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PROLOGUE

	l

	M


	ichael, sit still,” Phillip scolded quietly. “The ceremony is about to begin.”

	Beside him, his two-year-old son lifted his brown eyes to Phillip’s before he folded his hands between his legs and ceased bouncing. Two seconds later, he started kicking his little legs, swinging them from the tall bench.

	“Michael,” Phillip’s wife, Elaine, reprimanded. Once again, the boy stilled.

	Phillip had hoped it would be easy for Michael to contain himself; he’d spent most of the day playing with the little princess’s older brother. Unfortunately, it appeared the two dark-haired boys had simply wound themselves up more, as Axel was fidgeting up on the platform where he stood just behind his own father, King Steffan of Ralnor.

	Christenings were notoriously dull, but Crown Prince Phillip of Daraigh was skilled at splitting his attention between two things at once. As the ceremony progressed, he scanned the other members of the audience unobtrusively. He couldn’t see most of the room from his position on the second row, but even his limited range allowed him to search for the representatives from the other kingdoms of Roumaterra.

	A few seats down in the front row sat Crown Prince Banri from Ryuni, the kingdom to the southwest of Daraigh. At twenty, he was a little on the young side to attend in his father’s place, but Steffan himself was a young king. Behind Prince Banri was Queen Alejandra of Castellia on the western coast, her back ramrod-straight. Phillip had lost track of how many children she had at home; this trip was probably a welcome break for her.

	He thought he’d seen Valerie, wife of King Antoine of Amitié, prancing around in her absurdly-wide skirts before entering the throne room, but if she made it in – not that it would surprise him if she skipped the ceremony – she must have found a seat farther back. What did surprise him was that King Calvin had made the trip from southern Baldur; having recently lost his wife, it would have been acceptable for Calvin to stay at home and mourn with his young son. But instead, he was sitting on the far-right side of the Ralnoran throne room.

	“Long?” a not-quiet-enough voice whined softly from down and to the left.

	“Hush,” Phillip whispered. “It’s almost over.”

	His eyes settled on the baby girl in her mother’s arms. He couldn’t see details from here beyond the light brown of her tiny hand stretching towards her mother, but he knew from meeting her earlier that her little green-eyed face was surrounded by wispy chestnut strands. Little Axel leaned around his father, standing on his tiptoes to try to see his sister. Phillip’s lips twitched upwards in a slight smile. There was a protective older brother in the making.

	Suddenly, in the middle of the officiant’s final benediction, the doors at the back of the room crashed open. Spinning in his seat, Phillip saw a tall, hooded figure stride through the doorway.

	The stranger threw his arms wide as he advanced. “Isn’t this charming?” he drawled. “All these people gathered together to witness the naming of a new royal brat.”

	“Fabian,” Phillip heard Steffan say in a quiet, strained voice.

	Fabian…wasn’t that the name of one of Steffan’s advisors? No, ex-advisor – the man had been banished from Ralnor for conducting unethical magical experiments…not only on animals, but on humans, as well. Steffan had mentioned that Fabian had a chip on his shoulder, but the banishment was supposed to remove any concern of retaliation.

	Obviously, something had gone wrong.

	Phillip began to rise to his feet as Steffan’s guards surged towards the magic-user, the pounding of their boots on the marble floor audible even over the panicked murmurings of the crowd. Fabian laughed menacingly, then traced a sign in the air. 

	Five paces from their goal, the Ralnoran guards crashed into an invisible wall, their ranks breaking as the leaders bounced backwards into their fellows.

	“Did you think it would be that easy?” the sorcerer taunted. His smirk was visible under the edge of his hood. “Even before you cast me out, I had great power. I have worked hard to improve it since I left.”

	Michael’s guardsman stood as well, his hand hovering over the hilt of his sword, even though he had little room in which to draw it. Without speaking a word, Phillip shifted to the side and slid Michael closer to the young man.

	“You think you’re so special because you were born into the royal family. You think you can do whatever you want, to whomever you want. You think you’re so powerful,” Fabian sneered. “But you’re wrong. You can’t even protect your little girl.”

	Lifting a hand, the sorcerer once again made a sign in the air. “Helena Dracovich,” he announced dramatically, “I hereby curse you to endless sleep—”

	“Ollie!” a little voice cried fearfully. Phillip allowed himself a brief glance at his son. The boy was clinging to his guardsman’s sword arm. 

	“Michael!” he hissed. “Let go of him!”

	“—the moment the blood wells on your finger, all people will be driven from the area in which you fall. Do not think anyone will come looking—”

	Elaine clutched his arm and leaned in. “Phillip, what do we do?” 

	He shook his head silently. What could they do?

	“—driving them to despair whenever they think of you.”

	As the sorcerer lowered his hands, his mouth twisted in a mocking grin, Steffan broke free of the shock that appeared to have frozen him and charged down the stairs of the dais, his face warped in fury. “Enough! Guards!”

	Fabian simply laughed again and threw something on the ground. A large cracking sound accompanied a flash of light and a plume of dark gray smoke. Throwing an arm in front of his eyes, Phillip shoved his wife behind him. The guardsman did the same with Michael.

	When the smoke cleared, Phillip carefully lowered his arm and scanned the room, but all he saw was chaos among the guests. That, and a proud young king: shoulders hunched, head drooping, standing alone in the place where the smoke had originated.

	The sorcerer was gone.

	“Papa?” Phillip looked down to see Michael pulling on his sleeve with a frightened expression. “Up, pease?”

	After another quick glance around the room to check for dangers, Phillip scooped his toddler into his arms. Steffan’s wife was cradling her baby daughter and crying out in a loud, desperate voice, begging the room for help, but there was nothing he could do for her. 

	Instead, he wrapped an arm around his own wife and hugged his small family close.

	~

	Roughly a year later, another baby girl was christened. There was no fanfare around her ceremony; rather than a king, her father was only a humble – if well-to-do – merchant from Daraigh. Fair-skinned, unassuming, with straight blonde hair and blue eyes, she couldn’t have been more different from Princess Helena, but little Arabella had a destiny to match.

	 

	
Twenty-three years later…

	 

	


CHAPTER 1

	Ella

	S


	quinting at the bright yellow thread, Ella poked her needle through the fabric. In, and draw it out. In, and draw it out. Over and over and over again.

	The needle stalled as she leaned back in her armchair. The stiff cushions made her back ache, but, like the rest of the furnishings in her suite, it was a beautiful piece of furniture made of rich, expensive materials. Deep reds surrounded her, and the plush rug under her feet was a treat she only dreamed of before coming to live in the Hartford castle. Although she wore proper ladies’ slippers at the moment, she loved to wiggle her toes in the soft surface when she was barefoot.

	Straightening up again, she forced herself to resume stitching. “No one will notice, but at least I will have accomplished something once it’s finished,” she muttered. 

	Suddenly, the needle jerked to a stop. Ella gave it a tug, but nothing happened.

	“Oh, bother it all,” she snapped, throwing her embroidery onto the cherry end-table beside her chair. The wood frame clattered across the surface, but she was too irritated to wince at the scratches that likely resulted from the abuse. “I hate snarls.”

	She shoved herself to her feet, reached one hand up to rub her temples, and paced the length of her sitting room a few times, feeling like one of the royal hunting dogs prowling about its kennel. She didn’t have the patience to pick out the snarl at the moment, but if she wasn’t going to embroider, what could she do instead?

	Sweeping the hall would be a welcome change from the forced stillness of embroidery, but the last time she’d tried, she’d received a scolding from Mrs. Hodgkins, the housekeeper. So that was out. And it had been months since she’d made it anywhere near the laundry room.

	Pausing at the window, she glanced up at the cloudless blue sky. It was perfect spring weather; maybe she should call for Elizabeth to meet her at the stables. A ride would break up the monotony.

	It would also be lonely. Her ladies’ maid, a guard, and herself.

	Although if the guard were Charlie, she would at least have someone to talk to.

	Feeling drained by the direction of her thoughts, she leaned her forehead against the cool glass. The faint reflection of her perfectly-styled blonde hair and sapphire-blue eyes looked back at her.

	“Smile, Ella,” she whispered to herself, forcing the corners of her lips up a little. “You never know who might be watching.”

	A movement below caught her attention. Focusing beyond the window once more, she saw her husband standing on the brick path leading to the training yards. With him was a cluster of female courtiers. The muffled sound of his deep laughter reached her through the glass. While she watched, he said something that sent the flock into titters of delight.

	One of them – unmarried, as most of them were – laid a hand on his arm as she gushed a response. Giving the woman a blinding smile, he lifted the hand from his arm and kissed it.

	Ella pinched her lips, her eyes narrowing at the action.

	He bade the ladies farewell, then turned to continue to the yards. His eyes flicked towards her second-story window. Was—was he actually looking for her?

	Pleased, she gave him a tentative smile and a small wave. He merely nodded in acknowledgment, his face somber, before striding away.

	“A nod?” Ella muttered under her breath. “They get laughter and smiles, and I get a nod?”

	She hastily stepped away from the window and hid her face in the red brocade drapes, balling her hands into fists. Despite her best efforts, a few tears leaked out and trailed down her cheeks before she managed to force her emotions back down. She grabbed a handkerchief from her handbag – pockets weren’t appropriate for princesses – and wiped it across her eyes.

	“I won’t let them see me cry,” she huffed to herself. “No matter how much they flaunt his mistake in marrying a commoner, I won’t let them see me cry!”

	Taking several deep breaths, she waited for the pressure behind her eyes to subside before stepping out of the drapes and dropping into her chair. 

	“Everything was perfect at the ball.” Ella slouched in her seat, propping her chin up on one hand. “I wish I understood what went wrong.”

	Her eyes lost focus as she recalled the precious memory. He’d told her that his name was Mike as he bowed over her hand and requested a dance from the most beautiful girl in the room. She thought he was a terrible flatterer at first, if a good-looking one, with his silky black hair and fine clothing. As she’d twirled through the ballroom in his arms, though, she’d decided that she didn’t care if one of her stepsisters managed to catch the prince. As long as she could have Mike, everything would be all right.

	Ella slowly pushed herself out of her chair and wandered towards the mantel. The dancing slippers that she’d worn that night now sat on top of it, neatly arranged on a cushion.

	The dancing slippers. Such a simple thing, yet so important in the end. She’d lost track of the time, so when the clock struck twelve, she’d left Mike behind with no explanation. The kind neighbor who had helped her attend had told her that he could leave no later than midnight, and the dress she had worn was borrowed. She couldn’t afford for her stepmother to learn that she’d been there, nor could she have let her neighbor get into trouble for her sake, so she ran.

	In her hurry, she’d tripped on the stairs, abandoning the slipper that flew from her foot. The whole time, tears had run down her face, because she knew Mike was lost to her. No one would ever look for a finely-dressed woman in a servant.

	Or so she had thought.

	The last thing she had expected to see two days later was a bevy of royal servants on her stepmother’s porch. Seeking the owner of her missing slipper to marry Crown Prince Michael.

	Or Mike, as she knew him.

	Trailing a hand along the soft suede of one of the treasured slippers, she tried to keep her lips from dipping below horizontal. In the two years since their fairytale wedding, Ella and Mike had gradually drifted apart. Now, they felt more like Arabella and Michael, or worse, Princess Arabella and Crown Prince Michael. 

	“Love at first sight,” she said bitterly. “What a joke.” Another tear threatened to roll down her cheek, but she wiped it away. “I thought you were my best friend, Mike. Why did you leave me?”

	A gentle knocking startled her out of her thoughts. Quickly wiping her eyes, she cleared her throat. “Yes?”

	“It’s me, Your Highness,” her maid called.

	Striding to the door, Ella took a deep breath before pulling it open. “Hello, Jackie.”

	The black-haired young woman dipped in a quick curtsy. “Did you have need of me this afternoon?”

	Ella mentally skimmed through her list of possible activities again. “No…no, I don’t believe so.”

	“You won’t be riding Shadow?”

	She shook her head. “Not today. But thank you, Jackie.”

	“Of course, Your Highness.” After one more curtsy, her maid strolled back down the hall.

	Once she was out of sight, Ella headed to the kitchen. 

	She needed something to distract herself from the thoughts plaguing her. She could embroider, but that would only busy her hands, not her mind. Nor could it cheer her up; not when her needlework couldn’t compare to that of the fine ladies of the court.

	She slipped past several doors where she could hear courtiers discussing everything from the weather to King Phillip’s latest declaration. The princess-y move would have been to pop in, float around graciously for a few minutes, offer polite compliments and observations, and then proceed to the next room to repeat the performance.

	Ella had never been good at that, though; the courtiers looked down on her for her humble origins, and she was easily intimidated by their glowers. Managing the disapproving crowd had been possible when Mike was at her side, but that was the problem. Mike had disappeared, and Michael was too busy being the crown prince.

	~

	“I’m sorry, Your Highness, it wouldn’t be appropriate.”

	Ella held back a sigh and kept her sweet smile in place. “Sarah, I know I asked you to call me Ella.”

	The maid shook her auburn head as she twisted her feather duster between her hands. “That would also be inappropriate, Princess Arabella.”

	Ella did sigh this time. Drat the royals and the court and their dratted precious formality. She would push, but at least one servant had been reprimanded for referring to her as Ella. Another caught an earful for simply calling her Arabella, without the title. She wished they would at least address her as such when no one else was around, but apparently, they had decided the risk of someone overhearing was too great.

	“Can’t I at least borrow one of your rags? I’ll just swish it around lightly without really cleaning anything.” Ella knew she was verging on absurdity, but she couldn’t help it. “You can’t get in trouble if I’m just holding it, can you?”

	Sarah gave her a small smile. “I don’t think His Majesty would approve, Your Highness.”

	“Michael would let me,” Ella protested half-heartedly. And a year ago, Michael might have smiled indulgently and let her “have her fun” for a few minutes. At this point, he probably wouldn’t care one way or the other.

	“His Highness might, but I must still respectfully decline,” Sarah replied, dipping into a curtsy. “I’m sorry.” 

	“Only for a few minutes,” Ella begged. “Cook let me knead some bread earlier.”

	Sarah gave her a knowing look. “But she sent you away when Mrs. Hodgkins was coming, didn’t she?”

	Drat the housekeeper and her agreement with the royals and the court. “Yes,” Ella sulked. “I had to leave before the regular patrol arrived. You’d think, as a princess, I could do what I like,” she added indignantly.

	Laughing, Sarah turned back to her dusting. “Most princesses don’t like to spend their time cooking and cleaning. You’ve set them all on their heads, Your Highness, and scared them into greater rigidity for the rules.”

	Most princesses. 

	Yes, that was part of the problem, it seemed – most princesses were born royalty or nobility before marrying a prince and earning the rank upgrade.

	Most princesses weren’t the daughters of merchants, nor had they spent over a decade living the life of a servant. 

	Most princesses knew how to look and act the part, from embroidery to polite conversation to a proper preference for everything dull and useless, and if they weren’t born royalty, they were after the title, so the love and attention – or lack thereof – of their prince was of little import.

	Ella was nothing like most princesses.

	“Thanks anyway, Sarah. The room looks great,” Ella said softly.

	Sarah waved in acknowledgement as Ella folded her hands in front of her and attempted to exit the room in a princess-like manner. No sense bringing more disdain down on her head if she could help it.

	“Now what do I do?” she murmured to the wall, her lips barely moving.

	As a princess, Ella had very few “approved” activities. Among them were riding her horse, mingling with the nobles, and the one she’d abandoned earlier: embroidery. 

	The only one she enjoyed was her horse.

	“I would be perfectly happy with nothing to do if only I could be with Mike,” she continued in a wistful – but quiet – tone.

	As she walked down the hallway, she allowed her attention to drift from her surroundings. They never changed. Tapestries, window, more tapestries, a suit of armor – why did royals feel the need to display old suits of armor? – portraits of long-dead royals, more tapestries.

	She should probably watch where she was going, but now that she was a princess, other people generally dodged first.

	Except, of course, for solidly-built crown princes.

	“Oof!” Having been staring pensively out of a wide window, Ella failed to notice her husband before she walked straight into his chest. She bounced off, but he was considerate enough to reach out and steady her so she didn’t fall into an inelegant heap. “Michael! I didn’t see you there.”

	One corner of his mouth quirked up. Heaven help her, was that a smile? “I noticed. The gardens are quite beautiful. If you are going to admire them while walking, though, perhaps they would be better enjoyed from inside the gates.” She felt a slight blush spreading across her cheeks. He didn’t sound disapproving. He sounded like he was…teasing her. When was the last time he had gently teased her? “I can attest to their beauty at close range – I looked there first. I certainly didn’t expect to find you in this wing. What are you doing?”

	“You were looking for me?” Ella asked, hope blossoming. His hands still gripped her waist.

	“Yes,” he replied lightly, releasing her. She hid her disappointment at the loss. “I suppose I should have sent a servant, but I thought you’d be easier to find.”

	“Oh.” That didn’t sound very promising. “What do you need?”

	Michael reached up and brushed a thumb across her cheek. “You had some flour,” he explained, ruining the impression that it had been an affectionate gesture. Leaning back, he scanned her person, then flicked his fingers across her sleeve where she had missed another smudge. Ella grimaced. So much for keeping her low-born activities semi-secret. How many people had seen the evidence before Michael came along?

	“So, what did you need?” Ella repeated, drawing herself up as straight as she could and pasting on her princess face. It hurt to be treated so casually by the husband who had once adored her, but she wasn’t going to let him see that. “You said you were looking for me?”

	“Ah, yes.” Michael straightened as well, clasping his hands behind his back. “Axel and Katy have invited us to Ralnor, and Father has granted permission for our absence. We will not depart for a week, but I—”

	Ella smiled softly as he spoke, the hurt diminishing ever so slightly. He didn’t say it, but he was here, giving her this news himself, because he knew that she would be delighted to see her good friend Princess Katrin, wife of Prince Axel of Ralnor.

	Much had changed, but every now and then, a trace of Mike peeked out of Crown Prince Michael.

	“Thank you,” she murmured, daring to place her hand on his arm. For a moment, their eyes met, and they exchanged gentle smiles. But then Michael drew back, a polite smile on his face once more.

	“If you’ll excuse me, Arabella,” he said, bowing slightly, “I am expected at a meeting with one of Father’s advisors.”

	“Of course,” she replied with equal politeness and a slight curtsy. “Do not let me keep you from your duties.” She kept her voice light so the edge of frustration wouldn’t leak through. Naturally, he had duties. She was practically useless, a pretty ornament making pretty ornaments, but one duty or another was always claiming her husband. He never had time for her.

	 

	


CHAPTER 2

	Michael

	M


	ichael let the smile slide off his face as he walked down the hall. He didn’t care if the servants saw his slight glower; it wouldn’t be the first time they had seen him in one of his moods.

	That hadn’t gone as he’d hoped.

	She hadn’t frowned at him, like she had that morning when he’d seen her at her window. She’d seemed happy to see him. But all she really wanted was—

	An arm dropped across his shoulders, startling him out of his thoughts. “Michael! You look positively joyful. Should I send for Oliver to protect everyone around you, or for the lovely Arabella to soothe your irritated soul?”

	Michael turned an unimpressed look on his younger brother.

	“Are you going to tell me what has you all worked up?” Justin asked brightly.

	“Arabella.”

	Wincing, Justin slid his arm off and scratched the back of his neck. “Oh. What did she do?”

	Michael relived the encounter. His amusement at her embarrassment. The thrill of holding her for once. His frustration when he realized what she was doing. 

	“She was in the west wing hounding the servants to let her help again,” Michael finally admitted.

	Justin looked up at the ceiling, thinking. “Nope,” he said after a few moments, “I don’t see the connection.”

	“The connection?”

	The younger prince raised an eyebrow. “Between Arabella trying to clean and you being upset. She’s been doing that since you married her!”

	Because she hadn’t truly been pleased to see him; she had been hoping he had something for her to do.

	Running a hand through his hair, Michael searched for an explanation that wouldn’t make him sound pathetic. “It’s servants’ work.”

	“So?” Justin asked, spinning to walk backward so he could face his brother.

	“She shouldn’t be doing it.”

	Justin shrugged. “Does it matter, as long as she enjoys it?”

	“She’s a princess now.” Michael scowled at the floor. “Princesses aren’t supposed to mix with servants, let alone do their jobs for them.”

	Of course, princes weren’t supposed to, either.

	“That’s… an unusual stance, coming from you.” Justin’s voice had a strange note to it, but the comment barely registered on Michael’s awareness.

	Huffing angrily, he restrained the desire to kick a suit of armor as he passed. He’d broken the social rule first. Now he had a sweet, beautiful wife…but one who preferred the company of servants to her husband.

	Maybe he should have listened to his parents and ignored his emotions. Married someone of a similar station, and love be hanged.

	“Michael?” Pulling his eyes up, he found his brother watching him with a creased brow. “Are you still with me?”

	“Sorry,” he said, dragging another hand through his hair and releasing a long exhale.

	Justin studied him. “You’ve been working too hard again. You should skip the meeting with Lord Humphrey this afternoon.”

	“How do you know I’m—” Coming to a stop, Michael narrowed his eyes at his brother. “Wait. Aren’t you supposed to be in class right now? Where’s Hudson?”

	A sly grin crept across Justin’s face. “Searching for his chalkboard.”

	“You…” Michael let his head fall back, exasperated. “Where is it?”

	“What makes you think I know where it is?”

	“Justin,” he said wearily, “If you don’t put it back immediately, I’ll tell Father.”

	The look of betrayal on his brother’s face was almost comical. “You wouldn’t!”

	“Try me.”

	For a few moments, Justin looked like he might argue, but then his shoulders slumped in defeat. “Fine,” he huffed.

	Michael tracked his brother’s path with his eyes until he rounded the corner. The nine-year difference between the two of them sometimes made him feel more like a parent than an older sibling. Had he been that irresponsible as a teenager? 

	Shaking his head in disbelief at Justin’s antics, Michael headed to his meeting with the economic advisor. The corner of his mouth quirked up, though, and his steps were lighter than they had been before Justin showed up.

	~

	“Too slow!” Michael taunted, a grin on his face as he danced out of the way.

	His opponent grunted and pulled back, throwing up his sword to parry Michael’s answering thrust. The defense was weak, barely preventing a hit.

	“Sloppy, Your Highness,” a familiar voice called from the sidelines. “You should have had him with that one.”

	Michael let his smile grow wider, shaking his head slightly at the critique. “I’ll fight you next, if you like, Oliver,” he replied, barely breathing hard. “Then you can see for yourself how sloppy I am.”

	“I respectfully decline. I would not wish to embarrass you in front of the others.”

	Rather than respond, Michael knocked back his opponent’s sword, feinted a thrust to the right, then swung his sword to the left, pulling back at the last moment to lightly tap the man on the side of the neck with the flat of his blade. “Hit.”

	“A good fight, Your Highness,” the man acknowledged, giving a slight nod as his chest heaved. “Thank you for the honor.”

	“No, thank you for the practice,” Michael replied smoothly. “Well done.”

	Sheathing his sword, he stepped out of the practice ring. He accepted the rag Oliver held out to him and wiped it across his forehead, mopping up the bit of sweat beaded there. The middle-aged guard folded his arms across his chest and watched Michael with a stoic expression, only the slightest lift to his left eyebrow betraying his amusement.

	“Something to say, Oliver?” Michael asked lightly. He tossed the rag in a bin already half-full of other sweaty rags and sauntered towards the edge of the training yard.

	“I believe I already said it,” Oliver said. “You were sloppy.”

	Michael clicked his tongue. “Yet you refused to instruct me yourself in a match. Clearly, you fear setting yourself against my skill.”

	He kept his face straight as he watched the older man out of the corner of his eye. Oliver’s left eyebrow raised another notch. Perhaps he shouldn’t needle the poor man, but after twenty-six years of having Oliver trailing him around, first as a junior personal guard and now as the captain of his guard, his black-haired shadow was as much friend and pseudo-father as protector.

	“Believe what you want to believe. But remember who taught you, little one.”

	“As if you didn’t surpass your own master,” Michael said smugly. “Someday, you’ll have to fight me again, and when that day comes…well, you’ll have to admit the truth, my friend.”

	Oliver shook his head slightly, but other than another slight lift to his eyebrow, he made no response.

	“I was surprised to find you in the training yard,” the guard said after a few minutes. “I thought you had planned to take Princess Arabella on a walk in the gardens this afternoon.”

	Running a hand through his hair, Michael looked away. “I did, but that was before Lord Humphrey caught me on my way to train. He made me late, and now I barely have time to clean up before I meet with the blacksmith guild about the proposed trade law.”

	A quick sideways glance revealed that Oliver’s eyebrow had dropped below its normal position, and the slightest frown now stretched his mouth. He said nothing, however.

	“We’re leaving for Ralnor in a couple of days,” Michael said, attempting to justify himself despite his guard’s lack of verbal rebuke. “I’ll make it up to her then.”

	Oliver shook his head slightly. “You have a lot to make up.”

	And that was the problem with having a guard who had watched him since he was two years old. The others were much less likely to scold him.

	“I have responsibilities, Oliver,” Michael scowled. “I can’t ignore them simply because I want to.”

	“I never said you should.”

	Sighing, Michael reached for the doorknob at the castle. “I don’t know what you want me to do, Oliver.”

	His guard simply looked at him.

	“Thank you, Oliver, for your great assistance.” He paused in the open doorway. “Are you coming in, or were you just walking me to the door this time?”

	“Keeping you company, Your Highness.” Oliver bowed slightly as he stepped backward. “Best wishes for your meeting.” He took two steps away, then stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Tell the princess hello.”

	Michael watched him leave with a raised eyebrow. Since when did Oliver ask him to pass along messages to Arabella?

	By the time he’d washed off the grime from training and donned fresh clothes, he’d forgotten about his conversation with Oliver. Thoughts of the upcoming trip to Ralnor rolled through his mind, though, as he strolled down the hallway. 

	Justin had been right the other day; the upcoming trip would be a welcome break. Bearing the weight of the future crown was a heavy burden, not just for him, but for his wife, as well. It had been too long since they had had time to themselves, and he was hoping to find some during the three-day journey and upcoming stay.

	Was it strange to miss someone in his own home?

	 

	


CHAPTER 3

	Ella

	E


	lla inhaled deeply, enjoying the scent of the forest around her. Birds sang merrily, and she could see small animals darting through the shafts of light cutting through the overhanging branches. It was so much more peaceful than Hartford. Shadow, Ella’s sweet bay mare, trotted smoothly next to Chief, Michael’s taller chestnut gelding.

	“You look happy,” Michael observed. She looked up at him. It was slight, but he had a natural smile on his lips for once. “Glad to be on Shadow again?”

	Ella nodded. “Yes, it’s been far too long since I rode. I missed it.” She inhaled again, smiling. Letting her head fall back, she watched the patches of blue sky winking at her through the leaves overhead. “And I feel so much freer out here in Finley Forest than in King’s Forest. I never make it this far during my rides.”

	“Why haven’t you ridden more recently?” he asked, glancing over at her. “I wasn’t aware you had been too busy.”

	The memory of him wiping flour off her cheek in the west wing made her face heat slightly, but she took a breath and let it out slowly, consciously relaxing her muscles with it. As she calmed, the heat faded.

	Still, she kept her eyes fixed on the road ahead so she wouldn’t have to meet his gaze as she replied. “It’s not as fun to ride by myself.” 

	“By yourself?” Out of the corner of her eye, she could see one of his eyebrows raise slightly. “What do you mean? You always have a maid and one of your guards, do you not?” 

	I’d rather ride with you. Ella didn’t say the words aloud, not wanting to sound needy. “It’s not the same.” She made a face. “Besides, riding at home means riding sidesaddle. Ugh.”

	“Even with your outfit?”

	Ella followed his gaze down to the outfit he had commissioned especially for her after their wedding. It was more like two half-full skirts sewn together than trousers, so it looked like a dress when she stood and walked but allowed her to ride straddling her horse without needing to hike up her dress or accidentally reveal anything underneath. “I do appreciate the style, but you obviously don’t spend enough time with the female members of your court.” His eyebrow raised higher. “At least, not when I’ve been wearing this,” she clarified.

	“What do you mean?”

	Sighing, Ella replied, “It’s better than a dress, but it’s still considered rather scandalous. Or maybe it’s just that anything other than sidesaddle is considered highly un-ladylike.” She rolled her eyes and added, “Or that they seize any opportunity to criticize me.”

	Michael frowned, his forehead furrowing slightly. “They still criticize you? You’re my wife.”

	Ella refrained from rolling her eyes again. Men could be so dense.

	They dropped into silence, the clip-clop of the horses’ hooves and the jingle of tack competing with the rumble of wagon wheels. She wouldn’t call it a companionable silence, but it wasn’t quite awkward, either. Sneaking a glance at her husband, she could see the slight tension in his shoulders, but his face was relaxed as he scanned their surroundings.

	Her own hands gripped the reins a little more tightly than normal, and she could feel her heart thumping along at a quicker pace than it usually did when trotting through a forest. She couldn’t deny that having Michael next to her made her happy, but at the same time, it was uncomfortable.

	How could it not be, when he felt like a stranger wearing her husband’s face?

	“How about you?” she ventured after a while. “Have you missed Chief?”

	“Hmm?” Michael dragged his eyes over to her. “Why would I have missed him?”

	Ella frowned at him. “It’s been months since we rode out together.”

	“Yes, but I participate in patrols regularly,” he explained, eyebrows scrunched. “Chief and I ride out every few days.”

	Of course. He had time to ride; he just didn’t have time to ride with her.

	Fixing a polite smile on her face, she nodded, not trusting herself to speak at the moment. She should have realized he was riding without her. Not for fun, but still…the knowledge stung. It was yet another example of how different their lives were: his full to overflowing with useful activities, hers barren.

	“Are you all right, Arabella?”

	“Fine.” She gave him a tight smile and looked away, but not before she saw him narrow his eyes at her.

	The silence between them felt thicker this time, but she tried to ignore it, instead listening to her maid Jackie chattering behind her, punctuated infrequently by Elizabeth’s quiet replies. Part of her longed to drop back and join their light-hearted conversation, but she’d been looking forward to riding next to Michael since he told her about the trip a week earlier. She couldn’t give it up simply because neither of them felt talkative.

	After a few minutes, Michael cleared his throat and ran a hand through his hair, his eyes darting to the far side of the road. “Returning to the topic of riding and propriety…”

	 “What have I done now?” Ella sighed.

	“Nothing,” he hurried to assure her. “It’s just…I know you’re enjoying the ride this time, and I know you prefer it to riding in the carriage.” He waved an arm around at their entourage. “And it’s not a problem out here with the servants and guards. But when we approach the inn, and especially when we reach Himmelsburg…” Michael grimaced as he finally glanced towards her. “You’ll need to switch to the carriage like usual.”

	“What? Why?” Ella exclaimed in frustration. “Because princesses don’t ride horses?”

	“Princesses ride horses, but they travel in state in carriages,” he clarified.

	“Will you ride in the carriage with me this time?” she asked as politely as she could.

	He winced. “I would, but—”

	“Princes don’t travel in carriages, they ride,” Ella finished coldly. Michael reluctantly nodded.

	“Ella,” he began.

	“Don’t,” she fumed. Taking a breath to try and calm herself, she said as evenly as she could, “You’d think, as a princess, I might be able to do as I wished at least some of the time.” As she urged her horse forward, away from Michael, she added under her breath, “Sometimes, I think I had more freedom as a servant. It was hard work, but at least I could have had the freedom to choose if I had worked up the courage to leave!”

	 

	


CHAPTER 4

	Michael

	E


	ven though he felt like he’d been kicked in the gut, Michael kept his expression smooth, pretending he hadn’t heard the words she hadn’t meant for him. 

	She wanted to leave.

	On some level, he was vaguely aware that Arabella wasn’t as happy as he’d meant for her to be. When they were first married, life was blissful for him and – he thought – for her, as well. He knew that for some reason she had grown less happy, but he had had no idea she was unhappy.

	But she must be, if she wanted to leave.

	Irrationally, Michael felt himself grow angry with her. Hadn’t he given her everything a young woman could want? She was married to not just a prince, but a crown prince. She lived in a castle with servants, beautiful rooms, beautiful clothes, and beautiful jewelry. Practically anything she wanted was hers for the asking, and she didn’t have to spend her days working as she had before. She was the envy of every unattached female of the nobility. What more did she want?

	What more could she possibly expect from him?

	He continued to stew for the rest of the day, although he took care to keep his emotions hidden – just because he sometimes let them show in front of the servants didn’t mean he had to. Instead, he pasted a court smile on his face and pretended to admire the surrounding forest as he tried to keep from glaring at his wife’s back.

	The caravan slowed to a stop as they arrived at the place where Arabella was to retreat to the carriage. Drawing his horse to the side, Michael turned his back on Arabella and motioned to Oliver. “How does the road ahead look?”

	“My scouts report no issues,” Oliver replied smoothly, giving Michael a strange look. “Your Highness, shouldn’t you be dismounting?”

	Michael shifted slightly so he could watch out of the corner of his eye as Arabella gracefully swung her leg over the back of the horse and lowered herself down without aid. In the back of his mind, he knew this was probably another sign of her scandalous behavior, but personally, he appreciated the sight.

	Not that he was going to admit that right now.

	“No concerns, then?” he asked Oliver as if nothing else was happening.

	“Michael? Aren’t you coming?” Arabella asked carefully. 

	Michael pretended not to hear, keeping his focus on his guard captain and asking another inane question. After a moment, her lips tightened. Her back stiff, she turned away and marched to the carriage.

	Oliver frowned at him, but Michael ignored that, too.

	If he had been attending to his manners, he should have been standing next to the carriage to hand her in. Since he was still sitting astride his horse acting oblivious, he had to surreptitiously watch one of the guards hand her in, instead.

	“Thank you, Charlie,” she murmured as she ascended the steps. A flash of jealousy shot through Michael at the sight of the guard touching his wife.

	Of course, if he had only dismounted, it would have been him gently holding Arabella’s hand, but that only irritated him more.

	For a moment, he repented of his temper. After all, it wasn’t Arabella’s fault that there were so many expectations of royals or that she hadn’t been raised to them. She had the right to be frustrated by her restraints, just as he sometimes was.

	Yet he had let his foolish anger steal most of the day from them instead of spending it together as he had intended. Perhaps he could persuade the innkeepers to forego the standard separate royal rooms (it never hurt to have an extra for other patrons), and he and Arabella could have a quiet space to sit alone—

	But no. He looked at her straight back and the way she was resolutely not looking his way and knew that she wouldn’t take kindly to the suggestion. His anger flared back up. She wanted to leave.

	~

	By morning, Michael was ready to put his self-righteous anger aside and fix things with his wife. With this in mind, he tried complimenting Arabella’s hair when he ran into her outside their rooms. She simply put her nose in the air and swept away as well as any courtier, leaving him frowning in her wake.

	When she entered the dining room a little later, she paused near the table where her maids sat as if she intended to eat with them. Michael twisted his fork in his hand, grinding his jaw as he watched. After a minute, though, she waved a gentle farewell and continued on to his table.

	“Good morning again.” He smiled as she lowered herself stiffly into her chair.

	Arabella didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at him as she picked up her silverware and began to eat.

	The entire meal passed that way. He tried to make conversation, but she acted as if he weren’t even there, making no response and looking at her plate or staring frostily at the wall behind him.

	As the servants shoved the last of the luggage into the supply wagons, Michael stood next to the carriage fiddling with his riding gloves as he waited for Arabella to appear. He didn’t know what to make of her mood this morning, but he wasn’t going to add to it with poor manners again.

	After a few minutes, the front door of the inn opened and Arabella walked briskly out it, followed by her maids. Michael dutifully offered his hand to help her into the carriage. 

	Ignoring it, she charged right past him up the steps.

	He gritted his teeth. Pasting on a smile, he launched himself onto Chief’s back. The horse pranced sideways, betraying him.

	Before long, they pulled off to the side of the road so that Arabella could switch to horseback. Michael immediately swung himself down, but Arabella was out of the carriage and on Shadow before he even found a groom to hold Chief’s reins. He quickly remounted, planning to keep pace with her today despite her mood. The comfortable atmosphere of yesterday morning couldn’t be recovered if they weren’t in speaking range.

	But apparently, she had other ideas.

	He’d only just nudged Chief with his knees when Arabella settled herself next to one of the guards, preventing Michael from drawing even with her. If that wasn’t bad enough, her icy expression melted as she turned to the young man with a smile.

	Michael ground his teeth and gripped the reins more tightly than usual; it was the same guard that had handed her into the carriage the previous day: Charles, the captain of her guard. An unfortunately handsome and young guardsman.

	As he watched Charles chat easily with Arabella, he had to firmly tell himself that he could not have a model guard demoted or thrown into prison just because said guard was capable of making the princess laugh. Jealousy did not justify abuse of his power as crown prince.

	But he wanted to.

	The entire day passed in the same manner. She avoided him when they halted for lunch, and as soon as they resumed their journey, she planted herself next to Charles, taking great care to ensure there was no room for Michael. Unless he wanted to cause a scene, he had to stay back.

	By the time they stopped so that Arabella could reenter the carriage, Michael’s emotions were so tightly wound that he didn’t notice at first. When he realized it, he swung out of the saddle so quickly, Chief whinnied in protest. 

	Delayed by his distraction, Michael arrived at the carriage after Charles was already in position next to it. The guard was wise enough to quickly yield his place when the prince approached, though.

	Arabella paused outside the carriage door, sweeping her eyes over him with a cold expression. “Hello, Michael.”

	Michael hid his frustration and held out his hand. When she simply stared at it, he said as calmly as he could, “Aren’t you going to get in?”

	She surveyed his hand with surprising disdain. Where was his quiet, gentle wife? “Charlie is more than capable of helping me. You needn’t trouble yourself with such a small chore when you have servants who could do it for you.”

	Aware of the many watching eyes of their retinue, Michael pushed down his irritation and leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “Arabella, I’m sorry. I was angry yesterday, but I shouldn’t have ignored you like that.” Her eyes softened slightly. “Please, may I help you into the carriage?”

	Her gaze flicked sideways before the corners of her mouth turned up in a slight smile. “Of course,” she answered. 

	Finally. They were getting somewhere.

	Gently placing her hand in his, she stepped into the carriage without putting any weight on his supporting hand. He squeezed her hand lightly, then brought it to his lips in a lingering kiss as she settled onto the seat. He wasn’t certain, but he thought he saw a faint blush on her cheeks.

	Releasing her hand, he gave her a small smile of his own before returning to Chief. It was a small victory, but after the last two days, he’d take it.

	“Your Highness! May I speak with you for a moment?”

	Michael turned to the excursion’s steward. “Of course. What do you need?” he asked, dropping towards the back of the procession to speak to him.

	It was a shorter distance to the inn than he had expected. When they stopped again, Michael looked up, startled. “Excuse me,” he hurriedly told the steward. The man was still spluttering a response as he rode off.

	Even so, he was too slow. By the time he reached Arabella’s carriage, Charles was already assisting her down the steps with a smile. Which she returned with a much larger one than what she’d given Michael on her way in a short time before.

	Envy clawed at his chest with renewed fervor as he watched from his position on Chief’s back. He’d always known she was more comfortable with the servants than most members of royalty or the nobility were. 

	Clenching his fists, he turned away. Apparently, she was more comfortable than he had realized.

	 

	


CHAPTER 5

	Ella

	S


	o much for the trip improving their relationship.

	Ella blinked back tears as her maid pinned up her hair. They had arrived in Himmelsburg, the Ralnoran capital, two days ago. Axel and Katy had been very welcoming, and both Michael and Ella had presented the appropriate smiles and words of thanks. Michael had properly escorted Ella from her carriage clear through the castle to her quarters – where he had left her without a word.

	At home in Hartford, they had at least spoken to each other occasionally.

	Remembering the journey, Ella admitted to herself that her anger that first day probably hadn’t helped. His refusal to dismount and help her into the carriage had been petty, but she had overreacted. Regardless, she had thought they were back on decent terms at the end of the next day when he had squeezed her hand and smiled at her while handing her in.

	Except then when they arrived at the inn, Michael was icy as he escorted her in and had continued the same ever since. What had gone wrong?

	Stepping into the hallway, Ella nodded to the auburn-haired guard outside her room. “Good morning, Henry.”

	“Good morning, Your Highness,” he replied. His tone was perfectly professional, but his hazel eyes slid sideways to her before refocusing ahead. It was unfortunate that his good nature and easy laugh only made an appearance with his fellow guards; she could have used a laugh.

	“Ella! There you are!” someone exclaimed from further down the hall. “I expected you sooner – you’re usually up with the sun.”

	Ella turned with a weary smile. Her friend’s curly, dark brown hair struggled against the bun it had been tamed into, but her dress – made of a beautiful red silk fashioned into a simple cut – was neat as usual. “Good morning, Katy.”

	Katy peered at Ella through narrowed brown eyes as she strode up to her. “Are you feeling all right? First you sleep in, and now that I see you, you look like you haven’t slept at all.”

	“I’m fine,” Ella muttered, rubbing her temples. “I just—had something on my mind.”

	Katy stared at her for several seconds. “It’s Lady Ilse, isn’t it?” she asked abruptly.

	“What?”

	“I knew it!” Katy exclaimed, slapping one hand on her thigh. “That’s it. I’ll do it.” Turning, she began to stride forcefully down the hall.

	Confused, Ella asked, “Do what?”

	Katy continued as if she hadn’t heard her friend, looking over her shoulder so her words weren’t lost down the hall. “I know you won’t, because you’re too sweet and gentle, so I’ll do it for you. He deserves it.”

	“Who deserves what?” Ella repeated. She hurried after the other princess. “Katy, just what are you planning to do on my behalf? And to whom?”

	“A good hard slap. Maybe a punch in the nose,” she mused. Her fisted hands barely moved with her swift stride. “Would that be enough?”

	“Katy!” Ella grabbed her friend by the shoulders, forcing her to stop. “Whom are you planning to assault?”

	Katy finally paused her rant. “Your husband. Obviously.”

	Ella returned to rubbing her temples. “Forgive me, Katy, but I fail to see how it’s obvious that you are intending to create an international incident.”

	“That’s a little dramatic,” Katy snorted. She tossed her head. “Me punching my husband’s best friend for being a first-class idiot and world-class jerk is not going to cause an international incident.”

	“He’s the crown prince of a different kingdom,” Ella pointed out.

	“So what? You can’t tell me you haven’t noticed that since you’ve arrived, he’s paid an inordinate amount of attention to and openly flirted with—”

	“Can we talk somewhere a little more private?” Ella interrupted quietly but urgently. “Instead of holding this discussion in public?”

	Blinking in surprise, Katy glanced down the hallway where several servants were going about their business. Henry stood like a deaf statue behind Ella. “Of course. This way.”

	She led Ella to the family wing, ushered her through the door to her own suite, closed said door, and stuffed a nearby wedge of wood under it. “There,” she said proudly. “Now we won’t be interrupted by a well-meaning maid who fails to knock.”

	Ella eyed the door uneasily. “Are you sure about that?”

	“Of course!” Katy replied cheerfully. Leaning forward, she stage-whispered, “It’s been tested before.”

	Not quite sure how to respond, Ella nodded uncertainly and drifted over to a wooden chair with blue cushions in front of the cold fireplace. Katy followed her, plopping down into a comfortable armchair. After a few moments, Ella took a deep breath. “Katy, please don’t do anything to Michael.”

	Predictably, Katy puffed up. “Why not? He deserves it! Surely you don’t mean to say there is nothing wrong with his behavior!”

	Ella looked down and wrung her hands in her lap. “I don’t—I mean, I—yes, it bothers me,” she finally admitted. “But I—”

	“But what?” Katy protested. She leaned forward and fixed Ella with an intense stare.

	“Lady Ilse is the daughter of a count,” Ella attempted to explain, “while I am just…”

	“Just what?” her friend demanded.

	“A…commoner,” Ella whispered, dropping her eyes to her lap. “I’m just a commoner.”

	Katy scowled. “So am I. What’s your point?”

	“Yes, but you spun wool, flax, and straw into gold. You’re so much more valuable than I am!” Ella declared pitifully.

	Katy looked uncomfortable when Ella mentioned the feat that had won her her husband, but then she bristled with anger. “More valuable? Ella, it is not what you do or what family you were born into that gives you your worth. It is the simple fact that you are a human being! Any value beyond that comes from who you are as a person, not the rank you hold.” She leaned forward and pinned Ella with a stare. “You are kind and sweet and gentle, and it doesn’t matter if you were born in a gutter or in a palace, Michael has no right to treat you the way he has, even if he were the king!”

	Ducking her head, Ella weakly argued, “But perhaps he would prefer the daughter of a count.”

	“Then he should have thought of that before he married someone who isn’t one,” Katy fumed. “Just because he regrets it now doesn’t mean he gets to—” She stopped when Ella’s face scrunched up. “Oh, Ella,” she said quickly, resting a hand on her shoulder. “I didn’t mean to imply that he does regret it. It was rhetorical.”

	Shaking her head, Ella took several deep breaths, trying to hold back the tears that filled her eyes. She knew Katy hadn’t meant to hurt her, but the words still stung. It wasn’t just Michael’s behavior since arriving in Himmelsburg; the growing distance between them, not to mention the way his gazes these days seemed more like those of a close acquaintance than of a lover, had fed the doubt wiggling its way into her mind. The doubt that perhaps she wasn’t good enough for a prince, and perhaps he knew it now that he wasn’t blinded by love. That perhaps he now regretted the rash decision to marry a girl upon whom he’d never lain eyes before that fateful ball.

	“Nevertheless,” Ella managed through quivering lips, “I would prefer that you not make a scene over it.” When Katy looked mutinous, she added quietly, “I do not believe it would help me.”

	Katy maintained her mulish expression for a few moments, then sighed in defeat. “No, I suppose not,” she admitted. “But it would make me feel better,” she muttered.

	~

	Before they left in search of breakfast, Ella reluctantly relayed to Katy all of the little things that seemed to add up to the big rocks that her marriage felt stuck upon. Katy frowned and promised to spend some time thinking about it with the hope that she could help. Also, at Ella’s insistence, that she would not take any action without consulting Ella first.

	“I’ve got it!” Katy declared triumphantly about mid-afternoon.

	Ella turned from the roses she was examining. “You’ve got what?”

	“The answer to your woes with Michael, of course,” Katy returned gleefully. She clapped her hands together. “It’s perfect.”

	Ella eyed her friend a little warily. Katy was intelligent, but sometimes she didn’t think things all the way through. As evidenced by their conversation earlier in the day. “What’s perfect?”

	Katy looped her arm through Ella’s and began walking her down the garden path. “Michael is too busy, so you haven’t seen each other much lately.”

	Ella sighed. “Lately? You mean for months.”

	Katy waved away the clarification. “So, you need a reason to spend more time together, make him busy with you. I think you need a project to do together. And I have just the thing!”

	Ella raised an eyebrow. “And that would be…?”

	“You like to clean,” Katy began, “and men like to fix things. It’s in their blood: give them a problem, and they have to whack it with the biggest hammer they can find to try and fix it. So, we give Michael an actual hammer to swing at a problem that can actually be fixed by a hammer, and give you something to clean, and you can work on it together!”

	Ella blinked at her friend. “And how would we do that?”

	Katy grinned. “There’s an old, rundown castle, Reineggburg, right on the border between Ralnor and Daraigh. No one ever goes there anymore, and it’s not high on the king’s priority list to fix. Since it’s right next to your kingdom, I’m sure you and Michael could persuade Axel and his father to sell it to you cheap. Then you can repair it, tear it down and start over, or whatever you want to do with it, but you could do it together. See? Perfect!”

	Ella wasn’t certain she agreed with Katy’s assessment. Michael liked to ride and hunt and fence, but she didn’t think he would be interested in the kind of physical activity required for such a project. Not to mention she doubted that he had the necessary knowledge to repair a castle himself. Besides… “Why is this castle rundown and low on the king’s priority list? Why would he be interested in selling it to anyone, let alone someone from another kingdom?”

	Waggling her eyebrows, Katy said mysteriously, “That’s the question, isn’t it? Something tragic occurred there a little over a decade ago. The king and queen decided they didn’t want to keep it up afterwards, and none of the locals have any reason to hang out in an abandoned castle.”

	“What something tragic?”

	“No one knows,” Katy replied in the same tone.

	“What do you mean?” Ella asked, confused. “If King Steffan owns it, wouldn’t he know what the tragedy was? And if he doesn’t, how would he know it was bad enough that he didn’t want to go back?” She shook her head. “He must not want to talk about it. Couldn’t you ask Axel?”

	Katy hesitated briefly, dropping her ghost-teller act for a moment. “He doesn’t know. Or can’t remember, anyway.”

	Ella put her free hand on her hip and gave Katy a skeptical look. “Can’t remember? You’re telling me that something tragic happened at a royal castle barely a decade ago and no one can remember what it was, nor can they be bothered to look up the records?”

	Looking uncomfortable, Katy said, “Yes.” Ella raised an eyebrow. “No, really,” Katy protested. Her warm brown eyes darted away. “I’ve asked. I’ve looked. There is nothing in the records.”

	Ella rolled her eyes and attempted to imitate Katy’s earlier spooky attitude. “Maybe it’s cursed,” she joked.

	“I wonder sometimes,” Katy said seriously. “It’s my one reservation with this plan.”

	Laughing, Ella replied, “I was kidding.”

	“But I’m not,” Katy returned. “That castle is near where I used to live. I should know what happened. Everyone in my village should know what happened. But no one does. Just that it was tragic, and now everyone avoids the place.” She looked at the ground. “It makes me wonder if magic was involved, and that part of the magic is that no one can remember.”

	“Curses don’t exist, Katy,” Ella chided. “Magic isn’t real.”

	Katy met her gaze with a completely sober expression. “Yes, it is.”

	The utter sincerity in her voice unnerved Ella. While prone to act without thinking, Katy was fairly grounded in reality. What could make her so convinced?

	After a few minutes of awkward silence, Katy made an obvious effort to return to her normal cheery self. Her smile was a little forced, though. “So, do you want to see it?”

	“The tragic, possibly cursed, castle?” Ella clarified.

	Katy nodded. “What else? It’s poor practice to buy something sight-unseen, so you ought to at least ride out to explore it a little, see what you think of the idea.”

	Ella frowned. “Can we? Surely it’s not that close.”

	“It’s not that far,” Katy shrugged in return. “We’ll want to leave first thing in the morning so that we have time to look around before heading back, but it’s possible to make it a day trip.”

	Ella stopped to enjoy the scent from some lilacs and to give herself time to think. She wasn’t concerned about a possible curse, but did she really want to try to talk Michael into buying an old Ralnoran castle? Did she think she could convince him to spend time with her trying to fix it up, or would it turn into yet another thing she did by herself?

	Even if he did agree to buy it, and even if he did help her, could it really fix the gaping holes in their relationship?

	She had her doubts.

	Fingering one of the blooms, she came to a decision. Katy’s idea might not work, but a ride would be nice, especially if… “Can we take the boys?” she asked at last. “And…leave Lady Ilse behind?”

	“Of course we can,” Katy replied firmly. “It would be highly improper for us to ride so far without our husbands, after all.” She winked. “And I know just how to word it to make it acceptable to exclude any and all hangers-on of the nobility.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 6

	Michael

	I


	t was a fine, brisk morning. Michael wasn’t often out and about so early; it was even rarer for him to have already spent an hour in the saddle.

	He didn’t really mind, though. A light fog drifted across the hills, not yet burned away by the sun, and the crisp air made him feel alive. The birds sang more than they did later in the day; his friend Axel rode beside him; the relative silence of the open countryside soaked into him… He let a relaxed smile spread across his face. Maybe he should do this more often.

	He glanced over his shoulder at Katy and Arabella. Katy was clearly enjoying the morning as he was, although her smile carried a hint of smugness for some reason. Arabella was subdued, staring off at the fog-covered hillsides as if she wasn’t really seeing them.

	A small part of him felt guilty. While their current riding positions were acceptable, a little voice in the back of his head whispered that he should let Katy fill the position next to Axel, which would allow him to ride next to his own wife. He hadn’t spent much time with her since arriving at Axel’s home. The same voice scolded him for his behavior towards Lady Ilse, who, thankfully, was not present for their ride.

	It wasn’t that he was particularly interested in Lady Ilse. Two weeks ago, it would never have occurred to him to grant her more than a polite greeting. She was as insincere and flighty as most female members of the nobility, but she was willing to flatter and be flattered by him. In addition, showing her attention upset Arabella, in which he took a vicious satisfaction, telling himself that it did her good to know what it felt like when he watched her with Charles. 

	If he was brutally honest with himself, Michael also enjoyed Lady Ilse’s return comments. Most of them were absurd, but it was pleasant to be told that he was handsome, that he had done well in his match against Axel that morning, or even that his hair looked like silk. He couldn’t remember the last time Arabella had complimented him, let alone encouraged him when he was having a rough day or praised him when he had done well.

	It felt nice to be appreciated.

	Of course, that didn’t change the fact that after a while, Lady Ilse’s company, like that of most noble ladies, grew a bit onerous. He was therefore glad to have a brief reprieve from all noble ladies for the day. His and Axel’s wives didn’t count; aside from the fact that they were technically royals now, not nobles, both of them began life as commoners. 

	Thinking of them reminded him of Helena, Axel’s younger sister who had died in an accident years ago. Even though she had been born a princess, she had burned with an internal fire that few upper-class women seemed to possess. Michael and Helena had been childhood friends, and up until she was stolen away from them, he had always vaguely assumed they would marry when they grew old enough.

	Helena. He heaved an internal sigh. It had been a long time since the last time he had thought about her, but with the memory came the old ache in his heart. He missed her.

	Oh, how he missed her!

	He could see her wavy chestnut hair blowing in the wind as she and her horse galloped next to his, racing him across a meadow, her green eyes dancing at him. He could almost hear her laugh, so much nicer than the titters of the other girls, and her melodic alto voice, but the passing years had faded the memory, and only the picture was left now.

	Michael pulled himself back to the present with an effort. It accomplished nothing to pine after what might have been except to make himself miserable.

	“Why the gloomy face?” Axel asked, leaning over and prodding him with an elbow. “Wishing you were riding next to your lovely bride instead of an ugly old prince?”

	“That’s ridiculous, Axel,” Michael grinned. “You’re not old. Yet.”

	Axel threw back his head and laughed. His short dark brown hair ruffled in the breeze, and his light brown skin covered a face that was anything but ill-looking. “Ah, good company, good weather, and horses – what could be better?” He threw his free arm wide and began to sing, “Oh, what a beautiful morning—”

	Michael reached out and punched him in the side. “You’re embarrassing. Can’t you work up a little proper royal pride?”

	Axel only laughed again. “Never. Admit it, you’d join me if your own singing voice wasn’t as lovely as a frog’s.”

	“Maybe,” Michael chuckled. “You know, you’re awfully cheerful for someone traveling to a haunted castle. Shouldn’t you be a little more cowed by the thought of what lies at your journey’s end?”

	Shrugging, Axel replied, “Reineggburg isn’t haunted. It has a bad reputation, but there’s nothing special about it.”

	“When was the last time you were there?”

	“It’s been a while,” Axel admitted. “I wanted to make the trip back before Katy and I were married, but Father wouldn’t let me. He and Mother were both upset by the idea, but Father more so.” He shook his head. “He became much gruffer after we lost Helena. Less predictable.”

