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First and foremost, this is for my darling children. The world needs more brotherly love and sisterly affection such as yours, and you are my inspirations.

Second, as always, this is for Sam. I have never forgotten your questions or our conversations, and I hope in some small way, you’ll read this and allow them to live on.

And finally, this is for all my favorite people I fangirl over.


To my favorite podcasters: Ben, Michael, and Drew. I love you all. And my video playlists are filled with Ravi, Dinesh, David, Dennis, and Nabeel. Thank God for you! I would not be anywhere close to who I am without all of you, and I am tremendously grateful for your wit, wisdom, and insight over the years.



As a special note, I would like to add Michelle and Ayah to my list. I am sorry for the late tribute to Nabeel, but I am grateful you are able to carry on his life’s work.

For the translation help, I must thank Riad El-Choueiry. Small as it is, your words have helped me so much.
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◊

My father’s hands, stained with darkened sunlight and roughened sores, were cold as I touched them for the last time. 

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

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

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

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

“Not yet!” I objected. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not all of them.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It seemed to suit him. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ben! That’s terrible to say.” 

“He was a terrible man.” 

“To you, maybe.” 

“Exactly.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m not even ten years old yet.”

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

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

“You dream of a family.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I frowned. King Ferdinand had no children.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He went still, staring at me. 

I stared back. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I didn’t do anything,” I said. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

THE ORDER OF THE CRYSTAL DAGGERS
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◊

“Nora.” 

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

It was a comfortable kind of discomfort. 

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

“Come on, Nora, wake up.”

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

“Cecilia’s coming.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, most definitely—”

“Ouch!” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ben coughed, effectively distracting her. 

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

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

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

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. 

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

“Yes, ma’am.” 

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

Ben said nothing. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I shut my mouth and nodded to him. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Help yourself to the cooking, more likely.”  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Ow,” I muttered. 

“What is it?” Ben asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ben did not seem to mind.

“Ha, nice try, Nora!” 

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey!” I rushed toward the door. 

Only to be immediately stopped by my stepbrother. 

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s Lord Alex to you.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

There was just one problem with that. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Since I coveted his approval and affection, I quickly hugged him, before brushing off his concern. “We’ll be fine, brácha,” I assured him, using my own endearment for him in return. “Now, let me go. If I’m supposed to be back from town before tonight, I’d better get going. Alex might be a terror, but he’s still nothing compared to his mother.”

THE ORDER OF THE CRYSTAL DAGGERS
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If I had any other reason to be there, going into the city would have been my favorite chore. Over the last few years, I had grown accustomed to the sadness I felt when I sold my father’s possessions, but I never tired of the wonder I felt when I wandered into the city.  

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

It doesn’t come senselessly, though.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What do you mean?” I asked.

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

“Is that really how politics work?” 

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

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

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

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

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

Tulia flicked her nose at me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What is it?” I asked. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sigmund Artha?” 

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

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

He did not deserve to die. 

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

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

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

Tulia was obviously upset about it.

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

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

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

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

I looked back at the goods Cecilia had ordered me to sell, the ones that let me reach back into my past, when my father was alive. I was carrying out a hellish task in the middle of my imaginary heaven, and I suddenly felt the weariness of the world sink into me even more at the irony. 

“Well, Tulia,” I said with a heavy sigh, “I hope this doesn’t take too long.” 

◊ ◊ ◊ ◊
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I WORKED MY WAY THROUGH the various traders and sellers, negotiating deals for hours as the sun passed overhead. It took no more than a couple of hours to find buyers for the things my father had spent his life collecting. 

As I passed the last of the furniture pieces to their buyer, Tulia tossed me a warm roll. 

“You did pay for this, right?” I asked. 

She rolled her eyes again, but nodded. As she took a bite out of her own loaf, I saw the earlier sadness I had witnessed was not completely gone, just hidden. 

Is she upset at Dr. Artha’s death because he was friends with my parents? 

It was possible Tulia had known him, although I could not remember ever seeing them together.  

Still musing over her strange reaction, I took a bite of my bread. The warmth ran over my tongue and I felt a spiritual sense of strength return to me. “This is great. Who made it?” 

Tulia nodded toward a baker delivery cart, and I frowned. No wonder this is so good. French bread is expensive. 

“How much was it?” I asked, and Tulia made a few gestures. 

It took me a few moments longer to realize what she was saying, and then I blushed. “You didn’t have to trade your ... amorous favors for the bread. I could have paid for it.” 

She grinned before she puckered up her lips and blew a few kisses toward me in reply. It was her way of saying that she did not mind having to allow a merchant a stolen kiss or two, knowing it was a gift for me. 

“Still,” I mumbled, embarrassed, “Máma would be upset with you for teaching me such behavior.” 

Tulia shrugged, and it was as if I could hear her tart reply. You asked, didn’t you? 

As much as I hated to give her credit, I ate the rest of the bread. 

When I was finished, I turned back to the carriage. There was a small chest left, and that was it. Despite the nourishment of the bread, I felt my spirits plummet once more. There were only a handful of things that could be in the chest. 

As I opened it, I saw my hunch had been correct. Two books, editions in prime condition, were carefully placed inside, and I despaired at the sight. 

Táta’s books were each small pinnacles of civilization, and only a bookstore could give me a good price for their treasured contents. I wept when Cecilia sold his first edition copy of Le Morte d’Arthur. 

I carefully pried the two books out of the soft velvet lining. One book I recognized easily; it was one of my father’s favorites, The Prelude, by William Wordsworth. 

The other made me pause. It was an intricately carved book, with a strange symbol on the front. I opened it up to see a script written in unusual, foreign scrawl. 

I sighed. My father’s books were very precious, and very expensive. He would not have kept these two side by side if they were not of high value, but I hated to have to haggle with a bookseller not knowing what I was trying to sell. 

“Well, I hope Cecilia’s not hoping for a fortune,” I said, noticing the small notes along some of the margins. “I’m not sure if I’ll be able to sell this at all.” 

We approached the small bookshop, Wickward Bookseller and Publisher, with its name branded in golden gilt across the top of the building. I could only sigh at the oncoming headache. 

I jumped down to the ground, eager to get the business over and done with. In my haste, I landed hard on the stony streets, and the small chest I had held went crashing down to the ground and fell open at the feet of a man. 

“Promiňte,” I said quickly, rushing to hide my embarrassment. “I’m so sorry ... ” I felt my voice trail off as the man turned around. 

I felt bad for staring, but there was something about him that demanded my full attention. Beneath his white turban, I saw his glossy black hair was combed back in the London fashion, and he had a trimmed mustache that would not have been out of place in a Spanish court. His skin was a deep tan with a bronze undertone, hinting at his Turkish blood and bringing out the darker chestnut of his irises. From his own stare, he seemed just as surprised to see me, although I had to wonder why. I was perfectly average in Prague.  

“Naděžda,” he whispered, and I had to wonder what language he was speaking. 

“Pardonnez-moi,” I tried again, hoping the French would work. The Ottomans and the Turks had significant trade deals with France, and I could only hope he would know enough French to realize what I was saying.

I was gratified when he replied, “Je vous pardonne, mademoiselle.” 

At that, I smiled, and then hurried forward to grab my fallen books. “Merde. They’re covered in dirt now. Wickward better still give me a good price on these, or I’m going to be upset.” 

I hurried to wipe the books off with my skirt, making a face when I could not get a scuffmark off The Prelude. I caught sight of the man’s Hessians as I stooped on the ground. 

Why is he just standing there? He was still staring at me with a shocked look on his face. 

Realizing I was staring at him again, he suddenly knelt down next to me. He produced a handkerchief, and when he held out his hand, I realized that he was offering to clean it. I handed him The Prelude, and he kindly wiped it off.

Behind me, Tulia was throwing a fit, pointing at him and waving her arms. 

“Wait a moment, Tulia,” I said to her, glancing over my shoulder. I had to wonder if she was afraid of him, or if she suspected him to be dangerous because he was a Turk. “He’s almost done. He has the other book now.” 

As I turned around, there was suddenly a small, curved dagger in my face. 

“Merde,” I cursed again, this time much more loudly, as he lunged forward. I was terrified he was going to hit me, so I put my hands up. I felt something pound against my chest, and I ended up falling into Dox. 

I saw the Turk’s dagger slice through one of the reins. At the sudden movement, Dox reared, almost sending the carriage toppling over. 

“Tulia!” I called, but I watched as she leaped down and grabbed a hold of Dox’s bridle. 

I looked down to see The Prelude in my hands. 

The other book was gone. 

Meanwhile, the Turk headed down the streets. Anger suddenly boiled within me. “Stay here, Tulia! See if you can fix the wagon. I’m going to get my father’s book back.” 

Before Tulia could signal to me not to go, I went. 

As I was chasing the Turk through the crowded city streets, I mentally cried out to Ben, hoping he had managed to find someone to fix my shoes for me. The ones that I had borrowed from Betsy seemed to pinch more with every step. 

“Come back!” I raked my mind for the German, French, English, and Czech words for “thief,” as I began to pant. 

I saw him round a corner ahead of me and instantly brightened. 

I’ve got you now. There’s a shortcut ahead. 

I ducked through a small alleyway, skirting around sludge, piles of trash, and fallen laundry from one of the upper floor apartments. 

When I came out on the other side, I pressed against the crowd. 

I had taken a risk, and I was rewarded. 

The Turk came barreling right into me. The second before he collided with me, I saw his eyes go wide. 

My own face might have betrayed my fear, because a moment later, I felt him latch onto me. Together, we whipped around, and a second later, I saw we were back in the small alleyway, pressed between the buildings and in a fight. 

“Give me my book back,” I demanded, punching him hard. My left hand burrowed into his side, and he fell back against the wall. 

“I just want my book.” I stood over him, panting quietly. “I won’t report you if you just give it back.” 

The curved dagger glinted off the small light of the alleyway. I could not say if I stood my ground out of bravery or fear. 

“Non, mademoiselle,” the Turk replied, before he jumped up.  

He feinted, and I lashed out a quick kick. He managed to land a quick blow to my leg. 

“Whoa!” I lost my footing and stumbled, desperately trying to keep my balance. 

Just as I managed to steady myself, I felt the chill of his blade next to my throat. In the seconds I had been distracted, he wound his arm around me and held me at his mercy. 

“If you’re going to take the book from me and threaten my life over it, I should at least be told why you want it so badly, shouldn’t I?” I snapped, unable to stop myself from fighting even if I was only left with words. 

He sighed. “‘Anti la tafhamin.”

I frowned, angry and flustered, frustrated and embarrassed. “That’s not telling me anything,” I said. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” 

Before he could respond, a new voice stepped into the conversation.

“Ma aldhy yajri?” 

The Turk stilled behind me, shifting his focus from me to the young man who stood in front of us, blocking the entrance to the alleyway. I sighed. From his clothes, I could see this young man was clearly a street urchin, possibly homeless.  

I was wondering if he would try to rob me too when he gave the Turk a quick bow, pulling off his cap in a gesture of respect. “Ymknny musaeadatuk fi dhalik.” 

The Turk shook his head and said something else. The boy nodded and responded easily, and I grew more frustrated as their conversation continued. 

“I don’t understand either of you,” I said. “But I will scream until someone comes to help if you don’t let me go and if he doesn’t give me my book back.” 

The street urchin smiled at me, before giving me a quick wink. “I’m sorry, my lady,” he said. His voice was unusually calm and cheerful, despite the tense situation, and I was loathe to trust him. 

“What is he saying?” 

“It seems this gentleman believes that book to be his.” 

“It’s not,” I snapped. “It was my father’s. I want it back.” 

He nodded in understanding before he talked to the Turk some more, who shook his head. Their arguments grew more terse, before finally the Turk seemed to give in. 

The street urchin smiled as he turned to me again. “He will let you go. He wasn’t expecting you to give chase.” 

I wrinkled my nose, ready to respond with a tongue-lashing that would have replaced any public execution when the Turk pushed me away, hard. My pinching shoe caught on the cobblestones, and I fell forward. 

My scream was late, and because it was late, it was muffled. The other man jumped to my rescue, catching me close to his chest. I tasted the streets on his scarf as I gripped onto him. Behind us, the Turk disappeared. 

“Merde,” I shouted.
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I stood there, paralyzed with simultaneous shock and rage, as the young man tightened his grip on me. He seemed to be steadying himself as much as he was helping me. 

“Let me go!” I insisted, suddenly realizing he was keeping me from any chance of pursuit. “He took my book.” 

“I rather think you should be grateful you survived the encounter, even if you lost the book.”

I thought of the book, of how my father must have cared for it, protecting it after he procured it. “You don’t understand.” 

“Why? It’s just a book. And from how you dropped it earlier, it was a dirty one at that. I doubt you would get much for it, especially if you were going to see Wickward. He would have been unwilling to buy it, and he would have lauded every defect as he looked it over.” 

It was too tempting to hate him for the blatant superiority in his words at that moment.  

“You wretch!” I finally came to my full senses and shoved myself out of his arms. “My father is dead. His books are among the last things I have of his.”

I was a little infuriated to see the young man smile.  

“Your father would be happier, I think, that you are still alive. So it was good that I saved you.”

“What was the point in saving my life if you just made it harder?” I glared at my so-called rescuer, and I only grew more upset as he began to laugh. 

“What’s so amusing?” I asked through gritted teeth. 

“Your logic. A hard life is still better than death.”  

Cecilia briefly came to mind. I did not know whether or not to agree with him. 

He saw my hesitation, and I stopped to study him. Under his sloppy hat, he had darkish brown hair, with kind eyes the color of lightened shadows, a strange but lovely gray layered with silver. I was still unsure whether or not he was going to rob me, too; I was glad I had given The Prelude to Tulia. As his hand reached out for mine, I eyed him suspiciously. 

“Well, if that is not enough to convince you that I have done you a service, perhaps I can make your life easier in another way.”

When I did not allow him to take my hand, he gave me a deep bow instead, and I softened ever so slightly at his manners. A thief did not need to use manners. 

As far as I know, at least.  

“It only seems fair I help you once more, since I made your life harder, after all.” 

He did not push for me to accept his offer, but his politeness seemed to insist upon it. 

“You can call me Ferdy,” he added, as he straightened.  

“Ferdy?” I wrinkled my nose. “That’s a strange name.” 

Ferdy did not seem to take any offense. He laughed, before giving me a slightly crooked smile. It was, despite my attempts not to notice, quite charming. His whole face seemed to light up, and I was momentarily dazzled.

I was suddenly aware that we were still very close, standing in the small alleyway. 

“You can blame both Bohemia and my family for that one, although ‘Ferdy’ seems more fitting for a poor man such as myself, rather than my proper name,” he said, ignoring my discomfort. “‘Ferdinand’ is a Bohemian favorite, thanks to the king, and in my family, we have the same two or three names that get used again and again, and each generation is expected to surpass the greatness of the previous one.” 

I looked down at his slovenly clothes again, reliving the smell of what I suspected was tobacco smoke on his scarf. “I wish you the best of luck in that regard, then.” 

“Well, I have proven my worth for today at least,” he said, looking back to the far end of the alleyway, where my assailant had slipped away. “After all, I saved a damsel in distress.” 

I could not stop myself from scowling at him. I had been protecting myself for the last decade, only occasionally with Ben’s help, and I did not appreciate being reminded of my failure.

But he was obviously poor, and he was right; he had stepped in to protect me. If I let myself, I could still feel the cool edge of the Turk’s curved blade held against my neck. Pushing that thought aside, I decided that Ferdy had earned some merit. 

“Well, then.” I gave him a grand curtsy, mimicking his own introduction. “You have my thanks. I’ll remember you in my prayers tonight. Surely the Lord himself will repay you for your trouble. Now, if you will pardon me, I must go.” 

“God might reward me later, but I’d prefer to collect now, if you please.”  

I knew it! I felt a rush of vindication. He was just after a reward. 

I steeled myself against him. “So you would have me reward you?” 

“Absolument.” The cheeky smile was back, and I was suddenly aware that he was flirting with me. I did not know whether to blush or scoff. While I was a servant in my home, I was still born a lady, and I knew better, even if he did not. 

