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◊

“Ella.” 

The whisper of his voice inside my mind was enough to jolt me free from any dreams and propel me into the waking world. 

I gasped as I woke, gripping the fine sheets I found surrounding me. The silken softness beneath my fingers was a foreign feeling, one that became clearer as I sat upright on the bed. I blinked, glancing around as moonlight glowed outside the window in front of me. 

Squinting, I saw the view was completely unfamiliar. 

Where am I? 

My nose wrinkled, as the scent of lavender and mint wafted around me, and I began to feel a pounding pain in the back of my head. Reaching under my loosened curls, I felt a small bump. 

The pain seemed to spread as I became aware of it; my muscles were sore, and my body ached. I took careful inventory of myself, finding a bandage wrapped around my right leg, just above my knee, and another around my shoulder. I was still in my stealth habit, with its short skirt, black bodice, and armored sleeves, tucked between fine sheets in a bed that was not mine. 

As my eyes finally adjusted to the night, I could make out my surroundings. 

My hand covered my mouth in shock.  

I was in a bedroom, alone, seemingly surrounded by every creature comfort imaginable. The bed was grand, with intricate carvings and covered in delicate drapery. There were rugs on the floor from the East Indies, and a messy bookshelf tucked beside a window seat. Other items—chests and chairs and lamps of all sizes—dotted the room, shining in the retreating moonlight. 

Despite the glory of the room around me, my gaze went immediately back to the window. 

The dwindling starlight reflected through the glass as morning rapidly approached. Outside, the remaining walls of Prague Castle gleamed, taunting me with their unmoving stasis as my last memories trickled into my mind. 

“The fire,” I whispered hoarsely, struggling to orient myself to reality’s bitter welcome. I did not know if the sound of my voice against the emptiness of the room would keep me from going mad or send me there sooner. There was a singed quality to my throat, and the taste of smoke was suddenly on my tongue. 

I licked my lips and cleared my throat. Then I shifted out of the bedsheets and forced myself to find a cognizant starting place. 

The last I remembered, I had been at the Advent Ball, the yearly event hosted by King Ferdinand V and his wife, Empress Maria Anna. It was the first time in over a decade I had seen the former rulers of the Austria-Hungarian Empire, which included my home nation of Bohemia, and it proved to be just as devastating as the last time. 

“If not more so,” I whispered, as my head fell into my hands. I rubbed my forehead and raked back my hair, the dark curls feeling frayed and knotted between my fingers.   

It was almost like a bad dream, and my current surroundings did nothing to make it less surreal. The room I was in was crowned with high ceilings, the walls were decorated with splendid paintings and lined with silk wallpaper, and books of all sorts were scattered around, while a half-open wardrobe and several unlit, half-melted candelabras leered at me from the shadows.  

On a nearby table, there was a basin filled with lavender-scented water. The fragrance caught my attention before I saw the folded dress beside it. 

After only a second’s hesitation, I went over and picked up the gown. The fabric felt as soft and pliant as liquid when I held it up to me, surprised to find it was my size. There was even a new set of matching combs on the table beside it. 

Is this for me? 

It was too much. Everything about the room was too much, I thought, spying a copy of Morte d’Arthur on the floor, splayed upside down, carelessly forgotten. I picked it up, briefly noting it was a different copy than the one my father used to own before I clutched it to my chest and looked around again. 

The elegance of the castle room was something my stepmother would have sold her soul to have, even if it was just for a day. 

I looked back at the dress, noting the fine stitching and the ornate design. My fingers fiddled with some of the ruffles, marveling at the elegance. 

Cecilia would probably sell the souls of both her children for this dress. 

Not that the devil would take them, I added, allowing myself a small giggle despite my uncertainty. 

As I made my way back to the bed, my eyes scourged over everything; the room was elegant and beautiful, resplendent with treasures I had never seen and could never earn. But it was a kind of illusion—just like the heavenly city of Prague outside my window.

The room was still a prison, and I was its prisoner. 

I was his prisoner. 

I slumped back against the pillows as the onslaught of memories ran through me. I relived those last moments of terror all over again. In many ways, they kept me captive more than the sturdy locks on my door. 

Fresh wounds scraped against the flesh of my heart, as I drifted back to that night, to that moment—the last moment before everything fell apart, and nothing seemed like it would ever be the same again. 

I remembered running as fast as I could through the hallways of the castle, my breath coming in small pants. I knew I only had a limited amount of time before the walls would fall, thanks to the wine cellar collapsing. The castle’s cellar had been set afire, and it was only a matter of time before it spread and wrecked its way through the castle.

It was an act of treachery courtesy of Lord Maximillian, the Duke of Moravia, his nefarious henchman, and possibly Karl Marcelin, the secret heir to the throne of Bohemia. 

On the other side of the ballroom, guests were quickly evacuating the castle under the orders of the King, aided by the oversight of my grandmother, Lady Penelope Ollerton-Wellesley, the Dowager Duchess of Wellington and the leader of the Order of the Crystal Daggers. My brother, Ben, and our small team of spies were working to save as many people as possible. 

I had been sent to find the second heir to the kingdom—only to discover I already knew him. 

“Ferdy.” 

In my mind, I heard myself speak his name. I saw him, standing in the hallway outside the ballroom. He was regal and serious, nothing like the boy I had fallen in love with. We sparred verbally, fighting with our feelings, arguing over secrets and lies, before the castle rooms behind me echoed with oncoming destruction. 

The last thing I remembered was grabbing onto him and trying to pull him away from danger. 

There was a small part of me that felt him grip me back, that heard him call my name. 

I clutched my arms, trying to force myself to distinguish between dreams and reality after that. It was too much to hope for that he would call to me, after everything else that had happened. 

My shoulder shifted against the pillows. I saw it taped up, covered with medical bandages. Carefully, I reached up and began to unwrap the wound, flinching as the bandage tugged at my skin.

I was prepared for the worst, so I was surprised when, underneath it, I only saw a small cut across my skin. Immediately, my eyes squeezed shut, trying to ward off the memory. 

It was hard—there were a million moments I wanted to forget, but they were all still there. 