	“I noticed,” Michael grunted. “For a few years, I dreaded my visits to Ralnor.” 

	Axel pressed a hand to his chest and gasped. “You didn’t want to see me?”

	“Not when we weren’t running off to a country castle without your father and with…” He trailed off, his smile fading.

	His friend’s lips curved in a small, sad smile. “We all miss her.”

	After a minute spent gathering his composure, Michael cleared his throat. “Your father seems better now.”

	Axel’s grin returned. “It’s all thanks to Katy. She softened him back up.” He glanced over his shoulder. “I’m not really sure why she was so determined to visit Reineggburg today. I’m not going to say no to the chance to spend a whole day with her, though. And you and Arabella,” he added as an afterthought.

	Michael acknowledged the comment with a nod, and they rode in thoughtful silence for a few minutes.

	“Sorry, Michael, I can’t take it anymore,” Axel said abruptly, a smile on his face. He turned his horse off the road and circled back to the girls. “Excuse me, Arabella, I must request that you push ahead and keep stodgy old Michael company for a while. You can have Katy back later.”

	Arabella just nodded and urged Shadow to a quicker pace so that Axel could navigate into the space she had vacated. When she drew even with Michael and Chief, she slowed down to match them.

	Michael could hear Axel murmuring and Katy giggling in response behind them. It only served to make the tense silence between himself and Arabella more awkward. Shifting in his saddle, he cleared his throat and attempted to make conversation. “Good morning.” That was a brilliant start.

	“Good morning,” Arabella softly replied without raising her eyes from her horse’s ears.

	After another minute of silence, he tried again. “Are you enjoying the ride so far?”

	All she did was nod.

	Michael hid his grimace. “Axel says the castle isn’t haunted,” he offered, scrambling for a topic.

	“I never thought it was,” Arabella answered, still not looking at him.

	“Your hair is very pretty today,” he tried.

	That got a reaction. Arabella turned to look at him, her eyes fierce. “I am not one of your court ladies to be flattered,” she hissed. “You needn’t force yourself to speak to me.”

	She turned her head away to watch the hills again, but not before he caught a glimpse of moisture in her eyes.

	She was crying? But why?

	Guilt crept over him. He felt fairly certain he knew why, actually, and it made him feel rotten to realize just how deeply he had wounded her with his flirtation. He had only wanted her to know the pain he had felt.

	Maybe he should have tried talking to her instead, telling her how he felt instead of hurting her. After all, if he loved her, shouldn’t he be trying to protect her, not cut her heart in two?

	If he loved her.

	He certainly felt jealousy, but was that the same thing?

	Did he still love her? 

	Did she still love him?

	Michael watched his wife out of the corner of his eye. She was resolutely ignoring him.

	 

	


CHAPTER 7

	Ella

	E


	lla stared sightlessly at the fog-obscured hills in the distance. She didn’t know the area, so she had no idea how much farther they had to ride to reach the castle. Part of her was tempted to drop back and join Charlie and the other guards since Axel was next to Katy. After her rebuff, Michael had stopped trying to talk to her, so they now rode in stony silence. On her side, at least; Michael seemed like his might be closer to dejected.

	Was that what she wanted? Wasn’t the whole point of today’s journey to help find something that would bridge the gap between them and return the romance of two years ago?

	She allowed herself a quick glance at him; the corners of his mouth dipped down, and his eyes weren’t much higher than Chief’s ears. Had he really been that disappointed by her response?

	Hardening her heart, Ella turned away again. She didn’t care that Michael had been making an effort. Up until last week, he had frequently been absent, and his attitude towards her had grown more distant, but he had still been polite and kind. 

	Since their arrival in Ralnor, though, he had been nothing but cold in his dismissal of her or cruel in his fascination with Lady Ilse. So now her heart, which had already been lonely and starved for affection, also bore the welts of the last week.

	It made her hesitant to open up to him, regardless of how much of an effort he made.

	Behind her, Axel laughed at something Katy said. His joking return sally brought forth an answering peal of amusement.

	Ella missed the days when that would have been her and Michael.

	The early days of their relationship had been like that. Every shared look had melted her heart; every touch of his hand had sent fire through her skin. It had seemed as if their souls had molded into a single unit, and when she looked into his eyes, she knew she would never be alone or unwanted again. 

	Ha!

	If possible, she felt more alone and unwanted now than she had as an overworked servant in her stepmother’s household. Life had a twisted sense of humor.

	~

	If there had not once been a road through the forest to the castle, whatever path was used instead would have been reabsorbed into the woods long ago. As it was, overhanging branches and brush encroached upon the road-that-once-was, and shorter weeds and grass had reclaimed the ground. The travelers were forced to ride single-file to avoid snags, and even in the middle of the path, a rider occasionally had to duck to avoid getting a face-full of leaves.

	An almost eerie silence descended as they drew closer to their destination. There was an occasional rustle in the undergrowth or chirp from a bird, but nowhere near what there ought to have been.

	“I thought you said the hunting was good in these woods,” Michael commented casually.

	Axel, who was in the lead, looked around with an unsettled expression on his face. “It used to be.”

	“And I thought you said the castle wasn’t haunted,” Michael added.

	Axel frowned back at him. “It isn’t.”

	“Are you sure?”

	“Why don’t you wait until we get there, and then make your judgments,” Axel snapped back, his brown eyes flashing. “You haven’t even seen it yet.”

	Ella dodged a branch as she listened to them bicker. The scarcity of animal noises was a little unsettling, but she didn’t think it was enough to warrant actual concern. Based on his responses, though, Axel obviously felt differently – she wasn’t sure she had ever heard that tone from him, with Michael or with anyone else. He was definitely bothered by the change in the forest. Michael, too – he was acting like nothing was wrong, but his shoulders were stiffer than normal, even stiffer than when she had been riding next to him and stubbornly ignoring him.

	An undefinable something filled the air. It felt thicker, somehow, and charged, as if it were filled with the energy generated by shuffling across a thick carpet in stockings. As she felt the loose hair next to her face begin to lift in answer, she suddenly thought that perhaps she understood why the princes were nervous.

	Ella shifted uncomfortably in her saddle. It wasn’t just the strange feeling in the air; she suddenly felt an inexplicable need to turn around and go back. 

	“I knew it,” Katy said softly behind her. “I knew magic was involved.”

	A few days ago, Ella would have been tempted to brush Katy’s comment from her mind. However, dissatisfied with Katy’s explanation about the castle, Ella had spent a little bit of time in the Himmelsburg royal library trying to find answers.

	And Katy was right. There was nothing to explain what had happened at Reineggburg to cause its abandonment.

	Or at least, nothing that was in any public records.

	Did the royal family have something to hide? Or was Katy right?

	But even if magic could make people forget, could it really erase records?

	“Here we are!” Axel announced with false cheer. Just ahead of him, the path was brighter where it finally reached the end of the forest.

	Following Michael out from under the arch of the trees, Ella was greeted with her first view of the mysterious castle. Where once there had been a tall stone wall surrounding the buildings and courtyard, there were now piles of broken stone covered in creeping vines. Beyond that was a small castle, big enough to house a respectable number of servants for a royal home, but small enough that only a smattering of guests could be accommodated at any one time. The gray stone was covered in moss and climbing ivy, but it seemed fairly intact still, unlike the outer wall. Four towers stood at the corners of the building. One of the towers on the far side was completely covered by dark vines.

	As they moved into the open space beyond the forest, they fell back into their pairs. No one spoke as they urged their horses through the open gates. The horses tossed their heads and pranced, but they could have been reacting to the emotions of their riders as easily as to the heaviness in the air.

	Once on the broken stones of the courtyard, the party began to dismount. A few of the guards remained on their horses, scanning their surroundings, but the rest moved up to join their charges. Only a few grooms had accompanied them to care for the horses during the midday break at the castle; one went to scout out the condition of the stables, while the others silently offered to take the reins from the princes and princesses.

	Ella noticed that while Axel still seemed nervous, Michael appeared absorbed as he absently passed off the reins to the boy in front of him. Glancing around, she realized that most of the men were similarly distracted, moving as if in a daze as they stared in the direction of the far tower. Even Charlie, her normally alert guard, had distant eyes as if seeing something beyond the castle. The men that weren’t in thrall shifted uneasily and glanced around as if expecting to see a dangerous animal creeping up behind them.

	Forgetting her anger in the face of the unnerving situation, Ella crept closer to Michael and leaned against him as she wrapped her hands around his arm, seeking comfort in his nearness. Immediately, his eyes returned to focus as he looked down at her. “Are you all right?” he asked softly, laying his other hand on top of hers.

	Resting her head on his shoulder, she nodded. “Yes. But something isn’t quite right.”

	“What do you mean?”

	She removed one of her hands to gesture around them. Katy had huddled against Axel, who looked at peace now that he had his arms wrapped around her, but the rest of the group remained as before, split between those who gazed listlessly at the far tower and those who were restless and uncomfortable. “Just look.”

	Scanning the group, Michael frowned. “Hmm. I see your point.” He turned towards the mounted guards. “Oliver,” he called, “what is our status?”

	Up to that point, they had been speaking in hushed tones. When Michael raised his voice, it felt like something snapped, and everyone woke up. 

	“My apologies, Your Highness,” Michael’s guard captain replied with a slight bow. “There is no obvious danger, but I’ll have some men sweep the area and the castle to verify.”

	Michael waved him off. “I don’t believe that will be necessary. They can simply accompany us.”

	Katy looked at him with wide eyes as she tightened her grip on Axel’s arms. “You mean you still want to explore the castle?”

	“Of course,” Michael replied, raising an eyebrow. “Isn’t that why we’re here?”

	“Well, yes,” Katy stammered, her usually outgoing personality subdued. “But that was before—I mean, didn’t you feel it?”

	“Feel what?”

	Ella decided to rescue her floundering friend. “The air. It was heavy with something when we arrived. But it seems clearer now.” Although remembering the odd behavior of her companions earlier made her shudder, she felt lighter since the snap and rather unwilling to part from Michael now that she was snuggled against him. She could feel the hurt and anger still simmering in her heart, but the physical contact made her feel much less alone than she had before. “So surely, we could wander around a little. As long as we stick together,” she hastily added.

	A little of Katy’s spice returned as she smirked at Ella. Ella blushed slightly but didn’t let go. If anything, she held on a little tighter. “I suppose you’re right,” Katy said. She brushed a loose lock of curly hair behind her ear. “As long as we stick together.” With a wink, she slipped her arm through Axel’s and led the way towards the castle.

	“Shall we?” Michael asked, smiling down at her.

	His brown eyes were warmer than she had seen them in a long time. Ella straightened, maintaining her grip on his arm, and nodded. Leaving his hand on hers, Michael followed after the other couple.

	This, Ella thought as she walked by his side, focusing on the pleasantness of his company and telling her anger to take a hike. If I could just stay in this moment forever, I would be happy.

	She knew she couldn’t, of course. They had too many duties, too many responsibilities that would draw them away. From the place. From each other.

	But perhaps if she could manage to recapture the essence of this moment at intervals along the way, it would be enough.

	~

	Considering the condition of the surrounding wall and the length of time since anyone had been there, the interior of the castle was in surprisingly decent shape. Thick layers of dust covered everything, moths had eaten holes in most of the tapestries and seat cushions, and there was a musty smell, but the structure was mostly intact.

	One tower was inaccessible due to the dark, thorny vines that had managed to grow through the castle walls and now completely covered the internal tower wall, and there were several places where the roots of the climbing ivy had damaged the mortar holding the stones together, but none of it was unmanageable.

	Although she clearly still felt a little worried about the manner of their arrival, Katy appeared determined to stay bright and cheery and find the positives in every room. If Ella wasn’t going to be discouraged by a little bit of strangeness, Katy was going to play the part of real estate agent as originally planned.

	Ella clasped Michael’s arm and strolled contentedly to the next room. Aside from the mustiness, the air felt perfectly normal now. Their guards spread out around them, scanning for unexpected hazards, but none of them carried themselves as if concerned. She could almost convince herself that she was still in the Himmelsburg castle, just in an area fallen into disuse.

	“Is something wrong, Michael?” she asked. His forehead was scrunched up as he studied one of the rooms.

	“No,” he said slowly, drawing out the word. “I just… It seems familiar somehow.”

	“Familiar? I didn’t know you’d been here before.”

	Shaking his head, he replied, “I haven’t.”

	“Other than seeming familiar, what do you think about it?” she fished.

	He looked over at her and smiled, although the crinkle in his brow remained. “It was a beautiful castle once. I’m sure if Axel and King Steffan were to find the time to renovate it, it would be once again.”

	Ella nodded, trying to decide if she really wanted to do as Katy had suggested. Yes, something had been odd when they arrived, but that was to be expected of an isolated area in which no human had set foot in over a decade. Right?

	“I’m glad we came,” he continued. He rested his hand on hers again. “We’ll have to thank Katy for bringing us.”

	She focused on the feeling of his hand on hers. How long had it been since they had walked like this? Since they had spent so much time together, touching or not? Excluding the recent travel, she reminded herself, grimacing internally. 

	It was absurd to allot the credit to the place, but Ella was desperate for anything that might bring a return to the happiness she’d once had. So, she decided to take the chance. “What if we did?” she asked in a rush.

	“If we did what?” Michael responded, bemused. “Thank Katy?”

	“No,” she clarified, “if we fixed it up.”

	Michael gave her a strange look. “It’s in Ralnor. It belongs to King Steffan.”

	“Yes, but what if he would sell it to us?” she argued. “It’s right on the border, and he isn’t using it. And if he didn’t want the land to become part of Daraigh, couldn’t we just own it the same as anyone else might?”

	He considered her. “You didn’t come up with this just now, did you?”

	Ella lowered her gaze to the floor. “It might have been Katy’s idea.”

	Michael chuckled. “I should have known. It did seem like a rather sudden and unusual idea to take a day trip to explore an old castle.” He glanced at the couple in front of them. “Is Axel in on it?”

	Shaking her head, Ella replied, “No, I don’t think she told him why she wanted to come.” 

	After poking their heads into a few more rooms, Michael resumed the conversation. “I would have to speak with Father about it, of course. But the idea has potential. We could arrange for some workmen to come out, then occasionally—”

	“Couldn’t we help?” Ella interrupted. He raised an eyebrow. “I mean, instead of only sending workmen, couldn’t we come with them and be part of it? Together?”

	Michael’s smile became a little tighter. “We’ll see. But since we don’t even have approval to seek an agreement to purchase it, I think we might be getting a little ahead of ourselves.”

	“Of course,” Ella agreed reluctantly. She’d known it was unlikely even before she asked.

	Still, even if it wasn’t the project Katy had envisioned, perhaps it could be a retreat once it was returned to its former glory. And maybe that would be enough.

	 

	


CHAPTER 8

	Ella

	A


	 short time later, it was time to return to the road. Thankfully, the overgrown section close to the castle had lost the strange oppressive feeling of the morning. Once they reached the point where the road widened, Ella and Michael rode next to each other for most of the afternoon, sometimes speaking and sometimes sharing a contented silence. 

	When they rode through the gates of Himmelsburg Castle as dusk fell, Michael swiftly dismounted so he could lift Ella down from Shadow, letting his hands linger on her waist while he smiled down at her before offering his arm. He escorted her to her suite, then took her hand, lifted it to his lips, and pressed a gentle kiss to her knuckles before softly bidding her goodnight.

	She’d contemplated gripping his hand and pulling him into her sitting room for a more comprehensive kiss goodnight, but she decided she wasn’t quite that bold in someone else’s castle. They might be married, but servants still gossiped.

	Ella hummed happily to herself as she prepared for bed. She hadn’t forgotten about Michael’s behavior with Lady Ilse, but after their time at the old castle and the trip back…

	She frowned. Unless he was just flirting with her like he flirted with the Ralnoran lady. Admittedly, as her husband, Michael should be able to be as pleasant as he wanted and touch Ella as much as she allowed. But was there anything in his behavior today that was different than how he might have acted if it had been Lady Ilse in Ella’s place?

	Setting her brush down, Ella frowned at her reflection in the mirror. Could she trust that one day’s evidence was proof of a return of his previous affection? Or since he was deprived of Lady Ilse’s company for the day, had he simply chosen to settle for her instead?

	“I’ll just have to watch and see what he does,” Ella whispered. Before she let her husband make a complete fool out of her, she would let him prove himself, one way or the other.

	It was with a much heavier heart that she settled under the covers than that with which she had entered the room. Michael had been sweet and attentive that day, and she had missed him so much. But she was determined to see what was really there, and not what she only hoped was.

	~

	“I’m so glad you’ve returned from your journey, Prince Michael,” the short brunette noblewoman simpered. She smoothed her frilly pink silk dress with a matching pink-gloved hand. “It was so dull without you yesterday! I don’t know what I’ll do when you return home to Daraigh.”

	Michael laughed lightly. “It is good to know one is wanted,” he replied with a court smile. “However, you got along well enough before I arrived, Lady Ilse; I’m sure you’ll manage the same when I leave.”

	Lady Ilse hung on his arm. “But I didn’t know what I was missing before! Now I do.” She sighed dramatically and looked up at him through her long lashes, then placed one of her gloved hands on the shoulder of his green waistcoat. “Life will be mere existence now without you.”

	From the edge of the patio, Ella gritted her teeth and tried not to break the delicate stem of the glass she was holding. At least Michael wasn’t encouraging Lady Ilse, but he wasn’t disentangling her from his person, either. It did seem like an improvement, but it wasn’t as conclusive as she would prefer.

	“Why don’t you go over there and remind them both that he’s already taken?” Katy muttered. Ella hoped her own glare was better hidden than Katy’s. “If she tried that with Axel, I’d―”

	Ella placed a restraining hand on her friend’s arm. “It’s all right, Katy,” she said, trying to speak normally. “I want to see what he does.”

	“Why, so he can hang himself?”

	“I hope not,” Ella sighed softly.

	After another few minutes, Ella decided she’d had enough. A few days ago, she had allowed her hurt and loneliness to fold her into a hard, uncaring knot as far as her husband and his antics were concerned. After the brief thaw of yesterday, during which she had felt as if she had a caring companion at her side for the first time in months, the situation had her feeling much more defiant.

	Pasting on a sweet smile, she strolled across the outdoor space in the direction of the source of her irritation. Lady Ilse was still pouting prettily, and Michael was still letting her, albeit with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. That was something – his smiles yesterday had definitely been more natural. She felt mildly triumphant at the realization.

	Ella approached them from behind Lady Ilse. She saw the moment he noticed her over the other woman’s shoulder. His eyes lit up, his smile widening, before he glanced briefly back at his companion and a slightly guilty expression flitted across his face.

	“Arabella!” Michael said, pleased. He took a step towards her, pausing when his right side remained anchored to the lady clinging to his arm. When he looked at said lady and raised his eyebrows, she huffed slightly and released him.

	Grinning, he returned his attention to Ella, coming forward to slide an arm briefly around her shoulders before letting it drop to her blue silk-covered waist. “If you’ll pardon us, my lady.”

	With a nod to his late hanger-on, Michael steered Ella in Axel’s general direction. “Thank you for the save,” he said in a low voice, bending his head towards Ella. “That woman’s notion of boundaries is skewed.”

	“Funny,” Ella remarked stiffly. “You didn’t seem to be of that opinion for the first part of our trip.”

	Michael frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

	“Or are you trying to claim you were just waiting for someone to rescue you when you were the one following her everywhere?”

	“Would you like me to go back to Lady Ilse?” Michael asked angrily, his voice quiet and the veneer of a smile still on his face.

	“Is that where you would prefer to be?” Ella bit back. She kept her eyes moving across the other guests and her face smooth. “You didn’t look particularly uncomfortable.”

	His hand tightened on her waist, but he didn’t respond for several moments. “No,” he finally ground out. “You should know I prefer to be with you.”

	“You could have fooled me,” Ella grumbled under her breath. She worked her lips back into a vaguely pleasant expression for the sake of their observers in the public setting. “You seemed quite content to ignore me in favor of dear Lady Ilse a few days ago.”

	Michael drew her to a stop. “Arabella, I—” He paused, looking at something over her shoulder. His face hardened slightly. Ella tried to follow his gaze, but she only saw a few clusters of nobles and, beyond them, the ever-present smattering of personal guards around the edge of the patio. Past the guards was the gardens. “Never mind.” His jaw clenched. “Would you like to walk through the gardens with me?”

	Still irritated, Ella was tempted to turn him down. However, if they fought now, would he go back to Lady Ilse? She didn’t want that. But if she were to march off, and he did go back to Lady Ilse, wouldn’t that tell her something?

	Did it matter, as long as he chose Ella when given the choice?

	His arm did feel awfully nice around her waist, his large hand warm through the thin fabric of her dress, which tempted her to agree. And she enjoyed having his company again. But if she accepted his attentions when he had just been entertaining someone else, did that make her desperate?

	Did she care? 

	“I have a headache,” she finally answered, struggling to maintain a steady voice. “I believe I would like to return to my room to rest.”

	Michael looked disappointed, but in a moment he had smoothed his expression. “May I escort you there, then?” he politely asked.

	“Yes,” Ella replied, taking the arm he offered. She tried not to feel the loss of it around her waist too keenly.

	Instead of taking the most direct route, he meandered along the edge of the gardens before entering the castle through a side door. From there, he led her slowly through the castle in a highly-circuitous path. It made the walk much longer, but even though she was still annoyed, Ella couldn’t quite find it in herself to be upset about spending more time with him. Not when he was choosing to spend it with her. 

	When they finally reached her door, Michael seemed reluctant to release her, setting his hand over hers where it rested on his arm. “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked quietly. The look in his brown eyes made Ella uncertain as to whether he was referring to her supposed headache. “I don’t like seeing you in pain.”

	“You didn’t seem to mind a few days ago,” Ella whispered back. “I’m sure you saw.”

	Michael lowered his gaze to the floor. “That was…” He trailed off, leaving his explanation – if indeed that’s what it was – unfinished. 

	Ella gently pulled her hand away. “I just need to rest. I’ll see you at lunch.”

	Nodding, he stepped back. “Of course. I hope you are feeling better by then.”

	As Ella turned to close the door after she slipped through, she saw Charlie taking up his post in the hallway. At home in Hartford, her guards were more laid back, but when they traveled, whichever one was on duty always followed her more closely. So why, then, was Michael glaring at him?

	Shaking her head, she crossed to her bedroom and settled herself on the canopied bed so that she could see out the window as she leaned against the headboard. She had a beautiful view of the gardens, but if she were wandering the paths, she would be able to smell the flowers, too. 

	She sighed. Maybe she should have let Michael walk her through them, after all.

	But no. He had hurt her, he hadn’t apologized, and even after their day together on the road, he still spent part of his morning laughing with Lady Ilse. She was mad at him, and she wasn’t going to let him off the hook so easily. She was lonely, but she was not desperate.

	~

	The next week passed without changing Ella’s resolution. Michael did spend less time with Lady Ilse – Ella refused to “rescue” him again, but Axel and Katy appeared to be taking turns separating them when his smile grew a little too forced – but he spent more time chatting with the other noble ladies.

	He tried to take Ella with him as he made the circuit, but Ella disliked the inane clucking of the women in their feathers, even when they didn’t look down their noses at her, so she declined and wandered around the edge of the gathering, trying not to visibly sulk while her husband made himself pleasant.

	Since Katy insisted that it was impossible to have royal visitors and not have a ball, a small celebration had been planned for a few nights before their departure. Ella couldn’t decide if she was excited or not. She liked to dance, and she liked to wear her pretty ballgowns, but being mad at Michael dampened her enthusiasm. True, she could dance with other men – would be expected to, even, as part of the political dance that was always part of such events – but the highlight for her was always spending as much of the night as she could in Michael’s arms.

	The day of the ball arrived. Ella put on her favorite blue dress and let her maid style her golden hair into something appropriately stylish. She fingered the jeweled necklace at her throat and sighed. 

	“What’s wrong, Your Highness?” her maid asked. “Is your hair not to your liking?”

	Ella smiled and turned to face the young woman, whose own long black hair was pulled up in a braided bun. “My hair is fine, Jackie. You did a marvelous job, as usual.”

	Jackie beamed. “Thank you, Your Highness. But then, what is bothering you? If I may be so bold,” she hastily added.

	“I am simply…not looking forward to the ball,” Ella admitted.

	“But why?” Jackie asked, black eyes wide. “I can’t imagine not wanting to go if I could. And you, looking so beautiful – why, there won’t be a man in that room who won’t be jealous of Prince Michael.”

	That caught Ella’s attention. If other men would wish to be in Michael’s place, did that mean that if they were, Michael would be equally envious?

	It might help him to understand how she felt.

	“Thank you, Jackie,” Ella said with a coy smile. “I believe I find myself growing more interested already.”

	She waltzed out of her room. Henry was standing outside her door, nodding to Charlie as he prepared to head to the barracks to rest. They both turned to face her as she exited.

	“Good evening, Your Highness,” they greeted her.

	“Good evening, Henry, Charlie,” Ella replied sweetly. She twirled, enjoying the way her dress swished around her. “How do I look?”

	She was acting out of character, and she knew it. So did her guards. Charlie raised an eyebrow, while Henry glanced away and coughed into his fist.

	“Like you’re going to a ball, Your Highness,” Charlie finally answered.

	Ella smiled smugly to herself. Neither verbally paid her any compliment, but she was certain both had a gleam of appreciation in their eyes, even if they tried to hide it like the dutiful guards they were.

	“You look lovely, Arabella.”

	She turned to find Michael standing behind her. He was scowling over her shoulder, but he quickly focused on her and offered her a smile. Good, she thought.

	“Shall we?” Michael asked politely, offering her his arm. Ella returned his smile as she placed her hand lightly in his elbow.

	They walked silently towards the ballroom. After a few minutes, Michael said abruptly, “What was Charles doing there?”

	“Charlie?” Ella replied, surprised. “He’s one of my guards. Why wouldn’t he be there?”

	“Henry was there, too,” Michael pointed out.

	“Yes,” she said slowly, confused as to why they were discussing the subject. “I believe he had just relieved him.”

	“Hmm.” Michael looked dissatisfied, but he let the topic drop.

	Once they had been announced and filtered into the crowd, Katy pounced on them. She was radiant, her brown eyes warm, and her red dress complemented her light brown skin and dark hair. Only the top half of her hair was braided tonight, while the rest of her curls lightly bushed out, reaching about halfway down her back. “I know there are people you’re expected to talk to and dance with tonight,” she told them firmly, “but I fully expect you to have fun anyway. Axel and I will open the dancing, and then you two will be up.”

	“Of course, Katy,” Michael acknowledged, wrapping an arm around Ella’s bare shoulders. “We will do our best.”

	Ella just smiled. She fully intended to have fun tonight.

	 

	


CHAPTER 9

	Michael

	M


	ichael gave his partner a polite smile as he led her off the dance floor. “Thank you for the dance,” he said with a courteous nod.

	“The pleasure was mine, Your Highness,” she replied, dipping into a curtsy.

	Michael turned away as soon as he could without being rude. The grand ballroom was filled with people, many dancing in the center of the room to the sweet strains of the small orchestra in the corner, some lingering near the refreshment tables, while others mingled. Lit chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and large, graceful pillars ran along the long sides of the room. Live trees and bushes were scattered through the room in large pots, adding a bit of the outdoors to the indoors and providing the illusion of separate spaces in the large room.

	Now that he was finished with his political dances, Michael looked around for Arabella. Since their shared time at the old castle, he had been looking forward to this ball, even though Arabella had been frustrating since then, acting unhappy when he spoke with other women alone, but refusing to come with him, and more often than not choosing to not spend additional time with him. He was hoping to capture her for most of the remaining evening, preferably in dancing, although he wouldn’t object to a bit of time in the shadow of some potted plants if she proved amenable.

	Just as he spotted her following a young noble onto the dance floor, he heard a familiar voice. “Oh, I just love balls, don’t you?” The speaker giggled. “I’m going to dance with both of the princes if I can.”

	Forewarned, Michael dodged around a small knot of attendees and slipped behind a nearby pillar. Peeking around it, he saw Lady Ilse chattering with two of her friends, both as dolled up as she was and scanning the crowd for their next victims. He let out a breath of relief. If Arabella were to catch him dancing with her, the chances of his evening proceeding as he planned would decrease significantly.

	He turned his attention to the dancers. Spotting Arabella again, he frowned when he realized her partner wasn’t one of the men she had to dance with. She wore a coy smile, saying something to the young man that made him grin in response, and then laughing at his return sally.

	When the dance ended, he began to head towards her, but another young man caught her before she was even off the floor. She was in a fey mood tonight. As with the previous one, she sailed around the floor with a quick smile and ready laugh, throwing the young man looks that were better suited to a court maiden than a married woman.

	After the third nobleman beat him to his wife, Michael worked his way through the crowd during the dance in anticipation of where she and her current dance partner would finish. Yet another young man stepped up to her as he pushed past the last of the onlookers.

	“Excuse me,” Michael said with a polite smile, shoving his jealousy away. It was a ball, after all – attendees were expected to dance. Arabella and her partner-designate turned to face him. “I believe this dance is mine.”

	“Of course, Your Highness,” the young man said, bowing and releasing Arabella’s hand immediately.

	“Hello, Michael,” Arabella greeted him lightly. “Are you enjoying yourself? I certainly am.” She gave him a mischievous grin.

	Michael examined her. Slightly flushed from the exercise, she glowed with energy. Her blue eyes were brighter than he had seen in a long time, but the carefree air she wore seemed to him as if it verged on reckless. 

	He held out his hand. “Shall we?”

	To his surprise, she set her hand on his shoulder, then trailed her fingers down his arm before settling them at last in his hand. Leaning into him, she looked up through her lashes. “Naturally.”

	“Who are you, and what have you done with my wife?” he joked as the dance began.

	“What do you mean?” she asked, pouting prettily like a courtier and shaking her blonde curls. “Don’t you like me like this?”

	He chuckled. “I suppose I don’t object. But you’re not usually so…”

	“Charming?” she supplied. “Vibrant?”

	“Flirtatious.”

	She smirked. “I’ve been practicing all evening.”

	“Yes,” he replied uneasily, clearing his throat. “I noticed.”

	“You were supposed to.”

	Michael frowned at that. “Supposed to?”

	Arabella rolled her eyes. “Well, I haven’t been acting like a fool with every young man I came across because I hoped he’d invite me onto the balcony.”

	Michael forcibly relaxed his jaw muscles, which had stiffened at the thought of Arabella ensconced in a secluded corner, sheltered further from sight by the dark night, with one of the young whelps with whom she’d been dancing. Getting jealous again wouldn’t advance his plans for the evening.

	Although, the way she said it… He pulled her a little closer and leaned his head down to speak softly in her ear. “Are you implying that you hope I’ll invite you to the balcony?” He thought about the nooks and crannies created by the decorative exterior of the castle, the convenient staircase that led into the dimly lit gardens beyond… Forget the shadow of potted plants! The balcony would be a significant upgrade.

	Arabella studied him through several long turns of the dance. “Perhaps,” she finally answered. “But I believe I require several more songs dancing with you first.”

	Tightening his arm around her waist, Michael smiled. “As you wish, my lady.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 10

	Ella

	T


	he remainder of their stay in Ralnor was not perfect, but it was definitely better. Michael spent less time wandering among the nobles, sitting or standing with Ella instead. When he did make the rounds, Ella looped her arm in his and went with him like she used to. They made several trips through the gardens, admiring the flowers and slipping behind tall hedges to scandalize the proper old ladies (who couldn’t see them, but would be horrified if they could).

	The journey home was convivial. Ella tried to grumble less about being stuffed into the carriage at the beginning and end of each day for the sake of appearances, and Michael was as attentive as could be, whether they were riding, engaging in the carriage-related necessities, or sitting to dinner at the evening’s inn. He even gallantly forewent his own room one night when the inn proved to be overbooked due to a local festival, masterfully assuring the poor innkeeper that it was not an inconvenience, while Ella pretended to study some paintings on the far wall to hide her unladylike giggles.

	Ella hoped things would continue to improve after they reached Daraigh. At first, it seemed like they might. She and Michael had gotten into the habit of seeing each other at all three meals and visiting before bed, not to mention frequently throughout the day, and being home was no reason to stop. 

	However, once they settled back into the rhythm of Hartford Castle, the habits began to slip. Michael had a morning meeting that ran late, so Ella ate lunch without him. Preparations for a ladies’ brunch drew Ella away from breakfast. An afternoon hunt and the celebration afterward kept Michael away from the castle until late, by which time he decided not to risk waking Ella to tell her good night and simply retired to his own room upon his return. The rest of the time, Michael’s full schedule as crown prince made it difficult to sneak away for a few minutes of private conversation (or non-conversation) in the middle of the day.

	A couple of months after their return, Ella was once again sighing at a window. King Phillip had agreed to open negotiations with King Steffan about Reineggburg, but even if the deal was successful and even if they were allowed to help with the reconstruction (which she doubted), it would be months before they could escape to that temporary retreat.

	In the meantime, she hadn’t seen Michael since lunch the day before, and it was almost dinnertime. 

	“What I wouldn’t give to spend a few more minutes with him each day,” she sighed. Her eyes drifted to a ridiculous piece of embroidery that Katy had gifted her at their parting. An arrow pierced a red heart, with the words “My beloved hunter, I am yours” encircling it. 

	“If you have trouble finding time for each other after you get back,” Katy had whispered conspiratorially as she handed it off, “ask him to teach you archery.”

	“Archery?” Ella had replied, bemused. “Whatever for?”

	Katy had waggled her eyebrows. “Haven’t you ever watched a man trying to teach a girl he likes how to shoot a bow?”

	“No.”

	“Trust me,” Katy had assured her. “Convince Michael you want to learn how to shoot.”

	It had seemed silly to Ella then, and it still seemed silly now. She supposed it would be an excuse to spend time together – assuming they could carve out the time – but why archery and not some other activity? Why not scheduled horseback rides or garden walks?

	She was desperate to have more time with Michael, though, so she decided it was worth a try. After all, Michael liked to hunt and enjoyed his time in the practice yards – perhaps if she were learning a weapon, it would provide the excuse she needed to join him.

	Dinner was a quiet affair. King Phillip had decreed one night a week as a family-only dinner, so they were tucked away in a private dining room, seated around a relatively small table. Queen Elaine quietly sipped her soup, and Michael’s younger sister Anne was meek as ever. Justin, their teenage brother, could often be relied upon to liven things up, but he had recently become enamored of a young lady at court and was busy practicing his listless love routine. Michael had arrived late, and after a brief greeting to Ella and a short discussion with his father regarding the meeting he had just attended, he lapsed into silence as he sought to catch up on the food.

	After the dishes were cleared and servants set out the dessert plates, Ella worked up the nerve to pursue Katy’s suggestion. Clearing her throat, she said softly, “Michael?”

	He set his fork down, causing a light clink as it touched his plate. “Yes?” he replied, smiling at her.

	She turned her own fork over in her hand. “I was hoping…that is…I would like to learn archery. Would you teach me?”

	“Archery?” King Phillip interrupted. “Why do you desire to learn that?”

	Ella turned to look at him. “Princess Katrin suggested it. She seemed to think—I mean, I would like something more active than embroidery in which I can participate. And I thought perhaps I could join Michael when he is practicing.” She allowed her eyes to skate over to him briefly. He raised an eyebrow but otherwise didn’t react.

	King Phillip rubbed his chin, looking thoughtful. “Princess Katrin, eh? She’s a bit unusual, given her background. Still, I suppose archery would be an acceptable pursuit for a princess.” He glanced at his oldest son before returning his gaze to his daughter-in-law. “Yes, I believe that is permissible. Michael, you will instruct her?”

	Frowning slightly, Michael retrieved his fork, took a bite of his cake, and chewed slowly while he considered. “I am not certain I am suited to teaching a beginner,” he finally stated. “Even if I were skilled as a teacher, it takes a great deal of time to practice the form before the student can be left to practice alone. And time is something I have been rather short of lately.”

	Ella drooped slightly. If Michael couldn’t take the time to teach her archery, what good was it supposed to do?

	“Reschedule a few things,” King Phillip commanded. “Make the time. Arabella wishes to learn, and you will teach her.”

	Michael sighed. “Yes, Father.”

	~

	Ella strode down the hall in one of her split-leg riding outfits. Although she generally preferred blue because of the way it set off her eyes, today she had chosen a rich, dark forest green that she liked almost as much as the blues.

	She would be riding sidesaddle, of course, so the special outfit wasn’t strictly necessary, but just because she couldn’t take full advantage of the dress’s properties didn’t mean she couldn’t still enjoy the freedom of it. It wouldn’t do to wear the gown all the time, but it was flowing enough to get away with it directly before and after her rides. Besides, if they traveled far enough from civilization, she might switch to riding astride. There wouldn’t be a mounting block to switch back to sidesaddle before they returned, but she knew Charlie would help her mount – he’d done it many times before.

	“Arabella!” she heard someone exclaim from behind her. Turning, she found Michael’s younger brother hurrying towards her. “Just who I need!”

	“Good morning, Justin,” Arabella greeted. “Aren’t you supposed to be in lessons right now?”

	Justin ran a hand through his tousled dark brown hair. “Technically,” he grinned without a trace of embarrassment. “But my tutor is a little preoccupied at the moment helping Anne’s governess catch a snake that somehow found its way into their classroom.”

	“Oh, Justin,” Ella sighed with exasperation. “Aren’t you a little old for playing that sort of trick?”

	Justin just grinned again, his brown eyes shining. “Never, if I can help it. I plan to never be as serious as my brother.”

	“So why are you playing hooky?” Ella asked wearily.

	“So glad you asked,” he replied. “Lady Lucinda is here today, and I want to see her, but she’ll probably be gone by the time Hudson is finished with me. Unfortunately, she’s in the salon with a bunch of other members of the court, including her grandmother,” he shuddered for effect, “so I can’t go in there.”

	Ella pretended to purse her lips, although she wanted to smile. “That is unfortunate. I suppose you’ll just have to return to your lessons, then.”

	“No, no!” Justin protested, holding his hands out. “That’s where you come in!”

	“Me?” Ella asked in surprise. “What do I have to do with anything?”

	“You can go in and convince her to come out to see me,” he explained. “Casually, of course – if her grandmother realizes I’m not where I’m supposed to be, she’ll tattle to Father. After she gives me the look.”

	Ella was caught between snorting and being horrified. His fear of Lady Lucinda’s guardian was amusing, if understandable. But what he was asking of her… “You want me to walk into a room of courtiers? By myself?”

	“What’s wrong with that?” Justin asked, confused.

	Wringing her hands, Ella glanced around before whispering, “They don’t like me very much. Whenever I’m around them, I can hear them silently judging me. If Michael isn’t with me, they talk to me in the most condescending tones.”

	Justin tilted his head and gave her an odd look. “I’ll admit they don’t treat you quite like they do Michael or Father, but I’ve never noticed anything wrong with what they say or how they say it.”

	“That’s because you’re there to hear it,” Ella replied glumly. “They play nice when a member of your family is around.”

	“Even after you’ve been the crown princess for over two years?” he frowned.

	Ella gave him a small smile. “It’s been a while since I last gave them the chance.”

	“Well, then, it’s time to find out if they’ve changed!” Justin said with a grin. “Please, Arabella?” he begged.

	She sighed. “If I can convince Lady Lucinda to leave with me, what do you plan to do? I can’t let the two of you run around without a chaperone, but I’m on my way to the stables to ride Shadow. Elizabeth and Charlie are probably already there waiting for me.”

	“Hm.” He looked down as he thought for a moment. “Can’t we walk there with you?”

	“That would work for the trip there,” Ella agreed, “but how do you propose to get back?”

	The incorrigible teenager winked. “I’m sure something will turn up. It will work out.”

	She was definitely already late, and she really didn’t want to face the lords and ladies in the salon, but…Justin’s enthusiasm had always been infectious. “All right,” she relented. “I’ll do it.”

	“Thanks, Arabella!” he beamed. “You’re my favorite sister-in-law.”

	“I’m your only sister-in-law,” she wryly pointed out.

	“Of course!” he replied jovially as he slung an arm across her shoulders. “Come on, she’s this way!”

	Justin led her back the way she had come, turned left down another hallway, and stopped outside an open door about a third of the way down. The low murmur of voices leaked out of the doorway.

	“You’re sure she’s in there?” Ella asked nervously. It would be terrible to walk into the wrong salon and have to dig her way out.

	“Yes,” Justin sighed, a wistful expression on his face. “I can hear her sweet voice.”

	Listening, Ella thought she could pick Lady Lucinda’s soft mezzo-soprano out of the mix. “Okay,” she quietly told herself. “Keep it simple. I can do this.” 

	At least this was better than the time she visited Ryuni, she thought. Princess Sakura might be about the same age as Justin, but her nose was so far in the air at being introduced to a common-born princess, Ella was amazed she could still see where she was going. There were no haughty princesses here.

	Only haughty nobles.

	She took a deep breath, straightened her back, raised her chin, and strode into the room with as much confidence as she could muster.

	As soon as she crossed the threshold, the conversations in the room began to die out. Beginning with those closest to the door, the room’s occupants turned to look at her and dip into slight bows or curtsies. Murmurs of “Princess” and “Your Highness” accompanied them.

	Her breathing started to quicken, but she forced it slower as she nodded as regally as she could in acknowledgement. Glancing around, she saw Lady Lucinda with a clutch of other young women to one side. Relieved that she wouldn’t have to cross the entire room, she directed her steps in the direction of her quarry.

	A brunette woman about her own age smiled politely. “Good morning, Princess Arabella,” the lady greeted her. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

	Ella cautiously returned the smile. She wasn’t sure the expressed pleasure was genuine. Now, what was this woman’s name? She was sure that she knew, or that she should know, anyway.

	“Just a brief visit, Lady Charlotte,” Ella replied as she extracted the name from her memory. “Actually, I was hoping Lady Lucinda would do me the honor of walking with me.”

	Lady Lucinda’s green eyes grew wide. “Me, Your Highness? With you?”

	Ella smiled at her. “Yes, if you don’t mind.”

	“The honor would be mine,” the raven-haired girl replied with a quick curtsy.

	“Good day, ladies,” Ella said with another court smile. Beckoning to Lady Lucinda, she exited with as stately a pace as she could manage. It would never do to run out of the room.

	When she didn’t see Justin waiting for them, Ella began the walk towards the stable. He knew where she was going; he would catch up.

	Lady Lucinda walked silently beside her, her hands folded demurely in front of her. Finally, she awkwardly ventured, “Was there something you wished to speak to me about?”

	“I imagine you’ll understand soon,” Ella replied mysteriously. 

	Sure enough, when they rounded the corner, Justin was waiting for them. His eyes lit up when he saw Ella’s companion.

	“Prince Justin!” the young lady exclaimed in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

	“Trying to ensure that you would be far enough away from the salon to prevent anyone from hearing your greeting,” he glibly replied. “Maybe I should have moved a little farther away.”

	“I…I…” Lady Lucinda fumbled for words, her cheeks turning a deep shade of red. “Did you know Princess Arabella was going to ask me to walk with her?”

	Justin shrugged. “I didn’t know what she was going to say to you. But I did ask her to fetch you.” He hesitated. “Do you mind?”

	“I…I’m supposed to be—” she stammered.

	“I’m headed to the stables,” Ella cut in. “I agreed to walk the two of you that far, at which point Justin sanguinely believes a solution for your return to the salon will present itself. If you do not wish to go, you do not have to.”

	Lady Lucinda quickly looked at Justin, then cast her eyes to the floor, still blushing furiously. “No, I—I mean, I would be pleased to accompany you.”

	Ella hid her smile as Justin grinned like an idiot. “Well, why don’t the two of you start heading that way? I’ll follow as soon as I tie my bootlaces.”

	Her boot wasn’t untied, of course, but she was fairly certain both of her companions would prefer to lack her immediate presence. Justin gallantly offered his arm, which Lady Lucinda shyly accepted, and they began to stroll down the hallway. Ella waited until there was enough space between them to allow her to supervise without crowding them, then trailed behind them, a soft smile on her face as she watched.

	“There you are, Princess,” Charlie called as she, Justin, and Lady Lucinda entered the stable yard. “I was just about to come looking for you. Did you get lost?” he joked.

	“No, just being a good ‘sister’,” she replied, still watching the young couple. Abruptly, she asked, “Do you think she really likes him, or is she just interested in his title?”

	Charlie cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I’m not very familiar with most members of the nobility.”

	“No, I suppose not,” Ella mused.

	“Although,” he continued after a short silence, “it is my understanding that most of her rank are highly motivated by such things.”

	“Yes.” Ella began walking towards the stable building again. “I want to believe she really likes him. She seems like a good girl, one who is intelligent enough to realize that the title of ‘Princess’ isn’t that valuable.” She couldn’t see Charlie, as he was walking a few paces behind her, but she knew he was giving her a side-eye. “The title was an unfortunate side effect of marrying Mike,” she wryly told him over her shoulder. “It wasn’t really something I was looking for.”

	“Shall I inform Elizabeth that you are ready to head out, Your Highness?”

	“No, I have to figure out what to do with them first,” she replied, gesturing at Justin and Lady Lucinda, who had stopped just outside the stable door.

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“I’m their chaperone,” Ella explained. “But we can’t take them with us because Justin needs to return to his tutor and Lady Lucinda was just taking a ‘walk’ with me. There aren’t any convenient maids or footmen out here that I can send back with them, are there?”

	“Actually,” Charlie began, “at the moment—”

	A tall man with silky black hair exited the stable at that moment. “Justin?” he said, startled. “What are you doing here?”

	“Oh, hey, Michael,” Justin easily replied while Lady Lucinda ducked her head to hide a blush. “Lady Lucinda and I were keeping Arabella company.”

	Ella felt her own cheeks redden slightly when Michael shifted his gaze to her. Justin didn’t seem – outwardly, anyway – to anticipate any ill consequences from his brother’s knowledge of his absence from his studies, but she wasn’t as confident that Michael wouldn’t disapprove of her abetting him.

	Her fears appeared to be unfounded, however, as he simply nodded to her before returning his attention to his younger brother. “Aren’t you supposed to be with Hudson?”

	Justin shrugged. “What are you out here for, Michael?” he asked, sidestepping the question.

	Michael gave his brother a look that said he knew exactly what he was up to, but he answered Justin’s question anyway. “Father and I were visiting with the stable master about the expansion project.”

	“Father is here?” Justin gulped. He glanced nervously at the stable door, then turned to Lady Lucinda and bowed over her hand as smoothly as he could while preparing to make an escape (but without looking like he was making an escape, of course). “Thank you, milady, for the honor of your time. I’m afraid I must return to the castle now. I look forward to our next visit. Farewell.” Then he hurried back the way he had come as nonchalantly as he could.

	“There’s that problem solved,” Charlie chuckled quietly.

	Ella didn’t respond. Michael at the stables at the same time as her? And no need to find a replacement chaperone? It was almost too good to be true.

	She walked slowly forward. “Hello, Michael.”

	Michael had been watching his brother’s retreat with a half-smile, but at her words, he redirected his gaze to her. “Good morning, Arabella,” he greeted kindly.

	“I was preparing to leave for a horseback ride. Would… would you like to come with me?” she asked hopefully.

	His smile morphed into a look of chagrin. “Unfortunately, I am due back at the castle for,” he sighed, “yet another meeting.”

	“Can’t you skip it?” Ella wheedled, looking up at him with her best puppy dog eyes.

	A light breeze ruffled his hair as he gave her a small smile. He raised a hand as if to caress her cheek, but then glanced behind her and seemed to change his mind, letting his hand fall. “I’m afraid not.”

	Trying to hide her disappointment, Ella just nodded and attempted to smile. She took a calming breath. “Have you been able to schedule some time for my archery?”

	“I’m sorry,” he grimaced, “I haven’t. I’ve been running nonstop.”

	“Then…” Ella hesitated. “Maybe you could find me tonight, and we can look over your schedule together?”

	He reached out and squeezed her hand. “I have a night-patrol inspection tonight. I don’t know when I’ll be done.”

	“Come whenever you finish,” she whispered. “I’ll wait up for you.”

	His eyes on hers, Michael lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it, then pressed it to his cheek. “I’ll try,” he promised.

	A cleared throat from the side brought Ella back to an awareness of her surroundings. Face heating, she drew her hand back and took a moment to compose herself before letting her eyes slide sideways to Lady Lucinda. If she thought her cheeks were red, it was surely nothing compared to Lady Lucinda’s flaming skin as she looked at everything but her crown prince and his wife.

	“If you are heading back to the castle, Michael, would Lady Lucinda be able to accompany you?” Ella requested as evenly as she could. “I am afraid I did not have a plan for her return.”

	Technically, the young lady could have gone alone – she just couldn’t have gone alone with Justin – but as a noblewoman, it was more proper for her to have a companion of some variety. Presumably, that was why she had not simply fled at her first twinge of discomfort at her companions’ interaction.

	“Of course,” Michael replied genially. “Father should be out soon, at which point we would be glad to escort you back, Lady Lucinda.”

	“Thank you, Your Highness,” she murmured and curtsied. “You do me honor.”

	“Yes, well, I can’t have my little brother’s friend getting lost, can I?” Michael teased, winking at Ella. She suppressed a smile as Lady Lucinda’s cheeks flared again.

	“I suppose I shouldn’t keep Elizabeth and Charlie waiting,” Ella reluctantly said. “I’ll see you tonight?”

	“If I can,” he promised again.

	Ella made sure to pass close enough to brush his arm with hers as she entered the stable through the door Michael held open for her. As she looked over her shoulder to grin at him one last time, she saw Charlie’s lips twitching as he followed her through.

	“Oh, hush,” she told him.

	“I didn’t say anything!” he protested. 

	She buried a grin and walked deeper into the stable. 

	~

	Ella sat in her favorite armchair in her sitting room. She read a book until her eyes grew tired around midnight, after which she stared into the flames of her fire until she drifted off.

	The golden glow of the morning sun streaming through her unshaded window woke her, slumped in her chair.

	Michael never came.

	 

	


CHAPTER 11

	Ella

	A


	 week passed, and then two, and still Michael hadn’t found time to teach Ella archery. He had taken her down to the practice yard once to show her the targets and where she could find a bow and arrows to borrow, but that was it.

	Hoping that once she knew the basics, she could join him when he practiced, Ella determined to learn on her own. She tried researching the topic in the library, but the only books she could find on the topic were not very useful to someone with no experience. 

	“Is something troubling you, Your Highness?” Charlie asked carefully.

	Ella was riding Shadow through a meadow outside of Hartford with her silent maid on a horse nearby and her faithful guard trailing slightly as he kept an eye out for potential threats. It was an overcast day but not muggy, so overall, not a terrible day for a ride. But rather than cantering or even trotting, they were walking – although Shadow kept tossing her head impatiently – and Ella had just sighed for the third time.

	“Whatever gives you that idea?” she replied with a tired grin, looking at him over her shoulder.

	He shifted in his saddle, making the leather squeak against his clothing. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. It’s not my place.”

	“Nonsense,” she said, shaking her head at him as she returned her gaze to the path ahead of her. “It may be your job to look out for me, but I consider you a friend. You’re allowed to ask.”

	They rode in silence for a few minutes. Ella pondered what she should tell the young man behind her. As she had told him, she thought of him as her friend, but that didn’t mean it was appropriate to complain – or appear to complain – about her husband to him. Especially when her husband was the crown prince, and the friend in question was a royal guard. 

	Not to mention, his wasn’t the only set of ears at the moment.

	“Charlie,” she finally ventured, “you know how to use a bow and arrow, don’t you?”

	She could almost see the bemused expression on his face, even though she wasn’t facing him. “I’m not an expert, but I wouldn’t be your guard if I wasn’t proficient,” he answered slowly. “Why do you ask?”

	She took a breath. “Would you be willing to teach me?”

	Elizabeth choked.

	“I’m not sure the king would approve, Your Highness,” Charlie replied hesitantly.

	“He already gave me permission to learn!” Ella protested, twisting to face him. “He decided that it was an acceptable activity for a princess.”

	She could see the indecision on Charlie’s face. The idea made him uncomfortable for some reason, but since King Phillip had not forbidden it, he didn’t want to refuse her.

	“Please,” she begged, pulling back on Shadow’s reins so she could ride next to Charlie instead of in front of him. “If I know how to shoot, then—” she hesitated, not sure if she was about to share too much, “then maybe I can fit into Michael’s day better.”

	The knowing look Charlie gave her had traces of compassion in it. Ella dropped her eyes to Shadow’s mane, unable to face it. “Why don’t you ask Prince Michael to teach you, then?” he asked gently.

	She twisted the reins in her hands. “I have. Over and over. He hasn’t had time.”

	After a few moments, Charlie let out a deep sigh. “All right. I’m not much of a teacher, but I can try to help you with the basics.”

	“Really?” Ella asked, lifting her eyes back to his.

	He grimaced and looked up at the sky. “Yes,” he groaned.

	Ella grinned. “Thank you. Thank you, Charlie!” Perking up, she nudged Shadow forward. “Race you to the trees!”

	As they took off, she thought she heard Charlie mutter something about the stocks and dungeons, but she was filled with too much hope to properly process her guard’s mood. 

	~

	Ella gritted her teeth and pulled. The bow bent a little, but as before, her right hand couldn’t seem to make it past her left shoulder. Straining, she fought to straighten her left arm before giving up the struggle and releasing the tension.

	Charlie appeared to be wobbling between a frown and an unhelpful snort of laughter.

	“It’s a lot harder than you make it look,” Ella complained. “I used to spend my days doing manual labor,” she huffed. “I thought I was stronger than this.”

	“I don’t think working as a household servant really qualifies as manual labor, Your Highness. Besides, you haven’t worked as a servant in over two years,” Charlie pointed out. Ella scowled at him.

	“Regardless of how accurate that may or may not be, it’s not helping me draw this bow,” she muttered.

	Sighing, Charlie raised his own bow again. “To start with, you need to hold your left arm straight, then pull the string. Don’t start with it bent and try to move the bow out while you pull it. Let it be the point you pull against.” Nocking an arrow, he demonstrated the draw again before releasing the string under control. “Try again.”

	“You’re letting Charlie teach you archery?” someone laughed behind her. Turning, she saw Henry approaching with some of his friends. “I thought you wanted to learn how to shoot well.”

	Surprised by the fact that he was joking with her, Ella simply blinked. Apparently, being in the training grounds temporarily put her on the same level as a guardsman.

	Charlie glared at his fellow guard. “You’re welcome to teach her in my stead, if you think you can do a better job.”

	Raising his hands, Henry backed away. “No, thank you. I like my head right where it is.”

	Confused by the comment, Ella looked back at Charlie. He rubbed his forehead with his free hand and avoided her questioning look. “Try again. Hold the bow all the way out this time before you touch the string.”

	“Like this?” she asked, raising her bow.

	“Yes. Now try drawing the string.” Ella grabbed the string and began to pull. “No, keep your elbow straight,” Charlie corrected. He reached a hand under her arm as if to nudge the elbow in question into position, then paused for a moment before withdrawing.

	“Now I can’t even get as far as my shoulder,” Ella grumbled. “It won’t—quite—”

	Charlie rubbed his chin as he examined her. “Where are you pulling from?”

	“What do you mean ‘where am I pulling from’? I’m pulling the string!”

