I was thinking of Máma in that moment. 

“This would be her revenge against me, wouldn’t it?” Lady POW’s lips curled into a snarl. She glared over at Amir, who quickly looked away. “Perhaps you have gotten too close with your mother’s former lover?” 

“Amir is a good man, and he loved my mother very much.” 

“I’m not a fool, Eleanora. Even though she’s been gone nearly fifteen years, I can see Amir still loves her,” Lady Penelope murmured quietly. “But that is another reason why you should reconsider the younger prince’s offer. There is no room for love in the life of a spy, because the instant you have it, you suddenly fear losing it. Can you imagine the pain you would feel if the younger prince were to die—especially if it was your fault?” 

A thousand moments of terror hit me all at once; my heart leaped into my throat and I struggled to breathe, recalling how I’d felt when I thought Ferdy had been killed. 

I couldn’t lose him. 

But I couldn’t let him go, either. 

Hadn’t that exact truth been proven to me in the last several hours?

At my silence, Lady Penelope’s frown deepened. “We can’t be allowed the luxury of love; we can’t be compromised by loss. So much depends on us. If you marry him, you will only put him—and others—in more danger.” 

I stood there, silently fuming, barely able to breathe. Lady POW was right, but she was also wrong—even if I couldn’t exactly explain why.

Before I could say or do anything else, Ferdy kissed his mother’s cheek, hurried back over to me, and grabbed my hand. 

“Mother told me Archbishop Filak is in the Hradčany, over at Katedrála svatého Víta, St. Vitus,” he said. “Come with me, Ella.” 

After only a second of hesitation, I nodded. 

Barely ignoring Lady Penelope’s red-faced fury, I bowed again to the Empress, who waved us off with a disappointed look on her face. 

It was only when we were alone that I voiced my uncertainty. 

“Are you sure about this, Ferdy?” I asked as he led me down through the myriad of palace hallways. “Your mother is not happy.” 

And neither is Lady Penelope. 

“Mother’s always been worried about me. And Karl, too.” He paused for a moment. “It makes sense she would object to this, even if it would ensure my happiness. Karl and I weren’t supposed to be born, you see.” 

There was nothing more antithetical to my world than that statement; Ferdy was supposed to be here, just as I was. 

Of course, given my mother’s history, it might have been that we were so well suited to each other precisely because neither of us would have existed had things happened differently.  

“Because of your father’s illnesses?” I asked, tentative but still curious. 

“I shouldn’t say anything, but you might as well know. My parents had an arranged marriage, like most royals. While they’re friends now, my mother was very lonely early on in their marriage. She grew quite desperate for a child to love. But my father couldn’t give her one. So she looked for a physician willing to help them conceive outside the accepted practice,” Ferdy explained. “The physician she eventually found was a protégé of John Hunter and one of King George III’s best surgeons.” 

“I can see why you’re not supposed to say anything,” I murmured, thinking of the man who had championed artificial insemination in animal husbandry. “The church doesn’t look kindly on unnatural birthing methods.” 

“If they could look on them at all.” Ferdy started laughing as I groaned. “Come on, Ella. Those of us born into this world don’t get to choose our families, or how we are conceived. I certainly didn’t choose to be born a prince. But if there is any chance in this life for me to choose my princess, then I choose you.” 

I knew at that moment I had no choice but to follow him through the chapel doors.  

Ferdy let me wait in the chapel’s foyer as he set off to speak with the chaplains. 

The next several moments passed as I remained still, letting the enormity and gravity of the situation wrap itself around me. The majestic sanctuary was a source of both suffocation and comfort, and I was only truly relieved when Amir quietly appeared at my side. 

He stood with the practiced ease of a soldier, his feet positioned straight and his arms held behind him. There was a tiredness anchored in his deep brown irises. The previous night he had likely gotten only a little sleep, if any at all, thanks to the work he had done in taking care of Ben and the others. 

I did not know what to say, if there was anything I could say at all, and I was glad when Amir spoke first. 

“Your beloved is right to do this.” 

“Do you really think so?” I asked.

“Yes.” Amir’s answer was quick and sure, forthright in its insistence, but still gentle in its delivery. “If you truly love him, and you love him too much to let him go, then don’t step back from him now.” 

“I’m worried he will regret this,” I admitted softly; I did not want even the angels in the vespers to hear me. “He is really too good for me, Amir.” 

“There is always a risk when it comes to commitment. But if you falter now, Lady Penelope will not allow you to reconsider.” Amir placed his hands on my shoulders. “The former empress is not eager for the union, either. If your beloved had not already received the blessing of the king, you would not be able to marry him tonight.”

