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 Chapter 1 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    With a bag slung over her shoulder, Penny Jones stood just inside the door to her New York City apartment. She turned around one last time, glanced at the kitchen and sighed—she and her sister had affectionately dubbed the apartment the kitchen closet because the whole space was tiny, except the kitchen. Baking was at the center of Penny’s life and having the space for it was her only requirement. She’d miss her place in Manhattan but she couldn’t pass up the opportunity to apprentice with David Park, master baker extraordinaire. 
 
    She smiled, turned the doorknob, and with suitcase in tow, stepped into the hallway. As she closed the door behind her, her stomach did a little flip. She was leaving behind her secure job, her friends, family, and life as she knew it. “What could go wrong?” she whispered under her breath. 
 
    In her silent, cat-like way, Mrs. Wong, Penny’s elderly neighbor shuffled past. “Everything, dear. Everything,” she said as if in answer to Penny’s question. 
 
    “Huh?” Penny asked. 
 
    The old woman passed her an envelope. “The mailman put another piece of your mail in my box.”  
 
    Penny glanced down at her full name written across the front. Penelope Victoria Jones. She stuffed it in her suitcase. “You shouldn’t get anything more for me. I was selected for an apprenticeship with David Park.” Usually, when she said this, she got a polite smile in response—not too many people outside the culinary world knew of him. 
 
    However, for avid bakers, he was a household name, being the master baker for the royals in Burklingham Palace, but commoners usually didn’t make the connection. 
 
    She got just such a smile from Mrs. Wong but it quickly dipped into a frown as she opened her door. “There goes Pumpkin. She escaped again. If the super would take care of the rodent problem, she wouldn’t be so tempted.” 
 
    A furry, orange cat streaked by at the end of the hall. Penny set her belongings down and quietly tiptoed down the hall after the cat so she didn’t startle it. She called his name and the images of pumpkin pie, pumpkin scones, pumpkin bread—all the delicious things she could bake inspired by that single ingredient—floated into her mind. What marvelous things would she make at the palace? 
 
    She knew she was a bit on the older side when she’d applied for the position—most people applied for apprenticeships or to work as an assistant right out of culinary school, but she had bills to pay and had earned her way forward starting in the kitchens of some of the best bakeries and restaurants in the city because she couldn’t afford to work without compensation. But she’d scrimped and saved and eight years later had her opportunity. Better late than never. 
 
    Penny was the kind of person who led with her heart but knew this was her only shot at moving forward in her career. She wasn’t poor but would be living off savings for the next few months and didn’t have enough for whatever would come after the apprenticeship was over. She was giving up her apartment, her security, and banking on her future—not to mention her baking abilities. People came far and wide for her lemon bars, her lavender cheesecake, and macarons. But she was best known for her cookies: good, old fashioned chocolate chip in particular. 
 
    Penny scooped up the cat and then hurried to return him. “I hope you have a nice day, Mrs. Wong.” 
 
    She nuzzled the giant orange and white feline then said, “Good luck.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’ll need it.” 
 
    As Penny wheeled her suitcase along the slushy and slippery New York City sidewalk, she looked forward to the gilded halls of the palace, imagining the wood floors and plush carpet. Though, she reasoned, she’d mostly be in the kitchen and pictured it classic but outfitted with modern equipment as well. 
 
    She passed her favorite bookstore, the ramen place where she often grabbed lunch, and then the café where she’d met her ex as they’d each vied for the last butterscotch cookie. She won but ended up giving him half. After six months, he broke it off, which was what usually happened—the relationship not the cookie.  
 
    In the end, she was convinced he was using her for her whoopie pies. Before him, she’d dated an investment banker and was left feeling like he just wanted her for her morning glory muffins. And the guy she’d met when she first moved to the city was all about her peaches and cream cake. 
 
    She hadn’t dated much and had always told herself baking before boys. With the new beginning overseas, she’d stick with it because she’d given up on love and was focused on her career. 
 
    Bound for the airport, she squeezed into the subway car. Someone sneezed on her, a toddler had a meltdown and threw himself on the floor, screaming (and kicking, Penny once), and a man decided that would be a great time to play the macarena on his saxophone. She’d miss Manhattan in all its zaniness, but imagined the peaceful tranquility of the palace. 
 
    In the international terminal, when the ticket agent called, “Now boarding flight 3529 bound for London,” Penny had a little skip in her step as she got into the line.  
 
    Unfortunately, she was seated near the very back of the plane and had to press past everyone else to get to her seat: between a teenager with headphones whose video game blasting was audible and an older man who decided then would be a good time to tell her the story of his near-death experience while on a commercial flight back in 1973.  
 
    It was her first time on a plane and she made a mental note not to buy the cheapest ticket next time—her mother always said you get what you pay for. Her mother, off in the Caribbean with her latest suitor, never paid for anything. She liked to refer to the arrangements she made with the men she lassoed. Her strategy was to find someone rich, keep him happy, and be set for life. She insisted her daughters marry for wealth. Emma and Penny made a pact to marry for love. Lucky for Emma she got both, but Penny wasn’t interested in relationships anymore. Her career came first. Baking before boys. Nothing would come between her and her dream of becoming a successful baker. 
 
    As the blasting from her seat neighbor came from one side and the older gentleman rattled on about the many calamities in his life, Penny rubbed her temples and reminded herself she was going to London. To the palace. To apprentice under the expert tutelage of the most renowned baker in the world. 
 
    When the plane touched down, she gathered her belongings and only got lost once on the way to baggage claim. As the suitcases slowly rode past on the luggage carousel, and hers didn’t turn up, panic twinged in her belly. She thought back to when she stood in her apartment. There was a moment when she’d hesitated…had she made the right choice? 
 
    She reported the missing bag and after being assured it would turn up and the airline would deliver it to her free of charge, the employee gave her a pink ticket. “If you have any changes or don’t receive it within forty-eight hours, call this number.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Penny said, stuffing it in her bag. At least she had toiletries and some essentials. Namely, leftover cookies. She’d kept surplus in the freezer and in the last remaining days before her big overseas trip, she gave them away to friends, coworkers, and neighbors, leaving her with a few to remind her of home and for emergencies—losing her bag fitted the criteria. She took a nibble as she studied the map for the Underground, referenced the address for the flat she was renting for the next three months and once again, set off. 
 
    In contrast to the New York subway, the Underground was tidy and quiet. She people watched and listened for her stop spoken in the smooth British accent over the intercom. 
 
    She’d never been abroad but had fallen in love with all things British, especially the prince, at a young age. She even had a poster of Oliver in her room back in high school. The refinement, the customs, the royalty, it had always fascinated her. She lost interest in high school when it turned out he was a snob. Nonetheless, she fought the urge to tell the person in the seat opposite her she was on her way to the palace bright and early in the morning.  
 
    When she finally arrived at her stop and emerged on the street, she was not met with the quaint neighborhood lined with trees and people walking their dogs photographed on the website where she’d found the place to rent. Instead, she stared at a brick wall smattered in profane graffiti. Trash littered the sidewalk and a homeless man shambled toward her. She glanced at the address for the rental. “Um, is this Pembury?” she asked him. It sounded so charming in the description and was the best she could afford in close proximity to the Underground. 
 
    “Grotty, no good…when I was a boy…” She couldn’t understand the rest of what the man said. 
 
    “Um, thanks.” She passed him the cookies she had left and walked in the opposite direction—he probably needed them more than she did.  
 
    In the distance, police sirens wailed. 
 
    She turned down the street and followed the address. Despite the cloudy sky, at least it was still daylight. She didn’t want to be out there after dark. When she got to the building three blocks later, it was boarded up. Her stomach twisted. “This was not what I expected.” 
 
    Her heart sank and she stood there for a few minutes, trying to figure out what to do. Feeling eyes on her, she turned. A man in an alleyway leered in her direction. She tucked her phone in her pocket and rushed back to the Underground, thankful she didn’t have to tow her suitcase behind her. 
 
    Back on the train, she consulted her phone, seeking a café where she could regroup and figure out what to do. She also sent an angry email to the person who’d ripped her off. She’d only put a deposit on the rental but now she was out five-hundred dollars. She sighed as she got off the train and emerged from the High Street Burklingham Underground station and was met with houses in lovely colors that reminded her of macarons and a cobbled street and broad park with willows hanging over a pond. She took a deep breath. “This is more like it.” 
 
    At a nearby café, Penny ordered a tea and scone and sat at an empty table. “Okay, now what?” she asked. “I’m talking to myself. Great. Could this day get any worse?” She needed a game plan, a place to stay, and her sister. 
 
    Last she knew Emma was traveling with her billionaire boyfriend but maybe they were back in London. She hadn’t told her sister about the apprenticeship because she wanted it to be a surprise on her doorstep. She had an elaborate plan of showing up on their doorstep with a plate of her favorite cookies baked at the palace.  
 
    She pressed call on her phone. Emma didn’t answer but moments later her phone beeped with a text. 
 
    I have terrible phone service here. I answered your call but then the connection went dead. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    In the Caribbean. 
 
    With mom? No way would Emma willingly travel to visit their mother. She used to pester the girls, nonstop, about when they were going to get married. Penny imagined it would only get worse now that Emma was with a wealthy and well-known guy. 
 
    Goodness, no but I’ve been in contact with her. I’m with Will…on his private island. I wish you were here. Wait. Where are you? 
 
    I'm in London. 
 
    A slew of emojis came next. Then I just tried calling. The reception here is so spotty. Penny, what are you doing in London? 
 
    She explained about the apprenticeship and then the two went back and forth about why Penny didn’t tell her. Mostly she didn’t quite believe it herself and because she didn’t want to jinx it. Too late for that. Then she told her about how she was going to surprise her with homemade chocolate chippers. 
 
    My mouth is watering. Anyway, make sure you get an international phone plan. I didn’t and it cost me! 
 
    Penny had already thought of that; she’d obsessed over every detail in the months before her scheduled departure. However, she had to rent the flat sight unseen and should have gotten references or something. 
 
    Her tea had gotten cold. What was she going to do? 
 
    Where are you staying in London? Emma asked via their text thread. 
 
    Penny replied and asked for recommendations for where to stay after typing a long explanation of what had happened with the rental but she didn’t get an answer. She blamed it on the bad service. Figured, considering how her day was going. 
 
    Penny stayed in the café, hoping to hear from Emma again and searched for a place to stay. She found a few affordable options but they were far. After she consulted the map for which trains to take, she opened the car service app on her phone. “Three transfers or a twenty-minute ride for twenty pounds…”  
 
    She sighed again but stepped out onto the sidewalk. None of the classic London taxis passed and it was getting late in the day, nearly dark. The scent of baking bread met her nose, reminding her why she was there. She lifted her chin, squared her shoulders and navigated the Underground once again. 
 
    When she stepped onto the sidewalk a third time, it had started to rain. She dashed to the nearest, though decidedly sketchiest hotel on her list and booked a room. 
 
    “It’s only temporary,” she told herself. 
 
    When she got upstairs, the room smelled like cat pee, reminding her of chasing after Pumpkin early that morning. “Was that really today?” she whispered. 
 
    A fluorescent light flickered overhead and something green and jelly-like was on the bedspread. She lowered into a chair, told herself she’d figure out what to do the next day, and fell fast asleep. 
 
    Never mind that she woke with lines imprinted on her cheek from the scratchy chair, or that her back ached, also from said chair. Forget that she was without housing and her luggage. As Penny splashed cold water on her face, she smiled at her reflection in the mirror. “My apprenticeship at the palace starts today. I can do this.” She smoothed her hair and set out. 
 
    The letter of acceptance for the prestigious position was printed on thick, cream-colored cardstock. She followed the directions leading to a service entrance at the back of the palace. She figured she’d get to see the front, in all its splendor, at the end of the day. She had enough time then but it was blustery and she already looked like she’d just rolled out of bed—because she didn’t dare shower in the hotel—, no need to make things worse. 
 
    She waited in line at the security checkpoint. When it was her turn, the guard asked for her ID and followed up with several other questions.  
 
    Penny referred to her letter. “I’m here to meet Esther Newman, the coordinator for employment, positions, and stations at the palace. I’m the baker’s new apprentice.” 
 
    “Oh, shame about David. He’s been sick.” The guard shook his head. 
 
    Penny’s stomach sank. “That’s terrible news but I’m happy to pitch in.” Maybe she could pick up the slack and prove herself. She was a quick learner. She clung to this hope because she desperately didn’t want her opportunity to fall through. 
 
    Nonetheless, the guard directed her down a hall, giving a complicated set of instructions.  “Left, right, right again, left, then continue down three steps. You’ll see three doors. Don’t enter any of them. Go back up the steps and go through the entrance on your left.” 
 
    Penny tried to follow the directions but soon found herself wandering aimlessly beneath the palace. She invented a scenario where she bumped into the prince and they quickly fell into a sweeping romance and she went on to live a fairytale life. 
 
    “Baking before boys,” she muttered, not that the fairytale would ever happen. 
 
    When she got to a set of three doors, she tried to remember which entrance to use. She closed her eyes, spun in a circle and then opened a door.  
 
    She stepped into an actual fairytale. Elegant gowns in every color, fabric, and style lined the wall. She’d stumbled upon the sewing room. She ran her hand down a silky, peach dress embroidered with little golden threads that reminded her of a sunrise. 
 
    Penny stopped in front of a full-length mirror, still wearing the outfit from the day before. She spotted a pretty floral day dress at the back of a rack. She held it in front of her. Whoever it belonged to must’ve been the same size as her because it looked like a perfect fit. She’d probably look more presentable wearing that than the rumbled outfit, complete with a jam stain from her scone. 
 
    But if she was going to play dress up, why be modest? She thought of her fantasies from when she was a girl, going to balls, dressing in gowns, meeting the prince. For all she knew, he could be there right now. A little thrill ran through her replacing the anxiety of the last twenty-four hours. Throwing caution, and reason, to the windy streets of the city, she changed into one of the grandest dresses in the room: the bodice was made of golden flowers that sparkled in the morning light. They cascaded down to the full skirt dotted with more golden flowers. It was perfect for a princess. 
 
    As she twirled in the mirror, the door opened. 
 
    “Penelope?” a woman’s voice asked. “What are you doing in here? We’ve been looking all over for you.” 
 
    Penny froze. 
 
    The woman tsked. “Just like when you were a little girl. Playing dress up but when you were supposed to actually dress up, you’d refuse. I remember you’d wear the most outrageous…” The older woman, with gray hair, twinkling blue eyes, and an unmistakable regal bearing opened her arms. “My, have I missed you. Such a young woman now. Well, young compared to me. It’s been far too long.” 
 
    Penny opened and closed her mouth. As she realized the queen’s arms were wrapped around her in a warm hug, she returned the gesture. 
 
    “You look so much like your mother, but your hair is much longer. From what I remember, you always did do things your way. Just like my sister.” 
 
    “My mom—?” Penny cut herself off. Was she allowed to talk to the queen?  
 
    “I know, it doesn’t always get easier to talk about the loved ones we’ve lost. I imagine more so being back here with all the reminders. Not everyone understands your decision to remain away for so long, but I respect it, dear.” She picked up the floral dress off the table where Penny had set it down. “Now, put this back on. You have a grand return to make.” 
 
    Practically shaking with nerves—how could she explain to the queen she was mistaken and Penny was not the Penelope she remembered without embarrassing her? She couldn’t. She simply followed orders. 
 
    The queen seemed to float ahead of Penny as she led her through the hall, up a set of stairs, and onto the main floor of the palace. Polished wood met creamy paint. Gilded frames held exquisite portraits. There was gold and marble. Everything was polished and shiny and opulent. 
 
    Penny let out a breath of awe. 
 
    “It’s good to be back, isn’t it?” the queen said.  
 
    She led Penny along a wide hallway and they passed a man in uniform carrying a tea tray. He paused, bowed to the queen, and the plate of cookies reminded her of where she was supposed to be. She caught up to the queen, feeling the need to explain. “Ma’am—” 
 
    “Penelope, don’t ma’am me. I’m your Aunt Bea. Don’t you remember you used to call me Auntie Bee Bee?” the queen laughed. 
 
    They turned into a room with pillars on either side. Several sparkling chandeliers hung above. At the very end was a raised platform and upon it a throne. There were also several seats beside it and people arranged in a semi-circle. As they approached, Penny realized it must be the throne room, the special place for coronations, ceremonies, and accepting visitors like royalty and ambassadors. She did not belong there. Sweat beaded along Penny’s brow as her boots squeaked on the parquet floor. 
 
    She took a deep breath when she got close enough to spot him. She’d recognize his chiseled jawline, the wink in his eyes, and his kissable lips in her sleep. Maybe she was dreaming. She pinched herself then cringed at the sharp little pain. 
 
    Emma was not going to believe this. Maybe dreams did come true. It was a strange twist to her series of unfortunate turns in her trip.  
 
    As she got closer, the room turned fuzzy, unfocused. Her breath, shallow. She was hungry. Lightheaded. That would explain it. Surely, she was imagining things. Seeing things. The prince?! She feared she might actually swoon. Then the room went black. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Oliver 
 
      
 
      
 
    A woman with long, straight brown hair had walked in with the queen. She looked around as though stunned, shocked, possibly in awe. Oliver wasn’t sure. She’d looked up at him for a brief moment. Their eyes connected. She was familiar but not. He had the strange feeling that he’d been waiting for her but didn’t think he’d seen her before. Just before she reached the throne, his heart stuttered at the same time as she collapsed.  
 
    From the assortment of other nobles and members of the gentry gathered came a few gasps. Before Oliver could reach her, a medic swooped in and took her aside to keep from causing a fuss—that was life in the palace, brush everything under the rug, keep it hidden, follow formality. 
 
    Oliver sighed. As far as he was concerned, it was no surprise one of the royals-in-waiting aka the women who were endeavoring to marry him, to make an unforgettable entrance like that: fainting at his feet. In the coming days, they were all likely to do something outrageous to get his attention. The whole tradition was outrageous. He’d put it off as long as possible, hoping to find the one, but if he hadn’t selected a companion by his twenty-ninth birthday, the queen would assign him one during the following year. The time had come. 
 
    Nobles applied as candidates or family members nominated them. Out of that pool, the queen selected several. They’d go through a courtship process in the following days, and then they’d select the best candidate to reign with him. 
 
    As if any of it was his choice. The queen was marrying him off because an heir was needed in his home country and marriage was the only way to the throne in Concordia. A lot of people thought he was the Prince of England because he’d lived there most of his life. Probably the women present in the room included. The queen wasn’t his mother like many assumed, given he was the prince. When his own mother passed, she’d assigned Queen Beatriz his custodian. She loved him like a son but also had to fulfill her role as guardian and noblewoman.  
 
    The prospective candidates saw the title HRH, the life that being married to a prince would afford them, and the opportunities for fame. He didn’t want to be forced into marriage, especially not with a royal. There were so many rules. So much artifice. Expectations, obligations, pressure. 
 
    Queen Beatriz cleared her throat. Oliver got to his feet and they went through the motions of declaring the three, actually four, counting the straggler who finally returned to the group after passing out—she looked rather rumpled like she’d stayed up far too late the night before—, the official royals-in-waiting. 
 
    Oliver envisioned the queen weeded out other candidates as if she were at one of her kennel club shows, checking for pedigree and grooming habits. He suppressed a chuckle. He wasn’t comparing the women to canines, but the whole situation was a bunch of hogwash as far as he was concerned. What about seeing a girl for the first time, having his heart skip a beat, and falling slowly, wonderfully, and naturally in love? 
 
    If his sister Ava were there, she’d scold him, tell him it was his royal duty, and then they’d have a good laugh at how ridiculous all the pomp was. She understood his feelings but went along with it yet somehow got away with living her life beyond the palace walls. He’d gladly hand Ava the crown, but that was not how it worked in Concordia, one of the oldest, smallest, wealthiest, and most little-known countries in the world and his home. 
 
    He valued being a prince but he wanted to have a choice in who he was supposed to spend the rest of his life with. That didn’t seem unreasonable. His attention reluctantly returned to the events in the throne room. 
 
    A scepter was passed, something was read from a scroll, and he nodded to each of the women as a herald presented them. 
 
    Colette, the daughter of the Grand Duke of Heifershamshire. She batted her eyelashes. 
 
    Genevieve Dickerson of Flushington, who might actually have been a very, very distant cousin. He made a note to avoid her at all costs. Their noses were remarkably similar and he looked down hers at the other women. He made a double mental note to insist it not be her. 
 
    Odelia came next, curtsied and held her hand out to Oliver for a kiss. The queen had briefed him on the rules and he was not to make public contact with any of them lest the others get the wrong idea or perceive favoritism. She was from France and had a long and complicated title that took about a minute for the herald to finish saying. 
 
    Last, but not least, Penelope, the queen’s sister’s daughter stepped forward. As a child, she had the reputation for being the master mischief maker, the girl who’d disappeared for longer than a decade, and who seemed least interested in being there. Or more accurately, like she hardly knew where she was. She bowed and curtsied but had the good sense not to extend her hand for a kiss. In fact, it was like she didn’t know where to put her hands. They gravitated from her sides to her hips, to in front of her chest, and then she clasped, wrung, and fidgeted with them in front of her waist. 
 
    He smirked. There was something undeniably adorable about her. 
 
    Genevieve snickered. 
 
    Oliver stopped himself from glaring at her rude response. Penelope likely had jetlag, was confused, or like him was forced to be in attendance. 
 
    The herald announced they’d move to a drawing room for refreshments. Penelope sighed with what sounded like relief. Genevieve stifled laughter. 
 
    The prince lingered behind, letting them all go ahead of him. It would appear as though he was being chivalrous, but he held on to the last moments of his freedom and his bachelorhood before the four women competed for his hand like on one that American TV show. 
 
    The queen poked her head through the doorway, “Oliver, the ladies await.” 
 
    He sighed with resignation and met Queen Beatriz at the door. 
 
    “You know, there are a lot of young men who’d love to be in your position. These are four of the most eligible women in the world. You get to have your pick and have fun in the process. Your agenda will be filled for the next days as you get to know the royals-in-waiting.” She scuttled off to speak with a delegate from a coastal territory. 
 
    But it wasn’t his choice, plus Oliver had a strict no-royal-rule. He’d made the mistake of dating them when he was younger and it never turned out well. Not only that, but they were snooty, snobby, and entitled. He wanted a girl who longed to see the world out from behind the palace gates, who liked to listen to loud music, and sometimes ate with her hands. He wanted to see genuine laughter, hear strong opinions, and listen to her hopes and dreams and goals. 
 
    A footman passed with beverages and Oliver helped himself to a hearty sip of ice-cold water. His gaze floated around the room before landing on Penelope. She nervously twirled a piece of her long hair. Her eyes would be bright if she didn’t look so tired. She was trim and the floral dress hugged her in all the right places. A little surge he’d rarely felt shot through him and just as quickly disappeared. He took another sip of water from the glass. 
 
    She looked bored or out of place, he wasn’t sure. He knew she’d been educated in America. Orphaned at thirteen, she declared she was going to school in the States and that was final. He’d been to the home of the free and the brave several times himself and would’ve liked a bit of her moxie but he had Ava, his sister, and wouldn’t have left her to live the oddly lonely royal life on her own.  
 
    He knew for sure he didn’t want the future mapped out for him and he wondered what Penelope’s life was like overseas. Catching her gaze, she quickly looked away as though shy and then turned to study a painting of an archduke and his English setter. 
 
    Oliver discretely made his way across the room after greeting several people and making small talk. He didn’t like the feeling of eyes on him, likely the others curious to find out who he’d approach first. This was an opportunity for first impressions and he was sure what he did next mattered to the royals-in-waiting and those who stood to benefit from the partnering—politics, land rights, and international relations were all tied into his marriage. What he wanted was love but not with a royal.  
 
    Yet, he was drawn to Penelope and wanted to know more about her life and maybe what his life could have been like if he’d made the same decision all those years ago. 
 
    He edged over to her and said, “That’s Tully.” 
 
    She pointed at the Archduke. 
 
    “No, the dog. When I was a boy, the queen wouldn’t let me have a puppy so I learned the name of every dog in every painting in the palace. It drove her bonkers.” 
 
    “How about that one?” she asked, indicating a painting behind Genevieve. 
 
    “Oh, that’s Cricket—your great, great, great uncle Bernard insisted on having his trusty companion at every cricket game to ensure the win of his favorite team.” 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    “Goodness no. They were the worst in the league.” 
 
    She snickered. “Poor Cricket.” 
 
    “Poor us. These things are the worst. They bore me too so I don’t blame you for finding more interest in the artwork." 
 
    She stuffed the rest of a canape in her mouth and brushed off her hands. She held up her finger in the universal symbol for one-minute so she could chew. "Oh, I'm not bored.” She swallowed a second time as though searching for or stumbling over her words. Her cheeks tinged the color of a rose. “I'm enchanted and you can call me Penny.” She smiled like she might faint again. 
 
    An irresistible grin lifted his lips. “Yes, me too. You must be tired.” He glanced around then realized she likely hadn’t been in the palace, or any palace for that matter, in many, many years. Seeing it through her eyes, he tilted his head and squinted, taking in the lavishness. “I guess I can see what you mean. But I could go for something real, not everyone patting each other on the shoulder with one hand and stabbing someone else in the back with the other. It's all nepotism and deception. You know?” 
 
    She practically choked on her water. “Oh, my. I didn’t realize.” 
 
    He may have come off sounding dark or ungrateful and that was not what he’d intended. “I just mean this whole courtship and arranged marriage thing is not my style.” 
 
    “It’s, um, unique.” She glanced around the room as though searching for someone, something. He couldn’t be sure. Maybe she was another shallow noblewoman. He followed her gaze to a tall man in a navy uniform and then shifted as though to make his departure. 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Yeah, you know, I could really care less about all this too. I had to be dragged back, kicking and screaming.” She gestured at her appearance. “It was exhausting. My luggage was lost. On the airplane, I had to sit next to…” 
 
    “You mean they didn’t send for you in the private jet?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve lived among the commoners, you know. I can’t just reduce myself to that.” She waved her hand as if such things were beneath her. 
 
    His lips quirked and he glanced at her boots. “I see. What was it like growing up away from all the fuss? All I know about you is you despise this kind of nonsense and would rather live on the open prairie with horses, goats, and a gaggle of geese.” 
 
    Her eyebrows crimped together. 
 
    “Don't you remember your cousin Hubert's birthday party? You dipped your finger into the cake icing to try a bite before it was time and got scolded by the nanny.” 
 
    “Oh, I can never resist cake or cookies or—”  
 
    A footman passed with a platter filled with pastries. She took a chocolate one and opened her mouth for an oversized bite. “You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting to eat one of these,” she said around a mouthful. 
 
    “We do have the best baker in the world on staff.” 
 
    “I know.” She licked a bit of chocolate from her lip. 
 
    “Tell me, what have you been doing in the States? From what I remember, at the party, you were most intrigued by the ponies and you told me you wanted to have seven horses—one for every day. You've grown up a lot but you were always so free-spirited.” He found himself intrigued, eager to hear what she had to say. 
 
    “Ponies? Prairies?” she asked. “You have a good memory.” 
 
    Just then, Genevieve sidled over. “Yes, Penelope, do tell us about your adventures in the west. What happened to your accent?” 
 
    Penny drew back. “It faded.” 
 
    Genevieve was relentless. “You should know the whole swooning bit at the foot of the prince is rather passé.” 
 
    Oliver could hardly stand the shrillness in her voice or the way she looked down her nose at everyone. 
 
    Penelope’s cheeks turned crimson and Oliver remembered that to them this was a competition and he was the prize. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Passing out wasn’t a ploy because Penelope had no idea what she was stepping into, basically wearing someone else’s shoes, or dress as it were. Something came over her when she saw her teen crush in the flesh. And admittedly, she was tired, overwhelmed, maybe a little in shock. She did not swoon. She wouldn’t swoon. Not over Oliver, prince or not. Baking over boys. She had to stick to her goal. What was happening was just a little diversion. 
 
    But he was more handsome in real life than in the pictures she’d drooled over through the years. And he was talking to her and was charming. His voice, swoony. And his smile, flirty. His eyes, dreamy. She involuntarily let out a little coo. 
 
    However, she wasn’t sure if she should be angry or panicking at Genevieve’s words, accusation, threat. She couldn’t tell what it was but if someone found out about her true identity she was done for. She’d lose her apprenticeship in the very least—the only thing she had left after giving up her apartment, her job, and after arriving in London the night before, her rental.  
 
    She shook her head, shaking off the worst-case scenarios. 
 
    Genevieve leaned close to Oliver, speaking in a hushed tone. His gaze floated over to Penny. There was amusement in Prince Oliver’s eyes that had nothing to do with Genevieve’s flirtations. It brought the hint of a smile to Penny’s lips. She’d somehow made her way into the palace proper and was mingling with royalty. With a prince. Not just any prince, the prince of her dreams and he’d approached her first. Not that it meant anything, but well, it sort of did, at least while she lived in the pretend bubble of Penelope’s life as a royal-in-waiting, hoping to win the prince’s hand. 
 
    From what she’d gathered, the real Penelope was feisty and she could be too, at least in order to get Genevieve off her back. She could play the role for a night, at least until she figured out another place to stay that wasn’t a boarded-up building in a shady part of town or a fleabag hotel. 
 
    Determined, she drew a deep breath and turned to Oliver. He was tall and had an athletic build and she imagined his muscles under his custom-tailored suit. His brown hair was neatly trimmed and streaked with a subtle hint of red. He was clean shaven but he’d look just as good with a thin layer of scruff. But she already knew all of that from photos and she used to follow his social media fan accounts. One thing the images didn’t convey was how relaxed he was, at ease, and charming. The way his lips quirked like he was in on a secret, hopefully not her secret, but still, it caused her heart to race. That alone made her want to linger in his presence for as long as possible. From what she’d gathered so far, he wasn’t as enamored with royal life as she was. He wanted out but that was unlikely as soon as he married one of the royals-in-waiting. 
 
    She met Genevieve’s eyes and lifted her lips into her brightest smile. “You wonder about life in the United States? There’s no freedom like it. I could go wherever I wanted, whenever I wanted. No one looking over my shoulder, watching my every move. I was accountable to myself and myself alone—no duties or responsibilities other than the ones I’d claimed.” 
 
    “But you received your schooling there.” Genevieve folded her arms in front of her chest. 
 
    “It was on my terms. No uniforms, no duties, no drudgery.” 
 
    Oliver leaned in as though wanting to hear more, but a man wearing a suit jacket with buttons fit to burst, snagged his attention. 
 
    Genevieve cocked her hip and lifted an eyebrow. “Then what brought you here?” 
 
    Penny searched the room for the queen. “Aunt Beatriz.” She refused to outright lie and it was true, the queen had lassoed her into the situation even if it was a case of mistaken identity. 
 
    “Of course. Pair him with her sister’s heir. I should’ve guessed.” Genevieve shook her head with disdain. “Well, Penelope, despite your connection and bloodline, you should know that this is a game. One I intend to win. I warn you not to get in my way.” 
 
    Penelope gulped down the last of her pastry as Genevieve stalked away, leaving her feeling exposed and slightly guilty for fabricating stories. She could make a dash for the nearest exit, disappear into the pantry, and regroup. It would be easy enough to get back on track, blend in down in the kitchen. She eyed a footman passing with a tray of biscuits. 
 
    “Wilson, Penelope.” The queen waved the footman and her over to the sofa she sat upon. “I appreciate a girl who enjoys a nice treat.” The queen took a biscuit and gestured Penny join her. 
 
    She couldn’t dismiss the queen and had no choice but to oblige. While they sat there, Her Majesty introduced Penelope to several royal court officials. Everyone was so refined and elegant. She felt out of place, on display, and foolish in her boots and dress. 
 
    She told herself she’d sneak into the kitchen as soon as possible. She’d come clean. Explain what happened. A mix-up.  A misunderstanding. She’d figure out a way to spare the queen the embarrassment of not recognizing her own niece. There were other potential matches—probably many girls eager to take her place, lining up outside the palace in carriages. The queen would chalk it up to free-spirited Penelope flitting back to America.  
 
    For Penny, it’d be a funny story to tell her grandchildren someday. The time Granny met the prince. 
 
    The queen pulled Penny from her worries by placing arthritic but bejeweled fingers on Penny’s arm. “My, I’ve missed my family. You remind me of myself when I was younger. Well, you’re more like your mother, but I had the same spunk until I married James. They trained the rebel right out of me.” She laughed lightly. “Tell me what you’ve been doing all these years.” 
 
    Penny’s mouth was dry. She wouldn’t lie. She’d come clean. The light in Beatriz’s eyes brightened with hope then and she felt a pang of guilt. “Actually, why don’t you tell me about when you were young, about your sister and life before the palace.” 
 
    Beatriz smiled broadly, delighted. “It’s been a long time since anyone asked me about myself—aside from reporters in interviews, but that’s always superficial fluff. What charity I’m working on, what economic or political changes I’d like to see made...” She dove into revere about her childhood, Amelia, her sister (the real Penelope’s mother), and even a few cute anecdotes about Penelope as a young child. 
 
    Penny listened with rapt attention as those in the room filtered out, leaving just the two of them seated together on the sofa as the queen painted stories of a time long since passed, desires unfulfilled, and unexpected adventures. Penny found herself asking questions, eager to hear more. She was living a real-life fairytale, getting a behind the scenes glimpse, and taking a few not-too-scandalous secrets with her—there was a night in the Maldives Beatriz would never forget along with a few little pranks that hopefully, her nanny did forget.  
 
    “You know, I disagreed with you going abroad and I’m glad to have you back, but your time away shaped you into a genuine girl with a true heart. I imagine if you’d grown up with heaps of expectations and formalities, you’d be someone else and I’m happy to get to know you again.” 
 
    “Likewise, your Royal Majesty Highness.” Penny cringed, unsure how to properly address the queen. 
 
    The older woman laughed and smiled warmly. “Well, I suppose we should get you brushed up on things and settled in. You can call me Your Majesty the first time and then Aunt Beatriz will do after that but typically royals don’t have to greet each other using the formal terms. I’ll call for Livingston, the butler. He keeps everything around here running shipshape.” She bid Penny a good afternoon and excused herself to some business. 
 
    Hours had passed in the queen’s presence. Penny had no idea what she'd gotten into. She couldn’t fathom how to act like a princess. What it meant to live this life. Or how to get out of it. 
 
    Penny waited, alone, for the butler. She’d left her bag in the sewing room, but had her purse. She pulled out her phone and searched for how to be a princess. Then deleted it. The life of a princess. Then she got paranoid, worried they’d somehow monitor her account or could view her searches. She should’ve searched how to escape a difficult situation involving a monarch without insulting her but moments later Livingston, the head butler, appeared.  
 
    He led her through a maze of hallways, each one as grand as the last. Of course, there were paintings and antiques at every turn, but even the palace walls, the floors, and the ceilings themselves were works of art with exquisite woodwork, embellishments, and fine detail. 
 
    She imagined royalty of all sorts parading down the halls, going to important meetings and fancy dinners. Through the windows she passed she got snapshot after snapshot of the city. Her smile was as broad as the River Thames when she bumped into someone. 
 
    She’d walked right passed Livingston who’d stopped in front of the door and smack dab into the prince. Her eyes locked on Oliver’s. They were hazel with flecks of green and gold. Like a kaleidoscope, she felt like she could stare into them for ages and see new depths. She nodded, her mind foggy, torn between reality and the collision with him.  
 
    “Miss,” Livingston called. “Your room, the Langdon Suite.” 
 
    “My apologies, Penelope.” Oliver placed a hand on his chest and bowed. 
 
    She did an awkward curtsy-bow—she really needed to brush up on etiquette—then said, “No, I’m sorry. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” 
 
    “Daydreaming about ponies and prairies?” the prince said with a laugh. 
 
    “Something like that.” Princess Penelope’s dream on the open plains was likely Penny’s version of life in the palace. 
 
    Livingston waited patiently by the open door of a suite. A young woman poked her head out. “Good afternoon, Miss. May I show you around?” she asked Penny. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” With a little wave at the prince, she swept into the room as butterflies danced a lively jig in her belly. 
 
    The lady’s maid wore a simple gray dress with sleeves trimmed in white. A line of silk-covered buttons ran down the back. “Welcome. My name is Addie. I’m your lady’s maid aka attendant while you’re visiting. If there’s anything you need, you name it, please let me know and I will do my very best to accommodate you.” 
 
    Penny ran her hand over a polished mantle on one side of the room as she stepped toward a wall of windows, leading to a balcony. On the other side was a large canopied bed and a dressing area. The space was double the size of the kitchen closet back in New York and a million times lovelier. If it was a city rental across the pond it would easily cost a million dollars a month. 
 
    “Miss, is there anything I can get you? Your belongings seemed not to have arrived but we should have everything you need to freshen up and prepare for tonight.” 
 
    Recalling her lost luggage snapped Penny back to the moment. She turned to Addie. She wore her light brown hair in a low bun and everything about her was delicate. She could’ve been a princess. 
 