	“No, I mean—” Charlie hesitated, waving one hand in a circle as he appeared to search for words. “In your body. What are you using to pull the string?”

	Ella thought about it. “I suppose my arm. What else would I be using?”

	Charlie drew his bow a few times, scrunching his forehead in concentration. “Try using your back.”

	Ella just blinked at him. “How do I pull a string with my back?”

	“He means you should feel it in your back,” Henry helpfully supplied. Having stripped off his shirt in preparation for his training, he turned his back to her and mimed drawing a bow with his sword as the arrow. “Like this.”

	“You’re supposed to be looking at his muscles,” one of his friends informed her, trying to keep a straight face.

	“At the way his muscles moved,” Charlie wearily corrected, rubbing his forehead again. “So that you can try to do the same thing.”

	Averting her eyes from her guard’s sturdy physique, Ella tried to picture what she had observed and to imagine how copying it would feel. She closed her eyes, lifted her bow, and tried again. Her hand made it a little farther back, but still not enough.

	“Why don’t you just help her with the draw, Charlie?” Henry called, a grin in his voice.

	“Are you trying to get me thrown in the dungeon?” Charlie snarled back.

	After another fifteen minutes of Ella attempting to fully draw the bow and Charlie attempting to instruct her, during which time Charlie rubbed his forehead so much Ella was afraid he was going to take off a layer of skin, he finally gave in.

	“This isn’t working,” he admitted. “It might help for you to feel what the full draw feels like, but I can’t help you with it from the front.”

	“Okay,” Ella replied.

	She watched as he set down his bow and slowly walked behind her, lining himself up as if he was going to shoot at her target. He lifted his left hand towards her bow and hesitated. “If you don’t mind?” he asked with a grimace.

	When she shook her head, he carefully wrapped his large hand over hers on the bow, then reached his right arm around her other side to gingerly grip the string above her hand. He kept his arm out as far as possible, as though trying not to touch her. She could hear Henry and his friends chuckling behind them.

	“Now,” he instructed, “draw again. I’ll help when it gets to your limit. Once it’s drawn, I’ll slowly let go so you can try to keep it there.”

	Pulling on the string, she focused on moving the way he had tried to drill into her. At the point where she began to strain, Charlie’s hand tightened on hers as he strengthened the position of the bow and her right hand finally reached her neck as his other hand took some of the pressure.

	“I did it! Sort of,” she exclaimed. Delighted, she turned her head to smile at her teacher and froze when she realized how very close their faces were and how his chest was practically against her back now that the bow was drawn. Suddenly, her face went red as several things came into focus for her.

	Why Katy thought she should learn archery.

	Why King Phillip, who seemed aware of the tension between his son and daughter-in-law and desirous of mending it, had agreed to let her and had instructed Michael to teach her.

	Why Charlie’s normally-cheerful face had been warped in a grimace since almost the moment they entered the practice area.

	“I—” she stammered, flinging her face to the front.

	“Sir!” Charlie shouted, releasing the bow as he straightened into a salute. The arrow Ella had nocked flew off the string, lodging itself into the ground a few feet away, when her shaking arm failed to slow the string sufficiently. Looking up, she felt her face pale when she saw the reason Charlie had let go.

	Michael, his face closed off and hard, was standing a short distance away and staring at them.

	“Good afternoon, Michael,” Ella greeted, trying to keep her voice steady. “Charlie was just trying to teach me archery. I thought, since you hadn’t had time yet, that—”

	“You do not need to explain,” Michael cut her off, his voice cold. “I see you’ve found a replacement for me.”

	“Michael,” Ella begged, worried that his simple statement had a double meaning. “I was only—”

	He bowed slightly and turned away. “Good day.”

	“Michael!” Ella called after him. Tossing the bow on the ground, she picked up her skirts in one hand and began to follow him as swiftly as she could. “Michael, wait!”

	She barely noticed the silence in the practice area as the guards ceased their exercise and watched her chase the prince towards the doors. “Michael!” The heel on one of her shoes sank into a soft spot in the ground, causing her to stumble. She paused to rip the annoying things from her feet. When she looked up, he was gone.

	Tears filled her eyes. “Michael,” she whispered. “What have I done?”

	 

	


CHAPTER 12

	Ella

	I


	t was worse than when he had paid his attentions to Lady Ilse in Ralnor.

	With Lady Ilse, she didn’t understand why he had decided to ignore her for another woman, but at least the lady was an unlikely match for him, and it had lasted only a short time before they reconciled. He had seemed repentant afterwards, even if he had never quite come out and apologized.

	This time, she felt fairly certain she knew why he was showering Lady Charlotte with smiles and fond glances. Even though she was innocent of what he believed, she had to admit it had looked suspicious, especially given how flustered she had been when he “caught” her. 

	To make matters worse, Lady Charlotte, the daughter of a Daric duke, was much better mannered than Lady Ilse. She had a sweeter temperament and, while a proper court lady, spouted fewer inane comments than Lady Ilse. True, Michael hadn’t chosen her before the fateful ball, but she seemed exactly the type of lady to captivate him. And rather than days, it had been weeks, and still he was barely more than civil to Ella – and that only when he had to be – while he rained praise and time on Lady Charlotte.

	Even his many meetings, which previously had stolen so many precious moments from him and Ella, were unable to keep him from Lady Charlotte.

	King Phillip frowned at them at meals, both family-only and public. Ella believed he may have had a private conversation or two with his son, but he had not ejected Lady Charlotte from his castle, nor had he, to Ella’s knowledge, spoken with her regarding her reception of Michael’s attentions. Ella wasn’t sure if he thought she might be completely innocent in the affair or if he was hoping she was unaware and didn’t want to alert her to his concerns.

	Arrangements had been made to lease Reineggburg, with restoration costs to be shared between the two crowns. But Ella had little hope now of convincing Michael to return to it with her once they were able.

	Finally, Ella snapped. She was standing at her window watching Michael stroll arm-in-arm with Lady Charlotte down the path outside, when suddenly she decided she had to get away. Riding was no good – even if she was out of the city, she would still be expected to appear and behave like a princess. And Charlie had been poor company – understandably – since the failed archery lesson. She didn’t want to inflict being alone with him (Elizabeth didn’t really count) on either of them. Nor did she want the silent, professional companion that any of her other guards would be.

	She needed out, and she didn’t want a tail. But if she tried to walk out of the castle, one of her guards would be sure to follow her, especially once she headed out of the gates. 

	Then it occurred to her. Princess Arabella would be followed into the city by a personal guard…but a simple serving girl would escape notice.

	Stripping the many hairpins out of her fancy hairstyle, Ella headed toward a chest at the foot of her bed. She tossed the discarded pins on the vanity as she passed. When she reached the chest, she paused, her hand hovering over the latch, then quickly unfastened it and lifted the lid.

	Instead of the fancy dresses hanging in her wardrobe, the chest held old, rough clothing in drab colors. A pair of worn leather boots sat to one side. The only piece of jewelry was a simple necklace of wooden beads.

	Ella lifted the necklace slowly, staring at it with mixed feelings. A kind neighbor had given it to her after her stepmother pawned Ella’s nicer jewelry. She had had one precious bead necklace remaining that her father had given her shortly before he died…and then her stepmother took that, too. Ella had been heartbroken to lose it, so the neighbor, knowing she wouldn’t be allowed to keep anything of value, gave her the only replacement he could after finding her crying in his fields. It belonged to her old life, which she had been more than happy to leave, but it carried priceless memories.

	Setting it carefully on the edge of her bed, she stood and removed her princess finery. Then she donned her old work dress and apron, laced up her sturdy boots, and fastened the wooden beads around her neck. Quickly braiding her hair, she tied it off with a ribbon and covered it with a dark grey handkerchief.

	Now the trick was to make sure no one looked at her face on the way out. She was dressed as a servant, but if anyone actually looked at her, she was fairly certain they would recognize their crown princess.

	Grabbing the basket of laundry that had not yet been emptied, she dropped her eyes to the floor and slipped through her door into the hallway. Most of the servants in Hartford Castle did not feel the need to keep their heads down to avoid notice, so it was a risk to do so; it might draw more attention. However, she didn’t want to accidentally make eye contact with anyone, so she hoped the eyes of any passersby would simply glide over her if she wasn’t looking.

	She successfully dropped off her laundry. From there, it was a short trip through the servant halls to a small exit into the castle courtyard.

	Unfortunately, the exit was uncomfortably near the barracks. She had just closed the door behind her and taken two steps towards the gate when she heard the door to the barracks open. Glancing over, she quickly whipped her head the other way and tried to walk casually.

	“Well, you’re still here,” Henry said lightly. “The prince hasn’t thrown you out or into the dungeons yet.”

	“Yet,” Charlie sighed. “The way he glares at me every time we cross paths, I keep waiting for it. Maybe I’ll just quit and save him the trouble. Then I can stop worrying about what he’s going to do to me.”

	Ella’s heart sank. Charlie was her favorite among her personal guards. She would hate to lose him, just as she would hate to have ruined his career.

	“Are you mad at her?” asked Henry.

	“Who, the princess?” Charlie replied, surprised. “No.”

	“Why not?”

	“All she did was ask me for help.” Ella bet he would be rubbing his forehead if she could see him. “I could have said no.”

	“Yeah, but you can’t say no to her, can you?” Henry teased. “One look at those big blue eyes, and you melt.”

	She heard a scuffling noise and a grunt from Henry. “Cut that out. Are you trying to get me in more trouble?” Charlie growled angrily.

	Eager to be out of sight of her guards as well as out of hearing – this was hardly a conversation she wanted to overhear – Ella picked up her pace. The gate was so close!

	“You just need to find someone else,” Henry suggested. “How about that maid over there? She looks similar to Princess Arabella.”

	Startled, Ella looked over her shoulder before she could stop herself.

	Charlie’s scowl smoothed into shock as he followed Henry’s gesture and locked eyes with her. Knowing she was found out before he even opened his mouth, she gathered her skirt in one hand and dashed out the gate, thankful for her sturdy boots instead of the impractical ladies’ shoes she usually wore.

	“Princess! Wait!” Charlie yelled frantically, but she ignored him and dove into the mass of people on the road, losing herself in the crowd. She could hear Henry shouting as well, soon followed by the guards at the gate calling after her to stop, but she didn’t look back.

	She would go back eventually. She wasn’t giving up on her new life. She regretted the stress to which the royal guards would be subjected until she returned – now that they were aware of her escape – but she needed a few moments of freedom. She knew it was selfish, but she wasn’t going to give that up.

	 

	


CHAPTER 13

	Michael

	I


	’m sorry; could you repeat that?” Michael requested, trying to keep the anger and incredulity from his voice. The chirping of the birds in the trees lining the path was dim in the background of his senses. Even the pressure of Lady Charlotte’s hands on his arm was distant.

	“Princess Arabella left the castle grounds dressed as a servant, Your Highness,” the auburn-haired guard in front of him stated, keeping his hazel eyes focused on a point behind Michael’s head. “She ran when we tried to stop her.”

	Michael felt the left side of his mouth twisting into a sneer. “Didn’t she take that other guard with her?”

	“No, sir,” the guard replied evenly. “She did not notify us that she wished to go into the city. She left the castle through a servant exit. Most of her guards were not on duty. Commander Charles and I were outside the barracks and only happened to spot her as she was passing through the gate.”

	So, she decided to leave, after all, Michael thought bitterly, remembering the comment he’d overheard on the journey to visit Axel and Katy. But I figured she’d run away with that numbskull head of her guard.

	“I guess it’s only to be expected of a princess who feels the need to spend her time in the kitchens,” Michael quipped with a lightness he didn’t feel. The guard maintained his stony expression, but Lady Charlotte tittered appreciatively. “You are searching for her?”

	“Yes, sir,” the guard answered with a sharp nod. “We have three squads in plain clothes searching the city for her. They have been instructed to be subtle so that we do not alert the populace to her absence.”

	Michael nodded in approval. “Very wise.”

	“You will notify the king?”

	“Yes,” Michael responded, waving a hand dismissively. “You may return to the search.” The guard saluted and walked briskly away.

	Michael stewed as he resumed the stroll that the guard had interrupted. Lady Charlotte chattered in his ear, but he didn’t hear any of it. His wife – the princess! – had lowered herself to dress as the servant she once was. Not to cook or clean to occupy her time, but to flee.

	To leave him.

	He probably should have felt as if his world were crumbling, but he didn’t. He was angry.

	How could she do this to him? To the royal family?

	Maybe it served him right for marrying a commoner, no matter how pretty or sweet.

	~

	Scowling at the bookcase, Michael gave up on a simple visual search and began moving each book to the side as he scanned its title. He was certain he had a copy of it on the shelf in his room, but he couldn’t find it. 

	If he weren’t religious about putting his own books back on his bookcase when he set them down – even if he didn’t take much care with where – he would think he’d left it somewhere else in the castle.

	Of course, if he were a little less angry with his wife, maybe he’d be able to see straight enough to register the words in front of his face.

	A knock at the door interrupted him. “Michael? Are you in there?”

	“What do you want, Justin?” he growled back. He flipped another book to the side, reminding himself not to take out his aggression on the fragile paper.

	Rather than staying outside the door waiting for an invitation, his brother let himself in. “I heard about Arabella,” he answered, his voice unusually serious. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

	Okay? Not hardly.

	“I’m fine, Justin. Get lost.”

	Justin crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, watching him with narrowed eyes. “No.”

	Michael whirled to face him. “‘No’?” he demanded. “I told you to leave. I don’t want to talk to you right now.”

	“You’re not okay. Why would I leave?”

	“What part of ‘I don’t want to talk to you’ do you not understand?” he snarled. “Get out of my room.”

	Instead of complying, the younger prince straightened and strolled over to join him. “Which book are you looking for?”

	“Justin—”

	“Which book?” Justin repeated, cutting him off.

	Running a hand through his hair, Michael sighed, “Gerhardt’s Principles of Economic Theory.”

	His brother peered at the books for a few moments, then leaned forward and plucked one up. One of the ones Michael had shuffled to the side already.

	Holding it out, he said, “You mean this one?”

	Michael snatched it out of his hand. “Yes. Thank you.”

	“No problem.”

	He stomped off to his favorite armchair, ignoring Justin’s bemused smile. “Why are you still here?”

	Justin’s slow steps followed him. “I thought perhaps you might like to join me in the training yard for some sword practice.”

	“No thanks,” he grunted. “I don’t need to explain to Father how you ended up skewered on my blade.”

	“You think you could?” Over the edge of his book, Michael saw Justin’s eyes light up. “I’d like to see you try.”

	“You’re not that good, little brother,” he replied, rolling his eyes. “Especially not when I’m—”

	“Too worried and angry to hold back?” Justin suggested when he stopped. Michael glared at him. “So fight me. If you won’t talk to me, come fight me.”

	“I’m not worried.”

	His annoying little brother raised his eyebrows and widened his eyes but made no verbal reply.

	“I’m not,” he reiterated firmly.

	Ignoring his brother, he buried his nose in his book. Undeterred, the twerp continued to stand there watching him.

	He was still on the same page five minutes later when Justin suddenly crossed the room, picked something up, and threw it at him. Startled, he dropped the book and snagged the rather large object out of the air before it hit him in the face.

	“Fight me.”

	Looking at his hands, he found he was holding his sheathed sword. Persistent brat.

	“Fine.” He shoved out of his chair. “You want to fight? Let’s fight.”

	Justin just held the door open and grinned as Michael stormed out.

	 

	


CHAPTER 14

	Ella

	E


	lla flitted around a corner, barely avoiding the notice of yet another guard. He wasn’t wearing his uniform, but even if she hadn’t recognized him, his bearing would have given him away. There were a few members of the royal guard who could blend into the populace, but most of them couldn’t seem to relax out of the poise that the frequent weapons training, marching, and standing at attention drilled into them.

	She took a moment to observe her surroundings. While she had just left a local market behind, it appeared that her flight from the pursuing guards had led her into a seedier neighborhood. The dilapidated houses sat near the narrow road. Unkempt gardens sprouted as many weeds as they did flowers or vegetable plants. A few dirty children played outside, but they stopped and watched uneasily when they spotted her.

	“What’re you lookin’ at?” a gravelly voice jeered. Startled, Ella spun to find a man with a gap-toothed smile leering at her. “You look a little too fine to be from around here.”

	Ella backed away, her distress over Michael, Lady Charlotte, and the frustration of evading pursuit beginning to transform into fear. Thinking of the guard she had left behind in the market, she considered retreating to him for safety. He would most likely drag her back to the castle, but her excursion was proving to be much less relaxing than she had anticipated, anyway.

	“I-I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I think I took a wrong turn. Excuse me.”

	He grabbed her wrist as she moved to flee. “William!” she screamed, but a hand clapped over her mouth, cutting off her cry. Before she could see if it had been enough to alert the guard, she was dragged away from the alley and into one of the houses.

	As soon as she was released, she twisted to face her attacker. “What do you want with me?” she asked, her voice quivering. “I don’t have any money.”

	“Are you sure about that?” he replied, scanning her person. “Seems a little unlikely. With hair that well-kept, surely even a servant has enough to make it worth my while.”

	Ella put as much space between them as was possible in the small room. “Truly, I don’t,” she pled. “I didn’t grab anything before I left. Please, let me go!”

	The man followed her. “I guess I’ll just have to find out for myself.”

	Ella desperately searched for something she could use to fend him off. The habitation was sadly lacking in items she might be able to use as a weapon. Even furniture was out of the question – there was only a single stool, and it was on the other side of the room.

	Just as he stretched his hand towards her, there was a loud clang, and he dropped to the ground. Ella’s jaw fell open at the sight of the old woman standing behind him, a cast-iron pan in her hands. “Oops,” the woman said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

	Ella stared at her. “What…?” She couldn’t seem to gather her thoughts.

	“Come along, dearie,” the old woman replied, waving her over. “You look like you could use a good cup of tea.”

	~

	A short time later, Ella found herself settled on a threadbare couch with a steaming mug in her hands. Edna, her rescuer and now hostess, lowered herself into an ancient armchair with a groan.

	They sat quietly while Ella blew on her tea to cool it. She expected Edna to say something, but the woman simply leaned back and gazed out the window, leaving Ella in peace.

	Peace. How could she be at peace? She was finally free of the castle, but the change in location had not distanced her from her troubles. They crowded through her mind, colliding with the new stressors she had found in her flight before they bounced back again. Now, not only was she upset by Michael’s cold shoulder and his fascination with Lady Charlotte, she also felt guilt for sending royal guards out into the city to search for her while her personal guards worried and for the betrayal they surely felt over her deceit. She worried how Michael might react to the news of her flight and whether it would worsen their relationship. She shuddered in horror at the plight from which Edna had rescued her.

	A few tears leaked out of her eyes. She quietly sniffled.

	“Now, dearie, what seems to be the trouble?” Edna asked gently.

	That little bit of kindness from a complete stranger was too much. It all began tumbling out – how unloved she felt, how she no longer felt the love she once had for Michael, how distance had grown between her and her husband. How they had fought. How she had tried and only made things worse. How he had angered her. How meaningless her days felt. The mistakes she had made just that day.

	Through it all, Edna simply listened. She steepled her fingers, fixed her intense gaze on Ella, and said nothing while the words poured from her lips.

	“I don’t know what I should have done instead, though,” Ella sniffled. “I doubt Michael cares that I’m gone. Oh, he might care about the harm it could do to the royal family’s image, but that’s it. He doesn’t love me anymore. And I—when I watch him with Lady Charlotte, I—I hate him!” she bit out, then sobbed, “I just don’t care anymore!”

	She lapsed into silence. Edna waited, then finally said softly, “Well. That was quite a lot.” Another moment passed. “Have you talked to anyone else about how you feel?”

	Ella snorted. “Who would I tell? Katy lives in Himmelsburg, the servants and guards at the palace all treat me like I’m a delicate thing to be handled with care, and I can’t talk to Michael’s family because one, they’re his family, and two, they’re royal and wouldn’t understand.”

	“And I’m a more appropriate confidante?” Edna inquired, amused. “I’m just a poor old woman living in a run-down section of town.”

	“I suppose, but you…listened,” Ella said, staring into her mug. “You didn’t cut me off and tell me I shouldn’t tell you such things or that I should stop whining or try to fix it or anything. You just listened.”

	Edna smiled at her. “By the time you’re as old as I am, you learn a few things. Like sometimes, an open ear is the best gift you can give someone.”

	Ella sighed and sipped her tea. “Thank you.”

	“Would you like help?” Edna asked her.

	“What could you do?”

	Edna grinned. “Not much, I’m afraid, but offer some of the wisdom I’ve gathered over the years. If you want it. I don’t want to ruin my open ear by forcing advice on you now,” she winked. Ella gave her a small smile in return. “I know you say you don’t care, but I think you still do. Else you wouldn’t be so upset.”

	“I suppose you’re right,” Ella admitted. She took a slow sip of her tea. “Maybe it would be more accurate to say that I’m tired of caring.”

	Edna nodded in understanding. “Of course you are. Struggling through all of that, especially without anyone to lean on? It’s no wonder you’re drained.” She shifted in her chair. “Princess—”

	“Please, call me Ella,” Ella interrupted.

	Edna smiled. “Ella, then. You feel useless because the king won’t let you help the servants. Is there no activity among the nobles that you could join? Or that you could initiate? You did say he allowed you to learn archery.”

	“Yes, but I’m afraid that was only to help Michael and me, not because he truly thought I should learn it,” Ella cringed.

	“That makes no difference.” Edna shook her head. “It means he is open to suggestion…with the right justification.”

	“I suppose,” Ella replied, unconvinced. “I guess I can try to come up with something.”

	“Good,” Edna said. “It’s a small thing, but every little bit helps. If we can free up some of your stress, perhaps the rest will be more bearable.”

	Edna set her mug down and folded her hands in her lap. “And now,” she said more gently, “for your husband.”

	Ella took another sip of tea and tried not to squirm. “What about him?”

	The old woman gave her a wry smile. “He may be a prince, dearie, but he is still a man. As such, he is as human as the rest of us. He feels emotional pain, jealousy, and anger. He may lash out when hurt. He will make mistakes. And sometimes, he will hurt you. Just as you have hurt him.” Ella ducked her head. “Oh, I’m not trying to shame you, dearie. It’s simple truth. We all hurt each other from time to time, whether we mean to or not. What matters is how we respond to it – that is what makes the difference between mending the tear or making it worse.”

	When Ella didn’t say anything, Edna continued. “Let’s look at it from another angle. After he saw you with the guard, what did Michael do?”

	“He started spending time with Lady Charlotte,” Ella stated quietly after a few moments.

	Edna nodded. “He was hurt, and he decided to hurt you back. Now, you can choose to ignore it and shove the pain away for later, continue the cycle by wounding him more, or—” she paused and held up a finger for emphasis, “attempt to break the cycle by forgiving him and showing him that you love him.”

	“But I don’t feel it anymore,” Ella said through a tight throat, blinking away tears. “I’ve been trying to bring it back for months, and I want him to love me, but I—I don’t feel love for him like I used to!”

	“Oh, dearie,” Edna sighed, reaching over and resting a gentle hand on Ella’s shoulder. “The wild feelings when love is new don’t last. They soften out into something sweeter and more permanent. Not feeling a spark at his touch doesn’t mean you don’t love him anymore.”

	When Ella discovered that she had neglected to stuff a handkerchief into one of her pockets, Edna offered her a slightly dingy one of her own. Ella took it with a murmured thanks.

	“Love is more than just feelings, dearie,” Edna told her. “Love is an action. Right now, you must choose to love your husband through your actions. The feelings will follow.”

	“I don’t know how to do that,” Ella grumbled. “Especially when he won’t even talk to me.”

	Edna sighed. “That will make it more difficult. But let me ask you, what made you begin to feel as if he no longer loved you?”

	As she wiped her eyes with the borrowed handkerchief, Ella considered. “He stopped spending time with me. He was always too busy with other things.” After another minute, she added, “And even when he was around, he rarely touched me. He used to always wrap his arms around me or at least hold my hand or walk with me on his elbow, but he gradually stopped.”

	“Well, why don’t you try that, then?” Edna suggested. “When you see him next, take his hand.”

	Ella stared at her in horror, and Edna laughed. “Or if that feels too forward right now, you could just try seeking him out between meetings so you can stand around not looking at each other.”

	Catching Michael instead of waiting for him to look for her wasn’t a bad idea; Ella wasn’t sure why she hadn’t done it before. “Do you think that would be enough?” she asked slowly.

	Shaking her head, Edna replied, “I don’t know, dearie. Part of it depends on him, too; you can’t make his choices for him. But don’t limit yourself – it won’t hurt to show him you care in other ways, too. If it would make you feel loved if he were to do it for you, it surely can’t hurt to do it for him. The best way to win someone’s love is to show them that you love them.”

	Ella slowly nodded. “Yes, I can see the wisdom in that.” Standing, she held the handkerchief out to her hostess. “Thank you for your kindness.”

	“Oh, keep it,” Edna waved her away. “A gift to remember me by. Are you leaving, then?”

	“Yes,” Ella sighed. “I have enjoyed our visit, and I cannot thank you enough for all of your help. But I should be getting back. Michael may not care what happens to me, but I’m sure my guards are frantic by now.”

	~

	Frantic might not have been the correct word to describe the emotional state of the castle personnel that were responsible for her safety, but the tense guards at the front gate visibly relaxed when Ella separated from the crowds in front of them. As she passed them, she heard a few blasts on a horn that were probably meant to recall her searchers from the city and saw a couple of runners heading for different areas of the castle grounds.

	Henry reached her first. He smiled with relief and began to greet her, but then Charlie stormed up from the side. The muscles on his jaw stood out, a testament to how hard he was clenching his teeth.

	Glaring at her, he ground out, “Do. Not. Ever. Do that. Again.”

	With a flick of his head, he signaled Henry to join him in position behind her. Ella sighed and began walking again. Neither one of them touched her, but she had the distinct impression that she had as much control over her destination as a prisoner.

	Hoping to avoid general notice, she steered for the servant entrance through which she had exited the castle. True, she had entered through the front gate, but that was before she picked up the stiff duo that would announce to everyone that she passed that the serving girl was actually one of their princesses.

	Unfortunately, when she passed the barracks, her other two guards joined the group, taking up the flanking positions behind her while Charlie and Henry lengthened their strides to move in front of her. Michael – the crown prince – didn’t even move about the city with such a stifling formation.

	She was in so much trouble.

	 

	


CHAPTER 15

	Ella

	T


	he one good thing about her mass of guards was that their suffocating nearness made it difficult for any servants they passed to see what she was wearing. Her entourage escorted her to her rooms so she could change into more appropriate attire, after which they took her to King Phillip’s study. Rather than lecture or yell, the king simply made her feel terrible by explaining to her how disappointed he was by her behavior. Michael was also present, but he stood quietly to one side affecting an air of indifference. The set of his jaw and a slight crinkle at the corner of his eyes, though, suggested he was actually furious.

	From there, her crew of four led her back to her rooms, where she remained. One of her guards stayed outside her door; due to her “untrustworthy choices”, one of them would be attending her at all times now, even in the safety of Hartford Castle. She felt like she was under house arrest, but she supposed she couldn’t fault the king for his decision. Not after she had actually run from her guards when they spotted her.

	That didn’t mean the extra constraints didn’t chafe, however. Word of her escapades was likely already spreading, even though King Phillip had done his best to suppress it, and the addition of a trailing guard throughout the day wasn’t going to help the gossip that she knew would be following her as well. It would also make it more difficult to feel like she had room to breathe, something that was becoming increasingly necessary as Michael not only drifted but seemed to be actively running away from her.

	Ella stabbed her embroidery. It wasn’t very satisfying, but it allowed her a minuscule vent for her emotions. Throwing something would be better, but she wasn’t going to convince the king that she could be trusted by submitting to a temper tantrum.

	Embroidery. She scowled down at the pretty picture as she drew the thread through the fabric and thrust her needle in again. Such a worthless pursuit. It was unfortunate that archery had fallen through if for no other reason than that it would have given her something else to do! Shooting a target would probably make her feel better right now, too.

	Why was this one of the few things considered acceptable for privileged women? Were the privileged women themselves considered nothing more than decorative, hence the expectation that they produce nothing that was not similarly insubstantial?

	She wasn’t allowed to cook or clean. She was banned from the laundry room and the seamstress’s workshop. What else was there?

	The king had given her permission to learn archery. Even after it backfired, he had never formally removed his consent; Ella simply didn’t feel that it would be wise to continue until she could convince Michael to make time to teach her, a feat which was nearly impossible at this juncture.

	Her needle became less vicious as her thoughts wandered. Edna believed Ella could find something the king would accept as worthy of her. Now, what could she come up with?

	~

	“I would like to create a program to distribute food to the needy in our community,” Ella announced at breakfast several days later.

	King Phillip’s fork paused halfway to his mouth. Justin looked up with the expectation of someone who loves a good scene. Anne kept her eyes on her plate, withdrawn as usual. Michael raised a single eyebrow but otherwise acted as if no one had spoken.

	“A social program?” Queen Elaine asked carefully. “What brought this about?”

	Ella clenched her skirts under the table to keep her hands from visibly shaking. Their reactions were no more than she had expected. “I visited different areas of the city when I was…out the other day. While some of the residents in the poorer areas are in need through their own negligence, others are elderly and unable to work or are in dire straits despite hard work. I do not suggest we provide full rations for all who lack, but I would like to give something to those who struggle through no fault of their own.” She paused. “And even those who are poor because of their choices, I can understand letting them go hungry, but I want to feed their children.”

	King Phillip shifted restlessly. He glanced at Michael, as if to see if his heir had any input, but Michael calmly continued eating. Setting his fork back down, he asked, “And how do you propose accomplishing this? I do not intend to beggar my kingdom to discourage productive workers.”

	“And I wouldn’t ask you to,” Ella quickly replied. “However, every day the kitchens are forced to throw away large quantities of food that was not eaten and will not keep. The problem is even greater after a banquet. Could we not instead distribute that food to those in need?”

	“A valid point,” King Phillip said thoughtfully.

	“Also, surely a certain number of extra loaves of bread could be baked without great expense,” Ella continued before she lost her courage. “It might require hiring additional help, but by providing those jobs, we potentially reduce the number of people who cannot afford to feed themselves, thus further helping the situation.”

	“Look who’s been hitting the economics books,” Justin teased. When Ella looked over at him, he winked at her. “Or have you just been hanging around outside the door when Hudson is lecturing me?”

	Tapping the table, King Phillip asked, “How do you propose we handle the distribution?”

	“If we identify a reliable individual from each neighborhood, that person could tell us which of their neighbors need and deserve help,” Ella suggested. “We could then divide the food between neighborhoods based on the amount of need.”

	“What about outside of Hartford?” Queen Elaine questioned. “Would those citizens be ignored, or do you expect us to haul food all around the kingdom?”

	Ella twisted her skirts under the table. “I would suppose your nobles would be responsible for their own people. As for the rural districts around the city, I’m not sure.”

	“No one expects you to have all the answers,” Justin cut in, smiling at her. His smile was a little tight, but Ella thought she knew why when he looked sideways at his older brother, who was still acting as if she didn’t exist. “What do you think, Michael?”

	Thus directly addressed, Michael finally looked up, casting his eyes around the table before they landed briefly on Ella and then returned to his plate. “It’s a good idea,” he grudgingly admitted. “It will build goodwill among the populace while reducing waste. And being better fed might enable some of the recipients to work harder or their children to take better advantage of their education.” It was basic, but the kingdom of Daraigh provided schooling for those citizens who chose to attend.

	His approval should have warmed her heart, but instead, Ella felt annoyed. Was it that hard to accept that she, a simple commoner, could come up with a good idea? Just because Lady Charlotte— She cut off the thought. While this was a bid for purposeful activity, not an attempt to mend her marriage, that type of thinking wouldn’t help when she was finally ready to work on it.

	“So, you think we should act on it, then?” King Phillip verified. Michael hesitated, then nodded. “I am inclined to agree. While handouts can set a dangerous precedent, I believe the parameters of your proposal will limit ill effects while providing a real benefit to our people. I will bring it up with my advisors so they can give their feedback. If we decide to proceed, we will flesh out the plan and put it into action.” He smiled at her. “Thank you for your suggestion.”

	“If you please,” Ella replied, “I would like to help with the distribution once the program is in effect. If it is approved, of course.”

	King Phillip raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

	“For…something to do,” Ella quietly said.

	“Don’t you have other pursuits?” he asked in confusion. “Your horse, your embroidery—”

	“Embroidery has no point!” Ella interrupted, her frustration leaking into her voice. “I feel so useless.”

	“No point? I thought the needle was supposed to be sharp,” Justin quipped.

	Ella ignored him. “Even if my situation was poor, at least before, there was purpose to what I did. I kept a house clean. I mended worn clothing. I prepared food for people to eat. Now, all I do is create pretty things no one will ever notice. I want to do something that—that means something!”

	There was silence at the table for a few minutes. Even Michael let his fork drop towards the table instead of continuing to eat.

	“You’ll take guards,” King Phillip said abruptly. “And you will stay with the group at all times.”

	“Of course,” Ella quickly agreed.

	He nodded slowly. “Then if your proposal is accepted, you have my permission to help.”

	~

	While Ella was relieved to be past the ordeal of proposing her idea – and pleased to have accomplished as much as she had – she still felt jittery after breakfast. Movement appealed to her, so she headed to her room to change for a ride on Shadow.

	Before stripping off her dress, she peered out the window to check the sky. They had had rough weather lately, and she didn’t want to be caught out in a thunderstorm.

	Only a few fluffy white clouds dotted the northern horizon, so she proceeded with her preparations. She grabbed an outfit at random from her wardrobe, more interested in a quick escape than her appearance.

	After pulling on her boots, Ella strode quickly to her door. Throwing it open, she leaned out to address the guard outside. “Jake? Could you do me a favor?”

	The teenage guard turned his green eyes to her. “Yes, Princess?”

	“I would like to ride Shadow,” Ella told him, kneeling down to tie her boots. “But it’s last-minute. Could you please find Elizabeth and Charlie and ask them to meet me at the stable?”

	Jake frowned. “I’m not supposed to leave your door, Your Highness. Not while you’re still in your quarters and another guard has not relieved me.”

	“I promise I’m not going to run, Jake,” Ella sighed as she switched knees so she could tie the laces on the other boot. “You can surely find some servants to run the messages for you if you go to the end of the hallway.”

	“I’m supposed to be closer than that, Your Highness,” he protested, looking down the long hallway. “If something happened, I wouldn’t be near enough to protect you.”

	Ella dropped her head onto her raised knee. “We’re in the middle of Hartford Castle, Jake, on the wing where the royal family lives,” she calmly stated, restraining her exasperation. “Nothing is going to happen to me while you are at the end of the hallway calling to the nearest servant.”

	“I’m not supposed to leave your side or the room in which you are,” Jake stubbornly argued. “I’ll walk to the end of the hallway when you do.”

	Even when he was being pig-headed about his duty, his face bore the marks of his youthful enthusiasm. It was impossible to actually be angry with him, whether or not he was being impossible.

	“Fine,” Ella groaned. “Let me grab a ribbon, and I’ll braid my hair while we walk.”

	They were almost to the end of the hallway when the light suddenly diminished to almost nothing. A low rumble slowly grew in force until the ornamental vase sitting in a nearby alcove rattled. Shortly after, driving rain began pelting the windows.

	“What?” Ella exclaimed, rushing to the nearest window to peer out at the dark, heavy clouds covering the sky. “No! It was clear – I checked!”

	Despite her protests, the proof of the late-summer storm was undeniable. The view out the window was dark and distorted by the heavy downpour. A few unfortunates who had been in the garden working or wandering were racing to the castle, their hands over their heads in a futile attempt to ward off the pounding raindrops.

	“No,” Ella whispered, slowly lowering herself to the floor. Leaning against the wall, she rested her head in her hands as the jittery feeling, compressed by the hammering rain and the knowledge there would be no escape, threatened to overwhelm her. She could feel her hands beginning to shake as the tumult built within her.

	Standing abruptly, she began to walk quickly back the way she had come. When she reached the end of the corridor, she spun on her heel and strode towards the other end again. As she turned once more at the end of the hall, she caught a glimpse of the confused look on Jake’s face as he halted before turning to follow her again, but she didn’t try to explain it to him. There was really nothing to explain. She wasn’t going anywhere; she just needed to move before the nervous energy turned her inside out.

	If it were up to her, she would be cleaning since going outside wasn’t an option. Scrubbing a muddy floor would be a splendid release right now. But she didn’t have to ask to know that would be forbidden. 

	Reineggburg was in the process of being renovated. Maybe she could push for being allowed to travel there and assist with the cleanup. Not that that would help at the moment, but it would ensure her a few months of useful activity in the future.

	No, she had just presented her idea for food distribution to the king, and he had even agreed to let her be part of it. If it was approved. Which very likely might not happen.

	No, she couldn’t leave now. If it wasn’t approved, she could ask to go.

	But what if Michael decided he was too busy to come? Would it be worth it to go if he stayed behind?

	She slowed her forward momentum. In a sense, it wouldn’t be that different from them both being in Hartford. She might see him from time to time right now, but it wasn’t like they actually spent any time together.

	The last time Michael ignored Ella for another woman, their trip to the mysterious castle had brought them back together. Ella’s pace dropped to a crawl as she recalled wandering through the passages of the old stone building arm-in-arm with her husband, exchanging fond glances as she enjoyed the solid feel of his muscles under her hands. Could they truly recapture that magic if they returned?

	Thinking of magic brought to mind the oppressive feeling to the air on the approach to the castle and the strange mood of their traveling party upon their arrival. She shivered at the memory. Katy claimed the creepy atmosphere was caused by magic. But there was no such thing as magic, no matter what Katy said. No matter how convinced the hot-headed but practical miller’s-daughter-turned-princess was that it existed.

	The image of dark, thorny vines completely surrounding a single tower – even inside the building – danced through her mind.

	Nope, definitely no such thing as magic.

	Ella shook her head to clear it and directed her steps to her door. She couldn’t clean Hartford Castle, and she couldn’t clean Reineggburg if she wasn’t there. But she could clean her own quarters with whatever she had available. She could organize every possession she owned. It was a workaround, but it would suffice.

	 

	


CHAPTER 16

	Michael

	Y


	ou cannot place regulations on the money-lenders,” the guild leader protested. “The guild is responsible for managing its members.”

	“Then you should do a better job of keeping them in line,” growled one of the claimants. “These five are taking advantage of hard-working people!”

	Michael tuned out the argument as he glanced up at the old grandfather clock sitting next to the far wall. He should have been on his way to a meeting with the captain of the royal guard half an hour ago, but the last dispute had turned out to require much more than its allotted time – mostly because the two sides insisted on re-hashing the facts about every five minutes. He didn’t understand why his father hadn’t already cut them off and handed out a ruling.

	“I have yet to hear solid evidence to support your claims,” the guild leader sniffed. “Opinions do not carry weight.”

	The claimant slammed his hands on a table. “The common understanding has always been that interest in excess of six percent is usurious. I have a stack of contracts showing interest of nine percent that—”

	Since he had heard it all several times, Michael didn’t feel too bad about letting his attention wander to prevent his frustration from running over. While his father would consult him, Michael wasn’t actually responsible for the judgment, and he hadn’t heard a new point in…he wasn’t sure how long. Too long.

	Why couldn’t he simply write down his opinion, hand it to his father, and slip out? He shifted in his seat, trying to keep the motion unnoticeable. His schedule was tight enough without spending extra time in endless appeals sessions.

	Since it was running late, he was going to have to skip visiting with Lady Charlotte before lunch, he thought grumpily. True, she wasn’t the lively, daring young woman Helena had been, nor was she as sweet and gentle as Arabella. As noblewomen went, though, she wasn’t half bad. Her compliments were more sensible, her conversation was more intelligent, and she was less likely to adopt the annoying mannerisms that most young ladies of the court considered essential. All in all, she was a surprisingly agreeable companion.

	Most of the time, anyway.

	A voice in his head that sounded suspiciously like his mother told him that, as a married man, he had no business thinking so fondly of a woman that wasn’t his wife. He argued back – with great maturity – that Arabella had started it with her dalliance with the captain of her personal guard, so she could hardly be upset when he responded in kind.

	Of course, until the archery incident, he had lacked conclusive proof. And, he reluctantly admitted, she had asked him to teach her first. Every few days for several weeks, in fact. But when he had been busy with his duties, instead of continuing to wait for him, she had run to that soldier that was always around, just like he should have known she would.

	Enough was enough. If Arabella didn’t want him, Michael saw no reason why he couldn’t find someone who did.

	At long last, King Phillip called a halt to the bickering and withdrew to discuss the case with the day’s advisors. Michael gave his opinion and then, with his father’s permission, slipped out to catch the captain of the royal guard before he completely missed the meeting.

	Michael walked quickly through the halls, barely noticing the servants dodging out of his way. As he rounded the final corner, he regained enough awareness of his surroundings to see a familiar head of blonde hair staring out a window with another unfortunately familiar head of brown hair standing stiffly at attention nearby.

	At the sound of his footsteps, his wife turned from the window. When she recognized him, she turned the rest of the way to face him and raised her clasped hands to her chest. The set of her mouth suggested nervousness or uneasiness. Probably because he’d caught her hanging out with Charles again, he grumbled to himself. 

	He knew that her guards were now required to follow her everywhere, of course. Not allowing this fact to sway him, though, he let his eyes skate over her as he strode to the meeting room door, pretending he didn’t see her mouth open or hear her begin to call his name.

	Pretending he didn’t see the pain and frustration on her face when he walked right past her as if she wasn’t there. That he didn’t see the anger and contempt that leaked onto her companion’s face as he did so.

	Who was that guard to judge him, anyway?

	As he entered the room and nodded a greeting to the occupants, he forced the encounter to the back of his mind. Arabella had made her choice, he sternly reminded himself. It was too late for her to change her mind.

	 

	


CHAPTER 17

	Ella

	A


	 week passed. Every day, Ella managed to find someplace along Michael’s route between meetings to wait for him. Even though he acted as if she wasn’t there, if they weren’t already outside his destination, she joined him and walked silently beside him.

	So far, she had avoided catching him when she knew his schedule and path would allow him to find Lady Charlotte. Ella already spent enough time dealing with Lady Charlotte’s triumphant smile when she, rather than Ella, was on Michael’s arm. She saw no need to increase her exposure.

	King Phillip had just officially approved Ella’s plan to distribute food to the needy in the city. Although the details – such as how much food would be directed to each neighborhood and to whom – were still being hammered out, it was going to happen. Ella’s heart soared with the knowledge that she would soon be able to leave her embroidery behind.

	To help with the distribution, though, she expected she would spend quite a bit of time on foot. Her fancy slippers would not be adequate, nor would her riding boots. Her old boots from her days as a servant would work, but she was trying not to rile up her in-laws. So, a new pair of boots it was!

	Normally, she would bring such matters to the attention of the appropriate castle servant, who would then procure the required goods. However, in keeping with her upcoming role as a useful princess, she felt inspired to seek out appropriate boots herself.

	Besides, she had her “pocket money” – a small allowance according to her royal in-laws, but a generous amount to her, that she could spend with no oversight – and she wasn’t interested in purchasing anything else for herself at the moment. Taken all together, she had a perfect excuse to escape the castle for an hour or so and visit the nearby market.

	Jake was tailing her today, but unfortunately, a trip out of the castle required a second babysitter. Therefore, Charlie also trailed behind her, trying and failing to look casual in his uniform with several weapons strapped to his side. Honestly, why did they bother to act like they weren’t on duty? No one with any sense was ever fooled.

	Ella strolled through the market, enjoying the way the sound felt in the open-air space. The low rumble of people mixed with the breeze fluttering the awnings and the occasional whinny of a horse, the clucking of chickens, and other sounds from animals at the stalls. 

	She paused to admire a stand with beautiful necklaces laid out on the table. Reaching out her hand, she stroked a necklace of beads that reminded her of the one her father had given her.

	“You have a good eye, my lady,” the man behind the table said. “Some fine craftsmanship. I can give you a good deal on it!”

	Surprised he hadn’t recognized her, Ella glanced around to discover her companions were standing back and appearing to look in a different direction, making it less obvious that they were there because of her. She smiled slightly at their thoughtfulness in granting her that small bit of anonymity.

	“I used to have one like it,” she admitted. “It would make me happy to have another, but I’m not actually here for jewelry today.”

	“Not even for something finer?” he suggested, gesturing towards a selection of gold and silver chains with pendants containing precious stones. Picking up one with a sapphire, he held it toward her. “This comes at a fine price and would set off your eyes. Just the thing to catch the attention of the gentleman you fancy,” he winked.

	Ella fought the urge to sigh. “No, thank you,” she replied politely. “Maybe another time.”

	She moved on down the road. The scent of hot, seasoned meat caught her attention, leading her to a food stand with small pieces of grilled meat alternated with chunks of grilled vegetables on skewers. It smelled delicious, and it was about lunchtime. She frowned as she mentally reviewed the coins she had placed in her small purse. Then with a smile, she tripped up to the back of the line.

	“Three, please,” she ordered when she reached the front. The woman took her money and handed her the skewers. Turning, Ella grinned as she held two of them out to her guards.

	Charlie stared at her with a stoic expression. He was always more starched when they were in a crowd. “We are on duty, Your Highness.”

	Ella waggled the skewers, watching Jake eye the food longingly. “It will only take up one hand.” Charlie didn’t move. “If you’re concerned someone will see, we could slip behind the stalls to eat,” she coaxed. “You must be hungry. He is,” she laughed, nodding towards the younger guard.

	Sighing, Charlie gestured towards the back of the market stalls. “Fine,” he relented. “Just this once.”

	“Oh, I don’t know,” Ella replied brightly. “I hear that feeding your guards is the best way to domesticate them.”

	Jake choked back a laugh. Charlie just rubbed his forehead.

	After they finished their snack, Charlie herded her back into the press of marketgoers. She slipped through the crowd, craning her neck from one side to the other to take in the wares at the booths she passed. Jewelry, fruits, vegetables, live animals, beautifully-crafted wood furniture and figurines, and more sat on display, luring in potential customers. 

	Ella walked all the way past the stall of a weapons merchant before she stopped and looked back at it. Michael had been ignoring her; she needed something to get his attention. She didn’t think a new sapphire necklace would do much, despite the claims of the jewelry merchant. But maybe something else would do the trick.

	Edna had advised her to think of things that would make her feel loved and to try to do the same for Michael. Personally, she wouldn’t want to receive gifts all the time, but the occasional meaningful gift – like the bead necklace from her father – made her feel precious to the giver. Would Michael feel the same?

	She drifted closer to the stand, wondering if she dared. How meaningful was a weapon, after all? Michael did like to hunt and train, but did that mean that this kind of gift would make him feel special?

	An assortment of bows, arrows, swords, hunting knives, and daggers lay on the tables at the front and sides of the booth and hung from the awning and its supporting poles. The metal gleamed, and the leather sheaths glistened with polish. Ella knew nothing about any of the weapons, but they certainly looked like they were decent quality.

	“How can I help you, my lady?” the young man behind the table inquired. He wore a leather apron that was far less clean than the goods he was selling. From the smudges of leather polish on his hands, she guessed that if he didn’t make the wares himself, he at least prepared them for sale. Although the size of his forearms – which she could see past his rolled-up sleeves – suggested that he did some of the smithing.

	Ella fingered the neckline of her dress nervously. “I’m—I’m not sure,” she admitted. “I suppose I’m just looking?”

	The young man set his hands on the table in front of him. “Are you looking for something for yourself? A bow to join the hunt?” he suggested. His eyes flicked behind her, where she suspected he was picking out her tails. “Or a dagger for self-defense, perhaps?”

	She forced her hand down and tried to smile normally. “Actually, I was thinking of buying something for my husband. But I’m not sure what to get him.”

	“All right,” he said, looking over her shoulder again. “Does he hunt? Or is he more interested in blades?”

	“He…” She paused to think. Which did Michael prefer? She knew he enjoyed hunting, but he didn’t actually ride out that often. At the training grounds, she wasn’t sure if he spent more time with the bow or the sword; ladies were discouraged from spending large amounts of time there, so she had never wandered down to watch.

	She scanned the wide assortment of items in front of her. A bow would be easier to carry back to the castle due to its lighter weight, although a dagger would be smaller and not too heavy. Unless she could convince one of her mandatory companions to carry her purchase for her? Glancing over her shoulder, she happened to meet Charlie’s eyes as he swept them past her. As her gaze fell back on the bows, she felt her cheeks heat with mortification as she remembered the last time Michael had seen her with a bow in her hand.

	“A blade, I think,” Ella finally answered. “If I get him something, I think it should be a blade.”

	The weapon-smith furrowed his brow as he looked behind her again, apparently unsure how to interpret her strange behavior. He shook it off and returned his attention to her. “Is there any particular type?” he asked.

	For the next several minutes, Ella listened to the young man as he enthusiastically showed her quite a few of his bladed weapons, lauding the virtues and bemoaning the shortcomings of each style. He certainly seemed to know what he was talking about, but most of it went straight over Ella’s head. The only part she was able to keep track of was the price of each. And as they progressed through each item, her heart fell a little farther.

	To her untrained eye, at least, all of the blades seemed like they were good quality. And although she had never priced weapons before, meaning she didn’t really know what a fair market value was, the prices he was quoting her seemed to reflect that quality. She would never have enough money left over for one of these after buying her boots. She might be able to afford one of the daggers, but it would be pushing it.

	“Thank you for showing me your wares,” Ella said politely when he finally finished. “I will keep it in mind, but for now, I think I will keep looking.”

	“Of course,” the young man nodded. “Thank you for your time.” He held out his hand. “The name’s Keenan, if you come back another day and I’m not here.”

	“Thank you, Keenan,” she said as she gave his hand a quick clasp.

	From there, Ella meandered through the crowd in the direction of the cobbler’s workshop. It was unfortunate that the swords were so expensive – she would have to come up with something else if she wanted to give Michael a gift.

	The cobbler, a brusque older man with a wild white mustache and beard, was more helpful than she feared upon his initial gruff greeting. After listening to her explanation of what she wanted, he showed her several different styles to choose from before taking measurements of her feet so he could size the new shoes properly.

	She handed over the deposit on her boots, then slipped out the door to join her retainers. They settled into position behind her as she directed her steps towards the castle. 

	As she walked, Ella continued to mull over the difficulty of purchasing something for Michael. The cobbler had given her a good deal on her boots, and she would receive more allowance before they were ready. Therefore, the money still in her purse was at her disposal…

	~

	Ella wended her way back through the market. She clutched her purse to her side to keep it steady on her belt as she dodged around other people. Now that she was finished with her shopping, she wanted to get back to the castle before her over-full purse dumped itself on the road. Perhaps she should have fetched a more appropriate bag first, she considered grimly as the contents wobbled again.

	The line for a food vendor stretched into the road ahead of her. As she waffled between going around the back and shuffling through the middle, she noticed a young man in a leather outfit, similar to what the guards often wore, standing near the front of the line. Next to him was a young lady in a dress of understated elegance. Something about them struck her. Peering closer, she tried to decide if he was a member of the royal guard.

	She gasped when recognition struck. Adjusting her path, she headed for the young couple, waiting until she was at his elbow before addressing the male.

	“Are you enjoying yourself, milady?” she heard him ask as she approached from behind.

	“You may call me Lucinda,” his companion shyly replied.

	His suave smile was evident in his voice. “Only if you call me—”

	“Justin!” Ella hissed in a whisper. “What are you doing here?”

	He jumped a little when he saw her, but quickly settled into his normal relaxed attitude. Lady Lucinda nervously patted her dark hair. “Arabella! What a pleasant surprise,” he said. 

	“Are you supposed to be wandering through the market alone?” she pushed.

	“I’m not alone,” he argued with a mild grin. He gestured to his companion. “Lady Lucinda is with me.”

	Ella huffed. “Yes, and her presence means you ought to have a chaperone, but I was actually referring to your personal guard. Aren’t you supposed to have one?”

	“A chaperone?” Justin made a face. “We’re in public.”

	“Yes, and you are seventeen and a prince,” she told him. “I’m fairly confident you are expected to have a chaperone when out with a young lady, no matter where you are. Now stop avoiding the question. Did you lose Harrison again?”

	“Like you’re one to talk,” he scoffed. His eyes instantly widened. “I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

	“And yet here I am, with my two guards in tow,” Ella coolly replied.

	Justin ducked his head sheepishly. “I know. Hello, Charlie, Jacob.”

	Her guards nodded back – less with the respect of royal guardsmen to a prince, though, she noted with interest, but more the acknowledgment of one comrade to another. She knew that Justin, like Michael, spent a portion of his time training in the practice yards; perhaps they had developed a rapport in training bouts. 

	“So…Harrison?”

	Sighing, Justin replied, “Anne was looking at some earrings when I saw Lady Lucinda walking by. I slipped away to join her. Harrison and Sam are both with her!” he hastened to add. “I did not leave my little sister alone in the market.”

	Ella pursed her lips, considering. She should either stay with Justin or take him back to the castle with her. Harrison would never find him if he were at the castle, but she could send messengers out to find him and let him know his charge had been located.

	She wanted to return to the castle to store her purchase. But Justin…she watched him as he looked at Lady Lucinda with a small smile on his face. Saw the expression in Lady Lucinda’s eyes as she peered back at him through her eyelashes. Many court ladies cultivated such mannerisms to attract the men around them, but Ella had hopes that wasn’t the case here.

	She could haul them back to the castle, or she could let them have a little more time to feel like they were a normal young couple. A little bit longer to be away from the pressure of being a prince and the noble lady he fancied.

	“I’m glad to hear Anne is not alone,” Ella finally said. “I am returning to the castle, but I cannot leave you alone, Justin. Charlie?” She looked over her shoulder. “Would it be permissible for you and Jake to split up?”

	Charlie’s eyes darted between Jake, herself, and the young couple. “Yes,” he decided. “I will remain with the prince; Jacob, you will return directly to the castle with the princess. You will only detour if you cross paths with Harrison so that you may notify him of my location.”

	“Anne should be easy to spot – she’s wearing her red cloak like usual,” Justin volunteered.

	“But Commander,” Jake protested, “if there is to be only of us with the princess, shouldn’t it be you?”

	“The one who remains will have two charges,” Charlie briskly replied, “so I will stay. The castle is not far.”

	“Yes, sir,” Jake acknowledged with a salute. “Are you ready, Princess?”

	She nodded. “Yes. Farewell, Justin, Lady Lucinda. I will see you later.”

	“Thanks, Arabella,” Justin grinned. “You’re the best.”

	As she walked away, she heard Lady Lucinda say, “The young ladies currently in town will be gathering at my grandmother’s house tomorrow for lunch. I expect we will be there through at least mid-afternoon.”

	“Will the harpy be there?” Justin asked.

	“Your Highness! You really shouldn’t call her that. What if she finds out?”

	“What’s she going to do to me?” Justin drawled. “Flash me a pouty glare?”

	She passed out of hearing range about that time. She idly wondered which lady was the “harpy”, and what said lady had done to warrant such a nickname from the easygoing younger prince.

	~

	Ella paced nervously outside the closed meeting room door. Michael’s current meeting wasn’t actually running late yet; she was simply early so she could be certain that she wouldn’t miss him.

