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Prologue


Thirteen crowns glistened in the torchlight of the throne room. Twelve were newly forged, ready to be placed on the heads of the Sualan princesses whose identities had been kept secret their entire lives until now.


The thirteenth crown was mine.


I was the princess everybody knew about. The one who’d grown up in the palace, the one who stood on the balcony every day at noon and waved to the commoners crowded into the courtyard below.


The one who had always lived in danger.


Cecilia, beside me, jostled my arm in a completely unregal way, countering the effect of her satin dress and ornately upswept brown hair.


“This is so exciting!” she practically squealed in my ear. “I’ve been dreaming about this day forever! It’s exactly like I always imagined it! Only, you know—not.”


What she’d always imagined was replacing me.


For almost all of her fourteen years, she’d believed that she was the one true princess of Suala. But she had to remain hidden because her parents, the king and queen, had been assassinated, and the evildoers were still abroad in the land. Her own life was still at risk. And so, to protect her, there was a decoy princess on the throne, a mere commoner whose life didn’t actually matter.


She believed that I, Princess Desmia, was an impostor.


Every single one of the eleven other newly discovered princesses—Adoriana, Elzbethl, Fidelia, Florencia, Ganelia, Lucia, Lydia, Marindia, Porfinia, Sophia, and Rosemary—had grown up believing some version of that story herself. Each one thought that she (Adoriana, Elzbethl, Fidelia, etc., etc.) was the true princess; I was the disposable fake.


They had all been lied to.


But then, so had I.


I had always believed that I was the one and only true princess. I knew nothing of the others’ stories. I knew no tales of decoys and secret royal bloodlines. I knew only to fear assassins and pretenders and impostors who might show up with fake claims to my throne.


In one sense, it had turned out that all of us were impostors.


In another sense, every single one of us was right: We were all true princesses. Just not the way any of us had believed.


At least, we’re all going to be true princesses now, I thought grimly as all thirteen of us fanned out across the back of the throne room, ready to step forward for the official coronation.


Was that right? Was that fair? Would the others all have been safer staying in hiding? Or—going back to it?


Of course they would, I thought, and for a moment my heart pounded as if I were the one stepping out into unfamiliar terrors and demands for the very first time.


“Psst, Desmia,” Elzbethl hissed behind me. “How do you do that thing with your feet, where it looks like you’re gliding when you walk? How do you keep from tripping over your dress?”


I sighed.


“I don’t know, Elzbethl. It just . . .” If I said, It just comes naturally, that would be cruel, because nothing involving grace or coordination seemed to come naturally to Elzbethl. But I had learned how to walk like a princess so long ago I didn’t remember it. I was probably taught with my very first steps. Elzbethl should have learned too. “I guess you kind of slide your feet. Don’t lift your knees too high.”


“Thank you,” Elzbethl said, too loudly for the solemnity of the room ahead of us. “Thank you so much.”


Her eyes were wide and awed, just like Cecilia’s, just like all the other girls’. I could hear whispers down the line: “Did you think our crowns would be so shiny?” “I can’t believe I’m wearing a silk dress. Silk!” “Oooo, is that courtier over there winking at you or me?”


They might as well have all been blind. They were like little kittens that didn’t have their eyes open yet. They peered into the throne room, and all they could see was glitter and gold. They looked at the assembled crowd in their own silks and satins, their own velvets and gold-threaded brocade, and the only things my new sister-princesses saw were beauty and adoration and pride. They didn’t see any of the scheming or conniving or greed. They didn’t see any more lies.


They thought all the danger was past.


The royal trumpeters sent out a series of blasts on their horns. It was the same royal refrain that had announced Sualan royalty for generations. I had been hearing it all my life, but the others gasped and gaped.


“Hear ye, hear ye,” the royal herald announced from the front of the room, from beside the newly arranged lineup of thirteen thrones. “Presenting . . . the thirteen princesses of Suala.”


The other girls around me stood frozen, overcome. It would be unroyal and undignified for me to poke Cecilia in the back and hiss, Proceed! But for a long moment I feared that I would have to resort to that. Finally Adoriana, in the lead, stepped forward and began stumbling toward the thrones. After only a brief pause, Cecilia bounded up behind her. I waited a decent interval, then followed along.


“I still don’t get how she does that gliding thing,” Elzbethl whispered behind me, probably to Fidelia.


I resisted the urge to turn around and see how Elzbethl would fare strolling (or, more likely, galumphing) down the long purple carpet leading to our thrones. Faces leered out of the crowd at me, and I catalogued the expressions behind their expressions.


Was that man secretly working for Lord Throckmorton all along? I wondered, my gaze lingering on a particularly pompous, preening face. Should we have arrested him, too?