“Well, unfortunately, Mr. Ferdy,” I said, emphasizing his name with all the power to dismiss him, “I do not have anything with which to pay you—”

“Ferdy, please.” 

“—so you will have to leave it up to providence for your remittance. Good day.” I turned away from him and headed down the street. Already, I could see Tulia maneuvering Dox toward me. She waved eagerly, placing her hand on her heart and taking a deep breath.  

“I was not talking about money,” Ferdy said from behind me. “In return for my services, I request only to know your name, my lady.” 

Groaning silently, I turned to face him once more. “Why?”

“Why not?”

“It hardly seems proper.” Tulia arrived behind me, and upon seeing Ferdy arguing with me, immediately leaned down to better hear our conversation. 

“I imagine it’s very improper in some circles to interrupt a thief about his business, too,” Ferdy pointed out. “But here we are.” 

I turned back to Tulia, frustrated and confused. I needed to get home soon or Cecilia would have me beaten again, although she would probably do that anyway. 

The thought disappeared as I realized Tulia was suddenly smiling sweetly at Ferdy. She nodded her head toward me in that manner of hers, compelling me to give in.

No, I thought, recalling the kisses she had given earlier to the baker as payment for our bread. She cannot possibly be on his side in this matter. 

“My lady?” 

Glancing back, I eyed Ferdy suspiciously. He did not seem to be sorry in the least for making me uncomfortable. And while there was nothing inherently wrong with him, something did not seem right. I could not explain what it was. Behind me, I heard Tulia start to fuss. 

I resigned myself to my fate. I cannot believe I am doing this. My hands tightened around my skirt. 

But before I could properly introduce myself to Ferdy, he nodded to the book lying beside Tulia on the perch. “What book is that?” he asked. “It seems that you still have some left after all.” 

“That one? It’s a first edition of The Prelude, by Wordsworth.” I almost told him it was my one of my father’s favorite books, but I decided not to mention that. While Ferdy had saved me, there was no need to pretend we were close. 

“I can get you a good price on that, if you’re interested in selling it,” Ferdy said. 

His offer briefly distracted me from my suspicion. I arched my brow delicately. “Do you even know who Wordsworth was?” 

“I happen to know what ‘first edition’ means, if that is what you really want to know,” Ferdy replied. “And that if it’s a book, Clavan will probably like it.” 

“Who’s Clavan?” 

“A friend of mine. He collects rare books. Including first editions. I can assure you, he pays much better than Wickward, too. Wickward is as tight as a drum, but Clavan’s especially cheerful, especially if you get him full of liquor first.”

“Does your friend perchance have a drinking problem?”

“Why, yes he does,” Ferdy said, so guilelessly I almost laughed. He straightened his cap. “But he’s familiar enough with me that I think I can use that to your advantage.” 

I bit my lip. I needed a good price on the book, especially since the other one was gone. Cecilia would be upset if she thought I did a poor job selling our goods. “Where is his shop?” I asked. “Is it near?” 

“It’s further east of the bridge, down by the Vltava.” 

“In the Jewish Quarter?” I asked. 

For the first time, I caught him off guard. His eyebrows raised a little, but he nodded. “Yes, my lady. Clavan works out by the Josefskà, the Jewish Quarter.”

“I see.” It was a little further than I would have liked to go; I had to get back to the manor soon. 

“Does this offend you?” Ferdy asked. His voice was careful and his tone was casual, but he was suddenly less at ease.  

“Oh, no, that’s not it,” I said, blushing. “I was just worried about the time. I have to return home soon.” 

“Well, let us not waste any more time on it,” Ferdy said, his quick smile returning. “I’ll take you there, and Clavan will buy your book, and then you can head back to your home. Here, let me help you up.” 

He held out his hand to help me back up into the carriage. 

After all the trouble I had gone through, I was tired. Tulia was nodding at me, giving me her stern looks to tell me to accept. And I needed a good price on The Prelude. 

That is why I allowed Ferdy to take my hand—or so I told myself. But I laid it down gently in his, intending to suffer through it, his hand wrapped protectively around mine, and I found myself unable to resist twining my fingers into his.

As I sat down on the carriage box, I looked down at him again, suddenly nervous. “My name is Eleanora.” 

Ferdy bowed properly once more. “It is a great pleasure to meet you, Lady Eleanora.” He gave me a thoughtful look, before he frowned. 

“What is it?”

“Your name is too long.”

“Hey!” I objected. “It is not.”

“You’re the one who said mine was strange. I can say yours is too long.”

Beside me, I could tell Tulia was amused. She seemed even more amused when I scowled at him and he laughed. 

“I’ll call you Ella instead. It’s a lovely name for a lady—suitable for a princess, in fact. Now, give me the reins. I’ll lead the way to Clavan’s shop.” 

I decided not to bother to tell Ferdy that my family called me Nora as Tulia eagerly tossed him Dox’s hastily repaired bridle. He intrigued me, but that did not mean I had to give him any intimate details.

“If you are too lazy to say my name properly,” I said, “it’s unlikely you’ll be able to accompany us to the Jewish Quarter. It is several blocks away.” 

“Maybe I am trying to conserve my energy so I can make the effort. Besides, it is only proper for a lady to be escorted. And you are very concerned with what is proper, aren’t you, Lady Ella?” 

Tulia nudged me with her arm. She wanted to hear the details of what happened, but I said nothing as we made our way through the various streets. Ferdy did not need to hear how angry and frightened I had been during the whole encounter with the Turk, and I did not want to admit I was still skeptical of Ferdy himself. Several minutes passed as I watched him, more curious than I wanted to admit. 

It was only as we came upon the Vltava that I began to ask him questions.

“How did you know I was a lady?” I asked, scooting forward on my seat as we faced the edge of the Jewish Quarter. “I’m dressed like a servant.” 

In front of me, Ferdy shrugged. “Everyone lies about something. Once you figure that out, it’s easier to figure people out.” 

“Oh.” 

He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes sparkling like lightning across stormy clouds. “Don’t worry, Ella. Your secrets are safe with me.” 

I was about to assure him I did not need him to keep any of my secrets when he added, “Clavan’s place is just up ahead. I’ll pull over here. Does your grandmother want to stay with the cart?” 

“Grandmother?” I suddenly realized he meant Tulia. I was surprised to see the amused look on her face, but I was glad she was not insulted. “Oh. She’s not my grandmother. She’s my companion. And she is going to come with me.”

“My apologies.” He held out his hand, waiting for me to take it.

My stomach suddenly twisted into knots. I jumped down on my own, brushing passed him, ducking my face away from his. I told myself that if he was going to call me by half of my given name, he could not expect me to take his gestures of gallantry seriously. But, as I watched him help Tulia down in the same manner of a gentleman attending to a proper lady, I felt a layer of shame settle on me. 

Tulia handed me The Prelude firmly; it was her way of reminding me to be brave and kind, as my mother would have wanted, and that sometimes it required more bravery to be kind.  

“Clavan works here,” Ferdy said, pointing to the sign above us. “The Cabal.” 

“The Cabal?” 

Ferdy nodded. “He enjoys the absurd and the eccentric, like all the elites. But he is a good man, and you’ll see what I mean, the more you get to know him.” 

Ferdy led us into the tavern, and at once, a new world reached out to welcome me. It was dark inside, with homey colors and elegant fixtures; the air clashed with a battle of smells and moods, with food cooking and foreign spices, the taste of fine alcohol, and the distinct cloud of tobacco smoke—all of it converged together to give a strange and immersive sense of otherworldliness. 

As Ferdy led me to the bar, a dark and rich oak, polished to a shine, I felt my eyes wander around, trying to take in the small tables and plush chairs, the silk wallpaper, and the quiet rattling of newspapers. 

“Josef Clavan, you old kook,” Ferdy called. “Where are you? In the kitchen, busy under your wife’s skirts, looking for something to do?” 

I blushed at his insolence and intimate joking. I felt Tulia twitch with silent laughter beside me. 

“If you’re distracting Helen from her cooking, your customers are going to be upset.” 

Seconds after Ferdy’s taunting, a door opened and a man walked out. The lights of the tavern glistened on his bald head and twinkled off the small, round glasses on his slightly crooked nose. He rolled up his shirtsleeves as he walked over to us. “Well, if it isn’t Ferdy,” he said. “Should I even count you as a customer, since you have yet to settle your tab?” 

“You know my word is as good as gold,” Ferdy said with a friendly chortle. “And speaking of my tab, I’m going to help take care of it with your help today.” 

Clavan cocked an eyebrow and gave Ferdy a smirk. “Is that so? Enlighten me, you knucklehead.” 

“Let me start by introducing you to Ella here.” Ferdy reached out and took my arm, pulling me forward. “She’s a lady I rescued earlier today, when a thief was after her books.” 

“Well then, it sounds like she’s had a hard day.” Clavan took my hand in his over the bar and bowed over it. “Lady Ella, is it?” he asked. “I can’t imagine which was worse for you—dealing with the thief or getting stuck with this rogue as your hero.” He gestured toward Ferdy, and I could not help but laugh. 

“I’m not done deciding,” I replied, and Clavan nodded approvingly. 

“Smart lady, Ferdy,” he said. “You’re already not worthy of her.” 

“Don’t I know it,” Ferdy agreed. “Which is why I can at least buy her a drink. Put it on my tab, won’t you? And one for her companion, too.” 

“I would say it’s only appropriate.” Clavan hurried to get us our drinks. “Perhaps too appropriate.”

“And yet, not proper at all,” I muttered, before Tulia nudged me. 

Clavan handed me a small glass of beer, and it struck me just how inappropriate this whole scene was. I was a lady, I was not supposed to sup with my vendors, I was not supposed to allow myself to be led around by a street urchin, and I was not supposed to visit any taverns. 

I was not supposed to chase down any thieves, either. 

For all Ferdy captivated me, I finally allowed myself to see the absurdity of my situation with a smile.

Tulia put her hand on my arm, giving me a reassuring pat. I was not comforted as Clavan handed her a shot of French whiskey, telling her he knew a connoisseur when he saw one, but I decided I could relax. 

Not senselessly, though. I put my glass down after a small sip, just in case. I recalled Ferdy saying that Clavan had a drinking problem—and indeed, he probably did, working in an establishment such as his, with temptation all around. I was not going to lose my wits as Ferdy attempted to coax Clavan free of his. 

If Ferdy was actually going to do that at all. I was already starting to see Ferdy joked about any number of things, and it was hard to tell what he was serious about and what he was not. His irreverence was as dizzying as it was fascinating. 

“Where’s Jarl?” Ferdy asked, looking around. “I was hoping to see him today. I found a new pipe merchant he might like, one that trades with a plantation in San Salvador.”  

“Jarl’s working, since he has a steady job, unlike you,” Clavan said, sitting down across a table from us.

“Only because that was your requirement for him.” 

“Well, if he’s going to marry my Faye, and Faye says he is, and since she and her mother are their usual, insistent selves on the matter, he has to keep a job. I won’t have him standing out on the streets, waving a sign around, asking for a new job every other day.” 

“That means you’re allowing some poor businessman to take the risk and employ him, though.” 

“Is that why you have yet to get a job and keep it?” 

As Clavan and Ferdy talked and laughed together, I tightened my grip on The Prelude. Was this really worth the trouble? 

Before I could wonder too long, Ferdy said my name, and I became the focus of the conversation. 

“We’re boring Ella with our discussion,” Ferdy said. “And since it was hard enough to get her to come here, let’s talk business, Clavan.” 

Clavan gave me a smile—a genuine one, not the smirk he had given to Ferdy. “Well, Lady Ella, if I did not know Ferdy here as well as I did, I would wonder what kind of woman would associate herself with him. But I’m sure I can help you free yourself from him if needed.” 

I eyed Ferdy carefully. “Well, I’ll be sure to hold you to that then, Mr. Clavan.” 

He chuckled. “Ferdy mentioned books earlier. I assume he’s brought you to me in order to see if I am interested?” 

“I gather that is the reason. He said you collect rare books, as my father did before he died. This is the latest book in his collection I’ve been ordered to sell.” I carefully reached out and handed him the copy of The Prelude. 

He shifted his glasses up to the bald crown of his head as he studied it. “Beautiful etching,” he observed, and I decided I already liked him.

As if Ferdy read my mind, he nodded. “See, Ella? I told you Clavan was a better buyer than Wickward.” 

“Wickward?” Clavan huffed. “I’m surprised that ancient blowhard is still in business, considering how well he treats his customers. Not to mention his books.” 

“I admire any man who has the courage to make his love of writing and books into a business,” I said softly, thinking of my own dreams of Liberté, the small bookshop Ben and I wanted to open once we made enough money to escape from Cecilia. “Even Wickward.” 

“True enough,” Ferdy declared. “What else would the alcoholics and addicts do to relieve themselves from the stress of their addiction, if not write? It’s best that we keep them in business, so Clavan can stay here in business, too.” 

Clavan put his glasses back down on his nose. “You’re in a rare mood today, Ferdy. I see Lady Ella is acting as a tonic for your own addiction to trouble.” 

“A tonic to which I might well find myself newly addicted,” Ferdy agreed, and I blushed. He glanced over at me, suddenly thoughtful and sincere, as he added, “If for no other reason than she’s too easy to tease.” 

I decided to ignore him. He was unsettling me, and I did not like it. Or at least, I did not like that I liked it so much. 

“Well, Mr. Clavan, what do you think of the book?” I asked, shifting my focus back to sales.  

“I’d love to add it to my collection. And as I’m partial to Wordsworth, I’ll even settle Ferdy’s account here at the bar as his finder’s fee.” 

“Much obliged, my good man,” Ferdy cheered, lifting his cup in celebration. His eyes met mine over the rim of his glass. “And my good lady, too.” 

Moments later, Clavan handed me a small pouch of koruna, and upon feeling the weight, I felt much better about my decision to follow Ferdy to the Cabal. 

“Thank you, Mr. Clavan,” I said. “I hope next time I will be able to bring you another work you will like.” 

“I do not merely like Wordsworth. His work is among the most prized in my collection. His wisdom and insight are too keen to miss, for all the poetry he hides even in his prose.” He glanced over at me. “Have you read his work?” 

“Some,” I said. “More of his poetry than his prose.” 

“There’s magic to be had in his poetry,” Clavan said. “But there is more freedom in his prose.” 

I saw the reverence he held for the book and its writer, and smiled. Táta would be happy with my choice of buyer. And Cecilia would be happy with the money, even if it came from a Jew. 

“Then I will have to read his other work,” I replied, and Clavan’s eyes twinkled warmly at me. 

“You long to be free?” he asked, and it was almost as if he had spoken into my soul. 

I nodded. “Yes.” 

“From what, if I might ask?” 

“My stepmother would be a good start,” I admitted, half-watching as Ferdy chatted away at Tulia, trying to figure out some of her silent signals. “She is the one making me sell my father’s books in the first place.” 

“I wish you luck in that regard,” Clavan said. “I know the pain that comes with dealing with a tyrant, especially one who is a parent. But freedom is found in truth and the struggle for it, and if you are as determined as you seem, I believe you will find it one day.”

“Thank you,” I said, touched and humbled. Clavan had a way of speaking that seemed to release calmness and hope into the world.

“You’re welcome. It was a pleasure meeting you, Lady Ella. Take care—especially if you’re going to go around with this schlemiel.” He nodded toward Ferdy, and I laughed again. 

“There are far worse people than me running around Prague.” Ferdy grinned. “And you know it, Clavan.” 

“Speaking of which, did you hear anything new about the Artha case? Eliezer sent me a message asking for more details.” 

Behind me, Tulia went still. I caught her concern and quickly leaned in closer. 

Ferdy sighed. “A runner saw him leaving the Church of Our Lady of the Snows after taking confession. He was stabbed by a man wearing a servant’s coat as he was leaving and then left for dead.”

Dr. Artha was murdered? My eyes, wide with shock, met Tulia’s. She did not seem surprised at all to hear the news.  

“Hmm. That doesn’t give a thief a lot of time to ask for money.” Clavan frowned. “Anything else?” 