“I don’t know about that. It seems Ferdy’s mother is worried I’m carrying her grandchild.” 

“Lady Penelope would not see that as an issue.” Amir shook his head. “Xiana told me a long time ago that there are herbs women can take to rid themselves of an unwanted babe; in fact, it’s the Order’s silver thallis that is used in one such mixture.” 

Lady Penelope’s words, seemingly from a lifetime ago, echoed in my memory. 

“The Order is sworn to serve the truth and protect the innocent. That includes our children. I would hate to have you live up to our family’s reputation in this matter.” 

My eyes went wide. “My mother didn’t do that, did she?” 

Amir looked shocked at my question, and I immediately regretted saying anything. 

“I’m sorry.” I quickly stammered out my apologies, terrified I might have hurt him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say that. I am so sorry, Amir ... Amir?” 

He stepped away from me and hid his face, much as he had when Lumiere had brought up Nassara during their scuffle. 

I was terrified I’d hurt him, and then I was suddenly even more horrified I had stumbled upon the truth. 

In the background, I could hear Ferdy, talking with a man who could only be Archbishop Filak, but my world was slipping away as Amir’s silence dragged on.  

“Eleanora.” Amir’s expression was grim as he finally spoke. “I apologize for my comments. I only wanted to let you know that if you want to marry your beloved, this is the only chance you will get.” 

I noticed he refrained from mentioning my mother, and I was more relieved than I felt comfortable admitting. I clung to his lead and focused on the question of my marriage. 

“What about the Order?” I hesitated to ask, knowing Amir had painful memories of his own. “I wanted to be free before. Lady Penelope pointed out that this is the opposite of what I wanted. I can’t help but feel she is right.”

“Wanting to be free is not a sin in itself,” Amir told me softly. “Only when that is everything and held to the highest priority is it so. We are loyal to the truth, Eleanora, but the truth is complicated, and freedom can be painful.” 

I couldn’t stop myself from wondering if he was talking about my mother when he said that. 

Still, I gave him a half-smile. “I suppose you’ll tell me that good things are often painful, won’t you?” 

His eyes twinkled, and it was enough to give me hope. “Yes. But there is pleasure, too. Truth must stem from love, and love gives us freedom; and freedom leads to so much more.” Amir looked around us, clearly marveling at the details enshrined in the church’s design. He closed his eyes, as if to let the heavenly comfort surround him and embrace him. “Part of the pain, just as its pleasure, is found in freedom’s limits.” 

“Harshad would approve of that,” I said. “Paradoxes are not the same as contradictions.”

“That is how life is.” Amir’s mustache twitched in tired, unspoken amusement. “If we truly want to be free, we must learn to govern ourselves and recognize outside influences that work against us. It is not enough to have the power to go and the choice to do so; we must step out in faith and hold onto the goodness we fight for—even if it means, on occasion, tempering that power.” 

I could not find any place where I disagreed with him.  

“If you want to be with your beloved, you will benefit from having the full authority of the church behind you in marriage,” Amir continued. “Had your mother and I had that, Lady Penelope might not have come between us.”

It was not shock but curiosity that compelled me to ask the question burning inside of me. “Why would Lady Penelope do that?”

“Your mother and I were married according to the Islamic tradition when we ... fell in love,” he said. There was no shame in his gaze, but there was a distinct crimson shadow to his cheeks. “A mutah marriage does not carry the same weight as one from the Church of England or Catholic Rome. It is one that is easily dissolved.” 

“But you could have—”

“Please.” Amir shook his head. “After all these years, I know every alternative path I could have taken. It is one thing to look back on it, and another thing to live through it. When Lady Penelope confronted us, and then Naděžda lost our Nassara, and then everything else ... I did not want to fight any longer.” 

“And that was when you stepped back from the Order?” 

He nodded. “After ... after the last time I saw her, Naděžda agreed to stay with the Order. For a few years, I went back to Constantinople and joined the military, still passing information to Harshad. The Ottomans hesitated to trust me, as a convert to Christianity, but they appreciated my skill as a doctor. I did not hear from Naděžda ever again. Lady Penelope informed me of her marriage to your father, citing her letters, and blamed me for Naděžda’s decision to leave. I did my best to push aside her memory for good, but after I learned of Naděžda’s passing, I returned to the Order.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, comforting him now. He’d carried so many secrets, and this was one burden we could share. 

“Harshad was the one who told me,” Amir said. “He was always Naděžda’s champion. I went to investigate his claims. She died traveling across the North Sea. There is a small memorial at Rotterdam for the crew. It was constructed after Maas merchants discovered pieces of the wreck.”

I clasped his hand in silent comfort. 