My gaze shifted to the next minister, the next adviser, one after the other.


What is that one plotting now? How about that one?


The other girls thought we had nothing else to worry about. After all, we’d triumphed over our worst enemy, Lord Throckmorton—and put him and his minions under lock and key. The other girls had never lived in a palace before. They didn’t understand how new enemies could spring up overnight. Or do their evil in secret for years. I’d seen that happen too.


Elzbethl distracted me from my thoughts by stepping on the hem of my dress.


“Oh, sorry! I’m so sorry! I got too close, didn’t I?” she cried, turning a tiny faux pas into a spectacle for the entire assemblage to gawp at.


I turned, partly to make sure there wasn’t any damage to my dress, partly to get her to stop screeching.


She backed away so dramatically that she almost fell over.


I gave my most gracious bow.


“It is no matter,” I said softly. “I pray, put it from your mind.”


I didn’t say, And, from now on, watch where you’re going! Even though I was thinking it.


I turned forward again and kept walking toward the thrones.


Behind me I could hear Elzbethl giggle nervously and recount to Fidelia, “She was even nice about it! Back in my village, when I was pretending to be a peasant, the other girls would have punched me if I’d done something like that.”


Truly? I wondered. But I was also secretly celebrating. Yes, Elzbethl, that’s right. Learn to be suspicious of false kindness.


But did I want her to be suspicious of me?


This question absorbed me as we all settled onto our thrones, an array of glittering girls with a table full of glistening crowns before us.


It was unprecedented for so many princesses to be crowned—or, in my case, recrowned—at the same time. It was highly abnormal for princesses to rule at all, let alone multiple princesses who were all only fourteen years old.


We had jointly decided that becoming a kingdom with thirteen ruling princesses made more sense than having all of us designated queens. The others argued that we were making everything up as we went along, anyway—why not call ourselves whatever we wanted?


Secretly, I thought that they were all so happy to finally be able to call themselves princesses out loud, in public, that they didn’t want to give up the title too quickly.


Was I being unfair? Were they really that shallow? How vulnerable did that make us all?


Why did any of us think this would work? I wondered in despair, as I stared out at the crowd. I was surer than ever that the assembled courtiers were all calculating and conniving. Was there a single person out there who wasn’t scheming to take over Lord Throckmorton’s old role as the power behind the throne—only with more princesses to manipulate?


I turned my head all the way to the far right, to the section where the delegation from the neighboring kingdom of Fridesia sat.


Ella, I thought in relief. Jed. They aren’t scheming. They’re people I trust.


It was ironic: Lord Jedediah Reston was the ambassador from Fridesia, and my kingdom had been at war with Fridesia for as long as I could remember. Until now. The other girls and I intended our first act as co-princesses to be signing a ceasefire with Fridesia. And then, as soon as possible, we planned to work out terms of a lasting peace treaty that would end the war once and for all.


Even though he was still technically my enemy, I trusted Jed. And I really trusted his fiancée, Ella Brown, who sat beside him clutching his hand and positively beaming up at all of us.


Does Ella believe thirteen girls can really rule as co-princesses? I wondered. Or is she just being nice? Or just supporting us and Jed, because that’s the way to get Jed’s dearest dream of a peace treaty?


So of course Ella and Jed had ulterior motives too. Did it even matter that their ulterior motives were noble?


The royal herald stepped to a podium near the center of the stage, between the thrones for Florencia and Ganelia.


“Be it known,” he began, “that on her deathbed fourteen years ago, Queen Charlotte Aurora designated not just one but thirteen baby girls as her royal heirs.”


The other girls and I had struggled so over the wording of that sentence. Sophia and Fidelia in particular wanted to hide the fact that none of us actually possessed a drop of royal blood. The only thing that made us royal was the queen’s secret deathbed writings. Otherwise, we were all of us just ordinary orphans—ordinary orphans raised by knights who were themselves tricked into believing we were princesses.


Why did it have to be my knight, Lord Throckmorton, who found out the truth first? I wondered for the umpteethth time. So I was the one manipulated and preyed upon, instead of being protected and cosseted and . . . and loved?


Unexpectedly, tears sprang to my eyes. But I knew the trick to holding back tears: You stare at whatever you’re afraid of and remind yourself how much worse it would be if you showed any weakness.


I learned that from Lord Throckmorton. For fourteen years, he was the one I feared most.


Now I made myself stare out at the crowd of calculating, scheming courtiers again. Not a single face registered surprise at the herald’s words. No flurry of astonished whispers began. That made me certain that all the courtiers already knew—or thought they knew—everything about us. They’d already heard the stories; they’d undoubtedly been gossiping for days about how Cecilia hit Lord Throckmorton over the head with a harp, about how the other eleven girls and their knights were freed from the dungeons and the torture chamber, about how I had proposed sharing the throne.


