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    Chapter 1 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princess Ava of Concordia had it all: a noble title, she co-owned a castle in Concordia, and took residence in Burklingham Palace in London. She had access to a life of prestige and adventure, delight and ease. Not to mention, her wardrobe was fabulous. 
 
    However, there was one thing missing, or rather person, she never expected ever to see again. He’d disappeared, or rather deserted her, and she’d never forgiven him. 
 
    Rarely did a day pass when some reminder of their childhood and teen years spent together didn’t bring up a mixed bag of emotions: nostalgia, loneliness, sadness, and worry on one end of the spectrum and frustration, disappointment, and anger—as red as Ava’s hair—on the other.  
 
    She stuffed those feelings away, hid them deep down (or on the shelf behind her purses and handbags with labels like Louie Vuitton, Prada, and Gucci). Most days, and that one in particular, along with her Armani dress, she put on a smile and marched into the drawing room with her chin lifted and her shoulders squared. 
 
    When she met her brother, Oliver, who was recently crowned the King of Concordia, and Beatriz the Queen of England, her expression shifted to something between wariness and interest—eyes narrowed and eyebrow arched.  
 
    They spoke in hushed tones until Livingston, the butler, announced Ava’s arrival. She sensed they wanted her to do something—very rarely did they enjoy cups of tea with no strings attached. 
 
    Would they want her to attend a charity event? Participate in a boring meeting with other nobles, or gently remind her that she wasn’t married? Not that she was above those duties; she valued her role as a princess and was grateful for her position and influence—at least, that’s what she told herself. Like the big thing—person—missing from her life, she stuffed her true feelings away. However, those she hid among her sizable shoe collection—instead of with the purses. 
 
    Oliver and the queen straightened, exchanged a quick glance, and turned to Ava. Actually, her brother didn’t put the pressure on her in the marriage department. It was her guardian, the queen, who seemed to want to marry her off.  
 
    By commoner standards, Ava was far too old to have a guardian, but when her parents had tragically died when she was too young to remember, she was put into Queen Beatriz’s care. For that reason, many people thought she was British Royalty. After all, she’d grown up in the London palace and for all intents and purposes appeared to be a member of the local gentry. However, her parents were the previous King and Queen of the small but extremely wealthy northern nation of Concordia, where her brother and Penny recently replaced her parents’ role after many years of mourning as per custom. 
 
    Oliver had to marry to take the position and had endured a process of courtship with various royals-in-waiting. Although Ava was a princess in title only, she was relieved she wasn’t forced into any such union. 
 
    Livingston, the long-standing—and at least when Ava was younger, long-suffering—head butler, poured her tea. When she adjusted her napkin, he nearly flinched as though preparing for a blow of some sort. Of course, Ava had never punched him, but he’d endured more than a few pranks at her hands. It wasn’t that she alone was naughty growing up. She and her best friend aka her accomplice were naughty together. On their own, they were perfectly well-behaved children. Put them in the same room and they were a pair of menaces. But it was all in good fun and rarely involved anything that could’ve been dangerous—except that one time with the olive oil and bag of marbles. 
 
    The extent of the pranks aimed at poor Livingston must’ve resulted in a post-traumatic disorder. Ava made a mental note to do something kind to make it up to him. After all, it had been a decade since she and her partner in crime had taped a toilet seat shut, replaced his shaving cream with toothpaste, or swapped out his fiber pills. 
 
    Ava hadn’t changed entirely. She still longed to travel the world (and had made a few solo trips, flying under the royal radar). 
 
    She was well-known for laughter (though, those days it was rarely at anyone else’s expense). 
 
    She was fiercely loyal (and was thankful for the people who’d become her family after her parents passed). 
 
    She had a whip-smart tongue and didn’t take any nonsense (it was a second child thing). 
 
    “Good morning, Oliver. Your Majesty.” Ava nodded and smiled. Also, being the second child, she refused to indulge her brother with any formal forms of address. Sure, he was her king, but he had also been afraid of monsters under the bed when they were growing up (she may have instigated that a bit), had caught him picking his nose more than once, and they were as close as siblings could be—best friends, in fact. Had she been queen, she wouldn’t have expected him to refer to her by anything other than her name or one of his numerous nicknames for her: Avie, Avey-wavey, Tater Tot, and the list went on. 
 
    The queen sipped her tea. 
 
    Ava’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. She’d spent much of her life in the queen’s company and had taken to reading her mood based off her greeting the way fortunetellers read tea leaves. 
 
    A simple good morning meant the opposite. 
 
    An inquiry into how Ava was doing indicated that it was indeed a good morning and the queen was burden free and could chat. 
 
    Silence meant something was afoot. 
 
    As for Oliver, he cleared his throat. Never a good thing. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    Oliver repeated the throat clearing and then said, “I regret to inform you Uncle Garfield has passed away.” 
 
    It took Ava a moment to place his name on the family tree, of which she had three. There was her actual biological family, consisting of Oliver and Uncle Garfield. There may have been a few other distant relations, but they’d never been accounted for.  
 
    There was the British royal family tree, which she’d become unofficially part of when the queen took her into her care, and of course. 
 
    There was also the tree including friends who’d become like family—though one of the branches had broken off a decade previous. 
 
    Ava sighed. “I’m terribly sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “The authorities in Western Australia, where he’d made his home on the beach, have been in touch.” 
 
    She’d never met Garfield but had heard stories about the old, sunbaked relation. “He was the beach bum, right?” 
 
    Oliver tilted his head from side to side. “Unfortunately, a rogue wave took him out to sea. They recovered him, but per his wishes, his remains are to remain in his adopted country.” Once more Oliver cleared his throat as he explained the delicate situation. 
 
    “At least, now you don’t have to worry about him trying to seize the throne.” Ava was never one to dance around difficult things. She just avoided them or plowed right into them—for her, there was no in between. 
 
    “As if that had ever been a threat,” the queen said quietly. 
 
    Ava tried not to smile. It was true. Their uncle, who could’ve become the leader of one of the wealthiest nations in the world, preferred beach life. She shrugged. Who was she to judge? Although she took her duties seriously, she’d rather explore the world than be stuck in the palace or in an office day after day. 
 
    Oliver shifted uncomfortably. “This also means—” He paused to clear his throat. 
 
    “Do you need some water or fresh air or something? Enough with the throat clearing.” Since becoming king, Oliver had become more careful around his sister.  
 
    He pressed his hands against the table. “Ava, this also means you’d take the throne if anything happened to Penny and me.” 
 
    Ava’s brow wrinkled. Her eyes narrowed further. She tilted toward him. “Pardon?” The words if anything happened to me blindsided her. Her mind fogged over with the memory of their parents’ passing. She’d never considered anything ever happening to Oliver. Although he’d been a little wild during his college years, he was her solid and reliable brother.  
 
    If she was stuck in a Mongolian jail, he’d have come to her aid (it had almost happened once, during her college years). 
 
    If she had bad dreams (like when she was little, he’d talk to her until she fell asleep). 
 
    She could trust him with anything, including her life (he was trained in defense and survived after a train crashed into a ravine; she knew he’d come through).  
 
    However, he’d changed since he took the throne. Lines appeared around his eyes that hadn’t been there before and a heaviness took place of his laughter and usually smiling face—a heaviness even though he was as fit as ever. 
 
    It was impossible for Ava to think about tragedy befalling her brother and sister-in-law. They were her family. 
 
    “This is part of my role as king that I do not like.” Oliver folded his hands. 
 
    “I agree, it’s tragic to think about Uncle Garfield, never mind anything happening to you,” Ava managed to say at last. 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “No, I mean this next part.” 
 
    The queen set down her teacup, tapping in for Oliver when he hesitated. “According to Concordian law, within six months of crowning, the heir to the throne, if a direct relation to the current king or queen, must be married or else they forfeit their rights of succession should something tragic befell the current reigning monarchs rendering them unable to rule.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t follow.” Ava tried to back up a few words but couldn’t parse them out. 
 
    “In plain English, you’ll lose your title unless you find a suitable match and marry by the end of the month,” Oliver clarified. Before Ava could protest, which she was about to do, Oliver said, “This is the part of my role as king that I do not like.” 
 
    “I thought you said something about six months,” Ava said, turning to the queen as the meaning caught up to her. 
 
    She shrugged like a month and six were roughly the same thing. “I’m still familiarizing myself with all the details of Concordian law and this little detail slipped through.” 
 
    “Do you mean this little detail of me getting married or else I lose my title?” 
 
    “Not just your title, you lose everything.” Beatriz’s lips dipped into a frown. “Including me as your guardian. That means you’d be on your own. A commoner. We’d only be able to see each other by appointment per the laws of my country.” Beatriz, a stolid woman who was practiced in masking emotion, blinked her eyes a few times as though the notion saddened her. 
 
    Ava hadn’t realized she was holding her breath and let out a long exhale. Rarely, was she at a loss for words. She studied the eyelet table cloth. Actually, she wasn’t at a loss for words. She used the one her nannies said was her very first word. “No.” 
 
    “No?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “No, I won’t do it. Oliver, you’re king. Can’t you just change the rules? Strike it from the record. Surely, we can figure out a way for me not to get married, retain my title as a princess, and I can go on my merry way.” 
 
    “I can’t just go changing things around for your benefit. This is in place to protect the throne. You know full well that in Concordia the king and queen come as a pair. That’s the way it’s always been. It’s a safety measure and a practical way to always have two leaders available to pick up slack for the other during difficult seasons. Two minds to meet and agree upon things. A team. It’s a great gift enacted by our ancestors.” Oliver’s words were as dense as the Concordian mountain range. 
 
    “It feels more like a punishment,” Ava retorted. She was in a full-on pout, which everyone who knew her understood only led to one thing: debate. To Ava, debate was like a sport she prided herself on always winning. 
 
    Oliver probably anticipated this. “Believe me, I've looked into changing the rules. If I did so, I'd also have to step down because it would be a grievous display of nepotism. I can’t favor you just because I feel like it. We, the former king and queen's children, come as a pair. Father didn't have siblings so he didn't have to deal with this. But if anything ever happened to me and Penny that would mean you'd step into the position as queen. You're like my Deputy Prime Minister, my Vice President. My VIP VP.”  
 
    He was trying to make light of the situation, but she felt shocked, bowled over, confused. On the one hand, losing her title meant freedom. She could go and do whatever she wanted whenever she wanted. She’d lose her title, which wasn’t of utmost importance. Rather, losing her relationship to Beatriz and Oliver, along with the rest of the cast of palace characters—as she’d come to think of them—was devastating. Not to mention she was loyal to Oliver, to her country and took pride in being of service, helping those in need, and contributing in a positive way. 
 
    “Well, I’m not feeling very important,” she mumbled, struggling with what to do. 
 
     “Just don't try to kill me off so you can take the throne.” Oliver barely smiled at his own joke. 
 
    Ava quickly shifted from glum over the news to seeking a solution. “What would happen if I declined and something—?” 
 
    “If you decline marriage and something happens to me the throne would sit empty again. I couldn’t stand doing that to the people.” 
 
    “After the untimely death of your parents, the Concordian King and Queen, the custom was for the throne to remain empty and the country in mourning for the combined number of years the royals had served. It wasn’t until that time was up, could the heir, Oliver, be married and be crowned,” Beatriz explained though it was hardly necessary. 
 
    Ava knew all of that and she’d done the math plenty of times. Oliver became king at age thirty. Then she calculated something else. “Wait, so if you produce an heir, I can get out of this?” 
 
    “We only have a month, Ava,” Oliver said, wiping his brow. That heaviness seemed to settle over him again. 
 
    “There is an alternative and it’s...” Beatriz trailed off. “I’ve had my best people on this. We found Emma and Penny so it’s not out of the realm of possibility that there are other potential successors. We haven’t confirmed it one-hundred percent, but there might be another relation...” 
 
    Ava listened intently.  
 
    “And she isn’t exactly friendly...” Leave it to the queen to throw a wrench into the works. 
 
    “So you sought out an adversary?” 
 
    “I couldn’t ignore the possibility when exploring the family tree, but she was keen on the possibility too and has since targeted us.” Beatriz slid a folder to Ava. 
 
    She opened the flap and on top was a photo of Genevieve Dickerson of Flushington. 
 
    “I suppose we shouldn’t have made an enemy out of her.” The queen clicked her tongue. 
 
    Ava steamed with anger. “Why’d you have to go and make an enemy out of her?” she spat at Oliver. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure you took part in that as well,” he countered. 
 
    The siblings bickered over whose fault it was they’d gotten on Genevieve’s bad side. 
 
    Beatriz smoothed the panels of her royal blue suit jacket. “I, for one, have no problem admitting that I dismissed her from the castle. Be that as it may, if she proves to be a direct relation, she’ll have the opportunity to rule Concordia. That is, if something happens to Oliver and Penny, heaven forbid.” 
 
    “Knowing Genevieve, if she were queen she’d probably hire a mobster to kill you off,” Ava said, no longer upset with Oliver but wanting to protect him. “She’d probably redirect institutional spending to her jewelry collection.” 
 
    “And educational allocations to her own personal vacation fund.” 
 
    The siblings stifled laughter. 
 
    “It would be a disaster, which is why we need to find you a suitable husband,” Beatriz said gravely. 
 
    “So if I marry, I can keep my title but still have no power.” Because Oliver was the firstborn, Ava was essentially a princess in title only. However, because Beatriz became her guardian, she’d lived a royal life in London, complete with privileges and responsibilities. 
 
    “But if I died...” 
 
    “Stop talking about if you die,” Ava said. 
 
    “It’s just a precaution, but we couldn’t have the people without their ruler again. I don’t want that for them. Nor do I want someone who doesn’t understand the requirements of the leadership role stepping in and bungling up what we’ve worked hard for in Concordia. Not just anyone is qualified to lead one of the wealthiest nations in the world, especially not Genevieve.” 
 
    “If she proves to be a relation,” Beatriz added. 
 
    “And I am qualified?” Ava asked. 
 
    “You’d do a better job than me,” Oliver grumbled. 
 
    Beatriz clicked her tongue again. “That’s debatable. Ava has a tendency to wander.” 
 
    Ava’s eyebrows shot up, surprised by that turn in the conversation. 
 
    “Of course, I know about your solo trips, including backpacking around southeast Asia and your forays without minders, security, or any of the precautions a princess is obligated to take.” Beatriz’s expression was pinched. 
 
    Ava’s jaw had started to lower, but she pressed her lips into a thin line, hiding her shock. She should’ve known the queen would have been wise to her adventures. 
 
    “Unless you have an eligible nobleman in mind, we will arrange courtship as we did for your brother.” Beatriz pushed her teacup away. 
 
    Ten kinds of protests were on Ava’s tongue, but as if on cue, Penny walked into the room. 
 
    The line around Oliver’s eyes crinkled as he smiled. “It worked out for us.” He got to his feet and embraced his queen. 
 
    Almost low enough for only Penny to hear, he asked, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Penny gave a small and private smile. 
 
    “Yes, it worked out for you, but you fell in love,” Ava said. 
 
    “Maybe you will too.” 
 
    She had been in love once. 
 
    Unable to bear the news and what it meant a moment longer, she rushed from the room. The scent of something baking drew her down the hall. As if she were twelve years old all over again, she ducked into a secret passage that led to the palace kitchen. It was then that things were easier, less complicated. However, that had all changed when she’d fallen in love and had her heart broken. 
 
    There was only one solution when feeling troubled. Chocolate. 
 
    As she emerged from the passage and into the corridor adjacent to the kitchens, the outline of a tall man with broad shoulders filled the doorway. Even with his back facing away from her direction, she’d have recognized anywhere the tilt of his head and that particular lean of his with crossed arms. But she certainly wasn’t expecting him, not then and not there. 
 
    She blinked her eyes a few times to let them adjust from the dim light of the secret passage. It was like she was seeing a ghost. Or maybe a ghoul aware of her past haunted her. Perhaps someone privy to the news she’d received and what it meant for her future decided to prank her. Unlikely. 
 
    But it couldn’t be him. 
 
    She’d been in love.  
 
    He was the one. 
 
    She’d waited for him. 
 
    He’d betrayed her. 
 
    As he slowly turned in her direction, she froze. It wasn’t a ghost or a prankster.  
 
    It was Henry Park. 
 
    He was very much alive because only his handsome face could make her chest swell and her blood boil in equal measure. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry Park was trained to respond, to react, and to assess any situation no matter how dangerous or difficult and spring into action. But for the first time in his life, he was stuck, glued to the threshold of the palace kitchen doorway as Ava stood at the other end of the hallway. 
 
    The light shining at her back cast her curves in a silhouette. But there was no mistaking it was her. When had Ava gone from being a girl to becoming a woman? 
 
    First, there was eye contact. The golden flecks in her eyes sparkled. They always had, though usually with mischief and mirth. He bit the inside of his cheek because what he deserved and knowing her what was likely coming, was a spark of anger. 
 
    Second, she ran her fingers through her flaming red hair. When they were younger, she’d twist the end when she was nervous or uncertain. But brushing her hair back and tossing it over her shoulder meant war. He probably deserved that too. 
 
    Third, he’d recognize her pouty lips anywhere even though it had been a decade since he’d last laid eyes on them. He’d thought about them for years, dreamed about them, and fantasized too. 
 
    She was his first kiss and if things had been different, his only kiss. 
 
    Upon setting foot in the palace after a ten-year absence, memories that had been better left tucked away flooded back. Henry was a master of disguise, had the ability to remain cool, steely, and impassive, but his heart lurched in his chest and his insides twisted at the sight of the princess. 
 
    They remained fixed in their positions on either end of the hall, unmoving, locked in place. 
 
    It was like they were having a stand-off, preparing to duel. The air went still. The kitchen sounds seemed to fade. 
 
    She took a step closer and he followed. Or perhaps it was like a dance, each of them recalling their moves, the rhythm of the other, the cadence of a private dance only known by people as close as they’d been. 
 
    The space closed between them and soon they were toe to toe. If it had been ten years previous, they would’ve also been eye to eye, but Henry had a late growth spurt and grew over three inches before he left his teens. Perhaps it was the freedom beyond the confines of the castle that prompted him to outgrow the space he’d previously inhabited. Like a goldfish tossed from bowl to sea. 
 
    “Hello, Henry.” Ava spoke first. Reliably, she was the brave one. 
 
    Although he was no stranger to danger, she’d always intimidated him. 
 
    “Hi, Ava.” 
 
    Her eyebrow lifted and her chin tucked back slightly as though she was surprised and intrigued but couldn’t decide which. Perhaps she was daring him to explain himself. He couldn’t. He’d sworn an oath of secrecy. 
 
    “I hear your brother officially became King of Concordia.” 
 
    She snorted, almost imperceptibly, but he’d been trained in reading the slight shifts in a person’s demeanor, to capture their meaning, and to respond accordingly. 
 
    “Congratulations to him,” he added. 
 
    She leaned in, glaring. “You’ve been keeping up on royal news then?” 
 
    He nodded. That was but part of his job, but of course, she didn’t know that. 
 
    “Then you’d know—never mind.” She cut herself off. 
 
    If there was news or gossip, it was likely to make the papers both physical and online before the day’s end. That was how it worked with the royal family. Their laundry was routinely washed in public, though it was rarely dirty. 
 
    “My apologies, Princess Ava, how have you been?” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew that was the wrong thing to say. Then again, he never could resist seeing her riled up. However, usually, he wasn’t the one to cause it. More often than not, it had been Oliver. They got along as well as siblings could, but he’d foil their plans for one prank or another and get them in trouble with nannies, tutors, and Livingston. 
 
    “Princess Ava?” She scoffed. “How have I been?” The way she punctuated the questions indicated he may as well have been speaking another language. In fact, when it came to their relationship princess was a foreign word. She’d forbidden him from using her title or other formal address. She’d always just wanted to be normal. Growing up and well into their teens, he’d never had to ask how she was. He knew day and night because they had been inseparable. In fact, if she were glum, he was too. If she were happy, ditto for him. They could read each other’s thoughts, emotions, and had the kind of bond he’d never imagined could be severed.  
 
    Until he’d broken it. 
 
    “Well, Henry, let me see. I’m—” She searched the hallway at his back. “I’m hungry. I came down here to find something sweet.” But all she tasted was bitterness. 
 
    She’d changed but not so much that he couldn’t tell that something was bothering her beyond his surprise reappearance. Memories flooded back of them pilfering more than their share of sweets from the palace kitchens over the years. No, Ava sought out chocolate when the palace bubble, as she’d called it, threatened to close in on her. 
 
    “Oh, and I’m angry,” she ground out. 
 
    There she was, the fiery, feisty, and always honest Ava. 
 
    And he was sorry. But he couldn’t bring himself to say the simple words because she deserved more than a pithy apology in the hallway. 
 
    He expected her to storm away, but she remained rooted there in front of him. Her chest heaved slightly as though she was out of breath. Perhaps she was fighting the war in her head, sparing him her full wrath, considering the circumstances that brought him back to the palace and to the kitchen specifically. 
 
    She crossed her arms in front of her chest and tapped her foot on the floor as though waiting.  When he didn’t speak, she said, “Okay. Yeah. I get it, Henry. I’m not worth an explanation.” The words were clipped. “I’ll go see what your father has baked today.” 
 
    That wasn’t likely. She must not have known what brought him back to the palace. 
 
    At the same time as she moved to huff off, he started to shift aside, but she stepped in the same direction. He moved opposite to grant her passage, but she also slipped in that direction. It was like they were dancing then, except in an awkward, ungraceful way. They each moved again and he accidentally stepped on her foot. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Henry said. 
 
    The words tripped her up. Again, she froze.  
 
    Their eyes met. Hers flamed. His softened, surprising him.  
 
    Apparently, she was the only person who had the ability to force him to let down his guard. He’d have to inform his training team in case he was ever taken into enemy custody and she was used as collateral. 
 
    “You’re sorry?” Her voice was a whisper. 
 
    He knew that’s what she’d wanted to hear. What she needed to hear and more. But it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t give her the full explanation so he reasoned she was better off without one. She was creative. She probably came up with numerous stories outlining his disappearance. All of them could be true. After all, ten years had passed. 
 
    “I’m sorry I stepped on your foot,” he said. 
 
    “Sir,” a palace aid called. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but I urge you to hurry along. Your father may not be conscious for much longer.” 
 
    Henry couldn’t bear to meet Ava’s eyes. Not because he hadn’t corrected her when she’d assumed that his father, David Park, the renowned and master baker at the palace, had not been in fine health and baking in the kitchen as he’d done for years. No, it was because Henry had finally returned to the castle, but it wasn’t for her. In his line of work, he couldn’t risk their involvement. A princess dating a spy? A princess dating a commoner? A princess dating the guy who’d broken her heart? There was too much at risk. But his father was dying. The old man had nothing left to lose. So Henry had returned. 
 
    “Sir,” the palace aid repeated. 
 
    Henry followed him down the hall and away from the kitchens to the staff quarters. Once more, he left Ava standing there, waiting. But at least that time her bags weren’t packed. 
 
    There were numerous reasons Henry had avoided the palace. One was because he’d betrayed Ava. Another was his father. The two people he’d loved most in the world had received little more than his absence. 
 
    Of course, David, his father, had tried to reach out, to mend things. In contrast, Ava had punished him with the silence he’d deserved. 
 
    The familiar room he’d shared with his dad when he was growing up smelled the same: sugar, butter, and flour—his father’s signature scent. But it was cut with something else: sickness, hopelessness, and helplessness. 
 
    Although Henry’s father’s chest still rose and fell with breath, Henry was too late. He’d slipped back into unconsciousness. Something the doctor had said was common at that stage. 
 
    The mountain of a man who’d spent his life dedicated to all things confectionary and royal lay still, silent, and gaunt in the single bed he’d leaped out of every morning at three a.m. to get started in the kitchen. 
 
    He’d return at six a.m., part the curtains, and leave his son a warm scone, muffin, bun, or another treat of the day. He’d listen intently to Henry’s adventures in the castle, his woes at school, and later, his confusing feelings about his best friend—Ava. 
 
    They’d gone from pals to something more and Henry wasn’t sure how to navigate it. David assured him that love would always win. But that hadn’t been true for his parents. It wasn’t true for him. 
 
    Henry fought between sitting down and leaving. He wanted to talk to his dad but at the same time didn’t want his father to open his eyes. It wasn’t because he didn’t want to see the man living and breathing, but because he didn’t want to face the disappointment that he was sure to have caused. 
 
    David Park had given his all to the royal family and to his son: mostly so Henry could have the best life possible. He was such a masterful baker, the coordinator for employment, positions, and stations at the palace had offered David the esteemed role, including room, board, and a lifetime benefits package, including healthcare. David bargained to have his son included in the deal. 
 
    From the age of four, so as far back as he could remember, Henry Park lived in the palace but wasn’t royal. He received haircuts from the royal stylist, the same meals as the noble residents, and access to all the palace privileges available. He soon became inseparable from the princess, a bit of a nuisance to the prince, and a terror to the staff—but that was mostly Ava’s influence. She liked to muck around. She loved to laugh. She was a spitfire. When it came time for them to go to school, he could’ve remained in the palace study with her and the tutors, but his father insisted he go to public school. 
 
    That was when he’d learned that there was palace life and real life. He and Ava started to resent the bubble they lived in and dreamed of places farther afield. 
 
    In that familiar room, Henry’s eyes landed on a framed image of his father’s native Scotland. Before that, his grandfather had moved from Korea and married a Scotswoman. He’d never known his own mother or many of his other relatives. Perhaps she was somewhere in that landscape. Part of him longed to know more about her, but likely it’d just cause more pain. 
 
    The royals and staff were his family. By and large, they’d all accepted him even though he was just the baker’s son. 
 
    “Just the baker’s son,” he muttered.  
 
    His father was right to feel disgrace. David had given his son everything he could. Ava had done so too. In return, he’d given them worry, fear, and sadness, no doubt. 
 
    Oh, and he gave Ava, anger. But that was to be expected. She was a fiery one. 
 
    David, on the other hand, was a gentle giant. He had the patience of a man who’d wait an entire day for croissant dough to proof because that was the way it was done. He had the patience of a man who’d wait for his son to return before dying. 
 
    Henry rarely got emotional, but he gripped his father’s frail fingers to hold himself to the moment or else he feared he might drift away. 
 
    He’d assumed everything would be the way he’d left it. In many ways the palace was a time capsule: the paintings never changed, just dusted. The furniture never moved, just polished. But the people: they were older and his father especially so. 
 
    Henry had traveled the world, doing meaningful work: protecting queen and crown, but he hadn’t been able to protect the people closest to him, who’d loved and trusted him the most. At least not from himself. He’d thought leaving and making a clean break would’ve been easier and safer for everyone involved. Never mind the fact that his grounds for leaving were less than honorable. But he’d never been able to explain, at least not to Ava. There hadn’t been time. It was too risky. 
 
    David shifted lightly in his sleep. Henry squeezed his hand gently, but the man didn’t stir further. Likely, he’d take his son’s secret to the grave. But hopefully, before that, the two could reconcile. 
 
    In the meantime, he’d find Ava.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ava stood in the hallway by the kitchens for longer than she would’ve liked to admit. When she and Henry were going to run away together, she’d waited for longer than she’d ever tell anyone. In fact, part of her heart might still have been upstairs by the south wing door. But the rest of her was there, trying to make sense of Henry’s return. 
 
    Why hadn’t she been alerted? Did the queen know? Oliver? Would she see him again? Did she want to? Anger fanned the flames but curiosity and compassion doused them. What had happened to Mr. Park, Henry’s father? 
 
    She set foot in the kitchen, her original destination. She’d intended to pilfer Mr. Park’s pantry and the cooling racks to find something yummy and distracting while she figured out a plan of attack. She was not going to marry some arrogant, entitled, self-absorbed suitor. 
 
    She almost laughed. The description sounded a lot like Henry though he was not a royal suitor. 
 
    The kitchen staff greeted her as was custom for the princess. After giving them a nod, she stepped back toward the door, having lost her appetite. She realized that the cookies, tarts, and pastries had tasted different lately. 
 
    When she was a little scamp, getting underfoot in the kitchen and infuriating the queen to no end, she’d asked Mr. Park what made his cookies so yummy. He told her he made them with love. It wasn’t the answer she’d expected from the large man with hands as big as his mixing bowls, with a voice as deep as the vat of flour, and a smile and frown that were equally robust. 
 
    How long had he been ill? Was it bad enough that it summoned Henry back after so many years? She needed to figure out a solution to the thou-shalt-marry rule her brother and the queen sprung on her, but of more immediate importance was finding out what was wrong with her favorite baker and figure out a way to make him healthy again. 
 
    She supposed she understood why Oliver hadn’t mentioned Henry’s return; they’d never been good friends—mostly because she’d spent more time with Henry, making her brother jealous. But it was also because Oliver would never forgive him for breaking his sister’s heart. Not that she’d said as much. No, her heart was a carefully guarded thing, but Oliver was her brother. They’d shared other kinds of sadness so it was more than likely that he’d recognized the change after Henry left—just as she noticed something had been off with Oliver lately. 
 
    As Ava strode down the hall, she spotted Livingston, the butler, approaching from the other direction. She stopped in front of him and as before, he flinched slightly. 
 
    Her mouth dropped open. “Are you nervous because you knew Henry was back?” 
 
    He stammered. 
 
    She didn’t let him finish. “I see you every day and it’s rare that you flinch when in my presence.” She demonstrated. “You did this morning because you knew Henry had returned, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Miss, I’m doing no such thing.” 
 
    She slanted her eyebrow. “But you don’t deny that you knew Henry is back?” 
 
    “Well, one must be on alert when the Rascals are around. Or as your former nanny used to call you: Thing One and Thing Two.” Livingston paled and clasped his hands together. 
 
    Ava cleared her throat. “Well, I suppose it was well deserved. I’d like to offer you a formal apology for terrorizing you, Livingston. I owe you.” 
 
    “No such thing, Miss. You were just doing your job.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Keeping an old man like me on my toes.” He winked. 
 
    She definitely had to do something nice for him. Chocolates? No, he had access to the finest confections in the world. That thought brought her back to her purpose. “What happened to Mr. Park?” 
 
    “Oh, dreadful news.” Livingston went on to tell Ava about Mr. Park’s cancer diagnosis. “I assure you that the queen has provided him with the best care. He requested to spend his remaining time in his room. I think he was hoping Henry would show up and didn’t want his son to see him in a hospital setting.” Livingston cleared his throat. 
 
    Ava reached out for his arm, gave it a squeeze and with that, the fight and fire burning inside her subsided. Sure, she was angry at Henry, but there’d be time for that later. Right then, she didn’t want him to be alone. No one, not even Henry, ought to shoulder sadness by themselves. 
 
    As she followed the corridor to the south wing and the staff area, she wondered what she was supposed to do. How to greet him? With understanding? With compassion? She was too young to remember much about her parents and certainly too young to recall the moments before and after—when they were alive and then they weren’t. However, she’d lived her life in the shadow of their deaths.  
 
    She and Oliver were the orphan princess and prince. They’d have had nannies had they grown up in Concordia, but they’d also have had a mother and father.  
 
    While she had Beatriz and Henry had his father, she knew what it was like to field the aftermath of loss—she’d been doing it since she was a child.  
 
    The looks of pity from palace visitors (“Terrible tragedy about the Concordian King and Queen”), the slips of the tongue from uninformed palace workers (“If you don’t clean up that soot, I’m going to tell your mother and father.”), and other occasions when people had thought the queen was her mother (“No, my mother passed before we got to know each other. The queen is my guardian.”). She didn’t resent them their errors, but she understood how Henry might feel when he lost his father. 
 
    As she neared the room, she wondered if she should give him a hug. Do their secret handshake? Give him a pat on the back? What was she supposed to say? “I’m a princess,” she muttered. “I should know these things.” I’m a princess, she repeated in her head. 
 
    From behind the closed door of a room came her brother’s voice, low and measured. She couldn’t make out the distinct words but was reminded of his ultimatum, the edict of her home country. Marry or lose your title. Marry or lose your family. 
 
    As she rounded the corner that led to the hallway where Mr. Park’s room was. Her stomach twisted in knots. Nerves pricked the space under her skin. Her throat was tight. As she stood outside the bedroom door, her hands became clammy. She wiped them on her skirt and lifted her hand, and was about to knock when she stopped herself.  
 
    It wasn’t because she was afraid or nervous. She hadn’t lost her resolve. No, Henry had drawn an invisible line between them. If he’d wanted her to cross it the “I’m sorry,” he’d offered when they’d met outside the kitchens would’ve been a big picture apology for ditching her rather than for stepping on her foot. 
 
    She wouldn’t overstep the boundary he’d created. 
 
    Whatever his reasons were, she’d respect them. 
 
    If and when she had the opportunity to receive his request for her forgiveness, she’d give him a piece of her mind. But for the moment, she’d give him space. That’s what he’d wanted, right? 
 
    She retreated back down the hall, around the corner, and past the door where she’d heard Oliver’s voice. When she arrived at a tapestry depicting horses galloping across a field, she gave herself two choices.  
 
    One, go ride Topsy—that always helped her blow off steam.  
 
    Two, duck into the passage that led to the secret room she and Henry had used as their hideout when they’d play bandits, their fort when they were raiders, a place to escape when they didn’t want to do their studies, and later, a place to dream when they planned out their adventures. 
 
    She looked both ways to be sure the corridor was empty and ducked behind the tapestry, pushed on the knotted piece of wood in the wall, and slipped into the passage. 
 
    She hadn’t been in that particular secret passage since the night she was supposed to meet Henry and they’d make their grand escape. She’d said goodbye to her childhood that night. She supposed, she’d return there then and say a final goodbye to Henry—letting go of the hope she’d held for so many years that he’d return, explain that something unforeseeable and terrible had happened (along the lines of being captured by a dragon or something equally fantastical), and he’d fought his way back to her (she was a dreamer, after all). 
 
    The floor creaked in places she didn’t remember. Otherwise, the long and cobwebbed hidden hallway was much the same. When she was younger, she could navigate it without a light, but as she felt her way along the wall, she wished she had her phone to see by. When the passage opened to the room, she stumbled inside and over someone. A warm, living, breathing someone. She gasped. 
 
    A light flicked on. 
 
    She blinked, allowing her eyes to adjust. 
 
    Henry stood there, towering over her—when had that happened? 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” she hissed. 
 
    “I could ask the same of you.” His tone was rough. 
 
    “If you must know I came in here to have myself a good cry and be done with it.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you cry,” he said in a low voice as if the secret space demanded whispers. 
 
    “That’s because you weren’t here after you suddenly disappeared.” She’d cried plenty. 
 
    He opened his mouth as if to defend himself and then said, “I deserve that.” 
 
    “And a lot worse by my account, but,” she drew a deep breath, “your father is ill. I had no idea, and I am so sorry. I suppose that’s dreadful enough.” 
 
    He leaned back slightly as though surprised by the sentiment in her words. “Yeah. I didn’t realize it was so bad. He doesn’t have much time left.” 
 
    It was her opportunity to mend fences. “I can’t pretend to know how you feel, but I lost my parents too. If there’s anything I can do. If you need anything or—” 
 
    “No, Ava. I don’t need anything. I’ll be leaving just as soon as—” 
 
    Her brow wrinkled. “Oh, right, I forgot how much you hate it here at the palace.” 
 
    “You do too.” 
 
    “Did, Henry. I did hate it. But this is my home. These people are my family. They were here for me when—” She hesitated. “They’d be yours too if you’d let them.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone’s pity.” 
 
    “That’s not what was on offer.” Ava’s lips formed a thin line. The comfortable rapport and easy banter they’d enjoyed for so many years had turned cold, uncertain. 
 
    “Then what was it you were offering?” he asked. 
 
    She lifted her chin to meet his eyes and didn’t say a word. What was she offering? Surely not the damaged thing beating in her chest. But if he asked for it, would she give it to him? No, she wasn’t that weak or foolish. She’d soon be marrying a nobleman and there’d be no thought of Henry or true love or other childish things. 
 
    Then it came to her. “I’m offering you peace, understanding, support.” 
 
    He softened ever so slightly. “Thank you. That’s probably more than I deserve.” 
 
    She nodded. “Definitely.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Glad to know my words still sting.” 
 
    They both smiled and the mood shifted. 
 
    “What were you really doing in here?” he asked, gazing around at the dim space. Underneath a decade’s worth of dust were memories. Their memories. 
 
    “I wasn’t lying or joking about what I said. But now I’m more interested in what brought you into our hideout.” 
 
    “Answers.” His minty breath gusted past her as though whispering secrets. 
 
    “What were the questions?” she asked. 
 
    “Why I made the choices I did.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “Oh, you should’ve simply asked me. I can answer. Because you’re selfish, thoughtless, oh, and a brat.” 
 
