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  “She is trying to break me,” I say quietly, more to myself than to him. “Her cruelty knows no bounds.”


  “Yes, I suspect she is trying to break you,” he agrees. “But you will not break. You are stronger than she is.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t feel strong.”


  “I know, but you have one thing she doesn’t. You have the capacity to not only love, but to love deeply and with your entire being. It’s that love that makes you feel weak, but it is exactly that love that makes you powerful. Think about it, is there anything you would not do, any length you would not go to, to protect the people you love?”


  I don’t have to think about it, the answer is obvious.


  “No.”


  “Then use this pain, turn it to your advantage. Make it your strength.”


  He’s right. As soon as he says it, I feel the pain begin to twist inside me, bending into a new form, a cold, steely resolve.


  From there, my course became very clear. I could trace all my suffering back not to Peter or my mother, but to the Empress herself. And it was time she paid for my misery.


  


  “In the day when I cried out, you answered me, and made me bold with strength in my soul.” Psalms 138-3
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  The cold wind whips across my face, tugging at my hair as I fly down the road on the back of my strong mare. Her hooves thunder across the frozen ground as we make our way through the thicket of trees and into the town square. I pull her to a stop and slide down before Lord Tucker, my royal escort, can stop me. When he finally catches up, the tall, slender man stops a few paces behind.


  “Are you certain this is a good idea, Your Grace?” he asks nervously. His chestnut horse is dancing skittishly as he holds tight to the reins. “You really shouldn’t be here.”


  Ignoring him, I toss the heavy white fur cloak over my shoulder and unstrap the pack from the back of my mare, patting her gently.


  This is one of the coldest winters we have had, or so I’m told. Even now, well into what should be spring, the relentless ice grips the countryside.


  “People have long since run out of supplies, Lord Tucker. I will not see my people freeze or starve—not when there’s something that can be done about it.”


  Over my shoulder I hear footsteps and when I turn, I see several townsmen have come to receive the limited aid I have brought. The closest to me is an elderly, frail-looking man I know as Timothy Gaunt, the town blacksmith. He smiles warmly at me and despite his rugged appearance, his coal-smudged face and thick, wiry grey beard, I can’t help but smile back.


  “He’s right, Your Grace. It’s dangerous for you here,” one of the other men chimes in. “The fever has taken hold of half the town. You should not risk yourself.”


  I shrug, handing a stack of thick blankets to Gaunt. He accepts them with a grateful nod.


  The man speaking approaches me next.


  “You are truly an angel sent from heaven.” He raises his face to Lord Tucker, “Thank you, My Lord.”


  Tucker nods but remains on his horse, waving for the man to come forward and take the bags from the back of his horse. I pull down two large satchels, one of rice and one of herbs from the court physician.


  I hand them off to a woman, probably no older than myself but hunched and with a thick scarf covering most of her face. The local midwife Ana, I seem to recall.


  “The physician says to boil these herbs and have the ill sip on the tea for three days or until the fever breaks.”


  She nods. Her eyes, like so many others in this country, are a cold, icy blue, her skin a dull, sickly grey. When she takes the leather pouches a gust of wind catches her scarf and I catch sight of a splotchy red rash on the side of her face. It could just be a fever rash, or it could be much worse.


  “How are the little ones?” I ask gently. Last time we’d come her two older boys were suffering mild frostbite and the little girl, perhaps only five years old, had taken ill.


  “My boys are well, thank the Lord. But little Emelia is still…” her voice trails off as a fat tear rolls from her eye and cuts a clean path down her cheek.


  “Will you take me to her?” I ask.


  Her eyes widen but she nods. Behind me I hear Lord Tucker mutter something so I hold my hand up, pretending I’d misheard him.


  “No, Lord Tucker, I must insist you remain here. Keep an eye toward the sky, lest a quick storm rolls in on us. We should not like to be trapped here with no provisions.” I say, as if the thought of dismounting had ever even crossed his mind.


  It’s not that he’s a bad man, I realize, but he is a lord, his upbringing and rank demands a certain distain for the common people of his land. He is not outright cruel, unlike so many of the lords, and that earns him a bit of respect in my sight. Even if he is boring and pompous.


  Ana leads me through the ramshackle town, down the cobblestone road, and to a small hut on the outskirts of the main square where a few huddled masses are working to retrieve buckets of water from a shallow, iced over well. Inside, lying on an old fur blanket next to a small stick fire hearth, the little girl shivers beneath a single torn piece of burlap cloth. Her small face is pink and shines with moisture. Kneeling beside her I reach out and touch her cheek. The fever rages in her tiny body, that much I can tell instantly. Without thinking, I unstrap my cloak and lay it over her. After a moment she stops shivering and relaxes beneath its warmth.


  I pat her gently before slipping a large gold and emerald ring off my finger. It is one of many gifts Peter has lavished me with in attempt to make up for his bad behavior. I stand and hold it out to Ana.


  She shakes her head.


  “No, Your Grace. I couldn’t.”


  Taking her hand I force it into her palm.


  “You can and you will. You see someday, I would have your daughter as one of my maids at court. So think of this as an investment in my future happiness.”


  The gratitude in her face is so raw it’s almost painful to see. So full of joy and hope. Things I haven’t dared to allow myself to feel in some time.


  “It should be more than enough to go buy some new linens and some good porridge and meats. I expect her to be fat and smiling the next time I come through that door.”


  Ana looks for a moment as if she wants to throw her arms around me, and despite the risk I might have let her. Instead she fumbles into a deep curtsey. When I leave the humble shack and make my way back to the center of town I feel a familiar warmth inside me, the feeling that testifies to me that I have chosen the right path, that all my sacrifices have been worth it.


  Gaunt is waiting for me when I return, still holding the reins of my beautiful black mare.


  “I will return with more supplies as soon as I can,” I promise.


  Stepping forward he drops to one knee, and taking the hem of my gown in his hands, he kisses it gently. “We can never repay your kindness, Your Grace,” he says humbly.


  I touch his shoulder gently. “You don’t have to repay it, that’s why it’s called kindness.”


  He steps back and I nudge the horse forward, making swift pace back toward the palace.


  ***


  The ride back to Oranienbaum is long and frigid. Between the wind biting at my skin like hundreds of needle pricks and Lord Tucker’s cool indifference, the already chilly winter air is almost unbearable. I regret leaving my cloak for only a fraction of a moment, before I steel myself, bracing against the weather. That poor child needed it far more than I.


  “I still don’t think you should coddle them so,” Lord Tucker grumbles beside me. As the owner of the land the town sits on, they are his serfs—little better than slaves really. But they are also my subjects, as I sternly remind him.


  “And what sort of revenue do you expect to receive from a town of dead men?” I ask more sharply than I intend. I have learned that there is a delicate balance to be maintained with the Lords of the realm, we need their support, and in order to give it, they require a degree of amnesty to rule their provinces as they will. “There would be no farmers to grow the crops, no smiths to work the steel, and no laborers to work in your inns and shops. A small degree of compassion now will save you a great deal of trouble later,” I assure him.


  He closes his mouth, setting his lips in a hard line. Only last month an entire village to the west was stricken with Pox and every man, woman, and child perished. The town was reduced to ash as they had to burn the whole village to stop the spread. You can only make money on your land if you have serfs to work it. That argument had been the only reason I’d been able to convince him and several of the other Lords to allow me to go in and provide the limited aid I could with my meager allowance.


  All behind Peter’s back, of course.


  The heavy winter has dulled Peter’s spirit and he feels increasingly caged, that much is evident by his erratic behavior. He refuses to go out, for fear of illness, and so he entertains himself by holding elaborate military drills inside the great rotunda of Oranienbaum Palace. Only last week he’d forced the regiment to march in the snow without their boots on as punishment for what he deemed a poor showing at the daily uniform inspection. Then, when half of them had gone ill from it, he’d locked himself in his room for three days, refusing to leave and allowing only his man Mikhail to join him.


  It was three days of peace and solitude that I quite enjoyed, actually.


  As we ride up the long narrow path to the palace entrance, through the snow-covered mounds that will be elaborate gardens once spring finally arrives, I see Peter’s steward and his good friend Mikhail pacing nervously. Mikhail has been Peter’s friend for years, and they even share the same sunshine yellow hair and sharp nose. They look as though they could be related, brothers even, except for the stern frown nearly always riding across Mikhail’s face that betrays his gloomy disposition.


  He doesn’t care for me much, but as Peter’s last remaining confidant at court, Mikhail has borne an increasingly large share of the burden for keeping Peter entertained—and the strain is clearly wearing on him. This is not the first time in the past month I’ve found him waiting for me, desperate for me to help him calm Peter or distract him from one erratic idea or another. Today is no exception.


  As I dismount and hand the reins over to the waiting steward Mikhail places a hand out to accept my cloak as we walk inside. He sees I don’t have it and he raises an eyebrow questioningly. I shrug and he drops his hand.


  He opens his mouth to speak, but his eyes flicker past me to Lord Tucker and he pauses. Probably unsure if he should say anything or not.


  “What is it now?” I ask with a deep sigh.


  “He’s practicing his archery in the main hall,” Mikhail mutters unhappily.


  I frown. I knew about the archery practice. I’d ordered the targets set up and the walls stripped only that morning, thinking it would be a good diversion for him while I traveled.


  His voice drops to a whisper. “And he’s begun using the guards as targets.”


  Of course he has.


  I turn to Lord Tucker who is wearing a nervous expression. Peter’s antics haven’t gone unnoticed by the nobles and while no one has said anything, the fear is always present in their faces. The fear that their country might someday be ruled by a mad king. I smooth things over as best I can.


  “Thank you for allowing me to accompany you today. It is wonderful to spend time with you, as always. I do hope you will stay for dinner?”


  He blushes and bows. “Of course, Your Grace. How could I refuse you?” He holds put his hand and I slip off my long glove and rest my palm in his. He brings it to his lips and brushes a ghost of a kiss on my knuckles. “Thank heavens for you, Your Grace,” he says, his voice barely loud enough for me to hear.


  He doesn’t say more, just turns on his heel and leaves us. I turn my attention back to Mikhail who rakes his hand nervously through his wavy blond hair.


  “Lead the way,” I command.
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  As soon as I turn the corner into the great hall I know something is terribly wrong. The stewards are watching from around the corner and a line of red and blue guard uniforms obscure Peter from my view. In the chair nearest the wall, the court physician is tending a guard who has a long wooden arrow protruding from his shoulder. I can tell he’s trying not to make a sound even as the doctor pushes on the shaft, driving it through the wound so it can be removed from the other side. As I pass by they both give me a look that’s a mixture of relief and pity.


  I pass the line and nod to the valet who stands and loudly announces me.


  “Her Grace, The Grand Duchess Catherine.”


  The guards shift, allowing me to pass. Peter is standing several paces away, resplendent as always in a deep blue tunic adorned with diamonds and sapphires, while one of the uniformed men stands in front of the hay target, a bright red apple on his head. The poor boy can’t be more than fourteen and he looks like he’s about to vomit.


  “Husband,” I offer warmly, gliding over to him. “What interesting amusement you’ve discovered.”


  I pause, waiting for him to acknowledge me. But he releases the arrow before answering, narrowly missing the boy’s neck. Behind me the guards clap half-heartedly and the young boy shuffles back into line.


  “A test of wills,” he says, turning to face me with a wide smile. “If a man can stand without fear before death, only then is he worthy to be in my service.”


  Licking my lips I try to think of a solution.


  “Of course, but surely this is not such a test. I mean, your skill with the bow is legendary. They must know you would not purposely shoot them, and so there is no risk.” He looks at me and blinks in confusion. I continue, “I mean, there’s no way you would hit them deliberately, so it seems there is no danger at all.”


  I swallow. Truthfully, Peter’s aim leaves a great deal to be desired and most of his guards are well aware of the fact.


  I clap my hands. “I know! What if I take the shot? Surely there is a good chance I might miss, then the risk of death would be much higher. What say you, Husband?”


  I try to keep my expression playful. Finally, he nods.


  “Yes, you are quite right. Who among you is brave enough to allow the Duchess to take a shot at them?”


  In the line of men, a few raise their hands. Peter hands me the bow and moves to select my target. He chooses the tallest of the men and walks him to the target. Then he digs around in the basket for the smallest apple he can find, only half the size of my fist. He takes a bite before setting it upon the guard’s head and making his way back to me, a merry jaunt in his step.


  Taking one of the arrows from the basket, I take a deep breath. Beside me Peter clutches his hands to his chest, giddy with the prospect of me missing and accidently shooting the poor guard in the face. I draw the bow slowly until I feel my hand almost touch my cheek. I exhale, closing one eye to focus on the small, red target, and release the arrow. It flies true and in less than a heartbeat there’s a thud as the impaled apple lodges itself into the wall behind my target.


  This time the applause is genuine. Everyone looks elated and impressed.


  Everyone, that is, except Peter, whose face falls into a disappointed frown.


  I hold up my hands for silence, “How fortunate for you that The Grand Duke taught me how to shoot!” I say with a laugh, then I curtsey to Peter who looks only slightly mollified.


  “True, true,” he says to the crowd. “But I tire of this. How about a new challenge?”


  The guards clap again, probably in relief.


  Peter takes the bow from me and glares at me with his ice blue eyes.


  “Go stand in front of the target,” he demands.


  I hesitate for a heartbeat only, knowing that to refuse would incur his wrath. So I nod and slowly glide down the hall, replacing the guard whom I have just spared. I clasp my hands behind my back and hold my chin high. Even at this distance I can see Peter’s mind churning. He could kill me, here in front of all these people. An accident. A game gone terribly wrong. It would leave him free to marry his mistress Elizavetta who—much to her credit—is nowhere to be seen at the moment.


  A shocked murmur ripples through the onlookers. I smile widely and take an apple from the basket, resting it on my head, just behind my diamond tiara.


  “Calm down, you silly people. The Grand Duke would never hurt me. What kind of king accidentally shoots his queen? He would be a laughingstock! Have faith in your future king!”


  A nervous laugh reverberates through the crowd at my words.


  Peter glares at me as he considers my words. When he draws the bow, I see something flicker in his eyes, and I wonder if he cares what people would think, or if being rid of me might just be worth it to him.


  At the last moment Mikhail rushes in.


  “Sorry to disturb you, Your Grace, but I have an urgent letter from King Frederick.”


  Peter lowers the bow, looking at his friend. A relief washes through me, so sudden and overwhelming that I wonder if I might actually faint from it. With a reluctant nod he motions for me to join him, handing the bow off to his steward. Taking the apple off my head I follow, handing it to the doctor as I pass. Before leaving the hall I turn, clapping loudly.


  “The rest of you, back to your posts. That will be enough games for today.”


  ***


  Peter’s private study is a massive, ornate room filled with racks of books he will never read and portraits he never cares enough to look at. The walls are carved stone with gold filigree and the floor is blanketed in a lush, hand woven carpet with blue and gold threads woven to look like the night sky. In the very corner of the room stands his most prized possession, a medieval suit of armor from one of his distant ancestors.


  Crossing the room he moves behind his desk. Made of stout box maple, its stacked high with papers he has yet to sign and orders he has yet to approve. With one grand sweep of his arm he brushes it all off onto the floor in a heap.


  He holds out his upturned hand and Mikhail gives him the letter. Taking the long, thin knife from his hip belt, Peter slices through the wax seal with a flourish and sets in to read. After staring at the pages for a few minutes, his expression set in a worried frown, he hands the letter to me.


  I read the pages quickly. Peter dismisses Mikhail with a flick of his hand. Once he’s gone, Peter leans forward in his chair and looks up at me.


  I hand the latter back.


  “I don’t understand,” I say meekly. “The letter implies that The Empress has changed sides.”


  Peter nods. “My Aunt is ever a fickle woman, that bastard Bestuzhev must have her ear again.”


  I raise an eyebrow. “I don’t think it’s her ear he’s got,” I murmur earning me a sly smile from Peter. Sometimes, in these private moments between us, when he looks at me not as a wife who has disappointed him but as a friend, a confidant, I wonder if there could ever be love between us. Or, at least, a cessation of hostilities. Then I remember that it was my own mistakes that turned him from me, my betrayal that stung him so badly that he pushed me from his heart. I want to apologize, to throw myself at his feet. But he is too callous for forgiveness. I know, without a doubt, that if I ever saw fit to hand him my heart, he would crush it to dust without a moment of hesitation. And so things remain unchanged between us. But at least we have these small moments of…perhaps not friendship, but at least respect.


  “You should have let me kill him when I had the chance,” Peter complains.


  I wish I could disagree, but I don’t even open my mouth. Saving Bestuzhev after Peter savagely beat him was what secured my place in the Empress’ esteem. Though the man had tried to kill me, he was one of her favorites. At the time Peter’s actions seemed rash and cruel, but now I see there is much more to life at court than I thought. And one of those things was the need to eliminate an enemy before they could become a threat—something I have been too softhearted to do myself.


  “What are we supposed to do?” Peter asks, standing and tossing his chair aside in a fit of rage.


  I bite my lip. How I wish Sergei was here. As my friend and advisor I could use his counsel now. Never mind how much I missed him in other areas. I sigh. When he’d been called back to Winter Palace weeks ago, we assumed it was to help finalize the negotiations of the treaty between Russia and Prussia. But according to this letter, those negotiations had not just fallen through, but blown up in everyone’s face.


  And I have no idea why.


  Peter points to me, “Our marriage was supposed to cement the alliance with Frederick. That was the whole point of you.”


  I nod. It was supposed to do much more than that. It was supposed to gain my family back in Germany King Fredrick’s blessing and support. I had my title when I came to Russia a year ago, but nothing else. We were on the verge of ruin. Only my marriage to Peter, and the alliance between our countries, would save them.


  I think of them now, my sweet, kind-natured father and my dear little brother, even my cold, calculating mother whose ambition alone had brought me to my current position. Will they be safe? What does this turn of events mean for them?


  “What can we do?” I ask, looking at Peter.


  He wipes his hand down his face. “If the treaty isn’t signed yet, we can try to change her mind.”


  “We need to go back to St. Petersburg,” I say softly.


  He nods. “My aunt has a fondness for you. Perhaps if you speak with her…” he trails off.


  “I will try, of course,” I offer. It’s true she seems to favor me over her own nephew, but the fact I have yet to provide her with the heir she so desperately needs, is stretching those bonds badly. That was Peter’s plan, of course. To refuse to bed me as his wife, then have me declared barren and sent away so he could marry another. I thought perhaps my tryst with Sergei would prevent such humiliation, but with him gone from me now as well, that hope is quickly dwindling.


  I take a step forward and the room around me swims. A sudden flush washes over me and I can’t catch my breath. I manage to bolt from the room just before my stomach heaves and I fall to my knees in the hall outside his door and retch all over the cool marble floor.


  I have only a moment to recall the faces of those poor serfs, struck down with fever, before another wave of sickness hits me. Have I unwittingly brought sickness to the palace? I glance back over my shoulder and watch Peter, his face etched with fear, close the door between us.
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  I’m still ill the next morning, and Peter’s fear is less for my well-being and more for his own, as he watches from the doorway while the doctor examines me.


  “Stress,” the elderly physician declares, and there is a wave of relief through the room. Peter vanishes immediately, leaving my ladies and maids to tend to me. By the next day I’m feeling better, though still a bit weak. I’m strong enough to visit Peter at supper, though the smell of spiced meats and cakes sit in the air like a cloud, threatening to make me retch again. I take a seat beside him, earning me a glare from his other companion.


  To Peter’s left is the ever puffy Elizavetta, my one-time lady and now his mistress. Her red hair is powdered tonight, nearly as pale as her ghostly white face. Her wide, red lips are turned in a grimace as she glares at me. I take a sip of wine and try to ignore her as I turn to Peter.


  “I am nearly well enough to travel,” I assure him. “When should we leave for St. Petersburg?”


  Elizavetta’s head snaps around, her glare moving from my face to his.


  He nods, taking a quick drink of vodka. “As soon as possible. I will alert the garrison to be ready by morning.”


  I nod.


  Across from me the red-haired girl pouts, practically laying her ample bosom on the table as she does so, attracting Peter’s attention. He stares at her, regarding me with a wave of the hand.


  “Two carriages,” he adds. “I will take one, and you shall take the other.” His eyes swing to mine, “In case your illness proves contagious.”


  I nod gently. The idea of the long ride to St. Petersburg in the same carriage as Peter is not my preference either, so I let Elizavetta think she has a victory in the matter as I rise to leave.


  “I will go and oversee the packing,” I offer, taking my leave.


  They don’t wait until I’m gone to begin pawing at each other like rabid wolves and though I don’t look back, I can hear the sounds and it pushes me over the edge. I scurry out the door and vomit again.


  Stress indeed.


  Once recovered I walk slowly back to my private chamber, stopping at a small alcove near the west wall. A riot of colors dance on the cool white floor as the last rays of the sun stream through a stained glass window. The show reminds me of another window, in another life, where I laid in the arms of a man I loved. The memory washes over me peacefully at first, then, like a shower of broken glass, begins to sting and burn.


  I push the thought away.


  Life at court has been strenuous, but bearable. That is due in main part to my dear, beloved Sergei. He is my champion, Lancelot to my Guinevere. It is his arms I rush to in the dark of night, his kisses I feel on my face in my dreams. My solitary respite in an otherwise dreary existence.


  And right now, he’s back at the Winter Palace, and at beck and call of Empress Elizabeth and I am alone once more.


  The Grand Duke and Duchess’ apartments in the east wing of Oranienbaum Palace are vast and composed of two separate chambers that lead into one larger sitting room. Beyond that room, we share a massive bedchamber that is accessible through the sitting room only. It is that chamber, taken up mostly by a massive four-post bed draped in royal blue velvet blankets and layers of down pillows, where Peter and I are locked every night, on the empress’ orders. At sunrise the doors are opened and we rush to freedom.


  As I enter my private chamber my maids hurry to greet me like a pack of hungry pigeons at the sight of crumbs. I immediately give my orders.


  “The Grand Duke and I are leaving for St. Petersburg tomorrow. Have two carriages readied and pack our things. Maria, you will be riding with me. The rest of you will remain here and tend to the household while I’m away.”


  Maria beams at my words. She is stocky for a girl her age, short and a little plump with dark hair and eyes like coal. She is also the only one of my new ladies whose company I can tolerate for long periods of time, thus her enviable position as the Great Mistress of The Court. She’s quiet and sweet and mostly keeps to herself—all admirable qualities to me.


  Though I know each of my ladies and their backgrounds, I try to remain distant from them. The last lady-in-waiting I allowed myself to truly befriend was Ekaterina, and she ended up married to Alexander Mananov, the man I was set to run away with before being caught by the Empress. They were forced to marry to spite me, as punishment for my crimes against the Empress.


  I would not see such affections used against me in the future. I have nearly a dozen ladies now, though only five are regularly in attendance. My married ladies tend to spend their time in other service, and I do not begrudge them that. They join me at events here in the palace, but won’t be traveling with me.


  Inwardly I steel myself for my next order of business. Leaving my chamber I make my way to the throne room where Peter’s advisors wait.


  When I enter the men drop into a deep bow as the steward announces me.


  “Her Grace, The Grand Duchess Catherine.”


  “Gentlemen,” I offer meekly. “I’m afraid Peter is otherwise occupied at the moment. If you would allow, I would gladly represent him at this meeting.”


  Across from me they mutter. Peter hasn’t attended more than a handful of meetings with his lords in the three months we’ve been at court and they are rightly grumpy about it. Still, they also seem a bit relieved. Something tells me they don’t accomplish much when he does bother to attend.


  Lord Markus Kennith takes my hand, kissing it reverently.


  “We would be glad to hear your thoughts, Your Grace.”


  Markus is much older than me, though you would never know it. A dedicated bachelor, he is the ruin of many a servant girls. Between his keen brown eyes and his easy charm, it’s a wonder they don’t simply toss themselves at him night and day. But his beauty has little effect on me, for I have held much more handsome men in my arms. I think it is for this reason that he is so taken with me, that he is simply in awe of any female not stunned into silence by his every smile.


  “Thank you Lord Kennith. What is the business today?”


  “Silks,” Lord Keeling responds, earning him a groan from the rest of the group.


  “Have your negotiations with our eastern neighbors yielded no new avenues for trade?” I ask, knowing it’s not trade negotiations that keep him traveling to the Far East, but his love of adventure—and exotic women.


  He shakes his head. “No, Your Grace. I think I shall have to make another trip-”


  I cut him off. “Do what you must, but know that this will be the last trip the Grand Duke can sanction without a firm delivery of goods. Is that clear?”


  He nods.


  “And, there is the matter of the fever in the lower villages,” Markus adds.


  I take a deep breath. “Yes, Lord Tucker and I went out only today to assess the issue for ourselves.”


  “The iron and a good deal of our grains come from those areas. With so many ill, I fear that we here at court will soon have to begin rationing flour and other commodities.” Markus leans over a small table where a royal edict to that degree sits, waiting to be signed.


  Another lord objects. “We should not take such desperate measures. If we do not buy their wares, how will the people maintain their living?”


  “If the situation is that dire for us, how must the townspeople be struggling to meet our orders?” I ask and receive no reply. “Most of them are too ill to work anyway. Lord Kennith is right. We will restrict our intake of those goods, though to ease the burden I suggest the additional measure of opening the court storehouses and sending aid to those towns that are worst off. They can pay it back by replenishing the stock once they have recovered.”


  I look around and the men all nod in agreement.


  “Good,” I say flatly. “What else is there?”


  The lords part, and from the back of the room a general marches forward. I don’t recognize him, but he is quite young to hold such rank and his expression is boyishly awkward as he approaches me. Under his hat I see waves of dark curls poking out around his round face. His eyes are green like the woods and his lips full. He salutes me with a fist to his heart.


  “Your Grace.”


  I incline my head.


  “I am General Orloff of the royal guard. I have come to request…” his voice wavers.


  “Go ahead,” I encourage, amused by his nervousness.


  He steels himself, looking away as he continues. “I would humbly request new uniforms for our garrison.”


  I’m unable to keep the grin from my face.


  “Why? Is there an issue with the uniforms you have?”


  He frowns, glancing at the lords before answering.


  “These are of Prussian design, Your Grace, and difficult to maneuver in. We would humbly request a more traditional Russian uniform.”


  I feel my smile falter. The uniforms are Peter’s own design, meant to emulate the armies of the great King Fredrick, and moreover they are ill fitting and tight, better for decoration than practical use. I know many of the officers would prefer a Russian uniform and are perturbed by Peter’s love of Prussia, but to approve this request is dangerous at best. To refuse might mean angering the royal guard, also an unsafe proposition.


  After a moment I come to a conclusion.


  “The uniforms are the Grand Duke’s own design. I’m sure he thought them befitting his personal guard. But I see your issue. I will have to discuss the matter with him,” in a way that doesn’t damage his pride, I add in my mind. “It might take some time to convince him, but I’m confident I can bring him to an agreement. We are leaving tomorrow for a trip to St. Petersburg. I will have a decision for you by the time we return.”


  The young general bows stiffly and the fabric of his tunic strains against the gesture. “Thank you, Your Grace.”


  “One last thing,” I say before he can leave the room. “Since we are leaving tomorrow, we will have a grand feast tonight for all the lords and visitors in court. I would like to see the guards in attendance as well. Anyone not on duty should be there in full honors.”


  The lords bow and the general salutes. With a nod of my head I turn and head to the kitchens, to alert them to my impromptu request.


  


  ***


  The evening is a success, despite the rushed nature of it. Long tables overflow with food and wine as the court musicians play a soft allemande. The walls are lined with the royal guard, General Orloff leads them in a short drill for the court. Elated Peter laughs and claps before assuming the role of military leader himself and performing a detailed uniform inspection. Each guard passes admirably. When he is finished I stand and raise a glass.


  “A toast to our honorable soldiers who protect the realm from all its foes,” I say and the rest of the guests join in. “Please, join us for the feast,” I add, looking at Peter.


  He nods and in a stern voice declares, “Company, dismissed.”


  The guards cheer and fill the remaining empty tables. Several lords stand and offer toasts of their own, most wishing us well on our travels. Beside Peter, Elizavetta beams proudly, as if each well wish was meant just for her. She is wearing a bright blue gown with pearls draped across the bodice, woven through her hair, and strung tightly around her neck. A bright plumage of peacock feathers sticks out the back of her hair, making her look a bit like an overstuffed turkey. Peter leans over and kisses her deeply. I stab a piece of meat with more force than truly necessary and slide it around my silver plate. Somewhere deep inside, I wonder if I should have her killed. The thought is so dark and so foreign it takes me by surprise. How could I even think of such a thing? I’m not a killer. Yet my hate for her is so deep, it feels like ichor in my veins. A poison that must be bled out.


  I push the malignant thought aside and stand up. My gold brocade gown swishes around my legs as I round the table and head for the foyer. Before I can make it, however, a voice calls out.


  “Grand Duchess Catherine, leaving us so soon?”


  I turn and meet the pine green eyes of young General Orloff.


  “I’m afraid the meal has sat ill with me,” I say gently, unable to keep myself from glancing back to my table where Peter has drawn Elizavetta into his lap and is kissing her neck.


  He lowers his voice, leaning close to me. “I want you to know that I think—that is, we of the guard think—that His Grace’s behavior is beyond deplorable. There is no honor in infidelity.”


  I smile, amused by his affronted tone. “I appreciate your indignation on my behalf. It warms my heart to know that chivalry thrives among my royal guards.”


  He bows. “Before you go, may I be so bold as to ask you for a dance?”


  I debate the offer only for a moment before holding out my hand and letting him guide me to the dance floor. We join in a dance already in progress, and I feel something lift from my shoulders, a tension I’ve been holding for so long I have almost forgotten how light the world could feel without it.


  He smiles a boyish smile as we step together than apart, spinning to and fro. When the music finally ends we clap and he bows to me deeply. I feel the flush in my cheeks, the warmth of my skin and for a moment the rest of the world falls away. The General is replaced by Lord Kennith who leads me in another dance. Soon my face aches from laughing so hard as he whispers various jokes into my ear every time we pass close.


  “…and the general responds, lad, I only meant for you to ride him into town.” He whispers, finishing a particularly inappropriate yarn.


  I laugh and my side aches from it. The dance ends and another lord takes his place, then another soldier. Before I know it the sky beyond the windows is glowing with the first rays of morning’s pale light. I look around and see the hall is nearly empty. Peter has fallen asleep in his plate and is snoring loudly next to a very drunk Elizavetta who has her chin propped up on her fist and is glaring at me while fighting to keep her eyes open.


  It’s Mikhail who takes my hand next, not to dance but to lead me away from the dance floor. As we exit a group of people groan behind us. I glance over my shoulder and wave.


  “Another evening, gentlemen,” I say playfully, letting Mikhail escort me off the floor and down the hall toward my chamber.


  “You seemed happy tonight,” he says out of nowhere.


  I glance over but he is staring to the front, his expression unreadable. I say nothing and the silence between us grows uncomfortably. Mikhail, always Peter’s best man, never particularly cared for me, and I have no reason to think that his opinion of me has changed.


  “That’s good,” he adds finally. “It’s nice to see you smile again.”


  Now I frown. He has never spoken two kind words to me, yet here he is, expressing pleasure at my joy. It feels very insincere somehow.


  “I can find the chamber on my own. You should see to Peter,” I say curtly.


  He stops, turns to me, and bows.


  “Of course, Your Grace. I only meant…” he doesn’t finish the thought. Instead he shakes his head and walks away, leaving me in the empty hallway.


  By the time I get to my room, the sun has risen over the hills and shines in the windows brightly as the maids busily pack the trunks.


  “The carriages will be ready in less than an hour,” Maria says with a curtsey.


  There’s just enough time for the maids to help me wash and change before they arrive. Once I’m clean, my hair brushed out and rolled into tall curls atop my head, and I’m in my simple grey and silver riding gown, I return to the main chamber where the footmen are carrying the trunks down to the carriage. Peter is sitting in the high backed green velvet chair near the corner of the room, shielding his eyes from the sunlight with one hand while holding a bottle of wine in the other.


  “Are you feeling ill, husband?” I ask, unable to keep the amusement from my voice.


  He groans. “You certainly made a spectacle of yourself last night, wife.” He draws out the last word as if it’s a vile thing on his lips.


  “You had found your amusement elsewhere for the evening,” I say with more venom in my voice than I intend.


  Then I sigh. “If you don’t wish for me to dance with others, perhaps you could dance with me,” I offer.


  He laughs, as if it the most ridiculous thing he’s ever heard. “Dance with whomever you want, it makes no difference to me.”


  “As you wish,” I say blandly, picking up the tiara he had given me during my first week at court and setting it onto my head. Next I carefully lift a thin gold chain with a fire-red ruby handing from the middle. Another of Peter’s many gifts. I’m not sure why he still gives them to me, now that things are so strange and unhappy between us, but he does. Almost weekly and without fail.


  Reaching behind me I fumble with the clasp. I hear him set down his bottle and stand, crossing the room to me. Not sure of his intentions I freeze, watching his reflection in my mirror. He walks up behind me, and takes the chain in his slender hands. My heart pounds. For a moment I’m afraid he’s going to jerk the chain and choke me with it, but he doesn’t. He affixes the clasp and releases it, letting the large stone slip down onto my chest and rest there. He looks at me in the mirror and for a heartbeat, his face softens. With one hand he reaches up and tucks a piece of stray hair behind my ear, his fingertip just grazing my cheek as he does. I take a deep breath, terrified to move but unable to pry my eyes off his reflection. For a moment, the briefest, most flickering of moments, I think he might lower his face and kiss me.


  Peter hasn’t kissed me in a very, very long time. While the thought of it once filled me with dread, all I can think now is how nice it would be to actually be loved by my husband. I let myself relax, my shoulders fall and I look down, turning my face to his before looking back up at him from under my lashes. Then I see it in his eyes, the raw, unrestrained desire to take me in his arms. I’ve seen the look before, but never on his face—at least not when he was looking at me.
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  Just then Elizavetta bursts through the door and rushes to Peter with a high pitched giggle, throwing herself into his arms. He recovers himself quickly, snatching her up and twirling her around. I watch them in the mirror, part of me envious, the other darker part, telling me again that I should have her smothered in her sleep.


  We load the carriages slowly. Maria brings a basket of food and a huge stack of books for the journey, and while I’m grateful for both, all I want to do is sleep. The previous evening’s entertainments coupled with my constant stress and worry has left me exhausted. Once the horses are off it doesn’t take long for the soft rocking of the carriage to lull me off to sleep.


  It takes a little over a day to arrive in St. Petersburg. Though the journey is relatively quick, my muscles ache. We rode through the night and into the next day. As we approach the golden gates of the Winter Palace, I peek my head out and see that the Empress has assembled a grand welcome complete with guards, nobles, and musicians. Peter’s carriage arrives before mine.