And do they say I was a fool? I wondered. Do they think all of us are silly, preening girls easily played, easily used, easily . . . destroyed?


I wished Elzbethl would sit up straight. I wished Marindia would hold her head higher. I wished Cecilia would stop fidgeting with one of the ruffles on her skirt, where there seemed to be a rip. She was only going to make it bigger, more noticeable. That was how it went with rips.


You all have to act royal, look royal, seem royal . . . or else no one will believe that any of us deserve to rule, I wanted to tell them, each and every one. You have to start doing that right now.


The others didn’t look like princesses. They looked like little girls playing dress-up, or lowly servants guiltily trying on their mistresses’ fancy gowns. Or maybe like baby mice who didn’t hear the snakes rustling in the grass behind them.


What have I done, allowing them to join me as princesses?


What else could I possibly have done?


The royal herald went on with his pronouncement of carefully constructed sentences, giving the sanitized version of why we all deserved our crowns. But in my head, I began making up my own version: Once upon a time, there was a girl who grew up in a nest of vipers.


It was true, wasn’t it? Truer than anything the herald was saying, anyway.


The herald was still talking, so I went on with my own story in my head.


Then one day, the girl found out she had twelve sisters—sisters who’d grown up in safer places, hidden from snakes. All twelve of the sisters came to live in the vipers’ nest with the girl. But the sisters didn’t know the rules for surviving in a vipers’ nest. They didn’t know you had to dodge the fangs. They didn’t even see the fangs.


The girl knew how to protect herself from the snakes. But what could she do to keep her sisters safe from harm too?


I imagined standing up, pushing the herald aside, telling my story instead. Would my sisters finally understand what they had gotten into? Would they learn to be wary too?


It seemed more likely that the courtiers sitting before us would understand—and would see who needed to be eliminated first. Me. It wasn’t as though all the advisers and ministers and counselors out there would stand up and peel back their lips and reveal venomous fangs and start attacking right then and there, but . . .


Well, maybe they would, I thought.


And there was an echo to that thought, one I didn’t want to think: What if it turns out that some of the other princesses have fangs too? What if it turns out that they are secretly snakes as well, and I’ve made a fatal mistake in trusting them?


“Princess Desmia,” the herald said, then again, a little softer, “Princess?”


I was jolted to realize that I’d missed the end of the herald’s explanations. I’d also missed watching the crowns placed on the heads of Adoriana and Cecilia. Both of them were back on their thrones now and smiling so broadly you’d think their cheeks would split. I gave a gracious, congratulatory nod to both of them, then rose. I walked four steps to the heavy stone coronation altar that had been used for the past eight generations of Sualan royalty.


“We are only reaffirming Princess Desmia’s coronation, as we all know that she has been wearing the crown for years,” the herald intoned.


I had no memory of my original ceremonial crowning. Probably Lord Throckmorton just slid a tiny crown onto my infant head the very day the queen died, and went out before all the other gentlemen of the court proclaiming, “See, the queen entrusted the baby princess to my care! Henceforth I shall make all decisions in her name. I am in charge now. That’s right—bow down to me!”


And then he probably sloughed me off to the nearest servant the instant we were out of sight of the court. Or perhaps I cried and he slapped me, even way back then.


Everything’s different now, I told myself.


“And we are declaring Princess Desmia’s right to rule, now that she has reached the age of majority,” the herald continued.


Like all the other princesses, I was only fourteen. Fourteen was the age of majority only when there were no trustworthy adults available to act as regent.


Was that true? Was no one worthy of my trust?


I knelt at the altar. The royal priest, a man I barely remembered seeing at the palace before, stood before me, holding my old familiar crown.


Did Lord Throckmorton banish him, back in the days when Lord Throckmorton was in power? Is that why I’ve seen him so little? I wondered. Does that mean he’s someone I could trust? Eventually? Someday? Or is he just another conniving courtier, only disguised in a priest’s stole?


How was I supposed to survive if I didn’t even know who my enemies were?


The priest placed the jewel-encrusted crown onto my head. There were ridges on my scalp from my previous years of wearing a crown, and it settled right into place. I didn’t have to glance at any of the mirrors lining the throne room to reassure myself that my crown, unlike Cecilia’s and Adoriana’s, wasn’t tilting precariously, wasn’t about to slide off.


I looked at the mirrors anyway.


For the briefest of instants, I could see the reflection of everything around me the same way the other girls saw it: the glitter, the gold, the excitement. Beautiful girls in beautiful dresses and crowns; a crowd full of beautifully dressed people watching us, all in a beautiful room.


Then my vision swung back to seeing everything the way Lord Throckmorton had taught me, and I knew it was all an illusion.