“I’ve talked to a few sources, but nothing else odd or suspicious,” Ferdy said, his voice grim. “The former Minister-President blames the Jews for his brother’s death, but the king’s guard suspects the Nationalists.” 

“You are talking about the politician who was buried today, aren’t you?” I asked.  

“My apologies, ladies,” Clavan said. “I forgot it is hardly proper conversation.” 

I waved my hand, brushing it aside, knowing Tulia would appreciate the chance to hear more. “No, no. I am interested in hearing about what happened. What can you tell me?” 

Clavan and Ferdy exchanged a quick glance, before Clavan shrugged. “Sigmund Artha was a medical consultant for the king before his brother promoted him to a political advisor. He and I were friends, since we shared several interests. He sent a message to me a few days ago, declining his weekly invitation to the Cabal. He mentioned he had reason to believe he was being followed. He was killed only a day later.” 

“This is not entirely unexpected, unfortunately,” Ferdy said. “Several politicians in Prague have been threatened of late. Even Dr. Artha’s brother received a threat, which is rumored to be the real reason he stepped down from his position as Minister-President. There have been two murders like his in the last several months, where it appears to be a hasty mugging or a gruesome accident, and the Jews have been blamed. Others have died, too, but under less unusual circumstances.”

“Less unusual circumstances that seem much odder when considered who gains from their death, anyway,” Clavan murmured thoughtfully. 

“That sounds terrible,” I said, suddenly very glad I was a servant in my own home, rather than one to the lords of Bohemia. As much as Cecilia could rail and wail, I doubted she would ever try to kill me. 

God forbid she would have to do her own laundry or hire someone else to do it for her. 

“It is terrible.” Ferdy gestured toward the Cabal. “Eliezer, our other friend, has been gathering information on the cases. If the murderer is Jewish, he wants the Jews to see to it that this person is caught and tried. But so far, we have not found any solid leads.”

Clavan sighed. “When something like this happens, the Jews need to be the ones to take care of it, or our silence will be seen as support.”  

“Why would a Jew kill Dr. Artha?” I asked. “Was it because he was Catholic?” 

“Jews and Catholics do have a terrible history. However, Sigmund was good friends with me and Eliezer. That is why others, like his brother, condemn us in this matter,” Clavan said with a shrug. “Sigmund also worked with Eliezer’s wife, who is a midwife, several times. He was her source for a lot of her herbs and medicinal supplies.”

“That is hardly fair for the Minister-President to blame the Jews.”  

“Many things in life are not fair,” Clavan reminded me. “With increased tensions between the German Diet and the Bohemian Diet, many prefer it that the Jews are to blame for things like this. I am not surprised to hear that the king’s guard actually suspects the Bohemian Nationalists.” 

“It is a sad story all around,” Ferdy said. “The runner said Dr. Artha died calling for Father Novak, one of the priests at the church.” 

I thought of the rosary beads Dr. Artha had kept on his bag. “I’m sure he had enough patients who requested the same thing.” 

Beside me, Tulia was rigid with muted anger. I pressed against her, offering a small gesture of comfort while we said our farewells.  

Clavan saw us out, inviting us to come again as he gave us a kind smile and a small wave, before disappearing behind his doorway. 

As we made our way to the carriage, Ferdy grinned. “Well, that was a nice visit, even with that last little bit.”

I nodded. “Yes, it was very nice. I enjoyed coming to the Cabal.”  

“See, Ella? You sold your book. I’ve made your life much easier now.” 

“According to your friend, that’s quite a risk I took.” I had been suspicious of Ferdy’s kindness before, but after the visit to the Cabal, I knew that it was quite genuine. I gave him a smile of my own and allowed him to take my arm as we walked toward Dox and the carriage. 

“Any lady who would follow after an armed thief can surely summon the nerve to gamble every once in a while.” Ferdy offered Tulia his hand and helped her up to the carriage perch. 

“Gambling is a sin.” 

“Well, that’s why it’s so fun then, right?” Ferdy laughed. “But you know that some would say it is just misplaced hope and faith. Sometimes it is occasionally rewarded.”

“Are you one of those people?” 

“It was a gamble earlier, stepping between you and your book thief.” Ferdy leaned against Dox comfortably, taking a long moment to stare at me. 

I stared back, before I felt the unbearable heat of my blush. “Ever the charmer, aren’t you?”

“I would be happy to give you a further chance to see just how charming I can be,” Ferdy said. “Next time you come to the city, ask for me. Most of the merchants in Old Town Square know of me and can point you in the right direction.” 

I saw Tulia heave a silent sigh at my hesitation. 

“You should come back here when the others are around,” Ferdy said. “Between Jarl and Faye, and Helen and Eliezer and Eliezer’s wife, it is always a riot.” 

“It was very enjoyable meeting your friend, Mr. Clavan.” I had never planned for this kind of conversation, and it was frustrating that I liked it.  

“We can see each other again, then?” 

I bit my lip. I knew Cecilia would only be too happy to forbid me to go into the city if she found out about Ferdy.

He took my hand again. “Come on, Ella. Be brave and take a risk.” 

There was something about him, I thought. Something that made me nervous and excited, somehow certain and completely unsure at the same time. 

“Sometimes when you gamble, you lose,” I said quietly. 

“I haven’t lost yet, where you’re concerned.” Ferdy leaned closer to me. “Will you come and see me again?”

I could not refuse him—or myself.  

“I’d like to,” I finally admitted. “But I really must be going for now. I have to go home and help get ready for tonight. My stepmother is throwing a party for a special guest.” 

“So, you like parties? Are you going to the Advent Ball this year, then?” 

“Advent Ball?” I shook my head. “I’ve never heard of that one.” 

“Empress Maria Anna celebrates the Advent each year. A lot of the nobility and aristocracy come to the castle to join her for mass and celebrate afterward. It is the only ball that the royal family still hosts every year for Bohemia.” 

“That sounds lovely, but I have never been to one before.” 

“Here.” Ferdy pulled a scroll out of his pocket. He jerked the wax seal off the letter and tore off the heading. “Take it. I’m sure your stepmother would love to be invited.” 

I glanced down at the crinkled sheet of vellum. It was indeed an invitation to the Advent Ball, hosted by their imperial highnesses at Prague Castle. 

“How did you get this?” I asked.

Ferdy smiled. “Sometimes I work as a runner, which is why Clavan still lets me come in out of the cold every once in a while.” 

“Then won’t someone else be missing an invitation?” I ran the torn stationary between my fingers where the recipient’s information had been ripped away. There was an ugliness to the frayed edges, but I could not tear my eyes away from the fine lettering. “You’ll get in trouble for this, won’t you?” 

“It will be worth it all if you will come.” 

“But—”

“Just take it, Ella, please. And come.” 

“But I wasn’t invited.” 

“They won’t turn you away. You’re a lady, Ella,” he insisted. He gave me an assessing gaze. “Aren’t you? You weren’t lying before?” 

“Well, no, I am a lady, but—”

“Excellent. And since that is the case, I swear on my life, and all of my honor, you will not be turned away. So, come. I will see to it that you have fun.” 

“Will you be there?” I asked. 

“Yes. I’ve also worked as a server before, at different soirees.” 

“I thought Clavan said you didn’t have a job.” 

“I don’t have a job. I have several.” 

As much as Ferdy intrigued me, I still felt unsure. “I know we have met under unusual circumstances, Mr. Ferdy—”

“Ferdy, please, Ella.” He flashed me one of his charming smiles, and I was distracted enough to stop talking. 

Despite his impudence and relentless flirting, something about him made me look twice and still left me curious. I stared at him in the dimming sunlight, transfixed and mesmerized, and I felt angry I was not free to enjoy myself, that I was not free to allow myself to feel happy at his attentions. 

As the clock tower struck the hour in the distance, Tulia tapped me on the arm, letting me know it was time to go. She probably thought she was saving me from embarrassing myself—or from Cecilia’s wrath, should I be late in returning.

I sighed. “I have to go,” I said. 

Ferdy nodded. There was an understanding, if unsatisfactory, look in his silver eyes. “It was truly my great pleasure in meeting you, my lady.” He gave my hand a final squeeze before stepping back. Ferdy bowed gallantly as I flicked the reins and we headed off.  

As we were about to turn back toward the bridge, I glanced over my shoulder to look at him once more. 

Ferdy was gone, and I already missed his cocky grin. 

Sighing, I rolled up the torn scroll in my hand and pressed it deeply into the hidden pockets beneath my skirt. Tulia left me to my thoughts, and it was only as we pulled up to her cottage that I wondered if she was still upset at Dr. Artha’s passing. 

As much as the day felt like a very strange dream, I needed to focus in order to get through Cecilia’s party. The Duke of Moravia was coming back into town for the first time since my father’s funeral, in order to finalize the engagement between his daughter and Alex. Of all nights I would have to be prepared, it was this one.
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Hours later, I was still mulling over the events at the market. Mostly, I kept reliving my time with Ferdy. Part of me hated how much I thought of him and his irresistible, irreverent smile. 

But thinking of Ferdy was a welcome distraction. My feet were aching in the newly repaired shoes Ben had brought me, my back was sore from walking all over the castle, and I could feel my hair falling out of its pins as I changed out linens, scooped up laundry, and mopped up messes. 

I was just about to head to the kitchens to check on dinner when Ben came up beside me in the hall. 

“I heard Cecilia was pleased with the money from the market,” he said as he matched his pace to mine. “Even though she was upset it took us so long.” 

“It’s money. Why would she be upset at all, other than when there’s too little?” I asked, blinking away Ferdy’s face from my thoughts. “Wait. Did she know you were home while I was gone?” 

“No.” Ben grinned. “I’ve been running around the castle, gathering information.” 

“You’ve known the Duke of Moravia was coming since Alex finished his last semester at Oxford,” I reminded him. “What more do we care? What more should we care?” 

“If we’re going to survive here with Alex in charge, I thought it would be best to make sure we have the upper hand. And a lot of that includes collecting information that is not readily shared with us—or anyone else.” 

“You only make people angry when it comes to blackmail. Cecilia’s glasses are one thing. Business with the manor is another.” 

“We have both been spying on Cecilia’s movements for years, between your unauthorized trips to father’s dwindling library and my midnight forays into the kitchen. Besides, how did you think I found out Cecilia was happy enough with the money you brought back that she didn’t question how long it took?” 

“I told her that there were some new vendors I met who were willing to pay more for certain items.” 

“Lying is a sin, Nora.” 

“So is extortion, Ben.” I stuck my tongue out at him playfully. “The difference between us is that I am telling the truth, as that is more or less what happened.” 

We came to a full stop as I told Ben the story of my adventures in the heart of Prague. It was a respite from work, and even though I maintained a serious expression throughout, I was decidedly amused by Ben’s reaction. He was not surprised I chased after the thief, but he was angry when I told him about Ferdy. 

“You should stay away from men like him,” Ben said. “He was not interested in helping you just to be a good Samaritan. He wanted rewarded, an in a more ... intimate way, clearly.” 

“I have stayed away from men like him,” I said carefully. “But Ferdy was a gentleman. Or enough of one, anyway. Besides, I told you, I’d lost one of our father’s books, and I needed to get a good price. You know how Wickward is. It was very nice meeting Mr. Clavan, and if we do have to sell more of Táta’s books for Cecilia, I will be more assuredly going back to see him.”

Ben snorted, and I knew he had no argument against me.

“Ben! Nora!” 

We turned around to see Betsy, one of the English maids Cecilia hired on her last trip to London, as she trotted up beside us. Along with her sister, Mavis, they made a good pair of friends as well as workers. 

“What is it, Betsy?” Ben asked. 

“Her Ladyship is going mad,” Betsy said, ignoring some of her golden curls as they bobbed out of her pins and into her face. “His Grace has arrived early. She wants everything ready at once.”

“Did she slap you?” I asked, noticing Betsy’s cheeks were very red. 

Betsy lowered her gaze and shook her head. “No, but she tried,” she admitted. “She’s very upset, Nora.” 

“If she’s on one of her tirades, we’d better hurry, then.” Ben gave me another meaningful look. “Be careful, Nora.”  

I nodded. “You take care, too.” They hurried off to prepare for His Grace’s arrival, while I stayed at the entrance to the kitchens, watching as Lord Franz Maximillian Chotek, the Duke of Moravia, walked into the great hall wearing his fur-lined greatcoat, supple leather boots, and a fine traveling suit. 

The Duke had a mix of the Czech and Slavic features that marked him as a proud Bohemian. His nose was pointy and hard, with his narrow face and dark, coal-colored eyes. From what I was able to remember of him, standing next to Cecilia at my father’s funeral, it did not seem as though he had changed much in the last decade, although the fashionably rounded curls of his imposing mustache now had more of a black and white mix creeping around his mouth. But other than that, Lord Maximillian was still clearly a man that believed in destiny, provided that his destiny involved prestige and creature comforts. 

His daughter, Lady Teresa Marie, trotted after him like a prize foal at a horse auction. She had amber hair, a shade or two darker than Betsy’s, that was combed back and held up with ribbons. It made her look childish, and the pastel colors that were currently popular in London heightened this impression. But then, I remembered, Ben had mentioned she was only fifteen. She was supposed to wed Alex just a few days after her sixteenth birthday. In many ways, she really was just a child. 

A rush of unexpected sympathy overcame me, as I thought how Teresa Marie was just like me, a young woman who was caught up in the plans of all the people surrounding her. 

I sighed, thinking of how I felt when Mr. Clavan spoke of freedom with me. That strange mix of longing and sadness briefly settled on me, and wistfully I yearned for the day when my destiny would become my own. 

“Eleanora.” Cecilia appeared behind me like an apparition, and I nearly jumped. 

“Yes, madam?” 

“Everything needs to be ready for His Grace and his daughter. Go and see that it is taken care of.” 

I gave Cecilia a small, flippant curtsy. “Of course.” 

“You can dispose of your mockery as well.” Cecilia clapped her hands together angrily. “I will not tolerate any mishaps tonight, Eleanora. I will hold you personally responsible if anything—anything at all—goes wrong.” 

I gulped but said nothing as she dictated more chores for me to attend to later on, listing everything from sweeping the floors to dusting to laundry to serving tea after supper. 

By the time she was done, I was surprised she had neglected to tell me to offer an animal sacrifice to God to make sure it did not rain. As much as I was sure she would keep her promise to punish me, I would have refused to do so. I liked to think God would have ignored her as well, since it began to rain almost as soon as the butler announced dinner. 

Personally, I was glad for it. The rain was another reminder that reality was bigger than what was before me, and there were things even Cecilia could not spoil. 

Not that she will hesitate in finding a way to blame me anyway. 

I tried my best not to worry, but when Betsy called for me once more, I could only groan at her anxious tone. Any sign of trouble meant more trouble for me. 

“Is something wrong, Betsy?” I asked. “Did Priscilla complain about her food again? If she did, I will force it down her throat myself—”

“No, that’s not it, Nora. The housekeeper just told me another coach has just pulled up to the front.” 

“And?” I shrugged. “It’s likely more of His Grace’s luggage.”

“It’s a very grand coach,” Betsy said. “Much more grand than the one His Grace arrived in.”

That was surprising. 

“Were we expecting any more guests? Did Cecilia say anything to Graves or the housekeeper?” 

“No, I already talked with Graves.” Betsy shook her head fiercely, her curls swinging back and forth in pretty protest. “He didn’t know anything, and he’s the butler. Please, Nora, come and see.” 

Recalling Cecilia’s threat, I knew I had no choice but to investigate. 

“Don’t fret; I’m coming.” It was hard for me to put the bread aside and follow her out to the front hallway. 

As we watched through the window, several liveried footmen descended from the coach’s box and then hurried to open the carriage door. 

A veiled woman, wearing a long, black dress stepped down out of the coach. She stepped confidently onto the cobblestones that surrounded the front of our estate. I watched as she surveyed our manor, looking up and down the east and west wings, before finally looking toward the main entrance. 

Even from where I was, even with the rain and fog between us, I could tell this was a lady of great power. 

