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            Dedication

         

         
            For Lyssa Keusch.

            I’m not going to miss you because we’ll always be friends.

         
          

         
            And also for Paul. I’m saying it right here: IT WAS ALL YOUR IDEA.

            —J. Q.

         

          

         
            To my daughters. Each of you is a queen.

            —S. R.

         

         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Disclaimer

         

         
            Dearest Gentle Reader,

            This is the story of Queen Charlotte from Bridgerton.
            

            It is not a history lesson.

            It is fiction inspired by fact.

            All liberties taken by the authors are quite intentional.

            Enjoy.

         

         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Dearest Gentle Reader

         

         
            Dearest Gentle Reader,

            This coldest time of year has become that much colder with the sad news of the death of the Princess Royal. The granddaughter
               of our dear King George III and Queen Charlotte died in childbirth along with her baby.
            

            And while our hearts grieve for the loss of the Princess Royal, our heads grieve more for the future of the monarchy itself.
               For the Crown now has a crisis on its hands. A crisis one can only imagine that Queen Charlotte must find galling after ruling
               over the matchmaking efforts of the ton and the marriage mart with such an iron fist.
            

            This Author and all of England can only hope Queen Charlotte finally turns her matchmaking energies onto her own family. After
               all, Her Majesty has thirteen children, and now not a royal heir from any of them. At least not a legitimate one.
            

            It causes one to wonder: Is the Queen’s knowledge of how to make a good marriage nothing but talk?

            Lady Whistledown’s Society Papers, 10 November 1817
            

         

         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Fifty-Six Years Earlier . . .

         

         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Charlotte

         

         
            Essex, England

            The London Road

            8 September 1761

         

         Like all members of the German aristocracy, Princess Sophia Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz was in possession of a great
            many names. Sophia for her maternal grandmother, Sophia Albertine of Erbach-Erbach, a countess by birth and a duchess by marriage.
            Charlotte for her father, Charles Louis Frederick of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, who was born a second son and had died before he
            could assume the position of head of the family. Then there were the many and sundry double-barreled lands and properties
            that made up her heritage. Mecklenburg-Strelitz and Erbach-Erbach, of course, but also Saxe-Hildburghausen, Schwarzburg-Sondershausen,
            and, if one wanted to go back far enough, Waldeck-Eisenberg.
         

         
         She enjoyed all of her names, and she was proud of every last one, but the one she liked best was Lottie.

         
         Lottie. It was the simplest of the bunch, but that wasn’t why she liked it. Her tastes rarely ran to the simple, after all.
            She liked her wigs tall and her dresses grand and she was quite certain no one in her household appreciated the complexities
            of music or art as keenly as she did.
         

         
         She was not a simple creature.

         
         She was not.

         
         But she liked being called Lottie. She liked it because hardly anyone ever used it. You had to know her to call her Lottie.
         

         
         You had to know, for example, that in spring her favorite dessert was raspberry-apricot torte and in winter it was apple strudel, but the truth was she had a taste for fruit, and for sweets, and any sweet made of fruit was her absolute favorite. 

         
         People who called her Lottie also knew that when she was a young girl she’d loved to swim in the lake by her home (when it
            was warm enough, which it rarely was). They also knew that when her mother had banned the practice (stating that Charlotte
            was too old for such frivolity), Charlotte had not spoken to her for three weeks. Peace was reestablished only after Charlotte
            had written a surprisingly thorough legal document outlining the rights and responsibilities of all involved parties. Her
            mother was not immediately persuaded by Charlotte’s arguments, but her older brother Adolphus had intervened. Charlotte had
            made a good case, he’d said. She’d shown logic and intelligence, and surely that should be rewarded.
         

         
         Adolphus was the one who’d coined the pet name Lottie. And that was the true reason it was her favorite name. It had been
            bestowed upon her by her favorite brother.
         

         
         Pardon, her former favorite brother.
         

         
         “You give the appearance of a statue,” Adolphus said, smiling as if she had not spent the last three weeks begging him not
            to marry her off to a stranger.
         

         
         Charlotte wanted to ignore him. She’d have liked nothing better than to never utter a word in his direction for the remainder
            of both of their lives, but even she recognized the futility of such stubbornness. And besides, they were in a carriage in
            the southeast of England, and they had a long ride both ahead and behind them.
         

         
         She was bored and furious, never a good combination.

         
         “Statues are works of art,” she said icily. “Art is beautiful.”

         
         This made her brother smile, damn his eyes. “Art can be beautiful to gaze upon,” he said with some amusement. “You, on the
            other hand, are ridiculous to the eye.”
         

         
         “Is there a point?” Charlotte bit off.

         
         He shrugged. “You have not moved an inch in six hours.”

         
         Oh. Oh. He should not have gone there. Charlotte leveled her dark eyes on his with a ferocity that ought to have terrified him. “I am wearing Lyonnaise silk. Encrusted with Indian sapphires. With an overlay of two-hundred-year-old lace.” 

         
         “And you look beautiful,” he said. He reached out to pat her knee, then hastily withdrew his hand when he caught her expression.

         
         Murderous.

         
         “Apparently too much movement could cause the sapphires to shred the lace.” Charlotte growled. She literally growled. “Do
            you want me to shred the lace? Do you?”
         

         
         She did not wait for him to answer. They both knew he was not meant to. “If that were not enough,” she continued, “the gown
            sits atop a bespoke underpinning made of whalebone.”
         

         
         “Whalebone?”

         
         “Yes. Whalebone, Brother. The bones of whales. Whales died so I could look like this.”
         

         
         At that, Adolphus laughed outright. “Lottie—”

         
         “Don’t,” Charlotte warned him. “Don’t you dare call me Lottie as if you care.”

         
         “Come, Liebchen, you know I care.”
         

         
         “Do I? Because it does not feel as if you care. It feels as if I have been trussed up like a prized sow and placed upon an
            altar as sacrifice.”
         

         
         “Charlotte—”

         
         She bared her teeth. “Shall you put an apple in my mouth?”

         
         “Charlotte, stop. You were chosen by a king. This is a great honor.”
         

         
         “That,” Charlotte spat. “That is why I am angry. The lies. You will not stop lying.”
         

         
         She could not stand it, these endless lies. This was no honor. She wasn’t sure what it was, but certainly not an honor.

         
         King George III of Great Britain and Ireland had appeared out of nowhere (or rather, his people had; he had not deigned to make an appearance) and inexplicably decided that she, Sophia Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, should
            be his next queen.
         