Something bad is going to happen, I thought.


And there was nothing I could do to stop it.
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Somebody has to go to Fridesia for the treaty signing,” Cecilia announced at our Princesses Council meeting. “I’ll do it.”


“No—” I gasped, and instantly cut myself off, because I knew better than to react like that, without thinking. But Cecilia was the sister-princess I came the closest to trusting. Back when she still thought I was a decoy princess, she’d come to the palace partially to rescue me. That had to be worth something.


How could she leave?


All the other princesses stared at me from around the vast wooden table we used for our council meetings. The ministers and advisers we allowed to sit along the wall behind us stared too. For a moment all that registered was the sheer number of widened, stunned eyes peering at me. Then I automatically started searching for guile and craftiness in those eyes.


Why couldn’t I tell who was scheming what?


We were in a formal meeting, requiring a strict code of conduct, but Cecilia playfully bumped her shoulder against mine. She had to twist herself halfway out of her heavy wooden chair to do it.


“Aww,” she cooed. “Are you saying you’d miss me? How sweet.”


She grinned, the tiny gap between her two front teeth making her smile seem whimsical and cute, as always. And oblivious.


Doesn’t she understand the danger of leaving? I wondered. The way she’d lose power being away for weeks, just when the rest of us are forming alliances, jockeying for position . . .


It had been one week since our coronation. Already we’d signed the ceasefire and hammered out details of a peace treaty that Jed assured us the Fridesian royal family would be willing to agree to. The thirteen of us had approved it unanimously.


But I still couldn’t shake my feeling of impending doom.


Was this the first true sign of trouble? Would the ministers and advisers and counselors who might be plotting against us see this as their opportunity? Not that it would be that much easier to strike against twelve princesses than thirteen, but . . . this was Cecilia. For all her whimsy, she was the most formidable of the new princesses.


Wouldn’t our enemies see that?


I swallowed hard, barely managing to keep the action from sounding like a gulp.


“I only meant . . . regardless of my fondness for you, of course, Cecilia . . . the problem is that while you are in Fridesia, that will leave only twelve of us on the Princesses Council,” I said. I hoped my solemn tone conveyed that I was back to speaking thoughtfully.


Several of the other girls kept staring blankly. But Lydia nodded knowingly.


“We can’t have an even number on our council, because that could lead to tie votes,” she agreed. “Desmia is correct.”


I could tell that she wanted to sound solemn and thoughtful and learned too. But Lydia had a faceful of freckles, which gave her a comical air. She always tried too hard to be taken seriously. It usually backfired.


I heard giggles around me.


Cecilia just waved away the complaints.


“Well, that’s an easy problem to solve,” she said, shrugging. (Did I have to mention that royalty should never ever shrug?) “I could have one other princess go with me. Or three or five . . . Heck, in this kingdom, we could have ten princesses off signing treaties, and still have more rulers left behind to govern than in any other kingdom around us!”


I expected her to grin again and let someone else take up the argument. Instead, Cecilia hit me in the shoulder once more—this time with a playful fist—and asked, “So, Desmia, how about it? Want to come?”


I froze. I could feel the counselors and ministers and advisers behind me watching even more intently. They probably didn’t actually narrow their eyes—they were too crafty to be so blatant—but they’d undoubtedly narrowed their focus. They were probably already doing calculations in their head: With both Cecilia and Desmia gone . . .


I couldn’t go to Fridesia. Not now. Probably not ever.


“No, thank you,” I said. I was trying for my kindest princess voice—letting Cecilia down gently. But like Lydia, I was a little off. Even to my own ears I sounded too stiff and prim.


Cecilia shrugged again. But the motion wasn’t so carefree this time.


Is she actually . . . hurt? I wondered. Offended? Did she truly want me along?


“Your loss,” she said. “I was thinking we could time the trip so we sign the treaty and go to Jed and Ella’s wedding. You know they’ve invited us all. Come on, girls—a wedding! Who wouldn’t want to go to that? Who’s with me? Desmia, don’t you want to reconsider?”


I was the first to shake my head and gently murmur, “Sorry.” But the other eleven girls did the same, one after the other.


Do they understand after all? I wondered, glancing around. Are they plotting now too?


All eleven of them were shame-faced and peering down at the table. And then I remembered how Cecilia was different from all the other sister-princesses. Back before any of us knew the truth about ourselves, Cecilia had come to the palace to find me and meet her fate on her own—or, actually, with her friend, Harper—but still, without any adults.


The other eleven had been captured and imprisoned by Lord Throckmorton’s forces. They’d spent time in the dungeon. They’d had to rely on their knights—and, indirectly, Cecilia and Ella and me—to rescue them.