Ferdy dancing with me in the ballroom. He had worn a lord’s jacket and combed back his coppery hair. There had been a distinctive shine on his boots and a twinkle in his eye. He was utterly irresistible, and never more so when he told me he was in love with me. 

Ferdy kissing me with grand and growing passion as I unremarkably admitted I loved him, too. 

Ferdy overhearing me discuss marriage with his brother, before confronting me, assuming I was only after Karl because he was a prince. 

Ferdy trying to run from me before I could explain. Then him struggling as I tried to speak before he finally pushed himself free of me. I had scraped my shoulder at the time, causing it to bleed. 

I barely registered the pain then, and now there was none left as I carefully touched the clotted blood scabbing over in a thin line and a patch of red, roughened skin.  

But the bandage was soaked with herbs and medicine, and it had been tied back with care so evident it could have been a silent apology.   

Does this mean he still loves me? 

I could not stop myself from hoping he did. 

For several moments, I allowed myself to indulge in my feeble hopes. I wondered if he would come and see me again. As the eerie light of dying night transformed into blossoming day, I finally shook my head. 

I was being foolish—a lovesick servant girl and spy, pining for a prince. 

“I shouldn’t even want to see him,” I said to myself. “He lied to me! And about so many things. Who’s to say he was even telling me the truth about loving me?” 

My memory tried to contradict me, and it was at its rebellion that I pushed myself out of bed and began to get ready to leave. 

I had to find a way out of there. 

“I still have a job to do,” I reminded myself.  

I needed to find out what happened to Ben and Amir, and the others, too. Admittedly, I was not as worried about Lady Penelope. My grandmother was a spymaster, no doubt one used to dangerous situations. She was probably used to finding a way out of a mission’s complications, even ones like half of a castle collapsing. She might have been used to losing people, too. 

After all, she had lost my mother.  

Deep down, I knew it was possible Lady Penelope would be happy to see me when I returned to my father’s manor. But I could already hear her chiding me for even needing to recover as I washed my face and brushed out the knots in my hair.

As I contemplated changing into the new gown, the locks behind me chimed, and the door opened. 

A shadow stepped forward. “Good morning, my lady.” 

Disappointment crushed me. It was Philip, the servant I had originally believed to be the Prince of Bohemia. For the first time, I recognized the smothered accent of the streets, the hidden Bohemian harmony, tucked underneath his proper tone. 

There were other things I noticed now, too; Philip was close to Ferdy’s height, only a little taller than myself. He had a similar color of hair, but his eyes were brown rather than silver, and even in the darkness of the morning hours I could see the string of light freckles on his face.  

I could also see the hesitation in his gaze as he looked at me. 

Carefully balancing a silver tray in his hands, he cleared his throat, clearly embarrassed to be caught staring. “How are you feeling, my lady?” 

It was hard to give him an answer when I did not know myself. “What is today?” I sidestepped the question altogether.  

“It’s the seventh of December,” he said. “Two days after the Feast of St. Nicholas.” 

Two days since the attack on the castle. 

“How did I get here?” 

“His Highness and I brought you here after you fell unconscious,” Philip replied. He cautiously made his way to a bedside table and set down the small tray. My stomach grumbled at the smell of freshly baked bread and herbal tea. 

“Can you tell me what happened?” 

“After you found us and argued with His Highness,” Philip began slowly, “the floor in the ballroom collapsed in on the castle’s underground hallways while some of the nearby walls and ceilings fell.” 

He looked up me, clearly overwhelmed with gratitude. “You pushed His Highness out of the way and protected him. Some debris fell on your head.” 

The small bump on my head twanged with remembered pain, as if in agreement.

“I see. So then you brought me here.” 

“Yes, my lady.” 

One of the lessons Lady POW had taught me was to observe things, and knowing how traumatized I was by Ferdy’s deceit—how I failed to realize he was a prince in disguise, I would never fully understand—I vowed to be extra careful in the future. As I watched Philip, eyeing his quick and careful movements, I saw no immediate reason to distrust the freckled servant who apparently served as Ferdy’s royal stand-in. 

Admittedly, I was not willing to distrust him when I was as desperate as I was for news.  

“What happened to my brother? And what about the ballroom? Did everyone... survive?” 

Philip stood, straight and rigid, as he informed me of what he knew. There was no way for him to answer some questions, but even then, I already knew some of the answers.  

As Philip remarked on the damage, the Empress’ pain, and the king’s proclamation of sorrow regarding the loss of life, worry for Ben started to override my concern for Ferdy. I had to get back to my home, find Ben, Lady POW, and my other friends. Then, if I was still allowed to help after all of my mistakes, we had to find out what to do next. 

Lady Penelope will be upset with me when I see her again. 

I decided I would welcome her ire, if it meant Ben was alive and the Order would allow me a chance to redeem myself. And then Lord Maximillian would pay, I vowed, gripping my fingers into fists as my failure tormented me. 

“Please,” Philip said, stepping forward as I began to pull on my boots. “You are not well.” 

“I’m fine,” I insisted. It was at that moment I realized my dagger, the one that marked me as a member of the Order of the Crystal Daggers, was missing. “Where is my dagger?”

Philip hesitated again. “Please, just rest for now, my lady. His Highness only wishes for you to recover.” 

“I am feeling fine,” I repeated angrily, shooting him a threatening glance. “Give me back my things. I need to be on my way, and I won’t let you—or him—stop me.” 

Philip did not seem to be very brave—or at least, he was not willing to anger me. As displaced and determined as I was, I supposed I could not fault him for that. He gulped and nodded slowly. “As you wish, my lady. I shall return.” 

He paused briefly when he opened the door. “I know I should not tell you this,” he said quietly, “but His Highness wishes for you to stay here. You are safe, and so are your secrets. We are indebted to you for what you have done.”

Heat poured through me. As Philip left, relocking the doors, I finally caught sight of myself in the mirror. My cheeks burned bright crimson as my heart began to beat faster inside my chest. 

He wants me to stay. 

But a long moment later, I forced myself to move. I could not stay. I had my family to find, my work to finish. 