“Cecilia’s not going to like this.” I stayed transfixed, as the woman made her way to our front door. She was going straight in, I realized, and I had to admire her for her forthright manner as much as her steadfastness. 

“She’s from London,” Betsy whispered. “Astounding.” 

“How do you know?” I asked. 

“The coach. It’s got the crest of the House of Wellesley on the side, look.” 

I glanced over to see that Betsy was right. There was a coat of arms that was familiar in many ways, even though I could not place it. “Wellesley?” 

Betsy giggled, seeing my apparent confusion. “It’s the family of the general who defeated Napoleon.” 

“Oh. Yes, I see.” 

“They’re a prominent family in England, thanks to the Duke of Wellington’s service to the Crown,” Betsy said. “I wonder why they’ve come.” 

The question of their arrival stumped me as well. I watched as others alighted from the carriage. Among them were two men wearing greatcoats and hats. Because of the rain and shadows, I could not make out their features much more than to know they were gentlemen. 

I tapped my fingers together thoughtfully as Graves opened the door. From the angle I was watching, I saw they entered with very little hindrance, despite the butler’s attempts to prove himself one. 

“What do you think?” Betsy whispered.

“Nora, what’s going on?” Mavis asked. Her brown eyes, the same shape as Betsy’s, blinked back unshed tears. “Her Ladyship never told us she had more guests arriving. What do we do?” 

“Do only as you are told,” I said in a hushed voice. “I don’t think these are guests of Cecilia’s.”

“She’s going to be so upset with us!” Mavis pouted. “She’s going to punish us severely after this.” 

“You will be fine,” I assured her. “The responsibility is mine.” 

“I don’t think we can be sure,” another maid said softly. “Madame Cecilia is very clearly upset by the sight of the new arrivals.”

Scooting toward the hall entrance, I saw that she was right; the hall was chittering with the small talk between my stepfamily and our guests one moment, and in the next, everyone went silent and still. 

I watched as Cecilia stood up, prepared to do battle. “Who do you think you are, coming here without an invitation? And you, Graves, how could you let them in?” 

As far away as I was, I could still see Graves’ throat convulse with stress. 

Before he could answer, the lady reached up and removed her dark veil. Her gray hair was piled up onto her head in an intricate style, and I could see her high forehead and classic British features; her heart-shaped face became an ironic quality as I watched her. She had the face of a lady, but wore the smile of a viper. And when she spoke, I felt the vibrations of her words echo throughout the whole castle.  

“Perhaps the better question, Lady Cecilia, is who do you think you are, and what makes you think you can keep me from entering at all?” 

The small party began to murmur uneasily amongst themselves once more. I slipped out of the kitchen another step, careful to stay in the shadows of the servants’ entrance.

I could not stop watching Cecilia attempt to stare down her uninvited guest. She was fighting a battle she would never win, and I found myself looking forward to the coming spectacle. 

“I am the mistress of this manor,” Cecilia insisted. “My husband died and left it to me. It is mine by right of inheritance.” 

The lady’s smile curved, suddenly even more dangerous than before. “Well, if that is what you think, let me answer your first question and introduce myself properly.” 

She inclined her head, only by mere degrees. “I am the Dowager Duchess of Wellington, Penelope Ollerton-Wellesley, in service of Her Majesty, Victoria, by the Grace of God, of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland Queen and Defender of the Faith.” 

“That means very little to me.” Cecilia looked to the Duke of Moravia in a hurried manner. Her sallow cheeks brightened with fury. From Lord Maximillian’s expression, I could see he was no longer annoyed by the interruption. Rather, he was now looking at Lady Penelope with undeniable interest and curiosity.

“Wellesley, did you say?” he asked, and Lady Penelope gave him a shrewd nod. 

I put my hand over my mouth, trying to hide my smile. I did not know why a dowager duchess from the other side of Europe would come and visit Cecilia, but it was nice to see someone displace her. 

“Well,” Lady Penelope said, her voice tight, “it meant considerably more to my son-in-law, who was your husband as well as the husband of my daughter.”

My world began to crumble at that moment, as I realized who Lady Penelope was. 

“Grandmother?” My mouth dropped open in shock as I heard myself speak. 

Behind me, I could feel the stares of Betsy, Mavis, and the other maids all turned on me, while Lady Penelope shifted her gaze in the direction of my hiding spot. 

A memory of my mother, back when I was only five, came back to me. I remembered her as she worked through brushing my hair, lamenting my knots, even as she awed over my Bohemian curls. “Grandmother would adore you, just for your curls,” she whispered, before telling me stories of how her mother would always brush her hair, long and straight, each Sunday before church.  

The memory faded, and I found myself still concealed in the shadows of the servant entrance. My grandmother was searching for me, and I suddenly felt completely trapped as her eyes slid over the darkness around me. 

“Who is there?” she asked. 

My hand covered my mouth. I felt foolish, I felt trapped; I was unsure of what to do, or if indeed, I should do anything at all. 

I was not the only one who seemed beyond words. Cecilia stared at her, the wrinkles on her forehead piled with stress lines and her mouth flapping open and closed, as though she was trying to say something, but God in his goodness was refusing to let her words sully the earth and its atmosphere. 

It was only when Cecilia finally found her voice again that I was released from my indecision. 

“That’s no matter. You are trespassing in my home, and I will deal with you.”  

“Unfortunately, you are wrong on both accounts,” Lady Penelope replied. “This is not your home, and my man of affairs shall take business with your man of affairs. In the meantime, while we settle the details that have been neglected since the death of my daughter, I will take up residence in the manor’s west wing.”

Cecilia sputtered, unable to form a coherent response.  

Dismissing Cecilia, Lady Penelope turned to Lord Maximillian. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Your Grace. I apologize for the intrusion. Perhaps over the next few hours we will be become better acquainted as you begin to search for new lodgings.” 

Lord Maximillian blinked. “Beg pardon, Your Grace,” he began, “but is this a very opportune moment to make your acquaint—”

Cecilia found her voice in time to object. “Max, I beg your patience in this matter.” 

“You cannot expect one such as His Grace to stay here while the ownership of this estate is being debated by men of law,” Lady Penelope said. She added enough abhorrence to her voice to suggest that it was among the most scandalous of activities. “Why, the very thought is appalling. Indeed, it would be very unfortunate for His Grace. I imagine the rumors alone would destroy his reputation among his business partners and his daughter’s potential suitors.” 

“My son is his daughter’s suitor!” 

“But surely that was before the integrity of his estate was questioned?” Lord Maximillian said, and I almost laughed at the sputtering rage on Cecilia’s face. 

It made me wonder if the Duke was looking for a way out of their agreement on his own. 

Lady Penelope shook her head, before turning back to her two guards—companions?—behind her. “I fear we are indeed a long way from London, if this is the sort of practice we find in these places. And I remember Prague as such a refined city, too; it is a shame how its stock has fallen since I last visited.” 

Cecilia’s face burned. She turned back to the Duke. “I seem to have some unexpected business I need to see to immediately, Max. Pray, continue with the celebration while I handle these unfortunate matters. Then we will discuss our arrangement.”

“Nothing would please me more, Cecilia. It seems we will have to renegotiate.”  

With her nostrils flaring, Cecilia beckoned Lady Penelope to follow her out of the great hall. 

I was not surprised when Lady Penelope remained where she was. “I believe I will be the one to dismiss you,” Lady Penelope said. “I will confer with you in tomorrow morning, in the library in the west wing.” 

Cecilia scowled, so furious her face was twitching. “You assume too much, Lady Penelope.” 

“And you are playing a very dangerous game,” Lady Penelope replied. She took a menacing step toward Cecilia, and Cecilia immediately backed down. 

Priscilla, my stepsister, finally decided it was her turn to speak up. “Does this mean our party is over?” 

I groaned, but I knew that if Prissy said anything, it was sure to be something ill-timed or completely ignorant. She was Cecilia’s doted daughter, and I never knew her to take anything serious except for her food intake and daily exercise routine. Like Empress Elisabeth, she often spent days fasting. If we could have afforded it, Cecilia would have set up a gymnasium right next to Prissy’s room. It was the only thing I had ever heard Cecilia deny her. 

“It is very unfortunate that I did arrive in the middle of your celebration,” Lady Penelope said, talking more to everyone in the great hall rather than just Priscilla. “By all means, continue on. The good Lord knows that there might not be anything at all to celebrate tomorrow.”

“Is that a threat?” Cecilia hissed.

Lady Penelope gave her a dazzling, devious smile. “Of course it is, Lady Cecilia. And a very credible one, would you not agree?” 

“We could have you arrested for that!” Alex finally stood, angry and ready to fight. 

Lady Penelope turned her eye to him. “I see I have been too quick to assume that Lady Cecilia was the lady of the household. My apologies. You have my attention, young sir.” 

I saw him wince at her wry tone, but Alex held his ground. “You should leave immediately, Madame.” 

“You have my apologies for my assumptions,” Lady Penelope said, “but hardly for my logic. The orders I have issued will go observed, despite your bravado, young man.”

“You cannot—”

“You would be most wise not to tell a lady what she can or cannot do. Consider that lesson a welcome gift. Now, sit down and return to your silence. I would hate for you to embarrass yourself even further.” 

Alex was not used to having his wishes denied, let alone his intelligence or authority questioned. Like a dog with his tail tucked between his legs, he sat down and slumped over in his seat. 

“My son is right,” Cecilia said. 

“Hardly. I assure you, Madame, I have come well prepared for any amount of force, legal or otherwise, that you could possibly muster against me.” 

“No one can verify who you are,” Cecilia insisted. 

Lady Penelope walked up to her. Each step was a slow, deliberate act of pure intimidation. Cecilia flinched as Lady Penelope reached into her cloak. 

I watched, unblinking, as she produced a letter, shut with an elaborate wax seal. 

“No one less than Her Imperial Highness, Queen Victoria, can provide the details of my person.” Lady Penelope handed the letter to Cecilia. “She was kind enough to ask for your willing assistance in settling our legal matters. She recalls your previous husband’s kindness to her and her son, Leopold. She remembers how, during the week of German and Prussian reception, he once caught Leopold as he fell out of a tree, no doubt saving him grave injury, and she wishes you well.” 

Cecilia’s fists were shaking as she tore open the letter and read it. When she was done, I could tell she was having a hard time not screaming. 

It’s true.  

The murmurings continued, more awkwardly. Lord Maximillian looked over to Cecilia, uncertain, as Teresa Marie asked about her marriage contract to Alex, and Alex only looked viciously appalled.  

“If you are satisfied, take your seat and finish entertaining your guests, before I relieve you of that duty as well.” Lady Penelope waved her hand, and slowly, ever so slowly, Cecilia backed away, her resolve as neutered as Alex’s bluster. 

Lady Penelope nodded approvingly, her contempt apparent even as she remained calm. “Now, I will excuse myself and see to the details of my stay.”  

Before I could do anything else, Cecilia turned and stormed out of the great hall, headed right for me. Her fluffy skirts whipped against me as she passed, and fury suddenly boiled into her eyes. 

“Eleanora, this is unacceptable!” 

“It is hardly my fault that the grandmother I did not even know existed came to call tonight,” I said. 

“You mark my words,” she bit back, wagging her finger at me, practically mad with rage. “You will pay for what you have done tonight.” 

Anger simmered inside me. “But I didn’t do anything!”

“That’s enough.” I looked over and saw Lady Penelope standing just behind Cecilia. “You have been dismissed to your room. I can have a guard escort you, if you insist on making this more difficult.” 

Cecilia cursed before flying down the hall.

Lady Penelope looked at me, and for the first time she seemed visibly discomforted. “Eleanor.” 

“Eleanora,” I corrected her. 

She winced. “Apologies ... Eleanora. You ... you look so much like your mother.” 

I could only nod. What else am I supposed to do? Curtsy? 

Lady Penelope also seemed at a loss for what to do, as all of her earlier gusto disappeared. It was not a look that suited her, and she seemed to agree; a moment later, she cleared her throat. “I request you join me in the library in the west wing shortly.” 

“Should I bring Ben, too?” I asked. 

“Ben?” 

“Benedict. My older brother.” 

Her somber expression further saddened. “I see. Yes, bring him as well. We will talk then.” 

Lady Penelope turned away and headed off, and I heard small footsteps as they shuffled behind me. “Are you feeling well, Nora?” Betsy asked, putting her hand on my arm. 

Almost as a reflex, I patted her hand, comforting her even though I was the one who needed it more. “I have to go and get Ben,” I said, deflecting her question. “Excuse me.” 

I have to tell Ben about this. 

That thought was the only thing that propelled me forward. As I headed toward the stables, where Ben would likely be, I felt another strange sense of absurdity take hold of me, much as I had felt earlier in the Cabal with Clavan and Ferdy. Only this time there were so many more questions I had—questions that hurt to even think, let alone ask. 

Why is our grandmother coming to see us now? 

Táta had been gone for ten years. She had not come to the funeral. I thought of that day in the church, with Father Mueller, with Cecilia, Priscilla, and Alex. Even Lord Maximillian had been there, along with Ben and me. 

Ben was truly the only family I had left. Our father had no other siblings, and he was the last of his line. I knew that well enough—that was the reason Cecilia was able to gain control of his estate so well. Ben was neither old enough, nor deemed fit enough to challenge her. 

In all that time between the funeral and now, I had never even thought of our mother’s family. But Máma had been gone for even longer than Táta, and it was possible I never thought of her family because no one from her family came to her funeral mass. 

Of course, she had been lost at sea, so there was no burial. It was possible that Lady Penelope had received the news too late. 

I had so many questions, and there was so much I did not know if I was ready to face. I did the only thing I could, which was the same thing I had done all those years ago, on the day of my father’s funeral in the small church. 

My steps slowed to a stop, and I leaned against the hallway wall for support. I clasped my hands together, bowing my head down to my chest. “Please, Lord,” I prayed softly, “help me.” 

Tears threatened to come, and despair momentarily choked me as I stood there, surrounded by uncertainty and darkness. 

But the moment, like all moments before it, passed, and I was able to take comfort in my faith. It was a bedrock of my life, having sustained me through the loss of my family. It kept me going through the hard times, silent during Cecilia’s floggings, and hopeful that Ben and I would one day find our freedom. 

Maybe this was the day. Maybe this was the day my life would change forever. 

At the thought, the memory of my mother’s bright laughter sang through me. “Dear Eleanora, my lovely one, your life can change at any moment; you need only be brave enough to let it.” 

I clung to that thought—that wish—as I continued onward, looking for my brother.
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Seemingly hours later, I watched Ben as he mindlessly picked at the dirt underneath his fingernails. We were stationed outside of the library, both of us silent. 

I had a feeling Ben was going through the same emotional turmoil as I was; as I gave him an overview of what happened in the dining hall, his expressions shifted constantly, ranging from amused to angry to suspicious. 

“Do you think she’s really our grandmother?” I finally asked Ben. 

“No one with that kind of coach and team would come to our manor in Bohemia if it were not for real,” Ben said. “Besides, it makes sense. She is British, as Máma was, and she’s clearly a member of the higher social circles. And remember, when Máma left us, she was headed for London.”

“And then her ship went down,” I remembered. “Táta was devastated.” 

“We were all devastated, Nora. Táta wasn’t the only one.” 

The door opened behind us, held open by one of Lady Penelope’s companions wearing a long cloak. He shuffled back, keeping his face hidden under the hood, and I was just about to ask him what he wanted when I heard Lady Penelope call out from inside the room.  

“You may enter.” 

Ben and I exchanged a quick glance, and then the two of us walked into the room. 

The doors shut quickly behind us, and my attention was immediately focused on the lady sitting at my father’s desk. 

Up close, Lady Penelope had even more formidable features. The wrinkles around her eyes complimented her resolve, while her high forehead suggested intelligence and insight. Her lips, though they were thin with age, curled into a small, somewhat welcoming smile as she looked at us. “It is good to see you.” 

Ben and I bowed and curtsied respectively, unsure of what else to do. 

She waved her hand, brushing our formalities aside. “There’s no need for that. Now, I imagine you have a lot of questions for me.” 