  “Their Graces, The Grand Duke Peter and The Grand Duchess Catherine,” the steward announces.


  The door to my carriage is thrown open and the valet holds out his hand to me. I let him help me out of the carriage and down the tiny step stool. Beside me, Peter does the same. I walk over to him just as Elizavetta steps out of her carriage, unaided. Peter holds out his arm and I take it. I can practically feel the rage radiating off her as she follows behind us, Maria at her side. The scowl on Empress Elizabeth’s face fades as we approach her. I don’t know whether she’s upset to not see me round with child or if the fact that we’d taken separate carriages bothered her, but either way, I’m sure we would hear about it soon enough.


  Together we address the Empress, Peter with a bow and me with a curtsey.


  “Welcome back to Winter Palace,” she says loudly. “I hope your journey was without incident.”


  “Quite, Your Majesty,” I say warmly.


  “We had to take separate carriages, the Duchess has been quite ill,” Peter adds, withering under her stern glance.


  She raises a slender eyebrow. Though she has gained some weight since the last time I saw her, the Empress looks much the same. Her hair is powdered white and tall upon her head, she is draped in so many jewels you can barely see her elaborate gown, only bits of royal blue fabric peeking out. She holds herself tall, chin high as she looks over us.


  “Is that so?” she asks.


  I nod and she snaps her fingers. “Fetch the physician.”


  “We have already seen our own physician, Your Majesty. He assures us it’s nothing serious.” I say quietly.


  She frowns. “Well, all the same. Come, we have much to talk about.” She turns and we follow her to her private study. When we enter the room she sits behind her massive oak desk. Flanking her on either side are Chancellor Bestuzhev and Sergei. Though Bestuzhev offers me a faint smile, I don’t look at him. My eyes are locked onto Sergei. His square jaw is shadowed with stubble, his eyes dark like pools of midnight as his lips twitch up at the sight of me. It’s all I have in me not to run to him and throw myself into his arms, to tell him how miserable I’ve been in his absence, and let him kiss me until all the darkness is driven away. But I hold my feet firmly in place, even as my heart jumps into my throat.


  When I can finally look away I see Bestuzhev still bears the scars from Peter’s torture. Thin, red ridges crisscross his face and neck. One day they will fade to white, but now they still look fresh, as if at any moment they might split back open. His eyes are fixed on me, probably to avoid looking at Peter. I nod in his direction.


  “Your timing is unfortunate,” she begins. “I have a guest arriving tomorrow. Empress Maria Theresa of Austria is coming with her envoy.”


  “Why are you siding with Austria?” Peter demands. “Prussia has been our ally for decades. Why have you turned you back on King Fredrick now?”


  “There are those who fear more Prussian influence in Russia. We are a sovereign state and should not be so closely tied to his causes.” She pauses, “Also, I believe the change of Austrian succession should be honored. Aligning ourselves with Austria and her allies will send a message to the rest of the world that we are not just a toy in the hands of Prussia. And of course, there are lands to be gained and gold to be paid for our loyalty.”


  “What changed your mind?” I ask as kindly as I can. “It has to be about more than land and gold.”


  She slams her fist down on the table. “Perhaps if my own dynasty were more secure, I would not have to think of such things, but I cannot side with those who would violate the laws of succession when my own hangs so feebly in the balance.” She points at me, then Peter. “I need an heir. And in that, you have failed me, both of you.”


  Sergei steps forward, speaking gently. “They have only been married a short time, perhaps if we are patient, a child will come.”


  She stands up, enraged now, “I cannot afford to wait and hope. This alliance is my best chance to secure my throne and ensure the continuation of the Romanov line.”


  Her face is twisted in anger and a hint of madness. I know that she’s prone to fits of instability, I’ve seen it before. But this is worse.


  “Get out, both of you. And Peter,” she calls him back, “If I so much as hear a rumor that you are bedding anyone other than your wife while you are here, I will have your little red-haired mistress strung up in the courtyard and flogged. Is that clear?” his face freezes. I can’t help but wonder if she’s ever spoken to him that way in her entire life.


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  And with that we leave. I shoot Sergei a quick parting glance but he’s busy pulling the empress into his arms. My stomach twists into knots at the sight. I knew they had been lovers once, but I’d assumed when we met, that all that had changed. I feel my face harden into a frown.


  “She’s lost her mind,” Peter rages as soon as the door closes behind us. I take his arm and lead him down the hall to a small alcove.


  I shake my head. “She usurped the throne from her sister. She’s terrified to lose it to someone else.”


  “To whom?”


  “Let me ask you this, if she dies, and you have no heir, your loyalty would be to King Fredrick. It would all but make Russia nothing but an extension of Prussia.”


  “He would never invade us. We are allies.”


  “That only holds as long as there is a balance of power. She’s right, until the dynastic line is established, Russia could be easy prey for Prussia, if it should turn its mind to such a thing.”


  He shakes his head. “You know Fredrick. He would never do that.”


  I take a deep breath. “No, I don’t believe he would. But if Russia is seen as weak, vulnerable, there are many who would like to see the empire collapse.”


  “Austria, for one. I think I may know of a way to ferret out the truth behind her change of temperament.”


  I raise one eyebrow. “What are you thinking?”


  He looks away, his expression distant as thoughts form in his head. “I dare not say yet, but leave this matter to me.”


  I nod, unable to do anything else.


  “Then I think I shall go for a ride, if you don’t mind. The sunshine and fresh air will do me good, I think.”


  He waves me off, “Yes, yes. Fine. But see the physician first, or she will be none too pleased with you.”


  “I will, and Peter, what she said about Elizavetta…”


  He looks at me again, his face a blank mask.


  “I know you care for her, truly. And I know how unhappy you would be if something happened to her. So please, be discreet.”


  Peter chuckles dryly, “That is something I certainly never expected to hear from you.”


  I shrug. I’ve long past caring about his affair, though his choice of playmate still manages to infuriate me. I wonder, only briefly, if it might be easier to stomach if he were with someone I liked, or at least, was able to stomach. “Love can be dangerous. Especially here.”


  His expression turns serious and he nods once before turning his back to me. I’m about to walk away when he turns back, takes me by the shoulders and pulls me forward unexpectedly. He hesitates for a moment before kissing me chastely on the cheek.


  “Until later, Wife.”


  I’m so stunned I just stand there and watch him trod off.


  ***


  I haven’t been in this room since after my wedding night, when the court physician had confirmed that the marriage had been consummated. The walls are lined with shelves, some holding massive tomes, others with various sized mortar and pestles, vials of liquid, and dry herbs. The physician is an elderly man with a long white beard and soft eyes. Though I know his name, it always escapes me. Seeing me he bows deeply.


  “What can I do for you, Your Grace?” he asks.


  I sigh. “I’ve been ill. There’s a fever passing through Oranienbaum and the Empress worries for me.”


  He motions for me to sit down and I obey. Placing a cone to my chest he listens to my heart.


  “Have you had a fever?” he asks.


  “No. Dizziness and ill stomach.”


  “Anything else?”


  I shake my head. “No. I think it’s just exhaustion. I’ve been very tired of late.”


  He nods. “That’s probably all it is then. When was your last course?”


  The question takes me aback. Mentally, I try to remember. “About six weeks ago. But that doesn’t mean much. They never seem to come regularly for me.”


  He nods, turning his back to me. Pulling out a drawer in his tall bureau he shuffles around until he finds a small vial of clear liquid. He holds it out to me.


  “Here, smell this.”


  “Smell it?” I ask, making sure I’ve heard him correctly. He nods.


  With a shrug I pull the cork from the bottle and lower my nose to it. I don’t even inhale before the scent hits me and I nearly fall off the chair. The vomit comes too quickly for me to hold back and the physician manages to get a pan under my chin just in time.


  “What is that?” I ask, when I can finally catch my breath.


  He re-corks it. “Essence of Orange. It is well known to soothe those suffering with stomach illness, though a bit overpowering for you, it seems.”


  “What does that mean?” I ask.


  He looks at me flatly. “It means, my dear, that you are not ill. More likely, you are with child.”


  I stare at him blankly. “That’s not possible. I haven’t…” I pause, deciding how to proceed. “That is, since my last, encounter, my course has come and gone.”


  He shrugs. “It’s not uncommon for a woman to still have a cycle though she is early with child.”


  My head swims and I feel as though I might faint. “But my physician in Oranienbaum said it was stress.”


  “He is probably young and has never seen this. It is rare, and you must be careful, especially so. The bleeding could mean other problems, we will just have to watch you closely.”


  My hands go to my stomach involuntarily. I hadn’t been with anyone since the night before Sergei left, and when my course came after he was gone, I had given up hope. Could this be real? This would be the answer to so many problems. I’m so stunned, I don’t know what to do next. Beside me the physician laughs.


  “This is good news, child. Don’t look so shocked. Now you just have to hope it’s a boy.”


  His words echo inside my skull but I’m too numb to process them.


  Sergei. I need to tell Sergei. As the father, I think he should know first. Then I will tell Peter and the Empress.


  Peter. I’d tricked him on our wedding night into thinking we’d been together when we had not. The difference would be weeks only, he would never know the child wasn’t his. The only ones who would know the truth would be myself and Sergei.


  He will be so happy. When I finally get to my feet I want to run to him. Then a thought stops me, chilling the blood in my veins.


  He’s with the Empress. Are they together? Is he lying with her again? Are they in each other’s arms even this very moment?


  My heart sinks in my chest. I try to convince myself that it doesn’t matter. He’s my friend, my lover, but perhaps I had never truly captured his heart, not the way she had—


  I push those thoughts aside. I can’t afford them now. I can’t afford to let jealousy or hurt upset what I have sacrificed so much for. A child.


  I find myself wandering the halls, though I’m not sure where my feet are taking me. I end up outside a familiar door. I stare at it for a moment, not brave enough to go inside. Though Alexander is long gone, his memory haunts me. Once, I thought to marry him, to feel his child turning in my womb, but that fate went to another. I chose my path, and I cannot shrink from it now.


  Heading for my chamber I decide to change into my habit and go for that ride. The fresh air will do me good and help me clear my mind before I tell the Empress the news tonight. There will be a feast and a ball, as there always is, and I’m sure some kind of theater. I must tell her the news before Empress Maria Theresa arrives from Austria, before that treaty can be signed.


  I change quickly and head for the stables, never expecting what I will find there.
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  Night is falling quickly and I know my ride must be a short one. When I reach the stable of my favorite mare, Peony, I find someone else already saddling her.


  “General Orloff?” I ask, unsure of my own eyes.


  He turns to me, a wide smile on his face. He bows and places his fist over his chest.


  “Your Grace,” he responds.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “I ride with your personal guard,” he answers.


  I feel worry creep into my mind. This young man should not be here, and I instantly wonder what his motives are. “But General Franz is the head of my personal guard. Where is he?”


  He shakes his head. “Franz stayed behind in Oranienbaum. I took his place.”


  I chew my bottom lip. “Why would you do that?” My tone is an accusation thought I try to keep it light. For the first time and some weeks fear rushes in like ice in my veins. Does he mean me harm, this handsome young soldier?


  He shifts nervously, handing me the reigns. “May I speak freely?”


  I tense, unable to stop myself. My hands ball into fists as I prepare to fight him off. “Of course.”


  When he speaks I feel myself relax even as my surprise at his candor shakes me.


  “I see your unhappiness, and I see the way the Grand Duke treats you. I know how sad and alone you must feel. Yet you are by far the kindest, bravest, cleverest woman I have ever had the pleasure to meet. The way you handle the Lords, the kindness you show to the serifs, these things make you a true ruler. I would, if you will have me, serve as your personal guard. I will watch over you at all times and against all enemies, even those who might have a crown upon their heads,” he adds in a deep voice.


  He drops to one knee and lowers his head. “I swear to you, my loyalty, my fealty, above all others. I will be your sword and your shield. Please, do me this honor.”


  I’m so touched by the gesture I can hardly speak. To swear fealty to me, above Peter, and above even the Empress herself, is a dangerous thing. Treason at the very least. And yet how could I possibly refuse? The idea of having him in my corner is far too tempting.


  I touch the side of his head gently. “I would be honored to have you guard me. I accept your pledge and make a pledge of my own. I swear that I will strive to be worthy of your loyalty and the trust that you have placed in me.”


  When he looks up at me, there is fierceness in his expression. He has made a vow to me and in that moment I know he will keep it—no matter the cost. His resolution is like the sun on his face, he could not hide it if he tried.


  He stands. “Then let me begin by escorting you during your ride.”


  I nod. He helps me onto Peony then mounts his own horse. I plan on taking the ride easy tonight, but realize it might be the last chance I have to ride, once news of the pregnancy gets out, so I decide to let her run.


  My young guard stays close, but still keeps a respectable distance as we fly over the low brush and through the trees, making a wide circle to the river and back.


  When we return to the stables the groom is there to take the horses and Orloff follows me back to my chamber, taking up his position outside my door. I am almost inside when I pause, looking back at the young man standing tall in his blue and red uniform.


  “What is your name?” I ask curiously. “Your full name.”


  “Grigory Stanislaw Orloff, Your Grace.”


  “Thank you, Grigory,” I say informally. He bows and I close the door between us.


  ***


  When I emerge from my chamber again Marie has helped me into a lovely pale pink gown with red sleeves and Spanish lace. I make my way to Sergei’s private chambers. When he opens his door, he smiles widely, and nearly reaches for me before seeing my guard at my back.


  “Sergei, I must speak with you, do you have a moment?”


  He licks his lips and nods, holding his door open enough for me to slip in.


  “General, please wait for me here. I will only be a moment.”


  If Grigory suspects anything improper, he says nothing, nor does his expression falter. Only once I’m in the room and Sergei closes the door does he rush to me. Lifting me into his strong arms he kisses me ferociously.


  “Oh, Sophie, how I have missed you,” he says, his voice husky.


  Anyone else I would correct. Catherine is my name now. But something about the way Sophie rolls off his tongue in his thick Russian accent makes me shiver, so I let it pass. I take his face in my hands and when his lips wander down to kiss my chest I pull his face back up, bringing his lips back to mine.


  “And I you. But I have news, wonderful news.”


  He leans back but never releases me, his arms still coiled around my waist. It’s I who has to step back, breaking the embrace.


  “I am with child.” I say softly.


  His expression is one of disbelief that quickly fades into a radiant smile. Stepping forward he takes my hands.


  “My child?”


  I nod, “Our child.”


  He drops to one knee and rests his forehead against my belly.


  “It’s a miracle,” he whispers, kissing my stomach.


  “Are you happy?” I ask. “Truly? I know that no one can know the child’s true paternity—” he stops me with a kiss.


  “Of course I’m happy. You are going to have my child. My son will be the Emperor of Russia. What a beautiful gift you’ve given me.” He clutches me to him, kissing the side of my face and into my hair. “I love you, Sophie, with all my heart and soul I love you.”


  “We need to go tell the Empress the good news,” I say softly, hesitant to let go of him, but knowing I must.


  He nods, “Of course.”


  “And Peter,” I say.


  He nods again, bringing my hands to his lips and kissing them reverently.


  “You and I will celebrate later,” he whispers with a sly grin that I can’t help but return.


  Making our way from his chamber and down the hall we run into Peter and Mikhail. They are deep in discussion and nearly barrel into me.


  “Peter,” I say happily, “Just who I was looking for. I need to speak to the Empress, would you be so kind as to join me?”


  He looks stupefied by my request but recognition quickly registers on Mikhail’s face.


  “I will take care of everything, Your Grace,” he says, releasing Peter to me with a bow.


  “What is it?” Peter asks as Sergei falls in step behind us.


  “A surprise,” I say, unable to keep the smile off my face.


  “I hate surprises,” Peter mutters as we arrive and ask the steward to announce us.


  When we are motioned in The Empress is in a new gown, this one with the widest pannier I’ve ever seen. I wonder how she will be able to maneuver in the thing, much less sit or any other simple task. Her hair is black as jet, feathers towering out the very top, making her look freakishly tall.


  “Your Majesty, I bring news from the physician. He says I am with child,” I say loudly. I feel Peter turn beside me, facing me in disbelief.


  “You stupid girl, how did you not know sooner?” she demands, her voice playful.


  I lower my chin. “I’ve never been with child before, it seems I did not know the symptoms.”


  She laughs and rushes over to me, nearly knocking Bestuzhev out of the way as she moves past him. She pulls me into a tight embrace before quickly releasing me.


  “Oh this is wonderful, just wonderful,” she squeals in delight.


  “Is it true?” Peter whispers beside me.


  I turn to face him and am instantly hit with a wave of guilt. His face looks so stunned yet somehow, serene. I’ve never seen him wear such an expression. He reaches out hesitantly and touches my belly.


  “Will it be a boy?” he asks, his voice soft.


  “I don’t know,” I say honestly. “I hope so.”


  He sighs deeply, “A son. I’m going to be a father.”


  I bite my bottom lip as the truth threatens to explode from inside me. All I can do is nod for fear of what might escape my mouth should I open it.


  The corner of his mouth picks up in a half grin. When he looks up at me again, there is a light in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. “And you, Little Mother. We are going to have a son.”


  I swallow the jagged lump that’s formed in my throat. I think this is the first time in months that he has looked at me with anything less than veiled distain. But his expression is joyous, radiant as the noonday sun. I have to admit, this is not the reaction I expected, considering his plan to have me declared barren and set aside. Yet he stands before me, happier than I have seen him—possibly ever, and it makes me happy too. His smile—when genuine—is truly contagious.


  “We need to celebrate,” he says with a thunderous laugh. “And you can call off your ridiculous treaty with Austria.”


  The Empress exchanges a look with Bestuzhev that makes me think it might not be an option any longer, but Peter doesn’t see it. He’s busy staring at me excitedly.


  “What do you think, Little Mother. What will we name him?”


  “Peter, perhaps,” the Empress interrupts. “Or Paul. Yes, Paul I should think.”


  “Of course,” I comply easily.


  “Who is this?” Peter asks, finally noticing Grigory standing in the back of the room.


  “He’s my personal guard. I brought him in as soon as I got news of the pregnancy,” I lie smoothly.


  “Good thinking,” The Empress says thoughtfully. “We can’t be too careful now, can we?”


  “Don’t worry, I won’t let you out of my sight from this moment on,” Peter promises, taking my hand.


  I balk at the gesture, but he doesn’t seem to notice.


  I’d forgotten how possessive Peter could be with things he felt belonged to him. This child would be no different. I spare a glance over my shoulder to Sergei, wondering how on earth I am going to find a way past Peter to visit him. The idea of not being in Sergei’s arms for the next eight months is enough to make my chest ache.


  “We will make the announcement at dinner tonight,” The Empress declares.


  Somehow, her generous chamber begins to feel very small and I can’t seem to catch my breath.


  “I think the Grand duchess is a bit overwhelmed. Perhaps she could use some fresh air before the celebration tonight?” Sergei says, completely in tune with exactly what I need, as always.


  “I’ll take her outside,” Peter says quickly, leading me out the door before anyone can stop him. Sergei and Grigory follow behind us.


  Peter walks with one hand at the small of my back, the other protectively in front of my stomach. It’s so strange I almost laugh.


  That is, until we turn the corner and run into a very pink-faced Elizavetta. She sees Peter’s gesture and immediately flies into a rage. Stepping forward Peter places himself between her and me, taking the brunt of her attack. There’s a sharp whap as she slaps Peter across the face. I can tell from her expression that she instantly regrets it, but it’s too late. Peter grabs her arm and backhands her, sending her sprawling to her knees on the hard floor. He draws back to hit her again and she whimpers, shielding her face with her free hand.


  “Don’t you ever even think of harming my wife or my child ever again, do you hear me?” he screams, releasing her arm violently.


  She nods, tears rolling down her round cheeks, but he just steps past her, taking hold of me once more.


  “Come along, Little Mother. Let’s get you some air and something to drink,” he says protectively.


  I can’t help but to watch her over my shoulder as I’m ushered down the hall. She’s sitting in a crumpled heap, her face red and blotchy, blood trickling from her nose and mouth, and for the first time ever, I understand what it means to be loved by Peter.


  And I’m well and truly afraid.
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  Though the air outside is crisp against my skin, it does nothing to calm my nerves. Peter hovers over me, much too close for any kind of comfort, while Sergei looks on. I have to give him credit, he manages to keep his expression neutral, despite whatever emotions are raging beneath his calm exterior.


  Grigory stands stone-faced at the door, his alert eyes never leaving me.


  I’ve never felt quite so much like a bird in a cage.


  Soon enough Peter begins to fuss, bored by just standing there, and suggests we go inside. I comply but before I can make it into the hallway I see that he’s stopped behind me, turning to Sergei.


  “There will be no further need of your services today, General,” Peter barks.


  Sergei bows, his eyes flickering up to me briefly. I nod almost imperceptibly and he takes his leave of us, heading back toward the Empress’ apartments. Once he’s gone Peter turns his attention back to me.


  “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” he asks softly, taking my hand in his.


  I shake my head, unable to hold my tongue any longer.


  “Peter, why the sudden change of heart?” I ask, adding quickly, “Not that I’m ungrateful for your kindness. It just seems very sudden.”


  He wets his lips with his tongue before answering, never raising his eyes to mine.


  “My father died when I was very young. Some days, I struggle to remember what his face looked like and I realize the only images of him I can recall are from paintings I’ve seen.”


  He pauses, shifting uncomfortably before continuing.


  “When Aunt Elizabeth named me her heir, I thought I would finally have family. But it was a hollow wish. She never truly cared for me. I was nothing but a male to carry on the family name, a pawn in her bid to keep control of the Empire.” When his bright blue eyes finally find mine, they are glistening with pain. “Even here, surrounded by people, I was always alone, utterly. At least until Mikhail and Alexander came. They were my only friends in this place. Then you came and I thought that you would be mine, that you would be the one person here to truly love me, but you chose him. You gave your heart to him and then you drove him from me.”


  His voice edged toward anger at the end of his words, but then he sighs deeply and I watch all that rage fall away. I squeeze his hand.


  “I’m sorry. I know that isn’t enough, not even close to enough, but I am truly sorry,” I say gently.


  He blinks, shaking his head.


  “It doesn’t matter now. Now I will have our son, and he will love me. He will love us both and through him, I will have my family.”


  He steps back and holds out his arm, which I accept, and let him lead me back to our rooms. Though the trip is a silent one, his words weigh heavily on my heart. I had only ever thought of this child as a way to please the empress. I never realized how much it would mean to him. The guilt of the truth weighs on me like a stone on my chest. What would he do if he discovered the truth? I suddenly feel the world around me, fragile as a spider web made of glass, and I know how carefully I must tread now.


  ***


  The banquet is alive, coursing with the boisterous revelry of the guests as musicians play merry songs and course after course of food is heaped upon the long tables before us. Even Mikhail is smiling, a look unbecoming of him. I don’t realize why until at one point he leans across the table and whispers to me.


  “Congratulations on the happy news.”


  Though the Empress hasn’t made an official statement yet, Peter is spreading the word to anyone within hearing distance. He’s also downing glass after glass of wine, and while I would normally discourage that behavior, tonight I just smile. Let him have his celebration. Let him drink until he passes out cold on the stone floor and we have to drag him into bed. That will only serve to make my escape into Sergei’s chamber that much easier.


  There are so many noble guests in attendance, the always glittering Empress goes out of her way to flirt and fawn over each of them in turn, especially the handsome ones. Now, she is sitting beside Prince Edward, Duke of York and cousin to the King of England. Her always tall hair is falling to the side, just a bit, and he keeps hiding his face with his hand as he tries not to laugh. He is certainly attractive, all black hair and boyish dimples, and while she laughs deeply as something he’s said, he shoots me a look of desperation.


  Standing slowly I make my way over to introduce myself.


  Seeing me coming he stands, bowing from the neck, while at the Empress’ left Chancellor Bestuzhev introduces me.


  “Of course, she needs no introduction, my good man. Word of her beauty and grace has reached even the far away coast of England. Your Grace, I am so pleased to make your acquaintance,” he says, taking my hand and grazing a chaste kiss across the back of my hand.


  “And I yours,” I respond softly. “Tell me, what brings you to court?”


  He looks down, then back up sheepishly. “Ah, well I wish I could say it was a strictly recreational visit, but I am here doing business on behalf of my King.”


  “I see. You are here about the treaty with Austria.”


  He smirks, lifting only the corner of his thin lips, “Among other things. Would you care to dance?”


  Beside me the empress begins fanning herself with a scrap of lace and leans over to whisper something to the chancellor.


  “Of course,” I say pleasantly and allow him to lead me to the dance floor.


  As the music begins, a slow allemande, and we begin to sway.


  “It’s very clever, you know,” I say as we pass closely to each other before being drawn back into line.


  “What’s that?” he asks.


  “Sending you to negotiate on behalf of the King. The last envoy lacked the ah…charm necessary to capture the Empress’ attention.”


  He chuckles. “So I have heard. Do you think me charming, then?”


  Now it’s my turn to smirk. “I think you are well practiced in capturing the attentions of women.”


  “And have I captured your attention?” he asks boldly.


  I take his hand as we stroll down the procession line. “My support, perhaps. I dislike the idea of a treaty with Austria; I think you feel the same. My attention, however, is solely focused on other matters at present.”


  “I take that as a challenge,” He says playfully.


  “You shouldn’t,” I respond flatly. “You have your part to play here, as do I. For the moment, our political interests, at least, are aligned. I would suggest you return your attentions to flattering the Empress, for all the charm in the world would be wasted on me.”


  “Are you so deeply devoted to your husband?” he asks boldly, looking me square in the eye. “Or is there a much sadder reason behind your indifference?”


  His words are like a blast of cold water, pouring over me. Before I can say anything else the Empress stands, raising her hand for the music to stop, then bellows loudly.


  “I am so very happy to announce to you, my friends and allies, that the Grand Duke and Duchess are expecting a child.”


  The room erupts in applause and cheers. Across the room, where Peter sits half upright in his chair, he raises his glass of wine, sloshing a little over the rim so it dribbles onto his jacket.


  “Congratulations,” the prince manages before Empress Elizabeth bursts between us.


  “You, my dear, should probably not be dancing so. All that bouncing can’t be good for the baby. And while I’m thinking about it, that dress isn’t the best idea either.”


  I look down at my white gown. It’s simple, but the lace is soft and flowing and it perfectly contrasts my dark hair and eyes.


  “What’s wrong with it?” I ask before I can think better of it.


  “The corset is too tight and the bodice too low. Until the child comes, you should really wear loose fitting garments. I can have some sent to your rooms in the morning. For now, why don’t you take Peter and go get some rest. We wouldn’t want to tire you,” She practically growls the words before turning to Edward, her entire tone changing.


  “If you are looking for a dancing partner, I would be happy to oblige,” she says meekly. He takes her hand, shooting me a glance over her shoulder that’s a mix of understanding and pity.


  I shake my head and motion for Mikhail to retrieve Peter, and then I head for my room as instructed, with my young general at my heels.


  No sooner do I arrive than Mikhail and Sergei burst into the room with a stupefied Peter in tow. He’s barely able to hold himself upright as they walk him to the settee. His head lolls back and he looks at me blissfully.


  “Hello, Little Mother,” he offers with a wide, intoxicated grin. Then his head rolls forward again and he lifts one leg. “I seem to have lost a shoe.”


  The missing footwear sends him into a fit of laughter and he rolls off the velvet couch and spills onto the floor, his laughter quickly changing into soft snores.


  I shake my head, waving for the men to take him.


  “Help the Grand Duke into bed. I will be there shortly,” I say, unable to keep the joy from my voice.


  Once he’s in bed Mikhail and Sergei bow before me. Sergei raises his eyes into a questioning glance before turning to take his leave. Mikhail follows behind and Grigory closes my door, no doubt taking up his position outside my room.


  I shake my head and let my ladies help me into my nightgown. Though it is still cold outside I throw open the windows to my room. Partly to stir the air and also to help rid the area of the stench of alcohol clinging to my sheets. From the bed Peter stirs, rolling onto his stomach.


  “Don’t hate me,” he murmurs into the pillow before falling back to sleep.


  Crossing the room I pull the thick damask blankets up over him, then retrieve a book from my shelf and settle into the seat by the window to read for a while. When I look up from the pages some time later, the candles beside me have melted nearly in half and I can no longer hear the music playing floors below. The palace, much like Peter, has fallen into silence.


  Setting the book on the table I quickly don my long white cloak and step into the bath chamber and push open the small hidden door leading to the kitchen. Sergei had directed me to it, not long after the wedding, and it was well used until our departure. Unlike the nights in Oranienbaum, there is no one to lock Peter and me into our rooms—and no reason to do so now. I slip down the narrow stairs and into the kitchen without making a sound, my feet bare and cold against the stone floor. I quickly make my way down the hall to the wing where Sergei’s room lies.


  When I turn a corner I abruptly come upon two men. I duck into the shadows before they see me, and hold my breath as they talk. One I recognize immediately as the charming Prince Edward. The other is a nobleman by the name of Ivanovitch. I have met him before, and though he is tall and slender, always a smile on his face, he set me ill from the first moment. Something about him, something I could not begin to explain, had always given me a feeling as though he was not to be trusted.


  “She arrives tomorrow. By the next sunrise, the deed will be done,” he assures Edward.


  “And there will be no way to trace it back to us?”


  Ivanovitch claps a hand on his shoulder, “You worry too much.”


  I watch as Edward brushes his hand away with disdain. “And you do not worry enough.”


  The two men go their separate ways, leaving the hallway empty before me.


  I wrap lightly on Sergei’s door and it flies open. He pulls me inside with one arm around my waist.


  Once the door is closed behind me I throw myself into his arms, kissing him fiercely, all my tension and worry melting away in the feel of him, pressed against me. I run my hand along his jaw, enjoying the feel of his whiskers across my fingertips. When I finally pull back, I see a need in his blue-green eyes, raw and masculine. His face is flushed, his lips full as he weaves his fingers into my hair with one hand and with the other, expertly unties the cord around my neck, letting my cloak fall to the floor at my feet.


  I want to stop him, to tell him what I have just overheard, but I’m too lost in the moment to get the words out. When he reaches down, scooping me off my feet and into his arms, I can’t help but relax against him, letting the world slip away completely.


  ***


  As we lie tangled in his soft white sheets, my head nestled into his chest, I sigh contentedly. He traces tiny circles in the small of my back with the tip of his finger, sending goosebumps along my exposed skin.


  “How are you feeling?” he asks.


  I stretch, kissing his bare chest.


  “Better now,” I say honestly.


  He chuckles. “I mean the baby.”


  The sides of my mouth perk up. “Fine. A little ill at times, but nothing I can’t suffer.”


  “Peter seems excited by the prospect,” he says absently.


  I nod. “It surprised me, to be honest.” Turning, I raise my chin and stretch up, kissing him full on the lips.


  “Sometimes, we don’t realize how badly we want something, until we have it,” I add softly, tracing his lips with my fingertips. He seizes them and kisses them gently.


  “Prince Edward certainly seemed taken with you this evening,” he says, changing the subject.


  I lean back and raise one eyebrow. “Is that jealousy I hear in your voice?”


  He frowns, “Should it be?”


  I rest my chin on his chest, looking up at him. “Well, Edward is quite handsome, and charming. He seems intelligent enough. But he lacks one very specific qualification to capture my attention.”


  “And what is that?”


  I tilt my head to the side. “He’s not you.”


  That earns me another long, deep kiss.


  It isn’t long before I have to dress to sneak back to my chamber. As I tie on my cloak Sergei approaches me from behind, kissing my neck playfully.


  “When this is done, once the child is born, you should ask leave to go to the country for a while. We can have some time alone, just you and I.”


  “We have time alone in Oranienbaum,” I say.


  He kisses me again, speaking through my hair. “Not enough. I want to fall asleep with you in my arms and wake up to your face on the pillow beside me. I want the first and last thing I do every day, to be kissing you.”


  I turn, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Alright then. As soon as the baby comes.”


  He grins.


  “And before I forget, I saw Prince Edward on my way here earlier. He was speaking with Lord Ivanovitch. They seemed to be plotting.”


  “What did you hear?” he asks, his face quickly falling into a stern frown.


  “They said something about someone arriving tomorrow, a woman. And that it would be done by morning. I get the distinct feeling they are discussing murder.”


  Sergei rocks back on his heels.


  “Maria Theresa.” He mutters. “They plan to kill the Queen of Austria.”


  I am shocked by his words.


  “No, certainly not. England is an ally to the Queen. Why would they kill her?”


  Sergei moves away from my, toward the window.


  “They have been slowly turning from Austria for the last few months. Sending less and less troops, and the ones they do send are young, inexperienced soldiers. I suspect they are tired of having to fight battles on two fronts—you know they are embroiled in conflict in their new colonies as well.”


  I nod. “But regicide? What do they hope to gain by that?”


  He doesn’t have to answer. As soon as I speak the words, the full scope of their plan begins to bloom in my mind.


  If she is killed here, during a peace summit, it will look as if Russia, always the puppet of Prussia, did the deed. War between Prussia and Russia would be avoided, leaving the whole of Austria at the mercy of its ‘ally’ England. Then England will ride in, cut off whatever it wants, and leave the rest to Prussia. The plan is genius, really. Brutally, heartlessly, genius.


  “You must tell the Empress,” I say and he nods.


  “Yes, of course. Unless…” he trails off.


  “Unless what?” I demand.


  He swings his eyes to me. “If this treaty with Austria goes through, King Fredrick could retaliate, both here in Russia and on your family back in Germany.”


  I take a deep breath as the weight of his words settles over me.


  “Are you suggesting we do nothing? That we sacrifice her life to secure our own wellbeing?”


  He reaches out, taking my hands.


  “You are a princess, soon to be a queen. You must understand that things are not always as simple as we would like them to be. Every choice you will make from this day forward will cost lives. Whether those lives be theirs or ours rests on your shoulders.”


  I lick my lips. “What would you have me do?”


  “I would have you think of yourself, of your own security, and that of our child above all else,” He answers flatly. “In all the world, the only thing that matters to me is you. Not the conflicts or wars or political theater of court. Only you.”


  He kisses me gently, and then pulls back, stroking my hair as he continues.


  “You are my soul and my salvation. The air that I breathe and the blood in my veins. There is nothing for me, save you. So yes, it may seem cruel, but know that I will always choose you. No matter the consequences.”


  In my chest, my heart picks up rhythm. Not because I doubt his words—just the opposite. But I dread the day when that same choice is leveled on my shoulders, because when the day comes that I must choose between my heart and my country, I honestly do not know what my choice will be.