My dignity to salvage, my honor to restore. 

I grabbed at the dress left out for me and tugged it over my head. With the stays laced loosely, I could easily wear it over my stealth habit. I hurried to secure it, grateful it would be a suitable disguise. Just as I was contemplating how to get home, even if it meant walking the whole way there, the lock clicked again. 

The door opened as I pulled my hair free and tucked my hood down beneath a line of ruffles.  

“You can put my dagger down on the table, Philip.” I tugged the sleeves down off my shoulders, grimacing as the lower neckline brushed over the small cut. “I’ll get it in a moment.” 

“I suppose it shouldn’t surprise me that you hardly pay attention to me when we meet like this.” 

My spine tingled with sudden awareness, and my heart began to race at the sound of his voice. It was not Philip who had come. 

It was Ferdy. 
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◊

Ferdy’s voice stilled me. My body felt paralyzed as he moved behind me. 

“But then,” he drawled, “you’ve never seemed to recognize me for who I am.” 

I whirled around to face him. He was leaning against the door, dressed in a new ensemble of princely clothes. His brown hair was brushed back and styled so I could not see any of the hidden red, although there were hints of it in the shadow of a beard on his cheeks. There was a faint smirk on his face as I studied him, trying to see the Ferdy I knew: the street urchin who had set out to save me from trouble, the footman who stole me away from ballrooms ... the simple boy who had loved me as a simple girl. 

“You look well.” Nervously, I fiddled with my sleeves, smoothing out all the wrinkles as I called on my failing courage. I could feel Ferdy’s eyes linger on my bare shoulder, the one he had bruised. “Are you going to Mass?” 

“As a matter of fact, I am. Mother has called for special masses this week for the victims of the incident, and I am to attend them with her.”

“I suppose Karl will be there, too,” I said. “He assured me that he was dedicated to your mother’s happiness.” 

Ferdy’s breath released sharply. “I was hoping we could avoid talking about him.”

“Why should we?” I snapped. All my courage and patience was gone, and only my anger was left. “You lied to me. About everything.”

“Not everything.” 

A new thought struck me as I stood there. “I don’t even know your real name!”    

His confidence faltered, ever so slightly. “My name is Ferdy. Well, Ferdinand. I was named after my father and the king. I wasn’t lying about that. I only ... neglected ... to mention that my father and the king were the same person.”

When I crossed my arms over my chest, he gave me a sheepish look. “The name goes back several generations,” he murmured, still attempting to defend himself. 

My chin jutted forward defiantly. “I suppose Karl’s does, too?” 

“Even you should know Bohemia’s history.” Ferdy shifted his stance, moving away from the door to stand tall, his temper kindling in response to my own. “Karl was named after the first crowned king of our people. I was named after the last crowned king, which, thanks to my cousin, is still my father.” 

“You should have told me Karl was your brother.” 

“I told you enough about him!” Ferdy argued. “I even said he had a brother, the night I tricked him with the note from the footman. Remember?” 

It took me a moment, to recall the scene at the Hohenwart Ball, where Ferdy had appeared out of the shadows to come and see me. The scene became clear in my mind as I stood there, still attempting to rein in my remaining arguments. Underneath all my inner fury, I saw that night. I remembered Ferdy telling me Karl had been summoned away to go and retrieve his brother. 

“You were the one fooling around with an actress?” I arched my brow at him. 

“I did not know how accurate it was at the time.” Ferdy’s eyes roamed down my body, unable to hide his appreciation. “You clearly had some secrets yourself.”

“Secrets are one thing,” I said, blushing. “Lies are another.” 

“I agree.” He glowered at me. “There’s enough of an overlap in this case that I find it offensive.” 

“Offensive enough when it’s done to you, but you don’t seem to have any trouble offending me.”

“I also hate accusations.”  

“This from the man that has lied to me from the beginning!” I waved my arm around, gesturing toward the room around us. “Should I be flattered or insulted that after all your lies and secrets, you’ve kept me here like a prisoner of war?” 

“You were the one who accused me of being an assassin before. But you saved me, so I think we should consider ourselves even,” Ferdy said. 

“You had a handkerchief from the assassin’s place of employ,” I said. 

I thought of the handkerchief Ferdy had handed to me, the one he offered to me to stop the bleeding on my shoulder. It was just after he left me at the Advent Ball after Karl had run off, trying to find Lord Maximillian, in hopes of renegotiating their terms for the kingdom takeover. Ferdy had carried the handkerchief in his pocket. 

“There was a man who worked for the Szapira household who attacked Tulia,” I said. My head throbbed as I tried to keep my focus, but I was not going to let Ferdy see me cry. 

Never, I vowed. 

“Tulia was attacked?” Ferdy’s anger quickly transformed into surprise. 

I barely noticed his concern or heard his question. “Why else would you have it, if you were not in league with him?” 

“I had to borrow the ensemble from Karl, if you must know,” Ferdy said. “The handkerchief must have been a mix-up. He has been staying at the Szapira household since he returned to Prague. A simple mistake, that’s all.”  

“Your lies are no ‘simple mistake.’” I put my hand to my forehead, rubbing it in irritation. “You let me think you were nobody!” 

“You kissed my brother.”

“He kissed me.” 

“You didn’t stop it.” 

“I was trying to stop him from possibly killing a bunch of people. It seemed like a decent gamble at the time.” I turned away again, looking for some way to distance myself from him. 

“That’s all you have to say about it?” He came up to me and put his hand on my arm.

“Of all people, you should know that when you gamble, sometimes you lose,” I said, sullen at my own poor luck. 

“You told me that you loved me.” 

This time, Ferdy’s words came across as an accusation more than a reminder, and they cut deeply into my already floundering heart. 

His hands took hold of my shoulders and forced me to face him. I refused to look at his face; I did not want to witness the fun-loving Ferdy I had fallen in love with fade into nothingness. 

Another illusion, I told myself bitterly. “After all the lies you’ve told me, I’m sure we can forget about that.”  

“I never lied about how I felt about you.”

“Well, I never did, either,” I snapped, trying to step back from him. I came up against a wall, and suddenly I was trapped. 

