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 Prologue

 Every girl dreams.
 Some want success, power, worldly recognition. Others yearn for love, intimacy, commitment. Some want it all.
 Bettina, Princess of the Domain of Hautland, seeks a different reality. She thinks that anything would be better

 than her position as the spare behind a very irritating heir.
 She’s wrong.

 Part One. Players Get Played
 Chapter One. In Which Accident Trumps Fate

Some days are nothing but background noise; others matter, drawing a line between expectations of what is to come and
 what actually comes to pass. On one side of that line, each of us has the life we thought we’d have. Once the line is
 crossed, we must face the life we are fated to live.

This day was one that mattered. There was something in the very air that suggested mischief, and Asher and
 Hughlan were in the mood to oblige. Interlopers, they hovered, unseen, just inside the perimeter of the wood formed by
 trees that served as smart targets for the Royal Academy archery classes. They were two privileged boys in a privileged
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 environment, unstopped to this point in their pursuit of pleasure and probably now unstoppable, one seventeen, the
 other eighteen, Hughlan tall, broad-shouldered, lightly freckled, and Asher somewhat shorter, also sandy in coloring,
 less muscular but still strong with blue eyes bright enough to draw the attention of any girl at whom he bothered to
 look. Asher was the domain heir, only son of the ruling Buckstop, and Hughlan, son of the Buckstop’s Chief of Staff,
 was his lifelong best friend.

From the cover of the polywillow thicket on this pleasant March morning, they were watching an archery class.
 More specifically, they were watching Maryce, a tall, willowy blonde whose bow was being adjusted by the archery
 mistress. They both thought that Maryce was the best-looking girl in school. Even her affected laugh and the fact that
 she was overfond of gesturing with her long hands did not damp their ardor. Without benefit of modification, she had
 easily the best figure they’d ever seen, and both boys had been thinking about her a lot this past year.

“I hope they select her for the Royal Progress,” Ash said, licking his lips as he stared at the girl.
“You think that’ll make any difference?” Hugh responded, punching him in the arm and laughing.
“Like you’ve had any luck with her,” Ash pointed out. “Have you ever officially noticed her?”
Hugh shook his head. “Didn’t see the point. She’s obviously got a thing for Rebam. Have you indicated an

 interest?”
“No,” Ash admitted. “My father wouldn’t sanction it. Her father’s rank isn’t high enough to make her permanent

 alliance material, not even a physical companion, but it’s too high to approach her as a temporary convenience. I could
 override his objections, of course, ’cause it isn’t as if I’d be trying to marry her, but the hassle wouldn’t be worth it.”

“Must be tough being the Buckstopheir,” Hugh said, oozing fake sympathy. “You never have to worry if the girl
 will have you.”

“I don’t need no fucking girl,” Ash said, mimicking a clueless classmate who said that whenever any young
 female turned down his invitation to visit the Royal Academy’s Privacy Room.

Hugh laughed, then turned serious. “It’s easy to feel that way when you can have anyone you want anytime you
 want. Don’t you think about it all the time?”

Ash laughed. “I’ve got more important stuff on my mind. Ask me after the Royal Progress.”
“How’s that coming? Has anyone been chosen?”
“No idea,” Ash answered. “That’s not the sort of thing the Stoptress bitch would deign to tell me, and this seems

 to be her show. Anyway, I don’t care who they choose, as long as you and Maryce are along.”
“Not Bettie?”
Ash shook his head. “Definitely not the Princess Bettina, Where is she anyway? Isn’t she supposed to be in this

 class?”
“Over there,” Hugh pointed out. “Talking to Willtom.”

Bettie waited her turn in the firing circle, bow held loosely, and listened to W.T., aware of his
 fair good looks and the envious glances from some of the other girls, aware too of his interest
 in her even as she thought about Hugh. Why couldn’t it be Hugh standing there? She’d had a
 crush on him since nursery days at the Royal Palace when it had been just the three of them —
 Bettie, Ash, and Hugh — rolling around like puppies on the big playmat imprinted with
 Hautland ruling symbols while the Royal Governess watched them indulgently.

The burning thought in her mind was: did Hugh know how she felt about him? He had to know
 about the ongoing crush; Ash had teased the two of them about it repeatedly while they were
 growing up. But did Hugh know that, now she was sixteen, it had not only not disappeared, but
 had deepened into something much more intense? He didn’t act as if he knew, didn’t act any
 differently, in fact, than he ever had. From his perspective, she seemed to have made the
 transition from adoring playmate to best friend’s kid sister seamlessly. He still joked about her
 unruly hair, still pretended that whatever scent she wore that day stank, still told Ash that, if
 she were his little sister, he’d toss her into the bottomless pit at Amusiground and run away.
 He’d never even tried to hold hands, much less ask her to go to the Privacy Room with him.