    “What do you make of all this?” Penny asked. 
 
    “Of what, Miss?” 
 
    “This.” Penny spun in a circle then swept the balcony doors open. 
 
    Taken aback, Addie said, “Well, it’s certainly a lot different than the way most people live. Wait, you’re arriving from the States. If you don’t mind me saying, another of the maids mentioned you haven’t been back here in over ten years.”  
 
    Penny slumped into a chair. 
 
    “Am I correct in understanding you’re not accustomed to royal life since it’s been quite a long time since you've been back here?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Penny answered. Well, almost exactly. 
 
    “Take a shower and while I help you get ready, I’ll fill you in as best I can.” 
 
    The shower was a room unto itself and was quadruple the size of any ordinary shower she’d ever been in. Firstly, it was spotlessly clean and the fixtures gleamed. Secondly, water sprayed from every direction in a pleasant spray. Thirdly, the lavender soap both soothed her and made her feel fresh, clean, and ready to take on the rest of the day. 
 
    Addie left a robe on a hook and then proceeded to help Penny get ready: she moisturized her face, dried and styled her hair, and did her makeup, all while outlining the who’s who and various roles at the palace. “You look darling, now which dress?” Addie asked, pointing to several on a rack. 
 
    But Penny was still trying to catch up on which valet belonged to which duke. “Why do I need a dress?” she asked. 
 
    Addie tilted her head, confused. “Why, for your date with Prince Oliver of course.” 
 
    “A date with Oliver?” Heated panic worked its way across her skin. 
 
    “It’s sort of like a reverse courting process. Or you could say like that show, the one with the single man and the group of women who he goes on dates with. Do you know the one?” 
 
    Watching it was her and Emma’s Monday night ritual. “Um, which dress do you think would be appropriate?” 
 
    “You’d look pretty in all of them, but—” Addie pulled a rose-colored knee length dress off the rack. It had beaded straps and an overlay of sheer fabric. “I think this suits you.” 
 
    Penny had never worn anything so nice in her life—as a baker, her work attire was a white uniform and when she was at home, she loved nothing more than leggings and a sweater. 
 
    “Now, shoes.” 
 
    Penny eyed her boots. 
 
    “Let’s see. These should fit.” Addie held a nude pair of heels with a little cluster of gems on the toe to complete the outfit.  
 
    With her hair swept off her shoulders in a classy updo and tasteful makeup, Penny looked the part of a princess. She smoothed her hands down the dress. Now, how to act like one? 
 
    Livingston appeared in the entryway to escort her to meet Oliver. 
 
    Penny turned back to Addie. “Any tips?” 
 
    “Good luck. You'll need it. You're going to war.” 
 
    If Genevieve’s attitude was any indication, Addie was right. Penny was trying to live two lives, one a lie. For now.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
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    Oliver 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oliver fiddled with his cutlery. He’d eaten so many formal meals with boring small talk, he could calculate the latest stats from his favorite football team while still seeming engaged. The next several dates with the prospective queens-to-be were going to be tedious. The awkwardness, polite laughter in all the right places, and the assessment—because although it was unspoken, the reason for this ridiculous process was for him to see which girl he was most compatible with to marry, have a family, and rule Concordia. 
 
    Yes, he was royal so things were different but his parents had fallen in love the old-fashioned way. In fact, they’d met at a museum and debated the merits of a painting. He’d never seen it before and wondered if it was still in London. He started a search on his phone when the doors swept open. The footman announced Penelope’s arrival. Perhaps the queen had noticed he’d gravitated toward her first. 
 
    She looked a bit like a lost duckling, but was dressed in the softest rose and just as beautiful as ever. His lips quirked in delight. 
 
    As he stood to greet her, his leg hit the table making the dinnerware clang. As the footman adjusted everything the word beautiful stuck in Oliver’s mind. He’d seen plenty of beautiful women but it was her combination of wonder, like she’d woken up in a fairytale, her refreshing authenticity, those boots on her feet earlier as if she’d walked through rain and slush and didn’t mind, and her bright eyes, full lips, and perfect curves that filled that word with true meaning. 
 
    “Good evening.” He reached for her hand and kissed the space just above the knuckles lightly. Typically, it was a formality, but for one it was a pleasure. 
 
    A visible, full body shudder passed through her as her hand lingered in his before she abruptly drew it back to her side. Her eyes darted around the room as though unsure what to do or where to look. 
 
    He caught her gaze and blurted, “You look beautiful.” He cleared his throat as though breaking a spell and sputtered a bit for speaking so plainly. It would’ve been more common or appropriate for him to have said you look lovely this evening but there was nothing common about Penelope. 
 
    Even though he participated in the royals-in-waiting process, ultimately, he’d marry the woman who was the best strategic match for their nations. It wasn’t up to him who he’d spend the rest of his life. He couldn’t get out of the palace and live a little. Meet someone in a museum, a park, or someplace real and untouched and uninterested in status, wealth, and the royal life. He wanted someone simple, down to earth, and even though Penelope was beautiful she likely still had an agenda, or at least the queen did and because of that, their relationship wouldn’t be real—not like his parents’ was. 
 
    Oliver shuffled around the table and pulled out her chair. 
 
    She smiled, bowed, and curtsied. 
 
    He chuckled because not only was she beautiful but she was cute too.  
 
    “I thought we were meeting at a restaurant." 
 
    “We have our own award-winning chefs on staff. No need to get mobbed, as is often the case.” The problem with getting out of the castle and living a little was most of the people he met were more about him being the prince and less about him being a regular person. He’d hated it but over the years had found it to be the unfortunate truth. 
 
    “But you have so many amazing restaurants in London—one of the global epicenters of culinary variety,” she replied. 
 
    Oliver spread his napkin on his lap. “It has been a while since I've dined away from the palace. I'd rather enjoy it, I think. Do you have a favorite restaurant?” 
 
    She set her napkin on her lap too. “I’ve only just arrived so no, not at the moment. But in New York…” She went on to list her favorite three restaurants, describing the best dishes at each one. 
 
    A footman delivered the first course, laying the fine china on top of a charger. Penelope went to remove the additional plate and the two collided, sending the frisee salad all over the table. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I, um—” She fumbled and tried to clean up the lettuce. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Miss. I can take care of it,” the footman said. 
 
    She tucked her hands in her lap. “I’m not usually so clumsy.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with keeping things lively,” Oliver said. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about earlier too. It had been an adventurous morning to say the least.” 
 
    “Tell me some more about your adventures.” 
 
    The footman brought a new salad and he started eating. All the while, she elaborated on the dreadful neighborhood she’d somehow ended up in. 
 
    “I gave some cookies I had to a homeless man but he looked like he could’ve eaten at least ten plates of—” she pointed to the salad and crinkled her nose. “What is this?” 
 
    “Lettuce.” 
 
    “Right. Of course.” Her eyes shifted to his hand then to her place setting then back to his hand. Her fingers hovered over the series of forks to the left of her plate before selecting the correct one. 
 
    She struggled to cut the unruly lettuce but all he could think about was her hand in his. The one he’d kissed, defying the no-touching-allowed rule. But they weren’t in public and unless she blabbed to the other royals-in-waiting no one besides than the footman would know. 
 
    Her nails weren’t manicured. Her fingers were rough like she wasn’t entirely accustomed to the pampered life of her contemporaries. He sighed, suddenly feeling irritable about the forced nature of the situation all over again. 
 
    The next course passed in silence, mostly because there was hardly a moment when her mouth wasn’t full. Although he had other engagements that evening, they didn’t have to rush through it. In fact, of all the girls, he enjoyed her company the most, at least so far. 
 
    When the footman cleared the table, she leaned back in her chair. “That was delicious.” 
 
    “I take it you haven't eaten in a while, among company. I mean, in this way.” 
 
    She straightened as though remembering her manners. “No, we had a, uh, dining hall at the boarding school and college and used trays. Food on trays. Nothing fancy.” 
 
    “My friend Henry would always complain about the food at his boarding school.” 
 
    “Cafeterias do have a bad reputation but didn’t you go to school?” 
 
    “Tutors.” 
 
    “Right. Of course.” 
 
    “Where else have you been dining for the last decade, aside from cafeterias and your three favorite restaurants in New York?” 
 
    “Those are for special occasions. Mostly, I cook for myself and bake. I love baking.” 
 
    “I’ll have to introduce you to Henry’s father, he’s our head baker. I was always nipping buns from the kitchen when I was a lad.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed, nearly matching her pink dress. “Nipping buns?” 
 
    “I mean biscuits, rolls, bread. I forget we have different names for things here.” 
 
    “I’d love to meet him, uh, but I heard he’s been ill.” Penelope shifted uncomfortably, likely drawing up memories of her mother’s illness. 
 
    “Yes, it’s terrible. I’m only hoping Henry will return soon.” 
 
    “You were good friends?” 
 
    “The best and not because his father was our master baker. We’d go exploring, riding, and have our own adventures. It’s been years since I’ve seen him, almost a decade.” 
 
    “I win.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been away longer.” She cleared her throat. 
 
    “What have you been doing while you’ve been away besides adventures, school, getting lost in dodgy parts of London, and sharing cookies with those less fortunate?” He found himself genuinely interested in her life beyond the palace walls—she’d somehow gotten past the figurative ones that hemmed him in with customs, formality, and expectations. 
 
    She glanced around the room as though she’d find an answer there. “Reading.” 
 
    He asked about her favorites: they were not the classics his tutors insisted he be well versed in. She preferred sweet romances with happily ever afters. 
 
    “Well, we seem to have a bit in common. Baked goods, books, and we’re both orphans.” 
 
    She nearly choked on a sip of water and when she set it down her expression was unreadable. Maybe she was trying to fight off emotion. 
 
    “I miss my mother and father every day. But I have a lot to be thankful for, mostly your aunt.” 
 
    “My aunt?” Her brow creased. 
 
    “The Queen.” 
 
    “Wait. Don’t tell me you don’t know the story. Golly, this is embarrassing.” 
 
    She softened and leaned in. “No, Oliver, it’s not. Well, the only embarrassing thing is your use of the word golly.” 
 
    She was flirting. He raised an eyebrow and a smile bloomed on his face despite the subject that still pained him. “They didn’t teach you about the family histories in the American school? No tutoring?” 
 
    “Oh, um, well, I skipped that mostly.” Her lips quirked. 
 
    Golly, she was adorable. He wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    “You know, I had American movies to watch and American sports to play. I can take a header with a soccer ball, bounce it on my knee, and have a killer kick. But I mostly tried to forget about, you know, my other life.” She wrung her napkin between her hands. “I confess, I thought the queen was your mother.” 
 
    “That would make us related since she’s your aunt so this—” He gestured between them. 
 
    She broke into laughter. “Right. Of course. Silly me. I have terrible jet lag.” 
 
    He found himself not wanting to talk about the past either or think about the future because it was unlikely the queen would allow their union. On paper, she met the qualifications with her royal blood, but in practice, she wasn’t quite as refined as would be required. 
 
    Nonetheless, he found himself wanting to remain in the present, with her, for as long as possible. 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny tried not to think about how she’d made a fool of herself during dinner and needed to brush up on proper dining etiquette. She added it to her list of research as well as the royal family tree. She’d always thought the prince was the queen’s son. Apparently, not? She still didn’t have a clear answer but as difficult as she found it to keep up the charade that she was Princess Penelope, she sensed he didn’t want to talk about the past. 
 
    As the two settled in front of a crackling fire, her cheeks remained rosy as she shifted several times, trying to sit comfortably on the stiff, leather chair. 
 
    “So, a lot has changed,” Oliver said, breaking the silence. “We’ve grown up. When exactly was the last time you were here?” 
 
    “Yeah, a lot has changed,” she repeated. In Oliver’s presence her sixteen-year-old self took over and she was just as smitten with him as ever and couldn’t outright tell him a lie, never mind that she didn’t know the truth.  
 
    She’d gathered from Aunt Beatriz that Penelope went away to boarding school in sixth grade all the way in the US. 
 
    Penny tried to remember the exact moment she’d developed a crush on the prince. She’d seen a news report about him landing a plane in America. He was in his mid-teens and looked so handsome in his jumpsuit and aviator glasses. He waved to the gathered crowd, but then looked up to the sky as though marveling at what he’d just experienced. “I remember you got to help pilot a plane. You were so proud afterward.” 
 
    “Proud and in shock, to be honest. I’d felt so free. The pilot, a member of the Royal Airforce, entrusted me with the controls. Yes, I’d taken lessons, hours and hours, but it was the first time someone treated me like I was actually a competent human being and not just the spoiled prince. It was also my first time in the States.” 
 
    “From then on, half the girls there had crushes on you.” 
 
    His chin lifted in her direction and he smirked with disbelief. “What only half?” He smirked. 
 
    He was so charming and she felt drawn into the fantasy, drawn to him. “Three-quarters at least. You had, still have, major celebrity status.” 
 
    He laughed.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I’m amused, I guess. I didn’t know that.” 
 
    She squawked a laugh. “Wait? You didn’t know you’re one of the hottest men alive.” It was true. Penny had the magazine declaring as much in her carry-on. She’d long since given up the crush but had needed reading material for the flight. 
 
    “My roommate had a photo from a magazine of you on her wall. She’d kiss it every night before she went to bed.” That lie she didn’t mind telling. It wasn’t her roommate or even her sister, but her and something she hadn’t thought about in a long time. 
 
    “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “True story.” Mostly. “Oliver, when you announce who you’re marrying, you’re going to hear millions of women wailing. There will be a shortage of tissues and cardiologists around the world will be swamped with new patients.” 
 
    His eyebrows bunched together in an innocently endearing way. He really had no clue. “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because you’re going to break a lot of hearts.” 
 
    “Not yours, I hope.” 
 
    Penny leaned back in her chair and didn’t answer. The sticky situation she’d gotten herself in was sure to break something. 
 
    A bell chimed from the doorway. 
 
    Oliver sighed. “I guess that signals the end of our date.” 
 
    “Very prompt around here.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the entire nation sets itself against the punctuality of the palace. The changing of the guards, the departure of the queen for her daily carriage ride.” 
 
    “She still does that?” Penny recalled always watching when it would be televised in case she caught a glimpse of the prince. 
 
    “Monday through Friday, fifty-two weeks a year.” 
 
    “I admire that kind of dedication.” 
 
    “I couldn’t imagine you wanting to stick to drudgery like that. You seem like the spontaneous type.” 
 
    “I get up at the same time every morning, water my plants, go to work, floss every night…” Rather, she did. 
 
    “Work?” 
 
    The bell rang again. 
 
    “I guess I can’t keep my other dates waiting.” 
 
    “It’ll be a late night for you.” 
 
    “At least it's only one dinner. I'll have dessert, tea, and then probably fall asleep for the last one. Hopefully, she'll forgive me.” 
 
    “Dessert?” Penny asked. “I left that part off. Before I brush my teeth and floss every night, I always have dessert.” 
 
    Oliver smiled. “Ring for a footman and he’ll bring you anything you’d like. Or you could—” Oliver leaned in and gave her super-secret directions for how to sneak into the kitchens. But she knew she was likely to get lost as she did earlier, which was what landed her in that wonderful predicament to begin with. 
 
    But she couldn’t keep the left, right combinations straight anyway because with him so close, she was intoxicated by his scent: woodsy like cedarwood, fresh like bergamot, and minty too. She closed her eyes and inhaled. 
 
    When she opened them, he reached for her hand. Like before, he kissed it. She lingered there, feeling warm all over and like she might swoon. 
 
    But the bell rang a third time, the door opened, and she was ushered from the room. She practically floated down the hallway on the heels of a footman, guiding her back to her suite. But the farther she got from the intimate dining room, she deflated, feeling crestfallen. 
 
    She was supposed to be a baking apprentice and not impersonating a royal. She scolded herself and promised she’d spend all night, if she had to, finding a place to stay and figuring out how to come clean to the queen…or just try to recall the directions out of the palace and disappear, much like the real Penelope. 
 
    After Addie helped her out of her dress and prepare for bed, she collapsed onto the downy mattress. Recalling Oliver’s voice, replaying everything he said was like listening to someone really smart and witty reading a bedtime story. His British accent was like a lullaby, sending her promptly to sleep. 
 
    Penny woke up to sunshine streaming through the windows. She blinked a few times, thankful she wasn’t in the scratchy chair she’d slept in the night before but it took her a moment to remember where she was. 
 
    Palace. 
 
    Prince. 
 
    Royals-in-waiting. 
 
    Panic gripped her. She was supposed to have ghosted into London or at least be in the kitchens baking. 
 
     Addie rested a tea tray on her bedside. “Good morning, Miss.” 
 
    She sat bolt upright and started gathering up her things. 
 
    “Can I help you, Miss?” 
 
    Penny shook her head. “No, I have to—” 
 
    “You have breakfast with the queen in an hour.” 
 
    No, no, no. What was she going to do? She needed help. Options: sister, Addie…the other potential queens-to-be would be glad to humiliate her, at least Genevieve. Colette seemed nice enough. 
 
    She sighed, slouched back onto the bed, and sent her sister a text. It was the middle of the night in the Caribbean. It was unlikely she’d hear back anytime soon if she was getting cellphone service.  
 
    Penny sat back up and took a deep breath. The teacup shook in her hand so she set it down. 
 
    Addie straightened the pillows at her back.  
 
    “If I confess something to you would you be able to keep it between us?” 
 
    The lady’s maid clasped her hands in front of her waist. “If it endangers your life or anyone else’s I’m obligated to report what you say. Otherwise, confiding in me is part of my role.” She smiled. “Although I’m a commoner, I know well enough that life in your position, as glamorous as it seems, can be lonely and difficult. It’s hard to know who to trust so if you feel comfortable telling me, your confession as you said, I’ll try to be a good listener.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, I’m really not up to date on all of the customs here. Like, who’s who and what fork do I use and—” She hardly knew where to begin. 
 
    “That’s understandable.” 
 
    Penny nodded. “To be honest, I didn’t realize Oliver isn’t the Prince of England.” 
 
    “It’s very sad about his parents.” 
 
    He’d said he and Penelope were both orphans. Penny wasn’t and she felt guilty impersonating someone who was. Though, to her credit, she didn’t remember her father. He left after she was born but before Emma was. Her mother never said much about him other than he was flighty—they’d had a few encounters and somehow, she got pregnant both times. Now, her mother was somewhere in the Caribbean with her latest suitor. Probably spending his money and trying to convince him to marry her. 
 
    Since it was unlikely she’d get out of meeting with the queen, she came up with a plan b. She could make Oliver reject her and then slip back to the kitchen and out the way she came. 
 
    But she liked Oliver. In fact, the real one was better than the one she’d imagined in all of her fantasies and not snooty like she’d thought. 
 
    “Miss,” Addie said, pulling her from her thoughts. “You should get dressed.” She opened a pair of doors to a room that was larger than the one in her house growing up. One wall was lined with shelves and filled with shoes. Another had racks and racks of clothes. There were purses and accessories. 
 
    Penny leaped to her feet and spun in a circle. 
 
    “Gifts from Oliver and the queen.” 
 
    “I mustn’t keep her waiting.” Penny ran her hand along soft sweaters, glittery gowns, and high heels that would make her legs look miles long. “Wait, how did they know my size?” 
 
    “I have a confession too, Miss. I helped after you told me your luggage was lost.” 
 
    Penny pulled Addie into a hug. “It’s perfect and wonderful.” 
 
    “Now, while you get dressed, I’ll review proper table etiquette,” Addie said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
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    Oliver 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sky was clear and the day dry, unusual that time of year in London. The air was a moderate temperature if not a little brisk, but that would likely keep crowds from gathering if the prince was spotted.  
 
    Oliver got special permission to take the royals-in-waiting off grounds. Ordinarily, the day's activities were conducted onsite for that portion of the courting process, but Oliver insisted on the importance of seeing how the girls operated outside the palace walls, particularly since they’d be returning to Concordia where it was more common for royals to spend time among the people. 
 
    An SUV with dark windows waited for the group. Oliver imagined Penelope on a road trip across America—one of the stories she’d told about her and her best friend, Clara. There, she was anonymous. Although she claimed he was a celebrity overseas, he imagined he could get lost in the plains and mountains between the Atlantic and Pacific. He could also probably get away with a disguise and tour much of Europe and beyond but his duties as a prince, and soon a king, occupied his every minute. The queen insisted he learn the ropes, as it were, by her side and he seldom had time off. 
 
    Penelope came out of the palace first, wearing a warm jacket, pants, and boots that nearly reached her knees. Her hair was smoothed into an elegant ponytail. She looked prepared for a day out and like she could handle any amount of walking—though they still had to decide on activities. To the queen’s credit, this was a sneaky but intentional way to see if and how well the women could collaborate and compromise, a very important skill for nobles. 
 
    Aside from despising the royals-in-waiting arrangement from start to finish, he didn’t want to end up with a diva, a woman who lacked initiative, or someone who went along with the group with no opinion of her own. 
 
    “Good morning,” Oliver called as Penelope neared. She awoke something up in him even though he’d risen at dawn for his workout, review of the news, and already took a conference call with a farmer’s cooperative in Concordia. In her presence, he felt like he stood in sunshine even though it was a cloudy day. 
 
    As she approached, her smile radiated warmth. He grinned back and then her lips dipped into a frown. 
 
    Genevieve and Odelia came out next—both wearing dresses and heels. 
 
    When Penelope reached him, she did her ridiculously adorable bow courtesy but still didn’t smile. The other two giggled over her shoulder. He was too polite to cast them a dirty look so instead, he focused on Penelope. 
 
    “It’s a lovely day for London,” he said. 
 
    She scowled and asked, “What’s on the agenda?” 
 
     “Hopefully, nothing too adventurous. No road trips, I cannot stand to be cooped up for long,” Genevieve said. 
 
    He recalled the discussion between himself and Penelope the previous day and suddenly felt guilty for talking about Penelope during his date with Genevieve. He almost couldn’t help himself—she occupied his thoughts after their dinner together. He tried to think of how to explain. “We were discussing our travels last night and I mentioned a bit about your time in America.” 
 
    “When was the last time you were home, Penelope?” Genevieve asked in a condescending tone. 
 
    “Just y—years. Years and years.” She rocked back on her heels. “It’s like being here for the first time all over again.” 
 
    While they were talking, Colette came out along with Winston. 
 
    Oliver clapped his hands together. “Now that we’re all here, and bearing in mind Penelope hasn’t been here in ages, we’re going to be tourists in our own town today. Each of you will select a destination in two-hour increments.” 
 
    Someone’s phone jingled with a ringtone that sounded like shattering glass. Genevieve pulled out her bling-covered case and answered in her shrill voice. 
 
    Colette raised her hand shyly. “I vote for Hyde Park. The roses are just starting to bloom.” 
 
    “That sounds lovely,” Oliver said. He turned to the other women. 
 
    Genevieve ended her call. “I say we go see the Crown Jewels at the Tower of London so Penelope will see what she’ll be missing.” Her lip curled up into a half smile. 
 
    Penelope toed the ground with her boot. 
 
    Oliver bristled at the rude comment. He expected more from a royal-in-waiting than a sour attitude. Then again, he was dealing with Genevieve and she’d had a nasty streak for as long as he could remember. Once, at a dinner, she made the footman warm her soup then cool her soup, repeating the process three times before deciding not to eat it. Another time, she slept in and kept the royal escorts waiting for hours. “Considering the Crown Jewels belong to this country and we’ll be going to Concordia, which has its own crowns and jewels, that remains to be seen.” 
 
    Penelope seemed to smile with gratitude but her gaze was cast into the distance as though something made her sad or mad or something. He couldn’t tell. Perhaps she was thinking of her mother. 
 
    “Odelia, Penelope? Anywhere you’re eager to go?” 
 
    “I don’t have any preference, Oliver. You pick,” Odelia purred as she edged closer. 
 
    He turned to Penelope, eagerly awaiting her answer. 
 
    “Can I get back to you? I have to think about it.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure.” He had no doubt she’d come up with something unique. 
 
    They set out, first visiting the Tower of London, which they hastily arranged to be closed for the two-hour time period, instantly drawing the curiosity of tourists. Fortunately, Winston kept things under control when Genevieve wanted to take the jewels out of the cases. She and Odelia gushed over all of the shiny things.  
 
    While they toured the museum, he made a point to chat with each of the royals-in-waiting. Colette was quiet and simply nodded and smiled when he spoke to her. Genevieve hijacked him when she asked him to wait outside the ladies’ room while she powdered her nose, but when she didn’t come out for twenty minutes, he sent Odelia in to check on her and took the opportunity to break away. 
 
    Penelope admired some of the simpler, yet no less regal, items on display. He found his gaze gravitating toward her, wondering what she was thinking, wanting to talk to her but unsure what to say, ignore Genevieve. I’d love to see you in a crown. Or, let's sneak off and be spontaneous. 
 
    Instead, she spoke first. “I thought the outing today would just be the two of us.” Her tone was lower, more like she was annoyed. 
 
    He shook his head. “Sadly, no. If you’d all opted to visit the Tower of London for instance, they might not like having to shut down for an entire day. Not even for a prince. Plus, the queen wants to be sure everyone plays nice in a group,” he said honestly. 
 
    Penelope eyed the bathroom at the same time Winston signaled with a bell it was time to leave if they were to stay on schedule. 
 
    “I like to set my clock according to my appetite,” Penelope said as everyone gathered. 
 
    “Obviously,” Genevieve said, looking Penelope up and down. 
 
    She straightened, but while Genevieve was tall and slender, actually bony and overly angular, Penelope was, well, perfect, at least in his opinion, but he had a no-royals rule and wouldn’t let himself ponder it. 
 
    “Is there a restaurant or bakery you’d like to visit?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “Still thinking,” she answered. 
 
    At Hyde Park, the royal guards took point to ensure the group's safety while they walked among the gardens. The flowers weren’t in full bloom, but the shoots and buds indicated that winter had past and spring was around the corner. At least in London. Concordia was another story; farther north and known for its white skies in winter and blue skies in summer, there would still be snow that season. 
 
    “Ladies, what are your thoughts on winter weather?” Oliver asked, not intending it for small talk, but because he was genuinely interested in their answers. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have left Mallorca if it weren’t for this little event,” Genevieve said. 
 
    “I do not like ice and snow unless it’s your preference, Prince,” Odelia added. 
 
    Colette shrugged. 
 
    Penelope gazed at the sky, “I enjoy the seasons. Each one brings something new but not entirely unexpected. Don’t get me wrong, winter in Manhattan can be rough with slushy streets and the wind, but it’s also a time to be cozy indoors.” 
 
    Genevieve rolled her eyes at the comment. 
 
    Oliver found his lips lifting into a smile as he envisioned them in front of a fire, like the night before—minus the stiff chairs. He warmed all over despite the brisk day 
 
    “Sounds boring,” Genevieve said. “Give me the beach. I like to be warm without having to bundle up if you know what I mean.” She inched closer to him, bringing back the chill. 
 
    Winston arranged for a picnic lunch and then the group returned to the SUV with a ring of his bell. 
 
    Seated beside him, Penelope shifted away but not before he caught her scent. She smelled of spring, of flowers, familiar and fresh. He breathed deep and had the thought that he wanted to be closer to her.  
 
    Winston rang the bell again, startling him even though he was used to its ring. 
 
    Penelope cleared her throat. “I was going to say that Winston there is pretty keen on that bell. I feel like I’m in school. I don’t think I could tolerate such punctuality. I like to come and go as I please.” The words sounded breezy yet somehow forced like she was trying to be as difficult and disagreeable as Genevieve. 
 
    “If you think so, you should've met my nanny,” Oliver joked to lighten the mood. 
 
    Penelope smirked and then followed up with a frown. 
 
    “There I go, sounding like a snob.” 
 
    “Not really. What’s wrong with being a snob?” She snorted and her eyes flitted to Genevieve. 
 
    Was she being sarcastic? Insulting? He couldn’t tell. So far that day, at times she seemed like she did the day before and at others, overly irritable and like she was trying to be rude. 
 
    “You wouldn't because you had a nanny too. Well, I had three, but we shouldn't try to compete about who had the most nannies.” 
 
    She laughed as though despite herself. The sound was better than a carol of bells, not signaling a schedule but the joy conveyed through music. 
 
    “Although, I do have you beat. Winston is my manny,” Oliver said. 
 
    She tossed her head back, hysterical and Oliver found himself laughing openly too. 
 
    “Man nanny,” she managed to say. 
 
    But the others were silent, disapproving, and Oliver quickly quieted down with a cough into his hand to mask the laughter. 
 
    Penelope looked around. “What? You don’t think that’s funny? No offense, Winston, Sir.” She smiled, trying to suppress another round of laughter. 
 
    As the driver maneuvered through the streets, Oliver said, “We still have the afternoon ahead of us—” 
 
    “I vote we go to the Postal Museum, the Transport Museum, the Maritime Museum…” Winston suggested. 
 
    “I’d rather watch paint dry,” Penelope said. Her cheeks blistered red as though she had second thoughts about the brazen comment. 
 
    A few awkward minutes passed before Penelope stretched across the seat to the window. “There,” she exclaimed, interrupting the would-be disagreement. “Winston, ring your bell. I’d like to stop here.” 
 
    Everyone peered out the window. A dingy pub, a couple of shops, and a closed bookstore lined the street. A few people milled around. 
 
    “Puppies!” Penelope exclaimed. 
 
    They’d nearly driven past, but a tent was set up with a sign that said Wags and Purrs Animal Adoption. It was a pop-up site to raise awareness about animal welfare. 
 
    “Here we are, touring the city in a fancy SUV when there are so many who’re less fortunate. People and dogs. Let’s see how we can help.” She leaped out of the vehicle and rushed up to the woman behind the table. 
 
    Minutes later, she introduced the group to Jennifer—she quickly thanked a woman named Charlotte before she and her daughter rushed off with an older dog in tow.  
 
    Jennifer gave them a quick rundown of what they did to help animals. “Our weekend pop-ups are mostly to raise awareness, but the shelter is only a few blocks away. I’m packing up if you’d like to head back with me. We can always use help. Walking and playing with the animals is important but so is feeding, cleaning, and there are some administrative tasks that are good if you don’t want to get your hands dirty.” She eyed Genevieve whose nose scrunched like she smelled something foul. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes, the entire group descended upon the shelter, which was closing for the afternoon. Odelia sat with a few small dogs outside in an enclosed pen, Colette stroked a cat, and Genevieve hovered by the desk with her arms crossed in front of her chest. 
 
    “Well, I guess that leaves me to help clean up after the animals,” Penelope said. 
 
    “It’s dirty work, but we’re understaffed and I appreciate any help I can get. The animals do too. The good news is—” She went on to highlight how many dogs and cats they’d matched with forever homes, raising awareness about neutering and spaying, and working with a retirement home to bring animal companions to the residents on weekday afternoons. 
 
    Meanwhile, Penelope listened intently while scooping poop. From across the room, Oliver washed a few windows smeared with paw and nose prints. 
 
    Genevieve called him over, engaging him in a long story about the heir to one of the largest estates in the English countryside and his yacht. 
 
    He tried to break in and excuse himself so he could get back to work, but she had him cornered, plowing on about how things were organized at her estate with suggestions for improving things at the palace. “I think there should be at least a few shopping boutiques, a jewelry store. I mean, who can be bothered with leaving every day?” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder a few times, but Penelope was hard at work. 
 
    Genevieve said, “You seem preoccupied. Surely, you know all about Penelope and her wild ways. I certainly wouldn’t want the queen to think you condone her behavior.” 
 
    Penelope breezed by, possibly overhearing the exchange and if not that, it appeared as if he and Genevieve were having an intimate conversation. As she fed a dog a treat, she glared at the pair.  
 
    At last, Winston rang his bell, signaling it was time to return to the palace. 
 
    Jennifer thanked them all for their help. 
 
    “I’d like to do more,” Penelope said. “The animals need our help.” 
 
    Genevieve plucked a cat hair from her jacket. “Penelope, I think you’ve done quite enough. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to get this smell out of my clothes. Guess I’ll have to throw them away.” 
 
    “There’s a shelter down the street collecting worn items.” Jennifer pointed toward the street. 
 
    Genevieve scoffed. “I think all this dander has gone to your head, lady. My jacket won’t fit a dog.” 
 
    “It’s a shelter for humans,” Jennifer replied. “They accept gently worn items.” 
 
    “Whatever. I can’t be bothered. When I’m queen, I’ll be doing things differently. I certainly won’t take trips to a dog shelter of all places or a human one either—” 
 
    Winston rang his bell again before things got heated. 
 
    “Thank you for your time,” Jennifer said with a discrete roll of the eyes at Genevieve’s comments. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch soon because I’d like to make more of an impact,” Penelope said. “The work you do here is amazing.” 
 
    As they were leaving, Penelope told them about her friends Clara and Emma who both worked closely with charities for dogs. “If I had my way, I’d make big contributions to the cause.”  
 
    Oliver was smitten by her kindness, her heart. But he wouldn’t let himself get too close. It carried too big a risk because Queen Beatriz was unlikely to pick her. 
 
    “Considering the fact that you won’t have your way, the dogs will have to find another patron,” Genevieve hissed. “I, for one, could not be bothered with the mongrels.” 
 
    Penelope leaned back in the seat as though defeated. 
 
    Oliver wanted to say something but sensed Penelope was upset with him or perhaps she wasn’t interested in him after getting a glimpse of the life among nobility that she’d rejected. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    What had the potential to be a nice day was overshadowed by Penny’s failed attempts at pushing Oliver way, leaving her feeling foolish and childish.  
 
    Genevieve didn’t help matters either. Her attempts at embarrassing Penny were obvious and hurtful. 
 
    While they were at the dog shelter, she had a realization. Oliver, despite how handsome and kind he seemed, was born into a world of splendor and privilege. It wouldn’t be out of the question for him not to care about animal welfare or even human welfare for that matter. He lived his perfect little life cloistered in the palace with everything he could possibly want at the ring of a bell. 
 
    Yet, she couldn’t deny she was drawn to him and if his lack of compassion for people and animals less fortunate than himself was due to his upbringing and ignorance, couldn’t she help change that? 
 
    She passed through the hall, lined with antique rugs from the east, gold leaf shining on the arched ceiling, and softly glowing sconces. She reviewed the day, going over what she could have and should have said to Genevieve and Oliver, even. 
 
    As she turned a corner, hushed voices came from an alcove ahead of her then as she neared Genevieve disappeared into a room. Her voice rose and fell behind the door. She referred to the prince and then used some not-so-friendly words to describe how he was a pushover. 
 
    Penny stopped and against her better judgment, listened in. She leaned close to the door, careful not to let her shadow cross the threshold.  
 
    “He’s from the second most wealthy family in the world. Do you know what that means?” She paused. “The line of succession means I’d have access—No, of course not.” She paused again and Penny tried to put the pieces of the conversation together. Genevieve was quiet for a moment and Penny decided she’d heard enough and didn’t want to get caught. The royal-in-waiting already had it in for Princess Penelope and by extension, the real Penny.  
 
    Just then, Genevieve let out a sound of frustration from inside the room then said, “Do you understand how difficult it is to remain relevant when my father lost our fortune to gambling in Monte Carlo? If I lose my title because of his inability to play the odds or do simple math or stay away from the baccarat table there will be more than a hefty debt to pay.” She paused then said, “No, of course not. You and I are meant to be together. This is just a temporary inconvenience. Anyway, listen to me. I found the loophole in the rules...” It sounded then like she read a long passage of legalese. “Of course, you don’t understand what it means. I’ll spell it out. It means the prince and I can live apart. In separate countries but I will still have access to his money.” She paused and said, “Bingo and all the money will come to me.” 
 
    For the next hour, Penny struggled with what sounded like Genevieve’s attempt to deceive Prince Oliver. But it was none of her business because she was no better—she pretended to be Princess Penelope. 
 
    However, instead of going to tell the prince the story, she pulled out her phone to do research. She needed an affordable hotel and would go from there, finding a rental and returning to her apprenticeship. Since the master baker had been sick, she reasoned she’d be able to talk her way out of her own absence and earn her way into the good graces of Esther Newman, the coordinator for employment, positions, and stations at the palace. No one else there would be the wiser since most likely, the bakers stayed in the kitchen and she wouldn’t come across the royals again. 
 
    Penny found a hotel that had availability and seemed promising. She took out her credit card, ready to reserve it for the night when Addie entered. She inquired about the day. Penny didn’t feel like elaborating and was preoccupied with not losing the potential reservation, but Addie was chipper and interested. If Penny had learned anything during her stay among the royals it was to be polite, Genevieve notwithstanding. 
 
    “What will you wear to dinner this evening?” Addie continued, “It’s with the queen so something stylish, but conservative. You want her to see you know what’s appropriate to wear and when.” 
 
    “But the truth is I don’t.” And she knew she shouldn’t go on with the charade. 
 