         
         Mecklenburg-Strelitz. They had traveled all the way to Mecklenburg-Strelitz. Charlotte loved her home, with its placid lakes and verdant lawns, but she was well aware that Mecklenburg-Strelitz was
            considered one of the least important states in all the Holy Roman Empire.
         

         
         To say nothing of the distance. The King’s advisors would have had to sail past dozens of duchies and principalities—with dozens of duchesses and princesses—before reaching Mecklenburg-Strelitz. 

         
         “I do not lie to you, Charlotte,” Adolphus said. “It is a fact. You were chosen.”

         
         If Charlotte could have moved in her whalebone corset, she would have twisted to face him more squarely. But she could not,
            so she was forced to settle for a glacial stare. “And how difficult was it to be chosen?” she demanded. “What do they need?
            Nothing special. Someone who can make lots of babies. Someone who can read. Someone with all the social graces. Someone with
            a royal bloodline. That is all they required.”
         

         
         “That is not nothing, Liebchen.”
         

         
         “It is not a great honor. And you could have told them to choose someone else. Someone stupid enough to want it.”
         

         
         “They did not want someone stupid. They wanted you.”

         
         Good God, he could not possibly be so dense. “Adolphus, think,” she implored. “Why me? He could have anyone. Anyone. And yet
            they came hunting all the way across the continent for me. There must be a reason for that.”
         

         
         “Because you are special.”

         
         “Special?” She gaped at his naiveté. No, not that. He was not naïve, he was merely trying to placate her, as if she were some
            calf-witted child, too blind or stupid to recognize the web of treachery that had been spun around her. “I am a stranger to
            them,” she said. “They are strangers to us. You cannot think me this ignorant. There is a reason they wanted me, a stranger.
            And it cannot be a good reason. I know it cannot be a good reason because you have not looked me in the eye since you told
            me.”
         

         
         It took a moment for Adolphus to speak. When he did, his words were useless. “This is a good thing, Lottie. You shall be happy.”

         
         She stared at him, at this man she thought she knew better than anyone. He was her brother, the head of her house since the
            death of their father nine years earlier. He had sworn to protect her. He had told her she was good and worthy, and she had
            believed him.
         

         
         She should have known better. He was a man, and like all men, he saw women as pawns to be shuffled around Europe without a thought to their happiness. 

         
         “You know nothing,” she said in a low voice.

         
         He said nothing.

         
         “You proclaim that I will be happy as if you could possibly know that. As if your mere words will make it so. Did you ever
            once ask me what I want? No, you did not.”
         

         
         Adolphus expelled an irritated puff of air. She was trying his patience, this was easy to see. But Charlotte did not care,
            and her fury was making her reckless.
         

         
         “Turn the carriage around,” she announced. “I am not doing this.”

         
         Adolphus’s face grew hard. “I signed the betrothal contract. You are doing this.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Brother.” She gave him an obnoxiously pleasant smile. “Turn this carriage around or I will bounce. Do you wish to know what
            will happen if I bounce?”
         

         
         “You shall tell me, I’m sure.”

         
         “This corset of mine, made of the finest and most expensive whalebone, is rather delicate. And also, it is very, very sharp.
            And of course, I am in the height of fashion, so this corset is quite snug.” Charlotte snapped a finger against her midsection
            to make a point, but the joke was on her. She’d lost all sensation in her rib cage, and she might as well have been tapping
            a wall.
         

         
         “Shall we loosen it?” Adolphus suggested.

         
         “No, we shall not loosen it,” she hissed. “I must arrive on display, which means I must stay strapped into this monstrous
            thing. And thus if I give the appearance of a statue, ridiculous to your eye, it is because I cannot move. No, I dare not move. My gown is so stylish that if I move too much, I might be sliced and stabbed to death by my undergarments.”
         

         
         Adolphus blinked.

         
         “How joyful it is to be a lady,” she muttered.

         
         “You are upset.”

         
         She wanted to kill him.

         
         “Charlotte—”

         
         “It is a viable option,” she said. “Moving. I’ve considered it. Choosing to be killed by my undergarments. There must be an
            irony to it, although I confess I do not yet see it. Humor, yes. Irony . . . I’m not sure.”
         

         
         “Charlotte, I mean it, stop.”

         
         But she could not. Her mind was on fire. Her fury was righteous and she was scared, and with every mile she was hurtling toward
            a future she did not understand. She knew what was happening, but she did not know why, and it made her feel stupid and small.
         

         
         “We have, what, an hour to go?” she railed on. “I believe if I am diligent with my movements I could most certainly bleed
            to death before we reach London.”
         

         
         Adolphus appeared to be suppressing a groan. “Like I said, you are upset. Emotional. I understand—”

         
         “Do you understand? Truly? This, I would love to hear. Because I am not upset. Nor am I emotional. I am angry. And I cannot
            breathe. And both are thanks to you, Brother.”
         

         
         He crossed his arms.

         
         “I shall do it,” she warned. “I shall bounce, and I will impale myself on this ridiculous corset and bleed to death.”

         
         “Charlotte!”

         
         At that, she finally shut her mouth. Adolphus rarely took that tone with her. In fact, she was not sure he ever had.

         
         Before her eyes, her genial brother disappeared, replaced by the stern and powerful Duke of Mecklenburg-Strelitz. It was disconcerting.
            Infuriating. And it made the little girl who still resided deep in her heart want to cry.
         

         
         “I know I should have taken a firmer hand with you when Mama and Papa died,” he said. “I allowed you to read too much, and
            I indulged your every whim and frivolity. So I take full responsibility for the fact that you are now exceedingly headstrong
            and mistakenly think you can make decisions. You cannot. I am in charge. This is happening.”
         

         
         “I do not see why you could not just—”

         
         “Because they are the British Empire and we are a tiny province in Germany!” he roared.

         
         Charlotte shrank into herself. Just a little bit.

         
         “We had no choice,” he hissed. “I had no choice. You want a reason? Fine. I have none. There is no good reason. In fact, the reason might be terrible. I know
            that no one who looks like you or me has ever married one of these people. Ever. But I cannot question! Because I cannot make
            an enemy of the most powerful nation on earth. It is done.” He leaned forward, vibrating with rage and impatience and maybe
            even resignation. “So shut up, do your duty to our country, and be happy!”
         