She thought about all the things she’d put in her carefully guarded digidiary about him and felt
 herself blushing. If anybody ever saw them, she’d die, she’d absolutely die, but it was the only
 place she could be completely truthful about how she felt. If others knew, it would be
 embarrassing, or worse. Her stepmother Allegra would simply laugh and tell her she was a
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 fool. Her father would, at best, pat her on the head and say she’d outgrow it and, at worst,
 forbid her to have anything to do with him. Her brother Ash would tease her endlessly. As for
 Hugh himself, she had no idea of how he would react, and didn’t intend to find out.

She hoped he thought the old crush was now no more than a habit, a joke on which to hang
 “pretend” looks of adoration and arm clinging. If he did understand that her feelings not only
 continued but were anything but jokey, then his attitude showed that he was genuinely
 indifferent, and she didn’t think she could bear that. It was better not to know than to risk
 heartbreak.

She went to bed every night thinking about him, woke up every morning wondering how she
 could work it so that she at least laid eyes on him during the coming hours. All through the
 day, she recited a mantra.

 Hughlan is mine and none other’s. Hughlan is mine and none other’s.
 Hughlan is mine and none other’s, for I love Hughlan, I do. Hughlan
 must think of me, think of me, think of me. He must. He must. He
 must.

And if Hughlan didn’t return at least some of her feelings, then that recitation was just plain
 silly, and Bettie did not like feeling silly. She might be “just the spare and not the heir”, but
 she had enough of her brother’s imperial attitude to resist being made to appear foolish.

Reba Ames, the archery mistress, was growing frustrated with the boy in front of Bettie.

“Be the solution, not the problem,” Miss Ames said, frowning. “When you stand like that,
 Hola, you create a different dynamic in relation to the bow. Your posture makes it almost
 impossible to hold the bow correctly, which means that it’s almost impossible for you to aim
 accurately.”

She glared at the boy, who looked scared and sank back into the defensive posture that had
 prompted the correction.

“Now, Hola, what did I just say to you?” Miss Ames asked. “Repeat it.”

“Be the solution, not the problem,” he muttered.

“Then try again,” Miss Ames instructed, stepping outside the aiming circle and folding her
 arms across her chest in a 'show me' pose.

Indifferent to Hola’s plight, Hugh and Ash watched Bettie as she listened to Willtom. He was clearly smitten,
 looking as if it would pain him to remove his eyes from Bettie.

“Do you think she likes W.T.?” Hugh asked, staring at the slender, attractive boy with fair, curly hair.
“Afraid she’s losing her fixation on you, buddy? Don’t worry. Your one-girl fan club is still all yours. She liked

 you in the nursery. She likes you now. She’ll like you forever. One thing you have to give my pest of a little sister is
 that she’s both loyal and consistent. Not that it’ll do you any good.”

“I don’t want it to do me any good,” Hugh muttered, glaring at the oblivious girl who’d crawled around after him
 when she was in diapers and he was wearing baby-blue rompers. “Maybe W.T. will distract her. I hear he’s catnip to
 the girls.”

“Won’t do him any good,” Ash proclaimed. “Even though she’ll never succeed to the crown, the Buckstop has to
 approve anyone with whom Bettie forms an alliance, and I know for sure that he’s already started talking to the father
 of a distant cousin. He wants to keep it in the family.”

“Does she know?” Hugh asked.
“Doesn’t matter,” Ash told him. “When it comes to the spare, it’s all up to the Buckstop. I’ll have at least some
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 say when it comes time for me to marry, but she’s pretty much at the mercy of the system.”
“That’s harsh.”
Ash shook his head. “It’d serve her right. Dear Bettie is getting too big for her boots. She contradicted me about

 the Progress in front of our father this morning. Even the Stoptress bitch laughed and she can barely stand to be in the
 same room with my sister.”

They watched Bettie, now in the aiming circle, listening to the archery mistress, her bow and arrow held easily to
 one side, her coppery hair escaping the cap in a loose curl, her hazel eyes squinting against the overhead light. Now
 sixteen, shorter than her brother, slim but sturdy and always precocious, she had graduated the year before from
 intermediate equipment, and her bow was heavy, the shafts the new simulated high-pressure carbon guaranteed to carry
 the highly honed tip through anything up to polycloum, and the monoscope as large as the small telescopes in the Hitec
 of Past Eras display at Amusiground. The archery mistress said something, and Bettie made an adjustment to the
 aiming mechanism. She was intent, focused, which appeared to irritate her older brother.