    “Oliver will be there too so you also want to catch his eye.” 
 
    Despite trying to push him away earlier that day, she had caught his eye, numerous times. The way he looked at her sent bumps pebbling across her skin. She blamed it on the cold London day, but there they were again, just from thinking about him. A fluttering of wings lifted in her stomach and she fought to suppress a smile. 
 
    “You should know, dinner tonight is another group experience. Of course, the queen will want to hear a recount of your day.” 
 
    She couldn’t stand up the queen and tell her she’d been mistaken about her own niece. She couldn’t face it—especially not in front of Genevieve. 
 
    With Addie’s help, Penny selected a dark blue wrap dress for dinner. 
 
    “It looks nice on you, but let’s choose something sparkly to pair with it,” Addie suggested, stepping into the enormous closet. 
 
    In the center was a table with a glass top. Underneath, a selection of jewelry, earrings, necklaces, and bracelets shone under the chandelier light. 
 
    Like a magpie drawn to all things shiny, Penny’s eyes flitted from diamonds to rubies to emeralds to silver, gold, and platinum. “Wow,” she breathed. 
 
    “It’s all on loan, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” Penny repeated. A necklace with a gold knot drew her attention. 
 
    “According to the queen, that was your mother’s.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “She’d be delighted if you wore it, but didn’t want to pressure you in case it brought up difficult feelings.” 
 
    Penny carefully removed it from the case. 
 
    Addie clasped it around her neck. “Perfect,” she said. 
 
    If only the situation wasn’t the opposite. 
 
    During Penny’s breakfast with the queen they’d talked about all sorts of things: birthdays—Penny told her all about her friend Clara who dressed as an elf for Christmas and rescued dogs. She’d given Penny the elf name Flirty McSprinkles even though she was far from flirty (it was just a combination of the first letter of your first name and birth month—the queen was Snowy Peppermint, which she found delightful), favorite books, a recent play the queen saw that she thought was rubbish. 
 
    Penny enjoyed her company and feared being on the receiving end of her disappointment and her wrath. 
 
    When Penny entered the dining room for the second time that day, the queen and Oliver sat alone at one end. 
 
    She approached slowly, suddenly torn between telling them the truth, about what she overheard Genevieve saying, or bowing out silently after one last dinner. One night wouldn’t turn into two, she told herself. 
 
    As the footman pulled out her chair, voices chorused from the hall and the others joined them. No way would she expose Genevieve publicly. If she was willing to deceive the queen and prince there was no telling how far she’d go to ruin Penny if she told what she knew. It only complicated things but there was no time to think as the conversation quickly made its way around the table, outlining the day in London. 
 
    “Personally, I think a visit to the Crown Jewels a worthy excursion, but others among us thought going to a dog shelter appropriate for royalty. Please,” Genevieve said. 
 
    “A dog shelter?” the queen asked. 
 
    Oliver nodded. 
 
    “You’re an adult now, but don’t tell me you came home with a puppy,” she said to him. 
 
    “No, but it was Penelope’s idea. In fact, she was the most helpful.” 
 
    “Cleaning up after animals is beneath us, surely a woman worth her title knows that,” Genevieve sniped. 
 
    The queen’s sharp eyes grazed the women gathered before landing on Penny. “Do you have an affinity for canines?” 
 
    Penny nodded slowly, suddenly not sure the right answer. 
 
    “Just like Amelia and I see you’re wearing her necklace. It suits you.” She turned to Genevieve. “A queen’s worth is measured in the service she provides others, not the other way around. Amelia understood that. It seems you do as well, Penelope.” 
 
    “Is that what they taught you at the American school, Penelope?” Genevieve asked before taking a spoonful of soup. “What was it called again?” 
 
    Penelope fumbled, suddenly flushed, and worried Genevieve suspected her true identity. 
 
    Colette cleared her throat and said, “Marchlands Academy, was it? I had a friend at university who went there. He once commented that he knew you.” 
 
    Penny nodded. 
 
    “Is this the same friend you talk to and text in every spare moment you get?” Genevieve asked. 
 
    Colette tinged pink and looked down at her hands. 
 
    Penny couldn’t take another moment at the table without speaking up about how rude and out of line Genevieve was but she risked exposure. Instead, she pushed out her chair and rose to her feet. “Excuse me.” 
 
    She did her best to walk calmly out of the dining room and into the hall. Then she rushed toward the kitchen. 
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    Oliver 
 
      
 
    Oliver had tolerated enough propriety, manners, and ignoring Genevieve and her shrill, sharp tongue for one meal, or rather, a lifetime. If the queen wasn’t going to say something to her, he was going to do something. So often he was kept from taking action, despite his status, but that was going to change. 
 
    He removed the napkin from his lap, stood, and said, “Excuse me.” He politely nodded at the guests as he exited. It was obvious he was going after Penelope, but he remained calm until he reached the hall. Looking both ways, she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    A footman stood to his left. He discretely pointed toward the right. 
 
    “She went that way?” he asked. 
 
    The man’s answer was a subtle nod. 
 
    Oliver was tired of the rules and expectations; he wanted to shout, “I’m going after Penelope,” but he held his tongue and dashed down the hall. His nanny’s voice, from when he was a boy, scolded him from the grip of the past, telling him not to run indoors, but at least that rule he could defy. 
 
    He tried her suite, but she wasn’t there. Pausing to think, he asked himself where she’d go. Perhaps she needed fresh air, but it would’ve been easiest to go on her balcony. The smell of chocolate reached his nose; it must be time for dessert. 
 
    “The kitchen,” he said out loud. He’d even given her directions. 
 
    The creamy, buttery, sweet smell of melted chocolate overwhelmed him the closer he got. His mouth practically watered. Ahead, a figure in a dark dress leaned against the wall half in the shadows. He worried she was fretting over how rude Genevieve had been. He should’ve warned her about how life among royalty wasn’t always genial. 
 
    “There you are,” he said softly, not wanting to startle her. 
 
    She pushed off the wall and clasped her hands against her chest. “Here I am,” she replied in a small voice. 
 
    “Did you suddenly feel like taking a walk? Getting lost? Leaving?” he asked afraid she’d bolt like a spooked pony. 
 
    “I want to bake cookies. It’s something I do when I’m stressed. I just follow the recipe, mix it up, and every time they come out delicious. It’s straightforward, doable—” She stumbled slightly over her words. 
 
    He made a show of sniffing. “Did you follow your nose? This chocolate scent is divine if I do say so.” 
 
    She tugged the knotted gold necklace that brushed the soft skin below her collarbones. He envisioned himself untying the knot and planting his lips on the soft skin there. “This life here—it’s not me,” she said. 
 
    “I understand.” He truly did. Right then, he had the vision of whisking her off her feet and running away to a secret island in some far-flung locale. 
 
    She shook her head and bit her lip. 
 
    “The truth is they can be stuffy.” 
 
    “Do you mean stuck up?” 
 
    “Take Genevieve for instance. She’s a diva riding a high horse but what did she do to earn it? She was born into the nobility but has no accomplishments or claim to anything worthwhile. And if I have to hear her talk about how they do things at her estate one more time, I might just tell her to go back there.” 
 
    Oliver searched Penelope’s face for a smile, a hint that his honesty soothed her. But her expression was unreadable. 
 
    “Also, I’ve learned to ignore them. You’ve lived outside the royal bubble so this is all new to you. It’s people like her who want attention, to get a rise, or make you feel bad about who you are. You can’t let them.” He extended his hand to brush her arm assuringly and it was like she melted under his touch. There was no doubt being back brought a lot of feelings that she was likely able to dismiss while abroad. 
 
    “But that’s the thing, no one here knows who I am.” 
 
    He met her eyes. The warmth from where his hand had landed shot straight into this chest. “I’m enjoying getting to know you. Let’s see, you play soccer, love dogs, enjoy baking, you’re beautiful, and your roommate had a poster of me on her wall, meaning you probably don’t mind looking at my face.” 
 
    She bit her lip again as if to keep from smiling. 
 
    “Ah, and you’re ambivalent about reclaiming your royal role.” 
 
    She sank back. He needed to proceed with caution. She was probably confused, frustrated, overwhelmed, and needed someone to talk to—he couldn’t imagine being tossed into the fire with Genevieve and the royals-in-waiting after living what he thought of as a normal life back in the States. 
 
    “I have a confession to make.” 
 
    She looked up, once more meeting his eyes. They were warm brown and chipped with amber. 
 
    Something swooped through him and he let out a ragged breath then cleared his throat. 
 
    “As I was saying, my confession. I don’t particularly enjoy the whole royal thing. Yes, it’s all I know but it’s not all there is. From outside it might look exciting and fancy, but they’re all about prim and proper, manners and virtues. But I assure you there are vices too. There are secrets and lies, snitching and sneaking.” He shook his head then leaned in. “If there’s one thing I do not abide is dishonesty. Telling the truth is of utmost importance, but I will tell you something that you must keep a secret.” He smirked. “I've tried escaping. Through the front door. The back…” 
 
    Her eyes widened as though panicked. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We're not actually locked up but they'll know. They'll disapprove. Wag their fingers and remind me of my place. I just have to accept this is my lot in life. To be under lock and key, my every move accounted for, no privacy and my life organized around the ring of a bell.” He paused because the next part carried risk. He wasn’t sure he was ready to admit he’d felt stirrings in his heart, but he needed her to know. “Even the biggest choices—even the ‘til death do us part kinds—are rarely mine.” He hoped she understood his meaning. 
 
    She smiled then said, “You make it sound like you want to do something wild, out of the ordinary. How about we rob a bank? I've never done that before.” Her expression was blank, a practiced poker face, probably tested on her nannies and used on the headmistress of her boarding school. 
 
    He rubbed his chin as though considering. 
 
    Her lips lifted into a smile that made her eyes crinkle. 
 
    He couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
    It felt like something passed between them, something unnamable. He felt understood and like he could tell her and trust her with anything. But whatever was to happen wasn’t up to him. Although, he’d make a stink if the queen selected Genevieve. 
 
    “If there were such thing as a cookie bank, I’d say we rob that but short of one of those we could return to the dining room for dessert. My nose tells me something chocolate is on the menu.” 
 
    She looked longingly at the kitchen. 
 
    “I’d rather get messy and sticky with flour, butter, sugar…” 
 
    His smile grew. She wasn’t like any of the other girls and that may have been what he liked most about her, well, and the swell of her lips, the sweep of her long lashes, and the smooth skin peeking out from the hemline of her dress. “Well, I could arrange for you to bake.” 
 
    She hopped on her toes. “Really?” 
 
    “Since I assume you've never done this courtship thing before, it goes like this—” 
 
    “Wait have you done it before?” she asked, stricken. 
 
    Perhaps she felt the same stirrings he did or maybe she wondered if there was another round of royals-in-waiting. “No, but it's custom at least in this situation, which is unconventional to begin with.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He leaned against the wall and let his head drop against the plaster. “My parents held dominion over Concordia, but because of their untimely passing, the country has been in mourning for twenty-nine years. That is a year combined for each that my parents were king and queen before their death. The heir, me, must marry and claim the throne by the end of that time period or my uncle, who’s been living in a hut on a beach somewhere in Western Australia, gets the throne.” 
 
    “Though that sounds fun I take it he’s not qualified.” 
 
    “Hardly, he left Concordia at eighteen and has never been back. Granted, I also left Concordia, but return monthly and have been trained in leadership. Uncle Garfield has mostly been trained in the ways of the beach bum. And it gets cold there, I don’t think he could stand it. Although we’re a wealthy nation, importing coconuts is a bit of a problem—he has a thing for frilly, frozen drinks.” 
 
    “You said frozen, it sounds like there’s plenty of ice and snow…” 
 
    Oliver laughed. It was so easy to talk to Penelope, even about things he kept close at hand. “I enjoy living here and the many privileges it’s afforded me but would like to go back, lead my people, and start a family. 
 
    Sometimes I’m not sure I’m up for it.” He sighed. “I want to be worthy of them as my father was.” 
 
    She drew a deep breath. “Then it sounds like you’ll need to prove that to yourself, that you’re honorable and capable of making your own choices.” 
 
    Was she referring to whom he married? If so, he would, however, it was up to his guardian, the queen. It even said as much in the Concordian Articles. “Yes, but when it comes to leadership, it isn’t always about what I want but what’s best for the people—the queen’s choice would reflect that.” 
 
    Penelope’s smile was slim and her eyes shone. “Spoken like a true king.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze and he felt like he was losing his grasp on the moment. He had to return to the dining room soon and that meant stepping closer to his life on the throne, but that also likely meant away from Penelope. 
 
    She peeked around the corner toward the kitchen. “Do you have a master baker in Concordia?” she asked. 
 
    “I believe so. If not, I’ll have to remedy that.” 
 
    “Is there an official kitchen?” 
 
    He nodded. “Instead of the warm golds of Burklingham, the castle there is decorated in shades of silver, stone, and gems that are similar to diamonds. There are windows everywhere, letting in natural light and a hearth burns in every room. It’s a bit smaller than this palace but the kitchen is rather grand.” He longed for the home he only knew from visits, but it would soon be a place of his own. 
 
    “But it’s still a castle and every castle should have cookies. I vote your first order of business when you take the throne is to make sure you have a steady cookie supply.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, baking. I started telling you about the courtship customs. First, there was the presentation in the throne room.” 
 
    “When I swooned.” She cleared her throat. “I mean passed out. I did not swoon. I don’t know why I said that.” Her gaze darted away from his. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I was lightheaded from hunger,” she said, backtracking. 
 
    “Right. It had nothing to do with seeing a handsome young man such as myself.” He smirked. 
 
    “Yes. I mean no. Nothing at all.” 
 
    He suppressed a grin. “We mingled, followed by a private dinner.” 
 
    “Which was delicious. Thank you by the way and I’m very grateful for the wardrobe.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Did your luggage ever turn up?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Shame. I can have my valet look into it. He’s very resourceful.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go through the trouble.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do to make myself useful. I mean, helpful.” Oliver’s station had afforded him travel and experiences not available to ordinary people, including diplomatic trips on the heels of the queen but also access to a luxurious lifestyle not afforded to many: private island visits, private jets, exclusive access to new technology and pretty much anything his heart desired. A private visit to Euro Disney when he was ten for instance. He wanted to use the next phase of his life to benefit others. 
 
    “You’ve been very generous, Oliver,” Penelope said. “I thought you were snobby, selfish, self-absorbed, but you’re down to earth, kind, thoughtful…” 
 
    “Do I take that as a compliment?” 
 
    She quaked a little as though it pained her to admit it. “Yes.” Her eyes drifted to his and held. 
 
    Again, he felt a surge between them. She seemed distant earlier that day at the museum and upset when they went to the shelter. Genevieve’s behavior was no surprise to him and surely, she had thicker skin, but perhaps it bothered her more than she’d let on. After all, she did leave the meal. He wanted to make it up to her somehow and spend more time together, if possible. But not the scripted courtship kind. Instead, quality, spontaneous time. But every moment was punctuated by Winston’s blasted bell. 
 
    “You were saying about the courtship?” She interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    He hoped that maybe she felt the same way about spending time with him. “Then the group activity, which was rather problematic.” He scrubbed his hand down his face. “Winston was there to report back to the queen, to see who cooperated and collaborated versus who caused trouble.” 
 
    “I doubt Genevieve passed the test.” 
 
    If it were up to him it would be a definite no. “That brings us to tomorrow when you pick an activity for us to do together—just the two of us. Winston has designated three-hour blocks of time.” 
 
    “This is intense.” 
 
    Oliver nodded. “I say baking cookies with you sounds delightful unless you have another idea. Winston will let me know when it's our turn together. I feel confident the pantry will have all the ingredients you need.” 
 
    She shrunk back against the wall. 
 
    “If that’s what you want to do, of course.” 
 
    She blinked her eyes a few times as though brushing off a worrisome thought. “Yes, that would be wonderful.” 
 
    “It’s decided then. During our time together tomorrow, we’ll bake. Bonus, that means we’ll get to eat what we make. The queen will be pleased. She likes you a lot.” 
 
    Penelope nodded timidly. “You said we had the dinner date, the day out, an activity I pick then what?” 
 
    “Ah yes, then the following day it's my choice.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “A surprise.” He brushed his hands together. 
 
    “Then what? 
 
    He felt hopeful that she seemed interested in spending more time with him. “Then…” Oliver’s cheeks puffed up because he wasn’t sure if Penelope would like it considering she showed up wearing boots and a dress the queen no doubt stuffed her in. “We have a ball.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny woke from a dream where she carried a bag full of cookies and ran from the royal guards who chased her through a palace made of melting ice. 
 
    She sat up in bed in a cold sweat. She crossed the room to get a breath of fresh air when she heard the door leading to the hall open. She froze. Was Addie checking on her or was someone else snooping? She’d hid her wallet with all the information about her identity away but what if someone found it? She tucked into the shadows by the drapes hanging from the four-poster bed. 
 
    The light of a phone swept the room as the person crept toward the hearth and then crossed to the dressing table. The light beamed when they turned around and stalked toward the closet. 
 
    Penny’s breath was shallow and her heart thundered. Perhaps it was a guard, checking on the valuables. She didn’t dare move and was glad the blankets on the bed were lumpy and looked like she was still under them. 
 
    Then Penny worried it was a thief, out to take the jewels the queen had so graciously loaned her. Torn, she didn’t know what to do. Confront the sneak? The guard? Cry for help? 
 
    She wrung her hands and all she could hear was the pulse in her ears until the sound of something breaking interrupted the otherwise silent night. 
 
    Without thinking, she crossed the room, but the person slipped into the hall. Penny peered left and right but the hallway was empty, dim. She threw on the lights but everything in the room and her closet was as she’d left it. 
 
    She suspected someone in the palace was on to her. Perhaps they thought the real Penelope hired an impersonator or Penny, an outsider, had somehow infiltrated the royal gentry.  
 
    It was time to leave despite Oliver saying it wasn’t easy to escape the palace. She’d figure out something. She stuffed her belongings in her bag. As she changed into the clothes she’d arrived in, she thought about their meeting in the hall and how the flirtation in his smirk, the sparkle in his eyes like he enjoyed what he saw, and the low tones in his voice made her shiver and feel warm all over at the same time. 
 
    She needed some crush-be-gone spray to get him out of her system like she’d jokingly used back in high school. Leaving was the only other option. Like the prowler who’d been in her room, she too snuck into the hall. 
 
    The palace was like a maze with its many long corridors, doors, and rooms. Penny took several wrong turns, passed a door behind which there issued terrible snoring, another with someone giggling, and a third with a shaft of light spilling into the hall. As she hurried by, the light brightened, and then someone with a dreamy British accent that was slightly rough at that late hour called her name. “Penelope?” 
 
    As she turned, she slid her bag behind her back. 
 
    “Are you sleepwalking or sneaking to the kitchen for a midnight snack? If that’s the case, I’ll join you.” He stepped closer and wore a pair of joggers and a T-shirt that hugged the muscles hidden under the suits and formal attire he typically wore. His biceps were toned and the muscles rippled as he crossed his arms in front of his chest. 
 
    She stiffened. 
 
    He moved even closer and leaned in so she caught the clean, fresh scent of his recent shower.  
 
    “Or are you running away?” 
 
    With his close proximity, her breathing was suddenly something she had to think about. Inhale, exhale. “Robbing a cookie bank?” she ventured, recalling her dream. How was she going to explain the situation in a way he’d understand? She wasn’t a gold digger like her mother. She didn’t want to upset the queen and she’d gotten so deep into the role she wasn’t sure how to get out of it. 
 
    “Is everything alright? Are you homesick? Is the pressure too much because if so, trust me, I understand. But there’s no use running away from who you are. It always has a way of catching back up. I know this first hand.” His voice was that low whisper, that lullaby that soothed her. 
 
    “It’s just that I’m not meant to be here.” 
 
    “The queen told me stories of her sister, how she was flighty, free-spirited. I understand that you may feel like you don’t belong here but you do. Just as much, no, more so than Genevieve. Did she get under your skin?” Oliver looked both ways down the hall and then said, “We can talk if you’d like to step inside.” He gestured into his suite. 
 
    “Are we allowed in each other’s rooms?” The thought of being in his space, alone, at night, made her think of things that put boys before baking. But she couldn’t deny the feeling that fizzed inside either. 
 
    Oliver chuckled. “Officially, not until marriage. It’s old-fashioned but unofficially it might be better to talk in there than out here in case anyone overhears.” 
 
    “Maybe for a minute,” she said, hesitantly before crossing the threshold and setting her bag down by the door. If she stood in the hall any longer someone was bound to pass and ask what was going on. 
 
    The suite was enormous, possibly triple the size of hers. More like an apartment. It was decorated in the rich style of the palace with antique furniture, woodwork, and gold details, but there were also touches of a boy, a teen, and a young man: a kite strung up on the ceiling, a soccer pennant, and a basketball hoop on the back of a door. There were also stacks of books everywhere. 
 
    “Liverpool fan?” She pointed to a soccer poster. 
 
    Oliver nodded. “Practically from birth. My mother was from Liverpool. You said you played football, which is your team?” 
 
    “I played soccer—” 
 
    “Same ball.” He winked, lighting her up inside. 
 
    “I’ve never been to a professional game. I guess I never had a team.” 
 
    “We should do something to remedy that. As it stands, I suggest Liverpool.” His smile was irresistibly cocky. 
 
    She felt warm all over. The fire that crackled in the hearth didn’t help. Above the mantle was a framed painting of a couple, a king and queen, holding a baby.  
 
    She gazed at it, awash with sadness that Oliver lost his parents at such a young age. 
 
    “Ah, mother and father.” His voice held a warm fondness. 
 
    “And you,” she added. 
 
    “It’ll return to the castle with us. Me. I mean. The painting.” He swallowed hard. “The queen thought it would be nice to have them looking over me while I was here.” 
 
    “I bet you miss them.” She wondered about her own father often: if he was a kind man, generous, caring. Probably not, considering he’d ditched her mom and two babies. Then again, her mother wasn’t particularly amiable unless wealth was involved. 
 
    “I didn’t get a chance to know them. They were killed in a train wreck, but they were together and that’s what’s important.” 
 
    “You don’t remember anything about them?” 
 
    Oliver shrugged. “I’ve seen videos and what struck me most was how they made each other smile and laugh. It was obvious they were in love.” Oliver went quiet as though pondering something. 
 
    Both of his parents gazed lovingly at him in the painting. His father’s arm was around his mother’s shoulders as she held the baby.  
 
    The rush of the last days hit her then as she sat by the warm fire, once again with Oliver, Prince Oliver. He made her smile. She’d made him laugh. But it was all fake and she felt terrible. 
 
    “Oliver, I know your parents would want that for you—a love like the one they shared.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, even the ruler has to follow the rules and an arranged marriage is the one I will enter.” 
 
    “But in this process don’t you get a say at all who’s picked among the royals-in-waiting?” 
 
    He squinted. “The queen is my guardian until I’m king and she has the final say.” 
 
    “But you’re an adult.” 
 
    “It’s written in the Concordian Articles. Had my parents survived, I would’ve served under them until I married.” 
 
    “A bride of your choosing.” 
 
    “Of our choosing. For instance, if I selected someone like Genevieve, they would’ve stepped in and guided me differently.” 
 
    “But you don’t think the queen will?” 
 
    “Like a good monarch, she’s thinking about what will be the best alliance between our nations. If I’d been left in the care of the queen of Sweden, she likely would’ve picked a group of Swedish royals-in-waiting and assessed to see which is the best match for our countries. You see?” 
 
    “I do but—” 
 
    “But you object. I do too. I believe in love. True love. Like my parents had.” 
 
    Penny’s heart swooped and dove into her stomach, plunging her depths of what she knew to be right, honest, and real. She opened her mouth to spill the truth because she owed him that much. 
 
    Oliver’s gaze dipped to her lips and he bit his own.  
 
    At that one look, she melted inside. Her resolve and thoughts turned to goo. The muscle in her chest was on overload. Warmth radiated from the inside out.  
 
    He stepped closer, close enough that his breath whispered across her cheek. 
 
    She swallowed the lump in her throat and closed her eyes. This was her chance to come clean before things went further. 
 
    “I should—” she started. 
 
    “We should—” he said. 
 
    Her legs felt wobbly and she wasn’t sure she’d be able to move if she wanted to. She felt a swoon coming on and her breath caught. 
 
    “Penelope.” He inhaled as he leaned closer. 
 
    Just then, from the hall, came the sound of smashing glass, startling them both. 
 
    Oliver sunk back and scrubbed his hand down his face. “There she goes again.” 
 
    “There who goes?” 
 
    “Genevieve. She paces outside my door at all hours, probably hoping I’ll invite her in.” 
 
    “But that’s against the rules.” Penny panicked, wondering how she was going to get back to her room or out of the palace for that matter. There was a checkpoint going in, surely there was one going out. 
 
    “I suppose I’m willing to break the rules, occasionally.” 
 
    She didn’t want Genevieve to have any other dirt on her if she discovered Penny had been in Oliver’s room late at night. That was a recipe for drama. 
 
    “Where were you really going, anyway?” Oliver asked, eyeing her bag. Then he held up his hands. “Wait, don’t tell me. The less I know the better off I am.” 
 
    Her shoulders involuntarily dropped. 
 
    “About your sneaking around—the cookie bandit—, not about you in general.” He tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I should go though.” Her pulse throbbed. Her breath was unreliable. She wanted something she shouldn’t want. She’d never have.                
 
    “Regretfully.”  
 
    She wasn’t sure if it was a question or if he regretted her departure. Parts of her, most of her, did regret having to leave but the other part regretted going to the palace in the first place because she was in a situation she didn’t know how to get out of. 
 
    “Good thing I know this palace inside and out.” He opened a door that passed through a closet. On the other side was another hallway. “Secret entrance. Now, if you go that way and down three doors, you’ll be at your suite.” 
 
    They each stood against one side of the doorframe. If he’d been a regular boy, she’d long for a kiss goodnight. But he was a prince and she was just a regular girl. 
 
    “I’ll make sure you get in alright.” 
 
    “I’m sure I’ll manage.” As she turned to leave their hands brushed. 
 
    Oliver’s fingers traced over hers as though telling her he wanted to hold her hand or maybe she just imagined it. But the tingles there lingered, tracing lines of electric attraction up her arm, into her chest, and then her belly as she cast him one last gaze over her shoulder as he stood in the doorway with a charming smile on his lips. 
 
    And just like that, Penny’s escape was thwarted and she returned to her room. She checked under the bed and in the closet but no one was sneaking around or hiding. Nonetheless, she turned on all the lights and went back to sleep with them blazing as brightly as the yearning in her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
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    Oliver 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oliver flopped into bed but he didn’t pull up the coverings. He was hot, blazing, filled with longing. For Penelope by his side. To hear her sweet voice. To smell her fresh and cocoa-filled scent. For her eyes on him. Her touch. Her lips.  
 
    He couldn’t get her out of his mind. And to his surprise, he didn’t want to. 
 
    When he woke in the morning, her presence remained in the room. Her eyes had flitted among his belongings. Did she wonder about him too?  
 
    As he went about getting ready and preparing for another day spent with the royals-in-waiting, he felt like she was still there by the hearth as she looked warmly at the painting of his parents.  
 
    As he exited to the hall, he detected her by the door, on the edge of fleeing and staying. 
 
    She was everywhere but with him. He needed to do something to change that but could he convince the queen? 
 
    His valet waited with an agenda for the day, outlining the blocks of time allotted for each of the girls. He wouldn’t see Penelope until two pm and his heart sank. It felt like an impossibly long time. It also felt impossible. He had a no-royals rule. Perhaps he was just smitten, taken by her exotic, adventurous spirit. Probably after adjusting to royal life, she’d become like the rest of the women he’d dated: boring, condescending, and elitist. 
 
    Odelia met him after breakfast along with Winston. 
 
    “What do you have planned for me today?” he asked. “Something exciting or daring?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “Let me try again.” He cleared his throat. “It’s eight am and I am here to spend the day with you, Odelia, doing an activity of your choosing. What’ll it be?” 
 
    She smiled and shrugged. 
 
    Winston stepped forward. “It was rather difficult to make the decision but ultimately, she opted for a movie, Sir.” 
 
    “In the morning? Unconventional, but the chairs in the palace theater are comfortable.” After his unexpected rendezvous with Penelope, he hadn’t gotten the best sleep. Perhaps he could take a nap. 
 
    He spent the next hours in bored silence watching a bland documentary about a shoe designer. He’d have rather visited the factory or practiced walking in heels, for bloody sake. By the time the film was over, his rear was numb, his eyes burned, and he longed for fresh air. 
 
    He met with Colette next who suggested a picnic in the palace garden. They took a walk afterward and although she was pleasant, she was unusually quiet and repeatedly checked her phone. 
 
    “Colette, do I strike you as someone who’d enjoy an absurdly long movie about a shoemaker? Not an elf, like in children’s stories, but a documentary.” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    “Would you say princes are overrated?” Perhaps commoners were more interested in partnering with him than royals—not that he’d object if he had the option. 
 
    “Not particularly,” she repeated. 
 
    “Am I boring?” he asked next. Maybe she thought so and could offer some insight. 
 
    “Not particularly.” She checked her phone again. 
 
    “Are you a robot?” he asked with a straight face and confused by her repeated, two-word answers. 
 
    This got her attention and she looked up. Faint traces of amusement hid under the placid mask she wore. “I most certainly am not. At least I don’t think so. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “You give the same two-word answers and check your phone often, perhaps plugging into the motherboard?” 
 
    She giggled. “No, I was just checking to see if I got a message.” 
 
    “From the queen?” 
 
    She giggled again. “No.” She stopped on the path, flustered. “Earl Barnsworth.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, we met several years ago at a polo match and I believe he was in attendance at the Royal Gala last year. Respectable chap.” Then it dawned on him. “Oh.” He looked to her for confirmation. 
 
    She wore an apologetic smile. “I know he’s below my station but he is a respectable chap and so much more.” She sighed. 
 
    Oliver recognized the longing in her eyes. 
 
    “Then you’re not part of the royals-in-waiting by choice.” 
 
    She shook her head rapidly. “It’s an honor. I did not mean to give that impression.” 
 
    “But your heart belongs to another.” He risked the truth about her love for the earl. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “It does. I’m prepared to do what is necessary but…” she trailed off. 
 
    “Believe it or not, I understand.” 
 
    “You do?” She clasped her hands together as though praying. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “In that case, I think Penelope and you would make a great pair. She’s offbeat, as they say, but when she first saw you, the look on her face—” 
 
    “She fainted. I thought it was from fright. I hadn’t realized I’d lost my looks quite yet.” 
 
    Colette waved her hand dismissively. “No, my good, Sir. That was a proper swoon. I would know.”               
 
    From several meters away, a bell rang, signaling the end of the hour. 
 
    Oliver couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “It’s your turn with her, isn’t it?” Colette asked. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “The expression on your face tells me you ought to be careful and hold onto something solid.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” he asked. 
 
    “You don’t want to faint and hit your head.” 
 
    “Do you mean to say I might swoon?” 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    The pair’s laughter followed them into the palace where they met Penelope, waiting by the grand staircase. 
 
    Colette waved to them as she swept up the carpeted stairs to the guest suites. 
 
    “It looks like you had a nice time together.” Penelope’s smile was strained. 
 
    “Picnic and a walk through the gardens. Quite lovely in fact.” But he was most happy to be back with her and learn that true love existed, despite noble titles and royal decrees. He admired Colette for telling him the truth but he wasn’t sure he was ready to do the same. But he was ready to bake some cookies. Oliver led her toward the kitchens. “I have to admit something to you. I’ve never done anything like this before.” 
 
    “You’ve never baked?” she asked. 
 
    Was it that shocking? He’d been called spoiled but didn’t think it was that big of a deal. 
 
    “I’ve never even boiled water.” 
 
    “In that case, this is going to rock your world.” 
 
    She already had rocked his world. 
 
    Delicious, savory smells of fresh herbs with the faint trace of garlic invited them into the kitchens. All work ceased and everyone bowed with respect as Oliver entered. 
 
    Penelope’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You get used to it,” he whispered. 
 
    “So, I’m supposed to bow when I see you?” 
 
    “No, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “But it’s etiquette.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    Joining the kitchen staff, she bowed along with them. 
 
    A woman with short, dark hair emerged from the group. 
 
    “Good day, everyone. Ah, Mrs. Newman, just the person we were looking for.” He greeted the head of service. 
 
    “Winston let me know in advance that you’ll require the baking kitchen,” said the coordinator for employment, positions, and stations at the palace. She tilted her head in Penelope’s direction. 
 
    “Shall we?” Oliver asked. 
 
    Mrs. Newman shook her head for a moment and smiled. “You look familiar, Miss.” 
 
    Penelope seemed to shrink under the woman’s gaze. 
 
    Oliver smiled at the kitchen staff as they passed. “She hasn’t been back here for over a decade, which must’ve been prior to your employ.” 
 
    “I suppose I see so many faces in a day’s work it’s hard to keep track. Right this way to the baker’s kitchen.” 
 
    Penelope trailed behind but when she stepped into the space her eyes lit up. Ovens lined one short wall with a marble work table as long as the one in the banquet hall. Behind them was a pantry the size of a small store and on another wall were shelves with numerous appliances and kitchen tools. A faint haze of flour filled the air. 
 
    Penelope spun in a circle. “It’s magnificent.” 
 
    “My apologies, you won’t be able to meet Mr. Park, our master baker. I’m afraid he’s ill.” 
 
    Penelope froze. 
 
    “By chance have you heard from his son, Henry?” Oliver asked after his old friend. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. We’ve tried all of his most recent contacts but I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “I’m sure Mr. Park will recover soon. He’d probably prefer to see his son when he’s feeling more himself.” 
 
    “Yes, I agree, Sir. Mrs. Newman nodded. 
 
    Kitchen workers entered carrying large bowls brimming with dough and turned it out. 
 
    Penelope shifted uneasily. He thought she was acting funny, but perhaps it was another wave of nostalgia or emotion. She’d only been back in London for a few days and likely it would take much longer for her to process the reminders of her grief. He still had moments that were particularly difficult when he recalled his own parents. 
 
    “I suppose I’ll leave you to it,” Mrs. Newman said. “If there’s anything you need, please let me know.” 
 
    Penelope gripped a container of chocolate chips. “Actually, doesn’t the baker have their own room or something?” 
 
    “This entire kitchen is dedicated to the bakery. Through there, where we came from,” Mrs. Newman pointed, “you’ll find the regular kitchen and pantry. We also have a wine cellar, cheese cave…” she continued, listing the areas dedicated to all things culinary. 
 
    “I, um, like to bake in, um, private.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “Is that so no one nabs the chocolate chips?” He reached for the container. 
 
    She playfully whacked him. 
 
    Mrs. Newman cast them a disapproving look. 
 
    They both straightened. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” Mrs. Newman said, looking them over one more time. 
 
    As soon as the door swung shut, Oliver reached for the chocolate chips again. “I’m the cookie bandit and this is a robbery,” he joked. 
 
    She giggled, trying to keep them out of his reach. 
 
    He feinted right then left as she evaded him, still clutching the container of chocolate chips. They neared the rows of sheet pans when he stretched his arms around her, only meaning to cage her in and seize the chocolate with triumph, but he slipped on the tile floor. They careened onto the palette containing large bags of flour and landed with a puff. The fine powder lifted and then rained down like snow. 
 
    Oliver had twisted to land on the bottom and break her fall. They were eye to eye. He could see the faint traces of freckles, from when the days were sunnier and warmer. Her lips were full, puffy, kissable. He’d dated numerous women but never had he felt this way—so connected to her, so consumed. He took a deep breath to steady himself and imagined he wore nothing short of a boyish grin on his face. 
 
    She smirked as though reading his thoughts. For one fantastic moment, he relished the feeling of her warm weight on top of him before she wriggled to standing. 
 
    “Apologies,” he said as they both brushed off. “I guess I got carried away.” 
 
    “Wait until you try the cookies though, it’ll be worth it.” Penelope set the container on the counter and gathered the rest of the ingredients. 
 
    They were quiet while she measured and poured, mixed and scooped. After the first batch was done, she broke her silence, shaking off whatever had been bothering her. “Wow. I feel better, more relaxed.” 
 
    “Would you say baking for you is like meditating?” 
 
    She nodded. “I suppose so. I just wander into my own little world and get a really yummy treat out of the deal. Now, it’s your turn.” 
 
    “I already meditated this morning. I wake at five, have a period of meditation and prayer, go for a sixty-minute run, then have thirty with my trainer followed by breakfast. All in a day’s work.” 
 
    “I meant what’s your favorite kind of cookie that you’d like to try to bake?” 
 
    “I love chocolate chip.” 
 
    She pointed to the oven where the scent of warm chocolate already mingled with the other wonderful smells in the kitchen. “My sis—friend, Emma and I call them Chocolate Chippers.” 
 
    “Is it acceptable to have a glass of milk too?” 
 