         
         Charlotte flinched. Because finally, Adolphus wasn’t lying. His skin was brown. Her skin was brown. Brown like chocolate,
            like warm, rich wood. She did not have to set eyes upon King George III of Great Britain and Ireland to know that his was
            not.
         

         
         So why? Why was he doing this? She knew what the pale-skinned Europeans said about people like her. Why would he “pollute” his bloodline
            with a girl of Moorish ancestry? Her tree led to Africa, and it did not take many generations to get there.
         

         
         Why did he want her?

         
         What was he hiding?

         
         “Liebchen,” Adolphus said. He sighed and his eyes softened. Once again, he was just her older brother. “I am sorry. But there are worse
            fates than marrying the King of England.”
         

         
         Charlotte swallowed and looked out the window at the English countryside rolling by. It was green and bursting with life.
            Fields and forests, small villages with their quaint churches and high streets. She supposed it did not look so different
            from her homeland, although she had not spied a single lake.
         

         
         Was it so much to wish for a lake?

         
         “Will I ever return to Schloss Mirow?” she asked quietly.

         
         Her brother’s eyes grew wistful, maybe even a little sad. “Probably not,” he admitted. “You will not wish to. In a year, we
            will be too rustic for your tastes.”
         

         
         Charlotte had the oddest sensation that if she were anywhere else, if she were anyone else, she might cry. Yesterday, her
            tears would have flowed. Hot and angry, with all the passion of her youth.
         

         
         But now she was to be Queen. She did not cry. Whatever lay inside a person, creating tears, forming sobs—it had been switched off. 

         
         “Sit back,” she said. She tugged her hands free from his and set them firmly in her lap. “You are endangering my gown. I need
            to look perfect when I arrive, do I not?”
         

         
         Her palace awaited.

         
         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            George

         

         
            St. James’s Palace

            London

            8 September 1761

         

         Most of the time, George didn’t mind being King.

         
         The perks were obvious. He had more money than one person could possibly spend, multiple palaces that he could call home,
            and a veritable flotilla of servants and advisors, all leaping over each other to satisfy his every whim.
         

         
         Chocolate in the morning with precisely three spoonfuls of sugar and a dollop of milk? Right here, Your Majesty, on a silver-edged
            saucer.
         

         
         A copy of The History of Succulent Plants by Richard Bradley? Never fear, it does not matter that it was published in 1739, we shall find it for you immediately!
         

         
         A small elephant? That might require a few months to procure, but we shall get on it straightaway.

         
         For the record, George had not requested an elephant. Of any size. But it rather cheered him to know that he could.

         
         So yes, being King was frequently delightful. But not always, and one could not generally complain, because one sounded like
            an ass when one complained about being King.
         

         
         But there were drawbacks. One enjoyed a disturbingly small degree of privacy, for example. Like right now. A normal man might enjoy a shave from his valet with nothing to fill his ears but birdsong drifting through the open window, but George’s dressing room had been invaded by both his mother and one of his advisors. 

         
         Neither of whom were showing any inclination to shut up.

         
         “She was being fitted for her gown when I left her,” Princess Augusta said.

         
         “Everything is as it should be,” Lord Bute murmured.

         
         “She wanted to wear some monstrosity from Paris. Paris!”

         
         Bute nodded, a rather diplomatic motion that indicated neither agreement nor dissent. “I believe the French capital is known
            as a center of fashion.”
         

         
         George closed his eyes. It was odd, really, but people seemed to speak more freely in his presence when his eyes were closed,
            as if somehow he could not hear them.
         

         
         It was not a trick George could employ often; it would not do, for example, to close one’s eyes while sitting on a throne
            or receiving heads of state. But at times like this, reclining with a warm towel on his cheeks and throat as he awaited his
            valet’s arrival with foam and a straight razor, it could be quite illuminating.
         

         
         For his mother’s discussion with Lord Bute centered on George’s fiancée, which would not have been so remarkable, except that
            George had not yet met his fiancée, and the wedding was in six hours.
         

         
         Such was the life of a king. One would think being anointed by God would grant one the right to clap eyes on one’s bride ahead
            of one’s wedding. But no, a king married for his country, not his heart or loins. It didn’t really matter if he did not see
            Sophia Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz before they took their vows. In fact, it might be better, all things considered.
         

         
         Still, he was curious.

         
         “She is marrying an English king,” his mother said. “She must wear an English gown. Did you see what she was wearing this
            morning when she was presented to me?”
         

         
         “I am afraid I did not notice, ma’am.”

         
         “Fusses and frills. It was altogether too much for a morning call. Sapphires. In the middle of the day. And lace made by nuns.
            Nuns! Does she think we are Catholics?”
         

         
         “I am sure she merely wished to make a good impression upon her future mother-in-law,” Bute demurred.

         
         Princess Augusta snorted. “These Continentals. They are entirely too full of themselves.”

         
         George allowed himself a smile. His mother had been born Augusta of Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg. One could not sit more squarely
            in the middle of the Continent than Gotha.
         

         
         But Augusta had been a princess of Great Britain for twenty-five years. More than half her life. She was supposed to have
            been Queen, but that honor had been denied to her when George’s father, then the Prince of Wales, was hit in the chest by
            a cricket ball and died shortly thereafter. The Crown would skip a generation, traveling from grandfather to grandson, and
            with no husband to be King, Augusta could not be Queen.
         

         
         Still, she had devoted herself to this country. Princess Augusta had birthed nine princes and princesses, all of whom spoke
            English as their mother tongue. If his mother now saw herself as wholly British, George supposed that was understandable.
         

         
         “She is attractive, though,” Bute said. “Her face was most pleasing. And she held herself well. One could say that her posture
            was regal.”
         

         
         “Yes, of course,” Augusta agreed. “But she is very brown.”

         
         George opened his eyes. That was unexpected. “The earth is brown,” he said.

         
         His mother turned to him. Blinked. “What on ea—” She stopped herself before she punned, which struck George as a mild tragedy.
            He quite liked puns, intended or otherwise. He loved the way words clicked together, and if sometimes this meant his sentences
            were four hundred and sixty-three words long, then that was a problem for someone else.
         

         
         He was the King. Long sentences were his birthright.

         
         “What,” his mother said again, after a pause that didn’t seem nearly lengthy enough to have contained the full stretch of
            George’s thought process, “does that have to do with anything?”
         

         
         “I love the earth,” George said, thinking that explanation enough.

         
         “Don’t we all,” Bute murmured.