“Yes,” I said, unable to resist. “It is not every day that one is introduced to one’s own grandmother.” 

“Especially when our mother has been dead for over ten years,” Ben added.

Lady Penelope frowned at his surly tone. “I apologize if you are somewhat inconvenienced by my arrival,” she began, and then I cut her off. 

“As Lady Cecilia might have failed to mention to you, we have been more inconvenienced by your absence, Madame.”

“She did not need to mention it,” Lady Penelope assured me, her voice still calm and level despite the anger within my words. “I have two perfectly good eyes; I can see it for myself. Cecilia is like a slow-acting poison; sweet at first, and then sickly, and finally too painful to hope for anything but a quick death. Your father must have been mad to have married her.” 

I looked over at Ben. He shifted his weight onto his straight leg entirely, hiding his begrudging agreement. I was suddenly glad he had left his crutch in the stables. I did not want to see our maternal grandmother cringe at the sight of it. 

“I can assure you, your stepmother will be paid back for all the pain she has caused, down to the last little prick.”

“She should,” Ben muttered. “With interest.”  

“On that, we agree.” With her gray hair and her frosty face, Lady Penelope suddenly radiated a chilly aura. But as she softened her smile, warmth suddenly shone in her blue eyes—eyes that mirrored my own. 

Máma had eyes like that, too.

I nodded, barely able to contain my delight, but Ben huffed. “I would have preferred it ten years ago.” 

Lady Penelope looked at him, taking in every detail. Her eyes raked him up and down, before she let out a tired sigh. “And I would have preferred it that your mother stay at home, rather than cross the sea to come to London.”  

As Lady Penelope made her way over to us, walking around my father’s desk, there was a small shuffling noise behind me. I glanced back to see the same man as before, straightening his shoulders and pulling at his cloak.

“Well,” Lady Penelope said, “there is no point in questioning what happened back then. What is important is what we can do about the here and now.” 

“And ... you will be staying with us, then?” I asked.

“Nora,” Ben hissed. 

Lady Penelope eyed him carefully. I watched her lips purse tightly, pinching her face into a scowl. “There is no need to be so hostile, Benedict. I am, after all, your grandmother. And you are correct. It is time I take up the duty my daughter’s departure has left me. I intend to not only pay Lady Cecilia back for her trouble, but I will do what I can to make it up to you.” 

“Really?” My heart beat faster as she nodded. Ben and I exchanged a glance. I was hopeful; he was distrustful. 

“What do you want in return?” Ben asked. 

I was about to assure Ben there was nothing we could possibly give Lady Penelope when she gave him a wry smile “You’re a clever young man, aren’t you?”

My heart sank. “But we can’t give you anything. “We have no money to offer.” 

“I’m not after money, am I?” Lady Penelope stood tall as she looked back at me. “You are so much like your mother, Eleanora. And I believe I may yet have a use for you.” 

“Pepé.” 

A guard spoke up and stepped forward. Ben and I watched as Lady Penelope frowned at him. 

The man removed the hood of his cloak, revealing his tan face. He was a man who had clearly traveled the world, all the way from his home in the East Indies to the streets of London. From his crown of bright white hair, I would have said he was close to Lady Penelope’s age, though there was something about him that seemed ageless.  

“Pepé, I must object,” he said. “These are your grandchildren.” 

Lady Penelope shrugged. “Then it’s not your concern, is it, Harshad?” 

“It is my concern if we are compromised.” 

“We need not worry about what might be.” 

“Your duty has higher demands,” Harshad said. 

“Is there any higher demand than family?” 

Harshad’s eyes narrowed. “You swore your life over to a different ideal.” 

“I made my vow to God, and God himself has given us the blessing of family. Fealty to one cause does not preclude another.” 

Up until that moment, I had only seen Lady Penelope calmly and coolly dismiss any arguments or objections at Cecilia’s hysteria and Ben’s distrustful sneering. As she battled against Harshad, she quickly lost her calm and fire replaced it. 

At my inquiring gaze, she immediately switched to another language, still bitterly exchanging verbal blows with Harshad. Even as they spoke in what I guessed was an Indian tongue, I could tell they were nowhere close to a compromise. 

Taking the opportunity, I took a moment to study Harshad; I saw he was slightly shorter than Lady Penelope, only a little taller than myself. His accent was distinct, and even when he had spoken in English, his heritage seemed to carry the essence of his past. From his tone, I could tell he was a stubborn man, deeply rooted in his beliefs. 

Why is she traveling with an Indian? And what are they talking about? 

When I heard Lady Penelope say “Artha,” in her mix of lilted language, my heart jumped. 

Why is my grandmother arguing about a dead man? 

A second later, I frowned. That did not make sense. Was it possible I had heard her incorrectly?

Lady Penelope went back to ignoring Harshad. She returned her focus to us, and somehow she gave the impression that the argument with Harshad had never happened. 

“Well, Eleanora, Benedict, there is no need to worry about all the details tonight. Now, I will need you to go and collect your things and bring them back to this wing of the house. You will have new rooms while I am here, and my servants will see to your needs.”

Ben and I remained unmoved, and she seemed to be at the end of her patience. 

“Go,” she instructed. “It is for the best, after all. Your stepmother will be tempted to take her anger out on you, especially since she knows she cannot touch me. We should at least agree that for now, you will be safer with me.” 

Ben clenched his fists, and I had to wonder if he was upset at Lady Penelope for successfully making her point. 

“You have already had a long night. Nothing good comes from talking business or making deals when you are tired.” 

We filed out of the room, passing the other guard. I watched as he shifted, burying even further into his cloak as I passed. 

I was confused, but Lady Penelope and Harshad once more began to talk, and I forgot the strangeness of it all. 

Remembering my time in the city, watching Dr. Artha’s funeral procession, meeting with Ferdy and Mr. Clavan, fighting with the Turkish thief, and seeing Lord Maximillian and Teresa Marie, I decided there was a lot that was extraordinary about the day. Lady Penelope—my estranged grandmother—suddenly did not seem so unusual. 

Unable to help myself, I let out a tired giggle.

“What are you laughing for?” Ben snapped. “There is nothing funny about this, Nora.” 

“You didn’t see her battling with Cecilia and Alex.” I wrapped my arm around his. “Come now, Ben, it might not be funny, maybe, but it is still not bad. Cecilia’s angry, and there is nothing she can do about it.” 

“There doesn’t seem to be much we can do, either,” Ben pointed out. “We are dependent on Lady Penelope now.”

I thought about the letter Lady Penelope had in her hands, the one she had given to Cecilia. She was clearly here on some kind of business. What it could be, and what it was, I was not sure. But she was our family, and I told Ben as much. “Surely there is nothing inherently dangerous about that.” 

“I don’t know, Nora.” Ben sighed. “Did you hear her, at the end? She’s talking about making business deals. That hardly seems like the terms you would use to describe family matters.” 

He did have a point. 

I hated how he had a point.

“But she promised us she would take care of us.” I nearly jumped in excitement. “Just think of it, Ben. If nothing else, Liberté could be ours at last!” 

“The devil always offers you everything you want,” Ben said darkly. “But there is always a price to pay. Always.” 

“We have already paid it. All these years of serving in our own household, under a tyrant of a woman and a beast of our stepbrother, and not to mention the pampered princess who masquerades as our stepsister.” 

“Only to now find ourselves dealing with an even more dangerous woman.” Ben sighed. “Our dream of opening our own bookshop and lending library is not worth the cost, as far as I can see right now. Liberté will have to wait, so long as we know there are invisible strings attached to anything Lady Penelope has to offer us.” 

“You certainly have a way of dampening my spirits,” I muttered. 

“I’m allowed to do that, since I am the only one who cares enough to raise them,” he said. “Now, as much as I hate to agree with Lady Penelope on something, she was likely right about Cecilia. Go and get your things and come back here quickly. If Lady Penelope is interested in making a deal with us, she is unlikely to harm us.” 

I rolled my eyes. “How does it feel to be suspicious of people all the time? To always feel like everyone is going to treat you horribly?” 

“I find it is easier to live with their derision than my disappointment. Being a cripple in a society that has no use for you will remind you of that every day.” 

“Oh, Ben. Please don’t think that. You know I was only teasing ... ” Before I could embrace him, he twisted out of my grip and headed down the dark hall toward his own room. 

I watched him until his shadow disappeared around the corner, and then I hurried out to the barn to collect my things. Ben was right to be worried, but I still believed I was right to be hopeful. 

Wasn’t I? 

I glanced up at the ceiling, ignoring the fine craftsmanship of the stonework to look for the face of God behind the darkness. “Well, Lord, this certainly has been a long day,” I said with a tired sigh. “I can only pray for your peace in the night.”

THE ORDER OF THE CRYSTAL DAGGERS
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By the time I woke up the next morning, having barely slept at all, nothing had happened that made things seem any less surreal. 

I doubted Cecilia felt any different. I did not know the specific details of Cecilia’s pain, but through the stone walls of the castle, her muffled cries and disparaging howls rang out from the midmorning hour until noon. Even from my new room two hallways down, I could hear her constant wailing and gnashing of the teeth as she fought with Lady Penelope. 

Sometime after Lady Penelope’s servant brought a plate to me for lunch, there was another knock at my door. 

“Who is it?” I called, quickly stuffing the book I had been reading behind one of the larger pillows of my bed. I frowned at my practiced movement; it was an old habit, but I was not sure if I would be able to break it.

“It’s me.” Ben entered, his own lunch tray in hand, and I hurriedly took it from him as he moved toward the window seat in my room. “I can take care of it myself,” he said, annoyed by my help. 

“I know you can. I’m just being polite, Ben.” 

“We’re family. There’s no need to be polite.” 

“Then choke on your food and see if I care.” 

It felt good to have things back to normal between us. 

Ben grinned. “That’s better. But if I do, you better hope I choke only after I finish telling you all the gory details of Cecilia and Lady Penelope’s argument.” 

“You were eavesdropping?” 

“This is my house, and I’m allowed to go where I want within it,” Ben said. “Even if Cecilia and Lady POW are arguing over it, Otec was supposed to leave it to me, and Lady POW will leave it to me when she’s gone.” 

“Lady POW?” 

“Her full name is Lady Penelope Ollerton-Wellesley. I shortened it to Lady POW, for her initials. Her name’s too long.” Ben shrugged.

I smiled, nearly laughing as I recalled Ferdy telling me my name was too long, too. “Maybe it’s a family trait.” 

“Huh?” 

“Never mind,” I said, brushing it aside. “Lady POW seems like a good name for her, anyway. She seems quite powerful as a lady, and one who is used to getting her way.”

Ben nodded. “I’ll give her that. She could most likely walk into Market Square and convince the vendors to give her their goods for free.” 

“From all the disruption I heard this morning, I’ll bet Cecilia experienced something like that.” 

“She did.” Ben chuckled. “Among other things, the engagement is off between Alex and Lady Teresa Marie.”

“What?” 

“His Grace was clearly much happier about it than Cecilia. He was still trying to curry favor with Lady POW as he left the library. He is going to stay with us another day or two, and then I believe he will leave.” 

“I can’t believe it. That was all Cecilia had worked for these past ten years.” 

“Lord Maximillian told her to write to him if it became acceptable to discuss marriage at a later date.” 

“What did Cecilia say?” 

“Nothing. Lady Penelope interrupted and told him that I was allowed to choose my own bride.” 

Ben’s face was stoic and stubborn; he would not allow me to know how he felt about that particular topic. I thought about how he had believed, all those years before, that he would never marry because of his leg, and because he had no inheritance. 

After a long moment of silence, I finally giggled softly. “Well, you said we were at her mercy, but it seems she will allow you to make that decision on your own at least.”

Ben snorted. “Lady POW also said she intends to give you a Season or two before she will consider marriage a priority.” 

I was the one who ended up choking. “What?” I sputtered, sending a cloud of crumbs flying all over the floor. Ben thumped me hard between my shoulders before I was able to articulate my surprise better. “What did you say?” 

“She’s intent on giving you a Season,” Ben said. “She’s going to buy you a whole new wardrobe and send you out to the marriage mart.” 

I groaned. 

“Calm down. You’re already a lady. Now you just have to act like one.” 

“I guess,” I said slowly, “with Lady POW as my example, that does not appear to be as bad as it sounds. If I can give scathing lectures to my stepmother in public, at a party she is throwing herself no less, that would make it worth it.” 

It was Ben’s turn to scowl.  

I flicked my nose at him, using one of Tulia’s silent insults. “Come on, Ben, I don’t think she’s bad,” I said, putting my lunch tray aside. I paused for a moment before I added, “And I don’t know if she knew about us before, either. She called me ‘Eleanor,’ like Máma, when she first saw me. She did not seem to know about you, either, when I asked.” 

“She’s still dangerous, even if she didn’t purposefully neglect us. I overheard one her servants call her the Iron Dowager. Apparently, she is formidable, in addition to her impressive wealth and prestige.” 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 

“Of course it is bad for us. We are at her mercy.” 

“Not entirely. Cecilia’s been banished back to half of the manor’s rooms, right? She told the Duke I was going to have a Season, so that means she really does want to do something for us. And if you are worried about it, we just need to assert our compliance comes with a price, too.” 

When he said nothing, I tugged at his arm. “Come on. Let’s go and talk with her. We’re rested, and she’s done with Cecilia. Surely we can discuss everything now.”

Ben groaned, but he walked with me toward the library. From his dragging foot, I could tell Ben was only going along with my wishes. I scowled at him, silently reminding him the only other option we had was to do nothing.  

Neither Ben nor I had ever been any good at doing nothing if we could help it. 

As we passed by the doors to Lady POW’s bedchamber, we could hear her arguing with Harshad again. Immediately, Ben quieted his footstep and shuffled up against the door. 

I gave him a disapproving look, but he only rolled his eyes. Before I could tell Ben to ignore her and that everyone should have a right to some privacy, I heard my name. 

“—Eleanora is clearly a fine young lady with spirit, just like her mother,” Lady Penelope said. “She’s just the element we need as a new cover.” 

Ben’s eyes snapped to mine, and I knew he was silently telling me he had been right to mistrust her. 

“Pepé, stop this nonsense. Dezda did not tell you about them, remember?”

“So?” I could almost see the angry snarl on Lady POW’s face through the door.  

“She likely thought it was for the best,” Harshad said. 

“Well, now she is dead, and it is up to me what we will do—both in regard to my grandchildren, and to the mission.”

Mission? What mission? Ben and I exchanged a quick glance, before Lady POW and Harshad started arguing again. 

“Amir was right,” Lady Penelope said. “It is her. He was right about Eleanora. And I must honor my role as a grandmother, to both her and her brother.”

“This will disrupt our mission.” 

“Hardly. This helps us, if anything. Dr. Artha was our lead contact, Harshad, and now he is dead. Lady Cecilia is in no position to be of any help. This is not the time to question the gifts of providence.” 

The world seemed to shift unexpectedly, as I realized my grandmother was interested in the death of my father’s former doctor—and she was interested in us, for some reason. Before I could voice my concerns to Ben, Harshad began to speak once more. 

“What will you tell them about their mother? And even if you tell them the truth, who is to say they will accept her legacy? They could easily reject us and leave us with a heavy liability.”  

“And what if they do accept our offer?” Lady Penelope countered. “It will be wonderful.” 

“It will be terrible.” 

“Likely a bit of both. Which will be all the better, if you ask me.”  

“Pepé, it will still be a liability.” 

“We’ve had worse!” 

“But what would you have me do? Teach them? That will take time away from our inquiries. We do not have time for this. More lives are at risk, as Dr. Artha has shown us.” 

“Then we will just have make time for it. That is an order, and you will follow it, Harshad.”  

Harshad sighed, and I could hear his reluctant defeat. “The League is already not happy with you, Pepé, and this decision will call for a special council. The Order will not be able to help you this time.”

“You can make the arrangements for that, then.” Lady Penelope paused. “Assuming you have enough time.” 

“You cannot just alter our plans.”

“The plans were already altered, long before we arrived.” 

“Dezda would not approve of this!” Harshad hissed. 