    He lifted a finger as though to count all the reasons that wasn’t true, but then said, “A brat?” 
 
    “For not visiting your father more often. For not even calling.” 
 
    “Again, I deserve that.” 
 
    “Since I’m not going to get the privacy I’d hoped for, I’ll leave you to it.” She turned to leave the way she came, fully expecting him to remain in the secret room. However, the light from his phone bobbed behind her as she tiptoed down the passage. She tried to ignore the sense that he was so close at her back and how it made her want to reach for his hand and feel his fingers close around hers. 
 
    When they emerged into the hallway, she brushed off. In the full light of day, she couldn’t ignore how Henry had filled out with muscles in all the right places. He was tall, but no longer lanky. Tan, meaning he probably had been somewhere warm and sunny—maybe even one of the places they’d wanted to explore. Gone was the awkward boy. His posture was more confident, certain. Even as heat rose to her cheeks, her skin pebbled. Her stomach swooped with feelings for him she’d thought were long gone. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” Henry’s voice was deeper, much deeper. 
 
    Ava startled and turned around as the queen surveyed them both with a shrewd eye. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry had trained himself not to feel many emotions. Upon returning to the palace, he wasn’t expecting to feel like he was ten years old all over again. With Ava at his side and the queen somehow standing over them even though they were both taller, he felt about the size of a slug. 
 
    Beatriz gave them the once over. “I was looking for you.” 
 
    He and Ava both pointed at themselves. 
 
    “Not you, Ava. We have tea every afternoon when you’re home.” She turned her gaze on Henry. He shrunk further. “As for you, I’m pleased to see you came.” 
 
    “You sent for him?” Ava asked. 
 
    The queen’s eyes hardened. “I’ve been sending for him for about ten years. Finally, he had the decency to reply to his queen.” 
 
    Ava raised her eyebrow while at the same time catching her reflection in the edge of a polished picture frame. She brushed cobwebs from her hair. He quickly glanced away. Even in the presence of the queen, he couldn’t seem to keep his gaze from her. 
 
    Since the moment they’d emerged from the passage, he’d fought the urge to study her, explore the ways in which she’d changed, grown up, and somehow become more beautiful. He feared she might unleash her fury and karate chop him or something. Although he could defend himself since he was specially trained in all forms of self-defense, he didn’t dare. 
 
    The queen stood there regally as though awaiting his reply.  
 
    “My apologies, your Majesty.” He clasped his hands behind his back. 
 
    Beatriz turned on her heel and muttered, “I suppose it’s understandable, considering your line of work.” 
 
    If Ava heard her, she didn’t say anything. He wondered how much the queen knew about his profession. 
 
    They both silently followed the monarch down the hall. One of the many drawing rooms was set for tea. Granted, Henry had grown substantially since he was last there, the furnishings and décor seemed smaller yet still larger than life. He didn’t remember much of the flat he and his father shared before they’d moved to the palace—and those memories were mostly inspired by photographs. However, no matter how many royal estates, palaces, castles, and manors he’d been to, of which there’d been many, he would never cease to be in awe of the opulence and grandeur of Burklingham Palace. The marble, the gold, and the crystals along with the history and stories it all told were impressive. 
 
    Henry’s gaze floated over to Ava who settled into a chair... and her beauty would never cease to amaze him. She’d grown into her features since they were teenagers, but the smattering of freckles hidden under makeup was visible to an observant eye. The softness of her lips was emphasized by her lipstick, and how very comfortable she was in her own skin had only grown more so. 
 
    Growing up, Ava was a tomboy of sorts, unafraid to get muddy or break a sweat. She’d ride horses, play sports, and fence. As they got older, she’d wanted to add to the list but her duties as a princess forbade her to get in harm's way. Looking back, Henry reasoned the most danger she’d experienced was caused by him. 
 
    After tea was served, silence settled over the three of them seated around the table as though they both waited for him to offer an explanation—though clearly, the queen knew what he’d been up to. Perhaps she wanted to see what he was going to say to Ava. Beatriz may have known about his employment, but it was unlikely she knew that he and Ava had already had two encounters and he’d only been in the palace for as many hours. He couldn’t rightfully tell the truth. Instead, he said, “Is Oliver here?” 
 
    “You mean King Oliver.” Ava did not mask her contempt. What happened to her offer for amnesty, support? 
 
    Heading off what was sure to become the queen refereeing one of Ava’s debates, she said, “I suppose you’ve been out of touch, Henry. You missed the prince’s marriage to Princess Penelope. It turns out she was your father’s baking apprentice, but she somehow slipped into the royal court.” She smirked. 
 
    “I imagine your father would’ve been pleased to tell that story.” Ava’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    Another dig. She wasn’t going to take it easy on him. Of course, he knew all about the recent royal nuptials. 
 
    The queen explained how she mistook Penny for her niece, Penelope, but how she’d turned out to actually be of royal lineage, validating the marriage. 
 
    “I think the whole affair was hilarious. Kudos to Penny for getting away with it.” Ava grinned. 
 
    “Dear, she didn’t get away with anything.” 
 
    Ava started laughing, almost hysterically. “But you see, it all worked out. No one was hurt, and I happen to like her. I think she’s good for my brother. If only all love stories could have such a happily ever after.” 
 
    The queen gazed at Ava a beat. 
 
    Henry looked away. She was likely referring to their runaway romance that never was. Well, the love was there, but not the runaway part. He lifted his teacup to his lips. 
 
    “Speaking of marriage,” the queen started. “Ava is currently seeking a suitor.” 
 
    Henry nearly choked on his tea. That he was not aware of. 
 
    “Let’s be clear,” Ava said, still on the brink of laughter. “I’m not seeking a suitor. I’m being forced to get married.” 
 
    The queen went on to explain Ava’s situation in plain terms. 
 
    “I suppose it’s my royal duty.” Ava inhaled as though bolstering herself. 
 
    “There’s nothing dutiful about love, dear,” the queen said. 
 
    “I’m getting married. Not falling in love. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, you could open yourself to the possibility. We’ve been surveying potential matches and they’re all rather strapping.” 
 
    Henry bristled at the idea of Ava being forced into marriage. She may have changed in some ways, but she’d always done things on her terms. From the sound of it, marriage, at least arranged by her brother and guardian, sounded like a prison sentence. 
 
    The gears in Henry’s mind turned with ways he could get her out of it. 
 
    He could fake her disappearance and she could live on some remote island in East Asia... 
 
    Obtain a new identity and flee to the tropics...  
 
    But she’d said the residents of the palace were her family. He couldn’t suggest she leave them. Not again. 
 
    Their voices floated back to him as they continued talking. “Well, you must do something altruistic to—” 
 
    “I’ve done plenty of charity work, donated time, resources—” 
 
    “Let me finish. You must do something altruistic to prove you’re worthy of the title.” 
 
    “Do you mean as punishment for my solo trips?” 
 
    The queen shrugged vaguely. “Possibly.” 
 
    “Ava, taking solo trips? Breaking rules? What a shock.” Henry feigned surprise. “Tell us more about your adventures.” He was genuinely interested but couldn’t help tease her a little. 
 
    “Yes, Ava, do tell how you evaded palace security, royal guards, and protocols for your protection.” The queen threw a quick glance in Henry’s direction. 
 
    That wasn’t his department strictly speaking, but he was curious. He’d have to have a word with the remote team. Likely, if the queen knew about Ava’s delinquency, they were already aware and took measures to keep watch over her. 
 
    Instead of telling tales of travel, Ava said, “What will you have me do?” 
 
    “That’s for you to decide and for me to approve.” 
 
    “Can you give me some parameters? Orphans? Animals? Clean water?” 
 
    “I want you to overcome one of your fears.” 
 
    Henry leaned in. As far as he knew, Ava was fearless. 
 
    “You know, I’m not twelve anymore.” 
 
    “I’m well aware, but until you act mature, you’ll be treated well, like a princess and not a queen.” 
 
    Henry fought back a smile of amusement, reminded of how the two used to parry. However, it was as though the queen enjoyed the challenge. With her role, she was likely used to people answering to her every need and request. 
 
    Ava folded her arms in front of her chest. “Emma has the dog bakery. The Dog-Friendly Café or whatever. I'll go see her and find out how I can help.” 
 
    “It’s called the Bark and Fetch Bakery,” the queen said. 
 
    Then Henry remembered, Ava was deathly afraid of dogs. 
 
    “I suppose that’s suitable. But I will be getting a full report and you will need a chaperone.” 
 
    “This isn’t eighteen hundred. Plenty of women travel alone.” 
 
    “I think we’re both well aware of that. But not princesses and not in London. Especially not when we have this problem with Genevieve claiming to be a relative and thus heir to the Concordian throne. She’s been a problem before. There’s no telling what she’ll do.” 
 
    “Why not have her brought in for questioning or arrested?” Ava said. 
 
    “Like you so astutely noted, this isn’t the eighteen hundreds. I can’t just apprehend Genevieve for no good reason. She hasn’t done anything wrong.” 
 
    “Yet.” 
 
    Maybe the queen couldn’t find out anything, but Henry could. He made note to look into that Genevieve person and neutralize the threat if there was one. 
 
    “I do have a certain knack for tracing lineages and family trees. You can rest assured I am conducting a thorough investigation to determine whether Genevieve has any claim to the Concordian throne. I am your ally, Ava, not your enemy.” Beatriz folded her hands in her lap. 
 
    “I know.” Ava’s gaze drifted to the window. “I just don’t want to get married to some random royal.” 
 
    He didn’t want that for her either. It was supposed to be them. Ava and Henry forever. Even though their forever was false because it involved running away since she was of noble birth and he was a commoner. But he didn’t want a hidden life for her either with them on the run. 
 
    “I will ensure that Emma gives you a suitable job at the Bark and Fetch,” the queen said formally, ignoring Ava’s protest. 
 
    The princess stiffened in her chair. Under her casual outfit of a skirt and a light sweater, her muscles firmed as though preparing for battle. Ava would not take the order to get married or else lose her title lying down, sitting, or anything other than fighting. Likely, her relative silence and weak objection meant she was simply plotting her attack. Or her heart was elsewhere. His own sunk into his chest. 
 
    “I’ll appoint a chaperone while you’re at the bakery,” the queen said. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” Henry volunteered. 
 
    Beatriz looked him over as though evaluating whether he was worthy then nodded. “Plus the royal guard will be there,” she said at last. 
 
    “Reinforcements?” he muttered. “I hardly need back up.” 
 
    The queen cut him a glance. “We’re talking about Ava here.” 
 
    Perhaps she too sensed the princess wasn’t putting up the fight they’d expected. 
 
    But if he knew her at all, it was coming and so was her rage against him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ava counted the reasons why the day had gone from fair to poor. She’d learned that her brother, the queen, and the entire nation of Concordia were plotting against her. Dramatic, yes, but she didn’t want to have to get married because of some silly, ancient rules. 
 
    Genevieve, who’d always been something of a nuisance, particularly when she’d interfered with Oliver and Penny’s wedding, had reared her head again. Her suspicions about Penelope hadn’t been unfounded, but Genevieve of Flushington had her own agenda versus a heart for the common good of the people. 
 
    Henry had returned, stirring up feelings inside of Ava she’d have much preferred remain dormant. Not to mention they were thoroughly confusing. She’d loved him. She’d hated him. She wasn’t sure where she was other than caught somewhere in the middle. 
 
    Also, his father was ill and possibly wouldn’t be around much longer, which was devastating. 
 
    Then Beatriz was insisting she perform more charity work to prove herself worthy of the title she’d had since birth. No, that was a bunch of salami, baloney, or some other kind of salty lunch meat. She was being taught a lesson because the queen was peeved about the various adventures she’d gone on after dodging the royal guards tasked with babysitting her. 
 
    Ava wasn’t a loose cannon. She didn’t put herself in harm’s way or do anything wild or rash. She just wanted to see the world out from behind the royal bubble. She wanted to experience life the way regular people did. People who could go out shopping without an armada of watchdogs or travel without a fleet of protectors who only served to draw more attention to her. It wasn’t that she was ungrateful or spoiled. Rather, she felt conflicted and confined. 
 
    She huffed as she got ready for the day. She puffed when she strode down the hall.  
 
    To make matters worse, the chaperone du jour was none other than the boy who she’d planned on adventuring with all those years ago. And it would be just the two of them. 
 
    Henry stood waiting for her in an open sitting area adjacent to the hall. He was all grown up yet she felt like she was being treated like a child. All that frustration welled up. She knew better than to have a tantrum and stomp her foot, but she sure did feel like it.  
 
    The fact that Henry had turned into a devastatingly handsome man with a straight nose, full lips, and toned muscles hidden under his suit did not help matters. She groaned at the little flutters in her belly. 
 
    “Good morning.” The words were pleasant enough, but his greeting was strained. 
 
    “Did you visit with your father today?” she asked carefully. 
 
    He nodded. “He seemed like he was going to wake up but—” 
 
    “Listen, if you’d like to stay and be with him it’s no trouble,” Ava said. 
 
    Henry shook his head. “Oh, no. You are not getting out of this.” He ushered her toward the hall. “I know you all too well, Ava. I’m on Queen’s orders.” 
 
    She whirled around, catching the edge of his smirk before it disappeared under that mask he’d learned to wear. It turned out that she didn’t know him anymore because the old Henry would’ve burst into laughter or at least smiled. But that also meant the opposite was true. “You don’t know me, actually. Not anymore.” 
 
    He opened his mouth and closed it as though stopping the retort on his tongue.  
 
    “I see you got your teeth fixed.” 
 
    He hesitated as though struggling between firing back or keeping his mouth closed to keep from giving her the satisfaction of seeing his straight teeth. He relented. “You wear heels now and skirts.” 
 
    “I’m wearing jeans and sensible boots.” 
 
    “Not yesterday.” 
 
    “Interesting that you’re taking note of my attire.” Those pesky little flutters started up again. 
 
    That would’ve been the moment for him to blush if any of the old feelings they’d had for each other remained. His lightly tanned skin stayed neutral. “You hide your freckles under makeup now,” he added. 
 
    “They’ve faded. Why would you care?” 
 
    “Things are different,” he said plainly. 
 
    “Indeed they are.” She’d have liked to storm off, but she carried herself with the dignity of a princess and wouldn’t let him or anyone else see that her feathers were ruffled or that little fluttering butterflies had taken flight in her belly. 
 
    With each step Henry and Ava took side by side, it was like they were traveling back in time. They passed the blue drawing room (so-called because of a painting on the wall), bringing her back to the time they’d made an addition to the artistry in the form of a faint outline of a ghost. It took the maids about two weeks before they realized it and then the ghost stories and tales of hauntings started. 
 
    Continuing, with Henry matching her stride for stride, they passed the study, where Henry had set off a smoke bomb once to get her to play chess with him on a rainy afternoon. She’d been hoping for something more exciting to result from it. 
 
    If being back at the palace with its many memories had any effect on him, he hid it well. In fact, he seemed rather irritable. 
 
    Then they reached the throne room. Ava slowed. She and Henry had been playmates as young children and they’d sneak into the throne room and pretend to be King and Queen. It turned into a friendship that made them inseparable. They were always joking, laughing, and plotting. Even though Henry had been a fairly scrawny kid, when Ava reached her teens, she imagined he’d be her knight in shining armor. He’d become a man worthy of that title—strong and strapping.  
 
    When they were teens, they’d found themselves standing at the base of the platform, facing each other. It had been late afternoon and the sun cast golden pockets of color on the red and purple carpet. Dust motes danced in the air. The palace was so quiet Ava was certain Henry could hear her heart. 
 
    Their eyes had met. Held. 
 
    They’d leaned in. 
 
    They’d kissed. 
 
    Time had stopped. 
 
    That was when she knew he was the one. He’d always be the only one. That was when she knew she loved him. 
 
    Then he’d left. 
 
    She drew a deep breath and continued walking, not daring to say a word. Ava was all the way down the hall before she realized Henry wasn’t by her side. He stood, leaning against the doorframe as though lost in memory, reverie. 
 
    She studied his strong profile for a moment. If things had been different, if they’d been born into other roles, if they’d run away like they’d promised each other, perhaps she’d still feel the same way. If they were eighteen, maybe he could’ve put himself in the running as a suitor even though he wasn’t of noble birth. They’d have found a way. 
 
    Instead, he’d vanished. 
 
    Even if the embers inside Ava were still smoldering, she wouldn’t let the floaty, swoony, head-over-heels feelings return. Not for him. Maybe not for anybody despite the vows she was soon to take. There wasn’t much she could control in her life, but matters of love, or in her case not loving a man, she’d master. 
 
    At that, the frustration at her situation returned full force. She stomped off toward the awaiting vehicle that would bring her to Emma’s bakery. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to volunteer and help. She believed in service work and was generous with her time and resources. However, she wanted things to be on her terms. Her entire life had been organized by a strict schedule of appointments (as the queen called them), studies (she had an advanced degree in economics), and other royal duties (those involved a lot of polite and stilted conversation). 
 
    As she buckled her seat belt, she realized in recent years, she’d slowly been succumbing to the dictates of her life with a few exceptions when she was able to make an escape. With Henry’s reappearance, that old desire for freedom and command over her time and activities returned. 
 
    He got in the car beside her. A member of the royal guard, wearing a black suit and with a coms unit discretely in his ear sat in the front. The driver pulled away from the palace yet she remained in its bubble. 
 
    Ava wanted to ask Henry what it was like for him to return, and a million other questions about where he’d been, but the stone-faced mask that he’d constructed during his absence was like an order not to ask because he wouldn’t answer. Plus, they had company in the front seats. 
 
    Henry glanced over his shoulder at the vehicle behind them. “Is this really necessary?” Apparently, his ability to keep his expression blank didn’t prevent him from asking questions. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. “I already told you that you didn’t need to come.” 
 
    “No, I mean the backup. We have a squad behind us.” He thumbed the rear window. “Excuse me, why such heavy protection?” Henry asked the guard in the front 
 
    “Queen’s orders.” The guard’s voice was a monotone. 
 
    “Why is that exactly?” Henry tilted his head in Ava’s direction with a wry smile. 
 
    “I suppose for the same reason I’m being forced to do charity work today.” Ava gazed out the tinted window. 
 
    “It’s not for the benefit of those involved and your own enrichment?” Sarcasm cut into Henry’s voice. 
 
    So that was how it was going to be? They were going to parry? They’d both trained in fencing and she knew her opponent well. She lengthened her spine and lifted her chin. 
 
    “You know I’m very generous. Remember, it was my idea to build wells in Uganda.” She pressed her lips together, referencing their great escape and the many plans they had once free of the palace and its trappings.  
 
    “That was the third leg of our trip, right?”  
 
    Let the fencing bout begin. 
 
    “Where did you end up going?” he asked as though not quite realizing she’d prepared for battle. 
 
    “Over the years, official charity work took me to seventy-four developing countries.” The challenge in her voice was fierce. 
 
    “Unofficial?” he asked. He obviously gleaned that she’d gone off the map a few times, as did the queen. If they were fencing, he’d have made his lunge forward. 
 
    She would’ve deflected with her epee, a kind of fencing sword. “I helped deliver a baby in a market in Paraguay, though that was more happenstance than an organized relief effort. I also bought enough food to feed a camp of homeless kids in Indonesia.” 
 
    “So your solo travel was more for your pleasure.” He deflected. 
 
    “I wasn’t staying at a spa or luxury resort. I had a backpack and my wits. It seems you forget what it’s like living in the palace bubble.” At that, Ava’s epee would’ve made contact. 
 
    “So you admit it.” Henry was good at fencing and with a flick of his wrist, he’d have dodged his opponent.  
 
    “I hide nothing.” It wasn’t surrender, but the truth. Mostly. 
 
    “Then why’d you sneak off?” Once more, he attacked in their imaginary fencing bout. 
 
    “Why are you being so difficult?” She lunged and struck. 
 
    He shrugged, lacing his sword with hers. “It seems you forget what it’s like hanging out with me,” he said, echoing her words. 
 
    She was skilled and used the riposte technique, successfully returning the parry. “If you recall, you’re the one who made it so we haven’t hung out in a while.” 
 
    If he weren’t so self-contained those words would’ve probably caught him off guard, but he too was skilled. They were well matched. 
 
    They continued to parry, back and forth.  
 
    “I have nothing to hide, Henry, but you do. If you weren’t helping people get fresh drinking water, exploring Mongolia, or trekking through Central America, what were you doing?” 
 
    “How do you know I wasn’t in all of those places?” 
 
    “Because I looked for you.” She retaliated with a well-timed counter thrust. 
 
    He winced as though not expecting that move, but he quickly recovered. “Maybe I’m good at not being found.” 
 
    “Perhaps you have something to hide.”  
 
    He held up his palms. “Nothing to hide.” 
 
    “So, where have you been, Henry Park?” The bout concluded as her imaginary epee thrust into his chest. She had him right where she wanted him, cornered. 
 
    “Working.” 
 
    “Why did you leave?” 
 
    He swallowed. 
 
    “We were going to explore the world together. Remember?” 
 
    “Of course I remember.” He leaned in and met the sharpness in her eyes with softness in his. It was an unexpected move. He was unafraid. Perhaps he really had nothing to hide. “I distanced myself from my father because I refused to be in service to the royal family.” 
 
    She’d seen his eyes in every kind of situation.  
 
    Being caught by Livingston for one misdeed or other?  
 
    Being summoned by the queen?  
 
    Missing school work?  
 
    Being reprimanded by his father?  
 
    Check, check, check, and check.  
 
    He may have worn his mask well, but it didn’t hide the truth in his eyes. 
 
    “That’s only part of the story.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m good with numbers and computer programming. I became an investor.” 
 
    She didn’t have a specific reason not to believe him other than that she’d known Henry Park better than anyone else in the world. Something about his story didn’t add up. “I suppose you always were a nerd.” 
 
    He snorted. 
 
    “You’ve missed a lot.” 
 
    Their eyes held. She tried to read what he wasn’t saying. What he was hiding.  
 
    A moment passed then another.  
 
    Ava felt her surroundings, the car, and her grasp on her fencing sword release. If they’d been in the fencing hall it would’ve clanged on the ground.  
 
    His dark eyes pinned her in place. 
 
    Something flared inside. A sharp inhale escaped from her mouth. She was defenseless. With that one look, he thrust his weapon into her heart. 
 
    The car stopped. Her door opened. She dropped back into reality.  
 
    As Ava and Henry stood on the sidewalk, she resolved not to give in so easily. She wouldn’t let him win. Not without a fight. 
 
    “Where have you really been, Henry?” she asked. 
 
    He didn’t answer and strode down the sidewalk to the bakery. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry held the door open for Ava as the royal guards posted around the exits. It seemed a bit excessive. Surely, the queen trusted him to look after the princess. He’d succeeded in far more difficult situations. 
 
    Although the monarch was privy to his line of work, apparently, she hadn’t forgotten the many instances of mischief he and Ava had gotten up to when they were younger. Of course, they were adults and had matured. There was no reason to torment the palace staff, swap out the tubs of ice cream with mashed potatoes, or steal all the rolls of toilet paper from the building by day and cover the trees in front of the palace by night. 
 
    “Welcome.” Emma, a woman with a long bob-style haircut and bangs, greeted them at the entrance. 
 
    The exterior was painted blue with a wooden sign over a broad window with the name Bark & Fetch. Underneath were the words, café and dog-friendly bakery. Plants and vines grew around the window. Beyond that was patio seating. Numerous people sipped their drinks while their dogs sat on their laps, by their feet, or played in an enclosed area. Henry had traveled the world but never had he seen a place so dedicated to dogs. Then again, growing up in the palace, he’d never been able to have one. Oliver had desperately wanted a puppy and knew the name of every canine in every painting in the building—something he’d teased the prince about. Ava was afraid of dogs but seemed to be doing okay at a distance. After all, she was there to face her fear and help out. 
 
    Inside, the decor was a combination of rustic coffee house chic and dog-friendly accouterments, including water stations, lots of toys, and fluffy dog beds amidst the seating areas for humans. One wall was exposed brick and strung with twinkle lights. 
 
    Two large displays flanked the register. A sign above one said Dog Treats and above the other People Treats.  
 
    When Henry was younger, he’d been a sucker for cookies and had never tired of baked goods, a lucky thing considering his father was a baker. For a moment his heart dipped. He was prepared to rush back to the palace at a moment’s notice if he got a notification that his father had woken up. As it was, the doctors weren’t sure he’d rouse again. Perhaps that was why the queen wanted to have extra guards—in case he had to leave quickly. 
 
    The woman who’d greeted them enveloped Ava in a hug. As though remembering he was there, she said, “Emma, this is Henry, a childhood friend.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to say enemy,” he said through gritted teeth so only she could hear. 
 
    “No need for us to take our bout into public,” she hissed back. 
 
    “Very royal of you.” 
 
    She grunted. “Henry, meet Princess Emma.” She gave a short explanation as to how they came to be acquainted and then the gritty details—according to Ava—that brought her there other than wanting to help. 
 
    “Yes, the queen had one of her people inform me.” Emma smiled with understanding. “Let me give you a tour.” 
 
    It was still early in the day. Several customers waited for their hot morning drinks, while a few dogs stood on the ends of leashes, with their tongues out as though they knew what kinds of deliciousness was available. Henry understood the feeling. 
 
    In his line of work, peak performance was critical and he hadn’t so much as allowed himself a single morsel of a muffin, cookie, scone, or cake in the last ten years. He told himself his sudden appetite had nothing to do with being homesick. 
 
    In fact, he told himself the palace wasn’t his home. It was easier that way. But the scents issuing from the back of the bakery nearly brought him to his knees, just as they’d done when he’d returned to the palace kitchen the day before. He also told himself that it hadn’t been caused by Ava. 
 
    Emma’s voice floated to him in conversation with Ava. “I don’t want to sound spoiled, but because of Will’s wealth and my newfound nobility, I don’t need to work. But I’m not the kind of person who can sit still and be pampered all day.” 
 
    Henry liked her already. He’d never been one for the luxuries of the palace. Not that Ava had either, but knowing there were so many people in need throughout the world, they’d always wanted to do something about it.  
 
    As he got older, he realized the royal families did a lot to help their communities and beyond. He’d wanted to explain all that to Ava, to let her know he’d changed, but didn’t think going down that road was wise. It opened up the possibility for detours that were too risky for him to take. 
 
    “All the proceeds go to support animal shelters and animal welfare. Also, we employ eighteen people and provide them with training and benefits. It’s possible we’ll be able to franchise the Bark and Fetch brand and private owners will be able to help their communities as well.” 
 
    “I’m here to help wherever you need me,” Ava said brightly. Then she added, “Um, as long as I don’t have to be, um, by the dogs.” 
 
    “You don’t like dogs?” Emma asked with surprise. 
 
    “I’m...” she hesitated. 
 
    “Allergic?” Emma tried. 
 
    Ava shook her head. “No, afraid.” 
 
    “Really? Well, it’s extra good of you to offer to help out here then. Let’s see who will we get you paired up with?” Emma looked around the room. “Waldo is pretty mellow. Fluffy is, well, rambunctious. Who else is here today? Luna, Oreo, Loki.” She tapped her chin. “No, that won’t work. Ah, Peanut.” She called Sophie over to bring the pup. 
 
    Just when Henry thought Emma was naming the employees, she scooped up a little tan dog who immediately licked her face with puppy kisses. She thrust the animal into Ava’s hands. 
 
    “What? What are you doing?” the princess asked, terrified. 
 
    Protective, Henry quickly took the dog from Ava’s arms. “What are you doing?” he asked Emma. 
 
    “Exposure therapy.” 
 
    “That’s not how it works.” 
 
    “The dogs in the café are therapy dogs. That is how it works. Well, if you’re okay with being kissed.” Emma winked. “Let me grab you both something to drink and a treat then I’ll explain.” 
 
    Ava quickly recovered and asked for a tea and scone. 
 
    Emma nodded at him, still gripping Peanut. “I’ll have tea, please.” 
 
    “No cookies? They’re freshly baked. Sophie is my right-hand woman. She practically, singlehandedly keeps this place running when I’m out of town. She makes these amazing pastries. Penny’s also been helping me with recipes. Did you know that she’s basically taken over the kitchen at the Concordian castle? Well, before. You know.” 
 
    Ava tilted her head. “Huh?” 
 
    Emma flushed slightly then waved her hand dismissively. “Let me grab you your goodies. Have a seat wherever you’d like.” 
 
    Ava and Henry took a nearby table. The royal guards blended in around the room, profiling the customers and eyeing the exits. 
 
    “You can tell them I’m not going anywhere. Especially not when I run the risk of being chased down by—” She pointed at the various dogs around the room and started counting. “Thirteen, I think. Good thing I’m not allergic.” 
 
    Henry patted Peanut’s head. “I also don’t think you need to be scared.” 
 
    Emma appeared with their order and joined them.  
 
    “I’m surprised to see you didn’t give in to temptation.” She took a bite of scone. “It’s delicious.” 
 
    Emma gave him a quick once-over. “I’m not surprised at all. He’s as fit as Will and that’s saying something. Since we’ve been together, he’s eaten exactly three cookies and one bite of wedding cake.” 
 
    “Have you been keeping track?” Ava asked. 
 
    Emma smiled. The two women chatted a few minutes about their lives, the palace, and Emma officially becoming a princess. The conversation faded and he returned to the minutes he and Ava stood outside the throne room earlier that morning. 
 
    Memories flooded back of Ava and him pretending to be married, king and queen, seated atop the thrones. Of course, it was against the rules, but that had never stopped them. Then the memories had flashed forward to their first kiss.  
 
    He’d been a skinny kid, smart but mischievous.  
 
    He’d never felt like he fit in anywhere.  
 
    Not at the palace because he wasn’t royal. Not at school, because he lived in the palace.  
 
    Half the kids wanted to know every detail. The other half teased him mercilessly.  
 
    He’d grown into a man who’d put it all behind him. Stowed the memories away and locked them up. He thought he’d lost the key on a particularly difficult mission in Ukraine. Apparently, extra copies had been made of those memories and they were stashed in the palace. If they’d been locked up at all, Ava had held the key. 
 
    She also held an epee. They’d spent countless hours parrying, trying to bring the other to their knees and win a bout but were evenly matched. She’d almost defeated him in the car on the ride over, but he’d received training beyond the palace walls—the most elite training in the world and nothing would get him to fold, tell his secrets, or admit the truth. 
 
    A little girl rushed up to Ava then and flung herself into her arms. 
 
    Henry was about to intervene when Ava hugged the little girl back. 
 
    “Birdie, Birdie,” a woman called after her. 
 
    “It’s okay, Charlotte,” Ava said. She scooped the little girl into her lap, tapped her nose, and asked, “How are you doing, Princess?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Mummy promised me a cookie, but she didn’t tell me you’d be here.” 
 
    “It’s a surprise. I’m going to help out Auntie Emma.” 
 
    “Can I too?” Birdie asked, hopeful. 
 
    “Not today, darling. We have a lot to do but someday soon. Anyway, the book launch is tomorrow so we’ll be back.” 
 
    Birdie clapped her hands at the same time she noticed Henry holding Peanut. She looked him up and down. “Oh, you must really need help.” 
 
    His forehead creased. He wasn’t used to dogs or children but had to admit both were adorable. Birdie was cheeky and precocious, but he didn’t understand what she meant. 
 
    The three women burst out laughing. 
 
    Ava then introduced Henry to Charlotte, explaining that she was a romance author with her first book releasing the following day. 
 
    “We’re having the book launch party right here.” 
 
    “You’re coming, right, Princess Ava?” Birdie asked. 
 
    Ava looked around. “If I can sneak away.” 
 
    “Are the guards here?” 
 
    She nodded. “And my babysitter.” Ava pointed at Henry. 
 
    “You’re a lady. You don’t need a babysitter.” 
 
    “Tell that to the queen.” 
 
    Birdie quickly shook her head. “No, she scares me.” 
 
    “Well, seeing as I’m afraid of dogs and these dogs are helping me get over that fear, maybe I can help you.” 
 
    The little girl smiled. “Is he afraid of dogs too?” She pointed at Henry. 
 
    “No, remember, he just needs help.” 
 
    He passed the little girl the dog. 
 
    Again, the women laughed.  
 
    Henry frowned. He was used to being the alpha dog and being around them and all those cute puppies almost made him feel the opposite. 
 
    That was until Will appeared carrying an armful of flowers. He kissed Emma on the cheek. 
 
    “What are these for?” she asked. 
 
    “Just because. How’s my favorite café owner, baker, and dog lover?” 
 
    Henry stopped his mouth from dropping open and got to his feet. 
 
    Will, tan and smiling, spotted him. As well-muscled as ever, he bypassed a friendly handshake and pulled his old friend in for a hug. “Henry Park? What are you doing here?” He looked around with confusion. 
 
    “Learning that I need help.” 
 
    “Oh, these women and these dogs will help you alright.” He chuckled. “Are you back visiting your father? Have you gone ‘round to our old haunts? If you’re looking for the upper school, they tore it down just a couple of years after we were through. Figures.” 
 
    “Actually, I’m here because my father is ill.” 
 
    Emma’s fingers lifted to her cheek. “I’m so sorry. How insensitive of me. Penny mentioned that a while back, but I thought it was with a cold or something. She admires your father tremendously.” 
 
    Henry nodded. “Thanks.” He’d have liked to give them good news, but it seemed the situation was grave. However, his father continued to hang on as there hadn’t been any calls from the doctors. 
 
    Birdie turned to him. “Now I know why you need help. Roofus and Rupert are also really good helpers. They were there for me when Sydney wasn’t feeling good.” 
 
    Charlotte squeezed her daughter’s shoulder. 
 
    Ava sat there, stunned, holding out the dog from her chest. Its little legs pedaled in the air. 
 
    “Princess Ava, if I may,” Birdie said, taking the animal and holding it. “This is how it works.” She cuddled the dog. “Now, you try.” 
 
    Ava’s eyes were wide, but she went along with it even though it appeared to make her anxious to do so. 
 
    Will sat down at the table and said, “Henry, it’s great seeing you and I want to thank you again for helping Wyatt out.” 
 
    “This is Henry—?” Charlotte started then stopped herself. 
 
    Ava glanced up with a quizzical expression.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ava wasn’t the outsider of the group, but she felt like there was something she didn’t know. What had Henry done to help Wyatt, Charlotte’s husband? If Henry had only just returned to her life, how did they know each other? Henry, as impassive as ever, didn’t reveal a thing. 
 
    But Birdie, adorable and sweet Birdie, was quick. “Are you a cowboy like Papa Wyatt too?” she asked. 
 
    Henry smiled for the first time, well, since she’d seen him. “No, I’m not a cowboy.” 
 
    “Are you a gym guy like Uncle Will?” Birdie asked. 
 
    “A gym guy?” Will asked, mock offended. “I’m a mogul, darling.” 
 
    “Is that a yoga pose?” Birdie asked. 
 
    “Darling, let’s get going,” Charlotte said to her daughter. 
 
    Birdie was unmoved. “Are you royalty like Prince Oliver?” she asked Henry. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    She tapped her chin, thinking. “I know, you’re a spy.” 
 
    Ava burst into laughter. “No, Henry is not a spy. He’s a numbers nerd. He does math for a living.” 
 
    “Oh. I like math.” 
 
    Charlotte gripped her daughter’s hand and laughed. “You’re very good at it, but let’s not be nosy. We have to go make sure Roofus and Rupert are okay.” 
 
    “I wasn’t being nosy,” the little girl said. “Mummy, you know the dogs are sleeping.” 
 
    “Tell Wyatt I say hello,” Will said as his sister departed. 
 
    As mother and daughter walked away, Birdie said, “Mummy, I know he’s a spy. I can tell. He has spy eyes.” 
 
    Charlotte’s laughter disappeared as they exited to the sidewalk. 
 
    “I haven’t seen Wyatt since the wedding,” Emma said as Ava turned her attention back to the conversation in front of her. “It was lovely. I wish you’d been able to make it.” 
 
    Still holding the dog, Ava swallowed. After Oliver’s wedding in Concordia, she’d been trying to avoid such affairs. She’s missed Emma and Will’s nuptials but had a good excuse involving charity work that took her overseas to a remote village where vaccines were needed. In that instance, she did feel like an outsider. She had no plans for marriage. That was until Beatriz and Oliver ganged up on her. Emma and Will were happily paired off and seemed to be as in love as the first day they’d met. No, actually, that wasn’t true. They’d hated each other at first, but that quickly turned into a bond unlike any she’d ever seen. Well, almost. 
 
    Penny and Oliver had fallen hard. Well, Penny had fallen, literally, swooning. They were perfect together—though both had seemed a little unlike themselves lately. She chalked it up to the stress of running a country.  
 
    As for Charlotte and Wyatt, she didn’t know them that well, but Wyatt was the kind of guy who’d do anything for his woman—it must’ve been the cowboy in him. They split their time between his ranch in the United States and her townhome in London but made it work across the distance. 
 