         
         George ignored him. He didn’t mind Bute; he was mostly helpful, and the two of them shared a common love of natural philosophy and the sciences. But he was also occasionally annoying. 

         
         “The earth is brown,” George said again. “That which springs all life, all hope. It is brown. It is lovely.”

         
         His mother stared at him. Bute stared at him. George just shrugged.

         
         “Be that as it may,” his mother persisted, “no one told us she was so brown.”
         

         
         “Is that a problem?” George asked. He closed his eyes again. Reynolds had arrived with the razor, and it was much more relaxing
            this way. Although logically speaking, one should never feel too relaxed with a razor near one’s throat.
         

         
         “Of course not,” she said quickly. “I certainly don’t care what color she is.”
         

         
         “You’d care if she were purple.”

         
         Silence. George smiled in his mind.

         
         “You are going to give me a megrim,” his mother finally said.

         
         “There are a great many doctors in the palace,” George said helpfully. It was true. There were far more doctors than any one
            person could possibly require.
         

         
         Except a king, apparently. A king required a great many doctors. This king in particular.

         
         “You know I’m not actually going to get a megrim,” his mother said crossly. “But honestly, George, could you just allow me
            to finish?”
         

         
         He motioned with his hand. It was a regal thing, that. He’d learned it at a young age, and it came in handy.

         
         “We are not prepared for her to be so brown,” his mother said.

         
         “Indeed,” Lord Bute said, adding absolutely nothing to the conversation.

         
         “And it doesn’t come off.”

         
         At that, George’s eyes snapped open. “What?”

         
         “It doesn’t come off,” his mother repeated. “I rubbed her cheek to be sure.”

         
         “Good God, Mother,” George said, nearly rising from his chair. Reynolds jumped back, just fast enough to keep from slicing
            George’s throat with the razor.
         

         
         “Please tell me you did not try to rub the skin off my intended bride,” George said.

         
         She bristled. “I meant no insult.”

         
         “Nevertheless, you—” He stopped, pinching the bridge of his nose. Don’t yell don’t yell don’t yell. It was important that he remain calm. He was at his best when he was calm. It was when he lost that calm that his mind started
            to race, and what he needed right now—what he needed always—was no mind-racing.
         

         
         Calm. Calm.

         
         He took a breath. “You are not an unintelligent woman, Mother. Surely you realize the rudeness of such a gesture.”

         
         Princess Augusta’s posture, which had already been ramrod, grew even more impossibly stiff. “I am mother to the King. You
            are the only person above me. Thus, I am incapable of being rude to any but you.”
         

         
         “Your argument does not hold,” George told her. “Have you forgotten that by nightfall she will be Queen? And thus most certainly
            above you.”
         

         
         “Pah. In rank, perhaps.”

         
         “Wasn’t that precisely your point?”

         
         But his mother had never been a friend of logic when it counteracted her arguments. “She is a child,” she said.

         
         “She is seventeen. Might I remind you that you wed my dear father at sixteen?”

         
         “Which is why I know precisely what I am talking about. I hadn’t a whit of maturity at my marriage.”

         
         That gave George pause. It was very unlike his mother to speak of herself in such a manner.

         
         “She will need guidance,” his mother continued. “Which I shall provide.”

         
         “She shall be most grateful for it,” Lord Bute said.

         
         Again, always so helpful. George ignored him, turning once again to his mother. “I am sure she will be delighted to receive
            your aid and succor now that you have treated her like some theatrical freak.”
         

         
         Augusta gave a little sniff. “You are always so quick to extol the virtue of science and inquiry. Surely you would not begrudge me my curiosity. I have never met someone of her color. I do not know how it works. For all I know, a double tincture of applied arsenic would bring her right down to my complexion.” 

         
         George closed his eyes. Dear God.

         
         “I knew she was a little dark,” Augusta said.
         

         
         “Indeed,” Lord Bute murmured.

         
         Augusta turned to him. “Why did Harcourt not explain her color? He saw her when he signed the papers, did he not?”

         
         “He mentioned some Moor blood,” Bute allowed.

         
         “Some,” Augusta emphasized. “That could mean anything. I thought she’d be the color of milky coffee.”
         

         
         “Some might say she is.”

         
         “Not the way I take my coffee.”
         

         
         “Well, we all do pour our milk diff—”

         
         “Cease!” George roared.

         
         They did. Perk of being King.

         
         “You will not speak of my bride like a bloody cup of coffee,” George bit off.

         
         His mother’s eyes widened at his coarse language, but she held her tongue.

         
         “Your Majesty,” Bute said.

         
         George silenced him with a flick of his hand. “Mother,” he said, waiting until her eyes were fixed on his before finishing
            his question. “Do you or do you not approve of this marriage?”
         

         
         Her lips pinched. “It does not matter if I approve of it.”

         
         “Cease your dissembling. Do you approve?”

         
         “I do,” his mother said. Quite firmly, in fact. “I believe she will be good for you. Or at the very least, not bad.”

         
         “Not bad?” George echoed.

         
         “For you. Not bad for you.” And then, as if they didn’t all know what she meant, she added, “I don’t believe she will exacerbate
            your . . . condition.”
         

         
         There it was. That thing they never talked about. Except when it was happening and they had no choice.
         

         
         The last time had been particularly awful. George did not remember all the details; he never did, he just woke up later feeling
            exhausted and confused. But he recalled that they had been discussing her, his soon-to-be bride. She was on her way already, on a ship from Cuxhaven, but a voice in his head had warned him that this was not the right time for a journey. It was not a safe time for a journey.
         

         
         She would lose the moon.

         
         What the hell did that mean? Even he did not know, and the words had sprung from his lips.

         
         He was not certain what had happened after that. As usual, giant chunks of his memory were gone. George always visualized
            the phenomenon like an atmospheric mist, seeping from his mouth as he slept, growing softer and thinner until it drifted away
            on the wind.
         

         
         Memory as mist. It would have been poetic if it weren’t his memory.
         

         
         The next thing George remembered was waking up at the Royal College of Physicians. It was rather like he’d been shaken from
            a nap. His mother was there, along with a small handful of doctors.
         

         
         One of them had actually been helpful.

         
         Pleasant change, that.

         
         “May I continue, Your Majesty?”

         
         George looked at Reynolds, who had been standing quietly through the entire exchange, straight razor in hand. George held
            up a finger, signaling that he needed a moment more, and turned back to his mother. “You tell me that you support this marriage,
            and yet you appear apprehensive. I would have you explain.”
         