	Besides, the mix of excited anticipation and near-crippling fear of rejection wouldn’t let her sit still. She may as well be a bottle of nerves at her destination as in her room.

	She could feel Henry’s eyes on her as she clutched the package to her chest and pivoted once again. He knew in general why she was there, of course; by now, all of her guards were familiar with her new habit of haunting Michael’s steps. They had even assisted her with ferreting out the details of his schedule each day and keeping tabs on Lady Charlotte so Ella could avoid her.

	The package and the nerves were new, though. She had decided not to advise her shadow regarding the differences. It was bad enough that he had witnessed her dismissal so many times and that he would be present for whatever Michael’s reaction was this time; she saw no point in giving him advance notice of her hopes.

	While they had helped her with her efforts, the downside to her guards being aware of what she was up to was that they knew why. Not that it was exactly a secret with Michael parading Lady Charlotte around all the time.

	Ella fought down the wave of humiliation as her mind followed the familiar track. She could understand him being angry. But why, instead of talking to her, did he insist on showing his displeasure by passively – but very publicly – replacing her?

	Maybe she should be thankful that he hadn’t publicly denounced her. Even if he was wrong about what he thought he saw at the archery field, once made, it would be difficult to recover from his accusations.

	She turned when she heard the door finally open. The attendees poured out, most heading down the hall while a few lingered to chat. Michael stood just inside the door, deep in discussion with one of his advisors. 

	“Michael,” Ella greeted him, stepping forward as he and the other man exited. Apparently reluctant to openly snub her in front of the advisor, Michael actually looked at her. He wore a very polite court smile, but at least he was looking at her this time!

	“Arabella,” he returned. “How are you?”

	In all her anxiety, she hadn’t thought to prepare what she was going to say. Why hadn’t she thought it out first? “Um…” she began. “I was looking for you. I—I was in the market the other day to get boots. And I—”

	“I have another meeting to get to,” Michael cut her off. “Perhaps later would be a better time to tell me about your boots?”

	“But you won’t listen later!” Ella protested desperately, forgetting that the boots were not the point. “You haven’t talked to me in days!”

	Michael’s eyes were cold. “And why might that be? You may not have your favorite guard with you right now, but I know how often you do,” he hissed. “You spend far more time with him than you do with me. I will not be a consolation prize.”

	“Do you think I don’t want to spend time with you?” Ella spat back, taking care to keep her voice down, as well. The hall was blessedly empty at the moment, but she didn’t want their raised voices to attract attention. “Why do you think I’m here?”

	His lip curled in a sneer. “To keep up appearances. It would never do for the court to realize where your true interest lies,” he mocked.

	Ella puffed up. “Oh, you mean like you and Lady Charlotte?” she growled. “I can see how that keeps the court in the dark!”

	Michael simply smirked. “It has its benefits.” Giving her a careless wave, he started walking away. “Until later, my dear wife.”

	Balling up her fists as she watched him go, Ella remembered her purpose when she felt her hands close around the package. She almost chased after him but let out a sigh instead. Her offering was unlikely to have the desired effect after a fight like that.

	“Are you all right, Your Highness?” asked Henry tentatively. Ella was mildly surprised to realize he was concerned about her emotional wellbeing; usually, Charlie was the only member of her guard who did.

	“I’m fine,” she replied, trying and failing to muster up a smile. “It’s no more than I should have expected.”

	Henry didn’t look reassured, but he fell into step behind her as Ella slowly walked off in the opposite direction from Michael. 

	She wandered aimlessly through the halls, twisting the paper-wrapped package in her hands as her thoughts refused to settle.

	He hated her. He had decided that she’d betrayed him, and now he hated her. He ignored her whenever he didn’t feel obligated to notice her. He hadn’t ruined her reputation, but he carelessly flaunted his disregard of her by parading about with another woman. 

	The pretty dream she had built in her mind when he asked her to marry him was not only tarnished but shattered and in ruins at her feet.

	It was all over. He didn’t love her anymore.

	She could never make him love her again.

	What was the use in continuing to try?

	Lifting her head wearily, she realized her feet had carried her to Michael’s door. He wouldn’t be in the room, of course; he was in a meeting. But she lifted her hand to knock anyway.

	The rap of her knuckles was barely a tap that Michael wouldn’t have heard even if he were there. Sagging against the door, she scrunched up her face to hold back the tears. She couldn’t cry in the hallway – even if no one was around but Henry, she couldn’t cry!

	Grasping the door handle, she turned it, seeking escape in the closest room.

	“I know you’re upset,” Henry interrupted, clearing his throat. “But if Prince Michael’s room is mysteriously in shambles, I’ll have to confess to seeing you enter if I’m asked. Even if I wouldn’t blame you.” He gave her the ghost of a wink.

	Ella smiled wanly. “Don’t worry, Henry, I’m not going to get you into trouble.”

	Slipping through the door, she leaned back against it, finally letting her face crumple. Silently sobbing, she covered her face with her hands…and whacked herself in the forehead with something solid.

	Surprised, she looked at the package that she had once again forgotten.

	“What a waste,” she sighed. “I can’t believe I bothered. What do I do with it now?”

	She stared at the package, turning it over in her hands. She’d had such high hopes for it an hour ago.

	Love is more than just feelings, dearie, she heard in her memory. Love is an action. Right now, you must choose to love your husband through your actions. The feelings will follow.

	Ella scoffed. What good would that do if he didn’t care about her?

	The best way to win someone’s love is to show them that you love them, the memory responded.

	Frowning, she patted the package against her free hand as she looked around the room. A vague idea formed in her mind, but she didn’t want to do it. Her anger and pain insisted that Michael didn’t deserve it.

	Break the cycle by choosing to forgive him, the memory scolded.

	Ella scowled at the nuisance-of-a-voice in her head. “I don’t feel like it,” she pouted.

	Love is more than just feelings, dearie, the voice gently admonished. Love is an action.

	She needed to have a talk with Edna about the stickiness of her words.

	“Fine,” Ella grumped. “I’ll do it.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 18

	Michael

	I


	 decided to go with the red,” Lady Charlotte said, combing her brunette hair with her fingers. “I think it will set off my eyes the best.”

	“I am sure you will look stunning,” Michael replied gallantly. He was only half listening, as he knew little to nothing about dresses and cared even less. As long as she didn’t look horrible, what did he care about the process of obtaining her wardrobe?

	“Oh, but are you sure you wouldn’t prefer the blue?” his companion pressed as they ambled along the hallway. “I’m sure I’ve heard you shower compliments on blue dresses before.”

	This was quite true. As Arabella was fond of blue, she often wore the color, and Michael had frequently lavished praise on her attire while admiring her general appearance. Before, when he still believed she loved him.

	Either not noticing his silence or deciding not to comment on it, Lady Charlotte continued after a few beats. “I suppose I will see you at Lord Percival’s wedding? It will give you the opportunity to view the result yourself.” She looked up at him coyly through her eyelashes.

	At times, Michael questioned his sanity for choosing to revenge himself on Arabella by spending time with a noblewoman. Lady Charlotte was better than most, but he didn’t pay her much attention before his wedding for a reason. Even though he began the questionable relationship, her behavior towards him – a married man – added to his assurance that not marrying her had been the correct choice. If she respected his marriage so little, why should he believe that she would respect it more if it were hers? He didn’t always regret her company, but when she looked at him like that, he wished himself far away.

	“I believe Arabella and I will be in attendance, yes,” he calmly replied. He knew he was sending mixed signals, but he didn’t want to irrevocably entangle himself with the woman on his arm, regardless of what he decided to do about Arabella. Therefore, a subtle reminder of his marital status seemed to be in order. He smothered a smirk when she blushed and dropped her eyes.

	“I believe I will take my leave, Your Highness,” she murmured, withdrawing her hand from his arm. “It was kind of you to walk me to my room, but I am sure you have more important things to do, so I will continue alone. Good night.”

	He gave her a slight bow in response to her curtsy. “Good night, milady.”

	After watching her mince down the hallway for a few moments, Michael dragged his feet in the direction of his quarters. The downside to chasing Lady Charlotte off was that now, he was alone. A few months ago, if he had actually had unscheduled time in the evening, he would have dropped by Arabella’s door to suggest a walk in the gardens or that they spend some quality time together behind closed doors.

	Now, that was out of the question. For multiple reasons.

	With a sigh, he entered his sitting room and crossed to the window to stare out at the darkening sky. A servant was walking through the gardens lighting the lamps for those who wished to enjoy the manicured nature under the stars. It was a beautiful night for it, too…if he had someone to enjoy it with.

	If only Helena had survived. Then he would have married her, the last few months would never have happened, and they could be together under the stars right now.

	Turning, he strode to his wardrobe to retrieve his night clothes. He would read for a bit, then go to bed early; his nights had been short lately.

	When he opened the door, he paused. Normally, the servant who brought his clothes from the laundry simply hung them wherever they fit within the clothing type. Tonight, though, they were sorted by color. Not that he had a wide variety of colors, of course. But sorted they still were.

	Shaking his head, he grabbed what he needed and headed towards the bookshelf. His mirror caught his eye as he walked past. He moved closer to examine it. For weeks, there had been a smear on the lower-right corner that reflected the firelight strangely, which no one seemed able to clean off.

	Yet tonight, it was gone.

	Continuing to his bookshelf, he began to peruse the titles for something to read when he realized with surprise that they were no longer in the haphazard non-order he usually kept them in. Rather than leaning against each other across gaps or sitting stacked on shelves and on the tops of other books, the books were not only all sitting properly on the shelves but were arranged in alphabetical order by author last name.

	Did they assign a new maid to my quarters? Michael wondered as he made his selection and headed towards his bed. She would appear to be surprisingly diligent.

	When he reached his bed, he saw something on the pillows. It was a folded letter sitting on top of something wrapped in crumpled white paper.

	He dumped his clothes and book on the bed, picked up the letter, and unfolded it.

	Michael,

	I didn’t betray you, which I could tell you if you would just listen for a minute.

	I bought you something at the market. I hope you like it.

	Love, Ella

	He made a small noise of understanding in his throat. That explained the state of his rooms – Arabella must have cleaned when she came in to drop off the letter and package. When they were first married and she actually spent time in his quarters, she had organized his things. He had to admit, it had been much easier to find a book when she had been keeping his personal bookshelf arranged.

	The question, of course, was – why now? After the distance that had grown between them, the pain each had dealt to the other, and especially the words they had exchanged earlier that day, why had she chosen to do something for him that she hadn’t done in at least a year?

	Maybe the answer was in the gift on his pillow. Michael picked it up, noting that it was fairly light but quite solid. Removing the paper, he revealed a small dagger, its gleaming cross guard and pommel catching the candlelight as he examined the leather-wrapped grip and simple leather sheath. He pulled the weapon from its sheath and studied the blade. It appeared to be suitably sharp and decently well made; it was simple, but he thought he recognized the work of a promising young weapon-smith who often had a booth in the market.

	It wasn’t a weapon he would have bought for himself; he preferred either something longer that gave him more reach or else a design better suited to throwing. Not that Arabella could be expected to know something like that, of course. In fact, he was surprised that she bought him a weapon in the first place – it didn’t seem like her style.

	Probably suggested by that guard of hers, he thought with disgust. Although, he hesitated, it does seem like odd behavior to ask her paramour for advice on a gift to win her husband back. And she did ask me to teach her archery. Maybe she’s trying to expand her interests? 

	Flipping the dagger in the air, he admired the balance before catching and re-sheathing it. It might not be something he would use, but he had to admit that it was a fine piece of workmanship. 

	It didn’t change anything, though. A gift and cleaning his quarters weren’t proof of innocence. And he didn’t feel inclined toward forgiveness or reconciliation.

	Michael tossed the sheathed dagger onto a side table. He’d decide what to do with it in the morning. For now, he had a book to enjoy. 

	Alone.

	Helena. If only you had lived…

	~

	Having decided to be unimpressed with her gift, Michael was as cold as usual to Arabella when he saw her the next day. Therefore, when he returned to his room that evening, he was surprised to find that it had once again received an extra cleaning with the extra touches that could only be hers.

	Of course, the flowers that she left on his bedside table made him sneeze – he wasn’t sure if she didn’t know he was allergic to chrysanthemums, or if she was being passive-aggressive and hiding it behind a veneer of attempted kindness. The day-old donuts she left the next day seemed to support the latter option.

	The following day, though, the oatmeal raisin cookies she left still held a bit of warmth when he arrived, and his room held the faint scent of freshly-baked cookies, as if she had brought them straight from the oven and let them cool on his table. It was a simple dessert not generally served in the royal castle, but the flavor wasn’t bad.

	Each day, he found something different. Some days, it was a vase of flowers (never chrysanthemums after the first time); others, some kind of baked good that greeted him with its aroma when he walked through the door. One time, she magicked up a fancy dessert that the chef only made for special occasions – although based on its less-than-perfect appearance, he suspected that she had either coaxed an apprentice to make it or had prepared it herself. It still tasted good, though.

	He also noticed that she had convinced her guards to shadow her from a distance. They were still near enough to observe her, as he, she, and they knew was their purpose in the castle, but they did so from the end of a hall instead of a standard six feet away. And it wasn’t just for show when she waited for him between meetings; while they had to stick closer when she was winding through internal passages – otherwise they might “lose” her at corners – every time he caught sight of her, even out a window, she appeared to be alone to a casual observer.

	It was as if she was trying to send him a message that she wasn’t involved with any of them. As if to underline the point, the captain of her guard, Charles, seemed to rarely be on babysitting duty, appearing only when her trips into the city necessitated a second protector at her side.

	Michael wasn’t sure if he bought it, but whether or not Arabella was romantically involved with Charles, there was no denying that he was her favorite among her guardsmen. Until now, he was the one most likely to be found at her side when she needed an escort. For her to send him away was a statement in and of itself.

	Mulling these thoughts over, Michael was strolling down the hall towards lunch on a pleasant day in early autumn without his usual awareness of his surroundings. He gradually became aware of someone calling his name. Turning, he found the subject of his thoughts hurrying towards him.

	“Good morning, Michael,” Arabella smiled. It was a fragile smile – she was probably surprised that he had stopped and worried that he would soon dismiss her.

	Fair enough; he was surprised, too.

	He nodded briefly to her. “Arabella.”

	She twisted her hands nervously, then clasped them behind her back. “Would you like to join me for lunch?”

	He raised an eyebrow. “I’m headed there now.”

	“No,” she replied, shaking her head. “I mean—I asked the kitchen staff for a picnic lunch to eat in the gardens. You know, in the grassy area near the center. The weather is pleasant today, and I thought—I thought you might like to come with me.”

	He considered her briefly. Glancing around, he found her shadow halfway down the hall pretending not to watch. Today, it was a young pup whose name he couldn’t remember. Returning his attention to his wife, he noticed that her eyes kept sliding away from him. Rather than suggesting guilt, though, with the way she held her shoulders slightly hunched and her head ducked, it reminded him of a beaten dog seeking a kind hand.

	Ignoring the flash of his own guilt, he shrugged. “We are expected in the dining room. And I am scheduled to meet with the heads of several guilds shortly after the meal.” As he turned to continue down the hall, he paused and added, “Thank you for the offer.”

	He had taken several steps when a broken voice behind him begged, “Mike, please!”

	He stopped. How long had it been since she called him Mike?

	About as long as it had been since he’d called her Ella, he supposed. Life had been much sweeter when they were Mike and Ella, before they drifted apart and became Michael and Arabella.

	A lot had happened since then. They weren’t just near-strangers at this point; there was bad blood between them in the form of a friendly guard captain and a much-too-willing noblewoman.

	“Mike?”

	He could hear it in her voice – the hope mixed with the fear of hope. He shouldn’t give her hope. He should walk away. There was nothing left to salvage.

	The memory of candied pecans from the market left in his room the night before drifted through his mind. 

	Clenching his hands, he tried to force his feet down the hall. Instead, he looked over his shoulder at the lonely woman who was his wife. Hands clasped at her chest, the expression in her eyes declared her to be starving for his attention.

	Michael exhaled, releasing his hands. Offering her a slight smile, he said, “I suppose I could spare a little time. Do you need me to carry anything?”

	Arabella shook her head as a bright smile bloomed across her face. “It should be waiting for us.”

	“In that case, shall we?” Michael asked, offering her his arm.

	He might still be angry with her, but he couldn’t help the pleasure he felt when she placed her hand on his forearm, even if she didn’t settle quite as close as she once had.

	Their path took them past the guard waiting against the wall. Michael paused next to him. “You know where the picnic is set up?” he inquired. The young soldier nodded. “Be there in half an hour. Go eat.”

	“But Your Highness—” the guard began.

	“I can be responsible for the well-being of my wife for that long,” Michael said dryly, cutting him off. “If my father is displeased with your absence, he can take it up with me. Go.”

	“Yes, Your Highness,” the guard responded. With a bow, he turned on his heel and headed for the barracks.

	Arabella swayed closer to him as they walked. “Worried about witnesses?” she asked. She was clearly trying to be flirtatious, but her voice wavered, betraying her uncertainty.

	“I’m used to a little more privacy in my own home,” he answered lightly. “Even if it is mostly an illusion, given there will be a small army of servants between here and our lunch, not to mention hovering around the secluded spot you picked out.”

	She giggled. “This is very true. But maybe we can chase away the ones in the garden.”

	As it turned out, the lunch Arabella had obtained, while delicious, was also simple, which made it easy to convince the servers that they were unnecessary and “chase” them away. Privacy was still an illusion, since there was nothing to stop any number of people from lurking on the other side of the evergreen hedges surrounding them. Even so, for the first time in months, Michael was alone with Arabella.

	He wasn’t positive how he felt about that. He’d been avoiding her and ignoring her for weeks, but now she was sitting on a blanket spread out on the grass, her feet tucked along her side, smiling shyly a scant three feet from where he sat cross-legged on the same blanket. He could feel the anger still smoldering inside him, but he could also feel the – not tenderness, but maybe softening – that went through him each night when he found the gift that she had left for him while straightening his things. He knew she wasn’t spending time with Charles. And he could still feel the gentle pressure of her hand where it had gripped his arm on their walk from the castle.

	Lunch was a quiet affair. After a few attempts at conversation, Arabella had retreated back into her whipped-cur posture in response to Michael’s stiff replies.

	Sighing, Michael decided to give Arabella a break. Not hope – he wasn’t going to give her hope beyond what he already had by coming out here – but a break. She was trying to reach out, after all; the least he could do after all she’d done the past couple weeks was to give her a chance.

	“So,” he began, “you left me a letter?”

	Arabella looked at him in confusion for a moment before her face cleared. “Oh,” she said, “yes.” Looking up, she met his eyes. “Charlie is the closest thing I have to a friend here, but that’s all he is,” she assured him. “All of the servants think I’m above them, all the courtiers think I’m beneath them, and the rest of my guards are too focused on their job. Especially the last few weeks, since they’re all scared of you. Charlie is the only one who ever takes the time to really talk to me. But he’s only a friend.”

	Michael eyed her skeptically. “And the archery?”

	Her cheeks flushed slightly as she dropped her eyes. “I didn’t understand why Katy thought I should learn,” she admitted. “I thought I was trying to join you in one of your hobbies, so when you didn’t have time to teach me, I thought you didn’t want to deal with a beginner. I thought—I thought if I knew the basics, maybe I could join you when you practiced. So I begged Charlie to teach me.” She took a deep breath and looked up at him again, although she kept her face lowered. “He didn’t want to. He did his best not to touch me the entire time, up until he finally helped with the draw that you saw.”

	“You were flustered,” Michael accused.

	“Yes,” Arabella sighed, “because I had just figured out why it was supposed to be you teaching me.”

	He studied her suspiciously. If it were Lady Charlotte or Lady Ilse feeding him this story, he wouldn’t believe her for a moment. Arabella, though…Arabella was just innocent enough to make it plausible. 

	“Why is he rarely on your detail now?” Michael pushed.

	Arabella played with the napkin on her lap. “You wouldn’t talk to me,” she finally said. “And you glared at him every time he was the one following me. So I asked him to rearrange the schedule and make his role less active.”

	Michael digested that for a moment. Nothing in her manner suggested guilt. Some people might be able to pull that off in the face of their transgressions, but unless he didn’t know her at all, Arabella wasn’t an accomplished-enough liar. And he didn’t have any proof – only his jealousy – that anything she said was false or that she had actually wronged him.

	In fact, if everything she said was true, his jealousy had driven her to send away her only friend at the same time that her husband was ignoring her. It was no wonder she seemed so lonely.

	Well, that made him feel like a jerk.

	He ran his fingers through his hair as he wrestled with his emotions. The more he thought about it, the less he could persuade himself his anger was justified. Not that his pride would allow him to admit that in so many words.

	“You can put him back in the regular lineup,” Michael relented. “I’ll behave myself.”

	“Thank you, Mike,” Arabella said with a small smile.

	“Just tell him to keep his hands off,” he added wryly.

	Arabella grinned. “I don’t think that will be a problem,” she said. “Since the archery incident, he won’t even help me mount my horse. I have to arrange my rides so that stops will be near other people out of pure self-preservation. I think he’s afraid you’ll burn him at the stake if he so much as brushes me in passing.”

	“I wouldn’t do that.” Michael rolled his eyes. “Burning at the stake was outlawed in Daraigh a hundred years ago,” he added with a straight face.

	Arabella’s mouth dropped open, and she stared at him for a few moments before she realized that he was teasing. “Mike!” she scolded, reaching out to smack him playfully on the arm.

	He caught her hand and used it to pull her closer. Now that he was sure his wife was still his, simmering anger be hanged. She could be indulged in hope, because he could think of much better uses of a moment alone than talking.

	Arabella’s eyes widened as he leaned over to meet her in the middle of the space between them. Switching her hand to his left, he rested his weight on that elbow and moved his free hand behind her head, enjoying the feel of her hair between his fingers as he drew her face towards his. “Ella.”

	“M-Mike?” she squeaked.

	Just as his lips brushed hers, a shocked gasp sounded behind them. Sighing, Michael pulled back and looked over his shoulder to see who dared interrupt them.

	“I come looking for you because someone told me they saw you go into the garden, and I find you with her!” Lady Charlotte pointed dramatically at Arabella.

	Michael glanced over at Arabella, then refocused on the outraged noblewoman. “Alone with my wife, you mean?” he casually clarified. “I suppose it would have been more prudent to find a location with a door, but not nearly as romantic.” He gave Arabella a teasing grin which she shakily returned as she pushed up into a sitting position.

	“I—I—” Lady Charlotte stammered.

	“What do you need, milady?” Michael asked in a dismissive tone. “I’m afraid if you desire an escort someplace, you’ll need to find someone else – I’m a little busy at the moment.” He stretched his legs out in front of him and relaxed further into his elbow as he gazed contentedly at Arabella, who was staring down at the blanket in front of her.

	Lady Charlotte flapped her mouth a few times. “Why, you—” She clamped her mouth shut and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, they were blazing. “I’m returning home today. I hope I never see you again,” she hissed.

	Michael raised his hand in a careless wave. “Safe travels. I’m sure we’ll see you at Lord Percival’s wedding, in your red dress.” He winked. “Ella will most likely be in blue, but she’ll be stunning no matter what she wears.”

	Too incensed to speak, Lady Charlotte merely huffed, clenched her fists, and stomped back to the path with her head held high.

	“Good riddance,” Michael muttered. Perhaps he should have been more careful with how he handled a duke’s daughter, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care at the moment. Squeezing the hand that he still held, he smiled lazily as he reached once again for his lovely companion. “Now, where were we?”

	To his surprise, Arabella leaned away and pulled her hand out of his. She began packing up the dishes from their lunch.

	Michael pushed himself up and frowned at her. “Ella, what’s wrong?”

	“I’m helping with the food distribution this afternoon,” she said. “And you have to meet the guild leaders. We should probably head back.”

	“They can wait a few more minutes,” Michael argued.

	“Besides, it’s been about forty minutes since we left. My minder is probably wending his way through the maze as we speak,” she babbled, still not meeting his eyes. “No sense making him worry.”

	Arabella had invited him to lunch. She had certainly not had a problem with shooing away the servants, and, while startled, she hadn’t seemed reluctant when he tried to kiss her before they were interrupted. Why on earth was she suddenly avoiding him?

	Michael scooted closer and wrapped an arm around her waist. “If you’re worried about being seen, we could reconvene in my sitting room,” he murmured in her ear. “This evening, if you don’t think we have time now.”

	She abruptly stood. “I’ll send one of the footmen to collect these things,” she said, ignoring his comment. “I’ll see you at dinner.”

	Then without even looking at him, let alone offering one final smile, she fled.

	Michael propped up his elbow on his raised knee and rested his temple on his fist as he watched her go. “I don’t understand women,” he grumbled.

	 

	


CHAPTER 19

	Ella

	E


	lla counted the loaves one more time. She was ten short of the goal, so she would have to decide which districts would be under-provided unless she could find something to substitute.

	As she perused the supplies spread across the table, she was dimly aware of the kitchen staff hurrying around her. Lunch had just finished, but Cook liked to prepare well in advance. Delays caused by unexpected mishaps were unacceptable in her book. As a result, Cook had not been overly thrilled when Ella’s new program commandeered one of the kitchen tables early each afternoon.

	“Are you finished yet?” Cook growled, resting her fists on her hips. It was amazing how much more pleasant Cook was when Ella only disturbed the kitchen by kneading some bread dough. “Anyone else would have left twenty minutes ago!”

	Ella held in a sigh. She feared some of the other supervisors were less meticulous in their division of the food. She hadn’t received any complaints from the district leaders, though. Maybe they didn’t talk with the other districts, or maybe they had decided to be thankful for what help they had. Or maybe she was being too uptight.

	“I’ll be done soon,” she promised. “You wouldn’t happen to have another ten loaves or twenty rolls, would you?”

	Cook glowered at her. “If I did, don’t you think they would already be on the table?”

	“You’re right. Sorry.”

	Cook just shook her head as she walked away. Ella quickly divided the loaves, then redistributed the rolls since she couldn’t break the loaves without drying them out. It didn’t fix the shortage, but it evened it out as well as she could.

	“I’m ready,” she announced.

	“Finally,” Cook muttered under her breath. She motioned to two footmen who began to cart the baskets to the wagon waiting outside.

	Ella followed at a slower pace. She could help carry the food, of course – none of them were too heavy for her – but that wasn’t considered “proper”. So instead, she let the footmen do it, and reminded herself that she was being useful by getting the food to the people who needed it.

	Once outside, she drifted over to Charlie and Henry, who were standing near the wagon waiting for her. Technically, according to their current instructions, one of them should have been in the kitchen with her, but they knew she wasn’t going to bolt before a food distribution.

	Besides, neither of them was brave enough to risk Cook’s wrath by getting in her way themselves. Defend Ella with their lives against an attacker? Without a doubt. Face Cook? Not a chance. 

	They straightened to attention as she approached – for show because they were in public, not because she expected it. “Charlie. Henry,” she greeted them. They acknowledged her greeting with a brief nod.

	After a few minutes of watching the loading, Ella inclined her head toward Charlie. “You may reinsert yourself in the normal rotation if you wish.”

	She could feel his uneasy expression even though she couldn’t see it. “Are you certain, Your Highness? The prince—”

	“Has finally listened to me,” she interrupted. “Mike—Michael understands that he was mistaken and voluntarily suggested that you return to your post.”

	Having turned her head slightly, she could see Charlie’s raised eyebrow at her correction, but he didn’t comment on it. After a few moments, he ventured, “I heard you had a private lunch with the prince.” He hesitated before continuing. “Did it not go well?”

	“What do you mean?” Ella asked, startled.

	“Given my information…” Charlie paused as if considering his words. “I would have expected you to be happier.”

	Ella thought about the tense silence at the beginning of the meal, her relief when she was finally allowed to explain and Michael actually believed her, the thrill when he almost kissed her…and her mortified anger when Lady Charlotte interrupted. Fighting to keep her thoughts off her face, she replied as neutrally as she could. “It varied.”

	“Are you all right?” Charlie asked carefully.

	Was she? Not really, if she thought too much about Michael and his behavior. However, she didn’t want to admit it to Charlie, even if Henry wasn’t standing next to him pretending not to listen. She knew Charlie wouldn’t ask for details; while he always had an open ear, he had never encouraged confidences, even before the archery incident. But she didn’t feel like sharing her humiliation with anyone right now. Maybe she would talk to Edna about it when they reached her district.

	She was also a little afraid that once she started, she might have trouble stopping. Even if he wasn’t their prince, she wouldn’t feel right complaining about her husband to other men. Best to not broach the subject.

	Shrugging, she ignored the question. “Who was your source?”

	“Jacob.”

	“Ah, yes, Jake,” Ella laughed. “I think that was a true crisis of conscience for him – disobey the king’s standing order to stay with me, or disobey the prince’s direct order to get lost?”

	She heard a suppressed chuckle from Henry as Charlie smiled slightly. “Indeed. Although I must point out, Your Highness, that he prefers to be called Jacob.”

	“Yes, I know,” Ella sighed. “And I really should call him that, because I know he wants to be taken seriously. But every time I try, he looks so eager to please that all I can see is a giant Labrador puppy wagging its tail, and if I call him Jacob, I’ll laugh.”

	“That would probably be a greater blow to his dignity,” Charlie agreed.

	Henry’s chuckle broke through his control. “A giant puppy. It fits. I may never be able to call him Jacob again!”

	Ella smiled slightly. Breaking Henry’s composure outside the training yards was a first for her.

	“Your Highness.” One of the footmen approached and bowed to her. “The wagon is ready.”

	“Thank you,” she replied. He bowed again and returned to the castle while Ella turned to her shadows. “I guess it’s time to collect the rest of the party and head out.”

	~

	“I thought you wanted him to rebuff the lady,” Edna stated, her brow furrowed in confusion. “Why are you upset that he did?”

	Ella kept her eyes moving as she watched her helpers unload the baskets for district ten. Normally, she would assist with this part, but the need to talk had overridden her desire both to be useful and to avoid anyone else knowing the sting of her humiliation. Therefore, she had drawn Edna to one side where they conversed quietly while the others worked.

	“I’m not upset that he sent her away,” Ella growled with frustration. She struggled to find adequate words to explain her emotions on the subject. “Yes, I wanted her gone. Yes, I’m glad that he won’t be hanging around her anymore. But the way it happened… He didn’t tell her off because he decided it was wrong to be with her. It was because he’d decided he had something better and didn’t want her anymore.”

	She crossed her arms and squeezed her biceps. Edna stayed silent, letting Ella work out her thoughts. “It was like I was his favorite toy that he had discarded and replaced with her because I was broken, but then when he decided I wasn’t broken after all, he carelessly discarded her in favor of his favorite toy. And when he tried to kiss me, in the moment I was happy because it was what I wanted, but when she interrupted us, I felt so cheap! He’s ignored me for months. He was stony for most of the meal. Then he suddenly decides he wants something from me while another woman still believes she holds his heart? Rrgh!” she snarled. She took a moment to smooth her expression back out, mindful of the many eyes surrounding her at the moment. “I am not an object to be used for his pleasure,” she finished coldly.

	Edna watched the workers and said nothing. A cool breeze blew down the road, twirling a few colorful leaves in its wake and making Ella wish she had grabbed her cloak or a scarf. The weather had been perfect earlier, but now the sun had disappeared behind a cloud, making the air cooler with its lack.

	“No words of wisdom this time?” Ella bitterly asked after a few minutes. “No life advice for dealing with a cad?”

	Edna roused herself with a sigh. “I’m sorry, dearie. Sorry you have to go through this.” She tucked a strand of white hair that had escaped her bun back behind her ear. “Actions, once done, cannot be undone. And the consequences are not always pleasant.”

	“Are you saying it’s my fault?” Ella asked through clenched teeth, though whether more from anger or sorrow, she couldn’t decide.

	“There is plenty of blame to go around,” Edna assured her, “and it won’t do anyone any good trying to decide which of you is more to blame or which one of you started it. You deal with the consequences of his actions just as you deal with those of your own. Likewise, your actions have consequences for him, too.”

	Ella ground her teeth together and looked down, blinking back tears. “I think I’m done,” she muttered.

	“What?”

	Ella took a deep breath. “I’m done,” she repeated wearily. “He obviously doesn’t value me as a person, and I don’t think I can change that. And I’m worn out trying.”

	Edna stared at her disbelievingly. “You can’t mean that.”

	“Why not?” Ella shrugged.

	“After all you’ve done to heal your marriage, you would just give up?”

	“Why not?” Ella repeated dully. Now that she had worked through her reactions enough to put how Michael had made her feel into words, her anger had faded surprisingly quickly, leaving her drained. She could see it now: he only noticed her when it was convenient to him. His schedule drew him away from her because it was more important to him than she was. When his misperceptions made her undesirable, he avoided her until he was corrected, at which point he wanted to kiss – literally – and make up, as if he was the only one who had been hurt…or maybe, the only one whose pain mattered.

	So why did it matter if she tried? And did she even care to?

	Edna opened her mouth, then paused and looked out over the workers again. After a minute, she rested a light hand on Ella’s shoulder. “Go home,” she advised. “Rest, and leave it alone until morning. Everything is always clearer after a good night’s sleep.”

	“If you say so,” Ella answered without much conviction.

	“I do,” Edna confirmed. “It looks like it’s time for you to go – the work has slowed, and those guards of yours are starting to look imperious.”

	“Yes, my nannies think I need to join them,” Ella sighed. “Thank you for listening, Edna.”

	“It was my pleasure, dearie. Come back anytime.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 20

	Ella

	E


	lla considered taking supper in her room with the claim of a headache, but it was the family-only night. While that meant less buffer from Michael, it also meant no members of the court or guests to deal with. Also, King Phillip would track her down if she missed it.

	Either that, or he would send Michael, which would be worse, because except for the guard that was standing outside her room, they would be alone. At least at supper, his family would be present.

	The irony of her about-face right as Michael regained his interest was not lost on her.

	She dressed slowly, changing from the clothes she had worn for the food distribution into something more elegant. It was tempting to leave her “work” clothes on since it would only be family. In fact, it was tempting to put herself and her hair in the plainest style possible; after all, she had decided to stop trying to convince Michael to value her…and she now wished for Michael to not desire her.

	His family had always been good to her, though, despite being royal while she was common. For their sake, to show her respect for them, she conducted her usual toilette.

	A knock on her door startled her as Jackie put the final pin in her hair. “Shall I get that, Your Highness?” Jackie asked around the hairpins still in her mouth.

	“Yes, please,” Ella replied. She leaned over to slip on her shoes as Jackie entered the sitting room and crossed to the door.

	The quiet murmur of voices from the next room brushed against her awareness. She listlessly picked out a simple gold chain with a single small, diamond pendant and attempted to fasten it around her neck, lost in the haze of her fatigue.

	“Could you help me with this, Jackie?” she asked when she heard footsteps approaching her bedroom door. “I can’t seem to get the clasp to work.”

	The fingers that gently took the chain from hers felt warmer and rougher than she expected. Looking up, she saw in the mirror that it was not Jackie standing behind her, but Michael.

	His large hands seemed unsuited to the small clasp, but it wasn’t the first time he had done this. It had been a very long time, though. Ella’s hands dropped slowly to her lap as she watched his reflected look of concentration. He bent lower to better view the necklace in the fading light from the window. It put him close enough that she could feel his breath lightly tickle her neck.

	When his hands, after arranging the necklace on her neck, settled on her shoulders before sliding down her arms as his nose nestled in her hair, Ella had to take a deep breath and sternly remind herself that she was angry with him. No amount of caressing would make up for his behavior, nor would it convince her that he saw her as a person rather than as a plaything.

	“Shall we go?” Ella asked, placing her hands on the armrests of her chair and pushing herself to a stand. The petty part of her was disappointed that he pulled back in time to avoid smacking his nose on her head. Not that she’d been trying. “I wouldn’t want to keep your family waiting.”

	“Father won’t mind as long as we enter late together,” Michael returned, wrapping his arms around her. “I think he’d be delighted, actually.”

	“Michael!” she protested, trying to push him away. “Jackie—”

	“Is in the hallway with Henry, unless she has prudently retired to the servants’ wing,” he purred. He leaned in and nuzzled her ear. “And what happened to calling me Mike?”

	“Enough!” Ella snapped, shoving him roughly in the chest. He finally released her. Straightening her dress as she went, she strode to her sitting room and towards the hallway door.

	“What is it, Ella?” Michael asked, frustration written across his face. “Why are you angry with me now?”

	Ella stopped to glare at him. The simple fact that he didn’t understand served to infuriate her further. “It is time for supper,” she declared in her coldest, most regal manner as she opened the door and gestured through it. “Are you coming?”

	He frowned slightly at her, but he passed into the hallway and offered his arm. She considered ignoring it and stubbornly making her own way to the dining room. However, while she was willing to rebuff his amorous advances in her room, she wasn’t quite bold enough to be rude to him in a public setting. As it was, there were creases in Henry’s forehead from witnessing their exit, and Jackie worried at her lip.

	In the back of her mind, Ella wondered at the way her apathy had morphed into this self-righteous fury. It made her feel powerful, but as she knew better than to let it run wild in front of King Phillip, she worked on reining it in during the walk.

	Michael released her arm to open the door for her. She waltzed into the room ahead of him, but paused when his long strides brought him alongside her again. He politely pulled out her chair, then slid it back under her as she sat. The last time he had engaged in the gentlemanly behavior had been at a state dinner when they were on display. She couldn’t remember the last time he had done it in private.

	King Phillip nodded at them but made no comment. Justin gave them a welcoming grin, but it was a little off. His brow knit as his eyes jumped back and forth between Ella’s slightly raised chin and the way Michael let his hand trail across her back while taking his own seat.

	The meal began simply enough. Anne conversed quietly with her mother at the other end of the table while daintily eating her food. Justin, ever hungry, shoveled down his food as quickly as was polite. King Phillip calmly worked his way through his dinner, his sharp eyes studying his family. Ella picked at her food, selecting her favorite bits and pretending she didn’t notice Michael watching her out of the corner of his eye.

	“Renovations are complete on Steffan’s abandoned castle,” the king suddenly announced. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and laid it on the table next to his plate. 

	Ella’s heart soared briefly. Perhaps she could escape to the castle for a little while. If renovations were complete, there would not be cleanup to help with, but there would still be ongoing care. If she could take a minimal crew of servants, she could participate in keeping it in good repair. Of course, the original idea was that she go with Michael, whom she was trying to escape…but with his schedule, maybe if she left soon enough, he wouldn’t be able to come. Or at the least, she would have a few weeks before he joined her.

	King Phillip continued. “I have made arrangements for the two of you to leave tomorrow to inspect the work and enjoy a much-needed retreat.” He nodded to Michael and Ella. “You will remain there for a month.”

	Michael’s fork clattered to his plate as he gaped at his father in shock. “Tomorrow?” he croaked. “Father, I can’t possibly rearrange everything that quickly!”

	“As I said, I have made arrangements,” his father calmly replied. “Some of your meetings will simply not happen. However, it is time your brother began participating in the operation of our government, so he will fill in for you at the majority of them.”

	Justin gave a weak grin when Michael looked at him. “I’m not completely useless, you know. I’m glad to do my bit to lighten your load.”

	“But—why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Michael asked helplessly.

	“I wanted it to be a surprise,” King Phillip replied with a slight smile. “I planned to tell you at lunch, actually, but neither of you made an appearance.” He raised a bushy eyebrow and questioned them with his eyes. Ella fought the urge to sink in her seat. She could feel her cheeks heating as she recalled with embarrassing detail the circumstances surrounding their absence. Especially when she realized his eyes were twinkling.

	“What about Lord Percival’s wedding?” Ella asked. She didn’t have any interest in going, but remembering lunch brought the detail to mind. Maybe it would delay Michael. “Won’t he be offended if we do not attend?”

	King Phillip waved away her concern. “Another task which Justin will complete for you. Anne will accompany him, so Lord Percival will still have two royal guests.”

	Michael opened his mouth and then closed it again. Apparently, such an upset to his precious schedules had also upset his mental balance, because now that his initial outbursts were past, he seemed to be speechless.

	“Will anyone be traveling with us?” Ella ventured.

	“Guards, of course,” the king replied. “A few servants, but most of the required staff is already at the castle. None of the court, though, and none of the family. This is to be a special vacation for the two of you.” The last few words were weighted.

	Still, Ella couldn’t resist asking. “Since there will be no guests, might I request—”

	“No, the number of servants will be adequate, Arabella,” the king cut her off, anticipating her question. “It is my intention that you and Michael have this opportunity to enjoy one another’s company, so you will not be helping clean the castle. You will have to find other ways to occupy yourself. Since Michael will have the time,” he stressed, “perhaps he can finally teach you the bow.”

	Even though she had explained herself to Michael, Ella felt the familiar twinge of horror at the mention of archery lessons. When she glanced at Michael, however, he wore a thoughtful look that verged on calculating rather than irritated.

	“Of course,” she replied, bending her head in a slight bow. Not having cleaning as a way to avoid Michael would be unfortunate, but she could manage.

	When the meal finally ended, Michael held out his arm to her once again. Since they were in front of the king – who had just clearly expressed his desire for an improvement in their relationship – Ella took it without hesitation. Even though she still wanted to blatantly ignore it.

	As they walked, Michael casually mentioned, “I’ve noticed a certain order to my things lately that they usually lack.” Ella said nothing, refusing to take the bait. “Were you planning to come by again tonight?”

	“Who says I have anything to do with it?” she answered.

	Michael gave her an unimpressed look. “The most any maid has done with my bookshelf is set all the books upright. No one else has ever taken the time to alphabetize them.”

	That had been the point, of course – he was supposed to know it was her. Yesterday, she would have been overjoyed to be having this conversation, assuming it was going where she thought it was. But today…today she wanted nothing more than to avoid it. “We’re leaving in the morning. I should pack my things.”

	“The servants will handle that,” he said. “As they will mine.”

	“Well…I wouldn’t want to get in their way,” she tried. “The last thing they need when packing last-minute is me wandering around in the middle of it all, putting things back.”

	Michael grinned slyly. “Whoever said the reason I wanted you to come tonight was so that you could organize my things? I do suddenly find myself with a free evening.”

	And there it was. “In that case, I believe I would be even more in the way.”

	“It hasn’t cooled off too much,” Michael coaxed, resting his free hand over hers where it sat on his arm. “We could try the gardens again.” He stopped walking and leaned closer, his voice low and his smile mischievous. “Unless there’s someplace else you’d rather go.”

	Ella took a step back. “Just my room, please. Alone!” she squeaked when his grin grew and he closed the gap between them. “I wish to make sure everything I want is packed. You would be in the way.”

	“Would I?” He prowled forwards as she retreated. When she bumped into the wall, he set one forearm on the wall above her and his other hand next to her shoulder. “Is that a bad thing?”

	Since when was he this bold in public? Ella’s heart pounded as his lips hovered near hers. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Henry studiously watching the opposite wall. A passing maid stared at them with her mouth in a small “o” before she abruptly slammed her mouth shut and determinedly set her face down the hall and increased her pace.

	Their reactions jump-started Ella’s brain. Placing her hands on his chest, she firmly pushed him back. “Propositioning her in the middle of a public hallway is not the way to win a girl’s heart,” she forcefully but quietly told him.

	Michael scoffed. “You’re my wife. I should already have your heart.” 

	“Then shouldn’t I have had yours?” Ella retorted. She blinked back the tears that suddenly burned at her eyes.

	“What?” Michael pulled away slightly. His expression was one of confusion.

	“Never mind.” Ella pushed past him and practically ran down the hall, squeezing the words past her tight throat. “I would like to return to my room now.”

	She heard Michael chase after her once he recovered from his surprise at her unexpected flight, but they were already in the royal wing. It was a short distance to her door, and she was through and had it closed behind her before he could catch up. She leaned against the door while she caught her breath. His footsteps stopped by her door, but after a few minutes, they started off again in the direction of his rooms.

	Ella let out a sigh of relief. After the way he’d been acting in the hall, she had been sure he was going to pound on her door, demanding she come out or let him in, despite the scene it would have made. Thankfully, he’d apparently thought better of it.

	Tomorrow, she would have to face him again. Tomorrow, she would have to endure the whole day with him. But at least tonight she would be free from his presence. And after her realizations that afternoon, that was what she wanted.

	At least, that’s what she told herself. And she even believed it.

	Mostly.

	 

	


CHAPTER 21

	Michael

	T


	he weather turned during the night. While the previous day had been a perfect example of a beautiful fall day, the morning of their departure saw them bundled in long-sleeved clothing and wrapped in cloaks as a brisk wind bit the bare skin on their faces.

	Michael scowled to himself. If conditions didn’t improve, the dratted weather was likely to mess up his plans. Although knowing Arabella, it might not.

	He let his eyes wander over to where she trotted along the city road on Shadow’s back. One of her maids was riding next to her this morning. The maid was huddled over the horse, hood up and cloak held tightly together by a gloved hand peeking out between the flaps, shivering. Arabella’s hood was thrown back, her face lifted to the sky as she inhaled the cold morning air and exhaled white puffs. Her cheeks were red, but she was smiling, reveling in the small slice of sunshine filtering through the thick clouds.

	Yes, perhaps the weather wouldn’t matter, after all.

	Their procession continued through Hartford to the eastern gate. Technically, Arabella should have been riding in the carriage rumbling along behind them, but while they kept up appearances at inns along the road and in other kingdoms, she almost always rode Shadow or walked on her own two feet inside the capital. The people of the city were too accustomed to her riding about to think twice about her leaving on a journey or returning from one in any other fashion.

	Once they were a few miles into the countryside, they pulled off to the side of the road so that Arabella could switch from sidesaddle to her preferred method of riding astride. Michael caught the slight frown she gave him when he approached to help her down, but she hid it quickly. Relishing the light weight of her hands on his shoulders as she hopped down and the feel of her waist between his gloved hands, he was slow to release her.

	She raised an eyebrow at him. He dropped his hands, but gripped her arm lightly through her dark blue cloak when she moved to remount. “Wait a moment,” he said. The chatter of their traveling companions and the stomping of the horses’ hooves covered his quiet words. “Would you like to ride Shadow the entire way instead of switching to the carriage at the inns?”

	Arabella had been watching him with something akin to annoyance, but at his words, she perked up. “Do you mean it?”

	“Our destination is off the normal path to the capital,” he replied. “While some of the people where we stop might know our faces, I doubt most of them would recognize us without our entourage, the royal carriage, and the royal trappings on Shadow and Chief. We could keep the clothes we need in our saddlebags with some basic provisions, spread the guard to where they can keep an eye on us without obviously being with us, and send the carriage and other servants on ahead. If the people at the inns don’t know who we are, it won’t matter if you ride in and out on horseback.”

	Arabella smiled – the first one he’d seen since lunch yesterday – and her blue eyes shone. “That sounds wonderful. Can we really do it?”

	“I already talked to Oliver,” Michael smiled back. “He approved the plan and promised to fill in the members of your guard if you want to do it.”

	“Yes, definitely!” Arabella exclaimed. “I have never liked riding by myself in that carriage.”

	“Are you sure? It’s rather cold, and it might get colder before we reach the castle,” Michael pointed out, adjusting his hood to better block the wind. “If we send the carriage ahead, you won’t be able to switch to it tomorrow if the temperature drops further. It’s possible we could get snow, even.”

	Arabella shook her head, dismissing his concern. “I don’t mind. I’d rather take on a blizzard with Shadow than be a passenger. It’s not like the carriage is that much warmer, anyway.” She reached out and stroked Shadow’s neck affectionately.

	“True,” Michael acknowledged with a small grin of his own. “It’s my duty to point it out, though.” He paused before adding in a joking tone, “Of course, this plan will also put you with nobody but Shadow, Chief, and me the whole way. Are you sure you can handle that?”

	To his frustration, Arabella hesitated. The concept of a blizzard was brushed aside without a thought, but she had to stop and think about whether or not she wanted to be alone with her husband for a three-day journey. 

	Helena wouldn’t have hesitated, he pouted in his head. Helena would have plunged just as readily towards the potential adventure of a blizzard but without worrying about being alone with him. In fact, being with him would have been the icing on the cake that sealed the deal!

	He would have thought it would be for Arabella, too, two days ago. Even the Arabella of one day ago, he was sure, would have leaped at the opportunity. But maybe he was wrong about that. After all, he still didn’t understand what had changed at the end of their lunch, so maybe she would have hesitated before lunch, too.

	“Of course,” Arabella finally replied. Slowly, and without looking him straight in the eyes. “Why would that be a problem?”

	Forcing his smile to stay in place, Michael patted her shoulder. “I’ll go talk to Oliver, then.”

	“Are you sure you want to do this?” Arabella asked as he turned to leave.

	“What do you mean?”

	“I don’t mean to dissuade you, of course, but…are you sure you want to dismiss your retinue?” She played with the reins that she had reclaimed from the groom who had held Shadow while she dismounted. 

	“I’m a big boy, Ella,” he laughed. “I don’t need babysitters.”

	“No…” she drew out. “But have you ever gone on a trip by yourself? Did you even notice the groom who took Chief while you helped me? Or observe enough of the packing of your belongings to know where to look for your clothes?”

	Michael gave her a funny look. “What does that have to do with anything?”

	He wasn’t sure if it was a gleam of amusement or a shimmer of misgiving that he saw in her eyes. “Never mind.”

	He left Arabella to find her maid and her luggage and wove through the members of their party until he found Oliver. The middle-aged man might be getting older, Michael thought fondly, but he would keep him as long as he could. After all these years, it was hard to imagine someone different in his place.

	“Yes, Your Highness?” Oliver greeted him. He still sat astride his horse, a wool cap covering his head instead of his cloak’s hood to allow him a better range of vision.

	“She said yes,” Michael said. He couldn’t help a small smile, even if her agreement hadn’t been everything he’d hoped for. “Time to start splitting up the group.”

	“Yes, sir,” Oliver calmly replied. Without another word, he lifted his reins and nudged his horse towards the clump of Arabella’s guardsmen.

	Before long, Michael realized that Arabella may have had a point. While he was skilled in negotiating disputes between guilds and organizing logistics on a large scale, the finer details of the situation had eluded him. If nothing else, perhaps he should have presented the idea to Arabella before they ever left the castle. For example, he had expected the guards to wear off-duty clothes with their leather jerkins for protection so that they would not be recognized as members of the royal guard as they rode along or when they arrived at the inns. Unfortunately, it was too cold to expect them to change outside, and even if the weather had been warmer, he could hardly have asked them to strip off their shirts on the side of the road.

	Thankfully, between their standard-guard leather jerkins and the standard-guard cloaks they all carried, they were able to cover their royal guard insignia, so the deception would still work.

	Also, the transition to two traveling parties would have been smoother if the servants had planned for it while packing. Since they had no expectation of such a thing, trunks had to be unearthed from the supply wagon that could have been arranged nearer the top…if the packers had known it was necessary. Food had to be repackaged so that smaller quantities could be carried by the royal couple and their guards while the bulk remained in the supply wagon. Individual outfits and their accompanying clothing items had to be drawn out of their carefully-packed positions and stuffed into saddlebags.

	And all of it was happening on the side of the road with a stiff breeze waiting to turn into ice any fingers that dared to be without the protection of gloves for the sake of being nimbler.

	He hoped that there was enough food and little enough clothing visible to convince passers-by that the clearly-royal travelers were simply setting up for an early outdoor lunch. Only a few miles from the city. On a day masquerading as early winter.

	What a mess.

	When everything was finally arranged, Michael, Arabella, and their guards positioned themselves at the back of the caravan. They could travel faster with only horses than the rest of the group could with the vehicles, but Michael wanted to travel at a leisurely pace since his primary goal – now that he had no meetings to fill his day – was to spend time with Arabella and re-charm her. Therefore, he was going to let the servants set a quick pace and outstrip him instead of the other way around.

	They rode in silence for about an hour. When Michael decided that the caravan had enough of a head start and that the guards had spread far enough away, he pulled the hood of his black cloak back far enough to show his face and looked over at Arabella.

	One of her maids had taken advantage of the stop to pin her hood to her hair so that she had the same freedom of vision as without the hood, but maintained some of the hood’s heat-trapping advantage. The dark blue nestled in her blonde hair contrasted beautifully with the rosy red of her exposed cheeks. Under the cloak, she wore one of her blue riding dresses. There was no extra skirt from the dress to spread across Shadow’s flanks since the “dress” was split down the middle, but the extra length of her cloak filled the role perfectly. Someone – probably the same maid who had arranged her hair – had spread it out evenly so that Arabella and her mount made a magnificent picture.

	“I suppose I should fill you in on the rest of the details,” Michael said, breaking the silence. Their silence, that was – the wind wasn’t exactly howling, but it wasn’t quiet, either.

	Arabella turned her attention from the colorful leaves on the trees lining their path to him. “Details?”

	“Yes. If we are going to present ourselves as someone other than ourselves, our stories need to match.”

	Arabella considered him for a moment before nodding. “That makes sense. So what is our story? I assume you have already decided?”

	“Naturally,” he replied. “I wouldn’t have suggested it unless I thought I could present something believable. So I’ve already worked out the details.”

	“Hopefully better than the details of leaving our crew,” she cut in. It could have been a snide comment, but her voice was light, and there was a slight twinkle in her eye.

	He shook his head and grinned. “Touché. You were right, I was a little out of my depth there.” He shook a finger at her. “But I ran our story by Oliver while discussing the security concerns with him. He agrees with me that it should work as long as we can pull off the act.”

	“Oh, well, if Oliver signed off on it, that’s fine then,” Arabella breezily said. Michael felt his heart lift a little. Being a demure, gentle creature, Arabella didn’t often tease. The fact that she was definitely teasing now boded well for him.

	“Thanks,” he said ruefully.

	“So, the story?” she prompted.

	“Right. We are well-to-do nobodies: enough money to travel in our fine clothes, not enough status to travel with an entourage, not important enough to bring guards.”

	“Well-to-do nobodies?” Arabella laughed. “I have experience being a nobody; I guess I can be a well-to-do one. But wouldn’t it be easier if we were the type to bring guards? Then they wouldn’t have to hide.”

	Michael shook his head. “That would draw attention. People would be more likely to wonder who we are, which is what we want to avoid.”

	“I see.” Arabella pursed her lips in thought.

	“We’ll use your mother’s family name and nicknames to sign in at the inns,” he continued. “Michael and Arabella might draw notice as being the same as a royal couple, so we’ll be Mike and Ella.”

	She shot him a suspicious look at that, but she didn’t protest.

	He took a deep breath and delayed a few minutes before continuing. The last part was the one that, based on her behavior the last twenty-four hours, was the most likely to get him slapped. Well, not slapped; Arabella wasn’t the violent type. The hands on his chest the night before had been pretty rough by her standards. But it might undo the little bit of progress he’d made by suggesting this little adventure in the first place.

	“Also, since we’re only well-to-do nobodies,” he cringed internally in preparation for her reaction, “we’ll only be renting a single room.” They were married, after all; it shouldn’t be a big deal, and it was one of his incentives in creating the plan. But since he came up with the plan after she shut him out of her room the night before…

	“What?” Arabella hissed, glaring at him.

	Yep, that was pretty much what he expected. As irritating as that was.

	“It’s necessary if we want the ruse to work,” Michael insisted.

	“And why is that?” she ground out. She was no longer looking at him; instead, she was burning holes in the path ahead of them.