    She nodded. “Second favorite kind? Oatmeal raisin, snickerdoodle, peanut butter, double chocolate, butterscotch, shortbread—” 
 
    “Oooh, you’re killing me. I’d like one of each.” 
 
    “Seeing as you’ve never baked before and there’s only one of me…” 
 
    A jolt ran though Oliver and he wanted nothing more than to feel the curve of her back, the soft skin behind her ear, her lips… “There is only one of you,” he repeated. His voice was low, foreign. 
 
    “You have to pick.” 
 
    The jolt returned and his gaze didn’t waver. He tried to convey the deep well of his desire with his eyes, what wouldn’t be appropriate to say aloud. The words formed a rebellion on his tongue. He wanted to tell her but he stopped. “Shortbread. They remind me of you.” When he spoke, his voice was almost a growl. 
 
    She took a moment to reply and bit her lip. “Is that because I’m short. I mean, I’m not that short.” She lengthened her spine and lifted her chin. 
 
    No, it was because their time was so short. He sensed the queen was going to select Odelia. She was British born but grew up in France, creating a greater alliance than Colette would (who was clearly in love with someone else), Genevieve (who was intolerable), and Penelope (who was everything but didn’t check off the royal boxes required to maintain the international relations between the two countries). 
 
    Oliver sighed. 
 
    “Shortbread it is,” Penelope said. “You’ll need an apron and a smile.” 
 
    His eyes lit with amusement. “Am I not jolly enough for your cookie recipe?” 
 
    “Trust me, you can taste the love.” 
 
    His eyes lingered on her lips as she spoke. He wished he could taste the love right then. But he cast his thoughts aside and followed her instructions, measuring the flour, combining the butter and sugar, and being very precise about it—she insisted. 
 
    “You know, my sister would instantly adore you.” 
 
    She dropped a scooper with a clang. “Your sister?” She looked terrified. 
 
    “Yeah, Ava. She loves cookies.” 
 
    “Oh. Where is she, anyway?” 
 
    “Probably off pouting somewhere because she'll always just be a princess.” He meant it as a joke. In actuality, she was traveling the world on a service mission for the monarchy. 
 
    “Just a princess?” Penelope asked. 
 
    “In Concordia, the firstborn or next male in line becomes king. If my parents had had two daughters, Uncle Garfield would take the throne. If something happens to me or if I don’t marry, remember I mentioned that it goes to him?” 
 
    “Not Ava? That hardly seems fair.” 
 
    “I suppose the rule was put into place to keep one direct family from ruling for eternity.” 
 
    The timer dinged to indicate the chocolate chip cookies were done. Penelope carefully removed them from the oven and set the trays to cool. Oliver reached for one while the chocolate was still warm and melty. Penelope swatted his hand like she’d done when he tried to get the chips. He liked to see her cheeks flush with frustration as they did now. He could practically feel their warmth summoning him closer like to a flame. 
 
    “You have to wait until they cool.” She whacked his hand as he made a second grab, but this time he caught her hand with his and laced his fingers around hers. Their backs were to the rest of the kitchen and to anyone watching it would appear as if they were merely working closely, side by side. 
 
    Penelope looked from their linked hands to his eyes. With her distracted, he reached for a still warm cookie and took a bite. “It’s delicious.” 
 
    She opened her mouth as if to scold him, but he held up the rest of the cookie and fed her a bite. She closed her eyes. 
 
    He imagined she would be delicious too if he could simply place his lips on hers. 
 
    From somewhere in the kitchen, a bell chimed and for a moment he thought it was Winston but they still had time together before his scheduled meeting with Genevieve. It wasn’t much but he was thankful for every second. 
 
    Penelope insisted they clean up and while they waited for the rest of the shortbread cookies to cook, they chatted about her love of baking and he helped himself to another. 
 
    “This is a very good combination,” he said around a mouthful. 
 
    “It’s chocolate chip, a classic.” 
 
    “No, I mean you and me. You like baking and I like eating.” 
 
    “Don’t be fooled, I like eating cookies too and I’ve been known not to share.” Giggling, she took a nibble from the one his hand. 
 
    He swallowed hard. “What do you mean you don’t share? How about the homeless man?” 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “The dogs?” 
 
    “My friend Emma is opening a dog bakery here in London.” 
 
    “Did you go to school with her?” 
 
    “Yes, actually.” She cleared her throat. “Is it about time for us to get going?” she asked.  
 
    He noticed a sudden shift like she was closing off from further conversation. 
 
    They strolled slowly through the halls and Penelope stopped in front of a painting, studying it. “Who’s that?” she asked. Oliver started to tell her about the marquis but she interrupted. “No, I mean the dog.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s Winston.” 
 
    “Like your manny?” she teased. 
 
    “Yes, and we should probably head back.” 
 
    But they didn’t pick up their pace. 
 
    “If you could adopt a dog what would you name it?” 
 
    “Oh, I plan to adopt many dogs when I return to the castle. One for every year the queen told me I couldn’t have one. You?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’d have to meet it first, I guess. But I’ve always liked the name Duke.” 
 
    “Like Genevieve’s father?” he asked with a laugh. “The Duke of Flushington.” 
 
    They stopped abruptly. Genevieve and Winston, the man, not the dog, stood in the foyer. She wore a robe and a pair of slippers with feathers on the toes. 
 
    “What’s this about my father?” Her eyes were narrowed and a scowl scrawled across her lips. 
 
    Oliver smoothed his hand down his shirt and dusted off a bit of flour. “Penelope was saying that she’d consider naming her hypothetical dog, Duke.” 
 
    “That’s disgraceful and you know what else is? She’s a thief.” Genevieve pointed at Penelope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny had an empty pit in her stomach despite just having eaten her share of cookies. That was it. She was going to be exposed. If she’d only stopped it before it got so out of hand. She stepped forward, ready to finally confess.  
 
    Genevieve held up her hand and the sleeve of her robe dropped to her elbow. “I do not want to hear a word out of your mouth. I have no doubt every single one would be a lie.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, what is going on?” Oliver said. “Genevieve, this is a weighty claim, explain yourself.” 
 
    Genevieve huffed as though upset that Oliver would dare question her. “This would never stand at my estate.” 
 
    Winston said, “Early this morning Miss Dickerson reported she was missing a piece of jewelry. I’ve had the footmen, the valets, and the lady’s maids searching the palace top to bottom. Apparently, it’s a priceless heirloom.” Winston coughed politely. “Unfortunately, it was discovered in the Langdon Suite in the east wing.” 
 
    Genevieve glared. “That’s your room,” she fired at Penny. 
 
    She stepped back as though the accusation was a blow. That was not what she expected. “I didn’t take anything of yours, Genevieve.” 
 
    “It’s my word against yours, Penelope. You’ve earned yourself a reputation flitting off to America and who knows what they allowed at that school.” 
 
    Penny straightened, prepared to defend the real Penelope. “I received a proper education and was taught proper manners, which includes not outright accusing someone of theft without evidence.” 
 
    “So democratic of you. You were caught red-handed.” 
 
    Penny held up her hands. “How’s that possible? Where do you suppose I allegedly took it from? I don’t even know where your suite is.” 
 
    Genevieve arched her eyebrow. “Likely story. Winston, I think we should take this matter to the queen.” 
 
    “Go right ahead, I have nothing to hide.” Still, anxiety was like ice in her veins. 
 
    “You were out of your room last night,” Oliver started. 
 
    A film of sweat broke out on the back of Penny’s neck. She turned to him. “I was planning on leaving.” Torn between the entire truth and merely defending Penelope (and her own) honor, she opted not to come clean because she didn’t want to give Genevieve the satisfaction or more ammunition. 
 
    “Why? So, you could pawn off my necklace and make a getaway? After your mother’s death, there was debt and your family lost a lot of its holdings. It’s not hard to imagine you’d get desperate and do something like this.” Genevieve put her hand on her hip and lifted her chin haughtily. 
 
    Penny, embodying the girl the queen described and her mother before her, stepped in front of Genevieve and squared her shoulders. She tapped her chin. “Whose family is in financial trouble? Who’s getting desperate?” 
 
    “Are you suggesting something?” Genevieve’s words were barbed. 
 
    “I’m suggesting you examine your motives for the potential marriage with the prince.” She was about to say more about the call she overheard but the queen swept around the corner. 
 
    She wore a fitted cream jacket and skirt. Even in the hallway, she had the regal bearing of someone important. “What’s all this hubbub? It sounded like a bunch of cats mewling.” She turned to Genevieve in her dressing gown and slippers. “It’s late afternoon, why aren’t you dressed?” 
 
    She pressed her hands to her cheeks. “Your Majesty, I have been in a state all day. Early this morning, I discovered a priceless heirloom was missing from my suite.” 
 
    “Oh, yes?” the queen asked, aghast. 
 
    “It was my great, great aunt Ruth’s necklace. My most prized possession.” 
 
    “Genevieve, if that was the case, you should’ve had your lady’s maid put it in the palace safe. You know that.” 
 
    “But I trusted everyone here.” 
 
    “You can never be too careful.” 
 
    “Exactly. We conducted a thorough search of the palace and discovered it in Penelope’s suite.” 
 
    “Is that so?” The queen’s features remained smooth, impassive as she turned to Penny. 
 
    “Your Majesty, you have my word that I didn’t take it.” Even so, her cheeks blistered. 
 
    “Lies.” Genevieve stomped her foot. 
 
    Penny almost thought the queen stopped from rolling her eyes. “There is no sense standing in the hallway bickering. Please bring me to where you discovered the necklace. We can retrace our steps. Perhaps this is a misunderstanding and it’ll become clear.” The queen’s word was final. 
 
    Winston led the way to Penny’s suite. She trailed behind, overcome with guilt but not for the reasons they’d expect.  
 
    When they stepped inside, Genevieve pointed to the closet then crossed her arms in front of her chest. As everyone filed past, her lips twisted into a grim smile of satisfaction at Penny’s obvious alarm. 
 
    The queen, Winston, Oliver, and Penny stood inside the closet, glancing around. 
 
    “Seems like an unusual place to hide a stolen item.” Oliver’s words were flat though and he didn’t look at Penny. 
 
    “Yes, it’s rather obvious. I would’ve stuffed it under my mattress.” The queen held up a hand. “Not that I’d steal, mind you.” 
 
    “It was in that shoe,” Genevieve pointed to the pair of boots Penny wore when she’d arrived. 
 
    Just then, Addie rushed in, giving Genevieve a wide berth as though she knew the royal was dangerous. “Miss, I’m terribly sorry. I tried to tell them you wouldn’t do such a thing. That you didn’t. But—” 
 
    She stopped abruptly in front of the table holding all of the jewelry the queen had loaned Penelope. She picked up a feather. She turned slowly toward Genevieve. “The housekeepers have been finding these all over the palace.” 
 
    Oliver’s and Winston’s gazes floated toward Genevieve then down to her slippers. 
 
    Genevieve rolled her eyes. “I can’t help it.” 
 
    “Did you plant the necklace?” Oliver asked. “To make Penelope look guilty?” 
 
    There was no mistaking the rash of color that broke out on Genevieve’s cheeks. “Of course, not. I have better things to be doing with my time.” 
 
    “How do you explain the feather then?” 
 
    “It could be anyone’s feather.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me saying so, it matches your slippers,” Addie said in a small voice. 
 
    “I was in here earlier when the necklace was discovered in her grubby boot.” 
 
    Winston shook his head. “You remained right where you are by the door. I’m certain you didn’t come in here. In fact, I seem to remember you making an insulting comment about how boring Penelope’s wardrobe is.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    The queen stepped forward. “Genevieve, can you offer us an explanation?” 
 
    Penny’s confession was close but she wanted to tell the queen in private—not on the back of being accused of theft. 
 
    Everyone looked at Genevieve. 
 
    The sound of shattering glass interrupted the tense moment. “Excuse me, I have to take this call.” She turned toward the hallway. “Yes, father—” 
 
    Penny startled. She was sure Genevieve set her up for a fall. She inhaled a deep breath. “Last night, I woke up from a bad dream. I got up to get some fresh air and someone entered my room. Then I thought I heard the sound of shattering glass. Like Genevieve’s ringtone. I know it’s my word against hers, but I wouldn’t take something from her.” She glanced at the table covered in jewelry. “What would I have to gain from the theft other than making an enemy?” 
 
    “Good points,” Oliver said. He opened his mouth to say more then seemed to think better of it. 
 
    The queen’s lips formed a thin line. “It’s clear Genevieve was trying to humiliate Penelope. I expected more from her. Leave me to deal with this. You have my official apology, dear.” The queen swept from the room, causing the feather to slowly float to the floor.  
 
    From the hall, the glower Genevieve cast in Penny’s direction as the queen ushered her away suggested it was far from over.  
 
    Oliver stepped over to her. He discretely rested his hand on her arm. “I had a lovely time baking with you and you were right, you—your cookies rocked my world. I’m sorry a perfect afternoon turned unpleasant. I also apologize for suggesting that you being out of your room last night might have been related to the missing necklace. I know you wouldn’t do something like that.” 
 
    Penny felt like crumpling into a heap of shame but she swallowed back the truth. “I’m glad we got to spend time together today. I understand if you suspect me of committing a wrong, but I hope you’ll forgive me.” She stumped out of the closet and hoped he’d soon leave so she could throw herself on the bed and sob. Dramatic, she knew, but everything was a mess and she wasn’t sure how to fix it. 
 
    The door to the suite soon closed and as her chin trembled, Addie said. “Miss, there’s no time for that. Isabel Breton will be here at any moment.” 
 
    “Isabel who?” Penny asked. 
 
    “The premier dressmaker in the world.” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of her.” 
 
    “She only fits ten dresses a year. The queen asked her to select one of her famed pieces for you for the ball.” 
 
    Penny’s mouth fell open. “She shouldn’t have.” 
 
    “If I may speak plainly, since you’d been gone so long and perhaps aren’t accustomed to fancy dress, I think she wanted to, um, spoil you,” Addie said. 
 
    “And to make sure I don’t look like I rolled out of bed.” Penny caught her reflection in the closet mirror. Her hair was a bit frizzy and she had flour on her shirt. “Or coming from the kitchens.” 
 
    “I would not imply such a thing, Miss.” 
 
    Penny eyed the boots she had arrived in just as a knock came from the door. The footman announced, “Madam Breton and her entourage.”  
 
    Several more footmen followed with a riser for Penny to stand on for the fitting. And another pair wheeled in clothing racks from which hung large pale pink garment bags, customized with Isabel Breton’s initials in black thread. 
 
    In minutes, the suite bustled with activity as Madam Breton’s assistant took measurements. The woman herself stood by the window pinching her chin and staring at Penny. She tilted her head every few minutes.  
 
    When the assistant passed the dress designer a pad with the measurements, another helper brought her a palette covered in fabric swatches. As she held it up, Madam Breton resumed her stance while Penny stood there, feeling awkward and uncertain as the clock above the mantle circled around the hour. 
 
    At last, Madam Breton broke her focus and started speaking in rapid French for what seemed like an eternity. Penny didn’t understand a word of it and her expression reflected as much because Addie translated. 
 
    “She thinks a medium, muted blue would favor your complexion.”  
 
    The dressmaker snapped her fingers. 
 
    “Is that all she said?” Penny whispered. It sounded like she’d said a paragraph’s worth of words, at least. 
 
    “She said you have lovely features and, well, she said mostly nice things about your appearance.” 
 
    Penny’s jaw dropped. “Did she say not nice things too?” 
 
    Addie shrugged then leaned in. “She’s very particular about complexions and proportions. She suggested you should walk, um, move, um,” Addie swallowed. “It’s not for me to say.” 
 
    “What? You can tell me.” 
 
    “Well, she thinks you should, um, make out more. Said it’ll be good for your circulation.” Addie turned a shade or two darker than the pink garment bags hanging nearby. 
 
    Penny tried not to giggle. The night before, in Oliver’s room, caused her cheeks to match Addie’s. They hadn’t made out but it had certainly crossed her mind. In fact, every time she met his eyes, hers drifted to his lips and she liquified inside. 
 
    Two of the assistants brought over a stunning gown and held it in front of Penny. The underlayment of the dress was the medium, muted blue Isabel had requested, but a sheer blue layer was on top, embroidered with golden brocade that wound around the skirt, up the back, and around the chest. The golden threadwork was embedded with Swarovski crystals along with the hem at the neckline which was a few inches below Penny’s collarbones. It was Cinderella, fairy godmother, fairytale stunning. 
 
    Isabel said something and Addie moved to help Penny put the gown on. She was glad to have the help because she didn’t want to cause a snag or otherwise damage the work of art. It was slightly too big and the assistants scribbled notes on the pad. 
 
    Isabel stepped closer, inspecting every inch of Penny with a critical eye. “Oui,” she said at last. Then she said a few more things in French before departing. 
 
    “This is the one you’ll wear,” Addie said. “Now, we have to decide what to do with your hair, makeup…” 
 
    “Her nails,” one of the assistants said in accented English, gripping Penny’s hands.  
 
    Isabel examined them. “My gowns are masterpieces.” 
 
    “It’s only right the woman wearing them should be the right vessel to reflect the beauty,” her assistant added. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I just haven’t had a chance.” Penny tucked her hands behind her back. 
 
    “Don’t worry. She’ll be perfect for the ball.” Addie angled the mirror so Penny could see her reflection. 
 
    The gown was gorgeous but the dull cast to her eyes and the downturn of her lips reminded Penny that she was living a lie. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
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    Oliver 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oliver anticipated the queen-to-be selection process would be difficult if not tedious, but he did not expect the drama. Then again, when Genevieve was announced as a royal-in-waiting, he should’ve known. If Penelope had a reputation for having a carefree attitude and not apt to fall in line with rules and requirements then Genevieve was her evil opposite. She’d made scenes at a few balls over the years, spread rumors, and wasn’t averse to making others around her feel small, insignificant, and inadequate. He’d been raised not to get involved in such tasteless activities. 
 
    Oliver had thought for a moment Penelope might’ve been guilty. On and off, she’d acted oddly and she had been out of her suite in the middle of the night. But it was clear Genevieve had set her up. In fact, he recalled hearing the ringtone of her phone from the hall as she stalked around during the wee hours—there was no telling what she was up to. 
 
    Although it was no laughing matter, Ava, Oliver’s sister, would have a good one when she caught wind of Genevieve’s escapades. They were dressage rivals, back when Ava still competed. He anticipated her return to the palace any minute. In fact, he was desperate to see her, to talk to her, to get her opinion. His life was about to change and whatever the outcome, he wanted his sister, who’d been with him through everything, to be there. 
 
    She might already have arrived, and if so, he knew exactly where to find her. The day was overcast, but the clouds were high enough he didn’t think it would rain. He hoped not. He had activities laid out for the entire day, concluding with his surprise for Penelope. It was his choice this time and he hoped she’d enjoy his selection. It was harder with the other girls, Genevieve especially, though she may no longer be in the running after the necklace incident. At least, he hoped not. If he had to spend the rest of his life with one of the royals-in-waiting, he did not want it to be her. 
 
    The clip-clop of horse hooves echoed off the brick walls of the buildings behind the palace as Oliver approached the stables. Sure enough, Ava was already in the saddle and warmed up Topsy, her favorite Friesian, in the ring.  
 
    Oliver watched for a few moments before she trotted over. 
 
    “Hello, stranger,” Ava said. Her red hair was braided down her back and her cheeks were flushed from riding. She gracefully dismounted. 
 
    “You visited Topsy before your own brother?” Oliver said, mock offended. 
 
    She threw her arms around him. “Have to ease myself back into this unreality,” she muttered in his ear. 
 
    “Do you mean the palace bubble? While you were abroad you had drivers, minders, coordinators…Is it really so different?” 
 
    Ava smirked. 
 
    “Wait. I know that look. It’s the same one when you showed me the tunnels to sneak around the palace that were built during the World War. It’s the same one when you showed me how to sneak into the pantry and nab sweets. Did you ditch everyone?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’ll tell you all about it someday. In the meantime, I need an update on the royals-in-waiting.” 
 
    Ava absentmindedly fed Topsy bits of carrot while Oliver gave her the abbreviated version of the past days’ events, concluding with Genevieve’s drama. 
 
    “She’s a diva. Always has been. If Bea so much as tried to match you with her, I’d make the biggest stink.” 
 
    “Who’s the diva?” Oliver asked, joking. 
 
    “Takes one to know one. But a diva doesn’t backpack all over southeast Asia.” 
 
    “Wait, I thought you were in eastern Europe—” 
 
    “Right. That’s where I was. How silly of me to get the two geographical areas confused. I must not have been paying careful attention to my tutors.” 
 
    Oliver laughed. “My lips are sealed.” 
 
    “Not so fast. I want to hear about our other royals-in-waiting. Is there one you’ve taken a fancy to or are you still following your no-royals rule?” 
 
    “Yesterday, Penelope taught me how to bake cookies. I saved you some. Later today, we have the activity I selected…” He went on in detail about their time together before Ava interrupted. 
 
    “So, she’s the one.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I—” Oliver’s pulse picked up its pace, much like the horses practicing in the distant rings. 
 
    “Don’t worry, brother. My lips are sealed.” 
 
    “But perhaps you can help me with something.” 
 
    The two continued talking until, from the rear entrance of the palace, came the chiming of a bell. 
 
    “Don’t tell me that’s Winston.” Ava laughed. “Still keeping time with his bell, is he? Well, you should get going then. Oh, and I want milk with my cookies,” she said, mounting Topsy before trotting off. 
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    Oliver struggled to focus while he visited the botanical gardens with Colette and watched a play with Odelia later that afternoon. All he could think about was Penelope. Perhaps Ava was right. Maybe she was the one. But they both knew it wasn’t truly up to him. He only hoped the queen wouldn’t hold the incident with Genevieve against her and would look at Penelope’s potential versus her track record. The royal advisors might be concerned about her lack of training in etiquette, the history of the monarchy, and the various details that constituted the daily engagements required of her role when married to him, but she could learn. Then a terrible thought crept into his mind. What if she didn’t want to marry? 
 
    Winston’s bell shook him from the depressing thought. The two waited and waited. Oliver checked his watch. Winston rang his bell. She still didn’t come. 
 
    She’d said she wanted to leave, but he’d thought it was because being in the palace brought her too close to painful memories of loss. What if she’d really done it and was on an airplane back to America? His stomach dipped. 
 
    The queen’s voice echoed down the hall followed by the tinkling of familiar laughter—a sound he’d recently taken a fancy to. 
 
    “It’s my fault she’s late. I was giving her a tour of my ball gowns.” The queen winked. 
 
    Oliver’s smile met Penelope’s. He felt a twang inside like something cut itself loose and it would do whatever necessary to keep her from making a hasty decision to leave the palace before she truly gave it a chance…gave him a chance. 
 
    “Thanks again for everything. The dress is, as Madam Breton said, a work of art.” 
 
    Livingston, the butler, called to the queen and she excused herself. 
 
    Penelope leaned in. “I won’t tell you what else Madam Breton said.”  
 
    Oliver tilted his head in question but Penelope didn’t say more. “I see you dressed warmly. Good. Off we go.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
    “Surprise.” 
 
    They left the palace grounds in an SUV. Penelope watched out the window the entire time as he pointed out sites of interest and landmarks. 
 
    “Do you have any guesses?” Oliver asked when they got stuck in traffic.  
 
    “Dinner? I’m hungry.” 
 
    “We can eat when we get there. Let’s see, there will be burgers, sausage, and pies.” 
 
    “Pies? Sounds like a diner in New York.” 
 
    “Savory pies.” Oliver’s mouth was already watering. 
 
    The SUV pulled into a garage under Wembley Stadium. 
 
    “Are we going to watch a soccer match?” Her eyes lit up. 
 
    “Liverpool and West Ham.” 
 
    Penelope bounced in her seat. 
 
    Oliver grabbed a backpack from the floor, passed her a Liverpool team hat, and slung the bag over his shoulder as they got out. 
 
    Winston rang his bell. 
 
    “With all due respect, Winston, not here.” He didn’t need people seeing he was led around by a bell like a goat. 
 
    “Sir, it’s protocol, signaling the beginning of your appointment.” 
 
    Oliver leaned in. “We’re at a football match and I don’t want anyone seeing my manny ringing my bell.” 
 
    Another SUV pulled up behind them and four men dressed in suits and wearing coms units got out. 
 
    “Great. My manny and my chaperones.” 
 
    “They’re your protection, Sir. As you said, you’re at a football match.” 
 
    Oliver sighed. He just wanted some time alone with Penelope. He wanted to experience life outside the palace like she so often had overseas. And he wanted to show her he could be a regular guy. Unfortunately, that took a great deal of planning. Probably not the case for actual regular guys. 
 
    The royal guards escorted them to the private box in the stadium. There was a bar with access to gourmet food, a lounge area with couches, and two chairs arranged behind a large glass wall overlooking the pitch. It was the perfect view. 
 
    Oliver gestured for Penelope to sit and he lowered beside her. The stands filled with fans wearing red like them and alternating with the sky blue of the West Ham team. 
 
    Oliver summoned the royal guards’ attention. “This is a very important match and my last opportunity with the royals-in-waiting. Please, under no circumstances, interrupt us. The servers know our order because Winston called it in ahead of time.” 
 
    The men nodded in understanding and returned to their posts.  
 
    “Wow. This is impressive,” she said with her arms outstretched. “I can almost hear them cheering.” 
 
    It was true, inside the private box, the roar of the game was muted. As so often, he felt like a spectator; on the outside looking in. Then a commotion came from the exit door. The guards took point to subdue the disturbance. Oliver nodded at the server behind the bar and the two quickly exchanged hats. He indicated Penelope do the same with the other server. 
 
    The servers rushed over to the seats Oliver and Penelope had just occupied and the pair scurried through the service exit and into a long, cement hallway. Oliver kept his head bowed until they turned a corner. He pulled out Liverpool jerseys from his backpack, fan merchandise, and a different set of hats. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Penelope asked. 
 
    “We’re having an adventure.” He grabbed her hand and they raced through the hall, exited through a metal door, and the soccer fans swept them into their midst. 
 
    He checked the tickets Ava had helped him procure—along with some of the disguises—and located their seats. 
 
    The cheering, clapping, and shouting, as the teams took the field, thundered in his veins. He felt so alive and the expression on Penelope’s face as she raised her arms and pumped her fists with excitement told him she felt the same way. 
 
    After Liverpool scored and then subsequently were penalized for a foul, a man came by with pies. Oliver purchased two and passed one to Penelope. 
 
    “I was thinking apple pie, pumpkin, cherry…” 
 
    “Nope, these are savory, meat pies. Football match staples. Try it, I think it’ll rock your world,” he said, echoing her previous comment about cookies. 
 
    By halftime, the game was tied one-to-one. Oliver leaned back in his seat, hoping the people he paid off to pose as the two of them were remaining in character and undisturbed by the guards. 
 
    Oliver had met one of the team players, Will Wheaton, long ago and contacted him with a request to connect him with some people on the inside. It was a longshot, but he’d managed to make arrangements. It cost him plenty for their discretion, but he hoped they enjoyed posing as the prince and Penelope while watching the match. 
 
    But the energy of the crowd hushed thoughts and Penelope’s smile squashed his doubts. 
 
    “This is wonderful,” she said, giving him a side hug when their team scored again. 
 
    He felt her touch as though it had been branded there. Amusement rose to his lips at her obvious glee. 
 
     “You win for most creative, what was it Winston said, appointment.” 
 
    Oliver leaned a little closer. “I’d like to think of it as a date.” 
 
    “A date with a prince?” 
 
    He smiled and brought his finger to his lips. 
 
    “I’m a lucky girl.” 
 
    “No, I’m the one who’s lucky. Even in our short time together, you reminded me that I’m not my family’s wealth, the title, or even my accomplishments. I’m a regular guy and I’d like to spend my life with a regular girl. Well, not regular, exceptional, creative, fun, smart, beautiful. You’re all those things, Penelope.” 
 
    “Penny. You should call me Penny.” She let out a long breath.  
 
    She was warm beside him and he sensed the feelings of desire pulsing between them. 
 
    He leaned closer and the brims of their hats nearly bumped. For that moment, they were anonymous and he reached for her hand. His fingers laced through hers and he felt strong, protective. The connection felt right but he gave her a quick, sidelong glance to check if it was okay, and she gazed straight ahead. Her chin wobbled a bit and he assumed she was as amused as he was about their covert trip to the game—two royals sneaking around. He fought the urge to kiss her then—desperately wanted to breathe her in, to draw her close, and to feel her lips on his, but he knew he was already pushing boundaries and didn’t want to go too far. 
 
    When Liverpool scored, they both rose to their feet, cheering, and he felt the charge in his palm from where her hand fit inside his. He didn’t want to let go, not ever. 
 
    But it wasn’t his choice to make. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Exhilarated from the soccer game and Oliver’s ingenious though risky plan to switch identities, Penny struggled to fall asleep after the game. Her feelings for Oliver were strong and true. She sensed he didn’t plan such elaborate and probably illegal appointments with the other royals-in-waiting. In fact, he’d called it a date. They’d held hands. It meant something.  
 
    Yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that at least part of him remained ambivalent about the arrangement. When they’d met, he’d indicated as much. She got mixed signals: he’d been laughing with Colette, likely questioned her honesty with the Genevieve necklace disaster, and didn’t seem too keen on marrying in the first place. After spending so much time cooped up in the palace and having to follow strict rules of conduct no matter how noble, perhaps he needed to sow his wild oats and live, free, on his terms. Then again, she gave mixed signals as well—trying to distance herself, turn him away, and act like a cookie diva, though that backfired and landed them closer than they’d ever been on top of the stacks of flour. She banished the thrilling tingles that rushed from her fingers all the way to her toes at the memory of lying so close when he fed her a bite of cookie and all the other sweet moments they’d shared. 
 
    She couldn’t let herself hope. Maybe Genevieve was out of the running, but Odelia and Colette were much worthier candidates. In fact, they were actually of royal blood. The shadow of her guilt caused her to doubt. But she couldn’t shake the swirling thoughts and increasingly intense feelings about Oliver that tied themselves into knots, getting tighter and tighter until she finally fell asleep.               
 
    The next day, the charge of the crowd and electricity that surged inside of her anytime Oliver’s eyes landed on her remained when she woke up to Addie opening the curtains. 
 
     “Good morning,” Penny grumbled as reality caught up with fantasy. 
 
    It was a good morning but it also wasn’t. It was the day of the ball. The role she’d been playing was sure to come to an end. She had to find time to tell the queen who she really was, beg not to be thrown in jail, and then make her escape.  
 
    If only she and Oliver had been able to run away after the game—magically teleport themselves to the island where Emma’s boyfriend Will had a private little hideaway. But nothing more could happen between them because she was not who she said she was. Her guilt was hungry and gobbled up all her good thoughts. Why would Oliver like her anyway, a common girl? He couldn't because he had to marry royalty. 
 
    “We need to get moving, Miss,” Addie said. “Lots to do today to prepare for the ball.” 
 
    First, Penny had tea and a scone. Even though the master baker was ill, whoever subbed for him was a baking genius. 
 
    Maybe she could have her cake and eat it too—or rather, scone. Baking and boys. One boy. Oliver. Maybe someday. The scone was perfectly soft and flaky, buttery, and salty, and all around delicious. It should have been her learning the ropes in the kitchen below, an apprentice to the nuances that elevated something tasty to something delicious. 
 
    If Isabel’s gowns were masterpieces, Penny wanted her baked goods to be works of art. Since she was posing as Princess Penelope when she met Mrs. Newman with Oliver, the woman would recognize if she showed up as Penny the apprentice. 
 
    Although, she could take a page from Oliver’s book and come up with a disguise. She could dye her hair, wear faux glasses, and get a spray tan. Anything to change her appearance enough to bake undetected. She’d still be close to Oliver and could find comfort in knowing he’d be eating the things she made, like the cookies he couldn’t get enough of. Perhaps, if things went well, she could bake at the castle in Concordia. But she knew it was near impossible and likely asking for more trouble. 
 
    She threw herself back on the pillows. She’d probably be arrested, tried, and hung—did they still do that? She impersonated a royal. In any event, it wasn’t going to turn out well. 
 
    “Miss, are you okay?” Addie asked as she straightened a few items on the dressing table. 
 
    Penny didn’t answer. But someone knocked on the door. Addie greeted what turned out to be a team of stylists to get Penny ballroom ready. 
 
    The first order of business was a massage, which she was all too happy to receive for three reasons. One, she’d never had one before. Two, all she wanted to do was fall back asleep and it nearly worked. Three, the muscles in her back and neck were so tense they were sore. 
 
    Afterward, a woman with luminous skin gave her a rosewater facial. 
 
    “What’s your skin secret?” Penny asked as she applied more lotions and potions to her face. 
 
    “Water. Hydration is key and not giving up on my dreams.” 
 
    Penny smiled.  
 
    “Relax your mouth,” the esthetician said. “And you should definitely use this toner am and pm, okay?” she said, shaking the bottle. 
 
    Penny caught her reflection in the mirror, her skin glowed but her eyes were still dull and carried the weight of her deception. What were her dreams? To bake in the royal palace. She’d nearly made it but then threw it away because she didn’t speak up with the truth when she’d had the opportunity. When she first met the queen in the sewing room, she could’ve corrected her right then and there. But before that, her dream had been to be a princess. 
 
    After a light lunch, she hardly had an appetite anyway, the hair and makeup stylists took over. The makeup artist plucked her brows then concealed the dark circles under her eyes. He dusted her face with powder and swept golden eyeshadow on her lids. Ironically, the name of the shade was royalty. He somehow managed to tease her lashes to voluminous lengths. 
 
    “Now, for the lips?” he asked. “Your eye makeup is understated, at least compared to the gown. We could go bold to draw the prince’s eyes or keep it simple and let the dress be the star. What do you think?” 
 
    “Simple. Understated,” she replied. She hadn’t been able to leave the Langdon Suite all day, how was she going to get the queen aside and come clean before the ball? But when she did, she didn’t need old lipstick calling additional attention to the confession spilling from her lips. 
 
    He swept a pale rose shade on her lips and said, “Gorgeous! Now, hair and you’ll be ready to get in that dress.” 
 
    The hairstylist curled her hair into long, loose waves that fell over her shoulders. The gown had thin, nearly invisible straps and she thought the style complimented it nicely. 
 
    When they helped Penny into it, they all oohed and ahhed, exclaiming how beautiful she looked. 
 
    Addie hopped onto her toes. “Wait, the finishing touches.” She rushed to the closet and returned with the gold, knotted necklace that belonged to Penelope’s mother and a pair of diamond stud earrings that sparkled in the light. 
 
    They insisted she stand on the low platform and admire herself in the mirror. There was a tiny, loose string on the waistline of the dress and she twirled it around her finger. She knew the swirly feeling of excitement and anticipation of something wonderful. But what swirled around inside her was more like dread. 
 
    “It’s normal to feel nervous wearing a dress like that. It’s fancy, expensive and…” the hair stylist said. “It’s not like you’re going to the ball with a prince. Oh, wait. You are.” 
 
    Everyone laughed. 
 
    She knew she was a phony, a fake, a person pretending to be a princess. Her reflection captured how terrible she felt. 
 
    “Remember, don’t give up on your dreams. If you want to be a queen, be the best queen-to-be anyone in that room has ever seen.” 
 
    Penny shook her head. 
 
    “The best accessory is believing in yourself,” the makeup artist said. 
 
    “Walk in there and wow them.” The hairstylist smoothed a wavy strand that had escaped from the rest. 
 
    Penny closed her eyes for a moment, imagining if it were real and what her life would be like if only she’d been born royal. 
 
    “It’s time,” Addie said, signaling Penny had to meet the others downstairs. 
 
    With her gaze lowered and her gown swishing, she passed through the now familiar hall, glided down the grand staircase as if she were floating, buoyed by her girlhood, fairytale dream of her someday life with the prince because she knew everything would soon turn into a nightmare. 
 
    When she lifted her eyes, Oliver stood in a semi-circle with several other important royals. She kept her gaze focused on him because she feared it would be the last time. His eyes swept her. They shone nearly as bright as his smile. 
 
    As she passed, he said, “For some reason, I feared you wouldn’t have shown up. Now that my sister’s back, my partner in crime, I worried she’d told you about the secret escape exits.” 
 
    Penny’s breath was shallow because he had no idea how close to the truth he was.  
 
    “I’m grateful you did because you look gorgeous.” 
 
    Odelia and Colette waited, both looking lovely in their dresses. Odelia’s was dark purple and had a sweetheart neckline. Colette wore pink and stood smiling next to a tall man with a trim beard. 
 
    A bell rang and Genevieve descended the stairs, gazing out at everyone like they were her minions. 
 
    “What’s she doing here?” a female voice asked. 
 
    Penny peered to her left and a tall woman with dark red hair, fair skin, and an emerald green dress narrowed her eyes. “I thought we kicked her out of the running.” 
 