  “And what would that make me? If I knowingly let them kill her? Surely I will be as complicit as they, in the eyes of God.” I look down, and then glance up at him again. “And what kind of man could love such a person as that?”


  He shakes his head and pulls me into a tight embrace. After a moment of silence he kisses the top of my head.


  “I will do whatever you think best,” he says finally.


  I step back, lifting my hood over my hair.


  “Then go now, and tell the Empress. I would not see our nation become such a pawn, nor would I see an innocent woman die for political gain.”


  He sighs. “You have a good heart, Sophie.”


  Something in his tone makes me pause.


  “That didn’t sound like a compliment,” I say lightly.


  “It wasn’t,” he mumbles.
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  I slip back into my chamber quietly. Peter is still sleeping soundly, and the sun has yet to crest over the horizon, so I remove my cloak and slip into bed beside him. He stirs, rolling over to drape an arm across my torso, something that he has never, ever done before. Unsure what else to do, I let him hold me until I fall into a light, restless slumber of my own.


  We are both still deeply asleep when the maids rush in. I rub my eyes and sit up, Peter’s arm falling away.


  “What is it?” I ask with a yawn.


  “The Empress is coming,” Maria says hurriedly. I let her draw me from bed and lead me to the dressing area. She quickly brushes out my hair and helps me into a simple lavender gown and laces my shoes. Across the room I hear Peter’s valets trying to rouse him, one finally resorting to splashing water in his face. Reluctantly and with great fanfare Peter stands, allowing the maids to busily go about straightening the bed as he dresses in the other room.


  When the Empress arrives I am already sitting in the foyer, waiting for her with a hot pot of tea. She enters and I curtsey.


  “Your Majesty,” I say reverently.


  She flicks her hand in my direction.


  “Where is Peter?”


  He strides through the doorway shakily, as if the dim morning light is blinding to him, and takes a seat beside me.


  She rolls her eyes.


  “I have distressing news,” she begins. I fully expect her to announce that Prince Edward has been taken to the cells, or that they have cancelled the Austrian Queen’s visit, but neither of those things escape her lips.


  “Sophia, I am sorry to say your father passed away quite suddenly two nights ago. We only just received word.” She holds out a letter. “From Johanna,” she adds, slipping the parchment into my hand. I take it, as if in a trance.


  For a moment I’ve gone numb, a loud buzzing in my ears. Then all at once the air rushes from the room and I double over, gasping for air as pain tears through me. Peter is beside me in a heartbeat, his arms around me, holding me to him.


  “How dare you bring her this news now? When her health is so fragile?” he spits the words like cobra venom and tightens his hold on me, as if he could hold me tightly enough to make the tremors wracking my body stop.


  Though I haven’t spoken to my father since my conversion to the Orthodox Church —an event which he strongly opposed—I always imagined he was proud of me, at least. I’d sent letters, of course, but he never responded. I always supposed he would, some day, want to reconcile. But now we never would, and I didn’t even get to say goodbye. I picture him now, sitting under the apple tree behind our house, reading to my little sister as he used to read to me, while Mother looks on and my sweet brother draws shapes in the soil with a stick.


  That he is gone from the world seems so wrong.


  “My family,” I gasp. “What will happen to them now?”


  The Empress’ response is cold and shallow, as if she couldn’t care less. “Your mother will rule over your father’s lands until your brother comes of age. Either that or King Fredrick will seize the lands and declare himself protectorate over it until the boy is old enough.”


  My pain is quickly replaced by a flood of cold realization. Is this my punishment? Did Fredrick have my father killed because I failed to secure the treaty with Russia? Around me the room spins and I feel like I might retch.


  “How did he die?” I ask weakly, terrified to have my suspicions confirmed.


  “I suggest you read the letter from your mother,” she says, turning on her heel to exit. Then she adds over her shoulder, “I’m sorry for your loss.”


  At her words I feel something inside me splinter and break. I struggle to my feet, shaking Peter off and moving forward, grabbing Elizabeth by the arm.


  “Why did you turn against Fredrick? Truly? Have I disappointed you in some way, angered you? Tell me and I will see it amended.” I demand boldly.


  Her face softens and she lays a hand across my still flat stomach.


  “You need only see this child safely into this world. That is the entire purpose of you now.”


  She stares at me, her piercing blue eyes like ice on the river.


  “If you think that my only value is that of a brood mare, you greatly underestimate me,” I say, challenge in my voice.


  She puckers her lips, turning her back on me decisively, and walks away.


  All the pain in me begins to boil away in a torrent of anger. I feel my fist close around my mother’s letter. Behind me Peter touches my arm.


  “You must keep calm, for the sake of the child,” he warns me. “Besides, you cannot be overmuch saddened. You hadn’t seen him in nearly a year. He didn’t even come to the wedding.”


  I feel a lump like a hot coal form in my throat and I have to take a deep, calming breath before I can turn to face him.


  “You are right, of course. I only need some time in quiet and prayer. I am going to go to the cathedral, to pray for him. Would you care to join me?” I offer, knowing what his response will be. Peter detests the chapel, and hates being in quiet solitude even more.


  “I think I should see to things here. Please,” he turns to Grigory who stands by the door, stone-faced, “see the Duchess to the Cathedral.”


  He nods, motioning for me to lead the way, then falls into step behind me.


  “Did you sleep at all?” I ask when we are finally out of doors and crossing the road to the massive cathedral only a stone’s throw from the palace grounds.


  “I did, Your Grace. I had Anton guard your door last evening, since you weren’t in your room anyway.”


  His words pull me to a stop.


  “What?” I ask, sure I’d misheard him.


  “I heard you leave through the servant’s entrance. I followed you, discreetly, until you were safely to your destination, then retired to my own room.”


  I turn to face him. There is no accusation in his voice, just simple bold truth.


  “And with who have you shared this information?” I ask.


  He shakes his head, “No one, Your Grace. I would never divulge your private matters to anyone.”


  I sigh, feeling the tension slip from my shoulders at the sincerity in his words.


  “And do you think less of me? Now that you see I am a flawed, imperfect creature?”


  He looks at me, directly and in the eye for the first time since he made his pledge. “There is nothing on earth or in heaven that could tarnish my opinion of you, Your Grace. Nothing at all.”


  I blush, feeling very unworthy of such praise.


  “Thank you for that,” I say genuinely before turning back to the cathedral.


  Inside the massive structure is a chamber as breathtaking and gilded as any palace. The high ceilings are painted in works of riotous color and splendor. The white stone pillars inlaid with gold and silver. The floor under my feet is a mosaic of beautiful stones of all colors forming a depiction the holy seal.


  Rows of pews line each side, a blood red carpet stretching up to the altar like a river of crimson. At the altar priests hum and chant while thick plumes of frankincense fill the air.


  I take a seat, lowering my head to pray.


  Though I haven’t been in this sanctuary since my wedding day, it still fills me with awe. As I close my eyes, I feel soiled, unworthy to even seek comfort in this place. My thoughts drift. I don’t want to believe that my father died at the command of King Fredrick. But, as Sergei pointed out, rulers live by a different code. For the Empress or Prince Edward, murder isn’t a sin, it’s a necessity for survival. They must be willing to do whatever it takes to achieve their ambitions, for the good of their nations. An enemy left breathing was nothing less than a constant threat to one’s own safety. Any perceived weakness attracted war like blood in water attracts fish.


  I wonder if Sergei has told the Empress about the plot against Maria Theresa. Perhaps he was right. It would be in my best interests to see the Russo-Prussian alliance succeed. It would be in the best interests of the nation. So why was the Empress so set against it? The only thing I can think is that she has information that I do not, information she has not shared with Sergei—for he would surely share any such thing with me.


  Bestuzhev, I realize, lifting my chin. He would know what has turned her ear toward Austria.


  Looking down at my hand I realize I am still holding my mother’s letter. I open the already broken seal and begin to read.


  Empress,


  I regret to tell you that my dear husband has passed away suddenly. Whether fever or a heart ailment, we do not know. With him gone, we have had to seek recompense from King Frederick for the debts owed against our properties. He assures us he will do what he can, but if you would see fit to send us a small stipend from Catherine’s monthly allowance, it would greatly help our situation. Since I have not yet had the time to write to her of these tragic events, please pass the information along to her, with my love and sympathy.


  We are like sisters now, through the marriage of our children, and I do hope to be invited to court soon. I would love to see you once again.


  Sincerely,


  Princess Johanna Von-Holstein Gorp


  I ball up the letter in my hand. It is so typical of my mother, to write begging for money after the not insignificant amount I already send her. I stand, going to the rear of the cathedral and lighting a candle for my father. I whisper a short prayer and make my way to the door. As I pass the small fireplace that heats the cold room I toss the paper in, not even bothering to watch it burn.


  When I’m outside the bright light of day helps me clear my thoughts. I make my way back to the palace, and for the one person who might be able to help me shed some light on this madness.


  The man who tried to kill me.
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  Chancellor Bestuzhev is in the Empress’ private study, looking over some papers, when I arrive. He stands and bows when I enter the room. I motion for my guard to wait at the door and he obeys without a word.


  “Princess Catherine, I’m afraid the Empress isn’t here right now.”


  I nod. “I know. I came to speak with you.”


  He looks so surprised you’d have thought I just slapped him with something.


  “What can I do for you?” he asks finally.


  I waste no time. “I want to know what changed her mind about the treaty,” I say plainly.


  He blinks rapidly. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”


  I hold up my hand. “I know you didn’t want me here, badly enough that you thought to have me killed. Surely, by now, you know that was a mistake.”


  He lowers his eyes, his expression souring.


  I continue, “Yet even for that I forgave you. Not only that, I saved you after Peter’s attack. I know that we will never be friends, but I believe you owe me.”


  “What, pray tell, do I owe you?”


  I straighten. “An explanation.”


  He ponders the idea for a minute before taking a seat at the desk. “Very well. I suppose I can offer you that.”


  I fold my arms and wait for him to begin.


  “It was your mother.” He says, and I feel my face fall.


  “What?”


  He nods. “While she was here, we intercepted many letters between her and King Fredrick. Most of them were of no importance, commentary on the food and music—benign things. Then we intercepted a message of another kind, one that insinuated she and Count Lestocq were plotting with Fredrick to liberate young Ivan from prison and steal him away to Prussia.”


  I suck in a sharp breath.


  Empress Elizabeth had usurped the throne from her sister’s grandnephew Ivan, who was only an infant when Empress Anna died, leaving the kingdom to him. To see Ivan on the throne would have meant that Elizabeth, Peter the first’s legitimized daughter, would be passed over for the crown—something she was not about to allow to happen. Though the coup was a success and no lives were lost, she had sent the baby into prison, where he had been rotting away ever since.


  Rumors swirl around the boy. Some say he’s gone mad, growing up in such conditions, others say that in her mercy the Empress had handed him off to a peasant family to raise as their own, with no knowledge of his true lineage. Whatever his fate, those who opposed Elizabeth’s reign would love to get their hands on him, to use him to divide the country and incite civil war in Russia.


  “It was a clear and bold move against the Empress and her reign. How could she trust Fredrick after such treachery? She reached out to Maria Theresa not long after having your mother removed from court.”


  I swallow hard as the final pieces fall into place. There is small comfort for me in knowing it was not I who soured the Empress on the treaty, but my faithless, selfish, idiotic mother. If my father did indeed die as retribution, his blood was on her hands and not my own.


  Out the corner of my eye I see a small lead stamp, next to the larger, gold one which I know carries the Empress’ royal seal. It sits on a shelf near the far wall. I step between it and Bestuzhev, closing the distance between us.


  “Thank you for your honesty,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Please know that I have forgiven you for your actions, whether you sought that forgiveness or not, it is yours all the same.”


  He lowers his chin.


  “I am not proud of what I’ve done, but it was for what I believed to be the good of the Empire. Still, you are kinder than I deserve.”


  “Sometimes, we must make difficult choices. I see that very clearly now,” I say finally.


  He nods and I take my leave. Grigory falls into step behind me as I move down the hallway.


  “You look pale, Your Grace. Is everything well?” he asks.


  I frown. “No. I have the information I’ve been seeking, and it wasn’t at all what I expected.”


  “What can I do?” he asks.


  I turn to him. “Fetch Sergei, tell him it is urgent and to met me in the library. Then, find me the fastest horseman in the garrison and bring him to the library as well.”


  He bows and hurries off as I make my way to the library, a plan forming in my mind with each step.


  Perhaps there is a way to salvage the situation after all.


  


  ***


  When Sergei arrives I’m already writing my first letter.


  He rushes into the room breathlessly, as if he’s been running.


  “What is it?” he asks, looking me over. “Are you alright?”


  I look up from my parchment. “I have a plan,” I say flatly.


  He expels a long breath. “Your guard said it was urgent, I was afraid there was a problem.”


  I look down, continuing my letter.


  “There is a problem. Have you not received the news? My father is dead.”


  In silence he pulls out the chair beside me and takes a seat. “I’m so sorry.”


  I shrug it off, not willing to think of that now.


  “My mother was plotting with Fredrick to depose Elizabeth and put Ivan on the throne,” I blurt out, not looking up to see his expression.


  “Are you certain?” he asks with a tone of surprise.


  “I am.”


  “So what are you planning to do?”


  I pause, setting down the quill and blowing the wet ink.


  “I’m drafting a letter to Maria Theresa, warning her of the plot against her life.” I slide the paper across the table so he can read it. “I assume you haven’t yet spoken with the Empress about what I overheard?”


  He shakes his head, his dark hair falling across his brow and into his eyes. “No, she’s been occupied all day, I haven’t been able to get an audience, which is especially odd. I just assumed Bestuzhev was keeping her from my influence, lest I change her mind about the treaty.”


  Pushing his hair back he reads over my letter.


  “An anonymous warning. Excellent idea. But it says that the Empress is aware of the plot and brings her here anyway. You make it sound as if she is a co-conspirator.”


  I nod, gently biting my lower lip.


  “You are right on one matter, we cannot allow the treaty with Austria to proceed. It could be disastrous for not just my remaining family in Prussia, but for the entire nation. Austria is not strong enough to stand against us—they wouldn’t dare. But Fredrick is looking for any excuse to topple Elizabeth and put someone of his choosing on the throne, and he will carve himself off a healthy chunk of the country in the process.”


  “That is very clever. But should they communicate, the ruse will be discovered,” he points out.


  “Yes. Which is why I am writing another letter, from an anonymous member of Maria Theresa’s company. This one will explain that Maria Theresa has reconsidered the offer of a treaty with Russia because they have uncovered a plot against the Queen and believe Elizabeth to be a participant. By the time the two have cooled their tempers enough to speak to each other, the damage will have been done, the trust broken. If Elizabeth maintains ignorance to the plot, she looks like a weak fool who cannot control her own court. If she admits to it, she salvages her relationship with Prussia and they can share the spoils when the Queen is defeated. I must rely on you to clarify that situation to her, though you must lead her to the conclusion so she believes the thought to be her own.”


  When I look up at him again, he’s grinning wildly.


  “Look at you, little snow queen. How very far you’ve come in such a short time. Someday you will be a force to be reckoned with,” he says thoughtfully.


  I take the letter back and fold it carefully. Taking the small lead seal I’d stolen only minutes before from my sleeve, I seal it with bright red wax. When I finish it is the rough image of an eagle inlaid over a cross, Bestuzhev’s personal seal, on the letter.


  “I fear I already am,” I respond, unable to gather any emotion at all about my actions. There is no warmth or guilt, just cold, empty practicality.


  Just then Grigory and another man enter the room and bow. I stand and wave them over.


  “Your Grace,” Grigory begins. “This is Lieutenant Rossier. Our fastest rider, as you requested.”


  Rossier bows, bringing his fist to his chest. “Your Grace.”


  I nod and hand him the letter. “Lieutenant, I need you to take the fastest horse and ride out to intercept Queen Maria Theresa’s company. Find her, and only her, and give her this letter. Tell her only that it was sent from someone very close to the Empress, but do not say from whom. Any message she sends in return, you bring directly to me. Can I trust you on this matter?” I ask sternly.


  He nods, his eyes wide. “Of course, Your Grace.”


  “Good, go now. There is no time to be lost.”


  With that he scurries from the room, leaving me with only Sergei and Grigory who watch on in silence as I write my last letter, sealing it with a plain, round stone.


  I hand it to Sergei, who accepts it slowly.


  “You realize, with one stroke of your pen, you may well have altered the course of history,” he says in hushed tones.


  I nibble on my lip a bit more. “I cannot think of that now, I can only think of this day, and what must be done in it. History can be tomorrow’s problem.”


  He smiles and stands, leaning over I think he’s going to kiss me, and then he glances quickly to Grigory and hesitates.


  “It’s alright. I have no secrets from my guard.”


  “Is that wise?” he asks.


  Reaching up I take him by the back of the neck and pull him down until our lips are almost touching.


  “I trust him as I trust you. Now kiss me and go.”


  He does as I command.


  When he’s gone I stand. I’m about to leave when a familiar volume catches my eye from the bookshelf. As if unable to stop myself I walk over and slide it from the shelf.


  It’s a copy of John Wilmot’s Letters to His Mistress, one of my favorite books of verse. I crack it open and for just a moment my heart races, expecting a hastily scribbled note to fall from between the pages as it had so many times before. But there is nothing, no evidence at all that it had once been used to carry secret messages to the man I loved. It is as empty as I feel.


  I slid my fingers over the text slowly. Though Alexander is long gone from Russia, I still feel him here. It is worse being back in Winter Palace, where everything I see reminds me of him, where every moment I expect to hear his laugh echoing down the halls. Taking the book with me I return to the table and my parchment. Though I know he will never read my words, it feels good to write them. It feels like I am that same girl I once was, innocent and blissful, never for a moment thinking that the darkness would creep in and steal him away from me.


  Paris,


  The day is long, and I weary of this place. Would that I could be born again, that I might once more touch your face. Though you are far and I am here, I miss you still, my love, my dear.


  Helen


  I tuck the letter into the pages, only scarcely able to hold back the ache in my heart, a wound that never seems to truly heal. Though I find solace and comfort in Sergei’s arms, there is still a small, mutinous part of me that longs for what I have lost. I try to ignore it, but it is there all the same. I do not know if I will ever have the courage to love anyone so fully ever again. Perhaps that is shallow or cold, but I do not think I could survive it. Absently my hand goes to the small satchel hanging from my neck by a thin cord. Though it’s tucked away under my bodice, the feel of it under my fingers gives me strength. The pouch of German soil is a constant remember of where I came from, and what I’ve sacrificed to get where I am.


  Love is never rational, Alexander’s voice echoes in my head and I force it away.


  Re-shelving the volume I gather myself and leave the library, allowing whatever lingering feelings I have to remain closed in the pages of that book.


  ***


  That night there is great commotion as a flustered servant rushes into my room to announce that the dinner and ball have been canceled due to the Empress being too exhausted to attend. Around me my ladies groan and complain as we work on our stitchery while Maria plays the piano.


  “Ladies, if you will excuse me, I am going to go see to the Empress,” I announce, standing and motioning for Maria to join me.


  “But what are we going to do all night?” the youngest girl, Birdie complains, tossing her yellow hair over her shoulder.


  I pause. “Why don’t you go and gather some food from the kitchens and speak to a few of the musicians. We can have a small supper and dance tonight in our chamber,” I offer.


  She and the others perk up at the idea.


  “Oh, that would be wonderful! I will let the cooks know,” she says.


  “And I’ll tell the Grand Duke and his men,” another chimes in.


  I wave them off to their excitement and take Maria’s arm.


  “Are you certain that’s a good idea?” she whispers once we are in the hall.


  I shake my head, “No, probably not. But Peter will be in a sour mood without some sort of entertainment and we do need to eat. Do, watch over the ladies though, and make sure they don’t take the event to extremes.”


  “Of course,” she replies.


  I hear a scuffle and glance up just in time to see Peter racing toward me at a run, slowing to a halt just before knocking into me.


  “Oh, pardon me. Come, Catherine. There is something I want you to see,” he says tugging gently at my arm. He’s flushed and smiling his handsome, boyish grin and I have no choice but to allow him to drag me along.
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  As we race down the hall, laughing like children, I can’t help remember my first days at court. I’d been so naive. My only thoughts were of winning Peter’s heart. I wanted some silly, fairy tale sort of life like I’d read about in books, a story where my prince would be handsome and kind and love me above all others. I’d been looking for that, and when Peter fell short of that fantasy, I’d hardened myself against him, and given my heart to another.


  But for the moment, we are happy. I know it won’t last long—it never does, but I allow myself to enjoy it while I can.


  When he finally pulls me into a small room at the end of the hall there is a group of people already there. Two of his stewards, a handful of the lords and ladies, and one of his guards. Grigory and Maria burst into the room behind us, both panting.


  “What is it?” I ask.


  He waves me over to the far wall where a long colorful tapestry hangs, a depiction of the Imperial crest woven into the linen. Brushing it aside with one hand he uses the tip of his foot to draw over a small velvet footstool and motions for me to step up, holding his free hand out to me.


  When I step up I feel Peter’s arm protectively at my back and I stare at the wall. A small flicker of light catches my eye and I press my face against it, peering through the small hole.


  At first I’m not certain what I’m seeing, then the sounds come, faint and muffled by the wall separating the rooms.


  It’s the Empress, I realize, and she isn’t alone. For a moment all I can see is a mop of dark hair and two bodies’ writhing against each other and a knot forms in my belly.


  Sergei?


  Then he moves, rolling her over and I see that it’s not Sergei at all, but rather a very salacious, very flushed Prince Edward.


  No wonder the Empress has been ‘occupied’ all afternoon. I sigh and just as I’m about to step down, her door flies open and Sergei storms in. One of her guards tries to restrain him, but Sergei pushes his way past and into the room. If he’s surprised at all by what he sees, he doesn’t show it.


  And the empress, for her part, looks completely unimpressed with the spectacle of his arrival even as Edward struggles to cover his more intimate parts with the heaps of blankets.


  “Lord Salkov, I hope you have a reason for this disrespect,” she says coolly, not bothering to cover herself as she wriggles free from the arms of her lover, and sits up.


  Sergei bows, “Deepest apologies Your Majesty, but I’ve been trying to reach you all day. An urgent matter has come to my attention and—”


  She cuts him off. “You can leave your matter with the Chancellor. I am occupied.” Leaning forward she licks her lips, “Or is that the real reason you’ve come so boldly into my chamber? Would you care to stay and join us? It has been quite some time and you were always one of my favorite companions.”


  I feel my hands ball into fists when she speaks.


  “That is high praise, my Empress, but not my intention.”


  She pouts, scooting off the bed. As she stands there, completely naked, I’m transfixed, not by her beauty, but by her boldness as she strides across the room. She places a hand on Sergei’s chest and he covers it with his own.


  A rage builds inside me, a cold fury I’ve never experienced. It demands I barge into that room myself and remove her hand from him—consequences be damned. I’m not sure what shred of sanity keeps me still, but only moments later I am thankful for it.


  Sergei holds up my letter.


  “A plot has been uncovered. Someone here, in your company, has plotted against Queen Maria Theresa, and worse than that, she discovered it before we did. She has revoked her offer of treaty and is returning to Austria.”


  The effect on the Empress is immediate, as if he’s thrown a barrel of cold water on her. She snatches the parchment and reads the words for herself.


  “What do you know of this?” she demands. “Who sent this letter?”


  Sergei shrugs, “One of her officials to be sure. I’ve verified its authenticity. And as to the matter which she speaks, I think her informants are quite correct. I have discovered whispers of such a plot. I have only just taken Lord Ivanovitch into custody. He will be questioned and any information we attain will be used to punish severely those who would undermine your authority here.”


  She nods slowly, not looking back over her shoulder to Prince Edward who lies, still as a mouse, tangled in her bed sheets.


  “Prince Edward, I think it is best if you leave us now,” she says grudgingly.


  He obeys quickly and without a word. Scooping up his trousers and shirt, he covers himself as best he can and scurries past Sergei without meeting his eye.


  “This will ruin everything,” she whimpers loudly.


  Sergei moves to her wardrobe, taking a thick red cloak and moving to drape it over her shoulders, momentarily concealing her from my view. Then he kneels before her, taking her hands in his.


  “Elizabeth, Bess, I know this troubles you, and for that I am sorry.”


  “How could I be so blind to the happenings of my own court?” she says, her voice high and nasal.


  I raise an eyebrow. She could start by ejecting the devious, self serving men from her boudoir, I think miserably.


  Sergei says nothing.


  “You must write to her immediately, tell her I knew nothing of this. Tell her the matter is being taken care of. She will be safe here, give her my assurance,” She says.


  Sergei frowns.


  “Bess, you realize this means she had spies inside your court? How would she have discovered the plot if not for that?” the Empress looks stricken by his implication. He continues, “And to admit openly that this went on under your nose, it might make you look vulnerable, as if you are unable to control your own court. That is not a message we can afford to send, not now, with Fredrick looking for any perceived weakness in your rule.”


  She nods slowly.


  “You are right, of course,” reaching out she cups the side of his face in her hand and the rage builds once more inside me. Knowing they were once intimate is one matter, witnessing it is quite another. “We will have to be proactive. Write to Fredrick, tell him our plan to ferret out her spies at court has been successful. Tell him the treaty with Austria was all a ruse to make her show her hand, to get her off her seat of power and into my custody.”


  “Clever strategy,” he says thoughtfully.


  She exhales and smiles warmly, her fingers cupping his chin. “What would I do without you?”


  Afraid that she is going to lean forward and kiss him—something I could not bear to witness—I step down from the stool.


  “What was it, what did you see?” Peter asks excitedly.


  I shake my head. “The Empress has decided not to pursue the treaty with Austria,” I say softly, taking his hand and leading him away from the others, who are all clamoring for a chance to look through the peephole.


  “This is wonderful,” Peter says cheerfully. “King Fredrick will be so relieved.”


  “That’s not all. Peter, did you know King Fredrick conspired to remove your aunt from the throne?”


  He pales at my words, his expression a mixture of shock and disbelief only for a moment before laughing out loud.


  “Not to worry, Little Mother. I’m sure he only sought to hasten my own rise to power. Great men like Fredrick can only abide the delicate sensibilities of women so long on the field of leadership.”


  I’m not sure what surprises me more, his steadfast faith in Fredrick, or his casual dismissal of the possible death of his aunt. I know I should say more, beg him to see the truth, that it was not Peter but Ivan that Fredrick thought to install, but I say nothing of it. Part of me is afraid he might lash out at me, the other isn’t certain it even matters. Peter or Ivan on the throne, either way, Fredrick wins. They are both his puppets.


  Behind us the commotion grows as two men fight to get on the stool, pushing each other and laughing merrily.


  Giving up on the matter I change the subject.


  “This isn’t right. Peter, you must put an end to this and get these people out of here, if the Empress discovers what you’ve done…” I don’t get the chance to finish that sentence.


  The door swings open and Empress Elizabeth, probably still nude under her regal robes, strides into the room, Sergei at her heels.


  “What is the meaning of this?” she demands.


  


  


  [image: Image]


  To say we are all stunned into silence would be an understatement. We are frozen, caught in the most cardinal of sins. Behind us the rest of the group fall to their knees, only Peter and I stand tall, mouths agape, at her imposing figure.


  “Well? Explain yourselves!” she demands once more, her voice like a clap of thunder.


  I open my mouth but it is Peter who speaks first.


  “Aunt, the maids only discovered this today, while cleaning. They thought to tell you, but you were occupied, so they brought the matter to me. I came in to investigate the situation,” he lies smoothly.


  I have never seen the Empress turn such a brilliant shade of red. Stepping forward she reaches out and slaps Peter with all her might. She begins a tirade upon him so full of vile curses that my ears cannot make sense of it all.


  “And you thought to bring in an audience?” she spits finally. “I am ordained by God, anointed with holy oil. I am a vessel for his will and a holy object in every way. Only the worthy may look upon me. And you have violated my sanctity.”


  Just when I think Peter has been thoroughly shamed, I see him look up, a wicked glimmer in his eye.


  “I just assumed there wasn’t a male left in the palace that hadn’t already seen you naked, so what was the harm?”


  She slaps him again, this time hard enough that blood trickles from the side of his mouth. But there is no fear in him, only defiance. I rush to his side, feigning concern but really hoping only to prevent her from attacking him again. I’m afraid of what he might do to her if she strikes him once more.


  “Peter,” I mutter, taking his face in my hands. He looks down at me and his expression cools, a pleased grin taking root.


  “I’m fine, Little Mother. Don’t fret over me.”


  I sigh, as if relieved, and turn to the Empress, still standing between them.


  “Our deepest apologies, Your Majesty. We meant no disrespect, truly,” I say.


  She scoffs, “Oh I know. I heard you urging my idiot nephew to abandon this folly only moments before I entered the room.” The words should be a compliment to my character, but somehow they come out bitter and angry. “Aren’t you just perfect? Saintly, angelic Catherine, the epitome of goodness and virtue.”


  My eyes widen. Whatever I have done, the Empress hates me now. I can hear it in her words and see it when she looks at me. I just don’t understand why. I’ve done everything she asked for, toed every line. Yet somehow, I have fallen from her favor, and I do not know what to do to fix it.


  I look down, not wanting to challenge her by meeting her eyes.


  “I am sorry to have displeased you so, Your Majesty.”


  She scoffs at me again and moves past us, to the group cowering in our wake.


  “The rest of you, follow me. I will teach you a lesson about spying on the Empress of Russia.”


  They slink after her like beaten dogs and only when she is gone do I allow myself to take a full breath. Sergei passes me a look I cannot read and I turn my attention back to Peter, gently wiping the blood from his chin with the sleeve of my gown.


  “You’ll ruin your dress,” he says gently.


  I smirk, “I don’t care, as long as you are alright.”


  In a move that takes me by surprise he takes my hands in his, lowering his chin so his blue eyes are level with my own.


  “Do you love me?” he asks.


  It’s so sudden and unexpected I hesitate. Do I love Peter? He is my husband in the eyes of man and God. Though I was forced into my infidelity as a matter of survival, I have found love there, with Sergei.


  My hesitation is enough to make him balk. He drops my hands forcefully and steps back.


  “You frighten me, sometimes,” I say honestly. “I want to love you, truly more than anything I want to love you. I am trying.”


  He shakes his head. “Love isn’t that hard. You either love someone or you don’t. You shouldn’t have to try.”


  “Do you love me?” I whisper as he walks past me to leave.


  He looks over his shoulder. “I have loved you since the first time I saw your face, when we were nine years old. I loved you then, and I love you now. Though, I think I hate you sometimes too, and just as deeply.”


  Then, with nothing else, he leaves me alone to replay his words in my head.


  ***


  When evening finally comes I’m exhausted and ready to put my head to rest, I’ve all but forgotten about my promise of entertainment in my chambers. Not wanting to disappoint my ladies, I push through. We dress in our smallest panniers, not wanting to overtake the modest room with our excessive gowns, and don colorful masks one of the girls has ferreted from the Empress’ private stash of costumes. Mine resembles a set of butterfly wings, in scrolled black satin, matching my dark silk and lace gown. Peter, never one to miss a party, comes in a pale white mask with a long, pointed nose. Though I’m not certain who all is in attendance, it seems as if half the palace is crammed into my small apartments, dancing, drinking, and eating merrily.


  As I dance, a familiar hand takes mine, pulling me to the corner of the room. I don’t have to ask him to remove his mask to know it’s my Sergei. His piercing ocean wave eyes give him away.


  “I wanted to speak to you about earlier,” he says, his voice too low for anyone but me to hear over the loud violins.


  I feel myself frown. The image of Elizabeth, her hands on him, it’s seared into my mind like a terrible burn. I know I will never be rid of it, and it hurts in ways I don’t expect.


  “You don’t need to explain anything to me,” I begin. “I knew what your relationship with the Empress was before I gave myself to you. You never made a secret of it.”


  Then I pause, taking a drink of water.


  “Though perhaps seeing it was a bit…unsettling,” I admit.


  He grins.


  “Oh, does my displeasure amuse you?” I counter harshly.


  “No, of course not, I was only thinking,” he takes a beat, “I’m glad you were jealous.”


  I make a face. “I never said I was jealous.”


  He smirks again, “You didn’t have to.”


  I move to walk away and he catches my arm.


  “Wait. I only meant that it makes me happy because, to be frank, I was afraid you wouldn’t care at all.”


  “I shouldn’t,” I say, more to myself than him.


  “But you do. It bothers you because you love me, though you have never said so much. I had begun to wonder what I meant to you, and now I know,” He finishes.


  I glance up and see that Peter has halted his dance and is watching us intently. I incline my head to Sergei.


  “This conversation will have to conclude at another time. Peter is watching and I should go to him,” I say.


  Sergei bows and wanders off in one direction while I go the other, making a beeline for Peter. When I am close enough I lean into him.


  “Sergei says the Empress’ temper is cooling. Hopefully her rage will only last as long as her infatuations seem to.”


  Peter smiles, taking my hand and together, we dance until the sun is rising and its light begins to shine through the windows.


  Though most everyone has left, there are a few who remain. Some sleeping on the couches, others passed out in corners or chairs. When I can take no more I extricate myself from Peter’s grasp.


  “I am too tired,” I say weakly. “I must get to bed.”


  He looks as if he’s about to protest, so I put my hand on my belly protectively. Seeing the gesture, his expression changes to one of concern.


  “Yes, yes, of course, Little Mother. What was I thinking? Here, let me tuck you in,” he offers, leading me through the next set of doors and into our private chamber.


  “Are any of my ladies still standing?” I ask with a light laugh as I slip out of my shoes and begin trying to escape my gown.


  He chuckles too, “I doubt it. Here, allow me.”


  At my back he quickly and skillfully begins to unlace my bodice, slipping it off my shoulders till it falls to the floor. My panniers come off next, though he lifts them over my head before tossing them aside. It’s not until that moment that I realize my position. Standing there in my undergarments, I might as well be naked. While I’ve dressed and undressed in his presence many times, it was never like this. Never had he touched me in this way. I stiffen as I feel his fingers loosening the laces of my corset, relaxing it until I can take a deep breath and then it, too falls to the ground and only my sheer shift remains, separating his skin from mine.


  Panic sets in. What do I do now? Should I go to him, embrace him as a wife should embrace her husband? Would he even have me? The idea terrifies me. I can’t help thinking back to our wedding night, to his hands choking the life from me as he called me vile names, his threats and his promise to kill me if he had to.


  But what if this was my chance? An opportunity to change my sad fate? Could we be happy? Was that even a possibility? And if so, what would that mean for Sergei? My heart aches at the thought.


  Would I have to give him up?