	Michael adjusted his grip on the reins before pulling his cloak a little tighter. His father had lousy timing with this trip. “Royal couples get separate rooms, and most noble couples do, as well. However, it would be unusual for anyone else to do so.”

	“So we’re unusual. So?”

	He sighed. “We’re trying to fit in. If we, as commoners, request separate rooms, it will raise suspicions. Either someone will deduce that we are not commoners, in which case they may realize who we are, or they may believe we are not actually married, in which case they will question why we are traveling together without additional companions.”

	“It’s not like they could actually do anything if they thought we weren’t married,” Arabella sullenly remarked.

	“Not directly, but if one of us was recognized, even if someone only thought one of us looked familiar, we could have some nasty rumors on our hands,” he pointed out. “The crown prince or princess traveling unattended at all, let alone with a mysterious stranger and masquerading as a married couple?”

	Arabella frowned up at the overcast sky, at the colorful trees on the opposite side of the road, and then finally down at her hands. “If there is that much risk to this, why did you suggest it?” She didn’t look at him as she spoke, and she didn’t really sound angry. Only…tired, maybe?

	Michael took his time before answering. “Because I wanted to keep you with me.” He thought of the frustration that had plagued their last trip to Ralnor. Admittedly, the return trip had been fine, but their relationship had also been on better footing at that point. If only he understood how to return to that place. “And the carriage has caused…unnecessary tension in the past.”

	She remained silent, but she still wore her unhappiness like her cloak.

	Was it truly that terrible to contemplate spending the night with him? Her husband?

	Michael turned his face to the plains on his side of the road. “If the shared room is a deal-breaker for you, Oliver should still be able to call the main caravan back.” He tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice and speak in an even tone as if it didn’t matter one way or the other to him. “You can change your mind.”

	“Wait,” Arabella said, the word dragged out of her. She fiddled with the reins as she looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “You won’t touch me?” The question was hesitant.

	It was a frustrating condition. He knew from their encounters over the course of the last day that his nearness affected her, even if it was equally obvious that she was determined to fight it. He’d been counting on that to help him wiggle his way back into her good graces; besides, he enjoyed the contact himself. That interrupted kiss made him more irritated with Lady Charlotte than all of her chatter and fluttering eyelashes put together.

	Still, it seemed like a step in the right direction if she was willing to sleep in the same bed as him.

	“Not unless you want me to,” he unwillingly said. He thought about making the statement suggestive, but he had a feeling that wouldn’t win him any points just now.

	From the look in her eyes, he suspected she wanted to hotly retort something like “I won’t”, but because she was Arabella, she simply pressed her lips together and held her peace.

	“That will work, then,” she agreed. Then she fixed her eyes firmly on her mount’s ears and rode in silence.

	 

	


CHAPTER 22

	Ella

	A


	greeing that he wouldn’t take advantage of the shared room to romance her didn’t mean that they wouldn’t have any physical contact, of course. Ella still switched back to sidesaddle before approaching the inn, so Michael had to help her dismount and mount. While there was a groom available to hold the horses at the inn, there was no such assistance when she was mounting on the side of the road. The situation was normal for Ella, who frequently made the change on her rides with Charlie, but it was new for Michael. She tried not to laugh at the way he worried through the process.

	He also had to escort her into and around the building. That might not have been strictly necessary, but it helped maintain appearances, and she didn’t really mind it so much. Even if she had to walk closer to him than she preferred at the moment, walking with a hand on his arm wasn’t intimate, so she could live with it.

	Now that they had safely registered their room and stowed their belongings, Michael and Ella were seated in the common dining room enjoying the supper provided by their host. As Michael had predicted, no one had batted an eye at their story.

	The dining room was a little larger than the one in which they ate family suppers back at Hartford Castle. It had one long wooden table running down the middle that was laden with serving dishes. Not as many as at Hartford, of course, and not as varied in their contents. But the food tasted good, and that was the important part.

	There was a large fireplace on one side of the room with a cheery fire chasing the cold away. While Ella hadn’t minded riding in the chill weather, she was pleased to now have that fire at her back. She had been starting to shiver by the time they arrived at the inn.

	“How is your soup?” Michael politely asked from his seat next to her. Wearing his perfect court smile, he lifted another spoonful of his own soup to his mouth and blew lightly to cool it.

	“It’s delicious,” Ella replied with a smile only slightly more real than his. She was tempted to lean in and tell him to relax and act more like a commoner, but she didn’t. After all, he might relax into the Affectionate Husband role, which was the last thing she wanted.

	Looking casually around the table, she observed the clump of men that was their guards. They had claimed to be a squad of the regular guard traveling to an outpost in the northeast. Such movements were common, so no one questioned them. They changed into off-duty clothing before slipping down to the dining room in pairs (one of which “happened to” walk down with Michael and Ella) and taking seats at the opposite end of the table from the young couple, so no one had seen their royal guard insignia, either.

	Watching the guardsmen was an interesting study in their different personalities. Jake, the over-eager puppy, sat a little too straight in his chair and spent too much time sweeping the room with his eyes, obviously on duty to anyone paying enough attention. Henry sat next to him, joking with him to relieve his serious aspect and occasionally swatting him lightly in the back of the head when he grew too intense, which made Jake turn and growl at his neighbor. Charlie leaned back, smiling as he conversed easily with the middle-aged innkeeper’s wife, who held a full pitcher of water for the table. Oliver appeared to be reviewing reports, but without lifting his head, his dark eyes casually roamed the room at frequent intervals, covertly keeping watch. The others similarly consumed their meals with an appearance of casual camaraderie while staying alert for anything that might endanger their charges.

	It was interesting how much better they were at pretending to not be guarding when they were admitting to being guards than when they were pretending to be normal citizens.

	All eight of them, though, carefully kept themselves from making eye contact with Ella or Michael after their initial careless acknowledgment on entering the room. Anyone who happened to be watching would never have guessed that the guard company knew the young couple, let alone that they were their protectors.

	“Would you like a roll, Ella?” Michael inquired, drawing Ella’s attention back to him.

	She selected a piece of bread from the woven basket he held out to her. “Thank you, Mike.” His smile settled into something more natural at her use of the nickname, even though it was part of the act. As he placed the bowl back on the table, she tore a chunk off and dipped it in her soup.

	Michael’s elbow brushed her arm. It was such a small movement that she couldn’t be sure if it was intentional or an accident. Not that she would hold it against him if it was the former, as long as he didn’t progress to something more involved.

	She was grateful that he hadn’t protested when she made her request. She wanted to be free for the journey badly enough that she might have agreed to the whole storyline even if he had refused. After all, it wasn’t that she disliked the feel of his hands. Quite the contrary! But she was determined not to be suckered into letting him back in. She might be his wife, but that did not make her a possession to be picked up when convenient and left alone when not.

	Risking a glance at him, Ella tried to decide what she thought of his decision to pursue their current course. When he first suggested it, she thought it was a sign that he was making an effort to care about her. Then he dropped the bit about their sleeping arrangements, and all her hope that he did actually value her went up in smoke. It was all a clever ploy to get what he wanted, dressed in the pretty wrapping of giving her something she wanted.

	Her jaw began to tighten again just thinking about it. How dare he! How dare he try to—!

	She snuck another glance at him. Michael was staring at the opposite wall, his fingers idly pulling pieces off of his roll and dropping them in his empty soup bowl, completely lost in thought.

	He had been reserved most of the day, too. More so after they finished “agreeing on their story”. Ella felt her jaw soften. Whatever his goal in suggesting this, he had agreed to her demand. And when they were alone in their room before dinner, he had been as good as his word: he had not only not touched her, he had kept a respectful distance as they settled in.

	“What are you thinking about?” When Michael didn’t react, Ella nudged him gently with her elbow. He jerked slightly before turning towards her. “What are you thinking about?” she repeated.

	“Hmm? Oh.” He ducked his head. “I was thinking about all the things I was supposed to be doing today,” he sheepishly admitted. “And wondering how Justin is faring.”

	“I’m sure your father wouldn’t have given the responsibility to him if he didn’t think he could handle it,” Ella said softly. “Justin is a very clever young man; he’ll do fine.”

	Michael sighed. “That’s what I keep telling myself.” He dropped the rest of his roll into the bowl. “But he lacks experience.”

	“Don’t worry, Mike,” Ella soothed, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. The man was a workaholic. Yes, what he did was incredibly important. He did run a kingdom, after all. But his father was a very competent king. It was unlikely that he would send his oldest son away on a vacation unless he was sure he had things under control. She lightly patted his arm where it rested on the table. “It’s going to be fine.”

	Michael looked at her hand where it touched him. His other hand twitched as if to join it, but it stayed where it was.

	Ella slowly withdrew her hand and began eating again. What had she been thinking, initiating contact like that? It wasn’t as if she was in the habit of comforting him, or anyone, for that matter. What if he used it as an excuse to respond in kind?

	She spent the rest of the meal worrying about it, but Michael didn’t do anything, not even something as innocuous as holding her hand.

	When Michael and Ella were almost finished with their dessert, the pair of guardsmen that had been there the longest stood and excused themselves to their tablemates. By the merest coincidence, they were loitering in the hallway, chatting about the next day’s journey, as Ella left the dining room on Michael’s arm, but they started moving towards their rooms after the young couple passed them.

	Ella dropped Michael’s arm as soon as the door was closed behind them and scurried to an armchair next to the fire. She watched nervously as Michael loosened the collar of his shirt. He had restrained himself while they were in view of others; was this when her impulsive actions at dinner would come back to haunt her? Would he claim that she had communicated a longing for his touch?

	All he did, though, was amble over to the other armchair and drop into it with a slight groan. Stretching out his legs, he slouched down, leaned his head back against the headrest, and closed his eyes.

	Ella considered asking him if he was okay or if anything was the matter, but she was afraid the inquiry might be viewed as an opening, so she held her peace.

	After staring into the fire and watching him surreptitiously for a quarter of an hour, during which time his breathing grew slow and even, Ella cautiously rose to fetch a book. Michael’s eyes slid halfway open when she stood, but they drooped again after a second or two.

	She read for about an hour until her own eyes grew heavy. Michael still hadn’t stirred. Unwilling to take the chance, though, she gave his chair a wide berth when she crossed the room to dig a nightgown out of her saddlebag. She slipped into the washroom to change and prepare for bed.

	On her return to the bedroom, Ella pulled back the bedcovers and paused. She looked at Michael again. He still wore his boots, but his hands were limp where they hung from the armrests. His mouth had fallen open slightly, too.

	Is he truly asleep? she wondered. Admittedly, with as long as he had already sat unmoving in the chair, he had to be an extraordinary, patient actor if he wasn’t. It was unlike him, though, to doze off in a chair.

	Curiosity got the better of her – that, and the realization that she should add another log to the dying fire before going to bed – and she crept closer to him. She grabbed a length of wood from the bin and tossed it into the fireplace, then turned to examine her husband.

	Maybe it was only the flickering light of the fire in the dim room, but there were shadows under his eyes that she didn’t remember noticing before. His breathing was deep and a hair away from a snore. Even when she leaned over him, there was no reaction.

	It wasn’t cold next to the fire, but Ella didn’t want to wake him and risk him being affectionate in his half-awake state. Yet she didn’t feel right about leaving him as he was all night, either, so she pulled a blanket off the bed and laid it over him.

	He must be exhausted, she thought. Her heart softened slightly as she adjusted the blanket without any visible response. All of his meetings must be wearing on him more than I realized.

	Her back stiffened. Yes, all of those meetings, and even though they were clearly straining him, it took his father forcibly sending him on a trip to make him give up even one of his responsibilities. He couldn’t do it to teach her archery when his father ordered him to. He wouldn’t have done it now to spend time with her if it had been up to him.

	Ella dropped the edge of the blanket and marched back to the bed. She had briefly considered trying to remove his boots, but no – his fatigue was his own fault. He should have taken them off himself before settling into the chair.

	She angrily pulled the covers over her shoulders and settled herself on her left side near the edge of the bed. If he woke during the night and moved to the bed, she wasn’t going to give him the excuse of not having enough room on the small mattress to avoid her. And if he slept in the chair all night…it was no skin off her nose.

	~

	The air on her face was cold; the fire must have gone out during the night. Ella burrowed deeper under the covers and snuggled into the warmth next to her. Stretching her left hand out across the cloth-covered source, she nestled the right side of her face against the surprisingly firm pillow – and froze when her half-asleep brain caught up with the sensations that she was feeding it.

	Instantly awake, Ella shot upright and threw herself to the other side of the bed. Fearful of what she would find, she cracked her eyes open and surveyed the rest of the room.

	The fireplace was indeed dark, the fire long since out. The blanket she had used to cover Michael was in a crumpled heap next to the armchair where she had left him. Ella felt a moment of annoyance that he hadn’t spread it back over the bed to help fight off the night chill, but only until she transferred her gaze to the other side of the bed.

	Michael was sprawled on his back, his left arm across his chest and his left leg under the covers, but his right arm and leg dangling off the bed. One of his boots lay on its side on the floor next to him, but the other boot was still on his right foot. It looked as if he had sat down, pulled off the one boot, and then laid back and immediately fallen asleep again after dragging the sheets over his chest.

	And then she, seeking heat in her sleep during the cold night – or so she told herself – had rolled over and cuddled up to him.

	At least he appeared to still be out of it. She shuddered to imagine how he would take her sleep-befuddled actions compared to their conversation yesterday.

	Although it might delay their travel, Ella decided not to wake him just yet. If he was as worn out as he seemed to be, it would be kinder – even if she wasn’t feeling kind – to let him sleep now. Otherwise, he would be forced to put in a long day of riding and wait until they reached their destination to catch up on his rest. She puttered around for a little while, picking up the discarded blanket and spreading it out on the bed, setting out clothes for them to wear, and the like. She would have relit the fire to get the room started warming back up, but she didn’t have the necessary tools.

	Finally, when Michael still showed no signs of coming out of hibernation, she moved along to preparing herself for the day. Once she was dressed and had her hair fixed, she cast one last judgmental look at her passed-out husband before slipping out of the door to go eat breakfast.

	Two guardsmen aimlessly wandering the hallway nodded politely to her as they passed. She noted the furrowed brow of one – probably wondering why she was alone. Neither made any comment.

	Henry and Jake were standing next to a window in the dining room, each with a steaming mug of coffee in his hand, when Ella walked in. The window happened to be next to a table set with covered dishes containing the breakfast food, to be served buffet style.

	“Good morning, ma’am,” Henry greeted her as she approached the table. “Where is your husband this morning?”

	“Good morning,” Ella replied as if she had never seen him before the previous evening. “I’m afraid he has been working himself too hard lately and has overslept. I am sure he will be down shortly.” She wasn’t sure of anything of the kind, but what was she supposed to say when they were supposedly strangers?

	Jake glanced around the mostly-empty room before saying in a low voice, “You didn’t murder him in his sleep, did you?” There was a slight worried look in his eyes that belied his joking manner.

	Ella forced a laugh. “Of course not. And I can’t believe you would say such a thing to a complete stranger,” she lightly stressed through her teeth.

	“Of course,” Jake replied with a sheepish glance at Henry, who was glaring at him. “I apologize; please forgive my impertinence.”

	“Do not worry about it,” she replied with a mostly-natural smile. Smoothing her skirts and turning to Henry, she inquired, “How long will your company be here? I expected members of the guard to get an earlier start.”

	“Ordinarily, we would,” Henry acknowledged. “However, we have a surprisingly relaxed schedule on this trip. I believe we will be leaving within the next hour, although our captain may send out a couple of scouts sooner. Perhaps I shall recommend he send young Jacob, since he is unable to conduct himself in polite company.” Henry narrowed his eyes at his companion with this last sentence.

	Ella hid a smile at Jake’s ducked head. “I wish you well on your journey.” She dipped her head in a brief nod, picked up a plate, and began collecting her food, leaving her guards to their coffee.

	She idly pondered what the guards planned to do if Michael didn’t surface soon – they could only hang around the inn for so long, even with Henry’s claim of a “relaxed” schedule, before they would have to fabricate a believable reason for delaying their departure or for leaving some of their number behind. Would they connive some way to ask her to drag him out of bed?

	Fortunately, Ella was only halfway through her meal when a bleary-eyed Michael stumbled into the dining room. He was wearing the fresh clothes she had set out, but the cuff buttons were undone and his hair looked like he had forgotten to comb it before coming down to breakfast. She considered checking that his boots were on the correct feet – he would have had to remove the other one to get dressed, after all – but decided that he wasn’t asleep enough to have walked so far without noticing.

	She was fairly certain she heard a sigh of relief from Jake, followed by the sound of Henry flicking the back of his head.

	“Did you sleep well?” Ella asked when Michael set his plate on the table and dropped heavily into the chair next to hers. She didn’t think that she’d ever seen him so ragged, even though he must have been tired many mornings recently if he was as worn out as he had been last night. Was he simply settling into the role he meant to play?

	“Mmm,” he answered without lifting his eyes from the table. He held his coffee under his nose for a few seconds before taking a slow sip, then turned his head slightly towards her and gave her a sleepy grin. “I had a good dream.” He tried to wink at her, but his eyes were barely open to start with, so it looked more like he was dozing off where he sat.

	Ella picked up another bite of food to hide her dismay. Did he legitimately have a dream, or had he been partially aware while she was snuggled up to him? After her blatant rejection yesterday, she could see how he would be pleased by her head on his shoulder and her hand stretched across his chest, even if he thought it wasn’t real.

	She hoped it wouldn’t cause him to think that she’d changed her mind.

	While she struggled with her thoughts, Michael placed an un-princely elbow on the table to prop himself up while he ate. He kept giving her goofy grins until a combination of food, coffee, and being upright finally pulled him from his sleep haze into true wakefulness. Then he focused on his meal, finishing it off quickly.

	When he rose, she followed him up and took his offered arm, noticing with the edge of her awareness when Oliver and one of his underlings casually finished their coffee, set their mugs on the table, and meandered towards the door after them. Truly, her observations of them in places like the market didn’t do their acting skills justice.

	“So, my dear Ella, are you ready to continue our journey?” Michael asked as they approached the door of their room. “I notice you weren’t in a hurry to roll me out of bed this morning.”

	“How could I when you were sleeping so peacefully?” she sweetly replied. His teasing manner tugged on her restraints, begging her to lower her walls, but she wasn’t willing. “You’ve clearly been working too hard, and I wouldn’t want to keep you from catching up on sleep now that you have the time.”

	Michael frowned a little at her, but whether because he heard an underlying message in her words that he couldn’t identify, or simply because she hadn’t answered as he had hoped, she couldn’t tell.

	“Now that you are awake, however, I am eager to be on our way,” she continued blithely. “I am sure our friends will understand the delay, but it still saddens me to know we have kept them waiting.”

	Charlie nodded briefly to them as he and Ella’s fourth guard passed them next to their door. “Captain. Should I ready the horses?” he asked Oliver, who was only a short distance behind them, with the professional manner of a soldier.

	The rest of the conversation was muffled when Michael shut the door behind them. “Yes, I suppose I did make things difficult for them, didn’t I?” he commented ruefully, glancing over his shoulder at the closed door. “The original plan would have had us on the road an hour ago. How did they handle it?”

	“Well enough,” Ella replied without looking at him. She began shoving her remaining belongings into her saddlebag. When Michael didn’t move from the door, she paused and turned to him. “Aren’t you going to pack?”

	He startled as if from thought. “Oh. I guess I should, shouldn’t I?”

	Ella turned back to her bag so he couldn’t see her roll her eyes. “Yes. That would be one of those ‘traveling without servants’ things.”

	“Right.” He quickly joined her in gathering his few scattered things and tossing them into a saddlebag. “Thank you, by the way.”

	“For what?” Ella asked, surprised.

	“For not keeping me on schedule.”

	Ella stopped and stared at him, but he was busy stuffing yesterday’s trousers into a side pouch. Not knowing how to respond to that, she kept silent and finished her own packing.

	They were soon on the open road again. The company of guards, who just happened to be leaving the inn courtyard around the same time as them, had already melted back into the surroundings.

	It was still cold, but the wind had died down to a gentle breeze that fluttered the loose hairs hanging past the hood of Ella’s cloak. Her fingers were still cozy inside her fleece-lined leather gloves, although there was a better than even chance that they would be tingling by the time they stopped for the night.

	Shadow’s head bobbed up and down as she walked down the road, content with the slower pace for now. Ella leaned forward and patted her mount’s neck affectionately. Her relationship with Michael might be a roller coaster, but Shadow was a constant in her life.

	Speaking of Michael… She watched him from the corner of her eye, preferring he not be aware of her scrutiny. His entire demeanor seemed lighter today than it had been in at least a year. He always carried himself with confidence, but now his shoulders were less stiff, and his eyes were warmer as he gazed ahead, a slight smile resting on his lips.

	He looked less like Crown Prince Michael, and more like the Mike she remembered from the ball. Maybe not exactly carefree, but certainly less serious and duty-focused. Like someone who might have time for the people around him, even if they weren’t participants in one of his endless meetings.

	Ella felt a small smile tugging at her own lips as she considered him. She still loved the man she’d married, even if the crown prince was currently frustrating her. It was nice to see Mike poking through again.

	Michael turned his head a little to the side. She immediately straightened her eyes so they were directed down the road again, but it was too late – he caught her looking at him. His smile grew.

	“Admiring the view?” he teased.

	Ella swept her gaze across the wooded area through which they were passing. Many of the short trees had lost the majority of their leaves, but the barrenness of the branches, highlighted in places by the sun drifting through, held its own sort of beauty. Besides, the lack of leaves on the trees meant that the surrounding ground, including the road beneath their horses’ hooves, was strewn with the rich reds, oranges, and browns of autumn.

	“Indeed,” she agreed easily, only the slightest blush of embarrassment gracing her cheeks. “I always enjoy this time of year in a forest.”

	“Ah,” Michael sighed. Placing his free hand over his heart, he bowed his head in mock sorrow. “And here I thought you appreciated my own good looks. I guess I can’t compete with nature.”

	Even though she tried to remind herself that she was mad at him, Ella couldn’t work up the necessary disdain in the face of the calming influence of the light breeze, the sunshine, and their relative isolation. As a result, his playful mood was infectious. “It’s quite true,” she loftily returned. “There is no comparison.”

	After a moment, she relented. “I was thinking that you looked happy,” she admitted. “It’s been a while.”

	Michael leaned dangerously towards her, causing Chief to prance sideways. “Like I said earlier, I had a good dream last night,” he drawled. “It put me in a good mood.”

	The local atmosphere might be affecting her, but not enough to outweigh her concerns on that point. Desperate to direct the conversation away from the topic, she hurried to expound on her mental trails. “I thought you looked lighter without your responsibilities weighing you down.”

	This made Michael frown and straighten up in his saddle. “You think I’m shirking my duties? And you think that makes me happy?”

	“No,” she rushed to elaborate. “I don’t think that. After all, your father himself gave you the time off. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten about your duties. I only meant that it seems like you are wearing them more lightly, like you did before…”

	She trailed off. “Before our wedding” was what she had been about to say. It suddenly occurred to her, though, that she didn’t know what his responsibilities had been like before the ball at which he had seemed so light-hearted. For most of the time following it, he had been at her side, up until a few weeks after their wedding. He neither attended nor ran many meetings during those few months.

	It had been similar during their last visit to Ralnor, in the few days after the ball. He had been attentive and very close to being Mike while they were away from home and work, but once he returned to his daily grind, he had melted back into the crown prince.

	Even if he was relaxed and “Mike” was back now, when they were on a trip and he had no work to distract him, what reason did she have to suppose that he would stay that way once they were back home and his duties were once again present to lure him away?

	“Before…?” Michael prompted when she remained silent. 

	“Never mind,” Ella said with a frown of her own. “Forget I said anything.”

	“What?” Michael laughed harshly. “No, you can’t say something like that and then just back out of it. You called me irresponsible!”

	Ella shrank back a little under his anger. “I didn’t say that,” she weakly argued. “I only said that it seemed like you were enjoying the break.”

	“Oh, so I’m not irresponsible all the time, I’m just happier when I’m being irresponsible,” Michael scoffed. “That’s so much better.”

	“That’s—that’s not what I meant!” Ella couldn’t hide her frustration, but she also couldn’t put her thoughts into words that she could hold up in the face of his forceful emotion. And why was she trying, anyway? He wasn’t going to stay Mike, she reminded herself. It would be nice to appreciate him while she had him, but she wasn’t sure it was worth the pain of disappointment when he reverted to the crown prince, and she once again had to suffer through the loneliness. It would be better to never open up in the first place.

	Michael ignored her protest and resumed surveying their route, but the slight smile was gone, replaced with a tightly-clenched jaw and narrowed eyes. She didn’t try to pull him out of his irascibility, telling herself it would be better in the long run to leave him be.

	A few hours later, Michael made an effort to bring back the jovial air from the start of the day’s journey, but it fell flat. Although he himself was a bit lacking in the necessary energy, he probably would have perked up if only Ella had given him a little encouragement. Instead, she stuck with her determination to remain withdrawn, politely tolerating his presence. While he surely saw it as an improvement over pushing him away, it did nothing to bring back his delight.

	They rode later into the evening to make up the time lost in the morning. Michael was perfectly proper in their public interactions. He barely glanced Ella’s way when they were in their room. And while she woke up the next morning to find him curled behind her, sound asleep and barely a handbreadth away, when he had crawled into bed the night before, he had settled on his side at the edge of the bed facing away from her as resolutely as she did him.

	 

	


CHAPTER 23

	Ella

	T


	he stretch of forest leading up to the castle was a little less wild than the last time Ella saw it. Most likely, the carting of supplies for the renovations had something to do with that, although it looked as if one of the gardeners had made an effort to clean it up, as well. The road itself had not been repaired, but it was easier to find now.

	She noticed with relief that the heavy feeling she remembered appeared to be missing, too. Rather than feeling the need to turn around and flee, she felt comfortable. Since that had been one of her biggest misgivings about taking on the castle as a “vacation home”, it made her feel a little better about spending the next month there.

	Of course, there was still that little matter of her husband and how she felt about him right now. 

	There was no doubt in Ella’s mind that King Phillip hoped this trip would resolve the tension between Michael and herself. She was grateful that he cared. However, while Michael was no longer upset about Charlie, her newfound irritation over not being valued threw another roadblock in their way.

	A slight breeze stirred Ella’s hair, drawing her from her musings. It was warmer today, more like the mid-autumn day it was instead of the early winter the previous two days had pretended to be, so the hood of her cloak hung down her back. She still wore her gloves against the chill, though. The temperature was low enough that her hands would be numb after a full day of riding without them. 

	A bird called sweetly through the trees, a pleasant change from their arrival a few months ago. Over their heads, one squirrel chased another as it hopped from branch to branch before scurrying down a trunk with an acorn gripped in its teeth. The underbrush rustled as a rabbit dashed from its hiding spot on one side of the road to a location it perceived as safer on the other side. 

	Ella slowly drifted back into her previous train of thought. The atmosphere of the forest might be clear now, she glumly noted, but the air was fairly stiff nonetheless. Michael had barely spoken to her since leaving the inn, and she had done nothing to initiate conversation, either.

	Guilt stirred inside her when she considered the fact that by rights, there should be plenty of human noise around them, even if they weren’t speaking to each other. If the travel had gone as it technically should have, they would be surrounded by servants, guards, and the requisite horses and supply carts. But they weren’t…because Michael had gone to the trouble to arrange something special.

	She still hadn’t made up her mind regarding his motivation. But regardless of his reasons, she appreciated the outcome. Well, parts of it, anyway.

	She should acknowledge what he’d done, but that might encourage him, and she was trying to avoid that. 

	Finally, bolstering herself with the reminder that they would have their normal separate rooms that night, Ella worked up the courage to say something. Clearing her throat, she said, “I don’t think I ever thanked you. For arranging this.”

	Michael looked up quickly. “You mean vacationing at the castle? I’m afraid I can’t take responsibility for that. I was only a little involved in the negotiations, and Father completely blindsided me with this trip.”

	Ella shook her head. “No, I mean how we traveled. I truly did enjoy it more than the way we usually do it. So, thank you, Mike. It was very thoughtful of you.”

	He smiled faintly. “You’re welcome.”

	They fell back into silence, the sounds of the forest gently filling the background. Their guards filtered out of the trees and dropped into a loose formation around them shortly before the brighter light of a clearing appeared in front of them, signaling their imminent arrival at their destination.

	The sun was nearing the horizon as they trooped through the gate. The outer wall was still in disrepair, although there was a crew working on it; apparently, King Phillip didn’t consider that a critical element for his heir to visit, but Ella didn’t blame him. The area wasn’t known for bandits or other crime, and they had a guard contingent to protect them against surprises.

	Inside the gate, a small group of servants was waiting. Once they dismounted, their horses were quickly shuffled off to the stables, while the few belongings they carried were spirited off to their rooms. By the time the guards filed off to the barracks, the only remaining occupants of the courtyard were Michael, Ella, the housekeeper, and Ella’s maid, Jackie.

	“Welcome to Reineggburg, Your Highnesses,” the housekeeper said briskly. “I trust your journey went well?”

	Michael graced the woman with one of his more mischievous smiles. “Quite well, thank you, Mrs. Nickelby,” he replied.

	Mrs. Nickelby sniffed. “I imagine you will want to freshen up before dinner.” Encompassing both of them with her look, she continued, “If you follow Jacqueline, she will show you to the suite prepared for you.”

	Michael narrowed his eyes at her while Ella simply blinked when no further statement was made. “I’m sorry,” Ella said into the semi-awkward silence following the housekeeper’s words. “I think I’m missing something. What about Michael?”

	The maid hid a giggle behind her hand. Mrs. Nickelby, on the other hand, frowned. “King Phillip specifically instructed me to prepare a single suite for the both of you,” she huffed. Apparently, she considered it scandalous for a married (royal) couple to share sleeping quarters.

	“But…” Ella trailed off, turning her eyes to Michael with a slightly stricken expression. He’d been smirking at the housekeeper, but he scowled when he saw Ella’s face.

	“Don’t look at me.” He raised his hands in a disclaiming gesture. “I didn’t have any more to do with this than I did the trip itself.”

	He was right, of course. Ella knew Michael hadn’t finagled a month of sleeping in the same room as her. That didn’t mean she had to be happy about it, though. 

	“Very well,” she said in her best regal tone. No need to feed more grist into the servants’ gossip mill than necessary. “Lead the way, if you please, Jackie.”

	As she and Michael followed Jackie into and through the castle, Ella compared the new reality to how she remembered it. The oppressive wrongness that they had encountered on their original arrival was gone, but she thought she could sense a slight heaviness that couldn’t be attributed to humidity. Despite her determination to maintain her distance, she found herself shrinking towards Michael, seeking the comfort of his presence.

	The physical aspects of the castle were greatly improved. No longer were the rooms and furnishings dusty, nor was any of the stone broken. She could see a few places where repairs had been made, but mostly because she remembered what it looked like before; if she hadn’t been looking, she wouldn’t have seen it due to the high quality of the work.

	“Have the workers not reached that part of the building?” Michael asked, breaking into Ella’s thoughts. Looking ahead, she saw they were approaching the back tower, the one that had been covered in thorny vines, even inside the building and over the door.

	The one that was still covered in thorny vines, even inside the building and over the door.

	“I think they’re waiting on one of the gardeners to clear it first,” Jackie replied airily. She leaned back towards Ella, assuming a conspiratorial posture. “I heard the construction workers think the tower is haunted.”

	“Haunted?” Michael laughed. “There’s no such thing.”

	Given the uneasy feeling in her spine, Ella decided not to be so dismissive. “Why would they think that?”

	“Well,” Jackie stated with obvious relish, “aside from the fact that they’ve supposedly cut out the vine around the door several times – only to come back later to find it completely covered again – every few mornings, the men all fall into a trance.”

	“A trance?” Ella repeated.

	Jackie nodded with solemn glee. “That’s right. Someone will walk by and find them all sitting or standing with their tools limp in their hands, just staring in the direction of that tower. The cook had to bang a couple of pots together, she told me, to get her male assistants to snap out of it.”

	That sounded uncomfortably familiar. “It affects all of them?”

	“That’s right,” the maid confirmed. “Well, I think I heard one or two were all fidgety instead of being frozen in place. And one might have been moving towards the tower like a zombie. But whenever it happens, something happens to every single male in the castle or its grounds.”

	“Sounds like nonsense to me,” Michael declared. “There’s nothing that could cause that. And why only the men, and not the women?” He shook his head. “I think the old staff is trying to pull one over on the new members.”

	Jackie pulled back, affronted. “As you say, Your Highness.”

	She soon had them deposited in their joint quarters. Ella shooed her away, assuring her that her assistance would not be required for some time yet. With a knowing look, Jackie allowed herself to be tossed out.

	That was when Ella realized that with her maid absent, she was alone with Michael. Again.

	He must have still been upset about her reaction in the courtyard, though, because instead of commenting on it, he simply draped his cloak over the sofa and lowered himself onto it to remove his boots. He didn’t even look at her as he rose and crossed to the wardrobes just inside the bedroom door, unfastening the buttons on his traveling shirt as he went.

	Relieved, Ella removed her own cloak and laid it next to his. She began the process of changing from her riding outfit to one of her dinner gowns. It was possible to do on her own, just as she had the last two days, but it was more difficult to fiddle with the fastenings on her back herself than to let someone else do it. She mumbled irritated nonsense under her breath. What had she been thinking when she sent Jackie away?

	The fabric eased away from her fingers as Michael gently took over closing the dress for her. She tensed as his hands moved up her back, but they didn’t stray from their job.

	As she wasn’t in front of her mirror, she couldn’t see him without turning and pulling the dress from him. Even when he finished, though, and his hands dropped, she didn’t turn. Would now be when he made his move? Surely it would be better to leave her back to him in that case…right?

	He wasn’t touching her, but she could tell he was mere inches away. His nose was right behind her ear as he stood silent and still, his breath the barest tickle at the hairline on her neck.

	Just as she convinced herself she should say something – or at least attempt to move away – Michael took a step back. Without a word, he retreated to the bedroom in his stocking feet.

	So that’s why I didn’t hear him, Ella thought wryly as she heard the brief sound of boots dragging along the bottom of a wardrobe. He must have paused his own preparations to help me.

	It was kind of him, she admitted to herself. After the way she’d been treating him, he would have been perfectly justified in leaving her to struggle through on her own, or at the very least, making her wait until he was ready himself. She’d been expecting him to take advantage of the position – after all, technically his agreement to not touch her while in their room had ended when they arrived – and instead, he’d been a gentleman.

	Strange how an act of kindness could make her so conflicted.

	Ella finished with her dress and hair, slipped on a pair of shoes, then wandered over to the sofa where Michael now sat waiting. He looked relaxed, with one ankle crossed over the opposite knee and the arm not on an armrest stretched across the back of the sofa. The tapping of his fingers on the sofa back betrayed a slight restlessness, though. 

	She was briefly tempted to sit beside him and snuggle into the comfortable spot she knew existed under his shoulder, but she resisted. After all, she was angry at him. The only reason any of this was happening was because they were on a king-mandated break. Otherwise, he would be tied up in endless meetings, and she would likely be headed to dinner on her own.

	It had been a very, very long time since she last enjoyed that cozy spot next to him. He was always too busy.

	Ella pushed away the longing that snuck in behind the bitterness of that thought and resolutely turned her face to the fire.

	“Are you ready?” Michael carelessly asked. When she nodded, he rose and offered her his arm. “Shall we, then?”

	His air of easy indifference as they walked down the hall was so studied, Ella felt certain he must still be irritated and had decided to hide it. Well, that was fine with her. After all, she wasn’t pleased with him, either.

	Sitting through a silent dinner for two made her start to question her philosophy. Michael didn’t ignore her like he had when he was dallying with Lady Ilse or Lady Charlotte, but he wasn’t good company, either. And with no other company except the servers – her constant guard had been deemed no longer necessary – she found herself noticing the loneliness after the quiet past two days. 

	Ella cleared her throat as she delicately speared a piece of red velvet cake with her fork. Michael looked up from his own plate and cocked an eyebrow expectantly. “I wanted to thank you for helping me with my dress,” she primly told him.

	“It was my pleasure.” Then he went back to pleasantly consuming his dessert. 

	Ella frowned slightly with frustration. It wasn’t that she wanted to talk to a self-centered workaholic, exactly. Even if he had done a couple of things lately worthy of her gratitude. However, there was no one else available. 

	“It was very considerate of you,” she tried. 

	Michael leaned back slightly in his chair and began tapping his fingers on the table as he surveyed her. It was an unusual act for him; as crown prince, he typically kept his body language under tight control. Perhaps he felt sufficiently out of the public eye in the current setting? But what did the tapping signify?

	“What are your plans for tomorrow?” Michael casually asked as he resumed eating.

	Ella chewed her bite of cake slowly as she thought. Swallowing it, she replied, “I don’t know. I’m not sure what my options are. Perhaps explore the grounds?”

	“You expressed an interest in archery once.” Ella watched him warily, wondering where he was going with this. “Would you still like to learn?”

	“My first attempt didn’t turn out so well.”

	“Of course not,” he scoffed. “You had the wrong teacher. I may not have much experience teaching the sport, but I’d still do a better job than Charles.”

	“Oh?” Ella inquired politely. “Why would that be?”

	Michael scowled at her. “Because I’m much better at archery. He can barely hit the broad side of a barn.”

	Despite the slur to her favorite guard, Ella laughed. “Oh, come, he can’t be that bad. He told me they wouldn’t have let him join the royal guard unless he was proficient.”

	“There is a vast difference between ‘proficient’ and ‘good’,” Michael loftily informed her.

	“As you say,” Ella insincerely replied before taking a sip of wine from her goblet.

	A competitive glint appeared in Michael’s eyes. He leaned towards her. “Oh, no,” he argued, “that’s not good enough. I see I’m going to have to prove it to you.”

	“What?” Ella looked at him in surprise.

	“The yawning canyon between his skill level and mine,” he answered with a fierce grin. “We’ll have a friendly competition tomorrow morning. Then you’ll see!”

	As they gathered in the castle’s small training yard after breakfast the next morning, it was painfully obvious that Charlie wasn’t thrilled to be competing against the crown prince, even if it wasn’t one-on-one. Apparently, either to prove that Charlie was not throwing the match to keep the prince from looking bad, or because he simply delighted in the competition, Michael had decided to conscript all eight of their personal guards.

	It soon became evident that, while Charlie was better than Michael’s claim the night before, archery was not – as Charlie himself had told Ella months before – the young guard captain’s forte. He was easily the worst of the group. Jake kept him company at the bottom, but even Ella could tell that Jake’s shooting was the better of the two. Henry surprised her by coming in right behind Michael, but that didn’t put him in second place. Much to Michael’s irritation, the captain of his own guard proved that at least one of the guards was not concerned about the royal competitor.

	Of course, they couldn’t stop there. When Henry’s ribbing of his superior officer caused Charlie to loudly – but good-naturedly – complain that the outcome would have been different had they been using swords, Michael organized them into a sword-fighting contest.

	It was another pleasant fall day, if a bit on the warm side. The temperature wasn’t as hot as summer, but the men were still working up a sweat as they fought. Ella knew they probably would have gone shirtless if she weren’t there, like Henry had during her ill-fated archery lesson, but out of respect to the lady (she supposed), the guards only stripped to their linen undershirts. Michael, it seemed, did not feel the same compunction to shield his wife’s eyes, and went bare-chested.

	Jake surprised Ella by beating not only Henry, but two of Michael’s guards, as well. Charlie annoyed Michael by beating him out for second, and Oliver once again dominated his younger opponents.

	She hadn’t expected to have so much fun watching them. However, between their spirited jests at one another’s expense – all in fun, of course – and the excitement of watching the matches, Ella discovered that the entire morning had passed in a very enjoyable manner.

	Michael swaggered up to her, still shirtless, although he was carrying his missing clothing slung over his shoulder. He rested his other hand on the hilt of his sword.

	“You look good with a sword,” Ella commented. “Why don’t you wear it more often?”

	He shrugged. “It gets in the way when I sit in a chair. That seems to be what I spend most of my time doing, so usually, I only put it on when I’m heading to the training yard or out of the castle.” Pulling his shirt from his shoulder, he used it to mop the back of his neck. “What did you think?”

	“Of?”

	“The games.” He gestured to the center of the yard where the guards were milling about chatting and collecting their things.

	“It was a lot of fun,” she told him with a smile. “I didn’t know watching grown men trying to beat each other up could be so exciting.”

	“We weren’t trying to beat each other up.” Michael rolled his eyes.

	“Well, I still enjoyed it. You did well,” Ella added almost as an afterthought.

	A smug expression spread across his face. “So, you agree to let me teach you archery?”

	“I can definitely see that I made a mistake asking Charlie to teach me. Clearly, if I wanted to learn it well, I should have asked Oliver,” she teased.

	Michael flopped his mouth at her like a fish. “What—you—!”

	Ella laughed. “But I acknowledge your prowess. I’m sure you would be a fine archery teacher.”

	“That’s great to hear, Ella.” His face suddenly took on a very mischievous look. Holding his arms wide, he stepped closer to her. “I’m so glad you accept me!”

	“What are you—ack!” Ella spluttered as he threw his arms around her, scooping her against his chest. His sweaty, slimy chest. “Eww, Mike, gross!”

	She glared at the guards from her crushed position as they joined in Michael’s amusement at her expense. Attempting to push herself away did no good – it just made her shiver in revulsion when her hands slipped in the perspiration covering his skin – so she waited not-so-patiently for him to release her. 

	“First lesson after lunch?” he asked as he finally let her step away. His smile stretched from ear to ear.

	“Sure,” she grimaced, peering down at her clothes. “But lunch after I change.”

	Holding her head high, Ella ignored her husband’s chortling as she swept back to the castle with as much dignity as she could muster. She waited until she was through the door to let her own smile surface. 

	It was gross…but even if it lacked the charm most people expected from a prince, it struck her as in keeping with the man she thought of as Mike. A little more carefree than she’d seen him before, but that wasn’t a bad thing.

	Maybe if he could learn to be a little more carefree at home, he wouldn’t bury himself quite so deeply in his work.

	Her face fell a little at the thought. That was right – this was only temporary. Crown Prince Michael would no doubt make a return shortly after Mike was once again ensconced in Hartford Castle.

	So, should she have as much fun as possible with Mike while she had him? Or hold him at a distance so it would hurt less when he left her—again?

	 

	


CHAPTER 24

	Michael

	N


	o—you want to hold it like this,” Michael instructed as he corrected Arabella’s grip. She obediently moved her fingers to the positions he nudged them into. “Much better.”

	Slowly walking around her, he considered her form. The dress she was wearing was a bit too fine for archery, if he was honest, but he knew that she didn’t have anything more practical. Even her riding outfits were made from fancy (if durable) fabrics. While it was true that he wasn’t familiar with every item in her wardrobe – he wasn’t a controlling husband who kept track of that sort of thing – Arabella wasn’t the type of woman who was obsessed with finery. If she’d had something better-suited, he knew she would have worn it.

	He gently made adjustments to her posture, enjoying the opportunity to run his fingers lightly across her back, her shoulders, the soft skin on the backs of her sun-kissed hands, the coarser pads of her fingers that still bore traces of the hard life she’d had before becoming his wife. Not all of it was strictly necessary, but she didn’t know that. While she claimed that Charles had barely touched her during their one lesson, she appeared to be aware of the fact that Charles had deliberately kept his hands off at times when he might have physically positioned her, as Michael was doing, had she been almost anyone else.

	Therefore, she had no measure of what was normal, and she didn’t protest the contact. Michael suspected that she liked it as much as he did, but given recent experiences, he wasn’t going to assume that that meant she welcomed it. He was, however, going to make as full use of the excuse as he could.

	“Good,” he approved, stopping behind her. “Now, draw your hand back to the corner of your mouth. You want to feel it in these muscles,” he told her, placing his hands on her upper back. The muscles in question tensed under the contact. He leaned a little to the side so he could see her face better. “Relax. You don’t want to start with them contracted.”

	Arabella avoided his eyes, but loosened up a little. He restrained his frustration, reminding himself that she wasn’t shoving his hands away. Briefly, he glanced up from watching her struggle with the bow and took in their audience.

	The personal guardsmen apparently found too much time on their hands at the isolated castle (although they might argue that they were simply doing their job, as they were certainly watching their charges), because most of them were lined up at one edge of the training yard observing his attempts with Arabella. One of her guards slugged Charles in the shoulder and laughed. Charles rolled his eyes before delivering a sharp jab to his friend’s ribs with his elbow, causing him to double over.

	“You can do it, Princess!” her young pup called enthusiastically. Arabella threw him a small smile before focusing back on the bow.

	“Keep facing the target,” Michael murmured in her ear. “Use your left hand pointing towards it as an anchor.” He put a hand on her chin, carefully nudging it back into position. Then he placed his other hand under her right elbow. “Remember, elbow up. But not too high.”

	When she finally reached the full draw, her face broke into a huge smile. “I did it!” she exclaimed. “Did you see that, Charlie?” she called across the yard, almost defiantly. “And I didn’t even need help!”

	Michael might have felt jealous, but she turned to look at him next, her eyes bright with the joy of her accomplishment. “Thank you, Mike! What’s next?”

	He smiled to himself, a little smug. Of course she didn’t need help this time, although it would have been nice to wrap his arms around her like Charles had. He wasn’t a guard trying to avoid the accusation of improper behavior toward another man’s wife; he was a prince and the husband of the woman in question, so he didn’t have to dance around helping her effectively. And, of course, he was a far superior archer.

	“I told you he would be a better teacher!” Charles called back to her.

	Ignoring the guard, Michael met Arabella’s eyes. “Next, you try to aim,” he informed her. “Elbow down.” He lightly pressed on her right elbow, then placed a hand under her wavering left arm as he bent down to put his face next to hers, facing the target with her. “Hold the bow steady. Look down the arrow and line it up with the target. When you’re ready, take a deep breath, let it out slowly through your mouth, and release the string.”

	The point still jumping around a little, Arabella took a breath as instructed, exhaled, and tried to let the bowstring slip out of her fingers. She stopped pulling at the same time, though, so the bow jerked her arm forward, her hand bumped the fletching, and the arrow dove to the ground a short distance in front of her.

	Michael chuckled at the disappointed look on her face. He walked forward to pick up the arrow. Holding it out to her, he said, “And now we do it again.”

	They continued working for another twenty minutes. Michael wouldn’t have minded keeping her longer, but while the gauntlets he’d given her helped protect her fingers from the bowstring, her upper body needed time to adjust to the new activity. She wouldn’t thank him if she was too sore to move in the morning. Although maybe she would let him massage the aching muscles…that wouldn’t be so bad.

	Not wanting to take the risk, however, he decided it would be better to have a shorter lesson. As it was, he stretched it out by having her take brief breaks between attempts while they reviewed the previous one.

	At some point, Oliver had shown up. After conferencing with Charles, he and Arabella’s head guard had swept away their minions for a patrol, so Michael and Arabella were alone when he declared practice over for the day.

	“You did well, Ella,” Michael praised. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and drew her in for a side hug. 

	Arabella sighed. “I suppose. I never hit the target, though.”

	“But you got the arrow within range the last two times,” he pointed out. “That’s not bad for your first time.”

	“Second,” she absently corrected.

	“First,” he firmly stated, squeezing her shoulders. “Aside from the fact that you told me you never actually shot the arrow, your prior experience with a bow doesn’t count. You had a lousy teacher.”

	She exhaled a laugh. “I suppose I won’t argue with that. Charlie had no idea how to teach me.”

	“Charles barely knows how to shoot,” Michael retorted disdainfully.

	Instead of arguing, Arabella just shook her head at him.

	They drifted into silence. Michael wasn’t sure if Arabella had forgotten his arm was around her, or if she was actually letting him keep it there. He gazed down at her. She was staring off at the trees behind the castle, her head tilted to one side and the strings of golden curls which her maid had styled to hang from the back of her head waving slightly in the breeze. She wore a light smile. Her cheeks weren’t as brown as her hands, but they were still darker than those of the perfect Daric noble lady, and probably getting browner as she stood unsheltered in the cheery autumn sunshine. Not that he cared. It made her look like she belonged out here, in his world.

	Or what he wished was his world, at least. These days, “his world” seemed to consist mostly of dull meetings, the duller men in the meetings, and dreary meeting rooms around the castle. Yes, the decorations were expensive; that didn’t change the fact that they were a rum place to spend entire days.

	Did that mean that he was as desperate to flee his duties as Arabella had suggested on their journey to Reineggburg?

	He didn’t think so. Or he didn’t want to think so, anyway. At the same time, he wouldn’t object to a little more time during a normal day for moments like this one.

	Drawing himself from his thoughts, he soaked up the feeling of his wife under his arm and the beauty of her gentle face. She was still there. Did he dare try again to kiss her? Or would that undo the goodwill from the archery lesson that was currently keeping her at his side?

	He stepped forward, reducing the angle between them, and brought his left hand up to brush her cheek. Her face dropped into a more serious expression as she turned to look at him, but she didn’t move away. Slowly, he slid his fingers along the underside of her chin and up the opposite cheek as he started to lower his head toward her rosy lips. 

	Arabella reached up and took hold of his hand, unobtrusively pulling it down as she stepped backwards and looked away. “Thank you, Mike, for taking time to give me an archery lesson. Same time tomorrow?”

	Michael fought back a frown, his hand drifting down her side as she slipped from under his arm. It wasn’t as belligerent as the last time, but it was still a rejection. She was his wife! Why wouldn’t she just let him show her affection? Helena never—well, they had been young enough – only thirteen and fifteen – when Helena was lost to them that he had never tried to kiss her, but he felt certain that she would never have denied him.

	Pushing these thoughts to the back of his mind, he lifted the hand Arabella held, brought it to his lips, and kissed her hand, instead. She let him. Small victories, he reminded himself. At least she hadn’t already bolted. “If you wish it.”

	She nodded slightly. Still not quite meeting his eyes, she slowly pivoted and attempted to reclaim her hand.

	He gripped it tightly, however, refusing to let her go yet. When she raised an eyebrow inquiringly at him, he impulsively said, “We have most of the afternoon still. Should we give Shadow and Chief some exercise?”

	“We rode them all day for the last three days,” she replied, eyeing him as if he were daft. “They might prefer it if we let them rest. Or rather, while I love Shadow, I think certain parts of me would prefer a rest after that much riding,” she amended with a wry grin.

	“Oh. I see.” Michael dropped her hand, disappointed.

	“I was going to explore the grounds,” Arabella hesitantly offered after a moment. “Would you like to come with me?”

	A soft smile spread across his face as he held out his arm. “I would be delighted.”

	 

	


CHAPTER 25

	Ella

	O


	ver the next several days, Michael and Ella spent more time together than they had in the same number of months prior to their unexpected trip. They didn’t spend every waking moment at each other’s side, but between archery lessons, horseback rides in the forest surrounding Reineggburg, and exploring the interior of the castle (during which activity Ella was always glued to Michael’s side), Ella had very little time to herself.

	Not that she was complaining. It was like a dream come true, not only having Michael so often but having Mike hanging out with her.

	And too good to be true, probably.

	Ella continued to waffle between wallowing in the attention he showered on her and holding him at a distance. She knew it frustrated him, but she was tired of being hurt when he withdrew into his responsibilities. In addition, she hadn’t forgotten Lady Ilse, Lady Charlotte, or the way he willingly set Ella herself on a shelf when he was absorbed in his work, failing to pay her any mind until brought forcibly to his notice.

	Was it wrong to want to protect herself?

	She still hadn’t let him kiss her, although she had willingly submitted to him holding her hand, his arm around her waist or shoulders, and other small signs of affection. And even that very morning, when she had woken to find his nose nestled in the back of her hair and his arm draped across her, she hadn’t complained.

	Actually, she had laid in bed for several minutes before getting up, enjoying the sensation. She may have even played with his hand a little, and possibly even toyed with the idea of rolling over and running her hands through his thick, dark locks. However, she quickly banished any such thoughts, carefully extricating herself instead so as not to wake him.

	To put some distance between herself and the man in her bed whom she was trying not to find too appealing (yes, that man happened to be her husband, so what?), she passed into their sitting room and slipped behind a curtain. 

	The sky was overcast. Between the clouds and the thick forest surrounding the castle grounds, she couldn’t see the position of the sun, but she felt confident that it was not long after sunrise. Opening the window a crack, she tested the temperature of the air outside. Gray it might be, but the stratus clouds didn’t threaten imminent rainfall, and the slice of wind billowing across her face felt delightfully brisk rather than cold. Perfect for a stroll to clear her head.

	Ella hurriedly dressed in the gown that was easiest to put on and pulled her hair back into a quick braid. She was almost out the door when she paused, grabbed a sheet of paper and a pen, and jotted a quick note to let Mike know where she was going. He might not be up before she returned, and he might not be the least bit concerned to wake and find her missing from their rooms, but she decided that it would be rude of her to assume that.

	A footman crossed her path as she pushed open the heavy exterior door. He rushed to help her.

	“Good morning, Princess Arabella,” he greeted. “Do you need assistance with anything?”

	“No, thank you,” she replied with a smile. “I’m just going for a walk.”

	“Would you like me to send for one of your guardsmen?” the footman offered.

	She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’ll only be in the garden area, so I should be fine.”

	There wasn’t much in the way of gardens at Reineggburg. What gardens there used to be had long since become overgrown and fallen into disarray, and the gardeners had not yet worked them back into a state fit for a royal bower, given the season and the limited amount of time they had had. However, wild and overgrown as they were, they were still a lovely place to walk.

	Ella strolled down a narrow pathway that had been partially reclaimed. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the piney scent floating on the breeze from the grove of fir trees set near the edge of the forest. The birds were chirping merrily from their roosts in the trees and surrounding bushes. Some swooped overhead, seeking early morning bugs that wouldn’t be found due to the cold, while others hopped along through small bare patches of ground, on the hunt for worms. Dew glistened in the faint light on every surface.

	Her lips spread out in a peaceful smile. She didn’t think the beautiful, nature-filled morning was successfully settling her dilemma – she had no inspiration on the question of what she should do about Mike and his increasing attentions, even in his sleep – but that didn’t mean that it wasn’t a perfect way to start her day.

	Once she’d made two full circuits of the gardens – such as they were – she admitted to herself that it was time to head inside. Mike was probably awake by now; she should join him so they could walk to the dining room together. The more cowardly part of her suggested that she head straight to breakfast instead of returning to the room, but her note had said she was coming back. She didn’t want to start the day with Mike being upset with her because he waited.

	True, grumpiness might be good, given her half-a-desire to keep distance between them. But if she only had a few more weeks to enjoy being with Mike, she didn’t want to waste any of it dealing with his anger and his pushing her away. She would rather deal with him trying to kiss her…and trying to decide if she was willing to let him.

	As she neared the castle, she noticed that the air had that undefinable quality to it again. Her scalp prickled as her hair tried to stand up. Increasing her pace, she hurried to the nearest door, flung it open, and rushed down the halls to the room she shared with Mike. He might have brushed aside the stories that Jackie had told them when they arrived, but Ella hadn’t.

	Bursting through the door, she saw Mike sitting on the sofa. At first she was relieved, but as she started towards him, she paused, realizing that his head was turned at an odd angle so that he could stare at a back corner of the room, and he wasn’t moving. “Mike?” she asked hesitantly, taking a slow step towards him. He didn’t respond.