    The queen turned and waved her hand. “I consulted the rules and because we can’t prove anything, she remains.” 
 
    The red-headed woman was Oliver’s sister, Ava. She leaned toward the queen’s ear and whispered something. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about, dear,” the queen replied in a hushed tone. 
 
    The trepidation that accompanied Penny on and off all week came back full force. She was about to lean forward and whisper something into the queen’s other ear when Colette cleared her throat and stepped forward. 
 
    “I’d like to thank you all for your kindness and hospitality as well as this unparalleled opportunity. Any girl would be lucky to marry Prince Oliver, but unfortunately, I’m not that girl. Your Majesty, it was my parents' decision for me to become a royal-in-waiting, not mine. As such, I cannot go on pretending I don’t love someone else. My heart belongs to Earl Barnsworth.” She turned to her parents, also in attendance. “I believe in marrying for love. I would be dishonest if I were selected to marry Oliver. I couldn’t live with that. I’m sorry if this is a disappointment to you.” Her chest rose and fell with a breath as she extended her arm to the earl. “Darling.” 
 
    He kissed her gloved hand. “Duke, Duchess,” the earl said, addressing Colette’s parents. “May I dance with your daughter this evening?” 
 
    They glanced at the queen who gave a subtle nod before agreeing. 
 
    Oliver clapped his hands together. “I wish you both all of the happiness in the world and commend you, Colette, for your bravery and honesty. It’s not easy to stand up to the face of hundreds of years of tradition.” Then he mumbled, “If only I had your courage,” at the same time heralds sounded their trumpets. 
 
    “It’s time for the presentation,” the queen said. 
 
    The herald announced each of the ladies with Penny going third, followed by Colette and the earl, entering hand in hand. 
 
    When Penny was fully in the room, she allowed herself to look around. Every woman in attendance wore a gorgeous gown. She’d never seen so much silk, taffeta, lace, sequins, and crystals in one place. The men looked handsome in suits with tails. 
 
    The ballroom itself was exquisite with shining parquet floors, high ceilings covered in frescos, and the sparkle of crystal chandeliers dripping from above. 
 
    She wasn’t sure where to stand or what to say so she smiled politely and made small talk. Her attention caught on Ava, Oliver’s sister, who threw her head back in laughter. 
 
    From what Penny recalled from the height of her schoolgirl crush on the prince, Ava was a force of nature: she rode horses, was the top of her classes, and was known for her whip-smart tongue. When Penny was in seventh grade, one of her friends had an older sister in college and she remembered being terrified of her and would rush from the room anytime she entered. She’d realized later that she was afraid to be judged by the older sibling. Penny feared something similar from Ava. She told herself it was foolish but couldn’t deny the feelings she’d developed for Oliver. 
 
    As a server passed with a tray of confections, she reminded herself baking before boys and strengthened her resolve to get the queen alone. 
 
    Ava breezily made her rounds with the other ladies before stopping and talking with Genevieve. Their gazes spanned across the room and landed on Penny. She cringed and wished she could disappear under the large skirt of her dress.  
 
    When Colette and the earl swept past, she felt inspired by the former royal-in-waiting’s courage. Penny wasn’t a princess and she’d never rode a horse, but she was smart and capable. She wouldn’t let Genevieve or Ava or anyone else intimidate her. 
 
    A bell sounded, indicating it was time for the event to truly begin. She took her place in line. Colette and the earl were to one side and Genevieve to the other with Ava on Genevieve’s other side. The princess whispered something in Genevieve’s ear. Despite the personal pep talk, Penny felt like the girl in the lunchroom without anywhere to sit. Except she was among royalty and there wasn’t a table. 
 
    As someone announced the prince would select his bride from among the royals-in-waiting after they each danced, she looked out at the many faces. Panic seized her as she imagined terrible scenarios of people calling her out as a fraud. 
 
    Instead, those gathered politely clapped, a string band started to play, and Oliver invited each of the girls to dance. When it was her turn and Oliver extended his hand, her legs shook and her hands trembled. 
 
    He gripped her fingers and drew her close. His palm, flat on her back was like an anchor and his smile a sail. He led the dance and they glided like the wind was in their favor. But Penny couldn’t muster a smile. 
 
    “You seem worried. If it’s about Genevieve, never fear. Ava has her on a short leash tonight and is making sure she minds her manners. It turns out, during my sister’s travels, she discovered the Duke of Flushington, aka Genevieve’s father, is in hot water with several officials in Monaco for evading debt.” 
 
    Penny exhaled a sigh of relief because she no longer had to keep that secret but she had bigger concerns. They were not how wonderful it felt to be in Oliver’s arms as he led her in a waltz. They were not how his smile magnetized her and his eyes mesmerized her. And they were not about how glamorous she felt. Though she did. 
 
    “I believe I’ve told you that you’re beautiful but tonight you surpass my wildest fantasy, Penelope.” He gripped her tighter as though longing to close the space between them. 
 
    The words balanced on her tongue. I’m not Penelope. 
 
    But as the pair glided across the wooden dance floor, she almost felt like she could outrun the truth, follow her dreams, and be whoever she wanted to be. Almost. “There’s something I should tell you, Oliver.” 
 
    But the music stopped. He held tight to her hand and said, “Soon. And even sooner, I have something to tell you.” 
 
    She was directed into a line with Odelia and Genevieve. Oliver asked the queen to dance and the anticipation in the room was palpable as she whispered something into Oliver’s ear. They’d soon make the announcement. 
 
    When the song was over, the queen stood opposite them and Oliver went to her side. The herald sounded his trumpet. “Now, the moment you’ve been waiting for. The queen will announce which royal-in-waiting the prince will ask to be his bride.” 
 
    The queen lifted her chin. “Thank you, ladies, for taking part in our age-old tradition. You know this is a great honor no matter who becomes the queen of Concordia. Each of you has exhibited poise, grace, and integrity in your own ways. It’s been a pleasure getting to know you. As the prince’s guardian, it is my duty to help him make a selection that serves both nations and his interests. For this reason, I select Penelope Elsie Hanover Smithe, daughter of Amelia Hanover and my sister.” 
 
    Genevieve rushed out of the room and Penny resisted following her. 
 
    The prince gripped her hand as if he sensed her intentions, but his eyes swept over her and she couldn’t deny the way he charmed her and made heat creep up her neck. He lifted their hands and drew her toward him for a celebratory dance. 
 
    The clapping and cheering eddied through the room and it started to spin. 
 
    Penny’s breath came short like she sipped through a straw. The lights dimmed or so it seemed. She felt like she floated but not in a good way. She gripped Oliver’s hand and whispered, “Don’t let me go.” 
 
    Then, once again, Penny swooned, but this time Oliver caught her in his arms and his face was the last thing he saw before the world went fuzzy, then black.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
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    Oliver 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Penelope, Penelope,” Oliver repeated. Someone brought a chair and he tried to lower her into it but her dress was too big so he held her there.  
 
    A medic swooped in and assured everyone she was still alive. 
 
    “At least you caught her and she didn’t hit her head,” someone from the crowd said. 
 
    “Penelope, wake up,” Oliver pleaded. 
 
    Her eyelashes fluttered and relief washed through him. 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” He wasn’t sure if she was okay. 
 
    “This happened once before; when she arrived,” Colette said, holding one of Penelope’s hands.  
 
    “Maybe she has a condition.” 
 
    “She swooned,” Ava piped. “The queen-to-be has a solid case of the swoons. I heard about her grand entrance to the throne room.” She smirked. “I’ve also seen the way she looks at you, brother,” she whispered in Oliver’s ear. 
 
    An older noble, wearing a crimson gown, said, “Is she wearing a corset? Perhaps it’s too tight. I’ve fainted a fair share from those dreadful things.” 
 
    “It was a stress-filled day maybe she didn’t eat or drink enough.” 
 
    Penelope’s lips parted and she let out a little moan. 
 
    “She’s coming to. Everyone give her some space.” 
 
    Several footmen appeared carrying an upholstered lounge chair. Oliver carefully set Penelope upon it, but knelt by her side, holding both of her hands. Someone brought water and a tray of food. 
 
    “I could use some of that,” Genevieve sniped, grabbing a plate with some fruit on it. “It has been a difficult day, but no one has to go and pass out over it.” She huffed. 
 
    Ava leaned in. “Remember what I said that I discovered on my travels, Genevieve.” 
 
    “It sounds like you’re threatening me,” she replied, popping a raspberry in her mouth. 
 
    Ava nodded. “Pretty much. No one messes with my family and Penelope is now family.” 
 
    “Does that work retroactively because whatever she told you was merely a little sporting fun. She’s just a sore loser.” 
 
    Ava’s lips formed a hard line. “Darling, sadly, it’s you who’s lost.” She grabbed the plate from her hand. “Your family’s wealth, your shot at the throne, and if you’re not careful, your title.” She turned to where Oliver and the medic continued to try to rouse Penelope. 
 
    “Baking,” she croaked and blinked her eyes. “Baking before boys.” 
 
    “What?” a woman asked. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Something about baking,” a member of the nobility answered. 
 
    “See, I told you she was hungry.” 
 
    Penelope’s eyes blinked open as Oliver continued to hold her hand, hovering over her, desperate to make sure she was okay. 
 
    She bolted up but her eyes didn’t quite focus and Oliver eased her back onto the lounge chair. 
 
    The medic said, “Take it easy. You took a spell. Breathe deep now, that’s it.” He listened to her breath with a stethoscope and checked her pulse. 
 
    Ava passed her the plate of fruit but she held up a hand. 
 
    “Thank you and I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Just like Penelope to pull a stunt. Now, no one will forget this night,” Genevieve griped. 
 
    “It wasn’t a stunt. it’s just that I don’t belong here.” Her voice was thin, frail. 
 
    “Nonsense. Of course, you do. It’s been a long few days and you’re not accustomed to this lifestyle anymore.” Oliver couldn’t hide the concern in his voice. 
 
    “Exactly, I’m not. I’m—” 
 
    “She said it herself. She doesn’t belong here. Let’s send her on her merry way, back to the prairies and horses or whatever,” Genevieve grumbled. 
 
    Ava rounded on Genevieve. “I haven’t had a proper chance to get to know Penelope but I do know you.” Ava’s stabbed a finger in the air. “I’ve heard quite enough from you and I’ve only just returned to the palace. All you’ve done is criticize the selected royal-in-waiting, among other things, I’ve heard. You’re a privileged diva, and—” 
 
    The queen glided over. “That’s quite enough, dear.” She patted Ava’s hand. “Let me handle this. Genevieve, I gave you grace and held my tongue regarding your behavior, thinking perhaps the competition, as it were, had gone to your head. It’s become abundantly apparent that your attitude does not befit that of a queen-to-be. I intended to keep this private but seeing as you’ve done nothing to endear or redeem yourself while a guest in the palace, and in fact have caused a significant amount of trouble, I bid you adieu. You may pack your bags and return to your estate, where, as you’ve been kind enough to repeatedly point out, you do things better.” 
 
    Everyone in attendance at the ball was too polite to clap, but Oliver wanted to. Within earshot, someone said, “Rumor has it her family is in a tight spot financially.” 
 
    Another said, “The duke has deceived several creditors, pilfered from the royal coffers, and ran off to Morocco after losing his hat in Monaco.” 
 
    A third added, “I hear they stand to lose everything, including their titles.” 
 
    They all shook their heads as Genevieve was escorted out. She called over her shoulder, “This kind of outrageousness would not be tolerated at my estate.” 
 
    By then, Penelope was on her feet. “I apologize for causing a stir. But I really should—” Her expression was pained and her eyes pinched. 
 
    “You should really celebrate this wonderful moment,” Ava said. “Welcome, to the family.” 
 
    Polite clapping resounded and Penelope looked around, looking pale and worried. “Thank you. Thank you all.” 
 
    “It’s getting late, perhaps you’d prefer to lay down and get some rest,” the queen said, excusing her. 
 
    “I’ll walk her to her room,” Oliver offered. 
 
    With his hand on her low back, Oliver guided Penelope through the crowd who smiled and fawned over the couple, offering congratulations. Even though everyone was well-meaning, it was clear Penelope wasn’t feeling up for socializing and it took them what seemed like ages to reach the hall. 
 
    When they’d distanced themselves from the ballroom, Oliver said, “I’m sorry for all the hoopla. You dazzled in there.” 
 
    “I made a spectacle.” 
 
    “No, Genevieve did. I’ve seen my share of royal ladies faint. It’s not as uncommon as you’d think.” 
 
    They reached the hall leading to her suite. Oliver wanted to say more, to comfort her, to let her know he was both relieved and excited she was the one the queen selected. The words stuck in his throat because he didn’t want to overwhelm her. But when she stopped in front of her door, it was as if the words were given permission to go. “You’re uncommon, Penelope, and I mean that in the best of ways. You’re clever, funny, have your own personality, and like my sister, don’t necessarily follow the dictates of your social standing while also remaining a woman of integrity and class. I can’t think of another of the royals-in-waiting I’d like to become the queen by my side. For you, I’m willing to break my no-royals rule.” 
 
    “It was down to Odelia and me.” 
 
    Oliver tilted his head from side to side. “Pardon my saying, but she has the personality of a wet noodle.” 
 
    Penelope fought off a smile. “I’m sorry, Oliver, but I’m not the person you think I am.” 
 
    “You’re every bit and more and I look forward to getting to know you.” 
 
    Just then, the queen paraded down the hall with several of her assistants in tow. 
 
    Penelope did her cute little curtsy-bow. “Your Majesty, I hope I didn’t spoil the night.” 
 
    “Oh, Tosh. The ball shall continue even without our presence. It’s custom the queen departs after the new couple.” She leaned in. “Which is lucky for me because I have episodes of Britain’s Got Talent to catch up on.” She winked, wished them goodnight, and continued down the corridor. 
 
    Oliver found Penelope’s hand, wishing to erase the doubt from her eyes. “Tomorrow we depart for Concordia and it’ll be just you and me. And after the initial fuss of our arrival, things will calm down and we’ll catch up on episodes of Concordia’s Got Talent, bake cookies, and watch football. Just promise me you won’t get any crazy ideas and leave.” 
 
    Penelope smiled, but her eyes were still sad.  
 
    “Whatever it is, it’ll be okay.” He smoothed her hair and then kissed her forehead because whatever it was that bothered her, he wanted, more than anything, to make it go away. It tore him up to see her upset, conflicted, or whatever it was that kept her glum. 
 
    As he retired to his quarters, he had a sudden and alarming thought, what if, like Colette, she already had a sweetheart? What if there was a man waiting for her back in America? Perhaps she counted on not being chosen among the royals-in-waiting because of her unconventional upbringing. Panic seized him. Perhaps they’d gotten it all wrong. As much as he loathed the formal process of selecting a marriage partner, he didn’t want to force anyone into the position. Penelope was a free-spirit and what if they’d just put her in a cage? He tossed and turned well into the night, unable to sleep. 
 
    At last, he got up and snuck through the door to the hall leading to her suite. He knocked lightly on the door, not wanting to scare her, but he had to ask the question and the next morning would be too chaotic for them to have a moment alone before they boarded the train. 
 
    Moments later, the door opened and Penelope blinked a few times, adjusting to the dim light. “Oliver? What are you doing here?” 
 
    His breath was ragged. “I have to ask you something.” 
 
    She looked pained. 
 
    “Like Colette, there isn’t someone else, is there?” 
 
    The inside of her eyebrows pitched downward in sleepy confusion. “No. There isn’t.” 
 
    Then he remembered what she’d said when she woke up earlier in the ballroom. “Right. Baking before boys.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    “You said it when you came to.” 
 
    She shook her head as though trying to remember. “Oh, that was something my sis—” She cleared her throat. “My friend and I used to say. To stick to our priorities. Did I say anything else?” Her eyes widened. 
 
    Oliver’s shoulders settled and his breath evened out. He shook his head, relieved then answered her question. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, a little late-night rendezvous. I should’ve known.” 
 
    Penelope startled. 
 
    Oliver turned to Genevieve. 
 
    “This was all set up from the beginning, I bet.” 
 
    “It was an even playing field. In fact, if I had my way, there wouldn’t have been a courtship process.” 
 
    “What? Do you believe in true love, Oliver?” Genevieve laughed shrilly. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do.” 
 
    “How precious. Perhaps it’s better I didn’t align with the future leader of Concordia after all. Wouldn’t want him to get all sentimental when trying to lead a nation.” 
 
    “I thought you were asked to leave.” 
 
    “I’ll be gone by morning, but I promise you both, you have not heard the last from me.” Genevieve strode down the hall. 
 
    Penelope shivered.  
 
    “I’m sorry to have woken you up. See you at brunch.” He squeezed her hand and then returned to his room, feeling not at all better. In fact, he was more unsettled. Was it Genevieve? No, her threats were hollow. She was an opportunist trying to save face. He knew it, Ava knew it, the queen knew it. But it was something about Penelope. Even though she assured him there wasn’t another man in her life; he sensed something was off. Maybe she feared she’d made the wrong choice if it even was a choice. He knew that well enough. 
 
    The following morning, Oliver rose to clouds heavy with rain. He hadn’t thought about it at the time, but the previous night was his last in the palace, at least as a resident and not as a guest. The footmen would pack up his room and send his belongings to Concordia. He’d miss it, but looked forward to his future with his people and with Penelope. 
 
    He was the second to last to arrive at the farewell brunch. Penelope was not in her seat beside Ava, who’d just returned from the stables. 
 
    “Morning ride, before the rain. What time do we depart?” his sister asked. 
 
    “The train leaves at just past one, Miss,” Livingston said from his post by the door. 
 
    “Don’t be late,” Oliver advised. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know Concordia runs like clockwork and wouldn’t dare throw off the train schedule. I have a schedule of my own to keep. Unfortunately, I won’t be in Concordia long.” 
 
    “Where are you off to this time?” Oliver asked, suspicious. 
 
    “I have a meeting with a diplomat in Hungary.” 
 
    “Is that so? You’ll miss my birthday then.” 
 
    “I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    Unlikely, story. Probably she’ll be off traveling solo again and exploring. 
 
    “And there’s the issue of the weather,” Livingston added. “Heavy rain predicted here which means snow likely up north.” 
 
    “In that case, we should begin. I suppose Penelope will be down shortly?”  
 
    Oliver nodded.  
 
    The queen stood and raised a glass. “With the train schedule in mind, I suppose I’ll say a few words before we eat. I’m proud of the man you’ve become, Oliver, and I have no doubt you’ll lead the people of Concordia with courage, strength, and resolve.” 
 
    As she continued, he had the worrisome thought that he wasn’t sure if he was ready. He’d grown up seeing the queen in action but had never known his father and felt like he was entering new territory. 
 
    “There’s no doubt becoming a king and a husband are big changes, but you’re a fine man and will do wonderfully.” 
 
    She patted his back. “Now, shall we enjoy brunch?” 
 
    Oliver picked at his food, wondering where Penelope was and worrying that things weren’t going to work out wonderfully at all. 
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    Penny woke to Addie packing up the closet. She’d repeatedly told herself it was time for the charade to come to an end but hadn’t mustered the courage.  
 
    She got out of bed, preparing for the shame and embarrassment to come when she nearly tripped over a familiar suitcase. She reflexively opened the little leather tag and sure enough, it said Penelope Jones and had her old Manhattan address. She pulled it off and stuffed it in a front pouch without thinking. What if someone already saw it and they were waiting downstairs for brunch and were going to confront her. Her mind jumped to the story she’d tell if anyone asked about the name on the tag. Penelope Jones was an alias to not draw attention to her true identity.  
 
    She shook her head. No more lies or evading the truth. She was already late for the farewell brunch and the train was scheduled to depart in just under two hours. She had to make things right before Oliver left her life forever. “It’s now or never.”  
 
    She pulled out a pair of jeans and a sweater from her luggage. It was not designer or even that well-made compared to the clothing she’d been wearing while staying at the palace. But it brought her comfort among so much uncertainty. 
 
    As she showered, the events from the night before replayed in her mind. She’d fainted, again. Like the first time, it was because of the overwhelm and fatigue, but unlike the first time when she was simply in shock, this second episode was a result of the stress she’d been under. She exhaled sharply, fighting with her mind. She could not deny that her body, against her wishes, responded to Oliver in a way she couldn’t explain. Perhaps it was the long-term crush rising to the surface. In theory, her mind could put baking before boys but not her body. Even thinking about him ignited little sparks in her belly, her chest, behind her eyes. She couldn’t deny it. He made her swoon. 
 
    Or it could have just been that he wasn’t actually the snob the gossip magazines and website portrayed him as. He was pleasant, kind, thoughtful, funny. He seemed to like her—the person he thought she was—and that had to end. She’d repeatedly told herself to do the right thing but had chickened out each time. 
 
    She dried off and heard the familiar chime of her cellphone. She rushed to it, streaking through the room, still in her towel. The display showed a photo of her sister. 
 
    “Emma,” she answered. 
 
    Relief and happiness rushed through her at the sound of her sister’s voice as they exchanged greetings. 
 
    “I don’t know how long I have because this connection isn’t great. I already hung up on mom but I swear it was an accident. Okay, ready? Guess what? Will asked me to marry him.” 
 
    Penny started to shriek and then caught herself because she didn’t want to draw Addie’s attention. “That’s so exciting. Congratulations. I want to hear every detail.” Despite all her personal troubles, there was a smile and happiness in her voice. She hoped Emma could hear it too. 
 
    “I will tell you all the sweet, mushy details when I have a better phone connection. Plus, I want to see your face when you hear the whole story. It was easily the most romantic thing ever. For now, what’s going on with you? You seem preoccupied.” 
 
    Penny drew a deep breath. “I have something really important to tell you. Let’s hope the phones don’t cut out.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Not really.” Penny locked herself in the bathroom, turned on the fan, the blow dryer, and ran the water to muffle her voice and told Emma the entire story.  
 
    “Hang on, let me get this straight. You got the baking apprenticeship, were somehow mistaken for a royal, and are now going to marry the prince?” 
 
    “Um, yes.” Hearing her sister say it made it sound outrageous. 
 
    “You should sound fizzy. Do you remember how much you were in love with Oliver when we were younger?” 
 
    “I just don’t know how to tell the truth. I’m not a royal.” The line turned to static but Penny continued. “What’s going to happen when they find out who I really am?” Penny knew she had to confess but was also terrified of spending the rest of her life in jail, or worse. It was a misunderstanding but she’d gone along with it for far too long. It had gotten out of hand. 
 
    Her sister said something but it was garbled. 
 
    “Who’s the real Penelope? If she finds out I was pretending to be her…” 
 
    “I’ll find out and—” Emma’s voice came in chopped pulses of sound. “I’ll tell you everything as soon as—” 
 
    “Emma, I can’t hear you. The signal keeps cutting out.” 
 
    “I’m here. Whatever you do, don’t tell the truth.” 
 
    “What?” Penny asked, aghast. 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    Penny swallowed hard at the command in Emma’s voice. Her sister was on a secluded island and all she wanted was the two of them to be in her old apartment in New York, the kitchen closet, gabbing, baking, watching reruns of shows that made them laugh time after time. 
 
    “Don’t tell the truth?” she asked, realizing she’d resorted to talking to herself again. She tried Emma’s number one more time, to ask what she’d meant, to rewind, press pause, to figure it out, but the call went straight to voicemail. 
 
    Her sister’s fiancé was a billionaire, surely, he could get a cell tower installed on his island so the two sisters could figure out what she was supposed to do. 
 
    Penny sighed as a knock sounded on the door.  
 
    Addie stood on the other side. “Are you almost ready?” She peered over Penny’s shoulder at the steam from the still running shower, the hairdryer, and the fan blowing. 
 
    “If you wanted a sauna, there’s one here in the palace.” 
 
    Penny shook her head. “I’m almost ready.” But she wasn’t, not for what lied ahead if she was to follow her sister’s orders. Why shouldn’t she tell the truth? She was already in too deep and the further she took it the worse off she’d be. She tried to call again with no luck. Maybe she had to trust her sister, at least until they were able to speak again. 
 
    The footmen loaded the trunks containing the clothes and accessories from the enormous closet. Penny wheeled her suitcase over, but first, she grabbed a handful of chocolates from the stash in her bag and stuffed them in her pocket. 
 
    “The queen insisted you take everything with you.” Addie gestured to the trunks. 
 
    “I can’t.” Penny shook her head. 
 
    “You can and you will. The queen does not like to be told no, Penny.” 
 
    “You’ve never called me that.” She’d asked Oliver to and he hadn’t either. There was more than one occasion when someone had addressed her as Penelope and she’d startled as though preparing for a reprimand at the use of her full name or simply didn’t respond because she wasn’t accustomed to people using it. 
 
    Addie leaned in. “I wasn’t sure at first then I put two and two together.” She eyed the suitcase. “But I won’t say a word. I figure you have your reasons and that it’s time for us commoners to break into their ranks.” 
 
    Addie knew her true identity? Penny wasn’t sure whether to admit or deny it, especially after her sister told her not to tell. “Is that why you wished me luck that first night?” 
 
    “I’ve had a hunch.” 
 
    Penny wrapped her arms around Addie, who turned out to be a true friend. 
 
    “Well, good luck to you too. I’m glad we got to know each other.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m coming with you. The queen didn’t want you to be without a companion. But I wanted to leave our little secret here as you step into your new role.” 
 
    Too many confusing emotions whirled through Penny’s mind. However, with a reassuring smile, Addie beckoned her forward and she stepped bravely into the hall and toward the dining room for brunch. 
 
    After a quick nibble from the buffet followed by a long and ceremonial goodbye, Penny held fast to her sister’s words of warning as she thanked the queen for her generosity. 
 
    Then Oliver and Penny boarded the train. Crowds had gathered to see the prince off and they waved until the train left the station. Her stomach dipped and fluttered with uncertainty and excitement as it started to rain. 
 
    The train was a luxury liner bedecked in blue and silver, which Penny learned were the official colors of Concordia. Toward the front of the train, a mural was painted on one wall depicting a scene of a snowy landscape over which flew a royal blue flag with two interwoven crowns in the center and surrounded by a border of silver stars. 
 
    Everyone bowed to Oliver as a porter led them to a car toward the back. They passed through several luxury carriages. One had a piano and thick carpeting for entertainment, another was a formal dining car with wooden tables set with fine china. There was a lounge, a mini spa, and a study. Several more cars contained cabins for guests and then they finally reached the grand suite, for the royals. The porter asked if they needed anything and then bowed before departing. 
 
    Penny swept her hand over the polished wood, the brass handrails, and gazed at the scenery, awash in rain, as they chugged by. 
 
    Oliver lowered heavily into a leather chair. Clearly, leaving London was a big deal for him. He’d spent his whole life at the palace and was now stepping into a new role. 
 
    The truth was on Penny’s tongue and she was afraid if she opened her mouth it would spill out. She owed it to Oliver. She cleared her throat, but he didn’t turn his head. He seemed pensive, thoughtful, maybe already a little homesick. She knew the feeling. She left him in his contemplative silence and pulled out her phone. 
 
    She texted her sister but there was no immediate reply so she opened a browser window to research the country she’d hardly heard of. Concordia. It immediately came up, complete with the flag she’d seen painted in the train car. 
 
    It was one of the world’s wealthiest countries per capita. Its principal exports were a rare element required for oil refinement, followed by the natural resource itself in some of its principalities. 
 
    She reached the part about the late king and queen. Oliver had mentioned he understood how difficult it must’ve been for Penelope to return to the palace with the reminders of loss. Perhaps he was experiencing something similar. She scrolled down and read that the prince could not ascend the throne until he was married along with several other complicated rules. 
 
    Then she read that Oliver was the seventh most wealthy man in the world, estimating his worth in the billions. She sputtered. 
 
    Oliver’s gaze drifted to her. He was epically handsome: still youthful looking yet dignified, a strong jawline and lips that she’d never tire of hearing speak in his rich accent. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I see now why Genevieve was so desperate to marry you.” 
 
    “Are you doing online research about our destination?” Amusement arched his eyebrow. 
 
    She nodded bashfully. 
 
    “I saw the reflection of your phone in the window. Did you get to the part about my family’s wealth?” 
 
    “You didn't mention you're a billionaire.” 
 
    He shrugged. “It didn't come up.” 
 
    “That means your sister is too.” 
 
    He shook his head. “She gets an allowance, but mostly she just inherits the title and duties. Remember what I told you about that old-fashioned law favoring the firstborn or male heir, whichever comes first.” 
 
    “Uncle Garfield?” 
 
     “I’d like to leave a different legacy for my daughters.” 
 
    She swallowed a lump in her throat.  
 
    “Theoretical heirs, I mean.”  
 
    Uncertainty about their feelings and future floated between them. Again, Penny had the opportunity to tell him who she really was but held back. 
 
    As the cityscape turned into countryside, Oliver told her about the natural resources discovered in their northern country and how, because of their remote location, they’d mostly remained cut off from the rest of the world.  
 
    “That’s not to say we’re backward or primitive. In fact, we have some of the most leading technology in the world. There are research facilities, development centers, and we’re at the forefront of creating healing modalities for both people and the planet.” Oliver sighed. “Everyone knows none of it will bring the king and queen back, but nearly twenty-nine years of mourning will make the people try.” Oliver’s expression went slack and then he gazed at his hands. 
 
    “They will be overjoyed to have you back and have you take your father’s place.” 
 
    “They’ll have you too, but I’m not sure I can fill my father’s shoes.” 
 
     She nudged his foot with hers. It was the smallest gesture but she felt so connected to him then and to their future. 
 
    “I have a feeling you’ll do great.” 
 
    He sighed and once more, they fell into silence. Penny enjoyed watching the English countryside with its broad fields and little cottages. When the scenery changed, Oliver announced they were in Scotland. 
 
    Penny had hardly seen England and now she was in another country, bound for a third. 
 
    The clouds collecting overhead were thicker, darker, and the pattering rain turned to sleet. But the train was warm and cozy, finely appointed, and comfortable. 
 
    She glanced at Oliver, but he’d dozed off. Penny read everything she could about Concordia as the hours clicked by and the train sped north. 
 
    When her eyes started to sting from staring at a screen so long, she turned it off. Out the window, an enormous body of water spread in every direction up ahead. It appeared as if the train barreled directly toward it. 
 
    Worried, she tapped Oliver. He shook off sleep. “Sorry. Everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. I’m pretty sure that’s the ocean.” 
 
    Since the luxury suite was toward the back of the train, the locomotive was visible as it steamed forward and toward the body of water. 
 
    He craned his head to see and seemed nonplussed. “Yes, the North Sea. Frigid water. Glad we no longer have to sail.” 
 
    “How will we get to Concordia then?” 
 
    “Nowadays, we take the train direct as a nod to the old tradition of riding north in horse and carriage before getting on a ship. We could fly but this is custom. When we arrive, there will be a procession, crowds, and a parade. Buckle up, it’s going to be a wild ride…I mean when we get there. No seatbelts in the train. This’ll be a smooth ride. Prepare yourself though because Concordians are enthusiastic. They cannot wait to meet you and have their royals back.” He sighed heavily and lowered back into his chair but didn’t seem overly concerned about their progress toward the water. However, worry lines crept across his forehead as if he was trying to puzzle something out. 
 
    Penny sat down opposite him and dipped her hand in her pocket and held out a chocolate wrapped in shiny foil. “A Kiss a day keeps the doctor away.” 
 
    He met her eyes. His forehead smoothed and he bit his lip. The fizziness inside of her returned with that one look and she feared she’d float out of her seat. 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked, taking it from her.  
 
    Their hands brushed, sending a zing to her belly. Then he popped the candy in his mouth. 
 
    She melted inside. 
 
    “In that case, I’ll have to make sure I get a kiss every day,” he said. 
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    Before long, the train started to descend and they entered the tunnel that ran from Scotland under the sea to Concordia. 
 
    Penelope stiffened by his side as though nervous. He reached for her hand and brushed his thumb over her knuckles. Like when their fingers brushed as he took the chocolate, his heart thumped an irregular beat in his chest at the feel of her soft skin. Did she feel it too? 
 
    “We’re in the tunnel.” He explained the geography. 
 
    “Does that mean we’re under the ocean?” Her tone was higher pitched than usual and she seemed jumpy. 
 
    “Only for a short time.” 
 
    “Short time like five minutes or—? Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “More like an hour or so, but it’ll pass quickly.” 
 
    For a moment the carriage went dark. 
 
    She yelped. 
 
    “It’s okay. I probably should’ve explained our travel arrangements better.” 
 
    Dim lights flickered on. It softened her smooth features and bathed her in a golden glow. A light went on inside him. She was an inspiration. He felt like anything was possible with her. 
 
    “Some people are afraid of heights. Others, depths, some the dark but it’s in those places we find our strength and inner riches.” 
 
    She shifted closer to him. 
 
     “There is nothing to worry about. We’re safe. Our engineering teams modeled the Grand Concordia Underwater Concourse after the Chunnel, but it’s much longer, stronger, and—” He pointed out the window. “Prettier.” 
 
    Mosaics of shining stones and tiles illustrating an underwater scene were visible in the wide tunnel. 
 
    “Because Concordia is largely set apart from the rest of the world, we like to mark everything with beauty, or if it’s already naturally beautiful, we do all we can to preserve it. No small feat when constructing this tunnel. Our engineers had to build this without disturbing marine life but the architects didn’t want the scenery as we pass to be boring stone. In fact, students take field trips on the train just to see this view.” 
 
    At the palace, he was largely taken care of and looked after, his agenda set for each day. In Concordia, although he had responsibilities, they were ultimately his decisions and this had an empowering effect as though he was reclaiming his life as his own and not as a subject to a roster of royal duties. The further they traveled north the more confident he started to feel, like by stepping into the unknown, he started to know himself better. 
 
    He felt like he was turning the page to a new chapter in his life. Leaving everything in London behind and stepping into the relative unknown had weighed on him, but the chocolate helped. So, did having Penelope by his side. They’d figure out everything together. They would be a team. She understood loss and feeling like an outsider, as did he.  
 
    Although he visited Concordia regularly, he hadn’t lived there since he was a baby, he still had so many questions. Would they accept him? Would they treat him like a child or like the man he’d become? Whatever happened, he’d face it with his shoulders squared, his chin lifted, his heart humble, and most importantly, with Penelope. That was the kind of king he’d be: strong and fierce, confident and true, but also humble and kind. 
 
    Penelope and Oliver returned to their seats and he told her a few stories about Concordia as though they were around a campfire. She asked questions and they laughed. It was a pleasant way to pass the time. 
 
    He’d brace her for what was sure to be a lively, if not, overwhelming welcome after she saw the beauty of his native land. Even though it was cold there, he wanted her to warm to the idea of Concordia. He certainly didn’t want her to faint again. The people finally had their royals back and the soon-to-be king and queen. It was a homecoming of sorts and as the light shone through the end of the tunnel ahead, he started to feel excitement and anticipation building inside. 
 
    At last, when the train car emerged onto the broad plain of Concordia’s borders, the bright white canvas of snow was nearly blinding after the dark tunnel. Penelope blinked a few times. Oliver smiled as she took in the scenery. He wanted to see it through her eyes as if for the first time. In some ways, it was the first time with him stepping into his new role. 
 
    Bluffs stood like sentries over the beaches, which were white from snow and ice, but also had white sand after the thaw. To the east were the Magnus Mountains, awash in snow. The peaks formed a semi-circle along with a natural barrier to the countries on the other side. The western part of the country was mostly shoreline, and the north was an endless tundra. But in the central valley was the capital, and satellite towns and villages moved outward like a burst of sunshine. 
 
    Her lips parted in awe. “It’s magnificent. I feel like we’re in a snow globe.” 
 
    Snow fell steadily as the train continued to move forward. 
 
    A porter appeared and asked if they needed anything. “No, thank you,” Penelope replied. 
 
    “Do you have our estimated time of arrival?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “At this pace, should it hold, arrival ought to be about an hour and a half from our present location, Sir.” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds accurate. We won’t let a little weather slow us down.” 
 
    “No, Sir. The court and crowds at the castle eagerly await your arrival.” He excused himself, leaving Penelope and Oliver alone again. 
 
    The train climbed toward the mountain and had to pass one of the smaller summits to reach the capital. They traveled deeper into the interior and the train carriage cooled a few degrees. Penelope shivered. 
 
    “Can I get you a blanket?” he asked. “Or a warm drink?” 
 
    “I don’t want to bother the porter.” 
 
    “It’s his job, but I see your point. We have a small kitchenette. How about some tea?” 
 
    “Sure, that would be lovely.” 
 
    “And delicious, I make a great cup.” 
 
    “Tea is tea. I can make it.” 
 
    “Not the way I make it.” 
 
    “And how is that?” she asked with the beginnings of a flirtatious grin on her lips.               
 
    They both got to their feet at the same time but the train jerked. He bumped into her and gripped her waist to steady them both. The heat of her skin hummed beneath his fingers. It radiated off her despite the frigid northern air. 
 
    They stood there, frozen. 
 