  Time itself seems to slow as I feel Peter lower his head, pressing a kiss to my neck, just behind my ear, then another to my shoulder as he gently slips the shift to the side so it falls just a little. His lips burn like a fever, a mad, strange, tingling warmth. I want to pull away, I realize, but it’s too late for that now.


  I turn slowly, my eyes on the floor as I move. Then, once I’m facing him I very slowly raise my eyes until they meet his.


  There is a hunger in his face that I do not expect. He glances down, his eyes fixated on the rise and fall of my chest.


  “What’s this?” he asks curiously, reaching out and taking hold of the small brown satchel resting between my breasts.


  I swallow hard, following his gaze.


  “It’s a pouch of German soil. It was a gift,” I add absently.


  I feel his fingers tighten around it.


  “Thoughtful. Who gave it to you?” he asks, his tone dangerous.


  I open my mouth, fully intending to lie, but he is glaring at me and the words freeze in my throat.


  I gasp, unable to stop myself, and realization blossoms in his face.


  “Who. Gave. It. To. You?” he demands again, tugging at the cord so it digs into the back of my neck.


  “Alexander.” The truth rushes from me like a whirlwind and Peter reddens, fighting to restrain his anger. He pulls harder and the cord snaps, leaving the pouch in his fist.


  “And you wear it still? All this time?” he asks, though he already knows the answer, somehow hearing me say the words will make it real in his mind. “I give you jewels and yet you wear this?”


  “Yes, but it’s not why you think,” I say quickly, reaching out to him.


  He smacks my hand away. “And what do I think?”


  I lick my lips. “I wear it to remind me of how far I’ve come, of what I’ve left behind to be here, with you.” His expression doesn’t change, so I add, “And our baby.”


  It’s a sad card to play, but at the moment it is all I have and all that might stem his temper.


  He holds his hand out to me. “Then take it. Take it and go down to the riverbank and toss it away. If you have left those things behind, then leave them all behind.”


  There is challenge in his voice and I dare not allow my sadness to show.


  “Of course, as you wish. First thing tomorrow morning. We can go together, you and I and toss it away.”


  “It is morning,” he corrects me. “So go now, and be done with it.”


  I look down at myself. “You want me to go out like this?”


  With a low grumble he grabs my thick white cloak from the hanger. “Here,” he tosses it at me and I catch it.


  I put it on quickly, fastening it around my neck.


  “Thank you,” I say feebly, trying to think of some way to salvage the delicate peace we have only just achieved. “For allowing me to do this, to prove that my loyalty is, and always will be, to you.”


  He sits on the edge of the bed and nods.


  “Go now.”


  I scurry out the door, through the main chamber, and into the hall. Even my guard, whoever Grigory sent to watch me for the evening, is asleep at his post. I wonder for a moment if I should wake him, but decide better of it. It’s only a short walk to the river and the sun is nearly full up.


  With bare feet I practically run down the stairs, out the side door, and into the woods. Thankfully it is finally warming and the snow is all but gone as I make my way to the river bridge. Once I’m there, I look down at the small pouch in my hand and for some reason, it feels as if my heart has caved in. I don’t want to throw it away. It has been my touchstone for far too long. But Peter knows where it came from and if he ever catches sight of it again, it will serve as a reminder that he has been doubly betrayed. Once by Alexander, and once by only the mere memory of him.


  Mustering my resolve I draw back and launch it into the water, and then I turn back to the palace, barely visible through the trees. My heart aches, as if I’ve thrown a piece of myself away as well.


  It takes me longer to get back. I am bone weary now, and I hope Peter has long since fallen asleep. Though most of the household staff is awake, they remain in the kitchens for now, probably trying to keep from waking the Empress before her time. I climb the red-carpeted staircase and turn toward my chambers.


  I never see who comes up behind me. I only feel hands on my back and then, before I can move to defend myself, I begin to fall.
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  I can barely think through the pain. I open my eyes and it feels as if every bone in my body is broken. I lay at the bottom of the grand staircase, unable to move, unable to even scream for help. But someone must have heard the commotion because one of the kitchen women rushes to my side, screaming.


  “Help! Help! Fetch the doctor! Help!”


  And I lie there, praying for death to take me swiftly.


  For what feels like a very long time, it seems that it has. I cannot see, for I cannot open my eyes. The pain is mostly gone, only a thick, deep ache filling me with each breath. There are voices, Peter, Sergei, Maria, even the Empress. A hand strokes my hair, touches my cheek. I cannot respond to it. My body no longer obeys me.


  The next time I open my eyes, it’s because I feel a strange weight on me. I blink and the light is dim, the flicker of candles casting shadows in my bedroom. I look down and Peter lies beside me, his head resting across my belly. With great effort I raise my hand, and stroke his golden hair gently. He shakes. It takes me some time to realize he’s crying.


  I fall to sleep once more.


  Though I have no sense of how much time passes, I imagine it must be a great deal. There are more voices, more sensations of being touched, damp rags placed across my head.


  “Can you hear me?” a voice asks.


  I answer without opening my eyes.


  “I hear you.”


  “Thank God,” comes the reply. “Fetch the Grand Duke.”


  It’s the Empress. I know the tone from the last time she tended to me so kindly.


  “There, there,” she coos, wiping my face.


  I fight until my eyes peel open.


  “What? What happened?”


  She wrings out the rag in a basin of water and replaces it on my head.


  “You fell down the stairs.” She says matter-of-factly.


  I remember, vaguely, but the memory grows stronger.


  “Pushed,” I say quickly. “I was pushed.”


  She pauses only for the briefest moment.


  “Are you certain?”


  I nod and it sends the room spinning.


  “The doctor says you hit your head badly, but you will recover.” Her voice is sad, almost cold.


  I’m about to let the darkness take me again when a thought snaps into my brain. I reach out and grab her arm, to steady myself.


  “What about the baby?” I ask.


  She frowns, wringing her hands.


  “The baby is gone,” she whispers.


  I feel something inside me shatter like glass. Gone. Just like that. I never even got to hold him. Why? Why would God punish me like this? Was it my sin that stole my child from me? The tears come freely but quietly and I roll to my side, looking away so she won’t see them. I clutch my middle, as if I could somehow make it all a bad dream, and not a painful reality.


  I hear Peter enter the room, though I don’t look at him. I feel the Empress stand, leaving the bed, and I feel Peter sit in her place.


  “I’m so sorry,” I manage through the tears. I’m shaking now, my whole body racked with tremors that threaten to collapse me from the inside.


  I expect wrath, rage. I have cost Peter the one thing he wanted more than anything else in the world. I expect bitter accusations, and I steel myself for them. But the words do not come.


  I feel Peter lay down beside me, then, unexpectedly, he takes me in his arms and caresses me.


  “I’m so sorry. I never should have sent you to the river. It was careless and stupid and now, we have lost everything.” He pauses. “Can you forgive me?”


  I stumble over my words so I just nod and his arms tighten around me.


  Somewhere, I realize, Sergei is grieving the loss of his child as well. Only he must do it alone, in secret. The realization breaks my heart a little more, making it hard to breathe.


  What a terrible, shameful mess I have made of things.


  I let Peter hold me until I fall into a shallow, restless sleep.


  ***


  It’s days before I’m well again. I’ve lost weeks to the trauma and I can’t bring myself to stay in bed another minute. With the help of my ladies I bathe, dress, and brush out my hair.


  I can hear the feast below. Elizabeth, never one to let other’s grief sour her merriment, is hosting an Italian Opera, and I am desperate for a change of scenery.


  My dress is soft white organza and it flows loosely at my waist. I’m far too bruised in my ribs to attempt a corset and it still pains me to breathe from time to time. When I arrive, flanked by my ladies, the room grows still. I take my seat beside Peter who sits, as he used to, with Elizavetta at this right hand. She is thinner than I remember, shadows fallen under her eyes making her look weary.


  The moment I see her I know, it was she who pushed me. She glances up at me, a mixture of surprise and rage etched into the line of her mouth.


  It’s all I have not to lunge for her, scratching her eyes from her head in front of the entire court.


  Peter stands, pulling out my chair for me.


  I sit slowly and with great effort.


  The Empress stands, making a toast.


  “To Grand Duchess Catherine, we are glad you are well and able to join us once more,” she says. The others join in and salute me with their glasses.


  When she finishes I stand, lifting my chin high into the air.


  “I have an announcement of my own. This loss is a tragedy, not only for the House of Romanov, but for all of Russia. Our heir was not lost in an accident. He was taken from you in an act of violence. I want to assure you all that we will discover the persons behind this heinous act of treachery, and that person will be dealt with swiftly and decisively. I ask only that you all, my dear friends and Lords of the Empire, keep us in your prayers, that God may see fit to bless you with another heir very soon.”


  There is a moment of stunned silence, and then as my words sink in, a sense of bold outrage fills the room, growing feverish. Glasses are lifted, cheers are sent up, blessings offered. But mostly, there is a sense of rage about them. I have not made this my loss, but theirs, and I know that any of them who know anything will be only too eager to come forth with the information. I sit back down and the Empress glares at me over her glass of wine.


  Beside me Peter leans in.


  “What are you doing?” he demands.


  I lower my chin. “I know you feel responsible for our loss, but you needn’t. I did not fall down those stairs, Peter. I was pushed. I remember it very clearly.”


  “By whom?” he asks, his voice louder than the Empress would like, judging by the glare she levels in his direction.


  I take a drink of wine and it is bitter on my tongue.


  “I did not see the person responsible, though I have my suspicions,” I say loud enough for Elizavetta to hear. “But I assure you, I will find out.”


  “And when you do, I will skin him alive,” Peter says with just a bit too much enthusiasm.


  “In the meantime you two should see to the production of a new heir, immediately,” the Empress says as she takes a sip of wine.


  Unsure what to say to that I look to Peter, but he is distracted by something Elizavetta is saying in his ear, and it makes him laugh. I scan the crowd and my eyes lock on Sergei’s. He’s not far from me, talking with some of the Lords with a fervent expression.


  I stand. “I’m sorry, I need a moment of air.”


  “I’ll join you,” Peter offers.


  I stop him with a quick kiss on his cheek. It surprises him almost as it surprises me.


  “No, dear. You stay, enjoy your company. I will only be a moment,” I say.


  I walk out of the banquet hall and out onto the terrace. It isn’t long before Sergei joins me. He stands close, his front pressed to my back, and he strokes my arm gently.


  “Are you alright?” he asks.


  I hear my voice crack when I speak.


  “No, I don’t think I am. I feel so lost. And all I want to do is throw myself into your arms, but I can’t. We must be careful, so very careful.” He hushes me, kissing the top of my head.


  “This was the second time I thought I’d lost you,” he whispers.


  I step forward, out of his grasp. “When I woke up, and they told me the baby was gone, I honestly thought Peter might kill me. But then, all I could think of was you, and how alone and sad you must be,” I admit. “Even now, knowing that you suffered that loss alone, it breaks my heart.”


  “You are well and that is enough to soothe any injury,” he says earnestly.


  I take a deep breath.


  “The Empress is right. We must try for an heir again as soon as possible,” I say slowly, trying to let the words sink in. “I tricked Peter once before, I do not think it will work this time. And the idea of being with him…” I don’t know how to continue so I let the rest of the words fall away.


  “I hate the thought of him touching you,” Sergei says, his voice almost a growl.


  His words make me feel better and worse all at the same time.


  I steady myself, grasping the metal railing of the balcony.


  “Whatever happens now, know that I love you, Sergei. Truly and always. And know that as soon as I’m able, I will find my way back to you.”


  I don’t dare meet his eyes as I turn and slip past him, rejoining the feast at Peter’s side. When we stand to head to the theater for the opera, he holds out his arm to me, a gesture that only serves to make Elizavetta look even more miserable.


  I will have words with that treacherous slattern later. For now, I bask in Peter’s attentions, inwardly relishing her torment.


  We take our seats in the lavish theater. With intricate goldparquetry from floor to ceiling the oval room is one of the most elaborate in the palace, despite its rather small size. With six rows of velvet covered chairs lined up at the base of the stage, and three half-moon benches behind those, the theater only seats about thirty people in all. Close quarters, to be sure. However, the chairs are reserved for the royal family and their personal favorites only. The Empress takes her seat in the center of the first row, flanked by Bestuzhev and Sergei. Peter and I slip into the row directly behind, and he sits directly at her back, which places me behind Sergei. I half expect him to motion for Elizavetta to take his other side, but it is Mikhail who receives the nod, leaving the pouting redhead to take a seat with the ladies and nobles in the benches.


  The stewards snuff the candles and douse the lamps and the opera begins.


  “I have missed your company,” I whisper to Peter as softly as possible, taking his hand in mine.


  He brings it to his lips and kisses it quickly. “As have I. Are you well enough to ride with me tomorrow?”


  “I would love to,” I say honestly. Riding is one of my purest joys, and one of the few activities in which Peter can match me. “Would you come to my room later? Perhaps we could share some wine and you could tell me all that I’ve missed in my convalescence?”


  Since I’ve been recovering Peter has been moved into his own apartment and while part of me is overjoyed to have my own space again, that kind of separation won’t sit well with the Empress for long, not now.


  “I will consider it,” he says finally.


  I’m surprised at the disappointment I feel.


  The opera continues and eventually Peter drifts off, his head rolling to the side in his sleep. I sigh heavily. Peter has never been one for theater, or any of the subtle, artistic pursuits of life. He finds them dull and pointless, almost as dull as I find his constant military drills and his desire to act out old battles with wooden soldiers on his map table. We are, at our cores, two very different creatures. Never has such a poor match been made, I think miserably.


  When the lights are finally lit, Mikhail nudges Peter gently, rousing him from his slumber. He walks me back to my room in virtual silence, his men and my ladies following us. Behind us they talk of the weather, the newest fashions from Paris, even the scandalous Madame de Pompadour.


  “They say she has the beauty of an angel, that no woman alive could be her rival,” One of the ladies says with a deep, longing sigh. “They say that King Louis fell at his feet before her.”


  “Then he is no king at all, to let a pretty face render him so low,” Peter scoffs. “Besides, if one is looking for the most beautiful woman in Europe, one needs look no further than Russia.”


  Several of them mutter in agreement, but I can’t help wonder if it is me he speaks of, or another. I dare not ask.


  We are nearly to my room when Sergei rushes to us, gasping for breath.


  “I bring dire news,” he says, nearly doubled over with exertion. “The Empress just received word, Prussia has attacked Austria. They’ve taken Saxony. And as expected, England has abandoned them, siding with Prussia.”


  Peter smiles, clapping. “Brilliant!”


  I shake my head. “What is the Empress’ response?”


  He stands tall, leveling a gaze at me. “She has sent a letter of support to Austria. And she dispatches twenty thousand troops to their aid.”


  “We must stop her,” Peter says. “We must intervene before the message can be sent.”


  Sergei frowns, “It’s too late. She sent riders only now with her official offer of support, one to France and one to Austria. King Fredrick has declared war, and we find ourselves on the wrong side.”


  “I will go and speak to her,” Peter says boldly, releasing me. “This matter will be rectified, by any means necessary.”


  With that he takes his leave, his men following at his heels. Mikhail spares me a defeated glance before joining Peter. He knows as well as I that once the decision has been made in her mind, there can be no changing it. The deed is done, and we have failed. All that can be done now is to manage the consequences.


  “Is Edward still in the Palace?” I ask quickly. Though I don’t recall seeing him at the theater, I doubt him to be the sort of man to slink away in the night.


  “Yes,” Sergei says. “He’s been taken to the cells. The first prisoner of war. Though, because he is so close to the throne, I suspect he will be released fairly quickly and sent back to England.”


  “They why imprison him at all?” I ask.


  Sergei’s mouth twitches. “I suspect the Empress is feeling a bit…betrayed. It’s something she does not take lightly to.”


  I nod. Of course. Vanity at the last.


  “I would see him,” I say, motioning for Grigory to join me.


  “Are you sure that’s wise?” Sergei asks. “What have you to gain from this? It’s too late to prevent the treaty with Austria.”


  That makes me pause. “That reminds me, send a letter to my mother. Tell her of this, unfortunate news, and tell her that, while I love her dearly, I am of Russia, and must act in the best interest of my nation. Tell her that any payments she received from myself or the Empress must come to an end, for now, lest they be seen as an attempt to abed the enemy. And tell her, that if the situation becomes dire, that my brother and sister may join me here in Russia, for their safety.”


  Sergei smirks. “You would leave your mother without income?”


  I wave my hand. “She is not without resources. If she hadn’t been plotting with Fredrick in the first place, this never would have happened. She may fall on the mercy of her co-conspirator if she must. For I find myself completely without sympathy for her. If my brother is willing, I would see him safely out of the grasp of my enemies—including my mother.”


  I lower my voice. “For all I know, Fredrick had my father killed out of malice. If he wanted my brother dead as well, he would have done it then. No, something tells me Fredrick has plans for my family yet, and to maintain any hope of friendship from me, it is in his best interest to keep my brother safe.”


  With that I head for the side staircase, and the narrow red carpet that leads down to the small cells which few even know exist beneath the grand palace.


  The cells are little more than a row of dull, damp stone tunnels carved into the bowels of the palace. Heavy iron gates close off some, a few are even beyond that, with thick, wooden doors and only a small square slide in the center where one might look upon the incarcerated. There is a narrow hallway, patrolled by two guards at all times, even when there are no prisoners inside. But I don’t see any guards now, the place is eerily still, the only sound a trickle of water as it seeps from the walls and rolls to the ground. As I pass one of the heavy wooden doors, my curiosity piques. If I opened the small view port, would I see young Ivan, a boy of only ten years old, deformed and crippled by growing up in this dark abyss? Would he be mad, or worse, would there only be a tiny corpse where he once laid?


  I try to swallow but it sticks in my throat. No, even in her rage, I could not imagine Empress Elizabeth being so cruel, not to a child. Perhaps it is as the rumors suggest, that she spirited the child into hiding, giving him over to a peasant family who knew nothing of his birth, or lineage.


  At the end of the tunnel, in the very last cell, I see a flicker of candlelight, and as I approach low voices murmur.


  I pause, grabbing the lantern from the hook on the wall, and slowly creeping around the corner. Part of me is bracing for the image of Peter, slicing bits off of The Duke of York, as he’d once done to Bestuzhev. And as horrible as that might be, what I see is somehow even worse. Once my mind makes full sense of it, the lantern falls from my fingers and shatters to the floor at my feet.
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  Indignation fills me.


  “What is this?” I demand and the three men jump to their feet. The guards bow deeply, but Edward simply holds up his shackled hands, still grasping the playing cards, and smiles impishly.


  “Your Grace,” he says formally, and inclines his head.


  Between them a small table is covered in fine food, wine, and coins. Playing cards are spread about haphazardly.


  “Are you gambling with him?” I ask, and the guards mutter yes in shame. “You realize this man is a prisoner of war?” They stand, blinking and gaping at me.


  “Your Grace, he is a royal prisoner and—”


  I cut them off. “A royal prisoner? No, he is merely the cousin of the king, not nearly enough title to be considered a royal prisoner, to be sure. If he were the heir, perhaps, but he is not. He also stands guilty of attempted regicide.”


  Now Edward’s grin falters.


  “We know you were conspiring to assassinate the Queen of Austria during her visit to court, there is a witness.”


  He lifts his chin, shaking his head. “What witness do you have against me? Some poor servant girl? No word will be as respected as mine.”


  Now it’s my turn to offer him a haughty smile. “I am the witness, Duke. And I assure you, everyone will believe my honest word.”


  He frowns, and I know I have him, so I press on.


  “The only decision now is whether to send you to Queen Maria’s court to stand trial, or to simply hold you here, until we have time to investigate the other charges.”


  “What other charges?” he demands.


  I take a deep breath, hoping he can’t read my deceit. “Letters have recently been uncovered that suggest King Fredrick planned to release Ivan, and use the boy to take the Empress’s throne. In the letters they mention a spy in Russian court, someone who planned on stealing the boy and rushing him back to Prussia. You wouldn’t know who that spy is, would you?”


  He pales, his eyes widening.


  “No. I swear I had no knowledge of such a plot. On my honor,” he says honestly.


  I just stare at him blankly. I know well that the spy was my own mother, but that he doesn’t share that knowledge is exactly the leverage I need.


  “I believe you, on that count at least. But it will be another thing to convince the Empress. She is enraged by your betrayal,” I lie smoothly. “She wants to see you hanged.”


  I motion to the guards, “Best not let her find him like this. Remove all this and put him in a cell like a proper prisoner. He will eat the cracked wheat and cream like at the others. No special treatment is to be shown, is that clear?”


  The guards bow again and scurry off to remove the platters of food and clean up the money. Once they are gone I step closer to Edward.


  “I would ask a question of you, take care how you respond. If I believe you, I will intervene on your behalf. Perhaps I can convince the Empress to send you back to England, rather than watch you swing.”


  He lowers his head, looking at me as if seeing me clearly for the first time.


  “Ask anything,” he says slowly.


  “Are you a man of your word? A man of honor? Bound to the service of your king?”


  He licks his lips. “I am, in every way. My loyalty is to my king and my country.”


  “Good. Disloyal men are of no use to me.”


  He blinks, looking as if my words surprised him.


  “Loyalty is a rare creature in court, as is honesty. You have given me honesty, and so I give it to you in return. I disagree with my Empress on this matter. I would see Russia aligned with Prussia and England on this. But it is not my right, not my place, to make those decisions. Not yet. But someday, God willing, Peter will be Emperor, and he will have the power to choose Russia’s alliances. He has great love for Prussia, that much is no secret. But should Frederic ever turn against England, and you’d be a fool to imagine that he wouldn’t, you will want someone to advocate on your king’s behalf—someone with the ear, if not the heart, of Russia. I could be that advocate.”


  Edward takes a long, deep breath, as if considering my words.


  “And what would this friendship cost me?”


  “Nothing. Not now. I would only ask, that should the need ever arise, you would do the same, act as advocate on Russia’s behalf. I do not ask you to spy for me, or to betray your king, or anything so vulgar. I ask, for friendship. That is all.”


  “And in exchange for my word of friendship, you will be sure the Empress sends me back to England?”


  I nod.


  “Then you have my word. I will be a good and loyal friend to Russia, when the time arrives. And I shall be in your personal debt as well, Your Grace.”


  “I take you at your word, Edward, and I give mine in return. I will go now and speak to the Empress. Hopefully, we can settle the matter and see you safely home very soon.”


  I turn to leave, my skirts brushing the stone floor with a swish. Behind me one of the guards pulls the heavy wooden door closed and I hear the metallic click as the lock falls into place.


  I’m nearly up the stairs before I run into a frantic Peter. His hand is white on the hilt of the small sword at his hip, his green velvet jacket buttoned haphazardly over a rumpled shirt.


  “She won’t see me! Can you believe that? She refuses an audience.” He points over my shoulder. “I’m going to go find that English bastard and rend the flesh from his bones for this.”


  Gently I take his free hand and bring it to my lips as I curtsey. The gesture unnerves him so thoroughly that he doesn’t challenge me as I turn him around and lead him back up the stairs.


  “The guards are preparing him for the rack as we speak, on the Empress’s orders. He will suffer dearly for his crimes, of that I’m sure. But for now, I think we should discuss our next move. I need your strategic mind, Peter. I cannot figure this out alone,” I say, trying to let my voice quiver just a bit.


  “Of course,” he says, patting my hand and letting me guide him up stairs and to the library. When we arrive I motion for Grigory to leave us and close the door.


  Once we are alone Peter turns to me, his expression placid.


  “The solution is quite clear, my Catherine. We must kill the Empress.”
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  I’m honestly not sure which shocks me more, his declaration to murder the Empress or his referring to me as his Catherine. Both are so foreign in my mind that a short laugh escapes my mouth before I can stop it.


  “No, Peter. You can’t be serious.”


  He pulls out a chair and motions for me to sit, so I obey.


  “I am very serious. She has obviously lost her senses. Surely you must see that. She has become a puppet, at the mercy and control of whatever man happens to be sharing her bed.”


  I shake my head, “If that were true, she would have signed the treaty with England.”


  I regret the words as soon as I speak them because he glares coldly at me.


  I lower my chin, but continue, “No, Empress Elizabeth is many things, but easily swayed is not one of them.”


  He flops into a chair across from me, looking more like a petulant child throwing a tantrum than a future king. “Then what do you suggest?”


  “Your time on the throne is coming,” I assure him. “What you need to be doing now is making alliances of your own. We will return to Oranienbaum, set up our own court. We will invite heads of state, representatives from all the major courts of Europe. Build friendships, assemble a network of informants in each court. We should begin laying the groundwork that will cement your ascension to the throne, when the time comes.”


  He puts his head in his hand, pouting.


  “Pointless. A king doesn’t need friends. He needs an army.”


  “The army is in the Empress’s control, Peter. We only have our own guard and the three regiments stationed at Oranienbaum at our disposal.”


  “All the more reason to kill her,” he says flippantly.


  I stand. “You must stop saying that. She is your aunt and your regent. I will not allow you to speak in such a way.”


  He seems amused by this. “Oh, you won’t allow me, will you? And what will you do, Little Mother? Send me to bed without my supper? Have me spanked?” He narrows his eyes, “Or will you run off to my aunt and tell her on me? Is that your plan?”


  I draw myself up as much as I can.


  “A reign that begins in murder is destined to end the same way, you know that. Elizabeth was appointed by God, anointed with holy oil, and she is protected by his grace. To harm a regent is to be marred forever in the sight of God and man. I would not see you cursed so, Husband.” I pause, “Please, Peter. I know you are a man of passion, a man of action, but in this matter, please exercise caution and restraint.”


  “That faithless Duke of York wasn’t afraid of God’s wrath when he plotted against the Queen of Austria,” he says.


  “And I believe that even that plot, the intent of his heart, is enough to curse him and his posterity. But that will only be proven with time.” I lean forward, pressing a quick kiss against Peter’s forehead. “Besides, I care nothing for him. My worry, my concern is only for you and your wellbeing.”


  He brushes me off.


  “I won’t come to you tonight,” he grumbles.


  I can only nod and slip from the room and try not to let him hear the sigh of relief as I leave.


  ***


  That night my dreams are filled with darkness. In the first Peter takes my hand, leading me to the ballroom which is piled high with dead bodies. He laughs and forces me to dance around the rancid corpses. When I can finally escape I run through the empty, echoing palace halls and find myself outside a familiar door. I’m not sure why I reach out and push it open, but even as I do, a sense of dread ripples through me.


  Alexander turns to face me, as handsome as always, with a tiny bundle cradled in his arms. At first I’m relieved to see him, but then I notice something is terribly wrong. His dark eyes are ringed in red and his face is puffy. He holds the tiny bundle out to me and I take it, pulling the soft blanket away with one finger. There’s nothing inside the swaddle but a pile of white bones, so small…


  I drop the bundle and it falls to the floor in a heap of dust, filling the room and choking me.


  I wake with a start, clutching my hands to my chest. My bed clothes are wet, drenched in sweat, and cling to me uncomfortably. Maria rushes in, still in her night clothes, with Grigori at her side, his sword drawn. I’m shaking all over, part in chill, part haunted by the terrible images still playing in my mind.


  “Your Grace, are you alright?” she asks, rushing to my bedside.


  “You were screaming,” Grigori says, sweeping through the room, looking under tables and behind my changing screen.


  When he finds nothing he re-sheaths his sword.


  “Night terrors,” I say flatly, rubbing my head.


  He bows quickly and hurries from the room, back to his post outside my door.


  Maria wipes the damp hair back off my forehead. “What do you need?” she asks.


  I curl into her arms, nestling my face into the long, black braid draped over her shoulder. She holds me like a child, and I let her, saying nothing as she rocks gently from side to side. I don’t cry, though a chasm of pain has opened up inside me. It’s so fierce I wonder how I will possibly survive it.


  My mind drifts, and suddenly I’m a little girl again. I’ve been racing the other children down the road and I’ve fallen, the stones cutting into my knees and the palms of my hands. I’ve gone to father, of course. Limping and holding myself as best as I can so as not to bleed on mother’s good carpet. Seeing me he kneels, holding his arms out.


  I rush to him, burying myself in his rabbit fur robes as I sob. He lifts my chin up, so that I am looking into his bright green eyes. They are so startling against his dark hair and long black and grey beard that that for a moment I’m lost in them. I wrap my arms around his neck and he carries me to the kitchens, setting me on the table. Beatrice, our cook, steps back wiping her hands on her stained white apron.


  “What have you gone and done now, princess?” she scolds.


  Father fills a bowl with water from the barrel and brings it over to me, carefully cleaning my wounds with a wet rag while I recount the tale.


  “Did you win?” he asks after I finish my story.


  I can’t help but grin. “I did, Papa. All three races.”


  “Was it worth it?” he asks next.


  I frown. Was it worth it? Was winning worth the pain I was in now? Did all victories come at such an expense?


  I nod. “Yes, Papa.”


  He kisses my forehead. “Good. All better now.”


  I look down at my legs, still oozing blood, and fresh tears come.


  “Why the tears, little one?” he asks.


  I sniffle. “It still hurts.”


  He looks down at me, his expression serious. “Yes, it will hurt for some time. Things have to hurt before they can heal, that is the way of life.”


  Thinking about him now only intensifies the pain, the ache deep in my heart. My mind reels as I grasp for something—anything to fill the terrible void. I know what I need, the only thing that can bring me back to myself. Sitting up I struggle to clam myself, if only outwardly, and dismiss Maria. Once she’s gone I make my way to my window and throw it open, letting the cool night air stir through my room as I don my white cloak and make my way to the secret door.


  I tap gently on Sergei’s door, and when he answers it, he’s in nothing but his breeches, his dark hair rumpled from slumber and his chest bare except for the patch of black curls below his neck. Reaching out I slide my hand up his chest and push him back so I can enter, drawing the door closed behind me quickly. His room is dark, only the pale moonlight streaming through his window illuminates us as I swiftly untie my robe, letting it pool at my feet, my night dress quickly following. He doesn’t speak as he pulls me to him, pressing our bodies together and kisses me deeply. I run my hands up the exposed skin of his back and he moans.


  “I was afraid I was dreaming,” he whispers into my hair as he lifts me gently, carrying me to his bed.


  I rub myself against him, using the steel of his arms and the tenderness of his caress to heal the broken pieces inside myself. “Then let us dream together,” I answer, and he lowers himself onto me.


  ***


  When I wake I’m back in my room, warm, hazy memories of the night flushing my skin. He’d waited until I fell asleep, then carried me back to my own bed, I remember him kissing me goodnight. Releasing him had taken all my strength. I desperately wanted to keep him with me, if only a little longer, but I didn’t dare. Going to him at all was a risk, but well worth it.


  I sit up, feeling better than I have in some time despite the situation. It’s almost a relief, I realize. The war is begun and there is nothing to do about it now. I feel as if a great weight has been lifted from me. Absently my hand rubs my flat stomach. I can’t help but wonder, if in all the reckless abandon of the night…


  I let the thought fade as the cold realization dawns. I will have to take Peter to my bed, and soon. Though the thought makes me ill, I know I must endure. I will close my eyes and pretend its Sergei’s hands on my body, his kisses on my lips.


  And how it will kill me, how it will kill us both. A ripple of panic slices through me. Not only do I need Sergei, I love him. He is my whole heart now, funny how I didn’t think it would happen, and yet, there it is. It’s fierce and selfish and absolutely true. Bringing my sheet to my mouth I bite down on them, my silly grin straining the sides of my face.


  I love Sergei. And I must tell him. The words are practically bursting from my body right now. I bite down harder, fighting to keep them from exploding out of my mouth.


  Maria knocks once then enters with a tray of food. Throwing the covers back hastily I motion to her.


  “Help me dress, quickly. And then tell the stewards to begin packing. We will be leaving for Oranienbaum as soon as possible.”


  As soon as we have managed to make me presentable I grab a few bites of food and add to my attire my ruby necklace and the sparkling diamond tiara Peter gave me.


  I burst through the doors with more enthusiasm than I’ve had in a very long time, drawing a sidelong glance from Grigory as he falls in step beside me.


  “You look well today, Your Grace.”


  “Thank you.”


  “What are your plans for the day?” he asks as I lead him down the hall toward the Peter’s chamber.


  “The day is full of possibilities. Perhaps I shall go for a ride.” I decide. “But first I would speak to my husband.”


  As soon as I turn the corner I know something is terribly wrong. Servants stand outside his door, muttering softly. When they see me they all look away, their expressions turning to stone. The door creaks open and Mikhail steps out, dabbing at the sweat of his brow with a dainty lace handkerchief. Seeing me he turns my way, holding out his hands to me. Closing the distance between us, I rest my palms in his, nervous energy cascading over me.


  “What is it? What’s happened?” I demand before he can even open his mouth.


  “Peter is ill. When the servants went to wake him this morning…” he trails off, his creamy white face turning a sickly shade of green.


  A sharp wail comes from the room behind me and I turn, just in time to see Elizavetta, her red hair hanging in wet ropes, her white shift clinging to her voluptuous body. Her face is pale, her eyes set in dark circles. Seeing me she screams harder, a wordless, guttural sound. Two stewards grab her, one at the shoulders, and another around the waist.


  “We must wash you, milady,” one of them orders, but she ignores them, fighting to free herself from their grasp.


  Her dark, puffy face locks onto mine.


  “He’s dead!” she screams before her eyes roll up into her lids and she swoons.


  I snap back to Mikhail, who is shaking his head.


  “No, he’s not dead,” he says in a rush, his voice quivering. “The Empress and the physician are with him now. The Empress has ordered the girl be washed down thoroughly, lest the illness spread.”


  I try to swallow, but my throat has gone dry. Of course, because she was with him last night, sharing his bed. Turning back to the limp girl I watch as the stewards gather her up and return her to the bath.


  “Wash her twice,” I say loudly. They pause to look at me. “Scrub her until her skin is pink. Then take her to a cell and watch her closely for a few days to be sure she isn’t ill as well. We can take no chances.”


  Nodding they close the door and I turn back to Mikhail.


  “What does the physician say?”


  He takes a great, weighted breath. “It looks to be the pox.”


  I take an involuntary step back, right into Grigory’s arms, as I struggle to steady myself. Peter might not be dead yet, but the pox would be as good as a death sentence. It had killed Peter the second, the last direct male Romanov heir, at the age of fifteen. Claiming royals and common born alike, the disease was completely unstoppable. Overcome with grief and fear I feel my knees buckle, only Grigory’s strong hands keep me from falling to the floor. Another set of hands takes me and I look up to see Sergei at my side. His uniform is tight and freshly laundered, his many medals and ribbons clinging to his chest as he looks down at me, his ocean green eyes deep and fathomless. For a minute, I’m unable to draw breath. I want to cry or rage, but I’m too numb. The feeling has gone from my arms and legs and all I feel is a terrible weight on my chest. If Peter should die, my time here would be over. I’d be sent home to my mother, a childless widow, or at best, I’d be sent to a monastery to live out my days in seclusion. Either way, my life at court would be over.