         
         Augusta took a moment before speaking. “We will need to make adjustments,” she said. “Quickly.”

         
         “People will talk,” Lord Bute said.

         
         “People will talk,” she agreed. “It is a problem. We do not want them to think we did not know.”

         
         “That her skin is brown?” George asked.

         
         “Precisely. They must think we wanted it this way. Perhaps we are trying to make a statement. We wish to unite society.”

         
         “We have already made the trade deals,” Lord Bute said. “But they could be canceled . . .”
         

         
         “We cannot cancel the royal wedding on the day,” Augusta said sharply.

         
         “God no,” George murmured. He could not even begin to imagine the nature of the rumors that would follow.

         
         “The ton might not accept her,” Bute said. “It’s a problem.”
         

         
         Augusta was having none of that. “We are the Palace. A problem is only a problem if the Palace says it is a problem. That
            is a fact, is it not?”
         

         
         Bute cleared his throat. “It is.”

         
         “And the King is the sovereign head of the Church of England and ruler of this great land. Therefore, nothing he does would
            ever be a problem for the Palace. Would it, Lord Bute?”
         

         
         “It would not.”

         
         “So. This must be as the Palace wished it to be. Must it not, Lord Bute?”

         
         “Yes. It must.”

         
         “Good.” Augusta’s voice was brisk, businesslike. “Then the King’s choice has been most intentional. To make that clear, we
            shall expand the guest list for the wedding. And add to the new queen’s court.”
         

         
         Bute’s eyes widened. “Are you saying . . .”

         
         “The King is saying.” She placed her hand over her heart, the very image of feminine rectitude. “I am only his mother. I say
            nothing.”
         

         
         George let out a bark of laughter at that.

         
         The only sign that Augusta heard him was a slight tightening around her mouth. She barely even paused before saying to Lord
            Bute, “The King wishes to expand the guest list for the wedding and add to the new queen’s court.”
         

         
         George smiled. He finally understood. His mother was brilliant.

         
         “Of course, Your Highness.” Lord Bute looked at Augusta, then at George, then back at Augusta. “It is only . . . the King
            realizes that the wedding is in six hours?”
         

         
         “He does,” George said, grinning.

         
         “The Danburys, I think,” Augusta said. “Your grandfather spoke of them, did he not?”

         
         “I could not say,” George admitted.

         
         “He did,” Augusta said firmly. “Not of the current Danburys, of course. He would never have known them. But he knew the father.
            Stupendously wealthy. Diamonds, I think. From Africa.” She looked at Bute. “Are you taking notes?”
         

         
         “Yes,” he said quickly, scrambling for paper. George wished him luck. He was not likely to find any in his dressing room.

         
         “Who else?” Augusta asked. “The Bassets?”

         
         “An excellent choice,” Bute said, still looking for paper. And a pen. “Might I suggest the Kents?”

         
         Augusta nodded her approval. “Yes, they will do. I’m sure there are more. I shall trust you and Lord Harcourt to determine
            who might be most appropriate.”
         

         
         “Of course, Your Royal Highness. I shall have the invitations issued at once.” Bute cleared his throat. “It is very short
            notice. They may have other plans.”
         

         
         Augusta flicked her hand in the air. It was a regal thing, and George was fairly sure she found it just as handy as he did.
            “Other plans?” she echoed, disbelief painted across her face. “Who would not want to attend a royal wedding?”
         

         
         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Agatha

         

         
            St. James’s Palace

            Chapel Royal

            8 September 1761

         

         If Agatha Danbury had known she’d be attending a royal wedding, she’d have worn a nicer dress.

         
         Not that there was anything wrong with her current attire. To the contrary, her gown was the height of fashion, designed by
            Madame Duville, one of the top three modistes in London. The fabric was jacquard silk, the color a rich, lustrous gold that
            Agatha knew complemented the dark tones of her skin. Her stomacher, too, was a thing of beauty—adorned in the latest style
            with a single bow over the bosom, and then further dressed with silver embroidery and a magnificent Nigerian topaz.
         

         
         So yes, objectively speaking, her dress was gorgeous.

         
         The problem was that it had not been specifically designed to be worn at a royal wedding, and anyone with an ounce of reason
            knew that if one was to attend a royal wedding, one had to damn well pony up the funds to have a gown customized for the occasion.
         

         
         But as it happened, when Agatha had opened her eyes that morning, she’d not been in possession of an invitation to the nuptials
            of King George III and his German bride. Nor had she any expectation of ever finding herself within spitting distance of royalty.
            Her side and their side did not mix.
         

         
         Ever.

         
         But one did not ignore a royal summons, and so now she and her husband were seated in a surprisingly well-located pew in the Chapel Royal, exchanging nervous glances with the other members of their set. 

         
         She was exchanging nervous glances. Her husband was asleep.
         

         
         Leonora Smythe-Smith, who always used ten words when five would do, twisted around to face her. “Why are we here?” she whispered.

         
         “I could not say,” Agatha replied.

         
         “Have you seen how they are looking at us?”

         
         Agatha resisted the temptation to hiss, Of course I see how they are looking at us. Honestly, one would have to be a complete lackwit not to notice the glares coming from the nobility-filled pews.
         

         
         Nobility that was, to a person, in possession of porcelain-pale skin.

         
         And while the Danburys and the Smythe-Smiths—and the Bassets, and the Kents, and quite a few other prominent families—enjoyed
            a life of wealth and privilege, it was still a very separate sort of wealth and privilege from the traditional British aristocracy.
            Agatha’s dark skin meant that she could never be considered a proper companion for their daughters, much less a possible bride
            for their sons.
         

         
         It did not bother her. Well, only rarely. Truly, only at times like these, when she found herself in the same room with dukes
            and duchesses and the like. It was tempting to return their disdain with an announcement that she, too, was a descendent of
            kings and queens, that her birth name was Soma, and in her veins flowed the royal blood of the Gbo Mende royal tribe of Sierra
            Leone.
         

         
         But what would be the point? Most could not find Sierra Leone on a map. Agatha would wager that half would think she was making
            up the entire country.
         

         
         Idiots. The world was populated with idiots. She’d long since learned the truth of that, along with the depressing fact that there was very little she could do about it.
         

         
         Such was the life of a woman, no matter what shade her skin.

         
         Agatha stole a glance at her husband. He was still sleeping. She elbowed him.