    They were a whisper apart.  
 
    Her lips were so close to his.  
 
    All he had to do was lean down.  
 
    Their eyes met and he held the question in them. Could he kiss the queen-to-be? Her eyes danced over his features as though avoiding answering or perhaps trying to suggest a place to land. Politely on the cheek? Gently on the forehead? Perhaps the neck. It’d been a while since he’d been this close and he’d never felt this strongly about a woman. It’d been building but came over him like a wave then. He wanted her. There was no use in denying it any longer. 
 
    “About that tea?” she asked at last. 
 
    “It’s top secret. If I told you I’d have to kiss you.” The word slipped out of his mouth and he felt his cheeks heat. They stared at each other for a long time as though asking what happens next? 
 
    Desire hung in the air between them. They were alone. They were to be married. Surely, she felt the same way. 
 
    Again, the train shifted abruptly and they both tilted before straightening. “I suppose we should sit until we pass this rough patch,” Oliver said sensibly. 
 
    “It seems so quiet,” she said, gazing out the window. “And still.” Her voice was low. 
 
    When he answered, his was rough. “After spending so much time in London, I’d say you’re right, but probably not for long, at least not at first when we arrive.” 
 
    “Um, this might sound like an odd question, but what’s expected of me? I mean, what do I do? How does this work?”  
 
    Kiss me. Let me kiss you. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Be yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not cut out for queen.” 
 
    “Queen Beatriz has the utmost faith in you,” Oliver said assuringly. His first duty as king was to make Penelope, his queen, feel like one: confident, beautiful, capable… But since the ball, she seemed preoccupied. “Is something on your mind?” he asked. 
 
    Before she could answer, the train car jolted. 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Probably just some ice on the track,” he said. “I imagine we’ll have to slow down.” He didn’t mind how long the trip took since they were together, alone. 
 
    The car lurched again and he instinctively reached for Penelope’s hand and drew her closer. Close enough to kiss. She tilted her chin up. Their eyes met. Hers sparkled like sunlight on snow. Like gold, warming him through. His pulse increased, making his heart feel like it was going to jump out of his chest. 
 
    He dipped his head. He couldn’t fight the feeling off. He had to ask her. “Penelope, can I—” 
 
    The train jerked severely. He reached for her. The world fell from beneath them but his lips weren’t on hers even though he held her tight. They were careening, falling, tipping over and sideways and upside down. He gripped the rail, pressing her against the wall of the train to keep from bouncing from wall to wall like jelly beans in a jar. 
 
    The world was white. They were weightless before landing hard on the solid ground as the train crashed into a ravine. 
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    Penny blinked her eyes and once more, Oliver hovered over her, much like when she’d passed out during the ball. This time though her thoughts weren’t foggy or confused. Something terrible happened and by the way the air was sucked out of her lungs and the concern on Oliver’s face it was bad. Really bad. 
 
    “Penelope? Penelope, thank God.” He dropped his head to her chest, hugging her close. “I thought maybe you’d hit your head and were in a coma.” 
 
    “What happened?” she muttered as she came to. 
 
    “I’m not sure, actually.” The concern etched into his features confirmed how bad she sensed it was. 
 
    She started to sit up but he put his hand on her shoulder. “Hold on, go slow.” He eased her to sitting and she took in her surroundings. Out the window it was white but the window was where the ceiling should have been. The train was luxurious but she didn’t recall it having a skylight. 
 
    “Our carriage somehow disengaged from the rest and I think we fell into a ravine.” 
 
    Penny recalled the sudden floating sensation, then plummeting and how it happened so fast. Fear chilled her veins. 
 
    “Are you hurt? Can you move your legs?” 
 
    She wiggled her toes and then legs, moving cautiously. Her entire body ached. Oliver had a scratch on his forehead and another on his cheek. His sleeve was torn and she sensed the adrenaline coursing through his body. 
 
    “I feel some bruises and I have a bump—” She brought her hand to the lower side of her head. Then remembered how he’d held her, cradled her as he gripped the rail on the wall, letting his body absorb the blows as they toppled from the tracks. 
 
    Their eyes met and he exhaled with relief. He gently gripped the edge of her jaw. “I’m so sorry. I’ve taken this train hundreds of times in all weather. We’ll get out of here and find out what happened.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. I—” But the air was light in her lungs and she could say no more as shock caught up with her. 
 
    Oliver must’ve recognized as much because he bundled her up in blankets and offered her a sip of water. “I tried my phone but it’s dead.” 
 
    Her phone had been in her bag under the seat. Everything in the train car that wasn’t bolted down laid in disarray. “I’m not sure where mine is.” 
 
    “Stay here for a moment and I’ll go evaluate the situation outside.” 
 
    Oliver struggled with the door at the end of the train car before it opened, letting in a gust of cold air.  
 
    Despite the blankets, Penny shivered. 
 
    She had to find her phone so she got up and scrambled through the loose items: decorative pillows, a newspaper, pillows, broken teacups. The curtains were torn from the window and hung loose, billowing sadly in the cold air. Glass was smashed and crunched under her feet. She found her bag buried under a bookshelf. The screen on her phone was broken. It was still powered on but there was no signal. The image of a cute puppy from the animal shelter smiled back at her. Warmth and determination surged through her. The light brown fur, the whiskers, and the single, floppy ear gave her something hopeful and purposeful to cling to. She whispered, “If I survive this, I will find you a good home.” 
 
    But she didn’t want to be alone so she got to her feet, feeling the full force of the accident in every inch of her body. 
 
    She peered through the window of the train door first. Everything was white but she caught sight of Oliver’s blue jacket against the blank canvas. She stepped into the snow, glad she’d worn the boots she’d arrived in London wearing. Oliver disappeared over what appeared to be a small hill and Penny followed his tracks in the snow. The wind made the blanket flap around her and as she looked up and up some more, she saw they were in a deep ravine. She wished she could somehow fly them to safety. 
 
    A scratching sound came from the other side of the hill then Oliver appeared. “You should wait in the rail car. It’s safer.” 
 
    She knew he meant well but she was shaken, afraid to be alone right then. “Where are we?” she asked. 
 
    “Come on, you’re shivering,” he said, leading her back to the train. 
 
    When they got inside, he blew into his hands to thaw them. After a few minutes, he looked outside then to her. His brow was one big wrinkle. “I have a rough idea where we are given where we were located when we fell. As far as I can tell, our car is located on solid ground, but the caboose of the train is half buried in the snow. I’m going to try to at least get to the door to see if there are any survivors. I wasn’t paying attention but I don’t think anyone went back there.” 
 
    “I’m not sure either.” She pulled her blanket tighter. “Do you know what happened?” 
 
    He tucked his hands under his arms to warm them. “I think an avalanche separated our car and the caboose from the rest of the train. Routine controlled avalanches are conducted throughout the winter season, however, this one might have been natural, unforeseen.” He wiped his brow. “I just hope everyone else is okay.” 
 
    It was clear he felt responsible for all of the people on the train—they were his people and he was to be their king. 
 
    “Addie,” Penny said. “My lady’s maid.” 
 
    “And dozens of others.” 
 
    “If they’re okay will they come looking for us?” 
 
    “Of course. The royal guard and rescue from both countries will search since there were citizens of both nations onboard.” 
 
    The wind whipped outside the window, reminding them it was nearly dusk and how vulnerable they were. 
 
    “I’m going to check the caboose. While I’m gone, I’d like you to stay here and find anything you can to assist our survival: food, water, matches, blankets. Just in case.” 
 
    As he exited into the frigid weather, the words just in case hung in the air. 
 
    She stumbled through the rail car, on its side, trying to salvage items that could be useful. She found several bottles of water and a box of tea. She gathered the blankets from the secondary compartment, along with pillows and a Bible. 
 
    Next, she sifted through the heap of broken wood, the books, and other items that had come loose during the fall. Throughout, her body screamed in pain, begging her to stop, to rest, but she pushed herself to shift heavy things aside and found a bevy of crackers, cookies, and other packaged treats. 
 
    But that was all. She paused by the door, searching for Oliver, but it had started snowing and what little light available from the sun that far north had already started to dip behind the mountains. 
 
    She jogged in place to warm up but a shooting pain ran from her low back down her leg. She arranged the pillows and cushions into something resembling a place for the two of them to sit, since the chairs they’d been comfortably sitting in before the accident were attached to what was now the wall of the carriage after it had landed on its side. 
 
    Minutes later, Oliver blustered in. His cheeks were red from exertion. “The good news is there must not have been anyone else in the caboose. The bad news is I didn’t find any food, water, or way to make fire. He gazed to the sky. I could’ve sworn there were emergency flares in there.” 
 
    “I found water and some cookies.” 
 
    “Of course, you did,” he said, smiling. “I bet they’re not as good as the cookies you baked though.” There was a measure of affection in his voice and it brought her a bit of relief.  
 
    She passed him a package. “It’s against my better nature but we should probably ration these cookies.” 
 
    He nodded. “I should’ve eaten more at brunch.” 
 
    She’d hardly had a thing to eat but her appetite was dull due to the dire situation. 
 
    They nibbled on their cookies and the rail car grew gradually darker. 
 
    “We should get comfortable now before we lose light.” He pulled several of the blankets closer. 
 
    “I found my phone. It still works but I don’t have service. I tried the emergency call but nothing.” She clicked it on and demonstrated. 
 
    “No surprise since we’re so remote but let’s conserve it just in case.” 
 
    There were those words again. She knew he was being cautious but they sent shivers through her that had little to do with the cold. 
 
    He edged closer as though sensing the impact of his comment. “I’m sorry, Penelope. About all of this.” 
 
    “It was an accident. I’m glad we’re both alive.” 
 
    “Me too.” He drew a deep breath. “I take a survival course every year. Part of my training as a prince.” 
 
    “Like Boy Scouts?” she asked. 
 
    He chuckled. “Not quite. We had several Scout Packs visit us one year from overseas and they demonstrated their skills. No, this is a few notches up. Mostly it was intended to help me if I was ever abducted, but it also covered being lost in the wilderness among other places. I also learned to sew, know thirty ways to tie a knot, and I can build and shoot a slingshot.” He winked at her. 
 
    “Good. This was my favorite pair of pants and now they’re torn. You can sew them up for me.” 
 
    “Gladly.” He snorted a laugh. “What’s most important at this stage and with the temperature dropping is that we stay warm.” 
 
    He nudged even closer and she knew what he meant at the same time as she welcomed the warmth he generated. 
 
    “We’ll need to keep close and use all the blankets for insulation.” 
 
    They heaped the blankets over them. Penelope was curled up in a ball. Oliver pulled the blankets over their heads, leaving a small hole for ventilation. 
 
    He clicked on her phone, illuminating them both in soft, blue light. “You okay?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been better. I thought the trip was supposed to be smooth sailing.” She didn’t mean it as a dig, more as a joke, but Oliver flinched. 
 
    “I know. I feel terrible. Responsible. I promise I will get you out of this mess.” He extended his arm, drawing her closer. 
 
    She let him, welcomed his strong arms around her. She felt small in his embrace yet protected. Nonetheless, in the passing silence, Penny felt her jaw tremble and her eyes water. She didn’t want to cry, but tears tracked down her cheeks. She sniffled. 
 
    Oliver gripped her tighter. “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered. 
 
    In the darkness, his fingertips found her cheeks and wiped away her tears. Despite the awful situation, his calm and protective presence calmed her and he was warm. A human furnace if there was ever such a thing. She nuzzled closer. 
 
    “We should try to sleep.” 
 
    The wind howled, beating against the thin walls of the train. Penny’s thoughts squalled with worst-case scenarios: them being buried in another avalanche, never being found, freezing to death… She burrowed closer to Oliver for warmth and comfort. She picked up his woodsy scent and breathed him in. She felt his heartbeat, a steady thrum against what felt like chaos in her mind. Then her thoughts took a turn. If and when they were rescued, her image would likely be plastered all over the news and everyone would know her true identity. Not that it mattered much at that point, but she already felt dreadful over the situation, she didn’t want the entire world to know—the public would probably think the accident served her right for the lie she’d lived. 
 
    “You still awake?” he asked after a while. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Wiggle your fingers and toes every few minutes for circulation. And—” He hesitated. “And tell me how do you make the number sixty-six bigger without doing any maths?” 
 
    If they weren’t huddled under a mass of blankets and smooshed together Oliver would’ve seen Penny’s eyebrows creased. 
 
    “It’s a distraction,” he explained. “Something to occupy your mind in case you’re worrying.” 
 
    “How’d you know I was worrying?” she asked. 
 
    “I had a hunch. So, do you know the answer?” he asked. 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Flip sixty-six over and you get ninety-nine.” 
 
    She shoved him with her shoulder. “That was cheesy.” 
 
    “Golly, you mustn’t talk about cheese right now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I could go for a cheese toasty.” He groaned. 
 
    “What’s that?” She meant the food, but the low noise had sent warmth shooting through her low belly. 
 
    “Like a grilled cheese sandwich. Thick, doughy homemade bread, slathered in butter and crisped to perfection plus melted provolone, cheddar, and swiss on the inside.” She could practically hear the drool in his voice. 
 
    “That does sound delicious.” 
 
    “My favorite nanny, Eloise, would have them made for me when I wasn’t feeling well.” 
 
    “Do you not feel well?” Her mind spiraled to anything happening to Oliver. In this situation, she depended on him. The harshest winter environment she’d ever had to survive were a few blizzards that kept New Yorkers in for a day. Once the power had gone out, but it gave her a good excuse to spend the better part of a day in bed reading. 
 
    “No, I feel fine; it’s just a form of comfort, I suppose, a craving.” 
 
    “I could go for some cookies.” 
 
    “I think I can reach them if you’d like another.” 
 
    “No, I mean my grandmother’s recipe.” 
 
    “Really? I never knew she baked.” 
 
    At the slip of the tongue, Penny fell silent. 
 
    “How about this one, there is something you own that other people use far more often than you do. What is it?” Oliver asked. 
 
    Penny thought for a moment. “Um, not my toothbrush, or any of my clothing, hmmm.” 
 
    “Want a hint?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “It’s something you inherited from your grandmother.” 
 
    Penny’s stomach sank because she knew very little about her alleged grandmother and didn’t want to put her foot in her mouth by saying the wrong thing. “I give up.” 
 
    “Your name. You were named after your grandmother Penelope.” 
 
    She laughed nervously. 
 
    “Okay, last one. How do mornings and evenings end?” Oliver asked. 
 
    Penny got the gist of how the brain teasers worked and hardly gave it a thought. “They end with the letter G.” 
 
    “You got it right. And they both end with us being rescued.” He squeezed her tight. 
 
    Her heart still raced at his touch, lighting up her skin, drawing her lips into a smile. She felt steadied, assured. Sandwiched between his arms the future didn’t seem quite so bleak. 
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    The morning dawned cold and bright but it had stopped snowing. The sun barely touched the far north locale. Oliver had spent much of the night reviewing the survival techniques he’d learned and options if the rescue teams didn’t appear. He determined they’d search the other rail car more thoroughly for supplies.  
 
    He hugged Penelope close and wouldn’t let anything else happen to her. It was bad enough their train crashed. 
 
    For the next couple of hours, he did as many word puzzles as he could to keep away the memory of that sudden weightlessness as the train left the track, how he’d clung to Penelope to keep her from banging around the compartment like the books, bags, and their belongings. He transcribed Latin verses, had a mental conversation with one of his schoolmates in French, and rehearsed chess moves—anything to keep him from thinking of that freefall and what could’ve happened. What had happened to his parents on a different train on a different continent and how they didn’t make it. 
 
    Penelope shifted, stretched a little, then her eyes blinked open and she jerked back. 
 
    “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “For a moment I forgot.” Her voice was drowsy but nervous. 
 
    He hadn’t even though he’d tried. He’d dreamed of the fall, the crash, and the fear that something had happened to her when she wasn’t conscious. It replayed in his waking mind like a movie. 
 
    “I promise when we get to the castle you can take a long bath, get a massage, sit in front of the fire, bake cookies.” 
 
    “That sounds good. What will we do in the meantime?” 
 
    “Let’s eat some of these cookies. We have to keep our energy up. Then we’ll check the caboose again.” He passed her a packet. 
 
    Heavy clouds had moved in, visible through the overhead window. “And we should act fast in case it snows again.” 
 
    They emerged from their den of blankets and pillows. Penelope kept one wrapped around her shoulders. Oliver took a swig of water and then poked around in the sleeping compartment, searching for gloves, a hat, and anything else to protect himself from the elements. He found a knit cap, a set of gloves and a set of mittens, along with a wool sweater that would fit Penelope. 
 
    An idea came to mind, but he hoped they’d be discovered by day’s end and wouldn’t need to use it.  
 
    Penelope stacked the books and swept away some of the glass. “I found toothpaste and a first aid kit.” 
 
    “How’s your head?” 
 
    “It hurts but I’m okay. We should put some ointment on those scratches.” She sanitized her hands and then opened the tube. 
 
    Oliver stepped closer, allowing her to care for him. He steadied his breathing as she gently applied it to his wounds. Their eyes met and the connection that sparked had everything and nothing to do with the way the crash bound them together. His breath faltered and he wanted to sweep her into his arms but it wasn’t the right time. “I’m going to check the caboose again.” 
 
    “Can I come with you?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded and passed her the mittens. They bundled up as best they could—they’d been traveling in comfort and didn’t have their coats or any other warm items on hand at the time of the crash. 
 
    Oliver squinted against the blinding white of the snow as they emerged from the rail car. He took Penelope’s hand in his as he led her to the caboose. Her mittened hand felt so small in his, reminding him of how fragile they were, lost in the wilderness.  
 
    Before they lowered inside the caboose, he took a moment to survey the surroundings. The wind was fierce and could cause snowdrifts to shift. But everything looked much the same: they were in a ravine. There might have been a way out but he wasn’t sure if he was ready to risk leaving the shelter they had if there ended up being a cliff or impassable terrain beyond where he could see. 
 
    He lowered into the caboose and Penelope followed. He caught her in his arms as she slid through the door, which was positioned more like the top of a manhole cover. Their bodies were pressed together for a moment. The need for warmth brought them close the night before but something more pulsed between them. 
 
    Her exhale was ragged like she felt the same way. 
 
    His throat was thick, filled with the desire to kiss her but let it pass. He was grateful for her in his arms. They’d made it through the first day and they would continue. Before that, they needed to do a solid sweep of the caboose for supplies. There were numerous compartments, some obstructed by debris and items that had come loose. The caboose was mostly used as storage or area for porters to wait while in service to the guests on the train. 
 
    Oliver found a toolbox for small repairs. There was a broken radio, cleaning supplies, and a few spare uniforms. 
 
    Penelope, perched on part of a bench that balanced at a precarious angle, called to him. “I think I found an emergency safety kit and—” She held up two thin, red cylinders. 
 
    “Flares.” 
 
    “There are more things, but because of the way the caboose crashed, I can’t reach them. Part of the cabinet was crushed.” 
 
    Oliver scrambled over to the other side of the caboose and tried to pry open the other end of the cabinet. It was jammed shut. He took the hammer from the toolkit and smashed it open, but it was full of snow, having collapsed from the outside in. 
 
    Climbing out of the caboose was far more difficult than dropping in, given there were few foot or handholds. Penelope climbed onto Oliver’s shoulders and then hefted herself out. He worked up a sweat, using the wall to repel himself up and then through the opening. The good thing was the exertion warmed him up. The bad was that he was starved. There were more packets of cookies and snacks but he didn’t want to run low before they were rescued. 
 
    Snow started to fall and on any other occasion, it would’ve been beautiful. It dotted Penelope’s long, dark hair, her lashes, and shoulders. She was beautiful: the girl with the big heart, looking out for animals, the baker who didn’t mind getting her hands dirty, the belle of the ball, and his snow queen. His bride-to-be. Warmth shot through him, filling him, threatening to melt the surrounding snow and ice. 
 
    He stepped closer to her, taking her hands in his and meeting her eyes. “We’re going to get through this. I promise.” 
 
    “I know.” The way she gazed at him made him wonder what she saw, what she felt. He hadn’t wanted to endure the silly courting rituals and he certainly didn’t want an arranged marriage. It wouldn’t work. It couldn’t. Yet, the stirring he felt in his chest made him wonder what he felt. What if? Or perhaps his thoughts were clouded by the current situation.  
 
    Her lips parted as if to say something. Then she glanced toward the sky. 
 
    “We should probably set off a flare before it starts coming down too hard. But we shouldn’t be out in this any longer than necessary and we have to do what we can to conserve body heat.” He gestured they go back into what was left of the grand suite carriage. 
 
    Working together, Oliver and Penelope dragged the mattress out of the sleeping compartment and into the main part of the carriage. It flopped onto what was once the wall, covering the broken glass of the window. They piled pillows and some blankets on top, making a nest of sorts to create a barrier between them and the cold ground. 
 
    “I wish I’d thought of this yesterday. We should be slightly warmer now.” 
 
    They both bundled up in as many articles of clothing as they could find. Penelope chuckled at Oliver’s assortment of mismatched clothing: the sweater he’d been wearing, over which he’d put on a button-down shirt, a porter’s jacket, and vest he’d found in the sleeping compartment. She somehow looked adorable in the wool sweater she wore layered over at least three shirts and the pair of porter’s slacks over her regular pants. 
 
    Penelope gathered several books but once they were back under their huddle of blankets it was too dark to read. Hand and boot warmers were in the emergency kit and they each used one but the heat didn’t last long. 
 
    “I suppose now we wait out the storm,” Oliver said, gravitating closer.  
 
    “And for the royal rescuers to find us.” 
 
    “I once spent the day shadowing them.” 
 
    “On a real rescue?” 
 
    “No, just routine surveillance. The outer lands of Concordia are divided into sections and the rescue teams check them regularly for people and stranded animals but also changes in terrain, downed trees, and other obstructions. They also drill rescue methods weekly. For instance, rappelling into ravines like this one, climbing peaks, crossing rivers, and so on.” 
 
    “They’ll find us soon, then.” 
 
    Oliver nodded but like the previous night, it was up to him to distract her from anxious thoughts. He knew well enough the scenarios the mind could create when merely surviving was in question. He cleared his throat. “Tell me, what’s the craziest thing you’ve ever done?” 
 
    She went still and then he felt her cheeks lift with a smile. “Actually, there aren’t too many.” 
 
    “Pick one. Tell me the bits you left out about your adventures in America.” 
 
    “Once, a friend and I were determined to stay up all night so we went to a twenty-four-hour café. We polished off an entire lemon meringue pie. I’ve tried to recreate the recipe countless times and could never get it right.” She paused as though lost in thought.  
 
    “That’s not too crazy.” 
 
    “How about you?” 
 
    “I went through a slightly rebellious phase my first year at university but what can you expect? I was an orphan and made to perform princely duties instead of having a childhood. Do you know I was never allowed to splash in puddles? Get chocolate stains on my shirt or say the word, well, I can’t say it now. It starts with the letter P.” 
 
    “Can you give me a hint?” 
 
    “It rhymes with goo.” He chuckled.  
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Ew.” 
 
    “There was the time I asked the King of Nespoli if he had any toilet paper. Ava dared me.” 
 
    “You didn’t.” 
 
    “Then another time I stuffed my mouth full of marshmallows and had to sing Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star with my mouth full.” 
 
    “That sounds about as wild as my lemon meringue night.” 
 
    “In that case, I challenge you to a sing along with a mouthful of marshmallows, my good woman. Also, I was mostly naked.” 
 
    “Oh.” She went still and her heart thudded against his. 
 
    At those words and her response, he was keenly aware of how close they were: their very clothed bodies tangled together for heat. The wind blew steadily outside but it also felt like it swooped and dove inside his belly. 
 
    “Are there more?” 
 
    “I could keep you up all night telling you stories, no pie necessary.” 
 
    “Pie is always necessary.” 
 
    “Then I owe you when we get out of this,” he blurted. Then, not wanting to draw attention to their predicament, quickly said, “On spring holiday I ran around the island of Malta wearing half a gorilla suit and beating my chest, shouting, ‘Bring me the bananas, bring me the bananas.’” 
 
    “Dare I ask why?” 
 
    “It was another dare. Um, I also went skinny dipping on that trip. Ah, and I had three-hundred anchovy pizzas delivered to the palace once. Another time I showed up at this girl’s econ class, um, wearing only my birthday suit under my winter parka—another Ava dare. I think she wanted to embarrass me. Thankfully, I chickened out.” 
 
    “Why did you do that to begin with?” 
 
    “I was foolish. Stupid.” 
 
    “In love?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Definitely not in love.” As the words fell from his mouth, his heart skipped then trotted, then galloped even though it didn’t have far to go. No distance at all. The girl he wanted was in his arms. 
 
    “Have you ever been in love?” she asked. 
 
    “Can I get back to you on that?” he asked, swallowing. “How about you?” 
 
    “I’ve had many, many crushes.” 
 
    “Many, many?” 
 
    “Okay, only three and one of them was on—”  
 
    His arm was around her shoulder and the other her waist. Hers were tucked between them and she wiggled them out, gripping his sides. Their feet rubbed together to keep warm. A pleasing thought came over him: he wanted to wake up like this, minus the being stranded part, but with her, every day for the rest of his life. 
 
    “One of my crushes was on you,” she said. 
 
    “Me? Golly. I’m blushing. I thought it was your roommate who had the poster?” 
 
    He felt her head shifting from side to side. 
 
    “Does that mean you’d kiss my picture every night before bed?” He couldn’t resist the grin that bloomed. 
 
    Her head lifted and lowered in a nod. 
 
    “I should be flattered. That means we’ve practically kissed. But how could you lie to me, Penelope? Why didn’t you just tell me you were the one who did that?” he joked. 
 
    She stiffened. 
 
    “That’s a really big deal. If I’d known, I could’ve saved us a lot of trouble and just cut to the chase.” He hoped she heard the jesting in his voice. “Wait. You said you had a crush on me. Past tense.” He hoped it had rekindled because he definitely had a crush on her. He didn’t realize it until then or perhaps didn’t want to admit that the matchmaking hadn’t been a ridiculous and old-fashioned custom. That he broke his no-royals rule. 
 
    “You seemed like a snob and I gave up the crush.” 
 
    “Do you think crushes are the kind of things that can come back if properly encouraged? You know, if I cleared up some of those rumors about me being a prat and wiped the slate clean?” 
 
    “Perhaps…” 
 
    He went on to fill the time, as they snuggled together, hoping for rescue, with stories of his not-so-crazy past and demonstrating he wasn’t a snob and had given up doing crazy dares—unless it was issued by his sister. Those he couldn’t back out of. He gave Penelope a reassuring squeeze. “My wildest nights involve cuddling with a beautiful girl, fully clothed, under a heap of blankets, in a blizzard.” 
 
    “Fair enough. What’s the bravest thing you’ve ever done?” she asked. 
 
    “What? Those weren’t brave enough for you. Might I remind you I was naked for at least three of them.” 
 
    She giggled. 
 
    He scrubbed his hand down his face, feeling the scruff growing in since he hadn’t shaved since the previous day. The bravest thing might be marrying her but another story came to mind. “It was summer and I was visiting a seaside town down south. There was a long wharf and we went on it to celebrate the opening of a new entertainment and tourist district. Investors and the community had revitalized what had been a derelict area. There was a live band, balloons, lots of food. Children ran around. Times like those I felt part of something rather than the prince on the outside, you know? Anyway, I gazed off toward the water then heard something plop. I rushed to the rail and a balloon floated toward me. A child had fallen from the wharf. I didn’t think. I dove in.” 
 
    “Did you save the child?” 
 
    “Not without help. The waves were strong. Several of the royal guards followed me, having realized I went over the side, then a boat came. It was a group effort but I say it was brave because I didn’t think before I acted. Now, if you were to ask about courage, that’s a different matter.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s a famous quote that goes something like courage is being afraid but doing the thing anyway.” 
 
    “Then what’s the most courageous thing you’ve ever done?” 
 
    Oliver leaned in. The dim light through the cracks in the blanket shone on Penelope’s features. Her eyes sparkled. Her cheeks were smooth. Her lips were soft. He wanted nothing more than to feel them against his. 
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    Oliver’s eyes burned into Penny’s with something she hadn’t seen there before. Wild desire blazed between them. His gaze drifted to her lips and his lids became heavy. She lifted her chin, as though straining to be closer to him even though they were wrapped together tight under the blankets, fighting off the winter chill and the danger surrounding them. It had occurred to her more than once that they might not be rescued. They might not make it until the morning.  
 
    Her eyes drifted close and she felt his breath on her cheek. It was like a summer breeze and nothing like the wind outside the flimsy walls of the train car. She wanted to escape to a tropical island or the one in the Mediterranean he mentioned where he’d dashed through the streets wearing little more than a gorilla suit. She wanted the bananas, the coconuts, the fresh fruit in stands, the bouquets of flowers, the sunshine, the sand, and freedom. Mostly, she wanted him. 
 
    Instead, she was freezing, terrified.  
 
    But Oliver made it better. 
 
    It wasn’t a crush past tense. It was reignited. Alive in her chest. She wanted his lips on hers. She wanted to marry him. She wanted it all. She could pretend to be Penelope a little longer if only to experience what felt like a crush and more, much more. 
 
    Oliver’s lips connected to hers. They were warm, but his nose was cold. His touch was gentle, but she felt the yearning beneath it. He squeezed her closer as the kiss continued and it was like feathers brushed across her skin. She turned weightless. But not like she was plunging into a ravine, rather gliding and soaring through an endless sky. 
 
    Given their limited range of motion, his hands remained fixed around her, like a promise not to let go. She pushed the thoughts of the inevitable further from her mind. She couldn’t consider it. Not yet. Instead, she immersed herself in the details of the kiss: distractions far worthier than Oliver’s word puzzles. The soft scratch of his scruff, filling in since he hadn’t been able to shave. The lift of his cheeks as though he intermittently smiled, delighted by what they were doing. The brush of his lashes on his face when she snuck a peek. The way his heart thudded against hers. The pull of his muscles as they strained against their confinement in the layers of clothing and in the blanket tent. 
 
    “Penelope,” he breathed when they parted for a moment. 
 
    “Yes, Oliver.” The way she felt when he said her name made her doubt they’d need to worry about the dropping temperature. She was molten. 
 
    “It turns out getting stranded was worth it.” 
 
    “You don’t think this was inevitable?” she asked as he kissed behind her ear, her neck, her chin, and returned to her lips. Ripples of delight spread across her skin and in every direction. 
 
    “Perhaps but we’re alone. Just us.” 
 
    His words reminded her of reality and the flying feeling crash-landed in her belly. 
 
    But Oliver deepened the kiss as though he realized exactly where her thoughts went. This time he was hungrier, filled with the kind of passion of a man who was always told what to do, had to routinely fulfill expectations, and was rarely alone. He abandoned polite modesty as a growl sounded low in his throat. There was nothing refined about the way his lips ground against hers.  
 
    For Penny’s part, she returned his hunger with an appetite of her own: from holding back since arriving in London, pretending to be someone she wasn’t. It all came out as she kissed him hard. Between them, they generated enough heat to start a bonfire, their heavy breathing fed the flames. It was strong enough to send a blaze into the sky, alerting everyone in the vicinity that their feelings for each other were on fire. 
 
    “Penelope,” Oliver gasped. 
 
    “Yes, Oliver,” she repeated. Combusting inside: belly, chest, bones. All of it dissolved and he was just light, heat, burning. A star pouring into her. 
 
    “I never want this to end.” 
 
    “But all good things must,” she heard herself say. A little fissure, like the one that was sure to have started the avalanche, formed in her heart. 
 
    “But not for a long, long time,” he responded. 
 
    Unfortunately, she knew that wasn’t true. Despite what Emma, her sister had said she’d have to come clean. But she wasn’t ready to give up what they shared right then. The kiss started to slow its rhythm. It fell into time with their pulses, steady, familiar. She wanted him. But as Penny, not Penelope. While they lived in the strange, dangerous fantasy, hoping to survive another night, she was courageous and kissed him anyway. 
 
    Later, neither could sleep. Though they didn’t want to lose the warmth they parted the top of their blanket cocoon and gazed up through the window that became the ceiling when the train landed in the snow below the tracks. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Oliver said, closing the hole. 
 
    She heard him clamber through the dark train carriage and crunch across the snow. Then the walls of the train shuddered. She worried the wind had blown him away but the sound of footsteps from above assured her that wasn’t the case. But what if a hungry wolf or bear had been waiting outside and he took refuge on top of the train? A scraping sound came next and she held her breath, waiting. Was he trying to break in? 
 
    “Oliver,” she called. 
 
    “Be right back. Keep the heat in; it’s freezing out here.” 
 
    In minutes, he returned, shivering. 
 
    “Give me a second to warm up and then I have a surprise for you,” he said, teeth chattering as he pulled the blankets over them. 
 
    She wrapped him in her arms, just as he’d done for her. They exchanged warmth and perhaps something more, something just as intangible. The feelings for him burned in her chest, working their way toward her lips. But she couldn’t speak the truth when she was also living a lie. 
 
    “Okay, I’m better,” he said. “I wanted to pick up where we left off before the train crash. Remember you’d said it was like a snow globe. I thought if I cleared the window, we could watch the snowflakes drifting down. But the good news is it stopped snowing and instead, we can look at the stars.” 
 
    He parted the blankets just enough for their faces to poke out. “Make a wish.” 
 
    “Only if you sing Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.” 
 
    “If only I had marshmallows.” But he sang anyway and she wished for their rescue and for his forgiveness. She’d done a terrible thing and even though she pushed it to the farthest reaches of her mind, the kiss only made things worse even though it had been the best. 
 
    “It’s lucky the weather cleared.” 
 
    “We certainly need some luck.” 
 
    “All things considered it isn’t half bad. We get to eat cookies and lay in bed all day.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Ha ha. In any other circumstance, I’d say that’s me living my best life.” 
 
    “What did you wish for?” he asked. 
 
    “I think it’s obvious.” 
 
    “Mmm. If we had enough supplies, I wouldn’t mind sticking around a few more days.” 
 
    “If we’re not found soon, that might just happen.” 
 
    Oliver sighed as though defeated. 
 
    “What did you wish for?” she asked. 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “You didn’t wish on a star? What else are they good for other than wishes, well, and being beautiful, mysterious, and helping people navigate.” 
 
    Oliver shot to his feet and shouted, “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes, what?” Penny asked, alarmed. She listened, hoping for the sound of voices or a helicopter in the distance. 
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner. Probably because it’s been cloudy. One of my survival skills was navigating from base camp back to the city using the stars.” 
 
    “And you think you can do that again?” 
 
    “Yes. Well, it was spring, after the thaw so the locations were different, but…” He drifted off, gazing at the sky and deep in thought. 
 
    Enough time passed that Penelope wrapped a blanket around him and curled up in the little tent. In the very least, she needed some rest. She must have dozed off because she woke to Oliver gently kissing her forehead. 
 
    “I wish I was waking you up to say we’ve been rescued, but I have a plan.” 
 
    She sat up, sloughing off sleep. “Remember when I told you that I wouldn’t tell you what else Madam Breton said…Well, she suggested I do more of that.” 
 
    “She is considered a genius in her field and I’m not one to argue,” he replied, diving in for another kiss. 
 
    “If it snows again, the train cars are likely to be buried. While the stars are out and the moon shines, I think we should set off on foot.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “I calculated the location of the stars in relation to where they are during the spring and if we—” 
 
    “We don’t have a compass.” 
 
    “We have your phone. It should be enough to get us back to the train tracks or out onto the Longest Plain.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound promising.” 
 
    “It’s an open area at the base of the mountains. We’ll bring as many blankets as we can and drop them in our wake like leaving breadcrumbs, a trail. From above, someone is sure to see us.” 
 
    “How do you know we’ll be able to get out of the ravine or not eaten by wild animals or turn into icicles.” 
 
    “I think it’s a better choice than staying here.” 
 
    “But we were so cozy.” 
 
    Oliver gripped Penny’s hand. “I can have this reenacted, every year. We’ll spend a week in a remote, snowy location with nothing but our wits, stories, and cookies to sustain us.” 
 
    “I’d rather an island paradise.” 
 
    “Consider it done.” 
 
    “Now, I think we should go while we have the stars and the weather is clear.” 
 
    They set out, leaving the safety of the train carriage. Layering every available blanket over their shoulders, they trudged through the snow. Oliver tied a tether between them so they weren’t separated and to use as a rope if necessary.  
 
    Earlier that day, Oliver discerned the location of the tracks where they’d fallen from and they moved in that direction, but the walls of snow were sheer on both sides and Penny started to have her doubts. It was one thing to see a map in the sky, leading them to safety but it was another to actually see the path in front of them. She had to trust him and part of her wished she could say the same: that he could trust her. He’d said trust and honesty were most important to him and she’d broken both. She’d done wrong but the most important thing was surviving and then she’d try to make everything right. 
 