  As I hold onto Sergei, I wonder if he would go with me, if we could run away together , if he would have me as his wife, or if he would choose his duty to Russia over me and remain here with the Empress. His expression offers me no answer.


  The door to Peter’s chamber flies open and the Empress glides out, a white handkerchief held tightly over her mouth. She narrows her eyes at me and with a silent jerk of her head demands I follow. Helping me regain my footing my men, each taking one arm, lead me to her private office. Sitting behind her massive oak desk the Empress waves the maid over to pour us both a drink. The young girl lifts the teapot to pour, but the Empress quickly caps the cup with her hand.


  “I think we are going to require something a bit more than tea,” she says, and the maid scurries away, the teapot clanking on its silver tray as she moves past me and out the door. Grigory releases me at the door and takes up his post outside. Sergei, however, walks me inside and helps me into a seat across from the Empress. She’s traded her usual outlandish gown for a simple silver brocade gown with small panniers and her royal blue sash. Her dark hair is twisted into a small bun at the back of her head, as if she’d been about to put on a wig, but never got to it. Long diamond raindrops dangle from her ears as she takes a moment to put her jeweled crown atop her head before speaking to me.


  Her cold blue eyes dart from me to Sergei, then back to me again. Her lips press down into a thin, disapproving line.


  “I need to speak to Catherine alone,” she demands, not looking to the handsome man beside me, but keeping fixed in my direction.


  He drops my hand gently, stands and bows deeply from the waist.


  “Your Majesty, with all respect the Grand Duchess has had quite a shock today and—”


  She cuts him off harshly. “The Grand Duchess doesn’t need you here to hold her hand. Now do as you are told or I will have you removed.”


  He hesitates only a heartbeat, as if trying to find words that might soothe her foul temper, but finding nothing. He bows stiffly then strides out the door.


  She takes a deep breath and makes a sour face. “Notoriously unfaithful creatures, men.” She smirks at me, “But I suspect you will find that out soon enough.”


  I say nothing. My mind churns, trying to come up with reasons she might want me to stay, something—anything—to keep her from sending me back to Prussia today. Without meaning to I feel my hands glide over my belly, where the dim prospect of being with Sergei’s child floats to my mind. If Peter dies, and if I am pregnant again, that would be enough to keep from being dismissed to a convent or sent back to Prussia, at least for a while. But those are both uncertain things, and the uncertainty does not sit well with me.


  “What are you thinking?” she asks as the maid returns with a tray of wine and two glasses.


  The Empress dismisses her with a flick of her hand and pours the drinks herself, handing me a glass.


  “I was thinking, praying, that Peter might get well,” I say, the dishonesty like bitter candy in my mouth.


  She leans back, taking a drink. “No, I think you are wondering what to do next to save yourself. You are a great deal like me, you know. Pragmatic.” She pauses, setting her glass on the desk. “That’s why he likes you. You remind him of me, only younger and more pliable.”


  I blink.


  “Sergei, of course.” She folds her hands, fiddling with the rings on her fingers. “He was a young buck when I brought him here, only sixteen and fresh off the battlefield. Still, he was clever and brave and, well, he has other fine assets as well.”


  I lower my eyes, feeling the blush creep up my neck and into my face.


  She continues, “He’s quite fond of you. I noticed it right off, though I doubted you returned those feelings, seeing you look at young Alexander the way you did. So perhaps, it was my own doing. Perhaps my sending your boy away is what finally sent you into Sergei’s arms. But then I wondered, could Peter not fulfill his conjugal duties? That would not be terribly surprising, as he has proved to be useless in every other way as well. ”


  I swallow a long drink of wine but say nothing, letting the sharp warmth roll down my throat, steeling my nerves as it calmed my churning belly.


  “Either way, Sergei is and will always be mine. You will have to choose another.”


  Her face has gone soft, serene, her voice almost gloating.


  I shake my head. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I don’t understand.”


  She leans forward, her breasts pressed against the desk so the fabric of her bodice is strained against them, as she slowly explains.


  “Peter is dying. The pox will take him soon enough, and I will have to go in search of a new heir—a tiring and difficult process at best, I assure you. Or, you will give me my heir.”


  I frown. She must suspect that I might be with child again. But who would have told her? Grigory? No, surely he would not betray me so. Elizavetta? I would not put it past her, but I can’t imagine how she would gain such knowledge.


  I set my glass down, mustering up all the courage I have.


  “And if I am not pregnant?” I ask softly.


  She tilts her head to the side, “Then you must get pregnant. And quickly too. Before Peter dies, you must be with child.”


  I balk. “I can’t be with Peter now, or I will likely take ill as well.”


  “Stupid girl, must I explain everything?” she says, sitting back and refilling her glass. “Go back to Oranienbaum. I will let it be known that I sent you away because you were once more in a delicate way, then you must find some way to get the job done. Perhaps you could enlist the help of your new guard, he seems dependable enough and he’s quite nice to look at as well.”


  I feel my mouth hanging open in complete disbelief at her words. I’m sure I must have misheard or misunderstood. She must read my confusion because she presses on.


  “Take Mikhail, if you’d like. He resembles Peter at least, though I’m not sure if he is overly fond of ladies in that respect. Or I could always call your dear Alexander back to court, if you prefer.”


  It’s the bland audacity of her words that finally shakes me from my stupor. I leap to my feet, my gown swishing around my ankles as I take one step forward, pounding my fists on her desk, making her jump in surprise.


  “Don’t you dare,” I shout. “How dare you speak to me like this! I’m not some common whore you can throw into any bed you please in hopes of propagating a child. I’m the future Empress Consort of Russia!”


  She stands and slaps me sharply across the face. If she means to bring me to my senses, she’s terribly mistaken. Anger froths through me and I open my hand, returning her slap in like, knocking the crown from her head. It skitters across the floor with a clang.


  Righting herself fully, she clutches the side of her face.


  “How dare you raise your hand to me! I am the Empress and you are nothing. Any power or title you possess or may someday possess are given to you by my hand and I can have them stripped just as quickly. You stupid, spoiled, selfish girl. I’m talking about the good of the nation here, not your vanity or wounded pride. You will do as you are told. If I want to send you to bed my entire army you will do it, and without question, do you understand me?”


  I feel the furious pounding of my heart, so loud and strong it reverberates through me like cannon fire. My chest heaves as I struggle to calm myself.


  “And if Peter lives? If he recovers only to find I am heavy with another man’s child? He will kill me with his bare hands.” I say honestly. I might have tricked him once, but this could not be hidden or explained, he would know the awful truth, and it would kill him. It would kill us both.


  “Peter will do as he is told, just as you will.”


  It seems her mind is made up on the matter. “And if I refuse?” I ask, my head still high.


  “You may be thinking that being sent back to Prussia or off to a nunnery would be preferable to sullying your angelic reputation, but I assure you, what I will do to you if you disappoint me will be nothing so kind. Your mother, after all, came here as a spy and a traitor. Being that she is not here to pay for those crimes, it would fall to you. And of course, the sentence for treason is death.” She taps her fingers on her chin, looking away absently. “I could just lock you up and let you slowly starve to death. I’ve heard it is a most terrible way to die.”


  She swings her gaze back to me, “And make no mistake, if you ever lay a hand on me again, that is exactly what will happen, child or no child.”


  Her face is round and puffy and flushed, the mark of my hand still burning on the side of her face quite visibly.


  “I will leave for Oranienbaum tomorrow,” I say sternly. She breaks into a pleased grin before I add, “But I’m taking Sergei with me. He may have been yours once, but he is mine now, and believe me when I tell you that I will not leave him to your tender mercies. I think we have both had quite enough of those.”


  Her face puckers as she mutters, “Take him then.”


  I curtsey and turn to leave, looking back over my shoulder to add, “And I will see Peter before I leave.”


  She nods and waves me out. As soon as the door closes behind me, I press my back against it, trembling as I take a long, deep breath. My face stings from her assault, and my eyes are filled with tears that I fight to hold back. Sergei tips my chin upward, examining my face.


  “Are you alright?” he asks, his voice tinged with worry and barely concealed rage.


  I push off from the door and start walking. “I should have let Peter kill her when I had the chance,” I mutter.
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  The kitchens are abnormally quiet. Sergei has gone off to speak with the physician leaving me in the ever watchful company of my guard. Not wanting word of Peter’s condition to get out, the Empress has cancelled the evening’s events and sent many of the palace staff home for the day. Besides myself and Grigory, only the head cook, Beatrice, remains in the always hot bake room. Over the fire a venison roast rotates on the spit as she slowly cranks the handle. Her long sky blue gown is dirty, stained with soot, flour, and blood. Her apron has caught the brunt of it, but there are two tell tale stains where she has wiped her hands on the skirts themselves. Her hair is dull yellow with streaks of silver poking out from her covered bun. Her thin face is flushed, her lips cracked and dry. She eyes me warily as I putter around the kitchen grabbing bits of dried spices to add to my boiling pot.


  When I’d come down to make Peter some soup, she had tried to do it for me, despite being short handed, but I waved her off, wanting to do at least one kind, wifely thing for Peter before he met his end.


  The bits of rabbit are heavily salted, making the soup too bitter. I gently crush a handful of herbs and release them into the boiling juices, stirring it slowly. Behind me Beatrice moves swiftly, retrieving a glass bottle from the back of the cupboard and handing it to me.


  “Best add a bit of this, Your Grace.”


  I hold up the jar, trying to determine its contents. Peppercorns, perhaps?


  “It’s crab eyes. Said to be the best thing for the pox,” she adds quietly.


  I nod gratefully, not wanting to ask how she knew about Peter’s ailment. More likely than not the servants are already buzzing with news, heavens knows they can’t keep anything a secret for long. I pull the cork and the smell, while not overpowering, is a bit rancid. I shake about half the bottle into the soup, then add some more spices, carrots, and potato chunks for good measure. Replacing the cork I hand it back to her.


  “Best keep some aside, in case anyone else falls ill,” I offer.


  She nods and returns to her spit churning. Once the potatoes are tender enough to be crushed with the back of the spoon, I ladle some into a bowl and put it on a tray. Turning to take it up the stairs I’m intercepted by Grigory, spotless as always in his dark green uniform that matches almost perfectly the shade of his eyes, his dark, wavy hair restrained with a ribbon at the back of his neck. He takes the tray briskly.


  “Allow me to carry that, Your Grace.”


  I nod and lead him toward Peter’s room. Along the way I am stared at by everyone from servants to grooms to visiting nobles. I feel their eyes on me as if I were naked, heavy with pity and shock. I nod cordially as I pass, both to servant and noble alike, my back straight, chin high, a soft smile that is kind yet meek plastered to my face. I will show no fear, no weakness, as I can afford neither, despite my internal struggle.


  The Empress has given me her blessing to be with Sergei, at least privately. Far from the prying eyes of Winter Palace court, I can continue my affair, discreetly, of course, as I choose. Provided it produces an heir. If it does not, she will call me unfaithful, treacherous, and whatever else she can think of to punish me. If I succeed, she will likely allow me to remain in residence at Oranienbaum until the child comes, and possibly after as well. There will be no returning to Prussia, no convent. I will live comfortably as mother to the heir, and perhaps even have leave to remarry, eventually.


  I’m standing outside Peter’s door when I shake myself from my thoughts. Guilt rushes in, hard and cold. What sort of wife am I? Half planning for but also half wishing for my husband’s death? I take a breath, murmuring a quick prayer for forgiveness for my errant thoughts, and then another for Peter’s speedy recovery. I nod to his valet who opens the door for me, handing me a scrap of white cotton fabric to tie around my nose and mouth before I enter. I do it quickly then take the tray from Grigory.


  “Wait here,” I order. He nods, but looks warily at me. I’m sure he would rather I flee at once than risk myself, but I owe Peter this much, this little bit of comfort I can offer. He had, after all, been at my side after I was poisoned, and again after my fall. He had nursed me and worried over me more than once.


  I step inside and there is a nurse with a similar cloth covering her mouth gently changing the damp cloth laid across his forehead. His eyes are closed, thank heavens. I don’t think I could have hidden my expression of horror without a moment to adjust to the sight of him. His hands lay at his sides, so swollen and blistered they don’t even look human. A blotchy rash crawls up the collar of his shirt and spills across his chin and jaw, up his cheeks to just below his eyes. His lips are swollen and bright read as if he has painted them with strawberry juice. When the nurse places the rag on his skin he hisses, as if it burns. When he opens his eyes, I’m standing there, barely having regained my composure.


  “You should go,” he says hoarsely, licking his lips.


  I lower my chin and force a reassuring smile. “Nonsense. I’ve made you some soup. It should ease your discomfort.” I pause, “A bit at least.”


  His head rolls from side to side. “Go. Unless you’ve come to kill me, then go now.”


  “Of course I haven’t come to kill you. That’s the fever talking. Here,” I sit in the empty chair at his bedside, fill a spoon with broth and hold it over his mouth. “Try this. I have it on good authority that this soup could very well cure you of this illness.”


  He gives a laughing cough but opens his mouth enough for me to dribble the liquid down his throat. I fill another spoonful and repeat the process over and over until all the broth is gone, leaving the vegetables in the bottom of the bowl. I’ve even managed to get him to swallow a few crab eyes. When I set the bowl down, he looks at me sternly.


  “Why have you come?” he asks, his voice soft but a bit stronger.


  I sigh. “The Empress is sending me away, back to Oranienbaum. She wants me away until you are well again.”


  “Until I die you mean.” He coughs again and the pain of it makes his hands spasm.


  “I will defy her, if you wish. I will stay here, by your side if you want me to,” the moment the words escape my mouth I taste the truth of them. I would stay, if he asked me to. Out of duty and obligation, and perhaps, something more. “She would never force me to leave if you demanded I stay. She’s never been particularly good at refusing you, for any reason,” I add with a sly smile.


  Of course, staying, should he perish, would mean signing my own death warrant. Somehow, looking at my once handsome prince, it feels like a perfectly reasonable risk to take.


  “Go,” he mutters. “Go and do your best. Prepare our court as you said. Invite nobles, entertain diplomats, and make Oranienbaum our seat of power. Because if I survive this, we will need allies. Make sure the soldiers are training daily, work them hard. But,” he pauses, taking a rattling breath, “take Elizavetta with you. I know how you hate her, but she is dear to me.”


  It feels as if he’s slapped me, and it hurts much more than when the Empress did it in reality. I frown. “If she’s not ill, I will take her back to Oranienbaum,” I promise. I don’t add that she will be mucking out horse stalls and washing floors for the rest of her days.


  He nods and slips into a deep, hopefully painless, sleep.


  Gathering myself I leave the room, yanking off my makeshift mask as soon as the door is closed, then crossing the hall to the bath were a basin of hot water waits. I wash myself well, scrubbing my skin until I’m red and raw. The nerve of him, asking me to care for his mistress. In a fit of anger I lash out, toppling the brass basin and its soapy contents to the floor. Grigory appears at the door and holds out a towel, which I take and dry myself with quickly.


  “Is everything alright?” he asks.


  I turn to him, my tone accusing. “Did you hear? He wants me to look after his mistress. The woman who—” I catch myself just in time, before I can explode with rage and let the accusations boil from my mouth. “When the Empress and I were shouting earlier. Did you hear what she said to me?”


  He blushes, but holds my eyes, nodding slowly.


  “Did you hear what she said about you? About how I should take you to my bed?” my voice is high and frantic, my emotions raw and painful. In that moment I’m not sure if he deserves my rage or not, but he’s there and that alone makes him a target.


  “I did,” he says softly.


  “It’s not enough that my husband is a faithless bastard, that I’ve had to sell my soul to survive between them, but now I’m to be her whore in the quest for an heir.” I step close to him, so close I can feel the heat of his breath against my face. He’s a hair taller than me, but I draw myself up as fully as I can, challenge in my voice. “Will I never be free of this sin, this shame?”


  His eyes widen in shock, but I’m unable to bring myself to reason.


  “What can I do? What would you do, if such a demand were made upon you?”


  He looks at me for a moment, his expression wavering, then steps back.


  “Your Grace, I would do anything you ordered of me, anything I could to ease your suffering, but…”


  I’m not sure which makes me angrier, his easy agreement or his hesitation.


  “But what?”


  “But I would not wish to be with a woman who did not care for me, who did not, in some way at least, love me, and who I did not love in return. You at least, care for…him.”


  Though he doesn’t say Sergei’s name his message is clear. I do care for Sergei, but in being ordered to his bed, she had made our connection less somehow. Something tawdry. I have to turn away to hide the hurt I’m feeling. It’s enough to double me over, an ache in my stomach so deep and so raw it drives the air from my lungs. He reaches out but I wave him off.


  “I need, a moment to compose myself,” I say shakily. I can almost hear Sergei’s voice in my head.


  What do you want? It demands.


  I don’t know.


  That’s not good enough. Decide what you want.


  What do I want? I want to stay in Russia, preferably as Empress Consort, but I would settle for being the mother of the future king. They are the only safe choices.


  What do you need to do to get what you want?


  I chew at my lower lip. I need to do as Peter says, go and solidify our court at Oranienbaum. And I also need to produce an heir, if possible.


  I turn, straightening myself as best I can. “I apologize for my outburst, it was uncalled for. I would never ask such things of you, nor should I be discussing these matters with you now,” I pause. He nods so I continue. “It has been a very stressful day. Perhaps I will go for that ride after all. Please go to the groom and have him prepare our horses. And while you are down there, please have one of the stewards fetch Elizavetta form the cells. See that she is packed and ready to travel by morning. She can walk behind the carriage,” I add with a bitter smirk.


  ***


  The ride is long and hard and by the time we reach the river my hands ache from holding the reins so tightly. I slip from my horse and take off my gloves, walking to the beach. I hear Grigori dismount behind me, his steps never far behind mine.


  The air is chilly as the sun begins to set on the horizon, lighting the sky with violent shades of red and orange as if it’s been lit on fire. Kneeling, I dip my fingers in the cool water and rub them together.


  “Do you think the Grand Duke will die?” He asks. It’s very inappropriate, a very personal conversation to be having. But I suppose after my own inappropriate conversation, the wall of propriety between us is being slowly dismantled.


  “I don’t know. I hope not, but then, so many do. Peter was never vigorous as it was, even as a boy his health was often poor. I can’t imagine how he would have the strength to survive,” I answer honestly.


  Grigory slips off his sword and sits down, balancing the blade in his lap.


  “What will you do?” he asks, further testing his boundaries.


  I know I should reproach him, but it feels so good to have a confidante again, it’s hard to bring myself to the task. Once it had been Sergei I talked with, but now that option seems very far away. Curse Elizabeth for souring him for me.


  “I will do what I always do, my very best.” He reaches out to grasp a stone to skip across the water and his uniform lets out a loud rip as the shoulder tears free. A nearly frantic chuckle escapes my lips, “I suppose my first order of business will be to redesign your uniforms.”


  He laughs too, and it’s a warm, friendly sound. “I might be able to offer some suggestions on that front, though I am no tailor.”


  “I would hope so,” I say, sitting not far from him. “We will begin hosting visitors immediately. We’ll have to have an occasion of some kind.”


  “The white nights are coming,” he offers.


  The white nights are those rare days when the sun never fully sets, plunging the countryside into a state of perpetual twilight.


  “That might do nicely. Three days worth of events, we will send invitations to every noble, every tradesman, and every envoy in Europe. It will be expensive,” I tap my fingers on the ground as ideas roll through my mind like the waves along the shore. “But we will have a few months to plan, to send invitations. Yes, that will do nicely. And in the mean time, I will take a lesson from the Empress’ example. The nights at Oranienbaum will be filled with frivolity and amusement.”


  “And the days?” he asks, dusting off his breeches as he stands, offering me a hand.


  I take it and let him help me to my feet. “Strategy, politics, and, if we are very lucky, security.”


  By the time we reach the palace stables night has fallen in earnest and the lamps are being lit around the great hall. Maria greets me at the entrance, taking my gloves and hat.


  “We are packed and prepared to leave, Your Grace. The carriage will be by midday,” she says, her tone excited.


  “Happy to be leaving, are you dear?” I ask pleasantly, taking her arm.


  She nods, “Happy to be going home, Your Grace.”


  “Good. There are some matters we must discuss, delicate matters that must be kept in strict confidence. Can I trust that to you?”


  She turns and curtseys. “Of course, Your Grace.”


  Her voice is sincere and I know that unlike the other ladies in my entourage she isn’t a gossip, and she’s not prone to flights of fancy or romantic notions. She’s rock solid, a Scottish Lady who was sent to Paris, and then here to me after some unwanted attentions from a very married Duke. Some might think her gruff for a young woman, but I see it for what it is, a quiet dignity.


  I don’t tell her the worst of it, of my forced infidelity and the Empress’ plan to secure an heir, but I tell her that we must leave due to the possibility that I may be with child, I tell her about my hope for Peter’s recovery and my plans to elevate Oranienbaum from a simple country palace to an Imperial Court to rival even Empress Elizabeth’s.


  “We must be cunning,” I say quietly as we lean over my ivory and ebony chessboard. “We will need to secure alliances of our own, and find those in rival courts who might act in our interests. Beginning here. When Peter recovers, I will see him one of the most powerful, respected men in all of Europe.”


  She nods, moving her queen to take my rook. “There is a maid, she isn’t one of the Empress’ ladies, but she tends to them. She overhears a good deal of their talk, and I happen to know her husband has a taste for expensive spirits.”


  I grin, looking at my dark haired companion. She’s plain, not unsightly, but not a stunning beauty either. Yet there is wisdom behind her eyes, dark like those of a young doe, which makes me see why the French Duke was so taken with her.


  “Then before we go, you shall speak with her, offer her a few coins and a few choice bottles from Peter’s private stock. I would like her to keep her ears open for anything to do directly with Peter and myself, General Salkov, or our Prussian neighbors. Make sure she knows there will be more available with any worthy news I receive from her.” I take her Queen with my bishop. “And check.”


  “Will you see the Grand Duke again before we leave?” she asks, conceding the game gracefully.


  I hadn’t planned on it, truthfully, but thinking of it now, I think I will. I would like to say goodbye, and perhaps, to offer forgiveness while I still have the opportunity, lest the worst should happen. If there is one thing I have learned, it is that forgiving others is worth more to the weight of one’s heart than being forgiven oneself.


  “I believe I shall. In the morning. Will you help me prepare for bed?”


  She nods and follows me to my private chamber. Freed from the riding habit I’d still been wearing I change into a fresh shift and crawl into my bed.


  Hours later, when the lamps have died and the palace is plunged into darkness, I sit upright. My mind is brimming with plans, things I must do, people I must see, far too busy to allow me the respite of sleep. Putting on my cloak I step carefully into the outer chamber and light the single candle on my writing desk, settling myself in to begin what I know will be a tedious task of making a list of people to call to court. My eyes squint in the dim, flickering glow but my hand flies across the parchment as if possessed. I never hear Sergei enter the room through my secret passage. I don’t feel him standing behind me as I usually might, I’m far too distracted for that.


  It isn’t until I feel his lips on my neck, the gentle prickle of his chin stubble across my tender skin, that my fingers release the quill and I turn to him.


  


  “Any news from the physician?” I ask, my voice colder than I expect.


  “Nothing new, Peter’s symptoms are worsening, though that is to be expected now. It will be a miracle if he survives.”


  I jerk away from his touch. The last thing I need is yet another reminder of what I have lost, and what I must do now. It’s not that I dislike the idea of being with Sergei, quite the opposite, it’s only that I don’t like being ordered to do it. Perhaps it’s silly to quibble about it, but there it is all the same.


  “Are you angry? Have I done something?” he asks, taking a cautious step back.


  Turning in the chair I look him over. He’s as handsome as ever, his broad chest pressing against his shirt, stretching his royal blue vest taut. He’s changed since I saw him earlier, his hair is combed back harshly against his scalp, his medals replaced by a simple red sash.


  I frown, my mind instantly suspicious. “Why have you changed?”


  He looks down at himself, “There was a bit of an accident. The Empress spilled a glass of wine on me earlier.”


  My mouth goes dry. Of course she did. “And I’m sure she was all too happy to help you out of your soiled clothes as well.”


  He opens his mouth to speak but I wave him off. “No, don’t say anything. I’m sorry. I have no right to lay claim to you. You aren’t my husband or my property,” I’m unable to keep the misery of the truth from my voice. “I’m only glad to know that you cared to be in my bed before you were forced to be there by Her Majesty.”


  Stepping forward once more he lifts my chin. “I’m nether of those things, but I am yours, nonetheless. And not by force, but by choice.”


  Unable to stop myself I stand and press myself against him, grateful for the darkness and our brief seclusion. I stretch up on my toes and kiss him, drawing him down to my with my hands locked behind his neck. He responds, but hesitantly.


  “I love you,” I whisper against his lips. I feel the restraint seep from his muscles as he snakes his arms around me and clutches me to him, kissing me deeply, thoroughly, and in ways that make my skin burn.


  He pulls back, a devilish grin on his face. “Is that jealousy I taste on your lips, princess?”


  I look down, straightening his jacket. “Yes, it is. I just don’t understand.”


  With one finger he tips my chin up again, forcing me to meet his eyes. “What don’t you understand?”


  I shake my head. “You loved her once. Maybe you still do. I don’t understand how you could have. She can be so cruel.”


  His smile falters. “I don’t think it was love. Infatuation, perhaps, that grew into admiration, respect. But never love.”


  “How do you know the difference?” I ask earnestly.


  He takes my hands, pressing them to his chest. “To love someone is to put them first, above everything else. Above duty and honor and responsibility. That was never the case with she and I. We were a convenience to each other, nothing more. She wanted a child, and I wanted to be a General. Sad, but true.”


  I frown, “And yet, she remained childless.”


  He nods, “She did. And as we have recently discovered, the issue was not on my part.”


  In a flash my nightmare returns and I have to push the images away. “She’s jealous. She doesn’t want to let you go. She is sly and cunning and she will take you from me if she can.” I wrest free of his arms. “Only today she demanded I take another to my bed, an army of men if so needed, anything to produce an heir. She would have offered me to anyone, save you.”


  Now he shakes his head, pulling me back into his arms. “Is that what troubles you so?”


  “And why wouldn’t it? She has demanded I whore myself for her cause. It was only after I struck her that she agreed to let me take you back to Oranienbaum.”


  His mouth turns up in a smile. “You struck her? For me?”


  I nod, folding my arms over my chest.


  He licks his lips, choosing his next words very carefully, “Is that not why you came to me, that first time on your wedding night? In order to produce an heir?”


  I think about that for a moment, trying to decide what to say. “No. If you had sent me away, refused me, then I would have gone back and met my fate with the Empress. I would not have sought out anyone else. I didn’t come to you because I needed someone in my bed, I came to you for comfort and kindness and hope. You gave me all of those things.” I take a breath, not wanting to hear the answer to my next question but knowing I must ask it anyway. “If you thought so little of me, thought that I was the sort of woman who would use you so terribly, why did you allow it? Why did you not just send me away? Was it pity? Duty?”


  Anger flashes across his face as he grabs me. He kisses me again, this time it’s hard and fierce, his lips crushing themselves against mine ferociously before pulling back just enough to keep our foreheads pressed together.


  “I was intrigued by you at the first, that day in the snow, your knife in hand to defend yourself and your mother. But then, I watched you. You met every challenge, you succeeded when so many others would have cried for mercy or faltered under the strain. It was your courage that caught me, and it was your honesty and grace that kept me. When you came to me, it was a gift, a miracle. I would have taken you in any way you could have given yourself to me. I still would. Never assume that I consider you a harlot for the choices you’ve made, because that is far from the case. You are my angel. I only meant that this decree changes nothing between us.”


  Guilt weighs on me like stones in my heart. Here I am, fretting that by giving her consent, nay, her order, that I be with Sergei, we are somehow lessened. But in truth, it is a gift. I can give myself to him without fear of her reprisal, as long as it gives her what she wants. Does that absolve me of my greater sin, the sin of loving and giving myself to someone other than my husband? I do not know. Looking into his eyes now, I don’t know if I care.


  “If she orders you to stay, will you?” I ask, trying to hide the desperation in my voice.


  “No,” he says flatly. “She may try to seduce me, she may even threaten me, but I will not stay with her. I will not abandon you, not now, not ever. Because I put you first, always.”


  He touches my stomach reverently.


  “But what if I fail you?” he asks quietly. “What if I cannot give you another child?”


  I frown. Having conceived with him before, the possibility had scarcely crossed my mind. He must sense my confusion because he continues.


  “Today, when I refused her advances, she said,” he takes a deep breath as if the words were bitter in his mouth. “She said that if I cannot give you a child, and quickly, she will send another man to your bed.”


  I cannot hide the shock and outrage from my face.


  “I would not allow it,” I say sternly.


  He lowers his face and for the first time ever, I see him waver, his expression filling with something so like fear that it chills me. “I would understand, if you did. If you had to. I think I might die from the pain, but I would understand.”


  Taking his hands in mine I walk backward, leading us slowly to my private chamber.


  “We may not be wed in the eyes of God, but in my heart, I am your wife and so long as you live, I will never give myself willingly to another. Not to save the Empress, or the dynasty, or even my own life. Do you believe me?”


  He nods solemnly.


  I tug on him gently, “Good, then come be with me now. Not for the sake of a child, but so that I might enjoy you for myself alone.”


  


  ***


  


  Dawn breaks far too soon and I wake to an empty bed. With the help of Maria and the maids I wash and dress quickly. Eating only a meager breakfast as the last of my belongings are put in trunks for my journey.


  I make my way to Peter’s room only to be refused at the door.


  “The fever has worsened,” the valet says nervously. “I can hear him screaming and raging through the door. The Physician says no one must be allowed in.”


  “But I am his wife,” I demand.


  As if to prove a point Peter screams, a string of obscenities echoing down the hall. The young valet blushes but I push past him, cracking the door.


  “Peter, it’s Catherine. I’m preparing to leave and I wondered if I might come say goodbye?”


  The room stills, and finally he says in a calm voice, “Come in, but keep behind the screen.”


  I slip inside and a tall, wide screen painted with a dense jungle scene divides the room. I cannot see his bed, but behind the screen there is a chair, and the Empress sits in it, her wide golden gown sticking out on either side. In her hand is a small white lace fan, her hair is covered by a tall white curled wig and her face is powdered snow white.


  I hadn’t planned on seeing the Empress before I took my leave, but now I have no choice. I force myself into a deep curtsey. “Your Majesty.”


  “Good. You’re here. I’ve been explaining to my dear nephew the precarious position his illness has put us in. You especially. Isn’t that so, Peter?”


  On the other side of the screen he screams again, this time insulting us both in the most colorful ways.


  The Empress fans herself, unimpressed by his tantrum.


  “Are you mad?” I demand. “He’s ill and you sit there tormenting him. Do you want him to die?”


  She glares. That’s when I realize that she is not alone at all, Sergei steps out from the back of the room and into my sight. He looks pale, uncomfortable, and even a bit angry judging by the clench in his jaw. I look back to the Empress who is smirking.


  The revulsion begins in my stomach and flows up, into my chest and throat like bile. I manage with great effort to hold my tongue despite the names I would like to call her myself.


  Ignoring her I walk forward, grabbing onto the screen.


  “Peter, I’m so sorry. I know that isn’t enough, but it is true nonetheless. And I hope you get well very soon, and come home to Oranienbaum.”


  I wait for his rage, for the names and the vulgarity, but none come. He says nothing. His silence is perhaps a better judgment than his anger, I realize stepping back. I will never forgive him his crimes, and he will never forgive me mine. We are damned, the two of us, and it is much too late for redemption.


  I turn back to the Empress.


  “We are leaving,” I say, motioning to Sergei. My voice drops to a whisper. “You know, my father told me something once when I was just a girl, learning to hunt. He said, never to wound anything you don’t intend to kill. Good advice, that.”


  She looks at me in surprise, blinking quickly as if trying to determine whether or not my words are a threat. I smile sweetly and curtsey, taking Sergei’s arm as we head for the carriages.


  


  


  [image: Image]


  The ride goes quickly with Maria and my other ladies sharing my carriage. They are excited to be going back, and their giddiness is contagious, despite my precarious situation. Behind us Grigory and Sergei lead the guards and the rest of our procession. I’d even taken mercy of Elizavetta, who looked battered and half-starved after only a day in the cells, and let her make the journey on horseback.


  The carriage rolls to a stop at the front entrance to the tall golden yellow palace, between the two massive gold fountains. It’s perhaps half the size of the Winter Palace, but no less grand. The palace staff stands in the courtyard, their clothes flapping in the strong breeze, as my carriage door is opened and I step out into the evening glow. With my ladies behind me I stride into the palace, inhaling deeply. It smells of lavender thanks to the nearby fields, and it’s warmer than Winter Palace, giving it a relaxing feel. I strip off my gloves and hat, setting them on a silver tray near the entrance.


  The palace hasn’t changed at all in my short absence, but there is something about it that I struggle to put my finger on. I wander aimlessly through the French doors and into the grand parlor. The walls are light sage green with pink trim, murals of cherubic hosts in each wall panel. Tall ivory and marble statues and busts surround me, the Greek Gods and Goddesses. The parquet floor makes a hollow sound under my feet and I glide my hands along the wall until I reach the far window which overlooks the massive gardens. Closing my eyes, I know what has changed.


  It’s me.


  I’m not sure when I came to think of Oranienbaum as my home, certainly not during my miserable nights of being locked in my chamber with Peter, but only more recently. Perhaps it was my distance that made my heart yearn to be back here, far from the ever-watchful eye of the Empress and her army of lovers and spies. And now, now with Peter gone and my would-be chaperones called away, it is mine completely. Every bright corridor, every fountain, every finely decorated alcove belonged to me. I turn and make for my room, enjoying the feel of the mahogany banister under my bare hand as I climb the stairs. Every servant I see greets me warmly with a bow or curtsey. There is no judgment in their faces, no hard edge of anxiety in their posture. There is a simplicity, a stillness, which welcomes me into its arms like a loving parent.


  For the first time in a very long time, I am home.


  The maids unpack my things slowly and carefully as I allow myself a long soak in a hot bath. When I dismiss my servants for the night, I send Grigory off as well. There is no danger for me here, at least none that requires him to stand watch at my door through the night. Maria brings me up a cup of fresh milk and helps me into bed. By the time Sergei finds his way into my bed I’m bone tired. I don’t send him away, but rather curl myself up against his warm skin. He’s hot as an oven hearth and somehow soft and strong all at the same time. But I haven’t the energy to be amorous, so I allow myself to drift to sleep in the warmth of his arms.