         
         “What?” he spluttered.

         
         “You were asleep.”

         
         “I was not.”

         
         See? Idiots.

         
         “I would never sleep in the Chapel Royal,” he said, brushing a piece of lint from his velvet waistcoat.

         
         Agatha shook her head. How had he managed to get lint on his coat between their home and St. James’s Palace?

         
         Her husband was . . . not her favorite person. She supposed that was as kind a way as any to describe him. He had been a part
            of her life since she was but three, when her parents had pledged her to him in marriage.
         

         
         She’d wondered, as she was raised to be his perfect wife, what sort of man entered a betrothal contract with a three-year-old.
            Herman Danbury had been well past thirty when he had signed the papers. Surely if he was eager for heirs, he would have chosen
            someone who could provide them with a bit more haste.
         

         
         She’d gotten her answers—such as they were—after her marriage. It was all about bloodlines. Danbury also came from royal blood,
            and he refused to mix his with any but the most elite of African-British society. Plus, as he’d cheerfully informed her, he’d
            secured himself fourteen more years as a bachelor. What man wouldn’t be delighted with that?
         

         
         Agatha suspected that there were more than a few Danbury bastards sprinkled across the southeast of England. She also suspected
            that her husband provided little to nothing as support for these children.
         

         
         It ought to be a crime. It really ought.

         
         At any rate, he’d stopped producing children out of wedlock after their marriage. Agatha knew this because he’d told her quite
            explicitly that she satisfied all his needs. And based upon the frequency with which she found herself satisfying those needs,
            she believed him.
         

         
         She shifted slightly in her seat. She’d been satisfying his needs that morning when the royal invitation had arrived. As a
            result, she’d not had time to take her usual postcoital warm bath. She was sore. And possibly chafed.
         

         
         Well, more sore and chafed than usual.

         
         But she was willing to ignore her discomfort because one, she had no choice, and two, she was at the royal wedding.
         

         
         Such astonishments did not happen often in a lifetime, and never before in hers.

         
         “Shouldn’t they have started by now?” Mrs. Smythe-Smith asked.

         
         Agatha gave a little shrug. “I don’t know,” she whispered, mostly because it would be impolite to say nothing.

         
         “The King will arrive when the King wishes to arrive,” Danbury said. “He is the King.”

         
         This proclamation was delivered in a voice so pompous one might think Danbury actually had some experience with kings.

         
         He did not. Of this, Agatha was quite certain.

         
         But her husband was right about one thing, Agatha supposed. A king got to do what a king wished to do, including arriving
            late to his own wedding.
         

         
         Or inviting all of London’s dark-skinned elite to the ceremony.

         
         Agatha hazarded another glance at the opposite side of the chapel. Not all of the nobility was glaring at her. A few looked
            merely curious.
         

         
         Don’t look at me, she wanted to tell them. I am as clueless as you.

         
         At least there was much to look at while she was waiting. The Chapel Royal was as exquisite as she would have imagined. It
            was not in the current rococo style, which surprised her. She’d have thought the palace would be more au courant.
         

         
         But this simpler style was lovely, and quite honestly more to her taste. The ceiling in particular was a wonder. Intricately
            coffered and painted by Hans Holbein himself. Or so Agatha had once read. She’d always had an interest in architecture and
            design. The recessed panels made her think of honeycomb, and each was—
         

         
         “Stop gawking,” Danbury hissed.

         
         Agatha jerked her stare back down to eye level.

         
         “You look like a peasant,” he said. “Try to behave as if you have been here before.”

         
         Agatha rolled her eyes the moment he looked away. As if anyone thought either of them had ever set foot in the palace before this day.
         

         
         But she knew what this meant to Herman. His had been a life of “almosts.” Almost fitting in. Almost being accepted. He’d gone to Eton, but had he been allowed to play on the teams? He’d attended Oxford, but had he been invited
            into any of the special, secret clubs?
         

         
         No, of course not. He had money, he had education, he even had royal African lineage. But his skin was dark as chocolate,
            and so he would never be accepted by the ton.
         

         
         And therein lay the great contradiction of her life. Agatha didn’t like her husband. She really didn’t. But she felt for him. For all the indignities that pecked away at his heart. Sometimes she wondered if he might have become a different man had he been allowed to rise to his true potential. If he had not been stepped on or pushed away every time he approached his goals. 

         
         If society had viewed him as the man he truly was, maybe he could have seen her as the woman she truly was.
         

         
         Or maybe not. Society was full of men who saw women as nothing but accessories and breeding stock.

         
         Still, Agatha wondered.

         
         “Oh!” Mrs. Smythe-Smith yelped, and Agatha followed her gaze to the back of the chapel. Someone important was arriving.

         
         “Is it the King?” Danbury asked.

         
         Agatha shook her head. “I cannot see. I don’t think so.”

         
         “It’s the Princess!” Mrs. Smythe-Smith said.

         
         “Which one?” Agatha whispered. The bride? One of the King’s sisters?

         
         “Princess Augusta.”

         
         The King’s mother. Agatha held her breath. Princess Augusta was without question the most powerful woman in the country. A
            queen in everything but name, she had long been rumored to be the true power behind the throne.
         

         
         The congregation rose as one, and Agatha craned her neck for a better view. To hell with looking like a peasant, she wanted
            a glimpse of the Princess. And besides, Danbury had his back to her and was likely gawking himself.
         

         
         Princess Augusta moved like a queen, or at least how Agatha thought a queen would move—with grace and purpose, her fan an
            elegant extension of her right hand. Her back was straight as an arrow. If she felt burdened by the obvious weight of her
            gown—the fabric alone must have weighed almost a stone—she gave no indication.
         

         
         What would it be like to have so many eyes on oneself? Agatha could not imagine it. To be at the center of such attention,
            presumably every day. It must be exhausting.
         

         
         But the power. The ability to do what one wished, to see whom one wished, and more importantly, to not see those one wished to avoid.
         

         
         Sadly, Agatha could not imagine that, either.

         
         She got a better view of Princess Augusta as she moved down the center aisle. She seemed to look at no one and everyone at
            the same time, as if to say, I see all of you, but you are beneath my notice. Her eyes passed over the crowd, fixing on no one until—
         

         
         They fixed on her.
         

         
         Agatha stopped breathing. This could not be right.

         
         Princess Augusta continued her regal march, moving ever closer, and Agatha could not even begin to think what she and her
            husband could have done to insult the Princess, because why else would she be fixing them with such a single-minded stare?
         