“Prove it.” He pulled me close, and I felt helpless as the angry heat between us transformed into desire. 

My arms were already twining around his neck as his mouth came crashing down on mine. 

There were endless lies surrounding us, but as he embraced me, I knew there was also one very important truth between us: I wanted him, and he wanted me. 

I almost laughed as Ferdy held me tightly, his hands pressing on the small of my back; I remembered Lady POW telling me once before that men liked to grab onto hips during intercourse. Then his body pressed even more into mine, and I stopped thinking altogether. 

Our kisses grew hotter and harder as I gripped onto him, unable to stop myself from wanting the moment to go on, even though I knew it had to stop. 

“We can’t do this,” I whispered, nearly out of breath.

“I want to,” Ferdy murmured, as his lips found my throat, and then my shoulder, where he lovingly lingered over the cut he had caused. My former pain was replaced by pleasure, and a small moan escaped me, as if to give him absolution. 

“I know.” I hugged him, gripping him for balance as much as to keep him close. “But we can’t.” 

“Why not?” His eyes had clouded over with passion. 

“You know why not.” I waved my arm toward the window, gesturing at the broken kingdom outside the room. “You’re a prince.” 

“I’m not a real prince.” 

“Yes, you are,” I said. “And you just can’t be with someone like me.” I wanted to burst into tears, telling him that he could hardly marry someone who used to scrub the floors of her own home, let alone someone who was part of secret order of spies and protectors. 

It was just not proper. 

I pushed him away from me, determined to put a safe distance between us. “That’s why I have to go.” 

“Ella.”  

The vulnerability in his voice made my knees weaken. “The kingdom needs both of us,” I murmured, forcing myself to keep moving. “You have a duty to the kingdom, and I ... I have to protect you.”

“But­—”

Outside of the room, the church bells rang. We went silent in the room, letting the solemn joy of the music interrupt us for the moment.  

When the bells quieted, I shook my head. “Your mother will be worried for you. You should get to Mass.” 

“My mother can wait,” Ferdy said with a dismissive snort as he turned to look out the window. “She thinks I’ve been in Silesia for the past several months and that I came home to celebrate Christmas with the family. Do you remember the invitation to the Advent Ball? The one I gave you?” 

The one I had used as a bookmark for my reading as well as marker for my daydreams. The one I had run my fingers over many times, even the ragged, ripped edges at the top, where Ferdy had torn off the official greeting. Yes, I remembered it. 

“That was the invitation she sent out for me,” Ferdy said. “I stole it from the mail carrier one day while Jarl distracted him. Philip is the one who has been serving as the prince in my place, staying with the Duke of Silesia, disguised as a cousin to the Empress. He came back to report to me this past week. When he is gone, I will be free to go into the city while he goes back to studying and attending lectures in my place.” 

“So your mother thinks you’ve been at school instead of running around the streets of Prague dressed like a homeless person?”  

For a brief second, Ferdy grinned, and I had my beloved rascal back. “Absolument.” 

I grinned in reply, and we stared at each other for a long moment. It was so strange, I thought. I knew him so well, even though I knew nothing about him at all.

The moment between us passed, and then he came up to me, threading his fingers into my hair before he kissed me again, softly and sweetly.

No, I thought. There was one thing I knew for sure. We could not be together. Not now—not when there was nothing lasting between us, no real truth, and certainly no trust. Without that, the tidal wave of our passion, a tumultuous and rapturous thing, would end up destroying both of us. 

“Ferdy,” I whispered, with both wanting and warning. 

“You’re safe here, in my room,” he whispered back. “Let me keep you.”

I knew what he wanted. I knew I wanted it, too. Already, half of my mind was mentally calculating the days of my monthly courses, anything to give me a reason to stay, while the other half was scolding me for even considering it. 

“How do I know you’re telling me the truth?” The last thing I wanted to do was hurt him, but if I did not find a way to break free of him, I would risk doing even more harm. 

Ferdy met my gaze with his. “I promise you this, Ella, that as of now, I will never lie to you again.” He leaned forward and kissed me again, and I stood there, letting him, desperately debating whether I could trust him or not. His promise burned through me, his words scorched into my being. It was so tempting to believe him, more tempting than anything else I had ever faced in all my life. 

Freedom was only freedom if I could trust it to be true. 

“Will you let me keep you?” Ferdy whispered against my lips. 

I was floored. The pleading in his voice, though disguised by pride, was clear; Ferdy was begging me to stay. He was a prince. Even while he played a beggar on the street, he never had to worry about his next meal or fear that he would be denied anything he wanted. But as he kissed me, I could feel the raw, burning desperation inside of him, the kind that only came with true risk. He knew he could make me stay. But he also knew it would mean nothing if I did not want to.  

“I have to go back to my family.” His humility, juxtaposed against my own humiliation, allowed me to pull back once more. “I don’t know what happened to my brother or the rest of them. Ben is too important to me.”

Ferdy held onto me more tightly, and I felt my breath catch. I did not want to have to remind him there was a murderer on the loose.

But as he held me in his arms, still and unmoving, I had a feeling we both knew he could convince me to stay, and I would not object so long as I had his kisses to keep me content. 

It seemed both too long and too short of a time had passed before he nodded, letting me slide out of his embrace. “You saved my life, despite my attempts to negate it, perhaps. I am indebted to you. And I know what your brother means to you, even if my own brotherly affections have been stymied over the last years.”

I bit my lip, curious all of a sudden. “Why don’t you and Karl get along?” I asked. “He seemed nice enough to me. I know Ben and I have our differences, but we still love and care for each other.” 

“It takes an extraordinary amount of kindness and courage to love someone who hates you. Karl and I don’t appear to have much patience for that.” Ferdy smiled at me. “That’s something I’ve always loved about you. Your kindness and bravery were endearing to me, even at the beginning.” 

“The beginning?” 

“The first time I saw you, at your father’s funeral.” Ferdy looked out the window again, where dawn was starting to peek through Prague’s elaborate streets. “When the king heard about your father’s death, he was unusually determined to go. He said he never owed a man more of a debt than he did Adolf Svoboda.”