	As she drew closer to him, he suddenly rose to his feet in a strangely fluid motion that was unlike his normal movements. 

	“Michael?” she asked again.

	He continued to stand, staring past her without seeming to notice her. Then he began to walk to the door, still as if he had no idea that Ella was even there. “Mike!” She reached out and grabbed his arm as he passed. 

	Instantly, he stopped, turned to face her, and smiled. “Yes, Ella?” he said pleasantly. “What is it?”

	“Are you okay?” she asked uneasily.

	“Of course,” he replied promptly, albeit with a sideways glance at her. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

	Slowly withdrawing her hand, she took a step back. “Didn’t you feel it?”

	Mike’s head swung back to the door, and he lifted a foot. Ella quickly put her hand back on him, and the vacant look once again left his eyes.

	“What was that?”

	Clearly, whatever had affected him the first time they came to Reineggburg was affecting him again. Katy had claimed it was magic. Ella was strongly tempted to believe it.

	But how did she stop it?

	Transferring her grip to that of him escorting her, she steered him towards the door and forced a smile. “Why don’t we go eat breakfast?” It would give her time to think. She could hope that it would also remove him from the unknown influence, but based on Jackie’s stories, it seemed unlikely. “Was that where you were headed when I arrived?”

	Mike looked confused. “I was sitting on the sofa waiting for you. I wasn’t planning to leave without you.”

	“Then where were you going?”

	“I—” He hesitated as he opened the door. “I was standing, wasn’t I?”

	Stepping into the hall, Ella was horrified to see a footman at the end of the corridor. That in itself was not unusual, but the way he was moving – walking slowly forward as if through water, focused straight ahead – was.

	Mike only stayed aware as long as she remained in contact with him. She couldn’t drag a footman along with them! And what if they found more?

	Frantically, she tried to remember what Jackie had told her. How had this been fixed before?

	Suddenly, she stretched out, grabbed the doorknob from Mike, and slammed the door loudly, the sound echoing down the hall.

	“What did you do that for?” Mike demanded. 

	Ella breathed a sigh of relief. The footman was scratching the back of his head and looking around. After a few moments, he spun and walked off the way he had come.

	“Sorry,” she said as sweetly as she could muster. “The doors have been sticking for me lately. It must be the humidity making them swell.”

	Mike grumbled under his breath, but dropped the subject.

	 

	


CHAPTER 26

	Michael

	N


	ocking an arrow, Michael swiftly drew, aimed, and fired. The arrow sped through the air and embedded itself with a satisfying thump just outside the bullseye.

	He was getting sloppy. Too much time playing with Ella and not enough time practicing.

	Not that practice was a requirement for him. No one really expected him to be an expert marksman; that’s what he had personal guardsmen for. Since he never carried a bow except when hunting, he was unlikely to find himself in a fight for his life where his skill with one mattered.

	Hunting was one of his favorite pastimes, though, and one couldn’t bring in a kill if one couldn’t hit the prey. Besides, he liked the bragging rights of being the best.

	Except that Oliver had beaten him at both archery and the sword. Even Charles, the archery dunce, had bested him in a sword fight.

	He scowled. He definitely needed to practice more.

	Ella would be arriving soon for their archery lesson, though, so he would have to be quick. Plucking another arrow from the bin next to him, he rapidly sent it flying toward the target. This time, it was just inside the center ring. Better, but not perfect yet.

	Ah, Ella. Why had he waited so long to teach her how to shoot as she had requested? She wasn’t very good so far, but it had only been two weeks. Helena had been much better, but then, she had been trained from a young age and loved the sport, so she had spent far more time than was strictly appropriate for a princess down in the training yard improving her skill. 

	He had always found it curious that King Steffan allowed his daughter so much freedom. It was true that she was a younger child, but he still would have expected the king to want his daughter to look and act like a princess. Although, for some reason, she hadn’t lived in Himmelsburg, either, even though the rest of her family did. She always had plenty of servants and guards, but never any of the court, and never any strangers. And… There was something else strange dancing right at the edge of his mind, but he couldn’t quite grasp it. 

	Maybe her isolation was the reason for her unusual hobbies.

	“Boo.”

	Michael’s next shot went wide when a quiet voice just under his ear brought him abruptly from his musings. Irritated that he hadn’t kept his focus, he rounded on the interloper before his mind caught up with the voice.

	“What do you—oh. Erm, good afternoon, Ella.” He rapidly changed course from the anger with which he had begun his statement. He should probably be upset with her, but even if he wasn’t trying to undo whatever caused her reservation with him, the playful look in her eyes held him back. Ella never meant any harm, and he didn’t want to ruin a mood that could only bode well for him…as long as he didn’t mind a detrimental effect on his accuracy as an archer. “You know, that was potentially dangerous.”

	“You did jump more than I expected,” she admitted cheerfully. “What had you so lost in thought?”

	“Memories,” he answered briefly. 

	“Any that you care to share?”

	Michael considered. It seemed odd to talk to his wife about the girl he used to love. Even if the girl was no longer among the living, he thought with melancholy.

	“I was thinking about Helena,” he finally confessed.

	“Axel’s sister?” Ella verified.

	Nodding, he said, “We used to practice archery together when I came to visit them. She was really good, too. Couldn’t get enough time with her bow.” He gazed unseeing into the distance. “She’d tie her hair back to keep it out of the way, but she almost never had it styled like all the fancy ladies in the capital. Actually, if she wasn’t on the archery field, she usually just left it loose.” Realizing that he was rhapsodizing on an old sweetheart, he forced his train of thought away from details of her person. “She didn’t spend much time in Himmelsburg. Whenever I came to visit Axel, we always rode out to a castle in the country to see her. Reineggburg reminds me of it, I think,” he commented, tracing his eyes over the surroundings.

	Ella seemed a little uncomfortable. Probably from all of his foolish remembrances. “What castle was it?” she asked, with a fair pass at polite interest.

	Michael furrowed his brow. “I…don’t remember,” he admitted. “You’d think after all the time I spent there, it would be emblazoned in my mind, but it’s just…gone.”

	“Hmm,” Ella murmured noncommittally, straightening one of her archery gauntlets and looking at it instead of him.

	“Should we get started with your lesson, then?” Michael asked awkwardly.

	“I suppose we should.” Finishing with her gauntlets, she strode over to the rack to get the bow she had been using. “I’ll try not to distract you too much with my styled hair.”

	Grimacing, Michael followed.

	 

	


CHAPTER 27

	Ella

	E


	lla didn’t stay mad at Mike, of course. Admittedly, she was a bit irritated for most of the archery lesson, but she knew it was absurd to be jealous that her husband fondly remembered someone who wasn’t even alive anymore. After all, didn’t she fondly remember her father, whom she had loved very much?

	Although it would be nice if he were a little less obviously enamored with Axel’s deceased sister. Odd that he couldn’t remember where she lived. And that it wasn’t in Himmelsburg.

	More time passed. More archery lessons, more horseback riding. Another archery and sword tournament between Mike and their personal guardsmen, much to Ella’s amusement. Mike managed to beat Charlie at the sword the second time (he gloated for an hour afterwards), but everyone else placed about the same. They also spent a number of pleasant evenings in the small library, which possessed a surprising number of books that were still in decent shape once they received a thorough dusting.

	More mornings snuggled up next to Mike. A little bit of time in the cozy spot next to his side on the sofa.

	They had been at Reineggburg for a little over three weeks, Ella thought sadly as she trotted out the gate on Shadow. Mike had a cold and was buried in a book – a fascinating read on economic theory – and had opted to stay behind this time, so her only companions were Charlie and Jake. And their horses, of course. Technically, her maid Elizabeth should have come as well, but she’d gotten out of the habit of dragging the poor woman out in the cold when her husband’s presence had made the requirement unnecessary.

	A little over three weeks meant only a few days left until they returned to Hartford. Three and a half weeks ago, she would have been desperate for the next few days to pass. She shook her head and sighed. While it was hard to know how many – if any – of the changes in their relationship would survive their return, she wouldn’t trade their time at Reineggburg for anything. She only wished she could be sure that Mike truly valued her as much as he seemed to when he had endless time. Some of her choices would be different if only she could be certain of that one fact.

	Over to the left, a small leaf devil lifted off the ground as a light wind eddied through the trees. Ella pulled her cloak a little closer with one hand. Winter was well and truly on its way now, not just pretending as it had been when they left home. They might have the occasional pleasant day left before the cold weather settled in for the season, but today was not one of them.

	Jake rode ahead of her on the narrow trail they were following, while Charlie brought up the rear. Both wore warm cloaks with the hoods down, the better to see their surroundings, and wool caps that covered their ears. Even though it would do unspeakable things to her hair, Ella envied them those caps. She had never been fond of hoods, but it was too cold today to have nothing on her head.

	The trees were all bare now except for the occasional evergreen. Ella gazed through the tangled mass of branches at the dull sky overhead. The clouds were heavy; if she were lucky, they might get an early snowstorm that forced them to stay at Reineggburg for a few extra days. She shook her head at herself for the thought. It would be nice to steal a little longer with Mike, but more likely they would only get a light dusting or a few inches: enough to make the trip home uncomfortable from the extra chill or from muddy roads when the temperature subsequently rose and melted the snow.

	As their path looped around the back of the castle, Jake abruptly drew his horse to a stop and turned his head towards the main building. Behind her, Charlie did the same.

	“Charlie?” Ella asked hesitantly, pulling up as well. “What’s wrong?”

	He didn’t respond. Didn’t even acknowledge that she’d spoken.

	“Jake?” Her voice was quieter this time. What could have caught their attention like this?

	When Jake didn’t look at her, either, she steered Shadow up beside him and tentatively placed a hand on his shoulder. “Jake?”

	He didn’t stir. From here, she could see the somewhat vacant look in his eyes that she had observed multiple times before in the men around her at Reineggburg. Her heartbeat began to ratchet up.

	She spun Shadow around and trotted back to Charlie. Jake had been unresponsive, but it had always worked with Mike, so it was worth another try. “Charlie?” she said again, reaching out to touch his arm.

	Nothing. Still no reaction.

	Suddenly, moving in unison as if in a training maneuver, each guard turned his horse’s head toward the castle and silently urged his mount into a trot. Without indicating she should follow or checking to see that she did.

	After a pause, Ella jolted into action. “Come on, Shadow,” she whispered urgently, squeezing her knees to prod her horse after them. “Charlie, Jake! What are you doing?”

	They ignored her, continuing to move forward as if deaf to her cries.

	“Charles! I order you to stop!” Still nothing. “Jacob!” she tried, a little more frantically. “You will answer me this instant!” 

	And still her faithful guardsmen kept their focus on the castle, oblivious to their charge.

	Ella pulled Shadow to a stop. Noise. She needed a loud noise, but what did she have? Would it work if she shouted louder?

	Frustrated, she went one better. She opened her mouth and screamed.

	As one, Charlie and Jake swung their mounts around. “Princess? What’s wrong?” Charlie demanded, trotting back to her. His face wrinkled in confusion. “Why were you not with us? How did—” He glanced over at his fellow guard, who looked just as worried and unsettled as he did at his failure to notice his distance from the person they were supposed to be protecting.

	So relieved she could have cried, Ella nudged Shadow forward. “It wasn’t your fault,” she assured them. “But perhaps we should return now?”

	“Yes, I believe that would be wise,” Charlie agreed, casting his eyes uneasily around.

	She wondered if she should attempt to explain what had happened, but she had a feeling it wouldn’t ease their guilt, even if they believed her. It might even cause them to forbid her from riding out again before they left.

	Before they left… Ella shifted uncomfortably. She wasn’t in a hurry to leave, but this wasn’t an isolated incident. Just as Jackie had claimed, she saw evidence of it every few days, although most of the time it seemed to end without her interference. And she was certain the volume at which she had last spoken to them had at least matched that which had broken the—dare she use the word?—spell upon their original arrival with Axel and Katy, but it hadn’t worked just now.

	Perhaps it was time to be truly concerned.

	~

	For the rest of the day, Ella was distracted and withdrawn as she struggled with herself over the behavior of her guards and what it meant – or should mean – for her and Mike’s future at Reineggburg. Even though she enjoyed helping with the food distribution program that she had begun at Hartford, and even though she didn’t really have any activities at Reineggburg that could be deemed “productive”, if it were purely dependent on her, she could wish never to leave. Life at Reineggburg with Mike – without all of his duties and responsibilities as crown prince – was lovely. She didn’t want to end it early.

	The continuing random abstraction of half the castle’s occupants, though, was cause for great concern. Especially if it was getting worse. What if she hadn’t been able to snap Charlie and Jake out of it?

	Knowing what she should do, Ella sighed. It wasn’t like she could keep Mike at Reineggburg indefinitely, anyway – the increased amount of time that he’d been spending in the library reading princely subjects proved that his mind was already starting to drift homewards.

	She walked up behind the library chair in which Mike sat, slightly slouched with one booted foot crossed on the opposite knee, one elbow on an armrest and his head propped up on his fist, and a book open on his lap. His shirt collar was unbuttoned, the gently-burning fire nearby enough to keep him sufficiently warm against the chill creeping through the castle with the coming winter. A still-steaming cup of tea sat on a small table next to him.

	“Mike?” she said, kneeling beside his chair.

	Looking up, he smiled. “Good evening, Ella.” He reached out a hand and brushed a loose lock of hair from her face, allowing his fingers to trail gently down her neck. “Would you like me to pull a chair over so you can be more comfortable?”

	Ella shook her head, resisting the urge to lean into his hand. This would all be over soon; no sense making it harder on herself later. No, she argued with herself, all the more reason to soak it in now! But his hand was gone, and the opportunity passed.

	“Mike, something isn’t right here,” she began. 

	He frowned slightly. “What do you mean? Should I call for Mrs. Nickelby?”

	“No, that’s not what I mean.” She paused, trying to put the words together to explain her concerns. “Haven’t you noticed anything…off? About how all the men behave every few days?”

	Mike looked like he wanted to roll his eyes. “Ella, if you’re referring to that rumor among the servants that your maid told us when we arrived, there’s nothing going on. I’ve heard other mention of it since we’ve been here, but I’ve seen nothing to support it.”

	“You really don’t know?” Ella asked hesitantly.

	“Know what?”

	“Mike…it affects you, too.”

	He startled. “What do you mean, it affects me, too? I would know if—”

	She placed a hand on his shoulder. “Every few days, your eyes go blank. Sometimes, you start walking somewhere. You come out of it when I touch you.”

	Staring at her uneasily, he said, “I don’t remember this.”

	“No, you never seem aware of it,” she admitted. “Neither did Jake and Charlie. I’ve been ignoring it, but I think—”

	“Jacob and Charles?” Mike said sharply. “What about them?”

	Ella licked her lips. “It happened again during my ride earlier. Nothing happened when I touched them; they didn’t regain awareness like you always have. They actually rode away from me, back towards the castle.”

	“They left you?” Mike exclaimed disbelievingly.

	Nodding, Ella added, “They acted like they couldn’t hear me, even when I shouted after them. They didn’t respond until I screamed, and then they were surprised to discover I wasn’t with them.”

	He abruptly stood, snapping the book shut and dropping it on the chair as he began to pace. “Jacob and Charles,” he clarified, his face agitated. She nodded. “You’re saying that Jacob, your most duty-focused guard, and Charles, your most personally-loyal guard, would have abandoned you in the forest?”

	“Yes,” she replied simply, then scrambled to add, “I am certain they couldn’t help it. But yes.”

	Mike ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t like this,” he mumbled. “But what do I do?”

	“Should we leave?” Ella suggested sadly. “Go home early?”

	He shook his head distractedly. “Father was rather insistent about the length of time. It’s only a few more days…”

	“But is it safe?”

	Instead of answering, he thrust a hand into his hair and left it there as he continued to pace, muttering under his breath. He paused once to sneeze, but he resumed his motion immediately after. Ella stood and watched him, wringing her hands. Mike’s clear discomfort only increased her own nervousness.

	“Maybe we can take it slow,” he finally said, still moving, his eyes still out of focus. “Do like we did on our way here, but have the wagons follow us after a few days. We could travel fewer miles each day or spend more than one day at an inn. We wouldn’t be home before we’re expected, and the mode of travel should satisfy Father’s goals.”

	“Wouldn’t he be more concerned about the possible risks of staying?” Ella ventured. “Is that kind of planning really necessary?”

	Mike shrugged. “Father can be weird about things sometimes. And I don’t know if he would believe claims of magic without seeing it himself.”

	“Even if you told him?”

	Once again, Mike shrugged. “Technically, I haven’t seen it myself, either. I have no memory of these times when you say I’ve been under its influence.”

	“You do believe me, don’t you?” Ella asked uncertainly.

	“I have no reason to believe you are being dishonest. Besides, it would be simple to verify with your guards; I don’t think they would lie to get out of trouble,” he replied. “And I see no reason for you to make it up. At least—” He hesitated and looked endearingly uncertain as he finally stood still. “I mean, I don’t think you are so desperate to go home that you would make up a wild story to cut a few days off our trip.”

	She smiled shyly at him. “No. I would wish to stay longer if I thought we could.”

	Stepping forward, he picked up her hand. “That’s good to know.”

	They stood that way for a minute, staring into each other’s eyes, before Mike cleared his throat – hacked, really; the poor thing needed more tea – and said, “So, shall I speak with Oliver and Mrs. Nickelby about leaving in the morning?”

	“I suppose that sounds like a plan,” Ella agreed. She looked down. “Thank you, Mike.”

	“For what?” he asked.

	“For listening to me,” she quietly told him. Then before she could talk herself out of it, she placed one hand on his chest, leaned forward, and kissed him quickly on the cheek.

	Before his look of shocked surprise was fully across his face, she was already out the door.
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	f course, the snow that Ella had previously been hoping might delay them perversely fell the next morning and delayed them after all, now that she didn’t want it. 

	Not that traveling would have been better than staying after her impulsive action the night before. But at least a day of riding would be less fraught with potential and might give her more time to settle herself before the arrival of another night.

	She’d crawled into bed early the previous evening and pretended to be asleep when Mike came in, then risen early to disappear into the halls for an indoor walk, having left a note that she would meet him at breakfast. 

	Breakfast was awkward, at least for her. She kept waiting for him to say something about it, but the little conversation that they maintained centered around their interrupted departure plans. Mike smiled pleasantly at her, but she could tell it was strained. The bags under his eyes might have been a side effect of his cold, but she couldn’t convince herself that the crease between his eyebrows was from the same cause.

	Even though he didn’t say so, she knew Mike expected her actions the night before to indicate a change in the type of affection that he was allowed. Unfortunately, Ella was desperately wishing she could take it back.

	Not that she regretted kissing him, precisely. She deeply appreciated that he had not dismissed her concerns but had instead listened to them and acknowledged them.

	But they would soon be back at Hartford. Back in the full glut of his distractions.

	Back where she was not nearly as important to him.

	So while she didn’t regret rewarding him with a kiss on the cheek, she still didn’t want to move beyond that. Not until she knew how he would act after their return.

	After breakfast, since the weather wouldn’t allow for outdoor activities, she reluctantly joined Mike in the library. It was semi-public, at least, but there was a loveseat that he always insisted on sitting on when they were there together. She settled into the spot under his arm as usual, but she held herself more stiffly than she had the day before. Mike’s hand trailed across her shoulder and down her arm, tempting her to give in and snuggle closer.

	“How are you feeling?” she asked after he sneezed the third time. Refusing to snuggle didn’t mean she couldn’t be concerned for his health.

	He set his book on his lap and picked up his cup of tea, leaving his left arm across the back of the loveseat behind her. After inhaling deeply of the steam wafting off the cup, he took a sip, coughed, and set it back on the end table. “I’ll survive.”

	“Are you going to be all right to travel tomorrow?” She furrowed her brow as she watched him make use of his handkerchief. “Won’t riding through the cold for several days make it worse?”

	Shaking his head, he stuffed the handkerchief back in his pocket and smiled at her. “If the first day does me in, we’ll stay at the inn longer.”

	He squeezed her shoulder with his left hand. She smiled slightly and sternly told herself that she couldn’t bolt. Not yet.

	But after lunch, Ella escaped to the halls again to slowly wander, pausing from time to time at a window to watch the snow gently falling. She needed to figure out how she was going to handle the rest of the evening and the night to come.

	Not to mention the following days and nights, whether they were traveling, holed up in an inn to let Mike rest, or still at Reineggburg if the poor weather persisted.

	Maybe she could simply give up and let him kiss her. It wasn’t as if she didn’t want it, after all. Would it be such a big deal to let her husband have her heart?

	Until he dropped it again…

	Sighing, she resumed walking down the hall. It didn’t seem quite right that “happily ever after” should be so hard. Maybe there was no such thing.

	She felt the hair on the back of her neck starting to rise just before reaching the next window. Pausing, she gently touched her hand to her skin. It almost felt like—

	She froze. It was the same feeling that seemed to herald the trance-like state in the men.

	But the last time was only the previous morning!

	Glancing around uneasily, she saw a male servant traveling down the hall with a strange gait. It couldn’t be happening!

	But it was.

	“Mike!” she gasped.

	Perhaps she should have tried to do something for the poor servant, but all her focus was on her husband. She’d left him in the library; she’d start there. If he was gone, she would check their room, the dining room, anywhere she could think of. 

	Spinning on her heel, she raced off down the hall.

	 

	


CHAPTER 29

	Michael

	M


	ichael tapped his fingers on the armrest of his chair, his eyes staring at the open book on his lap without seeing it.

	He felt like he’d made progress with Ella ever since he stopped coming on so strong and started simply spending time around her. Instead of running, she was actually letting him hold her. Only a breath separated him from finally feeling her lips on his again.

	If he was courting her, he would be thrilled with the current state of their relationship.

	But he wasn’t courting her; they were already married!

	The previous evening, he thought he had finally broken through the limit she’d set up when she reached up and kissed him on the cheek. After arranging their departure – that the weather ended up preventing – he’d returned to their room anticipating a much warmer welcome than he’d had since shortly after their last trip to Ralnor. Instead, she’d shut him out again.

	What had he done this time? And how could he fix it?

	Finding the tapping insufficient to the turmoil in his brain, Michael set the book aside and launched himself out of the chair to pace in front of the fireplace again. Women. They were impossible.

	With that thought, his mind shifted to its old refrain: If only Helena had lived. Intellectually, he knew she wasn’t perfect – no one was – but he was certain her imperfections did not include the utter frustration he was experiencing from—

	Find me, a voice whispered in his mind.

	He slowed. He wasn’t quite sure where Ella was at the moment, but he could go looking for her. She might not appreciate seeing him, though, since she had run away from him earlier.

	Find me.

	This time, it was louder, a melodious alto voice. Not like Ella’s, he thought as he shifted uneasily.

	Find me!

	It was a beautiful voice, though. It was…familiar, somehow. His head slowly turned in the direction from which it seemed to be coming.

	Come find me, it said softly in an alluring tone.

	Where are you? he asked.

	Follow my voice.

	Michael’s feet moved on their own. He was only dimly aware of his surroundings as he exited the library and began walking down the hall. Soon, he vaguely realized that he was approaching the thorn-covered tower. But when he reached out towards the door handle, the vines fell away, clearing the way for him.

	On the other side of the door was a sitting room with a spiral staircase that led to the next level of the tower. Barely registering the sitting room, he turned in the direction from which the voice called, placed a foot on the first stair, and began to climb.

	Time had no meaning as he mechanically moved under the influence of the voice. Step after step, he climbed the stairs with no recognition of the number of floors. He could feel the voice getting closer. 

	Find me, it crooned. I’m waiting. 

	Finally, he reached another door. As he stretched out his hand, the sound of pounding feet impacted on his eardrums, but it was muffled, as if he was underwater. 

	Upon entering the room, his attention was drawn to a canopied bed to one side. Lying on top of the covers was a young woman clad in a regal purple dress. Her wavy chestnut hair was arranged neatly on the pillow under her head; her hands rested at her sides. Although her eyes were closed as if in sleep, he felt certain that if they were open, they would be green.

	Come to me. Come closer.

	He did as the voice commanded. Kneeling beside the bed, he picked up one of her hands. From the corner of his eye, he saw a blonde-haired figure in a blue dress stumble into the doorframe, and he faintly heard a voice other than the one in his head, but all of his focus was on the figure in front of him.

	“Helena?” he breathed.

	 

	


CHAPTER 30

	Ella

	T


	he moment she saw the open door, bare of thorny vines, as she passed the tower, Ella knew where Mike had gone.

	She raced up the stairs, gasping for breath by the time she reached the top of the second level, but she kept going. Who knew where the strange compulsion was leading him, or to what? How much time had passed since he started up the stairs? Would she make it in time?

	As she rounded the stairs to the landing on the fifth level, she caught a glimpse of a boot, but she was moving much more slowly by then. “Mike!” she called desperately, but as she feared, there was no response. Rallying her strength, she forced herself up the last few steps as quickly as she could.

	Just as she threw herself through the open doorway, she saw him kneel beside a bed with a sleeping form on top of it. “Mike! Stop!”

	And then, for the first time while in one of the trances, he spoke. A single word, but it stole the breath from her lungs.

	“Helena?”

	It couldn’t be. 

	Everyone, from Axel to Katy to Mike himself, had told Ella that Helena had died over a decade ago!

	Katy had suspected magic was at play at Reineggburg, though, since no one could remember the details surrounding the castle’s tragedy a little over a decade ago. And no one had told her how Axel’s sister died…a little over a decade ago. Mike couldn’t even remember the name of the castle where they used to meet, but he did say Reineggburg reminded him of it. More evidence of magic?

	Plus, there was clearly a young woman lying on the bed and wearing a dress that was too short for her and about a decade out of fashion. Even from this distance, Ella was positive that she had never seen the woman before, including among the servants. And even if she had snuck into the castle, how would she have obtained access to the isolated tower? Even the windows were covered in the thorny vines, ruling out the possibility of an entrance that way.

	Could it really be her?

	Ella realized that Mike had the mystery woman’s hand clasped in his and was raising it to his lips, still moving in that strange through-water way. Something inside her told her that she shouldn’t allow him to continue with whatever the strange magic was compelling him to do.

	“Mike!” She darted into the room and grabbed his arm, hoping to bring him out of it as she had before. She couldn’t tell if it worked or not; Mike continued to lower his head to the woman’s hand, which was now only a hairsbreadth away, still staring transfixed at her face. But if it was really Helena, would he stop when no longer under the magic’s influence?

	Before Ella could think of something else to try, his lips brushed the woman’s hand.

	And her eyes fluttered open.

	“I knew it would be you,” she said in an alto voice that was slightly rusty from lack of use. “I knew you would come, Michael.”

	Ella’s mouth dropped open as Mike’s eyes, no longer vacant, filled with tears. Shuffling forward, he helped the young woman sit up. “I would have come sooner if I’d known where you were,” he replied. His voice broke in the middle. “Helena. We all thought you were dead.”

	“What?” Helena’s brow furrowed. “But the servants brought me up here after I pricked my finger and fell asleep. Father, Mother, and Axel all came and were in this room with me. They knew where I was.” She pouted. “Of course, then they all got up and left without saying a word, and no one came again until you showed up.”

	“But…” Mike frowned. “No, Axel believed you were dead. He told us no one remembered what tragedy had led to this castle being abandoned. He and Katy brought us here back in the spring.”

	“Katy?”

	“Katrin. Axel’s wife,” Mike clarified.

	Helena made a face. “It’s strange to think of my brother being married. He was only sixteen when I fell asleep.”

	“And now he’s twenty-eight.”

	Her jaw dropped. “I was asleep for twelve years?” She bristled. “Why did it take so long? It’s been possible to wake me up since my eighteenth birthday!” Muttering, she added, “I knew I shouldn’t have trusted any strangers before I was sixteen. If I didn’t prick my finger until I was older, maybe they would have remembered.”

	“I told you,” Mike soothed. “No one even knew to look for you. I didn’t even remember this was the castle where I used to visit you!” He hesitated, then added uncertainly, “It was Reineggburg, wasn’t it?”

	“How did you find me, then?” she challenged.

	“You…called me,” he replied slowly.

	“What?”

	He ran a hand through his hair, mussing it. “I heard your voice in my head telling me to find you.”

	It was silent for a few minutes until Mike shattered it with a sneeze. Sighing, Helena softened and swung her legs to the side of the bed. “Considering I just woke from a twelve-year sleep and you apparently heard my voice in your head, I suppose I can accept that magic might have made everyone think that I was dead,” she begrudgingly allowed. 

	Mike stood and offered his hand to help her up. She swayed for a moment before steadying herself. Glancing down at herself, she commented, “I grew a few inches while I was asleep, too. No wonder my balance is off.”

	“Or because you’ve been asleep for twelve years,” Mike chided. “Come on. Are you hungry?”

	She laughed. “Are you kidding? I haven’t eaten in twelve years; I’m starving!”

	“I’ll send a messenger to Himmelsburg as soon as the weather allows. Axel will be beside himself to know you’re all right!” He paused and considered. “I wonder if he already knows, though. After all, now that you’re awake, I can remember things about your curse that I couldn’t before.” 

	“Oh, I don’t want Axel here. I’d rather just have you.” Mike smiled at that. Helena wrinkled her nose. “Is he really married?”

	“For about five years now.”

	“Do they have spinning wheels in Flussendorf now? I can’t believe Father outlawed them here and in the nearby villages in some wild attempt to protect me. It’s not like raising me out here did any good in the end, after all.”

	Their voices trailed off down the stairs as Ella lowered herself to a dusty chair, forgotten. Mike—no, Michael—was still in love with Helena. It was clear from the way he looked at her and from the fact that he had eyes for no one but her. 

	There was probably something she should be doing right now, but she had yet to hear about the proper princess procedure for handling one’s husband’s dead girlfriend’s return from the dead.

	Was she even considered the mistress at the castle in this case, or, since it was a Ralnoran castle – and apparently Helena’s home for much of her life – did that make Helena the mistress now that she was awake?

	More light began pouring in through the windows as the thorny vines surrounding the tower receded. They must have been forged from magic, and apparently the magic, being ended with Helena’s awakening, no longer felt the need for the barrier.

	Rising from her seat, Ella crossed to one of the windows and stared sightlessly into the swirling snow. Now what? How did she compete with a princess that Michael had loved for years before he even knew that the servant Arabella existed?

	She stayed there until the light began to dim. Footsteps on the stairs made her turn eagerly, hoping that Michael had finally noticed her absence and come seeking her. Not that she’d been waiting for that – she simply hadn’t made up her mind what to do. But it would certainly be encouraging to know he’d missed her.

	Instead, it was Charlie’s concerned face that appeared in the doorway. Ella had never been so disappointed to see him.

	“Your Highness?” he said tentatively. “Are you okay?”

	“What are you doing up here, Charlie?” she wearily replied. “You don’t spend much time in the castle.”

	He shrugged uneasily. “Jackie sent me. She hadn’t seen you most of the day and with…current events…was worried.”

	So the servants knew. “How did you know to look here?” she asked dully.

	“I didn’t,” he grimaced. “I had already looked everywhere else inside the castle. I noticed the open door where there used to be a mass of plant life and decided it was worth checking out. Especially since…” He trailed off.

	Ella wondered if he’d feared the old princess had been left asleep in place of the new princess. Just as the new princess had taken the place of the old princess on Michael’s arm.

	“I suppose I’m late for supper, aren’t I?” Not that she cared. She wasn’t hungry.

	Charlie cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I believe the prince and…your guest decided to eat early due to the irregularities of her circumstances.”

	And Michael didn’t even try to inform her. Ella hung her head. She could hope the novelty would wear off. Considering how long he had been carrying a torch, though, that seemed unlikely.

	“In that case, I suppose I shall simply retire to the library for a little while, since I find I lack an appetite this evening.” She tried her best to smile as if unbothered. “I know there is little danger to be met with in the castle, but would you escort me there, Charlie?”

	He shifted his booted feet and looked away, resting a hand on the hilt of the sword that he always wore, even when traipsing about an isolated castle. Even when off duty, actually; she wasn’t sure that she’d ever seen him without it. It was so much a part of him, she felt certain she would notice if it was missing, just as if he were to walk up sans an arm.

	“I will accompany you,” he finally answered, still not looking at her. “However, I do not feel it would be wise for me to escort you, even with the present circumstances.”

	She couldn’t argue with that. Given Michael’s jealousy in the past, he might become rather irate if he saw her on Charlie’s arm. A brief bitter thought flitted through her mind that he deserved it, since Helena was no doubt hanging off of his arm, but she dismissed it. It had not helped their relationship when he began favoring Lady Charlotte because he thought Ella was pining for her guard; it would no doubt be at least as damaging for Ella to appear to be favoring her guard in retaliation for Michael fawning over Helena.

	Assuming Michael was at all interested in their relationship at this point.

	No, she was getting ahead of herself. He was allowed to be overtaken for an afternoon by his amazement that Helena was alive. It was understandable that he desired to make up for the last twelve years. Nothing he had said or done signified that he no longer wanted Ella. He was just caught up in the moment, that was all.

	He would forget about both Ella and Helena as soon as he was back in Hartford, anyway.

	“Yes, of course. Thank you, Charlie; I would appreciate the company.”

	With a nod, Charlie stepped aside to allow her to precede him out of the room. She swept out with as much dignity as she could, still trying to maintain the facade that everything was fine. It was obvious from Charlie’s demeanor, though, that he, and possibly a fair number of the servants, knew that trouble was brewing.

	The stairs seemed much longer on the way back down, even though she was no longer fighting the strain in her thighs and the burn in her lungs from running up them. Charlie was silent behind her, the soles of his leather boots on the stone steps nearly soundless as well.

	It was a short trip to the library, but she had almost decided to recant and head for her quarters when the door to a salon opened just down the hall. Her husband walked backwards through the open doorway, one arm held up in front of him.

	“You’re doing wonderfully!” he praised. As he moved farther into the hallway, his upraised hand passed into view. A slender light-brown hand was gripped in his. “You’ll be accustomed to your new height in no time.”

	To no one’s surprise, when the owner of the hand cleared the doorway, she proved to be the chestnut-haired princess. Her green eyes, glowing with admiration, were fixed firmly on Michael’s face.

	“All thanks to your dedicated assistance,” she assured him sweetly. Ella felt inclined to gag. “I’d be lost without you, Michael.”

	As Michael tucked her hand back into his elbow, he drew his gaze from Helena and realized they had an audience. “Ella!” he exclaimed, his brows raised in surprise. “Where have you been?” His eyes narrowed as he took in her silent companion. “What are you doing with him?”

	Ella drew herself up. Despite her intentions, her voice was cold as she replied. “I’m astonished you noticed. You certainly didn’t seem to remember I was in the room once you set eyes on her.” She barely restrained a sneer as she copied his emphasis. “Charlie sought me out at my maid’s request. He kindly agreed to walk with me to the library since I lacked a more appropriate escort.”

	Michael looked as taken aback as Ella felt by her boldness. Helena merely sniffed and looked down her nose at Ella. “And who are you, to address the prince in such a way?”

	Patting her hand, Michael leaned over and murmured, “It’s fine.” Then louder, “Helena, this is Arabella and the head of her guard, Charles. Arabella, Charles, this is Princess Helena of Ralnor.”

	Charlie bowed stiffly. “It is my pleasure to meet you, Your Highness.” Turning to Ella, he asked, “Would you still like me to deliver you to the library, or shall I allow the prince to take my place? I could escort the princess to her desired destination.”

	“I prefer to stay with Michael, thank you,” Helena loftily inserted. She added her other hand to Michael’s arm, clinging to it possessively. “I suppose Arabella could join us if she wishes.”

	Ella pushed down her anger; it was unlikely to do any good. “Thank you for the kind offer, but I believe I have lost my interest in the library for the evening. If you will excuse me, I will retire for the night.” She turned from the arrogant princess and addressed her guard. “Charlie, you may return to your normal duties. I would ask you to walk with me, but,” she shot Michael a pointed glance, “I would not want anyone to get the wrong idea.”

	“Of course, Your Highness,” Charlie acknowledged with a respectful nod. After a quick bow to Michael, he strode away from them down the hall.

	“Shall we go, Michael?” Helena prodded. She brushed an imaginary speck of dust off his sleeve. “It was nice to meet you, Arabella.”

	“Likewise, I’m sure.”

	“Are you okay, Ella?” Michael asked.

	She painted on a tight smile. “Fine. Just a little tired.”

	He eyed her uncertainly. “If you say so. I’ll be there in a little while – do you need me to find Jacqueline and send her to help you?”

	Helena’s jaw dropped. “Michael, she’s heading to bed. Why would you follow her there?”

	Apparently, he hadn’t told her. Ella didn’t feel like being the one to enlighten her, so she simply cocked an eyebrow at Michael and waited to see what he would do.

	Running his free hand through his hair, Michael swallowed. “Helena, I thought you—I mean, I didn’t say—because Ella is my wife,” he finally spit out.

	“Your wife?” she exclaimed disbelievingly. Her hands jerked from his arm like they had been burned.

	“For the last two-and-a-half years,” Ella coolly added. She crossed her arms and raised a challenging eyebrow. Normally, she wouldn’t consider herself very confrontational, but she could summon up this much courage.

	“But—but that’s—how could you marry her?” Helena stammered angrily, sending a glare Michael’s way. “Why didn’t you wait for me?”

	“I thought you were dead,” Michael pled. Why was he pleading? “Why wouldn’t I marry someone else?”

	“But I’m your true love!” she protested.

	“Obviously not,” Ella cut in tartly.

	The Ralnoran princess stomped one foot like a small child. “No! My mother said a kiss from my true love was required to break the sleeping curse. He woke me up; that means he’s my true love.”

	Ella and Michael both froze in shock. Ella could feel the blood draining from her face as all rational thought likewise drained from her head. Was it true?

	Did Michael’s ability to break the curse mean that he and Helena were each other’s true love?

	And of what significance was it that Michael was already married to Ella?

	 

	


CHAPTER 31

	Michael

	U


	m.” Michael’s eyes shuffled back and forth between the two of them. Helena still looked angry, but Ella’s face was practically void of expression. What was she thinking right now?

	Heavens above, couldn’t Helena have chosen a better time to reveal that explosive tidbit? Like, maybe when it was just the two of them? He was ecstatic to have her back, of course, and he’d been dreaming for months about what it would be like to be married to Helena instead of Ella, but…the fact remained that he was married to Ella. And no matter how frustrated he was with her, he still cared enough about her to want to spare her the pain of an announcement like that.

	Assuming she was hurt by it. He couldn’t read her reaction. Actually, considering her response to him for the last month, he probably shouldn’t rule out the possibility that she was secretly pleased by it, thus the blank expression.

	She’d been with that guard again, too, and without any viable reason for it, given the guards were rarely inside the castle at Reineggburg. She hadn’t had one of her guards following her everywhere the entire time they’d been here. And the excuse she’d given was flimsy at best. Her maid sent him looking for her? Sure she did, he scoffed internally.

	Resolve hardened his heart. He didn’t know what he thought about Helena’s declaration that he was her true love, but he wanted to find out.

	“I think perhaps this is something to be discussed after we are fully rested,” he attempted diplomatically. “I’ll see Helena to her quarters, and then I’ll join you in our rooms, Ella.”

	“Discuss?” Ella hissed.

	“I’ve been resting for the last twelve years,” Helena snorted. “I don’t need more rest yet, and definitely not to know my mind—or what I know, which includes the specifications of my curse.”

	So much for diplomacy.

	“Fine,” he snapped. “I don’t want to talk about it right now. Ella, I’ll see you in our rooms later. Helena, would you like me to walk you to your rooms, or shall I bid you good night now?”

	“After what she said, you think I’m going to let you just―” Ella broke off, her shoulders heaving and her fists clenched. Her voice was strained. “Excuse me.” She spun on her heel and practically ran down the hallway.

	Helena crossed her arms and gave Michael a challenging look. “She’s gone. Now what?”

	He ran a hand through his hair in exasperation. “What do you expect from me, Helena? Whether you like it or not, Arabella is my wife.”

	“You could change that.”

	“I—what?”

	She took a step closer. “There are laws that allow you to change that. The only thing keeping you tied to her instead of being with your true love is your choice.”

	He knew it was true. He had briefly considered it a few months before when he thought Ella was cavorting with her guard. But could he really do that to her?

	Could he not, and give up Helena?

	“Not now,” he ground out. “Maybe you don’t need rest, but I do. I am not talking about this tonight.”

	“Fine,” she pouted. “You can walk me to my room, then.”

	With less grace than usual, Michael offered his arm. She took it and pulled herself closer than Ella would have.

	He remembered being upset with Lady Charlotte for not respecting the fact that he was married. Making eyes at him, hanging off his arm, using any excuse to be as near to him as possible… It had convinced him that he was glad he hadn’t married her.

	But this was Helena. Helena. If her curse hadn’t hidden her away for twelve years, it would never have been a question. He would never have even met Ella, because he would have married Princess Helena of Ralnor, and the ball to find a wife for him would never have happened.

	How could something as wonderful as Helena being returned to them cause so much turmoil?

	Michael walked stiffly down the hall. When he had first suggested walking Helena to her room, he had envisioned a cozy chat with more reminisces about their time before her curse had put her to sleep.

	The reality – at least after their little tiff – was incredibly awkward. From his side, anyway. Although Helena had her nose a little in the air, too.

	He loosened up a little when they finally reached her door. She turned to him with that vivacious smile he remembered.

	“Thank you again for waking me up, Michael.” She reached up and pecked him on the cheek. “I hope it won’t be the last time.”

	As forward (and inappropriate) as the action and the comment were, he still lifted her hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles. “Good night, Helena. I’ll see you in the morning. I won’t tell you to sleep well, though.” He winked.

	Laughing, she opened the door and slipped behind it. “Good night, Michael. Meet you for archery before breakfast?”

	“It’s still snowing,” Michael said disbelievingly.

	She shrugged flippantly. “Doesn’t mean it will be in the morning. Besides, it never stopped you before.”

	“Maybe,” he reluctantly allowed.

	“So, will you be there?” she pressed.

	“I—” He looked into Helena’s bright green eyes and thought about Ella’s wounded blue ones. “Maybe.”

	She looked disappointed, but she didn’t push further.

	Instead of returning straight to his and Ella’s quarters, Michael wandered the halls. His mind kept going around in circles; he didn’t think he could have lain still in bed if he had tried, so instead, he sought to relieve the swirling in his head by walking.

	What he wouldn’t give for daylight, clear weather, and a worthy opponent for his sword!

	Ugh. And a clear head, he thought as he blew his nose once more. 

	When he finally directed his steps to his own quarters, he was surprised to see a light under the door. He hadn’t expected Ella to sit up so late waiting for him, but it wasn’t like her to leave lights lit after going to bed.

	But it wasn’t Ella waiting for him when he closed the door behind himself.

	Oliver stood in front of the bedroom door, as straight, stiff, and stern as if on duty.

	Raising an eyebrow, Michael said, “Good evening, Oliver. Shouldn’t you be in bed by now?”

	“Shouldn’t you?” his loyal guardian riposted.

	“Seems it’s been a few years since I had a curfew,” Michael returned mildly. “Why the sudden concern for my bedtime?”

	The evil eye Oliver gave him was one he hadn’t seen for a few years, too. “I suspect if you spend a few minutes thinking about it, you’ll be able to answer that question yourself, Your Highness.”

	Crossing his arms, Michael scowled. “I don’t see how my actions today lead to you guarding my bedroom against me and lecturing me about my choices.”

	“I’m not lecturing. But when your wife comes running into the barracks sobbing because she feels she has no one else to turn to, it becomes my problem. Simply because you are an adult does not mean that my job has been reduced to only preventing other people from causing you bodily injury.”

	“You’re not my father, Oliver,” Michael complained.

	“No,” Oliver snapped. “Your father is not here. But do you wish to claim that he would have a different opinion on the matter?”

	No. While he might not say it plainly – might not even say anything at all – the king would be in full support of Oliver’s actions. If Michael were to do as Helena wished, the king might actually disown him.

	No, he wouldn’t. Father would be greatly disappointed, but it would take a much greater offense to make him disown one of his children.

	Would it be worth it, though, if it meant being with his true love?

	True love was an enticing concept, but Michael wasn’t sure that he believed it existed. When he was young, he had believed Helena was his true love, but then she died.

	Years later, when he met Arabella at the ball, he thought she was his true love. He had never been so happy as he was from the time of the ball through the first year or so of their marriage. Then they had drifted until the past half-year was possible, which didn’t strike him as an example of “true love”.

	And then Helena had come back from the dead, claiming to be his true love, after all.

	He shoved the swirling thoughts down. He’d never get to sleep if he kept dwelling on it.

	“Are you going to let me into my bedroom, Oliver?” he sighed.

	“Are you going to make her cry?” Oliver retorted.

	That was an excellent question; Michael only wished he knew the answer.

	“Oliver,” he groaned, “I’m exhausted. Can’t you just let me go to bed and we’ll talk about it in the morning?”

	Oliver scowled back at him. “Doesn’t seem to me like there should be much to talk about. Not for a man of his word.”

	Behind the scowl, Michael could see the disappointment that grew with every second that Michael didn’t give the reply that Oliver thought he should. He couldn’t lie to him, though. How could he lie to Oliver, a man who had done the most to raise him, next to his own father? But at the same time, how could he bear to see such disappointment in the eyes of that same man?

	He still didn’t have an answer. 

	“Fine,” he huffed. “If you won’t be reasonable, I’ll just sleep on the sofa.”

	Stomping over to the nearest piece of furniture, much like the small child that used to quail under Oliver’s scolding eyes, he dropped onto the seat and stripped off his boots, not even bothering to set them up neatly. Instead, he tossed them lightly to one side, feeling a strange sort of satisfaction with the haphazard way that they fell. It was a fitting picture of his mental state at the moment.

	Oliver said nothing, only standing more stiffly at his post. The disappointment on his face was clear as he resolutely looked away from his charge.

	It was no use hoping that he would leave soon and allow Michael to slip into his bed next to Ella; Oliver was nothing if not honorable and stubborn. Now that he had decided Michael wasn’t worthy to enter, he would stay there all night, or until one of his fellow guardsmen came to relieve him. 

	Not that they would; given it was the crown prince they were standing up to, Michael knew Oliver wouldn’t trust anyone else with the job. It was why he was here, instead of one of Ella’s own guards.

	That, and the fact that Michael would never have stood for Charles keeping him out of his own room, let alone standing inside their suite outside Ella’s bedroom door. 

	Michael’s lip curled as he stuffed a throw pillow under his head. Ella had said there was nothing between them. But even if she wasn’t interested in Charles, Michael had to wonder if the feeling was mutual.

	Wait—why was he worrying about the guard? Why did it matter what Ella did if Helena was his true love?

	If she was.

	If. An awful lot came back to “if”.

	If true love was real.

	If Helena was correct that only a kiss from her true love could wake her. 

	If he was Helena’s true love, what then? If he chose to send Ella away so he could marry Helena instead, what would that do to Ella? To him? To his kingdom? 

	If Helena was his true love and he didn’t send Ella away, would that ruin his life? Helena’s? Ella’s? 

	Worst of all, what if Helena was wrong? What if he was not her true love, and yet he sent Ella away? Could he bear the consequences of such an action?

	He squeezed his eyes shut tighter and rolled over, trying to find a comfortable position on the short sofa as he tried futilely to block all of the maddening thoughts in his mind.

	It was going to be a long night.

	 

	


CHAPTER 32

	Ella

	E


	lla moaned into the pillow as the early morning light slipping past the curtains hit her face. She was incredibly tired still, but she wasn’t asleep, anyway; she might as well get up and stop pretending.

	Rolling over, she stared unhappily at the empty spot on the other side of the bed. 

	Ignoring her miserable thoughts, she wearily pushed herself to a sitting position and swung her legs over the side of the bed. It was rather chilly in the room; she should have sent for a fresh load of wood for her fire last night.

	Wincing as her feet touched the cold floor, she hopped as quickly as she could across the freezing stones to her dressing table, where she quickly sat down and shoved her feet into her slippers. They should have been next to her bed, just as her dressing gown should have been in the bedroom. However, she had been so distraught the night before, she had barely slipped into a nightgown before dropping into her bed and crying herself into a restless sleep.

	Part of her wanted to slip straight out the door to see if Michael was in the sitting room, nightgown or not, guard on duty or not.

	The other part of her didn’t want to know.

	Although she considered taking extra time on her appearance, she decided that Michael was unlikely to be swayed by whether she or Helena was prettier. Since it wasn’t worth the effort, she instead pulled on a simple dress, fixed her hair in a quick braid, and worked up the nerve to enter the sitting room.

	“Good morning, Oliver,” she said with a nod to the middle-aged guard who still stood at attention outside the door. He must be exhausted. “How are you doing this morning?”

	He gave her a business-like nod in return. “Very well, thank you, Princess.”

	“I believe you may return if you wish, Oliver,” she said softly. “I do not see a need to continue keeping you from your rest.”

	“Thank you, Princess, but I will be fine for a little while longer,” Oliver replied. 

	“Did he ever come back?” Ella asked in a small voice.

	Instead of replying, Oliver simply inclined his head towards one of the sofas at the side of the room. She saw his boots first, laying in a heap. Then she noticed the stockinged foot hanging over the armrest. 

	So, he had come back. That was good, wasn’t it?

	Except Oliver hadn’t let him into the bedroom.

	“When did he get in?” she asked.

	“About midnight,” Oliver huffed.

	“Midnight?” Ella repeated, irritated. What on earth had he been doing with Helena that late?

	“If it helps any, Your Highness,” Oliver said, softening his tone, “I do not believe he was out with his guest the entire time. Young Jacob reported seeing him pacing alone through the halls for a long while before he returned.”

	Ella nodded, but didn’t trust herself to say anything. She was glad that he hadn’t spent the whole time with Helena. But why did he need to pace so long and think so hard?

	She had hoped, considering the last month as evidence, that he held enough affection for her to make it a straightforward decision. Even if he didn’t, no matter how much he had once been, or believed himself now to be, in love with the other princess, didn’t the fact that he had promised to love Ella mean anything?

	Even if the other princess was his true love, did that really matter more than his word?

	“Do you suppose we should wake him?” she asked Oliver quietly.

	Oliver scowled in the prince’s direction. “I don’t think he slept well,” he said. “But that boy doesn’t deserve your consideration right now.”

	“I suppose it wouldn’t be right to allow him to miss breakfast,” Ella said doubtfully.

	Oliver’s response was to curl his lip slightly. “Until he gets his head on straight, I’d lock him away in the dungeon, if it were up to me,” he growled.

	Ella hid a small smile. She was certain the tough older man cared far too much about Michael to do any such thing. 

	Fairly certain. Maybe.

	Actually, she revised, as she watched the glare on his face, Oliver might be a believer in tough love. She wouldn’t put it past him to do it.

	“Do you happen to know if we’ve been able to notify her family yet?” Ella asked casually.

	Oliver gave her a slight smile. “In addition to a report from young Jacob, I also had a visit from Henry about the third hour past midnight. He thought you would want to know that the storm had ceased and a messenger had been dispatched to Himmelsburg. I imagine the royal family is receiving the joyful news over an early breakfast.”

	“Thank you, Oliver.” She pondered the information. “He expressed a wish for sleep last night. I believe I will allow him to rest longer.” She crossed to the windows and tugged the heavy drapes securely closed.

	“Of course, Princess.” And if his eyes acknowledged his understanding of her actions, nothing else did.

	A slight snore drew her eyes back to Michael. His arms were folded across his chest, and his shoulders seemed hunched, even in his sleep. He coughed before falling still again.

	She could do him this one courtesy.

	Snatching up his cloak, she laid it out over him; it would keep him a little warmer. Once that was done, she headed out the door.

	Ella breathed a small sigh of relief when she found the dining room empty. She was sure Princess Helena was a delightful person – young Michael had been in love with her, after all – but she had no desire to spend any more time with the princess than necessary.

	Unfortunately, she hadn’t quite finished when the door swung open. In stepped Helena, her chestnut hair pulled back in a practical knot at the back of her head, a pretty but practical dress that was a little tight and short gracing her form, and a pair of well-worn gauntlets on her hands. Over all was a heavy cloak.

	“Have you seen Michael?” the foreign princess asked in a disgruntled voice. “I’ve been waiting for him for over an hour.”

	Calmly sipping her tea, Ella cheered internally. He’d stood her up, even if it was unintentional. “He was sound asleep when I left our quarters.” 

	Helena grumbled as she dropped into a chair and grabbed a pastry from a tray on the table. “He’s gotten lazy in his old age. But I suppose after breakfast will do just as well.” Then louder, “Do you know when he might show up here?”

	“I’m afraid not,” Ella replied repressively. “He seemed rather tired after the strain of yesterday. I thought I would take him a small breakfast to eat whenever he wakes.”

	“I’ll come with you,” the undaunted young woman volunteered. Standing, she grabbed an empty plate and began loading it with food.

	“That won’t be necessary,” Ella protested, holding up a hand. “I can—”

	“Oh, it’s no trouble,” Helena assured her. “It’s not like I have anything else to do.”

	Ella held her facial expression to a creased brow, but she wanted to snarl. Her marriage was complicated enough without her husband’s old girlfriend sticking her nose into everything. 

	“If you insist,” she said as politely as she could. Picking up her own now-empty plate, she selected several items she knew Michael preferred and arranged them neatly. It was easier than her hair, so she may as well take whatever advantage presentation could give her. Not that this was a competition.

	On the way, Charlie passed by and decided to join them, insisting he wanted to check in on Oliver. One of Helena’s eyebrows rose at the information that there was a guardsman at their quarters, but she said nothing.

	Ella surreptitiously observed the young woman as they walked. She wanted to feel nothing but anger towards someone who could so callously declare herself the true love of another woman’s husband. As she noticed the way the ill-fitting dress bunched and pulled, though, exposing too much of Helena’s shoes, she felt the stirrings of pity.

	“What was it like?” Ella asked abruptly.

	Helena turned to her, startled. “What was what like?” she asked.

	“Being asleep for twelve years,” Ella clarified. “Dropping one moment, and the next thing you know, you’re waking up with a much-older Michael kneeling beside you?”

	Helena shook her head. “It wasn’t like that. It wasn’t the next thing I knew.”

	“What?”

	“I wasn’t asleep the whole time,” Helena said slowly. “I mean, I believe I slept part of the time, because I had dreams. But for much of it, even though I couldn’t move, I was aware.”

	Ella’s mouth dropped open. Did that make it better, or worse?

	“From what I understand, Fabian, the magic user who cursed me, was upset because he was banished from Ralnor. He used to be one of Father’s advisors, but he did bad things with magic, so Father kicked him out. Fabian wanted to get back at him, so he cursed me to fall into an endless ‘sleep’ where I would continue to age and wouldn’t be able to move, but would still be able to hear.” She paused. 

	“And I could. The frantic cries of the servants who found me, the panicked shouts to send word to my parents,” Helena said, her eyes distant. “My mother’s anguished sobs as she sat by my bed, my older brother stomping around the room, my father’s teeth grinding. I heard it all.

	“After they left, all I heard was nature for a long time – birds singing, rain pounding on the roof, things like that. When I finally heard voices again, I was relieved. But nothing happened. A while later, the voices returned, accompanied by hammers, but still no one came.” She dropped her eyes to the plate of food she was carrying as her voice grew quieter. “I was beginning to think no one ever would.”