         
         She could not be imagining this, could she? Maybe the Princess was actually looking at the Smythe-Smiths. Except that was
            equally difficult to believe.
         

         
         Five feet away, two feet . . .

         
         She stopped. Directly in front of the Danburys.

         
         Agatha curtsied. Deeply. When she rose, Princess Augusta was speaking to Danbury.

         
         “Your father was friendly with his late Majesty, my son’s grandfather, was he not?” the Princess inquired.

         
         It was true. Danbury’s father had known King George II. Agatha was not certain that their connection could have been termed
            a friendship, but His Majesty had very much liked the diamonds that had come from the family’s mines in Kenema.
         

         
         The Princess did not seem to be expecting an actual reply, because she did not pause before saying, “I am so pleased to have
            you here with us today on this family occasion, Lord Danbury.”
         

         
         Agatha felt herself lean forward. Had she heard that correctly?

         
         “Lord?” Danbury stammered. “I . . . I do not know what to—”

         
         Princess Augusta cut him off cleanly. “You shall be receiving the official proclamation from the King after his wedding. You
            are honored to be Lord and Lady Danbury now.”
         

         
         Lady Danbury? She, Agatha Danbury, was now Lady Danbury. And had been made so in front of dozens of witnesses, in the Chapel Royal in St.
            James’s Palace.
         

         
         This was not . . . It could not be happening.

         
         And yet it was. Princess Augusta stood right in front of her, and she said, “All the members of the ton must be titled.”
         

         
         “The ton, Your Royal Highness?” Agatha echoed.
         

         
         Princess Augusta acknowledged her with a tiny tip of her head. “It is time we were united as a society, is it not?”

         
         Agatha’s lips parted, but even if she’d had the presence of mind to speak, it mattered not, for Princess Augusta had moved
            on to the next pew and was greeting Lord and Lady Smythe-Smith.
         

         
         What the devil had just happened?
         

         
         Beside her, her husband puffed with pride. “Lord Danbury,” he said in a reverential whisper. “Imagine.”

         
         “I am imagining,” Agatha said softly. She watched as the new Lady Smythe-Smith sank into a deep curtsy, remaining there so
            long that Princess Augusta finally had to order her to rise.
         

         
         “I am sorry, Your Royal Highness,” Lady Smythe-Smith said. “That is to say, thank you, Your Royal Highness, I—”

         
         “One last thing,” Princess Augusta interrupted, except she returned her attention to the Danburys when she said it. “What
            is your name?” she asked Agatha.
         

         
         “Me?” Agatha pointed to herself.

         
         Princess Augusta gave a single sharp nod.

         
         “Agatha Louisa Aminata Danbury.”

         
         “That is a good name.”

         
         “Thank you, Your Royal Highness.”

         
         The Princess regarded her with piercing eyes. “What does it mean, Aminata? I assume Louisa is in honor of our great princesses.”

         
         “Of course, Your Royal Highness.” It was true. Agatha’s parents had wanted their daughter to have a royal name, one befitting
            both of her cultures, and so for her second given name they’d chosen Louisa, a name popular in the British royal family. For
            her third . . .
         

         
         “Aminata is—” Agatha cleared her throat. She was not used to speaking to someone of Princess Augusta’s rank, and she was frankly
            terrified. But she remembered something her nanny had once told her.
         

         
         Be terrifying.

         
         Even if she wasn’t terrifying, even if she was terrified . . .

         
         She could imagine that she was terrifying. She could imagine she had the strength and power to bring men and women to their knees. And maybe a hint of this dream would sift up to her skin. 

         
         She looked Princess Augusta in the eye. “Aminata is a family name. It means trustworthy, faithful, and honest.”

         
         “Are you trustworthy, faithful, and honest?”
         

         
         “I am, Your Royal Highness.”

         
         Princess Augusta stared at her for several seconds longer than was comfortable. “Good,” she finally said. “You will serve
            the Queen as a member of her court.”
         

         
         “I—” What? Agatha’s mouth moved for several seconds before she managed to form words. “Yes. Yes, Your Royal Highness. It will be my
            greatest honor.”
         

         
         “Of course it will.” Princess Augusta turned to Danbury, who was gaping at both women, and gave him a brisk nod. Then she
            was gone.
         

         
         “What just happened?” Agatha whispered.

         
         “Why you?” Danbury demanded.

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         “It’s your name,” Lady Smythe-Smith said. “Animata.”

         
         “Aminata,” Agatha corrected, “and it’s not my name.”

         
         “You just said it was.”

         
         Agatha shook her head. Dear God, this woman was a fool. “It’s not why she chose me.”
         

         
         “Then why did she?”

         
         “I don’t know. Why did she choose any of us? We are suddenly all nobles?”

         
         “We are,” Danbury said petulantly. “You are something more. You are a member of court.”
         

         
         “I am as astonished as you,” she assured him.

         
         “It was my family that had a relationship to the late King.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “So why do they want you?”
         

         
         “I do not know. I do not know these people.”

         
         “You will,” Lady Smythe-Smith said, reminding them that she was still eavesdropping.

         
         “Dearest,” Agatha said, patting her husband on his arm, “I am sure it is only because of you and your reputation that they would choose me. After all, they cannot choose you for the Queen’s court. You are a man. They could not have you, so they asked me in your stead.”
         

         
         “I suppose,” Danbury grumbled.

         
         “I am nothing without you, my dearest,” she said. They were words she had uttered many times, and they had not lost their
            effectiveness. Danbury returned his attention to the front of the chapel, and Agatha continued her examination of the ceiling.
            She really liked the way the octagons and Swiss crosses formed a pattern, and the—
         

         
         A movement caught her eye. Someone was up in the balcony. Agatha quickly glanced about. Had anyone else noticed?

         
         No. No one else had been looking up.

         
         It was a young woman. With skin the same color as Agatha’s, maybe a shade different; it was impossible to tell in this light.
            But she was definitely not white, and she was definitely in a restricted area.
         

         
         Agatha glanced again at the people around her. They were all looking at each other, some beginning to fan themselves as the
            room grew warm from the crowd.
         

         
         She looked up again. The girl was gone.

         
         Curious.

         
         But not as curious as everything else that had happened that day.

         
         Lady Danbury. Attendant to the Queen.

         
         Gah.