  I don’t wake again until late the next morning, long after he has snuck back to his own room. When Maria enters to help me dress, I know I’m going to have to tell her about Sergei, and the full measure of the Empress’ demands. Keeping such an affair would be too exhausting, and with Peter gone, the full measure of running our young court falls directly on my shoulders.


  If she is shocked by my revelation, she hides it well, her expression remaining passive as I explain.


  “You can be assured of my discretion, Your Grace. And you have my sympathies as well. What a terrible position you find yourself in.” Her voice is unwavering, strong, and I have no doubt she will do as she says.


  I nod, both in acceptance of her sympathy and in acknowledgement of her vow. “It is a dangerous, precarious position, to be sure. But,” I pause, thinking of Sergei, “perhaps not so terrible.”


  While we eat breakfast, Maria helps me make some notes on everything from the need to bring in more cooks into the kitchens to the state of the apple trees in the orchard. As we plan I feel both full of hope and wonder at the prospect of my new undertaking, and also a bit overwhelmed by the sheer enormity of it all. Peter, while often leaving matters of court unattended, employed a bevy of advisors who dealt with most of these things, but I want to be more hands on. I want people to come to know that I am the ruler of this palace, the Grand Duchess of Oranienbaum Court in every way. Of course, I will need some assistance if I’m to truly make Oranienbaum independent from the Empress’ court. We will need to have our own treasury, our own supplies, and for that, I must convince the Privy Council to support me. I don’t want to be reliant on Empress Elizabeth in any way. For her, I want it to seem as if we do not exist, let me and my palace slip from her mind as much as is possible. That is my goal now.


  My first order of business to attend is gathering the Lords for a Privy Council meeting. Most of them know me well enough, as I’ve often sat in for Peter when he was too drunk or simply too uninterested to attend. Convincing them to support me fully in Peter’s indefinite absence, however, would be a more difficult task.


  Sitting behind Peter’s desk I begin making the customary invitations and announcements. I will have to hold an open court in Peter’s absence as well, a time for the peasants to be able to come forward and have their grievances settled. There will be taxes to be collected soon and I’m eager to hear how the people in the village are faring now that the fever has passed through.


  I will also need to see to the guards, to inspect the regiments as Peter would demand, and see to the new uniforms. Drawing a folder of notes from Peter’s desk I see stacks of unpaid bills, orders, and a multitude of other issues I will need to deal with as well. I sigh deeply, an ache forming behind my eyes as I start making stacks.


  A knock at the door shakes me from my thoughts.


  “Come in,” I call, not looking up from my neat stacks.


  “Your Grace.” Its Sergei’s sweet tenor voice. I’d know it anywhere and the sides of my mouth twitch up at just the sound of it. “May I be of any assistance?”


  I put down what I’m working on, offering him a smile.


  “That would be lovely,” I say. “Could you begin by calling for some wine and asking the court secretary and the financier to join me as well?”


  He nods, a wry smile spreading across his face.


  “And Sergei, I need the architect as well. I find myself in need of an office of my own.” I pause, picking up the thin lead shaft that holds Peter’s royal seal. I suspend it in my fingers, rolling it back and forth, “And I will need my own seal.”


  


  ***


  It takes seven weeks before Oranienbaum Palace falls into a blissful, if busy routine. My days are eaten up with meetings, negotiations, budget discussions, and civil hearings. Serfs who might normally travel to the Winter Palace to seek justice or ask for assistance now come to me in open court. It is a delicate balance, appeasing both the lords and the peasants alike. Whenever a particularly difficult situation arises, I take a recess to convene and seek wisdom from the Privy Council. While I don’t always accept their advice, simply asking for it ingratiates them to me.


  Sometimes, however, answers are not easily found.


  “I am saying that if you open up the royal gardens to every hungry peasant, we will be overrun and we will have no food left for ourselves,” Sergei growls, raking his hands through his dark hair.


  I shake my head. My crown feels abnormally heavy today, the weight of it making my temples pound like hammers on an anvil. “So you would have me let this man and his family starve? This man who has been a loyal subject, who had plowed our fields since he was a boy, I’m to send him away hungry? No. We have lost too much already. The fever decimated the serfs working the land here, we can’t afford to lose any more able bodies.”


  “So you will feed him today. What about next month, and the month after? What is your solution? To allow him to continue to take more than his share? What will the others serfs say? How long will it be before they come knocking, looking for a handout as well?”


  I stand, moving around the desk in a soft swish of skirts. He stiffens when I touch his face. He’s cross with me, his cheeks are flaming hot and his face flushed. My hand feels like ice against his skin but I hold it there, as if I can cool his temper just by touching him.


  “Sergei, my wise advisor. I understand your concerns. But know this, I will not send this man away hungry, I will not send him to starve. So what is my option? Please, help me find another way.” I speak slowly, calmly, and as I do I can feel the fury fading from him. His tight mouth softens into a hint of a smile, his body relaxes and the tension leaves him in a long exhale. Taking my hand in his he kisses my palm.


  “Yes, I’m sorry. You have a good heart, which is one of the things that draws people to you, your sense of fairness and your love for your people. I know you will not turn your back on anyone in need. It’s just, I cannot think of what can be done for this man and his family.” His expression is tired. It’s been a trying day and we still have to greet a new guest to court, Lord and Lady DuMonlac, a Parisian envoy and his wife.


  I step back, walking to the window as I search my mind. Tapping the glass with my fingers I play various scenarios through my head. Sergei is right about just handing the man a bushel of grain. During the height of the fever we’d been able to assist by allowing the people to repay debts once they were well again, but now, this man was unable not only to repay what he’d borrowed, but had nothing to feed his wife and young sons either. He says his wheat crop failed from disease while he was too ill to tend it. The Lord of the land says the man is lazy and is often behind of his rents and wants to see the man jailed for non-payment.


  There’s a knock on the door and my steward enters cautiously, “Your Grace, it’s time.”


  I nod and make my way past Sergei.


  “What are you going to do?” he asks, catching my arm as I pass.


  I tug myself free gently.


  “What I was born to do, rule.”


  And with that I return to the main chamber. Trumpets blare and the steward announces me. Sergei follows me in, taking up a seat in the isle with the rest of the lords and ladies and I take my seat in Peter’s red and gold throne.


  The man, Stevn Eildenson, steps forward and drops to one knee in front of me.


  “I have taken some time to consider your request. Lord Galtin has requested you be jailed, you have asked to borrow more food. I am denying both requests.” I soft murmur ripples through the assembly which I silence with a sweeping glare. “However, Lord Galtin is within his rights as land owner to remove you from his land and I am granting him that. It seems to me that you are a poor farmer, either through bad luck or laziness, I do not know, but he is hereby granted leave to seize the lands and place new serfs in your place.” The man doesn’t look up, but I see him wobble and falter, falling to the floor on his other knee as well, clutching his worn hat to his chest which is shaking with silent cries. “But I am not heartless. I know you, and the others serfs, have suffered much this season. As it happens I have a few openings for kitchen staff. Your wife can cook, I imagine?”


  He lifts his head, his dirty face is streaked from the tears, but there is a hint of hope in his expression as he answers shakily, “Yes, Your Grace. My Lilia is a wonder in the kitchen.”


  I nod. “Good. I would have her join my staff here, and your sons might find positions as cupbearers as well. And perhaps, if you are willing to attempt a new vocation, the stable master might be in need of someone to help clean the stalls. You will, of course, find housing in the palace staff apartments.”


  Now he’s nodding furiously, twisting his hat in his cracked hands. “Yes, your Grace, of course. Thank you Your Grace.”


  I hold up a hand, “But I warn you now, you will find that I am a taskmaster to rival any lord and you will work here because if you do not, if you waste my mercy, you will regret it. Do you understand?”


  He nods again, this time lunging forward. My guards leap to stop him but I wave them back. Taking the hem of my gown in his hands so carefully you’d think it made of silver rather than sturdy cotton, he lowers his head and kisses the hem before crawling back.


  “God bless you, Your Grace.”


  I glance over to Lord Galtin who nods approvingly.


  “Excellent. Who is next?” I say, taking a long drink of the glass of wine my steward holds out to me.


  ***


  That night I spend longer than usual at the chapel. As always I say a prayer for Peter and his recovery. Though I have been writing to him daily I’m unsure if he’s receiving my messages because he never responds. It’s possible that he’s too ill, though my spy among the maids tells me his condition is much unchanged. I pray for strength, wisdom, for patience, and for the safety of my family far away. The war between Prussia and Austria rages far from my quiet palace, but the news my guests bring I to my ears is always the same. Great battles, much bloodshed, and little hope of an end in sight, they say. I mutter a prayer for an end to the conflict, a prayer for peace. I say a prayer for the child that I lost, and a prayer that I might finally be with child again, then I head to the ball already in progress.


  The steward announces me and, as has become our tradition, Sergei escorts me in. Tonight’s masquerade is a vision of pure decadence. On an elevated stage in the center of the ball room various acts perform. One large man is juggling knives, another is spitting fire into the air and a third, a woman, is bending herself in all manner of unseemly ways. The performers are a gift from the Lord and Lady DuMonlac. Lady DuMonlac is a cousin of the French king’s notorious mistress and she is watching the show with rapt attention while her husband flirts with some of the other ladies of court. The ball had been Sergei’s idea, based on something very popular that Empress Elizabeth did on occasion. Tonight all the men wore massive gowns, corsets, and tall powdered wigs while the ladies donned pants and suits. I glance at Sergei who kisses my hand before releasing me into the crowd. Somehow even in white powder makeup, his dark eyes ringed with kohl and his lips painted the deepest red, he is still devastatingly handsome. I watch him raise the black lace mask to his eyes and then fade into the crowd.


  Before I can collect myself a figure appears before me, bowing formally.


  “Your Grace, may I have this dance?”


  I frown, the voice is familiar, to be sure, but between the gown and the makeup and mask, I can’t place who it belongs to. Without waiting for my answer he takes my hand and leads me to the dance floor. We dance in silence for some time, all the while I’m trying desperately to figure out my partner’s identity. The song ends and a wave of excited chatter fills the hall. Around us people begin laughing and pointing up. The performers have taken to the sky on hanging trapeze wires and swing back and forth over our heads. All eyes are on the spectacle so no one sees my dance partner take my arm. He jerks his head, a silent plea to follow him from the room to a nearby balcony.


  Licking my lips I nod. I’m not sure who this familiar man is, but I’m burning with curiosity. As soon as we are out of sight he turns, stepping close and stealing a kiss.


  The moment our lips touch I jerk back, my hand slicking through the air like a sword and slapping him in the face hard enough to knock off his black satin mask.


  “How dare you?” I demand.


  He rights himself, holding the side of his face as it reddens.


  “Not the welcome I was hoping for,” Alexander says with a grin, even as his green eyes glisten with tears of pain.


  I can feel the anger rolling off me in waves.


  “What are you doing here?” I demand loudly, smoothing my hands down my bodice.


  His smile falters immediately and he holds out a scrap of paper to me. I snatch it from his hands and turn my back as I read it.


  “She summoned you,” I say, balling the paper in my hands angrily. Turning back to him I throw the letter over the balcony. “The Empress sent for you. Did she tell you why? Or were you so eager to return that you didn’t even ask?”


  He takes a step back and bows deeply.


  “I’m sorry for startling you. Truly. But we traveled a long way you come to your side and-”


  I cut him off. “We? We who?”


  For the first time he looks truly uncomfortable as he rakes a hand through his dark hair and down the back of his neck. He hasn’t changed at all since the last time I saw him. His face is perfectly preserved in my memory and other than a dark hint of beard growing across his chin, he is exactly the same. Frozen in time.


  “Rina came with me. She is going to have the baby any day and I couldn’t bear to leave them, but the Empress insisted I come,” He admits finally.


  I suck in a breath. Rina, my friend. She is here, fat with child, under my roof. How is it possible to love and loathe someone at the same time? That is the ache in my heart when I see her, when I see either of them.


  I laugh dryly. “And did the Empress tell you why she wanted you here so desperately? Did she inform you of the task she expects you to provide?”


  He frowns and I know she has. He knows why he’s here, it’s why he came. The Empress expects me to bed Alexander while his pregnant wife sleeps down the hall. The depravity of it makes my skin crawl. He must see the indignation building inside me because he steps forward, reaching out to me.


  I step back, out of his grasp.


  “Don’t touch me,” I order. “Whatever you think is going to happen here, whatever task the Empress assigned you, will not come to fruition. Do you hear me? I’m not a whore!”


  My words are too loud and carry too much weight. I can feel party goers begin to look my direction, wondering what is happening. Looking over my shoulder I see my guard takes his place behind me, mostly blocking me from view. I take a deep breath and lower my voice.


  “Go home, Alexander. I don’t need you here, I don’t want you here, and I refuse to use you as breeding stock for the Empress.” My heart is heavy as I speak the words. Even though they are true, sending him away—again—is surprisingly difficult.


  “That’s what you have Sergei for, is that right?” he snaps, his tongue sharp and his tone cutting.


  I look down, knowing I cannot meet his eyes. “I love him. I’ve found some small measure of happiness here. But seeing you, it’s like a wound being re-opened. I didn’t want her to send for you, she did it to spite me, to cause me pain because I’ve failed to provide her with an heir. If Peter dies and there is no heir, she will kill me, she’s told me as much. So I will do what I can, have my joy now, while it lasts.”


  He reaches for me again and this time I don’t move away. He holds my arms gently.


  “I didn’t come here to hurt you, I didn’t even come here to bed you, whatever the Empress might demand of me I am not a man who could betray my wife so. I came—we came—because we were afraid for you. You’re right, the Empress is desperate and that means you are in danger. I couldn’t let you face that alone.”


  I look up at him, trying not to think about his hands on my skin or the warmth of his breath. I will not think of those things.


  “I’m not alone. As you said, I have Sergei. How did you know about that, by the way?”


  He shrugs. “Rumor and innuendo. It’s difficult to keep secrets at court.”


  I sigh. “That is a lesson I learned all too well, I’m afraid.”


  He frowns but says nothing.


  “Is everything alright?” Sergei asks, as he walks up behind me.


  Alexander releases me and steps back, nodding to the taller man.


  “Fine. The Empress has sent Alexander and Rina to join us here at court. He was just making his presence known.”


  “Is that so?”


  The tension between them is thick, stifling. I take Sergei by the arm, “Come dance with me.”


  He bows and takes my hand, wrapping it across his arm. I pause, looking back over my shoulder.


  “And Alexander, if you ever try to kiss me again I’ll have you whipped,” I say flatly before gently tugging Sergei forward onto the dance floor.
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  Later that night I’m sitting at my vanity brushing my hair when Marie lets Sergei into my chamber before excusing herself for the night. He walks up behind me and runs his fingers through the loose tresses. I let my eyes flutter closed as the sensation relaxes me.


  “I wasn’t sure I should come,” he says in a low whisper, making my eyes fly open.


  “Why not?” I ask, catching his hand and kissing it gently.


  He turns, pacing over to my bed and taking a seat on the edge. His face is twisted in grief and it took me a moment to understand the source of his worry since he would not speak the words.


  “You were afraid Alexander would be here, didn’t you?” It’s not an accusation, but he looks away in shame.


  I set my heavy brush down and walk over to him.


  “I told him to leave.” Running my fingers through his hair I gently tug his face upward so he is looking full at me. “ He won’t of course—not and risk angering the Empress—but he knows nothing will happen between he and I. I told him I loved you.”


  I expect joy, or something akin to it, but his expression is sour and he nuzzles he head into my belly.


  “Perhaps you shouldn’t send him away. Perhaps…”


  I push him away. “Perhaps what?”


  He holds his hands up as if they will sheid him from me. “I’m just saying that, well, you aren’t with child.”


  I feel my mouth perk up, “Not for lack of trying.”


  He smiles sadly before continuing. “Yes. But the fact remains that as long as you remain childless, you are vulnerable. Goodness knows it looks as if the boy has no issues in that department, his young bride was with child fast enough.”


  His words hit me like a blow to the stomach. Not untrue, but painful all the same. I recoil and he shakes his head, taking my hands and drawing me back to him.


  “I’m sorry. That was tactless. But I’m worried for you. And if seeing you secure means…”


  He doesn’t finish the thought, but he doesn’t have to.


  “And you would happily see me in another man’s bed to make that happen?” I say, unable to believe what he’s suggesting. “Why not? Let’s call him in. Shall we call in the guards and the stable boys as well? They can take turns with me until I’m good and fat with child. Is that what you want?”


  I can’t keep the anger and disgust from my voice, even as it trembles. I feel the tears behind my eyes, fighting for release but I hold them at bay.


  He stands, clutching my face in his hands.


  “How could you say that to me? The idea of anyone else touching you, it makes me ill. I want to murder someone. But I don’t want to lose you just because I’m too weak to share you.”


  Lowering his head he kisses me and it’s brutal, full or pain and rage as his teeth and tongue tear at my mouth. When I finally pull away my lips throb from the abuse. I grab the front of his shirt, balling it into my fist, pulling him to me until we are nose to nose.


  “Listen to me, Lord Salkov. I am the ruler here and you are mine. There will be no other man in my bed or in my heart so long as you are in this world, so do not even think of asking me to be with someone else ever again. My decisions are my own to make and you will not pass me off just to absolve your own misplaced guilt. And if I’m never blessed to carry your child again then I will go to my fate knowing that I had this time, however brief it may be, with the man I love. And if you ever speak to me like this again, I will have you shackled to my bed, is that clear?”


  He nods wordlessly.


  “Good. Then do as your Princess commands, and kiss me.”


  He obeys.


  Later as we lie in bed he kisses my forehead.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispers.


  I nuzzle against him, playing with the small patch of dark curls in the center of his chest.


  “No. There’s nothing to be sorry about.” I say, not wanting to spoil the moment.


  But he’s not to be stopped. “When I saw him on the balcony, with his hands on you, I thought my heart had stopped beating.”


  Propping myself up on one elbow I run my fingers up and down his bare chest. “How many times must I say that I love you before you will believe me?” I ask.


  He catches my hand.


  “I know you love me. But he was your first love, and that’s something not to be underestimated. First love is the most dangerous.”


  I tilt my head to the side, “What do you mean dangerous?”


  He licks his lips. “I mean that first love never really goes away. Even when you move on, there is this connection, this bond. It’s unbreakable. That’s what makes it so dangerous, because you will always feel it, even when you don’t want to.”


  “You sound like you’re speaking from experience,” I say. When he doesn’t answer I ask, “Elizabeth was your first love, wasn’t she? That’s why you stayed even after.”


  He nods, entwining his fingers and mine. Suddenly I know his feelings all too well. The hatred and jealousy I felt seeing him in the Empress’ chambers as she tried to seduce him, how desperately I wanted to kill her in that moment. That’s how he feels now. And I am helpless to make it better.


  Maria bursts into the room and I lurch upright in bed.


  She curtseys, “I’m so sorry Your Grace, but you are requested urgently. There is a message from the Empress. And also, Lady Mananov has gone into labor.”


  Dressing as quickly as possible I go to Rina first. The Empress’ letter will no doubt confirm that Peter has died and will either be calling me back to court or will have instructions for my exile. Either way, they could wait.


  With Sergei and Grigory at my side I approach her chambers. Alexander is leaning against the wall gnawing on the nail of his thumb while her screams echo down the hall. Seeing me he stands, bowing deeply.


  “What does the midwife say?” I ask, slipping off my long satin gloves and donning the white apron the nurse has provided.


  “Nothing. We had only woken when the bleeding started, by the time the midwife arrived Rina could no longer stand. She’s so pale…” His voice trails off, his eyes distant.


  Back home in Prussia I’d attended only two births, one of a new colt and one of the maid’s daughters. Both were bloody, exhausting, and stressful. More than enough to terrify any sane person. But both were successful nonetheless. And this would be as well.


  Leaving the men at the door I enter the room. The midwife looks up.


  “Pardon me for not dipping, Your Grace, but the babe is struggling something awful. You probably shouldn’t be here for this.”


  I move to Rina’s side and take her clammy hand. Her long blonde hair hangs in damp strings and sweat covers every inch of her. Her face is pallid and hollow and her breathing labored as she tosses and turns against the pale white sheets. Around us the maids scurry about in silence, taking away blood-soaked towels and bringing clean ones. Finally, after what feels like hours, the midwife leans forward across Rina’s limp body and speaks to me in hushed tones.


  “The babe needs to be turned, Your Grace. It’s dangerous for the babe and the mum, but I might lose them both if I don’t try.” Her voice is heavy and her tone clipped.


  The words surprise me. Surely she can’t be leaving the decision to me? I look down at Rina. Even in this moment of terror she looks fiercely determined. She whispers just loud enough for me to hear, her voice dry with exertion. “Save the baby.”


  I wipe her forehead. “We will save you both,” I promise and nod to the midwife who does about her task with startling brutality.


  Rina screams again and several things happen at once. The midwife steps back, her arm bloody to the elbow and orders the maids and I to lift Rina to her feet. We heft her and I rub her lower back. The midwife sits on a stool in front of Rina, tearing away the front of her bedclothes. In the next moment the babe slides free and Rina slumps against us. The air thickens around me as we lay her back carefully and the room grows eerily still. For a moment it’s as if time has slowed to a near stop. On the mantle, the gold and tortoiseshell bracket clock ticks like the beat of a dying heart. Each breath I draw is labored and achingly shallow. Glancing over I see the midwife holding the child, rubbing it this way and that, tugging gently on its small arms and legs. Finally it lets out a wail, loud and strong, and it’s as if the entire room takes a collective breath of relief. Turning back to Rina I watch her eyes flutter closed.


  “Rina?” I shake her gently.


  “She’s all right,” the maid assures me, waving me aside and covering her in clean blankets. “Just exhausted.”


  The midwife stands, bringing the baby over. It’s not crying anymore, just making soft cooing noises. She looks down and sees Rina sleeping.


  “Would you like to present the babe to her father?” she asks, holding the tiny bundle out to me. My throat is too dry to respond. Part of me wants to never look at the creature, but there is a deeper part, a maternal instinct perhaps, that demands I take the child. She lays the infant in my arm and something falters inside me, a resentment I didn’t realize I’d been clinging to falls away like a veil and it’s as if a ray of sunshine is beaming directly into me. The child blinks up and me with clear, emerald green eyes, and yawns, its tiny, perfect mouth forming a little O before drifting off to sleep. There is a hint of fuzz-like black hair crowning its head and as I hold him, something else becomes very clear.


  “Is everything alright Your Grace?” The midwife asks, puzzled by my expression. I smile, stroking the tiny hand with one finger.


  “I was just thinking that everything is as it should be,” I answer more to the child than her.


  When I step through the door Alexander rushes forward and I smile, both to reassure him and because I simply cannot contain the joy of it all.


  “Congratulations Lord Mananov, you have a son.” I hold the bundle out to him and he accepts it awkwardly.


  “A son,” he murmurs, transfixed by the tiny face.


  “And Rina is well also, she is just resting now. You can see her if you’d like,” I say, moving to Sergei and winding my fingers through his.


  Alexander looks up at me, his expression unreadable but a smile on his lips. “Thank you.”


  I nod and slip out of my apron, tossing it on a ball beside the door as he slinks inside. As soon as the corridor is empty Sergei leans down and kisses my forehead.


  “What are you thinking about?” he asks.


  I turn to him, frowning. “I’m thinking how lovely it must be to have a simple, uncomplicated life. I’m thinking that they will raise that beautiful child together. They get to be a family.”


  I can’t keep the sadness from my voice. “It’s a bittersweet thing, to have been unsuccessful in our attempts to conceive again. I want nothing more than to carry your son, to bring him into the world and hold him in my arms. But to have him raised here, a pawn of the Empress, for you to never be able to hold him like a proud father and claim him as your own, I think that would have been misery for both of us.”


  He kisses me again, this time on the lips. I sigh against his mouth and he pulls away.


  ***


  “Well, are you going to open it?” Sergei asks impatiently.


  My eyes slide over to the letter, still sealed with red wax and Empress Elizabeth’s unmistakable emblem. I stuff my quill into the inkwell and sit back.


  “Yes. Eventually. I want to make sure a few more items are tended to before I lose the authority to do anything at all,” my chest is heavy as the realization of my situation comes full fold. I glance up and his eyes are on mine, his thoughts unreadable as always. I wonder if he will come with me, if I’m sent away as a penniless widow. Perhaps he would leave Russia and come to Prussia with me and we could marry there. Or perhaps he will want to return to Winter Palace and the Empress’ side. If I’m to be sent to a convent, I wonder if he would help me steal away. We could flee to the mountains, disappear…


  I shake the thoughts away.


  “What is so important?” he asks.


  I lift a handful of papers recently delivered to me by my privy council.


  “There’s a chapel two towns over that needs to be rebuilt after a fire last month. Also, the lower town needs more grains and the well in the east village has dried up. A new well must be dug to supply the town with water. And then there’s the matter of the mill—“


  He sits back, effectively silencing me with a sharp glare.


  I sigh deeply. “Fine.”


  Picking up the letter I round the desk and lean against the front of it, snapping the seal with my thumbs and carefully unfolding the letter. As soon as the words are read, the air rushes from my lungs and the parchment slips from my fingers, fluttering to the floor.


  “What is it?” Sergei demands.


  I can’t speak, the shock is nearly paralyzing. Swallowing, I shake my head.


  Snatching the paper from the floor he skims it quickly, reading aloud as he does so.


  “…pleased to inform you that the Grand Duke is expected to make a full recovery.”


  His head snaps up. “This is what you hoped for, isn’t it?”


  I can’t think clearly. Hadn’t I wanted Peter to live? Yes and no. I’d rather grown accustomed to the idea of leaving court, or perhaps even remarrying. I’d been carefully planning and plotting, trying to prepare myself for every eventuality. But now, all that was dashed to hell. I hadn’t even imagined a miraculous recovery was possible, hadn’t dare let myself hope for it. Now I can feel myself flushing and my mind reels, grasping for a plan, a next step that will put the ground under my feet once again.


  “Yes, of course. He will come back here.” I feel the words slip out but I can’t remember deciding to speak them.


  “The Empress says he should be well enough to travel next week. We should make arrangements.”


  I nod slowly, rounding the desk and returning to my seat. “I must make arrangements.” I lick my lips, hesitant to speak my next words but finally gathering my wits. “You realize there can be no more we, not like there has been recently. Peter will move back into our apartments and…”


  I trail off. What more is there to say? My husband is returning.


  “You will still need an heir,” Sergei says pointedly.


  I look up and realize I’ve hurt him. “I don’t mean to give you up, my love. Never that. I only meant that we must go back to being extremely discreet. No more staying all night, no more affection in public. The servants will be gossiping and while I didn’t mind so much before when I thought,” I pause, drawing a breath. “I would not have Peter find out. For both our sakes.”


  He nods and it takes all I have not to go to him, to find comfort in his arms. But Peter is returning and I know I will have to learn to find my solace elsewhere.


  


  


  [image: Image]


  The days fly past as we prepare for Peter’s return. The entire palace is on alert as every detail is tended to with absolute precision. We send for the finest wines and entertainers. I prepare a small tournament in his honor filled with the sport of old days, sword play, jousting, and archery. When he arrives, the garrison will perform a formal drill and then stand inspection for him. He will be told the new uniforms were made as a special honor to him, and I pray he will believe that small lie.


  Even as everything comes together, I feel myself weakening. The exertion and pressure is nearly debilitating and on the day of his arrival I have a fit of dizziness that nearly takes me to my knees. The silver diamond tiara is heavy on my head and it’s only with Maria’s support that I make it to the welcoming procession at all. The breeze feels good against my skin, crisp and cool, a sure sign that summer is coming to an end.


  From my left Elizavetta approaches, her hands folded demurely in front of her. As she approaches me, her head down, her petal pink gown flapping in the breeze, I realize I haven’t seen her for weeks, during which she’s been relegated to serving as a maid for my most pious of visiting noblewomen, Lady Jane Faust. They’ve spent countless hours in attendance at the chapel, reciting biblical verse, or in silent prayer. I smirk at the thought. Perhaps a little piety is exactly what she needed because as she approaches me now, her expression is meek, shamed even.


  “Your Grace,” she says with a deep curtsey.


  I nod to her and she rises. I want to release my grudge against her, but I find myself unable. Though I cannot be sure of it, I still suspect it was she who pushed me down the stairs, she who killed my unborn child, and that suspicion grows like a noxious weed in my heart. Walking slowly, she takes her place in the rear of the procession and Maria squeezes my arm, pointing to the gates in the distance.


  “He’s here,” she says jubilantly.


  I wave my hand and the trumpets sound, drums beat, flags bearing the Romanov crest flap gently, and the thunder of hooves grow louder as the carriages and horsemen approach. The gold gilt carriage rolls to a stop and the footman rushes to open the door. When Peter steps out all the anxiety, all the weariness rushes inward, stealing the air from my lungs.


  His cane hits the ground with a hollow sound as he slowly marches forward. His face is pallid and scarred terribly, welts left behind from the pox. His head is covered with a powdered wig with long white rings up the sides. Though his Caftan is light blue like the sky and covered in silver lace and diamonds, it looks too large for his frail body. It’s as if he’s aged twenty years in only a few months. I step forward, dipping in to a curtsey to greet him. Behind me the rest of the court follows suit.


  “Peter, welcome home,” I say warmly.


  He rushes past me, nearly knocking me aside. I expect him to run into Elizavetta’s waiting arms, but he shuns her as well, hobbling as fast as his still weak legs will carry him into the palace. He doesn’t pause to greet his lords or to wave to the assembly, but rather he climbs the stairs like a man possessed. I quickly thank the nobles for attending and then follow him to his office.


  “Peter, is everything alright?” I ask, closing the door behind me.


  “Get out,” he says calmly before beginning to sort through the stacks of books on his shelf.


  “What are you looking for?” I ask. “Is there something I can—“ he cuts me off.


  “No. Just leave.”


  I nod and turn to go. He isn’t upset it seems, only eagerly distracted. Pausing I look back over my shoulder.


  “There is to be a feast tonight to celebrate your return, will you attend?”


  He throws the book he’s holding onto the floor. “Why wouldn’t I? You think I’m too ashamed for people to see me like this?”


  Realizing too late that I’ve upset him I scramble to ease his temper. “Of course not. I’m so relieved you are well and returned to us.” I take a breath, “It’s only that I can imagine how lonely you’ve been and I wondered if you planned to spend the evening with Elizavetta.”


  When he glances up at me his eyes are earnest, “Who?”


  My mouth falls open and I stammer. “Your mistress.”


  He chuckles and waves me off. “Of course not. I see that Alexander is back in residence, your idea, I suppose?”


  It feels as if I’m standing on a great precipice, my footing unsure. “He is returned, at the Empress’ request, not mine, I swear.”


  He shrugs. “Good. It will be nice to have my friends at my side once more.” Apparently finding what he was looking for he holds up a thick volume and makes a victorious grunt. As he slips past me he gives me a quick peck on the cheek, which I am far too stunned to return. “Go see to the feast preparations then, Wife. There’s work to be done. I’ll see you tonight.”


  He could not have shocked me more if he’d pulled a pheasant from his pants. I stumble into the hallway and watch as he walks away, his gait encumbered but swift as his cane slicks against the parquet floor. A familiar face appears at my side. Mikhail, ever Peter’s doppelganger, is taking in the scene. I turn to him.


  “What’s going on?” I demand.


  He frowns, not looking at me as he whispers, “I have grave news. I think Peter means to kill the Empress.”


  


  ***


  I’m pacing in my office, only my Grigory and Mikhail watching me with wary eyes as I chew the nail of my thumb.


  “I don’t understand. She was supposed to be caring for him,” I mutter.


  “Oh, she did,” Mikhail assures me, rubbing his blood shot eyes with the mounds of his palms. “She never left his side, even in the worst of it. She ate, slept, and even insisted she hold all her council meetings in the adjoining chamber.”


  I take a deep breath, closing my eyes.


  “He got your letters, she read them to him every day.” He adds.


  I shake my head, “Then what’s going on? I can’t possibly believe he’s had a change of character, is such a thing even possible?” Could I dare let myself hope that at some point, in the height of his illness, he found peace and forgiveness in his heart? Or had the fever addled his mind so badly that his memories had been washed away?


  “I don’t think that at all, Your Grace. From what I observed, he was constantly muttering, writing notes in the air as if to remind himself of things. He seemed to grow stronger in his resentment each day.”


  I frown, pausing near my window where the rising moon shone low and large in the dim twilight sky, its pearl glow reflecting in the clam water of the river.


  “I suspect that he was plotting, growing resolved in his anger. One day I was sitting with him when the Empress was holding council. It was impossible not to overhear.”


  “What did you hear?” I ask, not bothering to tear my gaze from the distant water.


  “The Empress said, that it might be better if he died, then she could name your unborn child her successor. She said that even if he survived, she planned to pass him over and make your child Emperor. She said he was too twisted and grotesque to ever rule a nation.”


  I let my eyes flutter closed. The Empress, with one careless conversation pushed Peter into a state of mind I’d never thought him capable. Violent, yes, he could always be that, but never calculated, never methodical. I’d honestly wondered if he had the intellect to be devious. Well, now I had my answer.


  “She’s created her own destruction.” I say, turning to Mikhail who nods in agreement.


  “Surely you can say something, advocate reason?”


  I laugh and it’s a dull, rueful sound. “When has Peter ever been open to reason? No, there is nothing I can say to change his mind on this.”


  “It’s treason, Catherine. If he’s discovered to be plotting some madness, she will have to kill him. She may well decide to kill you both.” He pleads.


  I don’t think he’s ever called me by name before, I’m not sure a condone the informality of it, but we are discussing my husband’s potential treason as if it’s afternoon tea, so I suppose it’s acceptable.


  I lick my lips. “I will, try. I can promise no more. But if I discover evidence of a plot, you must know my duty is to report it to the Empress.”


  He frowns, “You would sacrifice your husband so boldly?”


  Looking him directly in the eye I nod. “I would. Because if Peter is so far gone that he cannot see reason, I would not risk seeing a crown on his head either.”


  With a curt bow Mikhail turns to leave. With his hand on the door he pauses, turning back to me. “What I don’t understand is, with Peter ill, how could the Empress possibly hope that you might be with child? Are you?”


  My back goes rigid under the scrutiny of his words. “No, though I’m sure she had a plan for that as well.”


  He glances at me, his expression one of pity and understanding. There are few people on this earth who know the depravity that those in power are capable of, and he is among them. Perhaps, in some small way, that makes us allies.