“It matters not. She is not here. For now, I have heard your arguments, and I will take them into serious consideration, no matter how much I disagree with you.” 

“Your grief is blinding you to the truth,” Harshad said.

“And your pride and arrogance have always blinded you,” Lady Penelope shot back. “That is why we work so well together, despite our past. We know each other’s weaknesses too well.” 

“Then you should consider listening to me more.” 

“What an appalling thought,” Lady Penelope said. “As I’ve already listened to you for quite some time, and I’ve found no such reason to bend to your wishes.” 

“You should still let them choose. Dezda regretted it in the end.” 

“She did not regret anything. She just wanted more. And as we now know, she was able to get it, clearly. But we will not argue over that now. I am the appointed leader here, and what I say will go through in the end. Send a summons to Eleanora and Benedict. I will meet them in the library.” 

“You have always been too stubborn,” Harshad said. “You are free to ruin your life, but I will not let you ruin theirs.”

“It is their choice if I will ruin it or not. Besides, what would their alternative truly be? Cecilia seems to have done quite enough damage. Do you really think it is better that they stay here, under her authority? As I see it, better they are with us, than with her. And much better with us than being out on the streets.” 

Secretly, I agreed with her. I knew how terrible Cecilia was, and that alone was enough for me to hope for a better future with my increasingly odd, estranged grandmother. 

“You are not the only one who owes Dezda,” Harshad said. 

At his icy tone, a shiver went down my spine. I tugged Ben’s arm. “Come on,” I whispered. “Let’s just go to the library and wait for them.” 

It was clear Lady Penelope and Harshad would still need several moments to bark at each other. Their voices gradually faded as Ben and I approached the library. 

“Well, that was intense,” I said. “Even through the door.” 

Ben nodded. “What do you think their mission is?”

“I don’t know for sure, but I have a feeling I know what part of it involves,” I said, thinking of Dr. Artha. Before I could tell Ben what I suspected, I tugged open the door to the library. There was a shuffling noise and a grunt of surprise. 

That was when I saw him again. 

My eyes went wide and then narrowed in anger as I suddenly found myself staring at the Turk, the one who had stolen my father’s book. 

“You!” My mouth fell open in shock. There was no mistaking him. He had the same eyes, the same nose, even the same expression of registered surprise as he saw me. 

“Nora, what’s wrong?” 

I barely heard Ben’s question as I raced across the room to the bookshelf, lunging an attack at the man. In the brief seconds before contact, I saw that while his turban was missing today, his black hair was still elegantly combed back, his mustache was still immaculately trimmed, and he was still astonished that I would attack him at all. 

My fist managed to strike his torso with enough force to send him slamming into the bookshelves behind him; I was gratified to see I managed to land a successful blow once more. He groaned in pain before falling to the ground. 

“What are you doing here?” I demanded, preparing to strike again. “This is my home, and I will not let you steal anything else from me.” 

The man sighed. “Please,” he said. His English was without inflection, and I stopped. 

“You know English?” I asked. 

“Yes, much better than I know Czech. But I can switch to French, if you would like.” The Turk fell back on his bended knee in apparent surrender. I was disgusted to see there was a hesitant smile on his face as he looked at me, and I gritted my teeth at his gall. 

“Nora, who is this?” Ben asked. “What are you doing?” 

I pointed at the Turk accusingly. “This is the man who took our father’s book from me yesterday.” 

“The one who accosted you?” Ben looked down at the Turk and frowned. “With the knife?”

“My apologies,” the man said. He pulled out his curved dagger from underneath his cloak, presenting it before us as proof of who he was. “Yes, I am the man you saw yesterday.” 

“Why did you come here?” I asked again, my voice angry and loud. “Who do you think you are, to be here—”

“Eleanora, that’s enough.” 

Lady POW’s voice cut through my vicious triumph, severing its full life force with the power of her words. 

I swiveled around to see her enter the library, with Harshad at her heels. 

“Lady Penelope,” I exclaimed, “this man is—”

The Turk reached out and took my hand, squeezing it firmly. “I am not an intruder,” he interrupted. He moved quickly, standing up with my forced assistance. “I do believe I have startled Lady Eleanora.” 

“Well, you are a Turk, and I’ve heard there have been more Turkish thieves in the city of late.” 

“Eleanora, do not allow prejudices to cloud your vision,” Lady Penelope said. “Skin and race are no more proper judges of character than wealth, health, or wisdom. The devil believes in oversimplifications, but I do not.” 

I blushed at her comments, knowing I agreed with her in principle. If the man had not stolen from me, I would not have said anything at all, let alone attacked him. 

“Amir here is harmless, Eleanora, and I have good reason to trust him with nothing less than my life.” 

The Turk glimpsed over at Lady Penelope, rubbing his side where I had managed to hit him. “She has an impressive left hook, Lady Penelope.” 

“Does she?” Lady POW moved gracefully into the room, making herself home at my father’s desk, just as she had the previous night. She sat down and smoothed out her skirts. “Well, I guess some good came out of her attacking you, then.” 

I had no doubt there was a befuddled look on my face as Lady POW tapped her fingers together. “Eleanora, this is Amir Qureshi, my medical consultant and confidant. He has been in my service for the last thirteen years, although we have known each other for much longer. What is it now, Amir? Nearly thirty years?”

“Twenty-five, Madame.” 

For the first time, I noticed the small threads of silver at the sides of his temples. Before, I would have easily guessed he was in his thirties, but it was clear he was at least forty. “Enchanté,” I muttered, the barest amount above polite I could muster. 

“Amir, allow me to properly introduce my granddaughter.”

Harshad scowled beside her. “As you might have already seen, she is Dezda’s daughter to the bone.” 

Dezda? I frowned. Was she talking about my mother? 

Suddenly, the earlier conversation Ben and I had overheard made a lot more sense. And it made me a lot more suspicious. 

“I have seen it is so,” Amir agreed, “although there are several hints of her father.” 

I sneered at his too-proper tone. 

“I’m hoping not too much,” Lady Penelope said, making me further frustrated. I hated how she talked over me, as if I was not present. “Now that I’ve found my grandchildren here, I see it was a needless errand to send a servant for them.” 

“I’ll attend to rescinding the order.” Amir turned to me. “Will you see me out of the room, mademoiselle? So you may see I am not a philistine or mongrel of sorts?” 

I glowered at him but took his outstretched arm. As we approached the doorway, he whispered, “Please, do not tell Lady Penelope about yesterday. I will explain myself at a later time, if you will only let me. You have my word.” 

“Your word means nothing to me. You took my father’s book.” 

“Your father’s book?” He frowned, and then shook his head. “Never mind. I will explain myself and my actions to you, and this I swear on the soul of your mother.” 

As he made his vow, Amir covered my hands with his, and that was when I noticed the burning white scribble seared into the skin of his right hand. 

The stark white of the scar, a large half-loop dotted with a searing square, winked at me against the library light.

“Please, mademoiselle,” he whispered. “There is much more going on than you realize.” 

I looked into his eyes and then back down at his hand. Seeing the crispy outline of the mark against his knuckles made me soften. It was an older scar, but it hid a deeper pain. I thought the shape of it looked vaguely familiar, but I had trouble recalling where I had seen it. “Fine,” I said through clenched teeth. “But I will hold it against you if you give me any trouble.” 

“Not only your mother’s daughter, but your grandmother’s granddaughter as well, I see.” The smile on his face was a sad, rueful one. 

“Eleanora,” Lady POW called. “What is taking so long?” 

Amir’s hands slipped out of mine. “She just wanted to make sure I was feeling well, Lady Penelope,” he replied. 

“Did I ask you something, Amir? I believe I was talking to Eleanora.”

“My apologies, Madame.” Amir’s smile turned wry as he looked back at me. “Excuse me.” 

I watched him for a long moment as he left, eyeing the small outline of his dagger from beneath his cloak. 

He had better keep his promise. 

I was intrigued, if somewhat repulsed, by the man my grandmother trusted so much. 

As I walked back toward Lady POW and Ben, I glanced over at Harshad. He was quiet and still, and he did not look back at me, even though I had a feeling he was still taking in everything from around the room. 

“Now, then,” Lady Penelope said. “To business.”

Ben narrowed his eyes at me. 

I pretended not to notice. He had been right, but the earlier conversation we overheard only added more mystery. I was interested, even if family came after business. 

“I will start by suggesting you stay in this half of the manor for your own safety while Cecilia and I settle our legal disputes.” 

I briefly thought of Máma’s locket and Táta’s watch, still tucked away under the pantry floor. I will have to go and retrieve them soon if I want to keep them safe.

“What happens to us after that?” Ben asked. 

“That is the question, is it not?” Lady Penelope mused. “I know I have neglected my duties as your grandmother for far too long. I know there is much hurt between us—”

“The hurt seems to just be with us,” Ben interrupted. 

“Not all pain is seen, Benedict.” Her tone was distinctly soft, and I felt a hint of the feeling behind it. 

Whether or not I believed it was a different story, however. I knew Ben was likely unsure of her sincerity. He grumbled and crossed his arms, but he went silent. 

“I would first seek to make amends—should you choose to allow me. I have coerced Cecilia into allowing you to make that choice,” Lady Penelope said. 

I was not as interested in making amends as I was getting answers to my questions, which seemed to be accumulating by the moment. It was time to do something. “We heard you need us for something,” I said. “You said I would make a good cover. What were you talking about?” 

Harshad’s mouth dropped open, before he glared at Lady POW. She shot him a smug look before turning to me. I was expecting her to explain herself, but even though she was clearly pleased by my admission, she waved the matter aside. 

“You will see later,” she said briskly. 

Did she want me to overhear their conversation? I wondered. Or is she just happy that I did? 

Before I could ask, Lady POW turned toward a stack of papers on the desk. “Now, Lady Cecilia was kind enough not to test my patience—much. She has shown me her budgets for the last several years, and I am prepared to restore your inheritance.” 

“Thank you,” I said. “But—”

“That will include a new wardrobe for you, Eleanora. If you are in agreement, I will make arrangements for your introduction to Society at once. While we are here, waiting for my man of affairs to make settlements with your stepmother, we can send you out on several social calls. It is the perfect time, too, as the Diets are in session and the elites of Prague will be ripe for entertainment.” 

“But I’m not an entertainer,” I cut in, tired of letting her interrupt me. 

“You may not be an entertainer, but you will be a sensation. I will see to your wardrobe and your manners, and then we will go out and introduce you to the town. Even his Imperial Highness King Ferdinand V will be eager to meet you once I am finished with you.” 

“What? Why—?” 

“It will be an adventure,” Lady Penelope insisted. “And we can make up for our lost time.” 

I hesitated to object; I did not want to dampen Lady POW’s spirits. She seemed much happier than she had the previous evening, and some part of me was secretly thrilled. All my years of yearning for my mother came rushing at me, and it pushed back against my fears and questions.  

“Harshad is right—you are clearly Dezda’s daughter,” Lady Penelope said, flicking another snippy gaze over at her colleague. “She was a beauty.” 

“I do remember Táta saying so,” I whispered. I glanced over at Ben, and my resolve found itself again. “What about Ben?” 

“Yes, indeed. What is it that you want, Benedict?” Lady Penelope asked.  

Ben stilled beside me. “I will have to think about it.” 

“What is there to think about?” Lady Penelope scoffed. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Ben muttered. “If there is anything I want for sure, it’s just Nora to be happy.”

I was touched by my brother’s concern, but Lady POW bristled. 

“Believing that your own happiness is not feasible does have a tendency to limit it. You might already know that, from what I have seen.” 

Ben scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“It’s easy to be altruistic when there is no real sacrifice involved.” 

“I—”

“It’s clear that you believe your life is meaningless,” Lady Penelope said. “Is it because of your leg? Do you think you’ve become useless because of it? Or do you just want to be unhappy?”

Ben stared at her, speechless. I tried to speak up and defend Ben, but Lady POW stopped me. She held up her hand, making me think of Tulia briefly. “Stop, Eleanora,” she barked. “This is not about you, despite what your brother thinks. This is about his pride, his damaged sense of honor, and how he can overcome his shame.” 

“I have no shame in who I am,” Ben retorted. 

“Not in who, but in what.” 

“This isn’t something you should talk about,” I interrupted. “Ben doesn’t like—”

“The truth?” Lady Penelope turned back to me. “He doesn’t like the truth, Eleanora? Is that what you were going to say?” 

“No.” I blushed. “I was going to say he doesn’t like to talk about his injury, that’s all.” 

“If only the world could work in such a way that everything we did not like would go away if we would only cease to talk about it.” Lady Penelope threw Harshad a wry look over her shoulder. “That would do wonders for us, would it not, Harshad?” 

Harshad continued to say nothing, even though I could tell there was nothing more he wanted in that moment than to speak up. 

Lady POW shook her head at Ben. “I am asking you to allow me to make your life better. It is time I rectify my mistakes after all these years.” 

“Mistakes?” I asked. 

Lady Penelope’s lips suddenly tightened into a twisted grimace, and I blinked in shock, realizing I had caught her slip up before she did. 

“Yes. My mistakes.” 

“Pepé, stop.” Harshad lunged forward with a speedy grace that belied his age, gripping her wrist as she reached for something at her side. 

“Enough,” Ben objected. “We already know you’re hiding something from us. If she is going to tell us what it is, I want to hear it. That’s what I want.” 

“Me, too.” I reached out and took Ben’s arm in support. “Tell us why you are here. And tell us what it has to do with Dr. Artha’s death.” 

Lady POW’s eyebrows raised, while Ben and Harshad both whirled to face me. 

“So, you know of Dr. Artha’s murder?” Lady Penelope asked. 

“I heard rumors in the city,” I said, suddenly determined to keep Ferdy and Clavan out of any of my explanations. Her casual tone was disconcerting. 

“Rumors are one thing, but truth is another.” 

“Then tell us the truth,” Ben grumbled. 

Lady POW sat down and folded her hands together in careful consideration. “Is that what you really want?” She briefly narrowed her eyes at Harshad, and I saw his face sour even more as he saw me look at him. 

“Yes,” Ben insisted. 

Lady Penelope ignored the fury in his gaze. She turned to me. “What of you, Eleanora? You will not be able to go back to not knowing, once you learn the truth. Do you still want to know?”

Sudden fear and solid certainty took hold of me. “Yes,” I said, unsure if I had the bravery to match my sudden bravado. 

Lady Penelope cast another quick, triumphant look over at Harshad, who pursed his lips in further displeasure. A silent battle continued between them, but he stepped back.  

“Very well then, Benedict, Eleanora,” Lady Penelope said. “I will tell you the truth. But it does not start, nor stop, with me. I must tell you about your mother and the Order of the Crystal Daggers.”
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Lady POW clasped her hands together. I scooted forward on my seat, dreading and anticipating what she would reveal. If hearing the truth was the price for our freedom, I knew telling us the truth also required a price from her. 

“My Eleanor, your mother, was a member of an elite, secret society once known as the Order of the Crystal Daggers,” Lady Penelope said. “Before she died, she handled several delicate assignments on behalf of certain kingdoms and governments.” 

Ben and I only looked at her, torn between reactions, as we waited for her to go on. 

What could I really say? Máma had died many years ago. I remembered her the way one might recall a strange and vivid dream; sometimes I would forget about her for days at a time, and then I would smell a familiar scent, or recall a certain memory, and I would long for her embrace. Before Cecilia came to the manor, I would walk past the portrait Táta had commissioned of her, truly seeing her face stilled in the dried oil; at those moments, I would be caught back in that feeling of wondering where she was, and how I missed her.

To imagine her as a government worker, as someone who did not spend her days taking care of our family or seeing to our needs, was not beyond my capability; it just seemed beyond believability. 

It seemed to be beyond Ben’s, too. 

“Otec never mentioned anything like that,” Ben said. “And I never saw anything to indicate you are telling the truth.” 

“Your father was part of her last assignment,” Lady Penelope said. “She was supposed to come down here with some others and take care of King Ferdinand V during the Revolution of 1848.”