They were all terrified of going to Fridesia. They were terrified of stepping foot in a kingdom whose subjects had been killing Sualans for longer than any of us had been alive.


Did Cecilia think I was just being a coward like all the others?


Was I?


Cecilia’s gaze swept the room.


“All right, then,” she said, and I could tell she was trying to sound nonchalant and unaffected. “All of you will be missing out. Don’t worry—I’ll sign the treaty with my fanciest script. No blots! I’ll make us all proud. And I’ll write down what everyone is wearing at the wedding. I’ll even try to draw sketches of Ella’s dress.” This was directed at Porfinia, the sister-princess who was both the best at drawing and also the most interested in fashion. If she had her way, all of our proclamations would be about clothes.


“But . . . it wouldn’t be proper for you to travel all that way by yourself,” Florencia said, sounding shocked. “You’re a young maiden, and now a princess, too. . . . It simply isn’t done. And it’s not as though we have dozens of extra servants on retainer we could afford to send along with you. Remember, even the palace budget has its limits. . . .”


Florencia was the prissiest of the sister-princesses. She was also obsessed with the palace budget.


“Don’t worry,” Cecilia said, brushing aside Florencia’s concerns. “I’ll only need to take a few servants with me. And Harper’s going too. I’ve already asked him.”


She said this almost defiantly, as if daring Florencia to object. Florencia’s face did go pale, but she didn’t get a chance to declare how scandalized she was that Cecilia would take along a boy—and a commoner at that—of uncertain relationship. Sophia spoke up first.


“You and Harper walked most of the way across Suala on your own, before. I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said, as if trying to butter up Cecilia with her praise. “But the notion of tie votes in your absence is a concern. Is there one of us you’d like to designate as your proxy while you’re away? That is, someone you would trust to vote on your behalf?”


She fluttered her eyelashes in a way that I’m sure she thought was engaging.


“Good idea!” Cecilia agreed. “I want my—what’s it called? Proxy?—to be . . . Desmia.”


Sophia’s face fell. Clearly she’d thought it would be her, since it had been her idea. Everyone turned to me again. I could count the number of disgruntled expressions around me: Eleven, just among the princesses. I couldn’t see all the advisers and counselors without turning around—which I wasn’t going to do—but the mirrors on the wall before me showed that at least several of them looked disturbed too.


Was Cecilia trying to make the others hate me, giving me two votes to everyone else’s one?


Or was she maybe . . . possibly . . . conceivably . . . treating me like a friend?
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I drifted along the edge of the ballroom. We’d decided to throw Cecilia a farewell party—over Florencia’s objections that it was too much expense after we’d just thrown a similar good-bye banquet and ball for Jed and Ella and the other Fridesians only the week before.


“Why couldn’t we have planned ahead and just said good-bye to everyone at once?” Florencia had argued.


“Because . . . not everyone is leaving at once?” Sophia argued back. “And would you want to make Cecilia feel like she’s just an afterthought to Fridesians?”


Sophia evidently planned to keep lobbying for Cecilia’s proxy vote right up until the moment Cecilia left. Either that, or she was trying to stir up animosity again toward the Fridesians.


Is there any reason she’d want us to go back to war? I wondered. Are there any sword makers or armor makers paying her off, or . . . is there some other reason I’m not even thinking of?


I couldn’t be sure. I’d been ruling with the other girls for a full month now, and still the only one I was even close to trusting was Cecilia.


Is there any way I could convince her not to go? I wondered.


I’d felt melancholy at the good-bye party for Ella and the other Fridesians. Tonight was even worse. Tomorrow I’d be without Ella, Jed, Cecilia, and Harper. I might as well be alone.


You were alone for fourteen years, I told myself. You can handle it.


That didn’t help. Something was gnawing at me tonight, something that went beyond missing Ella or bracing myself to miss Cecilia. Some instinct, some intuition, some . . . fear. I found myself watching the dancers before me with the same kind of anxiety I’d always associated with standing on the palace balcony hoping that the palace mathematicians had calculated correctly, and no archer’s arrow really could soar high enough to pierce my heart.


One, two, three, four, five, six, seven . . . It was hard to keep track with all the whirling and spinning and leaping, but I thought I saw twelve tiara-style crowns gleaming out in the midst of the dancing. So all the other princesses were out there. All of them had already paired off.


I should have warned them, I thought. Do they all understand that a dance with a princess is never just a dance? Do they know that they need to be on guard for entreaties and double-talk and deviousness even between dance steps? Do they know that their choice of dance partners is never just a girl’s whim, but a decision the rest of the court will be discussing and dissecting and probably disdaining the rest of their lives?