    Ava was the singleton, the bachelorette, the solo traveler running around the world. Although she was sitting in the café, she suddenly felt out of breath, like she’d been sprinting. She hadn’t realized it at all, but Henry’s attention focused on her, almost imperceptibly. She gave him a quick glance then looked away, taking a deep breath. 
 
    Emma arranged Peanut in Ava’s lap and motioned for her to stroke his fur. “See? It’s soothing. These dogs are specially trained to help people with post-trauma, stress, anxiety, and of course if you’re afraid of dogs. Peanut is a special little guy, aren’t you?” She scratched behind his ears. “Now, what about you? Any wedding plans on the horizon?” 
 
    “Has word traveled that fast? If you must know, the queen is making me do it.” 
 
    “That sounds like a punch line,” Will said. 
 
    “Well, this is no joke.” For the first time in her life, Ava was glad, actually relieved that a dog, of all creatures, was seated in her lap. She needed the comfort because with Henry’s sudden reappearance, she hadn’t properly thought about what her future would look like if she was going to be married to some stuffy, arrogant nobleman for the rest of her life. 
 
    She leaned back in the chair. 
 
    “Maybe I can talk to Beatriz,” Emma offered. 
 
    Ava explained the situation nearly in its entirety then with her elbow propped on the table she dropped her forehead into her palm. “I don’t even want to think about it. I came here to work. That’ll distract me.” 
 
    Emma got to her feet. “Maybe it’ll all sort itself out.” Emma led Ava and Henry toward the front counter then through a pair of wide swinging doors. 
 
    What was a relatively small and quaint storefront opened up to an industrial size kitchen space that was twice as big as the baking kitchen in the palace. 
 
    “Although we use high-quality ingredients and the dog treats are completely consumable by humans, we keep the two sections separate.” 
 
    They walked past staff mixing and blending, kneading and scooping. Sophie waved. 
 
    “This is cookie central. We do chocolate chip, oatmeal raisin, and peanut butter every day. The dogs get carob chip, oatmeal carrot, and peanut butter. Plus we have a flavor of the week on top of all the other baked items. Originally, I was going to stick with cookies, but as you saw, business is booming and we get quite a few bulk orders for offices, schools, and events, and of course fundraisers.” 
 
    Ava was impressed by how in a year’s time, Emma had grown what had been an idea into a mini-empire. She was active on social media about her cause and did appearances to promote her company. It probably didn’t hurt that she was a princess.  
 
    Standing in the center of all the activity, she realized she was a princess too. What did she have to show for it? Sure, she’d impacted many lives with the work she’d done, but her role had been as a helper, not as a leader. But Ava wasn’t sure what she could do. Had she become nothing more than a pampered noblewoman?  
 
    She couldn’t think of something she felt passionately about, other than travel, but that had more to do with freedom than anything else. She loved the feeling of being somewhere new, out from the palace bubble and blending in among the people. That was when she felt like she most fit in. 
 
    Emma led them to a room with shelves piled with boxes, bags, and other packing materials. “We had a rush order of twenty-dozen cookies for a children’s charity event that needs to be packaged, boxed, and prepared for pick up in,” she looked at her watch, “four hours. Can you hustle?” 
 
    Emerging from her intense thoughts, Ava nodded. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “You’re a lifesaver. I’m glad you’re able to help today of all days,” Emma said. 
 
    She didn’t want to elaborate on the truth: that the queen made her because that would confirm her fear that she’d become little more than the spoiled princess Henry had challenged her not to become. If she were bitter, vindictive, or less self-aware, she’d have blamed him. After all, he’d left her stranded. Their escape was what was going to prevent the inevitable ending to her story: the princess becomes snobby, self-absorbed, and useless. Thanks, Henry. 
 
    “Actually, Ava wanted to show me the work you do here. As she said, I’m a numbers nerd and I was curious about the viability of the work you do.” Henry’s words were smooth, convincing. 
 
    “As long as you’re not a spy, I’d be happy to show you the books.” 
 
    Emma and Henry laughed. 
 
    He certainly wasn’t a spy, but he’d become a skilled liar. When they were younger and would stand accused of their various pranks and crimes, the sweat on his brow was what always gave them away. Livingston was particularly adept at sniffing them out. She’d bring the butler some cookies to make up for all her misdeeds. No, that wouldn’t work. Emma brought the kitchen staff cookies each time she visited the palace. Ava needed to think of something better to repay Livingston. She also needed to think of something to give her life purpose. 
 
    From her fog, Emma’s voice floated back to her. 
 
    “I’m very transparent about the numbers. Will, less so in his business as you can imagine, but you probably know that since you’re friends. Anyway, given the privilege I have, I feel like it would be irresponsible of me not to contribute in some small way to helping others.” 
 
    “It seems to me that you contribute in a big way,” Ava said. 
 
    Emma smiled. “Well, I’d better head back up front. Oh, and if any of the cookies are broken, feel free to eat ‘em.” She left Ava and Henry alone in the packing room.  
 
    Silence threaded between them like the baker’s twine they were supposed to wrap the boxes with. 
 
    “You don’t have to help,” Ava said. 
 
    “I want to, Princess.” 
 
    “Princess?” she asked, narrowing her eyes. He hadn’t called her that since she’d warned him not to. 
 
    “I like what they do here. It’s meaningful.” 
 
    Was he rubbing in her sudden insecurity? If so, why had he covered for her, helped her save face in front of her friends by not revealing she was only there because the queen had ordered her to do something meaningful to get over her fear. 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “Don’t I?” he asked as he set cookies in the boxes from the cooling racks. 
 
    Ava had perfected the slant of her brow to use when she wanted to be intimidating or demonstrate that she was unconvinced. She was tempted to blast him with it, full force but stopped herself. 
 
    Perhaps the sweet dogs and the meaning behind the Bark and Fetch Bakery was enough for them to call a truce on the parrying they’d done earlier. Perhaps it was Birdie. That girl could win over even the coldest heart. 
 
    As Ava and Henry worked on opposite ends of the counter, she felt his gaze drift up to her when she walked by to add another box to the stack. Even though it wasn’t a particularly warm day, the heat from the ovens in the adjacent bakery kitchen reached the back room. Ava set her sweater on a chair by the door. The pink undershirt that she wore was the same one she’d donned when she’d backpacked around southeast Asia. 
 
    Henry cast her a sidelong glance and must’ve been hot in his suit because he took off the jacket, setting it beside Ava’s sweater. He rolled up the sleeves, revealing the cut muscles of his forearms. Her dorky best friend had gotten buff. She worried her mouth might start watering and not because she was surrounded by delicious cookies. 
 
    Despite the comfort of her undershirt, she suddenly felt hotter. She wiped her brow and returned to her station with another tray of cookies. “Oh no. A bunch of these are broken.” Ava counted the boxes and the remaining trays, checking the numbers against the order slip Emma had left on the table. “It looks like they made extra in case this happened. I guess as Emma said, I’ll have to eat them.” Ava took a nibble. “It really is delicious. Don’t want the other half?” she asked Henry. 
 
    He shook his head.  
 
    “So you’re not a mogul, cowboy, a prince, or a spy. I noticed you didn’t eat any of the tasty treats when Emma offered. Who knew investment bankers needed to be so careful about watching their diets?” She crossed the room to his end of the table, holding out the other half of the cookie. They were so fresh the chocolate had barely hardened from baking. 
 
    All the while, Henry watched Ava carefully, as though memorizing her every move, the sway of her hips, the swish of her hair, and the question in her eyes. 
 
    “I guess I want to stay sharp. No distractions. No temptations.” He tore his eyes from Ava, gazed hungrily the cookie, then Ava, then the cookie again. 
 
    “All the same, it’s yours if you want it.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Not even a little bite?” 
 
    “Not even a little bite, Princess.” But his voice was practically a low growl, suggesting he felt otherwise. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry had been trained to evade questions about and claims regarding his line of work, but he’d never been interrogated by a seven-year-old. He’d also learned how to resist the wiles of enemy agents who happened to be beautiful and alluring. But in all those years he hadn’t prepared himself to resist someone like Ava. Probably because there was no one like her. 
 
    No one that could get under his skin the way she did. 
 
    No one that could make him feel like he was burning from the inside out. 
 
    No one who could make a cookie of all things so alluring. 
 
    He dug deep into his skillset. 
 
    Henry Park could resist a cookie. He could resist Ava. 
 
    He moved methodically, stacking the cookies in the box, closing the lid and wrapping it with twine. Repeat. He wouldn’t let his thoughts or his eyes wander. He was focused. He was there to help. Because it was meaningful work. Why had he covered for her when he knew the queen had given her the directive to do something worthwhile to get over her fear as well as a possible punishment for dodging her protection and gallivanting around a distant land? 
 
    Was it because he cared? 
 
    Because he wanted her to save face? 
 
    He hated the idea of her becoming the posh princess with no purpose that they’d sworn her against. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell Emma the truth about why I’m here?” she asked, safely back at the other end of the table. Maybe she could read his thoughts, though he hoped not all of them. 
 
    “I did tell her the truth.” He regretted the lie as soon as he said it. Growing up, they knew each other’s secrets—all of them. Eventually, even the one that they’d tried to hide from the other—that they wanted to be more than friends. But how had that turned out? In heartbreak.  
 
    In Henry’s profession, the line between the truth, omission, and an outright lie was an extremely blurry thing. Though, he’d vowed not to bring it into the palace. Then again, technically, he wasn’t breaking his own rule because they weren’t at the palace. 
 
    The lie hung in the room between them, cooling things off. Or perhaps that was the setting sun as the day faded away. 
 
    Emma popped in shortly after and had a few other workers, including Sophie, helped them finish the order before loading it into a delivery van. 
 
    Ava slipped back into her sweater and freshened up in the bathroom. Henry waited for her outside and the other guards gathered. 
 
    “Long day, guys?” he asked casually. He could never be security detail. It would’ve been too boring. Ava wasn’t joking when she’d described them as babysitters. Henry preferred action and had spent the last years in the middle of it. 
 
    The guard, not knowing Henry’s identity, remained in character and simply grunted in response. If only they knew he was essentially their boss. He’d risen in the ranks but mostly worked in the field with the occasional desk job because of his proficiency with numbers and code—the skills that had gotten him involved in the business in the first place. 
 
    They loaded into the sleek car to return to the palace. Ava was quiet, perhaps tired since she was unaccustomed to labor. Then again, she had never been a shrinking violet. She was the girl who’d run into the rain, the mud, and adventure without a second thought.  
 
    She didn’t wade in; she leaped. She didn’t hesitate; she went for it. 
 
    “Can you stop here, please?” She gestured to a café. 
 
    The driver apologized because he overshot the coffee shop that Ava had pointed out. 
 
    “Do you mind looping around the block and dropping me off?” she asked. 
 
    “We were just at a café. Couldn’t you have gotten something there?” Henry asked. 
 
    “I’m thirsty. It was hard work, packing up all those cookies.” 
 
    He could almost imagine the driver and guard rolling their eyes. 
 
    Nonetheless, the driver made the turn to get back on the main street so he could stop in front of the coffee shop. 
 
    “Do you even drink coffee?” Henry asked. 
 
    “No, but can't a girl get a pumpkin spice drink without getting the third degree?” 
 
    “Can't they bring you one at the palace, Princess?” He was eager to return and check on his father. He’d contacted the doctor and had been assured there was no change, but it had been a long day and being with Ava was getting more difficult as the minutes passed. 
 
    “Yeah, but I want to wait in line.” 
 
    “Said the only person ever,” he retorted. Then he realized she just wanted to prove to him that she could be normal. That she wasn’t the spoiled rich girl she assumed that he made her out to be.  
 
    She’d never be normal. She’d always be Ava. 
 
    The car pulled up to a no parking space. She quickly got out and then ducked her head back in. “What’s your order?” she asked the driver and the guard, but the guard got out too. 
 
    He started to follow, but that would be conspicuous.  
 
    “I’ll go with her.” Henry flashed his badge so only the guard saw it. 
 
    The guard quickly masked his surprise. Since Henry was his superior, he stepped down and returned to the car. 
 
    Henry quickly caught up to Ava as she entered the coffee shop. She pressed past the line. 
 
    “Ava, you can’t skip ahead,” he said. So much for normal. 
 
    But she passed the counter and continued on. 
 
    “If you had to use the ladies room, you could’ve just said so,” he whispered-shouted after her. 
 
    But she bypassed the facilities in the back of the building and stalked toward the service entrance door. 
 
    Henry reached out for her and spun her around, gripping her arm. “What are you doing?” His tone was all business. 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer at the same time someone called, “I think that was Princess Ava.” 
 
    An uproar and what may as well have been a stampede approached from the front of the café. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted? Attention?” He was irritated to be in that situation because he knew he’d have some explaining to do. 
 
    The gaggle of people continued to squawk about her identity, firing questions in their direction. 
 
    Ava put her hand on the doorknob to the exit, but it was locked. She jiggled it frantically. “This was not what I had in mind.” 
 
    As part of his job, Henry kept up on the news and current events. It was likely word had been leaked about Ava’s pending courtship and people were curious. There was probably a line forming at the palace gates of people claiming to hold a noble title and worthy of the princess’s hand. He knew, all too well, that commoners need not apply. 
 
    Sure enough, as the customers neared, they barked questions about Ava getting married, who the lucky guy was, and if they could snap a selfie. Thankfully, they hadn’t confirmed her identity. 
 
    Henry had two options. Break the door down—he’d done it numerous times before. Or he could provide a distraction. Both were dangerous, but option one would require a lengthy report and payment for destruction of property. He chose option two. 
 
    The first customer rounded the corner. 
 
    Ava’s eyes widened as Henry leaned in, gripped the back of her head, and pressed his mouth to hers. She must’ve quickly understood what was going on because her hands gripped his back to indicate she was enjoying the exchange in the privacy of the back of the coffee shop. 
 
    The cacophony turned into murmurs and someone said, “I think you were mistaken. No way Ava, the perpetually single princess, would be making out with some random guy in the back of a coffee shop.” 
 
    “Who’d she even want to kiss?” 
 
    Someone laughed. “Who’d want to kiss her?” 
 
    The others seemed to agree because they backed off. Soon the sounds of the coffee shop returned to normal, indicating the threat had passed. 
 
    Henry hoped Ava didn’t hear the comments because he had wanted to kiss her long ago. Because he did kiss her just then. It wasn’t like their first kiss; it was hardly like a real kiss. It was a decoy, but even so, there were hints of what was, what could’ve been. If he’d kissed her like he’d meant it, she’d have been smiling, punch drunk. 
 
    Instead, she looked confused, stunned. Her cheeks were red and her eyes glossy. She studied the door as though hoping it would somehow magically open if only so she could run from embarrassment, confusion, or whatever it was that fogged over her mind. 
 
    Henry straightened and adjusted his suit jacket. Making quick work of it, he picked the lock on the service door. They stepped onto the damp sidewalk and into freedom. A light drizzle had started. Her eyes were shadowed and she wouldn’t meet his gaze. 
 
    “Ready to go back to the palace?” he asked as he reached for her hand. 
 
    Henry told himself her hand was warm in his from being in the coffee shop and that his pulse tripped because of the danger she may have faced from the crowd. 
 
    He’d make up a silly excuse about the milk frothing machine being broken, a flood in the bathroom, and them having to make a quick exit so as to not cause a scene and explain it to the guards. 
 
    He was a liar. 
 
    The rain fell between them and there was no mention of the kiss. No questions about what she was doing. 
 
    He pulled her closer. 
 
    Her eyes widened as though they were going to have a repeat of the incident in the back of the café.  
 
    No way. Never. 
 
    Too risky. Absurd. 
 
    “What were you doing back there, Princess?” 
 
    “Better question, what were you doing?” She crossed her arms over her chest, apparently, well free of the fog that had clouded her eyes after he’d kissed her. 
 
    “I had to think fast. Didn’t want you getting trampled by rabid fans of Princess Ava.” 
 
    “I can handle myself.” 
 
    “Then why were you running?” 
 
    She threw her hands in the air. “Since you turned up, everything has gotten mixed up. I feel hemmed in. I just want to live my life. I don’t want to be here. I really do not want anything to do with the suitor situation—” Her shoulders dropped as though the entire thing had worn her out. 
 
    Henry was oddly, surprisingly pleased to hear the part about the courtship. “No, you definitely don’t want to marry any of them. They’re all a bunch of—” He stopped himself from saying something rude—not that he even knew who they were. 
 
    “I’m surprised to hear that you’re so opinionated.” Her arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “I’m also not a fan of your sneaking off instead of returning to the palace, but I went along with it because I see the difficulty of your situation.” With open palms, he weighed his hands. “You could follow the rules and marry someone the queen selects, retain your title, and remain loyal to Concordia. Or you could leave it all behind and be free.” 
 
    Her features softened as relief washed over her. She eyed him curiously. It was as though the gentle, warm rain had started to thaw the ice between them. Likely, she still held onto to some resentment over his unannounced departure without her, but surely, Ava saw that Henry was on her side. He always had been. Every decision he’d made had been with her in mind, even if it didn’t seem like that on the surface. 
 
    The corners of her lips lifted slightly into the hint of a smile.  
 
    Some unnamable thing inside him melted a little. 
 
    For a moment, it was like they were teenagers all over again, best friends, always joking. Then there grew to be something more between them. That had changed everything. 
 
    As always, Ava was on the same wavelength and was braver than he, able to say the things he wouldn’t. “Thanks for helping me out back there. Does this mean we can be friends?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ava hadn’t actually wanted a pumpkin spice drink when she’d asked the driver to stop at the coffee shop. She didn’t know exactly what she’d intended when she strode to the back of the establishment. What she did know was that a shocking realization had hit her when she sat down in the sleek black car to return to the palace.  
 
    Marrying a suitor and pledging her life to someone else meant giving up the hope that she’d quietly kept for ten years. She’d dreamed that Henry would return and a miracle would occur, allowing them to be together. 
 
    The reality was that ten years had passed. They were different people. There was no way for her to know if they were even compatible, but the hope she had for them was the thing that had carried her through the long days without her best friend, the fear of what had happened to him, the idea that he was with someone else, and the harsh conclusion that he hadn’t actually felt the way she’d thought he did. 
 
    So maybe they could start over as friends. In the very least, she wanted that. 
 
    The question can we be friends dangled between them as they rounded to the front of the building and toward the awaiting car. Ava was surprised that her security detail hadn’t barged in or surrounded the building to check on what was taking so long. 
 
    A few steps away from the car, Henry paused under a street light. A light fog coming off the River Thames captured the droplets of rain and the air seemed to glow.  
 
    At last, Henry nodded in response to her question. Although he didn’t smile, she saw it in his eyes. She’d felt it when his lips had pressed against hers to her utter and complete shock after she’d discovered the door was locked. 
 
    It had been a practical way to get the crowd off her back, but he could’ve summoned the guards; he could’ve said something about her not feeling well. She could’ve simply taken photos with them. Instead, he’d kissed her and it was just as she’d remembered it. Well, almost.  
 
    After that first kiss in the throne room when they were young, after the floodgates had been opened, Henry and Ava had kissed. A lot. 
 
    The types of kisses Henry Park gave were many and varied. Ava had certainly analyzed them aplenty when she was still a teenager (and maybe a little bit since). 
 
    There were the stolen kisses (usually sneaked in when Livingston or another member of the palace staff had turned their back).  
 
    The kisses just because (when they were taking a walk and he’d peck her on the cheek). 
 
    The I’m a teenage boy and I have hormones kisses (pretty much all the time). 
 
    The I’m bored kisses because he’d wanted a distraction (when they were doing homework). 
 
    But the one he’d planted on her lips in the back of the café was different. She sensed something beyond the fact that it was a matter of convenience. Was there a hunger there? Desperation? Desire? 
 
    She’d experienced his passion and that wasn’t it. However, there was something in his kiss that extended beyond the moment when his mouth pressed against hers. 
 
    Her hands had traveled up the strong muscles of his shoulders. In fact, she’d kissed him back. Perhaps it was her that had wanted more. It could have been that she wanted that kiss to take her back to when she still could’ve made her escape with him. 
 
    She looked up at Henry, trying to puzzle it out. 
 
     Henry, the gawky, awkward boy. Henry the man with rough stubble and eyes that held secrets and revealed others. That made her swoon and made her wonder. Eyes that caused her skin to blaze and her ego to dip.  
 
    She wasn’t sure what to make of the new Henry Park, but the fuzzy sensation inside of her suggested that he still made her feel the way he did all those years ago. 
 
    Dressed in his suit, she imagined him as her suitor, as a prince so they could be together without running away as they’d planned when they were young. She knew all too well that he didn’t want anything to do with the royal life. It wasn’t that he looked down on the noble class, but over the years it was as though he’d resented her lifestyle—not that it was her choice. She couldn’t help that she was born into the Concordian monarchy or that her parents had died and she was sent to live with the queen. She’d always been torn between her honor and duty as a princess and wanting to be with Henry—even though it wasn’t a long term option. 
 
    It was then she fully felt the blow of how limited her choices were. By all appearances, she was privileged and could have anything she wanted except the person she’d once loved. 
 
    A street or two over, a car honked, snapping her from the preposterous thoughts.  
 
    It seemed Henry had been someplace else too. He shook his head as if returning to the moment on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Since we’re friends again, I want to know something. Back there, you picked that lock. You’re an investment banker by day and a common criminal by night?” 
 
    Henry nearly laughed. “No, Princess. Nothing of the sort.” His phone beeped and after he read the message he stiffened. “It’s the doctor. I have to get back.” Henry’s gaze snapped to the car and then at his surroundings. He grunted and ducked his head into the driver’s side door. “How quickly can you get me to the palace?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s across town and—” Before the man finished, Henry had pulled him out of the vehicle and got behind the wheel. 
 
    Without thinking, Ava jumped in the back. The driver clambered in and before the rear door had closed, Henry was whizzing through traffic. The headlights beamed on the glassy pavement, slick with rain. He weaved in and out of traffic, sped through yellow lights, and zipped around slow-moving cars. 
 
    Ava didn’t dare say a word because had she been old enough, she would’ve done anything to be by her parents’ sides. She didn’t want anything to prevent Henry from getting there in time. But he’d have some explaining to do later—the most he’d driven when they were younger was a golf cart and that he’d gotten stuck in the sand on more than one occasion. 
 
    The primary palace gates opened. Henry flashed something at the guard. He nodded and let them through the second gate. Henry sped directly to the rear entrance, left the keys in the car, and raced inside. 
 
    Ava apologized to the driver and made her way inside. She didn’t return to her room to freshen up. Instead, she went to the south wing where David Park and his son were sure to be. As she neared, she slowed her steps, assuring herself now that she and Henry had established that they were friends again, it would be okay for her to be by his side. If not, he’d tell her as much. Clearly, he had full command over his life—unlike her. A person who could drive the way he did and arrive at the destination safely, wasn’t following archaic rules about whom to marry. 
 
    She slipped quietly into the room where David lie in bed and Henry sat in a chair by his side. Ava rested her hand lightly on her oldest and dearest friend’s shoulder to let him know he wasn’t alone. She was there. She’d always been there, waiting for him and David Park too. They’d both hoped for his return.  
 
    Henry craned his head and gave her a small nod of acknowledgment and thanks. “The doctor said he was awake, but I guess he’s been coming in and out. I’m worried I missed him.” 
 
    She rounded to the other side of the bed and took a vacant chair. “He sure has missed you.” Ava didn’t mean for it to be cruel but wanted him to know that whatever wrong had transpired between father and son, whatever feud they had that kept Henry away was forgiven. Mr. Park longed for his son’s return. Ava knew that because in the days that led to weeks then months after his departure, she spent as much time as she could with the baker. Partly to keep him company and also in case Henry returned or sent word, she wouldn’t miss it. 
 
    After she settled into the chair, Mr. Park’s eyelids fluttered. He tried to lift a shaky hand. Henry stared as if unsure of what to do. Ava took Mr. Park’s left hand in hers. It was no longer the meaty hand of a giant man who’d kneaded and punched and rolled dough day in and day out. 
 
    Henry followed her lead and took his father’s other hand in his, but he remained silent. 
 
    The old man’s breath was thin, barely there as though he merely held onto the threads of it. 
 
    “Mr. Park. We’re here. Henry and me, Ava—” Her voice was muted when David opened his mouth. 
 
    “You’re here,” he wheezed. His eyes were barely open, but they locked on Henry’s. “Son, I want you to marry. I want you to marry your true love.” 
 
    Henry’s response was almost inaudible. “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    Henry shook his head. 
 
    “Lucinda Mayweather,” he whispered. 
 
    Henry’s forehead furrowed and his gaze shot to Ava. She kept hers on the old man as he took his last breath. 
 
    Without thinking, she started singing softly, reverently in the old Concordian language. With her free hand, she reached for Henry’s and together, they prayed over him. 
 
    After a time, Ava’s voice went quiet. The room was still. So still. 
 
    Henry let out a faltering breath. His eyes were glazed as though in shock and sadness. “I should’ve been here with him.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand as they continued to grip the old man’s. “You were.” Her attention turned to the wall near his bed. Seven postcards were tacked to it. 
 
    “I sent those to you,” Henry said. 
 
    “I shared them with your father. He knew you first so I thought he should keep them. He missed you terribly. You were all he had.” 
 
    Henry hung his head. 
 
    “I stopped coming down here when I didn’t get any more postcards.” Ava lamented that fact because as full as the castle was with people, as busy as it was with events and work to be done, it could also be a lonely place. Wealth and gold and riches didn’t make good company. 
 
    Henry got up and tore the postcards from the wall. The tacks tinged as they landed on the floor. “I have to go,” he said. 
 
    The doctor came in then. 
 
    Henry stepped toward the door. His gaze fell on his father then drifted to Ava who remained by the old man’s side. 
 
    “Henry,” she said. “You have a choice. You could stay.” There were numerous instances in her life when she didn’t have a choice: knowing her parents and leaving the palace on her own, for instance. She couldn’t even marry the man she loved even though it was no longer the eighteen hundreds. She couldn’t live the life she wanted because of a title attached to her name. But Henry was free. He could do what he wanted where she couldn’t without dire consequences. She wanted him to honor his freedom and choose wisely. 
 
    The doctor nodded as though letting them know it was fine to remain a bit longer.  
 
    Henry returned to his seat and the two continued to pray. 
 
    “He said something about Lucinda Mayweather,” Ava said after a while. 
 
    Henry shrugged. “It’s like I knew everything about him and yet I knew nothing. He never talked about the past, only the present. There’s a gap before I was born and because I stayed away there’s another gap from the last ten years.” 
 
    “What happened between those two time periods?” The two had a falling out and she assumed that was why Henry left, but she never knew what it was over. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    Ava couldn’t help but wonder if Lucinda Mayweather was a key to that mystery, and she was determined to figure out who the woman was. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sorrow didn’t begin to describe the ache Henry felt in his chest over his father’s death. It was sudden and yet slow. Their relationship had dissolved during Henry’s decade-long absence. The source of Henry’s pain wasn’t only sadness, but shame too. He’d been a bad son, but at the time he’d thought he was protecting the people he loved. 
 
    The postcards on the floor mocked him. Ava said he had a choice and he’d chosen wrong, repeatedly. He should’ve reached out to them at least, but thought he’d be putting them in harm’s way by doing so. Rule number one in his line of work was not to get attached to anything or anyone. It could explode, literally. 
 
    Henry slowly got to his feet. He pressed his hand against his father’s one more time, not wanting to let go, but then he did. He’d always been the one to let go. 
 
    The bells tolling midnight interrupted the quiet of the hallway. Henry wasn’t sure where he was going, but he wanted to get away, to escape. Before he could summon a car and drive until he ran out of road or gas, Ava’s hand took his, leading him to the second then the third floor of the palace. They continued to a door that led them still higher. 
 
    In all his years at the palace and the many occasions of mischief he’d caused, he was met with mild surprise that it had never occurred to him to go to the roof. Always the cleverer of the pair and with more courage, Ava led the way. 
 
    She pulled a key from under a brick in the dim hallway and opened the door. 
 
    Outside, the rain had stopped but the air still smelled liquid, like tears he knew he’d never shed. In the years of Henry’s absence, he’d grown up and hardened parts of himself that would’ve otherwise meant vulnerability, which was a liability in his line of work. However, it was as though the tough and courageous parts of Ava beckoned his hidden and raw parts forward. 
 
    She still held his hand and they settled in a little rooftop garden with trellises and climbing vines, potted flowers and topiary. 
 
    “What is this place?” he asked as they sat down in a pair of chairs. 
 
    “Livingston’s hideaway.” 
 
    “The Butler?” 
 
    She nodded. “He likes to garden and stargaze.” 
 
    “It’s hardly dark enough.” 
 
    The lights surrounding the palace, along with all of London, blazed in the darkness. 
 
    “I think he imagines them up there, winking down.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not the only one with secrets, Henry.” She tossed him a shrewd look that rivaled the queen’s. 
 
    “The postcards were fake,” he blurted. He had to start somewhere and that seemed decent enough. 
 
    “What?” she asked, turning to him. 
 
    “I had someone get them for me. I signed my name and then had someone else mail them from all those places.” 
 
    “Aside from that being incredibly time consuming and elaborate, why?” Her voice was ragged as though torn by yet another betrayal. 
 
    Henry didn’t answer. 
 
    “I guess I’m not surprised. Maybe, like Livingston, your dad and I wanted to imagine you out there, exploring the world, and thinking of us.” 
 
    A plane passed overhead, speeding past the stars. The reminder of the fast-paced, adrenaline-fueled life Henry ordinarily led, made him wonder what he was missing in the field. What were the other agents doing? His pulse raced, then as soon as the plane was out of sight, he settled, suddenly physically tired as though the years all caught up with him. 
 
    Ava said, “I guess since you told me a secret. I owe you one.” She took a long breath. “After you left, I’d cry myself to sleep.” 
 
    That made him feel downright awful. 
 
    But she wasn’t done. “Then, when the tears finally dried up, I’d pick apart conversations and moments we’d shared, trying to find a thread that would lead to an explanation. I wanted to make sense of what had happened, why you left so suddenly.” She straightened in the chair and looked at him full on. “Why didn’t you meet me, Henry? We were going to run away together. Why’d you go without me?” 
 
    He couldn’t tell her that secret. Not entirely. “I made a mistake, Ava. A big one. The consequences meant I had to leave without you.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    He gazed at the stars as though wishing the answer would appear. He let out his breath. “Remember how we’d always wish we could be part of what was beyond the walls of the palace? When I did experience that, what I missed most was right here.” He only realized it just then, but it was the best he could do without exposing the truth.  
 
    Like the stars, the words seemed to carry some kind of magic because she went on to talk about her travels and how she’d managed to get loose from the security detail that followed her every move. She’d gone on just a few trips similar to those that they’d planned. She’d seen real life both glorious and difficult. The romance, the danger, and the adventures were as wonderful as she’d imagined, except for one thing. “In every city, I’d see a guy with short, straight, dark hair and for a second I’d think it was you. I’d hope we’d somehow find each other. Like fate would lead us back together.” 
 
    All along, he was a lot closer than she’d realized. The relative darkness of the night gave him courage. “Most often I was right here in London.” 
 
    In the low light, a tear trickled down her cheek. She was so bold and yet she held a softness that broke him down. She had a good heart. The kind of heart belonging to a girl who might’ve run away with him. Originally, she refused to do it because it meant losing her title and giving up being a princess. She couldn’t turn her back on her family. Admittedly, he was upset that she wasn’t choosing him. But as time had passed, he thought she’d change her mind. He asked her to meet him ten years ago on his birthday by the south wing exit. 
 
    Half an hour before they were to depart, something happened that changed his life—their lives. Later, he’d watched the surveillance tapes. Sure enough, she was there waiting for him. She’d chosen him. She was ready to give up everything for him. 
 
    Henry wiped the tears from beneath her eyes then from her cheeks. He wanted to kiss them and her eyelids, taking away the sadness. He wanted his lips on hers again and not only because he wanted to provide cover from the throng of people at the coffee shop. 
 
    He had many secrets, most of them not his own. They were stowed in a vault, a top-secret part of his mind. But there was one on his lips and it was about her lips—their kiss in fact. In the café, when his mouth crashed into hers, suddenly remembering the familiar contours, an old desire, refreshed and renewed, lit inside of him. But she was to be married soon. He didn’t want to make it more difficult for her. 
 
    Instead, he turned to his training for direction, for how to deal with challenges.  
 
    Assess. Address. Dismiss.  
 
    He didn’t think the last part would be easy, certainly not the second time around, but he’d start at the beginning. 
 
    Assess. It was just the two of them. On a roof. No threats, other than the damage he’d already done. His heart was in shreds because of that and his father’s passing. That was what he’d address. It was the most logical and the least likely to cause her more pain—that burden was his alone to bear. 
 
    “Thank you for being there with my dad and me.” 
 
    “Of course. Mr. Park and I spent a lot of time together, especially after you left. It was comforting in a way. We got close. He told me things about you I’d never known.” If she didn’t look so sad, perhaps she would’ve cast him a cheeky grin. Maybe the burden of grief wasn’t only his. 
 
    “I miss him already,” she said. 
 
    Nope. Definitely not his alone. His father had touched many lives with his jokes, his reliability, his patience, and of course baking. 
 
    “What was it that you were singing to him?” 
 
    “It’s a prayer. A Concordian tradition. My parents didn’t have anyone to sing them to heaven since they’d died suddenly, but my nanny used to sing it to me every night before bed. She came with us from Concordia and told Oliver and me that when she sang it brought our parents closer to us just for a little bit, so they could watch over us while we slept.” 
 
    It was quite possible that the shadow of his father’s death doubled her sadness at the memory of her parents. She’d rarely talked about them—not that she’d really known them. As a kid, he’d hardly thought about how she didn’t have her real mother and father. The queen was always larger than life for them, a mother figure in a way, but certainly not particularly maternal. He’d never known his biological mother either and that was definitely an off-limits topic with his dad. 
 
    “I guess we’re both orphaned now. We can run away with Peter Pan,” she said softly, referring to their favorite childhood story. 
 
    The conversation meandered to their joint love for the classic tale and how they’d planned to join the Lost Boys. 
 
    “You always wanted me to be Wendy,” Ava said. 
 
    He chuckled. “That’s because she was hot. Well, to a ten-year-old.” Despite the waves of emotions between them on that rooftop and the cool air, he couldn’t ignore the fact that Ava was hot in the present. Gorgeous, stunning, breathtaking. There weren’t words to describe her beauty. Henry hoped the man who’d take her hand in marriage would find the words and write poetry about her. That was what she deserved. 
 
    “I suppose I thought Peter Pan was cute.” Her voice was coy, flirtatious. 
 
    “If I remember correctly, you had a bit of a crush on him.” Henry chuckled. 
 
    “Ten-year-old me had a crush on him.” 
 
    “I remember you used to always make me take off my glasses and pretend to be Peter.”  
 
    She paused then asked, “What happened to your glasses anyway? I guess all this time I was looking for the wrong person—a scrawny kid with dark hair and eyeglasses.” 
 
    “I suppose we both changed.” She had no idea how much that was true for him. Those were more secrets he couldn’t tell. He’d been trained to be an iron giant, a human fortress, and a stealth operative—all of which meant he had to keep his mouth shut. However, he could speak in generalities. “I had corrective surgery.” But he’d kept his glasses in an actual box hidden away in his flat, along with sparse memories of the past. Ones he simply couldn’t let go. 
 
    “I always loved Nana, the Newfoundland dog nanny.” Ava nearly giggled. “I’d wish my nannies were dogs.” 
 
    “But you were afraid of dogs.” 
 
    “Looking back, I think I’d built that up in my head. Peanut was pretty sweet. The first thing Oliver did when he moved to the castle in Concordia was to get a dog. Actually, I think they have ten now.” 
 
    “Any kids yet? Oliver Juniors, Wendy, Johns, or Michaels, running around?” 
 
    “No, but he can’t have those names. I was going to use them for our—I mean my kids.” She went silent.  
 
    From beyond the castle, the low hum of cars on the motorway shushed by. A helicopter whirred overhead and out of sight. Henry wondered what missions he was missing. What he’d missed with Ava in the past and since she was getting married, what he’d miss in her future. 
 
    “Yeah, things change, I guess.” 
 
    He wasn’t ready to dismiss what they shared or the moment that they had. He was willing to hang onto it until the sun came up, at least. “I always thought it was funny how in old movies like Peter Pan the parents weren’t all that involved. I mean, wouldn’t you realize if your kids flew from their rooms at night?” Maybe he thought as much because it was his job to notice details, big and small. 
 
    “I don’t know. We certainly snuck around our fair share. Though not so much anymore. The queen has eyes on me no matter where I go or what I do.” She sighed. 
 