It felt strange to hear Ferdy speak of my father. “Táta served as one of his bodyguards during the Revolution of 1848.” 

“While my mother was pregnant with Karl, and later after he was born,” Ferdy said with a nod. “I know. My father made your father a knight and gave him land before my cousin took over as Emperor.” 

“That’s the only real reason I’m a lady,” I said. “Is that how you knew who I was, the day we met in Prague?” 

Once more, the flirtatious grin appeared. “Among other things. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen you in the city. I know you were upset at losing your book, but I was quite glad for the excuse to rescue you.” 

I did not tell Ferdy that Amir had been the one behind the theft, and I had forgiven him for that day. 

“I remembered the funeral,” I said. “I didn’t realize you and Karl were there until... ”

Until I learned the truth. Until I learned the truth about the secret heirs of Bohemia.  

“Karl would have gladly neglected the funeral. I am the younger heir, but I am my father’s favorite. That is a large reason for the animosity between us. I doubt Karl has ever forgiven Father for such an insult.”

I bit my lip, tempted to tell Ferdy he was my favorite, too. I kept to the relevant topic instead. “That is hardly your fault.” 

He paused for a moment, studying me closely. 

“You were your father’s favorite, too, weren’t you?” Ferdy asked, startling me with the abrupt question. “You don’t know what it is like, to feel the pain of being rejected by a parent.” 

I thought of how Táta had treated me, and then how he had treated Ben. Even before Ben fell off the barn roof and shattered his right leg, our father had been less affectionate toward him.

I have never thought about that before. 

Was it possible I had ruined his life even before I had caused him to break his leg? 

“I don’t think Ben hates me for that,” I said, forcing myself to focus on Ferdy. 

“He has likely thought about it, even if he does not hate you for it.” Ferdy shrugged. “Karl and I have many differences, but most of them come from our father’s favoritism. He hates that he is still ordered to watch out for me, too.”

I nodded blithely. From what I knew of him, Karl was a proud man. 

When Ferdy had tricked Karl into leaving the Hohenwart Ball, Karl reacted furiously. He was irritated at the interruption of our time together, but it was also clear he hated the task he was called to perform. It would anger him to be obligated to chase after his younger brother, especially while facing the neglect of his father. Such a slight would have been devastating.

No wonder Karl was so accomplished for his age, I thought. He would have wanted to stand out in other ways, almost as a way to punish his father for his lack of faith and favor.   

“When I said I wanted to go to your father’s funeral with him, Karl changed his mind,” Ferdy said, continuing with his tale. 

“Why did you want to go?” I asked. “You couldn’t be much younger than Ben. Even he didn’t want to go.”

“Any boy who has ever wanted to be a man looks to his father first,” Ferdy replied.  

I thought about Ben’s own disdain for our father’s memory, but how quickly he would defend Táta’s legacy as a soldier for the kingdom. Ferdy was right, as much as I might have wished to disagree with him.  

“I know my father has his mental limitations and he is not what anyone might consider a prize. But as a child, none of that mattered quite as much to me as it did to others.” 

I knew that still did not matter to Ferdy. He had always been the one who saw the worth of others before he saw their capabilities or labels. He acknowledged his father’s shortcomings, but clearly, he did not see them as a barrier to a relationship. 

“When I found out what going to the funeral would mean to my father, I was determined to go.” 

“That must be why we get along so well,” I said. “We are both determined creatures at heart.”

“You more than me. When I saw you—when you smiled at me as I helped my father through another one of his seizures at your father’s funeral—I felt unusually uncomfortable. I was there because I wanted my father to be proud of me. You were there because of your father’s death, and even in your sadness, you had enough goodness to offer a child your kindness.” 

He came up to me again, clasping my hand in his and caressing it affectionately. 

“So you must know, Ella,” he whispered, “this idea that you are not of my station is true. But you have it wrong. I do not deserve you.” 

I shook my head. I did not believe him. 

“There are other reasons we can’t,” I whispered, looking down at my new dress, the one that covered the stealth habit Lady POW had commissioned for me. “It’s too dangerous.” 

Ferdy straightened and took a small step back from me, allowing the tension between us to lapse ever so slightly. 

“That reminds me.” He reached behind himself and pulled out my sheathed dagger. “I kept it safe for you. Here.”

“Thank you.” 

“I have heard of the Order of the Crystal Daggers,” Ferdy said. “I’ll admit, I do not know how I feel about you being part of that assassination group.” 

“It’s not an assassination group,” I insisted. 

He ignored me. “I feel better knowing you’re a beginner.” 

My eyes narrowed at him. “What makes you think I’m a beginner?” 

“You’ve had the younger prince of Bohemia in front of you for weeks now, and you only learned the truth two nights ago,” Ferdy said pointedly, clearly trying to hide a smirk. 

My fists clenched angrily at his remark, as true as it might have been. 

Before I could defend myself, he shook his head. “I will not fight you on this now. You saved me when the ballroom walls fell, so I know, for the moment, you are on my side. I know that might change, but I do not feel like that should preclude you from my attentions.” 

There was nothing I could say. There was just too much between us, and that moment, the moment back in the castle, right before everything was destroyed, only proved our fate. We were too far away, and even if we were to work to bridge the chasm between us, one of us—or both of us—would end up hurt. 

And I did not want to hurt him. I was not willing to risk his life or safety, even if it meant we would be together. 

I glanced back at the door, eager to escape. 

“If you are determined to leave me, I’ve already said I would let you go,” Ferdy said in a resigned voice. 

He knew I was not going to choose him. His voice was too much like before when I first met him, and he asked if we could see each other again. 

Too much had separated us back then. Even more kept us apart now. 

“Thank you,” I said. That was the only thing I could think to say. I put my hand over his before I added, “Your Highness.”

He frowned, before leaning close to me. I thought for sure he was going to kiss me again, and I could not stop myself from wanting him to do so. 

But he only touched his forehead to mine, lightly and softly, staying there for the most bittersweet moment of my life. “Goodbye, Ella.” 