“I carved her name in the gravestone there.” Amir pulled back from me as he looked away, lost in his own memories. “You and Ben are not alone in seeing the Order as a way to connect with her.”

Ben? 

After all this time, it was strange to think of Ben missing Máma as I did, but I remembered how after she’d passed, Táta began neglecting him, and Lumiere had insisted rather callously that my mother initially stayed with my father only because she was pregnant with Ben. 

Perhaps my father’s assertation that I was proof of my mother’s love was not so far off, after all. 

Tears stung my eyes, and I was heartbroken for Ben. I cursed my own self-preoccupation, and my shame only grew as I watched Amir’s face fill with years of lingering grief. 

Neither of us seemed to notice Ferdy’s irrepressible cheer and the footsteps of an aged holy man until they were directly upon us. 

“It is time, Eleanora.” Amir cleared his throat. “You are free to make your choice, though your choice will bind you.” 

“Her choice has already been made,” Ferdy said, giving me a quick kiss on the cheek. 

“Ferdy.” My cheeks grew warm at the quiet abandon of Ferdy’s affection. Even if it pleased me, it contrasted sharply with the moment of mourning Amir and I had shared, and I was left disoriented from the sudden switch. 

Still, I took Ferdy’s arm and walked with him toward the front of the sanctuary, where Archbishop Filak was getting ready. 

“Are you worried, Ella?” Ferdy brought my hand to his lips again. “You’re trembling.” 

“After the scene you made in front of your mother, marrying you is the only way to prevent my own assassination.” I straightened my shoulders, trying to compose myself. “Did you see her face when you insinuated we were having an affair?”

“Mother will be fine. She’s more upset about Karl’s villainy than my perceived lack of virtue.”  

“You promised me you wouldn’t lie anymore,” I reminded him.  

“I said I wouldn’t lie to you.” Ferdy gave me a kind smirk. “But you have to admit, my mother wouldn’t have believed you even if you’d denied any of our supposed liaisons.” 

“So, I should be thanking you for not ruining my reputation in the process of arranging a hasty wedding?” I raised my brow at the irony, but Ferdy only laughed. 

“I would’ve bluntly insisted that I had thoroughly compromised you several times over if that meant I could’ve kept you.” 

“I’m glad it didn’t come to that.” I shuddered. “I think I would’ve been ill.” 

“Even better.” Ferdy grinned. “It would have sold the illusion of a pregnancy, thus securing my success.” 

I nearly choked. “You are just awful.” 

“Awfully in love with you.”

It was truly a work of art how Ferdy could make me wish to throttle him in one breath and then make me long for him in the next. 

But he did not need to know that, I thought. I pulled back from him and crossed my arms instead, guarding the secret rush of pleasure I felt. “Enough to ruin my honor?” 

“Enough to ruin it properly,” he assured me. “I’ll be happy to give you enough children to make even your grandmother blush.” 

“I know how to prevent that,” I warned him, trying not to blush myself.

“Does this indeed mean that Eleanora is not pregnant?” Lady Penelope’s voice seemed unusually loud within the large chapel. She had come up to us while I was distracted with Ferdy’s abominable manners, and I nearly jumped at her question. 

“I’m not,” I insisted, forcing myself to meet her gaze without fear. 

“Are you certain?” Lady Penelope studied my midsection carefully, before looking up at my face, searching for signs of deception as well as breeding. “I cannot be sure of your word in this matter, Eleanora, given your own tendencies toward secrets.” 

“A hereditary trait, I am sure, Madame,” I bit back, trying not to let my anger override my good sense. 

“Perhaps more than we would like,” Lady POW agreed, and I flushed even more, thinking of my mother again. 

“Excuse me,” Ferdy interjected. “But I do believe it is time for us to be wed.” 

He’d wanted to keep me, and I would do everything I could to keep him safe. Surely, we would be able to find a way to face the danger before us. 

He tugged on my hand, but I held back one last time. 

“What is it?” he asked, his concern finally overriding his congeniality. 

“Wait.” I looked to Amir. “I need someone to give me away.” 

Amir nodded, giving me a sad, grateful look as I gripped his palm against my own.

I didn’t know if Táta would approve or not, but I had a feeling my mother would. I was certain of this all the more as I watched Lady Penelope’s lips wrinkle with displeasure. 

Thankfully, she did not stop us. She remained quiet through the short, simple ceremony, like a demon banished just outside the bounds of holy joy. 

But I forgot all about her soon enough. 

Standing there, I pledged my heart and body to the man I loved, standing between him and the man my mother had loved. And as Ferdy kissed me, claiming his right to keep me, I felt the world shift around us. 