    Oliver kept his gaze lifted and Penny hoped her wish came true. They continued forward and the passage became narrower. If she stretched her arms in both directions, she could touch the walls of snow. Please, not another avalanche. Please not another avalanche, she repeated in her mind as their footsteps disappeared behind them. 
 
    Oliver slowed, stepping carefully and she placed her boots in the exact same place. Then he stopped abruptly when they could go no farther. He turned and puffed his cheeks then ran a gloved hand over the scruff on his face. “Have you ever climbed before?” 
 
    “Like rock climbing?” 
 
    “In the snow.” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “It’s not steep and it’s not far. It’s just, we’re not equipped. When I did my survival training, we had some basic equipment. I’m going to suggest next year they leave us in the wilderness with—” 
 
    “Nothing but our wits.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Oliver turned back to the snowy wall. “I’m going to untie you and start to climb. Watch carefully. I’ll pull you up, but I want you to try to copy what I’m doing with my legs against the walls,” he said as he pushed his shoe into one snowy wall and leaned against the other with his back. Then he got his other leg free and created tension with his legs as he inched upward. 
 
    “See that,” he called softly down. “I call it wish-boning.” 
 
    “Do you know about the American Thanksgiving tradition involving wishbones?” she asked. 
 
    He was a silhouette against the night sky but he shook his head. 
 
    “Never mind.” Penny did not want to think about broken bones. She braced herself and rappelled upward. From above, Oliver offered leverage with the rope to help pull her up. 
 
    When she reached the top she said, “Now what?” 
 
    “Now we repeat.” 
 
    Her gaze lifted and she saw a near identical climb lay ahead. When they reached the top of the second ascent, he quickly pressed his hand against her mouth. “Don’t yell, cheer, or scream. We don’t want to disturb the snow.” He pointed at their surroundings: steep snowy cliffs. 
 
    However, ahead of them, lay a broad snowy plain. 
 
    “We just have to get down.” 
 
    She muffled her gasp. 
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    Oliver 
 
      
 
      
 
    Without a toboggan or pair of skis, the trek down the steep mountain was daunting. “We can do it,” Oliver said as much to himself as to Penelope. 
 
    She gazed up at the stars as though asking hey about that wish… 
 
    He thanked those same stars and God in Heaven that his hunch about getting out of the ravine had been correct. Given his knowledge of navigating and the help of Penny’s compass, he could get them across the plain and closer to civilization. 
 
    “Shall we?” he asked as though they were stepping out for dinner. 
 
    Penelope bit her lip. Desire and the need to protect her surged through him in equal measure. He wouldn’t let her fall, not even stumble. He would live to kiss her again. “It’s cold, we should get moving,” he said. 
 
    She cast one more glance up before turning her attention down. 
 
    “Wait. What’s that?” she asked. 
 
    The low, thrum, thrum, thrum of helicopter blades sounded in the distance. 
 
    “The flare,” she said, handing it to him. 
 
    “It’s risky if there are other potential avalanches.” 
 
    “If snow starts to fall, I’ll push you down the hill,” she said with a smile in her voice. 
 
    It was likely the royal rescue was on their way and if the accident was due to an avalanche, they’d avoid bringing choppers too close to the scene but this was their chance. He fired the flare into the sky. 
 
    He felt Penelope holding her breath beside him. 
 
    The lights on the helicopter grew brighter, closer. 
 
    “Do you think they saw us?” she asked. 
 
    He hoped. He wished. He prayed. 
 
    A searchlight beamed across the face of the mountain and Oliver waved one of the silver threaded blankets he’d taken from the train, hoping they gleamed in the light. Penelope waved her arms, gripping her phone in one hand. From above, they were pinpricks of light, like the stars from their vantage point, but he trusted just as visible. 
 
    The chopper slowed and trained the searchlight on them. He knew they were spotted but it started to climb, moving away from them. 
 
    “Wait. Where’s it going?” Panic streaked Penelope’s voice. 
 
    “They’re probably being cautious about the potential for the snow falling. If I’m right, they’ll send down a couple harnesses and a ladder.” 
 
    She shuddered a breath. “Um, have I ever mentioned I’m not that fond of heights.” 
 
    “No, as a matter of fact, you haven’t. But after today we’re going to have a long, long time learning all kinds of things about each other.” 
 
    “I was okay with you not knowing that about me. Like, there not ever being a situation where you’d have needed to know that detail.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand. 
 
    “If it helps, I’m afraid of dinosaurs.” 
 
    “Oliver, there will never be an instance where I’d have found that out. Dinosaurs are extinct.” 
 
    “Uh, have you seen the movies?” 
 
    “They’re movies.” 
 
    “All the same,” he insisted. The thought of scientists bringing flesh-eating dinosaurs back to life made him shiver. 
 
    Just then, the searchlight angled down, illuminating the rungs of a ladder, just as Oliver predicted. When it reached them, a canvas bag held two harnesses. He helped Penelope into hers. She trembled as he tightened the straps. He met her eyes.  
 
    “You just survived a train falling from the rails and then into a ravine. You climbed out of said ravine, meaning you trusted me. Please trust me for this last stretch. You can do this,” he said as he placed her hands on the rungs of the ladder before fastening his harness. 
 
    She started to say something about trust but whatever it was disappeared into the wind. 
 
    He climbed behind her as she moved carefully, but steadily upward. The wind in the ravine certainly whipped against the walls of snow and the train, but this was an altogether different beast, sending them swinging side to side like a pendulum. 
 
    It was still a long way up and Oliver urged her along, shouting up to her, no longer afraid of causing an avalanche since they were well above the danger zone. But his fingers and his whole body were stiff with cold and exhaustion. He imagined the same was true for Penelope. The rungs of the ladder were slippery too. 
 
    The door to the helicopter came into focus and several men were crouched, waiting, urging them up. 
 
    She paused, glancing over her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t look down,” he warned. 
 
    “I’m just making sure you’re there.” 
 
    “We’ve almost got this,” he replied, touched that during such a dire moment given her fear of heights she’d do something as sweet and foolish as making sure he was there. “If I could carry you on my back, I would. Did I tell you about the time when I was at a diplomatic meeting in Eastern Europe? I put one of the representatives from our delegations on my back and paraded him into the conference like a mule.” 
 
    “An Ava dare?” 
 
    “Yep.” Oliver chuckled at some of the ways he’d tried to gain a little bit of freedom if not amusement during the last years in his role as prince. He’d never be boring, but he’d also never be bored, not with Penelope in his life. She was a light, a spark, a star in the sky. Even though he wasn’t home yet, he felt as though she led him there: to a better version of himself, to a man fit to love her, and to be king. 
 
    Her feet disappeared into the helicopter and he climbed in after her. One of the queen’s advisors, several members of the royal guard, the royal rescue, and of course, Winston, were also in the helicopter. 
 
    “Pleased to see you finally found us,” Oliver said through a shiver. 
 
    “Sir, as it happens, I rather enjoy ringing my bell and refused to rest until I could summon you once more,” Winston said with utmost candor. 
 
    Oliver nodded. “I’ve never been more pleased to have a manny.” 
 
    They tried to laugh but relief came in the form of quiet and the desire for deep rest. The next minutes were a matter of them getting warm and recovering enough to explain what happened on their end. 
 
    The Queen's advisor said, “Her Majesty has a message for you, Sir.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “She believes it’s in your best interest to return to the train.” 
 
    “Does that mean everyone else is alright?” Penelope asked. 
 
    “Quite.” He explained that the avalanche derailed the rear cars and caused the car closest to their carriage to careen into a canyon wall and fill completely with snow. Thankfully, it was empty. Other than that, the train kept moving. “By the time damage had been assessed and the snow cleared enough to cross into your carriage, they realized it was gone. No one was harmed beyond a few bumps and bruises. But we pressed on in case there were more and sent the team to find you.” 
 
    “Why does the queen want us to return to the train?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “She wants the press to keep the events of the accident and your rescue quiet so as to not overshadow the return of the prince, the pending marriage to Princess Penelope, and how the people have been anticipating it for nearly thirty years.” 
 
    “I see. It’s best not to shake them up.” 
 
    The color that had returned to Penelope’s cheeks disappeared. 
 
    The advisor must’ve noticed as much because he went on. “You will return to the train covertly at the station then emerge onto the platform as had been planned originally. It will not, at any point, be in motion. I imagine you’ll need some time to recover from the idea of rail travel.” 
 
    “How will you explain our delay?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “Ah, well, considering the queen-to-be has never been to your country, you took a detour to show her its vast beauty before embarking on what’s sure to be a busy period as you’re welcomed home, as you celebrate, and so forth.” 
 
    Oliver turned to Penelope. “Only if you agree will we go through with it.” 
 
    She gave a subtle nod of the head. 
 
    The next hours were a whirlwind. The royal guard snuck Oliver and Penelope onto the train through a subterranean entrance that reminded him of when they went to the football game. Part of him wanted a disguise and to hide among the masses or at least find a place to take a nap. But he was stepping fully into his role and with Penelope by his side, the old dread and burden of it diminished. In its place, he found himself buzzing with energy and filled with possibilities: much like a star. 
 
    His valet and her lady’s maid whisked them off to freshen up in separate compartments. He looked forward to the warm shower and clean clothes. 
 
    As dawn turned into day, he also looked forward to a very long sleep, but it would have to wait. He hoped Penelope could endure the welcome festivities. To the public eye, they should be rested and smiling, given the purported detour through the snowy countryside. Instead, he felt weary and drained. 
 
    But when she stepped through the carriage into the dining car, the sight of her brought him to his feet. He gripped her hand and kissed her cheek politely, longing for more. But there would be more, so much more, as the years stretched ahead of them. 
 
    She seemed stiff, uncertain, but he knew it was likely fatigue, possibly still shock. He’d considered delaying the celebratory return, but couldn’t put the people off too much longer—at least not without speculation and worry among them and that wasn’t how he wanted to start their reign. 
 
    After breakfast, they donned heavy, but stylish jackets, and stepped onto the platform. Banners waved. Garlands of blue and silver strung overhead reminded Oliver of the night sky—something he’d always be thankful for. 
 
    As their arrival was announced, Oliver and Penelope waved politely. The crowds cheered and clapped, despite the cold. Although it was a relatively mild and sunny day, considering it was still winter in Concordia, their welcome was warm and he was glad to be home. 
 
    A reporter called, “Your Royal Highness, please tell us about your travels from England.” 
 
    He turned to Penelope and then to the crowd, he said, “I’ll forever think of it as an adventure of a lifetime.” 
 
    He caught the edge of her smile but knew it was time for them to rest. They answered a couple more questions before getting into an awaiting SUV and were quiet for most of the ride. He felt the rush of his return whizzing inside but she was probably too exhausted to experience much enthusiasm. 
 
    As the vehicle wound through the familiar streets, he sighed contentedly. The old part of the city where the train station was located was a hamlet grown up alongside the inlet water with quaint buildings and shops, cobblestone streets, and markets with artisanal crafts that he hoped Penelope would enjoy visiting. 
 
    The castle perched on a rise at the head of the town and at the end of the sea inlet that turned to fresh, wrapping around part of the castle. There was indeed a mote. The newer part of the city consisted of classic architecture that didn’t scale above the castle but was the seat of the financial and technological prosperity of the country. Oliver pointed out a few of the notable sites but they’d have plenty of time to explore. 
 
    Before them, the silver castle gates opened and the SUV wound up the hill to the entrance. Ivy grew on the silver-flecked stone, even in winter. It was a romantic sight with towers, flying buttresses, and flags breezing in the wind. 
 
    “Welcome home,” Oliver said as the car came to a stop. 
 
    Penelope smiled but it was tinged with sadness or at least she was still very shaken up. 
 
    “Listen, go get some sleep and recover. Everything will still be waiting when you wake.” He wanted to return to the cocoon they’d created, but under different circumstances, assure her everything would be fine, and she never had to go in a helicopter or a train again. 
 
    Addie met them and guided Penelope into the castle. 
 
    The palace in London had been home for so many years, but in the castle, he felt his parents’ presence and his ancestors before them. He had a deep rootedness and connection. He wanted Penelope to feel it too. After he briefed his advisors on the accident, they zoomed into the engagement celebration. He would follow custom but had his own addition in mind. Penelope wasn’t used to the royal decrees and he reasoned he wanted to make it their own, at least partially. 
 
    Later that evening, he checked on her in a room adjacent to his.  
 
    She was awake and dressed but fatigue pulled on her features. “Oliver, we need to talk, privately.” 
 
    A jolt of fear rocked through him. Was she more traumatized by the train wreck then he thought? Did she want to call it off? 
 
    “Sure. I know just the place.” He led her to the garden. The usual flowers were in deep freeze, but the scientists of Concordia propagated special plants that adapted to cold environments. The garden wasn’t nearly as beautiful as it would be in the warmer seasons but it was a peaceful place for them to be alone after the excitement of their return. 
 
    “I imagine you’re concerned about our roles, our relationship, and everything to come.” 
 
    “I always imagined royal life to be like in the movies.” Her voice sounded distant even though she was right next to him. 
 
    “Even though you had your schooling in America, you grew up in this environment. It’s not entirely foreign.” 
 
    “But it's not real life. Not my real life.” Her eyes watered. 
 
    He wondered if they should go inside by the fire. 
 
    “But this is your real life now.” 
 
    “It’s not. I mean, everything's not always perfect.” The words came out frantic, desperate or was it resignation that knotted her voice? 
 
    “I understand what you mean. Not everything is perfect but as the nobility, we pretend it is. I know there are global concerns like human rights, animal welfare, and the environment, all of it that we need to turn our attention to given our position and status. This was what I tried to explain when we first met, rather when we re-met. I’m glad you understand, but a viable way forward, for both of us, is together. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oliver, I don’t know what to think.” 
 
    He supposed he sounded like the people he criticized for being pompous. 
 
    She wrung her hands. “You have to understand. I'm far from perfect.” She started to name the ways. 
 
    He tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “You’re perfectly Penelope. I like you just the way you are.” He leaned in, kissing her on the cheek, then moved to her lips. His fingers laced in hers, drawing her closer. They pressed together, reigniting the heat that radiated between them the last time they kissed. 
 
    She pressed her lips against his like it was their first time and like it would be their last. He held her close like they were surviving the storm all over again with nothing between them but warmth and desire. 
 
    But she pulled away. “You’re not listening.” She cast her gaze to her hands then met his eyes. At the same time, Winston rang his bell. 
 
    “Miss, utmost apologies for interrupting but you have an important call. I was told the person said they cannot wait.” He held out her cracked phone. 
 
    “You answered my call?” 
 
    “No, Miss. Your lady’s maid did and insisted, under threat of, well, I dare not repeat it, that if I didn’t find you and bring you the phone…” 
 
    Penelope swiped the phone and rushed off. 
 
    Oliver turned to Winston and grabbed his bell. “I thought I’d be thankful to hear this thing again but that was poor timing.” 
 
    “Sir, I was told it was an emergency.” 
 
    “Let’s hope the media didn’t catch wind of the accident or I’ll make you eat figgy pudding.” 
 
    “How does everyone know it makes me sick?” He asked, referring to Addie’s threat as well. 
 
    “Just the same way you always somehow know where I am,” he retorted. 
 
    Oliver continued his peaceful walk through the garden, imagining his parents on the same path. He tried to ignore the concern on Penelope’s face and the plea in her voice. Perhaps she had second thoughts. If anyone of the nobility had a choice whether or not to marry, it would be her. Not even the queen could control her. 
 
    She was a free spirit and he had the sudden fear by marrying her he would be caging her in, keeping her from flight. He let out a ragged breath. He couldn’t do that to her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
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    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    While Penny waited for the call to her sister, Emma, to go through, she scrolled the texts she’d received that grew increasingly frantic.  
 
    Penny, call me as soon as you get this. It’s important.  
 
    Where are you? Why aren’t you answering? 
 
    P-it’s an emergency. This can’t wait. Call me IMMEDIATELY.  
 
    Her first concern was that something happened to Emma on the private island or the engagement with Will was called off. Her second was that something happened to their mother, also in the Caribbean. Her third was that because something had actually just happened to Penny her sister somehow knew, despite being told it was going to be kept out of the press. 
 
    The phone rang several times with an irregular rhythm as it struggled to make the connection between one remote location to another—if her sister was still in the Caribbean. 
 
    Her mind continued to stream through possibilities: maybe it had to do with her sister’s order not to tell the queen about her true identity—whatever that was about. Perhaps she was raising funds to buy the monarch’s silence on the matter, to spare Penny from a life sentence in jail. 
 
    She tried again when the call went to voice mail. Still waiting, she thought of Oliver and how she was falling for him. No, she had fallen. It may have been sometime after they actually fell from a great height, in a rail car. The way he took care of her, did everything in his power to bring them to safety. Or it could have been before that: during the courtship—he was sweet and thoughtful, handsome, irresistible with his flirtatious smile. Maybe when she walked into the throne room that first day when the queen mistook her for her niece. Perhaps there really was such a thing as love at first sight. 
 
    Still, her stomach was unsettled. Yes, she was traumatized from the accident but it was more than that. She’d lied and lied again and there was no way to get out of it without heartbreak—breaking the law being the least of her problems right then. 
 
    A servant scurried across the path and toward her. The woman’s breath puffed in the cold. It was bad enough Winston interrupted the kiss, possibly the last, with Oliver. Now what? She needed to have the call go through and talk to her sister, if for no other reason, support. 
 
    “Miss,” the servant called. “We need you soon for the fitting.” 
 
    “What fitting?”  
 
    “Your dress for the engagement party, of course.” 
 
    Penny sighed. There would be no engagement. As soon as she spoke with her sister, she’d come clean. That was final. “I’ll be in soon. I have an important call. Please let Addie know.” Her friend and lady’s maid had an inkling of what was going on given the urgent nature of Winston’s appearance in the garden so she’d understand and postpone the fitting—she hoped. 
 
    The servant scurried off. 
 
    Penelope wrapped her arms around herself as she held the phone to her ear. She should never have let things go so far. 
 
    Finally, the ringing stopped and through the earpiece came indistinct chatter then, “Penny?”  
 
    “Emma?” she replied. 
 
    “It’s me. Thank goodness. We’re flying back to London right now. Thirty thousand feet up and I finally have a signal. Listen, I’ve been doing research and you’re not going to believe it—” 
 
    The line cut out.  
 
    Penny’s stomach tied itself into tighter knots. “Emma?” It had sounded like her sister was on a windy beach. 
 
    When it came back, she must not have realized the reception was bad because it sounded like she hadn’t stopped talking. “…fell in love and ran away.” 
 
    “I haven’t wanted to admit it but you’re right. I am in love and I have been running away from these very real and very big problems. But I can’t anymore. I have to tell them the truth about who I am.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” Emma asked. 
 
    “I’m in love with Oliver.” Penny slapped her hand over her mouth. Had she said that aloud? It almost felt like her mind was still thawing out, but perhaps not her heart, it knew what it wanted. Love. Oliver. Something that could never be. She’d broken his trust. He deserved better, a truth teller, a woman of integrity and he required royalty. She gave him neither.  
 
    “Really? Well, that’s fantastic.” 
 
    “Emma, did you get sand in your ears? Spend too much time in that salty water?” She didn’t mean to sound so harsh but did her sister understand the situation at all? 
 
    “No and no and I was listening and I do understand. It’s you who’s missing parts of the story.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault the phone connection keeps dropping.” The line turned to static. Penny groaned. 
 
    When it came back Emma was still talking. “I will be there soon. Don’t do anything rash or crazy.” 
 
    “I already did. I—” 
 
    As before, the line went dead. 
 
    What did Emma mean she was on her way? What had she said that Penny missed? Likely crucial parts of the story but it was too late. Her decision was made. 
 
    Penny let out a little grunt of frustration but behind that was sadness. She was going to disappoint Oliver, break his heart along with her own. She couldn’t bear to do that to him but she also owed him the truth and he couldn’t marry a commoner. 
 
    She convinced herself of this as she followed the path toward the rear entrance of the castle. But she couldn’t help but gaze out at the valley. The castle, situated on a hill, gave a bird’s eye view of the village and the more modern parts of the city. She wished she’d had that kind of vantage point to look at her own life and everything that was about to unfold. She would’ve liked it in Concordia had she been born into the nobility. But that was as unlikely as the prince ever forgiving her. 
 
    If she hadn’t gone along with the queen’s mistake, if she hadn’t succumbed to the temptation of feeling glamorous and regal—thoughtlessly giving into a fantasy— she’d be in the palace baking. 
 
    That wouldn’t have been so bad either. Likely, she’d have found out about Concordia and perhaps even would’ve been chosen to visit the kitchens there on account of the prince returning and being crowned. It could’ve been her who baked the engagement cake for him and his rightful bride. But she had been foolish, selfish. She scrubbed her hands down her face. 
 
    A warm and firm hand brushed her back. Oliver stood by her side. 
 
    Her body wanted to lean into his embrace, to let him hold her but she turned, creating space between them. “Oliver—” 
 
    “I know this is all hard—change tends to be. First, London. Now a new country. I bet it’s tough to imagine spending your life here. We don’t have the open prairies you were so fond of but we do have horses and beaches and mountains and a castle. I want you to like it here. Please, let me give you a tour before all the chaos of the engagement party begins.” Something passed through his voice that she recognized, the same fleeting desperation and the sense that what they’d created, what they felt pulsating between them, was all about to crumble like a castle made of sand. 
 
    She gave a non-committal nod, feeling like she teetered on the edge of blurting everything out and the hope her sister inspired. Emma was on her way. What did that mean? Could she somehow exonerate her? Did she convince her billionaire fiancé to bail her silly sister out? 
 
    As they reached the entrance, Oliver said, “I think you’ll love the library. I can’t decide if it’s my favorite or if I prefer the gardens. Oh, there’s also the bath. It’s modeled after the Turkish baths with warm tubs and steam. It’s delightful with this cold.” 
 
    It sounded like he was trying to convince her to stay but knew she was about to take flight. 
 
    “And if it gets too cold, we can make our escape and go on jungle adventures. Visit the tropics. You name it.” 
 
    They passed into a wide hall and like the palace, it was decorated with ornate carved joinery and paintings. There was scrollwork and everything was polished, gilt, and lavish. The ceilings were high and painted with scenes. The windows were many and wide, letting in natural light and creating a checkerboard as they passed through the hall. It was a mixture of antique and modern elegance. She imagined it was a bittersweet homecoming for Oliver because so much there had been marked by his parents’ presence and now their absence. 
 
    Addie approached from the other end of the hall. “Pardon, your Highness, Miss.” She curtsied. 
 
    “Thank you for making sure I got the message from—” 
 
    Oliver’s hand landed on her arm with concern. “I meant to ask, is everything okay?” 
 
    She nodded but couldn’t muster a reassuring smile on her lips. 
 
    But it wasn’t. Not at all. 
 
    “Miss, I apologize for being the cause of another interruption, but the royal dressmaker would like to get your measurements, the royal concierge needs to speak with you about a certain birthday—” Addie cleared her throat and looked pointedly at the prince. 
 
    “Wait? It’s your birthday? Why didn’t you tell me? Happy birthday,” Penny said momentarily abandoning her anxiety. Still, the words felt hollow. How could she tell him the truth on such an occasion? “I wish I’d had known. I would’ve gotten you something.” Instead, of ruining your day, possibly your life. He was likely to be humiliated on top of everything else when he learned the truth. 
 
    Addie gestured for Penny to follow her. 
 
    Oliver reached for her hand. Their fingers brushed and he clasped them before she let go, leaving him standing in the hall, looking like he knew what was coming but not why. 
 
    “Miss, I hope everything is alright. If it isn’t, I urge you to postpone your concern. Because your arrival was delayed due to the accident, we’re well behind schedule.” She paused as though about to say something very important. “And Concordia is nothing if not insistent on punctuality. There’s the fitting first and foremost. The queen selected a beautiful dress in a silvery-gray with lace and a smart little bow around the waist. I nudged her on that one because now the engagement party is being combined with the prince’s birthday and you wouldn’t have wanted to wear anything too formal. You should also know that it’s the responsibility of the queen-to-be or queen in the future to make festive arrangements for the birthday celebration.” She continued on full steam. “Not to worry about all that though. When everything calms down, a tutor will come from the Royal Prep Academy to refresh your memory.” Addie winked, knowing Penny’s mind didn’t need refreshing, rather a full education but that was not to be. “It’s like a finishing school of sorts to help nobility learn the customs, particularly important since you’ll soon be the queen of Concordia. Anyway, that’s later. While you were stranded, I took the liberty to organize a few extras for the prince. He’s a fan of the musician L Ryder and I thought it would be smashing if he performed as a birthday gift.” 
 
    This time Penny stopped in the hallway. “Wait. What?” 
 
    Addie’s eyebrows crimped together. “Miss, I’m sorry. Please forgive me if I overstepped. I didn’t realize it would upset you. I thought I was doing the right thing.” 
 
    “No, Addie. It’s fine. It’s wonderful actually. I’m just overwhelmed and I happen to be best friends with Logan’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Realization dawned. “Oh.” 
 
    “And I have to come clean. I cannot go through with this, given who I really am.” No one; she wasn’t good enough, she wasn’t nobility. She was a liar. The shame threatened to devour her. Penny pulled out her phone and sent a text to Clara with two requests. 
 
    If she understood her sister correctly through the garbled conversation, she was on her way. Clara likely as well since she was on tour with L Ryder as his puppy wrangler—they both had a thing for rescue dogs. Maybe it was a blessing in disguise that they’d be there to offer moral support to Penny. 
 
    Despite the upcoming celebrations of the engagement and Oliver’s birthday, she knew what she had to do and she had to do it in a very public way. 
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    Upon returning to Concordia, Oliver had a full agenda leading up to the celebration later that evening. He had a fitting for his suit as well, but more importantly, there were royal duties to attend to. Because of the delay due to the accident, appointments, meetings, and documents to sign were backed up and stacked up. Had there really been that many official matters he wondered as he looked around the room. 
 
    The office, headquarters for affairs of the monarchy, was a mess with stacks of papers and books. Then with a heaviness in his limbs, he realized that it was just as his father had left it. The room was strictly off limits unless the king was present. The staff had done a wonderful job keeping up the rest of the castle but the office was a relic. 
 
    His parents had died, ironically, in a train accident. He rarely thought about the details. They’d been touring Africa when another train hit the one they’d been on because the timetable was incorrect. 
 
    Perhaps that’s why everyone in the kingdom insisted on punctuality. The queen-to-be with her carefree ways might have to adapt to that. If she stuck around. 
 
    Oliver was torn between stepping into his new role and concern about Penelope. She’d distanced herself and he sensed she would soon depart, leaving his life forever. She’d disappear back into the wild prairies of the west to live her life free of the constraints of her station. He couldn’t abandon his rule but he didn’t want to let her go either, but if that’s what she desired, he wanted nothing more than for her to be happy. He didn’t believe he should try to stop her but he wouldn’t give up, not yet.  
 
    He sighed and one of his advisors appeared, holding a paper under his nose. 
 
    Oliver waved the man away. “I do not want to delay important matters of state; however, they deserve my full attention. Considering I was nearly buried in a ravine after my train plummeted from the tracks, I need a day to collect myself. I hope you understand.” He left the part off about Penelope and everything that jumbled in his mind. 
 
    “I apologize, your Royal Highness,” the advisor said, excusing himself. 
 
    Oliver leaned back in the chair and turned to the painting of a young version of his father, a tradition when the king took the throne and one he knew he’d soon have to sit for. Beneath the painting, on the cold hearth, was a clock. It had stopped at midnight, who knew how many years previous. He felt like time was running out. 
 
    He opened and closed the velvet box in his hand. The one thing he wanted to do in order to make the engagement more personal was to ask her to marry him properly—even though it wasn’t royal tradition. But he didn’t want his request to force her hand. “What would you do?” he asked the painting of his father. 
 
    Of course, there was no answer. 
 
    It was up to him now, as was the business of running the country, and the mess in the office. 
 
    A gentle snow fell from the sky, blanketing the village scene below the castle. Oliver drew a deep breath and started organizing the paperwork. It was customary for the prince and queen-to-be to remain separate until they were announced at the engagement soiree so he took advantage of the time to clear his mind and the office. 
 
    Later, Winston rang the bell. Oliver had hardly noticed the sun had set and the energy, just beyond the now open door of the office, had shifted into a flurry of excitement. “Sir, it is time to get ready.” 
 
    Oliver quickly donned his suit, in slate gray. It fit perfectly—king-like. He tucked the ring box in his pocket. A twinge of fear rippled through him as he passed through the castle halls and toward the ballroom. What if she’d left while he was leafing through papers regarding decades-old domestic and international political matters? What if while he’d hesitated in letting her know his feelings beyond the kisses they’d shared, she’d fled. No, she wouldn’t just leave. She was a royal. She’d have the decency to say goodbye. 
 
    Winston led him through the hall to a room adjacent to the ballroom. “Sir, apologies on behalf of Queen Beatriz. There has been a delay but she should be here soon. She insisted you not wait to proceed with the soiree on her behalf.” 
 
    While he waited in a room to be announced to his guests, his phone jingled. He thought he’d left it in his dressing room. He didn’t recognize the number, only that it came from the United States. It was his private line that few had access to. A lump formed in his throat. Was it Penelope? He answered anyway. 
 
    “Oliver,” the caller said. She had a faint British accent. “This is Penelope.” 
 
    He glanced toward the door as anger pierced his voice. “No, this isn’t. Penelope is here and she does not have an accent. What’s the meaning of this? Who are you really?” Who’d trick him after all he’d been through recently. Perhaps it was Genevieve exacting revenge by impersonating his love. Yes, his love. He loved Penelope and was terrified of losing her. 
 
    “No, this is the real Penelope. The one you’ve been spending time with, the one you’re about to marry is a fraud.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” he fired back. 
 
    “Because I’m the one who ran off to America.” 
 
    “Where have you been all this time? Why didn’t you answer the queen’s summons to return for the royal courtship?” 
 
    “Because I’m already married.” She went on to explain how she’d met a cowboy, fell in love, and eloped in Las Vegas. 
 
    He hardly believed a word, but doubt had wiggled its way into his mind. The soiree was about to begin but he grilled the caller on details only she’d know if she was who she claimed to be. 
 
    She got every single one correct. 
 
    Oliver’s stomach twisted and knotted and dipped. What was happening? It couldn’t be. 
 
    Then the person who claimed to be the real Penelope said, “I wish you love and happiness with whoever becomes your queen.”  
 
    The line went silent. 
 
    He was nearly panting as though he couldn’t catch his breath. Winston’s bell rang. It was time. He needed a few moments to collect his thoughts but he didn’t want to leave his people waiting any longer than they already had: thirty years since their king and queen had perished, three days while the prince and…he let the thought hang as the herald introduced Oliver with great fanfare. 
 
    The guests, mostly nobility but a few high-ranking officials as well, greeted him with immense enthusiasm. He shook a few hands, kissed a few cheeks, but because it was a combination engagement and birthday party the vibe was less formal and more celebratory. 
 
    He wanted neither. None of it. He needed space and time to think. He needed to talk to his sister, she’d know exactly what to do but because of the delay, she had to leave before the rescheduled soiree. 
 
    Penelope, or whoever she was, entered the room. She wore a sweet gray dress, befitting a queen-to-be. His queen but not. Who was she really? Had she deceived him? She glided forward but he registered a sense of defeat in her shoulders. Their eyes met and he couldn’t imagine her doing something so horrible but the sadness there told him she hid something. 
 
    She stepped to his side as was custom. 
 
    He should’ve taken her hand. 
 
    It would’ve been the moment during the engagement party when he was supposed to say words of greeting and gratitude to the court, to his friends and family. Then announce the date of the wedding and all that was to come now that the people would have their monarchs. 
 
    It was when he’d planned to get down on one knee, open the box, and ask Penelope to marry him. It wasn’t part of the Concordian tradition but a way to make the engagement their own. 
 
    He did nothing but stand there, slightly numb. But he wouldn’t have been able to do anything anyway because the curtains in front of the performance stage parted and the familiar strains of a song began. 
 
    L Ryder, the famous musician, bellowed into the microphone. “Happy birthday, Prince Oliver.”  
 
    Everyone cheered. 
 
    The band played his favorite song. He knew the queen-to-be had the responsibility to organize his birthday festivities, but the call from the real Penelope, or so she said, soured the moment. He tried to smile, to wear the noble mask he’d been wearing his whole life, but he was confused, torn up inside, and wanted to tear it off. He wanted the truth. 
 
    He fought the urge to lean in and ask Penelope what was going on but all eyes were on him, measuring his attentiveness, his gratitude. He didn’t want to ruin it for them. 
 
    After the song was over, a petite woman appeared with a golden retriever puppy. He recognized it from the animal shelter where they’d volunteered in London. She approached Oliver, did a similarly awkward curtesy bow that had been so endearing when Penelope had done it, and passed him the dog. 
 
    “Happy birthday,” Penelope said. 
 
    He took the puppy and felt himself melting inside at the sight of the big eyes, the soft fur, and doggy smile. But the warmth was doused by the uncertainty, the doubt, and the questions on his lips. 
 
    Logan played the happy birthday song while everyone sang along. Then when the clapping died down, he said, “Now, I turn things over to the man of the hour because we’re celebrating two wonderful events. Thank you all for being here and it’ll be our pleasure to play a few more songs later this evening.” He bowed and stepped aside. 
 
    Penelope leaned in while Logan was talking and said, “This is Duke. I wanted something for you to remember me by, the good parts because the truth is, I love you, Oliver. But I’m also sorry.” She lifted onto her toes and kissed him on the cheek then stepped in front of the microphone. 
 
    His stomach plunged. He loved her too but what was going on? It was all happening so fast. He didn’t know what to think. What was happening? 
 
    She cleared her throat. “I need to apologize formally, to everyone present.” 
 
    From the back of the room, someone shouted, “She’s an imposter.” Genevieve strode through the crowd and practically shoved Penelope out of the way. “I knew something was off about you. Yes, this person here is Penelope, but she is not the queen’s niece. If I were queen, I’d have you imprisoned.” 
 
    Penelope glared at Genevieve. “I am not who you think I am,” she agreed. 
 
    Genevieve staggered back as though that was not what she was expecting to hear. 
 
    Oliver’s eyes bore into her. He blinked, trying to bring everything into focus. 
 
    She turned to him. “My name is Penelope, Penelope Jones. I was selected to be the royal baker’s apprentice at the palace in London. When trying to find the kitchen, I stumbled upon the sewing room. It was foolish, but I tried on a dress, taking a moment to live in a fairytale. The queen thought I was her niece. I went along with it.” She hung her head then added, “However, everything I have said or felt about you has been true. The rest was wrong and deceitful and I am very, very sorry.” She swallowed hard and then rushed from the room. 
 
    Oliver’s shoulders drooped. A different kind of shock than from the accident raced through him, leaving him feeling disoriented and cold. He’d been slightly skeptical, hoping the call was a prank but to hear Penelope Jones claim the deception and apologize wrung him out.  
 
    He knew it was too good to be true: to meet a royal who was down to earth and not stuck up or out for his money, the title, or any of the other benefits the royal life offered. He should’ve known better. 
 
    “See? Told you so,” Genevieve snorted. 
 
    He didn’t have the energy to retort. He felt blindsided, crushed, at a loss. He set the puppy down and staggered out of the room. 
 
    She’d fled, just as he’d predicted. They couldn’t be together after all. It wasn’t meant to be and her true identity was merely another reason.  
 
    Oliver had not wanted an arranged marriage but that wasn’t possible. He wanted to marry for love and had that possibility in Penelope. He’d wanted it to be her: not the queen’s niece but the commoner. He loved her. He wanted her but was prepared to let her go, to let her live a happy, free life away from the confinements of royal life. And now he really couldn’t have her because she wasn’t who she said she was. 
 
    This fact, more than the deception, hollowed him out as he sank into the chair in his father’s office and held his head in his hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Penny 
 
      
 
      
 
    Penny raced down the hallway of the castle, not familiar enough with the layout to know how to get back to her room. Her throat was tight. Her chest ached. She’d told the truth, revealed who she really was and what had happened but didn’t feel the burden of guilt lift. She felt worse than ever. 
 
    Her pulse thundered in her ears and tears streaked down her cheeks as she reached a dead end. Her life seemed like a series of those: she’d never known her father and had a rocky relationship with her mother. Her last boyfriend and the ones before him had always broken it off with her. Was she not good enough? Pretty enough? The prince seemed to think so. She crumbled a little more inside at the thought of him believing her, trusting her, seeing her but not for who she really was. 
 
    Through blurry eyes, she gazed out the window to the village below. Wisps of smoke rose up from chimneys. The soft glow of lights from inside warm homes dotted the valley. The snow sparkled in the starlight. 
 
    The people of Concordia had long awaited the return of their royals. The prince was worthy of the title. She was just a commoner, like them. She’d grown up in a regular house in a regular town and went to regular school. She wasn’t special or different. She didn’t know the proper way to greet royalty or all of the customs and formalities. She knew how to bake, how to drive a stick shift, and how to navigate Manhattan. 
 