	Then her eyes burned, and she looked at Ella. “But I heard my mother say that one day a kiss from my true love would awaken me,” she said fiercely, “and it was that thought that kept me going through all the long months when it seemed like no one would come. I knew Michael would come find me. So don’t you think that just because you tricked him into marrying you that you will be able to keep him. Don’t you think for one minute that I won’t get to have my true love! He loves me.”

	And Ella didn’t reply, because she wasn’t sure she could deny it.

	“Here we are,” Ella said, feigning brightness as they arrived at her door. “Thank you for your help, but I should be able to take it from here.” She held out her hand expectantly, hoping she appeared confident even as she quivered inside.

	“No, it’s fine,” Helena replied, moving the plate away from Ella. She tilted her chin up. “I said I would come, and I will.”

	“But this is my suite,” Ella said, gritting her teeth. “If you’re concerned that I can’t carry both plates, I’m sure Charlie would be more than willing to carry one for me.”

	Charlie instantly stepped up beside her, indicating his willingness to do as she suggested. 

	“No,” Helena said forcefully, gripping the plate tighter, “I want to give this to Michael personally.”

	“He might still be asleep,” Ella argued as politely as she could.

	“If he’s not awake yet, then I’ll just wait for him in the sitting room,” the other woman said flatly.

	Ella bristled. The girl might be a princess. This castle might be her home. But who did she think she was to declare that she would stay in someone else’s sitting room instead of asking for permission? 

	Ella couldn’t be so rude as to outright deny her, though.

	“Very well, then,” she replied, not very graciously, as Charlie opened the door for them. “Since I can’t stop you.”

	Ella stepped through the door, hoping desperately that Michael was already awake and about. Unfortunately, as Helena entered behind her, Ella saw Michael pulling himself into a sitting position on the sofa where she had left him. Even without the boots, his blinking eyes and the cloak in a crumpled heap on his lap were a clear sign that he had slept there.

	She didn’t miss the triumphant look on Helena’s face as she sauntered forward. “Good morning, Michael,” the interloper said breezily. “I missed you this morning, so I brought you some breakfast.”

	“We brought you some breakfast,” Ella corrected, following closely behind and presenting her own plate with a side-glare at Helena. “I wasn’t sure how long you would sleep.”

	Bemused, Michael coughed into his elbow and watched as Ella gently set her burden on the coffee table. “I overslept?”

	“Well, you certainly didn’t make it to the archery field before breakfast,” Helena sniffed. She picked up a pastry and stuffed it in front of his mouth.

	“Ah, I can feed myself, thanks,” he said uncomfortably, leaning back and waving her away. Once the princess removed her hand, he leaned forward and selected a bitesize toast-and-egg dish from Ella’s plate.

	“Thank you, Helena. You’ve delivered your plate to him, so you can get back to whatever you were doing,” Ella prodded. 

	Helena smiled sweetly at her. “Of course. Since Michael is up, he’ll be able to join me now. See you out there!” She waggled her fingers in a wave and practically skipped out the door. 

	“You aren’t going, are you, Michael?” Ella asked quietly as the door closed loudly in the unwelcome visitor’s wake. 

	Michael dragged a hand through his dark hair, leaving half of it standing up. “I…” His gaze drifted sideways to where Charlie was conversing with Oliver in hushed tones. His brow furrowed. “What are your plans for the morning?”

	“I don’t have any,” she admitted. “Up until yesterday afternoon, I was hoping to be on the road right now.”

	He nodded in acknowledgement, still watching the guardsmen. “Charles arrived with you and Helena,” he casually observed. 

	“Yes. He wanted to talk with Oliver.”

	“Hmm.” Michael narrowed his eyes. Oliver nodded to Charlie, then strode out of the room, still straight and tall despite his sleepless night. Charlie took up a position just inside the door. Turning to Ella, Michael said, “Why don’t you come with me?”

	“Where to?”

	“The archery field. I believe Helena is feeling a little out of practice.” He chuckled. “Or she’s just eager to get back to her favorite hobby.”

	Spend time with Helena and Michael? Or let Michael spend time with Helena alone? Because it sounded like Michael was going regardless.

	She mustered a smile. “Sounds like fun. I’ll get my cloak.”

	“And I should probably get dressed,” Michael added, pushing himself up off the sofa.

	Ella grimaced as she fetched her cloak from its hook. Fun. Yes, that’s what this would be.

	 

	


CHAPTER 33

	Ella

	A


	rchery with Michael and Helena wasn’t as bad as Ella had feared, but she didn’t enjoy it. Charlie hovered, taking a few practice shots of his own to give himself an excuse for having followed. Helena laughed heartily at him, then smugly appropriated a target for herself and Michael as the better archers while dismissing Charlie and Ella to share a different one. She claimed it was because of their similar skill level.

	Ella had improved over the last month, but even so, Charlie wasn’t that bad. Michael seemed to think it was funny, though.

	When they sat down to lunch without having received any new arrivals, she began to despair of a rescue. But shortly after enduring Helena’s falsely-pleasant invitation to Charlie to sit down and join them (which he, of course, politely declined before taking a casual position pretending to look out a window), a commotion sounded in the hallway right before the door to the room burst open, crashing into the wall from the force.

	“Helena!”

	If Ella thought Michael had been pleased and shocked to see the “dead” princess sitting up, it was nothing compared to the mix of emotions on Axel’s normally-cheerful face as he stood frozen in place for a few heartbeats. Recovering, he surged through the doorway to sweep his little sister up in a crushing hug. “Helena, you’re really alive. You’re all right.”

	“Yes, it’s good to see you, too, Axel, now will you let me breathe?” she gasped out.

	He stepped back but kept his hands on her arms, his mouth scrunched up like he was holding back tears. “I just can’t believe you’re really here.” Looking her up and down, he said, “You’ve grown. You’re taller than you were.”

	Helena snorted. “So have you. Look at you, all grown up. Michael tells me you’re even married now.” She shoved him lightly in the shoulder. “How could you get married without me and make me miss my chance to be a bridesmaid?”

	“Well, maybe if you’d dropped me a line to let me know you were still alive, I would have waited,” he teased lightly. “Mother and Father are going to be so thrilled to see you!”

	Helena peered around him. “Where are they? Aren’t they here?” 

	Axel shook his head. “No, it wasn’t a good time for Father to leave the city. They sent me with a carriage so I can bring you back as soon as possible. They really wanted to be here, though,” he smiled softly. “But it doesn’t matter. You’ll be home soon enough.”

	Helena frowned and took a step back. “Home? I don’t want to go home right now. I want to stay with Michael!”

	It was Axel’s turn to frown. “What do you mean, you don’t want to go home? We’ve believed you dead for years. Mother and Father are desperate to see you!”

	“Well, if they’re so desperate, then they can come here,” Helena said, raising her chin defiantly. “This has always been my home. I’m not going to Himmelsburg unless Michael comes with us.” 

	Axel glanced between them, a confused expression on his face. “Helena,” he said, “I know you two are friends, but there will be time later. I don’t understand why you would defy Father’s request just to be near him.”

	Helena raised her chin farther. “Because he’s my true love,” she replied loftily. “I’m not leaving him.”

	Axel gaped at her. Glancing at Michael, he laughed uneasily. “Ah, Helena, you do know Michael and Arabella are married, right?”

	“Of course, I do,” Helena sniffed. “But it doesn’t change the fact that he’s my true love.”

	“And what makes you say that?” Axel asked. Rather than focusing on his sister, his eyes were jumping between all of them. Including, Ella noticed, Ella’s loyal guard, who under normal circumstances had no business being in the dining room at that time.

	“Because he’s the one who woke me up,” Helena declared. “Only a kiss from my true love could do that, so that means Michael. Is. My. True love.”

	 “Is it true, Axel?” Ella asked softly. “Is that the condition that could break the curse?” 

	Axel rubbed the back of his neck. “I was only three years old when it happened, and Mother and Father never really discussed it. Or at least, not around me. I think Mother might have said something about it the day Helena pricked her finger, but I wasn’t exactly taking notes.”

	Ella gulped. “So, it could be true?”

	“I don’t know,” Axel rushed to say. “I really can’t say one way or the other. To be honest, I couldn’t have told you that a kiss of any sort would do it. I only remember something about magic to draw men towards her and other magic to drive everyone from her presence.” 

	There was silence for several awkward minutes. Finally, Axel cleared his throat and said, “I’m afraid I outpaced the carriage a bit on the way here, but I’m sure it will arrive soon. It doesn’t look like there is any point in taking your clothes, but is there anything else you would like to bring, Helena?”

	Helena folded her arms across her chest. “Michael,” she said firmly, staring her brother down.

	“I meant belongings,” he growled. “You are getting in the carriage, and Michael and Arabella are not welcome. No offense,” he added, throwing a quick glance at the Daric royalty.

	“None taken,” Ella hurriedly assured him. Michael said nothing. Like Ella, he was still sitting at the table, but he was tense as he watched the exchange.

	Charlie stepped forward. “If I can be of any assistance, Prince Axel, I would be glad to provide it.”

	Giving him a slight smile, Axel shook his head. “Thank you for the offer, but if Helena has enough things to warrant help, I’m sure one of the manservants will carry things for us. Should I find myself in need of the services of a guard,” he continued, fixing hard eyes on his sister, “one of my own is outside, and more will be arriving with the carriage.”

	The subtle threat was not lost on Helena. She scowled at her brother, but she excused herself to collect her things without further fuss.

	While Ella was relieved that Axel would be carting Helena away despite the princess’s protests, she had to admit to being surprised by his manner. She had always known him as an easy-going, friendly young man. The amount of steel in his voice was unexpected. 

	Within the hour, Axel, Helena, and their entourage were on the forest road. Axel had allowed a brief goodbye, sparing only the quickest handshake himself for his friends, as he was anxious to make it home before the short amount of daylight ended. His hurry didn’t stop him from serenading them with a farewell song, but they missed the end since he did it from the back of his horse as he rode.

	“Now what?” Ella asked as she retreated up the castle steps with Michael. “I suppose there is no longer a reason to believe Reineggburg is unsafe. Do we stay the last few days after all?”

	Michael stared straight ahead. His eyes seemed far away. “I don’t know,” he murmured. “Everything is…”

	She waited, but he didn’t finish the sentence. They walked through the front door, Ella thanking the servant holding it with a nod. 

	“Personally, I vote for going home. Surely with the startling news, we could be forgiven for arriving early,” Ella told him. When he didn’t respond, she added, “If you need me, I’ll be in the library.”

	She directed her steps that way and increased her pace, pulling away from Michael. She didn’t turn to see where he decided to go; she only knew he didn’t follow her.

	 

	


CHAPTER 34

	Ella

	M


	ichael didn’t follow her, but Charlie did. As in the dining room, he took up a post by the window. Unlike in the dining room, though, he didn’t appear to be guarding. It was more like he was simply there so that she wasn’t alone. 

	After moping around the castle all afternoon, Michael announced that they would be returning to Hartford the next morning to bring the news of Princess Helena’s return. Since they weren’t trying to delay their arrival, and since they would be expected to arrive in state, he opted to travel in normal fashion instead of attempting the same method they used in the opposite direction. Or such were the reasons he gave Ella, at least.

	Ella thought she would welcome having separate rooms again. Especially after the tension of Helena’s reappearance, removing the awareness of unmet expectations seemed highly desirable.

	Instead, she found herself missing the extra warmth on the other side of the bed and the strong arms that would often wrap around her. She longed for the sound of another person moving through the room preparing for the day. And it wasn’t nearly the same to be efficiently buttoned up by Jackie as it was to let Michael hover too close while he inexpertly fumbled with the small buttons, even after a month of practice. Although perhaps he only pretended to struggle to give his fingers an excuse.

	They rode next to each other when she was allowed to be on Shadow instead of sitting in the carriage. She couldn’t see much of Michael but his eyes; he had a muffler wrapped around his throat and nose because of his cold, although he complained he couldn’t breathe with it on. Aside from that, he was distant, lost in thought most of the time. Ella didn’t try very hard to draw him out; she doubted she wanted to know what was on his mind.

	She was disheartened enough that she even crawled into the carriage for the final few miles home instead of riding sidesaddle.

	The carriage had barely rolled to a stop in the courtyard of Hartford Castle, and Ella had only just poked her head out into the twilight, when Justin came bounding through the crowd to greet them. “Michael! Arabella!” he exclaimed. “You’re back early.”

	Michael paused in reaching for Ella’s hand and wrapped an arm around his brother instead. “You’re just excited that I’ll be able to take my workload back,” he accused lightheartedly.

	“Of course,” Justin joked, grinning. “They say you never appreciate what you have until it’s gone, and you would not believe how much I appreciate you now, brother.”

	Laughing, Michael extended his hand to Ella again. She took it carefully, trying not to linger as if she wanted the contact. “Careful, I might let you keep some of it so you keep appreciating me for what you don’t have to deal with.”

	“It would be my pleasure to keep some of it,” Justin replied, clapping his brother on the back. “Maybe then, Father wouldn’t have to send you off on month-long vacations to prevent you working yourself to death.”

	The brothers’ banter made Ella smile. It had been a long time since Michael had been relaxed enough to act like this at home. They may not have come back with the great improvements to their marriage for which King Phillip had hoped, but surely the lightening of Michael’s spirits made it worth it. She could always hope that he would extend a little bit of it to her, as well.

	Assuming he could banish Helena from his thoughts.

	Her smile fell away. That would never happen.

	Her trunks would make it to her quarters without her participation, but memories of Helena stole her appetite for hanging around the princes, even though she always enjoyed Justin’s upbeat personality. So instead of waiting for Michael to escort her, she began picking her way through the crowd on her own.

	“Princess Arabella!” 

	Ella turned in the direction of the young voice that had hailed her. On the edge of the bustle stood a short young woman with black hair who was waving energetically to her.

	Her face broke into a wide smile as she changed course. “Lady Lucinda, it’s good to see you,” she greeted when she was close enough. “How are you doing?” 

	“Well, thank you. Did you have a good trip?”

	“It was…interesting.” Ella ducked her head while Lady Lucinda bit her lip uncertainly. Changing the topic, she said, “I notice you’re at the castle at this late hour.”

	Even in the twilight, Ella could see a slight blush grace the younger woman’s cheeks. “Yes. Although my grandmother has a house in town, Queen Elaine has graciously offered me the use of one of the guest rooms.”

	“Not a guest suite?” Ella asked, surprised.

	“I—yes, it is one of the suites,” Lady Lucinda admitted.

	Her confusion was sweet, Ella thought. And the fact that she was embarrassed, rather than preening, suggested that the benefits of a royal connection were not her aim, which raised her in Ella’s estimation. She considered teasing her companion about the younger prince, but decided that she’d said enough for the moment. The simple fact that the queen had moved her into the castle indicated that the relationship was progressing nicely; Lady Lucinda’s family wasn’t of quite high enough rank to earn her a spot otherwise when her family had their own lodgings nearby.

	Lady Charlotte had only been in the castle because her father was a duke. Unfortunately.

	Ella sternly pushed thoughts of her ex-rival out of her mind. Michael had dismissed the noblewoman rather rudely; it was unlikely that she would be a problem in the future.

	Even when she was a problem, she was less of a threat than Princess Helena.

	“I would love to see it,” Ella told her. “May I have a tour?”

	“Aren’t you waiting for Prince Michael?”

	“Aren’t you waiting for Justin?” Ella returned with a raised eyebrow.

	“I—why would you think—” Lady Lucinda stammered.

	Rolling her eyes, Ella said, “Lady Lucinda—”

	“Just Lucinda, please,” the lady in question interrupted.

	“Lucinda, then. I have eyes in my head. I may be a little slow at picking up on social cues sometimes, but even I can tell what’s going on.”

	“Going on?” Lucinda squeaked. “N-nothing’s—”

	“There’s no use denying it.” The blush was impossible to miss by now. Ella leaned closer. “I know you don’t need my approval, but if it helps, you have it.” Winking, she straightened. “Now, do we need to wait on the boys, or shall we go survey your new quarters?”

	~

	Thankfully, Lucinda decided that it was better to disappear with Ella than risk the princes coming over and witnessing her deep embarrassment, because it meant Ella missed King Phillip’s arrival and Michael’s explanation of their failure to stay away for the required length of time. King Phillip’s temporary ire, she could manage; Michael’s description of Helena’s discovery, on the other hand, she preferred to avoid. Even though Michael undoubtedly had the good sense to leave out the “true love” bit.

	A knock on her door mid-morning the next day startled her out of her reverie as she stood moodily at her window. Even greater was her surprise when she opened it to find Michael standing in the hallway.

	“I didn’t see you at breakfast,” he commented, holding out a napkin-wrapped jelly-filled doughnut. “I thought you might be hungry. Is everything all right?”

	“Thank you,” she murmured, taking the offering. She took in the practical leather outfit under his cloak. “As much as it can be, I suppose. Are you going somewhere?”

	He adjusted his bracers. “I have a free hour to train. Would you like to join me for the archery portion?”

	“Are you sure you don’t have me confused with someone else?” she asked coolly, taking a careful bite of the doughnut. A string of jelly tried to break and swing onto her dress, but she managed to catch it. So much for looking dignified. Maybe she should avoid eating while snubbing in the future.

	Michael folded his arms across his chest and dropped his shoulder against the doorframe with a sigh. “Ella, we practiced together every day the entire time we were at Reineggburg. I thought the whole point of you learning was so you could join me.”

	“Maybe.” Dratted doughnut. It was her favorite kind, but it was not cooperating. “But that was before you found a better partner.”

	“Before I—Ella, I am asking you to spend time with me,” Michael growled in frustration. “How does that make me the bad guy?”

	“Maybe because I’m a convenient replacement,” Ella retorted. Her eyes were starting to burn, but she refused to let him see her cry. Blinking rapidly, she opened her mouth, but she couldn’t think of a properly-cutting reply in the time left before the tears spilled over, so she closed it again, stepped back, and slammed the door in his face.

	She heard the scuff of his boots and a muttered word of which his mother would have disapproved as he leapt away from the doorframe to avoid it.

	The bitter triumph she felt over the altercation waned as she wandered from one end of her room to the other. Stretching her muscles with the familiar exercise would have been a nice change from the travel of the last few days, and the physical exertion might have helped with her crummy mood. She could go later, when Michael wouldn’t be there, but she had a feeling King Phillip would frown upon her presence at the training grounds sans her husband.

	A quiet knock drew her attention. “Go away, Michael,” she all but snarled.

	“Princess Arabella?” a much more welcome voice called through the door.

	She hurried over and opened it. “Charlie. Good morning. What are you doing here?”

	“Jackie sent for me,” he explained. “She was on her way to your room and happened to overhear your…discussion with the crown prince.”

	“Oh.”

	“It is none of my business,” he said carefully, looking down the hall instead of at her, “but I would have expected you to be pleased by his request. And his peace offering.”

	Peace offering? She thought back over the encounter. What had he—

	The jelly doughnut. Michael knew it was her favorite.

	She sighed. “It didn’t feel right. Coming on the heels of…” She trailed off.

	“Archery with Princess Helena?” Charlie asked gently.

	“Yes,” she confessed unwillingly.

	Charlie shifted and looked at his boots. “Henry informed me that Prince Michael began with the sword today. If you were to prepare quickly, I expect you could still join him for the bow. If you wished.”

	Even when she wasn’t recruiting them, her guardsmen were still looking out for more than her physical wellbeing. And her maid, apparently. The thought made her smile, even though she still didn’t really want to shoot with Michael. “Thank you, Charlie. I’ll be out in a moment.”

	Ten minutes later, she strolled into the training yard with Charlie an appropriate two steps behind. Michael was already standing near the archery field. A strung bow sat on a bench next to him while he pulled arrows out of a bin. He viewed Charlie with narrowed eyes as they approached, tracing his route as Charlie nodded briefly and then veered off to join Henry where some of the guards were practicing swordplay.

	He transferred his attention to Ella. “Did you need something?”

	“I’m sorry for what I said.” She twisted her hands together. “I appreciate that you are trying to fit me into your day. Does the offer still stand?”

	He selected another arrow before coughing into his arm. “What was Charles doing with you?”

	This again? Ella frowned. “Talking some sense into me and then escorting me through the training yard so that I wouldn’t be wandering through on my own. Shouldn’t both of those things please you?”

	Michael shrugged noncommittally. “I didn’t realize a personal guard’s job included talking…” He drifted off, thinking. “Never mind. I take it back.”

	“Trust me, I don’t think he enjoyed it,” Ella said wryly.

	He offered her a weak smile and gestured to a nearby rack. “Well, are you going to get a bow or not?”

	It wasn’t perfect on either side, but it was a start.

	~

	If they had been allowed to simply progress from there, Ella thought, everything might have been fine. Michael might have gotten over his jealousy. Ella might have acknowledged the little ways in which he was proving he valued her, even after their return to Hartford. In a few days, she might have finally allowed him that kiss that he’d been trying to get ever since their picnic lunch.

	But alas, life was not so kind.

	Ella tried not to dwell on the “might have been” as she strode through the castle. She had whined a bit to Edna yesterday, who was sympathetic but had refrained from offering any advice. Ella wasn’t sure if that was because Edna didn’t have any, or if she believed Ella was more in need of a listening ear at the moment than someone to fix things.

	Perhaps. Or perhaps Ella was simply so devoid of hope that there was no point in providing advice.

	The morning after Michael invited Ella to train with him, she had been humming happily to herself as she dressed in training clothes again. They had actually scheduled to meet this time, and she was looking forward to another half-hour in the oddly-relaxed atmosphere of the archery field. She had heard a commotion outside. Hurrying to a window in the hall with a view of the courtyard, she had seen a lone horsewoman dismounting in the middle of a quickly-accumulating crowd.

	The hood of the horsewoman’s cloak covered her face, but Ella had had a sinking feeling that she knew who it was. 

	What was she doing here?

	Ella could have been wrong, but she wasn’t. Apparently, Princess Helena had slipped away from her parents and brother as soon as possible, snagged a horse, and ridden for Hartford. And King Phillip didn’t feel he could send her straight home again – by herself or with a contingent of Daric guards – without the risk of offending the Ralnorans, even though King Steffan was a personal friend.

	He did immediately dispatch a messenger to his friend asking for instructions regarding his daughter, but until they heard back, their uninvited guest was there to stay.

	Michael had reacted as Ella expected. He invited Helena to join him and Ella in their archery sessions; Ella had gone the first couple of days, but she hadn’t bothered this morning since he barely seemed aware she was present.

	His place at meals had become the chair next to his old flame, and they had plans to go horseback riding that afternoon. Michael had invited Ella to come with the small group, but was it because he truly wanted to include her, or just because he felt bad about leaving her out?

	Stumbling through her door, she flopped down on a nearby sofa. Why couldn’t Helena have stayed dead? 

	Ella chided herself for the uncharitable thought. It wasn’t Helena’s fault that the world had changed so much in the twelve years she had been absent, nor was it her fault that Michael wasn’t setting appropriate boundaries. Although, Ella huffed, the young woman could grow up and make her own choice to leave him be.

	A soft knock sounded on her door. “Your Highness? Are you in there?”

	“You can come on in, Jackie,” Ella called wearily.

	The door opened, and her tiny maid tripped lightly in. “Do you need my help preparing for the afternoon?”

	“I might go for a ride on Shadow,” Ella replied, staring at the ceiling.

	“With Prince Michael and…the others?”

	She grimaced. “I haven’t decided yet. But I suppose I’ll dress for it, anyway.” She pushed off the sofa with a groan. “Although a nap is an enticing idea.”

	“Are you well, Princess?” Jackie asked anxiously.

	“As well as can be expected,” Ella glumly replied.

	Once dressed, she wandered out to the gardens to fill the time until the group was scheduled to leave. Thoughts of Michael and Helena kept plaguing her.

	Even if King Phillip were able to send Helena home, Ella couldn’t keep them apart forever. Unless something changed, this problem, this hovering around Helena, was going to happen every time Helena and Michael were together, whether in Daraigh or Ralnor. The problem wasn’t really Helena; it was Michael, because he’d been entranced even before she communicated her own continued interest.

	But what could Ella do about it?

	If Edna had been feeling advice-prone, she might have told Ella to confront Michael about it. Unfortunately, a mouse would probably have more luck convincing a cat not to eat it than Ella would have in talking Michael out of seeing Helena.

	Because Ella couldn’t do it.

	She’d managed to stand up to Helena, sort of, in Reineggburg, and she’d shown some displeasure towards Michael before for his philandering. But to actually talk to him about it? To tell him just what she thought and insist he change his behavior? She could sooner jump over the moon.

	Trailing her hand along the evergreen hedge as she meandered through the maze, she absently turned a corner, not paying attention to where she was going. If she managed to get lost or wandered for too long and missed the group’s departure, no one would miss her. At least half of her wanted to miss it, anyway.

	She’d been hearing low voices for a little while, but she had been too lost in her thoughts to pay it much mind. The sight of the embracing couple around the corner brought her back to reality, though. Embarrassed, she began to retrace her steps when her mind caught up with what she was seeing.

	Or rather, who she was seeing.

	For half a moment, she turned back in their direction, preparing to charge in and turn into a little spitfire.

	But then her face crumpled, and as the tears fell from her eyes, she spun on her heel and dashed back through the maze. She didn’t know where she was going. She didn’t know what she was planning on doing. She just knew she had to get away.

	“Princess?” a startled voice called out as she flew past the stables. “What’s wrong?”

	Looking up, she saw a group of grooms preparing horses for the group ride. Perfect. That’s what she needed.

	Changing course and slowing down so she wouldn’t spook the horses, she searched the small crowd for Shadow. She veered towards the groom holding her.

	“Thank you, I’ll take her,” she said, grabbing the reins from the surprised young man. She led Shadow out of the crush, then put her foot in the stirrup and swiftly mounted, not bothering with appearances.

	“Princess!” Charlie dodged a groom and reached for Shadow’s reins. “What are you doing?”

	Ella pulled Shadow’s head sideways to avoid him. “Heading out on my ride.”

	“But the group isn’t leaving yet.” He made another grab for the reins as Ella pushed Shadow forward. “And shouldn’t you be sidesaddle?” he prompted, lengthening his stride to keep up.

	“I’m not going with the group.”

	“You’re not leaving on your own!” Charlie growled. “Not again!”

	“You’re welcome to come with me, Charlie,” Ella snapped, not looking at him. “But I’m going. Now.” She squeezed her knees to urge Shadow into a trot.

	Charlie stopped trying to catch Shadow and ran back towards the stables. “Where’s Destrier?” he called to one of the grooms.

	“He’s not out yet, sir.”

	“What about Bentley?”

	“Sorry, sir, Oliver isn’t riding out today.”

	“Is there any horse belonging to the guard saddled already?” he desperately cried.

	Ella didn’t hear the answer. The back gate loomed ahead. The guards hadn’t challenged her yet, since they were more concerned with keeping people out than keeping them in, but she needed to make sure she got through.

	One of the guards turned at the quick sound of Shadow’s hooves on the cobblestones. “Your Highness? Where are your attendants?”

	“Coming,” she replied tersely. She didn’t slow.

	The guards exchanged an uncertain look, but didn’t move to block the gate. She was close enough. If they decided to try, she could break through.

	“We’ll wait with you,” the other guard said, starting to step into her path.

	She squeezed her knees and leaned over her mount’s neck. Shadow launched into a canter. The guard leaped back as they thundered past.

	“Princess! Wait!”

	Ella ignored the yells and concentrated on avoiding pedestrians as she steered through the few streets between herself and the western city gate. She pressed Shadow to a gallop as soon as she cleared the gate and veered off the main road. Always one for speed, Shadow tossed her head and stretched her legs out, flying across the meadow.

	It was dangerous to maintain the speed through the trees on the other side, but Ella steered towards a thin trail that would give them a clear path. Her surroundings blurred as she gave Shadow her head and let the air whipping her hair ease the tension in her mind, even if it couldn’t stop the heartbreak. But maybe it could push the painful thoughts away, for at least a little while.

	When they had run far enough that Shadow was lathered, Ella reined her in to give her a break. Shadow snorted and tossed her head, but dropped down to a trot and then finally a walk.

	Ella slumped in the saddle. She couldn’t outrun her problems, any more than she could when she escaped into the city in her old clothes. But at least here in the barren forest, there was no one to see her misery.

	Pounding hooves sounded on the path behind her, but she didn’t bother to turn around and look. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered right now. Besides, she knew who it was.

	“What did you think you were doing?” Charlie angrily exclaimed as he pulled his horse to a walk beside her. “You cannot just run out of the castle by yourself like that, let alone into the countryside. It’s dangerous! Do you want the king to put a constant detail on you again?”

	Ella didn’t even look at him. Staring down at Shadow’s ears, she dully replied, “It doesn’t matter. He probably won’t care soon, anyway.”

	The anger on Charlie’s face began to melt into confused concern. “What do you mean by that? Why would he not care?”

	The scene in the maze played out in front of her again. She squeezed her eyes shut and said nothing. How could she possibly admit what she’d witnessed?

	“Princess?” he asked gently. “What happened? What were you running from?”

	She couldn’t do it. He’d understand once Michael sent her away. 

	Did it make her pathetic that she still loved him? What was she supposed to do?

	“Arabella?”

	Maybe if she loved him, she should stop making things so hard for him. Maybe she should clear the way for him to be happy. She couldn’t stomach going back to her stepmother, though, and anywhere she went, she’d be alone. Even more alone than she was now.

	“Ella?” Charlie’s voice was worried. Caring.

	Maybe there was another option.

	Before she could think better of it, she turned and impulsively blurted out, “Charlie, would you run away with me?”

	 

	


CHAPTER 35

	Michael

	M


	ichael strolled through the gardens with Helena on his arm. Most of the plants were brown and leafless, dormant for the winter or dead and not yet cleared by the gardeners. Nearby, an older man expertly operated his pruning shears, already preparing for spring.

	“Let’s go this way,” Helena said, pulling his arm and pointing towards the hedge maze.

	“We don’t want to be late for the ride,” Michael protested. He enjoyed his time with Helena, and her hand was as comfortable on his arm as it had ever been, but his better sense told him that wandering the winter gardens was only a good idea as long as they stayed in the open.

	“Oh, come on, you’re already dressed for it, aren’t you?” Helena pressed. He nodded. “We’ll keep an eye on the time, and it will be fine.”

	Michael let her drag him to the entrance. The hedges towered above them, blocking them from view of anyone not in the same lane.

	They walked in silence until they passed the first bend. Then Helena leaned closer. “Michael, when are you going to do something about this?”

	“About what?”

	“You know what,” she glared. “Us. You’re my true love, but—”

	He sighed. “Helena, I’m married.”

	“I know,” she sniffed. “That’s the problem. So, I repeat: when are you going to do something about it?”

	Michael frowned and looked away. He understood why Helena wanted it, but as of yet, he hadn’t been able to convince himself that it was the right thing to do. True love was great and all, but…he’d promised. He’d given his word before the kingdom to love Ella and forsake all others.

	“I don’t understand why you’re hesitating! It’s all over the castle that you were going to send her away so you could marry Lady Charlotte; why don’t you go ahead and follow through with it so you can marry me?”

	His heart fell. All over the castle? Had he really been that indiscreet, that everyone thought he was planning to trade wives?

	Maybe Ella had a good excuse for not wanting to kiss him.

	“You don’t owe her anything. Isn’t she involved with that guard who’s always following her around?”

	Michael stopped and stared at her. Where did she get her gossip from? Ella wasn’t—

	Or was she?

	She said she wasn’t. But she also said they were friends. And he was sure that sometimes when Charles looked at her…

	Maybe Ella didn’t want to kiss him because he was no longer whom she desired.

	Helena reached up and took his face in her hands. “Michael, please. I’ve heard all about the struggles you’ve had. It’s obvious the two of you aren’t close, no matter what you may have felt when you married her. Why condemn both of you to be miserable for the rest of your lives when you could fix it so easily?”

	Was that true? Would sending her away fix things? Would they both be unhappy if he didn’t?

	“You’d be happier with me, Michael,” Helena whispered, looking into his eyes. “You, me, Ella, her guard – we’d all be happier. Why can’t you just choose me?”

	Then before he registered what she was doing, she pulled him down and pressed her lips against his.

	He should have pushed her away. What she was doing was not only improper, it was wrong. He was married to someone else!

	But he was so shocked, he froze just long enough to feel it.

	For over a month, he’d been trying to kiss his wife and been denied. For months before that, he hadn’t even tried, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want the benefits of being married.

	He was like a man lost in a desert and dying of thirst, stumbling into an oasis.

	Without thinking, he responded, kissing her back. He wrapped his arms around her and drew her closer.

	Distantly, he heard a gasp and the scuffling of feet on the gravel path, but he was too absorbed in the physical enjoyment of the kiss to properly register it. It had been too long since he’d held Ella in his arms and—

	It wasn’t Ella in his arms.

	Grasping Helena firmly by the shoulders, he shoved her away and took several steps back, looking frantically around. Had someone seen them? He thought he’d heard someone. If word got back to his father, or worse, Ella—!

	A white-haired woman in shabby clothes stood at the end of the lane. He didn’t recognize her, but her arms were crossed, and she was scowling at them both.

	“May I help you?” he asked politely. He straightened his waistcoat under his cloak and attempted to appear perfectly composed. Regardless of what she’d witnessed, it was possible she didn’t know who he was, or at the least, that she didn’t know what his wife looked like.

	Although since the way he had pushed Helena away reeked of guilt, he was hoping for the former.

	“And here I hoped she was exaggerating, seeing things that weren’t there out of jealousy. After what she told me when I first met her, I should have known.” The woman’s voice was scathing. “You should be ashamed of yourself! At least she,” she jabbed a finger in Helena’s direction, “has the excuse of being as mature as a thirteen-year-old, despite being twenty-five physically.” Helena gasped in outrage. “But you! You should know better. You are a prince and reported to be responsible. How could you do this to her?”

	“Who are you? And to whom are you referring?” he said coldly.

	The woman narrowed her eyes at him. “My name is Edna, not that it matters. And I believe you know exactly to whom I am referring.”

	Helena puffed up like an angry cat as she stepped up beside Michael. “What business is it of yours? Who do you think you are, to question the crown prince like this?”

	Edna shifted her focus to Helena. “The person who kept you from being doomed to everlasting sleep.”

	Some of Helena’s ire drained out and was replaced by confusion. “Michael was the one who woke me up,” she said, a little uncertainly.

	“And he did it all on his own, did he?” Edna scoffed. “If not for my magic, no one might ever have found you, and nothing would have woken you even if they did.”

	“Then how can you question Michael’s and my right to be together?” Helena started to puff up again. “How can you, of all people, deny that he is my true love?”

	“What makes you think he is?” Edna asked.

	“Because that was the requirement!”

	“So sure of that, are you?” she pushed. “Even though you were just a baby when both the curse and the amendment were cast?”

	Helena hesitated. “It’s…what I heard from my mother.”

	“I should have known Queen Carina would muddle it up,” the old woman muttered under her breath. Out loud, she answered, “True love had nothing to do with it. As I told your mother at the time, true love is not fated from your birth. True love is developed over time, through hard work and tough decisions. I couldn’t make it conditional upon your true love because I couldn’t know you’d have one at the time you pricked your finger!”

	“What was the condition, then?” Michael asked, finally rejoining the conversation.

	Edna rounded on him. “As a married man, you shouldn’t have met it.”

	“So that means we are meant to be together, then!” Helena jumped in.

	“No!” Edna said firmly. “All it means is that he was not living up to his responsibilities.”

	That made Michael’s own blood boil. “I have done my best not to neglect any of my responsibilities! I was worn out from my responsibilities when Ella and I left for Reineggburg.”

	Edna held up a finger. “Perhaps, but you neglected the most important one.”

	“And what is that?” he demanded.

	“Your wife.”

	That drew him up short. Ella? What did she have to do with his responsibilities? “I haven’t—”

	“Before your trip, when was the last time you gave her thirty minutes of your undivided attention?”

	“I—”

	The protest died on his lips. He spent so much of his time in meetings, training, observing patrols, and the like, that he often had little time left for himself. Ella had decided to learn archery just so she could spend time with him, because she barely saw him otherwise. 

	But he had duties!

	He had duties, and they always came first. If he ran out of time and something had to give, it was always his time with Ella that was squeezed out. There would be time later, he had reasoned, when everything else was taken care of. But there was always something new that demanded his attention.

	Was he guilty of neglecting his wife?

	“Exactly.” Edna didn’t expound further on that thread. “The only thing strong enough to break the curse was love by choice. I could have used the bond between friends, but there was no guarantee that she would have a close enough friend to break the magic, so I used romantic love. Romantic love is strong enough that the potential could work. Magic of that kind doesn’t bind properly, though, until a person is eighteen. Since Fabian’s curse would drive everyone away from her resting place, and since there would be at least a two-year gap between when the curse took her and when the magic would take effect, I created a suggestion spell to encourage eligible men to come find her. Over time, it also helped to break down the magic that drove people away.”

	Edna crossed her arms and stared them down. “The requirement to break the curse was that a man who could come to love Helena enough to marry her would kiss her. Not a man who already loved her, not a man who had to marry her. Just one with the potential. And the suggestion magic only called men not fully devoted to another woman. Any others would simply be incredibly uneasy as the magic warred with their love, testing their hearts.” She gave him a pointed look. “If you had been as fully focused on your wife as you should have been, the magic would never have called to you.”

	“Maybe…maybe I didn’t pay as much attention to Ella as I should have before we left,” Michael admitted with a wince. “But for almost a month at Reineggburg before I woke Helena, I had no duties to distract me. I spent almost the whole time with Ella! How can you say I wasn’t fully focused on her?”

	Edna’s eyes were piercing. “Then why did the magic call you?”

	Helena crossed her arms, and as he looked over at her, Michael realized that Edna might—might—have a point. He had been physically present, yes, but he had often been frustrated with Ella’s emotional distance…and fantasized about having Helena in her place. It had seemed harmless at the time, seeing as how Helena was dead, and all.

	Until she turned out to not be as dead as he thought. And apparently, the reason that that was his doing, rather than that of any other man at the castle, was because he had allowed the thoughts at all, regardless of whether the object of his desire was attainable or not.

	“Oh, like this is all his fault.” Helena looked down her nose at Edna. “Arabella has been making eyes at one of her guards for months. She’s no more committed than you’re trying to claim Michael is.”

	Edna turned her canny expression on Michael. “Tell me, Your Highness, did Ella ever touch you while you felt the magic’s call?”

	“Yes,” he replied warily.

	“What happened when she did?”

	“I was never aware when it was calling me. But whenever I didn’t know why I was where I was, she was touching me. She claimed that was how she always brought me back to an awareness of my surroundings.”

	Edna nodded. “And did she ever touch this guard?”

	“Once,” Michael said slowly. “She said nothing happened with him. She had to scream to break him out of it.”

	“And there you have it,” the woman said in a satisfied manner, as if that explained everything instead of nothing at all.

	“I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

	“Oh, did I forget that part?” Edna asked, surprised. “Suggestion spells are just short of being compulsion spells, which are unethical and forbidden, you know. To keep it from crossing the line, I had to add in all kinds of ways to limit its influence on the men it reached for. It only came in waves, and the current wave could be broken by a loud noise. But also, the touch of a woman who loves him would remove its influence from a man. Considering the type of man that I needed to have find you, Princess, it seemed like a reasonable limiter.”

	“Therefore, the fact it worked on me and not on Charles means she loves me and doesn’t love him,” Michael clarified slowly.

	“Precisely,” Edna verified, looking pleased.

	Could he believe her? Or was it a convenient explanation drawn up on the spot? For that matter, how did he even know that Edna was who she said she was, and not simply a friend of Ella’s trying to make him feel guilty?

	He’d always heard rumors of magic, of course. But he’d never believed any of them until he woke his childhood friend from an enchanted sleep. Rules or limits of magic, laws of kingdoms or among the magic users themselves regarding the use of magic, how one might be able to tell if a person was a magic user – he had no knowledge on any of these subjects. And he certainly had no memory of his two-year-old attendance at Helena’s christening when all of the magic-casting took place. Therefore, he had no way to confirm or deny Edna’s claims unless he could find someone who did remember.

	“Well,” he began before Helena could spit out the thought he could see glowing in her eyes. “Thank you for the information. Unfortunately, we are expected soon, so we will have to take our leave.”

	Edna shook her head as Michael offered his arm to Helena. “He didn’t hear a word I said,” she muttered.

	Michael ignored her, turning back to the way from which they had come. Helena seethed beside him, but at his tight head shake kept her words to herself until they cleared the maze.

	“I can’t believe you listened to her!” she snarled. Quietly, thankfully, so as not to attract the attention of the old gardener or one of his two young assistants. “As if the Ralnoran magic user who amended my curse would just happen to be in Daraigh, in your gardens no less, and dressed like a pauper!”

	“You looked like you believed who she was, at least at first,” he pointed out. “Besides, are you sure the magic user was Ralnoran?”

	“She was at my christening,” she said as if it were obvious.

	Michael rolled his eyes. “So was I, if you recall, and I’m not Ralnoran. At least, not the last time I checked.”

	“We could fix that,” she teased.

	“Marrying you would not make me Ralnoran, nor would it give me citizenship, since I’m the crown prince of Daraigh. If anything, it would make you Daric,” he replied easily. “However, I do not believe that this is an appropriate place for a conversation of that nature.”

	She took the hint and dropped the subject. “Well, I still don’t think you should trust her. I know my mother said it would be my true love.”

	Michael didn’t doubt that. Queen Carina had always been a bit of a romantic and rather dramatic. Axel had to get it from somewhere, after all. 

	Not being in the mood for the discussion, Michael chose to keep his peace. 

	When they arrived at the stables, it was to find a slight uproar. Several of the other nobles who were to accompany them had already arrived, and the few women were in a tight cluster, gossiping away like a pack of hens. The grooms seemed flustered, and two of Ella’s guardsmen were mounted and heading out, while a third finished up a conversation with one of the grooms before flinging himself on a horse and charging off after the other two.

	Michael flagged down a groom. “What’s going on? Why all the fuss?”

	“Crown Prince Michael!” the man exclaimed, executing a hasty bow. “Just a few last-minute horses to prepare, that’s all.”

	“Where are those men going in such a hurry?”

	“Following Princess Arabella, Your Highness,” the man replied a bit nervously.

	Michael wrinkled his brow. “I thought she was riding with us.”

	The man shrugged. “She decided to leave early.”

	Glancing at the woman on his arm, he supposed he couldn’t blame Ella for not wanting to accompany him. “But why didn’t her guards leave with her?”

	“One of them did,” the groom answered. “They left in a bit of a rush, though; I believe the others are trying to catch up.”

	“Did anyone else leave with them?” Helena asked. Based on her shrewd expression, Michael had a feeling that she had noticed the same thing he had regarding the three guardsmen flying towards the back gate.

	None of them was Charles.

	“No, Your Highness, not that I saw.” The groom’s eyes flicked between the two royals. “Do you need anything else, Crown Prince Michael?”

	“No, that will be all. You may return to your duties,” Michael said, dismissing the man with a casual wave of his hand.

	“Hmm,” Helena mused once the man had left. She tapped one finger on her chin. “Just the two of them, all by themselves, leaving in a rush…”

	“Cut the act, Helena,” Michael said a bit harshly. “I know what you’re trying to imply.”

	“From what I hear, she’s done it before.”

	“She took one of her guards this time. It’s different.” Michael gritted his teeth and led Helena towards their horses.

	“Hmm, yes, one of her guards. And which one was it?” she asked in a falsely innocent tone.

	“Enough!” he growled out. Not that he could actually order her around, since she was a foreign princess, not one of his nobles. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t find ways to express his displeasure with her.

	Mercifully, she stopped. The small smile on her lips still annoyed him, though.

	There had to be a reasonable explanation. Her other guards were joining them, after all.

	In a very hurried manner that looked more like a pursuit of fugitives than an orderly exit to reach a meeting point.

	His blood began to boil again, but he fought to hold it back. His jealousy had already caused too much trouble with Ella. The old woman had assured him that the difference in his and Charles’s responses to Ella’s touch meant Ella didn’t care for Charles. He had to hold onto that and trust her.

	When they returned from their ride and discovered that neither Ella nor any of her guards had returned, it grew more difficult. He reminded himself that since the three pursuers had yet to return as well, it likely meant they had met up, and the entire group would return together later.

	Unless the other three had failed to find Ella and Charles and were still searching the forest and surrounding area for them. Which, of course, Helena was only too pleased to point out. He should have snarled at her again for it, but he struggled to come up with the requisite anger at her.

	Because he still remembered Ella’s words on their trip to Ralnor back in the spring. How she implied that she wished she had the freedom to leave.

	No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t evade the dark suspicion that this time, Ella wasn’t planning to come back.

	 

	


CHAPTER 36

	Ella

	U


	h…what?”

	Charlie blinked at her, his expression blank. Was it a good sign or not that his reaction was so low-key?

	“You heard me,” she evaded, lacking the gumption to repeat the question.

	He opened his mouth and closed it again. After several minutes of riding in silence, he finally choked out, “Princess, you really shouldn’t joke about things like that. What would you do if someone else heard you?”

	Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe she should let him let her pass it off as a joke.

	The picture of Michael and Helena passionately embracing danced before her eyes.

	“Who said I was joking?” she replied as calmly as she could. 

	Charlie looked away from her. His hands twitched on the reins. “Princess, I—”

	“Don’t you care about me?” she asked. Her voice was shakier than she would have preferred.

	“I—of course. I wouldn’t be on your personal guard if I didn’t care about your wellbeing.” His eyes darted around, still not coming anywhere near her, and he shifted in his saddle.

	Not exactly the answer she was looking for. Was he wishing he could run away from her? He seemed highly uncomfortable.

	Had she miscalculated? Maybe he didn’t see her as anything beyond a friend, if that.

	They continued, side by side, while Ella considered their past interactions. She’d never thought about it before today; she’d always assumed Michael’s distaste for Charlie was based solely in his own jealousy. Perhaps that was all it was. But as she thought about it…if there was a possibility that Michael could see something that she hadn’t at the time…

	Really, at this point, what did she have to lose?

	She took a deep breath and gathered her courage. “Charlie?” He had relaxed somewhat in the absence of further conversation, but he tensed again at her voice. That boded well. Maybe she should stop while she was ahead.

	No. This was as much for Michael as for herself.

	“Charlie, do you—do you—love me?”

	His eyes went wide, and she feared for a moment that he would fall off his horse, he swung around to face her so fast. Nudging his horse away from her a little – the narrow path wouldn’t let him go far – he gulped before answering. “As a married woman, it is highly inappropriate for you to ask that question of anyone other than your husband.”

	Ella glared at the path ahead. “My husband is hardly in the position to make an issue of propriety at the moment.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his brow furrow at this comment. “What if I’m asking anyway?”

	Charlie dropped his eyes. “Then it would not be appropriate for me to give an answer to that question to a married woman.”

	“I see,” she said softly. And even though she was sometimes a little slow with social cues, she thought she did.

	Charlie was a good man. A good, honorable man.

	“May I ask what brought this on?” he ventured after a while. “You’ve been awfully committed to repairing your relationship with the prince to suddenly flee the castle and…” He cleared his throat. “And…you know,” he finished lamely.

	Ella gave him a grin so weak that it was practically a grimace. It couldn’t be that much worse to admit to what she had seen than to have asked him what she had. She opened her mouth to answer, then closed it again when her throat started to close off. Blinking back the tears, she forced the words out. “Michael’s in love with Princess Helena.”

	“He may be spending a lot of time with her, but,” he paused and grimaced, “it’s not the first time.”

	“This time it’s different,” she almost whispered through her tight throat.

	“Why?”

	Ella clenched the reins tighter and kept her eyes focused on Shadow’s ears. She couldn’t face the compassionate expression she knew he had in his eyes. Couldn’t dwell on the gentleness of his voice, or she would lose it. “I’m certain he only escorted the others around. But he—he—”

	She couldn’t say it. Saying it would make it undeniably real. As long as she didn’t say it, it could stay in her mind. A nightmare generated by her subconscious in her sleep, perhaps, not one she witnessed while awake.

	Like the good friend he was – or perhaps just the good guard who didn’t want to pry – Charlie said nothing, waiting for her to find her words. The quiet clip-clop of their horses’ hooves and the occasional chirping of a winter bird fluttering through the branches overhead soothed her.

	She took a deep breath, held it, then let it out in a heavy exhale. “He kissed her.” It was a quiet whisper, barely audible above the slight creaks of leather and the jingling of the tack, but she knew by the way he closed his eyes and slowly shook his head that Charlie had heard.

	“So, you see,” she continued, a little stronger, even if it was still forced, “he’s going to send me away any day now.”

	“You don’t know that,” Charlie said quickly.

	Ella shrugged. “If he hasn’t decided to do as she’s asked, why did he…do what he did?”

	Charlie didn’t reply, but his eyes burned.

	“I tell myself I love him,” Ella said sadly. She watched the barren branches passing overhead. “But if I love him, shouldn’t I want him to be happy? If I’m no longer around, it will make the decision easy for him. He can let me go and be with her.” Turning to Charlie, she pled, “Don’t you see? That’s why I have to go. I know you care about me, Charlie; won’t you come with me?”

	Shaking his head, he met her eyes with a sorrowful smile. “No matter how much I might think I cared for her, it would not be an act of love to run away with another man’s wife.”

	A good, honorable man.

	“But neither is making it easy for him to make a bad decision,” he continued. “You can’t leave, Princess. Even if you go alone, it wouldn’t be right.”

	“And you’re the head of my guard, so you won’t let me anyway,” she sighed. They were almost to the fields on the other side of King’s Forest. The thin winter light was a little brighter ahead.

	He acknowledged her observation with a nod.

	They reached the edge of the trees. Ella took advantage of the increased space to let Shadow stretch her legs in a canter. Charlie nudged his horse to follow her, just like he always did.

	Across fields, through a section of Hanson Forest, and past more fields, they rode. If Ella were Charlie, she might have started questioning whether or not she was trying to make a subtle break for it, after all. They had already been out much longer than they normally would for a ride, and they still had to turn around and go back.

	But perhaps he understood her need for space as her emotions still raged beneath her skin and was trying to allow her as much freedom as he could.

	When the sun was too near the horizon, Charlie finally broke the silence. “We’d better start back, Your Highness. We’re going to run out of light.”

	“I suppose you’re right,” she admitted. With a wistful glance in the direction of the sinking sun, she turned Shadow’s head in the direction of Hartford. 

	After a gallop to reduce the amount of time needed, Ella noticed a horse and rider trotting through the trees they were entering. It looked like…

	“Jacob!” Charlie called. The rider’s head whipped around, and he immediately steered his horse towards them.

	“Jake? What are you doing out here?” Ella asked, confused.

	“Looking for you,” Jake replied. There was a hint of irritation in his voice. It must have been a rough afternoon of searching for him to be so far removed from his normal puppy-like focus and adoration.

	“Why?”

	“Because I sent for them to follow us before I left,” Charlie answered for the teenager. “Where are the others?”

	Jake tightened the reins when his horse tossed its head, displeased with the halt. “We split up to search for you. They should be somewhere in this area, though.”

	Charlie shook his head. “We were on the path. How did you miss us?”

	The younger man shrugged. “You were out of sight by the time we left the gate. We didn’t know where to start. All the guards could tell us was which way you went when you left the road.”

	Sighing, Charlie pulled a whistle out of his breast pocket. “I should have done this to start with.” He blew a few blasts on it and waited. A few moments later, a distant whistle responded, and then another from a different direction.

	Since he didn’t want to keep them standing still with the small amount of daylight left, Charlie led their group of three forward, signaling with the whistle every now and then to update the other two guards on their position. Before long, they appeared out of the trees. Once the whole group was assembled, they picked up the pace.

	The sun was just below the horizon, its final rays lighting the sky with reds and oranges behind them, when they trotted back into the city and approached the gate behind the castle. While most of the castle’s occupants were probably preparing for dinner, a few servants were wandering through the space between the castle and the back wall. When the guards at the gate let out a shout, they gathered toward the gate, ignoring the guard who took off for the main building.

	Ella supposed her absence might have caused a stir by now, even without her rather dramatic departure. She’d been gone for hours.

	Thank the heavens Charlie had insisted on pausing just inside the trees so she could switch to sidesaddle.

	They walked their horses calmly down the street, Charlie in the lead, with Jake riding beside her and the other two taking up the rear. A nice, relaxed procession that did not have any flavor of her being dragged back unwillingly by her loyal guardians.

	After the way she’d taken off, with Charlie tearing after her as soon as he found a horse, it was critical to establish that image. Not that she really had the emotional energy to care at the moment, but she didn’t need to add to the court gossip if she could help it.

	Charlie nodded to the guards at the gate as he approached. They returned the nod and stepped aside to let him pass. Ella could feel their eyes on her as she trotted past with Jake.

	Surprisingly, no one had rushed out of the castle to greet them, so Ella and her guards dismounted and handed their horses off to the grooms, and then Ella bade them farewell and headed inside while they marched off to the barracks.

	Instead of joining the official dinner, Ella stopped by the kitchen and begged a roll and a chunk of cheese from Cook. Perhaps the better choice would be to make an appearance so that the malicious couldn’t claim that she was hiding, but she didn’t feel up to it. For tonight, she’d let them think whatever they felt inclined to think. She’d worry about correcting them tomorrow.

	Maybe.

	Or maybe it wouldn’t matter soon, anyway.

	 

	


CHAPTER 37

	Michael

	A


	 small delegation headed by Prince Axel arrived with minimal fanfare the next morning. Officially, they had come for a routine treaty review. Unofficially, the prince was there to corral his sister.

	Michael and Ella were both lined up in the castle courtyard to greet them. Helena was there, as well, but since she was a visiting royal – and since King Phillip was rather adamant that only his family stand with him – she was a little farther back instead of snuggled up next to Michael, where she preferred to spend most of her time.

	“Michael!” Axel greeted. He held out a gloved hand which Michael grasped firmly in his. “It’s so good to see you again.”

	His voice sounded a little strained to Michael. “Welcome to Hartford, Axel.” Michael peered around him. “Katy didn’t come?”

	“No, she wanted to, but she’s expecting, so she had to stay at home,” Axel grinned.

	“Oh, is she?” Ella cut in. “Congratulations! Is it recent? She hasn’t said anything in her letters.”

	Axel hesitated. “She’s a few months along. I…don’t know why she wouldn’t have mentioned it.”

	“Oh.” Ella looked uncertain as to how to proceed. “I guess I’ll ask her about it, then.”

	“So, where’s my sister?” Axel broke the awkward silence that had descended upon them. “I can’t believe you stole her away from my family so soon.”

	Ella gestured behind them. “Awaiting you with bated breath, I’m sure.”

	Michael forced a grin. “We’ll take you over.”

	“No, no, I can get myself there.” Axel waved him off. “I’ll grab my sister, and let you escort your lovely wife.”

	Right. His wife.

	Helena had barely let up about the way Ella had failed to appear at dinner after she and Charles had finally been dragged back to the castle. She had refrained from saying anything during breakfast – though whether out of respect for Ella’s feelings or fear of the king’s wrath, he wasn’t sure – but her smug expression had set him on edge.