    “Well, we’re here now.” At the same time, she shifted in the chair to face him and it squeaked. He wasn’t sure if she heard his comment. 
 
    She asked, “What about your mother?” 
 
    “My father never talked about her.” 
 
    She looked at him a long while and his heart thundered in his chest. He thought of the kiss in the coffee shop, the way her shirt clung to her skin at the bakery and the way she looked right then under the starlight. Downright dreamy. 
 
    “Your father said her name,” Ava said, breaking the spell. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Lucinda Mayweather.” 
 
    “How do you know that’s my mother’s name?” Henry asked. 
 
    “You have the same eyes.” Hers glittered in the near darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Like they’d done so many times, Ava and Henry snuck through the palace in the still, dark of the night. Of course, there were guards posted in various places, but Ava knew shortcuts and passages to avoid being seen. If they did spot her, generally, they overlooked it unless she was trying to leave the building. Though someone must’ve reported her little excursions abroad to the queen. 
 
    Henry was as quiet as a cat and even caught the door to the palace library to stop it from squeaking as they entered. 
 
    The dusty smell of old paper and leather filled Ava’s nose. When she was growing up, if she wasn’t outside or in the hidden rooms of the palace, chances were Ava would’ve been found in the library. In fact, during the days she’d outwardly clung to the hope that Henry would return, she’d spent as much time in there was possible because she knew that was one of the places he’d look if he’d returned. 
 
    The benefit to going to the library was she had no longer had an excuse to ignore her school work. She’d never been a slouch, but when they were teens, Henry provided a lot of good distractions. During his absence she brought her marks up, landing her a seat at the University of Oxford. She was grateful for her education but would’ve preferred that Henry had never left. 
 
    The other bonus was that she’d become familiar with the literary and reference collections as well as the artwork in the library. Careful not to turn on too many lights, lest she drew attention to their presence, she slid silently past the long table for study, the seating areas and bookshelves, and toward the back by the window. 
 
    Ava clicked on a light, illuminating a painting of a woman with dark hair streaked through with hints of red. Her eyes were also dark and it was almost like they were looking back at the viewer, rather than simply being painted on canvas. She bore the pride and elegance of a noblewoman. 
 
    Henry stood in front of the painting for a long time, studying it. His lips turned down. “Well?” he asked by way of explanation. 
 
    “Meet Lucinda Mayweather Countess of Bracken Moor in the Scottish Highlands.” 
 
    “Seems like a lovely woman, but—” Henry clasped his hands and stepped back as though distancing himself from the image. 
 
    “It’s just a hunch, but I think she’s your mother.” Ava went on to highlight the resemblance. 
 
    Henry’s hand landed on Ava’s shoulder. It was heavy and sent a thrill of warmth through her. She fought against a shiver of delight. When they were teenagers there was no denying their physical attraction and that day spent together proved that her body had not forgotten. 
 
    “I appreciate your thoughtfulness and enthusiasm. I don’t know a lot about my father’s past, but my mother wasn’t part of the royal family. She’d died during childbirth and Dad, loyal to the monarchy, would’ve mentioned if his wife was royal.” 
 
    “So you don’t think you could be related?” Perhaps it was too soon after Mr. Park’s death to bring it up. She should’ve waited, but there was no telling when Henry would vanish again. 
 
    “My father wasn’t a man of means. They couldn’t have been together.” 
 
    “But he was from Scotland.” 
 
    “Which means my mother could be any number of women out of thousands.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong, but Ava didn’t want to give up hope that the name David spoke could lead them to understand something important about him or Henry or maybe life in general. Or perhaps that was the dreamer in her—the girl who’d travel to the fictional Neverland or Shangri La any chance she got to escape the trappings of the palace bubble. 
 
    “My father was sick. Likely, his thoughts were muddled. He was just saying things. Nonsensical things. He wasn’t making sense, talking about true love and marriage. He just said a random name he probably remembered at that moment, Princess.” Henry’s tone was defensive but gradually softened. 
 
    She wanted to believe that true love was real. Perhaps Lucinda had been David’s sweetheart. Maybe his dying wish for Henry to marry his true love was because he hadn’t done so.  
 
    Belatedly, Henry’s answer to his father’s dying request came back to her. It was a whisper. Hardly words at all. He’d said, “I can’t.” Ten years had passed. There was a good chance he’d found his true love outside the palace walls. 
 
    He repeated it then as though in sync with her thoughts. “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can’t what?” she asked, waiting for him to fill in the blank. 
 
    Henry couldn’t marry? 
 
    He couldn’t marry his true love? 
 
    He couldn’t...what? 
 
    “I can’t do this,” he said at last. 
 
    “You mean you don’t want to figure out what your father meant or who you are? Well, I want to.” 
 
    “No, Ava, you don’t.” The sentence was punctuated with finality, warning. 
 
    Although he was as big and buff as one of the palace guards, he was also Henry. She had as much dirt on him as she did on her brother, though mostly it had been forgotten amongst the strong feelings she’d developed for him over the years. 
 
    Still, she knew he didn’t like to put his feet on the squishy bottom of a lake, he wasn’t a fan of bumble bees, and no chance he’d go into the woods after dark. 
 
    Fortunately for her, she was brave. As she was no longer a child or teenager, some may have said she was reckless or dumb—particularly true when she’d waded across a river in Bali barefoot at twilight as swarms of wasps buzzed in the trees above. 
 
    Ava didn’t want to think about what Henry’s words of denial meant. She floated across the dim room, careful to avoid chair legs and lamp stands. There were several libraries in the palace, but that one was her favorite because it also contained the royal family tree and countless books, biographies, and logs of aristocratic history. 
 
    Even though the tree didn’t catalog her biological family, she felt somehow connected to it, to something bigger than simply being an orphan. 
 
    When it was clear Henry wasn’t going to return to the palace and playing pranks and kissing him was no longer an option, she’d taken to riding horses and when the weather didn’t cooperate, she’d read. Of course, she had other duties, but sleepless nights often brought her to the library where she’d escape into epic love stories—both fictional and real. There was also a share of tragedy in the family histories that almost seemed too unbelievable to be true. Second to the queen, she’d learned quite a bit about royal lineages. 
 
    Unfortunately, she hadn’t paid attention to the lines of succession in her own country or the laws that governed heirs and heiresses. 
 
    Henry still stood in front of the painting. Maybe it was moving him, drawing him into the mystery of his ancestry. Then he broke away, shaking his head. 
 
    “You know, the queen has a major obsession with the royal heritage. You may have heard her mention Genevieve. A bothersome woman who claims she’s of Concordian descent. I believe she’s only been to my homeland once and that was to try to ruin Oliver and Penny’s nuptials.” Ava went on to describe her encounter with Genevieve at the ball when the queen named the royal-in-waiting who she’d selected to marry Oliver. Ava’s stomach suddenly churned with anxiety. 
 
    She would be next. 
 
    Next to marry. 
 
    Her limbs practically shook. 
 
    Henry appeared next to her, planting his hand on her low back as though to steady her. Perhaps they’d thought the same thing. That pesky hope of his return, which had led her on for a decade and then let her down, reared up. She gritted her teeth. 
 
    He guided Ava to the mural on the wall, outlining the vast family tree. 
 
    “Where are you on there?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m not. Yet.” She swallowed hard. Chances were the queen would have her wed a member of the British nobility. Beatriz’s aim was always for gainful relations among nations and because Ava was Concordian, that meant she’d marry someone from England. 
 
    “I suppose both our family trees are pretty small.” Henry’s breath whispered across her skin. He smelled like mint and man and cookies. 
 
    A smile tried to appear on her lips, but like that stubborn hope, she forced it away. 
 
    “You don’t know that about your family,” she managed to say. 
 
    “My father never introduced me to any aunts or uncles. I didn’t play with cousins growing up.” 
 
    Ava lifted onto her tiptoes to where the branch of the mural would’ve held the more distant relations. The mural was of an actual tree, rooted in a meadow. The branches were realistic with labels indicating the various births and marriages over the years. Penny and Emma’s names had recently been added, along with their husbands’, but they were quite a way up on the tree and the artist who’d added their names must’ve needed a ladder. 
 
    She pulled over a chair to get a better view and stepped onto it. Turning to Henry she said, “I could eat a scone off your head.” 
 
    “Come back down here, and I’ll eat a scone off your head,” he teased, indicating he was taller when the chair wasn’t involved. 
 
    “Would you eat a scone?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head sadly. 
 
    Henry had missed out on all of his father’s confections, notably birthday cakes and his famous cookies. David Park shared many recipes in his best-selling cookbook, but several were missing. She wondered if she could get ahold of them to give to Henry as a gift—not that he would actually eat sweets as it turned out. Who knew investment bankers were so strict with their diets? 
 
    Ava stretched and said, “There they are. Emmaline and Penelope.” Her eyes skimmed the branches. Part of her wished her name was printed there, so she’d truly belong to the family, but not because she was being forced into an arranged marriage. 
 
    He kept a light hand on her waist so she wouldn’t fall. His touch made her belly squeeze and she felt unsteady. 
 
    Her gaze landed on a dusting of white, but it wasn’t paint. “Henry, look at this,” she said, pointing. 
 
    He lifted his chin and leaned in. “That’s odd. It looks like flour was smeared on the wall.” 
 
    It was as though someone had dipped their thumb in the white substance and smeared it over the name. When Ava brushed her fingers over it, it fell away, revealing the name Lucinda and the line connecting her to a partner read unknown. 
 
    Their eyes met, swimming with questions. Then as Henry helped her down, his fingers wrapped around her waist. Warmth flared inside of her. His eyes darkened. 
 
    The air in the room seemed to go the way of the past, along with everything that had stood between them. 
 
    As she lowered onto her feet, still hand in hand, his pulse raced as fast as hers—as powerfully as hooves galloping along the trails surrounding the palace. 
 
    “It’s late,” Henry breathed. 
 
    She lifted her chin. “Or early.” 
 
    The hands on the grandfather clock against the wall indicated it was past midnight but before dawn. 
 
    The energy vibrating between them grew thick, building in intensity as the seconds ticked by. 
 
    Facing each other, they had a choice.  
 
    Henry could’ve leaned in. Ava could’ve met him halfway. 
 
    He could have kissed her. She could have let him. 
 
    Instead, he shuddered a breath and repeated, “I can’t.” 
 
    She nodded. Maybe it was another woman. Perhaps he had personal issues. The hope inside her crept into the shadows. “Thank you for offering to get a pumpkin spice drink with me earlier.” What she meant was thanks for kissing me. 
 
    He was quiet, which told her what he wasn’t saying, what she wished he’d say. I’m glad you kissed me back. 
 
    She nodded and said, “Goodnight,” before sweeping from the room, but it may as well have been goodbye. There was no telling if or when she’d ever see him again. 
 
    Her heart pounded, taking off at full gallop, and didn’t stop until the next morning when she actually got in the saddle and took Topsy, her favorite horse, for a ride. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry had become a master at falling asleep under unusual circumstances: on a train in Russia, while staking out a bank in Romania, and in a submarine off the coast of Tierra del Fuego in Patagonia. He also had the unique ability to sleep with one eye open—to be aware of his surroundings while also getting some rest at the same time. 
 
    However, he seemed to have lost those skills after returning to the palace, seeing Ava for the first time in years, learning of her impending courtship and marriage, and being by his father’s side as he died.  
 
    Moreover, the many hours spent with Ava made him restless in a way he hadn’t ever been. She was the girl who had been his true love, the girl his father wanted him to marry, to spend the rest of his life with, to love well. 
 
    His father knew of their affection for each other. He’d also warned his son to be careful. To avoid trouble. David and Henry had discussed the impossibility of their union. If only he’d warned him not to get curious about computers, to learn code and how to hack into databases and penetrate security firewalls.  
 
    Henry told himself it had just been for fun. Because he was curious. To test his knowledge. 
 
    He didn’t expect to get caught. 
 
    And he certainly didn’t expect to learn that his father had been the one to turn him in. 
 
    As he laid in bed in a guest bedroom in the palace, finally, after over ten years, he opened the files in his mind and turned his many thoughts about the past over. He examined them. He picked them apart and tried to understand their meaning. 
 
    The minute Henry was presented with the option to go to jail or to accept a generous offer to play for the “good guys,” the course of his life changed forever. It was at that precise moment that he put the past, including the conversation with his father along with most of his memories, in the file labeled top secret. He symbolically stashed it in a safe. Over the years, he’d place many other files with the same title inside. 
 
    As his mind continued to spin, he paused on one specific memory.  
 
    David Park had warned his son to be careful. Henry interpreted it to mean with Ava because the outcome of their relationship was certain. She was royal. He was a commoner. There was no future there. But what if David actually knew what his son had been doing on the computer late into the night. Was it possible David meant for him to be cautious, knowing he was young and careless, that he might get into trouble? 
 
    Then why would he turn Henry into the palace authorities? Did he want Henry to leave and never look back? Despite his insistence otherwise, did he actually want his son to leave the palace and live a life of danger? That didn’t seem likely. 
 
    Sure, it was for a noble cause, but he’d have known Henry wouldn’t be able to return, at least not without risking the safety of the ones he loved. 
 
    Henry’s heart skipped a beat. 
 
    But what if David turned his son in to protect him from the inevitable heartbreak when he and Ava were no longer teens, when their affections for each other would no longer be indulged no matter how hard they tried to keep it a secret? What if David was trying to keep them from running away and all the trouble that it would cause? Perhaps his father exposed him for hacking into the palace’s security because he knew it would take something extreme to keep the two young love birds apart? 
 
    Henry supposed he’d never know, but it provided him with possibilities and maybe an explanation. 
 
    Further, who was Lucinda? Why did David utter her name in his final moments? Was she his mother as Ava suggested? It was doubtful. His father was loyal to the monarchy and wouldn’t have let a member of the nobility fall in love with him because he was a commoner. 
 
    Henry wasn’t sure he wanted to know all of the details of the past. He’d organized everything in his tidy mental files and hid them away. Opening them all up seemed like more trouble than it was worth and might lead to more pain and difficulty because there was only one outcome he’d ever wanted. It was the one he could never have. 
 
    Ava had said he had a choice. She was mistaken because he couldn’t marry her or spend the rest of his life with her—the woman he loved. 
 
    Maybe his father knew that too.  
 
    Sleep continued to evade Henry well after dawn so he did what any practical British man would do. He went to have tea with the queen. 
 
    Seated at the breakfast table, he’d finally coaxed the monarch into telling him a bit more about Genevieve, the woman who’d claimed she was related to the Concordian nobility, when Ava sauntered in wearing her riding clothes. They hugged her curves in all the right places and highlighted her strength and beauty. He hadn’t forgotten how she could draw all the eyes in a room to her, stop pulses or send them racing. Nor did it escape his memory that she was poised yet striking. Bold yet graceful. She was a woman of pride and grace.  
 
    The tidy files in his mind seemed to spill everywhere and a light sweat pricked along his neck. 
 
    Then he remembered who he was, what he’d been trained to do: resist any interruption in his demeanor, keep his mask in place, and not reveal his emotions. He took a sip of tea and composed himself. 
 
    Ava’s red hair was pulled back into a low ponytail and loose pieces fluttered around her face as she sat down to join them. Henry inhaled, getting a breath of fresh morning, earth, and horses. 
 
    “Dear, you should go tidy up,” the queen said. 
 
    “Good morning to you too,” Ava said as though taken aback. 
 
    The queen sipped her tea in response. Ava may have been the only human being on earth equipped and permitted to parry with the monarch. 
 
    Ava studied Beatriz as though calculating something. “You’ve never before minded when I come to breakfast after riding. Are we expecting someone?” 
 
    The queen’s gaze floated over to Henry. 
 
    Hers followed. “Hi,” she said simply. 
 
    He was unsure if she was suddenly shy, she’d already adjusted to his return and his presence was like any other morning, or if she was as tired as he was and had forgotten to greet him. Maybe she’d gotten prickly and was mad at him all over again. He thought they’d moved past that, not that he could blame her if she was still mad. 
 
    Henry had penetrated foreign fortresses, seized stolen assets, and stopped wars. How could he not figure out women? Or, more specifically, Ava. 
 
    They ate their breakfasts and read their morning papers in relatively companionable silence for the next few moments. 
 
    Were it not for the brisk air that Ava had carried in with her, he’d have fallen asleep in his place setting. Then again, during missions, he’d endured many hours of sleeplessness so it shouldn’t have been that difficult. Although, he’d never had a mission like Ava. 
 
    “I was just telling Henry about Genevieve. He was rather curious about her,” the queen said, breaking the silence. 
 
    “Is she expected at the palace?” Ava asked, aghast. 
 
    “Oh my no. Last I heard she was in Corsica, trying to convince some wealthy man to buy her a title from Sealand.” The queen chuckled and went on to explain the self-proclaimed country in the North Sea, commonly called Roughs Tower.  
 
    Henry was familiar with it as it sat in international waters and many foolish criminals thought they could find amnesty there. 
 
    “Do you think she’s going to be a problem?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Well, of course. When is she not? If you’re going to ask me if I’m going to do anything about it, I’m working on it. I assure you that if there is any relation, it’s distant.” She folded her paper. “Ava, as soon as you’re married, we should be free of any real or false claim she has.” Beatriz paused then turned to face their guest. “More importantly, Henry, you rushed in asking about Genevieve and I neglected to offer you my condolences. I’m terribly sorry to hear your father passed, but it was lucky you were able to be with him. Both of you,” the queen added. 
 
    Henry nodded. “He will be missed.” 
 
    The queen patted his hand. “You can be sure he’ll receive a proper service. Livingston will inform you of the details. No need to concern yourself.” 
 
    A few polite moments of silence passed to honor the master baker, Henry’s father. 
 
    It had all happened so quickly. He had a mixture of regret at not having been there sooner—as in the last ten years. He also felt relief that his father was no longer agonizing with an illness. 
 
    A footman cleared their plates. 
 
    “Ava, I’m glad you’re here this morning. The suitors have been scheduled to meet with you later today as we’ll be moving forward with the selection process.” The queen was no nonsense and got right down to business. It seemed the tea had kicked in. Clearly, she was eager to marry Ava off, if to prevent Genevieve from vying for the throne should something happen to Oliver and Penny or for her own purposes, he wasn’t entirely sure. Beatriz wasn’t the longest reigning, and by many estimates most successful, monarch in history because she sat back and enjoyed a pampered life. She was careful, calculating, and knew how to conduct her affairs. 
 
    A woman who hadn’t been raised by the queen may have shrunk at the notion of courtship. Anyone else may have jumped with excitement. However, with a subtle lift of the chin and mischief in her eyes, Ava simply nodded. 
 
    The queen produced a folder with several sheets worth of information on each of the eligible bachelors. 
 
    Ava took a bite of eggs. She buttered her toast. Sipped her tea. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to look?” the queen asked. 
 
    “There’s no need.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know who your potential new husband will be?” 
 
    Ava tilted her head. “Tell me about your youth. Did you go through a courtship?” 
 
    For the first time, possibly ever, the queen’s cheeks turned the faintest shade of pink. “Perhaps that conversation will be for another time.” 
 
    “I was merely looking for tips, suggestions, or advice should I have to deal with a tricky situation.” 
 
    “You’ve been properly trained in all forms of etiquette. That should serve you well and suffice,” the queen answered measuredly. 
 
    Henry had also been trained in reading people’s body language. Ava was planning something. He lifted a finger, but then lowered it, withholding the question he wanted to ask. 
 
    Shortly after and without a word or acknowledgment of their late night, Ava excused herself. 
 
    The queen set down her newspaper and looked up at Henry over her reading glasses. “Make sure she’s on her best behavior.” 
 
    He smoothed his brow, but whether the queen knew his question or not, he took her directive as permission to figure out what Ava was up to. 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ava was a lady. As the queen had said, she’d been trained in etiquette, had gone to finishing school, had been properly educated, could entertain at state banquets, and knew how to conduct herself at the many engagements a princess was expected to attend. 
 
    But she was also a bit of a rebel, and she did not want to get married to one of the suitors even though it was inevitable. If she had to go through with the process, she reasoned that she’d make it as entertaining as possible for herself. She’d only deem worthy the gentleman who could endure her tests and laugh about it. Not that the selection was ultimately up to her. 
 
    Instead of primping and donning a dress befitting a princess, she simply returned to the barn to be with the horses until the appointed time to meet the suitors in the throne room where they were to be announced and introduced. 
 
    While she combed Topsy’s mane, a low chuckle came from the shadowy entrance to the stable. Without turning around, she said, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Hopefully those poor fellows don’t mind the smell of manure or a bit of straw in a princess’s hair,” Henry said. He leaned against a wooden beam with his arms folded in front of his chest. 
 
    Ava had tried to ignore him at breakfast. She’d tried to pretend he’d never reappeared at the palace, hadn’t kissed her—even if it wasn’t particularly romantic—, and that they hadn’t spent the full moon hours together.  
 
    She’d told herself that it made no difference that he’d returned; she’d still have to go through with the dreaded marriage to fulfill her duties as a princess. By that line of reasoning, she may as well suck it up and forge ahead—her way. 
 
    The queen wouldn’t be pleased. Nor would the suitors, but they’d just have to deal with it because she wasn’t all that happy about her situation to begin with. 
 
    However, ignoring Henry, at breakfast or in the stable, was impossible. 
 
    First, he smelled amazing. It was a mixture of cologne, which was probably called Musky Brute (or something equally manly), and soap, which reminded her of when they were younger (he must’ve still used the same kind), and minty freshness. It was familiar yet enticing and she couldn’t get enough of it. Seated with the queen and sipping tea, she’d stopped herself just short of turning to Henry and inhaling deeply. Too bad he thought she smelled like horses, as he’d pointed out. 
 
    Second, sixteen and eighteen-year-old Ava adored everything about young, cute, slightly awkward Henry, but this upgrade was absolutely irresistible.  
 
    Where had the muscles come from that filled out his suit so perfectly? He’d been rather gangly when he was a teen.  
 
    Where had the suit come from? When they were younger, he’d refused to wear anything but trousers and T’s. Then there was his face: those dark and inquisitive eyes, his perfectly sculpted nose, full lips, razor-sharp jaw.  
 
    Who was Henry Park? 
 
    Well, he was a guy she could only admire from afar if even that. There was no telling when he’d disappear again. In fact, she was surprised he’d stuck around. She couldn’t think of anything stopping him from leaving and then attending his father’s funeral. 
 
    Third, despite the changes, he was still Henry. He knew her. Even after all their time apart, she still felt the powerful connection they’d always shared. She needed to know if he felt it too. 
 
    The way his eyes roved over her, tracking her every move as she groomed Topsy, suggested that she wasn’t invisible. However, maybe it was just old routine. When Henry still lived at the palace, they were always together with the exception of time spent sleeping or at school. They were companions and did everything together. 
 
    In the very least, he hadn’t left the palace so perhaps the magnetism was still there, drawing them together. But was it strong enough to keep them together? No, the edicts of her country were ironclad, meaning they could never be together. Unless he was of noble birth. 
 
    There were countless possibilities of what David Park could’ve meant when he uttered the name, Lucinda Mayweather. They could’ve been lovers. Maybe she knew his secret recipes. It was possible he was delirious and simply said whatever came to mind as Henry had suggested. 
 
    The stubborn hope inside Ava clung to the possibility that Mr. Park referred to Henry’s mother. There was a slight likeness, but it was a long shot. Probably just a silly hope of a girl who hadn’t gotten over her teenage sweetheart. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “Tell me, Princess, what do you have up your sleeve?” Henry’s voice was deep and corded with knowing. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, feigning innocence. She didn’t simply have something up her sleeve, she had a whole bag of tricks. 
 
    “I mean why aren’t you getting all dolled up and ready for your suitors?” 
 
    “Because I am not a doll.” The comment was snappier than she’d intended. But if they’d run away all those years ago, she wouldn’t be in her current situation. 
 
    “No, you’re not,” he said, stepping closer. 
 
    “For the record, this isn’t fair,” she said because she had to, because the truth of that needed to be spoken and heard by someone. Henry was the only one who could possibly understand. 
 
    “You know that I’ve always resented the royal rules because it meant we couldn’t be together.” His words softened something inside her and drew her closer to him. 
 
    “But we could’ve. We were going to run away,” she whispered. 
 
    His lips twisted slightly. “They would’ve dragged you back. I would’ve gotten in a lot of hot water. Chances are they’d have forbidden us to ever see each other again.” 
 
    “So instead, you stood me up.” She’d expected the words to explode between them. Instead, Henry stepped closer. 
 
    He brushed a loose piece of hair from her face. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. It wasn’t what I wanted but—” 
 
    “But you made a choice.” 
 
    Their foreheads were nearly touching. Warmth radiated off him. His scent was intoxicating. 
 
    “Ava, you know if that were true, I’d choose you.” With a crooked finger, he lifted her chin so she’d meet his eyes. 
 
    Those were the words that exploded inside of her. They ignited her internal fireworks. It was like the hope that she’d clung to so stubbornly erupted with joy, in celebration. Her lips lifted in a smile, tugging her heart with it. 
 
    Their eyes met. His flaring. Her flickering. 
 
    His lips parted. Her chest swelled. 
 
    “Well, well, well. What do we have here?” came a familiar voice in the spot by the post that Henry had recently vacated. 
 
    The two stepped apart. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Genevieve?” Ava asked. 
 
    “If you’re going to order me to get off palace property, don’t bother. I checked and technically the stables belong to a private owner who happens to be a good friend of my father.” 
 
    “Your father burned all his bridges when he borrowed money and didn’t repay his debt.” 
 
    “With no thanks to you.” Genevieve’s lips twisted. 
 
    “What he was doing was wrong. He’d spent money that wasn’t his, evaded officials, and was hiding out,” Ava said. 
 
    Genevieve cocked a hip and tilted her head. “He got lucky and made things right.” 
 
    “I don’t imagine you’re here to do the same,” Ava muttered. 
 
    She flipped her long, styled hair over her shoulder. “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here?” Ava asked. 
 
    “I’m watching you,” she said.  
 
     “And so am I,” Henry directed at Genevieve in a low voice. 
 
    “And who are you?” Genevieve asked with an odd combination of flirtation and disdain as she turned to him. Her gaze roamed up and down his body. 
 
    “Henry Park.” 
 
    Genevieve burst into laughter. “Henry Park is an awkward, lanky, nobody and you are—” Her tone changed and she practically purred. 
 
    He snorted. “And I am well aware your father has not repaid all of his debt and the ones he was able to repay were financed by questionable means.” 
 
    “You know nothing about our business. You’re the baker’s boy, a commoner if I recall.” She narrowed her eyes, but the subtle and snake-like smile on her lips, as though she was looking at something tasty, was unmistakable. 
 
    If Ava had hackles, they would’ve lifted. 
 
    “Maybe so, but don’t underestimate us commoners,” he said with a sneer. 
 
    Genevieve waved her hand in the air, laughing it off. “Speaking of commoners, first, your brother was forced to marry but wiggled out of that one with a commoner.” 
 
    “Penny is the daughter of the queen’s brother.” 
 
    “The legitimacy of that is in question.” 
 
    “It has been solidly proven with DNA tests.” 
 
    Genevieve narrowed her eyes. “Now, the queen has decided it’s your turn. Think you’re going to get out of it, Ava?” 
 
    “Princess Ava,” she countered, reminding Genevieve of her place. 
 
    “Perhaps, I’ll have that title before long.” She turned on her heel and said, “Toodles.” 
 
    Henry’s expression was hard with irritation. 
 
    Whether Genevieve was out of earshot or not, Ava didn’t care. “Toodles? Who says toodles?” 
 
    Henry and Ava burst out laughing. 
 
    From nearby, a bell sounded. 
 
    Ava’s mood, which had gone from hopeful to sour, remained sour. “I guess that means the courtship begins and my life as I know it ends.” 
 
    “Come on, it can’t be that bad,” Henry said. 
 
    “No, it’ll be worse, but first, it’ll be entertaining.” She started walking toward the stable exit. 
 
    “Ah, there’s my girl. I knew you were up to something.” He trotted after her. 
 
    At the words my girl, Ava stopped in her tracks. That’s what he’d always called her. 
 
    Henry opened and closed his mouth as though deciding whether to take it back. But he couldn’t. The pesky hope inside Ava was buoyed even more. Too bad it was going to be dashed in a few days’ time. 
 
     “So what’s the deal?” Henry asked as they strode across the lawn to the palace. “How does this work?” 
 
    Ava wasn’t entirely sure of the details of Oliver’s royals-in-waiting process, but her lady’s maid informed her of what she was to expect. “Day one: meet the men in a group setting. Day two: spend time alone with each of them. Day three: my future husband will be selected.” 
 
    “It’s practically speed dating.” 
 
    “The suitors had been selected from a pool of eligible members of the aristocracy, screened for suitability in the areas of adherence to the customs of our status, proficiency as a leader, and have demonstrated a willingness to do charity work, strengthening national and international relationships, and overall being relatively amicable,” Ava said in a formal tone. 
 
    “That’s quite a list.” 
 
    Ava hated that Henry didn’t check off all of those boxes—or rather, one in particular. 
 
    They entered the palace and Ava followed the hall to the throne room. “The queen’s objective is to determine who has the best personality and figure out which one I’m most compatible with. Likely, while also meeting the needs of her agenda.” 
 
    “And what’s your objective?” 
 
    “To disappear.” 
 
    Henry reached for her arm, stopping her. “I don’t want to hear you talk like that. I don’t want you to disappear.” 
 
    “Funny, coming from a guy who did just that.” 
 
    He dipped his head and pressed his lips together. “Maybe someday I can explain.” 
 
    She nodded. “But for now, I meet my fate.” What she didn’t add was that she wouldn’t go down without a fight. 
 
    “I’ll be right here by your side.” 
 
    Hope inflated within her. 
 
    “I’m here as your chaperone.” He winked. 
 
    Like a balloon, she deflated because he may have been nearby, but they could never be together, not the way Oliver and Penny were. “No, you’re here to witness how unpleasant this is going to be.” 
 
    “For you or the men?” he asked. 
 
    Ava answered with a sly smile then added, “Both.” 
 
    “May the best man survive and be grateful to have your hand,” Henry said as they entered the throne room. He discretely gave her hand a squeeze and then let go. 
 
    Shivers rushed through her. Warmth, hope, desire. 
 
    A hush came over those gathered, including the queen, Oliver, and Genevieve, squashing it all and keeping her from saying to Henry I wish that was you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry wasn’t particularly pleased with the arrangement, but he couldn’t force himself to leave the palace. He’d jumped out of airplanes, dove into danger, charged into situations that made lesser men quake.  
 
    Why couldn’t he rip himself from what was sure to be a torment? Watching Ava take another man’s hand in marriage seemed agonizing. He told himself it was because she was sure to make it difficult for them, which had its own sort of gratification. But deep down, it was because what he’d told her was true. If he could choose, it would be her. It always had been and with a heavy heart, he realized it probably always would be, even if circumstances prevented them from ever being together again. 
 
    The herald announced Ava’s arrival. 
 
    Henry had been to multiple events, dinners, and even a few balls as Ava’s guest. At work, he’d been invited to or sneakily attended numerous affairs, but couldn’t count a courtship among them. He assumed Ava was supposed to walk gracefully down the carpet toward those gathered around the throne. Instead, she strode like she was a woman on a mission. 
 
    He hung in the back, observing and evaluating as he so often did before taking action. What that was, he still hadn’t figured out. His options were limited unless he wanted to forsake everything he knew and ask her to do the same. They could run away and truly disappear to avoid the consequences of disobeying the queen and kingdom. But then her family tree would shrivel up. It would just be them. He couldn’t ask her to give up so much. 
 
    The herald went on to introduce the suitors. “Alistair Pye, Baron of Fothergill on Swern.” A rangy man stepped forward, gripping the lapel of his suit jacket. His hair was thinning and his pallor suggested he didn’t spend much time on the Swern—a small river in the northwest. But he carried himself with mature dignity. 
 
    Next, Oscar Munty, Viscount of Camish Downs, made his bow. The fellow was stout, pinkish, had beady eyes, and was completely bald—not things Henry could rightfully dock him for because his appearance wasn’t his fault. Still, he and Ava didn’t make a striking pair. 
 
    Frederick Pritchard, Earl of Beckingsford was the last fellow to step forward. He was tall, handsome, and he knew it. Upon second glance, the earl was wearing lifted shoes to give him added height. 
 
    Part of Henry’s job was making fast and accurate character assessments. Frederick was going to be trouble much like Genevieve who watched the proceedings with a careful, if not critical, eye. 
 
    The queen welcomed the suitors, thanked them, and then outlined a few details for the day. “We’ll have lunch all together, followed by a lovely afternoon Ava has planned for the four of you, haven’t you Ava?” 
 
    Her nod barely concealed her smirk. 
 
    Those gathered went through to a dining room. Henry kept a few paces back but was pleased to see he was seated next to Oliver. They’d never gotten along as well as he and Ava, but there was a certain comfort and congeniality in being back among the people who’d populated his youth. 
 
    The queen made a toast and everyone took their seats. 
 
    “I see you’ve come here to torture yourself,” Oliver said. 
 
    “Nice to see you too.” 
 
    “Or did she bring you here to try to talk me out of the situation. You were always good at negotiating.” Oliver lifted his eyebrow meaningfully. 
 
    “Does that mean you took part in my departure?” 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “No, but I couldn’t imagine why you’d break her heart the way you did. I needed to know why.” 
 
    “So you found out what took me away from the palace, but you never told her?” 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “I imagined that was your job.” 
 
    Henry was a man through and through, but he suddenly felt like a teenager all over again, seated beside Ava’s big brother and receiving Oliver’s subtle admonishment. Then again, he deserved it. 
 
    “So, what are you doing here?” the newly crowned king asked. 
 
    “My father died,” Henry said plainly. 
 
    If Oliver was surprised, he recovered quickly. “I’m awfully sorry to hear that. Penny didn’t mention—” 
 
    Henry nodded and said, “I’ve heard a lot about her. Will she be joining us?” 
 
    Oliver’s answer came fast. “She’s not feeling quite well.” 
 
    Henry’s gaze floated down the table to where Genevieve was seated. 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “No, it has nothing to do with her being here.” The way he said her suggested that while Penny may have let bygones be bygones. The queen had allowed Genevieve to join them for lunch. It seemed Oliver had not been as forgiving. 
 
    “Well, I look forward to meeting the Queen of Concordia.” 
 
    “Yes, just as soon as she’s better. Will you be here long?” Oliver scratched his temple. “In fact, what are you doing here?” He pointed at the table. 
 
    “Acting as Ava’s chaperone.” 
 
    “Is that code for something?” Oliver asked. 
 
    “I just want to be sure she’s happy.” 
 
    “I’m not sure she’ll ever meet her match. Unless she already has.” He gave Henry a sidelong glance. Leave it to Oliver to rub in the fact that that they couldn’t be together. 
 
    Just then, Mildred Munty introduced herself as Oscar’s aunt. The three exchanged pleasantries and then Genevieve inserted herself into the conversation. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure,” she said. “Tell me about your nephew.” 
 
    “Speak up dear, I’m hard of hearing,” Mildred said. 
 
    Genevieve repeated herself. 
 
    “Oh, are you seeking a suitor as well?” 
 
    Genevieve fluttered her eyelashes. “Well, I am single and it seems the queen has selected the most prominent young men in all of England. Oscar seems like quite the catch.” 
 
    “Well, he is something,” Mildred said as though she knew her piggy nephew didn’t hold a candle to the other two men. “He’s industrious and resilient. I just want to see the lad happy.” 
 
    “Of course. If for some reason the queen opts for one of the other suitors, do keep me in mind.” 
 
    “And who are you?” 
 
    “Genevieve of Flushington, soon to be royal of Concordia.” 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Oliver growled low enough that Mildred didn’t hear. 
 
    “Exactly,” Genevieve shot back before plastering on her most charming smile. 
 
    Henry caught the comment. Genevieve didn’t seem dangerous on her own, but she was desperate and that made people do foolish things. 
 
    Mildred turned to Henry and asked who he was. 
 
    “He’s just the baker’s son,” Genevieve answered for him. 
 
    Mildred’s brow furrowed. “Do you mean the master baker, David Park? I have a signed copy of his cookbook and am proud to say I’ve sampled his signature desserts.” She leaned in with interest. “I’m a big fan.” 
 
    “I regret to tell you that he passed,” Oliver said kindly as though to spare Henry. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry to hear that,” Mildred said as her eyes clouded over. She patted Henry’s arm. 
 
    He nodded in appreciation. His gaze floated to Ava, seated at the other end of the table. No doubt, she was enduring a polite conversation with the suitors under the queen’s watchful eye. 
 
    “So where’ve you been, Henry?” Genevieve’s voice floated to him through the din of the dining room. 
 