“It’s time I reminded her who’s who once the Palace drawbridge goes up.” Ash made a move toward the area at
 which Bettie was looking, head-height, at what appeared to be the tallest of the polytrees, and the other boy grabbed his
 arm.

“What are you up to, Ash?”
“Just going to put my little sister in her place. Nothing to concern you, Hugh,” the Buckstopheir replied, face

 assuming the haughty aspect it had begun to acquire the year before following his ceremonial investiture. On that
 ostentatiously auspicious occasion, everyone present, excluding the Mosteminence and the Buckstop but including his
 sister Bettie and best friend Hugh, had been required to kneel, forehead to ground, and swear allegiance. The ceremony,
 Hugh thought, had been a dividing line of sorts. Ash before had been a reasonable, cheerful playmate, only somewhat
 spoiled, who rarely invoked royal privilege. Afterwards, he tended to fall back on his status whenever anything didn’t
 go to suit him, which is to say anything that didn’t allow him to do whatever he wanted when he wanted, while
 simultaneously being seen as the best, brightest, and all-round most superior being in Hautland.

“Ash! They can’t see you from the range. It’s dangerous!” Hugh called after his friend as he twisted free and ran
 toward the heart of the woods.

“You know Bettie can’t hit me. This is smart-target drill.” Ash called over his shoulder. “Watch me have some
 fun.”

He launched himself toward the deepest, darkest part of the scenic wood, his feet thudding through
 polyundergrowth, and began to yell, a bloodcurdling yelp that seemed to come from all directions, even the dome far
 overhead. Simultaneously, Hugh turned toward the archery range, already opening his mouth to call out a warning, only
 to see the arrow leave Bettie’s bow with a powerful release. With sickening suddenness the yelling stopped and there
 was the sound of something heavy falling to the ground.

Hugh peered through the trees, but could see no sign of his friend. Turning toward the archery class, he hoped
 against hope that he would see Ash bound from the wood into the clearing where its members stood. But there was no
 Ash. There was no movement of any kind. Bettie stood frozen with everyone else, a puzzled frown on her face. The
 archery mistress signaled the class to lower all bows, and headed into the wood, her no-nonsense boots loud in the
 shocked silence. Hugh immediately followed her example, and the two of them converged on a thicket shielded from
 the sight of the class by polyfoliage that was both thicker and a darker green than that of the surrounding woods. There,
 in an open area in the center of the thicket, Ash’s body lay twisted as if caught in the middle of an awkward dive, one
 leg stretched out, his hands framing the arrow that protruded from his chest, his face a rictus of shock, eyes surprised in
 a final expression, blood trickling from the edge of his open mouth.

Reba Ames, the archery mistress, stopped and stared at the body as if she couldn’t take in what she saw. The
 trickle of blood from the fallen boy’s mouth thickened. She knelt and felt his neck for a pulse.

“That tears it,” she said at last, standing up and glaring at Hugh as if it were his fault.
“It was a joke, that’s all, just a joke,” Hugh said, voice rough, feeling cold even as he wiped sweat from his shaky

 hands. There was a huge lump in his throat. “I tried to stop him, but he wanted to spook Bettie.”
“That was an incredibly unwise decision. The auto was set to motion. We were releasing a mobile target when the

 yelling began, but the Buckstopheir’s movement reached the focus field ahead of it.”
She tapped the communications device clipped to her head and said, “Palace.” To the official voice that answered

 she requested an immediate Medlift, saying only that an issue had arisen that concerned the Buckstopheir. Then she
 called Dorothea, assistant to the Stoptress Allegra, and gave her a quick update. Disconnecting, interrupting questions
 for which she wasn’t sure she had answers, she turned to the motionless Hugh.

“You’ll have to come with me.”
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They headed straight for Bettie, who still stood, frozen, in the aiming circle. Miss Ames’s communicator vibrated.
 She listened for a moment, then turned to Bettie.

“The Buckstopheir has had an accident. Medlift has been called,” she said in her most businesslike tone. “You two
 are to stand by for the Hovercraft that will arrive shortly to take you back to the Palace compound.”

“Ash is hurt?” Bettie asked.
The teacher hesitated, unwilling to be the one to deliver the news.
“Ash is dead,” Hugh replied.
The two young people stared at each other, eyes wide, breath shallow, united in their shock and disbelief.
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