	Not that he was particularly pleased with Ella himself after yesterday.

	Surprisingly, his father hadn’t reinstated her constant guard, which suggested he was not as upset as he had been when she fled to the city several months before. Because she didn’t try to slip out unnoticed? Or because she wasn’t dressed as a peasant? Regardless, he’d certainly been stormy after his audience with her that morning.

	Michael cleared his throat, triggering a cough, and offered his arm. “Shall we?”

	Ella looked at it like it was a snake trying to bite her, but she carefully reached under his cloak and placed her hand upon it.

	Apparently, Ella wasn’t particularly pleased with him, either.

	They passed through the crowd and started down one of the hallways. Later, they would be gathering in the throne room for an “official welcome” for the delegation, but for now, the members of the delegation were being shown to their rooms, so Michael and Ella were returning to their respective quarters to divest themselves of their winter outerwear. 

	Appearances demanded they go together.

	He felt certain they would both rather go separately.

	“I notice we don’t have a tail,” Michael blithely observed.

	Ella put her nose in the air. “Of course not. I didn’t do anything questionable.”

	Michael simply raised an eyebrow.

	“He may not have been pleased by the way I left, but your father was quite understanding of my need to get away. He simply requested that I wait long enough for my guard to exit with me next time.”

	Next time?

	“So, what you’re saying is, you managed to convince him you weren’t running away?” he sneered.

	“I won’t deny the thought crossed my mind,” Ella bit out. The admission surprised him. “But I decided to try and fix… this. Even though I don’t see the point.”

	“What’s ‘this’?” he scoffed. “Your fascination with that guard that you took off with before the others brought you back? What did you say to my father, anyway, to talk him down?”

	She stopped walking and glared at him. She opened her mouth, then closed it and looked away. “I saw you yesterday,” she whispered hoarsely. “In the hedge maze.”

	Michael felt the blood drain from his face. “And you told my father?”

	“I told him enough.”

	He was lucky he still had his head. And that Ella wasn’t telling tales of his infidelity far and wide.

	“Michael, I…why?” She still wouldn’t look at him, but he could hear the devastation in her voice.

	“It’s not like we didn’t have problems before she woke up,” he said quietly. He tugged lightly with the arm she held and began moving down the hall again. “And…she says she’s my true love.”

	Ella stiffened. “Yes, because we should believe whatever she says.”

	“Like I should believe whatever you say?” he retorted. “Like when you tell me there is nothing going on between you and Charles, and then you disappear for hours with no one but him! How am I supposed to know what the two of you were doing?”

	She gasped in outrage but kept her voice down. “Charlie is a good man. He would never—”

	“And the fact that you think he’s a good man is supposed to convince me that you don’t have feelings for him? Just the way you say that suggests that you don’t think that I’m a good man like he is!”

	“Yesterday in the hedge maze,” she choked out. “He wouldn’t have.”

	“And what makes you so sure?” he challenged. “Did you test him on it?”

	Ella snapped her mouth shut, but her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

	Did…did that mean she did?

	Red began to crowd the edges of his vision. “So all your righteous anger is just a cover for the fact that you would have done the same thing, except the man you wanted wouldn’t have you.”

	She jerked back like he’d slapped her. Dropping his arm, she took a step back. “I didn’t—that’s not what—”

	“You looked me in the eye and told me he was nothing more than a friend!”

	“He isn’t!” she insisted.

	“I suppose that should be obvious,” he snorted. “You couldn’t even convince him to run with you, because his job was more important to him than you are!”

	“If you hadn’t—the hedge maze, I wouldn’t—”

	“Not that you care, but she started it!”

	“You didn’t stop her!”

	Their voices had risen far too much; they were starting to attract attention. Confounded castle living, with never a moment’s privacy.

	He lowered his voice. “Well, it’s not like you were ever going to give on it, so why do you care?”

	“And you wonder why I—” Ella cut herself off and spun on her heel, practically running away from him.

	He probably should have followed her, for appearances, if nothing else.

	But as his shoulders heaved after their fight, he couldn’t find it in himself to care.

	 

	


CHAPTER 38

	Ella

	S


	ince he’d brought a delegation as a cover, Axel couldn’t drag Helena back home immediately. However, he and King Phillip appeared to be conspiring together to keep Helena and Michael away from each other. It didn’t mean that Michael ever spent time with Ella, but at least he wasn’t cavorting with her rival.

	It did mean Ella spent much of her time alone, even when around others. She didn’t have much in the way of friends among the nobility, and she avoided as many gatherings of them as she could; she didn’t want to watch the way their eyes followed her or overhear the new additions to their gossip about her.

	How Michael had finally come to his senses about marrying a commoner.

	His interest in the Ralnoran princess, and whether or not the delegation was to arrange terms for a marriage alliance.

	The way she had flown out of the castle scandalously mounted astride, and been led back under guard hours later after she had finally been tracked down.

	“Arabella!” a voice hailed her as she trudged through the castle, not really going anywhere, just looking for a change of scenery from her quarters.

	“Good afternoon, Justin,” she said quietly. She offered him a weary smile. “Can I help you with something?”

	“No, not really,” he grinned as he came up alongside her. “Where are you off to?”

	She shrugged. “Nowhere. Today isn’t my day helping with the food distribution, and I don’t feel up for a ride on Shadow.” Mostly because she didn’t want to feed into any stories by wandering out with any of her guards, Charlie or otherwise.

	“Great!” Justin exclaimed. “Then how about joining me for some target practice?”

	Ella blinked at him. “Target practice?”

	He smiled conspiratorially as he leaned closer. “I know my older brother taught you how to shoot, and I know you’ve been to the fields here a time or two since. I want to see firsthand how good of a teacher he is.”

	“I think you need a better example,” she replied, letting out a slight laugh. “I don’t think it’s fair to anyone to judge their ability as a teacher by my proficiency.”

	Justin threw back his head and laughed with her. “I suppose you might be right. But I’d still like to drag you down there, unless you don’t want to.”

	Up until Helena awoke to disrupt their lives, Ella had only ever practiced archery with Michael. Excluding her initial disastrous lesson with Charlie, of course. Would it rub salt in her wounds to return to the sport without him? Would she spend the whole time remembering the happier days at Reineggburg?

	There was only one way to find out…and she had to admit, while she would never be an expert markswoman, she did enjoy the activity.

	“That would be nice, thank you,” she finally said.

	“I assume you’d like to change first,” Justin replied. “Meet you by the Hartshorn door in, say, ten minutes? That way Father and Michael can’t complain about you being unescorted in the training grounds.” He winked.

	Ten minutes later, dressed in a more practical outfit and wearing her archery gauntlets and a heavy cloak, Ella was exiting the castle via the Hartshorn door with her brother-in-law. He was in the same leather outfit that he had worn when she caught him wandering the market with Lady Lucinda the day that she bought Michael the dagger.

	She allowed herself an internal sigh. The hopes she’d had for that dagger… While she’d seen it in Michael’s room every day after when she snuck in to straighten his things, she’d never seen him carry it. She must have miscalculated. But because he didn’t care about the gift, or because the dagger wasn’t the right type?

	Not that it mattered at this point. She was still in the castle because Charlie had convinced her it was the right thing to do – at least, until Michael made his preference for Helena official and Ella was no longer welcome there. After what Michael had said during their fight in the hall, though…what hope was there? She was simply awaiting the inevitable.

	“So, I’m sure you know this already, but my brother is an idiot,” Justin casually remarked as he fit an arrow to the string.

	Ella’s mouth dropped open. He had secured the farthest target for them, and there were few enough guards practicing archery at the moment that the next few targets over were empty. However, it was still rather shocking to hear such a statement coming out of his mouth.

	He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t agree?”

	“I—um, I mean I—” she stammered, trying to compile an appropriate response. 

	“It’s fine, you can say it,” he drawled. He lined up his shot and released the arrow, striking just outside the bullseye. “I’m not going to take offense to you putting words to just how big of a jerk Michael is being.”

	“Yes,” she admitted, nocking her own arrow. “His behavior is very upsetting.” Her shot was barely on the target; she needed to focus more. She could do a little better than that.

	“Upsetting?” he snorted, shaking his head. “If you’re only ‘upset’, I’m concerned for either your sanity or the level of your commitment to my family.”

	A smile tugged at her lips. “Fine, perhaps I would like to punch him in the nose, assuming I knew how and could actually work up the courage.”

	“Just picture his face on the target,” Justin said softly, leaning towards her. She laughed, and the shot she had been lining up went so wide that she may as well have been aiming at the next one over. It wasn’t funny enough to warrant it, but she doubled over still laughing, unable to stop. Then the laughter switched to tears, and she sank down to the ground, sobbing.

	“Hey, woah!” Justin soothed, kneeling next to her. “I was trying to cheer you up, not turn you into a human fountain.”

	Ella hiccupped a laugh. “Thank you, Justin. You’re the best.”

	“Hmm…I’m pretty sure that’s what you’re supposed to say to my brother,” he mock-frowned. Ella laughed harder through her tears. “Clearly, he’s doing something wrong. Maybe I should give him tips?”

	“Maybe you should,” she agreed. “To start with, choosing someone of your own station.” Her face crumpled again. “Maybe then a princess back from the dead wouldn’t have as much appeal.”

	It was Justin’s turn to drop his jaw. “You think that’s what this is about? The fact that you weren’t born to one of our noble families?”

	“Isn’t it?” she sniffed. Dimly, she hoped the rest of the men currently taking advantage of the practice fields were engrossed in their training and ignoring her breakdown. “I’ve never been good enough.”

	“Yes, you have!” Justin said earnestly, gripping her arms. “The family you were born to does not define your worth. If my brother had married any one of most of our noblewomen, even if he hadn’t been miserable, I would have been. I am glad my brother chose you. My mother and my father are glad my brother chose you. She may not say it because she never says anything, but my sister is glad my brother chose you.”

	“You are?” Ella looked up at him in surprise. “But why?”

	“I admit, my parents were concerned at first, but once they knew you, they changed their minds. You are sweet and gentle and married my brother not for his position, but because you love him,” he replied, meeting her eyes with full sincerity. “Those things are more important than any title.”

	She looked away. “I wish your brother shared the sentiment.”

	Justin sighed and patted her shoulder. “He does, he’s just…gotten distracted. We just have to get Axel to remove his annoying little sister so we can remind him.”

	“That’s probably not the only problem at the moment,” Ella confessed. “Michael is convinced I’m running around with Charlie behind his back.”

	“That’s absurd!” he protested. “Anyone who knows both of you knows that would never happen.”

	“The rumor is all through the court,” she pointed out.

	“And no one in the court knows Charlie, and most of them don’t know you,” he retorted. “My point stands.”

	Ella just shook her head, not bothering to argue further.

	Justin sat back on his heels. “So, any ideas on how to remind him he’s in love with you? I would suggest a ball, but the best excuse for that is the visiting delegation, and then Helena would be there.” He made a face.

	“Well,” Ella began hesitantly, “there is something I tried before, but I don’t know if it actually worked or not. And I might need your help for part of it.”

	“Anything. What do you need?”

	Ella ran her gloved fingers over the bow next to her. “How much do you know about weapon quality?”

	 

	


CHAPTER 39

	Michael

	M


	ichael was feeling inclined to strangle his good friend, Prince Axel.

	His better sense argued that he should be thanking Axel for removing temptation from his path. His current mindset didn’t care. He and Arabella were at odds again, and as long as Helena wasn’t railing about Arabella and Charlie, he truly enjoyed spending time with her. They had always been friends, after all.

	Except thanks to Axel, Michael could practically count on one hand the number of words he had exchanged with Helena that day.

	While his normal workload was lighter, now that his younger brother had taken on some of his duties, the visiting delegation meant more social events. At least they hadn’t been kept out to the early hours of the morning at a ball or other similar function, Michael thought grumpily as he lightly slammed his door behind him. But he was still exhausted, and the cold he’d caught at Reineggburg wasn’t helping.

	He was halfway across his sitting room when he noticed something out of place.

	Leaning up against his desk was a longbow and a quiver of arrows. Michael brought a candle closer to examine it. The leather grip was wrapped securely and evenly; the wood of the bow was a fine quality. Its notches at each end were perfectly spaced and sized. Next to it was a fine quiver with ten well-made arrows, and coiled on his desk was a sturdy string.

	A smile spread across his face. He didn’t need a bow, of course; he had others, and he could always use one from the training fields or the armory. But it was a beautiful, quality weapon, and the thought behind the gift lifted him up after his frustrating day.

	It had to have come from Helena, although he didn’t know when she could have snuck it in. He couldn’t think of anyone else bold enough to do it that would choose such a fine bow as a gift.

	As he finished admiring it and set it back down, his eyes landed on his bookshelf. He hadn’t had too much time to clutter it up since returning from Reineggburg, but it certainly hadn’t been in Arabella-kept shape that morning.

	Yet now, it was.

	Michael frowned. Could Helena have done it when she dropped off the bow? She wasn’t known for keeping things in order; it didn’t seem like the kind of thing she would have thought of. Might he have mentioned his appreciation of Arabella doing it?

	One might argue the obvious answer was that Arabella had done it. But aside from the unlikelihood of both women having slipped into his room the same evening, it was impossible for Arabella to have done it. After their fight… He shook his head. No one, not even Arabella, was that forgiving.

	Although…the last time she cleaned his quarters…he had been ignoring her for weeks.

	She’d left gifts then, too. Could she have—?

	No, she hadn’t been doing archery long enough. She wouldn’t know the right things to look for in a bow. And that fool of a guard of hers wasn’t expert enough to have helped her. A bow was much more likely to have come from Helena.

	But the bookshelf…

	He trailed his fingers along the spines of the books. Could it be?

	And if so, how did he feel about it?

	Shaking his head, he left the bookshelf behind and headed for his bedroom. He’d worry about it in the morning.

	~

	Every night for the next week, Michael’s room was miraculously organized, and a different surprise was sitting on the table next to his bed. He couldn’t deny the pattern was familiar, but he still couldn’t believe it. Arabella hadn’t said anything, nor had she left a note like she’d done before.

	If it was her, wouldn’t she want to make sure he knew?

	Helena hadn’t said anything, either, but then again, he still hadn’t managed much conversation with her. He understood where Father and Axel were coming from; it didn’t stop their conspiracy from being annoying.

	“So, I’m handling the guild meeting after lunch – are you checking in with the captain of the royal guard after that, or am I?”

	Michael lifted his head from his hand and looked through half-open eyes at his brother across the table. “I’m meeting with the economic advisor. If that finishes soon enough, I can meet with the captain, but I’m not sure I can count on that.”

	“I’ll catch the captain, then.” Justin eyed him. “Are you okay, Michael? You look tired.”

	Michael waved his hand dismissively. “Yeah. I’ve just had a lot on my mind.”

	“Want to talk about it?”

	Did he?

	He slumped forward and rested his aching forehead on the table. “Not really. I already know what you’ll tell me. It’s the same thing Father or Mother or Axel would say if I asked them.”

	“I notice you didn’t include Arabella in that list,” Justin remarked.

	Michael just sighed.

	He heard Justin shifting in his seat, and then something thunked on the table near his head. Lifting slightly off the table, he saw a bead necklace under Justin’s hand. “What’s that?”

	“I think you know what the right thing is,” his brother told him seriously. “I know Helena was your childhood sweetheart and all, but I don’t get why you’re making this so hard.”

	“Justin—”

	Justin ignored him. “Frankly, I’m amazed your stupidity hasn’t already taken your relationship past the point of no return, but thankfully for all of us, your wife is much too good for you.” Michael gaped at his younger brother’s audacity. “When – and it had better be when – you come to your senses, you should make this part of your apology.”

	“Why?” he asked, ignoring the rest for now.

	Smiling fondly, Justin replied, “I was in the market with her the other day, and she was fingering it. Based on the merchant’s comments, it wasn’t the first time.”

	“But why?” Michael repeated. “She has much finer jewelry.”

	“I don’t know.” His little brother shrugged as he removed his hand. “But if you’d seen the look in her eyes, you would understand.”

	Straightening up, Michael picked up the necklace and examined it. The beads were of colored glass and were threaded on a thin piece of leather. It was pretty and decently made, but he couldn’t see anything special about it.

	“I don’t know if I should thank you or not,” he grumbled as he tucked it into a pocket. “That was quite the speech you just gave your older brother and future king.”

	“I’m not worried.” Justin winked. “I’m your favorite little brother.”

	“Only because you’re finally old enough to split the workload.” He hid his smile, but he knew Justin heard it anyway.

	“See? You’ll never do anything to me,” Justin grinned back at him. “Otherwise, you’d have to start doing everything yourself again.”

	Michael shoved his chair away from the table and pushed out of it with a slight groan. “And on that note, we should probably get started on it all.”

	“Yes, sir,” Justin acknowledged with a mock salute. “See you at lunch!”

	The day was the usual wearying grind, not improved by the turmoil in Michael’s mind as he fingered the necklace in his pocket and pondered the bow still leaning against the desk in his sitting room. Voices swirled around him, some making it through the haze of his fatigue, some impacting on the surface and bouncing off. He was fairly certain he caught the important points, but he wouldn’t be surprised if his inattention came back to bite him in a few days.

	He probably should have let Justin take some more of the load today.

	By the time supper rolled around, he had a pounding headache, his throat hurt from coughing, and he was feeling uncharacteristically antisocial. Thankfully, it wasn’t a family-only meal, so he could get away with skipping it.

	Instead of heading straight to his rooms, he settled onto a window seat overlooking the front courtyard. A light dusting of snow covered everything. Shadows stretched across it as the sun set on the other side of the castle. It was peaceful, sitting and watching a slight flurry drop more snow on the grey walls and cobblestones. His head drifted closer to the window until it touched the cold glass. It was so soothing to his aching head.

	Michael jerked as his eyes opened. Instead of the setting sun, torches now lit the courtyard. The hall around him was shockingly empty. It was never this empty except late at night. Rubbing at the crick in his neck, Michael looked around for a clock. What time was it? Why had no one woken him?

	At the moment, he wasn’t sure if that was a perk or a downside to being a prince.

	Putting his hands on his knees, he pushed himself to his feet with a slight groan. He found a grandfather clock stuffed between two tapestries just as it began chiming two hours past midnight. “Great,” he moaned. “At least I have a few hours to sleep in my bed.”

	He stumbled through the last hall to the royal wing and down to his door. Opening it, he almost fell through, planning to shuffle straight through to his bed without bothering to light a candle. The path to his bedroom didn’t have any furniture in the way to trip over.

	But there was already a candle burning on the small table next to his sofa.

	“Helena?” His eyes flew wide open as he came fully awake at the sight of the wrong princess curled up in an armchair in his sitting room at two in the morning. “What—what are you doing here?”

	“Waiting for you, of course,” she replied, quirking an eyebrow. “Although I expected you a few hours ago. Where on earth have you been?”

	“But—why?” he asked uneasily. There was so much opportunity for this to turn out badly. All it would take would be for someone to have seen her sneaking in, and even if he sent her out right now, it would cause irreparable damage.

	She slowly stood, her dark purple dinner dress shifting around her. Michael took an instinctive step backwards before he saw the small stack of papers in her outstretched hand. Helena beamed at him. “So you can finally fix our problem. Then maybe your father and my brother will stop getting in our way.” Her mouth twisted into a frown.

	Michael reluctantly took the papers and carried them over to the candle so he could read them. It was a document.

	“This is paperwork to dissolve my marriage with Arabella,” he said, spinning to face her.

	“Of course. What did you expect it to be? All you have to do is sign, and it will be done.” She smiled adoringly. “And then you and I, my true love, can finally be together.”

	He carried the document over to his desk and carefully sat down. It sounded so simple. Was so simple. All he had to do was pick up a pen, sign his name, and it would be over. No more trouble with the guard, no more fighting to get something as simple as a kiss.

	“Where’d you get this?” Helena asked. She’d started wandering around the room while waiting for him to sign the papers. Surprising, since she’d been waiting for hours before he arrived.

	She was standing next to his perfectly-organized bookshelf holding a sheathed dagger. “It doesn’t seem like your style. Unlike that bow over there. I looked it over earlier – I hope you don’t mind – and it’s excellent. I want one just like it.”

	No more little gifts – or not so little, in the case of the dagger and bow – left in his extra-clean room.

	“Haven’t you signed that yet? Your desk doesn’t look messy enough to be unable to find a pen.”

	He fingered the bead necklace in his pocket with one hand while he finally pulled open a drawer and dug out a pen with the other. How did it only require a single signature?

	This was Helena. He’d been dreaming about her since they were children. All it would take was a little ink on the paper in front of him. 

	But…he’d promised Arabella…

	Arabella, who had barely looked at him in the last week.

	Who had cleaned his room and left him treats anyway. Who had done the same when he was the one pointedly ignoring her a few months ago.

	But Helena was offering him what he’d always wanted.

	He held the pen over the piece of paper. If he gripped it any tighter, it would break. 

	Fiery, wild Helena, or sweet, gentle Arabella?
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	ould you answer that, please, Jackie?”

	Jackie quickly pinned the lock of hair she was coiling. “Of course, Your Highness,” she said. “I’ll be right back.” She hurried off to the sitting room to see to the person knocking at the door.

	Ella looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was only half done, but the mass of golden coils would be beautiful once Jackie finished. She would tell Jackie not to bother with something so ornate, but there was a special brunch she had to attend.

	“Good morning, Your Highness,” she heard Jackie say with a bit more coolness than deference. Ella winced. She appreciated the loyalty, but she didn’t want her maid to get in trouble.

	“Good morning, Jacqueline. Would you mind stepping down the hall for a few minutes? I’d like to speak to Arabella alone.” Michael spoke quietly, but his voice sounded rough.

	“Of course, Your Highness,” the maid replied stiffly. There was the sound of footsteps, and then the door clicked gently closed. 

	Ella didn’t bother to look over at the bedroom door as he entered. She might be straightening his room again, but that didn’t mean she felt like talking to him.

	“Good morning, Arabella,” he said softly.

	She glanced up. His hair was disordered, and although she hadn’t been paying attention, she thought he was wearing the same clothes as the day before. His eyes were only about half open, but he wasn’t looking at her. In his hands, he held a packet of papers.

	“Good morning,” she responded, pursing her lips. “To what do I owe this…pleasant surprise?” She eyed him again. “I didn’t notice you at dinner last night. Where were you?”

	He grinned sheepishly. “I fell asleep watching the snow.”

	“Really?” She cocked an eyebrow at him.

	“Yes, really.” Michael looked down at the papers in his hand. “Uh…Helena…Helena came to see me yesterday. She brought me something to—to sign.”

	Ella’s heart sank all the way to her toes. Michael was close enough that she could see the heading on the top sheet as it hung from his hand. It was difficult to read the calligraphy upside down, but if she had to guess, the “D” and “M” were the start of “Dissolution” and “Marriage”.

	She clenched her jaw and frowned to keep her lip from quivering. Dropping her eyes to her lap, she managed, “So are you here to tell me to pack my bags?”

	“What?” Michael startled. His eyes flew to hers. “No, of course not!”

	Ella did not think “of course not” was appropriate for the situation. “Then why are you here, Michael?” she whispered hoarsely. 

	He looked away again. “It only requires one signature.” Setting the papers on her dressing table, he turned and ran a hand through his hair while the other slipped into his pocket. Ella carefully slid the top sheets aside so she could see the line that would determine her fate.

	It was blank. 

	Her eyes shot to his, but he still wasn’t meeting hers. “I know I’ve been a…a pretty poor husband lately. I would have thrown that into my fire last night, but I…I didn’t want to take the choice away from you. Since Helena went to the effort to draw up the documents.”

	Ella’s jaw dropped. He was giving her the option to sign them herself? What made him think she would?

	Going down on one knee before her, Michael took a deep breath and finally met her gaze. “In addition to my obvious failures in parading about with Lady Ilse and Lady Charlotte and…all that I let happen with Helena, it has recently been brought to my attention that I have neglected you in favor of my work. I have wronged you more than I thought myself capable of wronging anyone. I’m sorry, Arabella, deeply sorry for hurting you. I’m sorry for flaunting my anger by chasing other women. I’m so, so sorry for not setting Helena straight immediately. And I’m sorry for not valuing you above my duties.”

	Her heart twisted at the anguish in his voice and face, both of which spoke to his earnestness. Ella clasped her hands together in her lap as she prayed it wasn’t all an act. 

	“I know I don’t deserve it, Arabella—Ella—but will you please forgive me?” Setting one tentative hand on her knee, he continued, “Please. I’ll do better, I promise.”

	“Do you really mean it?” she asked through her thick throat. 

	“I do,” he assured her solemnly. Then he drew his other hand out of his pocket and held it out to her palm-up.

	Her hands flew over her mouth as she gasped. Tears began to fill her eyes as she reached out a shaky hand to lift the bead necklace he offered her. “How did you know?”

	“I didn’t,” he confessed. “I had it on good authority that you would like it, but I don’t know why.”

	Ella turned it over in her hands, stroking it. “The last thing my father gave me before he died was a bead necklace just like this one,” she said softly. “My stepmother pawned all of my jewelry, though. At first, I thought I’d be allowed to keep his final gift – it wouldn’t fetch a high price – but when she realized I still had it, she took it, too.”

	Michael furrowed his brow. “Why didn’t you say something sooner? I could have—”

	Shaking her head, Ella told him, “She didn’t bother making the payments on any of it. She didn’t even keep the claim tickets. It was all lost years ago.” She squeezed the warm hand on her knee. “Thank you, Michael, for giving this to me.” Then she leaned forward and kissed him.

	It was only a quick kiss, merely a peck on the lips, but his eyes lit up. He reached for her, but she pulled back, shaking a finger at him. “I’m still mad at you,” she scolded faintly, her voice quivering. “This doesn’t erase everything you’ve done.”

	“I know,” he sighed. “And I’m so sorry.”

	“I believe you,” she told him softly. “And I’ll work on forgiving you. But it’s going to take time.”

	Closing his eyes, he hung his head. “I know.”

	“Well,” Ella said, after a minute of silence, “I suppose I should call Jackie back to finish my hair, and you still need to get ready for the brunch.” He looked up, startled, as if he’d forgotten the social engagement. She leaned over and picked up the papers from her dressing table. Holding them out, she said, “Could you take care of these for me, please?”

	“With pleasure,” he replied with a small smile. Taking them from her grasp, he traversed the few short steps to the fireplace and tossed them in. They both watched as the edges caught, curling up as the flames ate away at the light fuel. In a few minutes, there was nothing left but a pile of ash on the cheerily-burning logs.

	It wouldn’t prevent new documents from being created in the future, but the current threat was past. If they chose to learn from their mistakes, though; if they chose to stay committed, even when it was hard, and chose to love each other regardless of their feelings; if they forgave each other for their mistakes – that would. 

	“Michael,” Ella said as he moved to leave. Michael paused, turning to face her. “I’m sorry, too. About Charlie. He really is just a good friend. But…after I saw you and Helena in the hedge maze…I was so hurt, and I just wanted to run as far as I could and never stop. And I—”

	“It’s okay,” Michael said, his mouth twisted. “I understand. I can’t say I’m happy about it, but I understand. As long as you don’t do it again, of course.”

	Ella shook her head. “Of course not. He may be a good man, but you’re my husband. And despite the last few months, you’re a good man, too.” 

	Michael walked back to her. He lifted one hand, hesitated, but then reached out and gently combed it through the loose hair on the left side of her head, and she let him. “Thank you, Ella,” he murmured.

	“You’d better go get ready,” Ella reluctantly reminded him. He nodded, but didn’t move. “If you’re not careful, you’re going to mess up Jackie’s hard work,” Ella said half-heartedly.

	“I don’t think she’ll mind, given the circumstances,” he whispered as he leaned closer and dug his fingers deeper across the back of her skull.

	Then he closed the remaining distance and gently pressed his lips to her own. It was lingering, but short, as if respectful of their not-quite-restored relationship.

	And this time, Ella let him.
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	 few days later, the Ralnoran delegation “finished their negotiations” and departed for home. Helena was about as pleasant as the storm clouds lowering overhead, pouting and scowling at everyone who came her way, but Axel was in such a good mood that he treated them to a full five-minute farewell aria. His enthusiasm was infectious, especially to his horse, which pranced and jogged sideways down the road. His sister’s horse, similarly affected by her mood, snorted and tossed its head and stamped as it walked along behind him.

	Ella pulled her cloak tighter against the chill in the wind. Turning to Michael, she sniffed, “She’s a princess, and she gets to ride her horse instead of in a carriage.”

	“Yes, but she was also determined to steal someone else’s husband because she was convinced that they were each other’s true love,” he pointed out, leaning towards her. “Are you really sure you want to use her as your example?”

	Ella sighed. “No, I suppose not. Not completely, anyway. But can’t I copy her mode of travel?” she begged.

	 Michael laughed. “I suppose we can take it up with Father. But I make no promises!”

	She gave him a slight smile, then returned to watching the Ralnorans as they cleared the courtyard.

	“The poor thing. She has a lot of growing up to do.”

	Ella jumped at the voice behind her. Turning, she found a familiar white-haired woman gazing after the departing delegation, a far-off look in her eyes.

	“Edna! What are you doing here?” she exclaimed. For some reason, Michael stiffened next to her. 

	The older woman smiled. “Just watching the conclusion of events that I helped set in motion. Well, for now, at least.” Her eyes sparkled. “With the curse behind her, I imagine Princess Helena will be making waves again soon. Just not in Daraigh, thankfully.”

	“Events…you set in motion?” Ella repeated, confused. 

	“There’s more to me than meets the eye, dearie,” Edna grinned slyly as she tucked a lock of hair behind one ear.

	One slightly-pointed ear.

	Surprised, Ella blinked and looked again. Edna’s ear was perfectly normal. Had she imagined it?

	“Mother?”

	Edna, Ella, and Michael all looked over at the speaker. Oliver, a rare look of faint surprise on his face, was strolling up to them.

	“Hello, Ollie,” Edna replied, reaching up and giving him a peck on the cheek. “Is the prince treating you well?”

	His eyes darted over to Michael, whose brow was furrowed as he looked between his guard and the old woman. “As well as ever.”

	“Good. Then I’m sure he won’t mind you taking a little time off to help your mother move?” she asked, watching Michael with a mischievous curve to her lips.

	“No, of course not,” Michael smoothly replied, a polite smile gracing his face, although Ella could see that his shoulders were still a little tense. “Oliver’s performance has always been exemplary; as I have no immediate travel plans, he is free to spend some time in the city if he wishes.”

	“You’re moving?” One of Oliver’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Are you finally going to let me provide a decent home for you again?”

	She patted his arm fondly. “I told you, Ollie, I was there because I had a strong feeling that it was where I needed to be.” Glancing at Ella and Michael, she smiled softly. “Now, that need is past.”

	Ella blinked after them as Oliver and…his mother walked away together discussing the details of her relocation. Looking over at Michael, she saw he had a strange expression on his face as he, too, watched them leave.

	“Did you know that was Oliver’s mother?” she asked.

	He shook his head, still following them with his eyes. “No. He’s never talked about his family.” After another moment, he turned back to Ella and offered her his arm. “Shall we go in?”

	Smiling faintly, she took it. Michael smiled back and began walking. She held herself carefully, not pulling too close. Their relationship had definitely improved since their reconciliation a few days before, but things were still a little tense between them. They were working on it, but it would take time to heal the wounds they had inflicted on each other.

	Justin popped up beside them when they were almost back to the front doors. “Good morning, brother. Good morning, favorite sister-in-law,” he grinned.

	Michael just rolled his eyes, but Ella gave him a grin of her own. “Good morning, Justin. How are you doing?”

	“Oh, fine, fine. Say, Arabella, I want to ask you a favor.”

	“A favor?” Ella asked. “What favor could you possibly need from me?”

	“Well, as I’m sure you know,” he began, “I’ll be turning eighteen in about a month.” 

	Michael rolled his eyes again. “Yes, little brother, we are all well aware. Even if we were incapable of remembering and keeping track of the date, Mother’s elaborate preparations would be hard to miss.”

	Justin slapped him jovially on the back. “That’s what I love about you, big brother. Straight to the point. Well, maybe not to my point.”

	“And what is your point?” Ella prompted politely.

	“When I turn eighteen, my guard will be increased to the same four-man team that you and Michael each have.” Ella nodded to show her understanding when he paused. “I have to pick out two new men. I want to poach Charlie.”

	“What?” she said, startled. “But he’s—”

	“I know he’s your friend, but now that you have my brother back, surely you don’t need to depend on a guard for company anymore,” he teased. “Since I’m sure my brother will have much more time to spend with you now that I’m sharing the workload. Hint, hint.” He jabbed Michael with an elbow. “Besides, Charlie and I have become good friends, too, over the last few months.”

	“Oh, really?” Michael asked, raising an eyebrow at his younger brother.

	“Oh, yes,” Justin glibly replied. “I’ve had quite the opportunity to get to know him and Arabella’s other guardsmen while we were all conspiring together against you.”

	“Come again?” Michael blinked.

	Justin’s perpetual grin grew bigger as they cleared the doorway and entered the warmth of the building. “Didn’t you know? We all worked together to help Arabella in her quest to track you down. And, of course, to keep the harpy from getting her claws into Arabella more often than necessary.”

	Ella gasped. “The day we ran into you and Lucinda in the market!” she exclaimed. “I thought you and Lucinda were just chatting about her day, but you were actually relaying information to Charlie, weren’t you?”

	Justin winked at her. “Clever as always, my darling sister-in-law. So, can I have him?”

	Ella glanced over at Michael, who had a politely-interested expression on his face, but seemed to be carefully keeping his thoughts on the subject to himself.

	“As long as Charlie is fine with it,” she slowly said, “I have no reason to deny your request. But perhaps you’ll do me the return favor, Justin, of suggesting a replacement?”

	“I’ll take care of that,” Michael cut in.

	“Are you sure?” Justin asked, his eyes bright. “I could think of several decent candidates—” 

	“Positive,” Michael said firmly. Justin just laughed.

	Ella allowed herself a sad internal smile. She would miss Charlie, but it was probably for the best. It would be a lot harder for Michael’s jealousy to resurface if it was his brother that Charlie was always following around. Besides, she couldn’t imagine how difficult it must be for Charlie to be her guard, now that she knew how he felt.

	Not that he had admitted it, of course. But now that she was looking for it, it was there, even though he did an admirable job of hiding it. He was a good man, and it would be a kindness to decrease his troubles in this way.

	Her gaze traveled to her husband at her side. Charlie was a good man, but he wasn’t the only one. A man who was willing to admit his mistakes, to seek forgiveness, and to strive to be better was a good man, too.
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	oming!” Ella called, hurrying to finish off her braid with a ribbon. She rushed over to pull open the door, revealing Mike in his sturdy leather training outfit. He carried the bow and quiver of arrows she’d given him three months before.

	“Are you ready, Ella?” he asked with a smile.

	Ella stepped back and waved him in. “I still need to put on my gauntlets, but I can do that while we walk. Give me a moment to grab them.”

	She skipped back to her bedroom and scooped the gauntlets off her dressing table where she’d left them. Spinning around, she found Mike standing right behind her.

	“Mike!” she squeaked as he grinned and leaned in for a kiss. The quiver at his waist swung into her leg; he must have left the bow in her sitting room. “You’re going to run out of time if we don’t leave now.”

	He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. “I can miss a day of training if I have to,” he purred, trailing his nose down her cheek to her neck. “Or I can do it later. At the moment, I find myself far more interested in you.”

	Laughing, Ella leaned back and pushed lightly on his chest. “But I can’t go down to the training yard by myself. Besides, the days are still too short; it will be too dark to train by the time you finish your day, whereas this could be done after dark.”

	“Promise?” Mike asked, his eyes playful and bright.

	She took a brief moment to watch him. Even after three months, it was still a little strange to be so intimate after the months of their near-estrangement. For so long, she had believed she would never have this again, and now, here she was, having to be the reasonable one about their schedule because he was more interested in…other things. 

	Not that she was complaining.

	“Yes, I promise. After supper, we can pick up where we left off. But now, we should really get down to the archery field.” She patted his chest with one hand.

	“If you insist.” He kissed her once more, then grabbed one of her hands and trotted back out to the sitting room to fetch his bow, dragging her behind him.

	She made him release her hand briefly so she could pull on her gauntlets, but then she happily let him reclaim it for the remainder of the walk.

	“Have you heard anything new about the situation in Amitié?” she asked as they walked.

	Mike frowned slightly. “Nothing that can be substantiated,” he replied slowly. “General Valentin, as you know, declared himself temporary regent while he investigates King Antoine’s death.” Ella nodded. “He is claiming Raphael is at fault.”

	“Prince Raphael?” Ella exclaimed disbelievingly. “Surely not!”

	Shrugging, he said, “I find it hard to believe, too. It’s more of a rumor at this point, though – we don’t have an official statement from the general.”

	They fell back into silence, Ella wondering how anyone could believe that the stoic young man would murder his own father. He was a more likely candidate than his quiet, bookworm younger brother, Prince Cedric, but she had never sensed any bad blood between them when she and Mike visited Amitié, nor had she seen anything to suggest that the crown prince was overeager to be king.

	Thinking about the difficult situation in the kingdom on their northwestern border drew Ella’s thoughts back to an unsettling situation in their northern neighbor, as well. Katy’s baby was due to be born in a few months. While Ella hadn’t had the opportunity to travel to Ralnor for a face-to-face with her friend, Katy’s pregnancy had finally come up in their letters. Ella couldn’t quite put her finger on what it was, but something was off in how Katy wrote about it.

	Almost like she wasn’t pleased to be finally providing her kingdom with an heir.

	That was impossible, though. Katy loved children; why wouldn’t she be excited about having her own?

	“Your Highness!” a voice behind them called just as they reached the training yard. Mike made a face before pasting on a court smile and turning to face the speaker.

	“Yes, Lord Humphrey?” he said politely.

	“I was hoping to catch you,” the plump older gentleman puffed as he hustled over to them. “We really must discuss the details for the proposed new road to Hamshire. I have discovered a problem with the intended funding source—”

	Ella fought to keep a polite smile on her own face as her heart sank. She had been looking forward to a little bit of archery with Mike, chilly February temperatures or not. After lunch, she would be helping with the food distribution, so even if he was free after, she would be busy. But now he was going to walk back to the castle with Lord Humphrey to handle affairs of state, just like he always did, and she would have to walk back to her quarters alone to fritter away the half hour that was supposed to be spent with Mike.

	She could feel the resentment creeping in, but she sternly reminded herself again that she had forgiven him. She could forgive him again today. 

	“I’m sorry, Lord Humphrey,” Mike interrupted. “The road is important, and I am eager to resolve any of the potential issues regarding its funding. However, now is not a good time. If it is too urgent to wait for our meeting at the end of the week, you will need to submit a request to my father’s secretary, as is standard, and he will arrange a time to discuss it.”

	“But—but the road—” the other man stammered.

	“Will have to wait,” Mike stated firmly. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m already late.” Then without further ado, he turned his back on the economic advisor, tugged lightly on Ella’s hand, and strolled into the training yard.

	Instead of watching where she was going, Ella let Mike pull her along as she stared up at him. Had he really just chosen her over an advisor?

	“What?” he asked when he noticed her scrutiny.

	“You told him no,” she replied in awe.

	Mike shrugged. “I promised I was going to do better, and I am trying. Whatever Lord Humphrey wants can almost certainly wait. If nothing else, it can wait until Father’s secretary bumps something else – after our target practice.” He scrunched his nose. “Besides, that man could talk the ear off a donkey. Why would I trade time with you to listen to him jabber about nothing?”

	Ella squeezed his hand and smiled up at him, remembering the time when he would have. “Thank you, Mike.”

	“You’re welcome, Ella,” he said, returning the pressure.

	Their archery wasn’t special by any objective measure. Ella was past needing the kind of help that gave Mike the excuse to put his arms around her, so they didn’t have any physical contact; instead, they simply shot arrows at a target and talked from time to time. But it was thirty minutes of spending time with him – thirty minutes that Lord Humphrey would have managed to steal from her a few short months ago. And that made it priceless to Ella.

	“I saw Charlie yesterday,” Ella offered as they meandered back to the castle afterwards.

	Mike scowled. “Really?”

	“Oh, calm down, Mike,” she scolded. “He may be Justin’s guard now, but I’m still allowed to talk to him. Besides, when I said ‘I saw him’, I meant ‘I saw him’. From a distance.”

	“Sorry,” Mike sighed. “You’re right. So, what about him?”

	Ella pushed the irritation down. He was trying, she reminded herself. He was doing better. “I saw him walking with Jackie, my maid.”

	“Shocking,” Mike drawled.

	Scowling, she replied, “I thought it was adorable. I’m fairly certain she’s sweet on him, but I’ve rarely seen him off-duty, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen him spending time with a young woman. I was hoping it means he’s sweet on her, too.”

	“You were hoping it means—” Mike cut himself off. “Never mind.”

	“What were you going to say?”

	“I’d prefer not to have a fight over nothing,” he replied. “I don’t want you to renege on your promise.” He waggled his eyebrows at her, grinning when she blushed.

	“I’m not planning to,” she replied with an attempt at haughtiness. “I keep my promises.”

	Mike’s face fell, and he started to pull his hand away. Ella quickly tightened her hold. “Oh, Mike, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” 

	“I know,” Mike said, offering her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

	Ella chided herself. They had been having such a lovely morning, and she had to go and ruin it with a careless comment.

	They entered the castle in silence. Mike still looked like he was beating himself up on the inside, and Ella wasn’t sure what to do to fix it. She’d already apologized, but apparently, that wasn’t enough.

	She hadn’t come up with a solution by the time they reached her door. Mike dropped her off with a barely audible, “Goodbye, I’ll see you later,” but before he could make good on his escape, Ella reached out and grabbed his arm.

	“Wait, Mike,” she said. He looked back at her. “You’re still coming tonight, aren’t you?”

	He looked at the floor. “I wouldn’t want to be guilty of breaking my word,” he said a little harshly.

	“But the promise about tonight was mine,” Ella insisted. “It wouldn’t be breaking your word. That’s why I wanted to make sure.”

	He raised his eyes to her face. Behind his wounded expression, she could see the guilt that still haunted his eyes from what he had done a few months before. He searched her face for a few moments before saying softly, “If that’s still what you want.”

	She tugged him a little closer. Then she reached over and planted a soft kiss on his jaw. “What do you think?”

	This time when he smiled, it looked a little more real. “Then I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

	~

	When Mike arrived in her room after supper, Ella was ready for him. His eyes widened at the sight of the trays of treats sitting on the table next to her sofa. She had collected a little bit of each yummy thing Cook had on hand, plus a few extras she had talked one of the kitchen assistants into making for her while she was off helping with the food distribution. A small pile of sugar cookies, a group of oatmeal raisin, a careful arrangement of mini apple pies. A plate of small iced cakes that she knew he liked. 

	They would make themselves sick if they ate all of it tonight, but the point wasn’t to eat all of it.

	“What’s all this?” he asked, gesturing to the table. He walked over to stand near her. 

	“It’s a peace offering,” she told him. She reached out and took his hand. “I really am sorry, Mike. It wasn’t my intention to hurt you with my careless words. I said I would forgive you, and I have. You don’t have to keep carrying the guilt.”

	“I don’t deserve it,” he whispered as he stared mournfully into her eyes.

	“Does anyone who needs forgiveness deserve it?” she whispered back. 

	“I suppose not.” He smiled softly and interlaced their fingers. “Thank you, Ella. I really don’t deserve you.”

	Leaning into him, she replied, “Thank you, Mike. For choosing me.”

	Mike wrapped his free arm around her. “I’d say ‘always’, but—”

	Pressing a hand to his lips, she interrupted him. “I know.” Smiling, she said, “Now, how about one of those cakes?”

	“Mm, the cakes can wait.” The familiar light finally returned to his eyes. “I see something else that I want more.”

	With that, he lowered his head and kissed her. “I love you, Ella,” he murmured against her lips.

	She happily returned the kiss, burying her hand in the short hair at the back of his head. Maybe it wasn’t the same as their first kiss three years ago, but every time since they started making an active choice to love each other, whether that was Ella organizing Mike’s room, or Mike taking the time to be with her, it got a little closer.

	They still had things to work through; it would be impossible to not, after all they’d been through. But that was all right, Ella reflected as she relished her husband’s embrace. Because anything worth having required effort. And Mike and her marriage were worth having.

	THE END

	For free bonus content, visit ErinHalbmaier.com and sign up for her newsletter to receive a free Roumaterra Chronicles novelette.
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CHAPTER 1

	Katy

	K


	aty puffed out another breath as she climbed the final hill before Flussendorf. Gripping the straps of the pack on her back, she bent forward and tried to move a little faster. The grass was slick with dew, though, and the numerous rocks were little better. Her foot slipped, causing her to stumble slightly, but she soon regained her footing and trudged on, shifting the pack as she went.

	“Who knew wool could weigh so much?” she grumbled under her breath.

	She did, of course. She’d only been doing this every spring for the last five years.

	“Don’t know why you’re complaining,” Louise gasped from slightly behind her. “You’re always carrying flour. Can’t be much worse, surely.”

	Katy shook her head slightly. “I don’t carry the sacks uphill.” Glancing back, she paused to let her friend catch up. “You could always tell Babette no.”

	“Can’t,” Louise panted. Her pale blonde hair, braided into a coil around her head, was starting to glisten with sweat. “She’s my cousin. Needs my help.”

	Grinning slightly, Katy continued her trek up the hill as her friend staggered up to her. A lock of curly, dark brown hair that had escaped her braid fell in front of her eyes. Sparing a hand to tuck it behind her ear, she buried the other one in the rough wool of her drab skirt, hiking it up a little higher as she stepped up onto a rock in her path.

	“Ah, the joys of family at shearing time,” she laughed. Louise shot her a glare but saved her breath for hiking.

	Finally, she crested the hill. Stretched out before her was her village, the thatched roofs contrasting with the grey stone of the houses underneath. A few had thin smoke curling from their chimneys, either for cooking or for a little extra heat on this cool April morning. 

	Pausing to catch her breath, Katy let her eyes wander across the scene before her. Chickens and horses milled about in stone-fenced paddocks behind most of the houses. A few would have had sheep, as well, if it were earlier in the day, but most of the residents, including Katy’s family, paid for space in the community pen outside the village where a few watchmen patrolled during the dark hours. Between the houses, dark green grass grew around the stones that were practically as numerous as the blades of grass in this area.

	“Yes!” Louise exclaimed breathlessly as she dropped her hands to lean heavily on her knees. “A break!”

	“Enjoy it while you can,” Katy told her. “We’ll be heading back for the next load soon.”

	Louise groaned. “Can I drop mine at your place, Katy? I don’t want to haul this all the way to Babette’s.”

	“That’s fine. I’ll record how much you brought, and she won’t have to bring it to me later.” She allowed herself one last deep breath, then started walking down the other side of the hill. “Come on, Louise, time to go.”

	Another groan was the other young woman’s only response. Shaking her head, Katy continued on her way without waiting to see if her friend was following. She smiled at the sunlight reflecting off the Felsig River ahead of her. Marking the border between her kingdom of Ralnor and neighboring Daraigh, it flowed from southeast to northwest along the lower edge of the village. It was about a quarter-mile wide and only twelve feet at its deepest, but like the village, it was filled with rocks. The bubbling of the water through and around its obstructions was beautiful, though, and Katy loved to watch it when she had the time.

	By the time she reached the main street of the village, Louise had caught up. There were a few other people out and about, but most of the few businesses lining the road were closed. Shearing was a busy time in Flussendorf.

	“Hi, Fritz!” Louise called in a coy voice. Turning, Katy saw a tall, wiry young man on the other side of the road. He looked over at Louise’s greeting, smiling when he saw them.

	“Good morning, Louise,” he replied as he crossed over to join them. He fell in next to the girls. “Hi, Katy,” he said, smiling at her.

	Katy gave him a return smile. “Good morning, Fritz. Where are you off to?”

	“My mother asked me to see if the baker is working today. Can I carry that wool for you, Katy?” 

	His voice was eager, but she shook her head, not wanting to take advantage of his good nature. “It’s sweet of you to offer, but I’ll be fine.”

	“You can carry mine, Fritz,” Louise said, batting her eyelashes and leaning closer to him. 

	“Are you sure?” he asked, still focused on Katy. “It looks heavy.”

	“It is,” Louise assured him, adding a pathetic tone to her voice as she looked up at him hopefully.

	Katy smothered a grin. “I’ll be fine,” she repeated. She gestured to her friend. “But I think Louise would appreciate a break.”

	“Hmm?” His blue eyes jumped to the other girl. “Oh, right. Can I help you with that, Louise?”

	“Yes, thank you,” she said pitifully as she shrugged out of the straps. Fritz grabbed the pack in one hand and slung it over his shoulder. “You’re so strong.” 

	“Heading to the mill?” he asked, his attention returning to Katy.

	“We are,” she replied. Beside her, Louise rolled her shoulders while casting admiring glances at their companion.

	The low rumble of the rapids greeted Katy’s ears as she walked down a side street. Up ahead, her family’s mill, a two-story stone building, sat right next to the river, its wooden waterwheel creaking as it turned under the river’s influence. Two tiny windows with actual glass panes – a relic of her grandparents’ days – stood on either side of the wooden door at the front of the building. 

	Fritz lengthened his stride so that he reached the door first. He opened it, then stood to the side so Katy and Louise could pass through in front of him.

	“It had better not smell.” Katy’s younger sister greeted them with a scowl as they walked into the small customer area at the front of the mill. The door fell quietly into place behind them as Fritz pulled it closed.

	“Hello to you, too, Adele,” Katy said with a bright smile.

	Adele flung her long, dark brown braid over her shoulder and slammed her pen on the wooden counter. “I will not have disgusting, smelly—”

	“We wash the sheep first so the yarn won’t smell. We’ve done this for the last five years,” Katy sighed. Beside her, Louise made a face but said nothing. “Honestly, Adele, why do you still act like this? Besides, where I take my wool in my home is my business, not yours.”

	“It’s not your wool,” Adele scoffed. Her pretty brown eyes narrowed. “It’s our wool.”

	Pressing a hand to her heart, Katy widened her own eyes in mock surprise. “You’re willing to claim it now? Oh, Adele, I’m so proud.”

	Her sister crossed her arms. “You know what I mean. Are you going to stand there blocking the door all day?”

	“No, we’ll leave you to wait for customers,” Katy said wearily. Motioning to her friends, she crossed to the blanket that hung in the doorway between the front room and the milling area. “Come on, the wool goes upstairs.”

	They followed her silently across the wood-plank floor, through the tall room in back – quiet for now since her father wasn’t up yet – and up the steep, narrow staircase in the back corner. She pulled another hanging blanket to the side when she reached the top and held it while her friends passed by.

	“Katy. You’re back.” Her mother lifted her head from where she sat in the ancient rocking chair in front of the fireplace. “Oh. You…brought friends.” She moved her hands to the armrests and leaned forward slightly as if she intended to push herself up to stand.

	“It’s fine, Mother,” Katy said, dropping her burden and rushing across the small room to push her back down. Not that she’d made it very far. With a weary sigh, her mother settled back against the backrest. “We’re only dropping off a load of wool.”

	Fritz set his pack on the floor. “Don’t mind me, Miss Sabine,” he said politely. “How are you today?”

	“As well as…can be expected,” she replied with a tired smile. “Thank you.”

	He nodded. “I hope you feel better soon. I’m afraid I must be on my way. Farewell, Miss Sabine, Louise.” Shifting his gaze to Katy, he smiled, his blue eyes soft. “See you later, Katy.”

	“Of course. Thank you, Fritz,” she said, sparing him a slight glance from her examination of her mother’s glassy brown eyes. “Bye.”

	As soon as his footsteps faded down the stairs, Louise let out a dreamy sigh. “He’s so sweet.” Then turning towards Katy, she hissed, “Why didn’t you ask him to stay? He’s never going to ask you to walk with him if you don’t give him some encouragement.”

	“What?” Katy asked, distracted. She ran her hand over her mother’s olive skin, worrying over its clamminess. 

	“Fritz,” her friend said. “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice that he only had eyes for you this morning. Or are you too busy pining over that noble still?”

	The words cut through her abstraction as a familiar twinge in her chest sought to pull her mouth down in a frown. She fought it, closing her eyes briefly as she forced the corners of her mouth back up. A pair of warm brown eyes and a laughing smile, indistinct in her memory, taunted her as they danced around the edge of her awareness. The whisper of a baritone voice chased after them, the words just out of her grasp.

	“Noble?” her mother repeated weakly. “Is…he back?”

	“Of course not,” Louise snorted before Katy could reply. “Five years and not a word, not even to Katy, and you think we would welcome him back to Flussendorf?”

	Fair Katrin, the baritone voice laughed faintly. …count the days. 

	“No. But Katy…needs to find someone.” She lightly patted Katy’s hand where it still rested on her arm. “Can’t if…waiting for him.”

	“I’m not, Mother,” Katy said softly. When she caught herself fingering the river stones tied to her right wrist, she fisted her hand and drew it back slowly, hoping to avoid notice. “I know he’s not coming back.”

	A hand slammed against the wall. Jerking her head up, she saw her father leaning against the doorframe of her parents’ bedroom, the curtain that served as a door draped across his shoulders. “Of course, he isn’t,” he growled in his rumbling baritone, nothing like the smooth youthful one still brushing against her thoughts. His graying straw-colored hair hung loose around his face as he scowled at them. “Fancy folk like him have no use for folk like us. No matter what pretty things he may say.”

	“He never made any promises.” Katy pinched her lips together as she wished her father could have waited to roll out of bed until after she and Louise had left. Everyone in town knew he’d been at the tavern late last night again, but that didn’t mean he needed to appear in his dingy tunic – ordinarily white but soiled from the night before, its strings dangling loose like normal – in front of her friend. He hadn’t even bothered to pull on his boots yet.

	“Didn’t he? Maybe he didn’t, but you wanted him to,” her father accused, glaring at her wrist. He pushed off the doorframe and swayed slightly before setting off towards the sturdy wooden table that served as a dining room table as well as a counter for food preparation. Settling himself on one of the long benches next to it, he rubbed his forehead with a grimace. “Where’s the water?”

	“In the bucket next to the fireplace. Like always,” Katy retorted.

	“Don’t you get snippy with me, young lady!”

	Katy’s mother tried to sit up. “Josef,” she reprimanded in her soft voice.

	“It’s all right, Mother,” Katy said hotly. She glared at her father. “Somehow, the day would be incomplete without him ordering me around.”

	“I think I’ll wait downstairs with Adele,” Louise cut in. She backed toward the doorway to the stairs. “I’ll see you when you’re finished with the wool, Katy.”

	Her anger drained out as she watched her friend flee. Sighing, Katy crossed to the cupboard, pulled out a cup, and filled it with the ladle from the bucket. “Here, Father. I’m sorry,” she said quietly as she set it in front of him. Then she emptied her pack, after which she emptied Louise’s pack, too, making a note in her record book of how much there was.

	“Katy,” her father said as she lifted the blanket to exit the living space. She turned, one foot on the stairs. He lifted his green eyes to meet hers. “I’m sorry, too. You know we’d be lost without you, don’t you?”

	She gave him a small smile. “Thank you, Father.” Then she continued down the stairs to fetch her friend for the next load of wool.
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