    “Everyone keeps asking me that.” 
 
    “Seems like a valid question,” Genevieve quipped. 
 
    “I was abroad with work.” 
 
    “What do you do, lad?” Mildred asked. 
 
    “I’m in finance,” he answered, going along with the profession he used as a cover. It wasn’t a lie, necessarily. He was incredible with numbers, invested his first paycheck, and had since earned himself ten figures. He didn’t flaunt it and hardly spent it. His job kept him busy and undercover most of the time. But he had a vision for retirement that included a private island in the South Pacific...and Ava. Or at least those had been his plans. 
 
    Genevieve lassoed Mildred’s attention who indulged the conniving woman, likely because she wanted to find a wife for her nephew and knew that Oscar marrying Ava was a longshot. 
 
    As though reading into Henry’s lie, in a low voice Oliver said, “I figured you’d somehow try to stop this.” He gestured at the room. 
 
    “I’m surprised you’re letting her go along with it,” he responded.  
 
    “It’s my duty. That was something you never quite understood. Loyalty to your queen, your country...” Oliver trailed off. 
 
    “Is that so? Hmm. Let’s see. I’ve singlehandedly eliminated no less than a dozen threats on the monarch’s life, stopped the tampering of her carriage on your wedding day, and prevented at least thirty attempted sieges on the airspace and shores of this nation. Not to mention thousands of attempts at breaching digital security, including files and assets belonging to the palace, federal banks, businesses, and countless other commodities within the boundaries of this country. And that was just last year.” Henry wasn’t a boastful man, but Oliver was wrong about him. 
 
    “Alright. Impressive. I’ll give you that. But you can’t marry the woman you want.” 
 
    Henry gazed at Ava. Her eyes were bright, calculating. Her hair was just barely tidy, and she had a wildness, a willfulness, a trueness that he longed for. 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    Shortly after, the queen dismissed everyone, including Ava and her suitors who were set to head to the stables for an afternoon spent riding. 
 
    “Dear, haven’t you had enough of the horses for one day?” the queen asked. 
 
    “The inspiration did come to me during my morning ride. I thought it was a perfect group activity,” Ava answered, sweetly, congenially. 
 
    Any member of the aristocracy worth his salt knew how to ride a horse, whether for sport or pleasure. As a self-appointed chaperone, Henry followed the group at a distance, much like a member of her security detail, wondering what she was up to. 
 
    When the grooms leading the horses came into view, Henry knew exactly what she was planning. 
 
    Henry recalled meeting the first horse shortly before he originally left the palace. Lennox was a stallion and had a rather wild spirit and wouldn’t tolerate arrogance. Next, there was a dappled pony with a hearty appetite that seemed like it would’ve preferred to graze in the pasture. Last, a mare with a beautiful white mane nickered as the stable hand brought her over. When she spotted Lennox she snorted and backed away, resisting the man who held her rope. “That’s a girl,” he said, trying to calm her. 
 
    “Have your pick,” Ava said. 
 
    With a determined eye, Frederick opted for Lennox.  
 
    Alistair was standing next to the pony and gently stroked its neck.  
 
    Oscar backed away as surely as the mare. “I’m more of a dog person,” he said, holding up his hands. 
 
    Frederick looked down his nose at Oscar. “You fool, you can’t ride a dog.” 
 
    The mare stepped back as the stallion shifted forward. Then she took off as though as eager to get away from Lennox as Ava was to get away from the suitors. 
 
    “I know that,” Oscar replied. “I have four Yorkies,” Oscar said. 
 
    Ava lifted both her eyebrows with surprise. 
 
    Frederick snorted. “I have a collection of prize bulldogs.” 
 
    “Did you know that I’m afraid of dogs,” Ava asked. 
 
    “Buttons, Brimley, Nora, and Jo are the sweetest things.” Oscar smiled at the mention of their names. 
 
    “I’m afraid of big dogs,” she followed up. “Livingston,” Ava called. “Please show Oscar to the kennels while we go for a ride. I’m sure he’ll enjoy that.” 
 
    The little man’s beady eyes lit up as the butler guided him out of the stables. 
 
    Frederick snorted as though pleased at least one among the competition had been eliminated. 
 
    Just then, a groom brought Tammy, a beautiful Percheron Henry used to ride when they were both young. He stroked her affectionately. “Nice to see you, girl. Looking good in the double digits,” he joked. 
 
    Ava smirked, wheeled around in the saddle, and took off toward the fields. 
 
    Frederick hurried after her but soon struggled to keep Lennox’s reins. Alistair followed slowly atop the pony. Henry passed them and caught up to Ava. 
 
    “I see today’s task is to top the boys.” 
 
    Her laughter blew like a breeze behind her as she took off at a gallop. Fortunately, Henry could keep up. 
 
    A smile bloomed on his face as he remembered countless rides they’d taken together, on Topsy and Tammy, along with several other horses who likely were no longer around.  
 
    Ava was high in her saddle, the wind in her hair, the silhouette of her lovely figure against the sunshine as she pulled ahead. 
 
    For a moment he felt so free, so alive. He hung onto the moment because the truth was, neither of them were. In their own ways, they were both imprisoned by the constraints of their lives. 
 
    Frederick zoomed by on the stallion, but Henry wasn’t entirely convinced that was by choice. The man seemed like he wanted to win Ava’s hand if only to prove that he could. Little did he know it wasn’t a race. 
 
    Ava and Henry slowed down to a walk, shifting in their saddles, side by side. 
 
    “Remember days like these?” Ava asked. 
 
    “I’ll never forget.” Henry took a deep breath. 
 
    “I thought you might, out there, living your life.” She gestured in the vague direction of the city, just beyond the small, wooded area lined with trails behind the palace. 
 
    “No. I’d never forget about us.” 
 
    “Never? Not even after—” Again, she gestured, but that time in the other direction, more toward the suitors. 
 
    “No, Princess,” he said, reminding himself of the reality of the situation. 
 
    That seemed to irritate her and she was quiet for a beat. “Did Genevieve give you a hard time?” 
 
    He shook his head and laughed. “I’m still not sure her angle, but I think she has her eyes on Oscar.” 
 
    Ava laughed softly. “She can have him. She can have all of them.” 
 
    “Then where would that leave you?” 
 
    Ava’s eyes, streaked with gold, landed on him and then she yanked them away before taking off. 
 
    When they returned from the ride, Ava’s cheeks were pink with the vigor of being on horseback. Her hair was windswept. They dismounted and stood in the entry to the stable as Livingston returned with Oscar. The stout man was smiling like he’d enjoyed himself. 
 
    Frederick sniffed the air. “I do enjoy a brisk ride upon a stallion. However, the smell is simply intolerable.” He brushed his jacket as though he could get rid of it that easily. 
 
    Ava looked around. “Where’s Alistair?” she asked. 
 
    In the distance, a dot on the horizon approached. 
 
    Frederick laughed. “I’d say that pony is about as old as him, which is to say, elderly.” 
 
    He was the only one who laughed. 
 
    When Alistair met them, he smiled nervously as though fearing his delay placed him in the rear of the running for suitors. “As they say, slow and steady.” 
 
    Ava smiled. “Well, it wasn’t a race.” She glowered at Frederick. 
 
    Henry’s sentiments exactly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    What Ava thought was going to be an amusing couple of days as she tripped up the suitors with her sharp wit, riding skills, and generally large personality was turning into a chore. Or rather a bore. No, that wasn’t quite it either.  
 
    The problem was she couldn’t stop thinking about Henry. It didn’t exactly help that he was along for the ride, literally. But she’d wanted him there. In fact, she’d selected the horses specially and was hoping he’d join in when he saw his old favorite, Tammy. She’d practically been a filly when she came to the stable. But she wasn’t expecting a welling of feeling to come over her as Frederick left them in the dust and Alistair brought up the rear, leaving just the two of them together. Ava and Henry, as it had always been. As she’d always believed it would be. For that moment, she pretended he was one of the suitors in the running. She dreamed of the two of them getting married. But it was just that, a dream, one that carried into her sleep after the long day. 
 
    When she woke up the next morning, feeling warm and content in her bed, her lady’s maid reminded her she was to spend portions of the day with each of the suitors individually. 
 
    She’d been foolish, naïve, hopeful. 
 
    Dreams were not reality. 
 
    Ava harrumphed and rolled over. 
 
    Gray sky shone through the window. It was no use trying to avoid it. There was no getting out of it. Unless she ran away. She shoved the idea from her mind as she pulled on her outfit: a light sweater and fitted pants. She wore a stylish pair of boots that she could run in, should the need arise and she actually had the opportunity to run away. Then she laughed sadly. That wouldn’t happen. 
 
    The lady’s maid outlined the agenda for the day. She was to have breakfast with Alistair, lunch with Oscar, and dinner with Frederick. It all sounded dreadful. She regretted not having any time with Henry. He couldn’t rightfully be her chaperone on what was essentially a date between each of the suitors in turn. 
 
    She plodded through the hall to the drawing room where the queen entertained the suitors and likely warned them that Ava was a handful. Before entering, she paused outside by the window opposite the door. 
 
    For a moment, she let herself daydream about life with Henry beyond the palace bubble. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” her brother’s voice said from behind. 
 
    She turned slowly around to find him standing there, alone. “Speaking of Penny, where is she?” Ava asked. 
 
    “Not feeling well, I’m afraid. She should be recovering soon, I imagine.” 
 
    “Is there anything she needs or—” 
 
    Oliver shook his head quickly. “No, no. She—” he stammered. “She’ll be fine. Thank you though. I’ll let her know you asked after her.” Oliver was ordinarily a bit of a rascal and fun-loving, but lately, he’d become serious, almost brooding. With all his responsibilities back home, maybe their marriage was in trouble. But that didn’t explain what they were doing in London instead of Concordia. 
 
    “Ready for a big day?” Oliver asked as though they were headed to an amusement park or on vacation. 
 
    “No, Oliver. I am not.” He was being strange—alternately distressed and then fake-enthusiastic. “If you recall, it was you who put me up to this nonsense, conveniently, at the same time that Henry returned.” 
 
    “It’s merely a coincidence.” He brushed off her accusation. 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    “I assure you, yes. Believe me, if Henry were eligible—” 
 
    “I saw the two of you talking yesterday at lunch.” Ava lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “We were catching up.” 
 
    “I hope you weren’t giving him a hard time.” 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “No, but Genevieve tried.” 
 
    “Figures.” 
 
    “Speaking of a hard time, go easy on these gents, Sis.” 
 
    A guffaw escaped from Ava at the same time as an idea bloomed. “Sure.” 
 
    “I know that look,” Oliver said. 
 
    “What look?” she asked innocently. 
 
    “The scheming one.” 
 
    “No such look.” She rearranged her face into puppy dog innocence. “I’m just coming up with conversation prompts to prepare myself.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Oliver asked. “Well, no worms in their salads, no swapping raw eggs for hardboiled ones, and absolutely—” 
 
    She held her hands up. “No dirt in the chocolate cake. You can’t blame me. I was young and rebellious.” Oliver had been the victim of more than a few of the pranks she’d pulled. Another idea seized her. 
 
    “No, I blame Henry. It’s bad enough he’s back.” 
 
    “Why don’t you like him?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “He helped Wyatt and Charlotte with something,” she hinted. 
 
    “What do you know about that?” 
 
    His answer gave her pause. “What do you know about it?” 
 
    “Nothing. Not a thing.” Oliver shook his head. 
 
    “You’re a terrible liar on top of acting strange.” 
 
    Oliver ran his hands down his face. “Stress. Listen, I’m sorry. I know I’m being a bit of a prat and trust me, I wish this whole thing were easier.” 
 
    “Do you? Because I was starting to think you were taking your revenge for the dirt, the worms, the vinegar—” 
 
    “Don’t forget that time with the manure.” A smile bloomed on Oliver’s face as he referenced an odd odor in his first car. But then he pulled her into a hug. “No, this isn’t about revenge. It’s about Concordia.” 
 
    She nodded as though that set her straight. “Right. Of course.” 
 
    He clapped her on the shoulder. “Good.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” She did not want to move from the spot if it meant facing the suitors and the future. 
 
    “That’ll do then,” he said and then gestured to the door for her to pass through. 
 
    She pulled a tube of lipstick from her clutch. “Oh, um, I need to freshen up before heading in. Long day ahead of me.” 
 
    “Of course,” Oliver said and whisked inside. 
 
    Ava definitely didn’t feel like wearing lipstick, but her lady’s maid had packed it in her bag. She swiped some on and then pulled out a thin notepad and a pen. She jotted down a note to Livingston and tucked everything away before entering the drawing room. 
 
    “Good morning,” Alistair said, taking her hand and lightly kissing her knuckles in an old-fashioned way.  
 
    He was significantly older and had an undeniable regal bearing. However, she couldn’t imagine he’d ever be able to keep up with her. On the plus side, considering his advanced age, perhaps their marriage would be short. She scolded herself for having such a dark thought and pasted on a smile.  
 
    As they exited, Ava discretely stuffed the note in Livingston’s hand. She really owed him. As Alistair and Ava ventured through the castle toward a private dining room adjacent to the greenhouse, she considered what to get Livingston for all the trouble he went through to help her over the years and all the trouble she’d caused. He did enjoy gardening, but it would be odd to get a grown man a bouquet of flowers. Maybe rare bulbs? He liked reading so perhaps one of his favorite books signed by the author? She considered a few other items, but none of them felt like quite the right fit. 
 
    She snapped her attention back to the present, worried she was being impolite. Alistair didn’t seem to mind or have much to say. In fact, as breakfast began, he’d hardly said a word. Rather, he studied the newspapers he had the footman bring him. 
 
    “So you keep up with current events,” she said at last. 
 
    “Yes,” he answered from behind an article about horticulture during seasonal fluctuations. 
 
    “After we’re done here, we can enjoy a stroll in the indoor garden,” she offered. 
 
    “Yes,” he repeated. 
 
    She sipped her tea and nibbled her toast. The day before, he seemed to get on well and was conversational during lunch with the queen. 
 
    “How about those Patriots,” she said, referring to an American football team that she thought might be a conversation starter since they were featured on the other side of the paper. “Liverpool?” she tried. That was Oliver’s favorite football team. “The Leicester Tigers?” she asked, thinking maybe he was a fan of rugby. 
 
    No response. 
 
    Maybe cricket was his game. He was of that generation. “Yorkshire County?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
    “Ah, so you enjoy cricket?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I thought you were asking me about my estate. It’s in Yorkshire, you know.” 
 
    She did know after giving in and reading the reports on each of the suitors that the queen had organized in a folder. 
 
    “Do you want to tell me about it?” she asked. It wasn’t that Ava disliked silence, but she was supposed to be getting to know him. 
 
    “Young lady, I can’t imagine why you’d want to concern yourself with the affairs of men. Now, if we’re to wed, you’ll let me handle the important matters and you can concern yourself with the garden club or cross stitch or whatever it is you women do.” 
 
    Ava’s mouth actually fell open. Of course, he didn’t see because he was hidden behind his newspaper. She had about ten responses on her tongue, but seeing as he preferred quiet, she’d show him what women could do. 
 
    She discretely whispered instructions in Livingston’s ear. 
 
    Moments later he returned with a tray. “As you requested.” The butler shook his head as though suggesting she not follow through with her plans. But she was going to prove her point. 
 
    “You’re right, Baron. Young ladies like myself should not concern ourselves with matters as trivial as estates and politics.” 
 
    His thin head appeared out from behind the paper. “That’s not what I said. I told you to let me handle the important matters and you can concern yourself with the garden club or cross stitch or whatever it is you women do,” Alistair repeated himself. 
 
    Livingston’s jaw lowered much as Ava’s had. He’d been under the employ of the queen for nearly his entire life. He saw what women were capable of—leading a nation with grace and intelligence—and thrust the tray at Ava as though encouraging her. She took a small decanter filled with liquid and placed it on the table. 
 
    “May I offer you some more tea?” Ava asked sweetly. 
 
    He gestured at his cup, still absorbed by the news. 
 
    “Do you take cream?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered. 
 
    She slowly poured the liquid in and slid the saucer back to Alistair. 
 
    He absentmindedly took a sip, then another. “This is different.” She couldn’t see his expression. 
 
    “Yes,” she repeated his one-word response. When she didn’t say more, he lowered the paper as though irritated. Deep furrows formed on his forehead. 
 
    Ava smiled. Her eyes glinted. She lifted the decanter and said, “You just drank cockroach milk. Experts say it’s the next superfood, very nutritious. Helpful for longevity.” 
 
    His lips turned down and he made a gagging face. 
 
    Ava got up from the table and said, “Now, would you like to take a walk in the garden?” 
 
    They didn’t make it far before Alistair excused himself. She hadn’t actually given him cockroach milk, because there was no way for Livingston to get it on short notice, but she had requested regular cream, mixed with vinegar, strained horseradish, and molasses. 
 
    “I owe you,” she said as she left the room. 
 
    Ava snuck to the passageway that led to the secret room. The space was empty, dusty, and lonely. She waited there until lunchtime, hoping Henry would appear, but he didn’t. Maybe he’d left. But he wouldn’t leave again without saying goodbye, would he? She returned to her room to freshen up and grab a sun hat since her date with Oscar was a picnic in a gazebo on the palace grounds.  
 
    Oscar was prompt but seemed slightly uncomfortable outdoors and nervously shifted in his seat after they’d sat down. 
 
    Livingston set everything out on the table. “Will that be all?” But it was more of a statement than a question. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she assured him. 
 
    With a sharp lift of his eyebrow, he left them alone. 
 
    Oscar perused the spread with salads, sandwiches, crackers, cheese, and an assortment of other picnic fare. “Looks delicious.” 
 
    “Dig in,” she said. 
 
    He did. Literally. Oscar devoured all the food in front of him, talking all the while about his sensitive skin (including a story about a horrendous rash he had), the Yorkies (and all their personalities and habits) along with his daily routine (it sounded dreadfully boring). As he rambled on, food flew out of his mouth and landed on Ava’s plate. She discretely pushed it away. 
 
    Her stomach growled and she reached for a bun, thinking suddenly about David Park. At the same time her hand landed on it, Oscar’s did too and he pulled it away from her. He stuffed it in his mouth, groaning and slobbering. 
 
    She frowned and reached for another, but he nabbed it, practically swatting her hand out of the way. She went for a strawberry, but he beat her to it. There weren’t too many items that hadn’t been victim to him talking with his mouth full and spraying food everywhere. As she ran out of options, he gathered the food toward himself as though hoarding it. Meanwhile, he hadn’t stopped talking. She feared he’d choke or explode. 
 
    Ava wasn’t sure what to make of the spectacle as he stuffed his face and then his pockets. Perhaps the best thing to do would be to remove them from the picnic setting. She slowly rose from the table. “Oscar, I’m going to take a walk by the pond if you’d like to join me.” 
 
    As he got up, the wooden chair clattered to the gazebo floor. He didn’t bother righting it. Instead, he took a handful of butter cookies and trotted behind her. 
 
    He chattered on. As a light breeze blew, it took with it crumbs, falling from his mouth. 
 
    “Oscar,” she said at last. “Hasn’t anyone taught you manners?” 
 
    Her hat blew from her head and into what was the pond but was more like a muddy puddle due to the dry season. 
 
    “Of course,” he said, chasing after the hat. Without hesitating, he wandered right into the mud, still filling his mouth with cookies. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that. I can get a stick or—” 
 
    But it was too late. Oscar was already sliding in the mud. He fell down. 
 
    Ava rushed to the edge of the pond.  
 
    “I’m alright.” He got ahold of the hat and staggered onto the grass before returning the hat to Ava. 
 
    “Thank you, but that wasn’t necessary.”  
 
    He huffed and puffed. “Well, it’s a good thing I had a hearty meal.” Mud streaked his clothing, his face, and his bald head.  
 
    “Yes, Oscar, you did.” 
 
    “How about a little thank you?” He puckered up his lips and lifted onto his toes to receive a kiss. 
 
    Just then, Genevieve appeared and burst out laughing. “I thought he might be the one for me, but you can have him, Ava.” She made a snorting noise. 
 
    Oscar’s pink skin darkened. 
 
    “That’s hardly a necessary thing to say,” Ava retorted. Oscar was rather crude, but there was no need to make fun of him. 
 
    Oscar smiled. 
 
    “Are you enjoying your time with the suitors?” Genevieve asked.  
 
    “It’s been fine,” Ava said, smoothing her dress. 
 
    “I just came from spending a little time of my own with a certain baker’s boy.” She drew air quotes around the word time. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ava’s eyes narrowed. 
 
     “Let’s just say Henry is very handsome.” She batted her eyelashes suggestively.  
 
    Ava’s stomach dipped. Henry wouldn’t get involved with someone like Genevieve, but that thought prompted her to wonder who he’d been with over the years because she was right, he was handsome. Surely, he’d had girlfriends. But Ava couldn’t let herself think about that. 
 
    “Good luck with Frederick.” Genevieve sauntered off. 
 
    “Come on, Oscar. Let’s get you cleaned up.” She beckoned he follow her and left him with one of the valets. She didn’t go into the palace. Instead, she remained in the barn until dusk, which meant dinner with Frederick. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Earlier that day, the queen had summoned Henry to lunch where he’d also met with Oliver again. The young king seemed preoccupied or tired. He didn’t razz Henry or give him a hard time as he’d done the day before. Instead, he sat quietly, hardly eating. 
 
    Meanwhile, the queen inquired about the ride on the trails the previous day and asked Henry who he thought would be the best husband—in his professional opinion. Surely, she’d conducted thorough background checks. In his mind, his answer was none of them. Out loud, he diplomatically highlighted a pro for each of the men. In any event, he would do a background check as soon as he had a moment with a secure internet connection just to be sure. 
 
    After leaving the dining room, Genevieve intercepted Henry, looped her arm through his, and asked him exactly twenty-three questions. Most of his replies were simple, short, and a few times he resorted to saying, “No comment.”  
 
    He didn’t want to be rude, but she had an agenda and he didn’t want to be involved, even though she was relatively harmless. He had already looked into her background to discover her family had a history of poor money and asset management. Her father’s name came up a few times, but she was a nuisance and not a criminal. It seemed to run in the family. 
 
    Henry had spent the rest of the day going through his father’s old things and packing up the room they’d once shared. Livingston said a member of the staff would do it, but he felt he owed it to his dad. No, that wasn’t quite right. He’d missed so much of his father’s life and knew so little of the past, he hoped he’d get a glimpse of the man he didn’t feel like he knew in his entirety. 
 
    It wasn’t that father and son weren’t close, but there were blank parts of David’s past. Much like the smudge over Lucinda’s name on the family tree, it was as though his father had wanted to erase parts of his history. 
 
    The most personal item Henry found was a shoebox filled with papers and what looked like a few letters. He’d have to go through it when he had more time. It was just before dinner when he set his father’s baker’s uniforms and other items in boxes and bags. That was the dad he knew—baker extraordinaire. He could make magic with a few simple ingredients.  
 
    Henry’s stomach growled. He lifted the last stack of uniforms from the drawer where they’d been carefully folded. It was like a goodbye. 
 
    He walked toward the kitchen to scratch up some dinner—he didn’t want to face the queen again with her inquiries about Ava’s marriage. Further, he wanted to avoid Genevieve and her nosy snobbery, and of course, Ava was probably dining with Frederick by then. 
 
    He imagined the earl would be selected as the groom-to-be because he was closest to Ava’s age and had a certain charm—if he were asked in polite company, which he had been during lunch with the queen. In the privacy of his mind, he thought the guy was a bit full of himself, arrogant, and cocky. Though the same had been said about Henry. Although Henry didn’t have to fake his height. 
 
    From the east entrance came a loud barking, then a shrill cry, followed by more barking. Unless the queen had drastically changed her rules, the palace had a strict no-dogs-allowed policy. Perhaps Oliver had finally made her cave. 
 
    Henry followed the cacophony to find Frederick struggling with the leashes of three bulldogs whose deep barks were directed at Ava. She was pressed against Livingston who seemed flustered—a rarity. Ava and Henry had tried to ruffle the poor butler’s feathers countless times but never had he seen Livingston’s face so pale. A thin line of perspiration dotted his brow. 
 
    It was as though they were both frozen in terror, holding onto each other for dear life. The Bulldogs were hardly a threat, though their barks were intimidating. 
 
    Frederick finally calmed the dogs. 
 
    Ava straightened. “Frederick, the queen is not a fan of dogs. Please remove them from the premises immediately.” 
 
    “I thought you’d like them—” His tone suggested the dogs’ behavior was her fault. 
 
    “Clearly, Ava is upset,” Henry replied. “And yesterday she mentioned she’s afraid of dogs.” 
 
    “They’re harmless. Just up to a little bit of fun, a little barking. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    Henry yanked his gaze from her, fighting against taking her protectively in his arms.  
 
    The dogs were restrained, but obviously she was shaken up, despite her efforts to get over her fears. 
 
    “Henry, it’s fine. But I don’t think they like me.” Her voice trembled. 
 
    “Actually, I think it’s me,” Livingston added. 
 
    “No need to stand here and endure it,” Henry said reasonably. “Let’s carry on, shall we?” 
 
    As the three walked away, Ava said, “Thank you for intervening, Henry. And Livingston, I appreciate you trying to protect me.” 
 
    “I thought it was you who was protecting me,” he said. 
 
    Ava smiled. 
 
    The butler sighed. “It’s been said that I’m more of a cat person.” 
 
    She nodded. “I thought I was getting over my fear.” 
 
    “Maybe it was just a good excuse to get rid of the earl,” Henry muttered. 
 
    “Anyway, I owe you again, Livingston,” she said. 
 
    They bid Livingston goodnight then he strode down the hall. Henry and Ava strolled side by side and chatted about dogs until they reached her door.  
 
    Henry leaned against the wall. “Do I dare ask you how your day was?”  
 
    As though desperate to unload how awful it was, Ava told him every detail about her dates with the suitors, concluding with Frederick. “It was like that survival show on television, a test of endurance.” 
 
    “There was cockroach milk involved.” 
 
    They both laughed. 
 
    “Well, I was thinking it would be more like that bachelorette show except I don’t want to get married.” 
 
    There was a pause in the conversation when Henry could’ve filled in with an encouraging comment or a plan for how to get out of it. He was a man of action especially when he wanted something, but for the first time in his life, he didn’t have a solution.  
 
    “Glad you got to see me completely mortified.” Ava hid her face behind her hands then said, “Funny that you’re here now and not for the last decade. Is this some kind of punishment?” 
 
    He hated to see the agony etched on her face. The same kind that he knew covered his heart. 
 
    “If that’s the case, it’s true for both of us,” he said. 
 
    At the same time, laughter filtered from down the hall. 
 
    “And to make matters worse, Genevieve is here.” Ava eyed her bedroom door. 
 
    Henry had been all over the castle, but never in there. 
 
    With frustration she tapped her head against the wall and then as though that weren’t enough, she slapped her hand against the wood panel. 
 
    Then she disappeared into the wall, having discovered a new entrance to the secret passages. 
 
    Henry scrambled after her, flipped on his phone light, and closed the door behind him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Just a bit dusty.” She coughed softly. 
 
    The cobwebs were thick, having never been removed during their explorations. 
 
    “Where are we?” she whispered. 
 
    Henry pressed his finger against her lips as footsteps sounded from the other side of the wall. 
 
    They both went silent, still. 
 
    Meanwhile, he oriented himself to his mental map of the palace and the known passages within the building. 
 
    “Shall we go on one last adventure?” Henry asked when the coast was clear. 
 
    In the glow of the light, she grinned. “Yes, while I’m still a free woman.” 
 
    The passage must’ve followed the length of Ava’s room. He slid his hand along the wall, seeking other entries or exits.  
 
    “I’ve definitely looked in my room and tried to make the fireplace turn or a bookshelf slide back, but I don’t think there’s an entry from there.” 
 
    They continued moving slowly and carefully until they could go no farther.  
 
    “It’s a dead end.” Her shoulders dropped. 
 
    “We must’ve missed another door or turn or something,” he said. 
 
    They were in a cramped space and had to walk single file. Henry would have to turn around to lead them back the way they came, but he paused. The two of them were hidden there in a place only they knew. If it weren’t so dusty and filled with cobwebs, they could’ve stayed there. The glow of the phone illuminated Ava, highlighting her cheekbones, her lips, and making her eyes glimmer. They could’ve stayed there for a long time. 
 
    He dipped his head. 
 
    Her throat bobbed as she swallowed.  
 
    He felt so much for this girl. 
 
    Her eyes lifted to meet his. 
 
    His gaze caught on something moving in the shadows. He pulled her toward him and flashed the light onto the wall. A giant spider had crept from its web toward her head. 
 
    She turned to look and nearly shrieked, but Henry was fast and clamped his hand over her mouth as he hauled her out of there, shuffling backward as fast as he could. When they were well away from the spider, she started jiggling around. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, fighting laughter. 
 
    “I feel like they’re all over me. I’m itchy.” She brushed her hands over her arms and chest. 
 
    “Let me have a look.” He took her hand and using his light, scanned her as he spun her around. The feel of her hand in his...he never wanted to let go. And he wouldn’t. At least not until dawn. 
 
    “No spiders.” 
 
    She exhaled. 
 
    They went back the way they came, his hand trailing behind and holding hers as he led her forward. He wished he could lead her into a different life, where they could be together. Henry stepped carefully, quietly, searching for another passage, a detour, a turn on the route. They needed a map that led away from the fate handed to Ava by her country’s history. The floor squeaked underfoot and Henry paused. He stepped back and then forward again. 
 
    Her voice was barely a whisper when she spoke. “I’ve always wondered who was the genius who added the passages while they were building the castle. Did you know that I’ve reviewed the building plans and architectural designs? There’s no mention of them.” 
 
    “They’re not in the security layout either,” he added without thinking. 
 
    “I knew you were sneaky.” 
 
    He let out a low chuckle. She had no idea. He tested the floorboard again and then crouched down. Sure enough, they were on top of a trap door. “We’ve been going about it the wrong way, looking left and right for a way forward, but not up or down.” He pointed as he pulled up on the door. 
 
    Her eyes widened as he shone his light through the opening.  
 
    “It’s our secret room,” she said excitedly as the familiar space came into focus. 
 
    Henry lowered down slowly, careful not to make a thud so as to not alert anyone in the room below the secret room of his presence. “Come on down; I’ll catch you.” 
 
    She was not a girl to hesitate. In a moment, she was in his arms, like an angel dropping from heaven. Yet Ava was solid, warm, a real girl. His girl. He held her suspended, her feet a measure from the floor. He’d hang on to her as long as he could. 
 
    Her arms draped around his neck and they were eye-level. Her heart beat against his chest, whether from the rush of the drop or their proximity he wasn’t sure.  
 
    She didn’t slide from his grasp. 
 
    She didn’t waver from his gaze. 
 
    She didn’t lean in to kiss him. 
 
    But he did.  
 
    Their lips met. 
 
    It was softer than the time at the coffee shop, almost the opposite. Where that kiss had been a hurried, snap decision as his mouth crashed against hers, in the secret room, his lips merely brushed against her mouth. 
 
    It lasted about the same amount of time, less than a minute, but long enough to stir his longing for her. She pulled away first and dropped to her feet. Maybe it was because she was slipping from his hold. Perhaps it was because kissing him a little bit meant she’d want more and that was too tempting. 
 
    “I guess it’s just you, me, and the palace ghosts.” Her voice was shaky as though unsure about what they’d done. 
 
    Henry wanted to kiss her again, but he also sought to ease her discomfort. He started reminiscing about the ghost stories they’d heard over the years, including some they’d made up. 
 
    Ava shivered. The space was drafty and there were plenty of cobwebs. 
 
    He wanted to hold her in his arms, to warm her, but she’d ended the kiss. Perhaps she didn’t want that. Maybe she’d drawn an invisible line between them. 
 
    “We sure had fun,” she said. “Upstairs, downstairs—” She gasped. 
 
    “Another spider?” he asked, shining the light around her. 
 
    She shielded her eyes. “No, I just remembered something.” She swallowed hard and lowered onto her knees. “After you left, I gathered up everything that reminded me of you that I could fit into a box.” Her voice was low, smoky, as she brushed her hand against the floor. “I didn’t want to throw it out, but couldn’t bear to look at it. So I hid it. The trapdoor reminded me.” She lifted a floorboard then a few more. “Ah ha.” She pulled out a box that was bigger than the one he’d found in his father’s room.  
 
    After lifting the lid, she removed a book they'd written together about becoming the king and queen. “Do you remember this?” She flipped the pages. 
 
    “I remember drawing the pictures with crayons. You were always good with words.” He studied the drawings illustrating them in the throne room. Ava added her own tiara, making it bigger than he had and covered with colorful jewels. 
 
    She brushed her hand over it and giggled then turned to him. “Do you remember our pact?” she asked. 
 
    The memories flooded back. “When I asked you to run away. We’d flee to the highlands in Scotland and get married because—” 
 
    “Because you’d found a loophole in the laws where it was permitted for us to marry there,” she finished for him. A sad smile flitted across her lips. 
 
    From the box, she pulled out a piece of paper. “Do you remember this list of all the things we said we’d do once we were married and free—untouchable by the monarchy’s rules?” 
 
    He read off a few of the items. “Visit Abbey Road, get locked in the Metropolitan Museum and sleep overnight like in one of our favorite books, travel down a river of chocolate as long as the Amazon, and visit Shangri La.” 
 
    “I always wanted to live a life without the royal guard following me around and without people snapping pictures or invading my privacy. I don’t want to sound like a brat, but even trying to get a pumpkin spice drink is an exercise in escape artistry.” 
 
    “But it didn’t end half bad,” Henry said, hinting at the kiss. 
 
    Her lips quirked. “No, but it wasn’t quite what I remembered.” 
 
    Taken aback, he asked, “How about just before?” He pointed to the trap door in the ceiling when she’d dropped down and then they’d kissed. 
 
    She tilted her head from side to side. “With all of these memories and reminders it’s coming back to me, but I think I need you to refresh my memory,” she teased as she twisted in her chair to face him. 
 
    Oh, he’d show her; he’d remind her. He’d kiss her, and she’d never forget again. 
 
    He closed the space between them and once more, his lips landed on hers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first kiss since Henry’s reappearance had been like a collision, a split decision. It was enjoyable but rushed, hurried like they were both afraid that was all they’d get. 
 
    The second kiss after Ava dropped into the secret room was tentative, like a question. Can we do this? Is it okay?  
 
    A door had been opened with the first kiss. The second was a matter of them crossing the threshold. 
 
    The third was solid certainty. Ava and Henry wanted each other. Nothing could keep them apart, at least not in that moment. 
 
    His eyelids dipped closed. The last thing she saw before she closed hers was Henry’s small, but content smile. Perhaps they would have a future. Could their love make it so? Was it powerful enough to find a way around laws or to break them? 
 
    As their lips pressed together, their movements alternated between gentle and tender, and purposeful and passion-filled. 
 
    Her pulse raced and her body practically vibrated. 
 
    A low growl escaped from Henry as he gripped her firmly in his arms.  
 
    When she’d once been tentative about touching him, she was ready to acknowledge that her anger and sadness had resolved, replaced by what was true. 
 
    Ava’s hands stroked the back of Henry’s neck, drawing him closer. His hands moved to caress Ava’s jaw, holding her steady. 
 
    Warmth melted her as their knees bumped. Tingles crept along her skin as their arms brushed. 
 
    The kiss continued, driving out the emotions that had been whirling through her for the last days, colliding and doing battle. At last, there was peace. As the dust within settled, there was only one feeling left. Love. Love was the single truth. She loved Henry. She always had. She always would. 
 
    The kiss deepened as though they both wanted to make this point clearly. Henry’s hands slid to her hands and their fingers laced. His breathing was like the seashore in her ears, strong, rhythmic, which was a lucky thing because she’d all but forgotten what to do with oxygen. The kiss had taken her breath away. 
 
    When they parted, Henry’s eyes were dark. Amusement and desire played on his lips. She saw the man beneath the mask. The real Henry she knew. The look was for her. Because of her. She captured it in her mind because she never wanted to forget, not as she had about all their secret promises and dreams, hidden away in the floorboards. Not when their lives went in different directions. 
 
    She bit her lip, studying him. Uncertain of what happened next. Afraid for her future, of losing him. 
 
    “I want more,” he said, almost a growl. 
 
    “Me too.” She moved to kiss him, but her shoe hit the box and something shiny rolled out, catching her eye. She lifted the chocolate candy wrapped in foil out and held it in her open palm. “You gave this to me a long time ago. It was right before we were going to run away.” 
 
    “A Kiss for later. For when I wasn’t around. You never ate it?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “I was afraid that if I did, I’d never have another.” 
 
    His breath tickled her cheek as he leaned in for a peck, assuring her that there would be more. At least while they were hidden away in the secret room. 
 