         
         
      

   
      
      
      
         
            Brimsley

         

         
            St. James’s Palace

            Chapel Royal

            8 September 1761

         

         Bartholomew Brimsley was going to lose his job.

         
         Or they would hang him.

         
         Or both. Honestly, that seemed plausible. He would be dismissed from his position as royal attendant and then hanged, and
            then, because he happened to work for the Royal House of Hanover, and they owned half the world and could do anything they
            pleased, they’d probably hire a traveling troupe of Italian grape pickers to stomp on his corpse.
         

         
         There would be nothing left of him but patches of hair and entrails, and it would be nothing less than he deserved.

         
         “You had one task,” he muttered to himself. “One. Task.”

         
         Unfortunately for Brimsley, that one task was shepherding Princess Sophia Charlotte of Mecklenburg-Strelitz to the Chapel
            Royal at St. James’s Palace, where she was meant to marry His Majesty King George III of Great Britain and Ireland.
         

         
         Right bloody now.

         
         And he’d lost her.

         
         To think he’d considered this a promotion. Sophronia Pratt, head maid to Princess Augusta, had pulled him aside only last week and said, “You have been given the honor
            of serving our new queen.”
         

         
         And while Brimsley was digesting that startling development, Pratt said, “She is known as Princess Charlotte, not Princess Sophia. That is the first thing you must know.” 

         
         “Shall her regnal name be Charlotte, then?”

         
         “We do not know. One can only assume, and when it comes to royals it is best to never assume.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Brimsley said. He wondered what sort of uniform he’d be given. Not the bright red of the footmen and drivers;
            surely he’d be issued something more distinctive, as befitting his higher station. The King’s man wore naval blue, but Brimsley
            liked scarlet.
         

         
         “She is to arrive next week,” Pratt continued. “We do not yet know the exact day, but I have been informed that the wedding
            will take place immediately.”
         

         
         “Immediately, ma’am?” Brimsley echoed.

         
         “Within hours. The very same day, to be sure.”

         
         “Is there a reason for the rush, ma’am?”

         
         Pratt skewered him with a glare. “If there is, you shall not be privy to it.”
         

         
         “Of course not, ma’am,” Brimsley said, but inside he was berating himself. Pratt could rescind his promotion just as easily
            as she’d extended it. So he bowed his head appropriately and said, “I shall be at the ready, ma’am.”
         

         
         “Good. Now then, you will walk five paces behind her. Always. You will be with her always. You will answer her questions—”

         
         “Always?” Brimsley said.

         
         “Sometimes.” Pratt gave him a look that was equal parts stern and disdainful. “You will answer her questions sometimes.”
         

         
         Brimsley wasn’t quite sure what to make of that.

         
         “She will not know how we do things here,” Pratt explained, disdain now briskly outpacing sternness. “It shall be one of your primary duties to help her learn.”
         

         
         “Would that not require that I answer her questions?”

         
         Pratt’s eyes floated heavenward, and Brimsley, while not a skilled lip-reader, was fairly certain she mouthed the words Heaven help me.
         

         
         Heaven help them both. Honestly. He was getting thrown to the wolves, and they both knew it.

         
         “The German princess must learn to live as we do,” Pratt said.

         
         Brimsley gave a solemn nod. “I understand, ma’am.”

         
         “In this court.”

         
         “Of course, ma’am.”

         
         “Princess Augusta’s court.”
         

         
         Brimsley opened his mouth. Surely it would be the new queen’s court, not Princess Augusta’s.

         
         Pratt lifted an astonishingly imperial eyebrow. “Yes?”

         
         Brimsley wasn’t stupid. Vain, perhaps, but not stupid. “I understand perfectly, ma’am,” he said.

         
         “I thought you might,” Pratt replied. “It is why I recommended you for this position.”

         
         “Thank you, ma’am.”

         
         Pratt gave him a look that said his thanks were beneath her. “Do you want to know the other reason I recommended you?”

         
         Brimsley was not sure that he did.

         
         “It is your face,” Pratt said. “It is a bit like a fish.”

         
         “Thank you?” He coughed. “Ma’am.”

         
         “That is another reason, I suppose. I just insulted you, and you thanked me. You will get a lot of that from the Queen.”

         
         Brimsley was not cheered by this. “Have you heard very much about her, then?”

         
         “Not a word,” Pratt said briskly, “but royals are all the same in that regard. At any rate, your fish face lends you an air
            of perpetual disdain. You appear rather pleased with yourself, when we both know you have no reason to be.”
         

         
         Brimsley was not sure he had ever been insulted so thoroughly, and if he were not the victim, he’d probably admire her for
            it. It was really rather deft.
         

         
         “One last thing,” Pratt said. “The questions the new queen asks might not be the ones most conducive to her learning how to
            adapt to our way of life. Do I make myself clear?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Brimsley replied, because honestly, this woman was terrifying.

         
         And he wanted the job. Which he assumed came with a raise.

         
         So he had bowed and scraped before Princess Charlotte, who, it had to be said, was not at all what he’d expected, and he had begun what he assumed would be his life’s work—that was to say, walking five paces behind her elegant royal form. 

         
         Except the Princess didn’t seem to understand how any of this worked, because when they were walking down the long corridor
            to her rooms, she stopped.
         

         
         So he stopped.

         
         She stood still for a moment, possibly expecting him to join her, which of course he could not do, so he stood there in agony
            until she resumed walking, and then—
         

         
         She stopped again.
         

         
         He stopped again.

         
         She didn’t face him, but he could see by the tightness in her shoulders that she was irritated.

         
         She took a step. Just one, not even fully shifting her weight. Then she whipped around, as if trying to catch him doing . . .
            what? He didn’t know. Royals were strange, strange creatures.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you move?” she demanded.

         
         “You did not move,” he replied. “Your Highness.”

         
         “I moved.”

         
         “You did not move in space,” he explained. “You only pretended to take a step.”

         
         She stared at him for a long moment, and it occurred to Brimsley that with time she would be even more terrifying than Princess
            Augusta or Mrs. Pratt.
         

         
         “Your Highness?” he asked. Very carefully.

         
         “Walk with me,” she said. “I have questions.”

         
         He held himself still. “That is not how it is done, Your Highness.”

         
         “What do you mean?”

         
         He did not point, because one never pointed in the presence of a future queen, but he did motion with his hand in the vicinity
            of her elegantly clad feet. “You walk there and I”—he motioned again, this time toward his decidedly less elegant footwear—“walk
            back here, Your Highness.”
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