The way he said it, I wondered if he would ever call me that again. 

Before I could find the courage to ask, he turned around and left the room, leaving me alone with my many scrambled thoughts.  

The door was left open for me. 

I did not move as I listened to the sound of Ferdy’s footsteps fade across the castle hallways. I was finally free to leave; I did not know if I had ever been free to stay.
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The journey home felt painfully interminable. 

Philip arranged for me to travel by coach, so I did not have to sneak through the city. Even in my state of sadness, I could see why Ferdy trusted him; Philip took care of everything, down to the smallest details. He even brushed my hair, pinning it back with new combs. When I commended him on his work, he lightheartedly confessed that men could be even more difficult than women when it came to styling hair. 

It was only when I promised to send the combs back to the palace after I arrived home that he refused to accommodate me.

“His Highness gave them to you as a gift.” A slight flush peeked out from under Philip’s freckles, and I had the feeling he was telling me the truth against his better judgment. “The prince would like you to keep them.” 

It broke my heart, but I allowed it. If it was Ferdy’s gift to me, and I turned it away, he would be even more hurt. 

As Philip drove me home, I looked out from the coach windows and saw the small portion of Prague Castle that had caved in and fallen over. 

I felt as though my heart had done the same.

What could I do in the face of such evil?  

The rest of the city seemed just as wounded. The people, usually so jubilant and colorful, wore heavy-hearted, careworn expressions as they wandered through the wintery streets. The church bells chimed, but this time there was a bleak, tinny quality to their music. 

The sun was shining through the last layer of morning fog as we pulled up to my family’s manor. I looked back at the city skyline long enough to see that nothing had changed from this far away. The dullness of the buildings struck me as strange; the heart of the kingdom seemed wearier than ever as it stood against the passage of time. 

What could I do against such sadness?   

“Thank you for the escort, Philip,” I said, as he helped me out of the coach. 

“It was an honor, my lady. The prince and I are glad you are safe.” 

I sighed, looking around my family’s home. It was a smaller manor, made of stone and wood. It had been built and refurbished over the many years, starting as a small keep itself and then, as peaceful times came, it blossomed out into a home instead of a fortress. Hallways were added even as the battlements were maintained. It was surrounded by plenty of farmland, and even a few tenant cottages dotted the edge of our property. 

Thankfully, there was no one outside; no one was there to witness my shameful entrance. “I don’t know if I will get to see you again, but please tell Ferdy—I mean, His Highness—that I am grateful.” 

“Thank you. I know he will be very pleased.”

Recalling Ferdy’s earlier sadness, I doubted that. Ferdy would be happy to hear I kept his gift, but he would have preferred that I let him keep me. 

I did not even know what he meant by that, exactly.

“My lady.”  

The sudden look of worry on Philip’s face surprised me. “What is it?” 

“You won’t tell anyone else about His Highness, will you?”

It was the first time I had even thought about that. Lady Penelope would have known about Ferdy, wouldn’t she? I thought of the night of the Advent Ball when Empress Maria Anna sent me off to find Ferdy. It was possible, I realized, Lady POW would not have known about him. She had gone off to help others escape the castle before the empress said anything about her younger son. 

I have to find out, and I have to be careful. 

I did not want to think about what Ben or Lady POW would say about Ferdy, especially since I had fallen in love with him without knowing his real identity. It would only make my failure even worse in their eyes.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Thank you.” Philip smiled. “Empress Maria Anna has spent a good deal of the younger prince’s life hiding him from others, including those in the Order of the Crystal Daggers and the League of Ungentlemanly Warfare. Now that you know the truth, she will be glad when I tell her you have given your oath of silence.” 

“Why would it be a problem if they knew?” My hands curled around the dagger I kept at my side. Surely the Order would have protected Ferdy if they had known the truth.   

“Years ago, the Spring Revolutions brought change, but there is much corruption and self-service among the aristocracy. This is not something unique to Bohemia, but if another upset comes, it may lead to bloodshed, as it nearly did last time. Both King Ferdinand and Empress Maria Anna know it could just as easily come from within our own borders as it could the outside.”

My mind wandered back to the Cabal, where Ferdy had taken me. It was a small tavern beside the Jewish Quarter that housed a small group, one that met to discuss everything from local news to culture, religion, and politics. 

Maybe that was the real reason Ferdy became friends with them—to make sure he was safe. 

But as I thought of his carefree smile, of the friendliness shared between Ferdy and Clavan, Jarl, and Faye, I quickly discarded the idea. It might have been a benefit, but Ferdy did not stay with them to protect himself; he clearly enjoyed them as much as they enjoyed him.  

“Currently, there are certain parties—more than most would prefer to believe—that are very glad for His Highness’ brother speaking up against Emperor Franz Joseph,” Philip continued. “The princes have taken on their mother’s family name to ensure they are hidden.”

“Is Ferdy in danger?” I asked, suddenly afraid for him. 

“He easily could be,” Philip said. “Fewer know of Prince Ferdinand than his brother, but with Prince Karl’s political ambitions, Empress Maria Anna is worried he will cause the wrong attention. Especially since, as Bohemia’s history will tell, we have only survived so long because of the benevolence of God and the friendships we have with our foreign neighbors, as precarious as they are at times.”

It was at that moment I realized how little I actually knew about Ferdy. Why would he be running around Prague disguised as a homeless person? Was he hiding? Did he have a plan of his own? 

There were suddenly a million questions I had never allowed myself to ask, and even more, I did not know if I would ever have the chance to ask him.

The former empress had been willing for me to go and protect Ferdy. She could have sent someone else. Why send me? Why admit to me at all that she had a second child?  

When I asked Philip, he smiled at me. “From what I understand, your mother made quite an impression on her. Lady Eleanor and the other gentlemen who came to her aid during the Revolution of 1848 vowed to keep their silence.”

Other gentlemen? 

Was Philip talking about my father? The League? Or someone else?

It seemed I would have to figure that out, too. It would not be an easy task, especially where Lady POW was concerned. 

“Her Imperial Highness no doubt trusts you will live up to your mother’s legacy,” Philip said. 