    She wasn’t like Genevieve or any of the other royals-in-waiting. She was just Penny and not the shiny kind. 
 
    They couldn't be together. It wasn’t meant to be. 
 
    “There you are,” a voice called from down the hall. 
 
    Penny’s instinct was to run but she was done with that and done pretending. 
 
    It was Addie. “I heard what happened.” She reached out for Penny and enveloped her in a hug. “You did a courageous thing.” 
 
    “But I feel terrible,” Penny sniffled. “I know I made the right choice about the wrong choice but this is awful.” Even if things were different, he’d never have her back. He couldn’t. 
 
    Addie gently guided Penny down the hall and back to her room. 
 
    “I have to pack, to leave, unless, of course, they plan to arrest me.” Penny’s eyes went wide as reality hit her like a punch in the gut. “What do they do to criminals here?” 
 
    Addie gripped her chin. 
 
    “It’s not good, is it.” Nonetheless, Penny threw open her suitcase and started packing up. An envelope slid out. Mrs. Wong, her neighbor in Manhattan, had given it to her the day she left her apartment. She picked it up, no longer afraid if anyone saw who it was addressed to because the secret was out. She stuffed it in her pocket. She’d have plenty of time to read it later, probably along with her rights as a person who’d deceived the crown. 
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    Oliver had never felt so miserable, empty, and hurt. He wanted to crawl back into the railcar, buried in the ravine, and remain there. Then Penelope’s image popped into his mind. He wanted to be there with her. Or somewhere with her. Anywhere. 
 
    Why’d she have to lie? Then again, if she hadn’t, he’d never had met her. 
 
    He grunted at the harshness of that truth. It was a no-win situation and it crushed him. 
 
    Because of the strict rules of nobility, and since she wasn’t royal, they could never be together, but had she not pretended to be royal, they’d never have had the opportunity to be together. 
 
    Yet, she’d lied. Why? Nothing about her personality struck him as the kind of person who’d pose at the queen’s niece for personal gain, fame, wealth, or, like Genevieve, all of the above. Unless she was hiding something. He didn’t really know her. But he wanted to. He wanted to get to know her every day for the rest of his days. He drove his fist onto the surface of the desk, sending several papers fluttering. 
 
    Perhaps there was a loophole. A way to still marry even though she wasn’t of noble birth. But how could he trust her after the stunt she’d pulled? 
 
    Another idea crashed into his mind. He could cede the throne. Let Uncle Garfield take over. Then he could marry whoever he wanted. He thought about it for half a second. He couldn’t do that to his people. They’d waited so long to have their king back. Uncle Garfield would throw away everything his parents had built and that he worked for from the sidelines over the last years. 
 
    He sighed. He should’ve felt relieved that he knew the truth before things had gone further, before he’d proposed and they’d married. He’d avoided disaster. 
 
    The vision of Penelope swooning that first day—he knew right then she was someone different, someone special, someone to open his heart to real love. He didn’t want to admit it then but that’s how he felt and her deceit didn’t extinguish it in one single blow like the candles on a birthday cake. 
 
    He thought of her words as he got the puppy. Then of her standing in front of the court and courageously telling the truth. His heart felt torn in two. He didn’t know what to do other than that he needed to talk to her and the queen—she had a role, however unbeknownst, in the situation too. 
 
    As he stepped into the hall, Genevieve intercepted him. “Now that you got that little problem out of the way, we can move forward.” 
 
    Oliver fought the urge to direct all of his anger at Genevieve. She was relentless. “Even if it doesn’t work out between Penelope and me, you and I will never have a future together. That was made clear when the queen asked you to leave. As this is my castle, I command you leave.” 
 
    Winston exited from a nearby door. “There you are, Sir. The queen has nearly arrived.” 
 
    “And Genevieve was just leaving. Please ask the royal guard to escort her off the premises. She’s banished from this castle.” 
 
    “Is that official, Sir?” Winston asked. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “You can’t do that. You’re not the king.” 
 
    “I will be.” 
 
    “You’re not marrying Penelope or whatever her real name is.” 
 
    “Her real name is Penelope, Sir,” Winston said. “And you’ll find her in her room preparing to also take her leave.” 
 
    Oliver rushed away from them and down the hall. He needed to know what was going on and whatever happened next needed to be his choice. 
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    A royal envoy climbed the road leading to the palace. Penny recognized the flags on the limousine and knew the queen was on her way. For a moment she wondered why she hadn’t been at the soiree, but it was hardly her business. Queen Beatriz wasn’t actually her aunt. Penny sighed as she stuffed the last of her belongings in her bag. 
 
    She half expected the royal guard to burst in at any moment and arrest her. In fact, she was surprised they hadn’t—perhaps they didn’t want to cause a fuss and knew she wouldn’t get far in Concordia. 
 
    From below, orders were given and the queen paraded into the castle. She sighed. It was a lovely, fairytale life while it lasted. Even though she’d lied, she had real, true feelings for Oliver. In fact, the queen was like the aunt she’d never had. 
 
    Addie appeared in the doorway and said, “Miss, the queen requests your presence.” 
 
    “You don’t have to call me Miss, anymore.” 
 
    “Oh, um,” she stammered. 
 
    The lady’s maid led Penny through the maze of halls and into the throne room. 
 
    Several guards and footmen stood in the room but the throne was empty. “Miss, the queen is still Oliver’s guardian, insofar as his princely duties are concerned, that is until he marries. So what she says goes.” 
 
    “Of course.” Penny knew that and was prepared to accept the consequences. 
 
    As minutes passed, sweat collected on the back of Penny’s neck yet her fingers, toes, and forehead felt cold. She couldn’t shake the nervous chill that grew with every second. Were they preparing the hangman’s noose? The guillotine? The firing squad? 
 
    Maybe her sister would swoop in and object, act as her lawyer, and defend the case. Then again, Penny had done wrong. There was no denying that. 
 
    Finally, the queen entered, along with several advisors she recognized as well as some dignified and official looking people in the silver and blue of Concordia. Oliver followed, wearing a grim expression. There was a bunch of formality as the queen stood in front of the throne. She nodded at Penny who stepped forward. 
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “I apologize.” She explained how she went along with the case of mistaken identity. “I was swept up in the romance of it all, which was wrong, I know. But everything I felt for the prince, came from my heart: the source of truth. I hope you forgive me someday but more importantly, I hope he does.” Penny took a step back and lowered her chin toward her chest, feeling defeated, depleted, and dejected. 
 
    The queen stepped forward and put a crooked finger under Penny’s chin, lifting it to meet her eyes. They were crystal clear and blue. 
 
    “My dear, I’d figured it out early on.” 
 
    “What? How?” Penny asked, aghast. Then again, the queen wasn’t in her position of power because she was a pushover. 
 
    “I realized there was something amiss when you told me your birthday. My niece Penelope wasn’t born in May. However, you do look remarkably alike.” She paused, pursing her lips.  
 
    Penny prepared for the final blow and prepared her last meal request: cookies.  
 
    “My dear, I suppose I was swept up too. You were sweet, captivating, and most importantly real in a way that I welcomed after these many years of hearing so many yes, Your Majesty’s and having only polite and well-meaning but bland conversations. You’re a far better niece than my actual flesh and blood. She only called to inform me of the mistake when she saw your image in the news when I’d selected you at the ball. She didn’t even have the decency to answer the royal mail when I’d announced she was elected as a royal-in-waiting. She doesn’t respond to the birthday cards or holiday greetings. I suppose she misses her mother and it’s difficult but I miss my sister and Penelope is a little piece of her. She’s family but certainly doesn’t act like it. I wasn’t all that honest either and the truth is, I’m rather fond of you, dear. You’re like a breath of fresh air.” 
 
    Penny bit her lip to keep from smiling. 
 
    “Oliver, what do you have to say?” 
 
    “I’m shocked, quite frankly. I didn’t expect this or see it coming. But I was in love. I cannot let that cloud my better judgment.” His eyes flitted over to Penny’s and then landed on the queen. “However, I fantasized about sneaking out of the palace and impersonating a regular person numerous times. So, in a way, I understand.” The side of his lip lifted in a half smile. 
 
    Penny tried but failed to keep her eyes from his. She was magnetized even as she felt the sting of his anger and disappointment. 
 
    “Penelope, even though I heard the queen’s part in this I’m confused and hurt over this whole thing, but I forgive you for doing the right thing, for being honest and humble.” 
 
    “What about me?” the queen asked. “Do you forgive me, Oliver?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
 
    She cuffed him but they smiled at each other. “And happy birthday to you.” 
 
    “Penelope got me a puppy,” he boasted. 
 
    “Did she now? Well, it is not welcome at the palace.” 
 
    “Wait’ll you meet Duke, you’ll change your mind,” Oliver said. 
 
    Penny still couldn’t quite find her own smile despite the banter because nervousness still pulsed in her limbs, her belly, and chest. 
 
    “Whatever happens next, it needs to be my choice—I cannot have my every decision made for me. Do you understand?” Oliver asked the queen. 
 
    Before she could respond, the door flew open and Emma stood in the entryway. Her hair was perfectly styled, she wore a pair of tall boots, and walked with a purposeful stride.  
 
    A new panic seized Penny. How’d she get in? She couldn’t have sneaked into the castle, surely it was heavily fortified. She’d already broken enough rules and didn’t need it to become a family affair. 
 
    Emma smiled mysteriously at the queen who then nodded. She crossed the room in a couple of strides before wrapping her arms around her sister. “I missed you so much.” 
 
    “Me too. But what are you doing here? Um, I just confessed that I am not Penelope the queen’s niece.” 
 
    “No, you are Penelope Jones,” Emma declared proudly. “The—” 
 
    Penny’s nod was polite but confused as she interrupted. “And you’re Emmaline Jones,” she said the obvious. 
 
    “But not for long. I’ll soon be Emma Wheaton.” She flashed her engagement ring. 
 
    Penny leaned in. “I’m so excited for you and can’t wait to celebrate but there’s kind of a situation going on here and you’re supposed to do this little curtsy bow thing when in the presence of the queen and Prince.” 
 
    Emma shook her head. 
 
    “This isn’t helping,” Penny hissed. 
 
    “Actually, royalty does not have to greet royalty in that way.” 
 
    “Emma, I told you, I was pretending to be Penelope. I was caught up in the idea that—” 
 
    The queen held up her finger in the universal symbol of just a moment. “Genevieve, come out, right this instant.” 
 
    Penny looked to Oliver, then to her sister, and back at the queen. 
 
    “Genevieve, your queen commands you come out of your hiding place.” 
 
    The former royal-in-waiting emerged from behind a tapestry. 
 
    “See? Very little gets by me.” 
 
    Genevieve, shoulders hunched. Sheepish, she stepped onto the carpet. Once in the room, she cocked a hip and tossed her hair over her shoulder. 
 
    “I banished you from the castle,” Oliver said. 
 
    “I was just preparing to leave.” 
 
    “Guards,” Oliver called. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like her to stay a bit longer. She has a hard time listening but is great at spreading rumors and gossip.” Queen Beatriz’s lips formed a thin line. 
 
    Genevieve nodded. “It’s true. I managed to keep the estate going by selling rumors about the prince to the press.” She smiled haughtily. 
 
    “This has only recently come to my attention. The total amounts paid to you for to provide gossip sites slander about Oliver, you’ll be required to donate that sum to a charity of Oliver’s choosing. Now, listen carefully,” the queen ordered. Then she gestured to Penny’s sister. 
 
    Emma took a deep breath. “About a week ago I received a bundle of mail. Included, was a letter from the office of the Royal Families of England. I thought it was some kind of scam or timeshare offer. But I contacted them and it turns out…” Emma held up the letter. 
 
    Before Penny read it, she pulled the envelope Mrs. Wong had given her out of her pocket. She tore it open and read. 
 
    She suddenly felt faint. Her throat tightened and the room turned hazy like she peered through foggy glass. 
 
    “Penny,” her sister said, drawing her back to reality. “I tried to tell you over the phone. I suggested you not to confess because we are royalty.” 
 
    “It’s true,” the queen said. “That’s my seal and all. I didn’t make the connection because this had been authorized ages ago and I’ve had so much loss in my family I tried not to get too hopeful.” 
 
    “Wait, I don’t understand,” Penny’s voice was thin. 
 
    “Your father, Leopold, was my brother. We don’t speak of him much in polite circles because he was a bit of a cad.” The queen’s nostrils flared. “But it had occurred to me that due to that fact, he might have produced heirs.” 
 
    Penny’s mouth fell open. “Are you saying—?” 
 
    “Mom confirmed he’s our father but she didn’t know he was titled. In fact, she thought he was a poor musician and told herself never again. She’d only be with rich men after him. Can you believe this?” Emma asked, throwing her arms around Penny. 
 
    “Where is he now?” 
 
    “I’m sorry to say he passed away several years ago. He also had a substance problem, a propensity for heights, and a bit of recklessness that is ill-advised,” the queen said measuredly. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Penny almost couldn’t process the questions rushing at her. 
 
    “It means that you are indeed my niece. Who’d have thought I’d have two nieces named Penelope. It was a family name though—my mother’s.” 
 
    Penny’s gaze flitted over Genevieve who was a mixture of shocked smugness and landed on Oliver. 
 
    He reached for her hand but she wasn’t sure if she deserved it. She hadn’t been honest. 
 
    The queen clasped both their hands. “Penelope, I wish you hadn’t lied but I see the way you look at Oliver and the way he looks at you. It’s clear you enjoy each other's company and make each other happy. Marriage isn’t easy especially ones that are arranged. Leading a nation isn’t easy but you have each other. If you so choose to live a life together, I would be most pleased.” She pressed their hands together. 
 
    The rest of the people in the room faded into the background as Penny met Oliver’s eyes. 
 
    “I ask one thing of you, please always be honest,” he said. 
 
    Penny smiled. “I will always. I promise. And I ask one thing of you.” 
 
    He tilted his head in question. 
 
    “Please call me Penny.” 
 
    He leaned in as though to kiss her. 
 
    The queen cleared her throat. “I take that as an affirmation that you agree to go forward with the engagement.” 
 
    “Yes,” they both said at the same time.  
 
    She smirked. “In that case, I will go explain to the court of Concordia the misunderstanding. It’s of prime importance they feel like their monarchs are solid, reliable, and most importantly honest.” She bustled out of the room, dismissing Genevieve in the process. 
 
    Emma extended her arms to give Oliver a hug. “Welcome to the family. Now, Will is wandering around the village looking for cookies so I’d better go find him and leave you two to kiss and make up.” She winked and whisked out the door. “I’ll be back in a jiffy because we have a lot to celebrate.” 
 
    Oliver opened his mouth to speak but Penny cut across him. “I need you to know how sorry I am. A relationship cannot be built upon deceit. I also know how important honesty is to you. I told myself I’d only pretend to be the princess for a night. Then another and another because I was falling for you. At times, quite literally swooning.” A smile snuck onto her lips. “I hope you forgive me, Oliver.” 
 
    “I accept your apology. Just please don’t pass out on me again. But if you do, I’ll catch you, Penny.” 
 
    “I won’t. There’s another, older meaning to the word courage that has to do with the heart, speaking the heart, and I’ll never do anything other than speaking the truth from my heart.” 
 
    Desire and certainty played across his refined features and lips. 
 
    Her heart melted at that and she felt fizzy inside; excited tingles zinged through her. 
 
    “You said you’d only hoped for a night.” He lowered onto one knee. “I am prepared to give you more. A lifetime in fact. Penny, will you marry me? Will you be my queen?” he asked as emotion filled his eyes and he opened a small velvet box. 
 
    Penny’s hands flew to her mouth as he presented the ring. 
 
    “I will.” She threw her arms around his neck. 
 
    He lifted to his feet, taking her with him and hugged her back. 
 
    She felt so secure, so loved in his arms. 
 
    “I will be your queen if you will be my king,” she said. 
 
    “I will,” he said. “Golly, I love you, Penny,” he said. 
 
    “I love you,” she said. 
 
    She beamed as he slid the ring on her finger. It sparkled and cast orbs of light onto the walls of the throne room as Oliver spun her around. 
 
    When they came to a stop, Oliver looked deeply into her eyes. “Penny, we must go honestly and courageously into our future together.” 
 
    “And wildly and freely into our future together,” she added, lifting onto her toes as he dipped his head to meet her lips. 
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    Charlotte 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlotte Wheaton had once fallen in love. Or so she thought. His name was Montgomery Douglas. After a year of courtship, she accepted his proposal and vowed her life to the man. She believed it was forever. They had a daughter. She’d done everything in the proper order, followed protocol, and check off the boxes. She thought she had gotten it perfectly right. But then how had everything had gone so wrong? 
 
    As she arrived at Robertson Royal Gardens for her brother Will’s Wedding Eve party—a combined bachelor and bachelorette party slash rehearsal dinner—, she couldn’t help but think about how she had done everything by the book and failed. Meanwhile, her brother did everything out of order, backward, and unconventionally, but had somehow succeeded. She wasn’t jealous or bitter, just curious. How did he manage to have a modeling career, build a gym empire, and find everlasting happiness? Meanwhile, she juggled several jobs, was a single mum, and alone. 
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to step out of line or do anything he considered normal—things that were wild, reckless, and sometimes ridiculous. 
 
    Except for Emma. There was nothing absurd about her. Will had somehow found the love of his life. It was clear, by the way they stole little glances at each other while they greeted guests, that she felt the same way. 
 
    In fact, her brother’s odd ability to make lemonade out of lemons had trickled into how the two women had met—not that Emma was in any way a lemon; no, she was more of a peach. A perfect peach and they’d become good friends. 
 
    Charlotte had been walking the dogs (job number one) and ran into Emma at a park. They’d met a few times randomly after that, then for tea where Emma consulted her about her love life. Now, she was marrying Charlotte’s brother. Small world? Small city? Or was it fate? Destiny? Charlotte wasn’t sure, but she did know that she was fated, destined to be alone. 
 
    A long sigh escaped as her cousin, Juliette, approached with wide-open arms. They kissed on each cheek in the European style. Juliette started chattering, asking about the proposal, the wedding, and the honeymoon. She wanted all the details. 
 
    Then, in her thick French accent, she said, “Where are my manners? I am so thrilled for William I forgot to ask, how are you, cousin?” Except, since she was French, she used that pronunciation of the word even though it was spelled the same in both languages. 
 
    “I’m well, thank you.” Charlotte’s lips lift into a smile, but her heart wasn’t behind it. The truth was, she hadn’t been feeling quite herself since Sydney, her guardian and best friend had passed away after a long period in a coma. The loss had sapped the reserves of her strength, resilience, and tenacity. Most days, she was running on fumes, like a car in desperate need of gas. 
 
    “How is your darling daughter, Birdie?” 
 
    At the sound of her daughter’s nickname, Charlotte perked up. She was the one thing that kept Charlotte going. “She’s wonderful. With her grandmother this evening, but she will be with us tomorrow. She’s very excited to be the flower girl for the wedding.” 
 
    “Grand-mere?” Juliette asked, using the French word for grandmother. 
 
    “She’s with her grandmother on her father’s side.” Charlotte’s voice tightened and she swallowed back a swell of emotion. 
 
    Growing up, Charlotte and Will’s mother spoke French to them and they were both fluent even though they grew up in London. However, speaking the language, heck, even hearing it, brought up mixed emotions for Charlotte. On the one hand, it felt familiar, like home, as close to her heart as breathing, but on the other, it brought to mind another loss she’d had to bear. 
 
    “Ah, l’idiot,” Juliette said at the reminder of Charlotte’s ex-husband. She thought most men were idiots, but that didn’t stop her from having many romantic trysts, which she saucily divulged every time the cousins were together. 
 
    Will had been like that, going from girlfriend to girlfriend, then had been with what Juliette referred to as a tarte, before finding true love with Emma. 
 
    Charlotte knew she’d never find love again because for her it would have to be forever—a lifelong commitment. With her ex out of the picture, it was up to her to provide a stable life for Birdie. Romance didn’t fit into that equation, which was sure to only end in a split. She couldn’t go through that again.  
 
    There were other male figures in the young girl’s life. In the past, Will hadn’t proved to be the best role material, but Will had turned his life around in a lot of ways. They’d lost Sydney, who was like a grandfather to Birdie and a father to her. 
 
    Charlotte sighed again and Juliette gripped her forearm. “Non, non, non. We are here to celebrate. Not commiserate about how we’re still single. Now, let’s go mingle.” She pulled Charlotte into the growing crowd. She leaned in close to Charlotte’s ear. “Now, that Emma is royalty, I insist you introduce me to the most eligible bachelors and we’ll inquire as to whether they have a brother for you.” Juliette laughed. 
 
    As they made the rounds, Juliette kept to Charlotte’s side as if she knew her cousin would’ve found a quiet place to sit, pull out her phone and read or do something else equally introverted. Charlotte wasn’t one for big crowds and flashy events. She preferred the quiet, simple life. 
 
    “Tell me how it turned out your brother fell in love with a princess who didn’t know she was royalty?” Juliette asked. 
 
    Charlotte smiled. It was a good story, a romantic one—Charlotte’s favorite kind despite not having much in the way of romance in her own life. She explained how the Jones sisters learned of their royal status. “Emma’s sister, Penny, soon-to-be queen of Concordia had stumbled into Burklingham Palace as a cook and came out with a prince on her arm. No, actually, a baker,” she corrected herself. 
 
    “Ooh. Speaking of baking. Those pastries look delicious,” Juliette said, helping herself to a chocolate caramel crème puff as a server passed with a tray piled with confections. “Okay, with that question answered, tell me why did your brother and his fiancé opt to have a combined hen party and bachelor party and the rehearsal dinner? Why all at once?” 
 
    Charlotte shrugged. “It had to do with timing. And they didn’t want to make a big fuss with multiple parties.” 
 
    “The Wedding Eve party sounds like a big deal,” Juliette said around a bite. 
 
    “When has Will done anything differently?” 
 
    They both laughed because it was true.  
 
    “If there is something big, he wants bigger. Something fancy? He wants fancier. If there’s a fast car, he wants one faster.” 
 
    “Charlotte, how is it you and your brother are so different?” 
 
    She shrugged. Will had it all.  
 
    Private jet? Check.  
 
    Multiple international residences? Check.  
 
    A billion dollars? Check. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. William couldn’t just marry an ordinary girl. He had to go and marry a princess. I suppose that leaves us with a lot to live up to.” Juliette winked.  
 
    Charlotte’s ideal man, though completely fictional because she never intended to marry again, was quiet, simple, stable. He preferred nights in, perhaps a museum visit or a stroll in the park on Sunday afternoons, and didn’t go for extravagant. Montgomery had been that way but then he found someone who was the opposite of Charlotte. 
 
    “So for William, skipping the bachelor party has nothing to do with avoiding temptation?” Juliette hinted. 
 
    “Will said he’s done with his wild days. He’s committed to Emma.” 
 
    “Do you like her?” 
 
    “I adore her. She’s become a good friend.” Charlotte smiled. 
 
    “In that case, I approve. But I would’ve liked to have been invited to a royal bachelorette party.” Juliette smirked. “There probably would’ve been a shopping spree, a spa day, all the best girlie things.” 
 
    Charlotte smiled. The truth was, Emma grew up in the US under fairly modest circumstances. “Since Emma is officially royalty, the wedding is sure to be opulent and formal. They wanted this party to be fun and very much them.” 
 
    The color scheme was blue and white and gold like the wedding, but there were subtle, inked dog paw prints on the edge of the napkins for hors d’oeuvres, and other little dog-related accents. 
 
    “It’s reminiscent of the New Year’s bash she organized,” Charlotte explained. “Wait until you see the party favors.” 
 
    “Like those?” Juliette pointed to an enormous jar, or more like a tank, filled with Hershey’s Kisses. The label read How many kisses for the soon to be Mr. and Mrs.? Guess the magic number. 
 
    “No, not those. Will and Emma have a thing, like an inside joke, with the candies.” According to a little Birdie, there were eight-hundred and forty-four. 
 
    “A bon chat, bon rat.” 
 
    Charlotte knew Juliette wasn’t calling her brother or new sister in law a cat or rat, but meant everyone had their match. Except her. 
 
    “You mean like peas and carrots. Yes, but Will's new motto is about living a real life, unscripted, not posed.” 
 
    “Maybe so but he could never live a simple life.”  
 
    But Charlotte could. She did. Sydney left her more than enough, but she was saving it for Birdie’s future. They got by just fine. Though, Charlotte had been tired from working so hard and would’ve liked more time with her daughter. But she wasn’t the kind of person who accepted handouts. Will knew that. Sydney knew that. It was hard enough moving into his house after he’d passed—for numerous reasons. 
 
    “Ooh, la la. Who’s that?” Juliette asked, pulling Charlotte from her thoughts and pointing at a tall man. She couldn’t see who Juliette meant as various dignitaries, nobility, and royalty glided past, blocking their view. 
 
    Just then, Emma rushed over, wearing a white, gold, and aqua dress that flattered her tan after returning from the Caribbean. “Hello. I’m so happy you’re here.” 
 
    They hugged in greeting. 
 
    Charlotte introduced the two women who started chatting immediately. Both Emma and Juliette were easy to get along with though Emma did have her feisty side and Juliette could be catty. Thankfully, that wasn’t an issue. After all, Emma had become family and since Charlotte and Will only had Juliette, her father who she had a choice word for, and a few distant relations they’d never met, it was important to Charlotte they get along for Birdie’s sake. They’d never met their father and really didn’t have much family left. 
 
    At the upsetting thought, Charlotte blinked her eyes a few times, swallowed, and tried to lift her lips into a smile. 
 
    Juliette’s voice floated back to her as she asked Emma about her relationship with Will. “So he proposed to you while on the island? Tres romantique. Will you tell us the story?” 
 
    Charlotte leaned in, interested because she hadn’t yet heard how her brother popped the question. They’d only returned from the Caribbean a few days previous and had been preoccupied with wedding plans. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” Emma said. “It’s all been so hush-hush with Will trying to keep things out of the media. We’re lucky to have the island to escape to. No one in their right mind would trek there and take photos.” She shook her head. “I’m lucky there’s running water. We’re building a brand-new house there though and it will have all the bells and whistles and by that, I mean electricity.” 
 
    Juliette laughed. 
 
    Charlotte knew, all too well, Will’s problem with the paparazzi. They meddled in his life and at times had posed a danger. But she was also certain the house would have more than just the basics—he’d include the top of the line everything. 
 
    They continued to chatter about the island and house and engagement along with everything to follow. 
 
    “I love being able to gush with you girls,” Emma said. 
 
    Juliette gripped her hand, studying the ring. It was a rock of a diamond, surrounded by other diamonds. “You will need sunglasses when you wear it outside because it’s so bright and sparkly.” 
 
    “So, back to how he got this on your finger.” 
 
    “Will told me there were rumors of a treasure hidden somewhere off Isla Encanta.” 
 
    Juliette made a swooning sound that matched the way Charlotte felt inside. Love Island. A little, or not so little, considering they were talking about Will, secret. It was a hidden, island paradise just for the couple. 
 
    “One morning he brought me breakfast in bed along with a map. He went on to tell me a long story about how one of the locals from a neighboring island brought him in on the rumors of treasure and shared the map with him.” Emma raised an eyebrow. “I was suspicious, but went along with it.” 
 
    “If you found treasure did you have to share it?” 
 
    Emma flashed the ring. “In this case no.” 
 
    The three women laughed. 
 
    Emma continued. “It started with the perfect day on the boat. The sun was shining, the water was calm. We followed the map and sailed past Crystal Cove, Hangman’s Harbor, and then Shipwreck Sandbar. Let’s just say Will got a little carried away with the pirate theme. Anyway, we arrived at the X—the one that marked the spot, which was a called Riptide Reef, a shallow reef for snorkeling… We got on our gear and then were watching the angelfish, the tangs, the lionfish…” 
 
    “Sounds amazing,” Charlotte breathed. 
 
    “Don’t tell me he buried the ring!” Juliette exclaimed. 
 
    “He gestured I follow him over to some rocks. There, he pointed to a wooden treasure chest. We hauled it up and the ring was inside.” Emma bounced a little. 
 
    Charlotte had to admit, her excitement and joy were contagious. If her brother, who’d had a reputation for being the least romantic person ever, could orchestrate something like that, perhaps there was some hope in the world. 
 
    “He proposed to me right there on the beach.” Tears glistened in Emma’s eyes. 
 
    Charlotte wrapped her in a hug. “I’m so glad you found each other.” 
 
    Juliette beamed. “It’s a love story good enough to write about.” She nudged her cousin. “But how did your brother manage to become the owner of an island in the Caribbean? Isla Encanta.” Juliette used a Spanish inflection, completely hiding her French accent when she said it. “The island of love.” 
 
    “Supposedly he won it during a card game.” 
 
    “When we were little, my brother and I played poker with Sydney for peanuts. Actual peanuts. The kind in the shell. It sounds like he’s graduated to bigger wagers.” 
 
    Emma and Juliette laughed. 
 
    The memory brought up more memories of Sydney. He’d taught Will and Charlotte so much about finances, even though Charlotte lived rather frugally. Will said he owed his success to their guardian. She owed her life.  
 
    She was in deep in mourning and didn’t know if the pain of loss would ever go away—at least not when she’d already lost so much: her mother, her marriage, then her best friend and father figure. It was especially hard at the wedding because he would have wanted to be there. 
 
    “The question is who does your brother play cards with?” Juliette asked. “Who is this person who wagers islands?” She laughed as though it was unreal, absurd. 
 
    Emma pointed to a man as tall as Will with his back to them. While her brother was muscular, it was from working out at the gym empire he owned while that man’s strength was of a more rugged variety. Like he lifted heavy things, but not weights. His skin was sun-kissed as though he spent a lot of time outside in the fresh air. 
 
    “That’s the American best friend, Wyatt. In fact, we have the same last name—Jones. Though there’s no relation.” 
 
    “And soon you’ll be Mrs. Wheaton.” Juliette smiled. 
 
    Charlotte had heard plenty about the American best friend Wyatt Jones. He and Will had worked as models together and had many wild times. “I’ve heard about him, but never met him.” 
 
    “He is one fine specimen of man muscle, American brawn. A proper cowboy.” Juliette batted her eyelashes in his direction though he still faced away from them. 
 
    “Are you single?” Emma asked. 
 
    Juliette tipped her head from side to side. “Nothing official.” 
 
    Juliette told them about the Frenchman who’d been wooing her. 
 
    Charlotte’s gaze drifted over to Wyatt who shifted, revealing his profile. He had a chiseled jawline and a crooked smile. “He’s probably broken a lot of hearts.” Too late, Charlotte realized she’d spoken aloud. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Emma asked. 
 
    Charlotte quickly recovered. “I mean, he’s Will’s best friend. They used to model together. I’m pretty sure they left a trail of women in their wake.” 
 
    “Well, as we know, people change.” Emma’s lips lifted in an assuring smile. 
 
    Charlotte realized what her comment suggested even though she didn’t mean for it to offend Emma. “They sure do. Will’s so lucky to have found the woman who won his heart. I’m really happy for you guys.” She was, but the constant presence of grief made her feel like she was treading water, but not wearing a snorkel or looking at exotic Caribbean fish. More like struggling to stay afloat. 
 
    The three women carried on with pleasant conversation, and it was clear Emma wasn’t upset about Charlotte’s comment. After a time, a duke or the member of some royal house or another snagged her attention. She extended both her hands to drag Juliette and Charlotte along. She whispered, “If I say the word Pomeranian that means rescue me from a dreadfully boring conversation.” 
 
    Juliette, all too happy to meet royalty said, “Oui.” 
 
    Will rushed over, giving his bride to be a smooch on the cheek then said, “I have to say hello to my sister,” he said, nabbing her away. 
 
    She was glad he rescued her from having to rub elbows with the nobility without having to use a code word. She preferred to be a quiet observer. 
 
     “There you are. I never thought I’d get away from Boylston. Banged my ear off about the Chapman-Shaw merger for ages.” Will rubbed his hand down the back of his neck. 
 
    “Looking forward to heading back to Isla Encanta?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    “Am I ever. You should come stay with us.” 
 
    “And miss summer in London? Ask me again in January, dreary, drizzly, January.” 
 
    “Will do. You certainly could use a vacation.” 
 
    She didn’t want to think about how that was true. “Emma told us about the proposal. Very romantic, brother.” 
 
    “No less than she deserved, you too. Maybe you’ll meet your mister here,” he said with a lift of his eyebrow. “Are you enjoying yourself?” 
 
    She nodded, but Will was gazing out at all the guests and he didn’t see the smile that slipped off Charlotte’s face. 
 
    “You do realize this is madness. Glorious, about to marry the love-of-my-life, madness.” He chuckled. “Could you help me with one thing though?” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Of course, but Emma’s taught me to ask for help when I need it.” He cast Charlotte a pointed look. Both siblings had a habit of trying to shoulder burdens alone. “Anyway, Emma’s mother keeps meddling and fussing then disappearing. She’s driving us both nuts. Anyway, we need more of those delicious apple-rose pastries. Have you tried one?” Will went on to describe it. 
 
    “I see Emma has also got you off your strict dietary regime,” Charlotte said. 
 
    “Just for today.” 
 
    “And tomorrow?” 
 
    Will nodded sheepishly. “Then it’s back to the protein shakes and bland dinners.” He laughed. “Emma’s mother said she went to tell the caterers we needed more, but she probably got lost and is trying to get one of these old money earls to marry her—like Archer Pearce for instance.” He thumbed over his shoulder. 
 
    “You invited him?” He’d been involved in a recent bank scandal. 
 
    “Now that Emma’s royalty, we practically had to invite half the country.” He gave his sister an imploring look. 
 
    She planted her hands on her brother’s arm. “Of course, I’ll go find out about the apple rose pastries.” She was relieved it was something so straightforward and he wasn’t asking her to do something awkward like dance with one of those old money earls he’d mentioned. 
 
    He gave her hand a squeeze and then called after her, “Now, you don’t go getting lost either, but do feel free to fall in love.” 
 
    His laughter faded as she reminded herself why that would never happen. 
 
    Charlotte passed through the gilded hall of the historic Garden House, part of the royal garden system. She intended to follow her ears and nose to the sound of pans clattering and the smell of deliciousness baking. However, there were countless doors and other hallways on the lower level. She wasn’t sure which led to the kitchen. The Garden House was old, had once been one of the royal palaces, but the main part of it had burned in a terrible fire around the turn of the twentieth century. It was part of the royal registry of historical buildings converted for the public and used for events like weddings. 
 
    However, that didn’t help Charlotte find her way through the maze-like corridors. A long row of catering carts stood like soldiers in one hall, waiting to deliver more confections to the guests. One was piled high with chocolate chip cookies—Sydney’s favorite. Her stomach dipped. Some days were easier than others to get through. She wished he was there to celebrate Will’s happiness, his future. But he was gone. Tears sprung to her eyes.  
 
    Charlotte rounded the corner, trying to find the kitchen. It was relatively quieter in that hall. She’d taken a wrong turn she paused and leaned against the wall—out of sight. She was lost and needed a moment to compose herself before finding the kitchen and interacting with a stranger.  
 
    She didn’t want anyone to think she was anything less than thrilled about the nuptials. She was happy for the couple, but felt sad and missed Sydney—missed having someone to talk to, listening to his stories, and playing cards with him. She was surprised Will had actually won an island from Wyatt, given that she always bested him when they played cards. But as Emma said, people change. Or maybe the cowboy wasn’t a skilled card player. 
 
    She sniffled. Neither Sydney nor Will would want her in the hallway sobbing so she squared her shoulders and drew a deep breath. She peered around the corner to be sure the coast was clear because she didn’t want anyone questioning why she was alone in the hall crying. When she straightened, ready to set foot into the hall and find the baker and pastries Will requested, she knocked into a large, solid figure. She stumbled, shuffled, and careened into a cart loaded full of mini confections. 
 
    A massive pair of hands wrapped around her waist to keep her from going head first into platters of mini meringues. Once she got her footing, she turned around to apologize. The American best friend started to do the same. Her breath caught as their eyes met. 
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    Click HERE to sign up & get your copy. 
 
      
 
    Website 
 
    Facebook 
 
      
 
    ♥ 
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    P.S. Neverland cookies (Lisa), personal apple pies (Deanna) and cupcakes (Jeri) are coming! 
 
      
 
    Thank you! 
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 About the Author 
 
      
 
    Ellie Hall is a puppy, book, and ocean enthusiast. She writes sweet romance with lots of firsts and fizzy feels. Oh, and she loves tea in the morning and pizza in the evening. She believes in dreaming big, working hard, and lazy Sunday afternoons spent with her family and dog in gratitude for God's grace. 
 
      
 
    ♥ 
 
      
 
    P.S. If you have a moment, and enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a starred and written review so other readers can find it too. 
 
    Thank you! 
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