My gaze swept over the dance floor again, giving me a quick glimpse of Lydia’s freckled face, beaming; Porfinia’s lovely green eyes, glowing with excitement; and Adoriana’s exquisitely tiny hand, cupped over her mouth as she laughed and laughed and laughed.


Even if I trusted all my sister-princesses enough to speak to them with complete honesty, how could I destroy all that joy? How could I ruin their innocence, their happiness like, like…


Like Lord Throckmorton ruined yours? my brain offered.


“Don’t tell me you of all people don’t know how to dance the galliard!” a voice exclaimed behind me.


I spun around, the broad bell of my skirt twisting a little too vigorously before settling back into place.


“Cecilia!” I cried. “Never mind me—why aren’t you dancing at your own ball?”


I tried to hide the panic I felt at finding out I’d miscounted the number of princesses dancing.


Hardly a disastrous mistake, I counseled myself. Don’t look out and count again. Focus on Cecilia. It’s all right for the two of you to be seen speaking together.


“What, you want me to start the trip to Fridesia with a broken leg?” Cecilia joked. “That’s how all that leaping would end for me.”


“It’s just the cinq pas—five steps—then a cadence, the leap, and then the posture, the landing,” I said, narrating as the dancers before us swept through each motion. I refrained from adding, It’s easy.


“Easier said than done, I’m sure,” Cecilia said, almost as if she knew what I had been thinking. But Cecilia also flashed me a grin that wasn’t dignified enough to be fake. Or particularly regal. It was too wide, too open, too . . . happy.


I was strangely tempted to blurt out, Why did you give me your proxy vote? Do you consider me a friend? Will you miss me in Fridesia? Whom should I trust while you’re gone?


But of course I couldn’t say any of that. Fourteen years of palace life had taught me the importance of being circumspect.


Like all the other princesses, Cecilia had also gotten fourteen years of royal training. But it was all at night, in secret—the rest of the time Cecilia had to pretend to be an ordinary peasant girl. I couldn’t figure out if Sir Stephen, Cecilia’s royal tutor, wasn’t a particularly effective teacher, or if Cecilia was just too good at pretending to be a peasant.


If you didn’t count servants, I’d never actually met any peasants, so how would I know?


Cecilia started giggling.


“Can you imagine if Sir Stephen had tried to teach me court dancing, rather than just showing me pictures?” she asked, gesticulating so wildly that she hit me in the arm. Again—very nonroyal. And yet . . . endearing.


“Perhaps he intended to,” I murmured diplomatically.


“With his arthritic gait?” Cecilia gave a very un-princess-like snort. “And perhaps with Nanny Gratine helping?” Cecilia’s nanny, who had also raised her, was just as ancient as the former knight Sir Stephen. “I would have thought the dance properly went like . . .”


Cecilia began a shuffling imitation of the steps of the galliard. In place of the leap, she lifted her shoulders and grimaced and looked down at her feet as if she couldn’t understand why they hadn’t flown up from the floor.


Cecilia had just as much of a talent as Lydia did for being comical, and she didn’t mind showing it. Two or three people standing nearby began to chuckle. Out on the dance floor, the six couples closest to us began dancing exactly as Cecilia had: just as stiffly, just as humorously. I was sure I’d see this version of the galliard in the court jester’s act soon—and probably in ballrooms the rest of my life.


Do you not see how everything we do is watched and imitated? How nothing is private? I wanted to snarl at Cecilia. Do you not understand how completely this is the Palace of Mirrors?


But scolding Cecilia would be like kicking a puppy. My only experience with dogs was one time when a maid smuggled a spaniel puppy into the palace, just to let me see. It was one of those rare moments in my childhood when someone tried to be kind. But the maid was caught, and Lord Throckmorton had . . .


Never mind, I told myself, because it would not do for one of the thirteen princesses of Suala to be seen at a ball with tears welling in her eyes.


I turned slightly, to block Cecilia’s view of the dance floor, and to check the nearest mirror to make sure my troubled thoughts left no outward sign or blemish in my expression.


Cecilia jostled me just as she had at the coronation, just as she did so often at council meetings.


“Yes, silly, you still look absolutely, breathtakingly beautiful,” Cecilia teased. “Like always. And, no, you don’t have a single hair out of place, and neither your rouge nor your powder nor the balm on your lips has smudged . . . Don’t worry. You’re still perfect.”


“It is hard to glance anywhere in this palace without seeing a mirror,” I murmured, looking down.


“Perhaps you all should banish mirrors at the next council meeting,” Cecilia suggested. “So that when I come back, I won’t have to see that my hair is perpetually mussed, and my crown is always crooked . . . and right now it looks like I’m even sweating—no, perspiring, I mean—”


“And you still look stunning, no matter what,” Cecilia’s friend Harper said, coming up behind her. He handed her a crystal goblet of punch, and I understood that the only reason I’d had those few moments of talking to Cecilia alone was because he’d temporarily left her side to bring her something to drink.