Ben and I exchanged glances. From his eyes, I could tell he was frustrated—and afraid. I was surprised to realize I was, too. The beautiful lady in that portrait had always been a loving, maternal memory, and it was troubling to hear she had led such a contrasting life prior to my birth. My childhood innocence had long been gone, thanks to Cecilia’s callousness and my father’s death, but I felt a secret pillar of my heart splinter as my memory of my mother, a relic born of ignorance and illusion, began to crumble. 

“This was not an unusual task for a member of the Order to handle,” Lady Penelope continued. “The Order goes back several hundred years, starting with the warriors of Constantine. When he converted to Christianity, there were several more threats on his life from those in the kingdom he had displeased. Everyone from the pagans to the Jews were upset at his conversion and his success as a leader. There were others, of course, who were upset with him long before that.” 

“Saint Constantine?” I asked, briefly recalling the church’s Latin rites. “That is who you mean, correct?” 

“Yes. Forgive my confusion. The Church of England does put a barrier between me and Catholicism. But Constantine had a particularly sharp intuition for betrayal,” Lady Penelope said. “Under his rule, the Byzantine Empire commissioned a small, secret group of elite members to protect him. As time went on, and the empire collapsed in on itself, the last of the rulers, in a desperate attempt to gain allies, pushed the Order to protect more allies of the surrounding nations. The group decentralized, and loyalties shifted. Today, the Order itself spans many nations. Queen Victoria herself sent us out here to investigate the situation and keep the status quo.”

“Why is the British Empire sending you out here?” Ben asked. 

“Her Imperial Majesty wants to ensure the safety of the trade routes to the Orient and the Indies.” 

“Many consider her to be a powerful ruler, even in my home country,” Harshad added. “Her vocal support has kept these lands, and others, stable during growing political divides. But not all are happy with her support.” 

“Is that who sent Máma out here the first time?” I asked. “Queen Victoria?” 

“No.” Lady Penelope shook her head. “Back then, it was the papal state government, under His Holiness Pope Pius IX himself, that requested aid, for Savoy’s sake.” 

“Empress Maria Anna,” Ben said. “King Ferdinand’s wife.” 

I thought of the lady I’d only seen in small pamphlets, the one who had once ruled as my country’s queen as well as the Empress of Austria and Hungary. She was rumored to be devoted to the church and her husband, with her only other love reserved for traveling throughout Bohemia during the summer and decorating Prague Castle in abundant Christmas decorations every year. 

Briefly, I thought of the half-torn invitation to the Advent Ball Ferdy had handed me. Despite all the confusion of our present situation, I could not stop wondering if I would be able to go to the Empress’ ball, now that I had the chance to be free from Cecilia. I clasped my hands together tightly, trying to keep the sudden excitement inside of me to myself.  

Lady Penelope, oblivious to my inner delight, nodded. “Yes.” 

“The former empress was concerned about the revolution, and she had a right to be, in hindsight. That is why your mother came here. Dezda was very eager for another mission at the time,” Harshad said.  

“When she met her Dolf,” Lady Penelope said, “she decided to stay and marry him.” 

There was something in her tone that told me she had been displeased by my mother’s choice. 

“And then she had us,” I said.

The terse brunt of her response left me breathless. “Yes.” 

There was a long pause, before Ben finally said, “I do not understand why this information matters. Our mother has been gone for fourteen years now. What does an old society and Dr. Artha’s death have to do with why you are here?” 

“The society for whom she worked is still around,” Lady Penelope said. She cocked her head to the side, glancing back at Harshad. “Mostly.” 

Realization dawned on me as I looked from her to Harshad. “And you are part of it,” I said. “You’re a member of the same society as Máma was, aren’t you?” 

“Excellent, Eleanora. The good Lord gave logical faculties to both male and female, and I am proud to see you use yours so well.” 

“Since you are here then,” Ben said, “that must mean the society sent you on another assignment.”  

“Also very astute,” Lady Penelope said. “You are correct. Harshad and I, along with the others under our command, have been ordered to come here on a special mission.” 

“Did they send you out here to investigate Dr. Artha’s murder?” I asked. “Does this mean Ben and I will help with your assignment?” 

There was no mistaking the satisfaction on Lady POW’s face. “I hope so. I have a plan, and it includes you both.” 

Harshad cleared his throat. “Lady Penelope sees this as an opportunity to be with her family as well as serve the kingdom of Bohemia and discover the truth.” 

His tone was resigned, but it was how he used Lady POW’s proper name that made me shudder. I wondered if it was an insult of sorts between them.

“What good would a cripple do this society of yours?” Ben asked. 

I saw the small amount of fear in his eyes as he stared at Lady POW. Breathlessly, I waited for her response. 

She smirked. “Plenty, given your spying abilities,” she said. “Harshad and I were aware you were listening in on the conversation Cecilia and I had in the library this morning.”

For the first time, Ben dropped his guard. “Really?” 

Between Ben and Lady POW, I could suddenly see a lot more similarity.

Ben’s earlier warning whispered through me; Lady Penelope was our grandmother, but she was clearly more dangerous than either of us had anticipated. What she was asking of us was not clear, and as I watched she and Ben began to discuss more about the Order, and I felt myself pulling away as Ben was pulled in.  

“So we would be spies?” I asked, interrupting her. “That hardly seems proper.” 

“It is hardly proper for you, as a rightful lady, to be subjected to preparing an engagement dinner for your stepbrother, or selling your father’s heirlooms at the market. Spying is not an honorable task, but that has never negated the necessity of it at critical times like these.” 

Lady Penelope’s tone was sharp and shaming, and I blushed at her remarks. 

“Protecting others is a calling, but each has to answer it. Some do not. That is what even God himself offered to man.” 

“So the Order protects people?” I said, still hesitant.

“Yes.” Lady Penelope nodded firmly. “We serve truth. And the truth is, rulers are needed in order to keep the peace. We protect them at great cost. We investigate on their behalf. We seek to overcome and control chaos. We serve others in love and in hopes of peace. Is peace for our time not a noble enough endeavor for you?” 

“It is a good goal,” I agreed, “but—”

“—and just think, you would be taking up the banner of your mother’s legacy in helping us. She worked hard to maintain peace here in Bohemia, before you were born. Wouldn’t you like to honor her memory by helping us now?” 

At the mention of my mother, all the wispy memories I had of her flooded into my mind. I heard her words, I saw her smile. I wanted to run to her and embrace her, to feel her heart beat against mine; I thought about what she loved, including my father, and about how she was proud of him for protecting the king during the revolution all those years ago. 

The illusions of my mother were gone, but I could still know her in a real way, to walk through the steps of her life on my own. 

“You do not have to help, of course,” Lady Penelope said, her sudden flippancy repulsive to my pride. “You know the truth about your mother, and now it is up to you what you will do with it. Even those set free by the truth often choose to remain enslaved. And I know Cecilia would love the chance to remain your guardian, if you would let her.”

“I want to be free.” The words came rushing out of me before I could think through their implications and consequences. 

“There are two things you need to know about yourself if you want to be free—what you stand for, and what you stand against.” Lady Penelope held up her hands, brandishing a pair of daggers that had been hidden in her skirts. “This world lives enslaved to its destruction, and so long as you are living, as long as you are fighting, you will be free.” 

I gazed at the daggers, transfixed. Each blade was clothed in a leather scabbard, but the silver and obsidian of the daggers’ hilts winked at me, as though it was calling for me. 

Lady Penelope pulled the daggers free, revealing a pair of gleaming blades; each were an unusual shade of violet, one that held other spots of blue and green, and other colors, even as it encompassed them. The gemlike mosaic added to the overall power of the weapon. 

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” Lady Penelope ran her gaze down her blades, following the elegant curve of the daggers. Her fingers lightly stroked the weapons as she held them. “The motto of the Order is In Hoc Signo Vinces, or ‘With this sign, you shall win.’ It was the same message Constantine heard from God.” 

“What are they ... ” My own voice trailed off, hushed and full of awe as I looked on the mysterious weapons.  

“This is the weapon of a member of the Order,” Lady Penelope continued. “You bow to God alone, but the rest of your life will be a fight, in which you alone will have the choice of victor. It was my privilege to free you from ignorance. Now, it is my duty to teach you how to stand, and remain standing, even when you are tempted to fall.”

I looked back at the daggers in her hand and swallowed hard. Lady Penelope was clearly offering me a choice between different lives of servitude, but only one offered meaning and redemption in the end. 

My life would mean nothing, my mother’s life would mean nothing, if I wasted my efforts to serve Cecilia and her household. I already knew I was insignificant in the eyes of the world, but I suddenly had a chance where my life would be about something greater. And I did want that. 

So I reached forward and made my choice. It was the one I wanted. 

Ben put his hand on my shoulder protectively as I took hold of a dagger. From the look in his blue-green eyes, I knew he was ready to stand with me. “We accept your offer.”

Lady Penelope clasped her hands together. “Then it is time to get to work.”  

At her determined smile, I could not stop the rush of anxious excitement that washed over me. 
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To my dismay, I soon found out my excitement was unwarranted. 

“Are we finished yet?” I asked, grumbling as I stood on the small pedestal. “I’ve been here for hours.” 

“Let Jaqueline finish,” Lady POW barked. “This is hardly difficult, Eleanora.” 

I groaned. For hours, I had been standing in the middle of a large parlor room, one that had been closed off to the other parts of the wing, all while three of Lady POW’s maidservants worked to measure every inch of my body. Jaqueline, Amelia, and Marguerite doubled as seamstresses, and they were making me different outfits to wear. 

“I don’t see why a new outfit is necessary. I can work fine in my current skirts. Ben and I have been brawling with each other and battling our way around the manor since we were born.” 

“You have been wearing that oversized maid’s outfit for far too long, Eleanora.” Lady POW sat at a small writing desk in the corner of the room, jotting down notes and, from the looks of it, keeping up with her correspondence. “I thought you were much bigger than you actually are.” 

I bit my lip, irritated. It was bad enough I was naked except for my chemise and stockings, but Lady POW made the whole experience much worse. Every ten minutes or so, she would glance over at me, narrow her eyes, and call out some condescending judgment or shake her head with a sigh. Occasionally, she would come over to me and circle me, wearing a look of cold professionalism that unnerved me. 

While it was tempting to whirl around to face her, if for no other reason than to remind her that she had flaws, too, I was stuck holding my arms out straight while Amelia wrapped them in rolls of a range of different fabrics, from velvet and silk to leather and suede. If I moved even the slightest, her pins would dig into my arm. I discovered this for the second time when I glanced behind me, surprised by another one of Lady POW’s comments. 

“You have good hips for birthing, Eleanora,” Lady Penelope observed. “We will have to be careful, though; it seems one is a little higher than the other. It’s not ideal for fighting.” 

I was just about to ask her what my hips had to do with fighting when she continued. 

“Men like hips like yours; they make it easier to grab onto during intercourse.” 

My face went dark red instantly. 

“It will likely be easy to coerce information from your opponents and informants if you use your bodily charms, should the occasion call for it.” 

“What?” My voice nearly squeaked. 

Lady POW grimaced. “Oh, dear. It has been a long time since I have dealt with the sexually inexperienced. Marguerite? Add that to the list, please.” 

It was suddenly much easier to worry about fighting. 

“Lady Penelope,” I said, “I would rather learn how to beat the answers out of my opponents, please. I don’t ... I don’t want to ... ” My voice trailed off as I felt the heat in my face rise.  

“Spoken like a true innocent.” Lady Penelope sighed. “In that case, consider yourself fortunate that we don’t have time for a full review of the curriculum.” 

I did. I considered myself very, very fortunate.

“I will go over the basics, and that should be enough to suffice for our current mission,” Lady Penelope said. 

“Now?” My eyes went wide with horror at the thought. 

“Come now, Eleanora, don’t tell me you have never even thought of sex before?”

“I know what it is,” I shot back through gritted teeth. “If that is what you mean.” 

“Any simpleton can look at a painting or sculpture and know that it is art. But only a true and trained master knows how to create such a splendid pleasure.” 

I squirmed. “This is hardly appropriate.” 

“One does what one must, Eleanora; propriety be damned.” Lady Penelope returned to her desk. 

“What do you think I will be doing that requires such ... explicit ... knowledge? I thought I was just to be a cover.”

“And you will be,” Lady Penelope agreed. “We will begin introducing you to everyone in Prague tomorrow, ordering clothes for you so you can attend socials and breakfasts and balls. Hopefully, it will not be too much longer before we can launch you into Society properly.” She reached over and took a sip from her teacup. “God, I miss England. London is so wonderful this time of year.”  

“None of what you listed seems like it would require a discourse on manipulative sexuality,” I said, ignoring my own stomach’s grumbling as I suddenly wanted some tea for myself.  

“There is more to your introduction to Society that we need to concern ourselves with,” Lady Penelope said. 

“You’re not secretly auctioning me off to the marriage mart, are you? I can already tell you that I would reject such a fate.”

“Hearing that relieves my nerves like nothing else.” Lady POW rolled her eyes. “The Order takes its business seriously. There is no time for real romance in these instances. Relationships just cause problems.” 

For some reason, Ferdy’s face flashed in my mind, and I felt sad at the thought of never seeing him again. 

“Take it from me, Eleanor. It is best to use people as much as you can and then forget them.”

At my mother’s name, I winced, but that was not the only reason her statement shook me. From the harshness of her voice, I could tell it was a personal lesson she had learned. 

“Eleanora,” I corrected. 

Lady Penelope did not seem to hear me. “Jaqueline, make sure we have enough material to hide Eleanora’s hips, s’il vous plait.” 

As Jaqueline filled in my corset with extra padding, giving me more of a boyish figure, I decided I would do my best to make sure that, even if I did learn how to use my bosom to get what I wanted, I never needed to employ it. 

“What kind of outfit is this?” I glanced down at the full ensemble. It was made of all black, with different shades and different materials. As Amelia allowed me to lower my arms, I felt the smoothness of the leather as it hugged my body. My legs were nearly bare, with only short pants reaching to my knees. It felt like a long pair of delicates, even though I had on a pair underneath it. I felt better that there was a leather skirt hanging over my legs, secured at the waist with a belt. 

“This is your stealth habit,” Lady Penelope said. “The leather is sturdy and able to provide some protection. The lining is infused with silk, to provide comfort as well as smooth movement, and the linen wraps are there to provide padding.” 

“Padding for my hips?” I asked her, still annoyed by her earlier comments. 

“Yes. Although the wraps are typically there more for your wrists and knuckles.” 

Marguerite came up to me. “Here, mademoiselle. This is a hood for you.” 

“A hood?” Before I could ask for specifics, she pushed the material over my head, briefly catching on my hair. 

“It has a mask sewn into it.” Amelia said, reaching toward my face. She wrestled with the material as I tried not to groan. When I could see properly again, I saw Jaqueline had brought a small hand mirror over for me. 

I gazed into it and briefly wondered if everyone else could see how uncomfortable I felt. My eyes were a stormy blue, and my face was clearly pale. My hair had been shuffled free from my pins, so some of my disheveled curls were sticking out from under my hood. 

“You and your brother both have such beautiful black hair,” Marguerite said. “It matches the outfit perfectly.”  

“Put the mask on,” Amelia said, before she did it for me. 

A strip of thick, dark cloth suddenly pressed against my nose and mouth, and I coughed at the sudden interruption of fresh air into my lungs. No one else voiced any objection; the seamstresses all smiled and gasped, delighted to see my semi-finished self. 

I had to admit, I liked it. The long tunic over the leggings made it much easier to move, and my arms were loose enough that I could move without tearing at my seams.

“C’est parfait,” Marguerite cheered. 

“Wonderful!” Amelia beamed. 

I had to wonder what I was supposed to be doing in an outfit like that. 

Lady POW made her way over to me once more. “It’ll do. Now, ladies, we do not have much time. Please see to it that this is finished first.”

“Oui, Madame.” Their choral response was amusing, and it cheered me up some as they began to slide the outfit off me.  

“Madame, what about the rest of her attire?” Amelia asked. “Should we get started on that as well?” 