    “There was never anyone other than you, Henry,” she said. “You were my first love. My only love.” Even though they were still together, loneliness was like a ghost passing through her. It was a reminder of how she’d felt when he’d left and how she would again. Only that time, she was the one who’d be leaving the palace, destined for an estate with a man selected by the queen. 
 
    “I know where there are more of those,” Henry said as though sensing her sudden despondency. 
 
    He got to his feet and took her hand. She held tight, feeling his large and calloused mitt around hers, never wanting to let go. Perhaps he knew an escape route. As the hour drew later and closer to when she’d return to the throne room to have her future husband named, she considered leaving it all behind and running away like they’d planned. 
 
    Instead, Henry led her through the passages to the kitchen. 
 
    Dim safety lighting guided them through the room that was usually filled with people and delicious scents. They entered the baking kitchen to find a light on and a woman standing over the long counter with her hair pulled back and wearing an apron. 
 
    Ava stepped closer. “Penny?” she asked. 
 
    The woman startled and gripped her chest. Her eyes drifted from Ava to Henry. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    Flustered, she wrung her hands. “Baking?” 
 
    Several of the ovens were on and bowls, ingredients, and mixing utensils were set out on the counter. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “Looking for Kisses,” Ava said before realizing how it sounded. 
 
    “Chocolate, actually,” Henry added. 
 
    Ava introduced the pair. Then considering the odd encounter at the late hour, she said, “Oliver has been acting strangely and I’ve hardly seen you at all. Are you guys okay?” 
 
    Penny smoothed her apron and her hand passed over her belly, pausing for a split second. It was long enough for Ava to understand. She stepped forward and wrapped the Queen of Concordia in an embrace. 
 
    When they pulled apart, Penny let on about the miscarriage. “Oliver has taken it harder than I’d have expected. He hardly sleeps. I think he blames himself or something.” Her lips bunched together. “It’s just nature. We can’t control it. We came here to see a specialist. They said I’m healthy so we’ll just try again.” 
 
    Ava offered words of support as Henry drifted into the pantry. She supposed he hadn’t been in the kitchens since before his father died. She quickly said as much to Penny. 
 
    “He’s Henry Park as in David Park’s son?” 
 
    Ava nodded. 
 
    The corners of her mouth tugged into a smile. “In that case, I have a treat for you.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be resting?” 
 
    “The only time I’m able to lift a finger is after Oliver falls asleep, if he does. He’s been waiting on me hand and foot. It was sweet at first, and I won’t deny that things had been difficult for me, but baking helps me relax and ease the stress.” She smiled wider, indicating that she was truly okay. “And cookies always make everything better.” 
 
    “And chocolate,” Ava added. 
 
    Henry appeared with a bag of chocolate chips. “The best I could do.” 
 
    Penny’s smile beamed even bigger. She lifted a leather-bound book from the table. It almost looked like an old-fashioned journal. “Oliver didn’t mention you were here, Henry.” 
 
    “They weren’t the best of friends,” Ava explained. 
 
    Penny went on. “I was a big fan of your father’s. He was extraordinary. Because I’ve been sneaking down here, I’ve had some time to poke around a bit. Anyway, on a shelf, hidden in the back of a pantry, inside a bag labeled groats, I found this.” She passed him the journal. “It’s your father’s cookbook. Well, the unpublished version.” 
 
    Henry took it in his hands like an ancient relic, containing his father’s secret recipes. He carefully flipped the pages. 
 
    Penny turned back to the counter and started measuring and mixing. Ava leaned by her side while Henry studied the book. “What are you making?” she asked. 
 
    “Neverland cookies.” 
 
    Henry looked up. 
 
    Ava smiled. “Those were our favorite when we were little. We loved Peter Pan.” Once again, sadness swept through her. Unlike Peter and the Lost Boys, they did grow up. But the kitchen was warm, they were together. They still had time. 
 
    Henry and Ava stayed with Penny, chatting with her while she baked. While they nibbled chocolate chips, they caught her up on the details of the courtship. 
 
    When the cookies were done, filling the space with the delicious scent of butter and sugar, they each took one—even Henry. Penny was about to sink her teeth into the sweet, peanut buttery cookie dotted with white chocolate chips. 
 
    “Wait,” Ava said. “There’s something we used to do.” 
 
    Henry’s eyes lit with delight. 
 
    “There’s a line from Peter Pan, you know, the book by J.M Barrie about dreams coming true if you wish hard enough. Before we’d eat the cookie, we’d each make a wish,” Ava explained. She closed her eyes as she’d always done and made the wish she’d always made. That she and Henry would be together forever. Before she blinked her eyes open, the rest of the quote from the famous story came to her. She’d been willing to give up everything once. Could she sacrifice it all again? She wasn’t sure, but she was willing to give up sleep if it meant spending the rest of the night with Henry. 
 
    After eating a few more cookies, they helped Penny clean up and then said goodnight. They slipped back into the passageway and Ava asked, “Now what?” 
 
    The space was narrow and they were close enough that his breath whispered across her cheek. “I have some ideas.” He leaned in to kiss her once again. It was warm and sweet like the cookie but laced with sadness because there were no stars to follow to reach him or a future spent together. But they had that moment, and it would have to be enough. 
 
    She lifted onto her toes, wrapping her arms around his neck, and kissed him, filling him with all the love and affection that had built up over the years. 
 
    He met her with as much, if not more, adoration. The passion between them was as tangible as a chocolate candy but bigger, better, and more delicious. 
 
    Ava’s skin was sweltering, filling up the space with heat as though their mutual love generated its own energy. What could it power? Planets? Galaxies? Neverland? Did they stand a chance? 
 
    The kiss continued, deepened, stretched across space. Ava felt as though she were skipping from star to star, bright, sparkly, and warm, connecting the dots back to them: Ava and Henry. 
 
    At last, they stepped apart. 
 
    “What was that you said about having some ideas?” she asked. 
 
    He smirked. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, they were in the palace pool. Dim lights illuminated the tropical blue water. Ava imagined they were in a faraway place. 
 
    She dove in and Henry followed but not before he tossed off his shirt and she saw the grooves of his abs. There was no denying they were no longer children, no longer teens. They’d grown up, grown apart, but were together again. 
 
    “Can we stay here forever?” she asked as they treaded water in the deep end. 
 
    “We might get a bit pruney,” he joked. 
 
    They swam and splashed and carried on as though no time had elapsed since they’d last been in the pool together. 
 
    She floated on her back and gazed at the ceiling, wishing there were stars above to wish upon. She quoted a famous line from Peter Pan. “If there’s such a place, I’ll be there waiting for you,” Henry said. 
 
    A tear slipped from Ava’s eye and into the water. She swept it away, determined to soak in the last remaining hours she had with Henry with joy and not sadness. 
 
    Apart from changing back into their clothing, Ava and Henry didn’t leave each other’s side. 
 
    Not when they curled up by the dying fire in one of the sitting rooms, talking in hushed tones until the sky lightened to lavender. 
 
    Not when the residents and guests of the palace stirred, everyone waking up and preparing for a new day. 
 
    Not when Livingston rang the bell, signaling breakfast. 
 
    Ava loved clothing, shoes, and accessories. She was a princess, after all, but the time left with Henry was too precious to waste on getting ready. Slightly bedraggled and wearing the outfit from the day before, she met the queen, Oliver, and the suitors in the dining room. 
 
    No one mentioned her appearance, the dark circles under her eyes, or the sadness that rimmed them. 
 
    Oliver discussed his and Penny’s pending return to Concordia. 
 
    The queen mentioned she’d be traveling over the weekend. 
 
    The suitors waited expectantly. 
 
    Henry gripped her hand discretely under the table. 
 
    Ava’s other hand shook as she sipped her tea. 
 
    It was as though the room held its collective breath. 
 
    Then the queen finally said, “As it is, with this unexpected trip and hiccup in the plan, I’ll be postponing the announcement of your future husband until my return in the event Genevieve is actually of royal Concordian descent.” 
 
    Ava’s teacup clattered into the saucer. Had she heard the queen correctly? 
 
    “Genevieve is posing more of a problem than I anticipated, but I must be thorough. I have to pursue a family lineage. Unfortunately, in order to do so, I have to review the documentation in its original location.” 
 
    “Can’t you have it brought here?” Oliver asked absently. 
 
    Ava wanted to tell her brother that Penny was okay. That they’d be okay. She wasn’t sure if she would be, but the news that the queen was postponing the announcement raised the stubborn hope inside of her and it practically sprouted wings. 
 
    “Oliver, I can’t have it brought here because it’s etched in stone.” Beatriz let out an irritated breath. “I make my apologies to you Alistair, Oscar, and Frederick, but you can remain guests here until I return,” the queen said. “We will have a formal announcement followed by press coverage and then a simple dinner with the nuptials to follow.” 
 
    Ava swallowed hard. “I don’t even get a ball?” 
 
    The queen lifted an eyebrow. “I didn’t imagine you’d want any of it.” 
 
    Ava leaned back. The queen was right. But she’d dreamed of getting married to the man seated next to her and it would be a grand celebration. Though, maybe not on par with Will and Emma’s elaborate affair. 
 
    “Will you stay a bit longer?” Ava asked Henry without thinking. 
 
    “Ava, I hardly think that’s appropriate,” Oliver said. 
 
    Taken aback she said, “I hardly think it’s your business.” 
 
    “You’re my sister. Of course, it’s my business.” 
 
    “You’ve meddled in my life enough. In fact, Oliver, I’m not the only one who thinks you’ve become a bit overbearing lately.” Ava’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” he shot back. 
 
    She didn’t say more because she didn’t want to get Penny in trouble or have her barred from the kitchen. 
 
    When Ava didn’t answer, her brother said, “If we’re going to talk about overbearing or overstepping bounds, what about this guy?” Oliver flicked his finger toward Henry. “The guy who left for a decade, only to return when his father was dying, and almost too late. You hardly know him, Ava.” 
 
    She shook her head slowly. “That’s not true.” There may have been a ten-year gap in her knowledge, but she knew Henry. 
 
    “I heard he made his money in tech, digital artificial intelligence. It’s very controversial,” Frederick said. “And I see how he has his eye on Ava.” 
 
    “He’s also the ninth wealthiest man in the world by my last estimate. He could effectually buy the kingdom if that’s what this is about.” Alistair set his paper down. 
 
    “I think he’s interfering,” Oliver said. 
 
    Oscar blinked his small eyes a few times. “I just want to know what he’s doing here.” 
 
    Alarms went off inside of Ava. Bells clanged. She wasn’t sure what to say or think about the sudden onslaught against Henry. 
 
    He remained the picture of calm and surveyed the room. “You’re right. I’m not sure why I’m here.” He cut a glance in Ava’s direction and got to his feet then left. 
 
    What had just happened? It was as though Ava had built a sandcastle and a wave swept over it, washing it away, and taking her hope with it. 
 
    Tears brimmed in Ava’s eyes. But she wouldn’t give up. Not even if she was without hope. “Oliver, what has gotten into you? Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “Because he’s distracting you, just like he always did.” 
 
    “And what’s wrong with that?” Her voice was measured, even. 
 
    “I don’t want to see you get hurt again.” 
 
    “Oliver, actually, I think you’re the one hurting. You know you can talk to me. You can talk to your wife instead of lording over her.” 
 
    Something flickered in his eyes and he dropped them to his hands as though contemplating something. When he looked up, he said, “You’re forbidden to see each other again.” Like Henry, Oliver swept from the room. 
 
    She followed, storming off. She wanted Henry to be waiting for her in the hall, but it was empty.  
 
    Back in her room, she paced. She fumed. She plotted. She brainstormed.  
 
    A lightbulb went off in her mind. She made a call, hoping Emma could help her. “Hi. It’s Ava. I have to ask you a favor.” 
 
    “What do you need?” 
 
    She explained the situation and what she wanted to do. “I’ll make a huge donation in exchange for your help.” She was practically breathless. 
 
    “I thought you were afraid of dogs.” 
 
    “I am, but in this instance, I’m more afraid of getting married.” 
 
    “It’s not so bad. In fact, it’s great.” 
 
    “Only if it’s with someone you love.” Ava told her about the full story of the suitors, Henry, and then Oliver. 
 
    “The new king and queen are going through a rough patch.” 
 
    “I think he needs an intervention.” 
 
    Emma was quiet for a minute. “I know just the thing,” she said. 
 
    “For him or me?” 
 
    “Both of you and it all starts with Penny, and her best friend Clara. I’ll be in touch.” With that, she hung up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Henry to learn that Oliver had forbidden his sister to see him, which was ridiculous. They were adults. But their night spent together baking cookies, swimming, and kissing was a temptation that could never become something more. It was like playing with fire and Oliver had the good sense to put it out before things got out of hand. He couldn’t blame him; he was just trying to protect his sister. 
 
    Exhausted, Henry took a much-needed nap, before planning his departure. Later, as he packed up his things, he added the cardboard box from his father along with the recipe book to his bag. Something from the book caught on the zipper. He lifted it and an opal pendant his father must have used as a page place holder had snagged. The chain was silver and Henry imagined it must’ve belonged to someone who liked his father’s tea biscuits because the necklace chain had practically been engraved into the old paper. 
 
    It was Henry’s job to notice details like those, but his thoughts fogged with sadness. He’d soon have to return to work. Better to forget about everything anyway.  
 
    He skimmed the recipe, imagining his father in the kitchen early in the morning and long before everyone else in the palace. David had enjoyed the stillness and quiet as much as the commotion. And everyone enjoyed his baking.  
 
    Henry’s attention caught on what must have been the secret ingredients for those cookies: cardamom and ginger. He supposed he’d never taste them again. A sigh escaped as he finished packing. 
 
    He hefted his bag and left the room, intending to take quiet leave of the castle. He knew he ought to say goodbye to Ava, but there was a pain in his chest he wasn’t sure he could endure—and he’d been shot several times in the line of duty so that was saying something. 
 
    The moment he stepped into the hall a hand gripped his shoulder. He was about to defend himself when he realized the hand was small, gentle. 
 
    “Were you leaving?” Ava asked. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Were you going to say goodbye?” 
 
    Hope flickered in her eyes and then gave way to devastation. 
 
    “I wish for you to find much happiness.” His words were melancholy. 
 
    “Then it’s goodbye?” she asked. 
 
    As wonderful as the last few days had been, he knew it was for the best. He dusted a kiss on her forehead. 
 
    Just then, the queen, with several footmen in tow carrying luggage, paraded down the hall and toward them. 
 
    “Leaving already too?” Ava asked. 
 
    The queen’s shoulders lifted and lowered on her breath. “Please don’t be too upset with Oliver. He’s having a tough time. Once this Genevieve nonsense is behind him and you’re securely married, I think he’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s as simple as that,” Ava said. 
 
    “No, it rarely is, is it?” 
 
    “What? Are we all to live lives of misery? Subdued with Alistair so I’ll know my place. Starved to death with Oscar. Mauled by Frederick’s vicious dogs and arrogance.” Anyone else’s voice would have shaken had they dared speak to the queen like that, but not Ava. 
 
    “Aren’t you being a bit dramatic?” Beatriz asked. 
 
    “Isn’t this a bit preposterous? I trust Oliver and Penny will produce an heir or five. If not, they can adopt, as they’ve done for all those dogs. I do not need to marry royalty to spare him anxiety over losing the throne should something happen to him.” 
 
    The queen’s eyes floated over to Henry and back again. “Them. Oliver and Penelope,” the queen emphasized. “Do I need to remind you that the monarchy in Concordia is ruled by a pair? A king and a queen at all times.” 
 
    “And if I don’t marry one of the suitors and somehow Genevieve is a distant relation, who’d marry her anyway?” 
 
    “Ava, be nice,” the queen warned. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting all this.” Ava gestured vaguely then held her head in her hands. 
 
    “A queen, a princess, must learn to anticipate and respond to the unforeseen.” 
 
    “In that case, in order to prepare myself, I’ll be gone for the long weekend, same as you.” 
 
    Henry’s eyebrows lifted. That was news to him. Had she just come up with a plan on the fly? 
 
    “Whatever do you mean?” Beatriz asked. 
 
    “I’m going to be matching therapy dogs with people abroad. Emma set it up. I thought perhaps my future husband and I would do it together, to get to know each other, but perhaps I ought to go alone. One last trip as a free, I mean, as a single woman.” 
 
    The queen appraised her. 
 
    Henry tried to catch her gaze but she remained focused on the oil painting behind Beatriz. It was of a duke or baron or earl watching a bird in flight. 
 
    “I want to be of service,” Ava said. “To help others.” 
 
    “Of course you do.” 
 
    “I don’t have time to arrange your security.” She turned to Henry. “Could you see to it the princess is looked after by the palace guards?” 
 
    “Of course.” He nodded. “If you stop Oliver’s order.” 
 
    The queen had a sparkle in her eye or perhaps it was a piece of dust. “Well, I do have that authority.” 
 
    They bid Beatriz goodbye and it was once again just the two of them in the hall. 
 
    “I’d prefer not to have security,” Ava said. 
 
    “I know.” He had no intention of alerting the palace guards of her need for an escort. Wherever she was going, she probably needed the time to herself, to collect her thoughts, to be free. 
 
    Genevieve flurried down the hall, hurrying after the queen as a footman struggled with her many bags. “I cannot miss this.” Over her shoulder, she called, “Next time you see me, I’ll also be a princess.” 
 
    Ava rolled her eyes and made a show of saying goodbye to Henry. “Oh, and happy birthday.” She gave him a lingering hug and then winked. 
 
    Then he was alone. 
 
    Swept into the last few days, he’d forgotten it was his birthday—not that he celebrated it much. However, his father always baked a triple layer chocolate cake. It was spongy and rich and the frosting was the best he’d ever tasted. His mouth practically watered at the memory. He imagined himself trying to bake it and laughed internally. Likely, he’d catch something on fire and burn down the kitchen. 
 
    It was time for him to leave. He’d be lying if he said the only reason that he’d returned to the palace was for his father. The baker hadn’t intended him to have the cookbook or the box of old letters, but maybe his inheritance was one last chunk of time with Ava. 
 
    He clicked on his phone and swiped to summon a car. It was back to work, to a life of anonymity and danger. 
 
    As he waited outside, his hand dipped into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a chocolate kiss and popped it in his mouth despite his strict diet regime. It was one final bit of sweetness, of Ava, before he returned to the life he’d created apart from her. He tucked the silver wrapper back in his pocket and his fingers brushed a piece of paper. He pulled it out. On one side, it said happy birthday. It was a piece of Ava’s stationery, cream paper embossed with pink foil spelling her name. 
 
    The car appeared and he lowered into the rear seat. On the other side was an address. The driver asked where he was going and he read the address aloud. 
 
    Curiosity and suspicion took up residence in his mind, each offering explanations. He’d been off the clock for nearly a week. Perhaps it was a setup. Maybe an enemy was luring him into a trap. It had happened before. Or perhaps like the candy Ava must’ve slipped it in his pocket when they’d hugged.  
 
    The hired car pulled up in front of the Shard. Henry was no stranger to the towering skyscraper in London. In the growing twilight, it resembled a shiny shard of glass. 
 
    He grabbed his bag, unsure what to expect and headed inside. Without any other directions, he gazed at the directory. Why would Ava send him there? Unless it was a ploy. His eyes landed on the words Shangri La followed by hotel. 
 
    The building housed numerous businesses, restaurants, offices, and retail spaces, but he and Ava once plotted to go to Shangri La, a fictional setting in a famous book. Perhaps she saw fit to reinterpret it since it wasn’t a real place. 
 
    He took the nearest elevator and stepped into the lobby. Marble floors gave way to spectacular views as the sun set in the west. But there was no sign of Ava. However, he shouldn’t expect her to be waiting in the lounge, in plain sight. 
 
    He pulled out the card again and noticed a doodle of constellations in the corner. Henry smirked. She had him off his game. A big part of his job was to notice the details. He probably ought to retire and whisk her off to Neverland. 
 
    At the reception desk, the receptionist asked for his name. “My name is Peter. I believe Wendy Darling reserved the room.” 
 
    The woman didn’t seem to acknowledge the reference to the classic children’s story characters as she typed into the computer, gave him a key card, and said, “I hope you enjoy your stay.” 
 
    Henry prepared himself for anything when the door clicked open.  
 
    Ava stood by the window, gazing at the cityscape. She slowly turned and a smile lit up her face.  
 
    Relief and joy washed through him. “Hello, Wendy,” he said with laughter in his voice. 
 
    “Hi, Peter.” 
 
    They rushed toward each other. 
 
    “Long time no see,” she said as they hugged. 
 
    His lips found hers and they kissed, long and luxuriously like they had all the time in the world. Maybe they did. 
 
    When they parted, she said, “Happy birthday. I wasn’t sure if you’d get my note in time.” 
 
    “I found the kiss first.” He smirked. 
 
    “Even though I’ve always wanted to explore the world, and did quite a bit, I also wanted you there. That was part of the point. The only thing I could think of was to run away.” 
 
    “But you’re going back.” It was foolish to hope for her to contradict him. 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    “You can’t run away and give up everything. Not for me.” He wouldn’t let her. 
 
    “But for now.” Her tone was resigned. 
 
    He gripped her arm. “I made that mistake and I missed out.” 
 
    “The only person I’ve been missing is you,” she whispered. 
 
    His gaze floated to his bag, containing David Park’s letters and cookbook. “Sometimes you don’t realize what you had until it’s gone. 
 
    A solemn, almost imperceptible nod lifted and lowered her chin. “I know I can’t actually run away. I’ll have to return and face the life laid out for me, but first I want us to share this weekend.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She pulled out a piece of paper. “Our bucket list.” 
 
    “So the story about therapy dogs wasn’t true? It actually sounded pretty good to me.” 
 
    “No, that’s real. I will do it, and I’ll fund it in its entirety. That’s going to be my purpose. First, I get a couple of extra days with you.” She started reading the list. 
 
    He held up a hand. “We can’t travel down the Amazon in one weekend...” 
 
    “No, but we can make modifications.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite everything that had happened between Henry and Ava when they were young, how much she’d hurt, then was angry, then missed him profoundly—after all, they’d not only been a couple but best friends too—she’d forgiven him. They’d been young and foolish. He was sorry for what he’d done. What mattered the most was that he was there at that moment.  
 
    Amidst all the uncertainty in her life, his return provided a familiarity, stillness, and comfort. He was a beacon, illuminating the power of her steadfast hope amid the royal obligations and chaos.  
 
    She ignored the creeping feeling that it was all temporary and would fall apart. Her bright hope had the ability to extinguish her doubts, and at least for a few days, it dimmed the reality that she’d have to return to the palace bubble. 
 
    “Where to first?” Henry asked. 
 
    She unzipped a bag and pulled out an assortment of red hats, sunglasses, and other soccer gear.  
 
    “I’m not a Liverpool fan.” Henry squished up his nose. 
 
    “During Oliver’s courtship, he wanted to take Penny to a soccer game so I helped him sneak in,” Ava explained. “They’ll never be expecting you wearing your rival team’s colors.” 
 
    He chuckled to himself as she popped the hat on his head then looked in the mirror. “No, but we’ll stick out in this color.” He took off the hat. 
 
    “Should we wear trench coats and fedoras like spies?” she joked. 
 
    “In that case, you can call me Bond, James Bond.” 
 
    She circled his neck with her arms, playing along. “If you’re 007, who do I get to be?” 
 
    He scratched his chin. “Hmm. A Bond Girl?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I want spy numbers.” 
 
    “They don’t actually—” He paused. “You get to be 001. Because you’re my number one.” His eyes locked on hers. “At the coffee shop when you wanted the pumpkin spice drink, that kiss I planted on your lips was a pretty good decoy.” 
 
    She scratched her head. “Hmm. I forget. You’ll have to remind me again.”  
 
    He kissed her temple and then brought her to her feet. “Come on, time’s wasting.” 
 
    Leaving the disguises, he started toward the door. 
 
    “Wait, don’t we need these?” 
 
    “No, not tonight. It’s only us.” He pulled her close and pressed another kiss to her lips. 
 
    Her breath hitched as she returned the quick but powerful kiss. 
 
    Once in the hall of the hotel, Henry directed her away from the regular row of elevators and in the other direction. He opened a service door and inside was an elevator. It was probably better she not be seen using the public lifts. 
 
    “How did you know this was here?” she asked. 
 
    He held his finger to his lips. “James Bond doesn’t tell his secrets.”  
 
    She laughed as the elevator rapidly descended. He quickly typed a message into his phone. The door opened to another hall. He held her hand as they walked along the plush carpet of the hallway. The luscious scent of chocolate filled the air. 
 
    “It smells delicious.” She breathed deep. 
 
    “Remember how you wanted to bathe in a river of chocolate?” 
 
    She laughed. “I don’t think that ever made it onto the official bucket list, and I just showered.” 
 
    “Never mind the chocolate, you smell amazing.” He breathed her floral scent like a bouquet of roses or peonies with a hint of vanilla and cinnamon. “Remember, we’re modifying the bucket list.” 
 
    They turned down another hall and Henry stopped outside a door and listened carefully. He held up what would look to Ava like a palm-sized square of plastic and the lock disengaged. He opened the door, led her through a dark room, and then flipped on a low light. Beneath an archway was a room filled with chocolate. 
 
    Ava stepped forward, sniffing the air. “It’s divine.” Her mouth watered. 
 
    “You could lick the wall, though I don’t recommend it.” 
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    “Officially I think it’s called Le Monde du Chocolat.” Like Ava, Henry had learned multiple languages, but he’d always struggled with French. However, in the time since their studies, he’d perfected his accent. “Much like an art installation at a museum, the famed chocolate room travels from city to city where VIP guests get a glimpse and a taste of its wonders.” 
 
    “Are you a VIP guest?” 
 
    He hesitated then told her how he was once passing through Hong Kong where it was featured and had nearly become part of an international incident involving several world leaders and an unsuspecting peacock. “For one thing, I didn’t want to see feathers covered in chocolate.” 
 
    Ava slowly turned in a circle as though unsure where to look first. There was the chandelier on the ceiling made of chocolate and studded with candy crystals. There were the table and tea set, complete with a dessert stand made of various types of chocolate. The life-size fountain with silky chocolate was surrounded with strawberries made of chocolate for dipping. 
 
    There was another table with an array of handmade chocolates of every style: caramel, peanut butter, citrus, and loads more all labeled with signs made of chocolate. 
 
    “This is impressive.” 
 
    “I’d be lying if I said my mouth isn’t watering.” He plucked a chocolate mint candy from the display and popped it in her mouth.  
 
    Ava’s eyes rolled back. “That. Is. Delicious. I could live here. Could we get the chocolatier to make a chocolate bed and I can just call it a day?” 
 
    Henry laughed but quickly silenced himself as they stepped into the hallway. They went down a few sets of stairs and the door opened up to an underground parking garage with an arched ceiling like a tunnel. A mosaic of tiles covered the walls. 
 
    A black car waited and he held the door open for her. “This isn’t from the palace is it?” she asked suddenly worried. She didn’t want anyone to track her and had taken precautions to remain anonymous and off the royal radar. The disguises were a last-minute addition. She liked the idea of them being out as themselves but was worried about being seen. After all, she was supposed to be at Brazilian orphanages researching placements for the service and therapy dog program. 
 
    Henry shook his head. “No, this is courtesy of my employer.” 
 
    “They treat you well.” 
 
    “Something like that,” he muttered as he closed the door and then got behind the wheel. 
 
    As he maneuvered through the tunnel, Ava said, “Now, no stunt driving like last time.” She instantly regretted reminding him of when he’d hurriedly drove back to the palace after their day at the bakery and pitstop at the coffee shop. It was the night his father died. 
 
    He reached across the center console as if to tell her it was okay. 
 
    With his hand in hers, she knew that was true. Together, they’d always be okay. 
 
    Emerging onto the street, Henry drove through Mayfair on the way to the iconic Abbey Road where the Beatles album cover was photographed. 
 
    “Charlotte lives nearby,” Ava said absently, admiring the stone and brick townhomes. She wondered what life would be like if she hadn’t grown up in the palace, if she’d lived a normal life. A life with Henry. She sighed. 
 
    “I think we need to set the mood,” Henry said, fiddling with the screen on the dash to tune the music. Come Together by The Beatles streamed through the speakers. They both sang along. 
 
    Ava couldn’t help but clap her hands together and bounce in her seat. They’d done it, snuck out of the palace. They were alone in London. No palace guards tracking her every move. 
 
    A second sigh escaped in the pause after the song ended and the next one came on. 
 
    “Either you’re stressed or content,” Henry said. “I can’t tell.” 
 
    She reached across the seat and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    Henry smiled. “I’ll take that as a good thing.”  
 
    He parked the car a few blocks away. Ava was thankful it was dark as they walked arm in arm along the sidewalk. She breathed deep, feeling lighter and freer than she ever had. It was what she’d always wanted. For Henry and her to explore and adventure and experience the world together without the trappings of the life she’d been born into. 
 
    “Bucket list stop number one,” Henry announced when they reached the zebra-striped crossing. 
 
    The neighborhood was relatively quiet at that time of day. A few cars trundled past and a dog yapped in the distance. 
 
    Ava took Henry’s hand and they made the crossing as she hummed a Beatles tune. When they got to the other side, she said, “Is this what you imagined all those years ago when we made the list?”  
 
    Henry took her other hand and drew them together, facing each other. “Princess, it’s even better because we can do this.” He kissed her. Then letting go of her hand, he spun her around before whirling her back into his arms as though they were dancing on a parquet floor. “And this.” He kissed her again. Then cradling her head, he tilted her back in a swoon-worthy kiss. “And this.” 
 
    When they straightened, she took a moment to catch her breath. Their eyes held. 
 
    “Henry Park, when did you get so charming?” 
 
    He clutched his chest, mock-offended. “I thought my charm was what won you over in the first place?” 
 
    Hand in hand, they started back to the car. “That and your good looks, your winning personality...” 
 
    “Don’t stop. Tell me more.” 
 
    They both laughed. Then he stopped abruptly. They stood in the shadow of a street lamp as he lowered his eyes then dusted a kiss on her lips, drawing her close. 
 
    Butterflies danced in her belly, performing a waltz, the cha-cha, and quite possibly the macarena. 
 
    A man passed on the sidewalk. 
 
    Henry pulled her into a hug and whispered. “I wish things were different.” 
 
    She knew that he didn’t mean at that moment, but that they could carry on together, out in the open. A commoner and a princess. 
 
    Henry directed them across the street and to the car. 
 
    Once inside he said, “Bucket list stop number two is the Museum of Natural History.” 
 
    “Are we really going there to—?” When they were just barely out of the single digits, they’d both read a book about two kids who snuck into a museum in New York City and spent the night. The concept fascinated them and they’d plotted their own version in great detail. 
 
    Henry lifted and lowered his shoulder. “It can’t hurt to try.” 
 
    The clock on the dashboard indicated the museum was already closed. Ava said as much. 
 
    Henry wore a private smile as he parked a few blocks away from the museum. Instead of greeting the stately building from the front on Cromwell Road, Henry directed them to the rear entrance. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you arranged for a private visit,” Ava said. “I wanted to keep palace privileges out of this.”  
 
    He shook his head. “No, I couldn’t have arranged something like that on short notice. Plus, that would’ve given away the fact that you’re not in Brazil.” 
 
    “Right.” She followed behind him, thankful she wore jeans and a pair of sensible but stylish boots. “Henry, in the book, the kids hid in the bathroom at closing time,” she said. 
 
    “Then we should’ve gotten an earlier start,” Henry answered as he led her down a set of cement stairs at the back of the building. It was a basement entrance and Henry got to work on the lock.  
 
    Ava looked up at the building’s looming towers. Butterflies appeared in her belly, but that time it was because she was nervous. “Isn’t this illegal?” she whispered. 
 
    “Very,” he replied at the same time the door swung open. He hurried through the hall and she had to rush to keep up. He stopped at a panel on the wall. Donning a glove, he punched in a complicated series of numbers then exhaled. “That was the easy part.” 
 
    “Henry, we’re going to be arrested.” 
 
    “Not to worry, Princess.” He moved with certainty, purpose as he passed through a dim corridor.  
 
    She took off after him and whisper-shouted that breaking into a building wasn’t exactly what she had in mind. 
 
    “We’re in a service area of the museum right now. A corridor for deliveries and the like,” he said as if that were permissible. 
 
    They made a few turns, went up a set of stairs, then another. Ava was in good shape from riding horses, but she was practically panting when they finally stopped. 
 
    “You wait here. Don’t move. This is going to be the hard part.” 
 
    “That’s not comforting,” she said, but before she could ask further questions, he disappeared down the hall. Ava spent the next twenty minutes studying the glass door and the murky darkness of what she thought was another hallway on the other side. She’d been to the museum multiples times but certainly wasn’t familiar enough with the floorplan to know if they were still underground, by one of the galleries, the dinosaurs, or somewhere else entirely. 
 
    With each passing second, her heart raced a little faster. Every sound of the old building alerted her to the possibility of the danger she was in if a museum guard or palace guard turned up. 
 
    Sure enough, footsteps approached. Barely there footsteps like a cat on the prowl. Ava was sure her heart was in her throat and not only was she going to have to spend the rest of her life married to one of the suitors, but she’d have to do it in prison. 
 
    A figure appeared in the darkness on the other side of the glass door. A light clicked on. Henry smiled, crouched to jimmy the lock, and then held it open.  
 
    “Princess, the museum, awaits.” 
 
    “How did you—?” 
 
    Henry silenced her with a kiss. 
 
    They spent the next hours sneaking around the museum like the children in the book. The displays of mastodons, mammoths, and other prehistoric creatures were chilling and larger than life in the near darkness. 
 
    Ava shivered as they stood in the main hall with the whale skeleton hanging overhead, but being there with Henry was amazing. A dream really. A hope she hadn’t allowed to go extinct even though the odds were against them. 
 
    As they traversed the many floors, studying the displays, the fossils, and the treasures from ages past, Ava’s feet started to drag and she yawned. Henry’s arm was around her shoulders, practically holding her up. 
 
    “I suppose like the kids from the book, we ought to find a place to sleep,” he said.  
 
    “Right here is fine,” she answered, content to be in his arms wherever they were. 
 
    Shortly after, they found a sitting area for patrons by the escalator along the Red Zone Trail with its glowing metal sculpture of the earth.  
 
    A celestial map was on the wall. Ava mumbled a quote about the stars from the Peterpan. It was the last thing she said before she dozed off. 
 
    Sometime later, Henry woke her with a kiss. “It’s time to go, Princess,” he whispered. 
 
    She was in a daze, half asleep and half in awe as they retraced their steps, leaving much the way they came. 
 
    Mercifully, no alarms buzzed, sirens didn’t wail, and security guards weren’t chasing them. 
 
    When they stepped outside, the dawn was velvety. The brisk air woke Ava up. 
 
    “Did that really just happen?” she asked, as they made their way back to the car. 
 
    Henry laughed. “Stop number three on our bucket list up next,” he said, pulling from the parking place. 
 
    The clock on the dash indicated it was nearly dawn. The streets were still asleep as they neared the Thames River and Henry parked. 
 
    “Where are we going now?” she asked, consulting the list and wondering how Henry was interpreting her suggestion to modify it since they very well couldn’t possibly cover the entire world map in a night. 
 
    When they reached the river’s edge, a pair of kayaks waited on a dock. 
 
    “You really know how to pull things together last minute,” she said. 
 
    “Anything for you, Princess.” 
 
    They lowered into the kayaks and shoved off. Ava was a little wobbly at first until she found her balance. The pair paddled in the near darkness. The water lapped against the edges of the kayaks and dripped from the oars. Ava felt small on the river yet bold and brave.  
 
    Eventually, the edges of the sky lightened and soon, a golden glow peeked from behind the distant buildings. They pulled up alongside each other as the new day dawned. 
 
    She would’ve leaned closer to Henry for a sunrise kiss, but was afraid she’d capsize. Instead, they held hands, linked together even with the instability and uncertainty that stretched underneath and surrounded them. 
 
    By the time they returned to the dock, the sky was light. Ava suddenly felt vulnerable, like she might be recognized even though the city was barely awake. She wanted the Liverpool disguises from the hotel. As they started back to the car, her stomach grumbled. 
 
    A man in a black coat passed at the same time as she asked, “Breakfast?” 
 
    Henry glanced over his shoulder then picked up the pace. “What did you have in mind. Let’s see, we’d wanted to try Malaysian street food, authentic tacos in Mexico, and—” He cut himself off as he led her quickly across the street.  
 
    She nearly tripped over the curb. “Why the sudden hurry?” she asked. Then the same butterflies in her belly from the museum turned over. “Is someone following us?” 
 
    Henry’s answer was a complicated series of turns down streets, alleys, and lanes before they returned to the car. 
 