I liked Harper. The way Cecilia told the story of their misguided journey to the palace to rescue me, Harper deserved far more credit than she did for worrying about me from the very start. But somehow, standing alongside the two of them tonight reminded me of an odd sort of math, where two plus one didn’t equal three, but stayed starkly separate: a couple and an outsider.


Cecilia put her free arm around Harper and drew him close, so both of them were leaning toward me.


“Can we tell you a secret?” Cecilia asked in a near-whisper. “We’re not going to announce anything as official as a betrothal yet, but… Harper and I are going to get married. Someday. Not too far into the future.”


“If she’ll have me,” Harper added, beaming. Clearly he was confident that she would.


“Congratulations!” I said. “Felicitations!”


I tried to smile sincerely. Shouldn’t I be happy for them? Not . . . feel lonelier?


I told myself my problem was just that I could hear in my head how Lord Throckmorton would assess the situation: Harper’s just a boy, and a common one at that. How could a princess marry him? He talks like a peasant and he thinks like a peasant and he acts like a peasant, and putting him in courtier’s clothing doesn’t change that . . .


The truth was, even in his formal waistcoat, Harper still looked like a peasant. He just looked like one who happened to be wearing a courtier’s clothing. He had even more freckles than Lydia, and his hair stuck up in a cowlick at the back of his head. And he’d pushed up his sleeves as if he were a common laborer in a cotton workshirt. Didn’t he know how easy it was to crush the pile of velvet?


Can’t you focus instead on how much they adore each other? I asked myself.


“It will be wonderful to have a wedding here in Suala,” I said. I decided to tease a bit. “Is that why you were so insistent on going to Jed and Ella’s wedding? To get ideas?”


“I would have wanted to go, regardless,” Cecilia said. “They’re my friends.”


She clapped her hand over her mouth, as if she’d suddenly realized that that could have been viewed as insulting. Ella and Jed were my friends too, and I wasn’t going.


“Anyhow, don’t tell anyone else our secret. It’s just between us.” Cecilia seemed to be hoping I hadn’t noticed her gaffe. She angled Harper toward the mirror, as if to let him admire himself. “Doesn’t Harper look handsome tonight?”


I nodded, even though it seemed that Cecilia and Harper were now too busy gazing at each other in the mirror to notice. This was not the time to say, I’ll miss you when you’re in Fridesia, or, Are you sure you have to go? Can’t you change your mind?


“Well, everyone should get an eyeful of me now if they want it, because I won’t wear anything like this on the road to Fridesia,” Harper said. “Five whole weeks with no monkey suits!”


“You will take your harp with you, though, won’t you?” I asked, to head off any debate about his attire once he reached the Fridesian court.


“Of course he will. Ella asked him to play at her wedding,” Cecilia answered for him. “She loves his new style of music!”


Cecilia and Harper acted as though Harper had been tortured because his mother forced him to take music lessons his entire childhood. But his mother had just been appointed music master for the palace.


Is she someone I could trust after Cecilia and Harper leave? I wondered.


I barely knew the woman.


“Everyone loves Harper’s music,” I murmured, for politeness. But my gaze wandered back toward the great crowd of dancers.


One, two, three, four, five, six, seven . . .


This time I really was certain that all of the princesses were accounted for: eleven whirling out on the dance floor, only Cecilia and me standing off to the side. The crowns of the eleven dancing princesses glittered more brightly than ever. It struck me that there was something odd about how dramatically all those crowns glowed, as if the ballroom was lit by something more than candlelight reflected by dozens of mirrors.


At the same time, I heard the panicked scream from across the room: “Fire!”
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“Let’s get you two out of here, then I’ll help put the fire out,” Harper said, grabbing both Cecilia and me by the arm.


I realized he was showing more chivalry than the actual, true royal courtiers I saw abandoning their dance partners and scurrying for the nearest door.


Harper tugged on my arm, but I stood firm, watching the flames. They were reflected so many times in all the mirrors that it was easy to be dazzled by them, and hard to see where they had begun. But all of the draperies along the north wall were ablaze now. The tapestries along the east wall were starting to sizzle and burn too.


Did a dozen candles slip and fall from the sconces on separate walls all at the same time? I wondered. In such a way that each one of the candles just happened to land on flammable fabric?


It was a ludicrous thought. It was impossible.


“The fire’s been set!” I hissed. “Somebody started those fires. They’re still starting them!”


Even as I spoke, the first of the south-wall draperies went up in flame too.


The three of us were standing by the west wall—the only one still untouched by flame.


“Quick—the secret passages!” I cried.