“We will need a walking dress for her; make it in the Parisian style.” Lady Penelope looked thoughtful. “I will take Eleanora out to the city tomorrow and order other clothes. As much as I know you ladies are the finest talents with a needle and thread this side of the globe, I need to make Eleanora a sensation.” 

She turned to me. “Which means we will need to go over etiquette next.” 

I drew myself up proudly—or as proudly as I could, as Jaqueline, Amelia, and Marguerite were peeling away the pinned fabric. When my mouth was free of the mask, I said, “I remember a good bit of what Máma taught me.”

I did not add the additional insight Tulia had provided me, considering most of it was counterproductive to acting like a true lady. 

“You were only a child.” Lady Penelope dismissed my concern. “I doubt Eleanor taught you how to flirt outrageously with a man and get away with it under the guise of innocence, or how to waltz, or any number of other important skills you will need to learn in order to stand out.” 

I could have used that chance to ask her about the mission, and why I would need to learn all of that, but something else bothered me more about what she said. 

“Why does Harshad call Máma Dezda?” I asked. “My father always introduced her as Lady Eleanor.” 

“Your mother’s first name was Eleanor, but Harshad and I often called her Dezda, for her middle name. It is not that unusual a practice; Queen Victoria’s first name is actually Alexandrina.” Lady Penelope waved her hand. “It is hardly a matter of concern.” 

“So it is a British tradition to call people by their middle names?” 

“Do not be foolish, Eleanora. People often have names that are specific to their loved ones. Your own brother calls you Nora, after all.” 

I thought of Ferdy calling me “Ella,” and smiled. I smiled even more as I faced the temptation to ask Lady POW if Harshad’s name for her, Pepé, was an endearment. 

But a long, thoughtful moment later, I decided since Lady Penelope had the power to make me suffer, it would be best not to provoke her—especially when I was already tired from the past several hours of wardrobe demands. “I suppose that is true.” 

“Of course it is. Now, stay still. Do not cause my lovely seamstresses any duress. One more dress for today, a riding habit for later this week, and then we will be finished here.”

I kept my groan to myself and prepared to feel another hours-long session of aches and stiffness as I was prodded and poked and measured. 

Watching her scribble notes on a small tablet of stationary, I realized Lady POW had yet to tell me anything specific about her special assignment—or why she was concerned with Dr. Artha’s death.

“What is the stealth habit for, exactly?” I asked. “I can’t imagine I will need to wear this while I’m dancing and flirting outrageously out in Society.” 

“You’re so inquisitive, Eleanora.” 

“I wouldn’t be, if you would answer my questions.” 

Lady POW gave me a sly smirk. “True. I don’t know yet what this assignment will demand of you. I was not expecting you at all, and now that you are here, I feel as though I have our Dezda back.” 

Lady POW’s gaze moved across my face and over my messy curls. I saw her sadness, and I mourned for my mother’s loss once more. This time, it was not just for my own loss, however; I saw more than ever that her absence had removed me from an entire life I could have known, and one in which there were more people to embrace. 

“But,” Lady Penelope said, her voice snapping back to its professional tone, “luck favors the prepared. You might need such a suit if we need information or reconnaissance.” 

“You mean espionage?” 

“You would be surprised at how often the right information has saved lives,” Lady Penelope said. “It is easier to save lives with the right information than to simply take out threats.”

I nodded. My only real experience with a threat seemed to be Alex, with his pretentious and licentious expressions. Kicking him and occasionally bloodying him up was simple, but then, he was really a simple villain. 

“Will we begin looking into Dr. Artha’s death?” 

“You will not be worried about that,” Lady Penelope said. “I will handle that. I have contacts sending me information. For your end of the mission, we will go out to shop and socialize. We will need to make arrangements to be invited to different houses and parties throughout the season.”

“Dr. Artha’s death seems like a bigger concern,” I said. “Especially since he was your lead contact and he was murdered.”

“You would do well to remember that murder is always a serious business. I will not involve you in this aspect of my mission, Eleanora. It is risky, even for an experienced spy.” 

“Dr. Artha was my father’s friend,” I said. “I remember him from when I was younger. If he was murdered, and there is something I can do, I should do it, should I not?” 

“That question is now mine to answer, both as your grandmother and your direct leader, and I have told you what you will do about it.” 

“But skipping around Society seems ... ” I searched for the right word, knowing that Lady POW would likely not care if I feared boredom or vanity, especially compared to the threat of murder. “Inefficient.” 

“It is actually very efficient, in terms of my inquiries. Remember, the Diets will be meeting again before the year is out,” Lady Penelope said. “We will need to keep the elites entertained to avoid suspicion. With my arrival, we will have plenty of it already. Especially since I will not be able to manipulate Cecilia into helping me as I had originally planned.” 

“Suspicion?” I frowned. “What are you talking about? There’s no need to worry about anyone being suspicious of us. Unless it’s possible you were lying about my father’s will?” 

Lady POW clapped her hands together. I had a feeling she was getting impatient herself, considering my previous concern for efficiency was marred by my own arguments. “You do not have to worry about Cecilia anymore, Eleanora. As I have said, you are free from her. You are under my protection now.” 

I stood there, wrapped in pins and measuring tape, wearing only my undergarments. I had to wonder if this was truly freedom, or if it was only a different kind of cage. 

But there was one thing I wanted to know for certain. 

“You had a message from Queen Victoria for Cecilia, but nothing for Ben or for me.” 

“Yes. When your mother moved out here, she married Dolf. He was almost bankrupt, and I bought the manor’s property, as I said before, in order to help them out. When she died, I largely left it to my man of affairs. He had years in between her letters, as he was inquiring if she wanted to buy the property back. She never seemed to have the money for it. When Queen Victoria requested my presence here, I came with the intent to befriend her and settle our accounts.” 

“You are not going to do that now.” There was no question behind my statement. 

“Heavens, no. Now I will see she suffers in any way I can imagine. And I will stay here, overseeing your entrance to Society and Benedict’s education. I will look for a new house in the city, but this one is suitable for now.”

I felt my breath catch as I asked the question I had wanted to ask since she had revealed herself. “You really did not know about me or Ben, did you?”  

“I see your powers of observation and deduction are well-honed. This is to our benefit. Even if you will have nothing to do with the murder, you will need to pay close attention to what you see and observe as you go about your role,” Lady Penelope replied. 

She was right about my powers of observation. That was proven once more as I noticed she did not answer my question. “When did you find out about us?” I tried again.

“It wasn’t me, initially. Amir was the one who found you.” She sighed. “When he saw you in town yesterday, he came rushing back to our hotel and told me he had discovered something of critical importance. I thought it was something related to the mission, but then ... ”

Suddenly, I would have given almost anything to have been there, to see the look on Lady POW’s face, when Amir told her about me. 

“And Ben?” I asked. 

“You told me about Ben, just after I saw you myself for the first time.” 

“I remember that.” 

“Good. You will need to have a good memory,” Lady Penelope said, trying to switch topics. 

I did not let her. “Máma never wrote to you about me and Ben at all?” 

She shook her head. 

My throat was suddenly dry as I remembered meeting Amir. Briefly, I was torn between disgust at his thieving and my despondence over my mother’s secretiveness; it was hard to decide which one felt worse. 

“You mustn’t hold it against her,” Lady Penelope said. “Believe me, I could hold it against her enough for the two of us.” 

“Why did she—?” 

“Everyone has secrets, Eleanora.” Lady Penelope sat down at her small desk again, looking glum. “Everyone lies, everyone has secrets, and everyone has regrets. In the end, the truth cannot hide forever. But if you are to take your mother’s place in the Order, you must accept you may never know some things. You will spend your life searching for truth, but there is no guarantee you will find it.” 

“I will,” I insisted. 

Lady POW gave me a rueful look. “Careful. Your naïve illusions will get the better of you if you let them. Thankfully, you will be following my lead on this mission.” 

“But surely that doesn’t mean I will be running around and following your orders blindly?” 

She gave me a look, and I knew at once that Lady POW was expecting exactly that. 

I grimaced. “Really?” 

“You’ve followed Cecilia’s orders for years, from what the staff and others have told me,” Lady Penelope pointed out. “And I know you do your best to follow the teachings of the church.” 

“My faith in God is not blind, and neither is my fear of Cecilia’s wrath,” I argued. 

“True. But in regards to Lady Cecilia, I will say that you will need to unlearn what she has taught you. Being under another’s authority is not necessarily something to abhor. A bad master, yes. But not mastery itself. She is not to be feared.” 

“I know you have taken care of her for the meantime,” I said slowly, “but it might be a long time before I trust in it.” 

“And you have that right. But I would request you speed it up as much as possible. And not just for your own sake, but for your brother’s, too. It is clear she has managed to do more damage to him than you.”

There was no denying she was right about that. “You are correct. But that does not mean I will follow your orders without explanation.”

“I am the leader of the Order, Eleanora. It is your job to follow my orders, whether you know why or not. My goodness, do you want me to put a formal request, as though I was petitioning the House of Lords? I will never understand your generation’s comfort in bureaucracy.” She gave me an assessing gaze. “But ... ”

“But what?” 

“But you and I must find a way to work together. So I will tell you this much. I was telling you the truth that I have been sent to Prague by the request of Queen Victoria. She wants to make sure this area is secure, especially with all the trouble she is facing in India right now.” 

As Amelia began to pull the newer set of sleeves off my arms, I asked, “What’s happening in India?” 

“Trouble,” Lady Penelope replied. “There are several in the government who are making an appeal to the queen to become their ruler.” 

“But India is on the other side of the world,” I said. “How would she be able to rule it from England?” 

“The same way she rules her other land holdings in the Americas and in Australia,” Lady Penelope said with a sharp smile. “By good and gracious force, and the goodwill of God.”

I frowned. “I guess that’s quite an accomplishment. The Bohemians here cannot even rule themselves. The German Diet has been in power for so long. I do not know much about politics, but even I know their stalemates are legendary.” 

“Which is another reason why I have been asked to come,” Lady Penelope said. “There are always people who look for something to be discontent over, and there are always people who seek to make their discontent the government’s problem. The rule of law is precarious enough in this region, and the recent causes for alarm are particularly unsettling. If Prague was not experiencing an economic boom thanks to Bohemia’s coal industry, we would see much more of a political uprising.”

“I guess if the death of Dr. Artha was enough to disrupt the country, it is something to be concerned about.” 

“It is not just his death. The other two similar deaths were members of the Upper House of the Lords, who had a lot of influence in the Reichsrat, the German-speaking Parliament of Bohemia and Austria. The representatives from Mlada and Beroun were killed, supposedly by Jews.”  

I frowned. The death of Dr. Artha, and the other deaths that Ferdy and Clavan discussed the other night suddenly seemed even more sad. 

A new thought struck me as I stood there. I have a reason to go and see Ferdy again! 

My body prickled with excitement as I cheered silently, while Lady POW paced around the room. 

“Of course, it is possible they are using the Jews as a scapegoat. Still, this is discomforting. There have been other deaths, too, where the Parliament members have likely been poisoned.”

“Poison.” I shuddered. “That sounds awful.” 

“It is. Especially since the Order has identified the poison in question. It makes it look like the individual has had a heart attack. It is only hours afterward that the skin turns blue at the fingers.”

“If it works so well, why did they kill Dr. Artha in the street?” I asked. “And the others, too?” 

“It is possible, though very unlikely, that the two Lords had a natural immunity to the poison,” Lady Penelope said. “Thus, a different means of disposal would be required.” 

“And Dr. Artha?” 

“We don’t know yet if he was killed by the same people. That is one thing we are looking at in this investigation. But just because something looks a certain way, does not mean it is true. Once you see that, you begin to see everything else.” 

A small smile flitted to my lips as I recalled Ferdy’s similar observations. “I suppose you’re right, even though I have yet to see it.” 

“Then you must understand why this is too important for you to go about untested,” Lady Penelope said. “There is more than your comfort at risk, Eleanora.” 

I snorted. “It’s been years since I’ve had a life of comfort.” 

“Even in your life under your stepmother’s cruelty,” Lady Penelope said, “you have been sheltered from the world’s pain. Do not think pain only takes something away from you. You have experienced things being taken away, but you have also been given things as a result.” 

I suddenly felt very small, as the world around me grew and I shrank. 

In that moment, I did not know what was more overwhelming to me; the idea that my pain, as great as it was some days, was small compared to the world’s, or the idea that the world’s problems were much bigger and much more complex compared to mine. 

As if she sensed my displacement, Lady Penelope nodded prudently. “You have lived your life here, on the outskirts of Prague and across the Vltava. As you grow older, you see more of the world and its politics, its hypocrisy, and its illusions. The trick is not to allow it to drag you down.” 

I was uncomfortable with the bitterness in her voice, but it was not enough to stop me from seeing that, despite her cynicism, Lady POW was still determined to accomplish her goal. “Yes, Lady Penelope.” 

She gave me an approving look, no doubt at my humble tone. “Whatever our association comes to be, Eleanora, I will always be your grandmother, and I am very proud to have that title. When Eleanor died, I thought all was lost. Now I know that I was wrong. Of all things I could have been wrong about, I am very glad it was that.” 

Looking me up and down with a critical eye once more, she added, “Which is why I am going to tell you now that you will need to go on a diet and begin an exercise regime as we make our way into Prague’s Society. You are much too soft around your middle to be considered fashionable. The empress would be frightened if she ever met you in this state.” 

I groaned. “Empress Elisabeth is much too thin,” I said with a shudder. “I have heard the rumors that she has a thirteen-inch waist, and if my hips are good for birthing, I doubt I will ever have her proportions.”

“If you are going to add to your stepmother’s comeuppance, we must make you a sensation, yes?” 

She must have expected me to nod or voice my agreement, but my accommodating disposition was gone. “A sensation is more feasible than a stick, Madame.” 

Lady POW chuckled. “Oh, Eleanora. You do remind me so much of Eleanor. You will be a legend among the town within a fortnight.”

Pudgy hips and all, I thought with a smirk.
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Before long, I had the distinct feeling that if I was going to be a sensation in less than a fortnight, I was going to spend at least half that time deprived of sleep and food. 

“Come along, Eleanora,” Lady Penelope called. “We have several more appointments to keep yet.” 

“Surely you are jesting,” I muttered under my breath, as I hurried after Lady POW. We had just come from a milliner’s shop, and I was certain I had seen enough hats and bonnets and caps to last me a lifetime. 

I yawned as I caught up to my grandmother’s spritely steps and decided to be grateful we were at least out in the city. Lady Penelope had spent the previous evening drilling pure boredom into my flesh in the form of etiquette review. I had been astonished to find whole books dedicated to discussing how a lady should walk and laugh and fold her hands and a million other useless things. 

My mind felt so stuffed, I had several nightmares surrounding The Ladies’ Guide to Excellence and Etiquette, easily the most loquacious offender. I decided once I learned enough for Lady POW, I would burn that hideous book. 

“This has been a wonderful day for shopping, Eleanora.” Lady Penelope glanced around Prague’s crowded streets. I had to agree; there had been some snowfall over the past couple of days, preventing us from heading out for any significant errands, but today the sun was out, and the chill in the air added a shine to the whole city. “By the time we are finished here, all of Prague will know who you are and how much you are worth. No one will be able to resist talking about you.” 

“I hope it is not because you have paid them to do so,” I said as a coachman offered me his hand. I climbed up into the coach and settled in the cushions across from Lady POW, while another one loaded some of our new purchases into the back. 

“I guess this is the cover part of your plan?” I glanced outside, peeking through the silken coach curtains. As we passed by, heads turned, eyes widened, and mouths dropped. 

Lady POW chuckled as I buried my backside even more into the seat cushions. “You will need to get used to this, Eleanora,” she said. “You will need to command their attention, and not only keep it, but manipulate it to achieve your ends.” 

“I’ll go ahead and write that down.” 

Lady POW only nodded curtly at my supposed diligence before starting another lecture of some sort. 

Another reason to envy Ben, I thought. He was allowed to stay home in the shadows, while I was forced into the limelight. I did not get a chance to talk with him earlier, before Lady POW summoned me to try on my new walking dress, but I knew he was starting his own form of training with Harshad and Amir. 
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