It was a moment where the past, present, and future came together, baptizing me in its timelessness. It seemed that I could hear all of heaven applauding, led by my mother’s cheering, as I grew into more of my true self in that moment—as I stepped into something that was both myself and greater than myself. 

It was a new beginning, and all of the rest of my life was before me. I stepped back from Ferdy and saw him—truly saw him in that moment, recognizing him as my own. He looked at me the same way, as we were surrounded by an aura of contented surprise. 

Ferdy reached forward as the archbishop kept praying, and drew me in for another kiss. 

“Finally,” he whispered against my lips. “Finally, I am yours, and you are mine.”

“Absolument,” I whispered back, unable to stop the rush of happy tears that suddenly clouded my vision. 
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The gravity my wedding wielded over my thoughts was deep and seductive, much like the passion that resonated between me and my new husband. Our marriage was a shield around my heart, securing my joy in light of the future’s uncertainty. 

And there was plenty to be uncertain about. 

I straightened my shoulders as I turned down the next corridor; if we were going to succeed in rescuing Karl, I had to take my duties to the Order seriously, no matter how mystifying and tempting Ferdy proved to be.

Despite myself, I smiled; I’d already failed at resisting him, and it was the one failure of mine I would enjoy repeating. 

The clock struck a new hour just as I stepped inside the west parlor. I’d arrived late, as I’d anticipated, but still later than I’d intended. I prepared for the coming reprimand. 

And it came as expected—but then, Lady POW was always more dependable than me in that respect. 

“I was just wondering if I would have to come and drag you away from Ferdinand,” Lady Penelope scoffed. She stood in front of the fireplace, looking like a divine judge full of sanctimonious power. The temptation to apologize was stronger than ever, and I only just managed to resist the impulse.

“There’s no need, Madame,” I murmured, refusing to let myself blush. “I’m here now.” 

“Married life has agreed with you.” Her eyes darkened contemptuously. “You’re much better about standing your ground, even when you’re wrong.” 

“You are correct, even if you’re displeased.”

“I am displeased, and more so than you’d think. Since you neglected to rein in Lumiere as I requested, I had to take care of the matter myself.” 

I arched an eyebrow at her. “Never say Lumiere was too much for you to handle.” 

“I’m too much for anyone to handle, chérie.”

I groaned at the sound of Lumiere’s voice, unable to hide my disgust as I whirled around to face him.

He was lounging on a settee in the far corner of the room. The tired, bloodshot red of his eyes only sharpened their emerald brilliance, while his vibrant blonde hair was crimped stylishly. Much of his luxurious array of clothes and possessions had disappeared under the Vltava’s waters, but he still dressed as finely as a prince—which, I supposed, given his own self-assigned title as the prince of secrets and shadows, was only appropriate. 

It was then I caught sight of the iron bands around his wrists. They locked his hands together with a chain link between them, allowing only a shoulder’s width of give. 

“What did you say to Lady Penelope that condemned you to wear shackles?” I asked.  

“Oh, these?” Lumiere chuckled. “They’re mine. I wear them at my pleasure as much as for the pleasure of others.”

“Unless Lady Penelope has the key, I doubt anyone is truly safe.” 

“We should be fine,” Lady Penelope said. “He says he’s willing to talk.” 

“He’s always eager to do that.” I wrinkled my nose. “Is he going to tell us anything useful?” 

“Oh, je n’ai sais quoi.” Lumiere playfully shrugged. “But after all the excruciating ennui I have faced, even my father would forgive me for divulging his secrets, and he never forgives anyone.” 

Lady Penelope crossed her arms over her chest. “As you can see, he’s still somewhat drunk, but I think he’s sober enough to know when to stop playing his games.”

“Ah, but I do so enjoy my games,” Lumiere replied with a soft hiccup. “There is a certain amount of pleasure to be had in drawing out these violent delights.” 

“I assure you, Lumiere, much like your father, you give no pleasure,” Lady Penelope retorted. 

“There is often more pleasure in pain than pleasure itself.” He stretched, putting his shackled hands behind his head. “As you will no doubt find out when the baby comes, Ella.” 

“What?” My face filled with heat as Lady POW immediately turned to stare at my midsection. 

“There’s no reason to be concerned about that,” I objected vehemently, even as I hurried to calculate when my most recent monthly course began. Once I was certain Ferdy and I had been careful enough, my anger at Lumiere intensified. “Why would you say such a thing?” 

“And why would I not say such a thing, Madame?”

I clenched my fists. “Propriety, for one.” 

“Propriety be damned. One does what one can, after all, n’est-ce pas?”

He gave me a wink, and I wrinkled my nose, quickly rejecting his charm and good humor. 
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