Now I tugged on Cecilia’s and Harper’s arms—and the two of them resisted.


“You don’t hide inside a wall when a fire breaks out!” Cecilia protested. “You go outside! Where it’s safe!”


“I don’t think it’s safe outside right now,” I argued. “I think that’s where they want us to go!”


I didn’t think I needed to spell out who they were—the unknown, unseen people starting the fires, the source of the hidden danger I’d known was there all along.


Only, now it had burst out into the open.


Cecilia and Harper were both still staring at me blankly. Oh—they hadn’t heard me over the crackling flames and the screaming crowd. Even in the midst of a fire, I’d automatically used my carefully modulated bell-like, palace-approved voice.


Panicked dancers swarmed past us; the dance floor was now engulfed in smoke. The smoke was like something alive: hunching, stretching, advancing, retreating . . . Even if the flames at the bottom of the draperies and tapestries were beaten back, the smoke bearing down on the crowd could still win. The smoke spun, trailing behind dancers frantically fleeing the dance floor, and for an instant I had a clear view of one of the girls in the shiny golden crowns. It was a sister-princess with dark hair, one in an aquamarine dress—Rosemary? Fidelia? I wasn’t close enough to see a face; in the panic and smoke and fear, I couldn’t remember who had been wearing which dress.


I have to get her out through the secret passages too, I thought, actually stepping toward the flames and smoke.


The smoke swirled; my next glimpse showed two men sidling up beside Rosemary/Fidelia and putting arms around her shoulders.


Oh good, somebody else is taking care of her, I thought. So I don’t have to worry.


Except that, in the next instant, the princess in the aquamarine dress crumpled to the floor, and the two men moved away as though that was what they’d intended all along.


If thirteen princesses die in a tragic palace fire, what then? I wondered. Who would dare to question it? Who would risk offending whatever ruler replaces us?


I was still clutching Cecilia’s and Harper’s arms. Something pounded in my heart, a feeling too intense for the palace. Even if I failed at everything else—even if I myself died—I had to save Cecilia and Harper. They were so innocent, so good, so out of place in this palace of smoke and mirrors.


A surge of strength flowed through me, and I shoved Cecilia and Harper toward the wall.


“Go!” I screamed, all modulation gone from my voice now.


All three of us slammed into the stone wall—had we been running too fast? I let go of the other two just long enough to run my fingers along a familiar crack in the stone, to spring a release that almost nobody else knew about. A door in the stone appeared, the opening just wide enough to squeeze through.


I glanced back quickly. The smoke had grown in the past few moments; now it rose like another wall behind us. But I was grateful for it now. Since I couldn’t see anybody clearly through the smoke, surely that meant that nobody could see me.


I shoved first Cecilia, then Harper through the opening to the secret passages.


“Save Cecilia!” I screamed in Harper’s ear. “Go down two flights of stairs, there’s a way out to the street . . .”


I was relieved that there was no hint of smoke in the secret passageway. Flames and smoke rose, didn’t they? Wouldn’t Cecilia and Harper be safe climbing downward?


“Oh yes, through the torture chamber,” Cecilia shouted. “I remember now! I know the exact door!”


“Then go straight on to Fridesia,” I commanded. “Leave immediately! There’s something going on here, some danger none of us knew about. . . . Save yourselves!”


It was terrible that sending them to the land of our former enemies seemed the best way to save their lives.


“Tell Ella and Jed!” I added, taking a step back. “Get their advice! Let them help you figure everything out . . .”


I began easing the door shut between me and Cecilia and Harper. Harper’s face went pale behind his freckles, and Cecilia’s eyes grew wide, as if it were just now occurring to both of them that I didn’t intend to escape through the secret passageway with them.


“Desmia!” Cecilia screamed. “You come too!”


“I’ll meet you in Fridesia!” I screamed back, still shoving on the stone door. “It’ll be safer if we travel separately! In disguise!”


Stone met stone with a subtle click; the door to the secret passages was hidden once more.


Harper will care most about getting Cecilia to safety, I told herself. And Cecilia will want to make sure that Harper stays out of danger. . . .


My heart twisted as I turned to face the smoke again. I couldn’t have said if it was because of fear or hope or just the longing to have somebody, someday, love me the way Harper and Cecilia loved each other. Could the other two possibly believe that I would meet them in Fridesia? Could they believe it enough that they’d manage to save their own lives?


The other princesses, I reminded myself. They need to be rescued, too . . .


The smoke was so thick now that it was impossible to see more than a foot or two in any direction. My eyes stinging, I hunched over, because the smoke seemed to thin a bit lower down. Was that the glint of a golden crown off through the tendrils of smoke? Was that a girl in an aquamarine dress still lying on the floor?
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