“I will,” I promised. “I’ll protect him.” 

Even if I cannot trust him. 

“Thank you. Prince Ferdinand is a good man, and Bohemia would certainly suffer at his loss.” 

I agreed with Philip. Bohemia would never be the same without Ferdy. Neither would I. 

Philip said his goodbyes again, bowing before he climbed up to the carriage perch once more. He flicked the reins and then sped off, leaving me all alone, standing before my childhood home.

My family’s manor seemed different. The same farmland still surrounded it, the same morning sky watched over it. But the world had changed, and so had I. 

I looked toward the city again. The world would have to move on, and so would I. 

The entrance opened, and I heard a familiar voice cry out to me. 

“Nora!” 

Ben’s greeting welcomed me like nothing else could have, and I hurried toward him at once. “Ben!” 

He ran up to me, his crooked leg perfectly balanced in its brace, and we collided into each other as he gripped me in a tight hug. He was as strong and solid as he had ever been, smelling of home and mischief and a familiarity that absolutely blindsided me in all of its mysterious wonder. 

It was such a contrast to the lavender and mint of Ferdy’s room, and such a departure from the careless mix of fun and longing I found in Ferdy’s embrace.  

Tears started to swell behind my eyes. 

“We were so worried for you,” Ben said. 

“I’m so glad to be back.” I whimpered out solemn worries and my apologies as Ben wrapped his arms around me, whispering back assurances that everyone else was fine. But I ignored him, and soon he realized I was crying for other reasons. 

“What is it, ségra?” 

At his old endearment for me, I felt so young and helpless; I would have wished for my mother if she was still alive. I swallowed the rest of my tears, taking a deep breath, desperately forcing myself to regain control. 

“It’s nothing,” I managed to choke out. 

Ben knew me well enough to know I was lying. “Nora.” 

For the first time, hearing Ben call me “Nora,” shocked me. It was so strangely different from Ferdy calling me “Ella,” and it was unnerving to realize how odd I felt at the distinction.

“What is it?” Ben pressed. 

“It’s Ferdy,” I mumbled. I breathed deeply and swallowed the rest of my sobs. I had hoped to distract Ben away from my weakness, but saying Ferdy’s name proved to reveal it even more. 

It was bad enough I had failed in so many ways to prevent disaster, but it was even more embarrassing to admit I had made a complete fool of myself in the process.

“Did something happen to him?” Ben asked. I shook my head, and then he pulled himself back from me, allowing me to see the sudden spark of fury in his blue-green eyes. “Did he hurt you?” 

By his tone, I knew Ben was ready to defend my honor. “Not exactly,” I admitted. “But I shouldn’t see him anymore.” 

“Why not?” 

“Just because,” I muttered. I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. “There are plenty of other things demanding our attention now. We can worry about him later.”  

“Tell me.” 

I sniffed again. “Later.”

“Does he know about the Order?”

All of my bravado left me as Ben guessed a significant part of the truth. I nodded and looked away, hoping that would end the conversation. 

“Well, if he thinks that you’re beneath him for that, he was never worth your time to begin with.” 

At his anger, I wanted to cry all over again. I could not tell Ben that it was not because Ferdy did not want me that I was upset; it was more upsetting that Ferdy wanted me anyway.  

Thankfully, Ben only patted down my curls and kept me close. “I’m sorry.”  

Ben was the one person who knew me, the one person I could trust without hesitation. I leaned into him, briefly glad he did not have to carry his crutch any longer; since Amir had come, Ben had designed a new brace using our new companion’s medical expertise, and he was able to go for longer periods of time without using it. 

As I stepped back from him, I knew I was not willing to trust him with the full truth. I did not want to admit I had fallen in love with Ferdy, thinking him to be a pauper, only to find out he was a prince, and I did not want my brother to know how damaged my pride was despite all the desire Ferdy and I felt for each other. 

Ferdy was mine, and that meant my heartbreak was mine, too. 

Sniffing loudly, I wiped my eyes again, determined to show strength. “I’m glad to be home.” 

“You might not say that after you see Lady POW.” Ben’s voice was soft and playful, and I knew he was trying to make me feel better. I was glad for his support, especially since his joking meant he was not asking for more answers. 

Together we made our way toward the library. While we walked, Ben told me how, back at the castle, he had hurried to meet up with Amir before the ballroom, and the adjoining wings caved in. Several hallways, the kitchen, and two more sections of the castle had imploded, including the hallway beside the east library. They both helped guide people to safety and even rescued a few people caught under some of the debris afterward. 

“Not that they were that grateful for our efforts,” Ben said. “They were more upset at their fancy clothes being ruined than they were happy to be alive.”

My laugh was dry, too bogged down with despair.   

“Some of the king’s guards have told us that the fires are still burning underneath all the rubble in the wine cellar,” Ben said. “They have been working to account for as many people as possible while they try to extinguish them. Harshad is waiting to hear the final count of casualties. The latest estimate was six.” 

I hung my head. “This is entirely my fault.”

“Please.” A new voice broke through our conversation. “There’s no need to be so narcissistic and melodramatic about the whole situation, Eleanora.” 

Glancing up, I saw Lady Penelope standing in front of the library. The look in her eyes, the same deep blue as my own, suggested she was relieved to see me, but her arms were crossed, and her face was pinched into a disapproving frown. 

A small bubble of pride swelled up inside of me; I had been right about her reaction. She was glad to see me, but she was rightfully suspicious of my sins. She was likely just as eager to expose them to the rest of the world, too. 

I swallowed hard. “Lady PO—I mean, Lady Penelope.” 

“We have been waiting for you, Eleanora. You’re late.”

“Apologies, Madame,” I murmured humbly, knowing it was the best way to irritate as well as appease her.  

Her frowned deepened, before she whirled around, her dark skirts snapping in the air as she walked into the library. 

My grandmother is definitely unique, I thought. In all my life, I had never met anyone so inclined to win, yet so irritated when she won without a fight. 

Ben nudged me in his brotherly manner as we entered the room behind her. “She hasn’t rested much since we heard you were missing.” 