  When he leaves my office I return to my window, twisting my wedding ring around my finger. As it moves across my skin I swear it tightens like a noose around my neck.
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  The feast that night is flawless, and I can’t seem to relax enough to enjoy it. I try making introductions to Peter of the visiting nobles, but he is uninterested. While people dance he sits in his throne beside me and scribbles notes on parchment. I try to glance over and get a peek, but it looks like gibberish. When I spot Elizavetta in the crowd I gesture for her to come over and greet him, but he will have none of it, waving her off without once even looking up. His shaggy blond hair is longer now, unruly and falling into his eyes so that he has to continually wipe it away.


  “Would you care to dance, Husband?” I ask, trying to catch his attention. He looks up at me and for the briefest of moments I see something flicker in his expression, something dangerous.


  “Not tonight.” Setting the parchment and quill aside he stands. The music fades to a close and trumpets sound.


  “People of Oranienbaum, what a feast we’ve had. I have been gone far too long from my palace. I know many of you thought I would never return, but God has spared my life so that I may take my place as Emperor of Russia. So be thankful, praise His will and marvel at the miracle of my survival. The days of feasting are only beginning,” he says, lifting his goblet of wine high into the air.


  The assembly cheers and the music resumes.


  “I’m glad to see you in such good spirits,” I say taking a drink.


  He frowns. “There is much to do and little time to accomplish things. You have done an adequate job of managing the palace affairs in my absence, but I am returned now. I have a great deal work to attend, but first, I think I must speak to you privately.”


  In the crowd I spot Sergei chatting with one of the nobles and I nod, taking another drink of wine before taking Peter’s arm and allowing him to lead me from the room. There is a calmness to him that unnerves me. He’s like the river, still on the surface but churning beneath the tranquil façade.


  Without a word he leads me to our chambers. He stops Grigory at the door.


  “You, guard. We have no need of you this evening.” Peter dismisses him. His eyes flicker to me and I nod as imperceptibly as I can. Though the last thing I want is to be completely alone with my husband, I know well that he can much more easily take out his aggression on my guard—possibly even kill him—for disobedience.


  Once inside I pour a glass of brandy and hand it to him. I had prepared as best I could for this possibility once I knew he was returning, but even now my nerves beat at my stomach like butterfly wings. He accepts the glass but doesn’t drink, setting it on the table beside him instead. Moving in close he makes a turn around gesture with his finger. I turn my back to him and he reaches up, tugging my perfectly tied hair free. It cascades down my back in dark waves as he rakes his fingers through it. My entire body is shaking, not with desire but with a deep, instinctual fear. It’s as if I’m a cornered animal, and he is a predator coming for me.


  “I did as you asked, while you were ill.” I’m stammering, but the tension is so thick and consuming I’ll try just about anything to distract him. “I looked after the palace, put emissaries and spies in place, invited Lords and Ladies to curry favor. Many of the nobles have been coming to us rather them the Empress.”


  I feel his hands slide down my back and begin fumbling with the laces of my gown.


  “With you, you mean. The nobles have been coming to you.”


  I open my mouth to protest but he grips the shoulders of my gown and rips it from my back, over my shoulders and then releases the scraps of fabric to the floor.


  “I wondered at first how you would get them to trust you.” He pauses, one hand running down the side of my corset, the other snaking around my waist and pulling me against him. “How many of them did you have to bed to gain their loyalty? One? One hundred?”


  I gasp in a shallow breath. “None, of course none. Why would you think—?”


  He cuts me off by drawing a long knife from his belt. I feel it slide past my hip as he brings it up so I can see it, pointing the tip at my face.


  “She told me why she sent you away. What orders you were under.” His voice hisses between his teeth and into my ear.


  “Then you know what she demanded of me. I had no choice but to take someone,” I falter, realizing I’ve already said enough to condemn myself. “She even sent Alexander here hoping that I would…but I didn’t. I refused.”


  My heart pounds so hard I think I might faint.


  “So you took a lover?” he asks, drawing the blade of his knife up my side.


  “I did.” I whisper. “Only one.”


  “Who?” he demands. “Tell me.”


  I shake my head, “I will not.”


  I feel the knife slice through the back of my corset in a rush of cold steel. It falls free and I’m left shaking in only my sheer, pale shift. “You will tell me or I will kill every man, woman, and child in this palace.”


  “You wouldn’t.” I say, not entirely sure I can doubt his words.


  He sighs. “No, I really wouldn’t. But I will kill some, people close to you.”


  He circles around me, never really releasing me but still keeping me at a distance. I set my jaw defiantly.


  He tisks at my refusal to respond. “Fine. Then answer me this, are you pregnant?”


  I swallow and it feels like I’ve got something stuck in my throat when I speak. “No.”


  “Good. I would have killed you and the bastard, I want you to know that.” He looks at me as if I should be pleased that he’s decided to spare my life. “As it is, The Empress plots against me. Against us. She may still try to choose a new heir, I know she is searching for options. She doesn’t think I’m pretty enough for the appointment anymore,” he says, motioning to his scarred face.


  “It’s not so bad,” I whisper and he lashes out, slapping me with such force that I fall back and into the table, barely managing to keep my feet.


  “I’m hideous. But I’m also strong. Much stronger than I was before. I see what’s happening around me, I see everything. I’m like a God now.”


  I feel my eyes widen at his delusional proclamation.


  Reaching down he takes me by the hair, lifting me upright. “But there’s a plan for me. I see it now. So much work to be done. And one thing I still require of you.”


  “What?” I ask, feeling my strength return. The fear is fading now, replaced by a cold, driving desire to survive.


  At once he releases me, pitching me forward through the doors to the inner bedchamber. Lifting the abandoned glass of scotch from the table, he approaches. I glance around for a weapon, anything at all. I will kill him, if I have to. I will kill him and run away into hiding if that’s what it takes.


  “I admit, I was hoping it would be Elizavetta, she was always so…eager to please. But you are my wife, even if you are a whore, and so I see that it must be you.” He’s toying with me now, taking a step forward as I step back. He throws his knife aside and when I lunge for it he grabs me easily with one arm. I thrash against him but he pulls me into his chest once more then pushes me to the wall, pinning me between his body and it. I scream out and he takes the opportunity to pour the bittersweet liquor down my throat.


  My eyes water instantly and he throws the glass, shattering it across the wall opposite us. With both hands free he lifts me and carries me, kicking and screaming to the bed. Crawling on top of me he covers my mouth so I bite down. His blood pools into my mouth, gagging me with the thick metallic taste of it. He pulls his hand away then punches me in the face hard enough that I feel bones fracture under the skin.


  “You are my wife and you will submit to me, is that clear?” he screams into my face.


  I spit his own blood back at him and he rears up onto his knees, hitting me again only this time in the chest, hard enough to force the air from my lungs and leave me gasping. Rolling off me he trudges to the doors to the bedchamber and slams them closed, propping a chair under the knobs.


  “Now, where were we?” he asks, stripping off his clothes.


  By the time he crawls back onto me, the tincture I’ve laced the brandy with is in full effect. The room grows fuzzy and my arms and legs become heavy. Everything goes dark and the last thing I remember is the weight of his body on mine before I slip from consciousness.


  


  ***


  When I wake I’m immediately aware of two things, the first is that I’m entirely nude and the second is that every small measure of me has been abused. The pain is everywhere, a throbbing ache covering my entire body. Looking down I see that I’m covered in newly forming bruises and welts, large handprints decorate my hips, thighs, and breasts. My head is too heavy to lift fully from the bed but I manage to cover myself with a blanket. The bed is empty and Peter is nowhere to be found. I scream and pain explodes on the side of my face. My throat is dry and rough and I have to scream several times before the sound is loud enough that anyone might hear me.


  Maria rushes in, grabbing my robe and carefully pulling back the covers for me. She calls for another of my ladies who gasps and quickly crosses herself before helping Maria lift me from the bed.


  “I’ve run you a bath with lavender and salts, it should help,” she says gently. “With the other pains as well.”


  “How did you know?” I ask.


  The maids exchange a look.


  “You screamed quite a lot,” Maria answers finally.


  Every movement is agony as they half-carry me to the tub and help me in. I soak there until the water is like ice, then have them fill it once more. After I’ve soaked most of the day away I sit by the fireplace in my robe, not bothering to dress. There’s no way I could put on a corset anyway, just the soft cotton of the robe is aggravating my sensitive skin. Leaving the room isn’t’ even an option. Peter returns that night. Seeing me sitting by the fire he orders me to stand. I obey as best I can. When I falter he takes my hand.


  “I’m sorry if I hurt you badly,” he says with a sadistic smile.


  “No you aren’t,” I say flatly, too hurt and tired to even pretend to humor him.


  He raises his eyebrows and kisses my hand gently. “You’re right, I’m not.”


  I sigh. The wine and whiskey I’ve been indulging in are taking the edge off the pain, but the ace is still there.


  “Take off your robe,” he orders.


  I glare at him.


  “You can take it off or I can cut it off,” he says pleasantly. “Personally, I find I like it when you make it a challenge.”


  I step around him slowly, reaching for the bottle of brandy and take a long, deep drink of it before setting it back down. Turning to him I untie the robe and let it slip to the floor. He rushes at me, like a starving man might rush to a banquet table, and captures my mouth with his. I bite at his lips and he pulls away, grinning. Lifting me he carries me off. The brandy acts much faster this time and I’m unconscious before we even hit the bed.
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  The days go on in this manner for some time. Eventually he takes the laced brandy away, saying he prefers it when I fight back, but I stop giving him the satisfaction. Eventually the worst of my injuries heal and I’m able to function somewhat normally again. Peter, however, has other ideas. He’s forbidden me to leave my room or see anyone other than my maids. I’ve gone from being a ruler to being a prisoner in my own palace. Sergei comes every day, seeking an audience, and every day I send him away. The shame and guilt is crippling as I lie in bed, refusing to even eat. The odor of the food is noxious to me, and weak as I am, it is my spirit that is most injured. I cannot stop Peter from taking me as he wants. He is my husband and it is his right by law. This is not some grand fairy tale. No one is coming to rescue me from my ivory tower. Despair consumes my until finally, overwhelmed with concern, Maria sends for the physician.


  He’s disturbed, that much I can ascertain from his expression. My arms and legs are bruised, though healing, and my face is no longer swollen or sore.


  “When was your last courses?” he asks, counting the pulse in my wrist.


  My head lulls to the side as I try to remember. “The final week of August, I believe.”


  He drops my wrist and pats my hand gently. “Well, that’s likely the problem then. You’re with child.”


  I roll over and look at him. He’s pleased but I can’t muster up anything but loathing.


  “What day is it?” I ask. Surely not so much time has passed.


  “It’s October the twelfth,” he says slowly. “I will report your condition to the Grand Duke. After your last loss, we should move you to your own private rooms and begin your confinement early.”


  I can see in his expression his true motive. He’s concerned that the abuse will continue despite my condition and he wants me moved away from Peter for my own protection. If I weren’t so tired I would embrace him.


  “The Grand Duke is lucky to have you,” he says gently. “The Lords will be pleased to know your long absence from court was due to such happy circumstances. They will be most relieved to see you again.”


  His words are clam and carefully chosen, but their meaning is clear. Peter is upsetting the Lords again and they, probably fearing for my life, have been worried. A thought occurs to me, something I’d failed to realize before. If the Lords thought Peter had hurt me—possibly killed me even—they would stand against him with the Empress. They would support her passing him over for the crown, either to my child or another candidate.


  “I will tell Peter the news,” I decide, rallying my strength enough to sit up. “Please relate my thanks to the Lords for their well wishes and tell them that I will be returning to court soon.”


  Peter has been back less than a month and I know well that odds are the child isn’t even his, not that he will ever hear those words from me. Finally I have within my grasp something that has been absent from me for far too long. Once more I have leverage against my husband. I feel my strength returning as, for the first time in weeks, my hope returns.


  I call my maids and begin the slow process of restoring myself to life, all the while plotting how best to use this to my advantage. He won’t touch me now, he wouldn’t risk the child. In that much, at least, I am protected. The Empress will be pleased with me once more, and in her good graces I could always ask to return to Winter Palace for my confinement, should Peter become too intolerable.


  I’ve bathed and dressed and I’m in the process of having my things moved when Peter stomps into the room.


  “And where are you running off to?” he demands.


  “The physician came to see me today. I’m with child once more.”


  I’m not sure what reaction I expect, he’d been so overjoyed the last time I handed him such news, but he’s grown colder now, and simple as he is even he must suspect the child might not be his. His expression crumbles immediately, a look of fear riding across his furrowed brow.


  “I thought you would be pleased, this was your ultimate goal, wasn’t it? The reason you’ve been forcing yourself upon me with such vigor?” I ask. He doesn’t answer so I turn my back to him, removing my tiara from its box. “Either way, the deed is done now. And I am moving to private chambers on advice of the physician.”


  I turn to him and he’s staring up at me, dumbfounded. “Whose side are you on? Will you agree to the Empress’ plot to pass me over and make your child her heir?” he asks.


  I frown. Would I support such a thing? There is a hatred, a bitterness in my heart that says yes, I would. But then I would never rule, never be Empress. Most likely she would send Peter and I away and take the child from us as she once took young Peter from his family. No, I would not support that. Being mother of the heir would give me stability, but being wife to the Emperor would give me power. And I’ve fought too hard and sacrificed too much to relent now.


  “No,” I answer. “I would not allow her to pass you over, even in favor of our child. And if you will allow me to continue what I began here, to sway the Lords to your side, we will gather enough support that she will dare not even try.”


  He nods. “There is an ally in Moscow, he is a favorite of hers but a friend to me. He is the only one who voiced opposition to her plot. I will travel there to seek his council. You will accompany me.”


  I nod. “But know this, you will not touch me again. If you ever lay a hand upon me again, I will kill you. Do you understand?”


  I expect anger or retribution, but he just blinks up at me like a schoolboy who has been chastised. “Yes.”


  I run my hands down my skirts. “Good. We will leave for Moscow in three days. Have everything prepared. My ladies and I will take the carriage. You will ride with the guards.”


  “Three days ago you wouldn’t even rise from bed, now you order me about like a servant.” He muses, “What has spun you about so quickly?”


  I straighten, lowering my chin and holding his eye determinedly while I slip my tiara onto my head. “I’ve been reminded that the only ally you truly have, is me. You can’t hurt me anymore, you need me, not just for the child, but to stand with you against the Empress. I will bring the nobles to kneel at your feet and I will supply the love of the people that you will require to rule. You need me and I know it. Your power over me is truly gone.”


  “I could wait until the child is born and have you killed,” he mutters petulantly.


  “Hollow threats, Peter. Even with an heir, all that prevents the Empress from passing you over is the support of the Lords, and to keep their support, you need me.”


  It’s hard not to sound smug, but when I look at him now, he seems so small and frail. His face is badly scarred and his golden yellow hair is thinning. My once beautiful husband is withering before me. I shouldn’t be glad of it, but I am. Even as he grows weak, I grow strong.


  “If you will excuse me, I am going to go discuss some urgent matters with Sergei.”


  I expect a word of rebuke, a harsh reprimand for my boldness, but Peter just nods as I take my leave.


  Once I’m out the door I press my hand gently to my belly, silently praying to all the hosts of heaven that the child is, indeed, Sergei’s.


  If no one is going to save me, I’d best get on with saving myself.


  


  ***


  Sergei is so glad to see me that it takes the better part of an hour before I can pry myself free of his desperate embrace.


  “I was so worried, so afraid that he’d hurt you, or worse.” His face is flushed his dark hair ragged as he kisses me again, stealing my breath. When I finally pull away he traces the fading bruises on my arms and neck and the side of my face. “I think I went mad. I would have killed him with my bare hands to get to you. It was only Maria’s merciful words that gave me peace. She told me you were alive, but ill and refusing to see anyone. Please, please for my sanity never do that again, never refuse me so.”


  I smile against his fingertips as they cross my lips. “I promise.”


  He leans in for more kisses put I hold him off with a hand to his chest. “I have news first. I’m with child again,” I say pleasantly.


  Swooping me up in his arms he carries me off to the settee in my office and proceeds to demonstrate his joy.


  After, as I lay there in his arms, I have to make my confession.


  “Peter did hurt me. I’ve never been so terrified or felt so powerless in my entire life. For a time, I wanted to die. It was only the thought of returning to you that kept me from faltering, I want you to know that.” I take a deep breath and his arms tighten around me. “And I want you to know that I will never feel that powerless ever again, whatever it takes. I swear to God I will burn this palace to the ground before I let Peter or Elizabeth hold such power over me again.”


  “It kills me that I could not protect you from him,” Sergei whispers gently. “But I swear to you, I will never let him hurt you again.”


  “The best way you can help me now is to help me to convince the Empress not to pass over Peter. Without a crown on my head I cannot hope to survive this place. It is a fragile game, and I’ve come to realize that in order to win, I must be the player holding all the cards.”


  “What would you have me do?” he asks.


  I pause, unsure of the task I’m about to request of him. The rational part of my mind knows what I need him to do, but the other part of me wants nothing more than to hold him close and never release him from my side.


  “I need you to go to the Winter Palace and speak to her. Convince her that Peter is sound in mind and body. Tell her that with me at his side, we can control the court and rule the nation successfully, with the support of the nobles. I fear the influence of others in this matter. She will listen to you.”


  “You are sending me off to defend the man who hurt you, the man whom I was recently planning to kill myself?” he laughs dryly. “And what if she will not listen?”


  “Make her listen,” I say flatly.


  He raises one dark eyebrow, “What are you asking me to do? Are you suggesting I should rekindle my relationship with her to hold her ear?”


  I sit up quickly. “Absolutely not.”


  He laughs and this time it’s deep and warm. “I know, I was only teasing. I like it when you get jealous.”


  I grin and nibble on my lower lip, resigning myself to get up and straighten myself. After a few minutes, and with his help, I’m presentable once more.


  “Peter and I are traveling to Moscow. He says he has an ally there, but I suspect it might be a ploy.” He frowns, his expression growing worried. “I’ll take Grigory with me, don’t fret. But I should be there. There will be ample chance to meet the villagers along the way and to speak with a few of the nobles who still remain tied to the Imperial Court. I must win them to our side as well.”


  He seizes me by the chin, “Win them to your side. Let Peter be the bungling ruffian he is, but win their loyalty to you. The wind is changing—I’ve been around long enough to witness it before—and you never know what direction it will blow next. Just be careful, keep our child safe for me. Promise me.”


  “I promise,” I say, earning me one last kiss.
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  The ride to Moscow is long and bitter cold. We are forced to stop and rest in tents overnight. They don’t provide much protection from the bitter cold and each morning we wake to a thin layer of frost on the sturdy canvas. I spend most nights sharing a bed with Maria, more for warmth than companionship. Sergei is far away in St. Petersburg as I asked and I try to keep my mind occupied to keep from aching the loss of him.


  It takes over a week to reach the Estate of Count Chernyshev, Peter’s ally. Also in residence are the Countess Shuvalova, one of the Empress’ ladies, and Kyril Razumovsky, one of the lords on her privy council. It feels to me less like being welcomed into a home as it does walking into a cage full of lions.


  They welcome us with a grand banquet and night after night of operas and military drills, all the while expressly avoiding Peter’s every attempt to raise the matter for which we’d come. Two weeks into our visit another of the Empress’ council arrives, Lord Baturin. He’s young, younger perhaps than even Peter, and light of foot. He dances away in his light blue and green costume, all the while reminding me of a preening peacock.


  “This is the man we’ve been waiting for,” Peter mumbles over the rim of his glass. “He’s been at her side for weeks, gauging her reaction at the news of your pregnancy.”


  I glare at the man, trying to size him up. I realize two things immediately. Firstly, he smiles too much and too falsely. Every conversation is amusement to him as he flatters and gestures flamboyantly. A dandy, my mother would call him. But there’s something else, something that strikes me secondly. The smile is a careful façade. I watch as his eyes dart back and forth, even in his merriment he is silently taking stock of everyone in the room to the tiniest detail. The tell-tale mark of a skilled spy, playing the fool and keeping those around him at ease all the while plotting silently. He was, more than any of the others, dangerous and would need to be handled carefully.


  I open my mouth to share my observations with Peter but stop short when Baturin slides over to our table.


  He bows deeply. “Your Graces, might I have the honor of a dance with the Grand Duchess?”


  Peter smiles and lists his glass. He’s already drank more than he should and I’m afraid to leave his side, afraid he will say more than he should. “Of course, be my guest.”


  I have no choice now, to refuse would be the height of rudeness. Taking his arm, I allow him to lead me to the dance floor where we join the other dancers, taking our places. The music begins and we weave back and forth, carefully performing our steps. When we draw close he engages me in conversation.


  “I’m glad to see you well, Your Grace. Though I’m surprised that you dared to make the trek in your condition.”


  I smile. “Not at all, the fresh air is good for me. Besides, we thought it would be good to travel a bit, get to know every piece of our country before we are called upon to rule it.”


  He raises an eyebrow, “Is that so? I’ve heard that The Grand Duke only cares for his small duchy of Holstein. That is it all he cares to hear about.”


  “Well, perhaps he does inquire about it often. It was his birthplace and thus has some sentimental value to him, but he is eager to get to know the other lands as well.” I answer coolly.


  It doesn’t bother me too much to admit that he’s right about Peter’s limited interest in the country, what does bother me is how he is so keenly aware of it.


  “What of you, Lord Baturin? Where do you call home?”


  He smiles one of his phony smiles and it’s all I have not to cringe at the sight of it. “St. Petersburg is my home now, though I was born and raised in the north. My family rules a large fishing village.”


  “How lovely,” I say absently.


  “Fond of fishing, are you?”


  I smile pleasantly, “I find there is nothing so marvelous as the sea air to calm a person.”


  He nods in agreement.


  We continue to banter as we dance. I keep getting the feeling he’s trying to lead me somewhere in the conversation, attempting to coerce me to speaking out of turn, but I do not falter.


  “And what do you think of the Empress?” he asks, doing away with his pretense altogether.


  “I think she is as shrewd as she is beautiful. She is a grand ruler for Russia and a great example to Peter and myself,” I say flatly.


  With that the music ends. I return to my seat beside Peter who slaps the table excitedly at something that’s been said and stands, laughing with the Count. He leans over to me.


  “We are going to go enjoy some brandy. I will see you in your chambers later,” he slurs.


  I raise one eyebrow in silent challenge. We haven’t shared a bed since I’d discovered my condition, and if he thought he was going to stumble drunkenly into it tonight…


  He winks mischievously and takes his leave, abandoning me to the merriment of the Countess. A dour woman in her late forties the Countess Chernyshev was a large, uncouth woman. She always had her mouth full and often belched loudly. She was a peasant, as she tells me the story of how she came to meet the count, and he was a young noble. She spins a tale of torrid romance under the nose of their parents.


  “The wedding was done in secret, of course, before I opened my legs to him. He would have done anything I asked for one good roll in the hay,” she laughs loudly, being quite taken with drink herself. “But when his family found out, well there was a bit of hell to pay. That’s why he gets to run off to Court and I have to stay here you see. It was quite a scandal. No doubt they still gossip about it.”


  I nod, though if they do, it’s never reached my ears. Court can be fickle like that, today’s scandal is tomorrow’s forgotten history. Of course, had he not married her, she would have been utterly ruined. For him it would have been a minor indiscretion only. That is the politics of womanhood, of nobility over peasantry.


  She talks until I’m far too bored to care. At some point Lord Baturin heads off to join Peter and the Count and I excuse myself to my chamber. Maria stays behind, with my blessing, to chat with Lord Razumovsky, a dashing man in his early thirties. He’s wealthy, handsome, and by everything I’ve witnessed in the past days, a kind and loyal gentleman. He was in need of a wife, and she would be a good fit, if the interest was mutual. From the way she is looking at him when I leave, it is.


  Grigory, my constant shadow, follows me to my room and takes up watch outside me door. He’s distant and cool, not nearly as informal as he once had been. I think he feels similar to Sergei, that he failed to protect me, to honor his oath to me. But there was nothing he could have done, and I’d told him as much. It didn’t seem to change anything.


  Once alone in my room I open a book and settle in to read for a while. I assume by Peter’s gesture that he wants to speak with me privately after his meeting, and I doubt I can manage myself out of my gown before Marie arrives to help me anyway. I could call a maid, I suppose, but I decide to wait it out with my book of philosophies.


  Sometime later when Peter arrives I’ve fallen asleep in my chair, my book still open on my lap. His boisterous entrance wakes me and I tense.


  He holds a hand out. “Don’t worry. I’ve not come to ravish you.”


  I frown but say nothing. He laughs and half falls into the chair across from me.


  “I finally spoke to them about the Empress’ threat.” He pauses, belching loudly. “And they have told me that just this week Elizabeth retracted the statement. Even with news of your pregnancy, she has agreed to preserve the line of succession as it stands now.”


  I feel myself sag with relief, the weariness of the trip finally soaking into my bones.


  “Apparently your Sergei was quite instrumental in changing her mind,” he says, as if hinting at some sort of impropriety. I let the remark go, unwilling to give voice to my own thoughts on the matter.


  “I’m very glad.” I say flatly.


  “There is more. They have come up with a clever plot to see me safely to the throne.”


  He is on the edge of his seat now, eager as a little boy.


  “What plot?” I ask, perking up.


  “Baturin wants to kill the Empress, set fire to Winter Palace so it looks as if she died in an accident, then put me on the throne immediately,” He says, his voice high with excitement. “Just think, we could have her out of our way permanently. You can I could take our places as rulers. We could make Oranienbaum the new center of power in Russia.”


  My mouth has gone dry as I try to breathe slowly and process his words.


  “Do realize what you’re saying?” I ask, barely able to push the words through my scratchy throat. “Not only is it treason just to speak those words, but it would be regicide to even know about such a thing, much less endorse it. Her blood would be on your hands.”


  He throws his hands in the air. “It’s not wrong if it’s God’s will. How can I sit here and abide while that treacherous whore sits on my throne? She is evil to her very core. She’s already turned against Prussia, abandoning the nation that supported her, but she’s swayed by whatever handsome face is currently in her bed.”


  “This isn’t about her rule,” I chastise. “She’s hurt your feelings, wounded your pride. I understand that, I feel the sting of it as well. If you knew the things she said to me when you took ill, the things she wanted me to do…But even so, we cannot be party to this plot. Surely you understand that?”


  “Bah. What do you know? You’re no better than her,” he says, turning away from me. The sting of his words is sharp and brutal.


  “Do you really think so little of me?” I ask, a soft whisper.


  When his gaze swings back to mine I know that he meant his cruel words, and I wonder, if only for a moment, if he’s right.


  “We will leave this place immediately,” I say, pacing the floor. “Send word that rumors of a plot against her reached our ears and that we left as soon as we heard them. Tell her, our loyalty, as always, is with her.”


  Now he’s enraged. “Why would I do such a thing? These men love me, they want to see me on the throne.”


  “Or,” I offer, “It’s a trap. Think about it, most of these men are at the very heart of her council. If she truly wanted to pass you over for the throne, what better way than to condemn you for being part of a plot against her? She could hang you for treason, if it struck her fancy, or at best have you exiled.”


  His mouth slams closed with an audible click of teeth.


  “Peter, I beg you. Leave this place and report this plot. Let her see that you are loyal, or at least shrewd enough not to be manipulated by idle promises. Let her think you are on her side. Give her no reason to judge you unworthy of the throne.” My words escape in a desperate rush. He shakes his head, looking as though he desperately wants to argue but can’t find fault with my reasoning. Finally, after a crushingly long silence, he speaks.


  “We will leave tomorrow. But I will not offer them a word of support in it, nor will I say anything of this to the Empress. If their plan succeeds, then well done. If not, we pretend it never reached our ears.” He decides finally.


  I know that not reporting it is a miscalculation. If the plan fails and one or more of the men are questioned, they will surely tell her of Peter’s foreknowledge, if not making up stories of his involvement just to avoid the rack. No, as soon as we leave this place I will send my own messenger to Elizabeth, with word of all that has transpired here. If it is a plot on her part, to trap Peter, then no harm will come to anyone. If however, it is a genuine bid to remove her from the throne, then we will either once more be in her good graces for reporting it, or we will be the innocent recipients of a revolt we had no part of.


  Either way, our hands will be clean of this mess.


  Peter finally drifts off in his drunken stupor and I call the valet and the stewards to carry him to his own room. Just the gin soaked smell of him in my chamber is enough to turn my stomach. I remain quite determined that he will never sleep in the same room as me ever again.


  Maria greets me that morning with news of a proposal.


  “Don’t you think it’s a bit rushed?” I ask, secretly envying her the rush of blood in her cheeks that only comes with infatuation. I’ve never seen her complexion so rosy, or her smile so wide.


  “He’s just wonderful. I know we’ve only known each other a few weeks, but I can’t imagine anyone making me happier.”


  I smile, standing and retrieving a small blue box from my drawer. “Then I am happy for you, and give my blessing warmly. Here, a token of my joy.”


  She takes the box and opens it to find a pair of stunning gold and pearl ear baubles inside.


  “They are lovely, thank you, Your Grace.”


  “Please, call me Catherine,” I say, tossing aside propriety long enough to embrace the woman who has grown to be my friend.


  How I will miss her.


  ***


  Preparations for the long journey home begin immediately. Peter tells them I’m feeling unwell and that we must return to Oranienbaum before my condition becomes too precarious for travel. It’s not far from the truth. My stomach is always uneasy now, and most of the food here is too heavily salted for my tastes, making it difficult to eat anything, much less to keep it from coming back up again. My hands and feet have begun to swell and my back aches constantly.


  As soon as I’m able to, I write a letter to the Empress and give it to Grigory who passes it to his most trusted lieutenant to take directly to the Winter Palace.


  The journey home is taxing, though this time we travel slower, stopping to spend evenings with various nobles on the way through the countryside. It’s important for Peter to know them, and for them to know us. It also gives me the opportunity to offer gifts and favors to our hosts, ingratiating them to us. I do my best to charm the Lords and befriend the Ladies. I make pleasant conversation with so many people of rank and station I can scarcely remember their names. Each evening I make notes about the people we’ve met, their needs and their desires. I make careful note of not just their demeanor, but of any secrets or gossip Maria can wrangle from the household. Other than the fairly commonplace lechery and adultery, only a few times am I shocked by these accusations. But I say nothing, just continuing to make friends, and to make notes. Peter hunts and charms and dazzles as if the pox never happened. Only in his semi-regular nightly visits to discuss the day’s meetings does his mind occasionally blunder, a forgotten name here, an unfortunate slip of the tongue there. It’s enough to make me wonder if his face wasn’t the only thing damaged by the disease.


  The journey home takes over three weeks.


  We are greeted by the nobles in residence when we return. Plans for Maria’s wedding are well underway, and despite my exhaustion, I’m genuinely excited for her. Rina greets me with her tiny bundle in her arms. I never imagined a time would come when such a sight didn’t cut me to my marrow, but I feel nothing but joy as I kiss the top of his tiny head. Even Peter is in a fine mood as he greets Alexander with a hug and a slap on the back. We catch eyes, but only for a moment, and I am beyond relieved when there is no spark, no remaining embers of emotion smoldering there. Just a subtle peace between us.


  All seems well in our little corner of the world, but deep inside me there is a feeling, a clock ticking, counting down until the time will come and all this happiness is once more burnt to ash in my mouth.


  When I catch sight of Sergei waiting in the drawing room, he smiles at me and it’s all I have not to pick up my skirts and run to him like a child. Then I see what’s in his hands, a neatly folded letter, from the Empress no doubt. When I approach I quickly dismiss my ladies and he bows deeply.


  “How was Winter Palace?” I ask.


  He tilts his head. “Much the same. The Empress is in fits over King Fredrick’s invasion of Austria, and she’s worried he will advance on the western border. She sends troops to aid Queen Maria Theresa, but refuses requests for ammunition and supplies.”


  I shrug. “The war will be over soon. We can only bicker for so long before we remember that we are more powerful together than apart.”


  “You seem well,” he says, offering me his arm as we walk.


  “I am, mostly. Tired and feeling quite bulbous at the moment, but all is well. Mother wrote to me to tell me she and my family have gone to Paris to weather the storm of war there. I think she’s trying to arrange my sister’s marriage to a nephew of the Dauphin.”


  “Isn’t your sister barely seven?” he asks, his tone amused more than horrified.


  “Twelve now, but I doubt Mother’s efforts will bear any fruit.”


  “Best not underestimate her, she did manage to wed you to Peter,” he adds.


  It’s difficult not to scoff at the idea that my mother was responsible for my current station. “She may have facilitated my station here, but it was I who won over the Empress. Let’s not forget that Elizabeth loathed my mother so much I had to send her away lest she bungle the whole affair.”


  He nods, “A fair point. Speaking of the Empress, she sends her love as well as a token of her gratitude. A chest of kopecks has been delivered to your chamber.”


  Good, I think wryly. Let her pay to soothe her guilty heart. I have places enough to use such money.


  “And,” he continues. “She also sends this.”


  He holds out the letter and I tear into it without waiting to arrive at my chamber. I feel myself frown, then relax as I exhale deeply.


  “It says Baturin was taken prisoner directly after we left. Count Chernyshev turned him in for plotting treason. She says that under interrogation he revealed that he’d spoken to Peter about it, but that Peter did not offer support in the matter. She says, I would not have believed my nephew capable of such loyalty and forethought if not for your letter condemning the whole affair. Good. The rift between them seems healed, for now.”


  “At least until the next time Peter is slighted and decides to do something rash.”


  My eyes flicker up to him and he grins. “How do you manage to handle so well all these terribly difficult men in your life?”


  I return his smile. “You speak as if I have an army of men like puppets under my control. Do you accuse me of witchcraft?”


  Pulling me into my chamber and closing the door behind him he pulls me into his arms.


  “Is that your secret? Because you have thoroughly enchanted me, my little queen.”


  I kiss him and it’s as if everything else falls away. Relaxing against his strong chest, I let myself dissolve into the moment.
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  The winter passes slowly, each day achingly long and dull. It’s a relief when spring finally arrives and I begin my confinement. No more lavish balls or dreary meetings with the privy council, I’m freed to spend my days lost in books, and I devour them in earnest, one after another. Maria visits and we talk about her wedding, which unfortunately I’m going to miss, thanks to my condition. Sergei sneaks in whenever he can, filling me in on all the court goings-on. Mostly I just like to lay my head on his chest and listen to the sound of his voice. Even Rina comes by, bringing her quickly growing child. He looks more like his father with each passing day and I find myself surprised by the impatience I feel to hold my own child in my arms. We play cards and chess and talk about the latest gossip.