    “Was it the palace guard?” she asked, catching her breath once safely in the car. 
 
    Henry didn’t answer. He followed a similarly complicated route in the car of random roads and turns before parking on a quiet side street. Ava looked at the white stone buildings, flowering ornamental trees, and wrought iron balconies. She had no idea where they were, but it was lovely yet relatively simple compared to the balustrades and fancy architecture at the palace. She had the fleeting thought that she’d like to call a flat on that street home. 
 
    Henry subtly glanced in the rearview and side mirrors.  
 
    “Did you lose them?” 
 
    He nodded. However, in the mirror’s reflection, the look in his eyes was desperate as though he was most afraid of losing her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry knew what was coming. He braced himself, but there was no easy way around it so he led her to the place he’d called home when he was in the city. 
 
    The street was non-descript. It could’ve been one of a hundred in London. Trees lined the sidewalks and he had to duck under the branches of one to open the passenger side door and help Ava out.  
 
    He looked both ways when he slid the key into the lock on the outer door of the building and let them inside. His flat was on the second floor and he led them up. His senses focused on the familiar scent of wood and polish, thanks to the diligence of the building’s owner—an older man who took great pride in ownership of his property and didn’t ask too many questions about why Henry was rarely home. 
 
    The stairs creaked and when he got to the second floor. He listened carefully, on alert, before entering the flat. All seemed normal.  
 
    The person tracking them was most likely one of the agency’s own, keeping tabs on him since he’d been out of the “office” for the week. He’d seen other agents take time off for personal reasons and struggle with normal life. He’d probably have to take a test to ensure that he was still fit and hadn’t adapted to civilian life. Henry scrubbed his hand down his face. As his fingers parted in front of his eyes, Ava was standing in the middle of his modest living room, spinning slowly in a circle. The expression on her face was, well, he couldn’t be sure. Awe? Delight? Joy? 
 
    Their adventures as they picked through their modified bucket list had been fun, daring, and slightly dangerous, but she hadn’t smiled in the peculiar way she was right then. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. 
 
    “Is this your home?” she asked. 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    He could afford real estate in the wealthiest neighborhoods in the city. He could’ve had modern upgrades, expensive fixtures and appliances, and designer furniture. Instead, he’d settled for simplicity and lived in comfort. 
 
    His biggest investments had been a security system and a quality mattress. He was rarely home, mostly traveling, so it didn’t make sense for him to spend more—not to mention he didn’t have the time to hire a designer, shop, or arrange deliveries. 
 
    “I love it,” Ava said, stepping toward him. 
 
    “It’s not much.” 
 
    “It’s so you.” She smiled. 
 
    “You think so?” He imagined it was the apartment he and his father would’ve had if they’d lived outside the palace—the couch was gray with a few throw pillows. The coffee table was scattered with out of date newspapers and magazines. Books lined a low shelf under the oversized windows. A painting of a red and gold sunset hung on the wall opposite the couch. 
 
    His father loved boxing matches and was a baker. Henry had always felt like there was something missing in the flat and it wasn’t the lack of a TV or that Henry had hardly set foot in the kitchen. What was missing was his dad. He’d never opened up to his father or shown him his life. A wave of sadness swept over him as Ava studied the painting.  
 
    The two most important people in his life were his father and her. The former was gone. The latter was leaving.  
 
    She turned and her smile morphed into a mischievous grin. She folded her arms in front of her chest. She tilted her head slightly, her hip cocked a bit, then her eyebrow lifted. “You’re not really an investment banker, are you Henry?” she asked. 
 
    It took all his training not to react. He kept his mask in place. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “You picked a lock, are sneaky, crafty, and sly.” 
 
    “I could say the same about you, minus the lock picking part.” She’d held the key to his heart and whether or not she realized it, she’d used it. His hand lifted absently to his chest as though to be sure. 
 
    She blinked a few times slowly. Her eyes, flecked with gold were so beautiful. 
 
    “Who was following us on Abbey Road and then again by the docks?” 
 
    “Someone keeping an eye on...me? Us?” He wasn’t sure. His training prepared him for many things but not Ava’s questions. He’d gone rogue overnight as they snuck around the city and by doing so brought her into his secret world. He had to deal with the consequences but wasn’t sure how. 
 
    Her lips twisted. 
 
    Those full, soft red lips. He wanted to silence her with a kiss. 
 
    “Where’d you learn to drive like that?” Again, she referenced the trip from the coffee shop to the palace.  
 
    The pain of losing his father lodged in his throat. He swallowed. “It’s not important.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” She met his eyes and held his gaze. “I don’t think you’re a criminal otherwise you wouldn’t have been permitted in the palace.” 
 
    “No, I’m not a criminal,” he confirmed. 
 
    She lifted onto her toes. Her mouth was merely a measure away. “Who. Are. You. Henry. Park?” She punctuated each word with a kiss. 
 
    Her lips on his melted his resolve, destroyed his better judgment. She was no threat except with that key she held. But it was too late. She’d used it and opened his heart. 
 
    He leaned back and gripped her arms. “Princess, I’m a spy.” 
 
    The words filled the otherwise silent room. Ava remained still as though waiting to hear more. He led them to the couch and let out a long-held breath—as though he’d been holding it for the last ten years. 
 
    Henry braced his elbows on his knees as she leaned back, holding her head up with her hand. “Back when we were teens, I got interested in computers, data, code. That kind of thing. I was good with numbers. A few days before we were going to run away, I, uh, hacked into palace security.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open and her eyes widened. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to do anything devious. I just wanted to see if it could be done. But as they say, curiosity killed the cat, or in this case, kept me from you.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Were you caught?” 
 
    “My father turned me in. I thought he was disappointed in me, angry, and wanted me to face the consequences. He was an upright, honest man. The royal family had only ever treated us well.” 
 
    Ava nodded. “But you didn’t want that life for yourself.” 
 
    “No, but what I think the life he was trying to keep me from was one with you.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “I think he knew what we’d planned to do and foresaw the inevitable heartbreak, the trouble we’d get into, and how we couldn’t have something more.” 
 
    “So he got you in trouble to keep us apart?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I was terrified when the palace guard collected me. They brought me to an underground bunker and demanded I demonstrate what I’d done.” Henry had faced some of the world’s greatest threats but could still recall the knot in his stomach that day. “They held me there for over twenty-four hours. Then a woman in a purple suit who wasn’t a palace guard visited me. She told me I could go to prison or join the MI6.” 
 
    “The Secret Intelligence Service?” Ava’s eyes widened. 
 
    “They wanted my help with some technological issues. I spent a couple of years doing that while training to become an agent.” 
 
    “And there I thought you’d betrayed me, abandoned me.” 
 
    “I did do those things and I’ve hated myself every day for it.” 
 
    “But you hardly had a choice.” 
 
    He lifted and lowered his shoulder a tad. “I made a choice when I got nosy and started hacking computer code, knowing I could get in trouble. I made a choice when I fell in love with you, knowing we couldn’t be together.” 
 
    “But you also made a choice to come back.” She leaned in and gave him a gentle kiss on the lips. 
 
    “Protecting you means staying away from you.” Saying the words stung. 
 
    Her face fell. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Think about how many enemies I have. How much danger that puts you in. Really think about a princess dating a spy.” 
 
    Her expression darkened as if anger and sadness over that fact did battle behind her eyes. After a beat, she got to her feet and asked, “Why’d you cover for me at the bakery?” 
 
    “The queen wanted me to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “So Beatriz knows?” Ava paced in front of the painting. 
 
    “Not in so many words, but yes, I believe so.” 
 
    “She’s ridiculously good at being cagey.” Ava's lips puckered then quickly dropped open. “Wait. You helped Wyatt with something. Does that mean Oliver knows too?” 
 
    She was clever. “He’s a king now; I assume he’s privy to that sort of information.” 
 
    “King of Concordia, not England,” she corrected. 
 
    “He’s also your brother. It’s likely that upon my return he did an inquiry for your sake.” 
 
    Her fingers balanced lightly on her temple. “You promised we’d be friends forever. That you’d never leave. Then you vanished.” She paused. 
 
    “Now you know why.” Her pacing and the conversation were giving him motion sickness—rough seas, curvy mountain roads, unfamiliar terrain with no horizon line. Henry got to his feet and anchored his hands on the wall on either side of Ava’s head. 
 
    His heart thundered in his chest. The only thing he could focus on was her eyes then her lips. It might be the last time they’d be together, their last kiss. 
 
    It was as explosive as the first. As their lips mashed together, passionately, feverishly, it was like he traveled back in time to when things were simpler, sweeter. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him, practically kneading the muscles of his back. Each adjustment with cheeks and chins, the tilt of the head, the brush of the nose was like a dance. One they knew so well they could perform it their eyes closed and they did. 
 
    The unfamiliar land they’d just inhabited and wherever their journey took them didn’t matter. Their inner compasses always led them true, to each other. But soon, they’d be marooned, left on different islands with no boat to ferry them back together. 
 
    As the kiss deepened, Henry turned from those thoughts, and memorized her soft skin under his rough hands, the curves of her figure under his muscled and more angular build, and found his horizon line in her. It had always been her. No matter where he’d been in the world or the house he stood in right then, she was always home. 
 
    A while later, Henry ordered food delivery and set the kettle on for tea. 
 
    Ava studied every inch of the apartment as though looking for clues to better understand the news he’d delivered. He’d never told anyone outright that he was a spy. That saying, If I tell you, I’ll have to—existed for a reason. Like when he’d hacked into the palace security database, he gave little thought to the consequences. 
 
    Once more, she stood in the middle of the room. “So you’ve been protecting me from yourself.” 
 
    “I guess that’s the way to look at it.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want protection?” 
 
    “You’re a member of the royal family. You will always need protection.” 
 
    Her nose wrinkled as though she didn’t like that notion. “Couldn’t I just hide out here? Forget the courtship and everything?” 
 
    “That’s a lovely fantasy. We could go to Neverland while we’re at it.” 
 
    She playfully whacked him. “I’m serious.” 
 
    He felt his sadness reflected in his smile. “I’m afraid that’s not the world we live in.” 
 
    “I want my own life. Even Genevieve gets to do what she wants.” 
 
    “Do you think Genevieve is actually related to your family?” 
 
    “I should hope not. You know she was one of the royals-in-waiting to potentially marry Oliver. That would’ve been unfortunate. Illegal. Immoral. But you just never know with these old families.” 
 
    The family tree in the palace study appeared in Henry’s mind. “About Oliver,” he started. The two men had never been best mates, but they both shared the same objective: to see Ava happy. 
 
    “He’s struggling. I left him a letter. I hope he can deal with everything and get back to being himself.” 
 
    “I imagine being a king comes with a lot of pressure.” 
 
    “And being a princess—at least recently.” She sighed. 
 
    “You seem to be the expert on courtship...” He paused a beat, collecting his thoughts. “I’ve had a crush on this girl for a long time and I need some ideas, inspiration. What’s your ideal date?” 
 
    She smirked as though she knew he was talking about her. “Flowers, dinner, theater...” Then she shook her head. “An envelope containing nothing more than a train ticket. A packed bag in the corner. Enough to carry on my back. I set out, alone, on a rain-streaked night. The man I love most in the world waits in the rail car. They ride overnight and wake to a sun-filled day. They explore Paris and Rome. They spin a globe. Their fingers land on the same faraway beach paradise. They walk along coastlines, explore jungles, and swim in the warm water. On chilly nights they bake cookies and snuggle under a blanket. They get lost there, but they’re together.” 
 
    Henry practically got lost in her words and had to take a deep, centering breath to bring himself back to reality. When he did, the expression on Ava’s face was like splintered glass because they both knew it could never be. Not because he couldn’t afford it. He could retire right then and live more than comfortably. After all, he was a billionaire. But not a royal billionaire. 
 
    Then she said, “But flowers, dinner, and a trip to the theater would be pretty nice too.” She winked and the pieces of glass fused back together. He doubted everything would turn out okay, they couldn’t run away or have a normal date, but her hope was practically contagious. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, as they ate breakfast, Henry stuck to a more neutral topic of conversation, avoiding the bomb he’d dropped about being a spy. “Tell me more about your desire to work with people and therapy dogs.” 
 
    She swallowed her piece of toast. “You have always said how brave I am. The truth is sometimes I leap before I look. But that might be because I’m a princess and there’s always a safety net. Still, I have fears: dogs for one. But my biggest one is less tangible. It’s kind of confusing, even to me.” 
 
    His lips parted as though trying to decide what to say next. “As part of my training, I had to face every sort of fear imaginable. Maybe I can help you make sense of it.” 
 
    “You already did.” She smiled. “When you returned, I realized what my fear was. Losing what little freedom I had left. In many ways, the safety net I mentioned is a blessing and I’m grateful that I’ve never had to worry about where my next meal will come from or if I can pay the bills. But it’s relative. We all have our fears and difficulties.” 
 
    Henry nodded. The expression on his face suggested he wasn’t afraid of anything other than losing her again. She was sorry she couldn’t offer to help him with that the way he’d just done for her. 
 
    “In so many ways I’m free. But how I spend much of my time and who I spend it with is chosen for me. I could let that fact eat me up. Fear tends to do that. It stops us where we are and keeps us stuck. I have to face my future, but there are things within my control and that’s helping other people overcome their fears. There’s always a way to overcome our fears and hurts. It’s okay to feel them but not forever. There are support systems and tools. Even if it’s something a lot of people might think is minor like fear of dogs or something really big like trauma for veterans. It’s through freedom we can overcome our fears. The therapy dogs can help with that.” 
 
    “That’s honorable of you to try to help people overcome their fears and challenges and find freedom.” 
 
    Over brunch, they explored those topics, dogs, horses, life in the palace and beyond, cookies, baking, and more. But they avoided further talk about the future whether ten minutes from that moment or ten days or ten years. 
 
    Sleepy and full, they returned to the couch. Henry told Ava a few stories that were safe to share about his life as a spy. They’d had a late and adventurous night, sleeping for a mere few hours in the museum. She was nestled comfortably in his arms. His voice was a lullaby. Her thoughts turned fuzzy and she drifted to sleep. 
 
    Her eyes only blinked open when the sun began to set, bouncing off the painting on the wall and casting the room in red and gold light. They were still in the same position, wearing their clothes from the day before.  
 
    “Hey, we should head back to the hotel.” Henry’s voice strained as though he didn’t want to say as much. 
 
    Whether because they were both tired or because of something bigger and more definite, they were both quiet while he drove back to the Shangri La Hotel. They used the secret elevator and he walked her to her room. 
 
    “What next?” The question echoed from the beginning of the previous night when they’d stood in nearly the same place. 
 
    “Goodbye for now?” His voice was barely a whisper as though he wasn’t sure whether to speak the words aloud. 
 
    She felt herself crumbling and slung her arms around him to keep herself from falling. She sniffled and silent tears dampened his shirt. 
 
    At last, they pulled apart, he kissed her softly on the lips and swept from the room. 
 
    Ava leaned against the closed door, holding back a sob. The conversation about freedom flashed back to her. She flung the door open only to face Henry. His hand was lifted as though to knock. 
 
    She tugged him inside and closed the door. “Where are my flowers?” she said with laughter in her voice. 
 
    His eyebrows crept together with confusion.  
 
    “I thought you were taking me on a date.” 
 
    “We’ve been spending all this time together; what do you think we’ve been doing?” His lips quirked. 
 
    “I want something more official.” 
 
    He wrapped his hands around her waist. “Ava, will you be my girlfriend for the rest of tonight?” 
 
    It was crazy, reckless, but she was determined to inhabit the Shangri La-Neverland fantasy for as long as she could. The queen was slated to return the next day, which meant they still had time. 
 
    “Will you go on a date with me?” He looked around. “Without leaving this room?” 
 
    “Yes.” She smiled shyly like it was their first date all over again. 
 
    Henry lifted the receiver on the in-room phone and spoke in hushed tones.  
 
    A short while later, a knock sounded on the door and a hotel employee wheeled in a cart topped with a bouquet of flowers and two covered dinner plates. Henry left him a tip.  
 
    “Another modification,” he said, presenting her with the flowers. He arranged the small table by the window so they had a view of the city sparkling below the towering building and the stars glittering above. 
 
    After dinner together, Henry arranged the chairs in front of the television. Gesturing to the seat he said, “The theater, my lady.” 
 
    She laughed. “Is this what life would be like if we were...normal?” 
 
    “We’re hiding out in a hotel because you happen to be a princess and if anyone sees you in public, they’ll swarm you. I’m a spy and likely have a fair number of enemies who’d be all too pleased to see me out with said princess. Darling, we’ll never be normal.” 
 
    “Then I guess I’ll take whatever this is.” She pecked him on the cheek while they settled in to watch a movie on the television.  
 
    The film was about a man whose father had been larger than life. They’d never really known each other, but it was in those blank spaces and out from his father’s shadow that the son learned who he was. 
 
    Afterward, Henry dug through his bag and pulled out a box. “I suppose in some ways you knew David Park better than me. I don’t think he’d mind if we looked through this together.” 
 
    As Henry pulled off the lid, Ava got the sense that he also may have needed a bit of her courage in order to look inside. She’d give him that and more. She wanted to offer him her love. All of it. But he’d made the point repeatedly.  
 
    She was a princess; he was a commoner.  
 
    She was a princess; he was a spy. 
 
    She was Ava; he was Henry. For the moment, that had to be enough. 
 
    The box contained love letters David had written to his sweetheart but had never sent. They each began with My darling and were signed your true love always. 
 
    After reading a few of the notes, Ava understood that whoever David had loved so deeply wasn’t a palace staff member, but of royal lineage. 
 
    Ava and Henry tried to figure out who, reviewing the many palace employees, aristocrats, and members of high society his father may have encountered or that had resided at the palace over the years. But it was no use. Nothing in the letters painted a clear picture of who the mystery woman was. They read them again, taking notes and comparing possibilities. 
 
    “I’m a spy. Figuring out mysteries like this is my job,” Henry said, tossing down his pencil and raking his hand through his hair. He took out the cookbook and held out a pendant. 
 
    “It’s old and beautiful,” Ava remarked. 
 
    “I imagine it was hers.” 
 
    She turned it over in her hands to see if there was an engraving. Nothing. 
 
    They stayed up into the night, looking through records online. Without any leads, they both fell asleep in their chairs. 
 
    Ava woke up with determined focus despite how the handsome man slumbering in the chair distracted her. His head was tilted toward his shoulder and his expression neutral, vulnerable. Yet he was so strong, manly. But a spy? She hadn’t seen that coming. Birdie had been right after all. 
 
    As Ava packed up her things, preparing to return to the palace, the box of letters caught her eye. She read through them again, unable to leave the situation alone.  
 
    As David Park laid dying, he’d told his son that he wanted him to marry his true love. Then he’d said the name, Lucinda Mayweather. 
 
    Suddenly, a hand landed on her neck, sliding her hair aside. Henry kissed her behind the ear. “Good morning,” he said. 
 
    She set the letter down and turned to kiss him. Unless she did something drastic, that would be the last time he’d be saying those words to her. 
 
    They had breakfast and packed up their things. Henry led her to the secret elevator and the shiny black car was where they’d left it. Henry pulled open the door for her like a gentleman, but she didn’t get in. “Actually, can I drive? It might be my last chance.” 
 
    Henry held up the keys and kissed her on the nose. “As long as you obey traffic laws and don’t speed, weave, or do anything I would do.” 
 
    She giggled. “That’s a deal.” 
 
    She settled behind the wheel, adjusted the mirrors and put on her seatbelt. “Ready?” 
 
    “Time to return to the palace,” he said quietly. 
 
    She maneuvered into morning traffic. “It’s been a while, but it’s like riding a bicycle,” she said. 
 
    “Or a horse.” He went on to talk about his ride on Tammy the day they were out with the suitors. 
 
    They whizzed past the turn for the palace. 
 
    “Ava, are you sure you know where you’re going?” 
 
    “Just taking a detour.” 
 
    But when they reached the motorway, Henry said, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “There’s one more thing I need to do. It’ll take a couple more days. I just never realized how much I love dogs. Also, I’m going to owe Emma big.” 
 
    “Tell me what’s going on,” he demanded with a steely tone. 
 
    “Unless you have an ejection button to throw me from my seat, I can’t tell you.” 
 
    “I’m the spy here, Princess. I’m the one who gets to throw things like that around, not you.” 
 
    “Sorry, I’m on a top-secret mission. If I told you, I’d have to—” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” he said, aghast. 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t, but I also won’t give up on us. Not yet.” 
 
    “Is this about the letters?” he asked. 
 
    Her answer came seven hours later when they wound along a tree-covered driveway and parked in front of a sandstone estate home with topiary flanking the front door. They reminded Ava of a pair of lollipops. It was nearly dusk. 
 
    “Yes, it’s about the letters,” she said at last. 
 
    Henry squished up his eyes. “It’s a dead end.” 
 
    “No, it’s a lovely home, belonging to Lucinda Mayweather.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” he said, but she was already ringing the bell while Henry lagged behind. 
 
    An older housekeeper wearing an apron opened the door. Ava didn’t even need to announce herself. Barely concealing her surprise, the woman performed the customary courtesy and welcomed them inside then showed them to a drawing room. 
 
    Minutes later, Lucinda Mayweather appeared, looking rather flustered. The red that had once streaked through her hair was replaced with white, but her eyes were just as dark and clear as they’d been in the painting. She curtseyed then her eyes shot to Henry before she composed herself. 
 
    Ava made introductions though it was hardly necessary. 
 
    “To what do I owe this great honor?” Lucinda asked. 
 
    The housekeeper brought a tray with tea and cookies. Starved after the long ride north, Ava helped herself to a cookie. They were buttery and delicious with a hint of cardamom and ginger. Henry ate a few as well, something she knew he wouldn’t have done under ordinary circumstances, but she’d been eager to reach the Bracken Moor Estate before nightfall so didn’t let them stop except to refuel. 
 
    After a few minutes of polite chatter, Ava said, “I’m wondering if you wouldn’t mind telling us about your love life.” 
 
    Lucinda nearly choked on her sip of tea. “Pardon me?” 
 
    Ava clasped her hands in her lap. “You may have heard that I’m currently enduring the process of courtship. As I prepare to marry, I’m studying the royal family. Romance is of particular note. Were you once in love? Did you marry? Was it arranged? Did you fall in love afterward? That sort of thing.” She’d had plenty of time while driving to concoct the ruse. 
 
    She leaned in with keen interest and her expression conveyed the desperation of a modern princess slated to wed a man who was not of her choosing. 
 
    Lucinda softened and went on to deliver a speech the queen would’ve been pleased to hear about customs and duty to the crown. 
 
    Ava listened politely then said, “But I’m looking for your perspective, from your experience. Were you ever in love? Did you ever get married?” Ava didn’t mind getting personal. Then again, she was the princess and could afford to do so. 
 
    Lucinda shifted uncomfortably. “Would you like some more tea?” 
 
    “Would you like to answer my question?” 
 
    Lucinda sighed. “I was in love once, long ago. It was during a time when we had to strictly adhere to tradition. I had no choice in the matter much like you.” 
 
    “I’m finding that I may have one, after all. But tell me, what happened?” 
 
    “He was in an accident.” Lucinda’s gaze fell to her hands. 
 
    “Would you have fought for him, to be together, had that not happened?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not as brave as you.” The older woman’s voice was small, resigned. 
 
    “Henry, what do you think?” Ava asked. 
 
    He looked up from the cookie and his eyes locked with Lucinda’s. “My father recently passed away. I didn’t know him as well as I’d have liked, at least in recent years. I knew very little about his life before I came along. But I do know that he believed in true love.” Henry got to his feet and his eyes floated to Lucinda’s bare neck. He laid the necklace from the cookbook on the table, bowed, and said, “Thank you for your time.” 
 
    Lucinda bore the regal bearing portrayed in the painting, but she hardly moved when Henry left. Either Ava was wrong or the woman was as fearful as she was proud. 
 
    When she reached the door, Ava said, “Certain trained dogs can help us heal old wounds and fears. Unfortunately, I don’t have one to offer you at the moment. I’m still working on that project.” 
 
    Lucinda looked at her funny.  
 
    “However, I do have this.” She placed the box with David’s letters in the countess’s hands. “It would mean a great deal to me for you to change your mind about true love. If you do, I’ll be at the palace.” 
 
    She stepped into the night. Henry was quiet for nearly the entire ride back to London. Ava stopped for gas and they filled up on snacks for the drive. Henry took over behind the wheel and his eyes focused intently ahead.  
 
    Ava wondered if he saw himself in Lucinda. The hesitation on her lips. The secret in her heart. 
 
    Ava knew the truth in hers. She loved Henry. Deeply. She didn’t want to let him go and had held onto hope that Lucinda was merely afraid of the forbidden love she’d once had for David. But perhaps Ava’s hunch was merely a hope—fleeting and intangible. 
 
    She dozed with her head against the window until the city lights of London woke her up. Henry was given admittance through the palace gates. 
 
    “Thank you for trying,” he said as he parked. 
 
    “I won’t give up.” 
 
    The sadness in his eyes suggested he already had. Nonetheless, he got out of the car and opened her door.  
 
    A footman hurried out and took her bags.  
 
    When they reached the foyer, Genevieve stood there as though she’d been waiting. “Look who’s back.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Henry hardly paid attention to Genevieve until she asked, “Have you seen the papers for the last twenty-four hours?” 
 
    Regretfully, Henry had not been paying attention to the news as he ordinarily did. Part of his job was keeping up with current events and having his finger on the pulse of the global mood. 
 
    Livingston took Ava’s bags. 
 
    “The queen is upset with you.” Genevieve’s tone was accusatory. 
 
    Ava sighed. “I think she’s been upset with me since I was three and covered her dressing room mirror with lipstick.” 
 
    “You didn’t let me finish. The queen is upset with the princess and,” she cut Henry a glare, “you off gallivanting and doing who knows what practically on the eve of her nuptials. There’s sure to be a scandal.” Genevieve sing-songed as though she’d been waiting for this moment for ages. 
 
    “What business is it of yours?” Ava snapped back. 
 
    “Seeing as now we’re officially related, I say that it’s family business.” 
 
    That comment stopped Ava in her tracks. “So it’s official?” 
 
    “What seems to be official is the two of you together. So, do you forsake your Concordian crown?” Genevieve asked. 
 
    Oliver stepped into the entryway looking as forlorn as ever. “Nothing is official and Ava has forsaken nothing other than her reputation and safety.” 
 
    Henry gritted his teeth. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Ava asked. 
 
    “The photos of the two of you walking around London neighborhoods, kissing on street corners, acting like a couple of...commoners.” 
 
    Ava straightened. “Oliver, you will not speak to Henry or me with disrespect.” 
 
    Oliver’s eyes grew wide. “What were you thinking? You could’ve been in so much danger,” he snapped at his sister. 
 
    “I was looking after her,” Henry said, stepping in. It was one thing to have a simple disagreement, but Oliver was fuming. 
 
    “As if Ava has ever needed looking after,” Genevieve scoffed. 
 
    “This is none of your business,” Ava fired at her. “If you’re actually related to the royal family, I suggest you find a way to contribute to the betterment of our people instead of meddling and stirring up trouble.” 
 
    “And you do that how?” Genevieve asked. “Sneaking around at all hours with the baker’s son.” 
 
    While Ava’s face grew red with anger, not embarrassment. Henry realized that it wasn’t a member of the agency keeping tabs on him, but likely Genevieve who’d hired someone to tail them, take photos, and then splash them all over the tabloids. He should’ve known better. 
 
    He may have been a baker’s son, but there was no shame in that. The only risk he ran was with his identity being tied to the princess. 
 
    Livingston gave a subtle bow then hurried off. 
 
    Ava and Genevieve continued to bicker. 
 
    “You nearly cost me my reputation.” Genevieve snarled. 
 
    “You did a decent job humiliating yourself without my help and betraying the crown. Whether you’re related or not, that won’t soon be forgotten.” 
 
    “You’ve always broken the rules,” Genevieve said. 
 
    “While I’m not at all pleased with my sister’s behavior, Genevieve, might I remind you your place,” Oliver said calmly. 
 
    Ava flung her arms across her chest. “Thank you, Oliver, but might I remind you that I am not a child.” 
 
    “You sure were frolicking around like one.” 
 
    “Were you following us?” Ava asked, shocked. 
 
    “Genevieve reported her findings.” 
 
    “That’s illegal,” Henry said, intervening. 
 
    “Henry, I can take it from here,” Oliver said. 
 
    “Can you?” Henry asked. “You seem preoccupied with your own affairs or perhaps you’re avoiding them and are taking out your concern on your sister.” 
 
    The young king paled. “Remember who you’re talking to.” 
 
    “Remember what truly matters.” 
 
    “I believe you’ve paid your respects and collected your father’s belongings. You may leave the palace grounds and not return except for the funeral.” 
 
    “You can’t banish him,” Ava said. 
 
    Henry gripped the back of her neck and kissed her on the forehead. It was intimate and gentle, yet powerful and meaningful.  
 
    Henry dreamed of her and longed for her. But he couldn’t have her.  
 
    He had billions of dollars and every luxury at the end of a text or phone call. He had everything he wanted except her.  
 
    She was a princess. He was a spy. Despite what he’d said, she wasn’t safe with him. It was too risky. In his line of work, she was better off without him.  
 
    Henry dragged his hand through his hair. 
 
    The queen’s strident voice carried from the hall. “Oliver, you may not banish Henry from the palace, but I can. However, I won’t because Ava cares for him. Even though he’s not part of our family, Ava is and we care for those who are.” 
 
    “Does that mean—?” Genevieve started. 
 
    Oliver cut across Genevieve as though she were merely an annoying fly. “You’ve always given her so much leeway—” 
 
    The queen interrupted them both. “But no matter how much they care for each other, I follow customs. Those dictate that Ava marry a person of royal blood.” 
 
    The princess swallowed hard. “At least let me go to Mr. Park’s funeral.” 
 
    “Of course,” Queen Beatriz said. “But after that, no more of this nonsense.” 
 
    Ava nodded. 
 
    “You’ll marry Frederick,” the queen declared. 
 
    Ava hung her head and mumbled. “I will.” 
 
    At those simple words, Henry felt like he would explode. Ava discretely laced her fingers through his as though they both needed the other’s help to contain themselves. She gripped tight. Never had he wanted something so foolish, but right then he wanted to wish them to Neverland, to a place where their biggest problem was a pirate with a hook for a hand and a pesky pixie. 
 
    However, the conversation continued, holding him in place. 
 
    The queen went on. “Genevieve, you are officially of Concordian royal blood.” 
 
    The sharp-featured woman practically whooped. “I knew it.” 
 
    The queen nodded. “However, that does not grant you any special privileges while Oliver and Penny preside over the throne, or their heirs, or Ava once she marries, or her heirs. You are twenty-three generations removed. In other words, you are a twenty-third cousin.” 
 
    “But still, I’m related.” She raised a haughty eyebrow. “So if something happens to them...” 
 
    The queen’s nostrils flared. “You will not gain any power or influence over that country while I’m alive because I will seek out someone who is a cousin by the sixth or fourteenth or twenty-second degree.” 
 
    Genevieve pouted then huffed off. Henry watched her carefully. She wasn’t dangerous per se but knew how to cause trouble. He’d have to be sure to get the photos of Ava and him wiped from all public and private sources. 
 
    “That’s a relief,” Oliver said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s a relief that I have to marry someone I don’t want to just so you can rest easy?” 
 
    “I don’t think your brother has been resting easy,” Beatriz said carefully. 
 
    “What do you know, Ava? You’ve always just done what you want, gone where you wanted to go. You hardly have any responsibilities. You really are like an overgrown child.” Oliver glared. 
 
    Henry stepped forward, ready to defend her. 
 
    The queen appraised Oliver. “I’d like to have a private word.” 
 
    “If it’s about Penny, we already know,” Ava said. 
 
    “You’ve hardly had to deal with loss,” he snapped. 
 
    “No, maybe not loss as you have experienced recently, but I feel like I’ve lost my brother.” Ava hurried down the hall.  
 
    Henry went after her.  
 
    She disappeared through a passageway and he stepped carefully into the dark. 
 
    Ava sat in their secret room with her head in her hands. He crouched down and enveloped her in his arms. They sat quietly for a long time. 
 
    At last, she lifted her head. “You were my great love story, Henry.” She brushed her hand over his forehead. “Then you hurt me.” 
 
    “But you understand why now.” 
 
    “I do, but I’m not even sure the therapy dogs can make it go away. It’ll always be there. But it’ll also remind me of how strongly I felt for you. But I can’t let myself now. We simply can’t be together. I tried, but there’s no way around it.” 
 
    Her words sunk into his stomach like stones in a lake. Heavy. Fatal. Final. 
 
    “I’ll never love anyone as much as I’ve loved you. But I will have to pretend. Maybe my purpose is simply to pretend.” 
 
    Henry’s shoulders dropped. If he kissed her maybe he could erase what she just said. But he couldn’t un-hear it. Not only that, but the kiss would be a tease because what he wanted from her would cause her to lose her title, her family. He couldn’t do that to her. He shouldn’t have returned.  
 
    But he did kiss her. He planted his lips on hers like a flag because she was his greatest love story too. Always would be. Perhaps she’d finally given up hope, but he hadn’t. “I’m sorry I hurt you, but I’m not sorry that I love you.” 
 
    “No, never be sorry for that.” 
 
    His mouth moved against hers. They’d kissed countless times but never had he feared so much that it would be their last. He gave it everything he could. Not only so she’d never forget, but because he wasn’t ready to give up. She was always the one to believe and hope so he’d carry that torch, holding out for them. Someday. Someway.  
 
    The light lit up his heart as the kiss swelled, practically illuminating the dark room. He committed to his memory the feel and shape of her: soft, warm, powerful, brave. 
 
    “I’m sorry that I’m choosing my role over us. But it’s not just a role, it's my family, heritage, and what I owe the people of Concordia.” 
 
    As hard as it was to hear, he nodded in understanding. 
 
    “For us, it can be only love. Isn't love all we need?” He hummed the famous Beatles song. 
 
    She smiled against his lips as she kissed him then hummed along. “I would like love and a life together.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that, Princess.”  
 
    They kissed one last time. 
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    It wasn’t until the day of the funeral that the meeting with Lucinda at her estate in Bracken Moor caught up with Henry. No, it didn’t catch up, it crept in, with icy fingers extinguishing his remaining hope. 
 
    Henry said the elegy for his father to those gathered at the funeral: palace staff both young and retired, several members of the nobility, other bakers and chefs, friends, and of course, Ava. She sat toward the front with tears in her eyes when he’d said his father was a giant of a man but had a tender heart and believed in true love. 
 
    At that, someone in the back sobbed and then rushed from the room. He told a few humorous stories that his father would’ve appreciated because above all else, Henry would always remember his father’s thunderous laughter. 
 
    At the end, he asked everyone to join together to say his father’s favorite prayer about letting go of the things we love and the hope that they’ll return. If it was meant to be. 
 
    Afterward, the guests and fellow mourners offered their condolences and paid their respects. It wasn’t until the line of people exiting had reached the end that Ava approached. 
 
    “That was beautiful.” 
 
    He wanted to tell her that amidst the sadness, so was she. Ava had touched his heart, possibly his father’s as well. She’d held the lifeline between father and son with the fake postcards. She’d tried to find his mother. She was a beautiful person inside and out. But it was his turn to accept what he couldn’t change and let go. Perhaps it was never meant to be. 
 
    “I guess this really is goodbye.” 
 
    “In many ways,” Ava said, glancing back into the room where his father laid. “It occurred to me that since you stayed away from the palace to protect me, it’s my fault you were away from your father.” Sadness filled her eyes. 
 
    “Ava, no. I made my choice the moment I turned on that computer and got nosy and then got into trouble. My father also made a choice when he discovered my dishonesty. One he knew would keep him and me apart. That would keep us apart. I suppose he thought it would ultimately make things easier.” Henry dipped his head. “Your choice was just to love me. I wish I could’ve let you. You haven’t done anything wrong.” He gave her a hug then kissed the top of her head. 
 
    When she pulled away, tears filled her eyes but didn’t fall. Then she walked away. 
 
    He let her go, set her free, instantly feeling empty, alone. His body physically ached at her departure, at the future she so bravely faced.  
 
    If only he had her courage. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ava couldn’t bear the thought of goodbye, of Henry leaving, or of having to marry Frederick. She exited the palace and headed directly to the stables. She got on her beloved horse Topsy and tried to ride away from her troubles and from the hollowness that pressed against her chest. 
 
    With the horse’s hooves thundering along the path, tears flowed from her eyes, but the wind dried them as though her sadness couldn’t keep up with the reality of her pending marriage. 
 
    Even though she rode hard and far, the palace bubble held her captive. Her streaming thoughts wouldn’t relent. There was nothing to do other than face her new reality. 
 