“I knew she would be difficult about seeing me again.” 

“She is difficult with nearly everything.”

Amir, Lady POW’s medical consultant and an honorary member of the League of Ungentlemanly Warfare, looked up at me first. In his chestnut eyes, I could see his visible relief, and I welcomed it. 

Harshad, my grandmother’s other colleague, also glanced over at me. I was not sure what to expect from him, but when he only turned away, unaffected, I felt that was a logical response. 

Briefly, I had to wonder if the two of them were thinking of Máma instead of me. Both Amir and Harshad had known my mother, Lady Eleanor Svobodová, for many years. She had been a member of the Order of the Crystal Daggers before she resigned her post and married my father. She never contacted them again after her last mission in Prague.

Amir admitted to me before that he had been in love with Máma, but Harshad’s exact feelings were harder to deduce. 

I only knew for sure he objected to Lady Penelope’s orders to train me; of course, he objected to plenty of her other decisions, too, but this was the only order he had successfully managed to avoid. Seeing how he turned away from me now, I wondered if the nature of his objection was rooted in my mother’s memory. 

“So.” Harshad’s attention remained on the papers strewn across my father’s desk. “You are back.” 

Amir inclined his head. “It is good to see you, Eleanora.” 

“Thank you,” I said, giving Amir a quick curtsy. I ignored Harshad. I never thought he was impressed with me, and I never expected him to change his mind—least of all now, as I returned from a failed mission.  

Before they could ask me any questions, Ben cleared his throat. “What is the latest news?” 

Amir and Harshad looked to Lady POW as she settled herself behind the desk. 

It was such a simple movement, but it was one that summed up my life since Lady Penelope, and her small group of spies and secret guards, had arrived in my father’s manor in Prague. It not only changed my present and my future but my past, too. Thanks to learning the truth about my mother and the Order of the Crystal Daggers, the ideas I had about my family and my childhood had faded into illusions. 

“Well, what has happened?” I asked. “Were we able to catch Lord Maximillian?” 

Lady POW wrinkled her nose. “Unfortunately, no.” 

“What?” I put my hands on my hips, allowing my right hand to rest just above my dagger. Having it so close lent me courage, and I knew I would need it in standing up to my grandmother. She was not called the Iron Dowager for nothing. “He orchestrated the attack on the castle.” 

Ben gave me a rueful look. “Since the man who attacked us by the wine cellar is dead, there is no way to prove Lord Maximillian was involved.”

My breath left my body in a rush. I did not know why I was surprised to hear our attacker was dead. 

From the sympathetic look on Ben’s face, he had been anticipating my reaction. He knew I was not prepared for death, let alone one I might have caused. 

“We are back to where we started, with Dr. Artha’s unresolved murder,” Lady Penelope said, as Amir slipped around the desk and made his way to stand beside Ben and me.

At the mention of Dr. Artha—my father’s former doctor and a consult to King Ferdinand V, as well as a former politician—another wave of weariness washed over me. A lifetime had passed since the Order’s arrival, and I was still reeling from my losses. 

It seemed like just yesterday when Ben and I had been working to prepare a grand engagement celebration for my stepbrother, Alex, and Lady Teresa Marie, Lord Maximillian’s daughter. I remembered that night vividly—Lady Penelope, my indomitable grandmother, commanding the entire dining hall as I floundered in the kitchens with my friends and fellow-servants; Cecilia, my stepmother, unable to whine her way out from Lady POW’s thumb. There was also Ben’s initial disgust at meeting our spymaster grandmother, my early arguments with the reserved but determined Amir, and hearing Harshad speak with such daring against my grandmother, even while going along with her wishes. 

Everything about that night became a fixed anchor in my life, a point where time stopped, and the direction of my life forever altered. 

“That is not entirely true, Pepé,” Harshad insisted. “We know that the political system has been compromised by a powerful coup, with foreign players and native members alike. The doctor’s death has allowed us to discover this connection.” 

We knew Dr. Artha had been murdered just outside the Church of Our Lady of the Snows. as he researched the mysterious deaths that were happening around Bohemia, especially after finding out several had been poisoned.

Upon arriving in Prague, Lady Penelope had set out to find out why. Then she found Ben and me, and she began to train us as members of the Order. As we slowly uncovered an organized plot to take over the kingdom, we discovered the truth about King Ferdinand’s secret heir. 

Heirs, I silently corrected myself. 

“Eleanora, I knew you were caught in the castle when you did not return here after the ball.” Her eyes looked up and down my dress before she narrowed her eyes at the combs in my hair. “I heard Karl Marcelin was at Tynem today with the empress and King Ferdinand. Did you see him at all after the wine cellar collapsed?” 

I shook my head. “No.” 

“The empress sent you after him, did she not? And you were unable to find him?” 

“No, I didn’t see him. He had left earlier, remember?” 

“I remember.” Lady Penelope’s eyes flicked over me again before her brow furrowed. “Are you quite certain that you did not meet with him?”

There was something almost sadistic in her voice, strangely threatening. She knew I was keeping secrets from her. 

“Anything at all could help,” she added slowly, as if she knew each second her gaze burned into me left me more anxious than the last. “Bohemia’s heir could still be in danger.”

Ferdy. 

Recalling what Philip had said earlier, I blanched. “Why do you think that?” 

“Karl Marcelin is at the center of the coup,” Lady Penelope said. “He might have initiated it, but it could easily get out of hand. Despite what fairy tales might tell you, there is no honor among thieves. I know that well enough from my own experiences.” 

I was confused for a moment before I realized Lady Penelope did not know about Ferdy. 

Thank you, Lord. 

One of my biggest questions had been answered, and one of my biggest fears had been allayed. While I was happy she did not know the extent of my humiliation and failure, there was something else that kept me back from trusting Lady Penelope with the truth about Ferdy. I did not know what it was, or at least, I did not know how to describe it; maybe it was because of my promise to Philip, and by extension, Empress Maria Anna, or maybe it was because of Lady Penelope’s own reluctance to share her past. Either way, my nerves rattled as her eyes stared at me, watching me with her cool, unblinking gaze. 
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