  Soon I begin to feel him, moving about in my belly. It’s an alien sensation, but not at all unpleasant. I talk to him and read to him. It’s as if I exist in my own little bubble world, a calm, if solitary, existence, and a much-needed respite.


  Spring comes and goes in the blink of an eye. I watch Maria’s wedding from my window and when she comes to say goodbye my heart breaks a little. I reinstate Rina as my Maid of Honor, since they seem to have no plans to leave the palace. She tells me Alexander is glad to be at Peter’s side once more, though she also tells me Peter’s wild ways have returned. He’s still drinking heavily and taking several young women to his bed, none of whom stay for very long. I’m too content to be concerned, however.


  One day in early June, I’ve finally grown so round I can barely toddle around my chamber so I send my maids to fetch me some books from the library. They return with a huge stack and I begin rummaging through them. A familiar volume catches my eye.


  John Wilmot’s Letters To His Mistress.


  Perhaps it’s the emotional nature of pregnancy or the fact that I haven’t seen Sergei in several days, but I feel a tear escape my eye as I run my fingers along the spine.


  It’s not the same copy that once held the illicit letters to my would-be lover, but it’s enough to make me sentimental for the innocent, naïve girl I’d been. It seems like a lifetime ago. My eyes flick up to Rina, who is reading a book of her own in the seat across the room. Her face is serene, and for the briefest of moments, an old jealousy flairs. It’s gone as quickly as it had come, but I’m left feeling guilty. She’d been forced to marry Alexander, and that was my fault. How could I be upset that she’d grown to love him as I had, and that he’d grown to love her in return? I genuinely love them both, so when these fleeting moments of sadness arise, I know there is something wrong.


  At that moment a ripple of pain washes over me, clenching tight like a belt around my stomach. I cry out, dropping the book to the floor.


  “Rina, fetch the midwife,” I order, standing up on wobbly legs and making my way to the labor bed that’s been prepared for me.


  ***


  The pain comes in waves, ebbing and cresting in nauseating frequency. Peter is gone hunting with Alexander and Mikhail, so that leaves Sergei as the only nervous man outside my door. I don’t want to frighten him, so I try to stay as quiet as possible until the pain intensifies so suddenly I cry out.


  The baby comes after just a few hours, at least they tell me it’s only been a few hours, for to me it feels like days. An easy birth, the midwife says, making me want to reach out and slap her soundly.


  Still, I don’t faint and when they place the tiny bundle in my arms I nearly cry out with joy. His tiny eyes are blue, but with a tiny hint of green that betrays his true father. I carefully count each finger and toe, memorizing each tiny detail.


  I know I can’t send for Sergei, I can’t present his son into his arms, and the grief of it hits me full force only when I hear him weeping from behind the door.


  My strong, proud, brave Sergei. Father to a child that will never be his.


  “Shall I wash him?” Rina asks gently.


  I want to refuse, the desire to keep him in my arms forever is nearly impossible to deny.


  “Perhaps Lord Salkov will assist me,” she says, her voice a whisper.


  I nod, handing the soft, small bundle into her arms.


  While the nurses and maids tend to me, an envoy is sent to the Winter Palace to deliver the news to the Empress. I expect she will want to come and inspect the baby for herself, so I tell the maids to make the necessary preparations. I know that I will only have a few short weeks of respite, alone with my baby, before I will have to rejoin court, and I intend to enjoy every moment of it. Once I’m cleaned and dressed they bring the bassinet into my chamber, at my request.


  “Surely you want the babe to sleep with the wet nurse,” the midwife says.


  I snap at her. “He is my child and I will feed him.”


  My ladies look aghast. It’s not protocol, I know that, but I hadn’t known just how desperately I would love the little creature from the moment I set eyes on him. Motherhood will be my bliss, I decide, carefully folding the tiny blankets on the table before finally taking to my own bed and falling into an exhausted sleep.


  I wake to the sound of the baby crying. The nurse is rocking him gently but I sit up and motion for her to deliver him to me.


  “How do I feed him?” I ask even as he turns, nuzzling into my chest.


  She shows me and soon he is eating well. He’s strong for such a tiny creature, and has a fuzz of dark brown hair like mine on a spot on the very back of his head. Soon he’s full and content and despite the nurse’s objections, I continue to hold him close as he sleeps.


  The door to my chamber flies open with no preamble, startling us all. The Empress strides in, donning a full red riding habit, she strips off her gloves excitedly. Peter is close at her heels.


  “I rode out as soon as your message arrived,” she says curtly, motioning the nurse to take the baby.


  In walk three priests of her Majesty’s Synod, the church’s representatives in matters of state. Their robes are blood red, their faces grim even in the face of the young prince. Behind the Empress, Peter puckers his mouth in silent revolt. He’s never converted to the Orthodox Church and I know it burns him to have the baby blessed and baptized into the faith.


  The holy men take turns blessing the child, the last anointing him with holy oil and saying,


  “Young Prince of Russia, it is by the will of God and by Imperial decree that we give you the name, Paul Petrovitch. May you be blessed by his glory all your days.”


  They funnel out of the room quickly and I’m at a loss to explain the rushed nature of the naming. Normally the formal naming is done in the Great Hall, a lavish and very public affair. Something about the secrecy of it unsettles me deeply, but I know I cannot give voice to my fears and doubts, not at this moment.


  Turning back to me, Elizabeth hands me a tray laden with what must be hundreds of thousands of rubles, a gold box filled with jewels, and three large diamond rings.


  “You have done your part admirably,” she says coldly. “We will have the baptism at Winter Palace in six days. Peter will attend.”


  “Will I not be allowed?” I ask, a dry lump forming in my throat. I’m beginning to form a clear picture of her motivation. A formal naming would have required my presence, but now she could move forward without me. She is cutting me from his life already. I feel a tear slip down my cheek as a hollowness opens like a chasm in my soul.


  “No. You should remain in confinement for another forty days before returning to court. It is for your own safety, to make sure you’ve properly healed.”


  I weakly thank her for her gift and her concern, thought the extended confinement feels more like a prison sentence than a kindness, and she nods absently, her attention fixed on Paul’s small face as he begins to fuss. I hold my arms out to take my child but the Empress snaps her fingers and motions for the nurse to follow her from the room. They exit in a rush of skirts, taking my baby with them. Peter lags behind. I mean to ask him why they’ve taken Paul and when he will be returned to me, but his expression betrays the truth I’d only begun to realize.


  The Empress has taken my child—permanently.


  The shaking begins immediately, as my arms, once warm from holding his small body, grow cold. I cry out as the pain engulfs me, a deep emptiness like nothing I’ve ever known fills my heart. He turns from me and leaves without a word, abandoning me to my misery. I cry through the night and well into the next day, until there’s nothing left but the void inside me. Finally, when night comes again Sergei steals into my room. I’m unable to find joy at seeing him, and not even the feel of his arms cradling me eases the suffering.


  “She took him,” I mutter over and over.


  He strokes my hair, soothing me as best he is able. “I know, darling, I know.”


  When I’m finally calm again Sergei tips my chin up and brushes a kiss over my lips.


  “There is other news as well,” he begins. I know from his tone it is not of a glad nature. “The Empress has ordered me to take word of the birth to Sweden. I’m to leave tomorrow.”


  “Sweden? You will be away from me for months. How will I survive alone, especially now?” It’s as if she’s ripped out my heart, I can feel it breaking in my chest and the pain is enough to make me retch. “She is taking everyone I love away from me.”


  He nods sadly, “I will be back before your confinement ends. I know it pains you to have the babe taken so soon, but there is no denying her in this.”


  “She is trying to break me,” I say quietly, more to myself than to him. “Her cruelty knows no bounds.”


  “Yes, I suspect she is trying to break you,” he agrees. “But you will not break. You are stronger than she is.”


  I shake my head. “I don’t feel strong.”


  “I know, but you have one thing she doesn’t. You have the capacity to not only love, but to love deeply and with your entire being. It’s that love that makes you feel weak, but it is exactly that love that makes you powerful. Think about it, is there anything you would not do, any length you would not go to, to protect the people you love?”


  I don’t have to think about it, the answer is obvious.


  “No.”


  “Then use this pain, turn it to your advantage. Make it your strength.”


  He’s right. As soon as he says it, I feel the pain begin to twist inside me, bending into a new form, a cold, steely resolve.


  From there, my course becomes very clear. I can trace all my suffering back not to Peter or my Mother, but to the Empress herself. And it is time she paid for my misery.
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  I watch from my window as the fireworks rip across the night sky to celebrate the birth of the Heir. Below me I hear the cannonades and balls raging well into the night for nearly seventeen straight days. All the while, I am reading, studying, and more importantly, I am planning my next moves carefully.


  I don’t see my son again until November first, when the Nobles of Court and the foreign ambassadors come to my chamber to extend a formal congratulation. Many of them leave gifts and tokens, all of which are quickly scooped up by Peter, “For the royal treasury.” The Empress stands across the room, my babe in her arms. The sound of his cries only adds fire to my determination. I watch her with stern eyes even as I’m greeted warmly by the assembly. They fuss and fawn over me in ways that, judging by her sour expression, the Empress greatly disapproves of. Any other time I may have sent them away, feigning exhaustion, but I don’t. I bask in their adoration and watch as the Empress grows more and more jealous. It’s petty, to be sure, but I promise myself that I will never, from this moment on, miss an opportunity to cause her grief, as she has so often caused me.


  On February tenth, the final day of my confinement, Sergei still has not returned. The Empress seems content to force him to continue traveling, sending word of the new Heir all the way to Paris. He sends letters, on occasion, but are were always quite formal, lest they should be intercepted.


  The next day is Peter’s birthday and the Empress has planned a fantastic ball. The Empress sends me word that I may attend, but that she requires I wear blue, and cannot have any lace or ornamental ribbons. It’s a sign of her vanity, of how terribly threatened she’s become. I have a gown made expressly for the occasion.


  When I arrive at the ball, in a gown of royal blue so fine it cost half of my monthly allowance in silk alone. White lace trims the edges and cascades down my back from the elaborate, blue velvet and silver embroidered kokoshnik. It’s a very traditional Russian gown and headdress with which I send a clear message to the assembly. Many have considered me a German Princess, a foreigner. But in this one bold statement I clearly say that I am of Russia, even more so then Peter who, as always, is in his Prussian inspired suit. I am one of them. That is my first message. The second is in open defiance of Elizabeth’s letter. She wanted me to make my re-entrance into court as a barely noticed whisper, but as soon as the page announces me and I enter the room, all eyes are on me. The entire assembly dips into low bows and formal curtseys, just as they would for the Empress herself. When they are all lowered, I catch a glimpse of Elizabeth from across the room. Her face is flustered, her red and gold gown not nearly so fine as mine, and looking quite bloated and puffy. I smile at her with all the bravado I can muster in the moment before the assembly rises.


  It’s Alexander who greets me, and escorts me to my seat beside Peter.


  “You look as lovely as the first time I laid eyes on you,” he whispers.


  “Thank you,” I say, unsure how to respond to his words. His tone seems innocent enough, but perhaps it is as Sergei said, perhaps past loves never truly leave our hearts.


  The Empress says nothing at my arrival, but whispers to Chancellor Besthuvez, ever her companion. I dine beside Peter, who seems not to notice me at all except to bore me with the details of his latest maneuver.


  “I’ve decided to bring a garrison of troops from Holstein,” he says, taking a drink.


  I clear my throat. “Are you sure that’s wise? Bringing Prussian soldiers here, now? We are in the midst of a war and the troops already fear you favor the Germans.”


  He waves me off. “They are my people. I am still the Duke of Holstein, after all. I cannot abandon them just because my aunt can’t keep her head with matters of state.”


  I don’t say more. His words are dangerous, but his tone is defiant. Perhaps, I can use it to my advantage in the future.


  The evening rolls on and parade after parade of spectacle followed by the largest cake I’ve ever seen. By the night’s end everyone is very full, very drunk, and very tired.


  Everyone, that is, except for me.


  The next morning I’m playing cards with Rina when the Empress’ steward arrives, with a reprimand.


  “The Empress reminds you that you are not to wear ribbon or lace or ornament of any kind to the balls while she is in residence at Oranienbaum.”


  I nod. “Please tell her Majesty that I send my apologies if I offended her. I only assumed her merit was not a matter of beauty, clothes, or ornament, for when the first has faded, the others become ridiculous. Only one’s character endures. But if I have displeased her, please beg her forgiveness and ask if she might attend tea with me tomorrow, that I might seek her forgiveness.”


  He nods and leaves quickly, his face twitching as if restraining a laugh.


  “That is a dangerous game to play,” Rina cautions me.


  “Games, are one thing I have grown exceedingly good at, what with all this free time on my hands,” I say, laying down my cards.


  ***


  That night I wear my simplest white gown. I don’t bother to powder or pin my hair, instead leaving it free to fall in dark waves over my bare shoulders, a simple white ribbon tied around my head. I wear no jewels, no adornment of any kind, not even my tiara. Upon examining myself in the mirror, I imagine I might look a bit like an angel, a vengeful angel carrying down the wrath of God himself, but an angel nonetheless.


  The reaction of the assembly is even starker than the previous evening and as before, all attention is on me. I relish it, dancing until my feet are too sore to stand another minute. Even Elizabeth’s favorite of the moment, young Alexander Shuvalov begs my attentions, visibly infuriating her. I flirt and look away, once more playing the delicate game of subtle seduction Madame Groot taught me so long ago. In the eyes of those around me I see myself clearly, perhaps for the first time. I am a living flame, a phoenix rising from the ashes. And these people, all of them save the Empress herself, stand in awe of me.


  The next morning, a message comes from the Empress. She will join me for tea in the drawing room. Smiling, I open my chest of drawers and remove the small pouch Rina had so carefully procured for me. Dried and powdered horsechestnut seeds.
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  I arrive early, and the maids pour my cup. I dismiss them, once they’ve gone I empty most of the liquid into a bottle concealed in my skirts as my hands quake, leaving only enough tea for one person before carefully sprinkling the powder into the kettle. The enormity of my decision is like lead in my bones, a heaviness that I fear I shall carry all my days. Even so, my resolve is set. I have been her victim for far too long already.


  The Empress arrives soon after with her entourage, all of whom take up seats around us. The maid pours her cup, then sets about attending the others, only to find she needs more tea and bustles off to the kitchens.


  “You wish to seek my forgiveness?” she asks, taking a sip of tea.


  “Do I need to? Have I displeased you?” I ask. “I have given you the heir you required. I have even built Peter up so that the nation will accept him as your successor. In what manner have I failed you?”


  I take a sip of tea and watch as she does the same.


  “Your haughtiness displeases me greatly. If you believe your position here to be secure simply because you are mother of the prince, you are greatly mistaken.”


  “You could send me home,” I offer hopefully. It’s a risk, asking for such a thing. I must rely on her desire to do anything contrary to what she thinks might bring me joy.


  “What about your son?”


  I swallow, knowing this lie will taste the most bitter on my tongue. “He is in your loving custody, I have no fear for him. He will be safe and well cared for.”


  She scoffs, taking another drink. “Even so. I’m afraid I simply cannot allow you to flee back to Prussia. My enemies search for any sign of weakness or instability. The world looks to us now, and we must present a united front against their scrutiny. If you leave, Peter will seem weak. If the nobles lose faith in him…”


  She trails off, her hand shaking, her teacup clanking loudly against her saucer.


  “Empress, are you unwell?” I ask.


  She shakes her head. Vanity to the last.


  “Of course not. I’m in perfect health. I think, it’s only that I tire of you.” She stands and I watch as she wobbles. I stand as well, and curtsey. “You will not leave Oranienbaum, do not think of it again. And from now on, if you receive a directive from me, you will follow it to the letter, is that understood?”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  I watch her shakily make her exit, heading for her private chamber.


  Later that night I’m woken by the steward in my outer chamber. I put on my robe and race out.


  “What is it?” I demand.


  “The Empress has had a stroke,” comes his reply.


  Licking my lips I nod and dismiss him, dressing with a slow deliberateness. Admittedly, I expected her to die, not merely take ill. Part of me is glad she survived, that my soul might be spared that sin, at least. But the darker, twisted part wants to finish what I’ve begun.


  There would be no opportunity for that now. Her room is crowded with people, physicians, maids, the Chancellor, and even her clergy are present. The only notable absence is Peter, who was likely too drunk to be woken.


  I’ve never seen the Empress look so small and frail. Her mouth hangs open at an odd angle and a dribble of spittle rolls down her chin. She’s muttering, but I can’t understand her words. One of the priests leans in and begins relaying her words.


  “The Empress wishes to keep this matter private, no one outside these walls is to know the extent of her illness. She will return to the Winter Palace immediately to recover privately.” He pauses, listening again. “The prince, Paul, will accompany her.” More muttering, and then, “Should she fail to recover, the succession is to go forward as planned, with Peter ascending to the throne.”


  A decidedly unhappy murmur spreads through the small crowd. As everyone begins to file out I stop the Chancellor for a quick word.


  “You should call Lord Salkov back as well. He may be of great comfort to her in her time of recovery,” I say. The truth is, if he is called back to St. Petersburg, it will be that much easier to return him to his position here, though I dare not say so.


  He nods warily. “I will send for him straight away. Is there anything else I can do?”


  I’m unused to this compliant nature, but I think I best not take advantage of it just now.


  “Pray for her. Pray for us all,” is my only response.


  I look over my shoulder, sparing one last glance at the once mighty Empress. I may not have killed her, but I’ve hobbled her, at least for the time being. I can’t help feeling like it is a dangerous situation.


  Don’t wound anything you can’t kill.


  My father’s words, spoken to me as a child, come back to me now, and I realize it’s only a matter of time before I will have to finish what I’ve begun. For the people I love and the country I’ve made my own. For justice and spite and to defend myself from anyone who seeks to do me further harm.


  I’m going to have to seize the throne of Russia.


  


  


  **Author’s Note**


  


  Queen of Tomorrow is the second book in the Stolen Empire series. It is YA/Historical Fiction/Romance loosely based on the life of young Catherine the Great. It is not meant to bea historically accurate representation, but a fanciful tale of one of the greatest rulers who ever lived. Any mistakes, errors, or inconsistencies are mine alone, and are probably on purpose.
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  As with book one, Queen of Someday, I have included a great deal of historical fact, only to then meddle with it greatly. Most of the characters in the Stolen Empire series are based on historical figures, but the timeline of Catherine’s life has been vastly altered to allow for the flow of the tale to go on, unimpeded by the demands of historical fact. I highly suggest that if you wish to know the real and full story, you pick up her autobiography or read Catherine the Great by Robert Massie. The Stolen Empire novels are the tales of the young woman who was Sophie, becoming the ruler who would be Catherine the Great. I have taken extensive liberties with the narrative, so if you are looking for solid facts, I suggest you look elsewhere, because you will find many and wide discrepancies here. I did, at all times, try to remain true to the spirit of the story and to the domineering, compelling figure that was Catherine the Great.
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  Subscribe now and never miss a release!


  


  


  If you enjoyed Queen of Someday by Sherry D. Ficklin, check out her young adult paranormal romance—Losing Logan. Enjoy the first chapter here:
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  "What if the one thing you never meant to hold on to, is the one thing you can't let go of?"


  Normally finding a hot guy in her bedroom wouldn’t irritate Zoe so badly, but finding her childhood friend Logan there is a big problem. Mostly because he’s dead.


  As the only person he can make contact with, he convinces Zoe to help him put together the pieces surrounding his mysterious death so he can move on. Thrust into his world of ultra popular rich kids, Zoe is out of her element and caught in the cross-hairs of Logan’s suspicious ex-girlfriend and the friends he left behind, each of whom had a reason to want him dead. The deeper they dig to find the truth, the closer Zoe gets to a killer who would do anything to protect his secrets. And that’s just the start of her problems because Zoe is falling for a dead guy.


  


  Enjoy the first chapter here!
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  So what if Logan is dead? I mean, it’s not like he owes me money or anything. I pause at the top of the stairs, let my mom move around me, and walk inside. To my left, a group of girls are holding each other and ugly crying. I try to assure myself that the display is genuine and has nothing to do with the swarm of reporters behind me, their cameras clicking like insects.


  “I bet not one of those girls even knew Logan,” I grumble.


  “Firstly, everyone knew Logan. And secondly, quit being such a judgy-Mc- judge-sickle.”


  To my right, Carlos holds out his hand, which I take and allow him to lead me inside and down the hall.


  Leaning over, he whispers in my ear, “I can’t believe you wore that.”


  I look down at my dark jeans, carefully tucked into tall, brown boots. My steel-grey scarf hangs over my light tan sweater. I’d even taken the time to throw my long, brown hair into a messy bun.


  “We can’t all afford to look like movie stars,” I mumble back.


  Carlos, with his rich, brown skin and dark hair, looks like he should be on a billboard somewhere. The dark, fitted suit he’s wearing only enhances the effect. He’s gorgeous. One of those genetically gifted boys who could bat his eyelashes and have any girl he wanted. You know… if he actually wanted girls. He weaves our arms together and pulls me up to a tall pedestal with an open book laying on it. A few people in front of us are signing in like they are registering for a giveaway at the mall. I shift uncomfortably.


  “Relax, Zoe. It isn’t a funeral. Just a viewing.”


  I shake my head. “That’s even worse.” I lower my voice so no one else can hear. “Who would want to look at a dead body? I mean, it’s just kinda twisted, right?”


  He pats my hand. “Closure, darling. It’s a chance to say goodbye.”


  “I said goodbye to Logan a long time ago,” I say while looking ahead at the room beyond the pedestal. Rows of neatly assembled chairs that are nearly filled with people from our quiet little town. Some talking, most crying. A few are just texting or playing on their phones. I feel my breathing pick up as a warmth spreads under my skin and wraps tightly around my chest. I shudder, and it slices down my spine like electricity.


  “You guys were friends, right?”


  I feel the frown on my face. Friends. Yeah, right.


  “Our parents were friends when we were little,” I say dismissively. The truth is, once we hit middle school, everything had changed between us. He got popular, and I got weird. We went our separate ways and never spoke again.


  Here we are, getting ready to start our senior year, and Logan would have been the reigning king of the school. I, however, am doomed to spending another year eating lunch in the drama department with Carlos while he updates his vlog, watching the school lacrosse games from under the bleachers, and spending my Friday nights reading in my bedroom. Not that there’s anything wrong with any of that.


  A shove from behind pushes me into the group in front of me. Kaylee Greely brushes past us. She and her entourage of well-dressed clones don’t bother to wait in line, they go straight to the front, and the crowd parts for them. Scribbling quickly like she’s signing an autograph, she strides into the main viewing room, not even bothering to remove her large sunglasses as she takes a seat in the front row. As Logan’s girlfriend, I feel a genuine twinge of sympathy for her. Right up until she pulls out her compact and reapplies her lip gloss with a loud smack of her lips.


  Carlos tilts his head and sighs deeply. For a split second, I think he’s admiring her ass, and then I realize his eyes are laser fixed on her designer handbag, and I chuckle out loud. Everyone in line turns to stare at me. I can actually feel the blood rush to my face. Carlos turns, blocking me from view, and I can breathe again. He fiddles with my scarf, twisting it and tucking it until it’s sitting perfectly against my small chest.


  “I really don’t want to do this.”


  Carlos tugs on my earlobe. “Don’t worry, Zoe Bowie, I’m here.”


  I shake my head. “Let me rephrase. I’m not doing this. I don’t even like half these people. Hell, I didn’t like Logan when he was alive, and I’m not going to sit here and pretend like I miss him now that he’s gone.” I swallow, imagining myself sitting in one of those black folding chairs, listening to crying girl after crying girl get up there and whine about what a great person he was and how he changed their lives. I throw up a little, just thinking about it. “If my mom asks where I went, tell her I had a nervous breakdown and had to go home.”


  He smiles deviously. “I’ll tell her that you, being the delicate flower you are, were overcome with grief and had to excuse yourself to the fainting couch,” he says in a thick, southern accent.


  “Why thank you, Miss Scarlett.”


  I can’t help but grin. I know it’s been his dream to play the lead in the local theater company’s production of Gone with the Wind since he was five. My remark earns me a kissy face and a wave as he turns to go inside.


  I’m ready to make a break for it when I get a glimpse of something out of the corner of my eye. As I turn to get a better look, I see a boy walking into the coat closet at the other end of the hall. I don’t know why I follow him, but my feet are moving before I can fully rationalize it to myself. My boot heels clack on the stone tile floors, sounding like a heartbeat, slow and steady. I run my fingertips along the beige walls as I pass by what I hope to God is the casket showroom and not some sort of demented waiting room for whoever’s next in line for viewing, then a room full of comfy looking floral chairs, and finally an office. At the very end of the hall, the door to the coatroom is ajar. As I reach out and push it open, an army of shivers marches up my back.


  If this were a horror movie, this is the part where I would die.


  As soon as I step inside the room, the boy turns and my heart sinks into my feet. For a minute, I just stand there, staring at him like an idiot. All I can feel is icy cold air from the vent in the ceiling blowing down on me, chilling me to my core. Then the anger flows in, replacing the cold shock with a flush of heat. I reach behind me and slam the door shut.


  “What is your freaking damage, Logan?”


  He stares at me, his green eyes wide. “Excuse me?”


  My eyes narrow. I know what’s going on here. “I’m being punked, aren’t I? This is some stupid reality TV show or something, right?”


  He just stands there, looking confused.


  “Does your family know you’re alive? I mean, shit, if this is some dumb publicity stunt for the reporters out front…” I’m so angry that I don’t even know what to say. Logan has always been a bit of an attention whore, but this is a new low. My hands are balled into fists at my hips. “Say something, Logan. Please. Find the magic words to make this whole mess not be the most horrible thing a human being has ever done in their entire life, ever.”


  “Zoe?” His voice is soft, and he has a dumb half grin on his face that I remember from when we were kids. I have a desperate urge to remove it with my fist. “What are you talking about?”


  Oh, sure. Like I’m the crazy one. “You are a giant douche hammer, you know that? I mean, what is this? Some idiotic attempt to get extra credit in English class? Tom Sawyer 101? I mean, those people think you’re dead! We all thought…” I trail off again, the words jumbling in my brain before I can get them out. I’m so angry that I’m bordering on incoherent. My pulse is racing, and my whole face feels hot. I need to calm myself before I completely lose it. I take a deep breath, hold it for a second, and then release it slowly.


  He takes a step toward me, tilting his head curiously. “You can see me?”


  “Okay, that’s it. I’m not falling for this… whatever this is. I’m going to march in there and tell your mother right now.”


  He straightens, a cocky grin spreading across his face. That’s a look I’m more used to seeing on him recently. “You’re going to go tell my mommy on me? What, are we five again?”


  I grunt and flip him off, throwing the door open.


  “Wait!” I hear him call behind me, but I keep going. Inside the main room, his parents have taken seats next to Kaylee in the front row. Ignoring the minister speaking from the pulpit, I stride up the center aisle, stomping angrily. I’m almost to the front when I realize something. The dark brown casket is open. My pace slows, and I see Logan’s face. His eyes are closed like he’s sleeping inside the white, satin-lined box. I spin, looking behind me, but he’s gone. I turn back around and take the final steps to the coffin, clutching the sides for support.


  Up close, I’m not sure what I’m seeing. He looks kind of puffy and waxy. Maybe that’s how he’s doing it. Maybe it’s some kind of wax dummy. I reach out to touch his face when a sob from behind me snaps me out of it. Two pairs of arms grab me from either side, Carlos on my left and my mother on my right. They quickly usher me back down the aisle to a chorus of sobs and camera snaps. I’m shaking. Around me, there is a thick, white fog clouding the very edges of my vision.


  “Mom?” I ask.


  She’s soothing me, patting my hair and rubbing my back. Outside, they lead me to the car amidst more cameras clicking. I can barely walk. My knees are like Jell-O, and I feel like I’m breathing through a straw. I gasp, and the fog gets worse. I feel Carlos slip me into the passenger seat of Mom’s old Camry, and then he thrusts a bottle of cold, sweaty water in my hand.


  “Are you okay, Zoe?” my mother asks, kneeling in front of me.


  She has her nurse face on and I know if I say the wrong thing, I’m going to end up spending the night in the hospital.


  “I think she’s in shock,” Carlos says, patting my hand gently. I pull it away.


  “Not helping, Carlos.” I look over at my mother, who is clearly on the edge of panic. “I’m fine. Just overwhelmed. Can we just go home?” She nods, patting my knee before moving to the other side of the car. Carlos gently turns me in my seat, trying to help me buckle. Behind him, on the steps to the funeral home, Logan is standing in the sunlight. Only, the reporters are all ignoring him.


  I grab Carlos by the lapel and jerk my head toward the stairs.


  “Do you see that?”


  He turns and looks over his shoulder. “What?”


  “Do you see anyone on the steps?”


  He frowns. “No. Why?”


  I shake my head, squeezing my eyes shut. “Never mind. I think my breakfast grape juice fermented. I’m gonna go home and lay down for a bit.”


  He shuts the door, and I lean out the window to give him a peck on the cheek.


  “Take care, sweetie. Call me later when you are feeling better.”


  I tug my hair out of the bun and let it fall around my shoulders. A familiar ache is growing inside my skull and I know if I leave it in, it’ll only make it worse. “I will.”


  He steps back onto the curb, and we speed off. I don’t open my eyes all the way home. I just let the cool wind blow knots into my hair and try not to think of the thousands of pictures of me freaking out that are hitting the web as we speak, or of Logan’s face in that coffin.


  I fail on both counts.


  


  By the time I open my eyes, the sun is shining full strength through my bedroom window. Somehow, I’ve made it out of my clothes and into my soft, blue pajama pants and grey tank top. I groan, rolling over and glancing at the alarm clock. The flashing red 4:13 makes me jerk up, toss off the warm, green comforter, and leap to my feet. I open my door, but the house is completely silent. A piece of paper is taped to my door.


  Zoe-


  Working a double shift. Call me if you aren’t feeling better soon. Don’t forget to pick up what you need for school!


  Love,


  Mom


  


  I rip the paper off the door and wad it into a ball, tossing it over my shoulder as I step into the hallway. The first day of school is in less than a week, but I almost can’t bring myself to think of it. It’s not that I hate school, per se, but it’s tedious and boring. Not even my advanced classes really challenge me, and let’s face it, I’m probably going to spend the bulk of the year in the library anyway—which I’d rather do without a bunch of other people annoying me. I’m supposed to be there tomorrow since I volunteered to help set up for back-to-school night, but I’m actually debating blowing it off.


  Then a pang of guilt sets in, and I think better of it.


  Mrs. Jackson had been kind enough to let me spend most of my summer there, helping at times, or just devouring the new books. As I’m rummaging through nearly barren cabinets, my cell rings. Putting on the Ritz, Carlos’ ring tone, echoes through the house. I snatch it up.


  “Hey Carlos. What’s up?”


  “Not much. How are you feeling? I called earlier, but your mom answered. She said you were still sleeping.”


  I stifle a yawn. “Yeah. Sorry about that. I don’t know what happened. Panic attack or something?”


  Yesterday’s events seem so surreal; I can’t make sense of any of it. I suppose grief does weird things to the body.


  “As long as you are feeling better now.” His voice is hesitant, like he’s waiting to gauge my reaction.


  I cringe and drop the bag of Cheetos I’m holding, as I remember my scene at the viewing.


  “Oh shit. How bad is it?”


  There is a short pause at the other end of the line. “Not terrible. Though, you started quite a trend. About thirty girls threw themselves on the coffin and wept like idiots after you left.”


  I sigh as relief settles into my chest, releasing the tension. “Well, I suppose that’s good at least. Better to be considered an attention whore than a lunatic, right? Any viral videos yet?”


  “A few of the other girls posted pics, but none of you.”


  I frown and switch the phone to my other ear.


  “I can hear you frowning, Zoe.”


  Now I grin. He knows me so well.


  “Would you really rather be a crazy, attention-grabbing, wannabe?”


  I pull open the bag and stuff a cheesy puff in my mouth, crunching on it as I answer.


  “Better than being invisible. I could strip naked and ride a horse down the hall in Lady Godiva style, and no one would even notice.”


  I can hear him laughing. “Oh, honey, you don’t have the figure for nudity.”


  I roll my eyes. “Thanks for that.”


  “Well, if you’re quite done with the pity party, I could use some help picking out my back-to-school wardrobe. I’m driving to the city to hit Bloomies. Wanna join?”


  “When are you going to get over your crush on the hot guy at the Bloomingdales’ counter?”


  He huffs. “When he quits looking so good in a pair of slacks. Come on; don’t crap out on me. If I go alone, he will think I’m stalking him.”


  “You are stalking him,” I say around another Cheeto.


  “Well, yeah, but I don’t want him to know that I’m stalking him.”


  I shake my head and take my bag of powered cheese awesomeness back to my room. “Sorry. You’ll just have to go with your plastic.”


  “Fine. I will let my credit card be my guide. But you owe me one.”


  “Put it on my tab,” I say, unable to keep the smile off my face as I end the call.


  Brimstone, my lean, black kitty, leaps onto my desk and demands affection the way only cats can.


  “Well, Brim. We both knew this day was coming. Today is the day I stay in my pajamas and do nothing but glut myself on Cheetos and read books.” I say it as if it’s the first time that it’s ever happened, rather than being a semi-regular occurrence.


  She rubs her head against me, unimpressed by my slothful declaration. I grab my dog-eared copy of The Collected Works of Edgar Allen Poe and settle in. It’s a bit darker than what I’ve been reading lately, but it’s by far one of my favorites. As I curl into my comfy, old reading chair, Brim leaps up and curls into a ball on my lap. Soon, I’m lost in the pages. I don’t look up again until a clap of thunder shakes the house. Carefully moving Brim onto my bed, I pull back my sheer curtains. The sky is dark, and droplets of rain cover the glass.


  I glance at the clock. It’s almost seven now and my stomach growls, taking advantage of the break in my reading to remind me that one can’t live on Cheetos alone. Setting my book beside the still sleeping cat, I head back to the kitchen.


  The kitchen light flickers but manages to stay on. I grab the long, black flashlight from the junk drawer, just in case. A flash of light bursts through the windows over the kitchen sink, followed quickly by a roll of thunder so loud that the tiny hairs on the back of my neck jump to attention. I shiver and pour myself a glass of milk, tossing a few slices of leftover pineapple pizza onto a plate. As I turn back to my room, the light flickers again. When the flickering stops, I’m no longer alone in the kitchen. I don’t scream. I think I’m too startled for that. I can’t even draw in a breath. I’m frozen, unable to think beyond the face staring back at me. The glass and plate slip from my fingers, crashing to the floor and shattering at my bare feet. Logan stands in front of me with his hands held out.


  “Don’t move,” he says urgently.


  Then, I scream.
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