    When she returned to the stable, a figure stood by the fence. For a moment her heart leaped, hopeful it was Henry. Instead, her brother stood waiting for her, brooding as usual. 
 
    She surveyed him with a wary eye. Even though she knew he was going through a tough time, she wasn’t pleased with his attitude or the way he’d treated her when she’d returned with Henry. If he’d open up, maybe she could help him or at least offer her support. Instead, he’d been cold, distant, and irritable. 
 
    After dismounting from Topsy, she waited for him to speak. 
 
    “I have something to tell you.” His tone was clipped. 
 
    She braced herself for him to chastise her for one wrong or another or tell her she was going to have to perform some terrible royal duty in addition to marrying Frederick. 
 
    “There’s something you should know. Penny was pregnant and she—” Pain streaked across his features. 
 
    That wasn’t what she was expecting to hear. She placed a gentle hand on his arm. “I know,” she said unable to see her brother so upset. 
 
    “You do?” He softened. 
 
    “Penny told me. She’s been sneaking to the kitchens and baking.” 
 
    His mouth fell open. “She’s supposed to be in bed. I have to keep her safe...” he trailed off. 
 
    “Don’t tell her I was the snitch. But you can’t treat her like she’s going to break. She’s strong. So strong.” 
 
    “She had only been a couple of weeks along.” He hung his head. “It was devastating. I just want to keep her and you safe. I don’t know if I can handle more loss.”  
 
    Seeing her brother so vulnerable and upset lit the little fuse of her hopeful heart. “I’m sorry that happened, Oliver.” She gazed toward the sky. “Remember, it’s not up to us who stays or goes. But we have right now. We have each other. 
 
    He nodded. “I’ve treated everyone, you included, terribly because I’m afraid. Afraid we won’t be able to have a family.” 
 
    She hugged him tightly. “You do have a family. You’re not alone. You have me, Beatriz, Penny, and loads of other people who care so much about you and Penny.” 
 
    He went on to talk about how the pressures of being king were isolating. 
 
    “Well, you have a sister who’d be happy to help. Aren’t I your VIP VP?” She gave him half a smile. “If only so I can keep busy and not have to deal with arrogant Frederick.” 
 
    He forced back a laugh. “I’m sorry that you have to go through with that.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “I’m also sorry I was a jerk to Henry.” 
 
    That made Ava smile. “If he were here, he’d probably forgive you too.” The hollowness threatened to grow at the mention of him, but the hope inside her brightened against it. 
 
    Oliver said, “If Henry were royal, you’d have my blessing, Tater Tot. He’s a good guy.” 
 
    She wiped away a tear. They talked for a few more minutes as they walked back to the palace. 
 
    Livingston approached with a message that a woman named Jennifer was there to see her. 
 
    The hope inside Ava’s heart brightened more. If she couldn’t live the life she wanted to lead, she’d help others find happiness. 
 
    “Actually, she’s here to see you.” Ava winked at the butler. 
 
    Jennifer, the owner of the Wags and Purrs Animal Rescue, waited in a room with several carriers labeled live animals. Livingston hesitantly followed Ava inside. 
 
    After Ava and Jennifer greeted each other and made the connection they had through Emma, Ava explained the situation. “Livingston, I’ve tormented you over the years. I owe you big. I know you like cats so Jennifer has several for you to consider.” 
 
    His mouth hung open. 
 
    “I’ll take care of all the expenses. This is a companion animal for you.” 
 
    Jennifer opened several of the crates and let the cats wander out. A black and white tuxedo cat immediately rubbed against the butler’s legs. He scratched its head while Jennifer explained the adoption process and what it meant to take on one of the cats. 
 
    After a little while, he scooped the kitty into his arms. “I think this one will do.” 
 
    Ava beamed. 
 
    After they had everything sorted, she returned to her room. The bag she’d taken to the Shangri La had found its way to her closet and her belongings returned to their places. What if she’d wanted to unpack her bag herself? Or wanted a kitten? Or to simply step outside the palace gates without guards? What if she wanted Henry? 
 
    That wasn’t her reality. She supposed she had to accept her life as it was and make the best of it. In the meantime, she crawled into bed and wept. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
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    Henry 
 
      
 
      
 
    As much as it pained him to do so, it was time for Henry to properly say goodbye and to return to his life as a spy. He’d work to protect the monarchy but wasn’t sure he’d ever set foot in the palace again. 
 
    He passed the familiar paintings in their gilded frames, the antiques, and the tapestries hanging from the walls. He paused in front of the secret entrance to one of the passageways. He fought the urge to go inside, to find Ava, and remain in their secret place forever. But real life wasn’t a fantasy. 
 
    His reality was much more dangerous and painful—not only because of the injuries he occasionally sustained on the job—but also because now he had a wound in his heart, an emptiness too. He wasn’t sure it would ever heal or find a way to wholeness. 
 
    But he was strong. He could live with it. Nevertheless, his stomach sank and he hung his head. 
 
    The pattering of feet down the hall lifted him from his glum thoughts. He straightened and turned. The flare of hope that it was Ava disappeared as the queen approached. 
 
    “Hello, Henry,” Beatriz said. 
 
    “Your Majesty.” He bowed. 
 
    “I was just going to sit for tea. How about you join me.” 
 
    He braced himself for a stern talking to about his and Ava’s escapades. Surely, she didn’t know about them breaking into the museum. He’d only done it once before so he knew the surest route, the guard’s schedule, and all the details a spy would need to make an easy entry. He was bound to catch heat for that and the whole slew of other events of the previous days. 
 
    They settled in a drawing room with lace curtains. The gray sky softened the light, but he’d been trained to be alert, even when things seemed simple, straightforward, and safe. 
 
    After Livingston poured the tea, he stepped back and waited by the door. 
 
    “You know, I was in love once too.” The queen smiled. 
 
    That wasn’t what he’d expected to hear come from the monarch’s mouth. Henry nodded. He understood the queen meant to be encouraging, but the wound was so raw the idea of loving Ava in the past tense only made it hurt worse. He loved her right then and forever. 
 
    The butler cleared his throat as though the topic made him uncomfortable. Likely, he wanted to flee, but as was custom, he had to remain in the room. 
 
    “No, what I said isn’t entirely true,” she added as though the language for what she wanted to say came to her slowly. She squared her gaze on Henry. “True love, the kind of love I had, never goes away, fades, or leaves us. It carries us, buoys us, and helps us through difficult times. I am still in love.” The queen glanced at Livingston. “Why don’t you join us and talk to Henry about what it’s like to be on his side of things.” 
 
    Henry’s brow furrowed as the butler hesitantly made his way into the empty chair. 
 
    “Go on, it’s fine. Henry’s good at keeping secrets.” 
 
    That may have been true, but he didn’t understand what the queen was getting at. 
 
    “True love never leaves,” Livingston echoed. 
 
    The queen smiled. “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Even if we weren’t able to be together in the way we wanted because of our different roles, we found a way.” 
 
    Henry was sure he’d heard correctly. 
 
    The queen nodded. “It was nearly fifty years ago now. It was my sister Amelia’s first ball. She’d just turned nineteen so that must have made me—” Beatriz paused to do the math. 
 
    “You were fifteen. I was sixteen.” Livingston’s tone was almost a whisper as though he feared someone eavesdropped. 
 
    “I saw you wearing your suit, a fresh new footman, but you may as well have been in a tux with tails.” The queen’s cheeks tinted pink as she gazed adoringly at Livingston. 
 
    He brushed his hands down his lapels and over his ample belly. “I had no business looking at Her Grace. But I’d have been a fool not to notice her beauty.” The butler went on to describe every detail of the pale-yellow gown she’d worn, the updo in her hair, and the smile in her eyes. “She’s still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, even all these years later.” He cleared his throat as though surprised he’d spoken so plainly. 
 
    “For the next years, we met in secret.” The queen wore a private smirk. “You and Ava aren’t the only ones who utilized the hidden passages and rooms in the castle.” She sipped her tea as though rather pleased with herself. 
 
    Henry just stared at his teacup. He’d heard countless wild and unbelievable stories in his line of work, but this one topped them all. He almost couldn’t fathom it, but he didn’t think they were trying to incriminate him or prod him to reveal that he’d formed a relationship with the princess. They already knew the truth. 
 
    When he looked up, Beatriz and Livingston held hands atop the table. “Our lives didn’t turn out as we would have liked, but we will always have the love we share.” 
 
    “She will always be my Tiger Lily,” Livingston said. 
 
    They were trying to impart hope, but the mention of the character name from Peter Pan, the story he and Ava had loved so much when they were children, only served to remind him of her. Painfully so. 
 
    “But Ava is getting married. You never did. I wouldn’t expect her to betray her husband if you’re suggesting I—” 
 
    “No. You’re right, but there are ways for you to still be friends. Perhaps you’ll be her bodyguard or you’ll retire and take up baking.” The queen took a nibble of a tea cookie. “I will miss your father dearly. 
 
    Sadness, unlike Henry had ever known came over him then. If he were alone, he feared his eyes may have become wet. He gritted his jaw. In a matter of several days, he’d lost his father and Ava. 
 
    The queen slid the plate of cookies toward him. Livingston squeezed her hand and then rose to his feet, returning to his role as a butler. 
 
    Henry, unable to think or focus on anything other than the hole in his heart lifted a cookie to his lips and took a bite. As always it was sweet and buttery, with a hint of spice from the ginger and cardamom. His father’s recipe brought him comfort and that thought eased the pain a little—knowing his father’s legacy lived on in the palace. 
 
    He took another bite and the cookie dropped from his hand. His legacy, the recipe of his famed tea cookies lived on in the palace and the estate in Bracken Moor. 
 
    “Henry?” the queen asked. “Are you quite well?” 
 
    His gaze shot to hers. In one long breath, he explained his father’s dying words, about Lucinda Mayweather, how Ava thought she was his mother, and the cookies. 
 
    They hurried to the library. As they stood in front of the painting of the countess the queen’s eyes catted between him and the family tree. “You have the same eyes.” She paced slightly. 
 
    It was a long shot, but where Ava had a hunch, he tasted the possibility that the recipe connected his father, David Park, and his true love when opportunity couldn’t. 
 
    “It’ll be difficult to prove,” the queen said at last. 
 
    “I’m a baker’s son turned spy. By all rights, I should be as brave as Ava. I turned my back on her once, now it’s time for me to be courageous and fight for the woman I love.” 
 
    Maybe the queen could get the truth out of Lucinda. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
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    Ava 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once more, the queen delayed the public announcement of who the princess was to marry again because she had personal matters to attend to, which meant Ava was stuck entertaining (or in her opinion, enduring) the suitors.  
 
    Thankfully, Oliver had relaxed and he and Penny were back to being a sweet, loving couple. The three of them were in the baking kitchen where Penny was working on her latest masterpiece. 
 
    “Christmas is months away, surely you’ll be able to get the pecan to coconut ratio correct.” 
 
    Oliver plucked a bit of the dough from the bowl. 
 
    Penny swatted his hand away. 
 
    “I think they’re perfect.” He wrapped his hands around her from behind, enveloping her in a hug. “Just like you.” 
 
    “So Wyatt and Charlotte will be back for the holidays?” Ava asked, begging her voice not to crack. Everyone around her had found true love. She didn’t think that would happen between whichever suitor the queen would select. 
 
    “They were going to spend it at the ranch in Texas, but we invited everyone to Concordia for Christmas.” She went on to tell them a few details. 
 
    “How was her book launch?” Ava asked. “I’m sorry I missed it.” 
 
    “Delicious and a success,” Penny said. “Emma was in charge of the baked goods, but I get Christmas. 
 
    “You’re in charge of Christmas cookies?” 
 
    “Well, this is just a special something I’ve been working on. Cowboy cookies for Wyatt and lemon butter for Charlotte. To make the day extra sweet.” She winked. “Everyone gets their signature cookie.” 
 
    “What’s Oliver’s?” Ava asked. 
 
    “His are double chocolate chip, like the ones we served at the wedding.” 
 
    Penny and Oliver went on to reminisce about their wedding at the castle in Concordia. While Ava was happy to see that they’d overcome the difficulties and were trying for another baby, she couldn’t deny the lump in her throat. 
 
    As the cookies baked and the timer ticked in the background, it was like her life was on a massive countdown to when she would no longer be free. 
 
    Once again, she struggled between being true to her role as a princess and to her country along with her family and just walking out the door, never looking back. But she knew that would come at a cost too. She couldn’t do that to them even though her heart longed for nothing more than to be with Henry. 
 
    She imagined him on a top secret mission or sitting on the gray couch in his simple flat and reading the newspaper. Sadness swept through her and with a small wave she said goodbye to her brother and Penny before rushing toward her room where she could be alone. 
 
    On her way, she ran headlong into Livingston. He had a piece of cat fur on his arm. Ava’s eyes drifted to it and he brushed it away. 
 
    “How’s Tiger Lily?” Ava asked. 
 
    His cheeks tinted pink then he cleared his throat. “You mean the cat.” 
 
    “Of course, I mean the cat.” Then she remembered that it was also a character from Peter Pan, which reminded her of Henry. 
 
    “She’s doing quite well and has adapted to life in the palace seamlessly.” 
 
    Unlike most of the other staff who lived on site, as the head butler, Livingston had a small, private apartment in the south wing. 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    He smiled then said, “The queen wanted me to inform you that the announcement will be tomorrow morning.” 
 
    She knew it was coming, but the harsh reality of it actually happening stole any words of confirmation that she might’ve spoken. She merely nodded and hurried to her room. 
 
    That night, Ava hardly slept. She’d soon be moving to an estate with her future husband. It wouldn’t be his residence, but one of the many properties owned by the crown. She didn’t want to try to imagine it. Instead, her thoughts drifted to a tree-lined street and Henry’s small flat. That only made things worse. She tossed and turned as her thoughts went back and forth between what was to be and what she wanted.  
 
    When her lady’s maid parted the curtains the next morning, her eyes were bleary and it wasn’t because of the overcast light streaming in. Her heart ached. Her body too. She got dressed, wearing a cream-colored dress with pale orange flowers. Her life was no longer hers and once the announcement was made, the press would want details so she had to look her best. Her hair hardly wanted to cooperate, but she tied it into a stylish updo and clasped a string of pearls around her neck. 
 
    She sighed as she looked at herself in the mirror. It was hard enough saying goodbye to Henry, but in a way, she felt like she was saying farewell to herself as she set off to live a life of duty. 
 
    The walk to the throne room seemed farther than usual, but not long enough. The space was crowded with people who’d eagerly awaited the announcement as well as a boisterous crowd outside. After all, Ava was the last royal of her generation to be married off so it was a big deal. 
 
    The herald announced each of the suitors and then her. She entered the throne room and fought against running in the other direction.  
 
    Lastly, the queen entered and ascended the throne. With her head lifted she proclaimed, “Thank you all for your patience and for joining us on this momentous day. I will now officially announce the future husband of Princess Ava of Concordia.” 
 
    Her breath caught in her chest. 
 
    Time seemed to slow down.  
 
    Her eyes were blurry but then focused on a tall figure with dark hair. Henry stood in the back of the room. Half of her wanted to run into his arms and the other part wanted to shield herself because having him witness the announcement was almost worse. She braced herself as the queen unrolled a scroll, making the event official. 
 
    Meanwhile, Alistair excused himself as a rattling cough shook his chest, Oscar picked his nose, and Frederick looked down his as though everyone was beneath him, which wasn’t entirely untrue but only because he was fairly tall in his lifted shoes. 
 
    The queen’s voice came back. “I am pleased to announce, Princess Ava will be wed to Henry Park, Count of Bracken Moor.” 
 
    The world stopped. The room went silent. Ava stopped breathing.  
 
    She’d heard wrong. She’d imagined it. 
 
    But movement from the back of the room caught her eye. A man approached. A tall, handsome man with dark hair. He had kind eyes and flirtatious lips. He’d shaved and carried himself with the bearing of someone who’d grown up in the palace, but also by Ava’s side. 
 
    Frederick groaned. 
 
    Someone, likely Penny, whooped. 
 
    Genevieve protested. 
 
    A strong hand wrapped around hers and squeezed. Her breath returned. Her vision focused. It was Henry, standing before her. 
 
    “I’d like to get down on one knee and do this properly, but I suppose there are a few royal customs I’ll have to learn.” 
 
    She dropped his hand and wrapped her arms around him, inhaling his familiar, manly and minty scent. 
 
    When she lowered back onto her feet, she said, “I don’t understand.” 
 
    A woman emerged from the crowd. “I can explain.” It was Lucinda Mayweather. 
 
    “We can talk about it later,” Henry offered. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m done keeping secrets.” 
 
    The queen nodded as though encouraging her to go on. “I’m Lucinda Mayweather, Countess of Bracken Moor. A long time ago I fell in love with a rugged Scotsman, Henry’s father, David Park. You may know him as the master baker. Because it was a forbidden romance, we hid it and ran away. We got married. I soon discovered I was to have a child. That was something I wouldn’t be able to hide. Afraid of the consequences and of losing my title, I let his father take him away to London. If anyone were to ask, his mother passed shortly after giving birth.” 
 
    A stifled gasp of surprise came from someone in the room. 
 
    “Of course, David knew I was of nobility, so when he came into service at the palace, I was pleased that he was able to give Henry what I could not.” She gazed apologetically at him. “Countless times I considered reaching out, but feared he’d hate me for what I’d done.” Tears filled the woman’s eyes. 
 
    “I don’t hate you. You’re brave, like someone else I know.” Henry glanced at Ava. “For stepping up now.” 
 
    “How’d you figure it out?” Ava asked, relieved Lucinda had stepped forward and that Henry would get to know his mother. 
 
    “You had the hunch,” Henry started, reminding her of the night they’d snuck to the library. “But it was the cookies we ate at her estate. My father’s recipe was unique.” He went on to explain the connection and how the spices were the tip-off. 
 
    “Then we went and pled our case,” the queen interjected. “I can be very convincing.” 
 
    “I had the opportunity to help him. I know it doesn’t make my decision all those years ago right, but I can start somewhere.” Lucinda turned to Ava. “And those letters reminded me of what David and I had. That love endures even when people are apart. But given the circumstances, there was no reason for you and Henry to be apart. And the queen can be very convincing.” Lucinda confirmed. 
 
    Ava felt like shouting with joy. Her heart leaped as the hope inside of her blazed like the sunshine that filtered through the throne room windows. The clouds had parted. Her future was bright after all. 
 
    Standing in nearly the same place where they’d had their first kiss so many years ago, Henry leaned down and planted a rather chaste kiss on Ava’s lips, but behind it was something more, a promise that there would be many, many kisses from him in the future.  
 
    Even though she had to adhere to proper etiquette, the butterflies in her belly didn’t and they had a party, dancing and fluttering around. 
 
    The official announcements were made, the press was informed, and questions were answered. But not all of them. 
 
    As everyone gathered to celebrate, Ava sought out the queen.  
 
    When she was able to get her alone, she said, “Thank you for helping us.” 
 
    Beatriz smiled. “I was in love with a commoner once, but there was nothing common about him.” Her gaze was far away, but Ava followed it as though she might travel back in time.  
 
    She felt so full, so fortunate that she would marry the man she loved. She’d held onto hope, but it was love and faith, loyalty and courage, that had brought her to where she was. 
 
    The queen didn’t return her attention to Ava but lingered on Livingston. Her eyes misted over. “I still am in love,” she whispered. 
 
    It was then Ava understood Beatriz and the butler were in love. 
 
    “We were going to run away once.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t follow through with it. Soon after, I became your guardian and Oliver’s. I couldn’t do it alone so I figured out a way to keep him in my life, but—” Still, her gaze didn’t waver from Livingston. 
 
    “But you remained true to your role, true to the crown.” 
 
    “And true to him. Lucky for me, I didn’t have to get married to preserve my title and right to the throne. Things are different in Concordia though.” 
 
    Ava nodded, still fixated on Beatriz and Livingston’s secret romance. “He’s why we were never allowed to have a dog.” 
 
    The queen smiled. “He’s more of a cat kind of guy. Nonetheless, I had to try for you, Ava. When Henry told me of your hunch, it was worth it to me even if we turned out to be wrong. You might not listen to me all the time, but you do listen to your heart. For once, I had to do the same.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’d say it turned out well.” 
 
    Henry joined them and after offering his gratitude to the queen, he laced his fingers through Ava’s and whispered, “I think everyone from here to Texas knows.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Wyatt just texted, congratulating us.” 
 
    Ava beamed.  
 
    “But I think we could escape for a minute.” He tilted his head toward the door. 
 
    Without paying attention to where they were going, the new couple emerged onto the roof of the palace. The air was fresh and the sun was shining. The rooftop garden they’d visited on the starry night was open and the clear sky offered them a vista in every direction. 
 
    Henry faced Ava and gripped her arms. “I stayed away all those years to protect you. But really, I was hurting you. I never want you to feel that way again. I never want to feel the way I did these last few desperate days.” 
 
    “I’d all but given up hope, Henry. I never want to feel that way again either. But it worked out.” 
 
    “We didn’t give up.” 
 
    “Almost, but not quite.” 
 
    “We were brave.” 
 
    “So what now?”  
 
    “We may not live a normal life, but it’ll be ours.” 
 
    “Are you going to go back to being a spy?” 
 
    “I might have to go on a few missions now and then, but I rather like your idea of working with therapy dogs. I grew up in the palace too and had to abide by the no dogs rule. Retire young, travel, spend as much time as possible with you...” 
 
    Ava started to tell him about Beatriz and Livingston. 
 
    “I know. I think that’s what softened her to our plight.” Henry went on to explain the reunion with his mother. “The Scottish Highlands are nice. As is Concordia. There’s also a certain island in the South Pacific called Shangri La or we could go to Neverland. You know, if we’d like some privacy.” 
 
    “I like that we have options,” she said. “But are you joking or—?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, they’re very real and I hold the land rights. We could build a secret hideaway, but it wouldn’t have to be between two walls and covered with dust and cobwebs.” 
 
    Ava beamed. “You bought two islands?” 
 
    “For us. For the future.” 
 
    “You never gave up hope.” 
 
    “I thought it could only be love between us.” Henry wrapped his arms around Ava. “But now 
 
    it can be even more than love. We’ll have a marriage and a life together. Maybe even our own Wendy, John, and Michael.” At that, he spun her around then planted a kiss on her lips. “I love you, Princess. You’re my girl.” 
 
    “And I love you.”  
 
    Henry had many types of kisses and that last one was as wonderful as the first because it made her feel free like the future was filled with infinite possibilities. They’d be together.  
 
    It was an I love you kiss and Ava decided it was her favorite kind of kiss from Henry because she loved him too. 
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    Did you read book 1 in the Only Us series? Although each book stands alone, the world of billionaires, royalty, and dog lovers is becomes richer after reading the entire series. Find out how Emma tamed Will’s wild ways in Only a Kiss with a Billionaire, starting with this excerpt. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 1 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    For Emma Jones, it was not the most wonderful time of the year. 
 
    Not when she was alone. 
 
    Not when she was living on her sister's couch. 
 
    Not when she had to start her new job on Christmas Day. 
 
    Not when she had a broken heart. 
 
    And definitely not when she was out of ice cream. She let out a long sigh, making a cloud with her breath as she poked through the freezer with its bags of frozen vegetables, boxed pizza, and unidentified bricks of food, hoping for some vanilla fudge ripple, chunky monkey, or cookie dough. Her sister was a baker, surely she had cookie dough ice cream. 
 
    "Emmaline Catherine Jones, what are you doing in the freezer at nine am?" Penny scolded from the doorway. 
 
    Emma startled at the sound of her sister's voice and in her haste to shut the freezer door, knocked herself in the head. She reopened the door and reached for something cold so she didn't get a bump. 
 
    "Oh no you don't." Penny rushed into the kitchen.  
 
    Penny rented a small apartment in New York City she lovingly referred to as the kitchen closet, so it wasn't far to go. Her one requirement was the kitchen needed to have plenty of counter space, which she traded for space just about everywhere else. Emma was grateful to be able to stay on her sister’s couch after the company she briefly worked for filed for bankruptcy, but it was even more cramped than usual. Not to mention the Christmas tree and decorations. In the background, L Ryder's version All I Want for Christmas is You played for what seemed like the millionth time. 
 
    Emma cupped the side of her head. "I was getting ice. You saw that I'd closed—" 
 
    "I saw that you were going for another pint of ice cream." Penny's hand was on her hip and she narrowed her eyes at her younger sister. 
 
    Emma tucked her head and responded with a bashful look. "I just wanted to see if I needed to buy ice cream while I'm out." 
 
    "You've gone through two cartons. In two days. Why don't we bake cookies? Switch it up a little bit." Penny suggested. "Maybe get off the couch. Go for a run." 
 
    In the past, a long run helped Emma forget about her worries but lately, it only provided her more time to dwell on everything that had gone wrong. 
 
    "Then you're not concerned about my waistline?" She felt the hint of laughter on her lips, a rarity when so often lately she found herself with a frown. 
 
    "No. If anything you could stand to gain a few pounds." Penny reached for a mixing bowl. It was well known between the sisters that baking helped ease her stress, but Emma wasn’t so sure that was the solution especially right then. 
 
    "I can't now. I have to head over to Apex." 
 
    Clara, their mutual friend, received an amazingly fast response when she asked if there were any openings at the gym where she worked part-time. Apparently, they were desperate. 
 
    "Then we'll bake when you get home. It's Christmas after all." Penny opened her arms for a hug. 
 
    "Definitely." Emma nuzzled into her sister's familiar embrace, desperate for relief from the empty ache in her heart. She wanted something, anything—ice cream, cookies, Christmas carols—to provide relief, but it seemed like the more she reached out the more she was reminded of how very alone she was. 
 
    "There's a deli with healthy options on the corner by the gym that should be open for lunch." 
 
    Emma stuck her tongue out at Penny. "Okay, Mom. I'll make sure I eat my veggies too." 
 
    Penny wrinkled her nose back. 
 
    "If I were Mom, I'd tell you to find yourself a rich man and that probably won't happen at the deli." 
 
    “Or the gym,” Emma chimed. 
 
    Penny was only a year and a half older but had a maternal softness that Emma appreciated—though not so much when they were younger. Whereas their actual mother was somewhere in the Caribbean with her latest wealthy suitor and could only be relied upon to encourage the girls to marry for money. 
 
    Emma bundled up in her coat, hat, and scarf—all knit by their beloved grandmother who'd passed away. She hated being cold. 
 
    The Christmas carols in the background changed to the Twelve Days of Christmas. Emma and Penny locked eyes and started singing. It was a tradition that whatever they were doing when that particular song came on, they had to stop and sing it in its entirety. They had it memorized and found it would be stuck in their heads so over the years they'd change up the words. Then it got out of hand and they'd email each other a sound bite of the song, leave some snippet of the song in a voicemail and the other sister vowed to sing from the first day to the last, five golden rings and all. 
 
    When they got to the final verse, Emma took a deep breath. "Phew. Okay, I have to go or I'm going to be late." 
 
    Penny glanced at the time and then her eyes widened. "Wait. You have twenty minutes, and I have a great idea." 
 
    "Can you tell me later? It's my first day, I want to make a good impression." 
 
    "The gym is two blocks away. You'll be fine. Just listen. Plus it has to do with your new job." Penny waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    Emma raised hers, unsure what her sister had up her sleeve. 
 
    "Christmas is the most romantic time of the year. Couples out strolling in the snow, kissing under the mistletoe…" 
 
    "Um, yeah. That's a lovely scene and if you recall I had that with—" She didn't want to be reminded of Everett—the guy who broke her heart and her bank. 
 
    "Did you have that though?" Penny surveyed her sister. 
 
    Emma pulled her hat lower on her head. 
 
    "It's time to move on. You've been sleeping on my couch and eating my ice cream for—" Penny started counting on her fingers. 
 
    "For two days." Emma shifted from foot to foot. 
 
    "But six months before that what were you doing?" Penny asked. 
 
    "It was seven months, a week, and two days." 
 
    "You're keeping track?" 
 
    "Penny, are you kicking me out?" 
 
    "No, I'm just giving you a kick in the pants. A jump-start…Listen, I want to set you up with twelve dates. It will be like the twelve dates of Christmas, like the song. On the first date of Christmas…" she started singing. 
 
    "My true love? Penny, he—" Emma's chin trembled at the thought of Everett. 
 
    "If he was your true love he wouldn't have—" 
 
    Emma's shoulders caved and her throat felt thick. 
 
    "I want to see you happy again or at least not miserable. You shouldn't be the one suffering. Just give it some thought. You might meet some hot, ripped gym guy. That could be date number one." 
 
    "But today is Christmas day. Aren't the twelve days leading up to…?" 
 
    Penny waved her hand dismissively. "Details, details. Did I mention Clara found a Christmas hottie of her own? While you were wallowing in despair—" 
 
    "Hey, take it easy. I fell asleep last night." 
 
    "Crying." 
 
    Emma straightened. "This is a difficult time to be alone." 
 
    "So don't be alone." 
 
    Emma didn't dare say she'd rather be with her ex because even though she couldn't stop replaying what had happened and wishing things were different, she wasn't sure if that was true anymore. There was a glimmer of light at the end of the breakup tunnel, but Emma was scared of where it would lead and what it might mean to get over Everett. They'd met in college. He was all she knew. Penny was right. She didn't want to be alone, but maybe she didn't want to be with him either. Not really. Not anymore. 
 
    Penny's voice floated back to Emma. "Clara found herself kissing L Ryder, the famous singer, under the mistletoe. Can you believe it?" Penny gave her a quick recap of the previous night when their good friend, Clara Covington, roped the famous musician into volunteer work at a dog shelter, finding homes for twelve adorable puppies. 
 
    "Maybe that's what I need, a puppy," Emma said, brightening. 
 
    "Not a terrible idea, but they don't allow them here." Penny glanced around at the apartment. 
 
    "I'll find my own place soon." 
 
    "You don't have to. I like having you here. It reminds me of old times…" 
 
    Emma knew her sister was thinking of before Everett. They’d fallen for each other hard and fast. She didn't mean for her friendships, cookie-baking dates with her sister, and pretty much everything else to fall away. She also didn't mean for her relationship to fall apart but she started to wonder about her stickiness. Did she lack the glue, the charm, the whatever that kept people loyal? Loved?  
 
    "If you dated twelve guys, casually, no strings, for fun, you'd discover what qualities you value, the kind of person you're compatible with—" 
 
    Emma's thoughts remained on Everett. In the last months, he'd stuck in her mind like glue. "On paper, he was perfect." 
 
    "Exactly. On paper. In real life, he was a—" 
 
    Emma opened her mouth to defend him but felt foolish for having been so gullible to fall for his deception. She thought he was loyal and that they’d loved each other. 
 
    Penny lifted a fierce eyebrow and shook her head. "No! I know what you're going to say. Everett Craven was a toad." 
 
    Emma pressed her lips together. "I don't disagree but I have the right to defend my ability to pick a guy and not be a total failure when it comes to men." She recounted a few of the previous guys she'd dated before him—there were only a few.  
 
    Penny tilted her head in disbelief.  
 
    "I guess I do have a terrible track record." 
 
    "Think of it this way, now you know exactly what you didn't want in a guy. Giving you the opportunity to figure out what you do want." 
 
    "I just thought Everett was the one." 
 
    Penny tickled Emma's nose with the end of her scarf, softening the mood with sisterly understanding. "I know you did, Sis. Cookies later?" 
 
    "Cookies always," Emma replied, grabbing a box tied with a ribbon to bring to her new coworkers. "I'd better go. See you tonight." 
 
    Emma and Penny weren't wealthy growing up, but they were always generous in ways they could, including sharing cookies with anyone who'd eat them. They did an annual cookie bake-off to feed the homeless, donated cookies to school and church bake sales, and generally tried to brighten everyone's day with sugar, butter, and chocolate. They also had the tradition to bring them to work on the first day of a new job even though it was the last place she wanted to go on Christmas day. 
 
    When Emma stepped outside, she pulled her scarf tighter against the frigid air. The gray sky made her feel gloomier than she already did. She closed her eyes, said a prayer of gratitude that she had a place to stay, her sister, and God’s grace. Then as she waited for the crosswalk signal, the twinkle lights glowed, illuminating New York City with that special Christmas magic she couldn’t deny. A smile hid under her scarf. 
 
    She crossed the street, passing a happy couple, hand in hand. Through the window of a coffee shop, another pair leaned close, but she turned away before their inevitable kiss. The unusual, lonesome feeling dimmed the light inside of her on the otherwise festive occasion. Her smile faded. 
 
    Emma pushed open the glass door of the gym and was met with the strains of beat-heavy music. After wiping her feet and untying her scarf, Emma approached the reception desk. 
 
    A woman with a high, blond ponytail greeted her. "Welcome to Apex Gym. Merry Christmas." 
 
    "Hi, um, I'm the new girl, Emma Jones, here for the job." She wasn't sure she could summon that level of perky cheer at nine am on Christmas morning, but she desperately needed a job and was willing to do whatever was necessary. Previously, she'd worked for Everett's firm but that and life as she knew it disappeared in a single day, leaving her with mountains of debt and despair. She'd found another job, but the company folded after she'd only been there several months. 
 
    "I'm Melody. Nice to meet you. So glad you're here. Let me go find Joe, the manager." Melody jogged down a nearby hall. 
 
    Emma waited by the desk. She'd worn leggings and a sweatshirt. Because of the suddenness of the job, she wasn't sure if there was a uniform or—Melody reappeared and passed her a black tank that had a triangle in the center over the word Apex and the slogan Attain. Build. Crush. 
 
    Joe, the manager, trailed Melody as he scanned his tablet. He bobbed his shaved and shiny head in Emma's direction. "Glad you could start on such short notice. So many people have been calling in sick. Yeah right, they just had too many holiday jollies." He clicked his tongue disapprovingly and then consulted a list on the sleek device. "Another girl just left." He puffed his cheeks and let out a breath. "Let me have you fill this out." He passed Emma the tablet. "Have you ever worked as an assistant?" 
 
    Emma wasn't sure if that was a good sign or a bad omen because she'd been Everett's assistant, which meant she'd gotten him coffee, made copies, and essentially ran the company. "Actually, yes. My last job—" 
 
    Joe clapped his hand on her back. "Excellent. Looks like my Christmas wish came true. You'll do great. Just finish that up. It's a month-long position and then we'll find you something else within the company." He leaned over Emma's shoulder while she filled out her personal information, including address and phone number. "Just your last job for the previous work experience will do. Great. You're a lifesaver, Emma." 
 
    A mixture of confusion and appreciation flashed across her face because the number in the pay rate box was significantly higher than she expected to earn working at a gym. Joe grabbed the device from her hand and walked away. Over his shoulder, he said, "He'll be here soon."  
 
    Emma turned back to the desk and gazed up at an enormous photo print of a set of abs. Rock hard abs. 
 
    Melody sighed and fluttered her lashes as she gazed at the photo. "They belong to the owner." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "The abs. I'm sure you've seen them around town, on billboards, model spreads in magazines, stores. He's everywhere. Has quite the reputation." Melody leaned in and dropped her voice. "Despite his health and wellness empire, he likes to have a good time. I've been hearing rumors about his partying, clubs, women... Then again, I wouldn't say no to a night with those abs…" Melody pointed to the print on the wall and went on to tell stories of the gym owner's lifestyle and rampant spending on everything from gold-plated gym equipment to placing a wager on a small island in the Caribbean during a card game. 
 
    Emma's thoughts darted to how she preferred the simple, quiet life. The one she'd wanted with Everett: travel, fine dining, theater, art museums...  
 
    Her chest tightened. She'd never told anyone the entire story because she was embarrassed. She'd hardly even let herself think it. Everett had frequent business meetings and often worked late. As his assistant, she kept track of receipts and expenses. She logged a huge bill into the accounting software; a bill she reasoned must have been a mistake on the company card. She'd Googled the payee and discovered it was for a club, one she'd never expect her fiancé to patronize, but certainly could imagine the owner of the gym visiting—if the rumors about his wild lifestyle were true. She already hated him on principle alone. However, Melody and Joe seemed nice enough even if she didn't agree with the values of the gym owner. Thankfully, she'd probably never have to meet him. 
 
    "Why don't you go change into your tank and we'll get you started," Melody said, apparently done gossiping. 
 
    "Who works out on Christmas, anyway?" Emma muttered. 
 
    At the same time, the doors behind Emma opened, sending in a gust of cold, winter air.  
 
    She turned around and laid eyes on a tall guy wearing a fitted wool coat. A shadow of stubble lined his jaw and his eyes were as blue as northern ice. 
 
    Her heart stuttered and her mouth fell open. If guys like him worked out on Christmas, she might just enjoy her new job. 
 
      
 
    Read now! 
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